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‘We Will Look After You’: Back to Back Theatre’s 
Lady Eats Apple and the promise of ‘the time 

after’ in the narratives of theatre involving 
actors with intellectual disabilities.

The article takes as its starting point ‘We will look after you’, a specific utterance and theatrical moment 
at the end of Lady Eats Apple by Back to Back Theatre insofar as these embody the potential aesthetic 
and political efficacies of the narrative strategies of recent theatre involving actors with intellectual 
disabilities. These narratives are first located within the context of the development of such theatre over 
the last fifty years and then within the particular processes of development of Back to Back Theatre as 
a company exploring the terms of the ‘distribution of the sensible’ (Rancière) of intellectual disability 
within contemporary theatrical performance, specifically in what might be termed the narrativity of post-
dramatic theatre. An analysis is then offered of how Lady Eats Apple reconfigures what can be said, 
shown, felt and understood in such theatre through the disorientation of the senses of perception and 
location of the audience. The analysis concludes that the company’s aesthetic approach proves to 
be political in ‘the time after’ of performance, in its reconfiguration of assumed binaries of both the 
construction of the self as subject and of the relationship of care and dependence between people with 
and without disabilities. 

Themed Article

Tony McCaffrey

People with intellectual disabilities are the subjects 
of many stories and discourses: in literature, poetry 

and cinema they have often been cast as personifications 
of difference or as metaphors for the unknowable, the 
unrepresentable or even the ineffable. In medical, 
educational and juridical discourses they have been cast 
as the subject of case histories, written about, diagnosed, 
or designated as a limit point of humanity, even to the 
point of being effaced or erased. More often than not they 
have been cast as subjects with little agency in how their 
stories are told or how their lives are allowed to unfold. 

The relatively recent development of theatre involving 
people with intellectual disabilities appears to offer the 
possibility of more meaningful roles and greater access, 
participation and representation. Actors with intellectual 
disabilities have started to take their place centre stage: 
to occupy the stage, to play around in the space, to 
command attention; they have been given the chance 
to be spectacular, or to make spectacles of themselves. 
Actors with intellectual disabilities are not only taking their 
place on stage but they are increasingly participating in 
devising the stories, the characters and the staging, in 
choosing the words and the actions and other constituent 
elements of theatrical performance. Is theatre, therefore, 
a more democratic and accessible form of representation 
for people with intellectual disabilities, a place they may 

occupy as devisers, actors and, indeed, spectators? I 
wish to argue that it is, but only on theatre’s own terms, 
taking into account the singularities of theatricality as a 
medium (see Weber 2004).

Theatre is not an unproblematic, transparent medium of 
communication, neither does it guarantee an authenticity 
of presence. The theatre space or stage always looks to 
other spaces outside the theatre, often pointing up the 
spectacle and theatricality of what is to be found there. 
Theatricality also has a particular relationship with time, 
confounding the illusion of the theatrical now time of the 
story or the world of the performance with the reiterative 
process of rehearsal in the past. Theatre as citation 
and recitation – and with the potential for reiteration in 
the future – theatre as a prefiguring of social change, a 
possible rehearsing of a revolution.

I wish to investigate what can happen when people with 
intellectual disabilities take to the stage, when they enter 
into the particular space and time of theatricality. On what 
terms are they afforded access and representation and 
what might be the efficacy of their participation? In order 
to do this I wish to consider some specific moments in 
Lady Eats Apple, a recent production by Back to Back 
Theatre. I will first provide a brief context of the recent 
history of the involvement of people with intellectual 
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disabilities in the devising and performance of theatrical 
narratives. I will give an account of some of the previous 
work of Back to Back Theatre as this provides a crucial 
context for the post-dramatic strategies of theatrical 
narrativity at play in Lady Eats Apple. I will then offer 
an analysis of certain aspects of the production in 
terms of Rancière’s ‘distribution of the sensible’ (2012) 
showing how the political and aesthetic strategies of the 
production intertwine and interact in the disorientation of 
the audience’s senses of what it is they can see, what it is 
they can hear and where it is that they feel that they are. 
By doing so I wish to consider what the radical promise of 
this work is and why the efficacy of this promise should 
be located in a temporal and conceptual space Rancière 
(2013) has designated ‘the time after’.

‘We will look after you’: these are the words uttered at the 
end of Back to Back Theatre's Lady Eats Apple. A group 
of performers with intellectual disabilities repeatedly 
makes this promise to a performer without disabilities, 
who is, in the context of one of the narrative strands of the 
piece, feigning disability. As this speech act (Austin 1976) 
occurs at the end of the performance, the promise may 
also be said to go out to the theatre audience, of whom 
the majority is likely to be people without intellectual 
disabilities. What might be the import of these words: 
in what way can people with intellectual disabilities look 
after those without such disabilities?

As these words are spoken in the context of a theatrical 
narrative, ‘We will look after you’ is more precisely, 
and confusingly, an enacting of a speech act and a 
performance of a performative utterance (Butler 1988). 
Should this promise be believed, taken at its face value? 
What is the status of this performative utterance issued 
from the stage, a site of utterance, that according to 
Austin, undermines the possibility of performativity as it is 
‘in a peculiar way hollow or void’ ? (Austin 1976: 21-22). 
Theatre has a long and complex history as being both a 
space where the social order may be reimagined and as 
an untrustworthy location associated with make-believe 
and pretence. The deliberate indeterminacy of the status 
of the promise at the end of the performance epitomises 
the way in which Lady Eats Apple provokes a wider and 
more fundamental questioning of what is presented, 
what is represented and what is achieved when people 
with intellectual disabilities occupy the ambiguous and 
‘subjunctive’ (Lehmann 2006: 150) space of theatrical 
performance.

The actors with intellectual disabilities who appear on 
stage in Lady Eats Apple emerge out of a relatively recent 
history of disability theatre, a form that has arisen in the 
more general development of disability activism, arts and 
culture that has taken place in a number of countries in 
the second half of the twentieth century. Contemporary 
disability theatre could be said to trace its descent from 
nineteenth century freak shows (as outlined in Rosemarie 

Garland-Thomson’s landmark text in disability studies, 
Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body 
1996) and, for example, from the theatrical activities of 
John Hayden Langdon Down (whose name was given to 
Down syndrome) at the Earlswood Asylum for Idiots. A 
delving further back into the lineage of this form of theatre 
might include accounts of village idiots and court jesters, 
performers marked by their precarity and stigmatisation. 
The notion of history is of course highly problematic in 
this area as any history will not be written by those whom 
it purports to represent. It is in many ways an impossible 
history, an account of an ‘oppressed past’ as Benjamin 
characterises it (Benjamin 1999: 257).

This is also, however, a theatre whose time appears to 
have come. Theatre companies involving people with 
intellectual disabilities in the contemporary period include 
Compagnie de l’Oiseau Mouche (France) founded in 
1978, Graeae Theatre Company (UK) 1980, Theatre 
Terrific (Canada) 1985, Back to Back Theatre Company 
(Australia) 1987, Moomsteatern (Sweden) 1987, Mind 
The Gap (UK) 1988, Theater Maatwerk (Netherlands), 
1989 Theater Rambazamba (Germany) 1990, Theater 
Hora (Switzerland) 1993. These companies themselves 
emerged out of a range of arts and disability practices 
that Perring in ‘The Facilitation of Learning Disabled Arts’ 
has categorised as ‘Normalizing ... Post-Therapeutic 
... and Counter-Cultural’ (2005: 185-6). Normalising 
practices seek to give access to and include people 
with intellectual disabilities in theatre designed for 
an audience of the general public, the guiding ethos 
of which is professionalism. Such theatre generally 
uses pre-existing theatrical or fictional narratives and 
works within these narrative arcs, and concomitant 
arcs of characterisations, with the actors with learning 
disabilities, just as commercial theatre practice would 
with non-disabled actors.

The post-therapeutic strand operates within institutions 
and post-institutional organisations to a specialised and 
localised audience. The narrative strategy here is likely 
to be of a testimonial nature, drawn from the experience 
of the people with intellectual disabilities, often in the 
pursuance of the therapeutic practice of psychodrama 
or, particularly in the case of those deemed more 
profoundly intellectually disabled, occupational therapy. 
The aesthetic appeal of the performance to an audience 
is not a priority in such practice.

Finally, what Perring terms ‘counter-cultural’ practice 
seeks to challenge mainstream or hegemonic precepts 
and views about both ‘intellectual disability’ and ‘theatre’. 
In this strand of practice, narratives are likely to be 
constructed with as full and active participation by people 
with intellectual disabilities as possible, devised from 
their individual or group experiences.

This is a very schematic account of a much more diverse 
area of practice but it gives some idea of the main 



Social Alternatives Vol. 36 No 4, 2017       25

imperatives driving recent theatre involving people with 
intellectual disabilities. Each of these imperatives in their 
own way is committed to different political meanings 
of inclusion, empowerment or equality for people with 
intellectual disabilities but each, up until now, have been 
led and facilitated by people without such disabilities.1

Alongside the development of such theatre a critical 
discourse has emerged in the press, amongst 
practitioners, and, in the academy, in the fields of 
disability studies and theatre and performance studies. 
The issues this discourse seeks to address include a 
questioning of the agency of the performers: do actors 
with intellectual disabilities only ever ‘play themselves’? 
(Hargrave 2009: 48) what kind of agency do they have 
in performance? (see the controversy over Jérôme Bel 
and Theater Hora’s Disabled Theater, Umathum and 
Wihstutz 2015). I would contend that these questions 
of agency are in fact projections of more widespread 
concerns with agency: of the constitution of the subject 
in processes of subjectivation in the postmodern or post-
human moment.

One debate that is particularly pertinent to the work 
of Back to Back is a questioning of the underlying 
principles of what might be termed community theatre, 
a form of socially engaged arts practice that seeks to 
heal a perceived rift in the social bond by giving voice 
to the authentic experience of people with intellectual 
disabilities. There are problems with this model of 
practice, as Back to Back and others have realised. 
Firstly, it means that artists and theatre companies 
often end up as workers for, and mouthpieces of, the 
‘progressive’ ideologies of certain national and local 
political institutions and initiatives. These in turn may 
determine what is creatively produced: for example, an 
imperative only to present ‘positive images’ of people 
with intellectual disabilities. Secondly, this model often 
proceeds from a basis of finding expression or narratives 
that are ‘authentic’ to the experiences of people with 
intellectual disabilities and thus is ultimately based on 
an ontology of an ‘authentic self’ (McHenry 2007: 53). 
This ontology emphasises individual experience and 
fails to account for the social construction of experience, 
promoting an idea of the self or subject that is all too 
easily commodified in a mediatised form such as theatre.

This model of theatre as a mere instrument of expression 
for the authenticity of the experience of marginalisation 
fails to take account of how mediatised forms in many 
ways determine and construct experience. It fails to 
take account of the fact that the limited – and limiting – 
experience of education and socialisation of people with 
intellectual disabilities makes it very difficult for them to 
express themselves within systems of meaning-making 
and symbolic exchange. These systems are by their 
very nature normalising and based on assumptions 
of a shared experience to which they have not had 

access. People with intellectual disabilities often find 
themselves therefore in a vicious circle of exclusion and 
marginalisation without the linguistic and expressive 
tools needed to respond to this exclusion – tools which 
in fact can in part contribute to their exclusion.

In terms of the mediatised form of theatre, this exclusion 
at a deep level raises the question of how somebody 
without training in the various disciplines and languages 
of theatre, and who may struggle to develop the 
physical and mental stamina needed for the demands 
of contemporary theatre’s rehearsal and performance 
processes, is to be included? Back to Back Theatre 
Company have over a thirty-year period explored 
practically and conceptually how to include actors with 
intellectual disabilities and I now wish to show how their 
particular processes of development inform their work 
and provide a context for an analysis of Lady Eats Apple.

Back to Back Theatre: the development of the 
company and the development of actors with 
intellectual disabilities

The history of Back to Back should not be told merely 
as a teleology of success and progress in which ever 
greater artistic and commercial success interlinks with a 
narrative of the increasingly progressive and meaningful 
inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. Instead, 
the company’s development can be viewed as an 
exploration of ‘the distribution of the sensible’ (Rancière 
2012) in the presentation and representation of people 
with intellectual disabilities. I will develop how I am 
adapting Rancière’s terminology in an analysis of Lady 
Eats Apple, but in this immediate context I mean the 
terms on which the actors are made visible and audible 
as well as the means they have at their disposal to make 
themselves seen and heard.

At times the company’s performances have achieved 
such critical praise that commentators want to judge 
the aesthetic and political efficacy of the work as going 
beyond intellectual disability, to a place of artistic integrity 
where disability becomes invisible. This is certainly a 
position that the ensemble has explored and may appear 
to have adopted. I do not believe, however, that the 
elimination of intellectual disability from perceptions of 
the company’s work constitutes the company’s ultimate 
aim. Back to Back inhabits a shifting standpoint as 
a company, a fluid sense of identity. Their work both 
transcends intellectual disability and at the same time is 
immanently grounded in it. This toing and froing between 
the power and affective charge of various manifestations 
of disability and ability that informs the company’s choice 
of both narrative content and formal exploration is 
intimately tied to the decision to work with the same core 
of actors, actors with a variety of intellectual disabilities. 
A theatre company that seeks to address perceived 
issues of actors with developmental disabilities needs 
a real commitment to a substantial allocation of time to 
the processes of devising, creation and performance. 
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It also needs a flexible and dialectical conception of 
what constitutes development for these performers and 
for the company. In this fluid model that Back to Back 
has developed over twenty years or more, successive 
productions are often responses to previous works and 
provocations of future work.

I wish now to provide a context for the aesthetic and 
political concerns of Lady Eats Apple by examining some 
of the company’s previous work with the core ensemble 
of actors. Small metal objects is perhaps the performance 
by the company where intellectual disability is least 
visible. The production questioned what constitutes 
performance by its very staging: seating the audience 
in a marquee in highly visible locations: Circular Quay 
in Sydney, Flinders Street station in Melbourne. This 
arrangement cast the audience as an object of public 
spectatorship and intermingled the performance of the 
theatrical narrative with the surrounding ‘unconscious’ 
performances (Hadley 2014) of commuters, shoppers 
and passers-by all caught up in the hidden narratives of 
public space. In the spoken text of the theatrical narrative, 
reference to intellectual disability is sparse and oblique. 
Simon Laherty’s presence, or represented presence, is 
remarkable in the performance but this is due not merely 
to the visible ‘embodied difference’ (Kroß 2015: 183) that 
marks him as a person with intellectual disabilities but 
also to his stillness, contrasting to the ‘busyness’ of the 
urban environment around him. His deadpan delivery 
is engaging, his function in the plot is, as Hargrave 
has pointed out, as a kind of contemporary Bartleby 
(2015: 59) who, despite his isolation or exclusion, 
‘would prefer not to’ buy into systems of economic and 
sexual exchange. Some audience members and critics 
expressed confusion as to whether Simon Laherty’s 
‘presence’ was due to his being a person with intellectual 
disabilities or an actor with intellectual disabilities. This 
is a significant confusion. If Simon Laherty is not acting, 
he is either a bad actor or achieving the highest form of 
Stanislavskian ‘naturalistic’ acting in which the audience 
is unaware that the actor is acting but believes that she 
is just being in performance. In fact, the high level of skill 
that Simon Laherty brings to this performance is a skill 
that has been facilitated and enhanced in the continuing 
working relationship with director Bruce Gladwin. Any 
audience confusion over whether he is acting or being 
himself may indicate not only a lack of familiarity with 
the previous work of Back to Back but also with the 
capabilities of people with intellectual disabilities.

In the development of their oeuvre, Back to Back has at 
times made use of this confusion over whether actors 
with intellectual disabilities are just ‘being’ or ‘acting’. In 
an interview with Richard Gough, Bruce Gladwin refers 
to ‘a series of comments in relation to Small metal 
objects which influenced the development of their next 
production, Food Court:

Some people questioned the two-dimensional 
quality of actors with intellectual disabilities and 
suggested that they were always the victim. And it 
really got us thinking and led to the idea: ‘Well let’s 
make something where the people with disabilities 
are the perpetrators of an action, as opposed to 
having to respond to it.’ So that was a starting 
point, in terms of the idea of having the capacity 
to be evil (Grehan and Eckersall 2013a: 241).

Abuse and bullying is at the core of Food Court but what 
makes it perhaps unusual for a non-disabled audience is 
that the perpetrators of this verbal and physical violence 
are people with intellectual disabilities. Of course, this 
bullying and abuse is enacted or performed and not 
actual, but it is also cited by the performers. Nicki Holland 
and Rita Halaberec, young women with Down syndrome, 
take it in turns to heap insults on Sarah Mainwaring, 
a young woman with an acquired brain injury, but, as 
Theron Schmidt points out:

We do not know if the speaker is talking to the 
other woman or to a character who is represented 
by the woman, or repeating the things that she has 
been called (Schmidt 2013: 200).

Helena Grehan summarises this citation of the abuse 
to which many people with intellectual disabilities 
are subjected as ‘a group of performers performing 
the “majority”’ (in Grehan and Eckersall 2013a: 109). 
Schmidt characterises these utterances that seem to 
question agency, and in which the subject and object 
of the utterance seem to rebound  onto the speaker, as 
‘un-locatable speech-acts’ (Schmidt 2013: 207). This 
reflexivity of subject and object is likewise at play in ‘We 
will look after you’, the cited speech act that concludes 
Lady Eats Apple.

Bruce Gladwin gives an account of how responses 
to Food Court similarly acted as a provocation for the 
company’s next work Ganesh versus the Third Reich: 

We had a conversation with one festival director in 
Australia when we presented Food Court. She had 
some concerns and she had spoken to someone 
else who had some concerns about the process 
of us making Food Court and the actors’ role 
within it and how empowered the actors were and 
questions about exploitation and manipulation. We 
also did this Q&A in Brussels at Kunsten festival 
and someone stood up and said ‘You know, I don’t 
believe these actors are capable of doing this work 
and I know these type of people and there’s no 
way they could make a work like this . . .’ (Grehan 
and Eckersall 2013a: 246).

This questioning of the agency of the performers with 
intellectual disabilities and the charge of exploitation 
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against Gladwin was specifically referred to, and 
answered by means of performance, in Ganesh versus 
the Third Reich. This work uses multiple narrative 
strands, including the epic story of the god Ganesh’s 
quest to reclaim the swastika from the Nazis intertwined 
with the story of Levi, an intellectually disabled Jewish 
prisoner in Auschwitz, played by Simon Laherty. Both of 
these narratives are interrupted by, and interconnect with, 
a third narrative, that of a rehearsal of the play Ganesh 
by a company of actors with intellectual disabilities, like 
Back to Back, working with a non-disabled director, 
played by David Woods.

This director purports to understand and seeks to 
validate and empower these actors with intellectual 
disabilities and yet he clearly patronises them and 
ultimately commits an act of violence against one of 
them. During a section of the rehearsal narrative, the 
actors intensely debate the exploitation of actors with 
intellectual disabilities and the question of who has the 
right to tell whose stories. This discussion, however, 
reveals itself to be not a discussion of the exploitation 
of actors with intellectual disabilities but an interrogation 
of audience assumptions about actors with intellectual 
disabilities. The sequence suggests that concern over 
the ‘ethics’ of the involvement of actors with intellectual 
disabilities assumes that such actors have no agency 
in, nor any understanding of, what they are doing and 
yet this discussion has been devised, rehearsed and is 
enacted night after night in performance, in all its humour 
and nuanced complexity, by actors with intellectual 
disabilities.

The terms of the visibility of intellectual disability are 
further explored in Back to Back’s subsequent production 
Super Discount, a typically impossible theatrical 
imagining of comic-book super-hero narratives which 
is intercut with humorous deconstructions of the nature 
of theatrical storytelling. At the climax of the super-hero 
strand of the narrative, Mark Deans, a performer with 
Down syndrome confronts the comic-book villain, played 
by David Woods, a non-disabled actor, on top of a table, 
and destroys him with a mighty roar of power in a highly 
theatrical snowstorm. This is a dramatic climax but by 
no means the end of the story. Stuck up on the table, 
Mark, the performer, needs to get down and requires 
the assistance of Sarah Mainwaring, an actress with 
an acquired brain injury, whose fragile movements are 
characterised by shaking. Grehan and Eckersall make 
the following observation about this sequence of actions: 

As the other actors begin to strike the set around 
him, Mark, our superhero, can’t get down from 
the table. He calls to another of the cast – Sarah 
Mainwaring – for help. The fragility of our existence 
is captured in these closing moments (Grehan and 
Eckersall 2013b).

This same pair of actors make equally significant exits 
from the space in the opening and closing sections of 
Lady Eats Apple to which I will now return. 

Lady Eats Apple: the distribution of the sensible

In analysing Lady Eats Apple I make particular use of 
Rancière’s concept of the ‘distribution of the sensible’, 
the parcelling out of what is sayable, visible and 
thinkable, a distribution that takes place at a level that is 
at once aesthetic, including the root meaning of aesthesis 
as applying to the senses, and political, including the 
meaning of what is held as common sense. Theatre, 
for Rancière, is a location that is both aesthetic and 
political, as it is:

... first and foremost the space of the visibility of 
speech, the space of problematic translations of 
what is said into what is seen (2009: 88).

If Lady Eats Apple renders ‘we will look after you’ 
something that is sayable by people with intellectual 
disabilities to those without, on what terms is this 
saying made visible? The words repeat and echo in the 
darkness as the lights go down, the generally recognised 
signal of the end of a performance. This is, however, a 
particular darkness: it is not merely the conventional 
state in which the final moments of a play await the 
customary applause of the audience. In this darkness 
sits an audience whose expectations of what it is that 
they are seeing and hearing, and of the basic elements 
of conventional dramatic narrative – of plot, what is 
happening, and what comes next, and of character, who 
they are hearing and seeing – have been repeatedly 
disorientated. It is, however, this disorientation that 
renders those present aware of the distribution of the 
sensible in what they are seeing, hearing, feeling and 
understanding.

This disorientation has operated progressively throughout 
the production in terms of the audience’s sense of 
perception, both visual and spatial. They are of course 
at the theatre, but it is in some ways a post-theatrical 
space, a theatre haunted by the ghost of its own demise, 
the demise of Aristotelian, dramatic representation. The 
first section of the play, An Insecure God, takes place 
within what appears to be a black box arrangement of 
the space, a studio theatre. Actors lit from the front, from 
above, and from the side move on a platform of black 
rostra and behind them animated text and images are 
projected onto a form of cyclorama. At the end of this 
section the first major reconfiguration of the space takes 
place as the black inflatable that has encased actors and 
audience alike is deflated and pulled down to reveal a 
surrounding white inflatable that had been hidden by 
the black one. A shift takes place for the audience from 
spectatorship to a more contemplative observation: from 
the black box of the theatre to the white cube of the art 
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gallery. This white space at first appears unlit and as the 
audience’s eyes become accustomed to this darkness, 
dark shapes, wordless figures that can barely be made 
out, emerge. 

When this twenty-minute section, Matter Creates Matter, 
ends, there is a further and more radical disorientation of 
the audience’s sense of spatial location. The black figures 
pull down and collapse the white inflatable to reveal the 
huge auditorium of the venue. Within this space, dwarfed 
by its scale, a few actors dressed as theatre cleaners can 
be made out positioned strategically. The audience now 
knows that they are sitting on the stage of the venue, 
the place normally allocated to the performers, looking 
at the performers in the auditorium, the space normally 
allocated to the audience.

This disorientation applies likewise to what the audience 
hears. From the outset of the performance the audience 
are supplied with individual headphones that directly 
connect them to the face microphones of the performers. 
The effect of this technological arrangement, however, 
is ambiguous: it offers the promise of intimacy and 
immediacy and at the same time undoes or troubles 
this promise. The spoken words go directly and 
intimately from the mouths of the performers located 
some distance away to the ears of individual audience 
members. At the same time there is an increased 
sense of audience alienation at this mediatisation of the 
reception of the spoken words of the performers. This 
atomised arrangement of the audience’s perception 
also undermines, or, at the least, diminishes, the sense 
of solidarity and community of a theatre audience that 
is created by the awareness of the responses of those 
others who share the space in the auditorium.

In this analysis of the performance I have thus 
far deliberately foregrounded those elements of 
theatricality that are non-verbal and I have not included 
much reference to those more traditional elements 
of dramatic theatre familiar since Aristotle’s Poetics 
(1999): the mythos or plot, and the narrative arcs of 
specific characters. This is because Lady Eats Apple 
might be characterised as an example of what Hans-
Thies Lehmann has characterised as ‘postdramatic 
theatre’ (2006), a type of performance that exposes the 
narrativity of dramatic narrative. This is no mere formal 
experimentation by Back to Back. The work of the 
company engages the strategies of post-dramatic theatre 
just as it incorporates the discourses of postmodern or 
even post-human critical disability studies and activist 
practices. What all of these discourses, practices and 
critiques have in common is that they render the notion 
of the individual self, and narratives that are underpinned 
by an ontology of the individual self, problematic. Back 
to Back’s theatre is political in its investigation of the 
construction of the self, in terms of Guattari’s ‘three 
ecologies’ (1989): the social, mental and environmental.

It is in this context that the narrative structure or rather 
the narrativity, of Lady Eats Apple should be considered. 
The title is a particularly offhand reference to that section 
of the Book of Genesis that deals with the story of Adam 
and Eve in the Garden of Eden and it is this story that 
provides the basis for the first section of the piece. There 
is perhaps an oblique connection here between the 
narrative that gives an account of original sin and cultural 
narratives of blame and sin that still hover around the 
origins of a person’s intellectual disability.

The title is an ironic take on a myth of origins and there is 
irony too in the presentation of what provides the origin or 
starting point of Lady Eats Apple. It could be argued that 
the piece begins with the arrival in the auditorium of the 
audience who are then faced with performers pre-set on 
the stage, accompanied by the technicians, the ‘invisible’ 
labourers of theatre. These real technicians look at their 
watches and start the show but it is a show that has 
perhaps already started. It could be argued that the piece 
begins when ushers, visible but generally discounted 
labourers of theatre, guide the audience through the 
entrance to the auditorium, which in the case of Lady 
Eats Apple involves each audience member squeezing 
through the membrane of the inflatable until they emerge 
into the womb of the seating area. It could of course be 
argued that the piece begins with the promotion of the 
show as part of the Melbourne Festival, or further as 
part of the ongoing oeuvre of Back to Back Theatre from 
whom an audience will expect the participation of actors 
with intellectual disabilities, formal experimentation or 
innovation, and a certain degree of audience discomfort 
or disorientation.

The first section of the narrative of the play is a kind of 
alienated or oblique presentation of the Garden of Eden 
myth. We have the naming of animals, we have a kind 
of God the Father figure, Scott Price, we have a kind of 
Adam, Mark Deans, and Eve, Sarah Mainwaring. The 
subject of intellectual disability is treated in a similarly 
oblique and offhand way. Interrupting the highly schematic 
Eden narrative, Scott Price, a performer with intellectual 
disabilities, engages in dialogue with Brian Lipson 
(reviewers are confused about whom he represents: 
‘possibly Lucifer’ (Boyd) ‘perhaps Satan before the Fall’ 
(Woodhead) ‘the Son of God or perhaps Satan’ (Litson)), 
an actor without disabilities, about not wanting to be 
patronised because he has an intellectual disability. In 
this exchange Lipson is both very understanding and 
does not really engage with what Scott is saying, one 
reviewer describing this encounter as: 

... the psychological experience of disability rubbing 
against well-meaning, and uncomprehending, 
condescension (Woodhead).

Adam, played by Mark Deans, is a performer with 
Down’s syndrome and Sarah Mainwaring playing Eve 
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is an actress with an acquired brain injury but just how 
much in fact is disability substantive in Lady Eats Apple? 
The company is known as an ensemble of performers 
with disabilities. Individual performers on stage are 
marked by the visual difference of disability but there 
are only oblique references to it in each of the sections 
that comprises the ‘triptych’ of Lady Eats Apple ‘a 
cosmic dance from the Garden of Eden to a medieval 
snowstorm to the urban jungle we live in’ (Melbourne 
Festival website). 

In An Insecure God, Mark Deans and Sarah Mainwaring, 
whose leaving of the space was so significant in Super 
Discount, similarly unsteadily make their way off the stage 
rostra as Adam and Eve in the production’s minimalist 
and schematic representation of the expulsion of the first 
humans from the Garden of Eden. The pairing of these 
two actors recurs in the third section of the piece, The 
Human Bond, in which they play two members of a group 
of intellectually disabled theatre cleaners in industrial 
blue uniforms. They are supervised by a ‘self-important 
disability worker’ (Woodhead 2016), played by Romany 
Latham. When Mark Deans asks to be able to drive 
the group’s car she tells him he will never get a licence 
as he is ‘a forty-something year old man with Down 
syndrome.’ Behind her back, Mark Deans and Sarah 
Mainwaring embark upon the beginnings of intimacy, 
poignantly staged, as they make their way up the steps 
of the huge auditorium to their imagined exit from the 
theatre and into life outside the theatre. This intimate 
and fragile narrative is interrupted by the foregrounded 
action switching back to the stage platform on which 
Brian Lipson has been lying since the end of An Insecure 
God – and, presumably, throughout the mid-section of 
Matter Creates Matter. All of the performers eventually 
make their way down to him, expressing concern about 
his wellbeing. Some of them think he may have had a fit, 
and various pieces of advice are given and repeated as 
to how to treat somebody in this state. It is at the end of 
this sequence that various performers repeat the phrase 
‘We will look after you’ as the lights begin to fade. 

In many ways Brian Lipson has not only been playing 
dead or playing unconscious but, in a reversal typical 
of Back to Back, he is playing the role that people 
with disabilities so often play in guaranteeing the flow 
and integrity of narrative, as outlined in Mitchell and 
Snyder’s  (2001) Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and 
the Dependencies of Discourse. His is the presence 
that is marginal yet indispensable for the development 
of the strange blend of the cosmic and the intimate that 
is the post-dramatic theatrical narrative of Lady Eats 
Apple. ‘We will look after you’ accrues a constellation of 
meanings: we will put you in the position that we have 
occupied for so long and see how you like it. We will look 
after you: the time has come for us actively to look, after 
being the looked at, the object of your scrutiny and gaze, 
the time has come for our perspective. What will come 
of this looking in the time after? 

The Time After

In what present and/or future t ime might this 
reconfiguration of the ethical and political relationships 
between people with and without intellectual disabilities, 
ironic or not, take place? To adapt another phrase from 
the work of Rancière, drawing on his analysis of the films 
of the Hungarian film-maker Bela Tarr (2013), I suggest 
that these words and this type of theatre find their efficacy 
in the ‘time after'. To adapt Rancière’s formulations, 
this time is neither utopian, meaning that theatre 
involving actors with intellectual disabilities is expected 
to bring about a messianic full and equal inclusion and 
validation of people with intellectual disabilities, nor is it 
catastrophic, meaning that such theatre could only ever 
hope to offer sad parody and bitter irony memorialising 
a history of exclusion and melancholy in the face of a 
hoped for inclusion that will never come. The ‘time after', 
as Rancière characterises it, is a time in which we take 
interest in the ‘material events’ against which hope and 
despair may be measured:

It is the time after all stories, the time when one 
takes direct interest in the sensible stuff in which 
these stories cleaved their shortcuts between 
projected and accomplished ends (2013: 63).

Theatrical narratives are not only experienced in 
embodied and sensory ways, they are also experienced 
as a collaboration between performers and audience 
both at the time of the event and in the time after the 
event. This potential longer term effect of theatre is 
eloquently expressed by Althusser in what Rancière 
termed ‘his most inspired text’ (2009: 37) ‘The “Piccolo 
Teatro”: Bertolazzi and Brecht-Notes on a Materialist 
Theater’ when he writes of the delayed effect on him of 
viewing a particular play on a specific occasion:

I look back, and I am suddenly and irresistibly 
assailed by the question: are not these few pages 
in their maladroit and groping way, simply that 
unfamiliar play El Nost Milan, performed on a June 
evening, pursuing me in its incomplete meaning, 
searching in me, despite myself, now that all the 
actors and sets have been cleared away, for the 
advent of its silent discourse? (Althusser 1997: 
213).

Lady Eats Apple is likely to provoke a similar response 
in those who attend it. This is in part because the 
involvement of actors with intellectual disabilities as 
devisers and performers is a project for a theatre of a 
world that is yet to arrive: a world in which such people 
might be meaningfully included. A silent discourse 
of questions arises as to how viewing people with 
intellectual disabilities as actors, in the sense of agents 
and creators, might affect the position of people with 
intellectual disabilities outside the theatre? This is a 
question with no answer to be found immediately after 
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the performance: it remains a challenge that needs to 
be pursued in the silence of thought and in a practical 
consideration of the sensible stuff and material events 
of lived experience. 

There is a reflexivity of subject and object in ‘We will look 
after you’ – the speech act that concludes Lady Eats 
Apple. There is, furthermore, a deliberate indeterminacy 
or ambiguity of reference in the ‘we’ and ‘you’ of this cited 
performative utterance. This indeterminacy is striving 
to express something more than a mere reversal of the 
power relations of dependence and care. Beyond ‘we will 
look after you’ or its transposition into ‘you will look after 
us’ is the potential for a relationship in which the looking 
after is a mutuality, or in Jasbir Puar’s term a ‘conviviality’ 
(Puar 2009: 168). In the advent of the silent discourse, 
the binary of ‘we’ and ‘you’, as it intersects with the binary 
of ability and disability, might be reconfigured. In the ‘time 
after’ is the promise of living together interdependently.
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End Notes
1. I should at this point declare my own complicity in such activity: 
thirteen years of working as director of Different Light Theatre 
Company, an ensemble of people with intellectual disabilities based 
in Christchurch, New Zealand.

Night Blindness

I read that rabbits are born

blind and blind mole rats 

have no eyes, and Helen Keller

was deafblind. My father was blind

in one eye and his mother 

was going blind from glaucoma.

I didn’t know then there were 

other kinds of blindness, 

like colour or snow or night. 

I used to pretend I was blind.

I would close my eyes and try

to recognise objects by touch 

alone, and attempt to navigate

my environment without 

bumping into things. I thought 

I was preparing myself, but perhaps,

like a toddler playing hide-and-seek,

I believed I couldn’t be seen.

My mother says she didn’t know.

That when my father came home 

drunk late at night and didn’t

come to bed, she assumed

he had fallen asleep downstairs. 

In hindsight I could say

she had night blindness, 

but then maybe I would 

have to admit that I had it too.

			   Laura Kenny,
			   Brisbane, Queensland

.

Muted

Five people stand in the room,

including the child on the flat screen

and the bars into which she is pressed.

They have muted the sound,

but can still hear the pleading in her eyes,

the pull of her appeal,

an outpouring of silence

that quite interrupts

their meal.

			   Alys Jackson, 
			   Coromandel Valley, SA
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