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January 11, 2013
THEATER REVIEW

A Crash Course in Mandarin, With No Books or Interpreters
By CHARLES ISHERWOOD

Ready to learn a little Mandarin? Head down to the Public Theater for the next week or so, where “C’est du
Chinois,” a language lesson in the lively form of an interactive theater piece, is being presented as part of the
Under the Radar festival.

Created by the Hungarian-born Edit Kaldor, “C’est du Chinois” is really a no-frills, no-drama production: an
amiable 80 minutes of energetic language instruction for audience members, performed by a (fictional) family
from Shanghai that has recently immigrated to America. (The title is the French expression meaning “It’s
Chinese,” equivalent to our own “It’s Greek to me.” Which I’m told, in Turkish, becomes “It’s French.” Go
figure.)

Learning aids, like textbooks or supertitles to help keep us focused, are absent: only Mandarin spoken here. Of
props, however, there are many, lugged onstage by the five performers as the piece opens. The father of the
family, played by Siping Yao, starts the proceedings by handing a few sheets of paper to a volunteer in the
front row, who then reads the introductory remarks:

“Thank you for your interest to learn Mandarin,” the remarks begin. This will be “an important step for your
future,” they continue, an amusing acknowledgment of how large China looms in world consciousness as it
flexes its increasing financial muscle.

And we’re off! Usually standing on gray carpet rolled out on center stage, the performers take turns teaching us
new words and simple phrases. Hanging from their necks are small, round whistles they use to cue us to
repeat the sounds we have just heard.

The early rounds are pretty easy: a few self-defense maneuvers are demonstrated, and then we are asked to say
“kung fu.” Equally easy are “tofu” and “feng shui.” No extra credit for those, or for the words for cola and beer
and chocolate, which are also vaguely similar to our own. But beware the emphasis on intonation that, so I’ve
been made to understand, is central to the language.

The words for mother and father are easily assimilated too. But things start getting more complicated when
whole phrases are involved. I think I could say “I love chocolate” in Mandarin, although I don’t suppose the
immediate future will make this a necessity. Beyond that, I fear I’d be back at square one.

As a theatrical performance, “C’est du Chinois” is spare and unadorned, and the performers (some are
nonprofessional actors) are engaging and un-self-conscious. Mr. Siping is an actor with some 40 years of
experience: “entitled as national class B actor,” his program biography informs ominously, suggesting the
weird rigidities of even the arts in China.

At one point he brings out a scrapbook of photos and proudly flips through it, showing us pictures of himself
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in various roles. He also plays a mouth organ and performs a passage from what I presume to be a traditional
Chinese theater piece, wearing a painted white mask with long red whiskers. That’s about it for entertainment,
and then it’s back to school.

“C’est du Chinois” may inspire musings on our tendency to perceive the world through language alone, which
becomes a one-way street when we encounter someone who doesn’t happen to speak our native tongue.

It also gets you thinking about the challenges facing immigrants everywhere. Long before the show was over, I
felt myself wilting at the thought of trying to make my way through even a single day in Shanghai. “I love
chocolate,” after all, isn’t going to help much. Then again, “I love beer” might well come in handy.

C’est du Chinois

Conceived and directed by Edit Kaldor; language consultant, Xi Zeng; lighting by Ingeborg Slaats; props and
costumes by Janneke Raaphorst; dramaturgical advice by Zhana Ivanova and Nicola Unger; produced by
Stichting Kata and Productiehuis Rotterdam. Presented by the Public Theater as part of the Under the Radar
festival, Oskar Eustis, artistic director; Patrick Willingham, executive director; Mark Russell, festival director.
At the Public Theater, 425 Lafayette Street, at Astor Place, East Village; (212) 967-7555, publictheater.org.
Through Wednesday. Running time: 1 hour 20 minutes.

WITH: Nucheng Lu, Siping Yao, Aaron Chun Fai Wan, Lei Wang and Qifeng Shang.
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THEATER REVIEW

A Deadpan Look at Life Before and After a Stroke
By CHARLES ISHERWOOD

“I found myself praying,” Peggy Shaw says in her new solo show “Ruff,” recalling the day she suffered a stroke.
It seemed the natural thing to do, since she had already fallen to her knees. “If you get me through this I will
stop wearing suits,” she remembers thinking. “I will get married. I will pay market rent in Manhattan. I will
not wear skinny jeans. I’ll take antidepressants.”

Such are the deals the desperate are willing to make in moments of crisis, although to get the joke you
probably need to know that Ms. Shaw, an Obie-winning lesbian performer and writer, is a habitual suit wearer
and dedicated bohemian. In “Ruff,” written with her longtime collaborator Lois Weaver, who also directs, Ms.
Shaw ruminates on life before and after her “ischemic infarction,” investigating the workings of her mind and
memory in an impressionistic monologue that’s engaging, admirably unsentimental and often very funny
indeed.

“Do I look like a Peggy to you?” Ms. Shaw asks at one point. No, that perky name suggests a bouncy young
thing with pigtails and pompoms. Ms. Shaw, 68, has a bristly brush of gray hair and wears a peak-lapel black
jacket and skinny tie. She idolizes Marlon Brando, and has often been told she looks like Sean Penn. (“I always
say he looks like me,” she cracks.)

Standing on a wide strip of green material that scrolls up against the back wall of Dixon Place to become a
video screen, Ms. Shaw recounts her experience in the burly, tough-guy voice of a minor Mafioso. She certainly
doesn’t sound like a Peggy either.

“Ruff,” presented by Dixon Place as part of P.S. 122’s Coil Festival, doesn’t have a strong narrative through
line. Video images of a backup band are intermittently projected onto the green screen, and the show has the
rough-edged feel of a stand-up routine or rock ’n’ roll show more than a carefully sculptured monologue. In
her husky voice Ms. Shaw actually sings a couple of songs, including Jacques Brel’s “Jacky.”

The looseness reflects Ms. Shaw’s new reality. There are dark spots in her mind now, blanks in her memory,
and the leapfrogging in her show reflects the disorienting experience she’s come through. Tidy and completely
cogent this 75-minute monologue may not be, but it is rich in the kind of insight that only an artist of Ms.
Shaw’s age and experience can bring.

Although she sometimes reads the text from three video monitors surrounding her onstage, for the most part
Ms. Shaw seems to have physically recovered from her illness. She says at one point that she lists to the left —
but then she always has. And those strange lights she sometimes sees, in the shape of grapes, tend to disappear
when she has a couple of glasses of wine.

Reflecting on her experience, she is never maudlin and almost always amusing. “I went into the hospital as a
woman who gets mistaken for a man,” she recounts. “But it seems I came out of the hospital as a straight white
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man, ’cause half my brain was missing.’ ”

Ouch! But that’s about as inflammatory as “Ruff” ever gets. The show’s light touch never falters, and Ms.
Shaw’s delivery maintains its deadpan edge even when she’s lamenting the loss of cherished memories and the
frustrating sensation of not even knowing what was lost. As a tongue-in-cheek public service, she leads us
through the government’s official list of indications that you are having a stroke: a matter of closing your eyes
and trying to touch your finger to your nose, or saying a certain phrase while holding your tongue. This lecture
is embedded seamlessly, and somehow aptly, within her version of the “Hokey Pokey.”

Ruff

By Peggy Shaw and Lois Weaver; performed by Ms. Shaw; directed by Ms. Weaver; music and sound by Vivian
Stoll; movement consultant, Stormy Brandenberger; set and media design by Matt Delbridge; lighting and
video by Lori E. Seid; produced by Tracy Gentles; assistant director, Louis King; production manager, Jo
Palmer. A Performance Space 122 and Out North Contemporary Art House production, presented by P.S.122
and Dixon Place, as part of P.S. 122’s Coil Festival. At Dixon Place, 161A Chrystie Street, between Rivington
and Delancey Streets, Lower East Side; (212) 811-4111; ps122.org/coil. Through Jan. 19. Running time: 1 hour
15 minutes.
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