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WWU show explores life with 
Parkinson's, MS with movement, 
monologue

KIE RELYEA - THE BELLINGHAM HERALD

BELLINGHAM - There's a moment in "Stories from Jim and Jo" in which 
Jim Lortz sits in a chair, slowly and wearily stands, raises his arms over 
his head and bellows.

It is a sound of rage, of fear, of loss.
And it came during a recent rehearsal for the show, which will hit the 
Mainstage Theatre of the Performing Arts Center at Western 
Washington University on Sunday, Sept. 26.

"Stories from Jim and Jo" grew from his collaboration with storyteller 
and choreographer Pam Kuntz; Sudden Valley resident JoAnne "Jo" 
Pullen; and Ian Bivins, a New York theater artist. The production 
explores Lortz's and Pullen's struggles - and life - with Parkinson's 
disease and multiple sclerosis respectively.

Pullen was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis 30 years ago, Lortz with 
Parkinson's two years ago.



A combination of movement, monologue and staged Q&A, the 
premiere of "Jim and Jo" in May sold out at the smaller Ving! dance 
studio in Bellingham. This second go-round also serves as the 
inaugural event of the newly merged WWU Department of Theatre and 
Dance.

Kuntz, a co-creator of the production, is a senior instructor on the 
dance faculty at WWU. Lortz, a 55-year-old acting teacher, actor and 
director, has taught at the university for 22 years. And Bivins is a 
WWU alum and a former student of Lortz's.

As a storyteller and choreographer interested in the lives of people in 
her community, Kuntz has launched previous shows that delved into 
motherhood, aging, and women's images of their bodies.

Would you create a show about people with disabilities? Pullen asked 
Kuntz one evening after seeing her production "Wrinkles ... Grace in 
Time."

She wanted to do such a show, Kuntz admitted, but she was scared to.

"I didn't know how to ask questions without worrying that I would 
offend somebody," Kuntz said. "I was concerned that I would say 
something that would hurt somebody's feelings when my only 
intention was to be curious and learn."

She worked through that fear with Pullen, an advocate for those with 
MS and other disabilities, as well as Lortz, whom Kuntz has known for 
10 years.

Given that Kuntz didn't know how to go about asking questions, the 
show's start includes funny and poignant moments in which Pullen and 
Lortz are asked about what it's like to have their respective diseases.

"Does it feel like you're really drunk?" Bivins asks Lortz, who wryly 
replies that yes, it's sort of like that but without the benefit of booze.



Multiple sclerosis is a chronic disease that attacks the central nervous 
system, which is the brain, spinal cord and optic nerves. Symptoms 
can be mild, such as numbness in the arms or legs, or severe, such as 
paralysis or vision loss.

Parkinson's occurs when the brain stops producing dopamine, a 
chemical that makes it possible for the body and its muscles to move 
smoothly. Major symptoms include slow movement, tremors, stiffness 
and difficulty with balance.

"Stories from Jim and Jo" shows the namesakes talking about the 
physical changes that started to bubble up early on - "I couldn't feel 
the difference between velvet, sandpaper. I couldn't turn the pages of 
a newspaper," Pullen said in rehearsal - and their diagnosis.

And the subsequent ways their bodies seemed bent on betrayal.

For Pullen, 61, the show is a chance to educate the audience by telling 
her story.

"I would like them to be able to talk about disabilities, not to hide 
them, not to be embarrassed about talking about them, or witnessing 
disabled people demonstrating how they feel about their illness, what 
they go through, how they adjust," the retired social worker said.

Pullen, who walks with a cane these days and sometimes struggles to 
remember things because of MS, also wanted a place for humor.

"I would like to be able to see other people laugh at it as just a 
condition that we have. It's not the end our lives," she said. "It's just 
part of our lives."

IF YOU GO

What: "Stories from Jim and Jo."
When: 7 p.m. Sunday, Sept. 26.



Where: Mainstage Theatre in the Performing Arts Center (PAC) at 
Western Washington University.
Cost: Tickets are $10 general; $8 seniors; $5 for students, WWU 
faculty and staff.
Tickets: Buy them through the WWU Box Office by calling 
360-650-6146 from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday-Saturday or online at 
tickets.wwu.edu, as well as at Village Books and the Community Food 
Co-op. The Box Office also will open one hour before the performance.
Stick around: A discussion with the actors and reception that's open to 
the public is after the show.
Reach KIE RELYEA at kie.relyea@bellinghamherald.com or call 
715-2234.
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