
Tony Heaton: 

Okay, well. When  museums fail to acknowledge disabled people, our art, our history 

or our prospective or when museums represent disabled people as specimens, 

victims, experiments or  freaks,  then it is hardly suprising that disabled  people 

would not  want  to  engage with museums. I thought, I`d  use this example. This is 

the Irish giant. (…)  

He is in a museum in London. He is called Charles Byrne. He lived in fear  of  the 

medical  profession obtaining his body after he died . So he paid his friends  quite a 

lot of money, so that when he died, that he would be buried at sea in a  ladline coffin. 

But the unscroupolous surgeon Doctor John Hunter, of which the Hunterian Museum 

in London is named after, paid large sums of money to obtain his body and he quickly 

boiled the flesh of his bones and denied Charles Byrne his dying wish. So  what can 

museums do to engage  disabled  people? This is a project  taking  place this month in 

London. It is called Exceptional and Extraordinary, and it brings together four artists 

Julie Mcnamara, David Heathy,   death men dancing and Francesca  Martinez. Only if 

the experience hast to be positive, and that is what happens when you take disabled  

artists and put them in museums. This project is a collaborative project and it is led 

by an organization in Leicester called the Research Center for Museums and Galleries 

and it is well worth looking into it and having a look at their website. These four 

artists , the Research Center for Museums and Galleries and Shape Arts,  my 

organization, acting as a consultant have brought together this project. We included 

eight Museums in this project and these artists will tour between those eight 

Museums performing the works they have developed as part oft he project. So there 

is a film, digital film which you can see on that laptop computer over there  which 

says a lot about the question you asked over  there about what is the politics in 

modern Britain today. There is comedy, there is dance and there is performance. We 

hope that it will stimulate public debate and enable the dialogue around the relevant 

and pressing issue that is largely overlooked which is how do we think about disabled 

people and people with learning disabilites and people with physical and mental 

differences. And what I would say that one way we do that is:  We employ disabled 

artists, we put them in museums and we let them delve about into behind the scenes 

in those museums and start to write a  different kind of story.  
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