
Theater Latte Da stages a contemporary ‘Twelve Angry Men’ that still 
brims with tension
Jazz in the jury room makes for an intriguing adaptation.
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Say “Twelve Angry Men,” and my mind goes immediately to “mid-‘50s 
method acting fest.” The 1957 film is a courtroom classic — or, rather, a 
jury room classic — in which 12 male actors are given the opportunity to 
create complex characters, using the “method” emphasis upon realism 
and fully inhabiting a role.

It’s a rare example of a script that was first a celebrated film, but really 
found its legs when adapted for the stage, spawning productions that are 
certainly numbering in the hundreds by now.

But would it work as a musical? That idea was first broached 10 years 
ago, when composer Michael Holland and librettist David Simpatico 
began collaborating on it. Now the finished product is finally being 
premiered by Theater Latte Da at its home in Northeast Minneapolis.

And it’s quite a creative success, all things considered. Adopting the 
musical vocabulary of modern jazz of the 1950s (in which the story is 
set), it offers intriguing enhancements to Reginald Rose’s original script. 
For one, it views it through a more diverse cultural lens that meshes well 
with contemporary conversations about whether justice is blind to skin 
color and social class.

While the film featured a jury room full of 12 white men, half of those 
assembled to render a verdict in Latte Da’s production are people of 
color. Among them is Curtis Bannister’s strong-voiced Juror No. 8, who, 
as the story begins, is the lone vote for “not guilty” in the trial of a teen 
accused of stabbing his father to death.

Each actor does an exemplary job of bringing a vivid character to the 
stage, from Charlie Clark’s embittered bundle of fury to James Detmar’s
stereotype-spewing bigot to Bradley Greenwald’s mild-mannered 
Austrian immigrant who seems to revere the American justice system 
more than anyone in the room.

Over the course of 90 intermission-less minutes, we watch that 11-1 vote 
gradually turn, as testimony, evidence and “reasonable doubt” are 
reconsidered, and the complexities of consensus building are laid bare 
amid bickering that sometimes borders on fisticuffs, reason and toxic 
masculinity going head-to-head.

The music works best when composer Holland takes for inspiration the 
bebop-inspired flights of fancy once navigated by Lambert, Hendricks & 
Ross. The trio’s style infused the phrase trading within a song about 
fatherhood, and Sasha Andreev debated the evidence to some sizzling 
cool jazz.

But the show’s standout vocal performance isn’t jazz at all, as Greenwald 
reflects upon his life’s journey in a song set to the waltz rhythms of his 
native land.

As in the original, the action is set within one room, and designer 
Benjamin Olsen manages to make an expansive space seem 
claustrophobic in an Edward Hopper kind of way. The long table at the 
room’s center rotates to alter the audience’s perspective as the 
characters change theirs, director Peter Rothstein and choreographer 
Kelli Foster Warder deftly shaping the movement.

The music is exciting when at its most jazz-flavored, thanks to a swinging 
five-piece band, but less so when it obeys the strictures of conventional 
stage balladry. Yet it proves a fine addition to what is already a strong 
story, although “Twelve Angry Men” maintains its greatest strength 
whether the words are spoken or sung: It’s a fine forum for excellent 
acting. And Latte Da’s production has that.

Theater Latte Da’s “Twelve Angry Men”

When: Through July 17
Where: Ritz Theater, 345 13th Ave. N.E., Minneapolis
Tickets: $58-$35, available at 612-339-3003 or latteda.org
Capsule: Jazz in the jury room makes for an intriguing adaptation.
Rob Hubbard is a Twin Cities arts writer. He can be reached at 
wordhub@yahoo.com.
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