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ASSIGNMENT #1 
DESIGNING FOR THE STAGE 

 
constructing worlds on stage from words on page 

 
The theatre space is technically a closed space, separated from all the exterior 
distractions of natural light, exterior noise, and traffic by the black walls and the 
mute, passive reception of the theatre audience. However, the imaginative 
interaction of the artists and the audience with the actual features of the space and 
the design of the show construct an array of ‘virtual’ imaginary landscapes that 
create a layered and ‘infinite’ space of possibility on stage. In this way the stage 
becomes a space where the imagination plays with the real, where the fictional 
meets the figurative.  
 
When a script suggests that the designer provides something in a show, we must 
think about more than just providing this object: we must also ask what this table, 
sword, chair, costume, set, or environment means. A table in theatre is never just a 
table – it is a space of theatrical possibility; it is a space of many uses; it can 
symbolise other spaces or objects; and it can become a reminder of other histories, 
myths, and memories that the table is all part of.  
 
This assignment introduces strategies for designing in theatre: students will work 
from a script to explore the process of designing worlds from words in response to a 
theatrical text. Projects will develop a design solution for a distinct theatre ‘world’ 
or series of ‘worlds’ in the St James theatre in Wellington in response to Samuel 
Beckett’s Waiting For Godot. Your hand-in will take the form of a visual/verbal 
presentation that communicates the design through research imagery, drawings, 
material samples, and model-making. 
 
Students must choose to work on either the set design, costume, lighting design, or 
props for this assignment. By making these choices it will be possible to form 
‘production teams’ that can work together to develop the designs and make a unified 
proposal in the Week 6 hand-in. 
 

 
“ There was the stage, the earth, where the self remains imperceptible, the country of 
others. There do their words, their silences, their cries, their song, make themselves 
heard, each one according to a particular world and in a particular foreign language”. 

 
Helene Cixous (1986-1987) The Place of Crime and the Place of Pardon 



Hand-in Requirements 
 
The group will work together to produce this project, but individual areas of specialisation will require 
the specific hand-in materials that are listed below. 
 
GROUP SUBMISSION – reference imagery, design ‘matrix’, and introduction of design ‘world’. 
SET – scale plan of design installation in Hannah Playhouse, a constructed ‘model’ of the set, 3 
perspective images of set during show.  
COSTUME – drawings for all characters, fabric/construction samples, images from performance. 
LIGHTING – drawings for three lighting states, samples of lighting on model, light studies. 
PROPS – designs for 3 props from the show, images of objects being used, 1:1 mock-up of one prop. 
 
It will be necessary to help one another within your team and work together on realising various 
elements. Thus, you may all work at different times on developing the model, images, construction 
samples and lighting studies for the overall design. 
 
Also be sure to use one another’s images and samples to their full potential. Thus, the costume designer 
can put their images of the costume into images produced for the set, or a lighting designer can use the 
model to experiment with lighting. 
 
Learning Outcomes – by the completion of this assignment, students should: 
 

- Be familiar with the process of interpreting scripts into distinct theatre ‘worlds’ on stage. 
- Understand the range of processes that can be employed in developing design proposals for 

theatrical performance. 
- Have a basic knowledge of the theatre’s working environment. 
- Begin to identify ways in which the theatrical medium may be addressed as a performative 

and conceptually motivated artform. 
- Appreciate the role that design can play in manipulating body, time, and materials in order to 

construct performance. 
 
Submission – this assignment is worth 40% of the total grade. Students will be assessed on the 
following considerations: 
 

- Successful communication of the design concept. 
- Relevance of design decisions and ‘worlds’ of performance to the selected script.  
- Innovation of design elements to create and communicate poetic/symbolic ideas. 
- Verbal introduction and articulation of the design using the materials developed. 
- Collaborative processes and shared ‘design vision’. 

 
Readings – some excellent books to get started on: 
 
Brook, P (1968) The Empty Space. 
Collins, J & Nisbett, A (2010) Theatre and Performance Design, Routledge 
Hannah, D & Harslov, O (2008) Performance Design: Copenhagen, Tusculanum Press. 
Heathfield, A (2004) Live: the art of performance: London, Routledge Press. 
Howard, P (2002) What Is Scenography?: New York, Routledge. 
Jones, A & Warr, T (2000) The Artist’s Body: New York, Phaidon 
McKinney, J & Butterworth, P (2009) The Cambridge Guide to Scenography, Cambridge Uni Press. 
Wiles, D (2003) A Short History of Western Performance Space, Cambridge Uni Press. 
 
Reference Sites 
 
http://www.pq.cz/en/ 
http://www.dreamthinkspeak.com/ 
http://www.christophermcelroen.com/waiting-for-godot-in-new-orlea/ 
 
The Script – http://samuel-beckett.net/Waiting_for_Godot_Part1.html 
(Link also available on the Spatial Design website/blog) 
 
 



Schedule: 
 
WEEK 1 WEEK 2 WEEK 3 WEEK 4 WEEK 5 WEEK 6 
 
JULY 17 
 
Introduction to 
Performance 
Design 
 
Introduction of 
Paper and 
Assignment #1 
 
How to read 
theatre scripts, 
making notes, 
interpretation. 

 
JULY 24 
 
Site visit to St 
James Theatre 
theatres. Bring 
with you tape 
measures, 
sketchbooks, 
drawing materials, 
and script. 
 

 
JULY 31 
 
Class review of 
initial ideas and 
research. 
Consolidate the 
‘world’ of your 
design, and begin 
to identify what 
transformations 
distinguish this 
performance. How 
does your space 
and your world 
change?  
 

 
AUGUST 7 
 
1:1 review of 
design concepts at 
this stage. 
‘Directorial’ 
discussions with 
Sam regarding the 
application of this 
design and 
developments 
necessary for 
hand-in. 

 
AUGUST 14 
 
Discussion on 
presenting 
performance 
design proposals. 
Review of 
material for hand 
in next week. 

 
AUGUST 21 
 
Presentation of 
designs and design 
concepts. 
 
Hand-in will take 
the form of a ‘pin-
up’ in 10B12A. 

 
Independent 
 
Read script, 
making notes on 
relevant design 
details, thematic 
references and 
significant 
events/ideas. 
 
 

 
Independent 
 
Prepare concepts 
in your group for 
how you may use 
the St James space 
for your design/s. 

 
Independent 
 
Develop imagery 
and schematics 
that express the 
ideas discussed in 
class. 

 
Independent 
 
Begin preparing 
‘material 
elements’ for 
design proposal – 
models, costume 
construction 
samples, props… 

 
Independent 
 
Complete major 
tasks for design 
proposal. 

 

 
JULY 20 
 
Guest presenters 
from three 
wellington 
production 
companies 
 
Choose working 
groups for project 
Discuss your 
response/s and 
ideas for bringing 
this story alive on 
stage.  
 

 
JULY 27 
 
Defining theatre 
‘worlds’. Bring 
your research 
imagery, 
drawings, and 
plans for the 
design. 
 
 

 
AUGUST 3 
 
Begin to prepare 
and resolve one  
image that 
proposes your 
design – 
demonstrating 
specifics of 
costume, set, 
props, lighting, 
etc. 
 
 
 

 
AUGUST 10 
 
Develop ‘material 
elements’ of the 
design proposal: 
whether this is of 
the whole set, 
components, 
props, costumes 
etc. Experiment 
with materiality 
and various 
performance 
applications of 
this idea. 

 
AUGUST 17 
 
Preparing your 
group’s design 
proposal: planning 
layout, the verbal 
and visual 
presentation, and 
identifying areas 
for development / 
refining over 
weekend. 

 
AUGUST 24 
 
Introduce 
Assignment 2 

 
Independent 
 
Gather research 
material on ideas. 
 
 

 
Independent 
 
Prepare a ‘matrix’ 
that articulates 
and organises 
your visual 
references. 

 
Independent 
 
Prepare more 
images that 
propose your 
design – 
demonstrating 
specifics of 
costume, set, 
props, lighting, 
etc. 
 

 
Independent 
 
Continue 
developing 
presentation 
imagery and 
materials. 

 
Independent 
 
Resolve design 
proposal, so that it 
communicates 
your concepts and 
facilitates 
informed 
discussion around 
your ideas. 
 
 

 

 
Fri/Sat 21+22 /7: 
Magnolia Street, 
at Downstage. 
Children’s 
Theatre company 
with great AV 
and design 
elements 
 

  
1.45pm Thurs 2/8, 
12.30pn Sat 4/8 & 
11.00am Sun 5/8: 
Marina Abramovic  
(film) at Paramount 
Cinema 

  
7.30 Wed/Thu 
15+16/8: at The 
Boatshed and 
Museum Hotel 
Footnote Dance 
Co’s Forte series 

  
7.30 Mon/Tue 
20+21/8: at The 
Boatshed and 
Museum Hotel 
Footnote Dance 
Co’s Forte series 

 


