CYRANO DE BERGERAC

David Taylor interviews lighting designer David Hersey
on the set of the latest West End production
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For the Balcony Scene (above left), a three dimensional ground row is used in front of a twin white back projection screen. The black sharkstooth
gauze is ‘clouded’ by the upstage Drlg:lal Light Curtains. There are cobblestone gobos on the deck and break-ups on the towers, and the actors, when
on stage, are lit by a combination of VL5s and R&V beam lights. Cobblestone gobos as used in the Street Scene (above right).
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pieces and a full size back-projection
cyclorama with three-dimensional groundrow
of the Paris skyline.

"l chose to light the show with Vari®Lite VL5s
and DLCs (DHA Digital Light Curtains) very
early on in the production development,
because | knew | wouldn't be able to find the
space for all the equipment | needed for the
changes. The VL5s went in on the original plot
and didn’t move - although it took some effort
to convince Elijah that | should have them on
the proscenium booms."

The lighting design is remarkably simple -
five on-stage lighting bars, supplemented with
three hung ladders per side, well-filled perch
positions and three bars upstage of the
back-projection screen. Out front it is almost
bare, with the two proscenium booms, a
goal-post each side of the house and some
lenely T-Spots on the front of the dress circle.
The VL5s sit quietly and discreetly on the
booms but provide a superb cross-light that is
used throughout the show.

"They gave me my pocket of low cross-light,"
enthused Hersey, "and the whole show was
built around it. Michael had given me a crack
to get through at the proscenium so | lost the
shadows. Originally | wanted to put some
follow spots on the goal-posts but budget and
the beauty of the Vari®*Lites persuaded me
otherwise."

| sat through the show desperately trying to
see the damn things move. But time after time
they gently eased into a scene in a new
position, in a new colour without my seeing the
wiggle. "The VIL5s are silent . . . really,” said
Hersey. "I'd auditioned them a little while
before beginning the show and they really did
offer an oppertunity for economy and
accuracy. Forthis straight play the silence was
important and they were bright enough for
what | wanted to do. They are nominally
equivalent to a Parcan and a scroller, but |
could easily shift them into exactly the area |
wanted, so the design became simpler and
crisper.”

All the VL5s had #2 lenses which performed
exactly as Hersey wanted. "The #1 lens is very
messy and the others are far too washy for what
I wanted to achieve.” The design thus evolved
with a stunning European look of broad colour
wash (helped by the beautiful cyc at the rear)
with white or off-white soft edged beams keyed
into it. The side light was the last element
touched into the cues,

Hersey sat in on the last few rehearsals,
mindful of the areas into which the Vari*Lites
had been defined by the set. Four VL5s on the
fifth electrics bar gave Hersey his legendary
three-quarter backlight, freshening the actors
from the expanse of the infinite cyclorama. "l
was broadly clear about what the kit would
achieve and | developed a hand-written cue
synopsis in the rehearsals that paid attention to
the likely positions of the moving equipment.”

Asked about the colour accuracy of the VL5s
Hersey reported that delicate tints were tricky.
“The tungsten lamp in the VL5 is great but of
course its colour temperature is down to
3200K. | needed 201 in the show and the only
way to really get it with a VLS is to put a piece
of 201 in front of the luminaire. Sometimes the
dichroic colour mix was a bit sluggish but we
did manage to match the Vari®Lites to the DLC
colours." There are a few live colour changes
from the VL5s and Hersey wanted mare, but he
did not like the colours the mix went through
getting there.

Maoshinsky's version of the play comprises
five acts taking the audience from a
performance at the theatre de Bourgogne in
1640, through the Bakery of the Poets to
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The windows for the Bakery Scene are lit by a combination of the US Digital Light Curtain and
four VL5s, The tables are keyed with the DS Digital Light Curtain, with one section positioned on
each table.

The Theatre Scene after Cyrano has pulled down most of the cloths.

The stage after Cyrano has trashed it. The shadow is from a 2K fresnel sans lens. The colout of the
shadow is achieved with a Digital Light Curtain.
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A view of the control desk which for the first time in Haymarket history
has actually made it to a front of house position in the corner of the
balcony. The Macintosh runs ‘Light Talk’ for the six Digital Light Curtains,

whilst the Mini-Artisan controls the 18 VL5s.

exquisitely intimate square in Old Marais
where Roxanne offers her first kiss to Christian
de Meuvillette from her ivy-strewn balcony,
Adter the interval, uplifted by the optimism of
the first half and, of course, a visit to the bar,
we are brought down to earth with a bump with
the horror of war vividly portrayed at the Siege
of Arras. A violent battle in which Christian is
killed dissolves into a unique passage of time
sequence, with the stage actorless, moving us
forward to the calm and solitude of a Parisian
Convent 15 years |later where Roxanne awaits
her daily visit from Cyrano.

The opening of the show is a triumph of
dynamic stage lighting. With no clear break
hetween preset and the beginning of the play
the warmth of the theatre houselights is
supplemented by a gentle glow of amber from
the boom WL5s washing onto the auditorium
box fronts and a hanging chandelier complete
with wiggly candle flickers on five dimmer
circuits hanging low in the auditorium, Hersey
is very fond of his ‘Advance Bar' sitting on the
floor at the front of the stage. "Originally | had
anly four Birdies at the side of the stage, but
after | realised the sightlines were not impaired
it just grew and grew.

| loved the ‘period” look it gave me for the
theatre scene.” The on-stage theatre boxes are
lit from this position as well as the auditorium
hoxes and Cyrano's first entrance from within
the auditorium is when he swings down on a
curtain pull onto the stage. "It gave me faces
hanging in space and was so neat and tidy,"
enthused Hersey,

Similarly, the specific moments of the play
that needed *highlight' were handled by Reich
and Vogel Beamlights tucked away on the
booms and goalposts as well as overhead.
"They have a sexy gquality of light which is thick
- you can reach out and hold it in your hand.”

The Vari*Lites work hard in this show to give
a subtle, but crisp key light in conjunction with
the colour washes provided by the six ADB 2K
fresnels and the six DHA DLCs. Those
convered to the DLC philosophy find it easy to
see how neatly the blocks of light thrown from
the 12 volt VNSP Par 56 lamps, tinted by a
choice of up to 20 colours, and able 1o tilt to
any position on-stage, can be integrated into
the base of a clear-stage lighting design.

Here, they excel, providing punchy
backlight for the opening theatre scene,
superbly uplifting sunlight through the three
towering windows of the bakery (whilst three
more DLCs align perfectly with the
flour-covered tables inside), or perfforming solo
during the time dissolve sequence before the
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A burnt out house with light shafts through what is left of the roof.

last act.

Both the DLCs and the Vari*Lites were
plotted by Vari*Lite designer Mick Moran.
Hersey used a Mini-Artisan for the VL5s and a
Mac running LightMeowves for the DLCs. "We all
sat together in the stalls to plot," remembers
Hersey, "but Triumph were eventually
canvinced to allow us to take out two seats in
the gods to get the running consale into the
space.”

The board op monitors the Mac and Artisan
in performance but all are run from the house
Gemini console, The VLS levels are run from
the Gemini, whilst the colour changes and
focus moves are run from the Mini-Artisan.

Two 5kW fresnels hang on the eighth electric
to handle the backlight, both with Rainbow
colour scrollers. " wanted to do in-view colour
moves with the 5K scrollers,” said Hersey, "but
the output from the Gemini just wasn't up to i
- too much stepping for my liking.® In-view
colour fades do, however figure prominently in
the design of the show,

The final scene, and Cyrano's death are
played out in the convent garden
overshadowed with a huge tree, Hersey cut
custom ‘leafy breakups’ gobos to the exact
shape of the tree. Deployed in four 2KW
Silhouette 155 with Rainbows on their snouls
these gobos provide an emotive actor in the
final act. The scroll strings comprise a run from
Rosco 03 Dark Bastard Amber through Lee 202
and 201 colour temperature blue to the more
saturated blues of Rosco 68 Sky Blue and
Rosco 85 Deep Blue,

"I'm very excited by in-view colour shifts,"
said Hersey, "I'd begun to use them in Miss
Saigon, but I'm exploring the potential of the
very slow live colour temperature change." In
Cyrano it is this subtle, almost sublime
temperature change that raises the trembling
lump in the audience’s throat,

The simple brush strokes shift the drama into
a higher emaotional gear and the inherent reality
of what Hersey is doing on the stage cannot
help but suck the audience into the world of
the play.

The leitmotiv of the play is the heavy moon
which hangs hauntingly behind the action.
Crriginally Hersey wanted a tracking
projection, but he gradually grew to believe
that it was the image that was important, not its
performance. The moons that subtly perform
are achieved by glass gobos in Silhouette 15s
and an 18cm slide in a Pani BP2 with 18cm
lens. "We did the calculations back in the
office to get the image size fully expecting to
have to revise it (you can do that when you own
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the company that makes the gobos!). Butwhen
we got into the theatre it was bang on."

There is a superb synergy between Hersey
and sound designer Paul Arditti whose
immaculate soundscape punctuates and
underscores the whole action. "I worked
closely with Paul. He's awfully good and, of
course, is a ‘Mac-ophile’, like me!"

Hersey is never far from his Macintosh
computer, Yeargan's designs for the show were
worked on Autocad by Modelbox. Hersey
received the plans in DXF format and
transferred first to Minicad then to PowerDraw
version 3.0 on which hedraws his lighting plots
at 1:50 scale. Daily draft plots were provided
for the team, as well as full size rigging maps
supplemented by the normal Hersey bookful
of paperwork prepared on his database,
Filemaker Pro.

"The young crews you get nowadays are so
data literate now," said Hersey. "They all have
computers and thus aren't frightened by the
paperwork.” Bill Wardroper was the
production electrician for the show, and
although Hersey unusually did not have an
assistant, Wardroper provided a lot of the
services normally attributed to a Hersey scribe,

"We had a couple of late nights but it was
maostly clean days. This is the beauty of moving
lights and pre-planning just like when we first
had memory boards, 'We focused most of the
‘generic’ lighting," said Hersey in his rock and
roll accent, "in a zoned manner, keeping the
facus as simple as possible. The set provided
a natural grid and we used that to help us with
tracking the Vari®Lite moves.

*I like applying musical techniques to
drama," summed up Hersey. "l treated it like an
opera which is what it deserved. There are
loads of cues, lots of links and inserts. | enjoyed
the ingredients as well as the whole mix. |took
a big look and broke it down."

This attention to detail is obvious in the
beauty of the design. The details are the
elements that other lighting designers can enjoy
and analyse, taking them away to develop in
their own style. Hersey thus continues to add
to the quality and wealth of world lighting
design that emanates from this country.

Cyrano de Bergerac

Theatre Royal ~ Haymarket

Directed by Elijah Moshinsky
Designed by Michael Yeargan
Lighting: David Hersey

Sound: Paul Arditti

Vari*Lite Programming: Nick Moran
Production electrician: Bill Wardroper
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