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From Month to Month, in a Work of the Eerie and the Oddball 

‘October in the Chair and Other Fragile Things’ 
 

By Alexis Soloski 

A sad tale’s best for winter, Shakespeare tells us. So what’s the right kind of story for this time of year? A 

spooky one, of course. 

Old Sound Room, a young company built by recent Yale School of Drama graduates, has five on offer. In 

“October in the Chair and Other Fragile Things,” an enjoyably eerie if overwrought piece, the ensemble adapts 

yarns plucked from “Fragile Things,” a collection of miscellany by the fantasy writer Neil Gaiman. 

On a set bedecked with cobwebs and dead trees, five performers (including the director, Michael McQuilken) 

play various months of the year. Wearing ragtag clothes and the sort of stage makeup that resembles a wasting 

disease, they take turns telling anecdotes and legends. (What of the other seven months? I guess it’s a very short 

year.) 

August offers a standard-issue chiller; February, a sad romance; May, a metafictional jumble; March, a bit of 

faux-Victoriana; and October, an early version of Mr. Gaiman’s much-loved “The Graveyard Book.” Much of 

this is in the story theater vein, with the months narrating the characters’ actions. 

Mr. Gaiman has a restless, playful intelligence and a fan boy’s devotion to oddball genre, and the performances 

are deft and spirited. (Laura Gragtmans’s girlish May is especially charming.) 

But despite the verve and ingenuity, this evening is ultimately pretty exhausting. The cast seems determined to 

present this omnibus as a giant calling card, so there are exotic accents and big gestures and outsize, outlandish 

ways of walking and talking and doing just about anything. There’s also a sword fight. 

Some lighter, quieter, less attention-seeking passages would give the program a more satisfying shape and make 

it seem shorter. Otherwise, we risk feeling like a character in August’s tale: “Tired of the story, tired of life.” 
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Contortions, Clowning and Confetti 

‘Metamorphosis’ at the Big Apple Circus 
 

By Andy Webster 

“Metamorphosis” is the theme of the latest edition of the Big Apple Circus, now nested at Lincoln Center for 

the holidays. And considering the scale of this troupe — more intimate, in the European tradition, than the 

Ringling Brothers behemoth — you could say this impressive production starts modestly, only to spread its 

wings and soar. 

Amid soft fluorescent colors, you hear the Big Apple Circus Band, a genial engine of musical bounce, perched 

above a tendril-covered archway. Soon, you meet Francesco, a clown in coattails not above pulling audience 

members into the ring for bits of business or pouring confetti on spectators. He warms up the crowd in tandem 

with John Kennedy Kane, an ebullient, mutton-chopped ringmaster handy with doves, rabbits, ferrets and 

wisecracks. 

The lithe Mongolian contortionist Odbayasakh Dorjoo somehow folds herself into a transparent box, where she 

is joined by the Armenian juggler Tatevik Seyranyan, in a green outfit recalling chaste bathing suits of the 

1920s. Then the animals take over, as the trainer Jenny Vidbel parades miniature horses, goats, an African 

porcupine and various dogs (including a shamelessly crowd-pleasing sheepadoodle named Sophie) on a “living 

carousel” around the ring. 

“Have you heard of sleight-of-foot?” Mr. Kane asks, introducing the Anastasini Brothers, specialists in Risley, 

or antipodism, the art of juggling objects (or people) with the feet. One flips and twirls, and the other flaunts his 

strong lateral muscles. 

Things enter a galactic phase when a being sprouting wings in a sunlike sphere heralds the arrival of a spaceship 

and Giovanni Anastasini and Irene España, aerialists who ascend to the big top’s heights for some graceful, 

vertigo-inducing pyrotechnics. 

After intermission, Ms. Vidbel breaks out her superstars: camels and llamas, majestic creatures so close you can 

smell them, and I mean that as a compliment. In an art called rolla bolla, Ms. Seyranyan juggles rings while 

balanced atop a stack of cylinders. The Smirnovs, quick-change artists, take the stage before Ms. España and 

the Anastasinis assemble for diabolo, a form of juggling. The biggest thrills come with the trapeze artists the 

Aniskin Troupe, founded by graduates of the Moscow Circus School, who are skilled at inducing zingy 

sensations in your legs as you gaze skyward. 

These performers, many from circus dynasties, preserve an important tradition, reinforced by the nonprofit Big 

Apple Circus’s commendable community-service activities, notably the Clown Care program, which entertains 

hospitalized children. This company, now in its 37th year, doesn’t only have awe-inspiring acrobatic skills; it 

has a lot of heart, too. 
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Herb Schapiro, Playwright Behind ‘The Me Nobody Knows,’ 

Dies at 85 
 

By Bruce Weber 

Herb Schapiro, a writer and teacher whose idea to create a stage play from the collected essays of poor city kids 

resulted in a hit musical, “The Me Nobody Knows,” died on Oct. 17 at his home in Brooklyn. He was 85. 

His son, Mark, said the cause was complications of non-Hodgkins lymphoma. 

Called “a dark and lovely rock-folk musical” by the New York Times critic Clive Barnes when it opened at the 

Orpheum Theater Off Broadway in May 1970, “The Me Nobody Knows” tells the stories, largely in their own 

words, of a dozen children, mostly black or Puerto Rican, and what it was like for them to grow up poor in New 

York City. 

Mr. Schapiro called it a “ghetto ‘Under Milk Wood,’ ” referring to the Dylan Thomas drama peopled by the 

inhabitants of a Welsh fishing village. 

In December of that year, the show moved uptown to Broadway, where it ran for nearly a year, joining “Hair,” 

the celebrated musical with which it shared a contemporary score and immersion in the culture of young people. 

 “Many musicals have arrived with the tag of being characteristic of New York City attached to them like a gold 

medal — musicals such as ‘West Side Story’ or even ‘Company,’ ” Mr. Barnes wrote. “But ‘The Me Nobody 

Knows’ is New York, it is the New York nobody wants to remember.” 

The show was inspired by an anthology of writing by New York City schoolchildren edited by Stephen M. 

Joseph, a teacher. Mr. Schapiro read the book, “The Me Nobody Knows: Children’s Voices From the Ghetto,” 

and immediately envisioned its coming to life as theater. 

At the time, as a playwright, he had had a few plays produced, including “Kill the One-Eyed Man,” an 

adaptation of a Gogol short story, and he was teaching in New Jersey. One of his interests was bringing theater 

to places where it was not much available; he had put on performances in prisons and in down-and-out urban 

settings. “The Me Nobody Knows” began as a short nonmusical film that he made in Trenton’s streets, the parts 

performed by local residents. 

Afterward he enlisted a composer friend, Gary William Friedman, with whom he had written a show on an 

environmental theme, to write songs, and a producer, Jeff Britton, with whom Mr. Friedman had been working 

on a stage adaptation of “Androcles and the Lion.” The director was Robert H. Livingston. Lyrics were written 

by Will Holt and Mr. Schapiro. 

Some 200 separate writings from the book, by about 100 children, were winnowed down to 12 characters and 

not quite two hours of stage time. 



 

 

“The problem was to impose some form, to be true to the book yet create something, something with substance, 

validity, orderly development,” Mr. Schapiro said in an interview with The Princeton Packet, a New Jersey 

newspaper, after the show opened Off Broadway. 

“The Me Nobody Knows” won an Off Broadway Obie award. Its Broadway incarnation was nominated for five 

Tonys, including best musical, but “Company,” with a score by Stephen Sondheim and a book by George Furth, 

swept the musical awards that year. 

 “The Me Nobody Knows” ran for nearly 400 performances on Broadway and was produced in theaters across 

the United States and in other countries. In 1980, it was made into a television special that appeared on 

Showtime. 

Herbert Elliott Schapiro was born in Brooklyn on Jan. 20, 1929, to Irving Schapiro, an investment broker, and 

the former Julia Neshick. He studied literature at New York University, earning bachelor’s and master’s degrees 

and completing the course work for a Ph.D., though he never wrote a dissertation. During the Korean War he 

served in the Army and was assigned to a base in Puerto Rico, where he taught English to Spanish-speaking 

recruits. 

Mr. Schapiro’s theater projects were often motivated by social causes. His stage plays included “The Love Song 

of Saul Alinsky,” about the radical Chicago-based community organizer. Two decades after “The Me Nobody 

Knows,” he, Mr. Friedman and Mr. Britton collaborated on “Bring In the Morning,” a musical in the same 

mold, based on writing produced in a New York City program, Poets in Public Service, by older teenagers — 

students, hospital patients, addicts in rehab and unwed mothers. It ran Off Broadway in 1994. 

Mr. Schapiro was married and divorced three times. In addition to his son, he is survived by his partner of eight 

years, Gail Richardson; two daughters, Judith Nevard and Elizabeth Marsh; and four grandchildren. 

“We were very, very lucky,” Mr. Schapiro recalled during the Off Broadway run of “The Me Nobody Knows.” 

He explained that another show had been scheduled to open the same night, but that a cast member had become 

ill, forcing a postponement. As a result, he said, “we got the first-string critics down at the Orpheum.” 

One was Mr. Barnes, who was unequivocal. 

“I loved it,” he wrote. 
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