JOBS OF
THE PAST
ORIWAS

by Frederick Bentham

THERE can be no better cue lor a
second article on the thifes, the
gobden age of the Grand Master
Swilchboard, than Gall Hardman's al-
fectionate account (in the last issua of
TABS) ol working the ong in the Bristol
Hippodrome bul recently reptacedby a
Duet. To ba padantic there were no
“golden’ grand masters of any age but
there ware two chromium-plated ones.
The first was of 56-ways and controlied
the installation in the new Shakes-
peare Memorial Theatre at Stratiord-
upon-Avon in 1932 The second one
had 30-ways and dominated the small
auditorium of the Seecol Theaire in
Ciovent Garden's Floral Street. | had to
demonsirate this shining-shafted
switchboard but my aim was to gel it
replaced as soon as possible by my
own Light Console. Anolher thing |
wanted 1o get rid of was the trade mark
"Seecol”. It stond fior Strand Electric &
Engineering Co. Lid. There was a much
advertised cintmenl called Zamibuk
which claimed 1o soothe bunions and
piles — whatever they weral The
name Seecol suggested an cbvious
competitor,

There seamed to be bul ona othar
who held the Grand Master in low
esteam — John Christie of Glynde-
bourne, His opera house was under
construction at the time and he had a
way of dropping into 'my’ demonstra-
tion theatre of an afternoon. | never
knew why; because he never bought
anything we made if he could help it.
He would gravitate each time (o the
Grand Master and tell me how stupid it
was and how much belter the German
iracker-wire remole controls were, He
was quite right1o0, for they wera much
miuch more compact and had all sorts
of praclical interbocking gadgelry. As
s00n as my own Lighl Console replac-
ed our Grand Master he ceased 10 ap-
pear, Perhaps he didn't fike it because
it used a Complon consgse and relay,
not a Christie, *

Evenwhen new in 1948 Gail's board
al the Bristol Hippodrope was ralher
an anachronism, After all, the Theatre
Royal had a small Light Conscle of
Bl-ways put in hwo years earlier, With
SE-ways |1 was cerfainky time for
remode controd but a number of these
vary large Grand Master boards were
made post war, It was nol until the late
filties that | was able to get the Strand
directors to declare that no more
wiould be quoted for, Aside from the ax-
tra cost | do not think that my in-
sistence on organ console rather than

minialure swilchbaard pul many
theatres off.

Bristol was Ihe scena of a notabia
close encounter between mysel anda
Grand Master. The year was 1934 and
the theatre was the Prince's (des.
trowed during the war), My job was to
go down to Bristol and ‘play’ a colour
music solo on the new board just in-
slalked, as a curtain raiser to the play
Ten Minuie Alibd. Originaily intended for
the first two nights only, it was extend-
ed (by public demand!) 1o cover all per-
lormances rom August 6in to 111h.
The item was announced in the pro-
gramme as '‘an elaborate demonstra-
tion of the beautiful new Stage Lighting
Effect. This demonstration has been
devised and carried out by Messrs L
G, Applebes and F. P. Bantham''. it
wag, howevar, no duel. Applebee’s
role was his usual one of selling the
theatre the Grand Master, floats, bat-
tens and the rest.

According fo the Bristol Evening
Worid ''It was elfective enough 1o
fagcinale a large audience by its con-
stantly changing colours for at least
ien minutes ... And there was
unrastrained applause at the beauty of
the colourings which was altered by
the operation of dimmers”. And s00n
for 6'%% col. inches no less] Mind you
thare was not much fo create all this
“peauty” on and with. A pair of
decidedly second-hand greys were
dropped-in between the slanding box
set for the play and the house tabs,
This limited things to the colours in the
Mol batten and the floal plus somea
modest side lighting to pick out the
folds. The board was on the prompt
side perch giving me as operater an
acute side view. What | did see very
well was the small band in the pit
About hall a dozen musicians played
the Four Indian Love Lyrics by Amy
Woodiard Finden with some ol the
necessary farvour for 'Less than the
Dust” and passion in “'Kashmiri
Song". It has been a matter of chack:
ingwith the leader 1o seewhal they had
at all suitable in their reperioire,

My curtain raiser stint done, | recall
slealing across the coconut matting
upstage past a young girl ASM who sat
on topof a pair of steps; parhaps, il was
because the stage door was on the
O.P. side or maybe 1o gat another ook
al her, Arvyway, she had a very impaor-
fani part in that thriller — the many
resets of the hands ol the clock
upstage cenire, There is no record laft
of this Prince's Bristol installation: the
board was probably like that of the
Regal Edmonton detailed in my kast ar-
ficle 4 1t would certainly not have been
larger, Thare was only one real whop-
par of a Grand Master belore the war
and that was the 100-way for the Opera
House Blackpool in 1938, The biggest
of all Strand’s thirties installations, 1he
Aoyal Opera House Covent Garden,
was 50 big that, even in 1934 with but
seven weeks 1o do tha job, the most
staunch direct-cparation Grand
Master man had to think about the idea
of a remole control system.

The slage connecled load was o be
TOO4W AC. and another 150-kW at
100w, O.C. lor arcs efc. There were lo

be 175 dimmers controlled as
130-ways on the remote panel up on
the P. side bottom perch. The previous
conlrol had been under the stage
without a view of anyihing soit was just
possible that there might have been
several Grand Masters down under.
We must remember that these were
the days of the Beecham internalional
season of opera in May and June only.
Even with rehearsals and the De Basil
Ballets Russe de Monte Carlo which
always foliowed, the stage lighting was
used for less than one third of the year,
Unitl 1834 Covent Garden opera pro-
ductions had used traditional painted
scenery and someone, and | can only
think it was Beecham, decided thal
they must go modern with a graal en-
compassing cyclorama and all that en-
tailed. The Germans were well used to
such technigues but ower hera any
cycs used in thaatre had been tiry and
usually confined 10 the upstage area,
Far the new Covent Garden stage
fightirng the cyclorama wouk] ot just
form part of the installation but a major
part — 184-kW no less, This was hall
as much again as the tolal slage
lighting lnad at the Stratford Memarial
theatre; Britain's, and Strand’s, largast
permanent stage lighting instaliation in
a theatre till then.

It must be realised thal neither
Strand or anyone else in this country
had a suitable system, it had o be
designed there and then, | should at
this point make it clear that | played no
pari, nor was asked to, in this design.
My ‘'l was there” had to do with work-
ing with the beard;, which | found
mysell doing at the rehearsals as the
great expert on mixing on the three
primary colours, red, blue and green.
The whole of the great Hasait clothcyc
was it on this principle with double
wattage biue. The new Ring had sets
by Gabried Volkolf and was directed by
Dt. Earhardt wiho brought Max Hasail
{with charming daughlter as inter-
prater) along as technical advisar. All
had been brought up on the Schwabe
T-colour system — dark, mid, light and
steel biuas, green, yellow and red. The
cyc controls were at the on-stage end
of parch panel and one sat on a 1all
stool hovering right inside it. {This view
was muckedwp post war by hanging
red traverses for curtain calls.) There
would ba a call from the stalls for
yellow cyc (no mikes then) and fo a
murmur of satisfaction | would bring up
ihe reds and the greens genltly 1o the
required level.

Suddenly there would be a German
cursa from beiow and a cry “Kein
Grun'', Hasail had wandered on the
stage and chanced to look up aloft.
With fury at my non reaciion he con-
sulted his daughter and shrieked ''Noi
Green'', There was nothing lor it, out
the gresns had to go. Whereupon
Earhardt out front would make a bigger
noise — he was a big man — "Kein
Rot"', Frenzy would take over until they
returned to the stalls to find
themselves beholding soothing yeflow
once more. .We nevar did get this
sorted oul but the three colours stayed
and tales of subsequent battles fought
on the perch during public perfor-

mances last nothing in thair retelling 1o
me, ongce | returned to the safety of the
Seecol theatre atl the other end of
Floral Street.

Fortunately Charlie Storer the chial
operalor was ona of those who simply
oot on with it no mattar how the storm
might rage, a wonderiul man who had
been thera lof years on the old board. |
was overawed also by the way thai
Jack Croxlord, Syd Chenay and maost
of the large lemporary stall knew the
operas, Inspite of the brand new set of
three-dimensional rocks no one had 1o
fell therm where Wolan might need a
spot, Brunnhilde a patch to snooze in
or Flosshilde a drop of Strand ripple.
This last reminder of happler days,
whan tha Rhina‘s only pollution came
from goid and maidens.

It was for this 1934 season thal the
great bridge and triple perch structure,
which i such a fealure of the Comvent
Garden pros, as seen backslage, was
built, Thiz, the new counterweight
system, ¢yo lrack and winding gear
was by Tha Lift & Enginearing Com-
pany while Strand Eleciric did the elec-
trical installation. Just upstage hung
the main cyc bank — five rows of 1-kW
174nch floods with silverad glass
reflectors. A second smaller bank of
these hung further upstage. Even the
groundrow trucks were made up of
S00W 124nch fioods, seventy-two in
all, There were Tive compartment bat-
teng, all with silvered glass Sunray
refleciors and between the 61t lengihs
of each there were five feable pre-patl.
56 acling-areas. All these had lo be
made on top of other work in the days
when lanterns were manuiactured in
batches of a couple of dozen at a lime.
There would be nowhere 1o store
anylhing al our new but small works at
Gunnersbury, Vans did nol 1ake much
of a load either, so lransport from
there would be quite a feat in itsalf,

‘What we should find that installalion
short of was spols and what there
were did not, with one exceplion, give
much light. This was the age of the
plano-convex lens focus lamp, Back-
up from arcs was essential al times
and all the many optical effects in The
Ring always used arcs. The exceplion
was the Stelmar spot, There weara six
of 1-kW. one to each parch and three
out-front in the dome wilh 30 wolt 30
amp lamps and remate colour change,
Somehow of other, Stefmar has got
associated with the later Brockliss arc
follow spols of 1935 bul Strand were
making these 1000-Wall projector
lamp models at the end of the twentias,
With a patent date of 10/H25 thase
were literally the first efipsoidal profile
spots in the workd. They were 3t long
however, and on the perches heré
they were manned, They wera dimmed
from the board and hen redirected

Continued overiaal

FOOTNOTES:

* John Christie was chairman of the
organ builders Hill & Norman Beard
in the twenfies and was responsible
for their version of the cinema organ
bearing his name.
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