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Total theatre

in a vast
cargo shed

1
Aboard the ships of the

First Fleet travelled an

entity more powerful than

‘Lhc wmu;hed souls who
‘were 1o create the Austra-

lian nation.

A whole culture was lo be
transplanted to a continent be-
lieved to be devoid of one and,
for more than a century, & ver-
sion of England’s green and
pleasant land was Lo be found in
this far-flung outpost of Empire.
Modem Australia is very differ-
ent, thanks largely to the cultural
variety which has accompanied
vast waves of immigration.

We are certainly the ncher
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{or it but few of us, unless we are
immigrants, think of the emo-
lional price of multiculwralism.
Constantine Koukias' remark-
able opera To Traverse Waler
cxplores this cost in an astonish-
ing and unforgettable way. -

A vast cargo shed on
Hobart's waterfromt — through
which many immigrants may
themselves have armved in Aus-
tralia — was the venue for this
striking production.

Koukias is obviously al case
with scale, and every part of the
enormous shed wasused. Part 1,

sel in Greece, has the audience

seaied at the Battery Pointend of
the shed: symbolically Part2; set
in Australia, required the audi-
ence Lo emigrate to the City end.
Radio microphones and amplifi-
ers supplementing the power of
the voices, and complex ane-
malography projecling imagcs
of distance. This is a total theat-
rical experience.

The work relies heavily on

imagery for its effect.~The ele-
ment which binds the loosely ar-*

ticulated scenes logether 13 wa-
ter. - The work begins with the

young woman, Despina, filling -
an um with water, Ull 1t over«

(lows. Rowing boats suspended

{rom the roof symbolisc passage -

over the waler, thelr oars mov- -

ing as if pulled by phantom oars-
men, while flickening [loor pro-
jection and smoky mist genera-

tion complete the image.

‘Despina’s suburban back-
yard — luxunant “with - 400
square meters of turf and com-
plele with barbecue and Hill's
jloist — depends on waler, and
she wastes no time in hosing
down her patio. Her daughteris
enuanced by the Spirits of the
1{oist but she breaks the spell by
washing her daughier's hands
and face before placing the mark

. of the cross on her forchead.

A row of beer casks cxplode
nlo & mist, and a- mobile
windpump clanks ity way
around the shed, As the opera
ends a beautiful fountain display
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cngulls her lawn. As obvious as
these images arc, they highlight
the elemental barner between
Despina’s old and new cullures,
and thus contobule 1o her cmo-
ucnal turmoil.

- Koukias® score is a blend of
pre-recorded noises —1 paricu-
larly liked the sounds ol the [or-
c3t birds in Part 2 — with simple
and repetiive melodies inspired

by the Byzantine chant of the
Greek Onhodox Liturgy.
words' combine ancicnt and
modem Greek writings, Biblical

The

passages, Greek folksongs and
[ragments from Divine Liturgy,

monared together by ficry and

penclrating music which makes

much use of percussion, elecunc
violin, harmonium and Uilleann

Pipery.

The subde lightng plot

changes onc's focus [rom the
[ront of the arena 1o some mas-
sive part of the set in the dis-
lance, from a whitewashed wall
1o a pyrotechnic device produc-
ing a shower of goldem rain-
drops. Compuler graphics and
scanned images project phrases
from the 'lyrics or show
enormous cogs dependent and
depending on one another for
their harmony of action. ‘The
visual effects are stunrung.

In conlcrporary music of
this sortitis sometimes difficult
for the human voice lo compele
with the "clectronic wizardry
going on all around, but [ felt
that Koukias had becen very carc-
ful with his ‘singers. Thar
simple melodics and symphonic

harmonies contrast sharply wilh
momentd of cacophony, adding

meaning -0 'a flow ol cvenls
which -at’ umes secmed oul of
human control. ™" e

Donald Bate &s the Narrator

léd “the audience through the

experence with calm authority.
Irene Slad's Mother of Despina
was sweetly sung, though with-
out the anguish which I [elt the
music demanded. Pecnclope

‘Bruce, Dcbra "Pridgeon and

Donna Salter's Spints of the
{{oist were nicely realistic, and
gave lhe action a homely touch.
‘Tim Lland's boy soprano was
touchingly poignant, reminding
Despina of reality. Despina, 2
non-singing part, was movingly
portrayed by Nina Paleologos.

To Traverse Waler 5 n
strong and absorbing picce ol
total theatre which will make all
nalive-bom Australians con-
sider the plight of the immigrant
and the tension which underpins
our national multiculturalism. It
further enhances the reputauon
of IHOS opera. '

— MICHAEL STODDART



