Freak Out
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Todd Robbins’ “Carnival Knowledge” at the Soho Playhouse

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 8/25/03

By RICK PALLEY

Todd Robbins is a safety conscious guy. He has to be.

During the course of his freaky new off-Broadway show “Carnival Knowledge,” he walks on broken glass, swallows swords, and devours a light bulb. He even taps an oversized nail up his nose with a hammer. All potentially dangerous or even fatal stunts if something should go wrong.

So it’s no surprise when Robbins cautions the audience at the Soho Playhouse to keep behind an imaginary line before he starts his fire-eating act. He even has Little Jimmy, a four-foot-tall dwarf dressed as a fireman, standing by, just in case, with an oversized fire extinguisher.

Then Robbins draws the aforementioned line across front stage by squirting flammable liquid from a jerry can. 

Nervous laughter ripples through the crowd. Robbins deftly works his way through the routine, alternately swallowing flames and spewing billowing clouds of fire from his mouth. He finishes up by snuffing out a lit cigar on his tongue. 

“They’re enjoying it in their own quiet way,” he quips when at one point the audience is stunned into silence. “I’ll keep doing it until you all like it.” 

Yes, folks, “Carnival Knowledge” is a sideshow shock-fest. But it’s also funny, engaging, and informative, giving us an insider’s look at the old-time circus sideshow, while both celebrating it and deconstructing it at the same time. 

And it’s surprisingly timely. Even though there are only two traditional 10-in-1 (ten-acts-in-one) sideshows still operating in the USA -- one of them, Coney Island’s own “Sideshows by the Seashore,” is where Robbins honed his skills for over ten years -- many current television shows, like “Survivor” and “Fear Factor,” steal shamelessly from the genre.

“In many ways, it’s the great-grand parent of reality TV,” Robbins said.  

Robbins, wearing a straw boater, plaid jacket, and a conspiratorial smile, is quick to point out that of the most of the tricks in “Carnival Knowledge” really aren’t tricks at all, but instead acts that depend partly on the performer’s skill, and partly on their power of belief. 

To make his point, he dumps a bag of broken glass shards on stage and steps into the pile, deliberately mashing his feet into the sharp bits. The audience, some of whom inspected his feet and the glass beforehand, groans in anticipated pain at the crunching sound. 

But somehow his feet emerge unscathed, not counting his own references to them smelling like Bayonne, New Jersey.

How does a guy who looks like a high school social studies teacher wind up walking on glass and swallowing light bulbs? Blame it on the white-bread conformity of the southern California suburb he was raised in, Robbins says.

“It bored the daylights out of me,” Robbins, 45, told the “Skyline.” 

Instead of rebelling with drugs or rock and roll, Robbins turned to magic at age twelve. But the aspiring Harry Potter soon grew restless with magic, too. Disappointed because “it was all tricks,” he sought something more real. He found what he was looking for when he wandered into a traveling sideshow that was passing through town.

“Here was extraordinary ability beyond the capability of the average person,” said Robbins. 

It was a life-changing moment that started him on a long road of studying (with amongst others, Melvin Burkhart, pioneer of the nail-in-the-nose Human Blockhead act), performing in clubs, colleges, and Coney Island (where he now runs a sideshow school and is Chairman of the Board of the non-profit Coney Island USA) and ultimately led him to create his own show at the Soho Playhouse. 

There, surrounded by Johnny Meah’s brightly colored banners picturing sideshow acts like Pricilla the Ape Girl and Voodoo Mysteries, Robbins performs his amazing and sometimes cringe-inducing feats while expounding on the history of the 10-in-1.   

Along the way he gets some help from his curvaceous and generally arch assistant Twistina, and Little Jimmy. Of the three, only Little Jimmy qualifies as a true freak, according to Robbins, because of his physical abnormality. 

While that label might rankle some in this age of political correctness, Robbins insists that freaks “are the royalty of the sideshow,” and that traditionally they were always the best-paid performers in the show. 

Jimmy, who appeared as an Oompaloompa in “Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory,” explains how his size is a handicap at some places, like the supermarket.

“I can’t reach the shelves with the Corn Flakes and the Wheaties, so I’m stuck with the Fruit Loops,” Jimmy says, doing little-people shtick. But his short stature doesn’t hold him back in other departments; he is an accomplished salsa dancer, a talent he skillfully demonstrates to the audience while wearing a shirt that urges us all to “Think Big.”

And that uplifting notion is pretty much the theme of “Carnival Knowledge.”  

“That idea, that the impossible might be possible, is a powerful one,” Robbins said, summing things up. “It demonstrates the human spirit can overcome obstacles.”

Not necessarily what you’d expect from a show that starts off with the come-on banter of the “outside talker” (what we rubes call a “carny barker”) and ends up with a beautiful woman being morphed into a 400-pound gorilla. But, hey, that’s showbiz. 


Todd Robbins’ “Carnival Knowledge” is at the Soho Playhouse, 15 Vandam Street, Manhattan, Thursdays through Sundays. For info or tickets, visit www.carnivalknowledge.com. Tickets are also available at Telecharge (212) 239-6200, or the Playhouse box office.

