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STAGE REVIEW

Small troupe cuts to the heart of
‘Measure for Measure’

By Terry Byrne | GLOBE CORRESPONDENT JANUARY 12, 2015

CAMBRIDGE — With a minimal set and only
eight actors to portray more than twice as many
characters, the current Actors’ Shakespeare
Project production of “Measure for Measure”
cuts to the heart of this bleak comedy for a
refreshing look at the dangerous impact of
absolutes in a world of complex human

emotions.

“Measure for Measure” is often called one of
Shakespeare’s “problem plays” because it
equivocates over the direction of the plot and the
clarity of the characters. While the title suggests

the need for balance, scholars have often said the

play, an uneven mix of comedy and tragedy, is
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far from balanced itself. Director Megan

. . . Adrianna Mitchell and Maurice
Sandberg-Zakian wisely gives her ensemble Emmanuel Parent in “Measure for

permission to dig more deeply into the strengths Measure.”
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and weaknesses of their characters, particularly Vincentio (Michael Forden Walker)
and Angelo (Maurice Emmanuel Parent), and each actor illuminates what is lost when

we insist on extremes.
CONTINUE READING BELOW ¥

The play opens with Vincentio, the Duke of Vienna (Walker), in the middle of a
meltdown. He’s been a weak ruler and no one pays attention to any of his laws, so in
frustration, he decides to slip undercover and observe his citizens’ behavior to see if he
can figure out how to improve the situation. He leaves abruptly, placing Angelo

(Parent) in charge, with Escalus (Thomas Grenon) as his second in command.

Parent’s reaction when the Duke hands over power to Angelo cements this performer’s
position as one of Boston’s virtuoso actors. Parent’s Angelo is unprepared and
overwhelmed by the unexpected responsibilities he’s been given, and his confusion
and insecurity — all revealed in Parent’s facial expressions — help us understand, if

not sympathize, with the decisions Angelo then makes.

Leaning on the letter of the law, Angelo decides to take on the immorality of Vienna,
starting with the arrest of the local madam Mistress Overdone (Sarah Newhouse) and
culminating with the death sentence for Claudio (Jared Michael Brown), a young man

who has gotten his girlfriend pregnant before their marriage.

MEASURE FOR
MEASURE

Multicultural Arts Center, Cambridge 866-811-
4111.

Writers: William Shakespeare

Director: Megan Sandberg-Zakian
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Other Credits: Sets, Megan F. Kinneen. Lights,
Chris Bocchiaro. Costumes, Miranda Kau Giurleo.
Sound, David Reiffel.

Presenting organizations: Actors’ Shakespeare
Project

Date closing: Feb. 1
Ticket price: $28-$50

Company website:
http://actorsshakespeareproject.org

More coverage

Laughs hard-won in Shakespeare

Project’s ‘Measure for Measure’

When Claudio’s sister Isabella (Adrianna Mitchell), a novice in a strict convent,
appears before Angelo to plead for her brother’s life, Angelo is overcome by lust and

offers to free Claudio if Isabella will sleep with him.

What follows, through inspired direction, is the exploration of what happens when
absolute authority and following “the letter of the law” conflicts with human frailty.
While the ensemble does an excellent job fleshing out the atmosphere in which the
action is taking place, by keeping the focus primarily on Vincentio and Angelo,

Sandberg-Zakian’s direction makes Shakespeare’s themes crystal clear.

There’s no need to spell out the contemporary parallels which pop up all over the
place, thanks to the ensemble’s work creating a variety of Vienna citizenry. Lydia
Barnett-Mulligan, Johnnie McQuarley, Brown and Newhouse play a variety of both
comic and tragic types, orienting us to the mixed-up world we’re navigating.
McQuarley’s comic Lucio and defiant Barnadine, and Brown’s athletic Elbow and

mincing minister Friar Peter are just a few of the standouts.
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Within a spare set design, Megan F. Kinneen cleverly creates a prison cell that opens
and closes dramatically. But the design element that pulls everything in this show
together is the truly stunning sound by David Reiffel. Reiffel’s snippets of sound,
measures of music, even a brief melody played on a piano, feed into whatever

atmosphere is called for: chaotic, melancholic, fearful, hopeful.

The balance between exquisite acting and expressive sound design makes this

“Measure for Measure” a treat for the senses.

Terry Byrne can bereached at trbyrne@aol.com.
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