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Expanding Accessibility: 
Universal Design in Theatre
The Universal Art Design project has exceeded our expectations of what uni-
versal design in the performing arts could be. While creating it, we used vari-
ous concepts such as accessibility, inclusiveness, and user experience to help 
us achieve our goal: developing new languages and tools for artistic expres-
sion. We wanted these to make theatre a more inclusive place for people with 
disabilities and marginalized groups – both for artists and for audiences. We 
aimed for it to become a space based on fairness and diversity.

Today, having gathered all the conclusions from our activities, we can confi-
dently say that universal design in theatre is:

	· more than accessibility;
	· more than inclusiveness;
	· more than experience design.

It is a deeply political act that changes power dynamics and expands the 
cultural field. Treated as a whole, the model of universal design in theatre 
has ceased to be only about changing the language of theatre and has be-
come about changing theatre itself.
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Inspiration from Architecture and the Future of Theatre

Ronald Mace, the creator of the concept of universal design in architecture, es-
tablished a set of principles through which accessibility moved beyond being 
a mere “addition” to buildings. It became an integral part of the space, com-
bining utility with aesthetics. This idea has permanently influenced the ap-
pearance of modern architecture. Similarly, we hope that the model resulting 
from our project will have a decisive impact on how theatre will look in the 
future.

In developing this model, we were constantly challenging ourselves to move 
beyond norms and what we knew about theatre. We expected the artists 
participating in the project to do the same, and encouraged them to experi-
ment, step out of their comfort zones, and overcome the fear of failure. The 
fact that something might go “wrong” was an inherent part of the process.

Results and New Perspectives

The project served as a testing ground for innovation. Thirty-six artists from 
Poland, Serbia, and Italy took part in a series of workshops and subsequently 
created their own performances during the residencies, defining the idea of 
universal design in their individual ways. This freedom produced a wealth of 
new perspectives, all rooted in the experience and truth of specific individuals 
– with their unique backgrounds, challenges, fears, and hopes.

Although framed in universal principles, our model does not stem from the-
oretical analysis. Instead, it is a result of the active exploration and engage-
ment of the artists to build the kind of theatre they simply find lacking. 

Working in an international environment – in a partnership of three distinct 
entities: Teatro Stabile del Veneto, Kulturanova, and the Provincial Centre for 
Cultural Animation – made us realize that there is no single definition of in-
clusion. The social and political contexts dramatically determine how we 
think about expanding the field of art. Operating within the Poland–Serbia 
–Italy triangle, we navigated dozens of different cultural contexts simultane-
ously. The artists brought with them a wealth of experience from different 
continents and vastly different life situations that are hard to contain in a pro-
ject spreadsheet.
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Building Conscious Art

The foundation of change was the specific architecture of our consortium: 
the meeting of a national theatre, a cultural center, and a non-governmen-
tal organization. This collision of structures allowed us to see how differently 
various environments are prepared for real inclusion. Our diversity showed us 
that universal design must be approached from multiple angles:

	· as a systemic change,
	· as a long-term and structured animation of a community,
	· and as an artistic struggle for visibility.

One might say that all of this has been seen before, and that every type of 
experience we developed has already appeared somewhere else. However, 
we believe that this model is the first to gather these scattered pieces into 
a complete whole, proposing a more conscious approach to art based on sen-
sitivity and fairness for those who create theatre.

This publication gathers the perspectives of our experts and artists. The mod-
el presented here is not a rigid set of rules, but rather a road map, a pathway, 
and a living process. Using the example of architecture, Ronald Mace showed 
that universal design can be more than a dry checklist. Architecture showed 
that change is possible. Now, it is time for theatre.

Katarzyna Pągowska 
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cial change and on empowering artists and 
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Alessandro Businaro

Italian theatre director; his work focuses on 
participatory theatre. He has collaborated 
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Journalist and activist from Serbia. She 
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Three contexts 
– one project

Alessandro Businaro
Jelena Božić
Katarzyna Pągowska
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Alessandro Businaro

An Outgoing Theatre. 
Reflections from Italy
Teatro Stabile del Veneto (TSV) has been the Italian partner of the UAD pro-
ject and the host of the UAD Festival. As one of Italy’s seven national theatres, 
we have a complex structure that balances production, programming, and 
distribution. From our perspective, UAD was extremely valuable because it 
pushed us to ask a key question: how can we facilitate access to art and 
theatre for artists who, due to disadvantaged conditions, cannot step onto 
a stage and speak?

This question was our guide from the selection phase to the final presenta-
tion. Finding an answer to it is not an easy task, and we probably have not 
found it yet, but nevertheless our inquiries generated important reflections. 

Networking and new relationships

The first concerns the open call: we encountered many organizations we had 
not known or engaged in dialogue with. These connections have created a 
network of relationships that will continue beyond this project and lead to 
future collaborations. The strong response showed us both how much work 
we must do to welcome even more artists and how urgent this issue is in Italy.

Flexibility and attentiveness in production processes

The second reflection concerns the residency phase and how we built rela-
tionships with the artists. We learned how important it is for them to feel that 
the theatre as an organization is willing to listen to their needs. A future-ori-
ented theatre is one that: questions the established production processes, is 
more flexible and attentive, fosters an atmosphere of trust with the groups 
from marginalized communities it engages with, is willing to understand the 
core principles of their projects.

The residencies have revealed which of our production habits need to change 
in order to honour the needs of the artists.
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Focus on community

Another achievement this project has given us is a profound reflection on 
the urban aspect of “creating culture.” In Italy, programming and planning 
is very often done within theatres, which are often located in central areas 
of the city. When we talk about opening them up to the community and to 
marginalized artists, we often refer to this by saying that we “open our doors 
to them.” On its own, this is probably not enough. 

It is not enough to let the community in. We need to go out toward the 
community and engage with the organizations already working within a spe-
cific territory (in our case, the city of Padua) to foster its social, cultural, and 
artistic growth.

Plans for the future

During the festival, we found ourselves engaged in dialogue with new audi-
ences made up of individuals who were largely unfamiliar with TSV and had 
never seen themselves represented on the stages of this national theatre. 
What should we make of this encounter? How do we nurture the seeds plant-
ed during this project? We have decided to continue dedicating a portion of 
our programming to Universal Art Design in 2027 as well. Our plan is to deliv-
er: two to three performances, a community project, and a series of follow-up 
events.

At the same time, we aim to explore other dimensions of marginality and 
thus strive to honour our commitment to the community of the city of 
Padua. In doing so, we intend to continue this long-term process of ques-
tioning our role: not only as a welcoming house, but also as a lively and 
curious interlocutor.
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Jelena Božić

Empathy as a language. 
Reflections from Serbia
Project coordinators often believe that the most successful and “beautiful” 
projects are those that unfold exactly as planned – with no deviations, no 
challenges, no need for adaptation. However, truly excellent project coordi-
nators are shaped in the moments when all of that stops being true: when the 
process itself opens up entirely new possibilities for growth and creates op-
portunities for meaningful social change. But for that to happen, such a pro-
ject needs to occur.

For us, at Kulturanova, in Serbia, that project was UAD. It pushed us beyond 
our comfort zones, challenged our assumptions, and forced us to face unex-
pected obstacles. Yet, it also brought something far more important: in many 
ways, the real work only began after the project had officially ended.

In Serbia, why have we learned to say “no”?

Serbia is a small country in the Western Balkans, with a small yet strong al-
ternative and independent art scene. For decades, this scene has struggled 
against rigid traditionalism – one that often suppresses innovation, divides 
people into “us” and “them,” and closes doors to anything outside the main-
stream. In response, this small but resilient community has learned to say 
“no.” A loud, unapologetic “NO.”

We said the same “no” while working on the UAD project.

It started with a simple but fundamental question: who are the marginal-
ized groups we aim to engage? In Serbia, the answer became clear – art-
ists themselves. They are often invisible, unsupported, and misunderstood. 
Opportunities for professional and personal development, like those offered 
through this project, are therefore even more crucial here than in more devel-
oped European contexts.

How did we create a group that had not existed before?

Initially, we launched a call for artistic groups composed of both marginalized 
and non-marginalized artists. It did not take long to realize that such groups 
simply did not exist. Artists here are not used to working in that way. They 
lack opportunities, resources, and often even the networks to collaborate.
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So we adapted. We opened the call to individuals – and that was when some-
thing remarkable began to happen. A kind of magic. Messy, unpredictable, 
challenging – but still magic.

Suddenly, a mixed group of artists emerged in Serbia, working together with 
a  shared goal: to make their local communities more inclusive, more inno-
vative, and simply better. Artists began collaborating with blind individuals. 
People with disabilities performed alongside those without disabilities. Actors 
started learning sign language. Scriptwriters and costume designers devel-
oped tactile tools, integrating sound and touch into their creative processes.

All senses became part of the experience.

A theatre in which everybody matters 

Universal Art Design evolved into a powerful methodology that reshaped how 
we think about audiences, spaces, and accessibility. It opened entirely new 
perspectives on what it truly means to create art that reaches people – every-
body – and ensures that no one is excluded from culture and artistic expres-
sion.

I remember one particular reflection from a participant of the process:

“After this experience, you no longer think only about whether the light-
ing is good, whether the lines are memorized, or whether the technique 
works. You start thinking about who might come to your performance, 
how deeply they can experience it, and what you can do to ensure that 
diversity is never again a barrier.”

The project then grew even further through the exchanges with the teams 
from Italy and Poland. Our artists began to learn, imagine, and take risks. They 
supported one another, shared knowledge, and collaborated across borders 
and contexts. The project officially ended – but they did not stop. They con-
tinue to apply Universal Art Design in their work wherever and however they 
can. What once felt like “this is impossible” has transformed into “some-
thing is always possible.” 

In the end, through these artistic processes, we developed a universal language.
Empathy.
And perhaps, that is where everything truly begins.
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Katarzyna Pągowska

Making space for everyone. 
Reflections from Poland
Wojewódzki Ośrodek Animacji Kultury (WOAK) is based in Toruń, Poland, but 
most of our work happens in between: between artistic practice and educa-
tion, between institutions and independent artists, between those who have 
easy access to art-making and those who have to constantly negotiate their 
place in it.

Supporting young artists

Supporting artists – especially those at the beginning of their professional 
paths – is at the heart of what we do. We work with people who are still 
searching, experimenting, and often wondering whether there is space for 
them in the cultural field at all. 

Many of the artists we collaborate with face unequal access to artistic ed-
ucation, professional networks or resources, and our role is to help create 
conditions where their work can grow without being shaped by exclusion or 
pressure to “fit in”.

The principle of universal design

For several years now, our artistic research has been deeply connected to 
the philosophy of universal design. We are interested in what happens when 
an idea originally developed in architecture – that of designing spaces for 
as many people as possible from the very beginning of the design process 
– is translated into artistic practice. In the arts, this shift brings up powerful 
questions:

	· Who is art really for? 

	· Whose bodies, languages and experiences are assumed as “normal”? 

	· How can accessibility become a creative strategy rather than a limitation?

For us, universal design is not about making sure that accessibility features 
are added on at the end of a process. It is about starting in a completely dif-
ferent manner. It is about expanding art towards forms that are more just and 
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inclusive and allow multiple perspectives – while also actively working to lev-
el the field for those who do not have equal access to making art or learning 
how to make it.

Space for conversation

In the Universal Art Design project, WOAK took on the role of project leader. 
We coordinated the process and shaped its educational framework, but most 
importantly, we created space for conversation. During the international Art 
Camp, artists from Poland, Serbia and Italy came together to share their tools, 
doubts, sensitivities and ideas. It was an opportunity of collective learning, 
unlearning and testing.

What have we learned?

What we have learned through this project is that inclusion is not a ready-
-made formula. It requires time, trust and a willingness to work with un-
certainty. We have seen the powerful effects of treating universal design as 
a  foundation rather than a constraint: this approach helps produce new ar-
tistic languages, reshapes collaboration and allows artists to work together 
without reducing anyone to their needs or identities. Difference, when truly 
welcomed, becomes a source of strength and creativity.

Universal Art Design has changed how we think about our own practice as an 
institution. It has reinforced our belief that long-term, process-based support 
for early-career artists can lead to real artistic and social transformation. 
The questions raised and relationships built through this project will continue 
to shape our work well beyond this publication.
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Performances 

and performative 

actions
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Poland

Gorgon Syndrome
NIC
zbroja
Errors and Failures
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Gorgon 
Syndrome
NODOstage group

Creators of the creative 
process
Tatsiana Popova, Yana Alekseenko, 
Alana Ivory, Nadzeya Sheibak

Performed by
Tatsiana Popova, Yana Alekseenko, 
Alana Ivory, Nela Agrenich,
Sonia Rosa

Composers
Pavel Sheibak, Raman Sauchuk

Visual design
Maciej Miecznikowski

Text translation
Alisa Kisel (into Polish),
Damian Jasiński (into English)

Polish Sign Language 
translation
Sonia Rosa

Production
The Regional Centre for Cultural 
Animation in Toruń

Co-financed by
Kujawsko-Pomorskie Voivodeship

March 6, 2024, in central Warsaw.
Women take to the streets and 
scream: “AAAAAAA.”
This scream – wild, painful, 
unstoppable – became the impulse.

Four women. Four real stories.
About violence that does not 
end in a single moment.
About trauma that lives 
under the skin.
About silence that comes afterward 
– and hurts even more.

The starting point was the legend 
of Medusa – the Gorgon.
The myth becomes a mirror.
Violence. Transformation. 
Severance. Rebirth.

The performance uses 
sign language, bodies, rhythm, 
and image.
So that everyone – regardless of 
their senses – can feel it.

Creating the performance

Context

The performance has its origins in 
a tragic event that took place at the 
beginning of 2024 in central Warsaw. 
The victim was 25-year-old Lizawieta 
“Liza” from Belarus, a young woman 
who had come to Poland. She was 
brutally attacked, raped, and beaten, 
and died in hospital a few days later. 
The case caused enormous public 
outrage and became one of the most 
shocking events of that time.
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On March 6, a silent march took 
place in Warsaw under the slogan 
“Her name was Liza.” It was both 
a commemoration of the victim and 
a protest against violence against 
women.

This event became the impulse for 
the creation of the performance and 
a starting point for reflection on vi-
olence, social indifference, and the 
experience of trauma.

Creative process

At the beginning, the artists focused 
solely on the artistic layer. Accessi-
bility was not an important element 
of their work. However, the participa-
tion in workshops and the residency 
in Toruń led to a shift in perspective 
and the inclusion of accessibility as 
a  real component of the creative 
process.

A key moment was the introduction 
of the sign language interpreter, So-
nia Rosa. At first, there were doubts 

– there were no tools, examples, or 
certainty about how to include sign 
language in an artistic, rather than 
purely functional way. However, dur-
ing rehearsals, solutions were devel-
oped that made Sonia’s presence an 
integral part of the performance. Her 
role transformed from that of an in-
terpreter into a performer embodying 
the character of the Gorgon, and sign 
language became one of the main 
means of expression.

The process was experimental and 
based on numerous rehearsals and 
continuous testing of solutions. It was 
important to observe audience reac-
tions and to check how readable the 
performance was for different groups. 
Ultimately, accessibility ceased to be 
an addition and became an element 
enriching the structure and meaning 
of the performance – for both Deaf 
and hearing audiences.
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To achieve this:

	· Look for a specific stage role or 
character for the interpreter that 
justifies their presence on stage. 
Build stage situations in which visual 
communication (gesture) is natural 
and justified, rather than replacing 
a “missing” voice.

	· Create a dramaturgical context 
in which sign language becomes an 
organic means of expression, rather 
than merely a translation of spoken 
text. If you cannot find a clear stage 
role for the interpreter and do not 
want them to function as a “shadow,” 
treat sign language as an equal dram-
aturgical element. To make space for 
gesture, remove or limit other means 
of expression, such as spoken text, 
scenography, or other stage actions.

	· Experiment with shifting the initia- 
tive on stage: instead of the tradi-
tional model in which the sign lan-
guage interpreter duplicates the ac-
tor, try to reverse the roles and allow 
the actor to “translate” gestures into 
words, so that the shift in initiative is 
dramaturgically justified and reveals 
the interpreter as a character.

Recommendations

Sign language translation should not be treated as an addition or a technical 
layer, but as an integral part of the dramaturgy, narrative, and structure of the 
performance.

	· Allow gestures to function like 
choreography: during solo fragments 
of the interpreter, hearing audiences 
can perceive movement, emotion, 
and the character of gestures, even 
though they may not understand 
the actual meaning of the signs. This 
enriches the visual language of the 
performance and opens new possi-
bilities of reception for all audiences.

	· Document the entire process 
– record rehearsals, take notes, test 
ideas in practice and create short 
reports about the testing.

	· Organize work-in-progress perfor-
mances for diverse audiences, in-
cluding Deaf viewers. Collect feed-
back (for example through surveys 
or moderated discussions), and con-
tinuously implement improvements. 
This will allow other artists to use 
tested methods and quickly adapt 
their performances to the needs of 
their audiences.
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NIC
Czajkowska/ 
Bernadowski/ 
Grycmacher

Concept
Monika Czajkowska
Paweł Bernadowski

Direction, script and drama-

turgy, lighting direction
Monika Czajkowska

Performed by
Paweł Bernadowski
Monika Czajkowska
and (voice-over recordings):

Michał Darewski, Ada Dec,
Joanna Rozkosz, Filip Grycmacher

Music
Filip Grycmacher

Sound design
Mikołaj Kiełbasiewicz

Lighting design
Piotr Frąckiewicz

Dramaturgical consultation
Julia Holewińska

Accessibility consultation
Krystyna Borkowska

“NIC” is not an absence, but a po-
tential.

The performance presents a single 
workday in the Office of Nothing at 
the Museum of Nothing – an insti-
tution that, with complete serious-
ness, catalogues absences and pre-
sents such exhibits as emptiness, 
ether, vacuum, or nothingness. 
Following the convention of absurd 
theatre, small, everyday, sometimes 
comic office rituals slowly transform 
into a quiet alarm: what happens 
when work loses its meaning and 
every action becomes a commod-
ity? The creators propose various 
interpretations of “nothing” – both 
as an experience and as a concept.

It is a light comedy that gradual-
ly reveals a bitter reflection about 
a  system in which action becomes 
merely a facade.

Creating the performance

The process of creating the perfor-
mance was based on research and 
consisted of the gradual integration 
of accessibility features with the ar-
tistic layer. This was possible espe-
cially owing to the workshop experi-
ences during the camp in Toruń and 
sensory explorations.

Direct encounters with the perspec-
tive of blind people played a crucial 
role: participating in such activities as 
watching performances in darkness 
or visiting the “Invisible House” in 
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Toruń significantly influenced the way the artists thought about stage lan-
guage and audience reception.

At the same time, dramaturgy was developed with the aim of creating a co-
herent and engaging story in which accessibility features (including audio de-
scription) were not an addition but an integral part of the narrative.

Collaboration with an accessibility consultant proved to be particularly helpful. 
As a result, initial assumptions were translated into practice and openness to 
artistic language was maintained. The artists also faced the challenge of find-
ing a balance between accessibility and artistic quality, which included avoid-
ing “dry” audio description in favour of forms that would be engaging for all 
audiences.

The dramatic text was written before the rehearsals and supplemented during 
the process of staging the performance, partly due to the need to precisely 
describe specific actions in the script. Due to the nature of the work, it was 
essential to include accessibility solutions already at the writing stage.

At first, this proved difficult and blocked the creative process for a while, which 
was especially due to the lack of clear tools and support in the early stages. 
Over time, however, the process led to the creation of a more original and 
nuanced text, closely connected to the concept of the performance and ac-
cessibility.

Recommendations

Treat accessibility as a natural element of the creative process, not as an obli-
gation or limitation. Include people with lived experience of disability directly 
and acquire knowledge through practice and experience. It is also worth col-
laborating with an accessibility consultant who supports rather than imposes 
solutions, while maintaining a balance between accessibility and artistic qual-
ity.

Be flexible, keep up your sense of humour, and avoid rigid patterns: accessi-
bility can become a creative tool if approached with openness and curiosity.

Remember that accessibility does not reduce artistic value. On the contrary, it 
can contribute to the development of a new artistic language.
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zbroja
Zajkowska/
Murawski

Direction, text, performance
Weronika Zajkowska
Michał Murawski

Dramaturgical consultation
Paweł Sablik

Music
Michał Jan Meller

Puppet
Karolina Krot

The performance “zbroja” is a story 
based on the artists’ personal expe-
riences, inviting the audience into 
a shared experience. It is a theat-
rical  project that uses elements of 
object theatre, spontaneous writ-
ing, and physical theatre.

The artists draw on personal memo-
ries and construct the performance 
around events that shaped their 
perception of their own bodies. The 
stories may change, and some may 
even turn out to be fictional, as the 
aim is to reveal not a literal truth, 
but an emotional truth.

The inspiration for the performance 
came from questions about the 
kinds of armour we put on to protect 
ourselves from the world and about 
the defense strategies that our bod-
ies reveal, regardless of whether we 
use them consciously or not.

The artists use a universal design 
approach, in which accessibility 
is not an addition to but the foun-
dation of dramaturgy. In “zbroja,” 
audio description is the main text, 
while the puppet form and the casts 
of the performers’ bodies become 
part of a sensory path accessible 
also to blind audiences.

The original music builds an emo-
tional sensory layer that supports 
accessibility and universality of re-
ception. The performance is an in-
vitation to a different kind of close-
ness and sensory experience.
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Creating the performance

The artists developed the performance through 
action, confronting specific challenges, including 
spatial limitations, the body, and the need to in-
tegrate audio description without disrupting the 
coherence of the artistic concept. A key element 
was treating accessibility as part of stage lan-
guage: audio description was not an addition, but 
was transformed into a dramaturgical element, 
for example as a monologue of a stage form. 
The process was also based on collaboration (in-
cluding with a mentor), which helped maintain 
a balance between experimentation and clarity of 
communication.

At the same time, the artists recognized certain 
limitations – above all, the lack of a full perspec-
tive of audiences with disabilities, and moments 
in which accessibility was not sufficiently deep-
ened. Although they considered accessibility 
from the beginning and included it throughout 
the process, they lacked adequate tools and ex-
perience in working with this issue.

Despite these challenges, the process proved 
to be developmental and opening – it led to the 
search for new forms of expression and a shift in 
thinking about theatre as a more inclusive space.

On February 19, 2026, 
Weronika Zajkowska pre-
miered the performance 
“Dracula” at Teatr Polski 
in Wrocław. One of its 
main assumptions was 
accessibility for blind 
audiences and designing 
an approach that would 
include blind viewers 
without excluding sight-
ed ones.

When working on the 
performance, the artist 
drew on the experienc-
es gained during the 
creation of “zbroja” and 
developed the process, 
especially by ensuring 
the presence of a blind 
participant from the first 
rehearsal through to the 
final dress rehearsal.

Recommendations

Treat accessibility as an integral part of the project from the very beginning, 
not as an addition at the end of the process. Include people with lived expe-
rience of disability as experts already at the conceptual stage – this will help 
better understand different modes of reception and avoid superficial solu-
tions.

Be open to experimentation and do not treat accessibility tools as limitations. 
They can become a source of new, more interesting artistic solutions that en-
rich the performance for all audiences. Learn through practice, test different 
forms, and build dialogue within the team.
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Errors and 
Failures
Dubilewicz/ 
Krause/ 
Wensierska

Author
Agnieszka Dubilewicz

Performers
Karolina Wensierska (butoh dancer) 
Patryk Krause (artist with a disability)

“Errors and Failures” is a performa-
tive work in which one of the tools 
and sources of inspiration was Japa-
nese butoh dance. The performance 
explores the synergy of two differ-
ent bodies immersed in an intense 
interdependence. The project chal-
lenges the concept of norm and 
transports the audience into a limi-
nal space: a place where differences 
meet, reflecting one another, be-
coming sources of inspiration, and 
at times provoking toxic tension.

Boundaries – physical, psycholog-
ical, and social – are questioned. 
They are not obstacles, but a ma-
terial. Movement, tension, and the 
physical presence of the perform-
ers become carriers of their inner 
states. What happens on stage is 
not only movement, but a record of 
intense mental experiences.

Creating the performance

The creative process had an organ-
ic character and was based on rela-
tionships and the prior experience 
of the team. The artists did not build 
their language from scratch – they 
drew on already developed working 
methods and their established col-
laboration, which allowed them to 
work intuitively and respond quickly 
to emerging ideas.

The stage material was created pri-
marily through improvisation, which 
was then selected and organized in 
terms of coherence and authenticity.
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Recommendations

Get to know the people and commu-
nities you work with really well – not 
only in an artistic context, but also in 
terms of their everyday lives. Try to 
gain knowledge through direct ex-
perience and contact, because only 
then does accessibility stop being 
artificial and begin to emerge natu-
rally from the process.

Do not rely solely on theory. Your 
work needs to be based on real rela-
tionships, needs, and attentiveness. 
Support people from marginalized 
groups using your own resources 
and access to spaces or institutions, 
while remaining open to what they 
bring into the process.

Treat collaboration as an exchange 
in which all parties have their own 
knowledge and experience. This al-
lows for the creation of more authen-
tic, inclusive, and responsible art.

An important aspect of the process 
was also the functioning of the team 
outside rehearsals – spending time 
together and getting to know the 
everyday life of a person with a dis-
ability built trust and translated into 
stage authenticity.

A crucial element of the process 
was also the conscious structuring 
of work and roles within the team. 
Creating the performance involved 
not only generating the scenes, but 
also continuously transforming them 
– rejecting, simplifying, or reversing 
initial assumptions, especially when 
they proved too limiting.

An example was the approach to the 
theme of the body, which, instead of 
being presented directly, became an 
impulse for searching for more com-
plex and nuanced stage solutions.

The process also had a strong intu-
itive dimension and was based on 
trust in the performers’ experience. 
Thanks to their stage presence and 
mutual understanding, it was possi-
ble to maintain the coherence of the 
performance even in moments of 
uncertainty or conceptual change.

The creators emphasize that it was 
precisely relationships, attentiveness 
to one another, and readiness to fol-
low what emerged during the work 
that made it possible to develop 
a  form that was both authentic and 
emotionally impactful for the audi-
ence.
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Through the Eye of a Needle
AFTER
We Are All Heroes
INTERWEAVING

Serbia
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Through 
the Eye of 
a Needle
Authors
Milica Dukić
Aleksandar Milković

Director
Aleksandar Milković

Cast
Katarina Krnač 
Vladimir Poznić

Coordinator
Danica Rankov Dunić

Scenography
Milica Dukić

Embroidered elements 
of the scenography
created by members 
of the Deaf community

Photography
Slobodan Stošić 
Vojin Ivkov

Production
Organization of the Deaf of Novi 
Sad, Kulturanova

Participants of the contempo-
rary embroidery workshops:

Božica Čobanov, Vlada Poznić, 
Nada Ilić, Nebojša Kastratović, 
Jovan Ćato, Nataša Vujanov, 
Kristijan Krnač, Katarina Krnač, 
Katarina Jerković, Vladimir Jovanović,  
Marija Kovačević, Tatjana Radvanj 
Papđurdes,  
Branislav Medaković, Bojana Vuković,  
Nebojša Čokorilo, Maja Jović, 
Sandra Divljan, Milka Perišić, 
Brigita Ćiraković, Željka Krestić, 
Hvzi Milovan, Hvzi Danilo, 
Hvzi Alisja, Goran Petrašinović, 
Bojana Arambašić, Brankica Bedov

“Through the Eye of a Needle” is a 
pantomime performance that close-
ly explores the theme of communi-
cation – or, more precisely, its ab-
sence. At the core of the piece lies 
the question of how people connect 
when traditional means of expres-
sion are limited or unavailable. By 
combining the silent language of 
pantomime with the tactile and 
visual art of embroidery, the per-
formers discover new ways of con-
veying meaning, showing that com-
munication goes beyond words.

The performance is not only a the-
atrical work, but also a reflection 
on the relationships between art, 
language, and human experience. 
By bringing together embroidery 
and pantomime, and culminating 
in a collective creation of signs, it 
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invites audiences to reflect on the ways we communicate, the barriers we 
encounter, and the possibility of understanding even in silence. In doing so, 
it fosters empathy and awareness, building bridges between communities 
and highlighting the universal need for connection.

Creating the performance

This performance was a creative challenge for visual artist Milica Dukić and 
actor and pantomime teacher Aleksandar Milković, who collaborated to cre-
ate an original work. Alongside the pantomime rehearsals, more than 15 em-
broidery workshops were held, involving participants from different genera-
tions of the Organization of the Deaf.

The performance is carried out by two actors who are active members of the 
Organization of the Deaf in Novi Sad. Their lived experience and understand-
ing of non-verbal communication bring authenticity and depth to the piece, 
allowing audiences to engage both emotionally and intellectually. Through 
movement, gesture, and interaction with the embroidered scenographic el-
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Recommendations

It is essential to create a comfortable working environment. Participation 
in workshops and performances should be voluntary for everyone. It is 
worth fostering a sense of community and allowing ideas and collabora-
tion to emerge organically.

“Implementing the prin-
ciples of universal design 
came naturally to us, as 
we adapted ourselves to 
the needs and space of 
a marginalized group. It 
was very important to 
me that the performance 
took place in their space. 
It is small, but it belongs 
to them.”

ements, the performers invite reflection on the 
complexity of human communication.

A distinctive feature of the performance is the 
scenography. The embroidered elements were 
created during workshops with members of the 
Deaf community, conducted in parallel with the 
pantomime rehearsals. This approach highlights 
the creative potential of collective work and em-
phasizes collaboration and dialogue as the foun-
dation of the performance. The textures, pat-
terns, and symbols of the embroidery echo the 
subtle gestures of pantomime, forming a visual 
language that complements and enhances the 
silent narrative.

At the end of the performance, the collec-
tive work of the Deaf community is presented 
– a composition of embroidered alphabet signs. 
This piece stands as a testament to the creativity, 
collaboration, and expressive power of the com-
munity, transforming individual contributions into 
a shared visual language of communication.
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AFTER
Text, direction, music 
and performance
Tanasije Ćakić

Cast in video material 
(in order of appearance)
Đorđe Nikolić
roommate Nikola Milivojević
neighbour Aleksandra Cucić
widow Milica Burazer
incognito Konstantin Jovanović Bakoč
junior Nikola Kljajić
colleague (female) Teodora Jonuzović
colleague (male) Konstantinos Petrović
Mima, the boss Olivera Guconić
director Srđan Kner
girlfriend Andrijana Mećava

Co-production, costume, 
makeup
Nikola Kljajić

Scenography
Teodora Jonuzović 
Konstantinos Petrović

Video direction
Srđan Kner

Director of photography / 
cinematographer
Marko Gigić

Sound recording and design
Asja Suvajdžić

Sign language translation
Nina Baranovski

The audience, together with the 
protagonist, finds itself at the 
launch of a marketing campaign for 
suicide prevention, during which 
they are gradually drawn into his 
thoughts about life and death. 

“In AFTER, we explore what comes 
after silence, after trauma, after life 
– within an atmosphere reminiscent 
of an afterparty, a space where un-
resolved themes and memories un-
fold.”

Inspired by real events, the perfor-
mance blurs the boundary between 
audience and performer, encourag-
ing active participation.

Creating the performance

The performance emerged from 
a  need to address men’s mental 
health – a topic still marginalized 
and often presented in a simplified 
or sensationalist way. The starting 
point was data showing that in 2021 
approximately 47,000 suicides were 
recorded in the European Union, 
76.7% of which involved men. AFTER 
seeks to break this multigeneration-
al taboo by offering a more authen-
tic and direct narrative.

An important part of the creative 
process was the artists’ Instagram 
profile, which served to observe au-
dience reactions and shape the de-
velopment of the work. As the artists 
note: “Many people following our 
profile thought it was only about 
mental health. Only two weeks 
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Recommendations

Think about how what you want to 
express can be accessible to every-
one – and experiment with it. 

Consider how different audiences 
might interpret your work. This is 
where new ideas emerge.

before the premiere did we reveal the performance. Those who attended 
experienced it more deeply – they felt they had taken part in its creation.” 
The project is also transmedial, with its themes extended through social me-
dia.

The performance departs from conventional theatre by encouraging audienc-
es to actively participate – using their phones to record, photograph, take 
notes, and engage in the ongoing dialogue. Serbian sign language is incor-
porated into the performance, while subtitles are available only in video ma-
terials.

Due to the recurring theme of suicide, which may be distressing for some 
viewers, information about local support services is provided at the beginning 
and end of the performance.

One of the main challenges was finding a suitable venue. Institutional thea-
tres often proved inaccessible or inflexible. Ultimately, a space was secured 
only a week before the performance, and it was not a traditional theatre stage, 
which brought additional production challenges.
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We Are 
All Heroes
Installation design
Konstantinos Petrović

Scenography
Teodora Jonuzović  

Music
Jovan Raonić

“We Are All Heroes” is a perfor-
mance demonstrating that artistic 
creation has no limits when people 
are placed at its centre. Anyone can 
create or participate in an artistic 
event. It is an interactive perfor-
mance using Tactile Hero* and spe-
cially composed music. It consists of 
two parts: a performative one, where 
participants can play the installation, 
and a visual one, combining sound 
and colour. During the performance, 
participants leave marks on paper, 
creating a visual representation of 
what they hear.

*Tactile Hero is an interactive artistic-ed-

ucational installation that allows sound 
to be experienced through touch, move-

ment, and often also visual elements. 
Participants physically interact with the 
object (touching, pressing, moving ele-

ments), and the installation translates 
these actions into sound or music.

Creating the performance

“The idea for the performance 
emerged during camp in Poland, 
where I worked on the stereotypes 
and prejudice. It was an important, 
almost therapeutic experience that 
I wanted to return to.”

Since Tactile Hero is both an installa-
tion and an educational tool, the cre-
ators aimed to make it as accessible 
as possible. It was essential to con-
sider the needs of people with dif-
ferent types of disabilities – related 
to hearing, vision, and mobility – as 
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well as to reflect on who can use the 
project and how.

About a month before the premiere, 
an exhibition was opened, allowing 
the creators to better understand 
the audience community and their 
needs. Today, the project functions 
not only as a performance and in-
stallation, but also as a tool used in 
schools.

“Universal design significantly 
expanded our thinking about acces-
sibility and creative possibilities. It 
has become an essential part of my 
practice, which I now incorporate 
into most of my projects.”

Recommendations

Think more broadly. It doesn’t take 
much – just move beyond asking 
“what if the power goes out?” and 
also ask: “what if a person with a dis-
ability comes?”
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INTER- 
WEAVING
Performed by
Tanja Đurić
Novak Josić 

Direction and choreography
Tatjana Grujić
Aleksandra Pejić

“Interweaving” is a multimedia 
dance theatre performance per-
formed by an artist with a physi-
cal disability and her non-disabled 
partner. Through contemporary 
dance, physical theatre, and sound, 
it explores the intimate dynamics 
of relationships from the perspec-
tive of different bodies – physically, 
emotionally, and socially.

The performance aims to raise 
awareness of bodily diversity and 
different forms of love, proposing 
alternative ways of thinking about 
intimacy and interdependence.

On stage, the artist’s body is not 
“represented” but truly present 
–  actively and equally co-creating 
the performative language.

Creating the performance

The project was developed in Novi 
Sad in dialogue with audiences and 
the local community. The creators 
incorporated principles of universal 
design (including touch, audio de-
scription, and spatial accessibility), 
and the process was based on equal, 
non-hierarchical collaboration be-
tween performers.

A significant part of the material 
emerged from research conducted 
with people with disabilities. Their 
testimonies were incorporated into 
the performance, expanding it be-
yond the creators’ personal narrative 
into a broader shared experience. 
One of the aims was to challenge 
the strong social stigma surrounding  
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Recommendations

Let’s knock on the doors of public 
institutions – they will not come 
to us on their own. It is crucial to 
consistently break barriers and 
open space for dialogue. With-
out collaboration, our work can-
not fully exist.

relationships and sexuality of people 
with disabilities and to present them 
as ordinary, partner-based relation-
ships.

The creative process was also based 
on the artists’ own relationship: their 
journals and personal experiences, 
including conflicts, were used in the 
script.

From an artistic perspective, uni-
versal design was not a limitation, 

although not all ideas could be re-
alized. Some remain for future de-
velopment (especially scenes based 
solely on sound and bodily presence 
in complete darkness).

A significant challenge, however, 
was practical – particularly the lim-
ited availability of accessible spaces 
for creation and presentation in Ser-
bia.
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Italy

To Be Young, Gifted and Black
PLEASE, ANYONE BUT RICHARD III
By any other name. Playing Juliet and Romeo
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To Be 
Young, 
Gifted 
and Black
Cast
Gaja Aurora Ebere Ikeagwuana 
Laura Amponsah

Direction
Gaja Aurora Ebere Ikeagwuana

Poetic texts
Laura Amponsah

Dramaturgy
Val Wandja

Music
Mat

Artistic consultancy 
and stage direction
Valerie Tameu

Photo
Francesca Paluan

Production
Teatro Stabile del Veneto – Teatro 
Nazionale with the support of Ba-
gnomariah (Comoda APS),
DAR=CASA soc. coop

“To Be Young, Gifted and Black” is 
a  performance combining words, 
the body, and sound. It engages 
with the legacy of Audre Lorde and 
confronts it with the experiences 
of young Afro-descendant people 
growing up in Italy.

Three young workers lose their jobs 
after the sudden closure of the bar 
where they were employed. In this 
suspended space – both real and 
symbolic – their voices, sensitivi-
ties, and imaginations emerge. The 
bar becomes a space of resistance 
and imagination, where key ques-
tions of the diaspora intertwine: 
how can anger be transformed into 
political strength? How can a sense 
of home be built outside the “mas-
ter’s house”? What does it mean to 
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belong to a country that allows your presence 
but does not guarantee your rights?

The performance follows a fragmented, non-lin-
ear structure, combining realistic scenes with 
poetic passages, intimate confessions, and el-
ements of spoken word*. Poetry, music, and 
memory become tools to reinterpret everyday 
life, showing how experiences of precarity and 
exclusion can become a starting point for collec-
tive creation.

*Spoken word – a form of live poetry where emotion, 
rhythm, and delivery are central. The text is per-
formed rather than simply read, often in direct con-

tact with the audience, and typically addresses social, 
political, and identity-related themes.

Creating the performance

One of the main challenges was developing 
a  shared working language among artists with 
very different practices and experiences. This 
required constant dialogue. At the same time, 
this complexity became a source of satisfaction 
– it allowed the team to move beyond individual 
comfort zones, treat diversity as a resource, and 
create a space of genuine encounter and mutual 
recognition.

Understanding accessibility

Accessibility is the right to visibility and rep-
resentation – the possibility of being present on 
stage as a subject, not as an exception or symbol. 
It means creating space where Black artists can 
tell their own stories and build narratives from 
their own perspectives.

Accessibility also involves removing barriers that 
have historically limited the presence of Black art-
ists in cultural institutions. At the same time, it 

“Thinking about the 
performance through 
the lens of universal de-
sign allowed us to treat 
inclusion and accessi-
bility as integral parts 
of the creative process. 
This approach encour-
aged a more responsible 
and conscious way of 
making theatre, where 
accessibility is embed-
ded in artistic choices, 
dramaturgy, space, and 
time.

It led the artists to focus 
on aspects that might 
otherwise remain mar-
ginal, such as different 
temporal rhythms, sen-
sory layers, and ways of 
engaging audiences who 
do not usually come to 
the theatre. This also 
influenced the themes 
of the performance, 
prompting reflection on 
power relations, com-
munity, belonging, and 
access. Universal design 
opened new artistic 
questions and expanded 
the understanding of 
what performance can 
be.”



51

Recommendations

Use artistic mentoring throughout 
the entire process. 

Organise work-in-progress show-
ings to test ideas and gather feed-
back in a safe environment.

Treat universal design as a crea-
tive and political opportunity, not 
a limitation.

Learn, collaborate with experi-
enced practitioners, and see ac-
cessibility as a way to develop ar-
tistic practice, deepen audience 
relationships, and critically rethink 
theatrical space. This approach 
opens new possibilities and sup-
ports a  more inclusive cultural 
landscape.

means creating language and forms 
rooted in lived experience – so that 
the performance is authentic and 
understandable, rather than adapted 
to dominant, exclusionary norms.
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Concept
Cristian Viscione, Giammarco 
Pignatiello, Benedetta Pigoni
based on “Richard III” 
by William Shakespeare

Direction
Giammarco Pignatiello

Cast
Alessandra Curía, Giammarco 
Pignatiello, Benedetta Pigoni, 
Cristian Viscione

Dramaturgy
Benedetta Pigoni

Set and costumes
Gaia Fossati

Figures and animation
Valerio Saccà

Vocal contribution
Gionata Soncini

In collaboration with
Divano Project

Photography
Serena Pea

Production
Teatro Stabile del Veneto – Teatro 
Nazionale 
with the support of
Centro Teatrale MaMiMò 
Accademia dei Filodrammatici 
Spazio EffeBi19

PLEASE, ANYONE 
BUT RICHARD III

The project emerged from the encounter between Giammarco Pignatiel-
lo, Benedetta Pigoni, and Cristian Viscione – an artist, activist, and digital 
creator known as @atrofic_king. Cristian lives with spinal muscular atrophy 
(SMA), a neurodegenerative condition that progressively weakens muscles 
and can affect breathing. On stage, he is connected to a ventilator, writes 
using a two-button mouse, and communicates through a synthetic voice.

The starting point is a simple question: theatre has always been a space of 
transformation. But what happens when a body like Cristian’s – already load-
ed with meaning before speaking – is asked to “perform”? Is transformation 
still possible, or does the stage reveal and reinforce who you already are?
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The language of @atrofic_king – built from embodiment, words, and on-
line irony – enters the stage as a digital, memetic language. Within this 
framework appears the figure of Richard III, historically shaped by a harm-
ful stereotype: an evil person because of being “ugly,” a tyrant because of 
being “different.” The project dismantles this narrative and reclaims it in 
a contemporary context.

Cristian’s body becomes the centre of the performance – visually, narra-
tively, and rhythmically. His breath, regulated by a ventilator, defines the 
pace of the scene. Pauses or slowdowns may occur due to essential medical 
procedures.

Two performers, acting on stage as actors and caregivers, build a structure 
that merges representation with real care. Replacing traditional puppets, 
objects from Cristian’s everyday life, especially medical devices, are ani-
mated and transformed into characters and symbols of power.

Technology and social media bring @atrofic_king’s language onto the stage. 
A synthetic voice – Cristian’s avatar – adds another narrative layer, blurring 
the line between the real and the virtual.

Cristian does not “play” a role – he is present as himself, reshaping how 
theatre represents lived experience. He does not ask for empathy. He asks 
for space. For presence. For possibility. ”Please, anyone but Richard III” is 
both a refusal to be interpreted by others and a claim to self-representation.

Creating the performance

The process was complex and required constant adaptation. The team faced 
logistical challenges such as transport, accessibility, and technical conditions, 
which demanded flexibility and quick decision-making.

Cristian’s role as a co-creator was central. His communication tools and meth-
ods shaped the structure of the performance. His interface and synthetic 
voice became dramaturgical elements influencing rhythm and composition.

The process was also experimental and collective. The team developed 
a  shared language, redefining theatrical tools and integrating everyday ob-
jects – especially medical devices – into the theatrical world. The work-in-
progress showings helped us see whether the message was clear and under-
standable to the audience.
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Recommendations

Start from the meaning, not from tools. Treat universal design as a holistic 
approach. Consider not only the stage but also the logistics, organisation, 
and working conditions. Ensure that communication tools are visible and un-
derstandable to the audience.
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By any 
other 
name. 
Playing 
Juliet and 
Romeo
Dramaturgy
Luce Sant’Ambrogio

Inspiration
“Romeo and Juliet” 
by William Shakespeare

Based on
“Chi può fare Giulietta – Questioni 
per una politica performativa dei 
ruoli oltre il genere” 
by Luce Sant’Ambrogio

Directed by
Giacomo AG
Luce Sant’Ambrogio

Cast
Giacomo AG
Luce Sant’Ambrogio

Dramaturgical research
Federica Lorenzoni 

Tutor
Fiorenza Menni (Ateliersi)

Sound, light and video
Yele Canali Ferrari

Artistic support
Gianluca Maria Bozzale

Costumes
Lauretta Salvagnin

Photography
Serena Pea

Production
Teatro Stabile del Veneto
Teatro Nazionale
with the support of
Centrale Fies, Ateliersi

“By Any Other Name. Playing Juliet 
and Romeo” is a gesture of love and 
disobedience – an embodied desire 
to reclaim a stage that has been de-

nied to us; a project of rereading and 
rewriting “Romeo and Juliet” from 
a transgender perspective, rooted in 

the experience of the body.

Today, these characters are associ-

ated with heteronormative, cisgen-

der bodies, aligned with the physical 
expectations of the roles. Yet Juliet 
was originally born on stage with 
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a boy’s voice – femininity has always been a construct. So we ask: who can 
play Juliet? Who can play Romeo?

This is not a queer reinterpretation of a classic text, but a political and poet-
ic gesture that demands the right for transgender bodies to be subjects on 
stage – not represented by others and not reduced to stereotypical roles.

In Italy, transgender people are still cast mainly when their “different body” 
meets cisgender directorial expectations or serves to reproduce stigma-
tizing characters. Trans bodies are absent from theatrical productions, and 
when they do appear, roles are often assigned to cisgender actors and ac-
tresses (so-called transfake, Renata Carvalho, 2022), while transgender peo-
ple are expected “not to look transgender.”

Starting from these questions, we demand the freedom to embody char-
acters that have become symbols of femininity, masculinity, and romantic 
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Recommendations

Treat universal design as a process. 
Analyze the composition of the 
group and its needs. Involve com-
munities in the creation process. 
Avoid tokenism. Create a clear point 
of reference for the audience, for ex-
ample by drawing on a familiar story. 
Do not be afraid to change it. Plan 
more time for the work – universal 
design requires more time.

love. We want to show that drama-
turgical power is determined not by 
gender or body, but by stage pres-
ence and the performer’s sensitivi-
ty. In this sense, we practice a form 
of transphagy: we “digest” the past 
in order to build a present that in-
cludes us – because we already ex-
ist, we love, and we desire.

Creating the performance

The process was intense and 
time-constrained, requiring strong 
focus and rapid decision-making. 
The artists simultaneously de-
veloped the concept, tested the 
scenes, and negotiated different 
artistic sensibilities, often working 
through experimentation and im-
mediate revision, giving the whole 
process a dynamic, workshop-like 
character.

Workshops and laboratory activities 
played an important role, expand-
ing perspectives and introducing 
a  research-focused dimension. At 
the same time, the dramaturgy was 
developed based on “Romeo and 
Juliet”, a recognizable structure sub-
jected to transformation – especially 
where Shakespeare’s language limit-
ed authenticity.

Reflection on representation and ac-
cessibility was also crucial. Universal 
design became an integral part of 
the work, influencing artistic deci-
sions and the relationship with the 
audience.

Understanding accessibility

Accessibility begins at the stage of 
team building – by recognizing di-
verse bodies, identities, and expe-
riences as elements of artistic prac-
tice. It includes, among other things, 
the choice of communication tools, 
the structure of the performance, 
and the creation of clear reference 
points for the audience – for ex-
ample, by using a familiar story as 
an “anchor.” What matters most is 
designing with specific people and 
their needs in mind, rather than re-
ferring to an abstract audience.

Accessibility is also linked to ethical 
responsibility and a critique of super-
ficial inclusivity. The artists oppose 
tokenism (a situation in which sym-
bolic actions create the appearance 
of supporting diversity, while noth-
ing actually changes).
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Concepts
Biological sex
physical traits used to assign sex 
at birth

Gender
social constructs of femininity 
and masculinity

Cisgender
identity aligned with sex assigned 
at birth

Transgender
identity not aligned with 
sex assigned at birth

Gender identity
how you identify (e.g., woman, man, 
non-binary person)

Non-binary
outside the woman – man binarism

Heteronormativity
the belief that heterosexuality is the 
default, normal and preferred sexual 
orientation, aligning with strict bina-
ry gender roles

Queer
people outside norms of gender 
and sexuality

Cisnormativity
the assumption that everyone 
is cisgender

Transfake
a trans role performed 
by a cisgender actor

Role physiognomy
the belief that an actor should 
“look like” the role

Transphagy
creative reworking of classical 
works from a trans perspective



Shared 
Space
A Model of Universal Design
in the Performing Arts

Katarzyna Pągowska
Magdalena Jasińska
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Katarzyna Pągowska

Cultural organiser and manager. 
Since 2022, she has served as deputy 
director for programme at the Pro-
vincial Centre for Cultural Animation 
in Toruń. Her work focuses on the 
role of art as a tool for social change 
and on empowering artists and cul-
ture workers.

Magdalena Jasińska 

Trainer, researcher, coordinator of 
social and artistic projects, cultural 
organiser, theatre scholar. She works 
at the Provincial Centre for Cultural 
Animation in Toruń, where she co-
ordinates projects, runs workshops, 
facilitates meetings and conducts 
evaluations of projects and activities.
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Introduction

From a technical add-on to an artistic foundation

The main impulse behind the creation of the Universal Design Model in the 
Performing Arts was the conviction that accessibility cannot be limited solely 
to infrastructure, such as elevators or ramps, nor can it function as a “pros-
thetic” added to an already finished performance.

We propose a radical shift in perspective: inclusivity becomes the founda-
tion of the creative process, present from the very beginning of the ideation 
phase, through dramaturgy and the creation of the performance, all the way 
to designing relationships with the audience.

The model has emerged from the need for a deep, systemic change in think-
ing about accessibility in culture. It is not merely a set of technical guidelines. 
It can be understood as a manifesto of a new aesthetic and work ethic in 
which accessibility becomes a driving force for creative imagination.

The theoretical context and a broader perspective

Universal design has originated in the field of architecture, where it means 
creating spaces that are accessible without the need for additional adapta-
tions. In the context of the performing arts, it takes on a new meaning: ac-
cessibility becomes an organic element of the staged world created on equal 
terms by artists from marginalized groups.

We understand accessibility very broadly. The model is based on the expe-
riences of artists from three countries and on a kind of empathy that goes 
beyond the standardized support for people with disabilities. It takes into ac-
count all forms of exclusion, diverse modes of perception, a variety of con-
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texts, and communication through multiple channels (image, sound, rhythm, 
touch) with a view to expanding the potential of artistic expression rather 
than limiting it.

Practice as a source of knowledge and innovation

The presented model is a result of authentic explorations carried out by pro-
ject participants. Each of its elements derives directly from stage practice, 
rehearsals, and performances.

Project evaluation showed that artists lacked a concrete catalogue of good 
practices that would combine theory with the stage experience of other art-
ists. The model fills this gap. In this project, young artists took on the role of 
innovators, consciously and attentively incorporating accessibility into their 
everyday work. The “journey map” presented in the model, structured into 
ten steps, derives from their courage in experimentation and readiness to 
challenge traditional hierarchies.

The model restores agency to all collaborators and presents audiences with 
new modes of perception. Its main objective is to produce a lasting trans-
formation of the field of art – its norms, languages, and audiences – so that 
inclusivity ceases to be an exception and becomes a commonly accepted 
social norm.

The 10-Step Model
I. Foundations and relationships

Step 1. Design from the beginning

Accessibility is part of the artistic concept from the very beginning.

As project evaluations have shown, the most compelling works emerged 
where accessibility tools, such as audio description or sign language transla-
tion, were not treated as a formal obligation but as part of the artistic vision. 
A significant number of participants declared that before the project they 
treated accessibility as a formal requirement (subtitles, lack of architectural 
barriers). After the project, they began to perceive it as a foundation of cre-
ative practice.
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“To Be Young, Gifted and Black”
The artists abandoned linear narrative in favour of a fragmented struc-
ture. Thanks to this, accessibility did not rely solely on subtitles, but 
on constructing scenes so that each of them functioned as an autono-
mous visual and sound-based message, understandable even if part of 
the text was missed.

“Gorgon Syndrome”
The dramaturgy of the performance is fully accessible to Deaf audienc-
es without the need to constantly follow the sign language interpreter 
present on stage. Emotions are “encoded” in the vibration and move-
ment of the performers’ bodies.

“Through the Eye of a Needle”
The method of contemporary embroidery was used as an element 
of scenography. Members of the Deaf community created visual el-
ements during workshops – hands representing signs from sign lan-
guage. These became a key element of the narrative language. One 
person communicated through pantomime, another through embroi-
dery. In this way, sign language became a material and visual compo-
nent of dramaturgy.

Step 2. Create in partnership

We design performances with specific people.

Universal design begins with the presence of concrete individuals, languages, 
histories, and needs in the creative process. Wherever people with experi-
ence of marginalization were truly present in the artistic work – not as a topic, 
but as co-creators – we encountered genuine artistic partnership. This was 
supported by working within a given community (for example, with Deaf par-
ticipants or using individual communication devices).

In several productions, elements of accessibility, such as communication de-
vices or the presence of a sign language interpreter, became an important 
axis of dramaturgy. A breakthrough moment was recognizing them as key 
rather than merely supportive.

“Interweaving”
The method of a shared diary was used. Two performers (one 
non-disabled and one disabled) recorded their impressions from re-
hearsals, and their intimate texts became the basis for the script. 
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“Gorgon Syndrome”
The traditional role of the sign language interpreter was redefined. The 
interpreter did not stand in the corner of the stage dressed in black. 
She became part of the cast as the character of Medusa. Their move-
ments, signs, and expression became part of choreography developed 
together with the rest of the ensemble. This gave them perform-
ative agency. Sign language ceased to be a piece of translation work.
It became a primary, autonomous artistic language in its own right, 
treated on equal terms with the movement of the other performers.

“Please, anyone but Richard III”
The creative process was based on partnership with Cristian Viscione, 
whose way of communicating, working pace, and needs became 
the foundation of the performance. His communication interface, 
synthetic voice, and the presence of a ventilator shaped the drama-
turgy, rhythm, and structure of the scenes. The team worked col-
lectively, combining diverse practices and experiences, and the 
relationship between performers had both an artistic and a care-
based dimension. The key shift was reversing the perspective – it 
was not Cristian adapting to theatre, but theatre adapting to him.

Step 3. Change power relations

Universal design transforms relationships – between the creator and the 
co-creator, between the stage and the audience, between the institution and 
the artist. It challenges hierarchy. It requires abandoning the model in which 
one person (most often the director) holds the most powerful position and 
decides on everything. It requires learning new modes of perception and rec-
ognizing non-normativity as a new norm.

The transformation of power relations means that the director becomes more 
of a process guide rather than an authority. It acknowledges that the perform-
er’s knowledge of their own body, language, and experience of exclusion is 
more important than preconceived ideas.

“Interweaving”
The artists declared that after participating in the project they could 
no longer return to working methods that ignored accessibility. A sys-
tem of rotational decision-making was introduced: in selected scenes, 
the performer with a disability determined the pace and movement, to 
which the partner had to adapt, reversing the traditional “caregiver-de-
pendent” relationship.
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“Gorgon Syndrome”
A collective working method was applied, where decisions about cos-
tumes or lighting were consulted with the entire cast, including the 
sign language interpreter, giving them real influence on the visual 
shape of the performance.

“Errors and Failures”
The work was based on relationships and mutual trust. The stage ma-
terial was created through improvisation and shared decision-making, 
without a dominant hierarchy. Knowledge resulting from bodily experi-
ence was treated as equal to artistic concept.

II. Narrative and perception

Step 4. Expand the cultural field

Contemporary theatre does not have a single dominant code, which is why 
universal design requires openness to diverse aesthetics and traditions with-
out imposing one dominant model. Inclusivity is a dynamic process, depend-
ent on the local social context and the sensitivity of artists.

The presence of artists from different cultural backgrounds revealed the “nor-
mativity” of the European theatre model, which became an impulse for re-
interpreting classical works (for example in such projects as “By any other 
name. Playing Juliet and Romeo” or “Please, anyone but Richard III”). It be-
came clear that theatre gains vitality and authenticity when it allows voices 
that have previously been marginalized to be heard. Practice in three different 
countries confirmed that social sensitivity is not a fixed concept and must 
always respond to the specificity of local experience.

“By any other name. Playing Juliet and Romeo” 
The structure of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet was used. The audi-
ence knows the story, which creates a safe base (an anchor), allowing 
creators to introduce difficult, non-normative identity-related themes 
without the risk of the audience losing track of the narrative.

“To Be Young, Gifted and Black”
A spoken word form (poetry, rhythm, and voice) was introduced, which 
is rare in traditional institutional theatre in Italy. This physically ex-
panded the sonic space of theatre with cultural codes of the diaspora. 
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Step 5. Activate multiple senses

There is no single correct way of experiencing a performance, and there is 
no “typical” audience member either. The more channels of perception are 
activated, the more inclusive the performance becomes.

The artists emphasized that such multi-channel perception did not limit their 
work. On the contrary – it generated new solutions, developed their artistic 
language, and invited experimentation. Tools of accessibility became part of 
the stage language, aesthetics, and dramaturgy.

“zbroja”
Audio description becomes the main text of the performance and 
takes the form of the inner monologue of a puppet – a stage form 
that “speaks” the experience of the body. Combined with tactile ele-
ments such as casts of performers’ bodies, the performance creates a 
multi-sensory path of reception, one in which words, touch, and sound 
complement each other, making accessibility an integral part of dram-
aturgy.

“NIC”
Audio description is not delivered through headphones, but spoken 
aloud by the actor as an inner monologue. This allows a sighted viewer 
to gain insight into the character’s thoughts, while a blind viewer re-
ceives a description of the action in a natural and artistic way. The per-
formance also offers the possibility of watching it with eyes covered, 
allowing all viewers to experience it through other senses and shifting 
attention from image to sound, rhythm, smell, and imagination.

“We Are All Heroes”
The performance used the Tactile Hero installation, expanding audi-
tory perception. Sounds and music were transformed into vibrations 
transmitted to special panels or devices that viewers could touch. Deaf 
audience members could “hear” rhythm and dynamics through recep-
tors in the skin. This demonstrated that music in theatre does not have 
to be purely acoustic – it can be physical and accessible to everyone.

Step 6. Speak responsibly and honestly

Addressing social themes by using universal design requires artists to con-
sciously avoid stereotypes, simplifications, and dramaturgy based on pity. The 
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tokenism
symbolic inclusion 
without real agency

exoticization
presenting people or 
cultures as “other” or 
unusual in a simplified 
way

aestheticization 
of exclusion
turning difficult 
experiences into visually 
appealing images

key principle is full acknowledgment of people 
from marginalized groups, which can be achieved 
especially through inviting them to co-create and 
consult the performance.

When developing the model, the artists repeat-
edly identified such risks as tokenism, exoticiza-
tion and the aestheticization of exclusion. They 
also emphasized the need to critically examine 
colonial perspectives present in artistic practice. 
Giving voice to people and groups who are out-
side the dominant contexts and involving them as 
co-creators makes it possible to move away from 
approaches and practices that rely on treating the 
experiences of marginalization as mere objects. 
The foundation of inclusive art therefore has to 
be based on deep self-reflection, and artists must 
shape their narratives with a sense of personal re-
sponsibility, so that the performances can convey 
authentic and subject-focused messages.

“To Be Young, Gifted and Black”
The artists consciously abandoned the role 
of victims of systemic oppression: the bar 
in which the characters are placed is por-
trayed as a space of resistance and imag-
ination. In this case, responsible narration 
involved the portrayal of agency and anger 
as a political force, not a reason for pity.

“Through the Eye of a Needle”
The pantomime performance refrained 
from translating every gesture into spoken 
language. The creators decided that in-
viting a hearing audience into a world of 
silence and ambiguity is more responsible 
than explaining everything, which often in-
fantilizes Deaf people.

“Gorgon Syndrome”
The use of the myth of Medusa allowed 
the artists to discuss trauma and violence 
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in a metaphorical and universal way. The performance avoids literal 
representation; instead, the audience is given space to engage emo-
tionally in the narrative through rhythm and image, which protects the 
agency of the characters.

“Please, anyone but Richard III”
The artists consciously decided that a performer with a disability would 
play Richard III, a character evoking evil and violence. This was done 
on purpose, as it raises the question of whether a person with a disa-
bility can play the role of a villain instead of being confined exclusively 
to roles that evoke pity. The performer co-creates the role and deter-
mines how it is presented. Responsible narration in this case does not 
consist of presenting a “correct” image, but involves conscious dealing 
with stereotypes and a shift in perspective – from being looked at to 
speaking from one’s own position.

III. Process and development

Step 7. Introduce discomfort

Differences and tensions that arise in the creative process are a necessary el-
ement of change and a valuable source of development for artists. The mod-
el assumes that conflict can lead to deeper artistic reflection, provided that 
there is space for genuine dialogue and collective decision-making.

Conscious use of discomfort can be a deliberate artistic strategy, as it may 
confront the audience with non-normativity. Experiences from performances 
such as “Errors and Failures” and “Please, anyone but Richard III” demonstrate 
that the non-normative body of the performer can effectively put the viewer 
in a state of unease. This confrontation gives an impulse for the audience to 
recognize their own limitations, fears, and biases.

“Please, anyone but Richard III”
The stage was designed in such a way that the audience, for an extended 
period, had to look at the performer connected to medical equipment. 
The body was neither masked nor aestheticized. Scenography and light-
ing directed attention to medical devices and the physiological aspects 
of disability (such as the ventilator or the mucus suction appliance). The 
viewer is placed in a situation of prolonged visual contact with a body that 
is usually hidden from public view. This “forced” act of looking is intended 
to break the barrier of shame and fear and turn discomfort into reflection.
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“Errors and Failures”
The performance was designed to include moments that appeared as 
technical mistakes. The performers do not strive for perfection, but in-
stead demonstrate the limitations and irregularities of movement. The 
audience may feel uneasy because they cannot be sure whether what 
they are seeing is intentional. This confrontation with error challenges 
the status of ability and perfection, showing that non-normativity car-
ries a different and valid artistic quality.

“Interweaving”
The artists confront the audience with the topic of sexuality of people 
with disabilities. The performers enter into intimate relationships on 
stage, using their non-normative bodies as tools of desire and tender-
ness. The audience may experience discomfort resulting from confron-
tation with the persistent belief that people with disabilities are asexu-
al. The performance dispels this myth, asking about full acceptance of 
human subjectivity.

Step 8. Expand accessibility

The foundation of inclusivity is the elimination of architectural and communi-
cation barriers that most often exclude some audiences from participation in 
culture. Designing with an expanded threshold of entry in mind – from eleva-
tors and induction loops to intuitive navigation – improves comfort for all par-
ticipants, making space welcoming regardless of ability or prior experience.

This principle also applies to the cognitive sphere: the language of the per-
formance and informational materials should be clear and understandable. 
Avoiding overly specialized or hermetic discourse prevents exclusion of au-
diences who have not had access to specific artistic knowledge. It is equally 
important to communicate clearly what the performance contains – informa-
tion about age restrictions or potential triggers (something that may suddenly 
evoke strong emotional reactions or memories) allows the viewer to make an 
informed decision about participation. Clarity of communication ensures that 
complex themes invite dialogue.

“We Are All Heroes”
Audience members could touch the surface of a special interactive in-
stallation that vibrated in response to music and sound effects. This 
physically removed the barrier for Deaf audiences, allowing them to 
experience the dramaturgy of sound through their entire body.
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“Interweaving”
Rehearsals were conducted in spaces that were not traditional theatre 
venues to test how the absence of architectural barriers (such as level 
access from the street) influenced audience composition. It turned out 
that accessibility attracted people who had never attended theatre be-
fore, often due to fear of its institutional character.

“Gorgon Syndrome”
In addition to standard subtitles, a “visual story” was introduced 
– a graphic guide to the performance sent in advance. It described, in 
simple language, the intensity of lighting, sound levels, and key plot 
developments. This significantly reduced anxiety for people with sen-
sory sensitivities or those on the autism spectrum, giving them a sense 
of control and predictability.

“Through the Eye of a Needle”
The creators used pantomime as a language that inherently has a low 
threshold of entry. It is understandable across different linguistic and 
cultural contexts, including for Deaf audiences, without the need for 
translation.

Step 9. Test and learn from failure. Again and again

Universal design is a continuous learning process in which error is a natural 
part of experimentation. It requires openness to testing solutions and intro-
ducing changes at every stage of the process – including after the premiere.

A key role is played by ongoing evaluation and dialogue with the audience, 
which allows a deeper understanding of the real experience of reception. 
This process-oriented approach also demands a radical shift in priorities: the 
well-being of creators becomes more important than festival programming.

An example of this approach was the difficult decision to cancel a perfor-
mance due to the deterioration of a lead actor’s health. The team could have 
replaced the performer or modified the piece, but this would have meant 
excluding the central creator and protagonist.
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IV. Change and a new horizon

Step 10. Change the world

The final stage of the model is oriented toward lasting, systemic transforma-
tion. In this perspective, accessibility ceases to be a separate task and be-
comes a new, natural norm that redefines the role of the artist and the institu-
tion in society. The overarching goal is a profound transformation of the field 
of art – its language, conventions, and relationship with audiences.

Experiences of participants showed that such practice radically transforms 
artistic self-perception. Accessibility ceases to be seen as a limitation or com-
promise and becomes a space for creative development. This shift in aware-
ness enables the creation of theatre that not only includes but actively shapes 
new, more inclusive cultural patterns.

In Serbia, artists began systematically approaching public institutions, push-
ing for architectural adaptations (such as the construction of ramps), leav-
ing a lasting physical trace in the urban space. The performance “We Are All 
Heroes” became part of educational workshops for schools, turning universal 
design into a pedagogical method that teaches empathy and new forms of 
perception.

In Italy, theatre ceased to be an exclusive space for a narrow group of privi-
leged, able-bodied actors and became a meeting place for diverse communi-
ties discussing issues important to them in their own terms.

In Poland, the field of art expanded to include new forms of expression. Ac-
cessibility tools such as audio description or sign language became elements 
of artistic language. The field also expanded to include bodies that are still 
underrepresented on stage, raising fundamental questions about profession-
alism and representation of artists with disabilities.
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The axial diagram
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Summary

The axial diagram: 
four pillars of inclusion

The narrative-ethical axis
focuses on the content and style of 
the narrative. It examines whether 
technical accessibility is followed 
by the proper representation and 
agency of artists.

The structural axis
examines organizational frame-
works. Even the most artistically ac-
cessible performance will no longer 
be accessible if the organization or 
infrastructure fail (for example, lack 
of access ramps or elevators).

The political-relational axis
is about the decision-making pro-
cesses and distribution of power 
within the team. It helps to ensure 
equal relationships among artists 
and a real say in shaping the pro-
ject for people from marginalized 
groups.

The artistic axis
refers to the aesthetic and sen-
sory experiences provided by the 
performance. It reminds us that in-
clusivity-centred approaches can 
serve as a material to devise a new 
language of art.

The universal design model in the performing arts can be illustrated by draw-
ing four interrelated axes, which allows us to move beyond a linear approach 
to creating a performance. In this coordinate system, it is clear to see how 
each element influences the others.

The axial model illustrates the project’s core principle: accessibility is not 
the final stage, but the point where all activities converge. The intersection 
of the axes at the centre (where ‘universal design’ is located) suggests that 
every artistic, production or technical decision should pass through this com-
mon filter. This helps to avoid treating accessibility as a ‘prosthesis’ attached 
to the finished work.

The model presented on the axes can help to identify fairly quickly which 
areas of accessibility are sufficiently developed in a given project, and which 
require attention. For example: if, on the political-relational axis, we decide to 
give the leading decision-making role to a person with a disability (a shift in 
power relations), then we must automatically make a shift on the artistic axis 
– for example, by changing the way the dramaturgy is constructed so that it 
takes non-normative perception into account.
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The concentric diagram



77

The concentric diagram: 
from actual presence to social change
Another visual representation of the model is the concentric diagram, where 
accessibility originates from its very heart – with the actual presence of artists 
within the team. From there, it radiates out to the team’s creative process, the 
artistic structure of the performance, and the communication with the audi-
ence, extending all the way to the broader institutional and social context.

The axial view depicts the model as four stable pillars supporting the project. 
If even one of them is missing, the entire structure becomes unstable. The 
concentric view illustrates the logic of the process, where universal design is 
similar to branching out and begins at the very heart – that is, the relation-
ships between people.

Layers of the diagram (from the centre outward):

the core: ACTUAL PRESENCE 
This is the heart of the model. Inclusivity begins with inviting specif-
ic people – with their stories and needs – to join the artistic team.

layer 2: TEAM PROCESS
Here, power dynamics are restructured. The team learns to make 
decisions together, engage in dialogue, and work in conditions of 
purposeful discomfort.

layer 3: ARTISTIC STRUCTURE
At this stage, the performance takes shape. According to the princi-
ple of perceptive multiplicity, the work becomes multi-channel – in-
terpretable through sound, image, and movement simultaneously.

layer 4: COMMUNICATION WITH THE AUDIENCE
This is the moment of encounter. It involves using simple language, 
providing information about triggers, and ensuring a broader entry 
threshold.

layer 5: INSTITUTIONAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT
The broadest circle, within which the performance begins to shift 
the meanings and definitions of art and the artist.
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