
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. 

“I use 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 
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.

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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magic: John Bulleid can lend his 
skills as a fully fledged magician  to 

the role of Puck
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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, I 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 I 
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 I 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!
 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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MAT Horne is best 
known for his leading 
roles in TV hits such 
as Gavin And Stacey 
and Teachers, and his 
on-screen partnership 
with pal James 
Corden.

He played Jon 
Moss in the one-off 
drama about Boy 
George, Worried 
About The Boy, which 
is available to buy on 
DVD.

DID YOU EVER IMAGINE YOU’D BE IN A FILM 
ABOUT THE LIFE OF BOY GEORGE?
I don’t know. It’s funny. I get lots of those moments 
in anything I do. I mean, working with Kylie 
Minogue! 

When I was a little boy watching her in 
Neighbours I never thought we’d be working 
together. That’s the odd thing about the job that I 
do. You can never know. You could never predict 
how unquantifiably amazing it would be. I mean - 
Boy George. He’s such an icon. He’s such a part of 
our lives. Meeting him was so odd and a real 
honour.

BOY GEORGE HAS HAD QUITE A LOT OF BAD 
PRESS. WHAT’S YOUR TAKE ON THE REALITY 
OF THE SITUATION?
I actually only met him after we’d finished doing the 
show. He’s a photographer as well and he did 
some charity event I was at. 

I’ve never met anybody I felt has been so 
misrepresented in terms of what I had read about 
him. He was a quiet, gentle, humble, gracious, 
polite, sweet, bright, talented man who has to my 
mind been painted as a monster.

HAVE YOU PLAYED REAL LIFE PEOPLE 
BEFORE?
No I haven’t and that was one of the reasons I 
wanted to do it so much, especially as the person 
I’d be playing was still alive. I think that’s a really 
interesting thing to do. It was a great experience.

SO WAS IT A CONSCIOUS DECISION TO DO 
STRAIGHT DRAMA?
It’s just as things come along. There were several 
reasons to do the project and I suppose the medium 
or genre or the amount of jokes in a given piece 
doesn’t really cross my mind. There were several 
reasons to do it - the script, the director, playing 
somebody who’s still existing, loads of reasons to 
do it, so not being funny wasn’t a part of it.

WERE YOU OFFERED A LOT OF SIMILAR 
ROLES AFTER GAVIN AND STACEY?
The nature of the business is that you do get 
typecast. And that’s just the way it is. People go, 
‘He can do that so that’s what he does’, and I 
guess it’s nice when people look past that and give 
me a go at something else.

WILL THERE BE ANY MORE GAVIN AND 
STACEY?
I don’t think so. I certainly haven’t heard anything. 
It certainly won’t be this year or next year. I don’t 
think there will be any more.

IS THERE ANY TRUTH IN THE RUMOUR THAT 
YOU AND JAMES CORDEN HAVE FALLEN 
OUT?
I don’t know what that’s about or where it came 
from. I guess it’s because we were seen together a 
lot and then we’ve gone on different projects and 
we don’t get to see as much of each other, but 
we’re still very fond of each other.

WHAT WAS YOUR TAKE ON JAMES AND THE 
PATRICK STEWART INCIDENT?
I didn’t really speak to him about that so I don’t 
know what his take was but it was pretty 
unpleasant for everybody watching. He dealt with 
it very well. The only thing I felt about it was that if 
Patrick genuinely was upset by James and 
suggesting he looked bored, and knowing James 
I’m certain that wouldn’t be the case, if he was 
genuinely upset, than perhaps he should have had 
a word at the party afterwards and not make a 
public display of it. 

friend Lawrence, who was in the play, nearly 
went to a wedding and gave me a shot.”

Nearly but not quite.
Then came Breakfast with Jonny Wilkinson 

at Menier Chocolate  Factory in London. “I 
played Jake who believes he has a psychic 
link with rugby player Jonny Wilkinson and 
he has to replicate his kicks in the garden.”

“I was with the show in Edinburgh (2006) 
and the cast were all well-known except for 
me,” he says ruefully but with a giveaway 
smile. His fellow actors included Norman 
Pace, of comedy duo Hale and Pace, Beth 
Cordingly, (The Bill)  Abi Tucker (Heartbreak 
High) and Michael Beckley (Home and Away). 

Then came The Hollow, for which he was 
now old enough. “They realised I would be 
able to do it.”

“The day I finished in Edinburgh I had to 
be at the Theatre Royal, Windsor to start 
rehearsals. 

The three-and-a-half month tour starred 
Kate O’Mara. “She is a true professional; she 
can turn it on and off in and instant,” says 
John with respect.

2007 also saw a change of agent and new 
challenges with a pilot for a comedy show, 
short films and work on commercials for 
Nokia and Hellman’s Mayonnaise.

The following year, John toured primary 
schools with The Young Shakespeare 
Company. The small cast, multi-role 
performances are styled for young audiences. 
“I had five parts in Macbeth including 
Macduff, King Duncan and a witch.

“We had a narrator and the children took 
part in the banqueting scene as the cooks and 
the guests.”

“I got asked back to for Romeo and Juliet, 
which toured secondary schools and 
theatres.” 

This time, John was fiery Tybalt and the 
monk Friar Lawrence. 

At the beginning of this year, John 
appeared as the villainous Don John in 
Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing at the 
Sheringham Little Theatre directed by 
Desmond Barrit.

Continuing the Shakespeare theme, he is 
now thrilled to be working with Red Rose 
Chain for their now traditional summer 
season in Rendlesham Forest although he 
confesses: “I never saw myself as a Puck,” and 
gives a distinctly impish grin.

But we have missed out a very important 
date in John’s life and that was the day he got 
into the Magic Circle. It’s website says: “ A 
member of The Magic Circle can claim, with 
honesty, membership of the most prestigious 
magic club in the World.” 

John relates how it all started.
“When I was about three or four I used to 

stand in the room and do a puppet shows with 
my action figures, like He-Man. My mum tells 
me that from that age I was saying I wanted to 
be an actor. To sort of shut me up I got the 
Paul Daniels magic set when I was seven.”

It didn’t shut him up in the slightest 
because, before long, he was performing 
magic tricks for the family and developed a 
sort of patter to go with his act.

At the same time, he was determined on a 
career as an actor.

“My grandfather was a stage manager at 
the Theatre Royal in Newcastle and he had a 
cupboard full of toys including toy theatres. 
I’m guessing that’s where it (the theatrical 
muse) came from.

“At secondary school, Watford Grammar 
School for Boys, I did every single play I 
could.” And while he was continually in 
production, he managed to fit in Nathan 
Detroit in Guys and Dolls at the girls’ school 
while also playing a madman in Dracula at 
the boys’ school.

In between school work, rehearsals and 
performances he continued to practise his 

magic. Asked to describe his style he says: 
“It’s a bit like David Blaine but with more 
personality,” and produces another of those 
winning smiles.

He has been in the Magic Circle since 
August 2009. “You have to pass an audition. I 
was under the impression you have to be 
followed by a magician for a couple of years 
but that wasn’t right. You have two 
interviews; the first by telephone and the 
second, face-to-face. If you pass those you 
have an audition.”

John was fast tracked from the first 
interview to the audition and faced a panel of 
three examiners plus an audience of about 30 
members who come along to watch. He had to 
perform 10 minutes of magic and says “I 
crammed in as much as I could”.

Since he was admitted, he has performed at 
the Magic Circle on three occasions, once at 

the Ali Bongo tribute night. For those who 

‘‘

PUCKISH: John Bulleid is playing Puck in Red Rose Chain’s 
production of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Nights Dream
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