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“I weave in and out of the strange clouds, hidden in my tiny cockpit, submerged, alone, on the

magnitude of this weird, unhuman space, venturing where man has never been, perhaps never

meant to go.” – Charles Lindbergh, The Spirit of St. Louis.

WINGS at The Beck Center for the Arts explores that space – the space of the aviator’s sky, and the

space of the human mind. The Arthur Kopit play explores the mind of Emily Stilson, a former wing-

walker who experiences a life-changing stroke. The journey from the onset of Emily’s stroke through

her recovery process is dark, frustrating and enlightening.

Author Arthur Kopit (whose other works include Chamber Music, Oh Dad, Poor Dad, Mama's Hung

You in the Closet and I'm Feelin' So Sad and Nine) wrote Wings while caring for his father, who was

recovering from a stroke. Kopit’s father was suffering from a speech and language disorder called

aphasia, which is the same affliction suffered by his character of Emily Stilson. The character of Emily,

though, was based on another stroke patient that was in the same rehab facility. Kopit was impressed

with this woman’s aviatrix past and her spirit to recover from her ordeal.

Emily’s reference to her own brain as “it” is heartbreaking, and it shows the struggle with her own

mind. She is trapped in a reality that does not allow her words to come out in the way that they
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originate in her own head. She fights to find words, and fights to make sense of her own rambling

sentences.

The doctors and people around Emily move her through the initial stroke, and a kind therapist named

Amy works her through the difficult rehabilitation process. Throughout the piece, the audience gets a

glimpse into her past as a wing-walker as she recalls the excitement of walking out onto the wings of

a plane. We experience her joy and gutsy courage in her recollections of flying upside down and in

defying gravity. It is not just a play about the mind of a stroke patient, it is a celebration of aviation and

the freedom of flight.

Emily Stilson is played by Cleveland theater legend, Dorothy Silver. Silver is stunning in this role –

she is onstage for the entire 90 minutes, and you cannot take your eyes off her. Her performance is

engaging, touching, thought-provoking and mesmerizing. Her portrayal makes you feel her confusion,

experience her aggravation, and celebrate her personal victories. Her presentation of a gentle yet

feisty former aviator forces one to face the human inevitability of illness and possible death. This role

is a testament to the excellence of the mature actress – Dorothy Silver embodies this.

Silver is surrounded by an able cast. Derdriu Ring appears as the patient, positive therapist. Her

performance is steady and encouraging. Robert Hawkes and Anne McEvoy play her never-give-up

doctors. The Ensemble consists of Patrick Carroll, Rhoda Rosen, Bob Abelman, Danielle Shepherd

and Jeremy Jenkins. All provide the environmental feel of the hustle and bustle of a hospital and

rehabilitation clinic. As a group, the cast works well together for the most part. The group session

pace is a bit slow, but perhaps will pick up a bit as the run progresses. Overall, though, the

performance is riveting.

It is wonderful to see a show back in the Studio Theater, which has been closed for a year. The new

renovations have replaced the seats, which were previously ripped and soaked with fake blood from

the long run of Evil Dead the Musical, the last show to appear in the space. Added rows and new

upholstery is accompanied by a clean, freshly-painted floor and walls. You’d never know the theater

had been previously taken over by zombies.

Wings runs 90 minutes with no intermission. The time passes quickly and, because of the engrossing

performances, one leaves the theater without realizing that 90 minutes has passed at all. The end

comes quickly and then leaves the audience a bit open-ended, thinking that the show may continue.

Perhaps this is Kopit’s point – to leave us waiting for more, to move toward what’s next and to drive

us back to our lives looking for our own "wings".

Wings is directed by Sarah May and features the scenic design of Don McBride, sound design of

Richard B. Ingraham, lighting design of Trad A. Burns and costume design of Dana Romeo. Reuben

Silver served as the Artistic Advisor.

The show runs now through November 7, 2010 in the newly-renovated Studio Theater of the Beck

Center. For tickets, call the Beck Center box office at 216-521-2540, ext. 10, or purchase seats online
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at www.beckcenter.org. Beck Center is located at 17801 Detroit Avenue in Lakewood, just ten

minutes west of downtown Cleveland. Free onsite parking is available.

Slideshow photos courtesy of Kathy Sandham.
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