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In 2020, Alex Bulmer wrote an article for Sync on the Value of Inefficiency and her preferred form of leadership that circles and spirals. In this podcast, Alex was in conversation with Sarah Pickthall. She revisits circling and the importance of taking our time if we are going to create the conditions for building trust and creativity. Alex brilliantly reframes the notion of keeping up and reminds us of the magic that can happen when we gather together. Alex Bulmer is a Sync alumnus, an award winning writer, director, actor, and dramaturge. Former Artistic director of Common Boots Theatre, Co-Founder of Cripping the Stage with British Council Toronto and lead curator of CoMotion 2022, an international Deaf and Disability arts festival produced by Harbourfront Center. She is Founder and Artistic Director of Fire and Rescue Arts. Over to you Alex.

I don't know that I have done enough, circling in my life time. Or if I have, I haven't appreciated it. And maybe that's more the truth, is that I have questioned that way of being. I think I have obviously, instinctively, I have understood the value of it, but something that I probably learned early in life has left me, distrusting my own instinct to be a gatherer and a circler probably most especially when it's considered within the frame of leadership, because I think leadership was always something I understood to be ahead, you know, ahead of the pack. Not part of something but ahead of something. You know, and there's a certain element of speed involved in that I think, I think it's taken me a long time and I still am learning how to trust the virtue of inefficiency, the value of gathering and the discoveries gained from circling as opposed to going quickly from A to B.

I think it's essential and, you know, I'm seeing it, I'm starting to, to experience little mini versions of it, like having for example, the show that I'm in, we started with a gathering of everybody over coffee and cake, you know, and the project that I'm running in Toronto with three, writers who are blind. We started with a meal together, you know, that was in the grant. It's in the grant that we will have two meals together. It's part of the creative process and that we had that meal together before we started working together as a group.
There was no formality or set structure. It was, you know, we're getting together at 6:30 at this restaurant. Here we go. And, I think there's a, like allowing things to unfold and unfurl, I think is also part of trust building because I think it shows respect for the others in the room that the leadership model isn't necessarily always controlling.

Every minute isn't always filling every, you know, quarter of an hour with a purpose that an hour and a half can go by enabling everybody to, in a sense, set the agenda, for lack of a better word. It's like there is no agenda. So it's it's actually allowing everyone else to set the dynamic. I think that's a better word for it. And the dynamic
 -or the tone, even the tone 
 -the tone, the conversation, the relationship building, just let it unfurl. That I think is so it's it's really beautiful and it, it really does show trust I think that's showing trust in the people in the room. And it's also showing a commitment to the time that that takes.

I have found myself comparing my way of participating in a group. I may compare that to others and conclude that I'm not keeping up. It's such an interesting thing, this idea of keeping up. Like it immediately suggests there's some kind of competition or there's, there's one way, you know, you've got to keep up with that one way. Trying to turn that phrase into something that has a different meaning. So rather than keeping up with someone else's standard, I'm trying to think of it iliterally in my own sort of physical body. So how do I keep upright in these environments? The answer is go at my own pace. 
 -Right.
-Establish my own boundaries. That will keep me up.

I think part of it is like for me is to resist a sense of being exceptional. I don't mean exceptional in the sense of, you know, like talent or skill, but exceptional as an unexpected person in the room. So. Because I, because I think I can easily fall into a kind of romanticising my exceptionality by being the only blind person in the room or the only disabled person in the room.
And other people often lean into that as well. So quickly we we can become this kind of romanticized or exceptional character in a space and I think trying to resist that is helpful because it helps me in a weird way. It gives me a kind of privacy that I actually need when I'm in these big institutions. Like, I also need to just fade into the woodwork at times. I don't want to always stand out. You know, we need to stand out as artists and as people who have a voice and something to say. But I think we also need the chips to just blend in and and be in the background.
-It's so interesting, isn't it? Because I often feel this around the term, and I've been speaking to sort of other folks that have been working in spaces around this idea of imposter syndrome. 
 -Right. 
 -That sense of, oh, I've got imposter syndrome because it's unlikely or unusual for me to be in this space. So it's. What you were saying, resisting, resisting that. Because actually to be in that space, you've worked very, very hard. You’re skilled and talented. Yes. And you have a right to be in that space. So it's like internalized ableism like sometimes I do feel like I'm an imposter. No, no, no, you’re not an imposter, be that special or the underdog or whatever. And of course, of course, there are aspects of that whereby we are chosen for sort of broader representation purposes of a system that says, oh, yeah, we need to show that we are doing this.
-Yes. That's right. 
 -There's that as well, isn't there? 
 -Yes. And, and and I don't pretend that that's not there. 
 -No. It is there, it’s the truth.
 -It's totally true. Yeah. And I guess that's right. It's like it's not trying to play pretend like that is a reality. But then just going yep that's their reality. That's what they need to do.

I'm bringing my skills, my experience. And, you know, I don't think I can control the level of exceptionality or romanticism or box ticking or whatever, like whatever else is going on. But what I can do is I can decide how I'm going to enter that room. I can decide what I'm bringing into that space. And, you know, even just I take, just even taking a moment before entering a room, just to breathe and imagine oneself in your own body. Feel your feet on the floor. I mean, these simple things, but they actually help, you know, and when those things go wrong, just take that moment. Take that time, feel your feet on the floor. Feel your breath, feel your body. You know you are still there in your own skin. Other people have not, taken over you. It can feel that way at times when people put barriers up or make assumptions about you. But step back, step back and keep up, but keep up as in keep upright as opposed to follow them. Don't keep up with them. Keep up with yourself. We offer so much to artistic spaces like I've had people come up to me, non-disabled people in on film sets or like recently I did a film shoot and the director came up to me and she just said, “Oh my god, we so need to learn from your community. We don't know how to look after ourselves.” 
You know, and it was like, yeah, no kidding. You're all like, driving yourselves into the ground, for what? Like I like for one extra minute of filming and then everybody's sick for a week? Like it just so we have so much to offer and at the same time, we don't need to have so much to offer to others.

Like, that's one thing I really, I feel really strongly about is we're not here, we're not in those spaces to help everyone else be their best selves. I mean, there is part of that, but you know. We are there also for ourselves to be our best selves. Like I, I'm really very careful about ever suggesting that somehow we're there to educate and, you know, help non-disabled people have a better experience, you know?

I mean, the gathering, gathering together. Again, I just think it's so it's such a relief, like when I was with you and David and Carmen and Sean and the other lovely people in that Tangled space. I just think it's really good to be reminded, how other people are experiencing the world, whether in a positive or in a I guess, negative way, you know, that it's just really helpful to be reminded of how other people are, experiencing ableism.
And I think when the danger of being the only disabled person in a room, is that, you know, maybe we do forget the speed of trust because I think when I'm if I'm the only disabled person in a creative space there's so much pivoting around my needs, and that can be both a benefit. Or it could actually go in the opposite direction, There may be an assumption of needs that aren't there, but there's definitely a real focus on me. Whereas if I'm working in a space with other disabled people, for me that's where the really beautiful, brilliant navigation and negotiation of people's, differing access needs, differing way of working.
To me, that's where the magic really exists.
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