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1 FIRE CURTAIN:
(raised position)
The famous painted fire curtain
(depicting the Triumphal March
from “Aida”) was created by
American artist Jules Guerin in
a palette of salmon pinks, roses,
olives, golds and bronzes.

2 MAINSTAGE CURTAIN: Installed in the 1996
renovation, made of 580 yards of heavyweight wool velour
and silk fringe to replicate the original 1929 curtain. Each side of
the curtain weighs approximately 500 pounds. The hung dimensions
are 64 x 45 feet.

3 TRANSLATION SCREEN:
A projector in the back of
the upper balcony projects
English-language subtitles
for the opera.

4 PROMPTER’S BOX:
Located center stage, he
assists performers by
providing the next words
of a forgotten line.

5 PODIUM: Most conductors
take the cage-style freight
elevator down one level to the
orchestra pit to reach the
podium.

6 ORCHESTRA PIT: Average number of orchestra players and chorus members per production:
orchestra: 60-95, chorus: 16-120.

SCENERY RIGGING
AND LIGHTING:1

2 FLY FLOOR: Located on the 4th floor, over the back
stage. It bridges the front and back of the house.

BEST SEATS IN THE HOUSE?...THEY ALL ARE

Upper
balcony

First
balcony

Box
tier

Main floor

Upper
balcony:
  $32 - $68

First
balcony: $57 - $162

Box tier: $185/weekday,
     $197/weekend

Main
floor:
 $79 - $197
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3 STAGE SETS AND PROPS: Sets
are lowered by stage rigging
rolled in from back storage, or
brought up on a lift.

4 HYDRAULIC LIFT, TRAP
DOOR: Located in center
stage, can be used for
dramatic effects.

5 SET AND PROP STORAGE: Sets are stored below
and behind the stage. Lyric stores scenery in
about 330 shipping containers. There is also a
warehouse at 90th and Halsted where large props
(e.g., furniture) and costumes are stored. There
are about 2,000 large props in Lyric’s inventory.

6 BACKSTAGE DOORS: a 40-foot-high,
40,000-pound, soundproof door
acoustically separates the scenery
handling area from the mainstage. Sets
can be moved through these doors when
needed onstage.

Lyric Opera of Chicago

Total seating capacity:  3,563, the second-largest opera
auditorium in North America.

More than 32 miles of rope and
cable are used backstage for the

scenery rigging system. Lighting
availability ranges from 530 to 700 lights.

Sound at this level is superior.1

1
First few rows of the first balcony
considered desirable seats by some because
of the sound quality and sight lines.
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Box seats. Chairs
can be moved
around so that a
group of friends or
family can be
seated together.
Great sight lines
and sound quality.
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Tall patrons love
the seats in row AA of
the main floor on the
lateral aisle that bisects the
theater, and those seats allow
ticketholders to stretch out their legs.
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Some patrons prefer to sit in the middle of a
row on the main floor, close enough to see the artists,
and far enough back to read the projected translations.
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THE WARDROBE DEPARTMENT
What constitutes the “best seats” is highly subjective – to the 20 percent of the audience that
occupies the upper balcony, the sound at that level is superior, and many who could afford to
sit elsewhere wouldn’t dream of sitting anywhere else.

All wardrobe staffers do fittings of singers, and may also get involved in dressing singers for rehearsals
and performances. They are on hand for costumed rehearsals in case on-the-spot adjustments are needed.

THE WIG DEPARTMENT
All actors use wigs or hair
extensions. A team of specialists
is on hand to make these
creations. Human hair is used
to make most of the wigs. Each
wig uses, on average, 4.5
ounces of human hair. Yak hair
is used for beards/moustaches/
eyebrows and powdered wigs.
Each strand of hair is pain-
stakingly woven onto a fine
mesh (right) that will be affixed
to the actor.

THE SHOE
DEPARTMENT
All shoes are stored in three large
rooms in the wardrobe area.
1920 - oldest pair of shoes housed
in the wardrobe department.
$800 - most expensive pair of
custom-made shoes.
$5678.06 amount spent on
repairing shoes (’07/’08 season).

BACKSTAGE BY THE NUMBERS

David Daniels in the title
role and Danielle de
Niese as Cleopatra star in
the David McVicar-
directed production of
“Julius Caesar,” part of
Lyric Opera of Chicago’s
2007-08 season. Photo
by Dan Rest/Lyric Opera
of Chicago

60 lbs.
The weight of
Cleopatra’s gown in
Handel’s “Julius
Caesar” (left).

5 dressers
To help Danielle
de Niese (left) get
in and out of the
costume.

15 seconds
Fastest quick changes of
costumes & wigs: Gerald
Finley in “Doctor Atomic”
had to be out of his PJs and
into his suit, and back
onstage.

7-8 weeks
Amount of time a guest
artist is in Chicago for
rehearsals and
performances of an opera
production.

5-6 years
How far in advance
seasons are planned and
major singers are
contracted.

IN FRONT OF THE HOUSE BY THE NUMBERS

93 times
Most frequently
staged opera in
Lyric’s history:
Puccini’s “La
boheme.”

270,000
Tickets were sold
last season (2007-
08) for Lyric Opera
performances.

4,000
Bulbs illuminate the “front of
house” area of the Civic Opera
House, including the lobby,
foyer, mezzanine, upstairs
lobbies and the theater interior
(but not the stage).

13,764
Number of
glasses of
champagne sold
over the course
of a season.

Average prices

GREAT STARS AT LYRIC
Beginning with its inaugural season in 1954,
some of opera’s greatest stars have graced the
stage of the Civic Opera House. Among them:

Maria Callas: The
legendary soprano
made her U.S. debut
in Bellini’s “Norma”
in 1954.

Leontyne Price: Two years
before she made history at the
Met, the American soprano
bowed at Lyric in Massenet’s
“Thais” and Puccini’s
“Turandot” in 1959.

Alfredo Kraus: The great
Spanish tenor, who sang 18
roles from 1962 through
1990, considered Lyric his
American home base.

Luciano Pavarotti: Though later
banished, “The King of the High
Cs” sang many times at Lyric,
beginning in 1973 in Puccini's
“La boheme.”

Placido Domingo: Opera’s
reigning superstar, still
towering at age 68, made his
Lyric debut in 1968 in
Puccini’s “Manon Lescaut.”

SUN-TIMES GRAPHIC~GREG GOOD

*Ticket prices vary in each section depending on location and whether it's a weekday or weekend performance.

–Do I embrace you?

IN FRONT OF & BEHIND

Six storage spaces in the opera house contain wardrobe stock. Some costumes are organized by
time period. Other costumes are categorized according to character types: e.g., peasant frocks,
dress pants, formalwear, etc. Costumes are reused and reassigned as needed. A staff of 10 works
in the wardrobe department: two do laundry and maintenance (including steaming, pressing and
spot cleaning). There are seven seamstresses and one shoe person.


