
36 Images of Being 

American Deaf know, the French Deaf know, the German 
Deaf know that in truth, the oral method is the poorest. 
Our beautiful sign language is now beginning to show the 
results of their attempts. They have tried to banish signs 
from the schoolroom, from the churches, and from the 
earth. Yes, they have tried, so our sign language is de
teriorating ... "A new race of pharaohs that knew not 
Joseph" are taking over the land and many of our American 
schools. They do not understand signs, for they cannot sign. 
They proclaim that signs are worthless and of no help to the 
Deaf. Enemies of the sign language, they are enemies of the 
true welfare of the Deaf . . . As long as we have Deaf people 
on earth, we will have signs ... It is my hope that we all 
will love and guard our beautiful sign language as the no
blest gift God has given to Deaf people. 

Through a skillful weaving of powerful symbols, Veditz 
guides the viewer from the image of the good world of the Abbe 
de l'Epee, where signed language is ideally integrated into the 
community of Deaf people, to a more sinister world where the 
"cruel-hearted" have "snatched" their language away from them. 
If signed language is "snatched away" from Deaf people, they can 
only fall into despair, "chained at the ankles" and imprisoned as 
they watch others "free to wander at will," their language intact. 

A modern example of this same theme of struggle in worlds 
proposed by others can be found in a scene from My Third Eye, a 
production of the National Theatre of the Deaf (1973). This 
particular scene, memorable for its brutal images, evolved out of 
a cast member's experience of watching a classmate being pun
ished at a residential school. For the generation of Deaf people 
who attended such schools, the scene brings back memories of 
punishment by dunking and caning, methods that were not un
usual in these schools. The actors forge a message out of what 
must be, for some members of the audience, an emotional link to 
their past. 

The scene opens and we are introduced to a dimly lit stage. In 
a spotlight, we see a young woman held fast by two strong 
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attendants. Behind her rises a stern and ominous figure, perhaps 
eight feet high, in a dark flowing robe. The attendants look at 
the figure as if awaiting instructions.\ The figure pronounces a 
word which the young woman is forced to repeat, but she cannot 
pronounce it correctly. The figure coldly gives a signal; the atten
dants tighten their grip and dunk her face into an unseen bowl of 
water. She struggles but cannot escape the strong arms of her 
attendants. They again dunk her in water, releasing her only 
when she is nearly drowned. Again the figure pronounces the 
word. Weakened from repeated dunkings and helpless to escape, 
sh,e tries once again but again fails, again the signal and again the 
dunking. In the background we see the other actors standing 
silently by, watching a nearly drowned woman. The scene ends 
with the woman near death. 4 

The symbolic content of these images should be obvious at this 
point. Forced to speak, which she cannot do to the satisfaction of 
cruel and omnipotent powers, and unable to escape, the woman 
is consig~ed to a terrible death. In the story of Joshua Davis, 
speech, which belongs to others, cannot save the Deaf boy from 
death; he is saved by the grace of signed language. In Veditz's 
lecture we see the same contrast: on the one hand, images of 
imprisonment at the hands of those who insist on speech, and on 
the other, signed language, "the noblest gift God has given to 
Deaf people. " 

These stories, speeches, and performances are warnings about 
worlds where one falls into darkness, nonexistence, and despair. 
What we see in all these texts is the formulation and expression of 
ideas that Deaf people hold to be true and immutable. The 
ingredients for achieving the desirable world are the same: signed 
language and the shared knowledge of Deaf people, or what 
Veditz calls "their thoughts and souls, their feelings, desires, and 
needs. " 

4. This scene was not included in a videotape made of the production but has been 
reconstructed from the recollections of the actors. 


