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By Paul Bachleitner

“Thurgood Marshall Is Coming!” Not the legendary Supreme Court justice, but a one-man play that explores the richness of a man who was a legal and civil rights hero. 

“He was kind of a quiet hero and a quiet giant,” said T. Mychael Rambo, the Twin Cities theater luminary who plays Marshall in the two-hour solo performance. 

“Though [Marshall] wasn’t as flamboyant or as well-touted as Malcolm X or Martin Luther King, what he was able to do has had a lasting impact on the ability of many African Americans to obtain academic and other sorts of opportunities.”

Marshall was America’s first African American Supreme Court justice and the lead attorney who successfully argued the NAACP’s case in Brown v. Board, the legendary U.S. Supreme Court decision that authorized desegregation of America’s schools 50 years ago this May.

Rambo has enjoyed the experience of honing the role and evoking the texture of Marshall’s heroism. “Sometimes we forget the human quality of people that we revere so highly, and I just wanted to be able to imbue what I was working on as an actor with that sense of realism and honesty.”

Twin Cities audiences know Rambo from his lead performances in shows in every major Minneapolis or St. Paul theatrical venue, including his outstanding work in Penumbra Theater’s acclaimed “Black Nativity.”

Rambo has appeared in a solo performance once before as another civil rights legend, Dr. Martin Luther King. But the “Marshall” performance is much more involved. 

“I never thought I would be able, that I’d be asked to, or even say, ‘Oh, I’m doing a solo performance for two hours, just me and 300 hundred of my best friends watching,’ you know? Just talking and talking and talking.”

The challenge is often daunting, but also inspiring. It has helped Rambo reach for another level in his acting. 

“There are mornings I sit bolt upright in bed, you know, just…palms sweating, you know. And that’s great. I think that’s exactly what life has to present for you if you’re going to grow.

But Rambo has discovered that his determination and stamina as an actor playing Marshall pales in comparison to that of the man himself.

“A lot of people balk and they talk about ‘oh, I wish’ and ‘if I could of,’ but he was a man who did something. And that’s the challenge that the play asks each of us—‘What are you going to do?’

“My aunt used to always say service is the rent due for living on this planet. Act up, act out, act a fool, but you have to act; you have to do something.”

“Thurgood Marshall Is Coming!” premieres tonight at the Penumbra Theater. Four other performances occur Friday, Saturday, and Sunday.


