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Praise for Technical Theater for Nontechnical People


“Everyone involved with theater should have access to this most welcome text.”

—Library Journal

“Every performer stands in a constellation of invisible artistry—lighting, sound, scenery, stagecraft—that makes the magic possible. We live in the light, but that light exists because of an extraordinary community working just beyond the curtain. I often say in my one-woman shows that I’m hardly one woman up there. Technical Theater for Nontechnical People lifts the curtain on that hidden architecture with warmth, wit, and clarity—a generous guide that deepens our admiration for the people who build the stage we stand on. Theater looks effortless from the audience—which is the surest sign of how much unseen intelligence lies behind it. This elegant (witty? illuminating?) guide reveals the hidden craft that lets the magic happen. These are the folks who make the rest of us look good in the light!”

—Melissa Errico, Broadway star (My Fair Lady, High Society), concert touring artist, and author

“I found Technical Theater for Nontechnical People to be both informative and entertaining. After acting professionally for 40 years, it was comforting to be brought up to date on the latest advances and improvements. It’s also a useful handbook for those who enjoy watching theater and want an understanding of all the moving parts. Highly recommended!”

—Ann Harada, veteran Broadway actor (Avenue Q, Schmigadoon)

ii“Drew and Joel have covered it all beautifully. Technical Theater for Nontechnical People is a comprehensive and—dare I say it—entertaining look at every technical aspect of the theater. It’s the perfect book for those needing guidance and information about what’s available in tech today. Whether you’re a high school drama coach tasked with ‘doing it all’ or a theater ‘techie’ needing a refresh, TTFNP will more than satisfy your needs.”

—Kevin Pariseau, veteran Broadway actor (Legally Blonde, Ink, The Heart of Rock and Roll)

“Technical Theater for Nontechnical People is an excellent primer and offers a crash-course for anyone who wants a better understanding of design and technical aspects of theater. Whether you’re a curious novice or an old-hand trying to expand their knowledge, this handy reference deserves a spot on your bookshelf.”

—Walter Trarbach, Tony-nominated sound designer and audio production engineer

“Joel took a chance twenty-five years ago and hired me for my first summer stock job. Since then, he has spent his career building an encyclopedic knowledge of our collaborative art. His ability to see everyone’s potential and desire to share this experience with anyone is what makes him a great technician, teacher, and friend. I am amazed and grateful that he found the time to write it all down.”

—Kevin Twomey, Director of Technical Sales at Rose Brand
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Foreword to the Fourth Edition


By Drew Campbell

Surprise! I got old.

The starry-eyed, thirty-something high school theater teacher who wrote the first edition of Technical Theater for Nontechnical People has morphed and mutated into a sixty-something theme-park producer who stands with one foot in twentieth-century theater and one foot in the twenty-first century’s Insta-ready live entertainment.

Technologies that were once central to backstage life, like tape decks and carbon-arc follow spots, have long since disappeared, while others, like compact discs and incandescent bulbs, are living out their final days.

It isn’t just the boxes and buttons that have changed, however. The entire style of the world of live entertainment has changed, and as the pace of that change increases, we all strive to remain relevant and relaxed.

When Tad Crawford, my long-suffering (he objects to the term, but that’s just part of his suffering) editor suggested that we move Technical Theater for Nontechnical People into a fourth edition, some twenty-nine years after the first edition saw the light, I knew I needed a fresher voice to sing along with me. Furthermore, as an educator who has slipped sideways into location-based entertainment, I knew I needed someone with deeper roots in Broadway, touring, and regional theater than I ever had.

xviEnter Joel Brandwine, Broadway carpenter, rigger, production manager, and a dozen other job titles, who agreed to help me push TTFNP firmly into the new world of the modern stage. His knowledge and experience has not only kept this text relevant but also helped expand into areas where he knew more than I did. He has helped this book stay in front of the technological curve.

Regardless of the endless march of technological progress, however, one thing has not changed. There are still people who want to be technicians and people who don’t. People who want to tell the story and—God love them—people who want to hear it. And theater people, technical and otherwise, still show up at the stage door for the same reason they always did, to tell that story to anyone who wants to hear.

Truly, it takes a village to raise a play.

So this book is for you, the theater-makers, the theater-goers, the theater-lovers who want to participate in this ancient and beautiful art but don’t want to be technicians. You want to know how it works. You need to know how it works. You want to stay informed, enlightened, and safe backstage.

I said it ten years ago, eighteen years ago, and twenty-nine years ago, and I’ll say it again: If you want to be a professional theatrical technician, then flip to the appendix and choose from the vast library of books with detailed information on all things technical. Pick your favorite tech and dive deep. We love what you do.

If, however, you want to act, dance, sing, direct, produce, manage, preach, model, compete, run a meeting, give an award, sing Happy Birthday, make a dove disappear, or stand on any stage, anywhere, for any reason at all, then this book is for you. It’s a jungle backstage, but have courage. By the time we are through, the trees will stand straight, the monkeys will howl on cue, the moonlight will filter mysteriously through the leaves, and all those technical tigers will be rugs in front of your simulated fireplace.
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How to Use This Book


We salute anyone who chooses to read this book cover to cover, but we have tried to make each chapter stand alone, so feel free to dip into whichever area you need to learn about at any time. If you are just getting started in theater, dive into Chapter 1: Breaking It Down: Who Does What and Chapter 2: Meet the Theater: What to Look For.

If you happen to find yourself at the helm of a full production, open up Chapter 15: The Process: A How-To from Open to Close to get a handle on the production process. This chapter is particularly useful for meeting planners or those titans of the modern theater, high school drama teachers.

In previous editions, Drew laced the technical information with personal anecdotes to provide context and make it all more fun. Now that there are two authors in the house and Joel has his own store of personal tales, we have pulled those tidbits out into items labeled “Drew Says” and “Joel Says.” After a combined seventy years in live theater, we have a few war stories to share, so we hope these tales from the battlefield help you understand the technical stuff.

Also, please note that that all terms in boldface may be found in the glossary.
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Chapter 1
Breaking It Down: Who Does What


Theater is collaborative. We never do it alone. Despite what it says on the marquee, there’s no such thing as a one-person show. Being backstage means being surrounded by people—people who assume a wide variety of titles and responsibilities. As a show person, you do not need to know how to do all the jobs. You do not have time to do all the jobs. You need to know who to talk to when the carpet is coming up behind the podium, or the work light backstage is burned out, or the Frosty the Snowman costume is ripping open. Scenic designers, prop coordinators, stage managers, technical directors, first hands, flymen—they surround you at every turn, and, if they are any good, they are there to help you. So, who are all these people? And who can help you staple down that carpet?

Not an easy question. There are constant overlaps between areas of responsibility, and many things must be worked out case-by-case. Sometimes a simple task requires input from several departments. Consider this example: The script calls for a lamp to be sitting on a table. The scenic designer talks to the director and decides what the lamp should look like. Then the designer shows the design to the prop manager, who either buys the item, pulls it from stock, or builds it. The finished lamp is brought to the stage, where the electrician wires it up. The lighting designer decides how big of a bulb to put in it and when it 2should be on (with more input from the director). The lighting designer then communicates that information to the lightboard operator who, under the direction of the stage manager, operates the light during the show. If the light has to move during a scene change, that task is the responsibility of the stage crew chief. One object—eight people. Hard to believe we get anything done at all.

[image: An illustrated chart depicts eight theater roles: set designer, projector, propmaster, electrician, lighting designer, dimmerboard operator, stage manager, and stage crew, each drawn with relevant tools.]
Fig. 1. Who’s in charge of the lamp?


3Talking to the wrong person, however, can gum up the works pretty good. Consider poor, hapless director Steve, who tells the light board operator to turn the lamp on later than they did last night, thereby circumventing normal procedure and causing the following headset conversation:


Stage Manager: Light Cue 49 go.

Light Board Operator: No, not yet.

SM: What?

LBO: Not yet, he said he wants it later.

SM: Who?

LBO: Steve.

SM: What? When?

LBO: Before the show.

SM: No, I mean when does he want it? He didn’t tell me. Are you sure?

LBO: Are you saying I don’t know my job? Hey, I’m just doing what I’m told here.

SM: Well, I want to be sure. Where is he?

Assistant SM (from backstage): I think he’s in the bathroom.

SM: Well, um . . .

LBO: All I want is for somebody to tell me what to do.

Lighting Designer (suddenly coming onto the headset): Hey, what planet are you people on? Cue 49 is late and you’ve missed two more. Let’s go!

SM: Well, he said he wants it later.

LD: Who did?

SM: Steve.

LD: What? When?

SM: Before the show!

LD: No, I mean, when does he want it? And why the heck haven’t you called Cue 50?

SM: I should call it now?

LD: YES!! Go now! GO, GO, GO!!

Follow Spot Operator: Is that Go for us?

SM: Yes, I mean, NO! Who said that?

4LBO: Well, I think we should Go.

SM: Fine, Go! Everybody Go!

Stage Crew Chief: ok, main curtain coming in!



Meanwhile, Steve, the well-meaning director, returns from his trip to the bathroom to find follow spots crisscrossing the auditorium, the main curtain bouncing up and down, and a gaggle of actors standing bewildered on the stage, trying to improvise themselves into the wings because the scene-ending blackout never happened.

If we are to work together, then, it must be with predetermined areas of responsibility and lines of communication. Most things fit pretty neatly into one of the following six categories: Costumes, Props, Lighting, Sound, Stage Management, and Scenery.


Costumes

Any kind of clothing, or anything at all worn by a performer, including masks and jewelry, is considered a costume. Makeup and wigs are sometimes handled by separate departments, but they are usually treated as a subset of the costume shop. This area is designed by the costume designer, and is managed by the costume shop manager, who is assisted by a first hand, as well as cutters, stitchers, and drapers. During the run of the show, costumes are handled by the wardrobe team, including dressers.



Props

Anything that is carried by an actor, or that could be carried by an actor within the context of the play, is a prop. Pictures on the wall, for example, are props, because an actor, while portraying a character, could move them. A kitchen countertop, however, is scenery because the character would not rip up and move a real countertop, even though the actor might be able to do so. It can be a muddy definition, and clear assignments should always be made at the start of the building process. Props are designed by the prop designer (or the set designer if there is no prop designer) and managed by the prop shop manager. Props are 5built by prop carpenters and craftspeople and handled during the run by the props crew, a subset of the stage crew.



Lighting

Anything electrical that is not sound equipment is the responsibility of the lighting department. Lighting is designed by the lighting designer and managed by the head electrician, with the assistance of the electrics crew. The lights are operated during the run by the lightboard operator and, if spots are used, the follow spot operators.

The lighting cues (the instructions that tell the lighting operators what to do and when to do it) are handled by three different people. The lighting designer creates the content of a cue (what lights are on and how bright) as well as its time (how fast the lights change from one “look” to another). During the performance, however, it is the stage manager who gives the command to perform the cue and the lightboard operator who actually pushes the buttons. In technical terms, we say that the stage manager “calls” the cue and the operator “runs” it.

Video has become much more commonplace in theater. The ability to cheaply create multiple scenes on an LED wall has enabled many theaters to expand their offerings. Due to the incredible amount of light cast on stage and the similarities in equipment, video is a subset of the lighting department (for now). Along with the lighting designer, there will often be a video designer brought in to create content and select the proper projector and lenses.



Sound

Microphones, sound effects, and the playback of recorded sound are all part of the sound department. Sound people also should handle headsets for backstage communication. The sound designer is in charge of this area. Sound is often a one-person operation, but if the sound designer doesn’t run the show, there will be a separate sound engineer. If you have a large live band on stage, there also might be a second engineer running a separate mixer, called a monitor mixer that feeds the monitor speakers that the band uses to listen to themselves. When 6the sound system is first installed, there may be additional sound crew people in the theater.



Management

The stage manager (SM) handles rehearsal schedules, runs the rehearsals, provides assistance to the director, and, during the run, is in charge backstage. The SM is also responsible for being a clearinghouse of information about the entire production process. When in doubt, ask the stage manager, particularly if the question has to do with schedule.

Almost all stage managers have at least one assistant, the ever-useful assistant stage manager (ASM). The ASM is a bit of a catch-all position, the essential yet thankless job of getting done whatever needs to get done. It is impossible to predict when you will need an errand run, when you will need a prop handed to an actor, when you will need a curtain pulled back, a phone answered, or an animal fed, but one thing is for sure: It will be the job of the ASM. Besides being an everything-to-everybody position, it is also a primary training position, the entry-level job in the backstage world.

The company manager makes all travel, lodging, and food arrangements for the cast and crew.

Finally, in larger companies, you might find a production manager (PM) whose job it is to oversee the entire process from a technical standpoint. They will divide up the money among the various shops, set the calendar for when designs are due, and establish production meeting times throughout the process to ensure everyone is talking to each other. In smaller companies, these duties can often fall on the stage manager, but if you have a production manager, they are the go-to for all technical inquiries.



Scenery

Anything that we have not already mentioned is scenery. Not surprisingly, scenery is designed by the scenic designer and is managed by the technical director (TD). “Technical director” is a very loose job description, one of the loosest in the business, but usually they are in 7charge of deciding how the set will be built. Sometimes they also oversee the properties and lighting crews, particularly in small theaters. This oversight, however, is always limited to practical matters, such as money, equipment, and staff. They are not a designer and should never be put into the position of making design decisions unless the designer is asking for their opinion. This is a collaborative process, after all, and sometimes the TD may have a creative solution for a design problem.

The TD is the voice of reason in the technical process, which, unfortunately, often makes them the bearer of bad news. The TD is the one who must tell you that the effect you want is too expensive, time-consuming, or unsafe. Their opinion may bring you down occasionally, but it’s better to know that your idea won’t work ahead of time, instead of at the first technical rehearsal.

The scenery is built in the scene shop. This shop usually has a scene shop manager (unless the technical director does it) who is in charge of carpenters and welders. In the paint shop, scenic artists do the painting and decorating under the supervision of the charge artist. During the run, the scenery is handled by the stage crew and their chief. Flying scenery is operated by the flyman.

You might be saying to yourself at this point, “But we don’t have all those people!”

Don’t worry. Lots of theaters combine some or all of these jobs. Your technical director might also be designing the lighting, your stage manager might also be running sound, and your head electrician might also be operating the lightboard. All of the above jobs are still done. People just do more than one.

Of course, every theater is unique, and exceptions exist for every rule given here. Talk to the people you work with. Take some time to learn who does what. What you are really “breaking down” are the walls of miscommunication.
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Chapter 2
Meet the Theater: What to Look For


Theater can be done anywhere, as generations of street performers have shown us. Theater is just what happens when somebody performs for somebody else.

Over the years, we have done shows in basements, in churches, on rooftops and boats, in breweries, in swimming pools, at cafes, in backyards, on city streets, in more hotel ballrooms that we’d like to remember, and, yes, in barns.

But let’s start with what most people recognize as a traditional “theater,” one that is built for the express purpose of allowing a group of performers to put on a show for a live audience. Of course, every performance space has its unique challenges—strange architecture, terrible access, low ceilings, inadequate lighting, street noise, and never, ever enough room, but for the most part, all theaters have common elements.


Drew Says: You think you’ve got problems? The Trinity Repertory Company in Providence, Rhode Island (a first-class repertory house), used to have a brick pillar right in the middle of the stage. There was no taking it out. It held up the roof. Every designer who did a show in that theater had to find a way to incorporate a brick pillar into the set. And they still won Tony Awards.



10So grab this book, walk onto the theater stage, and let’s take a look around the most common types of theatrical space.

When visiting a new space, these are the things you should bring with you:


	A notebook and a pen to take notes and write down measurements.

	A fifty-foot tape measure. Twenty-five feet is often not enough.

	A flashlight for lighting up those creepy spaces above and beneath the stage. Your phone will be busy photographing and often isn’t bright enough.

	A camera (or phone) for documenting the details of the space. Photograph absolutely everything. You never know what questions will come up later.




The Proscenium Theater

Let’s start with a basic layout that has been in use since the Italian Renaissance. This kind of space is what most people think about when they think about a theater.

Performance spaces are divided into two areas: the stage, where the actors perform, and the house, where the audience sits. These definitions will occasionally blur when the actors enter the seating area or the audience members are brought on stage, but, for the most part, the terminology is maintained.

If you are in the most traditional sort of theater, there will be an archway—a sort of frame—that separates the stage from the house. The frame is called the proscenium arch1 and its primary role is to hide all the production stuff from the audience. Often, a portion of the stage—the apron—will push through the proscenium toward the audience. Walk to the center of the proscenium opening and you are standing center stage. In fact, you are now standing on the centerline, which 11is the imaginary line that separates the left side of the stage from the right side.

Now turn to face the house. You are now facing downstage. To your left is stage left, to your right is stage right, and behind you is upstage. Stage directions are always taken from the actor’s perspective.2 “Upstage” and “downstage” are terms derived from the Renaissance when stages were slanted, or raked, to enable the audience to see the performers better. When an actor walked toward the audience, they were moving down the raked stage—downstage. When walking away from the audience, the actor was literally climbing a ramp—upstage.

[image: A diagram displays a theater layout with sections labeled: stage, stage left/right, apron, pit, orchestra seating, box seats, back/front/side of house, flies, and projection area. Arrows point to each area.]
Fig. 2. A typical theater plan


There is an imaginary line that runs across the stage, connecting the upstage corners of the proscenium arch. This is known as the plaster line, so called because that’s where the plaster decoration on the proscenium ends. The point where the plaster line and the centerline 12cross is called zero-zero or 0-0. This is the starting point whenever you lay out a set, design lighting, or write down actor movement, known as blocking. All positions on the stage are based on this zero-zero point.


Joel Says: The center line is the center of the proscenium opening, not the center of the stage! The Hobby Center in Houston has a stage left wing that is 57 feet wide and a stage right wing that is only 29 feet wide. The center of that stage would put you almost in the stage left wing. Most theaters are not symmetrical!



The area downstage of the proscenium is called the apron and can vary in size depending on the architecture of the theater. Typically, downstage of the apron and below the house level is the orchestra pit. Some houses have covers to install on the pit for extra seating when an orchestra isn’t necessary, and fancier, newer theaters might have a lift that can raise and lower the entire orchestra pit up to the stage level and back down to pit level (which makes loading in a grand piano a snap!).

From the apron, look at the wall to your left and right and you will see the first of many lighting positions, where the technicians will be installing the lighting equipment. This position is known as the box booms, because the older Broadway houses used to have “opera boxes” above the apron, where the rich and powerful people would sit, more to be seen than to see the show (the sightlines were terrible). Even if the seating boxes aren’t there, a vertical lighting pipe in line with the apron is still called a box boom. Old theater hands will call them “Juliets,” after the most famous balcony of them all.

Now walk upstage from the plaster line and look up. Above you will be the flys, a series of pipe battens that contain lights, scenery, and fabric curtains known as masking. These pipes are operated from the fly rail, located offstage, along the wall. There will be some ropes that come down from the grid, loop around a big pulley on the floor, and then go back up out of sight. These are the purchase lines that you use to operate the rigging system. Each one of them is attached to a metal cage, an arbor, full of metal weights, or counterweights, that offset the 13weight of whatever you are trying to fly. The arbor, in turn, is attached to a set of cables that pulls a pipe (a batten), up and down. The batten is where you attach the thing you are flying. The whole enchilada—purchase line, arbor, cables, and batten—is called a line set. In general, each thing that you want to fly requires its own line set.

If a line set is devoted to lighting, it is known as an electric. They are numbered, starting with the first electric, which is right behind the proscenium. If there are permanent circuit boxes on the batten, then it is known as a hard-wired electric.

Note that, in a more modern theater, those line sets over your head may be electrically operated by winches, removing the need for the fly rail, purchase lines, counterweights, the whole thing. If this is the case, there will be a control panel somewhere backstage that runs those lines. This creates a safer and more foolproof experience backstage.

[image: Cross-section of a theater with visible stage, orchestra pit, fly loft, box room, and raked seating in the auditorium; labeled thrust floor, lift or false house area, and lighting booth.]
Fig. 3. A typical theater section.


From this position, you can probably see the grand drape, the main curtain that rises and falls right behind the proscenium arch. The control for this curtain might be on either side of the stage, right behind the proscenium wall, or it may be electrically operated. Way above the battens, supporting all of the rigging, is the grid. The grid can be a 14series of structural beams or a walkable surface way above the stage. A properly designed proscenium theater will have a grid that is at least 2.5 times the height of the proscenium arch, meaning, if the arch is 20 feet tall, the grid will be at least 50 feet high. This height enables scenery to fly out high enough to be hidden, or “out of sightlines” from the audience. If you go to work in a proscenium house, a fear of heights can be a serious drawback!

If you have someone to show you around, look for a ladder or stairs to take you up over the stage. (Don’t go up there without a guide.) As you climb up, you will see the rigging lines running down one wall of the building, either stage left or stage right.

The first stop off of the ladder might be the mid-rail, so called because it is in between the stage floor and the grid. This area is often used to hang draperies or pull unused scenery up off the stage floor, giving more room backstage.

Continue up the ladder, and the next stop will be the load rail. This landing runs along the side wall of the theater upstage to downstage and is used to load weights onto the arbors of the counterweight system, the battens that fly up and down with scenery and lights on them. We will go further in depth on this later, but for now know that the reason all of the weight is so high up is because when the batten is down getting loaded, the arbor, or counterweight, is up at the load rail.

If the heights aren’t bothering you, continue up the rest of the way on the ladder to the grid. wait! We forgot to tell you the most important thing about going to the grid. Empty your pockets of all items, including phone, wallet, and keys! Any tools need to be secured with a lanyard tied to your belt. An item falling 65 feet has the potential to do a lot of harm!

The grid is the walkable surface where all of the blocks, or pulleys, are secured. The ropes and cables that control the rigging are run through the blocks and down toward the stage floor. It is a complicated web that makes sense to the trained eye. If you look all the way downstage, you will see specialty rigging that controls the fire curtain, a curtain that is made to descend in the event of a fire. It is intended to isolate the stage house from the audience, giving the audience time to escape. Above the grid, in the roof, you will see smoke doors, metal 15hatches that open as the fire curtain comes in. This helps to create a chimney effect, allowing the smoke to escape up and not suffocate all of the people trying to leave the theater.

Let’s climb back down the ladder, retrieve our belongings, and head back onto some solid ground!

Smaller theaters might have shorter grids or no fly space at all, which means you are limited to bringing scenery on stage from the sides, and you might be hanging all your lights from a ladder!

Let’s walk stage left (or stage right). Keep walking until you are out of sight of the audience. You are now standing offstage, or in the wings. This area of the stage will typically be hidden from the audience with masking of some sort—generally drapery—and this is where all of the backstage magic happens! Scenery is stored here, actors wait to make their entrances, props and prop tables are set up, and the crew is working diligently to make the production happen.

If your theater is set up for musical performances, you may have an acoustical shell upstage behind the performers. This is a half dome-shaped surface, usually made of fiberglass and covered with protrusions of various shapes. This surface focuses and reflects sound from the stage into the audience. The odd little protrusions are there to spread out the sound and prevent echoes. Unless you are in a permanent concert hall, this shell will be rolled out and set up temporarily for concerts. Some theaters store them above the stage, attached to battens, where they take up an annoying amount of room.

Take a look around and you will see a large door, either upstage against the back wall or on one of the wing walls. This door will lead to the loading dock and is the location where all the equipment and scenery is loaded into the theater. Some loading docks will have space for large trucks to unload, and some might be the size of a normal person door. The important thing to remember is that this is the “pinch point” where all equipment must fit. If you build scenery too big for the loading door, you will definitely find yourself in an alley with a saw cutting it up. The technical director will always measure this access point and document it for all of the shops.

The wings, the flys, and the stage itself are collectively referred to as the stage house. There will always be doors between the stage house 16and the rest of the backstage stage area for two reasons: first, they help prevent backstage noise from bleeding into the theater, and second, they prevent the spread of fire from the stage house into the rest of the building. Fire has been a constant problem in the theater world since performances moved indoors, and you are going to find a whole host of items, both architectural and practical (think fire extinguishers), that have been put in place to stop the potential spread of a fire.


Front of House

Up to now, we’ve mostly been talking about things that are backstage. Let’s have a look at what’s out in front. Front of house (FOH) typically refers to anything in the audience, but it is commonly used to describe the staff working in the house, such as the ushers and ticket takers.

Step onto the apron, and look out into the house. Many proscenium houses will have two to three levels of seating. The lowest seating area, closest to the stage, is called the orchestra, which is confusing, since it isn’t where the musicians sit. The second level, which generally overhangs the orchestra seating, is known as the mezzanine, and above that is the balcony. There is often a lighting pipe that is attached to the front of the mezzanine, which, just to increase the confusion, is known as the balcony rail. So, the orchestra doesn’t sit in the orchestra, and the balcony rail isn’t on the balcony. All good? Moving on!

We already mentioned the box booms, which are the vertical lighting pipes to the left and right of the apron. Many theaters will have additional vertical pipes, or booms, on the walls of the auditorium. If those booms are tucked back into the walls of the auditorium, out of view of the audience, they are called coves. The horizontal lighting positions over the audience are called beams. Besides booms and beams, you may find two other lighting positions in front of the proscenium: follow spot positions, which may or may not be enclosed in a booth, and footlights, that row of lights that runs across the front of the stage. Footlights are rarer these days, but if you have them, they are the best way in the world to light the grand drape or erase wrinkles from aging performers.

Look toward the back of the house, and you will see a booth. Back in the day, this is where the stage manager would call the show and 17the light and sound board operators would work from. Things have changed a lot in the last thirty years. Stage managers are now typically at a calling desk backstage, either down left or down right, just offstage of the proscenium. The desk is outfitted with cue light switches (switches that will turn on and off cue lights backstage), a microphone, and various monitors showing different video angles of the stage.

“Why is the stage manager tucked backstage without a clear view of the stage?” you ask. They are there to handle any issues that might crop up during the show and are able to speak with the actors face to face if there are problems. Being sequestered to a booth in the back of the house leaves them unable to do much in the event of an emergency.

The sound and light board operators are typically found smack dab in the back of the house for all the world to see, right in the middle of some of the best seats, house center. Working in an enclosed booth meant that both operators were unable to hear and see the show in a meaningful way, so in most pro theaters, they have migrated into the house to best maintain the artistic excellence they have been tasked with. Your theater may stash them away into a booth but, at the very least, the sound booth shouldn’t have a window that keeps the live sound out.

Stand in the auditorium, or wherever the audience will be sitting. Walk from one side of the seating area to the other, looking at the backstage area. Pay attention to how much of the backstage area you can see. What you are doing is checking the sightlines. Go to the very end of the front row and sit down. You are now looking at one of the extreme sightlines (the other one is on the other end of the row). From here you can gauge whether or not the masking is sufficient. Masking just means anything that prevents the audience from seeing backstage. Most theaters have a set of draperies for this purpose.

When you are in the house and looking at the stage, your lefts and rights are going to change. House left and house right are taken from the audience point of view. So, if an actor is walking stage left, they are moving toward house right. As a director, it is important to remember this distinction as you (the director) will often be in the house while you are directing the actors on stage.

Brief mention must be made of a particular kind of space in which many a school performance is staged: the gymnatorium or its kissing 18cousin, the cafetorium. These are just what they sound like: proscenium stages that are set up at one end of a gym or cafeteria. They share the proscenium, fly space, wings, and other features of the standard proscenium house but have no dedicated front-of-house, which means a lot less lighting and no control booths. If you are staging your shows in such a limited space, be comforted. The roots of the modern theater were born of plays staged on church altars, which had a whole lot less space that you do. Remember, theater can happen anywhere!



Back of House

While the stage space and house may be different from theater to theater, the back of house, the space not on stage but utilized by the cast and crew on a regular basis, will appear pretty consistent from venue to venue. Walk backstage, and go through one of the doors leading down a long hallway with multiple doors branching off. Let’s see where they lead.

Odds are you are going to find the dressing rooms. There are often multiple dressing rooms, larger ones for chorus, and smaller ones for the leads. Most dressing rooms come equipped with vanity mirrors and storage but also a bathroom and shower. It is always a good thing to check how far away from the stage the dressing rooms are. You might need to set up temporary changing booths on stage if the rooms are too far for changes during the show.

One of the doors will inevitably lead to a green room where actors can wait for their cue to go on stage or the crew can relax before the show. Make sure that both the dressing rooms and the green room have monitor systems and a show feed run to them. A monitor system has a microphone hanging over the stage that feeds sound into speakers located backstage. If the actors and crew are milling about and distracted by their phones, they may miss a cue. Pro tip: tape the volume knob on the wall so it can’t be adjusted.

One extremely important actor space that is frequently overlooked is the crossover. The crossover is the path that actors use to get from one side of the stage to the other without being seen by the audience. It also refers to the movement itself, as in “Do you have time to make that crossover?”

19The easiest crossover space is right behind the set, on the stage, but there may not always be enough room between the set and the back wall to get a person comfortably through. In some theaters, there is a hallway outside the stage space that is used as a crossover. Others go beneath the stage. Watch out for the theater where you have to go outside the building to cross over. There’s always a chance that it might be raining, and backstage doors have a funny way of being locked when you least expect it. (In this situation, it is best to tape over the locks during the performance.)

A good crossover can allow for some tricks as well. In the show The Desert Song (a delightfully sappy 1920s Sigmund Rombard operetta), the show opens with the rebel forces on stage, planning their next raid. Suddenly, the alarm is sounded offstage, and the rebels have to flee stage right, running from the French Army. Two French officers run on from stage left and have a brief conversation, giving the actors playing the rebels enough time to make the crossover and a quick costume change. Moments later, the troupe enters stage left, now dressed as French soldiers, seemingly chasing the departing rebels but, in fact, chasing themselves. Good clean fun, and impossible without a fast crossover.

Each proscenium space has its intricacies and unique characteristics, but the bones tend to be the same. That is the reason touring shows can travel all over the country and fit into different-size theaters.




Other Theater Shapes

You may have just read the previous few pages and thought to yourself, “Huh, my theater doesn’t look anything like what you are describing,” and there is a very good chance you’re right. Many college and smaller professional theaters are not proscenium style but a smaller space, set up in one of a few different configurations.

A thrust stage is a riff on The Globe, where plays were performed in Shakespeare’s day. The seating surrounds the majority of the stage on three sides, bringing the actors into a much more intimate relationship with the audience. Some thrust stages still have a smaller backstage area, known as a “stage house,” upstage with a fly system and wings, but the majority of the action will take place down-center among the patrons.

20An arena style, also known as theater-in-the-round, is exactly what it sounds like; the audience surrounds the stage on all four sides (yes, a circle technically only has one side but you get our meaning here). This provides an incredibly intimate experience for all involved because there is nowhere to hide. There is no backstage, no wings, and no curtain coming in. All of your emotions, expressions, flaws, and triumphs are on display mere feet from the audience. This style of architecture has many challenges, the first being design. You can’t build walls, or you will block people’s views. You can’t blast lighting from the side as you will blind half the house. Additionally, with the audience just a short distance away, your finishes need to be exceptional. The old adage “good from far but far from good” doesn’t work here. Everyone can see everything.

[image: Four labeled diagrams show theater stages: proscenium (rectangle with an arched front), arena (circle), black box (plain square), and thrust stage (rectangle with a platform extending into the audience).]
Fig. 4. Different shapes of theaters.


Both arena and thrust stages have some peculiarities compared to proscenium houses. For instance, the zero-zero on an arena stage is where the two center lines cross; think the center of a circle. Because there is no stage edge, standard stage directions can be difficult to use. What if you are facing away from the director and they ask you to move stage left? Well, your stage left and their stage left are very different right 21now. Many places will use North, South, East, and West and post the ordinals on each wall for rehearsal. Entrances are not from the wings but typically from voms3, the aisles between audience banks. Lastly, because there is no fly loft, the grid is much lower and the lights are exposed. Again, intimate.

The final style many are familiar with is the black box. This is sometimes just a repurposed room that has been cleared out, painted black, given a basic pipe grid and some seating risers, and called a theater. That said, other modern black boxes are purpose-built and filled with all of the latest bells and whistles.

The grids in many black box and arena theaters are dead-hung, meaning the pipes installed cannot move. Everything that is hung needs to be done so from a personnel lift, scaffold, or ladder. It can take a little longer to hang lighting and sound equipment because everything needs to be hoisted into position, so plan accordingly.

A black box’s greatest asset is its modularity. Want to set it up in-the-round? Go for it. Thrust style? Be our guest. Scatter small stages throughout the audience? Why not! Proscenium? This one might be a bit harder, but you can definitely put the seating at one end of the room and the actors at the other and create a similar feel. The artistic possibilities in a black box are endless, and the close proximity to the audience makes for a rich, intimate theater-going experience.

Every theater offers a different artistic opportunity for your production. While Shakespeare wrote his plays to be performed on a thrust stage, you can perform As You Like It any way you like it. There is no right or wrong. You can fill any stage with love.





	1  Another term you will hear for the proscenium is the “fourth wall.” This refers to the imaginary wall that is removed so that the audience can see the actors and action on stage. When an actor begins to address the audience directly, they are “breaking the fourth wall.”


	2  If you need to define directions from the audience’s perspective, say, for ticketing, use “house left” and “house right.”


	3  Short for the original Greek term “vomitorium,” literally, a place where stuff erupts from.
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Chapter 3
Scenic Design: Space, Texture, and “The Statement”


Why build scenery? Good question.

Why take wonderful scripts; cast them with brilliant, lively actors; entrust them to spirited, creative directors; and then encase them in piles of expensive, distracting, noisy, heavy, monolithic scenery?

Like we said, good question.

People come to the theater to see actors perform! So why do we persist in thinking that we have to have a truckload of scenery on stage? Just because a play takes place in Versailles does not mean that we have to have the Hall of Mirrors, complete with cascading cherubim, just to get the idea across. (Unless of course you are doing the musical Queen of Versailles!) We have all heard gasps from the audience when the curtain goes up, but if the performances did not carry the show, the audience was just as bored as if the scenery were made of cardboard. We all love to watch the chandelier crashing down on the stage in Phantom of the Opera, but we don’t walk home humming the scenery—we remember the actors and their performances.

We must have a gene kicking around in our collective pool that keeps telling us, “You’re doing a show. You must build scenery.” That 24has been the normal thought pattern for most of this century, after all, and even with the development of other design areas, we all have a tendency to fall back on scenery.

When dealing with scenery, the first and most important question you should ask yourself is: What is the show about? Then, ask yourself: What do we need, what do we really need to get that point across to the audience? Often, the answer might not even be scenic. A voice announcing departures can suggest “airport,” the shadows cast by light through a barred window can say “prison,” and a tea set can say “drawing room.” Even if the answer is scenic, constant attention to that question—What is the show about?—can help you approach scenery in an intelligent way that won’t end up stressing your technicians, your budget, or, most importantly, your show. After all, this is not Field of Dreams. Even if you build it, they may not come.

Having said all that, the purpose of this chapter is not to turn you into a scenic designer. Rather, the purpose of this chapter is to help you see a script in a new, more visual way, as well as to help you understand why stage designers make the choices they do. Scenic design can be thought of as the art of addressing three issues: space, texture, and the “statement.” Space and texture are the practical, real-world ways that we create an environment on stage. However, without grounding these practical pieces in a solid artistic concept, you may be stuck with a grandiose pile of junk, totally inappropriate for your play. Let’s start with the Big Picture, and afterward we’ll talk about how to create it. Along the way, we will also help you understand the most fundamental theatrical drawings—floor plans, elevations, and renderings.


The Statement: The Big Picture


Drew Says: A designer I worked with in college always began a new production by finding one defining object for that show in the real world. A few days after we started work on A Streetcar Named Desire, we were walking down a street in Providence, Rhode Island. It was winter, and the red brick colonials around us were frosted with snow. Most of the houses had 25little neoclassical facades over their front entrances and severe-looking paned windows with storm shutters. In short, it was about as far as you could get from the steamy New Orleans inner city of Stanley Kowalski and Blanche DuBois.

Suddenly, the designer grabbed my arm and pointed. “Oh my god, Streetcar!” they gasped. Following their arm, I looked for what had gotten them so worked up, and sure enough, there was Streetcar. It was a tall, wrought-iron gate that closed in front of a set of brick stairs. The iron was ornately, even grotesquely, wound around the gate, giving a sense of great wealth, with a hint of new money gone bad. Each vertical bar was capped with a little brass ball, and the handles were two languid curlicues. Best of all, the whole thing was completely rusted.

The next day we came back with the Polaroid (alas, no smart phones in those days . . . ) and, for the entire design period, we covered the walls of the studio with photos of that gate. Time and time again, it pulled us back to what we really wanted to say about the play: the faded glory, the grotesque sensuality, the decay.

We did not always use these “inspiration pieces” on the sets that they inspired, but this time, it was too good to pass up. We built a perfect replica of that gate on one side of the set, complete with the red-brick stairs, and it gave us immense pleasure to see Blanche pause in front of it every night to give her now-clichéd closing benediction: “I have always depended on the kindness of strangers.” That gate said more about her condition than two tons of scenery could have.



The Statement is the ultimate answer to the question, “What is the play about?” It is the rallying point for all the designers. The Statement may be a visual (like the Streetcar gate), audible (like a piece of music, or Chekhov’s “plucked bow string” at the end of The Cherry Orchard), or written (a word, a speech), abstract or concrete, simple or complex, in the show or out of it. The Statement may be a painting, a piece of junk, a pop culture reference, or a newspaper article. Whatever it is, it gives the designers a place to start and a place to return to when they need inspiration.

The Statement is the talisman that the director gives to their flock. Discovering it, expressing it, and sharing it are all things that the director must do to get the ball rolling and keep it on the move.
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How to Read a Script Like a Set Designer

The first time you read a script, forget about the design. Just read it! Enjoy. Visualize only if you want to. Follow the story and savor the characters. Read the script like an audience member.

Once you have finished being an audience member, however, take that hat off and put it away for a while. Now put on your designer hat and read the script again.

The most important, practical thing that the set designer is looking for in the script is the number and kind of spaces that the show requires. The purpose of the scenic design is to service the actors and the script. Don’t start out trying to make something that is visually impressive. Start by answering the question “What kind of space do I need?”

When visualizing the space needed, remember there is a good chance the physical theater has already been determined by the company you are working for. You need to ask yourself, “How can I make this work in the specific architecture? Is there any way I can manipulate the physical space to help tell the story?” While architecture dictates a lot, it is not the end-all-be-all of space design and storytelling.


Joel Says: When working on Moulin Rouge in Boston, the creative team wanted the audience to be a part of the show. The scenic designer brought the stage out in a passerelle4, surrounding some of the audience, and even used some house seats for scenic elements by adding a confetti-shooting elephant on one side and a working windmill on the other. The design transformed a traditional theater into a whimsical nightclub by breaking the fourth wall.



As you read through the script with your set-designer hat on, start making lists. Make lists of locations. Is there more than one? Where are they? Are they interior spaces or exteriors? Do they require doors or windows? What kinds of specific physical objects do they require? Does the action require more than one of them to be visible at once? What is mentioned specifically? What is only suggested?

Sets break down into three rough groups, and by the time you finish your read-through, you should have a pretty good idea which one fits 27your show best. It is worth noting that each of these groups has its own set of difficulties and none of them should be seen as “easier” to design or build than any other.


The One-Set Show

This is a show that takes place in one location, like a living room, an office, or a backyard. The set does not change, although furniture and props may be moved around within it. These shows are generally more realistic and have a fair amount of detail on the set. One-set interiors—particularly those where the walls are built to surround all three sides of the set—are often referred to as box sets.

Thrust, arena, and black box spaces have an intimate setting that lends itself to one-set shows, as it is very difficult to make scene changes of any scale happen. If this is the type of space you are designing in, the audience is only a few feet from your scenery. You will want to make sure your finishes look professional. Remember, if the audience is on more than one side, walls are going to be difficult to use due to sightlines. Props become the primary indicator of location.



The Multi-Set Show

Shows that move from location to location sometimes require fully realized sets for each location. Large musicals such as Guys and Dolls are good candidates for multi-set shows. Often, the designer creates a surrounding “frame” of scenery, while inserting different sets within the frame. For example, since Anything Goes takes place on a ship, a designer might create a ship-like atmosphere with decks, railings, and portholes, while changing walls around to create different rooms.

Multi-set shows aren’t restricted to musicals, however. The nonmusical play The Crucible takes place in four different locations. Again, these locations have a common element: They are all rooms in wood-frame buildings in Salem, Massachusetts. The successful designer will tie them all together with common elements, reducing the number of pieces that have to be changed for each scene, but still with distinct sets for each location. The amount of detail on each set can be less than for a one-set show because the surfaces are reduced.

Multi-set shows also require time during the play to change scenery. Hence, they are often written with the scene changes during intermissions. 28In the case of musicals, there are often short scenes between the long ones. These scenes, called in-ones, are made to be played in front of a downstage curtain in order to allow time for the scenery to be changed upstage. The name comes from the term used to describe the scenic drop that flies in behind them. This is called an “in-one drop” because it falls just behind the first set of drapery legs, the “in-one” legs. (The second set of legs is called “in-two,” the third set is called “in-three,” and so on.) Multi-set shows are often the most expensive way to do scenery.

Sometimes, multi-set shows will have more than one of the locations onstage and visible to the audience at the same time. This is necessary if the play changes quickly from location to location, as is sometimes the case when the playwright actually wrote a movie script but is trying to make it work on stage.

Projections can help to change settings without big expensive scenery. While a projection screen can be a large upfront expense, content to fill the screen is incredibly affordable in the long run. This can help to create different settings without the need for large expensive scenic pieces. Just remember that projections need to be done in concert with the lighting designer, as the projections cast light on the stage and the stage lights can wash out the projection.



The Unit Set

Another solution to scripts with multiple locations, the unit set, does not require full-blown sets for each scene. Rather, the designer creates a space that will accommodate lots of different scenes. Then, smaller pieces are added and subtracted to communicate specific locations. Major scenic elements, like the walls, do not change, while smaller elements—furniture, banners, window frames, coffins, ship’s wheels, and so forth—are added and subtracted. The plays of Shakespeare are often done this way, as they frequently have multiple locations but Shakespearean stage directions are rarely specific: “A ship.” “A grove.” “Rome.”

A unit set sometimes uses different parts of the stage for different scenes. If there are small, intimate scenes, then the designer must create some small, intimate places, and the lighting designer must turn off the lights on all the other areas. If there are crowd scenes, then there must be large, open spaces. The space should be designed to be subdivided in 29as many ways as necessary. Unit sets may tax the creativity of the design team, but they are often the most rewarding solution, offering simplicity and low cost while maintaining the atmosphere of the show.

The decision between multiple, fully realized sets or a single “unit” set is both an artistic and budgetary one, and there are solutions that have a bit of both. The critical issue, however, is the flow of the show. If your multi-set show is getting bogged down in lengthy scene changes, try a unit approach instead.




The Backstage Survival Guide to Reading and Creating a Floorplan

Now that you have read the script and begun to visualize what sort of set you want to use, you should begin to get it on paper and see how it lays out in the theater. You are going to create a floorplan.

Would you do Thanksgiving dinner for your family without a floorplan? We sure wouldn’t! It is the single most important drawing in the theater, and every single person on a theatrical team should know and understand the floorplan. A floorplan is how people talk to each other about space.

[image: Diagram of a theater stage layout with clear line labels for escape stairs, steps, platform, masking legs, wagon, proscenium line, plaster line, sightline, and centerline.]
Fig. 5. A sample floor plan.
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Find the Theater

A floorplan can be understood as a bird’s eye view of the stage after someone came along with a gigantic chainsaw and sliced the roof off the theater. Actually, the slice is usually taken about head high, that is, about five to six feet off the stage floor. Any object that falls underneath the slice is shown as a solid line. Anything above it is shown as a dashed line. Anything that the chainsaw would actually cut through, like a wall, is shown as a heavier line with the interior of any shape filled in with cross hatching. (This is why the proscenium arch is drawn this way—the chainsaw would cut through it.)

Get a drawing of the theater you will be working in and look at the stage space itself. Find the permanent part of the theater—the part that is always there, even when the set is gone. Look for thick, dark shapes, possibly with cross hatching inside them. In a proscenium theater, find the proscenium. In a thrust or arena space, find the audience or another landmark. In a hotel ballroom or other nontheatrical space, look for the walls and doorways. Get yourself oriented to the space as a whole before you try to understand what type of scenery you want to put in there.



Find the Center Line and the Plaster Line

We learned about this in chapter 2. In a proscenium, you will want to find the center line and plaster line5, known as your “0-0.” Technicians installing a set in a theater use the plaster line and the center line to get the set in the right place, and you should always find these first on any floor plan. If you are in a black box or arena space, you will need to find your center/center, the middle of the space, and divide it into quadrants such as N, S, E, and W. Again, this is how you will track how all of your scenery is laid out in the space.



Remember Stage Directions

When talking about a floor plan, always use proper stage directions. “Stage Left” and “Stage Right” are the actor’s left and right, not the 31audience’s. When you are sitting in the audience talking about a show, get used to crossing your hands in your lap so your left hand is pointing to stage left and vice versa. It’s a simple but useful trick.

Next, remember that “Upstage” is the back of the stage, away from the audience, and “Downstage” is toward the audience. Up, down, left, and right are often combined in stage directions, as when the director tells you to go “downstage right.”

The center of the stage is called—wait for it—“Center Stage,” so life isn’t always complicated.



Add the Major Scenic Elements

Let’s add any flats (walls) and platforms you envision the production needing. Remember, if they are “above the slice,” that is, above the actor’s head, they will be drawn as dashed lines. Anything “below the slice” is drawn as a solid object.



Add Elevations

Elevations6 on a set are usually measured from the “real” stage floor, that is, the permanent floor, not whatever platforming is in the set itself. Heights are usually shown in circles, with a “+” or a “–” to show how much that platform is above or below the stage floor. A platform marked “+8"” is eight inches higher than the real stage floor, or one step up. A surface marked “–1'6"” is actually below the stage floor, so there must be an opening in the floor. Pay close attention to elevations since they will radically affect the performers’ ability to move around the stage. Rakes are shown with the height circled at the bottom of the rake (usually DS) and an arrow pointing in the direction the rake slopes up (usually US) to the final circled height. As you add platforms, stairs, and rakes to your set, be sure to add the circled heights. If the entire set is on one level, no need to add any elevations!
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Look for Traffic Patterns

How will performers move around the stage? What alleyways are you creating for the performers to move through? Will there be places for long crosses? Are there reasons to go to different parts of the stage? Do you need a crossover?



Are There Doors and Windows?

The floorplan should indicate which way they open, or if they open at all. As stated above, look for traffic patterns and be sure our doors allow for ease of movement around the space.



Pay Attention to Masking

As a designer, it is your responsibility to add masking to the ground plan to ensure the audience can’t see what is happening backstage. A good floorplan will have a little “+” sign in each bottom corner showing the extreme sightline. This is the “worst” seat, the seat that, through the combination of being way out to the side and close to the stage, has the best view of the backstage area. There will be one on either side of the auditorium. If you design the masking so that these two people cannot see backstage, then you probably have prevented everybody else from seeing backstage as well. That said, sometimes you will need to sacrifice a little backstage sneak peek for the extreme seats in order for the masking to not cut off too much of the playing space.


Joel Says: I once did a production of Cinderella, and as I stood offstage waiting to clip the Fairy Godmother into a flying device, I stared out onto a sea of a hundred-plus faces in the audience. There was no way to add enough masking to block off everyone’s view without hindering the playing space, so the decision was made to sacrifice the hundred or so seats for the sake of 1,600 other people. You can’t win them all.





Moving Scenery

Any piece of rolling scenery should have more than one position marked, usually an onstage position and an offstage one. Flying scenery will only have one location marked (the onstage one), but it should be marked 33as a flying piece, usually with a notation on the “fly rail” shown on the ground plan.



“Weird Stuff”

Basically, this means anything that we have not covered so far. Every set is different, so this might be anything. Make sure you understand what every single line on the drawing means or prepare for some tech week surprises.



Models

Even with a good floorplan, the set designer may be asked to make a three-dimensional model, either a physical or digital one. It can be difficult to imagine how a floorplan will translate into real objects if you can’t see it in three dimensions. A model is the best way to really see how things will play together on the stage. This is especially useful if you have large scenery rolling offstage and storing in the wings. The model will give you a chance to see how everything can play together and look at the traffic patterns of scenic and prop elements. Even if you have a model, however, you must know and understand the floorplan. For one thing, in some situations, you may not have enough time to build the model, no matter how much you want to. In addition, a floorplan is far more precise than a model, it contains real measurements, and it can be folded up and put in your pocket. Gotta love that.




Texture and Color: Giving the Show a “Look”

As you are reading the script, it is useful to try to imagine what kinds of materials would be appropriate. It is this choice of materials that gives the show its “look.” Will you rely on painted muslin, or will you utilize three-dimensional sculptures carved out of foam? What about scaffolding and chain-link fencing? How about neon, vinyl, brick, or bales of hay? The list is endless. It helps to come up with a list of adjectives that describe the feeling you would like the set to convey to the audience. Make the adjectives as colorful and descriptive as you can. “Comfortable” might describe a room, but it may not tell the director or props crew much. How about “academic,” or “lived-in,” or “like a rabbit burrow.”

34The texture of the set is derived from the mood and atmosphere of the script and characters. One thing to keep in mind about texture is how much it disappears over distance. In a proscenium theater, most of the audience will be a long way away from the scenery. If you put something textural on the stage and then step back ten feet to admire it, you are not seeing what the audience sees. Step back into the middle of the house and see how much of the texture actually shows. You will quickly see that what looked rough and coarse at ten feet looks like a Formica countertop from row M.

Color is another way of expressing texture, and all the same thoughts apply. Color brings out emotional responses and, as such, can be discussed with emotional adjectives. Again, stay away from “bright” and “dark.” Try “sodden” or “pasty” or “sparkling.”


Coordinating Texture in Scenery and Lighting

Different textures call for different lighting treatments, so be sure to keep the lighting designer informed about how the scenery is going to look.

The direction of the lighting can reveal or destroy texture. Light coming from straight ahead will wipe it out. Light coming from the sides, above, or below will emphasize it.

Shiny textures and light colors may create problems for lighting, namely, glare and bounce. A textured surface will tend to “eat” light and not allow it to go anywhere else. Slick, smooth surfaces, especially floors, will reflect light onto surfaces that should not be lit. Glare is produced when a light shining from upstage toward downstage—known as a back light—is reflected into the audience’s eyes by a shiny floor. It can be extremely distracting to the audience. Bounce is the opposite: Light coming from downstage bounces off the floor and splashes onto the walls







Coordinating Texture in Scenery and Costumes
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