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REPORT



HOEZO GEHANDICAPT? 

What do you mean handicapped? 
Thursday 16 January 2003

Hotel Haarlem Zuid

14:00 – 18:00 

Presentations

Sarah Howard en Dawn Prentice – CandoCo. All the participants received a CandoCo package with extensive information on their educational work. A lot of this information can also be found on their website. They gave a powerpoint presentation on the history of the company, how they operate and what their activities are. They tour in the UK and abroad and now have their own studio in London. Since 1995 they receive structural subsidy from the Arts Council of England. They have always worked with a range of independant choreographers, often with some of the better-known names from the UK field.

Q (public) & A (CandoCo)

Q: Does CandoCo pay the choreographers normal fees? 

A: Yes of course, if you want to be seen as a professional group, you must also act like one. 

Q: Do people participate in the workshops for therapeutic reasons? 

A: People come for different reasons, some may find a therapeutic value, other dancers may just want to broaden their horizons. 

Q: How do choreographers approach working with CandoCo? 

A: They do preparatory workshops, to get to know the dancers, their abilities, disabilities, to get over their own fears. These can last up to 1 year before actually working on a piece.

Q: Do you feel isolated in any sense from the rest of the dance world?

A: We probably all have different perspectives on that, but Celeste Dandeker (Artistic Director of CandoCo) certainly doesn’t feel isolated.

Q: How do you see the future? 

A: We hope that there will also be choreographers with disabilities that will produce work for us. 

Petra Jorissen was scheduled a presentation on the current situation and developments in the Netherlands in the field of disabled artists in the performing arts, but was unable to attend due to illness. We were therefore very fortunate that Joke offered to say something in her place.

Joke Menssink – Sign Dance Collective / Unlimited Arts Company. Director SDC and artistic leader UAC, has worked in this area for 20 years. How do you become successful? 1. Have a talent, 2. Be very stubborn, 3. Have creative solutions to difficult problems, 4. Fight, 5. It is very important to start a real dialogue, to be in touch with those that are fighting for (more or less) the same cause, so you don’t feel alone and you can build up a front. This does not exist yet: I work for Very Special Arts Europe (VSA) and it appears that Ton Keeken works for VSA Netherlands and we don’t know each other. That says a lot about the lack of infrastructure in the Netherlands. 

A considerable lack of press attention to this area in the printed media in the Netherlands also doesn’t help the promotion of integrated art forms. One of the consequences of this lack of press attention and a non-existent infrastructure / lobby is that former prime minister Wim Kok invited an Israeli disability group to the Netherlands, because he did not think that this sort of thing existed in his own country. 

Ton Keeken – Theater Netwerk. Keeken is the artistic leader and director of Theater Netwerk, a theatre studio where those with and without a mental disability make theatre productions together. Keeken also organises workshops and educational projects and works for Very Special Arts. He spoke about the history of his theatre company and the struggle not to be seen as a leisure club, but as professionals. In the 1990s when he was finally able to put a group together, people were selected on the basis that the weakness or lack in one person, could be the strength of someone else. The stories of the productions are put together by the actors themselves and are therefore often about their own world and experiences. One of the main missions is to give the public more insight into people with a mental disability. They also make themed theatre in which entertainment and fun are the most prominent characteristics. 

Money is a problem. There is never enough to pay everyone properly, which means a lot is still volunteer work. He also feels there should be more stimulus from the government, but the problem here is that nor the ministry of culture, nor the health department think it is their responsibility. The biggest problem here is that these actors / artists are not seen as proper artists. His work is often seen as a ‘charity’ profession, he does good ‘deeds’ for these people. 

Mieke Julien – Handtheater. Julien is artistic leader and director of the theatre company Handtheater. They are not the first theatre company with deaf actors in the Netherlands. There was a Jewish group that didn’t survive the Second World War. In the 1980s another group was started, but their administrator was a hearing person who did not know sign language, which led to big problems. 

The Handtheaters’ position within Dutch society is a difficult nut to crack. She feels it is hard to give one answer because the hearing audience likes to see different things than the deaf audience. Handtheater is therefor constantly trying to find a balance between the two, as both groups are equally important. Deaf people want to relax when they go to the theatre, laugh, see spontaneous storytelling, things that have to do with their lives. For the hearing audience Handtheater produces shows that are attractive to them for more reasons than just the fact that they go to a performance by deaf actors. In fact that should not be the main reason that they go. Examples are: O amor natural, about the erotic poems by Carlos Drummond de Andrade (audience appeared very interested in how deaf people perform erotic poems in sign language…);  the story about Van Gogh’s life appealed to art lovers and fans of Van Gogh (Handtheater made a performance in the Van Gogh museum) these sorts of things open up new audiences. 

In order to get structural subsidy she did a lot of lobbying and she made an interesting calculation with which she proved Handtheater practically has a right to receive structural subsidy: The Netherlands has population of 15 million, 3000 million (guilders at the time) are spend on culture. That’s 200 per person. There are 15,000 deaf people, so together they have the right to receive 15,000 x 200 guilders = 3 million!! Where is that money, Julien wondered, because the majority of culture is not accessible to deaf people. 

Outcome working groups 

1. Waar is de werkelijke handicap? Where is the real handicap? What keeps us from making integrated art? Moderator: Ton Keeken. 

- 
Volwaardigheid , do everything as professionally as possible if you want to be seen as professional. 

- 
Equality: irritation about the definition ‘arts & disability’, we are all moving our bodies in the end. 

- 
Move people through artistic quality

· Confront children with disabilities, normalise it. 

2. Probleem artistiek inhoudelijk of slechte pr? Is the problem artistic or bad PR? Why do we read so little about it in the press? Moderator: Henk Schoute, senior project leader Art and Culture Noord-Holland. Some tips to improve your situation: 

· formulate your aims and objectives clearly 

· be different and it make distinctions between the disabilities your group deals with

· be self critical and analyse what went wrong and why

· quality sells itself

· make your aims and objectives realistic and achievable

· set up a network between organisations, so you can help each other and give tips & inspiration
· A disability festival is a good way to combine forces to make more of an impact for the work and therefore receive more press attention. (Some in the audience thought it would also help if future seminars, congresses etc on the performing arts should build in a workshop or speaker on disability in the arts. This way you make the disabled artist part of the mainstream)

3. Een verloren zaak?  A lost case? Is it worth putting our energy into developing more awareness and projects with integrated arts. Moderator: Joke Menssink - Director SignDanceCompany & Artistic leader Unlimited Arts Company.

· It’s not a lost case, but a difficult one. 

· Biggest  problem is that disabled artists face obstacles in their artistic training and development, schools are not ready or accessible for this group

· Audience is also a problem. Not always taken seriously as an artist or producer – audiences see work often as a good cause and not as professional performing arts.

Conclusion

· People felt quite divided about the seminar, some thought that organising something specifically about disability in the arts would isolate these groups more than integrate, on the other hand people realised that it was interesting to hear that many are fighting the same struggle (although all in other ways and with different point of views.) 

· Some expressed shame that the British Council had organised this event and brought these people together for the first time, and not a Dutch performing arts institution such as the Theater Instituut Nederland.

· In general people were quite divided in their opinions on how to work and present themselves to the outside world, but they did agree that it was refreshing to meet each other and many hope that an organised network will come out of this. Especially since there is no one within the Ministry or within the CG-Raad (umbrella organisation for the chronically ill and disabled), to represent them so they will have to represent themselves. Attendants generally want to stay in touch with each other and hope there will now start to evolve a network.

· None-the-less it has become clear that it is impossible to generalise: the diversity and differences of opinion even with the 40 people present here is considerable. If you want a successful lobby and a voice, you need to work together.

Attendance

There were 38 people present. Some of them were invited directly, but most of them heard about the event through word-of-mouth. One deaf person applied with only 2 – 3 days notice (deadline was 6 January) and there was insufficient time to find an available sign language interpreter. This point was mentioned a few times as if there was a major missed opportunity here for deaf participants. However, for the record every participant was asked to notify us in their application of any special needs and this applicant was the only one who required a sign language interpreter.  

Since the seminar took place I have received more enquiries from people who were unable to attend but who would like to remain updated. 

Press

Francine van der Wiel from Het Parool participated and wrote an article about the seminar and a review on the performance by CandoCo. Prior to the event there were preview articles in the national paper the Volkskrant  and in the local regional paper Haarlems Dagblad.

   Anne Douqué

Amsterdam, 29 January 2003
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