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Actor ‘signs’ for deaf in his theater debut

By Vicloria Diaz

special writer
VENTY-FOUR-YEAR-uld
Robert Richards of Plyn-
outh-was Jatd off from his

T job as a CAD operator last

mumh and he has been smiling ever

EAVE e 3D UPPULLUNity to cun-
te on something I'd rather
id

at Richards — a theater Jover
of the fiest order -- would rather do
15 devote practically every waking
hour to preparing himself for an im-
portant role in the Wyandotte Com-
tnunity Theatre’s upcoming produc-
tion of “Children of a Lesser tiod.™

Performances of the play, which
focuses on the world of the hearing
Impaired, wil} be presented at 8 p.m.
Fridays-Saturdays, Feb. 26-27 and
March 4-5, at Wilson School Audito-
rium in Wyandotte. A matinee will
bhe given at 2:30 p.m. Sunday, Murch
6. For the hearing lmpaired, inter-
preters will be on either side of the
stage throughout each performance

Though Richards has olten worked
behind the scenes in high school and
community theater, this is his firsu
stint as an actor.

You might expect a ncophyte to
start off in an undemanding role, but
Richards is having none of that. In
the lead, as speech therapist James
Leeds, Richards must not only speak
his lines fluently in English but als
must learn to communicate in a lan-
guage that, only a year ago, he knc“
nothing about.

IN THE PLAY, Richards will sup-
plement some half of his spoken
lines by signing — the form of com-
munication used by the hearing im-
paired. In additlen, when lead ac-
tress Rence Gavofeli of Taylor (In
the role of the hearing impalred Sar-
.ah Norman} signs, he is required to
:{communicate to the audience what
he has said.

As pleased as he is with the way

\. sthings turned out, Richards didn't
;cxackly plan them that way. When he

‘ <.went to audltlon for a part in “Chil-

»:, +dren of a Lesser God" near the first

ot

of this year. he meant to try out for ¢
nunor rele. Director Susan Finney
suw Richards i the leud, however
and encouraged hlm to go for it.

Two weeks and four auditions lat-
er, he had the part. Not bad for
somebedy who had to compete for
the role with two actors who had ex-
tensive knowledge of signing.

“I'd never realty spent any tme
around the hearing-impaired.” Rich-
ards said, taking time out between
rebearsals, “But {'d seen the movie
whitn turned out to be one of my all:
time favorites and that had sparked
my intervsi enough so that, severii
months back, 1 bought a book on
signing. The book, though, didn't re-
ally help me much because I was.
never able to communlicate {10 the
heaning-impaired) on a day-te.day
basis and use whut I was learning "

Then at a local shoppuig center
one day lust December, he came
across a copy of the original stuge
play by Mark Medoff. Only a few
days after he flnished reading the
play, he spotted an announcetnen!
that auditlons were belng held for
Wyandotte Community Theatre’s
next prndu:t[um "Chitdren of a Less

er God.”

FINNEY SAID, “From the tme
he walked inte auditions that eve-
ning, I knew he had that preppy, col
lege look I wanted. When you cast a.
show, you have visual images ol
what you want, along with what kinc:
of acling abllity you scek.”

As It turned out, he had the acting,
abllity, too.

“There were four auditions in all,’
Richards sald. “The first three, wc
dldn't have to sign, but at the end ot
the third, I knew we were gelling
down to the wirc and some of the
others who were still up for the rolc
were really fluent in signing.”

Because he wanted (he part so
much, Richards arranged far a klna
of last-minute crash cour<e in sign-

ng.

“‘After that third audition, I went
up to Susan and sald, *If you're wor-
ried beeause [ can't sign — don't.”
Then, she satd, ‘OK, come In tomor-
row, and e able to sign this mono-
logue.’
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Robert Richards of Plymouth
plays the lead role of speech
therapist James Leods and
Rence Garofoli of Taylor co-
stars as the hearing-impaired
Sarah Norman in “Children of
aLesser God" at Wyandotie
Community Thealic,

S0, | gt tugether with Renee be.
fore 1 left the auditions. She showed
me all the signs 1'd need, and got me
started. Then, when 1 got home, I got
out my signing dictiunary  and
worked with that

| gtayed up until 2:30 v 3 o'clock
\hnl mumlng going over the mono.

Thc next day Richards didn’t goin
to work. Instead, he got on the phone
and asked a friend, Brenda Eppersor
(who translates for the deafl durlng
servlces at Main St. Baptlst Church
In Plymouth) if she would come over
and help him to polish the mono-
logue, which she did.

“1 worked on it all day.” he said
"Then 1 went In that wighs, and dic:

Flnncy safd, “That was what ]
needed to ser -~ how quickly: hc

Mr.

s STEAK

could pick something up 1 already
knew his acting was fine.”

EFPERSON ACCOMPANIED
fiim to the final audition, he said.

“1 introduced Brenda to Susan that.
night, and let Susan know- that she
had signing ability and told her i [
got the part Brenda would be avall-
able to coach me,” Richards said.

“I think he did everything but of-
{er me money for the role,” Finney
said, luughing‘ “1 really llked his ini-
tiatlve.”

Epperson has since joined the
group as & consultant. Alsu acting an
consultants for the productlon will
be actress Lori Jeftrie. . lio is hear-
Ing impaired, and Gaiotoli, who hasi
studied signing extensively.
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Richards found his work had just be-
un,

He and Epperson, he sald, are
tackling the job one day at a time.

“Kirst, Brenda reads cach line and
shows me how to sign it, Then, we'll
go through one act. She'll read alt
the other parts, and I'll do my (spo-
ken) lines and, as I do them, I'll try
to sign as much as I can, I've been
able to get the spoken tlnes down
pretty well, but when I have to work
in signing along with them, it’s very
confusing for me because I'm trying
to communicale in two different lan-
guages at one time.”

Auother dlfficulty occurs, Rich-
ards sald, because what Is said in
spoken Engll.sh Is not exactly what ls
signed in-American Sign Language, &
Tore literal means of communlca-~

on.

“THINGS THAT really mess me
up are words like ‘should,’ ‘would,’
‘could,’ *do,’ 'going to. All of them
have signs that are very, very simi
lar, but stil different.

“I'm working to get lo a point
where the slgns will come so natu-
rally that I won't even have to think
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about them,” Richards sald. “The
real difftcully comes now becausc
I'm thinking about my lines and, ai.
the same time, thinking about wha
I'm signing for cach thie, What 1.
want to achleve s for the signlng to
be just a natural form of comimunt-
cation, just to flow ulong with my
volce.

“Now, when I'm rying to sign and
kccp the pace up In my spoken lines,

1 lose the pace.”

“James Is a kind of sharp-longucd
witly character,” Finney sald. ‘So,
the llnes have to come quickly.”

WITH A role that would probably
make even an experienced actor
more than a lillle nervous, Richards
seems unbothered and totally re-
laxed about it all,

“Whenever I walk into a theater, 1
fec) comfortable and good,” he said.
“It's a very personal thing for me.
somiething | love dearly.

1 just have this feellng that, on
opening night, it Is just all geing to
cume together, And when It does
there's going to be this wunderful ex-
ploslon of emollion onstage.”
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