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INTRODUCTION 

It is always a challenge and a delight for a costume designer to 

undertake the creation of new designs for a play that poses some style 

problems. Animal costumes, fantasy costumes, or any type of dress that 

differs substantially from everyday wear is exciting to design because 

of the problems involved. A modem-dress play, which requires that 

the costumes be "bigger than life," yet recognizable to and identifiable 

with the members of the audience, also presents the designer with inter

esting problems. The costume designer faces the same problems of time 

and money costs in the design, cutting, construction, and fitting of 

modern dress as he or she does with a period play. 

There is, however, a method of costuming modern-dress contempor

ary plays that saves time and expense, which involves the use of 

carefully selected ready-made garments. The method is known in the 

professional world as "found design." 

The purpose of this thesis is to discuss the principles and prac

tices of found design, and the way they were applied to a Texas Tech 

University Theatre production of Alan Ayekbourn's Absurd Person Singular, 

which was presented March 27-April 7, 1979, at the Country Squire Din

ner Theatre in Lubbock, Texas. 



CHAPTER I 

THE PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICE 

OF FOUND DESIGN 

Definition of Term "Found Design" 

Found design is the accepted term in the professional theatre 

world for a design that employs items that are bought, borrowed, or 

rented ready-made rather than cut and built from patterns for a speci

fic play. It is a legitimate means of costuming for Broadway, for feature 

films, and for television. A production costumed in this manner is known 

to the costume designer as a "found show," as opposed to a "built show," 

in which the costumes are constructed from patterns especially for that 

production. Both methods can result in artistically costumed productions. 

Regardless of the method of designing employed, the costume designer must 

be guided by available resources, economic considerations, aesthetic prin-
2 

ciples, and production concepts. 

Professional costume designers charge the same fees for a found 

show as for a built show, according to United Scenic Artists, the nation's 

leading theatrical union. The minimum pay scale is based upon the capa

city of the house and the number of costumes required by the show (see 

Table 1 in Appendix). For the non-union designer, Virginia Vol land gives 

a good rule of thumb for fees in her book. Designing Woman. Her system of 

Virginia Volland, Designing Woman (Garden City, New York; 
Doubleday and Company, 1966), p. 32. 

p 
Stephen M. Archer, How Theatre Happens (New York: Macmillan 

Publishing Co., 1978), p. iW. 

2 



fee calculation is based upon the status of the wearer of each costume. 

If the wearer is a star (or featured player) in a built show, Ms. Volland 

suggests a flat rate of fifty dollars per costume. Twenty-five dollars 

per costume is the rate for supporting players and chorus members. The 

fees for a found show are only slightly less in her system: fifty dol

lars per costume for a featured player, twenty dollars per costume for a 

supporting player or non-identical chorus member, and twenty-five dollars 

for the first, plus ten dollars for each duplicate, for identical chorus 

costumes. No matter which fee may be charged, the principle of found 

design is widely used and accepted in the world of the professional 

theatre. 

Found design has several advantages over built design for modern-

dress plays. First, time can be saved in the costume shop as well as 

the money that seamstresses' time would cost. The garments are ready-

made, and the only shop work that might be required is alteration. A 

second advantage is that the finished costume is ready for immediate 

evaluation. If it is not entirely suitable for the character or for 

the actor, it can be exchanged for another with little difficulty. Dis

covering that a built costume that took days to construct is unsuitable 

is demoralizing for the designer and crew. 

The immediate availability of ready-made garments provides the 

costume designer the opportunity to estimate the image that costumes for 

several characters in the same scene will create together on stage. If 

Volland, Designing Woman, p. 35. 



the designer has visualized the leading man in a blue suit, he or she can 

discover immediately if the butler's white jacket is going to become too 

emphatic in comparison. The designer will then be able to make changes 

before the final selection is made. Exchanging is simpler than remaking. 

The greatest advantage to a found design is that the costs can be 

minimized or eliminated altogether if the garments can all be borrowed 

and ultimately returned. These savings are important to an educational 

theatre or any theatre operating on a limited budget. There is always 

some expense to be considered in a built show, which generally includes 

as the biggest expenses labor and materials. 

A found design's chief disadvantage is that the designer may not 

be able to find exactly what he or she had in mind for the character. 

"Finding for a show is often a series of second choices," says Volland, 

2 
but often second choices must be made to serve. 

Second choices may be the least of the designer's worries in a 

found show if the setting of the play requires seasonal wear that is not 

currently available, such as winter coats or furs for a play set in Dec

ember but being presented in June. A built show would be able to provide 
3 

specific seasonal wear equally well at any time of the year. 

Finally, if found costumes must be purchased because of inability 

to borrow, the cost is likely to be much higher per item than for a built 

Ibid., p. 35. 

^Ibid., p. 34, 
3 
Ibid., p. 36 



show. This disadvantage should be seriously considered by the costume 

designer, whatever the budget limitations. Some type of insurance should 

be purchased by the producing organization to cover possible damages be

fore the designer makes any arrangement for borrowing. 

Depending on the approach taken by the costume designer, a found 

design may be the most convenient and least expensive way of costuming a 

modern-dress play. The designer, whether costuming for Broadway or for 

a university theatre, must consider all the factors involved in the parti

cular production and act according to how it will best be served. 

The Production Problem 

In February 1979, Dr. Richard A. Weaver, chairman of the Depart

ment of Theatre Arts and Director of the University Theatre of Texas Tech 

University, arranged with Country Squire Dinner Theatre owner, Peter Fox, 

and local manager, Debi Chandler, to co-produce a play at the dinner the

atre. The production was devised to provide professional experience for 

student actors and to fund a theatre scholarship at Texas Tech from a 

share of its profits. 

Original plans had the direction and technical aspects handled 

entirely by faculty members, but since the University Theatre and Labora

tory Theatre seasons were in full production at the time, neither the 

directors nor the technical faculty had adequate time to devote to the 

beneficial but quickly planned project. Dr. Weaver, who had initiated 

the project, assumed the role of director, and the scenic and costume 

design responsibilities were delegated to selected advanced theatre stu

dents, for whom the technical faculty served as advisors. 



Crystal Choate Wood was assigned the responsibility for designing 

costumes for the production on the recommendation of University Theatre 

Costume Designer Nancy J. Steele. The costuming project was designed as 

a thesis proposal and submitted to the Theatre Arts graduate faculty, who 

approved the project. 

The limitations that the project imposed were those imposed upon 

eyery designer, money and time. In the situation of this production, 

those problems were particularly severe. 

The opportunity for Texas Tech University Theatre to produce a play 

in a professional situation was a windfall for all involved, but, since 

the project had been planned suddenly in the middle of the spring semes

ter, it had not been considered in departmental budget meetings early in 

the school year. No production money had been allocated to the cooper

ative production. With the final regular production of the University 

Theatre well into construction, all monies in the production budgets were 

already spent or allocated and could not be utilized for another play. 

Except for the petty cash fund, which also had to be spent for regular 

business, there were no funds at all for the show at the Country Squire. 

The dinner theatre had agreed to pay the actors as part of the arrange

ment, and cleaning costs for the clothing worn on stage by the actors 

were covered by an advertising trade-out with a local cleaning firm. Be

yond that, the University Theatre was expected to absorb all production 

costs. 

Time was another crucial limiting factor. Only three and one-half 

weeks remained on the calendar from play selection to opening night. The 

half week was consumed in casting. 



The problems of the costume designer would be aggravated by the 

compressed schedule. The stylish, new, modern-dress costumes required 

by the play would have to be created without cost and in a very brief 

period of time. The solution selected was fundamentally simple. The 

costumer would assemble a "found design," utilizing fashions borrowed 

from retail stores, from individuals, including members of the cast, and 

from the University Theatre costume stock. 

Method of Solving 

Even before a specific play was chosen for the Texas Tech Univer

sity Theatre/Country Squire production, all personnel involved with the 

project were aware of the limitations of time and budget. At the same 

time, everyone realized the need to produce a play of high quality that 

would earn as much profit for the dinner theatre as possible during the 

two-week run, which would in turn help to fund the proposed theatre schol 

arship. 

After consideration, director Richard Weaver chose Absurd Person 

Singular by Alan Ayckbourn for the cooperative production. The small 

cast and the overall light nature of the play made it ideal for the din

ner theatre environment, and a prior favorable experience with the 

direction of another Ayckbourn play influenced Dr. Weaver's decision. 

The first reading of the play indicated several costuming problems 

for which found design would offer not only a solution but also addi

tional problems. The solution it afforded was a means of completely 

costuming the play without cost. The plan introduced problems invol

ving the borrowing process, upon which the success of the design hinged. 
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The first problem encountered by the plan was the lack of seasonal 

availability. Absurd Person Singular is set on three consecutive Christ

mas Eves and requires winter fashions. By the end of February in West 

Texas, stores typically begin displaying swimsuits and summer wear. The 

costume designer's only hope for winter clothes was sale merchandise con

sisting of remaining winter fashions marked down for quick sale. 

In the same area, many evening and formal wear fashions are required 

by the script. Stores might be expected to be reluctant to loan these 

more costly items, even if they were marked down. The designer was also 

reluctant to ask because of the various physical comic bits in the play 

that could possibly cause damage to the costumes. For example, in Act 

One, the script requires a character to spray insecticide on his tie, an

other to have a drink spilled on his pants leg, and another to come in 

dripping from the rain. Act Two stage directions call for the pouring of 

a bucket of water, detergent, and oven grease on an actor. Act Three 

posed few problems of this nature, although one character is required to 

throw a drink on another. 

Aware of the risks and the possibility of unavailability, the designer 

began to contact possible sources for borrowing. First, she attempted to 

borrow some items from retail stores to be used for characters not invol

ved in a slapstick part of a scene, in exchange for program acknowledge

ment, complimentary tickets to the show, and other publicity for the 

store. When the play was cast, the designer asked each cast member to 

examine his personal wardrobe for usable items, and the designer con

tacted an individual who was the approximate size of two of the men in the 

cast, who had a large wardrobe that he had loaned for previous productions. 



For accessories and costume properties, the stores of the University 

Theatre costume stock was opened to the designer, and her own col

lection of jewelry and other items was always available. 

With these possible sources for borrowing in mind, the designer 

began the process of play analysis as the beginning of the design 

process. 



CHAPTER II 

THE PLAY: ABSURD PERSON SINGULAR 

The Playwright and the Play 

"The best way to make comment is through comedy," observes Alan 

Ayckbourn, author of Absurd Person Singular. An actor whose play-

writing career began after he fell asleep during his own performance as 

Vladimir in Beckett's Waiting for Godot, Ayckbourn realized that theatre 

might be becoming too snobbishly significant and serious. Since he be

gan writing, Ayckbourn has had each of his plays produced. His other 

successful plays include How the Other Half Loves, Bedroom Farce, and 

the comic trilogy, The Norman Conquests. 

Ayckbourn, whom critics sometimes refer to as the "British Neil 

Simon," is resident director and playwright at the Library Theatre in 
2 

Scarborough. Here he has "a guarantee of production" of his plays. 

Since each of his recent plays has become commercially successful both in 

his home country and abroad, this guarantee is more of an honor than an 

obligation. 

Ayckbourn writes his plays very quickly, and has completed a play 

from first draft to production in as little as six weeks. Such was the 

Mel Gussow, "Ayckbourn, Ex-Actor, Now Plays Singular Writer of 
Comedies," New York Times, 11 October 1974, p. 30. 

^Ibid. 

10 
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case of Absurd Person Singular. The title was announced in April, and 

Ayckbourn wrote the play in two weeks. It opened in June."^ Ayckbourn 

had intended the title for another play and had set the action of the 

play in the living rooms of the homes rather than the kitchens. Ayck

bourn believed, however, that "it was so boring—I thought what was 
p 

happening offstage must be more interesting." He rewrote the first act 

into a kitchen setting and, "the play flowed from there."^ 

When asked whether he had ever considered writing a serious play, 

Ayckbourn remarked, "It may sound paradoxical, but comedy is quite seri

ous enough for me. There's nothing that I want to say, at least to date, 

that I can't say—and would not prefer to say—in comic terms. One can 

deal with fairly serious human issues nonetheless." 

Absurd Person Singular reflects Ayekbourn's personality. Although 

it is a light comedy on the surface, the play deals with the very serious 

subject of the absurd and often tragic results of the lack of interper

sonal communication. 

Absurd Person Singular has become successful both in Ayekbourn's 

native England and in America. The play opened in London on July 4, 1973, 

at the Criterion Theatre, following its premiere at the Library Theatre 

in Scarborough in June 1972. It opened to American audiences on Octo-
5 

ber 8, 1974, at the Music Box Theatre in New York City. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid. 

"Q: Mr. Ayckbourn, Is Sex Funny? A: It depends. With Me, It's 
Hilarious," New York Times, 20 October 1974, sec. II, p. 1. 

5 Alan Ayckbourn, Absurd Person Singular (Garden City, New York: 
Nelson Doubleday, Inc., 1974), pp. i-ii. 
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In the following day's New York Times, Clive Barnes observed the 

play to be "singularly absurd, though the comedy is gentle rather than 

riotous." Later in the review, Barnes remarked, "This is a fluffy, 

nearly inconsequential play, but one that does have a few thoughts buz

zing away in its pretty head." Barnes also emphasized the importance of 

character in the play. "Beneath the play's realistically characterized 

humors lie genuine characters who are developed and exposed, and a genu

ine story cleverly seen only in the flash-lit vignette of a party 
2 

photograph." 

Absurd Person Singular is a serious comedy that has an important 

message about human relationships. Above all, it is entertaining be-

cause of its straightforward humor and delightfully drawn characters. 

Synopsis of Scenes 

Act One is set "last Christmas Eve" in the kitchen of Sidney and 

Jane Hopcroft. The kitchen gleams, because timid, unassuming Jane is 

a fanatic about neatness who forever cleans. Her ambitious husband 

Sidney is a small businessman who wishes to impress potential business 

associates at a small holiday gathering in his home on this evening. 

Ronald Brewster-Wright is a banker to whom Sidney has applied for 

a loan for an investment. Jane, however, accidently spills soda water 

on Ronald before Sidney can approach him. Once Ronald has been dried, 

and Sidney is assured that things will go well after all, Sidney discovers 

^Clive Barnes, "'Absurd Person Singular,' Comedy," New York Times, 
9 October 1974, p. 48. 

^Ibid. 

Ayckbourn, Absurd Person Singular, p. 1. 
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that the tonic water supply has been depleted. Hoping to avoid further 

embarrassment for Sidney, Jane steals away from the party, throws on an 

old raincoat, and dashes out into the stormy evening to the nearby off-

license to buy some tonic water. 

Meanwhile, Ronald's snobbish, hard-drinking wife, Marion, attempts a 

flirtation with Sidney. Soon after, while Sidney frantically searches 

for Jane, neurotic Eva Jackson burdens Sidney with her marital problems 

while swallowing an alarming number of pills. 

Jane reappears at last, but has forgotten her key to the back door 

and has to enter the house at the front, through the party, and bolts 

past the guests that she has tried so desperately to please. In the 

kitchen before she can explain to Sidney, she hears guests coming and runs 

back out into the rain to hide. 

Ronald, followed by Geoffrey Jackson, an honest but philandering 

young architect, enter and talk with the uncomfortable Sidney about Geof

frey's legendary bedroom exploits. During the course of the conversation, 

Ronald agrees to loan Sidney the money that he needs. 

The party ends, without Jane meeting all of the guests. Jane 

comes inside, soaked from standing outside in the rain. Sidney assures 

her that the party was a success, hardly noticing that she is drenched 

and upset. His insensitivity underscores the superficiality of all the 

characters in the play. Once Sidney leaves the kitchen to go upstairs, 

Jane notices that the kitchen needs tidying up, and she is once again in 

her element. At the end of the act, she is moving around the kitchen, 

cleaning and humming. 

Act Two is set the following Christmas Eve in Geoffrey and Eva 

Jackson's disheveled kitchen. Eva, as disheveled as her surroundings. 
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is seated at the table writing something with great difficulty. Geoffrey 

returns home from work to tell Eva about his day. She is unresponsive 

and detached, and Geoffrey assumes that she is reacting to his decision 

to move in with his mistress. To no avail, he jokes with her to cheer her, 

and suddenly realizes that guests will be arriving soon. 

While he frantically prepares refreshments, Eva writes a suicide 

note, goes to the window, and climbs out onto the ledge. Geoffrey rescues 

her before she can jump, and attempts to calm her. Foiled in her first 

suicide attempt, Eva runs at a knife lodged in a kitchen drawer, but once 

again, Geoffrey stops her. By this time, the guests have arrived, and 

Geoffrey runs from the kitchen to the living room and back again, trying 

to attend to both Eva and the guests. While Geoffrey is out of the kit

chen, Eva turns on the gas oven and puts her head inside. Jane enters, 

notices first the untidy kitchen and then Eva with her head in the oven. 

She assumes that Eva has simply gone on a cleaning binge and is only 

cleaning the oven. Like a good neighbor, Jane offers to clean the oven 

for her and thus thwarts another suicide attempt. Geoffrey returns, and 

seeing that Eva is not alone, goes for a doctor. 

Undaunted, Eva finds her bottle of tranquilizers and determines to 

take an overdose. She swallows only a few before her nervous fingers fum

ble the rest into the kitchen sink. As she desperately tries to get the 

pills out of the sink with a fork, Sidney appears and mistakes Eva's 

frantic search for her lost tranquilizers as an attempt to open a blocked 

sink. Another suicide attempt is unwittingly blocked when Sidney rolls 

up his sleeves and gets under the sink to open the drain. 
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While trying to hang herself with a clothesline from the kitchen 

light fixture, Eva manages to pull the entire apparatus down, leaving bare 

wires hanging. While Sidney is busy with the blocked drain, Ronald re

luctantly takes on the job of repairing the light fixture. Marion enters 

and not realizing that Ronald is working with the bare wires, turns on the 

switch and electrocutes him, but he is rescued. 

Eva begins to calm down after Marion has given her a drink of whis

key, and the combination of pills and liquor makes her very sleepy. She 

relaxes onto the tabletop and begins softly singing a Christmas song. 

The others all join in one by one. At the ending, Geoffrey returns to 

find the kitchen a bigger shambles than ever, but with the crisis ended. 

Act Three begins in the Brewster-Wright kitchen on the following 

Christmas Eve. Unlike the preceding two acts, no party is planned or 

expected, because there is no joy this year in the lives of the Brew-

ster-Wrights. Ronald's position at his bank is uncertain, and the heat 

in their home has malfunctioned. For this reason, Marion has locked 

herself in her room, the only warm place in the house. 

On this Christmas Eve, Eva has dropped in on her way home from work 

to visit with Marion. She reveals to Ronald that his wife has been drink

ing heavily alone in her room. Geoffrey, whose year has also been unsuc

cessful, arrives to take Eva home. The building he designed collapsed, 

and so did his reputation and his finances. Eva now helps out in his 

office to help make ends meet. 

Presently, Marion joins the group in the kitchen. Drinking has 

taken a sad toll on her appearance, and she now feels as bitter toward her

self as she formerly felt toward others she perceived as her social inferior 
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The Hopcrofts, on the other hand, have succeeded. The loan which 

Ronald made Sidney in Act One contributed significantly to his present 

success. Not only is Sidney now a major depositor at Ronald's bank, he 

has offered Geoffrey an opportunity to design one of his tracts. Geog-

frey resents the offer as condescending. 

During the Jacksons' and the Brewster-Wrights' unflattering conver

sation about the Hopcrofts, the successful couple arrives unexpectedly. 

Ronald, Marion, Eva, and Geoffrey try to pretend no one is home, but 

Sidney and Jane enter uninvited anyway. Once inside, they make themselves 

at home as Ronald makes feeble attempts to act the role of a gracious 

host. 

Misunderstanding the gloominess in the cold kitchen, Sidney and Jane, 

who have remained virtually unchanged since Act One except in social stand

ing, suggest a game. Marion is very glad to play, for it provides an 

escape from tedium. Eva and Geoffrey play to court Sidney, hoping to ob

tain Sidney's help getting Geoffrey back on his feet in business again. 

Ronald plays simply to go along with everyone else. The play ends with 

the entire cast dancing around the kitchen like puppets on the string 

of a mad puppeteer. 

Method of Character Analysis 

The comedic principle of the anormal is effectively employed in 

Absurd Person Singular. Briefly, the principle of the anormal holds that 

an anormal person or situation is laughable. Some contemporary comic 

plays draw their humor primarily from anormal characters placed in a nor

mal situation, such as The Odd Couple by Neil Simon. Some comic plays 

derive humor from seemingly normal characters placed in a bizzarre or 
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unlikely situation, such as Charley's Aunt by Brandon Thomas. Some plays 

involve both elements, such as You Can't Take It With You by Kaufman and 

Hart. Absurd Person Singular seems to fall into the category of anormal 

people placed in a comic situation. 

The characters in Absurd Person Singular are carefully developed, 

and it is important to understand the structure of characters in order to 

understand the play. An understanding of the play is essential to the 

design process. 

As a basis for the analysis of each character, a method of ascrib

ing six types of character traits to each individual was used by both the 

director and the designer. These six types of traits, as outlined by 

Sam Smiley in his book, Playwriting: The Structure of Action, can almost 

totally describe any human or animal character in any play which employs 

dialogue and action."^ These six types of traits are: 

Biological 
Physical 
Dispositional 
Motivational 
Deliberative 
Decisive^ 

Biological traits are those which establish a character as some 
3 

identifiable being—human or animal, male or female. In Absurd Person 

Singular, the characters are obviously human and male or female as the 

case may be, and so this trait will be omitted from each individual 

Sam Smiley, Playwriting: The Structure of Action (Englewood 
iffs. New Jerseyl Prentice-Hall Inc., 1971). CI 

2 
Ibid., p. 84. 

^Ibid. 
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description. However, if the play involved animal characters, such as 

Rostand's Chantecler, this distinction would have to be made. 

Physical traits are those which describe an individual as short 

or tall, fat or thin, healthy or slovenly, and so forth. In Absurd Per

son Singular, Ayckbourn gives partial physical descriptions of each 

character, such as his or her approximate age and idea of overall appear

ance. Physical traits are of immediate importance to the costume designer, 

Dispositional traits reflect a character's customary mood and life-

attitude, as expressed in speech and action. According to Smiley, "In 

almost every play, most characters have a prevailing mood which is con

trolled by the individual's temperamental makeup ... A simple example 

appears in the children's story of 'Snow White'; each of the dwarfs has 
2 

a dispositional character, such as Happy, Sleepy, and Grumpy." 

Motivational traits are expressed as the character's wants or needs, 

whether instinctive, emotional, or sentimental. They ordinarily appear 
3 

in a play as spoken or implied reasons for activity. Simple or complex, 

each character has a set of motives which helps to make him more credible. 

Deliberative traits are the character's thoughts. "Thinking is an 

active process and produces dramatic action in itself," says Smiley, and 

it is this thinking, reasoning, evaluating, or imagining that motivates 

the character and forces him or her into decisions, which comprise the 

4 
sixth and final character trait. 

^Ibid., p. 85. 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid., p. 86. 

"^Ibid., p. 87. 
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Decisions immediately follow deliberation. Deliberations are 

spurred by motivations which had beginnings in disposition, which was 

affected by the physical and biological characteristics of the person 

making the desision. In short, decisive traits are dependent upon all 

the other kinds of traits and are the most important. Decisions may be 

simple, such as the decision to enter a room, or complex, such as the 

decision to commit a murder. 

Each of the six characters in Absurd Person Singular is best de

scribed by applying these traits. By examining them carefully through 

this means of analysis, we can see that they are much more than flat comic 

characters; we learn that they have dramatic dimension. 

Analysis of the Characters 

The first character who appears in Absurd Person Singular is Jane 

Hopcroft. She is described in the text as "in her thirties, unimaginatively 

made up, hair tightly permed." She is neat and prim in appearance, and 

her physical appearance reflects her precise disposition, as illustrated 

in this Act One scene. 

JANE: And you've been at those nuts, haven't you? 

SIDNEY: I may have had a little dip. Anyway, how did you 
know I'd been at those nuts? Eh? How did you 
know, old eagle-eye? 

2 
JANE: Because I know how I left them. 

In contrast to her perfectionism, Jane is timid and shy with other 

people. This trait is demonstrated by her fear of facing the guests in 

1 
Ayckbourn, Absurd Person Singular, p. 3. 

2 
Ibid., p. 7. 
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her slippers and later in her raincoat, both in the first act. 

Jane's chief motivating factor is her desire to please Sidney and 

to impress others favorably for his benefit. "I want to look good for 

you," she says, when Sidney chides her for her nervousness prior to the 

Act One party. Pleasing Sidney is also foremost in her deliberations 

throughout the play. 

Jane's decisions always involve cleaning up, which she does almost 

automatically in any situation where she encounters untidiness. When 

she accidentally spills soda on Ronald in Act One, she cannot relax until 

she has made an effort to tidy up. Her Act Two decision to clean Eva's 

oven inadvertently saves Eva's life. In Act Three, Jane tries very hard 

to restrain her urges to clean, but in spite of all of Sidney's admoni

tions, she finds it very difficult. 

SIDNEY: . . . How did you manage to drop a whole 
plate of trifle? 

JANE: I didn't clean it up, Sidney, I didn't clean it up. 

SIDNEY: No. You just stood there with the mess at your 
feet. For all the world to see. 

JANE: Well, what . . . ? 

SIDNEY: I have told you before. If you drop something 
like that at2a standup party, you move away and 
keep moving. 

Jane's husband, Sidney Hopcroft, is the second character to appear 

in the play. In the text, Ayckbourn describes Sidney as "a small dapper 

.,3 
man in his t h i r t i e s , old-fashioned but neat and polished.' 

^ Ib id . 

^ I b i d . , 

^ I b i d . , 

P-

p. 

95. 

3. 
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Dispositionally, Sidney is superficial and imperceptive. His need 

to impress banker Ronald is so strong that he permits Marion to flirt 

with him and he tries to hold his own in an idly lustful conversation that 

he does not understand with Geoffrey and Ronald. 

GEOFFREY: Nice pair of legs. 

RONALD: Yes. 

SIDNEY: Dick? 

GEOFFREY: His wife. 

SIDNEY: Lottie? Oh, yes. Mind you, I don't think 
I've really noticed them.^ 

Sidney is so imperceptive to anyone's needs but his own that in Act Two, 

he is completely unaware that Eva is trying to kill herself, or even that 

anything is wrong except for a blocked sink and a broken light fixture. 

The other characters are at least cognizant that Eva is not well. 

Sidney is motivated most strongly by his desire to get ahead in 

business. This trait guides his deliberations. He also thinks about 

ways to come to terms with situations in an orderly and appropriate 

fashion. He is more concerned about the way things are done than which 

things are done. This is best illustrated by an incident in the 

first act where Sidney reads the label of what he believes to be air 

freshener aloud to himself, follows each direction precisely, and promptly 

sprays insecticide on his tie. Unruffled because he knows he followed 

the instructions correctly, Sidney accepts the result without another 

thought. 

^Ibid., p. 34. 
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Sidney's ambition leads him to make decisions which will help him 

get ahead in business. For this reason, he has arranged the Act One 

Christmas party to establish the vital connections which lead to his ulti 

mate success. By the end of Act Three, everyone is dancing like puppets 

on Sidney Hopcroft's strings, which he began weaving at the beginning of 

the play. Together, Sidney and Jane are at the low point of their social 

and economic lives in Act One, and have climbed to their high point by 

the third act, effectively reversing places with Ronald and Marion. 

Ronald Brewster-Wright is the well-to-do banker whom Sidney courts 

in Act One for the loan which triggers his financial success. Ronald's 

description places him "in his mid-forties, impressive without being dis

tinguished." 

Dispositionally, Ronald is disorganized and absent-minded, and the 

only cohesive factor he has in affairs not regarding money is his wife, 

Marion. For example, Ronald is so far removed from everyday realities 

that a washing machine with a permanent press cycle is more than he can 

comprehend. 

(Studying the washing machine) Mm? 

Come along, darling. 

RONALD 

MARION 

RONALD I was trying to work out how this thing does 
the ironing. Don't see it at all. Just rolls 
it into a ball.^ 

The desire to please people is Ronald's primary motivation, and 

this desire always seems to backfire on him or on someone he had tried 

Ibid., p. 13. 

^Ibid., p. 19. 
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to help. This is illustrated in Act One when Ronald agrees to lend Sid

ney the money that he needs for an investment and to recommend Geoffrey 

for an important architecture commission. The former is the springboard 

to Sidney's success and to Ronald's eventual failure, and the latter re

sults in Geoffrey's downfall. Act Two finds Ronald hesitatingly helping 

out in the kitchen and electrocuting himself. In Act Three, he tries to 

cheer the despondent Marion in his typically disorganized way. He only 

makes matters worse. 

MARION: Do you know what I saw in the hall just now? 
in the mirror. My face. My God, I saw my 
face. 

RONALD: Oh, come on. It's not a bad face, old sausage. 

Ronald worries a great deal about why people do things, but he 

never seems to understand. Women's minds in general, and Marion's in ^ 

particular, confound him completely, as he confesses to Geoffrey in j 

Act Three. 

RONALD: Well--this whole women business, really. I ^ 
mean, this may sound ridiculous, but I've ""̂  
never to this day really known what most -̂  
women think about anything. Completely J 
closed book to me.^ '4 

Though he can never quite understand what other people may think or ^ 

do, Ronald makes decisions which he hopes will please them. These 

decisions lead to his eventual financial downfall when the building that 

Geoffrey designed and financed through Ronald's bank collapses, almost 

killing its manager. 

hbid., p. 91. 

^Ibid., p. 90. 
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>• 

"A well-groomed woman, a l i t t l e younger than Ronald and decidedly 

better preserved" is Ayekbourn's physical description of Ronald's wife, 

Marion Brewster-Wright.^ Disposit ionally, Marion is very br ight, but, at 

the same time, she is very bored. Her boredom motivates her to drink 

and to amuse herself at the expense of other people. In the play, Marion 

never appears without a drink and she amuses herself by f l i r t i n g with 

the other husbands, or sarcastically teasing the other wives, as in Act 

One. 

MARION: Oh, look, Ronnie, do come and look at these 
cupboards. 

RONALD: Eh? 

MARION: Look at these, Ronnie. (Opening and shutting 
the cupboard doors) They're so easy to open 
and shut . . . .I'm afraid I really do envy 
these. Don't you envy them, Ronnie? 

RONALD: I thought we had cupboards. 

MARION: Yes, darling, but they're nothing like these. 
Just open and shut the door. It's heaven. 

Marion deliberates about how to play her games with people, and how 

^Ibid., p. 14. 
2 
Ibid., p. 15. 

^ 
she can belittle them in the process if she feels that they are her so- J 

cial inferior. In Act One, she belittles Jane and Sidney because she J 
• • 

believes herself to be socially superior to them. In Act Two, it is 

Ronald who bores her, and she belittles him. In Act Three, Marion is 

bored and disgusted with herself. While she is in this state of depres

sion, she realizes the absurdity of life. She recognizes that people 

isolate themselves from others by failing to communicate, and this lack 
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of communication often produces sad and ridiculous results. It makes 

each individual an "absurd person singular." Marion alludes to this 

discovery in this Act Three situation. 

EVA: Ssh. 

(Marion starts to giggle.) 

RONALD: Marion. Quiet. 
2 

MARION: I'm sorry. I've just seen the funny side. 

Marion's major decision is to drink, and she drinks heavily through

out the play. Her drinking unleashes at first simple cattiness and 

later true venom in her belittling of herself and others. Drinking leads 

her to her low point in life in Act Three. By the third act, Marion and 

Ronald have completely reversed social and financial roles with Jane and 

Sidney. ^ 

Eva Jackson first appears in Act One described as "a woman in her j 

3 ^̂  

thirties who makes no concessions in either manner or appearance. ' It 

is apparent from her first entrance that, dispositionally, Eva is depres- :0 

sed and bitter, even suicidal, due to her husband Geoffrey's rejection. j 

Her Act Two suicide attempts are foreshadowed in a one-sided conversation •;} 
with Sidney in Act One. 

EVA: . . . You're looking at a mess. A wreck. 
't you sometimes long to be out of your body and 
e? Free just to float? I know I do.^ 

Don 
free' 

^Richard A. Weaver, Director of Theatre, Texas Tech University. 
Interview, 15 March 1979. 

^Ayckbourn, Absurd Person Singular, p. 94. 

^Ibid., p. 22. 

"^Ibid., p. 23. 
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Eva's disposition improves substantially by Act Three, and, though she 

is still bitter, she is stronger and wiser. She has survived the low 

point in her life and in her marriage. 

Eva is motivated by self-preservation. In Act One, she wants to 

save her sanity, but the pills she believes will help her lead to her 

Act Two suicide sequence. By Act Three, her sanity is saved, but now 

she must work to salvage her marriage. 

In Act One, Eva's thoughts are confused by the pills she constant

ly takes, but in her vague deliberations she worries about Geoffrey's 

promiscuity, her insanity, and suicide. Eva thinks only about ways to 

kill herself in Act Two. In Act Three, she is able to think more 

clearly. The money that Geoffrey is owed and how to make him collect it 

are most important in her thoughts. 

Eva's deliberations in each act lead directly to her decisions. j 

Prior to Act One, Eva decides not to care about Geoffrey, but her deci-

''1 

sion to kill herself in Act Two seems to indicate that she does. Her ."5 

next major decision is late in Act Two when she decides not to kill her- ^ 

self after all. Her last major decision of the play is to help Geoffrey .) 
save his business by begging Sidney Hopcroft for a job for the reluc

tant Geoffrey. 

EVA: My husband was saying to me just now, Sidney, 
that he feels terribly guilty that you keep on 
asking him to do jobs for you and he just hasn't 
been able to manage them. 

SIDNEY: Yes. Well, he's a busy man. 

EVA: Sometimes. But he really is dying to do something 
for you before long. 

Geoffrey: Eh? 

EVA: He's really longing to. 



27 

SIDNEY: Yes, I'll certainly keep him in mind. Really 
rather depends. 

GEOFFREY: Yes, it does rather. 

EVA: He'd love to."̂  

By the end of the play, Eva has become sufficiently strong to con

vince Geoffrey that he must play the game in order to get ahead. 

Geoffrey Jackson begins the play optimistically. He is in his 

mid-thirties, "good-looking, confident, and easygoing in manner." Dis

positionally, Geoffrey is self-assured, gregarious, morally unscrupulous 

but professionally ethical. "What I lack in morals, I make up in ethics," 

he says in Act Two, which describes his disposition accurately. 

Success in business motivates Geoffrey, and so does sex. He takes 

great pride in his work. He is aboveboard with employer Harrison about 

costs, and disdainful of Sidney's shady practices. At the same> time, h 

his personal life is falling apart due to his promiscuity. In Act One, g 

he boasts of his conquests to Ronald and Sidney, and in Act Two he is S 

about to leave Eva for another woman. In the last act, Geoffrey has lost 5: 

his motivation in both directions. > 

Sex and success are always on Geoffrey's mind as he thinks about » 

impressing Ronald with his escapades to get his foot in the door at the 

beginning of the play. In Act Two, his thoughts are consumed by his 

architecture project and his mistress before they are filled with thoughts 

about saving suicidal Eva. All Geoffrey can think about in the final act 

^Ibid., p. 101. 

^Ibid., p. 31. 

^Ibid., p. 47. 
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is defending himself from attacks from Eva and condescension from Sidney, 

of whom Eva would have him all but beg a job. 

EVA: I mean, either you want me to help you or you don't. 

GEOFFREY: Yes. 

EVA: I mean, if you don't, just say so. I don't parti
cularly enjoy working in that dark little office 
of yours. You're a terrible employer. You come 
in late even when I drive you to work. You take 
four-hour lunch breaks and then expect me to do 
all your damn typing at five o'clock in the evening. 

GEOFFREY: That's the way I do business. 
• • • 

EVA: Darling, I hate to remind you, but ever since 
the ceiling of the Harrison building caved in 
and nearly killed the manager, Sidney Hopcroft 
is about your only hope of surviving as an ar
chitect in this city. 

GEOFFREY: I can do wUhout Sidney Hopcroft, thank you 
very much. •'• 

Geoffrey first decides to neglect Eva in favor of achieving sue- fj 

cess in business and sexual conquests, and to charm his way into peoples' U, 

favor. At the end, he has decided that he cannot sell out to Sidney, as ^ 

a matter of pride. The first decision leads to his decline in Act Three, ** 
s 

at which point he must decide either to work for Sidney or to hold on to } 
J 

his pride and continue struggling. [ 
'•-

As a couple, Geoffrey and Eva are at their high social and financial 

point in Act Two, having progressed from Act One, and they are at their 

lowest point in Act Three. However, individually, Eva is at her lowest 

emotional point in Act Two, and at her highest in Act Three, when Geoffrey's 

emotional level has fallen to match his social and financial level. 

hbid., pp. 84-85. 



CHAPTER III 

THE DESIGN 

Production Summary 

Absurd Person Singular was produced at the Country Squire Dinner 

Theatre in Lubbock, Texas, in cooperation with the University Theatre 

of Texas Tech University, March 27-April 7, 1979. The directors were 

Richard A. Weaver and George Sorensen; scenery was coordinated by Steven 

Surratt with Amarante Lucero; costumes were designed by Crystal Choate 

Wood; and lighting and stage management were by Patrick Moore. The cast, 

in order of appearance, was as follows: 

JANE Michele Whitfield 

SIDNEY Mark Walters 

RONALD Jim Slauter 

MARION Diane Hosey 

EVA Donna Dorsett 

GEOFFREY William A. Carter 

The Facility and the Play Setting 

The Country Squire Dinner Theatre of Lubbock, Texas, is located 

two and one-half miles southwest of the city limits on U.S. Highways 62 

and 82. The theatre operates year-round and features a varied buffet 

meal each night prior to performances. Productions are staged arena 

style on a wood-floored stage sixteen feet square, which is raised and 

29 
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lowered from an upper level that also houses sound and lighting controls, 

scenery storage, and accommodations for resident actors. Access to the 

stage in performance position is gained by aisles through the audience at 

each corner of the stage: the northeast aisle enters through the lobby; 

the southeast enters through the serving area; and the northwest and south

west aisles enter from outside the theatre, but are accessible from either 

of the others. 

The three separate kitchen settings for Absurd Person Singular 

were obtained from the scenery stock at the University Theatre. Major 

set pieces, such as tables, chairs, and specific appliances, were changed 

for each act, but low-profile cabinetry and a sink were used interchange

ably for each act. 

The Act One setting, Sidney and Jane Hopcroft's kitchen, consisted 

of white cabinetry, a sink, a washing machine with a shelf over it, and 

a round table with modestly upholstered chairs (See Figure 1 in Appendix). 

The table was dressed with a green holiday tablecloth and floral center

piece, and other set dressing included canisters, a dish drying rack, and ^ 
? 

other items that reflect Jane's compulsive neatness. J 

Act Two takes place in the kitchen of Geoffrey and Eva Jackson. : 

The setting utilized the same sink and some of the cabinetry from the pre

vious act. An oven, a bench unit that represented a window ledge, and a 

sturdy but well-worn table with chairs were selected to withstand the abuse 

of the activity during the course of the act (See Figure 2 in Appendix). 

A practical light fixture with a breakaway fitting was suspended over the 

center of the table within reach of the actress playing Eva. The set was 

dressed with scraps of paper, dog biscuits, torn magazines, and other 
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litter, including a disheveled laundry basket with a clothesline. 

The kitchen of Ronald and Marion Brewster-Wright is represented in 

Act Three with an elegant mahogany table and upholstered chairs, a side

board, a small refrigerator, and an upholstered armchair (See Figure 3 in 

Appendix). A shag carpet of brown tones partially covered the stage floor. 

The set dressing included a pot of dead ivy to represent the coldness of 

the kitchen. 

Set changes were made out of view of the audience by raising the ^ 

stage into the upper level after each set. 

Directoral Concept 

Though the words "absurd person singular" are never spoken in the 

course of the play, they accurately describe the theme of the play and 

and gave director Richard A. Weaver a springboard to directoral concept: 

the portrayal of the absurdity of persons isolated singularly through a 

lack of communication. •'• In Act Three of the play, Marion makes a state

ment that alludes directly toward this theme, but does not repeat the ^ 

words of the title. ) 

EVA: Ssh. I 

(Marion starts to giggle.) 

RONALD: Marion. Quiet. 

MARION: I'm sorry. I've just seen the funny side. 

GEOFFREY: Ssh.^ 

^Interview with Richard A. Weaver, Director of Theatre, Texas 
Tech University, 15 March 1979. 

Ayckbourn, Absurd Person Singular, p. 94. 
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The absurdity of life—the "funny side"—is realized at last by one of 

the characters, but none of the others wants to know. 

Although Absurd Person Singular may appear to be nothing more than 

a comic tour de force involving three couples' eventful evenings on three 

consecutive Christmas Eves, serious meaning lies beneath the surface of 

the play. The play's structure is important to its understanding. 

Effectively, three different plays with three different pairs of 

protagonist figures are represented. In Act One, Sidney and Jane Hopcroft, 

the ambitious but naive social-climber and his fanatically clean wife are 

the protagonists. In Act Two, Geoffrey and Eva Jackson, the unscrupu

lous but honest rogue and his neurotic, suicidal wife are the key figures; 

and in Act Three, Ronald and Marion Brewster-Wright, the absent-minded 

banker and his catty, snobbish, alcoholic wife are the central characters. 

Each playlet occurs in the protagonist couple's kitchen, each of which 

provides a completely different locale. 
>? 

The characters and the motif are the unifying factors in the play. jj 

All six characters appear in each act, and a progression in each char- s 

acter's personality occurs from act to act. Each act occurs on consecu- > 

tive Christmas Eves. The holiday motif not only unifies the three 

individual playlets but provides an ironic contrast to the non-communica

tive situation by presenting it at a time of year when people tend to 

communicate most warmly with one another. 

The directoral approach taken at the beginning by Dr. Weaver and 

carried through by Dr. George Sorensen after Dr. Weaver was unexpectedly 

I 

Weaver interview, 15 March 1979. 
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called away was to present a group of people vainly trying to communi

cate with one another for their own individual purposes and becoming 

embroiled in one ridiculous situation after another. In each pair of 

these singularly absurd persons, the wife is the victim of the husband's 
2 

inability to communicate with her and with others. 

An understanding of the characters is important to an understand

ing of the lack of communication that is both comic and tragic. For 

this reason, most of the early rehearsal process was. spent in learning 

about the characters. Each actor studied his or her individual character 

and the relationships of all the characters, using as a basis for study 

the six character traits described by Sam Smiley, which were discussed 

in Chapter II. 

Descriptions of Individual Designs 

^Ibid. 

^Ibid. 

% 

•* 
^ 
} 

The setting of Absurd Person Singular is Christmas Eve "last year," s^ 

3 '5 

"this year," and "next year." Acts One and Two involve planned parties, ĤJ 

the first expected and the second a surprise. Both acts require some or 

all of the characters to be dressed as for a special occasion. The action J 

of Act Three presents a spontaneous gathering of friends and requires an 

"at-home" look for two characters, work dress for two others, and formal 
wear for the other two. 

All the scenes occur during an English winter, and so the costumes 

must accurately reflect the climate and the locale. 

Ayckbourn, Absurd Person Singular, pp. 3, 43, 79. 
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Jane 

The physical description of Jane in the script in no way applied 

to the actress playing her. Where Jane is thirty, neat, prim, and not 

very bold in her makeup and hairstyle, the actress, Michele Whitfield, 

was youthfully beautiful even without makeup, with long, thick blond hair 

that neither the actress nor the costumer wished to damage with a cut and 

permanent wave. Instead, Michele frizzled her short bangs with a curling 

iron and pulled her hair back into a severe bun. The hairstyle gave her 

a plainer, more mature look, and she wore her hair in this style through

out the play. 

Items from Michele's own wardrobe and that of her mother provided 

costumes for her character. In Act One, when Jane appears her neatest 

and primmest, a plain but attractive dress of dark lavender knit with a fjj 

sheer overskirt of violet, lavender, and white, and a mock-turtleneck fit- O) 

ted bodice with long fitted sleeves was selected. For stage, the dress ^ 

was a little too plain, so a thin black belt that defined Michele's thin '5 
>% 

waist and matched her black "sensible" shoes was added. A long gold J 
t 

chain around the neck added variety to the plain bodice, and medium-sized 

pearl earrings accented her face. A dainty white party apron completed 

the costume ensemble for Act One. 

Jane also requires some costume properties for Act One. At the 

beginning of the act, Jane is seen wearing her houseslippers, and becomes 

afraid of embarrassment when the guests arrive and she is caught without 

her shoes. Michele's own worn terry scuffs seemed an ideal contrast to 

Jane's otherwise spotless appearance. Later in the act, Jane goes out 

into the rain to buy tonic water. The script suggests a pair of men's 
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large Wellington boots, a man's large gardening raincoat, and an old hat.-^ 

Originally, the designer sought a yellow sou'wester raincoat to go with 

Wellington boots, but the University Theatre costume stock had recently 

been depleted of its overcoats for another production. The only usable 

items of this nature were an extremely large gray transparent vinyl rain

coat and rain hood. No Wellingtons were available either, but a pair of 

old, stained, over-the-ankle galoshes served. To achieve the wet look of 

being in the rain, prior to her entrance from "outdoors," Michele would 

mist the coat, hood, and hem of her dress with a spray bottle of water 

and straggle and mist her hair. This created the appearance of being wet 

without actually having to drench the actress. 

For Act Two, the nature of all the characters' activity indicated 

a need for evening wear that would allow freedom of movement. Jane's 

chief activity is cleaning Eva's oven, which requires her to be on her 

and combined it with an off-white knit blouse with a draped neckline and 

fitted sleeves, which was borrowed from a local women's wear store. A 

delicate pearl pendant that matched her earrings and black medium-heel 

shoes completed the costume. The costume gave the actress the freedom 

of movement that the character needed. A tan terry apron called for in 

the script also helped protect her clothes from the real grease on the 

oven. 

Jane makes a very late appearance in Act Three, and by this time, 

she and Sidney have achieved a higher level of sophistication than in 

I 
knees during much of the act. The designer chose street-length dresses si 

for this act, and, from Michele's wardrobe, selected a black chiffon skirt .J 

I 
I 

^Ibid., p. 22. 
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Plate 1: Jane, Act One 
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Plate 2: Jane, Act Two 
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I 

Plate 3: Jane, Act Three 
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Act One. They arrive at the Brewster-Wrights' home after leaving a very 

formal party. Jane is still a neatness fanatic at heart, however. From 

Michele's mother's wardrobe, the designer selected a formal-length knit 

dress with a black lace-up bodice and a yellow, red, and black paisley 

square print skirt, and black shoes. To further illustrate Jane's new 

affluence, Michele wore her own jacket of natural-color rabbit fur. She 

also wore a jaunty pink paper party hat that was completely inconsistent 

with her conservatively elegant evening wear. 

Jane's progression from very plain and middle-class to nouveau 

riche and elegant was achieved by varying the colors of a basically con

servative shirtwaist style and worked very well for her as a character 

and as an actress. 

Sidney (J 

As with Jane's character, the physical description of the char- .̂  
"'I 

acter in the script did not fit the actor playing the role of Sidney. J 

Sidney is described as a "small, dapper man in his mid-thirties," but ^ 
f 

the actor playing Sidney was tall and lanky, with boyish features and 

a western-style handlebar mustasche. For the play, Mark Walters waxed 

the ends of his mustasche, which made it darker and less western in 

appearance. Mark's boyish appearance helped give the character of Sidney 

a look of innocence that belies the ambition that motivates him. 

Although Mark was neither small nor in his thirties, he did manage 

to appear dapper. For Act One, the designer selected a knit suit of navy, 

trimmed with navy and white checks on the pockets. A white shirt, a navy, 

Ibid., p. 1. 
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white, and gold striped tie, and brightly polished black shoes completed 

the conservative costume. 

Act Two and its slapstick humor posed special problems for costuming 

Sidney. Not only does the action of the play require him to work on his 

knees on the floor under the sink, but Jane pours a pail of scrub water 

and oven grease through the disassembled sink and onto Sidney. For this 

scene, it was necessary to find a shirt and slacks that could be washed 

every night after the performance. For Act Two, a pair of gray knit slacks 

that were washable and expendable because of an irreparable tear, were 

chosen for Sidney. To complement the slacks, Mark wore a double-breasted 

navy knit blazer and a blue and gray striped tie, both of which the 

character removed prior to the plumbing scene. An inexpensive white shirt 

was purchased for the show. By the end of the play's run, the shirt was 

in tatters from washing in bleach and stain remover every night for two 

weeks. 

The navy blazer and gray slacks for Sidney in Act Two were very J 

similar to those worn by Ronald in Act One. The image foreshadowed the 

complete reversal of their social positions by Act Three. 

Sidney's success is complete by Act Three, and his costume reveals 

this fact. He arrives in Act Three from a formal party, and while the 

others are dressed very casually, Sidney wears a tuxedo. The tuxedo, 

borrowed from a men's formal wear rental agency, was black with black 

velvet lapels, and the white tuxedo shirt was trimmed with white ruffles 

down the front and at the cuffs. A crisp white tie and glossy black shoes 

completed the tuxedo ensemble. A pink paper party hat similar to Jane's 

added an ironic touch. Sidney entered in Act Three wearing a gray wool 

overcoat, which he removed once he was involved in the action of the scene. 

? 

r 
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Plate 4: Sidney, Act One 
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Plate 5: Sidney, Act Two 
^A2/'^yi) 
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Plate 6: Sidney, Act Three 
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As Sidney climbs socially, his manner of dress changes from conser

vative to elegant by way of a copy of Ronald, his benefactor. The basic 

cut of the suits he wears does not vary significantly from act to act, 

just as his ambitious gameplaying demeanor does not. 

Ronald 

Jim Slauter, the actor playing Ronald, more closely resembled his 

character description than either of the others described so far. Both 

Ronald and Jim were in their early forties and, as the script mentions on 

page 13, "impressive without being distinguished." Despite his position 

with the bank, Ronald is a warm person, as was the actor, and the items 

in the actor's own wardrobe reflected this warmth. 

A double-breasted blue blazer and gray knit slacks, a pale blue 

shirt, a navy tie with white dots, and black shoes, all from Jim's own S 

wardrobe, made up his Act One costume. The knit slacks were a good 

choice for Act One, because Ronald enters after Jane has spilled soda 

water on his leg. The knit dried quickly without staining every night. 

This casual but sophisticated look was mirrored in Act Two by Sidney, 

with whom Ronald has reversed social roles by Act Three. 

Nothing in Jim's wardrobe seemed right for Act Two, when the digni

fied banker becomes a bungling handyman. From a menswear store, a dark 

gray suit with white pin stripes, which looked very much like expensive 

wool, was borrowed, and it was combined with a white shirt and a black, 

gray, and maroon striped tie and black patent leather shoes. During the 

course of the act, Ronald removed his coat, unbuttoned his vest and loosened 

his tie, and ended the act covered with bits and pieces of laundry, in

tended to keep him warm after his near-electrocution. 

0 
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Act Three finds the warm and debonair Ronald in a cold house, his 

bank and his position at the brink of collapse. To be comfortable in his 

own home without any heat, Ronald wears his comfortable medium blue cardi

gan sweater over a blue and white checked shirt and his gray Act One 

slacks and black shoes. A long wool scarf striped red, white, blue, and 

yellow wrapped around his neck added a sad note to his appearance. 

The overall look chosen for Ronald was one of sophisticated style 

that emerged even in Act Three, where both sophistication and style have 

failed him. While a sharp and cool line prevailed until Act Three, the 

warmth of the character and the actor came out with the help of a touch 

of color or a frivolous accessory. 

Marion 

Creating a well-groomed look for the actress playing Marion proved H 

no difficult task, because Diane Hosey was naturally well-groomed. Al

though Diane was only in her mid-twenties, a combination of strategically 

applied makeup and a hairstyle popular for fortyish women aided in her 

successful portrayal of the character, and created the illusion of a much 

more mature woman. As with Michele, Diane had an excellent wardrobe of 

her own, but all her own formal dresses were too youthful in appearance 

or too revealing. The necessary expensive-looking elegant dresses for 

Marion for Acts One and Two were borrowed from a local women's wear store. 

For Act One, the designer chose a striking floor-length dress of 

fitted and clinging pale blue crepe with a predominantly maroon and white 

floral print, over which was worn a long poncho-type cape stole of sheer 

crepe of the same color and pattern. Diane's own shoes of maroon suede 

and necklace and matching pendant earrings of iridescent crystals completed 

1 
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Plate 7: Ronald, Act One 
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Plate 8: Ronald, Act Two 
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Plate 9: Ronald, Act Three 
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the elegant, flowing Act One costume. Diane used the stole to emphasize 

her intentionally exaggerated gestures as Marion teased and belittled 

the Hopcrofts throughout the act. For her exit, Ronald brought her wrap, 

a short jacket of mink-brown mouton from the University Theatre costume 

stock. Diane wore the jacket draped around her shoulders for an added 

touch of sophistication. 

Act Two requires the same mobility for Marion as the others, but 

with a decreased requirement of the sophistication that she needed in 

Act One. For mobility, the designer chose a street-length dress with a 

wide round neckline and long full sleeves gathered at the wrists. The 

colors of light saddle tan crepe trimmed with salmon pink accents and tie 

belt gave her a "washed-out" look, although the dress continued to re

flect her wealth and social position. Diane's own tan shoes and gold i*̂  

chain necklace and earrings accessorized her Act Two look, which gave her 

I 

freedom of movement and an indication that her appearance is fading due ^ 
t 

to drink. 

Marion has faded almost totally by her entrance, staggering drunk-

enly, into Act Three. To show that she is almost totally destroyed by 

drink but still trying to cling to her lost elegance, the designer found 

a long nightgown (as specified in the script) of a light rose pink with 

gray lace trim, and a matching long peignoir jacket. Diane added a neck

lace with a pink glass pendant and chose to go barefoot for mobility in 

the final dancing scene as well as to point up the coldness of the house. 

The ensemble was revealing enough to emphasize Marion's grasping at her 

more beautiful past, yet modest enough not to expose her to the point of 

discomfort to the actress or the audience. 

Flowing lines characterize the total look for Marion, which created 
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Plate 10: Marion, Act One 
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Plate 11: Marion, Act Two 



Plate 12: Marion, Act Three 
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a progression from elegance and sophistication to dowdiness in Act Three. 

Eva 

The only physical description of Eva given in the script is that 

she "makes no concessions in either manner or appearance." The text 

creates the image that Eva is a woman wasted to skin, bones, and bitter

ness by her constant dependence on drugs. However, Donna Dorsett, the 

actress playing Eva, was short and round, with wildly curly hair and dark 

deep eyes that conveyed the image of a woman on the brink of insanity. 

Dressing Donna's figure posed a problem. She could not be dressed 

in items borrowed from stores, since alterations that would have made the 

garments unreturnable would have been required. Donna's own wardrobe was 

utilized to costume the character of Eva. "̂  
n 

For Act One, Eva wore a mid-calf-length dress of olive green velour :» 

with a matching shawl trimmed with brown and gold fringe. This was dra- .̂  
J 

ped from and pinned at her left shoulder with a brown cameo brooch. ? 

Light golden-brown boots which showed beneath the mid-calf-length dress 

conveyed an image of contemporary chic. The image was appropriate for 

Eva as the youngest of the three ladies in the play. It also created 

an image of eccentricity which helped to make more apparent her imminent 

mental breakdown. 

Act Two is dominated by Eva's thwarted attempts to kill herself, 

and the actress required a great deal of freedom of movement to carry out 

the violent physical activity, such as climbing, falling, and crawling. 

^Ibid., p. 22. 
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From her own wardrobe, a long bone-white caftan of closely-woven cotton 

guaze, accented on the front with colorful embroidery was chosen. The 

caftan was worn and stained just enough to show Eva at her worst, and 

expendable, so that if it was damaged, it would not be a great loss to 

Donna. Under it, she wore a bone-white shift gown and slip to combat 

the semi-transparency of the caftan. She also wore wooly pink slippers 

for an added comic effect. Despite all the abuse it suffered, once the 

play was over, the caftan had only one more small stain and a sprained 

zipper. 

Eva is mentally well by Act Three and is in a more relaxed state 

of mind. She is now working for Geoffrey and presents a more business

like appearance during her after-work visit to the Brewster-Wrights. 

To create this image, the designer chose a tan turtleneck sweater, a . 

brown street-length wrap skirt, and a brown, tan, and white tweed jacket. J 

Golden-brown shoes with medium heels from the costume stock at the Uni-

versity Theatre gave Donna added height which made her seem stronger. A » 

gold stickpin in her lapel with a gold and cut glass pendant completed 

her outfit. From the costume stock, a worn-looking corduroy coat was 

chosen to emphasize the coldness of the Brewster-Wright home and Eva's 

relationship with Geoffrey. 

The overall effect created by the change in Eva's costumes between 

Acts Two and Three was a transition from near insanity to strength, 

shown by a change in styles from very eccentric to subdued. Since the 

costumes were the actress' own clothes, there was no artificial quality 

about the eccentricity and no stiffness in the more conservative look. 
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Plate--13: Eva, Act One 
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Plate 14: Eva, Act Two 
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Pla te 15: Eva, Act Three 
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Geoffrey 

"Good-looking and easygoing" describes both the character of 

Geoffrey and the actor playing him."^ The only modification required in 

B i l l Carter's appearance for the role was a haircut. His hair was quite 

long pr ior to the play, and a new cut and style preserved his youthful 

good looks while giving him a more businesslike appearance. 

To emphasize Geoffrey's youth in comparison to the other men and 

to indicate his self-assured disposit ion, in Act One Geoffrey wore a knit 

sport jacket of blue, gold, black, and white p la id, with tr im black slacks, 

black t i e , and white sh i r t . For further youthful accents, and to over

come a size problem with B i l l ' s feet (U^^D), B i l l wore his own golden-

brown leather boots and bel t , which contrasted interestingly with the 

black. 

A green and gray plaid sports jacket combined with dark green ;'5 

slacks and t i e , white sh i r t , and the same boots and belt formed Geoffrey's j ' 

Act Two costume. The decision not to use the green ou t f i t in Act One to 

go obviously with Eva's green with intentional. The designer believed 

the gold and brown of Geoffrey's f i r s t suit harmonized with Eva's enough 

to indicate that the two of them belonged together, but not very close 

together. The green also seemed to ref lect Geoffrey's mood in Act Two. 

In Act Three, Geoffrey is f inancial ly and emotionally depressed 

and has lost the pride and drive that made him the charming rogue in the 

f i r s t two acts. He is forced closer to Eva by the necessity to survive 

I b i d . , p. 31. 
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that she now represents. To indicate this new dependence on Eva and his 

own despondent attitude, Geoffrey wore tan slacks and a tan jacket, a 

navy turtleneck sweater, and his brown belt and boots. The color and the 

turtleneck style gave Geoffrey a definite relationship to Eva that had 

not existed previously. 

The complete effect for Geoffrey was one of youth and dash, achieved 

in Acts One and Two by the use of plaids and more vivid colors, and the 

loss of dash in Act Three was shown by the use of almost neutral colors. 

Throughout, a trim and fitted style was consistently achieved, and went 

from crisp to disheveled as Geoffrey's career fell from success to bank

ruptcy. 

•r. 
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Plate 16: Geoffrey, Act One 
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Plate 17: Geoffrey, Act Two 
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Plate 18: Geoffrey, Act Three 



CHAPTER IV 

EVALUATIONS OF THE DESIGN PROJECT 

Richard A. Weaver, Director 

The relationship between a director and a costumer must stem from 

a basic understanding, respect, and cooperation between the two artists. 

Otherwise, the costumes may not contribute to the production concept of 

a play. In the production of Absurd Person Singular, the relationship 

between the director and the costumer proved stimulating and, eventually, 

artistically satisfying. Although the director, who simultaneously 

found himself in a position of producer, could not meet some of the needs 

of the costumer, the relationship developed into one of mutual artistic 

respect. As a result of the relationship, the costumes for Absurd Per- '!| 
V, 

son Singular were successful, particularly in lieu of the adversities J 
' ,.ir 

faced by the costumer. ': 

Although the "found" approach to costuming necessitated by pro

duction circumstances may at times deny an absolute realization of the 

director's concept of a character's appearance, the approach nonetheless 

meets the more pressing criterion of expediency. In a few cases, the 

costumes for the production of Absurd Person Singular at the Country 

Squire Dinner Theatre did not precisely match the director's initial 

vision of the character, the concessions made to that vision were un

important compared to the expediency gained which enabled the costumer 

to complete the costumes on time. Whatever weaknesses may have existed 

63 
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in the visual aspects of the costumes, the costumes were ready on time. 

The costumes helped establish the characterizations for the indi

vidual characters. Jane's dress and apron, contrasted with her house 

slippers in Act One, made her appear the efficient housewife she was. One 

of the few concessions in the play that proved unimportant was the decor

ation on Sidney's suit in Act One. Sidney's suit was simple in cut and 

conservative in color. These were appropriate in his character. However, 

the suit that was borrowed for this particular costume had pockets and 

trim of darker color than the rest of the suit. The appearance was some

what "sportier" than the character description and the director's vision 

called for. In Act Two, however, Sidney and Jane's costumes were both 

appropriate to their characterizations, both from a practical and an 

artistic point of view. Sidney's suit, from which he removed the jacket ^ 

before crawling under the sink, permitted the business of pouring water J 

on him. Jane's dress permitted her the freedom of movement to get on '̂' 

her knees to clean the oven. In Act Three, the formal attire for both 

Sidney and Jane had grown in social stature while that of Ronald, Marion, 

Geoffrey, and Eva had declined. 

Eva's costume in Act One contributed directly to her characteriza

tion. She appeared to be an uninhibited person and her costume helped 

create this image. Geoffrey, on the other hand, was portrayed as a dap

per, debonair young man. His costume supported that image. In Act Two, 

Eva's robe and disheveled appearance helped visually support her state 

of mind and make plain to the audience the unhealthiness of her situtation. 

Geoffrey's slightly disheveled appearance established the illusion that 

he had arrived home from a hard day at the office. In Act Three, Eva's 
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neat appearance was enhanced by her costume, indicating that Eva had 

attained some degree of stability. Geoffrey's costume in Act Three helped 

establish the season and also the state of his fortunes. 

The progression of Ronald and Marion's costumes contrasted sharp

ly with that of Sidney and Jane. Sidney and Jane's costumes in Act One 

appeared to have been purchased from a department store and helped to 

establish their lower-middle income class. Ronald and Marion's elegant 

costumes in Act One established their upper-middle income class. By Act 

Three, Ronald's sweater and muffler helped establish his decline in social 

status as well as helping to indicate the temperature of the room (an im

portant factor later in the act). Marion's elegant dress in Act One con

trasted nicely with Jane's mundane dress. By Act Three, Marion appeared 

in a robe of faded elegance. The costume helped communicate Marion's dis

sipated emotional condition. 

All of the costumes were imminently practicable. In no case did the 

costumes inhibit or prohibit physical activity on the part of the actors. 

Only one special situation was demanded of costumes: that in Act Two 

when Sidney was required by the script to have a pan of water splashed on 

his shirt. The shirt used was washed and cleaned each night of the per

formance, and held up remarkably well under the circumstances. The 

shirt appeared freshly laundered and ironed on the final evening of 

performance. 

While the circumstances of the production of the play denied many 

visual effects demanded by the script, the costumes communicated all of 

the visual elements of the script accurately. For example, the arena 

type production prohibited the use of a back door through which the effect 

t', 
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of Jane standing in the rain could have been created. However, the 

soaked costume that Jane wore on the stage after appearing in the 

rain helped communicate that effect. 

The costumes for Absurd Person Singular were successful. They 

communicated the director's concept of the play, they dressed the action 

of the play, and more than any other visual element, they helped set the 

time and action of the play. More importantly, the found concept of cos

tuming the play proved to be appropriate for this particular production. 

Nancy J. Steele, University Theatre Costumer 

I viewed the dress rehearsal and an actual performance of Absurd 

Person Singular and found the costuming to be well done and functional. 

It fulfilled the functions of good costume design: visualized the char

acters, captured the mood and spirit of the play, and was believable. 

The production asked the audience to believe the characters in the play 

as real people living real events in real houses. The style of costumes 

had to appear as real as the acting and the setting. The color of the 

costumes was as real as the world of the characters. Motivational needs 

of the characters were considered and realized. The costume designs 

helped establish the time of the play (Christmas each year for three years) 

and the time of the play was directly revealed to the audience. The 

composition of the stage picture was pleasing due to the colors worn by 

the actors and placed the focus in each scene appropriately on the actor 

dominating. In my opinion, the costume designer was creative and solved 

n 
;> 

^Richard A. Weaver, Director of Theatre, Texas Tech University. 
Personal Memorandum to Crystal Wood, 12 July 1979. 
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both the problems of the play itself and the budget restrictions. The 

costume designs were successful and so was the costume designer."^ 

Crystal Choate Wood, Designer 

It is difficult for a designer to evaluate his or her own work with

out comparing it to previous designs. On the other hand, there is always 

something about new design projects that have no precedent in the designer's 

experience. The design for Absurd Person Singular may not have been the 

most original design that I have ever created, but the solution to the 

design problem was certainly the most inventive from a standpoint of a 

designer faced with a show to do with little money and less time. In 

retrospect, it was a design of which I am very proud. 

Though many of the costumes of the finished product were second, •* 
c 

third, or even fourth choices, the overall appearance of the play, in my » 

estimation, was successful. The line and the style of each garment was 'i 

appropriate to the setting of the play, the season, and to the character. 

The colors were correct for each character and worked well in ensemble 

for the total stage picture. 

The most successful aspect of the design, in view of the production 

concept, was the believability of the characters who wore the costumes. 

Absurd Person Singular required the audience to believe that the characters 

on stage were real people. Each costume successfully conveyed the image 

of reality combined with the appropriate theatricality which made the 

^Nancy J. Steele, Personal Memorandum to Crystal Wood, April 1979 
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costume more visible and expressive, but without looking unnatural. 

The most valuable experience for me as the designer of this pro

duction of Absurd Person Singular was the community involvement and 

support for the University Theatre that I managed to achieve through my 

contacts with retail stores and other organizations. This will benefit 

the University Theatre and its future productions as much as it did mine 

I am also very proud of this accomplishment. 

Overall, the production of Absurd Person Singular was successful 

not only for me as the designer, but for the University Theatre and the 

community as well. The evaluations of the Director and the University 

Theatre Costume Designer indicate that they were similarly pleased with 

the design experience. 

4 
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APPENDIX A: TABLE AND FIGURES 

Table 1 

UNITED SCENIC ARTISTS 

MINIMUM FEES FOR THE COSTUME DESIGNER 

as of 9-1-76 

Number of Costumes 
Theatre 
Capacity 

Over 1000 

500-999 

300-499 

200-299 

199 or fewer 

10 or fewer 

$1100. 

1045. 

935. 

605. 

440. 

11-20 

$54.45 ea. 

42.35 ea. 

30.25 ea. 

24.20 ea. 

20.15 ea. 

21-30 

$36.30 ea. 

30.25 ea. 

31 or more 

$30.25 ea. 

18.15 ea. 

$18.15 ea. 

12.00 ea. 

6.05 ea. 

SOURCE: United Scenic Artists, cited by Stephen M. Archer, 
How Theatre Happens (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1978), p. 116, 

t 
) 

I 
I 

70 



71 

'^° & A C K Z>c>0<S, 
M 

WITH 

CA5I ' ^ € T 

5! 'M< C-A>©lN^T cTAaiNi^-T 

WITH, 

cTr̂  A I R S 

T o L-i V I M O-

\ 

Figure 1: Act One Setting 

Sidney and Jane Hopcroft's Kitchen 
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Fiaure 2: Act Two Setting 

Geoffrey and Eva Jackson's Kitchen 
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Figure 3: Act Three Setting 

Ronald and Marion Brewster-Wright's Kitchen 
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Plate 19: Jane, Act One 



Plate 20: Jane, Act Two 
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Plate 21: Jane, Act Three 
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Plate 22: Sidney, Act One 



Plate 23: Sidney, Act Two 
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Plate 24: Sidney, Act Three 
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Plate 25: Ronald, Act One 



Plate 26: Ronald, Act Two 
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Plate 27: Ronald, Act Three 
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Plate 28: Marion, Act One 
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Plate 29: Marion, Act Two 



Plate 30: Marion, Act Three 
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Plate 31 : Eva, Act One 
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Plate 32: Eva, Act Two 



Plate 33: Eva, Act Three 
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Plate 34: Geoffrey, Act One 



Plate 35: Geoffrey, Act Two 
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Plate 36: Geoffrey, Act Three 
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