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Peter Pan
A Never Ending Story of Entertainment Technology

Words & pictures by Sarah Rushton-Read
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Directed by Luc Petit and produced by Music Hall,

the arena tour of Peter Pan: The Never Ending Story is

the artistic dream of Geert Allaert. It took two years to

bring to the stage and reportedly cost £10m to

produce. Watching the show, it’s easy to see where

that money has been spent - the artistry and detail of

the entirely animated set, worthy of any Disney or

DreamWorks studio, is undoubtedly the star of the

show.

Epic in size and ambition, this unique retelling of the
classic Peter Pan story is communicated through an
amalgamation of video, classic pop songs and narration,
courtesy of reality TV star Stacey Solomon, who plays
Tinkerbell, mostly from off stage. The show is further
embellished with a talented ensemble of acrobats, dancers
and singers, who play the pirates, Indians and lost boys,
amongst others.

There is no script to speak of and the main characters
express themselves through an eclectic array of pop
songs, including Rod Stewart’s Sailing, Supertramp’s Take
the Long Way Home and Robbie Williams’ Angels; Wendy
even leads the Darling family in a rendition of Our House
by Madness. Captain Hook is defined by being the only
character in the cast that expresses his feelings through
opera.

What makes the show stand apart is the epic scale of the
scenic and technical design. Designed by Michel Soucy
with video mapping by Dirty Monitor, the design pulls
heavily on the latest in video mapping, automation, special
effects and staging technologies. This makes for a scenic
world that is as dynamic and exciting as any film. 

Every super-real scene is packed with activity: performers
pop out of traps, fly in three dimensions above the stage,
sometimes without wires. They deliver stunning dance and
acrobatic sequences and shoot out over the audience on
bungee cords. Yet somehow the focus is skilfully kept on
the central story through precision-programmed lighting
design from Luc Peumans, cleverly focused sound created
by Alain Courieux and electrifying pyro. The experience is
like being part of a huge 3D animation.

In charge of this mammoth production is UK-based
production manager David Wright. With experience in
similar large-scale arena spectaculars, including Walking
with Dinosaurs and How to Train your Dragon, Wright was
brought in to ensure it toured without incident in the UK.

“The thing about this show is that it wants to move from
venue to venue as fast and efficiently as any rock tour, but
at the same time it needs to retain the artistic values of
theatre,” explains Wright. “Until Birmingham, the show had
only done a couple of showcase performances. However,
in that format it was too large and cumbersome to tour. My
brief was to ensure it could move in the allotted time and
within the agreed budget.”

The aim was to be able to load in and build up on day one,
and then hand over to stage management on day two. This
is no mean feat given the size of the show - 42 tonnes in 22
trucks. The first venue on the schedule was the Birmingham
NIA. However, Wright scheduled an extra build day to weigh
the show: “When we took over there was no accurate
rigging information. I used a Load Cell system and along
with my rigger, Mark ‘Pretty’ Whittaker, we put together 
a weight table. We also pulled together a generic rigging
plot, which will come in handy for other proposed tours.” 

Wright is touring with a small, hand-picked team plus some
of the original show crew from Holland and picking up
crews locally at each arena. 

The tour is carrying its own power. “We have a free-fall flying
gag that uses a high-power wind turbine built into the stage.
It’s an important gag, so we didn’t want to rely on local
power. This has had a knock-on impact as we also needed
a seven-tonne forklift to position the turbine and 
a boomlift for the focus and other rigging jobs. During the
festive holidays I couldn’t realistically have a forklift and 
a boomlift delivered to each arena as they’re loading shows
in and out, back-to-back, so I decided to hire a low loader
for the forklift and a flat-bed mega truck for the turbine.” 

What is most exciting for Wright is the 3D automation, which
is supplied by Tait Technologies. “This is something I’ve not
toured with before. It’s been great to work with Tait and see
how far down the touring automation track they are. For me,
automation is the latest dark art and it fascinates me.”

Billed as a ‘visual adventure’, the arena tour of Peter Pan: The Never Ending Story

has been thrilling audiences across the UK throughout the festive period. A show

where the virtual and the real work in synchronicity, it’s a theatrical spectacular,

packed with a surreal hybrid of animated film, theatre and music. 

Sarah Rushton-Read goes undercover as Tinkerbell to find out more . . .
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Head rigger Mark ‘Pretty’ Whittaker was
personally selected by Wright because of the
unusual loads and forces exerted by the high
power wind turbine. “We worked together on
Walking with Dinosaurs and How to Train Your
Dragon,” he says. “In general, the rigging is
pretty standard, there’s just lots of it. Where it
differs is when it comes to the wind turbine
and the unusual and large opposing forces it
exerts on the venue’s infrastructure.”

Another challenge is the height the show
requires. The 3D automation truss needs be
a minimum of 14m above the stage at its
outermost edges. The 14m trim allows
performers to soar up to 10m above the
stage and it also accommodates a large,
triangular air deflector in the roof for the wind
turbine. 

In fact, when it comes to the wind effect, the
forces are considerable. “The air tunnel can
travel up to 175 kilometres an hour,” explains
Pretty. “If it’s not deflected it could actually
pop the roof off! We calculated that the lift on
the rig at the NIA was 158kg per point - that’s
600kg of lift! The deflection system has to be
totally secure, otherwise it would also lift.
This means we require vertical support to the
ground.”

Because of the forces involved, each venue
also demands individual staging and rigging
consideration. “We re-positioned the show
footprint for Wembley. The wind machine
motor weighs around five tonnes not
accounting for the additional downward
force when it’s running! The floor in Wembley
is sprung and there’s a swimming pool
underneath. We’ve positioned the stage at 

a point where the swimming pool is
shallowest so it’s easier to acro-prop the
floor for support.”

All-in-all, Peter Pan demands 105 rigging
points, seven two-tonne and the rest one-
tonne motors. “We’re using double-brake
Lodestar motors for the 3D automation track
and also the truss we call the Bungee truss
uses double-braking, high-speed Kinesys
motors. We have a number of flying gags,
which require the chain to come down
through the stage at a two-inch tolerance. 
It has to be perfectly positioned as
performers clip on and then come flying out
at speed from under the stage. If any chain is
slightly out, it could have quite an impact.” 

Also having quite an impact and forming the
bulk of the set is Michel Soucy’s
scenography and illustrations in the form of 
a 120-minute movie created by a Belgian
company Dirty Monitor, video mapped to the
set and operated by Patrick Bellens of The
Creative Factory.

Bellens uses Avolites Media Ai Media servers
to precision map content to the 3D grey-
screen scenic objects. These comprise a row
of super-sized books upstage, two huge
books standing on end, stage right and left,
which act both as scenic elements and IMAG
screens. In addition, three book-shaped
platforms - two closed, one open centre-
stage - provide different levels on which the
action can unfold. 

“We chose to use the Avolites Media Ai
Media Server because we needed a powerful
system that enabled us to visualise the show

in 3D and precisely map it to the set pieces,”
explains Bellens. “We’re mixing live IMAG
content with pre-programmed content and
the Ai allows us to do this seamlessly. 
It gives us flexibility in change of heights and
angles so we can adapt easily to different
venues with the projection and still do the
mapping of 14 projectors in less than three
hours. The 3D visualiser also gives us 
a good picture of what is going on onstage.
Throughout, the Avolites system has been
invaluable in allowing us to import a 3D set
model and then map the content directly
onto it. We can also move through the show
in real time in the visualiser. That has enabled
the creative team to view the stage from all
angles in the studio.”

Creating content for a show like this is an
enormous undertaking and it has taken
nearly a full year to complete. The video
features a lot more pixels than a regular film,
and the images are even bigger than those
in the average movie. 

Every part of the set is covered. There is 
a moment when whales appear to surface in
the virtual sea on the stage floor and blow
water from their blowholes - just one instance
where sound, lighting, video and staging
combine to create a single, magical effect
that makes it all so believable. All rely on
precision coordination. In this case, the
virtual whales have to line up perfectly with
holes in the stage from which CO2 jets erupt,
while sound effects are triggered to complete
the impression. If just one of these effects is
slightly out, the gag is lost. And there are
many other places in the show where the
virtual meets the real in similar ways.
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Equally precise is Luc Peumans’ sharply focused and meticulously
designed lighting. With a set that is almost entirely virtual, Peumans
manages to deliver remarkably dramatic, sculptural lighting without
compromising or dulling the impact of the video. The virtual and the
physical blend seamlessly and Peumans’ lighting pulls the mood,
light and atmosphere from the animated world into the 3D stage
domain. The design is intricate, detailed and sharp, subtly keeping
focus where the action is. 

With a constantly changing set the lighting has to run in absolute sync
with the animation and Peumans’ cueing is strictly timed: “Projection
sets the scene and dictates the atmosphere and colour of a scene. It
also prescribes the necessary angle of the key light and that can
change as quickly as the animation,” he explains. “It’s a completely
different way to approach lighting design for arena shows. I had to
keep it tight and avoid spill. I also wanted to keep the number of
fixtures to a minimum. To do this, I chose to use Clay Paky Alpha 1500
profiles as the main workhorse fixture. They’re high output and the
dynamic response is super-fast. I can shape the beam to almost any
shape, and the stay-sharp zoom function has been invaluable. In the
main we’re using standard gobos, which are always excellent, but
we’ve also had a fair few specials made.” 

For general backlighting and further gobo projection Peumans uses
Philips Vari-Lite VL3000 Spots. He also uses Robe Robin 1200
LEDwash and 600 LEDwash fixtures, with tophats, to extend the
colour wash in the video projection areas. Control is from 
a GrandMA2 full-size triggered by the SMPTE timecode from sound
and programmed by Cedric Eestermans.

One of the most surprising effects in the show is the wind turbine, which
provides enough lift to have Peter Pan flying high without wires. The
force sees him fly almost as high as the lighting rig itself. The company
that supplied the turbine, Aerodynium, also provided the body double
that plays the flying Peter Pan. The turbine weighs about 3.5 tonnes,
and has a five tonne, 630kW (roughly 871 horsepower) three-phase
motor. The speed controller alone weighs in at about 1.5 tonnes. 

As mentioned previously, the system requires its own separate
isolated power, which is overseen by James Gunson of Powerhire,
who says: “The fan is power intensive and not many venues have
the power resources. We’re using two 500kVA generators
synchronised together. Most venues can only run the fan at 85% as it
can cause issues with the roof. At 85% it is pulling about 700 amps 
a phase, so it burns a lot of diesel.”

Obviously the fan needs some considerable baffling, not only because
of the noise but also because it has to suck air in from somewhere and
there’s a danger other things could be sucked in as well!

The fan can be noisy, and balancing that with the soundtrack can be
tricky for FOH sound engineer Raf Willems. “At the heart of the show
there are two Mac Pro computers (one main, one spare) running the
entire LOGIC 9 show file, plus SMPTE timecode to lights, pyro, video
and showcaller,” explains Willems. “It also runs a cue file to the Riedel
intercom for followspot cues. The two MADI streams run through 
a DOTEC MADI switch to the DiGiCo SD8, which is at maximum
capacity of ins and outs. We have 20 mics and over 30 inputs coming
from the Macs; 12 IEM outputs and service outputs to backstage and
dressing rooms.”

The cast are all on in-ear monitors - PSM1000 by Shure with custom
moulded earpieces. “All the singers have two microphones - one
DPA4088 and one Sennheiser MKE1,” says Willems. “Transmitters
and receivers are also Sennheiser. To avoid the need for foldback on
stage, the dancers also use an IEM system. “We use one transmitter
and they are all on the same frequency with just one mono-mix going
out to them.” 

“I’m extremely lucky to have Stijn Groessens along as our wireless
tech. He’s also responsible for the Riedel intercom, which is crucial
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From top: L-R, programmer Cedric Eestermans, LD Luc Peumans and 
FOH sound engineer Raf Willems. 

Patrick Bellens of The Creative Factory.

Head rigger, Mark ‘Pretty’ Whittaker.

Systems tech Neil Frazer (left) with automation operator Darren
Williamson.

The turbine from under stage. 
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on this show for the safety of the actors and
crew. To that end we have wireless posts that
are backed up with a wired system.”

In terms of the voices, Willems says the EQs
are all nearly flat. “There is a little bit of
dynamic EQ going on, some delay in the
songs as effect. We use very little reverb
because of the natural reverb we already get
in the arenas we’re playing,” he adds.

For Willems, having everyone on wireless
has been one of his biggest challenges:
“The antenna setup was critical. We have 
a lot of stage to cover and actors are also up
in the air. However, because the cast moves
a lot, we are now using Sennheiser / Adidas
sport ears for dancers, which are specially
made for running.”

The PA is L-Acoustics and comprises 72
KARA and 24 SB18. “To some degree, our
speaker setup is dictated by the height of the
venue,” says Willems. “In particular, we have
to be mindful of the height of the side
speakers because of the 3D flying system.
For this tour we have a six-array system
comprising up-to three SB18s and 14 KARA
each. On the floor, we have one SB18 and
two KARA underneath each main hang, in
order to tilt the sound-image down.”

In charge of that 3D flying system and all the
automation is veteran operator Darren

Williamson, assisted by systems tech Neil
Frazer. “Everything we’re using is supplied by
Tait Towers,” says Frazer. “We have a 3D
flying rig, which comprises four zero fleet
angle, high speed winches each capable of
lifting 300lb at 15ft per second. The 3D rig
can move 500lb at 12ft per second. It’s a fast
and very cool system. This enables us to fly
a performer anywhere over the stage in three
dimensions. Upstage we have two 2D rigs,
which allow us to fly performers up, down,
left and right across the back of the stage.
We also have three stage lifts, which can rise
up to eight feet and are in constant use.” 

It’s a huge show,” adds Williamson. “At
several points everything is moving at the
same time. We had an initial week of
programming before performances, but of
course it continues to evolve.” 

The show is using a new product, Technora,
instead of the usual steel wire. It’s a strong,
synthetic rope, which is considerably lighter
than steel. “It’s the first time we’ve used this
kind of rope with these winches,” says
Frazer. “We had a few teething problems, but
Tait’s support and back-up has been
invaluable.”

Taking care of special effects and the striking
pyrotechnicals is pyro specialist Emerson
Williams. The pyro adds dimension to the
virtual by bringing it out into the real world.

For example, Tinkerbell’s first appearance is
as a firework travelling down a wire at speed
towards the up-stage projection surface from
the upper circle. As soon as it hits the
upstage screens, the video takes over and
the fairy appears as a spark in the animation. 

“It’s such a huge production and pyro is
woven into almost every other department in
one way or another,” says Williams. “It’s 
a big challenge to get everything fitted on
time - each day takes up to four or five hours
to set up. We have pyro effects, gas flames,
CO2 blowholes, low-lying fog. Our effects are
in every scene and area - from the stage
floor to the flywires to props, automation and
stage fittings.”

For control, Williams is using the Galaxis
wireless firing system. “Galaxis has never let
us down. I control it all from FOH stage left. 
I am using the MA PC wing to control the
flames, low smoke and the streamers at the
end of the show and the Galaxis wireless
controller for all the pyro.” 

The arena tour of Peter Pan: The Never Ending
Story is millions of miles from the traditional
panto in almost every way. Packed with special
effects, theatre, film and action it doesn’t drop
the audience for a moment. However, it’s the
concept and stage design, cleverly supported
by the creative and homogenised use of
technology, that are the true stars of the show. 
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