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Dr Erin Pritchard: 
Please tell me a little bit about yourself, including what you do, especially with relation to 
dwarfs?

Dr Debra Keenahan: 
Well, I have two strings to my bow. The first half of my professional life, I focused in the 
area of psychology. I am a registered psychologist, and I received my first PhD in 
psychology on the subject of dehumanization. That was back in the 1990s. I worked first of 
all with the multiple sclerosis society and in prisons as a prison psychologist. I then moved 
into academia to complete my PhD. I stayed there, focusing on dehumanization in human 
rights and with a focus on disability. I then moved into visual arts where I received my 
second PhD. In visual arts I focused on disability aesthetics. Looking at the capture of 
disability aesthetics using the critical social model of disability. I'm a multidisciplinary artist 
going across photography, sculpture, and of course, I'm an advocate of disability. I have 
consulted all around disability with the Human Rights Commission here [in Australia] and 
also with the National Art Gallery and the National Association for the Visual Arts.

EP: 
Can you just please explain your journey as an artist? Including any barriers that you have 
experienced?

DK: 
As an alternative career path, it really started 13 years ago, and then I commenced my 
studies in 2015. What I found is that the joy of art engaged a very broad spectrum of people 
in a very constructive manner that people would find non-threatening. You could raise very, 
very powerful problematic issues with people and get them to engage in some very difficult 
material and open up conversations in a much easier way when using art. As regards 
difficulties for any artist, I would say the first thing that immediately comes to mind is 
funding. It's an expensive exercise and so that would probably be the number one issue. 
And then, of course, it is finding people to work with, depending on the discipline that you 
work in. I've always worked in teams, even when I was doing things like the photography. 
And even with painting, I would say, you work in a team because your subject is part of it. 
Obviously, it's getting those collaborations right. They can be problematic, but when they 
work it's brilliant.

EP: 
Do you think people with dwarfism are adequately represented within disability arts?

DK: 
Well, in all honesty, my preference would be to talk about arts generally. The reason for that 
is that, when it comes to the issue of dwarfism, and the representation of dwarfism in the 
arts, that's where we fall down. And the reason I want to emphasize arts generally is that, 
for me, what can all too often happen is that when we're talking about disability arts, it 
becomes almost like a Ghettoization of the subject. And I think that needs to be avoided at 
all costs. So, I'd like to see a mainstreaming of all artists, but particularly the representation 
of disability in arts, in film, in all of those creative industries. What is the greatest issue, I 
think, is stereotypical representation, particularly of the condition of dwarfism.
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people with the dwarfism are far too familiar with. Which is somebody bending down and 
talking to us like a child. Hence, the title Condescension. Having the figure in that stance 
and triangulated, so that the observer goes around the sculpture. I actually bent the torsos 
and the heads, so that a person is always being looked at by one of the figures. Hence it's 
the observed observing the observer. That is the realpolitik that David Hevey is talking 
about. It is the observed, the traditionally observed, beginning to observe the observers.

EP: 
What is the message you want to give to your viewers? What message should people take 
away?

DK: 
Well, what I try to do with all my art, not just the sculpture, but all of it, is to immerse the 
participants. I actually prefer to refer to them as participants rather than an audience 
because I like to think of my work as engaging. They participate with the work, and my aim 
is to immerse them into my lived experience so that people get an understanding of what it 
is like to be us (people with dwarfism). After my performances there would be awkward 
conversations. One of the questions people would ask is, ‘Well, what is it like to be you?’. Or 
they would actually start off with, ‘What's it like to be small?’. I'd say, ‘Well, you already 
know that.’ I said, ‘You've been a child. I'm about the size of an average 9-year-old. You've 
been a 9-year-old. You know what it's like to be short.’ Then they'll go, ‘Oh, yes, yes, but 
what's it like to be you?’ It's a different dynamic. It's not just a matter of being small. It's the 
social dynamics that come with the recognition of the difference that matters and that's 
what I endeavour to do with my work.

EP: 
What would you like people to know about dwarfism? What would you like to them to be 
aware of? Or what would you like to challenge?

DK: 
I think the greatest thing for people to understand is that for me, the greatest limitations on 
people with dwarfism is not our height. It's other people's attitudes. That is what I would 
like people to walk away with. An understanding that it's not the height that's the problem. 
It's the broader society's attitudes towards our corporality that is really the main limitation.

EP: 
What kind of attitudes do we as a society have?

DK: 
Some of them can be very, very negative. For example, we can be subjects of jokes. We are 
not taken seriously. We are treated very disrespectfully in the sense of being spoken down 
to like children. A subject that I'm currently working on, we are not allowed to be seen to be 
sexual. So, in other words, we are not seen as equal. Those negative attitudes can be quite 
broad. People may think they are broad-minded until they are actually confronted with a 
potentially challenging situation. Let's say, their child's partner. If their child brings home 
somebody with dwarfism, that can be confronting. One would trust that. Given that the 
person has chosen a partner with dwarfism, one would assume that they've come from an 
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Help fulfill the golden prophecies.
Press forward the human genius.

Our future is greater than our past.

About two years after I read that poem, I brought my inner light to the streets of Bristol and 
founded my company Spectroscope. Spectroscope is an artist collective with an international 
practice in creating artworks that immerse audiences within dreamscapes, with emotive and 
uplifting story telling.

For example, the artwork Sign Night was curated for the Arnolfini arts centre and the Bristol 
Light Festival in 2022. It's a large-scale outdoor projection work showing two women 
conversing in British Sign Language (BSL) - the vital, visual and versatile language of British 
deaf communities. Two deaf women share their dreams for the future as they look out over the 
night sky. Intriguing and sensual, the projected artwork begins with giant hands resembling 
ships at sea, rocked by waves. The sailing hands represent the lifelong voyage all deaf people 
must take, navigating discrimination in the hearing world. Sign Night took over the busiest 
parts of the city with a message that had elements of choreography, text and music. Showing 
disability arts at the heart of a busy part of the city felt innovative and empowering, countering 
the exposure disability arts would normally have, often ‘down the back’, ‘round the corner’, in 
the ‘other bit’. Around 180,000 people saw this artwork over the course of one week. I was 
unsure whether it would go down well and if people would get it, but I observed people 
reacting and watching it over again, and I realised it was loved and valued. I understood that I 
was underestimating my power and the resonance of such work. 

I come from a hereditary deaf family. I'm the seventh generation in my family to be deaf. We 
are born hearing and became deaf in childhood. We have a kind of dual identity of both 
hearing and deaf. We were excluded from deaf culture. My mother was the first person ever to 
learn how to sign. She became a really significant activist in the UK, which means that I grew 
up in a household full of disability rights activists and deaf activists, and we were constantly 
taken on marches. I grew up with a mixture of people who were really changing things, 
fighting things, at the time of the Thatcher Government, at a time when there was no funding, 
no basic access, no captions, no interpreters. I would see them every day, every weekend, 
going out and doing their sub-cultural arts programmes and festivals, which was such an 
extraordinary environment. As a child, I did not know this environment was not what 
everybody else was immersed in, I thought this was normal. 

When I became a curator myself, I wanted to bring that with me, but it wasn't straightforward. 
The aim of my practice is to bring together the communities and stories that are hidden in 
society and to bring them together through collective work. This means working collaboratively 
with a range of different artists, musicians, choreographers and visual artists, creating 
installations that come together in a way that is powerful and impactful. I told myself I would 
not worry about whether this would be accepted by the ‘Art Gallery World’, and that I would 
not be concerned if I was not receiving a kind of validation. But as we pursued our projects, it 
unexpectedly ended up being taken by all the prestigious and brilliant art galleries such as the 
Wellcome Collection and the Science Gallery London. I think this taught me the importance of 
keeping track of what matters to you, curating the work that is true and authentic, and this 
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labels that society has used to disem- power and humiliate minority groups, in this case, 
people with dwarfism, can be empowering (Sandahl, 2003). Midgitte Bardot is a Drag Cabaret 
performer, who is sexy and will often dress in skimpy clothing, showing off her cleavage (‘tits 
are a big part of Midgitte’s personality!’) demonstrating how someone with dwarfism can be 
sexual. ‘A primary way for crip queer solo performers to express disability pride is to 
rearticulate the disabled body as a gendered, sexual being’ (Sandahl, 2003, p. 44). Tamm 
states, ‘If you are going to look, then I am going to look fantastic’. Drag performances are 
known to disrupt typical understandings of sexuality (Taylor et al., 2004). In this case, drag is 
used to make a body that is usually deemed asexual, sexual.

What Midgitte wears is an important part of her performance, which chal- lenges preconceived 
ideas about dwarfism, including the notion that dwarfs are asexual. Being sexual is a big part 
of Midgitte’s personality. She is very sexual. She does not necessarily perform in a sexualised 
way, but she wears sexy clothing, such as netted fish nets with big holes in them, big boots, 
some kind of tight dress, a big wig and a push-up Bra which gives her big tits. That has been 
her look for as long as I can remember. ‘Unlike able-bodied women whose bodies are over- 
determined sexually, disabled performers struggle to be considered sexual beings at all and 
tend to use nudity and provocative clothing simply to claim a sexual identity’ (Sandahl, 2003, 
p. 45).

Midgitte’s outfits provide a juxtaposition between the ability for someone with a non-normative 
body to be sexy and conceive themselves as such. I think Miss Piggy is a very big inspiration 
for Midgitte. I enjoy just the way that she looks, and I think she is beautiful, and I love her 
personality, born and dying diva, and she ought to be like that for the rest of her life as she 
should be, and we should all be listening to that. There is also this element of the joke of Miss 
Piggy that she is a pig and she is the most beautiful woman in the world. I think Midgitte is 
similar; she is a force to be reckoned with and feels very much in control. She is slow, she 
takes her time, and she is also really sexy, she knows it, and she’s a dwarf.

The Adoption of Queer Spaces

Both disabled people and members of LGBTQIA+ have experienced margin- alisation, which 
has often led them to occupy particular spaces. I perform in mostly queer places, but also bars, 
venues, theatres and live art spaces. Going out in queer spaces, I would experience active 
protection via the means of drag queens who were working on the door, which meant that I 
always felt quite safe in those spaces. When you are a performer in those spaces, you are not 
only safe, but you are also royalty. The acceptance of a dwarf body within these spaces can be 
down to the fact that both disabled people and members of LGBTQIA+ share a history of 
marginalisation and injustice. It makes sense that the people who experience some of the most 
intense marginalisation and abuse outside of those walls are the ones who want to go into 
them and perform as royalty, and feel safe there. However, Tamm states that queer spaces 
need to be more accessible for disabled people. Thus, while the meaning of a space can make 
it inclusive, for disabled people to access these spaces, they must also be physically 
accessible.

I could have joined an acting group. I could have gone into drama and more theatre route and 
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laughed at you. They’re not laughing with you, Warwick, it’s at you. And now... it’s 
at me.
You’ve made your body about your height, you microscopic malarial mosquito. Your 
white-cis-male-straight-rich body. And, so, my body is now about how it stands next 
to yours, or Verne’s [Verne Troyer]. Your body in those fantasy flicks, yours in that 
sitcom about the perils of fame, of being an arsehole. I’m not a fantasy and I’m not 
famous and I’m not always an arsehole.
My body is not about my height – though I am very, very short - it’s about the 
circus-freak-culture that your illustrious career has contributed to oh-so-generously. 
But, Warwick - I would hate to disregard your oh-so-philanthropic Dwarf acting 
agency and how it has paved the way towards the midget-Macbeth we are all 
asking for. But alas! Poor Warwick... 
oh shit that’s Hamlet, isn’t it?
You do PANTO [pantomime], for fucks sake. The first time I saw another dwarf was 
in Snow White and that made me think that’s the only place I was good for – to 
serve as a minor gag in a pretty white ladies’ rom-com.
You’re the reason I had leg lengthening operations both when I was seven and again 
when I was fourteen and I was supposed to have it when I was 11 but I got too 
scared in the anaesthetic room and backed out but it was okay because my 
consultant said she could have an early lunch break so that means it wasn’t a big 
deal and my crippling yes crippling doubt about changing myself and my body and 
being in pain for months and months on end so that I could fit into the world that 
wasn’t built for me was fine because my long long long long long LOOONNG legged 
doctor got to have her tuna mayo sandwich sooner than she anticipated and–
I had those operations because I was born into a world that doesn’t accept my body 
and you did nothing but fuel that notion.
I was a wheelchair-user. And you know what? I experienced less shit, than I do by 
just being a dwarf. Good job, Warwick, keep up the hard work.

This is not the full poem, but a few extracts that Tamm recites as Midgitte Bardot. Tamm 
explained to me how as a performer they push the boundaries and can often go too far. Hence 
why they refer to themselves as a ‘political freak’, someone who uses drag performance to 
challenge people’s disablist ideas. The poem demonstrates how Tamm is robbed of agency, 
and the psycho-emotional impact Warwick’s performances have upon them. Tamm holds 
Warwick Davis, as well as other midget entertainers to account by revealing the repercussions 
their choices have upon other people with dwarfism. Tamm emphasises that the choices that 
Warwick makes, result in society’s perception of them.

Midget entertainers such as Warwick are some people’s only point of reference to dwarfism 
and thus people believe that how they permit themselves to be perceived and treated by 
audiences is how other people with dwarfism can be. Drag show audiences have reported that 
the shows make them stop and think about typical stereotypes associated with LGBTQIA+ 
minorities, often changing their perceptions for the better (Taylor et al., 2004). I want the 
audience to leave feeling a bit enlightened about harmful stereotypes of people dwarfism and 
how it affects us, the damage and hurt to our self-esteem, confidence, our safety, our job 
prospects and our rights.
Tamm anticipates that outside of the dwarfism community, Warwick is held in high regard. For 
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example, the Shaw Trust often includes Warwick Davis in its annual list of the 100 most 
influential disabled people in the United Kingdom. According to the Shaw Trust, the aim of the 
list is to ‘To bring together the most influential disabled people in Britain and shine a light on 
their successes. Encouraging the talented leaders of tomorrow to connect with role models 
and see that aspiration and ambition can be fulfiled regardless of disability or impairment’ (De 
Havilland, 2021, n.d.). However, for people with dwarfism, those who partake in midget 
entertainment, such as pantomimes, are not always deemed good role models. For years 
people with dwarfism have been turning their back on the entertainment industry (Adelson, 
2005), especially as they realise the impact midget entertainment has on their social standing. 
However, this change does not seem to have registered within the wider society. The Shaw 
Trust claims that it wants to change the public’s perception of disability, but it will not change 
the public’s perception of dwarfism by holding a person who reinforces midge- tism, in such 
high regard.

The poem offers Tamm’s audience a new perspective, one that is informed by the emotional 
impact midget entertainment has upon them. Of course, Warwick is not the only midget 
entertainer to influence how she as well as other people with dwarfism are perceived and 
treated within society. While Midgitte also mentions the late midget entertainer Verne Troyer, 
Warwick is used as a reference to all midget entertainers. However, using him, probably the 
most well known, British midget entertainer, makes the audiences rethink their perceptions of 
him and what he does. Perhaps the Shaw Trust should listen?

A powerful part of Tamm’s poem is the insight as to why she underwent leg-lengthening as a 
child, which as shown is a very long drawn out and painful procedure. Yet, this is something 
they felt they needed to do to fit into society. They attempted to change their body to not be 
associated with the notion of dwarfism that people like Warwick encourage. That is a big 
commitment to make and shows how much of a negative impact midget entertainment has on 
people with dwarfism and how much they want to be disassociated with it.

Conclusion

Performing as Midgitte Bardot permits Tamm to challenge ableist stereotypes. Drag is another 
way for artists with dwarfism to create their own identity and push back at the one that is 
often placed upon them. Performing as Midgitte allows Tamm to be sexual. This chapter has 
shown how drag performances that intersect with disability can aid in challenging hegemonic 
beliefs about dwarfism. As Midgitte, performing in spaces she feels more comfortable within 
allows Tamm to raise awareness about dwarfism. This chapter has shown that the spaces she 
performs in are important in providing the right power dynamics that come
from feeling accepted.

This chapter has questioned how midget entertainment is readily accepted by society, despite 
its damage to people with dwarfism. Tamm shows, through their alter ego Midgitte Bardot, the 
problems of midget entertainment, including its emotional impact upon those who do not 
partake in it, but nonetheless experience its unwanted repercussions.
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