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Topdog/Underdog

Never having seen this play or really heard of it before, I had no expectations whatsoever upon entering the theatre.  When I left the theatre I was not only disturbed but taken by it.  First of all, I have the utmost respect for any actors who can pull this play off, let alone do it well, as it is a play for only two characters, both of which at times have extremely immense monologues and dissertations either to the other or to themselves.

It’s such a load to bear in the technical sense, but also a blessing in the artistic sense.  Because there are only two characters, it is very easy to develop a relationship and delve into its intricacies thoroughly.  With only one other person physically present to play off of, the complexities of inter-relationships are simple.  The one thing, however, that I found an interesting thought was in regards to the home life of Booth and Lincoln, were their relationships with the parents.  Booth was close to his mother, while Lincoln was close to his father (each parent left $500 respectively to each son at very different times).  The money is what prompted my thinking.  Are Booth and Lincoln actually brothers?  I feel like they are half-brothers, sharing the same mother.  Lincoln being born first, and Booth second with a different father, which could potentially explain the favoritism shown to each son by each parent.  It’s never explained and quite vague in the script, so it’s interesting to wonder what playwright, Susan Lori Parks, was trying to say with that thought.  What’s also interesting, is that the actors playing these two characters have differing views—one saying they are indeed brothers, and the other saying they are half-brothers.  Personally, I like that approach because neither Booth nor Lincoln actually knows themselves, so the actors by choosing opposing views create a heightened dynamic on stage.

The title is one to ponder as well.  I believe, after seeing the play, that both men are the top dog and both are the under dog.  Simply because Lincoln is the one with the job, bringing home the money, and simply because Booth fails at dealing and suffers from chronological lying, Booth is the one that comes out on top in the end where the play stops.  That by default would make him the top dog.  At the same time, they’re also both under dogs, barely scraping by, living in a dump, and being forced into degrading jobs or dealing in order to survive.

The play takes place solely in Booth’s apartment.  It is interesting how they both live there, Lincoln pays for it, and yet it’s Booth’s apartment and Lincoln has to sleep in the recliner.  I feel like all these aspects of Booth being plainly shown as the under dog were so beautifully volleyed by the actor playing Lincoln.  The relationship of big brother really shines through as he pretty much takes care of Booth, and watches his back, as well as smiles and nods when his ego fluxes.  I don’t think a lot of that is really in the script.  The choices made by both actors and the listened responses are extremely virtuosic in both approach and delivery.  Overall, it was an excellent display of dramatic theatre by two excellent actors.

