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PROLOGUE 

Theatre has a lways been a s t rong ly visual exper ience. But the images w h i c h once 

merely decorated the stage are today expected to be a to ta l ly in tegrated feature of 

the p r o d u c t i o n , not on ly p rov id ing env i ronmenta l suppor t for the actors bu t 

con t r i bu t i ng a visual response that is metaphor ica l rather than l i teral. 

This book considers the potent ia l c o n t r i b u t i o n of cos tume, set t ings, props and 

l igh t ing to a stage p r o d u c t i o n and endeavours to expla in the process by w h i c h 

they are des igned. Theatre des ign , like every other art, is u l t imate ly based on 

decis ions w h i c h arise f r o m inspi rat ion rather than logic. Yet these ideas can on ly 

be s t imu la ted , f i l tered and deve loped w i t h i n the f r a m e w o r k of a w o r k process. 

The book is in tended as an in t roduc t ion to the possibi l i t ies and processes of 

des ign for the theatre. It is hoped it w i l l of fer suf f ic ient ins ight in to the des ign 

process to prov ide an embryon ic designer w i t h a m e t h o d of p roceed ing f r o m first 

t h o u g h t to first n ight . 

The au thor is indebted to the many designers w i t h w h o m he has w o r k e d — and 

the many more he has never met but w h o s e art has exc i ted h im as a member of the 

audience — for s t imu la t ing his visual t h i n k i n g abou t theatre. He is par t icu lar ly 

grateful to L o n d o n ' s Central Schoo l of Ar t and Des ign, w h o s e theatre des ign staff 

and s tudents inspired th is a t tempt to verbal ise a process w h i c h is conce rned w i t h 

images rather than w i t h w o r d s . 

A l t h o u g h its basic w o r k processes tend to remain constant , theatre des ign is a 

con t i nuous l y evo lv ing art. The i l lustrat ions in th is n e w ed i t i on , therefore, inc lude 

many designs for p roduc t ions w h i c h have been staged in the seven years s ince 

the first ed i t ion w a s pub l ished. These designs were s h o w n in the Make Space! 

exh ib i t ion f rom w h i c h the Brit ish entry w a s selected for the 1 9 9 5 Prague 

Quadrennia l where it was awarded a special Go ld Meda l . 
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1 THE ROLE 
OF DESIGN 
THEATRE DESIGNERS are members of the creative team who bring life, through 
performance, to a dramatic script and/or score. This team includes: 

* Actors who are the primary interpreters of a writer's words and music. 

* Designers whose visual interpretation of script and score costumes the actors 
and provides a supportive environment. 

* Directors who integrate all the individual elements of interpretation within an 
overall concept, the style of which they have primary responsibility for estab­
lishing. 

* Audiences who assist a fresh renewal of the interpretation at each perform­
ance through their response to the production and their interactive rapport wi th 
the actors and with each other. 

Whether writers and composers take an active role in the interpretation of 
their work depends primarily, and obviously, upon whether they are still alive. 
Even so, their involvement rarely extends beyond the first production and possibly 
an occasional major revival. 

A large support team of enablers help translate creative ideas into performance 
reality. In particular, the realisation of all visual aspects is dependent upon the 
interpretative skills of costume, set and prop makers, and technicians. 

The prime enablers are producers whose packaging of a production includes 
the decision to do it, the bringing together of a team and the provision of funding. 
The producer's role is essentially one of creative midwifery. During preparation 
and rehearsals the key enablers are production managers whose organisation 
of time and money ensures that the production is ready for its first performance, 
on schedule and within budget. Responsibility for enabling a smooth perform­
ance every night, through the integration of acting and technology, rests with 
stage managers. 

It must be emphasised that every member of the enabling team has a creative 
role. Designers are totally dependent upon the creative skills of all those who are 
involved in interpreting their designs. Interpretation is more than just a matter of 
carrying out instructions. Even the most detailed design is still something of a 
skeletal idea to be developed and transformed during its realisation as a costume, 
prop, scenic element or lighting balance. 



2 DESIGNING FOR THE THEATRE 

Indeed at no po in t du r ing the real isation of a dramat ic w o r k for per fo rmance can 

anyone respond in a merely passive w a y . Even w h e n the scr ipt inc ludes very 

speci f ic ins t ruc t ions for h o w it is to be per formed, and w h e n these ins t ruc t ions are 

fa i th fu l l y adhered t o , the var iat ions be tween di f ferent p roduc t ions can sti l l be 

immense. Therefore a designer 's role, like that of everyone w o r k i n g in a theatre (or 

a t tend ing the per formance as aud ience) , is one of creative in terpretat ion. 

THE DESIGNER'S VISUAL RESPONSE 

The designer 's con t r i bu t i on t o a p roduc t i on arises ou t of a visual response to the 

dramat is t 's w o r d s a n d / o r the composer 's music. This response w i l l be in f luenced 

by d iscuss ions w i t h the other members of the creative team. Ideal ly it w o u l d also 

be a response to observat ion of character and ensemble deve lopment d u r i n g 

rehearsal. However , the realities of schedu l ing normal ly require irreversible des ign 

dec is ions to be made before rehearsals have even started. 

This v isual response w i l l most obv ious ly mani fest itself in the c o s t u m i n g of the 

actors and prov is ion of an env i ronment for the stage ac t ion . But it shou ld also 

of fer a s ta tement abou t the play's intent: a visual metaphor for its verbal 

ph i losophy . 

This ph i l osophy may not necessarily be a part icular ly deep or searching one. 

Theatre offers the possib i l i ty of exp lor ing the nature of human i t y at all levels, f r o m 

the fundamen ta l to the f r ivo lous. A n d to make c o m m e n t on several levels 

s imul taneous ly . Even the most l i g h t w e i g h t play, apparent ly seeking on ly t o 

amuse, offers c o m m e n t on h u m a n frai l ty that can t r igger qu i te f undamen ta l 

t h i n k i n g in an audience. 

The designer 's visual response to the nature of the play w i l l be a factor w h i c h 

b o t h in f luences, and is in f luenced by, the style of p roduc t i on w h i c h the creat ive 

team dec ide to pursue. Visual style w i l l help to determine the nature of the stage 

env i ronment . But th is w i l l also be heavi ly dependent u p o n the pract ical needs of 

the ac t ion . Design shou ld be focused on the need to suppor t the actors: the 

c lo thes they wear, the objects they handle and the w o r l d they inhabi t must 

suppor t their p ro jec t ion of the characters they play. 

AREAS OF DESIGN 

Costumes i nc lud ing w i g s and make-up , are part icular ly associated w i t h ac t ing 

s ince the c lo thes an actor wears w i l l bo th stem f rom the w a y a character is p layed 

and , in t u r n , in f luence the w a y that the character is p layed. 

Settings and lighting prov ide a f lexib le stage env i ronment w h i c h can suppor t 

the p lay 's progress t h r o u g h t ime and place. The nature and f lex ib i l i ty of th is stage 

env i ronmen t is de termined by the demands of the text , and by the w a y in w h i c h 

the chosen p r o d u c t i o n style handles such demands. 

Props con t r i bu te a l ink be tween actor and env i ronment . A l l ob jec ts w h i c h the 

actors handle are classif ied as props (shor tened f rom propert ies, a w o r d deeply 

establ ished in theatre j a r g o n ) . They are an intr insic part of the ac t ion and are not 



3 THE ROLE OF DESIGN 

to be con fused w i t h dressing the set by p lac ing ob jects o n it for pure ly v isual 

ef fect. Props inc lude every th ing f rom furn i tu re and meals to the personal p rops 

used by part icular characters in the fu r therance of the p lo t (e.g. pens, letters, 

money , etc.) and cos tume props w h i c h are more in the nature of c l o t h i n g 

accessories (e.g. umbrel las, spectacles, e tc . ) . 

VISUAL STYLE 

Everyth ing p laced u p o n a stage by a designer is c o n d i t i o n e d by the v isual style 

w h i c h has been adop ted for the p r o d u c t i o n . This v isual style con t r ibu tes to , and is 

der ived f r o m , the overal l p r o d u c t i o n style w h i c h the creat ive team have chosen for 

their in terpretat ion of the scr ipt . It determines jus t h o w the designer dresses the 

actors and prov ides t h e m w i t h a stage env i ronment . Conversely , it is the w a y in 

w h i c h the actors are dressed and the nature of t he env i ronmen t in w h i c h they 

per form that establ ishes the style. A classic case of in te rac t ion ! 

FOUR-DIMENSIONAL DESIGN 

Theatre designers are nei ther inter ior designers nor fash ion designers. Stage 

space, stage c lo thes and stage l igh t ing are no t des igned for l i v ing in , bu t t o 

prov ide a v isual metaphor for a l i terary or musical dramat ic w o r k and suppor t its 

c o m m u n i c a t i o n t h r o u g h per formance. 

A t a purely physical level the theatre designer, hand l i ng th ree -d imens iona l 

space and ob jects w i t h i n a t ime progress ion, is a f o u r - d i m e n s i o n a l designer. 

However , cons ider ing the s o m e w h a t metaphys ica l nature of theatre, it w o u l d no t 

be d i f f i cu l t t o propose add i t i ona l , more ph i losoph ica l l y based, d imens ions to a 

theatre designer 's w o r k . 



2 THE THEATRE 
BUILDING 
B e f o r e c o n s i d e r i n g p r o d u c t i o n d e s i g n i n a n y d e p t h , w e s h o u l d g i v e s o m e t h o u g h t 

t o t h e n a t u r e o f t h e a t r e b u i l d i n g s . H o w d o e s t h e d e s i g n o f a p r o d u c t i o n ' s s t a g e 

e n v i r o n m e n t r e l a t e t o t h e t o t a l e n v i r o n m e n t p r o v i d e d b y t h e a r c h i t e c t u r a l f o r m a n d 

f u n c t i o n o f t h e t h e a t r e i n w h i c h t h e p r o d u c t i o n is h o u s e d ? 

U n t i l t h e p r e s e n t c e n t u r y , t h e s i t u a t i o n w a s s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d . T h e a t r e h a d a 

s t a n d a r d f o r m a n d , a l t h o u g h t h i s g r a d u a l l y d e v e l o p e d , t h e p a c e o f c h a n g e w a s s o 

s l o w t h a t e a c h g e n e r a t i o n h a d a c l e a r v i e w o f w h a t c o n s t i t u t e d a t h e a t r e . A n d t h e y 

c o u l d g o t o a p e r f o r m a n c e w i t h a c l e a r e x p e c t a t i o n o f a s t a n d a r d p r o d u c t i o n s t y l e , 

f a m i l i a r i n b o t h i ts a c t i n g a n d i ts s e t t i n g s . 

B u t i n t h e c u r r e n t c e n t u r y t h e p a c e o f c h a n g e h a s q u i c k e n e d . T h e a t r e ' h a s b e e n 

t h e s u b j e c t o f a g r e a t d e a l o f f u n d a m e n t a l t h i n k i n g , a n d t h e r e is n o w a w h o l e 

r a n g e o f t h e a t r e b u i l d i n g f o r m s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y a v a i l a b l e as o p t i o n s . P e r h a p s t h e 

e a s i e s t w a y t o c o n s i d e r t h e s e c u r r e n t o p t i o n a l f o r m s is b y a b r i e f h i s t o r i c a l s u r v e y 

o f t h e i r e v o l u t i o n . 

FROM THE RENAISSANCE TO THE EARLY 
TWENTIETH CENTURY 

C h a n g e a b l e s c e n e r y d i d n o t b e c o m e a r e g u l a r p a r t o f t h e a c t o r ' s e n v i r o n m e n t u n t i l 

t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f i n d o o r t h e a t r e a f t e r t h e R e n a i s s a n c e . A n d t h e n , f o r n e a r l y t w o 

c e n t u r i e s , t h e s c e n e r y r e m a i n e d a d e c o r a t i v e b a c k g r o u n d w i t h l i t t l e i n t e r a c t i o n 

b e t w e e n a c t o r a n d s c e n e . 

A c t o r s i n a G e o r g i a n p l a y h o u s e p l a y e d o n a s t a g e w h i c h t h r u s t i n t o t h e 

a u d i t o r i u m , w e l l b e y o n d t h e f i r s t b o x e s . A n y a c t i o n o f c o n s e q u e n c e t o o k p l a c e 

f o r w a r d o f t h e p r o s c e n i u m w h i c h w a s f l a n k e d b y a p a i r o f d o o r s u s e d f o r 

e n t r a n c e s a n d e x i t s . T h e c l o s e c o n t a c t w i t h t h e a u d i e n c e t h a t r e s u l t e d f r o m t h i s 

t h r u s t i n g s t a g e w a s f u r t h e r e m p h a s i s e d b y a c t o r s a n d a u d i e n c e s h a r i n g t h e s a m e 

a u d i t o r i u m l i g h t i n g . T h e a c t o r s w e r e t h u s a s s o c i a t e d m o r e w i t h t h e g a l l e r i e d r o o m 

t h a t w a s t h e a u d i t o r i u m t h a n w i t h t h e s c e n i c b a c k g r o u n d w h i c h w a s r e s t r i c t e d t o 

m a k i n g a p i c t o r i a l s t a t e m e n t o f t h e l o c a t i o n o f t h e a c t i o n . 

A l t h o u g h t h e s c e n i c p i c t u r e s w e r e n o t a p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e g r a t e d f e a t u r e o f a 

p r o d u c t i o n , t h e y d i d h a v e a n i m p o r t a n t r o l e a n d i n d e e d t h e i r s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r t h e 

a u d i e n c e is c o n f i r m e d b y t h e p r i n t i n g o f d e s c r i p t i o n s o n t h e a d v e r t i s i n g b i l l s , 

e s p e c i a l l y w h e n a s c e n e w a s n e w l y p a i n t e d . ( A p l a y h o u s e r e p e r t o i r e w a s s o w i d e 

t h a t t h e b a s i c p r o d u c t i o n d e s i g n p r o c e s s w a s o n e o f p e r m u t a t i o n . N e w s c e n e s 

w e r e a d d i t i o n s t o s t o c k , a n d a l t h o u g h a s c e n e ' s i n i t i a l a p p e a r a n c e m i g h t w e l l b e 



5 THE THEATRE BUILDING 

Richard Leacroft's drawing of William Wilkins' Barnwell Theatre in Cambridge (c. 1816) 
reconstructs a typical intimate Georgian playhouse. 

for a speci f ic play, thereafter it c o u l d be cal led u p o n t o serve any p roduc t ion . ) 

Aud iences responded posi t ive ly to perspect ive pa in t ing in a theatre where stage 

d e p t h c o u l d be used to enhance the perspect ive. W e c a n n o t fu l l y k n o w h o w the 

aud iences reacted bu t it seems l ikely tha t their ob jec t ive apprec ia t ion of the 

painter 's art w a s mixed w i t h a suspens ion of disbel ief w h i c h , i nduced by the tota l 

a tmosphere of the per formance, a l l o w e d paint and canvas t o become reality. 

Scenic backg rounds were a lways accorded more impor tance in opera and 

bal let — and indeed sti l l are. Large choruses, and p lo ts h i n g i n g u p o n magic 

t rans format ions , b r o u g h t the ac t ion in to a more integral con tac t w i t h the scene. 

But tha t scene w a s sti l l a perspect ive pa in t ing w h o s e van ish ing po in t resulted in 

perfect v i e w i n g be ing possible f r o m on ly one central pos i t ion in the aud i to r ium. 

Nevertheless, the general qua l i ty of the pa in t ing w a s such tha t pleasure cou ld 

usual ly be ob ta ined f r o m even the most a w k w a r d l ine of s ight . 

It w a s aud ience preference for a v isual theatre tha t u l t imate ly pushed the actor 

back in to the scene. The managers were happy to accede: apart f r o m a commerc ia l 

desire (and need) to please the audience, the retreat of the th rus t stage increased 

a u d i t o r i u m capaci ty . 

Scenery t o o k the s tandardised fo rm imposed by the universal techn ica l a rch i ­

tecture o f the stage. This p rov ided mach inery for loca t ing and c h a n g i n g side 

w i n g s and overhead borders. Every stage had sets of g rooves in w h i c h side w i n g s 

c o u l d be sl id o n and off . The grooves were parallel t o the f ron t of the stage and 

©1981. Richard Leacroft


