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So you’ve probably heard by now that 
a group of Republicans are calling to 
eliminate the NEA and the NEH. You’ve 
also probably heard that while President 
Obama’s 2012 budget still includes money 
for the NEA and the NEH, it calls for more 
cuts to their budgets. (Check out In the 

Greenroom for more details.) 
Not only that, but the chairman of the NEA, Rocco 

Landesman, took the opportunity at a convention about 
creating new theatre at the Arena Stage in Washington, D.C. 
to publicly comment that perhaps there needs to be fewer 
theatres, saying: “It is time to think about decreasing sup-
ply.” It’s hard not to feel as if the arts are unappreciated and 
beleaguered. 

Which is why it was especially frustrating to read about 
the troubles Seattle’s Intiman Theatre has encountered. A 
letter from the board on their website states that they need 
to raise $1 million by September in order to survive—and 
$500k of that is due at the end of March. The letter states 
this crisis came about because “Inflated budget projections, 
unpaid bills and a complete lack of financial and accounting 
oversight have left the theater dangerously low on cash.” 
While it’s admirable of them to admit such a botch-up 
occurred in-house, on their watch and isn’t the fault of the 
economy, in the end it makes the problem even more frus-
trating. Everyone struggles with cash flow in the theatre. It’s 
a fickle business. But for an organization the size and stature 
of Intiman to stumble in such a basic way—all it does is add 
fuel to the fire that theatre and the arts are frivolous, fiscally 
irresponsible and shouldn’t be supported. 

Contrast that with the plight of the Seven Devils 
Playwrights Conference, a project of id Theater, which takes 
place in the small town of McCall, Idaho. I was lucky enough 
to be a part of it this last summer and saw firsthand the great 
work everyone there does nurturing and developing new 
work. I saw how completely engaged the local community 
was during the conference. I saw them pack the house every 
night. I saw the students at the local high school interact-
ing with professionals to stage the students’ plays. I saw 
how much both the audience and the artists were engaged 
with the making of theatre. But apparently the NEA didn’t, 
because Seven Devils (and all Idaho theatres, for that matter) 
didn’t receive a dime from the NEA this year (to be fair, there 
are more moneys to be disbursed this year). Seven Devils 
lost $15,000, a huge chunk of their budget. If they can’t raise 
that much by March 16, the Conference will be no more. Yep, 
that’s right—because of the want of a mere $15,000. 

Perhaps you are upset, as I am, that a large theatre could 
stumble so badly. Does that mean we should decrease the 
supply of theatre? Perhaps you don’t think a small, rural com-
munity has much call for the arts, and wouldn’t miss the small 
amount of funding it does receive. Would they be served by 
decreasing the supply of theatre? I think the answer in both 
cases is still “No.” Both theatre companies serve their com-
munity—artistically, socially, economically. Neither may be 
around by the end of this month. That serves no one. 

Editor's Note

LIN
DA EVAN

S

Jacob Coakley
jcoakley@stage-directions.com

Letters

I’m no longer in school, so with graduation went my perks 
associated with school—including access to a full light lab to 
test out cues and mannequins to cue off of during cue writing 
sessions. Without “light walkers” or an on-site costume shop 
ready to lend me mannequins whenever I need them, what is 
the best way to cue a show?

I considered maybe buying a mannequin off of eBay, or at 
the very least a dimensional head to stick on a pole. In New 
York I imagine hauling and storing a mannequin around town 
on the subway can’t be any fun. Does anyone out there have 
any portable ideas for how to get a dimensional figure on 
stage for cue writing? (Other than asking my friends to stand 
in for me!)

Crystal M. Lee

I’ve used a broom, turned on its head, supported through 
a chair/taped to a stool and draped it with suitable colours. 

Not quite portable, but easily assembled from common 
equipment. Maybe bring a sheet of fabric.

Ryan McCallion

Try building on the broom idea. Hang a coat hanger on 
it to support the fabric and you can place a foam wig head 
on top.

Philip D.Caro

I have used mic 
stands with white 
plastic bags set to 
head height.

Mark Schmidt

Cueing Mannequins

THEATREFACE.COM
For more conversations 

about lighting, costumes, 
sound, acting and everything 
else associated with putting on 
a show, visit 

www.theatreface.com

No matter the fiscal crisis, losing 
theatres serves no one. 

A Tale of Two Theatres

www.theatreface.com
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On Jan. 20, 165 GOP members in the House of 
Representatives called for the elimination of the National 
Endowment for the Arts and the National Endowment for 
the Humanities. Then, on February 14, President Obama 
released his budget for 2012, which called for a 13% cut to 
the NEA and the NEH, from $168 million to $146 million, 
and justified it by saying the NEA and NEH would be “con-
solidating” admin functions to “partially offset” the losses. 
As we went to press on February 17 the Washington Post 
was reporting that an amendment from Rep. Tim Walberg 
(R-MI) that would cut NEA by an additional $20.6 million 
(taking its budget to around $124 million) was approved 
by the House and sent to the Senate for consideration. 

This is on top of several states’ efforts to eliminate their 
cultural trust organizations. In Kansas, Gov. Brownback 
signed an order on Monday Feb. 7 to eliminate the Kansas 
Arts Commission. In his state of the state address on 
Tuesday, Feb. 8, Texas Governor Rick Perry called for the 

elimination of the Texas Commission on the Arts. Even 
such a die-hard arts town as Chicago has cut back on the 
arts—it dismantled its cultural affairs department last 
December. 

In short, once again any government support for the 
arts is under dispute. Robert Lynch, president of Americans 
for the Arts, an advocacy group for government funding of 
the arts, was quoted by Michael Boehm from the L.A. Times 
saying his org and others “are cognizant of the attitudes out 
there among some leaders and we have to do a good job” of 
educating them as to the benefits of funding the arts. 

We can’t say where the debate on the 2012 federal 
budget will be by the time you receive this (the deadline 
is March 4, but can be extended), but defending arts fund-
ing is a longer battle than one budget fight. If you wish 
to take action to help protect arts organizations, a list of 
actions and resources is available at www.theatreface.com/
artsfunding.

Arts Under Attack 
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After an initial decision by the 
Waterbury, Conn., school superin-
tendent to stop a magnet school’s 
production of August Wilson’s Joe 
Turner’s Come and Gone for its use 
of a racial epithet received a lot 
of backlash from the local (and 
national) theatre community, the 
Board of Education held a pub-
lic hearing to discuss the deci-
sion on Wednesday, January 19. At 
the hearing members of the cast, 
school instructors and community 
members voiced their concerns, 
alongside representatives from the 
Yale School of Drama and Hartford 
Stage. Comments were also read 
from theatre professionals who 
couldn’t be present, including a 
letter from Howard Sherman, 
president of the American Theatre 
Wing. In the end, Patrick Healy of 
the New York Times reported that 
thanks to offers of “guidance from 
Yale Rep and another Connecticut 
theater, Hartford Stage, on the Joe 
Turner production as well as on 
pre-show discussions and post-
performance talkbacks that would 
help put the play and its language 
in historical context for audience 
members,” it was voted the show 
could be performed. In the end, 

one of the shows was postponed, but 
that was due to a blizzard, not any 
action by the district. 

Magnet School Joe Turner Production Goes On

In the U.K., Shakespeare’s Globe the-
atre has announce a couple of challeng-
ing intitiatives. First off, they’ll be produc-
ing a multi-lingual Shakespeare festival, 
presenting all of Shakespeare’s 38 plays, 

each presented in a different lan-
guage by a different internation-
al theatre troupe. Secondly, the 
Globe will renovate the existing 
shell of a Jacobean theatre on its 
ground with an interior designed 
to replicate—to the best of their 
knowledge—an English renais-
sance indoor theatre. They plan 
on major construction begin-
ning in November 2012 and to 
launch the theatre, with a first 
winter season, in November 
2013. The indoor theatre will 
seat around 320 people, with 

two tiers of galleried seating and an 
authentic pit seating area, which will 
provide a uniquely intimate and intense 
theatre experience. 

Shakespeare’s Globe Goes 
Wide, Square

The shell of a Jacobean theatre on the Shakespeare’s Globe theatre grounds will 
be restored with a new theatre inside. 

On the heels of the retired Wybron 
Mobile Showroom’s successful 15-month 
tour comes the launch of the Wybron 
Mobile Light Lab, which began its Visuality 
2011 Tour in February. The Wybron Mobile 
Light Lab is a 48-foot pop-out-equipped 
trailer that showcases Wybron products. 
Wybron President Keny Whitright had it 
custom-built after proving the popular-
ity of the company’s Mobile Showroom, 
which traveled the country in a rental trail-
er from 2009 through 2010. The Mobile 
concept offers Wybron a more intimate, 
cost-effective way of reaching their cus-
tomers.

For a video of what the Wybron Mobile Light Lab is like inside, visit 
www.stage-directions.com/lightlab 

Wybron Upgrades 
Mobile Showroom
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Ellen Stewart, the 
founder and director of 
the La MaMa E.T.C.—
the theatre that began 
in October 1961 and to 
this day continues to 
be of great importance 
to world culture—died 
on Thursday, January 
13, 2011 at Beth Israel 
Hospital in Manhattan. 
Stewart died of natural 

causes after an extended illness, according to Mia Yoo, co-
artistic director of La MaMa, E.T. C. (Experimental Theatre 
Club). Born November 7, 1919 in Chicago, Stewart was 91 
at the time of her death.

In her 49-year tenure, La MaMa presented 3000 pro-
ductions and earned countless cultural awards as it main-
tained the reputation established and tirelessly upheld 
by Stewart as a haven of off-off Broadway’s experimental 
performing arts community. Stewart began her career in 
New York as a fashion designer and started La MaMa in 
1961 when she rented a tiny basement on East 9th Street 
in Manhattan for $55 a month to provide her brother and 
his playwright friends with a space to showcase their 
plays. La MaMa took up residence in its original and cur-
rent space at 74A E. 4 St. in 1969. In 1974, the company 
acquired a second space, The Annex, down the street 
at 66 E. 4 St. And in November 2009, on the occasion 
of Ms. Stewart’s 90th birthday, The Annex was officially 
renamed the Ellen Stewart Theatre.

New Eastern European Theatre was introduced in 
America in 1967 when Ellen Stewart brought Jerzy 
Grotowski, Ryszard Cieslak and Ludwig Flaszen to 
America. In this endeavor she was aided by Ted Hoffman 
of New York University. Stewart was instrumental in 
introducing to America some of the world’s most influen-
tial artists including Andrei Serban, Tom O’Horgan, Sam 
Shepard, Lanford Wilson, Harvey Fierstein, Maria Irene 
Fornes, Tom Eyen, Jean Claude Van Itallie and countless 
others. She was proud of La MaMa’s long heritage as an 
international theatre, having hosted artists from more 
than seventy different countries. In the late 1980’s, Ellen 
Stewart established La MaMa Umbria International, an 
artist residence in Spoleto, Italy. 

Ellen Stewart was the recipient of many Honorary 
Doctorates and awards, among which are the pres-
tigious MacArthur “Genius” Award and the National 
Endowment for Arts and Culture. She was appointed 
an “Officer” in the “Odre Des Arts Et Letters” of the 
Republic of France and received the Les Kurbas Award 
for “Distinguished Services to Art and Culture” from the 
Ukraine. In January 1993 Ellen Stewart was inducted into 
the “Broadway Theatre Hall of Fame,” becoming the first 
Off-Off-Broadway Producer to ever receive this honor. In 
2006 she received the Tony Honor for Excellence in the 
Theatre. 

Greenroom

In Memoriam:
Ellen Stewart

Ellen Stewart at the La MaMa Umbria International, 
an artist residence in Spoleto, Italy.
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J. R. Clancy Appoints Larry 
Eschelbacher Director of Engineering

Larry Eschelbacher has been promoted 
to the position of director of engineering 
at J.R. Clancy. In his new role, Eschelbacher 
will supervise both the controls engineering 
and mechanical engineering departments 
at Clancy. His responsibilities include both 
off-the-shelf products and custom jobs for 

performance spaces of every size, from middle schools to the 
world’s most spectacular performing arts centers. 

Arizona Theatre Company Names Stephen 
Wrentmore Associate Artistic Director

The Arizona Theatre Company went 
to London for their new associate artistic 
director. Stephen Wrentmore last direct-
ed Macbeth in 2005 for ATC, and recently 
spent time directing in London and studying 
as a visiting scholar at Oxford Universities 
Hertford College developing a thesis on the 
relationship theatres in Britain and America 

have with artists. He will help with planning Arizona Theatre 
Company’s seasons, and use his international connections to 
bring more international theatre to ATC. 

Larry Eschelbacher 

Stephen Wrentmore
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Tools of the Trade

BCi Wi-Fi Pocket DMX for iPhone
The new BCi Pocket DMX is 

a live control application for 
DMX controlled systems that 
runs on an iPhone, iPod Touch 
or iPad when connected via 
a standard wireless router to 
the BCi Pocket Console DMX 
Netport. It serves as a hand-
held remote patchable control 
system with 36 patchable channels of level control. Users can 
patch all 512 DMX addresses and any channel can control 
from 0 to 512 addresses.  The Pocket Console DMX Netport 
can merge existing console data with simultaneous input 
from the user’s i-device, and it has DMX pass-through.
thepocketconsole.com

JBL EON210P Complete Portable PA System
The JBL EON210P includes 

two 10-inch, 2-way speak-
ers, an 8-channel powered 
stereo mixer with four digital 
effects, two 15-foot speaker 
cables and a convenient stor-
age compartment for micro-
phones and accessories. The 
mixer and storage compart-
ment attach to the rear of the speakers, allowing for ease of 
movement when transporting the system.  The EON210P has 
a 300-watt-peak stereo amplifier and high-efficiency 2-way 
speakers, each with a 1.5-inch neodymium compression-driv-
er tweeter and 10-inch high-excursion woofer. It can deliver 
124 dB peak system output.  www.JBL.com 

Lectrosonics Quadra Digital Wireless Monitor
The Lectrosonics Quadra 

digital wireless monitor 
system consists of the M4R 
belt-pack diversity receiver 
and the M4T half-rack trans-
mitter and features digital 
RF modulation, two or four 
channels of 24-bit/48 kHz 
digital audio, analog or digi-
tal inputs and a new mixing interface. The Quadra system 
operates in the license-free ISM (industrial, scientific and 
medical) band between 902-928 MHz. A four-channel mixer 
on the M4R diversity belt-pack receiver enables the perform-
er to tailor the mix in real time, based on what is sent to the 
transmitter from the monitor console. Several channel setups 
and knob configurations are available, providing users with a 
variety of choices as to how the system operates. 
www.lectrosonics.com

Soundcraft Si Compact 16 
The new Soundcraft Si Compact 16 is part of the Si Compact 

Series and is a 16-channel, 19-inch, rack-mounted digital mixer. 
Motorized faders with Soundcraft FaderGlow operate on two 
layers, and the mixer has a full encoder set for all the functions on 
a channel, from input gain through EQ and dynamics to bus con-
trols. It has four separate Lexicon FX processors with dedicated FX 

busses in addition to the main mixes, 
and a BSS Graphic EQ for every bus. 
The mixer has 14 mono aux busses, 
four FX busses, four Matrix busses, 
LRC Mix busses, four Stereo Lexicon 
Effects engines, four Mute Groups, and 
Harman HiQnet integration. 
www.soundcraft.com 

Spectre 1.5 Real-Time Audio Multi-Analyzer 
Developed exclusively 

for Mac OS X, Audiofile 
Engineering’s Spectre 1.5 
includes an Inspector win-
dow that reduces desktop 
clutter, additional metering 
and filtering options. One 
of the significant user-sug-
gested features in Spectre 
1.5 is the new Leq Meter, which measures the energy of a given 
audio passage (often referred to as “loudness”). Unlike typical 
level meters that measure volume moment by moment, the Leq 
Meter takes an average over time to provide a useful indicator of 
how much “energy” is implied in a specific passage. Other new 
features now available in Spectre include A/B/C-weighted filters, 
and calibration for VU and BBC meters. 
www.audiofile-engineering.com

Times Square Lighting LED21P Projector
The Times Square Lighting LED21P 

luminaire is designed to deliver the 
lighting equivalent of a 75-watt pat-
tern projector utilizing a 21-watt LED 
module. The LED offers 10 times the 
lamp life as well as 70% energy savings. 
The LED21P projects stock or custom 
patterns (gobos) and is equipped with 
four framing shutters for precise beam 
shaping. Numerous mounting options are available. Standard 
finishes are black, white and silver. Custom colors are available at 
an additional charge. www.tslight.com

Yamaha DSR Series Active Loudspeakers
Yamaha’s new DSR Series 

active loudspeaker line, includ-
ing the compact and light-
weight full-range DSR112, 
DSR115 and DSR215, along 
with the DSR118W subwoof-
er, have internal 1300-watt 
Class-D amplifiers that use a 
Power Factor Correction switching-mode power supply. This 
design allows for convection cooling, eliminating the need for 
fans. DSR speakers also employ high-power DSP and 24-bit dis-
crete AD and DA converters. Integral Digital Tuning helps deliver 
super-clear, high definition sound quality via high-performance 
48-bit digital signal processing and advanced acoustic tech-
nologies. Digital crossover networks use high-order FIR (Finite 
Impulse Response) filters for linear phase response, designed to 
provide better sound quality than analog crossovers. 
www.yamaha.com  
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Feature | By John Simon

I caught Austin Pendleton between rehearsals for 
Chekhov’s Three Sisters at New York’s Classic Stage 
Company, which he was directing. We had planned to 

talk principally about his staging and acting in a modest 
revival of Tennessee Williams’s Small Craft Warnings (a 
play that had been a colossal flop in 1972) and about his 
direction of a new play Detroit (a recent hit at Chicago’s 
Steppenwolf Theatre Company, coming to Broadway in 
the fall) but I couldn’t adhere strictly to the mandate. 
There is something bohemian-ly chatty about Austin, so 
we drifted into a somewhat more general conversation 
that proved more illuminating and revelatory for being 
less circumscribed.

An interesting point about acting emerged for 
Pendleton when, as a young actor, he played the likable 
dreamer Baron Tuzenbach in Three Sisters at Williamstown 
and eight months later again, in a very different produc-
tion, at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. In the former, his 
private life intersected with his role, which made things 
easy. “You come from a very personal place and you just 
fall into the role. Eight months later, the place you come 
from has changed radically and you have to assemble 
your performance, I won’t say mechanically, but it’s not 
just that spontaneous outpouring that it was.”

In other words, you let the part come to you, or you 

have to find your way into the part. As a director, you 
experience the same two possibilities vis-à-vis the text 
you are staging, which also comes down to creating with 
the actors’ characters you warm to instinctively or which 
you have to figure out intellectually. 

Pendleton is, on the whole, less in favor of work that 

“You sort of pray God the identification 
doesn’t run out before you are through playing the role.”

Three In One
Austin Pendleton talks about working as actor, 

director and playwright—all at once. 

Austin Pendleton in rehearsal for the Steppenwolf premiere of Lisa D’Amour’s Detroit.
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 Peter Sarsgaard and Maggie Gyllenhaal in a moment from New York’s Classic Stage 
Company’s production of Three Sisters, directed by Austin Pendleton. 
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“is essentially mechanical,” and prefers “what Uta Hagen 
used to call an unconscious substitution, which is that 
you… suddenly find yourself able to identify with a char-
acter but you have no idea why and you sort of pray God 
the identification doesn’t run out before you are through 
playing the role. But a lot more often you just have to put 
it together mechanically and try to get behind it techni-
cally and hope for the best.”

Once again, what applies to an actor’s relation to his 
role applies similarly to a director’s relation to his text 
and its characters. But as a director, Pendleton also real-
izes that the notion of the actor as a blank sheet on which 
anything can be imprinted, is false. “I’ve never met one 
such ever,” he says. “There’s always a complicated inter-
action that could get out of control and get things really 

confused—you can get hopelessly entangled.”
What you want to prevent in an actor you are direct-

ing is his or her “identifying with only one aspect of the 
character,” the one you happen to identify with because 
of your own life at the time. “You are charging off with it 
and are therefore giving a performance that is possibly a 
very clear expression of one aspect of the character and 
ignoring all the others, and by ignoring them pulling 
things way out of shape.”

Bringing Out the Music
If one had any doubts about Pendleton’s directorial 

skill, one needed only to look at the production of Three 
Sisters he was just staging to see talent that he was assur-
edly bringing also to Small Craft Warnings and Detroit. 

Warnings is essentially a student production by his 
students at the prestigious HB Studio (the HB standing for 

the distinguished married actors Uta Hagen and Herbert 
Berghof, its founders.) Pendleton is directing and playing 
a small part, the role of Quentin. 

“The whole world agrees that this is not one of 
Tennessee’s better efforts, but along with the falling off 
there are still traces of the great old Tennessee. There are 
some very poetic moments in it,” says Pendleton. Some of 
those involve Quentin, whom Pendleton describes as “the 
disenchanted homosexual.” He admires this character: “It 
was a daring thing to do when the play was written, the 
portrait of a self-hating homosexual just when the gay 
lib movement began. If anyone but a homosexual had 
written it, there would have been riots in the street. It is 
quite sharply written as a self-examination by Tennessee 
Williams of some of his own experiences. Some of his 

plays are more together, but in almost every instance he 
is such a real writer. You just examine every word in the 
role. The writing is extraordinarily specific about the way 
this man thinks when he looks at something. It is my hope 
that this will lead me to Quentin, particularly since I am 
the director of the play and I don’t have a director to say, 
‘What can you possibly think you are doing?’ Sometimes 
the director will say this to you with some justice.”

I ask what Austin does with a certain dichotomy inside 
him, knowing it is not a very good play but wanting to 
do a very good job with it. Well, “these late plays are not 
the masterpieces from earlier times, but they are formally 
more experimental than they are incoherent. What may 
have gone wrong with these plays when they were first 
produced is that they were done commercially. They are 
more like Strindberg’s Dream Play, never written to be 
done on Broadway. And although Small Craft Warnings 
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 Kevin Gudhal and Kate Fry in the world premiere production of A Minister’s Wife at Writers’ Theatre in Glencoe, Ill.  Austin Pendleton wrote the libretto for the new musical. 
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was done off Broadway, it emulated 
Broadway and was produced essen-
tially naturalistically.”

When I ask what is the difference 
between an inappropriate commer-
cial production and the appropriate 
non-naturalistic one, Austin explains 
cogently that the former revels in 
elaborate scenery and costumes, 
which sets up expectations of real-
ism; whereas the latter, reduced to 
bare essentials, focuses the attention 
on the language, the poetic language 
that was Williams' forte to the end.

Pendleton didn’t see the 1972 pro-
duction but gathers that it was too 
commercial. “I had read this play 
once or twice and I remember that I 
dismissed it. Yet like certain others of 
these late plays, I couldn’t quite get 

it out of my head. So I wanted to go 
in there and find out what it is and 
why it haunts me, since it is clearly 
a problematical work, but there is 
more in it than I first thought there 
was. So often when you are directing 
a play, it’s a search for why it affects 
you, when in all reason it shouldn’t. 
During the whole process of putting 
together the production and cast-
ing it, you say ‘Well, if we catch this 
person, this person that might bring 
something out and if we design it 
in this way that might bring some-
thing out, you might get at a reason 
for your presentation, because if 12 
different directors had directed it, 
you’d get essentially twelve different 
experiences.”

It is rather like what happened 

to Pendleton acting in another late 
Williams play, Out Cry, where the 
very actors didn’t understand what 
was going on. And that director 
said, “Look folks, we can stop now, 
we don’t have to do this, it is just 
a little experimental idea that we 
have, let’s think about it a minute, 
maybe we won’t ever understand 
this play.” Pendleton adds that after 
this talk “We just thought a minute 
and thought ‘Well, why not? We'll go 
ahead and see what happens.’ And 
then it was very plain, like cracking a 
code and there came a point when it 
all started to play. It began to have a 
flow to it, a kind of logic from within 
that created a performance.”

And Austin continued: “It became 
quite thrilling to perform the play in 

Feature

“It became quite thrilling to perform the play in a manner where the 
really convincing inner logic could have its way.”
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a manner where the really convincing inner logic could 
have its way, like playing an old piece of music and it’s 
beginning to make sounds.” So he wondered of how 
many others of the late plays this might be true.

Learning, Teaching, Doing
Pendleton admits to learning 

a lot from the fine directors he 
worked with: Jerome Robbins, 
Mike Nichols, Alan Arkin, Bill Ball. 
He also studied with Bobby Lewis, 
“a great teacher.” Though very dif-
ferent, all those directors “always 
had one thing in common: to 
make every scene very clear as 
part of the progression of how the 
story is told. Even the good movie 
directors, like Otto Preminger, 
were always concerned with how 
to shoot this scene, how to play 
it, so that it will convey why it is 
in the development of this story.”

Though he never worked with 
Elia Kazan, Austin learned about 
his method: Working with actors 
with very different training by 
talking their respective language. 
“So to Vivien Leigh, Kazan would 
say, ‘Perhaps here, Vivien, we 
need an upward inflection.’ Then, 
turning to Marlon Brando right 
next to her, give him a very right-
from-the-depth kind of inflection. 
Kazan would locate what would 
work for an actor and then talk 
to him accordingly. When the 
result came across unified, it was 
because everybody was coming 
from his own particular strength.”

In the late ‘70s, Austin direct-
ed a pleasant little play called 
Say Good Night, Gracie in New 
York, where a young couple from 
Chicago enjoyed it. They went 
back and mentioned it at the 
board meeting for a theatre they 
served. A Chicago producer reluc-
tantly agreed to have the equal-
ly reluctant Pendleton direct it 
there. Austin was wary about hav-
ing to work with a young com-
pany, but when the actors audi-
tioned, he was astounded. The 
show was a success, and, by the 
grace of Gracie, Austin became a 
member of Steppenwolf, where 
he has done exemplary work. So, 
recently, Martha Leavey sent him 

a script titled Detroit, by a young playwright from New 
Orleans named Lisa D’Amour. He was impressed.

It takes place in what can be any megapolitan American 
city, in the first ring of suburbia, where the houses are 
beginning to crumble or remain vacant. One middle-class 
couple, where the banker husband lost his job, is hanging 
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The play Detroit “doesn’t get explicitly political, yet has definite political implications,” according to Pendleton. 
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on by their fingers. A young couple has moved into the 
neighboring empty house; these squatters are addicts 
who met in rehab. The play concerns the strange relation-
ship of the two disparate couples. 

Austin found that D’Amour had an acute ear for dia-
logue, and had written a play that is aching and humor-
ous, full of anxiety but also witty, ironic, edgy. He rec-
ognized a play that is truly contemporary, exactly about 
what is happening now, but “going way beyond mere 
depression, beyond even spiritual malaise. The charac-
ters don’t know what they are doing, there is no reliable 
marker. The play doesn’t get explicitly political, yet has 
definite political implications.”

Though it received largely favorable reviews, it was felt 
that it did not go deep enough, that it did not do full jus-
tice to the darkness of the situation. Thus, before it opens 
on Broadway, playwright and director will get together 
to make it deeper and darker. Meanwhile, Pendleton will 
also work on a musical success in Chicago, A Minister’s 
Wife, for which he wrote the book, as it transfers, recast, 
to Lincoln Center. It is no mean challenge to have based 
it on Bernard Shaw’s Candida, which he once directed and 
with whose brilliance his own libretto must seamlessly 
blend.

But he’ll carry it off—or should I say “they” will carry it 
off? For Pendleton is three big guns in one: actor, director 
and playwright; so why should a mere musical book be 
much of a problem to “them”?  
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[Some of the material in this article has been adapted from 
Monona Rossol’s book Pick Your Poison: How our mad dash to 
chemical utopia has made lab rats of us all, released by Wiley 
& Sons in February. –ed.]

One strategy to obtain detailed information about the 
hazards of products is to obtain a document from the 
manufacturer called a material safety data sheet, or 

MSDS. If you’ve done this, I’ll bet some of them have been less 
than helpful. Let’s look at some of the reasons why, and how 
they may be improving soon.

How Useful Are MSDS’s? 
Terminology on an MSDS can be confusing and opaque, 

and often only presents incomplete information. The reason 
for these problems is that absolutely no person or govern-
ment agency is overseeing the accuracy or completeness 
of MSDS’s. OSHA requires manufacturers to write them for 
the protection of workers during the manufacture or use 
of the chemicals, and it requires employers to have a file of 
them in the workplace for the edification of the workers. But 
OSHA only checks to see if this file exists during an inspec-
tion the workplace, which is a rare occurrence. And on those 
rare occasions, it would be even rarer for OSHA to check the 
accuracy and completeness of the information on the MSDS’s 
in that file.

Instead, the accuracy or completeness of the information 
on an MSDS is only likely to be raised as an issue after an 
accident, injury or lawsuit when the quality of this informa-
tion bears directly on a proximate cause of the incident to 
establish liability. So the information presented on a majority 
of MSDS’s is insufficient. 

Globally Harmonized MSDS’s 
An alternative system was spearheaded by the European 

Union, and in 2003 the United Nations adopted the Globally 
Harmonized System of Classification and Labeling of Chemicals. 
The GHS classification system promotes common, harmonized 
criteria for the classification of chemicals and a template for a 
worldwide compatible MSDS. And in the process, they dropped 
the “MSDS” name and simply called the new documents “Safety 
Data Sheets.” 

The new Globally Harmonized Safety Data Sheets will provide 
great advantages over our old MSDS’s. We can see examples of 
these advantages by comparing the current OSHA regulations 
with the new globally harmonized ones for two groups of chem-
icals: carcinogens and chemicals that pose a hazard to health.

The current OSHA regulations require a listing on the MSDS 
for any substance considered a carcinogen by the International 

Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC), the National Toxicology 
Program (NTP) or OSHA that is present in the product at 0.1 per-
cent or greater. But only around 900 chemicals have been evalu-
ated for their cancer potential out of the more than 140,000 
registered for use in commerce in the European Union or the 50 
million chemicals registered by the Chemical Abstract Service. 

As a result, many of our MSDS’s state something like: “Not list-
ed as a carcinogen by IARC, NTP or OSHA.” An untrained worker 
might assume this means that the chemical is not a carcinogen. 
Instead, this merely indicates that the chemical has not been 
evaluated by these agencies because there is not enough data. 

But the new Globally Harmonized Safety Data Sheets will tell 
the user whether the substances have been studied for cancer 
effects or not. In this case, telling users what is not known is as 
important as telling them what is known. This will finally make it 
clear to workers that most of the chemicals we use have never 
been tested for cancer effects. 

Our current regulations define a health hazard as “a chemical 
for which there is statistically significant evidence based on at 
least one study conducted in accordance with established sci-
entific principles that acute or chronic health effects may occur 
in exposure employees.” This sounds good until you realize that 
many chemicals have never had that first study required to show 
it is a hazard. There are many chemicals for which there are no 
acute (short-term) data and even more for which there is no 
chronic (long-term) testing. 

The Times They 
Are A-Changin’
Reading and revising MSDS 

Feature | By Monona Rossol

The new GHS pictogram warning of acute or chronic 
hazards to the aquatic environment 
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The Globally Harmonized Safety Data Sheets will be different. 
While the GHS system can’t change the fact that most chemicals 
have not been tested, the new GHS Safety Data Sheets will pro-
vide blanks for the various types of toxicity tests. If the test has 
not been done, the statement “No data available” is required to 
tell product users that this test has not been done.

The Purple Book
You can find these rules and all the others for the new 

GHS Safety Data Sheets in a large publication with a purple 

cover that is available online from the United Nations. It is 
designed to help manufacturers write Globally Harmonized 
Safety Data Sheets and is often called the “GHS Purple Book.” 
Simply googling “GHS Purple Book” should get you to a free 
copy to download in English or any other major language. 

In the Purple Book’s annex [appendix] 4 (3rd Edition), there 
is the following advice which sums up the misleading state-
ments about untested chemicals we currently see here in the 
U.S. and how these statements are no longer acceptable:

A4.3.11.4 General statements such as “Toxic” with 
no supporting data or “Safe if properly used” are not 
acceptable as they may be misleading and do not 
provide a description of health effects. Phrases such as 
“not applicable”, “not relevant”, or leaving blank spaces 
in the health effects section can lead to confusion and 
misunderstanding and should not be used. For health 
effects where information is not available, this should 
be clearly stated. 

Pictograms
In order to also make it easier to assess potential hazards of 

products quickly, two sets of pictograms have been developed, 
one for the Safety Data Sheets and the other for shipping labels. 
These pictograms allow people who speak languages other 
than that spoken in the country of the product’s origin will still 
be able to ascertain the basic hazards at a glance. These picto-

grams are also beginning to pop up on our labels and MSDS’s. 
There are also number and letter ratings indicating the 

degree of hazards such as flammability or corrosivity. These rat-
ings will take a little training to explain to workers, but no more 
than is already required by our own laws. 

American manufacturers will have to follow the E.U. and 
U.N.’s guidelines if they want to sell products to the rest of 
the world. Many countries have adopted these standards and 
demand the globally harmonized system data sheets. I am 
already seeing the new format from major U.S. manufacturers.

OSHA also sees this coming. On September 30, 2009, 
OSHA published a proposed rule to update the Hazard 
Communication Standard by adopting the global U.N. 
classifications of chemicals and the new safety data sheets. 
OSHA said these new sheets would enhance environmen-
tal protection, public health and reduce trade barriers by 
using universal hazard statements, pictograms and signal 
words to communicate hazardous information on product 
labels and safety data sheets.

The comment period on the OSHA rule closed at the 
end of December 2009, and now the comments are being 
reviewed. A lot of the comments (perhaps most) will come 
from manufacturers that are not likely to want these 
changes. I’ve already read a long litany of objections filed 
by Proctor and Gamble. On the other side is the American 
Industrial Hygiene Association, which likes every single 
proposal. We will have to wait to see what happens next.   

Monona Rossol is the president and founder of Arts, Crafts 
and Theater Safety, Inc., a not-for-profit dedicated to pro-
viding health and safety services to the arts. She is also the 
Safety Officer for Local USA829 of the United Scenic Artists, 
International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees. She’s 
happy to evaluate confusing MSDS’s sent to mrossol@stage-
directions.com. 

Not much translation need here. The GHS symbol for a product 
that contains chemicals that are acutely toxic. 

The Globally Harmonized System of Classification 
and Labelling of Chemicals (GHS) symbol for a prod-

uct that contains a respiratory health hazard. 
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Tuning a sound system is a figure of speech. 
What one is actually doing is pushing 
things around to find a happy medium. If 

one is constructing a sound system for present-
ing sound effects, the system equalization can 
be manipulated to fulfill the artistic require-
ments of the sound system. This is often much 
easier and more straightforward than manipu-
lating a system for technical reasons, such as 
feedback control, coverage extension or system 
combination.

Complex sound systems can require extensive 
manipulation of the signals to coax the different 
pieces of a system into working with each other. If every 
situation could be covered with one speaker, things would 
be significantly simpler. However, here in the real world, 
combining speakers and/or speaker systems to increase 
coverage or increase sound pressure level is the norm. 
When more than one speaker carries the same signal, the 
signals from those sources with interact with each other in 
predictable, but complex, ways. In complex speaker sys-
tems, the game is all about reducing the damaging effects 
of speaker interaction. 

Phase = Time = 20 Thousand Different Things
Figure 1 shows two waves of equal frequency and level. 

When the two signals are in phase with each other, they 
add and produce a wave that is twice the level of the 
original signals. When the phase of one wave is changed 
relative to the second, the addition of the 
signals produces a result that is less than 
twice the level. When the two waves reach 
90° (1/4 of a period) out of phase with each 
other, the resulting wave is equal to the 
level of the original waves. At 180° of phase 
difference, the signals cancel each other out 
completely. 

Why is that important? Every frequency 
has a different period (the time it takes to 
produce a single full wave) and therefore 

a different wavelength. For example, the period of a 1000 
Hz sine wave is 1 millisecond. The period of a 1500 Hz 
sine wave is 0.6 milliseconds. Phase is a time unit relative 
to frequency. The 90° and 180° points for each frequency 
occur at different times for different frequencies. The dam-
aging effects are compounded when one applies delay to a 
speaker. When one chooses to delay a speaker the amount 
of delay is 
usually based 
on the time 
it takes the 
sound to 
reach the lis-
tener's ear 
and that time 
is determined 
by the medi-
um through 
which the 
waves pass. 
In this case, 
air. The speed 
of sound in 
air is variable 
as well and 
based on the 
density of the 
air, which is determined by temperature and humidity. 
That, however, is another story for another time.

Of course, the seemingly simple activity of aligning 
two speakers is shockingly complicated. Let us look at a 

Predictably Complex
You can tune a trombone, but you can only argue with a sound system.

Sound Advice | By Jason Pritchard

Because Wave 1 and Wave 2 are nearly in sync, the resulting sound wave is almost double their volume. 

Two speakers that will be “married” to support the same audio feed, and their signals will need to be aligned. 

The measure of delay between our two speakers. 

Figure 2

Figure 3

Frequency response with no delay—you can see the filtering that happens, resulting in an jagged frequency response (comb 
filtering). 

Figure 4

Figure 1
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‘simple’ example. In Figure 2 there are two speakers. The 
one above the stage is the main signal source and the 
one in the house is, in this case, for coverage extension. 
These two sources are to be ‘married’ together to work 
as a single system. It would seem that alignment of the 
signals requires the speaker closer to the listeners to be 
delayed the distance between the speakers relative to the 
listener’s position. 

While that is mostly true, what is the actual amount of 
delay that should be applied to effectively marry these 
two sources? That’s a tough question to answer. We can 
pick a listening position, measure and set the delay equal 
to the measured value, as shown in Figure 3. Applying 
that delay will get us close, but only for the one single 
point that was measured. You can see the difference in 
frequency response for a specific location in Figures 4 
and 5. Figure 4 shows the frequency response without 
a delay, while Figure 5 shows the smoother response a 
delay will afford you. 

But that’s still only for one spot. If we move to a dif-
ferent position, say one row back from the first position, 
and measure again, the relationship between the listener 
and the speakers is different, if only a little. It’s those little 
changes from one position to another that make aligning 

two sources a lesson in compromise. Figure 6 shows the 
comb filtering that happens just one row behind your 
smooth, delay-applied location. One might be able to 
get the alignment right for one person, but it won’t be 
exactly right throughout the entire coverage area of a 
particular speaker.

How To Hear It…
Listen to some full range music in mono (single chan-

nel) to start. This can be a stereo recording mixed to a 
mono signal. Some recordings are better than others 
at summing to mono. Have a listen to several different 
recordings to see what works best. Using mono music 
is important because it will allow you to more easily 
hear the interactions between the speakers. Interactions 
are most apparent with correlated (the same) signals. 

A stereo recording consists of two chan-
nels of audio. These two channels are most 
often different, or non-correlated, signals 
and therefore speaker signal interactions in 
the room won’t be as obvious to the ear. It 
is important to use familiar music, perhaps 
even in the style of the music that the system 
will amplify or reinforce. Try to steer away 
from music that purposely uses distortion or 
noise in its content. These things will make it 

more difficult to hear the summations and cancellations. 

While listening to a mono signal, walk the space listen-
ing for inconsistencies in the overall sound. There may 
be places in the room where there is a precipitous rise 
in low frequency energy and conversely other locations 
where there low frequency energy is lower than average. 

As you walk you may also hear the high 
frequencies appear to come and go. This 
interaction (comb filtering) is created 
when the same sound arrives at your 
ear at slightly different times. The arriv-
al time differences create some places 
where the waves add together and oth-
ers where the waves cancel. Notice that 
the peaks and valleys in the low frequen-
cies are feet apart and the peaks and 
valleys in the high frequencies are quite 

close together. The locations where peaks and valleys are 
observed are directly related to the wavelength of those 
frequencies. Figure 7 shows two speakers separated by a 
distance, both are producing the same frequency. As one 
moves from the center line arrival times from the two 
sources begin to vary producing the pattern of summa-
tions and cancellations shown.

Having done this, you will have a much better under-
standing of the interactions between the speakers. 

And, for more in-depth information on complex sound 
systems, sound waves and system optimization see Sound 
Systems: Design and Optimization by Bob McCarthy.  

Jason Pritchard is head of audio on the Cirque du Soleil 
show LOVE. Get your message to him loud and clear at 
jpritchard@stage-directions.com

Figure 5

The smoother response with a delay added to the system

Figure 6

 Comb filtering will still occur, though, even close to your original measuring position. 

Figure 7

Two speakers producing the same frequency—the different colors show a “heat map” of where the 
frequency is increased or decreased. 
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Today’s composers are clamoring for a chance to be heard 
at the handful of festivals catering to new musicals. Each 
festival has different submission guidelines, but they all 

offer selected emerging composers the chance of a lifetime: 
to see their work performed. Five festival gurus sat down for 
interviews to shed light on the process and the necessity of 
promoting America’s greatest original artform: musical theatre.

New York Musical Theatre Festival (NYMF)—New York, NY
According to Executive Director Isaac Hurwitz, the New York 

Musical Theatre Festival (NYMF) was founded in 2004 because 
a group of independent theatre professionals were “frustrated 
with the challenges of getting new musicals up on their feet 
and noticed in a professional framework, in an environment 
that could draw attention to new artists and untested titles.”

He explains, “We thought we would put our resources 
together and create something, using an economy of scale, 
that would allow new artists to affordably and three-dimen-
sionally present new musical theatre and bring it to the indus-
try and to the general public—to provide an engine for their 
continued development and the development of the artform.”

Inspired by other festivals, NYMF presents 30 productions, 
from solo shows to full musicals, in midtown Manhattan over 
three weeks each Fall in six theatres. Hurwitz adds that NYMF 
musicians are top-notch and include “Tony winning orchestra-

tors, arrangers and musical directors…Everyone wants to be in 
on the ground floor.”

NYMF supplies the theatres, lighting and sound equipment, 
plus five to six staff members. However, presenting a show can 
cost the composer over $10,000. The applicant is responsible 
for the details of the production, but NYMF can help resource 
actors and rehearsal space. The “Next Link” program helps 
composers even further. 

NYMF shows have an impressive track record. Fifteen have 
played Off-Broadway and two have gone to Broadway. But 
quality, not commercial potential, is paramount. NYMF wants 
“projects that are engaging, promising and artists whose 
voices we think should be represented,” states Hurwitz.

The music is still king. “We don’t have a house style,” says 
Hurwitz. “We try to represent the breadth of musical theatre 

stylistically, thematically. We’re always looking for things that 
feel relevant, that speak to a contemporary audience: children 
shows, rock opera, more avant garde and traditional, old-
fashioned musical comedies…When we see something we’ve 
never seen before, we’re drawn to that.”

Festival of New American Musicals—Los Angeles, Calif.
The Festival of New American Musicals (FNAM) in Los 

Angeles, Calif., grew out of Reprise, a wildly successful event 
that presented revivals of classic musicals. But Reprise co-

Feature | By Trish Causey

Stand
and Sing

Festivals that nurture the next generation of America’s 

native artform, the musical. 

“We want everyone who stands up and hoofs.” —Bob Klein

Will Chase and Malcolm Gets in Story of My 
Life at the Goodspeed Musicals workshop. 
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founders Marcia Seligson and Bob Klein realized audiences 
were hungry for new musicals.

Klein remembers his words to the Board: “Musical theatre is 
coming back…and we want everybody involved: big theatres, 
small theatres, colleges, high schools. We want everyone who 
stands up and hoofs.”

During a production of Pippin, its composer, Stephen 
Schwartz, came to L.A. to meet Klein and Seligson for lunch 
with ASCAP’s head of musical theatre, Michael Kerker. Schwartz 

and Kerker liked the idea and in 
2008, the Festival of New American 
Musicals was born.

The summer-long festival fea-
tures events such as the ASCAP 
Songwriters Showcase and Cabaret 
evenings. FNAM also has a strong 
commitment to promoting the 
creation of new musicals even in 
elementary and high schools.  

As for the Musical Theatre scene 
in California, Klein says, “It’s all 
incredible, without being competi-
tive with New York at all. Broadway 
will always be Broadway... You never 
know where the magic is going to 
strike—never… A moment, a show, 
a performance can absolutely knock 
the props right out from under you. 

We are happy to say that southern California is now a hotbed 
of new musical theatre.” 

Klein also mentions, “We don’t produce, we present.” If 
FNAM likes a composer’s show, they forward the show to a 
local California group to flesh out the cast.

FNAM welcomes all kinds of musical show styles. “We have 
no restrictions. We love what’s new and contemporary. We love 
what’s traditional, musical and gorgeous. We love it all. And 
there’s a place for it all. I would say if we are looking for any-

Feature

Anthony Rapp, original cast member of RENT, turned his memoirs into a musical called Without You for the 2010 New York Musical Theatre Festival. 
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Feature

thing in particular, it’s shows that col-
leges, high schools and even younger 
schools can do. We want something for 
everybody. We’re greedy,” he laughs.

Village Theatre’s Village Originals—
Issaquah, Wash.

Village Theatre in Issaquah, Wash., 
began in 1979, performing standard 
repertoire. The group’s interest shifted 
over the years toward new musicals 
and so began the “Village Originals” 
program.

Executive Director, Robb Hunt, 
explains the symbiotic blend of old 
and new: “It’s actually on the wall in our 
lobby that we will develop new musi-
cals to achieve national exposure.”

Hunt jokes that the festival is “6 shows in 4 days with 5 par-
ties,” but he makes clear that Village Theatre has the future 
of musical theatre in mind. “We’re not only developing them 
for our own purpose but for the repertoire.”  He adds, “New 
musicals need to be cared for and nurtured to achieve their 
potential.”

Village Theatre wants innovative new musicals, as in “some-
thing that moves the craft forward, moves musical theatre 

as an artform forward.” Hunt explains the objective is always 
“telling a good story… to make positive changes in the world 
through our artform of Musical Theatre.” 

When asked about the thread of social awareness woven 
through the history of the American musical, Hunt replies, 
“Musical theatre has a unique capability of moving society 
forward by being able to move the audiencet...People consider 
themselves separate. But if you can entertain them and they 
start feeling emotions that are more understanding, then that 

PUC Charter Schools in Los Angeles adapted Shakespeare’s The Tempest into the musical Tempest Toss’d at the 2010 Festival of New American Musicals. 
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is a positive change in the world.”
Composers who already have a relationship with Village 

Theatre or the National Alliance for Musical Theatre can submit, 
or submit via a literary agent. Other composers should email 
a letter of inquiry via the website. Village Theatre prefers full-
length musicals: two-acts or even a long show sans intermission; 
but they steer away from one-acts. 

If your show isn’t Broadway-ready, not to worry. “Our festival 
is full readings with piano,” Hunt says. “We’re looking for things 
in an early enough phase that we’re actually collaborating on 
shaping the show.”

Goodspeed Musicals’ Festival of New Artists—East Haddam, 
Conn.

Similar to Village Theatre, the Connecticut-based Goodspeed 
Musicals presents its “Festival of New Artists” each January, 
focusing on shows still in development. Goodspeed’s history of 
working new musicals dates back to the 1960s. 

Line Producer Donna Lynn Hilton explains the festival 
“has developed into a truly valuable developmental tool for 
Goodspeed.” And as for what types of musicals, she is quick to 
reply, “Anything and everything.” Including one-acts. 

Poor composers will rejoice to learn Goodspeed pays for the 
whole thing. Hilton explains, “We wrap the machine of produc-
ers, musical directors, music interns, company managers, sound 

engineers and electricians, marketing 
and developing people around them…
This festival is a direct address to a major 
part of our mission which is to develop 
new works for the repertoire.” 

With so few musical-only festivals, 
Hilton is amazed when composers 
thank Goodspeed. “It drives it home 
even more intensely how few oppor-
tunities there are and how incredibly 
valuable this opportunity is to our writ-
ers. We hear ‘Thank you, Thank you,’ and 
we’re going, ‘No, Thank you.’”

Storytelling reigns supreme. “We do 
the presentations at music stands with 
piano because we want to be sure the 
focus is on the material,” says Hilton.

Goodspeed focuses on work that 
is in development, so completed and 
orchestrated shows may not be suit-
able. 

Nurturing composers is part of the 
job. “This material is not made to sit on 
a page; it is made to be interpreted. It 
is a living, breathing artform,” Hilton 
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“This material is not made to sit on 
a page; it is made to be interpret-
ed. It is a living, breathing artform.” 
—Donna Lynn Hilton
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New York Musical Theatre Festival (NYMF)
W: www.nymf.org
Event Dates: 3 weeks each Fall
Submissions: Submit an inquiry via the website
Unique feature: “Next Link” program to help composers 
get their show to NYMF
Other Events: ASCAP Songwriters Showcase, NYMF’s Next 
Broadway Sensation, Reading Series, Dance Program  
Notable Productions: Avenue Q, Next to Normal, Yank!

Festival of New American Musicals (FNAM)
W: www.lafestival.org 
Event Dates: 2011 TBA (2010 dates 
were May 16 to August 21)
Submissions: Go to the website or 
e-mail info@lafestival.org
Other Events: ASCAP Songwriters 
Showcase, ASCAP Staged Readings, 
Academy for Young Professionals, 
Musicals as Social Therapy, Cabaret 
evenings
Notable Productions: FOX part-
nered with FNAM to present Glee 
before it aired on TV

The Village Theatre
W: villagetheatre.org
Event Dates: August 11-14, 2011
Submissions: Letter of Inquiry (for 
composers they don’t already know); 
deadline end of February for consid-
eration of August festival
Other Events: Parties, Meet-and-
Greets
Notable Productions: Feeling 
Electric (became Next to Normal on 
its way to NYMF)

Goodspeed Musicals
W: goodspeed.org
Event Dates: January each year
Submissions: Letter of Inquiry to 
info@goodspeed.org, accepted year-
round
Unique feature: Pays all perfor-
mance costs
Other Events: Exhibits, Tours, 
Cabaret, Guest Speakers, Panel dis-
cussions, Receptions
Notable Productions: Man of La 
Mancha, Shenandoah, Annie

Musical Theatre Festival (MTF)
W: www.Musicaltheatrefestival.org
Event Dates: Summer 2012
Submissions: Letter of Inquiry to fes-
tival@musicaltheatrefestival.org
Unique feature: Pays all perfor-
mance costs plus composer royalties

Other Events: Affiliated with Finger Lakes Musical Theatre 
Festival

Other new musical works opportunities
• National Alliance for Musical Theatre (NAMT): namt.org
• Summer Music Theatre Festival at Northwestern 
University: www.communication.northwestern.edu/tic/ 
• New York International Fringe Festival: fringenyc.org
• TheatreWorks: www.theatreworks.org

www.stage-directions.com • March 2011    25

Festival Info 

20-27.300.1103.indd   25 2/16/11   5:06 PM

http://info.hotims.com/36261-177


26    March 2011 • www.stage-directions.com

says. And working with new composers 
is reward in itself.  “Being on the ground 
level is like watching Michelangelo doing 
the sketches of the Sistine Chapel.” 

Goodspeed knows the importance 
to a composer of having his or her work 
put on stage. In exchange, Hilton says, 
“We just ask them to give us two weeks 
of their lives.” 

Musical Theatre Festival—Auburn, 
N.Y.

The Musical theatre Festival in 
Auburn, N.Y., will not begin until 2012, 
yet its founders have big plans. Inspired 
by other festivals, MTF will run several 
shows in repertory from April to October 
each year.

“Musical theatre is just exploding,” 
says Ed Sayles, the man behind the cur-
tain at MTF. He has noticed modern 
musicals ranging from jazz, folk and 
polka, to country, rap and hip-hop. “It is 
speaking in every voice.”

As for style, MTF is open-minded. “We 
want newer shows, but we’ll do anything 
we have an audience for, or shows that 
haven’t been done in this region before.” 
As executive director, Sayles feels sto-
rytelling is paramount. “It’s nice to have 
the tech and the sets and all of that, but 
you have to have a great story.”

Like Goodspeed, MTF will foot the 
bill. “We are producing all of these 
shows. Whenever possible, we intend 
to use the original creative team,” 
promises Sayles. And for the writers 
and composers: “We’ll pay standard, 
professional royalties.” MTF will bring 
in union actors, musicians and produc-

Village Theatre presented Feeling Electric (later Next to Normal) at 
its 2005 festival. 
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tion teams to create quality produc-
tions.

The festival will also offer a variety of 
theatres for various show styles, includ-
ing two proscenium theatres, 368 and 
500 seats, respectively. Smaller shows 
will play in a smaller, black-box. MTF 
will also use a 200-seat shotgun the-
atre, “like in New York, but with much 
cleaner bathrooms,” Sayles jokes. 

When asked if a composer can sub-
mit multiple entries, Sayles exclaims, 
“The submission process here is going 
to be so free and so democratic and 
so close to anarchy, that people aren’t 
going to believe it.” 

With one last tip, he adds, “Your 
chances of getting selected are going 
to go up if I can come and see it…To 
develop a new show is a lot of time and 
a lot of money… and it has to be some-
thing that an audience wants to see.”

Clearly, musical theatre is on the 
rise around the country and these 
festivals are going above and beyond 
to assist composers in getting their 
works on stage. Check the festivals’ 
websites for specific submission 
requirements and let’s inundate them 
with the voice of 21st century com-
posers and lyricists. Their arms are 
open. 

A trained singer and composer, Trish 
Causey is the Guide for Theatre on About.
com, and the new managing editor of 
BroadwaySpace.com. She interviews 
Broadway stars and creative teams on 
her radio show at MusicalTheatreTalk.
com.
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Feature | By Katherine Brodsky

John Patrick Shanley has been whipping up prose since 
he was just 10 years old. When he first wrote a play, how-
ever, he realized what he was truly born to do. He’s been 

writing them ever since—and for that he thanks the Marine 
Corps. It gave him the discipline to wake up at 5 a.m. and 
write for three hours each day before heading to work.

“I don’t think I would have had my act THAT together at 
21-22 if it hadn’t been for the Marines,” he says. 

Richness in Writing
Shanley has always had a particularly distinct voice in his 

writing, but it wasn’t until he was about 31 that he began 
to write from a particularly personal space. Around the time 
that his first marriage had fallen apart, he was falling apart 
too. In fact, his whole life was a disaster. Poverty stricken, a 
career that seemed to be going nowhere—no consoling fac-
tor in sight. “It was hard, it was just hard,” he recalls, “And the 
stress of that made me write more candidly.” Shanley began 
to write in a way that was more dangerous—more personal. 
He had also found a “different kind of humility,” moving away 
from the need to showoff in his writing. “I think that was a big 
step for me,” he says.

With that newly found approach, Shanley’s worlds of prose 
exploded, stretching the medium of expression even fur-
ther. Many of the situations and characters occupying those 
worlds can be a little twisted, to say the least. Is there a point 
when one might have gone too far? “Well, I think it is interest-
ing to try and figure out where that point is,” he responds. “I 
don’t know, I feel like I am normal, but that most people are 
not,” he says with a laugh. “So, I’m willing to say things that 
other people aren’t willing to say about how I feel and even 
what I do.” This might get Shanley in trouble on occasion in 
real life, but has won him accolades in the world of theatre.

Keeping It Small
As he turned 40, Shanley decided that he would turn his 

gaze outward toward the outside world and write plays that 
were more involved with his society and less involved with 
what his latest girlfriend might have done to him. Taking it 
from a personal level to a larger social level. “And that’s kind 
of what I’ve done,” he says.

This suits Shanley’s preference for working in very small 
theatres. A 50-seat house is his ideal number. With a show 
that size, you know from the start that no money is to be 
made. “No matter how long you run the show, it will always 
lose money and that’s what is so great about it,” confides 
Shanley. Losing money is great? Most people would disagree.

“Well, it’s one of the reasons that I do theatre. Because it 
is where the money isn’t. Where the money is—there go too 
many people that I don’t want to hang out with.”

Shanley isn’t terribly attracted to money. “Certainly if I 
didn’t need to make money, I probably would not,” he says. 
“When money becomes an objective in and of itself for an 
artist—they’re sort of dead in the water.”

When it’s not about money, it becomes about something 
different.

“It’s about art. It’s about doing something that interests 
you. It doesn’t have to appeal to 10 million people. It can 
speak in a quiet voice and penetrate deeply into corners that 
aren’t ordinarily explored.”

Discipline, Anger 
and Urgency
John Patrick Shanley shares what keeps him writing

ONLINE BONUS
To read more about John 

Patrick Shanley’s take on edu-
cation and how his divorce 
affected Savage in Limbo, visit 

www.stage-directions.com/
shanley

Playwright John Patrick Shanley
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Doubt, Shanley’s only play to go to Broadway, worked bet-
ter in a bigger theatre, however. This surprised Shanley. 

“I was very surprised when I took Doubt to Broadway. 
Usually the wisdom is that shows get diluted when they go 
into a bigger house. They’re not as effective. They’re not as 
good. And when we took Doubt from a 300-seat house to a 
900-seat house—it actually was better. And that surprised 
me.”

Nonetheless, Shanley isn’t about to reconsider his position 
on 50-seat theatres. “Most of the time that is the best idea,” 
he says, “Once in a while, something else is a good idea.”

Process
When Shanley develops a new play he does a series of 

readings and re-writes, repeating the process at least three 
times. Then he will follow it up with a polish and rehearsal 
before diving into the full production. The response to the 
material helps him shape it—a combination of audience 
feedback and the actual readings by the actors.

Although in his work Shanley dis-
plays extraordinary freedom, when 
it comes to writing habits, there is a 
great deal of self-imposed structure. 
“I have a lot of rules, because I have 
no rules,” he says. One such rule is, 
whenever possible, to only write at 
home. “Otherwise, what happens is 
you’d never stop writing,” he says, 
“You become a wearied person that 
is just worn away by something that 
they can never let go of.”

In terms of “breaking in” as a 
playwright into a crowded land-
scape, Shanley’s only real advice is: 
Write well. “I think that if you write 
something that’s really good, it 
gets noticed,” he explains, “Because 
most things aren’t.” 

Shanley also advises playwrights 
to write a lot: “You have a lot of bad 
writing to do and you might as well 
get started. Don’t try to prove that 
you’re smart, try to tell the truth.”

Some of the best advice that 
Shanley himself had received came 
from his father. As a child, he had 
to help with chores one day and his 
father presented the tasks ahead to 
him: wash the car, cut the grass and 
help him on the roof. He asked the 
young Shanley which of those he 
would like to tackle first. Shanley 
loved to wash the car and chose to 
do so. His father responded, “Well, 
you can do that, but you know 
sometimes it’s good to do the hard-
est thing first because later you’ll 
be tired.” Again, this might sound 
simplistic, but the moral of the story 
is to do the hard thing first. “That 
really landed with me and when I’m 

writing I always try to do the hardest thing first.”
Discipline is the writer’s guardian angel in a way. There’s 

no denying that many writers lack its presence by their side.
“Discipline, I think, is just schedule. I think that you have 

to schedule a certain number of hours a day and then just 
sit there whether you’re writing or not and think about what 
you’re doing. If you do that long enough, you’ll get bored 
with not writing and then you’ll write.”  And that’s how it’s 
done.

Shanley is keeping his own discipline rather busy these 
days. He is currently working on a pilot for HBO, a play with 
Mike Nichols and a New Orleans-related movie for Sony with 
John Cusack. Cause there ain’t no rest for the…playwright.  

Katherine Brodsky is a freelance arts, film & culture writer whose 
work has appeared in MovieMaker Magazine, USA WEEKEND 
Magazine, Entertainment Weekly, Variety, The Independent 
and Stage Directions, among others.

Shanley believes Doubt’s Broadway production (a 
moment of which is shown here), was one of the few 
cases of his plays working better when moved into a 
bigger space. Jo
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Q Stage Directions: Tell me about the theatre arts pro-
gram at Prosper High School. 

A Patrick O’Neil: Our department serves 265 students 
out of a school population of 1,100 and theatre involve-

ment grew more than 30 percent over last year. My col-
league, Michael Stephens, joined us this school year due to 
this growth; our goal is to run everything collaboratively. He 
directed our fall show and I helped with tech; we reversed 
these roles for our recent musical. 

I attribute our program’s growth to this same spirit 
of teamwork and inclusion. There’s no favoritism—actors 
aren’t considered better than tech folks. We all work togeth-
er and it’s a very welcoming department. Auditions are 
open to anyone in school—some students in our recent play 
weren’t in a theatre class. 

We staged three main productions this year: The Crucible 
this fall, Disney's Beauty and the Beast this winter and our 
one-act competition play, Sweet Nothing in My Ear, this 
spring.

Along with ticket sales and ad revenue, our theatre pro-
gram raises money by organizing the homecoming dance—
we handle everything from selling tickets and hiring the DJ to 
decorating and clean-up. The last dance raised $6,000.

We’re out in the country—Prosper is 35 miles north of 
Dallas—and many people are surprised to find such a vibrant 
theatre program out here, in a large, new high school.

Q How do your facilities and equipment support your 
program?  

A I love our facilities—they are hands-down the nicest I’ve 
experienced. This is my third year here and eleventh 

year teaching. Our lighting and sound systems are state-of-
the-art and expansion-ready. The physical layout of our shop, 
green rooms and dressing rooms is also excellent.

We have both a 970-seat proscenium theatre and 100-seat 
black box. We’re in our black box almost daily for theatre 
classes, including scene work and monologues. 

Our department has a wide variety of theatre equip-
ment from Wenger Corp. and I appreciate how versatile it is. 
Whenever I’ve got a challenge to solve, I automatically think 
of our Wenger equipment. 

To create scenes, my students use flipFORMS and Stage 
Boxes instead of dragging chairs and desks out of my class-
room. Students can easily configure flipFORMs to fit their 
needs.

For audience seating in the black box, we use Versalite 
platforms and portable audience chairs from Wenger. They 
both are fantastic! I like the flexibility of being able to recon-
figure the seating arrangement in the future.

Although our dressing rooms have lockers, they lack any 
fixed places to hang clothing or costumes. We use three 
Rack ‘n Roll garment racks to accomplish this. Because 
they’re mobile, we can also roll them out to the loading 

A Q&A with the Director of Theatre Arts 
at Prosper High School in Prosper, Texas 
Patrick O’Neil

School Spotlight

Patrick O’Neil, director of theatre arts at Prosper High School in Prosper, Texas

Country Teamwork

A moment from the Prosper High School 2011 production of Disney’s Beauty and the Beast. 
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dock or stage wings. With the privacy screen, they make a 
great changing room.

Along with built-in makeup stations in our dressing rooms, 
we have four portable Backstage Makeup Stations. We pur-
chased them primarily for traveling to competitions but now 
we also use them backstage and other locations. I like their 
bright lights and large mirror.

Q How are the theatre arts nurtured in your district’s 
lower grades? 

A We try to share the same inclusive spirit that character-
izes the high school program. We perform at our dis-

trict’s elementary schools; in the future we plan to adapt 
some children’s books for the stage and this younger audi-
ence. 

Our two middle schools—grades 5-6 and 7-8—share the 
same drama teacher; the growth of her programs has also 
helped feed the high school. During her auditions, some of 
our advanced students assist her and offer their opinions. 
This spring, we hope that one of her short plays will be 
directed by a high school student. 

Whether behind the scenes or in the spotlight, 
Wenger products are uniquely designed to solve 
challenges facing theatres.  Since 1946, Wenger has 
beautifully blended form and function to deliver 
innovative, award-winning solutions including:

•  Makeup Stations.  Two models available—
built-in Studio® and portable Backstage®.  

•   Tiered Audience Risers. Upper Deck Audience 
Seating Tiered Risers® offer large-capacity seating 
ideal for black box theatres. 

•   Platforms. Versalite® platforms provide ver-
satility and easy handling, for applications ranging 
from seating to staging.

•  Fixed Audience Seating. Quiet, plush luxury 
seats in three attractive styles.

•  Portable Audience Chairs. Flexible options 
offering comfort, economy and easy handling.

•   Rehearsal Furniture. Innovative flipFORMS® 
and Stage Boxes easily transform into various 
shapes. 

•     Staging, Pit Fillers. STRATA® pit filler and event 
staging offers unmatched flexibility and strength. 

•  Costume Racks & Storage. Mobile carts roll 
easily; built-in, lockable cabinets are also available.

•    Acoustical Shells.  A range acoustical shells for 
any venue, décor or budget, offering state-of-the-
art performance and beautiful aesthetics. 

•   Music Performance Accessories.  For the pit 
or other areas…music stands, music posture chairs 
and conductor’s equipment.  

Wenger solutions are built to last, offering out-
standing value. Our legendary customer service 
earns ovations. For more information, contact 
Wenger Corp. at 

Innovative Theatre 

Solutions from Wenger

800.4WENGER

Encore!

www.wengercorp.com

Students from Prosper High School in rehearsal with Wenger flipFORMS.

Whether backstage or center stage, Wenger equipment plays important roles for Prosper 
High School’s theatre department. 
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Considering how many revivals of classic theatre 
take place daily, modern producers and direc-
tors need to find new ways to reinvigorate the 

material, often for a newer or younger audience. The 
Chicago-based Hypocrites theatre group certainly did 
that with their recent production of the famed Gilbert 
and Sullivan operetta The Pirates of Penzance, perform-
ing it promenade style in a small theatre with roving 
performers and a condensed running time. Chicago 
Tribune theatre critic Chris Jones said of the show in his 
blog: “This is not your father’s Gilbert and Sullivan. The 
Hypocrites’ 80-minute, promenade-style ‘Pirates’ none-
theless is wholly true to the topsy-turvy spirit of W.S. 
Gilbert and it features some spectacularly audacious 
arrangements of the melodic song stylings of Arthur 
Sullivan, here vivaciously rendered on everything from 
guitars to banjos to, memorably, a surprisingly tuneful 
saw.”

The production even won over a surprising convert, 
its own sound designer Mikhail Fiksel, who himself was 
not a big Gilbert and Sullivan fan but learned to appre-
ciate their artistry through the Hypocrites’ reimagining 
of the show. Fiksel has worked with director/Hypocrites 
founder Sean Graney on other shows at the off-Loop 
space in Chicago, including Angels In America, Oedipus 
and Frankenstein. And he learned plenty of new tricks 
here.

Stage Directions: So with a promenade style show, 
the audience is standing and the musicians are gen-
erally playing acoustic and are not miked?

Mikhail Fiksel: Promenade specifically—at least the 
way Sean treats it—is like walking into a space where 
there’s no assigned seating, but there are plenty of 
surfaces; tables and lots of benches. He seems to be a 
big fan of those circular picnic tables that you see at 
rest stops. The action takes place anywhere around the 
space, so the actors just move around the space and the 
audience follows them. If an actor needs to be in a space 
that an audience member is occupying—like they’re sit-
ting on a bench where they need to be standing—they 
will literally point to that person and essentially ask 
them to move. When we did Oedipus in ‘08, that did have 
some live music. There were a few pre-recorded songs in 
there and there was an actress who would sing along to 
them. We designated one area that was like a mini-stage 
where there was a microphone, one of those imitation 
Elvis Mics, the Shure 55SH Series II, and she sang into it. 

Sound Design | By Bryan Reesman

ONLINE BONUS
For more from Mikhail Fiksel 

on the perils of over-miking, 
visit:

www.stage-directions.com/
pirates

Pirates In 
Promenade
Personal accompaniment, promenade-style staging and new arrangements all 

factored into the sound for The Hypocrites’ unconventional Pirates of Penzance. 

 Left to right: Ryan Bourque, Shawn 
Pfautsch, Zeke Sulkes, Doug Pawlik, 

Matt Kahler in the Hypocrites Theater 
2011 production of Pirates of Penzance
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In addition to the main sound system, there was a mini-
sound system that was there.

How much has Pirates been tweaked by The 
Hypocrites?

They very much tweaked it. There’s no pit; all of the 
performers play their instruments and more important-
ly, the instruments are mostly acoustic guitars, a couple 
of banjos, an accordion and a fiddle. Kevin O’Donnell, 
who was the music director and arranger, has taken the 
original score and translated it into this vernacular of 
acoustic musicians, so the performers play their instru-
ments, often accompanying themselves and having 
support from the other musicians. It’s very abridged and 
very fast-moving. It’s both acts of Pirates of Penzance 
done in an hour and 20 minutes.

Are there any microphones used in the show at all?
The challenge of this is that it’s a fairly large cast. Let 

me paint the scenario of what we’re dealing with space- 
wise. The show’s performing in the Chopin Theatre, which 
has two spaces, and this is in the bottom space. It’s a 
basement studio space with fairly low ceilings but at the 
same time is fairly sprawling. All of the areas that are usu-
ally occupied by seats are actually play areas. There are 
a bunch of tables and benches, and there’s a huge pier 
that runs across the entire space, so they’re essentially 
moving throughout. In addition, the “booth” for it is actu-
ally not in the space itself, it is in the room adjacent to 
it. The stage manager is moving with the audience and 
on a walkie-talkie, essentially calling cues to the board 
op who is in a different room. Even if I had the ability to 

put wireless mics on all the performers, it still would be 
impossible to mix because there is not actually a mixing 
position inside the room.

Despite the fact that all of the action takes place all 
over the place, a few locations evolved as stronger posi-
tions for visuals and just accessibility. So I identified a 
few of the hot zones where a lot of the songs seemed to 
be happening and then asked Sean to make some adjust-
ments to some of the other ones to consolidate it, so we 
would up adjusting a few of the songs so they were also 
in those hot zones. I did some very basic area miking for 
each one of those hot zones, so as a result throughout 
the space there are six microphones, but I would not say 
that they’re doing a general coverage of the whole space. 
They are focused on the six zones that I’ve identified.

It was a fairly quick process. This was definitely one of 
those productions where you could not anticipate how 
it was going to sound until you moved into the space, 
so while I tried to attend rehearsals and watched how 
it was performed, at that point it was more about sit-
ting next to Kevin and noticing how, for example, these 
two instruments are overpowering things, so we need 
to adjust either the way they are arranged or just adjust 
the dynamics of the piece so that the vocals cut a little 
bit more. It was more of a dialogue with the arranger 
and when we finally moved to the space—there are 
very few prerecorded cues, it was more pre-show and 
environmental—it was more about watching the piece 
and putting myself in the shoes of an audience member, 
following them the way that an audience member would 
and trying to make sense of where there were difficulties, 
then just reacting to them. Unfortunately this is a store-
front production, so there were not too many previews 
and a fairly limited tech period, so I made some quick 
decisions about putting area mics where I could.

What mics did you use? 
Keep in mind that not all of these mics really qualify 

as area mics. For budget and space limitation reasons, I 
wound  up pulling just regular small diaphragm condens-
ers out of my studio stock, but  they did the trick, it seems. 
I used: Sony ECM 86B, Shure MC202, Sterling Audio ST-31, 
Shure KSM137, AKG  C451E and an Oktava MC012-01. 

Are the singers singing directly into the six area 
mics?

No, they’re not. They’re concealed microphones. 
They’re all essentially mounted from the ceiling, which 
is fairly low. It is about 12 feet in certain areas and at cer-
tain points it definitely is lower because of the benches 
and the pier.

“This was definitely one of those 
productions where you could not 
anticipate how it was going to 
sound until you moved into the 
space.” 
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Pirates of Penzance sound designer Mikhail Fiksel
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What are the dimensions of the 
room?

I would say maybe 20 or 30 feet 
in depth and 50 feet lengthwise, 
like a rectangle. It’s not a big space. 
I covered it with two Yamaha BR15 
cabinets and two Electro-Voice 
Sx300 speakers. They get about 90 
people in there. Realize that the 
entire set is a playground and seat-
ing. It gets pretty lively in there and 
that’s part of the spirit of it. It feels 
more like a happening and almost 
like a party with a bunch of musi-
cians than it does a stiff, “let’s sit in 
our seats and watch the show” kind 
of vibe.

So the performers are playing 
their instruments in a way akin to 
the recent Sondheim revivals on 
Broadway?

Yes, but we’ve taken it one more 
step in that the arrangement is 
drastically contemporary to the 
original.

How does this compare with other 
shows that you’ve worked on?

I’ve done enough shows with 

Sound Design

“Intelligibility became more important 
than directionality.”

The staging of Pirates of Penzance had performers, like Robert McLean shown here, standing 
on benches and other structures in a low-ceilinged space. 
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a live band in smaller spaces but 
never with a roving band. It also 
gets down to where you put the 
speakers. Because of the low ceilings 
and the large speakers that there 
are, the sound system is generally 
used in a more conventional way 
with center, left, right. The ideal 
place here was to put the speakers 
in the corners, because there were 
no areas in the middle of the stage 
where they would not actually get 
in the way. They would be hanging 
too low because of the ceiling and 
just the way that the performers are 
moving around. That presented an 
interesting challenge. 

It certainly bugs me a lot when 
I hear an amplified voice emanat-
ing from a location different from 
the singer or the speaker. I try to 
compensate the best that I can to 
a degree where essentially each 
mic is meant to cover an area that 
if you are in that area you don’t 
need amplification because you’re 
standing right next to them. That’s 
the other thing: half the audience 
is experiencing music unamplified 
because they’re actually so close to 
the source that they’re experiencing 
the direct sound. However because 
you move around, half the audience 
at that particular moment, until the 
actors move to a different location, 
is actually on the other side, so now 
they are another observing this from 
depth and distance. You’re still hear-
ing it fine because there’s plenty of 
direct sound, but it requires just a 
little bit of amplification to help the 
voices carry a little bit and help the 
intelligibility, because Gilbert and 
Sullivan are so much about words. 
That became the priority, which is 
odd for me just because it has to be 

about words, even if it has to come 
from a location that’s not ideal. 
Intelligibility became more impor-
tant than directionality.

So the sound engineer is in the 
other room during the show?

Yes. And the truth of it is, because 
of the position and for a number 
of reasons, I set it up not to be as 
much about engineering, because 
there no wireless or personal mics, 
so there’s not a lot of modifying. I 
essentially set up a system with six 
mics and tuned them in a certain 
way and each of them has a slight-
ly different matrix of the speakers 
that are around the space to mini-
mize feedback and also to maximize 
amplification for the people who 
need it most. Let’s say the space has 
four quadrants, so if I’m miking the 
zone that’s in quadrant one, if the 
people who have the most difficult 
hearing it are in quadrant three, that 
is kitty-corner from it, that mic is 
designed to maximize amplification 
for those folks who are in that quad-
rant. The point is there’s not a lot of 
riding microphones. The board op 
is instructed to listen to it. Despite 
the fact that levels don’t move, from 
day to day I’m riding the mics fairly 
high because I’m relying on only six 
microphones to cover a fairly large 
area. Sometimes we run into feed-
back, which is totally unpredictable, 
so that’s the only thing I’m watch-
ing out for. I would not call them 
a sound engineer because they’re 
not really engineering, they’re lis-
tening and make small adjustments. 
They’re not turning mics on and 
off because I actually have them 
throughout the space.  

Sound Design

32-37.300.1103.indd   36 2/16/11   5:15 PM

http://info.hotims.com/36261-139


www.stage-directions.com • March 2011    37

Nikki Klix, Emily Casey and Becky Poole (left-right), and all other performers accompanied themselves on instruments. 
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Built in 1934 as both a movie theatre and performance 
space that had seating for 1,000, the Capitol Theatre 
in Maryville, Tenn., was for decades a mainstay of the 

small town, located near Knoxville. It was built with a fly loft so 
the movie screen could be retracted and the space could be 
used for theatrical and musical performances. After it closed 
in the late ‘70s the space went through a lot of incarnations, 
including a record shop, wedding dress store, even a disco. In 
2002, artist Heath Claiborne bought the building to make it a 
gallery for his paintings, but after learning more about its past 
and the importance of the theatre to the memories of many 
in the town, Claiborne decided to renovate the theatre back 
to its original mission as a performance space. He tapped 
Ken Patterson, principal of Knoxville, Tenn.-based Tennessee 
Lighting Company, Inc. to help him bring the space back to 
life. Their hard work resulted in the Capitol reopening as a 
performance venue in 2008.

Chance and Emotion
“I got into the theatre business by chance,” says Claiborne. 

“I saw this building all boarded up. I was just looking for a 
studio. I had no idea I was going to renovate a theatre. It was 
in really bad condition, especially the theatre space, but it 
was beautiful also.” Claiborne, who also invests in real estate, 
operated a gallery and frame shop out of the front lobby por-

tion for a while but finally decided that he either had to do 
something with the rest of the building or sell it. “I bought 
the 20,000-square-foot building because I got an outstand-
ing deal,” he says. “In real estate you’re never supposed to 
make an emotional attachment to a building, but as an artist, 
I couldn’t help but to try to bring the building back to life. 
I came up with a three-phase plan to renovate it—a coffee 
shop and gallery in the lobby with the marquee out front. 
In an unorthodox move, we put a $100,000 marquee on the 
building before we renovated anything, because I was trying 
to build the excitement; it worked and I started to book the 
place. Phase two was the main theatre renovation and phase 
three—what I’m in right now—is working on the rest of the 
building, the basement and all the other support spaces.”

Since the renovation the Capitol, which still has a retract-
able screen, presents movies, theatrical performances, musi-
cal acts and serves as a busy special events facility booking 
both corporate and wedding events. It has flexible seating 
that allows tables to be put in the space that can be arranged 
in a wide variety of ways. The stage of the Capitol Theatre is 
30 feet deep and 50 feet wide. The house, not including the 
stage, measures about 9,000 square feet. 

Since Tennessee Lighting is a full service theatrical dealer, 
Patterson was able to work closely with Claiborne on the 
renovation of the space. “I was the consultant and designer 

A New Lease on Life

The Capitol Theatre in Maryville, Tennessee is Once Again a Theatre

Theatre Space | By Michael S. Eddy

“Being able to create these really vivid colors without needing to bring 
in an extra lighting package got people excited.” — Ken Patterson

Red velour drapes help shape the acoustics of the 
room and also act as a palette for the lights. 

38-39.300.1103.indd   38 2/16/11   5:16 PM



www.stage-directions.com • March 2011    39

for the entire package that went in as far as soft goods, light-
ing, control, data distribution, trussing and rigging,” says 
Patterson. They looked to do things as cost effectively as pos-
sible including choosing an energy-efficient lighting system. 
“We went with an almost all LED lighting system, so our elec-
trical requirements were minimal.” Patterson put in Chauvet 
lighting fixtures, an SGM console and an Electronic Theatre 
Controls (ETC) dimmer pack. The audio package was handled 
by the Maryville, Tenn.-based company, Murlin’s Music World.

Snakes and LED’s
Patterson specified red velour drapes for the two walls 

in the house to serve the dual purpose of helping shape 
the acoustics of the room and as a canvas for some of the 
lighting. The drapes along the walls are lit with Chauvet 
Colordash Batten 72 Tour linear wash lights. Being able to 
change the color of the drapes with the LED lighting is one 
of the solutions that both Patterson and Claiborne really like 
to highlight. 

“From the time that you walk in, the fact that we are able 
to control the houselights in any color that we want is one of 
the greatest features,” comments Patterson. “We put curtains 
down each side wall as well as a main curtain with valances, 
borders and legs on stage. With the Chauvet units we were 
able to color any curtain and the space in virtually any color. 
That unto itself is pretty revolutionary in any building today 
because even with technology as it is today, most house-
lighting is usually white. We can provide white, but with the 
control that we have it gave Heath a lot of options to market 
the space for different functions like weddings, birthday par-
ties and things like that. Being able to create these really vivid 
colors without needing to bring in an extra lighting package 
got people excited and I think is a really good selling point 
for the space.”

For control, Patterson went with an SGM Pilot 3000 con-
sole. “It’s a two-universe console with an LCD touch screen,” 
he says. “Its very powerful and its not 
terrible expensive. It has a removable 
memory card and a lot of features for 
the money.” Patterson included DMX 
ports on both sides of the stage, so that 
if Claiborne wants to add anything for a 
special occasion, all he has to do is plug 
it in and program it into the console. 
“We distributed DMX all over the space, 
so he can do pretty much anything he 
wants. We did put in an ETC SmartPack 
dimmer pack for some amount of incan-
descent lighting on the stage and in 
various places throughout the space.”

Patterson designed “pretty unique; 
pretty artsy” serpentine-shaped truss 
down the center over the seating area/
dance floor. “I bought a 20-foot Applied 
Electronics circle truss, but I didn’t 
assemble it into a circle; I hung it in 
a serpentine pattern where it snakes 
back and forth. It was a real challenge 
to rig it, but I have a lot of experience 
hanging truss. Putting in the rigging 
points where they needed to be, given 

the structure in the attic of the space, was the single biggest 
challenge,” comments Patterson. “We worked with every-
thing existing; they had a very substantial structure overhead 
above the ceiling. There was walking space in there; it was 
very well built originally. We hung Unistrut from the roof 
beams to handle our points. This allowed us to get the points 

The marquee of the Capitol Theatre. 
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exactly where we needed them. It was a very precise hang. We also have a motor-
ized, bi-part main curtain with a control in the booth to open and close it.” 

Hanging off the trusses are Chauvet Legend 4500 moving lights and 
Colorado 1 wash lights. Also mounted over the stage is a full row of Colorado 
1 wash lights and some smaller units including Colordash PARs for accents. 
Patterson notes, “There is a good compliment of moving lights as well as static 
lights. It’s what we call a 95% LED house. It’s the first one of its type in this area.”

A Technicolor Space
Since the space serves as both a performance space and an events space 

there are no permanent seats; it’s all a tiered flat floor space in the house 
where tables and chairs are configured for different applications. “Heath was 
extremely creative with the tables and chairs,” Patterson comments. “The tables 
are all polished stainless steel with a swirl pattern on the top of them. All the 
LED lights that hit these tables make it look just spectacular in there. When the 
tables are setup it creates a perfect palette for the lights to show off.”

Claiborne works to maintain a balance of events along with theatre and 
concert productions. “I’ve tried to have one theatrical show a month. We have 
a local theatre group—Foothills Community Players that produces two plays 
a year. I do a swing band concert every other month. Rotating on the other 
months with trying to book a soul or R&B band. I’ve also had bluegrass concerts. 
We do still show movies for the community once in a while, but we can’t com-

Theatre Space

“It’s what we call a 95% LED 
house. It’s the first one of its type 
in this area.” —Ken Patterson

The Capitol is a “95%” LED house, with a host of Chauvet fixtures throughout. An ETC dimming pack controls the incandescents. 
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pete with the big movie chains, having only one screen, 
but it is great on those nights when the space is once again 
busy as a movie theatre.”

Claiborne has created an interesting space that really 
helps bring the community together, regardless of what 
type of event or performance. “Any of these small towns 
in America, the theatre was the center for the community; 
that’s where all of their memories are from. I have lots of 
people tell me about their first dates or sitting in the bal-
cony as kids. They are always so happy to see the space 
again being used, creating new memories.”

Claiborne sums up that “I’m never happy as an artist; 
I have a hard time putting the brush down. We are con-
stantly making improvements; I want to always be one 
step ahead.” The Capitol gets a lot of “ooh’s” and “ahh’s” 
when people see the space. “It’s an escape; that is what 
movies have always been to people. We’ve taken it to 
another level; once people come through the doors, we 
make them feel like they are a star. Just like the Wizard of 
Oz starts out in black and white and goes to color. We tried 
to do the same thing here; when you walk into our theatre, 
it’s Technicolor.”  
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Special Section:   Lighting

One of the unsung heroes in lighting is, of course, the mas-
ter electrician. A quality ME is, after all, required to be a 
true chameleon: he or she needs to possess a crackerjack 

hands-on skill set, a cool head under pressure and the ability to 
change plans on a dime. Read on to discover the philosophies, 
strategies and peerless acumen of three highly respected MEs—
and use their wisdom to help you do your own work better.

A Veteran Who Loves Variety
For Sheila Donovan, technical director/master electrician at 

Off-Broadway’s Lucille Lortel Theatre in Greenwich Village, diver-
sity has been a great tool in learning her trade. Donovan has 
worked on scores of productions around New York, ranging from 
Second Stage to Playwrights’ Horizons to MCC Theater. At the 
Lortel, “the great thing about my current position is that I often 
get to work in various capacities,” she says. “Last spring I acted as 
LD, electrician, board op and set crew for an MCC benefit written 
and directed by Neil LaBute. The PSM Kelly Glasow and I were the 
only two people working on the show, outside of the actors. Neil 
is a great communicator, so he made my job very easy.”

Donovan believes a good ME can never pay too much atten-
tion to proper show prep. “I like to start by going over the plot 
several times,” she says. “I check the info on the plot against the 
Lightwright file, make a note of any consistencies I find and con-
tact the assistant lighting designer for clarification. I break the plot 
down into categories to complete the shop order and plan the 
crew assignments. Color coding works for me, so I use a system 
for quick info with just a glance at the LX plot. As we start loading 
in, I continually reassess my work assignments based on what is 
getting done, or not done, to try to be as efficient as possible.”

Putting out fires is another of Donovan’s chief strengths. “I am 
an excellent troubleshooter,” she says. “I attribute this to the fact 
that I have usually been the house person and often solve prob-

lems on my own. I know how to narrow down and address prob-
lems quickly.” Coraline at MCC proved a good test of her mettle. 

“A variety of practicals in various stages of disarray came into 
the theatre to be prepped and then wired to the set,” she recalls. 
The solution? “We set up a ‘practical city’ in the mezzanine to work 
on the various pieces that continued to show up during the load 
in.” 

So what other essentials make up Donovan’s ultimate bag of 
tricks? “Gam Chek—I wouldn’t want to work without it!” she says. 
Plus the right dose of discipline: “I’ve always been a hard worker—
I think that has been my saving grace.”

The Choice To Embrace Challenge
Heatherlyn Egan has a gung-ho, go-for-it attitude when it 

comes to her ME work. She jumps into regional, Broadway and 
Off-Broadway shows like Avenue Q, Love Child and Menopause: 
The Musical, thriving on fast, frenetic activity. Her success secret? 
Ever since her undergrad days at Marymount Manhattan College 
in NYC, Egan has believed in her talent. “The best educational 
experiences were the ones that scared me out of my wits,” she 
recalls. “We would be assigned a show design in a venue by our 
professor, knowing all the while that he was designing the same 
show in the same venue at the same time. Showing up for that 
class, rolling out the plots and hoping that the justification was 
good enough, especially when it was a departure from his con-
cept, scared me. But I knew what I was doing and was ready to 
defend it.” 

Egan also built her reputation by taking on the seemingly 
impossible, such as a 2010 Springer Opera House tour that 
required lighting houses without proper budget or facilities for 
large-scale production. “Quickly, I developed a method for deter-
mining what would be cut, what I could fudge and what I needed 
to make everything look the way it should,” she recalls. Using her 

An Electrician’s 
Expertise Hard-earned experience and 

sage advice from three of the 

business’ top lighting wizards.

By Lisa Mulcahy Mark Berg’s design and execution of the lighting for Artscapade, an event that takes place on the entrance of the University of Michigan Museum of Art.
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own portable dimmer packs and travel board, “I managed to keep 
track of and successfully run two light boards as well as time the 
acts and take notes! Developing and subsequently honing these 
skills has been invaluable.”

Egan recommends stepping outside of your comfort zone in 
order to do the very best work. “Think like a designer!” she urges. 
“Get some design training—being proficient at understanding 
the theory behind developing a design and a plot is important.” 
Egan also feels that the ability to change your work style on a dime 
is vital to an ME’s success.

“Always remember that things move,” she stresses, “and you 
need to be prepared for anything the designer throws at you.”  

The Expert Running On Energy
Mark Allen Berg’s impressive 33 year lighting career encom-

pass 10 years with the Nederlander Oranization (he worked on 
productions such as Broadway Bound and Romance, Romance), a 
stint at the Edinburgh Theatre Festival and his current position as 
lecturer at the University of Michigan’s School of Music, Theatre 
and Dance, where he is ME for university productions. No matter 
where he works, though, Berg’s motivation remains the same: to 
immerse himself in a vibrant creative environment. “I love working 
with theatre people,” he says. “They tend to have the best sense of 
humor, the most fun and possess a great deal of talent.” 

Berg worked early on with designers including Jeff Davis and 
Natasha Katz, honing his skills through a logical approach. “When 
I begin work on a show, the first two parameters I need are sched-
ule and budget,” he explains. “You can always get more money; 
it’s difficult to get more time.” He always works with two budgets: 
“The first is for gear—dimmers, cable, fixtures, accessories, perish-
ables, transport, etc.,” he elaborates. “The second will be a labor 
budget estimate for prep, load-in, show run and load-out. These 
two budgets are inextricably bound and need to be at or under 
the project budget. I keep in mind the adage, ‘Good, cheap, fast: 
pick two.’ You might choose to do the project good and fast, but 
it won’t be cheap—and above all, it must be safe.”

Berg believes it’s crucial to keep the managerial aspects of the 
ME position in mind at all times: “If possible, organize the work so 
that do you the more difficult jobs earlier in the day. Remember to 
work smarter, not harder.” Berg also steers his crew back to basics. 
“If something is not working, check the simplest things first: is your 
rack turned on? Is the lamp plugged in? You want as much time as 
possible to fix notes before scenery loads in or you begin a focus.” 
Above all? Remember why you’re doing your job in the first place. 
“Don’t forget to have fun,” Berg smartly concludes. “Chances are 
you’re not in this business to get rich. Remember the answer to 
the question, ‘what do you want to be when you grow up?’ It’s to 
be happy!”  

Sheila Donovan backstage Mark Berg on the set of The Who’s Tommy 

Sheila Donovan worked on The Break of Noon by Neil LaBute at MCC Theater. 

Heatherlyn Egan
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Special Section:   Lighting

The emotional power of good lighting in theatre is 
something everyone with more than a casual inter-
est in the arts appreciates. “Good” can mean how 

those ancient par cans delight grandparents who’ve come 
to see their granddaughter in her first community theatre 
musical; it also can mean how the dramatic use of custom 
gobos make the audience feel like they are inside a snow 
globe in that stellar regional production.

There are some undisputable facts about lighting: 
wonderful work can be done on a limited budget with 
few tools and dreadful designs happen despite an abun-
dance of gear. But one can’t deny the importance of that 
toolbox. So by extension, those making and supplying 
the tools are a key component to the great theatre that 
happens in 30-seat black box spaces and 1,500 state-of-
the-art performing art centers everywhere. SD checked in 
with some of the leading suppliers to find out what’s new, 
what’s trending and frankly, what they are excited about 
these days. 

LEDs
“Theatres don’t have a lot of money, generally speak-

ing,” says Ford Sellers of Chauvet. “So educational and 
small theatres are looking for anything that is a value 
solution.” One of the big things today is that people are 
becoming excited about LED wash lights. “It is the newer 
LED technology that is doing everything people want, 
including having really good dimming curves, the abil-
ity to dial in specific colors, match existing ones—those 
are the sort of things that are very exciting in the theatre 
world.”

Sellers also sees a lot of traction recently with cyc 
lights. “I come from a background of designing a couple 
of shows a year and the quality of light was important to 
me and LED lights tend to spike on the color spectrum on 
very specific spots if it's not used correctly. With newer 
technology like the Colorado 72 and 144, you’ll have your 
scenery look like what you painted them to look like.” 
Their Colordash Batten features a broaden spectrum of 
LEDs—red, green, blue, amber and white, which allows 
for better color rendering. 

Sellers insists that the savings LEDs offer in terms of 
power and heat can’t be underestimated. “When you’re 
looking at projecting a saturated color from an incandes-
cent, in some cases about 4 percent actual light is going 
through. For a nice medium blue it might be 8 percent, 
a red 20 percent … so a tremendous amount of light is 
filtered out and wasted.” He gets specific: 10 Colorado 

By Kevin M. Mitchell

“While it sounds cliché to say, LED 
has become a driving force in the 
industry—it’s a true contender.” 
—Kevin Richie

LD Charles MacLeod used Gam Products’ Prismo Prism Rotator to create a “shaken snow globe” effect for the Denver Center 
Theatre Company’s production of Reckless.

All the World’s 
a Stage and 
Somebody’s 
Gotta Light It

A supplier roundtable 

shares what’s new 

and trending in the 

world of lighting
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“The simple things work best in 
theatres.” —Joe Tawil

Jim Hutchinson used InLight Gobos gobos to add texture and breakup for a 
production of Light in the Piazza at Oklahoma State University. 
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Batten 72 units can replace 24 1k iris cyc Lights. Used 20 
hours a week for 40 weeks a year, the savings on electric-
ity would pay for the units themselves in less than a year. 
“With LED you’re not wasting that energy and you’re add-
ing in the color.” 

You can also place LEDs very close together, which 
you can’t usually do with traditional lights, and that saves 
space. “In smaller venues with no fly loft, you can have 
LEDs six- or 12-feet away and still have a nice even distri-
bution of light with no color saturation.” 

“While it sounds cliché to say, LED has become a driv-
ing force in the industry—it’s a true contender,” declares 
Kevin Richie of Stage Spot. “We have a lot of venues that 
we’ve put LED pars, especially the Elation Opti Tri Par, 
which is a RGBA LED par fixture that is absolutely fantas-
tic. While LEDs have been around for a while, they are 
getting bright enough and at an accessible price point 
to make them more attractive than other.” He too points 
out the savings in electricity—and that it is optimized to 
provide up to 50,000 hours of LED life. This particular unit 
operates via 6 DMX channel modes.

Gary Dove and his team at Dove Systems specialize 
in controlling incandescent lights, though increasingly 
they are focused on LEDs. “That technology has come on 
fast because of the quality of the color, the low amount 
of power they use and the low heat they put out,” Dove 
says. “LEDs are actually easier to control with electron-
ics than other light sources. They are voltage controlled 
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not current controlled, taking about 2.5 volts to operate 
them.” 

LEDs are also great in cuing devices. From Gam comes 
the Go-Lite, which Joe Tawil says is simple and reliable. 
For the Green room, in the flies, in the orchestra pit—the 
four-color devices goes anywhere. “So often in theatres 
cue lights are 7.5-watt light bulb on a zip cord running 
120 volts around a theatre and that’s totally illegal,” says 
Tawil. “And because the light bulb itself is so unreliable, 
people normally run two of them! When fire marshals see 
that …” Go-Lites replace all that with a low-voltage LED 
with four lights: white, red, blue and green. This allows for 
multiple code possibilities. “The control wire is a six-wire 
telephone cable that is economical because they can get 
it from us or simply go to any Radio Shack and get the 
length they need there.” 

The controller itself weighs less than one ounce and 
it can be nailed, taped or Velcroed. Multiple ones can be 
used as a guide on stage for actors and to illuminate dark 
areas. “It’s simple and it’s legal! That’s why I love it. The 
simple things work best in theatres.”

Gobos & Special Effects
InLight Gobos is a glass and custom steel gobo manu-

facturer, and for many years they’ve been the exclusive 
licensee of Beacon products. That Sweden-based com-
pany holds a patent on ultra thin layer gobos and InLight 
is the only company in the U.S. that can produce the 1.7 
mm-thick gobo. “It puts all the colored layers of the gobo 
essentially in the same focal point, so it gives you a very 
crisp focus,” says InLight’s Rick Hutton. “We make a wide 
range of gobos for many different applications, including 
Broadway.”

One that is especially popular is a grayscale black and 
white on that has a dark mirror coating on the backside 
and avoids any “ghost” or “halo” image sometimes a 
problem in other gobos. Jim Hutchinson, a professor and 
theatre lighting department head at Oklahoma State (and 
blogger behind JimOnLight.com), used these to great 
affect in a recent production and “raved about them.” 

And for those looking for ways to increase the pos-
sibilities of their digital media servers, there’s Digigobos 
offered through InLight. “Available on DVD are 10 looped 
royalty-free video clips on a disk,” Hutton says. 

“Overall, we feel there are more LED fixtures coming 
into play that are suited for theatrical use. Cost is still up 
there for many users, but it is coming down,” says BMI 
Supply’s Steve Roudebush. “There are also more moving 
light options for those on smaller budgets. Even just a 
handful of fixtures can allow a great deal of creativity and 
flexibility.” Specifically he says the Reveal SW from Prism 
Projection “is a good example of this—it offers smooth 
dimming and a unique design that eliminates multi-part 
shadows found with most LED fixtures. The ETC/Selador 
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line also provides excellent dimming, brightness and flex-
ibility with the wide range of lenses available.”

Data, Dimmers & A New “Arm”
“Don’t forget data distribution,” says Roudebush. 

“There are many new devices available to properly dis-
tribute DMX or other protocols throughout your venue. 
With increasing inventories of data-driven devices, read-
ily accessible data ports are important.” A budget-friendly 
option includes the ENTTEC D-split DMX splitters that 
can be had for under $100 each. “These simple one-in, 
four-out splitters are handy. For network situations, the 
VIA Ethernet Switch from Pathway Connectivity is ready 
out-of-the-box for typical lighting networks.”

At Dove Systems there is the Scenemaster 6, which is a 
dimmer and controller all in one. “You just plug it into a 
wall outlet to get power,” says Dove. “It’s a true two-scene 
cross-fading control. While these days there’s other ways 
to do cross fades, this is the old-fashioned way. You set 
the scene on first row and set up the second row for the 
next scene and cross fade. You don’t have to be a com-
puter programmer. It’s great for schools and for puppet 
theatres.” He laughs and adds he got an order once for 
one for a women’s prison though he “can’t say for sure 
what they are doing with it.”

Also new at Gam is the Prismo Prism Rotator, a special 
effects mechanical device that can be hooked up to a 
spot light and it animates a still pattern by multiplying 
it and giving it motion clockwise, counter clockwise, or 
both. “You can have the same image in different colors 
and it offers a lot of possibilities for theatres,” says Joe 
Tawil of Gam Products. It can create new snow effects—
now it’s always been fairly easy for light to simulate a 
snow fall with snow coming down in a linear motion, 
but a blizzard—where you want swirling snow—has 
been more elusive. The Prismo can do that—along with 
sand and dust storms. “It’s reliable and simple and has 
been used on complex operas down to high schools.” LD 
Charles MacLeod used it to create the feeling of being 
inside a shaken snow globe for the Denver Center Theatre 
Company’s recent production of Reckless.

“High schools and colleges really seem to be interested 
in integrating moving fixtures with conventionals more 
than they ever have in the past,” says Monty McWilliams 
of Apollo Design. From his vantage point, the movement 
toward LEDs for these theatres is not huge at this point 
and when they do get them, they are mostly using them 
for special effects. “Theatres haven’t embraced LEDs 
because they feel they aren’t giving them the right solu-
tion at this point. They don’t feel the colors and bright-

ness are up to the standards and 
when they look into them and start 
comparing prices to conventional 
units.”

He notes that community the-
atres are still struggling financially, 
so they aren’t spending cash on 
expensive gear. What that means 
for Apollo is a surge of interest 
in their Right Arm, a pan and tilt 
device that you can add any type 
of static equipment to. “It can be a 
light fixture, an LED unit, or even an 
LCD projector and it allows you to 
move it. At a retail price of $1,195, 
it’s really gaining momentum, 
especially in smaller theatres that 
can’t afford moving lights.

Otherwise, he says he is continu-
ally amazed that scollers, a product 
that’s been around for 25 years, 
continues to have strong sales.

Consoles
Something else that is gain-

ing in popularity are the new ETC 
consoles, especially the Element. 
“Its price point is about $5,000 or 
under, which is a great price for 
such a powerful console,” says 
Richie. He adds it has the feel of a 
$15,000 moving light console but 
is much easier to use. “It’s expand-
able, too, so if in a couple of years 
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you need to double the capacity, you can get the update 
on a thumb drive.”

“There are three products in the Eos family, with Eos 
being the high-end desk, Ions the mid-range and then 
the Element,” says ETC’s Anne Valentino. “They all share 
the same software, but for the Element, we took some 
things out that would be confusing for entry-level users.” 
The family of consoles was specifically designed for the-
atre and they were built to address the reality of today’s 
traditional theatre market where moving lights, LEDs, 
traditional lights and media are all part of the mix.

“This is not a rock ‘n’ roll desk,” Valentino insists. “It 
was developed with the input of theatre designers from 
around the world.” Eos was first used on Broadway’s 
revival of 110 In the Shade and more recently on American 
Idiot. “What is intriguing is typically designers would 
use two boards—one for traditional and one for mov-
ing lights.” But not only can this one handle both, they 
designed it using traditional theatre lighting language 
and syntax. As typical moving light boards use a different 
language, this one features what lighting designers are 
used to, so communication with the programmer is down 
in familiar language.

“It’s absolutely fascinating to watch a designer work 
with an Eos board, because they get specific and talk 
about exact key strokes.”  

Special Section: Lighting

Contact Info

Apollo Design
4130 Fourier Dr.

Fort Wayne, IN 46818
P: 260-497-9191

W: www.apollodesign.net

BMI Supply
571 Queensbury Ave

Queensbury, NY  12804
P: 800-836-0524

W: www.bmisupply.com

Chauvet Lighting
3000 N. 29th Ct.

Hollywood, FL 33020
P: 800-762-1084

W: www.chauvetlighting.com

Elation Lighting
6122 S. Eastern Ave.

Los Angeles, CA 90040
P: 866-245-6726

W: www.elationlighting.com

Electronic Theatre Controls (ETC) 
3031 Pleasant View Rd

P.O. Box 620979
Middleton WI 53562

P: 800-688-4116
W: www.etcconnect.com

Gam Products
4975 West Pico Blvd.

Los Angeles, CA 90019 
P: 323-935-4975

W: www.gamonline.com

InLight Gobos
2348 Irving Boulevard

Dallas, TX 75207
P: 877-589-GOBO

W: www.inlightgobos.com

Stage Spot
11900 Metric Blvd.

Suite J-116
Austin, TX 78758
P: 888-567-8243

W: www.stagespot.com
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The three principle design partners and founders of NYX 
Design, Emanuel Treeson, Abigail Rosen Holmes and 
Brian Gale, started their careers in very different places. 

Treeson started his career in theatre, then ventured into 
live event and television lighting. He now has a long list of 
credits, including the movie premieres of Pearl Harbor, Shark 
Tale, and the world tour for Fantasia 2000, as well as corporate 
presentations for clients including Microsoft, Toyota, Ford, 
DreamWorks, The Walt Disney Company, Suzuki, Mazda and 
Paramount.

Gale, on the other hand, began in regional theatre light-
ing design and then spent 24 years with the Walt Disney 
Company. A portion of his later career working at Disney was 
with the Imagineering division. He designed the lighting for 
the Los Angeles Opera’s three-year mounting of Wagner’s 
Ring Cycle as well as the movie premieres of Pocahontas, The 
Hunchback of Notre Dame, and Tarzan.

Holmes began her career in the live event and concert 
lighting world with such notable designs as “The Wall Live 
in Berlin” in 1990, and including tours for Shakira, The Cure, 
Janet Jackson, Cher, Peter Gabriel and Pet Shop Boys. She has 
also designed for Ringling Brothers Barnum and Bailey Circus, 
The Dallas Symphony Orchestra and Hannah Montana/Miley 
Cyrus: The Best of Both Worlds Tour.

They started to come together in the ‘90s, when they all 
found their work intersecting. Shortly after LDI in 2002 they 
made it official and started searching for a name for their new 
company. A search through some literature gave them the 
name “Nyx,” from Greek mythology. Nyx was the daughter 
of Chaos and the goddess of the night, and held exceptional 
power and beauty. The name seemed to fit the philosophy 
and spirit of all three designers, thus NYX Design was formed 
in January of 2003. 

Three-Headed Inspiration
While each designer typically has his or her own projects at 

NYX Design, there are times when two heads—or even three—
are better than one. Working together like this allows Treeson, 
Gale and Holmes to pool their resources and bounce design ideas 
off of each other, and share moments of inspiration. 

Treeson’s favorite example comes from driving on an L.A. free-
way—or, as he corrected himself, “parked on an L.A. freeway.” He 
noticed the interchange ahead of him, and the shape and form 
of the curved concrete pathways opened his eyes to its inherent 
beauty amidst the smog. 

Between the three of them, Treeson, Gale and Holmes have 
a range of credits and clients that covers almost every aspect of 
lighting. This range and versatility gives NYX Design, or, as Gale 
calls it, the “brain hive,” their edge in the industry. As a firm, they 
have used their skills to light theatre productions, architectural or 
movie premieres and corporate events. They don’t limit them-
selves to one particular type of lighting. Instead, they’re increas-
ingly looking for opportunities to work and explore new and 
different realms—wherever the inspiration strikes.

One such area is corporate work. NYX Designs now handles all 
of Microsoft’s Xbox 360 corporate communication work, includ-
ing media and press events. What’s so special about these types of 
events is that not only do they have to be lit for the audience, but 
for camera as well. In addition to designing the lighting, NYX also 
handles the digital content and projection work for the events.  

Another unique project that NYX worked on was the YouTube 
Play Biannual Video Art Competition held at the Guggenheim 
Museum in New York City.  Holmes worked closely with event pro-
ducer Salli Frattini from Sunset Lane Entertainment and Obscura 
Digital projection designers to bring the video art entries to life 
in the museum. With Holmes in the lead, the NYX team worked 
together to design a dramatic lighting scheme for the event that 

Designing by Content
NYX Design uses a three-headed approach to strike up inspiration and design

By Justin Lang Even when designing for corporate theatre, like this Microsoft Xbox product reveal, NYX Design still focuses on the content and its narrative. 
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helped carry the message and feel of the entire event. A big chal-
lenge was to light multiple live performances from bands like 
OK Go for live YouTube broadcast, while protecting museum’s 
precious artwork and ensuring overall visibility of the projection 
all at the same time. 

Technology in the Arts (Design)
With offices on both the east and west coast, it can be challeng-

ing to keep the communication and work flow open across almost 
3,000 miles. But with modern technology, collaboration between 
the team and their client base is simple. NYX Design incorporates 
a wide range of traditional and new technologies to keep in con-
stant connection with each other and clients. The partners are 
never more than a phone call, e-mail, Skype, or text away from 
each other—they’ve formed what Treeson, Gale and Holmes call 
the “virtual cubicle.”  

It isn’t uncommon for the team to leave a voice Skype conver-
sation open for hours at a time. “It gives us the ability to talk to 
each other as though we were right there,” says Gale. Doing so 
gives the partners who are thousands of miles apart the ability 
to talk and exchange ideas as if they were sitting a cubicle apart.

NYX Design also uses DropBox, a cloud-based file storage 
utility that offers the ability to sync files across a local drive and 
the internet. When a file is saved to your local DropBox folder, it 
is automatically synced and saved to your cloud drive. When you 
use another computer or device, the files are automatically synced 
and available as a local file.

Being a remote team and working with clients from all over the 
country means NYX takes full advantage of DropBox by sharing 
specific folders from their account to share files and comps with 
their clients for approvals. Once a new file is loaded to a client’s 
shared folder, a quick notification is sent so that the client knows 
when a new file has been added and downloaded to their local 
folder. From there, clients can comment and share their thoughts 
by uploading an updated file. 

When it comes to entertainment technology, NYX Design 
doesn’t limit itself to any particular CAD software, media server, 
or type of control. It all goes back to the needs of the production 
and what will work best for the given project. While the firm uses 
a wide array of technologies throughout the design process and 
into the production, it is never about the tools, but what helps 
deliver the message quickly and easily in the end.

It has been asked and discussed many times throughout the 
entertainment lighting industry, where is the line drawn between 
lighting and video? NYX Design has a clear understanding that 
the line is being blurred by advances in LED, projection and video 
display technology.

Still, “It is never about the technology, but the end results and 
keeping with the narrative of the project” says Holmes. NYX uses 
all three to help convey the message set forth by the project. They 
interchange lighting and projection to create and enhance the 
narrative of the project to a point where they seem as one. But 
NYX Design still believes that a screen is there for projection of 
content. Video and projection used on scenery, set pieces and tal-
ent are an extension of lighting to help create movement, texture 
and effects to help establish the narrative. 

This brings us back to the very core philosophy that drives NYX 
Design and its founders, Emanuel Treeson, Abigail Holmes and 
Brian Gale: It not the glamor or glitz of the production that matters 
most; it’s about creating meaningful, beautiful designs driven by 
the message.   
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Much like Randy Newman, the writer of 
Harps and Angels (starring Michael McKean in 
its world premiere), members of NYX Design 
find their inspiration everywhere, including 
the urban environment of L.A. 
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A moment from Lieutenant of 
Inishmore at the Center Theatre 
Group, with lighting design by 
Brian Gale of NYX Design. 
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Acting teacher Stella Adler once said that the theatre 
is the “spiritual and social X-ray of its time,” and this 
month’s focus on the work of contemporary American 

playwrights is a case in point.
The inspiration for Clay McLeod Chapman’s 

Commencement was the horrific Virginia Tech massacre 
of 2007. “There was a great deal of anger and resentment 
toward the mother of the VT shooter and there was a need 
for closure,” Chapman has said, “but since the young man had 
killed himself, there wasn’t any. It was something I wanted to 
explore.” And explore he does, with a single actress portray-
ing three women drawn together in the grim aftermath of 
a high school shooting—the shooter’s mother, one of the 
shooter victims and the mother of that victim, who pays an 
unexpected visit to the shooter’s mother after the gradua-
tion ceremony where the daughter’s name was never men-
tioned. Commencement is strong stuff and frequently mov-
ing. [$10.95, Original Works]

Tanya O’Debra combines nostalgia with social satire in 
Radio Star, a send-up of a 1930s-style detective radio show. 
In the broadcast of “The Case of the Long Distance Lover,” 
private detective Nick McKitrick is hired by Fanny LaRue to 
find her husband’s killer. The plot is similar to The Maltese 
Falcon, but O’Debra cleverly blends the clichés of mystery-
detective fiction with modern elements, as when Detective 
Nick McKittrick says, “a regular morning at the office for me is 
unlike what the average Joe deals with at work. You see, Joe 
hangs his hat and coat, takes a seat at his desk, opens up his 
typewriter and looks at Facebook all day while pretending to 
work. Not me.” The result is a satisfyingly funny and nostal-
gic send up—especially since the show may be performed 
by a single performer playing all the roles, or with the roles 
assigned to several different actors. [$10.95, Original Works]

Old and new meet in a new series of complete book and 
lyrics of selected Broadway musicals in handsome paperback 
editions, each volume with a new introduction and color 
photos from one or more productions of the show. Titles 
include Rodgers & Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! and The Sound 
of Music and Avenue Q, by Jeff Whitty, Jeff Marx and Robert 
Lopez. [$16.99 each, Applause Theatre Books]

A new collection of works by Pulitzer Prize finalist Rajiv 
Joseph (Gruesome Playground Injuries; Animals Out of 
Paper; Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo) makes clear why 

he’s one of the most talked about of young American play-
wrights. In Gruesome Playground Injuries, Doug and Kayleen 
“mature” from accident-prone kids to self-destructive adults. 
Bengal Tiger at the Baghdad Zoo is a thought-provoking 
consideration of the Iraq War, inspired by the true story of 
an American soldier who shoots the tiger of the play’s title. 
Animals Out of Paper is perhaps the highlight, focusing on a 
17-year-old high school student with a talent for calculus, a 
love of hip-hop and an unexpected gift for origami. [$15.95, 
Soft Skull Press]

Playwright Sheila Callaghan is the subject of her own three-
play collection: Lascivious Something; Roadkill Confidential; 
That Pretty Pretty, Or, the Rape Play. Her work is literate, edgy 
and tightly woven—often laced with moments of the surreal. 
Lascivious Something takes on failed idealism, economic col-
lapse and sexual confusion. Roadkill Confidential is a noir-ish 
meditation on brutality. And That Pretty Pretty is a standout 
dark comedy about two ex-strippers on a killing spree of abor-
tion opponents.  [$17.95, Soft Skull Press]

What if God told you to be a better person but the world 
wouldn’t allow it? That’s the dilemma facing the central 
character of Neil LaBute’s The Break of Noon, which explores 
the narrow path to spiritual fulfillment—and how strewn it is 
with the comic, frantic and sometimes heartbreaking failings 
of humankind. [$13.95 Soft Skull Press]

The Best American Short Plays 2008-2009 offers a broad 
spectrum of works by 20 contemporary playwrights. Arguably 
the most intriguing is Murray Schisgal’s monologue, “Naked 
Old Man,” about an 80-something Jewish playwright dealing 
with questions of health, sexual prowess and growing old. 
“Early Morning” by Eric Lane focuses on a woman named 
Doris, under police questioning to determine if she killed 
her grandson, dying from AIDS. And “Little Duck,” by Billy 
Aronson, is a delightfully satirical account of the creation of 
a new children’s television show. Other playwrights in the 
collection include Neil LaBute; David Ives; Carey Lovelace; 
co-writers Adam Kraar, Maria Filimon and Tasnim Mansur; 
Meg Miroshnik; Emily Conbere; Polly Frost and Ray Sawhill; 
Marla Del Collins; Joe Salvatore; Lewis Gardner; Rick Pulos; 
Amy Herzog; and James Armstrong. Each playwright provides 
a brief overview of the theme, plot and inspiration for their 
play, making this a particularly good read. [$18.99 Applause 
Theatre and Cinema Books]  

Here and Now
Insights from modern American playwrights 

Off the Shelf | By Stephen Peithman
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This fall I designed the set for a farce; you might think 
that being a farce with all the fun involved, this would 
be an easy task—wrong. The farther the director and I 

got immersed in the project the more we wondered why we 
ever thought it was a good idea. The show was A Flea in Her 
Ear by George Feydeau, a show in which everyone talks about 
sex, but nobody gets any.

But for now, let’s talk about moulding, since the play is set 
in 1900 in a rich man’s drawing room. (Except for the second 
act, set in the Frisky Puss Hotel—but that set piece, and its 
rotating bed, is a story for another day.) The walls in that 
room had to be decked out in all the best finery, including 
moulding. Moulding can take a flat and lifeless wall and give 
it the definition and depth to make it stand out. I am not say-
ing you have to spend lots of money either, you can fabricate 
moulding from a variety of materials like cardboard and sty-
rofoam, I will explore alternative materials in another column.

The standard moulding for a wall starts at the floor with 
baseboard. Then, as you move higher, you get a chair rail, 
designed to be at a height to protect the wall from the top 
of the chair that is placed against it, not really dividing the 
wall equally. The height provides a nice break in the vertical 
look of the wall as frequently the area below the chair rail is 
decorated differently than the larger top section. The next 
section of moulding as you go up the wall is at the top, the 
crown moulding. But there’s still other moulding in the room. 
Each door (all nine of them) and window should be framed 
with moulding. 

Moulding, with the exception of the crown variety, doesn’t 
require too much complexity to install. The only angle you 
need to concern yourself with is 45 degrees, for the most 
part. So a good miter box and back saw can be used, or if you 
can afford one you can get an electric miter saw, sometimes 

called a chop saw. Framing in doors and windows is easy to 
visualize how to make the cuts since you are working with 
the flat section of the molding. Things get a little more fun 
going around corners with the baseboard and chair rail, but 
still doable without any complex math. 

The only time this gets interesting is when the walls aren’t 
square to each other, a frequent event on stage, since we 
cheat the walls away from square all the time. But again, not 
too complex for the chop saw; more difficult with a miter box 
since they are not as flexible in providing all the angles. The 
most important tool to have here is a good bevel square. For 
those of you not familiar with this tool, I would suggest you 
get one. A bevel square is a two piece tool that has a solid sec-
tion with a round end that has a metal blade pivoting around 
a screw so that you can capture an angle and lock the blade 
in place, allowing you to transfer the angle to your moulding. 
(Although if you capture the angle around a corner don’t for-
get to divide it in half before you cut the moulding.)

One last thought on the baseboard and chair rail mould-
ing: how to deal with wall sections longer than what you have 
in stock. Here you can use two short pieces of moulding to 
create the length you need with a scarf joint. A scarf joint is 
made by overlapping the pieces by cutting angled planes. A 
scarf joint is not a structural joint so it will not support weight 
but in this instance it provides a way to hide the extension. A  
good scarf joint is hard to see close up and impossible from 
30 feet. So you can save buying an extra piece of moulding 
when someone makes a mistake on a 45-degree angle by sav-
ing the mistake and using it to extend length in other places. 
After all, if no one can see the joint, who says that you can’t 
have a couple of them in a long wall section? 

Next time we will go into the joy and pain of crown mould-
ing.  

A Touch of Class
Moulding may sound bad, but it can add a luxurious touch to any set

 By Stephen Ellison

There was a lot of moulding to install on Ellison’s set for A Flea in Her Ear—and this is just the drawing room. 
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The Nancy T. Hansen Theatre at Purdue University is surprisingly 
intimate for a 300-seat proscenium theatre; no seat is more than 
50 feet from the stage. However, because the forestage is some 

15 feet in depth, it can sometimes feel that a set is very far away from 
the audience, however close audience members are to the stage. 
Consequently, set designers in the Hansen often design decks or rakes 
that extend out onto the forestage, breaking the line of the fire curtain.

For a deck which spans the full width of the proscenium, as we all 
know, this is not usually a problem; build the deck with a double-wall 
of gypsum board at the fire-curtain line, and let the fire curtain come to 
rest on the top of the deck. Unfortunately, however, our designers tend 
to favor decks that are not full-width, or which have rakes that are not 
perpendicular to the plaster line, or, sometimes, both. (As happened, 
for example, in a recent production of Scapino!, which actually called 
for two separate decks that both broke the fire curtain line.) In order 
to comply with fire code requirements and still satisfy the aesthetic 
of these designs, we’ve developed a trap-door approach that allows a 
portion of the deck to swing down and out of the way in the event the 
fire curtain is tripped.

Disclaimer: we’ve worked with local officials at the University to 
ensure our design satisfies all applicable codes and regulations. What 
works for us may not work for you, so be in touch with your local fire 
marshal or other official who regulates these matters in your locale!

The basic design—which we continue to improve—is simple: we 
build a trap door, approximately 1 foot in depth, which runs across the 
full width of the deck, centered on the line of the fire curtain. The down-
stage side of this trap door (which can be in multiple pieces) is hinged 
to the rest of the deck; the upstage side rests on a steel square tube 
ledger (which in turn rests on framing for the deck). At evenly spaced 
points along this steel ledger, short, “pancake” pneumatic cylinders are 

bolted through the steel tube and secured to the deck. These cylinders 
are mounted such that when they are at full extension, the steel ledger 
supports the trap doors; when they are retracted, they pull the steel 
ledger clear of the trap doors, allowing them to swing down and open. 
(It is important that the cylinders are mounted on the upstage side of 
the deck, so that no air tubes or control lines have to pass through the 
line of the fire curtain.)

The air supply for the cylinders is provided by the (very large) com-
pressor tank for our building. The air system utilizes a 2-position, sole-
noid operated, spring return directional control valve (DCV); this valve 
is controlled by a normally-closed roller switch mounted high on the 
smoke pocket, which is plugged into an out-of-the-way Edison outlet. 
In normal operation, the switch (normally-closed) passes current to the 
DCV, keeping the cylinders extended. When the fire-curtain drops, it 
trips the roller switch, opening the circuit; when the DCV loses power, 
the spring moves the spool in the valve to the other position, directing 
pressure to the rod end of the cylinders, causing them to retract, allow-
ing the trap door to fall.

Ensuring that the system requires electrical current to keep the trap 
door up means that if, for any reason, the power should fail during a fire, 
the trap door would immediately swing open, allowing the fire curtain 
to pass. However, this also means that any time power is lost, the trap 
door swings open. This can be potentially dangerous if, for example, 
there’s a power outage during a performance and an actor happens 
to be standing on the trap door. To address this, we’re developing an 
improvement to this system that utilizes a battery backup, a program-
mable logic controller, and a flashing light: if the roller switch is tripped 
or power to the system is lost, the PLC would begin flashing the light 
and wait for about 10 seconds before opening the door, allowing 
actors or technicians time to safely get clear. 

Answer Box | By Rich Dionne

Breaking the Line

Keeping your theatre up to code when 

your set breaks the fire curtain line 

requires a little more work… 
A diagram of the trap door so that the fire curtain line can maintain its integrity. 

The production of Scapino! at Purdue 
University’s Nancy T. Hansen Theatre had 
two decks that broke the fire curtain line. 
It was directed by Gordon McCall with set 
design by Eric Luchen. 
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