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       Intense.  Intense and belligerent.  But never---not for one second---anything but fascinating.  It’s “The Gimmick”, Dael Orlandersmith’s new play which has just opened at the Fountain Theatre.  Miss Orlandersmith, as you may remember, is the playwright who brought us last year’s Pulitzer Prize-nominated “Yellowman,” also at the Fountain.   In this year’s offering, “The Gimmick,” which she wrote and stars in, Orlandersmith takes us to Harlem for her own personal coming-of-age saga.
 
       As Alexis, a “fat doofus” at age 8, with a vicious alcoholic mother, Orlandersmith makes friends with Jimmy, two years her senior.  Jimmy can’t read, but he can paint, while Alexis disappears into books. Together they fantasize about escaping the ghetto and flying to Paris, where they will become rich and famous: she as an author, he as an artist.
 
       This plan sustains them into their teens as they support each other emotionally and strive to avoid the “gimmicks” of their neighbors.  As Alexis explains it, the “gimmicks” are the attitudes and self-destructive behavior that keep their peers in the ghetto and into drugs, prostitution, and crime.  “Next to gimmicks and hustles, there is beauty in Harlem,” Alexis insists.
 
       For each of them there is a mentor.  Alexis’ is Ms. Innes, the librarian who guides her through the literary classics; for Jimmy there is his art teacher, Mr. Kaufman.
 
       “Books are the answer,” Alexis decides.  “I’m gonna be a word magician!”
 
       Together they make their way downtown for the first time, discovering the Museum of Modern Art and Picasso, and Alexis notices that “downtown there’s sound, but not noise!”
 
       Eventually Mr. Kaufman and his daughter arrange for Jimmy’s work to be displayed in a prominent gallery.  That success leads to his downfall and the end of his friendship with Alexis.  Alexis, who has long been in love with him, is left with the anguish that comes from betrayal and abandonment.  It’s the anguish of ballet.  Only this ballet is not a pas de deux, it is a variation---a solo---since the versatile Orlandersmith is the only person onstage.
 
       The formidable playwright is a powerhouse of an actress.  Under Simon Levy’s carefully nuanced direction, Orlandersmith becomes all the people in her world, and all the emotions as well.  Mostly angry, she grows finally into a kind of tentative happiness and hope, her voice and her body language softening to the ballet that is her life.  And, toward the end, a scene of pathos and despair that leaves her---and us---wrung out.
 
       This is a powerful and demanding 90 minutes, uplifting and draining at the same time.  And not one that an actress can sustain forever.  So this production will have only a three-week run, through October lst.  
 
The Fountain Theatre is located at 5060 Fountain Avenue, near the corner of Normandie, in Hollywood.
