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Introduction

If someone had approached me in the early days of my freshman year in
September 2007 to inform me that four years later, I would be compiling a senior honors
thesis surrounding my experience as scenic designer for the spring departmental
production of The Arabian Nights by Mary Zimmerman, I am fairly certain that not only
would I not have believed that person, but I might not have understand the significance of
many of those words. Fortunately for that young eighteen year old, I would learn. Today I
look back upon four tremendous years of education and wonder how the path could have
led anywhere but to this exact spot.
The Thousand Nights and One Night is a collection of tales from the Islamic
Golden Age that for hundreds of years has infused western conceptions of the Middle
East and entertained millions with its stories of Aladdin, Sinbad, and Ali Baba and his
Forty Thieves. In his introduction to The Arabian Nights Encyclopedia, Ulrich Marzolph
describes the rich history that led to the creation of this historic work:
Preserved in its Arabic compilation, the collection is rooted in a Persian prototype
that existed before the ninth century C.E., and some of its stories may date back
even further to the Mesopotamian, ancient Indian, or ancient Egyptian cultures.
The collection was shaped into its present form by pre-modern Arabic culture and
came to be known as Alf layla wa-layla, literally translated as “A Thousand
Nights and a Night” or, more elegantly, as “The Thousand and One Nights.”
(xxiii)
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It is this broad wealth of cultural influence that make this work such a fascinating entry in
world literature. It also has led to an incredible interest in the work, as Marzolph further
elaborates:
Its textual history ranges from the earliest manuscript in Arabic, dating from the
fifteenth century, though numerous other manuscripts, printed editions, and
translations into a variety of languages to an unprecedented international
reception in literature, the arts, drama, film, and popular culture. (xxiii)
With hundreds of stories compiled in one manuscript and a tradition of oral narrative
allowing for a level of freedom in its transmission, it has become a vital part of
contemporary storytelling.
It is with one particular adaptation of this grand source work that my focus lies.
Mary Zimmerman, a professor at Northwestern University, is famous for taking ancient
works and creating brilliant contemporary theatre from them. The most well known
example of this is her play, Metamorphoses, in which she adapted the classic poem by the
Latin poet Ovid. It was for her direction of that play that she won a Tony Award.
According to the Production History that accompanies the script for The Arabian Nights,
the Lookingglass Theatre Company first produced the play on September 22, 1992 (xiii).
This theatrical adaptation maintains the frame story of The Thousand Nights and
One Night, in which Shahryar, a Persian King, catches his wife in an affair with a slave.
In his anger, he resolves to marry and kill a young virgin girl every night. It isn’t until
Scheherazade, the clever daughter of the King’s advisor, distracts him for a thousand and
one nights with her wondrous tales that his broken heart is finally healed and he can fall
in love again. Most of the action in both the play and source work revolves around the
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multi-layered stories that Scheherazade weaves, all of which play a small part in the
emotional healing of the King. It is this theatrical adaptation for which I was granted the
great honor, and greater challenge, of serving as scenic designer as part of my capstone
senior honors thesis project.
A scenic design involves far more than an idea for how to arrange a theatrical
space, and the following is a chronological account of a nearly eight-month design
process. It begins with a detailed look into the history of Arabic architecture from the preIslamic Sassanids to the great Caliphate of the Abbasids. Next is a chronicle of the early
design phase, starting with discussions with the director and ending with a completed
model and drafting packet. Following is the production phase, in which all of the design
ideas increasingly form into physical reality. Finally comes a critique of the process and
the design, as well as a look into the significance of this project as a capstone experience
for my undergraduate education as a drama major at Tufts University. I welcome you to
the mystical and unforgettable world of The Arabian Nights.

4

	
  
Research

The process began in July 2010, as I, energized after several months away from
my first role as scenic designer for Pen, Paint, and Pretzels’s Spring 2010 Major,
subUrbia by Eric Bogosian, decided to investigate the possibility of turning another set
design into a more formalized capstone experience. A good friend and colleague, Jeewon
Kim, was creating plans to propose Yerma by Federico Garcia Lorca as the Spring 2011
Pen, Paint, and Pretzels Major Production, and he had informally approached me about
joining the production staff of that proposal. I approached Ted Simpson, Head of Design
for Tufts University’s Department of Drama and Dance, and inquired about a senior
honors thesis in design with the assumption that it would revolve around the set for
Yerma. In our ensuing correspondence, Mr. Simpson mentioned that Luke Jorgenson
would be directing the Spring Departmental Production, The Arabian Nights by Mary
Zimmerman, and that it might be possible for me to join that production.
One could argue that a capstone project should bridge the academic and
professional worlds, and the difficult decision that followed embodies the challenges of
such a shift. This was the first time in my theatrical experience at Tufts in which the
decision was not whether or not to audition for a production or to sign on as a scenic
designer, but rather which of two amazing opportunities to take part in. The poetic beauty
of Yerma drew me to it, and the fact that I was asked to participate by this talented
director, and more importantly, this truly great friend, made me pause when considering
breaking even the most casual of agreements. It also would allow me several months in
which to reflect and complete the written form of the thesis. I knew, though, that based
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on my past experiences with the budget and craftsmanship of subUrbia, having the
professional colleagues and increased budget of even the smallest Departmental
Production were incredibly enticing. I had seen a previous production directed by Mr.
Jorgenson, and anecdotal accounts of friends and colleagues elaborated on the positive
experiences he created as a production leader. On the other hand, there would be very
little time to reflect upon the production before the thesis project would need to be
completed. In the end, it was the play itself that proved the deciding factor. Its focus on
storytelling spoke to my preferences as a participant in theatre arts in general, and its
multilayered structure and interwoven locales would challenge the creative design aspect
of scenic design, something that was lacking in my previous experiences. Making the
first of many difficult decisions, I officially joined the Spring 2011 production of The
Arabian Nights.
I knew that designing a set for a play so rooted in a particular culture that was not
my own, as well as the considerable challenges of creating such a malleable design,
would require a firm basis from research. My initial plan split this phase into three
sections. The first would be to gather a list of every specifically mentioned location in the
script and explore how these would have appeared in Baghdad in the time of the play.
The second would explore unit sets in general, considering examples of other plays that
required a fluid use of space. Finally, I would analyze initial images and impressions of
the play, and connect them, if possible, with images that emerged during the previous two
stages.
My personal interaction with the Arab world was limited to a three-day stay in
Marrakech, Morocco during December 2009. My cultural impressions from that short trip
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naturally informed my reading of the work even as I gathered the list of settings, and thus
I will mention them first. The first aspect of the cultural atmosphere that became apparent
was color. Two very separate color stories exist simultaneously within daily life. The first
contains vibrant warm tones, with pinks, reds, and yellows melding together to form rich,
inviting spaces, as seen in the courtyard of the riad in which I stayed:

(Riad)
The geometric patterns along the walls, ornate rugs, and piled pillows would form a
lasting impression upon my understanding of space within the Arab world. Another
distinct ornamental form exists, however, and the contrast between the two would later
cause difficulties for my design. The cool, serene tones of blue and green mosaics, set
against backdrops of white stone and lush vegetation, are also vital to understanding the
physical decorations of the region. A courtyard in the Bahia Palace demonstrated this
alternate form:
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(Bahia Palace)
The blue mosaic embodies an exotic beauty that many immediately attribute to the
architecture of the Middle East in romantic notions of Aladdin and Sinbad, but it does
form an important aspect of Arabian ornamentation.
Beyond color, material is perhaps next to strike a foreign visitor to a new culture.
In terms of exterior space, a combination of stone, concrete, and textiles prevails, as seen
in this image from the souq in the heart of the medina of Marrakech:
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Again can be seen the emphasis on warm colors, as well as a raw feel arising from the
lack of extreme finishing techniques. Inside, the heavy use of ornamental wood provides
a depth of design and complexity when seen in conjunction with the more stark exteriors.
Such an example is found in this image from a restaurant across the square from the
previous building:

(Restaurant)
Here too can be found the first example of lanterns, a staple of Moroccan interior
lighting. In fact, the ornate metal work found throughout the souq in the form of lanterns,
tea sets, and other trinkets speak to a wealth of intricate design in everyday items
throughout the culture.
The third important set of impressions is less detailed than depictions of material
and color, and it is harder to cohere into concrete ideas. For example, the sense of space
was other than what I expected. The West’s notions of ‘Arabia’ conjure images of
romantic, intimate spaces, but that is only part of the architectural environment. There
was simply more space, more free air, than a typical imagining of the area would suggest.
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Squares were larger, streets brighter, and ceilings taller than what I had assumed they
would be. This is not to say that I discovered a world without the exotic romance of my
preconceptions, as perhaps the most important image of my travels there displays:

(Night over Marrakech)
This vibrant sunset flowed directly into a night sky filled with stars, clearly seen in a land
free from the glare of bright city lights. Though this was a scenic, not lighting, design, it
is the chief duty of the scenic designer to create not a space, but an environment, and
images like this impact the designer much more than the color of wood or style of a
lantern. It is, after all, a play entitled The Arabian Nights.
With this experience in mind, I set off to explore the historical basis behind the
various settings we would create. A compilation of scenes led to a surprising result –
there were forty-five specifically mentioned locations in the script, ranging from
madhouses to jewelry stores, riverbanks to palaces. Unfortunately, what I soon learned
was that there were very few surviving examples of jewelry stores from the eighth
century C.E. What that early historical research uncovered, however, was a much more
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important and much more interesting historical undercurrent of The Thousand Nights and
One Night.
The collection of stories opens:
It is related – but Allāh is all wise and all knowing, all powerful and all beneficent
–that there was, in the tide and show of ancient time and the passage of the age
and of the moment, a king among the kings of Sāsān, in the isles of India and
China. He was master of armies and auxiliaries, of slaves and of a great
following; and he had two sons, one tall and the other small. Both were heroic
horsemen; but the taller was the greater in this exercise and reigned over lands
and governed with justice among men, so that the peoples of the land of the
kingdom loved him. His name was King Shahryār. (1)
Of note is the fact that Shahryar was king of the Sassanids, a pre-Islamic empire that
ruled Persia and the eastern Arab world from the third century C.E. until it fell to the
Arab conquest in 651 C.E. The Sassanids were not Muslim, as Mohammed had not yet
even been born, but rather Zoroastrian, a non-Abrahamic monotheistic religion that was a
major religion from the second millennium B.C.E. until its decline with the Sassanian
Empire. Neither the source text nor the play addresses the fact that Shahryar worships
Allah in a time before Islam’s creation, but that is only the beginning of the chronological
confusion.
Perhaps more interesting is the fact that the central figure in many of
Scheherazade’s tales is Harun Al-Rashid, a historical Caliph of the Abbasid Empire who
ruled from 786 C.E. to 809 C.E. The Abbasids were the third Islamic Caliphate to rule
Baghdad, taking the land from the Umayyads, who had controlled the region from their
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capital of Damascus for close to a century. The Abbasid Caliphate came to power in 750
C.E. and ruled over most of the Muslim world for almost two hundred years; it was this
dynasty that saw the rise of the Islamic Golden Age, as well as the compilation of The
Thousand Nights and One Night. Of course, it proves a difficulty that Scheherazade not
only knows of Islam’s existence, but also tales from a time at the very least two centuries
after her own.
It is here that I fell back upon recent non-theatrical studies to help reconcile these
rather impressive moments of anachronism. In my study of the sociological framework of
Fundamentalism, I explored the situations in which it comes to be, determining that it
derives from a reexamination of the religious past within secular society that leads to a
conscious return to traditional ideals. Left unsaid is what occurs when such
reexaminations occur within ecclesia, such as what existed in the eighth century C.E. in
the Middle East.
I examined this idea further during an analysis of the tension between Pagan and
Christian ideas within the epic poem, Beowulf, for a class centered on monsters in
literature. In Beowulf, the anonymous poet inserts blatant moments of religious
commentary into the Pagan myth, while simultaneously weaving Christian allusion into
the structure of the story. Upon my first reading, these moments severely detracted from
the narrative power of the epic, just as Shahryar’s complete knowledge of the future
refused to become an insignificant detail. What I eventually discovered, however, was
that, seen historically, the poem became a primary source document of sorts as to the
status of past mythology as seen from across centuries within Medieval England. The
conclusion I came to was that within ecclesia, in which religion is not religion, per se, but
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rather a complete knowledge of the world as it stands, examining past legends does not
necessarily lead to comparison. Beowulf’s success as a Pagan hero is now seen, to the
enlightened monk several centuries later, as a blessing bestowed by the Christian God
upon an unknowing but worthy man. And so the old tales become living legends, free to
be subsumed into a contemporary view of morality and fate.
So too did the authors of The Thousands Nights and One Night live in such a
world that cared less for the pristine historical fact of each individual story, and more for
the truth, in their eyes, that ran beneath them. Of course, it is important to note that in
Beowulf, none of the characters speak in anachronism, whereas Scheherazade and
Shahryar very obviously do. Beowulf, though, was a single epic, written down by a
scholar for other scholars to read. A Christian Beowulf would have certainly been noticed
by other monks studying his work. Scheherazade and Shahryar were but two of thousands
of characters that found their way into this compilation of folklore, just one tale among
hundreds that, over centuries, crept across the deserts and mountains into the general
consciousness of the Arab people. It is not surprising that Shahryar found himself a
Muslim king of Sāsān or Scheherazade the possessor of future knowledge because when
it finally came time to write their story down, it would perhaps have seemed stranger to
resurrect the then-insignificant fact that they were born before the Prophet or Harun alRashid.
What this religio-historical analysis reveals is that neither The Thousand Nights
and One Night nor The Arabian Nights are particularly concerned within which Caliphate
or empire its characters lived and ruled or whether the reader or audience maintains a
precise understanding of where the particular story takes place. Instead, the works exist in
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the lands and times of the Arabian Nights, at a cultural crossroads rooted both in the
conceptions of the audience and reader and also in the breadth of specific historical
moments. These are not dead stories, and this is not a dead space. Architectural
anachronism then becomes only a matter of course, and in fact vital to creating the world
in which these stories come to life. And from this glimmer the first moments of scenic
concept.
I had ventured quite far from my initial goal of examining the architecture of
madhouses from the early Abbasid reign, but I had mostly determined that such an
examination was not in keeping with what I thought important about a historical
architectural basis for the design process. Thus, the focus of the research shifted to a
more general look at structure and ornamentation throughout a wider span of time and
geography. It became important, therefore, to determine just what constituted the Arab or
Arab-influenced world during the centuries on which our play would focus.
Though the Sassanid Empire remained mostly in Persia and Mesopotamia, the
advent of Islam saw a tremendous expansion of the Arab world. During the Islamic
Golden Age, the Abbasids controlled North Africa, southern Spain, the Arabian
Peninsula, Mesopotamia, and Persia, and their influence could be felt as far as India and
into Central Asia, as well as throughout Asia Minor. While the Dark Ages covered
Europe, the Arabs dominated one of the largest empires in world history, a period of
prosperity that led to remarkable advancements in Science, Technology and Architecture.
If The Thousand Nights and One Night is a cultural embodiment of the transition from
Pre-Islamic Persia through the height of the Islamic Golden Age, then influences from a
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vast variety of subcultures, such as Morocco, Turkey, India, and Egypt, all feed into the
physical world of The Arabian Nights.
Of primary importance to the understanding of this world is the evolution of
architecture from the Sassanian period through the later parts of the Abbasid dynasty,
from roughly the sixth century through the twelfth century C.E. In his The Arab
Contribution to Islamic Art, Wijdan Ali asserts that: “Architecture is one of the most
important art forms in Islam, embodying the strictness, simplicity, and purity of its
edicts.” Personal experience confirms that in many cases, the historical art is found in the
form of the buildings and structures themselves, whereas western art is often selfcontained in the form of paintings and sculpture. This emphasis on architecture grew out
of the world of Shahryar and the Sassanid Empire. Andrew Petersen, in his Dictionary of
Islamic Architecture, writes:
Sassanian traditions continued to have great importance, particularly during the
Abbasid period in the eighth and ninth centuries. This influence is symbolized by
the great arched iwan (Taq I Khusrau) at Ctesiphon which, like the Hagia Sophia
in Constantinople, provided an example for Islamic architects. The influence of
the Sassanians on Islamic architecture can even be seen in Syria Palestine in the
Umayyad period thus the mosaics of the Dome of the Rock are decorated with
Sassanian symbols of royalty. (252)
Just as the stories of the Sassanids became absorbed as the Arabs and Islam conquered
Persia, so too can the architectural principles of that empire be seen to emerge as the
foundation for later building concepts.
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As the Umayyad Empire spread across the region, however, more and more
subcultural influences began to inform the architecture of the day. Petersen explains that:
The building techniques employed by the Umayyads were as diverse as the
regions they conquered, so that major projects would employ workmen of several
different nationalities. At its most conservative Umayyad architecture is
indistinguishable from either Byzantine or Sassanian work but usually there is a
combination of eastern and western elements which produce an unmistakably
Islamic building. (296)
It is at this time that a cross-cultural conception of The Arabian Nights begins to find a
foundation in historicity as the Arab world started to form out of the many disparate PreIslamic nations that had existed previously. This continued a century later when the
Abbasid Caliphate rose to power. Petersen states:
Abbasid architecture was influence by three architectural traditions – Sassanian,
Central Asian (Soghdian) and later, during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,
Seljuk. Many early Abbasid structures such as the palace of Ukhaidir bear a
striking resemblance to Sassanian architecture, as they used the same techniques
(vaults made without centring) and materials (mud brick, baked brick and roughly
hewn stone laid in mortar), and built to similar designs (solid buttress towers). (1)
These building techniques arose from the technological advancements of the time, as well
as the geographical limitations of the region. The necessity of brick use is evident when
seeing the Ukhaidir Palace within its desert context. Henri Stierlin included many of his
and his wife’s own images in his work, Islam: From Baghdad to Cordoba, such as this of
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the early Abbasid complex:

(109)
This image shows the solid buttresses of the outer structure, as well as hints at the desert
climate that could produce a need for extensive use of mud and baked brick over wood
and finished stone. Much of this structure in particular, however, was made from rough
stone due to its ready availability in southern Iraq (Stierlin 111). Still, these building
materials stand in stark contrast to contemporaneous structures in other regions like
Europe and East Asia.
Despite restrictions from the surrounding land, the early Abbasids were able to
use architectural technology inherited from the Sassanids for impressive effect. Another
image from Stierlin shows a number of these early influences:
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(112)
Here are early forms of decorative brickwork within the shallow iwans, three-sided vaults
with an open fourth side. Also prevalent is the vaulted entrance, seen with an early use of
the pointed arch. With its heavy Sassanian influence, this palace serves as a vital marker
within the evolution of the Arab architecture.
Out of this architectural heritage, the Abbasids were able to improve upon these
established forms. Petersen elaborates on one such development:
One of the most notable features of the Abbasid cities of Baghdad and Samarra is
their vast scale. This is most clearly demonstrated at Samarra with its extensive
palaces and mosques stretched out for more than 40 km along the banks of the
Tigris. The scale of the site led to the development of new forms: thus the great
spiral minarets of the Great Mosque and the Abu Dulaf Mosque were never
repeated elsewhere. (1)
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In this way, the Abbasid cities were architectural laboratories, more moments within a
longer timeline of styles than self-contained periods of their own. This is, of course, not
to discount the impressive qualities of middle Abbasid construction, like the Great
Mosque of Samarra:

(Stierlin 123)
This vastness of scale embodies the technological and intellectual prosperity that was
beginning to form within the Islamic Golden Age. The Malwiya, seen at the very top of
the image, presents itself as its own achievement when seen in detail:
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(Stierlin 123)
As Stierlin comments, “Its curious form derives from Babylonian ziggurats, whose
techniques of construction it copied from thousands of years before” (120). Yet again we
can see the past informing the structural achievements of later periods.
This would flourish even more in the later parts of the Abbasid Caliphate, when
Seljuk influences from Turkey became apparent in the Arab world. Petersen writes that:
Seljuk architecture is characterized by the rapid transmission of ideas and
forms…Iwans became one of the principal architectural units and were used both
for religious and secular buildings. In Iran and the eastern areas decorative
brickwork and elaborate stucco ornamentation are common. (255)
In this later part of the Islamic Golden Age, ideas and styles were flowing throughout the
Arab world, a fulfillment of the now-centuries-old tradition of melding vastly different
times and influences together into a form that was uniquely Islamic. This prosperity
would not last, of course, and the Middle East would see many years of repression,
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revolution, and destruction, but it is from this thriving era that The Thousands Nights and
One Night emerges.
Before progressing into more specific ornamentation forms, there is a larger
architectural feature that needs to be discussed – the arch. Early examples resembled the
round Romanesque arch, but other forms soon began to gain widespread use. Already
mentioned is the pointed arch, which Petersen describes to be “made by forming each
side of the arch from a different centre point, the greater the distance between the two
points the sharper the point” (24). This arch would find widespread use throughout Iraq,
as was evidenced in the Ukhaidir Palace. It is not, however, the arch that western readers
most immediately associate with Arab design, likely due to its similarity to the Gothic
arch of Europe. Ali describes the creation of a second arch form:
Islamic Architecture developed a great variety of arches, one of which appeared
for the first time in Umayyad architecture. The horseshoe arch, which swells
gently at its sides into a horseshoe form, is seen in its simple form in the lower
part of the arcade surrounding the outdoor courtyard of the Great Mosque of
Damascus, and in the majestic ground arches of the prayer hall. (35)
It is only in its earliest stages here, but the horseshoe arch, sometimes referred to as
keyhole arch, would become one of the most prevalent Islamic architectural features. It
was not in Iraq, though, that this development would occur. Petersen explains that “the
area where horseshoe arches developed their characteristic form was in Spain and North
Africa where they can be seen in the Great Mosque of Córdoba” (24). Despite the fact
that the horseshoe arch developed away from the Middle East, it still came to be
important in concepts of “Arabia” due to the widespread sharing of stylistic forms
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throughout the Islamic world. Other important arch forms of the time were the fourcenter arch, which was essentially a modified pointed arch with varying degrees of slope,
and the cusped arch, which would eventually become one of the most important
ornamental arches of the region (Petersen 25). Still, it would be the horseshoe arch that
embodied the perception of architectural style during the age of the Arabian Nights.
Though architecture was an aspect of art within itself, this was not where
structural art ended. Ali elaborates on the ornamentation that also stood at the forefront of
Arabic design:
On the whole, Abbasid buildings had rich and lavish decorations; the most
favored parts of the structures were lined with marble and mosaics, and large parts
of the indoor wall were covered with carpets and fabrics, which had traditional
embroidery with gold and gems. However, the bulk of the decoration in a building
was invested in engraved and painted stucco, an art form held over from the
Umayyads. Usually this type of decoration formed the molding on the walls of all
the important rooms, cornices, and ceiling work for doorways and arches. Stucco
work for internal decoration continued to be used in Islamic buildings for many
centuries after. (60)
The careful detail of the structure served as a frame in which the decoration could be set.
With Islam holding such an important part of everyday life, the religion spread across the
decorative aspects in interesting ways. Ali writes, “The most distinguished forms of
Islamic art are the arts of the book, including calligraphy” (16). It became natural, then,
for the words of the Qur’an to literally become part of the design itself, with chapters,
known as suras, carved into this stucco work. This is still seen today, with Arabic script
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remaining a basic part of Islamic design. For Umayyads and Abbasids, however, the
script held a different form than that of modern calligraphy. Ali explains:
Early Kufic script, identifiable by its angular, geometrical letters, developed from
Hayri script and is considered the basis of most present Arabic scripts. Kufic was
first used by the Umayyads for the decoration of buildings as well as ceramics,
glass, and textiles; it was perfected in the second half of the eigth century and was
the script of the Qur’an for more than three centuries to follow. (46)
This early calligraphy form, then, became an important part of the evolution of Islamic
architecture. It itself had several forms, such as this western variation used for
manuscripts in North Africa:

(MS 2954)
This script is much more angular than modern calligraphy, though a connection between
the two is evident. This version is used in the present-day flag of Iraq:
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(Flag of Iraq)
Another, even more angular version of Kufic was also used as a decorative element,
known as square Kufic. This version is still used as part of the flag of modern Iran, as
seen here:

(Flag of Iran)
A unique aspect of square Kufic is the ease of which it can be repeated and expanded
outwards in all directions, as opposed to in only a linear fashion. This makes it an ideal
mode of bridging script and ornamental design.
This use of script as design is in many ways one part of a larger form of Islamic
decoration. The arabesque is, perhaps, the most ubiquitous form of ornamentation in the
Arab world. Ali writes:
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The epitome of Islamic art, at its most ingenious, is the arabesque. It consists
primarily of a number of two-dimensional regular shapes that can be indefinitely
repeated at regular intervals.
These arabesques can come in many different designs, from vegetation to geometric
shapes. The mathematical complexity of their endless patterns often allows for stunning
effects, such as this arabesque from the late Abbasid Mustansiriya madrasa:

(Stierlin 207)
Though incredibly ornate, the repetition keeps the design from becoming too immersed in
embellishments. Interestingly, a very religious reason lies behind the format of the
design. Ali asserts:
The limitless arrangement of repetitive patterns, with all their ingenious varieties,
leads the eye and mind away from the chaos of the three-dimensional physical
world, beyond time and space, to a universe of pure form and clearly-defined
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geometrical order. By visually entering into an arabesque arrangement, the
viewer’s mind is taken out of the real materialistic and ephemeral world around it,
into a contemplation of the eternity of God’s perfection. (63)
With this religious motivation, the arabesque becomes more than just decoration, but an
effusion of the theological undercurrents of Arab society. Its beauty and purpose led it to
become an enormously widespread stylistic marker. Ali continues:
By the year 1000, Abbasid artists were masters of the arabesque. They applied it
to virtually every blank surface: walls, doors, and domes; dishes, cups, and all
kinds of vessels; and carpets, cloth, and book bindings. The arabesque was
painted, engraved, and plastered on marble, wood, stucco, stone, ceramics,
pottery, metal, glass, textile, paper, leather, and vellum. (63)
With such a pervading presence in the Arabic world, it becomes clear that the arabesque
is a vital component of capturing the essence of the uniquely Islamic form of decorative
art.
What this research had revealed to me was that my historical basis for the design
would span the entirety of the Islamic world, not just Baghdad, and focus on the period of
time between the late Sassanian Empire and late Abbasid Caliphate. This meant that
architecture would play a vital role, with an emphasis on a growing concept of scale and
detailed ornamentation. The building materials native to Mesopotamia, such as baked
brick, would be most prevalent, but I was free to explore materials from other regions,
like African wood. The arch would, perhaps, feature prominently, as would the
decoration, including mosaics, fabric, and stucco carved and painted with Kufic
calligraphy and the arabesque.
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My original research plan had not anticipated the breadth of information I would
have to collect about the historical basis of The Arabian Nights, and as such there were
still two more segments of this phase to complete. The second part of the research was to
revolve around the unit set and methods in which scenic designers had dealt with fluid
definitions of setting. Unfortunately, I found it difficult to find resources on this topic,
and the only examples of previous designs were those found in the script itself of the first
production of the play. Seeing another designer’s ideas often serves as a creative trap,
making it difficult to separate oneself from that person’s decisions about the work. Those
few images in the script drew me in, and throughout the entire process I found myself
returning to them to see how this other person had dealt with this play. Realizing that
exploring other designs might prove a hindrance to my creative process and struggling to
even find the means to complete this research, I decided to, at the very least, postpone
this section of the process and turn instead to the final segment of this initial design
phase.
Many design processes begin here, with a general look at initial impressions of
the work being presented. It is also one of the most difficult to explain, as it consists
primarily of random images, colors, and moods that spring into the mind of the designer.
Something that struck me initially was the lightness I saw when I read the script. I didn’t
necessarily see the stories as existing in the understated, dim set that the stage directions
called for. To me, Scheherazade’s tales were so filled with wit and life that it would not
suffice to merely place some carpets on the floor, and I immediately connected to the
sumptuous materials and intricate ornamentation that my research had suggested. Yes,
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the framing story was based entirely on surviving the attentions of a murderous king, but
this was not a play lacking in joy.
I saw a design solution to this mix of sexualized danger and humor in the
chronological split between Shahryar and Harun al-Rashid. As Sassanian and Abbasid
stylist forms were both from a singular architectural history, I wondered if there was
some way to embody the evolution of structural technology and decorative complexity
within one space. This would allow the restrictive world of Shahryar to see glimpses into
the advancements of the Islamic Golden Age, giving Scheherazade’s tales an
otherworldly quality that hinted at the benefits of prosperity.
Retreating from these somewhat premature conceptual ambitions, I searched for
images that embodied something of those ideas of lightness and richness that were
spinning in my mind. To represent something of the color and exotic decoration I found
fascinating, I discovered this image from Granada:

(Ali Image 44)
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Here an extensive use of colored mosaic intermixes with calligraphy and arabesque
carved into a light colored stone, surrounding the ever-present arch. I also gravitated
towards this image because it resembles a classic set feature, in which an entrance
features a hallway beyond to obscure the end of stage space. The covers of two of the
volumes of my copy of the source work, The Thousand Nights and One Night, also spoke
to my understanding of the play’s world:

(Thousand Nights Vol. 1 cover)

(Thousand Nights Vol. 3 cover)

Both of these paintings provide something that previous research imagery could not, and
that is a depiction of life within the Islamic world. A scenic designer will not succeed if
he focuses only the physical constructs of the set and ignores the more ephemeral
atmosphere the set should create. These covers show a world that is simultaneously
exotic and familiar, one filled with activity and character. It became important to me to
fill the stage with a charged, lively quality, creating a world from which this wealth of
stories could emerge.
Beyond the more theoretical conceptions of the play, I did encounter some ideas
about the more specific materials that would help to create this world. Specifically
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informed by my personal experiences in the Arab world but backed up by the historical
research was the importance of textiles. The stage directions called for a floor covered by
carpets and pillows, both of which I could imagine creating an intimate storytelling
space. I could also not escape the image of hanging fabric, though the exact format of this
was not clear. Another scenic element called for was hanging lanterns, an element that
my personal design tastes and knowledge of historical practical lighting found enticing.
More than anything, I knew that I wanted to create a playground of sorts in which
the actors and director could create these many worlds and stories. As much as I would
like to include more structurally complex components, like gardens and fountains and
iwans, I knew that the demands of an arena-style theater would make most impractical.
Instead, I would try to create a space that brought something of the wonder of the Islamic
Golden Age to the stage, transporting the audience to a world filled with jinn and sultans,
a place where the stories of the Arabian Nights would find a home.
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Preproduction

I came to the first design meeting with these conceptions in mind, but it wasn’t
until then that more concrete expressions slowly emerged. At that initial meeting, Mr.
Jorgenson laid out his opinions of the work and how they applied to the general design he
envisioned. He thought that Scheherazade’s peril should pervade the piece, and he
wanted to bring out the notes of danger and sexuality even during the more absurd
stories. He brought up the idea that Shahryar had lost contact with his feminine aspect as
symbolized by a trio of Persian Goddesses, and that it was Scheherazade’s place to teach
him of what he had lost. This fit in well with my concept that the play was set in the time
of the Sassanids, and that the stories would show glimpses of the enlightened world to
follow.
He continued to elaborate on what his concepts implied for the set in particular.
He envisioned an understated, intimate space, something resembling that of a Bedouin
tent. This concerned me, as I had come to realize that this was only part of the world of
the play, and that by ignoring the lighter and more ornate aspects of Arabic architecture,
it would fail to truly create the setting we wanted. I explained this to him, and he
expressed a willingness to give me room to see my visions realized, my first indication of
how the complicated director-designer relationship would develop. What did come of this
meeting was that he wanted a designated area for Shahryar’s bed, from which he could
observe the stories unfolding. As I had not yet established any specific ideas for set
pieces, I was excited to see how such a bed could work into the creation of this space.

31

	
  
It was in the second design meeting between only Mr. Jorgenson and myself that
ideas began to come together in more concrete form. Again we discussed the idea of this
bed, deciding it could either fit above one of the vomatoriums or in the first few seating
levels of one of the sections, most likely within section 4. It was also at this meeting that
he approached me with his ideas for the fabric. He envisioned five lengths of fabric
extending from the center of the ceiling grid out into the vomatoriums. These would
serve an aesthetic purpose, with the draping fabric creating the atmosphere of a tent, but
also a practical one. He proposed that the fabric could be manipulated into creating
different settings, such as the five posts of a madhouse or the sails of a ship. As I had a
strong inclination to include hanging fabric but had not yet settled upon the way to
incorporate it, I immediately saw this as a way to creatively use scenery to maintain a
fluid conception of the space.
Also included in this discussion were the “ottomans” as called for in the script. It
became clear that it was necessary to have generic set pieces that, depending on their
arrangement, would suggest the location of the scene. We settled on having three of these
ottomans, each around a foot high and three feet wide, which could be easily moved and
configured into different positions. This, combined with the bed and the fabric, would
serve as the extent of the scenery, from which all 45 settings could, with a little
imagination, be created.

32

	
  
These ottomans would actually become the first aspect of the set to solidify.
Returning from winter recess, we immediately began regular design meetings. While
searching the Internet for inspirations for these ottomans, I happened upon this picture of
a table from Morocco:

(Arabian Nights Table)
I was immediately drawn to the level of detail presented, especially with the bottoms of
the sidepieces slowly tapering upwards in the middle. The ottomans as presented in the
images within the script were quite low to the ground, and I wanted to make them a little
more substantial, but I did like the recessed trim they included just below the top ridge.
Borrowing from that and more heavily from this table, I sketched out a concept for the
ottoman that suited our needs:
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These would fit in well with my hopes for bringing some of the intricate ornamentation
of Islamic style to the scenery, while still being generic enough to produce all of our
intended effects. I presented this sketch to the director, who immediately agreed that they
were what we were looking for.
The process of creating these sketches led to my first moment of feeling
inadequate for completing this design position. I have never touted myself as having the
ability to draw, but I do feel that sketching is an important part of the early design
process. What is so clear in my mind becomes quite muddled when applied to the page,
and thus it comes across as somewhat unprofessional when I present these early pictures
to others in the production process, especially when coupled with my honest explanation
that I do not possess this skill. It is fortunate that Mr. Jorgenson is not particularly
concerned with the professional decorum of the production process, but I still would like
to have presented myself as a more capable designer in these early stages.
With so many scenes having to be created within the show, it became vital to
discuss the transitions that would involve, especially when dealing with the fabric. Using
small-scale drafts of the stage, I drew up several transitions maps, concentrating on
moments that would require a lot of moving in a short period of time. I knew that none of
these would be permanent, but I thought it important to give the director an idea of how I
envisioned the set being feasibly utilized. For example, I drew the transition from Harun
al-Rashid’s palace to the madhouse and then into the madman’s store, all of which
happen within three pages of script. I showed that actors could bring down the fabric
while the scene in Harun’s palace was finishing, and that the small ottomans could be
moved while the next scene was happening, allowing the play to progress without pause
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despite rather elaborate set changes occurring throughout. Though this was helpful to
give everyone an idea of how these pieces could be utilized, it was more helpful in
showing that the fabric use needed clarifying before we could progress further.
To do this, I settled for myself upon which fabric positions I thought actually
feasible within the context of the show. The first was its base position, with the fabric
extending from the center of the grid and affixed to some sort of yet-undetermined
structure, possible a post, at the end of the vomatorium. The second position would be
with the fabric falling straight down toward the floor, creating a tube of sorts within
which more intimate moments could be staged. The director and I had discussed methods
of providing illumination from within this tube, creating shadow effects for the audience
to see, but it was unclear whether that would be attainable. The third position would be
with the fabric bunched together and held to the ground, forming the bars of a cell for the
madhouse. The fourth would involve wrapping one or two pieces into a combination of
actors to create the madman’s hideous bride, and the last would create a ship’s sails for
the scene upon the river. After settling on these five positions, I went through the script to
make sure that there were enough available actors and enough time to perform the
transitions. Fortunately, all of these moments had plenty of time in which to be
maneuvered, with a number of actors free to handle them.
When I brought this list to the director, he expressed concern that this plan was
still too ambitious, and that with some extra pieces of fabric he could create some of
these moments without the need for using the more complicated hanging fabric. Thus, we
came to a consensus on the base fabric positions, namely the first three listed above, with
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the understanding that, when the fabric was installed, we would reevaluate the viability of
additional uses and add them in if possible.
With the decisions about fabric use settled for the moment, I turned to an aspect
of the design that was causing a good deal of trouble – the bed. Original conceptions of
the bed had it either above one of the vomatoriums or in section four, with the latter
becoming a more desirable option throughout the early design meetings. I proposed a
platform extending from the first level of seating, which, covered with sheets and pillows,
would serve as a bed. I framed this with two of the pointed arches that found their
inspiration in the early Abbasid architecture, as this would provide the king’s area with a
less ornate feel, playing into the concept that the area around him should be inspired by
earlier architectural styles. I would contrast this by siding the first level of the sections
opposite four with arabesques, providing the impression that the closer one gets to the
king, the more repressive the world becomes. It was important that this idea not be
symbolic, as symbolism often gets lost in scenic design, but rather atmospheric,
something not entirely noticed consciously by audience members but informing their
reaction to the space.
The issue that arose from this proposal was that there seemed to be two competing
focuses within what was supposed to be a single space, and so my mentor advised that I
continue searching for a solution to this problem. My first inclination was to create a
system to force the audience’s focus to where the scene demanded, alternating between
the bed and the center-set tent enclosure. As the bed was to be engulfed by sheets, I
imagined a way in which that fabric could be extended outward across the playing space,
causing the bed to quite literally take over the stage. If the tent fabric and the sheet fabric
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were similar, then I believed that this would produce quite an intimidating effect,
precisely what was needed for the danger surrounding the king.
Unfortunately, my mentor did not agree that this was a finished solution to the
issue, and the competing focuses could not be forced to work together. Unsure of how to
continue, I returned to the script to see if another system might reveal itself to me. It was
while reading the introduction to the play that inspiration struck. The introduction
describes the ottomans I had already decided upon, yes, but it also mentioned that
Shahryar had his ottoman, one more royal than the others. Despite having departed
somewhat from the stage directions, I began to wonder if a fourth ottoman might not be
the solution to the bed.
Keeping this idea of a mobile bed in mind, I went through the play to see how this
change might affect that staging of the play. What I found was that having a royal
ottoman instead of a fixed bed allowed for more creative scenic formations. There are
five mornings presented during the play, in which Shahryar decides to let Scheherazade
live and sends away her father with her shroud. I proposed that during the days, the royal
ottoman and king could be moved from the front of one section to another, representing
the passing of the day. For moments that centered specifically on Shahryar, such as the
kiss that closes the first act and the confusion of stories in the second, the royal ottoman
could be moved to the center of the stage, allowing for a more complete focus on his
actions. This new concept of the bed would allow for the stage to truly become one,
unified space, without ever abandoning the idea that it was Shahryar’s space to control.
He never completely leaves focus, but he does yield the center so that the tales of
Scheherazade may unfold. I envisioned this new, mobile royal ottoman as being
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hexagonal and larger than the smaller ottomans, with detailing that was less delicate and
more imposing, reflecting the restriction that surrounds the king. Bringing my idea to the
director and scenic mentor, we agreed that we had finally come upon a viable option both
aesthetically and practically that would allow the staging the fullest use of the space.
With design ideas coming together in concrete form, it became time to create a
white model. Though the process often begins with drafting and then continues into
model building, it seemed more useful to start with the model to get a better idea of how
these elements would form together into a single space. I first created scale models of the
four ottomans, which involved drafting preliminary designs onto bristol board. I created a
makeshift grid with pieces of foam core, to which I affixed five strips of paper to
represent the hanging fabric. As I had not yet determined how these pieces would attach
at the end of vomatoriums, I created preliminary posts with bases two feet square and
with height sixteen feet. I then added rough estimations of carpets, lanterns, and section
siders to complete the approximation of the set as it stood. At this time, I decided to
change one of the posts into a horseshoe arch that would span the largest vomatorium and
provide a place for one piece of fabric to attach. It was this model that I presented to the
director and scenic mentor.
At this point the only major concern posited by my mentor was that the posts
were not an elegant enough design for the points of attachment. We came to the
conclusion that turning all five posts into horseshoe arches would complete the aesthetic
of the space, providing the production with both the architectural complexity of the
Islamic Golden Age and the practicality of a theatrical set. The director agreed that with
this change, the set would allow him all of the tools he needed to bring this play to life.
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Unfortunately, this was followed by a moment of panic. Part of my staging
possibilities for the royal ottoman was the ability to surround it with the fabric while it
was hanging straight down. The preliminary ottoman design, however, had six sides three
feet in width, which could not be surrounded by five pieces of fabric also three feet in
width. My immediate reaction was to add a sixth piece of fabric and a sixth arch, located
in section three directly across from the largest arch. This idea excited me, as I believed it
would provide a closer semblance to radial symmetry than the five arch system, which
relied on the rather nonsymmetrical architecture of the theatre. When I approached my
mentor with this idea, he expressed concern that this would be too heavy a strain on the
budget, and that an easier solution was most likely available. What this meant was that I
must widen the stretches of fabric, something I was hesitant to do because I felt that the
fabric was already too much of a hindrance for the lighting designer. It was unavoidable,
though, and so, using mathematical knowledge left over from my freshman year
engineering classes, I determined the smallest pentagon within which the hexagonal
ottoman could fit. The verdict was that the fabric would have to be just less than 54”
wide, which conveniently is one of the most common widths for drapery fabric. Despite
the fact that I had jumped too quickly into an overly complicated solution, I was pleased
that I was able to identify and remedy a scenic issue early enough in the process.
It now became time to produce a rough drafting packet to present to the technical
director. I began this with the design of the royal ottoman, as it was the scenic element
that I had most fully designed in the process of building the model. The basic concept
derived from the wooden inlay boxes found throughout Arabia, such as this:
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(Arabian box)
Though this sort of design is not normally used for furniture, I was drawn to the level of
ornamental complexity to which it lent itself. Many of the details drew from a cabinet
from Islamic Spain:

(Ali 117)
I was particularly interested in the use of interwoven geometrical shapes to create a
strong design. I wanted the large ottoman to have few to no curves, creating a more
masculine feel to the object. With these ideas in mind, I drafted the royal ottoman in
1½” = 1’ scale, three times the size of normal scenic drafting. I did this so that I would
have more room to work, knowing that I did not possess a fine enough use of drafting
materials to create the level of detail I was attempting.
I continued the drafting with the smaller ottomans, which were in many ways
derivations of the larger. The main concept behind them lay somewhere between the
Moroccan table that inspired the original ottoman sketch and the inlaid box of the royal
ottoman. In contrast to the royal ottoman, these would have sumptuous decoration filled
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with circles and curves. I also designed more structural details into them, including
recesses in the form of a ring on the top and rectangles on the sides. Between the two
forms of scenic piece, the ornamentation stands among all of my drafting as a designer as
that of which I am most proud.
The next part of the set that I drafted was the arches. As I had decided upon a
pointed horseshoe arch, it took a good deal of experimentation to learn how exactly to
draw this unique form of arch. Though I attempted at first to simply modify a round arch,
I realized that this did not accurately create the level of slope for which I sought. I then
tried several different dual-center arches, until I determined the center difference that
resulted in the shape I wanted. With this determined, I extrapolated three different sized
arches to fit the three different sized vomatoriums in which they would fit. Though three
of the vomatoriums have the same width, one has a much wider span between railings,
and so I decided that this arch would be larger and actually rest in part upon the stairs
flanking the opening. I finally added the ornamental detail, with a mosaic-like pattern
running up the sides and the shahada, an important verse from the Qur’an, scribed in
Kufic calligraphy around an added ring on the largest arch. The sides that did not face the
stage would all be an applied brick pattern, reflecting an earlier, less advanced
architectural style sharing the space with a more extravagant finished side.
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The final elevations to draft were the section sides. I knew that budget concerns
would probably affect these first, and so I focused more on the design details I found
important. These details came in the form of three types of arabesque. The first was based
on a wood carving from Tunisia:

(Stierlin 161)
I particularly liked how the squares and octagons were interwoven to create the endless
geometric pattern. The second arabesque was a simplification of one found in the
Mustansiriya Madrasa from the late Abbasid period:
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(Stierlin 207)
I wanted something of the curves of the small ottomans to extend into the arabesque,
which is why this pattern became the second of the designs. The third design reflected the
opposite of this, using the hexagonal design from the royal ottoman. I actually designed
the third arabesque myself, using elements from the royal ottoman as inspiration. The
final part of the section siders was in the form of small lanterns that stood on top of them,
framing the edges of the pieces. I wanted to create a mystical atmosphere with these
section siders, something to which I saw these lanterns contributing in a simple but
powerful way.
The final plate in the rough drafting was the ground plan. Though the ground plan
is often a rather elaborate piece of drafting, the set for this show did not call for an
elaborate ground plan. The most important part of this drafting was the horizontal
projection of the pieces of fabric and where the arches would thus be situated. I wanted
all five pieces of fabric to be the same length so that they would hang evenly, and as such
the arches would have to be placed at varying distances within their vomatoriums. The
problem that arose was the fact that four of the five pieces approached the arches at
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angles other than the perpendicular. Though a few possible solutions came to mind, none
seemed so viable as to change the current course of action. I resolved to reevaluate this
issue once the fabric was installed to see in what ways a simple, aesthetically sound
solution could be found.
Despite the pride that I have already expressed in some of these pieces of drafting,
this phase proved to be very challenging in its execution. It had been almost two years
since I studied scenic design, and though I had taken a graphic design course and
designed subUrbia, neither gave me much opportunity to keep my skills at hand. I found
myself trying to complete sections that barely fit into my skill level in drafting. Though it
certainly was a valuable form of practice and education, and though the fact that I was
stretching myself both as a designer and drafter meant that I was making strides in my
design, it did not come without significant feelings of stress and incompetence. Still, I am
proud of what I was able to create, and I believe that the product was worth the effort.
With drafts and a model in workable form, it was now time to bring my design
before the rest of my collaborators on this production. This first took the form of a design
presentation for the cast and production staff. To prepare for the meeting, I updated my
original model to better represent how the design had evolved since it was built, namely
the replacement of the posts with horseshoe arches. Even after careful preparation of
research images and drafting as well as a mental map of how to bring everyone through
the various aspects of the design, I became very nervous as I gave the presentation. This
is doubly surprising because the room was, for the most part, filled with friends and
colleagues with whom I have collaborated many times in the past. My reaction was to
retreat onto my knowledge of the historical basis behind my design, leading to what was
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most likely a very dry presentation to those listening. I do think that I gave a very
thorough and descriptive depiction of my design, but I do not know that many people
were able to grasp the main ideas while I was weighing them down with facts and
research. A few weeks after the fact I was given the advice that a good design
presentation takes five minutes to excite everyone about the set, not explain the intricate
details. Though I wish that I had been given that advice before the design presentation, I
do not regret how it turned out. It is better to learn something for yourself than to hear it
from another.
The next presentation I was to give was to the technical director. It would be at
this meeting that I would learn just how feasible my design would be within the confines
of the budget. I went into this discussion with the firm knowledge that though I would
love to include them, the first thing I would want to cut would be the section siders. What
excited me the most about this meeting was that John Mulligan, the technical director,
continually asked me questions that showed he was understanding the point behind what
I was doing and was immediately connecting on how to execute this plan. He did express
some concern over the budget, and he agreed that the section siders would not probably
end up existing as I had drafted them. He assured me, however, that we would try to
figure something out that might resemble what I had drawn but cost considerably less. He
seemed more than confident that we could make this set happen, and that he believed it
would end up working well for our purposes. I must admit that hearing this vote of
confidence from someone for whom I had developed a good deal of professional respect
was a much-needed boost as we entered into the main thrust of the production process.
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And indeed, the time had come for us to leave the confines of pre-production and
actually work to create what I had designed. After over six months of careful research
and laborious planning, something that sprang out of my mind would actually find an
existence in the real world. I was terrified, and I knew that an incredible amount of work
still lay ahead, but I cannot deny that I was filled with an unshakeable note of excitement.
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Production

The separation between the preproduction phase and actual production process
lies in the period in which ideas become reality. Until this point, everything existed in a
theoretical realm of design concepts and plans, but now it came time to bring these things
into existence. It is easy to believe that the design part of the process was finished, and
now all that was to happen was the execution, but the reality is that hidden within the
production phase await a host of small designer tasks. In fact, one could argue that
making a spontaneous decision about an aesthetic issue is a greater task for the designer,
as there is no safety net of research or contemplation to ease the making of the choice.
Another facet that creeps in during the beginning of the production segment is
interacting with other designers. In this particular case, this could be most strongly felt
with the conversations with the lighting designer. I knew that the set I had envisioned
would cause him difficulty, as I had essentially stripped him of much of his lighting space
with the hanging fabric. After the design meeting, the lighting designer approached me
and inquired as to whether the fabric could be a neutral color, as opposed to the deep red
that I had floating in my mental imagery. With a neutral color he could use different
colors to light them, as opposed to the limited options for fabric of a single, strong color.
He also wondered as to the level of translucence of the fabric, to which I explained that I
was hoping for as sheer a fabric as possible that could still drape in the fashion we
wished.
As the process continued, the conversations with lighting developed. A question
arose surrounding the arches, and whether they could be lit effectively. The lighting
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designer suggested building “baby troughs” at the base of the arches, in which small
instruments could be placed to light the arches from below. Upon discussing with the
scenic mentor and technical director, it became evident that no one believed such a
trough idea would be an aesthetically pleasing solution. As the instruments that would be
used were small, it seemed that their placement anywhere along the vertical length of the
arch would not detract from the arches’ appearance. I was of the opinion that the
audience would forgive the presence of small instruments more than it would accept the
presence of hastily constructed scenic elements. Thus, I explained to the lighting designer
that I certainly wanted the arches to be lit, but that he needn’t worry about forcing the
execution of such to fit within the scenic concept.
Another important discussion that took place between the lighting and scenic
production teams revolved around the lanterns. I had discovered a wholesale supplier that
sold Arabian lanterns for an unexpectedly inexpensive amount. Despite the low price,
however, I knew that the budget was strained as it was. I therefore only put six hanging
lanterns into the design, as I believed this was an achievable number based on the
monetary concerns. Hearing this, the lighting designer wondered if there could be
additional lanterns involved with the design. I explained that our budget would not allow
us to purchase more than six lanterns but that my ideal situation would contain many
more than six lanterns hanging in the space. The lighting design mentor then offered to
provide money out of the lighting budget to subsidize the purchase of addition lanterns
and rigging materials. This led to the decision to have eighteen lanterns hanging above
the set, each in a grouping of three, and eleven small lanterns residing on the stage level.
This would, in theory, provide me with the tools to create an exotic and intimate space
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and the lighting designer with creative lighting opportunities through the use of these
twenty-nine lanterns.
With the decision made to hang eighteen lanterns, the technical director requested
that I determine the location and height of each lantern so that he could complete the
prerigging for them. The morning after the last production that would use the space
before The Arabian Nights ended, I found myself in the Balch Arena Theatre directing
members of Mr. Mulligan’s scenic crew in the placement of these drop points. It was at
this point that I realized the challenges of this design position were far from over. I had
determined rough estimates for their placement, with one set of three above each section
and an addition set above section three, but I had decided that it would be most
productive to see how the points looked in the space before finalizing heights. What this
ultimately entailed was my quite literally running throughout the theatre, looking at each
drop point from as many angles as possible and evaluating it with respect to the other
points, the not-yet-existent scenic elements, and the audience. I tried to provide contrasts
between sections, with a grouping of three high and close lanterns next to a grouping of
lower lanterns that were more spread out. Though the pressure to make these spontaneous
design choices was stressful, it also signified the beginning of the theatre’s
transformation into the world I had envisioned, giving the experience a tremendous air of
excitement.
Now that the lanterns had homes in the theatre, it was time to purchase them. I
wanted to make sure that no group of three would have the same type of lantern within it,
and that every group would have at least one of the larger styles. It also happened that my
original order was approximately sixty cents higher than the cutoff for a lower shipping
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price, which meant that if I could trim those sixty cents off the price I would actually save
over ten dollars. I finally arrived at an order that both fit within our budget and would
allow us to have a total of twenty-nine lanterns throughout the set. Pleased with this
arrangement, I placed the order, the only time within the process that would see me
personally making a purchase.
The next step in the process required organizing the ideas for the paint to be
applied to the scenic pieces. As Mr. Simpson would be serving as scenic charge as well
as my mentor, I would need to provide him with a paint packet detailing what I wanted
each piece of scenery to look like. This mostly entailed the ottomans, non-carpeted floor,
and arches. For the ottomans, I printed out several images of the Arabian boxes that
inspired them and color-coded a copy of the drafting with colors corresponding to those
found in the images. This involved natural woods, painted woods, mother of pearl, and
jewel tones. The color for the arches and floor would come from images of the bakedbrick structures found in Iraq, such as those from the Ukhaidir Palace. For the stage-side,
finished part of the arches, I included this image:
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(Swamibu)
I was looking for some way to include that second style I had noticed in Morocco, that of
the cool tones, white stone, and complex mosaics. As the technical director and I were
waiting to see how much of the budget remained before settling upon something to
replace the section siders as bases for the eleven lanterns that would sit at stage level, I
did not include those elements in this paint packet. My hope was that they would still
allow us to incorporate the arabesque design into the scenic decoration.
At this point in time, the director and cast had blocked enough of the play to have
a first run through of the show. Though the actors felt unsure of themselves and of the
complicated physicality that their parts demanded, I could see that a great framework had
been set up for them to then expand upon. I had very few notes related to the set, and I
was very excited to see the scenic elements contributing to the telling of the stories,
especially the use of the fabric. I had small concerns about the feasibility of some of the
blocking, but I knew that those issues could very easily be worked out. More pressing
concerns revolved around the use of the royal ottoman. I had specifically designed the
royal ottoman to be used as the king’s bed, somewhere from which he could observe the
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stories and cast an intimidating shadow upon them. This had led to very specific
decisions about structural design, forms of geometric ornamentation, and color choice. I
was under the impression that this would therefore mean that the royal ottoman would be
used only as Shahryar’s ottoman, and that the other three ottomans would serve to create
the locations within Scheherazade’s stories. When I saw the rehearsal, however, I noticed
that the royal ottoman ceased to be royal rather early on, and instead was used as just
another piece of furniture. Though I resolved to address this issue to Mr. Jorgenson, in
the end I held my peace, as I did appreciate the other ways he had utilized it. When it
finally came time to paint the royal ottoman, I adjusted its color scheme to more closely
resemble that of the smaller ottomans. Though I understand why I did not make my
feelings known, I recognize this situation as a moment of weakness as a designer.
The first run-through also corresponded to the beginning of spring break. I was
fortunate enough to have the opportunity to spend the week out of state as the guest of a
friend, and as such, I decided that I would take this time to recuperate from the stress of
the process so that I would be more able to return to it refreshed and ready to continue.
For the most part, I was able to carry out this plan with considerable success, but I did
encounter one situation that required response. I received an email from the technical
director, explaining that the arches as drawn would not fit into the vomatoriums.
Previously there had been some confusion about the scale for one of the drafting plates,
as I had not had the opportunity to turn my rough, though workable, drafts into finished
copies, so I wondered if a similar problem might have arisen now. I had spent a
considerable amount of time measuring each of the vomatoriums and double-checking
that the arches would indeed fit into them, and so I sent a response containing all of the
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measurements as I remembered them. In the end, the problem was due to a labeling issue,
and the solution was quickly found. What I learned, however, is that there is no way to
truly take a break from a production process.
As soon as I returned, the demands of the process immediately began again. The
next aspect of the set to which I turned my attention was the fabric. There were some
significant challenges inherent to this scenic element. In order to surround the royal
ottoman, it needed to have a width of 54,” and in order to span the necessary horizontal
distance when connected to the arches and the vertical distance when hanging straight
down, it needed a length between eight and ten yards. I had determined using a basic
derivative approximation that ten yards would be the absolute longest length, as any
longer would create a drape too deep for our purposes. In discussions with the costume
shop, we explored fabric choices like china silk, which has a wholesale price well below
our budget of ten dollars per yard. My scenic mentor recommended, however, that due to
the ornate nature of much of the set, a solid color fabric would not tie in as well as one
with a texture or a pattern. It seemed evident at this time that a trip to a fabric store would
provide me with a better idea of the fabric options than a website or catalog.
The only fabric warehouse close to Boston is Osgood Textile in West Springfield,
MA. The day after returning from spring break, I drove to Springfield to explore what the
company had to offer. I was prepared for an overwhelming selection of fabric, but I was
not prepared for how rare fifty yards of fabric can be to locate. I spent a good amount of
time simply perusing the options, all of which I realized did not come in the lengths I
required. As I looked through the bolts of silk and satin, however, I did start to gain a
better understanding of fabric weights, appearances, and available patterns and textures. I
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found a few silks that were along the lines of what I had in mind, but nothing jumped out
at me. I finally approached an employee, and, explaining the project at hand, asked her
advice on what fabrics they might have that could suit my needs, especially regarding
length and price. She recommended that I look at habite, which they sold in widths of 60”
for under five dollars a yard. As they did not carry other silks in such lengths and my
online searches for patterned silk had yielded nothing, I wondered if this would be the
best option. Mr. Simpson, though, cautioned me to not jump into this decision and give
up finding something more suitable, and so I left the warehouse empty-handed.
I continued my search online, with very little success. I found one silk with a
pattern that I thought might work, but I was concerned that it appeared too Asian in style.
I arranged a meeting with my mentor to discuss our options moving forward which would
follow the regularly scheduled production meeting for that week. At that meeting,
however, the lighting team expressed their understanding that the fabric would be
installed by that Saturday so that they would be able to perform a lighting focus. This
miscommunication meant that they were expecting fabric to arrive when in actuality it
had not yet even been ordered. In order to facilitate the need for something around which
to focus lights, it became imperative to make a quick decision about the fabric.
Though china silk would provide the right amount of translucence that everyone
desired and expected, it became apparent that it was not available in the quantity or style
that was necessary. As such, I turned to drapery fabric to see if that would yield better
results in our search. As it turned out, drapery fabric, which is used to make curtains and
therefore would drape nicely, was available in a much wider variety online. Within a few
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hours I had settled upon four top options, two of which we found out were available in
fifty-yard length. The two options, then, were the following:

(Bali)

(Como)

Though I had my concerns that the former looked somewhat like it belonged in a casino,
I did believe that it had a pattern that would read better from the audience, and that it
would best tie into the Arabian aesthetic. Thus, with a monetary contribution from the
lighting team to rush delivery, the all-important fabric was purchased.
Two days later, the fabric arrived. It was not without a note of trepidation that I
unwrapped the package, but the contents were beyond my hopes. I had been worried that,
as the fabric was marketed as jacquard but relatively inexpensive, the wrong side of the
fabric might be unfinished. Fortunately, the only difference between the two sides was
that the colors were reversed, with the back being gold with small red diamonds. I
decided to make the red side the color facing down, so that that was what one would see
looking up from stage level. This did mean, though, that when the fabric was hanging
straight down, the ensuing tube would be golden. Another fortunate aspect of the fabric
was that the factory edges had the appearance of a rug’s fringes, which meant that we did
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not have to serge them to create a finished look. Please with this result, I began the
process of installing the fabric.
Setting up the fabric was actually a far smoother experience than what was
expected. As the arches were not yet installed, we set up an approximation of the final
positions so that lighting would have a pretty accurate idea of their obstacles. We began
by using the drafting to draw out the pentagon on the arena floor, according to which
members of the scenic crew dropped rope to attach the inner sides of the fabric pieces.
We then cut one piece of fabric to ten yards and hoisted it up to the grid. Using this piece,
I determined the ideal vertical drape and the length that would produce such an effect.
The length that was needed was 26’, and so I instructed the scenic crew to cut four more
pieces of fabric of that length. It was then only a matter of using rope to hang the fabric
and checking to make sure that all of the pieces were hanging in an aesthetically suitable
manner. The lighting crew were finishing wiring lanterns, which had arrived that week,
and with those and the fabric installed, they were able to complete their focusing as
scheduled.
With the fabric situation taken care of for the moment, I was able to turn my
attention more fully to the arches, which had begun to arrive at the theatre from the scene
shop. It was my job to lead the other scenic charge artists in applying the brick texture to
the five arches, a time-intensive but effective process. The texture that we used was a
combination of joint compound, glue, perlite, and paint. The glue helps to keep the
otherwise brittle joint compound from flaking, whereas the paint was included so that
when the joint compound did flake off, the exposed area would not be white. The perlite
provided the roughness in the texture, and by lessening its quantity, we could also create
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a texture compound for the smoother regions on the front sides. I had at this time changed
these finished sides from the mosaic to the arabesque, as I thought that the regions
involved were too small to add a new color scheme and that the arabesque was more
conceptually important for me to include than a mosaic.
Before applying the texture compound, the brick pattern needed to be laid out.
This required measuring out the 2” x 2” x 6” bricks up the 17’ legs and around the arch
and then, using special ½” masking tape, taping off the individual bricks. After applying
the tape, the texture had to then be applied by hand, with careful consideration to the
density and evenness of the layer. The tape had to then be removed before the texture had
a chance to dry, otherwise it would have hardened and there would have been no
separation between the bricks. What perhaps goes unnoticed by those who do not design
is that, in brickwork, each brick’s orientation, down to which combination forms the
base, is a conscious decision on the part of the designer. Indeed, even during the drafting
phase I put considerable thought into how each brick would appear, even though the
brickwork only appears on the sides and back of the arches. It is in details such as these
that the true work of the designer begins.
With the texture applied to the arches, my involvement with their painting
lessened a good deal. Mr. Simpson, as scenic charge, took over to apply the various
sprays that would create the baked-brick appearance and color that was regionally
appropriate. My job, then, became to draft the stencils that would be used to paint the
arabesques running up the legs of the arches. I modified the designs from the early
section siders, creating three stencils, two of which would be used for two arches each.
The challenge of drafting stencils, I discovered, was to create a design that

57

	
  
simultaneously was not overtly a stencil but also would maintain structural integrity when
cut. I then spray painted the stencils as a sealant of sorts, and they were ready to be
applied to the arches.
First, though, the arches needed to be installed to stay on track with the load-in
schedule. I arrived at the theatre as the scenic crew was installing the second of the
smaller arches, and upon seeing them in the positions I had drafted, I decided that the
arches would work better if they changed locations. I discussed with the technical
director, and he agreed that it would be easier to secure the arches if they were moved to
the far ends of the vomatoriums, as the largest arch was drafted. Though this would mean
that the horizontal distances of the fabric would vary from arch to arch, I estimated that
the differences would not cause a major issue. I believed that pushing the arches back
would make the space feel more natural, as opposed to trying to force circular symmetry
onto the irregularly shaped theatre. With my assistance, we were able to successfully
move the arches, so that all five rested at the far end of their respective vomatoriums. We
then attached the fabric using basic hooks and rings which were fitted onto grommets at
the edge of each piece of fabric.
Unfortunately, my estimation about the effect of this shift upon the fabric was
incorrect. The fabric would not reach the new positions of the small arches, and the
medium arches connected to the fabric awkwardly. The technical director recommended
that we loosen the fabric at the grid level, allowing for more room for the fabric to span
the distance. Though the top pieces of the fabric started out as a seamless pentagon, the
final arrangement became as such:

58

	
  

(Top ends)
This was not the ideal situation, but it was the only way in which the fabric would
connect to the arches. I eventually would improve the connection to the medium arches
by cutting the ends at an angle, allowing them to drape evenly. The combination of the
horizontal strain, non-perpendicular angle, and difference between fabric and arch widths
proved to be too many obstacles to overcome within the time available. Of course, all of
these issues were evident from the ground plan, but my plan to reevaluate once the fabric
was installed meant that there was no time left to find a solution.
Once the arches were installed and fabric connected, the actors were able to use
them during rehearsals, something that everyone involved thought was vital to
maintaining a smooth technical rehearsal period. At this point, it was entirely too late to
explore new ways that the fabric could be used, so the minimal position scheme that was
worked out earlier in the process solidified as the final arrangement. Unfortunately, this
meant that the second act would see no scene created with the fabric, but neither the
director nor I could think of a feasible way to utilize them for the later scenes.
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The paint crew could finally finish painting the arches. Upon completion, the
brickwork appeared like so:

(Rear of large arch)
Here can be seen the previously mentioned attention to brick orientation, with an attempt
to make the brickwork appear as structurally feasible as possible. Aside from the
stenciling, I also wrote the Kufic calligraphy in freehand on the largest arch. The
combination of stenciled arabesque and calligraphy can be seen in the following:
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(Front of large arch)
This demonstrates what the research implied, that ornamental calligraphy, especially
when written in the square Kufic style, resembles an arabesque, and despite the fact that
one design represents some of the most important religious phrases in Islam and the other
is simple geometric shapes, they serve similar aesthetic purposes. The other two
arabesques that I incorporated were these:

(Small arch)

(Medium arch)

The left image depicts the design that is a simplification of one found in the Mustansiriya
Madrasa, whereas the right image contains the arabesque that I designed with inspiration
from the hexagonal format of the royal ottoman. The small arches contained the circular
pattern so that the designs would alternate between straight and curved lines as one
looked from arch to arch. With the stencils and calligraphy applied, the arches were at
last complete.
The next aspect of the set to see completion was the floor. Throughout the
process, the execution of the overlaid carpets was continually up in the air. I wanted to
produce the effect of many carpets scattered over a stone floor but in such a way that it
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would not cause issues with the mostly barefoot actors or the royal ottoman, which had to
roll. Beyond that, there was the fact that Persian rugs have a very particular style of
decoration, and they are not known for being inexpensive. I was able to provide one rug
that my aunt had purchased in Morocco and gave to my family, but it was far from
enough to cover most of the stage. Borrowing money from the props budget, Mr.
Simpson went to search for inexpensive rugs that suited the design of the show. Based on
my opinions about images he sent of the rugs he found, he was able to procure enough to
cover the stage for under six hundred dollars. They were more mats than rugs, a quality
that would allow the royal ottoman more ease as it rolled along them. Though not
precisely the style for which I had hoped, they were still close enough to provide a
semblance of the desired effect.
Under the rugs we applied a number of sprays to produce a similar color and
appearance as that used on the arches. I then spread the carpets out over the stage, taking
care to distribute the deeper colors as evenly as possible. The technical director bolted
them down and taped them so that they would not interfere with the considerable
movement that would occur on them. Finally, an ombre effect was added to soften the
edges where the stone met the non-stage parts of the theatre. The combination of this
resulted in a look that, though somewhat more muted than I hoped, was still in keeping
with the concept for the space:
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(Carpets)
Though there would be some minor issues with one or two edges coming up, for the most
part the floor worked rather well both aesthetically and functionally.
The last remaining major set elements were the ottomans. Though the royal
ottoman arrived in time for it to be used during part of the regular rehearsal period, the
three smaller ottomans were not completed until the beginning of the technical rehearsal
period. When they did arrive, they were far heavier than I had expected, owing especially
to the materials with which they were constructed. This was problematic, as I had assured
the director that one actor could move each of them – a statement that proved far from
true. Though the director and cast were able to reblock the transitions rather efficiently to
make up for this, it still caused quite a bit more stress than would be preferred with less
than a week before the show opened.
Another consequence of their late arrival coupled with the modified technical
rehearsal schedule was the fact that all four ottomans were being used extensively until
the day before opening night. This meant that very little painting work could be done
until that day. There were some aspects that could be completed during the cue to cue and
dress rehearsals, though, and those tasks ended up taking quite a bit of time. To prepare
for working on the ottomans, I researched wood types to decide which would look best
within the set that was coming together around them. I settled upon teak for the main
wood of all four ottomans and the light African mahogany for the accent wood. To this I
added mother of pearl, a painted orange wood, a darker accent wood, and the jewel tones
of emerald and ruby; the details would be outlined in a metallic gold.
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Before any of these colors could be added, though, I needed to apply the
cartooning that would serve as a guide for the detailed ornamentation. This involved
extrapolating the designs from the drafting into real-world size as well as cutting stencils
for the more intricate designs. This process consumed most of the break time within the
weekend of the technical rehearsal period. By the end, though, all of the designs had been
applied to the ottomans in a permanent marker, which would be seen through the first
layer of paint.
Once the cartooning was finished and the ottomans were available, Mr. Simpson
was able to begin their painting. He used a simplified process for the wood, but as the
appearance was supposed to resemble a polished wood inlay, it was not important to
achieve a photorealistic wood effect. Metallic and iridescent paints were used to achieve
the jewels and mother of pearl, and the details were drawn using a metallic marker. When
completed, the smaller ottomans appeared like so:

(Small ottoman)
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Ideally, they would have had a greater color variation throughout, especially on the sides,
but the extent of ornamentation allowed the general style to come across. The royal
ottoman did contain more of the spectrum of colors, thanks to the greater influence of
wooden inlay boxes in its design:

(Royal ottoman)
Though the royal ottoman began the process as a more intimidating scenic piece, in the
end it became just another piece of furniture due to its utilization in the production and
my resulting shifts towards creating a sense of unity between all of the ottomans. I
achieved this by emphasizing the use of wood in both styles, whereas I had originally
planned on making the royal ottoman more ornate with a greater use of jewels and cool
tones.
The ottomans thereby completed, all that remained were smaller pieces that would
serve to unify the space and create the atmosphere I desired. The first element in this
category was the pillows that I hoped to use to fill the sides of the stage where the actors
would rest while not directly involved with the action. I pulled a good number of pillows
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from the University properties stock, but unfortunately only a handful could be
incorporated into the production in their current form. The vast majority needed to be
reupholstered, and so my mentor and I approached the costume shop about using their
scrap fabrics and workers to complete this project. They agreed, and so I perused the bins
of fabric to find styles that could both fit around the pillows and fit within my design
concepts. After I matched the two dozen or so pillows with appropriate fabrics, it
suddenly became apparent that amidst the work that had to be done to finish the costume
pieces for the show, there might not be enough help to work on the pillows. Though it
came down to the very last minute, through the herculean efforts of the costume shop
supervisor, costume designer, and costume design mentor, they managed to finish all of
the pillows before the show opened.
At this point, there were still the eleven small lanterns that needed homes on the
stage level. In our discussions, the technical director and I decided that the most viable
option would be to create nine-inch high posts with a simple design that could hold each
of the eleven lanterns. The lighting crew would then wire them with flicker lights to
resemble candles. Though I considered many options for painting them, including the
white with mosaic that had completely disappeared from the design or an arabesque, time
constraints required that they be painted to resemble the color and texture of the floor and
walls:

(Lantern posts)
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Ultimately, it was the lantern itself more than the post upon which it stood that served as
the greater contribution to the setting, and as such the posts could work with such limited
decoration.
Though many of these scenic elements were largely executed during the technical
rehearsal period, it is important to examine those few days in general as a significant
moment within the production process. It is always difficult for a scenic designer, as this
time represents when the most work needs to be completed on the various parts of the set
but also the time in which the stage is least available for that work to occur. The cue-tocue rehearsal, in which the lighting and sound designers work through all of their cues for
the production, can be a very frustrating experience for a set designer in attendance. In
this case, for example, I sat for hours cutting stencils and staring at my uncompleted set,
waiting for a moment in which I was permitted to run down and begin working. Here,
each meal break served as an opportunity to cartoon another ottoman. This did give me
the opportunity to observe several dress runs and ensure that all of the elements were
falling into place as I had planned, though at this point my mind was too far enmeshed in
the production to form many productively objective thoughts.
The technical rehearsal period did see some minor details come into play that
would serve as finishing touches to the ambience on stage. Mostly, I was still not content
with the status of the section sides. I added the numerous pillows to the front of each
section, arranging them so as to look inviting and comfortable. I then retrieved baskets
and urns from the properties stock and used them to fill in the dead space around the
pillows. I would have liked to finish these jars and containers more completely, but I only
had time to spray paint one to cover its Asian-inspired design. All of them fit loosely into
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the Arabian style, but with extra time I could have added calligraphy or designs to truly
wrap them into the rest of the set. Even with the pillows and set dressing, I was not
content to see the carpeted or curtained sides of these reclining areas. Noticing that I had
not used all of the fabric we had purchased, I measured it to see if there was enough to
cover these section sides with it. There was, and so I cut strips and attached them to the
sides with Velcro and double-sided tape, adding the finishing touches to these
problematic regions of the space. The combination of the fabric, pillows, set dressing,
and lanterns created, if not my ideal product, one that served the purpose I required:
(Section two)

The space now took on that charged, lively quality that I found so resonant in images
from the research, like the paintings that adorned the cover of my The Thousand Nights
and One Night. With this, I had completed all that I could, and it was now time for the
actors to breathe life into what I had created. And so, the set was ready for the opening
night performance.
Though a designer usually is able to see the completed set during a dress
rehearsal, the time constraints meant that it was during the opening performance that I
was able my scenic design function as a finished whole within the context of the play.
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For the first time, I wasn’t staring at an ottoman and mentally listing the things I still
needed to do, but instead I was seeing how it impacted the effectiveness of the play being
presented. I was able to see the room react to the moment in which the fabric is brought
down for the first time, or feel the excitement as the royal ottoman begins to roll across
the stage. I had started the process with such a clear goal of creating an atmosphere, not a
setting, and somewhere among the minutia of applying texture to arches or laying out
carpets, I forgot that that was what I was striving for. When I finally was able to
experience the set as a facet of a living production, though, I realized that I had managed
to create something of a feeling in this space.
This is not to say that I did not make a list of errors to fix during the opening night
performance. Indeed, I came to the theatre Wednesday and made some small fixes, such
as changing the way the fabric was affixed to the sides of the sections and adding some
more details to the small ottomans in the metallic marker. And thus, after many months
of dedication and rigorous work, the achievement of that goal had arrived. I had created
the world of The Arabian Nights:

(Finished set 1)

(Finished set 2)

Despite whatever issues I might have with the design or the execution, I could still be
proud to have completed this crowning achievement in my theatrical career at Tufts
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University, proud to have brought to fruition countless hours of research and design in
such a way that stayed true to the spirit of what I had set out to do.
Of course, the production phase of the process still had one last task – strike.
Strike has always been a difficult experience for me, especially for subUrbia, in which
the set being demolished was my own. Despite being the designer of the set being
dismantled, however, I mostly served as an unofficial member of the scenic crew. The
most impressive achievement of this was hoisting the royal ottoman up to the concourse
using an improvised pulley system so that it could be part of the spring design show. The
remainder of strike was spent scavenging pieces of the set as mementos, or, in this case,
procuring two of the smaller ottomans intact. And with that, something that had
consumed my life for a good part of my senior year lived only in our memories.
The production process had come to a close. The play had run its course; the set
had disappeared. Though I still had some considerable work to do, and an important
period of reflection lay ahead, it cannot be denied that this marked an end. I sometimes
find it hard to understand why someone would put so much work into a project that was
seen for ten hours in total. Is it worth it to create something so intricate if it is only going
to be destroyed? But theatre teaches us that it is in the experience that the real lessons are
learned. It only takes a moment for someone’s life to change, and what is a thousand
hours of work when compared to that? I will forever remember what I felt watching this
play unfold in the world that I had created. Hundreds of friends, family members,
colleagues, professors, and strangers will remember this production, and even if they
don’t know the part I played in bringing them that experience, I will still have affected
every single one of those people. If Scheherazade teaches anything, it is that telling
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stories, and listening to those stories, can be the most powerful undertaking of one’s life.
And that makes it worth it.
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Postproduction

With the production in the past, I turned to the final segment of the process – the
reflection. In many ways, this is the most important phase, as here evaluation leads to an
honest exploration of the growth that has taken place. This begins with the post-mortem,
which for this production only involved the three members of the scenic team, as the
main post-mortem was cancelled due to illness. In general the production was remarkably
smooth, so it wasn’t imperative to have a meeting with the entire production staff.
Mr. Simpson, Mr. Mulligan, and I met to discuss how each of us believed the
process to have gone. This especially revolved around the fact that a student acted as
designer, which is quite rare for the departmental production. We all agreed that, as a
whole, the process was largely positive, with an obvious issue being the constraints of
time. This was caused, we determined, by a combination of early design meetings
happening too late in the fall semester and the peculiar technical rehearsal schedule due
to a Tuesday opening night. The latter is an issue for the faculty to work out as it moves
forward with future productions, but I suggested that the design meetings begin much
earlier in the year. I found that it was too late within the spring semester when design
ideas started to formalize, compacting all of the necessary tasks to follow into a reduced
time period. Had I had many more responsibilities outside of this process, I do not
believe that I would have been able to complete the requirements of the position to the
degree that I was able.
We did discuss that my drafting packet was never completed, but it seemed that
this was a depressingly normal occurrence in the world of professional scenic design. I do
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have the reassurance that there were very few misunderstandings stemming from this,
and only one of those had an impact on the scenery as constructed. In my drafting of the
small arches, I did not fully draft the half-circle detail that was found in the other arches,
believing that the information could be extrapolated from the others. I recognized upon
seeing the small arches that this was my mistake, and as such it did not bother me.
I turn now to my own critique of my participation, beginning with the production
process and then continuing on to the design itself. Looking back on the many months of
this process, several moments stand out as mistakes. I found that acting as the set
designer among professionals sometimes became a rather intimidating experience. The
scenic position is unique in that the work of a number of other designers depends on the
scenic designer’s decisions. In attempting to meet the needs of the director, technical
director, lighting designer, and scenic charge, I often found myself at a loss as to how to
remain a strong member of the production team in my own right. I believe that many of
my mistakes come from the fact that I was unable to perform in all directions at once.
My interactions with lighting, for example, often had me cowering before them. I
felt personally guilty for making the lighting designer’s job so difficult, even though my
choices were within reason as a designer. I held off making a copy of the drafting for
their use, as I was hoping that I would be able to produce a more finished copy before
then. When I realized that that would not happen, I did make a copy for them, but it was
too late. I also should have predicted that the fabric would need to be installed for their
focus, or at least checked with them about what they needed from the scenic department
with regards to that aspect of the set. After having already made their work more
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difficult, I compounded the issue by not behaving professionally out of guilt and
cowardice.
Working with a professional technical director also caused me to pause before
placing any strain on his work. In this, it would have helped the process for me to take the
time to ask the necessary questions or make careful decisions instead of rushing so as to
not inconvenience anyone. For example, I should not have waited until pieces of the
scenery were delivered to discover unexpected aspects of their construction. Instead, I
should have been proactive in making sure that scenic pieces would function as I had
planned, and if that were not the case, having the time to adjust accordingly. The fact that
I had to approach the director and explain that he would need to reblock transitions in the
show less than a week before opening night is inexcusable, and it could have been
avoided had I approached the designer-technical director relationship differently. This is
not to say asserting authority, but rather recognizing that everyone is equally dedicated to
an excellent product and that, as such, asking questions earlier actually saves
inconvenience later.
This also figures into making spontaneous design decisions too quickly. The most
obvious example is the decision to move the arches to the back of the vomatoriums. This
resulted in major issues that were never completely resolved regarding the fabric. It was a
mistake to not more seriously consider all of the ramifications of that decision. I do not
know that moving them back was the aesthetically preferable course of action, though it
is perhaps likely that I would have made that decision either way. But with more
forethought, I could have prepared the scenic team for what such a shift would entail.

74

	
  
The place in which I have decided I made the greatest mistake is in dealing with
the director. Already I have mentioned my concern over the way the royal ottoman was
used, but in retrospect, that was only a small part of the larger issue. My greatest
complaint about the ultimate execution of the set was the dead space that resided over the
center of the stage. It wasn’t until after the production ended that I realized that the
ottomans were rarely used as scenic pieces, and when they were, they were almost always
placed at the very edges of the stage. I understand that this facilitated the movement that
the director was looking for, but it did so by undermining much of the atmosphere that I
had worked to infuse into my design. If I had been more present in the establishment of
how these ottomans could and were to be used, I am confident that we could have arrived
at much more creative ways to incorporate both scenery and physicality into the
production. I have started to believe strongly that small issues in the set such as this can
have tremendous effects upon the production as a whole, often in ways that seem
completely unrelated. My greatest regret of this process is not making sure that we made
the full use of what we did have.
Moving more deeply into the design itself, I do believe that many aspects of the
set were effective. Though underutilized, I do count the use of the space as one of the
greatest strengths of the design. It is a greater challenge than I realized to design for a
production that uses the full round of the arena-style theatre. For my first attempt at
tackling that challenge, I am proud of the success I was able to find. The theatre did
transform into a different world, one that was at once exotic and familiar. I attribute this a
great deal to the extensive research that began the process. I could see many places in
which information I learned about architecture during the Islamic Golden Age directly
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informed the set that was presented to the audience. And though it is largely not my
doing, I am proud of the level to which the design was executed. Especially with details
such as the brickwork and wooden inlay, there was a certain level of subtle polish that
made the set seem like a part of the real world.
As this process is a learning experience, it does come with unfortunate side effect
of becoming a better designer. As such, I am able to look back and point out places in
which, were I to start the process again, I would make different design choices. I found
the arches to be incredibly awkward in their appearance, as I could not imagine anything
like them actually existing. I would explore making their structure rectangular, with the
arches cut out of them, as opposed to having the arches be the sole structure. This would
have allowed more room for interesting brickwork or carving, as well as harkening to
more identifiable images from the research. A rather simple change I would make would
be to make the lanterns lower. I found myself completely forgetting about them while
sitting in the audience, but I know that if placed correctly they could be very effective in
the establishing of mood. I also would have started the set dressing process much earlier,
as I wanted to during the process but never actually went about doing. This would have
allowed me to actually use design with regards to the side sections, as opposed to simply
making the best of what was available.
It is probably with regard to the ottomans that I would make the most changes. As
many of the final decisions on their appearance occurred very late in the process, I made
several quick choices that were not in keeping with my original plans. I think the decision
to emphasize the wood over the pearl and jewels was incorrect. It made the resulting
impression much more bland than it could have been. Yes, I made a conscious choice to
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depart from the intimidating royal ottoman, but with the carpets as muted as they were, it
fell on the ottomans to remind the audience of the wealth and power that an Arabian king
would possess. This was compounded by the choice of wood. Though teak seemed
realistic, it didn’t have a deep enough color to ground the pieces of furniture. Instead,
they ended up blending in, when they could have been statements in their own right.
Changing a few colors would not have completely altered the effectiveness of the set, but
this does caution against making rash decisions without considering the consequences.
Beyond these often-cosmetic issues lie deeper problems that I simply do not have
the experience and ability to fix. An obvious example lies in the use of the fabric – the
fact that it was not used for any scene in the second act shows that there was some lack of
creative power when it came to the full utilization of this rather potent design
opportunity. I have also often mentioned that second Arabian style that has haunted me
since my time in Morocco. I wanted so desperately to find a way to include the blue and
green mosaic on white backdrop in this design, but no way seemed to stay true to the
concept of the space in its development. It is frustrating to know that there is a way to
make a more complete design but not be able to see how it could be created. Along these
lines, I wish I had a better affinity for subtlety, as I have now come to realize that this
play calls for a designer who can create a brilliant set without ever letting on just how
extraordinary it is. Upon first reading, it seems that all it really needs is some furniture
and carpets, and so anything else that one might add to the design simply improves it.
After this process, though, I see that it is a play like this that actually demands more from
the designer than traditional scenic design. With a better grasp on the use of this subtlety,
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I know that the space could be tweaked to become a more enveloping environment, rather
than a world that merely hints at what could be.
Examining the evolution of the design from its early stages to the finished
product, I notice other things that could have been. In particular, I wonder when and to
where all of the ambitious design concepts from the early meetings disappeared. Where
was the juxtaposition of Sassanian and Abbasid architecture that could quietly impress
upon the audience the antiquated rigidity of Shahryar and the miraculous beauty of
Scheherazade’s tales? Did the production maintain the sexualized danger of the king’s
bedroom, and did the set help charge the atmosphere with that suspense? In any design
process there will be concepts that enter and exit as need be, but it seems particularly
strange for these to have seemingly left so abruptly and completely when they were so
important at one point in the process. Were the time constraints simply too challenging,
and thus the concepts were pushed aside in the interest of creating a finished product?
Did another concept creep in, and if so, what exactly was it? What this reflection taught
me is that this was the best set that I could create, but it is not the best set that I can
create. A frustrating conclusion, that, but one that reassures me that even though this was
most likely a challenge far beyond my abilities, it will not remain there forever.
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Conclusion

Looking back over the eight-month process, it was staggering to think just how
much I had completed and how far I had come as a designer, theatre practitioner, and
student. I had delved into a completely foreign world, discovering a rich architectural
history that I grew to truly admire and appreciate. I had created designs that I had thought
far beyond my capabilities as an artist, and through incredible amounts of hard work, I
had helped to make them realized in physical form. And I had come to understand that
the more of yourself that you invest into a piece of work, the more challenging and
emotionally charged your experience becomes.
Indeed, I would count this production process among the hardest tasks I have ever
undertaken. Beyond the sheer hours that were wrapped up in drafting and research and
applying texture, this project came to dominate my life. My mind was continually
evaluating every minute aspect of the process, searching for unregistered problems and
new inspiration for long-standing issues. It is fortunate that I had very little to do beyond
this project, as I do not know how it would have been emotionally or physically possible
to have held seriously invested interests elsewhere during many parts of the process.
This is not to say that I regret undertaking this task in any degree. True, I feel that
the design challenges the play presented were, in many ways, beyond what I could face
as a burgeoning designer. Still, that is what makes the collegiate theatre experience so
unabashedly thrilling. This trial by fire taught me more than any class could, and it also
forced me to call upon every skill and scrap of knowledge in my earnest attempt to make
sense of this work and create a scenic expression of it that did the play and the production
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justice. I feel very fortunate that my colleagues respected me enough to give me room to
find my way through this process, and, despite any small squabbles that might have
popped up, the knowledge that everyone was so passionate about bringing these stories to
life supported me when I felt incompetent or overburdened.
This process had another element to it, one that does not always accompany a
design position. As part of my senior honors thesis, this served not only as a scenic
design project, but also as a capstone experience. My education at Tufts University has
been rather varied, and I knew that it was important for me to bring the disparate parts of
these four years together to form an understanding of what my liberal arts education truly
gave me. Of course, this does not mean somehow tying my study of stellar astrophysics
in my junior year to an understanding of the stars that shine above the Arabian Nights.
There are examples of how specific information learned from cross-disciplinary study
directly helped the process: my study of ecclesia and Islam in Sociology of Religion, my
understanding of sacred space from Myth, Ritual, and Symbol, the examination of
Beowulf from Vampires and other Monsters. But these are only trivial examples of how
this project can be seen to encapsulate my education.
A liberal arts education, especially one with an undergraduate focus in theatre, is
not about dates, or facts, or any other piece of nonessential information that students
commit to memory for an exam. Education is about growth, and it is about experience. I
am fond of saying that an undergraduate education is nothing but a very expensive gym
membership for your brain. And no, I do not remember the reasons why some stars
collapse into neutron stars or how to extrude points in computer graphics software. I do
remember, however, how it felt to study gravitational collapse in a star more massive and
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more distant than I can honestly comprehend. I do remember looking with pride upon a
three-dimensional computer image that did not exist until I created it.
To evaluate, then, how this project could reflect four years of study is a difficult
task indeed. I can state that before reading dozens of plays for my drama literature
courses, I could not read a play and analyze it simultaneously as literature, as a script, and
as a foundation for a performance expression. Before taking the History of Style and
Décor, I could not look at images of the Mustansiriya Madrasa and separate what was
structurally important from what was decorative, or see an arch form within the context
of a global evolution of architectural forms. Before I studied modern physical theatre at
the British American Drama Academy, I did not understand how movement and non-text
based theatrical forms could be used to infuse a play with new meaning. Before studying
anthropology and sociology, I would not look at the Islamic Golden Age and immediately
begin to analyze how the interaction of culture and religion would inform all aspects of
societal expression. And without a working knowledge of trigonometry and calculus, I
would have had a much more difficult time determining the fabric lengths needed to
provide the desired drape or the width needed to circumscribe the royal ottoman.
From this, it would seem that any senior project could be made to demonstrate
how myriad classes informed the final product, and, in a way, that is true. I am sure that if
I were to somehow complete a thesis in astrophysics, I would use my experience writing
a science fiction screenplay in my sophomore year. What makes this project special,
though, is that looking over my time at Tufts, I find it hard to imagine a better way to
bring together what I find most important about my educational growth. Having left
engineering to become a drama major at the end of my freshman year, I did have to deal
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with leaving a career-based learning track for a liberal arts format. This scenic design
proves, at least to myself, that it is worth gaining an education in the creative arts. The
eighteen year old who arrived to Tufts in August 2007 could not have created this set, nor
would he have known it was a possibility or that he would ever even want to.
Many will want to know how the student designer for the Departmental
Production fared and question whether the process was one that a student could handle. I
do not know if I have an answer for them. There were parts of this process that made me
feel too incompetent to continue serving as designer. There are failures of the final design
that make me question if I should have been allowed to attempt this set in the first place.
But I believe what I learned outweighs that. My understanding of the theatrical
production process is far beyond that of a year ago, as is my ability to act as a productive
member within that process. I designed at a level higher than I would have thought
possible, and if I began this project again now, I know that I could create a far better set
than that which I did. And I am humbly but deeply proud for having created art. This
process was an incredible challenge. But if we are to learn, to create, to make wonderful
things out of our passion, then we are to suffer, and we are to fail. The person who enters
into this process, however, is a far cry from the one who emerges at its end.
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Appendix

Ground Plan Drafting Plate
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Arch Elevation Drafting Plate
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Paint Elevation for Royal Ottoman Top
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Paint Elevation for Royal Ottoman Side
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Wood Reference for Paint Packet
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Paint Elevation for Small Ottoman Top
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Paint Elevation for Small Ottoman Side
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