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The Voice of ‘Survivors’

Finding Inspiration, Tolerance, and

Hope From Our Past
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Survivors Lells Uhe story of 10 actual Holocaust survivers in real time as they ane expeencing e unfold

ing ol the horrific cvems (phote by Chiristy He)

Iy Lol Rosen

[ the innumerable performances of

Shakespearc’s plays are any restamenr

— thearer has the ulsi|i|}r L proserve
a story for centurics. And ir is exactly
thar preservation thar the play Sersdvors
hopes to achieve ar the Raise Our Voices
event at the Marjorie Luke Thearre this
Thursday, October 19, at 7 pm.

Written by Wendy Kour — a film and
TV writer who worked on such programs
as the lependary Mok o Mindy — Survivors
tells the stories of 10 Holocaust survivors.
But not just the horrors they experienced,
but the hope amd inspiration they found
along the way. The play will have a heav-
|'||]}' a -:.'||'!n|'n.'|.|:| b L.-;|||s|'|n }:llm-idﬂ] |1_'.-' the
Inner Light Gospel Choir (directed by
Danr Kennedy) and the Dos Puchlos
HI-EII School _I.u.r. Chaoir [l|i|-:'; red h}'
Courtney Anderson), and will wrap up
with a Talkback from rhe casr and Kour,
maosderared by the M= own Gmyn Lurie.

The inspiration for Swreivers bepan
when Kout received a phone call from
Ralph Meranto from CenterStage
Theatre in Rochester, New York. Ralph
had just returned from a funeral of say-
ing goodbye to yer anvther Holocaust
survivor in his community. He told Kout
about the program they had of bringing
survivors in to middle and high schools
o 'HI,:II'.Jk thar had been |'1|;_r|.u,|i|:-|_-.-' irr'|E1:|| =
ful on the students, “And what was sad-
dening for Ralph — whar is saddening for
all of us — is rthar as fime EOCS 0N, W are
saying gondhye to more and more of our
surviviors,” cxpressed Kour. Rochesrer had
been a thriving Holocanse survivar com-
muniry ar one rime and Ralph telr sorrow
about the idea of losing their voices and
eventually having to shur down what had
been such an influential program.

While Ralph and Kout both acknowl-

edyed there had been wonderful testimo-

nies recorded by dilferent organieations
— “But that experience happens on the
SCTOET. TOU are Wl I'i“E the screen and
vou're listening and you're respectful.
You're mor in contacr. You're not heing
i|r|[1:||:ln.'|| by a survivor” As the two con-
templared the idea of doing something
thearer-based around this, Kour said o
Ralph, *You're going to do something
thearrical wirh these srories,” and he said,
“MNo, Wendy, you're poing to do some-
thing with these stories”

The two spent the next year discussing
thoughtfully about how w do this and
what was developed is a cne-bour waching
play that tells the history of the Holocaust
through the eyewimess accounts of 10
actual Holocaust survivors, While Kout

mentioned thar this |'r|:|:|-' was born our of

“sorrow and a need,” she waned w bring
dimensionality o cach survivor thar voung
students and audiences of all ages, could
relare to. They used a young cast and the
story is told in real rime as the evenis of
the Holocaust are unfolding — rather than
a rerelling ot historical accounts.

“You're watching them go from the
bheginning before the rise of Hitler when
life was good and free, and when they just
got to have their young issues of — ‘oh, 1
hate my boylriend” and, ‘oh, my moth-
er's driving me crazy.’ You know, theyre
trpical teenagers, right? And then they're
thrust into this horree”

."'|.|r|||r||g|'| the SLOrY revolves around
the homor of the Holocaust, speaking
with Kour — “hope” was the word thar
came up |l_'E1r:|Ir|.||_'_.' abour the |::l|.'|:.'. Kour
wanted to not just focus on the rrauma
telr during their cxperiences, bur rarher,
uncover how each of these survivors
tound hope and rhe drive o conrinne
and overcome while being faced with the
unimaginable challenges thar they faced.

By focusing on the personality, quirs,
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4 Survivors (Conlinued from 18)
and intricacies that each individual had,

Surpivers allows the audiences to personally
connect with each vne, and maybe even see
components of themselves in each survivor
Four of the 10 individuals were sill alive
when Kout began writing the play in 2017
and she was able o do cxtensive interviews
with them, She abo inervdiewed family
mernbers and friends of all 10 sarvivors no
hesa capn: their character. The result was
a play rhar hroughr deprh ro cach fearned
SUPVIVITS STOrY.

Survivers was met with astounding
praise and popularing. “Since 2018, we've
been performing this play, there are now
five independent natonal and inremna-
tional productions that tour” said Kout
“It’s not just the welling of history; it's the
‘Mever is Now' component. And bow do
we as individuals as a community deal
with hatred, intolerance, bigotry, racism,
homophobia — all of it — how are we deal-
illg with i? And how do we SLep up and
stop being silen”

Melding of the Minds

While Sursivers has pone on o success,
it was with the show’s current producer,
CGrenie Benson, thar rhe performances
took on an extra layer. Benson is the child
of two Halocaust survivors. Her father was
a partisan fighting in the forest and getting
people out through the underground un-
neds and sewers out of the phettos, He was
the younpgest child and tried to warn his
Family — bt they woubdn't listen o him —
s he ran w the forest and hid, losing his
whale f54.|r|i|_l. EXCE[T OmE hrother, Benson's
mwther, Sidonia Lax, was a young, only
child from a wealthy family whose dad lefr
the EJH‘“I:- e I.i'.l‘lf when he heard there
were fresh apples ourside the walls and
never came back.

Benson’s parenes later met in LA, got

married, and had three children of

which Genie was the oldest. During their
lifetime, Genie's facher didn’t like Sidonia
speaking publicy about her Holocaust
experiences. But after his passing nearly
30 years apo, “My mom started being
very outpoing about talking about the
Holocaust, She went o Jewish schools,
non-fewish schools, She spoke a lot in
HI“]I:‘T'IL: :llll,l T':I\':I.!I.:”H .ln'd l:i:lr IFlfjr.tl'l"i;'J-
tions and everybody knew her ... It sor
of hecame her legacy o ralk abour her
SLOFY as miuch as |::l||mi|:-|-:',“ zaid Benson.
Sidonia became  exrensively  involved
with the March of the Living program,
going to Poland each year — a place she
thoughr she'dd never remurn . Sidonia
unfortunately passed last Decemnber, but
her legacy lives on with her impact on
young students, and now with Benson's
work on Survivers.

It was about a year and a halll agp that

Surviars incnrprales ]||I||I;:,L|i'.|'m'-::\|1l [11]
Turther connect with stwdentsof all ages and
hackgroumils (phado by Christy e

Benson saw a Facebook post from Kot
of a glowing review of Swrvivers. The two
had met in college and Benson called up
Kout and they bepan to discuss the play.
Benson — who has a J'|||:4,|||q1i|r|'| Coampa-
ny that berings artists from lsrael w the
LLS — asked her producrion quesrions
and more abour the |::l|.4.1.'. As the wa
spoke, they developed a new angle — the
casting of a diverse group of performers
for the play and they formed a part-
nership thar day and builr a Wesr Coasr
touring company, Arts for Change!
Their first public performance was ar the
Museun of Tolerance in Los Anpeles o a
sold-out crowd and standing ovation. By
casting perdfonmers rom different ethnic
backgrounds, they wanied the performers
t speak to, aml uldmately connect with,
sudents of all backgrounds, Each per-
formance feamures a Talkback ar the end
where the andience can ask questions, and
they've tound rhar ofrentimcs smdents and
:4|:||,|i|.'|'|-;1:\. ARe 1,|i|-;_1.|i|'|t_{ I.]IIl:,'.ﬂiI.H'I:\ {141 ||Ii,
pertarmers about how they their owmn expe
ricnces and culmiral background relare ro
the character they're portraying. The hope
is to help andiences pull inspiration and
understanding from a range of axperienoes
not just the Jewish one. Or as Kour purs
it, “We'ne keamning from the past o create
inclusivity and tolerance in the present and
in the fuue” o

Visit hbtps;teev-e-simpletix.com for tickets and
mare infarmation.
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