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Staff Writer

It doesn’t take long to know you are in
the company of the very best in the world.

You can feel it in the first few chords of
the overture at the Metropolitan Opera. Or
the moment when the elephants enter the
ring of the Barnum and Bailey Circus.

It takes Ronnie Burkett about that long
to make you a part of his special world. It
was Ronnie and his “Theatre of
Marionettes” who created the art form of
puppetry as serious theatre and there is no
one who does it better.

Just check the reviews from Melbourne,
New York or Vienna.

In this world premiere of his latest work,
Provenance, Burkett immediately
establishes his singular relationship with
his audience. “Follow my voice,” he invites
and then takes us on an incredible journey
that probes the meaning of love, beauty
and obsession.

Vulnerable and raw

Burkett, the actor, inhabits all his
characters with an uncanny skill. His
ability to completely change with each new
creation is transmitted by his voice and
down the strings to his tiny, exquisite
puppets. At times, Burkett is so vulnerable
and raw up there that you wonder how he
can carry it off every night.

Ever since the days when he was doing
what he called his “bag show” at the street
performers festival, he has had the ability
to fluidly change from character to
character, but he has never shown such
seamlessness as he does in Provenance. In
a process he calls “transfers,” he
continues to speak in the voice of the
puppets as he hangs them up or moves to
the next scene. Sometimes he just leaves
the puppets and speaks directly to the
audience in their voices.

The technique works and you are with
him all the way.

He is visible at all times but never
intrusive.

The puppet master’s amazing
marionettes just keep coming (although he
employs fewer puppets in this production
than he has for years) and he uses every
technique you can think of, and several
that you've never seen before. There are
stringed marionettes, articulated dolls that
come to amazing life as he simply moves
their arms, heads and bodies by hand.
Puppets attach to his head or lie on the
table in front of him. Puppets skate on
frozen ponds, and a remarkable monkey
roller skates - and sings.

Occasionally the audience bursts into
spontaneous applause.

There are moments of marionette magic
that are breathtaking.

Now all this would be smoke and
mirrors - a stunning display of the mastery
of a rather exotic art if Burkett wasn’t
telling such an absorbing story. I can't
begin to outline its richness here but it
concerns a dumpy, rather plain but feisty
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beauty and finds it in a most unlikely
place: a Viennese brothel. .

The show is also often funny. In his
continuing development, Burkett has
traded in his broad, bawdy humour for a
genuine, character-driven wit.

Burkett’s set is something of a wonder,
too. The stage-filling cabinet wherein the
puppets wait his expressive touch looks
like delicately inlaid wood. He painted the
striking Klimt-like work that is the
centrepiece of the stage and becomes a
source of obsession for all his characters.
The lighting is expressively pinpoint-
accurate, and Cathy Nosaty has written
some quite lovely songs for the production
- particularly a melancholy Parisian
cabaret song.

Couild be shorter

That said, Burkett holds his audience
for the entire two hours and 15 minutes,
but there are a few scenes that he could
jettison that would strengthen the
narrative. I suspect Provenance is still a
work in progress and it will tighten up a
bit, especially the second act where it
tends to go on caught up in a series of
molnologues written in a romantic poetic
style.

The show would be better about 15
minutes shorter.

A small cavil, that one. Go see
Provenance. The art of theatre doesn’t get
much better than this.

The world premiere of Provenance, a
production of Ronnie Burkett’s Theatre of
Marionettes, is presented by Theatre
Network at the Roxy Theatre through
Nov. 23.
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Like plump prairie housewife
Mrs. Edna Rural in Street Of
Blood, pear-shaped Pity is ours,
from her retro-chic bangs to her
Blundstones, the outsider inured
to exclusion, the one who yearns
forbeauty and has never been de-

" sired herself. To see Pity turn on

her heel, slump her shoulders,

. fling herself apologetically into

a chair, write invisible quotation

~ marksin the air, istoknow you’re
" in the presence of a master pup-

-

i

* peteer. Later she will skate, and
* it’s so magical you'll gasp.

But that’s true of all of them. Le-

" da, the brothel madam, takes us
~ from old age, with its essence of
, iself-knowledge (“the first strokes

are the soul of art, the rest is ve-
neer”), back to her wild young
days as chanteuse/ show girl in
Paris, beauty on display for men
who will sell their souls — quite
literally, as rollerskating monkey
Plato demonstrates — for it.

To Pity’s thundering denuncia-
tion of the hypocrisies of art crit-
icism, Burkett counterposes Le-
da’s survey of 20th-century art
movements as adjustments in the
erotic sightlines, and it’s as intel-
lectually playful as anything by
Stoppard. Leda has spent her life
deflecting real connections from
the beautiful surfaces of her
many selves, berated all the while
by her conscience, an amusingly
exasperated sacred cow called
Auntie Sari (present as a “head
rig” strapped to Burkett’s own
head byaband).

The men of the play — the old
American Jew  Herschel
Flechtheim, drawn back to Vi-
enna after 63 years of unrequit-
ed love, and Dooley, Leda’s
debonair trophy husband —
know something about the price
of pursuing beauty. So does the
boy of the painting, beautiful and
tragic because of that fact: “Beau-
ty washed me with salt in every
wound.”

Burkett and his marionettes
share flesh, expression and
thought as never before. Hishand
might stand in for theirs, to wipe
off spectacles, represent a terri-
fying assault on innocence, or
something more ambiguously
cosmic, reassuringly resting on
a head, moving a stationary fig-
ure into place. When the puppets
leave the room to disappear into
thelovely cabinetry of the set,
their voices linger, in his.

The characters move fluidly
from one form to another, mari-
onette to hand puppet to head rig,
as Provenance explores the dark
destructive dimensions of our at-
traction to beauty and its licence
to objectify. About art tself, Prove-
nance seems more ambivalent.Is
it a mirror for our own aspira-
tions? If so, Provenance suspects
it’s distorted, and maybe even
saps our own emotional rapport
with our fellow man.

Disturbing thoughts for an artist
whose own tireless quest for
beautyin creation has galvanized
aunique marionette theatre. But
then, that’s part of the excite-
ment. With Burkett you always
have the sense of a prodigious tal-
ent fretting about, worrying, test-
ing the nature of that gift. He nev-
er takes it for granted, and that
is beautiful.
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