
CLEVELAND SIGNSTAGE THEATRE 

AMERICA'S PROFESSIONAL 

RESIDENT THEATRE OF THE DEAF 

In 1967 David Hays founded the 
National Theatre of the Deaf (NTD), 
by all standards the world's most 
acclaimed professional organization of 
its kind. NTD's unprecedented artistic 
successes and subsequent recognition 
through international tours have 
encouraged and validated similar 
attempts by other theatre groups. 
Approximately twenty theatres of the 
deaf, mostly non-professional, now 
exist in America and twelve in other 
countries ("National Theatre of the 
Deaf') . Among these is the Fairmount 
Theatre of the Deaf in Cleveland, Ohio, 
which on June 1, 1995, became 
Cleveland Signstage Theatre 
(Signstage). It will be referred to as 
such throughout the remainder of this 
article. 

Created in 1975 by Brian Kilpatrick 
and Charles St. Clair, Signstage 
remains America's only professional 
resident theatre of the deaf. Its bur
geoning influence in the evolution of 
deaf theatre and the predictable magni
tude of that influence necessitate a 
greater familiarity with Sign stage than 
most people possess. This is especially 
true because in many respects it is quite 
different from the more highly visible 
NTD, but its potential impact upon deaf 
and artistic communities is equally 
strong. The purpose of this paper there
fore is to briefly delineate Signstage's 
origin and growth, institutional mis
sion, and production format. 

Origin and Growth 

Charles St. Clair, an accomplished 
hearing director, dancer, actor, and 
mime, initiated the development of 
Signstage in 1974. At the time, St. Clair 
was working on an experimental the
atre piece entitled Just Because at the 
Fairmount Center for the Creative and 
Performing Arts in Cleveland, Ohio. 
The piece employed hearing actors but 
no spoken language, and eventually 
served as an impetus for St. Clair's fur
ther exploration of non-verbal commu
nication, especially in theatre. 

Meanwhile, Brian Kilpatrick, a grad
uate of Gallaudet University and a 
former student in NTD's professional 
summer training program, was working 
at Cleveland's Hearing and Speech 
Center. St. Clair learned of Kilpatrick's 
innovative approaches to teaching sign 
language and soon convinced him to 
collaborate in the performance activi
ties of the Fairmount Center. One year 
later in 1975, backed by Center director 
Ron Kumin, St. Clair and Kilpatrick 
opened the first official Signstage pro
duction entitled My Eyes Are My Ears, 
later retitled With These Hands. The 
event was "... a kaleidoscope [of] 
poetry, song, and dance" performed by 
a mixed cast of deaf and hearing actors 
with one deaf and blind actor (Deaf 
American 1977, p. 3). The extraordi
nary popularity of this piece prompted 
a local television station to film it. The 
project later earned an Emmy Award. 
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Next St. Clair and Kilpatrick chose to make a political 
statement against oralism with Alice in Deafinity, an 
adaptation of the imaginative children's fantasy Alice in 
Wonderland. The searing satire toured throughout the 
Cleveland area and in 1976 gained the honor of being the 
only deaf event featured at the "Festival in the Park" at 
New York City's prestigious Lincoln Center. By now the 
core Signstage company had formed and, along with St. 
Clair and Kilpatrick, included musician/composer Gar 
Smith, choreographer/actor Jackie Kilpatrick (Brian's 
wife), writer/actor Miles Barnes, and interpreter/actor 
Patricia Taylor. 

Encouraged by its remarkable beginnings and building 
upon the tradition of educating as well as entertaining 
audiences, Signstage undertook the ambitious task of cre
ating Law ofSilence. Based upon extensive research, this 
original play documented historical misconceptions 
about deafness and sign language leading to current trou
blesome and prejudicial regulations for deaf people. 
Produced in the 1976-77 season, this unsettling piece 
traced "... the development of sign language in the 
monasteries of the Middle Ages ... when the deaf were 
killed at birth as mindless children of Satan" (Deaf 
American 1977,4). The politically charged production 
was followed in March by Miles Barnes' adaptation ofthe 
well-known French classic The Little Prince with Jackie 
Kilpatrick in the title role. That summer the company 
again performed at the Lincoln Center's "Festival in the 
Park." 

The next several years brought increased notoriety and 
stability to Sign stage. In 1979 they formed a board of 
trustees and attained non-profit corporate status. In 1980 
PBS nationally broadcast their version of Beauty and the 
Beast which won three Cleveland Emmy awards for out
standing achievement in programming, specials of cur
rent significance, and specials of cultural significance 
(Kravits, p. 11). By this time they were producing five 
plays each season, operating a theatre school, running an 
artists-in-the-schools program, and developing outreach 
projects to promote deaf awareness. In 1981 the intimate 
160-seat Brooks Theatre in the Cleveland Play House 
became Signstage's new home out of which they still 
function. The complex has been designated a national 
historic place by U.S. Theatre Architecture and has been 
featured in the Western Reserve Historical Society publi
cation entitled Cleveland Architecture 1876-1976 (FTD 
Brochure). For the 1981-82 season, Chuck Sidlow, Boss 
Clown of Ringling Bros. and Barnum and Bailey Circus, 
guest directed Circus ofSigns. Winner of the Cleveland 
Drama Critics Circle Award for best original play of that 
theatre season and described by The Times' Herb Hammer 
as " ... a happy experience ... a fast paced ... rib tickler 
from start to finish" (Amended Regulations, Attachment 
K), Circus ofSigns guided audiences through a crackpot 

circus highlighting ASL, mime, and circus routines as art 
forms. 

Throughout the formative years, Signstage company 
members mostly wrote their own plays or adapted others' 
works. By the early 1980s they endeavored to upgrade 
the repertoire by adding plays from the world's great lit
erature. This led to productions of Tennessee Williams' 
The Glass Menagerie, Samuel Beckett's Waiting for 
Godot, Neil Simon's The Good Doctor (a retelling of 
Anton Chekhov's stories) and The Odd Couple, Moliere's 
The Miser (eventually broadcast nationally and won the 
company still another Emmy Award) and The Doctor In 
Spite of Himself, Patrick Hamilton's Gas Light, Arthur 
Schnitzler's La Ronde, Edward Albee's Seascape, an 
adaptation of Bram Stoker's Dracula, George Bernard 
Shaw's Saint loan, and more. l It was also at this time that 
the company determined its ultimate goal to perform 
plays by William Shakespeare. Brian Kilpatrick articu
lated at least some of the rationale for charting such a 
challenging artistic course: 

This is a good resident company. I wanted to join 
it to make people look at me, to show them the 
deaf can do theater, art and dancing. There is an 
old deaf syndrome: "The deaf can't do it. They 
can't hear, so they can't do it." I want to say, 
"Look. We can do it. Just give us the opportu
nity." (The Plain Dealer 1980, DS). 

Buoyed by this adventurous spirit, Sign stage in 1983 
commissioned co-directors Word Baker and Roderic 
Kates to stage The Amorous Flea, a rollicking musical 
adaptation of Moliere's farcical satire School for Wives. 
Baker, a highly respected professional, is best known for 
directing the original production of The Fantasticks, the 
world's longest running musical. Over many years he and 
Kates have co-directed eight major projects including 
Broadway's Pump Boys and Dinettes, off-Broadway's 
R.S. v.P., and the Goodspeed Opera House's The Great 
American Backstage Musical. As far as anyone knows, 
this was the first musical production attempted by an 
American theatre of the deaf, and it garnered critical 
praise: The Plain Dealer's Peter Bellamy described the 
show as "... imaginative, amusing, melodious ... rousing 
and uproarious" and as "... urgently recommended"; 
the Akron Beacon lournal's Bill O'Connor called it " 
... funny, endearing and shot through with contagious 
sense of the comic" and spoke of the "uniformly solid" 
cast and the production's simultaneously "graceful and 
daffy" qualities (1983, B8). 

Despite numerous successes across its first eight or nine 
years of existence, Signstage was no more immune to dif
ficulties than other fledgling operations. Michael 
Regnier, company member since 1979 and artistic/mar-
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keting director from 1983-86, observed how in the mid
1980s Signstage fell on hard times (Regnier). Several 
problems surfaced, the most corrosive of which were 
underfunding and lack of deaf leadership at the highest 
administrative level. To combat the funding problem 
Regnier resigned his artistic director duties to devote 
himself entirely to booking company tours throughout the 
Great Lakes region and beyond. The overall operation 
was downsized through suspension of mainstage produc
tions, and until long range plans could be implemented, 
educational outreach became the company's primary 
means of survival. 

To solve the leadership problem, Signstage's board and 
staff determined, during an intensive strategic planning 
process, to locate a deaf artistic director whose influence 
would legitimize the organization.'s identity. This hap
pened finally in 1990 when Shanny Mow accepted the 
position. Besides lending his national profile as 
actor/director/playwright, Mow initiated unique pro
gramming such as the "Instant Theatre Project." Through 
this project Signstage company members trained, cast, 
and rehearsed deaf community people across America in 
productions that were each realized over a period of one 
month. The hope was that perhaps two or three partici
pants in each community would retain the enthusiasm 
invariably generated by the project and continue theatre 
work after the departure of Signstage company members. 
Regnier explains Signstage's function as planting lots of 
artistic seeds within deaf communities, a concept a 
hearing person would not have devised (Regnier). Mow 
also encouraged experimentation in the complementary 
use of hearing and deaf actors in a single production, 
articulated an artistic vision for future endeavors, wrote 
plays, and exercised tight quality control. 

Added to this invigorating mix was Howard C. Parr as 
general manager. Parr's special knowledge about touring 
and the presenter business created opportunities for 
Signstage to both expand its reputation regionally and 
nationally and to earn more revenue to offset gift money 
(Regnier). Parr secured a professional agent to plan tours 
which will be more extensive than in past years but will 
not diminish Signstage's status as a resident theatre. 
Tangible benefits of this singular change are now evident 
with more than twenty-five cities already contracted for 
the Fall 1995 tour. 

The company soon revived, reinstituted the mainstage 
season with a minimum of three plays, and enlarged the 
permanent staff to achieve its present configuration: 
Shanny Mow, director of artistic development; Michael 
G. Regnier, resident artistic director; Howard C. Parr, 
general manager; David Cap, technical director/designer; 
Kian-Guan Au, assistant manager; Joan Smith, mar
keting/development coordinator; and the newly created 
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position of associate artistic director. Five full time actors 
-three deaf and two hearing-comprise the acting com
pany from the August-to-June season. As circumstances 
warrant, actors may remain in the company for several or 
more years, and guest artists are jobbed in to fill out 
casting needs. 

Productions over the past couple years have included 
Neil Simon's I Ought To Be In Pictures, Mark Medoff's 
Children ofa Lesser God, Owen S. Rackleff's Escoffier: 
King of Chefs (featuring guest mime/actor/director Iosif 
Schneiderman from Russia's Theatre of Sign and 
Gesture),2 NoerenaAbookire's Pinocchio Live!, and per
haps most notably Shanny Mow's 1995 world premiere of 
Counterfeits. 

An expansion of a shorter script created ten years ago for 
a Boston public television station, Counterfeits tells the 
story of two deaf Civil War soldiers-one Union and one 
Confederate-who stumble upon one another after being 
separated from their troupes. The predicament in which 
the men find themselves represents some difficulties 
faced by deaf people in our present society but also con
veys a more universal message described by The Plain 
Deale r' s Marianne Evett as " ... the social tyranny of the 
majority." Shanny Mow explains it this way: 

... unlike Children ofa Lesser God, which cele
brates the strength of deaf culture and language, 
Counterfeits shows us a world in which two men 
who are outsiders would dearly love to be part of 
mainstream culture .... [Their] being deaf crys
tallizes the brother vs. brother idea. One member 
of a minority group runs into another and they feel 
an identity, but on the other side of the war they 
have different feelings about deafness. What hap
pens here is what's happening in Bosnia, in the 
Middle East, wherever brother fights brother 
because the system that they live in says they 
must (Podojil). 

Counterfeits is the only full length play professionally 
produced this year by a deaf playwright. Besides being a 
critically acclaimed work in its own right, the play is a 
resounding testimony to the success Signstage presently 
enjoys. 

Before reviewing current mission statements, it is impor
tant to note the June 1, 1995, change in the theatre's name 
from Fairmount Theatre of the Deaf to Cleveland 
Signstage, a change motivated by geographic and philo
sophic concerns. First, Sign stage has been separated 
from the Fairmount Center for the Creative and 
Performing Arts since its move to the Cleveland Play 
House in 1981. However, the use of "Fairmount" in the 
organization'S name has been confusing for patrons, 
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(L - R) Stephen Larry and David Prince in Shanny Mow's Counterfeits (Photo by Steve Zorc) 

many of whom still associate the former FTD and the 
Fairmount Center. Second, the effectiveness of expanded 
regional audience development for mainstage produc
tions and a national tour may be somewhat obstructed by 
continued use of the phrase "of the deaf' in the opera
tion's name. Marketing/development coordinator Joan 
Smith explains that even after twenty years a large pro
portion of prospective hearing audience members are 
deterred from attending by reference to deafness (1995). 
Regrettably, they infer that the production has little rele
vance for hearing people. In the final estimate, the name 
Cleveland Signstage will clarify and enhance marketing 
endeavors but will not alter the company's artistic mis
sion. 

Institutional Mission 

Signstage's 1995 application for funding from the 
National Endowment for the Arts lists six mission state
ments: 

1. 	 To produce extraordinary theatre which brings 
deaf and hearing people together and which 
incorporates ASL in a meaningful, artistic 
fashion rather than merely as interpretation. The 
result should not be a linguistic adaptation, but a 
cultural adaptation, a union of the cultures of the 
ear and the eye. 

2. 	 To adapt plays originally written for the hearing 
stage so that they become essentially new works 
but still remain faithful to the spirit of the text. 

3. 	 To provide a forum for new plays by deaf play
wrights as well as for plays with legitimate deaf 
themes by hearing playwrights. 

4. 	 To employ as many guest deaf artists as possible 
for all phases of production while maintaining a 
resident company of at least three deaf and two 
hearing actors . 
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5. 	 To educate hearing and deaf people through 
artistic outreach programming. 

6. 	 To serve the Deaf community by offering imme
diate arts accessibility and to serve the hearing 
community by offering an alternative to tradi
tional theatre (Mow 1994, 11-12). 

Ways in which Signstage seeks to realize these goals are 
somewhat delineated in previous and following sections 
of this article. Although all goals are centrally important, 
several were given special emphasis by Mow and Regnier 
in a January 1995 interview. 

Goals three and four are viewed almost as one by the co
artistic directors who envision Signstage as a forum for 
new works by deaf playwrights and as a training ground 
for deaf people in all facets of production. Mow freely 
acknowledges his good fortune in having an outlet for his 
talents and wishes to provide the same for other deaf 
people. This is particularly true for potential writers and 
directors. 

Mow's inclusion of hearing playwrights in the theatre's 
mission is also worth noting. He sees no reason why a 
hearing person cannot write a believable deaf character 
any more than a deaf person could write a believable 
hearing character or a white person could write a believ
able African-American character (Mow 1995b). Of 
course, he stresses the necessity of conferring with deaf 
people about the authenticity oflanguage and cultural ref
erences and of remaining open to alterations throughout 
the rehearsal process, but these procedures are common 
for all sensitive playwrights. Interestingly, Mow has an 
idea for another play he hopes to write next year. This one 
may have a deaf character but otherwise has nothing to do 
with deafness. To him, this is a legitimate endeavor. 

Earlier it was noted that Signstage's co-founder Brian 
Kilpatrick hoped someday to produce plays by 
Shakespeare. This is no longer an absolute priority for the 
organization. Mow explains that they would do 
Shakespeare if a way could be discovered to make the 
productions unique, but not until then. He states that 
despite "... sign language's beauty and power, it's not 
enough reason" to tackle the array of challenges posed by 
Shakespeare's long, complex speeches (l995b). This 
stance is textured by Signstage's philosophy towards use 
of ASL in plays. All of this is better understood in the 
context ofthe company's production format. 

Production Format 

"Deaf theatre" is a generic term, of sorts, which encom
passes two forms of production: theatre of the deaf and 
theatre for the deaf. Simply stated, theatre of the deaf is 
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play production made more or less equally accessible to 
deaf and hearing audiences through collaborative efforts 
of signing deaf actors and speaking hearing actors. 
Theatre for the deaf is play production involving only 
deaf actors with usually no vocal interpretation for 
hearing viewers and depicting issues central to the deaf 
culture. As Mow observes, 

Theatre for the deaf is oriented towards a deaf 
audience, in the same sense as is a school or club 
for the deaf. Hearing personnel mayor may not 
be used to serve or support, but not to receive. 
Deaf theatre deals with the deaf experience like 
Black theatre deals with the black culture 
(1995a).3 

It should not be surprising to learn that beyond these few 
fundamental characteristics, various companies within 
each branch of deaf theatre often evolve diverse working 
methods. Certainly this is true for Signstage-a theatre of 
the deaf-in its employment of hearing and deaf actors 
and in its philosophical approach to using ASL. 

To begin, Mow and Regnier insist upon use ofASL in pro
duction as it is used within the deaf culture. Although this 
has not always been possible in past years because of the 
number of hearing cast members, it is now policy. 
Regnier explains, 

We don't twist the language [i.e., ASL] for our 
own purposes or to make it easier to speak and 
sign at the same time or to make it more beautiful 
on stage. You know, hand dancing. We seek to 
respect the language for itself ... and we try to 
respect the culture and the people from that cul
ture who come to see our plays (1995). 

This perspective on the use of ASL in production has in 
the past differentiated Signstage from NTD, which has a 
tradition of employing more heightened sign language 
called sign mime for aesthetic purposes. In Mow's mind, 
Signstage's technique stimulates substantial exploration 
of artistic expression through ASL: 

The beauty of sign language? We already know 
that ... Everybody can do beautiful sign lan
guage. I want to find new ways to use sign lan
guage to share with the audience. Maybe try to 
use sign language in a more honest way? You 
judge a hearing actor by his voice ... A deaf 
actor's hands are his voice. I want more training 
for the use of ASL ... not just for its beauty, but 
to show an audience that deaf people are a part of 
their lives (l995b). 
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This philosophy has led Signstage to much experimenta
tion in combining deaf and hearing cast members so that 
focus remains where it is most artistically appropriate. 
For instance, for The Fourposter, a two-person show 
using two deaf actors and set in a bedroom, voicing actors 
sat behind the wall and were visible through picture 
frames, like family ancestors. For The Diary ofAdam and 
Eve, a comical adaptation of the Old Testament story, 
Mow selected two distinct casts (one speaking and one 
signing) who performed the show side-by-side, simulta
neously, on identical sets. The productions were unified 
through the sharing of one actor who played the snake. 
For Fools Mow decided that actors could either sign or 
speak but not do both at the same time. Someone who 
signed always needed a speaking interpreter, and vice 
versa, but these responsibilities could change regularly 
throughout the performance. This kind of groundbreaking 
search for new ways to merge cultures and the commu
nicative qualities which make them special may have 
profound ramifications socially as well as artistically. 

Other production formats can be summarized quickly. 
First and foremost, Signstage is a resident company, 
which means they produce a minimum ofthree plays per 
season in their home theatre at the Cleveland Play House. 
Each of these mainstage plays runs for twelve evening 
performances and two matinees. Criteria used to select 
the plays include the number of actors in the company and 
related cast requirements, the possibility ofjustifying the 
meaningful use of ASL across all the action, the staff's 
artistic preferences, and the play's marketability. 

Next are touring needs which are much more strenuous 
for the 1995-96 season than for any past season. In the 
fall of 1995 a three or four week rehearsal period will be 
followed by a ten-week national tour of Children of a 
Lesser God. Also considered touring is the "Instant 
Theatre Project" wherein the company completes month
long residencies within different deaf communities all 
over the country. Finally, the company spends five 
months in educational outreach programs in Ohio and 
surrounding states. 

This vigorous schedule is both exhilarating and fright
ening for Signstage. Regnier recognizes they are in a 
transition period of rapid growth and must accommodate 
change "... without destroying ourselves" (1995). 
Restructuring seems inevitable, but exactly what form the 
restructuring will take has not yet been determined. At the 
very least, it is likely that the company must be expanded 
and more guest artists hired for the mainstage season. 
Whatever happens, Mow and Regnier are intent upon 
preserving the resident company identity and in and 
steadfastly pursuing mission goals which inform that 
identity. 

Conclusion 

This rather cursory overview of a remarkably complex 
theatre operation succeeds in highlighting some major 
events across the past twenty-years but does little to cap
ture the dynamic nature of its work. This requires per
sonally experiencing the power of the stories shared, the 
talent of the artists who shape those stories, and the rich
ness of the communication used by actors. In 1982 Bob 
Tolaro, then artistic director, characterized Sign stage by 
saying, "The potential is tremendous. This kind of theatre 
has unlimited potential. And we are here now. We are 
really pioneers and so are our audiences. That is exciting" 
(O'Connor 1982, DB). This sentiment is as true today as 
it was thirteen years ago as reflected by Mow's assertion 
that Signstage's ultimate goal is " . .. to produce extraor
dinary theatre that brings deaf and hearing audiences 
together ..." and to do it in ways not duplicated by any 
other theatre (1995b). Signstage remains at the forefront 
of the world's most accomplished theatres of the deaf. We 
are indeed fortunate to have them. 

Footnotes 

I This sample list of plays covers only the first eight 
years of production. Other representative plays 
mounted from 1983-1993 include Christopher Fry's 
A Phoenix Too Frequent, David Richmond and Bob 
Hall's Frankenstein: The Modern Prometheus, Sam 
Shepard's Foolfor Love, Tennessee Williams' The 
Case ofthe Crushed Petunias, Neil Simon's Fools, 
and numerous others, many of them original. 

2 For a detailed biographical sketch of Iosif 
Schneiderman see Zachary, Samuel J. "Iosif 
Schneiderman: Portrait of an International Artist." 
The NAD Broadcaster, April 1994, p. 6+. 

3 For many years theatre practitioners have debated 
and discussed the exact meaning of terms used in the 
theatre, often with little agreement. "Deaf theatre" 
is one of those terms which continually evades neat 
and tidy definition. However, currently it is being 
used more and more in ways synonymous with "the
atre for the deaf," which in tum suggests a cultural 
orientation. 
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