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Cancer, heart attack, Lou Gehrig’s disease, Alzheimer’s, AIDS, stroke.  Choose one, if you dare.  Each has the awful power to strip away that which makes us human, either through pain or diminution of capability.  Each, in its extreme, will reduce a vital, vibrant person to a state of total dependence and isolation.  And each of us is liable to fall prey to any of these life threats with any tick of the clock.

Thus opens “Wings,” at Bas Bleu Theatre Company:  On a bare stage with a black background, we see a woman of “a certain age,” well-coiffed, well-dressed, seated in a comfortable chair, reading by the light of a standing lamp to her right, and with a small table with a ship’s clock to her left.  The lights fade and the sound of the clock rises – tick, tock, tick, tock, and suddenly there’s a skipped beat.  The sound resumes only to break once again.  Is this her heart?  The clock?  The time of her life?  And suddenly, she screams in pain, goes rigid and we are left in the dark, literally and figuratively.

When the scene reopens we see a medical team “working on her,” but the gurney is empty of Emily Stilson’s body.  She is dressed, standing, although limping and dangling a useless right arm, and we know that the stroke she suffered has not killed her – yet.  

From that point, for the next 75 agonizing minutes, we witness Emily’s journey from a happily retired barnstorming, wing-walking adventuress, to an invalid struggling to make contact with the world that has been shuttered away from her by the malfunction of her brain.  Her war with words is epic.  She cannot speak what she hears; she cannot hear what she speaks; she cannot understand what is spoken to her; she cannot make those speaking to her understand what she is saying.  She says so sadly, “I’m too far away.”

Were Arthur Kopit, the playwright, a lesser talent, he might have made Emily a token of either cloying sympathy or ill-advised humor, but in his genius, he lets Emily speak to us, flaws and all, and he sometimes clears the mist from the mirror and lets us into Emily’s interior world.  It is there that she learns to rephrase ordinary sentiments, so that we understand her agony and frustration and optimism and fatalism.  In a speech rivaled only by Hamlet’s “Soliloquy,” Emily expresses the lure of death and her simultaneous fear of it and desire for it.   

However, the trouble with trying to capture this performance of Emily by Wendy Ishii on paper is that the reader is deprived of the sight and sound of Ms. Ishii’s main tools of her trade – her face and her voice.   In a portrayal that never shrinks from truth, Ms. Ishii plays pain and anguish and hope and reminiscence that is as nuanced and complex as any I’ve ever seen on stage.   Using her beautiful and facile face and dynamic vocal range, Ms. Ishii holds us in the palm of her hand and carries us through a landscape of terror we hope never to experience ourselves all the while realizing that it is all too terribly possible.  

Robert Braddy has directed the play with the great skill and artistry that is necessary to complement Ms. Ishii’s glorious portrayal.  He peopled the stage with supporting actors who were disciplined and properly understated, especially Amy Hochevar, Arin Baum and Nick Cooper, the “shifters,” whose responsibility was to move door-like panels with great precision in order to construct and deconstruct what might well be the walls of Emily’s mind, expanding and contracting, reflecting and hiding.  Rich Hicks as fellow patent, Billy, and Nancy Patton and Joy Sandford as Amy and Mrs. Timmins respectively, diligently enhanced the action.  

Mr. Braddy and his technical crew created the properly enigmatic backdrop for this mystery of the mind.  Michael Gorgan’s appropriately minimal set and properties, Brian Miller’s exquisite and subtle lighting, Walton Jones’s and Annaleigh Timmerman’s effective sound, Ann-Marie Phalen-Hartman’s well-executed costumes, and Eleanor VanDeusen’s precise and balletic choreography combined to augment and not detract one whit from what might well be the performance of the year by Ms. Ishii for Bas Bleu. 
