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The Theater
As Patient,
Clearing

Its Throat

By MEL GUSSOW

When theatergoers complain about a
theater, the criticism is often about the
sound: they cannot hear the dialogue, or the
actors are overmiked and the voices do not
seem to be coming from the stage. Such
annoyances are frequently caused by flaws
in the acoustics rather than the performers.
Enter the new technicians: acousticians
who treat a theater like an operating room.
By their measure, all defects are curable,
but the diagnosis must be correct.

Ever since it opened, the Vivian Beau-
mont Theater at Lincoln Center has been a
problem in the area of sound, especially in
the case of Tom Stoppard’s ‘Arcadia’ two
seasons ago, when the complexity of the
dialogue eluded some theatergoers. Looking
at past productions, Bernard Gersten, the
executive producer of Lincoln Center Thea-
ter, said that actors had offered their own
complaints: they feel that ‘‘they have to
fight the house; they don't get enough feed-
back.” '

For that reason, Mr. Gersten and his
partner, André Bishop, hired a team of
acousticians from the Netherlands, creators
of the System for Improved Acoustic Per-
formance, known as SIAP, as a $500,000 step
in a plan to renovate the Beaumont. Led by
Wim Prinssen, the team installed the sys-
tem before David Hare's ““‘Racing Demon”’
last season, and returned recently to tune it
up for “The Little Foxes.”” This week, with
the Lillian Hellman play in previews (and
heading toward its opening on April 27), the
acousticians visited New York again for
further fine-tuning before an audience.

‘*“Juan Darien,” the Julie Taymor musical
that played at the Beaumont earlier this
season, did not use the new sound system
because the show had its own amplification
for its orchestra and singers. On the basis of

~the acoustical work for “Racing Demon,”
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Wim Prinssen, left, and Ben Kok fine-
tuning the Beaumont’s sound system.

the Dutch team was also hired by Richard
Eyre to revamp the sound at the Royal
National Theater in London, where Mr.
Eyre originally presented his production of
the Hare play.

Mr. Prinssen and his associates spent a
week measuring and testing the Beaumont.
One morning, as he worked, he explained
the arcane art of acoustics, or electronic
architecture. As its name suggests, SIAP

“improves the acoustical performance but -

not the auditorium,” he said.

Increased intelligibility comes through
the installation of microphones and loud-
speakers and their varying use in perform-
ance. As if he were cooking a pot-au-feu, Mr.
Prinssen demonstrated the subtlety of the
system: he seasoned the sound, adding
warmth, then brilliance, then a little more
warmth.

One of the Beaumont’s difficulties, he
said, is that it tries to combine a proscenium
design with an open or thrust stage. A
continuing obstacle is the width of the audi-
torium. ‘““The human voice is directional and
can handle only about 120 degrees,” Mr.

* Prinssen said. ‘“Whatever direction an actor .

is speaking, he will miss part of the audi-
ence. You could give all the actors radio
mikes and amplify them and try to solve it
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that way. That has been done the
past three decades in this theater
without much success. It enhances
the defects of the auditorium. You
will have enough loudness but not
better intelligibility.”

The aim is to keep the sound as
natural as possible. “The human ear
is very sensitive to anything that's
unnatural,” he said. “It’s much more
difficult to satisfy the ear than the
eye.” The changes should be so deli-
cate that the audience is not aware of
an audio system.

At the same time, the new system
has an effect on “ambient noise from
the auditorium” — in other words,
faughter and applause. “The audi-
ence has to sound the same acousti-
cally as the voice of the actor,”” Mr.
Prinssen said. “Otherwise it would
be very strange.”

There are no ideal acoustics, he
said. The quality varies depending on
the nature of the auditorium and the
type of performance. The Amster-
dam Concertgebouw, a hall in his
home city, is supposed to be perfect,
but only for concerts. “If they did
drama there,” he said, “then every-

Acousticians
operate on the
Beaumont, then do
some fine-tuning.

one seated further than the third row
from the stage would not understand
a word. You also have places suitable
for only one kind of music.” The
Bayreuth opera house is intended for
the fullness of Wagner, “but you
couldn’t perform a Mozart opera
there,” he said.

Other factors can affect acoustics,
like the surface of the stage or the
use of scenery. For example, when
‘‘Aida” was done in a large sports
arena in the Netherlands, the stage
was covered with sand. ““Sand is very
absorbing,” Mr. Prinssen said. ““The
place did nothing at all acoustically,”
especially at those moments when
the singers sang while reclining on
the sand. His task was to compensate
for the surface and give the arena
‘‘an appropriate opera acoustic.”

The lighting designer for that pro-
duction of “‘Aida” was Beverly Em-

.mons, who has often worked at the

Beaumont. She was so pleased with
the result that she recommended the
Dutch team to Mr. Gersten and Mr.
Bishop. They flew to the Netherlands
to see the system in action in a new
1,300-seat theater. :

By the end of the week at the
Beaumont, Mr. Prinssen had shifted
the 88 loudspeakers to various stra-
tegic points in the house. Then he
auditioned the installation before a
small invited audience. An actor,
Matthew Greer, read from Shake-
speare, and a clarinetist, Ed Salkin,
played while the acoustician changed
the five basic settings: drama stage,
recital hall, concert hall, choir and
cathedral. The system will be left
with prearranged settings that can
be changed to accommodate the indi-
vidual performance.

As Mr. Prinssen manipulated the
controls, the sound was repeatedly
altered, most strikingly as the clari-
netist played. At the push of a button,
the music resonated, and the Beau-
mont seemed for a moment like a
cathedral. For the audience coming
to see “The Littie Foxes,”’ hearing is
believing.
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Fine-tuning the
acoustics at the Vivian
Beaumont. Page C11.




