
Introduction to Theatre Production Design

(A concise guide for students, aspiring designers, and anyone interested in the backstage world of

theatre)

1. What Is Production Design?

Term Meaning

Production

Designer

The visual architect of a show. Oversees the overall look and feel,

coordinating set, costume, lighting, props, and sometimes sound.

Scenography
A broader concept that includes all visual and spatial elements that shape the

audience’s experience.

Stagecraft
The practical skills and techniques (carpentry, painting, rigging, etc.) that

bring designs to life.

Core Goal: Translate the playwright’s text and the director’s vision into a tangible, immersive

environment that supports story, character, and theme.

2. Key Design Disciplines & Their Responsibilities

Discipline Primary Tasks Typical Materials & Tools

Set Design

Draft floor plans, build scenery,

create backdrops, design stage

extensions.

CAD/SketchUp, scale models,

lumber, foam, paint, scenic fabric.

Costume Design

Research period/style, sketch

garments, source fabrics,

supervise fittings.

Drapery swatches, pattern?making

software, sewing machines, textile

dyes.

Lighting Design

Plot cues, choose fixtures,

program consoles, craft moods

through color/angle.

Lighting plot, DMX consoles, gels,

LED fixtures, gobos.

Props

Design/Management

Identify required objects, source or

fabricate, maintain continuity.

Prop list, woodworking tools, 3?D

printers, aging techniques.
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Discipline Primary Tasks Typical Materials & Tools

Sound Design

(optional)

Design auditory landscape, select

effects, mix live cues.

DAWs, speakers, microphones,

sound libraries.

Make?Up & Hair

Create period?accurate or

fantastical looks, ensure durability

under stage lights.

Prosthetics, wigs, pigments,

adhesives.

In many productions, especially smaller ones, one designer may wear several of these hats.

3. The Production Design Process

1. Script Analysis

Identify setting, time period, tone, and thematic motifs.

Highlight specific visual cues (e.g., “the cracked mahogany desk”).

2. Initial Meeting with Director

Discuss concept, mood boards, budget, and logistical constraints.

Agree on a visual “through?line” that runs from set to costumes.

3. Research & Inspiration

Gather reference images, historical documents, photographs, and artworks.

Create mood boards (physical or digital) to visualize ideas.

4. Concept Development

Sketch rough thumbnails for set, costumes, and key props.

Draft a color palette and material palette.

5. Technical Drawings & Models

Produce ground plans, elevations, and section drawings (hand?drawn or CAD).

Build a scale model (usually 1:10 or 1:12) to test sightlines and spatial relationships.

6. Budget & Scheduling
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Itemize materials, labor, and rentals.

Create a production timeline (design ? construction ? dress rehearsals).

7. Collaboration & Sign?Off

Share drawings with technical staff, costume shop,
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