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Cirque du Soleil teaches BFAs about hanging by a thread
Two techs from the world-class Canadian circus group hosted a three-day rigging workshop with the technical BFA students
Paul Blinov

Arts & Entertainment Editor

Cirque Du Soleil is world-renowned for
its jaw-dropping spectacles and seemingly magical feats of acrobatics. But
for every wizard-like effect in a Cirque
show, there’s a towering amount
of technical set-up and behind-thescenes rigging—something that the
U of A’s third- and fourth-year technical BFA students got a taste of over the
weekend when two members of the
Cirque’s technical crew came in for a
three-day workshop.
“We started this two years ago,
when we discovered that [Cirque]
were actually interested in coming out
and having workshops with students,”
said Jon Price, who coordinated the
workshop. “And of course, it’s a great
recruiting thing for them, and a good
recruiting thing for us as well, [being]
associated with the Cirque du Soleil.
Just having them come out, spending
this much time and having this much
energy with the students, is just great.”
The workshop, which balanced
technical theory and hands-on application, was taught by a pair of veteran
Cirque riggers. They provided each
student with a sizeable package of
technical information, and then, after
going over the theory, guided them in
planning out and setting up a trapeze.
According to one of the pair, Stefan
Mayrand—who has been professionally
rigging with Cirque and other groups
since 1985 and who also taught the
previous U of A workshop two years
ago—having just a few days in which to
instruct the students meant that the focus
was in laying down the foundations for

Sam Brooks

HANGING BY A MOMENT HERE WITH CIRQUE The third- and fourth-year technical BFA class spent part of the workshop setting up a Cirque-level trapeze.

future knowledge and application.
“There’s no way I can make riggers
out of them in three days,” he explained.
“My goal here is that they know where
to look if they want to design something
or rig something. If they’re questioning a
rig, they have enough data to figure out
if it’s wrong or strong enough. So I’m
teaching them where to learn and how
to learn rigging.”
Sam MacLeod, a fourth-year
BFA student who took part in the

workshop, noted the importance of
learning from and building a connection with Cirque du Soleil.
“Half of us, eventually, would love
to get a job work with Cirque,” he
said. “So it’s a good opportunity to
learn what they know—they’re on the
cutting edge of technology and procedures when it comes to rigging.”
Outside of travel expenses, Cirque
du Soleil didn’t charge any money for
the workshops. According to Price,

Half Life makes memories out of nothing
Though the plot and action are minimal, the play still offers a powerful
exploration of Alzheimer’s disease and the people most affected by it
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Can you have a theatre production
where nothing happens? Toronto’s
Necessary Angel Theatre Company
thinks so, and is willing to test their
theory with Half Life, the latest touring
production at the Citadel.
The play has, most noticeably, minimal plot, and all but one scene takes
place in the sequestered walls of a
nursing home—the notable exception
being a business trip where Donald
(Richard Clarkin), a mathematician,
interviews a computerized voice that
may or may not be a human being.
It’s more intense than it sounds, but
everything else in the production is
a very self-contained, self-aware stylized dance through story, memory,
and love. This isn’t a show where
things happen; this is a show where
things have already happened, and
the audience is invited to watch the

collision of the various fallouts in a
slow, dramatic fashion.
Half Life tells the story of
Clara (Dora-nominated Carolyn
Hetherington) and Patrick (Eric
Peterson of Corner Gas fame) who
meet in the winters of their lives and
fall in love. Or maybe they reunite;
it’s never quite clear, as Clara has
Alzheimer’s and can’t recall if she met
Patrick during World War II. Patrick
is described as a pathological liar and
could just be stringing her along.
Playwright John Mighton purposefully includes this ambiguity, toeing
the line between possibility and
memory in an attempt to force the
audience to make up their own mind
about the lovers’ past. In the end,
though, it doesn’t matter, as the bond
of love between Clara and Patrick
transcends the limitations of time and
space, playing out in dramatic fashion
in the final scene.
Much of the production’s subtlety
falls in this category: the stylized
nature of the rhythmic scene changes
and message-heavy dialogue requires
a large suspension of disbelief. There’s
one scene wherein Clara’s son Donald
interjects his conversation with “I
don’t think humans would survive if
they could remember everything,”
and it’s almost possible to hear the
“clunk” when that line drops onstage.
A surprising amount of the play’s

dialogue is this precocious, bringing
to mind a world where large concepts
of memory and romance are preciously phrased and framed in every
conversation.
Equally surprising, though, is how
this distinction is never as out-of-place
as it could be; though noticeable, the
stylized nature of the production lets
the script get away with the overt
thematic musings of the characters. Several powerful performances
also help carry the themes, with
Hetherington standing out, pulling on
all the right heartstrings.
There’s a few moments where Half
Life picks up its careful pace, like the
parallel budding romance between
Donald and Patrick’s daughter Anna
(Laura De Carteret) or the ramblings
of nursing home grouch Agnes
(Barbara Gordon). But all these fall
away by the time the story languidly
inches its way to a conclusion, one
that really concludes very little. Clara
and Patrick have crafted a relationship
that ultimately can’t be contained by
the story, only set off by it in a tearjerking manner.
And so, they, like many of the plot
lines, end with no end, just as they
began with no beginning. Very little
actually happens in Half Life, where
the actors, the characters, and the
audience are all content to sit back and
watch the slow, beautiful decay.

they can recruit a couple fresh faces
afterwards.
“We play for their flights and their
hotels, and they don’t charge anything for the workshops,” he said.
“Again, it’s sort of a win-win thing
for both of us: they get some students
out of it, hopefully, and we get the
training.”
Such outside expertise is what Price
wants to continue to bring to the
University’s renowned technical BFA

program. Taking only six applicants
per year, he’s trying to create fieldleaders capable of producing Cirque
du Soleil levels of theatrics, and maybe
a bit more.
“We think of [our graduates] as a
high-end technicians,” he explained.
“They’re trained in technical direction and production management [...] .
They aren’t going to be the stage hands;
they’re going to be the guys who run a
crew of stage hands.”

