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Abstract 
 

 
Scenic Design for Translations 

 

As one of the most famous scripts written by Brian Friel, the production of 

Translations has been modified for a lot of shows since 1980. For the scenic design of 

Translations, the challenge this time was to restore the whole realistic 19th century Irish 

barn room and some natural landscape. According to my research, the barn room in 

Northern Ireland always presents with a rough stone as the main texture. Dreaming about 

a big set within a short time was another challenge for the scenic designer. Translations 

was directed by Jodi Kanter, in the spring of 2018 at the George Washington University’s 

Dorothy Marvin Center Betts Theater in Washington D.C. The fellow designers were 

Carl Gudenius as Lighting Designer; Kelvin Small, who worked on this show as his 

costume thesis; Tara Lyman Dobson as Prop Master; and Aria Nawab as Sound Designer. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 
In this paper, the author documents the scenic design for the play Translations by 

Brian Friel. This play was presented by the Program of Theatre & Dance at the Dorothy 

Betts Marvin Theatre, The George Washington University, with performances from 

February 15th to 18th, 2018. All personnel in this production and cast contributed to the 

success of the show. Jodi Kanter directed the show, and Carl F. Gudenius designed the 

lights and also served as a producer. Another thesis design was conducted by Kelvin 

Small, the costume designer. Aria Nawab worked as the sound designer. Other members 

in the production team included Kyra Armstrong as the stage manager and John Traub as 

technical director. 

As the set designer, the author deeply integrated the design and collaborated with 

the designers and team in the fabrication of the scenery. The production team officially 

started on November 2nd, 2017, at the first production meeting. After working hard for 

over three months, the show opened on February 15th ,2018. 

Thesis Argument: 

How the collaborative work with team members led to a stronger design 

 
This paper consists of four sections to demonstrate the theory and practice of the 

scenic design. In section one, the analysis is presented along with discussions of the script , 

historical background and culture. 

The second section documents the design concept and records how an initial idea  
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can be cast and then formed into an executable design proposal. In this section, the author 

demonstrates how collaborative work with team members led to a stronger design; the 

lighting designer, costume designer and technical director were worked closely with the 

scenic designer. This section also records the evolution of the set.  

Section three documents the execution of the design concept. In this 

implementation phase, the visual proposal had to be totally realized in to the finished 

elements. Construction work and paint assignments were also included. This section 

detailed the entire construction process for every scenic part. It is noteworthy that 

alterations and refinements went all the way through this process up until opening night.  

Section four reviews the evaluations of the work the author has done. As a 

designer, the author reviews the whole design process and includes self-criticism. This is 

the author’s only co-curricular show. 

The bibliography is attached after section four to show the authoritative reference 

the author used to support his perspective. The appendix is made by three sections: A, 

initial research images; B, sketches, renderings, and all graphics; and C, production 

photographs of the set. 
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Chapter 2: Analysis 

Script Overview 

The story takes place in the Irish speaking community of Donegal, Northern 

Ireland, in the 19th century. Unlike people living in the capital of Dublin, people living in 

this county rarely contact the people outside their own community.  

The royal engineer Captain Lancy with Lieutenant Yolland comes to Donegal 

with Owen as an assistant to make a map of this area. They intended to make an English 

map instead of Irish. That is, everything would be translated into English.  

In the play, the conflicts and barriers are numerous. Brian Friel seeks to show how 

language, culture and generations struggled against the barrier of communication. 

Though all performers onstage are speaking English the plot suggests that some of the 

characters only speak Gaelic. As a result, the characters are not able to understand each 

other even though we, as the audience, understand everything. 

Owen is the younger son of Hugh, the headmaster of the hedge school. He returns 

to his hometown after six years in Dublin. As headmaster, Hugh teaches his students in 

Gaelic, even though he clearly knows English will someday replace Irish, like Latin, 

Celtic and Greek. Manus, who has a lame leg, is Hugh’s older son and teaching assistant.  

Owen is on the English government’s payroll. He is employed to assist two 

engineers to map the area; he also occasionally works as a translator. Captain Lancey is a 

cartographer. Lieutenant Yolland is an orthographer, who translate the maps. Anglicizing  

a language is subtly difficult work for them. Yet a langcuage may be destroyed, or a  
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culture may be obliterated. In their working process, Lieutenant Yolland has gradually 

fallen in love with the country as well as Máire, a tough and independent Irish girl. The 

language barrier is not in the way of these two young people admiring each other. Manus 

also has a romance with Máire. He hopes to marry her some day. Sara witnesses Máire 

and Yolland’s romance and tells Manus. Manus is angry with Máire for loving an English 

man and, heartbroken, leaves the village. 

Meanwhile, Lieutenant Yolland mysteriously disappears. Brian Friel intentionally 

keeps what’s happened to Yolland a mystery. Yolland might have been kidnapped by the 

Donnelly twins as part of the armed resistance to the English colonizers, or worse. 

Captain Lancey rushes into the class and declares that if Yolland is not found within 24 

hours, all the livestock in the county will be shot. If 48 hours pass, the English soldiers 

will flatten the locals’ houses and destroy their homeland. Máire refuses to believe that 

anything bad has happened to Yolland and insists that he’ll come back safely. Owen joins 

the Irish resistance to protect his homeland. 

Yet Máire refuses to believe that anything bad has happened to Yolland. She 

insists that Yolland will be back safe. Owen joins the Irish resistance to protect his 

homeland. 

At the end of the play, Hugh and Jimmy Jack are drunk and stumbling into the 

room. Bridget is out with Doalty to find the clue of the Donnelly twins. Máire finds Hugh 

and asks him to teach her English, even though she is his only student, but she does not 
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reach her goal. As the show ends, Máire and Jimmy Jack are sitting sadly as Hugh climbs 

upstairs. 

A lot of questions are left unexplained at the end of the show. Each of the 

characters’ fate is not mentioned. The play ends ambiguously with Hugh’s monologue 

about the opening of Virgil’s epic poem, “The Aeneid”. 

 

 
Challenge and Chance 

 
This play vividly demonstrates the relationship between language, culture and the 

ways local people choose to ignore or break down their cultural barriers. The author first 

assumes the perspective of a reader, especially the non-English speaking reader. 

Therefore, the author’s biggest challenge was to become familiar with this culture and 

period background. 

The author also faced his own language barrier. Some of the Celtic and Latin in 

the script was difficult to understand. Additionally, the story takes place in a hedge 

school in Northern Ireland in the 19 th century, which is the first time the author had heard 

of a hedge school. 

Another challenge was that Translations as a modern classic play has been 

produced many times across the world. To the author’s knowledge, this is the second 

time Jodi Kanter has directed this show. The author had to think about how to make 

something fresh and creative for this production. According to the playwright’s detailed  

description in the script, the scenic environment was present in a very tangible way. He 
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described a large number of specific scenery elements and prop requirements with which 

designers should comply. The author faced another challenge of how to visualize the 

existing description and then create something new.  

 

 

 

 
Why is Translations Still Relevant Today? 

 
Even though the story takes place in 19th century Ireland, the basic conflict of the 

play reflects some of today’s social issues, like how to keep the balance between 

uniformity and diversity in language and culture in today’s world.  

English has now been broadly used around the world. The author believes that it 

is an inevitable trend that links all human beings together. Yet we also realize that this 

trend will continue to challenge the survival of some languages that are not popularized, 

as well as their corresponding cultures. As a carrier of culture, language inherits the 

unique culture of the specific region. It deserves protection and inheritance. But the 

reality today is that a growing number of languages that are not popularized cannot be 

widely identified, which makes their corresponding cultures unable to be inherited. The 

popularization of English has brought convenience and opportunity to the development of 

the global society. This drama seeks to help people realize that we should have the 

attitude of seeking common ground while reserving differences when facing the problem 

of linguistic and cultural diversity. At the same time, minorities should choose rational 
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inclusion rather than complete resistance when the linguistic minorities and cultures are 

confronted with dominating languages and cultures. 
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Chapter 3: The Design Process 

 

 
The design of the Translations went through a continuous discussion between the 

designer and the production team. In approximately 9 weeks of work, the design started 

with some very simple draft sketches and was gradually refined and developed into more 

detail. This evolution included collaborative work with team members led to a stronger 

design. 

The First Draft and Discussion 

 
At the first design meeting, director Jodi Kanter highlighted some expectations for 

the scenery. A 19th century Northern Irish barn room served as a hedge school. The set 

needed look like old Irish architecture that was basic and poorly or maintained. The 

whole environment have a “run-down nature”, and “messy”. The script calls for a set of 

stairs without a handrail going up to the second floor, as well as a big barn door, as 

requirements for the actors’ performances. It was an important consideration when the 

author was developing his concept. 

As the set designer, the author started studying the script in early June 2017 and 

pictured a initial idea in his mind. The author presented the first idea of his concept (Fig. 

01,02,03). The draft digital model, purely his own idea, was made in SketchUp before the 

author discussed with anyone. It shows an old and messy wooden barn room. The set was  

laid out in a 30°angle and the wall was constructed by wood slats. The roof beams and 

the columns were also presented as part of my concept. Thesis director Carl appreciated 
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the work of author but pointed out that it was not a distinctively recognizable look for a 

19th century Northern Irish barn room. Wooden structure architecture might not be a 

typical visual element. He also mentioned there are some differences for the interior wall 

between Northern Ireland and The Republic of Ireland. It should be researched and 

incorporated into the scenery. The feedback from the technical director was very practical, 

from the technical perspective; he mentioned that realizing my design might be a 

challenge when it comes to fabrication phase. This was very useful feedback for my 

design incubation. 

 

 
Evolution of the Wall 

Collaboration with Lighting Designer 

Based on the conversation with the technical director and thesis director, the 

design had to be altered and refined. At the beginning, the author really likes his wooden 

beam idea and wanted to keep it; however, the thesis director’s advice made a valid point. 

As previously discussed, a realistic style set look should be period and regionally accurate. 

In his following research, the author intentionally looked for typical 19 th 

century Northern Irish architecture, interior environment and corresponding decorative 

elements. This play has a unique narrative space, rather than copying an existing space. 

The author’s plan was to carefully choose researched the elements to incorporate into his 

creation combining them into his own unique design. According to the author’s research 

for barn architecture in this area and time period, the author discovered the barns were 
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generally constructed with wood and stone, especially in rural places (Fig. 04. 05, 06). It 

is usually presented as the rough stone or rock as the wall, some of them are painted or 

plastered. In some rustic areas, it shows the damage to the wall as well as some water 

damage surface treatment, suggesting that it is an old and rustic building. (Fig. 07, 08, 09) 

Based on this discovery, the author changed the predominantly wood design to include 

stone as the main wall treatment with crumbling plaster at the bottom. During the 

discussion, the lighting designer pointed out a possibility to use the wooden wall as a 

secondary choice for the side wall. Some of the research images show a wooden barn 

room (Fig.10,11,12). The lighting designer suggested the side wall be made by wooden 

frame and stapled by the wooden slats. The lighting would go through the gap of slats, 

causing a shadow on the set. It would allow lighting to reflect the correct mood for this 

show. We both collaboratively thought this idea would make the set and overall visual 

production more interesting. 

 

 
Evolution of the Truss 

Collaboration with Technical Director 

When the author presented the first draft of the rendering in the first design 

meeting, he had mentioned the wooden truss as a scenic element in his design. However, 

it did not look like a truss appropriate for a 19 th century Irish barn room, so the author 

continued to research. Some of the wooden roof structure research images attracted the 

author’s attention (Fig. 13). This truss works as a structural skeleton to support the  
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rooftop. In engineering, a truss is a structure that "consists of two-force members only, 

where the members are organized. Accordingly, the assemblage as a whole [serves] as a 

single object".1 

According to the research, the author found that in some of the truss are 

constructed using raw wooden beams, the color in the research was faded and the surface 

is rough with old texture (Fig. 14). The author used this element and draft in the design 

and assumed it could be constructed by plywood in a size of 8”x8” and hung at the center 

of the stage. During the 3rd design meeting, 12/6/2017, the author presented research as 

well as this idea to the team to ask for some feedback. While director Jodi Kanter liked it 

visually, the author was concerned that this wooden truss was actually technically 

executable. The author showed the truss draft to the technical director John Traub, and he 

mentioned it would be a challenge if it were built with plywood in 8”x8” size. The whole 

truss would be too heavy to be rigged with cable. So, the author adjusted his design. The 

two stone columns at the side walls were moved right down under the truss at the stage 

left and stage right, so that the truss could land onto the columns to make the truss more 

stable and reduce the weight for the rigging system. The technical director also suggested 

to use an welded box tube steel frame as a skeleton, and then use light wood board 

instead of plywood to build the truss in order to reduce the weight (Fig.15 ). 

 

 
 

1 
Plesha, Michael E.; Gray, Gary L.; Costanzo, Francesco (2013). Engineering Mechanics: Statics (2nd ed.). 

New York: McGraw-Hill Companies Inc. pp.364–407. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Architectural_structure
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The Outdoor Environment 

Collaboration with Lighting Designer 

In the initial phase of the scenic design, the author did not pay a lot attention to 

the upstage. In the last design meeting, the lighting designer indicated that the space 

behind the main wall would be illuminated and there would be a lot of action happening 

in that area. (Captain Lancy, Yolland and Master Hugh would come through on stage). 

Accordingly, it should have some scenery there. The stone fence idea was the author’s 

first idea for this space; the author did some research later.  

The author considered this as a good place to make a nature outdoor scene with 

the stone fences and the green grassland. (Fig. 16,17) It could also expand the sight line. 

Northern Irish landscape is a good visual symbol to help share the background of this 

play. The floor was painted like grass to indicate an outdoor environment, and a short 

stone fence with a wooden gate was built upstage. The wall also provided masking for the 

upstage cyc lighting and hid the transition from deck to cyc. These details made the 

scenery more natural and true to life. An abandoned dirty wagon wheel was propped 

against the long stone wall and buried by some standing grass to provide more realism 

and additional visual interest. The lighting designer also suggested painting a wagon path 

on the deck grass paint treatment to make the scene more believable (Fig.18). This 

collaboration with the lighting designer enriched the upstage scenery and completed that 

portion of the set. 
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Simplification and Adjustments 

Collaboration with the Technical Director and the Team 

The feedback and suggestions the author collected from the team helped the  

author draw a second draft. (Fig. 19). This version was radically different from the first 

draft. The author presented it during the 3rd design meting, December 6th 2017. The 

director and the author’s thesis professor were pleased with the adjustments and  overall 

progress. Since that was the last design meeting, we mainly talked about the possibility of 

the execution, and adjusted details. Since that was the last design meeting, we mainly 

talked about the possibility of the execution, and adjusted details.  

Thesis director Carl mentioned the sketch showed the set span through from stage 

left to stage right, which is too wide, on aesthetic grounds; narrowing down the set would 

make the scenery more concentrated. Second, this version of design included three 

identical trusses landing on the stone columns and the wooden wall; however, the 

technical director pointed out that the trusses are really heavy and needed to be hanging 

over the stage with the bottom trusses fixed onto the top of the wooden wall, so for safety 

considerations I simply combined the three trusses into one in the final plan.  

This rendering retained my previous idea for the floor treatment. It was an 

impractical idea in which wood planking would cover most of the stage and then fade 

out downstage. Other areas were filled with real sand and soil to create an authentic 

messy interior barn room floor. Also, some additional grass and stones were suggested as 

set dressing. After discussion with the production team it became clear these ideas were 
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not executable. Not only could the author not move sand and stone into the theater. it was, 

more importantly, not a typical Irish barn floor look. The author painted the floor instead 

according to research images (Fig. 20,21). 

As the final design was gradually realized, the author began work on the 

construction drawings using AutoCAD and rendering with SketchUp and V-Ray (Fig.22, 

23). The author had to turn concept into practical details to ensure the design would be 

executable. Once the author started to draw the design within the Betts Theater 

architecture, the author met some challenges. First, the low proscenium height of the 

theater did not allow the author to build a wall taller than 16 feet. It was hard to adjust the 

height of the main wall, the wooden wall and the landing. Once the author reduced the 

height of the landing and the doors, the wall turned into a weird shape. The author spent a 

significant amount of time trying to adjust their visual relationship. Finally, the author did 

more research about the lower landing and staircase to see if there was one that could 

work with the shortened design; with some compromise on the height of the staircase and 

landing, the author finally solved the problem. The final version was slightly 

compositionally different from the first draft, but it was visually acceptable and more 

importantly it would fit the space. 

 

 
Color Scheme 

Collaboration with the Costume Designer 

The author had several meetings with the costume designer Kelvin Small to  
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discuss the color plan for costumes and scenic elements. 

 
For the scenic environment, the author’s plan included realistic stone texture and 

color as well as barn wood as the side wall texture, both in a faded and dusty color (Fig. 

24, 25). The author’s plan for the truss was faded, weathered wood; the author blended a 

little green, blue and purple into the wood grain to more color variety (Fig.26, 27). The 

author’s choice for the floor treatment incorporated earth tones blended with the sand  and 

soil color (Fig. 28). The author and costume designer shared ideas and the author 

reviewed costume renderings. Kelvin’s initial idea was based on color green, like famine 

infected potato leaves. Green was the main color chosen for most characters with very 

saturated red for solders and some red, yellow and blue for Owen. The two color plans 

didn’t work so well; the author suggested adding more earth tones and faded colors to the 

costume palette as well as distressing some of the costumes with the same earth tone the 

author used for the floor treatment so that the costume color will look more compatible to 

the scenic environment. Kelvin received the author’s suggestion.  

 

 
The Evolution of the Map 

Collaboration with Technical Director 

In the design process, the author really stumbled on how to present the map. The 

author did some research on the Donagel County map (Fig. 29), which is a real area on 

the map of Northern Ireland. In the script, the map was produced by a professional 

cartographer so the information should be very accurate. “Like Shakespeare’s map in 
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King Lear, Friel’s map (center stage for over half the play) provides powerful visual 

signals of themes that also dominate the play’s language and action.”2 According to 

Brian’s description in the script, “A large map - one of the new blank maps is spread out 

on the floor.”3 The author intended to follow the playwright’s direction to lay the map 

down on the floor. However, the producer pointed out during the design meeting that the 

map would be more visible if it’s face to the audience. Furthermore, as an important prop 

for this show, the map would be the tool for British solders to make the English officers 

clearly different from the locals and could also be considered a symbol of invasion of 

culture and language, so it was necessary to attach it to a blackboard so that the audience 

could see it easily. 

The large map and its placement were another design challenge. The author 

started to think about hanging the map up under the truss on stage right to face the 

audience. During the 3rd design meeting, December 6th 2017, Carl suggested the olio drop, 

so actors could roll it up and down to present it. This raised some questions, like how the 

olio drop would attach to the set and what the appropriate size for the map would be. A 

detailed plan needed to be done as soon as possible. The author did research on the 

working theory of the olio drop, then drafted a plan. In a meeting with the author, Carl 

pointed out it would not be practical to hang a map during the show to let the actors work  

 

2 
Lojek, Helen. The Spaces of Irish Drama: Stage and Place in Contemporary Plays. Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2011. Print, pp.15 
 

3 
Friel, Brian. Translations. New York: Faber and Faber, 2012. Internet resource, pp.38 
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on it. Another solution he pointed out was using the blackboard to present the map so that 

the actors could reach and work on the map to present their process of translation.  

Obscuring the blackboard with the “invasion” map made thematic sense. The author 

decided to present the map on a rolling blackboard instead of the olio drop. Actors would 

use the black board in the hedge school for teaching; it could also be flipped around and 

the map could be attached to the other side of the blackboard.  

For the graphic section of map, the first attempt was hand drawing the map on the 

hand size paper with water color, which the author then scanned into an electronic file 

and embellished using Adobe Illustrator (Fig. 30.) The author abandoned the hand 

drawing idea because the color tone seemed muted and hand drawing did not look like 

professional cartography. The map required detailed terrain and name information. At 

another meeting with the director, Jodi, and the prop master, Tara Lyman Dobson, about 

the prop and set dressing, the author explained his thought and the team talked about the 

content of the map. Tara showed strong research images describing the detailed 

information (Fig. 31) for Donegal County. Both the author and Jodi thought this version 

of the map was the correct direction. The author took this image to create a new version, 

and searched for Donegal County on Google Maps to locate the name of each area. As 

for the color scheme of this map, the author’s decision for the background color was a 

light tan color with the modest use of red, blue and yellow to outline each parish. The 

author also simplified the topographical information and eliminated the rail ways to make 

it visually easier to access by the audience. The author used Adobe Illustrator to create a  
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vector map in an adjustable size (Fig. 32). 
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Chapter 4: Design Concept Execution 

 
Once the construction documents were finished and delivered to the technical 

director, John Traub, the production team began the Design Concept Execution phase. In 

this section, the creation process and evolution for each scenic elements will be detailed. 

During fabrication some of the design elements required minor adjustment; on the whole, 

the biggest challenge in this section for the author was how to realize a large period 

scenic interior and partial outdoor environment in a rapid time frame.  

 

 
The Barn Room Wall 

 
As mentioned above, the upstage barn stone wall was the compositionally 

dominant part of the set and faced directly towards the audience. During the 3rd design 

meeting, December 6th 2017, the author suggested carving foam board and covering it 

with plaster and paint to simulate stone, but this would require an enormous amount of 

time. Instead of carving foam, Carl suggested the use of vacuform panels as the main 

texture for this 468 square foot wall and only hand carving two 8’ columns, two truss 

bases, and the upstage outside wall. The vacuform panel design (Fig. 33) which Carl 

suggested is a kind of stone-surfaced plastic panels which fits into a specific shape so that 

they could fill the wall. The author chose No. 676, Castle Rock4, as the stone wall texture 

which most resembles the research. The vacuform ordered was the 12’x4’ rectangular  

 

4 
676-castle-rock,”Provost Display Inc”, 2018, accessed July 27, 2018 

http://provostdisplays.com/product/676-castle-rock/. 

http://provostdisplays.com/product/676-castle-rock/
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plastic board which needed to be cut into shape to match the wall before being stapled it 

on. (Fig. 34, 35). 

A basic foam carving technique was used for the columns and door arch. (Fig.36,  

 
37) An important part in this step was to ensure that the scale and the shape of the stone 

would be exactly the same. Here is the step-by-step process. 

1. Import the vacuform pattern images .jpg (12’x4’) into AutoCAD to make sure 

the patterns matched the real column size for each side of the column. 

2. Draw the 6”x6”grid over the pattern. 

 
3. Click ‘file’-’print’, output into a .pdf file, then print onto paper as a map. 

 
4. Draw the grids according to the map onto the foam board. 

 
5. Trace the stone pattern with a Sharpie marker pen onto the foam board with the 

help of the grid the author drew previously. 

6. Prepare the tools prior to carving: an angle grinder, surform, and sandpaper in 

60, 100, 200 grits. Start with the angle grinder to coarsely carve the gap between stone. 

7. Use the shore form to carve along the gap. Break the flat surface into the stone 

texture to make the edges less sharp and look more like natural rock. 

8. Use the sandpaper to polish and smooth the surface. 

 
9. Apply a coat of the joint compound onto the surface to ensure the blue foam 

couldn’t be seen any more, let it dry, and then get ready to paint. 

Another section was the stage left and right wall. The GW scenic shop manager, 

 
Bill, built the wooden structure with 2x4 lumber. The author stapled the lauan boards on  
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to the back of the wall, leaving a 1/2” gap between each piece.  

 

 

 
Creation of the Stone Finish 

 
This section documents the stone paint treatment recipes and the technique the 

author used to create the stone surface. The author chose to use “Rosco” brand paints in 

Black, White, Pthalo Blue, and Fire Red to create the paint recipes. Here are the paint 

recipes for each color the author used to paint the stone: 

Base color: “Rosco” Black: Rosco White 1:1 

 
Shadow: “Rosco” Black: “Rosco” White : Water 2:1:10 

Highlight: “Rosco” Black: “Rosco” White : Pthalo Blue 1:2:1/2 

Red wash: “Rosco” Water: “Rosco” Fire Red 20: 1 

Here are the basic steps and the techniques for the stone treatment: 

 
1. Paint the base color all over as the first coat. 

 
2. Use a 4” brush to deepen the shadow paint, then paint the gap of the stone. 

 
Some areas needed a second coat. 

 
3. Use a 2” brush to dip the highlight paint to lighten the surface of the stone, 

but not too much. Once dried, use a sea sponge to dip the red wash paint, then squeeze 

out extra paint, quickly touch the surface of the stone, and give some areas a second 

layer. 

These paint techniques also applied to the outdoor scenic stone fence upstage. 
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Creation of the Barn Wood 

 
This section documents the barn wood paint recipes and the technique I used to 

create the barn wood. The author chose to use “Minwax” Wood stain No. 2716, 

“Minwax” semi-gloss sealer and “Rosco” brand paint in White. 

Here are the basic steps and techniques for the barn wood finish:  

 
1. Use cheese cloth to dip the wood stain, then evenly wipe through the 

surface. (Fig. 40) 

2. Use a 4” brush to dip a little white paint. Wipe off the extra paint, ensure the 

brush is not too wet, and then slightly paint the surface. (Fig. 41, 42) 

3. Once dried, apply a coat of “Minwax” clear semi-gloss sealer. 

 
This treatment applied to the stage left and right walls, landing, stairs, widows, 

wood floors and doors. 

 

 
Creation of the Weathered Wood for the Truss 

 
This section documents the weathered wood paint recipe and the technique which 

applied to the truss. The author chose to use “Minwax” wood stain No. 2716 , “Minwax” 

clear semi-gloss sealer, “Rosco” brand paint in White, “Rosco” brand paint in Chrome 

Oxide Green, “Rosco” brand paint in Pthalo Blue, and “Rosco” brand paint in Purple. 

Here are the basic steps and techniques for the weathered wood finish:  

 
1. Apply white, green and purple in random proportions onto the wood. (Fig. 

 
43). 
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2. Use the palm sander polish the surface into a random texture. (Fig. 44). 

 
3. Use cheese cloth to dip the wood stain, then evenly wipe through the 

surface. (Fig. 45). 

4. Once dried, apply a coat of “Minwax” clear semi-gloss sealer. 

 

 

 
Creation of the Indoor Floor Treatment 

 
This section documents the paint recipes and the technique the author used to create the 

indoor floor treatment. The floor treatment for the show was designed as earth-toned 

ground with sand and soil (Fig. 20). It is impossible to put real sand and soil into the 

theater to fill the 659ft² stage, so some paint techniques are needed here to simulate a real, 

messy barn room ground. The author chose to use the “Rosco” brand paint in Burt Umber, 

“Rosco” brand paint in Burt Seina, “Rosco” brand paint inYellow Ochre and “Rosco” 

brand paint in Raw Seina as the paint recipe. Here are the paint recipes for each color: 

Base color: “Rosco” Burt Umber : “Rosco” Burt Seina : “Rosco” Yellow Ochre 1:1:1 

Darkness: “Rosco” Burt Umber : “Rosco” Raw Umber : “Rosco” Raw Seina 2:1:1 

Shadow: “Rosco” Black : “Rosco” Burt Umber 1:1 

Highlight: “Rosco” Yellow Ochre : “Rosco” Burt Umber : “Rosco” Raw Seina 2:1:1 

Here are the basic steps and techniques for the indoor floor treatment:  

1. Use paint tape to outline the area. 

 
2. Apply the base color evenly through the area. 
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3. Once dried, use the roller to dip the ‘darkness’ paint, paint the darkness area, 

let the edge fade out, then use a sea sponge dipped in water to blend the edge. 

4. Once dried, use a sea sponge to dip the shadow color. Gently dip around the 

corners and the ‘darkness’, it doesn’t need too much. Use the same technique to dip the 

edge of the area. Let the color fade out. 

5. The same technique applies to the highlight color. 

 
6. Once dried, seal the floor with “Minwax” in clear semi-gloss finish. 

 

 

 
Creation of the Outdoor Floor Treatment 

 
This section documents the treatment recipes and the techniques the author used 

to create the outdoor floor. The grass floor treatment is placed upstage in front the stone 

fence as outdoor natural scenery. The audience could not easily see it except in Act 1 and 

Act 3 when the center door opens. The author’s research images show the distinctive 

Northern Irish landscape with an old stone fence on the grass (Fig. 16). This part of the 

set showed the narrative background of the story. There was also a path from the  door to 

outside to hint that people walk through (Fig. 46). The author used the same technique as 

used for the interior floor; for some area where no grass grows, the author used the 

interior floor base color to represent the soil. 

The author chose to use the “Rosco” brand paints in Oxide Green, Raw Umber, 

Paynes Grey, Burt Seina, and White to create the paint recipes. Here is the paint recipes  

for each color the author use to paint the grass land: 



25  

Base color: “Rosco” Chrome Oxide Green : “Rosco” Raw Umber : “Rosco” Paynes 

Grey 2:1:1 

Soil ground: “Rosco” Burt Umber : “Rosco” Burt Seina : “Rosco” Yellow Ochre 1:1:1 

Light area: “Rosco” Chrome Oxide Green : “Rosco” Raw Umber : “Rosco” Yellow 

Ochre 2:1:1 

Highlight: “Rosco” Yellow Ochre : “Rosco” Burt Umber : “Rosco” Chrome Oxide 

Green 1:1 

Path: “Rosco” Yellow Ochre : “Rosco” Raw Umber : “Rosco” White 1:1:1Here 

are the basic steps and techniques for the out door floor treatment:  

1. Paint the base color with a roller all the way through the area. 

 
2. Before it dries, use a roller to dip some soil ground color paint around the 

grass (not too much). When it’s close to being dry, use a sea sponge to blend the soil and 

grassland together. 

3. Apply the light area color onto the floor with a sea sponge, then blend into 

the grass color. 

4. Apply the highlight color with a small sea sponge, then blend together (not 

too much). 

5. Outline the shape of the path, then use a roller to paint the entrance of the 

path with the path color. Use a sponge to blend the edge. 

 

 
Textile (Burlap Curtain) 
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There is a curtain hanging on the stage left wall which also works as masking for 

the set. According to the author’s research, burlap is the most appropriate textile for these 

rustic curtains. The technique the author used for this textile was a basic hem for the sides 

and basic distressing with dark paint at the bottom to make it look old.  

1. Cut 2 20” x 80” pieces of burlap fabric. Hem every side with 1” inside. 

 
2. Use the T-50 staple gun to staple the top side on to the door lintel (ensure 2 

pieces overlap by about 1 inch at the middle of the door). In this step, make some random 

folds before stapling on. 

3. Use the sandpaper to distress the bottom of the curtain to give it a shabby 

 
look. 

 
4. Use a dry brush to dip a little black paint. Distress the bottom of curtain; 

ensure the color looks natural and is blended into the curtain. 
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Chapter 5: Evaluation 

 
Translations is the only co-curricular show the author has designed; it earned the 

author the 2018 Tim Evans Memorial Award. The author was flattered and honored that 

the Theater and Dance Program appreciated his work and presented him with this award. 

As a designer, the process of working on this show was not only an invaluable chance to 

realize a design but also an opportunity to learn and practice theatrical technical 

approaches, balance a budget, and learn how to better make a design happen. The author 

has learned the value and the potential of collaboratively working with designers and the 

production team. 

My Approach as a Designer 

 
The author started reading the script in May 2017. Before reading the story, the 

author tried to avoid information about previous productions of the play, including any 

summaries or reviews, to avoid developing any preconceived notions by looking at other 

designers’ work. After creating a design, the author discovered that Translations is a play 

that is widely produced in the U.S. and Europe. Some of these productions had elaborate 

sets. For this show, the playwright describes the space in a very specific way; he shares 

many details about the set which are easy to visualize. Many scenic requirements are 

stipulated, which could be a challenge for the designer who wants to create a realistic 

scenic environment that still looks visually interesting. The design concept changed 

significantly early in the process. The first draft of the author’s design included an 

interesting layout plan but it didn’t capture a distinctive 19 th century Northern Irish barn 
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interior. In meetings and discussions between the author’s thesis professor, the director 

and the technical director, the collaboration of the team guided the author towards a final, 

stronger design. 

In the final version of design, the interior environment is the most appealing part; 

the stone wall, as a distinct visual symbol, plays the most important role in suggesting a 

19th century Northern Irish barn room. The use of Vacuform panels for this wall 

treatment ensured visual quality and saved an enormous amount of time; otherwise, this 

large wall may have been too impractical to fabricate. The smooth plaster texture at the 

bottom of the stone wall provides a nice variation to the massive wall. Details such as 

painted green mold and water damage, while perhaps not easily noticeable, were added 

by the author to create a believable and interesting space.  

The other apparent distinction from the original design was the paint treatment the 

author developed for the wood. The wood’s finish is the author’s favorite part. The author 

presented two kinds of wood treatment: “weathered wood” and “barn wood”. The latter 

was applied to the side walls, windows, doors and floor treatment. It is noteworthy that 

most of the author’s colleagues complemented this two-paint treatment. Instead of 

painting the wood with regular paint, dark walnut wood stain was painted onto the 

surface to ensure that the wood grain would be present in a very natural way; the 

randomly faded white paint on the surface successfully aged the set. Similar paint 

techniques were used on the truss. 

Another scenic component that helps to suggest the beautiful Northern Irish  
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landscape is the long upstage stone fence with gate. It is often unseen, but the set would 

not have been complete without this element whenever the barn door was open. The 

playwright provides little description of the outdoor environment in the script, which 

allowed the author to explore something interesting based on his research. The author 

intentionally chose distinctive scenery to make the outdoor environment look more 

indigenous. The author was glad to find that the stone fence worked well. The artificial 

weeds were another highlight of the outdoor environment; the prop master suggested 

cutting old brooms and sticking them to thin foam boards to make wild grass. This 

solution worked very well visually and was cost effective.  

The author came to understand even more clearly how important effective time 

management is. For this show, a lot of the carving and painting needed to be finished  

before load in. Fortunately, the author had the academic winter break to focus exclusively 

on this project which allowed the author to keep everything on track. Things became 

more difficult after load in during the in-theatre paint calls. The floor treatment should 

have been finished but required a lot of touch up work, and ongoing, often unexpected 

notes occurred nearly every day. Because of rehearsals, the time frames during which the 

author could work in the theater to paint and address scenic details were pretty limited; 

scenic work always happened after 10:30 pm. It is necessary to plan in advance and 

prioritize. It is also important to finish preparing everything in advance of the paint call 

so the painting team can go directly to work and use their limited time effectively. 

The indoor and outdoor floor treatment should have been finished on the first day  
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after load in. As the leader of paint team, the author took 10 minutes to teach the paint 

techniques step by step. Once the technique had been taught, in the next paint call, the 

paint team could lead and train other helpers. The author, acting as paint charge, was 

there to monitor quality, complete details, and provide guidance.  

In conclusion, Translations is the author’s only show he has designed in the Betts 

Theater as well as his largest design to date. The author is very satisfied with the final 

result. Now, with hindsight, the author appreciates not giving up during the most difficult 

time and persevering with a steady eye towards the end product and the satisfaction of a 

design well realized. This show was the author’s culminating project of graduate school. 

The most precious thing is not only what the author finally achieved but also the valuable 

lessons the author learned, along with a keen interest in applying these lessons to future 

work. 
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Appendices 
 

Figure 01. First sketch. 
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Figure 25 Research images for wooden barn 
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Figure 036. Research images for wooden barn 
 

 

 

Figure 04 Research for Northern Irish barn 
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Figure 057. Research for Northern Irish barn 
 

 
 

Figure 068. Research for Northern Irish barn 
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Figure 079. Research for Northern Irish barn 
 

 
 

Figure 0810. Research for Northern Irish barn 
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“Barn room interior view”, accessed July, 27, 2018, 
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“Old Barn in a Countryside”, Alamy Stock photo, accessed July, 27, 2018, 
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Figure 0911. Research for Northern Irish barn wall 
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“Broken wall”, Ireland, accessed July, 27, 2018, 
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Figure 1012. Research for the Wooden barn room 
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Figure 1113. Research for the Wooden barn room walls 
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Figure 1214. Research for the Wooden barn room walls 
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Figure 1315. Research for the Truss 
 

 

 

Figure 1416. Research for the Truss 
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Figure 15. Truss in construction 
 

 

 

Figure 1617. Stone fence Research image 
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Figure 1718. Stone fence Research image 

 

Figure 18. Outdoor scene on stage 
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Figure 19. Second draft rendering.  
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Figure2019. Research for the floor Treatment 
 

 

 

Figure 21. The final Interior floor Treatment 
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“Dirty wall older”, Pintrest , accessed July, 27, 

2018,https://www.pinterest.com/pin/691795192735593800/?lp=true. 

https://c7.alamy.com/comp/HTJAD9/derelict-stone-barn-connamara-ireland-HTJAD9.jpg
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/691795192735593800/?lp=true
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Figure 22. 3rd Rendering 



48  

 

Figure 23. The paper model 
 

 
 

Figure2420. Research for the faded barn door 
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“Stone Barn”, Ireland Suite, L.E Glazer Photography, 2009, accessed July, 27, 2018, 

http://glazerphotography.ca/ireland-suite/ 
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Figure 2521. Research for the faded barn door 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

21 
“Old Stone Barn and Doorway”, getty images , accessed July, 27, 2018, 
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Figure 2622. Research for the truss wood 
 
 

Figure 27. Truss wood paint sample 
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Figure 28. Interior floor treatment 
 

 

 

Figure 2923. Map of Donagel county research images 
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http://donegalgenealogy.com/maps.htm. 

http://donegalgenealogy.com/maps.htm


52 

 

 

Figure 30. First Draft of the map 

 

Figure 3124. Map of Donagel county research images 
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Figure32. Final plan of the map 
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Figure33. Vacuform, no.676 Castle Rock 
 
 

Figure 34.Cartooning the column 
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Figure 35. Tools for carving 
 

 

 

Figure 36. Carving the stone column 
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Figure 37. Paint the base code 
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Figure 38. Distressed the wood before paint 

 

Figure 39. Distressed the stairs before paint 
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Figure 40. Paint the wood grain with cheese cloth 
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Figure 41. Paint the barn wood 
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Figure 42. Paint the barn wood 
 

 
 

Figure 43. Spread the color for the truss 
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Figure 44. Sand the surface 
 
 

Figure 45. Apply the wood stain 
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Figure 46. Research images for the path 

 

Figure 47. Tech week 1, 
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Figure 48 Photo call 
 

 

Figure 49 Photo call 
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Figure 50.Photo call 
 
 

Figure 51. Photo call 
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Figure 52. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 53. Photo call 
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Figure 54. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 55. Photo call 



67  

 

Figure 56. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 57. Photo call 
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Figure 58. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 59. Photo call 
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Figure 60. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 61. Photo call 
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Figure 62. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 63. Photo call 
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Figure 64. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 65. Photo call 
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Figure 66. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 67. Photo call 
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Figure 68. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 69.Photo call 
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Figure 70. Photo call 
 
 

Figure 71. Photo call 



75  

 

 

Figure 72. Photo call 
 

 

Figure 73. Photo call 
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Figure 74.Photo call 


