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Anthea:
This is Anthea Williams on 2RPH with Sideshow. And today, I have Jo Simpson with me. Jo is the access coordinator at Sydney Fringe. Jo, thank you so much for joining us.
Jo:
Thanks for having me, Anthea. A pleasure to be here.
Anthea:
So I have to ask, Fringe is about to start in Sydney, how is everyone feeling in the office?
Jo:
There's an air of excitement, palpable excitement, um, that all their hard work is about to come to fruition. It's a really amazing team with some really amazing artists and acts. So it's very exciting.
Anthea:
That's fantastic. And just right up, we should tell people, what are the dates for Fringe this year?
Jo:
It's the 1st of September, till the 30th. So there's a whole month of amazing performances, or even exciting ones. (laughs) Sorry-
Anthea:
Yeah.
Jo:
... I said amazing a lot of times.
Anthea:
I love Fringe Festivals, and I love how they transform a city. Um, I have to ask you, so how did you move into access work?
Jo:
Well, I have been an arts administrator for many years. My career in the arts really began with the Australia Council for the Arts. They have been, um, very active, I would say, in seeking to find ways to support artists with disability, deaf artists, and they... About eight years ago, I think, I was introduced to the concept of access, in the action... We were setting up a disability action plan, I was the access champion in my team. I worked with people who were very active and dedicated to access, like, Morwenna Collett, and, and too many others to name, really. So that was where I began. And it was a really great addition to other work that I was doing. But personally, increasing awareness of what's possible in a truly equitable society, and the value of that.
Anthea:
Yeah. Yeah, absolutely. I'd love it if you'd talk to me a little bit about your approach, and about the Fringe's approach to access.
Jo:
I would say that the Fringe approach and my approach align very nicely, which has been a happy relationship. The key thing for access, in my view, and I see this principle upheld at Fringe very effectively, is attitudinal. And I always say that that's the first place to start with access. When people might feel overwhelmed about not knowing things, or how to coordinate something, or how to set something up for somebody that's beyond their scope of expertise, I would say you'd have to have a curious and open attitude of saying, "What do you need? How can I help you to access this equitably?" So that's my first starting point, um, always. And I can see that that attitude is really firmly embedded at Fringe. The, the attitude of openness, awareness, and willingness to do what it takes, to ask the questions, to make the mistakes always with apologies, and learn from them. And I think that last point is really key.
Anthea:
Yeah, I think learning is really important. Can you tell me a little bit about some of the Fringe's programs that they run for both artists with disability, but also for audiences?
Jo:
Fringe is very effective in advocating, I would say, for, for access, and that's a really important component. So they run masterclasses for, um, producers, that give information around what access looks like, what sort of considerations to make. How to, in a practical sense, how to find access service providers, like Auslan interpreters, captioners, audio describers. Um, helping people to understand the whole spectrum of disability. And it is a, a very broad spectrum. And the considerations that you need to make beyond physical access.
I think people are familiar with the need for wheelchair access, for instance, and accessible toilets. But there's much more to it than that very crucial provision of access. So part of the work of Fringe is really informing artists and producers about what sort of things need to be in their mind, and at what stage they need to be considering these, these things. Um, which is, I will say, very early on. Um, so that it's embedded, so that it's good access. Um, so that's one very key practical service that Fringe provides. Fringe also has some money, and money is essential.
Anthea:
Yeah.
Jo:
That's dedicated to access, for selected artists and performers. So we provide Auslan interpreting and captioning, and, um, relaxed performances, support workers, for, for a selection of our artists every year. And for the second year, Fringe is presenting a fabulous mini festival, a festival within a festival, called Limitless. And Limitless is a dedicated hub for artists with disability. And although there are many artists and performers across Fringe, of course, who, who have disability, we have this hub as a space to really profile and showcase the important and excellent work that these artists are doing, um, to increase the visibility of artists with disability, and deaf artists. And to show that we're proudly supporting them, but also so that audiences with disability will know that there is a space that is centrally accessible and broadly accessible. So it works in a two-fold way.
Anthea:
That's fantastic. And where is Limitless based?
Jo:
Limitless is at an excellent venue in the heart of Redfern. It's called 107, it's on Redfern Street at number 107. And it's a great community hub. Uh, it's got a gallery space, it's got a performance space, so it's a really good venue for our artists to showcase their work.
Anthea:
That sounds really exciting. Hey, um, just a quick question, is Madeleine Stewart running that?
Jo:
Oh, yes. Sorry, I should've said, yes. Madeleine Stewart is herself, uh, a very talented artist with disability, she's also been the access coordinator at Fringe. So I've been stepping into her very big shoes. Uh, that doesn't sound good, she doesn't have big feet. I should say, she's done an excellent job in establishing a really strong undercurrent, a really strong culture, I should say, of access at the Fringe. And now she's producing, for the second time, Limitless, uh, as well as performing her own comedy.
Anthea:
And can you tell me a little bit about the Fringe access board? And of course, I should tell listeners, I know a little bit more about this, because I'm actually on the board myself, but I'd love you to tell us about it, Jo.
Jo:
One of the best things, and there are so many good things, but one of the very best things about my engagement with Fringe and its access provisions, and its awareness of access, and of course this really informs and underpins all of that, is the establishment of the access advisory panel, which is a panel of, oh, I think seven, where's my Post-it note? Sorry, I have memory issues, that's part of my disability (laughs).
Anthea:
That's okay.
Jo:
Um, is it seven of you?
Anthea:
Look, I have to confess, I wasn't at the first meeting of the year, 'cause I was in rehearsals, um, but that's about right. But the thing that's fantastic about the panel is we all have a very broad range of disabilities. So there's some of us with physical, some of us with cognitive, some of us with neurodivergence, some of us with sensory disabilities. And I find that I learn a lot by being on that panel as well.
Jo:
Yes, yes. Yeah, that's very true. It's very, it's very representative. And we were talking earlier about the broad church, I suppose, that is disability, it's really not just one thing, it's not a homogenous group by any stretch of the imagination. I- it's, uh, so it's representative, it's people with lived experience giving guidance on all sorts of things. For instance, on the website, is the website accessible to a person that's vision impaired? We can, we can find that out. Is it, is it accessible to someone has difficulty reading written English? Is the language easy to, to follow? Is the presentation clear?
So it's very useful across a range of, a range of access points. And it's very stimulating, just on a personal level, to be engaged in a conversation with people who are different, you know? And, and not just a homogenous group (laughs) conforming to whatever they perceive as the expected norms of a situation, although of course, in any meeting, you know, there are those norms, there is a procedure to follow. But actually different points of view, um, different experiences, and that being accommodated. And I think, not, not just accommodated, but championed, platformed, used to inform a way of doing things. It's absolutely brilliant.
Anthea:
Yes.
Jo:
Uh, so anyone that's interested in introducing or improving their access, absolutely needs to be guided by a di- diverse panel of people with lived experience. It's crucial, I think.
Anthea:
I think it's absolutely crucial as well. But it's great that you have such a broad group of people that you're speaking with on a regular basis because, you know, I think as we all know, with people who, as people who live with disability, that sometimes we're expected to speak for the whole community of people with disability. And there's nothing homogenous about that group.
Jo:
Mm-hmm.
Anthea:
Um, and so it's really fantastic that there's such a broad group of us. Um, and it's really fantastic that we're present and listened to. It's also really great that we're paid for our time. Because so often, people with disability are asked for opinions, but not actually paid for the time that they give.
Jo:
Yes, yes. That's true of the arts in general.
Anthea:
Yeah.
Jo:
And then it's doubly true of people with disability who are working in the arts (laughs). So-
Anthea:
Yes.
Jo:
... offering payment is very important.
Anthea:
Yeah. I think it's really interesting that, it seems to me that it's often Fringe Festivals around Australia that do have things like access panels, and do have accessible websites. And yet, Fringe is often the place where emerging artists start, it's often the place where people are working with small budgets. And it seems even within that perhaps lack of infrastructure and not a huge amount of resource, there is this real push for inclusivity. Where do you think that comes from? Do you have, you agree with me? Do you have any comments on that?
Jo:
I absolutely agree, and I think that it's at the heart of what Fringe is about, which is open access. The clue is in that model, the name of the model. It's, it's about inclusivity. It's about everyone having access to a platform, whether they're an established artist or not. Whether they're not even yet an emerging artist, people can come and put on a show. And I think that's a really exciting prospect, in a society where something as crucial to humanity as I see it, as the arts, is also seen as not accessible. Maybe it might be seen as elitist, or that you need to have a particular kind of education or funding in order to create work.
Um, but I firmly believe, and I think that this is really embodied at Fringe, that everybody can create and present and perform their work. And that's, that's the underlying principle of Fringe, which extends, of course, to making sure that everybody is included, and that's artists with disability, artists who are deaf, artists who are neuro- neurodivergent, all those different identities are welcome.
Anthea:
Yeah, absolutely. And I have to ask, do you have any advice for artists, both artists with and artists without disability, when it comes to putting on their work?
Jo:
I think I've touched already on the importance of considering access, disability access early on in your planning. So using the resources that the Fringe has available is a good idea, as a, as an overview of the broad spectrum of things to consider. I'm acutely aware that artists rarely have a big budget to work with. And that might seem off-putting, but there are many access considerations that can be made without a big budget. So a lot of that is around communication, communicating if the venue that your event is on, at, is accessible or not.
Anthea:
Mm-hmm.
Jo:
It's worth communicating when things are not accessible, it's much better to be upfront about that, than to sort of brush it under the rug, it's... People need to know. Communicating to your audiences as well. So if you are able to include something like Auslan interpreting, making sure that you're aware of the many online groups that can reach people who are hard of hearing or deaf. Other affordable things that you can do include making sure that your performances are relaxed, or that some of them are, and advertising that for people who might be overwhelmed by loud noises, smoke machines, that sort of thing. Um, and I'm thinking specifically of people who are neurodiverse, who may be autistic, who may have some sensory processing issues.
Anthea:
That's a pretty great list. And, um, I think one thing you talk about, which I really agree with, is it's not just about creating access, it's also about telling specific groups that you've created access. So there's no point putting information about an Auslan performance for a show in a venue that's never had an Auslan performance before, in the brochure of that venue, because people have already learned not to look in it. You need to actually access those communities where they are, where they live, where they spend time online.
And I think so often, organizations make that mistake, that they finally bring in access, but they have already trained their audience not to come. Well, that particular group who's been marginalized from their performances, not to come. So when they actually create access, they need to figure out how they're going to tell that audience that they've created access now. And it's not by putting it in their usual media, because that's not where that access lives. And working in advance as well, that's so important. You know, I know that in Sydney, if you try to book an Auslan interpreter the week before international day of people with disability, you have left it too late (laughs). So it's-
Jo:
Absolutely.
Anthea:
... all about-
Jo:
Yeah.
Anthea:
It's all about the planning with that. But yeah, you're right. There are also some, some low-cost options that are available, and it's really important to be aware of that. Um, I also really love what you said about telling people what you can't do. I think people so often feel shame, uh, when they're in a venue that doesn't meet all the accessibility needs they would like it to. And that's really difficult in a city, particularly a city with heritage buildings. But it's much to tell people before they turn up, that they're not gonna be able to get in the front door.
Jo:
Yes, yes. It's an indication that you're aware of it. And that awareness, I think, is encouraging to people. And the fact that you're aware of it also might mean that at some point, you will be able to do something about it. Certainly the, the willingness is there. And I think that comes back to that attitudinal point.
Anthea:
Absolutely. And what advice do you have for audiences who might want to come to Fringe?
Jo:
I would encourage audiences who wanna come to Fringe to come, and to look at the website, there is information which I believe is clearly sign posted, in terms of which events are accessible, and which are not. Um, and the, the, the kind, the different kinds of accessible provisions, accessibility provisions that are in place, we've used a system of, uh, symbols, to indicate what sort of access provisions are in, uh, uh, provided for different shows. But you can also get in touch with the team. Uh, you can indicate what your accessibility needs are when you're booking, and the team, the ticketing team will make a note of that. Oh, and follow us on social media, of course, because that's where we'll be communicating in real time about what accessibility provisions are available.
Anthea:
Yeah, that's fantastic. And I want to ask, are there any particular shows that you are really looking forward to seeing this year? Or can you not pick between your children?
Jo:
(laughs) Well, yes. It is, it is hard to pick a favorite, but there are some that I am... One show I'm really excited to see is Sam Kissajukian's 300 Paintings on at the Sideshow Gallery. And we're having a relaxed performance for that show on the Sunday, the 10th of September. So that's an exciting one. I'm also particularly keen on Dizzy Bility, Deaf Blind and Darling in the Cabaret Hub at the Castlereagh. Dizzy Bility, as you might have guessed, is a drag performer, who's DeafBlind. So you will notice that I am picking my accessibility favorites because they are my favorite children.
Anthea:
That is, nothing wrong with that.
Jo:
One other show that I'm particularly excited about because I have never seen the movie, and I think it would be a great way to enjoy this story without ever having to, is Titanic: The Musical, which is on at the Spiegeltent Festival Garden. And we are hosting an Auslan interpreted performance-
Anthea:
Oh my goodness.
Jo:
... of that one on Saturday the 23rd of September.
Anthea:
Those terps are going to have such a good time.
Jo:
Yeah, that's what I thought.
Anthea:
Yeah. That sounds fantastic. Hey, look, I am so looking forward to Fringe, and thank you so much for all the work you do at the Fringe Festival. It's been fantastic chatting to you today, Jo.
Jo:
That's my pleasure. Thanks for having me.
Anthea:
See you at the Fringe.
Jo:
Yes, look forward to it
Anthea:
This is Anthea Williams on 2RPH with Sideshow. Unfortunately, Hanna Cormick couldn't join us this month for her what's on, so I have asked a comedian, Madeleine Stewart, to come in and tell us all about the Limitless Festival at the Sydney Fringe Festival. Madeleine Stewart, thank you so much for joining us again.
Madeleine:
Hey, Anthea. Hey, everyone listening. Good to be back.
Anthea:
So, darling, you are the curator of Limitless at the Sydney Fringe Festival. I want you to tell me all about it.
Madeleine:
Great. I will. Uh, so Limitless is a two-week mini festival, and it lives in the 107 Projects in Redfern, which is like a hop, skip and a jump from the train station. And so we take over this beautiful, accessible venue for two weeks. We have a gallery, we have this cute little sensory relax space. We have a performance theater, and we have a cute little bar that sells little pastizzis, if that's up anyone's alley. I live off them for two weeks. Don't ask me how I feel by the end of the two weeks, but it's true. I eat more pastizzis than anyone alive.
But come over to Limitless, it's very fun. Uh, we showcase all these deaf and disabled artists, and we also make the shows accessible for audience as well, who wanna come along. I think of it as a little community hub, a little gateway into Fringe. If you're not sure what to watch, if you're not sure if places are accessible, or if you wanna really get into Fringe, to come over to Limitless, it's a safe little nest, and let us look after you and serve you a smorgasbord of art and wonderful creations from deaf and disabled community members.
Anthea:
That sounds absolutely amazing, and I know you're doing your amazing show Crips & Creeps as part of it. Do you wanna tell our listeners a little bit about Crips & Creeps?
Madeleine:
Oh, yeah. So Crips & Creeps is a lineup comedy show that celebrates marginalized comedians. So I'm talking, like, female comedians, uh, comedians of color, like, uh, you know, all the diverse range of comedians that are in Sydney. And I did this because, you know, there's just not enough safe or, um, inclusive spaces in the, in the Sydney comedy scene. Uh, so we also have every show is Auslan interpreted, it's wheelchair accessible, there's, like, a huge range of community that both performs and shows up to watch the shows. And it's just, like, a really safe, fun comedy show that isn't in some crusty old basement with some old man telling jokes about, well, you know what he's telling jokes about. That's all I'm saying about that.
Anthea:
He's telling jokes about why he can't find the clitoris.
Madeleine:
Exactly. And there's no, like, gross old man in the corner, like, yelling out things from the audience as well. Uh, 'cause I feel like that's such a turnoff when it comes to comedy. Like, it's-
Anthea:
Totally.
Madeleine:
... never a safe or cool vibe. Except for Crips & Creeps, it's always very wholesome, very fun. Um, and there's such a range of comedians on stage. Like, you, you're gonna see someone who you deeply connect with, uh, who you feel like gets you and your experiences.
Anthea:
That's absolutely fantastic. I'm so excited that you're doing this again, and thank you so much for coming in and telling us all about it. And just tell me one more thing, um, what is the show that you're most looking forward to as part of the festival, the Limitless Festival. Can you pick between your children?
Madeleine:
Oh my gosh, there's so many shows. And it's so hard to pick, 'cause, like, we have a gallery with wonderful art from, you know, it's just so, like, just beautiful and colorful. And we also have, like, weaving workshops and artists talks. But then in the performance space we also have, like, theater. We have music, we have comedy, we have a Grecian murder mystery called Death in the Pantheon. Which, you know, Greek Gods and murder mystery? Love. Um, but my favorite shows, of course, I'm gonna say the comedy shows.
Anthea:
Of course.
Madeleine:
I love, I love, um, Jazz Or A Bucket Of Blood? Which is two frenemies, Ange Lavoipierre and Jane Watt. They're arguing about what's better, jazz or a bucket of blood? They're currently in Edinburgh Fringe, and they're, like, selling out. And it's such a popular show over there. And I think everybody's gonna love it here. But runner up for my favorite show, after Jazz Or A Bucket Of Blood is Emily Dash. Emily Dash is showing all of her films. And she's just such an incredible filmmaker. And it'll be an hour of all of her top short films, and it's just gonna be wonderful, I'm very much looking forward to that.
Anthea:
We've had Emily on the show before, she's a powerhouse here in Sydney. She's a filmmaker and an actor, and yeah, it'll be really great to see her retrospective. Hey, thank you so much for joining us.
Madeleine:
Thank you for having me.
Anthea:
If you want to know a little bit more about what I'm up to at the moment, get onto the PYT website, as I'm currently in rehearsals for a new musical called The Hen House by Mara Knežević, Šime Knežević, and Josipa Draisma. Now, these three brilliant siblings got the idea for this musical from their grandmother, who moved to Australia in the '70s from Croatia, and worked at the Tetley chicken factory in Western Sydney. It's a rock musical, and it looks at how we in Australia have treated migrant women, and the complexities of their lives. Throughout September, we're touring this show. We're going to be at the Riverside Theaters in Parramatta, at the Camden Civic Center, at the Orange Civic Center, the Art House, Wyong, and the Concourse Pavilion in Chatswood. So if you're New South Wales based, chances are we'll be somewhere close to you next month.
Now, Hanna is working on a project for the Finnish festival called ANTI Fest. Her project is called With this body I remember, with this body I rewild. And she's working with Latai Taumoepeau, to create a slow, live ritual that will dissolve notions of individual space, physical borders and time, leading to an exploration of ancestral stories from Mōana/Pacific Ocean and Sápmi/Arctic Forest areas. They're also using digital livestream technology to connect Finland to Country across Australia. As always, information about all of the festivals and works we've discussed today can be found in our show notes. And you can also find a transcript of this radio show on the accessible arts website. We're rehearsing a rock musical, I'm in a bit of rock mood, so to take us out, here is SWEAT, with I Don't Care.
Outro music:
(singing).
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