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Theater review

‘The Gin Game’

Deaf West Theatre, North Hollywood
Through Dec. 17
By Ed Kaufman

American playwright D.L.
Coburn’s comedy-drama “The
Gin Game,” the story of two elder-
ly people who meet in a state-
sponsored nursing home, is an
engaging gem of a show at Deaf
West Theatre — and certainly dif-
ferent in a couple of ways.

First, its outstanding actresses,
Phyllis Frelich (Tony winner for
“Children of a Lesser God”} and
Freda Norman are deaf and use
sign language as a way of communi-
cafing. As they sign, talented hear-
ing actors Maureen Davis and Cal
Bartlett portray mursing home staff
who unobtrusively remain onstage
and supply the “voice” for those who
are not hearing-impaire.

And it works. After a short
while, the audience settles into
the fact that the revised “Gin
Game” can wonderfully address
those who hear words — as well
as those who cannot.

Second, this “Gin Game” is a
gender-bender. Coburn wrote the
play for an aging couple; the gifted
husband /wife team of Hume
Cronyn and Jessica Tandy, who
successfully played Broadway and
toured the country n “Gin Game,”
immediately comes to mind.

Only fate stepped in at Deaf West
Theatre when actor Bernard Bragg
was not able to continue in the show
— only a couple of weeks hefore
previews. Out of this seeming
necessity came a “gender swiich”

Sign of the times: Pkylls Fre-
lich, left, and Freda Norman

(and some minor script changes),
and talented director Frelich
emerged as the crusty, competitive

and abusive Weller Martin (Frelich).

Again, it works because “Gin
Game” 1s basically gender-neutral
It’s all about the plight of the aged,
their isolation and their aloneness.
And what makes the Frelich version
even more poignant is that these
two elderly women are further iso-
lated by the fact that they are the
only two deaf people in a “hearing
home,"” which, most assuredly, is
their last.

‘What brings them together on
the outside patio (the tasteful set
af Rohert Steinberg) is Weller's
addiction to cards, especially gin
rummy. Soon, shy, timid, seem-
ingly naive newcomer Fonsia
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Voice of Fonsia ... Maureen Davis

(Morman) reluctantly joins her in
playing an ongoing gin game,
The numerous games {which
Fonsia wins) become a metaphor
for their frustrations, disappoint-
ments, anger and angst. And their
burgeoning friendship — the last
either of them will ever have — is
tragically undercut by the ghosts
of their pasts. ™
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THE GIN GAME As 1f mounting a deaf production of D.L. Coburn's two-
person Pulitzer Prize winner didn't present enough challenges, director Phyllis
frelich has had to contend with her leading man withdrawing late in the
going. But Frefich is nothing if not resourceful, and so she cast herself as

“his replacement. As it turns out, the part of Weller needn't be a man at all,
and Frelich, a superb Tony-winning actor, is outstanding in the role. to which
she lends new and welcome resonance. Setin g nursing home, the play
centers on an increasingly tense series of gin games between two weath-
ered but feisty coots: seemingly sweet Fonsia (a nuanced Freda Norman)
and salty Weller. It is through cards that they get to know each other, though
Coburn never allows the chitchat to stray too far from the game. This lim-
ited focus hurts the play, of course — questions of motivation, plausibil-
ity and resolution are never answered satisfactority — but Frelich's sure
directorial hand and her neat, albeit necessary, twist mitigate such short-
comings. Especially inspired is Frelich’s manipulation of the speaking ac-
tors (Cal Bartlett and Maureen Davis) required for hearing patrons. (Frelich
and Norman act using sign language ) Instead of placing them at the side
of the stage, she incorporates them into the action as orderlies, their
presence an enhancement rather than a distraction. Robert Steinberg’s hy-
per-realistic set also deserves praise. Deaf West Theater, 5112 Lankershim
Blvd., N. Hlywd.; Thurs.-Fri., 8p.m.; Sat., 2&8p.m.; Sun., 3 p.m. thru Dec,
17.(818) 762-2773; TTY, (818) 762-2782. (David Mermelstein)
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THE GIN GAME
at Deaf West Theatre

Rewewed by Mn:hael Green
‘ pn to- somethmg when he

I 1 Foisia Dorsey, two
laveless serfors stuck in a decrepit nurs-
‘ing home, whose meéeting offers soie
slim chance of respite from loneliness and
perhaps at love. But as a-game of cards
progresses, each can't help but display the
vicious torques of character that brought
ther to this grim place, despite living
family, and recreate their same fates with
each other. ;

Director Phyllis Frelich, from casting
necessity, rewrote the DWT version for
herself as Weller, with Freda Norman as
Fonsia, drawn to each other as the only
two deaf pabients. Cal Bartlett and
Maureen Davis—nicely placed as mursing
aides—are their respective speaking voic-
es in this signed production, Bartlett’s
gravely baritone a necessary compromise.
Robert Steinberg’s marvelous set design
conveys neglect and decay with labor-of-
love details from the grimy walls to the
frayed duct tape on the card table and the
unwatered indoor plant amid a pile of its
own dead leaves.

This was my first DWP performance,
and I can only report what it was like.as a
first-time member of the secondary, hear-
ing audience. T watched this production
Just after reading the play, which gave me
goose burmps. The grand emotions of rage,
shame, or pain come through loud and
clear, and Norman is a special delight to
waich., But nuanced emotions are ren-
dered in a diiferent language with sub-
tleties beyond this non-signer’s grasp, or
“pantomimed with a new spin: When
Weller vows to control his temper, it's usu-
ally plaved with an internat tension resolv-
ing to keep silent what he considers his
deserved anger; how different it is when
Weller comicalty clops hersell repeatediy

cast Hume Crofiyn and Jesstca 'Ihndy as’

on the head self-pUsitively to show the
sincerity of her promise. During one furi-
ous verbal exchange, ! couldn’t watch
Norman hut had to tumn to Davis—not
just a voice but also an actress—to have
the words fif the facial -expression.
Otherwise, it's like a foreign movie with
subtitles twice removed;.-aven perfect
phrasing can't fit the signed enunciation
or gestuves. This is as it should be, but it is
demanding, -

The performances are all of a very high
order, but Frelich’s Weller is often too
cheerful or syrupy, especially her bread
smile. Weller’s cynicism doesn’t come eas-
ily to her, and the cruelty of both charac-
ters taxes the resources of these actresses.
Unfortunately, muffling the crueity leads
to a bungled finale. Weller tales pride in
being a master of gin but has lost every -
single game to the seeming arnateus,
Fonsia, Weller is driven to ififantile out-
bursts of rage that also reveal Fonsiz's
spiteful nature that has driven her hus-
band and her son from her. *Vindictive!
That's what you are” says Weller (in
print), who wanis one more c¢hance to
win, But “vindickive” here becomes
“vicious,” eliminating plotting fo get even.
The denouement (in text) comes when
Fonsia has gin, but knows that her final
discard card is what Weller—mubiering
“one card”—needs to go gin and win. Ina
moment made for pure visuals, Fonsia dis-
plays her final discard as though she’s sim-
ply about to put it in Weller’s grasp, but as
Weller eagerly reaches for it she declares
gin—a final, calculated, crushing humiki-
ation that drives Weller away with the
same finality as her family. This doesn't
happen here, but it should: it's the nail
that holds the painting on the wall.

“The Gin Garne,” presented by and af Deaf West

Theatre, 5112 Lankershim Blud., N. Ha!@umd.

Thurs.-Sal. 8 pan, Saf. 2 pm, Sun. 3 pan. Now.

11-Dee. 17. 815-20, (818} 762-2773; (818) 762-

2782 (TTY}.
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The Gin Game
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Having failed in my journalistic
duties by neglecting to review
either of Deaf West's two previ-
ous offerings (the multi Ovation
Award-winning productions of
Ofiver! and A Streetcar Named Desire}, |
almost sheepish in finally getting around
to seeing The Gin Game, the company’s
final show of the year.

It is a pleasure to report that this revival
of D.L. Coburn's Pulitzer Prize-winner
about two elderly nursing home inhabi-

tants is remarkably engrossing, and in
some ways an improvement on the origi-
nal, Hume Cronyn and Jessica Tandy
notwithstanding.

Due to a last-minute illness during

‘{ rehearsals, director Phyllis Frelich (who

assayed the female role of Fonsia in Deaf
West’s inaugural production 10 years ago)
assumed the male role of Weller, and the
gender-switch adds immeasurably o the
proceedings. With no more than the
slightest textual revisions bowing to hear-
ing-impairment and gender-shift, the bat-
tle of wills becomes rather more enigmat-
ic and universal, and reaches a powerful,
even unsettling conclusion.

This is, of course, to due to Coburn's
basically sound structure, as well as the
ingenious way in which hearing actors
Maureen Davis and Cal Bartlett (both
excellent) are utilized as staff members
and vocal counterparts without intruding
upon the central pair. The technical pres-
entation is marvelous, with Robert
Steinberg’s set, Young Lee's costumes,
Jacqui Jones Watson's lighting, Bill
O'Brien’s sound design, and Linda Bove’s
ASL supervision all first-rate.

But, really, it is in the flying hands and

mercurial expressions of the
ever-superb Frelich and the
| equally wonderful Freda
Norman {as Fonsia) that
the deepest recesses of charac-
ter truth are revealed, and ele-
vate a competent vehicle for
veteran character stars to a
1 peculiarly resonant. experi-
ence. By turns funny, surpris-
ing, and heartbreaking, the
winners in this Gin Game are
the play, this incomparable
company, and most definitely
the audience.

The Gin Game /s at Deaf West Theatre
Company, 5112 Lankershim Bivd,, NoHo;
(818) 762-2772 or (818) 762-2782 (TTY);
Thurs. & Fri, 8 p.m., Sat, 2 & 8 p.m, and
Sun., 3 p.m., through Dec. 17.



