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‘Magicians should do their magic to enchant us,


then they should teach us their tricks.’


Augusto Boal




 


Foreword


Theatre designers work from original material, be it written, composed, devised or improvised. Together with the director we interpret the material and design a physical world that frames the action and holds the performers. We must be artists, sculptors, painters and architects. We must be collaborators and negotiators, practical, determined, always keeping a sense of humour.


I have worked all my life in the theatre, starting in repertory theatre in Stoke-on-Trent in the 1970s. I learned my craft with extremely limited resources over the course of eight years. I worked on a great range of plays and documentaries. The work was political and it made sense to me. Stoke is a theatre-in-the-round where the focus is on the actors and what they say; this led me first and foremost to respect the writer and his material and secondly the performers. This philosophy has been the basis of all my work. After Stoke, I was resident designer at the National Theatre for eight years and subsequently I have worked in the UK and all over the world in theatre, opera and film.


Michael Pavelka has also worked all over the world in all forms of theatre and is also an experienced educator, running courses at BA and MA levels. He has written a book that is a comprehensive introduction and guide to the world of the professional theatre designer, a key book for anyone contemplating entering the profession and embarking on a career in theatre design. Before anything else, students of theatre design should read this book, and I wish it had been available for the students of the postgraduate Motley Theatre Design Course, where I was director for twenty years.


However, this is much more than a book for beginners. I would also urge those designers who have already started working to read it to get the benefit of Michael’s overview and his many years of experience.


So You Want To Be A Theatre Designer? puts theatre design in its context. It helps us to understand our heritage and where we are in the evolution of the ever-changing and developing art of theatre design. It inspires us to embrace all that is good that has gone before, while encouraging us to look forward, relishing innovation and change where it can enhance the way we tell our stories. There is no single way to design a production. We develop our own ways of working, shaped by our careers, our aesthetics, our values and our passions.


This book is one in a series about making theatre, complementing those written by (and for) directors, producers, writers and others. It will also be very useful for those other practitioners as an introduction to how designers are creative, and to our ways of thinking and working. This should become the standard textbook on the world of the theatre designer. And, above all, it is a very entertaining read!


Alison Chitty




 


Prologue:


Theatre Design in the Modern Age


In a sense, since the theatre was first produced, there has always been theatre design; although it hasn’t always been called that. In fact, the theatre designer, as a distinct role in the making of a show, has only existed for about a hundred and twenty years.


In England, the first buildings specifically constructed for the presentation of plays were ‘state-of-the-art’ theatres such as the Rose and later the Globe in London’s off-limits pleasure district on the South Bank of the Thames. The architecture of the theatre was the scenic design and the costumes were often extremely valuable hand-me-downs from wealthy patrons. Stage props were, more often than not, the real thing… but all in all, it must have been a radical, immersive experience giving substance to the fact that the word ‘theatre’ describes both the art form and the place that it is conceived for.


The most lavish bespoke sets and costumes had been the domain of court masques: for the elite, not the general public. Design for plays really began to flourish when theatre performances moved indoors. The first acknowledged English ‘designer’ of such events is Inigo Jones, whose early seventeenth-century drawings give us a vivid impression of their scale and sumptuousness. Shakespeare too, mid-career, started to write for stages which were no longer at the mercy of the weather or unruly crowds, and which must have relied on a lesser suspension of disbelief in the actors’ surroundings, opening up the possibility of more visual storytelling and so scene-craft.


The development of the court masque in England was ambushed by the Civil War and a Puritan backlash. But with the restoration of the monarchy, and the resurgence of theatregoing later called ‘Restoration Drama’, a century after Marlowe, Greene and Shakespeare, playhouses began to spring up for the public’s entertainment and, with it, theatres modelled on classical buildings, with picture-framed stages and scenic machinery to deliver an array of special effects.


Until the late 1700s, an audience would go to ‘hear’ a show. By this time, however, theatre productions had become entertaining spectacles as much as a place for listening to stories. Even Shakespeare’s plays were being given new treatments to make them a visual as well as a verbal event. Interludes, like variety acts, were shoehorned into the story, allowing for music and dance to play a part in livening up an otherwise well-worn classical text. The theatregoing public demanded more and more lavishly produced shows; particularly in London’s expanding West End society. Richard Cumberland, one of many successful pioneers among eighteenth-century showmen, declared in his memoirs of 1806 that the age of going to ‘see’ a theatre performance had begun and, with it, the beginnings of design as a vital part of the audience’s experience:




…henceforward, theatres for spectators rather than playhouses for hearers.





For the following hundred more years, the scenic world of a stage show was imagined by theatre producers and crafted by scenic carpenters and painters. They remain the unsung fathers of theatre design, much like the stonemasons and stained-glass makers of medieval churches and cathedrals, who now would be credited with the vision and title of an architect. Theatre designers today still often have a practical skill under their belt, such as prop-making or dressmaking, but that is certainly not an essential requirement since the responsibilities that design brings often outweighs the urge to muck in and get their hands dirty. It’s also useful to have a degree of detachment from the making process to be able to make difficult editorial decisions for the sake of getting the production right, rather than insisting on that favourite hat or luscious wall. Designers began to emerge as those craftsmen with more and more editorial control over their work, ‘cheek by jowl’ with the producers.


With the dawn of the twentieth century came new technologies powered by electricity – this changed everything. Theatre artists could immediately see the potential of controlled electric light, rather than the ambient glow of gas limelight. With the possibilities of lighting instruments that could be focused came a more three-dimensional world on stage, which might cast shadow, look and feel somehow ‘real’, full of subtlety or strikingly abstract. The more sophisticated manipulation of stage light, in combination with mechanical engineering, could then create dynamic and fantastical worlds of transformation and revelation.


Without doubt, the acknowledged forefathers of design in the modern age are Adolphe Appia and Edward Gordon Craig, although there were, of course, other pioneers, such as the prolific Joseph Urban. They are all, in essence, the first acclaimed theatre designers, although they would just as likely have been called stage decorators at the time. The billing for design on posters between the two world wars, if there was any acknowledgement at all of who might be responsible for how a production looked, would read: ‘Decor by…’ This implied that the designer dallied around the edges, chose the colours of the soft furnishings, perhaps decided on the position of the doors and left the rest up to the director of the show (themselves often called the ‘actor manager’ or simply the ‘producer’, as the term ‘director’ was also in its infancy). These theatre artists were significant by way of the fact that they had a complete vision for the stage event: crossing or breaking boundaries. Even the more recent ‘setting by…’ suggests the outmoded notion of a fixed idea.


Edward Gordon Craig, however, had far more to say and do than that. He drew up what has become something of a manifesto for theatre-making that remains valid to this day, a useful checklist of ideas and principles for directors, designers and performers alike. His essay ‘On the Art of the Theatre’ published in 1911 argues that all the elements on stage should work as a harmonious whole and should knit together words, movement, scenery and sound into a single composition – what we might call today a modernist’s ‘total theatre’. Craig’s starting point was that theatre is, by definition, a stylised art form in contrast to the rigorously naturalistic methods demanded by late-nineteenth-century theatre heavyweights, such as Stanislavsky.


Craig constructed systems and experimented with space using models to create symbolic theatrical worlds that were ahead of his time in that many of his ideas could not yet be realised successfully: it took another half-century or so before they would be. In simple terms, he was both ambitious and innovative in pursuit of his ‘vision’, a quality shared with all the most influential designers since.


The vibrant, turbulent, twenty-year period of revolutionary art and social movements during the interwar period brought women designers to the foreground. Growing emancipation was echoed in the emergence of brilliant, radical and socially committed architects and interior designers such as Grete Schütte-Lihotzky or Eileen Gray, and the clothes designers Schiaparelli and Chanel. Their work and artistry married form and function in a clean but sensual aesthetic – a model for the future. In post-revolutionary Russia, and for at least a decade, women avant-garde artists were spearheading the radical reappraisal of theatre’s role in Soviet society.1 So too in British theatre, women were beginning to make a mark on design and on design education that would last through World War Two and into the late-twentieth century – the trio of Margaret Harris, Sophie Harris and Elizabeth Montgomery Wilmot, otherwise known as ‘Motley’, probably being the most influential.2


After the war, the deconstruction and reconstruction of what was the British Empire, and the massive reconfiguration of urban communities around the country, were echoed in the presentation of the world on stage – theatre designers made that drama visible and increasingly dynamic. Advances in affordable electronic technologies, engineering (hydraulics, for example), various synthetic materials and, crucially, an explosion of new architectural ideas all contributed towards designers deconstructing the fabric of stage space and recalibrating it – realising the experiments of Craig, and beyond. The ambitious designs of innovators such as Josef Svoboda (Laterna magika, Prague) set a high benchmark for world scenography, integrating structures, light and projected imagery. Following groundbreaking work by Sean Kenny, whose career and life were cut short but whose legacy was continued by Ralph Koltai (Metropolis), Maria Björnson (The Phantom of the Opera), John Napier (Cats, Time, Les Misérables) and the ‘lift and tilt’ distortions of Richard Hudson, what became known as the ‘designer’s theatre’, inspired a generation of directors and audiences. British design produced exciting theatrical worlds which drove and transformed a story through stage ‘magic’, and which were undoubtedly a major factor in the dominance of the British musical in the West End, on Broadway and across the world during the 1980s and ’90s.


Meanwhile, whether in the playhouse of the Royal Court, the pioneering architecture of Manchester’s Royal Exchange or in Denys Lasdun and Peter Softley’s brutal National Theatre building on London’s South Bank, designers such as Jocelyn Herbert, John Bury or Alison Chitty pursued a more restrained, minimal and, many would say, refined aesthetic. They captured, simply and powerfully, the disturbing worlds of visionaries such as Samuel Beckett and Harrison Birtwistle that pulled apart the post-war human psyche. They left us with iconic stage images that served the story and defined an era.
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Samuel Becket’s Not I designed by Jocelyn Herbert.


Photo John Haynes/Lebrecht Music & Arts.


 


The UK has had its fair share of experimental theatre companies, although they are possibly more likely to have been celebrated in culturally assured mainland Europe, or even further afield, and sit comfortably alongside the likes of Yukio Ninagawa, Peter Stein or Pina Bausch, than in their homeland. Peter Brook found it impossible to stay in England to pursue his grand project of researching and fusing cross-cultural theatrical forms, instead decamping to Paris and teaming up with designer Jean-Guy Lecat to redefine his ‘empty space’. Hesitate and Demonstrate, Impact Theatre Company, Forced Entertainment and a host of others have pushed the boundaries of visual theatre-making over the last thirty years or so. Perhaps the most prolific of these has been Complicite, whose founder and leading light, Simon McBurney, would never consider himself a designer but continues to produce some of the most inventive and arresting images of recent times. Likewise, Lloyd Newson and his company DV8 push the envelope of physicality and spatial illusion. Both mix a fascinating and powerful cocktail of traditional forms and up-to-the-minute visual media.


We are now in a digital whirlwind. The best contemporary designers scoop up their legacy and, using everything at their disposal, are constantly playful, artful, and wistfully reflect on our post-postmodern lives. Theatricality infiltrates everything and everywhere. No one can count on being safely tucked up in a theatre balcony expecting to be spoon-fed a play… Everything is an ‘experience’. Directors, choreographers and designers now have to be aware that their work will be seen across a range of media and spaces other than those of the spoken word, aria or movement in an auditorium. Theatre-makers now work across all platforms: stage, screen and virtual environment. The universe of scenography is expanding each day, and determined stage designers are up for it.




 


PART ONE


What is Contemporary Theatre Design?
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Theatre Design or Scenography?


Increasingly, British and American theatre designers are also describing themselves as ‘scenographers’, although the word still doesn’t sit comfortably in the profession and remains tinged with academic or at least overly conceptual ways of approaching theatrical ideas and production. On continental mainland Europe, theatre design is scenography: the term is more widely and comfortably used, so it can be defined lucidly by theatre-makers on the job in the context of a noun or verb.


Its origins are in mid-seventeenth-century France: scénographie. That word evolved via Latin, which, in turn, came from the Greek skēnographia (‘scene-painting’, or the art of portraying objects or scenes in perspective). Of course, scene-painting has a far longer tradition than theatre design. Many a designer honed their skills doing just that, Jocelyn Herbert for one, but the dictionary definition goes only a small way to describing the scope of scenographic practice – particularly in a contemporary context – which is probably why it is an unstable word in a continual state of flux.


Pamela Howard’s book What is Scenography? is an excellent way for you to start unpicking the language of scenography and give you some real substance to hang your opinions on. Everyone has a nuanced definition of his or her own, and through making work you, the reader, will have yours. In the main, as a designer, I avoid using the term on a daily basis as it tends to create a twinge of panic in directors (because they might perhaps think you’re stomping through their intellectual space), in a design team (because it smacks of pulling rank and could sound pretentious/competitive) or to technicians (because they probably don’t care what you call what you do… and they’re probably right!).3


If, by the time you’re a designer in the field, you are asked by family or friends, ‘…and what do you do?’ I challenge you to say, ‘I’m a scenographer.’ Watch their eyes glaze over, and then breathe a sigh of relief when they realise, or you mercifully tell them, that it means you’re a theatre designer. My advice is to use the label that a non-specialist recognises and you’ll have a far easier and rewarding conversation. Chiefly, you’re unlikely to argue the toss about all this unless you’re in a scholarly situation, in which case you may (or may not) find the following passage useful. I’ll attempt to describe how, in my view, the two terms jostle for position in the knowledge that as soon as I do, there will be a hundred more alternatives from others, and probably ten from myself before long; but here goes:


Scenography describes a context in which theatre can be made, and hints at a method of achieving it. This can be applied to a full range of phenomenological circumstances, from grand opera to making a meal at home in your kitchen; the scenography itself is not theatrical until it’s presented as such. If, as spectators, we’re focused on any such mundane action through the ‘lens’ of theatrical representation, scenography will have captured and shaped the moment.


Theatre design puts the human need of storytelling first. A theatre designer’s craft is to position the audience’s visual and spatial relationship to the actors, singers or dancers who are central to the narrative. If the furniture designer Charles Eames’ definition of design is close to the mark, that it’s ‘a plan for arranging elements in such a way as best to accomplish a particular purpose’, then ‘theatre design’, in performance terms, ‘does what it says on the tin’.


Scenography is a set of circumstances; theatre design shapes them. Both terms harmonise, or at least overlap, through making things. What we do in our profession is, above all, tested using practical methods, in tangible (even if virtual) spaces, with real people. We make, reflect, and make again, collaboratively. Josef Svoboda uses a rather more holistic term for the aim of the activity itself, rather than the means by which we get there:




We don’t promote any [particular] artistic discipline. We synthesise, that is we choose the artistic principle that corresponds to our theatrical concept… priority on stage belongs to the ‘theatrician’ and only then to the designer.





In the UK, theatre designers will usually design all the visual aspects of a production: settings, properties and costumes. Designers abroad will usually specialise in one or two of these elements. Occasionally, European or North American designers might couple both set and lighting design, and in doing so may be more comfortable with the defining themselves as the production’s scenographer. For the purposes of staking out what a designer has responsibility for in each of these distinct but integrated disciplines, there now follows a thumbnail sketch of the principle elements of theatre design and what designers usually focus on when tackling their particular challenges. The checklist for each area is unpacked more fully in later chapters, but it’s worth saying here in the first instance that in each case the specialist designer needs to have a general appreciation of literature, visual culture and contemporary social concerns.
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Set and Prop Design


Scenic design usually involves creating and harmonising both the space and the objects within it. It invariably means that designers in this area have to be most acutely aware of the form and function of both architecture and product design in all its variations. Composition (incorporating aesthetics), as a primary aspect of design, underpins the arrangement of all things in both a conceptual and physical frame. Like all practical subjects, knowledge of a range of materials is important, although it’s also crucial that an appreciation of a material’s properties doesn’t constrain a good idea – but rather supports or enhances it.


Set design used to be underpinned by needing to know a range of construction and treatment techniques that ‘faked’ the real thing. This was chiefly for reasons of budget or transportability. While it’s always useful to make your designs as practical as possible in a range of circumstances, such as touring, the fact is that the relatively lower cost of materials today such as steel, aluminium and its fabrication has liberated the designer from ‘artifice’. Special effects can now be used for particular purposes and are usually ‘read’ by the audience as a layer of theatricality in a world of more familiar actual structures and objects.


Drawing practice is essential – it is a way of making your thoughts material that also helps you look, plan and communicate. Obviously drawing spaces is paramount both in terms of measurable accuracy (technical drawing) and offering an impression for fellow theatre-makers (imaginative and observational drawing). The combination of these is drawing in one- or two-point perspective, which is useful, but something of a dying art as software now makes such views, and the ability to fly through them, increasingly easy. It’s always useful to know what the computer is doing with your data, however, so learning the rudiments by hand gives your use of computers an authority when your design leaves the screen and becomes real, full-scale and in need of adjustment with the naked eye as the audience will see it. Drawing a sequence of moments in a narrative (storyboarding) is also important – you can do this by mimicking the artistry of a graphic novel or strip cartoon, or maybe taking it to a further level with slide shows, animatics and animations.


Architecture is often misleadingly thought of as being the design of structures and partitions for bodies to inhabit, rather than framing the air around people: actors and audiences are no different. Manipulating spaces and rudimentary ergonomics are essential to the set and property designer. Although drawing in a technical scale is key to accurate design, the human scale of the work is fundamental. Stage designers cannot afford to forget that storytelling is a primal, human activity and that the audience will probably need to be focused on that ninety per cent of the time. Performers have to feel supported both physically and conceptually in order to be able to do their work, and inappropriately distracting design can be counterproductive to the quality of a complete theatrical experience.


Having said that, there are always exceptions: an obvious one is the overture or entr’acte of an opera. These often lengthy passages of music introduce themes and motifs that will leave plenty of scope for the designer and director to make a string of rolling powerful visual statements. The music fills the space and immerses the audience with sensations that can be more extravagantly matched by movement and design. Other specialist considerations can impact on design, such as the classical ballet’s need for plenty of floor space with the design chiefly providing a context for the dance, around and above the space.


But, by and large, a chair is a chair, and if the designer has not taken into account that it has to be able to get on stage by fitting through a door, to be light enough to be carried by a performer whilst acting, and to be the right height to comfortably sit on (e.g. the length of the lower part of the human leg), then the story could be compromised, and the design will be noticed for all the wrong reasons.


Top tip: Never underestimate the power of domestic detail – the smallest everyday object aptly chosen and perfectly placed, either singularly or repeated to make huge visual impact, can echo William Blake’s poetic maxim of helping the audience ‘see a world in a grain of sand’.


Set- and prop-design reference checklist:













	

•




	

Architecture.









	

•




	

Painting.









	

•




	

Sculpture.









	

•




	

Geometrical drawing.









	

•




	

Observational drawing.









	

•




	

Storyboarding.









	

•




	

Interior design including furniture and other domestic objects.
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Costume Design


In many respects, a costume designer’s process is similar to an actor’s in rehearsal. It starts with the text and looking for clues in the writing that help build depth to the characterisation when brought to life on stage. Sometimes that can be what the character themselves says and sometimes what other characters say about them. The most common and simplistic mistake that design can make is to describe the character, leaving no scope for the actor or, worse, ‘telegraphing’ what the character is about to play out. For example, whether we previously know the story of Macbeth or not, why would he be dressed in anything signalling his slide into evil (e.g. black leather) before he gets there – we wouldn’t need the three witches’ prophecy in Act One for a start! Other sins include upstaging a performance with an outrageously flamboyant shape or colour that overwhelms both actor and character. All this sounds like a recipe for tame naturalism at best and mundane sloppiness at worst, but the job of the costume designer for drama is to take the recognisable and shape it into a convincing context for the story.


Actors sometimes have a temptation to invent a backstory for their character that has no substance in the author’s writing. The deeper these intricate inventions pervade the actor’s ‘method’, the harder it is for the costume designer (and indeed often the director) to track and respond to. Quite often, however convoluted the path an actor takes, it will rightly lead them back to the face-value story, so both patience and diplomacy are high on a successful costume designer’s credentials en route. Whether it’s the designer or the actor who runs away with their own ideas about the text, the best policy is a transparent process of show ’n’ tell so that ideas have the best chance of coming together and a third, collectively made, idea can surface.


 


[image: images]


Jocelyn Herbert’s costume design for Dandy Nichols as Marjorie in Home at the National Theatre.


 


The continually shifting impression of a costume on stage is fascinating and exciting. Actors use clothes in unexpected ways, and lighting can change a material from a dull sack to vibrant couture.


When embarking on a project, an early question might be whether you will be designing what are essentially regarded as ‘clothes’ or what could be more aptly termed ‘costumes’. Of course, under presentational stage conditions, clothes philosophically become costumes, so the definition may describe the designer’s attitude to realising the work, rather than the product itself. Likewise, if the framing of a production is convincing to the eye and mind, costumes can become accepted as the character’s clothes for an hour or two. The reality is that often these decisions are shaped by budget: shopping is often far less costly than making from scratch, while hiring falls somewhere in between the two depending on how long the production will run for. There is no doubt that, usually, the costume designer’s preferred choice is to have full control of the fabrics and cut – to fully realise a drawn idea within a fully considered idea.


Like the set designer’s need to keep the story moving through a sequence of changing spaces, so the costume designer has to be aware of the journey a character makes through the arc of the narrative. This may result in the character making a gear-change, literally and metaphorically, as their story develops. For example, clothes may have to go through a process of ageing as stage time ‘fast-forwards’ over months or years, or ‘jump-cuts’ in film. Also, as with set design, there is a tussle between imagining a big concept or scheme for the world of the play, and the logic of individual parts. One of the earliest decisions the creative team can make is whether the production can be framed by and exist within an overall colour palette or historical period. Sometimes a tightly designed aesthetic is very satisfying for the audience to ‘buy in to’ and on other occasions it can be seen as overbearing and overblown. The truth is that this may not be revealed until it is too late and all you can do is put it down to experience. The main thing is that, collaboratively with the actors, everyone has pursued their ‘look’ with the same purpose and that the costume idea will be robust enough to sustain the shifts a performer might make in the development of a role.


The extremities of the body are crucial for an actor. Heads, hands and feet frame an actor’s physical presence and are critical not only to the power of their silhouette in a theatrical image, but are also a key to defining their gestures and posture. This in turn comments on what they say as a character or influence how they feel as a performer in the act of performance. For these reasons, decisions about how to deal with the design of such elements have to be carried out with great precision and sensitivity on behalf of the designer and costume-maker: always ensuring that everyone involved in the process understands each other’s concerns every step of the way.


Starting from the top down, hats for actors will often serve the function of helping to establish their character’s social status. Once the hat has achieved that task, however, usually after a matter of minutes, if not seconds, the hat can outstay its purpose and therefore its welcome. Hats and lighting are not comfortable bedfellows – brims can cause shadows across the face, so try to be aware of their sustainability in performance. An artful design and a skilled milliner can overcome most technical hat-related obstacles, but, if not, the hat can often be reduced to completing the costume’s authentic look for the moment of an entrance or the silhouette of an exit, and otherwise either carried or hung up somewhere. Scenically, hats can be useful to establish codes of etiquette, culture or transitions but, because of their close proximity to the eyes, they need to mould to the actor’s persona unlike some other items of clothing.


For the actor, director and others, practical factors soon kick in: ‘Is it secure when I’m dancing?’ ‘Is it “upstaging” someone else in the scene?’ ‘If I take it off, can I put it back on in the scene easily?’ Another useful function of hats is to describe, with no need for scenic effects, whether the scene is set in an interior or exterior space, and what the weather’s like. But again, once that is established for the audience, questions about the hats’ dramatic validity may soon emerge, usually at the technical rehearsal.


Wigs and facial hair, being an extension of the body, carry all the same considerations of a hat but, because they are often fixed there (usually with glue), have to be approached with double the attentiveness to the actor. They can be fiddly to arrange and uncomfortable to wear – so it has to be worth the trouble. A designer might draw an impression of the character assuming a wig is needed but finally discover, through negotiation and clever hairstyling, that the disadvantages of a wig can be outweighed by the advantages of actor-security and a more natural look. Wigs have the ability to subtly morph an actor’s appearance, enhance their beauty or subvert it. Alternatively they can transport a drama into another epoch, change an actor’s gender, or through extreme exaggeration, transform the genre of a production from a simple play to, for example, a pantomime.


Good wigs are understandably expensive and, with other qualities of wig, you usually get what you pay for! Not only are they extraordinarily time-consuming to make, the decision to use them for a run of performances also carries an inevitable maintenance issue, in that once the wig’s style is achieved, it will probably have to be reset every night by someone who is properly trained. Actors occasionally feel confident enough to do this themselves, and a few might prefer to, but this sort of multitasking increasingly belongs to a bygone age of performers being more technically self-contained and perhaps less designer-dependent on their overall appearance.


Glove-makers are now a rarity. Bespoke gloves, like many time-consuming specialist objects, are relatively expensive in comparison to shop-bought. Vintage sourcing for gloves is almost impossible, as originals have usually taken too much wear and tear, plus the fact that, because of better health over the last century, people’s bodies, and particularly women’s hands and feet, have got bigger. There are online companies that supply theatre-costume basics, including gloves, corsets and so forth, but, for a designer, there is nothing like revelling in the expertise and craft of a top-class milliner, glove- or shoemaker.


Gloves, like hats, establish and complete a character’s image – they also make technical demands of an actor: their ease of putting on and taking off, either onstage or making a quick change in the wings. Gloves are particularly challenging for actor-musicians, as good manual grip is, of course, fundamental to the playing of many instruments. There are some costumes that just can’t be conceived without the inclusion of gloves, from a burlesque dancer to, say, a welder in a factory, but again, actors may be keen to keep their options open when playing a scene and discard them in a pocket or bag as part of the action.


For some actors, the shoes are often the most important part their costume. Shoes are the actor’s most direct connection to the set, can support or even model the way they move and bookend their body, counterpointing, complementing or distracting from figure, head and speech. To help with all this, actors, particularly those of an older generation,4 will occasionally be very keen to use shoes that they are familiar with, have broken in or simply want to use their own. Designers have to be sensitive to this and reassure the actor that if all their needs and fears are taken into account, the design’s cohesion is, thereafter, paramount. There is also a safety issue here in that actors have to be secure in their footing and, at least in the early stages of a production, scenery contributes to an unfamiliar and potentially hazardous environment. It may be that both designer and costume supervisor have to make doubly sure that the actor has their new shoes in rehearsal as soon as possible, and therefore well in advance of having to confront all the other demands of being on stage in front of an audience – particularly if they also will have to cope with a raked (sloping) or uneven floor on your set.


Top tip: Be prepared to make more detailed separate drawings for these separate elements, or at least find clear visual references for them. This gives you a far more informed starting point for discussion: signalling to an actor, costume supervisor, maker, and ultimately the director, that you have thought it through.


Costume-design reference checklist:













	

•




	

History of fashion.









	

•




	

Painting and portraiture.









	

•




	

Soft sculpture.









	

•




	

Knowledge of the properties of textiles.









	

•




	

An appreciation of pattern-cutting.









	

•




	

Observational drawing.












 


4


Masks and Make-Up


Masks have an ancient role and significance in many types of performance, stretching back to ‘prehistory’. They have often been regarded as an essentially non-European phenomenon, with the exception of the occasional and frivolous use of half- and full masks in various carnivals. There is, though, in Europe too, a darker shamanistic history of the use of masks in pre-Christian rituals: chiefly celebrating annual cycles, sabbats and changes of seasonal weather. In terms of dramatic narrative, however, commedia dell’arte, a cornerstone of Western European theatre culture, uses masks extensively in the portrayal of archetypes that confirmed familiar and recognisable domestic character traits, rather than the modern tendency of masks representing ‘otherness’.


In the first half of the twentieth century, masks enjoyed something of a comeback in the theatre, a possible trigger for this being greater access to hitherto impenetrable cultures, such as those of Japan and Africa. This resurgence was brought into the public’s consciousness through the early work of Picasso’s ‘African Period’ paintings5 and later designs for the stage. Edward Gordon Craig speculated on notions of transforming actors into automata to suppress the performer’s urge to ‘feel’ the part, so he surmised, compromising theatre’s conceptual integrity: these Übermarionettes6 thereby handing ultimate control to the director. Brecht dabbled with the use of masks to distance the audience and demonstrate un-naturalistic dual reality,7 and Oskar Schlemmer’s designs for Bauhaus events8 ‘masked’ and extended the entire body based on geometrical formulae, without any obvious metaphorical meaning: changing the figure from a vehicle for narrative, to one of pure composition, tension and kinesis.


This legacy gives theatre designers and directors a diverse ‘language’ of a mask’s purpose and meaning in relation to other theatrical conventions in use today. Drawing on commedia’s prescribed ‘family’ of characters, some that should be masked and others that should not, along with the purpose of Greek mask unifying the chorus as a social group (‘the people’), creative teams should feel they can continue to reinvent these traditions of striking theatrical storytelling for either classical or contemporary subjects.


Outside of ballet, however, the power of masks is quite rightly treated with caution. Obvious exemptions to this are revivals of the Greek dramas themselves – Peter Hall with, at first, Jocelyn Herbert, and then later Alison Chitty, on the National Theatre’s aptly shaped, epic, Olivier arena stage spring to mind. Hall was also responsible for a notable example in modern drama with his stage adaptation of Orwell’s Animal Farm. Julie Taymor’s designs for The Lion King have gone some way to successfully popularising the mask in commercial musical theatre; although the anthropomorphic nature of the subject leant itself to their obvious use. She has, however, established herself as perhaps the west’s greatest exponent of applying mask work and imagery to all manner of subjects, including her extraordinary interpretations of Shakespearean tragedy.


Nowadays, with the increasing popularity of theatre festivals that attract companies from across the globe, there are many opportunities to see masks in action, and like forms of movement (Butoh, for example), puppetry (Bunraku, for example), and other musical forms (Beijing Opera, for example, or kabuki), the temptation can be to appropriate their appearance, rather than inhabit their ethos. So theatre designers and directors must beware the extraordinary technical, if not cultural, immersion an actor has to undergo to even begin to use any mask effectively, and before being seduced by its ‘exotic’ imagery.


Mask-making checklist:













	

•




	

Masks should add to, and not distract from, the performance.









	

•




	

Keep weight to a minimum.









	

•




	

Ensure a comfortable fit.









	

•




	

Be mindful of not hampering an actor’s ability to see, hear, speak or sing clearly.










Make-up is, of course, closely connected to masks as it is used to enhance, or even transform, an actor’s appearance: in essence, it is, and can have, a ‘special effect’. Make-up can also be used in conjunction with a mask to extend its decoration or blend it into the flesh tones of the face. In this regard, then, make-up can bridge the gap between a mask and a prosthetic, or a wig/facial hair, and the skin. Actors have often had some training and practice in doing their own make-up or even prosthetics (such as false noses, scars and tattoos), but this will vary from person to person. The designer will, at some point in a production process, be needed to step in and coordinate a consistent approach to make-up and clarify its particular use or effect in a project. It may be necessary to bring a specialist makeup designer into a project to work closely with, particularly, the costume designer and, again if appropriate, a specialist wig designer. The more fantastical worlds of, say, Cats or Starlight Express are obvious examples whereby additional expert knowledge and creative input could be welcome.


Though make-up is, of course, less rigid than a mask, both materially and conceptually, a designer’s discussions with an actor about its pros and cons can be very similar. Fundamental questions include: ‘Are we using it for a naturalistic or stylised effect?’ ‘Do we want the audience, therefore, to notice it or not?’ ‘How might the design’s prevailing physical conditions; the audience’s proximity, the lighting, etc., affect how we intend to use make up?’ Practical considerations might include: ‘If the performance action is very physical, is sweat or smudging likely to be a factor?’ ‘What if it gets on the clothes – can we clean them?’ Then, there might also be a discussion, firstly with the director and then the actors, about an authentic ‘period look’ if you are designing a historical piece – and by ‘historical’, I mean anything from Restoration Comedy to punk.


Whatever the extent of its use, a designer should have an opinion about make-up’s contribution to the production. Often, the great detail required in a designer’s drawing of make-up is such that finding some other form of reference, from a book or the internet, is more useful. As I’ve already mentioned, a designer’s role is also to have an overview and coordinate what can become an eclectic mix of influences: particularly when actors make their own suggestions, bring in photographs or offer you clippings of images from magazines. Actors often, and understandably so, simply want to look their best, but their interpretation of what that actually means in the context of your design concept may cause some friction. This, as in every collaborative art, is where your prowess as a diplomat and communicator plays a vital role. You must take on board both an actor’s vulnerability and the fact that they know their body better than anyone else: has your design really embraced who they are as people first, and dramatic character second? If not, it may be time to take another look at that costume drawing you made before the start of rehearsal!
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Design for Opera: Music, Voice and Image


What’s so special about opera?




All art constantly aspires to the condition of music.


Walter Pater, essayist, aesthete and critic





Design for opera needs to be… well, what could be plainer: operatic! If you want to pursue a career as an opera designer it’s simply not going to happen unless you absolutely love music. Music and the voice are the beginning and end of the form; design, direction, lighting and even acting are, finally, subordinate.9 The orchestra and performers, under the leadership of the conductor, produce audible volume, while the designer has to fill spatial volume – they have to match each other and both are immense. Designers aspire to the ‘grand gesture’: a broad brushstroke of a statement that may look overstated on paper until coupled with the reality of full orchestral sound and singers who possess an unbelievable inner jet-propulsion. Its demands are colossal, but so too are its rewards. Opera always was the perfect vehicle for ‘designer theatre’, given the extreme abstract and stylistic nature of its conventions – here staged naturalism is most certainly surplus to requirements. Echoing Pater’s words, here’s an opera designer’s view:




Having the music to respond to is the most incredible thing. You never have to think about colour – the music just gives it to you.


Ashley Martin-Davis, designer





In opera, everything about both the design process and the result is longer, larger and more expensive. The planning of operas takes years, not weeks or months, so the opera designer’s time on the job is stretched to six, seven or more times than for a designer of, for example, a play at even the largest UK theatres, such as the National or the Royal Shakespeare Company. There are a number of understandable reasons for this state of affairs, many of them logistical but some that lie deeper, in respect of and for its weighty history.


Opera is a world art form, not unlike ballet. You don’t just work in one country, or one continent; you work in the world. Opera’s domain is surprisingly and paradoxically small, but you are nevertheless working on a world stage for a worldly audience. The design process is tricky because, like most theatre design, you want to be true both to yourself and the work by not being influenced by other productions, but it’s no good being naive and not acknowledging what has previously happened elsewhere – you have to be in control of what you are doing. The opera ‘community’ is tightly knit and they are also therefore familiar with each other’s work, talk to each other a lot with a common language and understand what’s current – to some extent jostling and influencing each other.


Opera productions have a far longer gestation period because generally everyone’s dealing with a large project and the money issues are bigger. Designers tend to have substantial but not, relatively speaking, more generous budgets than, say, West End musicals. There are other complications; for example, fitting comfortably into a season of other opera productions in repertoire and in the same theatre space. Opera companies want the design delivered a long way in advance to gauge the feasibility of how to achieve it in the context of a programme of work. The scale white-card model or maquette of the set design is vital to show your concept to the company through the critical eyes and mind of the theatre’s intendant (the general director of the opera house), and there then follows all the long-winded process of costing and budgeting before you can get on with the final design. Opera theatre spaces are usually far bigger than that of drama (perhaps twice the size, up to 2,500 or more seats), unless you’re designing an experimental premiere in a ‘festival’ environment, for example. A lot is expected of you from the intendant, who will want a design embracing that notion of the ‘grand gesture’.


Putting an opera design together


Perhaps the major difference between designing a drama and an opera is that the music makes you design very much with time in mind: the scenery has to fit dynamically with the timing of the music’s overtures, entr’actes and phrases. With a play it’s possible to extend transitional moments by slowing down, speeding up or even adding dialogue or ‘stage business’ to make that change as long as dramatically sustainable. Opera designers understand that the key to an effective and practical design is that you discipline yourself to sit with the model and listen to the music, working out in your mind whether it’s possible within that time frame. A huge advantage that opera has over designing a scripted play is that you have the recording – you have the libretto and the music score in front of you and then you actually have it sung to you! If ever you get stuck, you can listen again and again for inspiration. It’s not crucial that the designer can read music, but it certainly helps.


Opera designers and directors spend much more time conceptually envisioning not just the scenic locations but also the detail of every dramatic moment. Some directors want to almost ‘block’ (plan) all the singer’s moves in relation to the scenic space in model form with the designer before rehearsals, partly because many principal singers’ availabilities are restricted (they move from role to role, travelling sometimes fleetingly between opera houses). Pre-planning is often therefore a very exacting process for the director, more than for a Shakespeare play, for example, when the creative team can usually give themselves both a more fluid scenic space and a more sustained creative process to explore its potential, much of which will unfold in rehearsals with the actors over a number of weeks, not days.


Planning the design involves taking on board more opinions than for drama – the creative team can extend to six or seven, each with their own disciplines and perspectives. There are at least three of you at the beginning of the process, a designer, director and conductor – and sometimes four if you include a choreographer. Design itself is frequently subdivided between set and costume, and direction can also include not only a choreographer, but also a fight director and the theatre’s staff directors. The conductor is a key player for all involved, very often having had many previous experiences of tackling a particular opera (or at least other works by the same composer), while the lighting designer will make a huge contribution later in the process… and then, of course, there’s the intendant of the theatre.


You will have to present your concept in its early stages to the company’s intendant, and they have power of veto. They have an oversight of the previous productions of that opera at their theatre and are quite within their rights to demand a redesign because, for example, your plans look strikingly similar to something they’ve produced before, or indeed similar to a production in another opera house. They have, after all, hired you to invent something new (although perhaps not too alarmingly radical!). Sometimes their productions will have been repeated over many years and so a design from say, forty years ago, can be current and in conflict with your own new production. It’s therefore very important that when you are undertaking the first stages of the design process, you know as much about the agenda for that company and as many of the other renowned productions of that opera as is possible, both recent (say, in the last ten years) and not so recent. You have to know where to ‘place’ your production in relation to what’s happening in today’s opera scene. If you want to be an opera designer, you’ll need to be a total fanatic.


At the first and critical design presentation you may or may not be accompanied by your director – in either case, it’s your job to sell your creative team’s vision for the piece to the opera company in as powerful and convincing a way as possible. To argue your point to the best of your ability it’s crucial that you are super-organised – for example, showing a complete photo storyboard of the whole model in the form of a PowerPoint presentation along with the physical model itself.


Whatever the production budget, it’s always wise not to let that shape what you do artistically.10 If through your presentation you convince the intendant that you and your director have an extraordinary vision for the opera, so that they completely believe in what you want to do, an artistic case can override a financial one, and more money just may be found to realise your work.


Then there’s the orchestra – they are a powerful (unionised) group and have an influence on design decisions. Designers have to respect the orchestra’s artistic and physical space: the orchestra pit. If you want to build out anything over or around the pit, you have to go through many channels to get that to happen, and you can expect the orchestra to be very resistant to design decisions that might disrupt their traditional relationship to the stage, the singers, and the audience. More radical design decisions, such as putting the orchestra onstage, obviously changes both the orchestra’s spatial and aural relationships with all concerned. For example, in big opera houses the distance between the front of the stage and the first-row seats can be immense. Designers will frequently try to bridge the yawning gap between audience and singer which, of course, means closing over the part of the orchestra pit. Progress is negotiated through both the conductor and the particular opera house’s resident head of orchestra, and it’s obviously of prime importance to have the conductor on your side. Unconventional decisions have to be argued for and a compelling case put forward that has the good of the production foregrounded to avoid the accusation of gratuitous design.


The best conductors are very much involved with the director’s rehearsal process and are also really interested in the designer’s visual response to the music through the connectedness of tone, shape and colour. They will also be experienced in the practicalities of singers and singing, the performer’s physical relationship and view of the conductor at critical moments in an aria, and their relationship with the mass of chorus. They may also advise on architectural acoustics – both of the building and the impact your design has in it. Acoustics is not an exact science but designers have to be aware of certain dos and don’ts that are partly addressed through an accumulation of experience (including, of course, the errors) and common sense. The voice travels roughly in straight lines and will project and reflect like light, so it stands to reason that if you have gaping spaces in your design, particularly at the sides of the stage, the voice could disappear into them to be lost for ever from the ears of the audience. Heavy, textured drapery will absorb the voice (as it will light) and muffle it. Sometimes you’ll get strange surprises – acoustics can be a minefield of anomalies. A performer can stand in a particular position where their voice will reverberate or echo and no one can put their finger on why. The voice requires a ‘springboard’, or at least to not be impeded; a hard surface behind the singers will usually help.11
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