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TheStory

Weesageechak and Misigoo bemoan
the departure of the living to the land of
the dead. They journey long and far to
the river, which separates them from
the magic island where the Spirits of the
dead dwell. The Four Spirit Men take
them to the magic island, where The
Spirits of the dead dance every night by
the light of the moon, held up by
Atheegis the Frog. Weesageechak kills
the Frog and swallows the moon. The
Spirits of the dead can no longer dance
- Weesageechak captures them in a
basket and sets out to return to the land
of the living. But the Spirits of the dead
are restless, and on the long journey
back, one by one they escape from the
basket. Weesageechak never again
attempts to bring back the Spirits of the
dead.

About Soundstreams

Founded by renowned oboist Lawrence
Cherney in 1982, Soundstreams has
presented hundreds of unique and
compelling concerts, from intimate
chamber music events to multi-choral
spectaculars, operas, music-theatre works
and 8 highly successful international
festivals. Each Soundstreams season is
comprised of 7 or more music events
presented primarily in Toronto. The
programming, curated by Artistic Director
Lawrence Cherney, focuses on music by
living composers, often with a special
emphasis on Canadian composers.
Soundstreams regularly commissions new
works from both Canadian and
international composers for world
premiere, adding an average of 2 works to
the global repertoire every year since
1982. Concerts are often recorded for
broadcast by CBC Radio Two and the
European Broadcasting Union, preserving
the musical legacy Soundstreams
upholds.
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contribution is. That is our message. We
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An Interview with the Artistic
Director Lawrence Cherney

Q: Could you please tell us about your
vision for Soundstreams. What is the
position of new music in the Canadian
Culture?

A: The most important is that we present
music by living composers. However, in
the music that we promote the composer
and the performer is not usually the same
person, so the composer is not seen on
stage. Further, the music requires good
listening skills and it asks that the
audiences listen carefully. It is a music

that has its own place.

speak about hierarchies among different
kinds of music. Every type of music - Pop,
Jazz, World music or concert music - has
its own place. New concert music has
many influences from the past and
present, Western and Non-Western. So,
categorizing has become more difficult.
We try to open doors with our music!

Q: How did the idea come up to
create/commission a Cree music drama?

A: | have always been very interested in
aboriginal culture: the rich spiritual life, the
wonderful traditions. The culture explores
how we relate to each other and to nature.
It is a very respectful culture. The
mythology has a rich symbolism. Of
course, our project did not have to be
Cree. | knew Tomson Highway and he told
me about the beautiful sound of the Cree
language and that it was a wonderful
language to set to music because the
sounds are not rigid, but very flexible.

Q: What does the project The Journey
signify for you?

A: Aboriginal peoples were the first to live
in Canada. Their culture was almost
destroyed. It is important to recognize that
they contributed something special to
Canada, and to know what that

project is about aboriginal mythology
because it is potential inspiration for great
art.

Q: How do you choose the artists for a
project?

A: We present many different projects. |
choose the artists that are most suitable
for a specific project according to the
nature of the piece. Especially for
narrators, vocalists, soloists and choirs the
choice is crucial.

QI: Wh()j/ 8icpy8utcho\3’s% l@letlissa{ Hi to
compose the opera?

A: Melissa Hui and Tomson Highway met
at a Soundstreams conference in 2003.
Hui and Tomson intensely discussed the
subject of cross-collaboration. So, | had
the idea to propose that they do a project
together.

Q: What is the position of Native Canadian
Art in Canadian Culture?

A: 1 would like to be careful with
categorization. | can only repeat that there
is no hierarchy among different kinds of
art. There was a long time when aboriginal
people were not respected by the
European settlers. We assumed that it
was their job to assimilate. Every type of
art and culture has its own significant
place. We would like to help others to
appreciate cultures different from their
own.

Q: Is there a political message in
presenting a Cree new music drama?

A: | hope not. It is a legend of death.
There are always those who will look for
and find a political message in works of
art, but it is not our primary intention.



Q: In The Journey the Cree mythology is
combined with the art form of the new
music theatre. What do you intend by
combining different cultural subjects and
art forms?

A: | see The Journey as a music drama, a
story that is set to music with movement. It
is a collaborative, cross-cultural project.
Works are more interesting when different
cultures learn from each other. Music has
a unique ability to touch us and to
combine differ ent c ul
word fusion. For me, fusion implies a loss
of identity of different elements when they
are merged together. On the contrary, we
are interested in collaboration. It means
that different elements are combined to
create something new without giving up
their own identity. A sense of the individual
elements that make up the new creation
still remains. In other words, | would call
our projects fAimeet:i
fimelting potso.
other and enter into a dialogue, thereby
creating new relationships.

CreeMythology

Mythology comprises stories that transport
knowledge, values or beliefs of a cultural
group. Thus, it determines the culture
itself. Native mythology embraces
mythological stories about the origin of the
cosmos and the world, many stories about
the Trickster and those that are related to
rituals and ceremonies for special
purposes e.g. birth, medicine or seasonal
ceremonies.

The Character dathe Trickster

The Trickster is a central character in
Native North American mythology.
Different peoples have differing names for
it: such as Weesageechak in Cree,
Nanabush in Ojibwa, Raven on the west
coast, Coyote on the plains (and other
places). The character resembles a clown.
Such a character exists as well in many
other cultures on every continent.

tures.

p lfumations O ,
Cultures

On the one hand, the Trickster has a
divine role having the power to create
many aspects of the world. He can
mediate between the human world and the
divine. And he has the ability to change
his physical appearance. So, he can look
like a human being, like an animal or a
plant.

On the other hand, he has a very human
character, trying to extend the limitations
dbhondah existénkeeHe expresses human
desires. And he operates in the human
world. He can act both in a positive or a

negative way.

Very often he violates the rules and serves
as a bad example. Storytellers can
thereby teach morality or entertain their
audience. That means the stories about
the Trickster have an important social
and not
encounter each
Tomson Highway concludes as follows:
Awhat he is, above
cl own, the worl dobs
ridiculous, given to the people by the
Great Spirit, so to speak, to teach us the
pivotal lesson that the reason for
existence on the planet is not to suffer, not
to wallow in guilt but to enjoy life, to take
pl easure in the sim

al |l
mo st

pl e



Costume Design by Shawn Kervin



An Interview with Tomson
Highway

Q: In your opinion, what is the position of
Native Canadian Art/ especially Cree Art
in the Canadian culture?

A: Native Canadian art is extremely
important to Canada as it has some very
unique things to say, especially about the
relationship of a people (i.e. all Canadians,
not just Native-Canadians) to a land, that
the land, and by extension, nature as a
whole, is not an enemy to be conquered
but an ally to be lived with, a friend, a
lover. And to understand such a concept
implicitly, one would pretty well have to
speak at least one Native language. Each
language in the world functions differently,
looks at the world differently, relates to it
differently. Some [languages] work against
it, others WITH it.

Q: Please describe the importance of
storytelling in the Cree culture.

A: Storytelling is as important in Cree
culture as it is in any culture the whole
world over. It is of central importance. It is
how we learn our lessons from the

past about life and the world we live in,
and it is how we pass our lessons on
down to the next generation. It is how we
heal the wounds we have experienced in
our past. Storytelling is healing. Art is
healing. That is the role of artists, of all
disciplines, not just writers/storytellers - we
heal, that is what we do, that is our role in
life.

Q: What are the most important values
that are transferred from the Cree myth of
The Journey?

A: It has to do with death. You see, in
monotheistic cultures [believing in one
god] - i.e. Christianity, Islam, Judaism -
one either goes to hell or to heaven when
one dies. Heaven to hell, God to Satan is
a straight I|ine

going

those cultures, God is male and male
exclusively. When you die, that is to say,
you either go up on that straight line. Or
you go down. Pantheistic cultures [Greek
fipano= fiall o, At h®o
to be everywhere] function according to a
circle as opposed to a straight line. When
you die in pantheistic cultures (e.g. North
American Aboriginal cultures, not just
Cree), you don't go to hell or to heaven.
You simply go to another part on the great
circle of life. So that, in that sense, the
dead are still here with us, on this Earth,
as a blade of grass, a tree on a leaf, a ray
of sunshine. In those cultures, therefore,
the Earth, the planet is a sacred space;
the ancestors still walk this land. And so
the argument goes. Very complex, very
long story. Anyway, that's the lesson that
is inherent in the story of The Journey.
And that is what | find most important
about it.

Q: You have described to us the figure of
the Trickster in Cree mythology. What is
its role in the plot of the libretto? Which
aspect of its broad character do you focus
on?

A: Every culture on Earth has a

myt hology. [é] In
(the "book of sacred stories") a male God
[ €] sends an angel
who whispers into the ear of a virgin and
she, as a result of this whisper, becomes
pregnant. And gives birth. To the only
"super-hero" who exists within the
universe of Christian mythology, namely
Jesus Christ.

Well, all mythologies the whole world over
work in the same way. Except that, as |
say, polytheistic cultures, because they
have many gods (and many goddesses),
they therefore have many superheroes,
Hercules and Helen of Troy being just two
we know of in Greek mythology, the final
definition of a superhero being he (or she)
who is born from the sexual union of a
God and a human, so that the superhero,
like Jesus or Hercules, is half God and

U R down el 1
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Well, Native North Aboriginal cultures also
have the same design. Except that
because they are pantheistic in structure
(as opposed to monotheistic or
polytheistic), it is next to impossible to
explain in English. We would have to
switch to Cree. To make a very long and
complex story simple, the Goddess, our
Mother the Earth who created the universe
and all within it, including ourselves,
humans, also created superheroes of a
kind in her sexual union with natural
elements, i.e. creatures of nature, things
of nature, the power of nature itself. And
one of these superheroes is the Trickster,
Weesageechak in Cree, Nanabush in
Ojibway, Coyote on the plains, Raven on
the west coast, Glooscap on the east,
he/she goes by many names (because
you see, among other things, there is no
gender in the languages of Native North
America; according to their structure, that
is to say, we are all he/shes, as is God,
one would think).

Except that the Trickster, the Cree,
Ojibway, Blackfoot, etc. superhero is a
clown, a hysterically funny clown,
representing a God (or rather Goddess;
see what | mean, you can't really explain it
in English; the English language itself is
just not large enough to contain such
concepts)...except that the Trickster is a
superhero/clown who represents a
Goddess who laughs, who has a sense of
humour, and an outrageous one at that, a
deity who laughs and laughs and laughs.
And who gave us the Trickster, this
cosmic clown (as he/she has been called)
to teach us the fundamental lesson that
the reason for existence on planet Earth is
not to suffer, not to apologize for a crime
we haven't committed, not to cry, not to
weep, but to laugh, and to have a very
good time. THAT's the reason for life.

Q: What does the project The Journey
signify for you?

A: The central message | want to get
across in and with The Journey is that

death is NOT a traumatic end to a life but
a beautiful, breath-taking
continuation/translation on to another, and
most magical, plane of existence.

Q: In The Journey the Cree mythology is
combined with the art form of the new
music theatre. What do you think about
the combination of different art forms?

A: | find the melding of different art forms
wonderful. | think it is fantastic. As a fully-
trained classical pianist who now writes
plays and novels for a living and who
speaks several languages fluently (and
whose brother was a
dancer/choreographer), | revel in it.

An Interview with Melissa Hui

Q: Can you describe the process when
you compose a new work? How do you
start? What are the inspirations that the
libretto gave you? How did the Cree
language impact your composition style?

A: If | am composing a piece of music
without text i concert music i | usually
start with either 1) a musical idea that acts
as the source material for development
within the piece, or 2) a conceptual idea,
as in my work for pipa (Chinese lute) and
nine instruments entitled, Come as you
are, whereby the instruments play music
that is idiomatic and representative, and
maintain that in juxtaposition throughout
the piece. For example, the trombone
performs glissandi (sliding of pitch)
because it can. The trumpet plays rapid
tonguing passages t
trumpeters are wont to do among the
brass instruments. The strings play
together sustained sounds in contrast to
the pipa, whose sounds are decaying.

In the case of The Journey, the libretto
and the story set the tone for the whole
composition. Since | need to set the text
for the soprano and tenor solo singers as
well as the SATB choir [choir that includes
the types of voices: Soprano, Alto, Tenor,
Bass], the libretto was my direct source of



inspiration and material. | needed to listen
very intently on the rhythm of the Cree
language so that | emphasize the right
syllables in each word and | create music
that complements the rhythm of the text.

Q: What was your initial idea before
creating the composition?

A: A composer has to make decisions
regarding the type of soloists she wants
(i.e. soprano and tenor in this case) and
the instrumentation of the chamber
ensemble before starting the piece.

Q: How did your initial idea change during
the creation of the work?

A: Initially | had decided to go against type
by casting a female in the role of the
Trickster/raven/coyote, but in the end, that
was not possible. There is a duet between
the Trickster and the eagle where the

and the language of the text is novel for
the art form.

The creation process of a new
work ¢ animpression

It is a special atmosphere to rehearse a
piece that has been composed so
recently. The first workshop to rehearse
The Journey took place in December
2007. For the first time the composer, the
conductor and the director met all
together. The atmosphere is friendly and
concentrated. Everyone has their own
ideas of certain scenes that have to be
negotiated with the ideas of the others.
The three talk about feasibility in terms of
what the choir does, how the soloists are
heard in forte passages. In some parts of
the score the soloists have to speak. As
the director worries about the voices being
heard while the chamber orchestra is
playing he asks the composer to allow a

Trickst er sings fl am W ghakgk & héscaeNstich s @eneral
eagle sings Al am flyingRakddidgth® §sken'wbrgsdrhd © me

that the eagle had to sing the higher part

and needed to be the soprano rather than
the tenor. Sometimes the practicalities of

the work determine the solutions.

Q: Please explain the most important
compositional elements/patterns that you
use.

A: In the opening, | wanted to create a
lonely forlorn atmosphere. The two
characters are wondering where their
people have gone. To create the tone that
suggests grief and loss, | set the voices
upon a drone in the cello and contrabass,
a very simple setting.

Q: In The Journey the Cree mythology is
combined with the art form of the new
music theatre. What do you think about
the combination of different art forms?

A: Il dm not sure that
think of The Journey as an oratorio, a
semi-staged dramatic work. The origins

composer is open to several changes.
They are both interested in finding a
solution. At the end of the workshop
Michael Greyeyes and Melissa Hui point
out that Lawrence Cherney succeeded in
bringing together the right people for such
a project. Michael Greyeyes highly
appreciates the libretto and stunning
music. In his view the Cree core has been
brought to a blossom through Tomson
Highwayo s | iafdriVelissk iuid s
score. He said as director he kept trying to

reduce the choreography

out of the wayo in orde
forward.
this is a new art form.



Excerptof the score

from The Journey by Melissa Hui

The forlorn atmosphere at the beginning of The Journey when Weesageechak and Migisoo
start their trip contrasts with the dance of the dead souls that is described in this section.
The excerpt shows the beginning of the dance of the dead souls. The narrator describes
the situation.
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The percussion instrument that opens the dance is a double headed red drum that plays
steady quarter notes. It is intended to create an original aboriginal sound.

Then the choir starts. The Englishtextinthispassage i s @ Damtetusdancd,anc e,
Yes, come, | Itdstcompaseddnawo pheades of four bars each.

While the Tenor and Bass of the choir have the same rhythmical structure, the Soprano has
long high notes above it. The Alto voice sings a similar but slightly different rhythm
(sixtheenth - punctured eighth instead of punctured eighth i sixteenth) which brings in
movement. The dance of the dead souls is very dynamic and highly energetic. The high
soprano line makes it ecstatic.

After three 4/4 bars, there is one 3/4 bar which is at first unpredictable. We get the
impression that the souls are never quiet. They are in constant motion. They want to party.
The contrabass underlines this impression by a rhythm with syncopes.
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In terms of harmony the composer plays with the modes and changes between E
Major and minor.

The melody the bass sings is a mixture of e Phrygian (In this mode there is a half tone
interval between the first and second tone of the scale and a small third) and e Phrygian
dominant (Here, the third is altered like in Major; this mode is often used in Flamenco
music). In the alto and soprano melodies we find chromatic changes between major and
minor. The alto sings mainly the ninth to the root note e. The voices together let us hear E
major with sharpened ninth at the beginning of the first bar and e minor with small ninth at
the second bar. Therefore, there is never a pure major or minor. This is exemplified in the
Alto line. The change between major and minor continues every bar. It gives a sense of
illusiveness and fleeing of the souls. The souls are ephemeral. They are hard to grasp.
Both the rhythmical structure and the harmony transport the sense of motion. The
composer never lets the music, the souls and the audience settle neither harmonically nor
rhythmically.
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TheChoreography

Michael Greyeyes decided to use
methods from traditional Japanese
theatre for the stage design: Kuroko.
Kuroko means
Kuroko are people on stage dressed all
in black. They help with scene changes
and costume changes and hence they
are called stagehands. Often they take
the role of animals or roles that are not
played by an actor. In The Journey they
will be dancing and manipulating

puppets.

Further, Michael Greyeyes chose the art
of Puppetry. The three main characters -
Weesageechak, the Trickster, Migisoo,
the eagle and Atheegis, the frog i are
represented by the soloists and in form
of puppets. Puppets need to be
manipulated by puppeteers; in this case
the Kuroko will manipulate them.

Puppetry is a very ancient art form. The
oldest written testimonials of puppet
theatre date from 422 before Christ in
Greece. It is part of the cultures of many
countries all over the world. The puppets
as inanimate objects are being
animated. They give to us a lot of room
for imagination.

An interview with Michael
Greyeyes

Q: What were your first ideas for stage
direction when you read the libretto?

A: Upon reading the libretto, my first
question was how can we make the
physical action of the myth concrete or
understandable to an audience who
doesn't speak Cree. This led me almost
immediately to the idea of koruko - a
term from Japanese theatre - meaning
stagehand. | envisioned a few kuroko
manipulating props and physical

design elements (such as autumn
leaves, or the river that must be crossed
to get the land of the dead). This, in turn,
led me to the idea of making
Weesageechak and Migisoo into
puppets that the kuroko

would manipulate, and which the
audience could see in action. From

fibl ack

chi
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these initial ideas, | now had the means
to make much of Tomson's libretto
become physicalized: the basket (in
which the dead are placed after they are
kidnapped by Trickster), the Moon
(which Weesageechak swallows), etc.

QI: \th(il did y-guhcﬁoi)s% [o Qe Ruroko
from Japanese theatre and puppetry?

A: | have an eclectic idea of theatre -
that traditions and conventions can be
mixed, at will, in order for an audience to
experience a play as viscerally as
possible. Francis Bacon, the British
painter (and one of my favourites) said
that he manipulates, exaggerates,

and distorts the subject matter of his
paintings, in order for the audience to
see images in the same powerful way
that Bacon sees things. He brings an
audience closer to his personal vision.

| admire this and understand that
unusual means of staging might

help audience see our stories, our
mythology in new ways. Simply in

order to see the story with new eyes.
Mixing Japanese traditions with

Cree mythology, to me, seems perfectly
logical and natural.

Q: Which are your impressions about
Hui 8s music? What

A: For me the great attraction to the
project has been Melissa Hui's music
and Tomson's libretto equally. The
unique decision on the part of Lawrence
Cherney, (Artistic Director of
Soundstreams) was to use a score that
defied the convention and even
expectation of what "native" music
should sound like. Her music for this
piece cannot be categorized easily. It is
Canadian. It is northern. It is even - in its
sparseness and tonality - unlike music
from anything | understand as traditional
native music - which makes it perfect for
The Journey. As | listened to the score
and as | was driving down Eglinton Ave.
toward rehearsal in mid-December, it
came to me very obviously: this music is
full of winter. The austerity of the

music is like winter itself. Trees remain,
but are sketches of a blooming tree,
skeletons of themselves. The snow is
white, hiding the richness of the colours
beneath. | told Melissa this as we had

inspi



lunch during that first rehearsal week.
She smiled and agreed. To me the
music has an unearthly beauty. Which is
what the overall drama needs, because
we are dealing, after all, with eternity,
the land of the dead, and of endless
mythologic time.

Q: Please tell us about the significance
of the river in Cree culture
and in The Journey.

A: In all the First Nations mythology |
know (and many non-native mythology)
the water and the afterlife are
connected. There is always a water-
journey that souls must make to get to
their promised land. Look even at the
River Styx and other cultures' views of
death and passage. The river, at nearly
every other level, is life itself. It brings
nourishment to the land and all who live
upon her. Yet it is also the pathway,
through our world, that the spirits use to
traverse into and out of our plane of
existence. Without water, there is no life;
without water, there is no way for our
souls to make their final journey. Its
presence in the story is

absolutely essential and striking.

Q: Could you please explain to us the
significance of colours in Cree culture?

A: There are 4 sacred colours in our
culture: red, white, black

and yellow. They stand also for the 4
cardinal directions:

white/north, black/south, yellow/east,
red/west. | wanted the colour palette of
The Journey to reflect the simplicity of
this colour scheme, which in turn
honours and reflects the austerity of
Melissa's composition. The characters,
therefore, each represent one of these
colours: The kuroko, the choir, and the
narrator are all dressed in black - in
our story, they are all from the land of
the dead. Weesageechak, Trickster, is
dressed in white. Migisoo, the Eagle, is
dressed in red, while the other main
character, Atheegis, the frog, is

yellow. (Sure, frogs are usually green,
but Atheegis holds aloft the moon, and
in my mind his natural green colour has
faded to yellow after years on the island
of the dead and just as many years
holding the bright moon.)

13

Q:Which aspects of

rich personality do you focus on?

A: Weesageechak, in theatrical terms, is
the greatest character ever written.
He/she is everything, every man, every
woman. He is our dreams and our folly.
Through his mischief, we - humanity -
can learn about ourselves (both our
strengths, our love, our heroism and
our weaknesses and our vanity).
Because of his/her malleability, |

can show Weesageechak do nearly
anything in the story. Within

Tomson's libretto, he/she is earnest
(genuinely missing the dead),

vain (thinking that he/she could change
the way of the world by bringing back
the dead), mischievous (in that he/she
brings deceit and murder to the afterlife)
and then contrite - all in one day and
night! Hamlet's got nothing on Trickster.

Q: How do you stage the choir?

A: The choir is a fabulous addition to the
staging of the story, because the choir -
its size, and its mix of body types, men
and women - gives real strength to my
idea that they represent all of our

dead relatives and friends. In art
(painting primarily), there is an amazing
power in scale. A forty foot painting
brings with it, an aura of importance,
experience, weight, value, you name it.
The sheer size of such art dictates that
man - with his finite size - must give it
his full attention. The scale of the choir
does the same thing. They outnumber,
significantly, our two soloists and even
our kuroko and (with the extraordinary
talent and skill of the Elmer Isler
Singers) when they sing, | simply must
sit back and listen to their power and
beauty.

Q: How did you experience the working
atmosphere during the workshop with
the composer, the conductor, the actors
and singers?

A: The first workshop for this project was
really wonderful. | believe that one of
Cherney's great gifts is that he sees -
like a matchmaker from previous eras -
the benefits and possible strengths of
bringing certain artists together. With

We e s |



The Journey, | think he has succeeded
extraordinarily. | have such tremendous
respect for all the artists involved. | often
think my job is simply to stay out of the
way and let the skill and talent of those
around me simply come forward into the
light. (I suppose then | can help figure
out where to point the light!)

Q: What is your vision about the impact
of The Journey?

A: | have tremendous hopes for this
amagzing piece of music and

the stunning libretto that first gave all of
us on the creative team that rush of
inspiration to create and share.

My sincerest wish is that audiences,
both here at home and then abroad, can
grow to understand that native
mythology is really another form of
classical theatre - not one re-interpreted
or borrowed from the Greeks and
Romans but one that emerged right
here, written and lived by those that first
carved their place in this land.
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The following page shows a
Costume Design by Shawn Kervin.






