
 
 
 

 

JW Guido, center, and the company of “Soot and Spit” at the New Ohio Theater. Credit Nina Wurtzel 
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It’s a strange medium for an artist to work in, but soot and spit were what James Castle used in 
place of ink or watercolors, beginning as a child in the early 1900s. Profoundly deaf and  
autistic, he refused to learn language when he was sent away to school, yet he was   
resourcefully, voraciously creative. 
 
And when, after five years, he returned to his family’s home in rural Idaho, unable to 



communicate by conventional means, he kept right on making art, using whatever found 
materials were at hand. 
 
“He made art because he needed to make art,” the narrator (Chris Lopes) tells us with moving 
vehemence at the top of Charles Mee Jr.’s lyrical, fictionalized bio-play “Soot and Spit,” which 
conjures Castle’s world and work in a beautifully designed, dreamily evocative production 
directed by Kim Weild at the New Ohio Theater. 
 
From the moment we enter the space, we are transported. Inspired by Tom Trusky’s book 
“James Castle: His Life & Art” and infused with old-style fiddle music and acoustic guitar, “Soot 
and Spit” springs to vivid life on a rustic, neatly cluttered set (by Matthew Imhoff) that seems 
reassembled from Castle’s drawings of home: the slices of whitewashed walls, which double as 
screens for clever projections (by Boyd Branch); the iron stove to heat the room; the pieces of 
playful art — a bird here, a human figure there. 
 

 
Chris Lopes as the narrator of “Soot and Spit.” Nina Wurtzel 
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In the center of the stage is a wooden desk, where Castle (J W Guido) works insistently, with 
rigor and affection, on the art that is his purest self-expression. 
 
The prolific Mr. Mee does not typically address disability in his work, though it is of interest to 
him; as a teenager, he contracted polio, and in a program note he describes himself as “an old 
crippled white guy.” A hallmark of his plays is their unhinged physicality. In keeping with 
Castle’s silent focus, this is a more restrained play, yet abundant with dance (choreographed by 
Donnie Mather). 
 
“Soot and Spit” though is overtly about disability and otherness. Presented with Ms. Weild’s 
company, Our Voices Theater, it puts its money where its mouth is, casting-wise, nudging us to 
consider more deeply the notion of artists who don’t fit the standard mold. Mr. Guido, who 
gives a sympathetic, unsentimental portrayal of the uncompromising Castle, is deaf. Two cast 
members have Down syndrome, including Mr. Lopes, who spoke some of his lines too fast for 
clarity on Thursday night but was deeply effective when he took his time. 
 
Like Castle, Mr. Mee has an affinity for found material; his plays are rife with acknowledged 
borrowings. And like Castle, whose work is palpably handmade and therefore palpably human, 
Mr. Mee does not deal in cookie-cutter art. “Soot and Spit” — which is at its most joyous in a 
delirious scene when some of Castle’s cardboard creatures come to life (the spot-on costumes 
are by Haley Peterson) — does have some fallow stretches. Still, it is a strange and lovely    
thing, a theatrical reanimation of an artist and his work. 
 
Castle died in 1977, and by the 1990s he had found some measure of art-world fame. In the 
lobby at the New Ohio, reproductions of his art give a sense of him and his methods. If you want 
the real thing, the Whitney Museum of American Art isn’t far away. On the seventh floor, about 
two dozen Castle works await — quiet, playful and soot-and-spit sublime. 
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Soot and Spit 
Through June 17. New Ohio Theater, Manhattan, newohiotheatre.org. Running time: 1 hour 20 minutes 
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