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C 
olman Domingo woke up naturally at 3:30 in the morning on the day Oscar 

nominations were announced. He was jetlagged, having just returned to L.A. 

from Europe. He looked up at the moon and felt that, despite the darkness 

of the fires and the country's crazy politics and everything else going on - no matter 

what happens - the moon was there, and he was blessed. 

Two hours later, he found out he'd been nominated for his soul-baring performance 

in "Sing Sing." 

We met just a few hours later at the sky-scraping offices of A24 in West Hollywood, 

where Domingo - 55, impeccably dressed, wide awake and in good humor - was 

waxing thoughtfully about the power of Shakespeare. 



Colman Domingo, Sean San Jose and the cast of "Sing Sing." (A24) 

"Shakespeare is someone who gives people confidence, I think, when it comes to 

language skills," says Domingo, a Philadelphia native who has been acting for 34 

years and who has done his fair share of board-treading with the Bard's work. "I think 

why I'm not afraid of language in my work is because I'm rooted with a lot of 

Shakespeare . ... He's giving you such great jumping-off points to create whole worlds 

with language." 

He ponders it a little more, and adds: "I think Shakespeare would be a good buddy of 

mine. I think we'd have a couple beers together, and a good laugh." 

When I mention that I've always struggled with Shakespeare because it feels like a 

foreign language, Domingo launches into a fully committed and physical recitation, 

from memory, of a passage from "A Midsummer's Night's Dream" - about hopping 

fairies and blessing this palace with sweet peace. 

"You understood that, didn't you?" he says when he finishes, a twinkle in his eye, and 

it's suddenly clear just how much of himself Domingo poured into his role in "Sing 

Sing." 

His character, John "Divine G" Whitfield, opens the film with another riveting speech 

from "Midsummer's" - Lysander's monologue about how "The course of true love 

never did run smooth" - which, the actor says, "tells you a lot about the character in 

the very first sentence." Whitfield is a very real person, formerly incarcerated and the 

product of the Rehabilitation Through the Arts (RTA) program at Sing Sing 

Correctional Facility in New York. In conceiving his performance, Domingo saw 

Divine G as "the best of that program and what it can be." 











Colman Domingo and Clarence Maclin. (Dominic Leon/A24) 

There's a pivotal scene, midway through the film, where Divine G comes to his parole 

hearing with a stack of envelopes and evidence, confident that a newly found 

recording will exonerate him from the murder that wrongly sent him to Sing Sing. 

"He's hopeful, and he's open, and he's also vulnerable," Domingo says. "He's all the 

things that the program has built him to be. There are trust exercises in the theater, 

so I think he's being trusting that this person will meet him where he's meeting them, 

with the truth. But he almost forgot, I think, that he's up against the cynicism of the 

world." 

It takes just one question from Washington's character - asking if his sincerity in the 

interview is actually a performance - "to just derail him, to take something that he's 

been using as his soul work, and to question it," he says. "It just dismantles him right 

there." 

Domingo didn't plan how to act that scene, but running smack into the harsh reality 

of the system, the actor visibly deflates. "I tried to say something, but I had no 

words," he explains. "Someone who always has something to say is rendered 

speechless." 

This heartbreaking moment, compounded by another tragedy, causes Divine G to 

lose hope, and he becomes very quiet and almost catatonic when he's back in 

rehearsals for the upcoming play - "I think because there's a volcano deep inside, 

and also an abyss," Domingo says. "I think he's someone who has hung on and clung 

to faith and hope in art. And his hands can't cling anymore. So he just goes to zero." 



In that state, the slightest disturbance - someone in the program taking his props, 

someone forgetting their line - sets him off, and Divine G erupts. 

"It gets me emotional to think about it," says Domingo, "but it's like, this man's life 

has been ruined - and many other folks' too who've been wrongly incarcerated. And 

you feel like you're just a plaything for life. And at some point, he's like: 'I can't take it 

anymore.' Even this gentle man will fall apart and get angry." 

After a shocking outburst and withdrawal, he is finally able to come back to the light 

thanks to the lessons of tenderness and compassion he's been imparting to Divine 

Eye. In the film's final scene, when Divine G has finally been released, Domingo 

walked up the road leaving the prison, again, he says, not premeditating how he 

would react when he saw Maclin waiting to greet him. That scene had been rewritten 

many times, "overwritten" in Domingo's opinion, and he asked: "Can we just try one 

without those words?" 

The director, Greg Kwedar, said: 'Tm going to trust what you and Clarence do." 

Domingo's mind and heart were filling up with the character's reality: Having been 

locked up for 25 years, he's coming out to a world where his mother is gone and he 

doesn't know who, if anyone, will be there for him. That's when Maclin opened his 

big, manly arms for a hug. 

"No, no, no, no - not with the weight of 25 years and what he's thinking," Domingo 

thought. "No, please don't. I can't. I can't. I can't. All that he's been holding, all that 

he's been holding. Clarence hugs me - and the sound that came out of me is a sound 

that I know I've only heard one other time out of my own body. And only people who 

understand this know that sound. It's a guttural sound, and it's a sound when you 

lose someone very dear to you ... like when I lost my mother. It's a sound that I never 

want to hear again come out of my own body." 



"Sing Sing" director Greg Kwedar and Colman Domingo. (Phyllis Kwedar/A24) 

But for Domingo, "Sing Sing" was worth the cost of how much he gave of himself. It's 

a film that delights in the rare beauty of seeing adult men cry together, of trusting 

their hearts to each other and of recovering the childlike joy of play. 

He tells me an anecdote about a young woman who said she started bawling when 

Sean Dino Johnson - one of the real formerly incarcerated men - rolls around on 

the floor playing with a sword. He asked her why, and she said: "Because it's 

something I wish for my father, for my brother, to allow themselves to play and be 

vulnerable, and how beautiful that is, and how that helps everybody." 

Domingo says this film is the most significant thing he has ever made. "It's something 

that can really shift people's hearts and minds," he says. "It really can." 
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