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Last summer, crowds lined up outside the Domino Sugar
Factory in Williamsburg for the chance to glimpse Kara Walker's
giant Sugar Sphinx sculpture inspired by 'mammy' and
'pickaninny' stereotypes. The artist had found a new, engaging
way to talk about race and racial politics through her art.
Branden Jacobs-Jenkins "An Octoroon" by SoHo Rep does a
similar thing onstage at Theatre for a New Audience's Polonsky
Shakespeare Center in Brooklyn.

Jacobs-Jenkins mashes together a lot of unusual elements in his
retelling of Dion Boucicault's 1859 play, "The Octoroon," a story
of forbidden love and slavery in the American South. The plot is
straightforward: Judge Peyton is dead, and his Louisiana
plantation, Terrebonne, is in dire straits.

Peyton's handsome nephew George (Austin Smith) arrives as heir apparent, and quickly falls in love with Zoe,
a beautiful 'octoroon.' But the evil overseer M'Closky (Austin Smith) has other plans, scheming to get both the
plantation and the girl for himself.

At the beginning of the show, Jacobs-Jenkins (also Austin Smith) takes to the stage alone to recap a
conversation between him and his imaginary therapist, who suggests he find some passion in his work by
restaging an old favorite. As he catalogs the problems in pulling together white stage actors willing to play evil
slavers, he sits down at a wooden table, and begins to paint himself into 'whiteface,' intending to play all the
roles himself.

Following him is actor Haynes Thigpen, who curses the audience out in a thick Irish brogue, calling them
'perverts' for watching him transform himself onstage into a 'redface,' the Native American character
Wahnotee, complete with a hatchet and a wild war dance.

His assistant, played by Latino actor Ian Lassiter, joins him onstage, and begins transforming himself as well,
into 'blackface.' As the social taboos mount, so does the grist of the production.

As the walls fall away, we find slave girls Minerva (Maechi Aharanwa) and Dido (Pascale Armand) spreading
cotton around a white stage. The two talk trash about the other slaves, using vernacular of today to dish the
dirt.

Then, Smith returns as George Peyton, spurring the Uncle Tom "Nigger Pete" to whip the women into a
frenzy, as he denigrates them with the names whites throw at blacks: lazy, pickaninny, thieving.

But George only has ears for the beautiful singing of the octoroon Zoe (Amber Gray), the 'natural bastard
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daughter of his uncle, with the education of a lady.' Next-door neighbor Dora, a delightfully ditzy Mary
Wiseman, tries to win his love, pressing Zoe to make the match. But when George admits he loves Zoe, she is
ashamed of her "one spot in eight" that is black, calling it "the mark of Cain" and "and unclean thing." Jacob-
Jenkins tackles the idea of black as being corrupt and unpure in this frank look at racism.

The plot has a second narrative as well: the murder of favored pickaninny boy Paul (Lassiter). Apparently, the
original play was a technological stunner because it employed the use of a camera to catch the murderer. As
Paul pals around with his Indian friend, he attempts to cadge himself his 'likeness' on the photo plate.
Mid-photo, the evil M'Closky sneaks behind him and plants Wahnotee's hatchet in the boy's head, stealing
from him a letter that would ensure the survival of Terrebonne in the hands of its rightful owner, George
Peyton.

There's an amazing knife fight scene between Smith as George and Smith at M'Closky. Later in the action, as
an angry mob is about to lynch the hapless native, the photo plate is found, and they redirect their anger at
the overseer.

But it's too late; the octoroon, distraught over being sold to M'Closky and forced into servitude (and
acknowledgement of her 'less-than' status), begs some poison off 'Mammy' and presumably does herself in.
Did I mention; there's also a large white rabbit?

If you're totally confused, that's fine. There's too much going on here to easily encapsulate it. Among the
disparate elements are slaves playing the dozens, accusing each other of being too bougie or too ghetto;
rejoicing on the auction block when they're sold to a riverboat captain; the use of blackface; music as the
voice of a people; the blatant racism of the tomahawk and feathered headdress; the Uncle Tom; and the idea
of whites having 'favored' negroes like Little Paul and Zoe. And don't forget the Act 4 'sensation scene' that
may literally knock your socks off.

"I know we slaves and everything, but you are not your job," is one classic line that should give readers an
idea what Jacobs-Jenkins has brewed up.

Big ups go to set designer Mimi Lien, who does amazing things that should be impossible in a black box
theater. From spotlights to iconic shadowcasting to making the floor appear to ripple in green, Matt Frey
does wonders with lights. César Alvarez makes inroads with the musical choices, and cellist Lester St. Louis,
sitting unassumingly on stage left all evening, keeps the action lively.

Racism is no laughing matter, but neither is it far from over. Jacob-Jenkins finds a stunning, entertaining,
irreverent, dangerous and lovely way to address it in "The Octoroon." May more playwrights take such risks.

"An Octoroon" plays through March 15 at Theatre for a New Audience's Polonsky Shakespeare Center, 262 Ashland
Place in Brooklyn. For information or tickets, call 866-811-4111 or visit www.tfana.org

Winnie McCroy is the Women on the EDGE Editor, HIV/Health Editor, and Assistant Entertainment Editor for EDGE Media
Network, handling all women’s news, HIV health stories and theater reviews throughout the U.S. She has contributed to other
publications, including The Village Voice, Gay City News, Chelsea Now and The Advocate, and lives in Brooklyn, New York,
where she writes about local restaurants in her food blog, http://brooklyniscookin.blogspot.com/

An Octoroon :: EDGE United States http://www.edgemedianetwork.com/preview////171478

2 of 4 4/2/15, 11:15 AM



INSIDE EDGE

'Get Hard' FBI Video: Show Boston
Marathon Bombing
Suspect Tsarnaev

With GOP Votes, Indiana
House OKs Religious
Objection Bill

Google Maps Turns into
Pac-Man's Chomping
Grounds

'Killed Them All': 'The
Jinx' Director on
Apparent Confession

Cruz and Lankford
Introduce Resolution of
Disapproval to Overturn
Council Bill

BARtab

Network Partners
Get Newsletters

Things to do

An Octoroon :: EDGE United States http://www.edgemedianetwork.com/preview////171478

3 of 4 4/2/15, 11:15 AM



Atlanta, GA
Atlantic City, NJ
Austin, TX
Baltimore, MD
Boston, MA
Buffalo, NY
Chicago, IL
Cleveland, OH
Columbus, OH
Dallas, TX
Denver, CO
Detroit, MI
Ft. Lauderdale, FL
Fire Island, NY
Key West, FL
Las Vegas, NV
Los Angeles, CA

Miami, FL
Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN
Nashville, TN
New Orleans, LA
New York, NY
Orlando, FL
Palm Springs, CA
Philadelphia, PA
Phoenix, AZ
Pittsburgh, PA
Portland, OR
Providence, RI
Provincetown, MA
San Diego, CA
San Francisco, CA
Seattle, WA
Washington, DC

Bay Area Reporter
Bay Windows
Damron LGBT Travel

HotSpots! Magazine
Metro Weekly
Rage Monthly
South Florida Gay News

Learn about EDGE
Work here
Visit our Press Room
Advertise
Write Feedback
Read Privacy Statement
Read Terms of Use
Contact Us

Copyright © 2003-2015
EDGE Publications, Inc. / All Rights Reserved
Homotech, YouShoot, EDGE Media Network, Pride Labs and QueeryMe are registered trademarks of EDGE Publications Inc.
68.173.225.97

An Octoroon :: EDGE United States http://www.edgemedianetwork.com/preview////171478

4 of 4 4/2/15, 11:15 AM


