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Introduction
Donmar on Design is a week-long design festival which runs at Donmar Dryden Street in November 2017. Curated 
by Tom Scutt, Donmar Associate Artist, the festival invites the general public, leading and emerging talent, and 
young people to enjoy a designers’ Open Studio, panel discussions and podcasts with leading theatre-makers, 
and careers workshops for design students. Participating designers include Es Devlin, Lizzie Clachan, Anna 
Fleischle, Chloe Lamford, Peter McKintosh, Tom Piper, Rosanna Vize and Rosie Elnile. 

“This is a way for us to not only show the public and young students the bones of what we 
do, but it’s also an opportunity for designers who are already established to connect, meet 
and look at each other’s practices” says Tom. “It is about accessibility and demystifying 
the role. It is easy to overlook the complexities of the work designers do.”

This guide has been produced to accompany the festival. The aim of the guide is to 
capture what today’s world-class theatre designers think of their role in the production 
process, and reflect on the varying processes and visual approaches they use to employ 
their craft. The content is devised to support the teaching and learning of theatre design, 
and to inspire young artists as they set out to discover the wide opportunities that design 
offers as a career path.

What is theatre design?
At its most fundamental level, theatre design supports the cast and production team to 
create a production which engages its audience. During a performance, it enables the 
audience and actors to connect in their experience of place, both real and imagery. The 
theatre designer achieves this through the visual context that they create for the project. 
Their aim is to take the audience and actors on a journey by using images, proportion, 
scale and colour, as well as offering information on character, status, period and location. 

The possibilities of what theatre design can be are endless. From the representation of 
real life on stage, to a more abstract use of the stage space, and even transposing a piece 
from the time in which it was written or set into another time frame and location. Poised 
between art and industry, theatre design is a profession that is in a constant state of 
evolution. 
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Edward Gordon Craig, Theatre Practitioner, 1872-1966
Design style. Craig is often described as the pioneer of modern theatre design, 
being the first practitioner to use the stage as a three-dimensional space. He 
designed and built elaborately symbolic sets, establishing a system of theatre 
design that he called ‘screens’, portable and moveable units that had not been 
used in theatre design before, and opened up the possibilities for non-naturalistic 
design. Craig is also known for his innovative use of stage lighting, rejecting the 
traditional use of footlights in favour of lighting the stage from above.

Featured production. Hamlet, by William Shakespeare. Director, Constantin 
Stanislavski. Designer, Edward Gordon Craig (Moscow Arts Theatre, 1912)
Craig used his screens as a central idea for the design to create a stylised 
effect, which was diametrically opposed to Stanislavski’s style of directing for 
realistic illusion. Craig wanted the dominance of Hamlet’s state of mind to be 
expressed through the use of the screens, which could be arranged to suggest 
a claustrophobic inner world, and then rearranged in a moment to open out into 
vistas of light-filled doorways and corridors. The production achieved world-
wide recognition, and replaced the traditional 19th century model of designing 
architecturally realist sets, with a new style that relied on suggestion, movement, 
light and shade. It also pioneered the idea that staging could suggest the inner as 
well as the outer world of a character.

SECTION ONE

The Evolving Craft of Theatre Design
To appreciate the role of today’s theatre designers, it is useful to reflect on how the  
role has developed over time. Here are just a few examples of world-class leaders  
on stage design spanning the late nineteenth and early twenty-first centuries.

Activity
•  To appreciate the three-

dimensional effect of working 
with Craig’s1 screens, choose 
a scene from Hamlet to 
‘design’ using simple folded 
card to represent his screens. 
Craig was concerned with 
scale, so make your scale 
model to the ratio he used 
for his production, which was 
1:25.  

•  Experiment with placing 
scale figures of the 
characters involved in the 
scene in your model. What 
do you think the impact of 
these large-scale screens 
would have on the audience’s 
understanding of the scene?

3
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Activity
“The Kitchen pointed me in the direction – not of minimalism, that’s the wrong 
word – but of provoking the audience 
to think for themselves and use their 
imagination.”3   

Jocelyn Herbert
•  Find a copy of Wesker’s The Kitchen. 

Read the play and make a list of the 
features the text requires of a design.

•  What would your approach be to 
creating a design for a new production 
of the play that, as Herbert suggests, 
provokes the audience to think for 
themselves and use their imagination? 
You can locate your setting in a theatre 
or performance space of your choice.

Jocelyn Herbert, Theatre Designer 
(1917-2003).
Design style. Herbert’s approach to design was to 
respect the text and the playwright’s intentions. She 
was perfectly suited to designing for the Royal Court, a 
theatre who championed playwrights and new writing. 
For her early designs at the Royal Court, a style emerged 
that would stay with her throughout her career; edited 
naturalism coupled with abstraction to create the world 
of the play. Her style was often said to resemble that 
of Brecht’s Berliner Ensemble2, but her atmospheric 
designs often went beyond their signature style of 
social observation, tipping over into visual lyricism.

Featured production. The Kitchen, by Arnold Wesker. 
Designer, Jocelyn Herbert. Director, John Dexter 
(Royal Court, 1959).
The play takes place in the kitchen of the Tivoli 
Restaurant. Herbert identified movement as an 
important element of Wesker’s work, and she saw the 
speed and rhythm of the meal being served as being a 
key sequence in the play. She wanted to create space 
for the actors to achieve this. Her design used the bare 
stage at the Royal Court for the first time, with the back 
wall exposed. Another first was the exposed lighting rig 
placed above the set. The lights were used to represent 
the gas; as the character of the old man came in at the 
start and turned on the gas, one- by-one the lights came 
on very low and the noise of gas was heard getting 
louder and louder as the lights went up.

 
http://www.jocelynherbert.org/
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Sally Jacobs (1932 -)
Design style. Jacob’s is best known for her 
collaborative work with seminal theatre director 
Peter Brook. The designs for their productions would 
evolve over a period of time, changing and developing 
as ideas shifted. Brook talks about how Jacobs’ 
work is always “inseparable from the play, and the 
understanding of the play as one rehearses it.”3 Their 
process involved creating the conditions in which the 
play could come to life. For example, in their seminal 
production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, featured 
below, early creative decisions included their desire to 
strip the play of all the Romanticism4 imposed on it 
by 19th century productions in order to foreground 
the power of Shakespeare’s text, to work with a blank 
canvas on which to paint the action, and to treat the 
play as a celebration in which the actors could reach 
out to their audience. They also fought for a rehearsal 
period of eight weeks as opposed to the usual four 
to explore the influences of the Chinese circus that 
Brook and Jacob’s had seen in Paris. The idea that 
spinning plates on the end of rods, with the addition 
of a humming sound, could stand for the magic flower, 
was produced during the exploratory process this 
extra rehearsal time afforded.

Featured production. A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
by Shakespeare. Director, Peter Brook. Designer, 
Sally Jacobs (RSC 1970)
This staging of A Midsummer Night’s Dream  is 
regarded as one of the most influential Shakespearean 
productions of the 20th century, and Sally Jacobs’s 
white-box set was key to its success. Brook and Jacobs 
developed the standard white-box set (widely used at 
Stratford at the time) into a fantastical gymnasium/
circus space. Steel ladders ran from the ground to 
a gallery where the musicians were stationed and 

where the actors waited when they were ‘off-stage’, 
gazing down on the action, or providing sound effects 
and rough music. Trapezes were suspended from the 
ceiling and wire springs dangled down to form the 
Athenian wood in which the lovers and ‘mechanicals’ 
are ensnared. Puck walked on stilts, actors dangled 
from trapezes, and Titania’s bed became a giant 
feather suspended on wires. The actors wore loose 
clothes (kaftans and bell bottoms) in white, or bright, 
jewel-like colours that allowed them to contrast with, 
or blend into, the set.5

 
https://www.sallyjacobs.co.uk/

Activity
•  Working in pairs as a director and a designer, think of a 

production or performance event that you have both 

seen and been inspired by.

•  Choose one of Shakespeare’s play that you think could 

be explored in the performance style of your chosen 

production/performance event.

•  Your brief is to create a design for the play within a 

white-box set.

•  Pitch your idea to the rest of the group by taking a key 

scene from the play and explaining how it could work 

using your design concept.

5
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Robert Wilson, Theatre Artist, 
1941 -
Design style. Since the late 1960s, Robert 
Wilson’s productions have decisively shaped 
the look of theatre and opera. For Wilson, 
design and direction work in synergy as a 
holistic whole. Through his signature use of 
light, his investigations into the structure of 
a simple movement, and the classical rigor 
of his scenic and furniture design, Wilson 
has continuously articulated the force and 
originality of his vision. His work as a theatre 
artist has been influenced by Brecht’s ‘epic 
theatre’6, where all production elements – 
including set design, lighting, movement, 
text, staging – are all equally as important. 
The weight that he places on the integration 
of these production elements is reflected in 
how he conducts his technical rehearsals; 
each ‘moment’ of the performance must be 
perfectly detailed before he will move onto 
the next. He rejects the idea of naturalism on 
stage and sees artificiality as more honest.

Featured production. Einstein on the Beach, 
an Opera in four acts. Director and Designer, Robert Wilson. 
Composer, Philip Glass (Premiered at the Festival d’Avignon, 
Avignon, France, July 1976)
Widely credited as one of the greatest artistic achievements 
of the 20th century, Einstein on the Beach breaks all the rules 
of conventional opera. Wilson replaces the traditional idea of 
narrative with a more formalist approach based on structured 
spaces laid out in a series of storyboards. Instead of a traditional 
orchestral arrangement, Glass chose to compose the work 
for the synthesizers, woodwinds and voices of the Philip Glass 

Ensemble. It is structured in four interconnected acts and 
divided by a series of short scenes. Taking place over almost 
five hours, there are no traditional intermissions. Instead, the 
audience is invited to wander in and out at liberty during the 
performance.

 
http://www.robertwilson.com/

 
https://www.youtube.com/einsteinonthebeach

Activity
Robert Wilson both designs and directs his own work. 
Undertake research to see if you can find any other 
theatre practitioners who undertake both roles in the production process.

7
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SECTION TWO

The Design Process
The design process will be dictated by each specific project, the space it’s being created for and the team of 
professionals working on the piece. A new play will require a response to the freshly created text; a classic play will 
require an equally fresh approach, but may be influenced by other factors such as the original social, cultural and 
political context of the piece. Some directors and designers work incredibly collaboratively, whilst others may work on 
a project with more distinct roles. Whatever the variables of the project, there are usually specific stages in the design 
process that need to be undertaken.
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Reading the script to register the initial feelings and thoughts 

by writing notes, making drawings, collages, etc, as a way of 

communicating the designer´s first impressions to the text. 

Later, a more pragmatic analysis of ideas and logistics of the 

piece is also fundamental.

Researching for visual references for the mood, period, 

location, costumes, but also intellectual and art movements 

related to the concept or time of the writing of the script, etc.

Creating mood boards and storyboards to explore, 

communicate and negotiate ideas.

Discovering a common interest with the director so from 

there, some solid ideas will form and probably become the 

foundation of the design.

Robson Barreto, Resident Design Assistant at the Donmar, shares his process when 
approaching the design of a new production. Robson’s first role at the Donmar was assisting 
Tom Scutt on The Lady from the Sea. Over the following pages we can see documentation 
from this process from Tom and his team:

9
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Plotting: Script and character analysis, scenic and costume changes, exits and entrances, structure and rhythm of the play, etc.

Renderings: Putting more information into the sketches and first drawings through CAD (computer-aided drafting) or CGI (computer-generated imagery). It follows a more detailed design process, placing first set ideas in the actual theatrical space and providing a definitive image for technicians to reproduce.

White Card Model: Building a scale model of the set by using technical plans and main references, usually in mount board. It is a great opportunity to try shapes, light and colours, and to discuss scenic breakdowns with the director. This should indicate if the ideas are technically viable and financially affordable.

10
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Costume Breakdown: A detailed plan created using the 

information gained from the plotting. It takes in consideration 

the timing for costume changes, exits and entrances of the 

characters, which will help to visualise, for example, the colour 

palette in each scene and the continuity.

Costume drawings try to communicate design ideas of 

characterisation, creating a representation of what is going 

to be seen on stage. The designer tries shapes, textiles and 

colours, putting together a whole range of references to be 

used by the costume supervisor and/or the costume maker.

Sourcing costumes and props. Designers usually have a 

comprehensive knowledge of relevant suppliers and retailers 

for the theatre industry, which includes specialist markets 

and alternative-style shops.

11
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Production meetings are regular and become an essential tool for all departments to exchange information, and update on the progress of the production.
Attending rehearsals is the best way to keep being inspired and updated on possible changes and the necessities of the storytelling that is being uncovered in the rehearsal room.
Prop making and workshops visits. The designer needs to keep informed about the progress on the creation of props and other elements of the set by visiting the workshops regularly.

Tech week and Dress rehearsals: This is the week prior to the opening night in which all the technical elements such as costumes, lighting, sound, and set are rehearsed together, ahead of the production opening to the public.

6
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An example of the design process in action
The Lady from the Sea by Henrik Ibsen in a new version by Elinor Cook.  
Director, Kwame Kwei-Armah. Designer, Tom Scutt. (Donmar, 2017)

 
www.donmarwarehouse.com
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What attracted you to Elinor Cook’s new version of the play and to the project 
itself?
In March, Josie emailed me saying “this is what we’re doing”, and that Kwame was 
directing it – and that was the first thing that was really exciting for me. I’ve done 
a lot of work at the Donmar with Josie, and this would be the first time that I’d be 
working with someone else in that space. I know the approach that Josie and I have 
in there – we have a shorthand. It was interesting to think about how someone else 
goes about it, and I think the fact that it was Kwame was really exciting because 
not only is he an Associate at the Donmar, but he’s got a magnetic personality. I’ve 
heard good things about the energy that surrounds his process of making theatre 
which is important. At that point, the first draft of the new version hadn’t been 
finished, so I looked at the story and familiarised myself with the mythology around 
it, and looked at the similarities with The Flying Dutchman, Wagner’s Opera based 
on a Norwegian myth, which I’d designed a few years ago. I was designing a show 
in Plymouth at the time, so I went and sat on a bench by the sea and read the Ibsen 
script. Then I spoke to Kwame and learnt from him that he was updating the play to 
the Caribbean – Antigua or potentially Grenada (it is originally set in Ibsen’s country 
of Norway). That for me was the spark. I felt that the possibilities thrown up by that 
relocation in terms of design were exciting. As a play, it can feel quite remote and 
strange in its original context, and a bit of a leap too far. The fantastical element of it 
feels slightly hard to reach. The part of the Stranger is a difficult role that straddles 
reality and poetry. It’s quite hard to access what that is. But in this new context, 
where we were talking about the ghosts of the drowned from slave ships, and those 
who were leaving the Caribbean on ‘The Windrush’, the movement of people across 
the ocean felt really intoxicating and gave Ellida that traction in the play about her 
identity, and about who she really is and where she comes from. All of this above 
the institution of marriage as well. It felt dramaturgically completely sound and 
exciting.

We caught up with Tom a couple of days before the set build for The Lady from 
the Sea. In our discussion, he reflects on the collaborative journey of the design 
from initial concept to creating the world of the play on stage.

9
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In relation to the setting and the cultural context for the piece, what were the 
initial images and ideas that sparked the design?
I was worried, in design terms, that the one thing that a Scandinavian fjord gives you 
is the idea of something cold and inhospitable. The idea of this woman who is going 
out into the fjords every day swimming, and that it’s cold is something to worry about. 
But the idea of someone going down to the Caribbean Sea to swim every day is not 
unusual. My concern was: how do we make that world feel less ‘tourist trap’ and more 
imbued with mythology and strangeness? And this idea of still water, of the lagoon, and 
temperamental weather – which we know about because of the recent hurricanes in 
the Caribbean. So the images that I looked at early on were in that vein. Dank, strange 
landscapes and voodoo and women that drench themselves in waterfalls; the idea of 
immersion in the water and the obsessive quality of that. The updating of the period 
to the 1950s allowed me to crack open the world of the play; we looked a lot at fish 
tanks - which I don’t know if I would have done if it was still to be set in the 19th century. 
We looked at a lot of images of small worlds, trees, drowned in glass boxes. I liked the 
idea of a microcosm of the world in a fish tank, of Ellida looking through the glass at 
something that could be her on a smaller scale. That was the first thing that Kwame 
really latched onto.

Linking back to what you have just said about setting the play in another time and 
location, I’m sure aspiring designers would be interested to know at what stage 
the practicalities of creating these elements need to be taken into account?
This play, and Elinor’s version particularly, asks for virtually nothing of the world that 
is around it in terms of dictated action. She’s manged to make something extremely 
specific and direct, and active, crystal clear, whilst not allowing it to get bogged down 
in dictated action. So, no one is trying to have a conversation while cooking on a stove, 
or whatever. This allows the world around it to open up a bit and to have more breath. 
The journey through the play is an atmospheric one. It’s about time of day and a sense 
of how much air is around the scene, whether it is a claustrophobic, more private scene, 
or one that is open to the elements. We came upon a design that can hopefully do that 
through lighting, with a kind of backdrop that is at once architectural with foliage on 
it that can be lit in a different way to give you a sense of horizon and depth, so we can 
transport people all over the island. The scene changes are more about a shift in mood 
and atmosphere more than anything else really.

10
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You mention the importance of lighting to the 
design. Can you talk about the collaborative 
process with the other creative professionals 
on the production?
I’ve worked with Lee Curran, the Lighting 
Designer, a lot. I think there comes a point in 
one’s working relationship where so much can 
be done without needing to be said. There’s a 
shorthand, and you know how each of you is 
going to want things and what they are after – 
this way, the identity of the show reveals itself 
relatively quickly and with ease. I’ve also worked 
with Michael Bruce, the Composer, here at the 
Donmar on Les Liaisons Dangereuses, and he’s 
a really committed composer in terms of his 
understanding of the play and what the director 
is doing in rehearsals; he really thrives off that 
connection. Similarly, I’ve worked with Emma 
Laxton, the Sound Designer, before but not for 
probably about eight years. We did a double 
bill for Josie (Rourke, Donmar Artistic Director) 
at the Bush Theatre, The Contingency Plan by 
Steve Waters. It’s about familiarity really, there 
is a point where you know what type of show it’s 
going to be by the people who are working on it. 
You just want to be working with people who are 
receptive enough to be moving into the centre 
of an idea, rather than all pulling out in different 
directions working on something that doesn’t feel 
like a complete whole. It’s always more rewarding 
when you have someone like Kwame at the heart 
of it saying, “This is what the show needs to be” 
and everybody pulling towards that. I think this 
team are absolutely those people.

11
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As we speak, you are about embark on the set build in the 
theatre. What part of your role do you anticipate enjoying the 
most between now and Press Night?
The part that I enjoy the most about going into tech is staying 
very close to the director, and together shaping the piece, thinking 
of it like a piece of music, making sure that, especially in a single 
set space – which a lot of my often work is – that the elements 
being applied around it allow the journey to move smoothly. The 
rhythm of the piece being one that best describes the play. The 
most exciting thing for me on this production is seeing how the set 
fits in with Michael’s music. A designer has to be at peace with the 
knowledge that a design isn’t complete until all the other elements 
are applied to it. There is a more deadly theatre process where you 
create a design in a vacuum that looks extraordinary in its own 
right, and then someone comes along and puts some actors on it 
and some costumes on them, and that’s where everyone is pulling 
in different directions. This design especially won’t come alive until 
it has bodies populating it and guiding our eye over it in different 
ways. We’ve got this huge rock in the design, and in rehearsals 
we’ve had a bit of steel deck on a slope and two chairs sitting on 
it to represent it. I visited the set being built – and it’s definitely not 
that. It’s this enormous thing! I’m looking forward to seeing what 
happens when the back wall is illuminated and you see silhouettes 
travelling over this object. That’s when it comes to life. There was 
a very interesting moment in the run yesterday: when I’d done the 
storyboards for the show there was a moment that I’d envisaged for 
Act Five, where Lyngstrand and Hilde are sitting inside the frame, 
and there they were onstage enacting that moment, precisely as 
I’d imagined. It was a complete coincidence, but it was one of those 
pleasing moments when you feel pictures come to life.

12
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SECTION THREE

Designing for the Donmar’s Space: Varying Routes into 
the Design Process
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Although there is an overall process that a designer 
goes through when working on a production, each 
journey will be different and is dependent on the 
demands of the play and the particular space it 
will be performed in. Tom Scutt has designed four 
productions for the Donmar to date, and is currently 
designing his fifth: Belleville by Amy Herzog. For his 
first two productions for the Donmar, The Weir by 
Conor McPherson and Les Liaisons Dangereuses by 
Christopher Hampton, he keyed into the minute details 
of the environment that surrounded the characters to 
make it feel as real as possible, and to transport the 
audience into that world.

With his third production, Elegy by Nick Payne, he 
wanted to investigate a slightly different dynamic. 
“The Donmar can feel like a kind of church” says Tom. 
“It’s that charge in the air, that spirit of place that feels 
very special. With the themes of that play [Elegy] 
leaping out at me, we had this cleft, four-metre oak 
tree with a gold interior in a cabinet that felt like an 
altar piece. I felt there was something almost spiritual 
about the room in that way.” What Tom experienced 
on that production was that the Donmar space can 
hold a more abstracted approach to design. In this 
respect, his design for The Lady from the Sea is more 
inspired by that than the details of the other two 
worlds of The Weir and Les Liaisons Dangereuses.

Tom contends that the Donmar it is a space that 
responds well to the naturalistic and the abstract, 
to the intricacies of surface texture. “It comes alive 
when it has something that feels that it has age in 
it, or nostalgia, or you can feel the earth beneath 
the floorboards. It’s very tactile. That’s what springs 
to mind when I think of the Donmar space. It’s very 
special – it’s an energy that’s always there. It can 

hold a big scenic gesture but it can also benefit from 
someone just standing talking to you on a floor that 
has seen life”.

For an insight into Tom’s naturalistic approach to 
designing The Weir, by Conor McPherson for the 
Donmar stage, follow the link below:

 www.youtube.com

“As an audience experience, the common thread of seeing a production at the Donmar is the 
extraordinary charge in the air that is created by the proximity of great actors and your knees! It’s 
such a small theatre. It’s endlessly exciting; it’s like being around a camp fire with a very famous 
person. That has always been very magical for me.”

Tom Scutt

14
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The Recruiting Officer was written by Irish playwright George Farquhar in 1706. It 
follows the escapades of the womanising Captain Plume (the Recruiting Officer 
of the play’s title) and his cowardly colleague Captain Brazen, as they are posted 
to the market town of Shrewsbury to recruit soldiers. Staged at the Donmar in 
2012, it was Josie Rourke’s inaugural production in her new role as the theatre’s 
Artistic Director.

The inspiration for the design. The Recruiting Officer is a late Restoration Comedy, and the 
original performance conditions for the play were Josie Rourke’s and Lucy Osborne’s inspiration 
for the design. They worked with the existing features of the Donmar’s space, and enhanced 
them to evoke the atmosphere of the Restoration playhouse. “We wanted to create the feeling 
that the audience are walking into an improvised Restoration theatre of the period – a playhouse 
that has been created in Covent Garden,” says designer Lucy Osborne, “giving a sense that a 
team of actors have stumbled upon the space and set up their own theatre.”

Study One

Using a play’s original performance conditions as the inspiration for the design:

The Recruiting Officer by George Farquhar
Director, Josie Rourke. Designer, Lucy Osborne (Donmar 2012)

Here are three case studies outlining the differing approaches to 
designing a varying range of projects for the Donmar’s stage. 
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Finding the right materials and 
textures to connect the audience 
to the setting. The structure for the 
improvised setting was predominately 
made of wood. Beams were 
constructed to create the flavour of the 
playhouse, including purchases stage 
left and right for the musicians. The 
design extended into the auditorium 
to further connect the audience with 
the acting space, with wood panelling 
covering the sides of the dress circle, 
and a wooden slatted ceiling above, 
allowing stage lighting to add to 
the ‘flickering’ candle effect, whilst 
concealing the source. The wooden 
floor had a shallow rake, and there 
was a concertinaing sliding screen 
upstage – a nod to the scenography of 
the period – depicting a Gainsborough 
inspired sky. Stripping the space back, 
and positioning the screen in front of 
the architectural wall at the rear of 
the stage accentuated the depth of 
the acting area.

Adding vibrancy through costume.  
A feeling of vitality and fun was 
created through costume as the actors 
filled the performance space. The 
costumes flooded the performance 
space with colour; there were the 
dashing reds of the military uniforms, 
and the splendid silks of the women’s 
dresses. They were designed along 
the lines of traditional Restoration 
fashion. Rachael Stirling (Melinda) 

17 18
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wore the Restoration lady’s bell-shaped 
gown, all satin, lace and brocade, with the 
skirt separated at the front, to show her highly 
decorative petticoats. This was adorned with 
her cloak when ‘abroad’, as was expected of 
a Restoration lady. Stirling employed the 
strategy of the Restoration actress, lifting her 
skirt slightly and setting it down again with a 
delicate gesture of the hands to display her 
gorgeous clothes and her vivacious self. She 
used her fan almost as a weapon at time in her 
skirmishes with Worthy – and at one point it 
aided her to make the gesture of a eunuch as 
she triumphantly made her exit after defying 
his offer to make peace with her.

Activity
•  Think of a play that you would like to 

design that was written before 1700. 
You could choose an Ancient Greek 
or Roman play, or one from the 
Elizabethan or Jacobean period, or 
even an early Restoration play.

•  Research the original performance 
conditions of the play and consider 
how these would inform your design 
concept for a new production of the 
play.
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Case Study Two

Discovering a new audience/actor dynamic through design: The Resistible 
Rise of Arturo Ui by Bertolt Brecht in a new version by Bruce Norris.
Director, Simon Evans. Designer, Peter McIntosh (Donmar 2017)

The collaboration between the designer and 
director for a shared vision of the production. 
Director Simon Evans was very keen to stage 
Arturo Ui in an environmental space and turn the 
Donmar into a ‘speakeasy,’ making it a slightly 
more rough and ready experience than is usual 
for a Donmar audience. He wanted to make it 
Brechtian in terms of it involving the audience, 
and support them in making choices during the 
production. Peter McIntosh used these ideas as 
the foundation for his design.

Creating an indistinguishable space between 
actors and audience. The Donmar’s auditorium 
and stage area were completely transformed 
for this production. The thrust stage and the 
comfortably upholstered rows of seats were 
all taken out, giving the illusion of walking into 
a cavernous working warehouse rather than 
a theatre space, supported by rusting metal 
pillars and dominated by a broad metal staircase. 
Bentwood chairs surrounded the sort of small 
circular wooden tables to be found in an un-
refurbished bar; chaotically strewn wooden 
crates of cauliflowers dominated the centre of 
the room. 21 22
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Influences when researching the ideas for the 
design. To create a 1930’s-style speakeasy setting, 
there were a couple of industrial spaces that 
influenced Peter’s starting point for the space. He 
also researched images of speakeasies and found 
spaces in America. He wanted to create a type of 
speakeasy- cum-warehouse environment that took 
the Donmar back to what it originally was; it was 
built as a warehouse, and he wanted to find a way of 
restoring it to its former self. He also wanted it to be 
a bit subterranean and keep everything feeling very 
low.

The process of realising the design in the theatre 
space. The design for this production was not a 
‘set’ in the usual sense of the word; it was more 
like an interior decoration, in that the space was 
transformed and every small detail mattered. As the 
cast and creative team moved through the technical 
rehearsals, there were lots of small details to address – 
it was a bit like going through an architect’s snagging 
list. During technical rehearsals, Peter took on a new 
role, supporting the actors in negotiating the space 
he had created for them.

Activity
•  Brecht was known for his desire to 

find ways to involve his audiences 
in his productions, encouraging 
them to be actively engaged with 
what was happening on stage. 
Select one of his others plays and 
consider how you could stage it in 
a space of your choice to discover 
a new dynamic between the actor 
and the audience.
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‘Not creating a set’ as the 
starting point for a design. The 
challenge [of designing Roots, 
says Designer Hildegard Bechtler] 
was doing it here, in the Donmar, 
because it is really a proscenium 
stage play; you’ve got two 
kitchens, and you should be able 
to see through a window, into a 
garden. But because of the nature 
of the play, it was the intimacy of 
the audience sitting very close to 
the daily grind that punctuates 
the rhythm of the play that 
was key for us. The words are 
rhythmically linked to the action, 
much more so than in other plays. 
That’s how I read it – I thought the action was driving the play. We 
stayed away from artifice in terms of ‘sets’; not to use a set was the 
starting point, to put a floor onto earth and lino on top, and then to 
layer this with carpet to indicate the change of interior locations. For 
us, it was about the floor, because the audience look down on the floor 
at the Donmar – that’s what you’ve got, you haven’t got any flying, any 
wing space or even a storage area. You also have a back wall and a 
wonderful space with the audience intimately close to the action.

Case Study Three

Designing a proscenium arch play, Roots by Arnold Wesker, on the 
Donmar stage: a conversation with Hildegard Bechtler
Director, James Macdonald. Designer, Hildegard Bechtler (Donmar 2013)
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The challenges of scene changes in the 
play. The demands of the play require you 
to change the setting completely, twice. 
In between Acts One and Two, you have to 
change a range for a cooker, because there 
is electricity in the second kitchen; there also 
has to be a source of water coming from the 
outside into the second kitchen, because 
Beatie has a bath in Act Two and the water 
has to come from the right place to fill it, and 
you have to have a drain as well, to get rid of 
the bath water. The fact that all of this is so 
precisely asked for in the play is challenging 
you to make sure that you move from a 
cottage that has no amenities, to one that 
has electricity and cold water.

Reflecting on the design. One of the things 
that I’m very happy about is that Roots is the 
complete opposite to the other show that 
I’ve designed at the Donmar, Trelawny of the 
Wells. This had a very theatrical treatment of 
the space; building a proscenium within what 
is essentially a studio theatre. I enjoy that 
contrast. Also, there is a small staircase that 
is built into the corner of the Donmar space, 
which I’m very happy about because it takes 
me back to my own memories of staying in 
country cottages. There is something about 
the low beam across the whole space which 
says that these are low rooms, and then this 
tiny staircase tucked in the corner is really the 
only bit of set.

Activity
Find a play that was originally written and designed for a 
proscenium arch theatre. (Roots was written for a proscenium 
arch theatre, and staged at the Royal Court Theatre in London 
after transferring from the Belgrade Theatre in Coventry in 1959 
– both of which had proscenium arch stages at the time. You may 
what to look at other plays staged at the Royal Court around 
this time to find a suitable play).

Create a storyboard for each of a selection of key scenes in the 
play. Choose a studio space as the location for your production.

27

26

SECTION



Donmar on design: previous productions
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SECTION FOUR

Out of the Black Box: Designing Beyond 
the Theatre Walls
Theatre designers are being commissioned more and more to use their skills and 
creativity to design large scale events and projects taking place beyond the theatre 
environments.

To give a flavour of the type of events that 
theatre designers are producing, we’ve chosen 
a selection of projects from Chloe Lamford, 
Es Devlin (who has designed for the Donmar 
and is renowned for having paved the way on 
designing large scale events) and Tom Scutt, 
the curator of the Donmar on Design Festival.
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Activity
Imagine you are being commissioned to create a new temporary performance space for your school or college, consider the following:

•  Whereabouts in the school/college grounds would you locate the 
performance space and why?

•  What would be your ambitions for the performance space, i.e. what would you envisage being performed there? How would you create the mood, colour, texture and atmosphere accordingly?

Earlier this year Chloe, as Associate Designer at the Royal Court, was 
invited to create The Site, a new temporary performance venue in 
a workshop and rehearsal space next door to London’s Royal Court 
Theatre. The thinking behind the experiment meant that the space 
came first in the creative process, and was the inspiration for writers 
to respond to. The significance of the project is its interrogation of 
how theatre is traditionally made and how space defines, confines and 
liberates that. Here is Chloe’s account of the project:

“The Site was an experiment with form at the Royal Court, 
where I’m Associate Designer. We asked what happens if 
you make the space first? The project involved five writers 
who were invited to work with the space as an idea or 
provocation. The writers had a muscular conversation with 
the space itself. The space was a blue box, and we invited the 
audience inside to experience a different way of making a 
play. We were asking questions about form. The blue was an 
instinctive choice. I didn’t want to make a black box theatre 
or a white gallery – blue is a strong colour so we watch in 
another way. For me, it’s a colour related to emotions, and 
has a strong resonance 
for a lot of people. Is this 
a stage design? It’s a 
space to make theatre.”8

Chloe Lamford: How space can shape the development of 
new work

“I build the world like a magpie – I collect and collate. I like stuff. Life isn’t tidy, 
or always beautiful, so I don’t feel the need to create tidy, beautiful sets. I 
always dress the set myself – it’s instinctive”.7

Chloe Lamford on her approach to design
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Es Devlin: From designing Adele’s World 
Arena Tour to Brian Friel’s Faith Healer at 
the Donmar
Industries outside the world of theatre are recognising the 
skillset that designers can offer. This is particularly true in the 
music industry, where there is an understanding that during 
music events, theatre designers can help to take the audience 
on a visual journey through an evening.

Theatre designer Es Devlin began designing large scale music 
events in the mid-2000s. Her process begins with asking: how 
should an artist first be seen when the concert begins? Adele 
for example hadn’t been seen in concert for five years prior to 
her World Arena Tour in 2016, so Devlin decided to project an 
image of the singer’s sleeping eyes on to a giant screen for the 
two or so hours it takes for the audience to fill an arena. The 
moment the audience hear the first word ‘Hello’ of the opening 
song’s title, the eyes open.

There is a link between Devlin’s design for Adele’s World Arena 
Tour, and for that of Brian Friel’s Faith Healer at the Donmar. 
Working on the set design for Faith Healer, she quite quickly 
came up with the idea of using a three-sided box of rain to 
enclose the performers between monologues, with the sheets 
of rain expressing the weather-ridden, itinerant lives of the 
protagonists, while providing the curtain necessary to hide the 
shift in scenery and props between each monologue. The idea 
was borrowed from the Adele show, where a much larger box of 
rain encloses the performer when she sings Set Fire to the Rain. 
It is the opportunity to work on designs for different art forms 
that Devlin believes leads to such interesting cross-fertilisation 
of ideas.9

 
 esdevlin.com

Activity
•  Think of a live music event 

that you have been to 
recently, or watched online.

•  Can you see a way of taking 
the design concept for the 
music event and adapting 
into a design for a play of 
your own choice?
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Tom Scutt: From the VMAs to the V&A
In terms of diversification of design, Tom Scutt is the perfect example 
of a designer using his transferable theatre design skills in a range of 
environments. In 2015 and 2016, Tom was the Production Designer for 
the MTV Video Music Awards (VMAs) staged at the Microsoft Theatre 
Los Angeles and at Maddison Square Garden, New York respectively.

Diametrically opposed to this role is Tom’s current undertaking as 
designer for Frida Kahlo’s Wardrobe, a forthcoming exhibition at the 
Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) showcasing paintings, clothes and 
personal possessions of the celebrated Mexican artist:

“With designing for an exhibition, it is the same genetic code as designing for the theatre. You are in a different room and 
there is a bit more light. But you are dealing with real objects that exist with no narrative. These ideas start sparking and 
you are essentially writing a story, guiding people through using sound and light and installation to help people go on a 
45 minute to an hour journey. It’s very similar to theatre in many ways, and the V&A were very keen to work with someone 
from the theatre world in order to do that. All the same restrictions apply, also the process with deadlines and budgets. It’s 
a crushingly real experience. It’s also really inspiring and fuels that interest for me in how the space that you create can tell 
the story that you want. And the difference between a tone in a room and the sound that goes with it, or the height that a 
certain item is placed on a wall makes all the difference. The thing we are really keying into with Frida is that this is an artist 
with a crippling disability for most of her life, and we are looking at how we display things – the angles and height – on the 
wall, and just shifting things ever so slightly so that an able-bodied visitor gets a sense of what life must have been like for 
her, and that’s an exciting journey to be going on. It’s really enjoyable to be engaging in a similar process to the one we use 
in the theatre, but not to be in a black box all the time!”

Tom Scutt
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SECTION FIVE

Pathways into Theatre Design
Theatre design can transport us into different worlds and times; the theatre designer’s inspiration to 
create these worlds can be captured by the audience as they experience the journey of a production; 
the depth of process can be tangible. If you are a young artist who has a passion for the performing 
arts, the role of theatre designer might well be a career pathway to consider following.
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Hildegard Bechtler on the role of a theatre designer
The job of the theatre designer. I have been a designer for many years, but it has never seemed 
like a job, not once. To be able to have an ongoing dialogue about text or music – I design quite a 
lot of Opera – its wonderful. Then, to slowly start tackling an empty black space with form and 
colour, and add to the storytelling is fascinating. You have to think differently for each job. There 
are so many different avenues you can go down in terms of research too, and I love any excuse 
to buy mountains of books as reference for my research! The job is also about the combination 
of having a knowledge of architecture and a feeling for colour – because colour is a signal for a 
lot of things emotionally. The most wonderful part of the job though is the collaboration with 
a group of creative people. When this collaboration works, there is nothing better. You feel a 
great responsibility that you have given the actors what they need. That’s the most important 
thing, because they are the ones in the space doing the play. It is their environment, and if it 
comes back from them, that you’ve given them what they have needed, and have enhanced 
their performances, then you have done your job – and I call that a job!

The skills a young person needs to develop to become a theatre 
designer. You have to be very organised, and be able to keep to 
deadlines. But I think people skills are the most important thing, 
because you never know how much of it is down to luck, to why you 
meet a certain person at a certain time; a benchmark for my work is 
still one of the first ever theatre jobs that I did all because of a chance 
meeting. I studied Stage Design at Central Saint Martins, having left 
Camberwell School of Art where I was going to study painting after 
a foundation year. I was an older student, a working foreigner in this 
country in the 1970s, when there were very few French, German or 
Russian voices – I was much more ‘foreign’ in those days! At Camberwell, 
I was encouraged to be a painter, but I’d never thought of doing this. 
It was at this time that I started going to the theatre, and suddenly 
I thought, “I want to do that!” I didn’t know much about it as a job, 
other than looking at what another designer had done on the stage – it 
was that aspect that I was drawn to, making spaces, rather than acting 
or directing. During my final year at Central Saint Martins, I started 
collaborating with young directors from the National Film School. 
Overall, I think what is important is your own excitement for a project, 
and who you attract to work with you. I don’t know how much of that is 
just chance, or timing, but it’s the meetings with people that form the 
direction that you go in.
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Tom Scutt shares his influences as a theatre 
designer
The designer who influenced Tom’s early practice. There is a designer 
and spatial interventionist called Jean Guy Lecat who has worked with 
Peter Brook for a huge amount of his life. Peter Brook’s work is very much 
about “let’s find a place, let’s intervene and rearrange the auditorium and 
produce a piece of theatre.” They are huge interventions, but they don’t 
feel as if someone has just come along and plonked a design in it. It’s 
about what is the best relationship in this room to tell a story and how can 
we rearrange this room so the audience and the actor has the greatest 
relationship. That has always been influential to me. There’s a book that 
Lecat co-authored called The Open Circle which is a really interesting look 
at his and Brook’s journey across the world finding different places - how 
they would reconstruct certain venues to produce Carmen or Mahabharata. 
That line of thinking in terms of the basic formulas that create a rewarding 
space to watch theatre in has always been influential to me, and to a lot of 
people, the theatre designer Tom Piper especially takes from that as well.

What advice were you given as a young designer that you would 
like to pass on? I interviewed Jean Guy Lecat for my dissertation and 
asked him the same question you have just asked me, and he said, “Stop 
looking in books and stop looking to other people to take your influence.” There is a difference 
between inspiration, and looking at somebody else’s work and recreating it over time. In a way, 
it’s probably a useful educational process to go through the same process that someone else 
has gone through. He said his best advice was to go and look outside. You can only 
produce work if you are responding to the world around you that means something 
to you. That was amazing advice to me. I looked back at some of the shows I’d done 
in my first few years and went, “Oh that was the colour of the light in the lamp post in 
the sky at the time I would walk home from college. That’s the telegraph pole outside 
my house.” You don’t consciously do it, it just happens. As soon as you go out and 
experience things in the world, you experience art. Rothko, Donald Judd, Flavin and 
Richard Serra, they are all behemoths of influence who I glean a lot from. As designers, 
we are artists, we have to produce work that is our response to the world in front of 
our eyes.

You can only 
produce work if you 
are responding to 
the world around 
you that means 
something to you.

Tom Scutt
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Activity
•  Reflecting on your own practice.  As a 

young artist, how do you respond to the 
world around you on a day to day basis? 
Can you identify the ‘research material’ 
there in front of you that has fed into 
your art so far?

•  Experiencing art. Who are the 
‘behemoths’ (i.e. the giants) of art who 
you have learnt from so far in you work 
as a young artist? How could you go 
about broadening your experience of 
other artists’ work?

The Donmar on Design 
Festival Podcasts
As part of the festival, the Donmar produced 
a series of podcasts with leading theatre 
designers. David Jays leads interviews 
with designers discussing their processes, 
influences and experiences. On the link below 
you will find interviews with Tom Scutt, 
Lizzie Clachan, Ian MacNeil, Tom Piper, Chloe 
Lamford, Rosie Elnile, and Vicki Mortimer.
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SECTION SIX

Workshop: An Introduction to Design 
As part of the Donmar on Design festival, we invited theatre designer Rosanna Vize to lead a series 
introductory theatre design workshops for schools. The workshop has been designed to inspire 
young people and teachers to think differently when considering where theatre design begins, and 
the potential it has to engage artists and audiences. 

The objectives of the Donmar on Design workshops are:
•  To demystify the role of the theatre designer and their 

process, introducing a variety of contemporary designers 
that challenge form;

•  To encourage participants to think boldly about design, 
working with metaphor and imagery to inspire theatre 
design;

•  To inspire participants about the potential of design and its 
application.

The session has been designed to be delivered by teachers in full, or to 
use some of the tasks as starting points for young people to consider 
design in their own work. We invited drama, art and photography 
students to attend the workshops at Donmar Dryden Street.

To support teachers in exploring some of the opening discussions, 
we have included some links to other artists and articles to support 
in further research and learning.
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History of Theatre Design:
Below we have some key periods in which theatre design developed, 
leading us to what we know it as today. We explore additional 
practitioners and periods in the opening sections of this guide:

Ancient Greek Theatre: Using physical elements to help add 
drama or clarify storytelling:

 
 greektheatre

  
rjfootfitness.com

Italian Renaissance: The introduction of perspective. 

  
italian-renaissance-theatre

20th Century Developments: 
Josef Svoboda: Known for his use of light, projections and live 
televisions:

  
theatrecrafts.com

Bauhaus: Collaboration across art-forms:

  
thecharnelhouse.org

  
penccil.com

What is the role of a theatre designer?
What do we think a theatre designer does and how they 
might work as part of a creative team?

•  Groups share ideas about how they think theatre 
designer may work, how they collaborate with other 
artists, and what they may use to inspire them when 
considering designing a production or a space.

 
 What is Theatre Design?

Boundary pushing Theatre Design 
happening today:
Alongside some of the designers listed earlier in this guide, 
we will touch upon the work of the artists below:

Jan Versweyveld:

  
theguardian.com

  
youtube.com

Katrin Brack:

  
youtube.com

1 3

2
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https://thecharnelhouse.org/2013/07/20/theater-buhne/
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https://www.theguardian.com/stage/ng-interactive/2015/aug/18/designs-jan-versweyveld-antigone-view-from-the-bridge
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ua6-lcBIl-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ua6-lcBIl-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qlh-0QWk3kg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qlh-0QWk3kg
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Starting from a text:
Using Kate Tempest’s Europe is Lost, students 
will dissect the text to consider interesting 
repetitions of words, language, and imagery. 
This investigatory work is a helpful way 
to approach a text when starting a design 
process:

•  Listen to Europe is Lost (
 
youtube.com)

•  Split participants into groups, with each 
group focusing on exploring different 
elements of the poetry, encouraging them 
to be as open as possible:

  Group one: list physical elements, or 
what is “actual” (Locations/Objects)

  Group two: list any adjectives that are 
used

  Group three: list any imagery present
 Group four: list any physical actions.
•  Gather back to share the findings from each 

group: 

•  Are there any unexpected discoveries? Are 
there any repetitions of particular themes? 
Are there any links between the physical 
and the imagery?

•  What do we think the pieces means? What 
are the overriding themes of the poem?

 -  How can a simple, logical listing task 
help influence these findings?

Translating text into images:
Participants will explore the work of one artist, and interpret it through the work of 
another artist. Using the work of SLINKACHU, we will explore scale and imagery, asking 
participants to look at the detail in the world around them.

•  Look at the work of the street installation and photographic artist SLINKACHU 
(https://slinkachu.com/) in particular the below images: 

  
SLINKACHU 1  

  
SLINKACHU 2  

  
SLINKACHU 3

•  Using ideas and themes spoken about in the previous task, students will create 
a tableaux similar to SLINKACHU’s work. Students should share their approach to 
creating the tableaux, how they have interpreted the ideas from Europe is Lost and 
the scale 

Building a theatrical landscape:
Participants will be invited to explore 
three-dimensional interpretations of their 
themes and ideas through creating a 
model box in response to Europe is Lost, 
or a poem or song of their own choosing. 

•  Turn a cardboard box on its side, so that 
the opening becomes a proscenium 
arch. Using scrap card, foam, and other 
materials, we will rip/cut/sculpt shapes to 
become sculptures in response to Europe 
is Lost or a poem, song or speech of their 
own choosing. Scale figures will be added 
into the space, seeing how they interact 
with the space that they have designed.

•  Using torches and scissors/scalpels, 
participants will cut lighting positions 
into their boxes to enhance their three-
dimensional sculptures using torch-light.

•  Back in the large group, each group will 
present their work, explaining how they 
have interpreted their song/poem, the 
themes they found interesting, and how 
they have physically displayed them. As 
a whole group, we will discuss how using 
light has enhanced their space.

4 5
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Endnotes
1  See Drama and Theatre Studies, Simon Cooper 

& Sally Mackey, p. 211  

2  The Berliner Ensemble was the theatre 
company established by Brecht in the late 
1940s. It put into practice his passionate belief 
that theatre could both reflect and change 
the world. The productions created by the 
Berliner Ensemble astonished Europe with 
their freshness; the combination of elements 
such as music, colourful staging, swift 
moving scenes and gestural acting captivated 
audiences. The legacy of this truly innovative 
approach to staging plays is that Brecht 
remains a key influence on current theatre 
practice.

3  See ‘Jocelyn Herbert, A Theatre Workbook’, 
p. 38, edited by Cathy Courtney, (Art Books 
International, 1993) 

4  Romanticism was an artistic, literary, musical 
and intellectual movement which began 
in the nineteenth century. Romanticism 
was characterised by putting its emphasis 
on emotion and the individual, as well as 
glorifying nature and the past. The actor 
manager Herbert Beerbohm Tree’s production 
of A Midsummer’s Night’s Dream at Her 
Majesty’s Theatre in 1900 epitomised the 
nineteenth century Romanticism imposed on 
the play. This production created an actual 
wood on stage, and had live rabbits as part of 
the setting.

5  See http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/
O63098/set-model-for-peter-brooks-theatre-
design-jacobs-sally/

6  Brecht wanted his plays to energise the society 
around him, and bring about social change. 
The set of ideas he devised to achieve his aims 
was referred to as ‘epic theatre.’

7  See https://www.theguardian.com/
stage/2017/jul/12/chloe-lamford-stage-
designs-in-pictures

8 See ibid

9  See Es Devlin: ‘A touring stadium rock show is a 
formidable physical phenomenon’, Killian Fox, 
The Observer, https://www.theguardian.com/
music/2016/sep/04/es-devlin-theatre-set-
designer-kanye-adele-beyonce-interview
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