'After Attenborough' by Brian Hilton
Easier to read version
The original version of this article was published in the February 1989 issue of Coalition magazine.
You can find all the articles from the February 1989 issue of Coalition magazine here[link]
This article is by Brian Hilton. Brian is a member of GMCDP and an artist.
When he wrote this, Brian was working for North West Shape. This was a disability arts organisation in the North West of England.
This article is a review of a report called "After Attenborough".
It is called "After Attenborough" because it came after another report called the Attenborough Report.
The Attenborough Report is named after Richard Attenborough. Richard was a famous actor who also set up an accessible arts centre in Leicester.
The Attenborough Report was about disabled people's access to the arts, including things like exhibitions, theatres and music events. It came out in 1985.
It was written by the Carnegie Council.
The Carnegie Council was set up by very rich American bankers and business owners.
They give money to museums, concert halls, and artists all around the world. They have also given money to lots of charities, including disability charities.
The Attenborough Report told people who work in art venues, like museums and theatres, what they should do to make the arts more accessible for disabled people.
"After Attenborough" is a report about whether or not the arts venues have done what the Attenborough Report told them to do.
Brian thinks the report covers a lot of important things and is useful.
But he thinks the people who wrote it were a bit too happy with themselves.
He thinks they do not take disabled people very seriously, and they ignore what disabled people are already saying about the arts.
So they say they changed things for the better, but they do not talk about how much disabled people did.
For example, in 1985 there was a plan for a conference about art and disabled people called Artability.
The conference was going to be in the Palace Theatre in Manchester. But the Palace Theatre was not accessible for disabled people.
GMCDP said that they did not want to be involved in the conference because disabled people could not get into it.
In the end the conference was cancelled.
Brian also thinks some organisations are saying they are doing what the Attenborough Report said they should do, but they are not really doing it.
For example, the Arts Council have a Code of Conduct on Arts and Disability.
This was a list of rules for how people who run museums and galleries should make things like exhibitions accessible to disabled people.
But they say that people do not actually have to follow it.
Brian thinks having a code of conduct that people do not actually have to follow is quite pointless!
Brian says that disabled people need to take control of their own lives.
It needs to be disabled people who make the decisions about their own lives, not non-disabled people who think they can make decisions for them.
Brian thinks that the Attenborough Report is an example of non-disabled people making decisions for disabled people.
There might only be a small number of disabled people talking about making the arts more accessible at the moment.
But they need to get the much bigger number of disabled people who are not yet speaking up to join them.
They all need to fight to make things better, not just in the arts, but everywhere else too.
They need to fight both for things to be more accessible and for better representation.
This means disabled people being in things like newspapers and TV programmes, so that everyone sees us as a part of society like everyone else.
Richard Attenborough said that "our generation" should be able to change disabled people's lives to make them much better.
"Our generation" means people who are living now, so Richard meant everyone who was alive in the 1980s.
But Brian thinks it should be disabled people ourselves who should be given the power to change our lives - not everyone else!
Bemelza Sharpe is a disabled artist who went to an event in London to celebrate the "After Attenborough" report coming out.
She wrote about it in the Disability Arts in London magazine. She agreed with a lot of what Brian thinks about it.
She told Coalition magazine about some things that she noticed at the event.
It was difficult for wheelchair users to get around the building where they held the event.
At the start of the event, they said 2 disabled people had been invited to talk about the report. One of them was a wheelchair user.
But the stage was not wheelchair accessible, so they had to get a hoist to get them onto the stage!
A professor who helped write the report said that there were 2 main things that the Attenborough Report had made happen.
One was a hospital arts project. The other was the Arts Council's code of practice.
But neither of these was started by disabled people, and they were not things that disabled people had really wanted.
Bemelza did not think that either of them had changed anything for disabled people.
The "After Attenborough" report is about disabled people and the arts, but it is a report by non-disabled people, saying what non-disabled people think.
Hopefully, it will tell the non-disabled people who give money to artists and arts venues how to make the arts a bit more accessible.
But that does not seem very likely!
