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Introduction


Theater textbooks often begin with a definition of what theater is. While this may seem trite, the reason for posing this question is valid. In order to effectively practice an art form, one must understand what defines that art form. It is a given that many of the fine arts, such as sculpture, painting, and literature, create concrete and tangible works. And while it can be said that theater is an amalgamation of many of these same art forms, the essential art of theater is found in the exchange that happens between artists and audience during a live performance. The art of theater is a transitory, shared, and empathetic encounter involving the intimate examination of the lives, thoughts, and feelings of other people.

“What is our purpose on this planet? Why do some individuals suffer, and some individuals prosper? Why do we love? Hate?” The creative impulse shared by all people and cultures across time attempts to address these eternal questions. Throughout human history, we have used art—and particularly theater—to give voice to these questions and to postulate answers. That is the core of why we write and perform plays. Questioning the meaning and purpose of our lives defines our humanity. We learn about ourselves when we examine the lives of others. It is also important to note that it is the immediacy of this art form that draws us to it; the experience of live theater is much like life itself in that both life and theater are ever changing, at times fleeting and momentary.

While theater art is evanescent and fleeting, its creation is a lengthy collaborative process. Theater is created by artists who each methodically share their expertise in a number of disciplines: playwrights; scenic and properties designers; costume, hair, and makeup designers; lighting, sound, and projection designers; directors and actors; and a legion of craftspersons. On any given production, these theater artisans create “the world of the play” based on the playwright’s words. Set and lighting designers create the environment in which the characters live and breathe; costume designers, along with the actors, create the characters that inhabit this world. At the heart of making the art of theater is the excitement that comes from this collaboration, and the realization that this art form is indeed ephemeral—no two productions, or even performances, of the same play will ever be exactly alike.

In order to be a successful designer and collaborative artist, one must study, learn to evaluate and critique, develop awareness and empathy towards the human condition, and cultivate a sense of aesthetics. Many sources, from teachers, to textbooks, share the technical aspects of making art, but it is difficult to find a source that tells one how to be an artist. How does one truly make art? This is hard to explain, and even more difficult to teach. This task is akin to defining life itself—what is life? What is art, really? And, how do we make it?

The purpose of this text is to grapple with this challenge: how can we help beginning theater designers learn to make works of art? The philosophy of this text is grounded in the idea that all areas of theatrical design—scenery, costumes, lighting, properties, projections, and sound—are built on the same core elements and principles and share the same purposes and goals. A somewhat novel premise drives this text: the idea that regardless of the specific design area, theater designers are all members of the same family. They share similar genetic material and upbringing. So, in the early stages at least, they should be reared together.

While we acknowledge the importance of sound design, hair and makeup design, properties design, and the emerging field of projection design, this book focuses primarily on the fundamentals of scenery, costume, and lighting design. But the basic standards and processes really apply to all areas: reading, analyzing and researching a script, developing design ideas, communicating these ideas to the other members of the production team, and implementing design ideas into a working, evocative theatrical design that effectively tells a story. This text is deliberately structured so that beginning scenic, costume, and lighting designers can understand and appreciate these processes in the order they typically occur, and also so beginners can receive essential fundamental instruction (script analysis, design objectives, research, collaboration, design elements, and design principles) before tackling the more complex and challenging details offered in the design-specific chapters (scenic design, costume design, and lighting design).

Terms in bold font throughout the chapters can be found in the glossary. In addition, the appendices contain more detailed technical information on aspects of theatrical design. Each chapter of this book contains a series of exercises intended to solidify ideas and concepts in ways that are useful to students and teachers alike. Participants are encouraged to adapt these exercises as needed for both the purpose of making new pedagogical discoveries as well as reinforcing established design theories.

Lastly, the final chapter of this text (“Building a Career in Theatrical Design”) was included in this book after much conversation and debate. Creating a portfolio and résumé are typically not beginning-level design topics. Ultimately, we came to the conclusion that beginning design students must start early to develop a habit of documenting their work. As theater art is transitory, far too often early projects are lost due to improper archiving. When career preparation skills are nurtured early, alongside fostering of design proficiency, students are better prepared for the competitive nature of the theater world both practically and artistically.

Throughout this text we emphasize many important characteristics of successful theater artists: the curiosity to explore new thoughts and ideas, awareness to observe people and their surroundings, empathy to other’s feelings, and the ability to express those thoughts and feelings visually. We stress the importance of research and collaboration, as theater is a shared experience. It is created by a group of artists who share their expertise in the creation of a work of art and then share that work with an audience. With proper care, that communal experience can be transformative for both artists and audience alike.


PART ONE—THE PRELIMINARY DESIGN PROCESS



Chapter 1


Script Analysis for Designers

Theater begins and is grounded in a story. The story, usually created by a playwright in the form of a script, is the foundation for the collaborative theatrical experience; it is the central work that all of the other artists interpret. Stories about human circumstances can be expressed in a myriad of ways, and literary works generally fall into several broad categories such as poetry, prose, essays, fiction, and drama or plays. The structure of a play and a play’s intent are distinct from those in other categories, in that playwrights write plays to be performed, not read. So, reading a play can be a challenging venture. It must be kept in mind that learning to read plays effectively is a fundamental skill for all theater artisans and is vital to successful designing. It is such an important skill, in fact, that beginners should ideally learn how to read a play effectively before embarking on any other study in the theater.

In this chapter, we will explore the physical aspects of a play script. We will learn what to expect when first looking at any play and then ascertain how to acquire the basic skills needed to effectively read plays. Imagination is of prime importance to any theater artist and in this chapter we will discover the essentials of imaginative engagement. We will realize how effective reading and imaginative engagement ultimately work hand in hand with collaboration in the creation of purposeful production concepts and evocative designs for plays.

HOW TO READ A PLAY

Learning to focus on the dialogue, and to visualize the play’s action while doing so, will lead to a successful play-reading technique. Reading the play aloud with friends or attending a first rehearsal or read-through is a great way to learn to focus on the dialogue and visualize the play. When a play is read aloud, we are able to hear it and get a sense of the characterizations and action. Hearing it helps us visualize it. Readers will eventually acquire the ability to do this independently and silently, but in the meantime, if it helps to read a play aloud, then do it!

In order to read a play, aloud or otherwise, one must be able to access the playwright’s words and intent. Part of the challenge of reading a play is the way the dialogue and action are presented, or the formatting of the script. In order to focus proper attention on the dialogue and successfully interpret any script, readers must acknowledge and understand the structure of the script itself, otherwise called formatting.

Script Formatting

Plays or scripts can be found in anthologies, collections of plays, as well as bound for individual sale. Individually bound play scripts can be obtained through a number of publishers specializing in plays, including Samuel French, Inc., Dramatists Play Service, Inc., Dramatic Publishing, Baker’s Plays, Anchorage Press Plays, and Theatre Communications Group, to name a few. Each publisher has a consistent formatting approach they use when publishing plays. For example, Samuel French, Inc. formats the front matter of their scripts as follows:

Page 1: Title page

Page 2: Copyright and licensing information

Page 3: Licensing cautions and special billing requirements

Page 4: Previous/premier production credits

Page 5: Cast list/time/place

Page 6: Blank page

Page 7: Play begins

There may be some variation within this basic structure. For example, authors may include additional notes, dedications, or special thanks with the script. Play scripts included in anthologies will eliminate much of the information regarding previous productions and contractual arrangements. Readers quickly note that publishers pay special attention to the margins, typeface, and the indentations utilized when printing scripts—these choices are usually made to enhance readability and actor usage.

Dialogue

Italicized stage directions precede (or are imbedded in) many lines of dialogue. Some playwrights, such as George Bernard Shaw, include very detailed italicized directions in their plays. However, readers must keep in mind that the italicized directions in many scripts are not the playwright’s words. Often (particularly in plays published in the mid-twentieth century) these italicized directions are a record of stage directions from the original production gleaned from the stage manager’s notes. Experienced theater artisans often totally ignore these italicized references on the first reading because they do not want to be influenced by other productions of the play. Others may read the italicized directions with interest, treating them as adjunct information to the play rather than essential instructions. Whichever the case, beginning play readers will find the formatting (the way the play is typed on the page) very different from prose writing:

ARMS AND THE MAN ACT I

CATHERINE (entering hastily, full of good news). Raina—(she pronounces it Rah-eena, with the stress on the ee) Raina—(she goes to the bed, expecting to find Raina there.) Why, where—(Raina looks into the room.) Heavens! Child, are you out in the night air instead of in your bed? You’ll catch your death. Louka told me you were asleep.

RAINA (coming in). I sent her away. I wanted to be alone. The stars are so beautiful! What is the matter?

CATHERINE. Such news. There has been a battle!

RAINA (her eyes dilating). Ah! (She throws the cloak on the ottoman, and comes eagerly to Catherine in her nightgown, a pretty garment, but evidently the only one she has on.)

CATHERINE. A great battle at Slivnitza! A victory! And it was won by Sergius.

RAINA (with a cry of delight). Ah! (Rapturously.) Oh, mother! (Then, with sudden anxiety) Is father safe?

CATHERINE. Of course: he sent me the news. Sergius is the hero of the hour, the idol of the regiment.

In this example from George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man, the dialogue is interrupted frequently by descriptive text. It is easy to see how the formatting, while helpful and informative, can get in the way of reading the play—especially for beginners. Generally, most plays are presented in this same fashion, with the bulk of the script dedicated to pages of dialogue such as these. Because this formatting can prevent or hinder beginning readers from successfully accessing the continuity and flow of the play, it is vitally important for theater artisans to develop an effectual play-reading technique; otherwise basic information such as meaning, tone, rhythm, and nuance may be overlooked.

[image: Image]

Costume Design for Arms and the Man by Jodi Ozimek for University of Southern Maine.

At the end of the play, when the dialogue pages are complete, most scripts leave the “artistic” aspects of the play and return to more “business” aspects of the script. Samuel French, Inc. refers to this section as “back matters.” Production lists from original productions may be included in the back matters pages of the script. Theater professionals treat these pages much as they do the aforementioned italicized stage directions, often totally ignoring the information or treating the pages as adjunct information to the play rather than primary source information.


Reading Plays—Language and Subtext

We must always keep in mind that, for designers, the essential information in any script is the “art” of the piece: the message, meaning, or theme of the play. That message is not just delivered through the spoken dialogue; it is also delivered by the actions performed by the characters. In order to best absorb the meaning of the play, designers must also learn to become part detective and part psychologist. Characters in a play, like people in real life, do not always say what they mean and often their actions belie their statements. Theater artisans must become adept at reading between the lines, gleaning information not only from the obvious dialogue but from the subtext of the play. For example, in the opening scene of the play Proof by David Auburn, twenty-five-year-old Catherine speaks to her father Robert, who happens to be a famous mathematician.




	ROBERT
	Can’t sleep?



	CATHERINE
	Jesus, you scared me.



	ROBERT
	Sorry.



	CATHERINE
	What are you doing here?



	ROBERT
	I thought I’d check up on you. Why aren’t you in bed?



	CATHERINE
	Your student is still here. He’s up in your study,



	ROBERT
	He can let himself out.





These lines have one obvious layer of meaning that is easily ascertained on first inspection. But, when we discover that Robert is not only mentally ill, but also dead, it gives this dialogue another deeper, richer layer of meaning. It is the subtext that provides the intrigue in this play, and understanding the subtext informs the dialogue and should also inform the design work for any production of Proof.

Subtext refers to the hidden or underlying meaning of a line of dialogue or action. Text is the line of dialogue; subtext is the way that line is spoken, or more specifically, the meaning behind the text. In another example, Yasmina Reza’s God of Carnage is a play that is very dependent on subtext. In this play, there are four characters, consisting of two married couples. We learn very quickly that these couples are the parents of two eleven-year-old boys, who recently got into a violent altercation in a city park where one boy attacked the other with a stick, knocking out his teeth. Reza’s play finds the four parents meeting together at the home of one of the families in an effort to discuss the brutality of the attack. The dialogue begins very collegially, at least on the surface. Through the course of the play we discover that the children are products of their own environments, as many truths and secrets are revealed about all four people and their marriages. Though the characters behave in a civil manner at first, the play ends much less civilly, even violently, as it becomes evident in Reza’s dialogue that profound tensions run deep in the lives of all four characters.




	MICHEL
	I don’t think she needs any.



	VERONIQUE
	Give me a drink, Michel.



	MICHEL
	No.



	VERONIQUE
	Michel!



	MICHEL
	No.



	
Veronique tries to snatch the bottle out of his hands. Michel resists.



	ANNETTE
	What’s the matter with you, Michel?!



	MICHEL
	All right, there you are, take it. Drink, drink, who cares?



	ANNETTE
	Is alcohol bad for you?



	VERONIQUE
	It’s wonderful.



	
She slumps.
	 





As in the plays Proof and God of Carnage, or when considering subtext in any play, the crux is to determine what the characters are doing, how they are doing it, why they are doing it, and the consequences of their actions. The ability to gather and assess information from any script comes with practice and sensitivity and is necessary to effectively read and interpret plays for the stage.

The best way to further develop the ability to access information from plays is to read more plays! The more plays one reads, the more informed one becomes with the various styles and structures. Some scripts are more challenging to read than others. Many designers state that the more challenging plays to read or access include the following:

•    Plays written in verse (elevated language)

•    Musical theater pieces

•    Theatre of the Absurd or avant-garde pieces (non sequitur language)

•    Plays with overlapping dialogue and/or actions Plays with mostly action and little dialogue

•    Nonscripted ”concept” or devised pieces

If the dialogue in a play is written in verse or elevated language, the complexity of the language may sometimes make reading and understanding the play more difficult. Classical works by playwrights such as Shakespeare or Euripides or even American musical song lyrics contain unconventional and unrealistic methods of communicating characters’ thoughts and feelings, and take a bit more skill and patience to decipher. The reader must be mindful not to let the poetic form or archaic word usage get in the way of retrieving meaningful information about the story, but instead see the form itself as a revealing stylistic technique. Scripts with complex language or unfamiliar styles may require several additional readings in order for the nuance to become clear.

Musical theater pieces are particularly difficult to visualize when reading because of the diminished emphasis on dialogue and a significant emphasis on song and dance. For example, when the music and lyrics are removed from a musical theater script, what is left is the dialogue, known as the book or libretto, and it can be very thin. There is an emphasis on dance, movement, or action in musical theater that can be time-consuming when actually performed on stage, but can take very little space when typed into a play script. In the modern “book musical,” the lyrics are an essential part of the script and give vital information about character and storyline. Designers must become very adept at piecing together information from the many methods of delivery (dialogue, song lyrics, and stage directions) when visualizing the intent of the composer, lyricist, and playwright.

There are even scripts, such as works that are categorized as Theatre of the Absurd, where dialogue is purposefully enigmatic and nonsensical. Reading these scripts is particularly challenging and demands an open mind and a vivid imagination. These plays can be difficult to understand and relate to, but designers must keep in mind that all of the stylistic choices made by the playwright are important clues to the meaning and intent of the play. It is only through careful investment in the play-reading process that designers can make informed and appropriate design decisions.

Performance art, improvisational pieces, dance concerts, or music performances are often developed around an idea or concept. Designing for a devised or conceptual project where no formal script exists presents another design challenge. However, the goal is the same as for scripted pieces: exploring the idea or concept and the overriding message of the piece in order to create effective designs. This involves attending early meetings, speaking at length with the collaborative artists (choreographers, composers, directors, or performance artists involved in the project), and viewing rehearsals, listening to music, and researching information about the concept.

The script (or conceptual idea) serves as the foundation for all of the collaborative artists who interpret it. The style of delivery, whether it is realistic dialogue, verse, song lyrics, or nonsensical and absurd language, is indicative of the playwright’s intent for the play and should ultimately influence and serve as a guideline for the production style and design.

The Structure of a Play

Regardless of the nature of the dialogue, when it comes to structure, characters’ lines are typically grouped into smaller segments known as scenes, and these scenes are typically grouped into larger segments called acts. Certain classical works, such as Shakespeare’s plays, are traditionally composed of five acts, with each act containing multiple scenes. And comparatively, early realist plays from the nineteenth century were typically constructed around three acts. Modern or contemporary works may even have just one or two acts, or may not use the word “act” at all. In whatever configuration, the arrangement of scenes and acts gives the play its structure.

Traditionally, plays fall under one of two major structure categories: climactic or episodic. Climactic plays are tightly constructed and move in a linear cause-and-effect progression. They are typically three acts or less and have a definite beginning, middle, and end. Because of this tight structure, climactic plays are sometimes referred to as “well-made plays.” They contain a small number of characters, take place in one or two locations, and the time span of the story is brief, covering a few days or weeks. In contrast, episodic play structure has many scenes or acts and a large number of characters, takes place in multiple locations, and may have numerous subplots. The time span of the story can take place over months, years, or even decades, and the progression of scenes in episodic drama may or may not unfold chronologically.

In addition to the two major classifications of climactic or episodic, there are a number of other types of structures. Musical reviews or an evening of unrelated improvisational skits have a serial structure, as they are performed in a series, one after the other. Repetition, ritual, and tableau are structures where a performance is constructed around an idea, visual image, or character. Book musicals really have their own unique structure, and this structure can appear to be a hybrid of all of the structures described here. Since theater is a live art and reflects culture and society, the manner in which it is presented is always evolving.

Writers over the years have attempted to codify dramatic techniques and methods of telling stories. These dramatic theories are useful to theater practitioners today in two ways: they give us a historical perspective, and many of the practical applications of these theorists remain relevant to our time. In 350 BCE, Aristotle, through observation of play performances of his day, created a description of traditional tragedy containing six different components: spectacle, song, diction, thought, character, and plot. His observations, titled Poetics, influenced subsequent dramatists for centuries. According to Aristotle’s observations, a successful plot arrangement has a beginning, middle, and end, as well as unity of action; it can be simple or complex; and development of plot should supersede character development and the other aspects or components of tragedy. Ultimately, for Aristotle, the objective of drama was to achieve catharsis, a purging of one’s emotions. Aristotle maintained that the healthy release of emotions through catharsis allowed one to live life less emotionally and therefore with more order and restraint.

Just a few centuries later, on the other side of the globe, a treatise on dramatic theory called the Natyasastra was ascribed to the Indian sage Bharata. Like Aristotle’s catharsis, the Natyasastra also dealt with emotions. “Bhava” was the term that Bharata used to refer to the emotions or feelings of the character onstage, and “rasa” the emotional state elicited in the audience. There were eight original rasas, or emotional states, audience members could experience: love, humor, anger, compassion, disgust, horror, courage, and wonder. Centuries later, a ninth rasa was added: tranquility. In the Natyasastra, Bharata gave instructions on dramatic structure and staging techniques in order to break down barriers to achieve rasa. For unlike catharsis, which is the Greek’s ideal of purification by cleansing one’s emotions, the Hindu principle of rasa seeks to take the audience to a higher emotional existence.

Another significant attempt to describe dramatic structure came from a nineteenth-century German named Gustav Freytag. Freytag is most noted in the theater world for creating an analysis of dramatic structure in his book Technik des Dramas in 1863. This analysis divides dramatic action into six parts: exposition, inciting incident, rising action, climax (turning point), falling action or resolution, and denouement or catastrophe, and is often visually expressed in the form of a triangle known as Freytag’s pyramid (the apex of the pyramid visually denotes the climax or turning point of the play). Freytag lived at a time when “the well-made play,” typically a three-act play with traditional climactic structure, was popular throughout Europe and the United States, and his analysis of dramatic structure was an attempt to create a template for the creation of such plays.

•    Exposition, the early part of the play, introduces the audience to the characters and the story. It divulges what happened in the story prior to the play’s point of attack, the first bit of action or dialogue in the play.

•    The inciting incident is the event that creates the conflict in the story.

•    Rising action is the main body of the play where the characters attempt to resolve their conflicts and obtain their objectives.

•    Characters must overcome obstacles and crises that will eventually culminate in the climax of the play. The climax is the major turning point when the conflict is resolved and one opponent defeats the other.

•    The falling action of the play wraps up the loose ends and acts as a postscript to the action. The resolution happens during the falling action and occurs when the major conflict or problem in the play is solved.

•    The denouement (or catastrophe in tragedy) happens at the end of the play and sums up the events and the characters’ reactions to those events.

Avant-garde movements in theater—for example, the Expressionist movement of the early twentieth century or the Absurdist movement of the mid-twentieth century—came about in reaction to the more traditional Western approaches described by Aristotle, Freytag, and others. By definition, avant-garde works tend to be less prescribed, less predictable, and less traditionally structured. They are ahead of current practices and are either short-lived or are eventually absorbed into the cultural mainstream. Nontraditional dramatic structures vary greatly and are often closely tied to the social and political contexts of their origins. For instance, Theatre of the Absurd arose as an artistic movement as World War II was ending. The devastation and loss of life wreaked upon the world during that global conflict was profound. The German occupation of Europe, the Holocaust, and the atomic bombs dropped on Japan were unfathomable. The fragility of human existence and the absurdity of human conflict was everywhere. As a result, the qualities that mark Theater of the Absurd—illogical, nonsensical language and plot lines, as well as a more circular, repetitive plot structure—reflect the meaningless existence of humankind.

As one looks at plays and critical works throughout the ages, it becomes easy to appreciate the idea that art reflects the society from which it comes. The standards for dramatic structure for any given era reflect the traits and values of the dominant society of the time. Aristotle and the ancient Greeks were concerned with order and balance. The Hindu Sanskrit dramas were concerned with enlightenment. Drama during the Industrial Revolution was concerned with realistic depictions of the plight of the common person. Theatre of the Absurd portrays the senselessness of human behavior coming out of a time of world war. Contemporary plays are often structured in a cinematic framework (frequent short scenes, diverse locales) signifying the influence modern media has had on contemporary culture. Our “global society” is evidenced in contemporary drama by the wide diversity of characters and themes, as well as the expansive, varied, and sometimes innovative approaches to dramatic structure.

Plot

There are many different ways to structure a play—perhaps as many as there are playwrights and stories to tell. As designers, it is very important to study and understand the construction of plays because the structure of the play informs the production concept (the unifying guiding vision discussed later in this chapter) and subsequently the stylistic approach to the design.

The way the playwright chooses to tell the story creates the plot of the play. It may help to imagine the acts and scenes of a play as akin to the chapters of a book, or snapshots arranged in a photo album. Each snapshot reveals an important detail and the combination and arrangement of the snapshots can affect the telling of the story. For example, in the case of Lanford Wilson’s The Rimers of Eldritch, the scene structure is nonchronological, with the timeline of the story out of sequence. This play requires the reader, and ultimately the audience member, to fit the pieces of the puzzle together.

In a novel, the thoughts and motivations of the characters are exposed through descriptive passages; often, the actual dialogue between characters is limited. In a play, the exact opposite is true. Descriptive passages are limited and the thoughts and motivations of characters are discovered primarily through the dialogue and action. In this context, getting to the essence of the story can be challenging. To compound the challenge, playwrights are often purposefully enigmatic in order to create dramatic interest, thereby making obviously informative passages sparse. Theater designers must become experts at gathering information from the dialogue and action between characters and, as noted earlier, must learn to read between the lines so as to glean the subtext of the script.

Imaginative Engagement

When reading a novel, readers can easily imagine the story and characters with unlimited possibilities. The reader “goes” anywhere the author may lead because there are few constraints to the world of the novel. But, as previously noted, the world of the play has many limitations set down by the play’s structure, characters, locations, and time, in addition to the logistical limitations of the production, such as the performance space and production budgets. However, in spite of these limitations, when initially reading a play, the reader should imagine the story and characters with unlimited possibilities. The reader should feel free to imagine elaborate, expansive, but appropriate settings and special effects on the first reading. During subsequent readings of the play, theater artisans should simultaneously keep their imaginations both unlimited and limited. Artisans should imagine the possibilities, all in the context of “how do I make this work on stage?” Letting one’s imagination run free enables the designer to visualize a play’s utmost potential. In subsequent readings one must learn to imagine the play more practically, keeping one foot in the realm of the possible. This approach should not be viewed as confining, but rather the opposite. Imagining the ideal within the context of the possible should feel expansive, liberating, and very creative. When designers learn to do this, they have mastered a very important step in the design process.

A large part of communicating the meaning of the play happens through the action in the script. Playwrights write action into a play in a number of ways. For the purpose of clarification, we can describe dramatic action as follows:

•    Antecedent action is action that takes place prior to the beginning of the play. This action may be shown in the form of a flashback scene or can be discussed in the dialogue between the characters, and is otherwise called the exposition of the play. This action can be very revealing and informative for the production team, the actors, and the audience. It tells us who the characters are and what their main motivations are. The antecedent action sets up the major conflict to be resolved in the play.

•    Implied action is akin to antecedent action in that it happens outside of the plot structure of the play and is expressed indirectly via the dialogue or movements of the characters in a scene. It can be antecedent or current, but is action that is suggested by the dialogue so that we as readers and audience members can infer that it happens “offstage” at a time outside of the structured play. Effective actors and directors embrace this type of action as a method of subtle revelation of character and character relationships.

•    Overt action is any action that is written into the scene and actually occurs on stage. When we think of the action in any play, this is what we usually think of first. The fatal stabbing of Polonius by Hamlet or Othello’s smothering of Desdemona are overt actions that happen in full view of the audience.

•    Potential action creates the most inner tension in a scene or play. Good playwrights will establish conflict or tension as the possibility of action and keep audience members “on the hook” anticipating the realization of that potential. Often the realized potential action is the climactic moment of the play. Tom in Tennessee Williams’s play The Glass Menagerie tells his friend Jim, “I am tired of the movies and I am about to move.” Tom goes on to disclose that he has joined the merchant marine and is planning on leaving his mother and sister. The entire play is a flashback, with Tom continuously struggling with this potential.

It is evident from these categories that discovering the necessary information in a play script can be challenging because the action in a play script is not often obvious. Making wise choices based on observations and evaluations in a script can be a laborious task. Some playwrights leave it exclusively to the dialogue to reveal action rather than give any explicit stage directions, while others rely on stage directions to indicate all four categories of action.

IDENTIFYING THE GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES

After the first reading of the script, designers will conduct subsequent readings in order to glean specific information on the project. The first list of needs for the play that they compile is called “the given circumstances.” The term given circumstances is originally attributed to Constantin Stanislavski and is used to describe the stated and implied information in the script that the actor uses to create a realistic character. But the term can also be applied to design. Given circumstances are the obvious and concrete requirements of the play and any information that is easily detected and readily accessed while initially reading the script. This list of givens can include the objectives which are discussed in chapter 2—time, period, place, locale, theme, mood, style, revealing characters, and solving practical problems—but only what is immediately obvious upon the first reading. This list is by no means a definitive list of needs for a production. The givens are the basics only, compiled and investigated with the understanding that further requirements will develop after additional readings, research, and conversations with the director and other designers.

For the purpose of explanation, the following is a list of givens compiled from reading the dialogue and stage directions in Lanford Wilson’s Talley’s Folly:

Talley’s Folly Given Circumstances

•    Time and period: Fourth of July, night, 1944

•    Place and locale: boathouse on a river near a Missouri farm

•    Mood: romantic, nostalgic, lighthearted, humorous

•    Practical problems:

[image: Image]    Lighting: a moon and moonlight, sunset, working lantern (must be lit onstage)

[image: Image]    Sound effects: a waltz, a band playing far away in the park, crickets, a dog barking, river water

[image: Image]    Scenic: boathouse with lots of Victorian decorations carved into it, a “crashing set” effect—rail break with foot through floor

[image: Image]    Properties: two boats (two actors get inside and sit in one, the other is upturned with a hole in the bottom), ice skates (must be period and worn by an actor), pocket notebook, bottle hidden in set, lantern (must be lit), cigarettes in purse, lighter in pocket, another functional lighter in purse

[image: Image]    Costumes: pocket watch, eyeglasses, jacket, new “pretty” dress, handkerchief in purse

Making a list of given circumstances is a useful enterprise for a variety of reasons. Producers will often make such a list for plays under consideration in order to determine the scope of the play’s requirements, while designers will often bring such a list to the first design meeting as a springboard for discussion. A list such as this is a good beginning for initiating the research process, anticipating more in-depth research to follow.

VISUAL METAPHOR

It is not surprising that theater artists are often quite visual people and that some practitioners work to develop visual metaphors for their productions. Visual metaphors often emerge out of the symbolism or imagery used in the play script. These metaphors can often become iconic images that are representative of the theme of a particular play. For example, in Henrik Ibsen’s play A Doll’s House, one of the major characters, Torvald, refers to his wife Nora as “little fritter bird” and “skylark” on several occasions throughout the script. Nora’s house (the titular dollhouse) thematically becomes a cage for Nora—much like a gilded birdcage. In this instance, a birdcage might be an appropriate visual metaphor for a production of this play. This is just one example, as visual metaphors can be identified for any play, though more readily for some than others. There are no right or wrong visual metaphors, and most plays may have the potential for numerous interpretations. Determining a visual metaphor can be a springboard for ideas and design decisions, and, when effectively applied, can have a unifying affect on the entire production.

[image: Image]

A production of Around the World in 80 Days that took the world map and clock gears as a visual metaphor for the scenic design. Set design by Cheri Prough DeVol, costume design by Amanda Aldridge, lighting design by Trevor Maynard, directed by Katy Brown, photo courtesy of Barter Theatre. Based on the novel by Jules Verne, adapted by Mark Brown, a Barter Theatre production featuring Josephine Hall, Frank Taylor Green, Karen Sabo, Richard Major, and Alice White.

SUMMARY

Designers must learn to identify common play structures, because the way a script is structured gives one insight into the intent of the playwright and the meaning of the play. This understanding begins with an awareness and understanding of play formatting and dialogue. Plays are different from novels or other literary genres, and beginners may find reading plays difficult because of this fact. The best way to learn how to read plays, and to learn about significant aspects of dramatic structure, is to read and see lots of plays and to be keenly observant in the process. Researching the history of dramatic structure and theory will also prove helpful, because students of theater should be aware of theorists from the past such as Aristotle, Freytag, and Bharata, among others. A clear understanding of where we have been helps us appreciate where we are presently and can positively define our collective future as artists on this planet. As the character Mark Rothko in the play Red by John Logan states, “To be civilized is to know where you belong in the continuum of your art and your world. To surmount the past, you must know the past.”

Imaginative engagement is a vital skill to acquire and is an important step in the process of designing for the stage. Effective play-reading techniques, coupled with imaginative engagement, work hand in hand to help designers discover the themes presented in the play. Identifying themes, understanding action, and discovering the given circumstances in plays are also necessary skills to learn. Learning these skills, when collaboratively shared with the other production artists, helps design teams create effective production concepts and useful designs.
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