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Confronting: Star of Toomelah Daniel Connors with twin sister Danieka

REAL-LIFE
ANGER PUT
TOWN IN THE
SPOTLIGHT

Fighting words opened
up a new world

DIRECTOR Ivan Sen found the
young Aboriginal star of his new
film, Daniel Connors, hanging
around the front yard of his
aunt’s house in the tiny bush
town of Toomelah.

He watched as a group of older
kids began taunting the boy.
Rather than back down, Sen was
astonished when nine-year-old
Daniel pulled out a knife.

‘‘He told them individually:
‘I’m going to slit your throat and
your throat and your throat’,’’
Sen recalls. ‘‘They were laughing
at him but then were like: ‘He’s
going to do it’. The next day I
followed him to school and he
got in a big fight and got kicked
out. He was about to stab some
other kid with his pencils. I
thought: he’s so aggressive, it’s a
matter of when, not if, this kid
goes to jail. That was what
inspired the story.’’

Best known for Beneath Cloud
Sen spent three weeks hanging
out with Daniel and
incorporating his experiences
into the screenplay. The picture
he paints of life in the former
mission town of 300 in northern
NSW isn’t glowing.

It follows Daniel, the offspring
of a pot-smoking mum and an
alcoholic father, as he falls under
the spell of local drug dealer
Linden (Christopher Edwards)
and his friends, who spend their
days talking nonsense and
playing video games.

Daniel seems to want to follow
in the footsteps of these ‘‘plastic
gangsters’’, but things change
when a rival dealer (Dean Daley-
Jones) sets up shop.

Daley-Jones, star of Mad
Bastards, is the only professional
actor in the film.

The remainder of the cast is

drawn from the local community.
Sen decided the only way to get
them to relax in front of the
camera was to dispense with the
typical large camera crew.
Instead, he made the entire film
on his own. He could only shoot
after 3.30pm when Daniel got
home from school and, adding to
the degree of difficulty, none of
his actors learned their lines.

Instead Sen had to feed an
actor a line of dialogue, which
they repeated, before panning to
the next shot and feeding the
next person another line.

Somehow, it works beautifully
on screen – Sen believes that’s
because the language is their
own. ‘‘I wrote down pages and
pages of dialogue from the actual
people living there, so the lines
are very natural for them to say.’’

But in truth, for the rest of us,
they’re not that easy to
understand. Due to the accents,
the weird grammar and the
frankly innovative use of the
‘‘C-word’’, Sen ended up
subtitling the entire film.

‘‘There are some lines that no
matter how many times you hear
them, you still don’t know what
they’re saying,’’ he says.

Sen grew up in Inverell and
Tamworth but his mother and
relatives lived in Toomelah and
he’s been a frequent visitor.
While most of the story grew
organically, he consciously
introduced into the screenplay
the character of Cindy, an older
woman taken from the township
as a child who returns only to
find herself disconnected from
the community.

‘‘That happened to my
grandmother and her sister when
they were aged 10 and 11,’’ Sen
says. ‘‘The bus did come to take
them to Goondiwindi for the day,
and they never came back. Fifty
years later they spotted her on
the Mike Walsh Show and there
was a happy family reunion. But
then they realised they couldn’t
really reconnect with each other,
they’d had such different lives.’’

In real life, the film had a
happy ending, with Toomelah
accepted into Cannes.

‘‘It was an amazing experience
for the actors,’’ he says. ‘‘There
was a lot of crying and it had to
do with the fact you got a sense
of people from the mission
getting ahead in life.’’

Toomelah is now showing

Going
out

NOT really comedy, not really theatre and,
despite its whimsical charms, not all
that entertaining.

Hugh Hughes’s Story Of A Rabbit is an odd
little narrative journey in which Hughes tells the
story of his father’s death, linking it thematically
to the unfortunate demise of a rabbit he was
pet-sitting for his neighbours.

Hughes re-enacts these events using small
props and projections accompanied by a sweet
soundtrack performed live by Aled Williams.

It’s a personal performance in that Hughes
stands at the door greeting the audience as we
enter, offers one lucky patron a cup of tea, which
we’re invited to enjoy vicariously and then
launches into the ‘‘show’’, such as it is.

Hughes is an ‘‘emerging artist from Wales’’
who has been commissioned by Hoipolloi to
make the work. This is actually his second outing
for the company, created in 2007. He has made
three Hoipolloi shows in total, but we’ve been
seeing them out of order, with Hughes’s first
show Floating touring in 2009, followed by his
third show, 360 in 2010.

Hughes is a likable presence, and there are
some funny moments and some moving ones in
this 90-minute performance (which could have
easily lost half an hour without any ill effect).

Trouble is, Hughes doesn’t actually exist. He
is the contrivance of Welsh performer and
Hoipolloi artistic director Shon Dale-Jones.

So while these parallel stories are heartfelt
and moving, it’s a manipulated and
manufactured emotionalism that permeates the
show, which ultimately doesn’t sit too well.
ChrisHook

Playhouse, Sydney Opera House; today 7.30pm, until
December 10, adult $35, conc $29, 9250 7777,
sydneyoperahouse.com

Odd journey
hops along

REVIEW: STORY OF A RABBIT

Contrived: Shon Dale-Jones as Hugh Hughes
Game-changing wild ride

Sublime: Kevin Jackson and Madeleine Eastoe

Vanessa Keys
ARTS WRITER

SHAKESPEARE purists be
warned: Graeme Murphy’s
Romeo And Juliet has nary a
whiff of the traditional text.

In this production,
commissioned by the
Australian Ballet, gone is
the crumbling city of
Verona, in its place a
universal, timeless space
that does its darndest to
represent every culture and
religion — from Hinduism
to Catholicism.

The star-crossed lovers
are married by Japanese
monks in a Buddhist temple,
Mercutio and Tybalt are
slain in a psychedelic Indian
marketplace and the
Capulets’ ball — where
Romeo and Juliet first meet
— takes place in a gothic
palace that’s dripping with
neon stalactites.

On paper the concept
reads like a gaudy revue but
Murphy’s masterful
storytelling prowess once
again prevails, resulting in a
game-changing ballet that
leaves you begging for more.

Its eccentricity never
overpowers the core love
story in some scenes; it even
helps to heighten
Shakespeare’s idealised,
impassioned depiction of
first love.

Madeleine Eastoe’s Juliet
is utterly resplendent,
exuding a childlike beauty
that teeters between giddy
exuberance and heart-

wrenching agony. Her
balcony pas de deux with
Kevin Jackson, a strong yet
playful Romeo, had the
audience riveted. The pair
make a sublime partnership.

Daniel Gaudiello’s
bawdy, mischievous
Mercutio induced theatre-
wide hysterics , while Amy
Harris’s flawless technique
gave Lady Capulet a
dangerous edge.

It’s not a particularly
pretty ballet and it certainly
won’t be to everyone’s taste,
but the commitment from all
involved, from Murphy and
the dancers to set designer
Gerard Manion and
costumer Akira Isogawa,
gives us no choice but to be
rid of our preconceptions.

A wild ride you won’t
forget in a hurry.

Opera Theatre, Sydney Opera
House; until December 21, sold
out, australianballet.com.au,
sydneyoperahouse.com.au
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