GIFTS ALONG THE WHOLE SPECTRUM:

THE PORTRAYAL OF DISABILITY THROUGH FILM

The quest for understanding requires that we give up

the search for certainty and go on a voyage of discovery.

John Dunne


Despite a few exceptions over the centuries, disability has found itself largely elided in the portrayal of the human condition.  Works of literature (drama, poetry, and story) seem to have focused primarily on the intelligent, the crafty, the brave, or the beautiful.  Civilizations have found inspiration by telling and hearing stories of the best and the brighest, of the hero.  Certainly in the early days of the 20th Century this trend seemed to continue within the new and ever expanding film industry.  However, in more recent years, a wider spectrum of the human condition has been portrayed and numbers of stunning examples have been produced.

While conventional thinking may only see light as white, through the use of a prism we have come to acknowledge that light is not simply white, but has a broad spectrum of colors and shades and frequencies.  The portrayal of the diversity of the human community across the years and across many cultures has in recent years through film and related media enjoyed an ever-broadening awareness of the existence as well as the unique gifts of persons with disabilities.  By being enabled to see more, we ourselves have been able to be more.

Quite a number of films have even received the industry’s highest artistic awards, but many equally notable films have hovered beneath the radar screen of general public attention.  I will seek in this essay to cast a light along the entire spectrum and invite readers to begin their own voyage of discovery. There they may well become overwhelmed by the intensity of the intelligence, the creativity, the sensitivity, and the depth of the human community in all its representations as portrayed by film.

Various film festivals have played an important role during the past thirty years in expanding the public’s awareness of persons with disabilities.  In the 1970’s and 1980’s The International Rehabilitation Film Festival was held in New York City and joined other festivals throughout the country by offering “in an exhibition the best films and video tapes on disability.”  Often the films starred people with disabilities and presented their stories from their points of view.  Likewise, The National Council on Family Relations in Minneapolis showed films on topics of disability within the larger culteral dynamics of family and society.  In the 1990’s companies like Fan Light Production in Boston distributed films such as the Academy Award winning documentary “Breathing Lessons: The Work & Life of Mark O’Brien, 1997.  Mark O’Brien (1949-1999) was a published poet, a journalist, and a contributor to National Public Radio.  He was a strong advocate for independent living.  He spent over forty years living most of his life in an iron lung as a result of childhood polio.  He says in the film, “The truth is we’re just human.” In addition to the Academy Award, the film received awards at the Sundance Film Festival, the Golden Gate Awards, and the San Francisco International Film Festival. (Learn more about his remarkable life on his web page on the Internet.)  In the 21st Century the Sprout Film Festival in New York City has taken the lead in presenting “films by, for, and about people with developmental disabilities.”

My own journey into film began in 1969 when I answered my senior English class at St. Stephen’s Episcopal School in Austin, Texas, in a way that no one in that prestegious, college preparatory school had ever answered them before.  My students had said, “Mr. Becker, we’ve studied poetry every year we’ve been here, can’t we do something else?”  My surprising answer was, “Why not?  What do you want to do?”  
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They were bewildered; they didn’t know what they wanted to do because no one had ever asked them.  They only knew what they didn’t want to do.  When they recovered from their initial astonishment, they decided to make a film.  There was only one problem: none of them had ever made a film and neither had I.  The learning curve for all of us was enormous, but it was tremendously exciting and rewarding to be on the forward edge of film study and filmmaking in schools in the early 1970’s.  Some of the results were amazing:  1) a rather complex film titled “How to Try in School Without Really Succeeding” examined their education and brought about profound changes in the lives of some of the students; 2) I attended a total immersion course in film study at Fordham University that next summer. (It was the most intense learning experience of my life, and I produced a slide tape program, “Ripples of a Dialogue,” to embody the experience); 3) a full credit senior elective “Introduction to the Film” was offered the next year which I taught for six years; 4) each of six years these high school students planned and directed one of the largest and best student film festivals in the United States attracting more than 350 students and adults from throughout the country each year (the final year saw 165 student produced films entered into the competition); 5) a number of students who took “Introduction to the Film” made film part of their careers; and 6) I was being prepared in my career toward directing and producing an international award-winning documentary in 1983.  This was my own personal introduction to film.

My involvement with disability in film took a bit longer and did not begin until 1976.  Our family had taken a one-year leave of absence from teaching English and film at St. Stephen’s, and we journeyed to the wilderness of Downeast Maine.  During that year I drove over 2000 miles to San Antonio, Texas, to attend a three-day international film festival on psychiatry and culture directed by Dr. Harry A. Wilmer.  Before that time 
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I had openly stated, “I have no interest in working with the handicapped or the retarded.  

I want to work with the gifted.  Not that someone shouldn’t work with them; it just wasn’t me.”  That self-perception began to change when I saw a ten-minute film produced by the BBC about Richard Wawro, a “severely and profoundly mentally retarded young artist” from Edinburgh, Scotland.  “He has an IQ of 30 and the mind of a six year old child,” said the expert, the Head of the Department of Psychiatry of the Royal Edinburgh Hospital in Scotland, as he introduced the film to the festival audience.  He said that he had worked with Richard for seven years.  Little did I know then that my introduction through this ten-minute film to the life and art of Richard Wawro would provide a course correction for my entire life that would bring about a totally new direction and focus.  I could not in my wildest imagination have envisioned what lay ahead of me in my life journey these past thirty years.  

After the film festival, the next step in my new direction came as a result of a “chance” encounter and conversation in a parking lot late one evening with Jane Weil, the Director of a home-based early intervention program for handicapped children.  Thus, I became the film and video consultant for the Washington County Handicapped Children’s Program in Maine for the next two years.  The pieces were beginning to produce a pattern in my life story.

The power of film to transform lives has been demonstrated over and over in my experience as I, like the Ancient Mariner in Samuel Taylor Cooleridge’s poem, began to tell countless stories and show numerous films of the gifted/handicapped to individuals and gatherings throughout the world.

Recently I organized a film course featuring a great many powerful films, art, music, poetry, and books to explore, with eyes wide open, the outer reaches of human 
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possibility and the multiple environments that have nurtured the creative human spirit in some very unlikely people and places.  The course is based upon the assumption that the mind and spirit are ultimately subject only to their own limitations, not those imposed by society or science.  True stories of people from all circumstances of life provide us, who take the opportuntiy to see, a fitting embodiment of the quality and persistence of the essential spirit of humanity.  This beginning point is perhaps most emphatically made in the TNT production of Door to Door, (2002), the story of Bill Porter, the most unlikely top, door-to-door salesman of Watkins Products.  His character, his imagination, his indomitable spirit of patience and persistence are delivered consistently throughout his career despite almost overwhelming obstacles.  Bill has cerebral palsy and has the use of only one hand. 

Two unlikely “think links” occur to me as I consider Bill Porter’s characteristics of patience, persistence and imagination. First, in Darmok, an episode from Star Trek, The Next Generation, Captain Picard makes the observation about trying to communicate with an unknown civilization, “I believe that communication is possible with persistence and imagination.”  Second, the story of Raun Kaufman shown in Son Rise also comes to mind.  When Raun was just a very young child diagnosed as autistic, his parents were told by the doctors that he was hopelessly autistic and would never be able to communicate.  His parents refused to accept the doctors’diagnosis or prediction and proceeded to develop the Son Rise Method of reaching and treating autistic children.  Their method is based on the belief that autistic children want to communicate and in fact are trying to communicate.  We, not they, must be willing to learn their ways of communication; we must establish contact with them by being totally with them in their world. Raun Kaufman did not fulfill the doctors’ prediction but instead received his 
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undergraduate degree in bio-medical ethics and lectures throughout the world on the Son Rise Method of treatment.

As a means of experiencing the film course I had created, I decided to re-view each of the many films in the course.  Part of my morning’s routine each day is to exercise on a mini-trampoline for 20-30 minutes.  My decision to re-view each of these films during my morning workout has proved to have a significant impact on my life.  The power of each film was magnified by the physical exercise.  As my body was engaged and my blood flow increased, my mind was set free to see much more than I had seen in previous viewings of the films.  Connections were made among many of the films and between the films and my own life.  This apporach to viewing the films resulted for me in a hightened and lasting experience.  A word of caution is in order, however:  viewing films such as Beyond Silence (1997) or Life is Beautiful (1998) (both of which have subtitles) may be a somewhat daunting, but none the less worthwhile, task while jogging on a min-trampoline.

For me, one of the most powerful re-viewing experiences I had was with The Elephant Man, the 1980 film whose cast includes the star studded lineup of John Hurt, Anthony Hopkins, Anne Bancroft, and Sir John Gielgud.  This film explores in depth the complicated relationship between a “grotesquesly deformed Victorian sideshow freak,” John Merrick, The Elephant Man, and Dr. Frederick Treves, the respected medical lecturer and physician to the Queen’s court.  Research into the film (also a successful Broadway play) led me to Thomas Gibbons’ “The Elephant Man” (also called “The Exhibition”) one-act play which reveals new dimensions of the relationship between these two apparently very different (yet strikingly similar) human beings.  In this play Dr. Treves raises the provocative question for himself and all of us, “Have I merely 
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exchanged places with the sideshow handler?”  To what extent did the doctor’s efforts to introduce John Merrick into Victorian society simply mirror what had already been done to Merrick in the world of the sideshow?  This short play version of the story holds up a mirror for Dr. Treves for him to see his own life and to reflect upon the nature and quality of his relationship with one he sought “to save.”

This article attempts to set a broad outline and give directions for individuals to search out the ever-expanding areas of their own interest.  The Internet has made it possible to locate an almost infinite number of resources and read multiple reviews of almost any film.  Then, if you find yourself captivated by any of these extraordinary portrayals, it is quite possible for you to purchase the film for your own use and further enlightenment.

While many excellent stories never make it to the big screen or major film festivals and thus do not receive prestigious awards and global recognition, television has accounted for a number of excellent films and videos (VHS and now DVD) being produced by and about persons with disabilities.  Several network as well as cable productions have made significant additions to the film library.  The CBS Movie of the Week, Journey of the Heart (1997) is the story of blind, autistic savant musician Tony DeBlois.  The film stars Cybill Shepherd as Janice DeBlois, Tony’s mother.  Despite having taken a number of liberties with this amazing story of Tony’s birth (at 1 lb and ¾ of an ounce) and life (he graduated magna cum laude from the Berklee School of Music in Boston in 1996), the film does probe the complexity of the issues facing a single mother in her determination to do what is best (regardless of the cost) for her blind, autistic, and extremely gifted and talented child.  Other examples of made for TV films 
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are: 1) First Do No Harm (1997) staring Meryl Streep as the mother of a child racked by seizures who through her persistent medical library searches discovers the ketogenic diet and insists that her child receives it; and 2) Miracle Run (2005) again featuring a single mother, this time with two recently diagnosed six year old autistic boys.  This film successfully presents the highly complex personal, social, and educational situations faced by an increasing number of parents (often single mothers) today.  

For me one of the most extraordinary films that was initially rejected as unsuitable by all three major networks but went on to receive the Academy Award for best long documentary in 1978 is Who Are the DeBolts? (And Why Do They Have 19 Children?).  This film finally made its network debut when the actor Henry Winkler (aka “The Fonz”) put up his own money and staked his reputation to produce it on TV. The DeBolt family with its 19 very special children of “various ethnicities, handicaps, orphans or victims of war and catastrophe” shine to the delight of all in a portrait of what a human being can be and accomplish in an environment of love, support and high expectations of success.

The very next year, 1979, Ira Wohl’s Best Boy burst onto the screen and captured our hearts and imaginations and received the Academy Award for best long documentary. This three years in the making, cinema verite depiction of his cousin, Philly, a 52 year old mentally retarded man, had a profound effect on viewers. Philly, who had lived his entire life with aging and exteremely protective parents, is portrayed with a simple, direct style that enables the viewer to experience the long delayed growth of this sensitive, child-like adult.  Some twenty years later Wohl revisits Philly, now living in California with his sister (both parents have long since died).  Once again in Best Man (1996) Wohl enables 
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the viewer to experience Philly’s naivete and joy as in his 70’s he completes, at long last, his bar mitzvah.
One of my favorite little books, THE ACORN PEOPLE by Ron Jones, 1976, was later filmed as a CBS special movie.  Written from the true life experiences Ron had one summer at a camp for severely handicapped kids, this short seventy-five page book reveals the education and transformation of a novice summer camp counsellor who was fully prepared to jump ship after only one night in the cabin and the liberation and healing of the five broken and passive children placed in his care one summer. (note: I am still waiting for a film to be made based on the Larry Niven short story, “The Handicapped” found in NEUTRON STAR, 1968.  This story is a classic waiting to be found and filmed.) Ron Jones later (1998) produced B-Ball: The Team That Never Lost A Game, a Special Olympics basketball team, which opens for us a new way to play and a new definition of winning.  Skillfully presented as a standup comedy routine with live shots of the action inserted in the monologue, the film cannot help but delight and enliten the viewer.

Finally, two recent films must be added to this growing list.  Autism Is A World (CNN, 2004) is written by a twenty-six year old young woman who can only speak through her writing with one finger on a communication device.  This short documentary (nominated for an Academy Award) portrays Sue Rubin, who until she was thirteen was believed by all to be severely mentally retarded.  Now she is a junior history major at Whittier College.  It is a quiet, yet powerful, view from inside the daily world of a young woman living within the autism spectrum.
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The second film which will be released in 2006 is titled Mozart and the Whale and is based on the true story of the life of Aspergers’ advocate Jerry Newport, a numbers savant, and his relationship with Mary Meinal, an artist and also a person living with Aspergers’.  Like Rain Man, Mozart and the Whale deals with very sensitive issues of relationships between individuals and society.  It, like Rain Man, has experienced significant difficulty in being brought to the big screen.  An excellent description of the relationship between Jerry and Mary may be found in the Los Angeles Times, October 23, 1995, “Asperger: Love Story That Triumphs Against All Odds” by Kim Kowsky.  An excellent review of Mozart and the Whale by Todd McCarthy may be found at www.variety.com/index.asp?layout=bio&peopleD=1010.  

With the arrival of Rain Man in 1987 “autism” was thrust upon the public consicousness and even became a household word.  Dustin Hoffman and Tom Cruise presented an emotionally moving picture for all the world to see of the extraordinary ability of some individuals who are caught up in the exploding phenomena of autism.  Perhaps no other single film has had a more dramatic impact than Rain Man to expand the awareness of autism in the general public’s consciousness.  The film was rightly awarded numerous Academy Awards and a whole new life was launched for Kim Peek, the savant whose life inspired the story of the film.  Interestingly enough, Kim is much more complex than Raymond Babbitt in that Kim possesses some fifteen areas of encyclopedic expertise and is currently adding a sixteenth, music.  Quoting from a recent “Scientific American” (Decemebr 2005) article by Dr. Darold A. Treffert and Dr. Daniel D. Christensen:

The filming of Rain Man and the movie’s subsequent success proved to be a 
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turning point in Kim’s life.  Before then, he had been reclusive, retreating to his room when company came.  Afterward, the confidence he gained from his contacts with the filmmakers, together with the celebrity provided by the movie’s success inspired him and his father, Fran Peek, to share Kim’s talents with many audiences. (In fact, Kim’s father says that Dustin Hoffman took him aside and said, “Kim belongs to the world; you must share him with the world.”) They became enthusiastic emissaries for people with disabilities, and over the years they have shared their story with more than 2.6 million people.   (p113)

Rain Man was by no means the first or the only film to portray some area of disability so that the public at large could gain a greater understanding of the complexity and at times the rewards to both the individual and the society of raising the consciousness of the public to be aware of the ever increasing segments of the population that often lie outside the “normal flow” of the activities of a culture.  More and more persons with disabilities have taken their rightful place as members of a society that has for years either pretended they didn’t exist or denied public access to the benefits of society.  

1983 saw the premiere of With Eyes Wide Open: The Life and Art of Richard Wawro.  This documentary about one of the world’s foremost autistic savant artists (featured in “Scientific American, June 2002) received three international film awards and four national awards and continues even after twenty years to be in demand throughout the United States and Europe.  (see www.savantsyndrome.com  and www.wawro.net) for more information about Richard Wawro and other savant artists) 

 Then in 1984 a stunning Australian film titled A Test of Love based on the acclaimed best seller, ANNIE’S COMING OUT, presented the true life story of Annie 
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McDonald.  From age three, Annie had been confined to an 

institution for the severely retarded.  Annie, like Christi Brown (My Left Foot) and Bill Porter (Door to Door), has cerebal palsy, but unlike Christi and Bill, Annie had no supportive family and had to win at eighteen years of age through the courts her right to life outside the hospital warehouse for the severely mentally retarded.  The film features many performances by actual “real-life patients from Australian rehabilitation centers including an amazing nine-year old Tina Arhondis as Annie.”  After her release, Annie went on to receive her college degree.  


While legislation has certainly played an important role, media, especially film, has had the most significant impact on changing the hearts and minds and actions of many people in our society.  Often the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences has awarded its highest honors to films, actors, and directors whose stories have portrayed forms of disability.  


In a penetrating and perceptive essay written several years ago for “Kaleidoscope Magazine, Diane Carson in “Hollywood’s ‘Handicap’” first calls Hollywood to task for its largely superficial and inadequate portrayal of disabilities.  The essay does conclude, however, with a lengthy and affirmative evaluation of two foreign produced films: My Left Foot (1990), the story of Irish author and artist Christi Brown, and The Wedding Gift (1994).  The author states that “with a clear-headed presentation of this remarkable man’s life, My Left Foot reminds us of the essential beauty of the human condition in all its manifestations and it does so from his point of view.”  While certainly Hollywood may be found wanting by some in its production of quality films employing or depicting persons with disabilities, the Academy has not shied away from awarding many of its highest honors to just such films.  
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Two years before Rain Man (1988) and four years before My Left Foot, Marlee Matlin had received an Academy Award for her role as Sarah, a deaf-mute, in Children of a Lesser God (1986).  Matlin, who is herself deaf, became the youngest actress to receive the Academy Award.  Currently she has the leading role as a deaf photographer/explorer in the highly successful film What the Bleep Do We Know? And the sequel What the Bleep: Down the Rabbit Hole.  Also some three years before My Left Foot, a very similar film, Gaby (1987) staring Liv Ullman and Academy Award winning supporting actress Norma Aleandro, made its debut.  Gaby Brimmer, like Christi Brown, has severely limited movements with only her left foot, but because of her brilliant mind and supportive family and nurse, she became a college graduate and critically acclaimed author.  Gaby is an equally sensitive portrayal of an extreme disability, but from a feminine point of view.


Then in 1998 appeared a film staring Elizabeth Shue, acclaimed actress and Academy Award nominee for her role in Leaving Las Vegas.  Shue stars in Molly, the story of an autistic young woman.  At first glance the film seems to be a cross between Charlie (based on short story “Flowers for Algernon”) and staring Academy Award winning Cliff Robertson and Rain Man.   However,“Molly, the film, is a joyous celebration of the irrepressible human spirit,” wrote a reviewer.  Molly, the character, has a younger brother whose comfortable, bachelor life-style is suddenly turned upside down when he is forced to take custody of his formerly institutionalized autistic sister.  While the development of the relationship between these siblings is much more genuine and positive, all be it challenging, than that in Rain Man, Molly as a film never received the 

recognition or acclaim of the earlier film and disappeared very quickly from the big screen.
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Several additional films dating back as early as 1962 that explore disability in one form or another certainly are worth noting and need to be explored in further detail in perhaps a different context.  I mention them here because, taken as a whole, the total number of films produced over the past forty years is, to my mind, quite impressive. Each of the films deals with a slightly different form of disability:

The Miracle Worker  (1962)   blind/deaf

Charlie  (1968)  mental retardation
Dominick & Eugene  (1988)  mental retardation
Awakenings  (1990) physical disability

Forrest Gump  (1994)  mental retardation

Nell  (1994)  language and social development

Shine (1996)  mental illness

The Eighth Day  (1997) Down’s Syndrome

The Other Sister  (1999)  mental and social retardation

A Beautiful Mind  (2002)  mental illness

Radio  (2004)  mental retardation

Murderball (2005) physical disability

Rory O’Shea Was Here (2005) physical disability


While this article is by no means an exhaustive survey of the many fine films which have portrayed disability, it is intended to serve as a beginning point for further exploration and discovery in the quest for knowledge and understanding.  In this article I hope to provide an ever broadening and deepening of our awareness of life along the spectrum of humanity.  My intention is invite you to re-view some of these films discussed here so that you may be surprised and amazed by the wonderfully diverse 
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people you will meet as you continue your journey into film.


I close this discussion of the portrayal of disability in film with an anonymous  poem that was shared with me during the Hemisfilm International Film Festival in San Antonio many years ago.  It continues to provide me with a compass for my life journey as I share the stories given to me through film.

PERSONS ARE GIFTS……………………………WRAPPED!


Some are wrapped beautifully: they are very attractive when I first see them.


Some come in ordinary wrapping paper.


Others have been mishandled in the mail.


Once in a while there is a special delivery!


Some persons are gifts which are very loosely wrapped, not sealed.


Others are tightly wrapped, practically locked, enigmas really, almost forbidding.

But the wrapping is not the gift!



It is easy to make this mistake….



It’s very amusing when babies do it.


Sometimes the gift is very easy to open.


Sometimes I need others to help.



Is it because some are afraid?



Does it hurt to be known truly, honestly?



Maybe they have been opened before and thrown away, discarded?



Maybe such a gift isn’t for me, too good for me?



Maybe I’m not ready; I’m not open? I’m indifferent?



Maybe I don’t recognize the gift, that it is for me?


I am a person…


Therefore I am a gift, too.


A gift to myself first of all---God gave me to me!


Have I ever really looked inside the wrapping?


Perhaps I’ve never accepted the gift that I am?


Could it be that there is something else inside than what I think?


Could God’s gift be anything but good?



Maybe it needs polishing—to bring out its value, its natural lustre!



Maybe it’s unique—hasn’t found its essential worth?


And I am a gift to other persons!



Am I willing to be given to others? A man for others?



Do others have to be content with the wrappings?…




Never permitted to enjoy the true me?


Every meeting of persons is an exchange of gifts.
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But a gift without a giver is not a gift…



It is a thing devoid of relationship to giver or receiver.


Friendship is a relationship between persons who see themselves as they truly are:



Both GIFTS OF GOD…




to each other…for others…truesiblings!




A friend is a gift, not just for me, but to others through me.




When I keep my friend—possess him—I destroy his “giftness.”




If I save his life for me, I lose it; if I lose it for others, I save it!


Persons are gifts,



Gifts received and gifts given—God’s BEST GIFTS on Earth!

Finally, if I have omitted any of your favorite films, I invite you, please, to write to me and share them with me.  I can be reached at rbecker64@aol.com.

May the journey continue.

Laurence A. Becker

Creative Learning Environments

507 Park Blvd.

Austin, Texas 78751

512-454-4489
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