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the search for identity

By CHARLOTTE STOUDT
Sperial fo The Times

Back in 18680, two one-acts.
Samuel Beckett's “Erapp’s Last
Tape” and Edward Alpbee's “The
Zoo Story,” played fogether in
Greenwich Village. Both became
ciassics, minimalist blueprints
for modern theater They're dou-
ole-bilied again ab Deal West as
“Contemgporary tassics: A
Might of One Acts” in not so
much a revival as a re-imagining

Beekelt and Albee both mine
the gap bebween talk and deeper
teeling, s0 Deaf West's technique
of putting speaking and signing
actors together onstage amps up
the identity crisis atb the heart of
both plays.

“Tape,” Beckesit's dourly ro-
mantic meditation in which an
old man reviews the diary-like ra-
cordings he made 30 years ear-
liar, works here like a kind of exis-
tential YouTube His image
oroiectad on an upstage screen
the 39-year-old Krapp (the i]u
idly signing Troy Zotsur, voica
by Greg Bryan) is limber mr,h
possibility and fust.

Shuiliing in frond of ug thres
decades later, Krapp's supposed
to be a broken man, but artifi
cially aged Eotsur communi-
cates a vitality af cdels with the
texi’s ragged heartbreak. Direc-
tor Jevon Wheiter's ham-Osted
approach to the play’s physica
comedy diminishes the power of
tits inovative staging.

We enter a strikingly differen

world with "Zoo Story.” Kary
Newman's elegant set, lifered

with fallen leaves and edged by
photo blowups of Central Park,
frames a brief encounier be-
tveen down-and-out Jerry (Ty-
rene GGlordano, voiced by Jefy
Alan-Lee) and Pster (Eotsur,
voiced by Bryan). a bweedy stiff
in pubiishing First a curiosi

blishi
then a pest ard finaliy a genuins

threag. Je

i

rony Peter, and he's not Iedwnu
uintlll he gets it.

Under Coy Middlebrooics di-
reehion,  Albee's lacerating in
sighls  retain  tneilr  delicious
sring; the story of Jeny and the
diog, the play's central mono-
legue, is one of miodern drama's
greal arlag Here, though, it car
ries a doudly wripping suspense
tnrough the device of using
speach and sign simutbancously
iLinda Bove is the show's Amei-
can 3ign Language master).

Like a wellerweighi buxer in
the Hght of his iife, Glordanc
dances around Lhe scene and Pe
ter's diffidence, eyes agleam, dar
ing the other man to admit fo his
Duried  aggression and need.
Meanwhile, Jeity's “voice,” a still
and siricken Alan-Lee, wakches
his physical, desperataty signing
seli' break dnwn,

The space between e two
actors is where the audience's
imaginabion finds itself, and it's a
pure theafer rush 1If the play's
convulsive climas feds a bit of a
stretch, no mailer Giordano and
Alan-Lee's Jerry has found his
hoeld on Peter, and on us.

‘Contemporary
Classics: A Night

of One Acts’

Where: Deai Wast Theaire, 5 112
hywood

Lankershim Bhvd., Morth Hot
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at Deaf West.Theatre-
caf West has a ¢
history  of ¢
bringing great the-
atre to deaf audiences, and hearing
ones, using a combination of deaf and
hearing actors. Again the company has
sclected challenging works and pro-,
duced them at the highest qualiry.
Under the pristine but effective
direction of Jevon Whetter, Troy Kot~
sur is mesmerizing in Krapp’s Last
Tape, a piece often rendered lethal in
performance thanks to Samuel Beck-
ett’s compelling but merciless drone of
disenchantment with the human con-
dition. This monologue be saved [rom
drowning in its own woebegone and
‘cynical rhetoric only by an exception-
al actor and inspired staging; here it’s
realized with enrrancing results. Kot-
sur,"who is deaf and who works in
American. Sign Language, brings a
grandicse and decidedly risky Buster
Keaton-Hke quality to the role, while
the equally committed Greg Bryan
gives voice to the character’s ravings.
The spooling of the infamous “Tape 5
from Box 3” takes on curious new life
as a video projected behind Krapp; as
hie watches himself 30 years younger,
the world-weary distllusionment of
old age forms a poignant counterpart
o his own youthful enthusiasm cap-
tured on VHS 1ape.

to familiar material is even more pro-
nourced. with ‘Edward Albe¢’s early
The Zoo ‘Story: Director Coy'Middle-
brook has crafiily chosen to play it out
on two adjacent Central Park benches,
where scary stranger-from-hell Jerry
(a dynamic and highly physical turn
by Tyrone Giordano, also deaf and
working in ASL) and quietly
respectabie businessman Peter {Kot-
sur, here equally commendable forhis
subtlery as he is for his intentionally
overplayed Krapp) interpret one of
the most beguiling and often urmery-
ing two-character encounters in con-
temnporary thearre. On the other, legs-
prominent bench sit hearing and
speaking actors Bryan and Jeff Alan-
‘Lee, who ace the chailenging task of
playing alternately arnused and terri-
fied: bystanders while still finding the
. perfect emotional tone 1o voice the
. dialogue of Peter and Jerry for audi-
ence.members who don’t know AST
-+ Thisproduction;insta W

7 riid-ceritury avant-garde: thearfetand |
‘Deaf West belong together,. as:the |
‘heightened. physicality of the actors-

~; -andthe heightened theatricality-of the- -

s plays prove.a shlendidimateh o~
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-# Deaf West Theatre’s ever-arresting
& fusion of spoken text and sign lan-
‘guage arefl’t enough to get viewers
through the doors at 5112 Lankershim, I
offer a couple of other enficerhents.
They are: Troy Kotsur’s work in
“Krapp’s Last Tape” followed by Troy
-Kotsur's work in “The Zoo Story.” An
already ‘masterful — if hugely bleak —
pairing of important contemporary drama
-15 adrenalized by two Kotsur perfor-
manees 5o fiighteningly true ‘that even
with the words being supplied by another
actor, you conmect inextricably with the
man’s plight. Both, after all, are ours.
As Krapp, the 70-year-old Beckett
reprobate endlessly watching videos. of
his younger- self, Kotsur is.a portrait of
discontented isolation. His clothes are
disheveled, his hair wild and gray. When

rect cabinet to/muearth a banana or -
-Tocates-the Storage box with the desired
tape, Kotsur’s Krapp finally reaches a
plateai. Finally, the character’s tiny -

‘world has.a certain order. -

Actor is one to watch in these-

I £ 'Samizel Beckett, Edward Albee and.

. change,

‘he finally fits the correct key 1o the cor- : ! LRUCL Ty 3

N ; - West’s version of “Big.River”) bearded, -

wounded, on
< adult,

" man is a gesticulating, contorting. bundle

- It’s a lonely and contemplative perfor-
mance wherein an often stationary. Krapp. .
does nothing but listen — occasionally
reacting — to the dreams of Krapp at 39.
In altering the text so that Krapp is watch-
ing film rather than listening to a tecords -

- ing, director Jevon Whetter loses nothing

of the work’s poignancy. In fact, by

.allowing us to see a younger Kotsur
" (Greg Bryan supplies both voices), the

effect’is to give us two performances in
one ... not that Krapp is much for

- The contrast between Krapp and the
ineffectual publisher, Peter, in “The Zoo
Story” is striking. Albee’s play is usually
driven by whoever tackles Jetry, the gay
boarding-house lodger looking to find
sothe: cotmection — any connection —

- between man.and man or between man
--and beast: And indeed, it’s refreshing to

see Tyrone Giordano (Huck Finn in Deaf’
the prowl and every'bit an’

. Giordano’s is the showier work; the -

-that’s elegance all around,

—

one-act plays

- of manias, even baying when the whim
-hits him (Jeff Alan-Lee otherwise sup-
- phies- Jerry’s voice). But, again, it’s' Kot-

sur’s. Pefer who anchors the; piece; Kot-

_sur, whose character has to sit transfixed

-on that bench as this Central Park lunacy -
unfolds around him. And it's Kotsur's
character whe is goaded into the play’s
fira] shocking act. . _

Back in' the company’s NoHo perform-

. ing space for the first time in more than a

year, Deaf West has scrimped on produc-
tion values. . " .
Krapp's claustrophobic little room —

~complete; with all the outdated fechnology
-a man like Krapp would own — 15 ren-

dered with spare exactitude by set and,

costumie desigher Karyl Newman.
After interthission, Krapp’s digs disap-

pear and.the space is opened up via a

“beautiful array -of Central Park photo-

graphis by Stephen Charles Nicholson. =
Newman strews the ground with fallen: -

Cleaves. .

Coupled with the central performance,

' ——E.H.)-
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‘Ticket Holders
by Travis Michael Holder

Contemporary Classics: Krapp’s Last Tape and The Zoo Story
Deaf West Theatre

From Medea to Equus to Orphans to A Streetcar Named Desire to the first bigtime musical
extravaganzas ever performed by a hearing-impaired company, each time Deaf West announces a new
project, it's difficult not to wonder if they’ve finally bitten off more than they can chew this time ‘round,

This is again an understandable reaction when the courageously limitless company, on hiatus for four
years from their own NoHo Arts District space (where I got to "play” in the meantime with The
Company Rep in Ditrrenmatt’s Play Strindberg and the Thorin Alexander/Max Kinberg's musical
adaptation of A Christmas Carol) while thejr enormously successful mounting of Big River toured
internationally, made known it would mark its return by attempting to undertake two already
notoriously difficult Beckett and Albee one-acts.

Under the pristine but resourceful direction of Jevon Whetter, Deaf West veteran Troy Kotsur is
mesmerizing in ol Sam’s one-person Krapp’s Last Tape, a piece often rendered lethal in performance
thanks to the playwright's compelling but merciless drone of disenchantment with the human condition.
Krapp’s can only saved from drowning in its own woebegone and cynical rhetoric by an exceptional
actor and inspired staging, and here in this glorious rechristening of the Deaf West Theatre, it couldn’t be
realized with more entrancing results.

Kotsur effortlessly brings a lager-than-life and decidedly risky Buster Keaton-like, almost pantomimed
quality to the title role, while the equally committed Greg Bryan sits just out of the light giving voice to
the character’s ravings. The spooling and respooling of the infamous Tape 5 from Box 3 takes on curious
new life as a video projected behind Krapp flutters by in grainy black and white as he watches hdmself 30
years younger, letting the sorrow of his battered and disillusioned advanced years form a sad
counterpart to his own youthful enthusiasm captured on VHS tape,

1¥'s a fresh and fascinating approach to the familiar material that's even more pronounced with Albee’s
early career-maker The Zoo Story. Brilliantly directed by Coy Middlebrook, who has craftily chosen to
play the piece out on two adjacent Ceniral Park benches, the dynamic and highly physical Tyrone
Giordono (Big River's far more wide-eyed and enormously less jaded Huck Finn) and Kotsur, equally to
be commended here for his subtly as he is for his intentionally overpiayed Krapp, respectively interpret
that scary urban monster Jerry and the quietly respectable businessman Peter, two strangers who share
one of the most beguiling and often unnerving two-character encounters in contemporary theatre.

On the less prominent bench sit Bryan and Jeff Alan-Lee, who have a challenging task they ace with
great success: playing alternately amused and terrified observing bystanders while still finding the
perfect emotional tone to simultaneously voice Peter and Jerry’s dialogue to us less evolved audience
members who don't know ASL. Just once before the end of the run, I'd love to see what these two fine
actors could do with the roles all by themselves — bet they already know the blocking,

Karyl Newman's sparsely effactive set designs for both pieces are also an asset, with Krapp's dismal lone
room, complete with the obligatory single suspended raw lightbulb, brilliantly crafted to illuminate the
videofeed and alternately show Krapp moving around in ever-expanding and shrinking shadows
behind it. This innovatively gives way after act break to equally claustrophobic but glorious huge
photographic tapestries of Central Park (ironically and eerily for me taken just around the corner from
my New York flat... gotta walch for overly friendly strangers on my walks while I'm there from now on)
looming grandly above a stage strewn with real fall-colored leaves. Jeremy Pivnik’s evocative lighting
and John Zalewski's barely perceptible sound plot also immeasurably help the production to celebrate
this pair of groundbreaking contemporary classics.

Deaf West's indelible take on Krapp's Last Tape and The Zoo Story is a great way to bring the company
home, instantly showing that uniquely inspired mid-century avant-garde theatre and this uniquely
inspired froupe belong together, as the heightened physicality of the actors and the heightened
theatricality of the plays prave a splendid match indeed.

Krapp's Last Tape and The Zoo Story play through Feb. 18 at Deaf West Theatre, 5112 Lankershim BI,
NoHo; for tickets, call (B18) 272-2773 or use (818) 508-8389 for TTY.



Deaf West’s Lonely H

By Kyle Moore

NORTH HOLLYWOOD - With winter’s coid and rain
settiing in on the Valley as of late, Deaf West Theatre’s
selection of a pair of so-bleak-they're-beautiful one-
acts to put togsther in a single night seems a matter
of highly fortuitous timing. Samuel Backett's Krapp's
Last Tape, coupled with Edward Albee's The Zoo Story
combine o paint an aching portrait of two lonely lives
at their last unraveling,

Troy Kotsur gives an anguishad dual performarnce
as the tiular Krapp both in the present, and on pro-
Jected video as his younger, brasher self as he looks
back on key mistakes that seemingly destroyed his

life. You might think that there would be nothing less

theatrically watchable than an aging, alcoholic and

unsugcesstul writer going through his diaries from 30

years ago, but thanks to some

Troy Kotsur and Tyrone Giordans in “The Zpo Stary ™

ingenious staging, Krapp is fully
accessible to beoth hearing and
deaf audiences.

Pairing Beckett's one-act
with The Zoo Story makes for a
bit of a long evening, hut
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Albee’s prose is, above all alsg,
damned fine storytelling. Tyrone
Giordano is just this side of
loony, but stil) engaging and
sympathetic as Jerry, a wander-
ing, desperately lonely New
Yorker who draws Peter {Kotsur

again) into conversation in Cen-
tral Park.

The deaf actors are aided by
on-stage transiation by Greg
Bryan and Jeff Alan-Lee, both
commendable in their voiced per-
formances, with beautifully real-
ized sets by Karyl Newrman.

Krapp's Last Tspe and The
Zoo Slery runs Thursdays though
Saturdays at 8 p.m., Saturdays
at 2 p.m. and Sundays at 3 p.m.
through Feb. 18 at Deaf West
Theatre, 5112 Lankershim Bivd.,
North Hollywood. Tickets are
$22 for evening performances,
$20 for matinees. For reserva-
tions, call (818) 272-2773
{voice) or (818)-508-8389 {77Y).



