ADDRESS TO HAMMERSMITH SOCIETY AGM 11.6.15 BY JESSICA
HEPBURN, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, LYRIC THEATRE

INTRODUCTION

I'm very aware that Hammersmith Society’s chief constitutional aim
is encouraging ‘high standards of Architecture and Town Planning in
Hammersmith’'.

So it’s a bit intimidating standing here in front of you all because I'm
conscious that I have just led from inception to completion the
largest cultural capital project to take place in Hammersmith for
decades, in fact probably since the Lyric was rebuilt in the 1970s, so
if you don’t approve of it, it definitely is all my fault.

It has taken nearly ten years of my life and the official opening which
took place on 28 April was a very moving day because everyone that
has worked on this project from Lyric staff, to our key funders, to the
design team, to the contractor all agree that it’s the hardest project
they’ve ever worked on and there were days when we never thought
we would get here. But we did and although there are of course some
things that aren’t as perfect as I would like them to be (for example
don’t get me started on the banister on the beautiful sweeping
corridor on this level one of the few things that was designed and
installed without my full sign off) this morning I had breakfast with
an ex member of staff who spent three years with me knocking on
doors to raise the initial investment and he said what really struck
his when walking around was that it was very close to our original
vision.

In a nutshell what | wanted to build was an extension to the Lyric
that was felt a bit like a ‘Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory for the arts’
that would enable us expand the work we do with children, young
people emerging and professional artists. And although being a
producing theatre will always be at the heart of this building I also
wanted to extend our art form facilities hence the dance studio, the
Film & TV studio, digital playspace, recording studio and the cinema
where we are now. And one of my mantras was that I didn’t want
flexible spaces lacking in character I wanted each space to be
different and right for the principal artform that would take place
there so there was a huge amount of thought into making cinema
blue (opposite of red in the theatre); to a dance studio with a



beautiful round roof light; to recording studios with acoustic

panelled walls; to the latest technology in the digital playspace. I have
also personally chosen every light in the building (we are over 90%
LED) and one of the things I am most proud of achieving is a
wonderful office for our staff with lots of natural light and French
windows that open terrace onto a staff terrace because of course staff
are very often forgotten in public buildings even though they are the
people who spend most of their time here.

One of the things [ have always loved about the Lyric is its mix of
architectural styles which shouldn’t work but somehow does. I know
that many of you will know the story but just as a reminder the Lyric
was originally on a different site than the one it stands on today. The
story we tell, for ease, is that it was originally designed and built by
the Victorian Theatre Architect Frank Matcham and opened in 1895
but I'm conscious that there might be people here who would correct
me on the historical accuracy so I think the truth is that the theatre
originally opened in 1888 and that Matcham was commissioned to
redesign it and that was completed in 1895.

[ also know that people hear know very well that in the late 1960s
the theatre was threatened with closure and demolition and if it
wasn’t for some of those people sitting in this room it would have
never survived. At the final hour the council decreed that the theatre
could only be knocked down to make for Kings Mall if the Lyric was
reconstructed in a new theatre building. And that's how we ended up
with a Victorian auditorium suspended in a monolithic concrete shell.
People who have never been to the Lyric are always really surprised
when [ show them around. And another semi lie I tell them is that
plasterwork is all original, when I don’t actually think that’s actually
the case. I think a lot of it got damaged and had to be remodelled.

PUBLIC ART

It was that plasterwork that inspired the piece of public art on the
east elevation of the building (which is currently undergoing work at
the moment so not you're not able to see it in its full glory tonight).
We held a public art competition through the Contemporary Art
Society and the artist David Batchelor came up with the idea of taking
a detail from the Victorian auditorium and reproducing it in nine
metres of multi coloured neon light and putting it on the outside. For
me and Sean our Artistic Director, it was such an inspired idea.



Because it actually sums up for me what is great about the Lyric,
where history and modernity seem to sit side by side so comfortably,
where high art and populism (we can go from productions like
Blasted to Pantomime/Secret Theatre to Bugsy Malone) and where
we can have adult audiences for coming to see work on our stages
and having a gin and tonic at the bar (that theatre lovers tipple) and
young people on a project we're doing with the youth offending team
feel equally at home.

[ know it’s not to everyone’s taste and had heated discussions with
the Hammermsith Society who first called it the parrot, and others
have called it the cockerel but as I said in press release great art often
divides people but it always get people talking and it has and one of
my happiest moments recently was leaving the Lyric late one night
and I overhead a young person standing in the square who had just
come out from the showing pointing up and saying.

‘Ilove that, [ don’t know what it means but I really really love it.’

One of the reasons that I think we’re in fact so lucky that the Lyric
was knocked down and rebuilt in our 70s shell is that unlike so many
Victorian theatres in the West End we have been blessed with such
amazing front of house spaces. And in remodelling the bar and café I
wanted to honour the 70s which is why I've brought the old Lyric
sign into the foyer and the tiles at the back of the bar are handmade
based on the letters.

One of the most successful things about the refurbishment for me
about existing building has been taking all the little pod like offices
that took over front of house spaces as the organisation grew away
so now there are just windows with amazing views. In fact the
refurbishment of the windows is one of my favourite things about the
building and I urge you to wonder up to the upper circle and take a
look. If you go up the upper circle you will see a little blue sign on the
wall that says this. Because as well as David Batchelor we also
worked with the British Sculptor Richard Wentworth who has made
a series of 22 signs about history of Lyric theatre around the building.
[ told him that we ought to have his name one of them and this is
what he chose and he also wanted to put it exactly where my old
office had been.



[ have mentioned the two artists we worked with on the project but
of course the most important artist is the architect and we have been
blessed to have a very long relationship with the architect Rick
Mather who initially designed the 2003 extension to the theatre that
relocated our old pokey entrance on King Street round onto ‘Lyric
Square’. Sadly Rick himself died a few years ago but he was
instrumental in the design of this extension.

[ actually inherited the theatre’s relationship with Rick and that was
something I struggled with at first and there was part of me that
wanted a beauty parade of architects to choose to work with. [ wasn'’t
sure that Rick who is most known for his cool, white, light aesthetic
and best known for his work on museums and galleries in the
cultural sector and particularly the redevelopment of the Ashmolean
in Oxford was right for the Lyric. But someone said to me what
distinguishes a great architect is quite simply where to put the
windows and walls and I've come to believe that is really right and
that you can then inject personality and life into that. I also now say
quite publicly that I am actually really pleased we that we didn’t
work with Howarth Tompkins whose work I absolutely love and who
of course won the Stirling Prize for Liverpool Everyman last year. But
they have now designed the Young Vic, the Royal Court, the Bush, the
National’s new Dorfman theatre and actually I think what makes a
much more architecturally interesting world is having lots of
different visions designing our theatre buildings.

One of the things that I think Rick and his team has done particularly
well is the integration of the new and old building. In some places it’s
difficult to tell where the existing building ends and the extension
begins and the geography really seems to work and I do believe that
the Victorian theatre, the 70s concrete shell and Ricks extension that
bookend it feel like homogenous.

LANDLORD

[ said at the beginning that everyone who has worked on this project
says it's hardest they’'ve ever worked on. It took three years to raise
first tranch of money and the total cost of the project now stands at
circa 20m. But one of the hardest things has been relationship with
landlord. The freehold of the Lyric has been owned by commercial
landlord of Kings Mall, who lease to the Borough, who lease to the
Lyric and four years ago landlord changed hands. Our old landlord St
Martins Property sold to Matterhorn Capital and I will say quite



openly that they did everything they could to upset the project before
it started on site and when they didn’t manage that when we started
on site we had an immediate party wall dispute which delayed the
project for about six months. One of the things that I said to them
over and over again that I felt that our development would add value
to their property because however great commercial, housing
development is, cultural development creates vibrant communities.
They wouldn’t listen but our tenacity and with huge support from the
Local Authority and other funders we got there. It was therefore
really rather galling that a couple of weeks ago it was announced that
Matterhorn are selling the site which they boughtin 2011 for 113m
and now selling four years later for in excess of 150m. And I bet the
development was a central part of their prospectus.

This week it is going to be announced that I am leaving the Lyric.
After 14 years at the theatre, and nearly 10 years as Chief Executive,
the time feels right and I feel very strongly that the leaders of our
major cultural buildings should not stay too long and that it’s the
right time to find someone else to lead the next phase of the Lyric’s
life. | am immensely proud to have seen it through from inception to
completion. It is my gift to the theatre I love and have been honoured
to be the caretaker of and hope that I have created something that
Hammersmith can be proud of.



