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Users are an essential part of theatre 
planning.  And they come in all shapes 
and sizes from high level, far-sighted 
policy committees (good) to obsessive, 
micro-managing, detail driven front line 
staffers (less good.) 

 
At their best, user groups can give 

theatre planners the freedom to do our 
very best for the client and for the pro-
ject; at worst, they can obscure the vision 
of the project in a cloud of 
minutiae (and waste a lot 
of the theatre planner’s 
precious time and fees.)  I 
suspect that most theatre 
planners have experienced 
too many of the latter and 
too few of the former. 

 
The adverse effect 

that user groups can 
sometimes have on the 
design process occurs 
because user groups -- individually or 
collectively – are often out of their depth 
in the facility planning process and/or 
have difficulty thinking beyond their own 
experience. 

 
So as not to be too hard on those 

who serve on user groups, it may be fruit-
ful to raise some questions about the con-
ditions and assumptions under which user 
groups operate.  For example, we might 
ask: 

 
• What authority should user groups 

be given? 
• What qualifies anyone to be on a 

user group? 
• What should be their scope of work 

and process? 

• To whom should they report and in 
what form? 

 
What should they be expected to 

know about the design and construction 
process (as opposed to only knowing the 
end result?) 

 
And what can theatre planners as one 

of many specialist consultants on the de-
sign team, actually do about it? 

In our office, we put a lot of effort 
into the programming phase of the work, 
knowing that an issue lost here is gone 
forever.  We try to focus on goals that are 
both qualitative and quantitative and to 
get early agreement on broad principles 
to which we can refer when the going 
gets rough and the beans get counted. 

 
Getting the user groups to take own-

ership of the issues at this level of think-
ing can be very satisfying for all concerned. 

 
We also believe in the Brechtian 

maxim that the truth is concrete.  We find 
that it is much easier to give a user group 
a working draft program right at the start 
than it is to begin from the premise that 
it’s all blue sky and every possible option 
is on the table. 

Giving the user group something 
pro-actively provides a structure for dis-
cussion and has the effect of focusing on 
decision making: let’s keep this; let’s get 
rid of that; what about so and so?  It is 
also important to remember that all user 
representatives are not viewing the proc-
ess from the same perspective.  Each per-
spective has a place in the planning dia-
logue. 

 
Management representa-
tives are interested in 
overall effectiveness of 
the facility.  The front of 
house team looks at what 
is required to provide 
good customer service.  
Stage staff want good 
systems and equipment 
and an efficient backstage 
environment.  User repre-
sentatives for a road house 
will have different priori-

ties from user representatives for a reper-
tory house. 

 
An additional broad strategy is to 

raise the planning horizon from today to 
distant tomorrows.  These are buildings 
that last a very long time, a hundred years 
or more.  What is our collective responsi-
bility for the long run when many of the 
best-intentioned decisions of today will 
have faded or changed in the first ten 
years?  A long timeframe tends to help 
put things into perspective and can be 
both humbling and calming. 

 
It is often helpful to look back and to 

see the ultimate client as “the theatre” -- a 
social phenomenon that is three millennia 
old and a system of production that has 
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It is important to remember that all 
user representatives are not viewing 

the process from the same perspective.  
Each perspective has a place in the 

planning dialogue. 
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been around for 400 years.  How many 
user groups (or architects, for that matter) 
are there who know their history of the 
theatre as a building type?  None, in my 
experience.  We often take user groups on 
a quick slide show trip through theatre 
history as a team building exercise and an 
antidote to the flavor-of-the-month thea-
tres that are featured in the latest glossy 
magazines. 

 
When my son, who is now 26, started 

seventh grade, his teacher sat with each 
student and developed a “contract” for the 

year.  In this short document, the 
teacher’s expectations of and commitment 
to the student was set out and the student 
did the same.  It struck me at the time as 
very respectful of the student’s right to 
participate fully in the learning environ-
ment – and it proved to be very effective. 

 
Theatre planners cannot, nor should 

they, tell user groups what to do.  But, as 
theatre planners, we can help them to help 
us by setting up the conditions where we 
all succeed.  Perhaps we need to add 
something to our consulting toolbox like a 
User Group Charter that could become the 

agenda for the first user group meeting.  
There’s no question that everyone’s job is 
easier and results are always better with a 
well defined framework. 

 
In the end, user groups have simple 

needs: at very least, they want better con-
ditions in the new place than in the old 
one; at best, they want something special.  
These are right and proper goals for user 
groups to have.  That’s their mission and 
we can and should be their mentors. 

 
Brian Arnott, ASTC 

(Continued from page 1) 

The Center for the Arts is a growing 
community arts campus in the heart of 
downtown Jackson, Wyoming.  The Cen-
ter's second phase - a 39,000-square foot 
Performing Arts Pavilion that comple-
ments the previously constructed arts and 
education wing - was designed by the 
Arts Design Collaborative, a joint effort 
of Stephen Dynia Architects (design ar-
chitect) and Carney Architects (executive 
architect). 

The Performing 
Arts Pavilion, which 
opened in March 
2007, accommodates 
a flexible 525-seat 
proscenium theatre 
with full technical 
capabilities, a music 
center, a dedicated 
theatre rehearsal 
space, set and cos-
tume shops, and other 
administrative and 
support facilities. 

 
In order to satisfy both the resident 

theatre company, which wanted a seat 
count of less than 200, and the operators, 
who preferred 500+ seats so they could 
bring in various touring productions, 
Theatre Consultants Collaborative pro-
posed an atypical ratio of orchestra level 
seating (200) to balcony (325).  With 
careful selection of color on the balcony 

front and in the balcony walls and tightly 
controlled architectural lighting the illu-
sion of no balcony was successfully 
achieved.  Additionally the smaller or-
chestra level allowed us to bring the bal-
cony to approximately 40 feet from the 
proscenium, resulting in an extremely 
intimate space that was appropriate for 
both parties. 

Performing Arts Pavilion 
Jackson Hole Center for the Arts 

Jackson, Wyoming 

Architects:   Arts Design Collaborative: Stephen Dynia 
Architects / Carney Architects 

 

Theatre Consultant:   Theatre Consultants Collaborative 
 

Acoustician:   Robert F. Mahoney & Associates 
 

Structural Engineer:   KL&A of Colorado 
 

MEP Engineer:   M-E Engineers 
 

General Contractor:   G.E. Johnson Construction Company 
 

Arts Programming:   Sutton & Associates 
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ASTC Meets for Forum 07 in Toronto 
ASTC’s Forum ’07 was held in To-

ronto on September 28, 29 and 30.  The 
weekend was organized by Brian Arnott, 
ASTC, assisted by his staff at Novita.  
About 20 ASTC members attended. 

 
The guest speaker at the kickoff 

breakfast on Friday was Julian Sleath 
who had led the Canadian Opera Com-
pany’s in-house team through the design 
and construction of the Four Seasons 
Centre, Toronto’s newly opened 2,000 
seat opera house.  In his remarks, Julian 
set the stage for the weekend by describ-
ing the enormous investment which has 
been recently made in cultural, business 
and transportation infrastructure in 
Toronto. 

 
The first stop in tour was the Four 

Seasons Centre, opened September 2006.  
Following the tour of the Four Seasons, 
members visited Roy Thomson Hall, 
originally opened in 1980 as the 2,800 
seat home of the Toronto Symphony Or-
chestra and recently renovated into a 

2,630 seat hall for both the TSO and 
many other uses. 

 
Following the Thomson Hall tour, 

members traveled by bus to the historic 
Distillery District, a 13 acre precinct of 
handsome 19th century industrial build-
ings, now a vibrant centre of arts, culture, 
design and fashion.  Members toured the 
Young Centre, where Soulpepper Theatre 
Company shares three performance halls 
and production facilities with the theatre 
department of George Brown College. 

 
On Saturday morning, ASTCers took 

the bus to suburban Brampton for a tour 
of the 900 seat Rose Theatre, opened 
September 2006.  Returning to central 
Toronto by bus, members toured the his-
toric Elgin and Wintergarden Theatres – 
restored in the 1980s – the last operating 
double-decker theatre in the world. 

 
On Saturday afternoon, ASTC mem-

bers settled in for a panel on costing for 
theatre facilities.  The discussion was set 

into a broad socio-economic context by 
arts management consultant Duncan 
Webb;  then cost consultant Richard Ver-
meuelen, traced the history of facility 
costing.  Julian Sleath, along with Darius 
Zaccak of PCL Constructors, who led the 
construction team on the Four Seasons 
project, then offered further commentary. 

We have all sat in the cool dark of a 
theatre only to be distracted by someone 
trying to make an exit at a critically 
quiet moment of a play.  Somehow, no 
matter how well intentioned, the quiet 
exit does not happen.  Being able to 
navigate in a dark space gives an audi-
ence member confidence – knowing 
where to step, where to turn, and how to 
find the door. 

 
Rope lights were used for so many 

years in movie theatres. These were con-
tinuous lengths of tiny grain bulbs sol-
dered together and pulled into clear plas-
tic tubing.  The fabrication method for 
this product made it durable, but impos-
sible to replace a lamp once burned out.  
Operating at 12 or 24 volts, these lamps 
required voltage transformers, which 
have not always found favor for per-
formance theatre applications with the 
more demanding acoustics consultants. 

 
LED (or light emitting diodes) have 

been around for a number of years, but it 
was not until the last six or seven years 
that they were reliable enough to work in 

such an application.  With an optimisti-
cally rated lamp life of 70,000 hours, the 
cost and minimal maintenance made 
them attractive to many industries, in-
cluding fabrication of step and safety 
lights.  As many other industries begin 
using this product, development in-
creased, creating brighter and more du-
rable LEDs.  In a recent visit to a newly 
completed theatre project, the originally 
specified LEDs installed across the front 
edge of the stage as a safety light had 
been updated by the manufacturer with 
higher performance LEDs.  Now the 
safety light illuminates the proscenium 
and supporting walls.  Certainly not the 
design intent, but a continually evolving 
product combined with the pace of new 
construction caught everyone by sur-
prise. 

 
The last product uses a photo lumi-

nescent pigment on the edges of steps 
and stages, and even aisle and door num-
bers have benefited from this develop-
ment.  The days of glow tape are past.  
These pigments are applied to what ap-
pear to be the same extrusions that in-

corporate LED’s into steps or the edges 
of carpets.  It is impossible to say if 
these products will last ten years and 
create no hazardous waste; it will take 
time to answer that. 

 
In summary these products each 

have their place in the market, but per-
haps the rope lights have evolved into 
obsolescence.  The photo luminescent 
paint can work well in backstage loca-
tions, marking scenery, stairs, and other 
trip hazards.  Certainly exit doors and 
railings would benefit from an applica-
tion of this paint where low level illumi-
nation is desired.  In a brighter environ-
ment where lighting the edge of a step or 
stage, the use of LEDs is usually the 
most successful solution.  Several manu-
facturers of these products have mounted 
three and even five colors of LEDs in a 
matrix providing a color mixing system 
that through the use of a DMX512 con-
trol signal different combinations of the 
LEDs can be turned on or off, changing 
the color produced by the fixture. 

 
Robin Crews, ASTC 

Taking Steps to Light the Steps 

ASTC members touring the Young Center. 
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ARTEC CONSULTANTS 
Adresse Symphonique, Place des Arts, Montreal, Quebec, Canada 
East Harbour Concert and Conference Center, Reykjavik, Iceland 
Lifestyle Entertainment Hub, Singapore 
 

AUERBACH POLLOCK FRIEDLANDER 
Palm Desert Performing Arts Center, Palm Desert, CA 
Brigham Young University, Rexburg, ID 
MGM City Center Convention Center and Cirque du Soleil Elvis 
Theatre, Las Vegas, NV 
 

BILL CONNER ASSOCIATES 
Alley Theatre renovation, Houston, TX 
Hampshire High School, Hampshire, Il 
Pearson Hall, New Mexico Military Institute, Roswell, NM 
 

DAVIS CROSSFIELD ASSOCIATES 
Crocus Auditorium, Moscow, Russian Federation 
Zankel Music Building Concert Hall, Skidmore College, Saratoga 
Springs, NY 
Community Performing Arts Center Opera House, George Mason 
University, Manassas, VA 
 

FACILITY STRATEGIES LIMITED 
Jeanne B. McCoy Community Center for the Arts, New Albany, OH 
The Columbus Foundation, Columbus, OH 
First Community Church, Columbus, OH 
 

FISHER/DACHS ASSOCIATES 
Zaryadye Concert Hall, Multi-Purpose Hall, Variety Theater, Moscow 
Prebys Theater, Old Globe, San Diego, CA 
Alice Tully Hall/ Juilliard School, Lincoln Center, NY 
 

GRAHAM, SWIFT & COMPANY 
Wadsworth Auditorium, Newnan, GA 
Pleasant Grove High School, Birmingham, AL 
University of Georgia Fine Arts Building, Athens, GA 
 

GEORGE C. IZENOUR ASSOCIATES 
Center of Arts and Academics, Charleston, SC 
Milliones Middle School, Pittsburgh, PA 
King & Low Heywood Thomas School, Stamford, CT 
 

JK DESIGN GROUP 
Three Auditoria - Beverly Hills Unified School District, CA 
Vision Theatre - Los Angeles, CA 
Performing Arts Magnet High School - Los Angeles Unified School 
District, CA 
 

J&M LIGHTING DESIGN 
Westbrook Middle School Auditorium, Westbrook, ME 
Fryeburg Academy Theatre, Fryeburg, ME 
Thorndike High School Theatre, Thorndike, ME 
 

JONES & PHILLIPS ASSOCIATES 
Theatre and Amphitheatre, The Arts District at Rapallo, Estero, FL 
Bartle Hall & Convention Center, Kansas City, MO 
Architectural Lighting for the BARWA, Financial District, West 
Bay, Doha, Qatar 
 

LANDRY & BOGAN 
Moonlight Amphitheatre renovation, Vista, CA 
Livermore Regional Theatre, Livermore, CA 
A Noise Within Theatre, Pasadena, CA 
 

LUSTIG & ASSOCIATES 
Performing Arts Center, Brighton, CO 
St. Joseph Abbey, St. Benedict, LA 
Grand Center, St. Louis, MO 
 

NAUTILUS ENTERTAINMENT DESIGN 
Cunard Cruise Lines’ Queen Victoria, Sailing worldwide 
Seventh and Market Cultural Center, San Diego, CA 
Spotlight 29 Casino, Coachella, CA 
 

NOVITA 
Leah Posluns Concert Hall, Central Square, Jewish Cultural Centre, 
Toronto, ON 
Performance Hall, Lebovic Campus, Jewish Cultural Centre, Toronto, ON 
Multi-form Theatre, University of Winnipeg, Winnipeg, MB 
 

SCHULER SHOOK 
Lyric Theatre, Oklahoma City, OK 
Minnesota Shubert Arts and Education Center, Minneapolis, MN 
New York State Theater, New York, NY 
 

THEATRE CONSULTANTS COLLABORATIVE 
Durham Performing Arts Center, Durham, NC 
Francis Marion University Center for the Performing Arts, Florence, SC 
Aga Khan Museum, Toronto, ON 
 

THEATRE DESIGN INC. 
Union County Performing Arts Academy, Scotch Plains, NJ 
Teatro Victoria, Victoria, Brazil 
Green Meadow Waldorf School, Ridgway, NY 
 

THEATRE PROJECTS CONSULTANTS 
Dr. P. Phillips Orlando Performing Arts Center, Orlando, FL 
Margot & Bill Winspear Opera House and Dee & Charles Wyly 
Theatre, Dallas, TX 
Western Illinois University Performing Arts Center, Macomb, IL 
 

TSG DESIGN SOLUTIONS 
Mizner Park Studio Theatre, Boca Raton, FL 
Miami Senior High School, Miami, FL 
Palladium Show Room, Miami, FL 
 

WESTLAKE REED LESKOSKY 
Hanna Theatre, Cleveland OH 
Clemens Center, Elmira NY  
Balboa Theatre, San Diego CA 
 

WRIGHTSON, JOHNSON, HADDON & WILLIAMS 
Palmetto Fine & Performing Arts Center, Northwest Vista College, 
San Antonio, TX 
Midlothian ISD High School, Midlothian, TX 
LBJ Library Renovation, University of Texas, Austin, TX 

the ASTC letter  
is published annually by the 

American Society of Theatre Consultants 
 

Robert Shook, Editor 
 

12226 Mentz Hill Road 
St. Louis, Missouri  63128 

Ph:  314 843-9218   Fax:  314 843-4955 
 

To learn more about the ASTC, visit our website: 
www.theatreconsultants.org 

THEATRE PROJECTS IN PROGRESS 
The following theatre and assembly projects are in various stages of design and construction in ASTC members’ offices 


