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THE LEGACY OF MICHAEL BENNETT, PART Il

THE ROLE OF THEATRICAL
LIGHTING IN BRINGING
MICHAEL BENNETT'S
CROWNING ACHIEVEMENT
TO THE SCREEN
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he re-emergence of

the movie musical

reaches a new level

with Dreamgirfs. The

film s cramatically
different from s recent pradecessors.
Beginning with 1he explosion of stylish
satire that was Chicago, none of the
new films taken from Broadway lunérs
have made a claim on the audience's
emotions. Indeed Chicago. with its
billng humnor, sleek visuals, and so-
awful-lhey're-lovabla heraines,
arguably worked because viewers
remained one slep removed from the
homicicial action.

Dreamgirls, released in mid-
Decemter by Dreamworks and
Paramount Pictures. Is something else
altegether; it's a rangy melodrama that
follows the: changing fortunes of eight
charactess over the course of a
decade that rocked America It's a tale
of multiple betrayals and forgiveness
sel against the rise of tha Mclown
sound and the emergence af blacks
as a significant forca in Amercan pop
cultire. And it's the story of starry-
ayed young people who gel a crash
coeurss in the malleable morals and
shady athics of the music business
jungle.

Just to up the ante, Dreamgiris
cnstage was tha crowning
achievement of
director/choreographer/iorce of nalure
Michaal Benneli. Aidad by Robin
Wagner's moving scenery towers and
Tharen Musser's non:stop lighting,
Bannett staged tha show with matless,
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Kinetic-anargny that mirgred the
charagigns ungioppaiis ampitions, e
urmLs Ul To sucdess.

Doy s, ol courss, Ihe blavy ol
hese YoUNg Wwaimen ram Datraft who
Torm the Dreameties, @ Supnemes-aiyle
gl grovip They're taken bp Dy Gurtis

Tayior, Jr. fdime Foxx) a Cadillac dealer

and ali-aroand hustian whio séed them
a5 a yahicle 1o breok hrousn pop
mugies race bamner, Curtis achisves hig
g, BUlling a usic empir =1 ihe
process, bt the peios 15 aleep, Ha
meptaces Elfie Wommifer Mudson), tha
Vead singer (Bnd His lover), with th
shmmar, pretlier Backup singar Deena
Jonas (Bevonoi Knogwhes) reposdioning
e Srog) tor rralnslreant §uccess
Cutis arives Effia o a covnwird
ursiral wihlle e Groun, renamed (e
Breams, conauars e charts, Bul
Curtss, wihio chexita his- wasy 10 e 16p,
overpiays s hated, alenating Deons
and destmving dmmy. Eany (Eddm
Mispdiy), 1 soul singer wha can't
reynakes: himasll info o Crissoyve: WG

I s bty o teack i bire
Chaactérs Quar the years, |t kKean
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politics and bonw it infammiet! pogailarn
mitmsic, 1S porraysl of show husreess
i voettidle of socinl hsemtson, anct |
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Its spectacular ool pundah,
Draamgirts 15-a classic—arguably ons of
1ha WO Or tves Dest musicas of The
last 50 years. (1L catainly helped 1
Henry Kriegier and Tom Eyens stom js &
remarkatle synthesis of Motown and
Broagway sourrds) For yeam, maiking a
filmi-of it has asemed a dawmiing, ovi
impossiole. challangs

Takirgy up thal chaffengs was Bill
Condion, /[he direcior of ooy amg
Mansters and Kmsay, ang (he
sorsenwrition who, after decadis of
chsoilret airipts by some vy big
tarmees, aracred the protlern of
adapting Chicaga. Hig work on
Orsamcnta -astonshes: on severdl lowvals
fitad by his deaign collaborators, he'a
endowsdl [he peronmance sequoncern
withh & fabwilous glamour 1hal axpling
thiy firdmustible lure ' QF show Dusiness for
the ke chamclers, He's pxpancled e
stony's sackil canvas, Including scends
ot Cretroft il from tacn nots arnd &
whiite Miam mabitechils atdence
reCoiing whsn o Bllck soger appaean
cnsinge, He's wso manaped (o transials
many of Bonpan's moast Beilllant sacpng
CONCAELS Tnlo Cmmatic Tems

For exsmple, Virginks Katz2's reatless
r:.llhh'r:-:‘dy pRRCIHE eUinng captures svivy
dionanbieat of U DT sedusnde

wienh Inroducss mosal ol the
characiars backalage at atalent
contest i aDatrall theatre. thiswing
them together thricugh a lastpaced
sevivm of deals and double-crosues
Later wWor wing wilhy dirs¢ior of
photography Tobas Schlivntiarn
Condon regreates one af Henniits
finest moments, whon Effie. ol ino
Qlima of 1he valoans o song “And
1A Talling You Ve Net Boing,”
Zocemd ol of viewy, srased Dy thn
aritrancs-of e ety recontigured
Exatams

Canddan '] s anily Gt
vataran 10 brog s expenmae 1o
Dpamprie Froductinn Dnsaanes Jonn
Myrhig i alsc an hand, s e
INaatrica! Bning desigoaes Ji e
Fishor, and Pegy Elsanhsuer. Bait
Krscram) Tor thal work on Erdaciyay,
they vé BeCOiTm kel (iayars n (15,53
T MoV Tusical giewe, ushiing e
it of heatra lignting o o new and
mors fundamesnial ol in s desgn of
rmesical Himms Wr.e.'s-_mﬁ wilh Satussasiey
Y A Qollaboration Thal ail hnee
clancribe a4 unusually creadive and
vl they e Given Crslnmeds o
Hest-Uown glemcur Al recails th
clauio “Sia Wirk Of 10e Gl alrmaton
f)uuuius Sirkl. CresamiQurts o i slory
nboul peopin who botray 1heir clossal
[riauEs 1O ke U I Ehow DUugiwess,
ancl, Wheh youl' sée the Mlim s ecaimng

vistnls, youlll inderstand wihy

The Dreamgirs tour

In s wayn, thie Him posed an
alinaly new sat of challenges 1o
Fianer and Elsenhaoen The musionl
numpecs I Chitage, all ol whith wens
retty much In 1he same T colkr
Aeif style, werk sty shiotin one
thasatre 10 Tononta, The numbers n
Oreamaits wane shat . an Sountiatagmes,
in Hve downtown Los Angliles
iheutrea, nnd o Pasadima church. I
agdimon, asch al e imSo numibers
chint another sisp o the Dreams'
Progyess; (e moiigle 1he aging,
dumpy Detroil Thesine, a Miansi
iehtciat, Caosar s Patscs; a TV
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Chandler Pavilion; an enormous gay
disco, and the Detroit Theatre once
again, now gorgeously refurbished for
the Dreams’ final appearance.

Thus, every scene required a different
look, a different approach. In order to
work out these all-important creative
in a little-known consultant: Deland.

In fact, Deland is the name of the
non-existent electrician/designer who, in
Fisher and Eisenhauer's imaginations,
was attached to each venue where the
Dreams appear. He's a kind of lighting
everyman dreamed up by the duo as a
way of spurring their creativity. As
Eisenhauer explains it, when setting up
the rig for in the Detroit Theatre, they
asked themselves what Deland would
do in a proscenium house with limited

aquipment. For the Dreams’
appearance in Miami, Desland now
acquired a bigger budget and a higher
level of expertise. And so it went,
throughout the process of creating the
lighting; in each venue, they asked
themselves, what would Deland do?
Indeed, says Eisenhauer, “there's a
big progression in the lighting. We had
to show how the level of sophistication
changed along the timelines of their
careers. At the same time, in many
cases, tha lighting is also a acenic
element.” For this reason, Fisher adds,
they strove to keep those units visible
onscreen in period: "We also had to
honor the history of theatre lighting; we
tend to be serious about malntaining
historical cormectness. Bill Condon
wasn't so concerned with that.”
Nevertheless, Fisher adds, Condon
gave them an important design due:
“He atressed the |dea that Curtis was a
big influence on the Dreams’ lighting,
making it slicker.”
That's Nt {0 say that the lighting
design didn't employe modem

technology. Eisenhaver notes that they

Opposite page: “Steppin’ to the Bad Side”
recalls Robin Wagner's Broadway design.
Left: Deena onstage, Above: Jimmy
teaches a song to the girls.

Tt

made considerable use of automated
units, most of them from Vari*Lite.
They were chosen, she adds, “for their
precision, their quietness, and also
because the look of the broad lens on
VLS5s and V1.1000s mimics the general
size of lens on conventional units.”
Therefore, in the odd momenta when
the units can be seen, they don't look
distractingly contemporary. She adds,
however, the moving lights don't
perform any anachronistic pans or tilts:
“You can move the lights only if the
camera is moving, because then you
won't notice i.”

It's impossibye to detail all the gear
usad in the film; however, in addition to
approximately 450 Vari*Lite units, the
various lighting rigs also included 24
Martin MAC 700s, a dozen Lycian
1293 followspots with infrared dichroic
filters, and a mix of Lycian 1271 and
1272 followspots. In addi ti on, about
150 Altman 360Qs, along with an
antique carbon followspot, were
refurbished to lend historical
authenticity to the parformance
scenes.

To control the automated lighting
units, the duo used several Virtuoso
consoles; gear was moved from venue
to venue as the shooting progressed.
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AlD used at different points in the
process were two Strand 550
consoles, as well as two High End
Systems Wholghog 3s. The theatrical
Lighting vendor was PRG, with
accessories and hardware provided by
City Theatrical

The process of moving from theatre
to theatre, loading in and out, and
moving on to the next, was a big part
of the job. W e called it the Dreamgiris
tour," says Eisenhauer.

One night only

As they moved from venue to venue,
the business of each musical number
became it own mini-production.
Schiiessler says the process began
with rough staging concepts worked
out in a studio setting with a few
minimal lighting ideas that Were
captured on video. These, says
Schliessler, "basically gave Jules and
Peggy a palette to work with, then

they'd go in with their creative hats

on."
Then, S3YS Eisenhauer, she ahd

Fisher would spend a week designing
aplot. After drawings were completed
and the theatre equipped, they'd move

in and program a set of cues. “Then,”
Eisenhausr cantinues, "we'd show a

v
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proposed scheme with dancers
onstage. We'd do camera tests from
different angles.” Condon and
Schiiessler woutd mak e suggestions
and changes would be made. "By the
end of the day." says Fisher, 'with
Peggy calling cues, they'd shoot the
number." The designers constantly
checked the dailies to track how the
lighting showed up on film.
Schliessler says that much of his
work with Fisher and Eisenhauer on
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these sequences involved finding the
right light levels. “Bill, John [Myhre],
Jules, Peggy, and | would watch the
scene live; than there woukd be notes
from Bill. After that, I'd spend the day
with Jules and Peggy, setting the levels.
For me, the question always was, how
was 1 going lo get their looks on film? To
get a certain color, you need a certain
exposure, which is where my expertise
came in. Also, because theatrical lighting
is basically designed toward the
audience, sometimes | woukd add in a
little bit more till from the side."

Schliessler adds that he shot 75% of
the film on 500 ASA Kodak Edition stock,
using another stock, with a skghtly lower
ASA rating, for some daylime exieriars.
Therefore, the distinct fooks of each
scene were achieved largely through
lighting. (Fisher notes, and Schliessler
concurs, that t he film's palette progresses
from hot, saturated colers at the
beginning to cower pastels as the
characters becarne richer and more
alierated. Similarly, in Myhre's production
design, the ragms the charagters inhabit
keep getting more expansive until they
seam lost, almost diminished by their
own wealth.}

Left: “It's All Over,” leads directly into
“And | Am Telling You I'm Not Going"
(above}. Opposite: The amateur contest.



T Mustenle s caomplexity of Hhe
design process, Elsennausr Eamimest 4
alll photn from the Ny, showing o 2kis
vieny aface of the Detrat Theatrs during
tha Lalent show sequenca. "Hame,” she
says: poinling &l a poér of ovemead stnp
hghits; “mn some umts ot we found
whan wa maved Info ks heatre,” She
Incicales st arow ol hghie plated along
s TIocy Ol the drasung rooms
Theus was specoed by John Myhne
i part of his poddustion deskm.” she
says. Maxt, ahe singies ot some lamga
rrvelveEnd fixturey; “Thiss were put
thare by Tabiaz 10 1] oot the mage and
provicie [he nacessany coverse.” And
G COurss, DNE can eadly ges e
saturatod areens and purpies of the
themtneal ightng

Btsenhtitler add= 1hil the
affecivenass of each image deponids
on tha sxilihut bending of. all thesa
slements, Schiizasiee savs "Thene wirs
hrge (ifferent eyt of oniing ian e
10 click ogatner and Sombine Bl
hat's the great thing witlt Jules anc
Paagy—théy knew how ta get their
looks onlitre They're so creativis, thosa
w1 get ehills thinking about il. Thera
was naver 4 mament wheré | thought,
ihay'na nal B my Tedm.”

Elsenhaier adds, "iUsasnuation for

witioh cedlabomlion i npi the bkt
worel Cierigrasity, e o ow ek and
farih for £ 10 wiode 1t ot abou
corroling everything: s abord
witegrating inta firn Hghtiog,

Presenting e Dreoms

Thix Gpses)ir ) sasgquenicn (4 e of the
MRst Oomyisyd (o) e Wi, as il
eatnblabos ancty chamstar and hig of
hr personlty dunndg the mult of &
e perfarmancs. Dirdng the action of
the scans, we soe sevornl sain;
Inciucing thie gul groun Thes Siapp
Sistars) the biues singen Tiny Jop Cixon
the Dresams, wilhh i et numiber

Meve" Bk, Ninally, Wi fiest
popedeancs as iy Eniys backup
rffens "We reated W Rloe oma
axlendel Spenng ntmben” says
Fiaher, and mdead |he safumtad colors
&nd the presence of peniod lighling
Lyt iy aaah shot add 1 ihe
BEQUANCETE Tavar,

Jimmy's risd song, “Cacdillse Can is
g2on in a sorlns of quick cuts an he and
Deairns ravel e country. When the
numbiris co-opted bya wiiits teen
group, Curlis tums 1o payold; Bridlng
disc jockays to gat Jmmy's pext song
ot charta: The riumiser thist follows,
*Stappin’ ta the Bad Side.” Is unique, In
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THa) 1 Desgrives 6 7 OOCH TIRes By
sk Iy robwsarsdl, AN s Ningly evealed
s Jhmumiy's e I g Thes Gy
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imsmy and the Craarrn onstags, payn
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Strien Of nuing pustiornys A Side lghs
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i resdd,

I thisse numberns especially the
fallowspat wiork: 1o particulmty
important, “The {ollewapote waw our
o0l uf movernel” Sas Flater
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o fitthes e $ey oo breal st sie, I
taring of expaaune” giuan thes fiffenent
shin tormm ol Eddlie Musplny and Hhis
(o Diresarna, T R faumed Mmool
raking Nall-stop nojustments
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IE s ey LT (e sl ey
pod Peduy 100 The rrios) wonisioriond
SpGH ondrmton N Calfinis,” o koot
things moving smoothiy.

(Richand Tarayniskl wiss lead
followspol operaton miong with Lous
Rogers and K.G. lisa. Other parsonnel
included chief Ighting techpican Joln
Buckley, Mim (ehring progeimu e Seott
Barmes, thestrical lghting giler Riokaid
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Mortell, key grip Mike Anderson,
theatrical lighting coordinator Maximo
Torres, and Vari*Lite technicians
Jeremy Schilling and Melanie Daley.
Harry Sangmeister was lead
programmer, aided by Tom Celner,
Richard Tyndall, and Matt Hudson.
John Berger was art department
liaison for theatrical lighting. Also key
were production supervisor Don Hug
and unit production manager Leanne
Stonebreaker.)

Circles provide a key visual motif in
the film. The Dreams appear on
circular stages in Miami and Las
Vegas. Condon uses circular camera
movements to heighten many scenes.
“Family,” the number in which Effie
agrees to step down as the lead singer
of the Dreams and sing backup, is set
on the circular Miami stage, and the
camera prowls around the characters
as they come together in a circle,
Then, when Curtis launches the
Dreams as an act singing the title tune,
they appear on the same stage,
surrounded by hundreds of tiny
starfights. The camera pans around
the singers so closely that the
audience fades away, leaving the trio
at the center of their own universe. It's
a moment of pure pop rapture.
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In this sequence, says Fisher, Myhre
“didn’t want little stars: he wanted them
to have a certain diameter. We got a
number of star drops, but they weren't
what he wantad " Schiieesler adds, "Wa
spent weeks in preproduction testing

that shot. We tested 20 different versions

of lightbulbs; [Condon] wanted the

background to go black and become like

the universe.” Eisenhauer says that the
bulbs they chose gave off an overly

PHOTO: EOREAMWORKS-PARAMOUNT PICTUNES”

warm light. Fisher says the bulbs were
dipped in a Rosco blue, which gave
them the necessary coolness.

A few scenes later, the loving circle
seen in "Family” becomes a circle of
betrayal in “It's All Over," in which Effie
is fired from the Dreams. This scene is
set on the circular Caesar's Palace
stage, against a mirrored background,
and again the camera arcs around the
characters, capturing them in tense,
uncomfortable close-ups while they
bare their grievances. This leads
directly into “And | Am Telling You I'm
Not Going,” in which Effie is seen
largely against a black backdrop; as in
“Dreamgiris,” she isolated by the
camera, but this time the number is a
howl of agony, cut off at its peak by the
appearance of the new Dreams.

Another 360° shot signals Effie's
redemption in “I Am Changing,” which
she sings when she gets on the
comeback trail, Myrhe's set is a tiny
club on top of a Chicago building; it
appears to be a former atelier, with an
upstage wall and ceiling of glass panes.
Effie, auditioning in the afternoon for a
manager who doesn't want 1o hear her,
begins the number; the camera pans
her closely as she sings; when the




camera's movement ends, it's
nighttime, the stage lights are on, and
she has the audience in the palm of
her hand. Once agaln, Fisher and
Eisenhauer consulted with the
phantom Deland, imagining how a
local electrician would light the act;
they heighten the effect of the song,
by progressively illuminating rows of
PAR cans, gelled in saturated colors
that recall the film's early sequences.

The film’s most apparent homage
to the Broadway show comes in the
disco version of "One Night Oniy,"
Deena and the Dreams appear at a
gay club on a stage backed by a wall
of lights—a look that recalls Musser’s
Broadway conception. Here, Fisher
and Eisenhauer depart from strict
historical accuracy, as the units are
Vari*Lite VL5s, which didn't exist in
the 1970s. Howsver, they remain
stationary and, the designers feel, the
anachronism will be apparent to only
a few. “John Myhre asked us for a
wall of light,” says Fisher. “We could
have done it with PAR cans, but this

US more control.” Thera's a
striking rainbow chase across the wall
that adds to the scene’s excitement.
Schliessler says, “That was definitely
tricky. Fortunately, | know how much |
can get away with in tenms of
oversxposurs. | dimmed the units to
the place where it looked real, yet still
worked on film.” He adds that much
of his work with Fisher and
Eisenhauer was “about adjusting
things 5% more or less, Because
their units were programmed into the
console, we could fine-tune things by
tiny percentages.”

The coup de grace comes in the
final sequence when, all scores
settled and daestinies determined, t he
Dreams hold their final concert, and
Effie appears with them again after
years of estrangement. The three

“One Night Only" is staged in front of a
wall of Vari“Lite VL5s, a look that recalls
Tharon Musser's conception for the same
number in the original Broadway
production.

Dreams rise up on elevators and step
downstage to the small circular thrust,
which is lined by in-floor units that light
up one by one. Behind them is a
rmimored drop, creating the disorienting

feeling that the singers are surrounded by

the audience. Effie joins the Dreams for
the final number, accompanied by

circular camera movements, intercut with

shots of Curtis making a discovery that
upends his e (not to be evealed her).
As the camera pulls back, the mirrored
wall has been replaced with a gold
beaded curtain, behind which one can
see musicians. Just as one is taking in
this visual shift, the number ends in an
explosion of gold confelti. It's a delirious
expression of diva worship that brings

N -
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the story to a ravishing close.

Everyone interviewed for this story
emphasizes the uniqueness of Condon's
vision. Fisher notes that the director is a
theatre fan who attended the opening
night of Dreamgiris. *Blil had a complete
vision of what he wanted to achieve,”
says Schliessler. “| came in three or four
months before we began shooting and
saw that there were so many levels to
this movie. But In one respect [t was
easy, because, when | have someone
who knows what he wants, then | can
deliver it. i 1I'm put his vision on fiim,
then I've done my job.” It's a sentiment
with which, one imagines, Fisher and
Eisenhauer are in deep agreement.
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