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Roots, based on director/playwright Oliver Chong's personal experience of going

back to his great-grandfather's hometown in China to "trace his roots," is an
impactful, touching and succinct one-man show. First produced in 2012 and
winning the Production of the Year and Best Script awards at The Straits Times'
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PERFORMANCE DATE

Life Theatre Awards, Roots was staged this time as part of The Finger Players'

REVIEWER'S SCORE

15th Anniversary Season.

4.0 out ofS

Although the words "simplicity" and "spectacle" would not usually be used in
the same breath to describe the staging of a performance, in the case
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of Roots they certainly could be. On entering the black box theatre, one
encounters a raised platform covered entirely with uncooked rice where most of
the action will take place. An antique radio playing Mandarin tunes from the
1920-3os is on one side of this platform, and a rice cooker, which keeps
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steaming throughout the duration of the play, is on the other side, completing
the stage picture.
A simple enough set-up, but the spectacle of the performance lay in the rice
filled platform, as would quickly become obvious once the performance started.
Rice holds a special place in Chinese culture and tradition, where it is symbolic of
family togetherness and the hard work required to produce it, both of which
make it preciousness. The play's central visual motif was undoubtedly a nod to
the above ideas.
The story narrates how, guided by the name of his paternal grandfather's sister
(the only clue that his grandmother could remember, or would reveal) Chong
traced his family's origins to one of seven possible towns in Guangdong province
in China. What follows is his account of his visit to a particular town that was
likely to be the birthplace of his paternal grandfather - although he was never
able to establish with certainty that he had found the right town. The captivating
account also included his encounters with the villagers there, and a visit to the
home of what were likely to be his long-lost relatives, the cousins of his father.
Throughout the play, as Chong told his story, he drew in the rice with several
implements to create visual aids, such as Chinese characters and maps of the
places that he visited.
His narration is at once earnest, humorous and thought-provoking. Near the
start of his story, Chong tells of a rude email he received from someone from
Hong Kong, in response to his posts on a forum for the Chinese diaspora. This
email, Chong stresses, was written in traditional Chinese script - as opposed to
Chong's own emails in simplified Chinese, which Singaporean Chinese generally

OTHER REVIEWS BY JOCELYN CHNG

Red Demon (2016), Review
Geng Rebut Cabinet (2016), Review
Framed,Jzy Adolf (2018), Review

celebrations, is written, directed and performed by Chong and was staged to
critical acclaim in 2012, snagging awards for Best Script and Production of the
Year at last year's Life! Theatre Awards.
Roots explores Chong's personal quest to learn about his ancestors in China.

Armed with only the vaguest of clues and cryptic anecdotes from his
grandmother, he takes advice from online forums before planning a journey to
his ancestral village near Taishan in the province of Guangdong.
Chong has a unique gift for storytelling: he slips into a multitude of roles as he
recounts his adventures to find his hometown, morphing effortlessly from an
evasive, absent-minded grandmother to a kindly hotel clerk to a host of
whispering village elders. Throughout the seventy-minute performance, Chong
pads around in a large trough filled with rice grains sketching shapes and
patterns, literally drawing and redrawing the lines of his history as he discovers
secrets and stories that have remained hidden for years.
Moments of laugh-out-loud hilarity are balanced with quietly affecting scenes.
In a particularly touching moment, Chong describes the simple joy of his father
when the latter learns of a long-lost cousin in a small village, reminding us of
the eternal power of the family to transcend physical boundaries.
The performance is delivered in a fluent melange of Mandarin and Cantonese
with a smattering of English although it is the use of English that I found to be
the most jarring, seeming to be thrown in as an afterthought and making the
flow of the surtitles less smooth.
Many of Singapore's iconic monodramas such as Stella Kon's Emily of Emerald
Hill, Huzir Sulaiman's Occupation and Haresh Sharma' s Best Of are ultimately
tales about finding oneself which are both deeply personal and wonderfully
universal in their reach. Roots is no exception and it's impossible not to be swept
along in the sparkling narrative. We all recognize traits of ourselves in Chong:
the culturally dislocated modern Singaporean who wants to get a sense of his
family history and understand the journey which has led him to where he is
today.
And the power of Roots is that it reminds us that sometimes it is that journey
which makes all the difference, whatever the outcome may be. We all just want
to find a place to call home.
3-5 out of 5 stars, Naeem Kapadia, 18 Oct 2014
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