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The city of Rovaniemi, Finland, located on
the Arctic Circle is where Timo Kulmakko
was born and raised, and had it not been for

Tivoli, a traveling amusement park that visited

his hometown every summer, he might still be
quietly living there. Which might not have
been so bad since, as he quickly points out,
Rovaniemi is the official home of Santa Claus.
The Tivoli show that Timo saw was pre-
sented by Mr. Nigest, a white-haired distin-
guished gentleman magician in tails, remi-
niscent of Blackstone Sr. who worked with
his beautiful wife and two assistants. His
repertoire consisted of a three-sword sus-
pension, sawing in half, levitation, rising
cards, miser’s dream, and various rope
tricks. Six-year-old Timo, sitiing in the front
row, watched dumbfounded as the great
magician reached out and pulled a coin
from his ear. The magic bug took its first
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bite. But as you might have guessed, there
was not much other magic going on in
that region. His mother, a schoolteacher,
discovered a book in the library written by
Finland’s most popular magician, Solmu
Makela. “She took me there and we got the
book. I didn’t know how to read vyet, so I
badgered her into reading it to me as much
as she could bear, and we finally came to an
agreement that she would read two tricks
to me every Sunday. Finally she used it to
teach me to read.”

Several years later Helsinki magician
Reijo Salminen was touring the country’s
department stores. He made two visits each
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year to Rovaniemi and would present six or
eight different 20-minute shows throughout
the day. Timo was there for every single
show. He watched Mr. Salminen vear after
year, but was too shy to introduce himself
until he was 15 years old. As it turned out
Mr. Salminen was very friendly and they
remained close friends until Mr. Salminen’s
untimely death three years ago.

It was during his time in the army in the
early seventies that he finally made a career
decision. All thoughts pointed towards
magic in some form, but he wasn't clear on
a specific direction. Then in 1976 he went
to FISM in Vienna and saw someone per-
forming and selling balloon sculptures,
which triggered the idea of doing comedy
magic for children. In his home town it
would be difficult to survive as a magician
so he moved to Tampere, one of the larger
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cities about 120 miles northwest of Helsinki.
It was there that a Finnish TV station
approached him to do a series of programs
for children. The show became popular and
lasted 13 years.

After all those years of childrens’ shows,
he decided to venture into performing for
adults. Corporate shows seemed a logical
choice, so he moved to Helsinki where there
are many more companies, and to this date
corporate work is his main source of income.

The other advantage of moving to Helsink:
was that it gave him the opportunity to be
more connected to the magic scene and to
finally become close friends with his child-
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hood 1dols Solmu Makela and Reijo Salminen.
In 1993 he was elected to a three-year term
as the Finnish Magic Circle president. Mr.
Makela had held that position for 35 years
and was ready to retire. That year it was
Finland’s turn to host the Scandinavian Magic
Convention. These events rotate between
Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland.
Drawing from his recent experience as presi-
dent of the Finnish Artists Association, which
consists of professional and semiprofessional
acrobats, jugglers, magicians and other variety
artists, he was able to put together a very suc-
cessful convendon, including an international
show. In 1997 he was called upon again to
pur together an international show honoring
Solmu Makela’s 75th birthday, for which a
well-known Finnish artist was commissioned
to design a commemorative medal that is now
in the collection of the National Museum.

i show. Above: Timo with one of his

When the Finnish Magic Circle decided to
celebrate their 60th anniversary in January of
2003. They asked for Timo’s help again. At
that time his good friend Markku Purho’s
term as president was about to expire, so
they persuaded Timo to take on the presi-
dency one more time.

Timo assembled a list of international
acts he would like to have on the show. By
his calculations, in order for this show to
pay for itself there would have to be more
than just one performance. Maybe two or
three, and in a venue larger than the 400-
scat thearre they had used in the past. He
felt that the public would appreciate seeing
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international magic stars, “1 remembered
when so many years ago I had seen grear
international performers such as Borra,
Omar Pasha and others here. It was so fas-
cinating to me, why wouldn’t it be fascinat-
ing to others?” However, the other board
members of the Magic Circle feared the risk
of presenting more than one show. They
just didn’t feel they could sell enough tick-
ets to cover the expense, But Timo held fast
to the 1dea that the only way this would
work would be to present the show over
several evenings. The board would not go
along, so thev all agreed that Timo would
take on the entire event, including financial
responsibility. *I had not done this before
and had no idea how much work it would
be. And deep down inside I was not even
sure | could sell all those rickers, bur |
wanted to believe it. It just made sense chat
if I broughr over top magicians like Hans
Morett, Max Maven, Tina Lenert and
included our own Robert Jagerhorn and
Simo Aalto (both FISM award winners),
along with Jay Niemi and Marko Karvo
(both had moved to other parts of Europe
and have been working there steadily) that
of course the people would want to come.”
He had chosen the Savoy Theatre, a very
nice 700-seat venue located just off the
Esplanadi, a posh boulevard with high-end
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stores and a tree-lined park through the
middle. The challenge of course was to fill
seats. As with anywhere else in the world
the general public is hesitant to attend a
show they know nothing about. So he
started with his most reliable source: direct
mail to all of the companies he had per-
formed for as a corporate magician, He
wrote letters and included flvers. “I addressed
the envelopes myself, starting with about
50, then [did 50 more and before I knew it
[ had addressed 1,000 envelopes to all the
companies I could find in the phone book.”
He also did a mass mailing and follow-
up to all the magazines, newspapers, televi-
sion and radio stations. Disappointingly
there was very little response, with the
exception of Finnair Magazine which, dur-
ing December, ran a two-page story on Max
Maven and Marko Karvo. “This got the
attention of many travelers visiting Finland,
which helped sell a lor of tickets.” In the
end all his hard work proved effective.
3,000 tickees were sold, 1,000 of which
Timo sold directly.
full audiences, and with Timo as comedy-
magic emeee, the show had both an interna-
tional and local feel. In addition, Solmu
Makela agreed to display posters from his
exquisite collection in the foyer. By all
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There were five days of shows with nearly

accounts it was a successful show and Timo
could not have felt more proud.

Not one to rest on his laurels, Timo took
this experience as an inspiration to continue
to produce more magic shows, simply
because “Finnish people really love magic!”
So he immediately set out to assemble a show
that would run for more days and include
another city. The Savoy Theatre welcomed
his idea for October 12 to 20 and the city
of Qulu, some 300 miles north of Helsinki
agreed to give it a try for the 21st and 22nd
at their music hall.

Timo once again held together the show
as emcee, weaving in various comedy stand-
up routines including the linking rings, and
a rope routine. This time the show consisted
of Robert Jagerhorn performing his vignette
that involves mishaps that might occur in an
airplane lavatory; very cleverly worked out
sleight of hand with toothpaste and tooth-
brush, shaving cream and shaver, a disap-
pearing, reappearing, shrinking and growing
tic, all events leading to his being flushed
down the toilet. As a most surprising ending
he re-emerged in Hawaiian shirt, lei and
shorts, playing a ukulele.

Max Maven performed some of his rou-
tires with playing cards and concluded with
bringing up three audience members for his
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three-chair test. Finnish people already have
a good understanding of English. Combine
this with Max’s ability to use just the right
words and at rthe right rhvthm so that he can
be easily understood by non-fluent English
speaking audiences, proved very effective.
Norm Nielsen was next performing his clas-
sic act with card and coin manipulations,
and ending with the floating violin. The
ever-inventive Finn jon, with his charming,
almost non-performing style created miracles
with soap bubbles and smoke, his version of
multiplyving tennis balls, and ending with his
new floating table. Then it was my turn with
the cleaning lady act. Closing the show and
completely stealing it was Marko Karvo and
Elena (see their story elsewhere in this issue).

Promoting this show once more pre-
sented challenges. Again Timo invited every
newspaper, magazine, radio and relevision
station to see the show, and got no response.
*This is all so new to them. T just couldn’t
get them to understand that here was a rare
chance to see all these top international
magicians, and that they would all be on
the same show.” He did finallv ger a return
call from the Oulu newspaper. They agreed
to have a journalist from their office in
Helsinki meet with him and write a story
that would appear in the newspaper on the
show’s opening day in Oulu. However
nstead of just writing about the show, they
thought it would be a clever idea to have
Timo present a trick and rhen explain the
secret to the readers. Feeling frustrated, but
keeping his cool, his answer was, “That’s
a really “interesting” idea, and we can talk
about it some other time. But I think it’s
important to send someone over to see the
show and write about it. We are offering
Finnish people the rare opportunity of secing
internacional magic stars. And we normally
don't allow photos to be taken during the
performance, but we will make an exception
for vou. If you want somerhing special we
can have vou meet the performers after-
wards and interview them.” The misdirec-
tion worked perfectly. A journalist and pho-
tographer came that evening, took photos,
interviewed us and left very satisfied.

Afrer the Thursday night show in Helsinki,
we boarded an all-night sleeper train to Oulu.
Timo had arranged for our own train car,
and in Timo fashion he took it upon him-
self to prepare a dinner for all of us on
the train.

The show took place at the Madetojan
Sali, a beautifully appointed concert hall.
Not rhe perfect place for a magic show
because of limited lighting, with no prosce-
nium, wings or backstage area, but fortu-
natelv all of our acts were simple enough
technically that we were able to adjust.

Timo and Robert Jigerhorn had gone
there a month earlier and papered the city,
passing out fliers and putring up posters in
the shops. He was welcomed by most busi-
nesses as they had remembered him from his
television shows many years before. *I also
applied some restaurant table hopping tech-
niques when it came to approaching store
owners. Instead of shyly asking if they
would put up posters for our show. We just
went in and enthusiastically ralked about
our terrific show and whar a nice store they
had, and how nice the posters would look
on their walls.”

He is often asked how he manages to
take on so many aspects of a project like this.
“When [ decide to do something 1 simply
assume it can be done, and [ never consider
anything a problem. I won’t even use the
word. There’s a solution to everything, mavbe
not the one I first thought of, but [ know it’s
there. Of course there are always compro-
mises. It's like playing chess: there are differ-
ent moves, different strategies. [ try them all
until [ come up with a reasonable solution.”

When asked why he doesn’t just delegate
some of the work to others, he responds,
“All of what I'm doing here is new to me so
[ feel that I have to discover what I need to
do, and make my own mistakes before I can
ask someone else to do the work.”

New challenges are always popping up,
where he needs to make quick decisions,
like in Quin, just hours before the show
he found out that no one there had made
arrangements for selling tickets at the door.
He rushed to the bank to get change, bought
a box to keep the money in, got a seating
plan, and set up an area to sell tickets. To

compound matters, in the process of mak-
ing sure all of us had everything we needed,
he discovered that he had left his perform-
ing suit on the train. Some quick calls to
the rrain’s final destination station resulted
in their being able to send it back on the
returning train. Coincidentally a friend of
his was on that train on her way to see the
show, and she got it to him two hours
before showtime, at which point he put her
in charge of selling tickets at the door. By
the time the show started he was his calm
self, ready to emcee a show that was most
enthusiastically received.

To a comment like, “Tsn't all this really
hard to do?” He smiles and responds, “It’s
fifteen times harder than you think.” Sall, he
says he wants to continue doing it. When
asked what he’s getting out of all of this he
briefly scratches his head, smiles and says,
“Bald!™ To which he quickly adds his familiar
refrain, “Finnish people really love magic.”

Tn the works is a three-week tour for
February 2006 thar will begin in Helsinki and
then continue onto Tampere, Lahti, Kemi,
Oulu and his home town of Rovaniemi, Acts
booked so far are Ardan James, Finn Jon,
Tina Lenert, Peter & Sonja Morett, Jay
Niemi, and a variety act to be announced.

in addition he is working on a series of
shows for November of 2007 and 2008.

Personally, [ am looking forward to my
return to Finland. Especially to Rovaniemi
to see where Santa Claus lives. [ want to
meet this man who spends all year working
very hard so he can spread joy to the rest of
the land. Hey, wait, 1 think [ already met
him.... It’s Timo Kulmakko! ¢

Fre cft: Max Maven, Black Man (Risto Paujimen), Norm Niels \ K
I'ina Lenert, Timo. Finn Jon, Elena Karvo, and Ro J | Oulu
Madetoja Concert Hall.
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