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A Message from Artistic Director of
ENERGEX Brisbane Festival,
Tony Gould AM Duniv

ENERGEX Brisbane Festival in association with Melbourne International Arts
Festival and The Singapore Arts Festival presents TheatreWorks’ (Singapore)

SANDAKAN

Director  Ong Keng Sen
Composer  Jonathan Mills
Set Designer  Justin Hill
Lighting Designer/Video Artist  Margie Medin

Collaborators/Performers  Matthew Crosby, Tim Harvey, Lok Meng Chue,
Gojo Masanosuke, Rzman Putra, Kota Yamazaki

Producer Tay Tong
Consultant/initial Researcher  Lou Wess
Collaborating Video Artist  Choy Ka Fa
Associate Director Lok Meng Chue
Soundscape Designers  Steve Adam & Jonathan Mills
Narrative  Ong Keng Sen

Choreography/Text  Matthew Crosby, Tim Harvey, Lok Meng Chue,
Gojo Masanosuke, Rizman Putra, Kota Yamazaki

Body Installations  Rizman Putra
Cameras Choy Ka Fai & Margie Medhn
Recorded Voice (Poem)  Dr Frank Mills
llustrations  Mehan Chee, :Phunk Studio



Ong Keng Sen on
Sandakan Threnody

How did it all come about?

Jonathan Mills, the composer, and | first talied
about Sandakan in July 2001. We had met socially
in Melboume and we exchanged notes about what
we were doing. | told him that | was directing 3
play about the Second Workd War and he said that
he was also doing something about Woxld War Il
Jonathan told me that his father was wery hucky

10 have been transferred out of Sandakan, 3s the
whole POW casnp was wiped out (2,000 men).
because they escaped. Jonathan was Wiiting 3 néw
orchestral piece 10 be performed in Adelaide. | didn't
hear about it 2gain until he came by Singapoce in
the beginning of 2002. He asked if | was interested
10 direct Sandakan Mvenody, to transiate the 30-
minute occhestral piece into a theatre piece. | was
intrigued by it and this began the two-year peocess
of searching for funds and looking for festivals

10 commission it Ching Lee (from the Naticaal
Arts Counxil, Singapore) and Robyn Azcher (from
Meibourne International Arts Festival) were very
open 10 it from the beginning and we then had

to find other Australian partness.

The play deals with the themes of
war - why the fascination with war-
themed pieces?

My work in the last decade has been concemned
about giving voice to the voieless, to those who
have hisherto been unheasd. After the War, there has

been an obliteration of what happened in Sandakan,

Soeme writers have called it a conspiracy of silence.
1tend %0 see it as several conspiracies of silence,
both in Austraia and Japan, which have obscured
stories of trauma and dignity. So | would like to float
these human stories to the surface,

And we can see from the stories of the US army in
Iraq how power ¢an be abused; soceties are still
going to war, sl fuelling the very human fear of
“the other”. Racial and cultural prejudice is still rife
today, waiting to be manipulated by politicians

and governments. There is an interesting Australian
documentacy — This is Japan ~ made during the
War, about how the Japanese were allegedly trained
to hate from when they were young. lronically,

the documentary also taught Australians 10 hate
the Japanese. | find this material endiessly potent.

1 know how coe can be sucked into it as | can
recognise it in the human condition ~ including
mmyself. So a5 long as there is wax, these pieces ace
still relevant, 1o discuss the darkness in our souls.

The body transparent...

There is 3 scene (Scene 2) that we have made
about the transparent body. As the POWS marched
on these death masches, they slowdy wasted away
on the mountain ranges of Mount Kinabalu. They
walked 260 km in 17 to 28 days depending on their
physical condition. Half to two-thieds of the men
died in this mannex. We were discussing how, as
they macched, they began to defy their bodies in
strange way. As they dragged their bodies through
the jungle, many of them were cranding ke animals
throwgh the thick tropical jungie. They lost the abty
10 even stand, due 10 kack of food and the terrble
teerain. They became in 3 strange way immoctal’,
Their physical bodies collapsed but, ircaically, | think
they were able to Tt off” spiritually. It is aways
about how they find immense strength in the worst
CIrQUMSLaNces.

What or who is a hero?

Bill Maxham ~ one of the six survivoes who came
back with post-traumatic stress syndrome and killed
himself in 19612 Captain Yamamoto ~ who was
executed at the war arimes trials of Bormeo and
who said that he would take sole responsibility for
what happened? The locals who died, but are not
commemorated either in Koya-san, Japan, noc in
Sandakan War Memorial Park?

Beauty and darkness

There are also the kabuki scenes in the performance.
A male dancer impersonates 3 woman - the
onnagata role. This is a symbolic role, of an oid
woman ravaged by memoxy: time flashes back into
a past life where there is the joy of love and the  ~
tragedy of death. The woman is finally transformed
into a bird, 3 symbol of hope for humanity, The
kabuki presence is like a gold theead through the
tapestry of war and pain. | am interested in the fip
side of brutality and viclence: beauty. The inspication
for these scenes came when | saw the 2,000
photographs of the POWs who died 3t Sandalan

3t the Canberta War Memaoxial, Some of them were
just young boys but 2 of them were stunning,
goditke in their smies, imvinoble on the day of their
enlistment. The beauty of these boys and the beausy
of Japanese aesthetics ace joaaposed in the kabuki
scenes, 10 tell about the waste of vwar, about the
incredible darkness which erupted in Sandakan.

A suspended time and space

1 have been fascinated with peojecting the play
beyond 1945, Two performers play out a scene at
the end, which is suspended in time and space.
Their antics are watched over by a Hairy Midget,
who has danced a duet with the bird of hope, and
3 Naerator who is now 3 witness. | call this scene
“the future” — what happens after the War, perhaps
when the Tast’ Australian meets the “last’ Japanese?
Thery are like the tragic downs of Beckett's Waiting
for Godot = waiting for war wounds to finally be
13id 10 rest. For perhaps we ace still infected by

the invisible virus of hatred and fear: the cultural
vidr is still embedded within us, the legacies of the
past continue. Uitimately there ace theee different
Joutneys, which are being woven onstage: the fve
action, the music and the video. It is my tole to pull
these theee strands togethes.



Is Sandakan Threnody different
from your previous works?

Yes, 35 it is the fiest time that the many cultures
in my work have significance in an immediate
socal, poltical context. | think it is no longer
possible 10 talk about war through one Culture.
Sandakan Theenody is positioned at the Crossroads
of Japan, Australia and BoeneolSingapore/South-
East Asia — the site of the Wac It is not a typically
patriosik piece. It talks about the descendants,
both real (Sue Moxham, Tetsuya Yamamoto, Ten
Hacovey, Jonathan Miks) and metaphorical, of the
War. Working with Tim 10 trace the past as bhe
remembers his grandfather, 3 POW at Changi,
beought home many immediacies, 35 did our
Labuan-Sandakan-Ranau journey. On that journey,
we traced the death-march route which is now 3
four-hour expeessway ride on 3 bus. We managed
10 track down foer local survivoes who are all in
their seventies now. Their stonies were dignified,
confusing and sobering — induding the most
shocking one, of some stanving Japanese soldiers
who hung up a white POV and slowly siiced his
flesh off to be cooked while he was still alive. This
stocy has now ended up in local mythology.

All in 2ll, | feel | have a concrete responsibility
towards the past and the future through working
with collaborators from many cultures, and |
wonder: s it possible to transcend cultural bigotry,
which leads to war?

Ong Keng Sen
Director

Creative Team

Ong Keng Sen

Ong Keng Sen actively contributes to the evolution
of an Asian identity and aesthetic for contemporary
performance. His juxtaposition of different art
forems and cultural styles has helped him to create
2 rademark epic style which has attracted acclaim
in Asid, Europe, the USA and Australia. He is ako
known for ‘docu-performances’ that explore Asia’s
diversity and relationship with the world. He is the
first Singaporean to receive both the Young Artist
Awaed (1992) and the Cultural Medalion Award
(2003) for Singapore.

Jonathan Mills

Joaxthan Mills studied composition with Peter
Sculthoepe and piano with Lidia Ascuri in aly, He
was Artistic Director of Melbourne Festival (2000
and 2001) and the Brishane Music Biennial (1995
and 1997). His chamber opera, The Erernily Man,
Was co-commissioned by Almeida Opeta and

the Aldeburgh Festival, and received 3 Genesis
Prize for Opera. Future peojects incude 3 double
concerto for piano and violin, 3 co-commission for
Deo Sol with the Tasmanian Symphoay Occhestra
and the London Sinfonietta. He is Dicector of
Victoria’s Alfred Deakin Lectures.

Matthew Crosby

A graduate of NIDA, Matthew Crosby received 3
Japan Foundation Feliowship 10 study Japanese
theatre in 1995, and in 2000 received an
Asialink scholarship. He has since worked
extensively in 13pan. In the past ten years he has
concentrated mainly on theatre, with numerous
credits to his name.

Tim Harvey

Tim Haovey earned a BA in Dance and Drama at
Deakin University. He has worked as 3 performe,
teacher and choceographer in Melbourne and
regional Victoria. Apart from performing with
Danceworks, BalletLab and Shelley Lasia's Plan
Protean peoject, he also creates his own works and
facilitates movement workshops in schools,

Lok Meng Chue

Lok Meng Chuoe has been involved in nearly 2

of TheatreWorks' peoductions, both locally and
Overseds, 35 3 performes, Gieectox, S1age/production
manager and workshop coordinater and
20ministratoc. She is currently an ASSociate Astistic
Director with the company.

Gojo Masanosuke

A leading dancer/choceographer of the Gojo school
of Japanese dance, Gojo is one of Japan's most
celedrated ‘onnagatas” (female impersonaters),
eaming high peaise for his deamatic expeessiveness
in 3 wide range of dassical roles. He also engages
Atively in the creation and the performance of
NEW Works.

Rizman Putra

Rizman Putra is the co-founder of multidisciplinary
ant collective, Kill Your Television (KYTV), As well
33 performing, he works on collages, installations
and drawings as the primary foece behind his
performances. He is also a singet/songwriter for
Singapore indie-rock band, Tieamisu.

Kota Yamazaki

Celebeated Japanese dancer, Kota Yamazaki, is
best known for devising choreography combining
the essence of the Japanese avant-garde butoh,
classical ballet and American modern dance. His
work explores new forms of human relationships
and community, His Last choceography was with
the Senegalese company, Jant-bi.

Justin Hill

Scenographer and architect, Justia Hill, is 3 board
direcioe of TheatreWorks, He studied archinecture
at the Usiversity of Adelaide and has since worked
extensively in 0pera, musical theatre, and deama
in both Asia and Australia. A founding member

of TheatreWorks, he has designed more than 20
productions for the company.

Margie Medlin

Macgie Mediin studied Visual Arts in Sydney,
lighting design at Yale School of Drama, and
Scenography and Advanced Computer Applications
foe Theatee Design in London. She holds an MA in
Interior Design from RMIT Melbourne. In 2ddition
10 her veork for theatre she is a film and video
installation artist, explocing the interrelations of
dance and the moving image.
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The music for Sandakan Threnody was performed by Jamie Allen (tenor), Cantillation
(Chorusmaster, Paul Stanhope) and the Sydney Symphony Orchestra conducted by
Richard Gill, with Riley Lee (shakuhachi) and Wang Zheng-Ting (shenq). Produced by

Steve Adam, Jonathan Mills, Russell Stapleton and Jane Ulman. Orchestral recording
produced by Owen Chambers. Additional recordings produced by James Atkins,

Jonathan Mills and Russell Stapleton, Recorded in April and May 2004 at the Concert Hall,
Sydney Opera House, and ABC Studios Austrahia, Ultimo and Southbank.

Sandakan Threnody was inspired by a work for tenor, ¢hoir and orchestra of the same
name by Jonathan Malls.

Assisted by the Confederation of Australian International Arts Festivals through the Major
Festivals® Initiative of the Australia Council, the Australian Government’s arts funding and
advisory body, Melbourne International Arts Festival and ENERGEX Brisbane Festival.
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Jonathan Mills on Sandakan Threnody

‘It is the destiny of the artist not to serve those who make history,
but to serve those who are victims.” - Albert Camus

The composer writes: Sandakan

is dedicated to the memory of Captain L C
Matthews, GC, MC, executed at Kuching
Prisoner-of-War Camp, 2 March 1944,

That the events surrounding the appalling
treatment of Australian and British troops
held prisoners-of-war in Sandakan and
Ranau, North Borneo between 1942 and
1945 have been brought to light is largely
due to the efforts of six Australian soldiers
who escaped the marches from Sandakan
to Ranau and lived to tell the tale.

Those who survived this dreadful ocdeal
were Keith Botterill, Dick Braithwaite, Owen
Campbell, Bill Moxham, Nelson Short and
8ill Sticpewich. None of these men are

alive today. My father, Dr Frank Mdlls, was
also incarcerated in Sandakan and Kuching
as a pasoner-of-war during that peniod.
Sandakan Threnody is also written as a
tnbute 10 his expeniences in North Borneo.
Commissioned by the Centenary of
Federation, South Australia Committee

and at the suggestion of Robyn Archer,

on the occasion of the return by the
Australian Army of the Torrens Parade
Grounds to the people of South Australia,
Sandakan Threnody has been revised for
performances by the Sydney Symphony
Orchestra and now, a theatrical version
directed by Ong Keng Sen, of TheatreWorks
Singapore.

In its original form, the music comprises
three movements. Whilst not specifically
programmatic, each movement refers to

a different aspect of the Sandakan story,
and functions as a musical archetype. One
movement is an instrumental overture,
albeit one with references 1o both the
subtle timbres of traditional Japanese music,
such as gagaky, and the diverse, almost
incongruous, often aggressive timbres of
contemporary orchestral percussion, It is the
shortest movement and its relative brevity is
a comment on the brutality and shattening
abruptness of war.

Another movement is 3 march that
undergoes a series of disintegrating and
occasionally defiant permutations. It is
scored for solo tenor, chorus and orchestra.
It uses two texts, Psalm 130 and a fragment
of a poem by Anna Akhmatova. The core
rhythmic motif of this movement is based
0N a morse code transcription of the words
‘De profundlis clamavi ad te Domine” ("Out
of the depths do | ¢ry unto Thee, O Lord”).

It deaws 3 connection between a “dead’
language, Latin, and 3 "dead’ technology,
morse code, 10 express the tragic
dimensions of 3 ‘death’ march.

Yet another movement is a lullaby. Itis a
setting of a highly lyrical poem by Randolph
Stow for solo tenor and orchestra. The
imagery of the poem is evocative of a
quintessential Australian landscape,
offering the possibiity of repose and
hope of renewal,

Following the performances of the
complete orchestral version of Sandakan
Threnody by Jamée Allen, Cantillation,

the Sydney Symphony Orchestra and
Richard Gill in late April of this year, the
work was recorded in its entirety and in 3
large number of short fragments. These
fragments, particularly, have formed the
basis of an entirely new version of the
music for the theatre production of
Sandakan Threnody.

Working with the sound designer and
electro-acoustic composer, Steve Adam,

we have devised a series of elaborate
"soundscapes” which treat the orchestral
material in various ways: enlarging,
compressing, bending and breaking apart
the inner fabric of the original material in

3 process akin 1o musical arcchacology. From
movement 1o movement, the sound score
changes its role — sometimes supporting the
dramaturgy and at other times propelling
the stage action itself. The peocess has been
quite challenging and revealing.

The title of the work derives from the Greek
word, threnos, which means grieving, but
with an explicit emphasis on a public act

of grieving. In contrast to the cathartic
wisdom of ancient Greece, Australia seems
10 have a problem vath public expressions
of gnief. For us, grief is a very private matter,
with the result that tragedies like Sandakan
are 100 often unknown, unobserved

and uniamented.

It has not been my intention in witing
Sandakan Threnody 10 make accusations.
No culture or country has 3 monopoly

on righteousness. The rituals of many
cultures rely on the representation of 3
transforming journey, a pilgrimage or a path
to enlightenment. By contrast, the marches
from Sandakan to Ranau had no purpose
and provided no enlightenment.

Jonathan Mills
Composer
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The Suncorp Theatre is an offical venue for ENERGEX Brisbane Festival 2004




