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Abstract of Thesis 
 

Color palette, pattern, opulence, and romanticism in the decorative and interior arts 

expressed the exotic sensuality of the Victorian zeitgeist. For the scenic design of 

Sondheim’s A Little Night Music, the great challenge was to invoke the lavish spirit of the 

piece (a late-Victorian comedic sexcapade) within the severity of a limited budget. By 

fusing visually elaborate excess with minimalist design, the stage was set for this 

capricious period musical. A Little Night Music, directed by professor Leslie Jacobson 

with music direction by Patrick O’Donnell, was produced by The George Washington 

University at the Dorothy Marvin Betts Theatre in Washington, D.C., opening March 

31tst, 2016 and closing on April 3, 2016. Other graduate student designers included 

Jameson Gresens (lighting), and Sydney Moore (costume). Kait Haire was properties 

master, and the production was stage managed by Katy Fields. 
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Glossary of Terms 
 
Anachronism (Salvador Dalí): “The single ‘imaginative constant’ capable of perpetual 
‘traumatic renewal’ thanks to which it becomes possible to snatch raw and living lumps 
from that hard and extremely thick thing which is the sentimental fog from which are 
formed the very cheeks of memory…a profoundly sanguinary thing, profoundly 
biological and authentically spectral, for which, as you all know from your own life 
experience, it would be enough to surprise us in a moment of sentimental distraction in 
order to leave in our flesh and our memories a mark of the real bites of poetry, and in 
order to rip out from us, with the slashing claw of anxiety, one of the most nutritious 
pieces of our intellectual anatomy, to the point of exposing out in the open the frightening 
white of the bare bone of our own death.” 

 
Balustrade: a row of balusters, or a single wide panel serving as a guard on a balcony or 
landing. 

 
Dandy: a man who gives exaggerated attention to personal appearance. 

 
Drapery: long curtains of heavy fabric. 

 
Fin de siècle: of, relating to, or characteristic of the close of the 19th century and 
especially its literary and artistic climate of sophistication, world-weariness, and 
fashionable despair. 

 
Fullness: the amount of extra fabric used on a window, plus side hems and returns, which 
is quantified as a multiple of the size of the window opening, drapery rod, or track. 

 
Jabot: also called cascade or tail, is a vertical pleated piece of window treatment used 
with festoons or swags along the top of a window on the inside of a building. 

 
Kitsch: something of tawdry design, appearance, or content created to appeal to popular 
or undiscriminating taste. 

 
Lumpen: designating of persons or groups regarded as belonging to a low or 
contemptible segment of their class or kind because of their unproductiveness, 
shiftlessness, alienation, etc. 

 
Medievalist: a connoisseur or devotee of medieval arts and culture. 

 
Moresque: an ornament or decorative motif in Moorish style (Merriam Webster) 

 
Periaktos: (Greek: “revolving”) plural Periaktoi, ancient theatrical device by which a 
scene or change of scene was indicated. (Brittanica) 

 
Philistine: A person who is hostile or indifferent to culture and the arts, or who has no 
understanding of them. 



xv  

 

Queen Anne (style): in Britain refers to either the English Baroque architectural style 
approximately of the reign of Queen Anne (reigned 1702–1714), or a revived form that 
was popular in the last quarter of the 19th century and the early decades of the 20th 
century (when it is also known as Queen Anne revival). 

 
Rinceau: a regular wavy branch or stem, of uniform width, from which spring, at regular 
intervals, subsidiary curling foliage above and below the undulations of the main stem. 

 
Rosette: a rose-shaped arrangement of ribbon or other material, used as an ornament or 
badge. 

 
Shirring Tape: a narrow, mesh-like strip of fabric with two or more thicker, longer 
strings running through it. 

 
Swag: a curtain or piece of fabric fastened so as to hang in a drooping curve. 

 
Symbolist Movement: a movement beginning in French and Belgian poetry towards the 
end of the 19th century with the verse of Mallarmé, Valéry, Verlaine, Rimbaud, 
Maeterlinck, and others, and seeking to express states of mind rather than objective 
reality by making use of the power of words and images to suggest as well as denote. 
Victoriana: objects, especially decorative objects, pictures 
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Introduction 
 
“God has given us our talents, not to copy the talents of others, but rather to use our 
brains and imagination in order to obtain the revelation of true beauty.” 
-Louis Comfort Tiffany 

 
 

My background is in the Fine Arts. I earned my BFA at the Minneapolis College 

of Art & Design right around the time most of my current peers in the graduate 

production design program were being born. My main obsession in the springtime of my 

art career (such as it is) was monotype printmaking along with a somewhat dubious side 

interest in performance art. While not necessarily apparent, both of these somewhat 

esoteric disciplines would continue to serve me greatly, later as a graphic designer, and 

also as an artist in the general sense. 

But I was never a theatre junkie. 
 

As a child, my mother, at my own insistence, took me to a Broadway production 

of Dracula. I would later discover that my advisor on this thesis, Carl Gudenius, worked 

on that very production. The play terrified me. I couldn’t sleep for a week. As an 

adolescent, my parents sent me away one summer to what they promised was an ‘Art 

Camp’.  However, while there was an arts component, it was, in fact, a theatre camp. 

There, I saw a production of HAIR performed (with full nudity!) by children 

ranging in age from twelve to twenty. One might think this would have been a scarring 

experience, but I actually found it thrilling. What I did not find thrilling were my fellow 

campers: the theatre kids. I found them utterly obnoxious. They, in turn, singled me out 

as an outsider and mercilessly tormented me.  I spent a terrible summer up in those 
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Vermont woods. When I entered high school that fall, I avoided any further involvement 

with theatre at all costs. 

The fact of my ignorance of theatre has both helped and hindered me as a student 

of production design at GW, where my task is, more often than not, designing scenery for 

both plays and musicals, most of which I have neither seen or even heard of.  Such was 

the case with Sondheim’s A Little Night Music when I learned it was to be my thesis 

scenic design. All I knew was that it was a musical –and that there were possibly clowns 

involved. I also suspected it might have something vaguely to do with Mozart’s Eine 

kleine Nachtmusik, and surmised that possibly Sondheim had extruded some sort of 

musical play loosely based on the famous composition. 

Other than A Little Night Music being a musical, I was, of course, completely 

wrong on all counts. 

I was delighted, however, when I soon discovered that A Little Night Music was 

(typically) a period piece set in late-Victorian Sweden. Having a lifelong love affair with 

Victoriana, I looked forward to designing something brash, densely ornamental, and – 

having it explained as a bedroom farce– immensely sensual. As far as the Swedish angle, 

I had, after all, spent my undergraduate years in Minneapolis, the cultural hub of the 

Midwest (although some may wrongly argue for Chicago). 

Despite being most famous for its beloved native son, the recently late pop star 

Prince, culturally Minneapolis was singularly Scandinavian, a veritable sea of blonde 

where I’d studied art elbow-to-elbow with fourth and fifth generational sons and 

daughters of the Vikings. My fellow students were ‘simple folk’, nice though cheerless, 

and almost pathologically restrained and introspective.  Naturally, as a native New 
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Yorker, I concluded that these distinctively Midwestern (ie. Scandinavian) characteristics 

were due to: the weather (glacial), their diet (which seemed to consist of mostly corn, 

beef, and loads of diary), their religion (a decidedly dull brand of Lutheranism), and, 

lastly, some vague genetic or tribal disposition to misery passed down via countless 

generations of sullen, icy-veined Swedes. In short, I felt I had a pretty decent handle on 

the setting, if not the actual plot.  That would take some work (as it turned out). 

Luckily, I had a director who was very enthusiastic about having me as her scenic 

designer. Despite being in the MFA design program for more years than most (due to my 

being staff), Leslie Jacobson (a long-time theatre professor in our program) and I had 

never worked together. But she seemed to admire my previous designs and trusted that I 

would bring my usual level of passion to this project –and I realized that passion, as well 

as inspiration, would have to be in abundance after it was explained to me that A Little 

Night Music was to be a more ‘scaled back’ production with a somewhat more limited 

budget.  Rather than feeling intimidated, I was excited by the design challenge. 

Obviously, the very first thing to do was to get a firm grasp on the story. If it 

wasn’t about circus clowns or Mozart, then what was it about? And once I had a handle 

on its plot, structure, and characters, how would I go about determining the scenic needs 

–and at a basic minimum, at that? Beyond all of this, as promotional coordinator for the 

department, I was going to have to create a tantalizing poster as well. I quickly 

discovered that an understanding of the narrative of A Little Night Music would be a hard 

won task. 

Somehow, reading the libretto didn’t help. All of those Scandinavian names 

swimming in my head.  How was I supposed to tell these characters apart?  My online 
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research only clarified there were a lot of shenanigans involved, and that these particular 

Swedes were anything but icy. But the story itself eluded me.  I knew I was going to 

have to watch a production on YouTube. This also meant committing a cardinal sin of 

design according to my mentor, because I’d be seeing someone else’s set design in the 

process –possibly contaminating my own creative problem solving. I was in a genuine 

conundrum. I would have to rely on strength and inspiration of my own personal vision 

(hazy images of long, torch-lit columns of hanging lace had already begun to seep into 

my dreams (see Figure 38) to keep from being tainted.  I took the risk. 

Happily, the production I found on YouTube was basically a bare stage, so I 

would keep relatively free of any conceptual contaminants. But I must admit that A Little 

Night Music didn’t appeal to me upon my first viewing. The music was strange to my 

ears. And it was long. Also, there was in fact a song in there about clowns towards the 

end. As a child of the seventies, I knew the tune well; depressing and schmaltzy in equal 

measure, it had been a popular AM radio hit I’d heard time and again in the backseat of 

my mother’s car and in doctor’s office waiting rooms.  I truly detested it.  What was 

more, the song didn’t seem to fit in with the rest of the show at all. How in the world was 

I going to design a set for a show I didn’t like? Answer: it doesn’t matter. I had learned 

that much from my mentor already.  Besides, I was going to watch it again and again 

until I did like it. 

I watched it two more times.  While hadn’t yet developed a fondness for the 

show, I did finally have a good grasp on the story and its characters. One thing was clear: 

I had my work cut out for me. A Little Night Music was almost three hours of practically 

non-stop mercurial fluidity, its labyrinthine narrative of sexual intrigue carried aloft on 
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whirlwinds of ever-shifting locales and times. In fact, it seemed the story rarely remained 

in a single location for longer than five minutes. I scrubbed through the YouTube video 

again, hoping and waiting for some brilliant idea to strike like lightning.  “No wonder 

they stuck to just using period furniture,” I thought, regarding with a tinge of jealousy the 

ease with which the scenes switched back-and-forth. As I watched the show for a third 

time, I could feel my normally free-flowing creative juices receding into a stubborn, 

congealed pool at the bottom of my brain. 

A subsequent meeting with the director reinforced what was now an unusual (at 

least for me) creative block. At the top of the second act was a scene involving guests 

arriving in automobiles, and she was very much looking forward to a “clever” solution on 

my part. My thesis advisor, Carl Gudenius, recounted how a previous GW staging 

employed actual motorized period-style cars built from scratch by a former designer. Did 

the success of my thesis suddenly hinge on my ability to build working cars? I reflected 

on an incident when, as a prepubescent with a need for speed, I had attempted to modify 

an old, women’s bicycle into a racing machine down in the garage with some of my 

father’s tools. By the time I was finished, I had something that resembled a Dr. Seuss 

illustration. Later that same day, out on the secluded dirt trails where the kids used to 

gather for races, the contraption nearly cost me my life. For the sake of the actors, I was 

definitely going to have to come up with a solution that avoided anything with actual 

wheels. 

But the problem of cars would have to wait. First, I needed to establish my 

approach. I needed a plan. I decided to start the way I had so often observed my mentor 

begin his designs, by drafting simple geometric shapes in AutoCAD.  As the program 
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booted, I found myself contemplating a curious line spoken by Madame Armfeldt 

regarding three distinctly ludicrous phases of Eros as nurtured by Scandinavia’s infamous 

midnight sun: 

“It smiles three times: first, for the young, who know nothing; second, for the 

fools, who know too little; and, third, for the old, who know too much.” 

With this cynical morsel of folk wisdom, wizened love-veteran Madame Armfeldt 

had graciously decided my initial geometric choice for me: the circle. The image of a 

smiling Sun also bode well, as it was a popular Victorian design motif. She also provided 

a working number for me, Three, upon which I would elaborate a stage composition. The 

implementation of this number abounds in A Little Night Music, from the music (almost 

entirely in the haunting ¾ waltz time), to the three phases of man’s folly in love, to the 

three mismatched couples involved in their (variously disastrous) love triangles. 

I envisioned a grand circle as my central stage, a Stygian, erotic mandala 

exploding in a Celtic-hued orgasm of twisting filigree and flora, an uninhibited geometry 

of Victorian decadence upon which the carousel of hapless lovers could parade in their 

grand waltz at the top of the show. The director would love it! Obviously, for major 

impact, it would have to be huge, massive. But how in the world to design such a floor, 

much less paint it? Freehand wouldn’t do. As with stage designs I’d successfully created 

in the past, I would rely on my long-trusted friend, Photoshop. Photoshop, however, 

doesn’t have a ‘generate mandala’ filter. So, I turned to another longtime design friend, 

the Internet. 

Regardless of the discipline, the Internet is possibly the most democratic design 

tool available.  It doesn’t know how much art training you’ve had, how well you can 
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draw, paint, sew, or if you know the color wheel, yet with a little ingenuity (and detective 

skills), even a designer possessing the scantest natural artistic talent and vision can 

discover any number of golden methods to wheedle from the half-baked dross of his 

imagination something worth looking at.  And more often than not, for free! 

After around five minutes of searching, I discovered an online mandala generator 

called Kaleidoscope Painter. I wasn’t at all sure exactly what it would do, or how well it 

would work.  First, I would need something to work with.  I needed to ‘feed it’ an image. 

I began a rigorous session with Google’s incredible ‘Image Search’, another 

priceless tool I’ve noticed my fellow student designers either make far too little use of, 

don’t use to its fullest potential, or simply don’t understand how to use as a tool. I have 

concluded this might have a lot to do with very few of them coming from graphic design 

backgrounds. Without a graphic design background, images themselves, and particularly 

those found online, tend to be regarded as static ends as opposed to dynamic possibilities. 

As a graphic designer, when I find an image, my mind’s eye immediately begins to 

deconstruct its properties and my imagination starts to manipulate it, mutating it into 

something new.  I see far more than what I am actually looking at.  This could possibly 

be the result of years of using Photoshop, and the way it has, perhaps, changed the way 

my brain works (but that would be a subject for a different thesis under a wholly separate 

discipline). 

I knew I wanted to tie the design of the floor in with the theme of Nature, where 

“A Weekend in the Country” in the second act at Madame Armfeldt’s estate comes into 

full bloom, but in such a way that it could also serve the various interior spaces, as well 

as any possible neutral or abstract locales. 
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I had decided the forest outside the Armfeldt estate was to be a birch forest. 
 
Perhaps I could find an image of a birch tree and see what the Kaleidoscope Painter could 

make of that?   I wasn’t too sure how the program worked, but I suspected it took an 

image and repeated it in some elaborate geometric pattern. 

I picked a graphic I found of a cluster of birch branches and opened it in 

Photoshop. I cropped out the branch I liked best, left it in its original orientation (an angle 

of around forty-degrees*), and saved it as a basic jpg. I then opened it in Kaleidoscope 

Painter, dragged a few sliders around (not really knowing what I was doing), held my 

breath, and hit the “Generate” button.  What I saw filled me with delight.  It was perfect! 

Deciding I might improve upon perfection, I tried sliding the controls around in 

different configurations. The results were not remotely as satisfactory. I thought I might 

try other images of birch branches, just to see what happened. I was excited. I worked 

with photos of birches, drawings of birches, paintings of birch leaves, some I edited, 

some I simply left “as is,” but none of these further experiments yielded anything as 

lovely as my initial experiment. 

The thing to do was bring the first mandala into Photoshop. The file generated by 

Kaleidoscope Painter was a black-and-white .eps file. This was more good news, as this 

type of file is generally scalable to a generous degree without too much pixel loss, and 

my floor was at least twenty-eight feet in diameter. I still wasn’t sure how I was going to 

transfer the design to such a scale, but I’d worry about that later. For now, I had to dive 

into color. What would my palette be? I meditated on the word, “Victorian,” while 

keeping in mind the sylvan environs of the deep, Swedish woods.  I dipped Photoshop’s 
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Paint Bucket tool into the leaf of the original birch photo I used, and found a beautiful, 

lush green (figure). “Yes!” I exclaimed aloud, “My set is going to be a riot of green!” 

The color green, I also knew, had a fascinatingly morbid legacy in the context of 

Victorian decorative arts and textiles. 

By mixing copper and white arsenic (arsenic trioxide), the Victorians achieved a 

beautiful, though extremely toxic, green dye inflicting blindness, massive sores, lesions, 

diarrhea, and anemia (just to name a few), and often leading to grisly, blood-soaked 

deaths among the, typically, young workshop girls that had the misfortune of handling 

this lovely green dust for a living. The medical community soon began to chime in on the 

cruelty of the current green obsession “…the British Medical Journal called green-clad 

women “killing” (Victorian slang for attractive) femmes fatales: “Well may the 

fascinating wearer of it be called a killing creature. She actually carries in her skirts 

poison enough to slay the whole of the admirers she may meet with in half a dozen ball- 

rooms.”1
 

 
In true Victorian style, I would festoon the set with poison-green velour! I would 

not, however, mention the true inspiration behind my planned exploitation of green in 

production meetings, but rather keep this tantalizingly dark bit of popular history to 

myself, much in the way I had often satisfied my depraved artistic impulses by hiding 

plague-ridden rats, venomous snakes, and flying saucers in poster designs for department 

productions. 

 
 

1 Matthews David, Alison. “The Arsenic Dress: How Poisonous Green Pigments 
Terrorized Victorian Fashion.” Pictorial, November 4, 2015. 
http://pictorial.jezebel.com/the-arsenic-dress-how-poisonous-green-pigments-terrori- 
1738374597 

http://pictorial.jezebel.com/the-arsenic-dress-how-poisonous-green-pigments-terrori-
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But my design concerns would quickly shift gears from aesthetic concerns to 

more practical issues. This particular staging of A Little Night Music wasn’t going to be a 

big, sprawling affair with a full orchestra. We were doing something a bit more low-key, 

with just two pianos. The buzzword in production meetings was “intimate.” The 

Department of Music said there was going to be two pianos. Where was I going to put 

these pianos? I didn’t want their placement to feel like an after-thought. I only knew of 

one way not to have something come across like an after-thought. 

When I’m tasked with designing a show, I start by doing two things in tandem. 

First, I do a lot of visual research. I look for inspiration. Sometimes I’m looking for 

images that ‘nail’ a more-or-less specific aesthetic look that I already have vividly in my 

mind’s eye. I might also be in ‘detective mode,’ searching for those pieces of a puzzle, 

which, when put together, help me construct a visually captivating (and hopefully 

practical!) realization of the final stage picture. 

At the same time, I like to put in long hours in AutoCAD. I just play.  I already 

had a large circle, and now I had to draw the rest of the set. After a day or two of 

uninhibited drawing, I had all sorts of possibilities. I also had lots of visual inspiration by 

this point.  In short, I had ideas.  But now it was time to seek guidance. 

As a student designer, I’m not shy about asking for direction. We are all in this 

program to learn. Strangely, I’ve noticed over the (admittedly long) course of my study, 

that my peers often resist help, especially from faculty. This has always struck me as 

absolutely counter-intuitive. Maybe they’re afraid it makes them seem like weak 

designers? As for me, I can say without hesitation that my designs don’t really, actually, 

begin in earnest until after my first meeting with my mentor, Prof. Carl Gudenius. 
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Having a professional creative with decades of experience eager to guide one’s 

design process is an invaluable luxury, and one that should be taken advantage of without 

fear or shame. When a student designer allows his ego to impede a once in a lifetime 

learning experience –whether due to an “artistic personality,” a fear of failure, or merely 

a resistance to authority– it is, in my opinion, folly in extreme (not to mention a complete 

waste of time and money). And here I feel it’s necessary to address another common 

paranoia harbored by all too many student designers, which I am going to call the fear of 

“railroading.” 

This is when a student designer, while they may be outwardly seeking guidance, 

is in fact putting up creative, mental, and sometimes emotional blocks in order to protect 

their precious ideas or concepts from being “railroaded” or otherwise hijacked by those 

whose job it is to help them. For the sake of my personal growth as a designer, I made a 

conscious decision early on the put my own (considerable) artistic ego on the backburner 

for the duration of my study. I first learned how to do this, years ago, when I was in a 

rock band called Dreams In Exile. 

With vague promises of being signed to an independent label, my musical partner 

and I spent months writing beautiful, intricate, subtly textured songs. We were proud of 

them. They were, as far as we were concerned, already perfect, and being visionaries we 

knew exactly how they should sound in recordings. After having saved enough money, 

we went into a professional recording studio. The sound engineer/producer (now 

extremely well-known in the field), upon hearing our work, quickly began making 

suggestions. Some of them were radical. This was probably my first experience not only 

with true collaboration, but with truly “letting go” of my ego in the name of achieving the 
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best possible result –and the results were amazing. While the label of our dreams passed 

on us, Dreams In Exile did get signed to another label. And, as an artist, I’d learned a 

valuable lesson as well as a mindset, which, in the process of “making,” has proved far 

more valuable than any natural talent I might have.  Talent, in and of itself, is useless. 

Wearing it as a badge of honor is worse than useless. 
 

After a number of discussions with Carl during which we reviewed my drawings 

and bounced ideas back-and-forth, an intriguing piano placement was proposed. The two 

pianos would sit on raised decks, one at the stage right at the edge of the proscenium and 

the other at stage left, both of which would extend into the audience. It was a very 

exciting idea to have the two pianists (while not performers, per se), in effect, breaking 

the fourth wall. The on-stage faces of the decks would follow the curve of the central 

floor design by visually forming a concentric arc, a logical continuance the primary circle 

theme. 

I amended my drawing in preparation for the next production meeting, and kept 

my fingers crossed the Music Department would find the updated concept as thrilling as I 

did. But other disciplines have needs that we in theatre might not necessarily be able to 

anticipate. In this instance, it turned out that the piano players not only needed to be 

stationed in fairly close proximity, but would also need to face each other. At first this 

was sort of a letdown, until I realized that, without the substantial footprint of a piano, the 

stage left deck was now completely free for use by actors.  It also became apparent that 

the placement of the decks over seating areas was probably not going to work if the piano 

players needed to be parallel and facing each other.  The best solution was to place the 
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main pianist (music director, Patrick O’Donnell) on the stage right deck facing upstage 

with the second piano on the stage beneath, facing downstage. 

I already had a CAD drawing of the piano Patrick would be playing, and I got the 

dimension of the second piano from its owner, Robert Baker. Once I had the pianos in 

place, I could see that there was room on the stage right deck for actors to pass. 

I had a pretty good idea what the decks should look like. Victorian architecture 

encompassed a broad enough range of styles (so I had relative freedom in terms of 

historical influence), and I had been taking numerous “design walks” around D.C.  When 

I am charged with designing a set, I go for long, meandering walks around the city as part 

of my research, which I call design walks. Mostly, I observe how architecture and 

ornament create aesthetic environments.  Washington, D.C. is, with the possible 

exception of New York, the most architecturally rich city I have ever lived in. 

My own neighborhood, a prime example of mid-Victorian architecture (like many 

areas of D.C.), had enough ornament to keep my eye busy for weeks. Although 

unremarkable, perhaps, to the average passerby, I found a great deal of inspiration in the 

cast iron work that abounds in my immediate environs. The lush rinceau of period cast 

iron stoops, balustrades and window guards, frequently in combination with wrought 

iron, adorn nearly every building in sight in both Dupont Circle and nearby Georgetown 

where my excursions often bring me.2 

While looking at architecture, I also try to imagine how things are constructed. 

The buildings on my block, most of them dating to the mid-nineteenth century, were 

 
 

2 Robertson, E. Graeme, Robertson, Joan (1977). Cast Iron Decoration: A World Survey. 
New York, New York: Thames & Hudson Inc. 
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clearly built to last. But building for theatre is different. Theatrical sets, depending on 

the anticipated length of the show’s run, only need to exist for a short while. I knew, at 

the very least, that the stage right deck had to withstand the weight of a grand piano. 

Given the limited budget, it was probably going to be a good idea for me to make 

as much use of stock platforms as possible to create my decks. 

The time had come to address the main hurdle of the set, namely, how to facilitate 

scene changes that were not only rapid, but elegant as well. The honest truth was I didn’t 

really have any good ideas. Despite having watched the show at least three times, no 

brilliant solution had sprung out at me. Often, my visual research alone provides a 

workable answer. Not this time. I found myself in an unfamiliar quandary: I was 

completely stuck. 

I knew the answer wouldn’t be periaktoi, although they’d worked nicely for me in 

the Washington Stage Guild’s production of Pygmalion. With its extremely wide and 

shallow proscenium stage with a raked house floor, periaktoi were an inexpensive, 

simple, and (thanks to Photoshop and a 42” plotter that prints on canvas) visually 

stunning design solution. But the Dorothy Betts Marvin Theatre is not a proscenium 

theater, and for anyone seated at extreme house right or left, I knew the clever illusion 

would be jarringly dispelled. 

I found myself skulking down the empty hallways of the department one evening 

after the workday had ended. I had been laboring over my drafting for hours, still half- 

expecting the perfect idea would miraculously occur to me, and I thought that maybe 

mindless wandering would cause a light bulb to go on. It had worked once before, back 

when I was living in Portland, Oregon, trying to scrape a meager existence programming 
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interactive Flash games for Pearson Education. I had created a drag-and-drop quiz game 

for some anthropological textbook, and I’d managed to get everything to work except for 

one, extremely important, function. 

I remember being on the phone with my girlfriend at the time, a law student in 

Italy, complaining my situation was hopeless. I told her that nothing I tried was working. 

My deadline was imminent. I was in a panic.  “Just go for a walk,” she sagely advised 

me. “The answer will come to you, you’ll see.” 

After we hung up I felt slightly better, but I didn’t see how simply going for a 

walk was going to solve the problem. I left the apartment and just started walking. She’d 

said to “just walk” and not think about or ponder the problem. Ideally, I wasn’t to think 

about anything. It was an early summer evening and the weather was pleasant.  It felt 

good to get out of my dark, stuffy apartment for a little while, even if this didn’t work. 

After around a half-hour, having succeeded in emptying my mind (if such a thing is 

possible), I found myself wandering up a typically picturesque, tree-lined Northwest 

Portland lane. I remember the exact moment that it happened. I was gazing empty- 

headedly up at the leaves of an overhanging tree branch, when a very bright light literally 

flashed inside my head. In that precise instant, I had the solution. Its simplicity was so 

ingenious, I actually laughed aloud. Where had this idea come from? It was too brilliant 

for me to have ever thought of it, I knew that much. It was among the strangest 

experiences I’ve ever had. 

And now I was hoping for a repeat. 
 

This time the “flash” would come in the form of another production design 

student, Molly Hall. 
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The fact was that at this particular point I just needed another designer to talk to. 
 
Actually, I probably would have talked to pretty much anybody. After all, one never 

knows where a creative solution to a problem might come from. But Molly, having an 

extensive theatre background (unlike me), could have suggestions that might seem self- 

evident to her, but would be revelatory to me.  At least that was my hope. 

The incubation period is a crucial stage in any design process, and I had not, up to 

this point, entertained any discussions whatsoever with my peers about my concept for A 

Little Night Music. This wasn’t due to any personal code of secrecy, nor was it shyness 

about admitting I’d hit an obstacle.  I just think that graduate students simply tend to 

avoid discussing their designs with each other, at least in the earlier stages of evolution. 

Maybe this isn’t the case in other programs, but I suspect it’s universal (for better or 

worse). 

Molly appearing, seemingly out of nowhere, in the empty hallway that evening 

felt like seeing a thin beam of sunlight piercing through a storm cloud. There is 

something solid and thorough about Molly and the way she approaches her work.  It was 

a quality I’d always admired. I also vaguely knew that she came from sort of 

Pennsylvania Dutch background, and those were hardworking, pragmatic people. I often 

imagined her in a modest bonnet and apron, maybe churning butter or weaving complex 

quilts in a gas-lit cottage somewhere out in the woods. But today, Molly was in her work 

clothes, having just retured from the scene shop out in Landover.  She smelled like tools. 

“I’m having some issues with my design,” I said, leaning sullenly against the 

wall. Molly nodded up at me, almost as if she knew as much. Even though she’d clearly 

just put in a hard day, she was still buzzing with that same jittery energy that seems to 
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fuel her every waking moment (and possibly her sleeping moments as well?). If I didn’t 

know better, I’d think Molly was a speed freak. 

“Okay!” she replied eagerly. “Well, do you want to talk it out? Maybe it’ll 

help…you know…I mean, it couldn’t hurt.” (more jittering.) There is a “no-nonsense” 

aura about Molly that made me feel I could trust her.  I decided to open up. 

We went into my office and I showed Molly absolutely everything I had drafted 

up to that point, as well as examples of visual research and even my planned color 

palette.  We discussed, among other things, the basic requirements of the show, the 

current piano placements, and how I intended the decks to be used in terms of potential 

blocking (determined by conversations with the director). I shared every idea I had with 

Molly, which, to reiterate, is not something I’d typically do with another student. She 

listened intently to what I had to say, interjected a few questions here and there, and 

within fifteen minutes or so, we had talked out a strategy that seemed so plainly obvious I 

had to laugh. 

The proposed solution, which from this point onward would be known as “Mobile 

Reversible Units,” was the missing lynchpin.  They were what would make my set work. 

I would design the units as moving, vertical panels, which, either standing alone 

or in groupings, could, in a matter of seconds, establish temporary scenic environments. 

The units, being on casters, could also be quickly reversed for those pesky blink-of-an- 

eye scene changes that had, up until now, caused me such a headache. But how many of 

these units did I need? How should they look? And if they were to be reversible, how 

would I know which front-and-back facings to have the same unit?  To keep my units 
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organized, I decided to create a chart for each scene, the characters involved, and the 

settings. 

It soon became obvious that the set would require at least six units to be designed 

in groups or sets of two. Each set would share a shape inspired by Victorian decorative 

motifs. They would also be “color coded” according to location or a specific character. 

For instance, I assigned the color pink to Desirée Armfeldt, who struck me as the most 

sexualized character in A Little Night Music.  Had I based my color choice solely upon 

her sexual quality, I might reasonably have chosen a scarlet red. But Desirée also seemed 

to be the most desperate for love, and maybe the most capable of actually giving love. 

So, why pink? Based on my study of esoteric subjects, I chose pink according to its 

meaning in the human aura. It also enjoyed considerable vogue in the Victorian palette. 

Therefore, a rose-flushed pink seemed like an obvious, as well as attractive, choice. 

Using Photoshop, I sampled colors (with the Eyedropper tool) from various 

Victorian era objects, wallpapers, textiles, etc., to create a palette for my design. I named 

Desirée’s pink “Victorian Dusky Rose.” I now wonder why I didn’t simply title it 

“Desirée’s Pink”? This exclusive palette would include colors such as Aesthetic Green, 

Spring Grass Green, Ash butter (a very pale, milky yellow featured in the Armfeldt 

estate), Fin-de-siècle Grey (in actuality, an extremely powdery mauve and featured in the 

Egerman household), and Teen Suicide Blue (a creamy primrose inspired by Goethe’s 

proto-Romantic novel of unrequited passion, The Sorrows of Young Werther). 

For the shapes of the units, I discovered a wonderful web resource for designers, 

craftsmanspace.com. This website offers patterns, DIY plans, 3D models, etc., and all for 

free.  After hours of rifling through the site I managed to find the potential patterns 
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developed from period designs from which I could cull three (at first) distinctive Mobile 

Reversible Units types. 

I began designing the “Mobile Reversible Unit–Type 1,” working with a pattern 

from a medieval-style Victorian table inlay, which I intended to double as Ann’s 

vanity/makeup area and Desirée’s temporary lodging. I proceeded to “explode” the 

original drawing and sampled the portions I wanted to work with, and soon I created a 

classic Victorian silhouette, roughly eight feet tall, composed of lavish moresques –a 

perfect job for our CNC Router. I hadn’t yet made much use of the CNC Router (a much 

lauded machine the department acquired in recent years). But now I imagined what an 

intense presence six, tall, richly colored, routed units would have on stage. I pictured the 

looming filigree shadows the lighting designer could cast with the right fixtures, and the 

rich textures that might be achieved, especially in combination with the right gobos. 

I proceeded to design the rest of the units with the intention that they would be 

structural ornaments, primarily of the plastic type, which “depends on light-and-shade for 

its effect, being produced by raising or depressing the surface in various ways, as by 

molding, carving, hammering, stamping, etc,” as opposed to chromatic ornament, 

depending on “color (including black and white) for its effect.” 3   For instance, I based 

“Type 2” on a floral stained glass pattern and would double as theater prosceniums and 
 
the Armfeldt’s outdoor terrace. However, while I still intended Type 2 to include routing 

(ie. the leading for the ‘stained glass’), in this particular instance the final effect would be 

achieved thanks to Photoshop designs printed on canvas. “Type 3” was an extreme 

example of Victorian fretwork, almost Art Nouveau in inspiration (see Figure 25), 

 

3 Hamlin, A.D.F. (1916). A History of Ornament: Ancient and Medieval. 
New York: The Century Co. 



20  

lending itself nicely as Desirée’s headboard and its reverse, the Armfeldt’s outdoor 

terrace. “Type 4” was based on a furniture scroll saw pattern, and was intended for the 

Armfeldt gardens (these were the only units to feature Teen Suicide Blue–intended to be 

utilized during Henrik’s failed suicide by hanging in Act 2–but were ultimately cut by the 

director). 

With these units I was able to achieve the necessary rapid and elegant 

progressions this musical called for, but also capture the sentimental spirit of the 

Victorian Age as exemplified in its fanciful décor. 

As a designer who revels in period research, particularly when I can show-off to 

my director that my design–whether merely a simple detail or the thing in its entirety–is 

historically accurate, I am also helplessly enslaved to the various muses that seem to 

explode out at me, typically out of the blue, during the initial creative phase. As I’ve 

mentioned earlier, when I am charged with a design, scenic or otherwise, my entire habit 

of regarding the world around me inexplicably changes. This, I have come to believe 

after much thought, must occur on a subconscious level, operating almost like a post- 

hypnotic suggestion. For, when I am designing, I suddenly find myself strangely attuned 

to my environment (line, texture, and form) in a way that I simply am not under normal 

circumstances. Maybe this curious state of hyper-receptivity is the norm for great artists 

and designers, but personally I’m glad when it finally fades (usually in accordance with 

the final acceptance of the design by the production team). 

Inspirations can strike me at any place and at any time. Once, when I was 

designing a set for a contemporary opera set in a neighborhood bar, I happened to be at a 

Starbucks one morning.  I certainly wasn’t thinking about my design on any conscious 
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level. In fact, I wasn’t thinking about anything whatsoever save my craving for caffeine 

and, perhaps, whether the barista had managed to spell my name correctly on my cup. 

While waiting for my coffee, I found myself staring vacantly at the bar.  My eyes 

lingered on the long curves of the wood grain, and then on to the construction of the thing 

itself. While I had been in this Starbucks many times in the past, I had never given the 

interior much, if any, thought. But now a sort of thrill began to surge through me. I was 

looking at a very handsome piece of furniture. It was perfect!  I discreetly took some 

snaps of it with my phone, and later referred to this bar not only in my drafting, but also 

in my paint choices and graining technique. 

Another common inspiration seems to come from film. Knowing this about my 

own process, I particularly like to make sure to watch as many movies as I can while still 

in the “brewing” phase of a design. Typically, I tend to watch them very late at night. I 

generally have no qualifications about what sort of movie I watch, which is to say, I don’t 

choose them based on any particular set of criteria, such as historical setting. Why? Film 

can sometimes get it wrong when picturizing period fashions and decoration, such as in 

the case of Gone With the Wind. In term of design, this popular novel’s translation into 

the 1939 film inspired “the public’s adoption of many incongruous bits of old-time 

décor,” namely “a plague of lamps of extreme hideousness” whose “appearance amidst 

the florid furnishings of the film’s Victorian setting carried a terrific impact to a public 

not equipped to judge the period” and resulted in a revival of decorative throwbacks “as 
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remote from present-day living as were some of the decorative throwbacks of the 

Victorians.” 4 

Therefore, I do not necessarily look to so-called period films for accurate design 

references. However, I don’t rule them out either, for I am utterly indiscriminate where it 

concerns sources of inspiration, for it can strike just as easily inside the prosaic interior of 

a local Starbucks as during a hundredth viewing of Grease 2. Whatever engine is at work 

in the human brain that causes the neural pathways responsible for creativity to spark, it 

doesn’t seem the discretions of the frontal lobe play much of a role. It could also be that 

watching films while the mind is settled in a passive mode (such as late at night) that the 

creative channels are allowed easier flow. These are just speculations on my part, 

obviously. 

And so it was that one evening, for no reason whatsoever, I found myself drawn 

to watch a movie on TCM I had never seen before, Heaven Can Wait. This was not the 

1978 film starring Warren Beatty (a lousy movie I’d seen as a child), but the 1943 

comedy directed by Ernst Lubitsch. 

At the start of the film, it is the early 1940’s.  Our protagonist, Henry Van Cleve, 

a recently deceased old man, is waiting in a fancy reception area eager to be admitted into 

Hell. For some reason, the Devil doesn’t seem fully convinced the old man is quite bad 

enough to get in, so Van Cleve begins to recount his sordid life story, which quickly takes 

us back in time to the late 1800’s. Now I really began to pay attention. Later in the film, 

there was a dining room scene at the palatial home of the protagonist’s fiancé.  There 

were the most amazing velvet curtains hanging in the background.  And they were hung 

 

4 Lichten, Frances (1950). Decorative Art of Victoria’s Era. 
New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons. 
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in the most intriguing style. I had never seen curtains arranged in this particular way, and 

I was enthralled by the elegant composition. I was determined to recreate what I was 

seeing, but the scene ended before I had a chance to attempt a sketch. 

The next day I thought I’d see if I could find Heaven Can Wait online somewhere. 

If it existed, for example on YouTube, and I located the scene with the curtains and 

paused it, I could make my sketch. Amazingly, I was able to find the precise scene I was 

seeking online the next day on a film history blog.5 Now I was able to freeze the video 

and see exactly how the curtains were draped. Having this unlikely reference was what I 

needed to create a scalable drawing of the curtains in AutoCAD. This re-created curtain 

arrangement, along with its elaborate swags and bunting, would inform the look of the 

entire set. 
 

I didn’t actually know anything about making swags, much less jabots and 

bunting. It never occurred to me there was very much to it. After all, one sees fancy- 

looking curtains everywhere from common restaurants to the cheapest hotel lobbies. 

Also, for some reason (sheer ignorance?), I had the idea that draping my set in dozens of 

yards of velour (or material looked and draped like velour) would be inexpensive. I first 

began by researching online how swags are actually made. I found numerous do-it- 

yourself, step-by-step guides, most of them pdf booklets. Unfortunately, they either cost 

money, were too complicated for me to understand, or were in Russian. Russians, I soon 

ascertained, apparently have an extreme fondness for elaborate curtain treatments. 

Before long, I found a YouTube channel by woman in England who runs a 

cottage industry making swags for people’s homes, parties, and events.  In her first video, 

 

5 Johnson, Amy M. “The Merry Widow Waltz: Lubitsch’s “Heaven Can Wait.” 
randompicturesblog, May 4, 2014. https://randompicturesblog.net/tag/gene-tierney/ 
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she was actually viciously yelling at what I presumed was a very unsatisfied customer 

who had dared to question her “methods.”  I figured any business owner willing to risk 

her professional reputation by posting a video in which she’s screaming at a customer 

was worth paying attention to. My intuition about this slightly unhinged woman paid off, 

because I soon found a video in which she demonstrated her own unique method for 

quickly arranging swags in a variety of styles. Swags were not, as I’d assumed, merely a 

specially draped piece of rectangular cloth. And neither were jabots. Before I could test 

this system for myself, I had to get my hands on a swag pattern. 

I created my own pattern by downloading an image from one of the Russian 

websites, importing it into AutoCAD, then tracing half of it and mirroring it. It came out 

perfectly.  Now I had a swag pattern I could scale to whatever size I liked (see Figure 68). 

It took me a long time before I finally committed to the fabric I would use for the 

main swagging around my decks. Initially, John Traub lent me his Rosebrand catalogue 

to peruse, and I also researched some local businesses we’ve worked with in the past as 

well online. Between the catalogue and the inventories offered on websites, there were 

dozens of options I thought would serve my design perfectly. However, when I’d show 

either John or Carl my top choices, it turned out I had chosen all the most expensive 

options. I had quite a talent for it, actually.  Two problems became readily clear.  One 

was that I couldn’t decipher basic pricing charts. They just didn’t make any sense to me. 

Between all the dancing numbers–not to mention the mystifying terms and abbreviations 

I couldn’t comprehend–coupled with my life-long inability to do even simple arithmetic, 

I felt very frustrated. The other problem was I couldn’t figure out how much material I 

needed. 
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I just wanted a whole bunch of green velvet! Why was this so hard?! I always 

seemed to come up against the same brick wall: Math. 

An aversion to numbers and figures is an unfortunate malady for a designer. 

Math is, in fact, a designer’s best friend. Without math, there is simply no way to 

translate the artist’s inner vision to the reality of, for instance, the stage.  But for this 

designer, math is more like an ever-present, smug, know-it-all jerk that constantly likes to 

make me look and feel like a pea-brained idiot.  I have actually had instances in 

AutoCAD where I had previously drawn a line (let’s say for argument’s sake, 20’ 6”), 

only to revisit the drawing the next day and find all the proportions strangely…off. 

Eventually, I’d discover the culprit. Re-measuring that very same line, to my 

astonishment, it would now be 20’ 6.5”! “How could that have happened?” I’d wonder. 

But wasn’t it obvious? Math was out to get me –again! This cruel bullying dates back to 

my childhood, in fact. 

I imagine a lot of people’s grade school memories are filled with happy images of 

playing hide-and-seek on the playground, fun games of kick-ball, and of simply being a 

normal, well-adjusted kid enjoying the vigor of youth and the excitement of learning. My 

memories are different.  Setting aside the harrowing embarrassment of being 

continuously singled-out during math period for not knowing basic multiplication, my 

after-school hours and weekends were largely spent in dark basements with stoic, and 

sometimes sinister, math tutors, where my progress (or lack thereof) in apprehending 

simple mathematical formulae was monitored like a disease. None of the other children 

seemed to have this problem with math.  Why me?  My mother was especially 

bewildered.  “I don’t understand this, he could read at the age of two!” she’d complain to 
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my tutors. These coffee-breathed math wizards, in turn, employed all manner of 

experimental methods for getting me to grasp the mind-bending splendor of math. I 

don’t know how long these sessions of excruciating logic-puzzles, memorizing rhymes, 

and playing boring computer games typically lasted, but it was like being in a torture 

chamber. By the time my mother would arrive to pick me up, I’d be exhausted, numb, 

and filled with self-hate.  If I had chanced to perform well that day, I was rewarded. 

Maybe I’d be allowed to watch television. When I did not show improvement the house 

would explode in ferocious brawls that usually lasted until bedtime –and beyond. 

By the third grade, no longer able to keep up with the rest of the class during math 

period (we were now learning multiplication), I would be sent to the back of the room. 

There, I was permitted to do the one thing I seemed to be good at: drawing and writing 

stories. While I would not learn basic multiplication tables until much later (the fifth or 

sixth grade), I was now earning quite a reputation as an artist, and my young peers, who 

celebrated my talent, often commissioned work from me. While my usual oeuvre was 

Greek mythology, this was where the waist-high stack of German S&M magazines in a 

neighborhood friend’s father’s bathroom proved very helpful. I took great pleasure in 

drawing Hieronymus Bosch-like couplings between women and demons, half-human 

hybrid sex monsters, and violent Amazonian orgies. But it was only a matter of time 

before some kid’s mother found one of my masterpieces hidden under a bed, and I was 

incriminated as a third-grade pornographer. I believe my mother still keeps one of these 

infamous drawings in a box of childhood memorabilia. 

Around this time, one of my math tutors, who also happened to be a family friend, 

called the house one night.  She requested my parents send me up the street to a cocktail 
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party she was throwing. Apparently, she’d told her drunken guests that one of her 

students liked to draw various scenes inspired by Greek mythology, and more to the 

point, he drew everyone naked. Needless to say, this humiliating stint as parlor 

entertainment for a roomful of inebriated adults only further complicated my already 

adversarial relationship with math. However, as a reward for my guileless devotion to 

the “heroic nude,”6 my tutor gifted me the copy of Bulfinch's Mythology I’d been 

coveting on her bookshelf. 

The fact is I still stink at math. One might reasonably wonder how, after so many 

decades, this juvenile problem of mine could have persisted? To this I can only surmise 

that the old adage, “time heals all wounds,” is false, but that another adage, “tragedy plus 

time equals comedy” is true, because now I found myself in the ridiculous position of 

having designed an entire set based around curtains, swags, and jabots, and completely 

lost as to how to figure out how much I needed –much less the cost. 

The first crucial step in solving my mathematical riddle came with understanding 

the term “fullness.” It was a term I kept coming across while researching curtains and 

swags, but I didn’t really know what it meant other than it sounded like something I’d 

want. Carl explained to me that it meant the folds of a hanging curtain, and that the 

amount of “fullness” was in correspondence to how opulent I wanted my treatment to be. 

If I was going to stay true to my renderings (and I always do) featuring unapologetically 

lush sweeps of rich, green velour, obviously I would need “100% fullness.” Certainly, 

nothing less would do. 

 
 
 

6 Binns, Corey. “Why Ancient Greeks Are Always Nude.” Live Science, February 2, 
2007. http://www.livescience.com/4315-ancient-greeks-nude.html 

http://www.livescience.com/4315-ancient-greeks-nude.html
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I proceeded to measure the widths and heights of each curtain and swag in my set. 
 
For 100% fullness, I then had to take all of the horizontal measurements and double 

them. I started to break into a sweat. Why in the world would I have thought designing a 

set engulfed in velour was a good idea? This was going to cost a fortune. But it was far 

too late now–the design had been pitched and eagerly accepted–so I soldiered on. 

Next I had to measure the patterns I’d made for my swags and jabots, and each 

deck featured at least eight swag/jabot combinations.  The numbers were really adding 

up. Now I was getting really nervous. I hadn’t even begun to calculate the number of 

yards I would need for my background curtains (some sections as high as 16’ tall) and the 

massive swag arrangements I’d copied directly from Heaven Can Wait. John had been 

mentioning a high likelihood of a tube and drape rental for this aspect, but that didn’t 

include the swags, the largest of which I measured at 16’ in length and 60” wide (with 

fullness). 

Painted drops. I didn’t really have any experience with them. I’d never designed  

a set that featured one. I had a fairly specific picture in my mind of the sylvan 

atmosphere around the Armfeldt estate. It absolutely had to be a birch forest. More than 

that, it could be neither too sunny nor too dark. This was summer in Sweden, the land of 

the midnight sun. Were there painted drops available that could possibly fit such narrow 

parameters? Unless it was a drop created specifically for A Little Night Music, I sort of 

doubted it. Carl suggested I look online for a possible rental. Did he know something I 

didn’t? Well, of course he knows lots of things I don’t –but was he aware of the 

existence of the exact painted drop I was looking for? What if I couldn’t find the right 

one?  Would I have to paint it myself?  I’d never even taken a scenic painting class! 
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Part of the “fun” (for lack of a better word) of having Carl as advisor on a design 

is the mystery. I always have the feeling that he already knows the solutions that are 

going to make my design succeed. But, I also have a sneaking suspicion he actually 

doesn’t really know, and that the process from conception to stage is just as mysterious 

and exciting a journey for him as it is for me. At the same time, I never really get overly 

concerned about going too far down the wrong road, because I know Carl doesn’t want to 

see a design failure any more than I do. In the past, I’ve sometimes vaguely overheard 

meetings in Carl’s office with other student designers.  Occasionally, these meetings 

lasted hours and it often sounded like arguing was going on. These meetings always sort 

of baffled me.  Why not just take your advisor’s advice and get to work? 

I began by first searching through the websites Carl had suggested. There were 

certainly a lot of forest-themed drops, pages and pages of them, in fact. Sadly, they were 

all the wrong kind of forests, and most of them looked like backdrops for children’s 

plays. I had a model to make for the next production meeting, and I couldn’t present it 

with a cartoon forest. After a couple of hours of searching, it still wasn’t looking very 

promising. But I also knew from experience that if Carl thought I’d find the right painted 

drop online, chances were I would.  I kept at it. 

To my complete astonishment, I found a painted drop that met every specification 

I was seeking. It was a birch forest, twenty-two feet high and forty-five feet wide, with a 

low, setting sun and color palette including a variety of greens, grays, rose hues, twilight 

blue, and mauve. Coincidentally, it was from Drapes and Drops, a business we have a 

long-standing working relationship with located in nearby Alexandria, Virginia. Drapes 
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and Drops would also be the company to provide my tube and drape system –another 

adventure story in which Carl figures largely. 

Drapes and Drops is run by a man called Leonard. When I was first searching for 

my curtains, swags, etc., it was suggested that I call Leonard and drop Carl’s name (Carl 

and Leonard having known each other professional for some decades). I’m not normally 

shy about making cold calls, especially when it comes to the acquisition of elements I 

need to make my show happen. When I was designing one of my first shows, Almost, 

Maine, I called at least a half-dozen lumberjacks in pursuit of two fifteen-foot tall tree 

trunks. Even though this slightly odd request was met with incredulous laughter, the 

lumberjacks were generally friendly. But for some reason I felt vaguely frightened at the 

prospect of speaking to this Leonard character. I was warned he was always very gruff, 

had a volatile temper, and was prone to exploding at people who irritated him. Now, Carl 

had already let me know they were likely to still have quite a bit of green velour from a 

show he had designed some years ago. Considering a major part of my set was likely 

going to come from Drapes and Drops, I was terrified of angering the man. 

If I was lucky, Carl said, Sharon would answer the phone. I made some mental 

notes in preparation for what I was going to say, mustered some courage, and dialed. In 

fact, Sharon did answer the phone. Unfortunately, when I asked her about their inventory 

of green velour, she put me on hold.  I knew what was coming next. 

Me: Hi, Leonard? Long story short, I’m looking for a lot of green velour. 

Leonard:  Green? 

Me: Yes, approximately fifty yards. Do you think you might have any? 

Leonard:  Probably not. 
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Me: Carl Gudenius–you know him, right?–well, he thought you still might– 

Leonard:  Carl?!  Whattaya work for him or something? 

Me: Umm, yeah. I’m a student designer at GW and– 

Leonard:  You tell Carl he owes me money! 

Me: Okay. But might you possibly still have his curtains?– 

Leonard:  His curtains??? Did you say his curtains?!?! 

Leonard was far less antagonistic than I’d imagined. As far his inventory of green 

velour, or whether he still had “Carl’s curtains,” I was going to have to go out to the 

warehouse and find out for myself. I had never been to Drapes and Drops before, or any 

drapery/drop rental warehouse for that matter.  I really didn’t know what such a visit 

might entail. I pictured wading waist-deep through countless musty bins, rummaging 

through sun-bleached piles of rotting velvet, searching desperately for something green 

while Leonard stood there, scoffing. Some weeks earlier, I had discovered a few fairly 

large plastic sacks stuffed with white, grime-coated lace panels. When I showed them to 

Carl, he recognized them from the last production of A Little Night Music (the same one 

that had the working electric cars).  Would I, having utterly failed at Drapes and Drops, 

be forced to repurpose it? Would anyone remember the lace from that production? I 

doubted it. They were all probably dead by now, anyway. But, no, I was not going to 

settle.  It had to be green velour (preferably hunter green).  I had to have it.  I just had to. 

Luckily for me, Carl took me personally out to Drapes and Drops. I think he was 

concerned about Leonard, and justifiably so. Being inside Drapes and Drops felt sort of 

like trespassing into a bear’s cave. Leonard was definitely under the impression Carl 

somehow owed him money for something, but he played it very passive-aggressive –lots 
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of annoyed grunts and moans, and a few veiled threats that things weren’t about to go as 

easily as we might be hoping. 

Well, as it happened, we found a couple of ancient bolts of bottle green velour no 

one knew were there. They’d probably been sitting under that work table for decades, 

and it showed. But in the end, the drapes looked good and I didn’t have to compromise 

one inch (a rare luxury I’m sure few designers ever experience). 

I suppose I could continue writing in this vein ad nauseam, and while I could 

probably manage to novelize my entire experience designing this show, it would 

probably behoove me to start actually writing some content. However, I felt this was all 

worth recording and including here in the off chance a fellow MFA candidate takes the 

time to read it. 

Whether one sees him or herself as an artist or a designer, the fact is we all bring 

to our work what we’ve learned from life. Even in design paradigms where the dynamics 

are team oriented (such as in theatre), it is incumbent on the well-poised designer to draw 

from the fullest wellsprings of self he can mine, while at the same time maintaining a 

porous enough receptivity to his betters. In this way, we can be assured we are nobly 

servicing the end goal, which, hopefully, is great art. 
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Part I 
A Brief History of Victorian Décor 

 
 
“Apart from the desire to produce beautiful things, the leading passion of my life has 
been and is hatred of modern civilization.”  -William Morris 

 
“I find it harder and harder every day to live up to my blue china.” 

Oscar Wilde 

 
This chapter will serve as a brief overview of Victorian aesthetics, specifically 

those art trends pertaining to my own scenic design inspiration, Art Nouveau, the 

Aesthetic Movement, and Neo Gothic. 

The Victorian is a difficult-to-define period where the fine and applied arts are 

concerned (despite modern assumptions), due in part to its unique historical position at 

the birth of the Modern Age.  The appearance and ascendency of the machine as a result 

of the Industrial Revolution, compounded by collective fears about the death of nature 

and loss of innocence (in the Medieval sense), as well as a rise in popular philosophies 

based outside of Christian tradition (social Darwinism, existentialism, spiritualism, et al.), 

had a powerful impact on artists, artisans, and craftsmen alike, not to mention the 

composers and writers who spawned the Romantic Movement.7 

To the modern eye, long-habituated to the minimalism and glacial color palette 

typifying so much of twentieth-century art and design, Victorian style, with its fussy 

details, lurid geometries, and garish hues, is an outright affront to contemporary 

sensibilities and taste.  Unsettling, claustrophobic, busy, neurotic, naïve, childish, quaint, 

 
7 Kim, Angela Y. “The Medieval Revival: An Influential Movement that First Met 
Opposition.” Victorian Web, November 22, 2004. 
http://www.victorianweb.org/art/design/gothic/akim10.html 

http://www.victorianweb.org/art/design/gothic/akim10.html
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these pejoratives could easily fall from modern lips with respect to “Victoriana.” 

However, far from what detractors would have us believe, Victorian artists and designers, 

who drew as easily from Gothic as they did Rococo (oftentimes both at once), sought not 

to assault but enchant and “thought more about the way they and their homes looked than 

do all but the most ultra-fashionconscious of today. Good taste and right style were 

national issues in which the principal arbiters were largely the artists and architects 

themselves.” 8 

The Victorian flavor, in fact, encompassed various schools and movements 

which, when taken together in hindsight, formed an eclectic art and design stance that has 

yet to be squelched by modernity. The late avant-garde fashion designer, Alexander 

McQueen (1969-2010), for instance, engaged deeply in the “philosophical abstractions of 

the Romantic Movement – individualism, historicism, nationalism, exoticism, 

primitivism, and naturalism,” and was heavily influenced by the Victorian Gothic to 

showcase his fascination with the dichotomy of life and death.9 (see Figure 39, 40) 
 

Flamboyant, sensual, pantheistic, morbid, fungoid, with nods to the Symbolist 

Movement, whiplash curves and grotesque organicism, Art Nouveau erupted throughout 

Europe like an unstoppable, exotic, hallucinogenic mushroom. Its zenith typically 

associated most with its French and Belgian incarnations, but also making distinctive 

inroads in Spain, Britain, Czecheslovakia, Hungary, Poland, Germany, Austria, Russia, 

 
 
 

8 Cooper, Jeremy (1987). Victorian and Edwardian Decor. 
New York: Abbeville Press. 
9 NoéMie. “‘I’m a romantic schizophrenic.’- Alexander McQueen Savage Beauty at the 
Met.” Style Clicker, July 5, 2011. 
http://www.styleclicker.net/2011/07/05/i%E2%80%99m-a-romantic-schizophrenic-amq- 
savage-beauty-at-the-met/ 

http://www.styleclicker.net/2011/07/05/i%E2%80%99m-a-romantic-schizophrenic-amq-
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Finland, Latvia, and Scandinavia, Art Nouveau proved an important ancillary design 

movement of its day. 

While Art Nouveau’s “anachronistic” flower reached its full bloom for but a brief 

period, it is currently enjoying renewed expression as a worldwide style maintaining 

“influence on modern illustration, logo, packaging, type and even web design,” and 

whose traces can even be detected in the Starbuck’s logo.10
 

In 1904 The Magazine of Art published this view on Art Nouveau given by a 
 
professional artist: 

“Traces of decadence, primitive motives, attenuated Pre-Raphaelitism, Japanese 

influence – all are summarized. One sees even the electric wire and insulator motive as 

decorative units.  Modern, certainly, and modern in its rapid development…L’Art 

Nouveau is replete with beauty of line, grace of form, and freedom. It is a sympathetic 

style and in its best rendering is full of repose and quiet unobtrusive beauty. It is Art pure 

and simple, untrammeled by convention and therefore, in a sense, original. Its proper 

expression must result rather from what is within man, his sympathies, nobler qualities 

and aspirations, than from studious effort; he must feel rather than know, sympathize 

rather than study.”11
 

 
Nevertheless, far from seeing a mere benign chimera of antiquated, disparate 

motifs, Salvador Dalí asserted that Art Nouveau was truly “grotesque,” “undead,” a 

“traumatic…a profoundly sanguinary thing, profoundly biological and authentically 

 

10 Bigman, Alex. “Bon Iver’s new tattoo takes its cues from Art Nouveau.” 99designs, 
Septtember 19, 2012. 
https://99designs.com/blog/creative-inspiration/good-call-bon-iver-art-nouveau-design- 
inspiration/ 
11 Howard, Jeremy. (1996). Art Nouveau: International and National Style in Europe. 
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spectral…enough to surprise us in a moment of sentimental distraction in order to leave 

in our flesh and our memories a mark of the real bites of poetry.”12
 

Some of the noblest examples of Art Nouveau can be seen in the glass sculpture 

of René Jules Lalique, the poster art of Alphonse Mucha, and the manifold decorative arts 

of Louis Comfort Tiffany. (see Figures 41, 42, 43) 

Another paradigm shift during the fin de siècle came with the Aesthetic 

Movement. Although ultimately more an attitude than a specific style, with its heroes 

including Irish playwright, novelist, poet, and infamous “dandy,” Oscar Wilde, and 

English textile designer, poet, socialist activist, and Medievalist, William Morris, the 

Aesthetic Movement defined a time when it could be said there had “never been since the 

world began an age in which people thought, talked, wrote and spent such inordinate 

sums of money and hours of time in cultivating and indulging their tastes.”13
 

Seeking to impose on a philistine public a new “science and philosophy of taste,” 

the Aesthetic Movement called for a radical reformation not only within the arts, crafts, 

and furniture design, but would also see a transformation of the common man, himself, 

into an “aesthete.” With missionary zeal, and its “Art for art’s sake” motto, its 

proponents would re-educate the lumpen bourgeoisie into style-conscious aristocrats 

through the beauty of well-designed every day objects. Special attentiveness to the 

artistic integrity of such things as garments, wallpaper, cabinet making, illustration, 

teapots, became the rule of the day.  Borrowing style elements from the Japanese, Greek, 

 
 

12 Rothman, Roger (2012). Tiny Surrealism: Salvador Dalí and the Aesthetics of the 
Small. See glossary. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. 
13 Aslin, Elizabeth (1969). The Aesthetic Movement. 
New York: Excalibur Books. 
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Queen Anne, use of asymmetry, a small but influential crop of designers, artisans, and 

“self-appointed cognoscenti with carefully cultivated sensibilities ” were soon reforming 

the tastes of the common man through a moral and qualitative consideration of the 

material world that surrounded him. As William Morris pleaded, “Have nothing in your 

house that you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful.”14
 

The purview of the Aesthetic Movement, however, was not restricted to the 
 
material, but extended to an almost Zen-like discipline, a veritable initiation of one’s 

inner being into the subtle realm of beauty. Ellen Terry, an “aesthetic parent,” recorded 

in her memoirs regarding her young daughter, born in 1869, that her “severe training 

proved so effective that when a doll dressed in a violent pink silk was given to Edy she 

said it was vulgar.”15
 

Gothic.  It is a mysterious term whose origin itself is somewhat mysterious. 
 
Conjuring images of melancholic castles, fanciful grotesques, and eccentric 

ornamentation, the 12th century Gothic style, commonly used in medieval church 

architecture, held as much fascination for the Romantic 17th century imagination as, 

perhaps, it still does today. And while Victorian-era historians were as yet uncertain 

precisely from where the Gothic style hatched, noted intellectuals of the time believed the 

soaring cathedrals must have been inspired by “the crossing of branches in a forest,” or 

even imported from the ever-mysterious East by the Crusaders.16 Eyvind Earl, the 

American artist, author and illustrator renowned for his groundbreaking production 

 

14 Morris, William (1880). "The Beauty of Life," a lecture before the Birmingham 
Society of Arts and School of Design, later published in Hopes and Fears for Art: Five 
Lectures Delivered in Birmingham, London, and Nottingham, 1878 - 1881. 
15 Ibid.160. 
16 Abrams, Harry N. (1995) Gothic Style. 
New York: Harry Abrams, Inc. 
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design for Walt Disney’s highly stylized, Sleeping Beauty, would certainly have agreed 

as he stated in Once Upon a Dream: The Making of Sleeping Beauty: 

“I first started with the old, medieval artists, and almost everything that 

was…Gothic. The tapestries were perfect examples of how foregrounds ought to be. The 

Gothic came from the Persians, and all their little details of grasses and weeds and trees 

fit perfectly.”17
 

But for purveyors of the Gothic during Victoria’s reign, the medieval flights of 
 
fancy that entranced the poets and writers of the previous century had given way to the 

more specifically religious, spiritual concerns of the day. The “Neo Gothic,” or Gothic 

Revival, of the 19th century, whose champions included the preeminent architect, A. W. 

N. Pugin, was a scholarly, even Ecclesiastical, mission rather than an exploration of the 

romantic and whimsical. Strict adherence to archeological evidence, coupled with a 

resurgence of religious dogmatism, would favor a heavier, muscular, and more ornate 

treatment in the way Gothic was expressed architecturally, ornamentally, and in the 

decorative arts. 

For middle class Victorians, raised on the chivalric romances of Sir Walter Scott 

and fed on a steady diet of “Gothic” tales and ancient ballads, the romantic (if purely 

imaginary) world of medieval knights and maidens as depicted in the steel engravings 

illustrating their novels, magazines and periodicals, increased their sentimental longing 

for bygone times of legend to a fever pitch. Gothic mania would influence trends in 

interior furnishings, architecture, decorative arts, illustration, fashion, and even cultural 

attitudes. For instance, Courtly Love, the fabled 12th century ideal of romance, was re- 
 
 

17 Earl, Eyvind. Once Upon a Dream: The Making of Sleeping Beauty. VHS. Directed by 
Michael Pellerin. Los Angeles, Walt Disney Home Video, 1997 
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popularized by writers like C.S. Lewis .18 Formerly regarded with superstitious horror by 

the Anglican Protestants of Victorian England, the shadows of a ruined Catholic Abby 

now presented a picturesque picnic destination.  Later in life, arch Gothic Revivalist, 

A.W.N. Pugin, came to regret the cheap “flood of atrocious Gothic” ornament which 

technology made affordable for the masses. “Cheap deceptions of magnificence,” he 

writes in 1841, “encourage persons to assume a semblance of decoration far beyond their 

means or their station, and it is to this cause we may assign all that mockery of splendour 

which pervades even the lower classes of society. Glaring, showy, and meretricious 

ornament was never so much in vogue as at present; it disgraces every branch of our art 

and manufactures.”19
 

 
The Neo Gothic dream had devolved into kitsch.  But it was too late. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

18 Mele, Greg. “Courtly Love.” revivalclothing, 2016. 
http://www.revivalclothing.com/article-pencourtlylove.aspx 
19 Ibid. 

http://www.revivalclothing.com/article-pencourtlylove.aspx
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Chapter 1. The Victorian Color Palette 
 
“Color must be thought, imagined, dreamed.” 
-Gustave Moreau 

 
“For me, the summer will be pure gray –mother-of-pearl gray, very pale gray. To me, this 
is the big statement for summer. Then we have light blue, light turquoise, lots of pink.” 
-Gianni Versace 

 
 

The Victorian attitude or philosophy of color, with its garish, frequently violent 

juxtapositions (otherwise known as the principle of “complimentarity”), is a kick in the 

eye of contemporary home decorators. But these shocking color combinations were not 

indiscriminate choices intended to confound, but were, in their time, carefully chosen to 

produce “magnificent effects” of theatricality. It was the discovery of analine dye in 

1856 that brought into popular use the brilliant pigments we today associate with typical 

Victorian color schemes. 

Embraced to exuberant excess by the genteel taste-makers of the day, colors 

named for the Queen like “Victoria blue,” “Victoria orange,” and “Victoria green” were 

enormously potent analines, as were two brand new colors, “magenta” and “solferino,” 

both named for battles in the Austro-Italian war of 1859. 

Contrasting colors and tones were de rigueur: “Therefore, two light colors should 

never be combined nor should two dark ones be juxtaposed.” Rich crimsons were to be 

edged with an “extremely light and beautiful blue,” golden browns trimmed with deep 

pink, deep green trimmed with light lilac, and rich purple with orange.20
 

With the victories of the Aesthetic Movement came prescriptions for 
 
“appropriate” color treatments for increasingly “tastefully” appointed rooms.  These 

 
 
 

20 Ibid. 



41  

considerations were not based on the plebian concerns that infect the modern decorator 

(such as a room’s exposure to sunlight) but rather the room’s designated function: 

“Isabella Beeton noted in 1861 that “the colours which go best together are green 

with violet; gold-colour with dark crimson or lilac; pale blue with scarlet; pink with black 

or white; and gray with scarlet or pink…The colour of a library ought to be 

comparatively severe; that of a dining-room grave; and that of a drawing-room gay.”21
 

Direct sunlight was, in fact, feared and despised by the Victorians, and the 
 
shrouding of one’s home in perpetual gloom was the pervasive ideal for domestic 

interiors. Darkness was not only thought to be more theatrical, but it is theorized that 

dimly-lit conditions helped maintain the saturation of the crimsons, purples and golds of 

so many Victorian parlor walls. 

But perhaps the most desirable color for not only Victorian walls, but also 

clothing, and even confections, was Emerald green. Also called Schweinfurt green, Paris 

green, and Vienna green, the Victorians obsessively colored their world green thanks to 

this new, intensely hued dye. 

“Anyone who was 'on trende' had to have a ‘green room,’ and manufacturers 

estimated that in 1858 there were an estimated 100 million squares miles of green 

wallpaper in Britain alone.”22
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

21 Logan, Thad. (2001) The Victorian Parlour: A Cultural Study. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
22 Elliot, Grace. “DEATH ON THE WALLS: Poison in Victorian Britain.” 
Grace Elliot, May 16, 2012. 
http://graceelliot-author.blogspot.com/2012/05/death-on-walls-poison-in-victorian.html 

http://graceelliot-author.blogspot.com/2012/05/death-on-walls-poison-in-victorian.html
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This prized pigment, however, also happened to be created with highly toxic 

arsenic. Coming down with diphtheria-like symptoms, sores, respiratory issues, colic and 

diarrhea, fashionable taste was, in fact, poisoning (and even killing) an unsuspecting 

populace.23 Unfortunately, the remedy for most illness “was to be confined to a room and 

avoid cold air.  This meant that people suffering with headaches, fatigue, chest 

complaints and nauseau (all symptoms of arsenical poisoning) were likely to take to their 

beds in a green bedroom with the windows tight shut against draughts and thus: “Breath 

air loaded with the breathe of death.”24
 

My Victorian paint colors, each sampled from my Photoshop renderings, were 

creatively titled Aesthetic Green, Spring Grass Green, Ash butter (a pale yellow featured 

in the Armfeldt estate), Fin-de-siècle Grey (a powdery mauve featured in the Egerman 

household), and Teen Suicide Blue (a creamy primrose whose name was inspired by 

Goethe’s proto-Romantic novel of unrequited passion, The Sorrows of Young Werther). 

(See Figures 44-47 for paint formulae.) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

23 Ibid 
24 Ibid 
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Chapter 2. Victorian Pattern 
 

Probably the most influential figure to inform Victorian design theories on flat 

patterning and ornament was Owen Jones (1809-1874). An architect and designer, Jones, 

at the age of 23, ventured upon the traditional “Grand Tour,” then considered the 

culmination of an upper-middle class gentleman’s education. Typically beginning in 

London, then on to Paris, Venice, Florence, and ultimately Rome, Englishmen, Germans, 

Scandinavians, and also Americans would become acquainted, through direct contact, 

with the artistic pinnacles of the Classical World. An arduous and costly undertaking, the 

Tour also occasionally included more yet exotic destinations such as Spain, Greece, or 

Turkey.25
 

Luckily for generations of designers to come, Greece, Egypt and Turkey were part 

of Jones’ itinerary, as his sketches testify, but it would be “in Spain that Jones would 

carry out his studies of the Alhambra Palace that were to cement his reputation.”26 In 

1856, Owen Jones published The Grammar of Ornament, as a summation of the 'best' 

examples of the ornament and decoration of the ancient world, whose bold uses of color, 

geometry and abstraction would form the basis for his modern design theories. (see 

Figure 28) 
 

Still in print 150 years later, in it Jones set out to formulate a new, modern design 

language, a universal theory of ornament, devoid of the “religious and social 

connotations” that riddled popular historic revivals such as the Neo Gothic, and would 

 

25 Sorabella, Jean. “The Grand Tour.” Met Museum, October, 2003. 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/grtr/hd_grtr.htm 
26 Victoria and Albert Museum. “A Higher Ambition: Owen Jones.” Victoria and Albert 
Museum, accessed July, 16 2016. 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/a/a-higher-ambition-owen-jones/ 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/grtr/hd_grtr.htm
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/a/a-higher-ambition-owen-jones/
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apply his approach of conventionalization equally to “wallpapers, textiles, furniture, 

metalwork and interiors.” Owen Jones’ philosophy of design would help develop the key 

principles taught in The Government School of Design’s teaching program. His theories 

also became the cause of much excitement and debate when he was asked to decorate the 

interior of the 1851 Great Exhibition building.27 (see Figure 81) 

For most of the 19th century the design work of William Morris would remain 

fairly obscure, his popularity during his lifetime stemming principally from his poetry. 

However, Morris’s revolutionary ventures in the decorative arts, drawing on primary 

source medieval material and the result of his mastery of authentic production techniques, 

would see its vogue at the start of the 20th century. Much his medieval, Neo Gothic 

theorizing would find expression in patterns, and specifically those for interior 

wallpapers. 
 

The fruits of Morris’s medievalist manifesto for revitalizing design integrity in 

home décor were initially restricted to his peers, the artists of the infamous Pre- 

Raphaelite Brotherhood like painter and poet, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and forward (or 

backward?) thinking members of the aristocracy. Hand-printed wallpapers based on 

medieval flora and vegetation were both expensive and socially risky alternatives to the 

French chintz so popular with highbrow consumers in Victorian England. Renovations, 

nonetheless, were encouraged, as in the case of Lady Mount Temple's London house: 

“She recalled that Rossetti came to dinner, and ‘instead of admiring my room and 

decorations, as I expected, he evidently could hardly sit at ease with them’. When asked 

if he could suggest improvements he advised her to ‘begin by burning every-thing you 

 
 

27 Ibid. 
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have got’. Shortly afterwards Morris & Co. carried out some renovations, and a Morris 

paper was hung on the staircase walls, followed in September 1865 by Morris's Daisy in 

grey in an attic room (the paper supplied by Cowtan & Son, their only order for a Morris 

paper around this time). The result was that ‘all our candid relations and friends intimated 

that they thought we had made our pretty little house hideous.” 28
 

While it took some decades for tastes to catch up with Morris’s vision, the flat, 

stylized, medieval motifs of Morris’s wallpaper patterns were eventually recognized for 

their “rich yet grave” and “calm yet cheerful” charm. Today, Laura Ashley, Osborne & 

Little, and Colefax & Fowler all have collections that reproduce anonymous 18th- and 

19th-century “retro” wallpaper patterns featuring quaint flower sprigs, ivied trellises, and 

modest diaper patterns.29  The soul of William Morris can certainly rest easy his work 

was not in vain. (see Figure 82) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

28 Victoria and Albert Museum. “William Morris & Wallpaper Design.” Victoria and 
Albert Museum, accessed July, 16 2016. 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/w/william-morris-and-wallpaper-design/ 
29 Victoria and Albert Museum. “Nostalgia and Reproduction.” Victoria and Albert 
Museum, accessed July, 16 2016. 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/w/nostalgia-and-reproduction/ 

http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/w/william-morris-and-wallpaper-design/
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/w/nostalgia-and-reproduction/
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PART II 
A Little Night Music’s Mise-en-scène 

 
“I love Sweden. The entire world should be like Sweden. They all like to drink and get 
naked, and the women are hot.  I can’t think of a better nation on the planet.” 
-Drew Curtis, Fark.com, Founder 

 
 

All that is provided by libretto is that the action takes place in Sweden around the 

turn of the last century. However, we know that the musical was adapted from Ingmar 

Bergman’s 1955 Swedish sex comedy titled, Sommarnattens leende (Smiles of a Summer 

Night). Whether or not Victorian-era Sweden was distinctly different in its mores than in, 

for instance, England, was irrelevant as the director was not terribly preoccupied about 

integrating specifically Swedish folkways into an already labyrinthine plot. 

If there are any particularly curious facts to be known about Sweden during this 

time, one might be that King Oscar I of Sweden and Norway sported a rather unlikely 

tattoo discovered after his death. 

The tattoo read, “Mort aux rois!” (“Death to Kings”).30
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

30 DeMello, Margo (2014). INKED: Tattoos and Body Art around the World. Vol I: A-L. 
Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO, LLC 
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Chapter 1. Victorian Sexuality 
 
 
“Lie back and think of England.” 
-Victorian mothers’ advice to newlywed daughters 

 
“The very name "venereal diseases", the "diseases of Venus", imputes to them divine 
origin. They are involved in that sex problem about which the ethics and ideals of 
Christian civilization are concerned. In fact, civilization and syphilization have advanced 
together.” 
-Van Helsing, Bram Stoker’s Dracula 

 
 
“I want the whole show to have a perfumed quality, not just to bubble like champagne. It 
is about sex. I want some sense of musk on the stage at all times.” 
-Stephen Sondheim, A Little Night Music 

 
 

“Heterosexual,” “homosexual,” “nymphomaniac.” These terms, first created by 

Victorian sexologists, are terms by which we still define ourselves. But what if the 

modern stereotypical clichés of Victorian prudery, of “whaleboned women shrouding the 

piano legs for decency’s sake, then lying back and thinking of England” are almost 

entirely erroneous? The 20th century has been “open season” on satirizing the Victorians 

as silly, blinkered erotophobes, “that they were no good in bed and no fun at parties; that 

we should consider them our moral inferiors –our enemies.”31 Yet, the thrill-seeking 

Victorians, the very first humans to indulge in commercially-produced hardcore 

pornography, are in fact our cultural benefactors. 

Despite the fact that “recent work has done a lot to complicate overly simple ideas 

of Victorian prudery, the idea of Victorian sexual repression lingers.  It has powerful 

roots in the prominent anti-Victorianist stance of modernist authors, notably Lytton 

 
 

31 Sweet. Matthew (2001). Inventing the Victorians: What We Think We Know About 
Them and Why We're Wrong. 
London: Faber and Faber. 
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Strachey and Virginia Woolf.”32 For instance, a popular contemporary “truth” exists that, 

unlike male homosexual acts, lesbianism was not criminalized under the 1885 Criminal 

Law Amendment because Queen Victoria had declared sex between women 

“impossible.” While the Queen might have refused to sign the amendment, however, 

giving “royal assent” is largely ceremonial under Britain's constitutional monarchy. In 

fact, “statistics from 1929 just two decades after Victoria died show that far from being 

unheard of 14 per cent of single women and 20 per cent of married women had reported 

sexual contact with other females.”33
 

Historical theorists like Michel Foucault and Judith Butler have, as of late, given 

us a far more realistic picture of what the Victorians were truly “getting up to” sexually, 

from the bedroom to “pleasure parks” like London’s Cremorne Gardens, and even private 

fetish clubs. And the Victorians weren’t without their share of sex scandals. In 1895 

Oscar Wilde, who has been warmly cited earlier in this paper, was arrested, found guilty, 

and sentenced to two years of hard labor for committing private male homosexual acts. 

Newspaper headlines read: 
 

‘OSCAR WILDE ARRESTED: YELLOW BOOK UNDER HIS ARM’. 
 

The “The Yellow Book” in question was assumed to be the well-known (or 

notorious?) journal of aesthetic art and literature.  Wilde would die penniless.34
 

 
 

32 Furneaux, Holly. “Victorian sexualities.” British Library, accessed July 14, 2016. 
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/victorian-sexualities 
33 Piercy, Kelly. “Forget what you think you know about Queen Victoria in regards to 
lesbians.” Catch Up News, accessed July 14, 2016. 
https://www.catchupnews.org/component/content/article/120- 
gallery/news/archive/apr2015/1590-forget-what-you-think-you-know-about-queen- 
victoria-in-regards-to-lesbians.html 
34 Brdnik, Gregory. “Oscar Wilde Biography.” Oscar Wilde Online, accessed July 14, 
2016. 

http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/victorian-sexualities
http://www.catchupnews.org/component/content/article/120-
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Another famous sex scandal, a sort of “Pre-Raphaelite love-triangle,” was 

essentially, a “non sex scandal.” Annulled on grounds of con-consummation (divorce 

having been illegal in Scotland), the infamous marriage of John Ruskin, the leading art 

critic of the era, and Euphemia “Effie” Gray (nine years his junior), remains the subject 

of wild speculation even today. Conjecture still abounds as to why Ruskin refused to 

touch his wife, who was, by all accounts, a highly attractive girl of nineteen. 

In a letter to her parents, Effie explained that “He alleged various reasons, hatred 

of children, religious motives, a desire to preserve my beauty, and finally this last year he 

told me his true reason… that he had imagined women were quite different to what he 

saw I was, and that the reason he did not make me his Wife was because he was 

disgusted with my person the first evening 10th April [1848].” Speculations range from 

the idea that Ruskin had no idea women had public hair, to his familiarity with female 

anatomy being restricted to Classical marble statues and the canvases of Titian. In a 

private letter to his physician, Ruskin confides, “I like my girls from ten to sixteen-- 

allowing of 17 or 18 as long as they're not in love with anybody but me.--I've got some 

darlings of 8--12--14--just now, and my pigwiggina here--12--who fetches my wood and 

is learning to play my bells.”35
 

 
After six, unhappy years of marriage to Ruskin, Effie (still a virgin according to 

the investigating physicians) would go on to marry her husband’s protégé, the Pre- 

Raphaelite painter John Everett Millais, who Ruskin (in a cunning move?) invited on a 

Scottish holiday to paint his portrait.  “He rented a cottage and left his wife and the 

 

http://www.wilde-online.info/oscar-wilde-biography.htm 
35 Bear Skin. “John Ruskin the man who couldn’t.” The Bear Skin, accessed July 14, 
2016. 
https://bearskin.org/2015/03/12/john-ruskin-the-man-who-couldnt/ 

http://www.wilde-online.info/oscar-wilde-biography.htm
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painter alone together as much as possible, all the while keeping an “evidential diary”. 

Effie, who would later bear Millias eight children, “emerged from the whole business 

rather better than Ruskin. Her friends – and his enemies – used the non-consummation 

clause as a means to malign him, while he remained stoically tight-lipped.”36
 

While modern audiences might find A Little Night Music surprisingly 
 
contemporary in many ways, a modern “sex romp” dressed in late-Victorian garb, its 

intrigues are no less historically improbable than if it had been set in 1970’s Manhattan. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

36 Prodger, Michael. “John Ruskin’s marriage: what really happened.” The Guardian, 
accessed March 29, 2013. 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/mar/29/ruskin-effie-marriage-inconvenience- 

http://www.theguardian.com/books/2013/mar/29/ruskin-effie-marriage-inconvenience-
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Chapter 2. Interiors (The cult of the home) 
 

“To be happy at home is the ultimate result of all ambition.” 
-Samuel Johnson, British author, compiler of the English Dictionary) 

 
 

Now that the Victorians were enjoying a greater disposable income, the domestic 

and work spheres began to separate, both literally and figuratively. While professionals 

such as doctors and lawyers began moving their occupational spaces to cities, the home 

was increasingly considered a place of refuge. Those who could afford to move to the 

suburbs, away from the cities where they worked, so that for many women, the home 

became the main focus of their existence.”37 Thus, we have the first, official birth of the 

“housewife.” If the home was now regarded as a neat, orderly, clean place refuge, 

ministered by what Dickens referred to as an “angel of the house,” functioning as “as 

moral and religious guides for their husbands,”38 with the advent of the “germ theory” 

and the “hygiene movement,” a Weekend in the Country away from the miasmic, 

“unhealthy airs” of the city would have been an even greater refuge, indeed. 
 

But there were other forces at work influencing the domestic life, and 

subsequently, interior design considerations. With this new “cult of the home” came the 

advent of personal privacy. Up until this moment, sleeping quarters were usually a shared 

affair, beds being platforms to be dragged out at night and arranged near the fire 

 

37 Halls, Julie. “A momentous question: decorating the Victorian home.” The National 
Archives. April 22, 2013. 
http://media.nationalarchives.gov.uk/index.php/a-momentous-question-decorating-the- 
victorian-home/ 
38 Farrell, Timothy. “Separate Spheres: Victorian Constructions of Gender in Great 
Expectations.” Victorian Web, 1997. 
http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/dickens/ge/farrell2.html 

http://media.nationalarchives.gov.uk/index.php/a-momentous-question-decorating-the-
http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/dickens/ge/farrell2.html
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(fueled by coal). Families slept together, with exceptions being homes of the “well-to- 

do,” where only the parents might have had a separate bedroom. 

“But, by the 1880s it had become common for everyone in even modestly well-to- 

do families to have their own bedroom, or, at very least a personal corner of a bedroom 

shared with a sibling. Most bedrooms were more than just large enough for a bed with 

some hooks on the wall for clothing.  There was space for a small sitting area with 

dressers, armoires, and even a small desk. Still tiny by modern standards, and often oddly 

shaped, bedrooms were becoming personal retreats that, with a closed door, afforded an 

unheard-of degree of privacy.  But, even this level of privacy was often not enough. 

Folding screens in corners hid dressing and undressing, and beds were often fitted into 

alcoves for visual separation from the rest of the room.” 
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Chapter 3. Social Ceremony 
 
“Even the hallway could ‘disclose immediately to the eyes of the caller that here is the 
abode of people who care for their home…and who thus denote that they are worth 
cultivating, for no doubt they will turn out to be desirable friends.” 
-Jane Ellen Panton, Homes of Taste, 1890 

 
 
 

Per Victorian etiquette, social interactions took place along what today would 

seem a rigid set of rules, and with single use rooms and the privacy they afforded, it 

naturally followed that each room was now fitted-out according to its particular purpose. 

The following on parlors from an 1880 lecture on decoration and furniture: 
 

“A French pearl-gray, a warm stone-color, a pale buff, a delicate green, are all 

beautiful for parlor walls. The faintest suspicion of pink, like the inner lining of some 

lovely sea-shells, is both pretty and becoming, and will go well with most things in the 

way of furnishing.  A frieze of flowers and butterflies would not be inharmonious with 

this tint; and a dark, almost invisible, green dado, divided, perhaps, by narrow gilt 

panels, would bear a lighter green in furniture covering. Pale lemon-yellow is a pleasing 

tint, or a fuller apricot-yellow is very effective, especially with black wood-work. In 

speaking of the color of a room it is not meant that the walls must be of one single tint, 

but reference is made to the predominating hue, which exists even when pattern and 

coloring are complex. 

“The ugliest piece of furniture that can be put into the parlor is a piano; the 

cottage, or cabinet shape, is tolerable, because less prominent, but the dark, clumsy, 

obtrusive structure in general use is a perfect nuisance in a small room, and should be 

gotten as much out of the way as possible. An irregularly shaped room with recesses is 

delightful for this purpose, if any of them will accommodate it; and, if there are two 
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rooms, let the piano by all means be placed in the farther one. A handsome cover will 

clothe its dreary aspect with a little beauty, and its loud sounds will be sweeter from the 

enchantment lent by distance. Some parlors are all piano and carpet; but such 

apartments can in no sense of the word be called “living-rooms.”39
 

“Paying calls” was the common social habit of society women, normally brief but 
 
lasting no longer than a half-hour, and only between the hours of 3 and 6 pm. If one was 

not receiving guests, a servant could let visitors know the “callee” was otherwise engaged 

or not in the mood to socialize with this simple, insult free euphemism: “She is not at 

home.”  The caller, whether invited to stay or not, would “leave a calling card in the 

“card receiver” on the entry hall table. This way, not only the hostess, but other callers as 

well, could see who had been there.”40
 

Needless to say, women never called on men, for to do so would provoke a 

scandal (a social crime on par with adultery or murder.).  Should a caller be invited in for 

a visit, a maid or butler would first see them to the parlor. The Victorian caller was never 

to be fooled as to her hosts’ societal station, and attempts to appear wealthier than one 

actually was, whether through a garishly appointed parlor or overtly lavish dining room, 

was regarded not only as a faux pas but ran decidedly contrary to Victorian morality. 

Pretense of wealth, considered “bad taste” and embarrassingly obvious, was 

nowhere more easily discernable in the Victorian social landscape than the dinner party – 

an event so fraught with potential mishap not even the most practiced host undertook the 

39 Edis, Robert W. (1881). Decoration & furniture of town houses: a series of Cantor 
lectures delivered before the Society of Arts, 1880. 
London: C. K. Paul & co., 1881. 

 
40 AVictorian. “Social Rituals.” A Victorian, site last accessed July 18, 2016. 
http://www.avictorian.com/social_rituals.html 

http://www.avictorian.com/social_rituals.html
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task lightly. Scrupulous attention was to be given to each and every detail, from 

centerpieces to lighting considerations, if serious blunders were to be avoided. The first 

consideration was the mode of service itself: la Russe (the ideal choice), or in the 

modified English fashion. (It was also a well-known fact that the French had the corner 

on throwing successful home dinner parties) Following this came a slew of nerve- 

racking details to be considered so as to spare guests and hosts alike the mutual 

humiliation of a poorly organized evening. 

No less rigorous were the duties of a dinner guest. A good guest, among other 

considerations, had to carefully choose appropriate topics for dinner conversation. To 

engage in any meaningful talk was extremely bad form.  Light and frivolous was the 

goal. And one certainly never engaged their host in a long, personal story. This not only 

prevented them from properly attending their guests’ needs, but created a spectacle. To 

maintain guard over a potentially loose tongue, a guest should carefully consider their 

choice of beverage. Sherry, of course, was always in reach in open decanters around the 

table, and we know the host would be offering no less than four kinds of wine throughout 

the evening. After soup, the servant would ask, “Sherry, Sir?” or “Sherry, Ma’am?” 

Taken as an apéritif, this particular sherry doesn’t count. But when the roast came out, a 

decision had to be made. Drink the champagne? Or take the red wine? The seasoned 

dinner guest knew from experience never to mix. Not that taking wine was obligatory; 

one might justifiably drink only ice water with no attached risk of embarrassment. And, 

as far as the small glasses of stimulating maraschino or brandy sure to be handed round 
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after the gooseberry sorbet intermezzo, if one were a young lady this would always be 

politely declined.41
 

Which brings the subject back to conversation, possibly the most difficult dinner 

table etiquette to master. Might one compliment the host on the new crimson wallpaper 

that would remain so much in vogue for dining rooms, casting its red gloom over 

Victorian dinners until the end of the century? What about the masterfully painted faux 

oak wood grain of the wainscoting? 42 The host has failed to measure the minimum 

requisite table space of 16” per guest, and a piece of savory anchovy toast accidentally 

falls upon the still-fashionable “Turkey carpet.” Luckily, the painted “drugget” or 

“crumb cloth” (swept by the housemaid after each meal) is there to protect it.43 Disaster 

averted. 

During a lull between courses, an uncouth young man at the table jokes about the 

pornographic drawings of Aubrey Beardsley, which naturally leads to the topic of the 

sexual deviant Oscar Wilde’s sensational arrest.  The host looks decidedly nervous. 

Despite it being the current newspaper headline, one ought not chime in. Better to not 

risk offending the host. After dessert and coffee, the same young man stands at the door 

for the ladies to exit to the drawing room. The other gentlemen at the table stand. Now, 

more wine is to be enjoyed among the men, and afterwards, coffee. Within the hour, the 

women are served coffee in the drawing room, and a note is sent to the Master of the 

 
 

41 Quinzio, Jeri. “Aparagus Ice Cream, Anyone?” Gastronomica, site last accessed July 
18, 2016. 
http://www.gastronomica.org/asparagus-ice-cream-anyone/ 
42 AVictorian. “Victorian Etiquette.” A Victorian, site last accessed July 18, 2016. 
http://www.avictorian.com/formal_dinners.html 
43 Cooper, Kathy; Hersey, Jan (1997). The Complete Book of Floorcloths. 
New York: Sterling Publishing Co. 

http://www.gastronomica.org/asparagus-ice-cream-anyone/
http://www.avictorian.com/formal_dinners.html
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house in the dining room so that any gentleman who wishes can now join them. No one 

lingers too long, certainly not past 11 pm. But tonight, after everyone clears out, some 

special guests have been invited to pay a late visit, and there will be a musical 

entertainment. 

After the social season of balls, parties and dinners is over, most of the upper 

crust will leave for their country estate. True social butterflies might remain in the city, 

continuing to hobnob, or perhaps flitting from one friend’s country estate to another. 
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Chapter 3. Exteriors (Victorian metaphysical mind-shelter) 
 
“O, ye happy village girls! whom a wise and bountiful Providence has set at a distance 
from these suffocating towns and cities which are the cemeteries of nature…Cling to 
your country homes as the nearest representation this world affords of the paradise 
recorded in your Bible.” 
-Anonymous pamphlet, 1840 

 
 
“There is really no such thing as bad weather, only different kinds of good weather.” 
-John Ruskin 

 
 

Here I will discuss how I approached the design of exterior, or outdoor, spaces in 
 
A Little Night Music in keeping with Victorian design philosophy. 

 
In the months preceding Queen Victoria’s ascension to the throne, two young 

would-be geologists met at the home of a mentor and, as history famously tells us, 

“talked all evening.” One of these, Charles Darwin, would forever redefine science’s 

approach to “Nature” in his revolutionary work, The Origin of Species. The other 

promising young man, John Ruskin, would turn to art, aesthetics, and social and literary 

criticism to explain man’s place in a violent and beautiful universe. Despite this famous 

meeting of the minds, the Victorian dream of a congenial fusion between Art and Science 

would remain just beyond their grasp. 

While the general populace was hopelessly entranced by a kaleidoscopic display 

of never-before-seen progress, with its endless smokestacks, steam engines and tenement 

living, a group of writers, poets and deep-thinkers were growing suspicious. For deep in 

the collective imagination of that very first generation to experience authentic separation 

from the natural world, another, older world glimmered, beckoning them with the 

mellow, Edenic light of a lost, Golden Age. The veracity of the existence of such an 

enchanted bygone era buried under layers of coal dust was irrelevant: the tantalizing 
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promises of industry and scientific discovery had already begun showing sinister signs, 

and they were having none of it. 

George Sand (the nom de plume of female French novelist Amantine-Lucile- 

Aurore Dupin) once said that all of us could be divided into two types: those whose ideal 

dwelling-place is a palace and those whose ideal is a cottage. Already frightened by the 

implications of technological advance, country-loving poets began weaving fresh, new 

pastoral myths through elegies to ruined cottages and the bucolic innocence of peasant 

life. The poet Christina Rossetti (1830-1894), sister to famed Pre Raphaelite painter, 

Dante Gabriel Rossetti, offered this portentous idyll entitled Cousin Kate (1862)44: 

I was a cottage-maiden 
Hardened by sun and air, 
Contented with my cottage mates… 
Why did a great lord find me out, 
And praise my flaxen hair?.... 
He lured me to his palace home…. 
To lead a shameless shameful life. 

 
With this sense of alienation from urban civilization, the Victorians found 

themselves relishing a romantic return to a simple life in nature’s bosom. For the well- 

heeled, this psychological fissure was often bridged by a second home in the countryside. 

These rustic habitations often reflected an irony we recognize as humorously true 

to prim Victorian sensibility, poetically exemplified by the American literary trope, the 

machine in the garden. They simply couldn’t resist the inclination to tame their spaces. 

But also true to Victorian taste and values, the domestication of the wild was 

accomplished along aesthetic considerations of natural beauty and a refined architectural 

vision that modern designers would do well to review.  Victorians contrived to “have 

44 Rossetti, Christina (1862). Cousin Kate. 
http://www.poetry-archive.com/r/cousin_kate.html 

http://www.poetry-archive.com/r/cousin_kate.html
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Nature, however distant, real but no longer threatening. A house with Nature tamed into 

decoration…is “like Romance in the form of fiction”: it discovers “an enchanted realm 

where thrilling deeds may be done without danger and permanent habitations enjoyed 

without expense.”45
 

The “viewer” is located indoors, enjoying a “window view” –an interior stance, 

where Nature is or becomes artificial, decorative. The act of exteriorization has already 

occurred in establishing the “summer home” in untamed space, the place of Romance, 

but rendered safe by thoughtful architects like Gilpin and Scaleby, whose projects 

conformed to “formal picturesque requirements–broken lines, arches, vaults,” formally 

reconciling Architecture and Nature. The country home forces an internal activity on the 

part of the viewer; it becomes a metaphysical mind-shelter.46
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

45 U. C. Knoepflmacher, G. B. Tennyson (1977). Nature and the Victorian Imagination. 
Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Californa Press. 
46 Ibid. 
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PART III 
Achieving Fluidity 

 
 

The problem of designing period style interiors and exteriors along with the 

necessity of rapid-time transitions was resolved in the form of what might be described as 

rolling ‘tombstones.’ Fit with casters, these reversible units served to establish rapid 

switching between multiple, discreet environments as described in the libretto. 

Design motifs created from samplings from period styles and color-schemes 

previously discussed, units were assigned to service specific interior and/or exterior 

spaces. The number and type of units presented to the director and production team were 

the result of a scenic requirement breakdown in the form of a list: 

Act 1 
• Scene 1: The Egerman Rooms. 
• Scene 2: Stage of Local Theatre. 
• Scene 3: The Egerman Rooms. 
• Scene 4: Desirée's Lodging. 
• Scene 5: Breakfast Room (Malcolm Country House). 
• Scene 6: Egerman Rooms. 
• Scene 7: Armfeldt Terrace. 

Act 2 
• Scene 1: The Armfeldt Lawn. 
• Scene 2: The Other Part of the Garden. 
• Scene 3: Armfeldt Terrace. 
• Scene 4: The Dining Room. 
• Scene 5: Armfeldt Garden; Another Part of the Garden. 
• Scene 6: Desirée's Bedroom. 
• Scene 7: The Trees. 
• Scene 8: Armfeldt House and Garden. 

 
 

Based on this chart, the initial proposal recommended a total of eight units 

divided into sets of two. Factoring in reversibility, the potential combinations (beyond 

those specifically prescribed by the designer) were limited only by the director’s 

imagination. 
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Drawn in AutoCad, these rolling panels were initially intended as routed designs 

of wood construction to be “flipped” along a vertical axis. After submitting the drawings 

for review, John Traub, in his role as Technical Director, pointed out some troublesome 

observations: 

“I'm still concerned about the flimsiness of your flipping panels...I can tell you the 

scrollwork on the Type 1 units will most likely break apart during the CNC process, and 

the "flip" connection point is too weak. We will have a better chance of success with the 

turning (non-rotating) units like the Type 2. I know you like having the reverse of the 

scrollwork on both top and bottom for the others - perhaps design one rolling unit with 

scrollwork up, and another with scrollwork down?” 

Yet, even after further revisions, the issue of “flimsiness,” exacerbated by the 

awkwardness of a vertical flip, forced me to make certain, basic changes. First, we 

abandoned the idea of CNC routed scrollwork: the units needed to endure two solid 

weeks of rough manhandling, and the likelihood of the delicate scrollwork surviving was 

small-to-none. Secondly, it was decided the units must rotate on a vertical plane rather 

than flip. Thirdly, the scale of the bases needed to increase in weight and bulk to counter 

any wobbling or, in the worst case, tipping. 

For the style of the unit types, I referred to an online resource for designers, 

craftsmanspace.com.  “Type 1,” was Neo Gothic, an elaboration of a design from a 

period table inlay pattern, intended to double as Ann’s vanity/makeup area and Desirée’s 

temporary lodging. (see Figure 61) “Type 2” was Art Nouveau, using a modified floral 

pattern for a stained glass window, and used for the theater prosceniums for Desirée’s 

performance and the Armfeldt’s outdoor terrace.  (see Figure 62)  “Type 3” was an 
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example of fretwork or scrollwork, recalling the ornamental interior tracery ubiquitous in 

Victorian home decor. (see Figure 63) “Type 4,” based on a Neo Gothic furniture scroll 

saw pattern, was intended for the Armfeldt gardens, although ultimately cut by the 

director. (see Figure 64) These units were constructed at the scene shop in Landover and 

primed white by federal work-study students and the Scenic Painting class. 

The floor design, the visual center of the set, needed to serve both interiors and 

exterior spaces, in some cases simultaneously. Kaleidoscope Painter, an online mandala 

generator, helped me create a unique, original floor design with an Art Nouveau feel. 

Twenty-eight feet in diameter, the circular design was divided into an assemblage of 

twenty-four ¼” x 4’ x 8’ sheets of masonite. The sheets were pinned to the work floor 

with wood screws in preparation for painting, and for easy removal during the load-in 

process. The floor was primed a basic forest green, and over the period of a week was 

pounced with the outline of the design with purple chalk powder by myself and a handful 

of graduate students, and then hand-penciled and hand-painted with uniquely mixed 

colors drawn from the digital design. 

The color palette for the floor was the same palette for the rolling units as well as 

the general set, which also contained subtle hues referenced from the rented forest 

backdrop that hung upstage on line set 15 featured during Act II (at the Armfeldt Estate). 

(see Figure 65) 
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Chapter 1. From Photoshop to Stage 
 
 

Once it was established that routing the scrollwork was not going to serve the 

project, it was suggested I employ a certain process I have had some success with in past 

designs. This process, while technically simple, requires intermediate knowledge (at the 

very least) of AutoCad, Adobe Photoshop, some experience with large-scale printing 

with plotter printers (in this case, HP Designjet 800), and a general familiarity with 

rudimentary fabrication techniques. Certainly, this is a method that any student designer 

can make use of (if he has access to a plotter with at least a 42” print bed), and with 

imagination and ingenuity can be used to impressive effect for the stage setting. 

This technique was, in fact, used to design the entire set: the circular floor (which 

consisted of an elaborate mandala design in a Celtic-flavored Art Nouveau style), the 

Stage Left and Stage Right platforms, and also the swags and drapes. It was this 

technique that allowed me to, with ease, tie-in the numerous spacial elements, color 

palette, and painted drop, to achieve the fluidity of interior and exterior space, as well as 

seamlessly incorporate the various period styles I wanted to draw upon. 

In the interest of students wishing to experiment with the technique, here is the 

step-by-step process: 

1. Exporting from AutoCad 
 

• In AutoCad’s ‘Drafting’ mode zoom-in on the drawing intended for print. 
 

• Click ‘File’ > ‘Print’ to open the print dialogue box. 
 

• Make sure the printer is checked in the printer drop-down dialogue. 
 

• Select either a) From among the numerous paper size options from the 

drop-down menu 
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or 
 

b) Scrolling down to the bottom of the paper size drop-down, Select > 

‘Manage Custom Sizes’ and type the actual height and width of the object 

in total inches (adding 3”-6” to each total size) *Knowing the object’s 

actual size is key. If the object is wider than it is tall, click ‘Landscape’ 

orientation. 

• In the ‘What to Print’ dialogue Choose > Window in the drop-down. 
 

• AutoCad will now temporarily return to the Drafting view of the drawing. 
 

Using the mouse, draw a box from the upper left to the lower right of the 

object. 

• Click ‘Edit Page Setup’ and check the ‘Center on page’ button. 
 

• Still in the ‘Edit Page Setup’ in Scale choose > 1:1 in the scale drop-down. 
 

• Still in the ‘Edit Page Setup’ in the ‘Plot Style Table’ drop-down, 

Choose > monochrome.ctb 

• Click > OK  (this returns the original Print dialogue window) 
 

• From the PDF drop-down, choose > ‘Save as PDF’ 
 

• This will open a dialogue box that shows where on the computer the file is 

to be saved.  Give the file a name and save the pdf document. 

2. Importing to Photoshop 
 

• With Photoshop open, click > Open and choose the saved .pdf 
 

• The Import PDF dialogue box will open automatically. The default scale 

will show the actual inches. 
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• Change the default resolution from 300 pixels/inch to 200 pixels/inch. 

(*this will keep the file size lower.) Lower than 100 pixels/inch will result 

in a poor image quality. 

• Click > OK 
 

• The pdf document will now open as a single-layer black & white 

document. (*White will read as transparent.) 

• The Layers window should already be open. (If not hit F7.) Duplicate the 

existing layer producing a layer that by default will be called ‘Layer 1 

copy’. 

• Activate ‘Layer 1 copy’ by clicking it in the layer window 
 

• In the top menu Click > Select > All. (You should now see ‘dancing ants’ 

around the perimeter of the document window.) 

• Click Edit > Fill > Contents: White. 
 

• The drawing should now appear as a black & white document and it is 

ready for any further manipulation/editing. For designers with Photoshop 

experience, this is where the drawing can be developed with the paint 

tools, filters, etc. *Keep in mind that before printing a drawing with 

multiple layers, filters, etc., the document should first be flattened (Layer 

> Flatten image>) before saving as a .jpg file. 
 

• If no other editing is required and it is ready to print, click Save As… 
 

• Save the document as a .jpg. 
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3. Printing 
 

Prints intended for the stage are best printed on canvas. Canvas is available in 

42” x 50’ rolls from numerous online stores. Keep in mind that unlike paper, 

plotters (like HP Designjet) do not have the ability to trim the canvas, and your 

drawing will have to be hand-cut from the plotter bed. 

• In either Photoshop or the computer’s native image viewer, open the 

flattened jpg. 

• Click > Print and follow the print dialogue (keeping in mind the required 

paper size.). 

• When choosing paper size, it is likely you will be entering a custom size 

(depending on the drawing). Make sure to allow for an extra 2”-3” extra 

inches or risk image clipping. Also, make sure the scale is set to 100% 

(not ‘Fit to paper’). 

In the case of this design, each element of the set (including swag patterns) 

followed the process described above. Typical Photoshop drawings involved numerous 

(in some cases upwards of fifty) discreet layers. 



68  

Chapter 2. Antique Automobiles 
 
 

One of the key design decisions in defining the stylistic character of this 

production centered on a humorous scene at the top of Act II, in which two households 

arrive in their respective automobiles for A Weekend in the Country. Personally, I am not 

aware of very many musicals in which working cars ran on stage, but I was painfully 

aware that two custom-built period cars drove across the stage in a previous production at 

GW. 

Luckily, numerous discussions with the director resulted in my taking a comedic, 

“gag” approach to the design of the automobiles, with the two cars expressing the 

personalities of their philandering owners, Fredrik Egerman, middle-aged master of the 

Egerman household, and Count Carl-Magnus Malcolm, military dragoon and lover of 

Desireé Armfeldt. The light, comical feel of the cars was achieved with a two- 

dimensional, cartoon-like design along the themes of Victorian décor, color, and pattern. 

Physically carried by the actors in a deliberately preposterous pantomime of early 

automotive travel, the cars were designed in AutoCad and Photoshop, printed on canvas, 

and mounted onto routed gator board.  (see Figures 66- 67 B) 

The Egerman car, an early 20th century version of the ‘family sedan,’ seated four. 
 
Count Carl-Magnus Malcolm’s car, which seated two, was designed as a ‘sports car,’ and 

featured imagery inspired by Swedish royalty and military paraphernalia. It was 

necessary for the cars to be extremely light, durable, and could temporarily park on the 

stage without having to be propped up by hand. Both of the cars were able to ‘park’ via 

kickstands mounted to the upstage side of the gator board. The upstage sides, edges, and 

kickstands were painted black.  The decision to use gator board, proposed by John Traub, 
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the technical director, proved light enough for one person to carry a 5’ length car alone 

and durable enough to withstand the CNC routing process. 

A “mini production meeting” on Tuesday, February 23rd at 11:30 AM was 
 
dedicated to how these cars would be handled by the actors, blocking with the cars, as 

well as entrances and exits. Given the cars were two-dimensional “cartoon” vehicles, it 

was crucial that the audience understand the “gag.” Having already built a Photoshop 

rendered, full-color card model at ½” scale, as well as scaled card models of the 

automobiles themselves, the director was able to physically see in “simulated space” how 

the cars would look and behave upon entering and exiting the stage. It was also during 

this meeting that the necessity of fitting them with kickstands was established. 

The director was adamant that the cars enter down the house right aisle from 

behind the audience, meet center downstage, and exit behind the stage right masking, 

finally to be “parked” in a wide galley established behind the hanging drop designated for 

the storage of scenic elements as well as serving as a dressing area for costume changes. 
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Chapter 3. Textiles (Slave to Velour) 
 
 

From the first moment I began to mentally conceive a stage picture for this 

musical, I was fixated on one element: Velvet –more specifically, green velvet.  Known 

in the industry as “velour,” I pitched a set rendering bedecked in sumptuous, tactile, lush 

green draperies and curtains. Somehow, I thought it would be cheap. Growing up during 

the 1970’s and 1980’s, so-called “velvet” seemed to be everywhere, from high-end 

couture to lowly tracksuits. Naturally, I assumed modern, factory-produced velvet was a 

relatively inexpensive option. 

It only took a little research before I discovered otherwise. 
 
But what is velvet? History tells us that in the mid 6th century AD, two Byzantine monks 

smuggled silkworms out of China in bamboo rods. By the time of the Renaissance, the 

booming Italian silk industry was exporting velvet throughout Europe. “The term velvet 

describes fabric with a pile made of silk thread; the structure of this fabric is created by 

warps that are drawn up over rods or wires to make the loops.”47
 

If “velour” was the industry term for velvet, was it really the same textile?  Not 
 
quite. 

 
“Like velvet, velour is made by a special weaving process that cuts looped threads 

to form a texture known as "pile." Velours is actually the French word for velvet. 

However, unlike true velvet, velour is usually made with cotton or cotton blends instead 

of silk.”48
 

 
 

47 Watt, Melinda (2011). Renaissance Velvet Textiles. 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/velv/hd_velv.htm 
48 Appleseed’s. What is velour? 
https://appleseeds.blair.com/content.jsp?pageName=velour 

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/velv/hd_velv.htm
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The velour concept, which developed during my research period, got further 

inspiration from a specific scene in the 1943 comedy, Heaven Can Wait directed by Ernst 

Lubitsch. This scene takes place in the well-appointed dining room of a wealthy older 

couple in the American Midwest during the Victorian period. The walls of the entryway 

to the dining room feature an elaborate curtain arrangement of contrasting toned velvet 

and satin, with fringe, tassels, and tiebacks. I later found the scene in an online clip and 

was able to reproduce the arrangement in an AutoCad drawing by freezing the frame at 

various points.  I would later replicate this swag arrangement for decorating the Stage 

Left and Stage Right draperies that served to mask the platforms. 

Successive meetings with my Technical Director, John Traub, revealed that lining 

my velour with a contrasting satin was not going to be fiscally feasible. We finally 

arrived at a relatively inexpensive choice of a lightweight velour in hunter green. 
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Chapter 4. Swags, Jabots, and Drapery 
 
 

The material I used for all swags and jabots came from a 116+1 yards bolt of 

velour ordered by John Traub from Velvet R Us, purchase order number: 15463. The 

color was “Hunter,” item number: 9269, roll number: 6119, lot number: 3006. 

Swags and jabots are not simply cleverly draped pieces of cloth. They require a 

pattern, cutting, and also a hands-on knowledge of how to arrange the folds so they drape 

correctly. There is no one pattern for swags and/or jabots, and the Internet is full of 

options, most of them for a modest price tag. I modified a pattern I found using Google’s 

image search function, then imported into AutoCad, hand-traced, and printed on white 

bond paper. (see Figures 67-69) 

An instructional video on YouTube allowed me to see for myself how to lay out 

the fabric, techniques and tools for cutting, measuring for pleats, and arranging the folds 

to achieve a true swag. Ultimately, I modified and experimented with what I learned and 

came up with my own workable technique.  Later, I was able to teach this technique to 

my technical assistant, fellow graduate student, Xiaoxiao Wang, who took up any task I 

put upon her with alacrity and genuine purpose. In fact, when the time came for me to 

climb up on a fifteen-foot ladder, and being terrified of heights, I was relieved when 

Xiaoxiao showed no fear and, in fact, hung many of my swags for me with safety pins. 

The swags hemming the edges of the stage platforms were simply stapled to the 

wood with a simple staple gun.  The staples were invisible and proved sturdy. 

Following the style of swag inspired by the film, Heaven Can Wait, I also 

included rosettes that crowned each jabot placed at the intersections of the swags, much 
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like a traditional Victorian window treatment. (see Figures 73, 74) For the rosettes, I 

chose a fabric from the costume shop’s bins, which was an inexpensive, dark, sheer 

polyester with a subtle, metallic sheen. This darker color contrasted nicely with the 

hunter green velour, which was somewhat brighter in tone than it had appeared on the 

computer screen, and resulted in a satisfying, rich effect. 

Having previously made fabric rosettes in costume classes, I developed a simple 

system that included backing rounds of cardboard, hot glue, and imitation mother-of- 

pearl buttons for decoration. I was able to acquire a handful of students, both graduates 

and undergraduates, who, needing to fulfill a number of course hours for one class or 

another, formed a temporary, mini “rosette factory.” Fitted with hot glue guns, this small 

but industrious group churned out upwards of thirty rosettes for me in a matter of a few 

hours –no sewing necessary. My original plan for attaching the rosettes to the jabots 

involved backing the cardboard backings with tabs of Velcro. This method seemed to 

work initially, but I discovered the rosettes tended to fall off after a few hours. My 

backup solution was using safety pins, which, as it happened, worked perfectly. These 

pins were hot-glued to the cardboard backings, so each rosette was easy to place or move 

as necessary. 

Draperies were procured from a local business, Drapes and Drops, with who the 

department has a long-lasting and amiable relationship. After ardently searching the 

inventory, no green velour was found. There was a good deal of turquoise velour, and 

red, and also khaki, but none of them satisfactory. There was also a good deal of aqua- 

blue “banjo cloth,” considered as the industry standard for convention drapes because of 

its low cost and flame resistance. 
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Finally, two partial bolts of “bottle green” velour were spotted beneath a work 

table, the discovery of which apparently shocked even the management. They had 

seemingly been stored there, unbeknownst to anyone, for many years, as long, horizontal 

impressions ran in consecutive striations along the fabric due to their own heavy weight 

bearing down on themselves over such a great period of time. The green of the drapery 

proved a fair match with the hunter green curtains and swags. 

The tube and drape system was drafted in AutoCad and further refined with the 

help of John Traub and Carl Gudenius, both of whom, collectively, have decades of 

experience working with tube and drapery in theatrical and corporate settings. This 

system, which addressed the masking for the Stage Left and Stage Right platforms, was 

broken down into two sets of eight velour panels, each in an ascending, staggered order 

of heights of 10’-12’-14’. The width of each panel was 6’, with two panels per pipe 

length, thus providing the necessary fullness (100%) to achieve an elegant drapery effect. 

The tube bases, more specifically where they were to be planted, were a very 

important consideration. These considerations ran from their considerable footprint 

(16”x14”) to whether they would stand on the stage or platform floors. John Traub and I 

collectively determined the bases were best attached to the platforms. Carl suggested that 

the platforms be routed so the bases would be sunken, limiting their visibility. 

Unfortunately, due to time and resources, it was too late for such a procedure. Finally, I 

used paper painted the color of the floor and mottled with a sponge to mask the bases. 

The curtains spanning the downstage faces of the raised platforms were made 

from the hunter green velour. With assistance from undergraduate, Aria Nawab, we 

measured and cut fabric in preparation for curtain panels with 100% fullness (double the 
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length). Sigríður Johannesdottir, our costume professor, assisted me greatly by sewing 

two-cord Shirring Tape along the curtain’s edges to create professional quality pleating (a 

monumental task).  The curtains were divided into two sets in deference to the variance 

of height between the Stage Left and Stage Right platforms (3’4” H and 2’8” H), each set 

consisting of three, discreet lengths of 4’, 8’, 16’. These 100% fullness curtain lengths 

wrapped around the entire downstage facings of the platforms, and were decorated with 

swags and jabots. 
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Chapter 5. Painted Backdrop 
 
 

The entirety of the second act takes place on an estate situated in the 

Swedish woodlands. As we have already established, the Victorians presaged the 

modern Western view of nature as a primeval place of abandon, and it was 

absolutely necessary to introduce a fresh, sweeping visual theme to bring the 

audience along for a scandalous country weekend. A more-than-suitable, if not 

perfect, pre-painted drop was procured from Drapes and Drops as the result of 

long and determined online searches. 

Given more time (and perhaps more talent than I personally possess), I 

might have painted a drop myself. However, I am not at all sure if it would have 

proven more economical, or whether a custom-painted drop would have made a 

significant improvement to the rented one. Informal meetings with the lighting 

designer and fellow graduate student, Jamie Gresens, assured me that the drop 

would get proper attention in terms of illuminating it to flattering effect without 

overwhelming the eye with a massive, oversaturated element. This was achieved 

with the use of a black scrim, without the subtlety of which the drop would have 

been, admittedly, a garish eyesore. 

The drop measured 22’ high by 45’ wide, and was masked with a black 

border and a closed black curtain on a dedicated track during the first act, and on 

the Stage Right and Stage Left sides with the opened black curtain during the 

second act. The black scrim was placed on the next downstage track from the 

drop and hemmed in with pipe. The requirements of the “grand reveal,” which 

took place at the top of the second act, necessitated two assistant stage managers. 
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Chapter 6. Set Dressing (Furniture and Props) 
 
 

As the scenic designer I wanted to exercise control over the entire stage picture, 

which required me to extend my design into not only set dressing, but also properties, and 

even consumables.  For instance, rather than a dainty sandwich, I wanted Desireé 

snacking on thick, fatty charcuterie. (see Figures 86, 87) To the best of my ability, I 

attempted to personally manage the properties master, Kait Haire, an undergraduate, in 

procuring the correct assortment of furniture, objects, and foodstuffs. The department 

does not “teach” properties design as such, and delegating style to an undergraduate 

trying to fulfill credits would have been both inappropriate and a move of supreme folly. 

My first steps included the usual desperate ravaging of Craigslist and Ebay for 

affordable Victorian furniture and the various props not in the department’s storage. I 

encouraged Kait to do the same, and to send me links to anything she thought might 

work. Naturally, we had to keep budget in mind. Kait was a late addition to the design 

team, and getting her up-to-speed was not exactly easy. 

Kait was primarily an actress, and an immanently graduating senior. While she 

had performed in numerous MainStage productions, she had never worked in a design 

capacity. And it showed. I quickly got the sense she didn’t appreciate the level of 

commitment–and certainly not the amount of hard work–the role of props master would 

require. For the first few weeks I took it upon myself to explain to her how to rise to, and 

maybe even exceed, the expectations of the rest of the team. One thing Kait did do right 

away was to create a comprehensive list of props which she composed in Google docs for 

easy sharing.  She also possessed an innate grasp of Victorian style, so I felt fairly 
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confident her Internet searches would be competent. All-in-all, I’d say that when the 

time came to really get her hands dirty, she rose to the occasion. 

The Bed 
 

Without a doubt, Anne and Fredrik Egerman’s nuptial bed was the most important 

piece of furniture in the entire show. After a number of conversations with the director 

about the nature of their relationship, I proposed the bed should appear to belong to a 

little girl. Anne, Fredrik’s eighteen year-old trophy wife, was still a sexually reticent 

virgin; this fact, countered by the deep, seething lusts of a middle-aged Scandinavian, 

necessitated bedding that pointedly joked at this time-worn sex dynamic. The director 

agreed wholeheartedly. 

Bedding like this might be described as “Princess style,” and online searches 

yielded some very affordable options. In the end, a four piece “Princess lace and ruffle 

duvet” set was purchased on Amazon for $119. But the bed still needed a headboard and, 

most importantly, it had to roll. My solution to this design issue went through a 

succession of iterations before arriving at the version used on opening night. 

John Traub suggested I draft a bed to be constructed rather than retrofit a pre- 

existing bed frame, and that this was still within budget and acceptable time frame. This 

gave me the (what I believed to be clever) idea to have the bed frame and headboard as 

separate units, with a rolling ‘tombstone’ serving as a Neo-Gothic headboard when there 

is a scene in the Egerman bedroom, and reversed with a pink, Baroque-patterned 

wallpaper for the very next scene in Desireé’s dressing room. Even with piles of frilly 

bedding and pillows on a wooden bed frame fitted with casters at 6’4” in length and 3’ 

wide, the rolling unit still towered over the bed at 7’71/4”.  It looked ridiculous.  The 
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solution, which ultimately made transitions far less complicated for the assistant stage 

managers who had to get everything into position in a short period of time, was to saw 

the rolling unit down to a 4’ headboard and permanently attach it to the bed frame. Now 

the bed was one, discreet, rolling unit. Kait Haire did a very nice job dressing the bed 

with the purchased Queen-sized bedding, which needed to be pinned and arranged to fit 

the somewhat unusual size of the bed frame.  (see Figures 78-80) 

 
 

Cello 
 
 

Perhaps the most terrifying obstacle I faced in sourcing props was the cello. At 

the top of the first act, the brooding young Henrik Egerman sings, accompanying himself 

on a cello. While an actual, playable instrument was not needed (or, in fact, wanted), 

everyone agreed it was necessary to have an actual, strung cello and a functional 

horsehair bow (despite the bow never touching the strings). 

The truth was, I hadn’t given very much thought to the cello, or where I would 

find one. I assumed I’d simply get one from the Music department. Didn’t they have 

dozens of cellos just lying around? 

It slowly began to occur to me that even with the most beautiful set imaginable, 

the production sank or swam depending on the acquisition of a cello. Searching the 

Internet, I found that the most inexpensive used cellos were all going for $500 (at the 

minimum). I began to panic. Borrowing a cello from the Music department was not an 

option, and we couldn’t afford to buy one –not even a beat-up used one. I investigated 

the inventory out at the scene shop in Landover, as well as the props closet in the Marvin 

Center, but came up empty-handed both times. 
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Miraculously, during our second–or maybe even third?–try looking in the props 

closet with props master, Kait Haire, I suddenly spotted a soft instrument case on a 

bottom shelf where the musical instruments are stored. I hadn’t ever noticed this case 

before. And it wasn’t empty. When we unzipped it, to our complete astonishment, out 

came a cello.  And a bow, too (sadly without horsehair). 

Some repair was required. The neck of the cello had broken from the body at 

some point. But after getting a little glue out at the scene shop, and some additional 

attention from a cello expert at the Music department, it served its purpose very nicely. I 

also arranged to borrow a working bow from the Music department, although it was a 

bass bow. When not being “played” the cello was stored on its side offstage of the stage 

left platform. 

 
 

Fainting Couch 
 
 

Another major decision was furniture for Desireé’s dressing room. I pitched the 

idea of a fainting couch, and the director very enthusiastically agreed. In the context of 

the show, the fainting couch made perfect sense, and for those familiar with the history of 

the Victorian “fainting room,” this particular piece of furniture would have been more 

than humorous. 

“According to physicians throughout history, women were subjected to an illness 

called ‘Hysteria’ where the woman would display a number of symptoms from shortness 

of breath, irritability and vaginal leakage due to sexual fantasies, and “a tendency to 

simply cause trouble.”  The treatment for this was a pelvic massage performed by a 
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doctor - and later on, when the first vibrator was invented, it was also used in treating the 

illness.”49
 

“Treatment” for this illness would typically take place at home in a small room, 

usually located at the top of the stairs, specifically dedicated to the alleviation of female 

symptoms. This was called the Fainting Room, and the central piece of furniture was the 

fainting couch. Designed with a raised, curved back, this special couch was meant to 

provide doctors with easier access when administering treatments. John Traub found a 

beautiful specimen of this type of couch on Craigslist for a very reasonable price. It also 

came with wheels. 

 
 

Side Tables and Chairs 
 
 

There were also numerous side tables required for various indoor scenes, which 

obviously had to be period as well. Very early in the process (December), I reached out 

to a local business, Miss Pixie’s, from which we’ve borrowed furniture in the past in 

exchange for a program advertisement. Miss Pixie’s happens to be very near my 

apartment, so it was easy for me to pay multiple visits with my camera in order to 

exchange photos with the team. As luck would have it, Miss Pixie’s had three, period 

side tables, a lovely Victorian chair (intended for the character of Madame Armfeldt), 

and a pink period throw for Anne and Fredrik’s bed. I also borrowed some Victoriana 

nik naks, such as candlesticks for the dining room table. Other items were lent from 

another source, Washington Revels, a performing arts organization in Bethesda, 

49 Lisle, Danielle. “What really went on in those fainting rooms?” Danielle Lisle, October 
18, 2013. 
http://www.daniellelisle.com/apps/blog/what-really-went-on-in-those-fainting 

http://www.daniellelisle.com/apps/blog/what-really-went-on-in-those-fainting
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Maryland, from which I’d previously borrowed props for a production I worked on with 

one of the company’s directors, Roberta Gasbarre. These included plastic fruit baskets 

and cakes for the dinner scene in the second act. 

Two other period chairs were borrowed from our own chair storage in Landover 

for scenes set in the Egerson parlor. 

 
 

Dining Room 
 
 

The dining room table and chairs proved another significant design hurdle. No 

matter how many of us scoured the Internet for Victorian dining room sets, no one could 

find any affordable solutions, and once again I found myself drafting furniture. A major 

caveat that resulted into this decision was the director’s insistence that the table be 

exactly 9’ in length and 2’4” in depth. Because the table would be covered with a large 

tablecloth, only the lower quarter of the legs would be visible. The shapes of the table 

legs were sampled from “wood scrollwork” taken from rolling unit type 1 and painted 

Ash Butter (yellow).  The dining room chairs were not as easy a solution. 

The Victorian sets we found online were authentic period chairs, but extremely 

expensive. Also, none were sets of six, the number the director required for the dinner 

scene (Madame Armfeldt would retain the chair borrowed from Miss Pixie’s when not in 

her wheelchair). There were plenty of chairs in storage however which, with the right 

extra bit of attention, could pass as affordable Charles Rennie Mackintosh knock-offs –a 

reasonably believable scenario given the increase of mass production of the period. It 

might have also conceivably passed for a chair by Swedish designer, Carl Westman, who 
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drew heavily from the English Arts and Crafts movement.50 (see Figure 83) I had found 

four to five yards of sage-green paisley upholstery in the fabric cage in anticipation of the 

unexpected (such as with the chairs), and Kait Haire knew how to sew seat cushions. She 

made one single seat cushion, which we showed the director for approval. Kait was able 

to make seven seat cushions in a couple of hours. (see Figure 84) 

 
 

Garden Benches 
 
 

Garden benches for the final scenes in act two were the last items on my furniture 

list. Luckily, I didn’t have to design these from scratch. We own a small collection of 

outdoor furniture as part of our inventory at the scene shop, and I chose two, faux marble 

painted benches that fit the bill nicely. Sturdily constructed from wood with Neo- 

Classical lines, I painted them “Aesthetic Green.” Actors could stand on them, they 

weren’t too heavy for an assistant stage manager to carry, and they stacked tidily behind 

the Stage Right platform when not in use. 

 
 

Knife Throwing 
 
 

The knife-throwing scene that takes place in Desireé’s boudoir was another 

unique problem we managed to solve, if not ingeniously, at least to the satisfaction of the 

director. I had initially envisioned an actual throwing knife being thrown at a visible 

target, which, in my mind, would be the rolling unit designated for the wall in Desireé’s 

 
 

50 McFadden, David (1982). Scandinavian modern design, 1880-1980. 
Cooper-Hewitt Museum: Minnesota Museum of Art 
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room. This wall featured, graphically, a framed decorative portrait, and I thought it could 

be fun if the forehead was the target. But throwing knives requires skill, and the actor 

playing Count Carl-Magnus Malcolm was having enough trouble already. They’re also 

fairly dangerous. John Traub, having years of experience with these matters, procured 

some inexpensive stage knives, but it was up to me and Kait Haire to devise a solution. 

John suggested a receptacle, such as a net or a basket, into which the knife could be 

thrown by the actor somewhere off-stage. It sounded like a reasonable, workable 

solution, but as sometimes happens we procrastinated. It wasn’t until tech week that we 

actually began to form a plan. 

I found a rectangular, cardboard box I suspected would work. I removed the 

flaps and painted the inside with flat black stage paint. We placed the box with the 

opening facing downstage left, and instructed the actor to attempt throwing the knife into 

the box.  Luckily, he was able to hit his mark every single time, and the sound of the 

knife hitting the box was masked by a comical sound effect. 
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PART IV 
Lessons Learned 

 
 

Were there areas where I fell short? There always are. But anyone who has 

worked with me knows it galls me when I fail to meet design expectations or deliver as 

promised, and in the case of A Little Night Music, the consensus is that it was, generally, 

a success. For the sake of argument, I’ll point out some technical and time management 

issues, errors in plain view and of my own making, that I do not plan to repeat in the 

future. 

• I should have chosen the hunter green velour earlier. I procrastinated 

deciding on my tube and drape system because I was afraid of accidentally 

blowing my budget. I hinted at what velour I wanted rather than give the 

technical director an express desire in an attempt to hedge my bets. 

• Rosco Supersaturated Velour Black bleeds when it gets wet. When I was 

set to seal my floor with polyurethane and a brush, I did a test and the 

black ran. The Hudson sprayer worked, but my whole floor might have 

been ruined because I didn’t know the paint contained no fixative. 

• The knife-throwing trap was an after-thought. I didn’t have a real plan, 

and relied on the expertise of others to decide how this “stunt” was going 

to work.  It was sheer luck that it worked as well as it did. 

• Masking is the one aspect of scenic designing I find the most intimidating. 
 

Coming from a graphic design background, we just digitally paint black or 

simply erase whatever we want to hide. “Painting” space black in the 

three-dimensional realm of theatre is a learned, technical skill.  Sometimes 
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I don’t even realize until load-in that there are masking decisions I haven’t 

even made or thought of. If I were to give myself a grade on my masking, 

it would be a solid ‘C.’ 

• My set had a lot of elements, including furniture and areas for actor quick 

changes. I wasn’t 100% sure where absolutely everything was going to 

“live” when not featured on stage. It probably wasn’t until mid tech week 

that I created a backstage schematic for Katie Fields, stage manager, 

where everything went. 
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Appendices 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 01. 

Research image for birch forest. 
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Figure 04. 

Leaf image used for Mandala. 

 

 

 
Figure 02. 

Research image for birch forest. 

 
Figure 03. 

Research image for birch forest. 
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Figure 05. 

Research image for birch forest 
constucted with lace. 

 
Figure 06. 

Research image for lace. 
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Figure 07. 

Research image for antique automobile. 

 
Figure 08. 

Research image for antique automo- 
bile. 
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Figure 10. 

Research image for antique automobile. 

 
Figure 09. 

Research image for antique 
automobile. 
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Figure 11. 

Research image for Neo Gothic bed. 
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Figure 12 A. 

Early drafting for 
Neo-Gothic bed. 

 
Figure 12. 

Research image for Neo-Gothic bed. 
‘Royal Carved’ Black French Bed. 
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Figure 13. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 

 
Figure 14. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 

 
Figure 15. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 

 
Figure 16. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 
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Figure 18. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 
(French Neo-Classical) 

 
Figure 19. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 
(French Neo-Classical) 

 
Figure 17. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 
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Figure 20. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 

 
Figure 21. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 

 
Figure 22. 

Research image for Victorian screens. 



97 
 

 

 

 
Figure 23. 

Research image for Victorian fretwork. 

 
Figure 24. 

Research image for Victorian fretwork. 
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Figure 25. 

Research image for Victorian fretwork. 

 
Figure 26. 

Research image for Victorian fretwork. 

 
Figure 27. 

Research image for Victorian fretwork. 
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Figure 28. 

Research image for Victorian pattern. 
Medieval Ornament no. 1: Conventional leaves and flowers from illuminated manu- 

script. Jones, Owen (1856). 
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/grammar-of-ornament#/ 

http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/grammar-of-ornament%23/


100 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 

 
Figure 29. 

Research image for cast iron 
balustrades. 

 
Figure 30. 

Research image for cast iron 
balustrades. 

 
Figure 31. 

Research image for cast iron 
balustrades. 
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Figure 32. 

Research image for Victorian green 
interiors. 

Georg Friedrich Kersting, 1785– 
1847, Woman Embroidering, 1811 
Klassik Stiftung Weimar, Goethe 

Nationalmuseum 

 
Figure 33. 

Research image for Victorian green 
interiors. 

19th century wallpaper by William 
Morris 
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Figure 34 A. 

Research image for Victorian Sun 
illustration. 

 
Figure 34. 

Research image for Victorian Sun 
illustration. 
etsy.com 
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Figure 35. 

Research image for mosaic 
Art Nouveau floor 

 
Figure 36. 

Research image for mosaic 
Art Nouveau floor 

 
Figure 37. 

Research image for mosaic 
Art Nouveau floor 
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Figure 38. 

A Little Night Music 
(early rendering) 

 
Figure 38 A. 

A Little Night Music 
(early rendering #2) 
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Figures 39, 40. 
Savage Beauty 

Alexander McQueen. May 4–
August 7, 2011 Metropolitan 

Museum of Art. 

 
Figure 41. 

René Lalique, French, 
1860 - 1945 Dragonfly 

woman corsage ornament, 
1897 - 1898 gold, enamel, 
chrysoprase, moonstones, 
and diamonds, 23 x 26.5 

(9 x 10 3/8) Calouste 
Gulbenkian Foundation, 

Lisbon 

 
Figure 42. 

Moet and Chandon 
Vintage Poster 

Alphonse Mucha, 
French c. 1899 

 
Figure 43. 

Louis Comfort Tiffany (1848- 
1933). Design for a rose 

window. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, NY – Photo 

Credit : Image copyright © The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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Figure 44. 
Paint Tests 

Figure 45. Paint Formulae 

Ash Butter: 
Rosco Off Broadway Lemon 

Yellow: 1 
KILZ primer white: 20 

Black: 1/2 
Rosco Off Broadway Golden

Yellow: 1 

Victorian Dusky Rose: 
KILZ primer white: 4 

Fire Red: 3 
Rosco Off Broadway Golden

Yellow: 1 

Spring Grass Green: 
Rosco Off Broadway 

Chrome Oxide Green: 1 
Rosco Off Broadway Golden

Yellow: 3 
KILZ primer white: 2 
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Figure 46. Paint Formulae 

Aesthetic (Base) Green: 
Rosco Off Broadway Chrome Oxide Green: 2 

Rosco Off Broadway Golden Yellow: 1 

 
Figure 47. 

Paint Color Samples 
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Figure 48. 

Hudson sprayer test 
Test surface 

 
Figure 51. 

Hudson sprayer test 
Paint and water mixture 

 
Figure 50. 

Hudson sprayer test 
Funnel w/ cheesecloth 

 
Figure 49. 

Hudson sprayer test 
Funnel 
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Figure 52. 

Hudson sprayer test 
Test spray viscosity 

 
Figure 54. 

Hudson sprayer test 
Spray #2 

 
Figure 55. 

Hudson sprayer test 
Results 

 
Figure 53. 

Hudson sprayer test 
Spray #1 
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Figure 56. 

Floor Mandala rendering. 

 
Figure 57. 

Floor (Hudosn sprayer). 

 
Figure 58. 

Floor (pouncing with 
pattern). 
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Figure 58 A. 

Floor (pouncing with 
pattern). 

 
Figure 58 B. 

Floor (pouncing pattern). 

 
Figure 59. 

Floor (stage 2). 
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Figure 60. 

Floor (stage 3). 

 
Figure 60 A. 

Floor (stage 3). 
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Figure 61. 

Mobile Unit Type 1 

 
Figure 62. 

Mobile Unit Type 2 
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Figure 63. 

Mobile Unit Type 3 

 
Figure 64. 

Mobile Unit Type 4 
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Figure 65. 

(22’ x 45’) Detailed Forest Drop 
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Figure 66. 

Egerman Car rendering 

 
Figure 66 A. 

Egerman 
Car derail 

 
Figure 66 B. 
Egerman Car 
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Figure 67. 

Carl Magnus-Malcolm Car rendering 

 
Figure 67 A. 

Carl Magnus-Malcolm 
Car derail 

 
Figure 67 B. 

Carl Magnus-Malcolm Car 
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Figure 68. 

Swag pattern 

 
Figure 69. 

Jabot pattern 

 
Figure 70. 

Swag & Jabot pattern 
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Figure 71. 

Swag (pre-pinned) 

 
Figure 72. 

Swag (pre-pinned) 
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Figure 73. 

Swag & jabot 
(test with black velvet) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
Figure 73 A. 

Swag & jabot (pinned) 
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Figure 74. 
Still from 

Heaven Can Wait, 1943 

 
Figure 75. 

Rosette (detail) 
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Figure 76. 

Stage Right Rendering 

 
Figure 77. 

Stage Left Rendering 
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Figure 78. 

Egerman bed (detail) 

 
Figure 79. 

Egerman bed (detail) 

 
Figure 80. 

Egerman bed (detail) 
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Figure 81. 

Design by Owen Jones for the Decoration of the Great Exhibition Building, 
1851 

 
Figure 82. 

Colefax & Fowler Wallpaper 
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Figure 83. 

Carl Westeman (1866-1936). 
Armchair. 1898. Sweden. Wood 

and cotton. Nordiska Museet, 
Stockholm 

 
Figure 85. 

Dining room table. 

 
Figure 84. 

Dining room chair with 
seat cushion by Kait Haire. 
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Figure 87. 

Consumables. 

 
Figure 88. 
Wine label. 

 
Figure 86. 

Consumables. 
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Figure 89. 

Invitation. 14” x 10”. Printed on card 
stcok, hand-cut. 

The text reads (in Swedish): 
Ni är varmt välkomna till en helg i 

counry. 
Godset av 

Madame Armfeldt. 
Var redo att bli kär och har era 

hjärtan bryts i sma bitar. 
 

Translation: 
You are cordially invited to a weekend 

in the counry at 
the estate of 

Madame 
Armfeldt. 

Be ready to fall in love and have 
your heart broken into small pieces. 

 
Figure 90. 

Theatre ticket. 
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Figure 91. 

Scenic chart Act I. 

 
Figure 92. 

Scenic chart Act II. 
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Figure 93. 

Model, 1/2” scale with figures. 

 
Figure 94. 

Model, 1/2” scale with figures. 
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Figure 96. 

Bottle green velour reference. 

 
Figure 95. 

Hunter green velour reference. 
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Figure 97. 

Poster design. 
By Kirk Kristlibas 
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Figure 98. 

Stage Left downstage 
step facing. 

 
Figure 99. 

Stage Right downstage 
step facing. 
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Figure 100. 

Print-ready graphics for
rolling units. 
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Figure 101. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 102. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 103. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 104. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 105. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 106. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 107. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 108. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 109. 
Photo call. 



Figure 110. 
Photo call. 

Figure 111. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 112. 
Photo call. 

Figure 113. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 114. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 115. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 116. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 117. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 118. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 119. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 120. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 121. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 122. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 123. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 124. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 125. 
Photo call. 



Figure 126. 
Photo call. 

Figure 127. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 128. 
Photo call. 

Figure 129. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 130. 
Photo call. 

Figure 131. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 132. 
Photo call. 

Figure 133. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 134. 
Photo call. 

Figure 135. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 136. 
Photo call. 
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Photo call. 
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Figure 138. 
Photo call. 

Figure 139. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 140. 
Photo call. 
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Photo call. 
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Figure 142. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 143. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 144. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 145. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 146. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 147. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 148. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 149. 
Photo call. 

 
Figure 150. 
Photo call. 
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Figure 151. 

Stage (last night of tech week). 
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