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ARTS & ENTERTAINMENT // THEATER

Central Works goes out on top with a gripping “The
Prince’

The Berkeley theater is concluding its 36-year run with two new plays about Niccolo Machiavelli

By Lily Janiak, Theater Critic

July 22, 2026
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Niccolo Machiavelli (Kevin Singer, left) advises Cesare Borgia (Brennan Pickman-Thoon) in Central Works’ “The Prince
Part1.”

Robbie Sweeny/Central Works
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Central Works goes out on top with a gripping ‘The Prince’ https://www .sfchronicle.com/entertainment/theater/article/central-works...

If the word “Machiavellian” is supposed to conjure a hardhearted, calculating

political strategist, his namesake at Central Works doesn’t look that way at all.

Instead, in “The Prince Part 1,” actor Kevin Singer presents as a habitually
anxious, hyper-competent attaché. Narrating the wheelings and dealings of
Renaissance Florentine elites, his Machiavelli is efficient, even clipped. Though
still a young man, he carries himself as if he’s already lived through a lot and
doesn’t have time to go into all the relevant context, what with constant threats

of violence and tyranny afoot.

More Information

“The Prince Part 1”°: Written and directed by Gary Graves. Through Sept. 6.
Two hours, 30 minutes. $35-$45. Berkeley City Club, 2315 Durant Ave.,
Berkeley. 510-558-1381. https://centralworks.org

He’s also a consummate observer, mentally filing away each new detail about the
republic’s soldiers and clerics, pols and proles. Someone’s averted gaze could be

a useful tidbit to him later, even if he doesn’t know how yet.

ADVERTISEMENT
Article continues below this ad
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But while his own eyes are wide open, they give away little. Whether Machiavelli
gets teased or tortured, interrogated or exposed, any flicker of panic that
interlocutors and audiences might espy is likely one he’s already vetted. If he’s
no mustache-twirling smirker, that’s because such a villain could never actually

climb the ladder of power.

Kevin Singer as Niccolo Machiavelli in “The Prince Part1.”
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Robbie Sweeny/Central Works

Singer’s canny performance is just one reason to catch the world premiere,
which I saw Sunday, July 19. Another is that with “The Prince Part 2,” which
begins performances Aug. 1 and then plays in rotating rep with its companion for

a month, it marks Central Works’ last show after 36 years of making new plays.

O-G

See more S.F. Chronicle on Google

Make us a Preferred Source to get more of our news when you search.

Add Preferred Source

Written and directed by Gary Graves, it turns out to be a fitting closer. Central
Works has long dramatized stripped-down contests of ideas in a venue where a
set would almost be an obstacle. When actors make incidental eye contact with
you in the knee-squeezing 50-seat chamber at the Berkeley City Club, there’s
simply not enough space to imagine a fourth wall insulating them from you. No,
they’re talking to you, and your body knows it and responds accordingly:

stiffening, holding its breath and pumping adrenaline.

ADVERTISEMENT
Article continues below this ad

In “The Prince Part 1,” which follows Machiavelli’s rise from bureaucratic cog to
behind-the-curtain operator, those up-close-and-personal performances are
first-rate. That’s not just true for Singer as our main man, but also for Mark

Farrell as a self-satisfied, culty renegade priest. Especially strong is Brennan
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Pickman-Thoon as Cesare Borgia, the nepo baby who gets to run an army

because his father is the pope.

Mark Farrell as Brother Jerome Savonarola inciting a bonfire of the vanities in “The Prince Part 1.”

Robbie Sweeny/Central Works

Graves often makes a point two or three times when once would do, and he goes
overboard on the theorizing — particularly when Farrell’s Jerome gets both a
lengthy homily and then a long passage read from his religious tract. If, like me,
you’re a fallen Catholic who saw the show on a Sunday, you might briefly wonder
whether you stumbled into a church instead of a theater and feel the pesky,

atavistic but unkillable impulse to genuflect.

But Graves excels at ratcheting up the dialogue. Somehow, the upper hand keeps

trading off. Each time you think you can tell who knows more than whom,
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there’s always another pocket ace.

Datebook Picks

FESTIVALS CLASSICAL |
Why hundreds of dancers Dark Star Orchestra brings |
will take over Japantown Bob Weir tribute to East Bay |
this weekend '

As Borgia and Machiavelli discuss kings and money, castles and troop
movements, sizing up each other morphs into flirtation, and haggling devolves
into deadly threats. Showy acting just wouldn’t work in a space this small, and
throughout the second and third acts, Pickman-Thoon serves a master class in
naturalism. Choice upon choice is crisp, thoughtful and pure. Wearing lace-up
pleather pants and filigreed iron claws on his second and third fingers (Tammy
Berlin did the witty costume design), he flicks Machiavelli’s tie — both invitation
and warning. Single-word emphases give whole lines sparkle. In one moment,
when he lets his most ruthless nature show, his eyes seem to drain of color and

light.
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Duke Cesare Borgia (Brennan Pickman-Thoon) looks out from the Castel
Sant’Angelo in “The Prince Part1.”

Robbie Sweeny/Central Works

For all Machiavelli and Borgia’s double-crossing each other, they also share a
respect that bleeds into affection. Game recognizes game, and there’s a special

pleasure in sparring with an equal.

For 36 years, Central Works has relished such debates. When it closes, Bay Area

theater will become less intimate, less interesting and less homegrown.

July 22, 2026
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