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ever was the situation in which John Wyckham
Associates found themselves in early 1979 when
a ‘phone call from Aberdeen posed the guestion
| “Do you know anything about grids?”

But to begin, very approximately, at the
beginning.

The problem was badewlled, nol
only by the tumble home of the roof
which started approximately 35 feet
from stage level Bul also by the fact
that immediately above the OF fy
floor was a completely enciosed exit
cormider leading. from the front of
the gallery in the auditorium o the
rear of the fiy tower, This took the
form as far as could ba seen from
the. stage, af a brick box
approximately 5 feet & inches wide
by T feet high and rurining. clear
from the rear of the proscenium wall
to the rear stage. (The reader will by
now  have noticed  that all
measurements are given in lmperial
as is propear for a building designad
and built in the Edwardian era). if
any countenveight system was lo
be placed on the OF wall il therefore
had to be onstage of lhis exit
corridor. it had  already been
decided, by the way, hat lo place a
counterweight frame on the prompt
wall would cause even greater
difficulties *as. all access o the
dressing room block, offices and

pass doors were through  the
prompt side wall. So the OP sida it
was, [t was undoubtedly possible fo
take the counterwaight slot through
the stage floor into the basement,
However, the lop of the
counterweight frame siruck, as i
were, the sloping roof above,
approxmately one-third along s
length. The cables leading lo the
grnd pulleys thus passed upward
immediately beneath this sloping
ropf  until they had travelled
approximately 11 fest further on
stage when the sloping roof once
maore turned into a vertical wakl. At
this point the cables were diveried
slightly upwards and on to the loft
blocks placed at high level above
the new stesi grid which was to be
inseriad into the building. The steel
gnd pself could not easily be
suspended  from the existing
structure and it was hereiore
placed on four long columns, one at
each cormer, which descended
down through the stage into the
basement. During construction it

was discovered thal the upstage lefl
leg came down squarely on topof a
culvert  (hitherto.  unsuspeciad)
which enclosed the Denburn.

HE siructural enginesars held

their breath and suspended

design work until they had dis-

covered & way of overcoming
this paricular  problem. Finally i
was decided to raise the entire floor
level of the basement below stage
with a thick layer of concrela thus
spreading the load away from the
cubvert.

What elaboration! Why nol, one
may well ask, was the apparently
simpler method not adopted  of
taking off the top of the fly tower,
rather like opening an egg, and
building a square tower on top.
Such a simple action, my frniends, s
forbidden singe i is {and | guote] "a
building. included  within_tha
Secretany of State for Scotland's list
of buildirgs of special architectural
or historic interast, 1 is a categony A
building. and 15 in a consapvalion
area” But that s nol all. The
upstage portion of the counter-
weight: system had 10 be double
purchase as there were two main
exits at stage level in the vicinity, Mot
only double  purchase, for that
would be comparatively simple, bul
these double purchase sels - or
some ol them - had 10 be mounted
on the angled wall at the rear of the
stage. These sels had to be sel off
from that wall by means of a
riangular steel construction in
order to present the pulleys paraliel
o the: satting ling. The solution of
this: problam Brought another in its
frain. The fly floor had to be angled
upstage o malch the double
purchase sets mounted on the
angled wall as did the loading
gallery above, Furthermore,
because tha - lighting gallery was
turther onstage than either of the fly
galleries s0 as to be'a similar
distance from the centre ling as the
stage lefl galtery and additionally, at
a _hetght between the loading
gallery and the fly gallery, there was
& nice exercisse in geometry o be
sohved at this poinl. But Tele-Stage
frivmphed and the syslem was
installed with: _surprisingly  little
trouble and the fitty-two sels of lines
(thirteen double purchase) are now
operating most successfully. There
was one spin-cff from the entire
planping scheme. Though the
counterweight  frame had been
brought further onstage than the
side wall al stage level the reduction
in wing space was, to an extent,
compensated by the possibility of
constructing . a  double.  level
electrical slore at stage  level
between the counterweight frame
and the side wall.

So much for the counterweight
systemn. It became ewvident very
quickly that the installation of the
counterweight.  sysiem, together
with the installation of the scenery

lift was going to close the bullding to
the public far a longer penod than
had first been enisaged. We were
then asked (o report to the Council
on possible other improvements
which could be made (o the theatre
and give a programme both short
and long term for these improve-
ments.

It was recommended (hat the fol-
lowing work should be undertaken.

A new slage lighting syslem

A new sound and communication

system _
improved . Taciliies. for  the
orchesira - at  mezzaning  level

under the stage

Improvements to the paint frame

An enlarged orchestra pit

Complete repainting

reseating of the auditorium

Improvements o the box office

Improvements to the dressing

ooms

In ‘addition lo this list the Ciy
Architect himself had' decided to
seek approval to do a certain
amount of refurbishment in othear
Frant of House areas and, with the
exceplion: of the dressing room
block, the substantial part of these
proposals was sel in-motion. in the
late Autumn of 1980, Certain
additions were made duning the
course of the contract notably the
provision of new cinema projeciion
faciliies 1o replace the obsolescent
sysledm then in use,

There is absalutely no doubt that
the average member of the publicis
unaware of the lechmical improve-
ments which are made in theatres.
Providing the lights go on and off at
whal appear o be reasonable times
and the curtain goes up and down
when itis expected to: providing he
can hear what is happening -on
stage as well ag sea il; providing he
iz comfortable in his seat and can
qet a drink easilyin the intenval your
average member of he public is
reasonabhy happy.

There i5 also no doubt that, the
theatra having been closed for twe
years, the AM of the P will expect to
see something for his money when
the building recpans; even more 5o
whan  he believes thal all the
building that has been done has
been at his own expensa via the
rales.

and

T was for these reasons that the

Council decided  that, almost

above all the audiorium: shoutd

bea completely redecorated, They
were lucky to secure the services of
that well-known stage designer
Peter Rice who drew up two
schemes for the interior of the audi-
tonum of which the Council chose
the ane which had a rather more
classical fesl. He proposed that all
the seating should be' re- covered
in & rich red and that the walls and
ornameniation of the auditorium be
painted i a number of shades. of
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