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ABSTRACT

All designerstend to have different styles and procedures that they tend to follow
when they approach a design. Not only does this aid us in streamlining our process for
ease and efficiency, but it also allows us to feel like we have left our individual and
personal mark on the project, whether it is recognized by every individual audience
member or not. In the Spring of 2023, | was informed by Professor Fred Duer that that
my thesis assignment would be serving as the Scenic Designer for Temple University’s
Department of Theatre Production of Choir Boy in the Fall of 2023. Furthermore, being
that it was my thesis project, and that the production opened so early in the season, | was
asked to begin working on the project as soon as possible, including working on said
project over the summer. Choir Boy by Tarell Alvin McCraney premiered in London in
2012, and has since had runs at the collegiate level, regional theatres, as well as Off and
On Broadway. Despite being about a decade old and its recent popularity, the Scenic
Designs have been largely different from production to production- which typically
means the audience enters the theater with no pre-conceived expectations of what they’11
be seeing in a design, which gives the production team much more flexibility in making

their production their own.

As a Theatrical Designer of any discipline the, the first goal should always be to
work with the creative team as well as the director to create a world that best benefits the
text provided to us by the playwright via the publishing company. By not working
together and creating something that fits the text, productions can end up looking
incoherent and disjointed. It also leads to contention in the design process, and

difficulties once the team begins to implement their designs, and once the director and



performers get into the space. Apart from the previously stated goal, I had individual
goals that I also hoped to achieve while working on this assignment. | always strive to
make a design that is unique to the show (within the bounds that are called for), this is
ultimately dealt with in the initial concept and research work. I also strive to (with the
team) create a world on stage that pulls the audience out of their day-to-day lives, at least
for the duration of the show. If the audience is able to forget about anything going on in
their head and live within the action of the play, then I believe that we did our job.
Finally, and more uniquely related to this project, I had to both explore and relate to
topics and motifs that I am not directly familiar with. I intended to weigh my success on

my ability to accomplish these goals.
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CHAPTER 1 INITIAL IMPRESSIONS

I was asked to begin work on this project in the Spring of 2023, and to present my work
on a weekly basis to the Graduate Scenic Design class taught by Professor Fred Duer. | was
initially hesitant to start the project so early and to present it to a group of peers who would not
ultimately be working on the project. Of course, there is nothing wrong with working on a
project as early as you possibly can, however working on it at this time presented unique
difficulties. By starting it at this time, | was essentially doing conceptual and initial work without
input or direction from other members of the creative team or of the director of the production.

As stated above, this can lead to problems later on in the design process.

First Read Through

As | mentioned in Chapter 1, each designer has their own process that they use as they
approach a work. My firststep in any design is to read through the play, and as I read through the
play, | create a Scenic Plot. The Scenic Plot is a document that is typically only for my eyes and
serves as a roadmap of the events within the play. | use the scenic plot to specifically track eight
things: Act/Scene, Location, Characters, Furniture, Synopsis, Special Effects, Emotional
Evocation, and Any Questions. This document helps to create an easily referenceable ‘road map
of the production.’ The first thing to become evident through the Scenic plot was the large
number of distinct locations that needed to be represented within the space. | observed that there
were twelve distinct locations that were represented, which typically lends itself to twelve
distinct looks on stage (though some locations would eventually be combined). | also took note

of the plot and theme of the play itself, and realized this would be a challenge that I don’t



encounter as often. The play deals with young, African American men attending an all-male,
religious boarding school as they struggle with their sexualities. As a designer, | like to find
something in the story that | can personally relate to and draw emotional influence on. Being a
non-religious straight white male that attended public school, | was forced to look deeper and
work harder in finding something that | could connect to. What | was able to connect to was the
feeling of not being accepted anywhere. Many of the characters in the show let us know that they
feel as if they fit to an extent with multiple groups, but don’t feel fully accepted in any articular
one. I don’t believe this feeling to be incredibly unique, I believe most people feel this way at

some point while growing up, but it did give me an emotional starting point.

During this read through, I became aware of something that wasn’t shown to me in the
Scenic Plot but came from a knowledge of working in the Tomlinson Theater, where this
production would take place. The Tomlinson Theater has a very large proscenium opening, much
larger than others, and while it is not deeper than most it does have good depth to it. The space,
being built in the 1960s, was clearly intended for large scale musicals or Operas to be performed
within it. Reading Choir Boy and seeing that there were only seven characters, presented me with
another challenge to solve. With the enormity of the space, those seven characters could very
easily get lost to the eye of the audience and read as small. I knew before | began any research or

concept work that | would need to resolve and address this as early as | could.

With my Scenic Plot complete and a knowledge of potential challenges, It was time for

me to begin research and initial concept work



CHAPTER 2 THE DESIGN PROCESS

Being that the Design Process for me began months before | ever had a meeting with the
director or the rest of the team, I had to adjust my process quite a bit. My process would typically
involve having a meeting with the director and the team to discuss what direction we would like
the show to head to before I begin to do any research or concept work. I find that meeting useful
as it prevents me from doing a lot of work in one realm only to find out that the director wants to
go somewhere completely and entirely different with the project. My next step would then be to
do some sort of initial drawing of value work to help flesh out the ideas, take notes on those, and
implement them going forward until arriving at either a final rendering, storyboard, or model.
With this project I received notes from Professor Fred Duer and some peers in the class, but not
yet any feedback from the director or production team. I ultimately wouldn’t end up meeting
with the director for the first time (without the team) until a week before the project was to be

due for the class. It then wouldn’t be for some time until I got to meet with the rest of the team.

Research

My research for Choir Boy started right at the heart of the production. The expensive
private institutions that are found throughout the United States. | wanted to get an idea of the
recurring architectural themes that are present and find out which ones spoke to me in regard to
this show, and which ones | felt that we would be able to best implement for this production. The
beginning of the research process made it very clear that the institutions found in the southern
parts of the United States had a vastly different look than those found in the northern areas.
Being that I wasn’t able to have a meeting with the director to discuss which direction he

intended on going, | executed focused research on both of them.



In doing my research, | was able to find recurring motifs in the construction and style of
the ‘clite’ boarding schools of the North, particularly the Northeast. When looking at shape, it
became apparent that in an effort to appear as sturdy and institutional as possible, they often
tended to have a very rectilinear shape. Throughout history we see this shape used to represent
very serious buildings that are meant to hold aa feeling of seriousness and prestige. Going back,
often times banks would use this rectilinear shape specifically for that reason. While the overall
shape of the building tended to be rectilinear, repeating arches are also very common. These
arches often harken back to the gothic architecture of Europe. If these schools are able to
provoke the thought of old European buildings, it tends to give them the idea of lineage, even if
one isn’t actually present. Finally, is the use of cut-stone construction. The mortared cut-stones
have an American history that’s not necessarily related directly to Europe. Historically the cut-
stones came from the rock-filled soil of the Northeast. These rocks would have to be excavated
as the ground was leveled for the foundation and would then be used in the construction of the

buildings.

Figure 1: Research image of the Hackley School in Tarrytown, Figure 2: Research image of St. Albans school in
NY Washington, D.C.



Following completing my research on schools from the northern half of the United States, |
turned my focus to those based down south. The architecture in the south shares many similar
architectural motifs but has a few key differences. Arches are much less common in the south,
but in their place, we tend to see more columns. Windows and doors tend to be more rectilinear
and have smaller windows to keep the buildings from getting too hot. Brick and concrete also
tends to be more common in the southern United Staes, and their soil does not contain the same
rock content that is present in the Northeast. Finally, while the north tends to have more
rectilinear buildings, buildings in the south tend to lean more towards later French architecture.

They feel freer to experiment with curves rather than sticking to ninety-degree angles.

Figure 3: Research image of the entrance to Figure 4: Research image of the rear side of
Davidson Hall of Coker University in Hartsville, SC. Davidson Hall of Coker University in Hartsville,
SC.

The last form of research I tend to do for projects is ‘emotional research.” Emotional research
usually comes directly from the ‘emotional evocation’ section of the Scenic Plot. I’ll take the
phrases from that column, especially and repeating phrases and see what is presented to me. At
times these images can help influence color, texture, shape, etc. Other times it doesn’t end up

being overly helpful for anyone but me, and thus I don’t end up presenting it to anyone on the



team or the director. In the case of Choir Boy, | found that the emotional research images were
helpful for me but would have likely been confusing had anyone on the team been presented with

them.

Concept

At this point, | began to do my Concept work, and early rough sketches. For this | knew
that | was facing the challenge of multiple locations, and that would have to be what | addressed
before anything else. There are a few Theatrical conventions that typically lend themselves to
multiple location scenery, with quick changes. The first being the convention of ‘wing-and-drop’
shows that often also use scenery on wagons. These shows differentiate scenes by having a
multitude of painted drops fly in and out representing separate locations. This style is never one
that has personally interested me. | understand that this style has its own place in the world of
design, but I was looking for a much more concrete way to transform the space more freely and
seamlessly. The other convention that | considered exploring was the use of a turn-table. While |
think that this could have worked, it would have greatly limited the number of spaces that | was

able to represent in the show.

I ended up choosing to go with a convention that I don’t often see done, and that’s the
practice of using scenery that can open and close to create different space. By creating wagons
with one pivot point, | knew | would be able to have a way that looked completely solid, but
could suddenly open, showing new spaces. This convention also provided the opportunity to
have one wall open while keeping another wall closed, so that we can represent more than two

distinct locations.
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Figure 5: Rough concept sketch of Choir Boy

Adding Shape to the Design

When it came time to begin adding more defined shape to the design, | had to
figure what direction | would head next. For a lot of projects, it would be typical for the next step
to be a value sketch. A value sketch could have served this project well, but I also knew that |
would end up having to do a multitude of value sketches to represent each possible scene. There
is nothing inherently wrong with doing that repeatedly but I figured there was a better way to
streamline the project. Instead of the value sketch, I took the project directly over to 3DS Max (a
Digital 3-dimensional design software). By using 3DS Max | could begin to mold the shapes,
textures, add colors of the scenery in real time. | was able to experiment with spacing and angles
of the scenery, to figure out exactly where everything wanted to be. This helped with resolving
one of the challenges that was mentioned earlier. | realized that by making the structures on stage
larger than life, that | could play into the fact that the space is so large, rather than fight against it.
In order to prevent the performers from appearing too small on stage, and still maintaining their

7



presence, | brought the scenery as far downstage as | could. The combination of these to
practices meant that we were able to see the importance and grandeur of the school, while also

still being able to see the performers. It was from this stage that | was finally able to schedule a

meeting with the director, though the rest of the team would not be there.

Figure 6: Early draft of shape and color of Choir Boy

Initial Meeting with the Director

At the initial meeting with the director, Mr. Devon Sinclair, | began by presenting my
research images and explaining that | had prepared images that represented both Northern and
Southern architecture. To all of this he seemed very pleased but didn’t want to decide on a
geographical location for the production. Mr. Devon Sinclair felt that it was better to leave the
location ambiguous, as that would help all members of the audience more closely relate to the
story. While I personally would have preferred to have a more finite location, | was prepared for

that to be a possible answer. In preparation for the, | decided and space that had elements of both,



discovering a way to work them together so that they blended rather than contrasted with each

other.

It was at this time that | presented Mr. Devon Sinclair with my proposed design (the
image located in “Adding Shape to the Design”). He was excited with the shape of the design,
the flow of the movement, and the overall feeling of the show. This was very much a relief, as |

now knew | was heading in the correct direction and given the green light to go forward.

This is, however, where | made a mistake that would later come back to haunt me going
later on in the process. As excited as Mr. Devon Sinclair was about the moving scenery, he
started to want to add aspects that I didn’t believe fit with the show. Some of these additions
were adding doors to hallways, a leaf drop, scenes with large scene changes involving furniture
being carried on and off, wagons for the bedroom scene to move on and off, as well as a shower
scene to fly in. [ don’t think I realized at the time how invested he was in some of these ideas and
should have paid closer attentionto them. I was under the impression that I had talked him out of
them, but it later became clear that I had not. This led to me having to solve these problems later
on where my focus should have been on other aspects. Looking back, I realize that this is fully
my fault for not listening and considering his ideas more closely. | later in the process became
aggravated that [ was dealing with him adding things last minute that didn’t make sense, but had
I been more proactive with finding solutions for his concerns I wouldn’t have been in that place

at the last minute.
First Meeting with the Team

Between my meeting with Mr. Devon Sinclair and our first scheduled design meeting, |

had a few months of time to think everything over and process my design mentally without



immediate deadlines coming up. This is rather unique, this is not time that we normally have
availableto us, but being that | began to project so early, | was afforded it. In this time, | had two
important realizations that helped further my design. The first was that being that this is an all -
African American School, they would probably want to find a way to make this school their own.
They wouldn’t be following all of the ancient practices of the European institution. To remedy
this, I changed the wainscoting molding that decorated most of the set and changed it from a
matching dark wood to a blonde wood. This helped a lot in adding a pop of color and interest to
the scenery while also helping the space look a bit newer and as if they are making their own
unique traditions. It was also at this time that it occurred to me that the pit section of the stage
was not being used for anything in particular, so with small adjustments to blocking (which
hadn’t yet started), we could perform the show with the pit lowered and build a bedroom down
there. In the scenes where the action took place within the bedroom, it was as simple as raising
the pit up to the stage. This ideal luckily helped resolve the earlier issue of getting the bedroom

on and off stage.

For the next meeting, Professor Fred Duer and | spoke about what my next step in the
process might be. Rather than going further with the digital rendering for this meeting, we
decided that the next logical should be a white model. In creating the white model, | was able to
show to the director the way the scenery would open and close in a way that just wasn’t
communicated well in the rendered image. This model could serve as a more tangible
representation of space and movement that could be in the rehearsal room for his entire process.
While I did find showing the white model to be mostly effective, he wasn’t able to see it in
person, meaning he was only able to see so much. Mr. Devon Sinclair wouldn’t be in person for

another two months, at which point he had finished most of his blocking.

10



This meeting also ended up being my first meeting with the rest of the designers. I am
used to all of the designers coming in at the same place for the first meeting. Typically, it would
be a meeting of bouncing ideas off of each other and figuring out what the show wanted to be.
Unfortunately, by this point my concept was mostly done, and | would be heading to a finalized
product very soon. Normally, I would get more collaboration with the team, but it just didn’t
happen with this one. It made me feel as if my design bullied them into choices that they had to

make, and that they had to bend their ideas around work that | had done without them.

The Final Design Step

From pretty early on, | had a pretty good idea of what the final step in my design process
would be. As mentioned above, being that there are twelve distinct locations that we are
continually going back and forth between, I didn’t feel like creating hand-colored renderings
were the most effective use of my time. | had created the white model already and that was made
available to anyone who was around the Philadelphiaarea and wanted to see it, especially if they
had any questions regarding the movement of scenery pieces of the scale of the model in the
space. Knowing the director would still not likely be in Philadelphia for another month or so, |
didn’t think that having a finished color model for this final meeting would be useful, especially
as it would have to be presented over Zoom. Instead, | decided to take my Digital 3D Renderings
to their final step. In this final step I implemented the notes that | had gotten in the previous
meetings, included scale model individuals to help show size relations, | added some theatrical
lightingto aid in the division of the spaces, and as a final touch added sett dressing elements just
to help round out the space and make everything look more finalized. From there, | created a
look for each individual scene, as well as a placement for the performers that | envisioned

worked the best and rendered each look individually. Once I had all of the looks rendered, I then
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created a PowerPoint document to go scene by scene with the entire group. By showing each
scene in the correct order, | hoped to truly solidify the movement and flow of the show in a way

that we all could see and talk through together.
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Figure 7: One of multiple Choir Boy finalized renderings

There are two aspects to the process that | described above that always must be
approached with caution. The first involves the costume designer and the director. By placing
people within the scene, | need to make it clear to the costume designer that | was not trying to
make decisions for them, but rather get a ‘body’ in the space. It was also important at this step to
make sure that these were not at all representative of the costumes that the performers would be
wearing, and he shouldn’t expect them to match what was turned in with my rendering. The
second aspect was much of the same but involving the lighting designer and the director. | had to
make sure that they knew that | was not trying to make lighting decisions for them, but rather

showing how light and color may possibly interact with my scenic elements. Again, as above, it
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also entailed making sure that the director fully understood that this was merely an attempt to
show how light might interact with objects and was in no way representative of what the
designers’ final looks would be. Up to that point, I had had those conversations multiple times
before, and had even forewarned everyone involved, and | think it went pretty smoothly this

time. I think that it was clear to everyone that I was not assuming anybody else’s job.

What didn’t go well in this meeting is what [ mentioned earlier regarding the scenic
elements the director asked for that I didn’t care to add and chose to ignore. Mr. Devon Sinclair
was happy with all of the work that | had presented, however at the conclusion of the meeting
had questions related to where the door he requested was going be and where the shower scene
would fly in. I realized at this point that he was very much tied to the idea of having those
elements incorporated into the design and that I wasn’t going to be able to ignore them any
longer. The addition of the elements meant that the rest of the next two days were spent fixing

each rendering individually to include said elements.

Drafting

The drafting for this individual project ended up being much smoother than it had been
for me on previous projects. In the past, | have had a bad habit of putting off my drafting work
until the last minute, and eventually rushing to get it completed. With how early this project
started, | was able to get to the drafting much sooner and was more prepared to turn it in once it
was needed of me. Part of the reason | was prepared as early as | was for this project was the
specificity of the placement of the scenic units. In order to have the units appear to be one
seamless piece, then open up and meet with the down stage portals at directly ninety degrees, |
had to be sure that all of my spacing and measurements were completely thought fleshed out and

as accurate as could be. Getting all of that work finalized was further helped by the creation of
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the white model, which served as a secondary check to make sure that all of the pieces would
line up. The set back to it all of this work was ignoring the director’s request for a door on the
upstage wall and the shower scene that had to fly in. As well as having to find a place to add the
leaf-drop, a process which took a lot of meeting and discussing with the Technical Director,
Master Electrician, and Director. Because these involved me changing and adding to my
drawings, | had to turn my drawings in to the Technical Director later than I had planned. While |
don’t like that I ended up turning in the drawings later than I was asked to, I do take full
responsibility for it. Had | paid more attention to the needs of the director earlier on and
anticipated that he would ask for those elements to be added, I could have been ahead of where |
needed to be and got them turned in on time. With all of that being acknowledged, | believe we
still had a couple days of buffer, as the build of the show began on the first day of classes, and

drawings were due at least two weeks before hand.
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Figure 8: Drafting plate of knee walls for Choir Boy
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CHAPTER 3 IN THE SHOP
The Build Process

Once we were in the shop, it seemed as if everything started off smoothly. It felt as if we
were getting everything built quickly and efficiently. The worry of any show that begins build at
the beginning of the years is that as graduate students we don’t know which undergraduate
students will be in the scene shop working with us. It could be a group of students who have
never worked in a scene shop before, and don’t have any experience with either carpentry or
painting. What made this design go a little easier for anyone who didn’t have experience in the
shop before-hand would be the rectilinear aspect of a majority of the parts that I mentioned back
in the design process. While everything seemed to go smoothly with the initial build, the
undergraduate lack of experience would show later. What was most detrimental to the build
process of this show was its crossover with another show. The graduate student with the second
most carpentry experience had a production that opened two weeks after the start of the school
year. This meant that for those first two weeks she was not working on the show, as she had her
own to focus on. While this was a setback, and | would have appreciated having her help, it

ended up working itself out in the end.
The Paint Process

The Paint Process for this show started off with a unique challenge that was to be
expected, but I possibly didn’t anticipate exactly how difficult it would end up being. During my
first year as a graduate student at Temple University we painted solely with Rosco Off-Broadway
Paints — a premium brand of paints made specifically for painting scenery. However, by my
second year of graduate school, due to issues with the company’s inventory we had to resort to

standard house paint. Standard house paint is notorious for not mixing as well as theatrical paint,
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this led to us ordering specific colors that wouldn’t need any mixing at all, as we also quickly
worked through our Rosco Off Broadway paint. By my third year, we had made the decision to
switch back to using Rosco Off Broadway paint, but essentially needed to restock that. While
needing to restock, we didn’t want to simply toss all of the paint that we had bought in the
previous year. This means when it came to mixing paint | ended up creating recipes that
sometimes were house paint mixed with house paint, sometimes it was house paint mixed with
Rosco Off Broadway Paint, and sometimes it was Rosco Off Broadway Paint mixed with Rosco
Off Broadway paint. This didn’t necessarily make the paint mixing process any more difficult,
but it did take a bit more time, as | was trying to work through the house paint as much as | could
so that it wouldn’t be a bother for future shows, and having to realize that it just wasn’t going to

work in certain places.

Drywall

Note:
-Wood should be semi-gloss

Dark Scumble Mid Scumble Light Scumble
Choir Boy
Tomiineon Thester  Dorm Room PE.
Dir. Dovon Sinclalr
e
[TD Andy Frank ruf

Figure 9: Paint elevation of the dorm walls for Choir Boy
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The actual process of painting is where things got more difficult, I ran into an issue that |
have had before at Temple University Theater that always seems to happen, but still ends up
being both frustrating and a surprise every time. Once the build was completed for Choir Boy
and slop paint was added to the scenic elements, | felt that | was left mostly to my own devices.
Very rapidly students were pulled off of Choir Boy and placed ontp construction for the next
show in the season. This became frustrating as | was rarely getting help with painting in the
shop, which forced me to both come in early and stay late almost every night once we got to that
point and spend most of every weekend in the shop painting. To complicate things further,
because there was such a rush to get everything built and installed, a lot of elements were put
into the space before I had a chance to paint them. Unfortunately this resulted in a lot of pieces
being painted while they were vertical, and myself not being able to achieve to desired affect. It
was mentally and physically exhausting and led to me very quickly falling behind in my class

work, which is what should be my top priority.

I was not able to do this project on my own however, but luckily, 1 had a good group of
friends and roommates who were willing to sacrifice their time to come and help me paint. Those
times when | did have a handful of people in to help me paint made all of the work at that time
go faster and smoother. When | consider that on opening night I was still painting on the show
with a group of volunteers up until Stage Management took over the space, | know that the

project wouldn’t have gotten finished without them.
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Figure 10: Image of graduate and undergraduate students staying late to paint on the production.

Installation

Installing Choir Boy into space ended up being a unique experience as well. It is typical
to have a load-in week where all scenery is added to the space. Scenery is typically added this
way to keep the space available for any other productions that might be using the theater or any
classes that might be in the space. Being that this was to be the first show in the Tomlinson
Theater of that season and that the design wouldn’t be too intrusive on the classes there was a
push to get the scenery in as soon as we could, which meant installing elements weeks before we
typically would. This wouldn’t typically be an issue, as it would give us an idea of how
everything fits into the space sooner, but in this case, it did lead to a few problems. The biggest
issue that we ran into during installation was realizing that the jacks needed to hold the portal
walls up interfered with where the fire curtain would need to drop in case of emergency. Per
building code, the fire curtain must be able to drop uninterrupted to the floor to seal off the stage
from the audience. There was only one way to resolve this and that was moving the portal walls
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downstage a few inches. In most situations this wouldn’t be an issue, but the downstage edge of
the portal walls were designed specifically to line up with the downstage edge of the rotating
wagon. Thankfully they were only a few inches off, and from the audience you couldn’t tell. The
next issue that was encountered because of rushing to get the scenery installed was that the
wainscoting was not installed until the walls were upright. Had the wainscoting been attached
while in a horizontal orientation it would have been easier to make sure all of the individual
pieces lined up square and exactly where they needed to be. Because they were put up
horizontally not all of the measurements taken were exactly correct, leading to some pieces being
slightly off. With that being said, much like above, at the end of the day, many of these were
either easily fixable or not something that could be seen from the audience. The final issue with
the installation was the number of scenic elements that had to be painted while vertical. It’s not
an ideal way to paint, as you have far less control over drippage, and moving around quickly

before paint dries while that high in the air is nearly impossible.
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Figure 11: Graduate and undergraduate students installing the upstage flats of Choir Boy.

Working with the Props Master

For this production Temple University hired a Props Master that | had not worked with
before, learning to work with them was different. I feel as if we did not see eye to eye at the very
beginning of the meetings, but after we had a very quick conversation, we quickly learned what
each of us needed from the other and the working relationship went more smoothly from there. |
initially assumed as a Props Master that they would have more interest in picking individual
furniture pieces and decorations, or at keas have some input or suggestions. However, very early
on they let me know that they were not interested in making artistic choices but rather helping
me complete mine. Once that was out of the way, | felt as if our relationship improved, and we
spoke more clearly with each other. To facilitate their style of working I took the document that

they created containing their props list, and first added what I thought that we would need for set
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dressings. | then began to do the research myself, assigning each prop a number and creating my
own document with reference images to how | envision the piece looking with multiple
examples, as well as any Amazon or other online shops where they might be able to find them.
They found that document to be very helpful and everything went smoothly between us from
then on. From that point going forward, they even stayed after technical rehearsals to help lace

set dressings.
The Technical Rehearsal Process

While the technical rehearsals ran smoothly overall, they did get off to a bit of a rocky
start, even though they ran smoothly, that doesn’t mean that scenery was necessarily where I
wanted it to be. | got very few notes from the director himself throughout the process but had a

long way to go with my personal notes before the show was ready.

The first incident that hindered us early in the process was setting spike points for the
borders that were placed in order to cover upstage black drapery. | had drafted all of the borders
to a specific height within the section view which was then provided to the Technical Director,
Lighting Designer, and Master Electrician with my initial draftings. | was even present for the
hanging of the legs and borders, however there was a breakdown in communication at some
point that led to the spike positions of the electrics being set before scenery had the opportunity
to set the spike point for the borders. On the first day of technical rehearsals, it became clear that
the position of the borders and the lighting instruments would not work together, as the borders
were blocking the lighting instruments. Though | believe this was an overall lack of
communication and not any sole individual’s fault, it was a situation that needed to be rectified
immediately otherwise the lighting designer wouldn’t be able to properly light the performers.

The immediate solution was to set the borders at a height that matched where the electrics were
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hanging, at least for that night, and see what we needed to do from there. Thankfully, the new
placement of the borders ended up working justas well as the old placement would have worked,

and we were able to continue on from there without any issue.

The next issue to present itself relates back to the addition of the door in the upstage flat.
The addition of the door meant that the performers would not only be using the upstage flats as a
hallway for crossovers, but also need to be able to cross behind the flat without being scene so
they could make entrances from behind the door. The issue was not with their inability to get
behind the flat itself, but rather that the director didn’t want to see them walking upstage of the
flat to get to the door. Luckily, this too had a simple solution. The Technical Director and | were
able to find a line set that didn’t have any scenery on it, which we realized meant we could add
another set of legs to the stage. By bringing the legs on stage to but up against the upstage flat,
we were able to make a seamless crossover, covering the performers from the audience.
Furthermore, being that there originally wasn’t any action taking place in that portion of the
stage, it didn’t lead to any issues with lighting as they didn’t have any instruments focused to that

area.
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Figure 12: Photograph from the tech table including a flat without facing on it.

Finally, relating back to the issues of the load in, despite the rush to load things in at the
front portion of the build, the load-in process came to a halt about a week before technical
rehearsals started. This left some portions of the set installed but unpainted, other portions
painted but not yet installed, and other pieces that needed to be painted while installed but were
yet to be installed. While I do think partial causation of this happening falls to the fact that the
show was turned over almost solely to me once most of the construction was done, perhaps on a
show of this size | could have taken the initiative to have a meeting with the Technical Directors
to discuss the schedule more in depth and figure out what order scenic pieces needed to be

installed and painted in.

Overall, I didn’t get many notes from Mr. Devon Sinclair during the rehearsal process,

but I easily could have. For a majority of the process there were entire scenic elements missing
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from the stage, exposed walls, and unpainted pieces. I think it’s clear that Mr. Devon Sinclair had
trust that I would get the project finished and that’s why he didn’t say anything, but despite his

confidence | found myself a bit panicked throughout the process.
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CHAPTER 4: EVALUATION

Figure 13: Image from final dress of Choir Boy

Choir Boy ended up being a trying experience from start to finish, but I am not of the
opinion that a trying experience is inherently a poor experience. As the scenic designer of the
show, it is easy to be critical of every small problem that we notice on stage. When we attend
opening night, we often find ourselves fixating on every piece of scenery that doesn’t line up
correctly or every flat that isn’t painted in just the way that you had envisioned it would be
painted. In viewing the show in that way, it prevents us from being able to evaluate if we did

actually achieve the goals that we set out to achieve.

By being assigned this project before the rest of the team got a chance to work on it and
before the director had a chance to point me in the direction he was envisioning, it felt like the
process did not get off to a cohesive start. In a lot of ways, | felt like | was working separately
from the team once the production meetings had started, as a majority of my concept had been

fleshed out by that point. With that being said, once we got into technical rehearsals and more
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serious issues came to head, | believe that | was able work more cohesively with the group in
finding solutions. Most importantly, once the production opened every element of design began
to work together, the show looked cohesive and as if we had all designed in the same world

together.

| also set a goal to work with the other designers to create a world on stage that allowed
the audience to escape their everyday lives. One rarely knows if this goal will be achieved or not
until the production opens, and you don’t always get to see the production. I was able to attend
one of the evening performances of the show and was nervous as always that somebody might
notice that a specific paint treatment might not look right. Fortunately, from start to finish, the
audience seemed fully invested in the production and didn’t have any other cares in the world.
There were even moments where it seemed the cheering from the audience got out of hand, but

at the end of the day, | was glad that they all had the opportunity to enjoy it.

Finally, my goal of connecting with the show despite not being able to relate directly to it
and create a scenic design to shows that | did have a connection and understanding. | feel that my
instinct to focus on the characters feelings of isolation were exactly correct. | designed a space
that gave both the Director and Lighting Designer the opportunity to create strong moments of
separation and isolation on stage. Through making the walls as colossal as they were, |
represented not only the grandeur of the institution, but also the weight that the institution bears

down on them.

Through this process of self-reflection, | realize that | was able to achieve all of the goals
with Choir Boy that | had intended on achieving. The process has also shown me that achieving
goals doesn’t have to mean that you achieved them flawlessly. It’s important to still take lessons

of growth and self-reflection from every project that you work on
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CHAPTER 5 CONCLUSION

Choir Boy was a wonderful (almost) conclusion to my design responsibilities as a
graduate student at Temple University - | did also design Airness the spring semester following
this. | feel like in my final year as a student at Temple University | have able to put the building
blocks together and work as a more well-rounded designer who is more comfortable stepping out
of their comfort zone than ever before. I’s only fair to acknowledge that I would not have those
building blocks were in not for the classroom instruction, scene shop work, and design

opportunities provided to me at Temple University

My decision to attend graduate school came as a shock to myself and many people that |
knew. | had never expressed any interest in furthering my education past my undergraduate
degree as I thought I had learned what | needed to to become a successful designer. If only | had
known what I didn’t know at that point. My decision to attend graduate school was eventually
inspired by the position | held as the Assistant Technical Director for Coker University. | had
originally accepted the position as a way to work professionally in theatre and while I build
connections and ultimately freelance. However, working with students as I did at Coker
University, I learned how much | enjoyed the educational aspect of the job. This of course led to
the eventual realization that I wouldn’t be able to move up very far without a Master of Fine Arts

Degree, so | began my search.

My search for graduate school began in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, while
U/RTAs was still online. I thought that | might try my luck reaching out to schools and their

scenic designers on my own and see where | was able to get from there. Through this | spoke
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with a few universities, all of whom had interesting programs, but none that | was as interested in
as the program at Temple University. | felt there was an openness and nurturing nature at Temple
University, but also a program that would push you to succeed and not become complacent. |
believe | knew as soon as | interviewed with Temple University that this is where | wanted to

belong.

It’s difficult to see it in the moment, but looking back I realize that both my skill and style
as an artist has grown immensely in my time at Temple University. Some of the choices and risks
| take while designing a show, be it for class or for a realized production, are choices I never
would have had the confidence or ability to make three years ago. When I look at my ability to
render or build models, I see how far I've come both through instruction and being able to
experiment, even if that means making mistakes. Even with the more technical elements such as
drafting, I feel as if I can do in half the time that it would have taken me three years ago. Had I
not made the decision to attend graduate school, | am confident that |1 would have made the

personal growth that I did on my own.

As a graduating MFA student hoping to branch off into Higher Education as well as a
career as a freelance designer, | know that there is much more for me to learn and more
challenges that will come up with every production I design. I also know that the training |
received from Temple University’s department of theater has prepared me for those challenges in
every way they could. | believe the very least | can do is to thank all of the faculty, staff, and
students of the department for showing me the support and encouragement that | needed to
complete this journey. There is no way | will ever be able to look back at my time spent at

Temple University with anything but cherished memories.
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