
1

summary
plain language

chapter 1

Introduction

What is this book?

This is a book to help artists with disabilities.

In this book you will find out what it is like to be an artist who has a disability. You
will find out about the problems you have to face, and ways you can find success.
You will also meet other artists with disabilities, and find out what it is like for
them to make art.

This is not a how-to book about one kind of art. You will not find out how to paint
a certain kind of painting or sing a certain song.

At the end of the book are some addresses and phone numbers of people who can
help you find some specific help if you want it.

Who is this book for?

This is a book for artists with disabilities. If you have a disability and you make
art already, or you are just trying to get started making art, this book is for you.

What if there are words I don’t understand?

There might be words in this book that are new to you. Words that artists use can
be confusing. Remember to ask someone to help you if you don’t understand.

Where should I start?

In this book, we recommend that you start with Chapter Two. After that, you can
read the chapters in any order you want.

Chapter Two is a chapter of artist profiles, where you find out a bit about each
artist in this book, in their own words. Read that chapter first. Once you have met
the artists in Chapter Two, you will know who they are when they speak up in
other chapters.

After Chapter Two, decide for yourself which chapters interest you the most. Once
you have read the summary for a chapter, you can read the artists’ words in the
long chapter.

Finally, remember to ask someone to help you if there are things you do not
understand.
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Who wrote this book?

This book was written by Geoff McMurchy and Sarah Leavitt, who both work at
the Society for Disability Arts and Culture (known as S4DAC). Geoff is an artist
with a disability, and Sarah is an able-bodied supporter of the disability arts
movement.

Chapter Two

Artist Profiles

This chapter begins on page 9.

In this chapter, you meet some artists with disabilities. You will find out about
their disability. They tell you what art they do, how they got started, and why they
keep making art.

Later in the book, these artists will talk about the ideas in each chapter. You can
refer back to the profiles to remind yourself who the artists are when you are reading
their words.

Chapter Three

Inspiration

This chapter begins on page 33.

In this chapter, artists talk about how they get their art ideas. They also talk about
why they keep making art even when it is hard to do and they are not getting any
money.

How do I know if I am making art?

Remember, in this book art can mean a lot of things. Almost anything can be art.

Who can be an artist?

Anyone can be an artist. What’s important is that you are making something that
means something to you.

We recommend that you leave your mind open about what art is, and what an
artist is.
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Here’s what the artists we interviewed told us about why they
make art:

■ My enjoyment of art and desire to get better at it give me a reason to live.

■ My pain goes away when I’m making art.

■ It helps me meditate.

■ I can escape from my problems.

■ I want to push myself to do more and different work.

■ I don’t want to do anything else.

■ To express myself, communicate a message.

■ To make a living.

■ Because it’s therapeutic.  I can get things out of my system.

■ Because I love to work with children.

■ In the arts community, there’s an acceptance that I haven’t experienced elsewhere.

In this chapter, the artists we interviewed talk about these topics:

■ Art is therapy for me.

■ Art is what keeps me alive.

■ Art lets me express myself any way I want.

■ Art helps me learn about my community.

Hiver au village,
oil painting by Roger Hardy
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Chapter Four

Art, Identity and the Disability Movement

This chapter begins on page 39.

This chapter is about how artists with disabilities think about themselves. For
them, one basic question is:  Is there a connection between my art and my
disability?

Is there a connection between my art and my disability?

If you have not thought about this idea before, you can read the following sentences
and try to see if one fits you.

■ I’m an artist – my disability is not as important.

■ I’m a person with a disability who happens to make art.

■ I’m an artist with a disability – both things are just as important.

■ I’m a person with a disability, but I don’t have much to do with the disability
community.

■ I’m an artist, but I’m not very in touch with the arts community.

Maybe you can make up a statement that fits you better.

What do other artists with disabilities think?

Artists with disabilities have many ideas about the connections between having a
disability and making art. It is up to you to decide what the connection is to your
own art.

Artists who feel a strong connection between their disability and their art usually
see themselves as part of the disability movement.

The disability movement in Canada

In this chapter we offer a short history of the disability movement in Canada. For
many years, people with disabilities have been active in changing Canadian laws
and attitudes, to make things better for people with all kinds of disabilities. Some
of this political activism has taken the form of art and culture.

Is my art political?

Also in this chapter, the artists talk about what they think it means to be political
in their art. They talk about why they feel the way they do about making a political
statement with their art. There are lots of different opinions about this, and there
are lots of opinions about what it means to say art is political. Some people say
that any art by someone with a disability is political. There is no right or wrong
answer.
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What does S4DAC think?

We at S4DAC are excited about encouraging people with disabilities to explore
their creativity and to share it with others. What inspires us are the powerful new
ideas and images that come out of the experience of disability. And we can also
see a lot of opportunities to educate each other and other communities with our
art. It doesn’t really matter if we call it “political” or not.

Chapter Five

Training and Development

This chapter begins on page 51.

In Chapter Five, we talk about training and development. Training and
development means:

■ how you learn the skills you need for your art

■ how you become a better artist

In this chapter, the artists talk about how they have done their training and
development. You will see that it can be done in different ways.

School/Classes

Training and development includes school, which can be art or music school or
classes at the community centre. At school or classes, a teacher will help you learn
new things.You may also be inspired by the work of other people in your class. You
might find out more about the art community where you live, and make
connections or form a support network. Sometimes you will also get to use
expensive equipment that you could not afford any other way.

Learning from other artists

Training and development can include many things besides going to school.  Artists
with disabilities often do better with other ways of learning. You may do better
learning from other artists outside any school. You may make art together, in
collaboration, or support each other in an artists’ support group.

Mentors

You may also choose to get training from a mentor. A mentor is another artist who
has more experience than you, and gives you advice to help you with your art. You
may ask anyone to be your mentor, and you can ask them to help you with many
different things.
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No training at all

Many artists choose not to have any training at all. This is especially true in visual
art. Artists with no training are called intuitive, or self-taught, artists. In this chapter
you can find out about the history of this kind of art. You can also visit these websites
if you have a computer:

www.interestingideas.com/out/out.htm

www.avam.org

Chapter Six

Technique and Adaptability

This chapter begins on page 63.

Chapter Six is about techniques and adapting.

■ Technique is the way we make our art, what tools we use and how we do it.

■ Adapting means changing those tools and methods to suit our own needs, or
changing the kind of art we do. We want to help you to think about the importance
of adaptability.

As people with disabilities, we face lots of situations where we must be creative to
get around obstacles in our lives or do things differently from the way most other
people do. This can apply to art, too.

There are a lot of things standing in my way. What can I do?

There are lots of ways to get over obstacles when you are making art. Getting over
obstacles can mean:

■ practicing to get the knack of doing something differently

■ changing the materials or tools you use

■ completely changing the kind of art you do

■ admitting to yourself that you need help in some areas of art-making

In this chapter, the artists talk about things like:

■ Disability may affect the way, or the time it takes, to do your art.

■ Your disability may affect the kind of art you do.

■ A disability can be an advantage; it can provide new ideas to work with.

■ To keep making art, you may need to find new materials or tools to work with.
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If I think I need different tools, where can I find them?

If you need different tools or equipment to do your art, you can ask for advice from
an occupational therapist at a local health unit or rehab hospital. Your doctor may
be able to refer you to one of these groups. But if you need to adapt your existing
equipment or environment, there’s also an organization  called the Tetra Society
that may be able to help you. There is more information about the Tetra Society on
page 68.

Chapter Seven

The Business of Being an Artist

This chapter begins on page 69.

Chapter Seven is about the business part of being an artist. By business, we mean
organization, money and paperwork.

Some of the topics in this chapter are:

■ self-promotion

■ networking

■ getting an agent

■ putting together a media kit and portfolio

■ dealing with the media (newspaper, radio and TV reporters)

Why should I know about business?

Every artist needs to know a little about business. No matter what kind of art you
do, or what kind of artist you are, you will want other people to see your art. This

Vancouver graffiti artist Take 5 with installation Inner City
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means you need a place to show your art and you need a way to tell other people
about your art. There is always some business work involved. You can do this work
yourself, or arrange for someone else to help you or do it for you.

How does my disability affect business?

Artists with disabilities have special needs in the business of art. For instance, you
might need extra physical help, or you might have to educate agents, gallery owners,
people who give out grants to artists, or the media. In this chapter, the artists in
the book suggest some general areas for you to think about.

Where can I go for more information?

There may be short business courses you can take at community arts councils,
community centres or art schools in your area.

Appendix A

What is S4DAC?

S4DAC is a group that works for artists with disabilities.

The things S4DAC does are:

■ create places where artists with disabilities can show other people their art

■ find new ways to make art about disability

■ make art more accessible

■ find ways for artists with disabilities to talk to other artists.

In August 2001, S4DAC produced the kickstART! Celebration of Disability Arts
and Culture.

What is kickstART!?

KickstART! was a festival that took place in Vancouver, Canada, in August 2001. At
kickstART! artists with disabilities and their supporters got together for shows in
dance, choir, visual art, comedy, videos and theatre. There were also exhibits and
workshops. It was the first event like this in Canada.

Appendix B

This appendix has a list of many organizations to contact for more information
about getting training, applying for grants and meeting other artists.

Appendix C

This appendix is a form to fill out and send back to us if you are an artist with a
disability or if you represent a group that involves people with disabilities.


