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Lang
The crime show Silent Witness is one of the most popular dramas on the BBC.  It regularly pulls in between seven and eight million viewers per episode.  Five years ago, the actress, comedian and disabled-rights activist, Liz Carr, joined the cast of the TV show to play the super smart, forensic scientist Clarissa Mullery.  Now a regular, Clarissa has become one of the best loved characters on Silent Witness.  Here’s Liz Carr talking about that role in 2015.

Carr
There was one of those kind of inhouse BBC meetings of how do we get more diversity and how do we get more disabled people in drama.  And the writer who created my character, Tim Prager, he’s got a disabled son, so he has an insight really, and he sat there – and he’s American – so he sort of wasn’t taking any rubbish, he said, “We just write it, there’s no magic, we just do it, that’s it.”  And so, the search began and I would say it’s a bit like the search for a wheelchair using Cinderella, you know, will the chair fit.  So, Clarissa is – she’s a bit of a smarty pants, doesn’t suffer fools gladly, she’s very sarcastic.  I thought, oh okay, this is not a massive stretch.

Clip – Silent Witness
Hello, Clarissa.  Mmm what are you?

Are you kidding me?  Do you know how offensive that is?

Well not particularly no.

You’re that insensitive?

I don’t consider myself insensitive.

What are you?  Do you think I’m some sort of monster?

Well I’m beginning to.  

Clarissa works with me, forensic examiner, that’s what she is.

That is what I do, that is not who I am, two separate things.

Carr
Series one, this is one of the first tweets that I got about it.  “Who’s the freak in the spas chariot.”  From that to people being quite suspicious or what’s the point, or this is tokenism, lots, this is PC gone mad.  To series two, which was just much more stable, a kind of – oh well they’ve brought her back, she can’t be that bad.  Series three, ahh so much different, I’m like – oh we love Clarissa, oh I love you, oh you’re my favourite, or I love you and Jack.  There’s been a much warmer reception, much less suspicion, much fewer accusations of tokenism.  I think I’m seen now as part of the show.

Lang
Well Liz Carr is now in her sixth series with Silent Witness, and in a recent storyline called One Day, the show’s writer focused on Liz’s character, sending her undercover into a rather sinister London care home in which two women had been murdered.  

Although an estimated 16% of the adult population in this country has some kind of disability, they are very rarely portrayed on screen.  And to discuss whether this is changing I spoke to deaf actress, Genevieve Barr, whose TV work includes roles in The Silence, Call The Midwife and ITV's recent hit, Liar;  Mik Scarlet, a journalist, former actor, and an expert in access and inclusion for disabled people and the Silent Witness screenwriter Tim Prager, who began by explaining how Clarissa’s role became so central.

Prager
What I first did was look at what the show needed in terms of what BBC drama at the time, and now Studios, said that they required from the male co-star.  In order to protect the character of Clarissa I determined that they needed to be co-dependent characters.  So, that you couldn’t get rid of one without the other.  And you couldn’t keep one without the other, you had – they had to be co-dependent.  It was totally pragmatic because many times you’ll create a character, everyone’s happy, the show’s going well and then they leave and someone new comes in and the first thing they do is shed the very innovative thing that you’ve done.  The other thing that we wanted to do was we wanted it to be someone with a discernible disability.  A disability that was obvious and profound and that people looked at and said – that person’s disabled.  And the thing that was fascinating about it is that with Liz we had a win/win, in that she came in, people looked at her without hearing her and went oh my god…. And we actually had people saying – are you sure she’s not too disabled for this?  Executives that were looking at, casting directors, people that were looking at it were going – you’ve gone too far here.

Lang
You have both – Mik and Genevieve, seen Silent Witness and this particular episode that’s got lots of attention.  Genevieve, what did you think of it, first of all?

Barr
Well I have to say it was thrilling.  And the thing that I loved about it is that people were talking about care homes and euthanasia, people were talking about depictions of disability, ableism and all of these things.  And the problem with disability quite often these days is that it can be invisible and people can be pushed to the side lines.  And this episode very much made sure that disability wasn’t on the side lines, it was the front piece of the entire show.

Lang
Absolutely central and I thought, for me, what this particular episode – two episodes – highlighted was the ignorance that surrounds disability and how that can escalate into misunderstandings.

Scarlet
What I loved about it was that it grew out of Liz’s character growing – about Clarissa starting off almost two-dimensional and then gradually becoming this whole rounded person, that the disability’s almost unimportant – it’s not mentioned, she doesn’t bang on about it.  And then suddenly a storyline arises where it is important, as it is in our real lives.  We don’t all go around going I’m disabled, I’m disabled.  We’re people and then one day something will happen and we’ll go, oh, this reminds me that I’m disabled suddenly…

Lang
Yes, because she has this reaction upon seeing the care home…

Scarlet
Yes exactly, and it was brilliant that that allowed Liz to give that performance that gave a realistic insight into what it is like to be disabled without it being disempowering or making her weaker, it added another layer.  I mean then the following episodes, the last two episodes, she’s cooking Christmas dinner, was almost as powerful for me as a whole two episodes about disability, because we’re never shown married and happy and normal.  And this series is one of those watershed moments where we are, as a disabled community, allowed to be people.  And sometimes our disability is part of our life and sometimes it isn’t.

Lang
Genevieve, what do you think of some of the particular stereotypes about disabled people that particularly irritate you?

Barr
There are probably two main things that really frustrate me about the representation of disability on television.  I think one is that ultimately so many of the characters that I certainly get put up for are victims, victims of mainstream society or victims of being intimidated and overwhelmed by their own disabilities.  That kind of leads on to the second part, which is that all of the characters again that we go up for are involved in disability centric stories.  And that was the wonderful thing about Liz Carr and Clarissa and what she’s brought to mainstream television.

Lang
Tim, how do you avoid stereotypes as a writer because I mean I suppose you can argue that on one level we all have subconscious biases, how do you deliberately avoid falling into those traps?

Prager
I guess the things that most informed being able to both write Clarissa was having a son with a disability and seeing the challenges he faces.  There was a time, I think, when he was about 12 or 13 when he looked at me and he said – It’s not going to be so easy going forward.  And I said, why.  He said – I’m not cute anymore.  And it was a really telling comment because when he was little and he had a disability everyone came to touch him and he was cute and as he became post-pubescent he wasn’t cute anymore.  Luckily, he’s really smart.  He also is the first one to tell me that something is being portrayed two-dimensionally and I think the dilemma about all these things is that you’re never 100% right.  But the idea of the superheroes of Channel 4 or the pitiful disabled person that is often used as an image miss the mark on both ends.

Scarlet
It’s funny because I gave up acting because I got so fed up with going for the same kind of role over and over again.  And that role tended to be a man who had become a wheelchair user, who was suicidal because he was no longer a real man.  That is part of it.  When I became a wheelchair user I got suicidal.  But partly that was because I only understood my future through the lens of what I’d seen in society.  And so, part of what drama has is the ability to entertain and inform.

Lang
So, what do you think of prominent able-bodied actors – and there have been many – winning awards for playing disabled characters?  I mean I’m thinking Daniel Day-Lewis – My Left Foot; Eddie Redmayne and The Theory of Everything.  Does that annoy you as a wheelchair user?

Scarlet
It drives me to distraction.  And I do a lot of work with Equity and I keep trying to make the broader membership understand what damage it’s doing.  I’m not saying it should never happen but I think instead of as it is at the moment, where it is the norm, it should be the occasion, it should be that the disabled acts the scene first because they will bring a realism to the portrayal.  A perfect example is Clarissa keeps standing up, no non-disabled actor would play a disabled character in a wheelchair that kept standing up all the while.  And it’s those little things that would benefit the whole production.

Lang
Guillermo del Toro’s The Shape of Water, which is tipped to win Best Film at the Oscars, stars Sally Hawkins as a mute office cleaner.  Would you have liked to have seen a…

Barr
Well I mean I have to say first of all Sally Hawkins is one of my favourite actresses.  My problem within the casting process, so quite often what they say is that they’re looking for a woman in their mid-30s who is mute.  They conveniently take off the mute bit and then they cast somebody like Sally Hawkins who isn’t mute.  My agent said to me that six years ago I would only have got actually seen and auditioned for about 20% of the roles that she put me up for.  And that’s because they couldn’t [indistinct words], why would they bring a disabled actor in to play a non-disabled role.  But how can they justify that and then turn around and say well we’ve got a wheelchair user who’s playing the lead role and it’s going to be a massive Oscar film, but you know we’re just going to pretend the wheelchair user isn’t part of the casting breakdown and then we’re going to open it up to everyone.  I don’t see why they get to pick and choose like that.  Back in 1967 Laurence Olivia was playing a blacked-up Othello, we wouldn’t even consider that nowadays to be acceptable.

Lang
Well that’s a really good point, isn’t it, so I mean – and we have got much much better at blind casting, particularly on stage, of BME actors.  I mean are we moving any closer to that with disabled actors do you think?

Scarlet
I think we are moving closer.  There’s a lot of arguments where people say well if we start saying that only disabled people can play disabled roles then it means that we won’t get the chance to play the other roles.  I don’t see that.  Because I think that in the same way exactly in the whole blacking up debate we wouldn’t do that now.  And by stopping people blacking up we then had black actors that could show their worth in the roles for black people.  And now we have casting where people are playing characters who are not written as black, they’re just written as characters and that’s what the disabled community want, disabled actors want one, to play the disabled roles but then also to play the milkman or the bank manager and it not matter.  But it’s important that if we are disabled we bring our physicality to it because it makes people understand that disability isn’t just a bloke who looks a bit like he’s sitting down being in a wheelchair.  And all non-disabled actors, when they play wheelchair users, always twist themselves into a funny seating position to try and indicate that their legs don’t work.  No real wheelchair user ever sits like that.  And it’s those little things that we spot that mean that we go – well this is ridiculous.  And it means that it invalidates the way society sees us.

Lang
My thanks to Mik Scarlet, Genevieve Barr and Tim Prager.  And if you haven’t seen the Silent Witness’s One Day episodes they’re available on iPlayer and I can really recommend, it’s gripping.

