Transcript - Does access REALLY result in great art? Radical Access

[Audio Description] The following is a 70 minute film recorded over Zoom in gallery display.

The conversation is hosted by Caroline Bowditch alongside two panelists, Jenny Sealy and Robert Softly Gale.

Caroline: Hi everyone and welcome to this first conversation of Melbourne Fringe's Radical Access Conversations. My name is Caroline Bowditch and I'm currently the 
Cultural Equity Consultant at Melbourne Fringe Festival. Today I am coming to you actually um not from the lands I live on but from the UK. So, I'm sharing land with these two incredible speakers that we've got today. Uh, I'm wearing a hot pink linen shirt. Um, and I have lots of bookshelves behind me. And I'm sporting a short blonde do at  the moment, uh, which is still relatively new. Um, today's conversation is titled, "Does embedding access actually make better or more interesting art?" um and we'll be focusing on um the incredible experience of embedding access into the dramaturgy or performance um that both Jenny and Robert have had for decades and been doing for decades. Uh before we begin, I want to acknowledge the traditional owners of the lands that I am usually coming to you from uh the Boonwurrung and the Wurundjeri people of the Eastern Kulin Nations and I pay my respects to their Elders, past and present. Um,  and want to acknowledge that uh it's an honor to continue to share stories and exchange knowledge on the lands where this has happened for over 
65,000 years. 

So, a brief intro to the Radical Access Conversation series, which for those of you that haven't been here before, welcome. Um, Radical Access imagines a radical version of best practice accessibility for the independent arts sector and it moves the conversation beyond the provision of access services into a space of cultural equity. Radical Access is a provocation for change and a call for accelerated action. It aims to significantly increase access and inclusion for deaf and disabled people across the independent arts sector and to have real impact on the lives and careers of all independent artists, arts workers and audiences. 

Uh it is now my incredible honor to invite uh both Dr. Jenny Sealy and the newly appointed Dr. Robert Gale uh to introduce themselves um and tell us about the amazing work, a bit about the amazing work that you do before I launch into asking you lots of questions. So Jenny, 
can I invite you first to introduce yourself?

Jenny: Hello. Thank you very much for having me at Melbourne Fringe. Um, I'm Jenny. Uh, I'm a white older woman, almost 62, much, much older than Robert, just letting you know. I've got messy blondish hair, blue sunglasses on my head that match my blue swirly-wurly dress, and  
uh, black spectacles on. My background is a bit odd. It's actually these letters and it's spelled  
L O V E around the back and they light up and I stole them. Well, I asked actually whether they  
I could have them at the end of my production of Blood Wedding at Dundee Rep. I don't know if you  saw that Caroline?

Caroline: I did.   

Jenny: Um I'm deaf. I have a hearing aid in my left ear and I'm joined on this Zoom only I can see them by two interpreters Jude and Pierce. So shall I hand over to Robert? Young Dr. Robert?

Robert: Not so young. And hi, I'm Robert Softly Gale.I'm the Artistic Director of Birds of Paradise Theatre Company in Glasgow in Scotland. And I'm a little-ish man with short black hair and I'm wearing glasses and a mauve t-shirt against  a very plain background with a yellow lamp behind me. And yeah, there you go.

Caroline: Thank you both. Um, it's, obviously I have known both of you for a very long time and consider you dear friends. Um, but I've also admired you as incredible makers of theatre. Um, and I consider both of you as, just leaders in the field is not grand enough actually because I feel like you, yeah, you absolutely have been leading the development of um, access in theatre for so long and I wondered um, I feel like embedding access for both of you is not just your life works but is actually second nature. It's what you do. It's part of your practice. Um, but I'm really interested and I'm sure our audience will be interested in knowing, why do you do it? Why is embedding access so important and so part of your practice? Maybe I'll invite Robert. Oh, Jenny, go.  

Jenny: Um, it's a massive question and as you were talking I was taken my mind went back to seeing a Graeae show, Ubu, in a tiny little art centre in Mansfield in the Midland middle of England and um that the sign language interpreter Vicky Jado was completely embedded within it. She wasn't on the side 300 miles away from the action. She was in the thick 
of it. And there was a wonderful moment where a disabled actor Sarah Beer starts singing in Welsh and Vicky signs um Welsh saying I don't understand  Welsh. So for the deaf members of the audience we were howling with laughter. It was like a little treat just for us, hearing audience didn't know what she said, sign rather. So it was it was a real  moment of revelation but also for me as a deaf person it was a show one of the few shows that I had had access to in most of my adult life. So, you know, thank you, Graeae. Then years later, when I became the Artistic Director, it of course I'm going to have interpreters absolutely woven into the thick of everything so that I can access my own shows, but also when you, my first show was  "Two" and I had two interpreters that had the same sensibility of the actors. So suddenly I had four actors to play with and when you start playing around with the translation, the BSL translation and how that's shared it just becomes a richer playing space but during that process blind audience members were saying well where's the access for us and we were that back then we were just having one audio described performance by somebody who was attached to the company but I didn't really know them and I thought this is rude of me not to know them. It's wrong. Anyway, long story short, when I nearly bankrupted Graeae by doing a big show in a tent with the late Gary Robson had to pay a lot of money for a cherry picker to move this bloody tent out of the wood, out of the the mud. The boss said, "Well, we've got no money to do a show, but you've got to do a show, Jenny." And somebody somebody put on my desk The Fall of the House of Asher, Steven Berkoff's adaptation. And Berkoff, as we know, is wonderfully pretentious and imaginative.  
And he'd written more stage directions than he had um text, but they were beautiful. So I  

wrote to him and said you know can I use the stage direction to be spoken by the actors and in that show the actors did, they describe what it was they were doing, they described what each other was doing we we we unpacked all to see what felt right and I pre-recorded all the sign language with the deaf native sign language user and that for Graeae was "well, ah" that was the almighty penny dropping when we realize how how powerful it is to own, own that's not the right word, to embrace all those sort of aesthetics and make that part of our process. So for us really that was the start of the biggest journey of embedding. It's also, this sounds terrible and I don't mean it too but it was cheaper. We can't afford stage techs. So for us working in that way, not having to pay an  audio describer, we it was all incapacitive within our budget and it has remained ever since. I know  that's sorry that was very longwinded. Sorry, 
Robert. Over to you. I've talked too much then.

Robert: Um yeah, it's funny when you say Caroline about it being second nature. I think, yes, in some ways it is, but also that blind's like, it's still a lot of work. You know, there's still a lot of effort put into making work accessible. So, I think for people out there watching this going, "Oh, well, it's second nature for you guys, but we don't know how to do it." I want to demystify it a bit and go, "Actually, it's just a lot of work. It's a lot of getting things wrong and making mistakes and working out how to get back on that time." So, there's not the mystique behind it. I think your question about why do you do it, it's a fairly simple one. I use a wheelchair. I need to get into a theatre and if I haven't ramp or a lift I can't get in. So access for me is a fairly simple physical issue. So if I'm demanding access for me to book a piece of theatre then it feels a bit morally questionable for me not to give access to other people, like a very basic human rights argument about access. You know, I want to make theatre that as many people as possible can enjoy and can appreciate trying to make it accessible. Yeah, it just feels like a very basic moral
argument to me, that to me is why we make theatre as accessible as we can.

Caroline: Yeah, thanks Robert. I completely agree and I think it's such a good point about um I talk a lot about access is still considered a choice and the really interesting thing for me is that as disabled makers we always choose it, whereas others don't necessarily make that choice and I think that's a very um yeah, something that fascinates me because for us access isn't a choice. It's what we do because it's a human right. Yeah. Um so  I think that's interesting. Do you both think. Sorry, Jenny, did you want to add something?

Jenny: No, no, absolutely. It's that access is an absolute human right and getting it right is not always easy as Robert's just said. I mean Graeae has, I mean I can't tell you how many mistakes we've made, how many angry letters I have in my files, but you know, the mission is to only ever play in venues that are accessible and to make sure that our performances are as accessible as we can possibly make them and we learn by our mistakes. And just thinking about for us, it's not an option. It's, you know, it's the one thing we won't compromise on and because,  
we can't, and we shouldn't, ever. It's part of our ethics as a human rights company. But also just think picking up from Robert when you're thinking about what plays and how the access is going to work in. It's about trying to get that right balance being functional, practical, but also artistic. And that's where sometimes it all gets a bit cloudy. You know, you can get it right in  

one way, but then it artistic and it looks a bit shit. So, it's about that you have that constant  conversation with yourself, with your team to try and make it there, seamless, but for it to  
really serve both the play, the audience, and the cast. So, it's quite a massive job.

Caroline: Yeah, absolutely. It is a massive job. But I think my 
next question, which is that was a lovely segue, Jenny, thank you. Is do you think, does access 
make for more interesting and engaging work?

Jenny: Yes.I, Well, I, Yes. Because you know it frustrates the living lights out of me when I go to the national and the caption machine thing is about, they are, in the Olivia stage which is  
massive. The caption things are so far away. So you've got a whole deaf audience looking over there for half the show then you get neck ache and then you look at the other machine that side you don't see the action in the middle. I mean, how? That's not access. It's not access. So, when I go to see Birds of Paradise, I'm like, "Oh, I know I'm in for a treat." Yeah. Because  it's maverick. It's aesthetic. It's clear. It's funny. I still have in my mind the crocodile. Um,  uh, the one with Amy, Robert. I can't remember what it's called now.   

- Yeah.
- You know what I mean?

But just fun and the, what brings me so much joy when I'm seeing disabled, deaf and disabled led work that really captures the essence of access, how clever we are, and how bold and feisty we are to say this is what we need as artists, this is what we need for audiences and this is how we make it beautifully aesthetic, you know I think it's, I just love it and it's you know and also  when you're working, trying to find the economy of language for audio description it really pushes you as a theatre maker. You know, I have the late Tim [Goebbels] on my shoulder who always says you know less is more, sometimes trying to make less is really hard but Tim would always say"Jenny, if there's interpreters on the stage don't tell me, I'm not interested, I can't see them." Well, that's a bit rude. Conflict is great.

Caroline: I think this idea about um, the artistry of access is something that I, Robert's, I see and in Graeae like there is an artistry to it. It's not just we stick an interpreter in or we'll have audio description that isn't poetic and beautiful or whatever it might be or funny. Like Robert, I have such distinct memories of coming to see I think the same show, that Amy was in.  Um what was that one called? What was it called? 
  
Robert: Wendy Hoose

Caroline: Ah, yeah, Wendy Hoose, it was amazing and just the incredible, yeah, just the artistry and the incredible way that you'd embedded access in a way that was potentially affordable in that the sign language interpreters were on a TV screen.  The fact that you had an actor who was, were they live audio describing or was that recorded?

Robert: pre-recorded.

Caroline: Unbelievable and those sorts of things about just, it was hilarious and beautiful. And so it  was a two-hander and I'm sure it was, took a lot of investment to get there, but you made it work and you made it tourable and you made it potentially affordable and I just, yeah, I wonder if you can talk about the artistry of access and how you've got it so right over the years.

Robert: I mean, I think that's when we talk about access making work more interesting. It can do, but it doesn't always like it's not a default. Access doesn't always make it better, but if you put a bit of effort into it, it can make it better. Um to give an example, well take someone at Wendy Hoose. In a lot of ways, Wendy Hoose was a very standard set comedy. Two people 
meet on a dating app. They get together, they think  about each other, they make assumptions about each other and then they get together or they  don't, whatever happens. But that's a very standard formula for a piece of theatre or TV, whatever.  We've seen it over and over again. But you put disability into that mix and you get something new, something that people haven't seen before. So Wendy Hoose, the woman had no legs, so right away, you get the question of how do you get your leg over if you've got no legs? That's already, you know, we can go right to that core question. But then if you want to build access into that, well,  if you put a sign language interpreter on stage, then it's no longer a two-hander. It becomes a three-hander. And that  
didn't feel right. So, sign language interpreter on a TV in a bedroom? That worked in the world. It worked in the world that we were in. And it also cost a lot less because you know you're not going to be touring interpreter around wherever you take the show and the naive way 'cause it was the first time that I'd done pre-recorded sign language interpretation, I thought that if we recorded it and then cut it into 10 minute segments that we could then cue them and that would be roughly the same pace as the actors. We weren't great. The actors speak up and slow down and go all over the place so much that we ended up having to cut it into 190 sections of BSL that were then triggered independently so that way we could keep up with the the pace of the script. So that was sign language was on the TV. Audio description. Well, the comedy of ...
comedy, comes from things being done on stage that you almost can't speak about, that 
you almost can't mention. So why not have an audio describer who can't speak about these things, who's quite offended by them and is quite taken back by what she's seeing. So immediately that elevates the comedy. The comedy becomes not just about what they're doing but about how she can't talk about what they're doing. So that again, pre-record the audio, get a great actor to perform that, all works in the world of the piece. The captions, because they met on an app it was all emojis and like the the world of app speak that we're all used to. So again everything was within this world that makes sense and that helped the whole piece and that makes the whole piece better I would argue, but the longer step beyond that where what we're putting on stage is showing a world where disability is an issue or is a problem I want to say. Not that being disabled is a problem, but that usually the stories we ell, disability somehow created a barrier to get over something. That's the whole point of drama in a way. But as we're telling that story, whatever that story is, we're also demonstrating a world that's more accessible. For demonstrating a a world that you can see in [capital] captions. You can see how the world can be made better while watching a play about the world being not quite good enough. And there's something in that that I think is quite powerful and quite um, I don't think everybody gets that,  

I don't think everyone thinks that and that's fine. But I do think there's a power in that combination that I quite enjoy.

Caroline: That's such a good description…

Jenny: And Robert, I think it means sorry Caroline, it you know, the world or when, 
who's the world or does he take tea? All of, all the world that you create for me all of it, it's 
political with a big P because the mainstream world in particular are not used to seeing that and 
they may not notice all those things, realising that they they are accessible for deaf people or 
for visually impaired people, they just see it as part of the whole thing, if you know what I mean. 
But Robert, my god, that edit sounds a nightmare.

Robert: It was a lot of work.

Jenny: Pre-recording sign language is, takes time.It's painful. And we did that for Blasted um in Sarah Kane's Blasted, everything in round brackets, we had functioning a spoken, as spoken words. And  when my actor Gerard arrived, he said, "Jen, I've been learning to smoke." Uh, and I went, "Well,  you're not going to be smoking on stage, Gerard. You're just going to say that you smoke." Well, oh. And I said, "No, because we've got Neil Fox, deaf, BSL user. He will be your doppelgänger, pre-recorded. He will be smoking, drinking, eating." Gerard was so upset. But that feeling, there was a moment in rehearsal with Gerard, when Neil picks up his cigarette. That's your cue to stop. And he went, "Jenny, at what point of me being a visually impaired actor do you not understand?" I was like, "Oh, Gerard, I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry. It's so wrong. I should be allowed my job really." Those things that you say our actors have to work to a 
beat. It's like choreography, isn't it? You know, and you say, "Well, what happens if I need a 
moment there?" Well, you can have your moment, but not too long because you got to follow 
the, you know, everything's in sync. It's such a disciplined way of working really. It's fucking hard work.

Robert: It was seeing Blasted I saw that Blasted in Liverpool with pre-recording sign language and seeing that made me think that sign language was quite easy to record, then you give it a go, and you discover "Oh yeah, it's not easy going through it." It was all your fault Jenny.

Jenny: Just one of the things that, just um, when I  did um my one woman show my son audio described his photographs on, pre-recorded. And there were some laughter lines 'cause Jonah's actually apparently very funny. Um but Maria Oshodi who's uh the director of Extant, blind led theatre company she gave some really good feedback. said, "No, his voice was so lovely, Jenny. Really clear his description, but then when people laughed at what he was saying, it covered what he said next. So, it became less accessible for me." And I thought, "Ah, this is a real case when, you know, we think we've been amazing, but we need to think of those things." And I'm always one of those directors that tell people not to not to play for laughs. But maybe in that sort of situation, you do have to try and preempt some,that people will laugh. So there's a few beats for the laughter to go before the next bit of spoken  dialogue. Does that make sense? And Alex Bulmer also blind woman has said "you know, sometimes you Jenny think you're so bloody clever embedding it so seamlessly. So blind audiences don't actually know that they're listening for something that's audio description for them." So sometimes the artistry is only art and not functional. So trying to get that balance, you have to be so careful and that's where we do major fuckups.

Caroline: Jenny, I remember um seeing the Ian Dury show, which I should remember the name of.

Jenny: My "Reasons to be Cheerful"

Caroline: Reasons to be cheerful. And I remember it was a while into it when I started to realize that the audio description was being delivered to the audience through a public phone that was on stage. And I just thought that's so clever. Like it's not someone stuffed in a back office somewhere that's watching it on a tiny screen, but actually they're on stage  and they're doing it live and they're doing it as part of the action. And I just think there's just  really clever, clever things that both of you have done and continue to do, um, in terms of the dramaturgy and the action that happens on stage.

Jenny: What was nice about having a live audio describer is,  you know, during the tech, Pickles, who was on the phone, would say to the MD and to me, can  we just have three beats before the music starts so I could just finish off my description? So all the actors knew they had three or four beats to fill before the song would kick off. Um but also meant the other actors could come and be on the phone say to uh you know our blind audience, "Oh,  hi. Yeah, yeah, Pat here. Yeah, I'm looking really gorgeous. I'm on my fourth gin." And have their own personal conversations, you know, and it it's quite random. Um but when stuff kicked off on  stage, Pickles could just it was happening there and then on that particular evening he could do it live. Um but again it was about the whole thing being on a beat. Oh, it was good fun that, really good fun.

Caroline: Amazing. Um I have so many questions. Um we in Australia we have a lot of artists who are very keen to start making their work more accessible um so that more people can enjoy it. Um, but lots of them and lots of non-disabled artists, I'm thinking about lots of non-disabled  
makers, but a lot of people aren't sure where to begin. And a lot of people haven't been privileged enough like me to see really incredible work where access is so beautifully embedded. How would you even, what advice would you give people that are thinking about or  
wanting to do this? Where should they start and how did you learn to do it?Robert, do you want to go first?

Robert: Sure. Um, I think it's the same for developing any sort of work. Yeah, I could go out and see a lot of stuff and I get that's difficult if it's not there in Australia but companies like Graeae or BOP, we've got recordings of a lot of work, so they may not be public but get in touch email us we can be quite generous in sharing work and showing work so I would contact companies that  
you respect, tell them "I want to see what you do." Watch the work. See what you like and what  

you don't like. I think a lot of what I would get, the most that I ever learned was from directors that I didn't like 'cause I went, "Well that's how they did it and that's not how I'm going to do it." So that's helpful. So work out what you don't like and then give that a go. Be ready to make mistakes, be ready to, you know, really not get things right, but then give it another go and try something else. It's a lot of it is about trial and error and a lot of it's also about, it's a view that it's evolving all the time. What worked in Wendy Hoose, for example, that was 11 years ago and so that was right at that time for people. If we did that now I don't think it would work the same way 'cause expectations have changed, audiences have moved on, things are different,
technology is different so people would expect a more professional look to how things work that 
we couldn't do back then. Things are constantly moving on. But this isn't about getting it right, but it's about getting it, um, It's about giving it a go and seeing what works for you, what you 
can do now, and what pushes things forward. It's also not about pleasing everybody, 'cause you never will please everybody. When we, again speaking about Wendy Hoose,
the sign language interpreter on the TV some people loved that, they thought it was 
cool, innovative, some people hated 'cause it was too small and they couldn't see it properly so it was never about getting it right for everybody But it's about trying new things and giving things 
a go. So yeah, I think all those things if you're starting out can help to start the process. But then it's just about getting on with it, making mistakes, giving it a go.

Jenny: Think it's about always question yourself why. I mean, you know, why do you want to make it accessible? Is it for yourself? Is it for your audience? So the why and for non-disabled people is it coming from a place of good ethics or is it just a tickbox? So that's makes me sound very very cynical but the world is a wash of using our work as a  tickbox exercise and it doesn't sit very well with me. I remember someone, a very prolific director saying being asked to work within the aesthetics of embedding access. She went, "Oh god, it was like having do one play for the deaf and one play for the blind and one play for the normal people." la la la la la. Um I just you know I think it's some, Robert's right, it's about being, making those mistakes and always you know I always get lots of deafies in to have a look at what I'm doing or blind consultant just to get some advice and some support of how to try and get it right. You know,  
you can't be all things to all people, but when that's core to your belief and you try, that's when you're on that journey. If that makes any sense.

Caroline: Absolutely.

Jenny: And as Robert said, technology, but it's also about thinking for you yourself, what's the sort of theatre you want to go and see? What does access mean to you? And start with that. And also, what does the play say? Because likewise with Robert, with Wendy Hoose, he was much smarter than me. But when I did "Peeling" about 20 odd 20 almost 25 years ago, it was about the three women on a stage and about, and one deaf woman, and it's about the breakdown of communication. And I kept thinking if I've  got an interpreter on there, I don't, I can't make that work because the breakdown of communication wouldn't read, if you know what I mean. So we captured it. I did it on PowerPoint. I mean, my god, it was so rough, but it was part of our learning, part of our journey and all of that. And so that worked. And then this time round I'm doing a play, a two-hander, and for the same reason, I thought I don't see I can't work out where the interpreter is going to be 'cause I like to have an interpreter who's there as a character. They have a, you know, a reason to be there. In Bad Lands, which I'm just about to go into rehearsal with, I I can't work out the reason, but so it's captioned and then someone says, "Oh, come on, Jen. You know, there's so many grassroots deaf, captions, It's not fair." So I now I do have a live interpreter. I don't think they're going to be a character because it's about the intensity between these these two men. I'll find out maybe next year when we have another conversation, I'll be more wise. I'll know how it it planned out. But,  you know, I've been doing this for a long time and I still don't know how to do it. I still get it wrong. It's still trial by error. Oh, I've lost my thread, but, um, I want to get it right one day, one day I will.  

Caroline: But I think that's such, that, the things that you've been saying are so important about we don't know it all. You don't know it all. You're still learning. You're still in this evolutionary journey of trying to get it right and trying out new things and that this is evolving and it's not a one size fits all. It's it has to work with what the story is,  what the script says, what's on stage, who's your actors, like all of those things. It has to, Yeah.  It's not an add-on. The thing, one of the things I say is it has to be built-in, not bolt-on. Like, it has to be in it and be part of it in the way that feels right. Um, we've just heard a tiny  bit about what Jenny and Graeae are doing next, but Robert, what is what's BOP working on at the moment? 

Robert: We're doing quite a few things just now. We, back in January we got a three-year funding from Creative Scotland and that was after three or four years of waiting and not knowing and you know with the anxiety that that brings. We now get three-year funding we also get quite a big uplift, in our funding, which is great and very happy about. So, now we're going, okay, how do we get more ambitious? How do we get bigger? How do we go bolder? We've got a show coming up in February '26 at Tramway in Glasgow and it's going to be in Tramway 1, which is one of the biggest spaces in Scotland. So it's gonna be big, and have a cast of about 45 people. So,  we're going big and bold, and I can't give away too much about what it is, other than what a lot of it, what gives with us disability and sexuality in various different ways, and this time
we're going much more head on with that much more, confrontational is the wrong word but much more sort of provocative let's say, in talking about disability and sex. So yeah, that will be coming February, if it all comes together, if I don't mess it up. Um but yeah, but well that, we've got lots of little bits of work, you know, but we're doing lots of international work. We just finished some a project in Nepal with some artist over there where we made a show in Kathmandu in two weeks which quite intense and we're also doing a lot of creative development with other companies, all in Scotland and the UK but also internationally sort of, during COVID we developed a strand of work of supporting other um art companies to become accessible remotely. So we're getting quite a bit of that in places like Mexico, Brazil, yeah. So yeah, there's always lots going on.  

Caroline: Robert are they... Sorry…

Jenny: Sorry, Robert. I'm aware we've talked for years about trying to do something together and you keep pushing it off the table. Now you've got your Uplift, Come on!

Robert: Yeah. Yeah. I'm up for it. I'm up for it. We need to do something. Yeah.

Jenny: We just have to sort it out.

Robert: Yeah. We'll make that happen.

Caroline: Yeah you do.
  

Jenny: ...book. It's a book called Geek Love. Can't for the life of me remember who it's by
but it's epic. And I do want to do that one day, Robert.

Robert: We'll make it happen.  

Caroline: Amazing. I love it. And then you can bring it to Melbourne Fringe and it will all go full circle. Amazing. Um, one of the things that people talk about a lot in Australia and I suppose in the UK, um, although it's slightly different, but people here talk a lot about how much it costs to build access in. Access is expensive. Access is hard. Um, all of those things. How do you, how do you manage that? How do you manage the costs of embedding access?

Robert: It is expensive, it is hard. And here it's like there's nothing we can do about that. I mean,  there are things we can do. There are ways to do it less expensively, like Jenny said you know a 
bit of PowerPoint, a bit of pre-recorded audio description can be done for very little money so there are ways to do it they don't cost as much but sometime things will cost much, will cost. But I mean, theatre costs a lot of money to make anyway, so you just think it's, it's just about where you want to spend your money. We always talk about,  you know, if you got a budget line for catering, but you haven't got a budget line for access, then you're saying that food is more important than disabled people. That's what you're saying. That's just what you're saying.
And whether that's what you mean to say, maybe it's not, but that is what you're saying. So work out what, work out what you want to say and create your budget accordingly. You know, 
there's no way you can magic money out of places. I can give you cheap ways of doing things that will help but at the end of the day, things will cost money. Sign language interpreters will always cost money. Um yeah but, and like if you want to do it get on with it. I don't  know how it is in Australia, but most the funders in the UK recognise that access cost money and will  meet those costs over and above the cost of the project. So if you're applying for money here, you say the access costs are X, they will give you that on top of what you need to make your work.  
So I think there's an argument there that could be had with the [???] funders where they all forced to go this is with that costs. But I think quite often people people bring up the finance um 
argument and the finance question. As a way of looking for permission to not do it. They're 
basically saying they want us to go, "Yeah, you're right, it costs too much, let's not bother 'cause you know you like, you know, we'll let you off the hook" and that's not my job. It's not anybody's job to let people off the hook. It's our job to demand better and demand more. So, you know, yeah, you just have to get on with it. You have to make it work.

Jenny: You've nailed it, Robert. Absolutely. I mean, our access budget line is massive in our, you know, it's the biggest thing. We get some things reclaimed through access to work for interpreters and some support, but we also have a lot of non, unreclaimable access that we paid for. We're a tiny company and my argument is, you know, with the big companies who get 19 million or whatever from the Arts Council, why are your shows not accessible every night? 
Ours are. And it makes me so cross because if we get anything remotely wrong in terms of 
access, we've got the Arts Council saying, "Hang on a minute. What happened there, Graeae?"
I'm going, oh, sorry. Wow. You don't sort of um admonish the National Theatre or the other big 
theatres for not having, you know, lots, many more accessible shows. And when they start talking about access the bigger ones, they say, "Well, we haven't got a big audience for that." Well, why? you've got big marketing budgets, you know, and if you've got more deaf and disabled people in the show, more deaf and disabled will go and see them because we see ourselves represented on stage, you know, it's this circle and I hate it when it's just that it 
all becomes about the money. you know already we're going through a lot in the in England in particular, well across the country actually around access to work and reductions of benefits so disabled people as a community are feeling like a burden and we need the theatre world to take that burden off us and embrace what we have to offer and embed access into their budgets. I've been banging on about this for the last 25 years and I will carry on I don't mind being like a stuck record and I know that I'm quite unpopular but I don't care. But there's 
also just while it's in my head when I was in um Theatre by the Lake doing Romeo and Juliet all 
deaf and disabled neurodiverse cast, captioned, signed, The Chair of the Board said uh the press night said "Jenny, I had very low expectations of what you would achieve with your cast. Well done." This was last year. But also the Artistic Director said to me, she said, "Jenny, I'm really sorry, but a lot of our regular audience members didn't come because they don't want to see disabled people on stage." I cried. It's 2024 then and now it's 2025. Those attitudes are still out there. Yeah. It breaks me. It really does. Yeah. But, you know, we have to just keep keep that fight going. I'm not taking this line down. I'm not. 

Robert: Here I can't think of any other group where we said you can't come because it cost too much. any other group in society. If we think women can't come, it cost too much to have them or  black people can't come because it cost too much. Like that would be outrageous. We just  
wouldn't, we wouldn't accept that and we should never. So why is the finance argument okay when it comes to disabled people? Or you know we get that the practical reasons why financing a thing but yeah Jenny, I am getting too old and bored of that argument We get it, yeah. We're in a world where there's plenty of money, you know, there's not a lack  of resource in this world. So, it's about where you put it, you know.

Caroline: Yeah. Absolutely. I always say every budget is just a bucket until you divide it up and how you choose to divide it, where you choose to put that money is um the thing that is the most important.

Robert: Yeah. Yeah.   

Caroline: I want to ask you one last question. It's, I seriously could talk to you all day and I think this conversation is so poignant for us in Australia at the moment and I think people will have learned so much from you and already I'm thinking about all sorts of theatre nights that we could have where we show a Graeae show or a BOP show on a big screen and then have a, invite you back to talk to us about the show or whatever it might be. But that's me dreaming about what happens next. Um, this whole program is obviously called Radical Access and is about shifting where we are now to where we want to be. What do you think is the next access evolution, in theatre and performance? Where, what does radical access mean for you? 'Cause in this country um, or in Australia still, it's things like just having interpreters on stage. It's not  the artistry of access that we've been talking about. So, what what would radical access and the  
next access evolution? What do you think's on the horizon, or what do you want to be on the horizon?

Robert: For me, there's something about assumption and presumption. And this idea that when  
non-disabled people go to a piece of theatre, they can presume that they'll get into the building that they'll able to hear everything and see everything and they'll be able to engage with the work. And I would love for the next stage of access to be about giving disabled people that same level of assumption that they can assume that it will be accessible to them. We're still quite a way from that, but it would be wonderful not to advertise the accessible night or not get advertised how you get into the building because it's so obvious. It's so clearcut that we just assume that we can go that we assume that we can be there. That, it's funny 'cause you said radical but in a way that's the least radical thing ever. You just be able to go and not be able to check or double check. But I think for a lot of disabled people it would feel radical to do that and that I think is a very strong message. I think getting to a point where people can just assume that it will be accessible. Now I think technology has quite a big role in that. I think things like you know Google Glasses and ways to embed access in that makes it easier for the company  
but also mean that you can go to any show. So for example, if you could go get your, pick up  
a pair of glasses and within your glasses you get a kind of interpreter, you get captions, You also maybe get audio description into your ear, then that would be a way to embed it all, in a way that global presumption could be...

Jenny: They're not always accurate Robert. They get stuck. I've done a two hour play with one line stuck on the glasses. It was hilarious.

Robert: I'm coming to that. I will say I think that level of tech could help get to the place where you can assume that the thing will be accessible.  The problems with that are yes, like Jenny said, they're not always accurate, but they'll get more accurate like, we know they'll get better because people working it. The other problem with that is that it hates the access. It makes it less visible to the non-disabled audience members, and that's not a good thing, I think, 'cause I want everyone to see what access looks like. So, I'm arguing against myself,  but that's how this goes. I'm saying that the glasses could be a way to move forward, but they don't solve everything. They don't answer everything, but nothing will, you know. Yeah. 

Jenny: Oh, that thought of being able to go to the theatre whatever night I want. Yeah. And been  

able to go along with Alex, you know, or Maria because usually the captioned or interpreted  
performance is on a different night from the audio described performance then we can never  
go to the theatre together. Bloody ridiculous. Yes, that I think you're right to be able to just go. How amazing that would be rather than to have to search when is the accessible performance  
and also whether when they say they're going to allocate seats for deaf people to be able to  
see the captions, they just give them to anyone. That annoys me. I think one a couple of things.  
You know those theatres that say, "But Jenny, you know, we've had the same interpreter for 35  
years." I'm going, "Sorry, I can't applaud you for that because you have to cast your interpreter to  match the show. Come on." They go, "Oh, so your poor deaf audience have had the same person all this  time." And also interpreters, you know, 35 years, they will be older. Do you know what I mean? Oh, so I just, radical for me at the moment, it's still the conversation feels like it's gone backwards a wee bit here in the UK and it's for the bigger ones and how do we move it forward, you know, to get to the point that Rob is talking about when it just is. Wouldn't that be amazing? To be able to presume we can go. So, let's work towards that, Robert. But it can't just be us. It has to come from the top players. They have to want that. They have to make it happen. They, you know, for the big theatres and the main...theatres, it's top down. So it's, you know, I've done so much training with the top tier people, but the argument's going to be it's money. People don't come, but they're not thinking about how to be, make it as part of their strategy. Oh, la la la stuff to do. Lots of stuff to do.

Caroline: There's lots to do. And I think the glorious thing for me is knowing that we're not in it alone and that the struggles are similar for all of us wherever we are in the world. Um, and I just think there is so much learning that both of you and so many other theatre directors and artistic directors um are so generous at sharing and um bringing people into that process. And I think it's one of the things that I do all the time is I just say access doesn't feel hard for me. It feels like it's a thing that I choose and we make it happen. And there's lots of, I will ask all the questions and get it wrong and be really, I'm okay with that. But  it is that thing about inviting people into those spaces to kind of go let's get it wrong together. Like come let's see how it works and be braver in those spaces in the best possible ways. Um,  

Jenny: You do, you do, can I just, just one more thing that makes me so mealy mouthed and I'm getting it out there but you know when finally a non-disabled organisation does all the access to get it, you know, the caption signing audio description disabled cast and you think yes but then  the press go oh my god we've never seen anything like it ever and they get the platitudes and you think Okay, it is very good and it's, you know, one step in the right direction but oh fuck, you know we, fevering away forever and they get all the platitudes. It does make me a little bit upset. It's, anyway, maybe maybe um that needs to be edited. That's me um airing my sour grapes, my dirty washing. I have to apologise.

Caroline: Never apologise for that. And I think it's that cherry-picking. We see it a lot when um disabled artists get really developed within safe, disabled-led environments and then they get  
picked up by mainstream organisations and all of a sudden that's what happens. And it's like there's no acknowledgement of the years of development and support that those artists have been given in getting there so that they felt safe to develop, and then um they go up. So we won't cut that bit out at all. We might cut my end bit out but not that bit.  

Robert: But I think it's inevitable. I think we love a story that when something comes out of nowhere. We love to hear about something that's just happened. The view carried about development and about decades and decades of work, that's not as interesting or not as fun. I don't know. But I think overall we're very prone towards this sort of, "how did that happen?!" And usually it's because a lot of people do a lot of work for a long time to get to that point, but they all get in, yeah. I think it's a little bit inevitable.  

Caroline: Yeah, yeah, and then there's yeah. We could have that for days as well. Um, I just want to say a huge thank you to Jenny and Robert um, for having this conversation with me. Um, and I think lots of people are really going to take a lot from this. I wonder if there's any last thoughts that you might want to add before we close off that you would want to leave with people.

Jenny: Can we come to Australia?

Caroline: Yeah, that would be amazing. Yes please. Yay!

Jenny: So Caroline, I've got my Frida mug. Thinking of your performance your Frida show, which stayed with me. Um, I think having more of these conversations, it just feels so important. And as Robert says, you know, sharing our learning and when we get it monumentally right, it's like, yes, let's celebrate those successes and let's support each other to unpack what hasn't worked. And that feeling that globally we're not on our own. There's lots of us and we could hold hands around the globe and you know make good, radical, provocative, feisty work that's got 
heart and politics, just have to keep going but together.

Caroline: Yep. Thanks Jen.

Robert: I think for me even something, I'm getting a bit older and a bit more brutal, where I go, if you want to make accessible work, get on and make it like there's so much support. There's so many people who can help you. There's so many examples that you can learn from, etc., etc. 'Cause you want to get on and do it. But I worry that we talk about it so much that we gotta actually just do it and give it a go. But yes, conversations are great. I'm always up for them. But get on and do it and give it a go, and that will teach you a lot more than, 10 years of talking about it. So get on and do it. If you don't want to do it, get out the way. Like there's people who do want to do it. So if you were the ones going, "Oh, but there's no money." Or, "Uh, it's the quality is not good", or whatever, just get out the way. Like we don't need you around and we're not, I don't think we got a role in convincing people like it's a good thing to do. I'm a little bit tired of  that now. Like either do it or get out the way. It's that simple. Yeah.

Caroline: Amazing. That's a perfect note.

Jenny: Robert, do you think that um theatre companies the, you know, well funded companies that don't address access in the way that we do should be um held up or lose funding?

Robert: I mean, of course I do. I think they should be shot at dawn, but in the current climate we're in I don't know who's going to do that. I don't know who's going to hold them up. I think that's the thing now is that we, for the last decade or more, I felt like there's been some sort of government backing to what we do. And now I don't know if it's, now I feel less secure in that. So because of that, I don't know who's going to hold people up to account. We can do it, but we're quite small fish and we don't really have the you know, I can't stop people being funded. If only I could but I can't. So I think all we can do is get on with what we're doing and let them do
what they're doing. If the government wants to hold them account then yes, great, I'm all up for that. I'm not convinced they do at the moment 'cause things have gone back a little bit and that's you know, where we are. Maybe we could end on that note, much less inspiring.

Jenny: Robert, just while that's in my head, while I've got him here Caroline, sorry it's not actually directed to this. Robert if ever you are doing tours, and you're casting the nun, don't forget me

Robert: You'd be a great nun Jenny, you'd be a wonderful nun. How is you Liverpudlian?

Jenny: Oh, no. I can't do that.

Robert: Yeah. We can work on it. We can work on it. Yeah.  

Caroline: You two are hilarious, and I love you both dearly. Um, thank you again for being here.  Um thank you to all of you that have joined us for this conversation and um been part of it. I know that you will, your uh ideas will be buzzing and um we welcome you to continue the conversation. Um there are more of these conversations that have been had around various topics. So please catch up with them and then we will be having one last conversation that will be live as part of Melbourne Fringe that is called "Why is Australia So Shit at Access, and What Are We Going to Do About It." Um so I'm not holding back on that. Um we very much look forward to meeting you there. Have a great Fringe um when it comes and take care.
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