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ETHAN HAWKE


the first time I experienced the power of set design I was twenty-one, about to make my Broadway debut in Chekhov’s The Seagull. The cast was a group of some of the most talented actors/artists I’d ever been near. We’d been working in an empty space with tape on the floor somewhere in midtown for over a month. On our first day of tech rehearsal, the cast was walked through the Lyceum Theater and up onto the stage, and we saw our set for the first time…


Jon Voight turned to me and said quietly, “We’re sunk.”


I was a kid, and I thought he was kidding.


He wasn’t.


 “This is a set for an entirely different production of The Seagull. The one we’ve been rehearsing should feel like a Cassevetes movie. This feels like we are at the Moscow Art Theatre circa 1910.”


“Don’t worry,” I said. “It’s gonna be GREAT.”


It wasn’t. As brilliant as we’d all felt our production was in the rehearsal room, we never made the jump to the theater. Voight was right; we never had a chance. Something about our work seemed small, diminished by the grandness of the world we were inhabiting at the Lyceum Theater.


I learned quickly just how collaborative the performing arts are.… When all goes well, the acting, costumes, music, lighting, and writing become one entity—a theatrical event. And that event is held and positioned by the production design. The set is the ship—all the other elements of the production are the wind that must make that ship sail.


I didn’t meet Derek McLane until I was in my midthirties. He designed a production of David Rabe’s Hurlyburly. The show was a tremendous event in the lives of those who worked on it, and Derek was the main reason for what felt like our tremendous success. Mike Nichols, who had directed the original production, even came backstage to sing Derek’s praises. He noted that he knew our production would work the second he saw the set. “They’re broke!” he said. “I thought they were rich! I had them eating off glass tables, living behind elegant glass walls. I didn’t get it. Of course—they’re broke. Much better!”


Sometimes a play needs a simple idea to hold it. Sometimes it demands a grand idea. That requirement depends on something invisible to most. Derek functions like a brilliant psychologist, studying the play and giving it the chance to not only function at its best but to accomplish heretofore unimaginable feats. He can fully envision the environment that would heighten the play’s strengths and diminish or hide its weaknesses.


The first play I directed, I asked him to design. The play, Things We Want by Jonathan Marc Sherman, was brand new, and that’s like sailing uncharted waters. The set was arrestingly simple: one room, white walls, one window. The simplicity of the set informed the staging—the lighting, the acting. The final image of Peter Dinklage holding a bonsai tree in the most average room in the world will be with me forever.


The next play we worked on together was the most ambitious and complicated piece I have ever attempted as a director: Sam Shepard’s A Lie of the Mind. The set was a living, breathing work of art. It should be in a museum. We dreamed it up over a period of years, letting one concept build into another, deepening and expanding the concept with every conversation. Until finally Derek conceived of an “attic in our mind.” Then he built it piece by piece. When the lights went up, the audience was invited into a dream state immediately. It was a magic trick. And, even better, it allowed the play to be heard—the actors to act, the music to sing.


The third play we did together was a punk rock modern adaptation of Bertolt Brecht’s Baal. I believed then, as I do now, that to do that dangerous play as the author intended, the audience has to hate it! The work is the psychological equivalent of the gates of hell. We went for broke. The walls 


were made of beer cans, the set a stage arrangement of eight doors that all functioned as terrifying musical instruments. We succeeded in our goal of alienating everyone in the audience—and I love to imagine Brecht laughing from the balcony, shouting, YES!
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Ethan Hawke and Derek McLane discuss the set for A Lie of the Mind.
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Detail and full set of A Lie of the Mind








I thought when I first started directing plays that the relationship with the actors would be my raison d’être, but I quickly saw there was no performance without the right set.


Derek always gets it right. Whether he is designing for Off-Broadway, Broadway, the Oscars, Shakespeare in the Park, or television productions, he sets the stage to succeed, supporting the actors, the text, and the audience. He is a brilliant listener and a quiet leader. He can be invisible, he can be a firework exploding, he can be both at the same time.


I’ve been acting on stage now for more than thirty years, and I’ve worked with some staggeringly talented set designers. It’s a hidden art because when it works best, you don’t even see it. It’s an art form that supports and cherishes others. I hope this book will invite you in to see and understand that, while in a theater, the set designer is your god.















introduction
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DEREK McLANE


so what does a set designer do? On the first day of graduate school at the Yale School of Drama, Ming Cho Lee looked at each of the ten of us who made up our incoming class and said, “We are the people who make pictures from words.” We all listened breathlessly as he paused and repeated his sentence: “We are the people who make pictures from words.” I still find that deeply inspiring, and a pretty good way to describe what we do as theatre designers. Over the years, I’ve evolved that statement to be something more like, “We are the people who make the visual world of the play”—to me, “pictures” sounds a bit too much like illustrating. We read a play and must create the visual world for it; we invent environments and spaces and decide, with the director, on the rules of that world. As I read a script, I often have a flood of images and feelings about the story, sometimes to the point where I’m distracted by my own thoughts. Sometimes I’ll stop and do a quick drawing, look up a painting or an image I’ve seen, or write down stray thoughts. Those first impressions while reading the script are super important and often fleeting. Hanging on to them through the inevitable crush of practical considerations that will follow is essential to creating an emotional design. While I am doing that early work, I imagine I am an audience member coming to see a play. I ask myself, what is the show I want to see? What does it look like?


 From there comes the task of making that fleeting impression concrete. That may be the trickiest part of what a designer does. How do you take those first thoughts and turn them into a space and physical structure that can be created on a stage by other people? That is the skill I did not have when I was in college, the thing I went to graduate school to learn. I start by doing loads of drawings—scribbles, really. Most are just for me and are very crude, maybe not even decipherable to others, but they allow me to develop my idea or impression. From there, I make somewhat more finished drawings, which I typically hand over to an associate to develop. In addition to drawing, I build a scale model of the set (often many different versions), do all the drafting necessary for a scene shop to build the scenery from, create the color elevations, and choose the materials, fabrics, furniture, and props.


 I stumbled into set design quite by accident. When I was a college freshman (I planned to be an archaeology major), a classmate asked if I would build a set, as I had some summer job experience doing house construction. Building that set introduced me to the idea of design. I met the set designer on that show and thought I’d like to design one myself. Luckily for me, there was no theatre program at Harvard but lots of productions, and I was able to design as many plays and musicals as I wanted, even though I had absolutely no skill at set design. I didn’t know how to draw a ground plan or draft the scenery. I was just making it up, partly by describing to the carpenters what I imagined. I designed a production of Guys and Dolls in one of the college’s dining halls. I was cognizant of the fact that my work was very crude, but I was exhilarated by the possibilities set design presented. Those early designs were all based on a single idea per show, which was great if the idea was good and terrible if it wasn’t. I couldn’t work in a period or design anything terribly specific or stylish because I didn’t know how to draw it. Still, I loved the process of manifesting an idea visually.


 I happened to meet the designer Michael Yeargan, who was on the faculty at Yale. I asked his advice, and after looking at my work he said I should go to graduate school. He told me I needed to stop designing sets and spend all my time studying drawing. That advice was enough to get me into the Yale School of Drama, just barely: Ming Cho Lee, a brilliant and formidable designer, and chair of the department, told me that my drawing was marginal but if I promised to continue my drawing classes, he’d accept me. Meanwhile, back at college, I found the drawing classes overly theoretical—Harvard had a near-obsessive fear of teaching anything that might have a practical application—so I enrolled in the Cambridge Center for Adult Education and took studio art classes in the evenings.
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Derek McLane looking at an early model of the Moulin Rouge! set with Brandon McNeel and Erica Hemminger








 Yale School of Drama was the most intensely difficult experience I had been through. The amount of work seemed crushing at times, and the level of critique could be harsh—indeed, before graduate school, I had never really received face-to-face criticism. I spent much of my first year terrified and exhausted but also exhilarated, as I began to develop new muscles.


 After I graduated in 1984, I moved to New York City and lived in a rarely heated commercial loft in Long Island City, Queens. I had a wood-burning stove and was often so broke that I found old furniture on the street to break up and burn for heat. I took my drafting examples to the studios of various working designers and found work as an assistant, something I did for several years. I did a stint for about a year as an assistant art director at The David Letterman Show on NBC, working at 30 Rockefeller Center. It was a glimpse into a world of fame, but the design work was not satisfying. One day, I got a call to design a set at Center Stage in Baltimore, a prestigious regional theatre.


 This was the kind of work I had trained to do, and with some reluctance, I gave up the comfortable TV salary and set off on my freelance design career. Over the next six or seven years, I designed somewhere between ten and thirteen shows a year, all over the United States. I’d be on a plane fifty or sixty times a year, often designing in cities I felt I had no connection to. There was great freedom in that. The quantity of work and the fact that I felt anonymous in these towns let me experiment in bold ways. I’d try some outrageous ideas, and if they didn’t work out so well, I’d shrug and say to myself, “I guess I’ll never work in Tulsa again.” That was arrogant of me, but it was a period of real growth.


 Eventually, I got married and started to have children, and I wanted to be home more. Despite all the work I’d done, I discovered that no one in New York had any idea who I was, so I started taking little jobs in Off-Off-Broadway theaters—this felt like a huge step down from the scale of work I’d been doing around the country. In 1994, at the age of thirty-six, I got my first Broadway show, What’s Wrong with This Picture?, a flop that played for nine days. I didn’t get my first Broadway musical until 2003, another flop. I was a late bloomer and my Broadway career began with a couple of duds. But I was lucky enough to continue to work, with some ebbs and flows, and I’ve continued to learn new skills. I’ve designed shows in the past few years that I didn’t have the tools to design ten years ago. Where this will lead me in the future is, of course, unknown. I can only hope that I will be fortunate enough to continue to work.
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Derek sketching in his studio. His daughter Kathryn, who was studying drawing, is to the right.








For me, the dilemma of creating this book is that I am so keenly aware of the great work being done by so many of my contemporaries that writing a book focused solely on my own designs feels unjustified. I find really good work done by my peers both exhilarating and upsetting; it inspires me, but it also prompts me to take measure of all the ways I have fallen short. Sometimes, in the middle of watching something really great, I feel desperate to leave the theater and get back to my studio to work. My own design work is done in an unspoken dialogue with those other productions—the shows that excite me and make me want to appropriate an idea and the shows I hated and that serve as a warning of temptations to resist. What I aim to do here is to show some of my work and juxtapose it with the work of other designers who tackled similar problems or came up with similar solutions—often solutions superior to my own. To do this, I called on many of my friends—fellow designers, directors, and writers—and asked to include their work. Almost without exception, they contributed willingly and generously, and I am truly grateful that they did. Their work has influenced each and every one of my designs, which has traces, big or small, of their work. This cross-pollination between designs, between productions, can only happen where lots and lots of shows are happening simultaneously. It happens on Broadway.
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I don’t profess to be particularly knowledgeable about the history of scenic design. I did not grow up going to Broadway plays, and by the time I started my professional career I had probably seen only ten Broadway shows and operas. My idea of the “classics” of set design comes largely from two books I had as a design student—American Set Design by Arnold Aronson and Designing and Painting for the Theatre by Lynn Pecktal—as well as a few theatre magazines. Yet these definitive works would have a profound influence on my early career, and the featured designs from the following shows would leave a lasting impression.


—DEREK McLANE




adolphe appia 


Orpheus, 1913


More than a hundred years after it was conceived, Appia’s design is among the most modern and arresting designs I’ve ever seen. I must have done four or five variations on this design, both in graduate school and in a few Shakespeare productions I designed early in my career. Sketch by Adolphe Appia
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michael yeargan 


A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 1988


One of the first truly surreal sets I’d seen, Yeargan’s design featured a forest made of an upside-down Athens, complete with a beautiful, suspended Acropolis. As someone who has always loved the play, I was envious that Michael Yeargan, my teacher from Yale, had thought of something so clever, and I vowed to try always to think this boldly.
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jo mielziner


Guys and Dolls, 1950 


Mielziner’s watercolors of a Times Square full of neon signs and gangsters make you wish that New York City existed. I didn’t see this design until after my inaugural design of the musical, when I was in college, and Mielziner’s work left me deeply humbled, cringing at the memory of what I’d done. Derek McLane’s sketch of Jo Mielziner’s design
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maria björnson


Phantom of the Opera, 1986 


Björnson’s Phantom is one of the most commercially successful designs ever—exquisitely executed lavishness. For many years, the skills Björnson showed off in this design felt like something beyond my reach.
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robin wagner 


A Chorus Line, 1975 


Basically a wall of rotating mirrors and a white line on a black floor, this set might be the simplest and strongest ever designed for a musical. Robin became a friend and mentor, and he often talked about “cutting away the bullshit to get to the essence of the design,” something he definitely achieved with A Chorus Line.
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eugene lee


Slave Ship, 1970 


Lee developed an environmental, in-the-round design with a strong, confident ground plan. This design must have made the audience feel as if they were in the ship with the actors. Sketch by Eugene Lee
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eugene lee


Sweeney Todd, 1979 


This was the first show I saw on Broadway. I had taken a bus down from Boston with my roommate, a Sondheim aficionado. He had bought the cast album and we had the score memorized by the time we got to the theater. I was gobsmacked by the scale of the set. Sketch by Eugene Lee
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josef svoboda 


Tristan und Isolde, 1967 


Svoboda seemed to make an epic set entirely of tautly strung pieces of string and a few large tectonic shapes. My first attempt at a set made of string followed shortly after I saw Svoboda’s set, in a college production of Dark of the Moon. My set for that play caught the eye of the young and now famous opera director Peter Sellers, for whom I went on to design a few undergraduate productions at the Loeb Drama Center in Cambridge. I tried unsuccessfully to bring Svoboda to Harvard to give a guest lecture on theatre. Derek McLane’s sketch of Josef Svoboda’s design
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boris aronson 


Follies, 1971 


Stunningly lush and poetic, this is one of the few sets that was held up as a paragon of design by nearly everyone. It also represented a level of production that had nearly vanished by the time I started working. When, many years later, I designed a revival of this show on Broadway, I tried to expunge the memory of Aronson’s design. Derek McLane’s sketch of Boris Aronson’s Follies set
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david mitchell


The Gin Game, 1977 


The squareness and frontal realism of the design felt strong, modern, and unsentimental. As I was often asked to design realistic sets, which can easily feel old-fashioned or nostalgic, I frequently referred back to this design as a refresher on how to avoid that.
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heidi ettinger


Big River, 1985 


Set on the Mississippi River, the design was brilliant in the way it brought to life the sense of a river. The engine of the design was a series of rafts and docks that slid side to side, which was theatrical and inventive, and completely specific to this story. Heidi would become my sister-in-law when I married her sister in 1991, and she was very supportive. (Ron Richardson and Daniel Jenkins)
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ming cho lee


Two Gentlemen of Verona, 1971 


With this production (and all his Shakespeare in the Park shows), Lee invented a whole new style of heavily textured, abstract design, often imitated. It looked a little dated to me by the time I started working, but his use of his studio art skills in his designs was something most other designers could not do. Sketch by Ming Cho Lee
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AMERICAN “GREEK TRAGEDY”


In a Greek tragedy, the hero always comes to a disastrous end, usually as a result of fate and a single human flaw. Here are the designs of two contemporary versions of this genre.
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The rain-streaked police station waiting room of American Son with Kerry Washington and Steven Pasquale









american son



BOOTH THEATRE, 2018
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SETS: DEREK McLANE


by christopher demos-brown director: kenny leon • costumes: dede ayite • lighting: peter kaczorowski


derek mclane: American Son is not a completely realistic story. It takes place in a Miami police station in the middle of the night, and you only see four characters. The story is not so much about whether the main character’s missing son is okay; it’s more about unraveling what happened, what greater forces led to his death. It’s about the heartbreak of these two parents discovering the death of their son. Even more tragically, there’s a universal quality to that story; it could be about so many parents of young African American men who are killed at the hands of police.


The inevitability of the story made the play feel like a Greek tragedy to me; the spareness, too, gave it that quality, the fact that it’s not embroidered with realistic details. That was very much on my mind as I designed the set. I designed it symmetrically. I wanted it to feel strong, almost temple-like in its composition, but it still needed to have enough detail that you understood that you were in a room in a Miami police station. The heightened simplicity of the space created a sense that the scenes could be performed in a Greek temple or amphitheater.


kenny leon: We knew this story took place in a police station. The key was to see, period-wise, what kind of buildings in Florida would give us room to tell the story but also offer the intimacy we needed. The entire series of events takes place in one room. Derek and I started a conversation about where this room would be in the police station. It wasn’t a lobby; it wasn’t a space where a lot of people would be. We came up with the idea that it’s a room that used to be some offices for police. Now they use it to hang out and have doughnuts or coffee. It’s not a formal lobby or waiting area—we wanted it to feel like a police station and still feel foreign to Kerry Washington’s character.


derek mclane: There’s a discussion about rain in the play. I mentioned that in passing to Kenny. He really seized on that and said he wanted to make use of the rain; there’s an emotional quality to seeing rain on glass that he felt was right for this play. I went to town with that and made most of the set glass windows so there was maximum opportunity for rain. You saw very little else outside those windows. Just night and rain.


kenny leon: The rain is like the fifth character. It was important to see the rain. The world is crying; that sets the mood. It also makes you wonder how tough it was for this mother to drive through the rain to a police station looking for her seventeen-year-old kid. The rain allowed us to change the mood. Sometimes it rained hard, sometimes not at all, sometimes softly.


dede ayite: I had several conversations with Kerry Washington, who played Kendra Ellis-Connor, the mother in American Son. The big thing for us was to disassociate Kerry’s character in American Son from Olivia Pope, who she played for seven seasons on the television show Scandal. We made a conscious decision in terms of silhouettes and lines to push away from the world’s perception of Kerry. Scandal had been off the air less than a year when American Son opened, and Olivia Pope was fresh in audiences’ minds. So we made an effort to strip her down from the glam life of her TV character, who wore clothing with structured lines as if it were armor.


Kendra, as a Black woman, does have armor, but hers is different. Kendra is a mother who had been at home, going to sleep, when the action of the play begins. She wasn’t going to be in full makeup with her hair done. She was going to be in comfortable clothes. There are a few details that allowed us to depict her as middle class and show how she moved about in the world. We spent quite a bit of time identifying the right purse. A purse tells you a lot about a woman in terms of its structure and color and how eccentric it is. The purse we chose was from Anya Hindmarch. Shoes are another big thing. Is it a flat shoe? Is it a sneaker? Is it a sneaker with a wedge? There are so many options out there. Being specific about those details gives a bit of context to her lived experience. We went with Ellen DeGeneres slip-on loafers, very easy and comfortable.
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A close-up look at Kendra’s costume








I dressed the character in jeans, which placed her solidly in an American framework. The shape of the jeans, and having them fit a little snug, identified her as a sexy, beautiful woman whose ex still finds her attractive. On top, she wore a mauve Henley with a burgundy tank underneath. The burgundy gave her some warmth and grounded her. The mauve depicted her softer, more fragile side. There was a balance. Ultimately, the everyday nature of her costume did not distract from the story and allowed the audience to just watch this human being go through the terror of not knowing where her son was.


For this story, the costumes were not meant to pull focus—instead, they added layers. If you did notice them, they might provide some context. I thought about the saying that having a child is like having your heart walking outside your chest, so I gave Kendra a simple necklace with a J, her son Jamal’s initial. My goal in designing costumes is to tap into the human experience so the audience can lean into that and connect with the actor and the character and go on the journey with them.
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The exploded underworld of Hadestown









hadestown



WALTER KERR THEATRE, 2019
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SETS: RACHEL HAUCK


book, music + lyrics: anaïs mitchell director: rachel chavkin • costumes: michael krass • lighting: bradley king


rachel hauck: Hadestown is a giant Greek amphitheater; that’s the structure of the set. It’s unmissable if you’re looking for it, and you wouldn’t think twice about it if you weren’t. That set is a hybrid of Preservation Hall in New Orleans and a Greek amphitheater as captured in an 1880 photograph. The first time we did the show at New York Theatre Workshop (NYTW), the set had a radically different design. It was a hybrid of a Greek amphitheater and a barn. As the musical has grown and shifted, so has the design. It’s all grown together.


In the beginning, the show was definitely concert first, music first. Rachel Chavkin said it felt ovular, and NYTW accommodated that nontraditional (ovular) space. We put the band in the heart of everything. Corded microphones, and navigating them honestly, were part of the show. We put the audience under a tree and let the story take over. What we did there was beautiful. But we knew we couldn’t replicate that design on Broadway. There was only one theater that allowed that kind of space, and we wouldn’t be able to recoup financially there. But we learned from that original run that at certain critical moments in the show we wanted everybody in the audience to see the same thing and have the same experience of it. If that critical moment is happening behind you, it’s very hard for it to affect you in the same way.
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cyc is short for cyclorama. A cyclorama is a blank drop, usually made from a large piece of seamless, translucent muslin that can be lit from behind. It is often used to create the illusion of distance and space, and frequently suggests a sky. A scrim is a drop made from an open-weave fabric that is semitransparent when lit from behind and opaque when lit from the front (in the UK, scrims are referred to as gauze).


Our next step was to reinvent the show in Edmonton, Canada. That production happened enormously fast. I learned there that traditional theatre imagery was the wrong direction for this show. There was a cyc and a scrim that we got rid of. The original gesture of the tree, which felt like the right thing for so long, turned out to not be dynamic enough. At NYTW, that tree reached over the audience so that everybody was under it. In a proscenium house, it was a flat thing that flew and was no longer interesting. In Edmonton, we had turntables for the first time. I had the idea to incorporate them by raising them up like an altar, but that was too literal. We really found the show’s soul in Canada. The audiences there loved the show. This music has never not affected an audience.


We went home and continued to work on the show. When that call comes for a Broadway stage, you have to have a plan in place. About five months later, an opportunity to do the show at the National Theatre in London came up. Something had fallen out of their schedule. I got a call and the next day flew to London to see if the space worked for the show. I walked into the Olivier, which I hadn’t seen since I was twenty-one years old. It looked as if the set were designed for that theater. It was uncanny. It was made for that room.


the proscenium is the architectural arch that nearly every Broadway theater has, and that marks the separation of the stage from the auditorium. It functions something like a window on the stage. 


Working with the National Theatre was a dream. They’re so generous and supportive. They believe in the artist. I never had to argue harder as a woman. I was always taken seriously. You don’t realize how much of that weight you’re carrying until it’s removed.


This was a generative time for the show. As we were redesigning, the lyrics and the story were also evolving. Everything shifted together and the show took a massive leap.


While we were rehearsing in London, I got the news that the show was going to the Walter Kerr Theatre on Broadway. I had to take this London set and redesign it to fit that space. I was splitting my time rehearsing in London while redesigning for New York.


Hadestown was my first Broadway musical, and everything was a massive learning curve for me. I was just starting to learn how small Broadway theaters are.


One of the biggest things I did—something you wouldn’t even think about as an audience member but that changes everything—was to break the edge of the stage, so the turntables come out into the audience. We took out twenty-six seats. I understand now the financial ramifications of that but at the time I didn’t. This was essential to the design, especially because of the depth of the stage. Moving it down puts some of the most beautiful and intimate moments literally in the audience. It’s only two rows, just six feet, but that’s enough.


Hadestown was a collaborative effort from a team that conceived this show together for four productions. We all came together to hash things through and create this show. It was just an extraordinary team.
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CAST IRON



I have loved cast iron probably since the time my uncle, architect Turner Brooks, took me on a walking tour of SoHo and passionately extolled the beauty of the neighborhood’s cast-iron facades. I’ve often enjoyed finding ways to use it on stage.
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The three social classes of Ragtime in the play’s opening moments









ragtime



NEIL SIMON THEATRE, 2009


[image: image]


SETS: DEREK McLANE


book: terrence mcnally • music: stephen flaherty • lyrics: lynn ahrens director: marcia milgrom dodge • costumes: santo loquasto • lighting: donald holder


derek mclane: This was the first major revival of Ragtime after the original 1998 Broadway production, which was incredible. Marcia Milgrom Dodge, the director, and I wanted a simple design that was more about actor-driven storytelling than it was about big scene changes. There were some scene changes, but the structure I came up with was very much permanent throughout.


Marcia suggested that I make the set out of the Statue of Liberty but I couldn’t come up with a set based on this concept; it just seemed too specific, and that idea didn’t go anywhere. In frustration, I thought the set could be something that just evoked the time period—the dawn of the twentieth century—and the metalwork of the Statue of Liberty. While the Statue of Liberty isn’t made out of cast iron, it has that feeling.


The architect Stanford White was a character in Ragtime, and I became very interested in looking at his work. I wondered, what if Stanford White were the designer of Ragtime? If he designed the set, what would that look like?


Ragtime is an epic story, a story of America coming of age, America on the verge of becoming a modern country. It takes place as mass production is being invented, with all the social movements that accompanied that shift. I wanted a set that would be simple yet convey that sense of history.


At the center of the story are three social groups: a group of white characters, a group of Black characters, and a group of immigrant characters. I wanted to find a way to present them, which led to the three levels of the set. The first moment of the show, when the curtain goes up, the audience sees these groups of people on three different levels.


Seen through the tall structure was a painted drop of a foreboding sky. The impulse behind that was to convey the feeling that something was about to happen. This is America, and something is about to change here. I remember seeing a photo of Anthony Ward’s production of My Fair Lady, a beautiful design that, in my memory, was all wrought iron. I filed that away in my mind as something I wanted to try, and Ragtime ended up being the perfect opportunity.






[image: image]

Scale model used to work out the design in early stages





















gigi



NEIL SIMON THEATRE, 2015


[image: image]


SETS: DEREK McLANE


book + lyrics: alan jay lerner • music: frederick loewe director: eric schaeffer • costumes: catherine zuber • lighting: natasha katz


derek mclane: Gigi is set in the late 1800s in Paris. The version we did was adapted by Heidi Thomas. She was very interested in the obsession with inventions in Paris at that time, in the renaissance of scientific discovery and engineering, and how that movement intersected with daily lives. The phonograph, the very early telephone—a wave of invention was happening all over the world, but the French embraced it in a way that was interesting. There were engineering feats that became artistic, like the Eiffel Tower. At the time it was constructed, the tower was a radically bold building that celebrated the prowess of French engineering and its ability to make steel strong but also feel transparent, to make the structure something that felt light and airy. Another great feat of engineering was the Grand Palais, a cast-iron and glass building that felt like a giant, delicate greenhouse. The French were very adept at making iron feel delicate and lacy.


One of the challenges with Gigi was that we did not have a very big budget for this multi-scene musical. When I confronted the producers with the budget, I said, “It seems to me that the way you budgeted the set is as a unit set. There isn’t the money to have sets for every scene.” And they basically said, “Yep, that’s true.” Having worked on and seen other shows where people tried to do too much with the budget (especially in multi-scene shows), I knew it could wind up looking cheap or unfinished. I wanted to make something that filled the stage and created an obstacle to design around in the individual scenes—I have found that creating a problem to design around can lead to interesting work. I knew that, moving forward, we would go through budget cuts and would end up losing elements due to cost. If I designed a bold, strong structure to start, there would always be something of substance left after the cuts. That led me to design a giant staircase as the dominant feature of that set. It was made to look like cast iron, very much modeled after the beautiful, lacy cast iron of the Grand Palais and other beautiful iron structures from late-nineteenth-century Paris.
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