SET, PROJECTIONS AND MUSIC
To create the cinematic world of IRIS a great many elements have to come
together, play off each other and create a coherent environment of sights and
sounds on the 9,600 sq. ft. stage of the majestic Dolby Theatre.
Set
The set design by Jean Rabasse provides the physical framework for the action
and effects of the show. The sets’ infrastructure occupies a space that spans 122
ft. from the high grid to the bottom of the pit, and conceals a lift with a capacity
of 20,000 lbs that rises and descends 34 ft. below the stage at a rate of one foot
per second.
His first decision was to avoid direct references to specific films, actors or
directors, and to take a playful, universally accessible approach to creating a
world of cinema. The set also had to provide a meeting place for acrobatics,
circus arts, dance and projections. And it had to do so in such a way that
cinema techniques and live performances could blend together.
What Jean wanted to express was a love, not just of cinema, but of the whole
process of film-making, from the technicians to the sound stage, to the nuts and
bolts of the machinery and equipment The set suggests a fairground attraction
inspired by Coney Island where movies were screened to an audience for the
first time.
Cinema Emerges from the Shadows
Jean Rabasse’s concepts go beyond simple references to the paraphernalia of
the film set. They complement performances by artists whose goal is to connect
with the emotions of the audience. For Jean, the shadows on prehistoric cave
walls were the beginnings of what would eventually be called cinema. The
stories they told engaged the intelligence and the emotions as much as they
appealed to the eyes. And so it is with IRIS. The show starts with shadows before
bursting into color.

The elements of positive and negative are essential components of film; they are
also the names of the two giant figures flanking the stage. Above, the motto “In
Motion We Trust” sums up not only the theme of moving pictures, but also the
constant action of the show.
The second act plunges into a rapid-fire succession of familiar film genres, and
the set transforms just as rapidly to supply each number with a backdrop that
supports the story elements through distinctive visual references such as
costumes, hairstyles and the outlines of figures silhouetted in windows – as well as
providing all the structures and anchor points needed for each act.
The Color Palette
Some sequences, such as the Rooftops trampoline number vibrate with bright
saturated colors and the sharp contrasts of shadows and silhouettes. However,
The show’s overall color palette leans more toward earth tones – muted oranges
and yellows. It has to be, to ensure that the vitally important projections are
clearly visible from every seat in the vast Dolby Theatre.
Props
The result of extensive research and an exploration of the effects of scale, some
of the IRIS props have taken on a life of their own. Resembling the contents of a
cabinet of curiosities, they are variations on the themes of sound, optics, light
and smoke. These little devices represent the beginnings of cinema and the
mechanical inventions that made its development as an art form possible. Light
sources and ingenious machines, as well as panels, ladders, beams and chairs,
take on personality traits, transforming them into characters that give life to the
artists who operate them.
Projections
Projection Designers Olivier Simola and Christophe Waksmann used a wide
variety of unconventional materials in their concepts, including stretch plastic
and micro-perforated tulle.
The stage, the set elements and, in one comic sequence, even the artists’ bodies
and costumes are used as projection surfaces. The content of the projections is
largely driven by movements of the live performers, and much of the time it is
impossible to tell what is real and what is artificial.
Early in the show, real-time projections of acrobats’ performances capture their
movements as trails of still images – in very much the same way that frames of
film create the persistence of vision effect that we see as motion pictures. The
result is a living decomposition of movement that takes on a luminous life of its
own as an ever-changing abstract kaleidoscope above the action.

The IRIS projections are widely varied in both technical approach and content.
Early in the show, a performer appears in a costume reminiscent of the
praxinoscope, one of the first animation devices. Based on the stroboscopic
effect, this costume illustrates the decomposition of movement. The circular
structure of the skirt reveals – through slots as it rotates – two boxers in action.
The virtual traveling scene seamlessly mixes live performance captured on
camera with a succession of projected make-believe sets and props that take
the artists from the streets of LA to outer space. And the Pursuit Race sequence
recreates the menacing atmosphere of a classic 1940s Hollywood gangster flick
as a set-up for the Rooftops number that is the closest the show comes to
presenting an actual film to the IRIS audience.
To achieve all this, and more, Olivier and Christophe used eight large 15,000lumen video projectors for the main projections, six for the rear projections and
four installed high above the stage to throw images onto set elements on either
side of the stage.
Music
Danny Elfman’s music for IRIS is primarily orchestral, combining both large and
small ensembles throughout the show. Its melodies contain references to many
genres of film – at times grandiose and stirring, at times playful and light,
sometimes surrealistic, frequently action-packed and often humorous and
surprising.
The choice of the orchestral approach reflects the fact that over 95 per cent of
film music since the 1930s has been scored for full orchestras, and this imparts to
the Cirque du Soleil show a sonic connection between circus and film, via strings,
brass, harps, flutes, clarinets, bassoons and so on, as opposed to the sounds of a
jazz or rock ensemble.

