Farrell Cox LUTSF Report
The purpose of my trip was to explore How marginalised performance genres like circus and cabaret can be the key to documenting and amplifying stories related to lived experience within underrepresented groups and my own artistic practice?
During my trip, I observed Lisa Falaafi, the co-founder of Polytoxic, Hot brown honey and Hive city legacy and Bodycode, a circus project for disabled artists run by Vulcana Circus.
Interviews with; Ira Steridan, Kirby Myers, circa, bodycode and other performing artists.
During my trip my exploratory question definitely shifted into a self reflection of who i am and what kind of artist i am within the current creative climate.
Polytoxic's Dangerous Goods is a feminist cabaret led by Lisa and her co-director Leah Shelton, who also has an individual practice focused on marginalised genders and the censorship of women's voices. Both Lisa and Leah led the room with confidence, care, and respect.
Each day began with a group check-in, which is now a fairly common practice within the last few years. From there, the group collectively decided what needed to be worked on throughout each session.
What really surprised me, perhaps naively was the way leadership was shared within the company. When I left the UK I felt confused about what leadership and management truly meant to me and this experience challenged and reshaped my thinking. I left thinking perhaps there is only one way for it to work within my practise yet feeling this innate feeling that didn’t feel true to me.
The shared leadership in the space made it clear that the work didn’t just belong to Lisa and Leah as directors but to all the artists involved. There was a strong sense that the process, the space, and the outcomes belonged to everyone. I do think the subject matter plays a part in it but I don’t feel like that was the sole reason. One artist and I spoke about how our ancestors often used leadership as a way to uplift and encourage others not to dominate.
In this environment, leadership was about holding space and framing the work, not controlling it. This contrasts with other spaces I’ve experienced, where leadership can be stems from a place of power and fear and where cultural identity may be separated from the work. In those contexts, respect often feels tied to fear or shame, rather than genuine care or mutual understanding.
This experience made me reflect on my own facilitation practices. There have been times when I only received a response from a group after I expressed frustration or sadness. It made me think about how for many disabled people society tends to respond only to emotional distress, a reactionary action that’s too common.
Within, Dangerous Goods, a singer sung in her mother tongue, used traditional dance. Not mocked or displayed in satire but a way to push narratives and storytelling but also dismantling censorship of what cabaret is meant to be. I had a conversation with one of the artists in the polytoxic collective about the challenges of living and producing art in the current political climate. The artist spoke about the government’s increasing restrictions, which they felt had led to heightened racism and censorship in the arts.
Later that day, I met Charlene from Circa. Without me sharing anything about my earlier conversation, she expressed a different perspective. She expressed how much she loved living and working in Brisbane almost word for word said the opposite of what the other artist had described. It felt like an odd coincidence or perhaps it reflected the very different experiences people have depending on their cultural identity or the nature of the work they’re involved in.
She also spoke about incorporating access and disability initiatives into the creative process at the award winning high profile circus company she works at. While I respect that effort it raised some questions for me. Personally, I don’t believe access can be an add-on. I understand that financial limitations and a lack of resources can make things difficult but I also felt that her comments came more as a response to me explaining my own practice, rather than from a deeply embedded approach to access.
Privilege can often just be unlearned information, something people only become aware of when they are exposed to difference, which in circus and cabaret can often come through its diverse communities rather than through deep personal reflection.
Which leads me onto my observation of bodycode, a project facilitated by Vulcana circus. Vulcana is a women's and trans circus school in Brisbane. Bodycode is a project working with disabled people to put a performance together with the theme being A.I. Led by Celia White. Self proclaimed is passionate about getting people passionate about and involved in making performance that changes our view of the world or each other or the act of performance. Celia had a way of connecting artists in a space, given the varying needs of people in the room by the end of the first session there was a base layer of mutual respect and learning to sign our names in Auslan. I noticed similarly to polytoxic the room was guided and led by the participants. It was becoming clearer and clearer that polytoxic and bodycode even though activism is key in their work the process is as important as the public facing result. Something that stuck with me was a participant saying ‘being disabled is similar to information being uploaded to the cloud’ the feeling of this really resonated with me.
Speaking with Ira, a clown who originally made work talking about his heritage as a form of resistance and rebellion. It became clear that our political views differed but he expressed a connection to black communities and believed art and activism is aligned and it allows us freedom to explore our cultures and heritage. Bipoc artists life can feel very episodic in terms of having to renew or take each day as it comes trying not to carry trauma i.e.microagressions or systematic challenges. Very similar to cabaret set up in which acts are episodic and have a theme. So if one life is like this, it makes sense for the work to be?
I was also lucky enough to watch shows at the Wynnum fringe, a commercial cabaret show and a grassroots company that was playing at one of the big theatres in Brisbane called scenes from a yellow peril. A very similar episodic set up sharing the Asian experience. Every production acknowledges Australian land, it makes me think in the UK if we acknowledged our histories would we experience circus and cabaret differently? Would we consider co-creation and collaborative work more?
Overall I feel as if cabaret and circus gives artists space to stretch their interests to their limits. Its very responsive and it set up in a way where topics have to be acknowledged. Audiences responses can be questioned. Process equates to cultural safety, it gives artists autonomy and agency over their ideas. There's real risk and danger unlike traditional theatre. The fast paced quick nature and intimacy of work lends itself well into almost forcing the audience to watch. Maybe by unspoken audience rules. The beauty of these artists using cabaret is now audiences always pick up their phones taking pictures or recording there's always going to be documentation and it cannot be erased.
Since returning, and thinking about my practice I have been focussing on process and making connections in which my ancestral heritage comes into my work and how that is not experimental but ownership. And that’s what cabaret provides for artists. I truly believe this
doubled up as a cultural exploration letting me dig deeper into myself. Providing Healing, motivation for change. I’d like to remove the one question, Can bipoc artists create work that isn't political or focuses on activism. No, everything will always be political or read with some meaning. But for now it offers support, therapy, care, confidence, voice. I’m so grateful for this Seminal experience.
