DISABILITY IN FOCUS •••

Celebrating ability

PURIM SPIEL FOR EVERYONE

At home on the stage

E

DANNY GOCS

ACH year the Jewish community
enjoys a laugh-filled entertaining
show when the Purim Spiel is
staged at the Phoenix Theatre in the
Melbourne suburb of Elwood.
For the past 11 years Dr Talia Bolton has
been the driving force behind the Purim
Spiel, writing the lyrics that become songand-dance routines, always incorporating
humorous references to community leaders,
organisations and events, and loosely linking
them to the story of Esther, King Ahasuerus,
Queen Vashti and the evil Haman.
The title of each Purim Spiel sets the theme
– this year it was The Handmaid’s Tallis, while in
2018 it was Star Drek.
The Purim Spiel is grass roots theatre at its
best, drawing on the pool of acting talent within
the community while being inclusive of anyone
with special needs, and in the process raising
money for Emunah Israel and Access Inc.
“We welcome all participants regardless of
ability,” said Boltin. “We try to be very inclusive
and over the years have had people with

Zac Chester (left) in Star Drek.

intellectual and physical disabilities involved
on the stage, behind the scenes, front of house
and in the band. It has only been positive
having them involved.”
For the past seven years, Zac Chester, 33,
of Caulfield, who has Down syndrome, has
performed in each Purim Spiel.
“Being in the Purim Spiel has helped me get
new skills and be more confident in acting,
singing and dancing,” said Chester.
“It helps me get better every year. I have
made good friends and putting on make-up
and costumes makes me happy.”
Boltin couldn’t be happier to cast Chester
in the Purim Spiel, noting that while he is a
good singer and actor, his strongest talent is
his dancing.
“We love having Zac involved and believe it is
important not just for him, but for all of us to
have a diverse range of people included,” she
said. “Audiences love the show and it has only
been enriched by being inclusive.”
Chester says he enjoys being on stage and
fondly remembers his first role at the age of
seven playing the role of Danny Zuko in the
school musical Grease.
He performed in school musicals at the
Port Phillip Special School and Leibler Yavneh
College, and in the Access production Rags to
Riches and also Permanence at the Melbourne
Fringe Festival in 2010.
According to his mother, Sandra Chester,
Zac was born to perform on the stage.
“We get so much nachas from watching him
perform,” she said.
Now Chester is waiting for auditions in
January for the 2020 Purim Spiel, entitled
Miami Weiss.
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INCLUSION IN THE ARTS

Accessing all voices

I

SOPHIE DEUTSCH

“

AM just a man.”
It’s one of the more simple, yet no
less famous, quotes from film history,
and a powerful one that rings true
for Dan Graham – so much so that the
director and arts disability advocate “live[s] by
that line” from The Elephant Man.
“When people meet me, I want them to see
that I am a person first and foremost, and
there are many parts of my identity – I am
neuro-diverse and have dyslexia, I am halfJewish, queer and a director, among other
things. I am an amalgamation of all those
things,” said Graham.
Having recently returned from a Create
NSW Fellowship on Access for Trained Theatre
Artists, Graham remarked, “This Fellowship
wasn’t specifically for me being a ‘disability
artist’. It was a fellowship generally.”
While in the UK for a month, Graham
met with the access departments of some
prominent theatre companies, including the
Globe and the National Theatre of Scotland,
engaging in discussions around access and
inclusion.
“When people hear of access, they often
think of the audience, which is extremely
important, but access for artists in this space
in Australia hasn’t been addressed as much as
it should,” he commented.
Trying to correct this imbalance, Graham
has taken it upon himself to tackle the issue
head-on – including through his role as
co-chair of the Artists with a Disability Board
at the Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance.
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“We would like to have the voices of those
with a disability, whatever that disability is,
to be heard.”
He believes that can be achieved through
being “open for discussion”.
“I know that’s simple but often that’s the
most effective. People being not just open but
aware that their voices need to be heard, and
more importantly, should be heard.”
Currently, Graham is working on Sam I
Am – a poignant one-man play based on the
real-life story of a young man with a hearing
impairment.
“We sold out both shows,” Graham said in
advance of two performances in development
last week. “I think that shows there is the
desire, the need, the want from disability
communities, who want to hear their stories
being told authentically.”

