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From intrepid tales around the world, Brandon Chase finds his answers closer to home

Call of the wildYoga for survivors
How Laura Kupperman came to teach yoga to cancer survivors (and why 
you might want to as well)

I was diagnosed with breast cancer in my 30s, right after I got 
back from my honeymoon. At the time I vowed not to become 
identified with cancer as a cause or wear pink ribbons during 
fundraising events. I simply wanted to complete treatment 
and move on with life. And yet here I am, nine years later, 
thoroughly committed to teaching yoga to cancer survivors 
and training others to do the same.

I often marvel at how I ended up on this path, immersed in 
a world that seemed intimidating and depressing prior to my 

diagnosis. What I have found instead is an incredibly rewarding 
way to use my yoga training; a way to remind myself as well as my 
students that yoga is a means of finding peace and healing on all 

levels, not just in the physical body.  

Personal battle
That wasn't the case initially, though. When first diagnosed with 
cancer I was personally affronted by this bizarre intrusion into my 
life. How could this happen to me? I was a vegetarian, non-drinking, 
non-smoking, uber-healthy yoga teacher. Clearly, cancer didn't 
know who it was messing with! I continued teaching and practising 
throughout chemotherapy and multiple surgeries, at first with the 
same rigorous postures I’d done before, as if trying to prove I was 
really okay and still strong. But I was clinging to something that 
was no longer true and I was definitely not practising ahimsa. My 
intuition was telling me to back-off but I felt like that would be 
acknowledging defeat, accepting my fallibility and mortality. So I 
kept struggling.  

Luckily, fatigue got the best of me and eventually I simply didn’t 
have the energy to muscle through my regular yoga practise. I 
backed-off. I tried easier instead of harder. I let go of trying to be 
‘old Laura’ and trusted that ‘new Laura’ was going to be fine if I 
gave her what she needed. I learned more about the therapeutic 
benefits of yoga and experimented with how various poses could help 
mitigate the side-effects I was experiencing.  

What I discovered provided significant relief: less nausea, improved 
sleep, and speedy recoveries from very intense surgeries. I found a 
way to get comfortable in my body exactly as it was, not as I wished 
it would be. It made me wonder why all cancer patients weren’t doing 
yoga. And that ultimately became my mission, to ensure that cancer 
patients and survivors have access to safe, supportive yoga classes. 
While mainstream yoga classes are wonderful, the average teacher 
simply doesn't have the capacity to safely address the litany of cancer 
treatment side-effects in a regular class.  
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Training up
So after my own treatment ended I embarked on a rigourous 
programme to supplement my basic yoga teacher training; two-
and-a-half years and 1,000 hours of study later, I became a certified 
professional yoga therapist. I began offering Yoga for Survivors 
classes in the US in 2005, where I live, and expanded to multiple 
venues and locations: clinics, hospitals, cancer centres, yoga studios, 
and private sessions for those who were housebound. For me, these 
classes are like an intellectual-energetic-physiological puzzle that 
stimulate me far more than other classes I teach. Here are just some 
of the diverse questions I grapple with: If a student is fatigued from 
chemotherapy is it better to offer postures that are deeply relaxing, 
or postures that will energise? Or both? How can I keep the prana 
flowing for a student who just had bilateral mastectomies while still 
honouring the contraindications her doctor has imposed on her range 
of motion? How can yoga be used to safely maintain muscle mass and 
bone density during treatment (an issue for many survivors) without 
depleting precious energy reserves? And of course...how can yoga help 
us overcome, or make peace with, the klesas, especially abhinivesha, 
or ‘clinging to life’ (often translated as ‘fear of death’)?

Student union
I am heartened by the way yoga supports my students through 
challenges, and inspired by what I learn from their grace and courage. 
I have heard more ‘I love yoga’ stories than I can count, ranging from 
tales of pranayama helping to mitigate anxiety, to improved lymphatic 
flow and greater sense of empowerment. One lovely student who I'll 
call Penelope, reminded me how lucky I am in a very sweet message:
Thanks so much Laura, I think meeting you and yoga has been the best 
thing that could have happened to me. You have helped me see my 
diagnosis as an opportunity to explore new things instead of a death 
sentence. 

Students like Penelope put things in perspective for me. If yoga can 
help someone change their relationship to their own life and death...
what more can I offer? How well Penelope can do something like 

downward facing dog is irrelevant compared to the deeper growth she 
is pursuing. (And for the record, her down dog is excellent!)

Global network
Unfortunately, there are millions of amazing survivors like Penelope 
all over the globe, without access to yoga. As growing research 
presents a strong case for yoga for cancer survivors, patient demand 
for dedicated yoga classes has increased. And that is what spurred 
me to do more than teach group classes and privates. I soon realised 
the best way to share yoga with cancer survivors is by training other 
teachers to do this work with me; to create a global network of like-
minded yoga teachers who have a heart for working with this very 
special population.

I have been thrilled to train yoga teachers from all corners of the globe 
knowing they will make a huge difference in their communities. I am 
blessed knowing there are cancer survivors from Steamboat Springs, 
Colorado, to Paris to El Salvador, who now have access to yoga to 
support them on their journey. 

So despite my best efforts to ‘move on’ after my cancer experience, 
here I am. Although I would not wish cancer on anybody, I can't help 
but feel incredibly lucky to do the work I'm doing...which never would 
have happened if I hadn't been dealt the cancer card. 

Training up
If you want to find out more about how to safely teach yoga to 
survivors of any type of cancer, at any stage of recovery, check 
out the Yoga for Survivors course, led by Laura Kupperman, 
when it comes to the UK next year. London courses available in 
February and April 2013. For details visit: yogaforsurvivors.com


