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Susan Nussbaum and her father and director, Mike, at work on a scene from her one-woman show, “Mishuganismo.”

Real-life drama

A hard-won father-daughter collaboration

finally comes to frultl(on onstage

. By Jessica Seigel

nder the bright lights on center stage; ,

Susan Nussbaum is rehearsing the sec-
tion of her one-woman show where
she compares the absurdity of a “Star
Trek” convention to the failures of the

socialist Left in conservauve times.

“You have to energize,” director Mike
Nussbaum, who is also her father, shouts
from the dimness of the theater hall,

“Energize? I can understand that from the
‘Star Trek’ show,” Susan wisecracks back
from the stage. “It’s frightening how you
use that word,

Chuckles all around. She repeats the
scene.

Silence.

Things are ing to look iffy for this
passage of her monologue show,
Mishuganismo,” which opens Sunday at

the Remains Theatre.
Her 68-year-old father, a veteran actor
and director, stands up and walks to the

table that is the sole of scenery He
moves in close to to his 38-year-old
daughter, an actress and playwnght

His manner is diplomatic: “I have a
feeling the whole Capt. Picard thing is a

‘How objective
can a father be with a
daughter? But | try.’

—Mike Nussbaum on directing
Susan Nussbaum

sidetrack that isn’t working.”

“I hate to say it, but you're nght Dad,”
Susan says. “Ow. Pain

This is their first collabonmon When they

vbegan workmg together in the fall, she

ut up more of a fight, But now
fai er and ughter have a smooth working
relatlonslup
“Pm going to cut it right now, she says.
“I’'m cutting it. I'm cutting it.”

She takes out a pencil and draws a big

r

“X” across the passage.

“You’r¢ a courageous person,” her dad
tells her, with some good-natured teasing.

“I know,” she says.

mmlll’lbo tio! pposed to ha

r collaboration was sy to have
happened 14 years ago. But a freak auto
accident interrupted that opportunity.

. Susan was walking on the sidewalk to act-

ing class at the Theatre school
when a car hit her after jumping the curb.
The impact severed her spinal chord,
leaving her q uadnplerc with no use of her
legs and partial use of her hands,

Just weeks before, her father had cast her
in “Uncommon Women” at the now-de-
funce::! ?_t thChOIBt; Theater. Despflte his
mixed feelings at the appearance of nepo-
tism, he felt she was clearly the best actress
for the part of Rita.

“Rita is a foul-mouthed independent
rebel,” he said. “She wouldn’t have had to
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stretch to play the character.”

Susan would never take that
Lolc. The show went on without

er.

Those were tough times for the
close-knit Nussbaum family, which
includes brother Jack, a social
worker, and sister Karen, who
founded 9 to 5, the national work-
ing women’s organization. Their
mother, Annette, is a public-rela-
tions specialist and emotional cen-
ter of the family.

After her accident, Susan con-

templated suicide. She moved

back home and learned to use an
electric wheelchair. Life did not re-
semble “The Waltons.”

“There just wasn’t room enough
in the world for a person as angry
as I was and as angry as [my

father] was,” she said. “It" took a°’
while. I got over it. It was.a ques-

tion of gettiﬁ my life back togeth-

er. He pushed me to see that
to get the hell out of there.”
Wild days

Finding her way into the dis-
abled-rights movement was an im-
portant step. The activists proved
to her that stereo! .about the
helplessness of people with disabil-
ities were all wrong.

Before that, Susan sa;i‘s, “I
thought I was doomed. ... Then I
learned it was a lie. You can have
your own apartment, you can have
m »

X
Susan began to take back her in-
dependence. She got her own
place and became active in the
leftist and disabled-rights
movements. She was arrested in
protest marches and traveled to
Cuba. Those experiences would all
become grist for the humor mill in
“Mishuganismo.”

She began writing and acting in
her own plays, such as the ac-
claimed “Staring Back” at Second
City E.T.C. in 1984 and “The
Plucky and Spunky Show” at the
Remains last season.

The wheelchair has limited her
choice of traditional theatrical
roles, but she has had opportuni-
ties, Chicago Tribune critic Rich-
ard Christiansen called her “ex-
quisite delivery” as Gertrude Stein
in “She Always Said, Pablo” a
highlight of the 1987 Goodman
Theatre show, directed by Frank
Galati. More recent parts have
been in “Reckless” at the Step-
penwolf and “Enemy of the Peo-
ple” at the Northlight.

Susan wanted to be an actress
since she was a little girl who
spent a lot of time in dressing
rooms, waiting for her father.
Those were wild days in the early
1960s, when her father exchanged
his exterminating business for the
stage life, emba

1‘115 on a prolific
30-year acting and directing ca-
reer.

His 15-year association with
David Mamet has included roles
in such plays as “Glen Glen
Ross” in Chicago and New York,

and film parts in “House of

Games” and “Things Change.”
His long list of directing credits
includes the hit “American Buffa-
lo” at the Remains last season.

Spiritual father

In the course of his career, Mike
Nussbaum has been called a spiri-
tual father to a generation of local
actors, But the spiritual fathership
that matters most is fathering
along “Mishuganismo” with his
daughter, -

“Pm more than just happy,”
Mike said. “I've had an o i-
ty to do this with and for Susan.

Susan Nussbaum (¢
Always Said, Pablo.

center) as Gertrude Stein in the Goodman Theatre's 1987
Critic Richard Christiansen praised her “exquisite delivery” of Stein's words.

roduction of “She

Pm no spring chicken, and who
knows how long I'll be able to do
it. This is very important in my
stage of life.”

During a lunch break, father and
daughter sat at the table at center
stage discussing their work togeth-
er. For the first time, Susan says,
she has developed a truly profes-
sional relationship with her father.

“I learn’ every day. It’s a real
rich experience to be working with
a great director,” she said,
pausing. The experience goes be-
ond that. “I mean, he’s my
ather.”

Mike tended to stay out of
Susan’s work with other directors.
Yet all the time, he searched for a
play they could do together.

Last summer, he began encour-
aging Susan to put together a
monologue from the long letters
she has written over the mrs.
Family members found the TS
so entertaining that they have fre-
quently read aloud her tales about
navigating protest marches and
love affairs in a wheelchair,

Mike began selecting material
from 200 paies of letters, using a
short story she wrote as the dra-
matic theme. In the short story
and the monologue, Susan iden-
tifies a phenomenon she calls

‘When | see her work in
the rehearsal process,
I'm looking at an
actress who’s unrelated
to me. On the other
hand, when she’s good,
| get tears in my eyes.’
—Mike Nussbaum

“Mishuganismo” (combining the
Yiddish word for nutty with a
Spanish suffix). The syndrome de-
scribes what happens when a
Jewish woman falls hopelessly in
love with a Latin man.

In that sense, her one-woman
show is a love story.

“ ‘Mishuganismo’ spoke to
Susan in a way her activism did
not,” her father said. “It was hu-
morous and vulnerable.”

Women easily recognize the syn-
drome., “E dy comes up to
me and says, ‘I didn’t know there
was a name for it.’ It's a seri-
ous widespread disease,” Susan

said. “It will be really bad if Latin
men figure it out. TKey'm already

Over the summer and through
the fall, father and daughter la-
bored to weave together the mon-
ologue. They began rehearsing two
or three hours a week in her
North Side apartment. In Septem-
ber they held a private reading at
the Remains Theatre to attract a
producer.

Fair game

Larry Sloan, the theater’s artistic
director, said he took on the play
because it was funny and multi-
leveled. The first one person show
at the Remains, “Mishuganismo,”
Sloan said, follows in the tradition
of autobiographical monologues
by pla: t-actors like Spalding

Tay

Watching the Nussbaums work
together has its amusements,
Sloan said, He recalled one rehear-
sal in which Mike began eating a
cookie. Susan sto%ped acting to
ask him why he hadn’t brought
her one too. He said that she
hadn’t brought him any of her
food the other day. She shrugged
and continued.

It was almost a moment of
shtick. There are so many. All is
fair game for humor in the
NussbaF hum fa:imlly.

ather and daughter said they
were not squeamisﬁh about sections
of the monologue that make light
of personal aspects of her sex life.
Most daughters would not like to
discuss such details with their
fathers. But Mike said he’d heard
it all before, since it came from
her letters.

“Susan has always been very ver-
bal from infancy, Her private life
was less private than most. It did
not come as news to me,” he said.
“I have no problem dealing with
women about sensitive sexual
matters—on stage.”

Susan adds her own view on this
sensitive material: “I think the his-
m of sex abuse in the family

ly helped us with that, It's just
ﬁi“:hn‘sﬂ'l'm it's out in the open

e this,

The two manage to keep stml’ﬂt
faces just longrcnough to make
ou wonder, Then they giggle,

owing the joke worked.

Such irreverence underlies much
of Susan’s work. She calls her ap-
roach to disabilities “crip
umor.” It’s a kind of inside
humor that makes fun of subjects
others might feel are out of
bounds,

But her monologue is not ex-
actly one long W, with
the funny' passages come many

that are poignant.

In rehearsal, Mike asks for a
more somber interpretation in a
scene about unrequited love.

“Remember, Sue, this is a mo-
ment of heartbreak,” he tells her.

“Well, yes and no,” she re-
sponds. Then she thinks about it.
‘ugl(. I guess I owe it to admit

t-”

No sentimentality

The “heartbreak” is a subject
Susan will only on her own
terms, when she has to discuss it
at all. Sitting at the table dunnﬁ
the interview, she doesn’t hol
back as she emphasizes how much
she hates sentimentalizing.

Phrases like “shattered dreams,”
“struggling back” or “confined to
a wheelchair” infuriate her, she
said, insisting that this story avoid
such cliches.

Later her father is asked was she
always so, well, um. . ..

“Abrasive?” Mike says.

Yes.

“She’s very sensitive that her life
not be only about the wheelchair,”
he says.

In rehearsal, she re%eatedl‘y runs
through the scene about “heart-
break,” each time with new direc-
tion from her father.

“You’re rushing,” he tells her.

She looks momentarily doubtful.

“Trust me. Trust me, We can
always speed it up later.”

“OK, OK, OK.”

Finally Mike looks pleased.

“I try to_be as objective as I can
be,” he said later, “How objective
can a father be with a daughter?
But I try, When I see her work in
the rehearsal process, I'm looking
at an actress who’s unrelated to
me. On the other hand, when she’s
good, I get tears in my eyes.”

Their collaboration has been
deeply mnfym_g to both

“At the beginning,” said mom
Annette, “we didn’t know how it
would work out, and it's worked
out better than we ever imagined.”

These are good days,

“This is a yardstick. It’s remark-
able how far we've come—" Susan
said, cutting herself off in mid-sen-
tence, refusing to broach that
boring old “heartbreak” stuff,
“This 15 just what [ wanted to do,”
she continued, now upbeat and
earnest, “I'm a one-woman show.
My dad is directing me. You can’t
be .+ ’'m savoring every mo-
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impossible.”
[
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ment.”
'y



