��
��
�



�
Actor Daniel Kukan (TAD) and Circuit Icon Paul Lekakis (BOBBY) share a kiss before “The White Party” in Director Dirk Shafer’s insightful feature film “CIRCUIT” that screened at OUTFEST 2001 on Friday.�
�
“CIRCUIT” Pretty Boys Don’t Paint A Pretty Picture


OUTFEST 2001 Film Review 


ByTodd Headlee





Making a movie about the Circuit Party scene was surely no easy task. Expectations from both producers and the gay audience couldn’t help but be high. Nevertheless, gay film history is made by talented up-and-coming film director Dirk Shafer (“MAN OF THE YEAR”), who puts this controversial and contemporary facet of gay life under the microscope and onto the big screen with sometimes stunning frankness and insight in his latest feature film, “CIRCUIT”. 


Screening for the first time this week at LA’s OUTFEST 2001, “CIRCUIT” drew a sold out crowd eager to see how director Shafer would portray this sector of modern gay culture that has drawn both praise for it’s fund-raising potential, and criticism for the very lifestyle that many feel leads to the necessity for this fund-raising in the first place. 


There is no doubt that “CIRCUIT” will cause a firestorm of controversy. At the center is “The Circuit” itself, an ever-growing array of slickly marketed and expensively mounted dance parties that draw increasing numbers of gay men from all over the world to places like Miami, New York, Montreal, Washington, D.C., Los Angeles, and Palm Springs where they indulge in all night parties that feature a tantalizing mixture of beautiful people, sex, and drugs all set to the pounding beat of house music. But for many, these aren’t just parties, it’s a lifestyle – one that becomes all consuming and intensely competitive as the drugs take on a bigger role and beauty, fitness, and social status become more important than even ones own heath or well being. That’s not to say that everyone who goes to “Circuit Parties” are drug-addicted party animals who’d sooner miss a car payment than lose their gym membership, but it’s probably safe to say that there were few people seated in the Director’s Guild auditorium at Friday night’s OUTFEST screening of “CIRCUIT” that didn’t sadly relate to the film in one way or another. 


There will surely be those who criticize the film’s portrayal of excessive drug use, as if this simply isn’t a realistic look at the vast majority of “Circuit Boys” or “The Circuit”. However, my guess would be that if one had to pass a drug test to exit Palm Spring’s “WHITE PARTY”, widely considered the mother of all “Circuit Parties”, a vast majority would be trapped in the Palm Springs Convention Center days after the party had ended. This is reality folks. Regardless, as a movie there is much to like about “CIRCUIT”, and first and foremost is it’s director, Dirk Shafer. Unlike, his first film, “MAN OF THE YEAR”, which was a semi-documentary chronicling his real-life adventures as a PLAYGIRL centerfold who had to hide the fact that he was gay, Shafer dives into full on feature territory with this follow-up project and gives “CIRCUIT” an insightful pulse and dazzling look with the help of cinematographer Joaquin Sedillo and production designer John DeMeo. 


“QUEER AS FOLK” producers should take note at the restraint used in sex scenes in “CIRCUIT” where Shafer shows us how less is often times more when it comes to titillating an audience. Universal high marks go to the entire cast as well beginning with Jonathan Wade Drahos in the difficult lead role of, JOHN, a naive cop who, after being “outed” in his small conservative hometown, journeys to West Hollywood to experience an openly gay life-style. Drahos gives us a welcomed masculine gay leading character that steers far from the stereotype gay roles we’ve seen so many times in the past. 


John is introduced to the LA gay scene by his cousin, TAD (played with subtle restraint by actor Daniel Kukan), a struggling filmmaker who is making a documentary film on the Circuit party phenomenon. Tad introduces his “New boy in town” cousin, John, to HECTOR (played with 6 pack perfection by Andre “The Young & The Restless” Khabbazi), a stunning Latin hustler addicted to plastic surgery who devalues everything about himself but his external beauty. Hector no sooner utters the words “Wanna Bump” when John is swept into the fast-paced, beauty-oriented, and drug-laced world of the Circuit Party Scene and the powder-filled bullets start to fly. But John’s new lifestyle doesn’t fly with handsome, more mature GILL (played endearingly by Brian Lane Green) who spurns Johns advances by letting him know under no uncertain terms that he’s “been there, done that” as far as “The Scene” goes, and that he has no interest in getting involved with a “Circuit Boy”. 


While Gill’s spiritually-grounded strength later leads John out of his dark abyss and into a more stable love relationship, John still has some oats to sow and harsh lessons to learn as he hooks up with the narcissistic Hector for a relentless binge of circuitry leading up to the all-important “WHITE PARTY” in Palm Springs. By now John is in WAY deep. He’s having lines for breakfast, steroids for lunch, and, of course nothing but a few Tic Tacs for dinner. He can’t even bare to have sex if he hasn’t been to the gym so his body feels perfect. Meanwhile, Hector has resorted to having sex with himself in the mirror, quite literally ( one of several brilliantly shot scenes that, in the hands of a director with less finesse could have failed miserably, but under Shafer’s direction here it succeeds flawlessly) 


Once in Palm Springs, Hector makes arrangements for a liaison with popular Circuit porn star, Bobby, (played by pop singing circuit icon Paul Lekakis) who is scheduled to perform at WHITE PARTY, while John takes a job working “Security” to earn himself some extra money while still getting to partake in the festivities. Of course, no “Circuit Party” these days, and certainly not “CIRCUIT”, would be complete without a GHB overdose and when this cold reality and sad by-product of these events hits close to home it brings John’s character full circle. Where had he gone? How did he get there? And, how was he getting back to “reality” – whatever that is? This brings us to the whole conclusion of “CIRCUIT” and why it’s important that it be seen. 


As of screening time, this film still had no distribution. Will it find distribution? Absolutely. Admittedly, it’s a bit long, in fact it could probably be trimmed by a good half an hour. But “CIRCUIT” will strike a chord with gay audiences everywhere if for no other reason than it will get people talking, stir debates about drugs and “The Circuit”, and make us take a harsh look at ourselves. These are “pretty boys” who are not painting a pretty picture. For this reason, “CIRCUIT” will have an impact. It won’t be popular with everybody. But then, neither are Circuit Parties and Circuit Boys when you look at the whole gay population as a whole. Not everyone will agree with this movie’s point of view - but that’s okay. 


The important thing is that it will make everybody who plays on “The Circuit” think about something that we who have been there, or are still there, seem to think is just the status quo – that drug use is just part of the game, and that it’s okay. When in reality, we’ve all seen people ruined, relationships destroyed, jobs, homes, even lives lost all for the sake of another party. The average “Circuit Boy” may not have experienced the downward spiral that John or several of the other characters in “CIRCUIT” go through due to their involvement in “The Circuit”. On the other hand, maybe the average “Circuit Boy” has experienced some of this to a certain degree, we just don’t always see it so clearly or want to face it. One thing cannot be denied, Dirk Shafer has exposed a raw nerve with “CIRCUIT” - One that needed to be exposed, but that will surely rub some people the wrong way, while at the same time opening other’s eyes to a playground run amuck. 


The next time you are at a “CIRCUIT PARTY”, look around you – at the wide-eyed dancers, the powder filled bullets flying like rice at a wedding, the increasing number of security that’s necessary, and if you really want a rude awakening, pop your head in to the first aid room. In “CIRCUIT”, when someone asks Tad why he is making this documentary about “The Circuit”, he answers, “Because we’re killing ourselves, that’s why I’m doing it”. Is that point-of-view melodramatic or just a bit more real than we would care to admit? YOU decide. At any rate, it’s time we look within ourselves to see the truth and make some changes. Dirk Shafer’s “Circuit” might just be the catalyst to help us take that first very important step together as a group.


