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Oily Cart has earned quite a name for itself, over the last 25 years, for creating highly specialised, 
interactive theatre which engages directly with young people with complex learning disabilities and 
autistic spectrum disorders. In July, the company took up residencies at three Manchester special 
schools in the run up to performances at the Manchester International Festival of “Something in the 
Air”, a collaboration with aerial theatre company Ockham’s Razor. 

We caught up with the Oily Cart’s Artistic Director, Tim Webb, and asked him about this innovative 
project and the company’s work with SEN children

SEN Magazine: What are the origins 

of Oily Cart, and how did you come 

to start producing work for young 

people with profound and multiple 

learning disabilities (PMLD) and autistic 

spectrum disorders (ASD)? 

Tim Webb: Oily Cart began work in 1981 

when Claire de Loon, our designer, 

Max Reinhardt, our musical director, 

and myself met up while we were all 

working at Battersea Arts Centre. Our 

initial aim was to create good theatre 

for children under five years old. This 

was at a time when theatre people 

commonly believed that this was a silly 

thing to do (such young children cannot 

concentrate, they are forever going 

to the loo, and so on, they thought). 

However, we persevered with some 

success and, in fact, we continue to 

create shows specifically for the very 

young today, even for children between 

six months and two years old.

In 1988 the head of a special 

school in west London asked if we 

would perform one of our under-fives 

shows for the young people in his 

school. He believed that his pupils 

would appreciate the highly visual, 

fast-moving nature of our shows, the 

comedy and the live music. He told 

us that our audience was between 

four and nineteen years old and we 

wondered how our under-fives shows 

The power of performance
SEN interview with Tim Webb of Oily Cart Theatre Company

Tim Webb
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could be age-appropriate for any 

eighteen or nineteen year old. So, we 

asked if we could work with his young 

people and staff to make a show that 

was truly suitable for them.

Over the next few weeks we did our 

research and developed a show for the 

whole school. The staff had told us that 

the young people would bene�t from a 

performance much longer than our 45 

to 60 minute average, and this show, 

Box of Socks, took place over a whole 

school day. We had also discovered 

what an enormous range of abilities 

and personalities there are in a special 

school. 

From this beginning, we went on 

to produce a range of work for young 

people in special schools, including 

performances that lasted for two days 

and included both modules pitched 

at the whole school and others aimed 

at speci�c age or ability levels. During 

this phase, we became aware that the 

ability level modules aimed at young 

people nowadays referred to as having 

PMLD were particularly appreciated, 

not only because we adopted a multi-

sensory and highly interactive approach 

to working with this group, but also 

because there was surprisingly little 

alternative provision for them. 

In 1996 we made our �rst 

programme of performances speci�cally 

for young people with PMLD. Since 

then we have created a wide range of 

work for this group, which has taken 

us onto trampolines, into hydro-pools, 

and involved the use of various forms 

of suspended seating, all intended 

to connect with the audience via the 

kinaesthetic sense.

In recent years, in both special 

schools and public venues, we have 

found that more and more young 

people de�ned as being on the 

autism spectrum are taking part in our 

performances. Early on in this process, 

we were concerned that theatre made 

with PMLD audiences in mind might 

not be appropriate for young people 

with an ASD. However, it became clear 

that because our performances were 

so interactive, so dependent on one-

to-one work, in which the individual 

performer could continuously adapt 

their performance to the requirements 

of each participant, that we could also 

connect with many young people on 

the autistic spectrum. What’s more, it 

was apparent that here was another 

audience for whom there was little 

alternative provision.

SEN Magazine:  What do you think this 

type of production offers audiences that 

they can’t �nd in mainstream theatre?

Tim Webb: A very large proportion of 

mainstream theatre assumes that the 

audience will sit quietly at one end of 

the room and watch and listen while the 

performers move about and talk on the 

stage at the other end. It seems clear 

to me that this sort of theatre is not the 

most suitable for people with sensory 

impairments, who may not be able to 

see or hear what’s going on on stage. It 

may also not be the best for people who 

have limited attention spans, or who 

become anxious when encountering 

new situations or public spaces. 

We often hear from the families or 

the  teachers of young people with an 

ASD about how dif�cult it can be to go 

with them even on a shopping trip or a 

visit to the cinema or theatre; they can 

�nd that social attitudes are a barrier to 

many activities in public. 

What Oily Cart offer are 

performances which can be adapted 


