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A Cuban-American’s Wish to Find Her Ancestral Home
RUM & COKE  Off Broadway, Comedy, Solo Performance  Closing Date: March 2, 2008  Abingdon Theater Complex, 312 W 36th St.  866-811-4111

By CARYN JAMES FEB. 15, 2008

At an anti-Castro protest in Miami, the playwright Carmen Peláez’s alter
ego, Camila, visits her grandmother and hears again about the family’s
flight from Havana decades before. “You are not free, because you’re Cuban
and you’re not home,” her grandmother tells the American-born Camila.

Next Camila visits Iluminata, who on alternate days is a Santeria priestess
and a manicurist and who turns out to be an unexpected source of wisdom,
advising Camila to make a trip to Havana to visit her aging great aunt while
she can. And in Havana, led by the birdlike Aunt Ninita, Camila finally
enters her ancestral home and is surrounded by paintings created by
Ninita’s sister, Amelia Peláez, whose work (some in the collection of the
Museum of Modern Art) inspired Camila — and presumably Ms. Peláez —
to make this journey to a home she never knew.

As she embodies these and other Cuban and Cuban-American women in the

Carmen Peláez in her one-woman play, “Rum & Coke.” Kim T. Sharp
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autobiographical “Rum & Coke,” the actress Ms. Peláez enlivens two
overused forms: the one-person show and the personal memoir. That isn’t
to say that “Rum & Coke” is terribly original. Ms. Peláez is a better
performer than she is a writer, and there isn’t much that seems fresh in
what these women say. As Camila narrates her journey and links the
characters, Ms. Peláez strains to make points about art and beauty. The
comedy, including Iluminata shooing chickens around her yard, can be
predictable. And because all the characters are women, Ms. Peláez stretches
less than solo performers like Anna Deavere Smith.

But Ms. Peláez (who might have stepped out of one of the Dove soap ads
featuring real-life women) acts these characters beautifully, from the
slumped body language of her grandmother to the defiant stance of a
prostitute who was sent out to work by her own mother when she was 12.

Ms. Peláez, who first got a grant to develop this work in 1997, has obviously
honed each piece to its essence. Her sketches become poignant as she
discovers an identity — the courage of survivors and a heritage of artistic,
strong-willed women — that she could not have understood from a distance.
The production is simply staged, with family photographs and images of
Amelia’s work projected in the background. Like “Rum & Coke,” the Peláez
paintings may not be groundbreaking artistically, but they have their own
grace.

Rum & Coke

Abingdon Theater Complex
312 W 36th St.
Midtown West
866-811-4111
abingdontheatre.org

Category Off Broadway, Comedy, Solo
Performance

Preview February 1, 2008

Opened February 13, 2008

Closing Date March 2, 2008

This information was last updated: Nov. 6, 2017
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“Rum & Coke” continues through March 2 at the June Havoc Theater at Abingdon Theater
Arts Complex, 312 West 36th Street, Clinton; (212) 868-4444 or smarttix.com.

A version of this review appears in print on , on Page E22 of the New York edition with the headline: A Cuban-
American’s Wish To Find Her Ancestral Home. Order Reprints |  Today's Paper | Subscribe
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