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Actress Jibson makes touring 
'Hairspray' production shine

BY DOMINIC P. PAPATOLA
Pioneer Press

After seeing “Hairspray,” you might never make fun of a 
chubby kid again.

There’s just something about Carly Jibson, shaking her 
ample booty with unfettered joy for herself and all her 
similar-sized sisters that makes you smile. The 19-year-
old actress plays Tracy Turnblad, the short-and-stout girl 
who just wants to dance on TV with all the popular kids, 
and she owns the touring production of “Hairspray” that 
touched down at Minneapolis’ Orpheum Theatre.

The musical love letter to the 1960s, dancing and – yes – 
integration, is an ensemble effort, filled with infectious 
music and seam-busting zest. The story centers on 
Tracy, but in the Broadway production, audiences fell in 
love with the frog-voiced Harvey Fierstein, who played 
Tracy’s much-larger-than-life mother, Edna.

On tour, the show belongs to Jibson. From the moment 
we see her – and that’s the very first moment of the show, her hair sculpted up to ionospheric heights – we’re rooting for her. And it’s 
not the pity-the-fat-girl sympathy: Jibson brings such an irresistible enthusiasm and honesty to the role that she makes the pretty 
girls who sneer at her look plain ol’ nasty. 

She’s got the right squeaky, girl-becoming-a-woman voice for the role, which is one of the qualities casting directors certainly looked for 
in the role. But Jibson brings an intangible sense of delight to the role – best manifested in that gleeful look-mom-I’m-dancing grin that 
lights up her whole face when she’s at center stage. 

Except for Jibson, the rest of this touring company is probably a half step less good than their Broadway counterparts. But that’s more 
an observation than a criticism. This cast pushes at the material a bit too hard (and they weren’t helped by an opening-night sound mix 
that was on the mushy side), but they’re still a fun-loving group with enough contagious energy to warm up Duluth on a cold night. 

Bruce Vilanch slips in to the 54 EEE bra-cups of Edna Turnblad for the tour. He’s wearing a fat suit, a wig and enough makeup to choke 
Estee Lauder, but, like Fierstein, he doesn’t make any effort to pitch his voice into a female register. Dressed like a super-sized piñata, 
Vilanch more has stage presence thrust upon him than actually creating it with his performance. But his is a good-natured and 
generous turn, one that’s willing to share the spotlight with all the talent sharing the stage. 

And there’s talent to burn. Austin Miller, who looks uncannily like a younger version of Harry Connick Jr., makes a terrific hip-swiveling 
Link Larkin, the studmuffin who falls for Tracy. Sandra Denise geeks it up aplenty as Tracy’s spastic buddy, Penny. 

Terron Brooks brings winning charm and fast feet to the role of Seaweed, the boy from the other side of the racial tracks who helps 
Tracy get her groove, and Charlotte Crossley is positively bodacious as Seaweed’s fully self-actualized mom, Motormouth Maybelle. 

This review can’t end without a tip to all the people in the chorus, who rocket the show through huge, unapologetically garish, rollicking 
ensemble numbers like “Welcome to the 60s” and “You Can’t Stop the Beat.” It’s their hard work that really gets the audience moving in 
their seats. The leading players might provide the star wattage, but those hard-working youngsters who provide the raw energy that 
gets “Hairspray” off the ground.

Theater critic Dominic P. Papatola can be reached at  or at 651-228-2165. dpapatola@pioneerpress.com
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