MonumentMembers.com
[bookmark: _Toc174188422][bookmark: _Toc521839016][bookmark: _Hlk526771939]“The Miracle Worker”                                                        by Elena Trueba
[image: ]This is a Dramatic Interpretation performed during the 2010-2011 season. It won 5th Place, 2011 Stoa National Invitational Tournament of Champions
[bookmark: _GoBack]Oftentimes, with pieces like The Miracle Worker that are plays, it is necessary to obtain permission from the licensing company to use it. Since The Miracle Worker is published and widely available, I did not think it was necessary to write for special permission, and I never had any problems –– although, it would have been a good idea just to double check.
“The Miracle Worker”                                                           by Elena Trueba
Introduction to Piece
It was the fall of 2010. I had been searching for a DI for months when I became the stage manager for my theater's production of William Gibson's Pulitzer-Prize winning play The Miracle Worker. The play tells the story of Helen Keller and her teacher, Annie Sullivan –– a fa miliar story. As I spent over two months immersed in the story, I fell in love with it and knew I had found my DI.
The Miracle Worker is a very complex play –– it is not just the story of Helen learning language; it is also filled with the complicated relationships that make up the Keller family as well as the relatively little-known (at least to many of my judges!) back-story of Annie Sullivan. Of course, since I had spent so much time with the play, I had several favorite scenes that were hard to cut, but eventually my story went like this:
1. Annie arrives and has her first encounter with the incredibly spoiled Helen
2. Annie and Helen fight during breakfast, much to the chagrin of Mrs. Keller; Annie cannot do anything with Helen; her mother protects her so. Mrs. Keller confides that if Annie cannot help, Helen will be sent to a state asylum. Annie reveals that she was brought up in an asylum –– a traumatic experience. Mrs. Keller agrees to allow Annie teach Helen alone, knowing that if Annie cannot help, Helen will be sent to the asylum.
3. Two weeks have passed. Annie is at the end of her rope with Helen.
4. Helen knocks over a pitcher of water, which the exhausted Annie makes her refill. It's then that the magic happens and Helen understands that the continuous spelling Annie has done into her hand means a word.
Interesting Things to Know
This is one of the more challenging pieces that I have competed with, but it was certainly well worth the work, because I did truly love this piece. First, I simply fell in love with the style –– Gibson's dialogue is so beautiful, and many of his characters so complex and undergoing such significant journeys that I wanted the challenge of bringing this play to life. Also, I was drawn to this piece because in it I could portray a true story, which is not something I have often done. Learning to portray real people meant that I could not simply imagine my characters into existence; I had to research them and learn all about them, study who they would have been, what they would have thought, and how they would have reacted to the situations presented to them. I had to put myself in their shoes. Furthermore, since I had already spent two months watching The Miracle Worker come to life on the stage, I was able to go beyond just surface-level character development and delve deeply into who these people truly were. I was able to draw on the performances I had seen every day and go as far as I possibly could with these characters –– a challenge, to be sure, but a challenge that I loved.
I am convinced that one of the main reasons this piece worked well was because of the quality of the piece itself. The Miracle Worker is often considered one of the greatest plays of the 20th century, and the story of Helen Keller is a familiar one within American culture. Of course, simply choosing a piece of quality literature would not really mean anything if I had not put in the time to truly interpret the piece! But, starting with a piece that has literary merit and is well-written certainly contributed to my success with this interp. Even that, however, would have meant nothing unless I came up with a good cutting of this piece. The piece lent itself to a cutting that had great structure with a clear beginning, middle, climax, and end, which helped my interpretation to go smoothly.
Despite the fact that this piece had much going in its favor, as I have already described, it really should not have worked at all. Technically, it had all the elements necessary to let it develop into a good piece, but the problem is that it is just such a familiar story. We all know that Helen will end up understanding that words have meaning, so there is no suspense. I knew I had to change the focus of the piece –– in a word, the theme. For me, this is the most important part of any piece: the theme (the point, the message, etc.). If the story does not have one, then there is really no point to doing it, because you will not leave your audience with anything meaningful. So, instead of focusing on a theme of perseverance or determination or something along those lines relating to Helen, I shifted the focus of the piece onto the character of Annie. In the piece, we learn that Annie had a childhood filled with abuse in a state asylum, and she has hardened herself against any sort of love for another person. I decided to go with the idea that, while it may be Annie who teaches Helen language, it is Helen who teaches Annie the most important lesson of all –– how to love. By giving the piece a fresh theme and putting the intensity of the piece on the development of Annie's journey rather than primarily on Helen's, I was able to make the literature unique and capture the audience’s attention. Essentially, I flipped the piece –– instead of taking the audience through Helen's story, I took them through Annie's as she interacts with Helen, putting a unique twist on this familiar play.
Because I had spent so much time watching this play come to life in the theater, I had a very specific vision for what my dramatic interpretation should look like. Unfortunately, I soon realized that my vision did not take into account the fact that, while props are used in theater, they are noticeably absent from interps! So, one of the most important elements that I used to turn The Miracle Worker into a successful piece was creative blocking with a focus on realism. There were many scenes in which Annie is supposed to be following Helen, desperately trying to get the child to understand the words she is signing, handing her objects, etc. Of course, all of this is dependent upon whether or not the audience can visualize what you are doing. I spent much time working with props (baskets, cups, napkins– whatever happened to be mentioned in the script) to get a feel for them, to realistically show what they would look like. I tend to be a very detail-oriented person in general, so I actually drew several diagrams of all my scenes, placing furniture, doors, windows, and such, so that I would know not only how to move as Annie and Mrs. Keller, but also how Helen would react to the objects in her house. Helen herself was a complex character to block –– I basically had to learn how to be blind and deaf. I blindfolded myself and felt my way around my own house, trying to figure out how I would walk, how I carried myself, where my hands were, how my feet were positioned, what I would be doing with my face; I also learned how to be deaf –– how to not react to any sound around me. I wanted the character of Helen to be as realistic as possible, from the sounds she made to the way her eyes moved. I used the same approach to Mrs. Keller and Annie –– whatever they did had to be realistic, not merely over-the-top emotion. Now, there certainly was emotion in my piece, but I did not want that by itself to define the piece; rather, I wanted the characters to define the story, and their emotions would then flow naturally out of that. This especially acted the way Mrs. Keller and Annie spoke: I gave Mrs. Keller a light Southern accent, as I did not want to go overboard on accents, and Annie spoke with no accent. (Technically, I should have given Annie an Irish accent if I wanted to be true to history, but it sounded so unnatural that I felt it would distract from the piece itself.) Another interesting aspect of the piece that absolutely had to be realistic was the sign-language. Annie spends a good deal of the piece signing into Helen's hand, and so I had to learn some sign-language. At first, I thought that if I just had a basic grasp of the letters, I would be just fine, even with a few mistakes –– until I realized that some of my judges knew sign-language and would call me out if I messed up. So, I spent a good deal of time practicing the words, going as fast as I could, ultimately trying to be as realistic as possible.
Another part of this piece that I emphasized was the theme –– the new focus on Annie's journey. I believe that this was the key to making my piece a success. In the narrative introduction to my piece, I laid out my theme: that learning to love is the most important lesson of all. I then proceeded to cut the piece directly around that theme; if I did not feel that a particular scene or line (or even a single word) supported that idea, it was dropped. Everything centered around that one idea, in order to truly develop that theme and keep my piece fresh and unique.
Into the Interp
There are two pivotal moments in my cut of The Miracle Worker: The first is when Annie confesses her past to Mrs. Keller and reveals how the asylum would affect Helen in turn. The scene begins at breakfast with a moment of pure blocking –– Helen makes her way around the table, grabbing food wherever she could find it. Annie is horrified, realizing that no one has bothered to discipline this child in any way whatsoever, and she tries to control Helen, until Mrs. Keller interrupts.
Mrs. Keller: Miss Annie. You would have more understanding if you had some pity in you!
Mrs. Keller has taken control of Helen, and Annie is fed up - I started this monologue very quietly, and built until I was much louder (although not yelling, and not at full volume); I also tried to play Annie more incredulous, wanting to help Helen, but feeling as if she can't, rather than simply giving this as a rant against the Keller family.
Annie: Pity? For this tyrant? The whole house turns on her whims, is there anything she wants she doesn't get? I'll tell you what I pity, that the sun won't rise and set for her all her life, and every day you're telling her it will, what good will your pity do her? How can I teach her?
By this point, Mrs. Keller is practically to her breaking point, but she still feels the need to defend her child.
Mrs. Keller: She learns - I never saw a child so bright - do you know she began talking when she was  six months old? She could say water. Not really - wah-wah - but she meant water, she knew what it meant. You should have seen her before her illness, such a good-tempered child –
Annie: She's changed, Mrs. Keller. I can't teach a badly spoiled child who runs away.
Mrs. Keller interrupts Annie, knowing that she has to reveal something shameful - that she would actually put her own child away in an asylum, simply because she doesn't know what else to do.
Kate: Miss Annie. Before you came we spoke of putting her in an asylum. I visited there. I can't tell you what I saw, and - what are we to do? Abandon her to – 
Annie: The asylum? I grew up in such an asylum. Maybe you'd like to know what Helen will find there, not on visiting days? One ward was full of the - old women, crippled, blind, most of them dying, but even if what they had was catching there was nowhere else to move them, and that's where they put me. There were younger ones across the hall, with T.B., and epileptic fits, some insane. The youngest were in another ward to have babies they didn't want. They'd leave afterwards, but the babies stayed and I played with them, too. Not many of them lived. The first year we had eighty, seventy died. The room I played in was the dead-house, where they kept the bodies till they could dig the graves.
Kate: Oh, my dear-
Annie: No, it made me strong. But I don't think you need send Helen there. She's strong enough. But I want complete charge of her - I'll have to teach her somewhere else.
Here is the moment of realization in the piece, both for Mrs. Keller and Annie. When Annie finds out what sort of life Helen will be forced to lead if she cannot help the child, she confesses her own well-hidden past to Mrs. Keller, even though it is a struggle. I played the beginning of this monologue as if Annie had blurted her secret out, without quite meaning to, but as she continues to confess, she relives her memories, pacing - full of emotion, but controlled, in a way. This moment is the turning point in the piece –– the time when Mrs. Keller realizes it is of the utmost importance that Annie be given absolute control over Helen - for if Annie came out of the asylum with such a horrible experience, imagine what would have happened to a deaf and blind child like Helen.
The next key moment in the piece comes after Annie has spent two weeks secluded with Helen - the full amount of time that the Kellers have allowed Annie to have. Annie is absolutely desperate, knowing that if she cannot break through to Helen, Helen will be sent to the asylum - and, in spite of herself, Annie has come to love this strong-willed yet caged child.
This scene took up perhaps half a page of my script; it takes up seven or eight pages in the actual script, simply because all of the blocking was written alongside the dialogue. This scene has Annie constantly running back and forth, grabbing objects, letting Helen feel them while she signs their letters into Helen's hands.
Annie: Water, Helen. This is water. W, a, t, e, r. It has a name. Egg. E, g, g. It has a name. The name stands for the thing. Oh, it's so simple, to explain. Helen, Helen, the chick has to come out of its shell, sometime. You come out too. There's only one way out for you, and it's language - to learn that your fingers can talk. And say anything, anything you can name. This is mug. Mug, m, u, g. Helen, it has a name. It - has - a - name –
If Mrs. Keller reached her breaking point when she realized what the asylum would mean for Helen, then this is Annie's breaking point. This is the moment when she realizes that nothing she has done has helped Helen, and that her failure is dooming Helen to a meaningless existence; and behind all this, still unspoken, is Annie's realization that she has not closed herself off entirely to love, that she does love Helen.
Annie: I don't know how to tell you. Not a soul in the world knows how to tell you, Helen. [She tries reaching out to Helen, but Helen merely pushes her away]. Yes, what's it to me? They're satisfied. Give them back their child, housebroken, everyone's satisfied. But me, and you. [Helen stumbles around the room, reaching out - for understanding, perhaps?] Reach. Reach! I wanted to teach you - oh, everything the earth is full of, Helen, and what we are on it, the light we bring to it and leave behind in words, so not a soul is in darkness. And I know, I know, one word and I can put the world in your hand - and whatever it is to me, I won't take less! How do I tell you that this means a word, and the word means this thing, wool?  F, a, c, e,  face! I know obedience, without understanding is a blindness too - is that all I've wished on you? I don't want you just to obey - I can't - I need more time! [Helen feels her way to a pitcher of water, and mechanically puts her hand into it, just as she's done with Annie before. Annie wearily spells into her hand:] Water. W-a-t-e-r, water. You could say water. You knew what it means. [Helen is weary, too - she grabs the pitcher and dashes it to the floor.] Helen! You will fill this pitcher again! [They make their way to the water pump. Annie pushes Helen's hands under the flow of water:] All right. Water. W, a, t, e, r. Water. It has a - name –
And now, the magic happens. This was an incredibly important moment in the piece, and one that I could have easily ruined. Helen all of a sudden realizes that these seemingly meaningless actions are spelling, that things have names –– and she spells back to her teacher for the first time. In the play, Helen actually speaks: as is mentioned earlier, in the breakfast scene, she used to be able to say “water,” or “wah-wah,” and in this scene, that memory is triggered as Helen painfully pushes those sounds out of her mouth. This moment was very powerful in the play, but more difficult to put into my interp, simply because the moment could have so easily come across as fake. I wanted realism even down to the final seconds of the piece, and so I spent time practicing in front of the mirror, seeing exactly how my face would look, trying to perfect my expressions, my timing, the sounds I had to make. Annie reacts to this in shock, yet this moment, while intense, was quiet. (What is the point of yelling at a deaf child?) In this moment, Annie actually smiles, albeit through tears –– something we have not seen her do at all in this piece. It is just another indication that Annie does, in fact, love this child, as she runs with Helen all over the yard, spelling new words into her hand.
Annie: Yes! Oh, my dear - Ground. Pump. [Annie is caught off guard when Helen grasps at her, wanting to know what she should call Annie. A little hesitantly, Annie responds:] Teacher. Teacher. I, love, Helen. I love Helen.
Here we see the theme (introduced in the beginning of the piece) fulfilled –– Annie voices (or spells, rather) her own love for Helen, and we see that it was Helen, after all, that taught Annie.
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