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The Role of Visual Art in Improving the Quality of Life

for People with Tourettes Syndrome

Writing and Artwork created by Julia Thompson
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Introduction

In this body of work, I will explore the application of visual art in mitigating symptoms

and enriching the quality of life for people with Tourettes. I will draw upon personal experiences,

medical and psychological research, others’ experiences, and broader understandings of social

dynamics to inform my argument. I will present what I have learned through a series of drawings

and paintings, which will summarize the contents of my research paper and illustrate my

progress as I deepen my understanding of my topic. I will conclude my body of work with an

argument in favor of accessibility in the arts, providing more individuals with my neurotype an

avenue of healing and productivity.

This article is separated into sections which correspond with the artwork I have created.

Each section addresses a different aspect of how tourettes and art interact. Cumilitively, my

writing and artwork will illustrate an overarching narrative that advocates for the accessibility of

art for disabled people and communities.
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My Own Case Study

Traditional western academia encourages scholars to strive for omniscience, neutrality,

controlled experimentation, and objective “truths.” It is unrealistic, however, to expect

researchers to remove all bias, preconceived ideas, and context from their work. Researcher error

influenced by socio-cultural biases, unaccounted-for uncontrolled variables, and confirmation

bias lead to subjective findings being falsely presented as objective findings (Wilholt, 2009).

Modern academics, influenced by global movements to decolonize education and

research, have shifted towards an auto-ethnographic way of seeking and presenting information.

Auto-Ethnography is an approach in which authors contribute to academic conversations by

documenting their own experiences and/or exploring a topic through the lens of their personal

perspective (Adams, 2017). This approach is idiographic at its core, but is often illustrative of a

broader context or commonly held experiences within a community.

Old-fashioned case studies have been useful in studying how the mind may work under

certain conditions that may not be able to be recreated. Phineas Gage, one of psychology’s oldest

case-study subjects, gave us incredible insight into the structure of the brain, and the delegation

of tasks within these structures, when he survived a traumatic brain injury (Van-Horn et al.,

2012). Genie Wiley, often referred to as the “feral child,” taught us the significance of

socialization and human interaction in helping the brain develop (NOVA, 1994). Their

experiences, and the information they had to offer about the structure, function, and development

of the brain, were interpreted and shared - not by the subjects themselves - but by researchers Dr.

John Harlow and Susan Curtiss respectively. We, as an audience, must trust that people who

studied Gage and Wiley understood them and their experiences well enough to speak accurately

on their behalves. The involvement of the researcher alters or erases aspects of the subjects’
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experience in the process of interpreting and communicating their stories, forcing others to learn

about subjects rather than from them.

Auto-ethnography is a means of reclaiming autonomy and reframing us case-study zsubjects

as the experts of our own lived experiences. It enforces the idea that our subjective truths are

valuable as we ourselves express them - without some greater, allegedly omniscient, figure

filtering our stories through their own biased understandings and perspectives.

Professor Aslia Franklin-Phipps is an internationally recognized educator and author at

the forefront of modern academia’s shift towards auto-ethnography. Professor Franklin-Phipps

has demonstrated, both in her writing and her pedagogy, an appreciation for narrative research,

visual communication, and the value of subjective and individual truths in broader academic

conversations (Bruso, 2020). She inspired me to take an auto-ethnographic approach to my work,

allowing my introspection to inform and expand upon the more traditional aspects of my

research.

Professor Andrea Kantrowitz is an artist, educator, and author widely recognized for her

work regarding the relationship between art and cognition. She is currently the head of the Visual

Arts Education Department at SUNY New Paltz, and is the author of Drawing Thought: How

Drawing Helps Us Observe, Discover, and Invent. In both her writing and her pedagogy, Dr.

Kantrowitz emphasizes the utility of crafting, experimentation, sketching, and creative

visualization to bring concepts to life and understand them more deeply (About, n.d). She has

inspired me to explore arts based research as a means of incorporating my introspection into my

process.

In order to make academia and art more accessible, we must focus intently on what

people have to say, rather than critiquing how they say it. In order to represent my creative and
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academic perspective in an authentic and accessible way, many portions of this body of work

will be presented in a candid tone. My art and my writing are my personal contributions to

broader conversations regarding disability activism, and I want my audience to hear my voice in

my work.

Therapist Out To Lunch

Painting of a chair with a clipboard resting on its arm. The sign behind it reads “Therapist out

to lunch”

When I was diagnosed with tourettes at eleven

years old, I was afraid that my autonomy and my

personhood would be taken from me if I

embraced being labeled with a disability or

accepted psychological treatment. I refused

resources that may very well have been both

harmful and helpful, telling my parents I did not

want a therapist, a psychiatrist, a neurologist, or

“any other ‘-ists’ you’ve got.” I was determined

to be the only person who could describe or present myself to others, and I took on the

impossible task of understanding and healing myself, without “professional” help, as a result. I

have painted a sunday-funnies-esc scene of an empty psychologist’s office, with a sign that reads

“Therapist Out To Lunch,” to illustrate that I, as the person with the psychological difference, am

the only potential expert in the room. My lived experience has been my research, and I am

presenting my findings in this body of work that is, at its core, an extension of myself.
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The Usual Spiel

Every time I disclose that I have Tourettes Syndrome, I have the following conversation,

verbatim. It felt appropriate to let it be the exposition of my work:

“I have tourettes syndrome, a neurological disorder characterized by uncontrollable and

repetitive thoughts, movements, or sounds. If my body language seems strange, I am tic-ing.”

I’m probably only bringing this up to contextualize an argument I’m making about accessibility.

“Yes, I know you never would have noticed if I did not tell you. Thank you for assuming I am

neurotypical.” I find that insulting and ableist.

“No, what you see on TV is not always accurate. Only about ten percent of us have coprolalia.

Coprolalia is the swearing thing.” I don’t have coprolalia - I swear a lot because my mom is from

New Jersey.

“Here’s a list of my physical tics.”

“Here’s a funny example of my echolalia. Echolalia is the thing where you repeat words or

phrases.” I’ll keep the scary ones to myself.

“Tourettes is not just tics.” Cue iceberg metaphor.

“No, I am not going to grow out of it. No, juice cleanses and exercise did not cure it.”

“That is so neat that you repeat things or make strange noises or get muscle spasms sometimes.

You are so right. We all have a little bit of tourettes, as a treat.”

“No I was not trying to overshare or be vulnerable with you but I’m sorry and thank you

anyways I think.”
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From Under the Iceberg

Left is a drawing of an iceberg with a human figure floating beneath it. Right is an iceberg

infographic about tourettes symptoms created by the Tourettes Association of America.

It is a life-altering privilege to move through the world as a seemingly neurotypical person.

However, in these inevitable discussions with neurotypical people, who are not invested in

disability studies, it is evident that I cannot be fully understood or seen by them. Abled people

fundamentally misunderstand and cannot notice the ways my disability is part of me. I can

suppress my tics, but I cannot suppress the way I think, the way I communicate and learn, and

the way I carry myself. The non-visible aspects of my disability have been the most impactful

and the most dangerous. It is uniquely difficult to have differences and needs that go unnoticed

or that are misattributed to character flaws. It is easy to get caught and go unnoticed under the

iceberg, where typical people do not know to look. Art, even in the form of a simple infographic,

has been a major tool in helping abled people see me.
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Neuroscience and Knockout Mice

My first priority in beginning this series of work was to put my psychology minor to

good use and make an effort to understand the tentative explanations for how my brain works the

way it does. As I read through research article after research article, they seemed to all begin in a

similar way: We know tics are sudden reactions in the brain that are triggered by stressors

ranging from heightened emotions, to sleep deprivation, and sensory overload. Yet, we could not

put our fingers on why or how the brain reacts to these stimuli by sending overactive signals to

our bodies. We know that tourettes is genetic, and we have found the gene that causes it -

Histidine decarboxylase. We are not certain how or why this gene disrupts or aggravates

neurological signals (Godar & Bortolato, 2017).

In 2014, researchers in cooperation with Yale University and Tohoku University

demonstrated the potential of animal research in helping us understand how and why we tic. By

replicating the genetic predispositions associated with tourettes in mice, and introducing stressors

that may cause these traits to be expressed, they successfully caused the mice to tic in response to

controlled stimulants, and later, without any prompting at all. They have now begun developing

and testing new pharmaceutical solutions to treat the disorder they created (Xu et al., 2015).

Existing drugs like Guanfacine (the medication I was prescribed as a child) are useful in

suppressing the physical expression of tics but, in many cases, they fail to help the individual

address the circumstances or emotions that provoke tics or other physically taxing behavior.

Humans, unlike knockout mice, have an opportunity to engage in more casual trial and error

processes, which may lead to solutions found in more sustainable changes in behavior or

lifestyle.
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If Mice Could Make Art

Left is a stock image of the Monument to the Laboratory Mouse at the Russian Academy of

Sciences.

Right is a collection of small paintings depicting a mouse and its paw prints.

I have a newfound understanding and appreciation for the Monument to the Laboratory Mouse,

erected by the Institute of Cytology and Genetics at the Russian Academy of Sciences, in honor

of the mice who have helped us move forward in medical research (Smithsonian, 2017). It took

over a decade for me to learn to identify and prevent the stressors that trigger my tics. Even still,

I will occasionally encounter or induce stressors that incapacitate me. I was struck by the concept

of a mouse, with my same disability, repetitively grooming itself to the point of discomfort -

never understanding why. It evoked a sense of compassion for myself and others that I had never

felt. In my childhood I, unlike the mice, had to answer to my peers and my caretakers, who

demanded explanations for my strange routines and movements, though I felt the same fear and

confusion as the laboratory mice. What separated and saved me from the fate of a lab mouse,

was my ability to self-sooth and self-advocate through art.
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Art On My Body

Although art alone cannot correct the misfired signals in my brain, it has been proven to

mitigate the stressors that provoke tics, to provide a release for physical discomfort, and to sooth

and express heightened emotions and overstimulation. I decided to begin exploring the impact of

art on managing my disorder with an exploration of how the physicality of the art making

process has protected my body from physical stress and harm. Physical differences are

hypervisible and, in many cases, more socially and physically inhibiting. It is therefore necessary

for me to find ways to not only reduce my pain and discomfort, but to seek out means of

self-care that are socially acceptable.

The physical sensation of being overstimulated or fatigued is extremely uncomfortable, and

my body’s natural tendency is to address that pain or discomfort through a physical action that is

either self-soothing or violent. Tics are largely involuntary reactions to physical discomfort, and

their spontaneity and complexity make them more noticeable than other physical coping

mechanisms. In 2011, researcher Evangeline Vinson conducted a heuristic study on the utility of

expressive arts in reducing motor tics, which demonstrated a correlation between art and reduced

tic-ing that reflects more anecdotal knowledge about art as a therapy tool (Vinson, 2011). By

engaging in more purposeful movements to release or soothe feelings, we can avoid corrosive

and disruptive physical reactions that happen outside of our control.

Stimming is a more conscious reaction to physical discomfort that is difficult to manually

begin and stop, but is able to be controlled and used productively. The sensory-based relational

art therapy approach (S-BRATA) is a newer model of treatment designed for autistic youth,

which implements art as a way of self-soothing and stimming, and may be applied to other

neurodivergent people who have the natural tendency to stim (Durrani, 2021).
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Self-harm is a dangerous and violent last-resort in addressing physical and emotional

discomfort, in which physical pain and anger overcome existing discomfort or emotions. Art

therapy has proven to be an effective tool for individuals (especially adolescent girls) who

struggle with self harm, by providing a physical outlet and encouraging us to address the

emotions and unhealthy thinking that prompt us to self-harm (Lefrançois-Crotty, 2013).By

engaging in the creative process, we have the opportunity to care for our bodies and address

uniquely difficult and uncomfortable experiences.

Stimming - Body and Canvas

Left is a cropped drawing of my upper torso covered with painted handprints.

Right is a cropped photo of my upper body as I stim.

When it is too late to avoid provoking my tics, and I begin to feel overwhelmed, my natural

reaction is to stim to de-escalate and ground myself or, more positively, express my excitement.

The strictness of social norms that discourage strange movements or self-soothing behavior

caused me to avoid stimming even when alone, and made it necessary for me to seek out other

repetitive and expressive outlets. The tactile connection between myself and my art satisfies my
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need for sensory soothing, and the conceptual engagement allows me to process my emotions

and thoughts more gently and comfortably as I become invested in the creative process.

The Compulsion to Make Marks

Left is a drawing of my leg with white marks and a brush painted overtop.

Right is a photo I took of my leg as I worked on other pieces in this body of work.

The physical intensity of my emotions can be incredibly difficult to manage. I work to suppress

emotions in fear of my body's reaction to my heightened feelings. As a child, this suppression led

to rage that had no appropriate release or target, so I directed it towards myself and my own

body. The compulsion to self-harm is rooted in the need to release, to process, to punish, and to

regain control. The physical and emotional drainage of making art satisfies the compulsion to

make permanent, punishing, marks. Art has become an outlet for the emotions I do not feel safe

expressing within my body alone. I have depicted my own leg - marked with white paint strokes

that I made as I cleaned and reloaded my brush. The marks are uncomfortably similar to my

self-inflicted scarring, and are therefore illustrative of my growth and the role art has had in

permanently stopping my self-harming behavior.



13

Art On My Mind

There is a notable connection between creativity and neurodivergence, which makes people

with tourettes and related disorders uniquely suited to becoming artists. Our abstract ways of

thinking, our perseverance, and our rejection of restricting social expectations allow us to see and

render things in ways that have not been done before.

Neurodivergent people have atypical ways of understanding and grouping ideas, allowing us

to create connections and concepts others may not have thought of. Many of us also have a

tendency to invest ourselves in topics in greater detail and for longer periods of time than

neurotypical people. Perseveration, in the context of disability, describes thoughts, behaviors, or

feelings that we engage with or repeat for extended periods of time - often to the point of

uncomfortable obsession. Hyper-fixations and special interests are more conceptual fixations on

specific subjects, ideas, media, or people. Both perseveration and special interests have inspired

people to make artworks, or collections of artworks, that explore their fixation in great detail or

with extreme passion. Art is therefore a useful tool in helping us explore and work through

fixations that are both healthy and unhealthy, and to contribute to conversations and media that

we care deeply about (Stallings, 2022).

Academic disciplines outside of art - and more impactfully, the general nature of western

economies and hyper-individualistic cultures - discourage people from behaving, learning, and

producing work in ways that are atypical or slowly paced. This is illustrated by the existence of

Special Education programs in schools (Office, 2020), and the need for protection against rapant

ableism in the workforce (Department, n.d.). Art is one of few disciplines which encourages

uniqueness and demands that its experts fully invest themselves in their concept, their

application, or both.
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Perseveration, Consumption

Left is a painted triptych of rose seeds, a rose, and a dried rose.

Right is a photo of dried flowers taken by my colleague and friend Shay Steuart.

I have always thought about things, loved things, focused on things, and repeated them for longer

than I should. I consider things and reimagine them and rediscover them and render them over

and over until there is nothing left to understand or love. Neurotypical people who tell me not to

overthink cannot comprehend the value in exploring every aspect of something, because they are

not compelled to do so. Art is an effort to fall in love with and understand something over and

over again until there is nothing left to render. To be a lifelong artist is, at its core, perseverance. I

have depicted rose seeds, a rose, and a dead rose being hung to dry, inspired by my best friend

and her love for all the flowers she receives, even long after they die.
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Tic-Toc

Left is a timed 5-minute painting of a clock.

Right is a painting I created in 2018 that is representative of my early use of clocks as a motif.

Art is a discipline that encourages us to lose our sense of time. There is a tendency for

neurodivergent people to invest ourselves so deeply in what we are doing, that we forget

everything outside of it - including our own bodies. I have been relentlessly ridiculed for my

"poor time management skills." It is increasingly difficult to begin tasks and see them through as

I get older due to anxiety, disorganization, and a lack of focus. So when I can focus, I refuse to

sacrifice the deep thought of and true love for the things I can think about and make to fit a

timeline. I have been connected to clocks as a motif since my diagnosis, and it felt appropriate to

paint a clock when thinking about time. Timed drawing exercises have been instrumental in

helping me work more quickly and confidently in all areas of life, so I chose to only give myself

5 minutes to render the clock. My paintings do not mind how long it takes for me to finish them.
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Art as a Means of Connection

Art is a means of connecting with people who do and do not share our experiences, by

illustrating our perspectives both literally and symbolically, in ways that transcend language and

lived experiences. This visual communication is an essential part of advocacy and community

building - helping us tell others who we are and what we need. Communicating with abled,

neurotypical people who hold power and privilege can help advance social, political,

educational, and medical progress. Communicating to other disabled artists and advocates helps

people like me to better understand myself, get the support I need, and be a better community

member.

It is often necessary for disabled people to communicate our identities and our needs to

abled, typical people, who often control the infrastructure and resources that impact our everyday

lives. Abled people cannot understand the sensations and thought processes that make us who we

are, so we must find creative ways to help them conceptualize how we feel and how we interact

with the world. Art not only allows us to visualize physical and emotional sensations in a literal

way, but also allows us to illustrate our experiences through abstraction and symbolism -

encouraging the people around us to decode the meaning behind our work, and therefore decode

us.

Sometimes, in our efforts to appeal to and inform the ableist hierarchy, we create

narratives about ourselves (or have narratives created for us) that patronize our experiences and

decenter us in our own stories. Inspiration Porn, described beautifully by Stella Young in her

2014 TED Talk, is a phenomena in art and other media in which disabled people are exploited

and are used to either comfort or inspire abled people (TED Conferences, 2014). Videos,

photographs, posters, and animations featuring disabled people exercising, beautifying
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themselves, or having conversations are shared both in-person and in media. The “unimaginable”

difficulty of living with disabilities prompts the abled viewer to reflect on their privilege with a

“thank goodness I’m not you” mentality. The disabled person’s ability to move through the world

or “miraculously” achieve things at-or-above an abled person’s capabilities inspires abled people

to do better. If we can do it with all of our flaws and setbacks - why can’t they?

This way of thinking, though it may come from a place of kindness and good intentions,

still contributes to ableist hierarchies that ostracize and objectify us. In this model, we are

motivational side characters who enlighten the abled main characters and guide them on their

path to greatness. In other cases, we become the protagonists of fables meant to teach the public

the value of being non-judgemental or working hard to achieve our goals despite obstacles. Our

stories - unglorified - as we would tell them, are a greater contribution to society than perverted

retellings from abled people.

Despite the tendency for our stories to be misappropriated and taken from us, we share

them in the hopes of finding others like ourselves, who may offer us community and

understanding that could improve or save our lives or the lives of others. Art, within the context

of traditional fine art and more modern digital content creation, has helped us build communities

of creators who are mutually supportive. Once we are connected, we begin to address social,

political, and medical systems that harm us amongst ourselves, and then address them as a united

front when working with abled people. Individuals who benefit from privilege that is both related

and unrelated to our disabilities  must seek out ways to leverage that privilege, in order to obtain

resources and cooperation that benefits the people who are more heavily impacted by

discrimination.



18

The ableist hierarchy does not operate alone. Sexism, racism, homophobia, and

transphobia all contribute to and intersect with oppression related to one’s ability and neurotype.

People who are assigned female at birth are less likely to be properly diagnosed with

psychological disorders and physical disabilities, and the process of becoming diagnosed is often

unnecessarily difficult or complicated (Pachowicz, 2020). Ethnic minorities of all genders are

less likely to be properly diagnosed as neurodivergent, (Begeer et al., 2008), and non-white

people with tourettes may be targeted for acting outside of social norms, in addition to targeting

related to their skin color. LGBTQ+ community members have historically been targeted as our

identities have been misattributed to psychological disorders, and the overlap between queer

communities and disabled or mentally ill communities is notable (Farquhar-Leicester, 2021).

Through visual communication, we may connect our experiences that are similar and bridge gaps

in privilege and understanding that exist in between our differences.

There are other disabled people with more difficult or complex life experiences than

mine, that likely (through visual art or otherwise) have more to offer to conversations about

accessibility and equity than I do. I hope that my work, shared from a position of privilege, is

consistent with the tone and the goals of more experienced and underappreciated activists, and

that it emphasizes the necessity and value of their work within the community. I owe my life first

to the autistic community, who have taught me to take care of myself, and whose hyper-visibility

has made them the face of the anti-ableism movement. I - along with other disabled white people

-  also owe a great deal to black, indigenous, and immigrant communities who challenge the

overly-restrictive social structures that harm disabled people and discourage neurodiversity.
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It’s a Metaphor

Left is a painting of a bee.

Right is a painting of a spoon.

In order to communicate my needs and validate myself for neurotypical people, it has been

necessary for me to invent or appropriate metaphors for what I am physically or emotionally

experiencing. I often compare tics to other physical sensations, like breathing or hunger. Other

times, sensations are too complex or abstract to be comparable to a typical experience, and I

must illustrate (visually or verbally) metaphors that involve objects, animals, and other strange

imagery. When I was a teenager, my father helped me conceptualize my tics as malfunctioning

robots, broken clocks, and uncontrollable pressure valves. Since then, I have referenced animals,

plants, nightmares, monsters, movie characters, and even biblical metaphors to try to explain

myself. My two current metaphors, as I struggle to organize my thoughts and find the energy and

focus to complete tasks, have been depicted above. I cannot organize the bees in my brain long

enough to make honey, and (in reference to Christine Miserandino’s Spoon Theory) I do not have

enough spoons to complete these tasks (Miserandino, 2017).
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Inspiration Porn Star

Left is a loosely painted female figure.

Right is a digital painting I created in 2016 to communicate the physical urge to tic.

As a beginner artist, I quickly found that exploring my disorder was an easy way to create

artwork that is deemed thoughtful and provocative. I abandoned my initial motivation to make

art for my own sake, in order to meet the interests of a largely neurotypical audience. I created

images about myself that were personal and vulnerable out of a need to understand and sooth

myself, but shared those images as educational or emotional narratives that I curated very

carefully. My art was not celebrated because it was good, but because the concept of a child who

was outwardly put-together and practicing a skill, “despite” having a hidden disability, was

moving and inspiring. The image on the left draws upon classical sculptures of women intended

to inspire men to take action - much like modern inspiration porn inspires neurotypicals to take

action. The image on the right is a digital painting that, in hindsight, should not have been shared

with my teachers or hung in a local gallery.
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Beacons for Those Painted Blue

Left is a drawing of two hands reaching towards each other.

Right is a painting created by my friend and colleague Ash, titled “Would I look more autistic to

you if I painted myself blue?”

In my childhood, I perceived myself as entirely separate from other disabled people. I saw how

ingrained ableism was in the educational system, and I knew that suppressing my tics and

excessively self-monitoring were my only avenue of being grouped in with typical children and

treated respectfully. I now feel I betrayed my community members and friends by not attempting

to bridge the gap between disabled people and typical people. Other members of the disabled

community do not have the privilege of masking, and must face ableism in its entirety in a way I

never will. It is the people who have had no choice but to face their own disabilities and learn to

care for and advocate for themselves, that have taught me how to survive as a disabled person.

My friend and colleague Ash has dedicated much of her budding career to disability advocacy

from the perspective of someone with hidden disabilities. Her piece, addressing stereotypes and

gender discrimination in diagnoses, inspired me to dedicate an image to those who cannot hide as

well as I can, who have reached me through art and media and taught me everything I know.
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Art as a Means of Reclamation

There is a tendency for neurotypical people to react to disabled bodies and behaviors with

fascination, fetisization, and fear. The Victorian-era Freak Show is, in my mind, a quintessential

example and a romantic metaphor for the relationship between public art and the fetisization of

disabled people. Individuals with wealth or resources sought out people with extreme physical

differences and invited or coerced them to perform for audiences in traveling shows. Drawings

and photographs of performers, which highlighted their differences and often stripped them of

their humanity, were distributed to advertise their shows. The public was attracted to this

imagery because of the western fascination with “otherness” or “exoticism.” Racism and

ethnocentrism were instrumental in constructing ideas of otherness, and ableism exacerbated the

ostracization and monetization of atypical and non-european people. The use of different or

disabled people for humor or shock value has embedded itself in every form of western art and

entertainment since the circus, as a result of our fascination with and entitlement to people unlike

ourselves (Bogdan, 1990).

Artists, especially those who view themselves as social outcasts, may play on the concept of

otherness or distortion in their work, to visually illustrate what are often internal or invisible

conflicts. Photographer Diane Arbus came from a financially privileged background and did not

have any notable physical differences. However, because of her struggles with mental illness and

her complex life experiences, she identified with disabled, queer, and otherwise shocking or

strange people. Her photographs, though they may be interpreted as exploitative, ultimately

served as a beautiful, and largely authentic, documentation of queer and disabled people’s love,

pride, joy, and culture. I had the privilege of viewing her photos in person at the 2022 Cataclysm

exhibition at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, which celebrated the atypical subjects of her
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work (Harden et al., n.d.). Although her photos of queer and disabled people are beautiful and I,

as a queer person with a physical disorder and a socially unacceptable body type, feel a personal

connection to them - they are not as beautiful as they could have been if their narratives were

controlled by their subjects.

The most valuable and authentic art about life as a disabled person is created by disabled

people. Riva Leurer is a widely recognized artist, author, teacher, and disability rights advocate

inspired by her own experiences with spina bifida. Many of her works deal with portraiture -

both self portraits and portraits of other disabled people - which are created with the intention of

reclaiming dignity, autonomy, and neutrality, in regards to the subject’s atypical appearance. Her

subjects are posed in ways that are natural or authentic to them, and are surrounded by imagery

that highlights the composition and colors of their features. In other pieces, the form of the

subjects and their surroundings are emphasized in charcoal drawings. Her work counteracts

antiquated images of freak shows and documents her disabled subjects as regal and beautifully

authentic people (Lehrer, 2021).

Through art, disabled people have an opportunity to reclaim our own bodies and

perspectives and create narratives that are productive and uplifting. Our bodies will not be used

for shock value, and our interpretations and inventions will be recognized and valued in ways

that are not patronizing or exploitative. Instead, our formal and cultural beauty has an

opportunity to be celebrated.
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The Distorted Lady

Portrait of myself tic-ing

For my final piece, I chose to create a self

portrait inspired by Lehrer and her work. We

are socialized to associate disability with

ugliness, and as a child I was convinced that

my awkward appearance made my masking

less effective. Tics distort my face, my limbs,

my fingers, and my voice. My impulsiveness

and overwhelming thoughts make me loud,

overbearing, long winded, and confusing.

Social rejection was a greater threat than

discomfort or pain or dissonance, so I

separated myself from my disability in an

effort to hide it. Now, when I tell people I

have Tourettes, every single one of them is surprised.

To mend and reclaim my own self-concept, I have used self portraiture as a means of

rediscovering myself. To fully reclaim my body, it was necessary for me to create a portrait of

myself that is distorted and unmasked. I do not owe the public a neutral expression, calm hands,

or a subdued presence. I am most glorious, most myself, and most vulnerable when I am

noticeably disabled. I am indebted to my body and brain that I have neglected and abused in the

pursuit of normalcy, and art is my only means of repaying that debt and healing myself.
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Closing

Having access to art has helped me to better understand myself, mitigate my painful

symptoms, address psychological differences in a productive way, connect with communities that

have helped me grow, and reclaim autonomy and confidence as a disabled person. To ensure that

people who have similar neurotypes to mine have the opportunity to treat themselves through art,

we must remove social, economic, and educational barriers that prevent equal access to the arts.

Disabled children deserve school programs that are more multifaceted and less restricting, which

facilitate safe, comfortable, collaborative, studio spaces for them to explore and learn. Disabled

adults deserve support in building community, and they do not deserve to live in poverty

regardless of the outward severity of their disability. Community art centers, publicly funded art

projects, and greater respect for independent artists in the workforce are avenues for change.

We must also consider that any progress made will not immediately benefit all members of

the disabled community - and we must follow other activists' leads in addressing gendered,

economic, racial, and identity-based systems of oppression along with anti-ableist work. We

must make changes in our educational system, our healthcare system, and our political system to

teach doctors, educators, and politicians to meet the needs of people who are not cisgendered,

heterosexual, able-bodied, white men and boys. Having access to art has the potential to change

and save the lives of individuals like myself, and I aim to share my privileges with as many

people as possible in the hopes of repaying the debt I owe to the disabled community.
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