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Momoko Cheng Chi-Wai is in the basement of the Arts Centre with her large, boisterous cast and crew.  It’s the night before the Hong Kong premiere of the Chinese version of The Vagina Monologues, and the 23-year-old has a big task on her hands.


Politically, she’s directing the Cantonese and English versions of the controversial play that was recently banned in Shanghai.  Socially, she’s using her production to raise money and awareness for local women’s rights groups.  Most immediately and practically, she’s trying to coordinate 12 actresses who will be performing separate versions of a two-hour play.  New Yorker Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues comprises 20 parts in which the female characters, aged six to 80, tell personal stories related to their bodies and sexuality.  It’s been described as a pro-sex, feminist cultural phenomenon and is a difficult production to pull together.  


“We have so many different characters in this play: women who are married or single, lesbian or straight, black or white,” Cheng says.


Cheng, who has acted in or directed 24 previous plays, borders on the hyperactive – a blur of glitter eyeliner, dangly earrings and layers of pink, purple, orange, blue and yellow clothes.  (It’s cold in the Arts Centre basement.)  For two years, from 1999, the Hong Kong native fast-tracked her way through a theatre degree at Central Michigan University.  She then started her acting career in the US, where she appeared in productions such as Sextensions.  In 2002, she got the chance to perform in a US run of The Vagina Monologues, and acted in two scenes: “My Vagina Is My Village” and “Six-Year-Old Girl”.


“Right then, I knew this play was powerful and had a lot of meaning,” she says.


Last summer, Cheng founded her own theatre group, Playhouse.  The Vagina Monologues is its second show and a major commitment, because they had to write their own Cantonese translation.  Cheng calls it “a bit rougher and more localized than the English”.

The language issue is political, too.  Cheng says mainland authorities banned the Chinese-language version in Shanghai, but that English-language shows have been performed in private expat clubs without a problem.  An English-language production in Beijing was cancelled at the last minute yesterday.  “I read in the Chinese papers that officials were upset by repeated use of the word vagina.”

Cheng say the repeated use of the word is deliberate.  “It’s just a part of the body.  We don’t get upset by the words ‘ear’, ‘mouth’ or ‘nose’.  Why can’t we say ‘vagina’?  Everyone has to go through a vagina to come into this world.  It’s not a vulgar term, it’s a medical term.  Why do we need nicknames and euphemisms like ‘down there’ and mui mui [‘little sister’ in Cantonese]?”

For Cheng, the best way to counter censorship is to ensure that as many Hongkongers as possible see the production.  She’s done everything from handling out pamphlets in Lan Kwai Fong to courting the local press.  She proudly shows a full-page story from the Hong Kong Economic Journal with a photo of her all-female staff blowing kisses.   The headline reads: “V is for Valentine, Vagina, anti-Violence and Victory!”  “After that, we sold out the Chinese-language shows,” she says.

Cheng has many ideas for upcoming productions, but her priority is to start a Vagina Monologues tradition here.  In other countries, it’s staged every February to correspond with V-Day, which is part of a global movement to stop rape and domestic abuse.


“I’m not the kind of person to protest on the street with a sign.  Instead, I make my point through theatre.  For me, a play is much more than just entertainment.”
