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T heatre: GIVCI' of I.ight l

Anne Bancroft, left, and Patty Duke as they appeai' in a
scene from William Gibson’s play “The Miracle Worker.”

‘The Miracle Worker’

Opens at Playhouse

By BROOKS ATKINSON

N.“The Miracle Worker,”

acted at The Playhouse
last evening, William Gibson
is writing about a giver of
the light. It is the story of
Annie Sullivan’s first week
with Helen Keller.

Since Anne Bancroft gives
a4 glorious performance as
Anne and little Patty Duke is
wonderfully  truthful and
touching as Helen, the scenes
of the giving and the light-
ing are profoundly moving.
Thev constitute the essence
of “The Miracle Worker.”
Tne fact that Mr. Gibson has
not translated his drama out
of the idiom of television in-
to the idiom of the theatre
cannot be ignored. But it does
not destroy the emotional
power of the essential strug-
gle in the drama.

.

For struggle is what it is.
Although the resuits of
Annie's teaching are noble
and have given America one
of its noblest citizens, it is
stubbornness and a certain
degree of callousness that get
the teaching started. “The
Miracle Worker” is not 2 tale
of virtuous social service be-
tween ladies.

Before the teaching makes
an impression, the blind, deaf
and mute child of the Keller
family is a ferocious little
beast. TUnaware of the civ-
iiized world, she makes life
miserable for everyone
around her.

Coming directly from an
aorphan asylum and the Per-
kins Institute for the Blind
in Boston, Annie brings a
fierce determination to make
her way in the adult world.
She knows how to fight. “The
Miracle Worker” is full of
fights — civilized fights be-
tween Annie and her employ-
er, savage fights between
Annie and the wild creature
that only a knowledge of
words can tame.

[
As Helen, little Miss Duke
is altogether superb—a plain,
sullen, explosive, miniature
monster whose destructive be-
havior makes sympathy for
her afflictions impossible, but
whose independence and vi-
tality are nevertheless admir-
able. Just as Mr. Gibson has
refused to sentimentalize the
part, so Miss Duke keeps the
faith in her performance. Al-
though it is necessarily word-
less it is completely articu-
late.
From the crude but engag-
ing Gittel of “Two for the
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Seesaw,” Miss Bancroft has
now moved up to the unlove-
Iy Annie Sullivan—the giver
of light, not out of a noble
spirit, but out of a blind drive
for conquering a job at hand.
Since Annie has a pert, Irish
tongue. the character is
amusing

But Miss Bancroft makes
her fiery, too. Annie is a
young woman burning with
determination. In Miss Ban-
croft's darting, aggressive
performance she is also a
young woman of awareness
and enlightenment.

If the journeymen who
made an acceptable play out
of "Two for the Seesaw” had
gone to work on “The Miracle
Worker” they could probably
have made something more
acceptable than the disarray
that is now on the stage. It
has the loose narrative tech-
nique of a TV script, It is af-
flicted with embarrassing off-
stage voices and gratuitous
bits of local color; and George
Jenkins, laboriously following
th2 wanderings of the script.
has endowed it with enough
scenery — good scenery — to
float a musiczl show.

But this is apparently the
way Mr. Gibson wants it.
Under Arthur Penn's percep-
tive direction, Patricia Neal
gives an exceilent perform-
ance as Helen's anxious, lov-
ing mother whose heart is
torn between pity and forti-
tude. As the father, short-
tempered but eager to do the

* wise thing, Torin Thatcher is

also excellent.
o

There are several other
good actors in a well-chosen
cast, and they all fit their
parts neatly into the pattern
of the performance. Four of
the most winning are blind
children borrowed from The
Lighthouse. But it is Miss
Bancroft and Miss Duke who
carry the burden of this un-
tidy but moving drama. They
are involved in one of the
most honorable of man's ac-
tivities; letting light into the
darkness of an uninformed
mind,
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