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GO I know we're on the cusp of a Depression and that theater audiences ache for frivolity and distraction, 

but this one really vexes, largely because it's so damnably seductive. First, Roger O. Hirson's book and 

Stehen Schwartz's music and lyrics combine into what has been one of the most produced musicals in 

colleges and high schools in the past 30 years. Add to that Jeff Calhoun's hyper-theatrical staging and 

choreography of a topflight ensemble in a style designed to accommodate the hearing-impaired actors of 

co-presenter Deaf West Theater, and you've got a extremely glossy carny show in which the central role 

is bifurcated between the hangdog charm of deaf actor Tyrone Giordano, and his voiced alter-ego, 

Michael Arden. The pair share the stage with a huge ensemble, one revealing through physicality the 

agony and bliss of Charlamegne's son, Pippin, as he searches for the purpose of life, while the other 

gives voice to those expressions through a dextrous vocal interpretation and Schwartz's somewhat sappy 

songs rendered here with effervescent beauty. This is the latest in a series of Candide riffs (much 

searching for purpose these days), in which Pippin fights in a war, learns about sex as well as 

domesticity, commits patricide, serves as king, screws up by being benevolent to the peasants and 

dismantling the army while an Enemy Beyond encroaches. Silly boy. Shut up, go home and till your 

garden. Let smarter people take care of the empire. Your adopted son will dream and make the same 

mistakes. Pardon me, but this is crap posing as wisdom, truisms posing as truth, especially at a moment 

in our history when doing nothing but tending our garden has landed us collectively in the biggest sand 

trap in American history. I couldn't join the standing ovation on press night. I just couldn't, I was so pissed 

off - politically, philosophically. If this were just diversion, I'd have risen to my feet. I love diversion as 

much as anybody. But I felt in this production a creepy, reactionary underpinning that's even out of touch 

with our new government's position on everybody taking responsibility to pull each other up, collectively. 

And for this shimmering magic act to close out by cautioning us about the seductive qualities of veneer is 

a fraud of the first rank. The show is so well done, see it for yourself, and see if you're as annoyed as me. 

Deaf West Theatre and Center Theatre Group/Mark Taper Forum, 135 N. Grand Ave., Downtown; Tues.-

Sat., 8 p.m.; Sat., 2:30 p.m.; Sun., 1 p.m. & 6:30 p.m.; (Jan. 31 perf at 8:30 p.m.; Feb. 17 perf at 7:30 

p.m.; no perfs Feb. 18-20); through March 15. (213) 628-2772. http://centertheatregroup.org (Steven 

Leigh Morris)  
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In a co-production with Center Theater Group, Deaf West Theater 

has rebooted the classic Stephen Schwartz-Roger O. Hirson musical 

comedy Pippin, now at the Mark Taper Forum. Luckily, director 

Jeff Calhoun infuses this unusual production with enough 

imagination and magic to amaze even Harry Houdini.  

As is the custom in Deaf West Productions (including the award-

winning revival of Big River, several of the main characters -- 

notably Pippin, who is constantly striving for his special place in the 

world, and his royal father, King Charlemagne -- are played by deaf 

actors with speaking actors providing their voice. As Pippin, Ty 

Giordano has a charming presence but never fully embodies the role, 

while his interpreter, Michael Arden, gives a layered performance, 

filled with empathy in his singing and his wayward glances. Indeed, 

Arden is so achingly touching that he even turns the usually drab 

"Love Song" into a tender moment between Pippin and his unlikely 

paramour Catherine (played by Melissa Van Der Schyff as an 

Appalachian farm girl). Meanwhile, Troy Kotsur plays Charlemagne 

as a Muppet puppeteered by the Monty Python troupe, while Dan 

Callaway's commanding vocal style mixes perfectly with Kotsur's 

over-exaggerated humor.  

Facing the shadow of the show's original director-choreographer, Bob Fosse, Calhoun peppers the show with 

much ingenuity so that some of the work's signature dance numbers, like Fosse's famed "Manson Family Trio," 

are barely missed. He makes great use of holes in the floor to have bodiless hands invade the stage -- signing, 

offering props, and making other visual jokes. One Fosse attribute that hasn't been stripped by Calhoun, though 

is the palpable taste of sex. Half-naked bodies pop out of the floor and the furniture, men in leather spring from 

under dresses, and Pippin's orgy becomes even kinkier with two Pippins in the bed.  

Composer Stephen Schwartz has added a new song for this production, "Back Home Again," a peppy ditty to 

introduce the royal family, which includes Pippin's devious step-mother Fastrada, (a malevolent Sara 

Gettelfinger, doing Donna Reed-meets-Lady Macbeth), her hunky son Lewis (James Royce Edwards), and 

kindly grandmother Berthe (the delightful Harriet Harris, who vamps it up during the show-stopping number 

"No Time At All.")  

Tobin Ost's set and costume design add to the clever silliness. The actors cavort on a stage right out of a David 

Copperfield TV special, with red velvet curtains and flashing yellow lights. Meanwhile, Ost puts the chorus 

girls in bikinis with tuxedo tails and red velvet military officer hats, the soldiers wear metal football gear, and 

Lewis is dressed like a reject from American Gladiators.  

Yet ultimately, Calhoun finds real meaning in having a Pippin who is unable to communicate until the Leading 

Player and his tribe offer him a "voice" along with all the flashy costumes, sets, and lighting. When they 

finally deny him all the razzle-dazzle in the show's final act, they also rob him of his voice, making his ability 

to still adapt to a rural life with Catherine more potent than ever. Who needs words when you have true love 

and understanding?  

 

Tyrone Giordano and Michael Arden in Pippin 

(© Craig Schwartz) 

 

http://www.theatermania.com/extras/about.cfm/section/editorialBios
http://www.theatermania.com/los-angeles/shows/pippin_146744/
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Favre: Singing and signing will blend in Deaf West's 'Pippin' revival 

By Jeff Favre 
Friday, January 23, 2009  

Michael Arden, Harriet Harris and Tyrone 
Giordano, from left, star in "Pippin" at the 
Mark Taper Forum in Los Angeles. 
Arden, a hearing actor, and Giordano, a 
deaf actor, both play the title role at each 
performance. Courtesy of Craig Schwartz 

 

After months of learning American Sign Language for her role in Deaf West Theatre‟s production of 
“Pippin,” Harriet Harris figured she had mastered the intricate hand movements — until she began 
working with deaf actor Tyrone Giordano. Harris thought she was signing the lyric “By a man who 
calls me granny” until Giordano asked her why the character Berthe would be singing the words “By 
a man who calls me hate.” 

“I am not quite conversational, even after eight weeks,” admitted Harris a week before the Stephen 
Schwartz musical would begin previews at the Mark Taper Forum in Los Angeles. 

Such are the complexities of working on a production with Deaf West Theatre, a company that 
prides itself on using both hearing and nonhearing performers. Deaf West‟s “Pippin” revival opens 
Sunday and will feature a new song by Schwartz, the composer behind such hits as “Godspell” and 
“Wicked.”  The musical, which includes such songs as “Magic to Do” and “Corner of the Sky,” tells 
the story of a young man‟s quest for self-discovery. The original production opened on Broadway in 
1972 and ran for nearly five years. It featured choreography by the legendary Bob Fosse, who also 
co-wrote the show‟s book with Roger O. Hirson. 

Deaf West‟s production of “Pippin” will be staged by Jeff Calhoun, who directed “Oliver!” for the 
company a decade ago and did the same for its production of “Big River,” which made it to 
Broadway in 2003. In 2007, he directed the world premiere of Deaf West‟s “Sleeping Beauty 
Wakes” at the Kirk Douglas Theatre. 

In the New York Times review of “Big River,” Ben Brantley wrote that Calhoun “makes the crucial 
point that there‟s more than one way to tell a story and to sing a song. Though the coordination and 
integration of signed, spoken and sung language are surely a matter of great complexity, you‟re 
never allowed to sense the effort.” 

Calhoun, a Tony-winning choreographer, has developed a style that, with complex blocking, 
seamlessly mixes sign language and vocals in a way that is equally entertaining to hearing and deaf 
audiences. Hearing actors learn to sign, while hearing-impaired cast members must sign in time 
with the music. 

“Jeff Calhoun has a great sense of timing, and an awareness of how things need to take place on 
stage,” Harris said. “He also has great patience and temperament, for when actors like me are 
saying „By a man who calls me hate.‟” 

Given her experience onstage, there‟s little doubt that Harris will be signing like a pro come opening 
night. The Broadway veteran, who appeared last year in “Cry-Baby,” won a Tony in 2002 for her 
performance as Mrs. Meers in the musical “Thoroughly Modern Millie.” 

To television fans, Harris is probably best known for her turn as Felicia Tilman on “Desperate 
Housewives” and as Frasier‟s agent Bebe on “Frasier.” Normally a frequent guest star on dramas, 
Harris has been absent from the small screen the past two years. 

“I live in Los Angeles, but I‟ve barely been home,” she said. “I finally got to play in „The Glass 
Menagerie,‟ at the Guthrie, then I was with the Roundabout doing „Old Acquaintances‟ before „Cry-
Baby.‟ When I heard about „Pippin‟ I was excited about the idea of going back to Los Angeles.” 

Harris was also intrigued about learning sign language. 

“The first time I saw someone communicating in sign language was at an airport,” she said. “It was 
a group of teens. The expressiveness of the interaction was glorious.” 

Harris said there‟s a give-and-take when it comes to simultaneously singing and speaking her lines. 

“There are some limitations that are interesting to explore,” she said. “You can‟t do absolutely 
everything you want, but you get to incorporate beautiful sign language. Hearing audiences will not 
only enjoy the sign language, but they will enjoy the new musical arrangements and these 
wonderful songs.”    — E-mail freelance columnist Jeff Favre at jjfavre@gmail.com. 

 Ty Taylor portrays the Leading Player in 
Deaf West Theatre‟s production of 
“Pippin.” Craig Schwartz 

 

Pippin' 

Deaf and hearing actors will 
sign and sing in Deaf West 
Theatre‟s revival of “Pippin,” 
the hit 1972 Broadway 
musical featuring music and 
lyrics by Stephen Schwartz 
and a book by Bob Fosse and 
Roger O. Hirson. The show, 
in previews at 8 tonight and 
2:30 and 8 p.m. Saturday, will 
open at 6:30 p.m. Sunday in 
the Mark Taper Forum, 135 
N. Grand Ave., Los Angeles. 
Performances will continue 
through March 15. For tickets, 
$20-$65, call 213-628-2772 or 
visit 
http://centertheatregroup.org 

 

http://www.venturacountystar.com/staff/jeff-favre/
mailto:jjfavre@gmail.com
http://centertheatregroup.org/
http://www.venturacountystar.com/photos/2009/jan/22/58655/
http://www.venturacountystar.com/photos/2009/jan/22/58654/
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A singin', signin' 'Pippin' 
Deaf West tries to conjure magic again at the Mark Taper, with a reimagining of the hit '70s musical. 

By Karen Wada  
January 18, 2009  

 

Tall and burly, fierce eyes shining, Troy Kotsur commands the center of the rehearsal room. Even 
in a T-shirt and jeans, he looks the part of the great King Charlemagne. Kotsur is about to attempt 
"War Is a Science," a patter song from the '70s Broadway hit "Pippin." 
 
It's a tough number for any actor -- let alone one who is deaf. 
 
Not so long ago, the idea of staging a musical with performers who can't hear music might have 
seemed crazy. But then Deaf West Theatre offered up. 

The production leaped from a 75-seat house in North Hollywood to the Mark Taper Forum in 2002, to Broadway in 2003. A 
new art form -- one that combines singing, speaking and American Sign Language -- was introduced. 
 

Now, Deaf West is back at the Taper with another revival, a sly and sensual "Pippin" that will open next Sunday. 
 
A few bonuses, including a new song by composer Stephen Schwartz, have been added. The main attraction, however, will be 
discovering all the ways in which director Jeff Calhoun and his cast unite the deaf and hearing worlds with their highly visual 
and, yes, musical style of storytelling. 
 
Just as intriguing may be the story of how this "Pippin" was created. Every word has been reimagined and the smallest 
gesture considered. Actors have learned to work so closely together, one often provides a character's face while the other 
provides his voice. 
 
"Given what it takes to do this," says Calhoun, "it's a miracle we ever pull it off." 
 
At dinner a couple of years ago, Deaf West artistic director Ed Waterstreet and his wife, actress Linda Bove, gave Calhoun a 
sheet of paper covered with Broadway musicals. "They asked if any of them interested me," Calhoun recalls. "One jumped 
out." 
 
It was "Pippin," the medieval-pop parable in which the son of Charlemagne samples sex, war and domestic bliss while 
searching for the meaning of life. "I love the score," says Calhoun. "I also saw that the script would work within the confines 
of ASL." 
 
Calhoun made some calls to float the idea of a Deaf West production. Schwartz, who had seen "Big River," gave his blessing. 
Calhoun then called Michael Ritchie and Charles Dillingham of the Center Theatre Group. They promised him a spot in the 
coming season. 
 
Almost as quickly, Calhoun devised a concept that would make Pippin's story unique to Deaf West: "The message of the play 
is that he is trying to find his true voice. We can give him that chance in a way the original couldn't because we can personify 
the metaphor." 
 
To do this, Deaf West is reinventing its traditional pairing of a deaf actor who signs with a hearing actor who sings and speaks. 
"We are using two Pippins," Calhoun says. "The one who can hear starts as an interpreter, but as the journey goes on he 
becomes a part of the story and ultimately teaches Pippin his great lesson." 
 
In another departure, this production will include more dancing than past Deaf West shows. That should be no surprise, since 
Bob Fosse's decadent choreography was a hallmark of the original.. Given the nature of his company, Calhoun says, "we are 

http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/arts/la-ca-0118-pippin-pg,0,631524.photogallery


going to let the ASL do a lot of that dancing for us." 
 
As an example, he cites the opening number, "Magic to Do." 
 
"Everyone knows that Fosse used the hands and the gloves. Well, what do you think of when you think ASL? Hands. Once I 
made that connection I knew we would be OK." 
 
Picking the players 
 
Auditions began in September. The early rounds weren't much different from any casting session, assessing who best fit each 
role. 
 
Later, performers were judged on the fluency of their signing (if they were deaf) or their signing potential (if they weren't). 
 
Calhoun added his own secret test: "I would go into the hallway and watch people when they didn't know they were being 
watched so I could see how they interacted." 
 
He did this, he says, because Deaf West productions require "an ensemble in the truest sense of the word." 
 
"Actors, who usually want to be down center, must be selfless enough to stand in the shadows and supply someone else's 
voice," he says, "or be trusting enough to let someone supply their voice for them." 
 
Everyone must learn to do five things at once and do those five things for nearly two hours every night in sync with a couple 
of dozen others. 
 
"You're always walking a tightrope," says Melissa van der Schyff, who appeared in "Big River" and plays Catherine, the widow 
who tries to make Pippin the man of her house. "I'm speaking my lines and signing in a different grammar and watching 
everybody out of the corner of my eyes." 
 
Besides Van der Schyff, "Big River" alums include Kotsur and the two Pippins, Tyrone Giordano and Michael Arden (who were 
Huck and Tom). 
 
"Ty has this extreme vulnerability and Michael has the most angelic voice," Calhoun says. "Thank goodness they're also great 
friends, because they are trying to create such an intimate relationship." 
 
For the Leading Player -- the ringleader who cajoles Pippin toward his destiny -- Calhoun has chosen Ty Taylor, a rocker with 
an incandescent smile. The rest of the cast includes Broadway and regional performers, Deaf West regulars and a pair of 
schoolboys. 
 
"I've never seen a group come together as quickly," says Bove. "We're really lucky." 
 
'A brand-new language' 
 
Transforming a script into ASL is like building a puzzle out of pieces that don't quite fit. It requires imagination, patience -- and 
luck. 
 
"We're adapting something into a brand-new language, our native language," says Bove, who has worked extensively as an 
ASL master, the expert responsible for translation. 
 
Since its founding in 1991, Deaf West has presented plays performed by deaf and hearing actors for deaf and hearing 
audiences. 
 
A decade ago, it decided to try a musical, "Oliver!," and brought in Calhoun, a director-choreographer whose fluid style 
seemed suited to working with the deaf. "Jeff taught us a lot," Bove says. "But we found we all had a lot to learn about 
staging a musical for the deaf." 
 



Converting songs into signing, for instance, turned out to be harder than presumed. While dialogue can be translated 
relatively casually, lyrics must fit a certain rhythm and mood (how to make a gesture bluesy?). Everything must be replicated 
perfectly every time. 
 
"It ended up taking seven of us to do 'Oliver!,' " Bove recalls. 
 
For "Pippin," she has enlisted Alan Champion, an interpreter she met while playing Linda the Librarian on TV's "Sesame 
Street." 
 
Champion has a musical background, which is helpful. More important, says Bove, he is the hearing son of deaf parents. 
"Most interpreters rely on their hearing, and it affects their translation. Alan thinks like a deaf person." 
 
Over the summer, Bove and Champion roughed out "Pippin's" 15 songs in consultation with Schwartz. The results, says 
Champion, were turned into "YouTube-like files we could throw on the Web for people to study." 
 
Signing lessons began much earlier than they had for other shows. "I used to do the blocking while the actors were learning 
their lines with scripts in their hands and trying to learn their signs," Calhoun says. "It was a disaster." 
 
As scenes are staged, the ASL is adjusted based on aesthetics and logistics. The masters, along with coaches and captains 
(selected deaf cast members), keep an eye out for sloppiness or rote motions. "Pippin" has proved especially hard to 
translate because Schwartz employs a lot of wordplay. 
 
Sometimes a fix is found. "We hate to use finger spelling, but it's the best way to get across the rhyming punch line in one 
song about a duck," Champion says. 
 
Other times, human nature is allowed to take its course. After pondering how to render a series of "ahs," he says, "we asked 
one of the boys what he saw when people do this." (He opens his mouth to make an 'ah.') 
 
"He said, 'It looks like love.' " 
 
"We thought that was close enough." 
 
One morning in late November, all eyes are on Kotsur as he begins his big number. To one side stands Dan Callaway, the 
actor who is providing Charlemagne's voice. At the piano is music director Steven Landau. Calhoun and Champion are seated 
in front. 
 
Kotsur plunges in. 
 
Callaway sings while staring intently at his partner, not wanting to lose sight of him. 
 
The piano stops. Kotsur stops too. 
 
It's time for dialogue. 
 
The music resumes. 
 
Kotsur is a few beats behind, but he and Callaway soon catch up with each other. Kotsur makes his way through an 
increasingly tricky set of moves, his elastic face and body filling in any blanks with a glower or a double-take. 
 
Several times, Kotsur starts over. He needs to reestablish himself in the song, the first step to building crucial muscle 
memory. 
 
Near the end, the tempo picks up, as does the number of syllables. 
 
"If you get tongue-tied, or wrist-tied, let me know," Calhoun says, "but you need to go faster." 
 



After a few more tries, Kotsur claps his hands. He's ready to do the piece all the way through. 
 
"Right on the money!" Calhoun declares after he's done. 
 
Everybody waves hands in the air -- the way deaf people applaud. 
 
A prolific improviser, Kotsur admits he didn't look at the ASL masters' clip. "I want to deliver the lyric on my own or with my 
own style," he says. He does work closely with Callaway, trading ideas about how Charlemagne should act and sound. He also 
relies on feedback from colleagues to keep on track with the music. 
 
"We try to find ways to help Troy know what to do without the audience seeing," Calhoun says. "Someone nods on the left, 
and he knows he's supposed to walk left." 
 
What happens when a glitch occurs? 
 
"A runaway train," Calhoun says. "You can wave your arms and he'll know something's wrong, but you can't do much about 
it." 
 
On to the big stage 
 
It's just before Christmas and the rehearsal room is abuzz with conversation -- even though no one is saying a word. Hands 
are flying. People are laughing. 
 
For all the calculation and toil that goes into staging a show, there's a cozy spontaneity to the way the deaf and hearing 
cultures join together. 
 
Shyness and preconceptions melt away. 
 
"Before I had contact with deaf culture I was a bit patronizing," says one ensemble member. "I thought, 'Oh, poor deaf 
people. They can't hear.' And now I see it's just a part of who you are. Each of us has a way of communicating that is 
completely different and individual to him." 
 
The actors finally move into the Taper in early January. Now they can explore the full space, see the sets, feel they're really in 
a show. They also must take care of prosaic business like getting used to the costumes and the lights. 
 
"All of which can distract from the signing," says Bove with a sigh. 
 
She needn't worry. 
 
For the closing number, the cast is facing front. They begin to sign en masse. The power of the whole -- fingers and arms 
whirling in unison -- is breathtaking. Even more striking is the beauty of the individual parts, everyone displaying his or her 
distinctive style of signing, embodying a now common language. Their motions blend like voices in a choir. 
 
Every so often, someone makes a slip. 
 
"What we do is never perfect," Calhoun says. "But I think imperfection gives a sense of humanity that people relate to." 
 
"People are used to seeing things that are so slick," he says, "like at the movies. But with us you are forced to lean on the 
edge of your seat to see what will happen next." 
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