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“Gruesome Playground Injuries” — a blood-spattered twig of a play from the up-and-
coming dramatist Rajiv Joseph — recalls that time in the 1960s when Hollywood was in 
thrall to what publicists liked to call “a different kind of love story.” Incarnated by a 
twitchy new breed of beauties that included Warren Beatty, Natalie Wood, Tuesday 
Weld and Anthony Perkins, a battalion of sensitive, damaged Romeos and Juliets took 
over American screens, writhing in romances that were more about pain than about 
pleasure, or perhaps the confusion of the two. 

The message of such movies — that love (ouch!) hurts, at least when you’re a crazy, 
mixed-up waif — is taken to new and clinical extremes by Mr. Joseph, whose “Bengal 
Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo” arrives on Broadway later this season. His less 
substantial “Gruesome Playground Injuries,” which opened on Monday at the Second 
Stage Theater, follows the decades-spanning relationship of two made-for-each-other 
masochists who, between them, manage to slice, bloody, bruise and/or mutilate most 
parts of the human anatomy. 

In this context, when a boy asks a girl (or vice versa), “Can I touch it?,” the “it” in 
question is not in the usual erogenous zones. An open sore of some kind, or a newly 
emptied eye socket, is what draws Kayleen (Jennifer Carpenter) and Doug (Pablo 
Schreiber) into mutual, fascinated exploration. Though their friendship remains, by 
conventional standards, platonic, these two know that physical agony can be more 
bonding than sex. 

Kayleen and Doug meet wounded as children in a parochial school infirmary, and are 
reunited during the next 30 years in a mental institution, a funeral parlor and assorted 
hospital rooms. Each vignette in this easily flowing, intermissionless show, directed by 
Scott Ellis, has its own title (projected in supertitles), establishing the characters’ ages 
and a new injury one or the other has sustained, as in “Eight: Face Split Open” and 
“Twenty-Three: Eye Blown Out.” A breezy, somberly sentimental series of blackout 
sketches, the play is just asking to be retitled “Same Time, Next Scar.” 

Mr. Schreiber and Ms. Carpenter would appear to have the perfect credentials for their 
assignments. He was brilliant as a creepy, subliminally sadistic pair of identical twins in 
Christopher Shinn’s “Dying City,” while her credits include the horror flicks “The 
Exorcism of Emily Rose” and “Quarantine,” as well as a recurring role on “Dexter,” the 
serial-killer television series. But while they hold our attention here, they never quite 
bring Doug and Kayleen into complete, convincing existence. 
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I don’t think this is their fault. As conceived by Mr. Joseph, their characters aren’t much 
more than the sum of their medical histories. Doug is a daredevil who courts disaster on 
rooftops (he rides his bike off one and ventures onto another during a lightning storm); 
she’s a self-cutter with an unloving father and a corrosive depressive streak. 

The gifted Mr. Schreiber conveys Doug’s restlessness almost too restlessly. He seems to 
be trying on different sets of mannerisms, hoping that one will stick. In contrast, Ms. 
Carpenter sustains a brooding hostility that seldom varies. Each performer has enough 
natural presence and intelligence to keep us engaged. And they don’t make the mistake 
of over-signaling the different ages they play. But they rarely seem more than skin deep, 
however lacerated that skin may be. 

As designed by Neil Patel (set), Jeff Mahshie (costumes) and Donald Holder (lighting), 
“Gruesome Playground Injuries” has a hauntingly antiseptic look, befitting a play that 
spends so much time in hospitals. The stage is made up of luminous cubes (some filled 
with water), suggesting a sort of collection of Petri dishes in which Kayleen and Doug 
cultivate their own self-baffling personalities. Their metamorphoses between scenes are 
achieved in full view of the audience, as the performers change clothes, apply simulated 
wounds and wash off blood from previous scenes. 

These visible transformations underline the play’s most intriguing aspect, its 
implications that its characters are compelled to act out their bruising fates by forces 
they never question or understand. “Gruesome Playground Injuries” plays on the same 
perversely romantic appeal of self-destruction through unhappy love that has throbbed 
through Top 40 ballads for half a century. But the play is also steeped in a wondering 
fatalism regarding the basic human urge to hurt. 

Mr. Joseph translates that same point of view (more successfully, I think) to a larger 
canvas in his “Bengal Tiger,” which was short-listed for the Pulitzer Prize for drama last 
year and is set during the war in Iraq. His darkly funny, piquant sensibility somehow 
shrinks into preciousness in “Gruesome Playground Injuries,” which is best regarded as 
a preliminary sketch of things to come from an artist of original talent. 

GRUESOME PLAYGROUND INJURIES 

By Rajiv Joseph; directed by Scott Ellis; sets by Neil Patel; costumes by Jeff Mahshie; 
lighting by Donald Holder; sound by Ryan Rumery; music by Gwendolyn Sanford and 
Brandon Jay; production stage manager, Barclay Stiff; stage manager, Davin De Santis; 
associate artistic director, Christopher Burney; production manager, Jeff Wild; general 
manager, Don-Scott Cooper. Presented by Second Stage Theater, Carole Rothman, 
artistic director; Casey Reitz, executive director. At the Second Stage Theater, 305 West 
43rd Street, Clinton; (212) 246-4422, 2st.com. Through Feb. 20. Running time: 1 hour 
20 minutes. 

WITH: Jennifer Carpenter (Kayleen) and Pablo Schreiber (Doug). 

Let's 
avoid 
this. 


