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on creating the work of Art, in a vacuum. Almost no attention was paid t,
the audience, the performance space, the container, and the community
for the art as being as important as the art itself, and not separable from
the art. Practical skills—from how to make a flyer or a budget to how to
do successful ASL and make a fragrance-free space or a performance
whose pace was accessible to non-hyper-able-bodied performers—were
neglected in those ivory towers. I think that if anyone had asked about
how to create accessible spaces, for performers or attendees, they
would have been, gently or not so gently, dissed. That stuff, that’s about
community-based art, or art therapy—not real, professional, capital A
art. As a performer and curator/producer, I believe that how you do it
and who is there to see it is are as important as what is on the stage. My
favorite performance spaces are spaces that become temporary, two-hour
communities that are autonomous zones that feel like freedom. Being
in them, we can smell and taste and feel things we have always wanted
but rarely witnessed—both in what we see on stage and how we interact
and participate as an audience that serves as a community of witnesses.
Having an accessible space for performers and attendees and workers,
where disability is not marginalized, tokenized, or simply absent, is
very different from having a performance space that is full of maostly
able-bodied, young, non-parenting people who can afford to spend the
money to attend and/or to get there in the first place.

As oppressed people, we don’t control a lot of things. But one thing
we can sometimes control is the stage. The stage can be prefigurative
politics.

I often tell a story about Patty Berne, the cofounder and Haitian
Japanese femme powerchair-using disabled badass artist and organizer
of Sins Invalid. T once asked her why she had chosen to use performance
art as her primary way to advance disability justice. Why not just do
a workshop? She paused and said, “You know, I could do workshops
until [ was blue in the face, trying to convince white disabled people or






“Oh yeah, it’s accessible” to me on the phone, wiere we ns};::rc: tl:)pt(;r;
opening night to find a gorgeous ramp from t ; gre; om 1o th
stage, and rejoiced. Two years later, when er s' owe upb gain,
ramp was gone. What happened? “Oh, we built it for you because we
knew you had someone in a wheelchair, but after your shc?w w.as over,
we tore it down,” a staff member explained helpfully—as if this made
sense. My friend, Black, wheelchair-using, queer,-femme da :er and
writer Neve Mazique-Bianco, looked at melevellyw :n1 brok'e the news
and s: 1, “Leah, we just have to remember that the abled will destroy
access at all costs.” The irony was that nice wide ramp wouldve helped
everyone—people in chairs, people using canes, and normals who just
neededtc  auls >tofprops onstage the way, you know, you usually have
to in theater. But there you have it. Oppression isn’t helpful or logical.

Weare ot supposed to be healers, because we are obviously “un-
healed” and broken, according to the ablest imagination. And we are
not supposed to e performers, except in a “clap for the brave cripples,
but don’t expect them to be a) good b) have some shocking shit to say
thatyoudi r'texpect”kind of way. The charity mod: infects even how
crip art can be thought of, or if it can be thought of at all.

Which brings me, th 1gh, to the joyous work of setting up per-
formances and what happens when making access happen is not an
afterthought to produc g performe ce but a central part of visioning
and creating that performance, from the beginning.

Perhaps you've heard the idea that the audience makes the
performance. As a performer of color, I know that performing to an
all QTBIPOC audience is very different from perfc ming to one that
is majority white (or to one where white people have grabbed all the
seats right at the front),

The audience at a Sins show is as important as the show. Is part of
the show. Because it is a portrait of cross-disabled, deeply accessible
space that is also Black, brown, and economically accessible.






doing preshow education about fragrance-free, recruiting childcare

workers, calling venues multiple times to punch through their “Oh
yeah, it’s accessible” to find out what that really meant, cocreating an
accessible venues Google doc—was both a specific skill set of accessible
performance skills and its own job that no one should be doing and
directing, perforr ng, etc. And that it was an invisibilized labor
because isfeminized, disabled cultural labor. And it is never taught
in a theatrical or performance MFA. And mostly, when it happens,
it happens because sick and disabled and Deaf and crazy folks make
it happen, because we are the ones who a) care and b) have the sick/
disabled/crazy/Deaf science and skills to make it happen.

Five years after I attended that first Sins show, when I was
wc <ingonbook g e Mangos with Chili Toronto show, I listened

» myself as I explained that the culture in Toronto had shifted—not
at all ft vy, and not automatically, but through years and decades of
cross-disab 7 and Deaf cultural activism i Toronto, and it was no
longer st acceptable business as usual all the time to have queer
per  r ince in inaccessible spaces. People who did could expect
resistance and a community raising our voices in anger. (I say this with
hesitatic , knowing that there are still so many inaccessible spaces,
and that this is an ongoing work in progress—but also wanting to
mark that accessibi 'y awareness in Toronto QTBIPOC and activist
performance spaces does feel broader than in many cities that I have
visited. And that that * ippened through the labor of many, many
disabled, chronically ll, crazy, and Deaf folks and allies, and deserves
to be celebrated.)

And I'was rewarded. At the show, there was a line of signing folks
right up front, parents who were able to watch burlesque because
there was childcare on-site, chair users with nice wide rows and
clear beginning and end times marked on the invite so Wheel-Trans






