
Midge moves on to bigger things
Downing wants 
audience to know 
‘Rappaport’ lead

David Downing wants you to 
meet Midge. That’s why Downing 
has playi'd the aging black apart­
ment superintendent unipte('n 
tinu’s in I’m Sot R:ip]):iport.

Ilis latest ojtportunity to in­
troduce Midge to a wider audience 
is Dtterla'in Summer Tlieatre’s 
prfuluction, which opens Wednes- 
(bay for a tw(»-w(*ek run.

“I want m(»re people to know 
who this man is," said Downing, 
\\ ho has played Midge on liroad- 
uay. on the Tony-award winning 
play's first national tour and at 
regional theaters from Alaska to 
Arizona.

“IT’S A favorite role — other­
wise. I wouldn’t do it." Downing 
said during relu'arsals at Otter- 
bein. "1 know this man. He’s like 
my father, my uncle, my grandfa­
ther and a lot of other people I’ve 
known all my life. Midge could 
very well be me at some future 
point in ?ny life."

Through much of Herb (Gard­
ner’s bittersweet comedy. Midge 
spends his days hiding in Central 
Park from angry tenants who 
want him to retire. On a ('('ntral 
Park bench, Midge reluctantly be­
friends Nat, a feisty fellow octoge­
narian. Although Nat urges Midge 
to stand up for his rights, Midge 
chooses to bow to the inevitable.

“He’s lived long enough to 
know how the game works,” 
Downing said. “Midge makes 
choices to continue to hold on to 
his dignity. As a black man past 
retirement age. Midge realizes 
that if he is as vocal as Nat wants 
him to be, then his life is over, 
lie’s a practical man.”

Not Downing. It wasn’t practi­
cal for Downing to accept the 
understudy’s role of Midge on a 
M-city tour, after star Cleavon 
Little warned Downing that he 
might never get a chance to play 
his favorite role.

“I don’t like to understudy, but 
this was a special situation,” he 
said. “I couldn’t not do Midge.”

DOWNING NEVER did get 
the chance to substitute for Little, 
although Downing and the other 
understudies arranged showcase 
performances for themselves and 
friends during the tour. After­
ward, Downing was invited to play 
Midge opposite Lauf^h-In’s Arte 
.lohnson at l^a Mirada Civic 
'Pheatre in gnviter l/os Angeh>s.

That Midge led to other 
Midges. But Downing’s entire ca­
reer can’t be summed up by one
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character, however appealing. 
Downing was a charter member of 
New York’s seminal Negro En­
semble Company. He has ap­
peared onstage in everything from 
Richard III to Master Harold and 
the Roys.

Between theatrical stints. 
Downing has appeared on televi­
sion (Desinnin^r Women, The Jef- 
fersons. Hill Street Blues. Mike 
Hammer and All in the Family) 
and in movies (Gordon's War, 
Putney Swope and Been Down So 
Lony; It Looks Like Up to Me, 
among others).

ALTHOUGH THERE are five 
other cast members directed by 
guest Equity artist Clinton 
Turner Davis, Rappaport is pre- 
(buninantly a two-character 
sketch. Downing plays Midge op­
posite guest Fajuity artist Ed 
Vaughan, artis'ic director of Ot- 
terbein Summer Theatre.

Like Downbhr, Vaughan likes 
I (s character a 'ot. I le i)lays Nat. a 
cantankerous 8l-/ear-old Jew
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and Ed Vaughan as Nat in Fm Not Rappaport
who is a master of disguise.

“I think it’s important to like 
the characters .vou pla.v,” 
Vb'iughan said. “Nat is easy to like. 
What he’s searching for is a sense 
of hope. He doesn’t want to be 
pushed aside. He wants to be rec­
ognized.”

Here’s Vaughan’s favorite line 
as Nat: “I was one person for 81 
years. Why not be a hundred for 
the ne.xt five?”

For Vaughan, the role is some­
thing of a stretch — and not only 
because Nat is something of an 
actor who likes to impersonate a 
variety of characters.

Vaughan. 40, never has played 
a Jew or a part that old. To make 
his aging immigrant credible, 
Vaughan has been developing a 
New York Jewish accent “with 
some Russian Lithuanian flavor­
ings.”

Rappaport is about, Vaughan 
and Downing agreed, “»)ld age 
with dignity.”

“Most plays are about some 
form of human dignity.” Vk-iughan 
sai<l. “The Elephant Man was life 
with dignity. Whose Life Is It 
Anyway'^ was death with dignity.

In Rappaport, the theme is the 
right to be recognized on your own 
terms, whether you’re young or 
old.”

THAT RIGHT, both actors ob­
served sadly, is something old peo­
ple can’t take for granted today.

“In our .society, we do not re­
vere or venerate our elders.” said 
Downing, who will celebrate his 
4(’>th birthday during Rappai)ort's 
run.

“Even in this society, in gener­
ations past, you got respect. Now 
we do (wit h old people) what we do 
with racehorses who no longer run 
winning races: We put them out to 
pasture in senior citizen’s homes.”.

Michael Grossher^ is I)is-' 
patch theater critic.

Otferbein Summer Theatre will 
present I’m Not Rappaport at 
7:;(U p.m. Wednesday, 8 |).m. 
Thursday through Saturday, 
and 2 p.m. next Sunday in the 
Campus (’enter Theatre, 100 
Home St. Performances contin­
ue duly H)-2;L For tickets, call 
SOS-1 KtO.



Midge and
By Dennis Thompson
SNP Theater Critic

Two exceptional perfor­
mances carry Otterbein 
Summer Theatre’s excellent 
production of Fm Not Rap- 
paport.

Herb Gardner’s Tony 
Award-winning play is a bit­
tersweet comedy of two old 
men who share a bench in 
Central Park in 1982. Both 
are in their 80s with widely 
divergent philosophies of 
life.

Midge is a building super­
intendent who has lasted 
long beyond retirement age 
by staying out of sight and 
avoiding trouble.

Nat is a passionate believ­
er in causes who welcomes 
conflict. He has taken to 
concocting identities to bet­
ter wage his battles.

David Downing as Midge 
and Ed Vaughan as Nat 
shine throu^out. Their 
richly detailed perfor­
mances are superb.

Downing creates a can­
tankerous Midge whose 
voice crackles in exaspera­
tion at Nat but becomes 

•^meekly respectful when 
dealing with people he 
would sooner avoid. With 
halting gait and nearsided 
gaze his portrayal runs from 
crotchety frustration to ner-

Nat come to life at Otterbein

review
vous timidity.

Vaughan’s Nat is a pas­
sionate man who tries to in­
still his passion in others. 
Vaughan’s attempts at a 
New York Jewish accent are 
inconsistent but we don’t 
care. From fervent rage to 
mischievous laughter, 
Vaughan revels in his por­
trayal of a man who takes 
hold of life and refuses to let 
go.

Both in body and voice, 
each does a remarkable job 
of portraying men nearly 
twice their age. Their perfor­
mances are deeply textured 
from the deliberate pace of a 
walk to the slight quivering 
of a hand. These are two 
wonderful performances.

Although this is essential­
ly a two-man play, the Otter­
bein summer acting compa­
ny fills in the peripheral 
roles well.

Anyone who saw Timothy 
Ryan Deak as the bookish 
Arnold in Biloxi Blues earli­
er this summer will be im­
pressed by the diversity he 
shows as the punk Gilley. 
Althou^ his appearance is 
brief, his menacing presence 
shows him to be an actor of 
range.

Matthew J. Bartholomew 
is almost as threatening as 
The Cowboy. His voice and 
manner are effective but his 
baby face keeps us from feel­
ing totally intimidated.

Joshua Alan Wank is ap­
propriately slick as Dan- 
forth, the yuppie attempting 
to nudge Midge out of his 
job.

Colby Anne Paul as Lau­
rie is seen more than heard 
but shows believable fear in 
her confrontation with The 
Cowboy.

Cheryl Gaysunas has ef­
fective moments as Nat’s 
daughter Clara who is tom 
between love and bitterness.

Their performances are deeply 
textured from the deliberate pace of a 
walk to the slight quivering of a hand. 
These are two wonderful 
performances.

However her portrayal suf­
fers by the length of her 
scene with Vaughan who 
overshadows her.

The first act of Gardner’s 
play is the stronger. Perhaps 
this is because Midge and 
Nat hold the stage virtually 
alone as we delight in watch­
ing them flesh out their hu­
morous, yet poignant char­
acters.

The second act, divided 
into three scenes and pep­
pered with other characters, 
becomes too episodic. The 
second scene especially 
seems like it was pulled 
from a television situation 
comedy. While funny, it 
seems to take us away from 
the play. Fortunately the fi­
nal scene is a strong one.

One wonders how many 
people in Central Park read 
the Columbus Dispatch as 
Midge does in the final 
scene. A small point, per­
haps, but in a production 
that paid such loving atten­
tion to detail how difficult 
would it have been to send 
someone down the street to

buy a Sunday New York 
Time^

John Gutknecht’s scene 
design is marvelous, a piece 
of Central Park put indoors. 
Scruffy benches of green 
paint and concrete are 
placed along a dirt path scat­
tered with stones and leaves. 
All this is in front of musty 
stone walls and stairs cov­
ered with crawling ivy.

Director Clinton Turner 
Davis has molded a produc­
tion of exquisite perfor­
mances. With subtle touches 
and an intricate blending of 
youth and experience he has 
given us first-rate theater.

rm Not RappaportmW con­
tinue Wednesday through 
Saturday at 8 p.m. and 
Sunday at 2 p.m. through 
July 23 in the Campus Cen­
ter Theatre at Otterbein 
College in Westerville. 
Ticket prices are $8.75 
Wednesday and Thursday, 
$9.75 Friday and Saturday, 
and $7.75 Sunday. For 
more information call 898- 
1109.



Guest director at Otterbein 
impressed with local theater

ENTERTA

By Michael Grossberg
Dispatch Theater Critic

Director Clinton Turner Davis 
considers Fm Not Rappaport “fra­
gile” and “delicately wonderful.”

“I like the play's message and 
the feistiness of its two old char­
acters,” he said.

Davis is one of three guest 
Equity artists involved with Fm 
Not Rappaport at Otterbein Sum­
mer Theatre.

The 1986 Tony-award winner 
for best play continues Wednes­
day through Sunday at the college 
in Westerville.

Davis, one of six recipients of a 
1988 Directors Fellowship from 
the National Endowment for the 
Arts/Theatre Communications 
Group, perhaps is best known as a 
co-founder of the influential Non- 
Traditional Casting Project.

The Project has encouraged 
theater groups nationwide to cast 
blacks and other ethnic actors in a 
broader variety of roles.

“/m Not Rappaport is a poign­
ant comedy about life, friendship, 
love, trust, honesty and aging 
with dignity,” Davis said.

Speaking of honesty, let’s be 
frank: Even if Rappaport weren't 
“wonderful,” even if it were some 
other play, Davis said he would 
return to central Ohio to direct it 
“at the drop of a hat.”

Why? Because Davis enjoys 
and admires central Ohio theater. 
Based on six years of close contact 
with area theater groups, Davis 
views theater here as “very, very
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Clinton Turner Davis
strong; not only for professional 
and college theater, but communi­
ty theater as well.”

Davis’ nationally recognized 
career has given him a firm foun­
dation for such comparisons. He 
has directed major regional and 
world premieres for New York 
University, the Negro Ensemble 
Company, The New Theatre of 
Brooklyn, St. Louis Black Reper­
tory Company and Cincinnati 
Playhouse in the Park, among 
others.

On Broadway, Davis was pro­
duction stage manager for Home, 
Treemonisha, The First Breeze of 
Summer and Eubie!

He also stage-managed the na-

Otterbein Summer Theatre will 
present I'm Not Rappaport at 8 
p.m. Wednesday through Satur­
day and 2 p.m. Sunday in the 
Campus Center Theatre, 100 
Home St., Westerville. For tick­
ets, call 898-1109.

tional and international tours of 
Lena Horne: The Lady and Her 
Music, more than 40 productions 
at the Negro Ensemble Company > 
and plays at the Mark Taper Fo­
rum in Los Angeles, the Goodman 
Theatre in Chicago and Arena 
Stage in Washington D.C.

In 1983, Davis served as dra­
maturge and director for the Ohio 
Theatre Alliance’s playwriting 
workshop. Since, he has assisted 
the Alliance, most recently serv­
ing as guest director for its 1988 
convention. He also has served on 
the Ohio Arts Council and advised 
the agency on playwriting grants.

Through such activities, Davis 
has come to know and appreciate 
central Ohio theater — especially 
Otterbein College’s theater pro­
gram, which he praises for its 
scope, variety and “level of exper- ^ 
tise.”

“For a college this size to have ' 
more than 100 students majoring ' 
in theater is amazing,” Davis said. 
“I’m delighted to be here.” • ]
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Otterbein’s ^Rappaport’ hits the nail

Thursday, July 13,1989/5rhe (golumbug Sispatch/? C

on the head l
smugness as a yuppie with the power to' 
take away Midge’s job.

As Nat’s suburbanized daughter, 
Cheryl Gaysunas blends exasperated love 
and enervated dismay in responding to ‘ 
her father’s transparent pranks and old- 
fashioned socialism.

Otterbein could take this show on 
tour. It has that much polished convic­
tion.

Craftsmanship counts. You’d never 
know from Otterbein Summer Theatre’s 
expertly done Vm Not Rappaport that its 
guest artists began rehearsing a relative­
ly short two weeks ago.

Otterbein’s charming and crisp pro­
duction opened last night to a highly 
appreciative audience. And why not? This 
is a warm fuzzy of a play. A warm funny, 
too.

Set in 1982 in Central Park, Herb 
Gardner’s Tony award-winning comedy 
centers on two stubborn octogenarians — 
oneblack, one while -- who grumpily join 
forces for mutual aid in a world that has 
left them behind.

Set designer Rob Johnson’s dilapidat­

ed park benches, next to an old stone 
bridge, look like they’ve been collecting 
grime in the cramped Campus Center 
basement theater for years, not weeks.

From The Sunshine Boys to The Gold- . 
en Girls, the vulnerabilities and indigni­
ties of old age have been milked for easy 
comedy and sentimertality. In this re­
spect, Rappaport is nothing new.

With its schmaltzj talk and coy hu­
mor, Rappaport requ res ample crafts­
manship to navigate its treacherously 
superficial currents tvithout capsizing 
into bathos. Guest Equity artists David 
Downing and Otterbein’s own Ed 
Vaughan navigate smoothly under Clin­
ton Turner Davis’ confident direction.

Midge (Downing), offended at being 
called “a licensed gro\eler,” attacks Nat 
(Vaughan) as a “dami liar,” “crazy old 
fool” and “weird commie blind man.”

■ But Nat proves a persuasive liar — 
and an inspired imposter. If Nat is an 
aging Jewish Don Quixote, waving his 
cane/lance at such modern monsters as 
forced retirement, then Midge becomes 
his Sancho Panza.

Both parts could be hammy, but 
Downing and Vaughan excel through 
crotchety subtlety. Small touches bring 
convincing dividends, such as the reluc­
tant way Vaughan’s Nat fiddles with a 
brochure his daughter hands him about a 
local senior citizens center.

There are two wonderful performanc­
es here, comfortably surrounded by a 
solid student ensemble cast. Especially 
convincing: Joshua Wank’s ingratiating

Otterbein Summer Theatre will pre­
sent Fm Not Rappaport at 8 tonight 
through Saturday and 2 p.m. Sunday 
and July 19-23 in the Campus Center 
Theatre, 100 Home St. Call 898-1109.




