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INTRODUCTION
My husband and | chose to go to Walt Disney World for our

honeymoon, because of his interest in animation. When we arrived the
world that surrounded us was fascinating. It was amazing and strange
how, for the time we were there, this fantasy land became a form of
reality for us.

While at Walt Disney World, | became very interested in set design.
The environments created within Disney World allowed one to be
entertained and amused, while traveling through dream lands. Being able
to design with this kind of playfulness is very stimulating to me.

Upon returning home from Disney World, | began my education at
Rochester Institute of Technology (R.I.T). | was introduced to many new
technical skills, which | never had the opportunity to learn, during my Fine
Arts education. Throughout the year | struggled with these technical
skills, and as the year came to a close | understood the necessity for
them. However, | still lacked the emotional playfulness that | was
exposed to while visiting Disney World. With that in mind | began thinking
about my thesis. | wanted to create a three dimensional environment
unlike any | had created during my stay at R.I.T. When | was discussing
various thesis topics with my advisor, she suggested designing a stage set
for a local theatre in Rochester. | was thrilled with the suggestion.

| contacted Jim Tinsley, the Production Manager at GeVa Theatre in

1
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Rochester. | hoped that he would allow me to use his guidance and GeVa's
stage as a model. Much to my surprise, he was very receptive to this idea.
During our first meeting, Jim gave me GeVa's standard set of blueprints
including plans, sections and elevations. Jim thought it would be
convenient for him and helpful to me if we chose a play that GeVa would
be staging within the year. After some consideration, he suggested the
play A Raisin in the Sun. This play was ideal, because of its literal style,
providing a smooth transition between interior design and set design. All
scenes of the play required the same setting. This meant there were no
mechanicals involved in preparing the set for each scene. Also the play
took place in an apartment which is a typical space interior designers
work with.

It was time to familiarize myself with the play A Raisin in the
Sun. | was given a script which included the cast of characters, the
production notes, the dialogue for all scenes, a property list, and a

costume plot.

BACKGROUND

The Playwright

In 1956, Lorraine Hansberry sat down to write a
play which, as she later wrote to her mother, “tells
the truth about people, Negroes and life.” The play,
A Raisin in the Sun, opened in March 1959 -- and, as
The New York Times summarized on its 25th
anniversary, it “changed American theatre forever.”
A Raisin in the Sun marked a turning point because,
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as James Baldwin has written, “Never before in the
entire history of the American theatre had so much
of the truth of Black people’s lives been seen on the
stage.” The play had its own origins in the
playwright's own childhood experiences in the
1930’s Chicago where, in defiance of the
“restrictive covenants” that confined blacks to the
ghetto, her family moved into a hostile white
neighborhood. The family was evicted by the
[llinois courts, but her father and NAACP lawyers
fought the case all the way to an historic Supreme
Court decision outlawing the covenant (Hansberry

vs. Lee).’

In A Raisin in the Sun she created a ghetto
family poised at the final curtain, in all their
complexities and contradictions though
strengthened within, at the edge of a similar move
into uncertainty. A Raisin in the Sun was to
become an American classic - “one handful of great

American

dramas...in the inner circle, along with

Death of a Salesman, Long Day’s Journey into
Night, and The Glass Menagerie” (Washington Post).
It brought into the theatre a new black audience,
encouraged a new generation of black artists,
playwrights, and performers.’

The Play and The Characters

A Raisin in the Sunis about the Younger's, a black family living in

Southside Chicago, during the 1950’s. It deals with the inner desires of

each family member.

Because of these desires, conflict arises within the

family. The matriarch of the household, Mama, desperately tries to keep

the family together and happy.

' Lorraine Hansberry, ‘A _Raisin in the Sun. ed. Thirtieth Anniversary Edition , p.157.

¢ibid., 158.
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The characters include Mama, Walter Lee, Ruth, Beneatha, Travis, Mr.
Lindner, George, and Asagai. Mama is the widowed mother of Walter Lee
and Beneatha. Walter Lee is married to Ruth and they have a son, Travis.
Beneatha has two boyfriends George and Asagai. George is from Chicago,
and Asagai is from Africa. Mr. Lindner, a white man, is the spokesperson
from the white neighborhood, which the Younger's are moving into.

The family is awaiting a life insurance check of $10,000.00, from
the death of the father, Walter Lee (Sr.). The check belongs to Mama and
she is very unsure about what to do with the money.

Walter Lee (Jr.) struggles with becoming the "man of the family”.
He would like the entire $10,000.00 to invest in a partnership with two of
his friends. They are planning to open a liquor store. Walter Lee is
convinced that this is a “foolproof’ business deal. Mama absolutely
refuses to finance what she considers such an improper business as liquor.

Ruth is dealing with an unwanted pregnancy. During the play, Ruth
contemplates an abortion. She feels it's unfair to raise another child in
the run-down apartment in which they live. Travis, her son, already has to
sleep on the couch due to the lack of space. She hopes Mama will use some
of the money as a down payment on a house.

Beneatha wants to become a doctor. She is more philosophical than
the rest of the family. She does not believe in God; or at least she feels

that the human race should give themselves more credit for their
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achievements, instead of blessing God for giving them so much. Beneatha
is also very interested in her heritage. She is given the opportunity to go
to Africa, to medically aid the African people, and to make them aware of
their choices of freedom. Beneatha hopes a portion of the money will go
towards her education.

Mama conveys an abundance of faith, pride, strength, and dignity.
When these characteristics are challenged by her family she feels her
family is failing her and the late Walter Lee. Mama elects to divide the
$10,000.00 among the family. $3000.00 will go towards Beneatha's
medical education. Mama also decides to make a $3500.00 down payment
on a house in a white neighborhood, because it is less expensive than a
house in a black neighborhood. With the exception of the down payment,
Mama gives all of the money to Walter Lee.

Walter Lee is put in charge of the money. Mama asks him to put
$3000.00 into an account for Beneatha's education and for him to look
after what remains. Walter Lee does not put the $3000.00 into an account
for Beneatha. Against Mama’'s judgment, he takes $6500.00 and invests it
in the liquor store with his friends. One of his friends steals the money,
leaving the Younger family with only the down payment on the house.

After Mama has made a down payment on a house, Mr. Lindner visits
the Younger family. He is willing to pay them more money than they have

already invested, if they do not move into his white neighborhood. Since
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Walter Lee lost the $6,500.00, he decides to take the money. The family is
extremely disappointed in Walter Lee’s decision. He is just about to take
the money when he stands up for himself, his family, and his race. This is
the day that Walter Lee becomes the “man” he's been striving to be.
Walter Lee speaks of the pride and advancements of his people. He will
not destroy what his race has achieved by taking the money. The Younger
family moves into their new house and Mama’'s pride is only strengthened
by the pride of her family.

The Crew

The crew consists of the production manager, the director, the set
designer, the set builders, the props people, the costume designer, and the
lighting designer.

The production manager is in charge of the production from hiring
the director and the designers, to making sure the set builders and props
people are on schedule and within budget.

The director is in charge of the actors and the designers. All design
decisions are based on criteria set by the director. The director makes all
final decisions about design.

The set designer is responsible for designing a set which best
represents the environment described by the playwright and by the
director. The set builders are responsible for building the set according

to plans, elevations, sections, and models conceptualized by the set



designer.

Props people are in charge of finding and/or making all the
properties (props) for the set. The props can vary depending on the play.
For A Raisin in the Sun, props included, a couch, a bed, chairs, lamps, food,
pictures, flowers, a plant, and various other items.

Costume designers are responsible for designing costumes which
will provide actors with the visual characteristics of their characters.
Therefore, the costume designer helps make the actors seem believable on
stage.

The lighting designer is responsible for lighting the stage according
to the wishes of the director, the playwright, and sometimes the set
designer. Lighting helps set the mood of the play and often aids in the set
design. The lighting designer must design the lighting effectively to
achieve the necessary result.

CREATING A SET DESIGN
Research

| began my research for this project by reading two theatre books
that Jim Tinsley lent to me. | found them interesting, but more related to
historical aspects of stage and theatre, than to the process of set design.
Since | was designing a set for A Raisin in the Sunand modeling it to
GeVa's stage, | felt it was important to learn about GeVa's stage

specifically and to become thoroughly acquainted with the play.
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The stage at GeVa Theatre is a thrust stage. A thrust stage has

three visible sides rather than just one.

It can be sculpted to the

designers needs by removing parts of the forestage and by adding

platforms to the remainder.

The proscenium is the area up stage from the forestage.

stage has proscenium walls that are uneven and jagged.

Therefore,

GeVa’'s

it is

important for the set designer (designing from GeVa’'s stage) to measure

from the plaster line rather than the proscenium walls, during the

creation of the design.

The imaginary line formed where the proscenium

meets the forestage is the location for the curtain to be hung.

Although a

thrust stage has no curtain,

it still contains a proscenium and forestage.

/I * up stage \\
/I PLASTER LINE \\
PROSCENIUM / PROSCENIUM
VAL Il -s—stage right PROSCENIUM stage left _gu /WALL
N\, I __LL _ _ _ _ _ _ - = _‘
/
! FORESTAGE

down stage
/ Y \
/ \

[ SIGHTLINE SIGHT LIN \
GeVa's Stage

THRUST STAGE

lllustration at ORCHESTRA LEVEL (NTS)
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The blueprints include ground plans (similar to floor plans),
sections, and elevations. The ground plans consist of the stage and the
seating section. It was important to be aware of the sight lines in these
plans. Sight lines are the boundaries that the audience can no longer see
past or have a full view of the stage. There are four site lines, two sight
lines on the left side of the seating section and two on the right side.
Two are located on the balcony level on either side and two on the
orchestra level on either side. Important areas of the set should be
designed within the sight lines.

The elevations and the sections consisted of the stage in relation to
the trap rooms and to the catwalks. Trap rooms exist below the stage and
can be used for special effects and mechanical operations. Catwalks are
located above the stage. They may be used by the crew to aid in
mechanical operations, electrical operations, or special effects.

Having never seen blueprints of a stage, | had difficulty
understanding the relationships between catwalks, traprooms, and the
stage. Jim Tinsley showed me the actual stage to better explain the
blueprints on site.

It was challenging organizing the information from the script. |
determined the space requirements for the set, by making a list of how
many people would be on stage at a time and where their path of

movement would lead. It was also important to read the production notes
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which are a written description of how the playwright visualized the set.

PRODUCTION NOTES FROM A RAISIN IN THE SUN

The Younger living room would be a
comfortable and well-ordered room, if it were not
for a number of indestructible contradictions to
this state of being. Its furnishings are typical and
undistinguished and their primary feature now is
that they have clearly had to accommodate the
living of too many people for too many years-and
they are tired. Still, we can see, at some time, a
time probably no longer remembered by the family
(except perhaps for Mama), the furnishings of this
room were actually selected with care and love and
even hope-and brought to this apartment and
arranged with taste and pride.

That was a long time ago. Now the once loved
pattern of the couch upholstery has to fight to show
itself from under acres of crocheted doilies and
couch covers which have themselves finally come
to be more important than the upholstery. And here
a table or a chair has been moved to disguise the
worn places in the carpet; but the carpet has fought
back by showing its weariness, with depressing
uniformity, elsewhere on its surface.

Weariness has, in fact, won in this room.
Everything has been polished, washed, sat on, used,
scrubbed too often. All pretenses but Living itself
have long since vanished from the very atmosphere
of this room.

Moreover, a section of this room, for it is not
really a room unto itself, though the landlord’s
lease would make it seem so, slopes backward to
provide a small kitchen area where the family
prepares the meals which are eaten in the living
room proper which must also serve as dining room.
The single window which has been provided for
these “two” rooms is located in the kitchen area.
The sole natural light which the family may enjoy
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in the course of a day is only that which fights its
way through this little window.’

After | read the production notes, | concluded that there were four
important design problems which needed to be addressed to complete the
set. The first and most obvious was the interior of the apartment itself.
The second was how to describe what Southside Chicago looked like during
the 1950’s. The third was the psychological importance of the single
window. The last problem was to make the apartment feel as though it
existed as one floor of many in a multi-level apartment building.

Based on the production notes, | concluded that the apartment should
contain a living room and a kitchen area. Most of the action occurs in
these areas. They had to be visible to the whole audience and lie within
the sight lines. The production notes also made reference to two
bedrooms and a hallway that would contain a bathroom shared by other
tenants. If the director chooses, these areas could occasionally be used
throughout the play. Since the storyline is not dependent on the action
occurring in these areas, they do not have to fall within the sight lines.

The single window became very important to me, as | read through
the play. The window is symbolic of the family’s hopes and dreams. It is
beyond this window that the dreams of these people exist. Doors are

accessible to the outside only when they are opened, whereas, windows

>Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun. ed. Thirtieth Anniversary Edition, p. 9 - 10.
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provide visual accessibility whether opened or closed. Mama has a plant
that is very dear to her. She keeps it on the window sill in the kitchen. It
is the light of this little window that keeps Mama’'s plant alive, just as it
is the dreams that keep the characters alive. | felt the window should be
located in a prime position on stage, so it would not be overlooked. | had
tried placing the window up stage, down stage, stage left and stage right.
Finally, | decided up stage would be the best location. | preferred it to be
somewhat centered within the apartment and always lit brighter than the
rest of the stage for emphasis. Locating the window in a central position
would allow direct focus on the window and it would not be overlooked.

Reference to the hallway, the bathroom, and one of the bedrooms,
was created by using cutaway walls. A cutaway wall is constructed when
part of the wall is physically removed so the audience can see through the
removed area, into the space behind the wall. Cutaway walls were
important because, they offered the audience more information. For
example, a white man, Mr. Lindner comes to visit the Youngers just after
Mama buys a house in his “white” neighborhood. He is a nervous man who
comes to tell the Youngers they're not wanted in his neighborhood. Seeing
Mr. Lindner through a cutaway wall, nervously approaching the apartment
door, while the Younger family is happy, content, and hopeful on their
moving day, creates a sense of anxiety for the audience.

The apartment is located on one floor of a multi-level building. The
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script does not indicate which floor it is on. There is reference, however,
to a multi-story building when Mama says, “My - them steps is getting
longer and longer. Whew!™ | felt it was important for the apartment to
appear that it was located on one of many stories.

To further determine the limitations of the stage, | started drawing
sketches to decide where both interior and exterior areas could exist on
stage and how they would best relate to each other. (Refer to Appendix A
to view sketches).

Creating the exterior world of Southside Chicago was important to
the playwright and to many directors of A Raisin in the Sun. Having never
seen Southside Chicago in the 1950’s, | relied on research to determine
how run down it really was. This research included photographs of
Southside Chicago during the 1930's-1950’s. The photographs were
extremely important in designing the exterior world on stage. (Copies of
the photographs are shown in Appendix B ).

Another important aspect of my research included studying
furniture, interior finishes, and appliances appropriate to the time and
setting. Knowing that Mama had lived in this apartment since the day she
married, 20 to 30 years before, led me to believe that the furniture was
probably from the early 1930’s.

Finding information on the 1930’s style of furniture, that the

“Lorraine Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun. ed. Thirtieth Anniversary Edition, p. 77.
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average family owned was difficult. | had no problem finding furniture
designed by Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright, or international designers in
the early half of the 20th century. However, this furniture was not
financially available to the Youngers. Librarians at the Strong Museum,
authorities on the history of the American home and society, led me to

Sears catalogs and 1920’s -1950’'s Better Homes and Gardens magazines.

These magazines and periodicals contained furnishings used by typical
middle-class families. Most of the information | needed was available in
these magazines. Appliances and other furnishings, including a
refrigerator, kitchen sink, stove, toaster, kitchen cabinets, wallpaper,
rugs, and window coverings were based on information from these
sources. From the Rochester Public Library, | found the book Furniture
From the Depression Era. Without this book, | would not have been able to
understand what Lorraine Hansberry’'s specification of 1930’s
“undistinguished furniture” looked like. (For research of furniture and
finishes, refer to Appendix C).
The Design Process

Utilizing my sketches and research data of the 1930's-1950’s, |
prepared preliminary drawings. Relating the two dimensional ground plan
to a three dimensional set proved to be difficult. | had trouble visualizing
where the walls ended and the catwalks began, because | didn’t have a

ceiling to work with as | always had with interior design. To better
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visualize what | was doing, | worked three dimensionally from the
beginning.

As stated by the playwright in the production notes, the kitchen area
contains the single window and the dining table. In earlier sketches | had
chosen the window to be upstage and centered. Much of the action takes
place around and near the dining table, so | elevated the kitchen area 6"
higher than the living room area to provide greater visibility.

One important aspect of the apartment was the exterior facade of
the building and a sidewalk. To express this, | chose to create the illusion
of looking through a brick wall into the apartment. Placing a sidewalk in
front would help create this illusion. | was careful not to make the facade
and exterior leading to the apartment more important than the apartment
itself. | left the living room area at stage level and lowered the sidewalk
to 6” below stage level. (As previously noted, | raised the kitchen area to

6" above stage level. )

KITCHEN AREA

LIVING ARE2
£ above tage Level
Stage Leve!

6" Below Stage Level

Levels of Stage (drawirg not to scale)
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As | noted previously, it was important to make the building appear
as though it were taller than 2 stories. Most apartment buildings that |
researched were 3 or more stories in height. The maximum footage
between the catwalks and stage level was 22'-8". There was enough
vertical space to provide almost two stories. | chose the facade walls to
be 22'-8" in height to use the maximum footage. The interior walls
should be 12’-0” in height. This provided a wall tall enough so the
audience in the balcony couldn’t see over the walls. No roofline or detail
was added on the facade that would confine it to only 2 stories. At first, |
assumed | could add a second story to the apartment giving the illusion of
an apartment above. | found this approach to be very inappropriate;
instead, the Younger apartment appeared to consist of 2 stories.
Therefore, | chose to leave the interior walls at a single story of 12’-0",
rather than a two story 22’-8”" in height.

Scrutinizing the script again, | followed the circulation paths of the
characters. These paths were critical to the furniture placement. At no
time could any furniture block the path of the character or be inconvenient
to utilize.

The next step was to draw elevations of the interior walls and the
facade and consider additional detail. | included some patterns of the
wall finishes and furniture on the elevations. At this stage, the

elevations were drawn to show the physical structure of the design and to
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show some detail of style. (Preliminary drawings are shown in
Appendix D).

At the completion of the preliminary drawings my advisors critiqued
the design. It was suggested that | pay more attention to the style of the
facade of the apartment building. There was not enough detail on the
facade to give the building architectural significance. Uncertainty existed
between the relationship of the two story facade and the single story
apartment. It became necessary to start building a preliminary model, so |
could experiment with these issues.

| decided a white model would be the best representation for the set
of A Raisin in the Sun. Color and pattern could change dramatically, from
that chosen by the set designer and that executed by the set builders and
props people. If a set designer chooses a green patterned couch from the
1930’s, the props people would probably find one from the 1930’s but, it
could very easily be in brown or mauve with a pattern different from the
one the set designer chose. In A Raisin in the Sun, the playwright
specified the couch as old, worn, and undistinguished. Since she did not
specify any color, pattern, or style for the couch, it is not necessary to
spend the time and money to reproduce a specific couch. The character of
the model is more important than the exact replica of the set.

The preliminary model was built of foam core, paper, and wood.

Since my elevations were already in preliminary form, it was very easy to
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use the measurements from the elevations while building the model. All
the furniture was in block form just to determine spatial relationships on
the stage.

The finished preliminary model presented some problems. The main
problem was the awkward relationship between the two story facade and
the single story apartment. Another problem was that the set was more
spacious than | had expected. Third, the exterior was undeveloped. At this
point, | had only planned to utilize a backdrop of painted scenery depicting
Southside Chicago during the 1950’s. More description was needed.

During a meeting with Jim Tinsley, we discussed the problems
inherent to the preliminary design. The facade was approximately one
story taller than the rest of the walls and it created an unbalanced
relationship between the two. Jim suggested | add flats behind the
apartment walls depicting buildings from Southside Chicago’s
environment. A flat is a rectangular frame work of lumber covered with
linen, muslin, plywood, luan, or other material. It is a basic piece of
framed scenery, that can represent a building facade, interior wall or
landscapes. Incorporating the flats, | could add a backdrop of implied
distant scenery. The physical presence of the added flats and their height
would not only solve the problem of the awkward relationship between the
facade and the interior walls, but would also give a more realistic image

of Southside Chicago. The apartment’s spatial problem was improved by
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moving the whole apartment downstage two feet.

There were many things to consider while preparing the final
production. The first was the ground plan. Moving the apartment down
stage forced me to adjust all the measurements to coincide with the loss
of square footage. The ground plan would indicate floor materials and
furniture layout. From the completed ground plan, | could use
measurements to draw the final elevations. The elevations would include
indication of my choice of wallpaper, base, cornice, molding, doors,
furniture, and paint. It is from these elevations that a set builder would
draw a set of working drawings. After | finished the ground plan and the
elevations, | needed to build a final white model of the set in a scale of
1/2"=1'-0". It was important for the model to show furniture, molding,
base, doors, kitchen appliances, and cupboards in the 1930's style,
because the model is a representation of the design.

From the script, | discovered many details which were critical to
the set. For example there was a picture of the late Walter Lee (Sr.), a
vase with flowers, doilies placed on the sofa, and a mirror on the closet
door. Scripts also include a property list. The property list includes
props that the playwright feels are important for the actors to utilize
during the production. (Refer to Appendix E for the property list). Many of

the items in this list had to be reproduced at a scale of 1/2"=1-0" in the

model.
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Costumes and Lighting
Once an actor is on stage, the set is greatly affected by the actor’s
visual presence. For the look of the play to be cohesive and believable, it
is necessary for the set designer to consider costume and lighting design
while designing the set. (Refer to Appendix F to read the costume
concept).

One major factor in any set design is the lighting. The set is greatly
affected by the lighting design. Lighting is important for emphasis, mood,
and clarity of a play. For these reasons the set designer should always be
aware of lighting during the design process. (Refer to Appendix G to read
the lighting concept).

Lighting and costumes are complicated aspects of a play production
and are specialized fields. The set designer does not usually create the
final lighting or costume design. Because of time constraints and the
scope of this project, | chose to develop only preliminary concepts for the
costume and lighting design.

Budget

Set designers work within a budget determined by the client. The
client may be the art director, production manager, or director. To make
this project as complete as possible, | estimated a budget.  Preparing the
budget involved research on the fabrication of theatre set flats,

platforms, and other construction methods. GeVa Theatre uses a
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Hollywood flat instead of a theatre flat, because the Hollywood flat is
less expensive to construct than the theatre flat. A Hollywood flat is
constructed with 1"x3”s and is typically 4'-0” x 8'-0” in dimension. It
has two supports and is joined with nails or screws. A theatre flat also
is constructed of 1"x3™s and is typically 4’-0” x 8-0” in dimension. It

has one support and is joined by 2 toggles and 4 keystones.

-y — -, 5y —
Linen

| Musiin d Iz
o Plywood ~ -
= Luan = ; "xe

‘ Other Material 24
% - R \Toggle

g
‘\\\~\
"x 3" N |/ Kevst
! /.”’,/f eystone
HOLLYWOOD STYLE FLAT THEATRE STYLE FLAT

(nts) (nts)

The number of flats and their finishes determines a major
percentage of the budget. My drawings were grouped together on a number
of pages and mounted on mat board. With each board of drawings, called a
plate, | had to determine how many flats were needed. Then | had to
calculate the quantity of wood, paint, luan, molding, wallpaper, brick, and
various other materials the flats would require.  With Jim's guidance, |

concluded that the set should cost between $8,000.00 and $10,000.00. The
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final budget was $9226.13. (The materials needed and their prices are
listed in the budget in Appendix H).
CONCLUSION
Comparison of set designs

Felix Cochren was the set designer who designed the set for A
Raisin in the Sun for the GeVa theatre’s actual 1991 production. “ ‘I began
by reading the script, Cochren says, ‘and then | research the area in this
case, Chicago in the ‘50’s. | make notes about the characters and then
discuss all of it with the director. We have to decide whose play this is,
which character this play is about. Then | go away and create the whole
world.” ™ Both Cochren and | began designing our sets by reading the
script, researching Chicago in the 1950's, and determining character
needs. Thereafter, Cochren and | approached our designs with different
attitudes.

| did not talk to the director, as did Cochren, because | never had the
opportunity. If | had it's possible my attitude could have changed, because
set designers design according to the criteria set by the director. Cochren
and Woodie King Jr., director of GeVa’'s 1991 production of A Raisin in the
Sun, decided that the central character of this play is Walter Lee. They
consider him “"a reckless man looking for a quick fix to his family’s social

status. Consequently, Cochren began to design a set that reflected Walter

* Gary Resch, “Creating the Set of A Raisin in the Sun” A Raisin in the Sun program, p. 40.
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Lee's predicament. Cochren says, ‘Walter Lee is trapped in a whole lot of
things. He wants very much to get out, as does the rest of the family. But
since the focus is on Walter Lee, we're trying to make the set something
that confines and imprisons him." ™

| think that in a broader sense we would all come to the same
conclusion. The playwright has focused on a black society imprisoned by
the ghetto. | feel it is important to concentrate on the entire family
during the creation of the set and not just Walter Lee. The family is in a
predicament together. What one member does, reflects upon every member
of the family. Mama must deal with allowing her son to become a man,
sending her daughter to college, and keeping her daughter-in-law from
having an abortion. Ruth must accept being pregnant, raising a son in a run
down apartment, and making a marriage work. It becomes necessary for
Beneatha to learn to love unconditionally and understand what is
attainable without letting her dreams fail. Walter Lee desperately wants
to be a man by owning his own business and having money. Regardless of
the approach, | think Cochren's idea of creating a claustrophobic
environment was an excellent design statement. A claustrophobic
environment can help portray the frustration and anxiety the Youngers felt

trying to leave the ghetto.

My design statement was one of hope where hope did not exist. |

¢ Gary Resch, “Creating the Set of A Raisin in the Sun” A Raisin in the Sun program, p. 40-41.



24
wanted the audience to understand that even though these people were in
predicaments, they never lost sight of their dreams. It is through hope
and dreams that they were able to move into a better environment and gain
the love and understanding between family members. | feel my design was
more optimistic than Cochren’s was.

The backdrop of Cochren’s set was outstanding and very effective.

In Southside Chicago, during the 1950's, the el trains were very important
recognizable sights. The el train track in forced perspective on Cochren’s
back drop added much dimension to the representation of Southside
Chicago. (Refer to Appendix | for Cochren’s sketch of the el train tracks
and his ground plan). Although it was painted on a two dimensional form,
it made me feel as though there were no boundaries of the stage. The
track appeared to go on indefinitely. | chose to design my el train track
with a three dimensional form that started stage left and ended stage
right. The track was located up stage and surrounded my representation of
Southside Chicago. It was a three dimensional form, that read flat when
compared to Cochren’s two dimensional form.

Another difference was the facade. | had designed a facade to the
apartment building and a sidewalk. | felt it was important because it
would convey a frame of reference for the audience. | felt there was
enough action which could occur in this space to warrant its generous use

of stage footage. Cochren chose not to design a facade to the apartment
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building. After having designed a facade of the apartment building on my
set, | felt Cochren could have improved his set by designing a facade.
Also in my set, | chose to create the hallway and bedroom visible to the
audience, so action could occur in those places. This is a choice that |
feel could work effectively if directed carefully. Cochren chose not to
expose these areas. | strongly feel it is advantageous to the storyline for
the audience to experience the action in these spaces. More drama,
tension, and emotions could be exposed.

Metaphors are very important in this play, but one needs to be
careful not to over-use metaphors. | feel that is what happened with
Cochren’s set. Cochren said “Every detail he administered to the trapped
theme. ‘The clotheslines and telephone wires were worked into the
apartment itself, serving as extension cords, going up and over things.
There aren’'t enough outlets in this house. Not enough outlets for the
electricity, the power that Walter needs to break out. There are a lot of
little metaphors in the set. Nothing is arbitrary.” ™ Some of the
metaphors that existed on stage lost their significance to Cochren's
design. For example, | found myself questioning the abstract
representation of telephone wires, that Cochren had created above the
apartment. Since his set was literal, incorporating an abstract

intertwining ceiling of telephone wires caused confusion, instead of

”Gary Resch, “Creating the Set of A Raisin inthe Sun” A Raisin in the Sun program, p. 41.
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making the design feel more claustrophobic.

While reviewing the sets, the differences were few. Those which |
found, when compared to the similarities, did not make one set better than
the other. They merely expressed our individual approaches and our
personal attitudes toward the play and our designs. The play was very
literal and yet | feel we both successfully accomplished the requirements
with two different attitudes. Designing a set that encompasses the
audiences attention to the atmosphere that exists for the characters is
important. Part of a set designer’'s responsibility is to take the audience
into the fantasy world. The atmosphere and the feeling that each set
radiates is one very distinct similarity. (Refer to Appendix | to view the
final model and drawings.).

Comparison of Set Design and Interior Design

Since the set designer is creating a temporary environment, he or
she is allowed to create with fewer limitations than an interior designer.
A set designer is not as concerned with fire codes and barrier-free
requirements as an interior designer or an architect is, for the following
reasons. A set is used by actors who rehearse on the set and become very
familiar with it. A set is not used by the general public as is the theatre
itself. The set is temporary, whereas a building is permanent. Materials
used to construct the set are similar to architectural materials. In set

design the use of the materials does not have to conform to fire codes.
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For instance, a flat representing a wall, built of luan and 1"x3"s does not
have to meet a fire rating, whereas in interior design a wall of studs and
gypsum board does. A set designer's design has to be functional according
to the script. If a script calls for a bedroom and no action occurs in the
bedroom, then the set designer can place a non-functional door on a flat
that leads nowhere. An interior designer has to be sensitive to human
needs. If a client wants an interior designer to design a bedroom, the
designer cannot place the door leading to a space that does not have
enough square footage for a bed, a dresser, a closet, and circulation. But a
set designer can.

The process of interior design and set design is quite similar.
Without my interior design education, designing this set would have been
next to impossible. | would not have known how to demonstrate my ideas
on paper. It was helpful understanding the process of design | had learned
from courses at R.I.T., such as, starting with bubble diagrams and working
my way step by step to the final production. | had to know how to read
blueprints, draft plans, draw and render elevations. It was beneficial to
have experience working with building codes.  For example, | knew |
wouldn’t want to create an opening, which a person might walk through,
less than 2'-6". Any measurement less than that could cause
inconvenience in exiting or entering the stage. Standard measurements

such as the height of the kitchen counter and sink (approximately 3'-0")
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was helpful information | gained from my education in interior design.

Before beginning this project, | had never heard of the play A Raisin
in the Sun. It was interesting learning about the playwright, Lorraine
Hansberry, and her play. Hansberry’'s creation is very enjoyable to read.
Each character has a developed personality, which makes it easy to
identify with them and understand their predicaments. | feel she wrote a
very effective script.

| learned a lot about the process of putting a production together. It
takes a fairly large crew, to make the production possible. Each crew
member has his/her job to perform, budget to follow, and deadline to keep
in order for the production to run smoothly and on schedule.

From research to final production, | thoroughly enjoyed creating the
set. The creative development of the set was very stimulating for me.
Because it was difficult to find information, learning about the styles
from the 1930’s was frustrating at times. By the final production of the
design, the drawing and model-making of the intricate detailing became
monotonous. Regardless, it was an extraordinary experience and | hope to
have more opportunities in set design. | feel that set design required my
knowledge of both my interior design and my fine arts educations.

Thanks to Jim Tinsley, Production Manager at GeVa Theatre, and to
my thesis committee, | was able to fulfill my desire of designing a set.

The experience | have gained is irreplaceable.
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My relationship with Jim Tinsley is one that has provided an
interaction between the Interior Design Program at R.I.T. and GeVa theatre.
This will give other students interested in set design a chance to
experience the process, under supervision of the professors at R.I.T. and

the staff at GeVa theatre.
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Dresser with matched Oriental walnut veneer on top and sides,
diamond and V-matched Oriental walnut veneer on drawers
and a banding of zebranowood and marquetry separating the
first two drawers, 44” wide, 20” deep, 71” high, late 1930s. Part
of the five-piece waterfall set.

Vanity with matched Oriental walnut veneer on top and sides,
diamond and V-matched Oriental walnut veneer on drawers
and a banding of zebranowood and marquetry above apron,
14" wide, 18” deep, 66" high, 1930s. Part of the five-piece water-
fall set.

Upholstered arm chair with rolled and ribbed designed hard-
wood arms and feet, 31” arm to arm, 34" high, 1935. Part of
two-piece set including davenport that is not pictured

[

Arm chair with original mohair upholstery made by Kroehler,
35” arm to arm, 33” high, 1930s. Part of two-piece set including
davenport bed.




Chifforobe with matched Oriental walnut veneer on top and
sides, diamond and V-matched Oriental walnut veneer on door
and drawers and a banding of zebranowood and marquetry
separating the first two drawers; the cabinet behind the door
is cedar-lined, 36" wide, 20" deep, 627 high, late 1930s. Part
of the five-piece waterfall set including bed, dresser, vanity
and bench (not pictured).

Buffet with figured walnut veneer top and sides, V-matched
Oriental veneer on bottom outside door and center panel, butt
walnut veneer on two top drawers and outside of center
drawers, maple veneer horizontal Strips and veneerite (artificial)
marquelry, 59" wide, 20” deep, 33" high, late 1930s. Part of
a four-piece set including a side chair, a host chair and a table.

Bed with diamond and V-matched zebranov ood panels, 41"
high headboard, 24" high footboard, 1930s. Part of a two-piece
water(all set including dresser made by D. Bassett Manufac-
turing Company, (Bedroom Furniture) Bassett, Virginia,

Dresser with quarter-sliced avodire on top and sides, diamond
and V—l(mtched zebranowood veneer on outside doors and mir-
ror frame and satinwood veneer overlay panels beneath mir-
ror and on middle drawer, 46" wide, 18" deep, 71" high, 1930s.
Part of a two-piece waterflall set including bed made by D.

Bassett /llanufa('luring Company, (Bedroom Furniture)
Bassett, Virginia.




Oak extension table from a three-piece breakfast set including
two side chairs, 43” wide, 30” deep, 30” high, 1930s.

[17]

Occasional table made of selected hardwoods stained walnut,
15" square, 28" high, 1930s.

A breakfast set including an oak extension table, 42" wide,
32" deep, 30" high and four oak side chairs, 35" high, 1930s.

with selected hardwood base and
veneer strip in the center of the top

Waterfall occasional table
narrow mahogany

separating two figured walnut veneer panels, 26"

wide, 14”7
deep, 247 high, early 1940s.

Waterlall coffee or cocktail table with figured walnut veneer
top and selected hardwood base, 72" wide, 17" deep, 18" high,

late 1930s.
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The Litl Boy Crosley radio with plain-sliced walnut veneer top 20
and sides, figured walnut and maple veneers on front and o
selected hardwood frame, 21" wide, 127 deep, 35" high, mid- Coronado floor model radio with figured walnut veneer case
dle 1930s. and selected hardwood decorations, 217 wide, 117 deep, 36~

high, late 1930s. Chromium framed clock on onyx base, 10°
wide, 4” deep, 10" high, made by Manning-Bowman.

Sentinel sofa radio with plain-sliced walnut veneer and selected
hardwood case, 21" wide, 13" deep, 21” high, late 1930s. A radio
of this type was placed by the arm of a sofa.

Majestic radio with plain-sliced walnut veneer top and sides,
butt walnut veneer front and stiles and selected hardwood
frame, 25” wide, 16” deep, 38" high, middle 1930s, made by
Grigsby-Grunow. The clock is a Plymouth eight-day, 13" wide,
1” deep, 9” high, 1940s, made in Thomaston, Connecticut.
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