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A Guiding 
With his 28th season at the Stratford Festival just over and more 

than 400 productions to his credit, Kevin Fraser is a veritable 
illumination sage of the stage

By declan kelly

One Of cartOOnist Gary Larson’s many 

Far Side gems features a trio of men laying 

tiles in an empty church, with the descrip-

tion: “Although history has long forgotten 

them, Lambini and Sons are generally 

credited with the Sistine Chapel floors.”

Kevin Fraser knows well the feeling of 

your life’s work being the very thing that 

sets off works of artistic greatness. As one 

of Canada’s top theatre lighting designers, 

Fraser’s own artistry has helped more than 

400 theatre and opera productions appear 

in the best possible light. 

He is currently wrapping up his 28th 

season at the Stratford Festival, North 

America’s largest classical repertory theatre 

company, where he has designed the 

lighting for more than 70 productions.

Fraser’s recent lighting design credits at 

Stratford include critically acclaimed pro-

ductions of West Side Story (2009), Peter Pan 

(2010), King John (2014) and this season’s 

Carousel and The Adventures of Pericles, the 

latter being directed by Broadway musical 

specialist Susan H. Schulman. 

As the 2015 Stratford season drew to a 

close, Fraser renewed his long association 

with Drayton Entertainment when he 

designed the lighting for the musicals Anne 

of Green Gables and Irving Berlin’s White 

Christmas. 

Musical theatre has long been a specialty 

of Fraser’s. He has toured the globe with 

Toronto’s Opera Atelier and designed 

lighting for the Canadian Opera Company, 

Houston Grand Opera and Mirvish Produc-

tions. 

In the process, Fraser’s work has garnered 

five Dora Mavor Moore Award nomina-

tions and one Jessie Richardson award 

nomination — respectively, the Toronto and 

Vancouver equivalents of a Tony Award.

Yet, despite all the accolades and being 

sought out by a myriad of regional theatre 

companies across Canada, Fraser appreci-

ates that lighting design is very much a 

behind-the-scenes — or at least above-

the-scenes — aspect in most theatregoers’ 

take-away impression of any stage produc-

tion.

LIGHT

Striking the right balance to render beautiful results from a highly technical place helps make lighting designer 
Kevin Fraser the first choice of veteran directors from Stratford to Toronto to Broadway.PHOTOGRAPHY • PETER TYM
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“People don’t go away from a show 

humming the lighting,” Fraser says wryly 

over coffee on the patio of a popular 

Stratford café a short stroll from the four 

theatres where he works his magic and the 

turn-of-the-century home he shares his wife 

Janet Sellery, a former stage manager who’s 

now a health and safety consultant, and 

their children Megan, 21, and Patrick, 17.

Being out of the figurative spotlight while 

determining where, when and how the 

literal ones will cast their beams seems 

the perfect match for Fraser’s unassuming 

demeanour. It’s also a good balance of the 

artistic and the technical for a fellow who 

appears to be equally left- and right-

brained.

“That’s what makes it interesting in a way, 

that it is a combination of the technical 

and the artistic,” Fraser explains. “You can’t 

swing too far one way or the other or the 

results are often not good. There’s not much 

point having a really interesting artistic 

reading if you don’t know how to realize it 

technically. It’s the same thing for being too 

technical — the results can be pedestrian.”

Striking the right balance to render 

beautiful results from a highly technical 

place is what makes Fraser the first choice 

of veteran directors from Stratford to 

Toronto to Broadway when it comes to 

lighting design.

Longtime Stratford director Miles Potter 

has collaborated with Fraser on dozens of 

productions, dating back more than 25 

years, when Fraser first arrived in Stratford 

from his native Toronto. Potter puts Fraser’s 

work in a different class.

“There are people who understand all the 

principles of lighting design,” Potter says. 

“But the really top-drawer guys like Kevin 

bring something different.”

Potter points to the 2005 production of 

Tennessee Williams’ Orpheus Descending, 

in which Fraser needed to capture the 

atmosphere of the Old South while working 

within the more intimate confines of 

Stratford’s Tom Patterson Theatre. 

“Toward the end of rehearsal, the set 

was finalized, the cast broke for the day 

and Kevin said he was just going to ‘try a 

few things.’” Potter recalls. “We came in 

the next day and his design had totally 

transformed the set. It looked aged and had 

a patina to it. It really made that show.”

It was a feat, Potter says, made all the 

more impressive when he recalled the 

minimal direction he offered Fraser when 

they were staring at a scaled model of 

the set at the first production meeting for 

Orpheus Descending.

“He would ask me what I think. I would 

say only adjectives, say, ‘aged’ or ‘dusty,’” 

Potter says. “So he takes that and creates 

an entire look and feel, which is quite 

amazing.”

That Fraser achieves the results he does as 

a resident lighting designer working in the 

four Stratford theatres he knows inside and 

out is one thing. But it’s quite another to do 

it as part of an international touring opera 

company, where the schedules are much 

more compressed and the local language 

and technology are often completely 

foreign.

It’s a challenge Fraser relishes in his 

various freelance roles, such as when he 

worked with Opera Atelier from 1988 to 

Top: Kevin Fraser’s lighting brilliance 

has been enjoyed by audiences 

at productions such as Carousel  
at Stratford Festival (top), 

and Drayton Entertainment’s 

Anne of Green Gables (bottom left) 

and Les Misérable (bottom right).

Kevin Fraser on the set of 

Anne of Green Gables at the 

Dunfield Theatre Cambridge. 

Musical theatre has long been 

a specialty of Fraser’s, and 

lighting design’s combination 

of the artistic and the technical 

suits Fraser   — who appears 

to be equally left- and right-

brained — perfectly.
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2010. He joined the Toronto company on 

tours to Asia, Europe and the U.S., where 

he designed the lighting for productions of 

The Marriage of Figaro and Dido and Aeneas. 

Fraser says the experience was great, if 

harrowing at times, in that it forced him to 

learn a new way of working in theatre.

“Some shows are so fast, you might have 

one dress rehearsal and then you open,” 

he says. “And it’s not just me, it’s the set 

and everything. You’re walking into a bare 

theatre on Monday morning and then you 

have the show ready to go a few days later. 

So you really need to have a plan and to 

stick to it.”

There’s also the challenge of working in 

an unfamiliar space that wasn’t necessarily 

designed with optimal stage lighting in 

mind, even if certain venues are steeped in 

theatre history. 

“I mean we have a certain amount of 

nostalgia as well,” Fraser says. “But it’s a 

challenge to find out what works well and 

what does not work well, and what to 

avoid. If you try to do something difficult 

you might just end up getting disappointed. 

So you try to examine the space and rather 

than make the space bend to what you 

want it to be, you have to figure out what’s 

going to work in that space for that show.”

Like any master of his craft, Fraser under-

stands the history of lighting design and 

the limitations this can place on retrofitting 

buildings that predate the 1930s, when 

out-front lighting on stages replaced the 

foot-lighting of the vaudeville era.

“It can be difficult to put newer technolo-

gy, and lighting positions in particular, into 

an older space,” Fraser notes. “I’m thinking 

particularly now of the Winter Garden 

Theatre in Toronto, which they wanted to 

keep as a heritage building. So what they 

ended up doing was putting tracks that 

were perpendicular instead of parallel to 

stage. It’s a really strange arrangement and 

it takes a lot of time to get up there and get 

the crew to focus it.”

A major highlight for Fraser from his time 

with touring productions came during 

Opera Atelier’s 1995 performance at the 

Opéra Royal de Versailles, the opera house 

completed for the marriage of Louis-

Auguste (the future Louis XVI) to Marie-

Antoinette.

The Canadian company’s hosts provided 

an extensive tour of the historic building, 

including the six-storey trap space beneath 

the stage that was initially used to allow sea 

monsters and the like to emerge in the deus 

ex machina tradition. Fraser marvels at the 

thought of pre-Revolution French theatre 

borrowing from the ancient Greeks’ use of 

pulleys and winches to create a “bolt from 

the blue” finale.

“We were down there with flashlights and 

I was seeing props and scenery that were 

literally hundreds of years old,” Fraser says. 

“It was really quite amazing.”

For Potter, whether Fraser is working in 

an old relic or a state-of-the-art theatre, it’s 

the ability to capture the collective creative 

energy for a particular production that sets 

his lighting designs apart.

Having watched Fraser in action for close 

to three decades, Potter cites his willingness 

to go beyond the director’s guidelines and 

consult the actors to better capture what 

they’re bringing to the production.

“Kevin is a great collaborator,” Potter 

notes. “He will speak to the actors, to better 

understand what they’re trying to do.”

To Fraser, that’s all part of a less-is-often-

more approach to good lighting design.

“I hope that the lighting in the shows I 

do enhances the show and supports what 

everyone else is trying to do,” he says. 

“There are very few occasions when I think 

the lighting should be front and centre, 

saying ‘Hey, look at me.’” 

One of Kevin Fraser’s lighting philosophies is perfectly depicted in this scene from Pericles at the  

Stratford Festival: ‘You have to figure out what’s going to work in that space for that show.’
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