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The amazing story of ‘Bran Nue Dae’
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" ‘Bran Nue Dae’, the documentary on the

making of the Aboriginal musical, opens in

Melbourne today. MIKE DALY talks to the

director, Tom Zubrycki, and NEIL JILLETT
reviews the film.

T is worth noting, while watching
I Tom Zubrycki's documentary on the

creation of the successful Aborigin-'

al musical , ‘Bran Nue Dae’, that Mel-
bourne is the only mainland capital in
which this show has not been staged.

The Western Australian musical was

the surprise hit of the 1990 Perth Festi-
val, subsequently won a Sidney Myer
Performing Arts Award for its creators,

Jimmy Chi and the Broome rock band *
Kuckles, and was successful in Ade- '

laide, Sydney, Brisbane and Darwin.
It was apparently destined for last

year’s Melbourne International Festival -

but ran into financial difficulties
between its producers and the festival’s

organisers, who, says Mr Zubrycki,

“didn’t want to take the risk”. He is con-

+fident Jimmy Chi and the company will .

repeat their runaway successes when
the show is finally staged here.

Negotiations are under way with Vic-
torian Arts Centre to produce it next
February 2lthough nothing has been set-
tled. . )

The director, Andrew Ross, who
played such an important part in getting
the musical up and running, has just
launched a new Perth drama company,
Black Swan, but still hopes to direct the
play in Melbourne and then take it to
Britain in 1993.

Tom Zubrycki discovered the ‘Bran -

Nue Dae’ story in Broome while filming

‘Lord of the Bush’, a documentary about :
Lord Alistair McAlpine. The English -
developer had provided $25,000 plus the -
facilities of his Cable Beach club for

extended rehearsals. . % Nyl

Mr Zubrycki filmed intervnews wnth
Jimmy Chi 'and ‘rehearsal !ootage
which, although not included in ‘Lord of
the Bush provided the springboard for
his ‘Bran Nue Dae’ documentary. He
decided to return and follow the for-
tunes of the musical and its cast.

“I knew it would start touring,” he
says. “When [ returned to Sydney to edit
‘Lord of the Bush’ I could see the iuber-
ent possibilities of the ‘Bran Nue Dae’
material.”

With the help of the musical’ spromot—
ers, $60,000 was promised from various
sources for the film and Tom Zubrycki
headed for the Perth Festival, where
the show had already opened.

Jimmy Chi, a part-Aboriginal musi-

X

clan and writer suffers rrom schlzo-

nla and I remember h!m talking to me

phrenia“and his musical, a black fable, *about the importance of blues and negro

contains strong autoblograhplcal‘ ele—_v

ments, 4%

“Jimmy was the sort o( person wm:
whom you had to pick the right time to
turn the camera on and off,” Tom
Zubrycki says. “He’d suddenly break off

in mid-sentence and talk about some-"

thing completely different. - - "
“I had hoped he would become the
film's narrator but it was impossible to
pin him down to read any set text; he
would simply start inventing it and talk-
ing tangentially. In the film he speaks
about music as therapy for schizophre-

spirituals to his musical devlopment.

¥ “Through music he came to try to
understand his affliction and work

through it. He calls it a healing process

. and he surrounded himself with
friends. He talks of the simplicity of
Aboriginal life, the warmth of that com-
munity. Broome was an ideal place to

- work through his sort of problem.”

.Tom Zubrycki, 43, had no formal
trainlng in film. Aner completing his
BSc at the University of NSW in the late
'60s he became a science teacher but
decided to study sociology part-time and

around Australia in what became a dark
satire on tourism. “It is my least-seen
but but most interesting film,” Mr Zu-
brycki says, “almost a comedy.”
‘Kemira’ also won several awards
including an inaugural fellowship from

‘ the Australian Film Commission that
. allowed Mr Zubrycki to make ‘Friends

and Enemies’, a film about the protract-
ed Queensland SEQEB dispute. This
was, he says, “an exhaustmg, personally

. terrifying film to make”, and angry pro-

testers disrupted lnmal screenmg ln
Brisbane and Sydney.
He ran into even greater problems

‘with the banned trade union history,

‘Amongst Equals’, dividing unionists
and winning support from prominent
figures. The unfinished film was
screened with ‘Bran Nue Dae’ at this

' year’s Melbourne and Sydney festivals.

“I decided to tackle a much softer

“subject after that,” he says. The results
“were ‘Lord of the Bush’ and, eventually,

'Bran Nue Dae’.
, REVIEW :
" Bran Nue Dae (State Film Theatre)
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M ZUBRYCKI'S excellent docu-
-mentary is misleadingly  titled,

.slnce it is not a record of the Western
«-Australian Aboriginal muslcal

but a’
partial account of how it came to be

- made. Still, it does contain generous ex-

cerpts from ‘Bran Nue Dae’, and, even
though the sound quality is not the docu-
mentary’s best feature, what is seen and

‘-heard should make many people want
»:to see the whole show on stage. "7 AE

3 Zubrycki concentrates on Inlervrews
with the show’s 'main creator, ‘the
schizophrenic and mixed-race (Abori-

: gine, Scottish, Chinese and Japanese)

began communlty work running an ln- ;

formatlon bus around inner Sydney.

“ He became involved with community )
'vldeo through a program initiated by
‘the Whitlam Government and took the

leap into a full-time career as an inde-
pendent film-maker. His first documen-
tary, -the award-winning ‘Waterloo’,
exposed the Housing Commission’s con-

. duct in inner city development.

Then followed the highly praised
‘Kemira — Diary of a Strike’, about a
Wollongong coalminers’ sit-in. ‘Strang-
ers in Paradise’, a Bicentenary project
co-directed by ‘Kemira’' editor Gil
Scrine, followed 12 American visitors

»3 Jimmy Chi, and with Chi’s friend, Ste-

phen Albert. We get perhaps too little

.bricks-and-mortar information (how

money was raised, how the show was
collaboratively shaped). The emphasis,

‘always interesting, is on the autobio-

graphical content of ‘Bran Nue Dae’ —
the rediscovery by Chi of his Aboriginal
spirituality. His sincerity and humor
complement the exuberance and sar-
donic comedy of the show itself. There
is none of the self-righteousness and an-
thropological stolidity that often afflict
documentaries about Aboriginality. I
hope it is a recommendation to say that
Zubrycki has treated a black subject in
a way that appeals to a more or less
white viewer.
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