Let There Be Light
(What we see and. how we see it. A marriage of science and the arts.)
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SPACE IS BLACK, LIT ONLY BY THE DISTANT, PINPRICK LAMPS OF STARS.

Man‑made space is black as well, air trapped and sliced by walls, a complex nothing until the current thrumming through those walls meets metal as a prisoner meets an open doorway, escaping down a wire rope and tunneling through a labyrinth of circuitry, an electric hope that races through a length of filament, of sparking ions, of rarefied atmosphere, to emerge at last as light.

Brilliant red and green light that changes the soaring sides of the Terminal Tower into the facets of a fiery prism. Soft blue and gold light, pooled onstage for a dancer who leaps from the shadowy wings the way a sorcerer emerges from a cloud of smoke. Diamond‑white light, fixed on gleaming medieval ornaments at the Cleveland Museum of Art.

With light comes shape. Color, Dimension, Perspective. We see more clearly, not just with our eyes, but our minds.

Few of us notice the quality and effects of artificial light any more than we notice the air we breathe. But artists do. To them and their work, light is as vital as oxygen. It provides more than mere illumination of what we otherwise might not be able to see: Light adds mood and meaning to live performance, painting, sculpture and architecture.

It is at once beautifully simple and dauntingly complex.

You can now change your vision with a keystroke on a computer,” says free-lance lighting designer Trad Turns.

Yet lighting still requires the hands-to-clay touch of the craftsman. And the room where Burns is sitting could not make this clearer if it were illuminated by the sun itself.

It’s the auditorium of the Gordon Square Theatre, a 1912 vaudeville house at Detroit road and West 63rd Street purchased by Cleveland Public Theatre to use as its second performance space. An extensive renovation process has the building looking for the moment like a post‑apocalyptic ruin of blasted surfaces and shattered furnishings. Concrete curlicues, like the ghosts of baroque architecture, loom from the proscenium’s darkened heights above the black worktable where Burns is seated along with CPT executive and artistic director Jim Levin, technical coordinator Brian Bernicken and producing director Randy Rollison.

A short distance overhead are horizontal black‑metal lighting pipes that are raised and lowered manually to affix lighting instruments to them. They, and everything else about this gothic chamber, exude an aura of patchwork low‑tech, like Mad Max machinery held together with old Coke cans and barbed wire.

It is arts facilities like these that test the ingenuity of technical staffs. At CPT, lighting designers have been known to use Christmas lights and household lamps lined with aluminum foil to light places on stage that otherwise would have gone dark

These designers insist nothing is impossible.

“As a designer, I don’t ever, ever, ever want to hear the words, We can’t do that”” says Bums, who has lighted everything from theme parks to theater.

That doesn’t mean designers won’t compromise; they will, and do, all the time. More accurately, it means they’re resourceful, and insufficient time, money or power supply is not allowed to get in their way.

Bums notes that his design choices can be determined as much by the period and action of the play, the colors of the costumes or the amount of electrical power available as by his own aesthetic sense.

Take the CPT production of Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth, a tragi‑comic history of the human race that Rollison directed a couple of seasons ago. Its time period spans thousands of years and the lighting had to change from normal living room glow to glacial, to stormy, to Las Vegasy, to fiery and finally to dawnlike over the course of a couple of hours. In the Gordon Square Theatre. On a limited budget.

No sweat.

-------------------------------

As a lighting designer, Trad Burns (here at Cleveland Public Theatre) goes through a checklist of crucial factors: What’s going to be presented? What kind of visibility is needed for both audience and performers? How do you get the most light out of the available power and how adaptable will the design be if the production goes on tour?

==========================================

Well, OK ‑ some sweat. And a lot of imagination.

“You can use nontraditional lighting” to augment the regular instruments, Rollison points out. “I love fluorescence. There’s that classic moment in Wait Until Dark when she opens the fridge. ...”

“That’s the moment I became a lighting designer,” Bernicken breaks in. “I saw a stage production of that.”

Whatever lighting designers have to use or invent to solve a problem, Bums says, “The best ideas sometimes come out of compromise, because you have to think on the fly. That’s the most fulfilling,” he adds. ‘And it’s generally by accident.”

But most of the time, lighting experts have to plan exactly what they’ll need and well ahead of time. That can be difficult unless the director and other designers communicate their ideas. effectively ‑ and early.

“The director has to have a trust with the lighting designer,” explains Burns. “You can talk about ideas and color and mood and tone, but when you sit down with the lighting designer, you find out if you’re on the same boat. “

Sometimes the lighting designer “is the last one to be allowed on the boat,” Bums says. “You have to be the one who’s flexible,”
Levin says be tends to describe his ideas about a play in words of emotion that a designer, especially when it’s someone he’s worked with repeatedly, can interpret successfully.

A feeling often provides the basis for using light to create what theater people call “moments” ‑ those significant instants in the piece where an emotional connection is made or an important change takes place.

“I highlight what the moments are, right off the bat,” says Burns.

In addition to plotting out where those impact points are, designers must consider the palette of colors and the styles selected for costumes and sets so that the lighting can enhance and help unify the work’s overall image.

To produce special effects, as well as to heighten emotion, deepen meaning and simply make things bright enough to see, Cleveland‑area lighting specialists take advantage of technology that starts in local laboratories and turns into a galaxy of different instruments. They use these instruments the way other artists use paint, words, sound or movement to reveal what humans think and feel.

Lighting Dance

In dance 
as in theater, lighting designers are often on a tight budget. And GroundWorks dancetheater designer 
Dennis Dugan often finds himself lighting strange places such as disused prisons and icehouses for performances.

“I thought it was a real coup when I could make each piece have a different feel” with just a few instruments, he says.

Dugan and company founder/artistic director David Shimotakahara are grabbing a bite to eat after finishing some business at St. Alban Episcopal Church in Cleveland Heights, site of a GroundWorks concert. The dark, wiry Shimotakahara and the solid, fair-complected Dugan offer a visual yin and yang against the endless blond pine of the coffeehouse decor.

Like other teams that work together often, the GroundWorks director and designer don’t usually have to put their thoughts into words to collaborate successfully.

“I think it has to do with Dennis being able to get very quickly to the heart of the work,” says Shimotakahara, who is also the company’s choreographer. When Dugan sees a piece of dance, “He understands the intention, I don’t talk to Dennis before he sees it. If he can convince me that what he’s after works and be has an idea that follows through, I find that very exciting. I’m not just hiring him to realize my ideas.”

“I see that as my job, to clarify the dance,” Dugan says. When he sees a work, “The first time is, ‘Where is it going?’ I need to have a map of the piece. I’m feeling where the flow is. Where are the breaks? Where are the changes? And then we get into subtler and subtler things: What is the color?”

Dance has an added imperative: The performers’ feet must be visible. But that’s tricky, too. “I never light the floor with my shins [ground‑level lights], because you can make the floor brighter than the dancers,” says Dugan.

What he and other designers use frequently for dance performances is side light, which helps enhance the three‑dimensionality of moving bodies. Dugan used side light for specific effect in a duet called Circadian that Shimotakahara created for GroundWorks.

The choreographer wanted the two dancers in the piece to seem isolated from each other at first. To convey that feeling, Dugan assigned a light color to each dancer, blue‑green for one, red-violet for the other, creating the tinted light by slipping transparent color sheets, called gels, into slots in the fronts of lighting instruments.

He then positioned the instruments high on the sides of the stage area, so that the lights could be projected down from opposite directions, creating separate pools of color. At the piece’s final moment, when the dancers connected, each was lit by a yours‑mine‑and‑ours combination of separate and blended color.

“They’re two very opposite colors,” Dugan explains, “but there’s still a union going on. It was just a good look for the end of the piece.”
Lighting at Playhouse Square

Designers who work for such small companies have to be thrifty and imaginative with the 
limited equipment available to them. They also have to do much of the electrical work themselves.

It can therefore be 
a treat to design a show at Playhouse Square. There, a designer simply sends in his lighting plot and the grunt work of carrying it out is done by union electricians,‑\ the designer shows up to help with focusing and artistic adjustments.
“I feel like I’ve worked with some of the best designers in the world,” says Joe Short, who was previously head electrician at Playhouse Square’s Allen Theatre and is now stage manager at Severance Hall.

The State Theatre stage, the biggest at Playhouse Square, has a basic lighting plot of 120 instruments. These can be used as is, augmented, or completely removed for big shows with their own equipment, such as The Phantom of the Opera, says Playhouse Square technical director Bob Rody. Such shows use so many instruments, he says, that the electricians have to spend three solid days hanging lights in the theater before they can even begin to focus them.  

All the equipment is connected by thick ropes of cable to a computer console at the rear of the theater, where the operator supervises the running of lighting cues, combinations of different lights that are programmed in and can be activated at the touch of a button.

Lighting effects for big shows can be highly elaborate and the tours use a lot of the latest technology. But after all the artistry and flash, one fact remains, as Burns says: “Your job is not to make it pretty, but to make it so the 70‑year‑old lady in row G can see the star’s face.”

Lighting In Cleveland Museum of Art

Seeing is particularly vital at the Cleveland Museum of Art, where patrons must be able to view artwork and read the explanatory labels easily, while the art itself usually cannot be exposed to high levels of light. The often-conflicting requirements test the ingenuity of those who wield the watts.
“Basically, I have to sign off to [the museum’s department of]  conservation that all things are at accepted levels,” says museum lighting designer Christopher Tyler.

But Tyler’s job demands a lot more than just keeping the lights low. Different types of art, from oil paintings to sculpture, tapestries and armor, require different types and intensities of light ‑ but are frequently found in the same galleries. What illuminates one thing correctly may damage another.

Some trouble is avoided by limiting the number of hours an artwork is exposed to light; eliminating night lights in some areas, for instance, helps preserve delicate drawings or photographs. Increasingly, however, designers solve the dilemma by using new lighting technology, such as smaller fixtures that prevent light from spilling over into areas where it isn’t wanted, explains the museum’s director of’ design and facilities, Jeffrey Strean.

Standing beneath the high, skylighted ceiling in the museum’s recently refurbished armaments gallery, the dapper Strean looks suspiciously, like a Connecticut Yankee in King: Arthur’s Armor Court: Suits of armor. intersperse glass display cases containing swords and other weapons, while large tapestries cover the walls.

Lighting the armor is a challenge: It needs bright general light that is dangerous to the tapestries, while the small, intricate weapons and ornaments, especially the jeweled ones, look best in intense, narrow‑focus beams of light. Complicating everything is that huge Armor Court skylight.

Part of the solution was to create another skylight above the skylight, Strean explains. A special layer of spun, honeycombed polyester and another of rice‑paperlike polyester were sandwiched between the two layers of glass, diffusing the daylight. “This is, in fact, cutting out three‑quarters of the transmitted light,” Strean says.

The armor and display cases were then illuminated from high in the ceiling by a grid of halogen pars, or floodlights, that can be directed away from the tapestries. Finally, light spillover from the display cases was reduced by placing a layer of shading, resembling a micro-mini-blind, between tiny spotlights and the displayed items.

And then there are the rooms full of’ oil paintings, drawings, jewelry, furniture and statues, all requiring specific lighting treatment. Strean and Tyler walk from gallery to gallery, noting the lighting approaches taken to best enhance the works displayed there.

In many situations, color choice in walls and display‑ease backgrounds can be a useful tool, says Strean, pausing in the Robert P. Bergman Gallery of Early Christian and Byzantine Art, where a rich, royal purple background makes the jewels displayed there seem to leap from their resting places, even under minimal light necessary to protect nearby tapestries.

Just as in your own living room, the museum’s galleries have been painted colors that coordinate with the colors in the artworks. Sage green echoes and enhances the background of a dominant portrait by Franz Hals in one room; blue picks up the color of drapery in 17th‑century history paintings.

Tyler follows Strean into one room and winces. Pale yellow heightens the refined salon atmosphere of a group of 18th‑century works here.

Tyler hates yellow. “Yellow shows up every little imperfections” in the lighting, he grumps.

Most of us would never know. Tyler has lighted the painting galleries with “wall washes” of light using pars to create a moderately bright background for the art, then aimed spotlights at the painting themselves. The result: easy-​to‑see art and labels in pleasantly lit rooms with just enough texture in the lighting to keep the art from looking stark or flat.

Achieving that effect is even more of a struggle if paintings are covered by glass or rimmed with large, protruding frames. Tyler has only a limited range of instrument angle with which to compensate for glare or shadows. But not all shadows are bad.

“If you create the drama, the sus​pense of the piece, you reach out to more people,” says Tyler, who came to the museum with a background in theatrical lighting.

The esthetics of his job are im​portant, but Tyler’s responsibilities don’t stop there. He alone hangs and maintains the nearly 5,000 gallery-​lighting instruments throughout the museum, riding around in a special vehicle that can raise him up to ceiling level which, in the Armor Court at least, is 35 feet high.

Lighting Inside of Severance Hall


Severance Hall, home of the Cleveland Orchestra was built in the early part of the last century. When the orchestra’s present 

organization, the Musical Arts Association, decided several years 
 ago to renovate and expand the hall, upgrading the lighting system was a necessary task.

Perhaps more than in any other area venue, lighting in Severance Hall is about helping people listen.

“For orchestra concerts, the light has to be much brighter onstage than for any other staged events, because the musicians are actually reading,” says Severance technical director Sonya Winner‑Smith. Therefore, she adds, the light can’t all come from the front of the house, or seating area. “It has to come from overhead.”

For the renovated Severance, which reopened in January 2000, the lighting design was inseparably connected to the design of the stage’s new acoustical shell. “What we were trying to accomplish was a ceiling that appeared to be solid, with no lighting visible around the stage except decorative sconces,” explains Winner‑Smith.

The sconces are necessary to give musicians positioned at the edges of the ensemble enough light to read their scores; the overhead lights are hidden to preserve the aesthetic appearance of the stage and to prevent audience distraction.

The result is a ceiling that, viewed from the audience, looks as if it were exquisitely quilted with long puffs of fabric. But these acoustical “pillows,” as they’re called, are actually made of Fiberglas‑reinforced polymer. In between them are slots full of adjustable lighting instruments called Lekos, each one painstakingly directed and focused to blanket the stage in light.

Lighting Severance successfully has depended on more than helping just the musicians see: The audience had to be able to discern both the players onstage and the program notes in their own hands.

“In the theater, there’s an imaginary line drawn at the proscenium, but here it’s all one space,” says Severance stage manager Joe Short.

Unfortunately, the house lights were a mess when the renovation began. In the main auditorium, decorative ceiling fixtures – fondly called “barbecue grills” by the staff –  lighted the seating area. “I can’t honestly tell you how they were originally,” explains Winner‑Smith, who is also a preservation expert who helped oversee Severance’s recent expansion and restoration, “but sometime during the Fifties and Sixties, it was changed so that, when the lights came on, the whole grill lit up.”

This prevented people below from seeing the attractive lotus design around each fixture and wasted light that should have illuminated the floor area of the hall. By removing interior cylinders from around each lamp, Winner‑Smith’s lighting staff was able to increase the amount of light reaching the seats below and allow Severance audiences to enjoy the full beauty of the ceiling design.

The lighting in lobby areas was changed, too, but not so much for visual reasons, she says. In the Sixties, fluorescent fixtures had been installed. The light they gave was ugly, but worse, the lights hummed. “And noise is something we are totally against.”

Now, she says, all the lights in all public areas are incandescent, providing the familiar and quiet candle‑glow of traditional bulbs.

Lighting Exterior of  Severance Hall


Lighting the exterior of a building presents problems all its own. Many of them are practical: Pathways need to be bright enough so pedestrians won’t stumble, for instance. But none of that is as much 
fun as creating beauty for onlookers to marvel at like kids at a Christmas tree.

The Severance renovation team is still working on both aspects. “Unfortunately, in the course of the renovation, we had neither the time nor the money to do the job the right way,” says Gary Hanson, associate executive director of the Musical Arts Association. But Hanson is sure of one thing: When Severance Hall is finally properly lighted outside, it will be bright, white and arresting.

“Our goal is to highlight the building, not the lighting,” says Hanson.

Illuminating Severance will probably call for metal halide, a kind of light with a bluish‑green cast that makes white and light colors appear exceptionally brilliant and is perfect for both the gray‑white limestone of the Severance facade and the sparkling Georgia white marble of the Cleveland Museum of Art.

And if Randy Von Ryan has anything to say about it ‑ which, as the museum’s manager of architecture and construction, he does ‑ the Cleveland Museum of Art’s exterior will be breathtaking when it’s lighted.

Von Ryan has a plan to light the museum’s structures and garden spaces that will create an image of carefully composed light, shadow, mass and water reflection. The original 1916 building’s south facade was just cleaned and is now much brighter than before. Bushes were then removed that had grown in front of the balusters, causing the structure to look as if it were unnaturally floating.

The balustrade was designed as a base. “Now when you look at it, you’ll see the plinth [base] and the building rising up from it,” says Von Ryan.

The lake in front of the museum will be ringed with light, he adds, and the walkways and sculptures around it will be lighted as well. The statue of The Thinker, which stands immediately in front of the south facade, will be lighted at a lower level than the building, as will the museum’s two flanking magnolia trees. The portico’s columns and bronzework will be accentuated with light from behind them and the wash of light on the building will be graded so the illumination at the ends and on the portico is brighter than the light in the middle of the walls.

Such variations should create the kinds of depth and drama that Tyler tries to provide for the artwork inside the museum. Even the visible outdoor lighting fixtures ‑ and there won’t be many ‑ will be artistically coordinated with the building’s overall look, “because if they are going to be noticed, we want them to be noticed in a nice way,” says Von Ryan.

The desire to make the art museum, Severance Hall and other Cleveland structures arrestingly visible at night reflects the growing worldwide trend of entertaining people’s eyes with light.

If you work in Las Vegas, you get a neck ache from looking up,” says designer John Kennedy. “I try to make a structure look better at night than it does during the day and that’s what the client wants, too”

Kennedy, one of the nation’s top architectural lighting designers, is a multi-decade veteran of GE who now has his own design company in Lakewood. Over his more than 40 years in the lighting business, he has illuminated some of Cleveland’s and the nation’s most famous landmarks: the Terminal Tower and BP America buildings, Nautica, the Washington Monument, the Golden Gate Bridge, Mount Rushmore. His work has both brilliance and subtlety. And it requires a lot of science.

“The first thing is to look at the texture of the building,” says Kennedy. “The finishes are critical to the selection of the light source. The lighting fixture selection is also of utmost importance. It involves testing, viewing angles.”

Some building materials, such as sandstone, are better served by the golden light of high‑pressure sodium fixtures than by metal halide, explains Kennedy. Tall buildings demand the power of sports lighting, whose beams can reach the highest points of skyscrapers – or mountains. Kennedy lighted Mount Rushmore entirely with sports lighters, mixing the tints of metal halide and high‑pressure sodium to achieve a sunrise effect.

“I’m not into color per se,” he explains, but the Terminal Tower was an exception. The red and green lighting he designed was intended to create a color‑block effect, “strictly for impact,” he says, and not to accentuate architectural detail. He created the vivid light by gelling deluxe high‑pressure sodium lights.

In the case of the Golden Gate Bridge, the color was built in, thanks to the bridge’s famous coat of red paint. He used sodium light and lit the underside of the bridge with floodlights to emphasize the structural supports. Twenty‑four ornamental brass torchieres, which resemble huge wall sconces, help light the upper part of the bridge, along with lights aimed at the suspension.

In addition, Kennedy had to make sure the lights didn’t blind or distract the motorists and pedestrians.

Architectural lighting also demands great care in making sure instruments are fire safe and will operate hazard-free in wind, wet, searing heat, subzero cold and even through the concussions of fireworks displays.

And cleanliness counts. Kennedy was once called downtown to Cleveland’s National City Bank to figure out why the lighting he had designed for it a considerable time earlier seemed to have faded.


It turned out there was a half‑inch of dirt on the lights. 

 

Carolyn Jack, the assistant entertainment editor/fine arts of The Plain Dealer, tends to burn her lights at both ends. She may be reached at 2161999‑4739 or through magmail@ plaind.com.

