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Abstract

In Disability Studies and the Vancouver Opera's O Mce and
Men, the author analyzes disability representation, revision
and erasure in John Steinbeck's novella, O Mce and Men
Carlisle Floyd' s opera score, and the Vancouver Opera's 2002
production. She argues that the attenpt to rewite the
central character Lennie as nerely a netaphor |eaves a
social and aesthetic gap that is underscored by a
performer's attenpt to enbody the role.
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Conposer Carlisle Floyd, better known for Susannah (1955), a
standard of contenporary opera repertoire, wote the opera O
M ce and Men (1970) as a conmmi ssion from Kurt Herbert Adler
t hrough the Ford Foundati on conmm ssioning program Though Adl er
had asked for sonething of Steinbeck's, the choice to transform
O Mce and Men was Floyd's and that text, "of all Steinbeck's
novels...was the only one that had not cone up for discussion”
with Adler and his staff (Floyd "The Creation” 18). | wote the
first version of this paper also as a conm ssion froma canpus
di scussi on group who met prior to opera productions in Vancouver
- though in nmy case the topic was assigned. The organi zer asked
me to di scuss the upcom ng Vancouver opera production of Floyd's
O Mce and Men in relation to disability studies.

For those unfamiliar with the plot, O Mce and Men presents
two itinerant workers trying to get by during the depression.
They have had to flee their nmpst recent positions because Lennie
Small, a very large man with an intellectual disability, has
m sunder stood his own strength and assaulted a young woman. His
friend, George MIton, has prom sed to take care of Lennie, and
so the two rush to a new job with hopes of nmking enough noney to
buy a plot of land together and be able to live out their
Anmerican dream They try yet again to fit into another ranch hand
comunity, but Lennie lets his strength get the better of him
once nore and this time inadvertently nurders the boss's wife.

Rat her than surrender himto the authorities to be hung, George
chooses to execute Lennie with a gun at close range, all the
whil e pretending to encourage their dreamof living off the |and



t oget her.

My oral presentation about the need to understand the
conplexities of disability representation and to think of Lennie
as nore than nerely figurative net a polite and perhaps
t houghtful silence. That is to say, nobody told ne directly that
they thought the topic of disability was irrelevant or frivol ous,
but nobody engaged with any of the points that | nade either. The
representative of the Vancouver opera conpany, who presented
| ast, seened nost concerned that this group of potential patrons
not be frightened off by the contenporary tonality of the opera
and inmplored us to hear how "nel odic" Lennie's opening aria is.
It is nelodic indeed, but the sense of threat that creeps into
t he acconpani ment is, perhaps, the nost clever innovation on
Floyd's part to prepare the audi ence, alnobst cinematically, for
the danger that Lennie will pose.

| left the colloquiumfrustrated that nmy efforts appeared
wasted and was even nore di sappointed to overhear one attendee
j oke to a laughing, but hopefully unconfortable colleague: "You
want to talk about disability and literature, what about
Caliban?" | still regret not having nade nmy |urking presence
known in order to ask what connections he perceived between
Shakespeare's nonster, Caliban, and Lennie. The comrent seens,
nostly, to dismiss the possibility of understanding Lennie as
nore than nerely a netaphor for a depression-era, hopel ess
Ameri can dream

Lenni e as representative of a person with a disability was
ei t her dangerous or sinply funny. However, | was considerably
heartened when | later ran into another attendee who had
subsequently seen the opera production. After sonme di sm ssal of
the opera's rather thin score, he told nme that he reckoned
privileged patrons of the opera would | eave the hall even nore
frightened of people with disabilities than they had been
previous to the performance. He al so noted the intense irony of
the location of the theatre in a poor downtown area. The
aest hetici zati on of poverty and the attenpt to aestheticize away
disability struck a chord. To ne, this denpbnstrates the powerful
failure when a nmetaphor strains to be nmerely figurative and |ived
experience intervenes. Despite their best combined efforts to
reduce himto a straightforward synbol, conposer Carlisle Floyd
and perfornmer Ross Neill's Lennie appeared as an artistic
presentation of a human being, disabled in a powerful, but
somehow unr epresent abl e way.

Though it is rarely transcribed in historical accounts,

di sability appears throughout the Western literary tradition, if
not literary criticism As David Mtchell and Sharon Snyder
explain in Narrative Prosthesis: Disability and the Dependencies
of Discourse, "disability pervades literary narrative, first, as
a stock feature of characterization and, second, as an

opportuni stic netaphorical device" (47). Consequently, disability
scholars often turn to literary texts to discern socia
under st andi ngs of disability not apparent from other

hi st ori ographi cal records.

However, though overtly "about" disability, Steinbeck's
novella Of Mce and Men (1937) has |l argely escaped notice in the
energing field of disability studies, likely because of its
sinmple noral lesson that leaves little roomfor conplex analysis.
Perhaps the text could lead to a small debate over whether or not



the character of Lennie is a positive or a negative depiction of
a person with a disability but, even if resolved, such a

di scussion does not stand to offer nmuch to scholars conmitted to
reconfiguring disability.

The novel | a does not provide an especially rich exanple of
the place of disability in the cultural record, neither in the
central character of Lennie nor in the peripheral figures of the
"stoop-shoul dered ol d man" Candy and the "crooked backed" Crooks
(20, 21). The depictions encourage the reading of characters with
disabilities as "opportunistic nmetaphors,” as Mtchell and Snyder
express it, an interpretati on beyond which disability scholars
aimto nove. For these reasons, the novella has received only
cursory nention within the key disability studies texts, in a
list of works that exenplify what disability "l essons" "infuse
U.S. Educational curricula, the contenporary literary canon, and
filmhistory" (167).

Further, in adapting the text not just for stage (as
St ei nbeck hinmsel f had done), but also for opera stage, Floyd
openly and of fensively chooses to avoid issues of disability,
attenpting to elimnate the possibility of reading Lennie as
anyt hing but a netaphor or a child-man. Even nore so than the
novel la, this operatic version becones a story about the death of
the American dreamrather than about the nurder of a young woman
and, consequently, the execution of a man with a disability.

For the initial presentation, | was asked to speak about the
opera through the lens of disability studies, and doing so
presented the challenge of reading |lack of, or at |east |acking,
representation as significant. Nonethel ess, both Steinbeck's
novel | a and Floyd's opera offer veiled depictions of disability
(the latter perhaps inadvertently) that, though not substanti al
do speak to the larger cultural stakes always involved in
disability representation. As Rosemarie Garland Thonson expl ai ns
(in "The Beauty and the Freak," 2000) the new disability studies
is as concerned with understanding cultural representation as
with fathonmng the |ived experience of disability:

This new critical perspective conceptualizes disability as a
representational systemrather than a nedical problem a

di scursive construction rather than a personal m sfortune or
a bodily flaw, and a subject appropriate for w de-ranging
cultural analysis within the humanities i nstead of an
applied field within nmedicine, rehabilitation, or socia
work. ... Such an approach focuses its analysis, then, on
how di sability is inmagined, specifically on the figures and
narratives that conprise the cultural context in which we
know oursel ves and one another. (181)

In Steinbeck's text and, to a greater degree, in Floyd s,
disability is virtually inmagi ned away. Steinbeck's novella, and
especially Floyd's revision, raise the question of what to do
when disability is deliberately witten out of a representationa
system | eaving a gap that is both social and, | would argue,
aesthetic. Further, the transformation fromnovella into opera
conplicates the attenpted erasure of disability since it involves
an increased reliance on the body of the perforner to convey
character as sinply netaphor, which is Floyd's aim

In rethinking the opera and the context of the response to



my original colloquiumpresentation, | contend that the stated
attenpt by Floyd to dimnish the inpact of disability is undercut
by the inevitable intervention of a performer's body in any
production of the opera. Further, the audience response to the
uneasy fit of the able-bodied actor attenpting to portray or deny
the disability of a character is ultinmately uncontroll able.

| propose that the plot that contains Lennie disappoints
disability scholars precisely because it contains him It fits
into an all-too-famliar pattern of incurable disability |eading
to tragic yet justifiable death (conventional narrative options
for characters with disabilities tend to be "cure" or "death" -
think of Richard Ill, Tiny Tim and Ahab). Steinbeck's
descriptions of Lennie do fit stereotypes that are deneaning,
dehunmni zi ng, and denigrating. He is consistently described as
simlar to animals: "a huge man, shapeless of face, with |arge,
pal e eyes, with w de, sloping shoulders; and he wal ked heavily,
dragging his feet a little the way a bear drags his paws. His
arnms did not swing at his sides, but hung | ocosely" (2).

As the novella progresses, the conparisons to aninmals are
increasingly sinister, rendering himnot just animalistic, but
al so savage. He is described as "a terrier who doesn't want to
bring a ball to its master"” (9), as "strong as a bull" (24), and
his novenments are as silent "as a creeping bear noves" (110). But
this is nore than an observation that the problemwth
St ei nbeck's novella is that the representation of disability is
negative. Rather, with recourse to a degree of subtlety that
Floyd | ater attenpts to eradicate, Steinbeck draws on sinmle to
preenpti vely exonerate George for his subsequent execution of
Lenni e, but the narrative structure that franes himl eaves few
ot her possibilities.

In conjunction and contrast with i nhuman qualities,

St ei nbeck casts Lennie as childlike, an aspect upon which Fl oyd
| ater capitalizes. In the novella, Lennie mmnmcs the actions of
his caretaker, George: "Lennie, who had been watching, imtated
George exactly. He pushed hinsel f back, drew up his knees,
enbraced them | ooked over to George to see whether he had it
just right. He pulled his hat down a little nore over his eyes,
the way George's hat was" (4).

He turns to George for help in confrontations that he has
nmore than enough physical strength to handle, such as his first
encounter with Curley: "Lennie's eyes were frightened. 'I don't
want no trouble,' he said plaintively. "Don't |et himsock ne,
George'" (32). In mtigating Lennie's difference in order to
mai ntai n enpl oynent, George draws on Lennie's childlike qualities
to make him seemless threatening, telling Slim the |eader of
the ranch hands, "Sure he's jes' |like a kid. There ain't no nore
harmin himthan a kid neither, except he's so strong." (48).

Thi s description encapsul ates the paradoxi cal socia
construction of people with disabilities; in this case Lennie is
cast as child-like yet dangerously strong. In her essay,
"Martyred Mothers and Merciful Fathers: Exploring Disability and
Mot her hood in the Lives of Jeronme Greenfield and Raynond
Repouill e," Janice Brockley explains that, in the 1930s,

Popul ar di scussions of intellectual disability constructed
it in tw ways: The body could be seen as physically
i nconpetent, a reflection of the mnd s vacancy, or it could



become dangerously healthy, an exenplar of the body w thout
a mnd to control it. (294)

Lennie is cast as the latter, with the exception that through
partnership with George, he does to sone degree have a "mnd to
control" him

Witing in the 1930s, Steinbeck clearly depicts Lennie's
unusual |y strong body as needing George's nind for control
wi t hout George, Lennie would not know when to stop drinking,
eating, and touching. Wen he is separated from George, he kills
(rabbits, puppies, and a worman) denonstrating the "dangerous
heal th" of his body. In Narrative Prosthesis, Mtchell and Snyder
claimthat "the effort to narrate disability's nyriad deviations
is an attenpt to bring the body's unruliness under control" (6).
Not only does Steinbeck resort to having George execute Lennie at
the close of the novella to contain Lennie's threatening body,
but George al so draws on di scourses of nmmdness to evoke and
revoke control in relation to Lennie. Mental illness receives
different social censure fromintellectual disability, but the
di stinction between the two is often blurred.

Early on, George takes offense when Slimcalls Lennie

"cuckoo" (43), saying "He ain't no cuckoo, ... He's dunb as hell
but he ain't crazy" and Lennie takes pride in George's defense of
him telling Curley's wife, when she says, "I think you're nuts,"”

"No | ain't...CGeorge says | ain't." (98) But |ater when Lennie
kills Curley's wife, George |leans on Slinls previous assessnent

and pl eads, "Couldn' we nmaybe bring himin an' they'll [ock him
up? He's nuts, Slim" (106) George eventually turns to the one
expl anati on of Lennie's difference that he thinks will render
Lenni e controllable in people's eyes.

OfF course, the reason that nmental illness may be thought to
be nmore socially acceptable than intellectual disability does not
follow logically, since it is illogical that disability is
t hought to be threatening. However, the reasons for attenpts at
this distinction could be that nental illness is perceived to be

potentially curable or at |least treatable or less visible, a
condition for which there is not just a medical but also a
popul ar lexicon. In depicting a character with an intellectua
disability as the enbodi nent of what cultural representations
consistently attenpt to control, Steinbeck hits on pervasive
fears of disability as uncontrollable, separable from"normative"
soci al interaction, and un-treatable.

Fl oyd' s opera does not play on the discursive subtleties
that the novella does, nor does it delve into the problem
presented by Steinbeck of turning to psychiatric disability to
avoid the issue of Lennie's less controllable intellectua
disability. In an essay first published in The Opera Journal and
rei ssued in the programfor the Vancouver production, confidently
entitled "The Creation,” Carlisle Floyd explains his desire to
rid Steinbeck's construction of any unnecessary el enents:

The central story line, once exposed, was a very sinple one;
the pathetic fierce pursuit of a sinple, if ultimtely
dooned, dream by two itinerant ranch workers, one of whom

i nadvertently obstructs the dreams fulfillment" (21).

O course, there are many ways to "expose" Steinbeck's "centra



story line": a fem nist reader may consider the story to be about
yet another murder of a seemingly prom scuous young woman; a
gueer studies scholar may read it as being about a coded
conpani onshi p between two poor nen during the depression; a
disability studies scholar nmay consider it to celebrate the
justification of euthanasia.

Fl oyd' s agenda, however, is to elimnate the disability of
Lenni e because he finds it unappealing. He picks up on
St ei nbeck' s wordi ng of George's veiled threat: "Sure he's jes
like a kid. There ain't no more harmin himthan a kid neither
except he's so strong"” (48). However, rather than the figurative
di stance afforded Steinbeck, Floyd tries to literalize the
childlike qualities of the character of Lennie.

In the opera, overt discursive references to Lennie's
disability are absent. As Floyd hinmself puts it,

I wanted to de-enphasize the enpty-eyed, sl ack-jawed
conception of Lennie which is where sonme actors begin and
end their portrayal of the role, and | felt that | had

Stei nbeck in my corner since he has George frequently refer
to Lennie as being 'just a kid.' [sic] Approaching Lennie as
a child, to nmy way of thinking, nmakes the character nore
interesting dramatically since it permts a nuch greater
enotional range for the actor (and especially the conposer)
to exploit.

Wher eas Steinbeck's wordi ng makes clear that the reference
to Lennie as a child is a comparison, marked by both "Iike" and
"as," Floyd elimnates this distance, strangely because he cl ai nms
that childhood rather than intellectual disability will give the
character w der enotional scope. His revision not only repl aces
simle with netaphor, he also el evates the diction, replacing the
slang "jes" with "just," for his esteened art form while stil
provi ding quotation marks. In addition, he adds the netaphor of
the boxing ring, where he and Steinbeck are in the same "corner"
in a fight presumably agai nst the unpal at abl e representati on of
di sability on stage.

Floyd's fear of disability characterization is further
revealed in the remainder of his statenment about his creative
choi ces:

Also, to be perfectly honest, the prospect of witing nusic

to characterize an idiot in a major role in a full-length

opera stunned ny i nmagi nati on. What on earth woul d one do
nmusically with alnost total nental and enotional vacuity?

(19)

Such a statenment momentarily stuns nmy critical faculties as well
but it is perhaps worth examnmining closely. These are the post-
producti on words of an opera conposer who clains to have
del i berately set out to exploit, a word from which he does not
shy, what disability offers an abl e-bodied artist of his
consi dered magni tude. However, he feels that disability does not
of fer himeven the figurative possibilities which abound in a
long-standing literary tradition, and so he clains to choose a
much | ess pl ausi bl e yet, he presunmes, nore appealing character in
the formof a child-man or child-animal.

According to Floyd, focussing on "a physical giant with the



self imge, as stage director Frank Corsaro put it, of a snal

and rather hel pl ess nouse"” (he borrows soneone else's figure of
speech) adds nental and enotional substance to an ot herw se
bereft character. In this way, Floyd at best hapl essly reduces
Lenni e to an opportunistic metaphor where a man with a disability
is yoked to a giant child. Mreover, he seens to anticipate that
audi ence nenbers will ignore the tenor of the metaphor entirely
and nerely appreciate the supposed enpotional range offered by the
vehicle, "just a child."

In the published score, Floyd attenpts to frame the opera
for potential perforners with a synopsis of his pared-down plot.
The words are not neant to be sung, though they are approxi mately
reproduced in the Vancouver Opera program In those introductory
sections, Floyd encapsul ates the characterization of Lennie
through simlar description to that in the novella. For exanple,
the synopsis of act one, scene 1 explains: "George and his sl ow
wi tted conpani on, Lennie, who has the physique of a giant and a
child's mind, are in constant difficulty with their enployers and
the | aw because of Lennie's pathetic inability to stay out of
troubl e" (ix).

This relatively vague but still derogatory description of
Lennie's disability, presents |anguage that emul ates not just
epithets hurled at people with intellectual disabilities ("slow
witted"), but also insults for people not perceived to have a
disability. In addition, the term"pathetic" inplies that perhaps
Lenni e has the potential to evoke audi ence synpathy through his
i neptitude. However, it is unclear whether that synpathy shoul d
be for Lennie or for those around him

In anot her exanple, the witten synopsis of act three, scene
1, in which Lennie nurders "Curley's wife" (as she is only ever
called in the opera score), tells readers (presumably potenti al
performers) that Lennie "dinmy realize[s]" what he has done (xi).
These synopses add to the score a guide to interpreting Lennie as
"slowwitted," "pathetic" and "dim" wi thout the figurative
cl oaki ng that appears throughout the novella; that figurative
cloaking is left to reappear in the performance.

Rat her than the placid opening of the novella, the opera
opens amid sirens with the threat of the police i mediately
apparent. Floyd expresses great pride at this revision: "the
opening scene [...] in which the two nen are escaping the police,
provid[es] a dramatic thrust into the story which had been
m ssing in the previous version" (21). |Indeed the new opening
does enhance what could be called the "drama" of the story, and
it also increases the sense of threat that Lennie poses, and that
Lenni e faces, which is at odds to sone degree with Floyd's
characterization of Lennie as a child.

The first stage direction description of Lennie borrows,
wi t hout quotation marks, fromthe novella, inform ng perfornmers
that Lennie "is a huge man, shapel ess of face, with w de, sl oping
shoul ders" (2). Simlarly, the reader's introduction to Candy, in
the stage directions opening act one, scene 2 of Floyd' s opera,
describes himas "a stoop-shoul dered, grizzled old nan with only
a stunp at the end of one arni' (41). Lennie and Candy's physica
aberrance varies w dely, but can be read, in each case, through
t he shoul ders.

That is, Lennie is described above as having "w de, sl oping
shoul ders,” whereas Candy is "stoop-shouldered”. In Narrative



Prosthesis, Mtchell and Snyder offer an interpretative key to
this type of visual coding, witing in their case about
disability on film

Filmnarratives rely upon an audi ence's naki ng connecti ons
between external 'flaws' and character notivations in a way
that insists upon corporeal differences as |aden with
psychol ogi cal and social inplications. We refer to this
production of disability as a visual indicator of fathom ess
notivations as filmart's "new physi ognony." (96)

Li ke Lenni e, his shoul ders have no purposeful direction

gradual |y angling downward; they are strong but not upright. Like
Candy, his shoul ders bend under the strain of his great age.

Audi ence menbers are neant to understand, fromtheir shoul ders,
both Lennie and Candy's lack of direction and ability, as a type
of visual short-hand that |inks exterior qualities to supposed
interior deficits. Wthin the opera adaptation, this is the first
clue that readers have that these two marginalized characters
will be connected narratively and figuratively.

The character of Candy is enphasized in the opera version by
t he excision of the character of Crooks, whom Fl oyd | eaves out
because he clains "Steinbeck was attenpting a social coment
whi ch, however tineless its validity m ght be, was neverthel ess
somehow dated in this particular treatnment” (19). Presumably
Fl oyd nmeans that the ostracization of a "Negro stable buck" (73)
is no | onger appropriate given the context of the 1960s in which
he was witing the opera. The consequent elision of the scene
where the marginalized characters, Crooks, Candy, Lennie and
Curley's wife, meet in Crooks's quarters leads to the elimnation
of an obvious conflation on Steinbeck's part of a nunber of forns
of marginalization, on the basis of race, age, ability, and
gender.

Curley's wife does not have a disability; being a worman in
this plot appears to be enough marginalization on its own.
However, Crooks is not nerely the "Negro stable buck" (73), he is
also a "cripple" with a "crooked spine" (73, 74). Further, Candy
does not nerely have a disability (marked by a prosthetic arm;
he is also old. The connection between the old man and his old
useless dog is glaring in Floyd' s pared-down |ibretto when fellow
stabl e-hand Sliminfornms Candy:

Your dog ain't no good to you no nore an' he ain't no good
to hisself.

He's dam near blind an' he can't half hear

He's got no teeth an' he can't half eat.

He's old now an' he's sufferin'.

He's played out, Candy, he's just played out.

You'd do hima favor just to end his life. (69)

George, Lennie's friend and caregiver, fears precisely
becom ng "played out" |ike Candy's dog, and nore inportantly I|ike
Candy hinmself. As CGeorge later tells Slim gesturing to Candy,
"Sick and old in a bunk-house sonewhere...ruptured and feebl e,
an' destitute...No! There's gotta be nore" (98-99).

Ironically, George relies on Lennie's fantastic strength,
and resultant ability to work extrenely hard and nake extra



noney, to help himavoid the negative effects of the disability
he fears might acconmpany growi ng old while poor. Wen Slimlater
convinces George to kill Lennie, he draws on the sane rhetoric
that justified the shooting of Candy's dog, "You'll do hima
favor to end his life" (170), reinforcing the continuing
connection between Lennie and aninmals, as well as the |ink
bet ween Candy and Lenni e.

In Bodily Charm M chael and Linda Hutcheon give opera
credit for its capacity to unpack the conplicated inplications of
di sabl ed bodi es on display, explaining:

Di sability studies are showi ng us new ways of unpacking this
| ess-than-appealing side of the Platonic |egacy, but
beginning in the nineteenth century, opera too began to
reconsider and in part deconstruct that persistent theory by
i ntroduci ng the conplicating anbiguities of the grotesque:
as Hugo taught (and as nmany operatic conposers and
librettists learned fromhim, if the deformed were malign
it mght well be because of society's cruel contenpt and
scorn, not because of any innate evil. (83)

Fl oyd avoids this | egacy of Hugo al nost entirely, and
therefore the potential for opera to critique the socia
construction of disability, instead choosing to efface visible
disability and at the sane tinme exonerate Lennie from any kind of
"innate evil." The Hutcheons claim "it is harder to deny the
body or repudiate the erotic in opera, with its recurring stories
of love and death."” (xvii). And yet, Floyd, in his attenpt to
rescue the character of Lennie fromthe jaws of disability, tries
to deny the disabl ed body. However, he is thwarted by the need
for an actor to fill the role which Floyd can really only take
partial credit for fleshing out. The decision to portray Lennie
as having a disability, then, is left to the perforner, and the
audi ence's reaction to that perforner.

In the 2002 Vancouver production, the role of Lennie Snal
was played by Ross Neill, whose father had debuted the role in
Eur ope when Neill was himself a child. In Vancouver, Neil
appears largely to have succeeded in portraying Floyd' s vision of
Lenni e, as reviewers praise his character for achieving a
childlike depiction. Robert Jordan of the Vancouver Courier
writes, "But Neill, with his rich, pliant tenor voice and huge
physi cal presence, perfectly conveyed the child-wthin-a-mn's
body so integral to the essence of Lennie." Since Floyd s essay
stating his intentions with regards to Lennie was published in
the program it is possible that Jordan was influenced by the
conposer's words into believing this childlike aspect was
i ntegral

Janet Smith of the Georgia Straight concurs, "he has all the
manneri sms of the man-child down, recoiling in the presence of
strangers, jamming his fists into his pockets, averting his eyes
to the ground." John Keillor's G obe and Mail review is nore
daring in its nmention of Lennie's disability, but he still Iinks
that disability with childishness: "Tenor Ross Neill is Lennie, a
mental |y chal | enged man whose enornous strength nakes his
childlike handling of living things lethal." Further, it is
Neill's success at capturing the childishness of the character
that Keillor praises: "Baerg's role [George] as surrogate parent



remai ns solid throughout the opera, and Neill's portrayal of a
giant with a child's mind is unnervingly resonant." Lloyd Dykk of
t he Vancouver Sun also praises Neill's childishness: "Ross Neill,
who floated tones that reflected a child-1ike hope for a better
life."

My own inpressions of Ross Neill's attenpt at a childish
portrayal of Lennie are, | suppose, simlar to the reviewers' if
not as |laden with praise. Certainly, his physical gestures
attenpted to inmbue Lennie with chil di shness and exonerate him
froma violent crine. His eyes coyly gazed stageward throughout,
evoking a childish fear of rebuke from parent-like CGeorge. Hi's
continuing "jamm ng" of fists into his pockets was |ikely neant
to be child-like; however, it became al nbst comical in connection
with his repeated line, "sonethin' soft with fur and | could
stroke an' pet it like | love to do." And, judging fromthe
titters around ne, | was not the only one to find this
doubl e- edged.

At tinmes, a strange sideways head gesture evoked the
animalistic rendering of Lennie as sketched by Steinbeck, and
Neill resembled a horse or perhaps stray dog stuck in a |arge
man-chil d' s body. The attenpt by Neill to respect Floyd' s attenpt
to elide disability in this opera version ultimtely served only
to highlight the failure of that effort. Were a depiction of a
man with a disability may have enriched a relatively barren text,
the caricature child man results in a bleakly hunorous effort to
deny disability.

In her essay about an adaptation of Richard IIll, entitled
Dave veut jouer Richard Ill, Leanore Lieblein tackles the
difficult issues raised by placing a person and / or character
with a disability on stage. A character in that play, Celine (the
actress who plays Lady Anne), "raises the ethical question of
maki ng a spectacle of deformty" (6). As Lieblein puts it,
"Because for Dave deformity is not represented but lived, we are
invited to imagi ne a version of Richard for whom deformity is not
a nmetaphor but a product of a naterial body" (8).

As the new disability studies would have it, that
"deformty" would be rendered disability as a product not of a
mat eri al body, but as the result of social structures; however,
the point Lieblein nakes is crucial. In casting a character with
a disability (the actor who plays Dave, Dave Richer, lives with
cerebral palsy) as a character with a different disability, the
play multiplies the depiction of disability, in strict opposition
to Floyd's attenpt. In the case of Ross Neill, who does not have
a disability and does not try to play Lennie as having a
disability, the metaphoric qualities of difference becone so
abstract as to be both socially and aesthetically barren.

The Vancouver Opera expressed great pride in thenselves for
taking on this hard-hitting, edgy opera and seemto feel they
deserve credit for a social intervention that |I would argue does
not really occur in connection with Floyd's opera. The opera
audi ence opens their program a special edition of Playboard
Magazine, to find the president of the Vancouver Opera Board of
Directors meking the one of the npbst abstract and ungrounded
statements about the nature of artistic expression. Doris
Bradstreet Daughney says, "Art allows us to explore our reality
and helps us to articulate what we believe the truth to be" (5).

Her next statement, replete with objectionable disability



nonmencl ature, is amusing in its inprecise grammar that makes

cl ear exactly whose reality is explored and, ultimately, who is
included in the "we" of the preceding statenment: "Of Mce and Men
is an opera that explores how we take care of one another
especially those with special needs" (5). "Qur reality" seenms to
be nmore akin to George's than to Lennie's. Presumably the
character of Lennie represents a person with "special needs," and
Daughney's statenent seenms to inply that it is "we" (people

wi t hout special needs) who will help those like Lennie. This is
nore than a little strange in connection with an opera production
in which Lennie is executed.

The remi nder of Daughney's "Message fromthe President”
drips with an us / them configuration, continuing "It [the opera
production] cones at a time when our comunities are struggling
to understand how to make life rich and rewarding for those with
disabilities". Again, this statenent does not seemto consider
that "our communities" could include conmunities of people with
disabilities, let alone the notion that people with disabilities
m ght al ready understand a nunmber of ways in which life is "rich
and rewarding."

VWhatever the limts of artistic representation, an
i magi native construction can confortably enconpass the
anbi val ence necessary to an adequate conceptualization of an
ot hered body - one that could hold the physical and the social in
unresol ved tension. What is nore, artistic texts can gain
aesthetic strength fromtheir very ability to remain between such
pol es.

In Narrative Prosthesis, Mtchell and Snyder discuss the
ways in which narratives arise to conpensate for othered bodies
so that, as they put it, for critics "The effort is to make the
prosthesis show, to flaunt its inperfect supplenentation as
illusion" (8). Floyd fails to aimfor such anbival ence; in doing
so, he | oses aesthetic strength in an overly sinplified and
i mpossi bly shall ow characterization

The Vancouver Opera took a risk in nounting a production of
this contenporary opera. |If the reaction to nmy colloquium
presentation is any indication, they were right to be nervous
about the upcom ng production. The attenpt to | essen the threat
of a contenporary di scordant conposition as well as an unorthodox
| eadi ng man appears, judging fromreviews, to have nore or |ess
succeeded.

Though organi zers had little chance of w nning over
traditional opera lovers, they may indeed have attracted a crowd
conposed of those, such as nyself, who otherwi se nay not have
attended such a | avish and overpriced spectacle. Like many who

attended, | was transfixed by a fantastic production and
mesmeri zed by a well-designed set that allowed the irony of the
depi cted poverty to suffuse a |avish hall. However, the treatnent

of disability was jarring to the point of dimnishing not just a

potential social |esson (one for which organizers strove

desperately and with good intentions in the program and the

community forum series) but also a potential aesthetic success.
The unconfortable straining of Ross Neill as Lennie to play

a man-child, a giant who |oves to stroke bunnies in his pocket,

clashed with the otherwi se even treatnent of 1930s nigrant

wor kers. The resulting performance coul d perhaps best be

descri bed as a parody, but whether it parodies the disabled body



or the attenpt to deny such a body is as yet unclear
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