The Passing Spectacle

Smirkus Experiments with Laughter

carry a thame throughout their performance |s that it

can sometimes hang like an albafross around a
show's neck.  Happily, that was not the case with the 2008 towr of
Circus Smirkus whose thame and titte, Smidkusology, A Scionce
Exfravaganza, provided the inspiration that furned the clowning
and the overall staging into a whally enjoyable expenence.

Insofar as the clowning is concerned, this production served
to remind us that Troy Wunderle, Smirkus' artistic director and
principal clown, may be the most
Jnoer-appreciated producing
clown in America today. Putting
his crealive mind and sense of
hamor o work a5 an invenlor,
stager and direclor, he dreamed
up and brought into reality sev-
eral pieces for the 2008 tour that
SR chamming, innowvative,
funny and amazing.

For his part, Jesse Dryden.
the creative director, who was
serving for the thind year as writer
and director, came up with &
numiper of amuaing ways of set-
brg and siiking props that not
only supported the theme, but
also added 1o the charm and
humeor of the performance.  He
was aided and abeited by chong-
ographer Matthew Williams.

Wundare, a kind of Willy
Wonka master of ceremonies,
enfers on a large tricycle, one
of his mad, amusing concoc-
fiongs. I I& equipped with all
zoris of bells and whisllas, liter-
ally, plus a ot of other clever
paraphernalia, turning the con-
veyance Into @ mad scientist's
rollimg laboratory.  Oul of s
varnaus compartments YWunderle
exiracis one delight after anothar: a scap bubbie making da-
wica that produced a square bubble filled with smoke, a levitat-
ing ping pong ball, and finally a tower of bubbles that utterly
mesmerized a young membear of the audianca. In his anchani-
ment we were all enchanted. And through it all Wunderle
(whose family name could not be more apt In this instance)
exhibits the sly amusement of a Gene Wilder.

In another appearance Wunderle s a fun-house mirror
inside oul. Peering into a fresnel lens we see, nol ourselves
distorted, but ralther our anlic hosl. It was ong of those special
moments when the fun seems to race around the ring in a wave
of laughter. Mo arificial inducemaeant nesaded hera.

Dryden’s plot is launched immediately foliowing the hyper-
aclive opening charivari. Book Kennison, playving an over zeak
cus member of the audience, is taken inta the ring in an atternpt
to curt his enthusiasm and learn a lesson in selfrestraint. He is
asked o jugghe, but he tums out to be a complete flop at this,
causing him o be carled off far further scianlific axparimentation

One of the great problems for circuses who attempt 1o
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the objecl of which seems 1o be to transform him, via & variety of
eleciric shocks and ather highly suspact treatments, into a first
class juggier.

Smirkus fans who hawva baen walching these shows over
the past few years will know that Kennison s already a unigue
juggler, and 50 we can anlicipate with some relish seaing him,
finally, after all these years of sublimating his jugaling to clown-
ing, juggling once again.  And we are not disappeinted. Com-
posed of lithle more than skin and bones, he contards his bady
inte welrd shapes all the while
manipulating fhrea balls.

Meanwhile, a female clown
has fallen hopelessly in love with
Eric Allen, one of the male
clowns, who plays the par of an
obliviously preoccupied scienfist,
focused on nothirg bul his ex-
periments. So gone i3 she over
him that when he picks his nosa,
she swoons in rapturous delight
By the show's end he lums inlo
something of 8 monsier and in a
display of versalility works a
sirap act that has a wvery nice
finish trck. Before hand, how-
ever, 8 clever comic bit finds the
j audience sprayad wilh magical
perfume, producing another of
thase wondearful rippling waves of
laughter.

It should be noted hare that
both Kennison and Allen ended
the season with contracis from
Ringling Bros. and Bamum &
Bailey.

Orher  directarial — gambits
included costuming the ring crew
at one point in haz-mat suits and
lafer two unicylisls as laboratory
mice. This was one of the more
impressiva acts in the show,
which, after all, is really about the voung performers. Taylor
Wright-Sanson and Cwen Winship rode their cycles up a seesaw
and then jumped, while slll sealed, over wo bodes and Tinally
up to a beard approximately thirty inches off the floar,

Later a tric of couples performed an adagio routine as if they
had become magnetized,

| have always loved the human counteraaight zystem used
by Smirkus. Since there is no room to pull the ropes that raise
and lower aerial artgls horizontally, they do it vertically by climb-
ing or sliding down the tent masts. It is quite fagcinating to waich.
Cither ouisfanding acts included & trio of ball bouncers with
Wundere in the cenber. It was beautifully choreographed and
executed in all respeclts. Book Kennison and Arne Bystrom
flanked Wunderle and eventually the number grew into a
spectacular ensemble piece that was wonderfully exciting
visually with s0 many colored balls in the air rising and falling in
rhythm, The same number also featured Tersit Asefa Dersu who
conlrolled sevan balls in her bouncing routing.
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Other standowl acts featured four young men on teeterboards,
used in the Korean siyle as it is in Cirque du Soleil’'s Corfeo and a
deuble frap act. The teeterboard act deplovs two men, one on each
end of the board, who take turng shooling their parner aloft and
nto a variety of spins and saftos only o retum 1o their end of the
poard and thus sending the other inlo the air.

The double frap is perfiormed by Kia Eastman and Lindsay
Culbet-Olds. These wo young women prasent a very advanced
saries of catches and releases, saved only by locking their calves.
Both also hang by their heels and toes, making for a very exciting
and impressive act

The most remarkable act of the show was a young couple,
Leidy Tatana Zainiga Vidal and Francisco Javier Hartado, quest
arlists from Columbia's national circus school, The young lady
beging by balancing hersell in an uprighl position cn her partners

head, He then balances a huge steal circular frame on his head
insida of which she parforms various contertions and finally a spin
Given the yvouth of the performers it is an astoundingly accome-
plizhed performance. It is very effeclively backed by terrific music
the work of Tristan Moore, whase original score runs through the
enlire parformance, performed live by the composer and percus-
sianist Mike Dohson

Moaore's music helped the enfire performance immeasurably
Here is a talent whose servicas circuses should be fighting over.

Much of the rest of the show is camed along, if not by ad-
vanced skill, by irepressible enthusiasm. Fram the opening char-
var, through the various trapeze work, club passing routine, hand
balancing, contartion, Chinese pole, and hula hoop, right up to the
exuberant finake, the young perlormers continually amaze us with
their boundless passion. EA
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