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HOW CREATIVEIS THECREATIVEENABLER?

In 2004, I was hired to be a “creative enabler” for Pete Edwards on Graeae Theatre’s Missing Piece, a training
programme for disabled actors. Pete is an actor and writer who uses a wheelchair and has a differing speech pattern
and limited control over his movement as a result of his cerebral palsy. I was hired to assist him with mobility tasks as
well as to interpret his speech on stage and off.

A working definition of a creative enabler is: a support worker with skills and experience in the area practised by

the disabled artist. The artist can call on the creative enabler to assist in ways they could not ask of a general access
support worker or personal assistant. The role was invented for Pete on the course by Graeae’s access manager at the
time, Claire Saddleton, and Artistic Director Jenny Sealey, but has since been adopted by disabled artists practising in
a variety of media.

Graeae was particularly keen to offer Pete a chance to experiment with a variety of methodologies for communicating
his speech on stage. For a monologue from Sarah Kane'’s Crave, 1 created and operated PowerPoint captions that
accompanied his live speech; for an original solo performance piece, Fat, I recorded a version of Pete’s monologue

in my own voice and mixed our two versions together as an audio track that played during his movement solo; and

for a production of Moliere’s Georges Dandin in which Pete played the aristocratic M. De Twitville, I performed the
newly added role of M. De Twitville’s servant who assisted him with mobility and obligingly finished all his sentences.
According to Pete, “Having a creative enabler was vital to me and my work. It gave me the chance to create that would
have been impossible without support from the right kind of person who had the appropriate artistic background.”

One of the most challenging aspects of the creative enabler role is maintaining the boundary between access support
and artistic input. As an artist yourself working closely on a project, it is easy to become invested in the outcome and
sometimes difficult to suppress your own creative ideas. But the access support aspect of the role asks that you hold
back—as an interpreter you would not add your own thoughts when repeating someone’s speech; as a playwright’s
scribe you would not suggest ideas for scenes or characters.

In truth, however, the creative process is organic, and, while maintaining sensitivity to the boundaries of their role,
creative enablers may find themselves contributing creatively. Performing the role in Georges Dandin, I was directed
by both director Philip Osment and Pete, but naturally I had some artistic input into my own performance. When
recording dialogue to interpret his speech, we discussed how Pete would like me to deliver the lines, and I tried to
mirror his own interpretation, but an element of my own expressivity inevitably came into play in recording and
mixing the audio track.

Once Missing Piece was over, Pete and I continued working together, and in further developing Fat, Pete’s solo
performance about a gay man looking for love along London’s South Bank, my role as creative enabler began to
morph into dramaturg and then director. This transition from support worker to artistic collaborator was not always
easy, and the lines were further blurred by the friendship Pete and I developed wherein we maintained an ongoing
artistic dialogue. We spent a lot of time honestly discussing the parameters of my role in order to make this transition
work.

We ended up bringing in another creative enabler for the full production and UK tour of Fat—Karen Spicer, who was
able to support Pete’s creative work and function as his onstage assistant. As dramaturg and director, it was interesting
for me to note how the principles of creative enabling continued to apply, as I endeavoured to facilitate the input of
Pete and the collaborating team while checking my own impulses to impose an artistic vision.

Fat was funded by Arts Council England, and as part of that process we provided a report that described and
disseminated our experience to other UK artists. Graeae has continued to use this model in its work, and in 2012,
filmpro, a digital arts organization, led a training programme sponsored by the Evening Standard that brought together
eight disabled artists to train eight new creative enablers. During this training, the term itself came up for discussion as
being too ambiguous: as Alex Bulmer, a blind writer and director, has said, “My creativity is the one thing I don’t need
enabled!” But perhaps ambiguity is its strength. Hopefully, the creative enabler model can provide a flexible template
for other disabled artists to support their working practices.

Michael Achtman
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