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student who, in 2011, wrote a piece in the Manila Bulletin arguing that Filipino is not 
the language of the learned. Pimentel’s language in this essay, which in certain circles 
might be characterized as coño or upper class colloquial (“sakit mo namang magsalita 
p’re” [4], “this white dude from Europe” [4]), and his concern and perspective (de 
rigueur now to have a healthy respect for the Filipino language) best illustrate that 
these essays are written from, for, and to a very specific demographic.

Of course, there is nothing wrong about speaking to and speaking like a member 
of a specific demographic. But are these, as Yabes calls them, “essays”? Do they have 
the artful turn of phrase, the insight that gives you pause, the biting critique that 
briefly pulls you out of your world—qualities that one finds in great or even just 
good essays? In the introduction to the book, he writes, “If every Filipino could read 
just two or three columnists to keep abreast of what’s going on in the Philippines, I 
wouldn’t read me” (xiv). Benjamin Pimentel can take his own advice. 

Maria Teresa Tinio
Department of Humanities and Literature

Far Eastern University
mtinio@feu.edu.ph
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Dani Girl. Book and lyrics by Christopher Dimond. Music by Michael Kooman. 
Directed by Christopher de Venecia. The Sandbox Collective. RCBC Theater, 
Manila. July 11–27, 2014.

The Sandbox Collective is the latest addition to Manila’s roster of theater 
companies. Spearheaded by Christopher (Toff) de Venecia and Anna Santamaria, the 
theater company aims to reach out to today’s generation of theatergoers. According to 
the company’s write-up, The Sandbox Collective is “committed to the procurement 
and development of new, groundbreaking, and cutting-edge theatrical work.”

For its maiden production, it staged Christopher Dimond and Michael 
Kooman’s Dani Girl, a musical about an imaginative nine-year-old girl named 
Danica Lyons and her battle with leukemia. In order to get back the hair she has lost 
from chemotherapy treatments, she goes on a fantastical quest to find the answer to 
the question, “Why is cancer?”
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One has to applaud The Sandbox Collective for its choice of material. The 
Philippine stage has had its share of uncomfortable subject matters, ranging from the 
ever present political corruption to marital infidelity, but rarely do we see a production 
that hits so close to home. Cancer is an ominous reality for many families, and to 
watch such a familiar narrative unfold onstage can be disconcerting, if not downright 
painful. Fortunately, Dimond and Kooman have a sensitive touch; the story neither 
panders to sentimentality nor overly vilifies the illness. Cancer just is.

Dani Girl has a winsome protagonist in Danica “Dani” Lyons (alternately 
played by Rebecca Coates and Mitzie Lao). We see all of childhood’s charms and 
foibles in her actions, from her playing doctor with her stuffed bear, Mr. Fritz, to her 
mercilessly teasing a hospital roommate, Marty (alternately played by Luigi Quesada 
and Reb Atadero), a boy with a penchant for super heroes. Dani’s deep friendship 
with Marty is particularly moving. Together, with the pure and unwavering loyalty 
children have for each other, they traverse the universe in a spaceship and get into 
all sorts of scrapes. The feeling that comes from watching them play is warm and 
comforting, until one is jolted back to the reality that these children are dying.

The musical is remarkably spiritual. Dani is guided by the angel Raphael 
(alternately played by Reb Atadero and Lorenz Martinez), known for healing 
sicknesses and assisting travelers along their way, throughout the story. Dani’s mother 
(alternately played by Sheila Valderrama and Pat Imperial) is a staunch Catholic and 
is probably the most complex character of the show. Abandoned by her husband 
while Dani was still a baby, the Mother (she is not given a name) doubts her faith, 
but it is rekindled when she sees the sun rise in the infant Dani’s eyes. Her resolve 
to see Dani through cancer sometimes makes her hard on her own daughter, but 
during her showstopper number “The Sun Still Rose,” she reveals the depths of her 
love for her child. Unfortunately, the Mother remains an underdeveloped character 
come the musical’s conclusion.

Nonetheless, Dani Girl gives viewers much food for thought. When Dani 
finally gets to ask God, “Why is cancer?” He answers, “A thing does not have to 
be noble to have worth.” It is a rather striking view on cancer. God later on adds, 
“What do you think sparked your incredible imagination?” The musical having 
established that Dani is more than her illness, this statement feels like a backtrack. 
It is unsurprising to hear that during the show’s talkback, the creative team had to 
contend with contrasting reactions.

By no means is Dani Girl a perfect musical. The text sometimes tries too hard 
for laughs and gets so caught up in its own rhetoric that the music feels perfunctory. 
The songs, though tuneful, are forgettable. Despite these rough edges, however, Dani 
Girl is thoughtful and has a lot of heart—a good fit for The Sandbox Collective.
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It has been said again and again that the Philippine stage is brimming with 
talent. Despite being a newcomer to the theater scene, The Sandbox Collective 
proves this observation true. Dani Girl has an eagerness and rawness to it that is 
more often found in community theatre. This might have a lot to do with the fact 
young blood is fueling this production.

On the night that I watched it (July 25), Mitzie Lao and Luigi Quesada, 
both relatively new to the professional stage, played Dani and Marty, respectively. 
Although they can refine their interpretation of children’s behavior—they had the 
tendency to be shrill—their commitment to their roles cannot be faulted. Grounding 
the show were theater veterans Sheila Valderrama as the Mother and Reb Atadero 
as Raphael (and as a slew of other characters). Unsurprisingly, Atadero stole every 
scene he was in with his impeccable comic timing, but most noteworthy were his 
quiet scenes, where his presence was unobtrusive, but felt.

Delphine Buencamino’s choreography was equally subtle, despite the sometimes 
jarring bursts of contemporary dancing. Overall, it is hard not to be impressed with 
Buencamino’s choreography given how the RCBC Theater is too large a space for the 
intimacy of Dani Girl and how noticeably flat the set was. For a musical that mostly 
depicts the fantasies of a nine-year-old girl, Faust Peneyra’s set was too literal, despite 
its minimalism. (There were actual hospital beds.) The space representing Dani’s 
imagination was often defined by a pink jungle gym that was oddly reminiscent of 
chewed-up bubblegum. Still, the set design had its moments, like the scene when 
Dani and Marty were in space and the theater’s vast darkness was dotted with 
twinkling starlight.

Toff de Venecia directed with a clean hand; he stuck to the text. Some transitions 
could have been executed more smoothly, and surely there was a better way for 
the cast to set aside unneeded stage property other than tossing it backstage. All 
in all, however, Dani Girl was a pleasant watch, but was that what The Sandbox 
Collective promised?

Western musical theater has an interesting position in Philippine theater. More 
often than not, it makes a larger profit than theater born of local material; but its 
audience is particularly niche. Companies like Repertory Philippines have established 
a tradition of producing foreign musicals as a way of bringing Broadway to the 
Philippines; thus, unlike classic texts, Western musicals are often staged in the 
Philippines unaltered, even down to the accents. Though foreign plays being staged 
in the Philippines are thematically evolving, the way Western musical theater is 
staged here remains unchanged.

The Sandbox Collective promised to be “new, groundbreaking, and cutting-
edge.” While Dani Girl shows the company’s desire to be different, the production 
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itself does not stray that far away from tradition. Although well made, it remains 
foreign, removed from local culture. There were no images or references to make 
the drama more organic to our context. It may, of course, be unfair to make that 
demand of companies so often constrained by licensing rights, but there lies the 
challenge: how can one creatively make the Western musical more accessible, more 
truthful, for Filipinos?

The heart of this fledgling theater company is in the right place, and if Dani Girl 
is any indication, its pool of talents has the potential to create an impact and bring 
actual change to the staging of Western musicals in the Philippines. The Sandbox 
Collective is not quite where it claims to be yet, but one hopes it continue striving 
to become a “theater by the brave for the brave.”

Laura Cabochan
Department of English

Ateneo de Manila University
lauracabochan@gmail.com
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