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NAS: ILLMATIC -
30 YEAR '
ANNIVERSARY
TOUR

From Queensbridge to the Royal Albert
Hall - one of hip-hop’s greatest celebrates
30 years since dropping his impactful
breakthrough record with an evocative
touring production of two halves.
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Hot on the heels of a successful UK and album, lllmatic, which is widely hailed as one of Heritage Orchestra, followed by Nas' greatest
European tour celebrating three decades of the most important albums of all time, soit's a hits without the orchestra. There was a tasteful
his iconic debut record, lllmatic — hailed by special year for Nas. With that in mind, Booking changeover, which flowed from one to another.
many as the greatest hip-hop album of all time Agent, Brian Cohen, booked venues to reflect Bradshaw praised the influence of longtime
- Nas, backed by the Heritage Orchestra and on that journey, delivering the same experience collaborator, Production Designer, Brian Spett,
his transatlantic touring outfit, showcased regardless of the size of venue.” in addition to the wider production team.
the 1994 body of work, culminating with a The loyal suppliers of choice included “The entire team did their homework before
selection of his greatest hits at the Royal Beat the Street (travel), More Eyes (content), we arrived on site. We wanted to embrace
Albert Hall for two nights. Behind the scenes Ox Event House (staging and set), Siyan iconic, historic elements of the room, like the
equal measurements of orchestration (lighting and video), Solotech (audio), STS organ, while incorporating modern production
ensured the production was worthy of the Touring Productions (backline) and Stagetruck value. This was one of the highlights of my
milestone, as TPi discovers. (logistics). “I've worked with these vendors career,” he said, recalling the unigue ‘cultural
Tour Director, Charlie Bradshaw, who has on several projects in the past and that exchange' of the project.
worked with Nas since 2012, retraced the relationship provides the best product. We “This tour was my first experience with
origins of the project. “In 2014, we did a run understand each other's workflows and are a mixed crew, half British and half from the
with the National Symphony Orchestra in prepared to go the extra mile to help you out, States, so it was an interesting exchange of
Washington, DC at the Kennedy Centre to knowing that in the long run, that the favour is knowledge and processes, and one of the best
celebrate 20 years of llimatic, which became going to be returned,” Bielby said. tours I've ever been involved in = I'm extremely
the blueprint for these symphony shows,” There were whispers during the booking proud of Nas and the entire team.”
he said. "This is our fourth design this year, phase that there would be the addition of
following a successful residency with the Las an orchestra. "Nas has, in the past, played THE GENESIS
Vegas Philharmonic and a subsequent UK and orchestral symphony dates in the States, so The brief was to deliver a hybrid, hip-hop
Europe tour.” It IS nothing new to him. However, nothing was symphony show, and be respectful to an
With 31 years experience in touring, set in stone until around 10 days out, when historic British institution.
Bradshaw stepped into the role of Tour we got the final confirmation that we would ‘It was sold as a general admission hip-hop
Director, enlisting the ‘'on the road’ expertise of be joined at the Royal Albert Hall by the iconic show, SO you can imagine, we didn't have the
Tom Bielby, to advance the tour —having first Heritage Orchestra,” Bielby stated. largest stage extension, so one of the biggest
peen introduced to the camp as a Production With a tour ongoing, it was challenges was to construct something that
Manager amid Nas and Wu-Tang Clan’s N.Y. counterproductive for the team to advance looked respectable with a 45-piece orchestra
State of Mind Tour in 2023. "We immediately both projects. Bielby elaborated: "You can while keeping the artist and band separate
nit it off and became friends. He was so eager, lay the foundations with vendors and local from the orchestra; we didn't want it look like it
positive and a hard worker, truly invested in the promoters, however, the point we were able to was thrown together,” Bielby explained.
production,” Bradshaw recalled. assess our options was 10 days out.” “You can't just put your Arig into the Royal
The show displayed content throughout Due to the layout and history of the Royal Albert Hall as it wouldn't use the space inthe
the years of Nas' journey without detracting Albert Hall, this required a complete redesign. wisest way possible and you could very easily
from the performance. "Nas has areal focus ‘[Production Designer] Brian Spettand | had to disrespect a venue, so we had to use the
on the quality of his production,” Bielby said, pull some all nighters, going through several architecture of the building and create a stage
joining the conversation. "This was a complete iterations to come up with the perfect design design that highlighted Nas and the RHeritage
redesign of the previous production we were together, before landing on the eventual Orchestra,” he added. "What | learned on
touring; it needed to be a modular system concept,” Bielby remarked. my way up, building stages and working with
that could fit a range of differing sized venues. The format of the show was the album staging companies and vendors, helped me
Thisyear's tour was the celebration his debut llimatic performed in its entirety with the understand the challenges of a build like this.”
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The result was a three-tiered stage setup to
elevate Nas and the Heritage Orchestra, with
the band situated in a 'sunken’ pit. The team
installed a curved LED screen to match the
curvature of the building, complemented by
surrounding lighting towers, using the pillars
and the architecture as an integral part of the
show. Space paramount, and with the last-
minute addition of the orchestra, the team had
to innovate.

The other big challenge was loading straight
Into the venue the day after Bob Dylan's team,
who left the venue at 2am the night prior.

"We didn't have much time to put this three-
tiered decking on top of the stage; implement
the lighting and video; dress the stage in black
and gold marley; load-in three trucks’ worth
of orchestral gear, afford the piano tuner an
hour to tune in the morning and half an hour
before the show —the orchestra also need a
three-hour rehearsal, so the schedule was
comprehensive,” Bielby explained. “We had
three pages of logistics and schedule items
documented on [Eventric] Master Tour, alone!”

Intense calculations were required to
getitright and the result flowed seamlessly.
However, it meant Bielby had to leave the
Wolverhampton show - the night before the
opening Royal Albert Hall show. Interpreting '/
never sleep, ‘cause sleep is the cousin of death’
quite literally, once the Wolverhampton date
was 'show ready’, the PM hopped on a train to
London, had three hours sleep, before entering
the RAH with a team of set designers and
local crew to embark on the overnight build —a
testament to the team’s skills and tenacity.

Ox Event House provided the staging
system, which was layered on top of the
venue's house stage, effectively building
a new stage above at varying levels — a 4ft
orchestra structure at the upstage edge, a
3ft artist level downstage, and a 1.5ft sunken
platform for the band. As well as the downstage
edge being wrapped in video panels, gold
and hi-gloss black marley from Harlequin
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Floors and bespoke fascia panels and steps
were fabricated. The set design outfit further
provided plexiglass steps and custom brackets
to fix the video to the stage set. These were
grilled to allow smoke and light to emit from the
caverns of the stage, as well as a stock set of
rear aluminium stairs and risers.

The Ox Event House team worked with the
production team overnight build due to the
incredibly tight schedule.

“Tom allowed us to come in earlier with a
bigger team, supported by local technicians to
help, knowing it would be a big project to getin,
in a short amount of time. We started at 2am
and were installed by 11am,” Ox Event House's
Ben Levitt commented.

Logistics and timings for each department,
as well as the orchestra, including which doors
they came in, at what time, and what street
level and whether the venue could allow the lift
to still be in use for the longer period, were all
factors the team had to consider throughout
the build. “We were pleased with the time of the
load-in and build speed, which provided more
time for the Heritage Orchestra to rehearse,”
Levitt stated.

The custom-shaped curves and stage
triangles, made from timber, were fitted
overnight with nine stage technicians, six
fabricators and multiple joiners working on the
gold-cladded staging, covering the timber with
custom aluminium items. Including the office
team handling CADs, around 20 members of Ox
were invested in the project with a six-strong
team installing the build alongside 16 members
of Stage Miracles local crew.

Reflecting on the equal orchestration on
and off-stage, Levitt said: "Working for the Nas
team on a unique show in the iconic setting of
Albert Hall was special.”

ONE MIC

Solotech provided an audio control and
monitor package consisting of two DiGiCo
SD12-96 consoles, a Shure PSM 1000 in-ear
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monitoring system, a Sennheiser microphone
package, d&b audiotechnik B6 subwoofers,
M2 monitors, and D80 amplifiers and a drum
microphone package for FOH Engineer, Mike
Gonzales and Monitor Engineer, John 'LJ’
Evans. At the Royal Albert Hall, 51 Shure PSM
1000s were added for the Heritage Orchestra,
along with a mixture of Sennheiser, Shure,
AKG, Neumann and DPA Microphones for their
respective instruments, along with two further
DiGiCo Quantum 338 consoles.

"Whenever you put anything with a drum kit
next to an orchestra, there's always a bit of a
challenge, so there were drum screens brougnt
in. Getting the level you require for a hip-hop
gig in line with an orchestra is challenging
and they did a great job at balancing that,”
Solotech’'s David Shepherd explained.

"The challenges were pulling that amount
of kit and crew together in a short timeframe.
Chris Wheeler, who put together musicians
for the Heritage Orchestra, at short notice,
deserves kudos.”

With only one run-through in the afternoon
of the show under their belt, Solotech liaised
with the Nas audio team given the introduction
of the orchestra to make the mix seamless.
Solotech enlisted the support of Simon Hendry
to mix the entire orchestra and feed it left and
right to Nas' engineer, so they could mix it with
the artist's band, in addition to monitoring of
the orchestra.

"We ended up with 51 |EM belt packs for
the orchestra. Everything had to be wireless
because there was no load-in day; it was easier
to give every member of the orchestra a belt
pack, on top of the packs for the band and
crew,” Shepherd said, citing the track, Made
You Look, as his favourite on the setlist.

‘I'm an old hip-hop head, so it was great to
be involved In this show inaniconic venue. It's
great to see the Royal Albert Hall showcase
much more contemporary artists, and it
provides an audience who have never listened
to a live orchestra, a phenomenal experience.’

STS added to the backline package it provided
for the Nas tour with keyboards and bass
equipment for the extra musicians.

"It's always a pleasure to work with Nas'
production team. The team were specific
and detailled with their equipment requests,’
STS Touring Productions’ Pete Dutton said.
“There are no complaints, and the equipment
IS collected and returned in the best condition
and on time. Being involved with a show at the
Royal Albert Hall always feels special.”

LET THERE BE LIGHT

For the wider tour, Siyan provided a flown and
ground-based LED viaeo wall package using a
carbon frame lightweight Redot C-OL 3.9mm
product, with 120 sg m of this product on the
road, with further panels wrapping the three
Tm-tall risers and platforms. At the Royal Albert
Hall, the system was reconfigured to fit on a
ground-supported arc around the upstage
edge of the redesigned stage.

For IMAG, Siyan provided a camera and
projector package using Panasonic 20K
projectors and seven cameras —a mixture of
manned and unmanned as well as PTZ systems
with Camera Director, Andy Warwick handling
the live cut, and Siyan also supplying camera
operation and engineering staff.

Siyan also supplied a rigging package for
the LED, a three-point RoboSpot system and
a lighting floor package consisting of Martin
MAC Ultra Performances and MAC Ones and
Chauvet Strike Ms along with Robe iIFORTE
fixtures for the followspot requirements, with
these elements then redeployed around the
video wall and supported overhead by the in-
house rig at the Royal Albert Hall. Production
Designer, Brian Spett and Lighting Designer,
Mike ‘Slim" Howe and Spett controlled the rig
using an MA Lighting grandMA3 console.

The touring screen was constructed ina
different format —a five-sided semi-circle, or
‘half-decagon’. “Brian Spett and | had to do a
lot of investigation through CAD and pre-

visualisation software to ensure that sight lines
were not affected,” Bielby remarked.

"Alongside Tom, we ended up becoming
the technical consultants of this project
—transforming the creative team’s ideas
and making them a reality, technically and
logistically,” Siyan's Tom Grant commented.
"Helping to transform their vision into
something tourable was a fun challenge.”

Siyan Project Manager, Mike Williams,
added: "The tour was standard; other than the
different-sized venues, it was challenge free.
The Royal Albert show, however, was a total
redesign, factoring in the logistics and nuances
of putting on a show of the venue.”

The main challenges were space and
logistics. The unique shape of the space
compounds these constraints, with the
additional workaround of where to put boxes,
the minutiae of walking around and storing
equipment on multiple levels of the venue,
adding time to the crew's day, slowing down
the process.

“It's also challenging for a designer who
has not worked in the venue before to devise
a concept within the timeframe that allows the
orchestra to setup. By adding the orchestra,
everything else must be achieved earlier, which
adds a layer of complexity,” Williams reported.

Given the unique nature of the venue's
iIN-house rigging system, the building is often
best placed to provide some infrastructure for
visiting production teams, with the majority of
Siyan's offering situated on the floor. In terms
of the design, the mechanics changed but the
products remained the same, except for the
addition of IMAG with Panasonic projectors.

“The screen and lighting fixture quantities
remained the same as the tour, with ancillary
equipment added. However, we deployed a
new floor rigging system for the lights and
LED screens, which were mostly flown with a
small element of deck front on the tour, which
became a deck front on a semi-circle arch and
support system at the back, with the deck front
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arranged on the stage edge. [ he stage plot
was different due to the orchestra.” Including
warehouse and preparation staff, around 15
members of Siyan were involved in the show.
"We're proud to be involved in this project. It's
a pleasure to work in the Royal Albert Hall; the
result looked fantastic!” Williams enthused.

THE WORLD IS YOURS

More Eyes’ Pete Thornton and Matt Sharp took
care of content wrangling and the live playback
of visuals. “If you listen to lllmatic as a body

of work, it's a story and a journey. We wanted
to set the scene for each track and ensure

it flowed like the record from start to finish,”
Sharp said. "We built looks that complemented
the tracks and the set, creating engaging
pieces for the lllmatic half of the set, while
ensuring the second part of the show didn't
feel too disparate and different.”

When the orchestra was broughtin, it
changed the dynamic. "We wanted to make
sure there were signature pieces of content
accentuating the performance, but with an
orchestra involved, you don't want overbearing
content that diverts attention from the magic
that's happening on stage,” he commented.
"So, trying to provide an engaging backdrop
that doesn't dominate proceedings, embracing
the artists in an historic setting was our
greatest challenge.”

With back-to-back gigs to contend with,
the visual collective toured with a portable and
versatile 'fly pack' in the shape of laptop-based
Resolume media servers, allowing the visual
collective to arrive at the venue, open the lid of
their Peli case and set up the show in minutes.

"Every venue we toured required a different
stage layout, so we were changing the size of
the screens constantly. We used a Resolume
plug-in called Stageflow, created by a Joris de
Jong of Hybrid Constructs, which allowed us to
get any stage layout, set up some basic l00ks
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based on the video design, throw up content
very easily, and switch between screen layouts
via sliders while remaining perfectly sized and
framed,” Sharp explained.

Having done the pre-work with Stageflow,
the team overlaid the visuals on the technical
drawings of the stage design. “Stageflow saved
us so much time, coming in hot to the Royal
Albert Hall show, where we were rolling straight
off a tour bus into an entirely new screen setup.
It does loads of the heavy lifting for you and
saved us programming time, which we didn't
have. We could programme the show at night
on the bus and turn up on site ready to go."

Sharp pinpointed Represent, which featured
fisheye lens content of Queensbridge. "We
broadcasted that footage across several
screens, changing the tempo in sync with the
music and throwing up that content during
different intersections of the show,” Sharp said.

"From an audience perspective, it was
engaging but not overwhelming. We had
around five pieces of content. However,
because of the evolution of the show and
where and when it was broadcast, it looked like
we had way more.”

The World is Yours was an "audience
favourite” with black and white globes floating
on a black video screen backdrop. Given the
juxtaposition of modern touring technology,
old-school hip-hop and the Heritage Orchestra
iIn an historic venue, Sharp was full of praise:
“The crowd was incredibly mixed, which was
cool—from people as young as 12 who come
along with their parents through to old-school
nip-hop heads.

The production showcased the classical
features of the venue in a modern take
for a hip-hop audience. "Working with the
Heritage Orchestra is always special; their
arrangements are so contemporary, keeping
the subject matter engaging, he continued.
"Everyone pulled their weight. There were

sleepless nights all round to get this over the
line, and without their skill and dedication, this
wouldn't have been possible.”

REPRESENT

Tasked with transporting the technical
iInfrastructure and set pieces, Stagetruck
provided eight trucks for the Royal Albert Hall
shows, with four trucks provided between the
August and November tour dates.

Having run the business for 46 years,
Robert Hewett has seen it all, and provided
°roduction Manager, Tom Bielby with one of
his first jobs in the industry. “I've been in the
business for along time... | remember when
Tom Bielby first came to work with us, he was
a very bright lad and applied himself,” Hewett
said. “l love it when people realise that this
pusiness Is a good industry to work in, and you
can earn good living from it. It's such a joy to
see him doing well. Although he came on as a
truck driver, he understood or soon picked up
the other facets of the business and worked
well to develop his craft. At Stagetruck, we
pride ourselves on seeing talented individuals
and directing them and letting them progress.”

Seeing it allcome together in such an
elegant way was a "powerful and equally proud”
moment for Bielby. "By the time the third song
was being performed, | had to remove myself
from the Royal Albert Hall for five minutes
because | was quite emotional. It was a career
highlight so far." @

Www.nasirjones.com
@tourlifetom
www.touringsolutions.com
www.beatthestreet.net
WWW.IMOreeyes.co.uk
www.oxevents.co.uk
WWW.SIyan.co.uk
www.solotech.com
www.ststouring.co.uk
www.Sstagetruck.com
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