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Zaza VS Maggie Lai
Family dynamics get tested in La Cage Aux Folles while a transsexual documents her life pre- and post-operation in
Purple
 
By Adeline Chia

Two gender-benders will strut on the Singapore stage in the next two months.

The first is La Cage Aux Folles, an adaptation of the award-winning 1983 Broadway musical, staged
by Wild Rice and directed by Glen Goei.

The comedy is transplanted from St Tropez to Singapore's Tanjong Pagar, where the eponymous
drag cabaret nightclub is situated. The $1.4-million production runs at the Esplanade Theatre from
July 20. Expect to be blinded by sequins and blingy gowns.

The second is Purple, a play based on the colourful life of Singaporean transsexual Maggie Lai and
staged by Toy Factory Productions. The play was written and directed by Goh Boon Teck in 1995 and
restaged in 1998, both times to sold-out audiences.

The upcoming production is staged by Toy Factory but it will be directed by Rayann Condy, a
Canadian-born Singapore permanent resident. The show runs at Joyden Hall in Iluma from Aug 2 to
18. The company declined to reveal its production costs.

La Cage Aux Folles is about family, says Ivan Heng, 48, Wild Rice's artistic director and the show's
star, Zaza, the diva in the nightclub.

This applies to the family of Cagelles, the drag queen performers in the nightclub, and the encounter
of two very different families that provides the drama and comedy of the plot.

On one hand, there is the gay couple - nightclub owner George and his partner Albin, whose alter
ego is Zaza. On the other, there are the Tans, ruled by the patriarch, a right-wing politician, nightlife-
hating Mr D.D. Tan played by Darius Tan.

Problem is, the children from both families are in love and want to get married. Will Albin promise to
tone down and act as a macho uncle?

The source material for this musical came from a 1973 French play of the same title by Jean Poiret. It
was successfully adapted into a musical with a book by Harvey Fierstein and won six Tony Awards in
1983, including Best Musical and Best Book.

It was also adapted into a 1996 movie called The Birdcage, starring Robin Williams and Nathan Lane.

Meanwhile, Purple is a totally local creation. Goh, 40, says he came across this early script when he
was editing his older work for publishing.

'Over the years, I have received requests a few times a year to restage Purple,' he says. 'I think it still
speaks to a contemporary audience.'

He first read about Lai in a Chinese magazine in the early 1990s. He was touched by the story of this
larger-than-life figure: 'She went for a sex change, she was a hairdresser, a movie actress and went
to Taiwan to be a stripper. She was fascinating. She had courage and a human spirit that was larger
than any one of us. I saw the potential for a script.'
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He met Lai a few times to interview her about her life. Lai, who is believed to be in her late 50s now,
watched the first run of Purple. Toy Factory tried to track her down for this restaging but to no avail.

'The play is beyond the story of a transsexual named Maggie Lai,' Goh says. 'It is about all castrated
Singaporeans and their failed dreams. We want to inject courage to our impotent lives.'
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