Fall Theatre Guide
Temperatures may be falling, but things are heating up in the theater community with the start of a new
season. Between musicals, straight plays and new works, there is something for any theater lover to
enjoy among this fall’s varied selections.
A new school year means the collegiate theater scene will soon be up and running. First up, Rhode
Island College begins its season with Radium Girls, a true story of a miracle cure-turned-deadly and
the fallout that ensued. Next up is the beloved rock musical about teenage angst and sexuality in a
repressed society, Spring Awakening. University of Rhode Island will be presenting Polaroid Stories,
a blending of myth and modernity based on Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Finally, Roger Williams
University starts the year with a staple of community and school theaters, Almost Maine. They
conclude the semester with Orlando, an adaptation of the Virginia Woolf novel about a young
nobleman’s affair with Queen Elizabeth I.
The professional theater circuit isn’t shying away from heavy subject matter, with some hard-hitting
season openers. Trinity Rep kicks things off with the critically acclaimed The Inheritance, an epic twopart play that weaves together three generations of gay men attempting to forge their future in the
aftermath of the AIDS epidemic. In the capable hands of director Joe Wilson Jr., this is sure to be a
can’t-miss production. Trinity Rep invites members of the community to make their own mark on this
production by contributing the names of loved ones who have passed away from HIV/AIDS to appear in
a soundscape memorial.
The Gamm begins its season with another epic, generation-spanning play, Describe the Night, which
follows the stories of eight men and women interwoven through Russian history and conspiracy. Later
on, they will be tackling Sweat, a Pulitzer Prize winning play that tackles race and class issues through
the lens of the working class of Reading, Pennsylvania.
Wilbury is kicking off its season with the world premiere of Silhouette of a Silhouette by Rose Weaver,
a play dealing with loss and heartbreak through music. Next up is the Rhode Island premiere of The
Humans by Stephen Karam, a play centered on four generations of an Irish-American family gathered
for Thanksgiving.
If you need something a little lighter between these heavy dramas, rest assured, there’s comedy abound
this season, too, beginning with The Community Players production of the madcap comedy Moon
Over Buffalo. Down in Westerly, Granite will be presenting Oscar Wilde’s classic The Importance of
Being Earnest. The Arctic Players has in store some much-needed levity with Social Security and
Noises Off. Things will get extra noisy with another production of Noises Off presented by Swamp
Meadow in Harrisville. Return to childhood with Peter and the Starcatcher, the prequel to Peter Pan, at
Attleboro Community Theatre.
The recently launched West Bay Community Theater is planning a Halloween-themed musical
showcase for its fall show. Auditions are pending as of this writing. Also pending is the rebirth of Kira
Hawkridge’s OutLoud experimental theater, which is currently constructing a new space above
Jordan’s Jungle at 545 Pawtucket Ave, Pawtucket, coincidentally right next door to Motif’s current
offices. The Players at the Barker Playhouse, whose new (pre-COVID) space is right next door to

where Motif’s offices usedtabe, will be showcasing 20th Century Blues, a sweet-hearted comedy by
Susan Miller about aging and art being directed by local theater veteran Lynne Collinson. The
Contemporary Theater Company is focusing on humor this fall, hosting the Ocean State Black &
Funny Improv Festival from Oct 6 – 8, featuring headliners, guest troupes, workshops, parties and other
activities. They also have, in addition to their regular improv comedy nights, The Thanksgiving Play
covering late October and early November, a madcap satire by Larissa FastHorse about a group of
“woke” art teachers throwing a pageant to bridge the backstories of Native American Heritage Month
and Turkey Day. Mixed Magic also tackles indiginous issues with their October show, to be announced,
and are excited for their Holiday Celebration starting in November.
Of course, there are plenty of offerings in the musical department as well. First off, the national tours
swinging through PPAC this fall include Tina: The Tina Turner Musical, Mean Girls, Tootsie, and Les
Miserables. For more homegrown talent, catch Jamestown Community Theatre’s Little Women,
Stadium Theatre’s Cinderella, and Rhode Island Stage Ensemble’s Little Shop of Horrors. Youth
talent will be on full display as well with JDP’s Young Frankenstein, Swamp Meadow’s youth production
of Rock of Ages, and Matilda at Academy Players. For a new take on an old classic, check out The
Assembly Theatre’s production of a new musical adaptation of The Great Gatsby.
Speaking of new works, we’ve got a few more of those in the pipeline. Local playwright Lenny
Schwartz’s Bill Finger: Rise of the Bat, the story of long-uncredited Batman co-creator Bill Finger, will
be performed at RISE before taking New York City by storm for a one-weekend engagement. Following
previews at RISE last spring and FringePVD over the summer, Permanent Solutions by Cass Caduto, a
play about mental health and human connection, will get its full run at AS220 in October. In addition to
these new works, there is also a new female-founded theatre company on the rise in Barrington. Until
the Fat Lady Sings Theater will be presenting the bard’s All’s Well that Ends Well as their first
production this November.

Featured Contributor July 2022: Nicole
LaBresh
Nicole’s journey with Motif started with an internship in the summer of 2016. It was the best of times, it
was the worst of times. A time of Pokémon Go and political upheaval. A time of food trucks on rooftops
and the existential dread that comes with being a rising senior in college realizing what she wanted to
do was not what she had been studying. While Nicole did not set out to become a theater reviewer, she
took a stab at it and, well, the rest is history.
By day, Nicole works at Roger Williams Park Zoo, assisting in the management of photography and body
art and watching animals all day (the latter is not technically in her job description, but when in a
zoo…). By night… well, she often also does that.
But when not watching animals, it’s all about theater: Viewing it, writing about it and doing it. She was
most recently seen on stage being gay, committing crimes and singing sea shanties as Antonio in The

Tempest at RISE, a production two years in the making, having been delayed by the ’rona. Since then,
she has become involved in a new work: Permanent Solutions, a play about mental health by local talent
Cass Caduto (who, incidentally, was her Sebastian in The Tempest). Nicole appeared in a one-night
preview at RISE back in April and will be back for future productions, including one at AS220 this fall.
Nicole can also be found selling tie-dye on Saturday mornings at the Scituate Farmer’s Market for her
autistic brother’s business, T’s by B (fb.com/tsbybrendan).
Interests outside of theater and writing include travel (more in theory than in practice at this point),
music, snuggling with her guinea pig, napping and talking about herself in the third person.

Hip Hop Shakespeare: Jay Are Adams breathes
modern life into old prose

When Lin-Manuel Miranda initially suggested the founding fathers and hip hop go hand in hand, he was
laughed at. Of course, several Tonys, a Pulitzer and a skyrocketing career later, we all know who got
the last laugh. So if you feel inclined to laugh at the notion of marrying hip hop and Shakespeare,
maybe think twice.

I’m At Your Window is the creation of absurdly multi-talented musician, educator and comedian Jay Are
Adams. It is a hip hop/R&B/gospel adaptation of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.
“This was brought on through a class that I had at Emerson College… and one of the final projects was,
we had to [put on] a theoretical performance of a musical,” Adams recalls. “I didn’t grow up in the
theater world, so I didn’t have any musicals that resonated with me… so I asked if I could just create my
own musical. This was right after I had watched Hamilton on Disney+. I’m not saying that Hamilton
gave me the inspiration, but it definitely let me know that it could be done.”
I’m At Your Window had its first workshop back in January, around Martin Luther King Day, presented
at Alchemy in PVD as a staged reading with the performers at music stands. Along with a small
ensemble of performers, Adams set his work in front of the audience for the first time with a selection of
five songs performed non-sequentially. With the feedback from that initial workshop, a second one hit
the stage of the Barker Playhouse June 12 with, save one performer (Jacob Scott), a new cast
(Alessandra Grima, Jennifer Rodriguez, Micaela Chile and Marsha Czepyha, plus ASL
interpreters Noemi Saafyr Paz and Victoria Pfanstiehl) and two never-before-seen songs. The cast
rotated character assignments between songs, a decision Adams made to keep the interpretations of the
songs fresh.
While the hip hop aspect of the project is certainly a novelty, it was not the starting point for Adams.
Rather than linking Shakespeare and hip hop, the original aim was to link Shakespeare and social
justice. Shakespeare, after all, was a writer for the people. It is easy to lose sight of it, especially
judging by today’s standards, but writing for audiences of all social statuses was something
revolutionary at the time.
Once fully staged, I’m At Your Window will be set in the wake of George Floyd’s murder, with the
Montagues representing Black Lives Matter and the Capulets as their opposition. The duel (400-yearold spoiler alert) that set the bulk of the conflict and action into motion will be set at a riot.
“When George Floyd happened… I was sort of figuring out where my place was in the movement,”
Adams said. “I’m not a marcher, but I can use my art.”
Adams is furthering his goal of putting Shakespeare in a social justice framework by founding What
Fray Was Here?: Social Justice Shakespeare. The vision of the company is twofold: first, creating
new works like I’m At Your Window; and second, bringing social justice Shakespeare into the classroom
and encouraging students to engage with Shakespeare’s works in a way that makes them more
accessible. As an educator himself, Adams will be holding a summer program for high school students
and teaching an undergraduate class at Emerson College, his alma mater, in the fall.
In the existing songs, Adams and co-writer Dan Pomfret have seamlessly woven actual text, including
much of the famous balcony scene in the title song “I’m At Your Window,” with some modern updates.
Among these updates is a song from the perspective of Lady Capulet when she believes Juliet to be
dead. In the original play, the Nurse serves as the primary maternal figure in Juliet’s life, while Lady
Capulet was rather distanced from her, as was common of families in the upper echelons of society at
the time. Here, however, she’s given a voice and a chance to expand upon her relationship with her
daughter, whom she calls, “My Best Friend.”
As for the next steps, audiences can look forward to another workshop next January. In the meantime,
Adams will continue writing, rewriting and further developing this promising project.

Curtains Up: A RI summer theatre guide
This summer, between beating the heat with trips to the beach and Del’s lemonades, consider adding a
play or two to your summer bucket list. Among the offerings from local theaters, there’s a little
something for everyone, from our Shakespeare scholars to our musical theater aficionados.
First and foremost, nothing screams summer theater quite like Theatre by the Sea in Wakefield, and
this season is particularly noteworthy, given it will be their first full season post-COVID-19 shutdowns.
Kicking things off, Million Dollar Quartet, runs through June 18. Set on Dec 4, 1956, it portrays the true
story of a pivotal moment in music history when fortuitous circumstances led Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee
Lewis, Carl Perkins and Elvis Presley to join forces at Sun Records in Memphis for what would become
known as one of the most legendary jam sessions of all time. Next up, get ready to kick off your Sunday
shoes and cut loose with Footloose, a story of teenage rebellion and, of course, dancing, that runs (or
dances) from June 22 to July 16. Speaking of losing shoes, Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Cinderella takes
the stage July 20 and runs through Aug 13. Last but not least, and still continuing on the shoe theme,
Kinky Boots, the dazzling and uplifting story of acceptance and fabulous footwear, finishes off the
summer beginning Aug 17.
Rest assured, the musical fun does not end there! The RISE playhouse in Woonsocket will be presenting
Seussical the Musical June 3 – 12. A whimsical weaving of Dr. Seuss’s greatest hits, Seussical is sure to
be fun for the whole family. On the subject of family-friendly, Shrek the Musical runs at Granite
Theatre in Westerly July 7 – 24, the ever-memed story of an ogre to whom there is more than meets the
eye. Not quite as family-friendly but also borrowing from beloved children’s stories, Swamp Meadow
will be putting Into the Woods at the The Assembly Theater in Harrisville, a “careful what you wish for”
tale that draws from popular fairy tales, and was composed by the late, great Stephen Sondheim,
running June 3 – 5.
If Shrek and Seuss fail to hold appeal for the entire family, there are two particular crowd-pleasers for
teens and young adults coming to the local theater scene. First up, Academy Players will be putting on
the beloved RENT, Jonathan Larson’s iconic rock musical about a group of friends living in the midst of
the AIDS epidemic, running June 9 – 19. Next is Freaky Friday, adapted from the movie starring Lindsay
Lohan and Jamie Lee Curtis, about the shenanigans and empathizing that ensue when an angsty
teenage girl and her overworked mother swap bodies. Catch it at the Stadium Theatre in Woonsocket
July 15 – 17.
If you’re looking for something a little less toe-tapping and a little more brain-stimulating, summer is
the perfect time for Shakespeare. CCRI Summer Rep has two of the bard’s plays in store this summer,
with Taming of the Shrew, Jul 21 – 24 and Othello, Aug 25 – 28: one comedy and one tragedy, just to
ensure a well-balanced Shakespeare diet. For some Shakespeare under the stars, check out What
Cheer’s Something’s Rotten in the State of Denmark, a one-act farcical take on Hamlet (admittedly,
more Shakespeare-adjacent than actually penned by the bard himself), at Sprague Mansions the last
two weekends of July, and Contemporary Theater’s As You Like It, to be performed on their new
patio. Contemporary Theater will also be presenting a stage adaptation of The Neverending Story,
based on the novel by Michael Ende about an epic adventure with all kinds of creatures, characters and

puppets, from June 24 to July 30, and Men on Boats, a true(ish) story of an 1869 expedition to chart the
Colorado River, beginning its run Aug 12.
If the classics are your jam but you’ve had enough of the bard, Head Trick Theatre will be presenting
Aristophanes’s The Assemblywoman, a chaotic farce about a group of women who seize control of the
government and turn the city on its head (which is sounding like a really good plan right about now), at
various locations around PVD July 15 – 31 for their first in-person show post-COVID-19 shutdowns.
Among the many theatrical productions concentrated around the end of July, don’t miss out on
FringePVD, PVD’s iteration of the world-renowned Fringe Festival, established in Edinburgh back in
1947. Sponsored by The Wilbury Group, Fringe features new and experimental works from local,
national and international artists in various locations around the city. It’s the perfect opportunity to get
out of your theatrical comfort zone and experience something a little different from your standard
theatrical fare.

Out of This World: Comet is an artsy and
unorthodox portrayal of Russian society

Rodney Witherspoon II as Pierre. Photo by Erin X. Smithers
Natasha, Pierre and the Great Comet of 1812 hit Broadway in the wake of Hamilton, and it was unlike
anything else the Great White Way had ever seen. It completely transformed the Imperial Theater
where it took up residency for just shy of a year from your standard-faire proscenium stage into a
cabaret with onstage seating and an open bar; the audience truly becomes an integral part of the show.
Few shows out there are quite as perfectly suited for The Wilbury Theatre Group as Great Comet. While
such an immersive, interactive theatre experience may be a rare sight on Broadway, this isn’t Wilbury’s
first foray into a show like this, and their relatively new blackbox space in the WaterFire Arts Center is
well suited to adapt to such a unique undertaking – especially with the clever use of space employed by
scene designers Keri King, Max Ponticelli and Monica Shinn.
Even before the proverbial curtain rises, it’s clear the fourth wall, the typically expected invisible
barrier between the audience and the action on stage, will not be so strictly upheld, as members of the
cast are free to mill about and mingle with the audience—a decision by Director Josh Short that would
have any theatre traditionalist clutching their pearls. Then again, Wilbury has never been one to cater
to theatre traditionalists. The limited seating contributes to this, creating an intimate feel. On the
subject of seating, the action truly happens all over the space, which means the choice of where to sit
must take into account sightlines. Generally, higher up seems to be better for a little less neckstraining: a few rows up in the section next to the band served quite well in terms of seeing everything.
Adapted by Dave Malloy from a slice of the classic Russian novel War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy, it
might seem like a boring basis for a musical, but this particular part of War and Peace is filled with
scandalous happenings in Russia’s high society. There are affairs, raves, plenty of drinking and
accordion-playing.
The opening number “Prologue” even acknowledges the unapproachable (at least to those who are not
students of Russian literature) premise of the show, providing a meta breakdown of the characters by
giving each one a one-word epithet (“Anatole is hot, Helene is a slut” etc). It serves as a cheeky musicalequivalent of the phrase “let me Google that for you,” informing the audience they are “Gonna have to
study up a little bit if you want to keep with the plot/’Cause it’s a complicated Russian novel, everyone’s
got nine different names/So look it up in your program/We appreciate it, thanks a lot.” Despite these
warnings, the plot is fairly easy to follow, and the characters are distinct enough to keep straight.
At the center of the action is Natasha (Kayla Shimizu), an incredibly naive young woman who
anxiously awaits the return of her fiancé Andrei (Dylan Michael Bowden) from the “war” half of War
and Peace. Along with her cousin and closest friend Sonya (Madeleine Barker), she ventures from the
country to the big city of Moscow to live with her godmother Marya (Charlotte Kinder) to win the
approval of Andrei’s “totally messed-up” family (Wilbury favorites Jason Quinn as the crazy Old Prince
Bolkonsky and Jennifer Mischley as the plain and lonely Mary) and enter into Moscow society. As
Natasha, Shimizu comes across like a Disney princess, albeit with more adultery, portraying her naivete
so genuinely. Of all the excellent vocals in the company, her lovely, crystalline voice is the standout.
Enter Anatole (Gunnar Manchester), a hedonistic hottie who is smitten with Natasha as soon as he
lays eyes on her and pursues her despite secretly being married. Although Anatole is a Mr. Wickham (of
Pride and Prejudice fame) variety of villain who ends up destroying Natasha’s reputation, Manchester is
so likable in the role, you almost want to root for him. It’s not a stretch to believe Natasha could fall for
his charm.

The other titular character, Pierre (Rodney Witherspoon II), takes on more of an observer’s role for
most of the show. He is sort of on the sidelines of the action, trying to find meaning among the frivolity
of the upper echelons of society while trapped in a loveless marriage. However, the moments where he
takes center stage are some of the most affecting. His soliloquy, “Dust and Ash,” a song added for the
Broadway production once Josh Groban was cast in the role, is simply gorgeous, with such impactful
lyrics as “They say we are asleep until we fall in love/And I’m so ready/To wake up now.” The song
comes after a duel with the sharpshooting Dolokhov (Anna Basile) who is openly involved with Pierre’s
wife, the lascivious Helene (Anna Slate). When he finally beholds that third title character, the Great
Comet itself, his look of awe is enough to make that lone lightbulb feel like an astronomical wonder,
forming a gorgeous stage picture to end on (kudos to lighting and sound designer Andy Russ, for both
the simplistic beauty of this moment and the literally flashier moments of the club scenes).
Another standout in the cast is Barker as Sonya, who is so expressive, it gives a whole new dimension to
her love for her cousin; when Natasha is in pain, it is easy to see how much it tears Sonya apart.
Rounding out the cast are Teddy Lytle as Balaga the driver, who has a whole fun and insanely catchy
number devoted to his exploits, and Ian Doran, Sophie Jackson and Christine Treglia making up the
ensemble, taking on roles such as opera performers and servants, as well as understudying for a few
major roles each.
Many of the cast prove themselves to be not just triple threats but quadruple threats, as many of them
wield instruments throughout the performance as well.
Meg Donnelly’s costume design, while not quite as fancy and flashy as previous productions (the fur
coat referenced in one number is not even a fur coat), serves to highlight the blend of modern and
period-appropriate, pairing sneakers with waistcoats, not to mention those quirky race car socks worn
by Balaga, along with the tone of Malloy’s lyrics and electropop score.
Great Comet is probably not a show for everyone. It is innovative and unlike anything else that’s ever
hit a Broadway stage. More than anything, it is a spectacle and an experience. It’s not a feel good story,
but it still manages to be fun. While the characters could easily become tropey caricatures, especially
since what’s on display is only a thin slice of a whole story, in the hands of this cast and Short’s
direction, they feel dynamic, and in this particular production, the novelty of the staging does not
overpower their talent.
The Wilbury Theatre Group’s production of Natasha, Pierre, and the Great Comet of 1812 runs at the
WaterFire Arts Center through June 19. For tickets, visit thewilburygroup.org. Masks and proof of
vaccination or a negative COVID-19 test are required.

Chilling with the Academy Players:

Extraterrestrial mind control is not the
solution to teenage angst

Photo by John Voo via Flickr
The story of how the musical Be More Chill came to see its day on Broadway speaks to the digital age
and the power of a dedicated cult-following. After the first production in 2015 received mixed reviews,
it seemed the show was dead in the water. Two years later, the show was resurrected as it found an
online following strong enough to land it in the top 10 of the Billboard Cast Album charts. It’s an
underdog story the likes of which we may see again in this, the age of Internet virality. Ultimately, its
Broadway run lasted less than a year, earning mixed reviews and a snub from the Tony Awards.
Now that Be More Chill is available for amateur theaters to produce, it becomes easier to see where its
real value lies; it is, at its core, a musical of teens and for teens. At Academy Players’ production, it is
abundantly clear that this show has endeared itself to both the teenagers performing it and the
predominantly young audience (some of whom were actually wearing merchandise from the show).
Be More Chill is a tale of a nerdy high school kid trying to fit in with his more popular peers. This may
sound like any number of stories geared towards teens, but this one sets itself apart with a sci-fi twist.
The show is based on the young adult novel of the same name by Ned Vizzini, who tragically lost a
lengthy battle with depression back in 2013 and never got to see the smash hit his book begot.

Our nerd of the hour is Jeremy Heere (Michael Mercado Jr), a social outcast who is just trying to
survive alongside his pot-smoking best friend Michael (Laila Abuzahra), and hopes to catch the
attention of his crush Christine (Kathryn Kimble), an eccentric theater geek who doesn’t know he
exists. Standing in his way are his embarrassing, recently-divorced and always-pantless father (Lia
Gallagher), his homophobic bully Rich (Connor Pyne) and the rest of the popular kids, including his
rival in love, Jake (Michael Viveiros) and a trio of secretly insecure popular girls (Audra Hawkins as
Jenna, Ellie Ash as Chloe and Rebecca Devivo as Brooke).
In a rare moment of generosity, Rich clues Jeremy in on the secret to his ascent into popularity: the
Squip, a pill that when taken with Mountain Dew will implant a super computer into his brain that will
instruct him in what to do and say to become more popular. Jeremy’s Squip (Bec Patsenker) presents
itself as an ally with Jeremy’s best interests at heart, assuring him that abandoning his best friend,
breaking Brooke’s heart and telling off his father are necessary steps on the path to becoming “more
chill” and winning the heart of Christine. After Rich’s squip starts malfunctioning, though, it becomes
clear that the Squip has more sinister intentions: to control all “the pitiful children” of the world.
There is something hilariously meta about seeing Jeremy get called “gay” by his peers for signing up for
the school play (which, ironically, he does for the entirely heterosexual reason of getting close to
Christine) in a show with a lot of genderbending and where the girls consistently outshine the boys.
This is particularly satisfying to see in a story that reeks of the male gaze. With all due respect to the
late Ned Vizzini, writing female characters was not his strong suit. Given that the musical is written by
two Joes (Iconis and Tracz), these problems are not exactly resolved in the writing of the show. Where
Vizzini’s strengths lay instead were in his honest portrayals of mental illness and teenage life.
Though he is Jeremy’s second fiddle, Michael ends up being the emotional center of the show, and
Abuzahra does a fantastic job of bringing the audience on his emotional rollercoaster from the energetic
(though sometimes hard to understand given its rapid-fire delivery) “Two Player Game” to the iconic
“Michael in the Bathroom” and back for a reprise of “Two Player Game,” all the while remaining a
steadfast friend who gets forsaken but finds it in his heart to forgive his friend and fight by his side.
As Christine, Kimble gives a performance full of whimsy. She is not what one thinks of as the typical
love interest in this kind of story, but her security in her weirdness is precisely what Jeremy needs to
learn from. The moments they have together when Jeremy is able to be himself show a sweet future for
the couple in which they can just be weird together – the kind of relationship anyone should aspire to.
The absolute rockstar of this production is Patsenker as the Squip. She invokes a kind of otherworldly
presence befitting the personification of this dystopian technology, as well as a commanding presence
as the puppetmaster and conductor, controlling Jeremy’s every move (at one point, she literally
conducts the on-stage band). In every number Patsenker is in, she absolutely kills it, from the title
number to the epic villain song, “The Pitiful Children.” Her vocals are by far the most powerful in the
cast.
Another highlight is Gallagher as Michael’s father and the drama teacher. Though these are less
prevalent roles, Gallagher brings a great energy to both. Every moment she is on stage, it is clear she
loves what she does.
Though the critical reception of Be More Chill has been dubious all along, it almost doesn’t matter. It is
safe to say most critics do not fall into the target audience for the show – in fact, most are pretty far
removed from their highschool days. It’s obvious from the Cinderella story that brought Be More Chill

to the Broadway stage that it has value to the teenagers it was made for. The value of a show ought not
to be in who the target audience is, but rather how well it reaches them, and this one clearly does
exactly what it set out to do.
Be More Chill runs at the Academy Players through March 20. For tickets, visit academyplayersri.org or
call the box office at 401-830-0880. Masks are required for all patrons.

Fun, Yet Profound: The Prom at PPAC
entertains and teaches valuable lessons

National Touring Company of The Prom. Photo by Deen van Meer.
I recently read an article online that posed the question, “Can’t Broadway just be for fun?” The article
stepped into the debate on perhaps the biggest existential question at the heart of theatre: should
theatre be a means of escapism or an instrument for social change? The Prom is a show that
demonstrates it does not have to be either/or; a show can be fun and lighthearted while also tackling
social issues.
The show opens with the afterparty of the opening night of Eleanor on Broadway, a musical about
Eleanor Roosevelt. The jovial mood of its larger-than-life stars, the self-involved Dee Dee Allen
(Courtney Balan) and “gay as a bucket of wigs” Barry Glickman (Patrick Wetzel), is short-lived, as a
review lambasts the two Broadway legends as washed-up narcissists, resulting in the show’s immediate
closure. Along with career chorus girl Angie (Emily Borromeo) and Julliard graduate chagrined by a
sitcom being his only claim to fame Trent Oliver (Bud Weber), they plot to change their image by
becoming celebrity activists – after all, there’s nothing a quartet of Broadway divas united in purpose

cannot accomplish. Well, nothing, that is, except the most pressing issues facing humanity: climate
change, world hunger and the like. Instead, they set their sights on a more humble matter: a small,
Bible-thumping town in Indiana, where a high school would rather cancel its prom than let a girl attend
with her girlfriend. Ready to “change the world, one lesbian at a time,” they hitch a ride with a nonEquity tour of Godspell to march on the town and change the minds and hearts of those ignorant hicks.
Enter Emma (Kaden Kearney), the lesbian in question and the very antithesis of the Broadway crew
we’ve just met. As Emma, Kearney immediately wins hearts with their understated portrayal of the
awkward 17-year-old – which is not to say their vocals don’t pack a punch where it counts: Dee Dee
Allen may claim she is known for her belt, but perhaps Emma ought to be as lauded for hers. Of course,
that is not exactly Emma’s style; she is deeply uncomfortable with all of the attention.
Team Broadway bursts onto the scene in the middle of a PTA meeting, headed up by Mrs. Greene
(Ashanti J’aria), the leader of the crusade against Emma. While most present are horrified at the
extravagant flamboyance of these show people, it turns out the principal, Mr. Hawkins (Sinclair
Mitchell), a supporter of Emma’s, is a big fan of Dee Dee’s. The two bond over trips to Applebee’s, the
classiest joint in town, and their shared adoration of Dee Dee. Their relationship is charming, but
probably one of the least memorable aspects of the show, as is Mr. Hawkins’s song “We Look to You”
about what theatre means to him, although the lyrics “We look to you, as strange as it seems, when
reality goes to scary new extremes” sparkles with relevancy post-COVID-19.
Barry, meanwhile, develops a close relationship with Emma by trying to be the Galinda to her Elphie
(musical references are rife in this show, much to the delight of any theatre lover in the audience) in
preparing her for the prom. Wetzel is a joy to watch, especially in his supportive refrain of “Tonight
Belongs to You” and his triumphant “Barry is Going to Prom,” which has him bouncing around the stage
in giddy excitement at finally being able to attend a prom.
Though often overshadowed by the big personalities of Dee Dee and Barry, Borromeo and Weber each
get moments to shine as Angie and Trent respectively. Borromeo’s moment comes in the number
“Zazz,” in which through the power of Fosse, she helps Emma unlock her confidence. For Weber, it’s
“Love Thy Neighbor,” a number that exists at the intersection of Book of Mormon and The Music Man in
which he points out to the local youths the hypocrisy of using the Bible to justify homophobia.
It’s not until halfway through Act I we finally meet Emma’s girlfriend, Alyssa Greene (Kalyn West). If
that last name sounds familiar, it is because she is the daughter of the homophobe-in-chief, Mrs.
Greene. As such, Alyssa is in the closet and strives for perfection. As befitting of a perfectionist
character, West’s voice is absolutely flawless, and her moments with Emma are so sweet, especially
their tender duet “Dance with You” and their verse in the upbeat “You Happened.”
Unfortunately, on opening night, her big solo “Alyssa Greene,” was overshadowed by horrific sound
issues, rendering her virtually inaudible under a layer of jarring static. As such, the show was shut
down for a half an hour while the problems were resolved. These things happen – such is the beauty of
live theatre – but in all of my years going to PPAC, I have never experienced anything like it. All of the
accolades to the cast (especially West for carrying on and finishing the number without falter) and the
tech crew, for whom it was undoubtedly a stressful night. Once the issue was resolved, she was able to
redo the number, and the show went on as it must, and with probably a much bigger laugh than usual at
a line comparing listening to a television personality to listening to “radio static.” What was really
disheartening to see was all of the audience members who walked out during the unexpected interlude.

They absolutely missed out, since the last three numbers are among the best in the show, including
“Barry is Going to Prom;” “Unruly Heart,” an LGBTQ anthem that may be one of the most gorgeous
moments I have seen on the stage; and “It’s Time to Dance,” the show-stopping unleashing of unbridled
energy that is the finale.
It’s not just the finale that’s bursting with energy – all of the major dance numbers, including “You
Happened,” “Tonight Belongs to You” and “Love Thy Neighbor” pull out all the stops.
Director/choreographer Casey Nicholaw’s staging requires a superhumanly energetic ensemble, and
this one absolutely fits the bill – so much so that a stage of about a dozen performers feels like a filledto-capacity high school gymnasium.
The writing in this show (book by Bob Martin and Chad Beguelin) is truly a delight. There are plenty of
laughs, though never do they make light of the issue at the heart of the show. Each character feels so
colorful and dynamic – Dee Dee’s way of speaking in particular is deliciously eccentric.
Though the technical issues were most unfortunate, they should not be a deterrent. These kinds of tech
issues are unlikely to be repeated – surely that’s the last thing PPAC would want, after all. The Prom is
brimming with joy. It is absolutely a feel good show, but also an important one. As stated in the finale,
The Prom “make[s] people see how the world could one day be. It might come true if we take a chance.”
The Prom runs through March 13 at PPAC. For tickets, visit ppacri.org or call the box office at
401-421-2787. Masks are required for all patrons.

A Life In Letters: Trinity Rep’s Tiny Beautiful
Things impresses and inspires

The company of Tiny Little Things. Photo by Mark Turek (Trinity Rep)
In 2010, writer Cheryl Strayed was offered the opportunity to take up the mantle of Sugar, an advice
columnist on the literary website The Rumpus. She reluctantly accepted the unpaid position, and in her
column created a space where people could speak openly about their woes in life, love and loss and be
received with radical empathy; and, yes, advice, not from any authority on the subjects at hand, but
from a fellow ambler down the road of life, infallibly and unapologetically human. As her readers lay
themselves bare in their letters, so too did she in her heartfelt responses.
Admittedly, this may come across as a weak premise for a play: a series of letters and responses without
any plot tying them together. It speaks volumes to the ability of playwright Nia Vardalos (“My Big Fat
Greek Wedding”) and of Director Curt Columbus that Trinity Rep’s production of Tiny Beautiful Things
holds the audience’s most rapt attention through its every emotional high and low.
As Strayed, Angela Brazil serves as the solid foundation of the production, answering each letter with
grace and alacrity, from a hate letter to the very non-specific WTF, from questions on living through
grief to whether to stay faithful in a relationship. Through recounting her own life experiences, she
connects with each letter writer (Stephen Berenson, Phyllis Kay, Brian McEleney, Marcel
Mascaró and Jenna Lea Scott) and offers the wisdom she has accrued.
Given the personal natures of the letters written to Sugar, some sensitive subjects are addressed,
including drug use, abuse, incest and the loss of a child. Some moments are intensely uncomfortable,
and anyone who is particularly sensitive to these topics might want to skip this one; some of these are
discussed in great detail. But on the other side of these moments, there is healing. There is beauty
through the ugliness if one can reach for it.
The play is punctuated with original music by Brown/Trinity Rep student Gunnar Manchester. In
keeping with the themes of the play, Manchester opted for a folk-inspired sound, a genre of community
and connectedness. The script itself contains moments with a musical feel: the word “love,” the last

word Strayed’s mother said to her, clanging like a bell in her chest; the refrain of “go” urging her to
leave her first marriage; the mantra of “I am forgiven” repeated until it feels true.
Baron E. Pugh’s set design differs from other iterations of the play by depicting not Strayed’s own
home, but an old fashioned post office. Likewise, the letters are received not electronically, as they
were in reality, but through sackfuls of physical letters. While less accurate, it emphasizes a kind of
connectedness lost in digital communication, and at a time when audiences are more acutely aware
than ever of how essential connection is. As the major props of the play, the letters themselves play
many roles: blades of grass dropped in the river as an exercise in self-forgiveness; a connection to sever
once and for all or to restore; a question hung on the wall as though itching at the back of Strayed’s
mind – an elephant in the room waiting to be addressed.
As a further promotion of the lost art of letter writing, and in an effort to further engage the community,
audience members are encouraged to write letters of their own to whomever needs to hear from them.
These letters can either be posted in a display in the lobby anonymously, placed in a sealed box or taken
home. While there will not be any response from Sugar, the exercise gives the audience a chance to
take the themes of the play to heart.
As Vardalos wrote of Tiny Beautiful Things, “Sugar and the writers of the letters reveal themselves, and
we find ourselves in their conundrums and sorrows, in their lives lived and roads traveled.” Real people
wrote these letters, and a real person wrote the responses. Through the veil of anonymity lies a raw
honesty, and while throughout the play, letter writers badger Sugar about revealing her true identity, it
almost doesn’t matter. What importance lies in a name when the soul has already been laid bare? We
don’t have to know her or any of the writers to truly know them. Partly because we are them, and they
are us; their pain, their sorrow, their joy – these exist in us, too. In the emotional climax of the play, a
grieving father asks Sugar how, in his grief, he can become human again. Sugar responds, “You don’t
need me to tell you how to be human again. You are there, in all of your humanity, shining
unimpeachably before every person reading these words right now.” Tiny Beautiful Things reminds us
of our shared humanity and that while pain is intensely individual, it is also universal, a thread that
connects us all – and that is, indeed, a beautiful thing.
Tiny Beautiful Things runs through Feb. 13 in Trinity Rep’s Dowling Theater. For tickets and more
information, visit trinityrep.com

Dicing with Death: A Review of Everybody at
the Burbage
Dying is a lonely pursuit, but what if you had the chance to invite a plus one on your journey to the
afterlife? Would anyone come along for the ultimate one-way ride? They say you can’t take it with you,
but what exactly CAN you take?
Prolific contemporary playwright Branden Jacobs-Jenkins’ Everybody takes a 15th century English

morality play titled The Somonyng of Everyman [sic](a play based on a Dutch play, which itself was
based on a Buddhist fable) and brings it into the 21st century. It’s no wonder this story has permeated
across cultures and centuries given its universal (if heavy) subject of mortality, nor that Jacobs-Jenkins
would be up to the challenge of tackling the subject, given the lofty themes of his previous plays. While
the 15th century iteration existed to scare audiences into moral behavior as dictated by the church,
Jacobs-Jenkins attempts to take a more lighthearted, if necessarily existential, approach: The former
focuses more on death while the latter makes it about life.
Burbage Theater Company’s production, directed by Logan Serabian, marks the first time Everybody
has been performed in Rhode Island, as well as Burbage’s first in-person production in 18 months.
The title Everybody highlights the simple fact that what the audience is witnessing will happen to each
and every one of us – that death does in fact come for, well, everybody. This is further illustrated by
randomizing the cast. Five members of the cast (Tabi Baez-Bradway, Michael Greene, Jessie
March, Mary Mullane and Michael Thibeault) begin the show each night not knowing who they will
be playing – a nightmare every actor has had at some point or another. Their roles are determined by a
roll of the dice. One ends up playing Everybody, the sorry sap who will be shuffling off this mortal coil.
The others are assigned multiple supporting roles along Everybody’s journey. In total, there are 120
possible variations, so no two shows will be exactly the same. This means that each actor has done the
equivalent of five actors’ rehearsal, but in the performance we saw, they all seemed as secure in their
parts as they would if not randomly assigned.
The show begins with your standard pre-show announcements from a charismatic and engaging usher
(James Lucey) about silencing your phones and locating the fire exits. But in another moment, we
realize that The Usher is more than just a mere mortal usher; this is actually God – an usher of sorts,
given that he ushered in existence.
While not a vengeful God, he is a disappointed God. Looking to understand what went wrong with
humanity, God sends his jaded, overworked assistant, Death (Margaret Melozzi), to get Everybody so
they can answer for how they lived their life. And so it is that Death comes for Everybody. Everybody is,
understandably, apprehensive about their situation and requests the chance to invite a companion to
accompany them. Death agrees to give Everybody the chance to ask around while she gets changed for
the journey, doubtful that they will be able to find anyone willing to tag along.
Sure enough, Everybody is forsaken by Friendship, Kinship and even their precious Stuff. In the end, it
is Love (Vey Taylor) who, though miffed at having been forgotten for so long and requiring Everybody
to abandon some dignity first, accompanies Everybody to the grave.
The show is weakest in the voiceover that weaves between scenes, providing a meta context for the rest
of the show as a dying Everybody describes a dream to their friends. The voiceover breaks the
allegorical nature of the play and isn’t particularly engaging: the issues this monologue raises end up
feeling like a footnote that most of the audience is bound to forget amidst the more prominent themes
of the play.
There is something profoundly fitting about the timing of this production – a play about mortality on the
heels of a pandemic. Everybody encourages its audience to reflect on their lives and evaluate what
matters. In the final moments, the Usher poses the question of why, when we talk about death, we
really end up talking about life. Perhaps it is because life is what gives death meaning, and, in turn, love
is what gives life meaning. The meaning of life may be a question too big to be answered by one 90-

minute play, but the answer proposed in Everybody seems like a lovely place to start.
Burbage Theatre Company’s production of Everybody runs through Dec 5. For tickets, visit
burbagetheatreco.org

Some Enchanted Evening: Providence Singers
will perform Broadway hits at the Biltmore
On March 28, the Biltmore Ballroom of the Graduate Providence Hotel will be the most swankified place
in town for any Broadway geek to hear the people sing, as the Providence Singers will give their
regards to Broadway in Broadway at the Biltmore, a gala of musical theater favorites of the 20th
century, from George and Ira Gershwin to Andrew Lloyd Webber.
In creating the setlist for this showtune-packed evening, not just anything goes. Artistic director
Christine Noel began with a song from a musical revue that served as her first experience with musical
theater as a teenager, “Ol’ Man River,” the classic, soulful bass solo from Jerome Kern’s 1927 musical
Showboat.
“[Ol’Man River] was a piece that really moved me as a teenager and it really stayed with me over the
last 30 years. It’s one of my very favorite pieces of music in this genre,” Noel says. “The Providence
Singers do not typically program musical theater repertoire — we perform classical works — so this was
a unique opportunity for us, and when I began to think about what kind of music we would perform,
that piece from 30 years ago was the first one on my list.”
With such an iconic song headlining the music of the night, the challenge then became finding a singer
who could do it justice. Luckily, internationally renowned bass soloist Kevin Deas came on board. Deas
has a history with the Singers, having appeared with them at the Newport Jazz Festival in 2004 and at
the Lincoln Center in 2005. His resume also includes portraying the title role in Porgy and Bess with
orchestras all over the country. In addition to “Ol’ Man River,” Deas will perform solos from Ragtime
and Les Miserables.
“When Kevin Deas confirmed his availability, I knew that this would be a very very special
performance,” says Noel.
The rest of the setlist includes some of the most beloved musical theater hits from the early years of
Broadway (including selections from the likes of Anything Goes and a few Gershwin musicals), the
Golden Age (including selections from Guys and Dolls and the works of Rodgers and Hammerstein) and
comparatively recent mega musical hits (Phantom of the Opera and Les Miserables).
Additional soloists from the Providence Singers include tenors Justin Kisch, Brad Kleyla and Ted Doran;
sopranos Cat Monfette and Olivia Black; baritone Josh Krugman; bass Mike Zarzycki; and mezzosoprano Alyssa LaMothe.

The gala will serve as the Providence Singers’ major fundraising event of the season. In addition to the
concert, there will be a tapas buffet reception and a silent auction. Proceeds will go to support the
Singers’ artistic and educational endeavors. Other ways to support their efforts include purchasing
program advertisements, donating items or experiences for the silent auction, or becoming a gala
sponsor.
The Providence Singers have been singing since 1971. Its nearly 100 members perform both traditional
and new choral pieces throughout the season, often accompanied by the RI Philharmonic Orchestra.
After this event, they will close out the season in May with a performance of Verdi Requiem, for which
Kevin Deas will join them once again.
For tickets, visit providencesingers.com. General admission includes concert seats, the silent auction
and tapas buffet reception. Patron admission includes preferred seating and a pre-concert reception
with the artistic director and soloists.

