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   DANCING THROUGH DISABILITY 

By Larry Zaroff 

 

 

 I thought I was prepared.   But, I was stunned when the music 

stopped and she took off her right leg, and laid it down center 

stage, a plastic peach.  The music does not wander, marks the 

change.  A slight pause.  Seamlessly, she was dancing again, steady, 

balanced as before, graceful, in tune with the music.   Young, a 

stalk of beautiful.   I imagine a strong wind could not sway her.   An 

earthquake and she would still be on her foot.  Stephanie Bastos 

whirled around the flood of  chairs, each joining her, separately, 

then together, dancing on wheels.   

 

 I lost my sense of their disability and thought only of their 

ability, of the composition, of the choreography.  The wheels 

turning, tuned to the music were not a distraction, but an 

enhancement to the dance.  I was watching a performance of the 

AXIS Dance Company, an Oakland California Group that incorporates 

disabled dancers into the ensemble.  (Axis, defining a meeting place 
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for different people joining to dance together.) The result: depth, 

intensity, power, a freedom of movement that connects those in 

wheelchairs to the enabled dancers of the group as equal partners.     

No boundaries for them, they move in and out of their chairs, on 

the floor, into the air, a trapeze makes them light. They defy 

gravity and our expectations. 

 

 

 Most physicians want to solve the acute diseases—quick 

fixes.  As a surgeon I have felt the urge to expeditiously deal with 

an illness and move on.   Make a diagnosis, treat, cure.  Many 

doctors get frustrated, bored, even defeated when dealing with the 

chronically ill.  We tend to avoid them.  We often see patients with 

continuous disease and disability as limited not just in what they 

can do physically, but as partial people.   Wait…  Exceptions exist—

physicians who practice in the specialties of physical medicine and 

rehabilitation or geriatrics are more liable to be patient, willing to 

deal with long-term problems.  

 Axis  changes our perception.  Judy Smith, artistic director 

and founder is the queen of the chess board: she has all the moves.  
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She creates action with wit and grace.   For the last two years Judy 

has come to my medical school class, “The Human Condition,” an 

exploration of the connections between the arts and medicine.  She 

rides in, long brown hair, looking good, competent, confident.  She 

defines herself as someone who counts and whose work counts.   

For Judy, Axis is more than a dance group, it is personal, giving her 

freedom.  She knows dance and she knows the business of dance, 

funding, foundations, how to get there.   She talks to us of Axis, 

shows videos of gorgeous dancing and dancers.   

 

 The lessons imparted are many and moving:  Dance can be 

therapy and rehabilitation for the body and brain.  Axis 

demonstrates the imagination, spirit, ability of the disabled.  They 

are more than their label; they are not limited, not bound.   As one 

of my students noted, Axis redefines what it means, or doesn't 

mean, to be living with a disability.  Another student pointed out 

what we all felt-- the dancers—warm, beautiful, true, are absolutely 

professional.  As Judy argues the dance must speak for itself, not 

just for the disabled. 
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 In our Western culture chronic illness has become more 

common as we live longer and are immunized against infectious 

disease, as we pay attention to the risk factors of cardiovascular 

disease, and as we benefit from improved therapies.   Most of us, 

ageing imperfectly, will eventually become disabled, often 

physically, sometimes cognitively.  We will have more complaints, 

take more medicines, want to see our doctors more often.  At the 

same time the elderly are liable to work later in life and conjure up 

new interests to balance their physical decline.  They may actually 

become more interesting.  They have wonderful stories, 

experiences to impart to us.  We have only to listen to them, pay 

attention to be rewarded.   Empowered, they will remain complete, 

social persons.  If we pay attention, we will see them dance.  

 


