What is SOUND OF THE OCEAN?

Liu Ruo-yu/ Founder and Artistic Director

     Sound of the Ocean is an experience that soothes and shares.  It is a work about ‘water’.  As the U Theatre is situated on a mountain, far away from the sea, what relevance does ‘water’ really have to the group?  The phrase serves as a metaphor for the actors’ sensitivity.  But what does that mean?  “Sound of the Ocean consists of vibrations united in harmony.”  Such is the definition given by the Master drummer Haung Chih-chun.  Sound of the Ocean tells of the water of life, which nourishes our souls.  Individual drops gather together to form a stream; streams join forces to create a river; which eventually disgorges into the ocean.  They sink deep into it, beyond the point where “the unknown and unrevealed” begins.

     It is said that the goddess Kuan-Yin, when she began working on the perfection of her mind, practiced meditation by the sea.  Everyday she listened to the ocean rolling in and ebbing away.  Thus purified of all illusions by the steady roar of the ocean, she reached supreme enlightenment.  Is this the reason why a definition of The Sound of the Ocean is so elusive?  Is it, perhaps, not the creation of U Theatre?

     Sound of the Ocean encompasses five segments: Collapse, Flowing Water, Breakers, Listening to the Ocean Heart, and The Sound of the Ocean.

     Flowing water, Listening to the Ocean Heart and The Sound of the Ocean are the backbone of this work.  The other two parts produce a strong contrast to these three.  The sense of calmness given by Flowing Water is amplified by its placement after the powerful performance of Collapse.  To talk about Sound of the Ocean, one begins with Flowing Water.

     After six years of performing, the U Theatre added drumming to its repertoire in 1993.  Haung Chih-chun had just come back from a trip to India where he had meditated for six months at the location where Buddha reached enlightenment.  After many sessions of contemplation, some of which lasted a whole day, Haung’s thoughts became serene.  Then he told the troupe: "I will first teach you meditation, and then we will play the drums.”

      After two years of teaching, he created Flowing Water, a steady stream of repetitive rhythmic sequences reflecting the continuous flow of water.  The changes in volume remind us of the adaptability of water which “flows downhill, willingly complies with the slope”.   The drumming remains unbroken despite the intermittent strokes.  However, the intervals do not emanate silence, but rather are filled with a primordial sound, “om,” which, in Buddhist cosmology, is the sound which fills the universe.  The Buddhist Master Vimalakirti responded to the persistent questions of his disciples by maintaining silence and, thus awakened from their ignorance, they exclaimed: “The Master’s silence is like muffled thunder”.

     A further two years were necessary to complete Sound of the Ocean.  Haung Chih-chun explained that he was inspired by a mighty temple bell, which emitted real “sound waves, ocean waves, purifying waves”.  “When I started practicing meditation, I often woke up during the night, feeling that my conscience had reached the border of death and that life remained indeterminate.  What is life?  When death arrives, there is apparently no more life, but does not something remain which death cannot erase?”  Listening to the Ocean Heart is to experience a cautious calm and serene acceptance of death.  

     The performance ends with Sound of the Ocean, a pithy moment of the piece.  Only three instruments are used.  Their different tones clash with one another and in turn hold themselves together.  The big drum steadily bounces back; the furious gong keeps ringing while a large musical bowl resounds regularly.  Three instruments, three sounds: the first one strongly contrasted and in relief; the second sudden and cyclical; the third horizontal and even.  Sound of the Ocean expresses both ever reawakening life and the eternal peace of death.  They present a sharing from the actors with the audience, a sharing of life, of every moment of it, and a sharing of the present. 
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Reviews from Abroad

These young, handsome, muscular, shaven-headed performers bear a stronger resemblance to military recruits than to monks -- despite their costumes.  Their discipline is military and their virtuosity spectacular.  We cannot but admire their performance.
Le Figaro

Is it drama, a musical performance, or dance?  All seem apt when describing this performance.  This is a theater without personae, but with performers; without dramatic lines, but with poetic scansions; and without dialogue, but with chants.  The music, seemingly neither composed nor improvised, is performed simply as duets between drums and gongs.  Their dancing approximates martial arts and is done using decisive gestures and abrupt stops such as that found in Tai-chi-chuan, which troupe members have practiced daily for more than a decade in the Laochuan mountain in suburban Taipei.  "Listen to the Ocean" bridges Chinese Opera, with its sober splendor, with the modern theatre of Grotowski, with its emphasis on rigorous performer training. 

Liberation

“The Sound of the Ocean”, presented by U Theatre from Taiwan, is, according the buzz around Avignon, ‘the best performance of the festival’. It is a piece of contemporary music played by lay monks.  Performers are concurrently actors, dancers, and athletes …

Its art evades in equal measure the narrative finality of Chinese Opera and the influence of western theatre (Grotowski, Artaud).  We admire the power of the kung-fu prayer.  The musicians salute the audience with their eyes closed, as if seeing the audience would have obliged them to come down from their Mount Olympus too quickly. 

Le Monde

Bring you a peaceful and quiet mind, bring you 100% minutes.
Artistic director of Bergen Festival

U Theatre is absolutely a great Theatre. 

Artistic director of Barbican Centre 

   There is a great and complex beauty to the drumming, sounds and silence and simple beats and intricate meshes of precisely articulated rhythms. The concentration and focus of the swaying, bounding performers is impressive, as is the purity of their material at the start. Haung Chih-chun's music is the best part of ''Sound of the Ocean. To its credit, the mountain-dwelling, meditating U Theatre stays remarkably free of New Age goo. 


The New York Times

