
Set design is an important 
part of almost any theatre 
production, as almost every 
show will utilize some sort of 
set, however minimal.  
!
Sets can be abstract, 
h i g h l y r e a l i s t i c , o r 
anything in between, and 
they are a chance for a 
des igne r t o showcase 
interesting concepts, new 
techniques, and unusual 
materials.  
!
The primary function of a 
set, of course, is to 
provide the audience with 
some context for the play, 
but it can also be a chance 
to create something stunning 
to draw in the audience. 



REALISTIC 



ABSTRACT



MINIMALIST



The most important thing to 
remember as a set designer is to 
be innovative and original; 
inspiration can come from 
almost anything or any place, 
and you should never stop 
thinking about creative ways to 
help tell a story.  
!
As set designer, you not only 
have to create a concept that 
is in line with the director’s 
vision, but you also have to 
decide how it will be built, 
painted, and decorated. The 
look of the stage as a whole is 
largely your responsibility, and it 
can be as interesting as your 
imagination and ingenuity can 
make it.



OUR DEBT TO THE ANCIENT GREEKS

The western tradition of theatre began in ancient Greece.


The designers of those theaters understood that maximum communication between 
the stage and audience was essential. Theatre was the place where citizens gathered 
to hear vital issues discussed, declaimed and dissected. The tragedies and comedies of 
the great Classical playwrights stirred their audiences to passionate dialogue, argument 
and intense political engagement. Those huge amphitheaters allowed literally thousands 
of spectators to see, hear and share the onstage action that was so important to their 
daily lives, without the audio amplification that we now take for granted.


Even then someone needed to make sure that actors were seen and heard in order for 
the dialogue to continue, and that hasn’t changed.



THOSE EARLY ARCHITECTS AND BUILDERS CONSIDERED 
!
* HOW SOUND TRAVELED BOTH FOR THE HUMAN VOICE 
AND THE ACCOMPANYING MUSIC 
!
* WHAT NATURAL DAYLIGHT WOULD FALL ON THE STAGE, 
WHAT THE ACTORS WOULD WEAR (MASKS AND ELEVATED 
SHOES) 
!
* WHAT STAGE MACHINERY MIGHT ENABLE THE SPECIAL 
EFFECTS NEEDED TO ALLOW FOR THE VISITS OF GODS TO 
MORTALS. 
!
* THE ACTUAL “SET” DESIGN AS WE THINK OF IT NOW 
WAS MINIMAL.  
!
* FOR THE MOST PART, THE ACTORS’ VOICES, MUSIC AND 
DANCE CARRIED THE STORY.  
!
* COSTUMES WERE CHOSEN FOR MAXIMUM VISIBILITY 
FOR THE ACTORS.  
!
* LIGHTING WAS THE BRIGHT HOT MEDITERRANEAN SUN.



!

The history of design for theaters and for the 
sets on which theatre is played since ancient 
times is a fascinating story of change and 
innovation.


Over many hundreds of years, performances 
have popped up on urban European streets, 


in churches, 


on traveling wagons, 


in castles, 


in courtyards, 


in purpose-built auditoria 


and on sites designed for other purposes, like 
factories, hospitals, and train stations. 


Early stage sets were portable – banners, 
structures built on wagons – 


but later innovations include the fascinating 
and sophisticated stage machinery in Baroque 
theaters allowing ships to sail and sea-storms 
to sink them.



The indoor theaters we 
u s e t o d a y ( o f t e n 
splendidly equipped 
w i t h t h e l a t e s t 
technology) owe a lot to 
what evolved over the 
centuries. 


The Teatro Olimpico, 
designed by the Italian 
architect Palladio in the 
late 1500s, is the oldest 
su rv i v i ng enc losed 
theatre in the world.



!

The modern concept of design for the theatre, 
and the emergence of  “designers” developed 
during the twentieth century. It was not until the 
1920s that scenic design, or set design, was 
listed in the theatre programs as a production 
role.


The modern set designer emerged early in the 
new century. In the late 1800’s electrical lighting 
was in its early stages and its use in theaters was 
rudimentary but poised for the huge advances to 
come. 


Actors usually supplied their own costumes and 
the notions of coordination, color, texture and 
esthetics were not used widely. Audio 
amplification had yet to be invented.


But, architecture, carpentry, painting and non-
electrical lighting for the stage were well 
established and the period from roughly 1900 to 
1970 was a highly innovative one for many 
scenic designers. Theatre design established 
itself as a distinct discipline and proceeded to 
develop conventions for what would be seen on 
Twentieth Century stages.

THE TWENTIETH CENTURY



THE 21ST CENTURY
THE 21ST CENTURY BUILDS ON THE 
PAST, WITH THE IMPORTANT 
DIFFERENCE OF ACCESSIBLE AND 
STEADILY ADVANCING TECHNOLOGY.  
!
* THE INCREASING USE OF COMPUTER 
GENERATED IMAGERY,  
!
* COMPUTERIZED LIGHTING SYSTEMS, 
!
* ROBOTICS AND TECHNOLOGIES THAT 
ALLOW STAGE WALLS AND FLOORS TO 
MOVE, RISE AND DROP AT THE TOUCH OF 
A FINGER TO A KEYBOARD… 
!
MEAN THAT THE FUTURE OF STAGE 
DESIGN WILL BE ONE OF INNOVATION 
AND STUNNING VISUAL EFFECTIVENESS.



Scene Design 

1.  help tell the story  
 
2.  provide mood, color, emphasis 
  
3.  enhance concept  
 
4.  create environment in which actors 
	 can create 
 
5.  be aesthetically pleasing on their own  
!
6. establish the location and time period 
	 in which the play takes place



DECIDE YOUR 
CONCEPT OF 
THE PLAYTHEN  
BEGIN  
TO  
DESIGN…
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concept then SET PLOT…



set plot then RENDERING…



rendering then a SET MODEL…





set model then 
CONSTRUCTION!



construction then  
TECH REHEARSALS to  

OPENING NIGHT!!!





DESIGN
IS A JOURNEY OF DISCOVERY…

What will you discover about the play? 
About the concept? 

About art? 
About the characters? 

About yourself…



WHAT DOES THIS SET FOR  THOROUGHLY MODERN MILLIE JR. HELP TO TELL THE STORY? 
REALISTIC, ABSTRACT, OR MINIMALISTIC SET? WHAT SET PIECES ARE USED?



WHAT CAN YOU LEARN FROM THIS SET FOR TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD? 
REALISTIC, ABSTRACT, OR MINIMALISTIC SET? 

WHAT SET PIECES ARE USED?



HOW DOES THIS SET FOR STEEL MAGNOLIAS CONVEY INFORMATION ABOUT 
THE SHOW? 
!
REALISTIC, ABSTRACT, OR MINIMALISTIC SET? 
!
WHAT SET PIECES ARE USED? 


