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W ritil1g My Life 


Why Write Book about Life? 

When I was growing up, I always asked my parents, "Where are the 
deaf people's books, and where are the books written by deaf peo
ple?" They always told me, "Well, there aren't any." So when 
Charles Ronsac proposed that I write a book about myself as a deaf 
person, thought, you know, it hasn't been done. It was a pretty 
shocking idea. But as I thought more about it, I thought, Yes! Why 
not? There are hearing parents who have deaf children and who 
don't know what to do with them. They have never read anything 
by a deaf person in terms of information. What do you do with a 
deaf child growing up? This why I decided to make those 
parents my target audience. 

There arc also other deaf hearing who have 
never met deaf people) who know nothing about Deaf culture. They 
would also part of my target audience. In addition, deaf people 
themselves have always asked about books written by deaf people. 
They would constitute a third target audience. So I decided to write 

book. 
Many people told me that deaf people cannot write books be

cause have trouble writing French. it happens, anytime 
people tell me that something cannot be done, I automatically rebel. 
I inevitably say, "Well, why not?" I have a language-LSF (french 
Sign Llnguage). Now, how am I going to get something down on 
paper in French, which is not my first language? In thinking about 
it, realized that could sign the rnaterial in my and 
have an interpreter translate it into French. The interpreter should 
be someone who writes French very and can help compose 
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Writing 

a book that be me actually writing 
putting my life \\/ould be my words. 

I also thought about I could put my life on paper myself I 
could simply sit down and write. I knew there would be a lot of 
grammatical difficulties and that I would make some mistakes. So 
which was the best way to go? I was not sure. However, since this 
was my book, I decided to write it myself, not through a ghost writer 
else or an interpreter. It took me a year to start in earnest. But it was 
my story, and wrote it. 

I showed to Charles Ronsac 
lishing house. he said, "There is so 

But he maintamed to work with a 
left Ronsac 
composed. 

Collaborative Writing and Interpreting 

The publishing house proposed that I work with a professional writer 
they had in mind. We met and discussed the project, but I did not 
feel that she was somebody I could work with. For some reason, she 

of what I wanted to 
not even look at me, 

eye contact. kind of direct contact 
So I said no. company then suggested 
another writer Cuny. Since looked 

in the eye, I gave her a namesign-a big open eye. We had great 
rapport right away. 

We then brought in an interpreter. Now, you cannot pick just 
any interpreter because this person is going to work very closely with 
you on an important project. So I chose Laure Broussard, whom I 

had worked with for a time. Next the three of us looked at the 
book that I working on in my own 
personal style. I wanted to say and 
to say it-directly 

For three together-full time, 
we went through had already written 

Marie Therese suggested that she ask me questions and that I just 
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start talking and telling stories. We would then put these stories to

gether with the material that I had already written. I would tell the 
stories in sign language to Marie Therese, and Laure, the interpreter, 

choose the words that she thought came from me these 
stories. Of course, it was still an interpretation and therefore not ex
actly direct. Deaf people are familiar with interpreters. We know 
that, given their backgrounds and experiences, they have their own 
ways of interpreting a given text, and their choice ofwords will vary. 

My book and my storytelling were thus interpreted. But I have 
tell you that, with or without interpreter, have to have close 

bond with the person who is going to work with me. I bonded with 
Marie Therese. We loved similar things: oysters, champagne, and lit-

things. We would go to restaurant without an interpreter 
have a great time. We would write notes to each other, We would 
gesture to each othe,r. That sort of direct contact without an inter
preter was necessary to construct our working relationship. 

I love to read, so I asked her to give me samples of her work. 
One of the two books she gave me was one she had written about 

The other v,ras an autobiography that had helped some
one else write, which was exactly what she was doing with me. That 
person was a hearing woman who could not write well in French. 
We know that Deaf people have trouble writing and that hearing 
people all write fine. At least we Deaf people think they do. How
ever, there are hearing people who also need help in writing their 
stories. 

I came to realize that this professional writer was a woman I could 
work with. In the same way that I do not pick Just any interpreter, I 
did not select just any writer either. 

Writing and Signing 

Marie Therese and I struggled over the style we wanted to use for 
the book. I did not want symphonic French phrases. I did not want 
something that did not sound like me. wanted the text be simple 
and clear. I wanted the style to reflect my personality. I did not want 
to be academic. I wanted it to like my everyday writing. Marie The
rese 



Writing 

about what it meant 

paper my language, which takes place 
is full of movement. On a page, however, there is no motion. 
words are fixed. I wanted somehow to achieve that kind of dynamic 
movement on the printed page. I wanted the words to reflect the 
way I express myself with my body. 

When you put something down on a page, it becomes very im
portant because it passes from hand to hand and can even be distrib
uted all over there in black and white. 
part of the of your country. Some 
it, like it, and So it is something 

contrast. is ephemeral. Once 
is gone. Yes, now have the technical 
capture sign language on videotape and DVD, but this is very 
ent from the printed word. 

In my writing, I was attempting to get as close as possible to the 
truth and to really consider how I grew up. I was also seeking to 
express as accurately as I could the things that had happened to me. 
I did not want my life to be different on paper from what it really 
was. 

Writing and 

My life went things had taken place. 
and take stock to look back for the 

say, "This happened. Why?" I had never asked myself why. It was 
my life. It went on. Things happened. Now I had to rewind my life, 

try to recall the images, put them on paper, and analyze them. To do 
this I had to step outside of myself and take a look at the past. Why 
did I cry? Why did this happen? It was critically important for me to 
try to shift my perspective and look at myself a little differently. 

Marie questions to encourage 
ine myself. Why word or sign to 
thing? She would go deeper. VVhy? VVhat 
behind it? So a positive way-and 
me think. 



246 I SIGN LANGUAGE STUDIES 

Giving My Life Away 

I put my life into a book. It gets published and sold, and people read 
it. 'l'hen, however, it is not my life anym.ore because I given 
away. 

I have to tell you about an experience that happened the night 
before my book was to go on the market. I dreamed that my book 
had been published-thousands or millions of copies-and they had 
been all put into tmcks flill of my When doors on the 
closed, I thought, "Wait a minute! I've changed my mind. That's my 
lifl\ and W~Ult to keep Bring the trucks back!" woke up sweat
ing. I thought of all the people to whom I would be giving my life. 
They are going to read about it, and then it is going to be theirs. My 
parents had not read the book before it was published. I had spilled 
my guts on the page. What were my mother and father going to 
think? 

Hearing people who knew nothing about Deafness were going to 
rcad my life story. They were going to see my insides. What were 
they going to think? This fear, however, was really unfounded, as I 
learned when I started getting feedback in letters-thousands of let
ters froIll readers who were telling me about their own lives. I dis·· 
covered that, in sharing my life, I was receiving other people's lives 
in return. I received letters from Deaf and hearing people alike that 
said, "I felt the same thing. My teenage rebellious years were the 
same." I had believed that a of my experiences and feelings were 
the result of my being deaf, but here were hearing people saying, 
"Yes, I did the same thing. I experienced the same thing." 1 was 
stunned at some of the letters that came from countries all over the 
world. 

read the letters, laughed, and doubled over with laughter 
sometimes. My book was also translated into japanese, and I was 
given the opportunity to make three trips to Japan. 

Writing and Identity 

I arn a woman. I Dcat~ My book is about Deaf woman-me. 
went to japan, where the culture is very different from the one I am 
accustomed The japanese people I met had a tendency to look 



Writing My Lite I 247 

people as but I never thought myself that 
way. Their questiollS were often how I can strong Deaf 
woman who has accomplished so many things. 

These visits were a learning process for me in many senses. At the 
Narrating Deaf Lives conference, I was surprised at the discussion of 

people's how not can be about deafness, how 
deafness is in writing of person, and much of 

is problems and obstacles as a result of being deaf I have to say that 
my Deafness is an intrinsic part of me. It is going to be in everything 
I write. I am also a woman, and that will also be a part of everything 
I I cannot myself from either Deafness woman-

example, I am playing character in theater, I play 
the role. It is not me. It can be somebody who has been abused, an 
alcoholic, somebody who is in love, or somebody who is very shy. It 
can any kind character, but has to be character 
because Deafness of me. take that me. Yes, 

could to move mouth and that I am 
speaking like a hearing person, but doing so would deny everything 
that is Deaf about me and my life. Or I could play the role of some
one who grew up completely oral and learned sign language only 

later. I could all kinds to play 
person who well not is nelt of me and 

is not something I would do. I could move my mouth, and a voice 
could be dubbed in afterward. Still, it would not be me. I would not 
do that. This is one hundred percent me, even when I am playing a 

There arc things you cannot take out yourself. All 
problems thaI have faced )eaf person, woman, and 

as who I am are an intrmsic part of my identity. 

Writing as Information and Education 

so that people-who not know 
ahout deafness, or not Deaf children-would 
know that I have two languages and that my first language is sign 
language. When Deaf people grow up, they should have a choice of 
how they want to communicate, but they should have sign language 
as If Deaf hard-of-hearing people, deaicned Deaf 
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people can speak, that is just tIne. They should speak and lip-read. 
They should go back and forth between two worlds, However, 
because sign language serves as their identity, it should remain as a 
base. It will enable them not to get lost between the cracks and not 
to feel inferior, They have construct and structure their mind. 
Language is our lifeblood. 

I wanted hearing people to understand this through my book. I 
them to know sign language is not code like the signals 

we use when scuba diving, It is a language with structure, grammar, 
and a foundation that a simple code does not have. Moreover, it is 
not for Deaf people, Sign language can also help hearing people 
in the sense that jt can free them and open them up when they learn 

it. 

The Intemational Visual Theater 

Think of a hearing school that has only one Deaf person: me, In 
r:rance there is Deaftheater company, the International The 
ater (IVT) My father took me there when I was seven years old, and 
I saw a Deaf adult far the first time, Here is another example of the 
work of IV f: France, children trom many countries cultures 
go to school. One of IVT's actors, Laurent Valo, often goes to the 
schools and teaches the children a little sign language. The youngsters 
then hegin to see things through this silent language and become 
fascinated with it, Even though they are sometimes hard to control 
because they have different behaviors and ways of looking at the 
world, their behavioral problems cease when they learn sign lan
guage, Therefore, our language may be able to help hearing people, 

When I was very young, my father was listening to the radio one 
and heard interview with American Deaf persoll,-Altredo 

Corrado, the first director of the IVT. Bill, who is interpreting for 
me now, was interpreting for Corrado that day. They were talking 
about r)eaf culture and sign language, lkcause my t:lther had never 

heard anything about them before, he was surprised. This Deafdirec
tor of the IVT, who came from the United States, started a revolu

tion France, He gave us that \ve could do kinds 
things without depending on our parents and without even getting 
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their permission to do them. We could do things by ourselves, like 
writing book. 
Another Alnerican, llarry lVlarkowicz, was also in France at that 

time. He was a linguist who worked with French sociologist Bernard 
l'vlottez at national research Markmvicz and Mottez 
nized summer trips hench who new pro-LSI: 
movement. Bill came along as the interpreter for the French groups 
that visited Gallaudet during the summer. I remember the first time 

went to C;allaudet. ten old. time 
France, we were not of language. Of course, we used 
but a stigma was still associated with it. At Gallaudet I saw everybody 
signing. I could not even tell who was Deaf and who was hearing 
because everybody slgnmg. was revolution inside 
IUC. 

I understood then that I had an identity with a linguistic group. 
addition, I had a in sign language was different from 

name.When went back France, soaked information 
like a sponge. 

The hearing point of view with regard to Deaf culture and the 
Deaf community is important to For example, Markowicz 
Mottez were influential me of outside research
ing our community in France. They added another dimension to my 
personal view of my community and my own identity. Clearly Deaf 

hearing people work to understand another. 
For several decades now, IVi has been working on Deaf culture 

and its theatrical expression. I have seen a real evolution in the the
ater and its work in France. In the heginning, the idea was to create 

theatrical not any existing text from idea. 
an idea, get a group to improvise on it, and then add their own ideas, 
but there was never a text. The productions were always based on 

actors' concepts improvisation. 

i ranslating lexts 

We began to take existing texts and turn them into plays. We did not 
f(JlIow or translate exactly they rather, adapted 

For first time the evolution of work, decided 
take a text and translate it. For this we chose a play by Moliere, The 
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lVJiser, which was written in 1668. 1 We do not have records what 
sign language \vas like in the seventeenth century, we wanted to 
give our adaptation the feel of a classic sign language. 

How did we do that? We had to analyze our signs and think about 
what it would have been like in the latter half of the 16oos. We 
certainly could not translate Moliere with the same kind of everyday 
signs that young Deafpcople use on the street. would have have 
:l different feel--a poetic level and a choreogr:lphic sense. It would 
also need to have varying levels of language-the comic and the 
tragic-in the same way that spoken llrench has difl:erent 

What was great about this entire process was that the actors de
cided on the translations and the levels oflanguage we wanted to use. 
We had to figure out how to make an LSI: script or a language 
script. Each of us selected our own means of notation. Sometimes 
we chose .french words, and sometimes we used pictures or drawings 
with arrows going up and down or around. Our notations were 
incredibly beautiful. Now, that is Deaf writing, but is it literature? 
Can it be published? I do not know. Would hearing people be able 

understand the kind notes we wrote? Would Deaf writing 
considered literature? Well, that is a research subject that we can 
think abou~-our notations were a kind ofhieroglypbics-drawings

with 
For example, one passage centered on a mouse and a mousetrap 

into which cheese was wedged. The sign tor "mouse" is made with 
fingers, like an R. The trap begins to look like C. So you 

have an R and a C. Then the C collapses on the R. Is that writing? 
Is it literature? Obviously it is a note to help an actor remember how 

say a but what it addition to that? It is something that 
Deafpeople write. 

r love talking about theater and acting. I love comparing what 
hearing and Deaf actors do and how they do them. Hearing actors 
speak. The sounds that come out of their mouths are ephemeral and 

gone in the same way that a Deafactor "speaks" sign language. 
What the hearing actor speaks can be printed in :l text. It is not 
exactly the same, but something is left over after the words are spo
ken. What a Deaf actor signs is harder to put into a text, but theater 
is something th:lt happens in the moment and is then gone after it is 
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said signed. It Impossible to back-to or unslgn 
it. motivations behind the saymg it are gone. 

The International Visual Theater has had a big impact on my life. 
Working in a Deaf theater has been part of it, but working in hearing 
theaters and in films where almost everyone is hearing and I am the 

person another important element. You have seen 
Silence, the ;erman film nominated best foreign 

film in 1997. I have been in nine different films. In two of them, 
other Deaf actors worked with me. Howie Sego and I were both in 
Beyond Silence. In other films I was the only Deafperson, so I spent a 

of time with actors. 

IVT 

After working with hearing actors for a long time, I went back to 
IVT, where we performed our version of Antigone. Working with 

actors again classic phy a real eye opener for me, 
working with hearing actors, I to teach everything 

[SF. Working them was pOSItiVe expe
rience, and I am grateful for it. However, I felt as though I was always 
giving. When I went back to the Deaf theater, however, I felt ener
gized again with the kind of exchanges we had about what kinds of 

use. When Alfi-cdo Corrado IVT to hack to the 
States, IVT without artistic directcl!' for a time. 

This was a difficult period, although a hearing administrator was 
helping us. The theater had always been housed in the old Chateau 
de Vincennes, just on the outskirts of Paris, but when the military 

over as a we then place of own. 
addition, some ceilings beginning weaken. They 

were not falling down, but it would have been unwise to allow audi
ences to come in any longer. We realized we would have to either 
rent another theater or ask for permission to use some other space. 

a stage own, we somewhat beggars. This 
time lasted twelve 

Two years ago, I VT asked me to become the new director. The 
theater was a little-was definitely-in trouble. I had made a career 
in films and in theater, working with hearing professionals. I had had 
a time and a career. However, IVT was responsible for 
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great deal of who I was, and I could not leave it in the lurch. I told 
theater's hearing administrator that I not whether 

could be an administrator or a director. I said, "I will work with you 
for a while and see whether I can do the job and whether you can 
do something like Alfredo did." However, idea of raising money 

applying grants, meeting politicians, figuring how to 

things moving, deciding whether to move the group to our own 
theater, and then looking for a new space--all of this was new and 

challenging 
We a cute theater near the Moulin Rouge the 

district of Paris, although it was small and needed a lot of work, as it 

had been neglected for a while. It had once been a professional 
school for hearing actors, so it classrooms and a theater. To 
seemed the perfect place. On a political level, however, we had to 

negotiate with the city and the state to get them to give us this new 

space. 
With mayor Paris on left and national government 

on the right, we were required to play all kinds of political games. 
The inside of the theater also required a lot of renovation. In time, 

said good-bye to Chateau de Vincennes and moved to 
"horne, which served not only for theater activities 

also for the teaching of sign language. Because we needed our own 
classrooms, for twelve years we had rented a space outside the castle 
where we worked, so had been dividing our time between 

diflcrent In July 2004 we had classes the theater 
in the same location, but the repairs were still in progress. 

The renovation is ongoing, hut we would like to have the official 
opening of new theater and classroom space September 
2005. We want to have a continual program of activities for both the 
Deaf community and the hearing community to come and meet one 
another. Once the IS and progranullmg IS 

I can back my career and continue working with 

ing professionals in films and the theater. 

. The gave me Moliere pnze-a ofMoliere-ior Chi/riml 
ofa Lesser God. 


