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WHAT ARE YOU... DEAF?
at Deaf West Theatre

Reviewed by Terri Roberts

Life offered a double whammy to C.J.
Jones. It was tough enough being a voung
African-American in pre—civil rights St.
Louis; being deaf made things twice as
hard. Still, thanks to a gift for comedy and
performing, and having inherited the
lightning-fast agility of his champion
boxer father, Jones prevailed and managed
to forge his own fancy footwork rather
than following in that of his domineering
dad. Jones chronicles these aspects of his
life in this highly entertaining two-person
solo show, directed by Steve Rothman. In
the tradition of Deaf West, which presents
the onstage unity of hearing/deaf worlds,
Paul Raci simultaneously voice interprets
for Jones as the actor takes us on a 75-
minute journey. Raci keeps characters
clear and distinct, and never insults Jones’
father or other deaf characters when they
speak. Indeed, Jones” humor and Raci’s
talent particularly shine through in a very
funny bit about his dad trying, and failing
miserably, to pronounce the different
names of his seven kids.

The story tends to bang from incident
to incident like blows to the body-sized
punching bag hanging onstage. Transi-
tions are often jarring or occasionally not
even there, and assumptions sometimes
take the place of real explanations. But the
ragged, uneven quality of the script is
eased by Jones' erormous energy, abun-
dant charm, and terrific sense of humor.

Jones” parents were deaf and all their
children hearing—that is, until Charles
{later known as C.J.) lost his hearing at
age 7 after a long iliness. Rather than
being dismayed, his parents rejoiced: Now
they had at least one child with whom
they could share their culture and who
would understand them the way the oth-
ers could not. Deafness also fostered a
bond between father and son that was as
full of intensity as it was fraught with frus-
tration. Dad, a former Golden Glove boxer,
taught his young son early on that he
would have to fight hard for what he
wanted. Set/costume designer and instal-
lation artist Karyl Newman'’s segment of a
boxing ring emphasizes this point. It is
backed by a ceiling-high projection screen
for multimedia displays, which add great
impact to the show.

Humor is a common means of self-
defense, and Jones used it as such to gain
favor with an abusive father, who brow-
beat his son with the mantra that hearing
people were stupid and Charles was
smarter than they were. Happily, having
turned that mechanism into a career as an
actor and cornic, Charles managed to get
the last laugh.

“What Are You...Deaf? " presented by and at

Deaf West Theuatre, 5112 Lankershim Bhd,

North Hollywood. Thu-Fri. 8 pan., Sat. 2 & 8

pan., Sun. 3 pn. May 15-June 20. 315-20. (818)

762-2773.

LIFE DURING WARTIME

narios and drops in Protestant, self-con-
tradictory homilies from John Calvin
{Tony Gatto), who lectures the audience
and then interacts with the other charac-
ters. Reddin creates many scorchingly
memorable scenes, most notably one
between Tormnmy and a suspicious man
(the always impressive Michael Merton)
who confronts the depressed Tommy after
a horrific turn of events. In another,
Tommy hears the bar confession of a
seemingly pleasant man (Michael Erger),
who powerfully disturbs us with tales of
cruelty and an ugly laugh. But, Reddin
avoids drawing any strong conclusions at
the finish and, despite his unquestionably
polished writing, leaves us wondering a bit
more about his intent.

Director Eric Mofford does an efficient
job with his generally sirong cast,
although certain transitions between the
many scenes are done in silence. This
seems hard to accept, considering that the
singular-named Tucker does a stellar job
with sound design, his electronic music
stunningly evocative and unsettling, when
it is used. Malmed, Allen, and Renfro form
a strong, central triumvirate, and if
Reddin had populated this Wartime with
not only fascinating characters but also a
stronger and less melodramatic message
about the need to express love despite risk,
we would have had a much more explosive
effect.

“Life During Wartime,” presented by and at
Company of Angels Theatre, 2106 Hyperion
Ave., Silverlake. Thu.-Sat. 8 p.m. May 14-June
19. $12-15. (323) 883-1717.
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In need of a better
listen to the heart

CJ Jones' new solo show,
“What Are You ... Deaf?,” fea-

. tures a lot of fancy footwork by
i this lean, limber deaf actor as hie

| born bexer father in St. Louis,

Jones feints, he parries, he
does the puglist’s signaiure
! kicky warmup move. e even
i does a “deaf rap” and a lip-sync
to Stevie Wonder’s “Part-Time
Lover.”

But perhaps Jones’ most fre-
netic move is the tap dance he

story. .
His deaf father may have
been an imposing figure, but

i recounts being raised by a stub-.

does around the hemrt of his

Jonesttake on his upbringing —
straddling the worlds ef deafand
hearing; black and white —is de-
cidedly lightweight.

There is seme rich, fascinat-
ing humor in these sharp con-
trasts. ;

His deafl parents, raising a
gaggle of Hearing children, open-
1y rejoice when young CJ falls ill
and losesshis hearing, Now he
can join them in their house-
hold’s hearing-free zone, “the
deaf kitchen”

And though his father pre-.

tends to speak each of his chil-

| dren’s names — pronouncing

themn all with a hoarse, inarticu-
late “oh-boh” — to CJ he coun-
sels a wariness of hearing people
that resembies reverse racism.

There’s little conflict until,
late in the show, we see the fa-
ther's abusive side and wilness
the shatiering isolation of his
dotage. And there’s scant explo-
ration of how Jones grew, either
despite or due to his father’s ex-
ample, into a well-adjusted if re-
Iuetant family man.

Director Stephen Rolhman
keeps the show skimming along
confidently. Actor Paul Racl

gives lively voice interpretations .

at ringside, and Earyl Newman's
slide projections and Michael
Gilliamyslighting seamlessly aid
transitions. Jones’ memoir,
though, could stand less sleight
of hand and more gloves-oif seli-
examination.

— RoB KENDT
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MEMOIR: CJJonesin his
\ show “Whai Are You . . . Deaf?”

“Waat fre You . Deal?,” Deaf West
Theatre, 5112 L him Blvd., North
Hollywood. Thursdays-Satuey
Saturdays, 2 pan; Sundays, 3 pm. I
June 20, $20. (818) 762-2773; (818) HGL-
8388 (TLY). Hunn we: 1 hour, 16 min-
utes.
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Whﬁt Ai'e YOI!. wE Deaﬂ by Carol Kaufman Segal .

Seeing a production at Deaf West Theatre
(DWT) is an experience in itself and ene not
to be missed, Their latest production What
Are You...Deaf? a one-man show written
and performed by €.J. Jones, is a warm and
interesting Tetrospective of his life. Jones,
who is deaf and an African American, tells
his story with American Sign
Language (ASL), voice, mime,
music, projected pictures, and
a very talented voice inter-
preter, Paul Raci. v

Jones grew up in a rough
neighborhood in St. Louis,
Missouri, one. of seven chil-
dren born to deaf parents. All [
were born without a hearing |

developed a childhood disease
that robbed himi of his hearing |
at the age of eight. His father
was a champion Golden
Gloves boxer who was often antagonistic due
to his handicap, and sometimes took his frus-
trations out on his hearing impaired son. We
learn of the many challenges faced by Jones in
his struggle to become an actor and comedian
despite his physical condition and his taunting
father. This is a well-told story of love and

»hot by Ed Keger

perform! He has a great deal of talent, exudes
boundless energy and makes one feel caught
up in his storytelling. It would be interesting
to see him in a comedic setting.

Stephen Rothman returns to DWT to..

direct this production after having directed
several of their plays in past years. He is
best known in the Los
Angeles area as founder and
artigtic leader of the revital-
ized Pasadena Playhouse.
DWT has made wonderful
inroads into the theater world
with their award-winning
production of Big River,
which went from their local
theater to the Mark Taper
Forum and on to Broadway
where it has been nominated
this season for 2 Tony Awards
and 4 Drama Desk Awards.
This summer Big River
will go on a national tour, and
once again, will be shown to Los Angeles
audiences at the Ahmanson Theatre in
January of 2005.  What Are You...Deaf? is
the first production at DWT in two years
since the triumphant Big River and their
well-received production of True West.
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