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In an online interview, the eminent and controversial Shakespearean scholar, Harold Bloom, described Twelfth Night as a Masterpiece in comedy…so rich that it is capable of infinite interpretation.  The City Theater Company (CTC) can proudly add its production to 400 years of exciting versions of this whacky play.  The vivacious cast was enthusiastic, professional and engaging.  The simple sets were unobtrusive, but bold and helpful.  Song, music and dance expressed the spirit of each escapade with charm, poignancy and verve as the comedy choreographed its romantic way through frolicking complexities and baffling ambiguities.  It was all presented under the skilled dramaturgy of L. Steven Schmersal and the direction of Michael Gray.  Michael Gray is the CTC’s Producing Artistic Director, has directed over 17 mainstage productions for CTC, and is one of its three co-founders.


Handy playbill notes helped to place the themes in their historical contexts and explained why the action was transplanted to 1929.  The time transition, which included music from the 1920’s, allowed for character flexibility and easy identification with emotional complexities.  The overall effect reminded me of the brilliant British TV singing plays of Dennis Potter (check out The Singing Detective on DVD if you are not familiar with his work).  Zura Young as Festa carried this dimension convincingly, while the whole cast worked in unison at a consistent level of excellence.  Characters displayed distinct styles, unique mannerisms and precise details to clearly maintain their own identities.  But I had to wonder why risks could be taken with character, costume and epoch, but not with language.  Surely some egad’s and foresooths and suchlike, for example, could be substituted with a smattering of more relevant expressions.  Is every detail of Shakespeare’s text sacred?  (Ouch! Ignore this heretic!).  Despite the outmoded language, however, the speech was idiomatic and conversational.  Thank goodness the actors sounded like regular people and not ostentatious Shakespearean thespians with archaic pretensions.  


At first I thought the play was a little slow to start; then I realized that it was only me who was sluggish after a big meal.  Once I got going, it’s amazing how the play picked up!  At the interval, I overheard someone say that it was the first time they had seen Twelfth Night and could not quite follow the plot.  If she hadn’t gone on to enthuse about how much fun she was having, I might have told her that I first read it in school when I was 11, have seen many productions, and still don’t quite get all the twists and turns!  But that’s the greatness of Shakespeare and the strength of this production. What matters is not that we struggle to grasp every nuanced situation, but that we enjoy the zany antics of comedic characters.  The amusing, beguiling, silly, futile, intrepid characters dare to risk their folly and thus become more fully human.  As Harold Bloom said, Shakespeare pioneered in delineating human beings who suffered change because their relationship to themselves changed.  And that profound attribute came through keenly in this refined City Theater Company’s madcap romp.
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