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theatertheater  BY ANNA GRACE

Sexism on the Stage
Oregon State University presents The Feeble-Mindedness of Woman

A
ny of you ladies out there ever stumble upon an 

idea for a huge work project while you’re busy 

folding the never-ending pile of laundry and 

dinner is boiling over? Next time this happens, take a 

moment to appreciate being a woman in the 21st century 

by refl ecting on the challenges that confronted Gerty 

Cori. A pioneer in biochemistry and the fi rst woman to 

win a Nobel Prize in physiology or medicine, Cori had 

to think and fi ght for recognition and respect.

Staci Swedeen’s play, The Feeble-Mindedness of 

Woman, interweaves Cori’s story with a fi ctional modern 

tale of an actress struggling for professional validation. 

Set in the laboratories of the 1930s and ‘40s, as well as 

in the rehearsal halls of a modern theater troupe, the play 

delves into the issues of hard work and feminism.

I was curious about the device of a play within a 

play, because it would seem Cori’s story is more than 

enough for one stage.  How would it work? Last week I 

checked in over email with director Vreneli Farber to get 

the inside scoop. “The structure allows the playwright to 

show how the discrimination against women that Gerty 

Cori experienced is still experienced today, to a certain 

degree,” Farber explains, “and not just in science, but also in theater, as well as other professions.”

Among the structural challenges Farber faces are “working with the cast to create distinctly different characters, since everyone plays 

at least two different people … I have tried to help the actors create different voice qualities and different bodily movement and gaits to 

differentiate separate characters from one another. It’s the kind of challenge that helps an actor grow and stretch.”

The director is undaunted by the challenge. “It reinforces my wish to do more directing and acting,” she says.

Faber points out that the message of the play is twofold, as a historical testament as well as a timeless piece of real-life empowerment 

and inspiration. “Women face obstacles, but with hard work and dedication, they can overcome them,” she says. “Also, the play will have 

introduced the audience to a remarkable scientist who deserves to be widely known.” 

A message Gerty Cori herself would have approved.

OSU Theatre and The Women’s Giving Circle present The Feeble-Mindedness of Woman Feb. 8-11 at 7:30pm and Sunday, Feb. 12, at 2 p.m. A post-show discussion will be held 
on Saturday, Feb. 11; info at http://oregonstate.edu/dept/theatre/
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N
ative or not, every garden is better for plenty of 

evergreen components, whether for screening 

purposes or just to keep the garden looking lively 

through what often feels like a long winter. I’ve written 

about evergreen native shrubs in previous columns (search 

the archives at www.eugeneweekly.com). Here I’d like 

to focus on evergreen additions to the groundcover layer. 

Western Oregon has a plethora of plants that form effective 

groundcover, but many of them (wood sorrel, false lily of 

the valley, bunchberry and bleeding heart, for starters ) lose 

their leaves in winter. 

Two evergreen shrubby natives are frequently used as 

ground cover and are widely available. Kinnikinnick, or 

bearberry, (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi) is sometimes planted 

in monoculture, as an alternative to invasives such as ivy. 

In a sunny situation, kinnikinnick can make a solid carpet 

— with the right conditions. In the valley, that generally 

means a little summer watering is required. It seems more 

comfortable in partial shade, but it won’t grow as densely 

there. So who needs a monoculture carpet, anyway? A mix 

seems more natural and interesting and is often easier to 

achieve. Creeping Oregon grape (Mahonia repens, Berberis 

repens) doesn’t make a solid carpet by itself but is great 

as an evergreen contribution to the ground layer, mingling 

with contrasting plants like inside-out fl ower (Vancouveria 

hexandra) and a woodrush or a sedge. 

Our familiar inside-out fl ower is deciduous, but two 

vancouveria species from southwestern Oregon are glossy 

leafed and evergreen. Unfortunately they are not as easy 

to fi nd. I don’t have any personal experience with yellow 

fl owered Vancouveria chrysantha, but V. planipetala 

makes a super, slow-spreading carpet as weed proof as its 

Japanese relative, epimedium. The white fl owers are tiny, 

but still effective and charming against the deep green 

foliage. I have not found it diffi cult to grow, but it prefers 

shade, a woodsy soil and occasional supplemental water. 

(It also tolerates regular watering, if the drainage is good.)

Piggy-back plant (Tolmeia menziesii) gets its common 

name from the infant plants that develop at its leaf bases — 

a bit of a novelty. It makes rambling, evergreen patches of 

fuzzy foliage in shady places. That’s where we usually see 

yerba buena (Satureja douglasii), too, although it tolerates 

quite a bit of sun in my damp garden. Both these plants are 

best used in a mixed carpet of natives in leafy soil. For a 

more comprehensive carpet in sun, one of your best bets, 

native or otherwise, is the beach strawberry (Fragaria 

chiloensis), which is determinedly green all winter and 

capable of keeping out most non-woody weeds.

The wonderful evergreen irises, Iris douglasiana and I. 

innominata, squeak by as Oregon natives, occurring natu-

rally in southwestern Oregon. They form substantial clumps 

that look at home among mixed groundcover or punctuating 

a carpet of strawberry or sedum. There are quite a few na-

tive sedums in Oregon, perhaps the choicest (and in gardens 

the most familiar) being Sedum spathulifolium, best known 

in the selection ‘Capo Blanco.’ It’s a demure patch plant 

for sun or light shade, and physically fragile. For a slightly 

tougher mat former, try  S. oreganum, S. divergens or S. lan-

ceolatum. All are available from native plant nurseries. 

 Cynthia Lafferty (Doak Creek Nursery) introduced me 

to the sturdy native form of Heuchera micrantha (coral 

bells, alum root). It forms expanding clumps of green, 

scalloped leaves that last all winter. Lafferty pointed out 

to me that in loose, gravelly soil the offsets travel further, 

eventually forming tight, ground covering mats. I have 

found this heuchera easier to grow on heavy soil than most 

garden varieties, but I do help it out with a gravel mulch. 

Another pleasant surprise from Lafferty’s nursery 

has been rosy checkermallow (Sidalcea virgata). Very 

easy in damp ground, it is shorter and neater than some 

checkermallows, and the fl owering stems stand up well. The 

surprise is that the basal leaves are completely unmoved by 

winter and their lively green contrasts nicely with the dead 

leaves I use to mulch my mini-wetland. 

February is a great time to plant natives, but don’t 

forget it is also the perfect time to weed. Annual weeds 

are small now, and you’ll catch most of them before they 

fl ower and set seed. The ground is damp and perennials 

such as dandelion seem less tightly bound in the soil, so 

you can often dislodge the entire root with a weeding fork. 

Desirable plants disturbed by your activities have time to 

re-establish themselves before the soil dries out. And if you 

think you are busy now, just imagine how much more there 

is to do in March and April!                                              ew

Rachel Foster of Eugene is a writer and garden consultant. She can be reached 
at rfoster@efn.org

gardeninggardening  BY RACHEL FOSTER

Neat and Native 
Evergreen companions for those native shrubs 

Beach strawberry
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-Bunch of Pool Tables

-Video Games (No Poker)

“Go Emerald City Roller Girls!”
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