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Sometimes the most expressive performance does not rely on
words to convey meaning. A case in point is Tim Kang's
performance in Arsat, a one-act adaptation of the short story "The
Lagoon," by Joseph Conrad, being presented at the Baruch
Performing Arts Center by Fluid Motion Theater & Film. The other
half of the bill is Conrad's One Day More, adapted by Conrad
himself from his short story "To-Morrow," and produced by the
National Asian American Theatre Co. (NAATCO).

In a Malaysian setting, Arsat tells the story of the last gasp of a
love won and a brother lost. Arsat's love is dying, and the arrival of
an English friend, Tuan (Kevin Bartlett), affords Arsat (Jojo
Gonzalez) the opportunity to tell his story in a kind of flashback. As
Tuan, which means "Sir," Bartlett is not simply the silent listener of
Conrad's short story. Adapter and director Christine Simpson has given him his own tale to tell about a
father he resents, and the actor brings a burst of vocal energy to the proceedings.

While Arsat's brother (Mr. Kang) paces back and forth upstage, we learn from Arsat how he and his
brother, who acted as sword-bearers to the Ruler, carried off a slave girl and consort to the Ruler,
Diamelen (Lydia Gaston), when she and Arsat fell in love. Arsat explains to Tuan, "we are a people who
take what they like—like you whites.” His brother was so confident of their success that he wanted to
shout the cry of challenge rather than quietly slip away, but Arsat knew that they would be pursued soon
enough.

As Conrad writes, "There's no worse enemy and no better friend than a brother, for one brother knows
another, and in perfect knowledge is strength for good or evil." When the brothers are attacked, Arsat and
his love escape, leaving the brother a few steps behind to fight alone, Kang, who demonstrates a form of
Malaysian martial arts to convey the brother's confidence, also mimes his death throes. Kang speaks, but
his actions effectively convey the character's ability to defeat almost anything except his brother's
abandonment. This performance would seem to be what the producing organization, Fluid Motion
Theater, aspires to create.

During an awkward pause between the plays—it's more than a break, and not quite an intermission—a
member of the stage crew sweeps away what appears to be a pile of gravel to reveal the outline of a brick
border, and we find ourselves in an English seaport town. Capt. Hagberd (Jojo Gonzalez) has purchased
two cottages, confident that one day, perhaps to-morrow, his long-lost son, Harry (Robert Wu), will return
to enjoy the father's hoarded prosperity. Renting one of the cottages is the beleaguered Bessie (Maile
Holck) and her blind father (Mel Duane Gionson), who makes Bessie's life a misery. Bessie's only
companionship comes from the captain, who has nearly lost his mind but is certain that the son who ran
off to sea will marry Bessie, a nice, sensible girl, and live in the home Hagberd allows no one to enter.
Bessie humors the old man, but puts little store in his expectations. When the son appears, he is not the
man either Hagberd or Bessie expect, and Bessie realizes that Harry's arrival has more meaning for her
than it does for the captain.

In adapting his short story, Conrad chose to emphasize the meeting of Bessie, who has seen too little of
the world, and Harry, who has seen too much. Directed by Jonathan Bank, Artistic Director of the Mint
Theater, the production moves at a leisurely pace, perhaps too leisurely, as this painful meeting is played
out. As Hagberd, Jojo Gonzalez, who seemed a little uncertain of his lines as Arsat, turns in a slightly
clichéd performance as a cranky old man. The greatest strength of the production is the mission of
NAATCO: to present the talent of Asian American actors, directors, designers, and technicians in
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texts and the timelessness of these works.

Tales of Unrest: Joseph Conrad Onstage continues at the Baruch Performing Arts Center, 150 E. 25"

Street, through October 18. Performances are Mondays through Saturdays at 8 p.m., Friday at 10 p.m.,
and Saturdays at 4 p.m. Tickets are $19 and can be reserved by calling 646-312-4085. Further
information is available online at: www.naatco.org.

-- Laura Shea




