From page to stage
working through the stage design process
with designer bianka kennedy

The process of bringing a piece of theatre to life as a stage designer starts with reading the
script. From that first reading ideas and concepts will emerge that you’re never going to get
from a second or third reading. It’s important to take note of these ideas.
One of the other early steps, which is really important, is having a meeting with the director
to find out their intentions for the show.
From there, you’ll start a process of trying to really understand the world that they’re
looking to create and you’ll both need to do some research on the show and its concepts.
As a result, there might be an image or a reference that you’re drawn to and that you try to
fit with the intention and ideas behind the play and the world you’re trying to create. This
might happen with a number of images or references, with some back-and-forth between
you and the director.
Sometimes the director might not know exactly what they want or need at the stage of the
early discussions. Things can change and evolve. But as you go back and forth, you learn
more. You refine and define what the parameters are until you become clear on what the
cohesive message is that you’re trying to express through the set and the play. From there
you’ll start to refine that one idea.
I like to design through making physical models so I’ll take model pieces of different sizes
and have discussions with those pieces. During this process, accidents can happen where
you do different things that you weren’t expecting and you go ‘hey, this might work’ or
‘what do you think of these dimensions?’ That’s what happened with this play for me. I like
working with physical models because those sorts of happy accidents can happen more
easily with them.
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After you go through that refining process, you’ll need to do your first white card
presentation where you’ll present a basic outline of the concept of the design. This is really
useful for other teams so they can look at it and go ‘I think that’ll fit in the truck’, ‘I think
that’s going to be within budget’ or ‘I think that’s going to work for everyone involved.’
Once the concept has been approved, you’ll go on to develop the designs further and start
to draft them. I use AutoCAD (a design and drafting software application) for my drafting,
which allows me to draft to scale. This helps the construction team to figure out what
material will work best and how much they will cost.
As part of the design process, you’ll also need to start thinking about costumes. Working
by yourself or with a costume designer, you’ll work on drawings, find reference images
for the things you like, and maybe even start scouring the shops for any items you need to
purchase. You want these things in place ready for the final design presentations.
In terms of props, you’ll need to compile a list of all the props you’ll need so these can be
discussed with the relevant people.
Once it all gets through the design presentation stage, you’re up to the build phase, which
is the exciting part.

