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Does actor Copernicus revolve
around King Lear, or is it the
other way around?

S R
Orbital kobe: Copemicus says he dossn’t axist.

ver a cup of hot cocoa at Pane
& Cloccolato, the perfor-
mance artist Copernicus sud-
denly bellows, “The angel Is In
youl™ and the power of his voice ls
startiing. Though he's merely
demonastrating his faclilty for trans-
forming simple or besutlfui state-
ments into the fulminating rages of
his performances, groups of NYU
students, perhaps thinking he's
about to murder someone, turn from
thair burgers to stare at this man
who iooks llke an Old Testament
prophet or, for that matter, King
Lear. If the rasemblance to popular
images of Shakespeare's misgulded
king ls undenieble, It's also apt,
sinca Copornicus will parform the
role in Gorilla Repertory’s “environ-
mental” productlon of King Lear in
wash!ngton Square Park.

] am a Lear character,” says
Copernlcus. “I'm a kind of king my-
self, In that | don't really have anyonse
telling me what to do. S0 I'm In touch
with that sense of freedom.” Clearty,
he's also in touch with Lear's rage. “|
was an angry young man, and I'm stiil
angry,” he says. “] have & varlety of
outiats for anger, | suppose. I'm a per-
formaer, for one thing, and | used to
drink a lot. But when | start drinking, |
Just don't want to stop. | have my
shows to think of how.”

8o In 1939 Intc a devout Roman
Cathollc family in South Jamalca,
Queens, the artist formerly Known as
Josoph Smalkowski renamed himself
In the 1970s after the Polish as
tronomer who theorized that the earth
revolved around the sun and not, as
was commonly belisved, vice versa.
The contemporary Copemicus’s phi-
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losophy of “atomic consciousness”-
—the ralson d'étre of his perfor-
mancas—i{s, he Inslsts, as Important
as the theorles of his namesake and Is
embodled in the titie of his everevoly-
Ing solo show, Nothing Exists, which
begins performances, post-Lear, at
One Dream Theatre on October 31.
“All matter, Including the human
body, s made up of stoms,” Copernk
cus expialns, *These atoms are in
constant motion, so you can't say
what you are in any one moment, be-
cause that moment lan't even there.
1 you bulid a house, you wili not be the
personwhowllllive Inlt. Soinasensa,

you can't even dlé, because you're’

not hera. The concept of death s Just
the inventlon of people who define re-
ality with thelr limited human sensos.
The truth is that nothing exists.”

Nothing, that Is, except perhaps |

the profits from Copsmicus‘s canny
real-estate Investments In downtown
Brookiyn that heiped the artist pro-
duce flve albums {1969's Deeper
was halied by Spin as one of the “80
excellent records of the 'B0s™), as
woll as performances at such venues
a3 Max's Kansas Clty, Nada, Syn-
chronlclty Space, the Judith Ander-
son Theater and stadlums in Eurcpe
(he played for thousands of fans In
Prague and Moscow in 1989).

“l first saw Copemicus perform
maybe five years 8go,” says Christo-
pher Sanderson, artistic director of
Gorllla Repertary and the director of
King Lear. *Somathing sbout him
evoked, In an aimost tribal, ritualistic
sense, a king. He had force and power
and viclence. He had stepped, | felt,
straight from the world of Shake-

speare's King Lear.” In fact, Copernl-
cus and Lear were so [nextricably.

connected in Sanderson’s mind that
when he daclded to mount Lear last
year, he remambered the *mad™ man
ranting angrily onstage—and cailed
him In to audition.

“} had him read through the ‘Blow,
winds, and crack your cheeksl’
speech,” Sanderson says, “and as

a result | saw some of the hugest

acting moments | have ever seen.”
Sanderson likens the experience
to corraliing a loose buil on his
grandmother's farm when he was a
chlid, 1 was the only one around who
could do the Job, so even though | was
scared, | walked straight up to the
bull, which then retreated,” Sander-
son says. “| felt nearly the samo treph
datlon walking up to Copernicus to
give him a few notes.”

Copsmicus, for his part, spent tho‘

next seven months memorlzing Loar
in the kitchan of his Brooklyn digs. “I

would get up early In the moming,.

somatimes at 4 or 5am, and go Into
that kitchen to be alone withLaar,” he
says. “And, beliove ms, It was a privi-
lege. instead of golng out and being
an assholse somewhere, | became
Leas. He kept me out of trouble.” But
when Lear s finished, can trouble be
Aar behind? 1 have two shows In front
of me now, and when Nothing Exists
closes on November 24, ho says,
grinning, “I'm golng to have a
drink."—James ireland Baker

King Lear is being performed in Wash-
ington Square Park beginning Thursday
22 (see Off Broadway).
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