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BAINBRIDGE ISLAND — There's a wonderful, perfect line in the second act of "Big Fish," one that gets to the crux of the 
musical's whole premise. 

"How," asks long-suffering son Will Bloom, "can you believe a liar when he says ‘I love you?'" 

The search for the answer to that question is what drives Will and fuels the narrative of the sprawling John August story, 
bracingly fleshed out by Andrew Lippa's songs. (August adapted his screenplay for the 2003 film based on Daniel Wallace's 
novel.) 

It's a story that takes a lot of imagination to tell. Will (a most welcome BPA return for Ryan Patrick O'Donnell) is trying to 
come to grips with the fantastical tall tales of his father, Edward, which seem to be a substitute for the truth and 
substance Will needs to understand their relationship. The tall tales are mostly told in flashback, with costuming 
(Margaret Toomey), choreography (Heather Dawson), fluid set pieces (Catherine Cornell) and video effects (Scott 
Breitbarth) all contributing to their mythic quality. 

It's a load of bells and whistles to be juggled. But director Ken Michels ("Mary Poppins," "Monty Python's Spamalot," 
"Avenue Q") is no stranger to making special effects part of the storytelling in BPA's Hodges Hall. He's not afraid of them; 
the bells and whistles are his friends. 

Well, most of the time they are. There were a few times during the May 12 (opening night) performance, in front of a 
near-capacity house, that the show seemed to get in its own way. A for-instance: I'm all for fluidity, but the device of 
having the actors wrangle set pieces was a distraction to me. Every time a character took a moment to batten down a bed 
or a platform, he or she ceased for that moment to be the character and became the actor playing that character. 

But again, I understand and appreciate the intent, which is to keep the scenes moving seamlessly. In this case, it just 
created seams. 

Small quibble, I know. But that pretty much tells you how I felt about "Big Fish." You have to go looking pretty hard for the 
cracks in this effective, emotional production. 

As good as O'Donnell is, the son has to take a back seat to the father in this one, as Jason Gingold — making his BPA debut 
— takes ownership of Edward Bloom in a stellar performance. He does all the big things — acting, singing, clowning — 
just right, but it's the little things that make his performance really stand out. Watch him age or return to youth from 
scene to scene, without benefit of makeup. Watch him react to his first glimpse of Sandra, the love of his life. Watch him 
go from his deathbed to his storytelling sweet spot in a few seconds time. Whatever he's doing, it's all eminently 
watchable and listenable. 

And he and O'Donnell make for a dynamic 1-2 punch. 

The women in their lives — Kylee Gano as Sandra and Tori Konig as Will's new wife, Josephine — are tremendous, too, 
particularly vocally. And Julian Mudge-Burns adds an almost solemn credibility to the younger Will, whose "Cat's in the 
Cradle"-esque scenes with traveling-salesman Edward are as heartbreaking as anything else in the show. 

Michels and Dawson keep things swirling along pretty relentlessly, with dance styles ranging from tap to waltz and many 
points in between. And the fantastical characters from Edward's stories — a witch, a giant, an entire circus — are mostly 
well represented. 
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Musical director Aimee Hong's 10-piece orchestra sounded a bit thin at times on opening night, but also created some 
lovely, tender backing for the show's more emotional moments, bringing strings and acoustic guitars to the forefront. 

Although it didn't have that totally buttoned-down feel — and that could just come from it being Opening Night — I'd 
rank "Big Fish" among the best things Michels has done at BPA. It could have been the one that got away, but BPA's crew 
reel it in with with abundant inspiration and imagination. 


