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August 2, 2018 
‘Twelfth Night’ and ‘Oliver!’ Reviews: Applause Outdoors and for Orphans 
The Public Theater’s Shakespeare in the Park show leaves most recent Broadway 

musicals in the shade; Goodspeed Musicals offers an audience-friendly production 
with a nod to its source’s darker tones. 

Rejoice greatly! The Public Theater’s delicious new 
Shakespeare in the Park production of “Twelfth 
Night,” which Kwame Kwei-Armah and Shaina Taub 
have turned into something closely resembling a 
Broadway musical, is at least as good as any of the 
new musicals that have opened in the past decade, 
and better than all but a handful of them. Indeed, Ms. 
Taub’s tuneful pop-soul score is reminiscent of a big-
budget Disney show, only without the soul-shriveling 
slickness of a cold-hearted commodity musical like 
“Frozen.” If you don’t go home humming “Count 
Malvolio,” you’d better visit your otolaryngologist. 

While it wouldn’t take much work to develop this “Twelfth Night” into a commercial show, the outdoor 
version has an unpretentious charm all its own. It got its start two years ago as one of the Public Theater’s 
Public Works productions, in which “civilians” and professionals band together to create what Oskar Eustis, 
the Public’s artistic director, calls “radically inclusive” shows that blur the line between community and fully 
professional theater. “Twelfth Night” was so well received that Mr. Eustis decided to remount it as a mainstage 
Shakespeare in the Park production, complete with a cast that includes both familiar faces like Nikki M. James 
(who is ideal as Viola) and four-dozen not-so-ordinary ordinary New Yorkers who like to sing, act and dance. 
Don’t call them amateurs, though: Some of their performances are slightly rough around the edges, but the 
fizzy festivity of this heart-lifting production, originally directed by Mr. Kwei-Armah and remounted with 
panache by Mr. Eustis, more than offsets its occasional lack of polish. 

I’d like to go into more detail about the show, a colorful modern-dress version that runs for 90 tightly wrought, 
feather-light minutes, but I can do no more in this space than suggest its limitless pleasures, not the least of 
which is a fetching performance by Ms. Taub as Feste, who is an accordion-toting street singer. Leave it at 
this: The Public’s “Twelfth Night” is the very essence of what Shakespeare in the Park is all about. 

 

 



 
By Nicole Serratore  

July 31, 2018 
Off Broadway Review: ‘Twelfth Night’ in Central Park 

A musical take on the Bard offers the spirit of community, a lesson in gender 
identity and an infectious good time. 

Kwame Kwei-Armah and Shaina Taub’s 
musicalized “Twelfth Night” is the kind of 
outdoor summer theater that transcends bad 
weather. Even if the skies crackle with lightning 
and showers soak you in your seat (as happened 
to this critic), you’ll still leave Central Park’s 
Delacorte Theater beaming. The co-creators take 
Shakespeare’s themes and wrap them in an 
ebullient package, making sure everything about 
this production — from the inclusive casting to 
the use of American Sign Language to the 

invitation to the audience to come mingle with the cast on stage at the start — says “welcome.”  With a score 
of catchy tunes and ardent performances, it’s a happy marriage of a classic play with a contemporary 
execution. 

Presented here as part of the Public Theater’s Free Shakespeare in the Park program, this “Twelfth Night” was 
created through Public Works, the initiative that sees members of community groups like the Domestic 
Workers Union, Children’s Aid and the Military Resilience Foundation join a large performing ensemble on 
stage alongside Broadway actors including, in this case, Tony winner Nikki M. James (“The Book of 
Mormon”). 

The production, co-directed by Oskar Eustis and Kwei-Armah, mirrors the spectrum of faces you see on the 
subway, but with a lot more bops and smiles. One performer wears a head scarf while another sports a sparkly 
cat-ear headband; seniors in fabulous hats sit alongside children with curious faces. Yes, some dancers will be 
off the beat. The occasional line reading will be a bit stiff. But it’s this kind of imperfection that gives the show 
its value and makes it a showcase for something dearer than precision: community. 

James plays the shipwrecked young woman Viola, who has lost (or so she thinks) her twin brother Sebastian 
(Troy Anthony) during a storm. To survive on this foreign shore, she poses as a man, Cesario, to become 
assistant to Duke Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood). Orsino is in love with Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich) but 
Cesario is sent as Orsino’s emissary to woo on his behalf. Olivia falls for Cesario while Viola falls for Orsino. 
Throw in Olivia’s troublesome uncle Sir Toby Belch (Shuler Hensley) conspiring with Olivia’s maid Maria 
(Lori Brown-Niang) in a scheme to humiliate Olivia’s advisor Malvolio (Andrew Kober), not to mention the 
court fool Feste (Taub), and you have a breezy story of mistaken identity, miscommunication, self-discovery 
and love. 

The co-directors create bursts of energy as they cram the stage with the colossal ensemble and draw gratifying 
performances from the cast. James brings thoughtfulness and vulnerability to her hero; Hensley is a hoot as a 
heckling drunkard; Kober is delightfully imperious and Brown-Niang delivers a delicious cackle as a bubbly 
troublemaker. 



This “Twelfth Night” sports a unified eclecticism in choreography, music, and design. Choreographer Lorin 
Latarro designs big, bold dance numbers that pull from broad references including Busby Berkeley, tap, 
dabbin, and moonwalking. Taub composes in a mix of musical genres encompassing a New Orleans funeral 
march, jazz ballads (where Taub herself sounds like Norah Jones), pop, R&B, and a 1930’s-style American 
Songbook number. But there’s nothing dissonant about this creative patchwork; here these various styles 
suggest the distance between them is less than we thought — and serves as another aspect of the show’s eye on 
inclusivity. 

Also in service to the communal vibe, the cast uses performance ASL (American Sign Language) within the 
show, although it works more as a reminder to a hearing audience that ASL speakers exist among us rather 
than serving as a useful interpretation. (There are also designated ASL-interpreted and open-captioned 
performances on the schedule.) 

Taub’s songs work to unpack Viola’s gender identity as well as her path to self-discovery. While the play has 
always involved Viola in “disguise,” here she stops and contemplates who she is when she’s not wearing a 
dress. “Is it as simple as putting on a pair of pants?” she asks. “Am I more myself?” Throughout the musical, 
she incrementally uncovers her strengths, skills, and value, all while pondering her sense of gender. 

In other productions we often see Viola putting on a dress or pulling off a wig to show Orsino her “true” 
appearance in the finale. But here, Viola does not “reveal” herself to Orsino by reconstructing a more female 
look. Orsino (and the audience) have fallen for her in a three-piece suit (in which James defines the word 
dapper), and she’s grown to love herself like this. She takes off her suit jacket but stands before Orsino as he’s 
come to know her — in vest, pants, and short hair. They embrace. It’s a subtle queering of the narrative, but a 
meaningful one. She need not change anything about herself for this relationship, because she is already loved 
just the way she is. There’s nothing more inclusive than that. 

 

 



 
By Michael Schulman 
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By Thom Geir 
July 31, 2018 

‘Twelfth Night’ Theater Review: Nikki M James Shines in a Speedy Musical Revival 
If music be the food of love, this lively 90-minute production shows, you need not play on and 

on and on 
It’s possible that all of William Shakespeare’s comedies just play better as 
musicals. That was certainly the case suggested by “Love’s Labour’s Lost,” 
which got an antic and tuneful contemporary update five years ago from 
director Alex Timbers and composer Michael Feldman as part of the Public 
Theater’s Shakespeare in the Park series. 

And there’s also much to admire in the new pared-down musical version of 
“Twelfth Night,” which opened Tuesday in a lively and fleet-of-foot 
production as part of the same al fresco series. 

For one thing, the conventions of American musical theater allow co-
conceivers Kwame Kwei-Armah and Shaina Taub to streamline parallel 

characters and storylines into multi-verse songs that don’t overstay their welcome. 

No more belaboring the crass antics of Sir Toby Belch (Shuler Hensley), meek Sir Andrew (Daniel Hall) and the obsequious 
servant Malvolio (Andrew Kober) — whose over-the-topness seems more natural in the sphere of musical comedy anyway. 

This “Twelfth Night,” developed as part of the Public Works program, finds a clever use for its plus-size ensemble of nearly 
100 amateur performers from the city’s five boroughs (half perform each night). They act as chorus, CliffsNoting the Bard’s 
convoluted plotting, as well as backup dancers and singers. The production also seamlessly incorporates American Sign 
Language (and deaf performers), particularly in Lorin Latarro’s energetic choreography. 

Tony winner Nikki M. James (“The Book of Mormon”) shines as Viola, the shipwrecked young woman who poses as a boy 
servant named Cesario and becomes the center of a love triangle involving her supposed master, Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood), 
and Orsino’s crush Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich) — who only has eyes for Viola (now posing as Cesario and looking very 
much like her feared-for-dead brother, Sebastian). 

James captures that sense of longing and repression in “Tell Her,” a well-crafted ballad of unrequited love. The sense of 
misplaced passion extends to others in the cast as well, including Sebastian (Troy Anthony) and the sea captain Antonio 
(Jonathan Jordan) who rescues him from the storm and follows him to Illyria despite a bounty on his head. (This production, 
directed by Kwei Armah and Public Theater artistic director Oskar Eustis, gives the clearest explanation I’ve seen for why 
Antonio would risk so much for a newfound noble companion.) 

Taub, who wrote the music and lyrics for the show and also plays Olivia’s accordion-playing fool Feste, uses her songs to 
effectively convey both character and humor. She also gets off a few original zingers, as when her Feste sings of the 
dipsomaniacal Sir Toby Belch, “Your burps are so famous they’re part of your name, you smell like perfume made of whiskey 
and shame.” 

And while there’s a certain sameness to the score — and no show-stoppers quite like “Love’s a Gun” from “Love’s Labour’s 
Lost” — there are no outright clunkers either. 

Purists may scoff at any Shakespearean revival that manages to wrap up all of the twisted storylines with three weddings (and 
the hint of a fourth) in just 90 minutes. But this “Twelfth Night” not only manages that feat but suggests that if music be the 
food of love, there’s no need to play on and on and on. 

 

 

 



 
By Allison Adato 

July 31, 2018 

Public Theater's Twelfth Night gives Shakespeare a lively musical twist: EW review 
Even before the show starts at The Public Theater’s 
production of Twelfth Night, Or What You Will, the stage is 
abuzz, both with performers — jugglers, hula hoopers, free-
range kids — and with audience members, snapping selfies 
and nabbing bags of popcorn. (Free! As are the show’s 
tickets.) Should you arrive in a mood that doesn’t move you 

from your seat to mingle with the residents of Shakespeare’s fictional Illyria, 
you may find yourself, at the urging of the youngest Illyrians, taking part in 
“The Wave.” Just try to resist. 
 
It’s a fitting prelude to this kitchen-sink telling of the gender-crossed, 
mistaken-identity comedy that joyfully mixes theater amateurs with pros and 
references everything from New Orleans jazz funerals to Beyoncé hits to Fortnite dances. Co-directed by Kwame Kwei-Armah 
and Oskar Eustis (artistic directors, respectively, of London’s Young Vic and New York’s Public Theater), this Twelfth Night is 
a 90-minute sprint that tosses out a lot of 17th-century verse in favor of contemporary lyrics. At times that does give the 
impression of two shows sewn, artfully if not seamlessly, together: one a jaunt through Shakespeare’s text, the other a musical 
retelling. 
 
The upbeat, jazzy songs are by Shaina Taub: She conceived of the show with Kwei-Armah, wrote the words and music, and 
now performs, both with the band and as the wise jester, Feste. Her numbers can be delightfully silly — one, sung by the game 
Andrew Kober as put-upon servant Malvolio, is warbled from inside a porta-potty. Another, “You’re the Worst,” led with 
drunken swagger by Malvolio’s foils, Sir Toby Belch and Sir Andrew (Shuler Hensley and Daniel Hall) feels like a Friar’s 
Roast. 
 
But the songs, picking up the play’s themes, also turn unexpectedly insightful. Our heroine Viola (a gracefully commanding 
Nikki M. James) is separated from her twin brother in a shipwreck and making her way by dressing as a man, Cesario, to work 
for Illyria’s Duke Orsino (the rich-voiced Ato Blankson-Wood), with whom she falls in love. He is, in turn, enamored of the 
countess Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich, amusing in both mourning and leering), who then falls for Cesario, a.k.a. Viola in 
drag. Just when you might expect a musical break-down of the star-crossed shenanigans, Viola delivers a smart, thoughtful of-
our-moment ballad about how she is regarded when people, including her crush, mistake her for a man, leaving her to question 
her worth without the suit. “If I’m a girl again, would he care what I have to say anymore… would I even be a woman he’d 
adore?” 
 
The show’s stars are joined by a swarming chorus, thanks to the company’s Public Works program, which has populated two 
massive ensembles (they appear on alternating nights) with stage newcomers of all ages from groups like Children’s Aid and 
Domestic Workers United. There are Iraq war veterans, retired teachers, and, according to the jumbo “Who’s Who” notes, at 
least one aspiring astrophysicist. Also in the mix are members of the New York Deaf Theater company, and sign language is 
used on stage, if somewhat sporadically. (The Public Theater website has information for performances that are fully ASL-
interpreted.) When employed by the hearing actors, the signing feels like an accent laid over their speeches or songs. Its use is 
most effective when a featured member of the Illyrian ensemble, JW Guido, who is artistic director of NY Deaf Theater (as well 
as the pre-show juggler), signs throughout one of Feste’s songs, illustrating the unspoken feelings of Viola and Orsino. 
 
Still, even the sometime use of sign, plus a brass band that trails Olivia, a smattering of sword play, and just the sheer size of the 
cast gives this Twelfth Night a gleeful all-in feel. It rarely hits hilarious highs but delights with a steady insistence and 
overwhelms with a tidal wave of enthusiasm. Resistance? Futile. Let it wash over you. B+ 
 
 



 
By Sara Holdren 

July 31, 2018 

Theater Review: It’s Always Sunny in This Twelfth Night 
There are more than 130 bios in the Playbill for Kwame Kwei-Armah 
and Shaina Taub’s musical adaptation of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, 
now receiving a revival at the Public’s Central Park home, the 
Delacorte Theater, after its premiere there two years ago. “Holly 
Valentine has three cats named Sophie, Lady and Ellie,” reads one. 
“Benjamin Levine loves penguins, dances ballet and wants to be an 
astrophysicist,” says another. Chloe Chen “loves her family, eating, 
pizza, and performing gymnastics,” and Ato Blankson-Wood — one of 
the production’s small company of professional actors, who plays the 
lovelorn duke Orsino — wants us to know that “we’re here together. 
Right now.” 
 
That last is the main thrust of the Public Works program, which has 

been creating vast, community-based productions at the Delacorte for six years. Founded in 2012 by the director Lear 
deBessonet, Public Works partners with organizations from all over New York City — from recreation and arts education 
centers to domestic workers’ unions and foundations for veterans — to put on big, festive productions with mostly amateur 
casts of actual hundreds. According to the Public’s artistic director Oskar Eustis, the program celebrates artistry as “an attribute 
of all people, not a skill limited to an elite few.” The idea is to build a kind of artistic city-on-stage, a place where “strangers 
become neighbors” and everyone’s innate creativity is called upon to make something together. 
 
You encounter that mini-metropolis as soon as you enter the Delacorte. Casually and colorfully dressed in an array of primaries 
and prints by Andrea Hood, a diverse company of dozens (the “red” or the “blue” ensemble of community members, depending 
on the night) mingles with audience members up on Rachel Hauck’s summery set, which feels like a combination of a Mamma 
Mia–esque Mediterranean villa and the Jacob Riis boardwalk. With a face-painting table, a rolling ice-cream cart, ushers 
chirping “Welcome to Illyria!” as they take your ticket, and an onstage band playing jazzy background music under a striped 
tent, the production’s vibe is immediately clear: It’s a family-friendly beach party, a day at the Rockaways without the sunburn 
and the ill-advised alcohol in water bottles. Everyone on stage seems to be having a grand time, but though I generally find such 
earnestness infectious — and, hey, I dig a party! — I found myself spending long portions of the ensuing 90 minutes wondering 
why, despite my sincere desire to be swept up in the show’s cheerful shenanigans, my heart wasn’t quite in it. What was it about 
this Twelfth Night, for all its good faith and high spirits, that left me a little high and dry? 
 
Perhaps I missed some of the most beautiful stretches of Shakespeare’s text. Kwei-Armah and Taub’s adaptation (here revisited 
by Eustis as a co-director with Kwei-Armah, who’s beginning his tenure as artistic director of London’s Young Vic with a sister 
version of this same production concept) is a full-fledged musical in which the original’s plot is preserved but its poetry is 
significantly pruned. At only 90 intermission-less minutes, with plenty of added pageantry, the play’s tale of shipwrecked twins, 
cross-gender disguise, and the follies and fluidity of desire remains intact — and, I should say, perfectly legible — but the 
heartbeat of its text is dulled somewhat, chopped up to make room for songs instead of speeches. That’s the trick of a musical: 
When characters are at their most emotional, they stop talking and start belting. So if, like me, you go to Twelfth Night looking 
forward to the transcendent spine-shivers of Viola’s “Make me a willow cabin at your gate / And call upon my soul within the 
house,” you’ll get a musical number instead. And though Twelfth Night is already one of Shakespeare’s more song-filled 
comedies, here you won’t hear the profound, strangely pleasurable melancholy of the wise and tuneful fool Feste’s “O mistress 
mine” or “The rain it raineth every day” either. 
 
Instead, you’ll hear the work of Taub, a Public Works usual suspect whose mostly upbeat, at times soulful, and often witty tunes 
power the production. Taub also plays Feste, here a wry but kindly master of ceremonies who rouses the Illyrians into song with 
a squeeze of her accordion. Some songs are structurally clever, like a solo of unrequited love by Orsino (Blankson-Wood, who 
sounds gorgeous and speaks what verse he has with feeling and precision) that becomes a trio of misdirected affection with the 
countess Olivia (the plucky Nanya-Akuki Goodrich) and the page Cesario (he’s actually Viola-in-disguise, sung beautifully and 
played with ardor by Nikki M. James). Other numbers are undeniable fun, especially a kickline-backed fantasia of frustrated 
ego delivered by the pompous steward Malvolio (the excellent Andrew Kober) and a rile-’em-up fight song, led by the drunken 
rascal Sir Toby Belch (the swaying, swaggering basso Shuler Hensley), that’s intended to scare the socks off of Cesario and the 



cowardly knight Sir Andrew Aguecheek (Daniel Hall) as they prepare for a duel. Musical blowouts like these involve the entire 
ensemble — these Illyrians are present and participating in every step of the story — and feature all manner of wacky Easter 
eggs, from bouts of arm wrestling to karate demonstrations, from proliferating yellow top hats (Hood deserves kudos for the 
sheer quantity of costumes) to the dramatic death of a stuffed raccoon felled by a misaimed, and mimed, arrow. 
 
There’s a buoyant, throw-it-all-at-the-wall kind of energy at work that at times is successfully contagious. There’s also a lack of 
shadow, and it was this unshaded approach to a play that, in its original form, contains deep and fascinating strains of 
melancholy, mystery, and cruelty that I eventually found myself balking at. Everything is explained in this Twelfth Night, and 
everyone gets the happiest possible ending. Why is Malvolio such a touchy, sententious jerk? He was picked last in middle-
school soccer. Why does Viola, having realized that Olivia has fallen for her boy-form, choose to keep Cesario’s suit on? 
Because, as a man in a man’s world, she’s discovering her agency: “Would I be enough in my own skin?” sings James, “Why 
has this power in me never been given a chance? Is it as simple as putting on a pair of pants? … Who am I besides how I look to 
you?” 
 
That’s a viable choice for an actor playing Viola to pursue, but despite the new material’s empowerment and self-discovery 
messaging, there’s something deflating in losing Shakespeare’s rich ambiguity. “O time!” says the original text’s Viola in the 
same situation, “Thou must untangle this, not I. / It is too hard a knot for me to untie.” Those words don’t make the character 
weak or the actor unable to investigate ideas about gender and agency, but they do leave room for the audience’s imagination. 
We can’t know everything about these characters: They’re too deep, too human, too full of shades, subtleties, and sorrows. 
Even Twelfth Night’s clowns have their shadows, especially the alcoholic Toby — whose ugly mean-streak rears its head not 
only against Malvolio but against his supposed friend, the foppish Sir Andrew — and the aloof Feste, whose sense of humor is 
tied to his sense of fate. He’s not above revenge when the “whirligig of time” brings it in. 
 
But in this Illyria, real cruelty isn’t on the table, and so real humor is often sacrificed. It’s not pretty to think so, but the two are 
close cousins, and part of the wiliness of Twelfth Night is its investigation of that kinship. Why do we laugh at losses of dignity, 
and when have the lines been crossed? A project of celebration and inclusion need not preclude complexity of content, but here 
the scales are tipped, producing a Twelfth Night that’s unrelentingly nice. For a play saturated in perilous excesses — of love, of 
grief, of ego, of drink, of mischief — it feels, even in its admirable broadness of mission, a little domesticated, a little warm and 
fuzzy. While that might be the Twelfth Night for some, in the Illyria that thrills and fascinates me, the rain it raineth every day 
— and in Central Park right now, summer showers aside, there’s nary a cloud. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
By Frank Scheck 

July 31, 2018 

'Twelfth Night': Theater Review 
THE BOTTOM LINE 
A midsummer night’s delight. 
 
A huge cast of non-professional performers appears 
in this musical adaptation of the classic Shakespeare 
comedy featuring an original score by Shaina Taub. 
 
Illyria has never been so welcoming, or so heavily populated, as it is 
in the free production of Twelfth Night being presented at Central 
Park's Delacorte Theater. A revised version of the Public Works' 
musical adaptation previously seen in 2016, this freewheeling version 

of Shakespeare's classic comedy proves a consistent delight. Purists may blanch, but everyone else will be thoroughly charmed 
by an interpretation that also serves as an excellent Shakespeare start-off for younger theatergoers. 
 
The basic bones of the cross-dressing, mistaken-identity tale are contained in this 90-minute truncated version conceived by 
playwright and co-director Kwame Kwei-Armah and composer Shaina Taub. The latter also contributes the infectious pop 
music score and plays the jester Feste. The fun begins even before the show starts, with audience members invited to join the 
cast on the expansive Delacorte stage for various games and free popcorn. 
   
The production uses professional actors to play the lead roles, including Tony Award winner Nikki M. James (The Book of 
Mormon) as Viola. But the distinguishing feature is its use of non-pros in an ensemble derived from local community groups, 
including Children's Aid, Domestic Workers United, Military Resilience Foundation, the Fortune Society and others. The stage 
is periodically filled by the "radically inclusive" cast ranging from children to senior citizens…so filled, in fact, that there are 
two ensembles, the "Red" and the "Blue," who appear at alternate performances. The cast list is so voluminous you'll need a 
magnifying class to read all the names in the program. 
 
None of this would matter if the production weren't also entertaining. But it is, in spades, from the New Orleans-style jazz 
funeral that opens the show to the exuberant group musical number that ends it. There's just enough of the plot to be explicable 
for beginners and just enough of Shakespeare's language to satisfy those who've seen the play countless times. 
 
Not surprisingly, much of the evening's energy is derived from the comic elements. Veteran actor Shuler Hensley 
(Oklahoma, Young Frankenstein) is a hoot as the drunken Sir Toby Belch, and Andrew Kober makes for a riotous Malvolio, 
whose humiliations in this version include being locked in a Porta-Potty that is tipped over with predictably messy results. 
 
Despite the broad humor on display, the adaptation doesn't stint on the piece's emotional power. James' Viola proves very 
touching in her hidden love for Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood), who doesn't know that his new employee is actually a woman. 
And her joy at being reunited with her twin brother Sebastian (Troy Anthony), whom she believed had died in a shipwreck, is 
palpable. 
 
Among the standout performers are Nanya-Akuki Goodrich, garnering big laughs with her larger-than-life Olivia, and 
Blankson-Wood, cutting a dashing figure as the oblivious Orsino. The elfin Taub, who also plays piano and serves as 
bandleader, is so captivating that she seems inevitably destined to become a very big star.   
 
But it's the amateur performers who truly make the evening shine, their energy and enthusiasm at being onstage entirely 
infectious. Their ranks include cops, a mailman, martial artists, signers for the deaf and even a brass band. Co-directors Kwei-
Armah and Oskar Eustis (the Public's artistic director) deserve credit for the sheer traffic management involved. 
 
Unlike so many drab Park productions, this Twelfth Night is a visual feast as well. Rachel Hauck's lavish palazzo and courtyard 
setting, complete with colored tents under which the band sits, and Andrea Hood's wildly diverse, colorful costumes are a 
pleasure to behold. 



 
There have been other musical versions of the play before, but none as giddily pleasurable as this one. "If music be the food of 
love, play on!" sings Taub's Feste in the opening number. By the time the fast-paced evening reaches its conclusion, you'll be 
wishing that this Twelfth Night could play on forever. 
 
 



 
By Barbara Schuler 

July 31, 2018 
'Twelfth Night' review: Shaina Taub's music is the food of love 

WHAT "Twelfth Night" 

WHEN | WHERE Through Aug. 19, Delacorte 
Theater, Central Park  

INFO Free; for information on getting tickets, 
visit publictheater.org 

BOTTOM LINE A multitasking Shaina Taub 
leads the musical retelling of Shakespeare's 
beloved romance. 

If the theater world were to give an award for 
multitasking, Shaina Taub would have a lock on it. 

The singer-songwriter whom director Oskar Eustis calls “one of the most creative theatrical minds of her generation” 
wrote the music and lyrics for “Twelfth Night,” this season’s closer at Shakespeare in the Park. She also plays the fool 
Feste (nailing a couple of her best songs), plays piano and accordion while conducting the band and even does a live 
version of the usually taped “welcome to the Delacorte, please turn off your cellphones” speech. 

This is no ordinary production of Shakespeare’s much-loved romance, and not just because of Taub’s impressive 
contributions. An extension of the Public Theater’s five-year-old Public Works initiative, “Twelfth Night” was first 
presented over Labor Day weekend in 2016, earning rave reviews and an offer for this year’s five-week run at one of 
New York’s most cherished theatrical institutions. 

It’s a program of inclusion, with members of groups from all over the city invited to work with established, big-name 
professionals. This production has more than 100, rotating in two casts, sharing the stage with Tony winners and 
Broadway regulars and holding their own (at least the red cast I saw) every step of the way. 

hakespeare’s tale of shipwrecked twins washed up on the shores of Illyria, each assuming the other dead, gets an 
abridged telling here, and purists will likely quibble with some of the liberties taken. Everyone else will have a great 
time watching the antics as Viola (the delightful Nikki M. James) dresses in grief as her brother, setting in motion a 
tangle of misguided relationships, but finding herself in the process. “I feel so seen as a guy,” she sings. 

Other standouts in the cast include Shuler Hensley, having a fine time as Sir Toby Belch, rarely without a bottle in 
hand, and Andrew Kober as Malvolio, the manservant with visions of grandeur who ends up locked in a port-a-potty 
singing about middle school bullies. And from the community cast, a nod to the trio who beautifully signed one of the 
numbers and to Vivian Jett of the Brownsville Recreation Center, whose reprise of “Is This Not Love” was a knockout. 

The happily-ever-after ending is a message of promise: “If we’d open our hearts to each other’s beat, what a better 
world it would be.” But, really, the whole production speaks to promise wherever you look, most especially in Ms. 
Taub’s direction. 
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Twelfth Night 
  
 

“If music be the food of love, play on,” the pining duke Orsino 
famously says at the start of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. What 
he says next is quoted a lot less often: “Give me excess of it that, 
surfeiting, the appetite may sicken, and so die.” There’s no room 
for so gloomy a sentiment in Shakespeare in the Park’s crowded, 
colorful, free-wheeling musical adaptation of the play, conceived 
by Kwame Kwei-Armah and songwriter Shaina Taub. The line is 
cut, and Taub, who plays the accordion-toting fool Feste, instead 
leads the citizens of Illyria in a jubilant paean to the power of 
song (“Clap your hands, start to sway / ’Til your worries melt 

away”). And there are so many citizens to lead! A spin-off of the Public Theater's Public Works wing, the production has 
partnered with community groups from all five boroughs—including the Fortune Society, Children's Aid and Domestic 
Workers United—to fill the stage with 70 non-professional actors in a pageant of inclusivity. Whereas Shakespeare in the Park's 
first offering this summer, Othello, was conventional to the point of stuffiness, this one airs everything out and gives it a good 
shake. 
 
Directed by Public honcho Oskar Eustis—assuming the reins from Kwei-Armah, who steered a version of it in 2016—
this Twelfth Night is as fast as it is loose: It has been trimmed to a fleet 90 minutes, including the many musical numbers. Not 
very much of Shakespeare's language remains, but the storytelling is lean and clear. In addition to Taub, who has a knock-out 
voice, a few other seasoned performers anchor the cast adeptly: Ato Blankson-Wood as Orsino; Nikki M. James as Viola, who 
disguises herself as a boy to work as Orsino’s servant; Shuler Hensley as the dissolute Sir Toby Belch; and Andrew Kober in a 
primo turn as uptight major-domo Malvolio, the clenched butt of many of the play's jokes. (Taub gives him a prideful show tune 
to sing, but also a sympathetic backstory.) Other key roles are played by amateurs; I especially enjoyed Nanya-Akuki Goodrich 
as Olivia and Jonathan Jordan as the lovelorn gay seaman Antonio. But critical evaluation seems almost beside the point. This 
production is about the spirit, not the letter; it's about making theater as accessible as possible not just to everyone in the 
audience—the actors often use sign language to augment their lines—but to those onstage as well. It's block-party Shakespeare, 
and everyone's invited. 
 
 



 
By Tim Teeman 

July 31, 2018 

Shakespeare’s ‘Twelfth Night’ Gets a Rousing Musical Makeover 
The Public Theater’s production of ‘Twelfth Night’ in Central Park has received a musical 

makeover by Shaina Taub. With songs substituting for text, it’s joyful and meaningful. 
“If music be the food of love, play on,” Duke Orsino famously 
says at the beginning of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night—and this 
production stays resolutely true to his desire. 
 
The joy that thrums from every corner of the Public 
Theater’s Free Shakespeare in the Park production is there from 
the beginning, as soon as you enter the Delacorte Theater. 
Hopefully it will not be raining, but only the strongest storms will 
stop a performance. 
 
In front of you the stage is packed, a thronged village of activity 
designed by Rachel Hauck, with audience members (the night I 

was there, including a man and woman snogging each other’s faces off) mixing with the massed ranks of company extras from 
the Public Theater’s community partnerships with Brownsville Recreation Center, the Center for Family Life in Sunset Park, 
DreamYard, The Fortune Society, the Military Resilience Foundation, the Casita Maria Center for Arts and Education, 
Children’s Aid, and Domestic Workers United. 
 
These extras, a singing, dancing cavalcade of residents from the fictional world of Illyria, span all ages, ethnicities, and genders: 
The “red” cast I saw (there’s an alternating “blue” one too) included an adorable young boy in a tiger onesie. 
 
This is not a Twelfth Night for strict Shakespeare purists. Conceived by Kwame Kwei-Armah, artistic director of the Young Vic 
in London, and singer and composer Shaina Taub, it comes with a pared-back text and music and lyrics by the phenomenally 
talented Taub. Mike Brun’s orchestra occupies a tropical island-like shack at the corner of the stage. 
 
The songs substitute for stretches of text. You will miss that text keenly if you have come to see a traditional Twelfth Night, but 
you won’t feel the play has been thematically traduced. The drawback is that the show, at 90 minutes, does not, cannot wait, to 
delve into the characters’ minds. It can feel join-the-dots at some points. 
 
However, the skill of Taub is to compose within and behind what already exists in the play. The makeover makes the characters 
more clearly understandable emotionally; the audience at the Delacorte is as diverse as the cast. There was even a (very well-
behaved) baby sitting on her dad’s lap behind this critic. 
 
Taub’s songs pepper and move forward the story of the shipwrecked Viola (a watchful and playful Nikki M. James), who 
disguises herself as Cesario, a man, to become the steward of Orsino, Duke of Illyria (Ato Blankson-Wood), who is desperate to 
romance the rich countess Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich), only for Olivia to fall for Viola-as-Cesario. Ultimately, Viola—like 
Musidorus (Andrew Durand) in Head Over Heels—discovers a potent power in her brief experience of gender fluidity. 
 
James darts around the stage, fleet of foot, trying to escape unwanted attentions, even as she is confused for her twin brother, 
Sebastian (Troy Anthony), and he for Cesario. 
 
Malvolio (the brilliant and very funny Andrew Kober) is thoroughly gulled and humiliated by Maria (Lori Brown-Niang), Sir 
Andrew Aguecheek (Daniel Hall), and Sir Toby Belch (Shuler Hensley), a red-cheeked ball of chaos. 
 
Kober both vividly captures Malvolio’s fun-killing pomposity, which motivates the trio to humiliate him, and also his vain 
ambition to be his mistress Olivia’s husband. His song, in which he is joined by the whole company in matching hats, imagining 
a life of grandeur and baubles, is the evening’s standout number; and special props to choreographer Lorin Latarro for getting 
everyone on stage moving in such impressive unity. 
 



Taub is on stage all the time, as Feste, Olivia’s jester—and, in this production, the puppeteer of all the action around her as 
identities are muddled, and then, happily, all is resolved, with right and proper nuptials all around. 
 
With direction by the Public’s artistic director, Oskar Eustis, and Kwei-Armah, not only is every part of the stage used and 
splashed with color and activity, but, in the play’s final song, the evening’s overall theme is emphasized. 
 
This song is really the mission of the Public, particularly underscored by its free Shakespeare performances: Come together, be 
together, experience the world through somebody else’s perspective, the cast sing. If we understand each other better, we may 
well understand the world better. 
 
It may sound simple, even a little too Sesame Street-sunny. But in the times we are in, this Twelfth Night has its own implicit 
political point about diversity and inclusion, a message on a much milder level than last year’s conservative fireworks 
around Julius Caesar, and its assassinated Trumpified title character. 
 
As the Public intends it, this Twelfth Night is Shakespeare at its most open-hearted and holistic. By the end, even pariah 
Malvolio is beckoned into a group hug and joins in the dancing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
By Greg Evans 
July 31, 2018 

‘Twelfth Night’ Review: Shakespeare In The Park Dazzles With Musical Re-
Imagining 

New Yorkers couldn’t ask for a sweeter summertime lift 
than Free Shakespeare in the Park’s vibrant, contemporary 
and very funny musical adaptation of Twelfth Night. 
Conceived by Kwame Kwei-Armah (who directs with Oskar 
Eustus) and Shaina Taub (who wrote the music and lyrics, 
and performs), this colorful, spirited production is a joy from 
start to finish. 

With a large cast of professionals (in the lead roles, all 
excellent) and community members from all five of the city’s 
boroughs (as the ensemble of townfolk), this Twelfth Night is 

a “re-imagining” of the popular 2016 staging by the Public Theatre’s Public Works program, and features 23 
lively, pop-rock-R&B songs composed by the accordion-playing Taub. 

Though the spoken dialogue is all Shakespeare, Taub’s lyrics cleverly convey the Bard’s tale with a decidedly 
contemporary edge. In one song, the shipwrecked, disguised-as-a-man Viola (the gorgeous-voiced Nikki M. 
James) sings “As a girl I was invisible to the world” and “Do these clothes conceal or reveal my soul?” And if 
you think Taub won’t take full advantage of music being 
the food of love, think again and play on. 

In an exuberant, seamless melding of song, 
choreographed dance, sign language and gesture, Twelfth 
Night, of course, tells the story of young Viola, who 
washes ashore Illyria, disguises herself as “Cesario” (here 
with the help of a natty tailored suit) and promptly falls in 
love with Duke Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood), who loves 
Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich), who loves Cesario. And 
round and round. 

So generous in spirit is this production that even the vain Malvolio (Andrew Kober) gets a big, splashy 
Broadway-style number, not to mention some respect and compassion. 

And while Kwei-Armah, Eustus and Taub certainly aren’t the first to notice the not-so-hidden love of Antonio 
(Jonathan Jordan) for Sebastian (Troy Anthony), they break ground with a perfect, unspoken resolution that, 
without rewriting a word, finally includes Antonio in Shakespeare’s happy ending-for-all. Perfect. 

Twelfth Night runs through August 19 at the Delacorte Theatre in Central Park. 

 

 

 



 

 
By Zachary Stewart 

July 31, 2018 
Twelfth Night Plays On Through the Wind and the Rain 

Shaina Taub leads her joyous musical version of Shakespeare's comedy. 
 The biggest musical of the summer isn't on Broadway; it's in Central 
Park. I'm referring to the Shakespeare in the Park production 
of Twelfth Night, which sets Shakespeare to a brand-new score while 
simultaneously supersizing this romantic comedy. That's not just a 
comment on the 129 actors whose names appear under the title in the 
program (although that small army of thespians contributes to the kind 
of group scenes you won't see on any other stage in New York, at least 
until the Metropolitan Opera season begins). With music and lyrics by 
Shaina Taub, Twelfth Night is a musical with enormous heart and 
smarts to match its considerable spectacle. 

Directed by Kwame Kwei-Armah and Public Theater artistic director 
Oskar Eustis, Twelfth Night features the talents of professional and 

nonprofessional actors from eight different community organizations and New York Deaf Theatre (all actors simultaneously 
sign and speak their lines). If you want to see theater that truly looks like New York City, look no further. And lest you think it 
is amateur hour at the Delacorte, know that this is one of the tightest productions I've seen from Shakespeare in the Park. That 
was especially evident as the rain began to pour on the performance I 
attended and the show resolutely went on. 

 In the beginning it was merely damp. The distant rumble of thunder and 
flashes of lightning over Belvedere Castle offered the ideal backdrop for a 
story that begins with a violent storm and shipwreck. Castaway Viola (Nikki 
M. James) washes up on the shores of Illyria, convinced that her twin 
brother (Troy Anthony) is drowned. She disguises herself as a man named 
Cesario in order to gain employment in the service of Orsino (Ato Blankson-
Wood), a local Duke with his eye on the recently widowed Countess Olivia 
(Nanya-Akuki Goodrich). Olivia, however, is more interested in Cesario. 
Her Steward, Malvolio (Andrew Kober), becomes convinced that he has a 
shot with Olivia when her mischievous houseguests, Toby Belch (Shuler Hensley) and Andrew Aguecheek (Daniel Hall), write 
him a fraudulent love note. Throwing caution to the wind, he allows himself to dream of becoming Count Malvolio. 

It was at this point in the story that a slight drizzle developed into actual rain. The indefatigable Kober sang on, leading a 
massive chorus line in the fantasy production number that Malvolio always deserved. The production picked up the pace from 
there, and so did the downpour. As the evening approached its conclusion and Vivian Jett sang down the heavens in the reprise 
of the radio-ready ballad "Is This Not Love?," both cast and audience were completely drenched. But no amount of rain could 
dampen our spirits after experiencing this thoroughly delightful and heartwarming musical. 

 Taub (who also lends her ample charm to the role of Olivia's fool, Feste) has taken a story that usually runs up to three hours 
and condensed it into 90 minutes without sacrificing any major plot points. Her 
songs are not only catchy but dramatically efficient, slicing through exposition 
and serving up objectives with a dexterity few other contemporary musical-
theater composers possess (this will undoubtedly prove useful in The Devil 
Wears Prada). 

That doesn't mean this Twelfth Night is reductive. In a song titled "Viola's 
Soliloquy," she considers the appeal of Cesario and questions, "Was the old me 
only a costume too?" James sings every line with clarity and an emotional 
resonance, making us consider the little drag performances we all give in our 



daily lives. The production also makes us reexamine Shakespeare's play: Jonathan Jordan's moving portrayal of Antonio as a 
reformed bad boy in love with Sebastian is particularly revelatory. 

Taub makes good use of the chorus of Illyrians (divided into two 
"red" and "blue" ensembles that rotate performances). They return 
throughout the play with a song titled "Word on the Street," which 
keeps us abreast of the latest gossip. The wildly expressive J.W. 
Guido (artistic director of New York Deaf Theatre) is especially 
captivating in these scenes. 

 While impressively orchestrating the stage traffic, Eustis and Kwei-
Armah have martialed the resources of the Public Theater into a truly 
stunning production: Rachel Hauck's multilevel scenery offers a 
gorgeous setting for Lorin Latarro's feisty choreography. Andrea 
Hood costumes this massive cast with vibrancy and flair. John Torres's effective lighting held up even under monsoon 
conditions, while Jessica Paz gets the sound balance just right so that we exit the theater singing, having clearly heard all of the 
lyrics. 

So really, don't let the weather dissuade you from seeing this awesome new musical, tailor-made for Shakespeare in the Park 
and the people who love it. The rain it raineth every day, but Twelfth Night playeth only until August 19. 

 

 

 
 

 



 
By Michael Dale 
August 2, 2018 

BWW Review: Public Works' Joyous Musical TWELFTH NIGHT Returns To The 
Delacorte 

The late afternoon and early evening rain that had been steadily falling last 
Friday didn't stop the faithful from arriving at Central Park's Delacorte Theater 
for Shakespeare In The Park's return of Public Works' 2016 musical version 
of Twelfth Night. 

And while lightning bolts could occasionally be spotted in the distance, the 
skies above the stage remained clear for about the two-thirds of the 90-minute 
performance, until, just as Andrew Kober, who gives a terrific performance as 
the stuffy servant Malvolio, began his showcase letter-reading monologue, one 
of The Bard's greatest bits of comic writing, a light, but persistent shower began 
drenching the unfortunate fellow. 

But you'd never know there was any difficulty, as Kober nailed every laugh as though the evening moon was shining a spotlight 
on him. He and the ensemble members then grandly belted out the big finish of the show-stopping number that framed the 
classic scene. 

Shortly after, a sudden heavy downpour did cause a ten-minute delay, and though the weather situation seemed promising when 
the show resumed, the house was getting generously drenched during the musical's last 15 minutes. 

But if theatre be the food of love, the company played on, with the audience loudly cheering every quick reprise and dramatic 
exit through to the finale chorus, a heart-warming anthem of empathy extolling how much better the world would be if everyone 
just tried seeing it through the eyes of another. 

Of course, for those who will be unfortunate enough to witness this marvelous adaptation on a clear and comfortable evening, 
it's still a joyous occasion. 

Created for The Public Theater by director Lear deBessonet, Public Works began in 2013 as a way to create musical 
productions based on classic texts (usually Shakespeare's) utilizing community involvement by hiring just a handful of Equity 
actors and filling the stage with an ensemble of well over 100 performers, from children to senior citizens, made up of clients 
and employees of social service organizations from throughout the five boroughs, with cameo appearances written for local 
performing arts organizations. 

For the past five years Public Works productions played limited runs over Labor Day weekend, but this summer, the program's 
2016 entry, adapted by director Kwame Kwei-Armah and composer/lyricist Shaina Taub, gets a full engagement through 
August 19th. 

With Kwei-Armah now serving as artistic director of London's New Vic, The Public's artistic director, Oskar Eustis, has entered 
the picture as co-director in a production where the union members playing the leading roles are joined by two alternating casts 
made up of non-professionals associated with Brownsville Recreation Center, Casita Maria Center For The Arts and Education, 
Center For Family Life In Sunset Park, Children's Aid, Domestic Workers United, Dreamyard and Military Resilience 
Foundation. (Every cast member gets a one-line bio in the program. Makes for fun reading.) There are also performers fluent in 
ASL, and signing is incorporated into the staging. 

Repeating her very enjoyable turn from two years ago, Nikki M. James plays the sweet, clever and resourceful Viola, who is 
shipwrecked onto the unfamiliar strange shore of Illyria and mistakenly believes that her twin brother Sebastian (Troy Anthony) 
has drowned. 



Disguised as a boy named Cesario (one of the highlights of Taub's score is a lyric where she notices the different ways people 
treat her as a boy), she takes employment with Duke Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood), who pines for the disinterested Countess 
Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich). 

As Viola develops romantic feelings for Orsino, Olivia is taken with 
Cesario, a matter that complicates when Sebastian, who thinks that his 
sister has drowned, and Antonio (Jonathan Jordan), the sailor who rescued 
Sebastian and has now fallen in love with him, both enter the mix. 

Oh, and Malvolio, remember him? He falls victim to a prank devised by 
the maid Maria (Lori Brown-Niang) and nobles Sir Toby Belch (Shuler 
Hensley, very funny as a swaggering good old boy) and Sir Andrew 
Aguecheek (dorky fun Daniel Hall) and believes that his lady has fallen 
for him. 

Not only does Kober lead the snazzy production number described earlier, but, when Malvolio is unjustly imprisoned, his 
commanding voice is put to hilarious use in a self-pitying ballad where he mourns how other fail to see the greatness in him. 

As is traditional with Public Works musicals, the composer/lyricist also plays a character and acts as music director of an on-
stage band. In this case, Taub is thoroughly charming as the jester Feste, leading the ensemble in the catchy rhythmic opening, 
"Play On," introducing the barrelhouse tune of friendly insults "You're The Worst," (sure to become a favorite among the 3am 
Marie's Crisis crowd) and passionately expressing the unspoken words of lovers in "Is This Not Love?" 

The rest of her score is a versatile combination of jazz, pop, funk, blues and showtune with clever and incisive lyrics perfectly 
matched to characters and situations. 

But despite the tremendous work by the theatre professionals, the highlight of any Public Works production is, of course, 
watching the community members of the ensemble, especially the little kids up front, performing their hearts out. What a 
wonderful way to bring home Public Theater founder Joseph Papp's message that Shakespeare is for everyone. 

 
 

 
 



 
By Howard Miller 

August 1, 2018 
Twelfth Night 

"If water be the food of love, rain on." Well, maybe that's not exactly what Shakespeare wrote as 
the opening line of Twelfth Night. Nor, in truth, is it an actual line in the Public Theater's 
frolicking musical adaptation conceived by Kwame Kwei-Armah and composer/lyricist Shaina 
Taub that opened last night at the Delacorte in Central Park. It is, however, apropos of the 
soaking downpour that accompanied the performance I attended the other evening, among the 
poncho-clad crowd and the unfazed performers who risked life and limb as they glided and 
bounded and leaped across the be-puddled stage. 

Happily, I can report there were no apparent injuries, and no one's spirits were the least bit 
dampened by the experience. Indeed, the production, a restaged version of the show that was 
first seen in a post-season Public Works' presentation in 2016, thumbs its nose at the weather 

and delivers its own deluge of pure delight. The large cast made up of professional actors and a glorious array of amateur performers 
from all over New York City retells the classic comedy of twins Viola (Nikki M. James) and Sebastian (Troy Anthony) who find 
themselves separated and alone, each thinking the other has perished in a shipwreck. 

Welcome to Illyria, where, pre-show, you will be invited onstage for free popcorn and the opportunity to hobnob with the close to 50 
community members who appear in the ensemble. Depending on the performance you attend, they will either be part of the "Red" 
Company or of the "Blue" Company, a pageantry representing young and young-at-heart residents of all five boroughs and the 
epitome of the Public Theater's mission of civic engagement and accessible theater for everyone. 

Yes, the acting, dancing, and singing skills vary among the ensemble members. Yet while the Public Works productions have been, 
in the past, an "add-on" at the end of the summer season, this very enjoyable version of Twelfth Night, for which Ms. Taub wrote the 
score, serves as music director, plays the accordion, and appears as Feste the Fool, has been given the full-blown professional, front-
and-center treatment. This includes the design elements, featuring Rachel Hauck's solid-looking two-story villa, complete with 
balconies, a fountain, and shrubbery, and Andrea Hood's grand array of costumes in every color and pattern imaginable. 

The production follows the story set out by Shakespeare, albeit reduced to approximately 90 minutes in playing time. Viola, finding 
herself alone and bereft in a strange city, disguises herself as a young man, and, using the alias "Cesario," takes on work as a servant 
to Duke Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood). Orsino sends his new aide to woo Countess Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich) on his behalf. 
Before you can say "gender confusion," Viola/Cesario has fallen in love with Orsino, and Olivia has fallen for Cesario/Viola. The 
interactions among the three, under the joint direction of Kwame Kwei-Armah and the Public's artistic director Oskar Eustis, are 
played with a mixture of broad comedy and tender sweetness, with an especially well-balanced performance by Nikki M. James. In 
her dual role as Viola and Cesario, she convincingly juggles the feminine and masculine aspects of the character she created for the 
2016 production and has since polished to a gleam. 

Also on hand are two of Shakespeare's great comic creations: the Countess's ne'er-do-well uncle Sir Toby Belch, and her pompous 
manservant Malvolio. Shuler Hensley is a riot as Sir Toby, never better than when he and Ms. Taub lead the company in a rousing 
rendition of a late-night drunken party song called "You're the Worst." Andrew Kober likewise shines as Malvolio, who dreams of 
rising above his station in life to marry the Countess and become, as he sings, "Count Malvolio." 

Even with all the running around, the very large cast, and the outsized production numbers, it is very easy to follow the plot, which 
has been boiled down to its essentials and configured into a joyful romantic comedy in which all ends happily when the twins are 
reunited and confusion melts away. This take on Twelfth Night is as deserving an entry to the summertime Shakespeare in the Park 
festivities as any of the more traditional productions, such as the straightforward version of Othello that ran through most of June. 
Pick up a free ticket by joining the line at the Delacorte, at the Public Theater's home on Lafayette Street at Astor Place, or at one of 
the outer borough ticket distribution locations, or by joining the digital lottery. And, just in case, bring a poncho (no open umbrellas 
allowed!). Who knows? You may even catch a glimpse of the renowned Delacorte raccoon. 

 
 



ironies -- that only by using her memories of him to impersonate a man does she finally come to understand 
herself. Of course, she sings beautifully, most notably in "Viola's Soliloquy," in which she tries to puzzle out 
the insane situation in which she finds herself. 

There are many other pleasures to be had: Ato Blankson-Wood is sleek and in great voice as Orsino. Shuler 
Hensley, clad in clashing patterns and roaring out his dissatisfaction with the universe, is a fine Toby Belch, 
Olivia's cousin and perpetual albatross. Nanya-Akuki Goodrich's Olivia is passion's plaything, whether 
carrying on for her lost brother, strenuously dispensing dollops of charm on Viola/Cesario, or making a lunge 
for Sebastian, Viola's twin. Lori Brown-Niang is brisk and businesslike as Maria, Toby's henchwoman, who 
plots Malvolio's humiliation. Troy Anthony is dashing as Sebastian, who, unware that his sister is running 
about dressed just like him, can't quite understand why Olivia so willingly pulls him into her bed. Taub herself 
is on hand as Feste, handing out worldly wisdom to Olivia, leading the numbers, and generally helping to 
move the plot along. As Malvolio, Andrew Koberoozes a supercilious manner -- more than once I thought of 
Vincent Price -- that makes all the more delicious his downfall, during which he is duped into appearing 
"cross-gartered," here depicted as some fashion designer's high-concept nightmare of trendy leisurewear. 

The production is loaded with delightful bits of business. Instead of having Malvolio accidentally discover the 
forged letter that leads him to think Olivia loves him, the missive is delivered to him by a notably surly 
mailman. When Malvolio, having alarmed Olivia with his advances, is imprisoned, he is confined to a portable 
toilet that is hauled to center stage, where it falls apart. The "duel" -- a fake fight between a gulled Viola (as 
Cesario) and Sir Andrew, one of Toby's cronies (a slightly underpowered Daniel Hall) -- climaxes with a gag 
involving misdirected archery and the notorious racoon that prowls the Delacorte. 

There's an additional source of joy: This production, which was first staged in 2016, is part of the company's 
Public Works program, an initiative that involves various community groups in training for performance. They 
include the Brownsville Recreation Center, the Center for Family Life in Sunset Park, The Fortune Society, 
and Domestic Workers United, among others. These participants, most of them young people, form the 
production's chorus. (There are two community ensembles, which perform on alternate nights.) At the top of 
the evening, Taub introduces the organizations involved and notes that those participating include all sorts, 
including some members of the deaf community. Everyone has been thoroughly drilled and they appear to be 
having a ball. 

This tremendously inclusive approach extends to the decision not to ban Malvolio from the action, as 
Shakespeare does, instead working out amusing solutions for him and Antonio, the sea captain who aids 
Sebastian and with whom, in this production, he is frankly in love. There is room for everybody in the festive 
finale. 

The production looks good: Rachel Hauck's set is dominated by Olivia's Empire-style castle, and it is 
illuminated by John Torres' lively, colorful lighting. Andrea Hood's costumes constitute an attractive 
melange of contemporary styles. Jessica Paz's sound design is among the clearest and most transparent I have 
experienced in the Delacorte recently. 

Seeing this Twelfth Night, I was irresistibly transported back to my teenage years, when I saw the national tour 
of Two Gentlemen of Verona, the John Guare/Galt MacDermot musical, which was originally staged at the 
Delacorte. I was thrilled with that production's vision of Verona as a modern city filled with characters of all 
races. Decades later, it is immeasurably rewarding to see The Public Theater guarding -- and expanding -- that 
vision. As the final song reminds us, "Hear through the ears of somebody else/If we open our hearts to each 
other's beat/What a better world it could be." Such sentiments, wedded to an irresistible sense of fun, make this 
version of Illyria seem like an earthly paradise 

 



 
By Steven Suskin 

July 31, 2018 
TWELFTH NIGHT: A RAMBUNCTIOUSLY JUBILANT FEST IN CENTRAL 

PARK ★★★★ 

It is not Duke Orsino but a tad of a lad, who looks to be about 
6 years old, who sidles up to the jester Feste—in the Public 
Theater’s musical adaptation of Will Shakespeare’s Twelfth 
Night—and makes that immortal request: If music be the food 
of love, play on. 

Since the Feste of the occasion is Shaina Taub, who 
simultaneously serves as bandleader, piano player, 
accordionist, and who also wrote the whole damn score 
herself, she turns out to the perfect person to place in charge of 
the revels. Taub is, at present, one of the better-kept secrets of 
the current-day musical. Until tonight, that is; Taub’s score is 
Broadway-ready, and she is a smashingly good charmer of a 

performer. 

But that’s only the first of myriad delights on display. Twelfth Night has been reduced to a swift 90 minutes with songs, 
which means that it is a veritable parade of delights with few lulls. It was especially refreshing to hear gulps of surprise 
at the machinations of mistaken identity; unlike at your typical Twelfth Night production, it seems that a distinct portion 
of the audience this production is reaching are altogether new to the piece. Their delight, along with ringing laughter of 
surprise from assorted youngsters in the audience at the surprises, only heightens the carnival atmosphere. 

Because this production does, indeed, reach out to the community. Public Works, a division of the Public, was founded 
six years ago to—specifically—create “unforgettable experiences of rich civic and artistic excellence” by merging 
professional artists with community groups across the city. Their past summer musicals have toured the boroughs, 
followed by a brief visit to the Delacorte following the last several Shakespeare in the Park seasons. 

The rambunctious Public Works 2016 production of Twelfth Night was so festively received that it has now been 
revised and remounted for a full-length Delacorte run. Taub and choreographer Lorin Latarro have returned for the 
reboot; director Kwame Kwei-Armah being unavailable—he is now artistic director of London’s Young Vic—the 
Public’s Oskar Eustis has restaged the new production as co-director. 

If the thought of a professional/amateur effort sounds worthy but somewhat academic, please obliterate that thought. 
Taub’s version of Twelfth Night can only be described as jubilant. By crowding 50 members of various community 
groups on stage, the entire place takes off. Amateurs, yes; but well-rehearsed, talented, and above all energetically 
engaged in every moment. One scene—a sort of fantasy moment for the overbearingly pompous Malvolio—turns into a 
full-scale production number which brings to mind another Public Theater moment: Michael Bennett’s “One” number 
in A Chorus Line, complete with a stageful of performers in sparkly top hats (in a bright yellow hue, as in those cross-
gartered stockings). Except here, they’ve got more than twice as many dancers as Bennett had, untrained but 
passionately enthusiastic. 

The cast of about two dozen is augmented by the community contingent, drawn from a wide array of groups—from tots 
to veterans—and divided into two alternating 50-person casts. We saw the “Red Ensemble,” and you’d have to imagine 
that the “Blue Ensemble” is just as delightful. 



All of which would be beside the point if this Twelfth Night did not deliver as a top-grade musical show. Much of the 
credit belongs to Taub, who not only wrote the score but is presumably responsible for adapting the Shakespearean text 
as well. The songs are impressive, canny, and mighty friendly; I suppose that comparisons to a long-ago Shakespeare in 
the Park confection, John Guare and Galt MacDermot’s Two Gentlemen of Verona, are in order. As for Taub—on the 
page, on the stage, and otherwise plugging away in the pit—she is a marvel and will surely be swept up to any heights 
she aspires to. While comparisons of this sort are not in order, she demonstrates the type of creatively charismatic 
presence of that fellow at the center of a more recent Public musical, Hamilton. 

The other burst of radiance supporting this attraction comes from the leading lady of evening, or rather the leading lady 
forced to don male attire. Nikki M. James has given consistently strong performances—including as Portia in last 
summer’s trumped-up Shakespeare in the Park production of Julius Caesar—since taking the town and taking a Tony 
as Nabulungi in The Book of Mormon. She here reveals that she can handily carry a musical on her shoulders, with 
overabundant charm and a flair for broad humor that has heretofore been somewhat hidden. 

Also prominent in Illyria is Shuler Hensley, who from role to role seems never to make a misstep. Here he essays Sir 
Toby Belch, and he indeed gives what you might call a “belch” of a performance. When not onstage, it seems like they 
can’t get him safely in his dressing room; he’s content to roam the aisles, sometimes heckling and sometimes seeming 
to simply enjoy the fine summer’s night air. Also contributing to the fun are Ato Blankson-Wood, as a most 
sympathetic Orsino; Nanya-Akuki Goodrich as a droll Olivia (Taub has the inspired idea of trailing the mourning 
Countess, always, with a trio blaring Dixieland jazz); Troy Anthony as Sebastian, albeit with considerably less stage 
time than his twin; and Lori Brown-Niang as Maria. Special mention goes to Andrew Kober, as a highly entertaining, 
secretly singing-and-dancing Malvolio. Which tempts us to mention that this is the only musical we recall that features 
a port-a-potty. 

Music is indeed the food of love, at least since the Bard penned this thought back around the turn of the century. The 
seventeenth century, that is. So “play on,” by all means; most especially if you have Shaina Taub in the house. 

 
 

 



 
By Elysa Gardner 

July 31, 2018 
TWELFTH NIGHT: THE FOOD OF LOVE, IN ALL ITS FLAVORS ★★★★ 

How refreshing, in this summer of our political discontent, to arrive at 
Central Park’s Delacorte Theater and enjoy a production that celebrates 
inclusiveness without reserve—and without pandering or preaching to 
the choir (like a few other recently introduced, well-intended shows that 
shall remain nameless here). 

The pleasures offered by the Public Theater’s musical adaptation 
of Twelfth Night, part of its annual Shakespeare in the Park series, are as 
diverse as its cast, which in addition to the talented principals includes 
two rotating ensembles featuring residents of New York City’s five 
boroughs. Originally presented in 2016 as part of Public Works, which 
partners with various community programs to provide creative 
opportunities for audience members, this Twelfth Night has been re-

envisioned for the main stage with many of its key players intact. 

Prominent among those players is the rising performer/composer/lyricist Shaina Taub, who in addition to serving as a sort of 
master of ceremonies—she greets the crowd before sliding gracefully into the role of Feste, the knowing fool who serves 
Countess Olivia—has provided a buoyant, soulful score that segues seamlessly from New Orleans jazz and exuberant funk to a 
pair of pining R&B ballads and a winking character solo (for the truly foolish Malvolio) that could pass for vintage musical 
comedy. 

Taub conceived the adaptation, which runs just 90 minutes, with Kwame Kwei-Armah, incoming artistic director of London’s 
New Vic, who helms this production alongside the Public’s own artistic director, Oskar Eustis. The trio has managed, even 
while abridging the text, to find fresh resonance in Shakespeare’s comedy of mistaken identity and misdirected longing. The 
show opens with a funeral procession, for Olivia’s brother, segueing into a joyous production number, “Play On,” in which a 
famous line (“If music be the food of love…”) is repeated to attest to love’s resilience in the worst of times. 

Primacy is given, fittingly, to the character of Viola, who after landing in Illyria with twin brother Sebastian—but apart from 
him, so that each believes the other killed in a shipwreck—disguises herself as the male Cesario and is recruited by Duke 
Orsino to court Olivia on his behalf. Nikki M. James, one of several returning cast members from 2016, brings a beautifully 
piquant voice and a soaring spirit to this rich ingenue role, managing a sweet but charged chemistry with Ato Blankston-
Wood’s delicately masculine, liquid-voiced Orsino. 

This Twelfth Night is never lovelier, in fact, than when James and Blankston-Wood are singing together. At one point, a few 
cast members melding sign language and dance (lyrically choreographed by Lorin Latarro) accompany them; at another, Taub 
artfully inserts Shakespeare’s words under pining instrumentals. Opportunities are also provided for the actors to speak in 
plainer, more contemporary terms that underline the enduring relevance, and timeliness, of their characters’ dilemmas. When 
Viola declares, “Maybe the man I tried to be is the girl I always was,” James’ un-self-conscious directness makes the revelation 
even more affecting. 

Nanya-Akuki Goodrich’s voluptuous, earthy Olivia is a fine, funny foil to the more earnest suitors, and especially amusing in 
expressing her unrequited love for Cesario/Viola and, later, aggressively (if unwittingly) seducing Troy Anthony’s elegant 
Sebastian. The clowns also get their due, with the sublime Shuler Hensley tackling Sir Toby Belch with predictable dexterity 
and heft, and Lori Brown-Niang lending a sly languor to the cunning Maria. As Malvolio, the eventual victim of their 
conspiring, Andrew Kober gets his own star turn in a musical number that features the company in yellow hats (to match those 
infamous stockings). 

This Malvolio is also allowed to spell out his back story in terms that any modern-day middle-schooler could comprehend, and 
scoff at, and sympathize with. Kwei-Armah, Taub and Eustis not only make Twelfth Night accessible to the breadth of 
audiences represented by their company—which includes kids—but emphasize the differences and contradictions that can exist 
within each one of us. And leave us laughing, and dancing, in the end. 



 
By David Barbour 

August 1, 2018 
Theatre in Review: Twelfth Night (The Public Theater at the Delacorte 

Theater) 

Nobody sings "Hey, ho, the wind and the rain" in this Twelfth 
Night, although on Friday night, when I attended, the words would 
have been all too appropriate. The first half of the production was 
marked by on-and-off drizzle; then, as the plot was heating up, the 
heavens opened, and a pause was ordered. Several minutes later, we 
were back in our seats and the precipitation returned, building 
through the production's last half hour until everyone was 
thoroughly soaked. But here's the thing: Except for a tiny handful of 
the waterlogged, virtually no one fled the Delacorte. Making a 

rough estimate, I would say ninety-eight percent of the audience hung on until the end. And why not? They 
were having a marvelous time. The bursts of lightning in the sky only added a touch of excitement. 

This Twelfth Night, which was also staged by The Public in 2016, is a musical version, adapted by Kwame 
Kwei-Armah and Shaina Taub, with music and lyrics by Taub; Shakespeare's unruly romantic farce is 
expertly trimmed down to a fast, funny, touching ninety minutes. It is set, more or less, in an Illyria that is a 
fantasy version of New Orleans' French Quarter, and, right off the bat, we meet Olivia -- who prefers mourning 
her late brother to being wooed by any living swain -- leading a jazz funeral. In the spirit of a play that 
continually ribs the ulterior and the pretentious, this scene leads directly into the buoyant opening number, 
"Play On." It's a nearly ideal juxtaposition that sets the stage for all that follows. 

In a first indication of the seamlessness of Kwei-Armah and Oskar Eustis' staging, the raucous crowd 
performing this number parts to reveal the storm-tossed Olivia, who, having survived a shipwreck, appears 
drenched and in a state of wonderment. From here on in, Taub's songs effortlessly condense the action, 
revealing complicated emotional states and knotty plot points with ease. You remember the basic situation: 
Viola, disguised as a boy, goes to work for Orsino, whom she loves, pleading his case with Olivia, whom he 
loves, unrequitedly, and it's all futile because Olivia loves Viola, whom she thinks is a boy. Taub adds to its 
poignancy with a ballad in which Orsino puts all his trust in "Cesario" (Viola's male name), singing "I want 
you/I need you," thus driving Viola to distraction. (This song also neatly establishes the idea that, without 
really understanding why, Orsino is attracted to "Cesario.") This is followed by "If You Were My Beloved," 
which begins with Viola/Cesario pressing Orsino's case, but expands to become a trio about yearning and 
unfulfillment. Taub also sprinkles the action with a recurring number, "Word on the Street," in which the 
citizens of Illyria gossip freely about what's going on, thus keeping us up to date on the latest plot gyrations. 

Much of Taub's music is written in a jazz-funk mode with a Dixieland veneer, and she also showcases her 
abilities in a classic Broadway-style comedy number, "Count Malvolio," which features Olivia's pretentious 
steward envisioning how he will marry his way into the aristocracy by winning his mistress' hand. The song 
grows in grandiosity from verse to verse, until it becomes a full-stage showstopper backed by the entire 
company. With fun like this on hand, what's a little inclement weather? 

The cast is full of attractive and accomplished people, starting with Nikki M. James, who slyly underplays 
Viola for sophisticated laughs. (The look that she gives Orsino when he sings of his need for "Cesario" would 
slay a legion; a second later, trapped in a manly hug with him, her head rests poignantly on his shoulder.) Her 
yearning for her absent sibling, Sebastian, is palpable, and she makes the most of one of the play's central 



 
By Margret Echeverria 

July 31, 2018 

Twelfth Night 
Last year, Dear Readers, you were witness to this reviewer stunned at loving an updated and musical adaptation of Shakespeare.  
This year, I say, It is summer and time to give your fools a night off because Shaina Taub’s genius coupled with the creative 
mind of Kwame Kwei-Armah strike again in The Public Theater Public Works presentation of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night 
directed by Oskar Eustis and Kwame Kwei-Armah now playing at the Delacorte Theatre in Central Park.  Get over there and 
stand in line for tickets.  I saw the show in the pouring rain and barely noticed my feet were soaked before the final number.  
(Note to self: Do not wear purple vented sneakers next year.) 
 
Once you have your tickets, arrive early because before the show begins audience members get to explore the entire stage where 
an Elizabethan country carnival has been set up in the imagined land of Illyria complete with a cart full of free popcorn, a jump 
rope held by two ladies inviting you to partake, a giant checker board with pieces bigger than your head, portrait artists waiting 
to copy your visage and hula hoops which my daughter grabbed to show off her mad skills while I held her bag of popcorn. 
 
It seems that Shakespeare, to give us permission to laugh, likes to acknowledge that life is absurdly tragic for us all.  Twelfth 
Night gives us the grieving Illyrian noblewoman, Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich) who, due to the deaths of her father and 
brother has sworn off all men for seven years (oh, Olivia!).  But wait, there’s more tragedy, Viola (Nikki M. James) has 
survived a ship-wreck, which she believes drowned her twin brother, Sebastian, off the coast of Illyria.  Viola needs to find a 
way to survive so takes her brother’s clothes to disguise herself as a man to serve Duke Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood) who is so 
melancholy for love for Olivia that Viola instantly falls for him (who wouldn’t, really?).  Of course Olivia falls madly for Viola 
who has given herself a new name to match her brother’s clothes – Cesario – so Olivia has no idea that she is falling for an 
impostor.  Oh, let the mischief begin! 
 
Enter the merry-makers of this mischief:  Sir Toby Belch (Shuler Hensley) is Olivia’s uncle and he is your favorite drunk uncle 
– not the one who spits bitter nails of politics at Thanksgiving, but the one who cheers you up when you flunk your math quiz.  
Toby is in love with Maria (Lori Brown-Niang), who is Oliva’s lady’s maid.  Maria is just as clever as her manipulative 
mistress when it comes to manipulation, so she is a perfect partner in crime.  Sir Andrew (Daniel Hall) is Toby’s sidekick and 
also jealous of Olivia’s affections.  Hall is beautifully expressive and silly.  I wish he had a bigger part.  And then there is the 
adorable Feste (Shaina Taub) who speaks the shy thoughts of characters who are hopelessly in love, but unrequited.  Feste is 
only helpful to others after she takes a coin or two coughing up useful information and maybe a bit of poetry or wisdom. 
 
This show is a community effort, which brings to it the richness of collaboration of minds from all over our city.  The most 
noticeable contribution this approach brings to this production is that many of the players use sign language in their 
performances.  As the daughter of one nearly deaf parent, it was exhilarating to see this kind of inclusiveness in the piece. 
 
Goodrich gives us an empowered Olivia.  She is master of her house as well as her life.  I was relieved to see this this role 
played not as a sappy victim as I have seen it many times before.  Goodrich, short in stature, commands the entire stage with a 
powerful voice and a heart that radiates warmth right to our own.  She is seductive.  I like her.  She has a lot to manage.  Her 
house steward, Malvolio (Andrew Kober), fancies himself above his station making himself a hopeless victim to the antics of 
Maria, Toby and Andrew.  They convince Malvolio that Olivia is in love with him.  Maria pens a love letter and the game of 
mockery is on while Malvolio’s arrogance lands him in a box of literal . . . . well, you will have to see.  My daughter squealed at 
the unfortunate manifestation of Malvolio’s predicament.  And technical mastery was not unnoticed.  The stage was wet 
throughout the performance this night because the weather was relentless, but this did not dampen Kober’s playful and fearless 
adroit physical comedy, which was truly daring and so very impressive. 
 
The love story of Viola and Orsino is played so tenderly.  I was really happy to see Blankson-Wood again as he is just so damn 
handsome.  He has a sexy voice and eyes that sparkle.  The chemistry between him and James is that of young love sweet as the 
summer air in Central Park.  There is a wonderful moment when Orsino is expressing appreciation for “Cesario” in a way that 
causes Viola to nearly swoon, James begins to acknowledge the compliments in her natural high register forgetting that she is 
supposed to be a man and quickly switches to her false voice.  The reaction feels organic and unrehearsed, so a big laugh comes 
in such a tiny moment – I just love that kind of magic James created there.  I also like that, in this age of sexual enlightenment, 
the emphasis is on the disguise being the barrier between the lovers, not the implausibility of love between two humans of the 
same sex. 
 



It would not be a Shakespeare comedy if there were not huge confusion about identity.  Not only is Viola an imposter, but 
Sebastian (Troy Anthony) is not dead!  And he looks for all the world like his twin sister, so Olivia surprises herself when she 
finally seduces him, but the next day his attitude toward her has changed again because of course it is not him before her in the 
morning but Viola – erm . . . Cesario – egads!  How will this ever get sorted out?  What we need here are a bunch of French 
doors.  Also, some kind of explanation as to why Sebastian left Olivia, missed spotting his sister and gets everyone into a heap 
of trouble, including the guy who rescued him from the sea, Antonio (Jonathan Jordan).  Alas, adaptations sometimes suffer a 
little loss of story line.  But who cares too much when we are so entertained?  Hensley steals scenes in the middle of it all and I 
hope one day Sir Toby gets sober, but I can’t help thinking he is a total riot.  And it does all work out in the end – the night I 
saw the show this happy conclusion occurred despite a HUGE downpour during the last scenes – the company took it in stride 
and carried on with no loss of enthusiasm.  It was as if everyone were blissfully at play.   Such a good feeling. 
 

 



 
By Gregory Wilson 

July 31, 2018 

Twelfth Night 
A quick perusal of the Playbill for Public Works' Twelfth Night reveals a lot of productions of 
this play in this particular venue — six of them since the Delacorte opened in Central Park, 
more than any other Shakespeare work. Obviously part of this is owed to the greatness of the 
play itself, but other equally great works, even arguably more popular Shakespearean comedies, 
don't get this kind of attention. So there must be something about its mixture of anguished love, 
class and gender role commentary, gorgeous lines, and flat out fun that uniquely appeals.  
 
When Deirdre Donovan reviewed the Public Works version of this production two years ago 
during a brief run at the Public's LuEsther Theater, she commented on its imagination and fun 
(Deidre's review), and now having seen what the company calls a "re-imagining" of that show, I 
agree entirely. In fact, its incredible energy works strongly to the show's advantage at the 
Delacorte, and perfectly fulfills Public Works' democratic mission of returning theater to the 

people for whom it was originally created. Combine that with solid direction and excellent music, and you've got a recipe for 
success.  
 
When I say music, I don't mean the incidental variety so common to Shakespearean productions, but a full out, honest to 
goodness musical (wonderfully accompanied by the musicians, who are dynamite). Shaina Taub, who also plays Feste, is 
responsible for all of the excellent music and lyrics, which are unapologetically modern Broadway and jazz. It's a bold choice; 
especially with a production clocking in at ninety minutes with no intermission, there's not much time to get everything in as it 
is, and coming in blind, people could be justly concerned that the rest of the language could get lost. But somehow it never feels 
that way; the speaking portions are all straight-ahead Shakespeare, and if the clothing is more colorful, sometimes more 
outrageous, than a Renaissance audience would have anticipated, the emotional resonances are all there.  
 
Much of the credit for this goes to excellent direction from Oskar Eustis and Kwame Kwei-Armah, who somehow manage to 
shape an enormous cast (which, made up of both professional artists and two rotating ensembles of community members from 
all five boroughs, could be a bit unwieldy if not handled properly) into a harmonious whole. The news isn't all good here; a few 
of the actors struggle, and the performances aren't perfectly even. But the show gets a major boost from its main performers; 
Nanya-Akuki Goodrich is solid as an overwrought Olivia, as is Shuler Hensley as Sir Toby Belch and Andrew Kober as 
Malvolio (whose finding of the fateful forged letter in the garden is masterfully highlighted in one of the show-stopping songs 
of the production). Troy Anthony is also good as Sebastian. But the particular standouts are Ato Blankson-Wood as Orsino, 
investing the Duke with more strength and less pathetic self-absorption than is the norm, and especially Tony-award winning 
Nikki M. James, who again demonstrates Viola's depth, courage, and strength with both subtlety and humor.  
 
In fact, James is so good that her performance sometimes highlights one of the only real flaws of the production—with a 
running time this short, an increase in Viola's importance is certain to demand reductions elsewhere, and here Feste is usually 
given the short end of the stick. Taub handles the musical part of her role beautifully, and her song during Viola and Orsino's 
anguished moment of unrequited desire is the best part of the production, bittersweet and powerful. Her acting isn't quite up to 
her music, and in general Feste just becomes kind of background noise here. Even her vengeful treatment of Malvolio gets 
muted when many of the lines are taken instead by Sir Toby. It's an odd choice for a show which wants to do so much to 
democratize and diversify both audience and cast. Why, then, minimize the role of the most important outsider in the play, who 
is uniquely positioned to attack the social structure which arbitrarily puts overwrought fools (or at least normal people acting 
very foolishly) in positions of power?  
 
Still, this is a minor issue since it can't override either the quality of Shakespeare's work or the energy and enthusiasm of 
everyone working on this production which leads me to one closing note. While walking out of the theater, we heard a couple 
behind us chatting about the show, with one repeatedly commenting to the other about how it "just isn't Shakespeare; why can't 
they call it something else?" This view is not only problematic in terms of what that logic would mean for the evolution of 
theater over time, it's a complete misunderstanding of Shakespeare himself. Shakespeare's work is many things, and capable of 
being interpreted in many different ways. But it is at its best when the energy and vitality of its age, combined with its 
startlingly deep analysis of the human condition, is allowed to flourish in our time.  
 



To undercut the joy I saw on that stage on Sunday from the performers, a joy shared by most in the audience, out of a misguided 
belief about what "true" Shakespeare is, is to confine his work to the purely intellectual realm instead of the emotional field 
where it equally belongs. There's plenty of great Shakespearean dialogue in Public Works' Twelfth Night, but there's plenty of 
great spirit too. If you're interested in partaking yourself, brave the lines outside the Delacorte Theater; indeed there shall be 
more cakes and ale, no matter how virtuous we profess ourselves to be. Thank goodness for that.  
 
 
 

 



 
By JK Clarke 

August 2, 2018 
TWELFTH NIGHT, OR . . . SOMETHING LIKE IT 

 To call the second Shakespeare in the Park production of this 
summer “Twelfth Night,” referring to the William Shakespeare 
play of the same name, is a little misleading. The production, 
while more or less maintaining the original play’s storyline, 
contains only a soupçonof its text, perhaps as low as twenty 
percent. However, that doesn’t keep this Public Works 
production from being an entertaining lark in the park, a 
perfect opportunity for locals and tourists to spend a free 
evening at the Delacorte in Central Park enjoying a beautifully 
produced musical with an enormous cast, wonderfully culled 

from community centers of the City’s five boroughs. 

For the past five years the Public’s “Public Works” program has rolled out musical productions over Labor 
Day weekend ever summer, closing out the season in as festive a way as possible. But this year they’ve re-
tooled the acclaimed 2016 production—a collaboration of Director Kwame Kwei Armah (who’s just been 
appointed artistic director of London’s Young Vic Theatre) and Shaina Taub (who wrote the music and lyrics 
of the numbers and plays a fun Feste the Clown, as well), the Public’s multi-talented rising star. (Will they also 
have an additional Labor Day weekend Public Works offering? It was fast becoming a welcome tradition.) 

Though a handful of Shakespeare purists might bemoan the deviation from the original text, Taub’s Twelfth 
Night (for it is probably more hers than anyone else’s) is very much in the spirit Shakespeare intended. In 
Christian lore, the titular “twelfth night” is the last night of 
the Epiphany, marking the arrival of the Magi (the three 
wise men). It was traditionally (and even so in Pagan 
times) a day of Carnival-esque revelry, marking the last 
day before everyone has to return to their labors and the 
new season. So, Taub’s musical celebration of the story of 
a cross-dressed shipwreck survivor wooing a countess on 
her master’s behalf is, as it should be, a celebratory free-
for-all. 

 What sets the Public Works productions aside from any 
other you’ll ever see is that The Public Theater, under the 
enlightened and innovative artistic direction of Oskar Eustis (who also co-directs this production) has 
partnered with New York City community groups like The Center for Family Life in Sunset Park to the 
Military Resilience Foundation to Children’s Aid and countless others, holding workshops in acting, dancing 
and singing and casting members—some of whom had never before set foot on a stage—in the play. To that 
end, at any moment of the production there are well over 100 people on stage, creating not only a more festive 
atmosphere, but a more realistic feeling of a story unfolding in a real town—this mythical Illyria. As was 
Elizabethan fashion, cast members wander through the audience prior to curtain, asking “have you visited 
Illyria before?” and engaging in conversations about the town and its people. And pre-show, the stage itself is 
populated with popcorn vendors and portrait artists, with audience members welcomed onstage to partake.The 
ensuing performance is impressive not just in its ability to make order of the seeming chaos, but in the sense of 



community and excitement created by the all-inclusive (including some dialog simultaneously communicated 
in American Sign Language) atmosphere. 

Taub’s accessible, upbeat and beautifully orchestrated, jaunty numbers—some feeling Brechtian, others jazzy, 
and still others with contemporary echoes from Lin Manuel Miranda to Suzanne Vega—are made all the better 
by a delightful primary cast. The shipwrecked twins, Viola (Nikki M. James) and Sebastian (Troy Anthony) 
really do seem like twins, thanks in part to Andrea Hood’s delightful Prohibition-era three piece-blue 
checkered suits and Cookie Jordan’s on-the-money hair design. But, even more, their on-stage chemistry 
makes them feel like actual siblings, a necessary but not always present component of Twelfth 
Night productions. Nanya-Akuki Goodrich’s effusive, society-lady Olivia is a delight, as well, particularly at 
her comical entrances, in which trailed by a trio of musicians (trumpet, trombone and saxophone) who play her 
on. 

 Andrew Kober’s Malvolio is a refreshing take on the 
character, an uptight Englishman who resembles Faulty 
Towers-era John Cleese more than a little. Yes, he’s stiff 
and stern, but he clearly has desires—he thinks it’s for the 
greatness that Olivia can provide him. But Taub and/or co-
director Oskar Eustis make a subtle, but revolutionary 
stage direction at the end of the play, romantically pairing 
the dejected and enraged Malvolio (who has been jailed in 
fetid port-a-potty, an amusing touch), with the equally off-
put Antonio (who has just discovered the young man he 
has designs on has married Countess Olivia). The move 

solves two threads that traditionally frustrate the end of Twelfth Night, which is otherwise joyous, save for the 
implied fates of these two. So, it’s a move that allows everyone to end the play happy and in love, perfectly in 
keeping with the spirit of this production. 

This Public Works production of Twelfth Night really puts the “community”—quite literally almost all of it—
in community theater. It’s a fun, easy event that not only introduces Shakespeare to all comers, but provides a 
light-hearted evening of music and laughs at a time when it is most welcome and needed—which is exactly 
what this type of theater is supposed to do. 

  

 
 

 



 

 
By Brian Scott Lipton 

July 31, 2018 
TWELFTH NIGHT 

 “If music be the food of love, play on,” is undoubtedly one of 
the most famous lines in William Shakespeare’s comic 
romance “Twelfth Night,” and there is equally little doubt that 
the brilliantly varied music of Shaina Taub is the prime reason 
to visit the Delacorte Theater, where the Public Theater is 
presenting an often enchanting version of one of its summer 
staples. 
 
Presented as part of its Public Works series, this 90-minute 
“revisal” (first seen here in a slightly different form in 
September 2016) is in no way a traditional production of the 
Bard’s beloved classic, which is immediately evident from the 
family-friendly on-stage carnival that all attendees are 
encouraged to join before the actual proceedings begin. You’ll 

also notice dozens of players intermingling with the crowd, with more to come, as more than 50 members of various local 
community groups make up the spirited ensemble (aka citizens of Illyria, where the play is set), adding not only a sense of 
inclusiveness but a true joie de vivre to this uplifting piece. 
 
Yet, as truly wonderful as Taub’s music can be – which ranges from Carole King-like pop to R&B-inspired ballads, New 
Orleans jazz and vaudevillian Tin Pin Alley tunes (and all of which I’d love to hear again) – this primarily sung-through 
adaptation (written with co-author and co-director Kwame Kwei-Armah, who shares helming duties this time with the Public’s 
Oskar Eustis) is rather a little too “Cliff Notes”-like for my liking.  
 
Yes, the crux of the show’s story is still very clear, especially the central love triangle involving the shipwrecked young girl 
Viola (the extraordinary Nikki M. James, whose soulful performance is another must-see element), who dresses up as a boy 
named “Cesario” in order to serve the moony, moody Duke Orsino (a dreamy Ato Blankson-Wood) who pines for the haughty 
Countess Olivia (a slightly too low-key Nanya-Atuki Goodrich) who herself falls in love with “Cesario.”  
 
But the delicate balance among the characters is decidedly off here: Tony winner Shuler Hensley almost dominates the show 
with his hilarious, larger-than-life portrayal of Olivia’s rascally drunk uncle Sir Toby Belch; and Andrew Kober is as delicious 
as can be as the vain manservant Malvolio. But in other, usually more prominent, comic roles neither Lori Brown-Niang as the 
wily maid Maria or Daniel Hall as the foppish aristocrat Sir Andrew Aguecheek barely register, while Taub, a better singer-
songwriter than comic, seems to get a bit too much stage time as the fool Feste. And despite Blankson-Wood’s best efforts, we 
get little sense of Orsino’s deeply romantic nature (or the fact that he is falling in love with “Cesario” and is confused by the 
seeming same-sex attraction). Finally, in the smallest of the show’s principal roles, Troy Anthony has enormous presence as 
Viola’s twin brother Sebastian, while Jonathan Jordan is less than persuasive as Antonio, the pirate who risks all for Sebastian 
(and who is openly in unrequited love with him). 
 
Of course, those less familiar with the play may not have the same critiques as I do. Indeed, I suspect, to quote one of Taub’s 
most toe-tapping tunes, the “word on the street” will be that the remaining nights of this “Twelfth Night” will be one of the 
toughest tickets in town. 

 

 

 
 



 
By Mark Savitt and Eva Heinemann 

August 2, 2018 
MARK SAVITT AND EVA HEINEMANN REVIEW TWELFTH NIGHT 

MARK SAVITT: Shipwrecked Viola (Nikki M. James) dresses as her 
brother Sebastian (Troy Anthony) who she believes to be dead, to work for 
Count Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood). Now called Cesario, Viola tries to 
woo Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich) for Orsino. Instead Olivia falls for 
Cesario, while Cesario pines for Orsino. 

Olivia's drunken relative Sir Toby Belch (Shuler Hensley) encourages Sir 
Andrew Aguecheek (Daniel Hall) to woo Olivia. When thwarted in their 
merriment by the somber servant, Malvolio (Andrew Kober), Olivia's maid 
Maria (Lori Brown-Liang) plots with Toby and Andrew to get even by 
exploiting Malvolio's egotism. Sebastian returns and somehow it all ends 
happily. 

This musicalized version with music and lyrics by Shaina Taub who also plays the fool Feste, works brilliantly. When Orsino, 
Olivia, and Viola all sing the ballad "I Want You", the mismatched triangle becomes crystal clear. When Olivia sings about 
"Disguise", it's clear that her change of identity helps her learn who she really is. Malvolio is given a big production number that 
allows his over large ego to find expression in an "I Want" song. 

This show keeps the best of the Shakespeare comedy and makes it clearer for a contemporary audience. Even the large 
community ensemble works here. 

In other productions, I felt that whenever the group came on, the action stopped and we had to suffer through a misguided 
specialty number. Here they represent the "Word on the Street" once again clarifying the plot and emotions. 
HAPPY FACE 

EVA HEINEMANN: I always dread seeing “Twelfth NIght”. I can’t bear the way Malvolio is treated. It turns this 
misidentifying comedy into a mean spirited, cruel, and unnecessary encounter where I end up hating everyone but Malvolio. He 
may be a minor character but to me it is a major problem that always ruins the play for me. 

This version is the closest they have gotten to solving and even recognizing that Shakespeare blew it with the Malvolio 
treatment. They give him a big production number about getting his due which is the kind of fantasy we all have about getting 
some impossible dream. They acknowledge that he was extremely bullied and the Community Actors have a real, to me, heart 
wrenching moment with Malvolio that made me feel better after seeing the play instead of my usual rotten feeling. 

I’ve always wondered why it is bad for Malvolio to want to marry above his station but it is OK for others. I don’t want to go 
into too much detail in case you have never seen the play before. 

Andrew Kober who plays Malvolio delves into his role with such panache that for once everyone will agree with me that he is a 
marvellous not malevolent figure. 

Don’t get me wrong the rest of the cast and performances were just as delightful: Nikki M. James 
gave Viola such a sweet innocence and obvious love for Orsino that one couldn’t help wanting to slap  
the clueless, Ato Blankson-Wood, who did such a good job of pining for Olivia that we thought he would never come to his 
senses. (It is hard to believe he is the same actor that was in “Transfers”). 

Nanya-Akuki Goodrich overtakes Olivia with such force that it makes the scenes where she is chasing Cessario even more 
comical. Also she is such a force of nature that for once it makes sense that everyone seems to be in love with her. 

The mirthful sub plot of the usual drunken fools and clever servants found in a Shakespearean play are uproariously played by 
Shuler Hemsley, Daniel Hall, Lori Brown-Niang, and Patrick J. O'Hare. 



Shuler Hemsley as the boisterous manipulator is so convivial that one can’t help but want to spend time in his company despite 
one’s reticent. Lori Brown-Niang as the only female in this group of merry men is the main instigator of the pranks that follow 
and can hold her own. Daniel Hall plays a most excellent boob who doesn’t mind wasting his time as long as he can get wasted. 
Patrick J. O'Hare is just along for the ride to fuel the proceedings. 

Troy Anthony as Sebastian for once really looks like he can be Viola’s twin so for once all the mistaken identity scenes make 
sense. Jonathan Jordan as Antonio plays the loyal loving friend to the hilt. I just wish that he enunciated better for Delacorte 
logistics (Overhead airplanes and such). Personally for his sacrifices it would have been cool if he ended up with Viola but that 
is just me being symmetrical. 

The community players lent such a joyous atmosphere to this play that I am overjoyed that they get a whole run instead of the 
accustomed weekend only. Seeing hundreds of people moving to Lorin Latarro’s slick moves filled my heart to bursting. Shaina 
Taub’s music and lyrics were so toe tapping catchy and kitschy that I wanted to join the fun onstage myself, which you get to do 
in the beginning of the play. 

If you go early there are games, singalongs, and other surprises on stage to partake in before the play commences. It puts one in 
an even more festive and receptive mood to comprehend dusty old Shakespeare, who gets quite the dust -up here. 

Do whatever you have to but don’t miss this felicitous show. 
MAJOR HAPPY FACE 
CLOSES AUGUST 19TH 

 
 

 
 

 
 



 
By Steven Ross  
August 1, 2018 

He Says: A Taub Twelfth Night Sung Gloriously and Joyfully in the Central Park Shower 

One of the most lovely things to do in New York City in the summer is to take 
in The Public Theater’s Shakespeare in the Park.  Free for all, it’s a grand 
tradition that every resident and lucky tourist should partake in, but it does 
have a few risks.  Namely, the weather.  And because pretty much rain or 
shine, the show at the Delacorte Theater will go on, just like it did last Friday 
night. When we started to make our way to Central Park for one of the many 
press shows, I looked up to the skies and just like the weather apps were 
suggesting, I saw trouble ahead.  And I was right.  It started to rain about 20 
to 30 minutes into this magnificently fun musical version of 
Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, and much like the frolicking and fun that was 
kicking into high gear on stage, the rain just never let up. It was just mild to 

moderate for the first little while, teasing us with the idea that we might get through this without getting completely drenched (I 
had been wise and brought a very good rain coat, but my plus one only had brought an umbrella, a tool not allowed during a 
performance), but the thunder and lightning that was giving us quite the backdrop to this Shakespearean love story suggested a 
different kind of outcome to this non-tragic musical.  And with a theatrical flash and rumble, the rain suddenly turned into a 
downpour about two-thirds of the way through the ninety minute musical treat.  It came down so fast and heavy that for only the 
second time in my personal memory, the show was briefly halted so we could scramble for cover. But before we could even 
ring out the towels we brought to whip down our seats, the show resumed, quickly and joyfully. We trotted back in to take our 
seats for in the remaining 30 minutes under a constant light rain that just got heavier and heavier until the final bow. It seemed 
like a communal rite of passage for us, and the cast, one that was happily undertaken by all with smiles and a laugh. Without a 
frown to be seen. 

That was our night at the Delacorte, and even with the soaking we got, it still was an absolute pleasure of an evening. 
Conceived by Kwame Kwei-Armah (Artistic Director of the Young Vic in London), the co-director, sharing credit with Oskar 
Eustis, the Artistic Director of The Public Theater, and the brilliant and delicious Shaina Taub (Old Hats, Natasha, Pierre..., 
Hadestown), who not only wrote the intoxicatingly fun music and lyrical adaptation, but played the fool Feste with a perfect 
frivolity, the show perfectly encapsulates the charming treaty on love and attraction that has played on numerous other stages 
this past year. 

This particular time, Public Works, an organization created in 2012 within The Public Theater that attempts to blur the line 
between professional artists and the community members, engaged the people of New York to become active creators rather 
than just spectators by partnering with community organizations across the city and involving them in their Shakespearean 
productions. The Public Works invites members of community organizations, such as Brownsville Recreation Center 
(Brooklyn), Center for Family Life in Sunset Park (Brooklyn), DreamYard (Bronx), The Fortune Society (Queens), and 
Military Resilience Foundation (all boroughs), to take classes, participate in workshops, and attend performances, as well as 
audition and perform in their summer production. “Public Works exemplifies The Public’s long-standing commitment to 
community engagement that is at the core of the theater’s mission. It is animated by the idea that theater is a place of 
possibility, where the boundaries that separate us from each other in the rest of life can fall away.” 

In the well-known festivities of Twelfth Night, a beautiful Countess, a head strong Duke, and feisty young lady and her brother, 
find love and attraction in the most unusual cross-dressing of ways. As the story goes, a shipwreck (naturally as Shakespeare 
loves a good storm and that particular night seemed to want to oblige us), causes a sister, Viola, portrayed with perfection by 
Tony winner, Nikki M. James (the 2014 revival of Les Misérables), and her brother, Sebastian to be washed ashore on the coast 
of Illyria, separate and unknowing of the other’s fate. Both believe their very similarly looking sibling has died in the tempest 
that brought down their ship, so each on their own seek salvation and safety in the same welcoming land. Viola disguises herself 
as a man for her own protection, and in the guise of ‘Cesario’, she is taken under the wing and employed by the handsome Duke 
Orsino, played by a dashing and well voiced Ato Blankson-Wood (MCC’s Transfers). He sends her to court a countess he 
desperately wants to believe he is in love with, but in the traditional Shakespearean manner and folly, the Countess Olivia, 
played with a wild abandonment by the glorious Nanya-Akuki Goodrich (DreamYard) falls for the manservant Cesario instead, 



just as quickly as Viola falls deeply in love with the Duke. He and the manly dressed Viola, as Cesario, share the wonderful of 
love songs, misdirected across the divide, but the look on James face is a delight, just like the song that rings out from the two, 
teasing us about what really is being said. But Sebastian, strongly played by Troy Anthony (Dream Yard) as we know, did not 
perish in the storm, but was rescued by a well-crafted character by the name of Antonio, beautifully portrayed by the 
wonderfully voiced Jonathan Jordan, an actor/recruit from the Military Resilience Foundation by Public Works for this part. It’s 
only a matter of time, and in this shortened musical adaptation, time is of the essence, that the handsome Sebastian will be 
mistaken by the love-sick Olivia, and the love triangle is dutifully and playfully expanded into a square (and maybe even a lop-
sided pentagon if I heard the lovesick Antonio correctly professing Love for the saved brother, and I hope I did, because I 
thought it was a gorgeous touch). 

The night we went, we were presented with the BLUE team, a multi-cultural collection of people of almost every age playing a 
few selected parts, dancing and singing in a gloriously joyous and solid stepping ensemble choreographed with love and a smile 
by Lorin Latarro (Broadway’s Waitress).  It was pure pleasure in every aspect of the word, making us all feel like we were 
invited to one big party, hosted by the citizens of Illyria, and egged on by the wonderfully playful drunkard, Sir Toby Belch, 
uncle to the mourning Olivia. The playfulness of the ensemble enliven every scene they participate in with energy and joy, 
especially the night of revelry by Sir Toby, played most excellently by Shuler Hensley (TNG’s Sweet Charity), and his fellow 
trouble makers, Maria (an adorably funny Lori Brown-Niang from DreamYard), Sir Andrew Aguecheek (Daniel Hall from 
DreamYard), and the slightly discarded but fun character, Fabian (Patrick J. O’Hare from Military Resilience 
Foundation). These four, after getting hilariously scolded by the pompous Malvolio, played to the hilt by the fantastically 
delightful Andrew Kober (Roundabout’s She Loves Me) decide to play a nasty but funny trick on the arrogant servant, 
Malvolio, punishing him for his attempt to chastise the lot for being too jovial. Sir Toby famously exclaims in the 
Shakespearean text, “Dost thou think, because thou art virtuous, there shall be no more cakes and ale?”.  Here in Central Park, 
Malvolio is punished for his attempt to reestablish order within the house by being given one of the best musical numbers of the 
night, and a hilariously dirty reentry for the finale.  Generally in the straight forward text, I find his treatment uncomfortably 
mean-spirited and dark, as dark as the chamber he finds himself trapped in, but within Taub’s musical Twelfth Night, he really is 
the most fun, even when the joke’s on him. 

I have seen the Shakespearean tale numerous times in the past year, most notably at TFANA in May, 2018 and the fun Fiasco 
version at the CSC in December, 2017, both of which were smart, clever, well enacted (in general), and heart-warmingly 
funny.  As I wrote in my review of The Acting Company’s version at TFANA, Twelfth Night “one of Shakespeare most playful 
and endearing, but also one that requires a delicate hand in finding the correct comic pacing and the joyfulness within the 
sometimes mean-spirited revelry. Twelfth Night refers to the twelfth night after Christmas Day, called the Eve of the Feast of 
Epiphany. It was originally a Catholic holiday and like many other Christian feast days, it gave rise to an occasion for fun and 
mischief, with one of the themes being the inversion of the social order; a fairly direct cultural parallel to the play’s gender 
confusion-driven plot.” Kwei-Armah and Taub get the balance just right, perfectly and enthusiastically bringing everyone 
together in a joyous celebration of love embraced.  Even with the rain coming down (or maybe because of it), we gladly cheered 
and joined with the frivolity and fun, clapping and encouraging them all to keep happily marching forward. 

Set on a perfectly designed stage by Rachel Hauck (Public’s Tiny Beautiful Things), with colorful (wet) costumes that held 
together beautifully against Mother Nature by Andrea Hood (CSC’s Othello), as did the wigs and hair by Cookie Jordan 
(Broadway’s Sunday in the Park…), generous lighting by John Torres (St. Ann’s Taylor Mac), with a strong assist by the same 
Ma Nature who also contributed to the sound design by Jessica Paz (NYTW’s Othello),  the musical playfully retracted the 
storm that threatened the fun.  Safely under a tent, the orchestrations by Mike Brun (music coordinator: Dean Sharenow; music 
supervisor: J. Oconer Navarro) played out to us beautifully, brought forth with love by the smiling accordion playing fool, the 
incredibly talented musical genius, Shaina Taub.  In the end, love is found, and the twins are reunited. Sir Toby marries the 
wonderful Marie; Orsino is proposed to and marries the gorgeous Viola, Sebastian and Olivia rejoice in their marital 
attachment, and Antonio and Malvolio are both released from the chains that bind them, and maybe, if their hand holding is any 
indication, the two find a much better future than either dreamed of at the beginning.  The rain attempted to wash away the 
musical joy that Taub and team brought forth, but love triumphed, and we all walked out of Central Park, damp but refreshed, 
filled to the brim with incandescent creativity and a community coming together for the pure pleasure of art and inclusion. 

 



 
By Jonathan Mandell 

July 31, 2018 
Twelfth Night Review: Shakespeare as a Popcorn Musical 

I compared Shaina Taub’s musical adaptation of “Twelfth Night” to a 
party and to a variety show when the Public Theater presented it in Central 
Park over Labor Day weekend in 2016. The unusual production featured a 
cast of professional actors mixed with some 200 New Yorkers from 
community groups from all five boroughs, as part of what the theater calls 
its Public Works project. 

The show was evidently pleasing enough to enough people that the Public 
has brought it back as one of the Delacorte’s two major summer offerings, 
running now through August 19th. Many of the principal cast members 
have returned, including Nikki M. James as Viola, the shipwrecked young 

woman who lands on Illyria, disguising herself as a young man, unaware that her male twin Sebastian has also survived, much 
to the comic confusion of all the other characters. But there are also some new cast members who stand out, including Shuler 
Hensley as Sir Toby Belch. And there are enough other changes to justify the new production’s billing as “re-imagined.” I 
found the new version just as entertaining– but also improved as a work of theater. 

One of the most obvious differences occurs before the play begins. The audience is invited on stage for a kind of pre-show 
carnival – we can mingle with the actors, watch card tricks, jump rope, play a giant checkers game, and line up for a free bag of 
popcorn. 
Because it’s more taxing to perform for five full weeks rather than five days, the community ensemble members are divided 
into two rotating casts, the blue and the red, who perform on alternate days. I saw the blue cast members, who were noticeably 
more streamlined and in sync than what I remembered from 2016, undoubtedly because of the extra time to practice. They felt 
more like townsfolk from Illyria rather than non-actors thrilled to be on a New York stage. It was as if the fun but chaotic 
partying was now largely relegated to the pre-show carnival. 

Having had time to recover from the audacity of Shaina Taub’s lyrics substituting for much of the Bard’s poetry, I could better 
appreciate the songs of this rising theater artist, whom Off-Broadway audiences might recognize from her performances in 
Hadestown, or Natasha, Pierre and the Great Comet of 1812. Taub’s songs are all tuneful; many make you want to dance. Yes, 
her lyrics match her rocking music more than they do Shakepeare’s iambic pentameter. But (unlike, say, “Head Over Heels” ) 
Shaina Taub’s Twelfth Night makes an effort to make a seamless whole out of verses written four centuries apart. She even 
incorporates a few of the Bard’s words (Her first song begins “If music be the food of love, play on, play on.”) At the same 
time (like “Head Over Heels”) Taub uses Elizabethan comic tropes — the cross-dressing, the mistaken identity — to make some 
of her 21st century political points. Viola sings: 

I feel so seen as a guy 
People move aside when i walk by 
I felt so veiled as a girl 
Invisible to the world 

Rachel Hauck is now the scenic designer, replacing David Zinn. So when Shaina Taub, who as Festes (the role she played as 
well in 2016) performs the music that she’s composed, she no longer does so on a keyboard set up in the trunk of a green 
automobile; now she stands on stage, playing the accordion. Gone also are all the red umbrellas dangling over the stage, a 
signature feature of Zinn’s set. However, in another major difference, at least on the night I attended, there were a sea of 
umbrellas in the audience – because it was pouring rain. 
Just to clarify: Almost all of us had umbrellas, but we weren’t allowed to use them during the performance, because they would 
obstruct the view. There were ponchos for sale with the Shakespeare in the Park logo on them. The Public combines its no-
umbrella policy with its policy of: The show must go on; they rarely cancel a performance. They did pause it for about ten 
minutes during an especially vicious outburst about halfway through – but not in the final 15 minutes, when the outburst was 
even worse. This didn’t ruin the performance for me; quite the contrary. Very few theatergoers left. You haven’t lived until 
you’ve attended a performance at the outdoor Delacorte in the rain; it should be on every New Yorker’s (water) bucket list. 



 
By Kevin Filipski 
August 12, 2018 

Theater Review—Public Works' “Twelfth Night” Returns to Central Park 

For its sixth-year Central Park presentation, Public 
Works brings back its 2016 abridgment of Twelfth 
Night—Shakespeare’s lyrical comedy about 
separated twins and a cross-dressing heroine—
which unfortunately drops far too much of the 
Bard’s most sublime poetry and replaces it with 
Shaina Taub’s serviceable doggerel accompanied by 
her pleasant if unremarkable tunes. 

Taub also sings several of her songs as Feste the 
clown while leading a swingin’ onstage house band. 

As usual with Public Works, several community groups from throughout the five boroughs join the cast of 
professionals and amateurs for an entertaining jumble—a real mailman delivered a letter to the full-of-himself 
servant Malvolio (played with amusing smugness by Andrew Kober)—as Shakespeare’s isle of Illyria 
becomes a swirl of bright colors and sparkling costumes courtesy of set designer Rachel Hauck and costume 
designer Andrea Hood.  

Luckily, the dozens of onstage performers are turned into a cohesive mass by Lorin Lontarro’s clever 
choreography to make this a satisfying communal event. Conspicuously missing are many of Shakespeare’s 
offhand insights, but the foolproof clowning subplot is highlighted by the guffaw-inducing Sir Toby Belch of 
Shuler Hensley, who would be an asset in any Twelfth Night.   

The same goes for Nikki M. James, who returns with her winning portrayal of Viola, aka Orsino’s male 
servant Cesario, soon confused with her lost twin brother Sebastian. In addition to being a dynamic singer, 
James is also a superlative actress who deserves to show off her chops in an unabridged production of 
Shakespeare’s sublime comedy. 

 



 
By David Finkle 

July 31, 2018 
Oh, My “D-Illyria” For Shaina Taub’s First-Rate ‘Twelfth Night’ 

The rain fell steadily, once stopping the show for maybe 15 minutes. I refused to budge. 

Shaina Taub! Remember the name. If you don’t already know it. An inadequate 
description would dub her a rising singer-songwriter. But she plays the piano, 
the accordion, who knows what else, and she acts. Her CDs 
— Given and Visitors, among them — are absolute proof of her lofty prowess. 
She appears regularly at offerings at the Public Theater. Artistic Director Oscar 
Eustis obviously knows what’s worth encouraging. 

For a few years now, Taub has contributed to the Public’s end-of-summer 
productions at the Delacorte Theater created through their invaluable Public 
Works division. Not only has she been musicalizing Shakespeare for free 
Shakespeare in Central Park, but she’s been appearing in them as actor and band 

member as well. 

In 2016, Taub participated in a Twelfth Night tune-up that she co-conceived with Kwame Kwei-Armah, who directed. The take 
was so entertaining that Eustis asked Taub to fiddle with that forerunner and now is presenting it full-out at the Delacorte, with 
Kwei-Armah, incoming artistic director of London’s Young Vic, sharing directorial credit with Eustis, and choreography 
by Lorin Latarro. Taub plays the ubiquitous clown Feste and often joins in on the activities with her accordion strapped on. That 
is, when she’s not slipping into the stage-left tent housing the band. 

Bottom line: Taub’s songs are a wow. Not every last one connects but it’s rare when they don’t. The first to click big-time is the 
opener, which employs the first line of Twelfth Night— “If music be the food of love, play on” — as a starting point. 

And on the ditties come, irresistibly melodic and slyly sophisticated. They include the comic number “You’re the Worst” and 
ballads like “If You Were My Beloved” and “Is This Not Love?” Is an original cast album on the way? There deserves to be, 
and I want it. 

It would be incorrect to report that the Bard’s enduring comedy has been shortened to accommodate the songs. A more precise 
description would be that the script has been severely trimmed to an intermissionless 90 minutes with the songs substituting for 
much of the dialogue taking place in mythical Illyria. 

It is within that busy paradise that fraternal twins Viola (Nikki M. James) and Sebastian (Troy Anthony) wash up on different 
parts of the shore after a shipwreck. Disguising herself as a boy to enter the court of Duke Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood), Viola 
falls for him but must intercede in his futile courting of Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich), who’s mourning her deceased brother. 
All manner of mistaken-identity folderol accumulates before the giddy conclusion. Among those so enfolded are 
Olivia’s bibulous relative, Sir Toby Belch (Shuler Hensley); her scheming maid, Maria (Lori Brown-Niang); Toby’s ineffectual 
chum, Sir Andrew Aguecheek (Daniel Hall); Fabian (Patrick J. O’Hare), a hanger-on; prissy valet Malvolio (Andrew Kober); 
and, of course, Taub’s zesty Feste. 

In the last 18 months or so, I have seen at least a half dozen takes on Twelfth Night. I was even on the verge of imposing on 
myself an extended Twelfth Night moratorium. Then the Taub treatment re-materialized, and off I raced. 

Still, some of the vanished poetry is missed. I don’t remember hearing a complete reading of Viola’s stunning speech about 
enamored people failing to acknowledge their love. When Maria and her naughty pals get behind the famous letter about cross-
gartering, they also suggest in the note that the duped Malvolio appear before his mistress, smiling. Those goofy grins don’t 
show up here. 

There’s also an insertion worth noting. Sebastian, until he and Olivia become all love-at-first-sight, is protected by the fugitive 
Antonio (Jonathan Jordan). Kwei-Armah and Taub apparently couldn’t resist doing the trendy thing of turning this pairing into 
Antonio’s hope for a same-sex attraction. Well, OK. 



When the earlier Public Works Twelfth Night was mounted for very few performances, the amateur groups rounded up from 
each of NYC’s five boroughs participated every night. For this outing, there are two alternating ensembles, Blue and Red. I saw 
only Blue and got a kick out of everything they were called on to do. I’d bet that the Red Ensemble is, measure for measure, just 
as well-drilled. 

How much did I fall for this Twelfth Night? At the performance I attended, the rain fell steadily, once stopping the show for 
maybe 15 minutes. I refused to budge. Neither did most of the audience. Fittingly, Twelfth Night features the line “For the rain it 
raineth every day.” I’d sit in the raineth anytime for this production. 

 

 



 
By Arney Rosenblat 

August 7, 2018 
Twelfth Night 

If you're looking for an opportunity to check your troubles 
and visit a magical paradise, come to the Delacorte Theater 
in Central Park and spend a delightful 90 minutes in Illyria, 
a tropical party town created by Rachel Hauck, with a top-
notch cast which blends the talents of both professional 
and community performers in the musical adaptation of 
Shakespeare's Twelfth Night. 

Though there has been some tidy contemporary-edge 
adapting to tie the story up into a comfy 90 minutes, the 
spirit of the musical is admirably true to its source material 
and is only enhanced by the diverse and delightful songs 

provided by Shaina Taub, who also plays Feste the clown with accordion and piano 
accompaniment.  Complementing Ms. Taub's musical score is Lorin Latarro's spritely equally diverse 
choreography. Together they explore the multi-themes of the play such as love, mistaken identity, and the 
nature of self 

Likewise the creative hands and insight provided by Kwame  Kwei-Armah and Oskar Eustis deploy the Public 
Theater's corner-stone Public Works program, which is designed to integrate casts comprised of both 
professional and amateur performers drawn from both community centers and outreach programs, into a 
symbiotic seamless production. The hundred of so members 
of the chorus are broken up into two groups, the red and the 
blue ensembles, each representing the Illyrian community 
on stage..  "In this way," adds Mr. Eustis, "Public Works s 
like the idea of the City itself: a place where strangers 
become neighbors."  

Everything about this production of Twelfth Night is 
welcoming from the inclusive casting, to the use of 
American Sign Language at key moments of the play, to the 
mingling of the audience with the performers on stage in 
"Illyria" before the action begins. 

In the complex love story which underpins the musical, Viola (Nikki K. James) and her twin brother Sebastian 
(Troy Anthony) wash up on the shores of Illyria, each believing the other has drowned. Viola disguises herself 
as a man for protection, taking on the clothing and appearance of her brother and the name Cesario. She seeks 
employment with Orsino with whom she falls in love.  



Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood) when they meet is 
hopelessly in love with Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich), 
who is currently in mourning over the death of her 
brother. Orsino sends Cesario as his emissary to court 
Olivia, who instead falls in love with 
Cesario.  Meanwhile Sebast  ian is rescued  by Antonio 
(Jonathan Jordan) who follows him to Orsino's 
court.  Olivia's uncle Sir Toby (Shuler Hensley) and his 
friend Sir Andrew (Daniel Hall) hedonistic ways bring 
them into conflict with Olivia's puritanical social 
climbing steward Malvolio. In retaliation, Toby, Andrew 
and Olivia's maid Maria (Lori Brown-Niang) conspire to 

trick Malvolio (Andrew Kober) into thinking his mistress Olivia is in love with him which results in his 
humiliation and confinement in a dark place. 

Sir Toby next arranges a duel between Sir Andrew and Cesario that leads to the arrest of Antonio and 
Sebastian beating beating Toby. Olivia intervenes mistaking Sebastian for Cesario persuading him to marry 
her. In the end, the confusions are resolved.  The twins are reunited.  Sir Toby marries Maria and Orsino 
marries Viola.  Both Antonio and Malvolio are freed 

Among the numerous shining lights in this musical 
adaptation of Twelfth Night is Nikki M. James who 
portrays Viola/Cesario.  A Tony winner from Book of 
Mormon, Ms. James both captures the essence of the 
Shakespeare idiom and the multi-layered texture of the 
show's lyrics, a case in point is her interpretation of the 
compelling solo, which examines the nature and perception 
of self, "Viola's Soliloquy."  Here she and the audience take 
note of the fact that as a man, she is far "less invisible to the 

world" 
and how she has seen herself "from both sides now." 

Two other particularly outstanding performances are found 
in Shuler Hensley's (Tony Award for Oklahoma) portrayal 
of Sir Toby and Andrew Kober's, who bears a striking 
resemblance to a young John Cleese, portrait of 
Malvolio.  They also play key roles in two of the plays show 
stopping songs, "You're the Worst" in which members of 
Olivia's court try to out insult each other (which ultimately 
leads to the malicious prank against Malvolio in which he's 

locked up as insane)  and "Count Malvolio," where Kober's character dreams of advancing his station in life.  

One of the Taub/Kwei-Armah welcome nuances that has been added to their version of Twelfth Night is the 
toning down of the squirm-worthy persecution of Malvolio and the touch of empathy which the Feste character 
adds to the situation. 

This feeling of empathy and community is carried over into the song that bring the evening to a celebratory 
conclusion, "Eyes of Another," reminding the audience to "see through the eyes of another, hear through the 
ears of somebody else."  The integrated eclecticism in choreography, music and design reinforces once again 
the evening's message of inclusivity.  Twelfth Night is a joy from beginning to end. 

 



 
By Mark Rifkin 

August 13, 2018 

SHAKESPEARE IN THE PARK: TWELFTH NIGHT 

 “Shall we set about some revels?” Sir Toby Belch asks 

in Twelfth Night. “I do delight in masques and revels, 

sometimes altogether,” responds Sir Andrew Aguecheek. 

There is much to revel in at the Public Works presentation of 

William Shakespeare’s 1601-2 comic romance, continuing at 

the Public Theater’s Delacorte through August 19. Since 

2013, the annual Shakespeare in the Park summer festival has 

concluded with a musical version of a classic tale, performed 

over Labor Day weekend following the two main productions. 

Adapted by either Todd Almond (The Tempest, The Odyssey) 

or Shaina Taub (The Winter’s Tale, As You Like It with Laurie 

Woolery) and under the leadership of Public Works founder 

and director Lear deBessonet, the shows feature top-tier actors 

(Laura Benanti, Christopher Fitzgerald, Lindsay Mendez, Brandon Victor Dixon, Norm Lewis) joined by some two 

hundred men, women, and children from community organizations across all five boroughs. In 2016, Taub 

staged Twelfth Night, which is now back for an ecstatic full run in Central Park, spreading Joe Papp’s belief that theater 

is for all people. This production is totally committed to that vision; before the show starts, the entire audience is 

encouraged to hang out onstage and interact with members of the enormous cast and crew, playing checkers and other 

games, sitting for caricature sketches, eating free popcorn, singing with a small band, and posing for pictures in front of 

the set. (Yes, that man handing out glow sticks is Shuler Hensley, the Tony-winning star of Young Frankenstein, Les 

Misérables, and Oklahoma!) 

The ninety-minute show is a pure delight. After a shipwreck in which she believes her twin brother, Sebastian (Troy 

Anthony), must have been killed, Viola (Tony winner Nikki M. James) winds up in Illyria, where the grief-stricken 

Countess Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich) is mourning the loss of her own brother. Disguising herself as a man named 

Cesario, Viola gets a job working for the lovesick Duke Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood), who has the hots for Olivia, but 

she wants no part of him. In fact, Olivia is attracted to Cesario, while Viola has fallen for Orsino. The absurdly proper 

steward Malvolio (Andrew Kober) is also in love with his ladyship, Olivia. Through it all, Olivia’s uncle, the drunken 

wastrel Sir Toby Belch (Hensley), and his bestie, Sir Andrew Aguecheek (Daniel Hall), flit about Illyria, getting drunk, 

making jokes, and causing trouble, including teaming up with Olivia's gentlewoman, Maria (Lori Brown-Niang), to 

pull off a rather mean-spirited prank. As Sebastian and his friend, Antonio (Jonathan Jordan), enter Illyria, the mistaken 

identity, screwball love triangles, and general mayhem ratchet way up. 

In addition to writing the music and lyrics for the show, which she conceived with Kwame Kwei-Armah (the new 

artistic director of the Young Vic), the Vermont-raised, New York City–based Taub (Old Hats; Natasha, Pierre & the 

Great Comet of 1812) introduces it, portrays Feste the fool, and leads the band at her piano. She’s sort of like a sprite, 

prancing about with her accordion; even when she accidentally tripped, she declared her instrument fine and continued 

the scene in excellent form, wearing a huge smile. The songs not only propel the plot and deepen character 

development but also relate wonderfully to Shakespeare’s language; the opening number is “Play On” (“If music be the 

food of love, play on!”), and Kober has a blast chewing up the showstoppers “Count Malvolio” (“I could be Count 

Malvolio! / Lord of the estate / Dressed in all the finest silk and master of my fate / I’d summon all my minions in a 

most majestic tone / Then once they all arrived / I’d tell them, ‘Leave me alone!’”) and “Greatness” (“If some are born 

great / And some achieve greatness / And some have greatness thrust upon them / Then I can’t help that I was born 

great! / I didn’t ask to be the best / Things would be much easier being average like the rest”). Feste kicks off “You’re 



the Worst,” in which Fabian (Patrick J. O’Hare), Sir Andrew, Sir Toby, and Feste roast one another (“You try too 

sincerely to please every crowd / You play the accordion, for crying out loud! / So let me tell you first / That you are 

the worst!”) before ganging up on poor Malvolio. The score also features “If You Were My Beloved,” “Is This Not 

Love?” and “Word on the Street,” as Taub and her band go from New Orleans jazz and pop to R&B and hip-hop. 

For Twelfth Night, the Public has partnered with Brownsville Recreation Center, Casita Maria Center for Arts and 

Education, Center for Family Life in Sunset Park, DreamYard Project, Fortune Society, Military Resilience Project, 

Children’s Aid Society, and Domestic Workers United, with cameos from people from COBU, Jambalaya Brass Band, 

the Love Show, New York Deaf Theatre, Ziranmen Kungfu Wushu Training Center, and even the US Post Office. 

Every participant, regardless of theatrical experience, is given equal billing both on the official poster and in the 

Playbill. Public Theater artistic director Oskar Eustis has taken the helm from Kwei-Armah, directing the rather large 

cast on Rachel Hauck’s welcoming, carnivalesque set, which is backed by the facade of Olivia and Orsino’s homes. 

Eustis and choreographer Lorin Latarro do a superb job, avoiding having everyone just run into each other everywhere, 

keeping the narrative flowing as more and more folks enter and leave. Andrea Hood has a field day with the costumes, 

ranging from Elizabethan dress to modern-day summer wear; at one early point the night I went, when Sebastian and 

Antonio approach the edge of the stage, nearly in the audience, a man and woman in blue nurse’s clothes slowly got up 

right in front of them and started pushing a man on an extended gurney-like contraption to the right. I closely watched 

their path, expecting them to go up the ramp and onto the stage, but it turned out that it must have been a real 

emergency as they headed out of the Delacorte with their patient. It was an unexpected turn of events, but it also proved 

how unpredictable this production is, where anything can happen. As Fabian says, “If this were played upon a stage 

now, I could condemn it as an improbable fiction.” 

 

 



 
By Jeanette Toomer 

August 16, 2018 

‘Twelfth Night’ born great at Public’s Shakespeare in the Park 

What a gloriously wonderful night! Yes, it rained and 

stormed outside but in Central Park the cast of the musical 

adaptation of Shakespeare’s comedy, “Twelfth Night,” 

created theatrical magic through uplifting music, song, 

dance and laughter. Produced by the Public Theater and in 

collaboration with Public Works, this highly engaging and 

entertaining musical brought a spirit of undeniable 

sunshine with its original upbeat score and vivacious cast. 

“Welcome to Illyria” greeted the ushers as the rain-swept 

audience members entered the Delacorte Theater. 

Ironically, the play began with a funeral march for the brother of Countess Olivia. However, with 

Shakespeare’s enduring machinations of mistaken identity and gender cover-ups, only the audience knew the 

truth as the plot unraveled and unrequited love blossomed in secret. 

The star of the show is Tony-winning actress Nikki M. James as Viola. Ato Blankson-Wood is her beloved as 

Orsino. Andrew W. Kobe gives a standout performance as Malvolio. Shuler Hensley is perfectly cast as Sir 

Toby Belch, a lusty fool. And Troy Anthony is Viola’s twin brother, Sebastian. 

“Twelfth Night” expertly delivers fun reversals and ironic twists as the plot ends resolutely and happily with 

three couples marrying each other. Music and lyrics by Shaina Taub are ingeniously crafted to carry the 

themes and ironies within this ageless comedy. 

The shining gem of this musical is the score, which features whole company numbers such as the exuberant 

“Play On” and tender love songs “If You Were Beloved” and “Is It Not Love,” as well as the biting sarcasm of 

“You Are the Worst.” Well, what is a good Shakesearean comedy without insults. Look at it as a precedent to 

the “dozens.” Kobe steals the show with his solo turn in which he yearns for the day “when he finally gets his 

due.” Daniel Hall as Sir Andrew, Olivia’s would-be suitor, leads a contagious hambone and step dancing 

number early in the musical. Modern and hip-hop choreography by Lorin Latarro adeptly illustrates the 

creative movement and agility of the core and ensemble cast of 35 singer-actors. 

The Public Theater’s collaboration with Public Works produced a beautiful multicultural diversity on the stage. 

This production included sign language, not just from deaf performers but from James and other leading actors 

and chorus members integrated into the songs and dialogue. Among the community partners in “Twelfth 

Night” were the Brownsville Recreation Center, New York Deaf Theater, Casita Maria Center for Arts and 

Education, Military Resilience Foundation and DreamYard. 

Directed by Oskar Eustis, “Twelfth Night” borrows selected dialogue and famous lines generously from 

William Shakespeare’s original play. Conceived by Kwame Kwei-Armah and Shaina Taub, this musical 

adaptation is a definitive work of modern American musical theater for audiences of all ages. 

“Twelfth Night” is also free and continues to play on at the Delacorte Theater in Central Park only until 

August 19. This musical comedy runs for 90 minutes without an intermission. Just remember that even it if 

rains, it is sunny in Illyria! Don’t miss this one! 



 
By Robert Russo 
August 6, 2018 

REVIEW: Shakespeare in the Park’s Festive and Musical “Twelfth Night” 
You are not likely to have a more “New York experience” than you will 
attending this summer’s second free Shakespeare in the Park offering—a 
Public Theater “Public Works” musical adaption of “Twelfth Night” with 
songs by rising star Shaina Taub and an enormous cast of 75 professional and 
amateur actors of all ages, races, sizes, and abilities, hailing from each of the 
City of New York’s five boroughs. 
 
Now marking its fifth anniversary, the Public Works initiative engages people 
and organizations across New York to participate in creating theatre “not only 
for the people, but by and of the people as well”.  Sitting in the outdoor 
amphitheater of the Delacorte Theatre in Central Park, faint stars above and 

occasional sirens in the background, the audience around you looks like New York, and the cast onstage does, too.  And boy, is 
that refreshing. 
 
The founding impulse of the Public Theater was to make theatre accessible to all people, regardless of background or income.  
The cornerstone of that effort is the annual summer season of free Shakespeare in the Park, but it expands to other initiatives as 
well, including Mobile Unit productions that bring Shakespeare to those who can’t make it to Central Park, and Public Works, 
which directly involve members of the community as performers. 
 
This new musical adaptation of “Twelfth Night” played a five performances in 2016 as part of Public Works, and has now 
joyfully been given a full, five week, mainstage run in Central Park, ending on August 19th.  My advice?  Get thee to the 
Delacorte before it is too late (find out how to get free tickets here).  
 
Ms. Taub, alongside co-conceiver/director Kwame Kwei-Armah and director Oskar Eustis have created a magical, festive, and 
highly accessible evening of Shakespeare that lifted my spirits, kept me grinning from ear-to-ear, and sent me out of the park 
and back into the concrete jungle of Manhattan with a pep in my step and a flutter in my heart. 
 
“Twelfth Night, or What You Will” (circa 1602) is one of Shakespeare’s most beloved, and frequently performed, comedies, 
with its paradigmatic cross-dressing leading to mistaken identities, faultily-constructed love triangles, and a happy ending.  
Twins Viola (Nikki M. James, “The Book of Mormon”) and Sebastian (Troy Anthony) are separated in a shipwreck on the 
shores of ancient Ilyria (the present-day Balkans); Viola disguises herself as a man named Cesario and is hired by Duke Orsino 
(Ato Blankson-Wood, “Transfers”), with whom she falls in love.  The Duke is in love with Countess Olivia (Nanya-Akuki 
Goodrich), who mourns the loss of her brother—trailed by a wailing New Orleans brass trio—and ends up falling for Cesario 
(aka Viola).  
 
Meanwhile, Olivia’s inebriated uncle Sir Toby Belch (Shuler Hensley), her maid, Maria (Lori Brown-Niang), Sir Andrew 
Aguecheek (Daniel Hall), another frustrated suitor, and an accordion-clad fool named Feste (Shaina Taub, the 
composer/lyricist), conspire to trick Olivia’s steward Malvolio (Andrew Kober) into believing that she is in love with him. 
 
While the map of relationships is clear, it is also complicated.  Very little of Shakespeare’s text remains in this much pared 
down production, but Ms. Taub’s groovy jazz and R&B infused songs find an elegant, humorous, and poignant way to explain 
the story and maintain the atmosphere and poetry of the original text.  Take, for instance, this passage sung by Viola while 
disguised as Cesario, separated from her brother Sebastian, in love with Duke Orsino and the newfound object of Countess 
Olivia: 
 
          My brother is the one who always gets the girl 
          And I'm the girl who's never had a chance to get the guy 
          But now that I'm wearing the pants 
          I'm in love with the guy 
          And the girl loves me 
          When they look, who do they see? 
 



Ms. Taub takes the opportunity of the gender-swapping romances in the text 
to impart a more contemporary discussion on the constructed nature of gender 
norms and expectations.  Viola revels in being seen as a man, for it affords 
her a power and a freedom she has never experienced, but of course 
possessed all along.  In the end, in this production, she doesn’t need to don a 
dress or sport long hair to win Orsino’s affection.  Viola’s arc has always 
been there.  Ms. Taub’s lyrics simply underline it with a fine point: 
 
          I feel so seen as a guy 
          People move aside when I walk by 
          I felt so veiled as a girl 
          Invisible to the world 
          It was always 'look, don't touch' 
          No it didn't suit me much 
          Why has this power in me never been given a chance? 
          Is it as simple as putting on a pair of pants? 
 
Far from being a jarring insertion of modern mores, Ms. Taub’s lyrics have the effect of embellishing a 400-year old character’s 
vantage point in a fresh and vibrant way.  While purists (and scholars!) may roll their eyes, musicals have a paradoxical power 
to simultaneously simplify nuanced ideas and heighten emotional resonance.  The sacrifice of the former, here, is equally made 
up for by the pleasure of the latter. 
 
Ms. James, as Viola, is simply radiant.  Mr. Kober as Malvolio, Olivia’s pompous servant, quite funny.  And the entire 
ensemble brings an infectious energy and buoyant spirit to this “radically inclusive” production.  The play ends with a paean to 
empathy—all too short in supply in our world, but the most important tool that theatre possesses—asking us all to see through 
the “Eyes of Another”: 
 
          Let's trade places for a day 
          You be me and I'll be you 
          You walk my street 
          I'll wear your shoes 
          Meet me here when day is done 
          We'll switch back to our own skin 
          And tell each other where we been 
          Sayin' I had no clue, I had no clue what you go through 
          I just assumed, but I assumed things that ain't true 
          So remind me to be kinder 
          Cause now I've been there too 
          And I see through the eyes of another 
          Hear through the ears of somebody else 
          If we open our hearts to each other's beat 
          What a better world it could be 
 
To from crib Mr. Shakespeare, if empathy be the message of the song, play on! 
 
My abounding hope is that this jubilant production of “Twelfth Night” is licensed for communities around the country—and the 
world—to follow the Public Theater’s model.  If nothing else, high schools across the nation should be chomping at the bit to 

produce this new musical adaptation of a classic play (instead of doing the 
same shows again, and again) that is purposefully designed to big, inclusive, 
fun, and simple and cheap to stage.  In the meantime, catch this production 
while you can. 
 
Bottom Line: The Public Theater presents a free, Public Works musical 
adaptation of Shakespeare’s “Twelfth Night” in Central Park.  Featuring 
songs by Shaina Taub and a cast in excess of 75 professional and amateur 
performers of all ages, races, sizes, and abilities, this “radically inclusive” 
production is magical, festive, and highly accessible.  Infectiously energetic 
and buoyantly spirited, do not miss this jubilant new musical. 



  
By Philip Dorian 
August 6, 2018 

Shaking up Shakespeare in Central Park – and Shaw in Ontario wine country 
 There is so much about the The Public Works Shakespeare in the Park’s musical 
adaptation of “Twelfth Night” to praise, it’s hard to know where to begin. Kwame 
Kwei-Armah and Shaina Taub’s conception honors Shakespeare’s tone and language 
even as it updates them with devilish dexterity, and Taub’s music and lyrics are as 
jaunty as is the play itself. The spot-on cast is clearly having fun with the innovations 
without poking fun, and the inclusion of 50 residents in each of two rotating casts, 
representing every borough, is a fitting tribute to Public founder Joseph Papp’s vision. 
(Years ago, a few days after I got out of the Army, Joe hired me to tech on 
“Midsummer Night’s Dream” and “Richard II” in the park, then at Wollman Rink…my 
first NYC theater job.) 
 
Pared down to 95 minutes, this “Twelfth Night,” buoyantly directed by Mr. Kwei-

Armah and the Public’s artistic director Oskar Eustis, still captures its comedy (especially the low) and a goodly portion of its 
romance. Singling out anyone seems unfair to everyone else, but Shuler Hensley is a Sir Toby Belch to contend with. More fit 
than some we’ve seen, this Toby’s agility complements the non-stop pace. His and Maria’s (Lori Brown-Niang) plot to 
puncture Malvolio’s (a perfect Andrew Kober) vanity leads to a spiffy song-and-dance routine with that huge cast executing 
Lorin Latarro’s throw-back choreography like experienced Broadway gypsies.  As if composing the piece weren’t enough 
brilliance, Ms. Taub also serves as music director, co-band leader (with orchestrator Mike Brun) and, oh yes, she plays the 
clown Feste – with an accordion, no less. What a treat she is to behold! 
 
The Playbill lists two understudies, one man and one woman, Kim Blanck, who covers Olivia, Maria, Feste even, and the 
leading role of Viola, which she played at our performance. Imagine being up on all those lines and cues…and at least 100 
entrance-exits. Ms. Blanck was not only letter-perfect and, to my eyes, always right-place, right-time, her love-struck 
Viola/Cesario had all the requisite charm, timing and humor the role demands. Good work, Kim. 
 
One needn’t know the original plot, nor will we re-cap it here except to say it is a symphony (here, literally) of mistaken-
identity twindom, and some of the up-date riffs on Shakespeare are beauts, including my new favorite: during the climactic 
recognition scene, Sebastian puzzles over his twin Viola’s “masculine usurp’d attire” and he breaks the iambs. “Why are you 
dressed like me?” he asks. Well, wouldn’t you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
By Ron Cohen 

August 10, 2018 
Twelfth Night – Delacorte Theater, Central Park, New York 

Twelfth Night continues at the Delacorte Theater, Central Park, New York 
until 19 August 2018. 

Star rating: four stars ★ ★ ★ ★ ✩ 

Up-and-coming songwriter-performer Shaina Taub has 
transformed Twelfth Night into a Broadway-worthy musical comedy. It’s 
not transcendent Shakespeare but it’s a sturdy chunk of 
entertainment. And as produced by The Public Theater’s Public Works 
programme as part of the summertime Shakespeare in the Park season in 
New York’s Central Park, it becomes a joyful community celebration as 
well. 

The Public Works programme, started by The Public in 2012, reaches out to neighbourhood groups around the 
city to get them involved in the process of theatre-making, doing away with any notion that theatre is an elitist 
enterprise. It develops adaptations of mostly Shakespeare’s plays mixing the citizenry with professionals, and 
at the end of the Shakespeare in the Park season, a production has taken over the stage for a few performances. 

The Twelfth Night redo, conceived by Taub and Kwame Kwei-Armah, premiered in 2016. Kwei-Armah also 
directed. Now, the redo has been further redone and been given a full five-week run. 

Director credit is being shared by Oskar Eustis, The Public’s artistic director, and Kwei-Armah, who now is 
busy with other duties as well, as the incoming artistic director of London’s Young Vic. And not so 
coincidentally, Kwei-Armah, as reported earlier in Musical Theatre Review, is starting his tenure at Young Vic 
this fall with a production of this Twelfth Night, sharing director credit with Eustis. 

Twelfth Night in Central Park utilises a small army of some 100 non-professionals to augment the principals 
bringing Shakespeare’s story to life in playful contemporary terms. The non-pros are divided into two 
ensembles, getting on stage on alternate evenings. Whatever difficulties such logistics may present, they’re 
hardly evident in a seamless production that bubbles over with happy feelings. 

Taub’s hefty score has a bright bouncy feel, with vaudeville-like character songs intermingled with soul-tinged 
ballads. There’s also more than a nod to a vintage showtune feel. 

Her lyrics – as well as her dialogue – take off on Shakespeare’s poetry but then move into present-day 
wordsmithing, which dominates. 

The opening number has Feste, Shakespeare’s clown, turned into a town square busker and portrayed by none 
other than the effervescent, multitasking Taub (she also plays keyboard with the onstage band, which she co-
conducts), singing out with a chorus of townspeople: “If music be the food of love, play on.” Feste goes on to 
advise: “If you’re feeling blue/Baby, all you gotta do/Is take the song from the top.” 

Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood), the Duke who’s smitten with the Countess Olivia (Nanya-Akuki Goodrich), 
sums up his predicament in a jazzy refrain: “The lady won’t love me back/No, no, the lady won’t love me 
back…” 



So, as you might remember, Orsino hires the new-in-town Viola to act as a go-between and win over the 
disinterested Olivia. The problem is that Viola, the survivor of a shipwreck that presumably took her twin 
brother’s life, has disguised herself as a young man to make her way in these strange surroundings. She looks 
so fine in her manly drag that Olivia falls for her on sight. 

Nikki M. James, a Tony Award winner for The Book of Mormon, makes an appealing Viola, diminutive in 
size and big in voice and finding the laughs and the poignancy in all the gender confusion that frolics through 
the proceedings. 

Viola’s male costuming, a smartly fitted dark gray suit that makes her look like a young diplomat, underscores 
the perplexities she feels about the robust Olivia’s advances and her own increasingly amorous inclinations 
toward the romantic Orsino. Her look is also an effective contrast against the colorful contemporary street 
clothes worn by most others in the cast. 

The costumes are by Andrea Hood. They’re shown off nicely against the palatial look of the exterior of 
Olivia’s house, which dominates Rachel Hauck’s set design, along with natural flora of the Central Park 
surroundings. 

The laughs get broad with the inhabitants of Olivia’s household: the roguish and contentedly tipsy Toby Belch, 
played with noisy ebullience by Shuler Hensley; Maria, Olivia’s maid and Toby’s main squeeze, played by 
Lori Brown-Niang; and Sir Andrew, a hapless suitor for Olivia, played by Daniel Hall. 

Most prominently, there’s Olivia’s officious and puritanical steward, Malvolio, embodied with all the proper 
officiousness by Andrew Kober. The stuffy demeanour turns into giddiness, however, when he’s tricked into 
believing that he’s the object of Olivia’s affection. It’s a moment that leads into the show’s most showbiz-
blatant production number, as the ensemble joins Kober with top hats and soft shoe in fantasising about his life 
as Olivia’s hubby. 

Here and elsewhere in the show, Lorin Latarro’s choreography is pretty basic hip-hop, but to see it performed 
in unison by a legion of some 50 enthusiastic folks of all ages, shapes and sizes, is pretty impressive. So, it’s 
hats off to all these game citizens, as I’m sure Londoners will be tipping theirs when Twelfth Night hits the 
Young Vic. 

 

 



 
By Victor Gluck 
August 10, 2018 

Twelfth Night 2018 (Free Shakespeare in the Park & Public Works) 
Colorful and delightful musical extravaganza by singer-songwriter Shaina Taub 

and a huge cast of 80 including professional actors and community performers turn 
Shakespeare’s dark comedy into a joyous and sunny show. 

Shaina Taub’s joyful and sunny updated musical version of 
Shakespeare’s comedy, Twelfth Night, is back in a full 
production courtesy of Free Shakespeare in the Park and 
Public Works which premiered an earlier production for four 
performances during Labor Day Weekend 2016. This slightly 
trimmed and tightened version is even more entertaining and 
the witty contemporary lyrics make this fun for young and old, 
as well as Shakespeare veterans and novices. 

Conceived by Kwame Kwei-Armah, formerly artistic director 
of Baltimore’s Center Stage and now London’s Young Vic, and singer-songwriter Shaina Taub, it also 
introduced to New York the first full length musical score by the extremely talented Taub. The dialogue is all 
Shakespeare; adaptation is by Kwei-Armah and Taub; the music and lyrics are all Taub. The Public Theater’s 
artistic director Oskar Eustis has restaged and renewed Kwei-Armah’s original production with 50 community 
partner members instead of the previous 200 (!) and with Rachel Hauck’s new setting, this second version 
of Twelfth Night fits comfortably on the Delacorte’s stage. The audience is invited up to explore the stage with 
its stone courtyard and fountain, two-story mansion and tents up close and to partake in face painting, popcorn, 
large checkers, jumping rope, watching actors juggle or listening to musicians play. 

Public Works is The Public Theater’s local and national initiative that invites diverse community partners 
across New York to join in creating large scale theatrical presentations. Since 2013, the productions have 
included The Tempest, The Winter’s Tale, As You Like It and The Odysseyand the community partners continue 
to include Brownsville Recreation Center (Brooklyn), Center for Family Life in Sunset Park (Brooklyn), 
DreamYard Project (Bronx), Fortune Society (Queens), and Military Resilience Project (all boroughs), along 
with alumni partners Casita Maria Center for Art and Education (Bronx), Children’s Aid Society, and 
Domestic Workers Limited. 

The current production uses approximately 100 community partner members in two rotating groups of 50 
known as the Red Ensemble and the Blue Ensemble plus 14 Equity Actors including returning featured actors 
Nikki M. James (2011 Tony Award winner for The Book of Mormon), Nanya-Akuki Goodrich, Daniel Hall, 
Andrew Kober, and Taub as the accordion-playing street entertainer, as well as being joined by 2002 Tony 
Award winner Shuler Hensley. 

Shakespeare’s Twelfth Nightcan be a gloomy play as both heroines are in distress and the hero has an 
unrequited love. However, Kwei-Armah and Taub have turned it into a bright, multicolored and vivid 
spectacle, due to the scale of the production, the vivid performances and Andrea Hood’s multicolored 
costumes. Aside from watching from the sidelines and joining in several of the solos and duets as backup, the 
large community ensemble is given two wonderful numbers of their own as townspeople: the jazzy opening 
number “Play On,” and the gossipy “Word on the Street” which is reprised twice. 



Although Twelfth Night is set in Illyria, somewhere off the coast of the Adriatic, this version takes place in 
New Orleans with lace balconies and the jazz funeral which opens the show. Viola and her twin brother 
Sebastian are shipwrecked in Illyria, but are immediately separated, each thinking the other has drowned. 
Dressing as a young man and calling herself “Cesario,” Viola obtains a job as a pageboy with the lovesick 
Duke of Orsino who is enamored of the bereaved Countess Olivia mourning the brother who has just died. As 
a result Olivia refuses to hear marriage proposals for seven years or be in the company of men. 

The Duke sends Cesario as an intermediary to Olivia who breaks her rule – and immediately falls head over 
heels for the young emissary. In the meantime, Viola has fallen in love with Orsino but must keep a low profile 
as a male page in his employ. Elsewhere, Sebastian has also arrived in Illyria and is constantly taken for Viola 
who has only been seen dressed as a man. All ends happily for Orsino and Olivia when it is revealed that there 
is one twin for each of them. 

A farcical subplot concerns Olivia’s dissolute Uncle Toby, and her servants Fabian and Maria. In order to 
teach a lesson to Olivia’s pompous and puritanical steward Malvolio, they attempt to make him think Olivia 
has fallen in love with him. Not only do they succeed but they drive him so “mad” that she has him locked in a 
dark chamber, here a porta-potty. Of course, Olivia eventually discovers the plot and deals with all of the 
participants. Another one of her suitors, the rustic, unsophisticated Sir Andrew visiting from the country 
(egged on by Toby, Maria and Fabian) takes a dislike to the preferred Cesario and attempts to end his life in a 
series of comic encounters before all is sorted out for the best. 

Eustis’ clever direction along with Lorin Latarro’s inventive choreography makes this Twelfth Nighta delight at 
all times. Nikki M. James is a lovely, vibrant Viola and applies her fine forceful singing voice to a series of 
plaintive ballads. Ato Blankson-Wood makes the melancholy Duke Orsino much less gloomy than usual and 
seemed to lighten up as the evening developed. Shuler Hensley’s drunken, mischievous Sir Toby is a comic 
creation and never over-the-top as this character is often portrayed. As the overbearing and supercilious 
Malvolio, Andrew Kober keeps it light and entertaining. He is given a delightful vaudeville number, “Count 
Malvolio,” in which backed by his dream servants he imagines a wonderful future. The problem ending of 
Shakespeare’s play in which the sorely put-upon Malvolio goes away mad, promising revenge, is neatly solved 
here by bringing him back into the fold at the finale, all shaking hands, and everything is forgiven, going a 
long way to tying up the comic plot. 

Among other actors who make fine impressions, Nanya-Akuki Goodrich is flirtatious and coquettish as the 
feisty Countess Olivia who falls for Cesario, being as inconsistent and changeable as women in love are apt to 
be.  As her lady-in-waiting with a mind of her own, Lori Brown-Niang makes Maria an impish servant with a 
naughty sense of humor. Troy Anthony is sturdy as the confused twin Sebastian, while Daniel Hall is amusing 
as the dense and unworldly Sir Andrew, less imbecilic than this part is usually played. Jonathan Jordan as 
Antonio, the sea captain who has saved Sebastian’s life, adds a touch of contemporaneity by making it clear 
that he has a same-sex attraction to the handsome young man. Taub herself appears as the accordion playing 
clown Feste with a sharp wit in a refreshingly sardonic but brief appearance when she was not acting as music 
director. 

Public Works’ Twelfth Nightis a total delight while at the same time making this sophisticated Shakespeare 
comedy extremely accessible for all ages. In this more practicable and shortened form both in cast and length, 
it is to be hoped that after the New York run, the show will be picked up all over the country. It also marks the 
return of the multitalented Shaina Taub as double threat composer-lyricist as well as assured music director. 
 

 



 
By Robert Viagas 

August 1, 2018 
Twelfth Night Review By Robert Viagas; Free Shakespeare in the Park at the 

Delacorte Theater 

The Public Theatre’s free Shakespeare in Central Park series 
delivers a joyous, fun-and-games musical adaption of Twelfth 
Nightwith a cast of dozens, representing multiple ages, 
ethnicities and genders. 

Shakespeare’s story of romance, cross-dressing, and mistaken 
identities on the shore of Illyria has been stripped down to a 
90-minute intermissionless playdate that includes only the 
most famous speeches and scenes from the Bard’s original, 
intercut with swirling color and heartfelt melody. 

Those melodies (and lyrics) are supplied by Shaina Taub, 
who serves sextuple duty, also playing the piano and 
accordion, co-conducting the orchestra, and still finding time 

to perform the role of Feste the jester. 

Andrew Kober steals the show as the fussy, bossy servant Malvolio. His song “Count Malvolio” captures his 
flight of ego-driven fantasy. The idea of imprisoning him in a port-a-potty instead of a cell provides the 
production with a funny visual. 

Nikki M. James brings a sweetness that ripens into toughness as Viola/Cesario. She sings the soul-flavored 
ballad “Is This Not Love?” as a duet with Ato Blankton-Wood as Orsino. 

“You’re the Worst,” a comedy number for Sir Toby Belch (Shuler Hensley), Maria (Lori Brown-Noang) and 
Sir Andrew (Daniel Hall), is full of funny twists and turns. 

Staged by Public Theatre Artistic Director Oskar Eustis, the production packs the Delacorte Theater stage with 
as diverse a cast as ever seen there, including mobs of children, a Malvolio who winds up in a couple with 
Antonio, and the whole production signed for the deaf throughout by the cast members themselves. 

In keeping with the production’s playful concept, the audience invited on stage before the show starts, to skip 
rope, work a giant checkerboard, play instruments with the cast, etc. 

Twelfth Night is scheduled to run through August 19 at the outdoor Delacorte Theater in Central Park. 

 



 
By Reuven Glezer 

August 13, 2018 

NOT YOUR MOTHER’S TWELFTH NIGHT CONQUERS CENTRAL PARK 

Central Park has become a joyous, soul-filled fantasy land, courtesy of the 

production of Twelfth Night now running at the Delacorte Theater. 

Growing out of the 2016 Public Works production, the 90-minute musical 

has plenty of candy-coated tunes and stellar performances to make this 

production a force of nature amidst the trees and city noise of Central Park. 

Your mother’s Twelfth Night this is not – the original comedy, which 

usually runs closer to three hours and is one of the most popular of the 

Shakespeare canon, has been trimmed and weeded of its repetition and 

excesses to become a lovely, well-crafted piece of musical theatre. At 

times the show feels somewhat overstuffed, but it would be demeaning to 

think of the show as lesser for it. Comprised of two rotating Red and Blue ensembles and a top-notch cast, the production is the 

brainchild of up-and-coming composer Shaina Taub (who also plays the fool Feste) and director Kwame Kwei-Armah. This 

first jewel in what will be many a crown for Taub and Kwei-Armah has begun to show its potential – Taub was recently 

announced as the lyricist for The Devil Wears Prada musical, with an Elton John score, while Kwei-Armah has recently 

become the new artistic director of the Young Vic in London. 

If you wonder whether or not a musical Shakespeare can work, it’s been done to wondrous results before. The late Michael 

Friedman adapted one of Shakespeare’s weaker laugh-fests into the 

underrated Love’s Labour’s Lost for Shakespeare in the Park and thirty 

years ago, Two Gentlemen of Verona premiered at the Delacorte as a rock 

musical from John Guare, Mel Shapiro, and Galt MacDermot. Under the 

tight direction of Oskar Eustis and featuring energetic, boisterous 

choreography from Lorin Latarro, it becomes a smooth, tuneful vehicle for 

one of most overdone of Shakespeare’s works. 

It certainly helps that Illyria has gone from 16th-century kingdom to a 

stellarly designed seaside town, where gossip flies like seagulls and music 

might really be the food of love. Rachel Hauck’s set falls somewhere 

between a carnivalesque vacation and a full embrace of the Delacorte’s 

stage. Light design from John Torres paints the stage in such vivid, poppy color patterns and Andrea Hood’s costumes are 

thankfully simple yet effective. Jessica Paz’s sound makes sure that we hear every one of the dozens of actors, big and small, in 

crisp, uninterrupted glory.  

It makes one wish that the Public invested in longer runs for similar works they’ve done over the years. Shakespeare is well and 

good, but its risks on artists like Taub that really take the cake. Some highlights of this Broadway-worthy feast are the 

ridiculously talented ensemble, who come from communities all over the five boroughs; the use of American Sign Language to 

make this show as accessible as can be without taking away any artistry; and Andrew Kober’s showstopper “Count Malvolio”, 

the only song liable to make you reconsider your opinion on the color yellow. Twelfth Night will come back aplenty, but few of 

those will be as kind, fun, and worth seeing as this. 

Catch these fools for love before they leave Illyria on August 19th. 



 
By April Stamm 
August 1, 2018 

ACHIEVING GREATNESS: PUBLIC WORKS’ ‘TWELFTH NIGHT’ 

It takes a city to make great theater. Every borough. Children and millennials 
and boomers. Everyone of every complexion, every creed, every sexuality and 
every faith. It takes love and excitement and passion and sheer joy. The Public 
Theater’s Free Shakespeare in the Park production of Public Works’ Twelfth 
Night is all that and more. 

This silly and endearing romp through Shakespearean comedic ridiculousness 
starts with confusion and ends with miraculously tied ends, all peppered with a 
healthy dose of mistaken identity, gender play, and buffoonery. After a violent 
storm at sea, Viola (Nikki M. James) and twin Sebastian (Troy Anthony) 
separately wash up on the fun-loving island of Illyria, each thinking each other 

dead. Viola, now forced to fend for herself, dresses like a man to serve the Duke, Orsino (Ato Blankson-Wood). Sebastian lays 
low but we need him in the end so let’s not worry ourselves about what he actually does during the bulk of the play. 

Viola falls for Orsino, who is already in love with Olivia (Nanya -Akuki 
Goodrich), a noble lady grieving her brother’s death, which proves her 
uninterested in his advances. Olivia — in rightful Bard-esque fashion — 
falls for the disguised Viola. A merry band of drunken tricksters from 
Olivia’s household also appear and they’re a hoot, too. Intentions get 
confused, people get confused, a man is forced to wear bright yellow 
socks, then all is sorted as the play concludes with three marriages. 

Fred Ebb Award-winner Shaina Taub has written music and lyrics for 
this adaptation, and the result is an absolute delight. Her work never 
meanders away from the play’s structure, but rather adds to the 
celebration, along with choreography by Lorin Latarro. They draw the 
audience in with playfulness and keep them engaged with innovative 
musicality and thoughtfulness. Ms. Taub also plays the Fool, Feste, but it’s no vanity casting. She’s the caretaker of this lovely 
work, and it shows in every moment. 

The rest of the principal cast does their characters proud. Andrew Kober finds his way through the often misunderstood 
Malvolio with humor and humanity, but there are so many more people to acknowledge. The Public Works production features 
more than 100 performers split into two casts, many from community organizations across the city. They seamlessly work in 

tandem to tell this tale of love and identity set to a rollicking score, reveling in moments of 
tongue and cheek modernism, and always playful and honest. Every soul-touching moment 
feels snuggly tucked into the world of the play. 

Twelfth Night, among all of its flourish, evokes one word: joy. Every second is filled with it, 
from the silly machinations of the self-preserving Malvolio to Feste’s witty yet sincere 
commentary. Go old-school and stand in line for free tickets at the Delacorte Theater in 
Central Park, enter an in-person lottery at the Public Theater, use TodayTix to enter the 
mobile lottery, or visit the Public Theater website to discover other free-ticket distribution 
sites (and discover an outer borough!) 

Twelfth Night embodies what New York City is capable of, both regarding the arts as well as 
community engagement. This is one not to miss. 

 
 

 



 
By Adrian Dimanlig 

August 1, 2018 
THE HANGOVER REPORT – Shaina Taub’s joyous musical adaptation of 

TWELFTH NIGHT makes a welcome return to the Delacorte 

Last night, Shaina Taub’s joyous, smartly-truncated musical 
version of Twelfth Night opened at the Delacorte Theatre in 
Central Park, courtesy of the Public Theater’s Free 
Shakespeare in the Park. Ms. Taub’s adaptation, which 
originated as a Public Works offering a few years back at the 
same venue, features a cast comprised of a hodgepodge of 
both accomplished professional actors and not-so-
professional thespians culled from communities across New 
York’s five boroughs. Somehow, this yin-and-yang approach 

makes for an oddly combustible combination that yields delicious results. 

Ms. Taub clearly has a very good handle on Twelfth Night, one of the Bard’s most popular and oft-performed 
comedies. Her incisive and well-judged cuts to the underlying text, in concert with her inspired additions, 
exemplify an artist who is invested in and capable of recasting Twelfth Night for the here and now. For 
example, the cross-dressing elements of the story – originally purely a plot device – is in this adaptation an act 
of empowerment, particularly for Viola, the play’s heroine. It also doesn’t hurt that Ms. Taub’s delightful score 
(she wrote both music and lyrics) are heartfelt and instinctive, qualities that unlock the vibrant, high-flying 
emotions of Shakespeare’s characters and their respective plights as few productions of the play I’ve seen. 

The magical thing about the Oskar Eustis-helmed production is that that it doesn’t seem very directed at all. 
There’s a freewheeling, almost improvised aspect to the whole endeavor – a characteristic shared by nearly all 
of the community-focused Public Works productions I’ve seen in the past – that’s refreshing and a total 
pleasure to behold. But make no mistake about it, I’m almost certain that plenty of attention has been paid to 
the staging’s details with the goal of making it all seem effortless. The cast is just about perfect, but I would 
like to single out the incandescent Nikki M. James’ soulful Viola and Andrew Kober’s Malvolio, who almost 
runs off with the show with his snooty antics. And let’s not forget the diminutive but knowing Ms. Taub 
herself, who proves to be the warm, jovial voice of reason over the course of the evening (all three are 
returning from the brief initial Public Works run). 

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED 

 



 
By Naomi 

August 17, 2018 

Review: ‘Public’ Truly Means For All at Twelfth Night 

 I suppose I am a bit of a Shakespeare purist. 

It’s not that I don’t love She’s the Man—because I 

do—and it’s not l that I didn’t find Joss 

Wheedon’s Much Ado About 

Nothing truly, delightfully, beautiful—because I did—

but it’s because some things are better left set in their 

own time with their original language. (I’m looking at 

you, Romeo and Juliet with Leonardo DiCaprio). 

Though I do have to admit, it’s great when I’m not the only one in the row laughing at the 16th/17th century 

puns, thanks to some modernization in the script or the acting that allowed the audience to better understand 

the comedy that just occurred. It means more people excited about watching Shakespeare, now in 2018, and 

everything this stands for. 

But this tendency to purism is why, when the lights went up (down?) on The Public’s 2018 Shakespeare in the 

Park production of Twelfth Night, and the cast of characters ranging in age from five to seventy five launched 

into a musical rendition of “If Music Be the Food of Love Play On,” I was hesitant. Though Shakespeare in the 

Park never fails to amaze, some productions are notoriously better than others. And as much music as 

Shakespeare comedies technically have, they’re not known for being “musicals.” 

When that first song ended, the actors started speaking their traditional Shakespearean lines and I relaxed a 

little – maybe the song was only in the introduction. In the first scene I was instantly struck, and excited, by a 

heavyset, older Olivia, different from the sexy duchess character I had so often seen portrayed. This play was 

doing something different, beyond just the music. Then, only moments later, the ensemble launched into song 

for the second time, and I became nervous again. 

It was around the middle of the second song when I started flipping through the playbill. The song was catchy. 

The lyrics were well written. The music was memorable. Overall… It was good. And more than being good, it 

was culminating in the most understandable, enjoyable, accessible piece of Shakespeare I had ever witnessed. 

I quickly realized that the mind behind this masterpiece of music was none other than Shaina Taub, herself 

playing the clown Feste, leading the company from centerstage with her accordian and from the wings with her 

keyboard. Taub’s partner in crime, Kwame Kwei-Armah originally created the production in 2016, and 

together, the two birthed a masterpiece that sits well at home at the Delacorte. 

My hesitations now aside, by Viola’s solo about what it means to wear the pants, I was in love—and 

whispered to my mom that I wanted a cast recording. 

The show was accessible in more ways than the one: a partnership with the New York Deaf Theatre through 

the Public Works program lead to beautifully choreographed songs with some ASL accompaniment. (The 

show I saw was not fully translated with sign, though some are.) And the best part? Everyone in the audience 

was smiling and laughing, (and no one was asking me to explain what was going on). The diversity of the cast, 

crew, producers, artistic directors and beyond—from race to gender expression—served as a cross section of 

represention for the city it serves. 



It was also wonderful to witness queer undertones become overtones, with the subtle lust-driven remarks or 

motions of a few choice characters throughout the play. This is one modernization that I fully back every time, 

though it’s better if it feels natural, not forced. In this Twelfth Night, the ease in which queer relationships were 

introduced did not disappoint. 

What was almost as exciting as the triumph of the play itself was the historical precedence under which it was 

performed. Earlier in the year I saw two productions at The Public which lead up to the Shakespeare in the 

Park summer season: The traveling rendition of Twelfth Night, performed on a twelve foot by twelve foot stage 

at incarceration centers around New York; and Illyria, the Public’s original play detailing the founding of the 

Public Theatre as a free New York institution, set around preparations for the first Shakespeare in the Park [in 

the Delacorte Theatre] in 1962. Though in reality the first production was Merchant of Venice, in Illyria they 

center it around, of course, Twelfth Night. 

With the Shakespeare in the Park production bringing the season both full circle and to a close, it leaves 

Shakespeare afficonados and novices alike hankering for the next way we can make Shakespeare more fun, 

enjoyable, energetic and generally, more accessible. Between the diverse casting, down-to-earth interpretation, 

and fantastic soundtrack, Kwei-Armah and Taub’s Twelfth Night is one to be carried to public theatres across 

the country and the pond. 

As I left the Delacorte theater, I stopped by the merchandise window to check whether a cast recording was 

available. The representative told me it was not. But after a brief stalking of Taub on Twitter, Iearned that it 

might come into existence in the near future. 

If Ms. Taub has stalked Twitter back, she knows just how much I—and the rest of the theatre world—look 

forward to downloading that soundtrack. 

 



 
By The Paris Review  

August 17, 2018 

Staff Picks: Portraiture, Patriarchy, Public Works 

Utopia is regained every night this week at 

the Delacorte. As the audience sits for the 

community production of Twelfth Night, 

screens flanking the stage announce the need 

for new expectations “closed captioning 

happens in Illyria.” Here like a solicitous 

hostess, the Delacorte anticipates everyone’s 

needs. As Shaina Taub, the show’s lyricist and 

composer, merrily warbles from stage to 

orchestra under a dripping plastic tent, the 

summer camp morals of my childhood joined 

the New York of my dreams. Where else does 

the audience so closely resemble the cast, so 

closely resemble the boulevards? The Public 

Works production involves nonprofessional participants from organizations such as The Brownsville 

Recreation Center, The Casita Maria Center for Arts and Education, and Children’s Aid Society. The story is 

Shakespeare—loosely. The audience is fully rapt. Twelfth Night is the reminder of fraternity in this summer of 

fracture: play on. —Julia Berick 
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