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“The Wall” was an original NTID theatre production performed in 1975, just 10 years after the college 
was established. The play was put on for the NTID community and for various community groups 
throughout Rochester. The cast was later given the opportunity to tour, leading them to perform in 
Maryland, New Jersey, Washington D.C., and Michigan. The show was created by seven students 
attending NTID: Paul Johnston, Bob Audette, Joe Gonzales, Cathy Meek, Kat Burland, Mark Suffridge, 
and Ron Swartz. Directed by Jerome J. Cushman, “The Wall” is a combination of each of the cast 
members’ Deaf experiences put “together into a powerful statement about a deaf ‘Everyman’ character 
[it] depicts the loneliness, humor frustration, and pain of people who cannot communicate with one 
another, of deaf people in a hearing world. It dramatically portrays the deep emotion and love that can 
occur when people let their emotions break through the wall of apathy and indifference to discover their 
own ability to communicate and relate to the world around them.” The main character, played by Paul 
Johnston, plays a character who “goes from childhood to the adult world trying to cope with his 
deafness.”  
 
The show is performed using mime, sign language, and speech. This play features themes of 
affirmation and is a “small biography of deaf life.” One of the show’s performers, Ron Swartz, 
commented that the play brought a glimpse of the Deaf world to people who had never had any contact 
with the handicap before [and] explains that the emotion the play evokes is the single most powerful 
force that can break through the wall of man's separation from man.” It is interesting to see the language 
that is used to describe Deaf people, because being deaf is seen only as a physical and linguistic 
obstacle that needs to be overcome, rather than associating it with the vibrant culture, language, and 
community. 
 



We selected “The Wall” because we all have an interest in Deaf theatre and the history behind it. We 
wanted to see how NTID theatre productions have evolved over time as well as some of the techniques 
the performers use that differ from a hearing theatre production. Some specific items we would like the 
archives to put on display are photos from the rehearsals and the final show, the playbill, and the 
promotional poster. This is an important item to have in the Deaf Studies Archives because it signifies 
how the arts can be used to demonstrate the Deaf experience as well as the fact that the Deaf 
experience is unique to each individual. 
 

	

	
	

	

	 	 	

 
1. https://digitalarchive.rit.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/1850/18705/NTIDFocus-1975-07.pdf?sequence=1 

 
 


