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1. There are important cultural distinctions 
between Deaf, disability, and Mad art and 
artists. See Tangled Art + Disability, “Report 
on Deaf  and Disability Arts in Ontario,” 2014, 
at www.neighbourhoodartsnetwork.org/
getattachment/476503ba-c2c1-4ae7-934d-
7003b3084271/Disability-Arts-Report.pdf.aspx, 
as of  October 4, 2017. For the purposes of  this 
piece, however, I will use the umbrella terms “dis-
ability arts” and “disability artists.” 

I use “Deaf ” (capitalized) to signify a culture 
of  people who identify as “culturally Deaf,” a lin-
guistic minority, as opposed to hearing impaired. 
For more on this distinction, see “Report on Deaf  
and Disability Arts in Ontario,” cited above. 

I use “Mad arts” to refer to art produced by 
and related to the experiences of  users or former 
users of  mental health services and other people 
with non-normative ways of  thinking and feeling. 
As the editors of  the critical reader Mad Matters 
wrote in 2013, “Mad Studies can be defined in 
general terms as a project of  inquiry, knowledge 
production, and political action devoted to the 
critique and transcendence of  psy-centred ways 
of  thinking, behaving, relating, and being.” Robert 
Menzies, Brenda A. LeFrançois, and Geoffrey 
Reaume, “Introducing Mad Studies,” in Mad 
Matters: A Critical Reader in Canadian Mad Studies, 
ed. Menzies, LeFrançois, and Reaume (Toronto: 
Canadian Scholar’s Press, 2013), 13. An evolving 
interdisciplinary field, Mad studies offers critical 
inquiry into mental health and madness in ways 
that foreground the oppression, agency, and per-
spectives of  Mad people, both past and present, 
as well as in diverse cultural contexts, to challenge 
dominant understandings of  “mental illness.”
2. See Kirsty Johnston, “Building a Canadian 
Disability Arts Network: An Intercultural 
Approach,” Theatre Research in Canada 30, no. 1–2 
(2009): 152–74.
3. Michele Decottignies’s ongoing consultations 
with the Canada Council’s Equity Office and the 
constitution of  DMAC (Disability and Mad Arts 

Tangled Art + Disability is a nonprofit organization in Toronto dedicated to cul-
tivating disability art through supporting the artistic development of disability, 
Deaf, and Mad-identified artists (here collectively called disability artists), creat-
ing exhibition opportunities for disability artists, and working to bring about  
systemic change toward a more inclusive arts culture.1 Since the 1970s, disability 
arts organizations across Canada have been working independently and collec-

tively in an effort to bring disability arts into recognition 
at the levels of audience engagement, funding support by 
arts councils, and growth in exhibition opportunities.2 
Disability artists and curators have worked to gain public 
recognition by producing politically and creatively impor-
tant artwork, by developing professional practices within 
and outside largely ableist and inaccessible arts training 

programs and facilities, and by collaborating on efforts to educate provincial and 
federal cultural funding bodies about what disability arts are and how to create 
culturally responsive funding streams to support the development and showcas-
ing of this arts sector.3 

Recently these foundational efforts have begun to pay off. During my tenure 
as artistic director at Tangled Art + Disability (2014–16), I witnessed the benefits of 
the identification of disability arts as a strategic priority for arts councils and the 
subsequent creation of dedicated funding streams for disability arts.4 The funding 
has increased the amount and the quality of the disability art being created and,  
in turn, has widened audience exposure to the creative, intellectual, and activist 
accomplishments of this artistic community. Moreover, the area of disability arts is 
receiving unprecedented interest from arts organizations outside the disability arts 
sector. The influx of structural support and funding opportunities for disability arts 
and the corresponding interest in programming disability arts in Canadian multi-
disciplinary and multicultural arts organizations constitute a deserved response to 
the decades of work by disability artists, curators, and activists. 

The overdue recognition is exciting; the desire for disability arts programing, 
however, is not always accompanied with an understanding of disability politics. 
This is evidenced, for example, when disability art is programmed in inaccessible 
venues, when arts organizations fail to pay disabled artists adequate fees, or when 
they fail to program an artist talk along with an exhibition. Fights for fair wages, 
adequate educational programming, and public recognition cut across artistic 
communities. By and large, however, the inequities that our community faces are 
shaped by assumptions that disabled artists are unskilled, unprofessional, and lack 
artistic and political insight, beliefs that harken back to an era of “outsider art.”5 
The particular ways in which disability artists experience ableism in the art world 
as well as in the broader culture signal the importance that disability arts con-
tinue to be led by the disability community itself and through disability politics. 
For when we fail to acknowledge disability leadership and politics in our desire 
for disability arts, we run the risk of replicating historical ways of appreciating 
disability arts without recognizing or supporting the professional development, 
autonomy, and, perhaps most important, the creative and political intentions of 
disability artists. 

To facilitate open and cross-cultural discussions about the cultivation of  
disability arts, Tangled hosted “Cripping the Arts,” a symposium that brought 

Eliza Chandler

Reflections on Cripping  
the Arts in Canada

CAA_AJ_FA-WN17_INTERIOR_FINAL_g.indd   56 12/28/17   9:02 AM



“Cripping the Arts” symposium, 
Tangled Art + Disability, Toronto, 
April 2016 (photographs by Jonathan Balazs, 
provided by Tangled Art + Disability)

Image descriptions: The first of  three pho-
tographs show the opening reception of  an 
exhibition where people mill about chatting 
to one another in front of  gray-painted walls 
installed with small figurative sculptures. 

In the second photograph, a man is 
signing from a seated crowd at a sympo-
sium. In the background, glass walls look 
out into a city setting, and in the foreground 
on bottom-right, a hand holds a Starbucks 
coffee cup

The third photograph is shot from the 
back of  a crowd of  people looking toward 
a stage where panelists address the crowd. 
On an adjacent wall, the projection of  a 
PowerPoint can be faintly seen.
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Collective), a national network of  disability and 
Mad arts service organizations in Canada, have 
been particularly significant; they are, unfor-
tunately, not yet published. See also as Rose 
Jacobson and Geoff McMurchy, Focus on Deaf  
and Disability Arts in Canada: A Field Report/Regard 
sur la pratique des artistes handicapés et sourds du 
Canada (Ottawa: Canada Council for the Arts, 
2011). 
4. For more on Tangled Art + Disability, see 
www.tangledarts.org.
5. For more on how historical ways of  treating 
disabled artists continue to shape practices related 
to disability arts, see Rachel Gorman, “Whose 
Disability Culture? Why We Need Artist-Led 
Critical Disability Arts Networks,” Fuse Magazine 
30, no. 3 (2007): 15–21, rep. Fuse Magazine 34, no. 
3 (2011): 46–51.
6. Tobin Siebers, “Broken Beauty: Disability and 
Art Vandalism,” Michigan Review Quarterly 41, 
no. 2 (2002): 228. Following Kelly Fritsch’s 2012 
definition, “cripping” refers to an opening up with 
desire for the ways that disability disrupts. Fritsch, 
“Crip Theory” (paper presented at the Society for 
Disability Studies Conference, Denver, June 2012). 
For examples of  such disruption, particularly in 
museum and curatorial practice, see Amanda 
Cachia, “‘Disabling’ the Museum: Curator as 
Infrastructural Activist,” Canadian Journal for 
Disability Studies 2, no. 4 (2013). 
7. Cachia, 3.
8. The accessibility features listed include additions 
and amendments from participants.

together artists, curators, academics, arts administrators, grant officers, and com-
munity organizers in Toronto in April 2016. The title refers both to the ways in 
which the inclusion of disability arts productively disrupts how we participate in 
arts and culture and the ways in which disability arts, particularly disability aes-
thetics, invite us to be individually and collectively satiated by a difference in a 
form that, according to Tobin Siebers, “prizes physical and mental difference as a 
significant value in itself.”6 The symposium consisted of keynotes, roundtable dis-
cussions, and artists’ workshops led by disabled artists and curators. The central 
and animating themes of the three-day symposium were the history of disability 
arts in Canada, the relationship among arts, accessibility, and aesthetics, and the 
role of disability arts in the pursuit of disability justice.

We were excited to have these cross-cultural conversations and knew we 
needed to be purposeful in how we organized them. Enacting the highest pos-
sible standard of accessibility not only ensured that the conversation would be 
inclusive, but also exemplified what accessibility looked like to the multiple stake-
holders in the room. We prioritized accessibility when creating our budget and 
planning the event, working from our standard accessibility practices that were 
further shaped by the participants’ requests for accommodation. Through these 
efforts, we centered disabled, Deaf, and Mad people, including ourselves, and 
were excited by the way that this centering unapologetically disrupted a norma-
tive symposium schedule, space, and possibilities for participating. These prac-
tices followed what the disability curator Amanda Cachia might call 
“infrastructure activism,” as when she describes her own curatorial practice as, 
“disrupt[ing] museum practices for the benefit of the disabled community.”7

For “Cripping the Arts,” Tangled created an accessible space that in a num-
ber of ways anticipated and reacted to the presence of Deaf, disabled, Mad, and 
other non-normative embodied ways of being. We provided a full team of cul-
turally diverse American Sign Language interpreters, captioned videos, live open-
captioning, amplified hearing devices, audio description of all visual material, 
an audio map of the space, wheelchairs, attendant care and way-finders, note-
takers who shared notes on publically accessible Google docs, graphic recorders 
(for pictorial note taking), art and craft supplies on tables, different kinds of 
seating, water for dog guides, accessible all-gender washrooms, colored stickers 
denoting one’s desired level of interaction (likes interaction, likes interaction 
sometimes, dislikes interaction), free and dietary-accommodating food and 
drinks, free and sliding-scale symposium fees, quiet rooms, breast-feeding 
rooms, overflow rooms where one could watch and listen to the proceedings 
without many people around, and a live-stream of the symposium that one 
could watch off-site (at home, for instance) or in the quiet room. We requested 
that the space be scent-free. We asked speakers to introduce themselves by name 
and pronoun each time they spoke and conclude their question or contribution 
with the phrase “this is my current thought” to give an audio cue that they were 
finished speaking. We encouraged the use of plain language and the practice of 
providing descriptions of theoretical ideas and details about events that were 
spoken about. We shared these guidelines with participants prior to the sympo-
sium and at the beginning of each session, and requested that folks share any 
additions or amendments that would improve the accessibility of the event.8  
We also shared our accessibility budget with everyone. These accessibility prac-

CAA_AJ_FA-WN17_INTERIOR_FINAL_g.indd   58 12/28/17   9:03 AM



59     artjournal

9. The exciting area of  disability aesthetics, in 
particular, is developing all the time. Tobin Siebers 
describes disability aesthetics as seeking to 
“emphasize the presence of  different bodies and 
minds in the tradition of  aesthetic representa-
tion—that tradition concerned most precisely 
with the appearance of  the beautiful.” Siebers, 
“Disability Aesthetics and the Body Beautiful: 
Signposts in the History of  Art,” Alter- European 
Journal of  Disability Research 2, no. 4 (2008): 
329–36. Elsewhere Siebers also describes dis-
ability aesthetics as “priz[ing] physical and mental 
difference as a significant value in itself.” Siebers, 
“Broken Beauty,” 228. At the symposium, we 
worked with Siebers’s formative definitions and 
extended them by wondering if  a Deaf, Mad, 
and disability aesthetics may emerge whenever 
the disruption that disability makes is oriented as 
contributing to, rather than distracting from, the 
aesthetics of  the work. 

tices were not merely logistical concerns; they were essential to the curation of 
the symposium.

As we had hoped and prepared for, “Cripping the Arts” was filled with both 
formal and informal conversations strategizing, theorizing, and meditating on the 
cultivation of disability arts. Presentations ranged from recording disability arts 
history through accessible archives (David Hingsburger, Dinah Laprairie), to ques-
tioning the role of allies in shouldering the unpaid labor required to move dis-
ability arts forward (Kelsie Acton, Lindsay Eales, and Danielle Peers), to thinking 
through sign language rights within the arts (Tiphaine Girault), to interrogating 
the relationship between the precarity that many Deaf, disabled, and Mad artists 
experience and the development of crip, Deaf, and Mad aesthetics (Anthony 
Easton), to thinking about disability cultural appropriation in disability arts 
(Elizabeth Sweeney), to the power of the BIPOC group (Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Colour) and of crip, sick, and ill artists to disrupt the predominantly 
white disability arts in Canada (Arti Mehta, Syrus Marcus Ware).9

As the organizer of the event, with a deep interest and investment in the 
ways in which disability arts are supported, professionally developed, exhibited, 
and reviewed as this sector gains deserved relevancy across arts and culture ecolo-
gies, I found that my most important learning of the symposium came during a 
final discussion. In it we rounded back to the question of how to cultivate disabil-
ity arts in a way that does not normalize them, but instead, “crips” or produc-
tively disrupts the ways we all participate in culture. In other words, how can we 
ensure that our organizing not only follows extensive accessibility guidelines, but 
also honors and enacts crip, Mad, and Deaf cultural practices? Equally important, 
how do we ensure that others do the same? How do we ensure that an art sym-
posium is accessible and also follows “crip time” (allowing ample time for peo-
ple to get to each session)? How do we regularize the practice of having events 
live-streamed for people who may not be able to get to an artist talk? How do we 
ensure that ASL interpretation teams are culturally reflective of the people they 
are interpreting for and that Deaf interpreters are hired for prescripted events, 
such as plays? How do we ensure that there are straws at the bar? These questions 
are open and invitational. While they may only be answerable as time goes on 
and culture becomes more inclusive, they point to an incontestable need for dis-
ability arts to continue to be led by the disability community and our politics. 
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2014 to 2016, she was dually appointed as the artistic director at Tangled Art + Disability, an organization 
in Toronto dedicated to the cultivation of  disability arts, and the postdoctoral research fellow in Ryerson 
University’s School of  Disability Studies, where she researched the development of  disability arts in 
Canada. She is also the founding artistic director of  Tangled Art Gallery, Canada’s first art gallery dedicated 
to showcasing disability art and advancing accessible curatorial practices.
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