'Barnum' appeals with colorful show
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P.T. Barnum is alive and well.

Umm, that’s sort of humbug, or rather a hoax. As you well know, Barnum, one of the original masterminds behind what became the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus, died in the late 1800s, but his spirit lives on in the colorful musical extravaganza of “Barnum,” which opens the Asolo Repertory Theatre’s 50th season.

At times, sitting and watching the show was like watching the circus for the first time. You sit there, jaw-dropped in awe as actors perform tricks you wouldn’t normally see in a typical Asolo production: a man walking in the air on a tight rope, a woman twirling on a trapeze, another actor riding a giant unicycle, giant balloons tossed over the audiences’ heads (without hitting anyone). All of the stunts added a certain flare, and the cast pulled each one off brilliantly — thanks to special training from Pedro Reis of Circus Sarasota.

· If you go: Barnum
Aside from the tricks, the musical itself was also a delight, from the acting to the energetic, toe-tapping show numbers from the cast.

Directed by Gordon Greenberg with very clever choreography by Joshua Rhodes, the Cy Coleman musical tells the story of how P.T. Barnum (Brad Oscar) made a name for himself, and others, by being the king of the perfect marketing hoaxes — what was commonly referred to at the time as humbugs. In the show, we see him turn Joice Heth, which he “claims” is 160, into a popular attraction by calling her “George Washington’s nurse” and he also signs up the smallest man in the world, Tom Thumb, to be a part of his traveling show and turns him into an icon.

But as Barnum’s dreams keep getting bigger, he constantly bumps heads with his wife, Chairy (Misty Cotton), who wants him to be more sensible. Though they lovingly bicker, Chairy supports him by helping him achieve his inventive dreams, after she gives in, of course. Through the show, we learn that Barnum also tries his hand at creating a housing development that fails and successfully runs for mayor with his eyes on a senate seat.

As far as performances go, Oscar and Cotton’s are the cream of the crop. Oscar makes you believe he really is Barnum, bringing a youthful enthusiasm to the role that becomes genuinely endearing by the time the curtain falls. The graceful Cotton takes command of the stage as his no-nonsense, spirited wife performs with a vocal prowess like no other. Other key actors include Debra Walton as Heth, who was a bit too over-the-top with her character, but in a circus show, such animated characters are expected; Renee Brna as Jenny Lind, “The Swedish Nightingale,” who has a funny scene with Barnum as he tries to teach her English; and the chipper Nathaniel Braga as Tom Thumb, whose performance seemed solid overall as a one-dimensional character but was made more appealing by the “special effects” of making the world bigger so that he could seem smaller.

Other special effects included a strobe light during one of the numbers where Barnum helps build the American Museum. The wonderful scene, complete with animated faces from the cast, created a great picture that resembled watching an old black-and-white silent film.

The set, designed by Michael Schweikardt, has an old-time circus feel to it, with the band somewhat hidden behind all the fanfare. The musicians nearly blend in with the set.

One thing I didn’t like, which is possibly due to the script, was the first two scenes where Barnum and Chairy duke it out, so to speak, over a disagreement. Before they do, an announcer announces the on-coming squabble with a male and female actor pantomiming a boxing match. The whole thing seemed cheesy and unnecessary. I was glad that stopped after those two scenes.

Except for that, there are so many great things to love about this circus musical, which will leave you with warmth in your heart and skip in your step. “Barnum” is definitely a show you can’t miss, and that’s no humbug.
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