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If strange words begin to recur in your life, take notice. This past winter artist Rosamond Casey recommended I read Lawrence Weschler's Mr. Wilson's Cabinet of Wonder, in which the author discusses wunderkammern, or "cabinets of wonder," oddball collections of freakshow-ish miscellanea popular in Europe during the 16th and 17th centuries.
So when I came across a postcard promoting "A Charlottesville Wunderkammer" last week, my nerves started to tingle. The card revealed the self-described "arts carnival extravaganza" to be a collaboration of the Performers Exchange Project, Zen Monkey Project, and Lunatic Carnival. Staged in the dilapidated Frank Ix Building, the show promised, among other things, fire dancing, installation art, and a beer garden. 
The brainchild of Martha Mendenhall (a.k.a. the Baroness Wunderkammer), the production is like performance art on acid, a tongue-in-cheek delirium of music, dance, visual art, and theater, offering a whiff of nostalgia and the stench of a seamy underbelly. Picture the classic horror film, Freaks, or HBO's Carnivale, mixed with a bit of Cabaret's Kit Kat Klub.
The overarching conceit is that the Family Wunderkammer (principal members played by Mendenhall, Jude Silveira, Siân Richards, Zap McConnell, Kelly East, Christian Breeden, Kara McLane Burke, and Jennifer Hoyt Tidwell) has arrived from Europe with a rotating array of sideshows orbiting their three headline acts. 
The mainstays of the Wunderkammer are Zelda and Lucia's Loony Bin Tragedy, Mendenhall's retelling of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra's marital disaster acted out in a mental hospital (with copious amounts of flowers and sand!); "Wild Fires," a hypnotic fire dance choreographed by Kelly East; and "The Moonshiners Street Choir," an ever-changing band headed by wunderkind Christian Breeden, which provides music throughout the evening. 
The myriad sideshows vary nightly. When I attended, noteworthy acts included belly dancers, Himbo the Clown, and aerialists navigating ceiling-suspended tables and chairs. A tatty burlesque show takeoff (ba-da-bum) offered comic contrast to the more primally erotic "Wild Fires."
But the overlooked star of the Wunderkammer is the Ix Building itself. Its bare girders, pane-less windows, and murky vastness create a seedily atmospheric gallery. Among the numerous artworks created specifically for the show, Bill Bennett's kinetic sculptures stand out, along with Kristen Nyce's illuminated wooden-block moon, Christian Breeden's "Medium-Sized Dragon Head," and Russell Richards' gigantic 9' x 12' banner painting.
As you leave, look back at the Ix in the night-- it will take your breath away. And your nerves will tingle at the memory of the Wunderkammer's artful curiosities. 
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Wunderkammer might have been billed as European circus, but other comparisons came to mind for those who stood in line at the old Frank Ix building hoping, pleading or even offering bribes to get into the sold-out performances.
It was a little like CBGB or Studio 54 (sans illegalities), the coolest hangout for the hippest people.
It was a little like “Rocky Horror,” a kind of funky, campy craziness, teetering at the edge of the phantasmagorical.
It was a little like - or maybe a lot like - the season’s most talked-about Off-Broadway show, so out of the mainstream that, paradoxically, everybody wanted in.
Making it past the fence into the Wunderkammer world became a badge of honor for lucky ticketholders, signaling special status.
And, even more indicative of the show’s popularity, not making it also became a kind of honor. Just being among the fellowship of the rejected conveyed a sort of cachet.
For those not yet in the know, Wunderkammer was a gypsy kind of a show - part theater, part burlesque, part carnival, part dance revue, part concert hall - with snake charmers, and fire acts, and musical bands, and clowns, and vampires, and …
Well, you just had to be there.
Organized by the Zen Monkey Project, Performers Exchange Project and Lunatic Carnival, and staged in a gutted factory with an edgy atmosphere, the show created an alternative universe and allowed its audiences to experience that universe in total immersion.
It ran over three weekends and built its reputation largely by word of mouth.
“We were blown away by the attendance,” said Jennifer Tidwell, an actor and member of the Wunderkammer family.
Organizers originally planned for an audience of 100, but ticket demand quickly induced them to lift that number. Even so, on many evenings they were turning away as many people as they were able to admit, or perhaps more on the popular Sunday pay-what-you-can nights.
“It was kind of ridiculous for people to be handing us a hundred-dollar bill and saying, ‘Please let me in’,” Ms. Tidwell said. “It’s just a show…”
But apparently not.
It was the show, the place to be.
It was also part performance art, where watching the other patrons was an element of the entertainment. We can even imagine, if Wunderkammer is reprised, that audience members will come in costume, echoing the circus theme - a la “Rocky Horror.”
Will Wunderkammer be reprised?
Possibly.
Ms. Tidwell said the group talked about extending the show’s run, but decided to bow out “while we still had some energy left. … It was a lot of hard work.”
Then, too, there is that sound theater advice: Always leaving the audience wanting more.
Clearly, Wunderkammer got that right.
Members of the family will be talking about whether to stage a similar event next year, even perhaps making it annual.
In the meantime, they can be proud of having staged a potentially risky show and seeing it become the hot ticket in town.

