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Robert Cuccioli, left, and Jordan Coughtry play Salieri and Mozart, respectively, in "Amadeus" at the Shakespeare 
Theatre of New Jersey in Madison. 

F. Murray Abraham was brilliant in his Oscar-winning performance as the tortured and tiny-talented Salieri in 
"Amadeus," but how about Robert Cuccioli in the Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey's production?  
 
Abraham was doing it for a movie director, who can choose an actor's best takes. (And if there aren't any, that's what 
retakes are for.) Abraham also had the luxury of resting between shoots, which any actor playing Salieri would need, 
for this is one of the more demanding roles in modern drama.  

Salieri was the most esteemed composer in 18th century Austria, but then Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart came along. 
While some of Mozart's contemporaries don't quite appreciate his brilliance, Salieri is enough of a musician to savor 
it. That's when his life's work becomes sabotaging this upstart.  
 
Cuccioli, in Joe Discher's magnificent staging, ultimately makes a bigger impression. Except for a 15-minute 
intermission, Cuccioli never leaves the stage of the Madison playhouse. For 2Â½ hours, he must do Peter Shaffer's 
superb play right here and now, and do it right.  
 
He does. Of the seven deadly sins, Salieri is guilty of at least five, and Cuccioli brilliantly expresses each. He starts 
out with pride, and is unapologetically gluttonous when he expresses his delight for one calorie-laden treat after 
another. The great lust he shows for Mozart's wife is only eclipsed by his wrath over her husband.  
 
But it's envy that Salieri exhibits most, and Cuccioli shows how it plagues the man. How can Mozart be a great 
composer, yet a terrible lout who constantly chooses a vulgar word over a civilized one? How could God reward a 
boor with such talent?  
 
Whatever the philosophical implications, the production is also rewarded by Jordan Coughtry as Mozart. He 
unabashedly expresses the young man's silliness, and emerges as a breath of hot air. Yet when Mozart plays or hears 
his music, Coughtry seems genuinely possessed. He excels in a moment where he states his love for challenging 
music, saying, "I bet that's how God hears the world." Coughtry delivers the line in a way that shows the great depth 
buried in this overgrown adolescent.  
 
Though the 17-member cast is uniformly impressive, there are two standouts. Tricia Paoluccio takes Constanze on 
the journey from Mozart's worrisome girlfriend to his wife, who learns the nefarious ways of the world and becomes 
as bold as her husband. Mark H. Dold is the imperious yet insecure Emperor of Austria. He plays the role's most 
important subtext: "If I hadn't been born to the right people, nobody would care a bit about me or my opinions."  
 
Like so many great dramatic plays, "Amadeus" starts out with plenty of humor. Only in the last half-hour does it 
turn consistently serious. Discher has no problem making the transition. Though this script is the most demanding 
he's ever attempted at the Shakespeare Theatre, he conquers it unequivocally. This young director is turning out to 
be much more of a Mozart than a Salieri.  

Peter Filichia may be reached at pfilichia@starledger.com or (973) 392-5995. 


