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Winnie-the-Pooh, Edgar Allan Poe
combine in House at Poe Corner

Eric Woolfe and Michael O'Brien came up with a creepy take on beloved A.A. Milne characters, being
workshopped April 4 and 5 at Red Sandcastle Theatre
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Michael O'Brien, left, and Eric Woolfe, with puppets Poe Bear and Cutlet, co-writers of The House at Poe
Corner, a mash-up of Winnie the Pooh and Edgar Allan Poe. v

By Alison Broverman Special to the Star
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A. A. Milne’s saccharine children’s classic Winnie-the-Pooh seems, at first glance, to
have little in common with the classic horror stories of Edgar Allan Poe. But for co-
writers Eric Woolfe and Michael O’Brien, the letters “P” and “O” were all that was
required for a hilarious mash-up idea. But how do you get from pun to play? Writer
and performer Woolfe spoke with the Star about the work-in-progress The House at
Poe Corner, which can be seen this weekend at the Red Sandcastle Theatre.

Q: Where did the idea of mashing up Winnie the Pooh and Edgar Allan Poe come
from?

A: It started a year ago or so on Facebook. Andrew Shay Hahn, a Toronto artist who
I actually hadn’t ever met, and Michael O’Brien, a wonderful playwright who I had
never actually met, and I were all on Shay’s (Facebook) page making fun of that
Raven movie with John Cusack, which we all found intolerably boring. And O’Brien
who, again, I'd never actually met face to face, made up this title of “The House at
Poe Corner” as a gag. And I thought it was really funny, so we started riffing on
what would happen if there was a House at Poe Corner, just trying to top each
other.

Q: So how do you turn a Facebook joke into a full-fledged play?

A:1dared O’Brien to write the play with me. And he was all “yeah, yeah, whatever,”
and I started writing sketches of things that I would post on his wall and, after
about a week, he said, “OK, let’s do it.” So I said I’d get the money together, and he
was all “yeah, yeah, yeah, sure” and then the OAC (Ontario Arts Council) threw us
some Creators’ Reserve money ... and I dared him, so he had to write it with me.

Q: Does Disney know about your gruesome take on the fuzzy characters of the
Hundred Acre Wood?

A: In Canada, you can satirize a character that’s under copyright and it’s OK, as
long as you’re making fun of it. So although all the characters are clearly based on
the Milne characters, they’re all sort of warped and twisted through a nightmare
lens enough that they’re not actually the Milne characters, but you can tell by
looking at them where they fit. Like a third-rate tribute band at some drunken
Northern Ontario bar.

Q: How did you translate the Milne characters into Poe’s nightmarish world?

A: Piglet becomes “Cutlet,” Pooh Bear becomes “Poe Bear,” Eeyore is “Gloomhoof
the Mule”; there’s a twisted half mad orangutan and half jungle cat and half God-
knows-what called “Vilecat.” Owl becomes “Nightfowl the Raven.” And we have
“Walla” and “Bee.” Walla was murdered by Australian poachers and Bee refuses to
believe she’s dead. And Christopher Robin — here, Mr. Usher — has left the
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woodland, the ghoul-haunted woodland where everything has grown old and died.
And that’s part of what’s made the animals all mad is that Mr. Usher never comes
to play anymore because he’s deceased.
Q: What was your process for designing and making the puppets?

A:1tend to not do anything that takes more than 10 minutes of work. So the
sketches are the finished puppets. I thought, they all need to have human creepy
eyes and they all need to look like kind of demented stuffed animal versions of . . .
Christopher Robin’s actual creepy old rotten toys that are in a museum somewhere
all moth-eaten. So that’s the starting point of all of them . .. and then it was, like,
“Oh, what can I sew?” and what fabric was lying on the floor of my studio.

Q: And what effect do the puppets have on the audience?

A: One of the things we’ve learned over the years is that no matter how stupid and
cartoonish the puppets, they tend to hit people at a deeper emotional level than you
would think. And we think that’s because the puppet characters only exist in the
imagination of the audience. You have a much wider palette: you can be really sort
of silly and cartoonish one moment and then, at the drop of a dime, you can be
frightening or sentimental or dark or heartbreaking. And audiences seem really
willing to accept that change. Also people seem to get scared a lot more than you
think they would with the puppets. They’re weird stuffed animals with glass eyes,
but you discover that as people invest in the story they get creeped out.

The House at Poe Corner workshop performance runs April 4 and 5 at the Red
Sandcastle Theatre at 922 Queen St. E. at 8 p.m. Visit
http://poecorner.brownpapertickets.com/ poecorner.brownpapertickets.comEND for
tickets.
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