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BCO in Concert

“The most American thing in America until a new age turned the page. 
It was radio that killed Chautauqua...

And here we are in the twenty-first century with Chautauqua standing again. 
In Northern Wisconsin. And on the radio!”

- 30th Star



BCO IN CONCERT The Blue Canvas Orchestra is the heart and soul of
Big Top Chautauqua. These professional musicians present a well-
seasoned blend of bluegrass, folk and blues - more than ready for
prime time after appearing on the Big Top stage for 23 years. The

gang combines professional musicianship with humor and a spirited
rapport with live audiences. Beautifully blended vocal harmonies are
smoothly blended with exceptionally precise and exciting instrumen-

tals. The Blue Canvas Orchestra has entertained hundreds of live
audiences over the past two decades.



Press Photos & Bios

The Blue Canvas Orchestra & Singers
The Blue Canvas Orchestra & Singers as a group have some slight variations in composition depending on the performance. Members include
Jack Gunderson on bass, Andy Dee on guitar & dobro, Bruce Burnside on mandolin, Tom Mitchell on percussion, Bruce Bowers on violin,
synthesizer & flute and Severin Behnen on piano, and Band Director Ed Willett on cello. Phillip Anich, Cheryl Leah, Sally Kessler perform
vocals. Betty Ferris performs behind the screen managing the big-screen visuals. 

The Blue Canvas Orchestra & Singers. Left to Right: Cal Aultman, Tom Mitchell,
Cheryl Leah, Phillip Anich, Jack Gunderson, Bruce Burnside (seated), Ed Willett,
Andy Dee and Bruce Bowers.

Front to back: Bruce Burnside, Andy Dee, and Bruce
Bowers

Bruce Bowers (violin), Andy Dee (guitar), Bruce Burnside, Cal Aultman (bass), and
Tom Mitchell (percussion).

Ed Willet, Cheryl Leah, Jack Gunderson and
Phillip Anich
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Big Top Pays Tribute to 
Paul Simon, Cat Stevens

By CLAIRE DUQUETTE, Editor
Published: Friday, August 21, 2009

BAYFIELD — Taking the music of
two of the greatest singer-songwriters
of all time and putting it in the hands of
the talented Lake Superior Big Top
Chautauqua performers is a recipe for
an evening of great music that gets
audiences up and out of their seats.

“Moon Songs and Moon Shadows,” a
tribute to the songs of Paul Simon and
Cat Stevens, debuted recently at Big
Top, with an encore performance Aug.
26.

Ed Willett, a Blue Canvas Orchestra
cellist, singer, and front man who
shared arranging duties for the show
with fellow orchestra member Severin
Behnin said the idea for the show came
from a meeting at which all the band
members got together and made pitches
for songs they would like to perform —
and discovered they had enough mate-
rial for a show focusing on Simon and
Stevens (now Yusaf Islam). Willettt
said taking these classic songs and put-
ting a unique BCO sound to them was
challenging and rewarding.

“We didn’t want to be impersonators,”
he said.

In fact, as they rehearsed, they aban-
doned a few songs because they could-
n’t come up with a unique way to do
them that still honored the composers.

Betty Ferris was responsible for the
great visuals that accompany the show,
a mix of portraits of the singers at all
stages of their careers and beautiful
nature photographs, many featuring the
show’s namesake, the moon.

“Moon Songs” takes full advantage
of the breadth of abilities in the
BCO, from Jack Gunderson’s
smooth balladeering (”Bridge Over
Troubled Water,” “Old Friends”) and
Cheryl Leah’s ability to belt out
soulful tunes (”The First Cut is the
Deepest,” “Morning Has Broken”) to
an acapella rendition of “Love Me
Like a Rock.”

Adding his own special energy is
guest artist and local favorite Corey
Carlson.

“Corey actually called and said he
wanted to be in this show,” Willett
said. “He really rocks the house.”

Indeed, Carlson’s stage presence
added an entirely new dimension to
the BCO — he shined on his fea-
tured songs, such as “Late in the
Morning” and “Me and Julio.”
During the finale, “Call Me Al,”
Carlson leapt off the stage and joined
the audience in a impromptu dance.

Willett said the Aug. 26 show is adding
in “Peace Train,” on which Carlson
will be featured.

Other talents shine in unique ways.
Bruce Burnside is featured on banjo on
“Cecilia,” an instrument that may not
first come to mind for that tune. But it
works magnificently. Again, Burnside
on mandolin and Phil Anich on vocals
bring a unique bounce to “Red Rubber
Ball.”

From “The Boxer,” to “Wild World” to
“Kodachrome” and more, the tribute

succeeds. By the end of a night of
images and sounds one is keenly aware
of the great body of work these two
composers have created, and continue
to create. At the same time, even if the
songs are familiar — Willett at one
point acknowledged it was odd to sing
lyrics the audience may know better
than he does — the BCO made them
their own.

This is a house show that can be devel-
oped further this season, and hopefully
in seasons to come, a favorite that one
can see and enjoy for a first time, or
just like a well-worn favorite album,
heard again and again.
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To create a sense of community and
connection to the life and history of the

Chequamegon Bay Area, the State of
Wisconsin and the upper Midwest.

Enhance year-round cultural 
opportunities through the uniquely
American tradition of Tent Shows.&

Original Historical Musical Theater

We produce and present an incomparable collection of 12 signatures Original Shows. They
are written, produced, played and vocalized by our troupe of players the Blue Canvas
Orchestra.

Showcasing Local and Regional Acts 

& Nationally Acclaimed Headliners

Over 500 different performers and groups in 22 conscuctive seasons with over 450,00
patrons attending.

On Tour

We serve as travelling ambassadors for the Northland by taking the Big Top to audiences in
Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois and Minnesota. We are recognized with a U.S. Dept. of
Education grant to take educational Original Shows into schools. Over 40,000 student have
seen our productions.

Tent Show Radio

Twenty-six, one-hour shows are each aired twice a year. Shows are produced annually from
performances recorded live at the Tent. These shows are distributed free of charge to 47 public
radio stations in nine states.

Arts & Educational Outreach

Free public workshop in conjunction with scheduled performances.
Family series of specially priced matinee performances designed for a family audience.
Workshops and special performances in cooperation with area high schools.
Free tickets donated to help support the community organizations. 


