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     most actors spend a lifetime dreaming of career success. According to Tonya Pinkins, 
success was her undoing. In 1992 Pinkins’s career was taking off . She was appearing on the 
soap opera,  As the World Turns , and she had just won rave reviews and a Tony Award for  Jelly’s 
Last Jam . That success, says Pinkins, was too much for the ego of her then-husband. “When 
you’re coming from a house full of women,” she says, “you really don’t know anything about 
men and have no basis for picking and choosing. I just picked a string of really bad ones.” This 
one not only sued for divorce; he fought for and won sole custody of Pinkins’s two children. 
She had to leave the show to focus on the court proceedings, spent years in battle, going bank-
rupt in the process, and found that for the rest of her career to date, despite artistic success, 
she’d be dealing with the fallout.    

 Tonya Pinkins was born in Chicago into a home inhabited by her mother, grandmother, 
great-grandmother and aunts, none of whom were especially interested in the arts. A junior 
high school teacher saw Pinkins’s talent, however, and lobbied the St. Nicholas Theater Com-
pany to allow her to study in their professional program. By nineteen she was in New York, 
having been cast in the legendary fl op,  Merrily We Roll Along . Her next Broadway musical was 
 Jelly’s Last Jam , followed by the disappointments,  Chronicles of a Death Foretold, Play On! , and 
 The Wild Party . Then, in 2003, at The Public Theater, she took on the role of Caroline 
Thibodeaux in  Caroline, or Change , one of the most fascinating anti-heroes in the history of 
musicals. She was a maid in 1962 Louisiana, supporting four children on $30 a week and sup-
pressing her feelings about her world. It was an astonishing performance which Pinkins was 
able to repeat on Broadway, on tour, and in the West End. 

 In 2006, Pinkins penned a self-help book,  Get Over Yourself ! How to Drop the Drama and 
Claim the Life You Deserve . She appears to have taken her own lessons to heart, because despite 
a litany of diffi  culties that could sour the best of us, Pinkins is warm with an open, smiling face 
and an easy laugh. Though she describes herself as “constantly pessimistic,” her aspect totally 
belies that. 

   You started studying acting in eighth grade. Did it occur to you at that point that you 
would want to pursue acting?  

 Not really. It was always sort of disappointing in a way. I always wanted it to be more than 
it was. 
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   So what made you stay?  
 My teacher, Harris Goldenberg. He made me stay. He would take me to auditions. He was 

totally my stage mother. 

   At some point you transitioned into thinking “Maybe I do want to do this  . . . ”  
 No, that didn’t happen. It was something that would come up, and I would do it. I remem-

ber when I was selecting my colleges, I got a full scholarship to Yale, but because of his infl u-
ence I ended up picking Carnegie Mellon. 

   But you weren’t there for very long . 
 No, because I auditioned for  Merrily We Roll Along  over the Christmas break. I didn’t want 

to do that, either. I was on my way to Puerto Rico, and Harris said, “No, there’s an open call.” 
He was very persuasive. So I came back for the open call and ended up getting cast and going 
to New York, knowing the show would not happen for almost another year. But these were the 
gods of the theater [Stephen Sondheim and Director Hal Prince]. 

   Did that you lead you to fi nally embrace acting as a career?  
 I didn’t ever feel like this was “it” or going to be “it.” I probably spent the majority of my 

career trying to leave it, but jobs kept coming and I knew that work is such a precious thing. I 
knew so many people who didn’t have it, so if it was off ered, I would take it. 

     

   Duke Ellington and Shakespeare combined in  Play On!  (Photofest)    
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   Were you able to really believe in yourself if you weren’t committed to it?  
 I used to think, “I don’t know what they’re seeing. I don’t get it.” It didn’t feel very secure 

because they were responding to something that I was not doing, and I wasn’t in control of. 
They were responding to something about which I felt, “I don’t know why it’s here today, and 
I can’t tell you I’m going to be able to create this tomorrow,” so that was a very scary thing. [I 
just never got excited about these things] and my agent used to say, “Nothing ever aff ects you,” 
because I would just say, “Oh, I got this job? Okay. Thank you.” 

   You got to New York in 1981 and got a place on 47th and Broadway. That was the heart of 
Times Square at its seediest . 

 Oh, yeah, I lived in it. I remember visiting New York; it was a scary place. I didn’t really 
like it. I turned Juilliard down because it was in New York. I remember one of the fi rst days I 
was in New York I was on a bus and I saw a car almost run over a biker, who threw down his 
bike, got off , started bashing the car’s windshield and meanwhile somebody stole the bike. I’m 
thinking, “Okay, this is New York.” 

   What do you remember about working on  Merrily?   
 It was probably one of the most devastating experiences of my life but also one of the most 

educational. Everything that could possibly go wrong went wrong. [But later] when I’d go to other 
shows and things would go wrong, I would be unfazed. I was sort of just watching because it was 
a world I didn’t know anything about. It was completely alien and foreign to me so I was just ob-
serving the politics, the rules. I’ve always been a very anti-clique person, so that always made me an 
outsider in a lot of ways. I would just watch a lot of things. Very bizarre, strange things happened 
on that show. You’d show up to rehearse your scene, and somebody else would be doing your part. 

   Since you had no context for having done a Broadway show before, did it feel like maybe 
that’s how it works?  

 No, it never felt like this is how it works. It felt chaotic and like, “What are these people doing?” 

   Could you tell that the show was not working or could you not be objective about it at that 
time?  

 I knew very early that it wasn’t working and as I watched the changes that were being 
made I knew they weren’t going to work. But I was nineteen years old so who cares. The day 
they cut all the costumes and the wigs, that was like, “Okay, maybe this is a tax write-off  or 
something.” 

   Do you have a specifi c recollection of working with Sondheim?  
 No, because we didn’t really work with him. But we got invited to his home for a party and 

he showed us his working room. I remember he opened the door where he housed his scores 
and there were all the empty shelves for the ones yet to be written. I loved that. At Hal’s house, 
they had a rotunda foyer with one of his many Tonys spotlit. 

   Where do you keep your Tony?  
 I don’t have my Tony. 

   Where’s your Tony?  
 I don’t know. It’s a long story. I don’t know where it is. I may never see it again. 
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   You said before that  Merrily  was one of the most devastating experiences. It got you to New 
York and then it was over in a couple months . 

 I don’t know if that was the devastating part of it. It was more “What have I gotten myself 
into?” 

   You decided to go to Yale at that point  . . .   
 Yeah but I didn’t. I was up for  All My Children , which was my favorite show in the whole 

wide world. I turned down a show at Actors Theater of Louisville because I had a screen test 
for  All My Children . I didn’t get it but shortly after I ended up on  As the World Turns . The 
thought of being on a soap was really exciting to me. I think I quit in my third year. 

   Why?  
 I wasn’t in a happy place. I’m like the most negative interview you’re getting, right? But 

those people were so unhappy. It was the most cutthroat place I’d ever been. 

   After you left  . . .   
 I had two kids. And I started studying acting with Bill Esper. I’d do a scene and my son, 

Max, would be there with me on my fanny thing. 

   So if you went back to class, had you decided to really commit to acting?  
 Yes, I did. I wanted to be really good, and I wanted to know how to produce this thing that 

people were so fascinated by. I wanted to have a craft to do that with. You’re here, this is what 
you do, get good at it. I was there for two years, but I left in the second year because I did  The 
Piano Lesson . That was my greatest failure. I remember I did a great audition. I almost intui-
tively did Lloyd Richards’s blocking, but then when I got there I always felt like I just didn’t fi t. 
Something was wrong. I never felt like I was giving them what they wanted. I didn’t get it, I 
didn’t bring it, I didn’t fi t. I think there are the August Wilson actors, and I’m not one of them. 
The August Wilson actors were this whole crop of character actors who would never get to 
Broadway were it not for August writing all these amazing roles. They’re so good at the char-
acter thing. At the risk of sounding conceited, I have a star quality that doesn’t fi t into that. I 
think the plays went awry when they started sticking stars in the mix of that ensemble thing. I 
think that all those character actors in August’s plays, in terms of the work, they’re special, but 
they’re lacking  . . .  what would I call it? Graciela Daniele once told me that Bernie Jacobs closed 
 Once on This Island  when it was still playing at 80 percent capacity. He said, “It’s just not a 
limousine play.” I think that that’s the quality beyond talent that makes stars. Can we see you 
getting out of a limousine and coming and hanging out at our party? That’s my feeling. 

   So that said, having the career that you’ve had, do you think that you’ve been chosen?  
 Absolutely. 

   And what do you think made the diff erence for you?  
 That I’m articulate. That my teacher taught me early on how to be in the room and so I’m 

poised. I’m someone that people with that kind of wealth and power feel comfortable having 
in the room. 

   It sounds classest . 
 I think it is. 
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   At what point did you realize that you 
were chosen?  

 I think the fi rst time that I became really 
aware of it was working on a show called 
 Play On!  We were trying to work as a team of 
actors to make our contracts be the same. 
The producers had sort of put me in the po-
sition of the star and were off ering me better. 
I remember that at that point it was the fi rst 
time I realized, “Oh, they aren’t going to 
value certain people.” Others were brilliant, 
talented, just not valued. I don’t even know 
how to describe it. It’s just the kind of sense 
that I have. I knew I was getting chosen to 
have opportunities and that it didn’t have 
anything to do with my talent, so I wanted my talent to match the opportunities that I was 
going to get to have that other people weren’t.    

   You did a number of straight plays in the late ’80s and early ’90s, and then  Jelly’s 
Last Jam  . 

  Jelly  was supposed to start on Monday. I auditioned on the Friday and the Saturday 
before it started. I had just come off   The Caucasian Chalk Circle  at The Public with George 
C. Wolfe and I think it was like, “What about her? Let’s give her a try.” That’s the show that 
I earned my stripes on. I really came to trust my talent and ability to be a good actor. For 
the audition, I only got to see some sides, and she was written like your typical sassy, black 
girl. It wasn’t until I was on the plane [on the way to LA to take the job] that I got to read 
the whole script. I realized that this woman is amazing and powerful and like my grand-
mothers and aunts. I didn’t even know if I had it in me. I went into that show just para-
lyzed, paralyzed. I felt I had something extraordinary and I did not know that I had the 
capacity. I was just scared. And then to top it off , I was in a room with actors who had 
played my role before and were now in the chorus. So I’m in a room full of all these people 
who know each other and have worked together, and then I come in. I’m not one to try to 
impress people—the way I work in rehearsals—I don’t do anything. I just come in, and I 
read. I’m just taking in and researching. Some people come in and what they give you at a 
fi rst read-through is what their fi rst performance is going to be. In TV if you don’t give it 
to them on the fi rst read, you’re fi red. I would work on all the things I wanted to do at 
home, but I didn’t have enough confi dence in them that if I tried them, and I’d gotten a 
note, that I’d be able to trust myself to do them again. So I had decided that I was not going 
to do any of my ideas until I had a run-through where I knew I could get through the whole 
thing without a note. I just felt like one note and I’d be like, “I was wrong. I can’t do this.” 
So that’s what I did. 

   But you hadn’t communicated that?  
 No. 

   So for all they knew  . . .   
 She sucks. 

      Tonya Pinkins  

    Merrily We Roll Along , Broadway, 1981  
   A My Name Is Alice , off -Broadway, 1984  
   Jelly’s Last Jam , Broadway, 1992 (Tony 

Award)  
   Chronicle of a Death Foretold , Broadway, 

1995  
   Play On!  Broadway, 1997  
   The Wild Party , Broadway, 2000  
   House of Flowers , Encores! 2003  
   Caroline, or Change , off -Broadway, 

Broadway, National Tour, West End, 
2004       
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   It didn’t occur to you to say, “Trust me?”  
 No, because I didn’t trust me. I knew I was working on stuff , but I didn’t know that it was 

going to work. 

   So you get to do it at the run-through, you unleash . 
 And all hell broke loose. I don’t really know the backstage of what happened, but people 

were so blown away, although unhappily. It was almost like they had all plotted that I was 
going to be gone, and suddenly it was like, not only was I not what they thought, I was so much 
more. The whole show was going to have to adjust to that. It was not a happy moment. 

   You’d think they’d be thrilled that you fi nally came through . 
 The lead actor, Obba Babatunde, was very unhappy with me. There were fi ve women 

principals at the time and nobody ever thought that my character was that important. So I’m 
shifting the balance of the play, and I’m now getting all the notes. But once I did it in that run-
through, and I experienced how it worked and how the room took it, I knew I found this and I 
could not ever back off  of it. Everybody was ready for my ship to sink. 

   Well, I can understand why people would be upset. You’re getting close to opening, and 
suddenly you’ve just shifted the balance of the show, and everything that they were working on . 

 But I couldn’t do it any other way. I was too afraid. 

   Were you apologetic at all?  
 No. 

   Do you have the sense that if someone else had done that in your show you might be a 
little uneasy about it?  

 No. No. Bring it. I want you to bring something new every day. Let’s do it. We’re creating 
it right here in the spot. When Gregory Hines came into the show he had the opposite prob-

     

   Recording  Jelly’s Last Jam  with Gregory Hines. (Photofest)    
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lem; he had a forty-year career already and he knew how to have an audience eating out of the 
palm of his hand, and George essentially said, “This is not Gregory Hines. You have to pull all 
of that.” Ultimately he embraced it, but it was rough going through the rehearsals because he 
did not want to give up what he knew worked. Working with him was fantastic once he knew 
he could trust me.    

   Was it an adjustment singing again after so long?  
 It was defi nitely. The singing thing was awkward. When I came to New York, black women 

were supposed to sing gospel. I don’t do that. I don’t riff . I’m Catholic. We don’t sing like that. 
So that was another place where I always felt fake and inauthentic. Whenever I’d play the sassy 
black woman, that just didn’t feel like my truth. Going into  Jelly , I was also working with a lot 
of riff ers, some of the most amazing singers. There was always a sense of insecurity about the 
fact that I don’t do that. And then there was [musical director] Luther Henderson, who very 
much wanted my character, Anita, to be like Lena Horne. So I was getting coached on how to 
have that quality and I didn’t know that I defi nitely wanted her to be that. It was interesting 
because he’s a god of the theater as well  . . .  

   It sounds like you were being bombarded with all kinds of mixed signals that you had to 
synthesize . 

 I think that’s what growing up is. The world is always going to be giving you input and it’s 
your job to see what’s meaningful and throw away what isn’t. So  Jelly  was the place where I 
found out that I was a good actor and that I knew how to make good choices. I didn’t question 
it in that same way ever again. 

   And it paid off , obviously. You got the Tony . 
 I can’t say it was because I deserved the Tony. I lobbied and worked really hard for that Tony. 

   What did you do?  
 I hired a publicist who was charging me $250 a month. Leonard Fink. We would get to-

gether in the evenings, and we would come up with what we were going to be selling about 
Tonya Pinkins because nobody knew who Tonya Pinkins was and nobody cared. Len Fink and 
I would write articles. We’d get new press. I’d get new pictures and we’d just send them and 
everybody would say, “No.” We’d come up with a new story, and we’d just keep sending pack-
ages. Every night we’d come up with some angle. And the way it felt—because I don’t know 
what’s going on inside the workings of the business—is that when the reviews fi nally came 
out, and they were good, suddenly I got a bunch of press, but I got it because they already had 
all the materials about me for months. It was all there, in place for them to run all kinds of 
stories. When those nominations started coming, I was in  People  magazine six weeks in a row, 
but that was because of Leonard and me. 

   What were you coming up with to be sending?  
 I don’t know. We’d think of a personal interest story. We’d just come up with things and 

kept doing it. And still, the  New York Times  said I wasn’t going to win the Tony that year. I 
hadn’t been chosen yet. 

   So these nominations start happening, and at that point you feel like it was because you’d 
been campaigning?  

 Absolutely. I didn’t have some idea that, “Oh, I’m so good.” At that point, I knew that the 
work I was doing was work that I was proud of but I had no illusions beyond that. 
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   So was there a feeling of inauthenticity when you got the nomination? Like you had won 
the con?  

 No, because that’s how you get the awards. And then once you’re in the club of people who 
get awards, you get nominated more because you’re already in the club. That’s a diff erent 
thing. But being good was my personal thing and I had to do that for me. The rest of that, if I 
can play that game right, then that may play into some other things. 

   But the awards part is business?  
 That’s business. 

   During your run in the show, as you were signing autographs one night  . . .   
 I said, “Oh, where do you want me to sign. What’s your name?” and the guy says, “No, this 

is for you.” I open it and it’s a divorce summons. I was getting a little big and my husband 
wasn’t about to let that happen. I won every award you could win. I’m having meetings with 
Woody Allen, James Brooks. It was like my career was about to happen and he didn’t like it. 

   And when you got home that night?  
 He just sits there. To this day he will say that I divorced him. I had to walk away from all 

the work stuff  to focus on my divorce and I end up losing. I ended up losing custody of my kids 
a year later. 

   So you left the show and the soap [Pinkins was also on  All My Children  at the same time] 
and spent your life savings  . . .   

 More than my life’s savings because it’s still going on today. My last child isn’t twenty-one yet. 

   You walked away from everything you had been working toward to try to sort this out . 
 I didn’t care. I didn’t care at all. 

   And you spent how many years caught up in this battle?  
 The next six or seven. 

   You represented yourself in court . 
 Well, that’s after I lost. I didn’t have any more money. This is the fi rst time where the game 

didn’t work. And I think that had a lot to do with me being a very successful, black, woman. 
That was actually my fi rst experience with racism because I know I know how to play the 
game. I’m in court every day with the pearls and the ponytail and the shoes. My ex-husband’s 
playing, “She’s an angry black woman, and I fear for my life from her.” Here’s a white judge 
looking at a white guy and a black woman, and he says, “On balance, it goes to the father.” And 
they get to do that. They don’t answer to anyone. 

   Well, you go through the appeal process?  
 Right. I went through more than that. I actually was able to prove that the entire case 

should have been thrown out, but nothing ever changed. 

   Your next show in New York was  The Merry Wives of Windsor  at Shakespeare in the Park . 
 That went badly because I had to go to court for something and there was a chain of com-

mand issue at the theater where whoever was supposed to tell whomever didn’t tell whomever. 
They just threw me under the bus and acted like I never told anybody. They acted like I just 
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walked out of a dress rehearsal. Everybody was mad at me and my reputation was bad. For the 
last performance, I got stuck in traffi  c, and I got there late. They didn’t let me do the show. It 
was ugly, but I was doing my life, and ultimately there was nothing else that was any more 
important than me doing my life. 

   After  Merry , you did  Chronicle of a Death Foretold  . 
 What a fab experience. I love Graciela Daniele, just love her. But I had to leave that show 

because they started garnishing my wages without ever having a trial to determine what I 
owed. They just started taking money. So I said, “Then I’m not working.” And I left the show. 
I wasn’t getting paid. They were taking 65 percent. 

   That was your fi rst time working with Graciela, right?  
 I love Graciela. She’s brilliantly talented, and she’s loving and nurturing, and it’s about the 

people. For a lot of directors it is all about the show and forget the humans. She’s all about the 
people. I think that can have its good side and its bad side. I watch directors who will abuse 
people in the name of their vision. Gracie’s like, screw the vision. If the actor can’t do it, oh, 
well, that’s who we hired. We’re not fi ring anybody. We will make it work. 

   Two years later you did  Play On!   
 First I went back to fi nish college. I get pregnant and what am I going to do with myself? 

Everybody’s telling me I should be a lawyer and then I get accepted with a full scholarship to 
a two-year law school in San Diego. And right at the same time I get an off er to do  Play On!  
at the Old Globe in San Diego. I call [director] Sheldon Epps, and I say, “Sheldon, these Erte 
gowns  . . .  Is that locked in stone, because I’m pregnant.” “How pregnant?” “Oh, you know, 
just a little.” I don’t tell them that on the day we start rehearsal I’m seven months pregnant, 
wearing a girdle to keep everything in and working out vigorously. They’re designing these 
costumes to grow and grow and grow. They don’t know it ain’t going to be growing much 
longer. 

   Did you give birth while you’re doing the show at the Old Globe?  
 Yes. During the run. 

   What happened to law school when you went to New York with the show?  
 I had to leave law school, which was very disappointing.  Play On!  was another rough one. 

I mean I have had rough experiences but they taught me great lessons. I’ve always been trying 
to help everybody. I’m the union organizer. On  Play On!  [we tried to organize favored nations 
contracts and it went badly]. But I loved the show, and loved the cast so much. 

   That show closed pretty quickly, and you went through a lot for it. You moved back to New 
York with a newborn, you gave up law  . . .   

 That one was really disappointing. To this day I’ve been trying to get people to bring that 
show back or take it to London. That show was fantastic. It broke every box offi  ce record at 
all the regional theaters. That was just bad producing. And that was the point at which I 
started thinking I should be a producer. But let me tell you, I have learned I am not producer 
material. 

   Why?  
 It’s 24/7 and it requires a lot of manipulation. 
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   You’re good at playing the game . 
 I used to be. Not any more. 

   When did that change?  
 Probably when I got my [dread]locks. I didn’t want to play the game any more. [I knew not 

having] white girl hair was going to substantially cut probably 75 percent of my opportunities. 
But I don’t want to spend fi ve hours a week in the hairdresser. And at that point in time I don’t 
think I had any shows going on anyway. It wasn’t like I was working. We do  Play On!  on the 
road and I get pregnant again. I have my last son, and I moved to Mexico. 

   Mexico?  
 Well, I knew it was either Mexico or Canada. Canada you get free health insurance. Mexico 

you can buy oceanfront property if you’re a citizen. So I decided to go to Mexico and raise my 
child. Manuel was born there. 

   What got you out of Mexico?  
 Manuel almost died. He got some illness and nobody ever fi gured out what it was, but he 

lost half of his body weight. So I came back to LA. I was school teaching, substituting, trying 
to get some voice-overs. 

   And then  The Wild Party  happens?  
 Yes. I was very bad on that one. 

   What do you mean?  
 First they take like four months to negotiate because George Wolfe thinks I’m too heavy. 

They don’t know how to tell me. So the negotiations are dragging on for four months because 
nobody will tell me that they think I need to lose weight. George is actually very, very sensitive 
about things like that. You know, he can seem very glib about some things, and then other things 
 . . .  he really didn’t like confrontation. Really and truly. Finally we work that out, and I do it. 

   And your experience on that show?  
 I’m just such a busybody, know-it-all. I looked at the script, and I said, “I’ll do this because 

the play doesn’t begin until I walk in the room. Obviously they’re going to develop me.” But 
that wasn’t the intention. They were creating something new, and I’m always on board to 
create something new. It just wasn’t the right combination, in my opinion, to create some-
thing new. 

   How do you mean? The right combination of artists?  
 I don’t know, but we didn’t create something new. Well, we did do something new, and 

now you see a lot of shows that are kind of like that. So we did break ground, and it was the 
most incredible, artistic thing to ever work on because you had to be onstage nonstop and so 
you had to create that life continuously. No going off stage ever. Amazing. Just amazing. And 
people did some extraordinary work. 

   Do you have a specifi c recollection of working with Eartha Kitt on that?  
 She would act all old, like she can’t do anything, and then she steps onto the stage and she 

knocks it out! She’s just great. She’s just the loveliest, loveliest woman. And so simple—so not 
her character. The woman is not [what people think of as] Eartha Kitt. 
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   What about Toni Collette?  
 They loved her. I, on the other hand, thought that she was why the show died and told her. 

   You told her that?  
 I’m bad. And of course she’ll never speak to me again. [In 2013 the two would work to-

gether again on the CBS series  Hostages .] The experience that I would have right here with Toni 
[face to face] oh, my God, she’s brilliant. Amazing. I just never felt it went across footlights. 
Now, she’s a star. She’s a movie star, and they kept rewriting to accommodate her. We never did 
the same show twice and that largely had to do with the fact there were things that Toni just 
wouldn’t do. Like confl ict. So here we have a poem [the original source material] that doesn’t 
have any confl ict, and every time they try to impose it, Toni says things like, “Well, if she did 
that to me, I’d just leave,” and she would leave. And so they’d have to write a new number. So 
I’m watching a show that’s getting worse and worse because they’re writing the material that 
the actress will do and trying to tell a story that ain’t a great story to begin with and doesn’t have 
any confl ict. And then the actress won’t play confl ict. It wasn’t like I said, “You’re bad,” I was 
just trying to say, “This is what the theater is. It’s confl ict. Movies are the look, the reaction. In 
theater we want to see what happens when you can’t do what you want to do. Confl ict.” 

   And you told her this?  
 Mm-hmm. 

   In what context and what made you decide that you were going to do that?  
 I think I was frustrated because I really needed the job and I wanted this show to work. I 

loved this show and I knew she was the star. The show was her. She was going to make that 
show. I knew she’d be loved, and I knew she’d get nominated. All of that was guaranteed. But 
I also knew what that character had to be to make the show work. Mandy Patinkin is a force to 
be reckoned with. To me, that’s what you get on the stage for. He’s going to give you something 
every day, and if you walk away from it, then we’re missing why we’re at the theater. 

   So when you say you were bad on that show—  
 Well, I feel like that was just none of my business and not my place to do. But at that point 

I needed the job! I hadn’t done anything in forever, and Toni was it. This show was going to 
rise and fall on her. 

   So when that didn’t work either, how is it that you never lost faith in the business?  
 I never had any faith in the business. I still don’t have any faith in the business. But the 

work itself  . . .  Because when you’re doing the work itself, it’s like good sex. It’s like an orgasm. 
All of the rest is a nightmare. I don’t think it’s ever going to be anything but a nightmare. But 
the work itself is worth it. 

   When  The Wild Party  closed you were off ered  Thoroughly Modern Millie  . 
 I thought, “I just got off ered a part with all these great people. I should be happy, but 

[I’m wary because they] just fi red Yvette Cason who is brilliant.” It was not a fi t for me. I 
haven’t yet mastered—and I’m working on it right now—light with no depth, just fun and 
silly. So it wasn’t a fi t because my anchor, my security blanket to being an actress is to step 
in the technique. And Yvette told me that she tore it up, and that it was great and a great role 
for her. I could see that because Yvette is one of the most astonishing jazz singers on the 
planet. I don’t do that so I needed to be able to do something else. What I ultimately decided 
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was they wanted somebody in the club in that role. That’s why they picked me. She wasn’t 
yet in the club. 

   So you’re saying talent-wise, you weren’t bringing anything to the table that she didn’t 
have? They just wanted somebody in the club?  

 That’s what I think. But I wasn’t a fi t. I’m not interested in playing light and frothy but that 
was what that show was about. I gave them all the notes, and they took my notes, and they fi red 
me. That’s my story. They took all my notes, but they got rid of me. 

   But that was a role you were perfectly happy not to continue on in?  
 Absolutely. I thought it was just weak. I know what a show-stopping song is. I know what 

you get a Tony for. Neither of those songs were it. And Sheryl Lee Ralph [who replaced Pinkins] 
didn’t even get nominated. Even with the new material. You know as an artist when someone’s 
giving you material that will stop a show. Give me the material. I know how to stop a show. 

    Caroline, or Change  came next . 
 That was just a great gift of a show for me. I didn’t know what it was when I got in it. I just 

wanted to be in the room with those people, and as a general rule, that’s how I take projects. Is 
it a bunch of people who I respect and I want to be in the room with? I don’t even care if they 
succeed. I want to be in the room with them. When I fi rst read it, I didn’t understand it. I was 
thinking, “This is completely unlike what we are accustomed to drama being. Show me how 
you do this.”    

   Every single show that you’d done up until now, you have described as a “tough one.” 
Here’s one that was perfect. You’re creating something, it was your role, your show. This was 

     

   With Chandra Wilson in the heart-breaking  Caroline, or Change . (Photofest)    
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the role of a lifetime in a show that you loved being in, and yet when it was moving to Broad-
way, you were prepared to walk away during negotiations. That’s hugely brave . 

 Not to me. To me it was just simple. I understand the game, and I’ll play the game with 
you, but don’t think I don’t understand that we’re playing a game. I understand what the 
game is, I understand what you have to do, but don’t think I’m stupid. I wrote the producers 
a letter: “You are the smartest producers in the whole world. You put this budget together 
and you obviously know what you need. I am sure it will be a success without me. Good 
luck.” We got exactly what we asked for, which was not anything unreasonable. Not even half 
of what the other ladies on Broadway were getting at the time. But if that’s the game, that’s 
the game. 

   When the show opened on Broadway, you were back on  All My Children  . 
 It was the most-perfect fi t for me. I get to go do the fun stuff  and play with all the cute 

actors during the day and then go do the hard stuff  at night, and it was just perfect. Like in a 
certain sense, if I don’t ever do anything else again, I got to have the best time. I’ve had some 
great opportunities in my life. 

   This was your fi rst time carrying a show. How did that feel?  
 It was great, and that was when I fi nally got the lesson: you have a responsibility to other 

people. When I was nominated for the Tony, all of the producers and so many people were out 
there making calls, lobbying for me to get these nominations. The sense of responsibility to 
them, and the awareness that not winning was as painful for them as for me  . . .  I know how 
hard they worked. [But in the end] it’s politics. It’s not about work. 

   Was that Tony experience diff erent for you this time?  
 Absolutely. I’d never been invited to as many parties. Every day. Breakfast, lunch, dinner, 

after-show drinks. That six weeks I felt like this must be what a presidential campaign is like. 
You are glad-handing, smiling, parties. And I knew what the voters’ problem was with me. I’d 
been told that they didn’t like my curtain call. They wanted me to come out and be happy and 
smiling and a diff erent person [than I had been onstage]. It was like “the black girl scared us 
and we need to know she’s safe.” I wouldn’t give that to them. It was kind of a choice. I’m not 
giving you that. 

   Do you have any regret about that?  
 No, because it wouldn’t have made a diff erence. They were going to close our show no 

matter what. My winning a Tony—they would have closed our show, and I’d have been more 
pissed. 

   Playing the show, you’ve said having gone through what you went through with your own 
battles, you already knew Caroline so well—  

 I did. Oh, it was so satisfying. Here I’m walking around with all this rage, all this horrible 
stuff  that’s still having me in the courtroom, and I have a place every night where I can go and 
let it all come out. 

   You started to have vocal trouble during the run, didn’t you?  
 They didn’t trust me vocally. It had been this eff ortless vocal thing, and they put me with 

Joan Lader, who was extraordinary, extraordinary. She’s got an amazing gift. But if you teach 
me something, I’m going to try to learn it 1,000 percent. Joan is a teacher for someone who’s 
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in trouble. She teaches all these in-trouble techniques. So I’m trying her in-trouble techniques, 
and I get in trouble. I start to lose my voice. And honestly, it’s probably for the better, I never 
recovered the facility and skill that I had before because I completely lost the ability to know 
what I used to do. I always just had a natural ability to do what I did. I made up voices and 
characters, and I just did it. There was no technique involved in it. And suddenly, I’m trying all 
these techniques and I forget how to just naturally sing. 

   Do you still feel that way?  
 I lost my voice completely, and when the show was going to London, they didn’t think I 

could sing it. They weren’t going to bring me to London. I had to audition. Also, when I got to 
London, I was no longer the person—all that rage and stuff  was gone. I was lighter, happier. 
When I would try to do the rage my body would just reject it. I had this amazing teacher there, 
Annemette Verspeak, who had to teach me a technique whereby I could still produce what I 
did, because before I was just living it. 

   What changed?  
 Well, after doing it and going on the road and the reception in LA and San Francisco, it 

was just a great time, and I just cried all those tears. I had money saved and didn’t have to 
worry about it so I was living a way I had never lived in my entire life. 

   Happily?  
 Never lived that way in my entire life. It was a lovely time. So going back to it, my body was 

like “no, we’re not doing that.” I had to work hard to fi nd a physical posture for her. 

   After  Caroline —your next Broadway show was  Radio Golf , and since then you’ve only done 
straight plays. What do you want to be doing or what do you think it looks like next?  

 I don’t know. I am trying to fi gure out what I’m going to do with the rest of my life because 
acting isn’t enough. I know what I like. I know what I want. I know what I think. I have a sense 
of a whole play. And so I have made decisions to not even take meetings on certain projects 
where I felt that my personality and the fact that I have so much to say would not be a fi t for 
that group. 

   Do you feel part of the community?  
 Absolutely. But you know we don’t see each other very often except during award seasons 

when we’re at the damn parties. When we did that yearbook picture of all the Tony winners 
that were still alive and could get there, it was just like “oh, my God, I’m in the club.” Yeah, 
that’s thrilling. Forever, I’m in that club. If I never do anything ever again in my whole life, I’m 
in that club.      

     




