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Scouting the City for Her Characters
By JOHN LELAND AUG. 19, 2011

A SUMMER afternoon in Chelsea, and Sarah Jones was on a recon mission,

searching for ... she did not know what, exactly. An accent, for starters. An ethnic

wild card. “Hybridity,” she said, using a word she uses often to describe her field of

urban study.

She noted a young man with a do-rag under his baseball cap and a belt buckle in

the shape of a handgun; a Caribbean woman pushing a white baby in a designer

stroller; a heavy woman smoking a long, exaggeratedly slim cigarette. “The slim

cigarette trumps the fact that she wasn’t talking to anyone,” Ms. Jones said, turning

to follow the woman. “Nobody smokes those anymore.”

Ms. Jones asked the woman for a cigarette, but got nothing useful in return.

“She didn’t say, ‘Yeah, honey, you can have one,’ ” Ms. Jones said, shifting her voice

to sound like a Bensonhurst ashtray, circa 1938. “I’m looking for something else.”

Ms. Jones, 37, might be described as an unlicensed anthropologist, an explorer

of the cultural fault lines that unite and divide the city. More plainly, she is a

playwright and performer whose one-woman shows carry her through rapid

successions of ethnically diverse male and female roles: a Russian immigrant or an

elderly Jewish woman; an Italian cop or a Brooklyn rapper seeking treatment for

rhyme addiction; an American Indian comedian or a Chinese-American woman

whose daughter, to her disappointment, is lesbian.

Since she won a Tony Award in 2006 for her show “Bridge and Tunnel,” Ms.

Jones has been searching for her next subject and next cast of characters, making
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one-off appearances at gatherings of business leaders, as a Unicef goodwill

ambassador and at the White House, where she performed in 2009. In the interim

she got divorced from her husband and behind-the-scenes collaborator, the slam

poet Steve Colman, and received a commission from Lincoln Center to develop an

unspecified show. She does not know what it will be about.

So the clock is ticking.

MS. JONES agreed to let a reporter follow her on two reconnaissance outings to

look for new characters and to do what she does: explore the hidden tensions and

weirdnesses that make New York City the global theater that it is.

“This is a new experience for me, to be with someone else,” she said, straining

her ears for fruitful sidewalk disruption. She gravitated toward Zen Bikes on 24th

Street, where two women were arguing, alternating in English and Spanish. Ms.

Jones pretended to talk on her mobile phone so she could get close and listen.

“She’s not happy,” Ms. Jones said of the older woman. “And she’s not happy in

two different languages, which is perfect for me.”

She gave the argument a chance to develop. Was it between a mother and

daughter? Were they like her own Dominican relatives, who add spice to the vast

stew of her ethnic background?

Ms. Jones edged closer, then backed off, continuing on her surveillance rounds.

Barbecue smells wafted from Madison Square Park. A Senegalese woman asked for

directions, and Ms. Jones answered her in French. Tourists spoke every language

known to man. She walked on. If she was feeling pressure to produce, she did not

voice it.

“I’m practicing a kind of meandering faith, or faithful meandering,” she said. “I

just trust that something is coming. I don’t know what it is. But I’ve been a

straphanger all my life; I know what it’s like to not know when the next train is

coming, but I trust the subway.”
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who she was. When she brought home forms from school asking her to designate her

race, her mother would cross out the line and write “human,” she said.

“My grandmothers are Irish-American and German-American; my grandfather

is from the Caribbean,” Ms. Jones said. “My father is African-American. My family

looked funny. I just started naturally imitating whoever I was talking to. I didn’t

want to be a phony, but I felt very authentic in the moment. I don’t think of it as

having a fractured self, but as having many interconnecting selves, concentric

identities.”

Things got more interesting when the family moved to Jamaica, Queens, and

Ms. Jones attended the United Nations International School, where her background

suddenly seemed vanilla compared with her classmates’. Then at Bryn Mawr College,

the diversity she had come to take for granted suddenly evaporated. Ms. Jones, who

dropped out after two years, had her mission.

On Fifth Avenue she ducked into a Sephora cosmetics store, where for some

reason she decided she would be least conspicuous as a tall, caramel-complexioned

Russian. No one looked at her funny.

“Excuse me,” she said to a salesman, an African-American man with giant

glasses and a subtle touch of gray. “We were saying you were like beautiful man,

André Leon Talley,” the iconic figure from Vogue magazine and “America’s Next Top

Model,” whose name survived even her linguistic roughhousing.

“Everyone says I look like him,” the man said. “I wish I had his money.”

“Never too late,” the babushka replied.

In truth, the man’s lament fit a theme that has been tugging at Ms. Jones as a

possibility for her next show: the brutality of the economy and the wedges it has

driven through the city. Outside the store, she put on a British accent to talk with a

woman selling jewelry on a sidewalk table. Within minutes the woman described

how she had been laid off from her job in the fashion industry.
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She bought a ring for $20. The woman, Lisa Clarke, 48, wrote her name and

number for Ms. Jones.

For the playwright, a story line was taking shape.

“How did we get from that woman having a middle-class experience in America

in the ’70s to now she sells jewelry in the streets?” she asked afterward. “I promise

you she does not have health coverage. Her father was a piano teacher. How did that

happen, and what is that story? It’s not going to be a Michael Moore diatribe. But my

first thought is just, this is the reality of today, that companies can get away with

paying people next to nothing. That’s the through line: the guy in Sephora — ‘Oh,

honey, if I had his money.’ And I know if I just pursue that conversation a little I’ll

find out how much he makes an hour and if he has health insurance. Every time I

overhear something, a financial component is there, and not far behind that is a

health story. And those things are very connected up for me. That’s where I’ve been

hovering.”

Ms. Jones got her start reading at poetry slams at the Nuyorican Poets Cafe in

the East Village and her first break on HBO’s “Def Poetry Jam,” where she

performed a feminist rewrite of Gil Scott-Heron’s “The Revolution Will Not Be

Televised” (“Your revolution will not happen between these thighs,” she recited). Mr.

Scott-Heron, who died in May, was a friend of her father’s, and gave her the opening

slot on a concert tour.

“He was like spoken-word royalty to us,” she said of Mr. Scott-Heron. But she

said she blushed now to see clips of the poem, “Your Revolution.”

“I was getting up there like, ‘Hi, y’all,’ ” she said. “That’s part of me, but that’s

not all of me. I remember going home like, I don’t really talk like that. I was telling

this all-black story. I was playing a spoken-word artist. I quickly realized it was O.K.

for me to bring the other voices onstage, and people would respond to them.”

AFTER a few hours on the streets, Ms. Jones had not found what she wanted.

She seemed a bit rusty or unfocused, watching the panorama rather than immersing
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A few days later, at a construction site on West 14th Street, Ms. Jones’s faith

appeared to be rewarded. A Latina Con Edison worker let her long hair fall from

under her hard hat. A man in a beret and blazer collected cans. Nearby were a

vocational center for people with disabilities, a Salvation Army outpost and the

Norwood, a members-only social club to which Ms. Jones belongs. The street was a

place for wealth and poverty to mingle and collide, as they do in her shows.

“Today I’m just looking for somebody inspiring,” she said, zeroing in on the Con

Ed woman. “So far she’s my favorite. I’m just looking for some strange

juxtapositions, like a petite, long-haired, shirt-too-big, female construction worker.

I’m interested in it from a feminist perspective; I’m interested in it from an economic

perspective, this moment in New York. Did she used to do something else? She

doesn’t look that young. Is this a second career? This provided better benefits? How

risky is this job? I don’t see her every day.”

“And Con Ed workers have the best accents,” she added. “These are Lawn

Guyland guys, or Jersey.”

But from this group, too, Ms. Jones seemed to be held at a distance. As she

expanded her patrol of the area, an explanation began to present itself. The New

York she documented so intimately in “Bridge and Tunnel” back in 2006 had

changed, as it does between any two blinks of an eye. Ms. Jones’s explorations were

shaping up as a study in loss.

At the playground where she expected to find brown nannies and white

children, mothers were the rule. “This is weird,” she said. Just feet from her

apartment in Greenwich Village she saw a Starbucks she had never noticed before.

Even the accents did not crackle and pop where expected.

“There was a time when if you listened to anyone from Russell Simmons to — I

mean, Russell Simmons has a little bit of Ed Koch in his accent,” she said. “There’s

that lovely Eastern European influence on his New Yawkese. It’s that hybridity I

love. But you can say goodbye to that.”
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That dropped “r” was a part of New York history, Ms. Jones said, a story of

immigration and struggle and unlikely cultural intermingling — exactly the story she

felt born to tell. But it was a story in eclipse, she said.

“That sound is being smoothed out by the influx of Minnesotans and

Michiganders and all these people who grew up watching ‘Sex and the City’ and want

to come here and live like Carrie,” she said. “And they can and they do.”

FINALLY, she spotted a character who interested her, a transsexual in a bright

green minidress, collecting cans on her bicycle. The cans were an economic story at

least. Ms. Jones approached her in hopes that more would follow. She was not

disappointed.

“I don’t know how to explain it,” the woman said. She wore bright red lipstick

and heavy eye makeup and called herself Crystal Scott, using her former first name

as her surname. A flag over her bicycle identified her as a “she-male.” She was 66

years old and in very good shape. “My life is totally unbelievable,” she said.

With encouragement but little prompting from Ms. Jones, the story came out:

childhood polio and tuberculosis, military school in the 1960s, addiction to crack

cocaine.

“Whatever came my way I adjusted to it and survived, by any means necessary,”

Ms. Scott said. “And anything I did in life, the means was necessary.”

Ms. Jones owned up that she was a playwright looking for characters. To Ms.

Scott this made perfect sense. She had more to tell, so much more.

“Miss Crystal, you’re blowing my mind,” Ms. Jones said. “I think we are going to

meet again.”

She took Ms. Scott’s telephone number and promised to call. Maybe something

would come of it, maybe not.

It was getting late, and Ms. Scott had more cans to collect.
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excerpt from Impro by Keith Johnstone


























