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Hello everyone, I’m Cathy Waller. I’ve been a freelance choreographer for around 7 years 

now, based in London. I’m currently Director and Choreographer of Cathy Waller 

Company, a contemporary based dance company that works with live music and original 

composition. 

 

I’m here today to tell you about my journey as a dance artist.  

 

 

Dance before Disability 

 

I began working professionally as a choreographer as I started my formal training at 

Laban. Just before I started my training, I co-founded a hip hop theatre company, 

and shortly after I began at Laban, I began working as a choreographer in Cambridge for 

Dance Offensive. Whilst I was at Laban my normal week, from 2006-2010, consisted of 

being at Laban 9 - 6pm, then in the evenings I would rehearse or be working in 

Cambridge, then my weekends were in Cambridge and in Hampshire for rehearsals and 

performances. I didn’t have much time to do other things, but I think I enjoyed being a bit 

stressed out and on the go all the time.  

 



 

 

After working as resident choreographer for 5 years at Dance Offensive and working with 

other artists and being involved in a lot of youth work, I started to take steps to create my 

own company. The kick start for Cathy Waller Company was winning the Blueprint Bursary 

Award in 2012, the award was commissioned by East London Dance, Sadler’s Wells and 

London Youth Dance. We made the Company’s first work ‘Tempo’ and from then the 

Company went on to have a very successful first year in 2012. During that year we created 

2 new works, we had an initial Blueprint tour set up with 4 dates and by the end of that 

year I realised we had actually extended that to 16, including an outdoor tour of our work 

‘Two Plus One’. To round off the year, I found out that I had been shortlisted and then later 

on won the London Dance Award 2012, which had previously been won by the Ballet Boyz 

the year before. Along with the Company, I was teaching classes and workshops around 

the U.K mainly in London, Cambridge and Leicester and I had the opportunity to teach and 

choreograph works in Kenya. I knew I had worked hard to get to where I was in 2012, but I 

also felt lucky that I was working so much as a dance artist and was involved in such a 

variety of projects. 

 

 

 

Diagnosis 

 

Throughout Laban, I was unwell a few times, I remember feeling very tired, even more so 

than I should when dancing 7 days a week. I began to experience numbness in my limbs 

that would come and go, and then I eventually I had a couple of seizures. Although at the 

time I was obviously concerned and worried about what was happening, it didn’t really 

effect my day to day routine. I did have to miss a few classes now and then, and not go 

out as much as i would have liked, but I could still work and didn’t really feel it was a long 



 

 

term problem. I sought out answers and medical help, but after having these strange 

symptoms on and off for a few years, a variety of doctors and specialists couldn’t find a 

definitive answer or explanation. At the beginning of 2011, it went away completely and I 

just carried on with my life and work as normal.  

 

So back to the end of 2012, we were just starting an outdoor tour at the National Theatre 

for a commission we had been awarded by Gi20. I was in the dressing room of the 

National Theatre and I suddenly started to lose the feeling in my limbs and, I then 

remembered that it was this familiar feeling I used to get when I was about to have a 

seizure. That day in the National Theatre actually turned out to be the beginning of how 

my life would now be.  

 

After variety tests and exams, and mis-diagnosis, I was finally diagnosed with a condition 

called: Dissociative Seizures. The condition I have is quite rare. It’s the way the brain has 

learnt to counteract past trauma and from that, my brain has learnt a behavioral pattern. 

My brain function will shut down and reboot without much warning or control, and that will 

either leave me with a period of paralysis or more commonly, a seizure.  Although I have 

learnt that it is made worse when Im stressed or anxious, because I have had the 

condition for such a long time undiagnosed, I can have one at any time, no matter what I’m 

doing or what is happening around me. My seizures and periods of paralysis can last 

anytime between 5 minutes or 2 hours. Luckily they normally average at around 15 

minutes. From that day at the National Theatre in July 2012, I probably have had a hand 

full of days where I haven’t experienced paralysis or seizures. I normally have both of 

these 2 or 3 times a day.  

 



 

 

In the first couple of months after being diagnosed, I chose to ignore it completely. I stayed 

inside my flat, didn’t go out very much. I didn’t tell anyone apart from my close friends who 

were helping me and mainly caring for me at that point. It was a time when the Company 

tour had finished and I was planning our next project, so i carried on with that from home, 

submitting an arts council Grants for the Arts application for a new Double Bill creation. 

Thinking that my condition would improve and go away as it once had, I thought the 

Company would be able to carry on as normal. However, as the weeks went on I slowly 

had to stop my other freelance work like teaching and other commissions I was involved 

in. I couldn’t leave the house without having a seizure in public and having someone call 

an ambulance, and after this happening on a weekly basis, I realised how unreliable I had 

become and how traumatising that process was.  

 

This was my first reaction towards dance and my disability - I can no longer live a ‘normal’ 

life therefore I can’t do the things that I used to do. I couldn’t seem to get to grip with how 

to do everyday tasks let alone carry on choreographing and traveling all over the country 

to work. 

 

I slowly became very mentally unwell, It took me a long time, with a lot of help, to try and 

understand how I could live and enjoy my life. It’s always a bit of a cliche for dancers to 

say they don’t know how to function if they are not dancing, but unfortunately that’s how I 

felt at the time. I couldn’t understand this concept I had of not doing what I wanted to do, I 

was so overwhelmed by this thought of physically not being able to move. Even though in 

the days when I could physically function without any damage from my seizures, I had 

mentally retired my thoughts to - I can’t dance or choreograph - so what do I do now? 

 

 



 

 

 

Transition  

 

In early 2013, after 6 months of living with this new disability, I found out that our Arts 

Council funding was successful. It gave me something to look forward too and perhaps a 

new chapter for the Company was about to begin. 

 

After starting rehearsals for our new project, doing our usual 10 - 6pm, 6 days a week, I 

quickly realised I couldn’t keep up. It was a overwhelming reality check. 

I soon saw the realisation of my disability; my seizures were worse in the morning, it was 

too difficult for me to get on public transport on my own, I was having a lot of seizures in 

the studio and i was constantly tired all the time from having to cope with trying to fight 

away my disability.  

 

So I had to put a hold on our new Double Bill. I couldn’t carry on rehearsing and I knew the 

work was going to suffer, and this is the worst thing I could imagine, my work suffering 

because of my disability.  

 

After a few months of staying home, and with a tremendous amount of support from my 

close friends and sisters, I started to accept my new way of life; ok, Im disabled, this is a 

life time thing, there is very little that will change physically, I need to now know how I can 

choreograph in the way I want to and continue to be a dance artist. I decided I wasn’t 

fighting hard enough for my career.  

 



 

 

Even though I had previously worked within dance and disability, working with young 

disabled performers, I realised my knowledge of funding and logistics to make myself 

physically carry on making work, was non existent.  

 

At this time my good friend and composer for the Company, Christopher Preece, was 

working with Graeae Theatre in London. I asked him to grab any advice possible from Amit 

Sharma who is the Associate Director at Graeae, and Amit very kindly asked us to come 

down to Graeae in Hoxton to have a chat. 

 

This is what changed my life and my career. I met with Amit, he explained how simple it 

was and how the barriers I thought were pushing me away from dance, weren’t actually 

there. He told me about the Arts Council England’s access part for Grants for the Arts, and 

more importantly, made me understand how it was something that I didn’t have to hide or 

be embarrassed about. The way he spoke about disability in the arts made me see how 

the obstacles I had physically, were actually only obstacles in my mind. 

 

The first thing I did was to be open and honest about my disability. I don’t know if it was 

embarrassment or stepping into an unknown prejudice to why I was hiding it away. I think 

it was my thought that people would change there opinion about my work. I thought that 

being disabled would make people see my work differently. I sat down after the meeting 

and wrote a list about the things I would need to put in place to be able to work and 

choreograph. It became simple.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

New ways of working 

 

These were the factors I needed to put in place: 

 

• Travel - I needed to use taxis or if I felt physically well enough to get public transport, I 

need someone with me.  

 

• Studio - I need to bring a cushion and bedding, something to make my seizures more 

comfortable. (A year later, when eventually working with Graeae, they had the perfect 

solution to this - my own personal bed in the studio!) 

 

• Time - start rehearsing in the afternoons. I know my seizures are worse in the mornings 

so why put pressure on myself when we can simply start our days a bit later on. 

 

• Rehearsals - allow for breaks and days off. Account for the days I won’t be able to be in 

the studio. 

 

• Assistant - I need someone with me in the studio for ease and to make the most use of 

time when I can’t be physically active. Appointing one of the Company’s dancers that knew 

the day and weekly plan.  

 

I realised that these things I thought were these huge differences and completely 

unattainable were actually simplistic. I realised it wasn’t my disability getting in the way of 

me continuing my work, it was the preexisting thoughts I had when I first became disabled. 

I never thought these things about other disabled artists, I had even worked with young 



 

 

disabled performers, and these barriers weren’t something I thought about, I just knew that 

if you want to dance, you put certain things in place for it to happen, no matter what it was. 

 

I spoke to the Arts Council and explained that I had become disabled during my project. 

Although they don’t fund projects that have already been given funding, they agreed to 

have a look at the access part that would have gone in with the original application and 

they accepted it. I knew from then that in the future I can add the things I need as a 

disabled choreographer to my Arts Council Applications and others.  

I started a crowdfunding page to raise the extra money we would need to finish our 

project. I spoke honestly to my colleagues and friends about my disability and lost the 

negatives I had thought around my new lifestyle.  

 

We went back into the studio and finished our Double Bill ready for our tour. Along with our 

support from the Arts Council, East London Dance and Sadler’s Wells, we had a 

tremendous amount of funding from the public as well as Greenwich Dance supporting us 

with rehearsal and performance space.  

 

 

 

Future 

 

A few months ago when I started to plan the Company’s tour, I realised that I had made 

this transition to being a disabled dance artist. I no longer saw any barriers or negativity 

towards things I could no longer do. After the help and support I received from Amit at 

Graeae, talking to other disabled artists and finding funding support, it’s now an automatic 

instinct to the things that I would need that perhaps other artists wouldn’t. The key for this 



 

 

journey I have been on is the guidance I have had and the support of my Company and 

then of course the main element, accepting what was happening. I am sure there will be 

things in the future that might disrupt this ease that I feel about working with my disability. I 

feel so strongly about carrying on my work and instead of the view point of ‘I am going to 

do exactly what I used to do and let nothing stop me’ it’s more about, yes I can do the 

work and live how I did before my disability, but these are the things I need to put in place 

before, and most importantly, I should never let my disability get in the way of 

choreographing and continuing my career.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


