








The rig - particularly the eye lighting - works 

hard through the show. Taymor's animal 

costumes are seen to best effect when in 

silhouette, and the silhouettes that Holder 

creates are big, bright and intense; the 

punchiness allows the feeling of the brightly-lit 

sky to be retained even when light is added 

downstage to build big, bright daylight states. 

What's interesting is that Holder's lighting 

seems to reflect the show as a whole in 

dividing into two quite distinct styles. 

There are the beautiful, heart-stopping 

moments where the magic of masks, puppetry 

and simple, elegant theatricality are used to 
their fullest effect, the most notable of these 
being the show's opening sequence. The 

houselights fade, the colourful abstract 
frontcloth rises and light reveals firstly clouds 
rising up into space then a colourful , cloth sun 

rising slowly rising from the floor. The first 
animals - those giraffes - appear on stage. 
Suddenly birds are flying overhead. Then the 

edge of a gobo in the auditorium catches your 
eye and, as you turn, you realise that an 
elephant is lumbering down the stalls past 

you! The sequence builds and builds, the 
African chanting slowly resolving into the 

familiar form of Circle of Life, the hit song 
from the film, as the stage fills with creatures 
of all types and Pride Rock then rises to reveal 

the king, the queen and their newly-born lion 
cub. 

Then there are moments that seem somehow 
to owe more to Disney than to Taymor: a 
character sauntering on stage singing the 

eighties pop hit 'The Lion Sleeps Tonight'; 
another quipping that the scene "wasn't like 
this in the film\ while the Van•Lites do a 
rock-and-roll sweep out over the audience. 

Holder handles these moments with style, 
though, as he does the moments where the 
lighting has to solve the purely technical 

challenges of hiding the 'tricks' ( such as 
performer flying lines) or silhouetting the 
miniature puppets used in some scenes. But it 

is the cyclorama, in particular, that lingers in 
the mind: dressed with floods, but then with 
areas picked out using the Vari" Lites; its 

triumph is that it is never quite symmetrical, 
never quite even, which is what makes it live 
as a spectacular sky rather than just a well-lit 
cloth. 

SOUND 

The sound design for Lion King is in the hands 
of Tony Meola, who also worked on the more 

recent Hunchback of Notre Dame for Disney 
in Berlin. Bidding for this element of the show 

was again fierce - understandably, given the 
general expectation that the show will run and 
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run • but the contract was eventually awarded to 
Autograph because of their proven ability to 

support even the most complex shows. 

Autograph's Andy Brown also served as UK sound 
associate, working alongside US associate sound 
designer Marie-Renee Foucher and assistant sound 
designer Kai Harada once the show moved into 

previews and Meola jetted off to his next project. 

The installation of the rig was overseen by 
production sound engineer Thomas Ashbee, 

another Disney veteran after filling the same role 
on Beauty and the Beast in London. Though large, 
the basic rig isn't that outlandish in current 
musical terms. Vocals are collected by 40 
Sennheiser SK50 radio microphones, some of 
these permanently attached to masks rather than 
to the performer's heads, and presided over by 
Nihal Badik and Paul Gatehouse. The orchestra, 
located in the pit with the exception of two 

percussionists who are housed in auditorium boxes 
either side of the stage, are miked with a wide 
assortment of microphones from Shure, 
Sennheiser, AKG and Neumann, and the resulting 
feeds are collected by a 99-input, 14-subgroup, 
14-VCA CadacJ-type mixing console with 89 of 
the faders motorised, run by Nicky Matthew. 

This sound, along with a few effects replayed from 
Denon DN-995R MiniDisk players, then passes 
through Meyer CP-10 EQs, BSS TCS-804 delays, 
Apogee DA-800 and SA-700 amps and out to 
what appears to be a very small loudspeaker rig, 
particularly around the proscenium arch. This is, in 

part, because vocals are fed out through four LA-
28 speakers from Walt Disney lmagineering -
wide-dispersion column speakers created for the 
theme parks that look like narrow tubes and are 
visually unobtrusive when mounted on pros 
booms. These are backed by six Meyer UPA-1 Ps, 
six UPA-2Ps and four USW-1 P speakers, all self­

powered . Tom Ashbee comments that his work 
has suddenly become much more like the lighting 
department's, because he's dealing with a mains 
installation rather than just low-voltage signals. 

Each speaker is individually fed in case of 

problems. The rig also uses Apogee SAT-3 and 

AN-1 OOOx loudspeakers as front-fills and as a 

surround-system used for effects and the vocal 

sounds of animals who enter from the rear of the 

auditorium during the opening sequence, with the 

whole rig equalised using the Meyer SIM system. 

More challenging for Ashbee has been the 
complex detailing required by the system. The 

opening sequence animals are hidden in a section 
of the stalls bar prior to their entrance and 
therefore needed coverage for both radio mics 

and the stage management's radio comms - yet 
this area was a radio blackspot. Local antenna 
therefore had to be concealed above the bar with 

the cabling then following a complex route back 
to the stage (#there was one particularly nasty 

void, and in the end we went and bought a 

crossbow and used that to shoot the draw-line 
through!# the ever-inventive Ashbee recalls). 

Video monitors were also installed in the bar area, 

working as latecomer monitors for most of the 
show, but switching to show the conductor on an 
event from the Cadac. 

The complex comms 
requirements also led 
to the decision to 

install a separate feed 
to each Clearcom 
comms pack, fed from 

an Autograph-designed 
power supply that cuts 

off a pack in the event 
of a fault, leaving the 
rest of the comms 

system undisturbed. 

All this somehow left a 

few dull moments in 
the long fit-up, which 

the sound team filled 
by firstly fitting 
plexiglass side panels to 

either end of the 
sound desk, then adding show logo decals. Bored 

again during previews they installed ropelight to 
uplight the logos - and were planning to finish off 

this project by wiring the ropelight to the 
houselights, so that it faded gently at the start of 
the show! 

The show's sound, for the most part, fulfils 
Meola's stated ambition of making a sound that is 
"lush, as it is on the albums and in the film-. As 

with Hunchback, it's not in-your-face sound, but 
rather takes the vocal sound and presents it to 

you neatly, clearly and cleanly. It also manages to 
deal with the challenge presented by the younger 
audience present at the show, lifting the vocals 

over their general ambient hubbub, the rise and 
falls of which dearly show which bits of the show 
bore them and which enthral them - though it is 

slightly sad that they don't get to see the final 
moments of the curtain call, their view obstructed 
by the adult audience who rise to give the hard 
working cast a standing ovation. 

A real ovation, though, with cheers and whistling 

and boos for the bad lion, not a forced 'we've 

paid our money, we feel we should stand' ovation. 
Audiences clearly love this show, enjoying it for its 

beauty and magic rather than trying to analyse 

what the masks mean or study the hundreds of 

years of international theatrical tradition that lie 
behind them. That, perhaps, is Taymor and her 

team's triumph. That and proving that a Disney 

musical doesn't just have to be padded cartoon 

costumes! 

But even the success of this show leaves a 
question unanswered. For their differing styles, all 

three of the stage shows (Beauty, Lion King and 
Hunchback) have effectively had the benefit of 
extensive try-outs in film form. Disney haven't yet 
mounted a successful new, theatrical show from 

scratch. To see whether they can achieve that we 
must wait for Aida, opening in Chicago in 

December and (they hopel) coming to a theatre 
near you sometime soon after that! 
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