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Filmcraft
Costume Design 

By Deborah Nadoolman Landis; Waltham, MA, Focal Press, 
2012. 192 pp. Paper, $29.95. 

Reviewed by Bobbi Owen

Deborah Nadoolman Landis writes, “Film costuming serves two 
equal purposes: the first is to support the narrative by creating 
authentic characters (people); and the second is composition, 
to provide balance within the frame by using color, texture, and 
silhouette.” Her book, Costume Design, one of the Focal Press 
Filmcraft series, profiles sixteen current, prolific, and wonder-
ful costume designers who reveal their creative sources and 
how they achieved success. Sketches of their lives and careers 
(with the focus on careers) are presented in the form of first-
person statements derived from interviews Landis conducted 
(sometimes with the help of others). Brief “legacy” biographies 
of five great—now deceased—film designers are also inter-
spersed throughout the book. The heritage designers are Da-

nilo Donati (1926–2001), Elizabeth Haffenden (1906–1976), 
Jean Louis (1907–1997), appropriately in a black and white 
two-page spread, Ruth Morley (1925–1991), and Shirley Rus-
sell (1935–2002).

Less than 200 pages long, the book is crammed with per-
ceptions about strategies for revealing character while work-
ing with actors, maintaining a vision while collaborating with 
directors and authors—and production designers—and stay-
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ing within budget. The interviews allow the designers to reveal 
a bit about themselves and their backgrounds and also their cre-
ative processes. Some of the information is personal; much of it is 
professional insight gained through their experiences. Their back-
grounds are as varied as their sources.

The book is beautifully illustrated, mainly in color, and in-
cludes images of the designers themselves as well as their work. 
An electronic version of the book is also available and provides 
film quality close-up details in a larger scale than possible in 
the printed version of the book. Landis has created a volume 
that can be accessed in a variety of ways: it can be read from 
cover to cover in one sitting; it can be browsed for 
the pictures alone, and it can be savored designer 
by designer.

Similarities with differences

One of the striking things we discover is the simi-
larities in the creative process within this group 
of very different designers. Advice and inspiration 
are provided in abundance. This is an important 
book for all design aficionados and students of 
design regardless of age and experience and pre-
ferred genre. It is as applicable to theatre and game 
design as it is to film.

What the designers say about their artistry 
and contributions to film is genuine and sincerely 
provided. Judianna Makovsky (Big, The Last Air-
bender, and The Hunger Games) studied art and 
theatre, as did Julie Weiss (Secretariat, Fear and 
Loathing in Las Vegas, and Blades of Glory). 
Sharen Davis studied acting, which has informed 
her designs (The Great Debaters and Dreamgirls); 
Janty Yates (Gladiator, Robin Hood) studied and 
worked in fashion before venturing into film; Ellen 
Mirojnick (Fatal Attraction, Wall Street and its 
sequel Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps) studied 
photography and fashion. 

Revealing character—rather than design for 
its own sake—is a theme that exists throughout the 
book and within each profile, although the beautiful 
sketches and film stills are a tribute to a collective 
accomplishment. Yvonne Blake (Nicholas and Al-
exandra, The Three Musketeers, and There will be 
Dragons) speaks for all when she says, “If the film 
has been well designed the audience shouldn’t no-
tice the costumes, unless it’s the kind of film where 
the costumes were designed to look extraordinary 
and to be noticed.”

Ability to collaborate

Two themes run throughout the book: the impor-
tance of directors and scripts, and the need to 

collaborate. The designers all readily acknowledge that they 
don’t work alone. Mary Zophres (The Big Lebowski, Cow-
boys and Aliens) is especially eloquent, saying, “A designer 
has to be able to engage, and I love the collaboration of it 
all. It’s also very important to love actors and to love the pro-
cess of turning them into their characters, and I do.” Jenny 
Beavan (The King’s Speech, Gosford Park) says, “Everything 
starts from the script and the director’s vision.” Mark Bridges 
(Blow, The Artist) reiterates this, saying, “None of us works 
in a vacuum. As a designer, I serve the actors, the script, the 
director…” Shay Cunliffe (How Do You Know, The Bourne 
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Edited by Arnold Aronson; Prague: Arts and 
Theatre Institute: Prague Quadrennial, 2012.  99 
pp. Paper,  CZK300 ($15.56).

Reviewed by Linda Essig

I was fortunate to have visited the most recent in-
carnation of PQ, the Prague Quadrennial of Per-
formance Design and Space 2011, along with my 
adolescent children.  I reflected on our experi-
ence there shortly after our return, writing on my  

The Disappearing Stage 
Reflections on the 2011  
Prague Quadrennial

Ultimatum) concurs: “My process begins by reading the script 
several times and then meeting very quickly with the director to 
learn the kind of film he’s planning to make.”

The author of any book has to make hard choices concern-
ing content and scope, and Landis chooses a long list of worthy 
designers, both contemporary and for the “legacy” entries. The 
absence of Oscar and Tony Award-winner Ann Roth (Midnight 
Cowboy, The Day of the Locust, and The English Patient), how-
ever, is worth noting. The presence of a useful index and helpful 
glossary is commendable. 

In her introduction, Landis suggests that the insiders in 
the film industry and the general public do not understand what 
costume designers do: “Our contribution to the story is more 
profound than providing the clothes for a production.” She con-
tinues, “The word ‘costume’ works against us. The word is vulgar 
when what we do is incredibly refined. “Costume” is invariably 
associated with Halloween, fancy dress, parade, theme park, 
Mardi Gras, carnival, and the clothes in fantasy and period films. 
To costume designers, ‘a costume picture’ means nothing more 
than our next project.” 

Landis is working hard to address this confusion. Within 
the past year, she has published three books, including this one, 
and served as senior guest curator for the exhibition Hollywood 
Costume at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London through 
January 27, 2013. I’ll be writing about the prolific Ms. Landis, the 
V&A exhibit and its catalog, also called Hollywood Costume, as 
well as reviewing her newest book, Hollywood Sketchbook, in 
the next issue of TD&T. 

Bobbi Owen is a professor of dramatic art at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, where she 
teaches costume design and costume history and serves 
as senior associate dean for undergraduate education. 
She edited Late and Great: American Designers 1960-2010, 
USITT’s 50th anniversary monograph.

Creative Infrastructure blog, “The main exhibits were, thank-
fully, not dominated by precious model boxes displayed next 
to costumed mannequins, although that certainly was the for-
mat of the USA National Exhibit at the last PQ in 2007.  Instead, 
the predominant format of the exhibits—or at least what was 
most notable to me—was the ‘spectator-as-performer’ “ 
(creativeinfrastructure.org/2011/07/12/prague-reflections/).   
A year later, the eight essays that constitute The Disappearing 
Stage: Reflections on the 2011 Prague Quadrennial provide 
welcome theoretical context for my—and my children’s—
observations. 

The changing title of the event (to call it an “exhibit” 
does not do it justice), from the Prague Quadriennial of Stage 
Design, to the Prague Quadriennial of Scenography in 2003 
and now the Prague Quadriennial of Performance Design and 
Space in 2011 is indicative of the trends identified by the es-
says included in this slim volume edited by Arnold Aronson, 
who writes both the introductory and concluding essays.  
While, on the one hand, the change from “scenography” to 
“performance design and space” resolves the confusion over 
what exactly the term “scenography” means, on the other 
hand, it also was intended, according to Aronson’s introduc-
tion, “to shift the focus from restrictive notions of theatre and 
performance in all its manifestations, and to think of design 
in more spatial terms.”  This broadening provides oppor-
tunities not only for a greater range of exhibit material and 
formats but also for situating the work in broader social theo-
retical contexts.  The Disappearing Stage is not an exhibit 
catalog—if you are expecting one you will be disappointed—
but rather a collection of theoretical essays inspired by, or 
at least referencing, work seen at the 2011 PQ. The authors 
include Marvin Carlson (USA), Christopher Baugh (UK), Thea 
Brejzek (DE), Beth Weinstein (USA), Guy Gutman (IL) and 
Barbora  Príhodová (CZ), as well as Aronson (USA).  Per-
formance design has, in my opinion, been undertheorized in 
academic discourse, especially in the United States.  This col-
lection therefore makes an important contribution. 

Spectator/audience to  
participant/co-creator 

The introduction provides useful con-
text and a road map for the seven es-
says that follow, each of which takes on 
a different theme and/or body of work.  
The first, by Thea Brejzek, is the most 
theoretical.  She cites the French sociol-
ogist and philosopher Pierre Bourdieu 
as well as existentialist Martin Heide-
gger and others, in addition to examples 
from PQ itself to support her assertion 
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that “the making of space through scenography transforms 
the maker, the viewer, and the setting into co-authors and 
witnesses of that process.”  If I were not previously familiar 
with Bourdieu’s work, I may very well have been unable to 
follow her argument.  It is, however, an important one for 
the ongoing evolution of the relationship between designer/
maker, spectator, and work, so I would encourage serious 
students of performance and design to acquaint themselves 
with both the essay and its theoretical references. 

Brejzek’s observation of the shifting role of 
spectator/audience to participant/co-creator is 
the one that most impressed me when I visited 
PQ.  It is one of two themes engaged in one way 
or another by each of the essayists.  The other is 
the autonomy of the performance design or sce-
nographic object as a conveyer of meaning and 
the design itself as performance. Christopher 
Baugh’s essay on activist design most explicitly 
engages with this theme, writing “scenography 
has achieved a very significant degree of self-
sufficiency.”  He repeatedly uses this term “self-
sufficiency” as well as “autonomy” to describe 
the current state of scenography as exemplified at 
PQ.  Barbora Príhodová’s essay about the Extreme 
Costume exhibition takes on this theme as well.  
She too references Bourdieu, but in describing 
the symbolic power of curating national exhib-
its.  The Extreme Costume exhibition, unlike the 
national exhibits in which cultural identities are 
confirmed, provided a space “divided neither by 
nation nor culture; no countries, no subdivisions 
. . . but a space of costumed representations of 
bodies.”  The costumes are removed even from 
the performances for which they were designed 
and thus “challenge spectators to find new ways 
to construct ideas.”

Nowhere was the spectator more a co-creator 
than at the Intersection installation outside the Na-
tional Theatre.  Several of the essays were inspired 
by this installation of over thirty white cubes, each 
of which was a performance/space/installation/
work.  Gutman’s essay provides a kind of phenom-
enological tour of the installation while advocating 
more streets, rather than more drawing rooms, on 
our stages or, since that does not seem to happen, 
more street-level performance.   

Does the stage still exist?

If design is autonomous and self-sufficient and 
the spectator is a co-creator, does the stage, as 

separate from the audience, still exist?  This is the question 
of concern to Arnold Aronson in titling the collection and in 
his own essay “The Dematerialization of the Stage” and to 
architect Beth Weinstein in her analysis of the architecture 
section of PQ.   She sums up the architectural implications 
of the trend away from the traditional stage/audience rela-
tionship in stating, “all recognizable containers had been re-
distributed.”  Performance spaces, she posits, are becoming 
networked and system-based, part of a larger ecology, rather 
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By Randall W.A. Davidson; Littleton, Colorado, Risk Inter-
national Publishing, 2009.  3 Volumes, 280 pp ea.  Cloth 
(boxed), $149.

Reviewed by Dennis Dorn  

Dr. Davidson’s Eye on Theatre Health and 
Safety trilogy is a welcome and significant 
addition to the bibliography of theatre tech-
nology. More commonly known to many as 
Dr. Doom, Randall W. A. Davidson has cre-
ated a remarkable collection of thoughts 
and observations emanating from his re-
markable sixty years of theatre-centric risk 
management. 

The publication of this hardcover 
collection strongly underpins ongoing in-
dustry-wide efforts to make working both 
onstage and backstage safer for everyone 

involved, including the audience. While organizations such as 
the Entertainment Technician Certification Program (ETCP) 
concentrate on the skills of those working at professional levels, 
Davidson has chosen to place his attention on the world of 
secondary education. He champions the cause of increased 
awareness of the risks inherent in school-based programs 
regarding health, safety, and a safe working environment. 
Davidson estimates the secondary school community to be 
the source of over 90 percent of the American performing 
arts population and repeatedly cites the need for adminis-
trative oversight (due diligence) and the importance of tak-
ing a risk management approach to the entire operation.

The subject of student safety is so vast and intertwined 
that it is difficult to break it down into subgroups. David-
son’s approach is to divide the subject matter into three 
volumes. The three volumes are entitled An Administrative 
Overview, On Stage, and Setting the Stage, collectively in 
excess of 800 pages, not including support material that is 
duplicated in each volume. The target audience is school 
administrators, supervisors, and advisors who directly and/
or indirectly impact the performing arts in a secondary 
school.

Recommendations and alerts

The books are organized, regardless of subject, into four gen-
eral units with chapters within each. Each chapter begins with 
introductory remarks, a few of which are non sequiturs, fol-
lowed by lists of recommendations and alerts for developing 
a risk management program. Some of the lists are numbered, 
some are bulleted, but all could be described as extensive. 
Each volume has some photos, sadly a bit grainy; all are  well 
captioned, noting the reason for the photo. More illustrations 
would be welcome as aids and as a way of breaking up the sea 
of text. Sadly, none of the photos have figure numbers, which 
makes them difficult to reference. In fact, referencing specific 
information within this thesis is a problem in general for this 
publication.  But more on that later.

As is obvious from the titles, each 
volume addresses a particular aspect of 
the performing arts organization and pro-
cess. While the text of each volume dif-
fers, all three are identically organized. 
This helps familiarize the reader with the 
presentation style, but it results in each 
volume having identical introductory ma-
terial, the same appendix (“Skill Sets for 
Technicians”), and an identical glossary 
entitled “Theatrical, Lighting & Rigging 
Terms,” the latter being rather dated and 
to my mind unnecessary.

Dr.  Davidson’s Eye on Theatre 
Health and Safety

review
book

than single, purpose-built places of performance.  Aronson’s 
conclusions about the absence of traditional stages is similar, 
but he arrives there through the lens of Lucy Lippard and John 
Chandler’s description of the “dematerialization of art” in the 
1960s and 70s and credits the extensive use of projections and 
media with effecting this dematerialization of image, time, and 
space.  

I note that Intersection was the favorite exhibit of my adoles-
cent companions.  When I asked why, one responded,  “Because 
we actually were part of it; we weren’t just watching.” Perfor-
mance is changing and evolving. The audience of tomorrow likely 
will not always be satisfied to sit in one location and watch live 
performance through the window of a proscenium arch.  Design 
for performance needs to change along with performance itself.  
The Disappearing Stage helps us begin to understand the ways in 
which that is already happening. 

Linda Essig is a professor and director of the Pave
Program in Arts Entrepreneurship at Arizona State 
University as well as a lighting designer and author.
 
 [Correction: the above bio for Linda Essig is updated
 and corrected in this online archive.]
 

The Disappearing Stage is available through Prospero: http://
prospero.divadlo.cz/
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An Administrative Overview covers the 
following topics: The Administrator and the 
Performing Arts Program; Equipment Purchase, 
Preventive Maintenance, and Replacement; Fire 
Prevention and Suppression; and Emergency Pre-
paredness. This volume also includes a series of 
charts that provide an easy-to-follow format to 
guide organizations in the preparation of their 
own risk management assessment tool, key to the 
message that Davidson is hoping to convey.

On Stage looks at performer and stage 
equipment and facility issues: Performance 
Activity; Stage House and Rigging; Stage House 
and Audience; and Special Effects. Performance 
Activity elaborates on rehearsals, stage fights, 
performer flying, substance abuse, strikes, 
parties, tours, and field trips (I was puzzled 
by the latter, but for the unaware the informa-
tion is good to know). The rigging discussion 
includes rigging, grids, bridges, fall prevention, 
fall arrest systems, ladders, trusses, stage floor, 
orchestra pits, and loading areas. Next follows 
egress, aisles, building signage, roofs, and using 
special effects in school productions. The last 
unit examines fog, pyrotechnics, and hearing 
protection.

The final volume, Setting the Stage, is a bit 
of a catchall for topics that don’t fit so neatly 
into distinct categories. The first section makes 
an eloquent case for the initial training and con-
tinuing education of employees and for clear 
definition of employee rights and responsibili-
ties. The other units review stage equipment in-
cluding, among others, lifts, ladders, lighting 
equipment, speaker suspension, hoists, winch-
es, and moveable platforms.  Next are shop and 
storage spaces and personal protection equip-
ment.  And, lastly, environmental concerns such 
as chemicals, particulates, ventilation, labels, 
and hazardous waste management.

Comprehensive and fascinating

I found Dr.  Davidson’s Eye on Theatre Health 
and Safety comprehensive and a most fascinat-
ing read. There are other books which deal with 
like material, but none come close to being as 
wide ranging and comprehensive.  The language 
is didactic, but it is informal and accessible to 
readers at nearly all levels of technological so-
phistication. At the same time the text can be 
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Show Networks and Control Systems

By John Huntington; Brooklyn, Zircon Designs Press, 2012. 
492pp. Paper, $50.00.

Reviewed by  
Michael K. Hooker

This edition of Show Networks and Control Systems is much 
more than a revision of John Huntington’s earlier Control Sys-
tems for Live Entertainment. With timely and informative ex-
pertise, Huntington has done simple but substantive restructuring 
that brings greater clarity to what has always been an informative 
how-to guide and a valuable technical reference.

The book is absolutely packed with information. One could 
argue that it contains an overwhelming volume of information if 
it were not so impeccably well organized. Its thirty-three chap-
ters place the book clearly in the category of technical reference, 
but it retains the style and flow of a unified narrative. Hunting-
ton starts with an encyclopedic discussion of design disciplines, 
then progresses to a reference manual where he delves deeply 
into networks, interfaces, and the most relevant standards and 
protocols. He then builds on this foundation, transforming into a 
textbook where he revisits the very notion of show control. This 
is then followed by a series of carefully contrived production ex-
amples, each with several instructive solutions. It is a masterfully 
organized effort.

A unified concept of show control

Huntington brings great clarity to the difficulties of explain-
ing what show control is about. At first I though it odd that he 
seemed to avoid using the term itself, preferring instead the 
component terms entertainment control, systems, and net-
works. But that turned out to be an instructive device. When 
he finally returns to the use of “show control” at the end, the 
reader appreciates that it is a unified concept with sometimes 
complex component parts.

Part One, Entertainment Discipline Overview, provides 
an excellent summary of eight distinct themed entertainment 
disciplines: lighting; lasers; audio; image presentation; stage 
machinery; animatronics; fog, smoke, fire, and water; and 
pyrotechnics. He appropriately avoids discussions of content 

frustrating, especially when it comes to matters of organization, 
graphics, voice, and indexing. 

I expect many readers will find numerous statements that 
strike them as intractable in nature. For example, the expres-
sions “shall,” “should,” and “must” appear repeatedly. There 
is no distinction between what is the “law” and what are the 
collective recommendations of the thousands of knowledgeable 
volunteers who help assemble codes that legal entities generally 
adopt in full, partially, or with some modification. Somewhat 
disappointing is that there is no mention of the work of the 
International Code Consortium (ICC), which for the most part 
has replaced previous codes so that America would have one 
national standard. The International Building Code (IBC) and 
the International Fire Code (IFC) receive no mention; rather, 
preceding codes such as BOCA, NFPA, and UBC appear repeat-
edly as if they were still the current standard. 

While the book is written largely in third person, the oft-
appearing “I,” “we,” and “us” were jarring, leaving me confused 
as to whose voice is speaking, that of an individual or a group.

My more serious concern about this work, however, is 
the indexing. For a reference book filled with terms, there are 
surprisingly few entries in the index, but an enormous num-
ber of citations for many of these terms. For example, An Ad-
ministrative Overview has 103 citations for “fire,” in which 
pages 171-213 are individually listed. The term is too general 
and its associations too numerous for this index to be useful 
to the reader. The same term, of course, appears in the other 
volumes: one has forty-three citations, the other fifty-three. It 
would be wonderful to have a composite index for all three 
volumes along with some more description suggesting why the 
term is being cited.

As I said at the beginning, Dr. Davidson’s Eye on Theatre 
Health and Safety is a valuable tool for the industry. While he 
cites his audience as secondary education, the vast majority of 
his commentary applies to all levels of the performing arts com-
munity. His mantras of “due diligence” and every individual’s 
right to “health, safety, and a safe working environment” ring 
true for us all. While very few of us would describe this as “a 
good read,” it is a valuable reference, enumerating as it does 
the level of awareness we need to protect those under our over-
sight. To have so much information and insight in one place  
(well, maybe three places is more accurate) is a blessing we 
can ill afford to disregard. A copy of this trilogy should be in the 
hands of every organization in the field. Thank you, Dr. Doom.

Dennis Dorn is a USITT representative on the ETCP 
Certification Council, professor emeritus of theatre and 
drama at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and 
coauthor with Mark Shanda of Drafting for the Theatre 
(now in its second edition).
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creation and design practice in each, as this is 
not what the book is about. Of course, there are 
many other smaller and lesser-related disciplines 
that are relevant to show networks, but he has 
indeed chosen the big eight. Occasionally, he 
assumes the reader needs substantial knowl-
edge of very advanced topics (like dimmer 
output waveforms) that I felt did not necessarily 
advance his theme.

Part Two, Entertainment Control, begins 
by defining show types and cueing methods, fol-
lowed by logic operators and a brief introduction 
to networks. He then covers a myriad of sensors, 
controls, switches, and encoders (and here lies a 
minor handicap that I will discuss later on). His 
chapter on system design principles is worthy of 
high praise. I especially appreciate his seven de-
sign principles: “ensure safety,” “the show must 
go on,” “simpler is always better,” “strive for el-
egance,” “complexity is inevitable; convolution 
is not,” “leave room for unanticipated changes,” 
and “ensure security.” Professionals who have 
never seen Huntington’s book probably already 
use these tenets, which are eloquently stated and 
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book

By Stephen Di Benedetto; London, New York, Routledge, 2012.  
222 pp.  Cloth, $120.  Paper, $50.95.

Reviewed by Tom 
Burch

I must begin by saying 
that I wish that Stephen 
Di Benedetto’s An In-
troduction to Theatre 
Design  had come out 
a few months before 
it did. In my newly-
acquired teaching po-
sition I’m expected to 
teach an Intro to Stage 

Design course for non-designers, and, by and large, this book 
is a solid initial exploration of the basic processes and roles in-
volved in designing for the stage. While I have some misgivings 
and points of concern, I do think it has a lot to offer the uniniti-
ated student of stage design, especially at the high school and 
early college levels.

There are many structural flourishes that Di Benedetto, who 
teaches theatre history and theory at the University of Miami, uses 
that make it particularly appealing. Each chapter begins with a 
list of Key Topics detailing primary information covered and a list 
of Examples, a compendium of images and realized professional 
designs that he uses to illustrate the Key Topics. At the end of sev-
eral chapters, there are what he calls Case Studies, in which he 
discusses in more detail one to three realized productions. There 
are also quotes from a substantial array of professional design-
ers peppered throughout each chapter that give a professional’s 
perspective on the subjects at hand.  I really appreciated that a 
lot of legwork was done to incorporate and point out contem-
porary design. This is exemplified by the fact that images from 
War Horse dominate the cover, and the first design discussed in 
Chapter 1 is Todd Rosenthal’s set for August: Osage County. 

An Introduction to Theatre Design

spot-on good design practice.
Part Three, Data Communication and Networking, introduc-

es us to communication and data standards. Of special note is his 
section on Ethernet, which, in my opinion, brings great clarity to 
this often misunderstood, yet essential method for interconnec-
tion. He then expands this into two more chapters that deal with 
TCP/IP, LANs, and the myriad of advanced networking topics that 
can trip up even seasoned professionals. Huntington’s presenta-
tion of these topics is particularly outstanding.

Part Four, Standards and Protocols, covers the main indus-
try standards and protocols—such as DMX512, MIDI, SMPTE, 
and a brief introduction to Open Sound Control (OSC).

Part Five, Show Control, brings it all together—and we are 
reunited with the now fully meaningful term show control. Here 
the term show control is seen not as a single prescribed method, 
but as an approach framed by guiding principles. His instructive 
real-life scenarios are designed to underscore his theme; each 
leads to several possible solutions. The educator who chooses to 
use Huntington’s book as a classroom text will find that it stimu-
lates creative discussion.

Three minor misses

I think this book falls a bit short in explaining general electri-
cal theory, especially as it relates to interfacing. This is apparent 
when he describes transistor interfaces. Admittedly, this could 
easily fill an entire book or semester course in electrical engi-
neering, but an expansion here would function at the same level 
as the rest of the book.

I see a potential big future for OSC. It barely gets five pages, 
and although it is currently not a widely adopted professional stan-
dard, the same could have been said about MIDI in the not-too-
distant past. I believe OSC is a very accessible format that young 
designers can easily grasp and implement as a show control para-
digm by translating it in and out to existing control standards.

And finally, I would have liked to have seen full examples 
from real, actualized shows! I understand that could have en-
tailed certain legal and trade-secret limitations, but I missed the 
direct grounding to reality that this would have provided.  

Modern classic reboot

Show Networks and Control Systems is more than just a timely 
update to the venerable Control Systems for Live Entertainment; 
it is a modern reassessment that truly reflects current trends and 
practices in the themed entertainment industries. I highly recom-
mend this book for anyone interested in, or of course directly 
involved with, themed entertainment design. This outstanding 
work has become the primary textbook for my graduate courses 
in show control for themed entertainment. It fluidly straddles the 
line between textbook and reference manual and fills a very im-
portant niche in our industry. 

Michael K. Hooker has designed sound ranging from 
Broadway and regional theatre, to numerous themed 
entertainment attractions. He served five years with Walt 
Disney Imagineering as senior media designer, where he 
worked on three of their newest international theme parks. 
He is currently professor of drama and head of the sound 
design program at the University of California, Irvine. He 
is also a former USITT Sound Commissioner and currently 
the Vice-Commissioner of Sound Education. He served as 
chair of the 2012 USITT Sound Lab.
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Primary roles

The first chapter gives a basic overview of the primary roles of 
design (scenic, costume, lighting, and sound), a discussion of 
the process from conceptualization through opening, a discus-
sion of types of theatre spaces, and, most intriguingly, a section 
entitled “Designers looking at the world,” which is an articulate 
and refreshingly philosophical exploration of how designers are 
observant students of the world and life. My one issue with this 
chapter is that the “conceptualization to realization” discussion 
is heavily weighted toward the process of the scenic designer. 
It speaks of scenic renderings and models as tools of process 
and discussion, but it appears to relegate lighting and sound 
designers to reactive-only roles in the initial process.  The au-
thor even states at one point that “in [a] later meeting, the set 
designer and the costume designer will have exchanged ideas 
about the colors and lighting.” There is another point where 
he refers to costume design as “next in the hierarchy” after 
scenic design. I find that troubling, even confusing, considering 
the care with which the later chapter on collaboration paints a 
picture of equality and cooperation.

The second chapter is a concise condensation of the history 
of stage design, from the ancient Greeks up through to Broad-
way’s Spiderman. Again, however, it focuses primarily on scenic 
developments.  A paragraph on the Duke of Saxe-Meiningen and 
a mention of Oscar Schlemmer’s Triadic Ballet from the Bauhaus 
era are the only real references to progression in costume design. 
Sound is essentially left untouched, and lighting is relegated to a 
paragraph midway through the chapter on the shifts from candle 
to gas to limelight to incandescents and a mention of LEDs at the 
end. Having said that, I really applaud the effort; I came across 
some stories and aspects of the history of my own craft that I didn’t 
know, and I consider myself somewhat well read

Di Benedetto then segues into a chapter titled “The Vocabu-
lary of visual thinking,” a discussion of the elements and principles 
of design.  Though it is thorough, it could use some graphics to 
better explain its ideas and references.  It’s a missed opportunity 
to not make more visually tangible those connections between ba-
sic artistic compositional concepts (line, color, harmony, empha-
sis, etc.) and their direct applications to stage design.

Solid chapters

The individual chapters on scenic, costume, lighting, and sound 
design are mostly solid and well reasoned, though there is incon-
sistency in what does and doesn’t garner illustrations. The most 
successful chapter is the one on scenic design.  It shows  within 
the main body of the chapter a rough ground plan, sketches, a 
small graphic of drafting, and two images of scenic models. The 
chapters on costume and lighting design have no images until 
the case studies at the end of each.  For  costume design, there 
are no designer drawings or sketches until the full-color Miracle 
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review
book

Worker renderings at the end of the last case study. It also strikes 
me as odd that the case study for Christopher Oram’s masterful 
scenic design for the play Red has three pictures, all close-ups of 
the actors in front of Rothko paintings, with no wide angle or full 
stage shots of the set.  Strange that a case study in scenic design 
would miss such a thing.

These concerns and misgivings aside, An Introduction to 
Theatre Design is, overall, a well-conceived, readable, and nicely 
executed textbook that should find its way into many Intro to Design 
courses in high schools and colleges. It strongly expresses the dyna-
mism, the challenge, and the excitement of what we do as visual art-
ists and designers and how our work helps to illuminate the whole 
event of theatre. I’m hopeful that future editions (and I expect that 
there will and should be future editions) will take better advantage 
of more images to better explain steps, concepts, and processes.

Tom Burch spent much of the last decade as a scenic 
designer/educator based in Chicago with credits ranging 
from Off Broadway to the Goodman Theatre to many 
storefront theatres. He recently joined the faculty of the 
Department of Theatre Arts at Ithaca College.

By Michael J.  Riha; New York, Allworth 
Press, 2012.  230 pp.  Paper, $27.50.

Reviewed by Elizabeth Smith

Before we begin, I must confess the follow-
ing: in the grand scheme of things, I am 
practically a “nobody.” Perhaps that sounds 
a little harsh, but let me explain. My ongo-
ing romance with theatre design began only 
three years ago when I volunteered to assist 
designing puppets for a show at my local 
community college. I had a degree in phys-
ics, not theatre, and to put it bluntly, I had 

no idea what I was doing.  Now, when I design a prop for a new 
show I still often feel as if I am approaching the process for 
the first time.  So when I was asked to review Michael Riha’s 
Starting Your Career as a Theatrical Designer,  I immediately 
thought, “Surely this book was written for someone like me!”

Despite this, when I received the book, I did not know 
what to expect. Although I am certainly in need of career guid-
ance, as I examined the cover I was filled with apprehension. 
The subtitle states “Insights and Advice from Leading Broadway 
Designers,” and I assumed that its contents would be somewhat 
familiar, perhaps even a bit tired. I dreaded slogging through 

yet another heavy-handed list of “Dos and Don’ts for the Young 
Designer,” a peculiar breed of creature who seems to exist only 
within the minds of textbook authors. Who are these “young 
people” who are supposedly creative and passionate and yet 
also yearn for a cookbook approach towards life?

Conversational interviews 

My concerns dissipated halfway through the first page. Rather 
than an instruction manual, Starting Your Career as a The-
atrical Designer is a collection of interviews between Riha, 
director of the MFA design program at the University of Arkan-
sas, and various Broadway designers. Riha spoke with five set 
designers, David Gallo, Christine Jones, Ann Louizos, Derek 
McLane, Scott Pask; four lighting designers, Kevin Adams, 
Howell Binkley, David Lander, and Kenneth Posner; and one 
projection designer, Peter Nigrini. Each chapter begins with the 
name of the designer and a brief paragraph outlining his or 
her accomplishments and background. The remaining pages 
are simply filled with the transcribed dialogue between author 
and designer. 

Riha is a thoughtful, perceptive interviewer; questions are 
insightful and well researched. He does not impose his opinion, 
opting to step back and showcase the voice of the designers. 
There is an organic, conversational quality to the interviews.  
I felt at times that I was sharing a cup of coffee with these two 
people and not simply reading a transcript.  Questions run the 
gamut from professional to personal.  At the end of each chap-
ter I felt as if I had become acquainted with a person and not 
merely a career

In his introduction and afterword,  Riha discusses his 
motivations for writing this book, as well as his own personal 
struggles with the task. He talks about how much the theatre 
world has changed in the last twenty years and poses the ques-
tion, “Why wasn’t anyone interviewing the designers who were 
currently working in New York theatres?” Why indeed.  You 
might be wondering if this approach isn’t just a little bit sim-
plistic.  Please reconsider. Attempting to definitively answer the 
question, “How do I make it as a theatre designer?” is not only 
impossible, but perhaps foolish. By choosing instead to allow 
each designer to guide us through his or her own story, Riha has 
given the reader the gift of perspective and experience, which 
is infinitely more valuable than an instruction manual. Based on 
conversations with others in my peer group, as well as my own 
experiences, I have found that one of the most difficult things 
about starting a creative career is having faith in the validity of 
your own work. It takes a certain level of energy to have an open 
mind, work hard, keep learning, and never give up, especially 
when the rent is almost due. At times this requires an almost re-
ligious dedication to the craft. Figuring out “how” or “what” to 
do with a piece of scenery is a cakewalk compared to the look 

Starting Your Career as a Theatrical Designer
Insights and Advice from Leading Broadway Designers
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on your mother’s face when she asks you, “Why are 
you going into the theatre?”  For this reader, Riha’s 
collection of interviews was a breath of fresh air; I 
found them inspiring and encouraging.

Wider scope needed

I would love to see another volume of this book 
published to include a wider scope of designers, 
both in area of specialty and geographical location. 
Riha explains his reasoning for focusing primarily 
on Broadway.  It is “the most recognized and scruti-
nized theatre community in the world,” he says. This 
may be true, but I would like to humbly suggest that 
such a standard might be a matter of perception.  It 
would have been insightful to hear from some de-
signers who chose to base their careers in other parts 
of the world, as well as those who work in different 
mediums. Although I was pleased to see that those in-
terviewed came from a wide variety of backgrounds, 
they are a fairly homogenous group when it comes 
to profession. I was surprised to see that there were 
no costume designers on the roster, let alone any 
individuals who specialize in props or sound. Riha 
doesn’t discuss his reasoning for excluding these 
disciplines, and I would be curious to know whether 
this decision was intentional or simply logistical.

These minor criticisms aside, I believe that 
the mark of a truly good book is that the reader is 
left with a desire to share what she has read. Once 
I finished Starting Your Career as a Theatrical 
Designer, I immediately earmarked several pages 
and passed it along to a friend. I would recom-
mend this book to anyone. Despite the specificity 
of the subject matter, the contents are so thought-
fully presented that the underlying message will 
resonate with any person seeking to be inspired. 
As Riha states in closing, “It is my hope that the 
stories contained in this book stand as examples 
that your dreams can take you wherever you want 
to go. This is the reality.” As a result of my own 
experiences and choices I tend to agree with him: 
we all have within us the ability to create our own 
reality. If you have ever struggled with the validity of 
your aspirations, pick up a copy. I hope it bolsters 
your resolve as it did mine.

Elizabeth Smith, the winner of the 2012 
Kennedy Center American College Theatre 
Festival Allied Design and Technologies Award 
for Region I, is a props designer in Moriches, NY.
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USITT Presents the Designs of

“This book is  about a life and work and family and love all at the same time.  The work 
is clearly monumental, and that part of it we were together on is very near the heart of 
my life in the theatre and movies.  Mostly we were happy, and that tells a lot.”

Mike Nichols - Producer/Director n

“Tony’s skill in, sheer love for, and mastery of all areas of the theatre resonate 
throughout these pages. I eagerly look forward to working with him, knowing he will 
make the story we are telling richer and more meaningful because of his massively 
intelligent and impassioned contribution to the project.”

William Ivey Long - Costume Designer n

“It is thrilling! Wisdom, humor, anecdotes, family, and so many gorgeous designs. If 
you thought you knew his genius, wait till you get this book.

Jules Fisher - Lighting Designer/Producer n

“Each production carries a host of wonderful memories for me—and my favorite 
projects and productions all were designed by him.”

Joe Forbes - Scenic Art Studios n

“It’s the story of a great love affair, the passion of a man for his work. To Tony 
Walton’s great good fortune, the work has loved him back.”

Marjorie Bradley Kellogg - Scenic Designer  n
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USin is the leading organization bringing together 
theatre and entertainment design, management, and 
technology. Through this event, we focus on conneding 
performing arts design and technology communities to 
ensure a vibrant dialog among practitioners, educators, 
and students. 

' ' The Stage Expo in Long Beach 
was amazing and there was 
something for everyone: 
designers, stage managers, 

directors, technicians. ' ' 

Rebecca J. Simons, 
Sea World San Antonio 
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