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Lend Him an Ear and He'll Sign You a Song
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Barry Nickelsherg '72 is a maestro of
soundless effecrs. One of only abour a
dozen “sign-language artists” in this coun-
try, he has interprered more than 800 mu-
sical performances for the hearing-
impaired. Armed with a B.EA. in drama
from Ithacs College, additional training at
the Yale drama school, and 17 years of
sign-lanpguape experience, Nickelsberg
combines sign and mime for a unique
“play on words” that he performs onstage
alongside musicians. He's shared the stage
with entertainers ranging from the Roches
to Adam Ant, Reba McEntire w Richie
Havens, and the Texas Gospel Choir 1o
Celtic Thunder. His repertoire also in-
cludes rock and rap.

Nickelsberg, who is not hearing-
impaired and has no deaf relatives, took up
signing as a hobby in the mid-1970s. Driv-
ing to his job as program director for the
lowa Ares Council, he would practice in-
terpreting songs on the radio (sometimes
seeering with his knees!) to master the lyr-
ics of Arertha Franklin's “Respect” and
ather popular tanes. Later he received ad-
ditional sign-lanpuage trammg at Gallao-
Jder University and hepan interpreting at
shows i and aroand the Waishingron,
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Nickelsberg's aim is o interprer rather
than interfere with a performance, but occa-
sionally he becomes part of the act. On a tour
with Arlo Guthric some years ago, the
folksinger interrupted his narration of the
epic "Alice's Resowramt™ w w1
Nickelsberg, who was furiously signing away,
and ask, *Barry, you ger that?" On another
stuge, the scantily clad sinpers of the risqué
group Seduction sidled up o Nickelsberg as
he signed o their suggestive lyrics. ] never
skipped a beat," Nickelsberg recalls, laugh-
ing. “The audience was beside itself, watch-

ing these women trying to distract a 40-year-
old bald guy. But | never lost my cool.”
Nickelsberg's pift for sign-language inter-
pretation is the subject of the 1988 award-
winning documentary When Sound Is Silent

and a follow-up video, Sounds Like. His
work has been featured in arricles by the
Associated Press and the Washingron Post
and in programs on Canadian Television,
ABC, and National Public Radio. Bur has
other ralents and interests range fur be-
yond the stupe.

When he isn't "lending an ¢ar” w the
hearing-impaired, Nickelsberg is inspiring
people to lend maney. In 1981 he founded
the Funding Center, an intemarional,
nonprofit fund-raising orpanization based
in Alexandria, Virginia. Under his leader-
ship the center has helped nonprofic and
nongovernmental enterprisés raise more
than $800 million. Nickelsberg, who holds
a special certificate in administration from
the Harvard business school, conducts
more than 100 fund-raising workshops
each yvear and has served as a grants liaison
for a member of the ULS. Congress. He alsa
helped create the World Congress on Phu-
lanthropy Educational Foundation and its
World Congress on Philanthropy, a majur
international conlerence thar has been
held in Toroneo and Miami.
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