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Abstract 

The intention of this artist statement is to demonstrate proficiency in scenic and lighting 

design for the theatre. These design elements were created for a production of Beth 

Graham and Daniela Vlaskalic’s play Comrades, directed by Valerie Campbell and 

presented in the Reeve Theatre at the University of Calgary from November 26 – 

December 7, 2013. The following essay is an outline of my process from preliminary 

design concepts to the fully realized production through research and consecutive 

readings of the play. 
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Dedication 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All you people ought to be like me 

And Work like Sacco and Vanzetti 

And every day find some ways to fight 

On the union side for workers’ rights 

- Woody Guthrie, “Two Good Men” 1947 
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Chapter 1: Comrades 

1.1 Introduction 

Comrades was written by Canadian playwrights Beth Graham and Daniela Vlaskalic 

in collaboration with Charlie Tomlinson, who were inspired by The Letters of Sacco and 

Vanzetti. Comrades examines the lives of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, their 

controversial imprisonment and their execution by electric chair on August 22, 1927. The 

first version of Comrades premiered at the Edmonton Fringe Festival in 2000.  The play 

went on to win four Elizabeth Sterling Haynes Awards, including Best New Original 

Play.  In 2008, Graham and Vlaskalic rewrote Comrades as a full-length play. It was 

produced by Kill Your Television Theatre and presented at the Catalyst Theatre in 

Edmonton Alberta (Bent out of Shape Productions).  

1.2 The Structure of the Play 

Graham, Vlaskalic and Tomlinson are able to show the increase in tensions caused 

during the Red Scare by creating two different narratives. The time Sacco and Vanzetti 

spent in prison between 1920 and 1927 is the main narrative, illustrating the height of 

ignorance and the persecution immigrants faced. It becomes clear that Sacco and Vanzetti 

would become martyrs to the rights of immigrants and their Anarchist beliefs while 

reflecting on their experiences in America as immigrant workers and union activists for 

better wages and working conditions. The second narrative is used to create context to 

Sacco and Vanzetti’s persecution through flashbacks. Scenes created in this narrative 

show key events in their lives as immigrants, starting with their journey to America in 

1908 and ending with the events that lead to their arrest on May 5, 1920 (Linder). Once 

the trial of Sacco and Vanzetti begins, the two narratives begin to merge into a third 

narrative, representing the compounded history of their timeline, as the timeline gap 
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between the flashbacks of their freedom and the finality of their execution move closer 

together.   

Sacco and Vanzetti are alone in their journey.  The lack of other cast members brings 

focus to their isolation. However, Sacco and Vanzetti are not the only characters in the 

play; the playwrights have written the other characters to be played by the same two 

actors. These other characters, who are primarily the prosecuting members of the 

American legal system, are given the flexibility to appear and disappear.  This allows 

Sacco and Vanzetti to remain on stage leaving them fully exposed to the prejudice of the 

American majority, played by the audience. This audience is able to take this role by 

greatly out numbering the two characters on stage.  

1.3 The Red Scare in America 

There are two factors that created the political environment which lead to the 

persecution of Sacco and Vanzetti.  Firstly, the large influx of immigrants to America at 

the beginning of the Twentieth-Century, and secondly the fear that anti-capitalist 

ideologies would threaten American nationalism. Vlaskalic, Tonlinson and Graham 

explore both of these issues illustrating the hardships Sacco and Vanzetti faced due to 

their anarchist political beliefs and their immigrant status. Durring the trial the 

prosecution is painted as a defender of American nationalism, calling Sacco and Vanzetti 

“... immigrant, anarchist underdogs” (Graham, Tomlinson, Vlaskalic 92) and “... anarchist 

bastards” (93). The consistent belittling of Sacco and Vanzetti’s character and their lack 

of a fair trial demonstrate a judicial system serving the attitudes found in the Red Scare.  

The nostalgia for the pre World War I American lifestyle was the key contributor to 

the mass fear and hysteria that created the Red Scare (Pfannestiel 1). This dark period in 

American history was applied in heavy strokes, damaging the lives of many people. 
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When war ended on November 11, 1918, the United States was faced with the 

tremendous task of demobilizing their military. With thousands of troops overseas and 

many more working in war specific industries, the impact of the country’s demobilization 

would negatively impact its economy. 

Caught between the forces of reconversion and military demobilization, the public 

faces a year of rising unemployment and skyrocketing prices coupled with 

insignificant gains in income. As soldiers returned home by the thousands, 

unemployment steadily rose before finally leveling off in the fall of 1919 (4). 

The United States was moving from their victory in Europe into a sliding economy 

creating avenues for the American people to consider left-spectrum ideas. 

The economic plunge left Americans struggling to find the pre-war conditions and 

created a nostalgia for earlier times. The hardships felt by the working class made left-

leaning organizations like the National War Labor Board and the International Workers 

of the World appealing to the common worker. Union membership spiked to nearly 

500,000 in 1919.  With continual absence of employers from the bargaining table the 

workers took to the picket line. By the end of 1919 there were over “3,600 strikes” (17) 

across the country. More than four million workers took to the picket line, “numbers that 

exceeded the totals of all previous labor actions in American history combined” 

(17).  Established America viewed strikes as un-patriotic and against the American 

capitalist system. The strikes were shut down. While this reaffirmed the authority of those 

in power it created more discontent among workers, actually providing greater incentive 

for unionization and work disruption. 

The American attitude toward left-leaning philosophies was agitated by the 

Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. The revolution saw the Russian aristocracy overthrown by 
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organized workers and the Americans worried that a similar conflict could erupt in their 

own country. Prior to World War I the United States had no single domestic radical 

movement created as much stir in the public as the fear of the Reds after the war.  

Some were marxists in belief, emphasizing either the revolutionary or the 

evolutionary phase of that doctrine; some were anarchists, of either the pacifistic or 

the terroristic school; and some were syndicalists, who desired direct economic action 

through the use of the industrial union (Murray 19). 

The variety and lack of mass organization of these groups kept them low on the threat 

level to the United States. The American attitude toward leftist philosophies changed after 

World War I.  Any group or person living in America who lacked nationalist pride was 

considered suspect. Outward American nationalism put pressure on immigrant groups as 

their language, religion and daily routines were under the nationalist microscope. 

1.4 Ellis Island 

When Sacco and Vanzetti entered America they found themselves in an immigration 

processing facility called Ellis Island. The Island was Sacco and Vanzetti’s first glimpse 

of the American attitude towards immigrants. When the men are finally processed, Sacco 

reflects on his experiences saying, “why should I fear the fires of hell? I have been 

through Ellis Island” (Graham, Tomlinson, Vlaskalic 74). Unfortunately life in America 

would create new fires to fear.  

Before 1890, any individual was able to enter freely into America without having to 

worry about customs or border crossings. During this time the key element to gaining 

access to American was surviving the journey (Kraut).  After 1890, the sudden increase 

of immigrants fleeing to America was large enough that the United States created a 
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bureaucratic system to sort through the masses of people. Many immigration ports started 

to appear but the most common facility immigrants landed at was Ellis Island. 

Ellis Island opened on January 1, 1892 to be the “flagship immigration depot in the 

busiest port in the country [New York]” (Kraut, Ellis Island). According to the Ellis 

Island Foundation the number of immigrants that passed through Ellis Island was such 

that four of every ten Americans can trace their ancestry through the Island. The journey 

to America from Europe was long and hard; immigrants were packed into boats like cattle 

and shipped across the ocean. Those lucky enough to survive the treacherous journey 

would find themselves at Ellis Island. The Island was the first American home to the 

immigrants who arrived there and they spent many hours and days waiting to be 

processed. The facility had a hospital and volunteers who entertained and taught the 

immigrants skills to better integrate them into American society. Despite the many 

positive aspects of the facility, the Island was often called “The Island of Tears” (EIF). 

Although only two percent of immigrants that came to Ellis Island were turned away, the 

sacrifices most immigrants made was enough to make any newcomer nervous. Ellis 

Island was a testing ground and the Americans worked hard to ensure the health and 

safety of their country by sorting through the immigrants one by one. 

Ellis Island’s success was due to frequent adjustments to the immigration processing 

system. One of the greatest changes to the process came in 1924 with the creation of 

visas. The visa allowed immigrants to be cleared before making the journey to America 

(Kraut). The application of visas took pressure off facilities like Ellis Island that solely 

existed to process people coming into the United States. The large amount of people the 

facility was designed for became a slow trickle and the facility began to be used for other 
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purposes. During WWII Ellis Island became a prison for individuals who were thought to 

be spies. The facility finally closed in 1954. 

Without ceremony, the career of Ellis Island as an immigration station came to a 

virtual close yesterday... The little island between the Statue of Liberty and the 

skyline and piers of New York seems to have served its purposefor immigration (The 

Last Arrival). 

After 1954 Ellis Island sat vacant. It was combined with the Statue of Liberty Monument 

in 1965. The island had limited public visits between 1976 and 1984. It closed later in 

1984 for renovations reopening on September 10, 1990 as the Ellis Island Immigration 

Museum (EIF)  

Chapter 2: Layered Concepts 

2.1 Scenic Concept 

My goal was to create a piece of scenography that utilized my concept of artifacts on 

stage. I began using the term layering when describing my concept because I felt that the 

term accurately described the physical passage of time. Layers describe remnants of the 

history left behind and encompass both the physical changes and emotional memory of 

events. That is, the history is compounded thus creating a compounded history. Using the 

layers of compound history on stage generated many questions, the most potent of which 

was: What if the story of Sacco and Vanzetti were locked in the condition of the 1920’s 

and the space they inhabited had aged into the present day? 

When I read Comrades for the first time I had never heard of Sacco and Vanzetti. I 

attributed my lack of knowledge to the eighty-six years that had passed between their 

execution and the present day. I wanted to show the reality of the eighty-six years that 

had passed while keeping Sacco and Vanzetti suspended in the 1920’s. While I was 
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working on this idea I started to ask people I encountered daily if they knew who Sacco 

and Vanzetti were. Asking this simple question gave me a glimpse of the public's general 

knowledge of these two very important men. To my surprise I was not the only person 

who drew a blank at the names Sacco and Vanzetti. People in my age category were most 

commonly unaware of these two historical figures. With this knowledge I was able to 

hypothesize that the majority of students on campus would also be unaware of Sacco and 

Vanzetti. This revelation propelled my concept further knowing that the amount of time 

that had passed since Sacco and Vanzetti’s execution was the key contributor to their 

seemingly drifting memory. 

The greatest examples of what I considered to be compounded history were in 

photographer Steve Wilkes’ book Ellis Island. Wilkes’ images show his five-year study 

of the decayed hospital complex on Ellis Island. His images capture the building during 

different parts of the day in all four seasons. I was inspired by his images because they 

showed the colour, texture and beauty decay can create.  His images displayed qualities I 

felt could not be achieved by paint techniques. Each image was an example of how 

artifacts, when abandoned, become archeological and is a testament to how nature takes 

over man-made objects and spaces. I was eager to show Campbell the new imagery and 

arranged a meeting with her to go through the book together. The image she was most 

attracted to was an image of a bed in a crumbling room (see fig. 1). This image became 

the inspiration for Sacco and Vanzetti’s jail cells. Wilkes’ book painted an image of Ellis 

Island I had not considered until this point. With the amount of age, neglect and history of 

Ellis Island, I decided the main components of the scenic design should reflect these 

images and would hold Sacco and Vanzetti’s story. 
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Fig. 1. Inspiration for the jail cells (Wilkes 32). 

       The integration of suitcases in the design concept was influenced by a comment 

made in the 1997 documentary Ellis Island. Alan Kraut describes immigrants as coming 

to America with only the clothes on their back and “some only came with one suitcase” 

(Ellis Island). I was reminded of an image of stacked suitcases on the Ellis Island 

Foundation’s website, and started to think about suitcases being an artifact that 

represented all of the hopes and dreams immigrants brought on their journey to America. 

With the importance of the suitcases established in my mind I had to find a way to convey 

their importance on stage. The answer to the application of the suitcases came later that 

evening in the window of a Mexx clothing store. The window contained a display that 

was comprised of white suitcases stacked like building blocks on a wooden palette (see 

fig. 2). After considering the window display I decided the best way to emphasize the 

suitcases on stage was to use them as building blocks (see fig. 3). 
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Fig. 2. Mexx window display. Calgary, Alberta. August 16, 2013.  

 

Fig.3. Ellis Island Museum exhibit. 

http://www.ellisisland.org/photoalbums/ellis_island_photo_album.asp 

I began to explore the building block aspect of the suitcases by creating a white card 

model (see fig. 4). Creating the ground plan through the use of a scale model allowed me 

to better understand the quantity of suitcases needed and how they would 

function.  Working from the model led to the realization that suitcases could double as 

steps, leading to the creation of a central suitcase-staircase. Once I had stacked the pieces 
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of foam core I determined the heights of the jail cells and worked with Campbell to 

integrate an upstage platform that would serve as the location for the ship, riot and scenes 

on the street. 

 

Fig. 4. White card model. 

With the onstage objects solidified I turned my attention to the design of the upstage 

wall. The upstage wall spanned 30’0” and, to my mind, needed to be utilized. 

Remembering images from Wilkes’ photography, I considered creating a brick wall or a 

cracked plaster effect behind a chain link fence (see fig. 5).  Despite all of these options, I 

continually found myself removing the structures created to put up a plain black piece of 

paper behind the model. In the end, I felt that leaving the upstage wall blank effectively 

framed the stage picture. Rather than using black curtains to fill the space, I utilized a 

black scrim. The scrim provided a good deal of flexibility in lighting choices from 

translucency to opacity and the ability to add colour as one would for a cyclorama.   
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Fig. 5. Discarded concept for upstage wall. 

2.2 Preliminary Considerations 

A seating configuration or audience configuration within the Reeve Theatre was 

required prior to creating the scenic design for Comrades. The Reeve Theatre is a black 

box performance space with flexible seating arrangements, providing me the opportunity 

to reconfigure the risers and thereby influencing how the audience would view the scenic 

design and the play. With the intention of creating the smallest stage possible in the 

Reeve Theatre, and a mandatory audience capacity of two hundred and twenty, I began 

working through my options. 

I initially decided that using a larger stage with an in-the-round seating configuration 

would create the appropriate balance between the audience and the stage.  The riser 

height would be limited to 6’0” high. And the arena seating would evenly distributed the 

audience around the perimeter of the stage. I felt that configuring the space in this fashion 

created an intimate space that supported the actors. 

I presented my preliminary seating configuration to director Valerie Campbell. She 

expressed concerns that using in-the-round seating would affect my ability to explore the 
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stage scenically while considering the sightlines of the audiences members. Campbell 

suggested using an end-stage configuration to counter the sightline problem. I did not 

believe the end-stage configuration was appropriate because the balance between seating 

and stage would be disrupted by the expance of seating required. I combined Campbell’s 

vision of the audience configuration with my own and created a narrow thrust stage. In 

order to provide Campbell with a better understanding of the seating configuration the 

dimensions of the stage, now 20’0” by 24’0”, were laid out in the Reeve 

Theatre.  Satisfied with the relationship between the stage and the seating configuration, I 

began work on the scenic concept. 

2.3 Stage Artifacts 

A quality I intended to bring into the design of Comrades was through the 

investigation of the liveness of objects and how the effect grows and changes over time. 

When an object has livness the object feels familiar and evokes an emotional reaction. 

Liveness can be created by invigorating one of the five senses to create this reaction. A 

term that is often assigned to objects with liveness is artifact. The ability for individuals 

to connect and identify with objects made me wonder why objects manufactured in the 

present day not do not have the same liveness as a similar object from 1000 years ago? 

The answer can be found when looking at the two definitions of artifact in the Oxford 

English Dictionary: 

1. An object made or modified by human workmanship as opposed to one formed by 

natural processes. 

2. An excavated object that shows characteristic signs of human workmanship or 

use. 
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These two definitions each describe the past and present, and most importantly they share 

the common characteristic that man-made objects exist outside of nature. The notion of 

artifacts being archeological can be considered an investigation into an object’s origin, 

confirming that the artifact is indeed man-made. For the purpose of my thesis, the objects 

I will be describing are considered artifacts because they are man-made regardless of their 

age. 

In theatre, artifacts have two definitions that are attributed to the creation versus the 

discovery of objects. In my quest to find artifacts and put them on stage I had two 

options: 

1. Find the physical object. 

2. Have the object built to resemble the object through the use of faux finishes. 

The latter was the less attractive method to execute the concept of artifacts on stage. 

Working from my guidelines I would need to find as many objects from the environment 

as possible. I did not want to use faux finishes, especially if the dominant features of the 

design were artifacts that already had the appropriate look and finish. Understanding what 

artifacts were would be a key component in communicating my preliminary design to the 

director and the production team. 

2.4 Approving Artifacts 

With the form of my scenic design solidified, I moved to the feasibility stage of the 

design process with the production team. I was excited to share my preliminary model 

and concept and receive the team’s perspective for the first time. Going into my first 

meeting with the production staff I knew I would be asking for a number of elements that 

either needed to be searched for or fabricated off campus. My strategy for this meeting 
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was to communicate the importance of each component and to explain how each element 

tied into my concept of artifacts. 

Floors are traditionally painted on masonite at the University, a tradition I was 

hoping to break with a planked floor.  Using a planked floor would give more character to 

the set; the surface would creak when the actors walked across the floor. Even though the 

planks would only raise the stage three quarters of an inch, the slight change in height and 

difference in texture would clearly separate the stage from the theatre. Choosing to angle 

the boards in the stage right direction disrupted the perspective of the stage, skewing the 

symmetry of the set thereby making everything appear to be just off-center. Cutting the 

planks at different lengths across the stage amplified this effect.  The lumber I chose for 

the floor was cull 1” x 6” boards that would vary in quality. I had no problem with the 

lumber quality being poor because the defects in the material would add to the unique 

quality of the floor and tied into my research of Ellis Island. 

Integrating a railing into the upstage platform and central stairs gave another 

opportunity to use a material that was specific to the object. The design of the railings 

was meant to resemble the steel railings found on the immigrant ships. Due to the lack of 

welding facilities in the department, the railings would have to be fabricated off campus. 

Wood railings were suggested as an economical alternative. However, having railings 

made of steel would be consistent with my concept of liveness and I stressed the 

importance of the this to the production team. 

The jail cells straddled the line between using a faux finish instead of the accurate 

material. I made this decision on a practical level, knowing that two 8’-0” square concrete 

slabs would be incredibly heavy and potentially damage the integrity of the Reeve 

Theatre’s floor. Scott Freeman, the scenic carpenter, and I discussed creating standard 
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plywood risers with styrofoam sides allowing me to carve the styrofoam to look like 

crumbling concrete. I was confident that this build technique, along with the painting 

techniques at my disposal, would create an image of concrete that would not distract from 

the other components of the set. The upstage platform, it was decided, would  be made of 

plywood and painted to match tones found in the floor. 

The suitcases were the core component of the set.  They needed to be found objects 

and not manufactured specifically for the show. I was not concerned about the time 

needed to find almost one hundred suitcases until I sat down with the production staff. 

There were some suitcases in the properties stock already.  The condition of the cases 

varied and there was general concern about the life span of the objects if they were used 

as stairs, or even as suitcases in some instances.  I was outwardly disappointed and 

offered to assist in the suitcase hunt. The properties master, Julia Wasilewski, felt that the 

time and energy needed to find the suitcases was not realistic given the production 

constraints. She suggested we use styrofoam to create the majority of the suitcases and 

only use real ones only when they were handled by the actors.  I was not keen on this idea 

due to my own personal experience with the material of styrofoam. There was some 

discussion about making the suitcases out of wood, but cost made this option prohibitive. 

I had two options: to use styrofoam to achieve the quantity of suitcases in my design or  

to limit the number of suitcases to what was available in the properties stock. For me, the 

quantity of the suitcases was integral to portraying the vast quantity of immigrants who 

came to America and their hopes in the pursuit of the American dream. I chose styrofoam 

suitcases, believing this to be the choice most faithful to my concept. Most of the options 

given by the production staff were an attempt to keep the costs of the project low. Despite 

being cautioned about the production’s budget, I was not willing to sacrifice any of the 
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artifact components of the set. My only concern after the meeting was my acceptance of 

styrofoam suitcases. I saw this choice as a potential pitfall that would be discovered once 

everything was put together. The approval of the design from the production team meant 

that it was now my responsibility to ensure that my vision of artifacts on stage was 

realized.   

2.5 Lighting Concept 

 Understanding how the scenic components of Comrades related to layers and 

compounded history was an easier task than the concepts relation to the lighting design. 

The key difference in working with scenery and light is that scenery describes objects on 

stage while lighting illuminates objects. I was faced with the challenge of making the 

lighting design as present and impactful as the objects I had put on stage.  

 Layers in light translated to isolated scenes. I designed the stage to be multifunctional 

and isloated lighting would highlight a specific layer in the compounded history of the 

scenic design. The balance between light and dark would demonstrate whether a moment 

was public, private or belonged to the past or present. Using the lighting to show scenic 

elements, like the suitcases, had depth and were not just a painted façade would act as 

another layer to created a compounded image. Light would be used to support the image 

of compounded history on stage.   

2.6 Preliminary Lighting Plot 

I began the exploration of my lighting concept by creating a preliminary lighting plot. 

Once the lighting angles were simulated in Vectorworks, I realized shallower angles 

would cause excess lighting spill, negatively affecting my desire to create isolation. I 

changed the lighting angles from forty-five degree to thirty-degree angles to reduce the 

lighting spill (see fig. 6). Working with steeper angles would create deeper shadows on 
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the actors’ faces and create visibility problems when the actors wore hats. However, I felt 

I could mitigate this problem by adding low angled fill light. To add colour intensity to 

the lighting plot, red (Rosco 25) and blue (Rosco 80) gel were used in the top wash. 

These two saturated colours were intended for scenes like the riot scene and the 

courtroom circus scene.  

 

 

Fig. 6. Lighting angles of first (red) and second (blue) lighting plot. 

Specials were added to primarily light the scrim. With almost thirty feet of drape to 

light, I worked to find a number of lighting effects that would allow the scrim to be used 

in different ways. The main purpose of the scrim would be to accept colour. This was 

accomplished by adding three sets of RGB fresnels directly behind the scrim. The RGB 

lights were counterbalanced with three strip lights positioned on the floor and pointed at 

the scrim. The strip lights would be used to soften the colour on the scrim and would be 

used for the epilogue scene after the execution. Two other foot lights were positioned to 

project diagonal lines across the scrim and would be used for the scene on the ship and 
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Sacco’s dream. Gobos would be used to add texture to the jail cells and the riot scene 

along with a rotating pinwheel gobo for the courtroom circus. 

The final addition to the preliminary light plot was a practical overhead lighting 

fixture that hung over each jail cell. The lamps would be the standout artifact in the 

lighting design and connect back to the scenic design.  

 

Chapter 3: Application of Layers 

3.1 The Designer That Also Creates 

The build period for Comrades greatly tested the application of my concept and 

challenged my constructed rules about artifact. The majority of my professional 

experience to date required me to act as not only the designer, but also as the builder of 

my design components. I have often worked on small-scale productions that did not have 

the luxury of a scenic carpenter, properties master or a head of wardrobe. This approach 

was difficult and required a significant amount of work, however this method has some 

design advantages. In my work I have found being able to control my designs from the 

page to the stage ensured a high-quality final product. The overall spike in quality was 

due to my ability to create the objects I had designed along with the added opportunity to 

modify and change the design where appropriate. Being able to set my own expectations 

of quality based on my skill set meant I only had to answer to myself on a project. 

My thesis production was a departure from the independent working model to which 

I have grown accustomed. Working with a complete production team took a large amount 

of strain off me, but also took away my ability to control quality through building. 

Trusting others to accomplish my vision along with communicating the vision and any 

changes to the design through rehearsals, while still being accountable for the project’s 
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quality, was a process that was new to me. The learning curve was steep and there were 

many struggles along the way. Success would require full confidence in my concept. 

3.2 The Trouble With Suitcases 

My acceptance of styrofoam suitcases is my greatest regret of the entire production 

process. Each suitcase was integral to my design because each acted as the literal building 

blocks of my set. The suitcases were made from pre-cut pieces of Styrofoam. Each was 

carved, covered in a protective foam coat and then painted. Despite the very detailed 

building procedure, I worried about the final texture betraying my intention to represent 

the struggle and the hope of immigrants coming to America through layered, 

compounded history. 

The greatest issue I found with styrofoam is the material’s ineffectiveness to create a 

believable faux finish when damaged. Theatrical productions often utilize styrofoam to 

make large set pieces and props. Once their facades are damaged and the raw styrofoam 

shows through and significant attention is brought to what the object is constructed from, 

revealing that the object is in fact fake. When the audience is made aware of one forgery 

on stage, all the other components come into question. I have similar feelings about foam 

coat because of my experiences with the product: foamcoat will seal and protect the 

material it is applied to, but doesn’t effectively increase the durability. Foamcoat is also 

susceptible to cracking if compressed. Despite this knowledge, I agreed to use the 

products and reserved final judgement until I could see how the suitcases would be 

affected physically when they were installed on stage. 

In an attempt to bring some life to the styrofoam blocks I wanted to use real suitcase 

hardware. Cost was again a large factor with this decision and there was not enough 

money to put hardware on all of the cases. I was able to negotiate three-dimensional 
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suitcase handles into the build, but the only way clasps and buckles would appear on each 

suitcase was if they were painted. The form of the clasp was stenciled onto the suitcases 

using a metallic spray paint. This was followed by a second stencil sprayed with a dark 

metallic tone to act as the claps shadow. Working with the properties master, Julia 

Wasilewski, I was able to find pre-existing vinyl in the properties shop that would be 

used for leather strapping. A spreadsheet was created to organize the variety of finishes of 

the large number of suitcases needed (see fig. 7). The creation of this paperwork was 

important because it allowed me to track what was completed and give Wasilewski the 

information she needed to effectively use the materials we had for each style of suitcase. 

 

Fig. 7. Suitcase organization for the SL upstage platform. 

With the wheels of the suitcase assembly line turning, I did not expect there to be any 

sudden changes to the procedure of the build. There had been enough discussion and 

samples of the final product that I believed the process would move smoothly. One 

afternoon when dropping by on the shop and I noticed that there were three different 

kinds of textured finishes being applied to the cases, some of which had also been fit with 

actual buckles and clasps. I asked about the changes and was told that the foam coat had 

been replaced with a cloth and paper maché technique because of time restrictions and 



! 21 

that clasps had been found in bulk for significantly lower cost than predicted. These 

changes that had been made to the suitcase construction were not all negative, and I 

actually thought the cloth and papier maché would be more durable than the foamcoat. 

The main problem was that the components of the suitcases were now inconsistent. The 

inconsistency of the suitcase hardware lead me to re-evaluate the origional mapping of 

the suitcases to ensure I would be able to make a random pattern.  

3.3 Set construction 

Once the final model and the  set elevations were complete, Freeman began 

construction of the scenic elements. With the material sourced for the planked floor and 

the upstage riser utilizing stock material, the most difficult build would be the concrete 

slabs. The drawings for the railings were sent to a shop off campus to be fabricated and 

were scheduled to be delivered to the theatre a week prior to load-in. When the concrete 

slabs were finished, the set was loaded into the theatre, the plank floor was laid and the 

platform structures were moved into place. 

3.4 Painting 

The colour palette for this project would be based in neutral colours using green as 

the stand out colour amongst the suitcases. With the model as my guide, I began mixing 

test batches of colour to create a plan for the painters. When I painted my scale model, 

black was used as the base coat to keep the colours muted and to assist in creating the 

desired patina. I would not be able to use this same technique on stage because the black 

base coat on the larger surfaces absorbed too much light, making the objects look lifeless 

and dull. I moved away from black and looked at using lighter base coats that would be 

countered with significant paint breakdown to give the artifacts the liveness I was looking 

for. 
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Like the construction of the suitcases, the painting of the suitcases was executed in 

stages. Each suitcase was base coated and assigned one of six colours. Once the 

appropriate sides were painted (we left the sides unseen by the audience unpainted), the 

cases were either left without embellishment, given vinyl straps, or a painted stripe was 

applied. The painted stripe ensured I was able to get adequate mileage out of the 

hardware and strapping, adding another variety of suitcase to the mix of textures.  Once 

fully assembled, the suitcases were broken. 

The planked floor was not base coated to preserve the wood grain in each of the 

boards. The floor was painted with a light burnt umber wash and dark raw umber wash 

that were liberally applied with a roller. When the washes had dried, a very loose grey 

wash was applied with a roller to make the floor appear dusty. After the floor had dried I 

was concerned that the grey wash had made the floor appear to be much cooler than the 

other scenic components. Another coat of the dark raw umber wash was applied to add 

warmth to the coolness the grey paint had created. Before work on the concrete slab was 

started the styrofoam sides were carved and coated in foamcoat. The slabs were made of 

out two 8’0” by 4’0” platforms, leaving each slab with a vertical seam. The painting 

technique for the concrete would not have enough texture to mask the seam of the 

platforms, therefore each had to be taped and filled. Once sanded, a blue grey base coat 

was applied to the platforms. The texture of the concrete was achieved by scumbling a 

medium grey and rust tone together. When the scumbled paint dried a light grey wash 

was sprayed on the top and sides to blend the paint colours together. When the paint had 

dried, black was spattered onto the platforms with a brush to create the look of defects in 

the concrete. 
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The upper platform was painted along with the steel railing once the floor was 

finished. The platform was painted with a burnt sienna base coat then a dark grey wash 

was dragged across platform with a wide brush. Originally the railings were meant to be 

chemically rusted, but they ended up being painted due to concerns that the rust could 

potentially damage the costumes. The technique that was used to paint rust was very 

effective and involved the sponging of raw sienna, burnt umber and orange in places 

where moisture would naturally collect on the railing. 

The final step was sealing everything with a matte glaze. Since the actors were in 

hard soled shoes for the entire production the surfaces that could potentially splinter were 

sealed. The wet painting technique for the planked floor created the potential for 

splintering and warping, and when the foot traffic on the stage increased splinters began 

to form. The sealant or glaze often left surfaces slightly shiny and ruined the desired aged 

look of the floor. To limit the shine of the glaze it had to be mixed with water. Using a 

half and half ratio of glaze and water the desired finish was created. The water in the 

glaze impacted the sealing properties, therefore a number of coats had to be applied to the 

floor. The first coat of glaze was applied the evening before our first technical rehearsal 

and every evening after until the splintering was eliminated.  

3.5 Suitcase Installation 

Despite the amount of planning and paperwork that accompanied the suitcases, they 

did not fit under the stage properly. This was frustrating due to the amount of work I had 

put into tracking these objects. Upon closer examination of the platform, I noticed the 

lower shelf the suitcases were to sit on was 6” taller than my drawing. Instead of a piece 

of plywood being laid on the upper platform’s leg braces to create the shelf, a 6” high 

stock platform was installed on top of the leg braces. The 6” difference was enough that 
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the tallest suitcases were unable to stand upright. I made the decision to arrange the 

suitcases as they fit instead of how they were drawn because there was an achievable 

configuration that allowed the practical suitcases to still be accessible. When the last 

suitcase was placed I pulled some scrap fabric and burlap from the properties shop and 

began stuffing the gaps between suitcases to make the areas appear denser and the fabric 

gave the impression of clothing coming out of over-stuffed suitcases. This also  prevented 

the audience from being able to see directly behind the suitcases. 

Chapter 4:  Layers in the Theatre 

4.1 Cueing  

There were a number of characteristics of my design that I discovered during the 

cueing session, some negative and some positive. The biggest challenge I found was in 

the lighting design. The one-dimensional quality of the light from the front lights lacked 

contrast and objects appeared flat. These lights allowed me to gain the isolation I needed 

for the production but did not add definition to the stage or the actors. I was able to 

counterbalance the effect of the front light with the liberal use of side lighting.  

I found the greatest success in the utilization of the scrim. The effects on the scrim 

ranged from high intensity colour washes to subtle lighting breakup from footlights. 

When the scrim was fully illuminated, focus was drawn to the size of the theatre and this 

was effective in scenes that had big energy, such as the riot and the courtroom. The 

striplights were utilized for softer moments like Sacco’s dream and the journey to 

America.  

I initially attempted to work texture, through the use of gobos, into the riot scene and 

the police interrogation, however the director had reservations about incorporating that 

into the show. To preserve the forward momentum of the cueing session, I decided to put 
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the gobos aside and revisit them once the majority of the cues were programmed. 

Unfortunately, the gobos never found their way back into the show. Without a clear idea 

of how the gobos would be used, they became a casualty in the cueing process. The only 

gobo that remained in the show was the rotating gobo for the courtroom scene as both the 

director and I had a clear understanding of its use.  

The jail scenes were the most isolated moments in the play, leaving Sacco and 

Vanzetti illuminated and the rest of the stage in darkness (see fig. 8). Sacco and Vanzetti 

were held in two different prisons during their jail term. Creating darkness between them 

represented how far apart they were from each other in real life. When the actors left their 

cells to move into flashbacks, the jail cells were crossfaded creating a seamless entry into 

the flashback scenes. 

 

Fig. 8. Prison lighting look. 

My choice to use a singular colour in my front lights meant I had to use the red top 

lights and scrim lights to add colour and dimension to most of the lighting looks. The 

scene where top lights were utilized the most was during the riot (see fig. 9). Using the 

top lights in conjunction with the coloured scrim lights, I was able to bathe the stage 
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entirely in red. Saturating the stage in red de-saturated the scenery and allowed focus to 

be placed on the actors.  

 

Fig. 9. Riot lighting look. 

The most complicated cue I had to organize was the courtroom circus sequence. The 

cue contained two spinning pinwheel gobos and lights that shifted depending on the 

location of the actors on stage (see fig. 10). This was a very physical scene for the actors, 

as they had to switch back and forth between different characters. The most difficult 

aspect of this look was keeping the actors highlighted amongst the different effects. I was 

able to maintain the focus on the actors by having the lights change during their 

movement instead of when they were speaking.  
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Fig. 10. Circus lighting look. 

The use front light cast dense shadows on the actors’ faces, especially when they 

were wearing hats. Fortunately, I had prepared myself for this situation and used my low 

fill light liberally throughout the production. However, I wanted to utilize the effect of the 

heavy shadows when Sacco changed into the prosecution lawyer Katzmann (see fig. 11). 

This was an effective technique disguising the actor playing Sacco, transforming him into 

a villainous attorney. I chose to bathe the scrim in green light and the scenery in blue light 

in this scene to really highlight Katzman. 
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Fig. 11. Lawyer lighting look. 

        One of the most effective cues I created was the transition between the execution 

and the epilogue. Campbell and I had often discussed the final execution and how to 

create an effect for this. The film, The Green Mile, provided inspiration for how to create 

the effect. During the electrocution scene, the lights in the adjacent buildings would 

flicker due to the quantity of electricity needed. The flicker along with the sound of the 

electric chair was all the information I needed to give the audience to make this moment 

clear. When the two men moved to the upstage platform for the epilogue, the effect of the 

white light made their white collared shirts glow and appear ethereal. (see fig. 12). 
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Fig. 12. Final lighting look. 

4.2 Technical Rehearsals 

Now that the show had been cued, it was time to bring the actors onstage to explore 

their new environment. This moment sits vividly in my memory since this was the night 

an actor kicked a hole into a suitcase. This was a heartbreaking moment due to the 

amount of time spent on the suitcases. There were many accidents with the suitcases on 

the first night from both the cast and crew. It became very clear that the damage to the 

suitcases was unavoidable and care was required. Again, I regretted the use of Styrofoam. 

The actors worked very hard to adapt to the fragility of the suitcases. 

 Despite the amount of time that was spent patching the suitcases, technical 

rehearsals ran very smoothly. I was thrilled to finally see all of the elements together on 

stage. The suitcases looked better than I had expected under the lights, even though I 

could clearly identify which had been manufactured in the prop shop. Once all the 
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components were in place, I found the inconsistency of the suitcases was lost in the action 

of the play. On the last dress rehearsal I felt confident in the image I had created on stage. 

Chapter 5: Creating Something Worthwhile 

When Comrades opened, I reflected on my concept of putting artifacts on stage. I 

had created a cohesive stage image, but as I watched the opening performance I found 

myself inspecting suitcases for damage. The fear I had of the suitcases realness being 

brought into question by the possibility of the audience discovering they were styrofoam 

was confirmed.  I became very aware of the inconsistency of real objects on stage. For 

Comrades to be an accurate description of compounded history based on my concept, 

none of the layers could be inconsistent.  

My concept was about artifacts and their application in layers to create compounded 

history, however in the design process I had not left time to consider the possibility that 

not all of the objects would be artifacts and how that would effect the final image. 

Styrofoam suitcases and faux finished concrete textures did not make the concept of 

artifacts a failure. Instead, having the artificial objects mixed with artifacts made me 

examine the practicality of such a concept. Not knowing what artifacts were readily 

available was a liability to the process. I wanted to have a hundred suitcases on stage and 

there were only twenty in properties storage. If I had adjusted my design to utilize the 

suitcases we already had, while utilizing other components to fill in the gaps where I 

could not have suitcases, I would have been able to avoid styrofoam all together. The 

question I should have been asking myself was: Can I find design solutions that 

consistently use artifacts even if that meant using less suitcases? Despite the mixing of 

artifacts with artificial objects, I felt that the scenic design functioned well with the action 

on stage.  
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I felt the lighting design did not properly utilize my concepts. Instead of using 

unconventional ways to light the stage I became overwhelmed by modern lighting 

equipment and did not work to push the design boundaries. The greatest success in the 

lighting design was the bare bulbs that hung from the catwalk. The two lamps could 

illuminate the stage without the support of other lighting instruments and created shadows 

unseen in the final design. I realise now I missed a great opportunity to use 

unconventional fixtures as my main lighting source and integrate them into the set itself. I 

will take this design experience and apply these lessons to my lighting designs in the 

future.  

Working on Comrades allowed me to leap into the complexity of working 

exclusively as a designer by putting my technical skills to use guiding others to execute 

my scenic concept. Communication skills are perhaps the most important skills the scenic 

designer must possess. The fundamental component to my success as a designer is my 

ability to be accountable and confident in the work I create. 
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Appendix 

 

Fig. 13. Ground Plan. 
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Fig. 14. Railing and Upstage Platform Elevations. 
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Fig. 15. Jail Cell and Flooring Elevations. 
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Fig. 16. Suitcase Location Map. 
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Fig. 17. Final painted model. 

 

Fig. 18. Archival photograph. 
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Fig. 19. Archival photograph. 

 

Fig. 20. Archival photograph. 
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Fig. 21. Archival photograph. 

 

Fig. 22. Archival photograph. 


