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Bollywood has come to
London Victoria in the
shape of Bombay Dreams.
Produced by Andrew Lloyd
Webber’s Really Useful
Group (RUG), could this be
the first blockbusting Indian
musical production to hit

the West End?

For the splendid Deco Grade Il listed Apollo Victoria Theatre, the
coming of composer A R Rahman and lyricist Don Black’s colourful,
fast-moving extravaganza meant a complete refurbishment. Having
hosted Starlight Express for 18 years - for which it had been specially
adapted - the theatre was in need of a major technical and
infrastructural facelift.

Central to this work (which included the removal of the skating track
used for Starlight and the replacement of some of the seats lost to
accommodate it) was the need for a complete electrical upgrade.
Bombay's production LX, Fraser Hall, was consulted early on and his
input shaped the design of the new wiring and dimmer installation.
One of the most visual elements of the upgrade is a massive LED
lighting installation by Stage Electrics (see page 80) which is
integrated into certain scenes in the new production, fusing
auditorium and stage action together.

With much of the infrastructure in place, the Bombay production
team moved in earlier this year. Leading this team were director
Steven Pimlott and working with him were designer Mark Thompson,
choreographers Antony van Laast and Farah Khan, lighting designer
Hugh Vanstone and sound designer Mick Potter.

For Hugh Vanstone and Mark Thompson, the main challenge was in
taking the barn-like auditorium space and the intimate story and
somehow welding the two together. This task was made all the more
difficult by the fact that the theatre was originally designed as a
Cinetheatre - a cinema that would also stage some live entertainment
- so is very small in terms of stage facilities, with a narrow grid and no
wing space.

Undaunted the two set about researching the Bollywood genre. For
his part, Thompson went to Bombay, where in a highly compressed
schedule, he visited slums, temples, houses, TV studios, streets and a
myriad of other locations. Working to a tight budget - for a musical -
his series of sets create tones and texturing for the piece, bringing

numerous environments alive onstage - from the slum scene with its
vast twinkling Bombay skyline trailing off into the distance, to the
huge pillars and arches of the temples and the tall, imposing prison
grilles. The centrepiece of the slum scene is a massive water pipe,
curling around the revolve, on which people sit, chatter, gossip and
put the world to rights. "It’s not literally like India,” says Thompson
“But there’s definitely an essence of it. The show is also Westernised
and modern in many ways - it operates on many levels.” There is a
sense of the cinematic too, achieved by the large yellow box effect -
filled with vibrant pictures.

The show has numerous scenic changes and the automation for these
comes from an Acrobat control system supplied by Stage
Technologies, operated by lan MacDonald. There are 18 axes of
movement, including a scenery revolve track, curtain, trap, stage lift,
the big prison scene and two large prison doors. The prison scene
alone weighs 4.5 tonnes. The main down-stage curtains, (hung from
Triple E Unitrack curved to match the shape and rake of the stage)
are an integral part of the production. The Unitrack is powered by a
Stage Technologies Big-Tow winch, mounted on the stage-right fly
floor. The tight-squeeze rigging for the production was undertaken
by Unusual Rigging Ltd.

For his part, Hugh Vanstone didn’t get a trip to India to fuel his
research, but based his interpretation on viewing as many Bollywood
movies as he could lay his hands on and reading up on the culture and
history of India’s rich filmic heritage. With such an abundance of
colour, the lighting design for Bombay Dreams is markedly different
from much of Vanstone’s previous work. Yet despite a seemingly
blank canvas for creativity, “a shortage of space at the venue meant
equipment chosen for the lighting rig had to be carefully thought
through,” he says. As a result, the small grid is tightly packed with a
mixture of fixtures - all supplied by Vari*Lite Europe.

A thrust stage was included early on in the design process to eke a
little more space out of the theatre, with a circular truss above,
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