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STAFF WRITER

Christopher Durang’s “Miss
Witherspoon” may seem an
unlikely play to stage around the

holidays, considering that, shortly into
it, the title character commits suicide
and is then confronted with the possi-
bility of reincarnation.  

But the production, which is mak-
ing its Philadelphia premiere with the
New City Stage Company, does offer an
uplifting glimmer. And that it’s a
Durang farce — as established early on
when a middle-aged Veronica (Julie
Czarnecki, in her New City Stage
debut) makes a frantic entrance, terri-
fied that the sky is falling — is almost
an entertainment guarantee. 

The sky never falls, but Skylab, the
abandoned space station, does come
crashing back to Earth. This prompts
Veronica, already exasperated with life,
to take her own, but rather than the
stupor of oblivion she had hoped for,
she finds herself in the bardo, an inter-
mediate place, in Tibetan Buddhism,
between death and reincarnation as a
new soul.

Dubbed “Miss Witherspoon” by her
guide to the afterlife — it has some-
thing to do with her “brown tweed
aura” — Veronica stubbornly resists all
attempts to cycle through several more
lifetimes in order to learn the lessons
that will help her achieve true wisdom.  

Of course, supreme silliness ensues
as the neurotic protagonist does indeed
get a second, third and fourth chance at
life. 

But for all the satirical absurdity
and the initially bleak premise of sui-
cide — and Veronica’s isn’t the only
one that takes place — the story is sup-
ported by a positive underpinning.

“Even though this show is about
reincarnation and the lead character
kills herself several times, the play itself
is very life-affirming,” says Ginger
Dayle, the Holland native and Council
Rock High School graduate who found-
ed New City Stage four years ago. “You
don’t feel bad about yourself or how

tough life is when you’re watching it.
You’re grateful for the experience of
life, good and bad. That’s one thing
about Mr. Durang’s work that I love —
even the most depressing of issues can
be joyfully laughed at in his work.”

The Erwinna playwright and
Montclair, N.J., native has made a
career of finding humor in despondent
themes such as depression, alcoholism,
mental illness and abuse. 
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Affirmation in the absurd
Christopher Durang offers something to be grateful for with his
exploration of suicide and reincarnation in “Miss Witherspoon.” 

Hey, Will Ferrell,
how’d you like to
have your name

attached to a $10,000 dona-
tion to the charity of your
choice? And it won’t cost
you a dime of your own
money. 

That’s the deal a pair of
altruistic independent film-
makers, including one from
Bucks County, are offering.
They’re making the same

pitch to Tina Fey,
Adam Sandler,
Eddie Murphy,
“Family Guy” cre-
ator Seth
MacFarlane and
“South Park” guys
Trey Parker and
Matt Stone.

All any of those celebrities have to do is agree to
review a film. Just one film. And if they like it, they can
have the worldwide rights to the film to sell to any
company they want — as long as the money from the
sale goes to charity.

Reviewing the movie might take less time than it
does to recite the title.

The film  is called … deep breath now … “Night of
the Day of the Dawn of the Son of The Bride of the
Return of the Revenge of the Terror of the Attack of the
Evil, Mutant, Hellbound, Flesh-Eating, Crawling, Alien
& Zombified, Subhumanoid Living Dead … Part 5.”

It’s actually the fourth in a series of similarly titled
projects from Central New Jersey-based director Jim Riffel, in
which new dialogue is dubbed over existing films. This entry in
the “Night Of …” series was produced and co-written by Riffel’s
friend, Mark Zobian, a Yardley resident and 1978 Council Rock
High School graduate from Upper Makefield.
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Area filmmakers offer
big bucks for charity 
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Magic
in

silence
That’s what Mummenschanz delivers,
with its nonverbal show of inventive
and humorous characters playfully
interacting onstage. 
By NAILA FRANCIS
STAFF WRITER

Even Bernie Schurch
has a hard time
describing a

Mummenschanz per-
formance, and this after
almost 40 years of per-
forming with the mask
and mime company that
he founded in
Switzerland in 1972. 

Yet what he does know
for sure is that anyone
who sees the show can’t help but be caught
up in the fantastical world that he and his
collaborators create, bringing bold forms
and bright creatures to life with materials as
common as wires, toilet paper, tubes, bags
and boxes. 

That the troupe’s offered decades of per-
formances across the globe — a
Mummenschanz tour stop is a feted occasion in almost any
market — only affirms its enduring ability to captivate audi-
ences with a charming ingenuity.

The towering slinky-like figure that loses its pants after
unfurling from a sprawled position, two giant hands flapping
in cheeky conversation with each other, blobs that threaten to
seep into the audience — the theatrical tricks are created with
the performers hidden behind quirky face masks or tucked
into large sculptural forms whose movements they manipulate.

Sometimes, shapes float across or pop out of the darkness,
stealthily maneuvered by rods and wires from the rear or side
of the stage. Always, the movement is nonverbal, the only
“music” the sounds of the material being animated between
the shadows and light.

“It’s very difficult to explain because we cannot compare
ourselves with anything that’s easy to understand,” says
Schurch, who is returning to the U.S. for the first time since
2003 with Mummenschanz, which also features founding
member Floriana Frassetto, performers Pietro Montandon and
Raffaella Mattioli, and technical director Jan Maria Lukas. 
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Mummenschanz
relies on rhythm,
movement, attitude and
posture to convey its
messages, which are
open to interpretation,
to the audience.
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Not that
you asked
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Starring in “Miss Witherspoon” are (from left) Indika Senanyake, Russ Widdall,
Wendy Staton and Julie Czarnecki.

Angelica is the star and Bucks County’s
Mark Zobian is the producer/co-writer of a
41-word film title intended to raise thou-
sands for charity.
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“It’s not just mime or dance
or magic. … We’re really a com-
bination of most of those disci-
plines — but it’s called
Mummenschanz and this is the
one style.”

In one of several memorable
scenes, two performers sit on
stage, playing with their putty
masks to suggest not only chang-
ing facial expressions but also
the physical reconfiguration of
their faces. In another, a face
constructed with rolls of toilet
paper sheds reams of that paper,
as the tears quite literally stream
from its eyes. 

“We really wanted to get out
there and suggest an alternative
to classical white-face mime,”
says Schurch. “The visual sig-
nals through any shape that
moves onstage is done in its own
choreography. It has its own
rhythm and postures and ges-
tures and attitudes, and in
sequence, it makes sense to the
audience.”

Schurch started what would
evolve into Mummenschanz
with the late Andres Bossard,
also from Switzerland, after the
two met at Jacques Lecoq’s the-
ater school, specializing in move-
ment and mime, in Paris in the
late-1960s. The two decided to
create their own show using
mime and changeable abstract
and geometric masks in 1969.
When Frassetto, an Italian-
American, caught the duo’s show
in Rome two years later, she
joined them to create
Mummenschanz, which can be
loosely translated as “masquer-
ade.” They began presenting
their first shows together in 1972
and debuted in the U.S. the fol-
lowing year, becoming an inter-

national sensation after an
acclaimed three-year run on
Broadway in 1977 at the Bijou
Theatre. 

After Bossard’s death in 1992,
Schurch and Frassetto per-
formed for a while as a duo and
then briefly again as a trio with
American actor John Charles
Murphy before growing, in 2000,
to a company of five.

But the initial aesthetic
impulse has always remained the
same. 

“For me, the movement of
the human body was most elo-
quent and precise enough to
express those things that we
wanted to express onstage, which
basically are emotions,” says
Schurch, now 66. “We wanted
the audiences throughout the
world to understand that emo-
tions are the most common lan-
guage that we share together. We
are using body language, for
which we have been trained —
in mime, acrobatics, martial arts,
all these disciplines — in order
to animate our characters.” 

The goal is to engage audi-
ences in a dialogue and to leave
them with an experience of
transformational theater. But
what those sitting in front of the
stage feel or think, whether
they’re moved to laughter or
tears or something in between, is
really up to them. 

“Anybody, from 5 to 105
years, and anywhere between
black and white, anyone from all
backgrounds and cultures can
come to our show and enjoy
themselves by sheer fantasy, by
the excitement of having so
much freedom and space to
name and bring up their own
associations and make up the
stories around the characters
that they see onstage,” says
Schurch. 

“People are almost drowning
under so many directives in life

that this freedom opens for them
a moment of joyfulness, a
moment of happiness. … It gives
the audience also a sense of
being respected fully for who
they are. There is no intellectual
level requested to understand
our show. Everybody can play
with us in this dialogue and feel
good about it and let loose this
childlike clown that we’ve all
buried so deeply inside.”

For its three-month North
American tour, which stops
Thursday, for a four-day stint at
the Annenberg Center for the
Performing Arts in Philadelphia,
Mummenschanz is presenting a
career retrospective, revisiting
favorite skits from each decade.
Many of the more contemporary
ones will be new to longtime
fans, given the troupe’s seven-
year U.S. absence. 

Yet in an age where high-tech
shows with splashy special
effects and hyper sonics are more
the norm, Schurch has found
audiences happy to embrace the
silent magic that he and his
cohorts create.

“The surprising reaction is
that they’re so grateful to have so
much freedom and space for
themselves and to not be shut
down with so much explosives
and technical special effects,
which we have always negated,”
he says.

“We always wanted to go with
the pure essence of human com-
munication. We want the audi-
ence not to consume but to par-
ticipate, to be active and sponta-
neously enter the game.” 

Mummenschanz runs Thursday
through Sunday in the Zellerbach
Theatre of the Annenberg Center for
the Performing Arts, 3680 Walnut St.,
Philadelphia. Show times: 7:30 p.m.
Thursday, 8 p.m. Friday and Saturday,
with 2 p.m. matinees Saturday and
Sunday. Tickets: $28 to $48.
Information: 215-898-3900;
www.annenbergcenter.org.
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But while previous works
like “Sister Mary Ignatius
Explains It All For You,” “The
Marriage of Bette and Boo,”
“Baby with the Bathwater” and
“Beyond Therapy” seem to have
hinged primarily on the hilarity
of its characters’ suffering,
“Miss Witherspoon” represents
an almost softer side of Durang.

“Usually, he has very violent
black comedies in which very
absurd and dark things happen.
This is one that’s kind of
absurd and dark things do hap-
pen, but it actually ends up in a
kind of positive place by the
end. There’s some life renewal
in it, which is interesting with
Durang,” says director Ryder
Thornton, a longtime enthusi-
ast of the scribe’s works. 

“The play is about someone
who’s negating life. … She is
very much about being insular,
noncommittal and uninterested
in spiritual ideas or anything
that doesn’t have to do with her
immediate comfort or piece of
mind,” he says. “That attitude
is not unfamiliar to a lot of
Americans, that cynical or skep-
tical persona who is more
inclined to make negative
choices. … But through this
kind of perpetual cycle of rein-
carnation, the character is
pushed to a place where she has
to affirm life and stop being
such a sourpuss or negative
Nelly.”

For a writer who’s often
railed against Catholicism —
the faith in which he was raised
— as well as all forms of organ-
ized religion, the curious,
kinder way in which he deals
with spirituality here suggests
he may have at last found his
own peace with a higher, benev-
olent force — or at the very
least is more comfortable inhab-
iting the questions along the
path instead of making his
usual condemnations.

Czarnecki, a graduate of
Nazareth Academy High School
in Northeast Philadelphia and a
practicing Catholic, believes
that audiences will not be able
to leave “Miss Witherspoon”
without engaging in some kind
of discussion about their
thoughts on life, death and the
afterlife. 

“I was taught by a bunch of
nuns in high school and I’m

inviting all of them to see this,”
she says, noting that the way
her character questions her
Christian religion in the play
reminds her of her own sincere
inquiries during her grade-
school religion classes. 

“I hate to
sound cliché
but we all
want to know
the meaning
of life, and I
think seeing
this play sort
of cracks open
some of these
traditional
ideas and pro-
vokes people
into thinking
about them in
different ways.

The way these ideas are
explored is very fresh and irrev-
erent. With other plays and
other genres in which I’ve seen
this, they’ve been very precious
with discussing spirituality or
very heavy-handed,” says
Czarnecki. “Christopher has a
brilliant way of seriously tack-
ling these ideas in a deep yet
lighthearted way.”

Thornton refers to Durang
as an “intellectual farce writer.”
Rather than relying on slam-
ming doors, mistaken identities,
and the more physical rigors
and superficial portrayals of tra-
ditional farce, he places his
characters in preposterous cir-
cumstances with the exaggera-
tion of their pain and personali-
ty traits used to set up complex
ideas and paradigms. 

“What I also like about
(Durang) is that he knows how
to look at things without a fil-
ter,” says Thornton. “He has no
illusions about the conditions or
pain that human beings have to
go through but finds humor in
it by pushing it to extremes. A
lot of people shy away from his
work because it is disturbing,
but I find there’s something
very brave about that. He looks
at things realistically, and it’s
actually very humanizing.” 

And Durang, 61, is no
stranger to pain himself. He was
born to an alcoholic father and
a mother who had three still-
born babies following his birth.
His parents would eventually
divorce — at only 19, he testi-
fied against his father in court
— and his mother would then
succumb to a protracted battle
with breast and bone cancer. 

“He did kind of have a very

unsettling and violent upbring-
ing himself,” says Thornton.
“He was a survivor of severe
family dysfunction. That made
him depressed himself. …
Comedy for him was a way of
medicating or dealing with the
legacy of a troubled upbring-
ing.”

Durang has said in previous
interviews that his life took a
turn for the better when he met
his partner, John Augustine,
and began attending Al-Anon
meetings, for friends and rela-
tives of alcoholics. Thornton
believes that shift is reflected in
“Miss Witherspoon,” which
premiered at the McCarter
Theatre in Princeton in 2005,
before moving on to
Playwrights Horizon in New
York, and made the top 10 best
plays lists of both Time maga-
zine and Newsday that year. It
was also a finalist for the
Pulitzer Prize in drama.

“The play certainly reads
like it’s about somebody who’s
gone through depression and
come out on the other side. It’s
almost like he’s written a play
about someone who’s suicidal
who actually becomes a bit of a
hero and somewhat of a cham-
pion of life,” says Thornton. 

Dayle, who is also producing
artistic director at New City
Stage and stars as Veronica’s
mother — twice — in the play,
believes the extremes to which
Durang pushes his characters
are often freeing. 

“There is definitely a shade
of Veronica in all of us, but
most of us are good at keeping
our neuroses to ourselves,” she
says. “Veronica is just like us,
the audience — an everyday
woman who is smart and savvy
and fed up with it all. … And
she gets to act out her obses-
sions out loud and deal with the
havoc they create. Everyone has
the desire to scream about a
broken heart or the unfairness
of the world but very few of us
have the forum to do that in.  

“Even though she can be
extreme in her actions and very
outspoken about why the world
is such a mess, you’re with her
every step of the way and root-
ing for her from your seat.”

“Miss Witherspoon” runs through Jan.
9 at The Adrienne, 2030 Sansom St.,
Philadelphia. Tickets: Thursday
evenings and Sunday matinees, $20;
Friday and Saturday evenings, $24;
students and seniors, $18. Information
and show times: 215-563-7500;
www.newcitystage.org.
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Julie Czarnecki
is making her
New City Stage
debut.

“Our characters
are somewhat a
medium between
everything.
They’re not
immediately
recognizable but
all together, within
themselves, they
represent all our
emotions and all
our ways of
communicating
and all our
languages,” says
Bernie Schurch of
Mummenschanz’s
nameless
characters.

Click on the boocoo auctions link at phillyBurbs.com


