
 
 

Who Are You Calling Typical? 
 
Commentary: Dead White Zombies is stirring the pot with the casual use of 
the N-word in the original play T.N.B.  Lindsay Jenkins explains why it 
couldn't have been any other way. 
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published Tuesday, June 18, 2013 

When my editor asked me to attend an “immersive” theater performance in a former crack house 
in West Dallas, all kinds of questions, assumptions and expectations immediately shot through 
the roof. The major warning was the liberal use of the N-word in a play written by a white man. I 
knew it would either be a recipe for disaster or something rare and wonderful. 

Dead White Zombies' original production T.N.B., written and directed by Thomas Riccio, is 
absolutely the latter. 

Let’s just throw it out there: T.N.B. stands for “Typical Nigga Behavior.” Yep. Let the shock and 
awe wash over you for a minute. 

Without a doubt, this production lives up to the hype—artistically, theatrically and intellectually. It 
takes a minute to digest how a play written by a White guy can speak so truthfully to a certain 
facet of the Black experience. The dialogue is organic, the storyline gritty and real. It’s not every 
Black man’s experience by any stretch of the imagination, but for this character in this play, it’s 
believable—and a wonder to watch. 

Make no mistake, it gets really uncomfortable at times. The rundown shack of a house—in the 
rapidly gentrifying Trinity Groves area, just on the west side of the Margaret Hunt Hill Bridge and 
next to Babbs Bros. BBQ—immediately sets the tone for the performance. The rooms are 
cramped and offer little mobility for the audience to move around (a maximum of 20 patrons is 
admitted into each performance). It helps the audience understand physically what the main 
character, Spooky (played by David Jeremiah), experiences mentally. If this was your first time to 
be in such a house (as in small), it would probably be pretty distracting and take some time to get 
used to. 

Upping the awkward ante is the casual use of the N-word, which is not just part of the title, but is 
sprinkled liberally throughout the play. 

Is that really necessary? 

The N-word is a virus that affects everyone in this play—even the white character, Roosevelt 
(Justin Locklear), who is Spooky's "twin" brother. It’s everywhere and rolls easily off the tongues 
of the actors. Why? Because the truth is that it rolls easily off the tongues of people all across 
America and beyond. I know some White people don’t understand it, and that’s fine; it’s not 



meant for you. It’s a language that speaks to a specific class and, yes, race of people. The 
omission of this word would have taken away from the reality of this piece. 

This is where our paths as audience members diverge. Being of the aforementioned race (and 
class) of people familiar with the use of this word, I didn’t even notice it after a while. Every so 
often, though, I would check in with my fellow audience members and watch them cringe. 

Ultimately, this is why my experience at this performance will be different from someone who has 
never been around such behavior, or been in a house that looks like this, or heard people speak 
like this, even as that word is also used by some as an epithet. On one hand it’s not solely a 
Black experience, but the experience of a certain class of people. On the other hand, the 
psychology of this particular character is closely related to his history—his undeniably Black 
history.  

Archetype or stereotype? What’s the difference? 

Spooky is a scary character. He’s a loose cannon. He’s confused and lost, yet he’s so familiar. 
Yes, familiar. I have known, in my short lifetime, a handful of people just like Spooky—same 
background, same hang-ups. How can I be offended by this portrayal of the Black male 
experience when it is just as plausible as the Brooks Brothers identity? It ain’t pretty, but it’s real. 
Don’t feel bad about it, people who don't understand. Spooky is the sum of all of his parts. He’s 
carrying around with him more than a century’s worth of baggage, which is explored in the play. 
As one of Spooky’s demons, Storm Crow (played by spoken word artist Jonathan “Gno” White at 
the performance viewed), says: Spooky is a “relic of an unforgiving and unresolved past.” 

The other characters are familiar characters as well. The mother (Becki McDonald) acts as if 
she’s a bystander. She goes on with her household chores as if her son’s ugly truths aren’t 
chasing them both around the house. As a teacher, I see this every day. Some students are on a 
similar path; mostly because they’re lost and confused, but also short-sided and full of silly pride. 

There’s a lot of history behind it. When you know the history you don’t have to take the time to 
wrap your mind around it. Some (not all) of the shock and awe is lost on me. The characters in 
this play look like people I’ve known growing up, from going to church ands to work and even 
visiting family. 

I’m a middle class girl, born and raised in the suburbs. But the history is a young history and as 
middle class as I am, I’m not that far removed from a time when many Black people lived in 
houses like that. I knew all the words to the Gospel songs. I recognized and appreciated the 
iconography of the Biggie and Tupac posters on the wall. I was so comfortable in there that I 
gladly took a plate of greens that Mama cooks in the kitchen, and offers to guests. 

Black audiences may feel as though our dirty laundry being is aired. These are things that we 
don’t often talk about on a deeper level, but affect each of us whether we choose to admit it. The 
history that creates this monster is a shared history and though we don’t all end up in the back 
alley with Spooky, we do see his story carried out by people in our lives, whether personally or 
peripherally. These actors aren’t playing stereotypes, they’re offering character studies.  

The play is an exploration of a life wasted, and flashing before one’s eyes. The production forces 
the audience to confront a reality that tilts toward the edge of stereotype. For some it will be like 
porn, a chance to watch something dirty and forbidden. For others it will be a glimpse into the 
mind of one isolated character. And still others will see the universal truths that lie in this T.N.B. 



◊ To read Mark Lowry's review of T.N.B., which has video from the production, go here.  

 
 
 


