http://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/the_arts/community_arts/arts_activated 

Interview with Jenny Sealey

Jenny Sealey was supported by the Australia Council as the international keynote speaker at the 2010 Arts  Activated National Conference and was described by delegates as inspirational and super dynamic.

Jenny said “what I love about our Arts Council (of England), they are always prepared to take a risk” when she was referring to receiving the rights to deliver the Unlimited Festival as part of the Cultural Olympiad in London 2012. Unlimited will celebrate disability art and culture and will include a £1.5 million commission fund to support high-quality collaborations between disability arts organisations, disabled artists, producers and mainstream arts organisations.

Jenny’s passion and delivery of high quality productions including cast and crews with disability have gained her great recognition as a leader of arts and disability in the UK and internationally. When describing her artistic process, Jenny explained “becoming Deaf at the age of seven has defined who I am”. Her world is visual and she would prefer to be in the thick of dialogue to create productions rather than sit in an isolated manner and write.

A big part of the theme for the Accessible Arts Conference was ‘Excellence’ – how does the use of the word ‘excellence’ relate to the arts and disability sector?

 “It’s fundamental that excellence is in our vocabulary” Jenny said. “Can we achieve excellence? We have to!” It is about “the right to have a goal… [and] how it feels to aim to get there”.  “But if we are going to fail, we will do it excellently. Our fight for acceptance as artists who are Deaf or have a disability, really gave us that grit.” Our excellence lies in the fact that “we constantly challenge the status quo”.

 Graeae Theatre Company only use accessible production spaces. There are theatres in London that are not accessible, although Jenny refuses to use them. Access is a primary consideration when enabling excellent production by casts and crews with disability.

What is your view on the difference between disability arts and arts and disability?

Disability arts is about artists with disability expressing stories about disability. Arts and disability is about enabling access for artists with disability to creative expression that may be unrelated to disability. Jenny identified that “both are important”. It is important that people have a choice, she explained.

Choice and opportunity to participate in the arts and cultural life is a key theme in the arts and disability sector. Open attitudes and flexibility can address a multitude of barriers experienced by artists with disability accessing creative pathways.

 Graeae Theatre Company have published a Guide to Inclusive Teaching practice that is a valuable resource for arts organisations working with actors and directors with disability http://www.graeae.org/page/teachershandbook 
For further information about Graeae Theatre Company http://www.graeae.org 
For further information about Unlimited  http://www.london2012.com/get-involved/cultural-olympiad/major-projects/unlimited.php 
