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Down in the Valley
The San Fernando Valley gets a major
performing arts center of its own
By: Mel Lambert

Photos: Lee Choo

F

or many years, the
San Fernando Valley,
which runs along the
northern edge of Los
Angeles, has lacked a major
performance venue for both local
productions and touring shows.
When, in 1994, a major earthquake
laid waste to large sections of
California State University,
Northridge (CSUN), it was decided
that the rebuilt campus should
include a new focus for cultural
activities. Hence was born the new
166,000-sq.-ft. Valley Performing
Arts Center/VPAC, which opened in
early 2011 with the 1,700-seat Great
Hall (a multi-purpose auditorium)
and a 180-seat black box theatre,
plus classrooms, a 232-seat lecture
hall, rehearsal and events spaces,

costume and scene shops, support
spaces, and a studio for KCSN, the
public radio station. The new center
cost a reported $125 million.
The venue’s inaugural season
featured soprano Dame Kiri Te
Kanawa, The Russian National Ballet,
The China Philharmonic Orchestra,
the Mexican brass ensemble Metales
M5, and Rosanne Cash. “I must
admit that this hall is really wonderful
to sing in,” Te Kanawa told her
concert audience between songs. “It
has such a beautiful ambience; I hope
that other singers can enjoy [the
acoustics] as much as I have.” Other
artists performing in the new center
include Betty Buckley and Marvin
Hamlisch, Joan Rivers, Parsons
Dance, and Ed Asner in FDR.
The center was designed by

Minneapolis-based HGA Architects,
under principal-in-charge Gary Reetz;
VP/project manager Jamie Milne
Rojek; design architect Kara Hill; and
project architect Rebecca Krull
Kraling, with Auerbach Pollock
Friedlander/APF serving as theatre
consultant for the performing arts
spaces. APF’s S. Leonard Auerbach
was design principal, Michael
McMackin principal-in-charge, and
Howard Glickman project manager.
Acoustical design and AV systems
were handled by McKay Conant
Hoover, under the primary direction
of David Conant, along with William
Chu, Randy Willis, and Kyle
Ridenour. Pro Sound & Video, based
in North Hollywood, handled A/V
integration. HGA also served as MEP,
civil, and structural engineers,
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working with general contractor and
construction manager C. W. Driver;
the landscape architect was Pamela
Burton & Company.
“By successfully integrating
creative design with state-of-the-art
technology and engineering
innovation,” Milne-Rojek says, “the
Valley Performing Arts Center
balanced four important goals: to
create a beautiful building, stay within
the university’s budget, set a new
standard for sustainability, and ensure
superior acoustical quality.”
“Consultation with the chairs of the
department of music and department
of theatre—together with their faculty
and staff—was critical to our understanding the university’s pedagogical
needs,” stresses Auerbach. “Input
from the university was of a functional
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nature, enabling the design team to
assimilate various requests and
observations, and, through an
iterative process, present various
solutions. We fully collaborated with
HGA Architects and MCH on the
programming, planning, and design
through construction of the center,
with the goal of supporting CSUN’s
programs and serving the broader
community’s needs.”
The Great Hall and large rehearsal
room are intended for use by national
and local touring companies, smaller
arts organizations, and for film
premieres, conferences, meetings plus
other film-industry events. The black
box theatre, rehearsal studio and
terrace, scene shop, lighting lab,
costume shop, design studio, and
related support spaces will be used by

the theatre department, part of the
university’s Mike Curb College of Arts
Media & Communication.
“It was very important for us to
identify and understand the day-today functional criteria of the new
facility,” adds APF’s Michael
McMackin. “The project was
conceived to service academic
theatrical programs for the Mike Curb
College; professional touring productions, lecturers, film, and video; the
campus radio station KSCN; and
general lecture needs. Consequently,
planning of the professional multi-use
hall with an academically-driven flex
[black box] theatre led to a
relationship of spaces that required
careful grouping of functions and
spaces, because they had to be
individually self-sufficient yet work
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The Great Hall comprises an acoustically flexible proscenium venue with a three-tier seating configuration, a full fly tower, motorized
and manual rigging systems, and a custom-designed orchestra shell, among other amenities.

synergistically as well as independently. As a touring venue, the Great
Hall needed to be secure and not
have cross-circulation with any of the
other academic activities. Yet
academic activities need to function
concurrently. These considerations
formed the basis for overall planning
and design.”

The Great Hall
The Great Hall comprises an acoustically flexible proscenium venue with
a three-tier seating configuration, a
full fly tower, motorized and manual
rigging systems, a custom-designed
orchestra shell, computer-controlled
theatrical lighting, an orchestra pit
lift, and a front-of-house audio mix
lift. “As the newest large touring
show venue in Southern California,”
Auerbach says, “the stage configuration and equipment will support
any production.” The stage
measures 114' wide by 50' deep,
with a proscenium that can be
adjusted in width from 40'-54' and in
height from 25'-31'. “Two semi
trucks and one panel van can load
simultaneously directly onto the
stage,” he adds.
“A desire for intimacy and close
proximity to the stage required a
multi-tiered audience seating configuration with wraparound gallery seating
and an efficient stacking of
balconies,” says McMackin. “At 1,700
seats, the furthest seat from the stage
is only 120'.” The flexibility to accommodate a variety of performance
types “dictated the need for a large
orchestra enclosure, an elaborate
system of variable acoustics,
orchestra and audio mix lifts, and
automated technical support to
enable rapid and economical
changeover between different
events,” he adds.
“The detailing of the hall’s interior
with wood ribbons and the custom
screen panels enhance both the
aesthetics and acoustics and
provides a richness and level of
attention to detail not commonly seen

in a university PAC,” adds Gary
Reetz, HGA VP/principal. “Design and
detailing of the back- and front-ofhouse spaces and amenities serve
performers and audience with extra
attention given to comfort.”

Sound-reinforcement
systems
The Great Hall’s soundreinforcement system comprises left
and right arrays of 10 JBL
Professional VerTec VT4888DP
cabinets per hang, with integral
Crown DPDA modular amplifiers; a
center hang features nine VT4888DP
boxes. Low-frequency augmentation
is handled by eight VT4882
subwoofers with external power
amps fed from a BSS London signal
processor. A Peavey MediaMatrix,
with Crestron controller, handles
facility and back-of-house feeds.
Front-of-house mixing is handled by
a DiGiCo SD7 digital console.
“We had three primary concerns
for the main arrays,” explains Kyle
Ridenour, senior consultant with
McKay Conant Hoover. “The first was
high-quality, uniform coverage of the
entire seating area, which was a nonnegotiable item. The second concern
was ensuring the choice was highly
compliant with a wide spectrum of
technical riders. Finally, we needed to
ensure that the chosen technology
would be responsive to the project
budget. We looked at many options,
did extensive research, and scrutinized technical performance. In all
honesty, there are several good
options for halls of this size and
nature. In this particular complex
equation, the VerTec ended up being
the best composite solution. More
specifically, we are using the powered
VT4888 loudspeakers with the DPDA
input module—the digital ports serve
as primary input with a simultaneously active analog backup.” The line
arrays can be raised into the fly
space when not needed.
“The DiGiCo console came into the
project fairly late,” Ridenour recalls,

“since the originally specified console
reached the end of life in the time
frame between specification and
implementation. We knew, going in,
that the VPAC was a major space in a
big market and would see a lot of
road shows. Which means that we
were targeting not only excellent
performance and flexibility, but also
longevity—the need to look into the
crystal ball, and identify systems and
components that were either in the
middle of, or early in, their life cycles.
“We also wanted the operator at
the FOH position to be able to freely
route signals throughout the space,
without having to run to a patch bay
somewhere else, or trying to fit a
huge analog input/output patch field
at the mix position,” he says. “We
needed a very large I/O field in the
digital domain, the ability to
distribute signals widely to multiple
remote boxes on a digital backbone,
and a console that was sonically
pure, accepted in the touring
industry, and on the front end of its
life cycle. In this instance, the SD7
was the best fit.”
“The fact that all mic- and linelevel I/O from the stage panels run
back to the DiGiCo racks and are
then carried to and from the racks to
the control surface over fiber—
including pre-amp control—makes
the SD7 an impressive system, as
well as being rock-solid and very
quiet,” says Joe Byrne, Pro Sound &
Video’s project manager. “The SD7 is
so powerful and well-designed that
there is literally zero outboard
processing.”
“It was decided early not to supply
a monitor console as a part of the
design process,” says Ridenour,
“although the capability to flexibly
feed multiple monitors from the frontof-house desk is fully established. In
addition, we provided interrupts
within the analog infrastructure to
allow for easy monitor splits or guest
consoles, as well as the infrastructure
necessary to flexibly buss digital and
analog signals from the main console
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The variable
acoustic system

Drapes can be raised from within these catwalk enclosures to provide sound absorption.

architectural, theatrical, and
acoustical design team—who kept
the distances and angles appropriate
and the acoustical behavior uniform
throughout the seating area. There
are extensive loudspeaker locations
throughout the main hall audience
chamber, but those are targeted more
for effect and cinematic surround,
rather than as a part of the primary
reinforcement system.”

sight in the Great Hall, so that the
acoustic response can be changed
without affecting the architectural
aesthetics.”
He adds, “Side walls and ceiling of
the custom orchestra shell are
comprised of modular units designed
for rapid setup of ensembles and
orchestras of all sizes. The orchestra
shell can be set up by a minimal crew
in under an hour.” Manufactured and
installed by SECOA, “The entire shell
ceiling can be demounted for infrequent occasions where their loft
space may be needed for very large
touring productions.” The custom
enclosure comprises nine articu-
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backbone, which could be used as a
digital split for monitors or recording
or future I/O expansion.”
The designers advocated a hall
and balcony configuration that would
not need additional delay fill
speakers. “Use of fill is often
necessary, but not ideal, and can be
problematic for any number of
reasons,” Ridenour says. “Full credit
is due to our co-conspirators—the

“Although the acoustic criteria to
meet a wide program of functions
were established by McKay Conant
Hoover,” McMackin says, “integration
of the acoustic criteria with the
building infrastructure, the interior
architecture, and theatrical machinery
was a collaborative effort by the
entire design team. Auerbach Pollock
Friedlander conceived of four different
types of variable acoustic devices,
each motorized and computerprogrammable to deploy 8,000 sq. ft.
of drapery in the Great Hall that
supports the acoustic criteria set by
MCH. Our coordinated efforts
enabled us to seamlessly weave the
variable-acoustics elements out of

lating towers, each measuring 12'
wide by 24' high, with three
folding/flying ceilings elements
measuring 11' deep by 36'-56' wide.
The variable acoustic system
reduces the room’s reverb time for
orchestral performance to a range
appropriate for film playback. “A
combination of custom-designed and
modified standard motorized variable
acoustic draperies are integrated into
the audience-chamber architecture
and out of view from the public,”
McMackin explains. A push-button
preset station enables user-selectable automated positioning of the
drapery systems.
“In addition to a suitably quiet
ambient noise level—NC20, achieved
via an inherently low-velocity
displacement air system design—we
attempted to achieve a fully-occupied
mid-frequency RT60 ranging from 1.2
to 2.2 seconds to meet requirements
of film, drama, and amplified pop/jazz
to romantic and choral works,” says
MCH’s Conant. “We were also
seeking an absence of acoustical
anomalies, suitable acoustical
intimacy, warmth and envelopment,
and an immediacy of sound.
“Our design for the orchestra shell
and variable acoustic systems had to
acknowledge that venue personnel
could rapidly change the room’s
acoustical configurations as specific
needs arose,” he adds. “We began
by establishing the need for the
requisite ‘good bones,’ comprised of
hard, stiff finish construction and
sufficient clear, acoustical volume—
which led to detailed planning for
variable acoustic systems, side- and
rear-wall shaping, and the important
proscenium ‘eyebrow.’
“Only a very few performance
halls [on the West Coast] are
programmed to handle nearly everything from serious music to cinema,”
Conant says. “And those are principally our restorations of vaudeville
rooms, from San Diego’s Balboa
Theatre to the Phoenix Orpheum to
Santa Barbara’s Granada. Because

This floor plan shows the layout of the Great Hall and associated spaces.

of their historic significance, such
renovations normally preclude
applying as heavy a variable
acoustics hand as the VPAC required
and permitted. While most of our
newer and larger multipurpose,
variable acoustics spaces effect the
dominant change above catwalks,
and the vaudeville-era rooms employ
decorative—and operable—sidewall
drapery, the VPAC employs both to
good effect. Heavily amplified works,
especially cinema, benefit by
substantial control and considerable
absorption over lateral/sidewall
reflections and a heavy hand on
control of LF reverberation.
“Additionally, although the rear
walls of VPAC’s orchestra and loge
levels are angled to interact beneficially with the balcony undersides,
manually engaged, highly efficient
absorptive panels are deployed there
as well to further damp both LF
response and reverberation. These
panels cover much of the control
room glazing, but only for cinema
presentations. The sidewall
absorptive treatment is unique in
that one of the principal design

intentions was to ensure that,
irrespective of the reverberation
required, the room’s appearance
would remain unchanged. To effect
this, and with APF’s guidance, we
positioned Acoustac—Pook Diemont
& Ohl’s novel variable-acoustic
device—between the acoustically
shaped plaster walls, and metal
grillage—permitting a lighting
arrangement that effectively hides
the absorbent material from view
whether or not deployed.
“Above the catwalks, six heavy
acoustical drapes are independently
deployed as required to control reverberation via up-to-deploy and downto-deploy mechanisms. Additionally,
18'-tall heavy drapes, proud of a 12'
deep airspace cavity, are available for
tracking out from storage boxes
along each of the upper rear side
walls. Together, all this absorption,
with a generally sound-absorptive
stage house—i.e. soft goods without
orchestra shell—the mid-frequency
RT60 without an audience reaches
1.4 seconds, and, with the audience,
is calculated at 1.25 seconds. With all
absorptive drapery and panels fully
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retracted and with the full orchestra
shell deployed, the reverberation time
is 2.5 seconds without audience and
1.8 seconds with a full audience.”

Theatrical lighting
Designed by Auerbach Pollock
Friedlander, the Great Hall’s theatrical
lighting system comprises seven ETC
Sensor SR48+ dimmer racks and a
single Sensor SW24+ sinewave
dimmer rack, with eight Sensor CEM+
control electronics modules
connected to six hundred eighteen
2.4kW, sixteen 6.0kW, twenty 2.4kW,
and forty-eight 2.4kW sinewave
dimmers. An ETC Eos console
provides overall lighting control. The
basic house fixture inventory includes
15 ETC Source Four 36°, 66 Source
Four 26°, 42 Source Four 19°, 20
Source Four 14°, 15 Source Four 10°
and 40 Source Four PAR instruments.
Also available are 40 Altman PAR 64s,
12 Altman Sky Cycs, 12 Altman
Ground Cycs, 12 Altman Q-Lites, two
Strong Super Troupers, and a GAM
Command II backup and testing tool.
A pair of Lighting Control & Design
GR2400 single-pole DMX-controlled
relay panels was also specified,
along with an ELTS 620-120
emergency-lighting transfer system.
An ETC Paradigm architectural
system is used for house lighting and
work-light control, with custom
portable cue-light and architectural
control stations. Ethernet components include various custom patch
panels, two 24-port switches, four
eight-port fanless switches, 39 tap

stations, six ETC Net2 four-port DMX
portable nodes, and an ETC Net2
full-function node.
A full-width forestage rigging grid,
located above the orchestra lighting
canopy, provides a work platform for
installing touring lighting trusses as
well as a support and service area for
all of the front-of-house motorized
rigging, including a pair of lighting
battens, a three-column loudspeaker
line array, and an articulating architectural eyebrow. “By raising them on
individual computer-controlled hoists
and lifting the center array through a
motorized hatch, the loudspeakers
can be stored out of audience view,”
adds McMackin.
During Tuning Week, the
Northridge Singers, Borromeo
String Quartet, Moscow State
Symphony Orchestra, and Doc
Severinsen and the ClaytonHamilton Jazz Orchestra, plus some
solo piano, operatic work, and
spoken word were used to
determine optimal system settings.
“The results were outstanding,”
reports Brett Curry, VP of operations with contractor C. W. Driver.
“The Great Hall sounded open and
rich; the variable acoustics were
truly remarkable, controlling the
sound as expected.”
“These Beta test performances
were very important,” says HGA’s
Reetz. “They allowed the
university to refine the technical
systems in the hall and stage,
particularly the variable acoustic,
audio-visual, theatrical lighting,

and rigging systems.”
“It was very exciting to watch the
Valley Performing Arts Center develop
from a concept early in the
programming and design phase to its
completion with an eager audience
waiting for the first performance,”
says Auerbach. “We have seen the
shops filled with students building
scenery, costumes, and props, and
the flex theatre in rehearsal with a full
set of scenery in place. This building
is humming with creative energy.”
“The new space breathes life into
both the campus and the
community,” says Robert Bucker,
Valley Performing Arts Center’s
executive director. “There is not a
bad seat within the Great Hall. From
the front of the orchestra to the
upper balconies, the sound is
remarkably balanced everywhere,
with wonderful sightlines. The
variable acoustics have worked out
extremely well for a number of events
we have held here, and the sound
system fills the space wonderfully. As
we intended, the hall is remarkably
flexible and audience-friendly. People
love to come here; it is a see-and-beseen space. We hope to build a
tradition of world-class productions
here, with the new center becoming
an artistic nexus for the region.”
(Mel Lambert is principal of
Media&Marketing, a, LA-based
consulting service for the professional
audio industry, and can be reached at
mel.lambert@MEDIAandMARKETING.
com; +1/818.558-3924.)
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