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The tricolon ‘location, location, location’ has been attributed 
to various sources going back nearly 100 years, but the phrase 
is certainly an apt comment for the brand new building that 
houses Leeds City College at Quarry Hill in Leeds. Although 
Quarry Hill has something of a chequered history - with ‘quarry’ 
a short form for ‘quarantine’, it was an isolation community for 
plague victims . . . something we are all somewhat familiar with 
now - in the 20th century it became the site of the UK’s most 
innovative social housing complex. The Quarry Hill flats were 
a memorable part of the Leeds skyline until they were 
demolished in 1978. Since then, the area has developed into the 
Leeds Cultural Quarter: home to the West Yorkshire Playhouse, 
the BBC Yorkshire building, the Leeds College of Music, 
Northern Ballet, and now, the £60m construction of the new 
home for Leeds City College.

Designed by Ellis Williams Architects and with funding and 
support from Leeds City Region Enterprise Partnership, the 
West Yorkshire Combined Authority and the Leeds City Region 
Growth Deal, this purpose-built, nine-storey construction sits 
immediately adjacent to the West Yorkshire Playhouse and 
the Leeds College of Music, which is also part of the Luminate 
Education Group that brings together a selection of further 
education facilities across Yorkshire.

The College’s School of Creative Arts now benefits from being 
both neighbours with such an impressive cohort of cultural 

institutions and enjoying the state-of-the-art facilities that the 
new building is providing. 

“We were aware that our previous base was not really fit for 
purpose,” opens Richard Lee, head of media and performance 
production. “Along with considerable support from Leeds City 
Council and the Local Enterprise Partnership, we identified this 
site five years ago as being the right fit for our needs. It was 
a three-year build; close collaboration with the building 
architects meant that we were able to essentially design 
the theatre and create everything else around the baseline 
requirement that the theatre had to be flat floor and on street 
level for access. Around and above the theatre are all the 
additional facilities: teaching rooms for each faculty, including 
our own School of Creative Arts, which boasts eight games 
design studios; eight art design studios; five graphic design and 
photography studios; two dance studios; three rehearsal rooms; 
a costume workshop; a makeup room; two recording studios; 
three ensemble rooms; a TV broadcast studio, and of course, 
the Chroma-Q Theatre itself.”

He continues: “The theatre is clearly the central facility of 
the building. LSI Projects were our installation contractors 
and Theatre Projects undertook the technical design for the 
interior, but when it came to the supply of entertainment 
hardware - for the theatre, TV studio and all the ancillary rooms 
- after a tendering process, we turned to A.C. Entertainment 

Quarry Hill illuminates 
Leeds City College
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The future looks bright for Leeds City College 
as it enters a new era at the expertly-equipped 

Quarry Hill campus. Kate Lyon reports . . .

Technologies (AC-ET) and the success of that choice can be 
gauged by the name of the theatre itself.”

CONTINUED COMMITMENT
AC-ET already had a history of supporting Leeds City College 
(LCC) over the years, using its Northern Sales base to offer 
advice and demos, so it was well-placed to offer a full, one-
stop supply of lighting, rigging, audio, AV and associated 
infrastructure with project management and service right on 
the college’s doorstep. Benjamin Taylor was appointed project 
manager, working alongside Neil Vann and Jonathan ‘Jono’ 
Walters.

Walters elaborates on the nature of the relationship between 
AC-ET and the LCC: “We’ve formed a partnership that enables 
both parties to benefit from such a collaboration. Aside from 
supplying the new build with state-of-the-art equipment, we 
have also supplied each of the students with dual branded LCC 
School of Creative Arts and AC-ET tops, jackets and hoodies and 
will do so for the next two years. Another part of the partnership 
will see us running four specialist masterclasses each 
academic year for the Theatre Design and Production Level 3 
students. We are also providing additional ad hoc training to 
students with staff from AC-ET and some of our manufacturers, 
offering opportunities for student work experience at various 
UK tradeshows and events and at our comprehensive demo 
facility, just five miles across the city. This partnership 

allows us to strengthen our commitment to supporting and 
developing talent in the north - we have already sponsored the 
LCC’s annual Star Awards for the past few years and we have 
committed to continue to do so for at least the next two years. 
We have also launched an annual lighting design competition, 
open to students using LCC’s technical facilities with the top 
three winners visiting Prolights’ Italian headquarters.”

This all adds up to a significant commitment to the college, its 
students and to the entertainment industry of Yorkshire. “Doing 
what we can to provide real opportunities for young people who 
want to make a mark in our industry has always been high on 
our agenda,” adds Walters. “As many will remember, it was 
AC Lighting (former trading name of AC-ET) that began the 
tradeshow in Leeds that morphed into PLASA Focus Leeds at 
the Royal Armouries; many will assert that it is their favourite 
date in the tradeshow calender. The specification supplied to 
the Chroma-Q Theatre is compatible with what students will 
find across the road at the neighbouring venues in the Leeds’ 
Cultural Quarter.

TECH BRIEF
“The specification had to be exactly what our students might 
find themselves working with out in the real world and on the 
market right now,” says Lee. “This is always a major challenge 
for education institutions: this industry develops and evolves 
so quickly, an installation can become out of date and almost 
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redundant before the dust has settled. 
We took advice from AC-ET on how best 
to stay ahead of the game on that front 
- and, with AC-ET always being on-hand 
just around the corner, demos of new 
equipment are going to be part of the 
package for our students.”

The Chroma-Q Theatre has been fully 
equipped with an all-LED lighting solution 
with Chroma-Q Color Force II LED cyc, 
wash and effects battens as a base to 
support a Prolights rig of Eclipse profiles 
and Fresnels alongside a selection of 
moving head fixtures, PAR cans and 
Diamond 19 LEDs for eye-candy effects. 
Lighting control comes courtesy of ETC: 
a Gio@5 supplied by LSI. To meet the 
college’s rigging requirements, AC-ET 
advised on and supplied Sixty82 truss with 
a dozen Columbus McKinnon Lodestars 
and Kinesys DigiHoist controllers.

At present, the video investment includes 
a 12,000lm Panasonic projector and 

a Draper Focal Point front projection 
screen with a Blackmagic ATEM 
Television Studio HD AV mixer, all of 
which gives students added scope and 
flexibility when designing looks and 
scenic ambience for their productions. 

The audio supply, like the lighting 
spec, leans towards the theatrical 
provision students will come across in 
other venues. Martin Audio provides 
the loudspeakers with Allen & Heath 
control. “The Allen & Heath console was 
a definitive student-centred choice,” 
explains Paul Graham-Bell, chief theatre 
technician and production tutor. “It is very 
much a theatre standard. Presently, the 
arrays are rigged left, right and centre, 
but the students get to design the sound 
for each separate performance. I didn’t 
dare not include Dante into the mix; for 
a multi-purpose room, Dante is the way 
to go - and the QLab file allows us to 
manipulate where we want the sound to 
be. We can connect with all other parts of 
the building - media rooms, the TV studio 
and other performance areas. It is a good 
example of targeted spending choices; 
we have saved pennies here and there in 
order to prioritise investment where we 
feel it is of most value. Jono, Ben and the 
AC-ET team were really helpful in making 
those decisions.”

A WORLD OF LED
“The Chroma-Q Theatre forms the central 
hub of the School of Creative Arts for 
our student provision, so the technical 
installation choices were key to that,” 
explains Lee. “The final specification 
was the result of a collaborative process 
between myself and Paul, with Ben and 
Jono at AC-ET. As one of the industry’s 
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B  Above: AC-ET’s Jonathan 
Walters

C Facing page: Theatre tech 
Joe Moorhead, chief theatre 
tech Paul Graham-Bell, and 
PM Benjamin Taylor

Inset: LCC’s Richard Lee



WWW.LSIONLINE.COM  •  MAY-JUNE 2020 89

T VENUE

premier suppliers, AC-ET is ideally placed 
to understand how best to future-proof 
our choices and which options would 
best serve our curriculum. They were 
also sympathetic to the perennial issue 
of budgetary challenges; for example, 
we have not invested in an LED wall 
(something students are keen to have 
access to), but AC-ET will be able to 
come in and demo a system.”

Feedback from the students confirms 
that the fixtures have ticked all the right 
boxes, as Lee remarks: “The 
Prolights Studio COBs have 
been recognised by students 
for their punchy quality, while 
the Color Force II battens 
are great to teach with. The 
students enjoy the playfulness 
that the units offer and really 
engage with the ideas behind 
their functionalities. The choice 
of the Gio@5 also works well 
here; it gives opportunities to 
students who want to develop 
the sophistication of their 
programming and operating 
skills but it is still a user-friendly console 
for those a little less confident FOH.”

In addition to the Chroma-Q Theatre, 
AC-ET also supplied a quantity of lighting 

equipment for the 
TV studio facilities 
used by students 
on the TV and Film 
Production courses. 
The studio is a light 
and airy space with a 
wonderful backdrop 
view available of the 
cityscape as it sits up 

on Level Two of the building. A selection 
of Chroma-Q Space Force fixtures and 
Prolights Eclipse luminaires are controlled 
here by an ETC Element 2 console. “The 
facilities up here are designed to teach 
students the technical skills needed 

to succeed in the media production 
industry,” notes Graham-Bell, “and to give 
them an understanding of the emerging 
technologies within the TV and film 
genres.”

Chatting to some of the students on site -
during my pre-lockdown visit - it is clear 
that the new facilities have already had 
a positive impact. Cara Tobin and Luca 
Whitlock are both students who made 
the move from the old site to Quarry 
Hill last year. “We see it as a privilege to 
have been involved in the move,” says 
Whitlock. “It seemed like nothing really 
worked as it should in the old building -
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we’ve gone from all things tungsten 
to a world of LED, plug-in, DMX and 
wireless.” Tobin adds: “We’ve been able 
to really appreciate the scope that the 
Quarry Hill facilities now offer us in 
terms of design, understanding and 
technical skills. There’s a feeling here at 
Quarry Hill that, if you have an idea or 
a concept, it is really possible to bring it 
to fruition. We consider ourselves very 
lucky students indeed.” 

Both Graham-Bell and Lee are seasoned 
professionals who are passionate 
about what this new facility can offer 
their students, despite the hard work 
and challenges that they have faced 
in the building and transition process. 
“Building a brand new theatre and 
moving 30 years of acquired skills 
and hardware brought with it unseen 
trials and tribulations,” remarks Lee, 

who was transparently proud and 
unashamedly emotional at the official 
opening ceremony on 11 March. “In the 
short time we have been on site, since 
last September, the difference to what 
we have been able to offer has been 
immeasurable. This is not just 
another theatre space; I see it as 
a tangible building block upon which we, 
as educators, can create generations of 
highly skilled and motivated individuals 
who will, in turn, contribute to the 
cultural wealth of our region. And, you 
only have to look out the window to see 
the kind of quality theatrical houses that 
await them.”

INVESTING IN THE FUTURE
That original choice of locating at Quarry 
Hill remains a pivotal decision in the 
success of the build. Nestled amongst the 
likes of the West Yorkshire Playhouse, the 
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D  College students can apply 
their skills on industry 
leading equipment thanks 
to backing from key 
suppliers

C Facing page: Opening night 
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Howard Assembly Rooms and Opera North 
and alongside the Leeds College of Music, 
the opportunities for collaboration and 
sharing of facilities are boundless. Despite 
the building delay while an archaeological 
dig took place to unearth remains of Quarry 
Hill’s rather shady plague past, the project 
still managed to open its doors in time for 
the September 2019 intake. 

The School of Creative Arts shares the 
building with the School of Social Science, 
a combined cohort of about 3,000. The 
opening ceremony, with an invited guest 
list able to tour the building and watch 
student performances in the Chroma-Q 
Theatre, was a cross-section of suppliers, 
supporters and industry investors who are 
all committed to forging relationships with 
the Leeds City College to boost regional 
business opportunities and the local 
economy.

Walters and project manager Taylor were 
in attendance. “We were delighted to 
partner with Leeds City College to help 
them to foster tomorrow’s backstage 
talent,” comments Walters. “The production 
industry is driven by creativity and 
innovation. However, an essential ingredient 

of this is the people working backstage 
who possess the technical knowledge 
and experience needed to deliver it. By 
ensuring that students are given access 
to the latest industry-standard equipment, 
it’s a winning outcome for everyone, which 
will help to meet the needs of employers 
in our industry. Our on-going partnership 
will be supporting the LCC and its students 
in a number of ways, with a view to it 
being a long-term initiative and resource 
investment.”

A final word from an enthused Richard Lee: 
“It’s been fantastic to work with industry 
specialists such as AC-ET with a strong 
community ethos over the past few years and 
we’re looking forward to a promising future 
with them, nurturing the next generation of 
backstage artists. The help and support that 
has been provided is vital to providing 
a real environment for our students to get 
the best possible head-start in their career 
and will equip them with the necessary skills 
to become industry-ready.”

P www.ac-et.com
P www.lsiprojects.com
P www.leedscitycollege.ac.uk

“We’ve gone 
from all things 

tungsten to 
a world of LED, 

plug-in, DMX 
and wireless . . .”

- Luca Whitlock, 

LCC student
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