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Behind the scenes at this Disney classic
O W!Mjdfotf!$6:734
by cindi r . maciolek
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T

he African chants begin, and the curtain
rises. Two giraffes amble across the
stage, the glowing morning sun in the
background. A scampering cheetah grabs your
attention. The “Circle of Life” has begun.
Animals parade in from every corner of the
theater. The goose bumps start. I get a lump in
my throat. I seriously have to fight back tears. The
magic of this moment is unsurpassed by any other
opening number in musical theater. By the final
note of the song, the audience is transformed.
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of a bowling alley. Not the whole
alley, just one lane. Oh, and did I
mention that the fastest transition
between songs is two minutes to
change costumes and makeup for
16 performers? Yes, it’s a bit crazy
back there.
Wardrobe Supervisor Joel Miller
and dresser David Wright took me
backstage to get an inkling of life
behind the curtain.
“When the dancers come off
stage in their grass headdresses
and jute skirts, there’s stuff flying
everywhere,” said Miller. “The
ladies are taking off their makeup
and costumes, changing into their
lioness outfits, and putting on
fresh makeup. One song was cut
from the New York production,
so instead of seven minutes we
only have two, but we get it done
every time.”

KALLISTA® For Town Basin Set
with Black Obsidian Cross Handles by Michael S Smith

My niece, a young mother, is
sitting next to me. She is in awe. She
grabs my arm and says, “That alone is
worth the price of admission.”
I first saw “The Lion King”
when it opened on Broadway. I was
mesmerized then, and I wasn’t sure
how I would feel seeing it for a second
time, especially in Las Vegas. I took a
fresh set of eyes with me but, I have
to admit, there was no need. I could
see this show 100 times and never
tire of it. If you haven’t experienced
it, you must!
But, the one thing you can’t see
– and I did – is what goes on behind
the scenes. If you think the show
out front is spectacular, backstage is
positively fascinating.
Just imagine. Approximately
one hour to set up. One hour to
clean up. And, eight dressers plus
cast members in an area the size

Let us ORCHESTRATE your dream.
For the perfect products for your kitchen or bath, stop by a Ferguson
showroom. It’s where you’ll find the largest range of quality brands,
a symphony of ideas, and trained consultants to help orchestrate
your dream. With showrooms from coast to coast, come see why
Ferguson is recommended by professional contractors
and designers everywhere.

©2009 Ferguson

APPLIANCES

The props, costumes and masks for the show are stored in
every possible nook and cranny the backstage area has to offer.
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themagicoflionking

Bring your landscape to life

Prior to and after each performance, every item must be
organized not only by performer, but also by scene.

The grass headdresses are stored in the rafters and must
be delicately removed and replaced during each show.

For those of you playing
“The Lion King” trivia, here
are a few items to keep in
mind. There are over 100
ants on the Ant-Hill Lady.
Thirty-nine performers don
the hyena costumes. And,
although it seems far more
than that, there are only
52 wildebeests in the show.
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The jute skirts are off to one
side, far away from the rest of
the costumes. I look up and see a
stack of grassland headdresses, and
wonder how in the world they get
them down from the rafters, in the
proper order on the correct side of
the stage, and back up to the rafters
and out of the way after the scene.
Miller and Wright just look at each
other and smile. Maybe they don’t
know either.
“It’s very well orchestrated
back here,” said Wright. “We have
the timing down to a science. Each
headdress is labeled with the cast
member’s name, and it goes in a
specific order. If we don’t manage it
during clean up, we definitely do it
prior to the performance.”
Those amazing headdresses use
3,000 stalks of grass per year to
maintain their lushness. Also hanging
from the ceiling are the bones for the
Elephant Boneyard scene.
Eight Broadway shops produce
the million and a half dollars’ worth
of costumes. There are very few
duplicates, so each costume is fit to a

specific performer. Prior to and after
every performance, each item must
be organized not only by performer,
but also by scene.
Up close and personal, the
costumes are even more vibrant and
detailed than you can imagine sitting
in the audience. Organic cottons and
silks are used, the silks particularly
for their ability to take color. Some
fabrics are hand painted to reflect
traditional South African motif.
And there’s beading everywhere.
The corsets appear from the audience
to be rope and wire, but they are
intricately beaded – and heavy –
works of art. They’re then covered
in fabric and painted to resemble
the beading. This allows them to be
stronger and to last longer under the
rigorous routine the stage requires.
For those of you playing “The
Lion King” trivia, here are a few
items to keep in mind. There are
over 100 ants on the Ant-Hill Lady.
Thirty-nine performers don the
hyena costumes. And, although it
seems far more than that, there are
only 52 wildebeests in the show.
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over 15 years LG Gallery has been here to help you ‘bring your style home.’

Something
Elegant

Although the masks worn by the performers in "The
Lion King" look heavy, they are actually extremely light
and are made of carbonite.
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The headpieces are like custom-fit
helmets. They look incredibly heavy during
the performance, yet they’re amazingly
lightweight. Scar has motors that make
his head go up and down in Act 1, but he
switches to a different mask for the rest of his
performance. Scar’s mask weighs nine ounces,
while Mufasa’s mask weighs a mere 11 ounces.
Three hundred feet of carbon fiber and 750
pounds of silicone rubber were used to make
all the masks in the show.
Costume designer Julie Taymor did an
amazing job of melding the stage version
with the animated feature, the masks with the
performers. The first time I saw “The Lion
King”, I noticed only the masks, as if they were
the performers. The second time around, I
noticed the performers more. And no effort
is made to hide the inner workings of any of
the machinations that make things happen,
including wires, poles or wheels.
There are more than 200 puppets sharing
the stage at one point or another, representing
over 25 different types of animals, including
birds, fish and insects. With that many different
pieces, it’s no wonder it took over 17,000 hours
to build the puppets and the masks. Surprisingly,
there are only 49 wigs in the show.
The darling Timon meerkat puppet weighs
15 pounds, enough to keep Damian Baldet in
pretty darn good shape.
Speaking of being in good shape, Kissy
Simmons, who plays Nala, requires not only
an amazing singing voice, but the physicality
of her performance also demands a high level
of fitness. When she performs non-stop lunges
across the stage, your thighs ache.

Justin does some maintainence work on stilts the performers
wear as part of the show's giraffe costumes.

Peggy, a dresser, steams 13 lioness
costumes each night before the show.

Simmons uses an unorthodox training
method. “I sit on the sofa to do my homework,
watching my cat, General,” says Simmons. “I
always wonder what is he going to do today.
What is he hunting? Sometimes he stalks or
does wind sprints. He also has a stripe down
his nose, just like my mask. His movements
are a great study for my work on stage.”
Most principals endure 30-45 minutes of
makeup and dressing in preparation for the
show. Contrast that with the male dancers who
change costumes 12 times each performance.
Think about squeezing a sweaty dancer into a
skintight costume in mere minutes!
The performance has a fluidity and
rhythm, while backstage it is all about
organized precision. There is not one but two
Pride Rocks, one affectionately referred to as
Titanic. When you see the show, you’ll know
what I mean. Anyone seen Kate and Leonardo
around lately?
One Pride Rock is 18 feet long when
fully extended on stage, and compresses to a
mere eight feet backstage. And did I mention
many items need to be dragged down from the
rafters, down the hall and up a flight of stairs to
be waiting in the wings for their show time?
“We got notes from the Australian
company, because that was the closest setup
to what we have in Las Vegas,” said Miller. “We
had two weeks to figure out the trail of the
pieces backstage, as well as the peculiarities
of the costumes and performers. We have
a very tight team now and many times we
don’t feel rushed. Regardless of what happens
backstage, when the performer hits the front

of the house, he or she is totally relaxed and
flows right in.
“We have one of the largest stages of all the
shows, the largest company, the largest orchestra
and the most performers from South Africa out of
all the companies worldwide,” continued Miller.
“No doubt,Vegas does it bigger and better.”
In addition to the elaborate sets, the music
is obviously another huge part of “The Lion
King”. In fact, performing the score live is
rather challenging.
“It’s hard to teach and maintain it, and it
requires discipline like no other job,” said Music
Director Jay Alger. “But when the production is
really tight like ours, it’s very rewarding.”
Percussion runs strong through the score,
and the musicians are not all in the pit. Two
boxes are raised high above either side of
the stage, bringing the vibration and energy
directly into the audience.
“Before I did “The Lion King”, I hadn’t heard
of half of the percussion instruments we use,” said
Alger. “Between our five percussionists, we use
hundreds of instruments. American musicians
had to learn how to play them. I did, too.”
Flutes are also in abundance. In fact, one
musician plays 12 different flutes during the
performance, everything from a normal
flute and piccolo to a bass pan flute and a
Chinese flute. He purchased the instruments
and taught himself to play them prior to the
audition.Yep, he got hired.
Alger worked in NewYork theater for years
on such classics as “Cats”, “Starlight Express”, “Les
Miserables” and “Miss Saigon”. He also toured with
“Ragtime” and “The Lion King”, among others. In

fact, Simmons and Alger actually worked together
on the first national tour.
“Phantom” actually brought Alger to Las
Vegas in 2006, until Disney called and asked if
he’d be willing to go on the road again with “The
Lion King”. “I had no idea Mandalay Bay was in
the works. It was a huge secret. No one told me
anything. After six weeks on tour, the producer
called and asked if I’d like to go home.
““The Lion King” is the hardest thing I’ve ever
done,” said Alger, “yet it’s very rewarding when it’s
over. I get to live in this great place and have fun at
work. I’m having such a good time. And they pay
me. Did I say they pay me? It’s fantastic!
“My favorite moment every night is when
the audience leaps to their feet at the end,”
continued Alger. “For me, that’s why I do this.
People come to the theater and leave a different
person than they were 2½ hours earlier. It’s a
spiritual experience for people and they’re not
really sure why. They’re here to see a cartoon
Disney made into a big show. It’s spectacular.
For that reason, I hope it lasts a long time.”
The hustle and bustle is starting backstage.
Tonight’s performance is just a short time away.
We hear the lilting voice of a cast member
warming up her voice. Costumes are being
steamed and ironed. Principals are arriving for
their makeup. Stagehands begin their routine
of setting up for the show. In a few moments,
orchestra members will be warming up. The
animal parade soon begins. The sun rises once
more on the Mandalay Bay stage. The “Circle
of Life” comes to life yet again.
The magic is just beginning, it’s now
your turn to embrace it. Hakuna Matata. q
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