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A BACKSTAGE LOOK AT THE MAKING OF THE
MiILLION-DOLLAR MAGIC SHOW FOR THE NEW
CARNIVAL MAGIC CRUISE SHIP — A STORY OF

Power, MONEY, SEX, AND DANGER
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The next logical step was to ask Kevin Jeffrey and Gos Carnilo of
Kevin & (3 o co-produce the show with Carnival,
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Kevin, no fool, tried o explain that rh:s
was -_,llh me or place to try to ceinvent the
art form. Others had tned to diminate boxes,
develop a storyline, and combineg =i|'-gi:'-; :m*.'
dancing, but had not succeeded in producng a
great magic show, He thooght about abandon-

g preserve his artstc integrity,
Afrer abourt a millisecond, however, he agreed
to The Great Compromise,

It would be a hybrid show. It would also
e the largest show ever staged on a Car-
:-'v1' hip. Jason Byrne would be the star,

ut there’d be strong thematic elements and
lots of [ dancing, singing, and produoction
value. Itwould be a joint venture, Kevin’s
team and the Carnival team would work in
creative harmony.

Omne nitial disappein tment was that Car-
nival didn’t want Jason to do his dove act in
the show. Because the show could conceiy-
ably run for five to ten years, they wanted to
know they could replace him if he decided to
leave after bwo years. Hey, if you had to put
shows on 26 ships you might say the same
thing. But I doubt it.

Taking the doves out of a dove act is like
taking the chocolate out of a Hershey bar.

Buta :'-1|||--_|| bucks goes a long way. A
couple of hundred thousand dollars was
spent on ;IIH.-.*nt, and the rest on elaborate
gets, costumes, pyrotechnics,
music, choreography, rehearsals, e
ther mo nth, the creative team
met in Miami and went over the thirty-page
script that Kevin provided. They named
the show Destination Unknoum — a little
cringe-worthy by some standards and per-
haps a lictle prophetic, but better than an
gatlier title consideration: Poof, Which
reminds me of Herbert Beecbohm Tree’ line,
* A committee should consist of three men,
rwo of whom are absent.”

As the deadline approached, rehearsals
were held in Las Vegas and Miamu for the
cast of fifteen dancers and singers.

Hlusion bulder Bill Smith sent cut a forty-
toot container of props and met up with it in
Iral ¥ for a quick installation. Three other ¢o
tainers filled with tons of
and pyro equipment were also
[taly, where the
So far, 50 good.
[ason Byrne is well known to the magic
community. He iz a two-time winner of the
Magic Castle’s Stage Magician of the Year
Award, and the Siegfried & Roy Golden
Lion's Head Award. He has performed at
the Lido in Paris, the Wintergarten in Berlin,

the Shinagawa Prince Hotel in .1pr.. For
the past eight years, he has been performing
a stunning nine-minute dove and manip
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tion act in Vi The Ultimate Variety ":-l"l'.-'u
at Planet ':':.'-.*1.'.':.:: in Las 1'”31-1-""- Tento
twelve shows a week. Steady work. "nr'u:;.'
steady. Very, very steady.
Evenam ﬂlgl-.il"1 dream job can
boring and S yphean after thonsands of repeti-
tions. [Sieyphus? The guy who had the awfully
tedious task of rolling 2
a mountain for all eternity. Sisyphus cheated
Dleath, Leus got annoyed; same old story,)
Jason was ready for 2 ’h:ﬁ.ge [t was
about two years from l|'| : Jason and
Kevin fiest talked about the Carnival Ma Igic
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Project until the day the show opened. In the
very enr'a stages of the project, Jason was
it — the charismatic star of a million-dollar
show. And then he was omt — *What if we
need to replace him? Can't we just use a
dancer?® The Carmival bigwigs came to Vegas
anad saw [a-a*l* destroy the audience at Planet
Hollywood with a killer strong show. When
they looked out the window of their room at
Mandalay Bay, they were facing a billboard
with a fourteen-foot picture of I:s“"* "r*
on it. Jasan was literally the poster bay for
the ¥V show. The execs at Carnival dec |*I:'-r he
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was worth the extra expense. He was back
in, but he would not be doing the act that
he had honed for the past twen lv years. He
knew that would require going beyond his
comfort zone, but he was confi J-:ul in Kevin
and Caruso as producers.

Kevin brought in a strong team. Mist-
inguett was hired as choreographer/director.
Bill Smith of Magic Ventures was given the
contract for the illusions. Bill then brought
in Stare to do the scenic design of the props.
A very competent and experienced group of
Carnival staff and conteactors was already
in place for costumes, p'fr-_-lu-."::ni:z, laser
system, sets and scenery, and lighting design.
Pracuically every n‘_.arke.lr.g, and entertain-
ment director right up to the CEO of Car-
nival corporate, Gerry Cahill, seemed to be
involved. A lot of chefs in the kitchen.

Excitement and anxiety mounted for Jason

as the weeks and months rolled by, Drawings
of props, costume designs, set designs, and
custom music were all being prepared for a
show on a three-quarter-billion-dollar ship
that was not yet finished. By the time the cast
and crew would board the ship pin [taly, there
would be less than two weeks before the first
show, [t would take fourteen technicians to
install the show and eight to keep it running.

All of the material in the show was new ior
Jason, 50 he set himself to the task of 1"|.:'n'Jir g
to as many details a¢ he could. He built dozens
of custom gimmicks and rebuilt dozens ¢ of
small pieces of magic as well. Jason felt 1t was
important to have some sleight of hand in the
show, and he found a spot to add 2 mani “||I1~
tion sequence with roses. Many hundre ds of
hours later, Jason had an original, sophisti-
cated, and rhm, rose manipulation routine
that had silks, torches, and roses appearing
and amimating in highly complex ways. Mag-
nets, reels, thrends. and custom-crafted metal
holdouts were lined in Jason®s jacket, shirt,
and pants, What could l‘ﬁ""‘ll‘- Y g0 Wrong?

Carnival wanted the music .'*r the show
to have a “familiar feel” to it. Kevin pre-
ferred to avoid using instantly recognizable
songs. From his point of view, familiar music
s inescapably “dated.” The music doesn’t
have to be recognizable, it just has to pro-
vide the appropriate feel for the illusion. In
the end, Kevin and Carnival found middle
ground — sort of, Carnival’s music director
Nick Thorpe combined familiar and more
novel pieces of music into something fresh.
But the odd blend of contemporary music
and the *80s throwbacks was eenily reminis-
cent of Dick Foster’s Speilbound.

A few days later,

1 as Jason started
his descent over the

balcony.

The rigger

was called back from
Florida. More blame.

Mistin guett 1z 3 well-known choreogra-
pher and director who worked 25 years in
those capacities for Greg Thompeon Pro-
ductions. She has directed more production
shows than anyone and has an endless supply
of creative ideas. She approaches the stage as
1 blank canvas, and works with the unique
talents and looks of the individual dancers,
“Magic shows are not choreographed the
ame ww as other tl::cl';c[--:ﬂ numbers. You
work from the r*.-.k out,” “It’s not
simply a string of eight counts.”

Because of the p} tysical requirements o
magic, it takes many repetitions in rehearsal
Unfortunately,
r"'w'.-' WEre requir red to n:]u--:';l'.-' establish pre-
cise light, sound, and pyrotechnic cues for the

“permanent” autom ated timecode. It was an
arduous and tiring process for all involved.
Mistinguett ended up with an excepticnal
product. But like sausages and laws, it’s
sometimes best not [o see how they're made.
The dancers were rehearsing for three differ-
ent shows and reached points of exhaustion
that do not always allow for civilities,

The Great Compromise F""..H.TILI..'IQJ its own
challenges. Before rehearsals began, Kevin
was opposed 1o Carnival’s idea o [ 1aving
live singers |"F"' I |r the show. It w-*nld be
a distraction. But as he gained appreciation
for the talents of the Carnival production
staff and cast, he -=r’|r"'-;:| to believe that it
would be “fine.™ He was, prior to the show,
“nentral to the idea.” He thought of it as *a
sprinkle that would not hurt the show™ and

¢ “might even consider using it in future
shows.” Once the show opened, though,
Kevin's position re.:fftr':‘-d to his « *rigin‘l
thinking: the structure of a powerful mag
show should not have the distractions ;"_
other leading characters. A thorough discus-
sion of the theoretical underpinnings of a
magic show and its re Iarlr'whl'1 to theater
s explicated by T—en'unp "*-I |ms was prob-
ably not a consideration. The singing now
remains in the show, but |r there is indeed
a serious flaw in the production, it 15 in the
structure and focus of the magic itselt, With-
out proper structure and focus, magic risks
being reduced to a special efiect.

When [ asked Kevin what part of the show
he was most worried about, he answered sim-
ply, “The finale.”

"""--1 mear,”

she says.
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