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story
dancer
richmond

b.c.

rasika aklujkar
Sometimes we forget we need a positive attitude; we need determination.
And more so for people with disabilities. Sometimes they say, ‘Oh well, I can’t do this, I
can’t do that’ – that kind of thing. And I go through that phase too. For example, if I
have a negative attitude and say I can’t do this, then all I have to do is tell the story of
the Dancing Butterfly [a butterfly who didn’t value the beauty of her wings and wanted
to be a singer instead] and I get back to normal life. So stories have the impact of
teaching everyday life lessons.

Story dancing is a form developed especially for Rasika, which combines
storytelling with a style of Indian dance called Bharata Natyam. In tradi-
tional Bharata Natyam, a dancer’s footwork, hand gestures and facial ex-
pressions are accompanied by musicians’ songs. In story dancing, Rasika
uses the traditional physical movements to dramatize the story she is tell-
ing: traditional Indian fables, usually with teachings about determination, a
positive outlook, or other character traits.

Rasika studied Bharata Natyam for a brief period at the age of fifteen. In
1999, at the age of twenty-five, she resumed with her current dance teacher,
Sudnya Naik. In 2000, Rasika began performing publicly, and through word
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of mouth has become quite busy performing for various audiences around
British Columbia’s Lower Mainland. As someone with Down syndrome who
was mainstreamed at school, Rasika experienced the teasing that often
makes school difficult for children with disabilities. Rasika’s dance classes
were a place where she was accepted and welcomed by her teachers and
other students. She emphasizes the importance of people seeing her as a
dancer first, not as somebody who can dance well “for a person with a dis-
ability.” At the same time, she sees her performances as a vehicle for show-
ing audiences what people with disabilities are capable of.

“Alongside mention of my disability, I would most likely say, don’t focus on
that. That’s a message to the public – don’t focus on my disability; focus on
my accomplishments and my abilities. That’s what I would send out as a
message.”

rasika
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persimmon blackbridge

sculptor
writer

performer
vancouver

b.c.

I like that a lot of people with disabilities can relate to my work. It’s really meaningful
for me that I can make art that lessens the sense of isolation and shame, just by talking
about  my disability in public. And I’m glad that I get to experience other people’s art-
work that does the same thing for me. It’s exciting. It’s really nourishing being a
part of this movement.

“

”
Persimmon is a sculptor, writer and performer from Vancouver, BC, who
has been making art for thirty years. Her work covers a range of issues,
including her own experience of having a learning disability and strug-
gling with depression. Although Persimmon thinks of herself mainly as a
sculptor, she has also worked on videos, written or co-written six books,
and had an active career as a performer. Much of Persimmon’s work has
been in collaboration: she has coordinated projects with other artists and
community groups and has performed across Canada and the U.S. with
Kiss and Tell, a performance trio who tackle issues like lesbian sex, censor-
ship and disability. Persimmon’s books include Her Tongue on My Theory
with Kiss and Tell, the winner of the 1995 Lambda Literary Award and
Prozac Highway in 1997, which was a finalist for the Lambda Literary Award
and the American Library Association Award. Her art has been shown across
Canada and the U.S., as well as in Australia, Europe and Hong Kong.
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persimmon

“I had never thought of myself as an artist. I was one of the kids who couldn’t
colour inside the lines when we got the Xerox of the Thanksgiving turkey in
school. I couldn’t stay inside the lines, ergo, not an artist. I knew that. Art was
scary, art was something that I wasn’t good enough at, so I didn’t do it. I had
a learning disability and there were many things that I wasn’t good at, and I
tried to avoid them. I had a really hellish breakdown when I was twenty. My
boyfriend and I were living out on Long Beach in a little plastic shack. And
one of the things that the guys did was carving, so my boyfriend had some
carving tools. When I started to go crazy I started borrowing his carving
tools and doing things that were proper for a girl, like bowls and spoons and
domestic kinds of things. I found that the pain would stop while I was doing
it, so I did it lots. As I was getting through to the end of that breakdown, I
figured out that the carving was something I could actually do. So I kicked
out the boyfriend, and I kept his carving tools, and I stopped being crazy.
Eventually, I had to realize that I was making art, and it was too late to say I
couldn’t do it and it was too late to be scared of failing.”
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I practiced a lot to get it together. And you know, over the years there was a lot of sweat
equity that went into this; it didn’t happen overnight. I want to be singin’ til I’m
eighty.

joe coughlin

singer
victoria

b.c.

Joe Coughlin is an accomplished jazz singer with four CDs to his credit. He
received the coveted Jazz Report Male Vocalist of the Year Award in 2000.
Joe grew up surrounded by music, playing percussion in school bands as
well as in a string of his own garage bands. In his mid-teens he switched
from drums to lead vocals, and in the late seventies, after finishing high
school, Joe was busy playing Ontario bars and clubs with his heavy metal
band, White Heat. An incomplete quadriplegic since birth, Joe walked with
crutches and often needed help to get into venues. He now uses a wheel-
chair.

“Our band had lots of hair. I remember having huge muttonchop sideburns
and a nine-inch Afro. It was a fairly heavy kind of band, heavy metal rock –
Deep Purple, Uriah Heep. Very loud. Lots of explosions and fog, and skin-
tight satin pants and big high platform shoes – I could hardly stand up in
the damn things.”

In 1977, Joe won a CBC Search for the Stars contest as a solo performer, and
from that got his first record deal. Over the past twenty years, though not

”
“
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working as a musician full-time, Joe has continued to perform and to put
out CDs. At the same time that Joe was playing in his rock band, he was also
getting into television, hosting and playing for variety shows on CBC Televi-
sion. He has anchored two television series: Challenge Journal and The Dis-
ability Network. Joe has been involved in issues regarding people with dis-
abilities since the early seventies. He is currently working on a new CD for
2003.

“My father is no longer on the planet, but he was a very witty guy and he
always had some gem to nail you with, if it was appropriate. So he said, ‘Joe,
I think your problem was, you got a dose of the clap at a very early age.’ Now,
he didn’t mean gonorrhea, he meant people applauding for me.”

joe
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koskas billy dan

sculptor
stl’atl’imx

nation
mount currie

b.c.

In Genesis it says we’re all created in God’s image. It’s the same in my way of life. We’re
created to be creators. I like to think that I’m a creator: I create art that flows out of my
mind and through my hands. Remember this and you can do a lot of beautiful
art work.

Koskas Billy Dan is a stone and wood carver from the Stl’atl’imx Nation in
Mount Currie, BC. He carves in many different materials, including exotic
woods, soapstone, marble, bone and pipestone – an extremely hard black
stone that has healing powers. Koskas’s sculptures are both figurative and
abstract, inspired by traditional spiritual stories or simply by the feeling of
the rock under his hands. He has been carving all his life, learning from the
elders in his community. Koskas was born with asthma, and has had arthritis
since 1985. Carving is one of the only ways Koskas can escape the pain from
his arthritis. Koskas has pursued many other lines of work during his life,
but now he focuses on carving. This is both because his disability prevents
him from doing other work and also because after some near-death asthma
attacks he felt he had to pursue the best things in his life. He sells his carvings
at craft fairs throughout BC and Alberta, as well as from his home studio. He
is a member of the BC Aboriginal Network on Disability and is featured in
their video, Gifts to Offer.

“My favourite thing to carve is stone – especially the softer stones – because
when I’m filing them I can feel the ‘flow’ through my hands. It’s a special
feeling when the carving is taking shape and I know that I’m creating art.”

”

“
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I went from working in the mental health community with victims of violence to doing
art, so it’s very different. I would have to say the arts community is part of my support
network, because the more you involve yourself with people who are creative, the more
it inspires creativity. It’s been really wonderful to shift my whole life around
to involve more and more creative people.

Born and raised in Alberta, Bernadine began painting in oils as a child. She
stopped painting for about fifteen years; as she points out, it’s difficult to
spend time painting when you’re busy raising two children. During that
time, she worked as a film producer and production manager, later chang-
ing careers to work with survivors of abuse. Bernadine’s recent return to
painting was inspired by a need to meditate, as part of her treatment for
chronic fatigue.

Bernadine continues to work in oils. Her studio in her East Vancouver home
is full of paintings of female nudes, their full bodies curving confidently
across the canvas. Her newest paintings start as prints made by women’s
bodies that have been covered in swirls of paint. Bernadine then adds lay-
ers of colour and form.

Bernadine is a member of the Board of Directors of CARFAC-BC and of the
Steering Committee for the BC Cultural Sector Information Resource and
Referral Centre. She recently taught a series of classes in drawing, painting
and sculpting to people with disabilities. Bernadine exhibits her work

“

painter
vancouver

b.c.

bernadine fox

”
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throughout the Lower Mainland in a variety of venues from group exhibi-
tions to commercial galleries.

“I have lots of labels, but they don’t really say a whole lot about me. So I tend
not to start applying them. Sometimes it may be important to say some-
thing about having a disability. My disability is invisible, so not everybody
can take it into consideration in the same way they might if somebody was
walking with a cane or using a chair or somehow otherwise physically vis-
ible. But my disability is no bigger than any other part of my life or my
experience as a person: I am not my disability. And so my paintings are not
just about being disabled.

“Follow your bliss and do your homework. When it comes to words of wis-
dom, that’s it. You have to be doing what is your passion because you don’t
necessarily have energy for anything else. And the homework is required to
know how to cut your path through the field.”

bernadine
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france geoffroy

dancer
montréal
québec

In the beginning, after my accident, I thought, How I will be a dancer?
Impossible! And now, after many, many years, I am a dancer! Before, when
somebody would ask me, ‘What do you do?’ I would say that I dance. And now, I feel like
I don’t dance, I am a dancer. It’s very different.

When she was seventeen and about to begin a college program in dance,
France had a diving accident that left her a quadriplegic. Since then, she
has studied, performed and taught integrated dance. In addition to taking
private classes, France has completed her diploma in dance from Collège
Montmorency, which she had planned to start before her accident. In 1998,
she went to England to complete a one-week intensive training with
CandoCo, the British integrated dance company. She has gone on to study
one-on-one with CandoCo dancer Kuldip Singh Barmi.

France wonders whether in the future she might be known as a pioneer of
integrated dance in Montréal, and indeed this seems quite likely. She has
worked hard to introduce Montréalers to integrated dance through
performances and classes. In the fall of 2000, France formed her own
company, Corpuscule Danse, with Martine Lusignan and Isaac Savoie.
France has danced in student and professional productions since 1997 and

“

”



20

been featured in a number of documentaries, including Passage, a
documentary of the creative process surrounding the development of Kuldip
and France’s duet, etcetera, which was performed at Théâtre Tangente in
Montréal in 2000. The documentary is slated to be broadcast by Radio-
Canada, CBC and BBC in 2002. France is currently working on a new piece
and completing her Bachelor’s degree in art history at l’Université du Québec
à Montréal (UQAM).

“Work hard, because success is ten percent talent, and ninety percent work.”

france
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roger hardy

Roger paints the landscapes of Québec en plein air, packing his painting
supplies with him as he travels from spot to spot in his vehicle, working
quickly to capture the beauty of the hills, trees and villages around him.

Roger contracted  polio at the age of nine months. As a child in the forties
and fifties, he spent his summers in the hospital, having surgery to try to
correct the damage polio had done to his back and to his legs. He went on
to graduate from university and work as a financial analyst for over twenty
years. He began painting about fifteen years ago, when he was struck with
post-polio syndrome and could no longer work. Painting turned out to be a
reason for him to live at a time when he was deeply despairing about his
future.

In his paintings, Roger does not aim to reproduce nature exactly, but rather
to evoke the emotion, the atmosphere of a particular moment. His work
has been exhibited across Canada and the United States since 1989. His
paintings appear in the Christopher Reeve Foundation 2002 Calendar, on
Amnesty International’s 2001 holiday cards, and in the Very Special Arts
(VSA) 2001 Calendar.

“
”

painter
sainte-foy
québec

In my opinion, if life gives you things, you have to make do with that and
focus on the best parts. I had to quit my job when my disability got worse. So what
do I do with my time? I improve my painting and I enjoy life. That’s it.
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“Some people with disabilities have dogs – not guide dogs, but companion
dogs – and I have been told the most important thing about having a dog like
that is that it gives people a reason to approach you and start a conversation.
It’s the same thing when you as an artist are there with your artwork. It could
be the reason that people start conversations with you, and afterwards they
look at you differently. When I’m not painting or showing my paintings, people
who know I’m an artist have something to talk about with me. All those occa-
sions are a great validation and encouragement for me not only to continue
painting but to continue struggling to live.”

roger
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sylvi macCormac

audio
artist

vancouver
b.c.

“I am a woman with (dis)ability and an artist with audio-abilities. Audio-
art is a rarefied field and has been associated with new or experimental
music where the audience is small compared to mainstream music. Our
work can be listened to via speakers or headphones, in concert, in dance,
theatre, film, in public (art) installations and over radio air waves. Elec-
troacoustic/soundscape composition and audio-art tend to be on the outer
fringes of the mainstream musical and art world. I have received both
favourable reviews and comments of bewilderment. Electroacoustic is an
acquired taste for which there is little mainstream support.”

sylvi, who has multiple sclerosis, has worked in various media throughout
her life – painting, mask-making, theatre, folk music and now audio-art.
She has been commissioned by a range of groups to create soundscapes.
For S4DAC, sylvi created an audio portrait of artists with disabilities, does
this Sound like me?, working with voices and the sounds of art-making. For
the Witness Project, Round Journey, sylvi included sounds of the Elaho (a
spectacular valley in BC that is threatened by clearcut logging), Squamish
drumming and singing, and people’s voices speaking about the wilderness.
She has also created audio-portraits of the Vancouver Folk Music Festival
and Co-op Radio. sylvi received Honorable Mention at the 26e Concours
International de Musique Electroacoustique in Bourges, France, in 1999
and was honoured in ceremony for her work on the Witness Project. sylvi
considers it an honour to work with others’ voices to create audio-art.

“
”

With or without (dis)ability, creating art is a long journey with both gains and losses, joy
and pain. Perseverence furthers, and if your passion is to create art then noth-
ing can stop you.
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gord paynter
Regardless of whether you’re a comic or you enjoy working with watercolours or you’re
a musician or you like dance, if it’s in you, you are automatically doing it. You don’t
really have the option of holding back. Otherwise, you’re suppressing this sort of natu-
ral urge. That’s what it is as much as anything with me – it’s this natural desire to make
people laugh. I take any opportunity to make people laugh, whether it’s a bank teller, a
waitress or a cabbie. It’s a constant game and challenge.

Gord has been working as a professional comic since he got his first regular
gig at Yuk Yuk’s in Toronto, in 1984. When he began to lose his eyesight as a
result of diabetes at the age of twenty-two, he thought he would never be
able to have a career as a comedian, something he’d wanted since he was a
child. But Gord started telling a lot of “blind jokes” to his friends, who en-
couraged him to enter comedy contests. He did, performing at coffee houses
until he caught on at Yuk Yuk’s. In 1985, Gord helped found the Rolling Thun-
der Theatre Company in Brantford, made up of able-bodied and disabled
actors. Gord left the company after a year to go back to comedy, but he was
still interested in the education work that Rolling Thunder had been doing.
This was the inspiration for developing his motivational show, Leave ‘Em
Laffin’, in 1987. Gord uses his own story as an inspiration to others to pur-
sue what they truly want.

As well as regular appearances on the North American comedy club circuit,
Gord has received international newspaper and radio coverage and been
featured at Montreal’s Just for Laughs Comedy Festival, as well as on CBC’s

“

”
comedian

brantford
ontario
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Fifth Estate and The Nature of Things, and talk shows including Open Mike
with Mike Bullard and The Late Show.

“I still enjoy doing stand-up comedy, particularly in the nightclub circuit,
because that’s a different venue, a different audience, and you’re absolutely
free to say and do whatever you want on stage. And that’s kind of a luxury;
it’s a beautiful perk. That’s what keeps me going in the business. I like to do
it, and I feel so fortunate that I’ve got a job that I love to do. I love traveling
and I love meeting people and I love the whole thrill of the show. I also love
the word ‘love’!”

gord
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james sanders

actor
vancouver

b.c.

I want to be like a rock star, I want to be a sex symbol. And it’s not because I
want to be surrounded by screaming women. But I want people to believe that you can
still be sexy with different physicalities. It’s so important. I look at rock stars as the
most expressive people going. They go out there and do a show that’s incredibly
expressive; they’re singing their songs and they’re moving around and they’re dancing.
But then they’re also known for trashing hotel rooms or getting into some sort of trouble.
There’s this thing about the rock star. And I want people to be able to associate that
freedom to express with disability, and for artists with disabilities not to be afraid to
say, No, I want this. This is how I need it and this is how I want it, and this is not a special
request, this is reality.

James explored careers in music, modelling and comedy before being
accepted into the acting program of the Douglas College School for the
Contemporary Arts in the fall of 1989. After three semesters, James broke
his neck in a diving accident, resulting in a spinal cord injury that left him
quadriplegic. He spent one year in a hospital and rehabilitation centre
adjusting to his injury.

James returned to Douglas College to complete the program, and then
graduated in the spring of 1992. Despite several physical complications, he
was determined to continue his acting pursuits. In the fall of the same year,

“

”
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james

James was accepted into Simon Fraser University’s School for the
Contemporary Arts in the Bachelor of Fine Arts Theatre Program. James
wrote, directed and acted for several productions in SFU’s student-produced
Black Box Theatre. James graduated as Valedictorian for the Arts in 1998.

James’ professional debut came in episodic television, playing Ralphie on
ABC’s The Commish. Notable actors he has worked with in his ten productions
for the camera include Jonathon Silverman, Louis Gosset Jr. and Ally Sheedy.
His latest television credit is for The Chris Isaak Show. James had his most
recent theatrical performance, Invisible Love, staged at kickstART! He is
currently staging a play and developing a comedy for television.

“There are some days when I just wanna say, ‘Screw it’ and get trained as a
computer tech or something that’s really tangible, where there’s a start to the
program and an end to the program. So I have to decide why I am doing this,
right? I think the long-term objective of getting the image of disability out
there is worthy, and if I can keep my spirits up and plug away at it, the pay-
off will be huge.”
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performer
ottawa
ontario

alan shain
“I’m beginning to use comedy or theatre to try and explore some other areas
of my life, some other areas of my identity. But up until now I’ve used it to
explore the area of having a disability or of having to deal with lack of access,
and having to deal with attitudes without going crazy, without losing it and
yelling!”

Alan has worked full-time as a performer for ten years, the last five of them
professionally, touring Canada with his stand-up comedy routine and with
his one-man play, Waiting for that Special Bus. Most of Alan’s material is drawn
from his experiences of having cerebral palsy, and it exposes the attitudes
and barriers he faces as he goes about his daily life. He uses humour to expose
the absurdity of his experiences, educating at the same time as he entertains.
With a sarcastic edge, Alan tells about the guy who’s sure Alan must know
his friend in the Yukon who’s disabled, too, or the bartender who doesn’t cut
him off – “He was walking like that when he came in here.”

Alan was always interested in writing and performing, and he performed in
high school and CEGEP productions as he was growing up in Montreal. He
was involved with the Montreal Storytellers Club and frequently read his
short stories at local coffee shops. In 1989, he won third prize in an amateur
stand-up comedy competition. Over the next three years, he focused on
developing his comedy act, and since then he has been touring universities,
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alan

Somehow Alan also finds time to work on completing his MSW at Carleton
University and to get involved in disability activism. He is currently working
on a project with the Ottawa School of Dance to set up and run a creative
movement program for people with disabilities. Alan has contributed articles
on disability issues to the Disability News Service and to such magazines as
Canadian Social Trends and Abilities.

I want to explore new subjects in my work because I am more than just my disability,
more than just dealing with attitudes around disability. I have many concerns that
might not have anything to do with disability like, ‘Is the world gonna blow up?’ I think
it’s important for me as an artist to talk about issues like that or to talk about things
like dating and trying to find that special someone to share with. I have the same
hopes and dreams as anyone else.

“

”

colleges, conferences and local comedy clubs. After its performance at the
Ottawa Fringe Festival, Waiting for that Special Bus, was given five stars and
rated “The Pick of the Festival” by the Ottawa Sun. Alan’s latest appearances
include sketch comedy on CBC TV’s Moving On. He has attained international
acclaim touring the United States and Bermuda, and he holds the honour of
being the only Canadian artist invited to the 2000 Paralympic Arts Festival
in Sydney, Australia.
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ed smith
Ed Smith writes a weekly general interest humour column for newspapers
across Newfoundland. Several collections of his columns have been
published, as well as a brief autobiography of his childhood, Some Fine Times,
and Fish ‘n’ Ships,  a more or less “nonsense” approach to Newfoundland
history. In 1998, Ed had a car accident that left him a quadriplegic.

My wife and I lost our lives in that accident, in a very real sense. Because we were both
very outdoors-oriented; we loved hunting and fishing and being out on the ocean in
our boat chasing fish or whales or whatever. And we spent a lot of our time doing that.
We don’t do that anymore. There are a whole lot of things we don’t do anymore. So we
had to really create new lives for ourselves and that’s what we’ve been doing for the last
two and a half, three years. You seem to have those reserves you can call on when you
need them, and they’re there. I mean, if you had told me five years ago that I would be
quadraplegic and functioning in society, with a family and everything, I would have
said, ‘No, there’s no way. I will find a way to end it.’ But my gosh you do survive.
Somehow you do.

writer
springdale

newfoundland

“

”

When a friend suggested, about six months after the accident, that Ed go
back to writing his column, he felt doubtful that he would be able to write as
he had before or that the papers would want him back. But he was welcomed
back enthusiastically, and he continues to write his popular columns, though
perhaps, he says, with a new edge to his writing.



31

ed

Writing has become an even larger part of Ed’s life than it was before the
accident, helping him experience vicariously some of the things he can no
longer do, as well as enabling him to share his story of becoming a person
with a disability. An account of his accident and recovery that Ed wrote for
CBC Radio won a Gabriel Award in 2000. Ed has just finished a manuscript
based on his seventeen months in hospitals and rehabilitation centres in
Toronto and Newfoundland, entitled From the Ashes of My Dreams.

“When I was in the hospital in Toronto, a doctor appeared by my bed one
morning and said, ‘You have fifteen years to live.’

“And I said ‘Excuse me?’

“‘Well, as a quadriplegic, you know, all the stats say you have fifteen years to
live.’

“‘Thank you very much. How do you account for that?’ I asked.

“And he said, ‘Well, you know, the various factors are smoking –’

“I said, ‘I don’t smoke.’

“‘Drinking –’

“I said, ‘I don’t drink.’

“‘Drugs –’

“I said, ‘I don’t do drugs. None of these things apply to me. Why don’t you
look at the things that apply to me and see what you think?’

“So he says, ‘OK.’

“The next morning he’s back, standing up by my bed and saying, ‘I’ve
recalculated the stats as they apply to you, Mr. Smith. And now we believe
you have nine years to live.’

“Now that’s funny. If you took him seriously, you might go out and commit
hara-kiri or something. So I said to him, ‘My God, you mean I’ve lost six
years overnight? I’m gonna be dead by the weekend!’

“He didn’t so much as grin.”


