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Review: Merry Wives
at the Delacorte
DELACORTE THEATER ⋄ 6 JULY - 18 SEPTEMBER 2021

Delightful leading ladies but the chaos and comedy never
seem to reach full throttle in this Shakespearean
adaptation. Nicole Serratore reviews.

NICOLE SERRATORE

Pascale Armand and Susan Kelechi Watson in Merry Wives (Photo: Joan
Marcus)
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Madam Nkechi Ford and Madam Ekua Page, the

leading ladies of Merry Wives, an adaption of

Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor by

Jocelyn Bioh, make for delightful companions for a

joyous evening as we slowly return to large scale live

theater in New York City. However, the show is

entirely dependent on “the wives” for its energy and

the comedy and joie de vivre start to fizzle when they

are not on stage.

With an all-Black cast, set in contemporary Harlem

in the African diasporic community, Madam Ford

(Susan Kelechi Watson) and Madam Page (Pascale

Armand) are smart, funny, playful, and inventive as

they turn tables on the neighborhood player, horny,

hidiot Falstaff (Jacob Ming-Trent), who was looking

for some sugar mamas and thought he could scheme

his way into the pants of both of these friends. They

lay a trap for him and eventually for the jealous

Mister Ford (Gbenga Akinnagbe) too who suddenly

doubts his wife’s virtue.

In School Girls; Or, The African Mean Girls Play,

Jocelyn Bioh showed us her flair for writing dynamic,

compelling, and often hilarious women.  She

continues in that vein here. With malevolent glee,

Madams Page and Ford revel in their revenge

scheme. Watson and Armand make the most of being

“bad” actors as Ford and Page, as they recite their

self-scripted scenes to entrap Falstaff. Watson gets to

play up a bit more physical comedy with her staged

romance scenes with Ming-Trent. There’s even a fun

dance interlude as she bops around to an infectiously

catchy Nigerian pop song “Johnny” by Yemi Alade.



8/10/2021 Review: Merry Wives at the Delacorte - Exeunt Magazine NYC

exeuntnyc.com/reviews/review-merry-wives-delacorte/ 3/8

This might be the most fun they’ve had in a while.

And possibly the same for much of the audience. This

was my first show back in a large audience in 16

months.

Jacob Ming-Trent and Susan Kelechi Watson (Photo: Joan Marcus)

Would that the other characters had as much pizzazz.

Unfortunately, the men of this slice of Harlem are

vague sketches. Even broadly drawn as the jealous

one, the amiable one, the pastor, the uncertain suitor,

the acting and direction don’t really go much further,

leaving me more confused than I would have

expected over character motivations. The men are

meant to bear the brunt of the social critique, but the

comedy and calamity never seem to reach full

throttle with them. I found myself sighing a bit too

much when the story turned to them and silently

wishing someone would bring back the lady agents of

chaos, please.
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Even Falstaff, who should be the center of much of

the joviality, falls a bit flat. And can we do away with

crotch grabbing for Shakespearean dick jokes once

and for all. There was just so much over punctuation

on the “comedy” it ground it down to a nub.

There’s a secondary plot where two men are vying for

the affections of Madam Page’s daughter Anne, but

both fuzzy performances left me puzzled around what

I was meant to be laughing at. I struggled to get a

complete read on Doctor Caius (David Ryan Smith)

who was prone to anger and threatened violence

(maybe impotently?). I suspect we’re just to think

him a bit ridiculous, but I didn’t love that the

performance encouraged us to laugh at him being

effeminate. The other suitor, Slender, just appears to

be a bit of a simpleton. But I did not understand what

he was afraid of (love, sex, romance, Anne,

everything?) so nothing he did was funny.

The show is inclusive in other ways with a queer

romance and body inclusive casting (though Falstaff

gets made fun of for his size).

With bright patterns, flowing fabrics, and the right

amount of sparkle, Dede Ayite’s costumes felt

perfectly suited to the effervescent Madams Page and

Ford. Cookie Jordan’s sharp wigs allowed for actors

to double their characters with great precision.

Beowulf Boritt’s set of authentic low-rise Harlem

storefronts eventually gets pushed away for the

show’s finale which takes place in the park. In that
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moment, the natural and artificial forest come

together. With warm stage lights dappling the trees,

it is a moment of simple stagecraft that takes the

Delacorte’s best feature and puts it front and center.

So even if the show had its ups and downs, it made

me grateful to be experiencing live theater again.

NICOLE SERRATORE

Nicole Serratore writes about theater for Variety, The
Stage, American Theatre magazine, and TDF Stages. She
previously wrote for the Village Voice and Flavorpill. She
was a co-host and co-producer of the Maxamoo theater
podcast. She is a member of the Drama Desk and Outer
Critics Circle.
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SCENIC DESIGN Beowulf Boritt (set), Dede Ayite (costume), Cookie
Jordan (hair, make-up, wigs)

LIGHTING DESIGN Jiyoun Chang

SOUND DESIGN Kai Harada, Palmer Hefferan

CAST INCLUDES Abena, Shola Adewusi, Gbenga Akinnagbe,
Pascale Armand, MaYaa Boateng, Phillip James Brannon,
Brandon E. Burton, Joshua Echebiri, Branden Lindsay, Ebony
Marshall-Oliver, Jarvis D. Matthews, Jacob Ming-Trent, Jennifer
Mogbock, Julian Rozzell Jr., Kyle Scatliffe, David Ryan Smith, and
Susan Kelechi Watson

ORIGINAL MUSIC Michael Thurber (composer), Farai Malianga (drum
compositions)
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