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Editor's Note

Everything's a Gift
Sure, it’s an improv cliché—but it also just so happens to be true.

I mentioned last month 
that I had just started a 
new script with a writ-

ing partner—this month, in 
order to help with our com-
munication, we took a class 
called “Improv for Writers.” 
It was, in a word, fantastic. 

For one, it was funny to 
see a bunch of writers get up and try to improv (including 
myself). We were all so used to sitting behind keyboards so 
when the instructors told us to put our laptops away, and 
invited us to walk around, get physical, and yell a little to 
warm us up—well, it was a hoot. If you ever want to feel less 
self-conscious about your own warm up techniques—picture 
a roomful of writers doing them. Guaranteed 100% more self-
conscious and awkward than you! Some of the writers looked 
like they’d rather be 12 years old at their first boy/girl dance 
than actually participating. 

I made sure I participated in one exercise in front of every-
one—though I completely have no recollection of what it was 
or what I contributed. I also prodded my partner to participate 
in another exercise, one that involved getting nine writers to 
participate. This was, as you may have guessed, not exception-
ally easy. There were two moderators in the class, and as one 
of them wrote down the steps of the exercise on the board, the 

other prodded students to volunteer to participate. He stalled 
out at five, badgered everyone, got to seven… made a push to 
eight, and then couldn’t get anyone else to stand up. At a cer-
tain point the other moderator spoke up, and said “That’s OK, 
everything’s a gift. I can make this work with eight.” 

“Everything’s a gift.” That was a riff on one of their “Seven 
Golden Rules of Improv.” It’s a variation on a standard rule 
of improv, which is not to say “no” to anything, not to judge 
any idea, however stupid, crazy or off the wall it may seem. If 
everything is a gift, then it’s valuable, and you’ll work to find 
a way to use it—including cutting an exercise down from nine 
participants to eight. 

I know this isn’t rocket science. I know it’s Basic Improv 101. 
But I don’t care. It’s a good attitude to take into all areas of 
creating theatre—especially when challenges (as they always 
do) arise. Our attitude towards them might just make the pro-
cess of overcoming them much more pleasant. And we always 
overcome them, the show does, in fact, go on. Plus, as a writer, 
getting reminded that I need to have less space between the 
idea and the pen, or the thought and the keyboard—that 
sometimes I just need to get up on my feet and do something, 
no matter how foolish it seems, well, that was a gift, too. 

This month’s Video Editor’s Note can be seen at 
bit.ly/sdsepted

Jacob Coakley
jcoakley@ stage-directions.com
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In the Greenroom
Fifth Annual High School Theatre Honors Program Accepting Applications

The fifth annual Stage Directions High 
School Theatre Honors Program is now 
underway! Students, teachers, parents, vol-
unteers—and anyone else—can nominate 
worthy high school programs from the U.S. 
or Canada at www.stage-directions.com/
tophighschools. The Stage Directions High 
School Theatre Honors Program celebrates 
the high achievers in high school theatre, 
the programs that go above and beyond 
to teach exceptional theatre skills and put 
on an excellent show. 

“For most of us, our love of theatre began in high school,” said 
Jacob Coakley, editor of Stage Directions. “It’s where we learned 
about the classics, first got to perform meaningful work, and truly 
came to love this art form. Our High School Theatre Honors Program 
celebrates high schools with exceptional programs, who spark and 
nurture a lifelong love of theatre, and also wow their audiences with 
superlative shows.” 

Nominations are open at www.stage-directions.com/tophigh-
schools, and anyone—students, parents, teachers or fans—can 

nominate a school. And while each person 
can only nominate one school, a school 
can be nominated as many times as it has 
people who support it. 

“The more nominations a school gets, 
the more we consider it for the recogni-
tion,” said Coakley, who explained that they 
do have safeguards in place to make sure 
that one person can’t take over the voting. 
“But the ability to mobilize a community of 
passionate volunteers and patrons is one 
mark of a successful program.” In addition 

to the open nomination process, Stage Directions will also conduct 
an informal survey of teachers, professors and recruiters across the 
country to find schools that excel. The winners from each region 
(Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, Northwest, Southwest and Canada) 
will be profiled in the November issue.

“I’m excited to see what schools we hear about this year,” said 
Stage Directions Publisher Terry Lowe. “We’re always blown away 
by the caliber of theatre education and I’m sure this year will be no 
different!”
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Cyrando de Bergerac at the Interlochen Arts Academy, winners in the 
Midwest category in the 2011 Stage Directions High School Theatre 
Honors Program
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Production Partners Help Shakespeare Center of L.A. Bring Performance to VA Healthcare Center

For the first time in approximately 20 years, the Shakespeare 
Center of Los Angeles (SCLA) returned to the Japanese Garden on 
the grounds of the VA West Los Angeles Healthcare Center cam-
pus with As You Like It, directed by Royal Shakespeare Company 
artist Kenn Sabberton. The Center chose the location partly 
because Artistic Director Ben Donenberg remembered the beau-
ty of the space when they performed there in the early ‘90s, but 
also as a continuation of their work to
make Shakespeare vital for everyone—in 
this case, veterans. 

“Veterans’ health care is a major issue 
that we’ve yet to really absorb in our coun-
try,” Anthony Byrnes, a producer for the 
Shakespeare Center on this project, said. 
And the Shakespeare Center wanted to 
be able to do more to help them than just 
offer free tickets. They found a way thanks 
to the help of Federal Judge Harry Pregerson. Pregerson served 
as a Marine in WWII, and has been a tireless vet advocate. He 
was instrumental in the Shakespeare Center’s return to the VA 
campus. Once that connection was made the Shakespeare Center 
worked with the VA Center and engaged vets on every level of 
production: two vets acted in the show, vets helped build the 
stage and set, the sound was mixed by a veteran, all of the front 
of house staff, parking attendees and ushers were all vets. “We’ve 
been able to hire them to do everything from putting the set up 
to welcoming the audience, to acting in the company onstage, to 
mixing the audio—they’re involved everywhere,” Byrnes shared. 

The veterans were trained and guided by a roster of produc-
tion companies that donated equipment and time, thanks to 
the efforts of longtime board member (and touring industry 
stalwart) Patrick Stansfield. Brown United donated the bleach-
ers, seating risers and chairs, a major portion of the infrastruc-
ture. SGPS Showrig supplied the truss and staging at cost. PRG 
donated all of the lighting, loudspeakers and control consoles. 

Road Radios gave radios for the produc-
tion staff. Rock-It Cargo gave an enormous 
assist with transportation. Jon Sound gave 
the Shakespeare Center a great discount 
on the wireless mics. All Access Passes 
provided backstage passes and the donor 
sponsor logos on a step-and-repeat ban-
ner. CAT Entertainment Services supplied 
the power, two 150 kVA generators, as well 
as cable and distro necessary to cover the 

5-acre site. No detail being too small, even the comfy seat pads 
were donated by Mountain Productions for use on the bleacher 
units!

The event was a great success, both in terms of the perfor-
mance and its impact on the vets, and the Shakespeare Center is 
eager to see it continue to delight thousands of audience mem-
bers from across all spectrums of Los Angeles!

“We’re hoping this becomes a long term venue for Shakespeare 
Center Los Angeles, and we’d like to scale this program up to 
serve more veterans, employ more veterans and be here every 
summer for the next 20 years,” added Byrnes. 
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Ariel Bell, an Army veteran from 1996-1998 who served in the 
Signal Corps, was front of house mixer for As You Like It.



Behringer X32 Digital Mixing Console

The Behringer X32 is a 32-channel 
digital mixer with 16 mix buses, six 
mutes and eight DCA groups. It comes 
with Midas-designed pre-amps and 
has a 40-bit floating point DSP with 
“unlimited” dynamic range. You can 

use the 100mm, fully-motorized faders, or mix it remotely with an 
iPad app. Each channel and bus has individual and dynamic LED 
Scribble strips for easy assignment. The 16 mix buses have indi-
vidual inserts, 6-band parametric EQ’s and full dynamic processing. 
There are 16 analog XLR outputs as well as six line in/outputs, and 
it is also ready for a digital snake. www.behringer.com

Intracom iOS Beltpack Solution
IntraCom’s iOS Beltpack Solution transforms 

an iPod Touch or iPhone into a wireless inter-
com system. The Beltpack Solution includes 
a VCOM Intercom System Port, IntraCom’s 
Proprietary Beltpack Template, an extended life 
battery, swivel belt clip and a broadcast style 
headset. The VCOM Wireless Intercom system 
supports up to 200 users that can talk hands free 
privately or in conference in full duplex. VCOM 
Wireless Intercom can be used over WiFi or Data 

Cellular, interfaces with virtually any number of external communi-
cations systems, and has no radio frequency restraints, according to 
the manufacturer. www.intracomsystem.com

Lycian Stage Lighting's Zot Line of Followspots
Lycian Stage Lighting’s new line of 

followspots, the Zot family, come in 
four models: the Zot 12, a 1200 watt 
Tungsten; the Zot 5, a 575 MSR; the 
Zot 7, a 700 MSR; and the Zot 12HP, a 
1200 watt MSR. All are built on a com-
mon platform with identical features 

differing only by the light source and associated cooling and elec-
tronics. All Zots include the Lycian spot size control coupled to a 
nichrome iris, an internal self-cancelling color boomerang, bayonet 
style lamp/socket for rapid no-tool lamping, forward angled yoke 
for extreme downward tilt angles, an advanced rear controlled 3 
disc fader and fine focus control. www.lycian.com

Shure ULX-D Digital Microphone System
Shure Inc. is extending its ULX-D digi-

tal wireless microphone system with 
new multi-channel receivers, a High
Density mode that enables 47 systems 
to operate in just six MHz of spectrum 
and integrated Dante digital audio net-
working. The new ULXD4D dual chan-

nel digital receiver, and ULXD4Q quad channel digital receiver, pic-
tured below, pack two or four channels of wireless into one rack space, 
with individual gain controls, LED meters, and XLR outputs for each 
channel. Like the single-channel, half-rack ULXD4 digital receiver, the 
new dual and quad receivers feature fully digital audio processing and 
RF transmission as well as AES 256-bit encryption. www.shure.com
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T he youngest person ever 
to be nominated for a Tony 
and Olivier Award (both 

for End Of The Rainbow), Gareth 
Owen is a prolific sound designer 
and live engineer who balances 
his time between West End and 
Broadway shows, live rock and 
pop concerts and various writ-
ing and lecturing gigs. And guess 
what? He keeps active with his 
personal life on top of all this, 
which is not always an easy feat 
in show business. Stage Directions 
sat down with the sonic multi-
tasker to see what makes him tick 
and keep on ticking.

Stage Directions: You are the 
youngest person ever to be 
nominated for the Tony Award 
for Best Sound Design  and 
for the Olivier Award for Best 
Sound Design. What are the 
advantages and disadvantages 
of being, for lack of a better 
term, the newer kid on the 
block? How tricky is it to push 
the envelope sometimes?

Gareth Owen: I tend to find that producers, directors 
and musical supervisors are generally more wary of the 
unknown than they are of age, or lack of it. People like to 
feel secure, and of course age and experience promote 
this. But these days I find that reputation and personal 
relationships—either with people I am working with or 
people who have worked with the people I am working 
with—make life a whole lot easier. Two Tony nomina-
tions and an Olivier nomination don’t hurt either!

You transferred End Of The Rainbow from the U.K. to 
U.S. What was that experience like?

The biggest learning curve when working in New 
York for the first time was coming to grips with how 
the unions work. There are several that affect sound design—most 
notably USA 829, the scenic designers union who now look after sound 
designers, and IATSE, the stagehands union. The unions in the U.S. are 
extremely strong and learning the do’s and don’ts took time. We don’t 
really need to worry about it too much in Europe.

You have done a lot of live sound engineering for artists like 
Ronnie Wood, Elton John and Geri Halliwell. What have you learned 
from this aspect of your career?

As I’m sure you can imagine, working with Geri Halliwell was very 

different than working with 
Ronnie Wood. Guys like Ronnie 
have been doing this longer than 
I’ve been alive—you can learn so 
much from them. I once tried to 
get a drum screen fitted around 
Ronnie’s drummer—he walked 
in, took one look, and decreed it 
“not very rock ‘n’ roll.” The drum 
screen went back on the truck.

Have you done a lot of live 
sound mixing for theatre, and 
if so, how does it compare with 
working concerts?

I started my career mixing rock 
‘n’ roll and then moved into mix-
ing musical theatre. The design 
work came later—maybe sooner 
than I would have liked, if I’m hon-
est. I still think I had one more the-
atre tour in me. I still mix the occa-
sional bit of theatre. I’m actually 
opening the Jesus Christ Superstar 
arena tour, mainly because I love 
the show and it’s a really short 
run, so I can do it without it taking 
up too much time.

Theatrical sound design is, in 
my humble opinion, one of the toughest disciplines in 
live sound. The skill set required to make a loud musi-
cal theatre show sound good is so broad—you have to 
learn so many different things—well, it’s a real challenge. 
Comparing theatre to rock ‘n’ roll? There tends to be a 
lot more detail to think about in theatre—rock ‘n’ roll is 
usually simpler, purer, less fussy. More fun in some ways.

What has been the most challenging theatrical pro-
duction you have worked on?

I suspect designing Little Mermaid for Disney in 
Moscow is going to be a challenge. We fly out there in 
a couple of weeks time, and I’m looking forward to it 
enormously. Top Hat in London’s West End was quite a 

difficult show, primarily, as the name suggests, because there were so 
many hats. As any theatrical sound designer will tell you, hats are the 
bane of our lives! We try to hide microphones up in the hair line so they 
are invisible. Unfortunately, as soon as you introduce a hat to the equa-
tion the microphone starts to sound likes its in a cave, or worse, gets 
covered up entirely. We mount mics in the hats to try and overcome this, 
but it can be an uphill struggle.

What console are you spec’ing lately for musicals? 
The Digidesign Venue is my current favorite console. I like how it 

Always Learning
Sound Designer Gareth Owen on why learning (about sound and people) 

is so important to be successful 

Tracie Bennett in End of the Rainbow on Broadway, with sound design by Gareth Owens
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sounds, and it does what I need it to do. The guys at Avid are super 
supportive. Sheldon Radcliffe has become a personal friend, and I 
genuinely enjoy collaborating with him on various aspects of the 
console. I also use the Yamaha PM1D a fair bit, and for live work the 
Soundcraft Vi6 is a great desk. With regard to mics, I use a lot of DPA 
mics for orchestra work, Audix mics for drums and Sennheiser stuff for 
cast work.

You are a founding member of the Association of Sound Designers. 
Could you talk about its genesis and its goals? How much are you 
still involved with it?

The original idea behind the ASD was to give sound designers in 
the U.K. a voice, something that has been sadly lacking over here for 
a long time. It’s a slow process, but we are getting there. My current 
favorite thing is the social events we have been organizing. Sound 
designers, and sound engineers as a whole, can be very critical of 
each other, and getting together on a social level can only improve 
this. Maybe it will make people think more about how they act with 
regard to their peers if they actually know each other and have 
shared a beer or two!

Your sound design work has taken you all over the world. How do 
venues vary from country to country in terms of technology?

Because we tend to bring in all our own equipment—right down 
to ‘coms, cuelights and CCTV—we don’t rely too heavily on equip-
ment in venues. Often the equipment will be shipped in from other 
countries. Usually the U.K. or U.S. theatre sound tends to require 
some rather fiddly detailed equipment that rock 'n' roll companies, 
particularly those in smaller countries, sometimes struggle to pro-
vide.

What was it like to design sound for Sister Act in five different coun-
tries? How much did the show vary from place to place?

We’ve tried very hard to keep the hardware consistent from show to 
show. We use a pair of Venues—one at FOH and one in the orchestra 
pit—Shure UHF-R radio mics and d&b T-Series P.A. We then try to keep 
the programming of the consoles as close to the master version as pos-
sible, meaning all we have to do is to teach the local sound operators to 
mix the show. How easy this is to achieve can vary hugely from place to 
place.

Some shows have a lot of technology at play, while others do not. 
Do you prefer working on smaller or larger shows?

For me, it’s the bigger the better. I get bored easily, and the bigger 
the challenge the happier I am. Having said that, a small show in a tricky 
space requiring an innovative solution keeps me just as amused.

What advice could you offer up and coming sound designers about 
their prospective career path?

Accept the fact now that you don’t know everything. In fact, accept 
the fact now that you know practically nothing. Get working on shows. 
Do work experience if necessary; anything to get you through the door. 
Once you’re in, soak up everything you can without pissing anyone off. 
There will never be a shortage of work for people who are good at their 
jobs and who are fun to be around.

Between designing, writing, teaching and lecturing, when do you 
find time to sleep?

I also do loads of water skiing, surfing and jet skiing too. You’ve got to 
try and find a balance between work and play, which of course helps a 
lot if you love your job—which I do.
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The Care and Feeding of Volunteers
Your theatre relies on their 
knowledge and enthusiasm, but 
are you doing enough to insure 
volunteers are getting 
something back?

Feature | By Trish Causey

Volunteers are the lifeblood of 
community theatre. In order to 
give them the respect and care 

they deserve, we spoke to a few the-
atres with thriving volunteer bases 
about how they get people involved 
and ensure they stay. 

Get Involved
Tracy Alexander of Midland, Texas, 

stays busy coordinating the small 
army of volunteers that tackles the 
work at Midland Community Theatre. 
While most (300 or so) of the annual 450-500 volunteers MCT has are 
onstage, the others may be involved in design, directing, promotions, 
front-of-house, building sets and costumes or serve on one of several 
boards. There’s plenty to do, and recruiting volunteers is a daily task for 
Alexander. 

“As the volunteer coordinator, I do attend community events, and 
MCT has a display booth for our brochures and promotion. We also pro-
mote volunteer opportunities on our website and Facebook pages and 
recruit from the database of over 1,000 households of thespians in the 
Permian Basin with direct mail.”

She reveals the secret of getting volunteers into the theatre: “The best 
recruiter is an active volunteer bringing in friends and family to help with 
a show or work an event.” 

John Potter at the Phipps Center for the Arts in Hudson, Wisc., is in 
full agreement on this point. “Volunteerism is about relationships,” says 
Potter. “New volunteers are usually the result of a personal invitation to 
participate initiated by a friend, or acquaintance, or a staff member. The 
Phipps center is fortunate to have over 600 volunteers annually who tell 
their friends about the fun and rewarding experiences they have at the 
center.” 

This is a truism wherever the theatre 
is based: “Most volunteers come to us 
through friendship with other mem-
bers,” says Filip Vandueren, vice presi-
dent of the Ktg. Uilenspiegel, a non-
profit theatre located across the pond in 
Diest, Belgium. 

With so much emphasis on friend-
ships and relationships it’s no wonder 
that the internet and social media have 
sunk their cyber tentacles into the world 
of community theatre. Alexander says 
that MCT volunteers “chatting away on 

Facebook about auditions, rehearsals, showtimes, and all that jazz … are 
our biggest promotional tool in creating excitement.” Michelle Bianchi 
Pingel, managing director at The Players Theatre in Sarasota, Fla., uses 
Constant Contact, an email delivery service, to advertise volunteer 
opportunities, and they accept applications via the web. “We have a 
volunteer profile on our website that anyone interested can fill out and 
that gets emailed directly to me,” Pingel says. 

But no one has given up the traditional methods of recruiting volun-
teers, either. “We must be cautious in depending too much on electronic 
communications and leaving behind volunteers without web access or 
just an aversion to technology,” says Alexander. “We still place ads in the 
local paper and use bulk mail flyers.” 

Pingel echoes this sentiment, and mentions that Players Theatre still 
has volunteer application postcards in the lobby, and a box on every 
audition form where actors can indicate their interest in volunteering in 
other ways.

Grow Their Skills
Pingel is not shy about sharing her best practice for training volun-

teers to be useful: “Hire a volunteer coordinator!” she gushes. “We have 
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Volunteer Amber Webb operates the light board at the Phipps Center for the Arts.

Tara Elizabeth Lucchino as Annie Sullivan and Sophia Whitley as Helen Keller in 
the Phipps Center for the Arts production of The Miracle Worker.



volunteer is unique. You have to find out what their ‘trigger points’ are 
so you know what is important to them and why they want to be here. 
That can be done formally with having them fill out an interest form, 
or informally with a personal interview.” As an example, they ordered a 
name badge for a volunteer technical assistant that had his name and 
the words ‘Assistant Technician’ under his name. “He wears it proudly 
and gives us 100%! Sometimes even a shirt that says Players Staff or 
Players Volunteer makes them lifelong volunteers!” 

Knowing what a volunteer personally needs to keep serving means 
developing a relationship with that volunteer—and this is exactly what 
Potter thinks is necessary to keep volunteers engaged. “The camara-
derie and friendships formed while serving keeps folks coming back,” 
he says. “A sense of accomplishment, being part of something positive 

and bigger than oneself, and the pleasure 
of being with like-minded people all con-
tribute to volunteer retention.” And while 
the Phipps Center strives to acknowledge 
volunteers with recognition from directors, 
coordinators and crew chiefs during staff 
meetings, by notes in programs and their 
annual “‘Cheers for Volunteers” celebra-
tion, sometimes the best thing you can 
do for a volunteer is let them leave, says 
Potter.

“During my first few years at the center, 
I would be concerned and dismayed when someone in leadership didn’t 
return season after season. I then realized that people leave for a variety 
of reasons. Allowing a valued volunteer to come and go according to 
their interests and their schedule enables them to return refreshed and 
reinvigorated rather than persevering out of a sense of obligation. Over 
the years, many have taken a break and then returned to their previous 
responsibilities or have pursued new positions within the organization. 
Another benefit is that new leaders are given the opportunity to serve.” 

It takes a brave organization to let a volunteer go, but sometimes 
that’s just what’s necessary to give your other volunteers new, exciting 
opportunities. 

“That is what I love about any community theatre — you can be a 
props runner one show and second banana the next,” says Alexander. 
“The only limit to your involvement is time and interest.” 
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one—Betty Morris—and she is wonderful!” 
She breaks down the volunteers at Players 
Theatre into two camps: Ushers (“And trust 
me, they only want to be ushers.”) and 
everyone else (actors, stagehands, box 
office, etc.). The volunteer coordinator 
ensures people are placed according to 
their desires and talents, they also run the 
twice-yearly training for ushers. “All others 
are trained within the department they are 
volunteering in.” 

This technique worked well for everyone we spoke to. “Matching a 
person’s interests, personality and talents with an appropriate position 
is key,” asserts Potter. And once you’ve located someone in the right 
department, make sure they have the guidance they need. 

“Ideal volunteer training occurs when someone is able to job shadow, 
co-chair, or apprentice a position,” says Potter. That way “a new person is 
allowed to assimilate and be mentored by an experienced veteran, with 
rewards for both.” 

And once they know what they’re doing, let ‘em loose. “Give them a 
task with responsibility, and trust that they’ll do a good job,” Vandueren 
says—but make sure there’s a support system in place. Vandueren’s 
theatre has committees doing the work in each area, so if someone 
has problems they have a support team that can help, a collaborative 
approach that Potter also uses. 

“Sharing duties among several people when 
the job was previously done by only one person 
has also proven to be very effective,” Potter says. 
“Team efforts work well when there is good com-
munication and trust among the members.” 

Keep Them Around
Once the volunteers have been bitten by the 

bug, the biggest job for staffers is retaining those 
volunteers from show to show and year to year. 
Alexander says information is a big step to ensur-
ing the much-needed volunteers keep coming 
back. “We start off each season with a mailer to 
our volunteers that includes a breakdown of each 
show and a calendar so that they may plan out 
their year.”

Alexander also makes sure to offer small thank-
you’s to the volunteers. “At every opportunity, we 
feed and nourish our volunteers. From a 50-cent 
soda machine near the rehearsal hall, to lunch 
during tech, to treats on opening night, and 
dinner at strike. Volunteers may also receive half-
price drinks at our bar, discounts through the 
costume rental shop, and advance reservations 
for tickets.”

Pingel favors a more focused approach. “Each 

Katie Bailey as Dorothy and Andy Salcedo as the Professor in 
a moment from The Wizard of Oz at the Midland Community Theatre.
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The volunteer backstage crew for The Wizard of Oz at the Midland Community Theatre.
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T he seeds for Thern Stage Equipment were sown in Winona, 
Minnesota, in 1948, when Royal G. Thern, an engineer, started a 
small business that would enable him to invent and build new 

products. He was a bit more successful than he intended—successes 
in agriculture and manufacturing led to Thern Inc.’s lifting and pulling 
equipment being used in theatres. His engrained “Minnesota nice” 
and passion for inventing meant he didn’t want to disappoint this new 
market, so Thern Stage Equipment was born, with an innovative clew 
winch that’s still in use today. We sat down with Thern Stage Equipment 
President and CEO Tedd Morgan to talk about how Thern’s passion for 
invention, service and quality still drive his business more than 60 years 
later. 

Thern didn’t imagine his company being this successful? 
We sometimes joke about being “Minnesota nice,” being very con-

cerned about doing things for other people, which was something our 
founder fell into. He may have had dreams for what he wanted his busi-
ness to be, but pretty soon he had a customer base, and he was devoted 
to making sure he was serving the needs of that customer base. That’s 
really what has driven us ever since. We try to solve problems for our 
customers.

So, “Minnesota nice.” What else is unique about Thern Stage  
      Equipment? 

There are a couple things. One is the diversity of the markets we’re in. 
We’re able to lean on our strengths in other markets to help support our 
efforts in the theatre and stage market. It gives us a broader knowledge 
base. We use the experience and knowledge we gain in other markets 
and bring it over to the theatre realm. 

In the theatre market what sets us apart is that we aren’t just trying 
to build another arbor just like everybody else, or another winch just like 
everybody else. We’re trying to really come in with a solution that solves 
a problem for not only the operator and the user of the equipment but 
also the installer. Understanding what the application is, using our engi-
neering skill to design a good product, then using our manufacturing 
skill to bring that product to market at a competitive price. 

What’s a product you deliver that’s like no 
one else's? 
Our Brickhouse arbor and rope lock. 

Traditionally, a counterweight rigging arbor has 
always been accepted as something inherently 
unsafe because operators are required to load 
and unload these 20- or 22-pound counterweight 
bricks leaning way out from a catwalk. We realized 
it would be much safer to load the bricks from the 
front. We had seen arbors where that type of load-
ing was possible, and we also realized that putting 
shelves in the arbor would allow a stagehand to 
load those bricks at a comfortable level, and not 
have to stack from the bottom up. So there were 
a series of ideas that came as we started taking a 
look at the arbor that we were able to incorporate 
into the Brickhouse arbor.  All things that we felt 
improved the design and made it easier to use 
and more operator friendly. We ended up with 
something that’s a complete departure from a tra-
ditional arbor, and it does away with most of the 
safety concerns that are inherent in the traditional 
arbors. 

The Brickhouse arbor and rope lock go together. 
The inspiration for the Brickhouse rope lock came 
out of rope locks we were familiar with that were 
being produced and sold and installed in Europe. 
That seed gave us the idea to a different approach 
for doing a rope lock, and so we took that concept 
and updated it. It was a fresh way of looking at 
handling the hand line in a counterweight rigging 
system. We started with "here’s a problem, a piece 
of equipment is needed to control the hand line, 
here is what’s currently being offered, what’s a 
way of doing this better?" So we took that seed 
idea, and improved it quite a bit, and now have 
come to market with an entirely new product for 
the industry. 

One last thing—we’ve talked about product and history, but 
I think it’s also important to say that one of our strengths is the 
people that we have here; the knowledge, caring attitude and 
concern they have, plus the desire to do whatever they can to 
take care of our customers. Our simple philosophy is understand-
ing what our customers' problems are, designing some really nice 
well-suited solutions and delivering those in a timely manner. It’s 
really that simple and it’s really all about putting smiles on our 
customers’ faces.  

Driven to Solve Problems
Tedd Morgan, CEO and President of 

Thern Stage Equipment, shares the path 

of innovation they follow to serve their 

customers 

Tedd Morgan, President and CEO of Thern Stage Equipment

Company Spotlight 
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"We ended up with something that’s 
a complete departure from a tradi-
tional arbor, and it does away with 
most of the safety concerns that are 
inherent in the traditional arbors."

Once a year, Thern Stage Equipment (TSE) performs on 
the world’s largest stage on New Year’s Eve at One Times 
Square, New York, New York. More than one million 

people go to the annual countdown each New Year’s Eve, eagerly 
waiting for the highlight of the evening—the lowering of the 
Times Square Ball. And the city of New York went to Thern Stage 
Equipment to help with the annual iconic event. 

Thern was selected to custom design and manufacture a winch 
capable of lifting and lowering the New York Times Square Ball. At 
12 feet in diameter, the ball itself weighs in at 11,875 pounds and 
consists of 32,256 LED lights that give the ball its dazzling effects.

Over one billion people watch 
the event on televisions all over 
the world; but none as intently as 
the proud designers, engineers, 
machinists, project managers 
and owners at Thern, Inc.

Thern Stage Equipment brings 
their know-how and innova-
tion to prestigious theatres and 
schools, too. They recently outfit-
ted Kings Cross University of the 
Arts – London with a complete 
counterweight system featuring 
their revolutionary Brickhouse 
rope locks and “front-loading” 
Brickhouse arbors.

For a closer look at many more 
venues TSE has supplied, visit 
them online at www.thernstage.
com

About Thern Stage Equipment
Thern Stage Equipment is a 

wholly owned division of Thern, 
Inc., which has been designing 
and manufacturing standard and 
custom hoists for use in applica-

tions across a wide range of industries since 1948. With a full 
range of load handling capabilities available to customers, Thern 
is a worldwide leader in lifting and rigging equipment, offering 
full lines of manually and electrically operated hoists. Known for 
reliable quality and excellent service, customer satisfaction is key 
for Thern.

TSE brings Thern’s strong reputation for manufacturing excel-
lence and customer satisfaction to the theatre and entertainment 
market. The TSE full line of manual and electric clew winch line 
sets, BRICKHOUSE™ counterweight systems, line shaft hoist sys-
tems, pilewind hoist line sets, roll drops, fire vent closure hoists, 
and more bring the dependability and performance of Thern to 
units designed specifically with theatre applications and environ-
ments in mind.

Thern Stage Equipment
5712 Industrial Park Rd. 

P.O. Box 347 
Winona, MN 55987

P: 800-553-2204

www.thernstage.com

Dazzling Winches

Advertorial

A moment from Xanadu at Honolulu’s Diamond Head Theatre. The theatre installed Thern CW1-1000 Clew 
Winches backstage. 

Thern Stage Equipment designed a custom winch for the annual New Year’s Eve 
lowering of the Times Square Ball. 

A stagehand loads a Thern Stage 
Equipment Brickhouse arbor at 
the Jubilee Theater in Edmonton, 
Alberta, Canada. TSE supplied a 
complete counterweight rigging 
system retrofit with their rope 
locks, arbors and counterweights. 
The retrofit was a safety initiative 
by the theatre, which saw Thern’s 
equipment as being much safer, 
more ergonomic and easier to use 
than their old, traditional system.



14    September 2012 • www.stage-directions.com

It's Just Light
Light on the Subject | By Lucas Benjaminh Krech

Sometimes you need to think of video 
as just another light to use.

I got into video projection back in the old days of the last century. I 
mainly did live performance video at all night dance events, rather 
than traditional theatrical production. The fin de siècle technology 

in those days was largely hardware based. A big multi-media show 
would consist of one or more video mixers, VHS players, DVD players, 
and perhaps a computer or two. The truly avant-garde were using a 
new (at the time) software solution called Isadora, now an industry 
standard. Theatre would often use DVD or slides. Amazing how time 
changes everything—including myself. 

I got out of doing live performance video looping sometime in 
grad school to focus exclusively on lighting. And lighting is what I 
did as a professional until very recently. It was not a choice to change 
professions, but rather a need to solve a specific design challenge that 
led me back to the world of video projection. When I looked at video 
projection this time around it wasn’t from the perspective of a video 
designer, but as a lighting designer. So if you are looking for an article 
on video codecs, hardware optimization and projector interface hard-
ware, this is definitely not it. There are far more qualified people to talk 
about those matters in much greater depth than I could ever attempt. 
This is about video as a lighting and storytelling tool. 

Content Options
I was working on a new play with Shotgun Players, Phaedra, and 

we were trying to figure out transitions between scenes. The unity of 
time, place and action of the script made the cycle of the day a very 
important element. But the theatre has severely limited resources and 
the whole thing was a unit set interior. In our design meetings, ideas 
of clouds and sunsets and other natural elements kept cropping up, 
but there simply weren’t enough lights to make all these transitions 
and light the show itself. (And call me old-fashioned, but I place light-
ing the show above scene transitions.) 

At some point I realized that my video and computer graphics 
work, which had been relegated to a hobby, could solve these prob-
lems. I had forgotten most anything I knew of codecs and projec-
tors—but I knew a single light source with infinite gobo options when 

I saw one. 
So I put together some material from creative commons footage 

on the internet archive (archive.org), hand-coded some animations in 
Processing (a visual programming language I have been exploring for 
a few years), taught myself Qlab as a playback format, and we were 
off to the races. 

It’s been close to a decade since my last real foray into video work, 
and the technology has changed tremendously in that time. There are 
now what seems like 10,000 options for video design of every level of 
complexity and every style of show. The number of options available 
for VJ-style, non-linear video mixing software are almost overwhelm-
ing. And theatrical-style ordered cue stack software options aren’t too 
far behind. 

I chose QLab because of how it integrates with Quartz Composer, 
the apple visual programming environment, which allowed for ease 
of use in structuring a cuestack and infinite flexibility in terms of 
compositing effects, transitions, etc. But the minutia of which piece 
of software is best for what application is a topic for another article. 

For my work on Phaedra I kept my use of video pretty simple, think-
ing of the projections only as very complicated gobos. This is a good 
stepping-off point for lighting designers who might be flirting with 
video design. Sure, there are hundreds of cloud gobos to choose from, 
but if you want clouds that streak across the sky you have only a few 
options. And while the GAM Film FX is a wonderful piece of technology, 
using video means you don’t have to limit yourself to template strings. 
Whether you want big rolling clouds or little puffy clouds; colorful or 
monochromatic clouds—as many clouds as float across the sky and 
you can capture with a camera are yours to use with video. Whatever 
your design needs, there is easily-sourced footage that can be placed 
in a simple playback system and added to any lighting design.

Form Options 
One of the best things about coming to video projection from a 

lighting background is how many more options there are when you 
approach it as light, and not as video. Most people who traditionally 

Lucas used video projections mapped onto the sculptural set piece for 
Orphee et Euridice at Opera Santa Fe instead of rotating gobos.
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come at video approach it from the aspect of film 
or TV, and tend to think of projecting on a two-
dimensional rectangle somewhere on stage that 
acts as a screen. Sure, this is one approach, but 
it is no more necessary than 45° sidelight or R80 
backlight. Anything can be a projection surface, 
and projection mapping onto three-dimensional 
sculptural set pieces can be a whole ton of fun. 
(Plus a LOT of work, so book the extra tech time.)

For Phaedra I projected a simple cone of light 
on stage in a typical rectangular shape. But what 
made the video dynamic and effective was my 
projection surface: a very sculptural set. The com-
bination of several walls at different angles, two 
levels, and actors moving across the stage turned 
a simple movie into a dynamic storytelling device. 
But this idea of projecting onto 3D shapes can be 
taken even further.

On a recent Opera Santa Barbara production 
of Orphee et Euridice the set was composed of two 
curved white walls on casters. Every scene, and 
sometimes within scenes, the walls would move to 
different locations. Sometimes they were a single 
large curved surface, other times a Richard Serra-
esque spiraling monolith, and still other shapes 
besides. I created various projections to paint dif-
ferent textures on the walls for each scene. For 
this, not only did I need to design the projections 
themselves, but I had to mask off everything but 
the set pieces. 

While projection mapping and alpha masking 
might sound complicated to those unfamiliar with 
the terms, it is really no more than the video equiv-
alent of point the light where you want it and take 
some shutter cuts. A profile fixture top-lighting a 
table with cuts taken to the table is no different 
than a projection on an object with an alpha mask 
that limits the rendered video to the shape of the 
object being lit. You just have to be as precise with 
your masking as you would with your shutter cuts, 
which means understanding exactly what your set 
will look like. 

When you start thinking of video projection 
as light source suddenly your options expand 
infinitely. You also begin to see the limitations 
inherent in lighting. Even a large Broadway stage 
may only be divided up into 7 areas across and 6 
zones US/DS. In the era of retina displays (960 x 
640 resolution on an iPhone) and HDTV (1920 x 
1080) a 7 x 6 resolution is fairly limiting. Video not 
only has a much higher resolution but what you 
can do is infinitely more complex. Recoloring an 
entire system of lights could take a couple crew 
members and a fair chunk of time. Recoloring a 
video sequence can be as simple as a cue change 
in a lightboard when you alter the Hue Rotation 
Quartz Patch from 60 to 90.

Obviously not every show wants video just as 
not every show wants Head-Hi sidelight. It is a tool. 
And like any tool it should only be used for the 
right job. But a Source Four with a gobo or gobo 
rotator is also only a tool. And many times I have 
seen a gobo used when in fact the right tool for the 
job was a little bit of video. 
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Special Section  Costumes & Makeup

Character creation is an individual pursuit—but you work with a 
director to make sure that character stays within the world and 
possibilities of a play. But what about the costume and make-

up designers, who have to create a multitude of characters and track 
them across a show — and even afterwards, in the case of costumes? 
We spoke to makeup and costume companies to get some hints 
about how to make sure all your characters stay in the same show. 

Ben Nye 
The first thing to remember is to not underestimate the impact 

good makeup can have on a show. Paul Hadobas is an extremely 
talented makeup artist who has worked in professional theatre and 
opera for years, and is a dedicated advocate of Ben Nye makeup. (He 
even painted the actors in Cats makeup for their 2007 catalogue.) 
One actor said after being made up by him: “You’ve just done my job 
for me—now I just walk on stage and stand there!”

He’s also a working actor himself and he can’t help notice that the 
majority of professional stage productions still do not have a makeup 
person on the show. “So stage actors need to not only be adept at 
makeup, but should understand that the power is literally in their 
hands to enhance the look of the character.”

Hadobas shares that he read a review of a recent production that 
was critical of an actress not doing a good job portraying a conserva-
tive, uptight character. “I saw her and her acting was spot on—but her 
look countered everything about her character!” He cites an example 
from Stage Makeup, the highly-regarded makeup guide by Richard 
Corson, to make the point that just because a 25-year-old actress is 
playing a contemporary 25-year-old woman she shouldn’t just assume 
that the actress’s personal lipstick preference is appropriate for the 
character. Actors need to think about “the shape of the character’s 
brow, and know a properly colored faced can be powerful.” 

Mehron, Inc.
“There is a trend to minimize makeup, though it’s agreed that 

it’s still necessary,” says Mehron’s Gene Flaharty. “Then again, I just 
worked on two national tours, The Addams Family and Peter Pan, and 
they are still using makeup all over the place! So it really depends on 
the production.”

Flaharty says there are those in theatre education who have lost 
an appreciation for the role makeup can play in a production, and 
thinks a re-introduction is called for. He thinks that maybe directors 
are putting a lot of emphasis on analyzing the story at the expense 
of analyzing the character. What’s the back-story of the character 
being portrayed? “I think it’s important how teaching makeup in high 
school can help teach character, and how putting on makeup helps 
the actor become the character.” And, while “makeup is not getting 
cheaper, it’s true; but it is getting better.” He notes that “the quality is 
such that you need half as much as you used to.” Today’s high school 
drama department, for example, can get by with just a couple of 
foundation colors and not an entire kit.

“I get the calls of the productions doing King and I and the King has 
60 kids,” he laughs. “First of all, that is one busy king!” In that situation, 
right off the bat he advises that the kids need the minimum amount, 
as “they are cute without it.” A focus on the adult characters and leads 
is called for in that situation.

Graftobian 
Janine Wardale of Graftobian points out that theatre lighting 

has affected how makeup looks onstage. “As newer, more energy-
efficient lighting comes into theatres, it means you don’t have to put 
the thick theatrical base on actors any more.”

This is making Graftobian’s HD Creams an increasingly important 
tool in the theatre “because you’re not having to compete with older 
traditional lighting,” she says. “The HD creams are highly pigmented 
and cover well without being heavy.”

What worked 10 years ago will likely not work now, but one thing 
stays the same: rehearsals with makeup on and color adjustments are 
certainly needed. She stresses that the makeup artist and the actors 
who apply their own makeup need to understand the changes in 
lighting technology. With LED lights “actors come on stage and they 
look orange.”

Further complicating the tasks at hand for the self-applying actor? 
Many theatres are using a combination of conventionals and LEDs. 

Paul Hadobas applies makeup on a 
Cats character. Hadobas used all Ben 

Nye makeup for his design which 
was featured in the latest edition of 

Richard Corson's Stage Makeup.

Making a Character
By Kevin M. Mitchell

Costuming and makeup tips to

create individual characters and 

a consistent look for your production
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Wardale recommends doing a makeup test two weeks prior to open-
ing. “It will save your life. If you wait just a couple of days before the 
show and you find out what you’re using doesn’t work, suddenly 
you’re air-shipping something the next day” which is an unnecessary 
expense for any theatre.

Wardale reminds us that the fact there is lighter, more subtle 
makeup available needs to be stressed to the fellas as “it just really 
knocks down the glare on cheeks—just a powder and a little color is 
often what you need” for many productions. 

AEO Studios
Special effects makeup and prosthetics is 

a powerful makeup tool, and is more acces-
sible than you may realize, says AEO Studio’s 
Drew Dalire. He makes the case that it is to 
the actor’s advantage to learn special effect 
makeup and more advanced applications 
including special effects and prosthetics—
and they shouldn’t be daunted by the effects 
seeming difficulty: Help is out there. “I know 
sometimes people are weary of prosthetics, 
but we make it easy for you, and it’s really just 
a matter of getting the hang of it.”

Not only are there a plethora of educa-
tional videos on prosthetics online, but AEO 
also holds workshops for makeup artists in 
the Orlando area and will consult with the-
atres over the phone—whatever it takes to 
get the effect right. “One of our core beliefs 
is that you shouldn’t be left to figure it all 
out on your own. We supply support.” They’ll 

even get you in touch with a good makeup artist in your area if that 
is needed.

They’re also seeing new products coming out that make the spe-
cial effects makeup process easier, like Monster Clay. Monster Clay is 
easily softened with heat, and large forms can be rapidly built up with 
minimal effort. (It can also be melted to a pourable consistency to 
make copies of life casts.) And while it’s soft you can capture incred-
ible detail with it, like wisps of hair, before it cools down. Once it’s 

cool it retains its sculpted shape. 
“Monster Clay is wonderful for sculpt-

ing on prosthetics because it hardens 
quickly and allows for some wonderful 
detail work,” says Dalire.

WonderFlex World
Masks bridge the divide between 

makeup and costume, and WonderFlex 
is a versatile tool for creating all sorts of 
masks—though it wasn’t meant to, origi-
nally. “WonderFlex was originally engi-
neered for industrial use, but then we dis-
covered that theatre artisans were much 
more fun to deal with!” declares Brian 
Jeffrey of Wonderflex World. Who here 
would argue with that?

WonderFlex is an extruded thermo-
plastic composite sheet comprised of a 
synthetic polymer that when heated in 
the range of 150–170 degrees softens for 
molding and forming. A layer of polyes-
ter open weave scrim is located on  one 
side for strength, reinforcement and stabil-
ity. The other side is smoother to receive 
most paints and coatings.

“Since it’s heat-activated, you can put 
it in the microwave for a short while and 
start using it right away,” Jeffrey says. He 
likes to say what you can do with it is “lim-
ited only by your imagination” and makes 
a pretty good case that it’s true.

The material comes in 43-by-55-inch 
sheets that you can cut with scissors and 
work over into masks, prosthetics, special 

be colorful

With over 250,000 garments from over 30 Broadway shows, you can 
design your own production affordably. Whatever your needs may be, we 
can work with you to make your show look outstanding!

CHOOSE FROM OUR MOST POPULAR SHOW PACKAGES:
Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat 

 Annie Get Your Gun • Kiss Me, Kate • Sunset Boulevard 

Call NJaye Olds Today!
860.322.0836•costume-rentals@goodspeed.org 

goodspeed.org
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WonderFlex’s ability to be shaped and then 
hold a form means its particularly useful 

in creating unusual hats, like these for the 
munchkins in The Wizard of Oz. 



effects or props. For props it helps that “heating gives it an adhesive 
quality, and it’s really easy to make masks or exotic props with it.” 

Two other pluses are that it is relatively lightweight and can be 
created quickly. “In theatre, everybody is doing things in the 11th

hour. Also it’s pretty indestructible.” (But he cautions about addi-
tional heat: “Don’t leave it in the trunk of your car on a hot day, for 
example.”)

Costume Holiday House
Gregg Kerns of Ohio-based Costume Holiday House knows bud-

gets are tight. As a result he’s seen directors throw costuming 
responsibilities on to the performer/parents. “So little Suzie in the 
chorus, whose parents have deep pockets, is wearing this awesome 
costume, and upstaging whatever the lead had to throw together,” 
he says. “And that just doesn’t look good.”

He recommends having a someone coordinate with the cast—
and if individuals are ponying up $40 or so each, have them do it 
with one location, like Costume Holiday House, so the cast gets great-
looking costumes that match and work together. “We will work with 
a theatre and their budget. If we get enough people participating, 
costumes can be as low as $38 each. And if it’s longer than a weekend 
run, the price often goes down by half for the second week and even 
more for the weeks after that. And if you want just the lead costumes, 
we do that too.”

Kerns runs Costume Holiday House with his brother Doug, and 
both grew up in the business their mother founded in 1959. One 
of the things that make them unique is they have a dry-cleaning 
plant on the premises. “Some companies just take the costume out 
of the return box and hang it back up, but we dry clean everything 
and are a stickler for providing fresh, clean 
costumes.”

Looking ahead, he says they are already 
in anticipating a rush because of the recent 
release of a theatrical production of Little 
Mermaid Jr. “If something like that from 
Disney gets released, it’s nuts!” he says. 
“Beauty and the Beast is still strong for us, 
but when that first came out, we had to 
turn people down.”

Goodspeed Musical Theatre Institute 
Goodspeed has two theatres in 

Connecticut dedicated to the American 
musical, and puts on up to nine musicals at 
its two locations every year. With so many 
shows comes a lot of costumes. 

NJaye Olds is curator of the costume 
collection and has recently enjoyed walk-
ing past Bloomingdales in New York City 
and seeing an exhibit of the organization’s 
costumes from The Drowsy Chaperone in 
the window. But there are plenty of cos-
tumes that are rentable, including show 
packages and general stock they can pull 
from. “We’re very flexible and do a lot 
of work with regional theatres, colleges, 
Shakespeare companies and ballets,” she 
says.

It seems the first place budget cuts hap-
pen is in costumes and “that can do a 
production a disservice.” There’s still a way 
of cutting back without keeping the actors 
from telling the stories, something they do 
with their voice, body language and cos-

tumes. “If you go with all cheap fabrics, the audience might not know 
exactly what is wrong, but there will be an underlying subliminal feel-
ing” that directly affects the audience experience.

Olds believes it’s better to simplify the costume design and stay 
with higher quality materials and costumes. She sees theatres renting 
marvelous pieces for the principles and then pulling together some-
thing from Salvation Army used clothing stores for the rest, which is 
a glaring mistake. “It’s better to streamline, and spread the wealth 
amongst the cast.” For the smaller part, get that appropriate, well-
fitting jacket and the audience won’t notice the used store pants. 

Learn more about East Carolina 
University’s degree programs in theatre:

Bachelor of Fine Arts in 
Theatre Arts 
Concentrations in professional actor training, 
musical theatre, stage management, theatre 
design and production, and theatre for youth

Bachelor of Fine Arts in Theatre 
Arts Education

Our programs emphasize practical “real world” 
preparation. Our graduates are ready to work 
and compete at every level.

Accredited by NAST

School of Theatre and Dance

Professional 
Training at 
All Levels

Find out more at 
www.ecu.edu/theatredance.

U.P. 12-317An equal opportunity/affi rmative action university.

Tabitha Sclafani and Eric Garcia, AEOGroup artists, practicing prosthetic makeup applications. 



Mardi Gras Costume Shop
Paul Snatic of Mardi Gras Costume Shop wants to hear from you—

and he wants you to know that the more information you have, the 
better and more quickly he can help. “First, know the basics, especial-
ly if we’ve never worked with you before,” he advises. Be clear about 
sizing, particularly if a part is given to an actor who is especially tall 
or large. “One school we do regularly casts larger young women for 
the leads, and knowing upfront that Dolly from Hello Dolly is going 
to be a size 18, we can work with that even if it means designing a 
new costume.”

Being clear about casting also helps clear up misconceptions—
like the theatres who call up Mardi Gras and say, “Arsenic and Old Lace 
please” and expect it’s all packaged together to send out. “Of course 
we have the costumes, but what is the setting? Recently it turned out 
a production wanted that particular show set in the 1970s!” Another 
recent notable rental was for a production of A Christmas Carol that 
had a steampunk design. 

And when it comes to money, realize that Mardi Gras Costume 
Shop is absolutely willing to work with a production. “If you only have 
$3,000, tell me that upfront, and I can work with you. I can just do the 
leads, or a little for everyone in the cast, and then provide you ideas 
of what you can dig up for yourself.” 

Costume Inventory Resources  
For the theatres that create and store their own costumes, 

Margaret Messick has a question: Do you know what you have?
“I am always be surprised when I walk into a costume shop 

and the managers would have a gen-
eral idea of what they had but not have 
any way to get the specifics,” Messick 
says. Thus Costume Inventory Resources, a 
costume inventory database and tagging 
system. “Theatres are spending thousands 
of dollars designing and creating cos-
tumes every year. After the productions 
the costumes are put away and, over 
time, forgotten. The next time a show is 
started costumes that could be used are 
overlooked because no one remembers 
what they have.”

Messick put her background in data-
base design and experience as a cos-
tumer to work and created a two-part 
system: inventory database software and 
custom printed inventory tags. Customers 
order the tags with their organization 
name, logo, a barcode/number and can 
put whatever else they want on the tag. 
Each tag has a unique ID on it so it can be 
tracked by the database, and gets sewn 
into a costume. The costume shop staff 
then enter detailed records of the cos-
tume (along with one or two photos) in 
the easy-to-use software. 

 “For those who experience high turn-
over, as is often the case at schools and 
community theatre, it’s a tremendous time 
saver because the new costumer can easily 
figure out the system.”  She laughs and says 
a typical call she gets goes something like 
this: “I just got hired, I have no clue where 
anything is, and I don’t want to write down 
things in a spiral notebook any more!”
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www.wonderflexworld.com

Home of the leading heat-activated composite material and fabrics for 
costumes, theatre, millinery, mask or armor making and more.

FOSSHAPE™ - Easy & safe buckram alternative without the mess.
WONDERFLEX™ - A formable composite with its own adhesive.

Phone:
603-778-0190

Email: 
info@wonderflexworld.com

“The world is yours to shape.”

Goodspeed Musicals Costume Rentals rents costumes created for productions at the Goodspeed Opera House, like 
this recent production of Carousel. 
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CONTACT INFO

AEO Studios 
2200 N. Forsyth Rd. 
Suite# A-15
Orlando, FL  32807
P: 407-677-8706
W: www.aeostudios.com

Ben Nye
3655 Lenawee Ave. 
Los Angeles, CA 90016
P: 310-839-1984
W: www.bennye.com

Costume Holiday House
3038 Hayes Ave. 
Fremont, OH 43420
P: 419-334-3236
W: www.costumeholidayhouse.com

Costume Inventory Resources
P.O. Box 4345
Davis, CA 95617
P: 855-468-8247
W: www.costumeinventory.com

Goodspeed Musicals Costume Rental
33 North Main St. 
Chester, CT 06412
P: 860-322-0836
W: www.goodspeedsecure.org/rentals/index.htm

Graftobian Make-Up Company
510 Tasman St. 
Madison, WI 53714
P: 608-222-7849
W: www.graftobian.com

Mardi Gras Costume Shop
5895 N. Granite Reef Rd. 
Scottsdale, AZ 85250 
P: 480-948-4030
W: www.mardigrascostumeshop.com

Mehron, Inc. 
100 Red Schoolhouse Rd.
Chestnut Ridge, NY 10977
P: 845-426-1700
W: www.mehron.com

WonderFlex World 
Brentwood, NH 03833 
P: 603-778-0190
W: www.wonderflexworld.com
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When you think Wicked, you think 
green—such is the power of Joe 
Dulude II’s makeup design for 

Elephaba. Dulude’s work philosophy is 
simple—combine pure imagination with 
durable, wearable product—but it’s his love 
of the cosmetic craft, as well as his dedica-
tion to perfection as a theatre artist, that 
makes his work so striking and memorable. 
In addition to supervising 321 productions 
of Wicked worldwide since 2003, Dulude’s 
Broadway design credits include Follies, The 
Wedding Singer and Grease, plus consul-
tation work on Catch Me If You Can, The 
Normal Heart and Assassins.

Dulude’s fascination with transformative 
characterizations started early—as a little 
boy, he was constantly watching monster 
movies. “My parents were always very sup-
portive of my interests, even then,” he recalls with a chuckle. “I 
have a picture of myself from that time, all wrapped up like a 
mummy—they always encouraged my creativity.” Joe also came 
to love theatre and performed a bit as he grew up. His artistic eye 
remained strong, however, and led him to study graphic design in 
college. “I decided to take theatre makeup as a class,” he says. “In 
addition, I was of course taking my art classes, and between those 
two disciplines, I started to learn about important things like con-
touring and highlighting. When school ended, I knew I wanted to 
do makeup for a living.”

Dulude landed in NYC, and got a job at the punky style mecca 
Trash & Vaudeville on St. Marks Place. “Stylists would come into the 
store, see the makeup I was doing on customers there, and asked if 
I did fashion shoots too—I lied and said yes!” Dulude also worked 
on fashion runway shows (his credits include makeup for Donna 
Karan and Diane Von Furstenberg), and also began a long associa-
tion with MAC Cosmetics. “I started as a cashier, worked my way up 
to the assistant manager of the Soho store, then become manager 
of the MAC Pro Store,” Dulude says. “At the same time, I was build-
ing up my book, doing makeup however I could—I had friends who 
were drag queens, and they were really great about letting me do 
their looks.” Dulude’s book garnered him major attention, so much 

so that he ended up leaving MAC, moving 
to LA, and working for clients such as the E! 
network, plus booking lots of commercials.

Making Sure It Sticks
Soon, though, theatrical fate stepped in. 

“I happened to be back in New York City for 
Fashion Week, and a contact asked me if I 
wanted to fill in doing makeup for Vanessa 
Williams in Into the Woods,” he says. “I said 
sure—then two shows turned into eight 
weeks! I ended up meeting the costume 
designer for Wicked—the opportunity to 
design makeup for the show literally just 
came up. It had never crossed my mind that 
I would design makeup for Broadway! I had 
never designed anything so big, never been 
in a truly professional theatrical environ-
ment with Tony award winners—I mean, 

it was so scary! But at the same time, I knew what I was doing, 
makeup-wise. I decided the thing to do was be confident—that will 
take you a long way in this business, and in life—and I resolved to 
stay confident, even though I was nervous as hell.”

When it came to conceptualizing the character designs for 
Wicked, Dulude drew upon a wide array of diverse influences. “I’m 
inspired by everything—nature, artwork I see, you name it,” he 
explains. “I also really love to ask the people around me to share 
their ideas—like, ‘what powder do you think I should use’? So of 
course, when I met Idina Menzel, I wanted to work closely with her 
on the character’s look, and make sure the products I used worked 
for her in terms of the demands of her performance. From the start, 
I knew that the thing about Elphaba is, she’s really pretty—she’s 
just green, that’s why everybody hates her. So with that in mind, I 
wanted the makeup to simply look like her skin. We tried airbrush-
ing at first—it looked great, but particles of makeup would fly in 
the air while Idina was singing, and of course I didn’t want her to 
breathe them in. Idina and I decided we didn’t want to experiment 
with product in a big room crowded with other people, we wanted 
to create the look on our own. So we met and worked out the right 
makeup, just the two of us. It turned out that using a dry brush 
to buff out the makeup worked really well. MAC’s Golden Olive 

Iconic
Inception 
Joe Dulude II’s practical yet innovative makeup 

design is now the stuff of Broadway legend.

By Lisa Mulcahy

Makeup designer Joe Dulude II
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Carole Shelley provided Joe Dulude II with a picture that helped him design her look for Madame Morrible in Wicked. 



pigment worked well brushed on very lightly, and allowed for the 
gleam of normal skin.” 

The character of Madame Morrible offered Dulude the chance 
to conjure a more extreme image. “Morrible too starts with a basic 
beauty makeup, but again, I had a wonderful collaborator, this 
time Carole Shelley (the veteran actress who created the part). 
Carole’s ideas and thoughts really helped me realize the look—
Morrible’s receding hairline, for example. Carole brought me a 
picture of a painting she’d seen—a woman, all white, sitting on a 
throne of branches, surrounded with red butterflies and flowers, 
so inspiring.” 

Powder, Brushes and Self-Reliance
To realize his best vision on every show, Dulude soaks up as 

much opinion as he can from actors from the get-go. “An actor’s 
input is of great value to a makeup artist,” he says. “On Follies, for 
instance, the first thing I did was sit down with Bernadette Peters 
and ask her, ‘What’s your concept?’ I did the same thing with 
Elaine Paige, with each of the ladies in the cast of that show. When 
you incorporate those aspects into makeup, everything comes 
together.”

Dulude has also become an expert at organization—a necessary 
tool when a show has run as long as Wicked. “Instead of running 
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For his makeup design with Idina Menzel as Elphaba for Wicked, Joe Dulude II decided not to use airbrushing 
because the particles would come loose in performance, and Idina would breathe them in. 

Patty Duke was playing 
Madame Morrible in Wicked 
during its San Francisco run 
when Joe Dulude II worked 
with her on a photo shoot for 
entitled “The Four Archetypes 
of Women.” Dulude created 
this makeup look for “The 
Witch” archetype.
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around like a crazy person backstage, I learned early on that 
the right setup for my makeup would make life easier for every-
body—me, actors, other people doing show run,” he explains. 
“When I was at the show doing makeup every night, for example, 
a simple thing like using plastic shoe holders to hold supplies—
like the ones you hang on your closet door—and wooden boxes 
in which you keep all your product stocked up, those things 
really help. You learn as you go along—I worked out my own 
choreography backstage, in terms of the easiest ways to cross-
over for touching up makeup, coordinating my movements with 
blocking.

Dulude repeated this process as he started traveling the world 
supervising the makeup for Wicked’s road/regional productions. 
Finally, though, he felt it was time to pursue fresh design work 
when he was offered The Wedding Singer, and turn day-to-day 
makeup run responsibilities on Wicked over to other talented 

artists. “I hired really great people,” he 
says. “I work with my staff in a way that’s 
based in self-reliance. I tell them, ‘Please 
make decisions on your own. Call me, of 
course, if you need anything, but know 
that I trust you, and your talent, to do 
a great job.’“ He’s thrilled with the fine 
work his colleagues continue to do in 
terms of realizing his creation, and for 
Craig Jessup, the current makeup super-
visor for Broadway’s Wicked, the feeling 
is mutual. “It’s very inspiring, and an 
honor, to execute Joe’s makeup design 
eight times a week,” Jessup says. “He’s a 
collaborator, not a dictator, so while spe-
cific designs must be maintained, he’s 
always open to feedback, and willing to 
try new things in the interest of present-
ing the best possible look for the show.” 

As he looks toward the future, Dulude 
is extremely grateful for the fact that his 
Wicked design is seen as such an endur-
ing theatrical touchstone. “I see the show 
today, and I’m so moved by the fact that 
all of our work together has such a great 
effect on people,” he says. “The look 
on people’s faces as they watch what 
we’ve created—it’s so rewarding, and 
such a compliment.” In addition to more 
makeup design, Dulude would love to 
pass on what he’s learned to up-and-
coming artists. “I’d love to do a book for 
students, incorporating instruction and 
creative design for specific looks,” he 
says. “I’d also love to let those makeup 
students know that for me, the real 
reward in my work has been being able 
to be creative in ways that are new and 
different. I didn’t always take work for 
money—we all need money to survive, 
of course—but for me, the experience 
of doing original things that pay off cre-
atively has been the most valuable.” 
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Joe Dulude II created this makeup look (and did the styling and art direction) with actress Carmen Cusack for a photo series.
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ETC Source Four LED Fixtures
A close look at the LED version of an industry standard

By Justin Lang | Gear Review

As the LED craze took over the 
entertainment industry, one of 
the most frequently-asked ques-

tions was, “When will ETC’s Source Four 
go LED?” 

At ETC’s CUE, a conference for end-
users held in the company’s hometown, 
Middleton, Wisc., in July, 2011, the answer 
came as CEO Fred Foster took the stage 
and started talking about color. Lo and 
behold, what started out looking like the 
beam of a Source Four fixture began to 
change color. 

That particular Source Four LED proto-
type was hidden away in the ceiling, but 
within six months, ETC was ready to intro-
duce its Source Four LED line to the world. 

There are now three versions of the 
Source Four LED: the Daylight, Tungsten 
and Lustr+. The first two are standard 
white fixtures, color-corrected for daylight 
(5600K) or tungsten (3000K). The Lustr + is 
based on the Selador 7-color mixing sys-
tem, with red, white, amber, green, cyan, 
blue and indigo LEDs.

Overall Look and Feel
The original Source Four has long been 

a “go-to” fixture for the entertainment 
lighting industry.  It is one of the most-
recognizable fixtures on the market, with 
more than three million built and sold 
since the fixture’s launch in 1992.

The Source Four LED series of fixtures 

follows the design and shape of the origi-
nal fixture. In fact, the front half of the 
Source Four LED is the exact same body as 
the original. 

Also like the original, all three new 
Source Four LED fixtures work with any of 
ETC’s interchangeable lenses, from 5° up 
to ETC’s 90° barrel. ETC has even adapted 
the LED engine to fit their 15-30°and 
25-50°zoom fixtures. Since the front 
housing is the same, the Source Four LED 
accepts all the pattern holders and iris gate 
accessories, along with the four indepen-

dent shutters.  
The gel holder at the front also 

accepts the standard 7.5-inch 
square color frames and 

any other accessory 
designed to hang 

off the front 
— although, 

admittedly, that 
capability might 

seem a bit redun-
dant with the Lustr’s 

7-color mixing sys-
tem.

The back half of the 
Source Four LED looks similar to the 

original design, but a bit larger. It holds 
the LEDs, fans, power supply and the addi-
tional connections needed to control the 
fixture via DMX. The back half is also where 
you’ll find a PowerCon in, PowerCon pass-
through and 5-pin DMX In and Out.  

The “burner assembly” on the LED ver-
sion is hugely different from the original.  
Rather than the typical lamp adjustment 
knobs, it has been replaced with an LCD 
screen for configuring, addressing and set-
ting up the fixture.

Despite all its brightness and function-
ality, the Lustr+ fixture draws just 128W at 
full intensity.  Since the fixture requires a 
non-dim circuit to power the fixture, rather 
than using multiple outlets, you can easily 
daisy-chain power from fixture to fixture 
with the PowerCon pass through — up to 
nine fixtures off of one run.

Built-in Controls
ETC has designed the Lustr+ version 

to be configurable for use in applications 
ranging from theatrical settings, making 
heavy use of the fixture’s seven-color mix-
ing system, or in a TV studio, where the 
need to control the color temperature or 
plus- or minus-green settings comes to the 

fore. Users can simply turn to the fixture’s 
five on-board “Quick Setups” for DMX con-
trol — including General (with 10 DMX 
channels), Stage (6 or 15 channels), XT Arch 
(6 channels), High Impact (6 channels) and 
Studio (6 channels).

Users will find local control for testing 
and diagnostics also part of the built-in, 
on-board controls.  They can also set up 
the fixture to run locally, without DMX, via 
the built-in and re-programmable presets. 
The system even lets users check incoming 
DMX signals.

What About Output?
Ask ETC whether the new Source Four 

LED series — the Lustr+, Daylight and 
Tungsten fixtures — are designed to 
replace the fixture we all know and love, 
and the answer is “No.” 

I would have to agree with them on this 
point.  While the Source Four LED Lustr+ 
has some punch to it, especially in satu-
rated colors, the output is still behind what 
we have come to expect out of a Source 
Four.

Setting up the Lustr+ fixture at 25 feet 
with a 19° lens at full intensity, the center 
of the beam was reading 120 footcandles, 
with a drop-off to 70 footcandles at the 
edge.  Compared to a 575W tungsten 
Source Four, that represents 10 to 15 per-
cent less output.

In a side-by-side comparison of a 575W 
tungsten and the Lustr+, it is easy to dis-
tinguish between the two fixtures.  The 
Lustr+ just wasn’t as bright — although it 
did offer a more even beam.

When running the Lustr+ without a bar-
rel, I noticed that the fixture’s individual 
LEDS were clearly visible. Although it’s not 
an effect that everyone’s going to fall in 
love with, it remains an interesting option 
for LDs who want to take an unconven-
tional approach (Source Fours are typically 
not meant to run without barrels).

Summing Up
All in all, while the Lustr+, the Daylight 

and Tungsten LED options aren’t intended 
to replace ETC’s more traditional tungsten 
fixtures, they would prove a good fit for 
short-throw applications, and their energy 
efficiency is a big plus. Rep plots and 
general wash layouts also stand to ben-
efit from the Lustr+, trimming the need to 
hang multiple Source Fours with different 
colors. 

ETC Source Four Lustr+
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Sights & Sounds
A bushel of new & reissued recordings

Off the Shelf | By Stephen Peithman

New on DVD is On Singing Onstage, 
a reissue of the classic six-video set 
in which musical theatre teacher 

David Craig shares his performance tech-
niques. Craig breaks down the act of 

singing onstage 
into specific, easily 
understood com-
ponents, and takes 
the viewer step 
by step through 
such essentials 
as analyzing lyr-
ics, standing on 
the stage for an 
audition, signal-
ing the accompa-
nist, and making 
lyrics come to life 

in performance. The nine-hour collec-
tion (retailing for $150) represents a full 
year of classes at UCLA, and includes 
a 64-page study booklet to help guide 
the viewer through Craig’s techniques. 
Individual discs are also available, priced 
at $25 each. [Applause Theatre & Cinema 
Books]

The critics trashed Bonnie & Clyde 
when the musical opened on Broadway 
last December, and it closed quickly. But 
despite what might have gone wrong in 
the theatre, the show sounds very good 
indeed on CD. Frank Wildhorn’s score is a 
strong one, and is performed beautifully 
by Laura Osnes as Bonnie and Jeremy 
Jordan as Clyde. Osnes is a standout in 
“How ‘Bout a Dance?” and with Jordan in 
the rousing “Too Late to Turn Back Now.” 
[Broadway Records]

Lysistrata Jones also closed quickly 
on Broadway, after a move from a suc-
cessful premiere on a Greenwich Village 
gymnasium basketball court. The clever 
story shifts the action of Aristophanes’ 
play from the Peloponnesian War to the 
American Athens U., where the basketball 
team is on an unbroken losing streak. 
Lewis Flinn’s score covers the range of 
pop genres and has a number of good 
moments, but seldom rises above the 
predictable. [Broadway Records]

PS Classics has released the recent 
City Center Encore’s concert version of 
Stephen Sondheim’s Merrily We Roll 
Along, and it’s an outstanding addition. 
The 2-CD set offers arguably the most 
satisfying listen of the score so far, with 
some reworking of the 1981 original. Not 

only are the performances on the mark, 
but snippets of dialogue provide helpful 
plot continuity and context for each of 
the songs. A handsome 50+ page booklet 
includes a history of the troubled show, a 
plot synopsis, complete lyrics and many 
photos. 

Also from PS Classics is the 2-CD 
recording of The Gershwins’ Porgy and 
Bess, which will not be to everyone’s lik-
ing, given the extensive changes to the 
original’s operatic substance. The new 
title also slights Dubose Hayward, who 
wrote the original libretto and most of the 
lyrics (including “Summertime.”) Audra 
McDonald’s Bess got most of the critical 
raves, but on the recording, Norm Lewis’ 
Porgy and David Alan Grier’s Sportin’ Life 
often come across with greater intensity.

Sweet Little Devil, the Broadway show 
that launched Gershwin’s big year, 1924, 
never rises to the heights of his work with 
brother Ira, the songs (written with lyri-
cist B.G. DeSylva) are sprightly and well 
performed by a studio cast that includes 
Danny Burstein, Rebecca Luker , Philip 
Chaffin, and Jason Graae. It’s great fun. 
[PS Classics]

Queen of the Mist is the unlikely 
musical about the unlikely life of Anna 

Edson Taylor 
(1838-1921), 
who made her 
name more 
than a century 
ago by being 
the first per-
son to go over 
Niagara Falls 
in a barrel 

and survive. The obsessive and obsessed 
Anna (played by Mary Testa) manages 
to fascinate us, even when she’s at her 
most unsympathetic, and Michael John 
LaChiusa’s score features some beautiful 
(and even hummable) music—among the 
best he’s written. It’s a bravura work done 
full justice by Testa’s riveting interpreta-
tion. [Ghostlight Records]

Sony’s Broadway Masterworks label 
has released the original cast record-
ing of Working, with songs primarily by 
Stephen Schwartz. Those familiar only 
with the original release will be delighted 
by six extra tracks, including one song 
cut from the original production, another 
added in 1999, and Schwartz’s cover of 
his own “Father & Sons.” 
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I was working as the scenic designer for a production of Picasso 
at the Lapin Agile at Circle Theatre in Fort Worth, Texas. The 
climax of the play calls for a bland and uninspired painting of 

“sheep in a fog” to “fly out” and reveal Picasso’s seminal painting 
Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. The production simply cannot be done 
without the paintings and the reveal. And size matters in the 
reveal—Les Demoiselles is 8 feet wide by 8 feet tall in reality, and 
the painting needs to be even more epic thanks to its importance 
in the play. 

But backstage at the Circle Theatre is cramped. The theatre 
is in the basement of a building with zero fly space and only 10 
feet between the wall of the space and the flats that made up 
the back of our Lapin Agile. I knew I couldn’t fly the painting 
out, and I didn’t think I could get the full size of the painting via 
rear projection with such a short throw distance, so I reluctantly 
resigned myself to paint a smaller (5-foot-by-5-foot), translucent 
drop wrapped around a light box. The sheep would be the main 
painting, but when illuminated, the drop would change to Les 
Demoiselles. 

This was definitely a risky approach. Usually, a translucent drop 
does not change its subject matter completely. Though I consider 
myself a proficient painter, I truthfully was not comfortable with 
how convincing any of this would be. Still, I set about creating the 
imagery. 

Because I was out of laundry starch to size the drop, I went 
looking for an alternative at my local art supply store. I came 
across a surface prep product made by Liquitex called Clear Gesso. 
“Hmmm,” I thought. “At $25 a quart, let’s give it a try.”

After scumbling the entire bottle of water-based product onto 
the muslin and allowing it to dry (coverage was a little less than 30 

square feet using the whole quart), I began lightly painting imag-
ery on the back of the translucent backdrop with super-saturated 
paints. I was very anxious to see whether or not the gesso would 
indeed allow the imagery to show through adequately from the 
backside. I was thrilled to see that the painting was showing 
through when backlit, though blurry—but I was astonished when 
I realized that there was no hot spot! Eager to test the material fur-
ther, we plugged in our most powerful projector, and found that 
the projected image shone beautifully on what we now realized 
was an ersatz screen. What I was seeing was so much clearer than 
anything I could have ever imagined, so I immediately scrapped 
the idea of painting a translucent backdrop and committed to 
projection. I bought another bottle of the clear Gesso and scum-
bled myself a screen on a fresh piece of muslin.  After fitting the 
projector with a wide-angle lens to make up for the short throw 
distance, the finished projection was bright and crisp due to its 
close proximity.

On the flip side, this meant that I would need to revisit the 
idea of the reveal.  I now had to conceal the white screen with 
the sheep in a fog painting which also needed to go away. After 
a short conference with our TD and carpenter, I decided to treat 
the upper part of the bar wall as two shutters that would track 
off left and right. The muslin over luan surface was painted to 
look like cracked wattle and daub. A curvy, jagged crack running 
behind the framed painting up into the art deco stenciling at the 
top created the split for the shutters. The sheep painting was 
screwed solely onto the back of the stage-right shutter to allow 
the separation during the reveal of the RP screen. When the time 
came, off went the sheep, and my home-made screen popped to 
life with the projection.  

A scenic designer got creative with 
a screen to highlight a creative artistic 
leap in Picasso at the Lapin Agile

Thinking Outside 
the Frame
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Answer Box | By Brian Clinnin

The fake “wattel and daub” wall with the atrocious “sheep in fog” painting. The wall parted along the curved, 
center crack to reveal Picasso's Les Demoiselles d'Avignon.

The final reveal of Les Demoiselles for a production of Picasso at the Lapin Agile 
at Circle Theater in Fort Worth, Texas, with scenic design by Brian Clinnin.
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