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MAGIC: John Bulleid can lend his
skills as a fully fledged magician to
the role of Puck
Photos: SARAH LUCY BROWN

o Over hil, over dale
for Midsummer’s
% forest magic

Summer in Rendlesham Forest means Red Rose Chain. This year, the
Ipswich-based theatre company is performing A Midsummer Night's
Dream, promising a truly magical evening. LYNNE MORTIMER talks to

actor and magician John Bulleid

OHN Bulleid changes back from Puck’s
illuminated pink, floral costume into T
shirt and jeans and produces a pack of
cards from his pocket.

That doesn’t usually happen when
you interview an actor. But apart from having
the magic ability to carry off a bright pink
costume, John is also a genuine magician. He
is a member of the Magic Circle, the most
exclusive club of prestidigitators, illusionists
and conjurers in the world.

He takes out the deck of cards and shows me
the cardboard packet, which appears to
contain a fiver and a debit card.

“Iuse it as a wallet.” He explains that as he
always carries a pack of cards he decided he
might as well make it all-purpose.

An accomplished magician and an
acclaimed young actor, he is also —and I
daresay this will embarrass him but I'm too
old to care — very good looking.

In time-honoured tradition he speaks the
ancient language of the magicians: “Pick a
card,” he says.

I do. It is the four of hearts but I don’t let on.

“Put it back anywhere in the pack and
shuffle it if you like.” I do as I am bid and
make a rather ham-fisted attempt at
shuffling. “You're good,” he says. Did I
mention he is also an incorrigible charmer?

He riffles through the pack and
turns up the top card? “Is it this
one?” he asks, showing me the
queen of spades.

“No.”

He invites me to tuck the card
under my right hand and then
shows me the four of hearts.

Pretty impressive but not
half as impressive as the fact
that, miraculously, when I
pass back the card that has
been resting under my hand
it too is the four of hearts.
Genius.

The art, he says, is down to
20 years practice and a quick
calculation determines that
he must have started at the |+
age of seven. '
We meet at Red Rose Chain’s r\

new headquarters at
Gippeswyck Hall, in Ipswich. It
is, apparently, the town’s most
haunted dwelling and a benign
spectre they have named Edith
roams the top corridor.

It is an historic house with
the sort of fireplace big enough
to accommodate small boys
with sweeps’ brushes. Not in
2010, of course.

Red Rose Chain have made
themselves at home here.
There is a chill-out room with

sofas, a props room, a modern extension that
serves as rehearsal space and, on the first
floor, the offices.

It also has a good-sized garden at the back
which means the cast of A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, this year’s Theatre in the Forest have
been able to rehearse alfresco and it is out
there that John is captured on camera,
recreating a part of his performance.

Puck is one of the immortals in
Shakespeare’s comedy. The story revolves
around two young women and two young men
and their tangled romances. They end up
scampering around the forest at night and
this brings them to the attention of Oberon,
king of the fairies, who despatches his loyal
sidekick Puck to sort out their relationship
troubles with a magic potion.

But Oberon also has marital difficulties
with his Queen, Titania, and when he spots a
group of local tradesmen rehearsing their
play, Oberon turns one of them, boastful
Bottom, into an ass and makes Titania fall in
love with him.

Puck is a mischievous sprite and the role is
the most fantastical of all. John will be using
his own magic skills to add to the play’s sense
of wonderment.

Now 27, he graduated from the Webber
Douglas Academy of Dramatic Art in 2005 and
has been in demand as a professional actor
ever since. He lives in his home town of
Watford with mum and dad which, he says,
makes sense when you travel around the
country as much as he does.

His first job out of drama school was in
Essen, in Germany, in the Sam Shepard
play True West. It was performed in

English and for good reason — it was on
the schools’ English exam syllabus for

18 year-olds. After the show, the

students would ask the cast questions

and John says he was invariably asked
if it was real whiskey he was knocking
back on stage.
He would explain that he was
imbibing the classic actors’ whiskey
recipe of watered down cola. Had it been
the real thing he would have been
unable to remember his lines, he would
tell the young people.
1 At the end of the run, John took on the
role of production manager for
performances of the play in England, at
the Cockpit in Edgeware Road.

This brought him to the attention of
Bill Kenwright Ltd and, specifically,
producer David Bingham.

“David Bingham auditioned me for
Agatha Christie’s The Hollow but it was
thought I was too young.

He was cast instead in Festen, a stage

play adapted from a Danish film.
“I was understudying four roles but
didn’t get to play any of them! My
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the Ali Bongo tribute night. For those who
haven’t heard of Ali Bongo (1929- March 2009)
he was a legendary magician who worked as a
magic consultant to top acts such as David
Nixon and Paul Daniels and was also the
inspiration behind David Renwick’s creation
Jonathan Creek.

Within its hallowed walls — next door to
Euston Station — John gets the chance to talk
to some of the most experienced and creative
magicians in the world which is
inspirational, he says.

Is a bit of close magic a handy chat-up
technique, | wonder? John admits it might be
but he has a girlfriend so he’s not testing the
theory.

“I have been able to apply the knowledge |
have to a number of different things. In A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, fire appears.”

“Puck is a very magical being and when he
speaks | give the impression I’'m casting a
spell.”

John is loving the experience of working
with Red Rose Chain. “It’s really
collaborative and the company is fantastic.”

He says other members of the brilliant cast
bring their own skills, such as musicianship,
to the show.

“Everyone chips in; it works so well.”

A quick look at John’s own website reveals
he flagged up that this interview will be in
the paper today a week ago.

And that, as they say, is magic!

M Red Rose Chain is performing A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, by William
Shakespeare, in Rendlesham Forest until
August 29. Tickets can be booked online at
www.redrosechain.com and also via Ipswich
Borough Council.
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