the village

BY RICHARD
GOLDSTEIN

s he a model?™ the pert voung,

mand wants o koow, Her

friends are gigpling at the blan-

en in the cap and shades posing

aganst achain-link fence, *1s he
atacror? Is he. .. famous?™ A winee
breaks  through the young man's
roughneck scowl. “Tonot Gamous.” he
blurts: T just used to hive here”™

Danny Hewh, the 27-vear-old per-
formance artist—wheose current shiow,
Jusls, Hospitals & Hip-Flop, s bringing,
the bebows 1o 50122 — has come o
Lefrak Ciry o the Faee can ke his pic-
e o the block where he grew up, Ex-
cept for the occasional Russian aceent,
not much has danged here since Danny
wats a ki The streets sull smwell of Creole
foad and car fumes from the Taong Is-
Land Expressway, There™s a soltness
the hedges and trees thar allosws vou o
IMEING YOUTe B SO ateroon o
New Rochelle, But Danny can remem-
ey shoonngs and stablaogs — the time
a bigger kid (now g copi shished Dis
throat, or the dav his homey was choked
toydeady i the plaveround by the police,

Lo o a Jowoash howselold”
e savs, “bur nor g Jewish noghben
hoed™ Tn fact, this imteraone beraeen
Convnaand Flushng doesnt even have
a name, “We called i Lett Back Gy
Danmny recalls. T this cthnic po-man’s-
Tand, the svpical adule atfect was disdam
for anyone who tormed vowels difler
enthy, but the kids commmnicated mInp
hop. “1 used o break-dance wath this
Induan kid named Prashane and this
Puerto Rican kid samed Jesus and this
black kid mamed Keony? Danmy ex
plains, “Ldidin't ke Twas white unil
L wenr away to college”

As agralwarrion (s crow was Sav-
age Winters Artacking Trams, or SWAT),
Danny gor busted s nmes Tor taggang
Al tokmg. Bur there was another side
1o thas wanmabe G Wath lis peny dig,
preshins, b boughe whirehace and noekked
e Manbhatan = Washington Square
ter b prrcise — 1o do mage aod mine,
Flhiscmnher leapt ar the chanee o get
hum ot the streets, and took it o au-
dicion for the High School of Teronm-
ings Arts. Here, Danny fiest made the
donnection berween ooy amd story-
welling. Fle began to construct the per-
soma he wonld call *the wrban grioe”

Fle went on o study ancient dra
ma, carmmg i tnton by running
warkshops in prisons, hospitals, and so-
aal-senvice centers, Then Danny entered
the Downtown perdornmance seene,
where, amnd the ragning, wones and
raging ids, he found a form lor the a
cophony running through Tes head. He
soon became known for“doing accents
when in Gt he was doing his peoples —
avns and uncles from the old country
ot Jewish Queens, and kids from the
new grlabal diaspora, These folks are so
far below the radar of the entertainment-
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industrial complex that they've yet to be
discovered by Hollywood, or even (pace
Paul Simon) Broadway. As his bit about
retusing to do Spanglish shrick on Sein-
Jelid makes clear, Danny Hoch does not
want to be the ethnie clucidator.,

In fact, he's haunted by the specter
of suylization, and perhaps by the mem-
v ol all those Jewish entertainers whe
put o blackface or put their names on
other people’s doo-wop songs. 16's hard
tor b arepresenting Jew, and harder seill
1o probe the absurdiries of race without
coming up against the inetfable realine
ol one's own white face.

"ARE YOU WHITE?"" Harrv Allen, the
e and lip-hop nanonalist, demanded.
“This was a farmiliar momwene for Dasy—
by, harangued on ®one of those angry
panels about racial opprobrium.” He's
been denounced by his own as well,
bowowd at a Jewish reach-m for doing, his
et L eouldn’ idennify with this group
atall, wineh really bothered me, since
v mother’s been velling at me for vears
to get into my Jewishness, But when |
wot onstage, 1 thought, here's a whole
cromd of Jews and they can' stand that
I'm plaving complex black characters,
Bevanese, like Flarmy Allen, they can only
referenee minstrelsy”
Most progressive whires and
many militane blacks will rail at any
wlteboy whe dares to play a person of
color, which is why it so rarely oceurs,
though the opposite—blacks playing
whites—is a staple of comedy. Yer
watching Danny Hoch perform betore
xed and enthusiastic audience,
calize how he gers across. He
empries lus whiteness, This is not just
a political stanee; it's autobiography.
“People think Pm doing a sort of
anthropologn” he savs, “Bue Tdont rape-
recond people, and T don't do rescanch.
This is v mner monologue. It has al-
wavs been in Cuban Spamish - and
Trwndadian and rap” That's because, in
addhinon to the soldiers of SWAT, Danny
Tk second Bl From the age ofsev-
en, while Tis mother crossed the ciy
work as aspeech therapist in the Bron,
I hung, out ar the home of Eudelia
Reves and her two children, She taught
hinm Spanish and gave him his Cuban ad-
cent. He calls Euwdelia his godmother.
Still, being a whitebay play
browen buoy has s limits, One notices a
certain carnestness in Danny when he
becomes the rapere from Havana bad-
gering an American tourist to explain
the meaning of the phrase bey, mother-
Siseker. (A, es idiomatico!™) For all
their energy, his Latinos lack the wild-
ness John Leguizamo vents so frecly, it
only because he's on the inside. Danmyds
peespective is more comphicated: He's
an outeast from the outside, on the
inside looking out. No wonder he
shings Ias sharpese barbs ar whites
whu hang on to their skin privilege for
dear life.
Take the bit from his previous
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Danny Hoch,

Bovchil: in the ’Hood

Left Back City

show, Senee People, about the guy who
never comes to the ciry withour keep-
ing an eye peeled on his car, (“They see
the Jeep, they sce the Jersey plates, au-
tomatically they assume P'm white. 1
am, but thar’s not the point.”) Or the
one about the Jewish mother who badls
her son for failing to empathize with
Ius people (*Whar is there o em-
pathize? David, 6 million! Did you sce
Selndler’s Lise?™). This sketch is based
on an actual argument with a real Jew-

able. Still, none of this would work
without the writing, which, arits best,
propels the audience from comedy to
empathy without the phony “univer-
salism™ that often passes for politics.
In Danny's theater, the poing s
not that race and class are meaningless,
but“rather that idenriry is inherentdy
fragile, and always on the verge of mu-
tating into something more intricate.
What keeps the racial categorics to-
gether is asocial system, and holding ic

Hoch at home: "l didn't know | was white until | went away to college.”

ish mother—Danny’s own. But every
time he plays white, vou can glimpse
the identity he didn’t want to claim. As
in the wigger from Montana who
clanms his birthmark is his real skin col-
or, while the rest of him is just a birth-
mark. “Take my whiteness,” Danny
seems to be saving, “Please?

Though he's often compared 1o
Eric Bogosian, with whom he shares a
streety intensity, Danny has more in
common with Richard Price, another
outer-borough naruralist, Of course,
unlike the author of Clockers, Danny is
a performer, which means he works
with his body. It can convey the whole
package of ethnicity in a gesture, and
his voice can make English sound like
achunk of melted plastic that retains its
beauty though its shape is unrecopniz-

up to seruting is why he can call himselt

a socialist. Yer in the end, his politics,
like his art, come from the bonds he
forged in Lett Back Cinv.

BACK HOME, DANNY is calling his pod-
mother on the ecll phone, A few min-
utes later, Eudelia bursts our of the
building, a tiny whirlwind in a T-shirt
and sandals. “Aecioin! Aecian ™ she vl ar
the photographer, and then to Daany:
“Smile. You look like a dead man” HMow
she summons an old woman from Jhe
next building, who emerges in a rob
and fuzzy green slippers to receive a fly-
er for Danny’s show. “This is my man,”
Eudelia announces, and soon hesbeing
cyed by boys on bikes and teenage girls.
Noone asks, *Are you white?™ They just
wapna know is he famous. m
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