
The Originalist
by
Eyes Right 
Washington, D.C. – In March 2015 a play premiered here at the Arena Stage.  It was called The Originalist and is the story of the relationship between U.S. Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia and one of his law clerks.  Interestingly, Justice Scalia was alive at the time, and attended (and approved of) the production.  His character was played by the actor, Ed Gero, who everyone seemed to agree, totally nailed the mannerism, intellectual force, and even the gait of Scalia.  Audiences obviously enjoyed The Originalist because the sold-out show was extended to meet high demand for tickets.  Since then the play has enjoyed successful runs in Florida and California.  Now two years later, following Scalia’s untimely and unexpected death in 2016, it has returned to Washington for an encore run back at Arena Stage.
The play has only three characters: Justice Scalia;  Cat, a young female attorney aspiring to become one of his clerks; and Brad, a minor character who is also a law clerk.   The heart (and soul) of the play is the interaction between Scalia, a staunch constitutional conservative, and Cat, an outspoken liberal (who happens to be an African-American lesbian) played by a sensational young actress, Jade Wheeler.  These polar opposites first meet when Scalia is giving a lecture at a university.  He is rudely interrupted from the audience by Cat (who in the play is initially seated in a row just in front of us - most people in attendance did not know if this is part of the play or if she is a heckler).  Rather than asking for her to be removed, Scalia engages her in debate.  The next scene shows Cat later interviewing with Scalia for the clerk position, an extremely prestigious and competitive position.  It is a contentious exchange highlighting arguments about the intent of the Constitution and its applicability to current issues (such as affirmative action).  Much to Cat’s surprise, Scalia decides to hire her.
The play lasts an hour and 40 minutes without an intermission.  But the audience is continually captivated listening to the verbal sparring on the sparse stage.  The dialogue is cleverly written to bring out the dramatically exposing views so that, while there is obvious disagreement, there is also room for empathy and civil understanding of the viewpoint of others.  
There was a full house the evening we were there.  Justice Thomas was in attendance, and two weeks later, another of Scalia’s colleagues, Justice Ginsberg came.  In the play, the warm relationship between Scalia and Ginsberg, ideological opposites, is explored.  I can only imagine her thoughts as she watches the uncanny performance of Gero as her late colleague and close friend.
The climax of the play centers on a decision the court is facing on the issue of gay marriage.   Although Scalia is an opponent, he understands that he is going to be on the losing side of the decision and is attempting to craft a scathing dissent.   Cat appreciates his goal, but spends considerable effort trying to convince Scalia to soften his approach to recognize the human side of the question.   In the end, he issues a defiant dissent based, as always in his case, on his understanding of the intent of the original framers of the Constitution, but, much to Cat’s surprise (and joy) he uses much of the alternate wording which she has proposed.
The Originalist has a limited run here in Washington before moving to Chicago.  I hope that it ultimately becomes a Broadway fixture because it so effectively showcases both sides of key issues and the philosophical differences currently challenging civil discourse in our nation.
I thought you might like to know
E-R

