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Melbourne Festival: Roll up, roll up, there's a role for all
John Bailey
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Matt Collins might be a QC and the senior vice-president of the
Victorian bar, but like many in the legal profession there's one
elusive role he covets. "By definition barristers are a form of
frustrated actor," he says. "It's just that we don't have a script and
we wear the same costume every day."
This year he finally has his chance to shine. Collins is just one
member of an all-star line-up of barristers and former judges who'll
be starring in Please, Continue (Hamlet) as part of the 2017
Melbourne Festival. The show tasks top legal experts from all corners
of the profession to put to trial a troubled young man accused of
murdering his girlfriend's dad. That is to say: Matt Collins, QC, will be
prosecuting Hamlet for the murder of Polonius.
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Please Continue (Hamlet) pairs real-life legal figures with actors accused of murder. Photo: Magali Girardin

The case might be fictional but everything else is legit – each night
will see a different set of QCs and their junior presenting their cases,
presided over by retired Supreme or Federal Court judges. The jury
will be drawn randomly from the audience, too. "What I think is

will be drawn randomly from the audience, too. "What I think is
exciting about it is the way in which the drama of the courtroom that
we see every day will play itself out in an innovative way before an
audience," says Collins.
When he was acting as lawyer for Rebel Wilson during her recent
defamation suit, Collins noted how theatrical the whole situation had
become. "The courtroom was full every day with people who came to
watch it and I had this in the back of my mind as that was going on,
thinking yes, this really is capable of translating to the stage."
It was enough to convince him that the authenticity of Please,

Continue's courtroom dramatics will be as riveting as anything you'd
normally see on a stage. "I think there's enough drama in the
courtroom to make it entertaining. It'll be very tense. Ultimately a
jury will be drawn from the audience so you can't afford to doze off.
There will be an extra level of tension because everybody is
potentially a participant in the trial."
While the process is a novel one, Victoria's legal fraternity leapt at
the chance to nut out the case of one of Shakespeare's great fictional
crimes. "People from the bar embraced it, because we know that what
we do matters. We sometimes wonder whether the public
understands what we do and this is a way of showcasing it in a
different forum but an innovative and quite realistic forum."
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Please, Continue (Hamlet) is the brainchild of European artists Yan
Duyvendak and Roger Bernat, and it's only one international entry in
this year's festival to rely heavily on locals in leading roles.
Canadian company Mammalian Diving Reflex is bringing its show All

the Sex I've Ever Had to the festival, and its cast of six seniors
discussing their real histories of intimacy are all Melburnians.
Australian artist and producer Bec Reid was given the job of casting
the non-performers, and given the sensitive nature of the material
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"What they really want is very specific details about someone's
intimate life," she says. "The when, the where, who you were with. So
the company really support us in saying 'look, something might be a
trigger, so give that person agency. If there's stuff they don't want to
talk about, they can just draw a line in the sand for themselves'."
She describes the process as hugely rewarding on both sides,
however, and in the end found three men and three women aged 68 to
81 who were up for the job.
"I've had the great privilege of casting a lot of non-performers for
shows over the last 20 years. I find this kind of stuff incredibly
exciting. It has been a little bit more delicate because the subject
matter is so deeply personal, but people have been so generous and
very forthcoming. Maybe it's something about the cast members
being at a point in their lives where they're happy to tell it like it is
now. They're all over 65, they have to have had no professional
performance experience before, and have big generous hearts."
It was only when the cast came together to share their experiences
that the real strength of the group began to emerge. "One woman
said to me, she's nearly our oldest cast member, she's 79, she said
'you know after talking to you I really started to reflect on the sex that
I'd never had'. Which I thought was pretty extraordinary and
beautiful. She really spent some time in that headspace."
If reflecting on a history of intimacy promises both complex and
profound results, so too does a world-premiere event memorialising
the more than two million Cambodians who died during decades of
civil war, starvation and lack of access to medicine.

A Requiem for Cambodia: Bangsokol fuses the western tradition of
the requiem with the Cambodian ritual of bangsokol, in which the
living pay respect to their deceased relatives.
Seda Douglas is the Melburnian brought on to liaise between the local
Cambodian community and the various arts organisations mounting
the event at Hamer Hall. "Arts Centre Melbourne tried to recruit 60
volunteers to participate in a small segment of the show. They
couldn't possibly ship people over from Cambodia. But it's a big
theatre and they need to mobilise the community to participate in a
small segment to have the impact."
She says the work is by far the largest performance in Australia for
the Cambodian community, but the hardest part in getting people on
board was explaining the point. "When the news broke out, people
kind of went: 'What? Bangsokol? Bangsokol is a religious ceremony.
Why would the Arts Centre want to do a religious ceremony in a

theatre?' "
For most Cambodian-Australians, the Arts Centre is a foreign place.
"Some of them might have been living in Melbourne for 30 years but
they've never been inside, particularly Hamer Hall," says Douglas.
"The Cambodian community initially was sort of distant and didn't
see the importance of taking part, but the thing that really stopped
people participating was the language barrier. This is why they
engaged me, to facilitate the communication."
Now Douglas says the Requiem has been embraced wholly, and she
hopes it will act to "put the souls of the deceased to rest. Of course
they died, we cannot do anything to bring them back to life. We have
to make peace with this, accept that it happened. It's horrible and we
can never forget, and some people will not forgive, but I forgive
because I want to live in a peaceful way. It's for me to continue
living."
After its Melbourne premiere, the work will tour to New York, Boston
and Paris, among other places. It's a massive production, but
Melbourne Festival technical manager Aaron Hock says that big
shows are a mainstay of artistic director Jonathan Holloway's
programming.
This year the international dance/music/visual arts extravaganza Tree

of Codes will feature a set so huge that it will take an full week to
install. "It's not just about getting the dancers onstage to put on the
show, the set is a performer as well, as corny as that sounds," says
Hock. There's a line of lights down the centre of the stage that can't
be more than 10mm out of place, for instance, or the show is ruined.
"That's the whole show, every image has to be repeated exactly. It's
maddening but it's beautiful. It's really a fantastic show, which is
good because it would be frustrating if it wasn't!"
Then there's New York sensation Taylor Mac, who will be in The
Forum a full 10 days before opening night. It's not Mac's set design
that's so demanding – it's the overwhelming level of local
participation. On top of the 30 or so people Mac tours with, more than
a hundred Australia performers will be helping stage a 24-hour
history of the US split across four six-hour performances. The festival
had to create a new role of local company manager just to handle the
number of people needing to be co-ordinated.
Actor, dancer and model Shamita Siva is a Melbourne-based artist
who landed a role as one of Taylor Mac's Dandy Minions, and will be
there every minute of the 24-hour work. "The Dandy Minions are
kind of like Taylor Mac's right hand people, assistants, and we're kind
of the bridge between the audience and Taylor Mac," she says. "We
participate in aspects of the show and help everyone stay in the world
of whatever century's pop songs we're performing. There's a big, big
selection of different Melbourne-based artists, which is awesome,
and we're all part of this rainbow community of performance artists
and drag artists and some of us come from very different
backgrounds."
Siva's first exposure to durational works of this kind was when

Einstein on the Beach played Melbourne a few years ago. "That
wasn't even close to 24 hours, it was a five-hour show, but it was
really interesting to be able to exit and come back in, and basically
whenever you were in the right headspace for a certain thing you
could sit there and enjoy it, but if you wanted to get a quick drink at
the bar you were also very welcome to do that."
She's looking forward to the test of a show of this duration, but says
that Mac's A 24-Decade History of Popular Music is most exciting for
the opportunity it provides local artists. "It's really nice for a lot of us
to get involved rather than sourcing their performers from New York
and then coming down here. It creates a lot of jobs for us. And it
brings the queer culture and performance art scene to an audience
that maybe wouldn't normally come to see this kind of thing."

The Melbourne Festival opens on Wednesday. festival.melbourne
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