
 

 

THEATRE 
‘... Sparrow’ brings Jannie Jones flying back to Sarasota 
 
By Wayne Barcomb 
 

Jannie Jones, who is currently wowing audiences in Sarasota playwright 
Larry Parr’s “His Eye Is on the Sparrow,” calls Sarasota her second 
home. Jones, who lives in New York, has performed in Sarasota on eight 
different occasions over the past 10 years, all at Florida Studio Theatre. 
 
“Each time I come to Sarasota to perform, I’m here for about two months, 
so I’ve spent enough time here to know it well. And to know it is to love 
it.” 
 
Her current engagement calls for her to be here until Dec. 3, but the 
enthusiastic response to the show has generated talk of possibly 
extending the run, which will make Jones happy for two reasons. 
 
Of all the productions in which she has appeared, which includes two 
years on Broadway in “The Full Monty,” performances in Carnegie Hall, 
Madison Square Garden, and Radio City Music Hall, Jones ranks her role 
in “... Sparrow,” “right near the very top.”  

 
“I am expressing the life of Ethel Waters through the eyes of Jannie Jones. It’s a very mystical experience.” 
 
The other reason an extension of the show would make her happy is that it would give her more time to enjoy 
Sarasota. When asked what it is that she enjoys about Sarasota, the words tumbled out. 
 
“It reminds me of my roots in North Carolina where people are warm and friendly and genuine. I love Siesta Key 
and its beautiful beach. I love the restaurants, the pretty downtown and the wide range of theatre I can see on my 
time off – just everything about the place. It’s a lovely life here – much better than New York City.” 
 
With “... Sparrow,” Jannie has more time off than usual. The production is a one-woman show chronicling the life 
of famed black female performer, Ethel Waters. The role is a demanding, grueling two hours of non-stop dramatic 
acting and singing, too much for one actor to sustain night after night. 
 
As such, Jannie and another performer, Chaundra Cameron, perform the Waters role on alternate nights. “Each 
of us is wiped out after the performance,” says Jones. “It’s a total immersion into the life of the very talented and 
troubled Ethel Waters. You need the break.” 
 
Jones says there is much to which she can relate in this show. “I try to absorb all that Ethel Waters was into my 
body and my emotions. I express it the way Jannie Jones would express pain. I’m re-living Ethel’s life with some 
of my own pain and my expressions. There is a lot with which I can identify in this show.” 
 
Jones went on to relate the segment in the show where Waters’ grandmother is dying of cancer to how she 
agonized through the long suffering death from cancer of a cousin with whom she was close. “I know the pain. I 
come at it from a place that I know, not as a performer imagining what it would be like.” 

Photo by Forrest MacDonald - 
Jannie Jones is currently starring in 
a one-woman show about the life of 
Ethel Waters at Florida Studio 
Theatre.
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When asked how much she had known about Ethel Waters before being cast in the show, Jones said she only 
knew that Ethel Waters was “one of our pioneers and that she was a wonderful singer – and that she was the 
reason was I was able to appear on Broadway. I got there on the shoulders of Ethel Waters.” 
 
She spent two full weeks studying Waters’ background. “I read books, watched the films, watching her angle as 
she approached the camera, how she held herself, the depth of her emotions.” 
 
Jannie Jones comes from a devout, closely knit family, and every chance she gets, she re-unites with them in 
Greensboro, NC, where her mother has been (and still is) a Pentacostal preacher for most of Jannie’s life. Jannie 
began singing at the age of 5 when she and her two sisters, ages 7 and 9, sang together in church and they 
continued singing gospel songs in a variety of venues up until the time Jannie graduated from high school. Her 
mother loves to see Jannie perform, but because of the blue language in some of her shows (including 
“...Sparrow”), she says, “I very carefully select the productions I want her to see.”  
 
Although she has toured over much of the world and played on major stages, she says she cherishes the warm, 
connected friendships she has established with the people at Florida Studio Theatre, which has become one of 
her most favorite places to perform. And her admiration for playwright Parr is boundless. 
 
Repeating her affection for “His Eye Is on the Sparrow,” she said, “I love it because not only does it allow me to 
use all my training in both singing and acting, but because of its emotional depth. 
 
“We have such a bond, it’s incredible. ‘I think God has put us together,’ Larry said to me during the run of this 
show. ‘So do I,’ I said.” 
 
It’s the kind of ingenuous comment, reflecting her downhome style that you might expect from Jannie Jones once 
you get to know her. 
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