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Fresh bite: Frequent Flyers resurrects 'Theatre of the Vampires'
Daily Camera staff Boulder Daily Camera
Posted: DailyCamera.com

Halloween is believed to be the day of the year when dead spirits are most likely to walk again among the living.
This year, one of Boulder's greatest Halloween traditions rises from the grave.

It stands to reason, as the show's performers are - ahem - undead.

The show is "Theatre of the Vampires," an aerial dance performance that plays Wednesday and Thursday at Macky
Auditorium on the University of Colorado campus. This will be the show's first performance since 2001.

For Nancy Smith, who created and performs in "Theatre of the Vampires," and runs the local aerial dance company
Frequent Flyer Productions, aerial dance is the perfect medium for a show about vampires.

"We can do somewhat superhuman feats," Smith says of the Frequent Flyers performers. "It lends itself to the
vampire as a supernatural being."

Aerial dance is a style of dance performance involving low-flying trapeze and other apparatus manipulated by the
performers so they can dance while suspended in air. Some of the apparatus used in "Vampires" include traditional
low-flying trapeze, aerial fabric, a spherical cage, and, of course, the show's star attraction: the flying coffin. The
flying coffin best illustrates the spirit of "Theatre of the Vampires": what Smith calls "'Rocky Horror' meets Anne
Rice meets Cirque du Soleil."

"If I were to think of adjectives to describe (the show): dark, sexy, and sometimes creepy, and then campy and funny
and a little bit twisted," she says, adding that the show is rated PG-13.

While the aerial dance takes center stage, "Theatre of the Vampires" incorporates many performance elements,
including traditional theater. The dance pieces occur within the context of the storyline. The plot is centered on a
Parisian performance troupe known for its seemingly supernatural abilities. An American journalist is sent to
interview the group, witness a rehearsal and confirm or deny rumors that the group members are actually vampires.
After learning the truth about the performance group, the reporter is faced with a choice: Does she join them in
immortality?

Man's desire for immortality in part spawned the vampire myths and has sustained them in the collective
unconscious for hundreds of years.

"There's a reason that we have these archetypal characters. They play on a number of levels of our psyche," Smith
says. "Obviously, vampires are about the Peter Pan complex. Then there's the becoming so incredibly strong and
being able to do anything you want - that license to do whatever, including things that are immoral and illegal. Then
there is the whole moral dilemma within that which is so interesting."

The archetypes manifest in the performers themselves. Smith doesn't have a set wardrobe, and in preparation for the
show she encourages all the performers to design their own characters and costumes. Then they have a coming-out
party where they reveal their characters to one another.

"It is insane what people come up with," Smith says. "They've got five-page stories about how they got to be there."

Smith herself appears in the production in two roles - as a vampire and as the Devil herself.

"My alter ego will be there," she says with a laugh.

So will Darden Longenecker, who has been a performer with Frequent Flyers since 2001. In fact, her first
performance with the company was the last performance of "Vampires." She says her character, Bane, the coven's
second in command, has evolved a lot since that first show.
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"My character wasn't as focused as it is this year," Longenecker says. "I have intermixed my original character,
which was more timid, with these other roles I'm taking on, which are more aggressive. My character is pretty nasty,
actually."

But it's not just the performers in costume. The audience is encouraged to dress up as well.

"It's sort of a tradition. Come as your alter ego, or dress up elegantly. Whatever," Smith says, saying that people have
come as traditional ghouls and spirits but have developed more creative costumes, such as a patron who once came
wearing an artist's smock and dyed-blue Tampax - in other words, he came as Picasso's blue period.

"It blurs that line between the audience and performance," Smith says. "We really do like to  people in."suck

Pun intended.

"Theatre of the Vampires" has sucked them in during its six previous Colorado incarnations, earning the readers'
choice award for Best Dance Performance from the Camera in 1992 and 1997. Smith estimates 18,000 people have
seen the show since its inception.

But considering the show's popularity, why is it making only its seventh Colorado appearance in 17 years, and its
first since 2001?

Smith has taken time away from the production at various times to have a child and to start her company's annual
International Aerial Dance Festival, which takes up a lot of her time. But mainly, the primary impediment to putting
on the show every year is the cost of producing it.

"It's a big undertaking to do a production of this size," Smith says. "The resources to put on this show are very
intense, and we have to decide year by year."

"Theatre of the Vampires" debuted in Boulder in 1990 and returned in 1991. In 1992, Frequent Flyers performed an
excerpt of the production in Boston, then the show went on hiatus, returning to Boulder in 1996. Following another
off year, the show ran in 1998 and Â¤'99. The last production was in 2001.

"The longest break we took was the one we just finished," says Smith, who spent some time in New Orleans during
the hiatus. "To be honest, I got a little more juice for the show from that. When I came back to Boulder we
resurrected the show, and now we've revamped it."

Again, pun intended.

But for all the tweaks and alterations the show has undergone, Smith says "Vampires" is mostly intact from its
original form, including the original score for the show's opening.

"The structure of Act One has remained the same over the years," she says, adding that the biggest change has been
the increased sophistication of the apparatus, which is the result of the progression and growing popularity of aerial
dance.

"If you saw 'Vampires' seven years ago, there will be a lot of new equipment," Longenecker says. "As our skills
grow, and more people come into the company, we incorporate new and invented apparatus."

One of the most interesting characters in the show, however, appeared only once in the production. A nine-foot boa
constrictor did an aerial piece in "Theatre of the Vampires'" inaugural performance. The company took care to
ensure that the snake wouldn't twine itself around any of the ropes or get injured by any of the apparatus, and by
Smith's account, "the snake did beautifully" while on the stage.

Unfortunately, it later got loose beneath it.
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"The cast wasn't really bothered by it," Smith says, "but the crew completely flipped out."

The crew members, who had to grab cables, work in dark, cramped spaces and crawl beneath the stage in order to do
their jobs, were not amused. The search for the missing serpent lasted the entire second act, Smith says, but
ultimately the snake was discovered, unharmed, curled up in a warm corner.

"That was our one and only experience using the snake," Smith says.

There won't be any reptiles involved in this year's performance, but, as with past performances, there will be tie-ins
with local companies. Frequent Flyers has teamed with Boulder Beer Company to produce a specialty brew, Necktar
of the Vampires, and with the Boulder Dushanbe Teahouse for a nonalcoholic brew, Potion of Immortalitea, a
Ceylon black tea with the taste of chocolate and blood orange. Frequent Flyers also is offering a special VIP ticket -
Black Tie ... With Fangs - with which patrons get "killer seats," free parking at Macky Auditorium and a private
reception. They also get to have their picture taken in front of a hearse provided by the Denver Hearse Club.

But whether you've got a regular or VIP ticket, are with costume or without, Smith says the live, intimate nature of
her show offers something that no other Halloween experience can duplicate.

"In this culture there are people who like scary movies, but there's something different about going to a live
performance where it's a little bit creepy," she says. "I think people are in for a Halloween treat."

Contact Vince Darcangelo at vdarcangelo@yahoo.com.


