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One of the most important mantras to emerge from the  
disability rights and disability arts movements at the turn 
of the twenty- first century was “Nothing about us without 
us.” Coined by the activist James I. Charlton, this phrase 
has been widely adopted and circulated by disabled artists, 
activists, and organizers to insist on disability inclusion  
in policy decisions and in other major institutional and  
cultural reforms that affect disabled populations.1 The phrase 
captures the historical and social character of disability arts 
in the 1990s and early 2000s— as a counterculture in the 
United States that increasingly aligned itself, as it still 
does, with queer, Black, and feminist art movements. While 
it would have been appropriate to use this mantra as a title 
for this essay, I have chosen a title that instead evokes a 
more reflective stance. “Here’s looking at you” suggests  
a literal reflection in the context of this exhibition and pub-
lication, which seek to bring greater visibility to art about 
medicine and illness. The phrase was made famous, of 
course, when spoken by Humphrey Bogart in the closing 
scene of Casablanca (1942). As Bogart’s character gazes 
into the eyes of his (much younger) female lead, played by 

Ingrid Bergman, he unfurls the phrase in an affectionate, 
albeit paternalistic farewell (addressing her as “kid”). 
Ultimately, the words register a message akin to “I see 
you,” or “I see your exquisite beauty.” I appropriate the 
expression here as a kind of billet- doux to the disability 
arts movement, extending this sentiment to disability art-
ists of the 1990s onward with similar affection and admira-
tion. The phrase also suggests the ways in which disabled 
artists have examined the act of seeing and being seen, 
creating works that redirect the ableist gaze. Disability  
art at the turn of the twenty- first century was a moment  
of great power and energy, when the movement was exper-
imental and raw. In these years, numerous pathbreaking 
disabled artists laid a foundation for subsequent generations 
of artists, who have in turn brought disability concerns to a 
broader audience. Disabled artists of the 1990s and 2000s 
were working in the wake of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act, and as the disability studies movement burgeoned. 
Among the artists who shaped the movement and pushed 
it forward are the icons, leaders, and game- changers  
Riva Lehrer, Katherine Sherwood, Sunaura Taylor,  
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Sandie (Chun- Shan) Yi, Carrie Sandahl, Leroy Moore,  
Mary Duffy, Joseph Grigely, and the artists associated with 
Sins Invalid.2 As these artists emerged within hubs of dis-
ability activism in Chicago and the San Francisco Bay Area 
in the late twentieth century, they paved the way for new 
justice movements that emerged in the mid- 2000s.

Among the most respected disabled artists who came 
to prominence in the 1990s is the Chicago- based artist and 
writer Riva Lehrer. Her innovation stems from an unshak-
able commitment to depicting empowered disabled leaders, 
all of whom have experienced stigma in some form.3 
Lehrer’s nuanced approach to portraiture is exemplified in 
a 2020 drawing, Zoom Portraits: Alice Wong, which offers  
a captivating likeness of the disability activist Alice Wong 
(fig. 29). Here, Wong gazes at us intently, perhaps confron-
tationally, as if returning the gaze to which disabled people 
are always subjected in an ableist world, particularly 
within medical contexts. Wong’s staring back at us may 
strike us first— her dark eyes bright and sharp— but then 
we notice her breathing apparatus, which covers an area  
of her face, as well as the ventilator tube itself, front and 
center.4 Underneath the tube, Wong’s lips are partially visi-
ble and painted with bright red lipstick. Wong has said, 
“Every breath from my ventilator is a ferocious feline roar 
of defiance and joy.”5 The framing device and backdrop of 
Lehrer’s portrait re- create the artist’s engagement with 
Wong as she sits for the portrait through Zoom. The medi-
ation of the portrait through this technology dates the  
sitting to the COVID- 19 pandemic, which has dispropor-
tionally impacted disabled people, and to which members 
of the disabled community have been especially vulnerable, 
including Wong. However, in contrast to the conventions 
of portraiture, the Zoom frame positions the sitter in rela-
tionship to an interlocutor on the other side— first the  
artist, and then the viewer.

Lehrer and artists of her generation benefitted from a 
greater degree of awareness around disability justice, as 
the academic field of disability studies was taking root. She 
and others have deployed the concept of the medical model 
of disability— the very foundation of disability studies— 

 as a vehicle for articulating a politics of resistance. In the 
medical model, disability is conventionally and persistently 
perceived within mainstream society as something in the 
person to be corrected or fixed because it is inherently 
wrong. In contrast, the social model of disability flips the 
script and instead suggests that it is society that disables 
the individual. We can trace these strategies and the begin-
nings of a critical disability arts movement to 1995, when a 
significant convening on disability arts and humanities, 
the This/Ability Conference, was held at the University of 
Michigan, in Ann Arbor. Organized by the scholars Susan 
Crutchfield, Marcy Epstein, and Joanne Leonard, the event 
heralded a moment when disabled artists could no longer 
stay silent. The conference established a forum for disabled 
artists to network and find a mutually supportive space  
for organizing. It was recorded by the disability studies 
scholars David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder, who have 
been critical figures in providing scholarly and creative 
forums for the disabled community, including artists. In 
the resulting documentary, Vital Signs: Crip Culture Talks 
Back (1995), they shine a light on disabled activists and 
artists. Well- known advocates such as Eli Clare, Kenny 
Fries, Cheryl Mae Wade, Simi Linton, and Mary Duffy are 
interviewed amid footage of performances, conversations, 
and debates.6 In a performance by Carrie Sandahl, who  
was then a graduate student and is now a major figure in 
the field that has become known as crip theory (a term 
originally coined by Robert McRuer), Sandahl stands in  
the middle of the gallery, wearing a white medical jacket 
covered in red graffiti that protests how her body has  
been manipulated and probed by doctors.7 The performer 
explains that the piece was an acknowledgment of her 
feeling that “people with disabilities are always situated 
within a medical discourse. That’s why I got the lab jacket 
and why it’s written in red to signify blood. And the  
fascination that people seem to have with a medical dis-
course of your body— as if it’s always been written on  
your body whether you’re wearing it or not.”8

Other similarly significant events during the confer-
ence included a performance by the Irish artist Mary Duffy, 
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who was born without arms. Duffy stood nude before the 
audience as she spoke about her identity as a disabled 
woman. Part of her monologue was aimed at the medical 
establishment: “The words you use to describe me are:  
‘congenital malformation.’ Those big words those doctors 
used— they didn’t have any that fitted me properly. I felt, 
even in the face of such opposition, that my body was the 
way it was supposed to be. It was right for me, as well as 
being whole, complete and functional.”9 During the follow-
ing decade, Duffy would replicate her performance, passing 
herself off as the Venus de Milo. With a loose shawl provoc-
atively draped at her waist, she emphasized the tension 
between revealing and concealing a body that was clearly  

a source of great curiosity and arousal for the audience, 
just as it has been since the statue’s excavation in the  
nineteenth century. Duffy’s ingenious appropriation points 
to Venus’s unquestioned status as an ideal in the art histor-
ical canon and asks if this same standard of beauty is 
applicable to her own nearly identical body, marked by  
so- called disfigurement.10

Riva Lehrer, in a related vein, has created numerous 
self- portraits featuring candid and unflinching imagery  
of her nude or semi- nude body. In one example, Corner 
(Terra Incognita), the title alludes to the disabled body as 
unexplored territory (fig. 30). Lehrer has been a central fig-
ure in the disability movement in Chicago since the 1980s, 

Fig. 29. Riva Lehrer, Zoom Portraits: Alice Wong, 2020. Graphite and colored pencil on paper, 251/4 × 311/4 in. 
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when she began painting portraits of her peers. These 
works navigate the tension between the need for disabled 
people to be visible on a more elevated platform, and the 
ways that disabled individuals are often depicted in public 
settings and in popular culture within limiting and narrow 
tropes.11 Lehrer was born with spina bifida and has had 
numerous surgeries throughout her life. She grew up in the 
1950s and 1960s, when disability was even more stigma-
tized than it is today. Through Lehrer’s revelations of her 
own body, she aims to confront staring eyes while also 
showing the reality— and the normalcy— of difference.12 
The nudity in works by Duffy and Lehrer aligns with 
imagery produced by numerous feminist artists of the  
preceding generation, such as Carolee Schneemann  
(1939–2019) and Hannah Wilke (1940–1993), who used 
their nude bodies to confront the patriarchal gaze.  
Going far beyond these earlier artists, Lehrer’s portraits 

advance feminist theories that challenge the male gaze 
from a disabled perspective, revealing its ableism.13 
Disabled artists such as Duffy and Lehrer deploy bell 
hooks’s “oppositional gaze” to empower the disabled sub-
ject, who denies the viewer the pleasure of looking at a 
body that is stigmatized by ableist views.14

Two artists whose work emerged in the Bay Area in 
the mid- 2000s, Sunaura Taylor and Sandie Yi, also engage 
with their own bodies as a means to investigate oppression 
and challenge the gaze of nondisabled viewers and con-
sumers. As a scholar dedicated to animal rights and the 
intersections between the human and animal worlds, 
Taylor frequently depicts herself nude alongside various 
other animals to emphasize an affinity between living 
beings.15 Taylor was born with arthrogryposis, a neuromus-
cular disorder which causes her arms and legs to be shorter 
than average. She has long been curious about how her 
body has been compared to “being an animal”— as if that 
were an insult, rather than a point of deep connection for 
the artist and a larger world order of beingness. Taylor’s 
insights reckon with society’s views of who and what it is 
willing to cast aside, asserting that the oppression of ani-
mals has a strong connection with the oppression of dis-
abled people: “This connection centers on an oppressive 
value system that declares some bodies normal, some bod-
ies broken and some bodies food.”16 Taylor’s Animals with 
Arthrogryposis (2009; plate 68) shows the nude Taylor  
juxtaposed with pigs and a calf, which also have arthrogry-
posis; in another work, she marches with chickens (fig. 31). 
In Taylor’s acclaimed book Beasts of Burden: Animal and 
Disability Liberation (2017), she shows how oppressive  
ideologies impact disabled people and animals in the same 
way, involving harsh determinations of what makes a life 
worth living or more valuable than another. 

In Yi’s work, the artist challenges notions of a “com-
plete” body by suggesting that the body can reinvent itself 
through wearable art, footwear, and other objects that she 
calls “crip couture.”17 Yi was influenced by members of her 
family who, like her, have been born with variable numbers 
of fingers and toes for generations. Indeed, Yi’s work often 

Fig. 30. Riva Lehrer, Corner (Terra Incognita), 
1994. Acrylic on wood, 24 × 18 in. 
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revolves around memories of familial interactions that 
were focused on the appearance of her body. The process of 
making her adornments and objects taps into the artist’s 
hidden emotions and distress. Using metals, fabrics, and 
found objects in combination with handcraft- oriented tech-
niques like metalwork, crochet, felt- making, and sewing, 
the artist examines the stereotypes and values placed on 

physical “deformity” and their impact on a person’s  
well- being. For Yi, making art about her body becomes a 
process of redefining embodiment itself. In Dermis Leather 
Footwear from the Crip Couture series (2011), Yi uses latex, 
cork, rubber, and thread as she focuses on the reconfigura-
tion of the wearer’s body through the mapping of memo-
ries of medical and surgical intervention (fig. 32, plate 71). 

Fig. 31. Sunaura Taylor,  
Self- Portrait Marching with 
Chickens, 2008. Oil on wood 
panel, 10 × 10 in. 
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Altering the purpose of conventional prosthetics and 
orthotics, which aim to create more- or- less standardized 
body form and function, the artist blends prosthetics and 
jewelry making to create unique, personalized footwear, in 
this case for a female friend. The artist likens this process 
to jewelry making, as the body is adorned with materials 
that function in both practical and aesthetic ways to 
empower atypical physical features. The wearable item is 
designed based on an individual’s medical experience, 
physical position, and state of mind. Ultimately, this work 
poses the question of what it means to assume a “complete” 
body. Yi provides intimate and empathetic bodily adorn-
ment as a tool for remapping a new physical terrain, one 
imbued with personal standards of physical comfort and 
self- defined ideals of beauty. Viewed as a collection of 
wearable works, the objects and the wearers have helped  
to create space for the new field of disability fashion,  
which has emerged prominently in the past few years 

through artists such as Sky Cubacub, the founder of  
Rebirth Garments.

At the University of California, Berkeley, Taylor and 
Yi were mentored by Katherine Sherwood, a painter of Riva 
Lehrer’s generation, who has also made crucial contribu-
tions to the representation of disabled embodiment. Rather 
than focusing on external appearances, Sherwood revealed 
the interior workings of her body. Mid- career, at the age of 
44, the artist had a cerebral hemorrhage that paralyzed the 
right side of her body. Long interested in medical technolo-
gies, Sherwood had used MRI images in her work as early 
as 1989. Now the artist started to use the brain scans taken 
in the hospital as a basis for her art— a conceptual and  
literal ground to work on. The scans served as the catalyst  
for new gestural shapes and forms that emanated from the 
necessity of working flat and pouring paint directly onto 
the canvas.18 Sherwood has been especially interested in 
challenging images produced by the medical industry that 

Fig. 32. Sandie (Chun-Shan) Yi, 
Dermis Leather Footwear, 2011. 
Latex, cork, rubber, thread
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are used as diagnostic tools. She prefers to interpret the 
images of her own body with paint, collage, and other 
materials that transform the portrait of her brain into an 
empowered one. In several early works from this period, 
such as Valefor I (1998), the artist overlaid her scans on 
canvas with painted symbols drawn from the book Secrets 
of Magical Seals, by Anna Riva.19 According to Sherwood, 
medical imaging technology has made the artist’s role as  
a depicter of anatomy obsolete; thus, the artist is seeking 
new means by which to participate and intervene in the 
process of depicting the body.20 In this way, Sherwood’s 
work also contributes to the larger framework around how 
disabled artists are reclaiming images of their bodies.

In addition to Sherwood’s contributions to disability 
art praxis, her work as a disabled artist and scholar has 
been significant, especially as she started the first art and 
disability studies program at the University of California, 
Berkeley.21 Sherwood, Taylor, and Yi have all lived and 
worked in the Bay Area, which has historically been a lib-
eral hub for disability arts and culture. Part of the reason 
the region has generated a powerful efflorescence of dis-
ability art is that the disability rights movement used the 
Bay Area as a base for protests and other actions to pro-
mote equality from the 1960s onward.22 The area offered 
the disabled community many positive attributes for a 
higher quality of life, not least because it implemented  
curb cuts in the sidewalks.

Sherwood is a board member of Creative Growth, 
which is based in Oakland, is one of the most significant 
institutions dedicated to the development of artists with 
intellectual disabilities in the United States. To date,  
Judith Scott has been one of the most recognized artists  
to emerge from Creative Growth. Her work has been col-
lected and presented by numerous major institutions 
across the country and around the world. Thanks to the 
former director Tom di Maria’s leadership, Creative Growth 
has been the most successful at giving its artists a platform 
to showcase their work in major museums and galleries.  
In the past several decades, curators have incorporated 
work by intellectually and mentally disabled artists into 

their exhibitions, in addition to purchasing it for their per-
manent collections.

The other city to emerge as a major center of disability 
arts and culture in the 1990s was Chicago, where Riva 
Lehrer and Sandie Yi are currently based. The well- known 
d/Deaf artist, critic, and scholar Joseph Grigely has also 
based his career in Chicago. Working in parallel to but sep-
arately from feminist disabled artists such as Lehrer and 
Yi, Grigely has produced some of the most important work 
in disability arts and culture by drawing on the language of 
Conceptual art. Grigely’s work orients viewers to a differ-
ent sensorial register, to account for diverse experiences of 
sociality and communication. Grigely’s handwritten post-
cards, index cards, and Post- it notes produced in the late 
1990s and beyond capture his nonauditory communications 
with people at art openings, coffee shops, and museums. 
The series Conversations with the Hearing captures the 
improvisation and abbreviation involved in his conversa-
tions with the hearing as a d/Deaf person when he can’t  
read their lips.

Interspersed with the handwritten scrawls are doodles, 
scribbles, and cartoons, underscoring how casual vocal 
conversation might be translated into writing, and how 
much is gained or lost in translation. Grigely has also spent 
a good portion of his career writing letters to museum 
curators and other institutional leaders regarding their 
consistent and oblivious elision of access for himself and 
other disabled artists.23 He has even addressed other artists 
about their lack of sensitivity around written and visual 
language and its relationship to disability, including the 
French artist Sophie Calle. Grigely developed Postcards to 
Sophie Calle (plate 36) to point out the problematics of the 
French artist’s Blinds project (1986; plate 21) which 
patronizingly asked congenitally blind people to describe 
their “image of beauty.” Grigely points out that while Calle 
was seemingly giving voice to people who are blind and 
low vision through her project, in fact the project was very 
much controlled by Calle’s own voice. Calle was ultimately 
taking advantage of her subjects, offering work to a sighted 
audience through the perspective of someone who is also 
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sighted. Grigely’s archive of scribbled notes are a means  
to focus on intersemiotic communication that the artist 
wants the hearing world to reckon with.

Since the 1970s, the disability community has found 
great allyship and overlap with the queer community, as 
both marginalized groups came to recognize that they  
are connected by their supposed non- normativity, which 

relegates them to outlier status within society at large.  
The Oakland- based disability- justice performance project 
Sins Invalid, which the artist and activist Patty Berne 
co-founded in 2006, has been at the forefront of centering 
the work and knowledge of “disabled, queer, gender  
nonconforming, and transgender artist- activists of color,” 
through events incorporating “art, workshops, and  
educational trainings.”24 Sins Invalid’s performances are 
characterized by vigorous energy, as well as a provocative 
approach that might be considered taboo, as their focus is 
on the intersection of disability and sexuality. Disability 
justice as a social movement expands upon this intersec-
tion, examining ableism as it intersects with race, gender, 
and sexuality more broadly.25 Berne has developed 
manifesto- like principles for disability justice, pressing the 
need for broad forms of access across marginalized groups. 
An excerpt of these disability justice principles is printed 
on a 2015 poster featuring the poet- activist Leroy Moore 
(fig. 33).26

In the early 2000s, Sins Invalid also advanced early 
conceptions of multisensory and accessible performance by 
virtue of the embodied knowledges that disabled perform-
ers brought to the stage, where they enacted the tenets of 
disability justice and disability politics. Disabled people  
of color, disabled queer people, and disabled queer people of 
color who initiated and set the stage for the disability jus-
tice movement— including key figures Berne, Leroy Moore, 
Nomy Lamm, Leah Lakshi Piepzna- Samarasinha, and Mia 
Mingus— have also been vocal about intersectional conver-
sations on gender. Sins Invalid has spotlighted these issues 
within disability arts and culture since 2006. Indeed, the 
group was founded on a mission to make space for BIPOC 
(Black, Indigenous, People of Color) and LGBTQIA (Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer, Intersex, Asexual) voices, and 
to recognize intersectionality within disability arts.

The collective work of the artists discussed in this 
essay has advanced the mission of disability studies, in its 
drive to flip the script of the medical model of disability 
and the ableist gaze. These artists have also helped to 
cement the disability justice movement, pushing disability 

Fig. 33. Sins Invalid, This Is Disability Justice, 2015. Poster with 
photograph of Leroy Moore by Richard Downing, text by Patty 
Berne and Sins Invalid, layout by micah bazant
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studies and culture to contend with intersectionality and 
ensure that all voices are seen and heard. While there is 
still much work to be done by disabled artists and activists 
to counter the stigma and misconceptions surrounding  
disabled embodiment, both inside and outside the medical- 
industrial complex, disabled artists since the 1990s have 
put down strong and tenacious roots. They have insisted 
that work by disabled artists has a place on the wall  
and the stage in our arts and cultural institutions.
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