Alegria Criss-Crosses Cultures as It Flips Through Minneapolis

By Paul Bachleitner

The Cirque du Soleil cruised into town during the dog days of August aboard 64 semi trucks hauling cast and equipment from as far away as Mongolia. The Cirque’s production, Alegria, needed only three days to set up its breezy flags and pointed tents in a rented parking lot on the Mississippi riverfront in downtown Minneapolis. Some cast and crew bring spouses and children, others speak foreign languages.

“Every show is completely different from the one that was here before,” says Alegria tour manager, Jerry Ndal. He sips his coffee from inside a tent with aluminum-siding walls that doubles as a cafeteria. The sounds of forks and knives and complaints of a couple crew members playing chess at a nearby table don’t distract him. 

“I think it’s an opportunity for people to escape for two-and-a-half hours,” he says, in his casual New York accent. “It’s not like sitting in a bank office and working there, because I did that for many years.”

Ndal doesn’t look like a banker. He’s tall with broad shoulders, but his neatly trimmed hair and wide eyes are too mellow to mistake him for the circus strong man. He says that the word “alegria” is Spanish for jubilation. Alegria debuted in 1994 and has traveled to Australia, Singapore and the Far East, and just finished a summer run in Denver. Most performances have sold out during its 8-year run. Jubilation indeed.
Ndal accredits the success to the variety the Cirque brings to every show. “We have people from 22 different countries, and so it’s taking all the people from 22 different countries and all the associated cultures and religions and lifestyles and making everybody aware of where we are. It’s the dealing with the different types of people.”

The Cirque employs 21 scouts to comb the world for talent at gymnastic events, entertainment festivals, and other circuses. Cultural and artistic diversity allows Alegria to constantly revitalize itself. 

“We were in Australia for a year, so we picked up about twenty-some Australians because we had other staff leaving to do a new show in Montreal this past April.” He grins. “So we’re able to hire people as we go along.”

The Cirque’s lingua franca is English. A support team troubleshoots obstacles between cultures, ranging from differing attitudes about liquor to religious worship activities. Ndal enjoys the challenges.

“We were in Singapore and you’re not allowed to chew gum in Singapore. You can be arrested!” His grin turns into laughter and he throws up his hands. “So from that aspect of it, it’s like traveling with the United Nations.”

Not only does Ndal ensure no one chews gum in Singapore, but he oversees Alegria’s whole operation, from artistic directors to the plumbers who fix the cafeteria sink. If a truck blows a tire, he has to be sure the logistic director locates a replacement. If Alegria t-shirts are missing from the merchandise tent, he has to find out who has them.

“There’s 140-some employees here, including 56 performers. So travel and lodging, human resources, the kitchen that we’re sitting in right now that provides meals for all the staff, our own accounting department—it’s a whole little village that’s traveling.”

Lunchtime is over and some of the cooks have begun to sit down to eat. Ndal nods towards them and says the on-site staff is only half the picture. The Cirque’s $60 million Montreal headquarters has over 1,000 employees who, among other things, create tailor-made full-body costumes for each performer.

“It’s like having our own couture shop,” he says. “There isn’t an ‘oh give me that in an extra large.’”

One of the eeriest places is the Head Room. “There’s literally over a thousand heads. We take a plaster mold of everybody’s head, so that if there are specific wigs and headpieces worn in the shows we just have to go in, and they take the exact measurements off of those to create the stuff.”

Although Alegria cast and crew stay off-site in apartment-style living quarters, they spend much of their time joking backstage, acrobats leaping off bars into the embracing arms of stagehands. Some of the performers’ kids near the cafeteria door scream and shout, and Ndal calls them the company’s kids, family. He explains that co-founder, Guy Laliberte, began his career as a street performer and it keeps the Cirque from becoming an elitist group of top performers. They give back.

“We’ll take youth-at-risk groups that are here and we’ll donate tickets to them, either for them to bring those kids or their people to see the show. Or we’ll give them a block of tickets for them to turn around and sell as a charity event and it gives them an opportunity to do some fundraising.”

Alegria finishes its Minneapolis run in late-September, and then it’s off to Mexico City to end the year. What’s next for Ndal? 

He says he’s going to take his possessions out of storage in New Jersey, where he’s kept them for his five years on the road with Alegria, and move on to manage a new show based permanently in Las Vegas at the New York New York Hotel. It’s almost like home.
