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‘Window’ on the silent soul

By Puinir BRANDES
Specied fo The Tines

Language becomes a central
metaphor in Stephen Sachs’
“Open Window” when a troubled
linguist declares, “Nouns alone,
by themselves, mean nothing”
By extension, neither do people
— the fundamental message of
Sachs' compelling new drama is
about the need for connection,
between words and between
souls.

Artfully construeted around
the most extreme
imaginable, “Open Window”
concerns the discovery of a dea._f
urban wild man (Chris B. Corril
gan), who during childhood was
kept chained to a basement pipe
by his monstrously abusive fa-
ther. Deprived not only of sociali-
zation but of any language devel-
opment, the vietim finally broke
free and killed his captor. Now in-
stitutionalized, he’s placed in the
care of Rachel (Linda Bove), a fa-
mous - linguist, and Susah
(Shoshaimah Stern), an ambl-
tious young psychologlsL

Racing against the clock fo
make meaninglul contact with
their patient before a legal hear-
ing to determine his competence
to stand trial for murder, the two
women find themselves in prb-
found disagreement over an ap-

isolation -
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- IN TOUCH: Chris B. Corrigan, left, and Shoshannah Stern.

“propriate course of treatment.
Further complicating matters,
both therapists have been as-
signed to the case because they
are also deaf — giving.an in-
triguing twist to their clashes
over language acquisition and
communication,

A daring co-praduction devel-
oped by the Pasadena Playhouse
and Deaf West Theatre, “Open
Window” seamlessly melds the
strengths of both compantes.
Under Eric Simonson's direc-
Lion, first-rate Playhouse re-
sources and production values —
including highly effective video

projections and room-shaking

subwoofer rumbhles — provide an
ideal showcase for the emotional
sleun of Deaf West performances.

Deal West productions rarely
fall short by traditional theatri-
cal standards (and this one is no
exception), but for hearing audi-
ences they can also be transfor-
mative: refocusing perceptions
of Arnperican Sign Language as
an artistic medium of unique
power and beauty.

The fluid, expressive move-
ments of signed performances
have an ‘emotional directness
that puts the abstractions of
spoken dialogue fo shame. For-
tunately for the sighing-chal-
lenged, voice translation is sup-
plied by a Oreek chorus
(Jacqueline Schultz, Erin Ben-
nett, Kyle Colerider-Erugh) — a

| natural, elegant extension of the

traditional echorus-as-commen-
tator function,

Deaf West co-founder Bove is
a mature theater artist of the
first rank. Her richly complex
Rachel combines brilliant intel-
lect (she can discuss the inner
workings of languages she has
never heard spoken), caustie wit
(her physicalized sarcasm gives
Jewish mothers a run for their
money) and vulherability (she's
haunted by a tragedy that erypti-
cally manifests itself in the form
of an imaginary little boy, played
by Michael Adam Soudakuff or
Jake Gratman}.

Driven by her hatred of help-
lessness, Rachel is obsessed with
achieving a breakthrough in the
case. When Susan ciles the pre-
vailing wisdom that we learn our
first-language as children or not
al all, and cautions that. for their
patient the critical window of op-
portunity has closed, Rachel
snaps: “Then I will pry it open.”

As Susan, Stern maintains
the right tone of respectiul oppo-
sition in a character grappling

with her own past traumas. On-

the sinface, Susan's soft, feminin-
ity may defer to Rachel’s icy pro-
fessionalism, but she finds ob-
ligue ways to impose her therapy
agenda based on physical and
emotional contact with the wild
man, whom she names Cal (after
half-man/half-beast Caliban, one
of many echoes from Shake-
speare’s “The Tempest").

In the challenging role of Cal,
the writhing, sputtering Corri-
gan evokes what Susan calls a
“murdered soul,” robbed of any
capacity to understand its con-
scious 'existence. Though Cal’s
predicament is dramatic, the
play’s focus is not on the patiend,
hut on his caretakers.

Rachel and Susan.each have
human flaws that eompromise
their motives, yet they’re both
trying to do the right thing. Their
confliet may lack a facile “gaod-
guyfbad-guy” dynamie, yet play-
wright Sachs infuses it with riv-
eting dramatic heft,

“Open Window’ is not without
structural limitations. Sachs has
a tendency to rely too much on
heady, sometlimes stilted debate
to make his points, but under Si-
monson’s sure-handed staging,
Bove and Stern handily supply
the emotional counterweight.
Most important, rather than re-
hashing a familiar struggle of the
deaf in a hearing world, Sachs
has crafied a context that levels
the playing field between the
hearing and the deaf. Compared
with Cal’s tragie isolation, Susan
and Rachel’s signing bécomes
Just another way of communicat-
ing — or trying to communicate

"— which puts them in the same

boat with all of us.
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Open Window
Where: Pasadena Playhsuse, L
39 5. Fl Molino ‘Ave,

When: 8 p.m'. Tuesdays to Fridays, 5
and & p.m, Saturdays, 2and 7 p.m.
Sundays; 2 p.m. Nov. 9

‘Ends: Nov, 20

Price: $37 to $53 )
Contact: (626) 356-7529

Running Time: 1 hour, 20 minutes

Linda Bove... ....Ra.'chel
Shoshannah Slern
Chris B. Corrigan

Erin‘ Bennett...

Jacqueline Schultz.......... \Woman #1/
"Voice of Rachel
Kyle Colerider-Krugh ... e Man

Jake Grafman!Michael Adam
Soudakoff...........cccoocier s Boy

By Stephen Sachs. Directed by Eric Simonson,
Seis by Chris Barreca, Lighting by Peter
Maradudin, Cestumes by Myung Hee Cho. Sound
by Lindsay Jones. Production stape manager.Lea
Chazin,
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Theme overwhelms storytslling in Stephen Sachs' play,
"Open Window," commissioned by Deaf West Theater
and now receiving its premiere at the Pasadena
Playhouse. In a play about deaf characters, performed A Pasadena Playhouse presentation in association with
by deaf actors, Sachs explores the nature of language, ~ Deaf West Theater of a one-act play by Stephen Sachs.
but even the passionate performances can't make up for Directed by Eric Simonson.

Sachs' abandonment of a compelling premise for
repetitive thematic ponderings and lackluster narrative

{Pasadena Playhouse; 688 seats; $53 top)

Man - Kyle Colerider-Krugh
Boy - Jake Grafman/Michael Adam Soudakoif

cliches. Woman #1,Voice of Rachel - Jacqueline Schultz
Woman #2, Voice of Susan - Erin Bennett

The play begins with the discovery of a young man, a Cal - Chris B. Corrigan

"wild child,” in a basement. As a baby, he was believed Rachel - Linda Bove

to be mentally disabled when in truth he was deaf. Susan - Shoshannah Stern

When the institution housing him closed, his father
chained him to a pipe and left him in solitude. Twelve
years later, he is found, with the corpse of his strangled
father next to him. He has never learned any language.

Enter Rachel (Linda Bove), a renowned linguist and
cognitive scientist. She is determined to teach the young
man {Chris B. Corrigan) at least a little sign language
before he is brought before a judge, who will determine
whether he is competent to stand trial for killing his
father.

But she must do battle with young psychologist Susan
{Shoshannah Stern), who believes the patient -- she
names him Cal, after Caliban from Shakespeare's "The
Tempest" -- needs human comfort far more than

language. These characters, and the actors who portray . g I ar
them, are all deaf. Their American Sign Language is Shoshannah Stern is a psychiatrist trying to help him in
translated vocally by other performers, who also serve Stephen Sachs' 'Open Window.’

as occasional narrators, positioned above the set.

The initial intrigue exhausts itself relatively early. It's as if Sachs expended too much effort on what he didnf want this
play to be. He doesn't, for example, want it to be a sentimentalized story of heroically "overcoming” a disability like
"The Miracle Worker.” Sachs, in his program notes, insists that he didn't want the play to be about the agonies of
deafness. Instead, he was determined to focus on deaf characters who are accomplished professionals. He certainly
does this, but it's at the expense of Cal.

While Corrigan, who gives a fine physical performance, is onstage throughout, his gharacter is shunted to the
periphery of the plot. He becomes mere subject for clinical discussions of language -- can you understand an idea if
you don't know language? Even more prominently, Cal's tragedy propels Rachel to deal with the emotional trauma of
her son's kidnapping.

By trying to avoid the typical patterns of dramas that deal with deaf characters, Sachs writes his way right into other
predictable and uninvolving cliches. Cal's future becomes not much more than an afterthought.

There's no doubt that Deaf West has been among the most exciting ledit producers in L.A. in recent years. Its
breakthrough production of "Oliver!" was nearly as good as the vivacious "Big River" that went to Broadway and on to
a national tour. Its shows have been extremely theatrical, even lyrical and it has given opportunities to fine
performers, including Bove and Stern, a couple of capable actors who give their all.

Unfortunately, "Open Window" is a middling, plain, labored piece of work. Eric Simonson's direction proves
unimaginative, unable to locate and lift the deeper emotional moments. There's no variation to the rhythm of the
fransiated dialogue, which allows a lulling flatness fo setlle in. Even the set design, from the talented Chris Barreca, is
too restrained by the realism of the insfitutional setting, antiseptic and ugly.

Set, Chris Barreca; costumes, Myung Hee Cho; lighting, Peter Maradudin; original music and sound design, Lindsay Jones;
video projections, Austin Switser; production stage manager, Lea Chazin. Opened, reviewed Oct. 21, 2005; runs through
Nov. 20. Running time: 1 HOUR, 15 MIN.
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Sense of touch:
hris B. Corrigan:
and’
Shoshannah™
Stern in.

Open

Window.:

CRAIG SCHWARTZ

asadena Play-

house has been
instrumental in the =
development of Stephen Sachs
quietly momentous new play in
collaboration with Deaf West The-
atre. The result is a theatrical and
cultural milestone. Performed, as
so many Deaf West presentations
have been since its inception in
1991, by speaking actors voicing
the roles while their deaf counter-
parts simultaneously sign the dia-
logue, this project is something
more, created specifically for deaf
actors about deaf characters, rather
than an Americen Sign Language
version of an already established

“hearing” play.
The first thing to praise is Sachs’
intricately constructed script,

which, beyond all its machinations
to tell the story to both hearing and
deaf audiences, is at its heart monu-
mentally human, jarringly intimate,

and written without concern for any

remote vestige of political correct-
ness. As two strong-willed deaf pro-
. fessionals—one a stiffbacked cog-
nitive scientist, the other a recently

graduated Valley girl-like psycholo-
gist—are assigned to a bleak state
mental facility to attempt comrmmn-
nication with a horribly abused 20-
year-old who killed his father with
the chains that held him captive in a
basement for 12 years, they learn a
few lessons. The pair is desperate 1o
make the feral Cal (Chris B, Corri-
gan, in one of the year’s most
extraordinary performances) learn
rudimentary cormmunicative skills
before he must face a court hearing
at which he could possibly be
charged with murder.

The magnificent Linda Bove
gives new meaning to the term
transcendence as the troubled old-
er woman whose recent personal
tragedy makes her methodology
more stern and unforgiving than
understanding, while Shoshannah

Stern as her young colleague, who -

believes a breakthrough must begin
with human touch and kindness,
offers a fine complement as the two
professionals slowly begin to forge
a remarkable common bond that
might eventually heal a lot more
than Cal. Eric Simonson directs
with surprising grace and ecase,
continually bringing the speaking
actors (facqueline Schultz, Kyle
Colerider-Krugh, and Erin Ben-
nett) down from their watchers

perch above the stage to mingle
with their deaf counterparts. This is
more than a unique theatrical
experience: Sachs has created, in
collaboration with this exceptional
teamn of committed participants,
something that could renew the

human spirit.
Presanisd by Deuf Yaaat Thaalrs in assocld-
ilons Wik ond of Pasodona Flaybeuss, 23 8,
El Mipling Avs,, Prsedano. La LN
2ol EEDpam, SR 227 nam t‘a;sa 5]
19:20 s, Hav. 2 2 pam, Hew. sjﬁf;i 2.
Haov, 20, (626) 353-7523.

Reviewed by
Travis Michoel Holder

1 OCTOBER 27-NCOVEMBER 2, 2005
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Presented by Deaf West Theatre in Open Window m
assoclation with and et Pagadena Mayhouse,
39 5, El Molide Ave., Pasadena. Tue.-Fri. B
p.m., Sat, 5 & 9 p.m., Sun. 2 87 pm, {Als0
Wed. 10:30 2.m. Nov. 2; 2 pm. Nov. ) paoadans Blayhouse hes been Instruments! In the devetopmient of Stephen Sachs' quistly momentols
Oct. 21-Nov. 20. $37-53. (626) 256-7529. .0, play In collaboration with Desf West Theatre. The resuit s a theatrical and culturat mitastane,
Parformed, as 5o mnvy Deaf West prasentations have been since ks inceptich In 1991, by speaking eetors voicing the rolas while their geaf
rourterparts simulaneousty sign tha dialogua, this profedt Is something more, created specifically for deaf nctors about deaf charatters, rather than
an American Sign Language version of pn aiready established “hearing” play.

COctober 28, 2005
By Travis Michael Holder

The first thing to pralae is Sachs' intricstely constructed script, which, beyond all is machinations to tell the stury to both hearing and deaf audiances,
1% Bt s heart monumantally hurnan, Jarringly Intimate, and written without concem for any remaote veetige of poittical correctness, A two strong-
willed desf professionals-ona o stiff-backed cognitive sclentist, the other o recantly aradustad Valey gir-like psychologiet-are assigned (o @ bleak
state mental faciity 1o attempt commurication with a horribly abused 20-year-old who Wiled his fathar with the chains that hatd him captive In a
basement for 17 years, they loam a few lessons. The palr Is desperste to make the feral Cat {Chrig B. Comigan, In one of the year's most
axtraordinary performancas) leam rudimentary communisativa skills before hie must face a court hearing at which he could possibly be charged with
murder,

The magnificent Linda Bove gives new meaning to the tenm transcendence as the troubled older woman whose recent personal tragady rikes her
methodology more stern and unferglving then understanding, while Sheshannah Stern as her young colleague, who bebioves o breakthrough mast
bl With human touch and kindness, offers o ne complemant as the two professtonals slowly begin to forge a remarkatide commen bond that might
eventually heal a Int more than Cal, Eric Sifonson directs with surprising grace and ease, continually bringing the speaiing actors {lecqueline Schule,
Kyle Coletider-Krugh, and Erin Bennett) down from thelr watchers perch above the stage to mingls with their deaf counterparts. This & more than a
unique theolricel experience: Sachs has created, in collabaration with this exceplionsl team of commitbed participents, something that could ranaw the
hurmsan spirs.!
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