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The imagery of disability
Ismene Brown reviews the Candoco Dance Company at the Swan, High Wycombe

By Ismene Brown
08 March 2001+ 12:00am
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I ONCE saw a comment on the internet about a book by a former chief at the Royal
Opera House, who had rhapsodised fulsomely about the astonishment and pleasure of
seeing disabled people dancing. What, asked the writer, made this short, heavy, ageing
man think that he'd be any more able to dance than a paraplegic?

Such disconcerting truths underlie Candoco's mission to "integrate" disability into the
mainstream of dance. It is 10 years since the "can-do" company launched with a group
of variously able-bodied and disabled members, some very disabled indeed.

It's much to Candoco's credit that they've regrouped this year, with some better able-
bodied dancers and new wheelchair performers who have sufficient upper-body ability
to make a theatrical statement about movement itself. One of them - a one-legged girl of
silvery grace - is exceptional.

And, at last, they have found a choreographer who sees their limitations not as
limitations but as material for theatrical transformation. Javier de Frutos has always
been inspired by outsiders, and his commission for Candoco, the amusingly titled I
Hastened Through My Death Scene to Catch Your Last Act, has bursts of true power,
uninhibitedly exploring the imagery of disability.

The title was apparently a tribute by the actress Sarah Bernhardt (a famous amputee) to
a colleague. De Frutos takes his central idea from a short story by another theatrical
giant, Tennessee Williams, about the beauty of a one-armed hustler condemned to
death. The pivotal figure is what appears to be half a man on a pedestal - like a living

statue of a classical torso (the lower body is hidden inside a box formed round a
wheelchair).

He gestures towards the light, his muscled torso gleaming in Michael Mannion's fine
lighting. Passers-by, some in wheelchairs, some not, gawkily imitate his smooth
movements. Encounters take on an aggressive edge, violent struggles between the
able-bodied and the wheelchair-bound, heavily amorous assaults by the statue on
various of his "viewers". Best of all is de Frutos's realisation of how fast and intriguingly
semi-paralysed people can move when on the floor.

If, finally, one's impression is of a clammy but fairly inscrutable work (it left the small
audience in High Wycombe's Swan high and dry), de Frutos has at least decisively
junked the aura of victim rights. I couldn't say that about Doug Elkins's Sunbyrne, the
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other halt ot the bill. I'his harnesses Beach Boy hits to a string ot disco dances that want
to be jolly and normal and life-empowering, but actually undersell the able-bodied ones
and highlight the limitations of others.

The positive thing about Candoco is that they are a fount of unusual, abnormal
movement. It's the choreographers with bizarre imaginations who free them into
theatrical creatures.
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