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Texas Tech University’s Department of Theatre and Dance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 v

 
LIST OF FIGURES 

 
 
1 Cat on a Hot Tin Roof--Proposed Rendering                    37 

2 Floor Plan                 38 

3 Section                            39 

4 Elevation of Scenic Elements A                  40 

5 Elevation of Scenic Elements B                  41 

6 Painted Detail of Doors and Floors                  42 

7 Painted Detail of Scrim Walls                   43 

8 Skipper on the Gallery               44 

9 Bathroom Door with Carved Cornice                 45 

10 Brick and Maggie’s Bed               46 

11 Console between the French Doors                47 

12 Sitting Area with Wicker Furniture                  48 

13 Hat Boxes and Oriental Vases Line the Armoire                49 

14 Brick and Maggie see Skipper              50 

15 Light in Warm Hues                    51 

16 Full Stage View                52  

 
 
 



CHAPTER I 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

The purpose of this thesis is to provide written documentation of the procedural 

and artistic approaches a designer takes during the development and realization of a 

scenic design.  “A Scenic Design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof” fulfills a requirement 

towards the completion of a Master of Fine Arts Degree in Theatre Design.  This 

introductory chapter provides information concerning the specific production of Cat on a 

Hot Tin Roof that was staged at Texas Tech University.  Elements of the design process, 

members of the production team, and specifications of the selected venue are introduced.  

Chapter I includes a preview of the content and organization of the final three chapters. 

“The design process is a method for finding answers to questions” (Gillette 17).  

The question posed for the basis of this thesis was seemingly straight-forward. What kind 

of physical environment would best serve the characters and relationships presented in 

Tennessee Williams Cat on a Hot Tin Roof?  Upon careful analysis of the script, it 

became obvious that what had presented itself as simplistic was, in fact, far more 

complicated.  Could the design combine both the realistic and the expressionistic 

elements in the play?  In an instant, could the set offer ample room for an invasion of 

“no-necked” monsters?  Would the design be able to convey the presence of the ghosts of 

the ‘Old South?’  The answers to these and other critical questions provided the basis for 

a thoroughly researched and well-conceived scenic design. 

For this production assignment, the scenic designer followed established 

principles of the design process.  The steps of this process include commitment, analysis, 
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historical and conceptual research, incubation, selection, implementation and evaluation.  

This thesis will carefully document the journey of one scenic designer’s approach to 

Tennessee Williams’ vision, yet a journey guided by adherence to the abovementioned 

steps.   

 As a designer, the most rewarding aspect of the production process is the art of 

collaboration.  Without this element, production meetings can quickly deteriorate into a 

venue for self-involved conceptualization.  Successful collaboration begins with a 

common respect among artists and the development of an “idea-friendly” environment.  

Members of the production team for Texas Tech University Theatre’s Cat on a Hot Tin 

Roof included the following individuals: Beth Homan, PhD-Director, Polly Boersig, 

MFA-Costume Designer, Jai-Hua Chin, MFA design student-Lighting Designer, and 

Shannon Kirgan (currently Wingate Tipton), MFA design student-Scenic Designer.   

Initial concepts from each of the design areas--scenery, lighting and costuming--

are guided by two primary influences: the playwright and director of the production.  The 

production team has a responsibility to remain faithful to the author’s text, including any 

required elements in their efforts.  The intent of the playwright is stated in specific notes 

or stage directions recorded from the original production.  The designer also remains 

sensitive to directorial vision.  A director has specific requests, either traditional or non-

traditional, to be integrated into the overall vision of the production.  Designers become 

flexible in their own ideas to facilitate both the limitations and requirements of authorial 

intent and director’s vision.        
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The modern classic Cat on a Hot Tin Roof was scheduled as part of the 

Department of Theatre and Dance’s “All-American Season” presented during the 

academic year 1999-2000.  The selected venue for the production was the University 

Mainstage on the Texas Tech University Campus.  In that facility the audience faces a 

proscenium opening that is forty-four feet wide and eighteen feet high.  The house seats 

three hundred eighty-five patrons in continental style seating.  The Mainstage provided 

the necessary space for the author’s intended box set.   

Texas Tech University’s Department of Theatre and Dance previewed Tennessee 

Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof on February 17, 2000.  The production ran two 

consecutive weekends: February 18-20 and 25-27.     

Chapter II of this thesis examines the historical and conceptual research involved 

in the development of the scenic design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.  The first section 

deals with selected biographical details of Tennessee Williams’ life, while the second 

section offers important insight into the play’s production history, including the original 

Broadway production.  The third section deals with aspects concerning the script, 

including a synopsis of the play and analysis of socio-economic factors, geographical 

elements and architectural necessities found in the historical setting of the play.  All of 

these elements provide the foundation for the scenic design.    

Chapter III includes details concerning the development and implementation of 

the actual scenic design.  General concepts and specific choices are documented and 

discussed.  A successful design effort is influenced by three distinct factors: adherence to 

the requirements as dictated by the author in the text, attention to the director’s vision, 
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and artistic instinct of the designer.  All of these elements are carefully considered before 

the final realization of any design.  Chapter III is organized into five sections that include 

William’s notes/Director’s vision, Performance Space, Walls, Flooring, and 

Furniture/Accessories.  The chapter will discuss many revised choices, as a result of 

collaborative meetings and production limitations that the designer made throughout the 

production process.          

Chapter IV includes a self-evaluation of the scenic design for the Department of 

Theatre and Dance’s production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.  The chapter examines the 

final step of the design process, offers an evaluation of the effectiveness of the realized 

scenic design, and shares personal reflections regarding the journey from initial 

commitment to evaluation for this thesis project.   

The appendix will include the floor plan, elevations, reproductions of selected 

renderings, individual specifications of scenic elements and photographs from the 

production.  The text will include references to illustrations included in the appendix.  
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CHAPTER II 
 

HISTORICAL AND CONCEPTUAL RESEARCH 
 
 

Before one begins designing a set it is imperative for the designer to have an 

understanding of the historical background of both the playwright and the play.  

Historical research is defined as “searching the library for books, catalogs, paintings, 

periodicals and other sources of information about the era.” (Gillette 21).  Conceptual 

research is defined as “devising multiple solutions to specific design challenges.” 

(Gillette 22)  Conceptual research includes specific decision-making after careful 

consideration of an analysis of the script and the historical research.  Striving for an 

honest interpretation, the designer has the responsibility to gain knowledge regarding 

details of the playwright’s life, as well as examining the history of past productions of the 

script.  Through this research, a designer discovers the play’s effect on society through 

time.  A clear understanding of the play’s historical setting provides the framework for a 

successful scenic design.  This chapter will document the conceptual and historical 

research for Texas Tech University’s production of Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot 

Tin Roof.  

 
 

The Playwright 
 

On March 26, 1911, the playwright who would later become known as Tennessee 

Williams was born Thomas Lanier Williams in Columbus, Mississippi.  He spent most of 

his formative years in an area referred to as the “Delta Country,” around Clarksdale, 

Mississippi.  Later his family would move to St. Louis, Missouri.  Williams always 
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considered himself a Southerner and was ridiculed at school in St. Louis for his accent 

and effeminate behavior (Tischler 22).   

During these difficult years, the young Thomas Williams returned to Mississippi 

quite often to visit his grandparents.  He was very close to his maternal grandparents, in 

particular, his grandfather, Walter Dakin.  The Episcopal priest was very active in 

Williams’ life, exposing Williams to global travel and instilling in him an appreciation 

for diverse cultures.  On one such trip to Europe, the playwright first discovered a love of 

the theatre during a layover in New York City.     

His early childhood experiences in the South had a profound effect on the 

playwright’s future work.  Tennessee Williams’ knowledge of the mystique of the “Deep 

South” and its inhabitants is woven throughout the fabric of many of his most successful 

accomplishments:  A Streetcar Named Desire, Summer and Smoke, Suddenly Last 

Summer, 37 Wagons Full of Cotton (a collection of short plays), and Cat on a Hot Tin 

Roof.  The text in these plays has offers hints regarding the performance of the necessary 

dialect.  Patterns of speech, omission of syllables and colloquialisms, such as placing 

“Miss” before the first name of female characters, would indicate that the author had an 

intimate appreciation of the region.  Tennessee Williams states in his memoirs: “People 

have said […] that my work is too personal: and I have just as persistently countered this 

charge with my assertion that all true work of an artist must be personal, whether directly 

or obliquely, it must and it does reflect the emotional climates of its creator” (Williams 

188).  
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Tennessee Williams used members of his immediate family as inspiration for 

many of the characters in his plays, including several in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.  For 

example, his often absent father, Cornelius Coffin Williams, provided source material for 

the author to create Big Daddy.  The playwright considered his father an unapproachable 

individual, with a powerful and overwhelming presence.  “[…] (Cornelius) was still 

trying to overcome my dreadful shyness of him.  I was important to Dad because I was 

the namesake of his own father, Thomas Lanier Williams II” (Williams 48).  The 

dynamics between father and son seem to be quite similar to the relationship depicted in 

Cat on Hot Tin Roof between Big Daddy and Brick.   

In his Memoirs, Williams candidly reveals aspects of his personal life.  Much of 

his reputation would have remained shrouded in mystery and speculation if not for this 

autobiographical work (Tischler 26).  He was a self-professed addict, struggling with an 

addiction to alcohol and pills.  “Since that summer of 1955[…],” the same year that Cat 

on a Hot Tin Roof opened on Broadway, “[…] I have written usually under the influence 

of artificial stimulants.”  Towards the end of his life, Williams described himself as living 

an “[…] alienated life-style through addiction to pills, liquor and feel good shots” 

(Williams 228).  In this respect, there is a clear link established between Williams and the 

character of Brick.   

Tennessee Williams was openly homosexual during a time when this “affliction” 

was considered, in some circles, a mental disorder.  It was during the original Broadway 

production of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof that Tennessee first began publicly to acknowledge 
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his sexual identity, although, he had known for quite some time the nature of his sexual 

orientation.  

A period of chastity was followed by his admission, to himself, at least, 
that his erotic desires were really homosexual.  At ease in the most 
creative, open and experimental academic setting he had known, and alert 
to the shifts in a personality he was coming to know and accept as 
different from most of his peers, he was ready to assert himself, and to do 
so sexually.  But this awareness remained secret and dormant […] (Spoto 
59).  
 
The character of Brick suffers with a similar sexual identity crisis.  One can see 

that Williams not only used members of his family as source material for the characters 

in his plays, he also used himself and his inner conflicts. 

Tennessee Williams remains one of America’s most respected and prolific 

playwrights.  His lesser known works, not received well in their initial productions, have 

found new life with contemporary audiences.  Camino Real, a production deemed a 

failure at the beginning of Williams career, has appeared regularly in university and 

regional theatre seasons for several decades.  Recently, Not about Nightingales enjoyed 

successful runs at the Alley Theatre in Houston and on Broadway.  The universality and 

social relevance of the themes presented in his plays lend credence to the fact that many 

of them are considered timeless.  However, his plays about families and Southern life 

continue to endure as his legacy in dramatic literature.  This was true during the pinnacle 

of his career, and it remains true today.   
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Production History 
 

In 1954, Williams began redrafting his short story, “Three Players of a Summer 

Game” (Kolin 110).  This rewrite yielded what was termed as a “scandalous, and 

ultimately subversive, play” (Winchell 1).  Cat on a Hot Tin Roof was first performed on 

Broadway at New York’s Morosco Theater on March 24, 1955.  The cast included Ben 

Gazzara, Burl Ives and Barbara Bel Geddes.  The Broadway run included 694 

performances.  The national touring production enjoyed another 268 performances.  For 

that script, Tennessee Williams received his second Pulitzer Prize for Drama and his third 

Drama Critics’ Circle Award for Best Play.   

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof was considered a great success of the 1955 Broadway 

season.  The production, however, did not fare as well in England.  In 1958, the Lord 

Chamberlain banned any public performance of the play.  The original Broadway 

production was deemed “inappropriate” because of the homosexual content (Kolin 119). 

 Various stage revivals and a film adaptation, starring Paul Newman and Elizabeth 

Taylor, confirm the popularity of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.  In 1990, New York’s Eugene 

O’Neill Theatre was home to a critically acclaimed production with Kathleen Turner as 

Maggie and Charles Durning as Big Daddy (Crandell 123).   However, it was the 1974 

revival of the play that included significant changes in the text by Williams (Kolin 119).  

For this production, Williams presented a new version of the third act.  The revised third 

act intertwined both Williams’ originally conceived conclusion of the play, as well as the 

revised 1955 Broadway production’s conclusion.  This new third act recalled an earlier 

collaboration and disagreement between director Elia Kazan and Tennessee Williams. 
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During the original production, Elia Kazan asked Williams to change the third act 

so that Big Daddy would return to the stage.  Kazan’s argument was that the original 

ending, as proposed by Williams, where Big Daddy did not reappear in the closing 

moments of the play offered no closure or provided no sympathetic reactions from the 

audience toward any of the characters.  In London in 1958, at a private showing of Cat on 

a Hot Tin Roof where Williams’ original ending was used, an anonymous London Times 

critic stated “we feel no concern for anybody’s soul” (Kolin 119).    

Williams indeed made the changes Kazan wanted for the original Broadway production.  

He made it very clear that he preferred his original ending in the notes of the published 

script (Crandall 138).     

Williams and Kazan had worked together previously during productions of A 

Streetcar Named Desire, Camino Real and Baby Doll (Luere 70). Their collaboration 

proved prolific, if not strained at times.  It was the original Broadway production of Cat 

on a Hot Tin Roof where discourse and controversy first became obvious.  Significant to 

their initial collaboration in Streetcar was the presence of designer Jo Mielziner.   

In subsequent plays, particularly when dealing with Mielziner and director 
Elia Kazan, Williams began to offer his collaborators earlier drafts of his 
plays.  The well-known instance of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof…is a case in 
point.  The designer’s influence on the final form was significant; the open 
or thrust stage was not a literal translation of the description in the early 
drafts.  Moreover, some of Williams’ plays stage productions changed 
perceptibly (Crandell 83). 
 
Mielziner returned to the collaborative team for the Broadway production of Cat 

on a Hot Tin Roof.  Williams had originally written the play with intentions of its being 

realistic, “since in his mind it was a realistic play.”  Kazan and Mielziner, however, 
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brought “soft lighting and a dreamy setting that established the play as moderately 

expressionistic” (Jacobus 1036).  For one to understand fully the various controversies 

surrounding the original production, it becomes necessary to examine the plot of Cat on a 

Hot Tin Roof. 

 
 

The Play 
 

One critic considers this play as being about “[…] that shadowy no-man’s-land 

between hetero-and homosexuality” (Vowles 59).  Although this play deals with this 

issue, it should be considered that this play is about so much more than a sexual-identity 

crisis.  In 1955 America, however, this type of crisis was certainly the source of much 

controversy.   Beyond that controversy, the actual keys to the development of the plot in 

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof are the complex human relationships presented in the script.  

Within these relationships, “each of the characters […] reveals himself as involved in 

some kind of lie” (Crandell 129).   

Brick’s lie is the most socially significant, concerning the true nature of his 

relationship with his deceased best friend, Skipper.  However, the central lie of the play, 

the one that propels the play’s action forward, is the deception put forth by those 

surrounding Big Daddy and Big Mama.  The Southern belief that “appearance 

perpetuates reality” serves as the inciting event of the script.  The truth to the central lie 

of the play is that Big Daddy is very near death. 

Brick serves as the catalyst for the action of the play.  He is an individual laden 

with many conflicts, both internal and external, who ultimately brings all of the other 
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characters together.  Ironically, this happens despite his desire for “[…] solitude to social 

interaction” (Crandell 122).   Brick uses alcohol to block out his assumed homosexual 

affections for Skipper, to avoid his obligations to his father, and, finally, to ignore his 

attractive wife, Maggie.   

  Maggie provides the most significant obstacle to Brick’s primary objective--to be 

left alone.  She desires both the attention and affection of her husband, but constantly 

receives a cold response.  On this day, she has a new game to play with Brick on the 

battleground of their destroyed marriage.  Maggie wants to have a child.  Has Maggie 

been lured by social expectations of wanting a “false” ideal of family and home?  Not 

likely, given her independent nature.  Regarding this traditional ideal, Williams has 

provided an excellent parody of family through the presence of Brick’s brother, Gooper, 

his wife, Mae, and their “tribe of no-necked monsters.”   

All of the key players have gathered for Big Daddy’s birthday celebration.  It 

should be noted, though, that this celebration does not honor Big Daddy’s life but rather 

pays homage to the oldest of Southern traditions; greed.  Whatever motivations she might 

have, Maggie knows that a child conceived by her and Brick would offer an additional 

heir to Big Daddy’s fortune. Obviously, she will need Brick’s assistance with achieving 

her goal. 

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof deals with traditional ideals in a pivotal scene between Big 

Daddy and Brick.  The relationship between fitting the traditional male role in Southern 

society and the ever tenuous bond between father and son are explored during Act II.  

Brick, despite his current drinking binges, is clearly viewed as the favored son of both 
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Big Mama and Big Daddy.  Big Daddy has begun to look toward a future that does not 

include him.  Obviously, he looks to Brick to carry on in his stead.  The classic struggle 

between a father’s expectations and a son’s desires is further complicated by the behavior 

of both Big Daddy and Brick.  Each man is searching for truth, perhaps--a truth that 

neither man is willing to accept. 

The crucial scene between them is best described as a battle of wills.  In true 

Southern fashion, the scene involves avoidance techniques, such as talking around 

subjects, rather than having direct communication.  Father and son can reach no amicable 

solution to any of their problems or questions.  The critical encounter reaches its climax 

when the two men each vigorously pursues two truths--the truth of the relationship 

between Brick and Skipper and the truth of Big Daddy’s medical condition.  Both leave 

the scene having achieved nothing but, perhaps, a shared view of the “mendacity” of life. 

The play concludes with Brick becoming ensnared in a delicately plotted trap 

sprung by Maggie.  She announces, in the midst of Big Mama’s acceptance of Big 

Daddy’s “true fate,” that she is pregnant with Brick’s child.  This proclamation brings a 

moment of joy to Big Mama, in her distraught state, who rushes out of the room to 

inform Big Daddy of the news.  Brick finds himself in a delicate position.  He can either 

destroy the hope Maggie has provided his parents or succumb to Maggie’s advances, in 

the hope of creating a child.  Brick has finally discovered “the click” he has been 

searching for, but he also faces a decision.  The audience is left to wonder who really was 

the ‘cat’ from the title of the play? 
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The Pilot Family Plantation 
 

The faithful representation of architectural elements is essential to any design 

effort.  Certain inherent setting requirements in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof guide the historical 

period research needed for this production.  For example, Williams states that Big Daddy 

“was the biggest cotton planter in the Delta.”  This statement lends itself to the fact that 

the “Pilot” family is quite wealthy.  Yet, Williams did not conceive the character of Big 

Daddy as coming from a family with great financial resources.  Through textual clues, the 

playwright establishes Big Daddy as a man from an impoverished background.  The 

family at the center of this story would have been considered “nouveau riche” in 

Southern culture.  Big Daddy would have only been able to purchase the home from a 

previous owner after he had established his financial assets. 

At the time of the play, the philosophy of “cotton is king” in the South had begun 

to fade.  Plantation homes of the South in the area surrounding the Mississippi Delta were 

constructed in an era of great economic prosperity shortly before the outbreak of the Civil 

War.  Southern style choices of this time can best be described as “lavish decadence.” 

The extravagant fortune of Southern landowners was earned upon the backs of slaves.  

During Reconstruction, after the abolishment of slavery, these homes and their 

surrounding lands would often fall into disrepair and neglect.   

The plantation home that provides the required single setting of Cat on a Hot Tin 

Roof is reflective of one of the greatest movements in 19th Century American 

Architecture: Greek revival.  Between 1820 and 1850 the trend in exterior plantation style 

shifted towards architectural influences from ancient Greece (Klein 19).  One of the most 

 14



distinct elements of pre-Civil War Southern architecture was the presence of gallery 

porches.  These expansive porches surrounded the entire home on all levels of the main 

structure (Baker 61).  The gallery porch of this era departed from traditional porticos, or 

Greek Temple porches, in their placement location. A portico that was a pure reflection 

of Ancient Greece would have been located in the front center or corner of a building.  

An example of this type placement can be seen throughout Washington D.C. in many 

historic buildings, including the White House.   

The gallery porch of pre-Civil War Southern architecture was not an exact 

reproduction of a portico but rather was an adaptation of the ancient Greek architectural 

element.  This change was necessary to accommodate human environmental needs.  

Gallery porches were of prime importance in controlling the heat of the humid 

swamplands surrounding the Mississippi River.  Before electricity and air-conditioning, 

these porches allowed for refuge from the interior of the house.  This architectural 

element brought the “outside to the inside” with ease of visibility of all the lands 

surrounding the home.  These galleries were covered to provide ample shade from the 

sun while offering shelter from other harsh weather conditions.  The roof was supported 

with Greek-style columns with ornate capitols that spanned the front and, at times, along 

both sides of the home.  Tennessee Williams recognizes the importance of the gallery 

porch of a plantation home of the South by requiring one for any scenic design of Cat on 

a Hot Tin Roof.   

Another distinct exterior/interior feature of Southern plantation architecture is the 

large windows and doors that run along the gallery.  These openings provide a form of 
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cross ventilation that allowed for a natural breeze to circulate around the home offering 

fresh air to many interior rooms. These windows and doors were substantial in size.  

Exits from the interior setting to the exterior often consisted of double-hung windows that 

would open high enough for a person to pass through to the gallery.  The most common 

opening to the gallery was sets of paired double French doors.  

Located above all of the doors were large fan lights.      

 In his “Notes for the Designer,” Tennessee Williams begins the play with his 

vision of the interior decoration as “[…] Victorian with a touch of the Far East.”  The 

traditional Victorian decoration would appear more aged and weathered.  The Oriental 

accents in the room would need to seem more current. The difference of condition 

between the opposing styles can be inferred from the fact that the current occupants, Big 

Daddy and Big Mama, acquired a wealth of accessories in their travels to the Orient.  The 

memory of the previous owners of the home could be found within the more enduring 

and concrete features of the interior design of the room, such as certain furniture pieces.   

The objects that were easily changed, such as fabrics, accessories and selected furniture 

pieces, were of a time period appropriate for the 1950’s setting.    

Having spent the necessary time in the library completing the historical and 

conceptual research, the designer enters the next phase of the design process--incubation.  

“Incubation provides you with time to let ideas hatch.  During this time you should 

basically forget about the project.  Your subconscious mind will use the time to sort 

through the information you’ve gathered” (Gillette 22).  After several days, it was time to 

execute the implementation step of the process.  In a designer’s journey, there comes a 
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time when the books are put down, and the tools of artists and craftsmen are picked up to 

create a vision.  Chapter III documents the decisions made regarding each element of the 

scenic design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.   
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CHAPTER III 

SELECTION AND IMPLEMENTION 
 
 

After the historical and conceptual research is complete, the scenic designer 

executes the fifth and sixth steps in the design process: selection and implementation.  

Selection is defined as “deciding on a specific design concept” (Gillette 25).  Chapter III 

includes the selection of the final concept choices for the scenic design.  The chapter also 

examines requirements and limitations that arose during the selection phase of the 

project.  Any necessary resolutions to these issues are documented.  The primary 

inspiration for the scenic design would come from a blend of Tennessee Williams’ 

“Notes for the Designer,” the director’s vision, and the designer’s imagination.  Through 

successful collaboration, the scenic designer has the added responsibility of facilitating 

the needs of other members of the production team.  Seamless integration of the scenic 

design with the other production elements would be necessary for a successful, unified 

design effort for Texas Tech University Theatre’s Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.    

Tennessee Williams describes the 1950s setting of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof as a 

“[…] bed-sitting-room of a home in the Mississippi Delta” to be situated in a traditional 

box set design.  A box set is defined as “[…] a complete room…with only the side 

nearest the audience (the fourth wall) missing.”  The setting as described by the 

playwright meets the criteria of a box set.  The playwright continues to describe the 

setting as a large bedroom which accommodates a sitting area, located on the second 

floor of a plantation home, with two sets of large French doors opening to a wrap-around 

outdoor gallery.  The interior of the bedroom contains two doors; one opens to the second 
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floor hallway and the other leads to a private bathroom.  Opposite the hall door, the 

bathroom door, as described by the playwright, is to be ajar only to expose pale blue tile 

and silver towel racks.  The owner of the home is Big Daddy, who is referred to by the 

playwright as being the “biggest cotton planter in the Delta.”    

Tennessee Williams does not consider this room as being a reflection of Big 

Daddy.  Rather, the playwright expresses the significance of the ‘haunting’ presence of 

the previous residents, Jack Straw and Peter Ochello.  Their apparent homosexual 

relationship is extended into the play’s theme, paralleling the uncertainty regarding the 

sexual orientation of Big Daddy’s son, Brick.  The playwright describes the room’s 

essence as being “[…] gently and poetically haunted by a relationship that must have 

involved a tenderness which was uncommon” (Williams 1).  For this production, the 

director had ideas that directly affected the scenic designer.  Several of these ideas 

deviated from Tennessee Williams’ originally conceived intentions.  

In the director’s vision, acting areas were established by following Tennessee 

Williams’ description of the set.  Several acting areas were located in and around the 

bedroom’s perimeter.  The spaces provided for staging the action of the play included the 

bed, the sitting area, space in front of the armoire, the vanity table, space at the entrances 

to the room and the entire gallery including the space around the French door openings.  

The director requested expansions of space between set elements to represent visually the 

detached relationships depicted in the play.  Williams states, “The designer should take as 

many pains to give the actors room to move about freely (to show their restlessness, their 

passion for breaking out) as if it were a set for a ballet.”  The scenic designer 
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accommodated for this request by placing the bedroom within the entire width of the 

proscenium opening--thus achieving the desired effect. 

The director required additional acting areas to be placed upstage and downstage 

of the box set.  The area downstage of the interior setting allowed the actors to break the 

fourth wall by stepping onto the apron for asides.  The director also chose to utilize the 

upstage area directly behind the gallery for a very specific purpose.   

The additional character of Skipper (Tennessee Williams did not intend for 

Skipper to be an actual player, but the director chose to personify Skipper by adding an 

actor to the cast) appeared in the upstage area of the gallery behind a black scrim with a 

down light to illuminate him.  Skipper would appear to be a floating ghost, with football 

in hand, during specific moments of the play.  This particular deviation from the 

playwright’s original production went even further.  The actor portraying Skipper would 

actually enter the physical environment of the interior setting to interact with Maggie and 

Brick in the bedroom.  

At the second production meeting, the scenic designer offered a concept via a 

painted rendering (Figure 1).  The rendering included a soft color scheme which adhered 

to the description found in Tennessee Williams’ “Notes for the Designer”  

 “[…] the set for this play, bringing also to mind the grace and comfort of 
light, the reassurance it gives, on a late and fair afternoon in summer, the 
way that no matter what, even the dread of death, is gently touched and 
soothed by it.  For the set is the background for a play that deals with 
human extremities of emotion, and it needs that softness behind it.”  
   
Upon presentation of this color palette, the director resisted the scenic designer’s 

ideas.  The director responded with perceptions of the setting as being one that needed to 
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insinuate heat and lust.  According to the director, the means to achieving the desired 

effect was by changing the colors of the furniture and fabrics to darker hues and shades.  

The scenic designer accommodated the director’s request.  Hence, the fifth step of the 

design process, selection, was made regarding a general color scheme for the production.  

Not beholden to any specific ideas, the production team, through a collaborative process, 

came to conclusive decisions regarding each of the design elements including lighting, 

costuming and scenery. 

The selection of specific concept choices afforded the scenic designer the freedom 

to begin composing a design.  The designer would attempt to integrate the director’s 

requests and the author’s original intent.  The following sections of this chapter deal 

directly with the sixth step of the design process--implementation.  Implementation is 

defined as “when you stop planning and start doing” (Gillette 26).    

The process of implementation began with the drafting of a complete, detailed 

floor plan (Figure 2).  The floor plan includes the meticulous placement of furniture and 

scenic elements.  A drafted vertical section is drafted to show the elevation and 

placement of doors, walls, curtains, scrims and additional scenic elements (Figure 3).  

This section is helpful to the lighting designer in determining instrumentation and hang 

locations.  The scenic designer drafted elevations and sections for scenic elements that 

would be constructed for the production (Figures 4 and 5).  The designer is also 

responsible for providing painted detail plates which are applied to the constructed scenic 

elements (Figures 6 and 7).   
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Walls and Curtains 
 

 A box set scenic design begins with the positioning of exterior walls.  In his 

“Notes for the Designer,” Tennessee Williams explains that the walls “[…] should 

dissolve mysteriously into air.”  The scenic designer applied this dissolving effect to the 

walls and to the gallery exits.  The bedroom walls were suggested by gathered panels of 

off-white theatre gauze.  Hung from battens, three separate panels extended from behind 

the teasers down to the stage floor.  To soften the panels, a valance was draped atop each 

of the panels. The center panel was positioned between the two sets of French doors.  The 

other two panels were angled and hung on either side of the French doors.  The theatre 

gauze gave a translucent appearance, yet the fabric could be manipulated by light to 

emphasize the translucence or to make them opaque.  These panels allowed the lighting 

designer to create various moods. 

 Another responsibility of the scenic designer is to evaluate and decide how the 

cyclorama would be used.  For this production, the scenic and lighting designer agreed to 

hang the existing white scrim of the Mainstage.  The placement of the scrim provided yet 

another surface for the lighting designer to manipulate light.  Since the scrim was to be 

used for lighting, the scenic designer needed to incorporate a black ground row in order 

to mask lighting instruments placed on the stage floor.     

The emphasis on dissolving the walls was enhanced with the addition of black 

sharkstooth scrim panels positioned at the ends of the gallery.  On stage left and stage 

right, the painted gallery floor extended between two of these 7 ft. wide black scrim leg 
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(Figure 2).  Manipulated with light, these panels  created diffusion for the actors to enter 

and exit with the desired “dissolving effect” intended by the scenic designer.   

 The University Mainstage has a black sharkstooth scrim in permanent stock.  This 

scrim was fixed to a batten and hung in between the upstage white scrim and the 

downstage gallery railing.  The placement of this large scrim assisted in diffusing the 

lighting design.  The desired upstage acting area requested by the director was created.  

The character of Skipper was now able to stand in a pool of down light behind the scrim.  

The separation between Skipper’s upstage area and the downstage interior setting area 

was enhanced and differentiated with the presence of the black scrim.    

 Two other scrim panels were incorporated into the scenic design of Cat on a Hot 

Tin Roof.  Located stage right and stage left are two interior doors.  At stage right, the 

interior bedroom door opened into the room.  The scenic designer found an opportunity 

to install an illusionary wall.  The wall was formed of a steel frame covered by a 

sharkstooth scrim.  The panel was intended to be painted as an interior wall (Figure 7).  

Near completion of the set, the designer chose not to paint the panel.  Deciding that 

painting the panel would not only prove unnecessary but invasive to the complete design 

effort.     

Opposite this bedroom door at stage left, the other scrim panel was located 

outside of the bathroom door.  In his “Notes for the Designer,” Williams details the 

doorway as a “[…] bathroom door, showing only pale-blue tile and silver towel racks.”  

The bathroom wall, constructed of a steel frame covered with sharkstooth scrim, was 
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painted to look like a tile and plaster wall (Figure 6).  With light. this wall could appear 

solid or transparent, again, adding to the dissolving effect. 

 
 

The Gallery 
 

The playwright emphatically requests the presence of an upstairs gallery porch.  

The gallery provides important historical credibility to any design of a Southern 

Plantation home.  For this production, the scenic designer created a gallery upstage of the 

French doors and the downstage interior setting.  The gallery expanded across the width 

of the stage and was indicated by a painted deck and the presence of a balustrade (Figure 

4 and 8).  The balustrade appeared three-dimensional with a top and bottom rail, yet the 

balusters were two-dimensional cutouts that were painted to appear three-dimensional 

(Figure 6).  At each end of the gallery, two additional areas for entrances and exits were 

provided. 

 
 

Doors 
 
 Cat on a Hot Tin Roof requires four separate doorways to access the bedroom, or 

interior setting.  Tennessee Williams’ “Notes for the Designer” includes specific details 

regarding the style of the doors, stating that each door should have fanlight transoms 

“[…] shaped like an open glass fan.”   Two sets of double French doors are located 

symmetrically on the stage, allowing access to the gallery.  The required fanlights 

adorned each of these doors (Figure 5).  However, the fanlight frames did not include 

glass.  The doors were also simple frames, with mullions and no actual glass (Figure 6).  
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The door lights were covered with gathered panels of off-white theatre gauze.  The 

omission of glass allowed the fanlight frames to maintain translucence providing an 

aspect of consistency in the scenic design.   

 The door located stage right, the bedroom door, was comprised of a wooden panel 

hung in a frame with a fan-shaped cornice adorning the top (Figure 5).  Rather than the 

open glass fanlight frame, an arched cornice with a seashell shaped inset was placed at 

the top of the door frame (Figure 9).  The decision to deviate from how the French doors 

were treated was based on the fact that there would be no lit cyclorama behind the 

fanlight cornice.  Therefore, the door would lack substance.  The same was true of the 

door located stage left, symmetrically opposite of the abovementioned bedroom door.  

The bathroom entrance consisted of a louvered door hung in a similar frame adorned with 

an arched cornice.  The cornice located above the door was designed to look like a fan 

carved in wood (Figures 4 and 9).  

All of the doors, frames, fanlights and cornices were finished out with off-white 

paint and dry-brushed with grey to enhance their detail (Figure 6).  Each door wore a 

levered brass door handle.  All of these handles were dry brushed with brown paint to 

appear frequently used and to prevent glare from stage lighting. 

 
 

Floors 

The stage deck would provide the playing area for the entire action of Cat on a 

Hot Tin Roof.  After this decision is made, the scenic designer decides how to treat the 

stage deck.  For this production, the deck would be painted to reflect two different styles 
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of flooring.  Both of these styles were painted directly to deck.  Planks eight inches wide 

and parallel to center line were painted on the gallery floor to represent an outdoor white-

washed balcony (Figure 6).  The interior bedroom setting was painted to resemble square 

wood parquet flooring.  A twelve-inch square pattern was placed on a diagonal and 

painted to appear weathered (Figure 6).  The areas upstage of the gallery and downstage 

of the room were painted black.  This choice was a direct result of the director’s decision 

to use both of these areas as acting areas.  The black areas of the stage deck effectively 

contrasted the realistic from the non-realistic.  The painted floor seemed to parallel 

moments in the directed action of the play where a sharp style difference existed between 

realistic and expressionistic.  

 
 

Furniture and Set Dressing 
 

In his “Notes for the Designer,” Tennessee Williams offers an in depth 

description of the required furniture elements.  The following section examines the scenic 

designer’s choices for furniture pieces located in the room.  Some of these pieces are 

directly referred to by Williams while others were specifically requested by the director. 

 The playwright mentions the need for a “big double bed.”  The scenic designer 

drafted a mechanical drawing of a 1950s style metal head and foot board.  These items 

were constructed and welded to a full-size bed frame (Figures 4, 5,  and 10).  The 

assembled bed was painted black with gold dry brushing, then furnished with a full-size 

mattress and box spring.  The scenic designer made the bedspread, pillow cases and 

bolster, using dark, multi-colored fabric with an oriental pattern.  Placed upstage of the 
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bed was a coordinating bed-table of the era with a blonde wood finish.  An antique alarm 

clock from the 1950s was placed on this table along with a large lamp.  The bed was 

placed on an area rug.  

Tennessee Williams goes into an exhaustive description of a specific furniture 

element to be included in the scenic design.  The console as described by Williams as, 

“[…] a monumental monstrosity peculiar to our times, a huge 
console combination of radio-phonograph, TV set, and liquor cabinet, 
bearing and containing many glasses and bottles, all in one piece.  This 
piece of furniture, this monument, is a very complete and compact little 
shrine to virtually all the comforts and illusions behind which we hide 
from such things as the characters in the play are faced with.”  

 
For this particular element, the designer chose a 1950s style stereo cabinet with a 

lid that opened revealing a phonograph.  The script called for the console unit to include a 

television set.  However, the piece selected did not have the TV.  The front of the unit did 

have faux cabinet doors.  The presence of a television set was suggested by the actors 

during the action of the play.  On top of the console were several cocktail glasses, an ice 

bucket,  a decanter, and a telephone.  The bar provided an important anchor for the 

character of Brick throughout the play.  The action of the play included a moment where 

Brick threw one of the glasses across the room.  Safety issues required that one of the 

glasses on the console be a break-away glass.  Also located on top of the console was a 

telephone, Victorian replica of the 1950s.  The large console unit was located up stage 

center between the two sets of French doors (Figure 11).     

Downstage of the console was the sitting area.  The designer chose a wicker 

furniture set that included a chaise lounge, a chair, and a cocktail table (Figure 12).  The 

wicker was painted to resemble the natural finish of rattan.  The scenic designer covered 
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the cushions for this furniture set with a fabric that coordinated with the bedspread.  The 

sitting area was placed on a rectangular oriental rug down stage center (Figure 2). 

Downstage left, a vanity table in a blonde wood that mirrored the bed table’s 

finish was provided for Maggie.  The placement of the vanity was such that, when the 

actress portraying Maggie sat down, she faced the audience.  The actor was called upon 

to establish the existence of a hanging mirror above the table.  Personal prop items were 

placed on the table: a silver plated brush, comb and hand mirror set belonging to the 

designer, and a train case.  Next to the vanity table was a small waste basket in pale pink, 

a color choice that was very popular in the 1950s.    

The final furniture piece, a large armoire, was located stage right between the 

interior bedroom door and the stage right French doors.  The director requested this item 

be included in the scenic design.  The armoire provided a physical representation of 

Brick’s “closeted” homosexuality, a dominant theme in the script.  Since older homes did 

not have adequate closet space, the armoire seemed a natural choice.  However, the 

playwright never mentions this type of furnishing.  The armoire was constructed of 

plywood and painted using a faux graining technique to resemble wood.  Inside the 

armoire was prop clothing and several pairs of shoes for Maggie to utilize.  Hat boxes 

were lined along the top of the unit, as well as oriental vases (Figure 13).  An oriental rug 

was placed in front of the armoire to create balance with the other rugs in the room. 

The set was dressed with several other items, including a live palm tree planted in 

an oriental ceramic pot that was located next to the armoire by the stage right door.  The 
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scenic designer also positioned a chair designed in an oriental style near this door.  

Hanging above the center stage sitting area was a functional ceiling fan (Figure 3).  

With the steps of selection and implementation complete, the designer proceeds 

with the seventh and final step in the design process--evaluation.  In the final chapter, the 

scenic designer shares personal reflections regarding the design process for this project.  

Chapter IV includes an evaluation of the final product that evolved from “A Scenic 

Design for Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.” 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 
 

 
Completion of a scenic design involves the seventh and final step of the design 

process; evaluation.  Evaluation, or review, is defined as an “[…] examination of the 

methods and materials used to reach the final design goal” (Gillette 30).  Chapter IV 

addresses the appropriateness of the scenic design in the chosen performance facility and 

the efficiency of the production team during the process.  The chapter includes the 

designer’s evaluation of the design process as a means to developing a successful scenic 

design for Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.  The final product that resulted 

from this design effort endeavored to remain faithful to the playwright’s original intent, 

the director’s unique vision, and the artistic instincts of the designer.  The scenic designer 

will share personal reflections regarding the journey from initial commitment to final 

evaluation in this concluding chapter. 

Texas Tech University’s Mainstage Theatre proved an excellent venue for 

audiences to enjoy Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.  The facility’s expansive 

proscenium arch accommodated the setting quite well (Figures 1 and 16).  The full 

utilization of this opening provided considerable latitude to the scenic designer in 

determining placement and scale of scenic elements included in the design.  The 

Mainstage provides an inviting, intimate quality that allows audiences the opportunity to 

see and appreciate even the most intricate design choices.  The decision to place the 

fourth wall of the interior bedroom setting on the datum line further enhanced this 
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intimate quality.  Precise attention to detail became a governing principle in nearly every 

step of the design process. 

Production meetings provided an adequate collaborative environment.  Members 

of the design team arrived at meetings receptive to all ideas.  The director had a specific 

vision concerning several technical elements of the production.  These directorial 

concepts offered the designers significant challenges during several phases of the design 

process.  The most significant departure from Tennessee Williams’ original vision was 

the addition of the ghost of Skipper to the cast (Figure 14).  The director rejected the 

originally proposed lighter, ghostly color palette in favor of a darker color palette that 

would imply heat (Figures 1 and 15).  For a scenic designer, who values the art of 

collaboration, this type of strong conceptualization by the director provided an 

opportunity to apply learned problem-solving strategies.  During the incubation period, 

the scenic designer addressed the conflict between authorial intent and directorial concept 

by adapting preliminary ideas to incorporate the director’s requests.   

The first step of the design process, commitment, was evident through each step 

of the design process.  The scenic designer began and concluded her journey with high 

expectations of demonstrating skill and creativity towards all aspects of the production.  

This commitment to excellence was further confirmed by careful analysis, the second 

step of the design process, of the script.  The analysis of the script included several 

readings and the formation of initial concepts through extensive internal question-and-

answer sessions.  These initial thoughts were informed decisions regarding the author’s 

required elements and the designer’s imagination.  Ideas formed during the first two steps 
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of the design process are always subject to change.  These ideas require modification 

after historical and conceptual research is complete and the production team meets. 

The third step of the design process, historical and conceptual research, further 

confirms the integrity of the evolving scenic design.  Tennessee Williams’ “Notes for the 

Designer” proved an invaluable resource in understanding the author’s original vision 

and intent.  Extensive research based investigation of the playwright’s life, the history of 

past productions, and the play are necessary before moving into the fourth phase of the 

process—incubation.  Incubation prepares the designer to defend choices during the fifth 

phase of the design process—selection. 

 The selection phase of the process usually occurs during production meetings.  In 

this case, the scenic designer offered preliminary choices to the director through 

drawings, color palette samples and renderings (Figure 1).  After a period of collaborative 

decision making, final scenic elements were selected.  The designer documented these 

approved choices with detailed floor plans, elevations, sections, and painted renderings.  

These visual representations of selected scenic elements were necessary in the 

implementation phase of the project.  

 The sixth step of the design process consisted of the implementation of all scenic 

elements as indicated by the scenic designer.  This phase was executed according to plan.  

Collaboration between the scenic and lighting designer was constant throughout the 

implementation phase.  Tennessee Williams specifically required the setting to have the 

sense of a location suspended in time and space.  The convention referred to as the 
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“dissolving effect” by the playwright could only have been accomplished with the full 

support and guidance of the lighting designer.   

The most successful collaborative moments of the designer’s career came during 

the working relationship with the lighting designer of Texas Tech University Theatre’s 

production of Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.  The union between scenic, 

lighting, and costume designs provided the production with a cohesive, unified 

appearance for the audience to enjoy.  In the scenic designer’s estimation, the scenic 

design was a great success in accomplishing the primary objective of a designer:  an 

artistic endeavor created within the requirements and limitations of the design process. 

 Through the utilization of the seven steps of the design process, the scenic 

designer was inspired to grow, not only as an artisan but as a human being.  Opening 

night of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof represented the culmination of many months of hard work 

by all of those involved to create a vision first imagined by the playwright nearly fifty 

years earlier. 
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Figure 9.  Bathroom Door with Carved Cornice 
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Figure 10.  Brick and Maggie’s Bed 
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Figure 12.  Sitting Area with Wicker Furniture 
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Figure 13.  Hat Boxes and Oriental Vases Line the Armoire 
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Figure 15.  Light in Warm Hues 
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