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For Lucas, who taught me to love it.


Foreword to the Third Edition

A few minutes ago, I used my phone to send Tad Crawford, the long-suffering publisher of Technical Theater for Nontechnical People, an update about the manuscript for the third edition. I keep the document online in a “cloud” so I can access it on my phone, tablet, laptop, and desktop computers. My phone also has applications for video editing, show audio playback, calculating lumber requirements, and translating theatrical terms into Chinese.

When the first edition of this book went to press in 1996, I didn’t even have a pager. When the second edition came out in 2004, my cell phone made phone calls. Sometimes.

Times change.

Then again, some things stay the same.

I wrote the original version of this book for people who want to know how things worked backstage without getting into the gritty details, the people whom Apple famously named “the rest of us,” the ones who want to use computers, not program them. These people don’t really want to hang lights or build platforms. They just want to talk to lighting designers and survive tech rehearsal. The original title of the book, in fact, was Backstage Survival.

In the nineteen years that this book has been around, nothing has gotten less complicated. Machines have not gotten simpler. Options have not decreased. The influx of digital gear has not reduced the workload, eliminated jobs, or simplified our lives, despite the clean, organized future that George Jetson lives in. Rather, the massive increase in technology has done the same thing for the theater that it did for the film industry, the corporate office, the Mexican vacation, and the dinner date. It has allowed us to do more in the same amount of time.

And yet, the important things haven’t changed. There are still people who want to be technicians and people who don’t. There are still—God love ’em—people who want to see a show and be entertained. And theater people, technical and otherwise, still show up at the stage door for the same reason they always did—to tell that audience a story.

So, I said it nineteen years ago and I’ll say it again: if you want to be a professional theatrical technician, then flip to the appendix and choose from the vast library of books with detailed information on all things technical.

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


General Notes

A Note About Gender

One of the as-yet-unsolved problems in the English language is the absence of a gender-neutral, third-person singular pronoun. Unlike the French, who have the delightfully pragmatic use of the pronoun on, we must struggle along with only “he” and “she” and all their related forms (his, hers, himself, herself, and so on). The closest approximation—“one”—has a cold, businesslike quality to it, and, personally, I find using “his or her” a bit awkward. Therefore, I have decided simply to alternate between the masculine and feminine forms. While you are reading, you may encounter generic technicians or designers who have assumed one sex or the other. Please do not interpret this to mean that any job is limited to only half of our population. I am often heartened that jobs in the theater business tend to be less gender-specific than those in other industries. The word actor seems to have become a neutral word for both sexes, however, so I will stick to that rather than alternating with actress.

Highlighted Words

As you are reading, you will notice that many terms appear in boldface type. This is to indicate a term that you really should know to survive backstage. All terms in boldface appear in the glossary at the end of the book.


CHAPTER 1

Breaking It Down: Who Does What

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

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

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

Stage Manager: Light Cue 49 go.

Dimmerboard Operator: No, not yet.

SM: What?

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

SM: Who?

DBO: Steve.

SM: What? When?

DBO: Before the show.

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

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

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

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

SM: Well, um …

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

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

SM: Well, he said he wants it later.

LD: Who did?

SM: Steve.

LD: What? When?

SM: Before the show!

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

SM: I should call it now?
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Fig. 1. Who’s in charge of the lamp?

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

Follow Spot Operator: Is that Go for us?

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

DBO: Well, I think we should Go.

SM: Fine, Go! Everybody Go!

Stage Crew Chief: OK, main curtain coming in!

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

If we are to work together, then, it must be with predetermined areas of responsibility and lines of communication. Most things fit pretty neatly into one of the following six categories: costumes, props, lighting, sound, stage management, and scenery.

Costumes

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

Props

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

Lighting

Anything electrical that is not sound equipment is the responsibility of the lighting department. There are two exceptions to this: the “running” lights, which are the small (generally blue) lights that allow people to see in the darkened backstage areas, and the “ghost” light, the naked bulb on the tall stand that gets set out on the stage when the theater is empty. Both these lights are usually set up by stage managers. In a theater with union stage crews, the ghost light is the only light on the stage that does not have to be turned on by a union electrician. The arrival of the ghost light center stage means that the work call is over, and the union workers must clock out. Whether you are union or not, the ghost light keeps people from killing themselves in a dark theater. Lighting is designed by the lighting designer and managed by the master electrician, with the assistance of the electrics crew. The lights are operated during the run by the dimmerboard operator and, if spots are used, the follow spot operators.

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

Sound

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

Stage Management

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

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

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

Finally, many companies have a production stage manager (PSM) who oversees the entire production process. The PSM is responsible for coordinating the whole process. In the Broadway theater world, the PSM works for the producer and moves from show to show, releasing day-to-day control of each show to the stage manager when it opens. In regional or repertory theater, the PSM is in charge of the entire season, while each show has its own stage manager. In one-shot productions, the PSM is often the stage manager as well.

You should not forget the position of PSM just because your theater is nonprofessional. It is mighty useful to have someone overseeing the entire process, especially if she does not have to worry about the moment-to-moment rehearsal process, as the stage manager does. A good PSM makes everybody’s process smoother and more creative.

Scenery

Anything that I have not already mentioned is scenery. Not surprisingly, scenery is designed by the scenery designer and is managed by the technical director (TD). “Technical director” is a very loose job description, one of the loosest in the business, but usually he is in charge of deciding how the set will be built. Sometimes, he also oversees the properties and lighting crews, particularly in small theaters. His oversight, however, is always limited to practical matters, such as money, equipment, and staff. He is not a designer and should never be put into the position of making design decisions.

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

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

Remember, if you have any doubt about whom to ask, go to the stage manager. The stage manager is always the best port in a storm.

You might be saying to yourself at this point, “But we don’t have all those people!” Don’t worry. Lots of theaters combine some or all of these jobs. Your technical director might also be designing the lighting, your stage manager might also be running sound, and your master electrician might also be operating the dimmerboard. All of the jobs mentioned are still done. People just do more than one.

Of course, every theater is unique, and exceptions exist for every rule that I have given here. Talk to the people you work with. Take some time to learn who does what. What you are really “breaking down” are the walls of miscommunication.


CHAPTER 2

Touring a New Space: What to Look for

So you’re going to do a show. Well, assuming that your uncle doesn’t have a barn (and take it from me, barns aren’t the greatest theaters in the world), you’ve probably searched around and found somewhere to put on the performance. Now it’s time to inspect and evaluate the space.

Theater can be done anywhere, as generations of street performers have shown us. Besides “real” theaters, I have done shows in and on basements, boats, rooftops, breweries, swimming pools, cafés, backyards, more hotel ballrooms than I’d like to remember, and, yes, barns. Every space has peculiarities and unique problems. Strange architecture, no easy access, low ceilings, moody lighting, and never, ever enough room. But don’t despair. Enjoy! It’s these peculiarities that make a theater what it is. You think you’ve got problems? The Trinity Square Theater in Providence, Rhode Island (a first-class repertory house), has a brick pillar right in the middle of the stage. There’s no taking it out. It holds up the roof. Every designer who does a show in that theater must find a way to incorporate a brick pillar into the set. And these people win Tony awards.

So the first thing to do when entering a new space is relax. You can do your show here—the question is, do you want to? And if you do want to, how will your show have to adapt to fit this space?

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

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

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

•   A flashlight for lighting up those creepy spaces above and beneath the stage.

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

Ready to go? Let’s walk in.

Is This the Right Space for You?

Before you get into any of the details, you should make a general determination if the space you are looking at is even in the ballpark for your show. A few quick questions can eliminate a lot of miss-fits.

•   Is it big enough? Do you have enough stage space? Is there enough space to store scenery that is not onstage? Is the audience area big enough for the number of people you are expecting?

•   What does it sound like? Different kinds of shows need different kinds of acoustics. Spoken-word theater needs a space with no distracting noises (like traffic or air conditioning), where an actor speaking onstage can be clearly heard. There should be very little echo in the space, so that the speech is not garbled. Look for locations with carpets, low ceilings, and draperies. On the other hand, acoustical music, such as chamber orchestras, acoustic bands, and live singers, calls for a space with lots of echo—it enriches the music. This is why concert halls have high ceilings and cathedrals are great for choirs. That kind of music wants hard surfaces like marble, tile, and paneled walls. This kind of a space is absolute death for electrified music, however, unless you take serious steps to deaden the echoes. Some concert halls actually have drapes that they can run around the space to absorb extra sound when an electrified group comes in.

If you are booking a dance band for a wedding, do not put them in a high-ceilinged atrium with marble floors and stone walls. It will sound like mush, and the guests will flee the scene and go back to the dining room. Put a string quartet in that space and you will be in musical heaven.

•   Can the space be scheduled appropriately? Remember to give your tech people the time they need to set up. If you want to do a large party with a big lighting rig and a dance band, don’t choose a space where a wedding will be winding down two hours earlier.

Space for Stuff

Do you have enough room? Don’t estimate. Measure. Measure the playing space, the amount of the stage that will be visible to the audience. Measure it both horizontally (how wide and how deep) and vertically (how high). The vertical measurement will determine how tall your scenery can be and how much room there is for lighting.

Now take a look at the wing space, the part of the stage that the audience cannot see. Remember, whatever scenery is not on stage will have to be stored here, and any part of the wing that is visible to the audience is not usable as storage. Is there room for prop tables, changing booths, and actors waiting to go onstage? Check out surrounding hallways as well. Are you allowed to use them for storage during the performance?

I did a production of Good News some years ago that contained a full-size automobile, a 1920s roadster (it didn’t work, unfortunately, but it looked great). When it came offstage, it took up so much room in the wings that we finally had to attach cables and a motor to it and hoist it up in the air. In the end, that still didn’t save us any space, because the sight of a car hanging overhead was too spooky, and nobody would stand underneath it.

What about access? Think about how the scenery will be brought into the space. What is the smallest door that the scenery will have to pass through? Measure its height, width, and, for good measure, the distance diagonally across it. Will the scenery have to turn any sharp corners? With a friend, stretch out the tape measure and pretend that it is solid, like a board. Try to figure out the longest board that could still turn the corner.

Are there stairs? How many? Stairs mean that scenery cannot roll—a serious obstacle, in some cases. Is there an elevator? How big is it? How much weight can it handle? Is there a loading dock where a truck can back up and park?

Is there parking for all the cars and vehicles you will have?

Space for People

How many performers are in your show? Look at the dressing rooms. Will there be space enough for the actors to dress, put on makeup, and warm up? Is there space to store the costumes as well as space for the costume crew to work? Do you need separate rooms for principal performers? The conductor? Do you have fast changes in your show that require a changing booth to be set up in the wings?

Are there bathrooms? Can the toilets be flushed during the show without being heard in the theater?

Is there a stage door? A green room where actors can wait for their cue to go onstage? It’s a very bad idea to have actors milling around in the wings waiting to go on. They will invariably make noise and distract the performers onstage.

One extremely important actor space that is frequently overlooked is the crossover. The crossover is the path that actors use to get from one side of the stage to the other without being seen by the audience. It also refers to the movement itself, as in “Do you have time to make that crossover?” The easiest crossover space is right behind the set, on the stage, but there may not always be enough room between the set and the back wall to get a person comfortably through. In some theaters, there is a hallway outside the stage space that is used as a crossover. Others go beneath the stage. Watch out for the theater where you have to go outside the building to cross over. There’s always a chance that it might be raining, and backstage doors have a funny way of being locked when you least expect it. (In this situation, I generally tape over the locks during the performance.) You may be required to restage a scene so that a performer exits and later reenters on the same side of the stage. Know your show. Is there a time when you need a way for the performer to get quickly from one side to the other?

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

The Rigging System

Look up. Look at the rigging system over the stage. Is there one? If the space is not traditionally used for performances, you are probably looking at an ordinary ceiling. In this case, you will probably have to bring in light trees to put the lights on, and all your scenery will have to be freestanding. This usually means fewer lights can be used, unless you have a reasonable sum of money to invest in a truss. A truss is a long piece of gridwork supported by towers on each end. Trusses allow you to hang more lights (and hang them directly over the stage, instead of out to the sides), but they are considerably more expensive than trees, both in rental of equipment and in labor costs. For more about trees and trusses, see Chapter 14, “How to Do a Show in a Hotel.”

If there is some kind of rigging system over the stage, then you are probably looking at rows of pipes that run parallel to the front of the stage. These pipes are called battens, and if they are there, it’s time to ask some questions. Are the battens rigged to fly, or are they dead-hung? In other words, is there some kind of system installed where the battens can be raised and lowered (rigged to fly), or are they just hung in one spot, unable to be moved (dead-hung)? If the battens are dead-hung, forget about any piece of scenery bigger than a Draculean bat moving during the show. You can still install scenery or lighting on these pipes, but they cannot move during the show.

If the pipes are rigged to fly, then the tech people handling your show are going to want to know the answers to these questions:

•   How many line sets are there? Go to the wings. On one side of the stage or the other, there should be some ropes that come down from the grid, loop around a big pulley on the floor, and then go back up out of sight. These are the purchase lines that you use to operate the rigging system. Each one of them is attached to a metal cage, an arbor, full of metal weights, or counterweights, that offset the weight of whatever you are trying to fly. The arbor, in turn, is attached to a set of cables that pull a pipe (a batten), up and down. The batten is where you attach the thing you are flying. The whole enchilada—purchase line, arbor, cables, and batten—is called a line set. In general, each thing that you want to fly requires its own line set. The lighting people will also want some of the battens for lights.

•   Are any of the battens permanently wired for lights? Any pipe that is being used for lighting is called an electric, and a pipe that is permanently furnished with lighting circuits is called a hard-wired electric. You can still put lights on a pipe that isn’t hard-wired, but using hard-wired electrics can save the lighting crew a lot of time. More than likely, your lighting designer will use the hard-wired electrics and then add a few temporarily wired electrics of her own. Often, the first electric, the one closest to the proscenium, is hard-wired, while the rest are not. This is because the first electric generally has more lighting instruments on it than any other electric. Furthermore, most lighting designers can agree on where the first electric should go. It’s all the other ones that change from show to show and designer to designer.

•   What else is hanging? What hanging things are permanently assigned to battens and cannot be moved? Many battens will be taken up with permanent lighting equipment (including work lights), draperies, and other equipment. Acoustical shells, those huge, curving walls that sit behind choirs and orchestras, are notorious for being stored in the air and eating up a lot of space. Look for them.

•   How high is the grid? This is a critical piece of information. If you have a twenty-foot-high piece of scenery that flies, you will need another twenty feet above it in order to fly it up out of the audience’s view. In practice, you will usually need a grid at least three times the height of your proscenium in order to pull scenery far enough out of sight.

The Lighting System

Your master electrician and lighting designer will want to ask some questions as well:

•   Where are the lighting positions? You’ve probably got part of the answer from the preceding rigging section. If the electrics aren’t hard-wired, then the lighting and set designers have to sit down and decide who gets which battens. If, however, the electrics are hard-wired, then lighting will go on those and scenery on the rest, unless the lighting designer has special requests for more battens. There are also lighting positions out over the audience. These are called front-of-house positions, often abbreviated “FOH.” The horizontal ones are called beams, and the vertical ones are called booms. Is there a follow spot booth?

•   What is the lighting inventory? The lighting people will want to know how many instruments are available and what type they are. The lighting inventory is a list of all the instruments and should include how many of each type there are, what wattage they are, and what accessories the theater owns for them. If not enough instruments are available, then you will have to either borrow them, rent them, or do without. If you are in a hotel, remember that track lights are rarely powerful enough to light a performance, so you should not count them in an inventory.

•   What kind of power is available? Is there a circuit plot that shows where you can plug in all the lighting instruments? You usually cannot plug lighting instruments into standard wall sockets. A dedicated stage lighting system needs far more power than those little electrical outlets can provide. The only time that those outlets are useful for stage lighting is when you only have a few small lights. Read Chapter 6 to find out what kind of power you need for temporary setups.

•   What kind of a control console is it? How many dimmers are there? Is it a computer-controlled board, or a manual one? If it is a computer board, get the name of it. The designer will want to know the make and model ahead of time.

•   What kind of plugs does the lighting system use? There are, at present, two kinds of plugs used for stage lighting: the stage plug and the twist-lock. These two plugs are incompatible. If you bring lighting equipment with stage plugs into a theater with twist-lock circuits, that equipment will be useless unless you change the plugs, a time-consuming process. Household plugs, like the one on your reading lamp (known as Edison plugs), are rarely used onstage.

The Sound System

Make a list of everything that you need the sound system to do. Do you need to amplify a single person speaking? Multiple people speaking? Do you need to play a tape or a CD? Do you need to have wireless mics? Do you have a band that needs to be amplified?

Once you’ve determined the sound needs of your show, ask whoever takes care of sound equipment in the space if the system can handle it. If you are talking to the right person, you may be able to stop there. If you don’t have a knowledgeable person who knows the space, at least try to get answers to the following questions:

•   What is the inventory of sound equipment? As in lighting, it’s extremely useful to have some sort of list that shows everything that the theater is equipped with. This will help your sound person come up with a plan of attack.

•   If there is an audio mixer, how many channels does it have? Every piece of sound equipment has to be plugged in to the mixer, and each piece of equipment get its own channel in the mixer. Tape decks and CD players are generally in stereo, with a plug for left and right, so they each need two channels.

Monitors and Headsets

The people in your show will need to hear what’s happening onstage when they are waiting for entrances. That is the purpose of a monitor system. A monitor system has a microphone hanging over the stage that feeds sound into speakers located backstage. When touring a new space, ask these questions about the monitor:

•   Which rooms can hear the monitor? You will want to warn the actors if, for example, they will not be able to hear their cues in the bathrooms.

•   Where is the microphone that’s pickup up the sound from the stage? This is useful not only because you should keep the lighting and scenery from hitting it, but also because you should know where to stand if you don’t want your catty conversation being carried to the dressing rooms. This is experence talking here.

•   Is there a paging system? Can the stage manager make announcements over the monitor system?

•   Can the dressing roms “talk back” to the paging system? Some snazzy systems allow the people in the dressing rooms to answer back when someone calls to them over the speaker. This is a good thing, because the performers can let the stage manager know that they heard her.

A headset system is the system that the crew uses to talk to one another. It is just like a phone system where, if you plug your phone into the wall, you can join in on the party line. A headset system has four parts: a base station, belt packs, headsets, and a whole lot of cable. The base station provides power to the system and makes the whole thing work. You can’t get by without one. It is often built into the wall somewhere. Each person has a belt pack that picks up the voices in the system and feeds them into a headset. The headset is the part that goes on your head and makes you look like an telephone operator. The cables plug everything together. Here are the questions you should ask about the headset system:

•   Is the system permanently built in? If so, where are the plugs? In a theater with a built-in headset system, there should be plugs all over the place where you can plug your belt packs in.

•   How many headsets and belt packs do they own? You will need one belt pack and one headset for everybody that you want to have on the system. Take note if the headsets have a ear muff on one side or both sides. The two-muff version is essential for rock-and-roll shows. Otherwise, stick with one muff so the crew can hear what’s going on around them.

•   Do you have more than one channel? Some headset systems have more than one channel, so two different conversations can be going on at once without disturbing each other.

•   Are the headset and monitor systems connected? This allows the sounds from the stage to be broadcast into the headsets as well as allowing the stage manager to page the backstage area through her own headset. It can also allow the dressing rooms to hear the conversations on the headset, which prevents those conversations from straying into unprofessional territory.

•   Are there wireless headsets available? Wireless systems have a transmitter connected to the base station. Obviously, they make life a lot easier for the crew, because they can run around wherever they like without taking the headset off, but they are an added expense.

Masking and Sightlines

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

What kind of draperies does your space have? Are there legs on the sides to hide the wings? Are there borders overhead to hide the lights? Is there a grand drape to open and close at the beginning and end of your show? If you are working in a temporary space, like a hotel ballroom, you will have to rent draperies, in the form of pipe-and-drape.

Answering the preceding questions may help you to decide if a given space is appropriate for your show. If your space passes the test, then you are ready to start planning your show. Onward!


CHAPTER 3

Space, Texture, and “The Statement”: Scenic Design

Why build scenery? Good question.

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

Like I said, good question.

When I was in graduate school, my brilliant scene design teacher, Richard Isackes, took all the tech theater students down to the stage and made us stand, one at a time, on a three-foot-high platform stuck out on the edge of the apron. From this uncomfortable position, we peered out through the blinding stage lights into the audience, where he sat, hidden in the darkness. As we stood there, unaccustomed to being in the glare of the spotlights, he called out commands to us, sounding slightly annoyed if we did not respond to his liking.

“State your name, please!”

“Count to ten!”

“Do it backwards.”

“Speak up!”

“Is there a problem?”

I have never forgotten that feeling of psychological nakedness, that sensation of being scrutinized and rebuked for the smallest mistake. When he was done harassing us from the darkness, Richard came down to the stage.

“That’s what an actor does every day,” he said, “Let’s never forget that.”

People come to the theater to see actors perform! So why do we persist in thinking that we have to have a truckload of scenery on stage? Just because a play takes place in Versailles does not mean that we have to have the Hall of Mirrors, complete with cascading cherubim, just to get the idea across. Somebody once told me that a set designer has five seconds to get his point across, “because that’s how long the audience will look at the scenery.” Granted, I have heard some gasps come out of the audience when the curtain went up, but if the performances did not carry the show, the audience was just as bored as if the scenery were made of cardboard. We all love to watch the chandelier crashing down on the stage in Phantom of the Opera, but we don’t walk home humming the scenery—we remember the actors and their performances. We must have a gene kicking around in our collective pool that keeps telling us, “You’re doing a show. You must build scenery.” That has been the normal thought pattern for most of this century, after all, and even with the development of other design areas, we all have a tendency to fall back on scenery.

When modern theatrical design really began around the turn of the twentieth century, the entire playing field belonged to the scenic designers. Lighting was in its infancy, costumes were still being handled by the actors themselves, and sound had not been invented yet. This situation persisted until after World War II, when the costume designers began to gain prominence, showing their talents in the immense musicals of the period, such as Camelot and My Fair Lady. Later, in the sixties, lighting began to come into its own when the position of lighting designer was created as a separate entity from the stage electrician. In fact, with the advent of the rock-and-roll musicals (Hair, Jesus Christ Superstar), much of the design emphasis moved to lighting. In the eighties, with an audience that had become accustomed to movies, the sound designer became increasingly important. Audiences began to demand a more complete sound environment, and actors had to be clearly audible, even when speaking in “natural” tones. These days, actors use microphones more than ever before, and many shows make use of “ambient” sound—a constant stream of background sound that helps establish a sense of location and mood. Some people say that the growth of amplification has gone hand in hand with the decrease in good vocal training, but in my view, the growth of sound design—an abstract, emotionally evocative medium—is a positive trend, bringing us back to what is truly important in the theater: the imagination and the performer.

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

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

The Statement: The Big Picture

A designer I worked with in college always began a new production by finding one defining object for that show in the real world. A few days after he started work on A Streetcar Named Desire, we were walking down a street in Providence, Rhode Island. It was winter, and the red brick colonials around us were frosted with snow. Most of the houses had little neoclassical facades over their front entrances and severe-looking paned windows with storm shutters. In short, it was about as far as you could get from the steamy New Orleans inner city of Stanley Kowalski and Blanche DuBois. Suddenly, he grabbed my arm and pointed. “Oh my god, Streetcar !” he gasped. Following his arm, I looked for what had gotten him so worked up, and sure enough, there was Streetcar. It was a tall, wrought-iron gate that closed in front of a set of brick stairs. The iron was ornately, even grotesquely, wound around the gate, giving a sense of great wealth, with a hint of new money gone bad. Each vertical bar was capped with a little brass ball, and the handles were two languid curlicues. Best of all, the whole thing was completely rusted.

The next day, we came back with the Polaroid (alas, no smartphones in those days …), and, for the entire design period, we covered the walls of the studio with photos of that gate. Time and time again, it pulled us back to what we really wanted to say about the play: the faded glory, the grotesque sensuality, the decay. We did not always use these “inspiration pieces” on the sets that they inspired, but this time, it was too good to pass up. We built a perfect replica of that gate on one side of the set, complete with the red-brick stairs, and it gave us immense pleasure to see Blanche pause in front of it every night to give her now-clichéd closing benediction: “I have always depended on the kindness of strangers.” That gate said more about her condition than two tons of scenery could have.

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

The Statement is the talisman that the director gives to his flock. Discovering it, expressing it, and sharing it are all things that the director must do to get the ball rolling and keep it on the move.

How to Read a Script Like a Set Designer

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

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

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

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

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

The One-Set Show

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

The Multi-Set Show

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

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

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

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

The Unit Set

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

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

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

The Backstage Survival Guide to Reading a Floor Plan

I would not even do Thanksgiving dinner for my family without a floor plan. It is the single most important drawing in the theater, and every single person on a theatrical team should know and understand the floor plan. A floor plan is how people talk to one another about space.

Find the Theater

No, don’t get up. I don’t mean find the actual space. Locate it on the drawing. Find the permanent part of the theater—the part that is always there, even when the set is gone. Look for thick, dark shapes, possibly with crosshatching inside them. In a proscenium theater, find the proscenium. In a thrust or arena space, find the audience or another landmark. In a hotel ballroom or other “nontheatrical” space, look for the walls and doorways. Get yourself oriented to the space as a whole before you try to understand where the scenery is.

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

[image: images]

Fig. 2. A sample floor plan

Find the Center Line and the Plaster Line

The center line is the beginning of all measurements in a theater space. Look for a line that alternates between short and long dashes and ends at the bottom of the drawing with a symbol that looks like this: C/L. The center line, not surprisingly, runs down the center of the set, from the back wall to the apron. The plaster line1 runs across the set, connecting the two proscenium arches, at a right angle to the center line. Technicians installing a set in a theater use the plaster line and the center line to get the set in the right place, and you should always find these first on any floor plan. Of course, there is no law that says these two lines have to be on a drawing, but they should be there if you are in a “real” theater and if the designer is theatrically trained. If these lines are not present, you will have to move on to the next step to get your bearings.

Remember Stage Directions

When talking about a floor plan, always use proper stage directions. “Stage Left” and “Stage Right” are the actor’s left and right, not the audience’s. When you are sitting in the audience talking about a show, get used to crossing your hands in your lap so your left hand is pointing to stage left and vice versa. I did this simple trick for years to keep it straight. Hey, I still do it.

Next, remember that “Upstage” is the back of the stage, away from the audience, and “Downstage” is toward the audience. This is a relic of the sloping stages of the Renaissance, where the back of the stage was higher than the front, which both improved sightlines and made the stage look bigger. Up, down, left, and right are often combined in stage directions, as when the director tells you to go “downstage right.”

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

Find the Major Scenic Elements

Locate the principal walls and platforms. Remember, if they are “above the slice,” that is, above the actor’s head, they will be drawn as dashed lines. Anything “below the slice” is drawn as a solid object.

Find the Elevations

Elevations on a set are usually measured from the “real” stage floor, that is, the permanent floor, not whatever platforming is in the set itself. Heights are usually shown in circles, with a “+” or a “–” to show how much that platform is above or below the stage floor. A platform marked +8” is eight inches higher than the real stage floor, or one step up. A surface marked –1’6” is actually below the stage floor, so there must be an opening in the floor. Pay close attention to elevations, since they will radically affect the performers’ ability to move around the stage.

Look for Traffic Patterns

How will performers move around the stage? What alleyways exist for the performers to move through? Are there places for long crosses? Are there reasons to go to different parts of the stage? Is there a crossover?

Look for Doors and Windows

The floor plan should indicate which way they open, or if they open at all.

Pay Attention to Masking

Has the designer created enough walls or drapes so the audience won’t be able to see backstage? A good floor plan will have a little “+” sign in each bottom corner showing the extreme sightline. This is the “worst” seat, the seat that, through the combination of being way out to the side and close to the stage, has the best view of the backstage area. There will be one on either side of the auditorium. If you design the masking so that these two people cannot see backstage, then you probably have prevented everybody else from seeing backstage as well.

Look for Moving Scenery

Any piece of rolling scenery should have more than one position marked, usually an onstage position and an offstage one. Flying scenery will only have one location marked (the onstage one), but it should be marked as a flying piece.

Look for “Weird Stuff”

This basically means anything that I have not covered so far. Every set is different, so there might be anything. Make sure you understand what every single line on the drawing means, unless you are prepared for some tech week surprises.

Note! Even with a good floor plan, it may be necessary to ask the designer to make a three-dimensional model. It is very difficult to imagine how a floor plan will translate into real objects. A model is the only way to really see how things will play together onstage. Even if you have a model, though, you must know and understand the floor plan. For one thing, in some situations, you may never get the model, no matter how much you want it. In addition, a floor plan is far more precise than a model, it contains real measurements, and it can be folded up and put in your pocket. Gotta love that.

Texture and Color: Giving the Show a “Look”

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

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

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

Coordinating Texture in Scenery and Lighting

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

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

Shiny textures and light colors may create problems for lighting, namely, glare and bounce. A textured surface will tend to “eat” light and not allow it to go anywhere else. Slick, smooth surfaces, especially floors, will reflect light onto surfaces that should not be lit. Glare is produced when a light shining from upstage toward downstage—known as a back light—is reflected into the audience’s eyes by a shiny floor. It can be extremely distracting to the audience. Bounce is the opposite: Light coming from downstage bounces off the floor and splashes onto the walls upstage. If you are doing One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, for example, try not to give in to the temptation to build the hospital ward set completely out of shiny institutional white. If you do, the bouncing, glaring light beams will splash up onto the walls and into the audience and prevent you from getting the isolated pool of light that you will need when Chief strangles, oops, almost gave it away.

To control bounce, you must tone down the color of the floor. To control glare, you must tone down its shine.

The point is, shiny, light-colored sets make it difficult to isolate lighting. You may not think that isolating lighting is an issue for your show, but it almost certainly is. Isolation is how you steer the audience’s eyes around the stage. With a bright, shiny set, you will constantly end up with light where you don’t want it. Also, a shiny white stage will not go to blackout as easily as a dark-colored one. You would be amazed at how much light a set can pick up from an exit sign.

Be aware of the color wheel. Poor color combinations can be disastrous. As you will read later on, color filters change light in lighting instruments by subtracting colors, not by adding them. A light that has been colored red has had all the other colors removed. If that red light hits a green surface, that surface will turn black. There is no green in the light to reveal the green on the surface. I lit a punked-out production of Titus Andronicus once, and the director asked for one battle scene to be lit entirely in red. Unfortunately, neither he nor I had talked to the costume designer. Turns out that all the actors in that scene had hair dyed green. My lighting was completely and utterly red—no other colors—so all that green hair just turned black. Oops.

When lighting and costume colors don’t get along, it is usually the lighting that has to change—it is easier to change a color filter than a costume. Remember, though, that the colors have to be strong and pure to be a problem. I solved the punk hair situation by just mixing in a little green light around the edges.

Coordinating Texture in Scenery and Costumes

Scenery and costumes are also closely related. It is even more important to coordinate them, since it is more difficult and time consuming to make changes.

Some things to think about: it is important that the set and the costumes have similar palettes. This means that the set and costumes are using related sets of colors and textures. Notice that I did not say the same colors, just related ones. It can lead to visual confusion if the set designer uses neon colors while the costume designer is exploring earth tones. Of course, visual confusion may be just what your show is about, but at least make the choice consciously. It often helps if the set and costume designers can agree on a painting or two from which they can extract a palette.

It is equally important that the set and costumes not use the same colors. While the designers should agree on a palette, they should use different parts of it so that the actors will not appear to fade away into the set. Most of the time, this means that the set should be darker than the costumes. The set is not moving, the actor is. Therefore, the actors should get the brighter colors to allow the audience to track them more easily. Above all, avoid putting the exact same color on a wall and on a costume that stands in front of it.



1It’s called the plaster line because it is even with the wall on the back of the proscenium arch that divides the stage house from the auditorium. Back when theaters were made of brick, the proscenium arch was usually covered in plaster. So … tradition.


CHAPTER 4

The Tools of Scenery: Surface, Texture, and Tricks

The previous chapter discussed how scenery can establish mood, underscore themes, and reveal and support the characters onstage. This is the design perspective—scenery seen from the front. Now, we’re going to take a more practical perspective—scenery seen from the back.

Basically, scenery does five things. First, it gives the actors a place to stand. Second, it gives the audience a physical surface to look at behind the actor. Third, it provides “real” physical elements, such as doors and windows. Fourth, it helps the play to move from one location to the next, through the use of multiple settings. Finally, it occasionally tricks the audience into believing something happened when it really didn’t.

A Place to Stand: Platforms, Stairs, and Ramps

The most basic job of scenery is to provide a place for a performer to stand, feeling comfortable and clearly seen by the audience. Actually, Molière said that a platform and a chair were all you needed.

Platforms

Scenic platforms are made out of a variety of materials, but they all consist of a frame covered by some kind of top (or skin), all of which is held up by legs. Regular platforms tend to come in 4-by-8-foot sizes (usually abbreviated as 4 × 8), mostly because platforms use plywood for the top, and 4 × 8 is the standard size for plywood sheets from the lumberyard. When you look at the stock platforming that most theaters have, you will see a lot of 4 × 8s. A platform can be built in any size and shape, of course, but, like mobile homes, it is easier and cheaper to build rectangles. If you are renting platforming, it will probably only be available in a few sizes, one of which will most certainly be 4 × 8. Other common rental sizes are 4 × 4 and 4 × 6.

Platforms are combined to build a deck. Stock platforms will sometimes have coffin locks—latches that lock the platforms together—built in. Otherwise, the platforms are bolted together.

Sometimes, for visual effect, a designer will decide to have the deck slant toward the audience. This is called a raked stage, or simply, a rake. There are lots of reasons to use a rake. It makes the performers easier to see, for one thing. A raked stage can also make the upstage area feel closer to the audience and is a good device to improve the intimacy of the audience-actor relationship. It is best used in theaters where the audience seating area is raked very little, or not at all. A rake can also be used to increase the effect of false perspective, the scenic trick used to increase the apparent size of the stage. If the tops of the walls slant downward as they go upstage, the combination of the top of the wall coming down and the raked floor coming up will make the stage appear larger, sort of like that railroad-tracks-coming-together-in-the-distance trick that you learned in fifth-grade art class.

[image: images]

Fig.3. Decks are made of platforms.

The raked stage is firmly rooted in theatrical history. When scenic design was being invented in Renaissance Italy, false perspective was all the rage, and all the stages were raked. The trend continued into Shakespeare’s day, and actors had to get used to playing on a shallow hill. Since the actors were literally climbing up the hill as they walked away from the audience, the term upstage was created for this area. Conversely, downstage meant closer to the audience. As you know, these terms are used today on any stage, raked or not.

Given a bit of rehearsal time, actors can quickly adapt to a slanted playing surface, as long as it is not too steep. Rakes are measured in “inches per foot.” A one-inch-to-the-foot rake, for example, rises one inch in altitude for every foot you walk upstage. This is also known as a “one to twelve” slope, or 1:12. A one-to-twelve rake is quite shallow, almost unnoticeable to the audience and easy to walk on, while a two-inch-to-the-foot (1:6) rake feels quite steep and requires some practice. Good rakes fall somewhere between one inch and two inches to the foot.

For obvious reasons, dancers are not wild about working on rakes. Opera singers are less picky (they sing more and move around less). Surprisingly, runway fashion models seem to be able to work on anything short of a cliff. In heels, no less.

Stairs

The human body is remarkably picky about stairs. If they are too steep, they can exhaust you. Too shallow or too wide, and they will be out of line with your natural stride, causing you to stumble.

The ratio of the height of each step, the rise, to the width of each step, the run, is very important. Architects use a rather complicated formula to determine these measurements, but for our purposes, we can use the “eighteen-inch rule.” Simply stated, this rule says that the rise plus the run should be about eighteen inches. One of the most commonly used ratios is an eight-inch rise for a ten-inch run. This yields a staircase that is comfortable to climb but rises fairly quickly. A six-inch rise and a twelve-inch run gives a more ceremonial look, suitable for a ballroom scene, an awards ceremony, or any scene where women will be wearing long dresses. Anything shallower than six-by-twelve, though, and the stairs start to get awkward. Performers may find themselves lurching up it, constantly trying to decide whether to put one foot or two on each step. Designers of large public plazas seem to get this one wrong fairly frequently, a good example of function being a slave to form. The short, wide steps up to City Hall in San Francisco used to drive me crazy. You really have to pay attention.
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