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  Introduction




  Mat Fraser, Creative Director




  When I was growing up as a young disabled boy in a mainstream, wholly able-bodied school, the whole world seemed able-bodied. I didn’t know any other disabled people, let alone kids my age. At that time, television was reinforcing the notion that we pretty much didn’t exist, and when we did, it was generally pitiful.




  The only two exceptions to this in the 1970s were the blind teacher in the exotic series Kung Fu, and Sandy the receptionist from the less-exotic soap Crossroads. Neither actor was really disabled, of course, but they both had characters that at least had self-respect – and a job. Yet I felt no affinity with them, for so many reasons. It’s relevant that the writers were not disabled.




  In the intervening years, disabled people’s rights have been enshrined into law, and attitudes have changed for the better. Jobs in the dramatic arts, however, have continued to be few and far between for disabled writers, directors and actors. It is improving, but ill-informed versions of disability, written and portrayed by non-disabled people, still abound in mainstream screen output.




  Even now, in 2020, there is a plethora of stories and experiences from a disabled perspective that have been left untold, unspoken, and about which most people have no idea. A perfect opportunity then to follow the BBC’s excellent television series Queers and Snatches – which featured monologues by and about, respectively, the gay and female experience – with CripTales, a series of monologues about the disabled experience, written by disabled writers.




  With six slots to fill, and over twenty impairment groups (off the top of my head) needing exposure, doing it by impairment was clearly not going to work! A different approach was needed. Debbie Christie, the executive producer, and I took time to compile a list of good disabled writers, from personal knowledge, disability databases, Graeae Theatre Company’s excellent training programme for writers, and others who had been through similar BBC schemes.




  The shocking lack of screenwriting opportunities for these writers, most of whom were more than experienced enough to take on such work, told us that these monologues were so needed, to reveal authentic disabled voices talking about disabled experiences. Diversity was, of course, paramount as we set forth, aware that the voices of disabled women, disabled people of colour, and disabled gay people, were all perspectives that have been particularly unheard and unseen. With all the writers, we first asked what they might want to write, given our remit of wanting the monologues to reflect something to do with disability in the last fifty or so years.




  Sex and disability, especially when containing procreation or prevention, is something of a rarity in writing, from anyone. Genevieve Barr is a deaf writer and actor, and after reading her writing, we eagerly met her and were enthused by her intention to tell a story about abortion. Set against the law permitting abortion in the UK, in 1968, Thunderbox is a powerful and emotional piece: a direct, personal and complex study of disability, abortion, religion, and social pressures. This is a perfect example of the stories that TV audiences have previously not had access to, that can only enrich our understanding of disability and humanity.




  Thankfully, all the writers had clear ideas of what they wanted to write. For myself, an older disabled male actor and writer, a funny and sharp look at years of the audition process was what I wanted to expose, thoroughly deconstruct, and poke fun at. I juxtaposed it with my own life experiences, which have led me to be what I am. Thus, Audition is honest, pulls no kicks (I don’t punch), and speaks directly to the screen industry. I may never get another acting job again!




  Becoming disabled is a trope often used by able-bodied writers. Usually wrong, tragic, ill-informed and embarrassing to most disabled people, it’s something hardly ever seen written by disabled people. With her career in performance poetry and her experiences of housing-estate life in the North of England, Jackie Hagan came to us with the freshest of disabled women’s voices. Another first-time TV screenwriter who has been writing for over ten years, her piece, Paper Knickers, is unflinching, direct, ultra-personal, yet also a romantic and hopeful look at acquiring an impairment. Like myself, Jackie performed her own piece, and our two monologues are the most personal of the six stories.




  Matilda Ibini became know to us as a black disabled woman with such a fresh voice. Her idea of exploring the power dynamic of carers and their disabled ‘clients’, from a gay black disabled woman’s perspective, was radically different, and something we eagerly commissoned her to write. The Shed is Matilda’s first TV writing to be screened.




  Commissioning Jack Thorne was a must! Probably the most famous disabled writer of screen work in the world, his name would ensure much-needed attention, and we knew he could deliver a fantastic piece of drama. We were thrilled when he immediately agreed to write a monologue, despite his ridiculously busy schedule. Jack’s idea of a story about a gay man getting his first electric wheelchair, and the freedom that allows, during 1981’s ‘Year of the Disabled’, was perfect, and he was duly given a green light to go ahead. He ended up writing a beautiful, poignant, funny and rude piece, working with Robert Softley Gale, a well-known gay disabled actor and director from Scotland, who performed the piece, Hamish, brilliantly.




  Tom Wentworth is an example of a professional disabled writer never handed the reins. He’s a seasoned participant of many disability writing schemes, working on existing returning series, but not given the opportunity to write what he wanted and get it screened. It was a joy to receive his idea of a benefits fraudster helping a genuine disabled person receive her benefits. Disability rights and wrongs in one piece, a shifting perspective as it develops, cheeky as hell, and a much-needed comment on the current and often dire situation so many British disabled people are in. A difficult subject, written with great humour, The Real Deal is a roller-coaster of a story, with a sting in its tail…




  Is CripTales the tip of the disability iceberg? You bet! But it’s a great start, I hope you’ll agree, and a wonderful place for disabled writers to take control of their stories. My hope is that it will lead to more and more television production companies looking for authentic voices and stories about disability and – who knows? – even allow us to write stories that contain all of humanity, ourselves included.
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