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 Part Two . The Nature of performance
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PLOT AND CHARACTERS: A MEETING OF TWO WORLDS The play begins in Seth and Bertha Holly's boardinghouse, where two dollars a week pays for a room, two meals a day, and a fried chicken dinner on Sunday. The boardinghouse is a haven for struggling young black men and women, charged with energy and full of longing, tryrng to make a start in a northern city. Ber- tha provides the roomers with biscuits and sensible counsel. Bynum, a "rootworker," offers his own special wisdom accom- panied by herbs and powders. The transient characters look to Seth and Bertha for the practical necessities of life. Bynum offers them a mystical vision to help them find themselves. Everyone... EXPLORING THE TEXT OF JOE


TURNER'S COME AND GONE Joe Turner's Come and Gone is about the after- math of slavery, about the damage done to the spirit, which must be healed before peo- ple can take their rightful place in the world. Following the end of slavery, white planta- tion owners resorted to new forms of forced labor. The worst of these continuing injus- tices was the chain gang. The play,s central character, Herald Loomis, has just served seven years on Joe Turner's chain gang in Tennessee. Now he has come North to search for his wife, from whom he was separated when he was kidnapped and imprisoned by Joe Turner. He joins a group of characters he m-eets at a boardinghouse in Pittsburgh, most of whom are part of the migration of Afri.un Americans leaving the South in search of a better life.


at the boardinghouse has a story to tell, and the characters share their tales around the big dining table.


The contentious but cheerful atlosphere of the boardinghouse is interrupted by the arrival of a threatening stranger. He is as withdrawn and abrupt as the other characters are open and at ease. In his long dark coat and hat, the stranger, Herald Loomis, keeps himself hidden. For Her- ald Loomis the chain gang has been an exten- sion of slavery, and he hides the torment and shame of that legacy. Joe Turner and the chain gang represent all 300 years of slavery, with its endless sorrow and dislocation. The ghost of Joe Turner haunts Herald Loomis. The play's tide says thatJoe Turner has "come and gone.' But for Herald Loomis, Joe Turner is not yet gone. Loomis must rid himself of the ghost of Joe Turner before he can find himself and begin life as a free man.
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