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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Texas Tech University, School of Theatre and Dance requires its design students 

in the Master of Fine Arts program to design a production. The purpose of the thesis is to 

demonstrate knowledge and appUcation of a design methodology. The requirement is 

based in part on the requirements of the Master in Fine Arts degree as listed by the 

National Association of Schools of Theatre Handbook which states: 

The M.F. A. candidate should be required to present 
a final project showing professional competence in a 
specific area of work. While such presentation may 
be supported by a vmtten document, such a document 
(except for programs in playwriting) in itself may not 
be considered the final project. (National Association 
of Schools of Theatre 75) 

Therefore, this thesis is a report of the design process for the Wayland Baptist 

University Theatre production of Sylvia by A. R. Gumey. The purpose of this paper is to 

demonstrate the procedures used in creating the final design and the implication of said 

design. This chapter wiU discuss design procedures. The second chapter wiU discuss 

Gumey and the script. The third chapter wiU show the implementation of design 

procedures into a completed design. The fourth chapter will analyze the completed design 

and give the author a chance to conclude. 

The set design for Sylvia was conceived by both the designer and the director. 

Wayland is a private four year university with two faculty members in the Theatre Arts 

department. The director, professor of theatre and Communication Arts Division Chair 



and the designer, assistant professor and technical director worked together to insure that 

all aspects of the design worked with the acting. 

According to J. Michael Gillette, there are two types of research. These are 

background and conceptual (GiUette 1991). For the production of Sylvia the director and 

designer looked to the play as the beginning. The reading of the script and the research are 

both part of GiUette's design process caUed analysis (GiUette 1991). The script caUed for 

"a Manhattan apartment, with a couch, a coffee table, a stuffed chair, and a desk with a 

telephone and a desk chair" (Gumey 1996, 5). There was also a need for other pieces to 

aid in other scenes that were spoken of in the script. This was the basis of the background 

research. Background research consists of studying previous productions and looking at 

the tune period in which the play was set (GiUette 1991). Since the play was set in 

Manhattan and was not given a specific time period the designer and director chose to use 

the present (1998) as the time period. After reading the script, neutral colored furniture 

pieces were decided upon. The couch and chair were going to be purchased for use in this 

and future productions. The neutral colors were picked because they would work with a 

variety of other set pieces. 

The designer and director both agreed that the set would consist of the above 

pieces with the inclusion of a backdrop of a New York skyUne. The backdrop would help 

the audience to know where the play was set. Thus, the Uving room needed a skyUne of 

the city. The couple had moved to New York City after raising their chUdren. This 

decision was part of the conceptual research. According to GiUette (1991) conceptual 

research "involves devising multiple solutions to specific design chaUenges" (p. 21). 



The designer had looked at several photographs fi-om the internet of a New York skyline. 

These photographs, also part of the background research, aided the designer in sketching 

several skylines. Each skyUne had a different look and feel. After several meetings, one 

sketch was chosen as the best solution (Appendicies A&B). The one chosen looked like 

an actual skyUne fi-om a New York apartment (Appendix B). The other set pieces that 

were chosen were done to create a seamless flow of action. The desk in the apartment 

becomes the office desk, two chairs enter from offstage for the airport scene, and a park 

bench was used for the park scene. 

One of the problems addressed by the designer was to take into account that the 

set had to work in two different spaces, the first being, the Black Box Theatre at Wayland 

Baptist University. Wayland's Black Box was a 60 foot square room seating 125 people 

with a stage that was 28 feet v^de by 32 feet deep. There was very Uttle off stage space. 

The second was for the Christian University Theatre Festival at Hardin-Simmons 

University's Van Ellis Theatre. This event was conceived by several university theatre 

professors to aUow those universities an opportunity to perform shows before similar 

audiences and programs. Van EUis Theatre was set up as a thmst stage that was 24 feet 

wide and 40 feet deep. Van EUis had extensive offstage space, a full fly loft and a full set 

of curtains and borders. Chapter IV wiU demonstrate that the set worked weU in both 

spaces. 



CHAPTER n 

THE PLAYWRIGHT AND SCRIPT 

"In everything I write," he has observed, "I always persuade 
myself that I'm dealing with complex characters in a 
profound way, but sometimes I guess it looks as if I'm 
just kidding" (Gumey, 1995 p. xiv) 

"Coming fi-om a man often described as America's 'WASP playwright,' the claim 

has a certain irony. Mr. Gumey's main turf has been the trials and tribulations of the 

Connecticut country club set, which he exposed in such plays as 'The Dining Room' and 

'The CocktaU Hour.' Lately he has moved further afield with 'Sylvia'..." (Cembalest, 1). 

Gumey has endeared himself as the playwright-spokesman of the American middle 

class. His comedies attract "attention because they enact the ordeals of characters who 

live by values and mles that once defined the American way of life" (Gumey 1995, ix). 

This becomes a springboard to comment on today's stressflil fast paced existence. 

(Gumey 1985) Critics applaud Gumey for he has the abUity to give characters depth, 

clarity and enhance their emotions (Gumey 1985). 

Gumey chronicles the declining WASP culture which has been the dominant 

culture in American society (MiUerl993). He describes his own work as "dancing in 

chains" (MUler 1993,13). He defines this as "creating something as spirited, sensual and 

expressive as dance, whUe confining himself to the mles of dramatic stmcture and the 

limits and confines of theatrical production" (MUler 1993,13). 



Gumey employs some Brechtian techniques. These include asides, soUloquies, 

representational scenery, exposed Ughting instmments and scene changes (Miller 1993). 

In the Wayland production of Sylvia, these last two Brechtian techniques were employed 

and accompUshed by the actors and stage crew in fuU view of the audience. 

But, Gumey also beUeves that the actor must create a character that is centered in 

the Stanislavski method (Interview, 11 Feb. 1982) cited in MUler. According to Sonia 

Moore in The Stanislavski System, 

It became Stanislavki's goal to give an actor control over 
the phenomenon of inspiration. When the actor is inspired 
he is in the same natural and spontaneous state that is ours 
in Ufe, and he Uves the experiences and emotions on the 
character he portrays. (Moore 1984, 5) 

The characters in Sylvia are real people. The designer has spent time with people that 

were fond of their pet and treated them as members of the family. Moore beUeves that 

"ethics, profound knowledge and a highly artistic form of expression are the essence of the 

Stanislavski System" (Moore 1984, 4). 

This ability to create real middle class characters makes Sylvia come alive. Sylvia 

is a dog played by a woman, who finds Greg, a man deaUng with a change in his Ufe. Thus 

begins one man's journey into rediscovering his Ufe. The director and designer looked at 

this play as a comedy with the abUity to show a man (Greg) as he deals with his mid-life 

crisis. Greg has spent the early part of his life making money and acquiring material 

possessions. Greg befriends Sylvia and becomes emotionaUy attached to her to the point 

that he looses interest in his job and his wife, Kate (Kafer 1995). Greg and Sylvia spend 

hours together talking and creating a friendship. 



Needless to say Kate does not get along with Sylvia. They are constandy fighting. 

(Kafer, 1995) Kate thinks of Sylvia as "the other woman." Kate felt that she and Greg 

had moved to Manhattan "to get away fi-om the encumbrances like this" (Kafer 1995). 

"Isn't the definition of fi-eedom that period of time when the kids grow up and the dog 

dies" (Kafer 1995)? Kate has raised the kids and taken care of the family dog. 

Now, Greg wants a relationship and Kate wants a career. Kate became a teacher 

and Greg found his relationship in Sylvia. Greg and Sylvia spend hours together taking 

long waUcs talking and relating to each other. "As every canine training manual notes, 

dogs usuaUy fix on one person and thereafter become almost inseperatable from the 

beloved" (Kafer 1995, 22). 

Greg loved both his wife and Sylvia. AU three characters are on a roUercoaster. 

In the end Greg decided that his marriage was more important and reluctantly gives in to 

Kate's demand to give Sylvia away. When they are leaving the apartment, Kate 

remembers Sylvia's favorite toy and changes her heart. Kate reaUzed that she has also 

become attached to Sylvia. 

The dog stays and the relationship between the three matures. Greg and Kate grow 

closer, Sylvia and Kate become fiiends, and Greg needs Sylvia less and less. The play 

ends after Sylvia has been put to sleep, with Greg and Kate fondly remembering the last 

twelve years of life with Sylvia. 



CHAPTER m 

THE DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 

August 1997, the director decided on the 1997-1998 Wayland theatre season. 

The third play announced was Sylvia. GiUette stated in his design process that there 

should be at least three readings of the script. The first is to read for fun. The second for 

incidents which will stimulate your imagination. And during the third reading you should 

look for the details that will be needed to accompUsh the play (Gillette 1992). 

During the first reading the designer was caught up in the fiin of the characters. 

Greg was entering his mid-life crisis. He was bored with his job and needed a refreshed 

direction. Kate also was tired; she had raised the kids and now Uving in the city wanted a 

career and experiences that suburban Ufe had not aUowed. 

The arrival of Sylvia added a passion to Greg that he needed. The relationship also 

thmst her in the role of "the other woman" as far as Kate was concerned. All three 

characters were trying to create a new place for themselves in this new situation. 

During the second reading the designer started looking for ways to create a 

Manhattan apartment. Greg and Kate were more financiaUy secure. Their chUdren were 

now grown. So, what type of furnishings would they have as they entertained? This 

question wiU be answered in Chapter HI. WhUe reading the play for the third time, it 

became apparent that the set pieces needed to be quickly and easUy moved and also look 

appropriate in each of the scenes. 



The Black Box Theatre 

The Black Box Theatre at Wayland University is a 60 foot square room. There are 

permanent curtains surrounding the room four feet in from the waU. There is also a 

Ughting grid above the whole room at a height of fifteen feet. This room has no other 

permanent stmctures. This makes the room ideal for a number of audience seating and 

stage configurations. The configuration used was a basic thmst. The stage was 28 feet 

wide by 32 feet deep. There was seating for 150 people. 

The design caUed for a New York apartment, a park, an airport waiting room, and 

a doctor's office (Appendix, Figures 4-7). The middle of the stage was used for the 

apartment. This area stayed constant. The downstage area was used for aU of the other 

acting areas. Entrances were from offstage left and right behind additional curtains that 

were hung to assist the actors. The set pieces were brought from either off stage or from 

the Uving room. The production used two students in addition to the cast to help with the 

setting and striking of certain pieces. Most of the set pieces were moved by the actors 

themselves. The Ughting of these other acting areas was very specific. The Ught came 

from a very sharp angle approximately 75 degrees. The Ughts aided in the moving of the 

set pieces by focusing the attention on the areas where the actors were and not on the 

areas from which the crew was entering. The set consisted of a drop, couch, chair, coffee 

table, mg, yvriting table, rolling office chair, office chair, two chairs for the airport scene, a 

park bench, and a portrait of Sylvia. 
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The Drop 

The drop was a scene of a New York skyUne. The drop was 20 feet tall and 40 feet 

wide and was sized and painted on the floor of Harral Auditorium on the Wayland 

campus. The drop was sewn from 120" medium weight muslin, had four vertical seams, 

and the edges were also hemmed. The top was given a 6" jute webbing strip for the 

grommets that were to be instaUed later. 

For the painting process, bogus paper was placed under the drop, and both were 

stapled to the floor using the method described in the Backstage Handbook (Carter 1988). 

The drop was first sized using white paint, blue paint and water in a mixture that had the 

consistency of creme. Once this had dried, the scene was drawn on the drop using a grid 

pattern and charcoal pencUs. Then the drop was painted. The buildings were painted with 

color washes and dry bmshing. After the drop was dried, grommets and ties were added 

to the top. Since the drop was unable to stay on the Harral stage for the complete 

painting process, the drop was hung in the Black Box Theatre. The drop was hung on one 

of the Ughting pipes. The theatre students and the designer used the ladder and the 

waUdng grid to get to the pipe. The drop was tied using 1/8" black tie line and tied with a 

shoestring knot. The drop was folded to fit the space at Wayland. This folding of the drop 

was done due to the fact that the drop was made to fit the larger space at Hardin-

SUnmons. 

Two of the art professors in the Communication Arts division at Wayland were 

asked to help with the shading of the drop. They both provided ideas and direction to 

finish the drop. During this process several layers of shading and extra windows were 



added to give a more unified look. This made the buildings look more like a New York 

skyUne. 

This final painting stage was done with the drop hung in the Black Box Theatre. 

From this painting process the designer learned that more preparation time would have 

prevented the difficulty of painting the drop while it was hanging. Fortunately, this 

process did work for the drop. AU of the paint used was dUuted with water which made 

cleaning up the mistakes rather easy. 

The main scene was painted using washes of reds, browns and grays. The sky was 

painted with a wash of light blue with white clouds. These colors were chosen to give a 

shadowy view of the New York skyUne as it would be viewed from an apartment window. 

This gave the drop the appearance of day or night as the Ughts increased and decreased in 

intensity (Appendix, Figure 3). 

The Apartment 

The set pieces in the apartment consisted of a couch, chair, carpet, coffee table, 

small desk, rolling chair, desk lamp and portrait. The apartment was placed twelve feet 

from the lip of the stage. The couch and chair were purchased at a local furniture store in 

Plainview. The designer and director decided on a neutral colored unit. Several stores in 

Plainview were visited. The unit selected was purchased because of its look and its fit 

into the budget. The couch was large and comfortable. A type that the designer and 

director felt would be in an apartment of a couple that no longer had chUdren at home and 

did some entertaming. 
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The carpet had the look of a Berber and was off-white in color. The carpet was 

twelve feet wide and thirty-three feet long. It was purchased at a carpet store also in 

Plainview. The carpet also blended with the neutral look of the apartment. 

There were several reasons that the designer chose neutral colors for the set. One 

was that these colors helped to show a neutral time and place for the actors. These people 

are supposed to be people with which we can identify with. "As the 'dean of White 

Anglo-Saxon Protestant playwrights...he [Gumey] knows and chronicles that which is 

quintessentiaUy American" (MiUer 1993,13). Another, was it would match fairly easily 

with the pieces that were used from the theatre stock. The final reason was budgetary. 

Since these pieces were being bought, a neutral color would work with other shows in the 

fiiture. 

The coffee table was a prop from the theatre stock. There was discussion in the 

beginning that the coffee table would also be used as the park bench. This was suggested 

by the script. 

Since both of the men who were going to sit on the table were of good size, an 

extra piece of 3/4" plywood was added between the legs and the table top to give it 

additional strength. The coffee table was stripped of its old finish, and a new pecan stain 

was appUed. This gave the coffee table a nice medium brown look. After the stam dried a 

single coat of polyurethane with a satin finish was appUed. The satin was used to allow 

the wood to have a nice glow but not reflect the stage Ughts. There was no need for the 

piece to reflect so much Ught that it would distract the audience from the actors. When 

seen as the park bench, both director and designer decided that the coffee table was not 
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appropriate. Since there was adequate tune for the stage crew to bring on another set 

piece, an actual park bench was borrowed and used. 

GiUette states that the design process consists of seven different phases. They are 

commitment, analysis, research, incubation, selection, implementation, and evaluation. 

These are not linear steps, but "as you move from step to step you must check back on 

your previous steps to make sure that you are headed in the right direction" (GiUette 1992, 

17). The coffee table as a park bench was selected. However, as it was evaluated the set 

piece did not work as a viable solution. A real park bench became a better solution. 

During class discussions yvith Frederick B. Christoffel, Associate Professor and 

Head of Design at Texas Tech University, the idea that the set should never upstage the 

actors was discussed. AU elements of the set, Ughts, costumes, props, and sound should 

enhance what the actors were doing on stage. This is part of Stanislavki's injunction 

which states that "great art conceals art" (GiUette 1992, 1) With the design and technical 

elements, the actors create "the deUcate iUusionary reaUty that we caU theatre" (GUlette 

1992, 1). 

The office part of the apartment consisted of a smaU desk with a lamp and a swivel 

chair. These pieces were used by Kate, and they reflected her sense of style. The desk was 

simple with no drawers. The chau" was wooden and roUed. The lamp was a basic banker 

lamp. The pieces described Kate as a person who had a mission to accompUsh in life. The 

desk was borrowed, the roUing chair was used from our own stock, as was the lamp. 

These pieces were Ught and easUy moved by the cast and crew. AU of the pieces that were 

used in this apartment reflected the couple's sense of style. 
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At the end of the show a portrait of Sylvia was lowered from the ceiUng. This 

picture needed to be seen by aU of the audience. Since the seating was a modified three-

quarter, it was necessary for a cube to be made. This aUowed all audience members to 

see the picture easUy. At the end of the play as Kate and Greg were fondly remembering 

Sylvia, Greg puUs out of his pocket a key chain. A picture cube key chain was used. The 

key chain was to represent the hanging cube. The hanging cube had the portrait of a fuU 

grovm poodle on five sides (aU four sides and the bottom) and a chain extending into the 

ceiUng. At Wayland the cube was lowered from the light and sound booth on puUeys. In 

the theatre at Hardin-Simmons the cube was hung on a pipe and flown to the proper 

height. 

The Park and Street 

The park consisted of one park bench that was placed downstage right. This area 

was divided from the apartment by the edge of the carpet and the lights which were tightly 

focused on this downstage area. This down stage area also became the street when the 

lights were changed to a Rosco TM Deep Blue number 85. The placement of the actors in 

this area aided them and the audience in beUeving that the actors were in different 

locations. 
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The Airport 

The airport was in the downstage center area. The set consisted of two plastic 

chairs that were borrowed from the Wayland Baptist University Band. These chairs were 

gray and blue giving them a utUitarian look. 

In this scene there was a song sung by the three main actors. Three tight, separate 

pools of Ught were used. Two pools were in the airport, and the third was for Sylvia who 

was on the couch. These pools of light gave individual definition to the characters as they 

sung about their feeling for each other. 

The Doctor's Office 

The doctor's office consisted of a desk with lamp, a rolUng desk chair and two 

patient chairs. The desk and roUing chair were brought from the office part of the 

apartment. The other chairs came from offstage left. These chairs were stock items from 

storage. This area was the front left half of the stage. 

The Lighting 

Though lighting was not part of this thesis, the scenic designer was also the 

Ughting designer. To fiirther help the audience differentiate from one acting area to 

another, lights were focused on the stage in such a way as to assist the audience where the 

action was gomg to be. The Ughts fiirther helped the set crew. As one scene ended the 

lights went out, and the crew brought in the next scene into an area where there was no 

stagelight. 
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This was done to create a fluidity between scenes. The director believed that any scene 

change that takes more than ten seconds the loses the audience's interest. 
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CHAPTER TV 

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION 

The production at the Wayland Black Box Theatre started on March third, and ran 

through March fifth, 1998. The previous Saturday started the technical and dress rehearsal 

process. There was one day of technical rehearsals. On this day the morning was devoted 

to dry technicals. Dry technicals give the designer, director and stage crew the 

opportunity to work on all the technical elements of the show vsdthout the actors present. 

During this time the set was lit for the different scenes. There was some experimentation 

to see how the light was going to affect the drop. Once the Ughts were programmed into 

the Ught board, the sound levels were set. After aU of the elements were set, the wet 

technicals were begun. Wet technicals put the actors and the technical crew together. 

These usuaUy take several hours as the crew works to coordinate the cues with the action 

on stage. 

On Monday, dress rehearsals were begun. At this point aU of the elements of the 

show were finalized. There were some finishing touches done to the set, Ughts, costumes 

and props. Tuesday and Wednesday were final dress rehearsals with aU of the elements 

completed. 

The show opened to fuU houses. The audience laughed and applauded throughout 

the entire show. They were caught up in the fun of the play. When the play ended several 

faculty members and students complimented the actors, director and designer on the 

quaUty of the production. 
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When the show was performed before the Christian University Theatre Festival at 

Hardin-Simmons University, there was a formal critique after the show. The critique was 

given by the professors of theatre that attended the festival. All professors were 

impressed by the scenic elements and how they compUmented the actors. 

Conclusion 

The entire process of design to implementation was a success for this designer. 

The set fulfiUed all of the requirements of the script, the director and the actors. From the 

reactions of the audience, one could say that the Sylvia was a success. 

The designer learned several lessons from this endeavor. The first being that there 

are several ways to accompUsh a design. The designer and director both looked at the 

play and had ideas how the set should look. After both had talked out their ideas in the 

initial meetings in August, 1997, a final design was decided upon. The designer feels that 

these meetings are valuable to create a continuity of all the elements of the production. 

The second lesson learned was the willingness to adapt the design as problems 

came along. The changing of the coffee table as a park bench to a real park bench was an 

example. Even after reinforcing the coffee table, it quickly became apparent that the 

coffee table would not be strong enough for the two actors. A real park bench offered 

the better solution. 

The final lesson learned was the design, buUding and painting of a drop. This was 

the first one that the designer had completed. More planmng time at the beginning would 
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have made easier the painting process. AU other elements of the drop went according to 

the design. 

The drop looked better in the Van EUis Theatre at Hardin-Simmons than in the 

Black Box Theatre at Wayland. There was more of a feeling that you were looking out of 

an apartment window at a cluttered New York skyline. The full heighth of the drop could 

be seen and the stage curtains helped to frame the drop. This gave a better impression of 

the New York skyline, which the designer had intended. After seeing this, the designer 

beUeved that by rolling the drop at the top which would have shown the bottom fifteen 

feet of the drop, would have given a similar effect at Wayland. 
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