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Allison Kushner:
Good afternoon everybody. Welcome. I'm Alison Kushner. I am the Director of the Disability Equity Office and on behalf of the entire DEO team, thank you so much for being here online and in the room to kick off our month-long series of events celebrating National Disability Employment Awareness Month and Disability Community Month. We hope you'll join us for many of our other NDEAM events throughout the month, as well. Just a reminder that ASL and CART our available online and in the room, and a special thanks to our ASL and CART providers for making this event accessible.
We'll also have time after our keynote for questions both online and in the room, as well. And now I have the privilege to introduce a great supporter of our office and disability inclusion across the university, Provost Laurie McCauley for opening remarks and to introduce our keynote speaker, Liza Sylvestre.
Laurie McCauley:
Thank you, Allison. It's such an honor to be here today and I have to say, it sounds like all the events that you had today have gone incredibly well. I know in my building there were people who had been here and they were talking about how great the events were and the great swag that they got, and I think after our keynote speaker, they'll be talking about how great our speaker was because we're really in for a treat.
It is really an honor and a pleasure for me to represent the university at a myriad of events that I do. But today I really want to say that this is a special event and at a distinct honor, and I say that from my whole spirit that I'm really delighted to be here. Working with people on campus around supporting people with disabilities has been really one of the most exciting and rewarding aspects of my professional career, from my time as a clinician to my current leadership role. I don't see this work as a niche issue. I see it intrinsically bound up in the academic mission and our pledge to be the world defining public university. One of the pillars of our vision is life-changing education. What we, as an entire community, have articulated is an area that is really elemental to our success of our mission to provide a life-changing education.
We hope that while our students are here, they are on a voyage of discovery. The first half of that voyage is inside, learning about who they are, what drives them, and how they can evolve their skills to serve their purposes and passions. The second half of that voyage is external. Finding a place in the world where their expertise can be of great use as well as personally fulfilling. In essence, this year's theme for the NDEAM, Good Jobs for All, is the professional compliment to our mission to provide that life-changing education. We want to do our part in creating a society where everyone can flourish.
What happens when our students find themselves in a place where that does not support their unique profile of ability? In that case, their learning is impacted and their sense of potential, even their feelings of self-worth can be damaged. What happens when people arrive at a workplace where people may mean well, but have not taken the steps to be inclusive to people with disabilities? What happens is an all-too-common repetition of history, those with disabilities are disincluded, or they must work twice as hard to include themselves. Feelings of exclusion and despondency can take over. The individual and the organization both miss out and they both suffer.
The wonderful news is that this scenario is something we can prevent and improve through awareness, compassion, and effort. Whether we personally have a disability or not, and as we know many are invisible, we can amplify the voices of those who have encountered roadblocks because of their disability. We can acquaint ourselves with the robust scholarship emerging around how people with disabilities can flourish in the workplace. Those of us in leadership positions can stand up and say, this matters not only to the university or to the department, but this matters to me and we can do better, and I do say that this matters to me and we can do better and we can gather on days like today to explore, share in community, and grow the collective power of our voices. I'm so thankful to be part of that effort today and to be able to listen to our keynote speaker.
Speaking of community, I'd like to thank some crucial members of the team behind today's event, my gratitude to Allison Kushner, Director of Disability Equity and ADA coordinator. I'd like to thank the NDEAM Planning Committee, the Disability Equity Office, and Tami Strickman, Special Advisor to the President and Executive Director of Equity, Civil Rights and Title IX. Thank you all so much for making this necessary work visible and invigorating, and thanks to all of you, whether you're here in the room or participating virtually. Because you're here, I know you care and that's really important.
Now it's my pleasure to welcome our keynote speaker, Liza Sylvestre. Liza is a transdisciplinary artist and research assistant professor within the College of Fine and Applied Arts at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. She's the second professor today that I have interacted with from the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. At Illinois, she has co-founded the initiative Cripistemology and the Arts. Her work has been exhibited internationally at venues including the United States galleries such as Plain Arts Museum, Weisman Art Museum, and the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City. She's also exhibited work abroad, including at ARGOS in Brussels, Frankfurt's MMK, and MIT List Visual Arts Center in Cambridge.
She has received a huge number of accolades for her work. She's been the recipient of both an artist's initiative and an arts learning grant from the Minnesota State Arts Board, a fellowship through Art(ists) on the Verge of VSA, a Jerome Emerging Artist Grant, an Art Works grant from the NEA, and a fellowship from the Kate Neal Kinley Foundation. She was a 2021 Joan Mitchell fellow and a 2022 Lewis Comfort Tiffany Foundation fellow. She's been artist in Residence at the Weisman Art Museum and the Center for Applied and Translational Sensory Science. In 2019, she received a Citizens Advocate Award from the Minnesota Commission of the Deaf, DeafBlind, and Heart of Hearing. Sylvestre's work has been written about in numerous publications and books including Art in America, Mousse Magazine, Ocula Magazine, Art Monthly, SciArt Magazine, and others. We are in for a distinct treat today. Please join me in welcoming professor Liza Sylvestre.
Liza Sylvestre:
Okay, I'm going to make sure everyone can hear me. My microphone's working? Yes? Okay. I'm going to open this up. I am so happy to be here. Thank you for having me, Allison. Thank you for inviting me. My name is Liza Sylvestre and I'm a femme presenting person, white person. I have chin-length brown hair. Today I'm wearing dark, the crimped glasses and a warm colored top that reminds me of acorns and fall, and a dark green skirt and some dark shoes. I'm an artist and the co-founder of Crip*, Cripistemology and the Arts, a creative and experimental transdisciplinary research lab at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign where I'm a research professor within the College of Fine and Applied Arts.
I'm really grateful to be here with all of you. It's my first time in Ann Arbor, so I've been enjoying walking around. And really grateful to those of you joining virtually, as well. Today I'm going to speak a bit about my experience as an artist with a disability and how that has informed some of my professional choices, and also how it has shaped the collaborative institutional project that I work on with Professor Christopher Robert Jones. I will give brief visual descriptions of my slides as we move through them and I'll do my best to spell out names for our interpreters.
I came to art because it was a language that I understood. I could imagine things I wanted to create and I could think deeply about what I wanted to say, and then I could simply set out to make those ideas come to life. It was a language that felt straightforward and unhindered when compared to my experience of verbal communication as a deaf person, which felt tiresome, unreliable, and difficult. I also came to art because when I looked into the future as a young person with profound hearing loss, who would someday be deaf, there were so few careers that I could imagine myself excelling in due to the limitations I experienced. Art was a career I could imagine for myself, one that require me to talk on the phone, communicate with co-workers, or rely on my unstable and vanishing hearing abilities. I love the freedom and solitude and discovery that I imagined when I thought about myself as an artist.
I started out as a painter. There was a lot to explore during my long hours in the studio, and I developed a system of communicating with my materials that I understood. I did this for several years and eventually it felt like I had reached a level of fluency with the material communication methods I had developed, and I wanted to turn my attention to exploring how I fit into the world. As a deaf person, I can conceptualize that there are things that are specific to my experience, things I don't hear, or facts that I don't know, jokes I don't understand, or words I'm unable to pronounce correctly, but I don't necessarily detect these distinctions until they are brought to my attention. I don't mishear or misunderstand things in my solitude. I must exist within the systems we have created in the world for my deafness to materialize as slippages and gaps, isolation, and inaccess.
In my studio, I became interested in putting metrics to what I didn't understand or couldn't hear. How could I measure something I didn't have access to or how could I measure loss? One of the first works I created that explored this was a series of drawings that I call my Interference Drawings. And on the screen here, you can see a piece of paper that is pinned to the wall. The title is called Interference, 11/4/2016. It's 24 inches by 36 inches, and it's part of an ongoing series, but this one started in 2016. And you can see a lot of texture on the cream-colored paper, there actually maybe words, it's hard to tell.
Let me go to the next slide and we can see a close-up here, and you can tell now that this is writing and that parts of the words are redacted. And these drawings really do begin as writing pieces. They're recordings of a stream of consciousness in which I share private or personal things, and then I go back and I redact the parts of each word that I'm not able to hear due to my hearing loss. And so I'm really interested in the visual pattern of this loss. I'm trying to understand what I don't understand, and this is the visual language of that gap or slippage. But I'm also interested in the idea of this loss hiding or protecting information that is private and is my own within the public space of an art exhibition. So this is a work that you might encounter in a museum or an art gallery, and you, as an experiencer, might try to understand what it says and you may be able to understand parts of it, but there is a layer protecting full understanding, which is actually the manifestation of my hearing loss in texture form.
So another way I attempted to process my own experience and how it clashes and materializes with a normative experience was through working with film and artifacts of popular culture. So I'm going to play a one-minute clip of this film that I made in 2017, which is titled Captioned: Channel Surfing. And you'll notice that what is captioned is actually not a translation of what is spoken in the film. Instead, I've inserted my own thoughts and processes and observations of these films that I don't have access to because they lack captions. So the captions I've added don't provide direct access to the spoken parts of the film, but they do provide you insight into my experience. I'm going to go ahead and play this.
Speaker 4:
But they were horrible.
Speaker 5:
I guess they are a little creepy, but you shouldn't run away. You have to face them and sing. Of course, singing doesn't always work down there.
Speaker 4:
Down where?
Speaker 5:
Underground in the mines.
Speaker 4:
The mines?
Speaker 6:
I regard it isn't unusually sincere compliment because you don't look to me like a man much given to whistling.
Speaker 7:
Oh, no, no, it is not that exactly. But if my admiration was that obvious, I'm afraid you might misunderstand, though.
Speaker 6:
May I help you?
Speaker 8:
Okay, go ahead. I'm ready. All right. Old North Road.
Speaker 9:
You're kidding. You don't strike me as the shy type.
Speaker 10:
No, I was, really. Painfully and desperately shy. I'm thinking about it, I suppose that's why I ended up taking pictures as sort of a detachment thing. You know what I mean?
Speaker 9:
Oh, yes. Oh, he knows you're talking to me.
Speaker 10:
Probably jealous.
Liza Sylvestre:
So this was the last clip and we see a white man in a bathtub talking on the telephone. And while I could make works through this captioned series, which I have several films that are part of the series, and these works, like the Interference drawing, explored the slippages and gaps of my experience and I realized that I could make work about this, but it wasn't just measuring loss anymore, it was also making work that became a new experience in and of itself. I became excited about the potential as I observed this in my studio. So my Captioned series is not really about creating access, it's about claiming marginal space in a generative way. Close captions are actually a radical and generative Crip space, and I wanted, and still want, to detach them from their intended use and explore their potential beyond access.
I grew up losing my hearing due to an autoimmune condition that has since developed into other chronic immune related health concerns. I have complete sensorineural, bilateral hearing loss, or medical deafness, and a 20-year-old unilateral cochlear implant. With much focus effort and when circumstances are specific, I'm able to participate in one-on-one conversation through a combination of lip-reading and the audio input my cochlear implant grants me. As someone who is neither hearing nor culturally deaf, I have been perpetually drawn to exploring how my experience has been shaped by the liminal and complicated space in between identities that are easier to define. My relationship to language, communication, and access has always been in a constant state of flux. And I find this redefining and reorientation the substance that has informed my creative and epistemological framework.
The set of criteria that enables me to access a conversation is extensive. The speaker must have a clear voice. They cannot mumble or produce sound while their lips remain unmoving or stiff, which is more common than you might think. They can't have an accent that I'm unfamiliar with. Also integral to this set of criteria, the person with whom I am conversing cannot move their face around or cover their mouth with their hands or have facial hair that interferes with my ability to read their lips. Lighting is also important. Someone who is back lit or in low light will render their lips impossible to read. And lip-reading accounts for up to 70% of my ability to comprehend spoken language. Background noise and the amount of echo or resonance in a space also impacts my ability to comprehend. Walking while talking is not an ideal situation. Too many visual distractions and physical navigation demands compete with my focus on word comprehension, excuse me. And even the slightest amount of wind will render all sound nuances produced by my cochlear implant into a monotone of static.
My ability to comprehend also relies on how much energy I have at a given moment and is greatly impacted by my overall health and well-being. I share all of this to make it clear that while my cochlear implant has constructed access under specific circumstances, it has not transformed me into a hearing person. As an individual who possesses but is also possessed by a so-called invisible disability, I have found that my ability to navigate conversation well, under particular circumstances, has only complicated the expectations of my ability to do so in other, less ideal, circumstances, rendering my overall comprehension if we're looking at ratio numbers of time spent comprehending versus not comprehending next to nil. Despite those heart string pulling videos that circulate the media that depict the emotionally charged scenes of cochlear implant activations that are often taglined, something like women receives cochlear implant and marriage proposal, they falsely suggest that cochlear implants cure hearing loss. I have found navigating the world through my cochlear implant to be a daunting, exhausting, and often confusing task that has required me to continuously adapt to ever-changing circumstances.
Every semester as an MFA student, which feels like a lifetime ago now, I was expected to share newly developed work with a group of my peers, professors, and guest critics. After introducing the group to my work, we would engage in a critical discussion of it. Not only did I need to follow a conversation as it jumped from individual to individual in a large group of people standing in various formations, but my nerves, the social hierarchies of the art department, and the often used dramatic artistic lighting, meant that I spent a lot of time desperately trying to understand and hardly any time actually understanding. I was repeatedly amazed by how my presence as a deaf person rendered the whole system of graduate critiques a failure. Wasn't I supposed to be gaining something from this experience?
I began thinking about how I could construct my own access in these settings. I asked everyone to please raise their hand before they spoke so I could identify who was talking. This worked sporadically during one conversation, but often people broke form as the conversation progressed. Afterward, we moved on to another critique and this method of conversation design was never replicated. Next, I requested that a group utilize a talking stick as a method of conversation design. This slowed the speed of time between speakers significantly and the performance and physicality of holding the object in order to speak seemed to make it harder for the group to break form. Still, I had a hard time getting close enough to converse with someone who might be standing further from me in the crowd, and this formula, again, did not translate into access during other critiques.
It became increasingly clear that the only way I was going to gain access was if I constructed it for myself, and I felt that art could be a dynamic and appropriate place in which to experiment. So I presented Flashlight Project for the first time in 2018. I gathered approximately all 40 of my critique participants in a hallway outside one of our critique rooms, and I asked my participants to take a small handheld flashlight with them. We all entered a blacked out room together, and after the door closed completely removing our collective ability to navigate the space with vision, I clicked on my own flashlight and pointed it at my mouth. My directions were simple. If you wanted to participate in the conversation, you needed to turn your own flashlight on, point it at your mouth, and wait for me to approach you. The flashlights worked not only to grant me visibility of my conversers' mouths, they also created an experiential spotlight effect that further darkened the peripheral understanding of the group.
The access I was granted through the use of the flashlights also lent an unusual stage for intimacy that undermined the typical group dynamics of the art department. And since that first iteration during my graduate studies, I have expanded this and collaborated this project with Christopher Robert Jones who has their own access needs that have informed this project and made it so much better. And this on the screen here, you'll see a very dark room, you can see myself with a flashlight pointing at my mouth, I have glasses on, and you can briefly see the person I'm in conversation with sitting across from me.
And then in the background you can see a screen that has the captions of what we are speaking about and they say, "And my voice sounded different", which is just a snippet of our conversation. And you can also see the BSL interpreter. This was done at John Hansard Gallery in the UK, so it's a British Sign Language interpreter, not an American Sign Language interpreter. And she's being lit by two participants in the event with flashlights, and so you can just briefly see the outline of her hands in mid-sentence. And we've presented this a number of times and it always takes on its own life, and it's really exciting for us to learn about communication from the people that participate with us.
And what I really love about Flashlight Project is I've learned about the malleable connections between the built world and learn communication structures. I feel like if I can change how we talk and that change what we talk about, there's something really exciting there and it makes me wonder what else is possible and what else would change.
I'll share one more example of Flashlight Project that we did last year with the Weisman Art Museum, and this one was over Zoom. And you'll see on the screen there's 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 rows of Zoom windows and many different students here. And this has been with a French class, so these are all fluent French speakers, and you can see here it says, "Flashlight Project French Class". That's the title of the work, 2023 Zoom flashlights, captions and conversations are the material. And the really exciting part about this Zoom iteration of Flashlight project is we one, we took turns using the caption space so different students would be charged with captioning for the group, and we moved at the speed of the captions. Some people were better at typing than others and that really shaped how fast we moved.
But also, so these are fluent French speakers. My last name is French, which is interesting. And we learned a number of years ago from a Ph.D. student who's from Canada that our family had not been pronouncing our last name correctly, Sylvestre is how we say it, and this student went through the labor of explaining to us how to pronounce our last name correctly, which was a really interesting thing as a deaf person because I could not hear the instructions he was giving me. And so the captions here say, "It's further back in your throat and almost swallowed. So it's it feels forward, but it's also rounded and kind of closed and swallowed." And these are these fluent French speakers trying to teach me through captioning how to pronounce my last name, which was just this beautiful moment of interdependence, and also ways of knowing, and also what is name and what is identity. So I really enjoyed doing this and would love to do it again.
All right, so after some years of working as an artist and exhibiting internationally, I came to realize that galleries and museums wanted to exhibit my most legibly disabled work. The work where my identity as a deaf person was really at the fore in a simple and direct way. I came to realize that the majority of artwork made by artists with disabilities and shared in art institutions felt oversimplified. The identity of the artist was materialized in the work in such a way that receivers, which is a term I use in place of the ableist term viewer, and is borrowed from the artist and filmmaker Jenny Brady, which is spelled B-R-A-D-Y, wouldn't question what sort of person had made the work.
Being a disabled artist became a commodity that required myself and other disabled artists to present and re-present our disabilities for able able-bodied audience. This dynamic presented itself over and over at exhibitions in the US and abroad, and always I felt feeling, I left feeling like artists with disabilities were being objectified by and for an art world that didn't really understand them. I started to feel like artists with disabilities were actually mobilizing an oversimplification of their own experience and their experience and ways of being and knowing were actually being used to create a binary between themselves and an able-bodied audience.
In response to this in 2022, I had the privilege of creating work for a solo show at John Hansard Gallery in Southampton U.K., and my intention was to make work that was of disability, but not necessarily about disability. I wanted to use the methodologies I had learned as a deaf person and channel artwork through them, but I wanted to resist simplification and directness. I wanted to sidestep any binaries I felt pressured to participate in and make work that explored communication, language, interdependence, and familial structures. The show was called asweetsea, which you can see here on the slide, and it's all one word, A-S-W-E-E-T-S-E-A, and it was made in 2022. And the material listed here is video captions and narration. And this film was 12 minutes and 51 seconds. And you can see on the screen here, there's a little white cartoon girl who's actually a mermaid, and she has very blonde hair. And this is a green still from between frames, and so there's snake-like, I would say, underwater greenery covering her, but it's very sheer. And then at the bottom you can see white captioning that says, "just haves a fishtail".
So through this show I really wanted to explore what it means to communicate. In my family, I am the only deaf person. I have a partner who is hearing and we raised two hearing children together, an eight-year-old and a seven-month-old. It's an interesting thing to be a deaf person in a family of hearing people because it becomes hard to locate my disability within our family structure. Do I remain disabled when my family adapts the communication methods so I have access? Are my children and partner disabled when they participate in communication this way? Are we a disabled family? What is learned and unlearned? What does hearing mean? What does deafness mean? Where do these things begin and end? I'd like to think that asweetsea, this exhibition, investigates the complicated edges of these distinctions and further unravels them.
So this film came about because I collaborated with my, then, six-year-old to reimagine an animated cartoon from my own childhood. So this is actually an artifact from my childhood. It was a film called Sweet Sea that was, came into the world in 1985, and at that time I had very different sensory makeup. They discovered I was losing my hearing when I was six, and it was just in the highest registers at that time before creeping its way over to speech and the lower registers. And so when I think about this film and when I remember it, it's steeped in a sensory understanding and memory that I don't have access to anymore.
So I was really interested in reaching back across not only time, but also now I'm a parent and I'm deaf, but I'm in charge of teaching language and communication to these little hearing kids. And what does that mean? So I had my six-year-old watch the film and then retell it to me in their childlike way. And then what I did is I took the original film and I chopped it up to exactly fit their description of the film. And so this created an entirely new and strange film in the process. I'm not going to play you a clip because I'm conscious of the time ticking by as I talk here, but I'll say that my favorite moments in the film are my child's mispronunciations, misgenderings, and the way that image descriptions, which are such an important access need for those that are blind or low vision, are a natural element of their storytelling. Through making this work, I became aware of the structures and rules and conditioning that my, then, six-year-old were on the edge of being swallowed up by. So their communication and storytelling existed in that liminal childhood space of unhindered language and communication.
Okay, so the last project I'm going to share with you before I shift gears and start talking a bit about the work I do at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, is titled The Blue Description Project, or BDP. And this is an audio description and captioning project that myself, Christopher Robert Jones, and Sarah Hayden, a professor in English and visual culture at the University of Southampton, created together. And BDP engages Derek Jarman, which is spelled D-E-R-E-K J-A-R-M-A-N. So Derek Jarman made a film in 1993 called Blue, and Blue Description Project takes up this original film via expanded and critical accessibility.
So Derek Jarman was a British artist, filmmaker gardener, an author who was openly gay and HIV positive in a time and culture that rejected and had consequence for those ways of being. In 1994, Jarman published a book titled Chroma, and in that book there's a quote that inspired BDP. He wrote, "If I have overlooked something you hold precious, write it in the margin." So we really took up this invitation with this project and created an experimental iteration of Blue, and the BDP iteration features, creative captions and audio descriptions that have been sourced from numerous contributors. I'm going to play you a two-minute clip of BDP and you'll notice that there's three different caption tracks in their three different colors. The white captions translate the audio of the original film, the yellow captions translate the audio descriptions that were created and contributed to by many individuals, each one starts with a blue and then the description, and the blue captions and the brackets translate the creative sound description of the original film.
So you can't actually see a still of the image here, but you'll know what I'm talking about as soon as I press play. The film Blue is essentially a single shot of Yves Klein Blue, which is a very distinct color and famous in the art world, and he borrowed this from the artist, Yves Klein, so this is a continuation of people borrowing things from other people to make new work. But Jarman made this film, it's the last film he made before he died of HIV complications. And he lost his vision as he was making this film. And it was actually just a film, it was also a book, it was also a radio podcast, it existed in multiple formats, which is a very Crip-friendly way of working and making work in the world. So I'm going to go ahead and just play the clip and we'll go from there.
Speaker 11:
A blue vein, tearful, sore, staggering. A blue, the unfinished shape. A blue glow that hums silently. A blue that is not Dell, not Facebook, not Twitter, not Vimeo, not IBM, not HP, not Skype, not Intel, not PayPal, none of those. A blue rarely found in nature, and thus treasured when it is found. A blue at times, a witness of what is to come.
Speaker 13:
You say to the boy, "Open your eyes." When he opens his eyes and sees the light, you make him cry out saying, "Oh Blue, come forth. Oh Blue, arise. Oh Blue ascend. Oh Blue come in."
Speaker 11:
A blue, familiar from accessibility signage. A blue I find to be calm, cool, and relaxing.
Liza Sylvestre:
So again, the yellow captions are the audio descriptions. So that's a term that's used. We're translating what is seen visuals into text or speech for people with vision loss or blindness to experience what those of us see. And so this is a very hot topic in the access world that I'm not going to get into because of time, but it's very exciting to think about the difference between subjectivity and objectivity when it comes to this access need. And we feel that you can never really achieve a description of blue even though it's just this single shot of Yve's Klein Blue for an hour and 20 minutes and 55 seconds. And so we attempted collectively, with many people being invited, to try to achieve description, but I don't feel that we'll ever actually achieve it. And this is a collaborative project that I'm so proud of, in part, because it takes up that marginal space that is typically reserved for access and it tips the scales of its presence and importance within work.
BDP moves in and around the original film and opens up a new space. And since February of this year, the film has been shown in a number of places in the US and the UK, and Ireland and Scotland. And the conversations about the film have been fascinating because it's not simple to locate where the artwork exists or who the author/artist is. Is the artist Derek Jarman, the original artist? Is the artist the audio describer we worked with or the amazing CART Captioner who created the sound descriptions? Is each person who created a visual description of the original film and artist are the teams of ASL and BSL interpreters that perform at the screenings the artists? Are we, Christopher, Sarah, and myself, the artist because we conceived the project and orchestrated it and funded it?
And this is an important question to be faced with as an artist in today's day and age for a number of reasons, but especially because it resists simplification. The art world, in its connection to capitalism, wants artists to be individuals, and participating in BDP meant that I needed to let go of my idea of what an artist is and what they do and how they participate, and get into this messy and generative shared space of collaboration. It also meant that we all need to start thinking of access workers as part of the art experience.
So now I want to tell you a bit about the creative and collaborative and experimental research lab that takes up a lot of my time at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. Professor Christopher Robert Jones, who co-founded this initiative with me, and I both have artistic backgrounds, but neither of us really fit into traditional forms of art making. Our work, both our artwork and our institutional project, is informed by both of our distinct disabilities, which we both receive accommodations for through our university's ADA office.
And I share this because it's important to acknowledge that disabled academics, like disabled students, navigate an incredibly ableist system, specifically a system that often teaches ableism and upholds the ableism that is essentially baked into our respective disciplines. It's still common for me to meet disabled professors who do not disclose their disabilities to their departments until after they have received tenure or who put a lot of effort into passing. And while disability is increasingly a subject matter worthy of our academic institutions, very, very seldomly do these institutions allow disability to become methodology or epistemology. It is always kept at a certain distance and never allowed to truly modify how or what we learn.
What Christopher and I seek to do with Crip* is not only to provide access to our students, that's a given, and our goal is always to remove the burden of access from the individual body by simply providing that access defaultedly. What we seek to do is move beyond the space and into the space that becomes possible when access needs are not an issue. When basic access needs are met, this allows us to move beyond step one and into a space where we can start thinking about what it means to make Cripistemologically informed work.
So Crip* is a practice-based experimental collaboration in creative research lab and a transdisciplinary pedagogical initiative formed by myself and Christopher Robert Jones, and we are housed within the College of Fine and Applied Arts at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. And this initiative really is site-specific in the fact that we were looking at the landscape of our university and the world and understanding that we needed to really delink the typical medical approach to disability studies and explore what a cripistemological approach to creative pedagogy and applied research might be. So this word cripistemology, I'm sorry to the ASL entrepreneurs, is a portmanteau of the word Crip and epistemology. So Crip is the general reclamation of the term crippled, which is a derogatory term that has been reclaimed by disabled communities. It also references Crip Theory, which is something I don't have time to get into now, but would love to talk about an epistemology, which is how we know what we know and how we learn.
So Crip* draws upon points of connection between artist practice and critical thought, and we really understand that we need to both address how cripistemologies are shaped pedagogically and how they are disseminated publicly. So this goes in two directions; it's in the classrooms and it's also in the public sphere.
So a cripistemological approach to creative production focuses on how knowledge produced via the Crip and disabled experience, can shape and change the way we approach our respective mediums. We shift away from a centralizing difference and towards strategies that disrupt normative or hierarchical structures and make difference generative. And this is really to challenge the ways in which our creative and interpretive spaces and strategies are really reliant upon ableism. If you look at any of the disciplines within our College of Fine and Applied Arts, there is some level of ableism in the metrics of how we measure excellence in those spaces.
So we really move beyond the problem solving approach to disability in the arts, which is basic ADA compliance, basic accessibility considerations, acknowledgement of disabled existence, and towards a creative methodology and pedagogical model that utilizes a Crip* framework. I'm going to, I'm looking at the time here, I'm going to move on to describing some of what we do.
So we have this Cripping FAA initiative, which is designed to disseminate the principles that we teach and our pedagogical reference and what we're interested in, in a creative sense, in a pedagogical sense as professors. So this initiative is really designed to disseminate that information through the seven units in our College of Fine and Applied Arts. So this is studio art, theater, dance, urban and regional planning, architecture. There's some that I'm missing right now, but you get the idea. It's a varied grouping of different artistic units.
So how do we get them to care about this and how do I translate what's relevant to theater, to dance? And the truth is that none of them really directly translate. And so we, every year, go to these units and we find a professor that is willing to go out on a limb and get excited about creating a new class with us. And so we did this last year with music, and so we've created a graduate level class that now exists within that department and can be retaught. This year we're doing it with studio art, next year we're doing it with dance and theater, and so on and so forth. And this relationally driven approach to disseminating what's important to us feels like the best way to drive this slow change sustainable movement towards what is possible. So that's Cripping FAA.
We're also working on a Master of Arts in Cripistemology, which we are three years from launching. I say that because I understand how much work we have to do, but the idea is to really offer disabled students a chance to remotely complete this Master of Arts in Cripistemology from wherever they are. All of our classes are always offered in both in-person and asynchronous and virtual, in-person mode. So there's that modality is a lot of labor, but also so, so, so important for the disabled students that come into our sphere.
I'm going to skip ahead because we have not very much time here. I'm going to say one thing about our Crip* internship program. I'm super proud of what these students have done. This is since the 1940s, our university has been a national leader in post-secondary education for people with disabilities. We have a famous accessible campus and we have a critical mass of disabled people. There's actually over 3,000 students registered with our disability resources and educational services, and many more that are not registered. But our university lacks a formal disability studies program and cultural programs to support those students with disabilities. So that's where the internship came in, and this is usually taught by a disabled graduate student for disabled undergraduate students, so there's a nice mentorship happening, and they get to build the internship that they want to have. So a couple of semesters ago, they made this really wonderful booklet that was about both gathering instances of ableism that people have experienced on campus, and then also dreaming up what an accessibility accessible university might be or what it might mean to those students.
A big part of our program has been bringing visiting artists and scholars who are disabled to campus. And I'm going to just end with a couple of examples because I think they're important to share. Last year we had the amazing, amazing Jerome Ellis on campus. Jerome is an Afro-Caribbean stuttering human who is looking at stuttering and communication as a physical place that people enter together, and the stuttering that he has is called aguato block, which means that rather than repeating parts of words, he's unable to speak for certain amounts of time. So his speech is really interrupted by time, and this becomes the material of his work in a really beautiful way. He's an incredibly talented musician and he came and collaborated with our school of music during our co-taught class last year, and recorded a whole album. And this is him in our Smith Memorial Hall with a few different instruments, and with Graham Duncan, who's one of the engineers of the School of Music. And please look up Graham's work, he's wonderful.
We also had Carmen Papalia here two years ago. So Carmen is an artist from Vancouver and is a non-visual learner, that is the term that he uses for himself. And Carmen came to campus and led us through this really beautiful performance called Blind Field Shuttle. And you see on the screen here, a bird's-eye view looking down from a stairwell. There's five participants and they're all reaching their hands out to each other and they're crossing each other with their hands and they're almost touching each other, but not quite, and this was a really beautiful thing to witness because so Carmen and his expertise is a non-visual learner guided us through a walk through campus without our eyesight. And so there was a communication method that he taught us so that we could communicate and navigate safely.
And at the beginning, everyone kept breaking form. The person behind you would have their hand on your shoulder and so on and so forth, and everyone was nervous and not used to touching each other, and so people kept breaking form. And when that happened, people would say, "break", and Carmen would come back and help people find each other, and then we would begin our navigation together again. But it's another example of Carmen and he's wonderful. This is another shot from that particular performance where you see people walking in a line with their hands on each other.
And I think I'm going to end there. I feel like it is time to be done. But I do, if you'd like this slide deck, I know that it can be shared and there's some more resources of artists here. So thank you so much. If there's time, I'm happy to answer questions.
Speaker 14:
Oh, thank you. What new projects are you working on, currently?
Liza Sylvestre:
What I'm working on or artists that I'm working with? What new artists I'm working?
Speaker 14:
Both.
Liza Sylvestre:
Both. So that's a great question. We have a new project that is going to be part of an edited VOCA journal, which is a really wonderful online magazine. You should look it up, they've got some really great issues. But the term is called little d deaf Asterisk. You see lots of asterisks in my work. I think it's a hard thing to translate, I'm sorry about that. And this is really a project that is near and dear to me, specifically because as I mentioned in my talk, I think a lot of emphasis and maybe the historical writings, thus far, have focused on capital D, Deaf culture and hearing culture. And little d deafness has been lost in the mix of that. And I think that the project, what I hope for the project is to give room and space and support for that identity to define itself for itself, because it's always been defined by these other identity distinctions that are nearby, but overlap, but are not exactly the same thing.
So that's one thing. And then that's a video project, and we're understanding we don't really want to work with gallery systems that much and so we're wondering how this can be brought into the world in a social practice way. So what does that mean and who do we work with? And we're also at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, I'm finding different people that have deafness in their family in some way. Many of them are parents and they have deaf children, or their brother is deaf, fill in the blank, but there's no real network or system of connection or communication. So we're really interested in what could happen if those people come together in our small community.
And then in terms of the artists that we're bringing, that's being determined for the spring, but we are super excited to work with Jerome Ellis again. He recorded a whole record while he was on campus, and we're going to have him come back and keep working with us. And some other artists as well, too. Sarah Brown, who's in Ireland, Evelyn Glanney is going to come back to music, who's a really famous deaf percussionist. Yeah, some of those are still getting worked out, but exciting to dream up the list right now. Thanks for the question. Yeah?
Speaker 15:
I was curious, do you have any tips for disabled students looking to get into, oh, sorry, for disabled students looking to get into academia?
Liza Sylvestre:
Looking to get into what?
Speaker 15:
Academia.
Liza Sylvestre:
Academia. I think that academia needs you, and you also need to tread carefully and protect your space and your time. And you need to go in understanding the structures that are at play. And when you're offered opportunity, you need to make a decision about those opportunities with an awareness of those structures and don't be afraid to push back.
Speaker 16:
Seeing that it's an election year, do you see that there's being any priorities given to the disabled community for their political and social upward mobility?
Liza Sylvestre:
Can you sign it to me one more time, but maybe face to me, I'm sorry.
Speaker 17:
Can you say the question again?
Speaker 16:
In this new political cycle, do you think issues of disabilities are being made equitable for folks in our society?
Liza Sylvestre:
Oh man. Joseph Grigley, who's a deaf artist that's based in Chicago and has been a mentor of mine, pointed out that I think Joe Biden's acceptance speech was the first time a presidential elect, I'm probably going to misquote Joseph here, I'm sorry. But the first time a presidential elect included disability, when they were talking about diversity and equity and inclusion, as a minority group. Does that mean anything for this year's election? I don't think so. But I do think that there's, if I'm even just looking at the world I know, which is art, there's a lot more there. I see more books being published about disability. I see more people talking about it. That's a good thing. That's also a dangerous thing. And it also needs to be kept in check. A very simplified way of saying that.
I know that the Trump administration did a lot to halt some of the ADA evolution that was going to spell out what compliance means on the internet. I don't know very much about where that stuff lands legally right now. We should ask Allison Kushner here, who's a lawyer and knows about these things much more than I do, but there's a lot that gets started and stopped just like anything. And I've not noticed that it's a hot topic for the election this year. Yeah, I feel like I'm not answering your question very well, but yeah. Is there another question? Hi.
Speaker 18:
Is there a place where we can view your projects and other cripistemology projects from the students online?
Liza Sylvestre:
Yeah, so we have a website through the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign that talks a bit more about our institutional project. And then I have a personal website that needs to be updated, but there's stuff there, you can email me through either of those websites and I can maybe make sure Allison has that to share with whoever would like to learn more.
Speaker 19:
How do you engage, going back to what you were saying a little bit about DEI, how do you engage students in conversations about intersectionality? I particularly think, and this is not a criticism at all, but I think particularly about the difficulty with accents and how that is existing in a simultaneous narrative about racism and white supremacist ideals of what an ideal accent is and things like that. So I'm curious, either in your own experience or through conversations with students, how you talk about intersectionality as part of DEI with your disability and with disability conceptually. I know that was a double or triple-barreled question, but.
Liza Sylvestre:
No, that's a great important question, and let me see, I'll answer this two ways. So the college that we're in at the University of Illinois, which is a big research university similar to here, we actually had to petition and work with the DEI, the then DEI, now DEIA, Officer Rochelle Semmit, who's wonderful, and adding that A to our college's DEI A initiative, which they were one of the last colleges to do so, I believe, in our greater university. And it was interesting to go through that process because it was complicated, it wasn't just straightforward as all things are. We got it added, and that was great with fairly little pushback.
And then in terms of how we talk to students about it, this is intersectionality is so important when it comes to talking about disability. I don't think that you can talk about disability without talking about intersections of things. And I'm pulling up this slide here, which we hosted a conversation between Dustin Gibson and Talila TL lewis like two years ago, 2023, two academic years ago. And TL is awesome. They are a lawyer and an abolitionist, and they advocate for in-prison deaf inmates and their access as well as other things they've written things that you can find on the internet. But I'm bringing TL up because on their website, which you can look up, they have a working definition of ableism and it's updated every year, which I think is important.
And T.L.'s definition of ableism, which I'm not even going to try to quote right now, but I'll pull out the general idea is that ableism is a product of capitalism, and when you look at it this way, you understand that it has everything to do with blackness and minority identities as well. And so we often begin teaching our classes with TL's work and with this working definition of ableism, because I think it very quickly, I think people are used to thinking about the disabled body or disability studies. It's like, oh, it has this lineage that's mostly white and it's about what you're not able to do and the individual body and society, there's something about that there. But TL's like, no, this is a capitalist construction, and it's very straightforward and it is undeniable.
And so that's one way that we do that. And then the other way we do this, and my partner, Christopher Jones, has come up with these pedagogical units that they call pods. And it's always a combination of, let's say the theme is time. We are talking about crip time, about white time, about institutional time, about asynchronous time. And when you start teaching, maybe not in a historical way, but in a more rhizomatic way, the intersectionality is just there, and we intentionally bring that to the fore because it's really important.
And I can't claim that I do disability justice because disability justice is a very specific thing that communities of color are doing really important work, and as a white person, I just cannot claim that I'm doing disability justice. It's a term that's been really co-opted by institutional spaces and by white spaces and white people. And it's disability justice is communities of color, disabled communities of color, uplifting the most minoritized groups of people which are disabled people of color, not white people of color. So it's a really important thing to also talk about; what I can and cannot do as a white person who has a lot of privilege in academia.
Erin Metz:
Thank you, Liza. And thank you everyone for joining us today. Happy NDEAM, and we hope to engage with you again soon. Thank you for joining us.
Liza Sylvestre:
Thank you. Thank you so much.
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