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Advance Praise forTransforming Space Over Time

“I have found Beowulf to be a marvelous colleague, even (or especially) on challenging and complex projects. His creativity, ability to solve problems, and collaborative spirit are all in evidence in this useful, entertaining, and inspiring book that is both practical and personal. It is so like him to offer not only his own wisdom but that of his most experienced and articulate co-conspirators. I’m proud to be one of them.” ~James Lapine, writer/director of Into the Woods and Sunday in the Park with George

“Beowulf Boritt is one of Broadway’s brightest set designers. His work on my play Meteor Shower deftly expressed the complexities of the play and its demands for instant set changes. The play could not have been done without his incredible gifts.” ~Steve Martin, writer/actor/banjo player

“Beowulf Boritt is one of the most exciting set designers to come along in the last decade. His attention to detail is evident in all of his productions—he becomes a master storyteller through his designs. The same dedication he brings to his glorious work, he also brings to this book. It’s a completely engaging and insightful read.” ~Susan Stroman, director/choreographer of Contact and The Producers

“In addition to Wulfie’s enormous talents as a designer and craftsman, he is almost uniquely gifted with a sense of what a piece ‘really is.’ Every idea of his seems to amplify the initial intention. It’s kind of uncanny!” ~John Kander, composer of Chicago and Cabaret

“Working with Beowulf on our modern-day Much Ado about Nothing was indeed one of the great joys of my professional life. To feature a brick home set in Atlanta, Georgia, draped with a political banner bearing the name of Stacey Abrams and the year 2020 set the scene perfectly for patrons to sit in Central Park and embrace this masterpiece written in 1585.” ~Kenny Leon, director of acclaimed Broadway revivals of Fences and Raisin in the Sun

“If you love theater, either as a theater maker or as a theater appreciator or both, you should read Beowulf Boritt’s book. He brilliantly and meticulously takes apart the process of creating a production. He is an immensely talented designer who understands both the plumbing and the poetry involved in making a show.” ~Jerry Zaks, director of acclaimed Broadway revivals of Guys and Dolls and Hello, Dolly!

“Beowulf Boritt has an eye and a gift for storytelling, he marries the playwright’s words to the images that create the world we live in onstage, he is a master, he knows never to overwhelm the story with a heavy hand of design, allowing every touch to illuminate the tale we’re trying to tell. He’s a master who studies the masters. In Sunday in the Park with George, the words ‘look’ and ‘see’ appear often. If I may borrow the words that Sondheim and Lapine gave Seurat to say: ‘Give us more to see.’” ~Mandy Patinkin, George in the original Broadway production of Sunday in the Park with George

“This book is a must-read for anyone interested in the art of stage design. Beowulf is a mad genius. He brings ideas on paper to life on stage—and he does it brilliantly.” ~Mel Brooks, writer of The Producers and Young Frankenstein

“Beowulf provides consistently clear-eyed insight into the process of creating theater—both straight plays and musicals. He complements the story of how the show was made with deeply engaging interviews with each show’s director. Longtime theater-makers and fans of theater will be delighted by this book.” ~Thomas Kail, director of Hamilton

“I love theater for the magic it can create and not just for audiences willing to suspend their disbelief but for the actors as well. That magic happened for me when I stepped onto Beowulf’s stunning set of The Seven Deadly Sins at Lincoln Center’s State Theater. I was transported by Beowulf’s imagination, wit, and elegance, which allowed Wendy Whelan, the New York City Ballet dancers, and me to soar in safety and in inspiration. That is a feat. That is a great designer. That is Beowulf. The insights and stories in this book will be of great value to young directors and designers.” ~Patti LuPone, Eva Perón in the original Broadway production of Evita

“Most of the design books I have read have been very technical and dry. Beowulf takes you on a journey. This book tells a story, actually several well-told stories. Stories about the people behind some of the best shows in theater and how those stories are in every fiber of his theatrical designs, and isn’t telling well-told stories what theater is all about? I loved this book.” ~James Monroe Iglehart, Genie in the original Broadway production of Aladdin

“From Cher’s yellow plaid to Christian’s convertible, design helps define stories. Beowulf is one of Broadway’s best (and coolest) designers. This invitation to peek backstage with him is a treat for anyone who loves the theater.” ~Amy Heckerling, writer/director of Clueless

“As both an audience member and a collaborator, I have literally had a front-row seat to the magic and artistry of Beowulf Boritt’s scenic design. His knowledge, ingenuity, and creativity serve as an inspiration to all theater makers, and now, how fortunate we are to have this entertaining, informative, and enlightening book showing us Beowulf’s process in motion. For anyone looking to expand their skill set and educate themselves about this important art form, this is a must read.” ~Tom Kitt, composer of Next to Normal and Flying over Sunset

“When I go to a show designed by Beowulf Boritt, I have something special to look forward to: Where will he take me next? How will he realize his sense of ‘where’? With abstraction, naturalism, romanticism, or some new way? I’m always captivated; I’m always surprised. In Transforming Space Over Time, Beowulf shows how he develops, inspires, and expands audiences’ ideas of how a set can function and tell story in the theater.” ~Jeffrey Seller, producer of Hamilton and Rent

“I couldn’t put it down and read it straight through. I learned a LOT and had a ball reading it. Something VERY special and valuable here. Bravo.” ~Thomas Schumacher, producer of The Lion King

“Working with Beowulf was a joy, and I felt held onstage by his design choices. Raising the stakes and pride of our entire production.” ~Amy Schumer, actor/comedian

“Playing on Beowulf Boritt’s sly and minimalist set established the tone for subversive play in the Scottsboro Boys musical, which was a deconstructed minstrel show. It had all the trappings of a glitzy yet makeshift world in which you could do anything, play anything, and be anything. It put the demands on the audience goer to let their imagination soar high and deep. A play space that was off-kilter set up by the beams that framed our space that gave dimension and depth to the stage but immediately you would know that something was awry. I loved playing on Wulfie’s sets in New York, Minneapolis, and London. A designer who truly loves actors and trusts that he and his director would invite the artists into a play space in which they can have full agency as creators and interrupters of the space.” ~Colman Domingo, Mr. Bones in the original Broadway production of The Scottsboro Boys

“I have always had great affinity for designers and have had such good luck in my work in the theater. Our design meetings about the Yiddish Fiddler on the Roof were magical and the result, perfection. I’m so grateful.” ~Joel Grey, actor/director, Emcee in the original Broadway production of Cabaret




TRANSFORMING

SPACE

OVER

TIME

SET DESIGN AND VISUAL STORYTELLINGWITH BROADWAY’S LEGENDARY DIRECTORS

BEOWULF BORITT

APPLAUSE

THEATRE & CINEMA BOOKS

Essex, Connecticut



APPLAUSE

THEATRE & CINEMA BOOKS

An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of

The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

Lanham, MD 20706

www.rowman.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2022 by Beowulf Boritt

Unless otherwise credited, all photos are from the author’s collection.

“Convict camp in Greene County, Georgia, 1941” on page 67 is attributed as Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection [LC-USF34-9058-C]

“Military ‘technical’” on page 125, is licensed under the

Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic license (CC BY 2.0).

[https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/legalcode]

Sketch by Eugene Delacroix on page 163 is licensed under the

Creative Commons Attribution CC0 1.0 Universal (CC0-10) Public Domain Dedication.

[https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/legalcode]

“Walk-In Infinity Chamber” on page 225 is attributed as Stanley Landsman (American, 1930–1984). Walk-In Infinity Chamber, 1968. Wood, glass, lightbulbs, and electric circuitry. Overall: 138 × 138 × 138 in. (350.52 × 350.52 × 350.52 cm). Milwaukee Art Museum, Gift of the artist and Friends of Art. M1974.117. Photographer credit: John R. Glembin.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Boritt, Beowulf, author.

Title: Transforming space over time : set design and visual storytelling with Broadway’s legendary directors / Beowulf Boritt.

Description: Guilford, Connecticut : Applause, [2022] | Includes index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2021054407 (print) | LCCN 2021054408 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493064847 (cloth) | ISBN 9781493064854 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Boritt, Beowulf—Anecdotes. | Theaters—Stage-setting and scenery—United States. | Set designers—United States. | Theatrical producers and directors—Interviews.

Classification: LCC PN2091.S8 B643 2022 (print) | LCC PN2091.S8 (ebook) | DDC 792.02/50973—dc23/eng/20220213

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021054407

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021054408

[image: frn_fig_002]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992



For Mimi

You were born ina merry hour.

Was a star danced, and under that were you born.

I love you with so much of my heart that none isleft to protest.
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Foreword

How Does He Do It?

In the course of examining any artist’s body of work, inevitably I begin to notice recurring motifs: a use of a particular material, a certain color, a specific harmony, a characteristic turn of phrase. Those repetitions, whether they’re conscious on the artist’s part or not, are guideposts to what an artist is really saying, what that oeuvre is really “about.” I fell in love with Beowulf Boritt’s work over twenty years ago, and I have been watching avidly since then, trying to articulate some essential quality of his set designs that makes them so clearly identifiable, so utterly his. But Beowulf doesn’t make it easy.

My problem stems from the fact that what really draws me into Beowulf’s work is the sheer “differentness,” the chameleonic versatility of his designs. It’s not just that one set looks different from another; what’s remarkable about Beowulf’s theatrical vision is that each set thinks differently. Not only does the visual aesthetic change but so does the mechanism that drives it. If one stage picture indulges in bold theatrical metaphor, another is realistic to the most quotidian detail. If the show you’re seeing tonight feels natural, organic, earthen, then the show you see next week will almost certainly be industrial, cold, electronic. Sure, there are characteristics that define a Boritt set—most particularly his gentle but pointed humor—but at a glance, his twenty-five Broadway set designs (to say nothing of what must be upward of four hundred international, regional, and off-Broadway productions) don’t seem to add up to a single statement. And yet I’m convinced that there is a big story being told over the course of Beowulf’s career.

Set design is always a collaboration—primarily between the director, the writer, and the designer—but it is also a summation. What the set designer must do is make the writing, the direction, the size of the theater, the way an actor moves through space, even the very neighborhood where a play is being performed, all merge into a single physical representation of what this piece of theater has to say about the world we live in. Beowulf is not the kind of designer who imposes a point of view onto the work; rather, he creates a space where that point of view has room to announce itself. That gift is at the heart of Beowulf’s magic, and this book is a key to understanding how he does it.

This is a book about how collaboration drives the artistic process, and as such, it’s hardly just a book about set design or about theater. What comes out again and again in Beowulf’s conversations with some of the greatest directors in the American theater is the relentless challenge of simply communicating. How can the art communicate the story, the emotion, the idea? This isn’t a purely philosophical exercise. In order for the art to communicate, everyone has to be clear about what exactly they’re trying to say, and as a rule, anyone who is unshakably clear about what they want to say is not to be trusted. So the process is about exploring the ambiguity in the idea, turning over both sides, trying the thing you know for sure is wrong so that you can see if maybe it’s right. And to pull that off, you need both extraordinary technical skill and, even rarer, the ability to negotiate the impossible politics of ego and economics that are at the heart of theater making in the twenty-first century.

I’ve known Beowulf since his first big off-Broadway design, which was for my show, The Last Five Years, in 2001, and in these two decades, I’ve watched him guide audiences through stories of every possible genre and provide settings for every imaginable emotion. He’s still got a long way to go before he’s finished, but if I were basing my theory on the work I’ve seen so far, I think what Beowulf is trying to say is that the theater—with its skewed and forced perspectives, its endless limitations, its essential unrepeatability—is the place where we come to understand our lives. Some artists insist on telling the story; some move mountains so that there is space for the story to be told.

—Jason Robert Brown, April 2021




Prologue

I’ve designed 25 shows on Broadway in the past fifteen years. I’ve designed more than 450 across the globe in the course of my career. Yet when I’m asked what my design process is, it’s difficult to answer. I start by reading the script and discussing it with the director, and I communicate the finished design by building a very detailed scale model. In between those two points, the process is as varied as the shows I’ve designed.

Collaboration between a designer and a director sparks creativity in both directions—and everyone’s work is better for it. I’ve had the astounding good luck to have worked with some contemporary giants of the American theater, including James Lapine, Kenny Leon, Hal Prince, Susan Stroman, and Jerry Zaks. Each is a unique artist, and each resulting production was very different. The six shows included here were chosen to illustrate approaches to visual storytelling as different as these five directors are from one another.

The sixth interview is with a writer, Stephen Sondheim. His work is intrinsically tied to two of the directors I’ve included: Hal Prince and James Lapine. Reading and listening to Steve and James’s musical Sunday in the Park with George was my gateway to a life in serious musical theater. I never had the good fortune to meet the other American literary giant who opened my eyes to what great modern theater could be, with Fences: the late August Wilson. But I’m lucky to have had the opportunity to work with Kenny Leon, one of his disciples.

Although my focus is on visual storytelling, I included a writer because I think of theater as essentially a literary form. In film the primary communication is visual: motion pictures. In dance the visual is paramount, usually in conversation with music. Music is the form of communication in opera; the words are secondary. But in theater—at least the kind of theater I tend to work on—the primary communication is literary: words.

That literature—the words of the script—is conveyed by actors to the audience. All the rest, including the design, is frosting. Design enhances the experience, focusing the audience’s attention and enhancing the meaning of the words, but it’s not strictly needed. Still, I prefer my cake with frosting.

Communicating place and time period can be an important part of set design, but I’d equate it to an actor being able to do a variety of accents. You ought to be able to do it, but it’s not what makes your work great. Establishing time and place is neither the most important nor most interesting aspect of the work. Visually representing the themes of the story is. My goal is to couple thematically evocative visuals with a considered transformation of the physical space as the story plays out. Set design is a kinetic sculpture that is constantly being manipulated to enhance the emotions and narrative of the story: transforming space over time.

Thematic evocation and spatial transformation are my tools to create an intellectual concept to guide the scenery and support the story. Once that concept is clear in my mind, I can envision the style of the set: literally, what it will look like. When the process goes well, the frosting really does enhance the cake.

For each of the six shows I’ve chosen, I have mapped out my process from the very first glimmer of a concept, through its various permutations, all the way to the finished design the audience sees. Integral to that process is my collaboration with the other artists on the team—particularly the director, but also my fellow designers and production technicians. And perhaps equally critical are the business realities, the showbiz, associated with mounting a production, whether it is a star-powered show headed directly to Broadway (Meteor Shower) or a tortured, five-year marathon journey (Prince of Broadway).

I hope this book is entertaining for theater fans and theater veterans alike. My experiences on these shows, and the accompanying interviews with their directors, are meant to provide aspiring theater practitioners with practical tools and examples as well as an inspiring window into the art and craft of stage design. And because I clearly remember the challenges of being a young designer myself, I hope they provide encouragement to all who are just beginning their adventure.

—Beowulf Boritt, November 2021




ONE

Fairy Tale

Designing Act One for James Lapine

Once Upon a Time

In early January 2013, my phone rang. The caller ID said James Lapine.

“Beowulf, how are you? I’ve got a job for you, and I think it’s a peach. But it’s going to be very, very hard. I’m adapting Moss Hart’s Act One.”

“I’m in,” I said.

A little history. The writer/director James Lapine created the Pulitzer Prize– winning Sunday in the Park with George with Stephen Sondheim. Sondheim has written in his book, Look, I Made a Hat, “James was . . . the first (and only) writer I’ve worked with who thinks like a director. His first impulse is visual.” James also wrote and directed Into the Woods, Passion, and William Finn’s Falsettos, among many others. And, most important to me, he directed The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee.

In 2004, as a young designer, I was interviewed by the director Michael Unger to design the first production of Spelling Bee, by William Finn and Rachel Sheinkin, at Barrington Stage, a small summer-stock theater. I was offered the job . . . and then I read it. It was a terrible idea for a show. It featured adult actors playing children; there was audience participation; and the music seemed inane to me. (Of course, I was too unsophisticated to consider the fact that I was listening to a rough “scratch tape” of the musical director playing and singing it.)

I told my agent, Ron Gwiazda, that I was busy and thought I should pass on the job. “I really think you ought to do this one,” he suggested. “It has potential. David Stone [the producer of Wicked] is interested in it.”

Ever the obedient client, I listened to him. Lucky break number one.

Parenthetically, about ten years later, I was offered another project that seemed profoundly uncommercial—a musical about 9/11. Who would want to see that, no matter how good it was? My new agent, Seth Glewen, said, “I really think you ought to do this one.” Again, I listened. It turned into Come from Away, which, as I write this, has five companies playing. Suffice it to say, these experiences taught me that I need expert help in determining what’s commercial!

Back to Spelling Bee. It went through several iterations in the year that followed. The tech process at Barrington was rough. Michael Unger couldn’t seem to make Bill Finn happy no matter what he tried. After the Barrington production, Michael was fired, and Finn’s old friend and collaborator, James Lapine, took on the project. Some members of the creative team were let go but, after an interview, James asked me to continue with the project. Lucky break number two.

The show opened off Broadway to great reviews, and David Stone decided to move it to the Circle in the Square Theatre. It was my first Broadway show. It ended up running for three years, and nothing opens professional doors in the theater like a hit Broadway show. Lucky break number three.

I designed several other shows for James in the succeeding years and didn’t design several I thought he should have asked me to!

Bespectacled and bald, James is probably the least overtly dramatic personality featured in this book. But that quiet exterior belongs to a director who is exacting, difficult, and time-consuming to work for—and it’s all worth it. The results are always exciting, because he’s incredibly smart, and I know that all his pushing will stimulate me to design something more interesting than I would have come up with on my own. My work with James is “collaboration” in the best sense of the word. And as I’ve gotten to know him, I’ve found him to be a warm and caring guy under that cool exterior and biting wit. So when he called in 2013, I was thrilled.

Act One is the autobiography of Moss Hart, a titan of early twentieth-century American theater. Hart wrote nine plays—six with George Kaufman, including Merrily We Roll Along and You Can’t Take It with You. In later years, he directed the classic musicals My Fair Lady and Camelot. Act One is arguably the theater’s most famous and beloved rags-to-riches memoir. I gather it offers a very liberal version of the truth, but it perfectly captures the spirit of life in show business to this day. Call it a fairy tale of the theater.

The 400-page book covers a lot of ground, and James’s adaptation is pretty faithful. The draft I first read was 160 pages long (about 50 pages longer than most scripts) and passed through about fifty locations. For perspective, Shakespeare’s plays often have many locations, but he usually establishes each new place by having a character walk in and say something to the effect of, “Forsooth, what a nice castle this is, and it sure is dark tonight!” You seldom need more than a door, a balcony, and a bench to ensure that the audience at a Shakespeare play understands where they are. Modern playwriting, influenced by film, similarly tends to cover many locations but often with a minimalist design aesthetic in mind, so those locations can be boiled down to a table, a bed, a door. James’s Act One called for the realism of a classic Moss Hart play. The kitchen needed to be a kitchen, with an icebox, a working sink, and a stove. The producer’s office needed a desk, a typewriter, and a door, plus a door to an inner office that also needed a desk and chair. The mansion needed a desk, a typewriter, a daybed, a table to serve tea on, and so on... through fifty locations. It was important to embody Moss’s rise in the world from the squalid and cramped tenement where his story began to the grand home of George S. Kaufman, where he ended up.

This wasn’t a play; it was a movie.

I read the script first, then the book. With the flavor fresh in my mind, I made a chart breaking the play into locations, noting the duration of each scene by number of pages and physical needs, such as doors, windows, props, and so forth. Because of the complexity of the play, this document grew to the size of a small book—but it provided structure and organization.

While some scenes went on for many pages and would take up five or ten minutes of stage time, many ran less than a page before the location changed. The set would need to be fluid enough to carry the action from point A, to point B, to point Z swiftly and easily, without slowing down the storytelling. To further complicate matters, most of the scenes involved just two or three people; they needed to be played intimately. We couldn’t risk the characters disappearing within a cavernous set.

When I sat down with James for an initial discussion, he had a vague idea that the show should play out on a multilevel structure that sounded a bit like Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre. But the thing that really stuck in my mind from that first conversation was his desire to capture the excitement and energy of youth. Moss Hart is a young man in the story, ambitious and frenetic, and James wanted to show that. “I see him madly dashing up and down lots of stairs and banging on closed doors,” he told me.

Lincoln Center’s Vivian Beaumont Theater is a wonderful “thrust” stage, my favorite kind to work on. But it’s huge. The proscenium portion is about sixty feet wide while a typical Broadway proscenium is less than forty. I had never designed for the Beaumont before, although I’d seen many shows there, so I spent some time sitting in the house, trying to get a sense of the space and imagining different ways to fit Act One into it. Fortuitously, on one of these visits, I ran into the brilliant set designer John Lee Beatty and asked if he had any advice about the space.

“Remember that it’s enormous,” he said. “It takes a long, long time for scenery to travel from the wings to center stage.”

What constitutes a long, long time? In a show with just a few scene changes, twenty seconds may not seem very long. But if you have fifty locations and it takes twenty seconds to change each set, that amounts to more than fifteen minutes of scene changes in the course of an evening! That can absolutely kill the pace of a play, especially one that is three and a half hours long to begin with.

The concern that scene changes would weigh down the story led me toward an idea that the action could all play continuously in an abstract space. Usually, less is more onstage, so I started working on a set representing an empty theater seen from the side, perhaps with an onstage auditorium visible. The scenes would play out with minimal furniture used flexibly; for instance, the kitchen table might become the producer’s desk just because the actors treated it as such.

This was hardly a new idea. I’d designed this sort of “backstage” set before, and other set designers have too. But it seemed right for a story about life in the theater and would also allow me to mask the depth of the huge stage so it wouldn’t overwhelm the intimate scenes. I had a nagging feeling that the idea was not grand enough for the scope of the play, but I made an appointment to show it to James and get his reaction.

After six minutes of showing and explaining this “backstage” idea, I could tell that James thought it was a cliché. Stifling a yawn, he said, “You got anything else?” Luckily, I did.

The night before our meeting the nagging voice in my head had told me I needed a better idea—and I’d had a eureka moment. An idea had popped into my head almost fully worked out. It felt like divine intervention, but I guess it was my subconscious. My only tool to encourage these epiphanies is to spend time thoroughly reading and discussing a show and then to leave it alone for a few weeks without attempting to nail the design. My subconscious seems to keep working even when I’m not, occasionally with exciting results. This kind of inspiration doesn’t always hit, but in this case, at zero hour, it did.

I could use the Beaumont’s huge size to my advantage rather than fighting against it. I’d make a three-story-tall structure out of massive, raw wooden beams, like the skeleton of a turn-of-the-century tenement. The beams would define many, many small rooms in which the story took place, all packed and stacked together around a turn-table. This way, each of the locations could be fully realized. If I could work out the location of each room in the scenic structure to mirror the play’s written structure, actors could simply step from one location to the next as the turntable carried it to center stage. Each space would have to be relatively small—and that would help focus the audience on the tight, two-person scenes. Small spaces would also lend a note of realism; we were, after all, talking about cramped tenements and tiny producers’ offices.

Once I had the idea, I realized I had better find a way to show it to James the next day. So I stayed up all night madly building a rough model with matchsticks, balsa wood, old popsicle sticks, and whatever else was handy to create the structure. Then I tore through my shoe box of leftover model pieces, doors, windows, and architectural details scavenged from earlier sets to flesh out the idea. By the wee hours of the morning, I had a model pulled together—quite rough but conceptually clear. In fact, its very crudeness seemed to speak to the play, which is all about the boundless energy and messy exuberance of youth. Its messiness also seemed to reflect the visual disorder of New York City, a place that’s constantly rebuilding and reinventing itself, continually piling new structures over and around old ones. The exuberance of the model was exciting; I’d need to translate that into the final set.

I pulled this second model out and walked James through it. He thought for a moment and then said, “Yes. That’s it.” The whole thing, from idea to approval, had unfolded in about twelve hours. I’d spend the next six months sorting out the details and the six months after that realizing them.

Planning the Quest

As I worked, James developed the script. He reduced the required locations to maybe thirty-five instead of fifty. I broke the set into six pie wedges to organize it. The important locations that characters returned to multiple times would be more fully realized, while the sites visited only once or twice would share more neutral parts of the set that could be redressed between scenes to define new places.

The tenement that Moss Hart grew up in would be a full three stories, complete with an upstairs neighbor’s apartment and a rooftop, all evoking the crowded living conditions. A stage with a proscenium, a working curtain, box seats, and a second upper balcony (important to the story) became another permanent part of the set. With few changes, this could serve as the seven different theaters needed over the course of the story.

George Kaufman’s grand East Side town house, with an upstairs study, adjacent bathroom, grand entry hall, and downstairs living room, was another permanent structure. Connecting these three areas were three neutral spaces that could be transformed into all of the minor locations. An Escher-esque maze of stairs would connect the various levels to facilitate movement and provide additional playing spaces.

[image: chpt_fig_001]
Ground plan of Act One 

The set was designed to sit on an expansive donut turntable 75 feet in diameter. (For perspective, typical Broadway turntables are 20 to 25 feet in diameter.) Once the multistory structure was built on top of it, it would be downright huge. Almost from the start, I’d had the costs of the set hovering in the back of my mind, so I decided on the donut (a moving outer ring with a stationary center), thinking it would be a little cheaper to build if the entire 4,500 square feet didn’t need to move. Sometimes producers insist that they don’t want to shackle the designer’s imagination with budgetary concerns, but the reality is that scenery costs money. If the budget is going to be fifty cents, there’s no point in pursuing a brilliant idea that costs a hundred dollars.

For a set like this, I knew money would be a challenge. My budget was on the low side for a Broadway set in 2013. I had more money than I would for a single-location straight play but only about half what I would have expected for a musical—and Act One was like a musical in its requirements.

There’s an old but valid cliché: “Fast, cheap, good—pick two.” One reason Broadway sets are so expensive is that producers often have to wait to find out what theater will be available to them, and, with just a few months before the show opens, they have to scramble to build everything and rush it into the theater. Construction becomes extra expensive because of overtime premiums and rush orders on materials. I realized that in this case, because we knew we were going into the Beaumont and I could fully design the set well ahead of time, the shop would have longer than normal to engineer and build it.

To address the money crunch, James and I went to André Bishop, the artistic director of Lincoln Center Theater, and Jeff Hamlin, the production manager. We explained our idea for the set and showed them the rough model and some sketches. I think André was worried that the giant set might overwhelm the play, but, to his credit, he told us to move forward if we were confident about it.

Once I design a set, my assistant creates the technical drafting. Then I typically bid out the work to multiple scenery shops to see who comes back with the best and most economical plan. In this case, however, Jeff suggested that in light of our (too) modest budget, we approach a single scene shop and work with it to figure out the best way to build what we wanted within our means. He suggested a shop in Connecticut called ShowMotion, headed by Bill Mensching, a jolly bear of a man who is a perfect combination of artist and engineer. Bill always seems to know, or is curious enough to figure out, the right technical solution to the weirdest artistic challenge. Lincoln Center has had a long, solid relationship with ShowMotion.

Over the next few months, I worked with Bill to figure out how we could make our idea more affordable. One of the first things he suggested was to reduce the overall scale of the set to fit onto a sixty-foot turntable rather than the seventy-five-foot one I’d had in mind. It would still be pretty huge, apparently the largest turntable in Broadway history, but considerably less expensive. Bill also suggested we forget the idea of the donut. He had a thirty-foot turntable in stock, and it would be cheaper to enlarge it than to build a whole new donut. So much for my original cost-saving notion!

Working with the shops, painters, and technicians to build a set is every bit as much a collaboration as that with the director and other designers. If I listen to what they say and encourage them to bring their own creativity to bear, it almost always turns out better than if I keep a tight rein on every detail.

Having signed off on the smaller turntable, I began rethinking how the set could function within these new constraints. Don’t misunderstand: I don’t think of “constraints” as a negative word. There are always constraints, and sometimes they inspire good new ideas. In this case, the full turntable would allow me to expand some of the set structure inward. Moss’s tenement could now be several rooms deep. Upstage of the kitchen would be more rooms, creating a warren of humanity all crammed together. The added depth would also allow me to add interior catwalks and staircases, so actors could move through the middle of the space and appear in unexpected places on the second level.

[image: chpt_fig_002]Initial and final sketch elevations of Act One

I read and reread the script. I drew and redrew a flattened-out elevation of the entire set, trying to work out where each scene would take place so the action could flow seamlessly. I began to think of the set as a line drawing of New York, sketched in wooden beams.

The massive wooden posts would be the outlines of the various locations and define their salient features but would define those spaces impressionistically, without including every detail. I had stumbled onto the etchings of Martin Lewis, a brilliant early twentieth-century artist, and was using them as inspiration for minimal but specific detailing.

My crude first model was a starting point, but I’d need to build a more finished model in order to work out the details in three dimensions. I knew this was a physically complex idea, and the model would be crucial in explaining various aspects of the set to James, the actors, and the shop. And it would be handled a lot, so it needed to be really sturdy.

I bought a bundle of square brass rods at the scale of the beams I envisioned and fired up my soldering iron. Throughout the swelteringly hot summer of 2013, I soldered and soldered and soldered. I built parts, stared at them for a day, and then tore them apart and rebuilt them. As fate would have it, my wife, actress Mimi Bilinski, was out of town doing a show, but I had other distractions to worry about: major construction going on next door to my apartment meant a literal jackhammer pounding in my ears. As I worked day after day, week after week, I became so focused on tuning out the noise and building the model that I stopped putting away my laundry or cleaning the apartment.

[image: chpt_fig_003]
Glow of the City by Martin Lewis, 1929

After a few weeks, I was living in tenement conditions myself, but I had a brass model of a set that would fit in the available space and serve the needs of the scenes. I added a bit of white paint and made it look like it was made of bleached, weathered wood. I decided to paint the surface of the turntable bright red to heighten the set’s theatricality.

I’d “finished the hat” and was ready to show it to James. I was thrilled with the details and scope of what I’d done. Now to get the apartment cleaned up before Mimi returned.

James was away for the month and invited me to come up to his summer place on Martha’s Vineyard to show him the set. I’m not ordinarily a fan of trekking out of town for design meetings, but a summer weekend on an island beach was appealing!

[image: chpt_fig_004]
Model for Act One

After an endless drive through summer traffic and a relaxing ferry ride, I found myself sitting on James’s deck, stepping through the model scene by scene to explain how the action would move from one location to the next.

James wanted even more stairways and doors, pointing out places where they would give him added flexibility in staging. But, on the whole, he loved the structure and the way it allowed the story to flow from scene to scene. We discussed the three neutral pie wedges as potential locations for new scenes he might write—an inevitability with a new play. These spaces could remain adaptable as the script changed.

But he hated the white set against the red floor. I had been trying to create tension between the rough, wooden beams of the structure, the modern cleanliness of the whitewash, and the red, but James felt it looked too modern. In tone, the play was meant to hark back to the early twentieth-century works of Kaufman and Hart. I promised to repaint everything in darker, more traditional wood tones so we could look at it that way.

By late summer, the model was finished. The tenement was a multiroom rabbit warren. On the deck level was the family kitchen with a working sink, an old gas stove, a pantry, and a kitchen table where Moss would write his plays. Next to it was a tiny bedroom for his aunt Kate. Upstage, stretching toward the middle of the turn-table, was the rest of the apartment, with a living room sofa where Moss’s parents would sleep and a bedroom for the boarders who supplemented the family’s meager income. All these spaces were separated by sheer scrim sheets hung on clotheslines. This enhanced the patched-together, claustrophobic feel of a space that had been divided and subdivided in an attempt to give its inhabitants a little privacy.

Out the front door of the apartment was the common front hall with a three-story stairway leading upward. One level up was a public hallway with a telephone where Moss would receive an important call at the end of the first act. An apartment occupied by the Harts’ nosy neighbor was directly above theirs. Finally, the stairway led up to the tenement roof where Moss would retreat for a little peace and quiet. The entire structure of the tenement section of the set was painted nearly black, like old wood layered with a hundred years’ worth of black soot and grime.

Stage left of the tenement was a neutral area. A low-ceilinged lower level would be re-dressed from scene to scene to be a fur-coat factory, a rehearsal room, a diner, and a hotel bar. Above it was a room with windows facing into the turntable. This would function as three successive producers’ offices, each one better appointed than the last as Moss climbed his professional ladder. New window dressings and show posters would indicate the change. In the second act, this space would be George Kaufman’s dressing room.

Continuing stage left down a flight of stairs was the theater. I made a proscenium arch with a few working curtains. There were box seats and a second balcony—the “cheap seats” from which Moss would see his first play. Through the proscenium arch, when the curtains were raised, was a view into the center of the turntable that would prove useful down the road. Next came another neutral space, a high-ceilinged open area that would become a theater manager’s office, a crappy dressing room, and an all-purpose backstage room full of old flats and props. In the theater section of the set, the beams were painted to look like well-worn mahogany, the rich red tone reminiscent of the paneled interiors of traditional theaters rubbed to a warm patina by countless passing audiences.

[image: chpt_fig_005]
Act One model: Tenement and three-story stairwell

Next was George Kaufman’s town house, a version of the real one that still exists on East Sixty-Third Street. Kaufman’s daughter, Ann, still lived there when I visited, and it’s lovely, but I felt the theatrical representation needed to be grander. Kaufman provided Moss’s entrée into theater work, and the house had to exude glamour and success.

I made a three-story front hall with a grand, sweeping staircase leading to Kaufman’s upper-level study. Below the study was a twenty-five-foot-wide living room with a grand piano, sofas, bookshelves, and a dining table. A lavish party scene would occur here, where Moss would meet many of Manhattan’s luminaries of the twenties, from Dorothy Parker to Langston Hughes to Edna Ferber. The party scene is a theatrical-memoir trope where a young up-and-comer meets and is awed by establishment bigwigs—and anyone who has worked in the theater can attest to its basis in reality. For me, this scene played out when I received my first invitation to Hal Prince’s annual Christmas party at his Fifth Avenue duplex overlooking Central Park. Mimi and I huddled in a corner, happily overwhelmed, listening to Jason Robert Brown on the piano while Joan Rivers chatted with Lauren Bacall and Elaine Strich. On our way out the door, we literally bumped into Stephen Sondheim coming off the elevator. On my set, I wanted to create a room that might hold such an experience.

On the second level of the town house was Kaufman’s office, the locus of the longest and most essential scenes at the heart of the play. It’s the place where Moss becomes a playwright as he learns from and collaborates with Kaufman. These scenes are a window into how a playwright works and seemed to me a window into James’s collaborations with Sondheim too. I would come to discover that the published version of James’s Act One is dedicated to Sondheim—thus confirming my suspicion.

I made the office big and wide, with an oriental rug and nice though not ostentatious furniture. Three twelve-foot-tall windows opened to upstage. This was the “castle” of the fairy tale, the visual representation of a star playwright’s success. To the left of the office was an elegant little bathroom with a working sink, because Kaufman was obsessed with washing his hands. The entire town house, made of beams like the rest of the set, would be painted a bright white, so that Moss would journey from the grimy, sooty, filth of his impoverished roots to the bright cleanliness of Kaufman’s affluence.

[image: chpt_fig_006]
Act One model: George Kaufman’s mansion

A final neutral space fit between the mansion and the tenement, serving as a hotel room in act 1 where Moss would encounter a crazy, stark-naked producer. In act 2, with new curtains and furniture, it would be a hotel room where Kaufman and Moss would work on endless rewrites. Below this space, reached by a steep, straight stair that Santino Fontana, the actor who would play Moss Hart, would dub the “suicide stair,” was the small tenement bedroom mentioned earlier, re-dressed later to serve as a hotel lobby.

That was 90 percent of the set, but there were a few bits of scenery not connected to the main sculptural structure. Throughout the show, a massive red scrim curtain could travel, closed or partially closed, in front of the turntable to hide portions of the set and focus the audience’s attention. There were several important scenes set in the back row of the theater, where Hart and Kaufman watched their plays in previews. In one scene, Moss watched his play descend into disaster, causing him to throw up into a trash can. A couple of metal back-row railings moved by actors into place in front of the theater balcony would represent this location. The scrim would partially obscure the trash can and the more graphic aspects of Moss’s upset stomach.

Finally, I imagined ten light-up 1920s theater marquees that would fly in at the end of act 1, as Moss feels the door to Broadway opening to him. For this detail, I got lucky: Lincoln Center had made similar signs for an earlier production and had them in storage. I would probably have had to forgo this bit of frosting otherwise. Mirroring these signs, at the end of act 2, a huge marquee for Once in a Lifetime with Kaufman’s and Hart’s names emblazoned on it would fly in—visual evidence that Moss had indeed made it to Broadway.

Upstage of all of this was an enormous white cyclorama with a black scrim in front of it. Since the set was so massive, a sense of openness was crucial to keeping it from feeling heavy and crude. Lighting the cyc would reveal the open filigree of the set and make it feel light despite its size.

It was time to set the gears in motion and realize my design, so I handed the model over to Alexis Distler to do the technical drafting. I’d first hired Alexis in 2008 as an assistant on a small project. Within five years, she had become my most trusted associate. Alexis is a calm, sophisticated woman and an incredibly reliable associate whom I trust to make tasteful artistic choices when I’m not in the room. She has a great rapport with carpenters and painters, who always seem happy to do what she asks, and she’s never shy about diving in and helping them do it. The first time I saw her, in three-inch heels, doing paint touch-ups on a set, I knew her elegance wasn’t a barrier to getting the job done. She has been by my side through most of the experiences I recount in this book. My trust in her when we’re working on a show makes her almost an extension of myself—and if I don’t mention her that often, it is because we function so seamlessly as a team.

Act One was the most complex show Alexis and I had ever worked on together. It was such a maze of spaces and stairs and beams that it was tricky to flatten into two-dimensional drawings. Soon after this show, we would switch to virtual modeling in three dimensions—which, in retrospect, would probably have made the process easier here—but at the time we were still confined to a two-dimensional format.

After a few tough weeks and, I suspect, many sleepless nights, Alexis completed the detailed technical drawings for ShowMotion. In early September 2013, the shop had a go-ahead on a set we didn’t need delivered until February 2014. Fast, cheap, or good? We had time on our side and the cost under control, so the only wild card was whether my work would prove to be good.

Before the set could be built, we had to figure out how it could be lit. This was trickier than usual because it was two and three stories tall, which meant that many of the locations had ceilings.

Ken Billington, the show’s lighting designer, is a tall, elegant, white-haired man, always a gentleman and a consummate professional. Ken has more technical knowledge in his head than fills many textbooks, and he is a brilliant artist. We’ve worked together many times, but even on Sondheim on Sondheim—our first collaboration, when this Broadway legend found himself lighting for a novice set designer—he always treated me respectfully and kindly. Ken spent several days with the model, figuring out where he could hide tiny lights under the ceilings. While he was doing that, I laid out a plan for incorporating practical lights into the set: wall sconces, chandeliers, hanging light bulbs, you name it. By the time we were finished, there were so many individually controlled lights on the set that it was impractical to run individual control cables. Instead, Ken put six stacks of dimmer packs on the set itself, and I promised to find a way to hide them with steamer trunks or old tarps or fancy tablecloths. Ultimately, we had 126 individually controlled electric channels built into the moving set.

[image: chpt_fig_007]
One page of the Act One scenery/props tracking chart

Next, I turned my attention to the hundreds of props the story required. My longtime collaborator Buist Bickley was on board as properties supervisor. Buist is six-foot-five and thin as a rail. He has a charming South Carolina accent and is brilliantly creative—one of the best prop supervisors in the world. As for his name (and mine), Patti LuPone once quipped, “Beowulf Boritt and Buist Bickley? You sound like a vaudeville act.”

I had been steadily expanding my tracking charts with details of how the set would rotate and what the props and dressing should look like. By the time I started working with Buist, I had thirty-six pages of information, including my notes on the re-dressing of spaces that had to be transformed, often in a matter of seconds.

Picking the props was crucial because they would have to do a lot of the work of defining and differentiating the many spaces within the vast set. We looked at varieties of furniture for Kaufman’s study that might suggest refinement and wealth. At an antique store in my neighborhood, I found the perfect writing desk, but it cost $75,000! That’s the danger of shopping in Midtown Manhattan. Buist found some furniture that looked downright tacky up close. Its upholstery was woven through with gold threads, and the finish was clearly cheap faux mahogany—perfect for a Real Housewife of New Jersey. But it looked great from twenty feet away. Buist was experienced enough to recognize what would work beautifully for our purposes—stage purposes.

We wrestled with each space, trying to come up with a limited number of props that would define the location clearly. The multiple dressing rooms were a big challenge. Generic theater dressing rooms, when not decorated by the actors inhabiting them, are blank, uninteresting spaces. Their only real defining characteristic is a wall mirror flanked by light bulbs—and we had a set with no walls. Buist found several freestanding Depression-era mirrors we could place on tables, and he built vertical banks of bare, period light bulbs protected by classic wire cages. He wired these to batteries and wireless dimmers so they could function wherever we placed them. This meant that a table serving as an accountant’s desk in one scene could become an actor’s dressing table seconds later.

In one scene, young Moss works briefly as an actor in a low-budget production of O’Neill’s The Emperor Jones. We planned to place this on the theater section of the set, but I had to find the particular bit of added scenery that would define the scene. I looked at Jo Mielziner’s original set for the opera version of The Emperor Jones and devised a cheap interpretation of it that looked particularly sad on an otherwise empty stage.

A particularly difficult scene to be staged on the theater set was a production of The Beloved Bandit, Moss Hart’s very first play. In the book, Moss describes it as having the “ugliest green set you ever saw.” James dutifully noted that description in the script, and he pronounced too tasteful every version I showed him. Finally, in frustration, I bought a set of children’s poster paint and painted a saloon drop on cheap canvas—with my left hand. The thing would hang in my little proscenium and shiver, shake, and wrinkle whenever an actor walked near it.

[image: chpt_fig_008]
Jo Mielziner’s sketch for an opera version of The Emperor Jones, 1932–1933 (Museum of the City of New York)Jo Mielziner

Several cherished scenes in the book had to be included, and we had to figure out how the set might accommodate them. Late in the story, Moss has an epiphany and bursts in on George Kaufman, who is taking a bath, to tell him about it. Not surprisingly, James and I agreed it should be played in the bathroom that adjoined Kaufman’s second-floor hotel room. The problem was that the prime downstage spot was needed for the sink for Kaufman’s many hand-washing scenes. So, late in the show, I was going to need to swap out that working sink for a full-size bathtub. Karl Rausenberger, Lincoln Center’s clever head prop man, managed to concoct a little internal pump, which we hid among towels under the sink so that water could run from the taps—yet the whole unit was self-contained and could be picked up and moved. I’d hide the bathtub (a lightweight, fiberglass clawfoot) nearby, under a tablecloth in the tenement’s upstairs apartment, until crew could move it into the bathroom. It was a complicated switch, but the scheme for the set was full of these sort of prop changes to define locations.

[image: chpt_fig_009]
Early and final versions of The Beloved Bandit set

The second important-but-difficult scene comes at the very end of the story. Moss’s play is a hit on Broadway, and he can finally move his family out of their squalid quarters. As he leaves the tenement behind, it’s raining, and he pauses to open a window, as if symbolically washing away his unhappy past. The only window in my tenement set was far upstage, and even with all our careful economies, the budget wouldn’t cover the expense of making real rain on a three-story moving set! James and I discussed the issue several times. I always felt this was a weak ending. What kind of person floods an apartment, even a crappy one, that is no longer his? James kept insisting that it provided Moss a sense of release—that it showed him striking a physical blow against the world of poverty he was escaping. We decided to table the whole problem and hope a solution would present itself later.

This sort of detailed work continued until we had dressing for every location on the set. By the time we were done, we’d filled one of Lincoln Center’s large rehearsal rooms with furniture. One day, John Lee Beatty happened by again and it was his turn to ask me a question. “How many shows are all of these props for?” he wondered.

“Oh, this just for act 1 of Act One,” I replied.

Slaying the Dragon

There was no rehearsal space at Lincoln Center large enough for a sixty-foot set to be taped out. Instead, James opted to have a small upper platform with stairs built so he could get a sense of actors on multiple levels. He would have to track the actual locations of scenes in his head, using the model to help him, while our crack stage management team, led by Rick Steiger, shuttled props on and off as needed. I continually updated my tracking chart with the required props and furniture and began noting when I thought the props crew would have to come in to change set dressings as spaces transformed. The skeletal nature of the set meant there were only brief moments where the various spaces would be hidden from view so the crew could access them. The props shifts would have to be carefully choreographed.

Meanwhile, the set was nearing completion at the shop. Although it was meant to look as if it had been fashioned from big wooden beams, it was actually made of five-inch-square box steel painted by scenic artists to look like wood. Ironically, on our “wooden” set made of steel, the only real wood was some pieces painted to look like steel plates with rivets.

Because the set’s structure was a giant ring, each piece of it helped support the rest, making it very solid. The shop had come up with some clever engineering choices to help with stability: For starters, all the banisters on the set, which I had initially specified to be wood, were built from steel rails and custom-fabricated steel balusters. Those railings became structural trusses to diagonally brace the set and keep it from shaking. Bill Mensching estimated that the set would weigh about a hundred thousand pounds when it was finished, and Lincoln Center hired an engineer to make sure their stage could support the weight; luckily, it could.

Even with our generous schedule and careful planning, set construction went down to the wire.
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