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CommentarIeS

Rachel KaudeR-Nalebuff

The Birds: a writer learns 

from therapeutic theatre

aN iNvitatioN

I started writing an adaptation of Aristophanes’ The Birds in the spring of 2017. 
It was shortly after the election and I was going through a crisis about making 
theatre. I wanted to abandon the autobiographical play I had been writing 
about people in their 20s learning to cope with breakups and death. I was 
not sure it was interesting to anyone beyond my circle of friends, but I also 
rejected the idea of writing anything that was entertainment. On the other 
end of the spectrum, I had written a play made for a cast of pregnant actors 
that proposed an accessible model for theatre-making, with childcare and flex-
ible rehearsal schedules for the cast based around family and work. Though a 
museum in Los Angeles had supported me, theatres in New York didn’t seem 
to want to take the play on. I felt stuck. So when I received a commission from 
NYU to write a therapeutic play for the Hebrew Home at Riverdale – and I did 
not know what therapeutic theatre was and I had not spent any time in an 
assisted living facility – I said yes.

Over the course of the seven months that I worked with nursing home 
residents to write The Birds, the script evolved to my surprise every week. I did, 
too. This article traces both dramas and how they are intertwined.

10_DTR_4.2_Commentary Kauder Nalebuff_287-294.indd   287 10/1/18   6:34 PM



Rachel Kauder-Nalebuff

288    Drama therapy review

foRgettiNg theatRe

On my first visit to the Hebrew Home, Barbara Kaynan, a resident drama 
therapist and director of the Home’s new theatre group, invited everyone 
to share why they wanted to make a play together. We were in a big circle 
and almost everyone was in a wheelchair. I could see that most people had 
limited dexterity in their hands. I wondered how anyone would be able to 
hold a script. One woman was blind, and a few residents seemed like they 
were asleep. 

A woman named Tina1 shared that she used to be a professional actress 
before she had a family. Sibyl explained that she liked the idea of being some-
one else for an afternoon. Another woman wearing blackout sunglasses 
said she was ‘just here to kill the time’. This seemed to resonate with other 
members of the group. When we got to the end of the circle, a woman asked 
if she could have a monologue and someone else started berating her about 
‘remembering to share’ and then one resident got upset because he hadn’t 
heard anything until now. Though I answered something about my belief in 
theatre as a model for community, I remember thinking: I do not know how I 
will write a play for you, but that is why I am here. I am here to shatter my under-
standing of theatre and who it is built for.

To help everyone hear during our meetings and rehearsals, we asked the 
Hebrew Home to provide microphones for everybody. When we returned to 
the activities room the following week, there was only one microphone. For 
the next six months, as residents spoke, Barbara and I ran around, passing the 
microphone back and forth like a relay race. We created a working method, 
though we often missed the beginning of sentences.

That second session, I asked everyone to share something that they 
knew how to do well. I wanted to get to know the group and also establish  

	 1.	 All	names	have	been	
changed	for	privacy.	

Figure 1: Photo by Rachel Kauder Nalebuff.
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everyone as an expert in their own lives. One woman talked about being great  
at maths, another woman talked about raising a family with morals. But 
several residents said nothing. Afterwards, Barbara shared that, for many resi-
dents, pride is connected to the past and that the past may not be a place that 
they can or want to access. 

But what questions were not, in some way, about the past? Most of my 
go-to interview questions were about memory and remembering our child-
hood selves. But even the ones that seemed to be about the present, like 
‘what do you like to eat?’, evoked a past life in a nursing home context, back 
when people cooked and made daily decisions for themselves. Questions 
were my greatest tool as a writer and researcher, and I suddenly felt like I 
had none.

A session later, as I was testing out some experimental prompts that I 
hoped would ground us more in the present while also including residents 
who were blind, deaf or feeling disoriented, such as delivering a monologue 
from the perspective of an object or sensation in the room, a woman named 
Lorna interrupted. ‘We don’t have time to play games if we’re being serious 
about this play’. ‘Thank you! Yes!’  Tina added.

As I looked around, I noticed there was not an ounce of irony in the 
room. Just people who wanted to work on a play. Their reasons were not the 
ones I was used to hearing – but I saw that they meant them sincerely (they 
wanted to kill the time). They understood their reasons to be in this room. 
Recognizing this dynamic stunned me. It stunned me because it felt so rare 
in own life. 

StaRtiNg the play

Barbara urged me to bring in the play for our next session. I explained that I 
still did not know the group well enough to know what I would be writing. 
Would it be an original play? Would it be a comedy? Would it be based around 
the characters they wanted to play? Barbara walked me through how, in this 
moment, what was needed was a sense of purpose. I needed to bring in a 
purpose, any purpose; it did not matter what it was as much as the fact that 
there was one. Momentum itself would be a therapeutic act.

The following week I brought in an adapted opening scene of The Birds 
by Aristophanes. The play follows the story of two Athenians who leave their 
homes in search for a better city and end up moving in with a flock of birds. 
While absurdist, the play touches profoundly on themes around displacement 
and hierarchy. I was also drawn to adapting something ancient so that every-
one could disagree about what exactly it meant. 

After reading the first scene, our drama group asked me what happened 
next. I told them they would have to wait until next week. I adapted the follow-
ing scene in response to what it seemed like the room wanted to play with. This 
Shahrazad dynamic continued  for months until the play was fully adapted.

As we approached production, we started warming up by ‘getting into our 
bird bodies’. Since most members of the group were in wheelchairs, we used just 
our arms. Hanna Rosenberg, an intern from NYU, created a meditation for the 
group, during which we imagined the sun rising and shaking dew off our wings. 
This was exactly the kind of exercise I had imagined drama therapy to look like. 
But the residents knew more than anyone how silly this was – and how to be silly 
with grace. Most members of our group had had children and grandchildren and 
even great-grandchildren. They flapped their wings like practiced chickens and 
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baby birds. They cooed without self-consciousness. Though I was there to teach 
them about theatre, I was learning from them about play.

There was a turning point one session, when several residents had not 
arrived and one resident had to pee, but her transportation assistance was 
delayed. For liability reasons, we were not allowed to assist her to go to the 
restroom, so we all had to wait. It was hard not to worry about the late resi-
dents and wonder what had happened. As a group, we were trying to distract 
ourselves by imagining, if we were birds, what we would see ‘down in the 
view below’. In the middle of this exercise, our one microphone disconnected 
and Tina snapped. ‘HOW ARE WE GONNA PUT ON THIS PLAY WHEN WE 
CAN’T EVEN GET A MICROPHONE TO WORK!’

Barbara focused everyone’s attention to the middle of the room. ‘I want us 
to all look towards the centre of this circle and imagine the thing that we need 
right now’ she said. ‘It’s right there. Now I want us to reach in. And grab it. And 
hold it to our chest’. We clenched our fists as if we were really gripping some-
thing. The room breathed. And over a few breathes, people seemed to absorb 
whatever they were holding. I felt it, too. 

Another session, I walked into our group and everything felt different. 
Someone had died and no one needed to say it. Just the fact that we were 
meeting and that the group had something to do that day was enough. 

WRitiNg iN the pReSeNt 

After this loss, I shifted from being production oriented to session oriented. 
What was the use when it was unknown who would be here in the fall, or 
next month, or next week? As a writer, I was taught to write for an audience of 
strangers in the future. But what about writing for the people I care about in 
front of me right now? I started tracking moments when the present seeped in 
and shifted the course of the writing. 

It started right away because Tina, who had loved this man and lived as his 
partner for over a decade, asked if she could write a poem about their rela-
tionship to include in the play. 

It happened again when, as we approached the end of Aristophanes’ play, 
the group kept improvising made-up endings to the scenes that made the 
play more uplifting and simple (‘and everyone figured it out!’). We did not 
correct them. Those endings were what was needed for that day. We could get 
to more complicated endings another week. 

It happened another session when Steve, a retired opera singer who 
breathed through an oxygen tank, cast himself as The Vulture. This character 
did not previously exist in the script. But when he growled and took his typi-
cally raspy breath in character, everyone suddenly laughed about what had 
previously seemed unspeakable. The Vulture became a major character in the 
play.

It happened when Tina brought in her poem but it was in rhyme, unlike 
the rest of the play, and I could not edit a word of her writing. I ended up 
editing the rest of the play to rhyme, but then all the other residents got upset 
about missing their old lines. So the play became a patchwork. 

Over the course of our time together, I came to see the patchwork less 
and less as an issue. There was a formal consistency, the invisible structure of 
which was desire. People played the birds they were drawn to and spoke the 
way they wanted to speak. 

One regular member of our group, Celine, had largely stayed silent during 
our sessions, except to occasionally say the word ‘no’ when it was her turn to 
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participate. When we checked to make sure she wanted to be in the perfor-
mance, she said ‘no’ again. Since she had come to every meeting, we nudged 
her.

‘Why don’t you want to be in the play?’

‘Because I’m lost.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘When the Vulture talks, I feel like the Vulture. When the Peacock talks, I 
feel like the Peacock.’

‘So you feel that it’s not right for you to be just one role?’

‘That’s right. That’s why I can’t be in a play.’

Barbara and I talked this through. What if Celine played a bird who was flexi-
ble, who could be whatever bird she related to in the moment? This bird could 
be called ‘The Everything Bird’, we proposed, explaining that this character 
could be onstage, embodying through gesture whatever line she related to 
in the moment ‘How would you feel about that?’ For the first time in eight 
months, Celine said ‘Yes’.

During this process, I returned to artist Park McArthur’s (Palmer 2015) 
writing on flipping the switch on ‘accommodating disability’. What if instead 
of ‘accomodating disability’, she proposes, we stop ‘accommodating’ able-ism 
and stop centring able-ist frames of mind? Would there be less self-censorship 
like Celine’s in nursing homes? I had learned that Celine’s husband continu-
ally shamed her whenever she repeated questions. Her anxiety around trying 
not to seem lost, I imagined, only made things worse. In our drama group, 
we tried to reframe Celine’s cognitive ‘loss’ as a gain in theatrical sensitivity. 

Figure 2: Photo by Rachel Kauder Nalebuff.
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Celine’s ability to fluidly switch roles spoke to the group’s recurring desire 
to feel less boxed in, more dynamic, and able to surprise themselves. At the 
same time that her state was painful, could we talk about it as also offering 
understanding on the possibilities for empathy? Celine showed me what I had 
encountered only in feminist theory, that if we are open, we can see that we 
contain a multiplicity of personalities within ourselves. We are so much less 
rigid than we think.

As performances approached, one resident, Rose, felt nervous about 
participating because she was struggling to see the script. Barbara reminded 
her that she would have someone onstage to whisper lines to her. I told her 
that the lines she had been improvising, instead of reading what was on the 
page, were even  better than what I’d written. Though I meant this sincerely, 
my tone of voice was high-pitched, like I was talking to a child. Later in the 
conversation, Rose asked me where I lived. She used to work for New York’s 
housing authority, she explained, and she helped zone many buildings near 
my apartment as artist housing. ‘Affordable housing is so important. If I could 
still see and walk up stairs, I would still be doing this work.’ I realized I was 
only starting to learn how to listen. 

When multiple performers needed someone to help them read lines, 
I made characters for the onstage aids. I wanted their presence to be 
explicit so they became ‘Messenger Birds’ that characters called out to. At 
least in the context of our show, depending on assistance could be nothing  
to hide.

During our first show, it took ten minutes for everyone to be wheeled 
onstage. No one was in a rush and the audience had to recalibrate to be on 
the performers’ sense of time. It felt like we were meeting the performers 
where they were. This alone led people in the audience to start crying. 

Figure 3: Photo by Hebrew Home at Riverdale.

10_DTR_4.2_Commentary Kauder Nalebuff_287-294.indd   292 10/1/18   6:34 PM



The Birds

www.intellectbooks.com    293

During another show, Lorna, who played the Gods, improvised around 
Sallie, who kept losing her place in the script. Lorna made up lines that kept 
Sallie on track – and you could barely tell that she was lost. The group enacted 
small gestures of care like this for one another. No one drew attention to 
them. But I saw it and Barbara saw it and Kate, our other director saw, too. 
All the Messenger Birds, who were reading along with the script saw it. I cried 
every time I saw this kind of quiet kindness. 

One night, the show received particularly thunderous applause. The 
performers stayed seated in their wheelchairs and raised their arms for a second 
bow. Celine had her mouth open in what seemed like shock. I went right up to 
her to congratulate her and we had our first entirely lucid conversation.

‘My friends were inspired by the Everything Bird, did you know? They 
told me that that was what the adaptation was about. The idea that we 
all have a community within ourselves.’

‘Well the Greeks knew that.’

‘What did they know?’

‘That nothing is simple.’

After the run was over, we had a post-mortem. We mourned the play like we 
were mourning a person. ‘Let’s not be sad about how it’s over, let’s remember 
how much we got out of it’, said Tina. ‘Everyone knows who I am in the home 
now’, Don, who played a lovebird, said. ‘There will be a drama group after 
us and a drama group after them and that’s just how it is’, said Evelyn, who 
played our penguin. ‘And maybe some of us will be in it, maybe some of us 
won’t’. It felt heavy in the room, but also honest. We were talking about the 
show but we knew what we were really facing was life. 

In therapeutic theatre, this is the dance. The play and right now. Right now 
and the play. As a writer oriented towards ink on the page, this approach is 
torturous. It means having a vision and also a willingness to abandon it. In 
the rehearsal room, it means having visible confidence but little ego. Why 
do this dance? Because it opens up the possibility of writing with others. I 
have always thought of writing as lonely. Sometimes I want this loneliness. 
Sometimes, I turn to theatre because writing can then lead to the communal 
experience of a production. In therapeutic drama, I feel these two experiences 
collapse. Writing itself becomes a form of play.
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