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Abstract 

 

A Set Design for the Adaptation of Jane Austen’s Emma 
 

 Jane Austen’s Emma as adapted by Michael Bloom was staged at the George 

Washington University in the spring semester of 2013.  Under the direction of Alan 

Wade, it opened on March 28th in the Dorothy Betts Marvin Center Theatre on the 

George Washington University campus in Washington DC.  The lighting designer was 

Eva Gonzàlez and the costumes designer was Basmah Alomar. 

  This thesis opens by discussing the overall mission, which for this project was to 

design and create a set for Emma while dealing with a department with fluctuating levels 

of staffing.  Additionally discussed are two major logistic difficulties: the first relates to 

the problem of working with a non-permanent Technical Director who has less 

experience operating within GWU’s educational system and organizational culture; the 

second discusses the lack of an Assistant Technical Director to work with closely leading 

to the build process, and how this affected the design development. 

 Chapter two explores the life of Jane Austen, as well as the narrative structure of 

the novel and Michael Bloom’s adaption.  These are important as they show a 

background to the author as well as how she wrote in a variable narrative structure, and 

subsequently how Bloom adopted this irregular structure using theatrical elements such 
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as the aside and the use of the main protagonists’ – and in the novel, Austen’s thoughts – 

to tell the story of Emma. 

 Chapter three discusses the geopolitical overview of the time in which Austen 

lived.  This is important because her life took place within a rapidly changing global 

atmosphere, beginning with American Revolution and ending with the finale of the 

Napoleonic Wars.  This chapter also focuses on the Regency period and how the 

changing world affected interior and architectural design in England and subsequently 

around the world. 

 Chapter four and five follow the design from concept to completion and explores 

the need for effective communication as being key to any successful design.   

 Finally, the analysis chapter explores the problems faced during the process as 

and discusses how they may have been avoided and/or mitigated. This specifically 

focuses on the problems that a changing educational department can have on a design and 

the design process. 
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Glossary of Terms 

 

ADA ramp:  American Disability Act Ramp. 

Apron:  is any part of the stage that extends past the proscenium arch and 

into the audience or seating area. 

ATD: Assistant Technical Director. 

TD:  Technical Director. 

Forced perspective:  is a technique that employs optical illusion to make an object appear 

farther away, closer, larger or smaller than it actually is. 

Gobo: derived from "Go Between" or "Goes Before Optics" is a physical 

template slotted inside, or placed in front of, a lighting source, used 

to project images and or patterns 

Load In: Term used to describe the time period when the set is being 

placed/built within the playing space. 

Paint call: Is an assigned time and date when people paint scenic elements. 

Proscenium: The term that describes the area of a theatre surrounding the stage 

opening. 
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SL:  Stage Left - The area of the stage to the left of center stage when 

facing the audience 

SR:  Stage Right - The area of the stage to the right of center stage when 

facing the audience 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

 

This dissertation details my design and production of a successful set for Michael 

Bloom’s 2010 stage adaptation of Jane Austen’s 1816 novel Emma.  The topics 

addressed are: the author, novel, and play; historical context of the period; the design in 

process; construction of the set; and finally, analysis of the overall successes and failures 

of the production. 

A central theme of the story regards a strong female protagonist living in the 

male-dominated society of eighteenth century Georgian Regency England.  My largest 

challenge in this project was identifying and working with the recourses of an 

educational department in flux. The department at the time of this project had an interim 

TD                                                                      and no ATD, this was problematic 

because the time when stability is needed is during a thesis project. Additional 

complications arose from completing the majority of the design process while the 

director was away on sabbatical.  Another significant challenge was matching my 

personal aesthetic understanding of English society with many American concepts of 

this, both generally and regarding the specific historical period in question.  

Alan Wade, the director, decided to take an intellectual approach to the play.  He 

had been specifically interested by an article which discussed “the effect of the fictional 

Highbury community… a kind of ‘it-takes-a-village’ approach to character formation.”1  

                                                 
1 Alan Wade, email, 22 Febuary 2013. 
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With this in mind, we aimed to design and create a set, which was both a functional and 

minimalistic space for the actors to relay the story.  

Thus, our approach to this project followed the traditional production process 

which starts with reading the original texts of the play, the novel, and where possible 

viewing or reading as applicable other adaptations such as films, all of which can offer 

individually unique insight and perspectives into the period and the story.  Having a 

fundamental understanding of the author’s writing and personal history allowed me to 

have an in-depth view of the story and the changes that needed to be made for an 

adaptations to remain true to the original work.  My research was mostly focused on 

visual concepts but also involved getting a broad understanding of the historical and 

political context of this complex period in English history.   Research, discussions and 

understanding the text thus moved the design to a fully “fleshed out” and informed 

creation, which continued to develop as the production process continued. Once the 

design has been realized the creation began, and of course both anticipated and 

unanticipated problems were inevitably encountered and solved in order to create a final 

product worthy of a professional production. 

Personal and collective reflection is important to understand the strengths and 

weaknesses naturally present in any completed project.  During this period it was 

apparent that some elements of the design, which had not been implemented in the final 

production, could actually have been achieved through the use of additional resources of 

budget, time, or quality control.  There is also the knowledge that there are times when 

any designer needs to “select his fight” and move forward to get the project completed. 
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Chapter 2: Author, Novel, and the Play 

 

Give a girl an education, and introduce her properly into the world, and ten to one she has the means of 

settling well without further expense to anybody. 

(Austen, in Traubel 114) 

 

Jane Austen is an English author of romantic fiction born December 16, 1775 in 

the village of Steventon in the southern English county of Hampshire, thirty miles east 

of the well-known landmark Stonehenge.  Her parents were the Reverend George 

Austen, a local rector, and his wife Cassandra.  Jane was the youngest of seven children 

and only one of two girls. The Austen family was very close and Jane spent her entire 

life with them.  Her closest bond was with her brother Henry who was the third son and 

eventually served as her literary agent. In 1785-86 Jane and her older sister Cassandra 

(named after her mother) were sent to a finishing school in Reading, though most of 

their education had already taken place at home.  

From an early age Jane had always been interested in literature and was 

passionate about writing stories and poetry.  Her first novel was published in 1811 under 

the pseudonym of ‘A Lady’. That work is now commonly known as Sense and 

Sensibility but was originally titled Elinor and Marianne. 

When her father retired in 1801 the family moved to Bath.  During their time 

there Jane’s passion for writing dwindled. Jane Johnson, an Austen biographer, states 

that during the period in Bath, Jane became despondent and possibly depressed from 
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moving away from her childhood home.  She only really wrote letters to her sister, most 

of which showed her state of mind at the time: “Another stupid party …with six people 

to look on, and talk nonsense to each other”1. After her father died the family was left in 

financial insecurity and they spent some years moving around.  Jane went back into 

writing vigorously to help the family’s financial position.  

Her health declined rapidly in 1816, and by the spring of the following year she 

was bedridden and died within weeks.  After she passed, Henry and Cassandra worked 

on the publication of Northanger Abbey, published in 1817 and the unfinished 

Persuasion a year later. Henry finally convinced the publishers to remove the 

pseudonym and thereby permit Jane to be acknowledged as the true author of her work. 

Several of her novels have become literary classics because of their strong female leads 

and interesting narrative layouts.  

Emma is a romantic comedy and one of her more popular novels. The story takes 

place in the fictional town of Highbury in Surrey, a county immediately adjacent to the 

east of her childhood home in Hampshire.2 The strong female protagonist (Emma 

herself) represents a different approach than Austen’s usual method.  The novel opens 

with Emma Woodhouse being described as “handsome, clever, and rich.”3 The reader is 

instantly given a description of her character, and Austen analyst John Wiltshire adds 

that Emma is “youthful, confident, presumptive, witty, dogmatic, commanding [and] 

assured.”4  Wiltshire’s comments amplify Austen’s introduction to the character because 

                                                 
1 Johnson. 
2 cf. Figures 1 and 2. 
3 Austen, 1. 
4 Wiltshire, 24-25. 
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throughout the story Emma tries, often in vain, to create romantic relationships for her 

friends and family while adamantly insisting that she will stay celibate and single. 

Emma’s narrative structure is a modification from Austen’s typical method of 

writing in the classic third person. Instead, this work is written in the third person 

narrative and interpreted from Emma’s first person point of view.  This approach helps 

the reader better understand the main protagonist.  Even though the novel is a variant of 

the classical third person narrative, it does become more flexible, drifting between the 

third and first person narratives.  Through this mixed narrative Emma “shapes the 

narrated world according to her presumptions, preconceptions, and demands”5 Literary 

analyst Massimiliano Morrini remarks that “each heroine is a spokesman for her 

narrative (or, for Jane Austen), and therefore heroine and narrator are one from the 

ideological point of view”6 

The idea that the narrator can be a third and first person as well as Austen’s 

overall personal voice is intriguing and compelling.  However, the fluidity can be 

challenging for the reader to distinguish the relevant point of view at any given time.  

The question then really becomes, is there a point to the narrative style at all?  Is Austen 

making a point on Regency views or was she really a ‘modernistic detached observer’?7 

In my opinion, the argument that she was detached and modernistic is a stretch because 

although she always used strong female leads, in the end they ultimately and predictably 

fall in love and are happily married into wealthy positions.  Thus this seems more of a 

view on Austen’s own life.  She made ‘Highbury … conceptually, if not geographically, 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 25. 
6 Morrini, 34. 
7 Ibid., 16. 
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isolated from the rest of the world’8. As discussed above, Austen lived with her family 

until her death, so this general isolation of Highbury and the settings of some other 

novels could be a retrospective view on her personal life. (Austen herself considered but 

declined an offer of marriage from a suitor who she personally liked.) 

Though Highbury is isolated from the rest of the world, Austen has a great 

ability to ‘populate … Highbury … and give it an apparent depth’, which leads to a 

‘sense of a social commonwealth’9 I believe this is one of Austen’s greatest literary 

strengths, which she accomplishes by giving the reader the ability to have familiarity 

with even peripheral characters as they move into and out of the story.  By “having 

William Larkins, Robert Martin, Mrs. Goodard, and many others – Mrs. Hodges, John 

Abdy, Patty, James, the Coxes even the Coles – particularly in our field of vision, the 

novel persuades us of their richly extended existence.”10 

Bloom’s stage adaptation uses a similar type of dual narrative structure.  In 

addition to standard action scenes, Bloom also employs a variation on the 

Shakespearean aside, where Emma directly addresses the audience with the same sort of 

amplifying information that would have been learned from the omniscient narrator’s 

perspective in the novel.  Of course, the chief challenge of any adaptation from a novel 

into a play is to maintain the original story’s narrative structure but also to reduce the 

novel to small visual scenes. While Austen had the luxury of lengthy prose to express 

characters’ thoughts and feelings, Bloom had only dialogue and physical action.  The 

first act opens with the wedding of the Miss Taylor and Mr. Weston, thus introducing 

                                                 
8 Wiltshire, 25. 
9 Ibid., 26. 
10 Ibid. 
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the audience to many of the play’s main characters. Mr. Woodhouse’s comments about 

his displeasure of marriage introduce the comedic aspect of the text very early in the 

story.11 

 

EMMA. Dear Papa, do try to appreciate the joy of the 

occasion. 

MR. WOODHOUSE. Joy?  At a wedding?  I am sorry 

Emma, but there can be nothing but tears on this 

day. 

 

This exchange helps the audience understand these opposing viewpoints.  Emma 

enjoys the idea of people moving on with love and life while her father despises the idea 

of change.  As the opening acts progress, the audience is introduced to the variety of 

characters, which inhabit the world of Highbury. 

Other great moments from the novel are captured within the play to give the 

overall narrative continuity.  The moment towards the end of Act one, Scene seven when 

Mr. Elton confesses his love for Emma shows her to be flawed character that made 

Harriet fall for a man she clearly can never have. This scene’s comedy is clear in the 

original Austen text but is amplified by the physical nature of the stage. In Alan Wade’s 

approach to this scene there is nearly a slapstick quality, which added greatly to my 

understanding of both texts.   

                                                 
11 Bloom, 7. 
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Of course Bloom has “essentially . . . cherry-picked [an] assortment of the 

funniest and most penetrating of Austen's witty gibes and observations” and condensed 

them into a play which exudes British Regency period charm.12 These moments 

culminate with Emma’s marriage to Mr. Knightly, which brings the story full circle.  

The play opens and closes with a wedding, keeping the essence of the Austen book 

clear, wherein the strong female lead marries a well-to-do man and (we presume) lives 

happily ever after. 

 

                                                 
12 Brown. 
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Chapter 3: Geopolitical Overview and Survey of Regency Design  

 

 

This chapter explores geopolitical environment in which Jane Austen lived, 

particularly as it pertained to Britain. A brief geopolitical overview is first presented in 

order to place the period into high-level context. These subjects are next used to place 

Georgian Regency aesthetic values and design into their proper context. Major trends 

and examples of Regency design are used as tangible specimens of the broad political 

and social influences of the period. Finally, the rapid shifts will be used as a contrasting 

device for illustrating the introspective nature of Austen's writing itself. 

Few lives have been so neatly bookended by, let alone punctuated by, such 

seminal world events as was Jane Austen’s. Born December 1775, Austen entered a 

world in which the American Revolution had just begun – the battles of Lexington and 

Concord were only eight months passed.1 In turn, the broad dominance of Britain abroad 

was threatened in an unprecedented fashion. Likewise, her life ended shortly following 

another turning point in world and British history. Her death in July 1817 was just two 

years after Napoleon’s stunning and final defeat at Waterloo.  

The American Revolution ended at Yorktown in October 1781 with General 

Cornwallis’ surrender of some 7500 troops and the coincident establishment of the 

United States as a free and sovereign nation.2 This event was accompanied by much 

hand wringing in Britain regarding a nation and empire in twilight. Indeed, historian 

                                                 
1 cf. Figure 3. 
2 cf. Figure 4. 
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Piers Brendan uses Yorktown as the starting point for his expansive Decline and Fall of 

the British Empire 1781-1997. Benjamin Franklin himself had questioned the British 

power structure openly, describing it as a “China vase”3. British dominance was under 

threat wherever it existed. Brendan describes the Gordon Riots of 1780 as “inflict[ing] 

more devastation on London in a week than Paris would suffer (the demolition of the 

Bastille excepted) during the entire course of the French Revolution.” Abroad, Minorca 

and Gibraltar were threatened, the former falling and the latter nearly so; British West 

Indies possessions dwindled to the point that only three remained; France was ascendant 

in Africa; British interests in India were besieged. Even King George III himself seemed 

to believe in an eighteenth century version of the Domino Theory, worried that if the 

American colonies went, then “the West Indies must follow them.”4 

However, as with so many events in world history, for Britain, the Law of 

Unintended Consequences applied to the period between the end of the American 

Revolution and the beginning of the French Revolution. In 1785 John Adams, the 

United States’ first ambassador to London, was warmly welcomed as the representative 

of the newly independent power, by George III himself. This newly peaceful 

relationship between Britain and the United States ushered the benefits of free trade and 

commerce. The United States provided the majority of the cotton to fuel Britain’s 

northern textile mills, and by the 1790’s Britain supplied four-fifths of America’s 

imports while buying half of its exports. This was a vindication of Adam Smith’s 

argument in The Wealth of Nations (1776) wherein he had argued that the colonial 

system itself was a weakness more than a strength. Meanwhile, as Britain and the United 

                                                 
3 Brendan, 11. 
4 Ibid. 
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States collectively enriched each other during the 1780’s and 1790’s, the French had 

effectively exhausted their treasury bankrolling the American independence. It was thus 

that the loss of the American colonies proved on balance relatively good for Britain and 

relatively bad for France. 

Additional accidentally fortuitous events conspired to strengthen the British 

position entering the nineteenth century. The French may well have been able to recover 

from their relatively weakened position had it not been for their own Revolution. Thus, 

if the American Revolution had made the British fearful for an age of decline, the 

French Revolution and subsequent Napoleonic Wars demolished those worries, instead 

catapulting Britain into new heights of empire and power. The destruction of the Bastille 

in July 1789 inaugurated the French Revolution and another two decades of war. When 

the Jacobins guillotined Louis XVI in January of 1793, the newly reinvigorated Britain 

was at war with them within the month. Napoleon Bonaparte first negotiated a peace 

settlement with the British at Amiens in 1802 but subsequently installed himself as 

Emperor and resumed hostilities in 1803. The British employed their long tradition of 

convincing allies to fight on the Continent whilst employing their own naval power to 

crush the French at sea: the spectacular defeat of the French at Battle of Trafalgar of 

October 1805 is considered one of the greatest naval victories in history. There, thirty-

three British ships took on forty-one French and Spanish vessels, capturing twenty-one 

and losing none of their own. Mainland Britain was thus saved from French invasion 

and British naval supremacy was solidified.5 Napoleon fought on for another decade. He 

and the French Empire met their ultimate demise at the Battle of Waterloo in a decisive 

                                                 
5 cf. Figure 5. 
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defeat, suffering twice the casualties from his army just over half the size entering the 

three-day battle.6 Napoleon abdicated and threw himself upon the mercy of the Prince 

Regent, writing “I have terminated my political career … I claim from your Royal 

Highness the protections of the laws, and throw myself upon the most powerful, the 

most constant, and the most generous of my enemies.”7 Napoleon was exiled to Saint 

Helena and died in 1821. For Britain, the Napoleonic Wars had occasioned new levels of 

worldwide dominance. There had been twenty-three British colonies in 1792, and 

twenty more by 1816. The umbrella of the British Empire covered twelve million people 

in 1750 and two hundred million by 1820. 

With these events serving as a backdrop, British concepts of aesthetic beauty and 

design were influenced by the increasingly enriched and empowered, outward-looking, 

militarily dominant and expansive nation. (It is important for our purposes here to define 

the Georgian Regency in technical terms: in his later years, George III suffered hepatic 

porphyria, a renal disorder which was the source of the famed “madness of King 

George,” and his son the Prince of Wales was installed as the Prince Regent in 1811. 

Thus, the Georgian Regency is defined as the period between 1811 and 1820 when 

George IV was ascendant in his own right upon his father’s death.8) In his Regency 

Style, Steven Parissien describes the overall period style as “Palladian grandeur … fused 

with Neo-Classical academicism”9 This can be seen through the new and unprecedented 

use of exotic fabrics, colors, finishes including gilding, glass, mirrors and other ornate 

and luxurious elements.  

                                                 
6 cf. Figure 6. 
7 Jenkins, 233. 
8 cf. Figures 7 and 8. 
9 Parissien, 7. 
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The single most prolific architect of the period is undoubtedly John Nash.10 His 

design of Regent Street in London is the first example of purposeful, designed town 

planning in Britain and represents an ideal specimen of Regency architecture. It is 

believed that the project itself was more or less a public work employment project to 

create jobs in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars.11 Exterior designs were relatively 

simple and actually little changed from those of one hundred years earlier. Regardless, 

the wide streets and three- to four- level terraced buildings typify the Neo-Classical style 

prevalent for exteriors during the period. Nash designed other terraced developments, 

which typified the period, constructed around Britain and indeed emulated around the 

world.12 A less successful Nash project was the expansion of Buckingham House into 

Buckingham Palace. Originally constructed in 1703, remodeling had commenced in 

1762, but after his accession, George IV in 1826 ordered Nash to design plans to 

transform the building into a palace, but his extravagant spending resulted in his removal 

as designer in 1829, and all that remains of his work at Buckingham is a suite of state 

rooms in the west-facing garden side of the old main building. (Edward Blore designed 

the facade of Buckingham that we know today.) The world abroad influenced some 

particularly extravagant and outlandish designs during the period. The greatest example 

of this is undoubtedly the Royal Brighton Pavilion, which illustrates Nash’s range as a 

designer. Constructed between 1787 and 1823 and designed as a seaside retreat for the 

Prince Regent, the palace was designed in the Indian style and clearly fashioned after the 

Taj Mahal, then over a century old.13  

                                                 
10 cf. Figure 9. 
11 cf. Figures 10 and 11. 
12 cf. Figures 12, 13, and 14. 
13 cf. Figure 15. 
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For all their generally simple appearance, Regency and early Victorian designs 

are typified by the prominent display of glass in larger, ever more numerous windows.14 

This design trend had been specifically the result of Industrial Revolution-era advances 

in the field of glassmaking. First, by 1830 the traditional method of spinning glass from 

a central point (known as “crown glass”) was improved in order to allow much larger 

panes to be spun. Simultaneously, the introduction of larger, stronger glazing bars 

allowed for these larger pieces to be held in place, visible in the traditional Georgian 

sash window. Next, by 1832 an entirely new process called cylinder glazing was 

producing in quantity and quality what is now known as “plate glass,” which further 

increased the supply of glass available with the coincident decreases in price. This 

therefore accelerated architects’ use of glass as a design element. The culmination of the 

expansion of glass can be seen in the 1851 construction of the Crystal Palace in Hyde 

Park (relocated in 1854 to Penge and destroyed by fire in 1936). This structure contained 

the largest amount of glass ever used in any building and appeared almost entirely made 

of glass, as it was a self-supporting iron shell. The building itself required no artificial 

lighting during the daytime.15 

Regency and early Victorian interiors changed rapidly and dramatically from 

traditional British designs. On a broad level, the very usage styles of rooms shifted from 

relatively dark, dull, small enclosed spaces to open, expansive, multipurpose spaces 

ornate with decoration, color, and natural light, which had been enabled by advances in 

glassmaking as described above. Never mind the changes in finish and appearance, even 

the change in usage alone represented societal evolution, as witnessed in both Bloom’s 

                                                 
14 cf. Figures 16 and 17. 
15 cf. Figures 19 and 20. 
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Emma adaptation and in the original Austen novel. The scene, which opens Act Two of 

the play, describes Frank Churchill, who is young (approximately Emma’s age) 

suggesting the use of multiple rooms and dancing in hallways between them. This 

statement shocks Emma’s father, Mr. Woodhouse,, refusing the suggestion as improper, 

impertinent and even potentially hazardous to the young ladies’ health.  

In any case, when finished and presented, these new open spaces were bright and 

colorful.16 Even the concept of “Interior Decoration” was new, introduced by Thomas 

Hope in his 1807 volume Household Furniture and Interior Decoration. Hope’s 

furniture styles were known as “English Empire” and his design language advocated the 

use of bright colors including blues, oranges, and blacks.17 The ascendance of the British 

nation was itself enabling this change in mindset. International trade was bringing not 

just the bright colors and pigments from abroad for visually stunning fabrics and paints, 

but also the monetary wealth necessary to purchase them. A heady age of a nation 

swelling with pride finally deemed it appropriate to display the optimism of the period in 

the form of visual beauty and luxury. 

In addition to the use of bright paint colors themselves, the period witnessed high 

demand for and interest in faux finishes and gilding. A sumptuous example of the 

concept can be seen in Lancaster House, finished for George IV’s brother the Duke of 

York, in the 1820’s. The home is finished in extremely bright reds with extensive 

gilding on walls, moldings, etc. Illustrating the ostentatious nature of the period, even in 

such an ornate home of royal grandeur, faux finishes were employed. Indeed, at the time 

                                                 
16 cf. Figure 21. 
17 cf. Figures 22 and 23. 
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faux finishes were seen as luxurious.18 When it came to plainly visible materials, only 

the finest and most expensive were left to their own finishes, in particular oak and 

mahogany woods or the finest stones including marble and any other which might have 

been imported from the colonies or otherwise unobtainable from the British mainland. 

Lesser woods were almost uniformly painted a flat, bright color, or grained in imitation 

of more sophisticated timber. Another very common practice for faux finishing was 

marbling through the use of paintwork. These techniques were also used on floorboards 

or even furniture, which had been constructed with woods of anything but the finest 

qualities. Even advocates of the practice occasionally lamented that it went too far. 

Nathaniel Whittock’s 1827 Decorative Painter’s and Glazier’s Guide gave extensive 

instructions on how to execute these techniques but also wrote disapprovingly of the 

practice of marbling furniture, that “nothing could be in worse taste, since who would 

choose a marble chair?”19  Even papier-mâché was employed to make inexpensive 

materials appear ornate. Additionally, wallpapers had become affordable and prevalent, 

with nearly endless designs available widely. Prominent period designer John Claudius 

Loudon remarked in 1833, that “papering the walls of rooms is a very general practice in 

Britain; and is applicable to a certain extent even to the humblest cottages.”20 The 

extremely bright colors and fabrics which had dominated the Regency period gave way 

to lighter, less brilliant color schemes by the middle 1830’s. Loudon wrote in 1833 that 

the extreme use of gilding, which had been all the rage was simply gaudy if overused, 

and that a more judicious application in conjunction with lighter colors was more 

tasteful. Around this time, a more scientific or physically optical approach to the use of 

                                                 
18 cf. Figure 24; Parissien, 20. 
19 Parissien, 139. 
20 Ibid., 144 
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color was emerging. D. R. Hay’s 1829 Laws of Harmonious Colouring described how 

color could affect mood and the use of a space in a home, as well as how the intensity of 

a particular color could be increased or decreased through the use of “its contrasting or 

accidental tint.”21 

 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 132. 
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Chapter 4: Design Development 

 

 

My initial design development research for Emma started by reading Austen's 

novel, reading Bloom's script, and viewing several film adaptations as well as historical 

context to better understand the Georgian Regency.  My next step was to collect images 

of the period, many of which were period artwork. Because the play is set in numerous 

locations in and around Austen’s fictional town of Highbury, the design needed to be 

functional but also to be capable of suspending the audience’s disbelief, but still avoid 

being too literal. As such, the director wanted the set to be functional and minimalistic.  

The approach of a simultaneous, that is a set that depicts all the spaces required 

for all the scenes would have left too much responsibility on the actors and the lighting 

designer to differentiate between the different scenic areas.  Breaking down the scenes 

and the specific areas that the play takes place helps a designer to understand what each 

part of the play is trying to “say” stylistically.  The breakdown also helps the director and 

the actor to understand the space better and informs them of changes that will happen as 

the play progresses.   

My earliest design concept was to create a way to focus the audience’s attention 

on physical areas with the aid of a map of Highbury, which would have been achieved 

with either a painted backdrop or a CNC-routed piece to be suspended above the stage 

floor.1  This would have incorporated lighting to show the audience where the action of 

                                                 
1 cf. Figures 25 and 26. 
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the scene was taking place to better illustrate scene transitions. However, this was 

subsequently deemed excessively literal, as well as potentially too jarring for audience 

members.  This type of approach to the design also added nothing to the overall aesthetic, 

and understanding of the play.  A map of Surrey, or Highbury would not have placed the 

play within any geographical context for the viewer and would have probably made the 

design more abstract than was needed for this style of theatre.  

As the design process continued I wanted to design something abstract which 

could be seen to represent Emma’s vulnerability.  This led me to start looking at 

Georgian period buildings as well as much older structures, some of which are still in use 

and others which are decaying.  As I researched, the roofing elements and trusses 

particularly drew my attention.2  I sketched a few views of this design and transmitted 

these electronically to the director.3  I was happy with where the design was going but 

Alan Wade did not like this design at all.  I felt the design was strong and upon his return, 

we discussed my thoughts on what the set represented.  Through my research of the play, 

Emma struggles to match up all the people in her life, except her father, as she has taken 

the mantle of his custodian.  She feels she is protecting them from making social 

mistakes.  My concept was that the truss pieces project and symbolize Emma’s need to 

control and protect.  They show strength and age, and like many buildings in the British 

countryside stand strong throughout the years.  I also liked the juxtaposition of the old 

and young, as in the novel Emma is the “authoritative point of view”4 and at the age of 

twenty-one she seems to possess the wisdom of a much older woman.  In the play and 

                                                 
2 cf. Figures 27 and 28. 
3 cf. Figures 29 and 30 
4 Morini, 56. 
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novel Emma’s authority over her protégé Harriet Smith is clear through her assertion that 

Robert Martin’s marriage proposal should be rejected. In Emma’s opinion, Mr. Elton is a 

far better match for Harriet, which of course is incorrect because Emma refuses to 

acknowledge Elton’s adoration of her.  By showing the director visual elements from my 

renderings as well as color swatches to back up the thought process behind my design I 

was able to convince him that what I proposed played in with his ideas about the play.  

This structural approach progressed into using the idea of forced perspective, 

which I had seen employed in many of the images of trusses as they progress within the 

structures, thus adding an interesting depth.5  This use of depth also helps to emphasize 

Emma’s character, because even though she seems a very one-dimensional character we 

also see deep devotion and love. This is especially obvious after Mr. Knightly scolds 

Emma for being cruel to Miss Bates.  In the play, Bloom has Emma directing her speech 

to the audience: “… Oh God, how wrong and foolish I am!  How could I have been so 

contemptuous? Why have I sacrificed the good opinion of… such a great friend?”6  

Another reason to employ forced perspective was my experience of watching many 

previous shows staged in the non-traditionally shaped Marvin Betts Theatre. The stage 

design is peculiar because the up-stage space aft of the proscenium is approximately as 

deep as the apron, so while the space feels relatively large when empty, I have seen some 

sets make the stage seem shallow, which in turn caused the set(s) in question to appear 

overly bulky and out of place. 

When planning out the space I had decided that breaking the stage into dedicated 

areas would be the smartest.  Because Hartfield was returned to more that any other space 
                                                 
5 cf. Figure 28 
6 Bloom, 71. 
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in the play I placed this centrally.  This defined center stage as the main acting space. The 

windows that became situate either side of the stage helped to frame this main area.  

Because the play moves quickly around the fictional town of Highbury I wanted to use 

specific elements that would inform the audience of where the action is taking place.  The 

window units would infer the interior spaces of the Weston home and Bates’ cottage, and 

a pub sign depicted the Royal Oak Inn.  Even though the Royal Oak was only visited 

once within the play I wanted to have it as a permanent fixture on the set, the Inn or as 

they are more commonly known now as the pub are staples of local community and one 

of the plays themes is community. 

Next, I started to deconstruct the truss pieces with the idea that when viewed from 

front they combine to create a “whole” piece. I explained to the director that this again 

plays in turn to Emma and her character. The trusses help illustrate Emma’s need to 

control, structure, and protect the people around her in Highbury but also contrast with 

and symbolize her own fragility and incompleteness. She spends the entirety of the story 

shying away from the thought that she might fall in love and be happy, though it is not 

until Harriet Smith declares her love for Mr. Knightly that she discovers her true feelings: 

she declares that “ Mr. Knightly must marry no one but ME!!!”7  Emma’s realization of 

her love for Mr. Knightly shows the audience how her being “whole” is necessary.  As 

applied to the set design concept, the fractured trusses show how Emma lives as a 

partially complete person.8  Yet, when viewed from straight on as entering the theatre 

space, they become what appears to be all of the elements that make up a complete 

construction. This, therefore, signifies Emma’s need for love and structure.  

                                                 
7 Bloom, 79. 
8 cf. Figures 36. 
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The arches in the truss pieces informed the shape and positioning of the two 

window structures. The stage right window replaces the arch from the truss on that side 

of the stage, giving stability as that side has no support beam to the ground where as the 

cottage window hangs in space and could fall at any moment, which represents the social 

fall of Miss Bates.9   

The opulence of the stage right window contrasted to the window of Miss Bates’ 

cottage, stage left.10 This was effective because it gave different visual impact for the 

audience as well as defining specific spaces within the set. These windows had the 

illusion of being free floating in space, which added to the de-constructed elements and 

their stylistic contrast showed the class differences in Highbury. The Weston’s 

luxuriously shaped Gothic arched window with its structural surrounding helped give the 

understanding of stability, this contrasted with the smaller and more traditional cottage 

style window from Miss Bates’ home showing fragility.  I wanted to show the audience 

the wealth divide across all parts of England.  Wiltshire points this out in his work stating 

that during ‘a scene in which Emma and Harriet visit a poor cottage (Volume I, Chapter 

10) … Emma tells Harriet that her impression of the misery in the cottage will not soon 

be over.’11 after they leave the cottage in the novel the story resumes and the misery is 

forgotten but it is a reminder to the reader that poverty is everywhere. 

One of the final design elements to be selected was the flooring.  Continuing the 

forced perspective concept, I decided floorboards should be employed.12  These were 

painted inside the truss pieces and played with the shape of the stage’s apron, which in 

                                                 
9 cf. Figures 31 through 39 
10 cf. Figure 37. 
11 Wiltshire, 27. 
12 cf. Figures 31 and 38. 
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turn added visual depth.  The added element of the painted fabric “sweep” also added 

some interesting height and served the functional purpose of using gobos to help 

differentiate locations around Highbury.13 

The set was mainly painted wood except for the stage right window, which was 

originally going to be white marble was in the end given a sandstone look.  The trusses 

were given a weathered look which related to my idea of Emma as Highbury’s structural 

force: I wanted it to seem that they had been around forever, weathering the problems of 

the town’s residents.  Miss Bates’ cottage window was painted a warmer shade of wood 

with red undertones to give the idea of a well-loved place.  Though Miss Bates was once 

of good means, she has come to terms with her poverty and wants to make her home a 

welcoming place.  The SR window was kept in the same color palette as the rest of the 

set, but the sandstone look adds to the undertone of wealth and stability.  The palette in 

general was a combination of yellows and oranges, which Satyendra Singh, who 

comments writer on the impact of color in marketing states ‘are happy colors.’14  This 

color range also played into the floor, which was painted to represent pickled oak.  This 

happy warm feeling that the floor gave added warmth that the play exudes as well as 

giving an English feel.15 

After discussing all of these elements with the director he began to understand my 

thought process.  He was interested in the analytical approach to the play as well as the 

abstract nature of the play.  He was concerned with it appearing to be “too much of an 

interior,” but after a lengthy conversation we came to the conclusion that with the 

                                                 
13 cf. Figures 40 through 45. 
14 Singh, 785. 
15 cf. Figures 46 through 52. 
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combination of lighting, sound and the actors ability to engage the audience then the few 

outside scenes would be perceived as such. 

There were many discussions early in the design process with the director 

regarding limiting the amount of furniture which would be on stage, and for using the 

down stage area for the acting space.  This limitation was helpful because understanding 

the playing space in many cases progresses character development and the set design, 

which in turn defines the space. That said, it was also a hindrance in that I was tightly 

restricted regarding where set pieces could be placed. Once the general design had been 

agreed upon, few elements were altered.  Originally the stage right window was to be 

inset with stained glass representing the church window, which opens and closes the play.  

It was agreed to change the SR to that of the Weston home because the stained glass 

would have been a constant focal point, which Alan Wade believed would distract the 

audience.   

Instead of physical stained glass window, both the lighting designer and the 

technical director agreed that there would be some kind of colored gobo for a church 

window as well as other window gobos to identify different locations.  As such the 

lighting would need to be very integral to the design to help the audience make sense of 

the space before them.  After the set was finalized, there were some elements of the 

original design that were cut based on time and budget constraints.   I had initially wanted 

to have two large branches hanging stage left and right just above the main truss which 

would depict the four seasons because the story occurs during just over a year in Emma’s 

life.  These would have been an interesting natural element with the added benefit of 

filling the voids above the truss.  The church window and subsequent window Gobos 
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were also cut.  The church window Gobo was initially too expensive and an attempt at an 

alternative did nothing for the action or the set.  Other window Gobos that had been 

discussed never appeared and seemed to have been cut without my knowledge.  This was 

a disappointment to me because I had designed the “sweep” with the intent of having 

images projected onto it, which would help inform the audience of different spaces that 

the characters visit throughout the play. However, when not employed in this manner, it 

seemed like an odd design choice. 

There were staffing and logistic concerns during the spring semester.  At the time 

when the design was being created, and up to the due date of the plans for the show, the 

department had gone through staffing changes.  The new interim TD, who is responsible 

for the management of the project which includes scheduling, buying materials and really 

making sure all aspects of the project is completed on time, was not well versed in the 

methods and processes of the George Washington University academic environment, 

while the ATD left at the end of the autumn semester with no immediate replacement.  

My biggest concern related to the ATD, as it appeared there would be no one working in 

the fabrication shop, as it is this person’s position to be working on the actual fabrication 

of the design.  However, by the time the build for Emma started the ATD position had 

been filled. 
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Chapter 5: Concept to Creation 

 

 

Before the actual build started I was introduced to the new ATD, which was a 

relief as up until that point I was still not sure who would be building the set.  The first 

conversation was a short collaboration of ideas concerning the best ideas for the general 

construction of the scenic elements.  It was initially discussed that due to space 

constraints in the fabrication shop the trusses would have to be built in sections and put 

together on stage during load in.  The general support structure was also touched on at 

this point.  The ATD stated that he would think about this problem in more depth but it 

was initially discussed that steel square tubing would probably serve best, but would add 

considerable weight and so the support cables would need to be looked into. 

Scheduling is very important throughout these projects in order to get things 

completed in time for load in.  As the set was relatively minimal the build was relatively 

simple.  Though the physical build was minimal the amount of painting that was required 

was quite substantial.  The main problem was getting into the theatre to paint the 

floorboards.  This scenic element was a very large portion of the design and I wanted to 

get on top of this as soon as possible.  The scheduling within the theatre is usually very 

busy.  I took it upon myself to schedule time in the theatre to get the floor painted 

because I knew it would be one of the most time consuming jobs on this project.  Initially 

when I approached the theatre management team it was stated that the earliest that I 

would be able to get into the theatre would be on April 16th after the performance that 
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was scheduled in the theatre.  So I had initially planned for a midnight paint call.  Once 

this was in place I sent out an email out to all the undergrad and graduate students and 

dropped into classes to spread the word to all the students.  Having learnt from previous 

experiences.  I knew these appointments needed to be organized early and people needed 

to be informed as soon as possible in order to get the labor in the theatre.   Luckily the 

week before the midnight paint call was to happen I was informed by the theatre 

management staff that the Saturday evening concert had been cancelled and that they had 

arranged for me to the theatre all of that day.  This was a great relief as I knew that this 

would take time and more people would be able to come and help complete this process.  

As in my plans I had drawn the main truss element that would be attached to the 

under-cat just up-stage of the proscenium one foot thick.  It was discussed that foam 

would be added to the three-quarter inch plywood front to help minimize excessive 

weight.  The TD had thought about layering foam sheets to the back of the plywood front, 

then it would have a layer of foam coat and then painted.  At the time the build was 

happening I had not questioned the way the foam was added to the truss piece.  It would 

have probably been better to use the foam at right angles to the front of the truss.  In this 

way it would have reduced the overall weight and the cost of this main set element.  The 

only elements that were not made in house were the arched pieces and the internal part of 

the SR window.  These were sent out to a local fabrication shop to be CNC routed.  All 

three truss pieces were created in the same way, pieces of three-quarter inch plywood was 

added to a steel frame.  These were then bolted together once we had moved in to the 

theatre so they would be ready to be attached to the designated line sets with steel cables 
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which were run through the steel supports, one on each side of the center and the outside 

edges. 

The SL window was originally designed with a quarter inch piece of Plexiglas.  

The window would be attached to steel legs and a steel plate base and then attached to the 

stage floor.  This specific window did have some issues once it was in place.  The 

director had two of the actors talking on the upstage side of the window.  The Plexiglas 

blocked much of the sound and after discussing this issue as well as that it did reflect a lot 

of light it was agreed that is would be removed.  The ATD had an idea to use string to 

recreate the leading, which gave me the look I wanted and made the actors more 

comfortable when speaking upstage of the window.  The removal also helped 

aesthetically match the SR window.  This piece was more structured and in the original 

design did not have any Plexiglas backing and so having both pieces without made for 

better continuity.  The stage right window is larger and more dominant than the other and 

reaches almost to the floor.  Again steel supports; flexible plywood and foam make up the 

structure, which was also bolted to the stage floor.   

During the load in there were elements that were either not used or cut entirely.  

The first element to be removed was a large truss piece that was to be hung downstage of 

the proscenium.  The lighting designer and the TD were concerned that this piece would 

cause problems with the lighting and the other general concern was what it added to the 

overall design.  My initial thought when placing this into the design was to have the truss 

pieces start to encompass the general playing space.  I was concerned that removing this 

would reduce the effect of the design.  If the central piece that was supposed to be there 

had played with the forced perspective it may have worked better into the design, but 
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because it was the same size as the main truss, It would not have added anything to the 

overall design and so its removal did not hurt the completed design.  Having the truss 

pieces only upstage from the proscenium and separate from the playing area helped 

separate the interior and exterior feel to the play 

The other design element that was in my initial design that was cut, were the two 

large branches.  These were to be hung either side of the stage and situated in the spaces 

above the main truss.  The initial concept was to have them represent the four seasons, as 

the story of Emma takes place over the course of a year and a few months.  I felt that 

these branches would have given an element of color and interest to the design.  There 

was skepticism on how these would look, I really would have liked to have had had the 

chance to see how these pieces looked before they were removed from the design.  The 

main reason for them not being hung was that they were not completed.  Budding spring 

flowers and green leaves were purchased or found but autumn leaves did not arrive.  I 

discussed the problem with the director.  He had suggested hanging them as they are, 

which was bare as I had wanted to do all the branches at the same time, and I did not 

want to add the bare branches to the design as I felt it would be too bleak and would 

contradict the feeling of the play. 

The only other change that really happened was that the lanterns were re-

arranged, the day before the opening.  They were originally placed where I had put in my 

plans.  It can sometimes be difficult to understand why things should be changed when 

you are so close to a design.  It was suggested that the larger lamps should be brought 

forward and placed SR and then have the smaller lamps up stage of these and in the same 

position as the larger.  When this was suggested I was not sure what it would do to the 
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design, but I took the advice and after they were moved I was surprised how this slight 

change really accentuated the idea of the forced perspective.  

There were also other problems that I should have been aware of during the 

process.  Having completed the plans I had them printed, however I was unaware at the 

time that when they had been printed out, they had in fact not printed to the correct scale.  

This was not discovered until the building process had begun.  This oversight did in fact 

change the overall aesthetic as in the initial design the main truss piece was to stand SR 

of the ADA ramp.  The error with the plans however made the arches larger than what 

they were supposed to be.  I have learnt that this is extremely important and that these 

elements should be checked before any paperwork leaves my possession. 

I have learnt throughout this process that deadlines are important.  If these are not 

specifically given, when asked for or not then as a designer I should be more proactive 

with getting things completed so adjustments can be rectified.  The designer must be the 

driving force for projects such as this and I must take the responsibility of the design as a 

whole and not just my area in order to complete a well-rounded design. 

The overall effect of the stage was simple elegance.  The changes, though slight 

did not remove anything from the original design. 
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Chapter 6: Analysis 

 

 

Both Austen’s original text of Emma, as well as Bloom’s adaptation is ripe with 

themes of social status, expectations, community, and family. The idea of community and 

family really spoke to me during the design process particularly having first heard the 

Director’s approach to the play, and upon reflection even more so. The experience of 

working in theatre is a collaboration, and in many ways is its own community and family.  

Of course, this can be both a blessing and a curse, because it can be difficult to step back 

and see proper perspective on matters. This was really how I felt about designing for this 

show. 

This entire process was a constant barrage of ideas and concepts.  Constant 

dialogue with everyone involved has helped to keep me inspired with and for my design 

and also to keep me striving for my personal and professional best.  Truly, this project 

was a struggle for me. While I was extremely excited about the play, finding a place to 

begin the design process was very challenging.  After much back and forth with the 

director and other department members, I was able to find a comfortable place to initiate 

the design, which ultimately progressed into the finished product. 

Of course, as with any project there were issues. Most are simple workaday 

matters, but two in particular made me personally upset: the removal of the branches and 

the missing gobos.  The gobos were integral to my initial design and there had been no 

discussion, neither with the lighting designer nor with the TD, about these being 
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removed. I fought my emotions to keep from taking this as a personal insult, because this 

materially hurt my overall concept for the sweeping floor and was directly commented on 

as such in reviews. Alexa Kelly, a theatre critic for the DC Metro Theatre Arts website 

was “perplexed … by the flooring [at] the back of the stage [because] it juts upwards, as 

if grasping for the ceiling”1 If the gobos and projections had been used as designed, 

planned, and agreed upon, then I am certain that she and others would not have been so 

perplexed. Likewise, the missing autumn leaves prevented the branches from being part 

of the set as designed. Several people had questioned if they would fit into the aesthetic 

and if they would add anything to the overall design, which was a reasonable question 

and one that I was completely willing to entertain and evaluate. Instead, I had no option 

to assess how this would affect the overall design: the finished product was never 

constructed because proper materials were never sourced.  Even though these problems 

sapped my energy, I knew that I needed to focus on the end goal. It was therefore crucial 

for me to push past these disappointments and make the final project the best it could be. 

I learned in this project that being personally happy with a design concept is not 

enough it also requires that I persuasively “sell” the design to the rest of the design team. 

With Alan Wade originally disliking the design, and me being quite pleased with it, I was 

very concerned that I would have to restart the design from scratch. Instead, once I was 

able to fully explain my concept behind the design and how it reflected my understanding 

of the play, he then understood my thought process and became interested in the design. 

In the end, he liked the aesthetic look.   

                                                 
1 Kelly. 
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Another lesson for me was to never get overly flustered or excessively stressed.  

When organizational structure is in place, this mitigates some stressors. In previous years 

there had been a more-regimented organizational approach within the department. Under 

the more structured rubric to which I have been accustomed, I would have worked 

closely with the TD and ATD, but because of difficulties with labor and time 

management I had observed and experienced with previous shows this season, I withdrew 

from this standard procedure. Though this was a problem I navigated through the issue, 

taking the direct and professional approach to get the project completed.  Within this 

scenario this was the right thing to do, however in professional theatre this can sometimes 

be difficult and so understanding the people you work with and the overall situation can 

help identify and lead you to solutions that can help navigate you to the final product.  I 

instead worked around the TD and directly with the ATD and theatre team to complete 

this project. That said, the lack of support and guidance from the TD indirectly and 

unexpectedly worked to my advantage. I was forced to ‘sink or swim’ with making quick 

decisions and standing by them because I knew that getting the product completed so that 

actors could use space and so the show could open was my ultimate goal. 

I was greatly relieved at the overall very positive feedback about the project.  It is 

always a concern that people will dislike your work.  It can be disheartening to hear only 

negative comments and this in turn can lead to many personal issues and can affect you 

as a designer.  I started this project with the goal of making a set that met and exceeded 

the requirements set out before me.  I believe I did so successfully, and I was happy by 

the impact the set achieved. In fact, the obstacles I overcame made me more pleased with 

the product even though it was not precisely as I had conceived.  As the audience entered 
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the space I enjoyed hearing their comments, all of which were positive. In the end, the 

director, the actors, and I were happy with the set’s English charm, warmth, and 

simplicity.
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