


CERCLE ODYSSEY: FOUNDER DEREK BARBOLLA 
AND DIRECTOR NEELS CASTILLON TAKE LA ON 
AN IMMERSIVE JOURNEY HOME
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For nearly a decade, French con-
cert production house Cercle 
has stunned viewers with per-
formances from the world’s best 
musicians and DJs at some of 

the planet’s most iconic, beautiful and 
far-reaching venues: Ben Böhmer from 
a hot air balloon above Cappadocia, FKJ 
on the world’s largest salt flat in Bolivia, 
Disclosure from the side of a cliff in Croa-
tia, Adriatique playing atop the Alps in 
France, Bob Moses at the Griffith Obser-
vatory, Sébastien Léger at the Great Pyra-
mids of Giza — a YouTube library that 
has to be seen and heard to be believed.

Now Cercle is transcending its roots 
with Cercle Odyssey, a nomadic, 360-de-
gree immersive concert that fuses mu-
sic, 8K visuals, and a modern retelling 
of Homer’s The Odyssey. Led by Derek 

Barbolla, Cercle’s Franco-Argentinean 
founder and creative director, the tour 
arrives at the Los Angeles Convention 
Center May 7–11, showcasing artists 
Moby, Paul Kalkbrenner, Empire of the 
Sun, The Blaze, and Black Coffee.

“It was an amazing experience. One for 
the books. Being able to play in the mid-
dle of the crowd in such an immersive 
show was a really interesting experience,” 
artist The Blaze said of the Mexico City 
debut late last month, where Barbolla re-
counts audiences wept tears of joy.

Raised in a Parisian multicultural 
household that nurtured his love for arts, 
Barbolla’s vision blends his cinema de-
gree from Sorbonne University with an 
AI background from his early career at 
VirtuOz, where he honed skills in virtual 
event production. 

Directed by Italian filmmaker Neels 
Castillon, Cercle Odyssey transforms 
venues with 2,300 square meters of 
screens and immersive sound from 
L-Acoustics’ L-ISA spatial audio tech-
nology, enveloping attendees in visuals 
shot across Namibia’s dunes, Iceland’s 
highlands, and beyond, with visuals of 
dancers and four diverse Ulysses char-
acters reimagining the epic tale. It was 
filmed over a year with innovations like 
a custom 360-degree FPV drone, and the 
nine-hour modular film allows artists to 
tailor visuals to their sets. “I also cried, 
not only the audience,” Neels admits, re-
calling the awe of seeing their hard-won 
360-drone shots light up the crowd.

Barbolla sees Odyssey as a boundary-
blurring evolution of Cercle’s mission to 
merge cultural heritage with world-class 
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The Blaze performs at Cercle Odyssey in Mexico City 
COURTESY OF CERCLE
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performances. We spoke with him and 
Castillon last week just as the Mexico 
City leg of Odyssey wrapped, and the 
team geared to host the LA fusion of 
music, myth, and technology. They went 
deep on the creative vision, technical 
triumphs, and heartfelt passion driving 
Cercle Odyssey.

LA WEEKLY: First, let me ask, how 
did the Mexico City shows go?

Derek Barbolla: Oh, it was like a dream, 
even better than we expected, actually. I 
mean, on my side, it was very unique, 
very powerful, a lot of emotion. We saw 
a lot of people crying on the dance floor, 
like cries of joy.

And the comments on people and art-
ists as well have been really tremendous-
ly amazing. We received so much good 
feedback from everyone. Every show was 
very unique and the vibe was different. 
And that was something that was very 
interesting for us to witness, actually.

I’m so, so happy and proud about the first 
shows. And maybe, Neels, you can add.

Neels Castillon: No, I think you said 

everything. It was really cool also to be 
in the middle of the crowd and to see 
people’s faces reacting to everything. And 
it was really cool. I also cried, not only 
the audience. I think the experience was 
great. But also I remember how much 
we struggled, for example, with the 360 
drone. I remember the weeks and the 
nights testing stuff. It was not working. 
So then I saw the scene on The Blaze. And 
I saw people, being like “Wow!”

And I was like, “Okay, I worked hard 
for a year, but it was worth these faces, to 
see these faces all around. This is why we 
did it.” And it relieved me for a big way 
to see it was working. Because you never 
know how people will react.

My understanding is you have shot 
tons of footage that can be moved 
around. So who does the sequencing?

Neels: I mean, we shot a lot. You 
have nine hours of 360 footage, which 
means 45 hours of total footage. So you 
can play on different screens. So basi-
cally, with my two editors, we pre-edited 
some sequences. And of course, since 

the beginning with Derek, we worked 
with the script — here we want this, 
here we want that.

So we really communicate with each 
other. Then once we shoot, we pre-edit it, 
and we send it to the set team with two 
other editors and Derek and Mathieu. 
And they work with the artist to choose.

On my side, it’s good to see people us-
ing the footage on music, making differ-
ent shows than what I would have done. 
It’s very surprising sometimes — some-
times we choose the same, sometimes 
it’s different. I think Derek can talk more 
about the relationship with the artist be-
cause he went to see the artist to choose 
which kind of sequence they like.

Derek: Yeah, I mean, it really depends 
also on each artist. Some artists, they re-
ally trusted us with the whole process. 
Then it was more like how we felt the vibe 
was for each song.

Sometimes we redid some edits from 
Neels. Sometimes we put them as it is, 
depending on what we want to do with 
the vibe, with the emotions, etc. And with 

a lot of artists, we actually collaborated 
very closely with them or with their cre-
ative directors. For example, we asked 
them like, what color is this song for you? 
Or what emotion or what energy do you 
want to give? Some artists really collabo-
rated with us.

So yeah, it was a real collaboration. And 
that’s what makes the project so special is 
that you can also feel the artistic energy 
from the artists — from the musician, of 
course, from Neels and from us as well. 
And it’s like a synchronicity of all these 
artists that makes the project.

Had you two, Derek and Neels, worked 
together before?

Derek: No, no. But we both admired 
each other’s respective work for a long 
time before. I think we met thanks to 
Hania Rani, actually, because I discov-
ered Neels’ work through her and I think 
Neels discovered my work through her 
as well. And at some point, I called him 
maybe two, three weeks before announc-
ing Cercle and I explained to him the 
project. And we were really in the same 

Derek Barbolla
COURTESY OF CERCLE

Neels Castillon 
COURTESY OF CERCLE
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mood. And now I think we can call our-
selves friends.

Neels: Yeah, for sure. For me, it was 
kind of coming from nowhere because 
I think Derek had this idea for even 10 
years now, he told me this morning. And 
after everything I saw from his idea, I 
understood why he called me at some 
point because it was really connected to 
my work also and our love for nature and 
music — nature and music is the core of 
what we love and we both choose in our 
personal work to make those two ele-
ments collide. I would have been super 
jealous if he did this one with another 
director, honestly.

Derek: Yeah, and also Neels works a lot 
with humans and dancers. That’s what 
we missed with Cercle a few years before 
and that was also something that I really 
loved in Neels’ work.

So there is that element in Odyssey — 
dancers, performances in nature.

Neels: Yeah! There are dancers, there 
is a spine of a story inspired from The 
Odyssey. There are four Ulysses [the 
Latin variant of Odysseus], four charac-
ters. I didn’t want to take a regular face of 
Ulysses, so I proposed to have four dif-
ferent Ulysses — two women, two men, 
different origins, so they could represent 
anyone, like a kind of modern Ulysses.

And you kind of follow their adventure 
during the show, because at the end, the 
adventure of The Odyssey is trying to get 
back home. So this is why it starts in a 
very remote and wide location and it fin-
ishes into your city.

I first became aware of Cercle in 2020 
during the pandemic and it became 
like the background of my life when we 
couldn’t leave the house. I don’t know 
how many times I watched the Martinez 
Brothers one — we would just watch that 
and act like we were at a party. So the 
fact that it’s coming here is very exciting.

I’m curious about what that evolu-
tion was from hosting Cercle at a loca-
tion to this kind of new thing. Here we 
have now Cosm and we have the Sphere 
in Vegas, these new immersive experi-
ences. How is Cercle evolving in your 
mind?

Derek: So we created these crazy expe-
riences in different locations. You men-
tioned the one in Singapore — only 300, 
400 people was the capacity. So, it was 
amazing, like a memory of a lifetime. But 
I wanted to share this with more people 
actually and find a way to welcome more 
people to have a Cercle experience. And 
that’s how I think I started having this 
come in my mind. It’s like how do we tele-
port people or how do we make people 
travel without traveling, while staying 
in their city? And I think that’s how the 
project came to my mind.

As Neels said, I had it in my mind for 
10 years, I think, because I found some 

reference pictures that I sent to Neels a 
few hours ago, which look very similar to 
Odyssey actually. It was in 2015. So, it’s a 
very long process. I studied cinema so of 
course screens have been in my life since 
I was born.

But I wanted to add something new 
and something totally immersive and 
also something that is impactful for the 
artists. I’ve always in my mind been like, 
“How can the artist have an amazing ex-
perience?” Because they are the core base 
of every musical event, of course. And if 
they are feeling strong emotions, they will 
just share it with people in the audience.

For example, the Martinez Brothers 
— they felt something huge when they 
were on stage and there even was a storm 
coming and at the end didn’t come. And 
of course, this was very emotional, and it 
is the same for Cercle Odyssey — artists 
have the best spot in the house because 
they are in the middle, surrounded by 
screens and also on top, and [surrounded 
by] the audience. And I think when the 
artist has a great experience, everybody 
has a great experience. So, that was part 
of the creative process.

The first time we put a screen on a show 
was Boris Brejcha at the Grand Palais. 
The Grand Palais is a beautiful venue, 
but we had the authorization only to have 
5,000 people and it looked empty with 

5,000 people. So, I told myself, “What 
can we do?” It was like an anniversary of 
the first step on the moon, so I decided to 
bring this huge moon and I think that’s 
the first time actually I saw the potential 
of screens and putting people in front of 
a moon, etc.

Then we also did a release of one of 
our shows in one of the biggest theaters 
in Europe, and when I saw people just 
jumping on their seats, I told myself, 
“Okay, maybe that’s something interest-
ing to develop.” The creative process came 
throughout the years like this.

And at some point, I think the reveal 
was like after a Fred Again show I saw 
at Zénith in Paris in 2023 — when I saw 
that big production they did in just a few 
months, I told myself — okay, we can do 
that. We can pull off a crazy ambitious 
project like that. We have an amazing 
team. We also work with the amazing 
team from Neels. We are like commandos, 
you know, just ready to do great things 
and that’s how we started the project.

Neels: I think also you have built a rep-
utation where people can follow you on 
this type of project. Because honestly, the 
first time you explain the project to any-
one, they look to your face and say, “What 
are you talking about? Are you crazy?”

And because of the reputation of 
Cercle — a very good reputation in music 

— things start to be possible. So for those 
10 years, I think for Derek, it’s not only 
maturing an idea, but it’s building the 
trust of people. I came on board because 
of the reputation of the artists, but also 
confidence in you, trust in you.

So it’s very important that you build 
something really strong, to not do a Fyre 
Festival just for fame, because every artist 
that comes here, they really trust Derek 
with making something cool. Because it’s 
not a secret that we also ask other artists 
sometimes, and they are very afraid that 
the concept steals their show. Like they 
are not the center of the show at every 
moment, and people will look around.

So also artists that are here, they want 
to live this immersive experience with 
the audience, and they understand the 
process. So yeah, I just wanted to say, ev-
eryone trusts Derek because of the great 
work, and that makes it possible.

Because honestly, it was too much 
work. I don’t know how we handle all the 
stress. *Laughs*

Derek: Yeah, it was crazy. And yeah, 
a lot of trust, but also, of course, we 
have been helped by a lot of people and 
contacts we made for the past 10 years. 
People in the industry I talked with, that I 
couldn’t have talked to 10 years ago, that I 
didn’t even know. So yeah, that’s very true 
what you said, Neels.

COURTESY OF CERCLE
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Neels: When we talked to Moby the 
first time, we talked about him, the ambi-
tion of the film, shooting everywhere on 
Earth. And he’s like, “But your film will 
cost 20 million!” And I’m like, no, no, 
no. I have contacts everywhere, because 
I made a lot of commercials around the 
world, and teams are really keen to help 
us, and I know local people. I can travel 
with a very light crew and have local help 
also, which is good for the planet.

And what works for me, works also for 
Derek. He knows a lot of people in light-
ing, in sound, in [disciplines] that really 
want to make this project special.

And the common thing about everyone 
— it’s passionate people making things. 
It’s really not about money for now. And 
it’s really about making something spe-
cial for us, because this is why we do ev-
erything we do. We just want to enjoy as 
much as the audience. So this is the best 
common thing to everyone, I think.

Where did the idea of using The 
Odyssey as the narrative structure come 
from?

Derek: I think Odyssey is one of the 
first books I read at school. It has been 
really important in my mind for a long, 
long time. We discussed a lot with Neels 
about that. We wanted to find a narrative 
line. And we wanted to have humans on 
board. And we were like, how can we do 
that? What’s this narrative line? What do 
we want to share with the world?

And as Neels just explained a few min-
utes before, it was more like the tagline 

was like going back home and strug-
gling going back home, because Ulysses 
struggled a lot. And that’s how this idea of 
having a reinterpretation of The Odyssey 
from Homer came to our mind, because 
it’s perfect. You have like different charac-
ters, someone that is trying to get home, 
that will have some struggle and fights. So 
for us, it was the perfect narrative world.

Neels: Like Derek said, we all read it at 
school. So it’s a very universal book.

Everyone knows the word Odyssey, 
which means a travel, a journey. And 
Ulysses, everyone knows the name at 
some point, or Odysseus in English. I 
think it was universal, you know.

And The Odyssey has a big nature part 
also in this story. So I’m not surprised 
when you say “odyssey,” you see yourself 
travelling around Earth and it’s like the 
psychology of the world is very much 
promising to see a big journey. It’s syn-
onymous with a big journey.

So first it was a starting point. After, I 
said, “Okay, we can travel around Earth, 
but I don’t like when things are free. I like 
to add meaning to everything.” Because 
for me, even when I’m filming a dance 
scene, I don’t tell the dancer, “Find me a 
good dance.” No, I try to have meanings 
and to put emotion on things.

So I started to re-read The Odyssey 
when I talked with Derek. And I took out 
all the characters I loved, […] And I said, 
“Okay, I will try to reinterpret visually 
what it means.” And also it’s cool because 
everyone knows the book. So everyone 

has heard about the book, which is car-
toons when you are kids. Everyone knows 
the Siren. So when they see them on 
screen, they’re like, “Wow, this is a mod-
ern Siren.” And it gives you feelings.

And for us, it was very cool because 
we could take very freely whatever we 
wanted from the book and create those 
scenes. And also it’s a synonym of adven-
ture. You are living an adventure, which 
I love. I’m a huge fan of Jules Verne or 
this kind of literature of Joseph Conrad. 
And I wish people enter into the room of 
Cercle Odyssey without their phone. And 
they just live an adventure for two hours 
and go back very happy to live something 
very far from their life. So Odyssey was 
just a very promising title, I think, since 
the beginning.

Derek: And I think it was also an od-
yssey for us, as a team creating this. We 
were Ulysses as well, fighting through all 
the technical problems we had. It was also 
a journey for us.

So the idea to call it Odyssey — that 
was something you guys developed in 
the process or something you had from 
the beginning?

Neels: What I love in art is sometimes 
you find what you were looking for after 
the work. And I think Derek had this in-
tuition of calling it the Odyssey. And then 
after he found why. Because it’s inside 
you. You have to work to find why you 
wanted to call it the Odyssey. So I think 
it’s after you see the first show, you really 
understand why.

Sometimes the creative process is very 
weird. Not every time you know what 
you are doing — you just have intuition 
you follow. And once it works, you’re like, 
“Yeah, this is exactly what I wanted to do.”

And you mentioned that the show is 
no phones allowed. How do you think 
the LA audience will receive that? In 
LA, we like our phones. *Laughs*

Derek: We’re obsessed. It’ll be a detox. 
Two hour detox. No, I’m kidding. But 
yeah, of course, we’re very connected to 
our phones. Ourselves as well. We’re kind 
of addicted in some way. 

So we really wanted to propose this to 
the audience. So people arrive, they put 
their phone in a pouch, they keep their 
phone with them, but they cannot use 
them unless they have something urgent. 
And we have some areas outside of the 
immersive room to unlock them. 

But the feedback was unanimous. 
People really liked it to immerse in this 
experience — talk to each other, dance, 
forget about anything. I’m so happy to 
have taken this risk. Because in terms 
of marketing, it can be very difficult be-
cause you don’t have any user-generated 
content. But I think it was the way to go. 
And I hope this will inspire even more 
promoters and people to do the same. 
You become more conscious about what 
is happening,

And we give you the content after. 
We are filming it professionally and we 
are sending all the content just one, two 
hours after the show. So you still have 
content and all your memories that are 
more powerful in some way, I feel.

Neels: And also, it’s a music show, but 
it’s a cinematic experience — and you 
don’t take your phone to the cinema. So 
it makes total sense to me that you focus 
on the storytelling.

We are not against phones. We just 
want people to allow themselves to im-
merse into this experience fully. If you are 
looking at something else, you lose atten-
tion, you know?

Looking ahead, will there be more 
touring? I heard there’s potential for a 
2026 run.

Derek: Yes. We’re already working 
on 2026. Of course, we want to go ev-
erywhere in the world — Asia, Africa, 
Oceania, South America, Europe. I don’t 
have the exact schedule yet, but yes, the 
goal is to go and travel with the struc-
ture. We invented it in a way that is very 
nomadic. We are only traveling with the 
canvas, and we are renting all the sound, 
lights, et cetera, on site. 

We are also thinking about new ways of 
presenting it. It’s just the beginning of the 
adventure this year.

Cercle Odyssey runs May 7-11 at the 
Los Angeles Convention Center. More 
information and tickets can be found at  
odyssey.cercle.io. COURTESY OF CERCLE
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Fitoor’s green room
COURTESY RYAN TANAKA

The first thing that hits you 
when you approach the grand 
entrance of the Fitoor Santa 
Monica grill and lounge is the 
subtle aroma of Indian spices 

and curry wafting through the elegant bar, 
and a welcoming and positive energy that 
can only be described as intoxicating.

Nubile belly dancers and sword 
dancers float through the bar and din-
ing rooms as guests sip on the creative 
craft cocktail program inspired by the 
universe’s natural elements: water, fire, 
earth, wind, and space. Gifts from the 
Garden blends tequila, lime, and ginger, 
and the Desert Rose combines vodka, 
lemon, rosewater, and Aperol.

Fitoor, Hindi for  “passion”, is the lively 
new outpost from the original San Jose 
location and AVB Hospitality, the  Bay 
Area restaurateurs behind Michelin-
recognized ROOH Progressive Indian. Dahi kachoriCurry lead prawn and butter milk foam

Fitoor Brings Indian Passion And Spice To The Table
BY MICHELE STUEVEN
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Founders Anu and Vikram 
Bhambri started their profes-
sional careers in engineer-
ing and technology together 
at Microsoft. While Vikram 
continues to work in the tech 
industry, Anu manages opera-
tions across a growing restau-
rant empire.

Showcasing contemporary 
twists on regional Indian cui-
sine with a focus on fire-based 
cooking techniques, Executive 
Chef Surya Kumar emphasizes 
fresh seafood dishes to suit 
the new beachside location. 
Coastal flame scallops swim in 
a Sri Lankan fish curry sauce, 
and sous vide salmon is served 
alongside a bright macher jhol.  

And while the poor overabun-
dant appearance of branzino on 
every menu usually just elicits an 
eyeroll, Kumar’s delicate Asado 
interpretation, soaked in mus-
tard paste overnight,  flavored 
with Indian herbs, and topped 
with a cilantro mint pesto that 
resembles more of a Napoleon 
than a fillet, is incomparable. 

The kulchas are a must. 
Kumar’s interactive version 
of an Indian deflatable piz-
za with fillings that include 
truffle mushroom, eggplant, 
pulled butter chicken, or spiced 
minced lamb, as well as the 
silken yogurt kabab with cream 
cheese and coriander chutney, 
reflects his playful culinary 
intuitiveness. 

There are plenty of flavorful 
dips to accompany a variety of 
naan breads,  shareable small 
plates, and entrees to satisfy 
carnivores as well.  The tender 
Malabar pepper lamb chops 
come in a silky sauce of creamy 
leeks with a subtle hint of heat, 
and the traditional chicken 
seekh masala is a popular favor-
ite with Indian families that fill 
the indoor and outdoor dining 
spaces. 

For dessert, try the pistachio 
puff gujia pastry vermicelli rice 
pudding served on the bed of 
Kheer foam or the cream bru-
lee crowned with gulab jamun 
and nuts.  

COURTESY RYAN TANAKA

Lamb shank Rogan Josh

Bombay papdi Bhel

Sakura
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For one weekend a year, the warring 
tribes of long-form improv com-
edy in Los Angeles holster their 
Glocks and unbuckle their para-
chute pants to break bread at an 

indie improv festival, this year’s M.I.L.F. 2.
The two-day festival was held last 

Friday and Saturday, April 25 and 26, at 
the Jons supermarket strip mall at the 
corner of Hollywood and Vermont in 
East Hollywood, between four stages 
at two storefronts — the two stages at 
Rebecca Drysdale’s The Clubhouse (ba-
sically the last totally independently 
programmed theater around), and three 
doors down at another storefront that’s 
home to two schools: the new home 
of the Pack Theater and the World’s 
Greatest Improv School.

The festival featured 108 improv 
teams (disclosure: including teams with 
this aging correspondent), nine sketch 
teams, and 41 performers doing stand-
up or characters, and was produced 
for the second year by Mach Improv 
(M.I.L.F. = Mach Improv LA Festival), 
a collective of about 25 performers that 
have been running a mashup improv 
show at The Clubhouse for 13 years. All 
shows were free, and the whole festival 
ran on donations — you can still donate 
via their Venmo @MILFest.

Jess Svendsgaard, Mach showrunner 
and co-executive producer of M.I.L.F. 
along with Nicole Villela, told us this 
year’s iteration ran way smoother than 
last year’s one-day event. “Friday night 
and Saturday daytime into night gave us 
room to breathe and also let a lot more 
performers into the festival. And I even 
got to watch some shows!” she said.

The logistics of throwing the event, 
fielding over 260 submissions, and wran-
gling so many performers was a mas-
sive task, requiring six months of prep 
from a team of 10. But in the end it was 
worth it — “I’ll spare you of me describ-
ing improv scenes despite some of them 
making me cry from laughter (describ-
ing improv is like explaining a dream, 
it’s just never interesting),” Jess said. “I 
loved meeting people who traveled to 

come to the festival. And I loved hear-
ing from people that they were having a 
good time and happy the festival existed.

“Also, I did a bit show that involved 
me and three friends taping 7-inch sub 
sandwiches to each hand and finishing 
them before the end of our 15-minute 
improv set. I will have that memory for-
ever. Also, we had a flash tattoo artist 
that was booked solid both days! Now 
a bunch of us in the community have 
matching tattoos which is very cute.”

Shows ran on time throughout the 
weekend despite most being stand-
ing room only, and the packed lob-
bies poured onto the sidewalk of both 
locations. The schedule was well cu-
rated with a diversity of acts, includ-
ing bit shows, musical performances, 
and improv of all kinds — big hit fa-
vorite teams like Holy Shit, Gunk, 
Menudo, Emergency Contact, The 
Sauce, Carol’s Poolhouse, Sweet Dalai 
Lama, and Wild, the hilariously strange 
Funk Shuffle, and sketch from weirdos  
Dick Cannon.

Tyler Schnupp’s deranged Bread Show 
closed out Friday night on a yeasty rise, 
and the festival’s last act Saturday was 
Convoy, a team made up of three of the 
Upright Citizens Brigade’s elder states-
men who have been performing togeth-
er for decades and combined have over 
200 years of improv experience.

Of course, we’re kidding about the 
warring tribes of improv thing — im-
prov remains generally collegial and 
harmonious. But the LA scene has in-
deed become more stratified and siloed 
over the past few years and feels a lot dif-
ferent than the heyday of the late aughts 
and twenty-teens. 

A brief and semi-accurate history: 
improv’s explosion of popularity during 
the 2010s led to big enrollments at the 
established LA schools iO West, UCB, 
The Second City Hollywood, and The 
Groundlings, and brought new entrants 
like The Pack and Nerdist/The Ruby. But 
the bubble seemed to burst toward the 
end of the last decade, with the closing 
of iO West in 2018, and the Nerdist and 

others meeting similar fates. 
(The Groundlings remains a robust the-

ater and school but operates with more of 
an Apple-style closed-ecosystem/walled 
garden versus the open-source nature of 
the rest of the improv world.)

While clown and standup flourished, 
the pandemic wreaked havoc on improv 
and sketch. The Second City Hollywood 
shut down for good in 2022. The other be-
hemoth UCB had an extended pandemic 
hiatus as the UCB 4 (Matt Besser, Amy 
Poehler, Ian Roberts, and Matt Walsh) 
sold ownership and permanently closed 
their massive two-stage campus and 
training center on Sunset and Western, 
as well as locations in New York. 

UCB wouldn’t re-open until September 
2022, and in their long absence, several 
smaller schools that teach UCB-style, 
game-based improv popped up to fill 
the void, all of which are run by UCB 
veterans: the aforementioned World’s 
Greatest Improv School owned by Will 
Hines, Sarah Claspell and Jim Woods; 
Jake Jabbour’s WE Improv; and James 
Mastraieni’s Shared Experience Studio, 
along with a few others.

They all exist now in a solar system 
that somewhat orbits around UCB, but 
they all also do their own thing, with 
their own curriculums and house teams, 
and less overlap than you’d think. It’s all 
very confusing and insular, but that’s 
what’s happening. 

All of these reasons make M.I.L.F feel 
critical to the scene. It’s really the only 
remaining event where performers from 
all these schools can get together and let 
their improv freak flags fly.

And again — we’re talking about 
long-form improv comedy here, which 
is already pretty indie. So it’s fitting 
that Mach, one of the most commit-
ted indie collectives, has stepped in to 
fill the role of convener. They’re die-
hards who clearly do it for the love of 
the game and the community, and they 
delivered a great fest filled with weirdos 
from stages all across LA. It was a nice 
reminder that funny people can come 
from anywhere. 

C U L T U R E

IMPROV FESTIVAL M.I.L.F. 2 BROUGHT LA’S INDIE 
SCENE TOGETHER AT THE JONS SUPERMARKET 
STRIP MALL IN EAST HOLLYWOOD
BY MARK STEFANOS

Improv team Beep Beep performs
COURTESY CODY WILLIAMS
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https://www.instagram.com/tylord_sch/
https://www.instagram.com/milfcomedyfestival/
https://www.instagram.com/theclubhouseimprovla
https://www.packtheater.com/
https://www.wgimprovschool.com/
https://www.wgimprovschool.com/
https://www.instagram.com/thebyebyemancuckedme/
https://www.instagram.com/tylord_sch/
https://www.instagram.com/wgis_space/
https://www.instagram.com/wgis_space/
https://weimprov.org/
https://www.thesharedexperiencestudio.com/
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