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 Hello.  I’m Bob Bradley.  This is THE 101, Introduction to Theater and Drama Arts.  

Today we’re going to continue talking about the visual elements of a production.  Most people 

in an audience usually do not begin to realize the great deal of artistic information which they 

are receiving from all the various visual elements that are present in a production.  Most of us 

just look at it and think, “Well, there it is.  The people are wearing clothes.  The set is there.  

The environment is creative.  The lights are lighting.”  But far more than that, all of these things 

have been very carefully chosen, have been very carefully thought about and decided by an 

artist or group of artists who have decided what these elements should be. 

 Earlier you heard me talk about the objectives that each of these individual artists had 

in creating costumes or scenery or lighting.  But today we’re gonna sort of pull all those things 

together and we’re talking to Lou Schaeffer who is the executive director for the Vandivort 

Center Theater.  But long before that time and still continuing, he is a designer.  He designs 

many of the elements that one sees at the Vandivort.  And long before he was at the Vandivort, 

he was designing many other productions. 

 He does not only design scenery but costumes and lights, and sometimes will do one 

of those three, sometimes will do all three on a production.  So it’s a good way for us to pull all 

of these various things together.  Welcome. 

S: Thank you. 

B: What we want to do is — let’s start with obviously you read a script.  Then 

where do you go once you begin trying to think about what you’re going to 

do for a production? 

S: Basically, I need to figure out what elements I’m needing to work with — i.e., a director, 
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other designers.  Am I doing it myself?  Do I have the freedom, the liberty to call all of 

the design shots, as it were, or am I networking or communicating with other 

designers on a production? 

Generally I work close to a director and sometimes the director becomes one of my 

collaborators in a design sense.  A lot of times I ask a director exactly what he or she 

wants from the set, from the floor plan.  Directors are working on scripts.  They are 

working on blocking.  So often when I sit down with a director, that director knows 

pretty much what he or she wants the movement qualities to be in a set or the 

movement qualities in a wardrobe.  If actors need to gracefully move or more casually, 

more naturalistically move, on stage. 

And so I partner up very close with the director these days and get my inspiration and 

my ideas directly from the director.  Part of it is economics in time.  Because on some 

productions I have gone off and I’ve had great — in my estimation, great ideas of how 

something should look.  And I bring all of this research and all of this work into a 

meeting and the director looks at me as if I’ve just totally gone bananas, and that’s not 

what he or she wants at all and so I have to start over. 

So I basically try to save myself a little work and see exactly what the director wants.  

Sometimes directors are very passive.  They say, “Lou, take it and show me what can 

be done with it.”  Other directors are a lot more specific.  And the more I’ve worked in 

theater, I guess I’ve gravitated to directors who know basically what they want.  Which 

is very helpful.  It’s like working with a good actor.  A good actor wearing a costume or 

stepping into a spot of light, they honestly know what will work and what will not work 
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for them personally and for them as a character.  And I appreciate that because it 

saves me a little time and also it strengthens the production because there’s an 

honesty factor with those elements that a director and actor can bring to the design 

sense of a production. 

B: All right.  Once you have taken that information from whichever persons 

you’re working with or the number of people you’re working with, how do 

you begin to filter that and change it into artistic decisions? 

S: I have — I’m generally relied upon to find the style, the period, the essence of the 

design in the show.  Also since other — if I’m working with other designers, we have to 

work in a collaborative direction.  If I’m working on my own with actors and directors, I 

basically am trying to coordinate everything so that it has a unity.  Even in a production 

where we might be asking actors to bring in wardrobe elements.  So often a director 

will tell the cast, “This is a present day time period.  You know your character.  Bring in 

appropriate items.”  Well, that’s great.  But I always ask the actor to bring in six items, 

not one item, because I have to sit back and try to coordinate everything so that the 

mix, the variety, or the contrast on stage from where the audience sits is appropriate. 

B: But how then — once you begin making those decisions, how do you 

base — what do you base those decisions on?  Maybe let’s just back up 

and go what is your process?  What is the process that you go through, 

then, as you design? 

S: I basically start with a period.  If the play -- 
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B: Period meaning historical period. 

S: Historical period. 

B: Historical period.  This is this particular -- 

S: Takes place in the ‘50s, this takes place in 1100, whatever.  I start with a period.  I go 

to style.  Is this realistic, naturalistic, or is it heightened realism?  Is it fanciful?  Is it 

fantasy?  Is it a musical comedy where everything is larger than life?  Is it a stark 

production where we want to strip down the elements and make all of the visual 

elements very clean and very minimal? 

I go to color.  I really like color and I decide very early what type of palette this show will 

have.  If I’m doing the entire production or if I’m doing one or two of the elements, I try 

to key into the color of the production.  And again, is it a bright musical comedy, 

knock-your-socks-off color scheme, or is it a more naturalistic earth tones and natural 

tones? 

Somewhere in this process, of course, I have to look at the physicality of the 

production.  How — what type of theater is it in?  I have worked in very large theaters 

and I’ve worked in very small theaters, and that decision — the visual aspects of the 

show have to fit in the theater.  Because possibly the audience is only 10, 15 feet from 

the actor, from the set, from the bank of lights, and sometimes the audience may be — 

the closest audience member may be 40 or 50 feet.  And that makes a difference in 

the execution of some of the design elements. 

 I also have to look at budget.  Is this something that we can afford to buy, build 

or rent or is this something that we have to basically create from stock elements or 
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from elements that are easier or less expensive to round up?  And it’s not only in 

costumes.  It’s as simple as furniture for a set or wall treatments on a set.  Do we even 

have walls? 

B: Okay.  You said that you like color.  Let’s go back and give some specific 

examples, if you can, wherein you’ve made choices, specific choices, and 

then came up with certain colors giving us examples of what you’re talking 

about. 

S: Once upon a time did a production of “Oliver.”  Well, I’ve done two productions of 

“Oliver.”  But I basically approached “Oliver,” the musical comedy of the Charles 

Dickens book, as something pretty dingy, pretty dirty.  Since it was a musical it had 

color in it, but I tried to stip away or dirty up the color.  Once we had the costumes, the 

scenery, everything was washed down -- wardrobe, scenery — to give it a dinginess.  

Even though there was maybe some bright red, some bright blues in the core of the 

scenery or costumes I went back and dulled it, stripped it. 

On something as fanciful as a “Camelot,” the musical of King Arthur’s Court, there we 

wanted bright colors to hit the audience.  So everything was clean and pretty.  And 

maybe there was some dark blue, some blacks in some of the more evil or negative 

characters in the play, everything was clean and very shiny and bright. 

B: Let’s go back just a moment.  Then you said that in this dinginess that you 

created for “Oliver,” that you were after for “Oliver,” you might put a sudden 

burst of red or a choice of red.  How did you decide, maybe, where did the 
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red come from?  How did you decide to get that red into that particular 

moment in the musical? 

S: Specifically with “Oliver,” it was pointed toward the character, Nancy, who is a tragic 

character and also she’s a principal character in the play.  I wanted the audience to be 

able to see her on stage when there was a large ensemble.  I also did not want to throw 

any other reds on stage in the chorus or anyplace else because I didn’t want to take 

focus away from her.   

And so I decided on red, red-orange, something that was initially bright but very 

eventually dirtied up, dulled down, having a red petticoat or a red lining to a burnt red 

skirt.  The petticoat or the lining would show every now and then, and that was enough 

of a punch for the character to show her — maybe her tragic ending. 

Sometimes I’ve had colors on set that needed to be changeable.  Because we go 

through different times of day or seasons of the year, and possibly there’s only one set 

or a basic unit set.  And in designing that set and painting the set, I’ll use multiple 

colors.  I’ll use blues and greens for the cool side and then I’ll use warm tans, golds, 

beiges and basically stipple sponge, layer the surface in multiple colors.  So that when 

I then choose the light colors, I can change the set from a very cool, cold environment 

to a much warmer, sunnier environment. 

B: Okay.  Maybe it would help to explain.  How do you — what is the technique 

or the technology, I guess, that you use in order to make those changes?  

Because you don’t come out and repaint the set.  But how do you 
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accomplish those changes? 

S: Okay.  For a piece of scenery as in a costume, I would look — if I’m looking for 

costume fabric, I would want a fabric that would have multiple colors in the fabric, 

woven in the fabric or printed in the fabric.  So when light strikes it, a warm light will 

emphasize the reds, the oranges, the yellows in it.  Cool light will emphasize the blues, 

the greens in it. 

For scenery, to make scenery that will work this way, we physically have to use several 

different colors of paint on the scenery and sometimes it’s done very naturalistic — i.e., 

like a wallpaper where you would have a background color and stripes or a floral motif, 

or a multiple color design on top of a surface.  Sometimes we do an abstract by 

spraying different colors of paint onto the surface so there’s little dots of blues, there’s 

little dots of oranges.  And to the eye from 20 feet away, it all looks kind of neutral 

which is what we want.  But when we hit that area in a blue light, all the blue pigment 

comes to your retina.  If we hit that area in a pink or a yellow light, all the warm colors 

come out. 

And so it’s a process of putting all types of colors into a surface and then with lighting 

choosing what end result we want. 

B: The audience — the audience may never be, what, consciously aware that 

this is happening, but you are hoping that an audience is, what, 

subconsciously or in some kind of sublimation that they are receiving this 

information or -- 
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S: Most definitely.  Why would we go to the extra effort of doing all of it?  When I’ve 

worked in children’s theater, I’ve always been frustrated because some — maybe 

some individuals think, “Well, children are coming to see the show so why should we 

pay great attention in the period style of the piece or the details and the costumes of 

the scenery?  Because these are just kids watching the production.”  

And I go totally the opposite direction, saying that we’re trying to help these young 

audience members get into whatever period, get into whatever time frame that the 

play takes place in.  And so we have to direct our attention more to the details 

because possibly the audience is not quite as up-to-speed as an adult audience to 

receive the signals. 

With an adult audience, I’m most pleased when they walk away not seeing all the 

details or not verbalizing details, but they’re satisfied that everything worked correctly.  

And it’s not the audience’s responsibility to know that it worked correctly.  It’s like a 

director directing an actor to speak in a stage whisper.  It’s a technique.  And if the 

actor can achieve that whisper sound and still be heard over 500 seats in an 

auditorium, that’s great.  The audience should think that the actor is whispering. 

Well, as a designer, I think it’s great when an audience realizes that we’ve gone from 

high noon to evening to a sunset and then a starlit sky in maybe 30 minutes or 45 

minutes.  We’ve compressed time.  We’ve done this all with lighting, with color.  And 

hopefully the production stands up well enough that the audience isn’t sitting there 

thinking it’s a light show.  But the audience accepts the fact that we’re accelerating 

time.  We’re taking the audience through a 6-hour, 10-hour period and we’re just 
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accelerating it by changing elements faster than naturalistically but subtly enough so 

that the audience isn’t shaken by it.  It’s not a rock ‘n roll sensation with lights changing 

and strobes going off.  We’re being hopefully a little more sophisticated. 

B: What do you hope an audience is conscious of from a visual standpoint?  

Or do you perhaps think or hope that maybe they don’t notice anything.  But 

what do you want an audience to receive? 

S: I want an audience to receive the fact that everything looks appropriate.  I would find it 

terribly frustrating if the audience walked out at intermission or at the end of the 

evening and all they could talk about was one actor or one set of costumes or the 

lighting.  I would think that the best element is to acknowledge a good production and 

not necessarily know that everything was absolutely correct but everything would feel 

correct to the audience so that the audience wouldn’t be bothered. 

Getting back to this red dress.  If we have a principal actor on stage in a bright color 

and then we have three or four secondary or chorus actors who are wearing just about 

the same color or the same fabric, and it became distracting, that would bother me.  

I’d look at trying to find a unity.  It might be a very naturalistic unity in a realistic, modern 

day or relatively present day piece or it might be a very stylized period piece or 

musical comedy where we’re trying to up the visual keys so that the audience 

responds to brighter colors or more shocking, more vivid production aspects. 

B: So in the case of the red dress in “Oliver,” while it was, I guess, keyed in in 

terms of that it was a dingy — it’s not a bright red, but it was a dingy red — 
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to key in with all of the other — the basic design element that you head into 

production but in this case it was there so as to help the audience always to 

find the character who should be emphasized in the scene? 

S: Most definitely.  Most definitely.  Lighting as far as spotlighting, follow spotlighting an 

actor, or area lighting, that is a tool that we use in theater all the time to help the 

audience focus.  When an audience sits down in front of a TV or a movie screen, the 

director or more likely the editor of that film or TV piece has — is directing the 

audience’s eye totally.  The audience has no other choice but to look at what the 

director/editor put in front of them.  They can’t look to the left or to the right. 

B: That’s because the camera has -- 

S: Because the camera has selected -- 

B: Because the camera has selected it.  And at that point you can just leave 

everything else out. 

S: I mean, all you can do is look at the side wall if you don’t like what’s on screen. 

B: But on stage -- 

S: On stage, if things get a little dull in one location, the audience might be looking over in 

the corners of the set or they might be looking down into the orchestra pit.  They might 

be looking at the ceiling of the theater to see if the light fixtures are on.  So in the 

theater we have to work to keep the audience looking where we want them to look.  

Sometimes we want them to look at one or two individuals.  We want to focus in.  

Sometimes we want them to kind of look at the whole stage like a cineramic movie 
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almost and be hit — bombarded with all of the elements at one time. 

So on stage it becomes a balancing act of lights and color and trying to keep the 

audience — keep the audience in focus.  The director, hopefully, in staging a 

production will help the audience look the direction that they need to look, but the 

designers also — that’s a main responsibility. 

B: So you make — so you would make choices — well, you were talking about 

a palette.  So you make your choices of palette, then, according to what the 

importance of the character within the totality of the script? 

S: Yes, and also with their dramatic character.  The old adage about a cowboy wearing a 

black hat or a white hat.  Is it a good cowboy or a bad cowboy.  This type of thing 

relates to color.  And so a tragic figure may need to be in a black dress even though he 

or she is a principal character on that stage.  And if that’s the case, if we need to have 

a very tragic or evil character that has to wear black, possibly all the other men will be 

in grays or charcoals or browns or something to keep that character from — to help 

the black character, the black wardrobe to stand out. 

I did a production of “Art,” a play where the whole story centers around a man buying a 

painting that’s perfectly white.  And so the set was all kind of tan, beige, just — the sofa, 

the walls, everything was very, very neutral.  The costumes that the three men in the 

play wore were fairly neutral.  They were natural clothes — trousers, sweaters, 

shirts — but nothing yaha bright.  And we had to focus on the fact that we had basically 

kind of a neutral island.  Also the set had to denote several different locations, several 

apartments for these different characters.  But we had to be able to focus on a white 
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painting.  And so to help the eye focus on a white painting, we just kind of neutralized 

the whole palette around that white painting. 

B: So in this case I guess you would say it was a set prop, which is the 

painting, was to receive major emphasis throughout the production or in 

most scenes, so you made your choices so that the audience was always 

conscious of that particular painting? 

S: Yes.  And also we wanted something relaxing so that the audience would feel as if this 

was a warm environment.  These environments were all apartments of the different 

characters.  We wanted them to have a hominess.  But also since the play dealt with a 

piece of art, we also wanted in the back of the audience’s mind to think, “Well, maybe 

this is an art gallery.”  It was never an art gallery, but we had kind of a gallery sense of 

neutrality on the whole set.  The furniture looked like something that might’ve been 

sitting in a reception room and not in a living room.  We wanted to neutralize 

everything so that — yes, so that we could point up this painting that was white that 

they eventually scribbled on, adding some color to it. 

B: If you were doing all three -- sets, costumes and lights -- do you begin with 

one before the other or how do you begin making choices there in terms of 

bringing — separating those but then eventually bringing those together? 

S: I probably — if I’m doing all three elements, I look — I try to keep set and costumes 

running in parallel.  Maybe the lights will be something I’m thinking about in the back of 

my mind.  But since lighting is a very intangible element of — you can’t really start 
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painting with light, creating the light, until you have the canvas — i.e., the set, the 

furniture, the actors in costume — to really see what the lights are doing. 

A costume — you can pretty much stand a costume up on a mannequin in a studio 

room and look at it and see if it’s about to work.  It’s just like a piece of scenery.  You 

can paint it and look at it without other elements.  And so I generally start with 

costumes and scenery, trying to get the balance that I want in those elements.  And the 

lighting, I know what I want but that I usually hold off until we have costumes and 

scenery so that we have something to paint.  Because basically the lighting can 

enhance or it can distract or it can ruin a set of costumes and scenery very quickly. 

Because — but also it’s a lot easier to change a lighting plot than it is to change the 

color of a set or change the color of the costumes after they’ve been constructed and 

painted.  So if there’s any changes that need to be made, sometimes lighting can be 

corrective if we have — if we have a green costume that looks like a great big lime on 

stage and we don’t have time to replace the costume, it’s very likely that lighting can 

tone the costume down so it looks more like a moss green than a lime green.  And so 

sometimes lighting — using lighting at the end of the process can kind of change or 

correct the whole visual aspect of the show. 

B: In designing — well, in costumes and on the set we have color, texture, line, 

mass — are those the four, I guess — the four elements that we have.  How 

conscious do you stay — we talked a great deal about color, but what about 

line and texture and mass.  How conscious do you stay of those? 
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S: Texture is probably my second favorite element to work with.  I like to have things that 

will — that have texture.  And texture doesn’t mean something that’s really rough 

textured.  It can be a very silky, smooth, satin, shiny — that’s a good texture -- just like 

a coarse, wooly, heavy, brick-like texture.  Yes, texture is the second thing I look for. 

Also we were talking about light on different colors.  A good texture, a flat wall in a set 

or a sweater on stage.  If it has good texture, visual texture, physical texture, the 

lighting will enhance it.  It will look more dynamic.  Not necessarily richer — i.e., 

expensive — but it will have more body, more depth, more texture, if it has a good 

texture to start off with. 

B: How do you make — how do you make the decisions or what governs you 

in choosing textures?  Maybe you can give us some examples of how 

textures — you made decisions about certain textures and you then hoped 

that in some way the audience was at least — that that carried some kind of 

information to the audience. 

S: Okay.  At one point I was doing a set for a New York apartment and it wasn’t — it was 

a studio apartment and so was not high class.  Well, it’s expensive because it’s in 

New York but it’s not an expensive apartment as New York rent goes.  And so I 

wanted — and it was just an efficiency apartment.  One out-of-work actor was living in 

it and so I wanted it to have — look like it had been standing since probably the 1920s 

and hadn’t — and it was on the top floor because it had to have a skylight.  It was part 

of the business of the play.  We had to have a skylight for somebody to break through. 
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And so the walls — part of the walls were artificial brick, the type of brick that you can 

buy in a hardware store in sheets and panels.  But I didn’t want bright red brick going 

around.  So brick went up in some sections of the walls and then other sections of the 

walls were flat covered walls.  We then added moldings to give it a dimension quality.  

We added pipes as if there’s exposed steam radiator pipes or just basically plumbing 

pipes in the apartment and we painted everything.  And the bricks got painted a 

couple of times because we wanted it to look like they had been there since 1920 and 

they were probably painted over to seal out the mortar and trying to make the room 

look cleaner.  And so eventually the bricks even got a shiny surface of paint on it as if 

they had a semi-gloss, glossy paint. 

The walls were almost the same color but they were flatter, texture-wise, paint-wise.  

They didn’t reflect light.  And these were textured with some other colors, sponging the 

colors to look like plaster that had been painted over and possibly had started to flake, 

disintegrate. 

And so I worked on all of these textures, some of ‘em flat, some of ‘em shiny, some of 

‘em real — i.e., the artificial brick that had three-dimensional qualities to it and the wall, 

the plaster wall, which wasn’t plastered.  It was painted to look like it was plastered.  

And by adding moldings and pipes it gave shadow, it gave shadow lines, it added 

depth to something that was probably only 2-1/2 to 3 inches deep total.  But it had 

enough visual depth to it that it started to look real. 

B: Okay.  The word which you’ve just used was “it started to look real.”  Now, 

these decisions were made in order to convey to the audience a feeling of a 
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particular environment which you wanted to be fairly real feeling for the 

audience.  What other qualities within the script did you hope, then, that 

these choices would convey to the audience?  In other words, beside the 

environmental or beside the realistic choices, what else — what other 

feelings — I guess maybe that’s a good way of putting it — what other 

feelings did you hope that maybe these things would convey to an 

audience? 

S: We wanted the audience to think that these apartment was not the highest rent 

apartment. 

B: Okay.  That’s a realistic decision.  What kind — how did those decisions 

maybe convey mood or feeling rather than just realistic information? 

S: The character is a desperate character.  He was going through some — the main 

character in the play had some real problems.  His girlfriend/fiancee had just left and it 

was Christmastime.  He didn’t get the soap opera job that he thought he was going to 

get and so it was hard times.  And so we wanted an austere, almost cold like quality, 

because he was going through hard times. 

We also wanted him — we wanted the character to live in a clean environment, 

something that wasn’t real upscale.  We wanted — we had elements of dressings for 

the set, additions like furniture, items to hang on the wall, that showed that the 

character was trying to make the best of the situation.  And he had pride.  He had 

personal possessions.  But it certainly wasn’t an environment that we wanted the 
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audience to sit around and think that an interior designer had designed it. 

B: Okay.  So one thing, then, that you were trying to do here was convey — I 

guess convey the kind of person who lived in this environment, that let this 

environment speak not just to his economic status or those things but also 

speak about the kind of person that he was? 

S: Yes.  Yes.  He had to feel comfortable in the space.  We wanted the audience to know 

that it was his space.  Because at the top of the play the audience doesn’t know, 

except for looking at the program, that there’s four characters in the play.  They don’t 

know who this — who belongs to this space.  And he was not the first person to be — 

he did not have the first entrance into the play.  Two other characters had entrances on 

set before the character who lived in this apartment. 

So, yes, we wanted something that looked comfortable to him.  But blocking the stage 

with some of the other characters — they had some business to do at the top of the 

play where they have to look like they’re out of their element, so there was some 

bumbling and some stage business to show that they weren’t sure where they were 

going, if they were walking into a bathroom door or into a closet door. 

When the owner of the apartment walks into the set, he walks through the front door not 

knowing other people had been in his apartment, and so he’s disturbed because 

certain things are moved.  He looks at furniture pieces as if “I didn’t leave that in that 

position when I left here this morning.”  So he knows something is wrong because it’s 

his environment, it’s his pad.  And so not only did the physical qualities of — he has to 
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know where everything is because he’s placed every piece of furniture, every picture 

that’s on the wall, every item that is on the kitchen counter.  We also wanted to make 

this space look as comfortable as he would make it look. 

B: But also that the information would convey to the audience something 

about the emotions, the temperament, the feeling of that particular 

character. 

S: Yes. 

B: So in this particular case the choices that were made for the scenery design 

were based on that this environment belongs to a specific character and we 

want the audience to understand who this character is? 

S: Yes.  Yes.  Since he was an out-of-work actor trying to get jobs, we had theatrical 

elements -- posters, theater posters — elements on the walls that would relate to his 

profession.  We had masculine items on the set that he would use rather than feminine 

items.  Because his girlfriend has just left him so we wanted to strip it of all of anything 

feminine because she has dumped him. 

B: Okay.  How, then, did you decide what colors to make this particular set? 

S: Part of it was the fact that we wanted a bedroom area under a skylight.  We had to 

show a living room, a living grouping area, and we had to show a kitchen area.  And so 

we wanted to have something that was, again, neutral but naturalistic in the colors to 

break up the space so that possibly, since he’s living in an efficiency apartment, we 

didn’t want to paint everything white.  But we did want to have white --an off-white 
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kitchen area.  We wanted to have a clean but not flashy living room so that all that 

area — the walls, the plaster walls, the brick walls — everything went into beiges, 

something that was neutral but warm.  But not real flashy. 

And color accents became the accessories — the posters or paintings on the walls, 

the furniture.  There wasn’t a lot of furniture because, again, he was a New York 

out-of-work actor and so there were a few furniture elements.  One of the sofas — 

sometimes the physicality of what the actors have to do and the space they have to 

perform it on becomes an issue.  Sofas become a real problem on stage because 

sometimes they just take up too much space.  The director doesn’t want to take up that 

much space with a sofa so we’re always trying to find loveseats and smaller pieces of 

furniture because we don’t physically have enough room to put larger pieces of 

furniture on stage. 

And so with this one we — in the decision-making process of the physical set, we had 

to find the element.  And it happened that this sofa, small sofa, was basically in beige 

and green and tan, and so we took part of the decision that this was his sofa.  The 

walls became very beigy, very tanny. 

B: Can you think of choices you have made sometime either in set or 

costumes, or maybe lights, where you have made a very deliberate choice 

which you knew was not realistic or not — would not actually be there, but 

because you wanted to convey something else to the audience you made a 

choice that would go against what would be in actuality there? 
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S: Yes.  Probably with — I’m thinking more in the musical area because we’re trying to 

even streamline elements because of getting actors through dialogue scenes and 

music scenes.  And so often in a musical an actor comes on stage, delivers a few 

lines, sings a 3- or 4-minute song, and is off stage.  And the audience is asking, you 

know, “Who is that person and why are they there?”  So you have to visually throw a lot 

of punch to that individual in a short period of time. 

I can think of Winifred the princess in “Once Upon a Mattress.”  She has one scene 

and one song in her bed chamber before she has to go to bed on the stack of 

mattresses that the queen has prepared for her to sleep on as a test.  And she — and 

it’s maybe a 5- or 6-minute scene that has a little dialogue and a song in it.  And the 

song is — she’s singing about living happily ever after and she wants to be accepted.  

She wants to be a princess.  She wants to really — she is a princess.  She wants to be 

married and become a queen eventually. 

And so her night coverup was very extravagant, very silly in the fact that it had a royal 

quality to it and the silly piece of the fact is that naturalistic this woman got into the 

castle by swimming the moat, and so all of her clothes — the only thing she had to 

wear was a dress that had come through a moat. 

And so everything that she wears throughout the rest of the show realistically would be 

things that she has found around this castle or other ladies had given her.  But 

emotionally or design-wise, we had to dress her in something that was very specific.  It 

had to be a coverup type of affair and it had to denote that she was priming for this 

higher royal position.  She wanted to be accepted by the court and marry the prince. 
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B: Okay.  Very good.  Thank you.  Thank you very much.  What I hope is that 

from this conversation that we’ve had today that the audience will perhaps 

in the future look more closely at the visual elements and begin to realize 

that there is an enormous amount of information within the film, within the 

television, with — certainly always in the theater that all of these choices as 

to what the audience is seeing, these are all very conscious choices that 

have been made by the artists involved.  And these artists have made those 

choices so as to convey certain information to the audience.  

While frequently and, yes, I think as we said early on, this is not always 

conscious as far as the audience is concerned, but maybe now that we 

have raised the level a little bit of awareness for you in the viewing audience 

in taking this class, maybe from now on you’ll begin to look at these visual 

elements and ask yourselves questions as to why have these choices been 

made, what are these particular choices telling me about the production, 

about — information that would be helpful for me to understand what it is 

that I am seeing.  Thank you. 

S: Thank you for asking me.  I hope the audience will come to the theater and see these 

elements in person. 

 

 

 


