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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Lopez, Lawrence Andrew, Set and Light Design for Con Mis Manos/With My Hands A 

Play in Two Acts By Misael Martinez.  Master of Arts (MA), December, 2009, 263 pp, 8 

appendices. 

An examination and analysis of the process of creating and executing a set and 

light design for a new show in a new space.  This thesis will delve into the problems and 

solutions that helped to create the set for Con Mis Manos/With My Hands, a play by 

Misael Martinez, for production in the Albert L. Jeffers Theatre at the University of 

Texas-Pan American.   
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CHAPTER I 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

 Borders have always fascinated people.  The place where two things intersect is 

never clear and defined, like a line on a map, but is much more like the colors in a 

rainbow, distinct but still melding together.  All along the Rio Grande in Texas there 

exists a border between countries and between cultures.  Nowhere else in the United 

States has American culture blended in such a way with that of Mexico; a narrow section 

extending from Reynosa to Piedras Negras, on our side Brownsville to Eagle Pass, 

experiences a strange conglomeration of people, cultures and traditions.  The Rio Grande 

Valley is a unique setting for a play; while other playwrights have written stories about 

life on the border, few if any have captured the essence of what it means to be Hispanic 

in the Valley.  To understand fully the nuances and subtleties, one would have to have 

grown up here.   

Con Mis Manos/With My Hands tells the story of the Gutierrez family, Esteban 

and his wife Josephina with their two kids David and Jessica, dealing emotionally with 

Josephina’s recently-diagnosed brain cancer.  The family struggles as Esteban attempts to 

hide behind celebration after celebration before he is forced to confront the fact of his 

wife’s imminent death by Sulema, his sister in law, and ultimately Josephina.  When 

Josephina does die, Esteban curls into himself and loses interest in living, only to be
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rescued from depression by David.  This story is not unique, but the setting and players 

are.  My primary goal in working on getting this show produced is to honestly portray the 

unique culture of the Valley for people who are not residents.  Theatre is a unique place 

for people to gather and reinforce their cultural identity, and this play could provide that. 

 In order to create theatre that portrays Valley culture in an honest and valuable 

way, I have chosen to involve myself in creating Con Mis Manos for production on the 

Albert L. Jeffers Theatre stage for Pan American Summer Stock Theatre 2009.  PASS is 

the production arm of UTPA’s Summer Theatre Workshop.  Students who enroll in 

PASS provide the build staff and perform the productions presented.  PASS occurs over 

five weeks, and in 2009 produced two shows.  The students enrolled take on all roles 

within the production schedule, from construction crew to running the lights and sound 

for the two productions.  This year, Con Mis Manos was the first production to open, 

giving us approximately four weeks to rehearse the show, build the set and practice the 

technical parts of the show.  I have chosen to design the set and lights for this show, both 

of which present some opportunities to overcome obstacles.  First, the timeframe of the 

show requires designing and creating the set and lights in time for the opening on July 

2nd.  Second is the Jeffers itself.  This theatre is a thrust stage with stadium style seating; 

in other words the seats surround three sides of the stage which is at floor level.   In 

addition, the stage is not symmetrical along center line.  The proscenium is offset the 

width of a cinderblock across the plaster line due to a construction error that was never 

fixed.  Working with the asymmetry is not hard, but it does factor into any measurements 

made during the design phase.  All things considered, the job of creating a set and light 

design would be a significant challenge.   
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 The creation of a set depends on several factors all coming together in anywhere 

from two weeks to two months, depending on the complexity and rehearsal length.  In the 

case of Con Mis Manos I was working under a deadline of four weeks with a set design 

completed in a similar amount of time.  Starting the design required reading the play five 

or six times, in order to fully analyze the development of the plot and requirements of the 

action.  A number of problems needed to be solved in order to successfully create a set 

for this show on a thrust style stage.  First, and most difficult, the play is written as a 

series of interconnected scenes set in different locations.  This leads to a disjointed, 

cinematic feel to the play which makes scene changes, costume changes and set dressings 

more challenging than with a more traditionally-scripted play.  Second, I had to create a 

working set, requiring multiple set changes, on a fairly small stage.  Solving these and 

other problems to be discussed later resulted in a set design that used the focus of the 

family, the back yard, as a permanent set while the other scenes are defined with as few 

pieces of furniture as possible.  The permanent parts of the set, the house and patio, were 

allowed to shatter towards the edges, petering off into darkness in such a way as to 

suggest the emotional fracturing of the family as their anchor is taken from them.   

 The construction process developed over a three week period from a two 

dimensional tape layout through to getting the full set up and ready to go.  Laying the 

ground plan was a several hour process in which the measurements from the design were 

carefully transcribed to the stage, and then linked with tape in a huge game of connect-

the-dots.  Once the tape was laid out we mixed paint for the process of creating a floor 

texture.  Walls were slightly delayed by the lengthy process of painting the floor; a series 

of five or six layers of paint followed by sealing the floor to prevent the paint from being 
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pulled up by mopping or scraped off by lazy feet.  The floor paint was laid in two 

sections, one as a concrete deck layered with dabs, drips and spatters of several colors to 

simulate an exterior slab after years of wear and tear.  The rest of the stage was a scumble 

of greens and browns with several layers of sprayed texture in the same greens and 

browns with some blue and yellow thrown in.  All of this paint was then followed by a 

layer of sealant.  While the floor was in process the walls got a similar treatment, with 

both rag rolling and sprayed texture in a warm cream color.  This color was chosen 

because it would pick up the lights and reflect the changing moods.  Paint on the floor 

was followed by the fence and walls being erected and the roof installed.  The roof was 

slightly delayed by a late night of painting and texturing shingles cut from 1/8” plywood.  

Along the way paint colors were altered, trim covered seams between walls and masking 

was added.  The last details pulled the set together and created a canvas to paint with 

lights.   

 The lighting of the set required not only understanding the emotional nuances of 

the show in order to reinforce them, but also learning the lighting system of the Jeffers 

theatre.  I started with warm ambers to bring out the color of a Valley sunset, and then 

contrasted them with cool blues and purples.  I tried to achieve both the clinical coolness 

of fluorescent lighting as well as a good contrast to the amber/yellow in pale blue/white.  

These two washes, combined with various patterns, color breakups and Christmas lights 

on the roof of the house set allowed the subtle manipulation of the mood of each scene, 

from warm and inviting, to cold and tense with a simple cross fade.  Areas of light were 

used to define the locations of the show.  Light pools emphasized the connection that the 

family has both to each other and to the house as a center of their lives.  The nature of 
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lighting a thrust stage makes it very difficult to completely isolate light pools, leaving the 

rest of the stage in darkness, because light reflects off of so many surfaces.  The house, 

because of reflected light, is always somewhat visible and thus is always present to some 

degree in both the character’s actions and in the audience’s mind.  This fact allowed the 

development of light design that would reinforce that presence, cementing the image of 

the house and therefore illustrating the fact that the home and family are always central in 

the mind of these characters.   

 The set and lights worked together to reinforce the action of the script, as well as 

to provide different commentary on the emotional content.  The set should be more than 

background and lights should provide more than illumination for the actors; instead the 

actors should be able to perform in and work with a well designed set as if it were simply 

another character.  The lights should do more than illuminate; they should also reinforce 

the emotional drive of the play.  The lights should help the audience understand the 

underlying feelings that are not broadcast.  For Con Mis Manos the set functions both as a 

location, and as a permanent reminder of the center of the family.  The set also frayed 

around the edges, reinforcing the sense of disintegration that the family feels as Josephina 

slowly succumbs to her illness.  The lights reinforced the emotional tension, changing 

color and direction to reveal the undercurrents of emotion.  For example, in the cafeteria 

scene from Act I, cool light and isolation brought out the turmoil of emotion that David 

and Jessica feel while they wait for news about their mother.  When Hector comes in, the 

lights warmed up and expanded the light pool, releasing some of the pressure as Hector 

relieves some of the pressure on David and Jessica with news and jokes.  This is only one 
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of many places where lights, set and actors work together to suggest the emotional 

content of the scene, bringing the audience along.   

 The first sketches for the set put a wall filling the proscenium, with hinged 

sections to provide a route for furniture to move on and off the set.  During the refining 

process, and while thinking about the sheer number of set changes called for, I managed 

to catch a bit of The Old Matador from October 2005 production tape showing on the 

lobby televisions.  The set had a house exterior on stage right, with a chicken coop stage 

left and most of the action took place downstage of the set.  This set gave me the idea of 

pulling the house to one side of the stage, thus allowing for furniture to move freely from 

backstage while still maintaining the set and playing areas for the action of the play.  This 

design would also take advantage of the asymmetry of the stage.  The upstage-left corner 

is the strongest playing position, further reinforcing the homes role as anchor for the 

family. 

My primary goal with this play is to provide a set that will support the action of 

the show as well as enabling the actors and stagehands in performing their very necessary 

tasks.  In addition to these goals, I aimed to make the set aesthetically appropriate and 

pleasing to the eye.  The set from The Old Matador provides the basic layout plan, 

modified to serve Con Mis Manos; a layout that emphasizes the choreography of the 

scene changes.  Next, to find inspiration for the look of the set; I took drives through the 

communities around the Rio Grande Valley, looking at houses and other buildings to gain 

some understanding of the architectural decisions, as well as cultural influences and the 

ever-elusive flavor of this area.   
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I am in a unique position of staging this show on a thrust for the first time, 

without having seen pictures of the Texas State University-San Marcos production, which 

was staged on a proscenium theatre with significantly different choices made in set and 

lights.1  Research indicates a certain feel that the outside of houses get in the Valley, a 

dusty wear that comes from long hours of intense heat and humidity combined with less-

than-excellent construction techniques.  Another frequent feature of Valley homes is a 

tendency towards do-it-yourself repairs of dubious quality due to lack of the appropriate 

knowledge.  My first response then was to try to capture the essence of self reliance due 

to a combination of pride and finances.  Esteban chooses to perform repairs himself--even 

if he doesn’t necessarily know what he’s doing--because of his machismo and pride.  He 

believes that the fix will be better, and definitely cheaper, then hiring a professional.  To 

capture this attitude, I moved my palette more into creams and other readily available 

colors, and tried to achieve a flow to the set that would indicate Esteban’s hands at work.  

Small additions to the set emphasized the do-it-yourself method, from paint on the screen 

door to the slightly-wrinkled screen in the window.   

 The subtleties of the set are lost without appropriate lighting; however, lighting 

has an in-built delay when designing a set.  Lights require a much shorter time frame to 

set up, and cannot be focused properly without the major structures of the set in place.  It 

also helps when lighting a set to have the basic color palette of the set already in place so 

that the gel colors can be properly harmonized.  When the set was mostly finished, the 

development of the light design began.  First the emotional flow of the show was 

analyzed; in other words where the tension is built up, and where it plateaus in order to 

                                                 
1 Production photos available at http://www.theatreanddance.txstate.edu/productions/archives/2004-
2005/manos.html  

http://www.theatreanddance.txstate.edu/productions/archives/2004-2005/manos.html
http://www.theatreanddance.txstate.edu/productions/archives/2004-2005/manos.html
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follow that flow with the lights.  Con Mis Manos follows a fairly traditional short series 

of arcs leading up to the major climax in scene eight of Act II.  The design followed this 

flow with color and intensity changes; shifts from warmer to cooler colors, and relative 

low intensity to high changed the way the audience perceived the stage.  Cool colors and 

high, harsh intensity increases the tension, while warmer colors combined with lower 

intensity relieve the tension.  In addition, the size of the area lit either increased or 

decreased the tension of the scene; larger pools allow for more movement and therefore 

less tension.  This is wonderfully illustrated in Act II, scene 8 where the light pool seems 

to cover a significant portion of the stage, in fact it covered about a third of the area, but 

at the same time more than half of the stage is in darkness, and the actors are forced to 

perform in a small space, pressurizing the fight to an explosive finish.  Lights are not 

separate from the set, but an extension thereof, both echoing and enhancing the 

performance of the actors without overpowering them. 

 Now that we have examined the process of the two parts of the design, let us 

examine the details.  We will closely examine all of the artistic decisions made, along 

with lessons learned and discoveries that created a working set and lights along with a 

learning experience for the actors, director and designer.   
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CHAPTER II 
 
 

SET 
 
 

 Having taken a cursory look at the practicalities of building a set, we must now 

examine the realities, the artistic discoveries, and especially some of the re-designs that 

were made.  It’s important to examine every facet, especially those places where 

problems were encountered in order to learn from them; thus I will not ignore any part of 

the process. 

Starting Process 

Inspiration 

 The inspiration for a painting can come from just about anything, but the 

inspiration for a set is usually grounded in reality.  Con Mis Manos/With My Hands is 

heavily episodic, and the way the playwright scripted the scenes calls for a more 

ephemeral set design that allows for frequent set changes.  Because of this need for 

frequent scene changes that do not interrupt the narrative, I focused more on finding the 

impression rather than the reality of a house and back yard.  While traveling around the 

Edinburg and McAllen area to look at houses much of what I saw led to a slightly run 

down, but at the same time well-loved appearance to the house.  The lawns of houses also 

brought inspiration in the generally yellow-green color and patchy pattern.  I also used
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images from the internet2 to try to find the essence of the Rio Grande Valley home, along 

with color, sound and atmosphere for other locations needed in the show.  Investigation 

plus inspiration then leads to beginning the development of the set. 

Collaboration 

No production can happen without the interaction of a group of people who are 

willing to work as a group to accomplish something great, the creation and performance 

of a play.  My work on Con Mis Manos/With My Hands brought me into a circle of artists 

all working toward that end.  In this section I will discuss the process of collaborative 

creation as well as my experiences working with the director and the playwright in the 

creation of the production. 

The relationship between a director and a designer is unique in the process of a 

production because of the intimate quality of the work that they both do.  My set would 

be very pretty to look at, but ultimately useless without a cast of actors to perform the 

play.  In this section I will explore my working relationship with the director. 

 Working with Emily Ruby Fierros on Con Mis Manos gave me the opportunity to 

watch a director from the unique position of designer.  Ruby and I have similar 

experiences working in theatre, but this was our first opportunity to work together as 

colleagues producing a show.   The most valuable part of this experience for me is that I 

have now become more familiar with the process of working with another artist, as well 

as Ruby’s artistic style.   

 I believe that the hardest part of any artistic collaboration is learning to shut up 

and allow the other artists the freedom to experiment, and if necessary, make mistakes.  

All of the mistakes that I made during the design process made my design stronger as I 
                                                 
2 See Appendix D for research images. 
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fixed said mistakes.  I had to choose to stay silent and allow Ruby to find her own path to 

the ultimate expression of the action of the show on her own.  I offered advice when it 

was solicited, but in the end, Ruby had to make the hard choices. 

Friendship before the start of the production is always helpful because the two of 

you will be spending long hours together working out the details of the show.  It also 

helps if you can be honest with the director, especially in those situations where he or she 

might be about to make a mistake and comes to you for advice.  Give them your honest 

opinion and then let them make their choice, whatever that choice is. 

Working directly with the creative mind behind the text of a play is a valuable 

experience for any designer or director as there are fewer opportunities for 

misinterpretation.  Misael Martinez was able, while watching rehearsals and observing 

construction, to offer small bits of direction that helped us to capture his vision on stage 

more accurately, while still expressing our own interpretation of what the play needed.  In 

addition to direct artistic input from the playwright we were also able to have immediate 

response on any script changes that we might find necessary. 

Preliminaries 

 The creative process for anyone, designer director or playwright, is based on the 

sum of his or her experiences.  Con Mis Manos as a text developed out of Misael’s 

personal experiences with the culture of the Rio Grande Valley.  Ruby’s direction grew 

out of her experiences both directing and being directed in previous shows.  Just as my 

fellow artists were influenced by their previous experiences, the set and lights for Con 

Mis Manos grew out of my design aesthetic, influenced by a myriad of designs and 

historical precedents.  At the beginning of the 20th century the art of stage design began to 
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change rapidly.  Prior to 1915, sets were mainly reflections of the 18th century French 

wing and drop style.  The aesthetic changes that came to be called the New Stagecraft 

shifted the standard toward a clean simplified stage that spoke to the text as much as the 

work done by the actors.  Set designs by such artists as Joe Mielziner, Donald Oenslager, 

and Ming Cho Lee have been my primary influence in the aesthetic choices made for my 

designs.   The New Stagecraft is grounded in the concept of conservation of expression, 

in other words, the elimination of unnecessary decoration.  In addition, most sets under 

this design aesthetic have eliminated the need for accurate recreation of real world 

locations.  This idea is reflected in the set for Con Mis Manos through the manipulation 

of space and time through lights, furniture and action on a relatively empty stage.     

After collecting images and incubating ideas for a while I began to create 

preliminary sketches and play with ideas to solidify the design with the focus on the 

aesthetic of the New Stagecraft.  The first few drawings were eventually discarded as 

insufficient to the needs of the show.  Eventually, I managed to catch a small piece of a 

video of The Old Matador while waiting for a meeting and noticed the way that the 

designer had pushed the house to one side of the stage.  This solution that would work 

well for Con Mis Manos, as it would allow for set changes to happen quickly and 

smoothly without the need for hinged walls or other mechanical monstrosities.   

With the basic set structure figured out, it was now time to develop the drafts that 

the technical director and shop crew would use to create the set.  First came a ground 

plan, the basic layout of walls, platforms and other set features that never leave the stage 

during the show.  The furniture was placed, divided by scene, onto the stage.  

VectorWorks™, the drafting program used, is a powerful aid to the designer.  The 
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program allows one to lay out a ground plan and then alter it at will.  The flexibility that 

this feature offers allowed me to place the furniture for a scene, and then move it around 

and tweak the look until it seemed right.  In addition, it allowed me to see what furniture 

could stay on stage between scenes.   

 Once the ground plan and furniture plan were done, the elevations were 

developed for the walls, roof sections, fence and other details that needed to be built.  

These elevations, along with the ground plan, were then delivered to the scene shop staff 

to begin the build.  This is the point where most set designs begin to show where they are 

weak, and where modifications need to happen.   

Problems to Solve 

 Con Mis Manos is a very complex show, with many scene changes that need to 

happen quickly.  Since the Albert L. Jeffers stage has less storage space in the wings then 

was desirable, the first problem to solve was finding a place for all of the furniture to stay 

while not on stage.  Shop space is limited, and there is the problem of getting furniture on 

stage without disturbing the set significantly.  In addition, due to the design of the stage, 

several pieces of furniture need to come on stage from the vomitory, also called the vom, 

which has even less space for set pieces as it is also an audience entrance.   

 The first of our solutions came from the studio theatre next door to the Jeffers.  

We were able to store some of the bulkier furniture there, while others were stored in the 

prop room off the vom. With storage solved, let us turn our attention to set changes.  The 

style of stage in the Jeffers makes complex scene changes challenging at best, impossible 

at worst.  For Con Mis Manos eighteen scene changes ranging from simple to very 

complex and all absolutely necessary to the progress of the show presented a significant 
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challenge.  Adapting the design was necessary to accommodate all of the set changes, as 

well as allowing for anything that the director decided she wanted in the show.   

Solutions 

 The best solutions to most of the problems was to change the fence from masking 

the cyclorama in an upstage location, to meeting the wall of the house further downstage 

with a pair of gates that would allow the passage of large furniture and other set pieces.  

The gates would solve the movement problem, but storage was still an issue with a sofa, 

bench seating and a wagon dressed as a car.  The car wagon was able to stay behind the 

fence, but still on stage, while the bench and sofa needed other places to stay while 

waiting for their moment in the light.  The bench which is normally in the lobby stayed 

there till curtain, and then was returned there after the scene.  The sofa was stored in the 

prop storage room until needed right at the end of Act I, and then put away since it was 

not needed for Act II.   

 With most of the logistical problems solved, certain design issues needed to be 

tweaked.  The roof needed to be worked out carefully, since it was three pieces sloping 

up at an angle from walls that were also at angles from one another.  In addition, it was 

necessary to mask from audience view the backstage through all of the openings in the 

walls.  The window would require more than a screen to be opaque enough; however it 

would still need a certain level of translucence in order to read as a window.  This was 

also a problem with the screen door.  Since doors open, the same solution used for the 

window could not be used.  The door was partially solved by having a solid door behind 

the screen.  However, this would not be enough to completely mask the backstage when 

it needed to be open due to the extreme sightlines.  The window problem was solved with 
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a layer of translucent plastic behind the screen, which allowed some light through without 

letting the audience see what was actually behind the window.  For the door, hanging a 

curtain from the masking walls behind the door achieved sufficient masking for the 

purpose of the show while allowing for easy actor access.   

Evolution of the Design 

 Very few set designs are able to make it from page to stage without some 

changes.  For the most part, these changes fall into three categories, which I will use to 

explain the changes that happened to the design.  These categories are aesthetic, practical 

and sympathetic.  The first category encompasses changes made because the set will look 

better.  The second covers any changes made because they would make construction or 

set changes easier.  The last covers changes made because of a change made for one of 

the first two reasons, or because the designer simply felt that the set would be better for 

the change. 

Aesthetic Changes 

 The biggest aesthetic change, one that tied the set together, was changing the 

color of the door frame and window.  I had originally painted the door and window to 

resemble poorly maintained wood.  However the trim of the house was a warm salmon 

color.  As one looked at the house, the door and window would stand out and not look 

right.  In addition, Esteban is not the kind of man who would let his home fall into that 

kind of disrepair.  In addition to the aesthetic discord introduced by the original color, it 

also pulled the house into a lower socio-economic class then was suggested by the text.  

We pulled the window and door frame out of the walls and repainted them to match the 
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trim and interior door.  This simple change made a huge difference in the appeal of the 

set as a representative house.   

 The second change was to flip the up stage center wall upside down from its 

original orientation in order to put a smudge of paint up inside the eaves.  The smudge 

came from the Hudson sprayer dripping paint while texturing the wall.  Attempting to 

blot up the spill with a sponge made a mess of it.  As it turned out, flipping the wall was 

unnecessary when the fence went in, because the new line of the fence would have 

covered the smear.  This is a good example of changes that contradict each other after the 

fact since the wall flip was made before the fence went in. 

 Third, I chose to make the shingles a green blue color that complemented the blue 

and yellow in the floor texture rather then make them grey.  The blue shingles expressed 

the idea of the house better then being strictly true to life.  In this case, the shingles could 

read even though they would rarely be directly lit.  The blue worked well in semi-

darkness and even read well in front of the cyclorama.  In addition, blue shingles are 

more interesting to look at than grey shingles, leading to a stronger stage presence. 

Practical Changes 

 One of the biggest changes was moving the fence from the upstage edge of the 

set, to terminating at the wall about six feet further downstage.  We moved the fence so 

that we could store the car wagon behind the fence while it was not on stage.  This 

supplanted a previous idea of storing the car inside the house behind a hinged wall; an 

idea that worked on paper, but would have been clumsy in execution.  The new design 

allowed the car to be set and struck quickly, with a minimum of fuss between scenes 2 

and 3 in Act I.  This change also reflects in the previous category since it did change the 
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look of the set for the better.  I feel that the set flowed better with the fence in the new 

orientation than the original concept. 

 The second change made for practical reasons was the addition of masking drapes 

backstage of the door.  I added these drapes because the masking walls would not mask 

the upstage right corner while the front door was open.  This was a design flaw to be 

discussed in more detail later; suffice to say that it was a problem solved through a simple 

change.   

 The next change involved moving the grill from in front of the door to down stage 

of the window on the edge of the patio area.  This alteration allowed the actors an easier 

path from the front door to the car during Act I scene 1 where Esteban carries Josefina 

out of the house and to the car.  The grill’s original location was far too close to the wall 

of the house and blocked easy movement.  The change made it much smoother and more 

natural.  This change was made during a rehearsal by the director, but after seeing the 

blocking with the new location, I was happy with it and kept the change in the design. 

 The last change was the car wagon.  The original design was a group of four 

chairs that would stand in for the car during the extremely brief Act I scene 2.  The 

director was unhappy with this idea, and so we worked out the wagon. It would be easier 

to move, and would be able to support real car seats.  This was the stronger design choice 

because it would allow set changes to progress faster, as well as supporting the idea of a 

car better.  The original back seat was in two pieces with no support structure, which 

would have to be built.  We felt that this would be more work then could get finished, 

especially in light of the bench seat we were able to borrow from Tom Grabowski’s van.  

The front seats were acquired from a junk yard, along with a steering wheel which was 
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scrapped because it would have been more work than it was worth to install on the 

wagon.  The stripped-down design also allowed the actors to “create” the rest of the 

vehicle through their actions, a design choice that flowed into the rest of the design 

better. 

Sympathetic Changes 

 Sympathetic changes are those that are the result of other changes made for any 

number of reasons.  This type of change usually comes after the inspiring change is made 

and after a good look at the set.  Con Mis Manos did not have very many of these, but 

they were there.  First was the addition of nice-looking hinges and handles on the upstage 

gate in the fence.  We decided that, since the gate is obviously there, we might as well 

incorporate it into the overall design.  This change then inspired its own series of little 

additions that were not, strictly speaking, changes since they were never part of the 

original drafting.  

 Moving the grill also caused a series of other moves to accommodate the new 

location.  The cooler and folding chair moved to the other side of the door when they are 

not pulled downstage for the actors to use. 

 Changes are inevitable with any set design when it meets the realities of 

transforming from a drawing on a page to the reality on a stage.  These changes are 

healthy, as long as the vision of the director is maintained throughout the process.  The 

changes made to my design enhanced the overall power of the set, allowing me to capture 

the essential emotional content of the play.  My primary goal has always been to support 

the action of the play as well as reinforce the message through the set.  The changes 

helped to accomplish this goal. 
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The Refining Process 

 The process of creating a set is not without bumps and problems, the most 

persistent of these are in some of the decisions that the designer makes.   Some of these 

issues get solved, others go unrecognized until the show opens and you realize too late 

that you should have done that one thing differently.  The weak choices I made were 

mainly due to inexperience and the challenge inherent in designing for a multiple 

sightline performing space, and the solutions that happened for most of them were natural 

extensions of the learning process.   

The Decision Process and How I Learned From It 

 Changes are, as already stated, inevitable to the process of creating a set design.  

During the build for Con Mis Manos/With My Hands we found a lot of little places where 

the thought process was not complete. Since I was intimately involved in the build, I was 

able to complete those thoughts and finish the idea to a reasonable facsimile of what was 

in my head.  In spite of my involvement, there were some mistakes that slipped past me 

initially, only to be caught in dress rehearsals, or in one case, not at all.   

 One of the most glaring problems which I should have caught during the design 

phase was the insufficient masking behind the walls of the set for the front door.  If the 

front door was open, the audience could see all the way to the upstage right corner of the 

stage, well into technician territory; a flaw that would have been unacceptable to leave 

alone.  I had provided some masking for the door, but it only masked for house left, while 

house right had an unobstructed view of the cyclorama.  A curtain hung behind the door 

provided enough to obscure the workings backstage, but it was inelegant and , to use a 
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“technical” term, half-baked.3  A proper fix would have been to paint and texture another 

pair of walls to provide the masking that was needed, while still allowing the actors 

enough room to move about and do what they needed to do back there.  Due to my 

unfamiliarity with the space and with designing the practical parts of sets, I did miss what 

should have been a glaring issue.  One should always look at sight lines in the space one 

is using before adding masking walls to the set design.  I also learned to be adaptive and 

flexible when it comes to finding problems with a set.  The problem of the masking 

continued to show itself through the rehearsals until finally solved with the curtain.  This 

lead to yet another lesson, actors should never be asked to keep doors closed for masking.  

Find another way to achieve the masking needed because the door will get left open.   

 A second incongruity that I managed to catch before the show opened, and one 

that was somewhat silly, was that in the process of mounting the seats on the car wagon 

the build team put the two front seats on backwards.  The seats did face front, but the 

seatbelt buckles were on the outsides of the seats rather then in the middle where they 

belonged.  While this was a relatively minor problem, it was just the sort of error that the 

audience would have noticed right away.  While you can get away with calling four seats 

on a rolling platform a car, you just cannot get away with having the seatbelts wrong.  

We fixed it by removing the buckles completely.  However, for the next five or so 

rehearsals with the wagon the actors had to be reminded to mime the buckle in the center 

of the car, not on the outside.  One should always search for a simple solution that will 

save time and effort, but end with the same result as the more obvious, but more time-

consuming solution. 

                                                 
3 Half-baked is used to describe any job that is not done to the best of your abilities.  In this case, I stapled 
some duvetyn to the wall rather then taking the time to fix it properly. 
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 Some issues did not get fixed before the show premiered.  The first of these 

comes from much introspection about the flow of the action combined with post-show 

clarity.  I should have put the door on the angled wall and the grill under the window on 

the downstage wall.  This little change would have helped the set to flow better in action, 

as well as giving another location for David to give his soliloquies.  As it was, there was a 

lot of juggling to get through the door, past all the obstructions, and downstage for the 

end of Act I scene 2.  Putting the door on the angle would have given them a straight 

shot, with all the various set pieces out of the way.  This is another case where lessons are 

learned through experience alone.  I learned to listen to my instincts and allow gut 

reactions a respectable place in making decisions.  If I could do it again, I would move 

that door. 

 This last mistake was brought to my attention by Dr. Marian Monta.  Somewhere 

during the process of gathering the furniture, I agreed to use the rehearsal chairs during 

the show, as long as they got a coat of black paint to cover the original colors.  This 

decision was so glaring and so simple to fix.  I should not have OKed the use of those 

chairs for the run, but had the prop master look for more appropriate chairs to use for the 

show.  Dr. Monta mentioned that the chairs pulled her out of the show, and that there was 

a set of dining chairs in prop storage.  This situation was another lesson about attention to 

detail.  In every production the details are just as important, if not more so.  Designers 

should pay attention to these details in order to maintain a solid show. 

 Mistakes always get made.  Sometimes they are due to lack of attention, or lack of 

experience, other times they are simply oversights because the process of creating a show 

is always hectic.  Mistakes will get made, but what makes for a good design is the 



  22  

acceptance of this fact, and the willingness to correct them.   This report cited two 

examples of changes that were made, and they made the show stronger.  It also gave two 

examples of ones I should have made and didn’t; these made the show weaker then it 

could have been.  All of these situations taught me something; if nothing else then to 

never do that specific thing again.  They were not wasted effort. 

Wrapping Up 

 Creating a set is a long difficult process, from inspiration to execution to strike.  

Con Mis Manos/With My Hands had its collection of unique problems, errors and hiccups 

that made the experience unique.  I would not hesitate to try this show again in a few 

years, if for no other reason than to further refine the process and try to make the show 

better than before.
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CHAPTER III 
 
 

LIGHTS 
 
 

 A set is a beautiful thing, but no set is complete until it has been illuminated by a 

wonderful collaboration of artistic expression.  The best part of creating theatre is that is 

it not a solitary experience; indeed theatre depends on the work of many people coming 

together to create something beautiful.  This kind of collaboration is only seen in other 

performing arts, such as dance and music.  Since the set had been completed, we now 

move on to discussing the process of developing the lighting design for the show, from 

concept to execution; then leading into problems, solutions and the intricacies of working 

with actors.   

Illuminating the Set 

 No part of producing a show is independent of the other parts.  The actors cannot 

perform to the best of their ability without a set to perform on; the actors would look out 

of place performing without appropriate costumes; the actors, set and costumes would be 

impossible to see without lights.  All parts of the process come together to create the 

world of the play that the audience then is able to immerse in for several hours and, as 

one of my favorite authors puts it “eat chocolates in a room where the world is a different 

place.”4   

                                                 
4 From Monstrous Regiment, by Terry Pratchett 
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Relationship Between Set and Lights 

 The collaborative nature of a production means that lighting must be discussed in 

relation to the set.  Costumes can stand on their own as well designed and constructed 

articles of clothing.  Sound design is still able to convey emotion through the music.  

Even the set can stand by itself in terms of construction and effectiveness.  Lighting, 

however, has to have something to illuminate.  A light cue on an empty stage would say 

nothing emotionally, or psychologically; while the set, unlit, can convey the physical and 

practical reality of a space, but is emotionally and psychologically empty.  Both set and 

lights lack an element that the other can bring, thus rendering the lighting more than 

another element tacked into the set, but as a crucial ingredient for an effective show.   

 Since the lighting provide the emotional reinforcement where the set cannot, let 

us discuss this show in terms of where the lighting is most crucial.  The lighting 

reinforces the set through emotional suggestion, creating an environment that fosters the 

appropriate emotional response from the audience.  Con Mis Manos/With My Hands  is a 

drama about the death of an important family member, the mother, and the emotional 

impact that her slow decline has on the family.  The audience should feel exactly what 

the family was feeling watching Josefina on stage, to feel her resentment as Esteban 

blithely refuses to accept the impending funeral.  There ought to be an audible sigh of 

relief when “pinche Tio Hector” comes on stage in the first act to pick up David and 

Jessica.  While building the set one is concerned with practicalities; will the actors be 

able to fit through that space without ripping costumes, or can the audience see through 

that window where they shouldn’t be able to.  With lighting one is more concerned with 

supporting the right emotional effect of the scene.  Emotions can be controlled through 



  25  

very subtle means; the color, intensity, and even area of illumination can all send 

subliminal messages to the audience that will enhance the scene, and charm the audience. 

 Lighting provides three major functions on stage.  It provides selective visibility, 

it reveals the form of the actors and separates them from the background, and it fills in 

the rest of the picture drawn by the set.  Selective visibility allows the actors and set to be 

seen without revealing more of the stage then is needed.  Con Mis Manos required careful 

manipulation of the visible areas of the stage in order to maintain the flow of the 

narration while still allowing for scene changes.  Picking the actors out from the 

background required multiple angles of light illuminating from both in front and behind.  

The light also completes the picture started by the set, creating both a visual 

representation of a place and an emotional picture with which the audience can connect.  

Lighting also fills in the corners of the picture started by the set.  The set for Con Mis 

Manos is the image of a backyard in the Rio Grande Valley in the summer.  The walls of 

the set were able to convey the physical reality of the house, while the lighting provided 

temporal and emotional anchorage for the set.  The cyclorama behind the house as well as 

the glowing window and glimpses of light from the door when it was opened all 

contributed to the full picture. 

 From a purely practical standpoint, one must work within the simple fact that the 

actors have to be seen to be able to convey the message effectively.  The designer must 

properly illuminate the set, or actor, as the case required.  Herein lies another inescapable 

facet of the inherent collaborative nature of theatre.  Because we are working in a 

relatively small space, there is no need to mike the actors.  However, if they are not 

properly illuminated the audience will not hear them.  Scientific research demonstrates 
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that 30% of speech is understood by seeing the speaker’s lips moving.5  This 

phenomenon led to a more practical outlook on creating the light design than I might 

otherwise have done.  I ended up cutting intensities and sometimes turning fixtures off 

completely in scenes where I was trying to keep all the actors lit and should not have.  It 

was throwing off the emotional impact and pulling attention away from the speaker.  

Simply put, light the actor who is speaking so the audience will understand him or her, 

everyone else can be in semi-darkness if that’s what is called for by the script. 

 Now that we have discussed theory, let us examine the process of creating a light 

plot from beginning to end; from light plot to working fixtures and a list of cues. 

The Process 

Light Plot Development 

 Light design is the process of placement and control of light in order to provide 

illumination as well as fill in the stage picture through emotional and psychological 

support.  Part of the design is creating a light plot, the paper schematic of the placement 

of fixtures along with a circuit diagram and color choices laid out in an easy to 

understand format.  The light plot helps the designer experiment with a working light 

design without climbing a ladder. With the plot the designer can place fixtures, work out 

areas of light and decide color and gobo choices before ever touching a wrench.  Lighting 

an actor on stage requires light to be projected from several angles and directions to 

reveal form since if an actor is only lit from the front, they appear flat.  For Con Mis 

Manos we hung fixtures to project light onto the actors from the front, the back and from 

above to fully sculpt the contours of their bodies and faces or to provide general 

illumination.  In addition, we hung fixtures that would provide a specific function for the 
                                                 
5 Articles available online from many reputable journals. 
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design.  These fixtures are called specials because of their limited range of function.  In 

addition, I used the angle/color key located in the bottom right side of the plot to indicate 

which gel needed to be added to fixtures. 

Con Mis Manos is a play with many small scenes taking place in a lot of different 

locations set within the same physical space.  In order for these scenes to work well on 

the thrust stage, I wanted to light the scenes with discrete pools of light, to isolate each 

scene from the rest of the set.  I developed groups of fixtures to light nine areas with 

down and front light, as well as an additional five upstage areas solely with front light.  

These fourteen light areas, which were labeled A through N, are used to give the designer 

the resources needed with which to construct each cue.  These areas could be lit with as 

many as five different fixtures providing the multi-angle light required.  Once these areas 

were selected, the plot was created, the schematic of what needed to be done to achieve 

the desired effect.  There already existed a standard plot of fixtures for the theatre, basic 

groups to light specific areas of the stage for general illumination, so my job in 

developing the specific plot for Con Mis Manos was to use this basic plot, touch up the 

focus to suit the needs of this production and either remove, add or refocus fixtures as 

necessary for specials to create the specific plot needed for this show. 

 Most of the basic plot was kept, other then changing the gel colors.  The next 

decision was where special light needed to be added and then place fixtures in the plot.  

Specials are fixtures added to a plot that provide a specific function for the production, 

whether that is a spot light to pick out an actor from the scene for a special speech, or to 

add patterns and texture.  For this production, the specials either lit a point that needed 

extra focus, or provided a pattern or color to enhance the look of the scene.  The set 



  28  

needed fixtures on both wings, as well as two locations downstage to light actors in 

special locations.  Three of these specials provided illumination for the narration, while 

the fourth illuminated the actor at the lectern during the funeral.  Two fixtures were also 

added on either side of the stage to throw a leaf-like breakup for exterior scenes as well 

as four fixtures for dichroic color breakups and one other for a window projection.  These 

various pattern fixtures enhanced scenes that needed a little more definition.  The spot 

specials were mainly used to light David as the narrator when he had a speech at the 

beginning of a scene, in order to allow the rest of the stage to be in semi-darkness for a 

set change.  This particular combination of lights and set change minimized impediment 

of the flow of the narrative, while still allowing the actor to be seen and heard.  A similar 

effect was used with the funeral scene, Act II scene 9, to keep Sulema in clear view while 

the rest of the stage was mostly dark.  The dichroic filters in this scene added a color 

breakup that resembled the pattern thrown by a stained glass window.  In addition, a pair 

of three-inch fresnel fixtures behind the walls threw light on the window and into the 

space behind the door for visual effect.  I also added circuits for the Christmas lights used 

at the end of Act I. 

Color Choices 

 After adding the specials that would provide the focus of each cue, I went about 

developing a color palette for Con Mis Manos that would allow me to explore the range 

of emotions needed, as well as creating a comfortable level of illumination without 

burning out too quickly.  The darker the color of a gel, the more of the light spectrum it 

absorbs.  Dark blue and purple gels tend to burn out very quickly if used for long scenes 

because the gel ends up absorbing most of the red spectrum, in other words, the hot end. 
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The gel bleaches out in the middle and is rendered useless.  The color range needed to be 

able to express a range of emotions, from the casual contentment of Act I, scene 1 to the 

intense frustration and anger of Act II, scene 6.  To achieve this, I decided that blue and 

amber would be good hues to start with, and then tried to find a comfortable range to 

move within each color.  These two colors are most commonly used to light stages 

because they work well with most other colors as well as complementing each other on 

the color spectrum.  The setting, both temporal and geographical, call for a specific feel 

to the light, which led to blues for darker, more emotionally intense scenes with ambers 

filling out the warm scenes.  The blue also translated well to night scenes as the amber 

did for day scenes.  The blues were mostly a light, but cold feeling blue from the front, 

and a more saturated blue for the down light.  This range would allow enough flexibility 

to manipulate the feeling of the cool scenes by varying intensity between front and down 

light.  The amber range consisted of three colors, a medium dark amber for the down 

light, R16, with two colors of front light, a reddish bastard amber, R02 and a more yellow 

straw amber, R08.  I needed more of Roscolux 02, the color of bastard amber that I was 

going to use for all of the front light.  By combining R02 with R08, which was a similar 

color, though more yellow, we achieved a range of amber saturation on stage that would 

change the overall mood, without changing the color significantly.  These two color 

combinations would work for the majority of the scenes in the play, but there were still 

scene changes to consider, as well as the specials and the cyclorama.  A dark lavender 

color worked well for scene changes as it provided enough illumination for the stage 

hands to see what they are doing while still keeping the stage fairly dark.  The lavender 
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color also complemented the much lighter lavender used in the actor specials, and 

contrasted nicely with the yellow light in the window. 

Hang and Focus 

 Once the plot was finished and color choices made it was time to begin the hard 

part of any light design, hanging and focusing the fixtures.  The crew was mainly moving 

the fixtures that were already there to their new locations, or changing the focus of 

fixtures that did not need to move.  The existing plot required very little manipulation. 

We ended up moving seven Source Four ellipsoidal reflector spotlights to new locations; 

four for the dichroic filters, as well as three others for steel gobos.  The Source Fours 

were chosen because those fixtures are designed to project gobos and therefore project 

less heat out through the front.  Four other ERS’s were moved to good locations to 

accommodate specials at the two upstage exits, as well as one downstage center and one 

slightly stage left of center for the podium in the funeral scene.  We also installed the 

pipes and then hung Aquasplash fixtures with dichroic four color wheels as well as a 

mirror ball to reflect them.  These fixtures use a pair of specially molded glass discs to 

create a seemingly random ripple effect in the projected light.  When the designer inserts 

different color wheels, the effect can either simulate water, fire or in this case, the subtle 

twinkle of reflected Christmas lights.  Two three-inch fresnels were added backstage and  

adaptors were used to provide places to plug in the Christmas lights and Christmas tree 

for Act I, scene 9.   

 Once we had finished hanging the fixtures, and making sure that they were all in 

place and working, we began focusing the light in the right location.  The crew pulled 

gels and put them in frames while I assigned the circuits to specific channel numbers.  
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The computer that controls the lights allows dimmers and circuits to be assigned to 

specific DMX channels in order to make the process of building cues easier.  Since the 

assignment is digital rather then hard wired, it can be changed easily which makes 

changing the design much faster.  The basic assignment pattern also allowed me to think 

in terms of fixture location and corresponding channel number to develop my scenes.  

Since there was an existing channel schedule, we chose not to alter that, but add specials 

on channels that were not currently in use.  Thus, the various specials that were added 

ended up on specific, easy to remember channels.  After the channels were assigned and 

gels framed, each fixture would be turned on.  Then it was adjusted to throw light where 

it was needed, and then shuttered to limit where the light spilled.  Focus went quickly, 

and within an hour all fixtures were focused and had the gel frames with gel or gobos 

inserted. 

 Once everything was ready, focused, gelled and patched into the right circuit, it 

was time to program cues.  The channel breakdown assisted here since specific groups of 

fixtures were assigned to channels based on what part of the stage they would light.   I 

would turn on lights to illuminate a specific area of the stage, and then adjust the intensity 

to achieve the look that I wanted, then move on to the next change.  The timing of each 

transition was also a significant part of developing the cues.  Each transition had to be 

timed to correspond with the movement of the actors and technicians.   Blue light, in 

small pools was used to create tense scenes where the characters were under a significant 

amount of emotional pressure, while other scenes would use warm light and larger pools 

to release that pressure and allow the audience to relax briefly.  Scene changes were 

characterized by a violet wash and a spot to pick out David as he led us from one scene to 
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the next and the furniture was shifted behind him.  Once the scenes were roughed out, we 

through the cues to get a feel for how the show would flow from one scene to the next, 

making changes as necessary, as well as looking for trouble spots and other small issues 

to solve.  Designing and creating the set was significantly different from the work I did to 

create the light design.  Once the set was done, most of the tweaking was minimal, and 

mainly aesthetic, while with the lights I was making significant changes all the way up 

through the open dress rehearsal. Most of the changes made were directed more towards 

making the flow of the cues work better with the action of the characters rather then 

trying to make the design more aesthetically pleasing. 

Problems to Fix 

 Most of the problems with lights stemmed either from the physical light plot, or 

from problems with the fixtures themselves.  Problems with lights are usually more time 

consuming to fix than difficult, but are no more or less annoying than problems with the 

set. 

Light Plot Problems 

 My first attempt at creating a light plot failed utterly when I began to play with 

the tools available in VectorWorks, since I had never created a light plot in the program 

and therefore was not used to using the tools.  The first plot ended up simply laying new 

symbols on top of the existing plot which led to some very confusing errors; it was 

unusable.  After a brief tutorial under Tom Grabowski, my second attempt was much 

better.  I added all of the fixtures needed while removing fixtures that had either moved 

or been taken down.  The result was much clearer and was actually useful to the crew.  

The problems with the light plot were minimal when I found out how to use 
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VectorWorks properly.  Subsequent problems were mainly with light fixtures or with gel 

colors. 

Color Problems 

 I had selected Roscolux 02, bastard amber for my warm front light because I am 

very used to using it due to the influence of my undergraduate technical director.  During 

the initial hang the crew pulled gel from storage and put it in frames for dropping in the 

fixtures.   We found only enough to fill 13 of the 26 total.  We discovered that there was 

more then enough R08, an amber that was more yellow then the reddish R02, so we 

gelled all of the front light in R08, while the corresponding backlight fixtures received 

R02.  This method of distribution, as arranged on the color key, created darker ambers 

coming from behind the actors, emphasizing the shadows around their shoulders, which 

pushed the actors out from the set better. 

 Other color problems arose as rehearsals continued and the lights were on for 

many hours.  Some of the dark lavender gel began to fade in the middle, throwing light 

blue splotches into the scene changes.  This problem was an easy fix, as there was plenty 

of gel.  But it did require someone to climb the ladder and take care of the replacement on 

the catwalk.   

Evolution of the Design 

 Just as the set evolved as it came in contact with the realities of the stage and the 

play, so did the light design change as the actors on stage performed the scenes.  The 

original list of cues was modified to fit the action on the stage better, or to illuminate the 

scene better or to refine the timing to fit the action on stage.  I watched each night and 

modified cues and timing to improve the look or emotional impact of the action.  For 
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example, the funeral started with lots of light to keep the actors in view, but as the 

rehearsals progressed we found that the scene could be played in semi-darkness not 

unlike a scene change because only one actor was speaking at any given time, and light 

could be added where it was needed for that actor.  The cuing structure of this scene had 

the lighting following the changes in acting focus as the scene progressed. 

 The specials for David’s narration were programmed to follow the shift into the 

scene change.  I wanted the light to come up just as the actor was stepping into the pool 

of light, thus eliminating a lengthy wait for the audience with a pool of light on stage with 

no one in it.  This was difficult because the actor had some trouble with consistent timing.  

He couldn’t always see the stage before his entrance because he was changing his 

costume, and the follows were computer controlled to be always the same time.  We 

found after several nights of rehearsal that it would be easier to simply cut the follow and 

let the board operator to activate the cue at the right time.   

 The three specials to light David during his speeches seemed to be sufficient for 

the show, but as tech rehearsals progressed it became obvious that a fourth special would 

be required.  We focused another fixture for the funeral scene in order to light the actor at 

the lectern properly during her speech.  I had expected to light the lectern using the 

existing front light for that area, but as I dropped the overall intensity of the lights in that 

scene, she was in darkness. A fixture was added to insert light where she was standing in 

order to preserve the look of the rest of the scene.   
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The Process of Refinement 

 As with the creation of the set, I made some weak decisions while creating the 

light design.  However, I like to think that I was able to learn from those decisions and 

next time will have a better idea of what I am doing.   

 The first revisions involve the addition of specials.  When I first designed the 

funeral scene in Act II, I had intended to light the lectern with existing lights for area A, 

downstage left.  After staging the scene several times, each time lowering the ambient 

levels to change the impact of the scene, we added a special to light the lectern, not just 

because the overall ambiance was lowered in intensity, but because the lectern was 

further downstage than originally intended.  This situation taught me to be more careful 

about the staging of scenes and that the lights need to change to accommodate the set and 

the staged action, rather then the other way around.  I also added the specials backstage of 

the set after realizing that the window was dark through the play and would not read 

properly as a window unless it was lit from behind.  I had to add a piece of two-by-four to 

the roof supports for the fixture, which properly lit that window.  One must not forget the 

details, as they can break the design.  The audience can forgive big things, but small 

inconsistencies will be felt unconsciously.   

 As stated above, the cues were originally written to automatically bring up 

David’s specials when he approached the area for his speeches between scenes.  I thought 

that doing so would make it easier for the board operator during the scene change when 

there are a lot of cues being called.  In action, this did not work well. If the actor was late, 

the audience would be watching a scene change with an empty light pool for several 

seconds before the actor stepped in.  The pool of light should come up just as the actor 
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steps in, thus providing a clear indication that something is happening.  This situation was 

the result of too much automation.  Instead of expecting the actor to be cued by the light, 

the board operator should execute the cue off of the actor.  My lesson here was to allow 

the light to be cued by the actor, since actors may have inconsistent timing, while the 

board always does the same thing every time.  The stage manager is the best person to 

help with refining the timing of light cues and to smooth the process out as quickly as 

possible.  Since the stage manager is in charge of everything during a performance, they 

often have information about what is happening of which the designer may not be aware.  

In addition to trusting the board operators to do their job, the designer should also 

interface regularly with the stage manager. 

Working with Actors 

 Most of my difficulties and lessons creating a light design came from working 

with actors.  I had to learn their rhythms, and allow for it in the lights instead of trying to 

force the actors to conform to my light design.  Actors can be problematic about finding 

pools of light properly, but for the most part, I had an easier time giving the actors the 

space they needed while still working to keep the emotional content of the scene.  The 

actors have a relatively short rehearsal time with all of the tech elements during summer 

stock as well as many scene and costume changes to work with during Con Mis Manos.  

Both of these situations made achieving a smooth light design challenging. 

In Act II, scene 5 Esteban and Josefina have an argument that takes them all over 

the kitchen waving their arms here and there.  The scene was originally designed to be 

small, keeping the pressure up and inducing the audience to feel the tension as Josefina 

finally loses her temper and reveals her feelings to her husband.  The emotion was right, 
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but the actors were not watching the edges of the light pool and consistently wandered 

into the dark while emoting.  Reminding them of the light pool did not fix the issue, as 

the next night Esteban again left the light in the midst of his rant.  This situation called 

for an expanded light pool to fix the problem.  With the added area, the pressure was still 

there and the fight flowed better since the actors were not forced to watch their feet for 

the edge of the pool.  This scene needed the lights to serve the actors, similar to the 

situation with David’s specials. Allowing for the actors improved the scene. 

Wrapping Up 

 I had some experience with the practical side of light design before this project, 

but my work for Con Mis Manos/With My Hands helped me to really understand what 

lights do for a production and how they synchronize with the set to create a total world on 

stage rather then a pretty pattern of light and shade that doesn’t ultimately mean very 

much.  I greatly appreciated the opportunity to explore this facet of my artistic nature.  

The production was a great learning experience. 
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CHAPTER IV 
 
 

REFLECTING ON THE BUILD 
 
 

 While earning my bachelor’s degree at Trinity University we would gather as a 

group after closing to discuss the show we had just finished.  This post mortem allowed 

us to examine the work that we had just done and offer each other constructive criticism 

in order to improve as a group.  At the time I found these meetings a little tedious, but 

with the clarity of hindsight I realize how valuable those meetings were.  Examining your 

work through other’s eyes helps you to see mistakes that you might have missed.   

Lessons Learned 

 The design and construction of a set is a long and complicated process.  Con Mis 

Manos/With My Hands took a month to design, and three weeks to build.  In the end the 

product was seen by family, friends and perfect strangers.  I observed the audience for a 

few nights, looking for their reaction to the set, the lights and the action of the play as an 

indication of how well the story was communicated.  As a result, I can deduce that the 

message was received, but could have been communicated more effectively if not for 

some choices made in the creation of the world, as well as a few mistakes made during 

rehearsals.  As the designer, I will concentrate on the weak decisions in the designs, what 

they mean and what they taught me about the play and about designing as a profession.
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Painting 

 Painting for the stage is a little different than painting for a house.  First, scenic 

paint does not have to last as long as other paint jobs; second, scenic paint only has to 

look good from about 10 feet and further; and third, scenic paint is usually mixed by 

hand.  I had not, up to this point, been very concerned with the painting aspect of a set 

build.  As an undergraduate I worked as foreman in the steel shop where my duties 

consisted of cutting and welding steel framed flats and other pieces.  The paint was 

applied in the paint shop which was on the other side of the stage, or on stage with the 

piece in place, therefore I was inexperienced in painting techniques.   

As the person responsible for the paint for Con Mis Manos/With My Hands I spent 

several days mixing paint before application could begin.  I was somewhat overwhelmed 

by the amount of paint needed as well as the number of colors that the set was going to 

require.  The most time consuming error with the paint was failing to mix in a logical 

progression that would leave some leftovers and prevent scrambling to get paint mixed, 

thus slowing down the process.  By being more methodical in paint choices and mixing, I 

would not have gotten bogged down in details and could have been more careful about 

color choices, application and finishing.  Mixing is a complex process that can take a 

long time, and color matching is a difficult process requiring quite a bit of intuition and a 

good eye.  While mixing is simply going to take time, color matching can be helped if 

one mixes a bit more paint than is needed. With these precautions I could have had the 

painting done in a much more efficient manner and possibly completed faster. 

 Paint application can be achieved through many methods, the most common being 

a brush or roller and a nice smooth coat.  Scenic painting is based on creating the illusion 
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of textures and surfaces.  To achieve this end, we applied paint with everything from rag 

rollers to a pump sprayer.  This last application method was the most difficult, since the 

sprayer was very picky about the exact viscosity and volume of the contents of the bottle 

in order to lay an even spray without dribbling.  The first few attempts to use the sprayer 

resulted in large drops and ugly splatters that were simply not acceptable.  The sprayer 

continued to give difficulty until the viscosity of the mix was properly adjusted, as well 

as the volume of the paint in the jar increased until the sprayer stopped dripping.  In 

retrospect, I should have practiced before spraying the floor and the walls in order to 

prevent the smears and drips that were so very evident on both.  Inexperience working 

with that particular tool, along with the close time frame contributed to my hasty use of a 

tool that was obviously not working properly.  This situation could have easily been 

avoided by simply taking the time earlier to fix the tool rather then wasting time fixing 

the mess that the malfunctioning sprayer caused. 

 Malfunctioning tools and mixing issues aside, my biggest blunder was wasting 

time, paint and effort on repainting the door and window after some weak design 

decisions based on poorly thought-out ideas.  The original paint scheme called for a grey 

base that would then be dry-brushed and decorated to look like badly weathered wood 

that was not holding paint well.  Given the personality of Esteban, the father in the play, 

he would not have allowed his house exterior to get to that point.  In addition to that 

discrepancy, I had chosen to paint the trim on the walls to match the interior door.  This 

was a reddish brown color which would have clashed with the door and window frames.  

The fix was simply a matter of pulling the window and door out of their flats and 

repainting, which took two days.  The door and window color was a case of the designer 
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not thinking through the colors clearly before mixing, and the direct result of that was 

wasting time and paint that could have been better used elsewhere.  This error can be 

avoided by being more careful when developing a color palette, as well as to think before 

mixing and applying paint. 

 Most of these problems cost us in resources and time, both in short supply when 

working on a summer stock production.  This was the first time that I had created a set 

that I designed, and it was a great learning experience.  I feel the best way to learn is to 

examine something that went wrong and to figure out how to make it work anyway, or 

even fix it so that it fits the original intention.  In this case, Con Mis Manos gave me 

many excellent opportunities to do exactly that, and I feel that I have grown as a designer 

and as a person for having produced this show. 

Construction 

 Paint aside; there are always problems with the build that need to be fixed.  The 

two problems discussed here never got fixed satisfactorily and thus, in my opinion, 

reduced the overall effectiveness of the show.   The first of these is the missing masking 

backstage.  I had masked the door appropriately, but only from one side of the stage.  

From the other, the audience could see all the way to the cyclorama.  I fixed this issue 

with a curtain, but should have had the foresight to have masked sufficiently with walls.  

This mistake is mostly due to inexperience with the space, but inexperience is a poor 

excuse for not looking at the sightlines before construction.  One should be most careful 

about sightlines in a theatre like the Albert L. Jeffers, where the extreme sightline seats 

are facing each other.  My lesson with the masking walls is to always assume that there is 

a seat somewhere that can see backstage until it is proven otherwise.  This will keep from 
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having to get masking installed on the last night of rehearsal, thus giving the actors a 

harder job then they had before.  I could have installed the curtain long before I actually 

did, but in my stubbornness, I refused to believe that the problem was in my design, not 

in the blocking.  Future cases of this particular issue will be solved as soon as they 

become apparent without badgering the actors to do something that they can’t. 

 My second weak decision was not as serious as the first, but it has continued to 

bother me after the fact.  I should have put the door in the angled wall rather then the wall 

facing the audience.  This would have made masking a little easier, as well as made 

blocking easier for a few scenes.  I could also have changed the angle on that wall so the 

door would have been directly facing down the vom.  This change would have been a 

fresh idea for that stage, as there are a limited number of ways one can do a door with 

something on either side.  Also, it would have strengthened the narrative by making it 

easier to use the space behind the window for short scenes or simply to accent the action 

with something in the background. 

Lighting 

 Lighting a show like Con Mis Manos is an exercise in subtly manipulating the 

scene to help the audience feel what the actors are expressing more keenly.  The color 

choices that the designer makes are critical to achieving the effect that is needed for any 

particular scene.   I may not have made the best decision in color for the scene changes 

and for the specials. 

 I did not consider the Albert L. Jeffers theatre construction when developing the 

down light color.  The relationship of the stage and seating causes the stage to function in 

many of the ways that the cyclorama does in a proscenium theatre with a raised stage.  
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The audience looks down at the stage, and the floor pattern in the primary textural 

element to the scene.  The down light was a dark purple that allowed the stage hands to 

change the scene in semi-darkness while the audience watches David give one of his 

speeches introducing the next scene.  This color is well suited to certain shows, but for 

Con Mis Manos I should have used a dark blue instead of purple, so that it would have 

meshed well with the light blue used for some of the scenes.  The blue would also have 

complemented the lighter purple used for David’s specials.  This change would have 

strengthened the show, and pulled more focus onto David as he gave the speech.  When it 

comes to lights, contrasting complementary colors work best together because they allow 

whatever is lit in the lighter color to pop out from the background while still keeping the 

rest of the stage lit enough for things like scene changes.  This technique could have been 

used to keep parts of the stage darkened for quick changes of scene while another scene is 

taking place.  In addition, blue down light would have helped the stage blend into the 

lighting for the scene changes, helping the audience to visually “tune out” the stage 

hands, thus allowing David to be the center of attention, even if he was not standing 

center stage. 

 Specials are a difficult case because the designers never really know how many 

are going to be needed until they see the action of the show and determines where extra 

light is needed, whether anchored to a set piece or based on actor blocking.  While  

designing the lights for Con Mis Manos I concentrated on establishing the scenic 

emotional tone and finding where David would be standing for his speeches.  This caused 

me to overlook the need for a special on the lectern for the funeral scene where Sulema 

gives the eulogy for her sister.  Adding in this special was not complicated, but it did take 
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time.  When you are working on a production, every second counts.  I learned from this 

delay not to assume that everything has been taken care of, but to make sure early in the 

process so that trips into the grid are minimized.  Developing the lighting is both a 

proactive and reactive process.  Designers need to consider each scenes needs, even as 

they read the script, then revise the overall design as blocking and directorial input 

change the circumstances of the scene. 

Final Reflections 

 Con Mis Manos/ With My Hands was my first time to design, and then build a set 

in conjunction with designing lights.  It was the first opportunity to deepen my 

understanding of my design aesthetic, and I tried to embrace it fully by exploring the 

limits of my abilities in creating this set.  In spite of the weak decisions and problems that 

developed during the process, the design was successful in establishing a place and time 

as well as creating the emotional echo that the scenes needed.  There are some changes 

that I would like to have made, but as with all productions, time was a factor and those 

changes were not evident until after the show.   

 Reflecting on the show has given me a better understanding of both what served 

the show well as well as what didn’t work quite as well.  The strength of my set was the 

versatility of the permanent parts, a “home base” both physically as well as 

psychologically, combined with a large open playing area where furniture could be 

brought in, arranged and then struck after the scene is complete.  The set was flexible and 

simple to maintain the flow of a narrative written cinematically.  I found that my 

strongest aesthetic is to allow the action to speak louder then the set.  The use of a 

simplified set works well because of the value that this kind of set brings to creating a 
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scene within the audience’s mind.  A full visual set will provide for the scene, but the 

same scene played with as few elements as possible will ask the audience to bring the 

scene to life in their imagination as well as stretch the acting abilities of the performers.  I 

wish for my sets to ask the audience to think about what they are watching, and the best 

way to do this is to keep the set as simple as possible. 

 Set and lights should harmonize and provide reinforcement for the emotional 

content of the scene.  As stated earlier, both of these elements provide a different kind of 

support for the scene and without one or the other, the scene will not work.  In Con Mis 

Manos, lights are used as more the illumination and emotional evocation.  The lights 

helped define the edges of the acting area for the scenes.  The edge of the lights became 

the symbolic walls of the area, which allowed the creation of many little rooms on stage 

with transparent walls for the audience to peer into and feel the same pressure and 

desperation that the family was feeling.  Thus the lights have allowed me to keep the set 

Spartan without detracting from the scene at the same time as well as stage a significant 

number of scenes in the same physical space while still suggesting multiple different 

locations. 

 The strongest lessons from Con Mis Manos were the problems that arose as well 

as the solutions that fixed them.  With no problems I would not have had to consider the 

process or learned to be flexible and develop solutions, both with and without assistance, 

while keeping on schedule and meeting deadlines.  This was my greatest lesson, and I 

will use it to keep creating and developing my style and aesthetic. 
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Strike 

Strike is the final act of any production.  In order to strike a show one must put 

away all the props, demolish the set, clean up the debris and then clear the stage so that it 

looks as though nothing was there.  Theatre is one of the most transitory of the visual art 

forms.  When we create a painting, or take an art photograph, we would thereafter have a 

physical record of the emotion.  Writing and music all have a physical product that is the 

full and complete emotional package that recreates feelings.  Only theatre has no concrete 

evidence of the emotional turmoil of the stage after it has been taken down.  In fact, it 

could be said that theatre only exists while the performers, audience and play are in the 

same room at the same time.  One may claim, “What about the script, video, or 

photographs of the production?”  But the truth is that these recording forms fail to capture 

the visceral reaction that the audience has to watching a live performance.  There is the 

same effect when one goes to a concert; the reaction to a live performance of your 

favorite songs is much different then listening to a recording.   

 This essay is the record of my reaction to the creation of a production, a special 

production because it was the very first production that I have personally designed and 

lit.  It is a poor facsimile of the actual process, and the actual performance, but it will 

have to do.  I am very proud of my work on this show.  I did make mistakes, but I 

corrected them and what is more, learned from those mistakes.  In the future I will be 

able to create even better sets for even more complicated stages because of what I learned 

from creating this show.  My drawings and pictures are a record of what I did for the 

Jeffers Theatre in creating Con Mis Manos/With My Hands, but what is even more 

permanent than those pieces of paper and collections of digital information is the 
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powerful lessons  learned in creating this set that will allow me to make better sets for 

others.  I feel honored to have been given the privilege to learn and have this production 

here at the University of Texas- Pan American. 
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APPENDIX A 
 
 

DRAWINGS AND DRAFTS 
 
 

 What follows is the collection of drawings associated with the design and 

construction of Con Mis Manos.  Drawings one through three are of the design 

progression from initial concept through final construction.  Drawing four is a three 

dimensional rendering of the set in black and white.   The remaining nineteen drawings 

are the furniture arrangements for each scene in order from Act I, scene one through to 

Act II, scene ten as I designed them.  Please note that there were changes made as the 

scenes were blocked by the Director. 
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APPENDIX B 
 
 

LIGHT PLOT AND PAPERWORK 
 
 

Creating a light plot generates a significant amount of additional paperwork.  One needs 

to create a channel schedule, an instrument schedule and a color cut list.  Fortunately, 

VectorWorks does all this for us from the information on the light plot. 
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APPENDIX C 
 
 

SCRIPT 
 
 

 The complete script for Con Mis Manos with associated light cues marked by the 

letter Q and numbered from one through 67.  These are scanned copies of the script that I 

used to develop the light design for the production. 
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First page with light cues showing format 
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Scene Change with resulting cues 
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APPENDIX D 
 
 

RESEARCH PHOTOGRAPHS 
 
 

 What follows is a photographic series based on certain aspects of the set that 

needed some sort of image to help develop for the production 

 

          Car Exteriors here and following.
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Car Interiors 
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The Grill.  I was dead set on this steel drum style. 



 184

 

 

Cooler and can of Natural Light Beer.  Both major features of the show. 
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Hospital rooms.  I grabbed the idea for the Cafeteria tables from the first picture. 



 186

          Pictures of Concrete for the Deck Palate. 

 

 Stage
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APPENDIX E 
 
 

CONSTRUCTION PHOTOGRAPHS 
 
 

 Photographs to illustrate the construction process. 

 

Stage at interim construction 



 189

 

Above:  This grill just about matched my photo. Below: Roof sections on 
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Car Wagon: Junkyard seats and a lot of bolts. 
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Roof Installed: Nearly Completed set. 
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Roof Construction 
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Finished set from stage left (above) and stage right (below) 
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Stage set for House Open. 
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Scene one (above) and scene two (below) of Act I.  Notice the light pools. 
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Set Changes:  Speed was critical. 
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Rehearsal:  End of Act I. 
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PERFORMANCE 
 
 

Photos taken after the Matinee, before the strike. 
 

 
 
Cast and Crew 
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Above: Act I, Scene One: Barbecue and Bad News   
Below: Act I, Scene Two: Second Time Driving 
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Above: Act I, Scene Three: Cuida su Hermana   
Below:  Act I, Scene Four:  BLTs 
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Act I, Scene Five:  Hector?  Gracias… 
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Act I, Scene Seven:  Its in God’s Hands Now 
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Above:  Act I, Scene Eight Esteban Planning Christmas   
Below: Family Portrait 
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Act I, Scene Nine:  Merry Christmas Cabrones! 
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Above:  Act II, Scene One:  Making Tortillas 
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Act II, Scene Two:  Guess Who has a Birthday Coming Up? 
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Above:  Act II, Scene Four.   
Below:  Act II, Scene Three:  Visit the Sister  
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Act II, Scene Four:  The Big Party 
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Act II, Scene Five:  The Climactic Fight 
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Act II, Scene Six:  The Quietest Day 
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Act II, Scene Seven:  Jell-o made with real limes. 
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Act II, Scene Eight:  She Fell Again! 
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Act II, Scene Nine:  The Funeral 
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Act II, Scene Ten: Te aventastes mijito. 
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APPENDIX G 
 
 

REHEARSAL NOTES 
 
 

The following are scans of the notes that I took during auditions, rehearsals, and the 

calendars that we based our work on.  All designers and directors take notes in some way 

in order to keep everything straight.  It is quite easy to forget a note after three hours of 

rehearsing. 
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APPENDIX H 
 
 

OTHER PAPERWORK 
 
 

This is the rest of the paperwork that was generated by the process.  Included are the 

Program, Photo Call Shot list, Scene Breakdown, a meeting agenda with some notes, and 

the director’s notes on the play. 
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