If we have learnt anything from this pandemic, it is
perhaps this: those who have succeeded in getting work
out there in front of the public by whatever means are
those who've been nimble, able to react quickly when
they spot an opportunity. To turn on a dime. To ‘pivot’,
as the world of big tech and internet startups would

call it - to switch quickly to a new idea when changing
circumstances means the first no longer works.

The really nimble haven't just pivoted once; when the
rules have changed again, they've pivoted again. Case in
point: Leicester’s Curve Theatre.

Leicester has had it particularly rough in this pandemic:
locked down with the rest of us in March, but then

it feels like it was left in lockdown as the rest of the
country had the rule loosened. Just when it felt like they,
too, might be allowed out, almost the whole country
was sent into Tier 4. Which unfortunately meant Curve's
first pivot went out the window. That plan had been to
present a series of shows - The Colour Purple, Andrew
Lloyd Webber’s Sunset Boulevard, and a play, Memoirs
of an Asian Footballer, interspersed with some one-night
shows - in an in-the-round theatre created by opening up
the vast metal curtain that divides the building’s main
and studio auditoria, then building seating blocks on
either side of the main stage. In the middle of that was
placed a quadruple revolve lent by Cameron Mackintosh
from his production of Half A Sixpence. There would

be minimal scenery, to help on both fit-up speed and
budgetary grounds, but helping to define the space
would be an epic lighting rig designed by Ben Cracknell
(‘using every light in the building,’ Curve's press release
claimed) sitting above it; able, through the building’s
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power-flying system, to raise and lower, undulate and
morph, intended to be shared across all the shows.
Cracknell himself lit Sunset and The Colour Purple
since Joshua Pharo, who originally lit the latter, wasn’t
available, and Charlotte Burton - Asian Footballer.

All the shows had been done before, either at Curve or,
in the case of Sunset, in a tour directed by the theatre’s
artistic director, Nikolai Foster. The casts were generally
all willing and able to return, saving rehearsal time. The
vast foyer space that circles the two auditoria would
allow the audience to be carefully managed in to the
now-combined venue; even with social distancing it
would allow 500 people per night to see the shows.

The seating and rig were in. They were ready to go. Then
Lockdown #3 came.. ..

“We had to postpone Colour Purple. But we thought,
f*** it, we cannot carry on like this, constantly having
to abandon things at the last minute,” recalls Nikolai
Foster. “It was just cruel, to all of those performers, all
of those technicians sat at home for almost a year. Were
we really going to close the doors again? But then we
thought, this is what the Cultural Recovery Fund - which
we'd been incredibly fortunate to receive some money
from - should be for: to support those people. So we
decided to do that. ‘Let’s film Sunset. Let's stream it.
Let’s make it happen!””

PIVOT

Foster’s idea wasn'’t simply to take the production he'd
intended to put on the stage and just film it without its
live audience. “Main character Norma Desmond’s first
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entrance is down a huge staircase in her abandoned mansion.

I looked up at the dress circle and thought, that could be good.
Joe’s garret, maybe that’s on the fly floor . . . | started to see how
it could work in a much less naturalistic way. We had nothing
to lose, a year of stopping and starting, feeling frustrated,
challenged. So we thought, let’s throw caution to the wind, take
that idea, explode it, embrace film as an art form, which is

a feature of the show: not just put some cameras in the corner
and do that archivey thing, but rather celebrate the art of film-
making. It was kind of mad. | got lots of looks from people who
no doubt thought, ‘my god, he’s actually lost it now . . .””

But that became the new plan: to use every conceivable corner
of the theatre as locations, in lieu of Colin Richmond’s set from
the tour - really turning the theatre inside out to become the
scenery, which was fitting for a theatre designed from the outset
to be able to turn itself inside out, exposing its inner workings to
the public. Curve was criticised by many on its opening in 2008
for those qualities. A decade and a bit and a global pandemic
on, they’ve turned out to be invaluable assets.

The follow-up part of the plan: Foster was determined that this
be performed straight through as a live show, not a stop-and-
start film shoot. Partly, that was because they’d been licensed to
stage a show, not make a film; partly it was to try to maintain the
through-dynamic of a live performance. Ultimately, there were
some minor cheats - a pause in filming as Norma (played by Ria
Jones) re-located from the circle back to the stage after that first
entrance; some moments where the manic costume changes
from the earlier production were no longer possible with COVID
safety measures in place - but effectively, the show started at
the beginning and went through to the end, theatre exposed,
band spaced apart in the stalls, sometimes cameras catching
sight of other cameras. In a show about movie-making, that just
felt normal.

It was a quick turnaround. Two days of music rehearsals
followed, then rehearsals on stage with Foster and
choreographer Lee Proud started on the Saturday. One
performance was recorded the following Friday, a second on
the Saturday, then two days of frantic sound and picture editing
before going live to the world via the internet on Tuesday . . .



