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REVIEW: In Ronnie Burkett’s darkly intelligent
Wonderful Joe, gentrification hits like a meteor

By Liam Donovan/Oct 9, 2024

When Siminovitch-winning puppet virtuoso Ronnie Burkett decided to centre his latest
play Wonderful Joe on a landlord’s attempts to transform a rundown apartment complex
into a chic arts centre, was he thinking of TO Live’s $421-million plan to redevelop its St.
Lawrence Centre for the Arts into something a little less 1970s? I'd wager not — but as
Burkett performed it in the building’s Jane Mallett Theatre, with city staff's recent
recommendation against the proposal still hovering in the air, parallels arose. A squall
of chuckles even rolled in after a character putting on a devised theatre production in an
alley proclaimed that fancy glass enclosures aren’t required to make art.

Wonderful Joe’s pointed depiction of a close-knit neighbourhood’s struggle with
gentrification and rising costs of living is pertinent in other ways, too. Nearly every
character is queer, for instance, a detail that brings to mind the Gay Village’s constant
attempts to defend itself from overzealous condo developers. But as the ingeniously
structured play sails on, these contemporary resonances duck below the waves, giving
way to darker, more fantastical happenings.

As is his tendency, Burkett performs solo, bringing dozens of figures to life through
intricately designed marionettes and sharply defined character voices. After Joe Pickle,
an aging resident of the aforementioned building, hears of his coming eviction, he takes
to the halls, gabbing about the news with everyone he encounters. Between dilapidated,
graffiti-blanketed walls — and above the ocean of black garbage bags that fills the
building’s basement — we meet an effervescent community of working-class folks.

The narrative then swerves, suddenly becoming much less about its titular evictee.
Though Joe and his inexpressive dog attend the performance in the alley, Burkett barely
highlights his reaction to it, instead transforming Wonderful Joe into the play-within-a-
play for an extended period of time, oddly complex lighting design (by Kevin Humphrey)
and all.

This ramshackle collective creation reminded me of Act 3 Theatre’s Disarming Venus, a
production at this year’s Toronto Fringe Festival, penned and performed by a group of
women aged 50 and up. In both works, the creators recall memories that have come to
define their understanding of society. The actors in Wonderful Joe highlight the moment
each feels “the meteor hit” in their lives, implying the world around them — which might
be mistaken for ours — now resembles a dystopia. And my audience was invested: After
each puppet told their tale, applause rained down, a testament to Burkett's impassioned
performance(s) and the scene’s finely wrought dialogue.




Because this material — the journey through the building, then the alley play — serves
to paint a (rich, loving, varied) portrait of the community Joe lives in, it can have an
expository feel, despite taking up the majority of Wonderful Joe’s 90-minute,
intermission-less runtime. But the two remaining scenes venture into more surreal
territory. The first, set in a gay bar, involves lengthy discussion of mascots like the Tooth
Fairy and Santa Claus. The even weirder second further explores notions of imagination,
especially as it relates to childhood.

Looking back at the rest of the show, this context in hand, I'm tempted to say Wonderful
Joe’s primary concern is belief. Watching a puppet show always involves a degree of
mental adjustment — the equipping of figurative glasses, if not physical ones. The
show’s plodding, relatively ordinary first scene is therefore useful as a gentle
reintroduction to Burkett’s brand of miniature storytelling, which includes puppets
hanging in clear view, technical-glitch-shrouding improvisations, and volleys of curse
words (children under the age of 16 won’t be admitted, warns TO Live’s website). Once
he’s won our belief, Burkett can then stretch it like a mound of Plasticine, adding on
extra globs from his shelf of props before tossing it into the moonlit sky.

And, for the record: As | exited this remarkable production, the vintage nature of the St.
Lawrence Centre’s exterior didn’t bother me one bit — | was too giddy thinking
about Wonderful Joe’s witty, winding ways.



