
 

 
 
 
 
ADDITIONAL LEARNING RESOURCES 
 

— Accessing Floorplans and Technical Specifications for Theatre Venues 
 

— Excerpts from Staging Ideas: Set and Costume Design for Theatre by 
Stephen Curtis (Sydney: Currency Press, 2013)  



DREAM BIG BUT GROUND YOUR DREAMS IN THE WORLD OF THE PLAY AND IN 
PRACTICALITIES OF THEATRE PRODUCTION 

As you will know, if you watched the livestream or the recording of this ARTiculate 
webinar, a lot of the practical, exploratory work that goes into coming up with a set 
design is also very relevant to many other HSC Drama Individual Projects, including the 
design of costumes, lighting or publicity materials, or a Director’s Folio. 

To help you start developing a concept for your Individual Project, you need to ‘mine’ the 
playscript for information — the more your concept grows organically out of the ‘givens’ 
of the script, the better. The Australian director, Sam Strong, has some really useful 
advice on this point: 

“I’m not particularly interested in high-concept theatre or the question of what I am 
doing to a work… I prefer to think of what the material is doing to me and what it’s doing 
to the creative team and the cast. We’re looking for the essence of the world of that 
play…” (Quoted in Stephen Curtis, Staging Ideas. Sydney: Currency Press, 2013. p.80) 

As well as reading and re-reading the script, using it as the launchpad for your 
conceptual design work and your gathering of research images, you need to take a very 
practical approach to understanding the possibilities and constraints of the theatre 
venue where your hypothetical production of this play would be staged. Look at a range 
of different theatre spaces and the different kinds of actor/audience relationships they 
encourage. Look for images of productions that have been staged in these venues to 
see how professional creatives have worked with these spaces. If you can, try to attend 
a live theatrical performance in the venue(s) that you are most interested in. And then, 
gather up all the practical information that you need to create a set or costume or 
lighting design or directorial vision for your chosen play to work in this venue. 

You need to locate scale drawings of the floorplans and side elevations of the theatre 
space you’re designing for. You might also need a plan of the lighting grid. You’ll 
probably also want to go through a list of all the technical specifications: what lighting 
fixtures come with the venue, where are the exists and off-stage spaces in relation to 
the stage space, etc? 

Luckily, some of our major theatre companies in NSW (Belvoir, Sydney Theatre 
Company, Griffin Theatre) have been making this information easily accessible to high 
school drama students. But don’t be afraid to look elsewhere if there is a venue that you 
already know and like, which is maybe better suited to your concept or closer to your 
home. It’s normally not too difficult to find the contact details for the Technical 
Production Manager or the Venue Manager of a theatre and ask them to email you floor 
plans and tech specs (and, of course, your teacher can help you make these contacts).

In the following pages, you'll find the weblinks for Education Resources on the 
STC and Belvoir websites, then some excerpts from Stephen Curtis' book, Staging 
Ideas, where he talks about how to approach the first reading of a script, how to 
re-read and develop a breakdown of key information, how to start developing an 
interpretation, and what are some of the key design tools you can play with as you 
explore concepts to develop this interpretation.  



SYDNEY THEATRE COMPANY'S EDUCATION PAGE HAS LINKS TO SOME GREAT RESOURCES FOR YOUR HSC DRAMA INDIVIDUAL 
PROJECT

pauldwyer



BELVOIR'S EDUCATION RESOURCES PAGES ARE ALSO FULL OF GREAT INFORMATION: AS WELL AS 
FLOORPLANS, YOU CAN EXPLORE THE WHOLE VENUE VIA A 3D VIRTUAL TOUR...

pauldwyer



TRY THE VIRTUAL TOUR...

pauldwyer





WITH SCALE DRAWINGS LIKE THESE, PLUS THE SIDE ELEVATIONS 
THAT YOU CAN ALSO DOWNLOAD FROM BELVOIR'S SITE, YOU CAN 
QUICKLY GET STARTED ON THE CREATION OF A 3D MODEL BOX — 
EITHER A TRADITIONAL 'WHITE CARD' PHYSICAL MODEL (WHICH 
LOTS OF PROFESSIONAL DESIGNERS STILL USE) AND/OR A VIRTUAL 3D 
MODEL USING CAD SOFTWARE

pauldwyer
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YOUR FIRST READING 
Put aside undistracted time for your first reading. Make 
sure you read it right through in one sitting, just as the 
audience will experience the production in performance. 
Read it for your own enjoyment. 

Switch on your imagination and try to imagine you are 
watching the production as you are reading it. If it is a 
music theatre production listen to the music in the same 
way. Let it really go to work on you. 

You may want to put some effort into recording your 
first impressions after your first reading. The best way 
to do this is visually: a quick expressive colour sketch 
or collage. Otherwise jot down words or phrases that 
occur to you while you are thinking about the script. Try 

to capture your emotional response-how the script 
makes you feel, the mood or atmosphere and how it 
affects you. 

l -

ELEMENTS OF DRAMA -
The Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322B() identifies 
six Elements of Drama: plot, thought/theme, character, 
diction, song/rhythm, and spectacle. These elements 
have become a basic analytical tool in theatre. 
Contemporary Drama courses extend the list of elements 
to include: theme, plot, audience, dialogue, stagecraft, 
convention, genre, character /role, music, spectacle, 
dramatic structure, contrast, symbols, focus, rhythm, 
space, movement, sound, time, mood/atmosphere, 
pace, pause and actor-audience relationship. 

experimenting to find out which approach reveals more to them. If you are 
a methodical thinker and list-maker you might want to start with the script 
breakdown. If you are more of an abstract thinker you might focus on what the 
script means. If you are tuned in intuitively and emotionally you might want 
to start with what the script feels like. In practice, most designers would use a 
number of these interpretive tools simultaneously, or favour one approach as 
the one that works best for them. Different scripts and production processes 
also require different approaches. 

The analytical tools used here are based loosely on the Elements of Drama 
( :J Box, above). I have grouped them into three areas of analysis, or layers of 
understanding. 

■ What the script feels like takes in mood, atmosphere and instinctive 
responses. 

■ What the script means takes in themes, images and symbols. 

■ How the script works includes dramatic structure, focus, style, genre, 
conventions, spectacle, character and space. 

Like a detective, we are looking for clues to understanding. The more carefully 
we look, the deeper our understanding of the script will be. 

All artistic form is an indirect expression of feeling. 
Susanne Langer, philosopher iv 
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THE CRUCIBLE, DESIGNER ROBERT KEMP 
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3.5 
Robert Kemp's costume drawing (3.1 ), costume breakdown (3.2), research image (3.3), 

scale model (3.4) and production photo (3.5) for The Crucible. Robert uses the forest as a 

powerful symbol of the dark forces of the unconscious that underpin Arthur Miller's drama. 

Robert Juxtaposes his forest against bare pine floorboards and 1950s costuming of a 

puritan simplicity to evoke the Interplay of the rational and irrational, the conscious and the 

unconscious, good and evil. We can also see In hls character breakdown how scripted 

information begins to shape his Interpretation. 





SCRIPT ANALYSIS FOR DESIGN IDEAS 
Why bother analysing a script? Why not just follow the 
written description at the beginning of the script? 

There often are descriptions in the text, and they 
are sometimes very detailed. They might be how the 
playwright imagined the world of the play when they 
wrote the script, or they may be a description of the 
design from the play's first production. In either case these 
descriptions may have little relevance to today's audience. 
These days playwrights tend to keep their stage directions 
and descriptions of characters and settings to an absolute 
minimum, acknowledging that there is no fixed 'way' to 
stage their script. The creative team is encouraged to find 
their own visual interpretation from within the text, and 
to tailor this interpretation to the specific time, place and 
audience of their production. 

~ ........ 

■ THEMES are the 'big ideas' explored in the script; 
the central ideas that unify the whole work. There 
might be a single or multiple themes; the theme 
may be simple or complex. The themes will be 
introduced early, and will be developed with more 
complexity and subtlety as the script unfolds. 

■ IMAGES are the 'mental pictures' the playwright 
uses to give tangible shape to their themes. (For 
example, Shakespeare employs three different 
images of the theme of light when Romeo says: 'But 
soft! What light through yonder window breaks?/ It 
is the East, and Juliet is the sun!/ Arise, fair sun, and 
kill the envious moon,' Romeo and Juliet 11:11: 2-4.) 

■ SYMBOLS are elements in the script that explicitly 
represent an abstract idea or concept. (For example, a 
skull = death; a locked box = a secret.) 

as visual metaphors. It is easy to see how these thematic elements can be translated 
into ideas for set, costume and lighting design. (The Romeo and Juliet concepts on 
pages 86, 88 and 90 illustrate how three designers have translated the script's 
visual metaphors into design ideas.) 

In the case of music theatre, themes will be communicated musically, and 
there may be particular musical motifs that are linked with particular characters 
or thematic situations (known as leitmotif). If we are designing events, or other 
performances that do not have a formal written script the themes are likely to 
be explicit in the title, storyboard or synopsis. 
IMAGES: Designers are visual thinkers and often respond to images and 
symbols first. We are particularly looking for recurring images, or a strong 
central image around which the work can be built. As our understanding of the 
script develops, we can progress from identifying the key images to observing 
how they are developed and used throughout the script. Continuing with our 
Romeo and Juliet example, we can tune into Shakespeare's constant poetic use 
of opposites-the way he juxtaposes the sun and moon, heat and cold, light 
and dark, high and low, love and hate, life and death. The recurrence of these 
images of opposites reaffirms a central theme of the play: the unifying of opposites. 
While Shakespeare's plays are jam-packed with images other plays may be built 
around a single image: in The Crucible Arthur Miller develops and explores the 
central image of the witchhunt to great dramatic effect, using it as an allegory 
of the anti-communist hysteria of his time, and on a deeper level exploring 
timeless themes such as intolerance, jealousy and the struggle of the rational 
against the irrational. 
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