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council deliberately en,"” Nickelsberg said. il he starts “signing.” That is changing

City Arts Festival
Interpreter Helps
Deaf Hear Lyrics

By Penny Owen
o e =] Staff Writer
e o mistaken for an overzealous fan or

rock ‘0’ roll groupie. Barry Nickelsberg is neither. )

Hired 1o Lnterpret music for the deaf at the Festival
of the Arts, Nickelsberg makes the most of his corner
of the stage, moving, shaking and reaching those
-:.a.udl‘cgpped in silence as the band ar hand — be it
nxk 0’ roll or & gospel choir — plays to the crowd

Ivg _dnns.:l S shows now and I'm dead,” says a
erspiring h‘lqkflsberg after interpreting music played
Ji; ﬂzugrlgupw"l‘h?ji” mtlell Saturday afternoon.
i i€ Slops by 1o tell Nickelsberg he was more
A0 10 waich than the band. A deaf youth then preets
Lm with a smile and a lot of gratitude. They exchange

sign lanpguage and
then the youth talks
through Nickelsberg.

“I've never seen any-
thing like it before,”
says Austin Hall, 15, of
Oklahoma City who
didn't intend to “His-
1en” as long as he did,
since he can't under
stand the Iyrics or
hear the music. “But ]
stayed for the whole
\omng.”

Indeed, the Festival

' of the Arts has never

had anyone like Nick-
elsherg,

The idea of inviring
the Alexandria, Va.,
resident came about
when Arts Council Di-
rector Jackie Jones

"spotted him perform-

ing in Washington,

"D.C., said Chris Bas

tain, festival spokes-

- woman.

Using an arts couneil

- grant, Nickelsherg was
. hired to teach Oklaho-
"mans his craft. The

timed these workshops
1o coincide with the
arts festival, Bastain
said.

“Everyone I've
talked to has been ab-
solutely pleased with
his work," Bastain
said.

“The energy is in-
credible. He's just phe-
nomenal.”

Nickelsberg didn’t
know & deafl person
when he decided to
learn sign language in
1974,

Instead, he said it
was a spiritual calling,
something he felt com-
pelied to do.

By 1981, he took his
interpretations to the
stage and soon re.
ceived a compliment
from Sammy Davis Jr.

Davis told him he
discovered a new art
form.

“Coming from him
that was the best com-
pliment I was ever giv-

Although Nickels-
berg calis himself shy,
he says something
about the stage sets
him on fire.

“Something takes
over on stage," Nick-
elsberg said.

“If God talks to you
and says this is what I
want you to do, you
don't argue.”

More than a per-
forming and visual art,
Nickelsberg says his
act introduces the deaf
ciﬁzure to regular peo-

ple.
Unlike a blind per-
son, or a wheelchair-
bound person, a deaf
person is invisible, un-

Having & regular
crowd view his act
raises  awareness,
Nickelsherg said. Plus,
deal people make ex-
cellent music fans.

“They can enjoy the
music as much as we
can. We've just proved
that,"” Nickelsberg
said.

“They realize they
don't have to be left
out.”

Nickelsberg per-
forms some 80 shows a
year across the coun-

He says so far there
are abaut 11 other sign
language artists inter-
prefing music.

with every warkshaop
he gives.

He warns communi-
tes that once the deaf
culture experiences
his act, they may de-
mand it continuously.

He saw that happen
in Washington, D.C.,
recently, and perfor-
mances had to hire
newly trained sign lan-
guage artsis.

Aside from his aloru-
ism and inspiration,
Nickelsherg has a
pragmazc reason for
opening the deal to
music.

“It belps me sleep
well,” Nickelsberg
said.



