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Lighting for the Devised Performance: Component 1
During the process of creating, developing and realising your lighting design for the devised performance 
you should compile a file of evidence which can be used in your presentation to accompany the final 
lighting design. This document indicates the type of evidence which you should include and supporting 
appendix to use.

Learning Outcomes
Design students should be able to create ideas by researching the following:

(1) the pre-release material; 

(2) the professional practice of lighting design;

(3) the materials and resources used in development of their lighting design;

(4) a range of genres, design styles and practitioners.

(1) The Pre-Release Material
As a lighting design student, you will work with a group of between 2 and 6 to choose one stimulus from a 
choice of 3 for the development of your devised performance. After research of the stimulus you will begin 
to work on the development of lighting ideas for the devised performance. It may take a few weeks for 
your group to come up with their performance ideas so you must be patient with them. You will be able to 
contribute to this discussion from your own research to ensure that the devised piece will give you enough 
scope for the creation of your lighting plot. Familiarise yourself with the lighting equipment, resources and 
technology within your schools Drama Department. During the preliminary devising period, you should 
research the professional practice of lighting design.

(2) Professional Practice of Lighting Design
Lighting is a vital part of any theatrical production and it is sometimes overlooked by students both when 
they visit the theatre and when they are preparing their own work.

Lighting is as much part of the theatrical production as the music or the script. The lighting designer tells 
the same story as the playwright and director only they use the light to do so. Lighting is used to allow 
the audience to see what is happening. Light can suggest time of day, weather, mood, emotion, character, 
architecture and nature. The lighting state can be used to emphasise the action on the stage as well as set 
the time and place in which the moment occurs. Certain genres and styles of theatre have different lighting 
features.
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Greek and Roman Theatre 

Greek
The first known form of theatre lighting 
was in Greek and Roman Theatres. 
Theatre venues were built outside facing 
east to west so that theatre troupes 
could avail of the afternoon sunlight and 
the audience could see the action taking 
place on the stage. Both the Greeks 
and the Romans used both natural and 
artificial light to enhance performances 
– torchlight, fire and the natural effects 
of lights were taken into consideration. 

Antique amphitheatre Teatro Greco, Taormina

16th Century
As theatre moved indoors from amphitheatres to playhouses natural light was no longer possible and more 
modern technology and artificial lighting was required. They discovered that tragedy was better played 
in darker conditions and comedy in brighter light, and that the appearance of the stage area could be 
highlighted by darkening the auditorium. Around this time the combination of lighting and scenery was 
developed. A single light source mixed with a piece of scenery suggested that the light was coming from 
different directions. They also performed experiments with colour of light, by placing candles or oil lamps 
behind flasks of coloured water.

17th Century
Witnessed an explosion of the theatrical arts and lighting was enhanced with candles and oil lamps. Most 
productions were played at night and people began to use footlights and even devised methods to dim and 
alter the intensity of the lights.

18th Century
People developed greater control over using lights in theatres. They introduced reflectors to direct the 
light and used coloured silks to colour it. Gas lighting arrived in the 1820s followed by limelight and the 
carbon arc. As gas became more readily available and gas burner improved greater effects could be created. 
Blackouts could be created and the first spotlight was invented.



FACTFILE:  GCE HISTORY OF ART / ARCHITECTUREFACTFILE:  GCSE DRAMA / COMPONENTS 1 & 2 – LIGHTING

3

20th Century

Young woman in theatre box

Greater control was taken of the stage from the arrival of the electric light. This marked the beginning of 
huge development in theatre lighting.

Stage illumination

Further information on professional practice is contained in the section on Current Practitioners and in the 
separate Professional Practice Fact file.
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Learning Activity
Carry out your own research on theatrical lighting looking at the following key questions.
• What are the important features of lighting a show?
• How does the lighting designer begin the process of designing?
• What creative ideas do you bring to the overall concept for the production?

Check-list of requirements for Component 1: Devised Performance
In their 5–7 minute presentation, candidates must explain the final design idea(s) for performance for one of 
the following:
• Lighting: a lighting plot with cues

In preparation for your final presentation:
• Complete stimulus responses sheets (These can be found in Appendix 1–3 in the Devising Drama Fact file)
• Present a summary of research on the pre-release stimulus, influences from design styles and professional 

practice (refer to the requirements of the design presentation in Appendix 4 of the specification).

 http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/drama/performing/supportrev3.shtml 

 http://americantheatrewing.org/videos/lighting-design/ 

(3) The materials and resources used in development of their lighting design;
A lighting designer should have a sketch pad and pencils as the basic starting point for creating their initial 
design ideas. 

It is also a good practice to compile a box which should contain swatches of gels from as large a range of 
colour. Below is a recommended list of resources:

(1) Pencil;
(2) Ruler;
(3) Scissors;
(4) Coloured Tape;
(5) Lighting Stencil; 
(6) Lee Filter Gel Swatch Pack; http://www.leefilters.com/lighting/lighting-resources.html
(7) Lee Swatch App (From Apple Store) Offical Lighting Swatchbook;
(8) List of existing lanterns within your school’s Drama Department; and
(9) Blank Lighting Plot of the performance space, e.g. the Drama Studio or the College Assembly Hall.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/drama/performing/supportrev3.shtml
http://americantheatrewing.org/videos/lighting-design/
http://www.leefilters.com/lighting/lighting-resources.html
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Lighting Effects
Several types of lighting can be used to achieve different effects but for the purposes of GCSE Drama, pupils 
should know that there are 3 main lamp types – 

(1) Floods (for general lighting);
(2) Profiles (for hard-edged effect); and
(3) Fresnel’s (for soft-edge effect).

Candidates should also be able to refer to colour and the use of gels, intensity and the effects achieved by 
using gobos and follow spots and the effects on lighting when using haze, fog and dry ice machines.

How lighting affects the audience’s focus and perception of a moment:

• A bright area of light will draw the audience’s attention to the whole stage;
• If only one area of the stage is lit this suggests that an important moment is going to take place;
• The level of the lights may suggest the time of day (morning, afternoon or night. It may also use the time 

of year (season – summer spring, autumn and winter);
• A coloured gel will create a particular mood or atmosphere for the audience and may add effect to the 

given moment;
• Gobos can suggest a particular place or suggest a time of day, e.g. gobo of trees to suggest a forest or a 

moon to suggest that the scene takes place at night;
• The angle of the light will allow the actors to be seen on the stage however angles can be manipulated to 

create shadow effects on the stage.
 

Theatrical lighting
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Types of Lights
Floods – The flood is used to cover as large an area on the stage as possible. The idea is that the light will 
flood the stage, back drop or cyclorama evenly. Floods are very basic in structure, consisting of a lamp 
and reflector. Depending on the lighting effect you wish to produce, the reflector may be symmetrical or 
asymmetrical. There is no control over the focussing of a flood, other than its general direction.
http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/types-of-lantern/

Profile – Profiles provide a hard-edged beam of light of a fixed size. The hardness or softness of the edge of 
the beam can be changed by adjusting the distance of the lens from the lamp and reflector. There is a gate 
placed between the lamp and the lens. The gate allows the insertion of gobos, which can be used to project 
an image with a hard or soft focus. The size of the beam can be varied by inserting an iris into the gate.
http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/types-of-lantern/

Fresnel – The Fresnel takes its name from its French inventor, Augustin-Jean Fresnel (1788–1827) who 
originally designed it for use in lighthouses so they could be seen further out at sea. It provides a soft edged 
beam which is varied in size by moving the lamp and reflector towards or away from the lens. The Fresnel is a 
fairly simple lantern which has no shutters or iris. However, the beam is wider and more diffuse at the edges. 
It can be used to light adjacent areas of the stage as there will be no hard edges where the beams of two 
lights merge. The shape of the beam can be varied using barn doors which attach to the front of the lantern.
http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/types-of-lantern/

Follow Spot – Follow Spot is usually a profile which can be operated manually to follow a performer on the 
stage. The lantern is mounted on a stand which allows it freedom of movement around the auditorium. 
Follow spots usually have a flip over colour changer or colour magazine to allow for quick colour changes. 
The spot light may have its own built –in dimming system, but more often it will be connected to the control 
board.
http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/types-of-lantern/

Learning Activity
Carry out your own research on the different types of lights and consider the following questions:

• How many lanterns do you have access to?
• What type of lanterns do you have?
• Which types of lights are you going to consider for the creation of your Design?
• What angles are the lights coming from?
• What area of the stage needs to be lit?
• Is there a spotlight on a particular character?
• What colour is being used?
• What level are the lights on?
• Do you need to create any special effects?

Use appendix 5 of the Lighting Fact file to record the lanterns within your school and Drama 
Department

Bringing Colour to the Stage
A good understanding of the impact of colour is also important when beginning to work with lighting 
materials and resources. Colours may mean different things to different people but there is a general 
recognition that the lighting designer is making a specific statement that is in line with the director’s 
concept for the production.

http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/types-of-lantern/
http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/types-of-lantern/
http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/types-of-lantern/
http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/types-of-lantern/
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At the front of any lantern you will see a narrow holder which 
allows a square frame to be slipped in front of the lens. The 
square frame is called a gel holder and it is used to hold 
translucent coloured plastic sheets known as gels. Gels are 
produced in rolls of different colours. Each manufacturer 
assigns a name and a number to each gel shade they produce. 
Gels need to be cut to fit individual lanterns.

Learning Activity
Using a powerful torch and differently coloured gels, experiment with the affects you can create. 
Remember mixing the colours using lighting produces different colours from those produced when 
you mix paint for example green and red lights mix to make yellow not brown.

Experimenting with Colour
Light must complement other design aspects including set and costume. Light and colour should enhance 
the mood and atmosphere of a moment on stage and liven up the colours already present. Colour should be 
used to heighten themes and moment within the moment as well as suggest the place, time and season. 
Page 9 provides a list of suggested colour gels used to create specific lighting states.

• Try to experiment as much as possible to find what works for you. You will find some of your 
best ideas come from experimentation;

• Try lighting an area in only cold or only warm colours and see what effect it has;
• Try combining the warm and cold colours together; 
• Try lighting a face from two sides using various colour combinations;
• How does a single wash state look on stage? How does adding other colours affect the scene?
• Try lighting a scene from a light source such as a window or a lamp;
• What is the effect of placing a lantern directly above an actor and shining it down?
• How does it look if you light the actor from behind?
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Learning Activity
Consider the following questions:
•  What colours are you considering using in your lighting design?
•  Why are you choosing those colours?
•  What impact will other design elements such as set, costume or sound have on your chosen colours?
 http://leefilters.com/lighting/colour-list.html
 http://www.leefilters.com/lighting/colour-details.html 
 http://www.leefilters.com/lighting/moods.html#brecht

http://leefilters.com/lighting/colour-list.html
http://www.leefilters.com/lighting/colour-details.html
http://www.leefilters.com/lighting/moods.html#brecht
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Gel Filters

http://www.leefilters.com/lighting/colour-list.htmlb

Gobos
A Gobo is a metal or glass plate that has a shape cut out or etched on it. It is inserted into gate of the spot 
light and the light filters through.  This image is projected onto the stage. A coloured gel can be added to the 
gobo to suggest a particular location or time.

  
Window Trees

Skyline Stars

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. 
To view this image click on the link:

Windows Gobo

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. 
To view this image click on the link:

Trees Gobo

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. 
To view this image click on the link:

Stars Gobos

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. 
To view this image click on the link:

Skyline Gobo

http://www.leefilters.com/lighting/colour-list.htmlb
https://i.pinimg.com/236x/63/f7/46/63f7469be00550864e5f464d95da13d9--west-side-story-swan-lake.jpg
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=trees+gobo+theatre&rls=com.microsoft:en-GB:IE-Address&dcr=0&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjr9OiavdfXAhXjKsAKHab8BCUQ_AUICigB&biw=1670&bih=835#imgrc=i9M9C7yZ9WD-IM:&spf=1511535687205
https://www.google.co.uk/search?rls=com.microsoft%3Aen-GB%3AIE-Address&dcr=0&biw=1670&bih=835&tbm=isch&sa=1&ei=fjQYWsLsL8PJgAbt05S4Cg&q=stars+gobo+stage&oq=stars+gobo+stage&gs_l=psy-ab.3...94937.96577.0.96734.12.10.0.0.0.0.181.702.2j4.6.0....0...1c.1.64.psy-ab..6.1.114...0i30k1.0.BnxgKXpYMrI#imgdii=QcRYpEa_8F2ugM:&imgrc=2zDCMRKBrFKm0M:&spf=1511871211456
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=skyline+gobo+theatre&rls=com.microsoft:en-GB:IE-Address&dcr=0&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjmldHzvNfXAhWmAcAKHUkBDFMQ_AUICigB&biw=1670&bih=835#imgrc=Kuo70HwCshXeLM:&spf=1511535602558
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(4) A range of genres, design styles and practitioners.

It is important to note that the genre and style for the devised performance will be decided by your group 
and not pre-determined by an already existing script. This results in more freedom of choice in terms of the 
outcome of your lighting designs but you will need to take into account the period in which your work is set, 
the season, the time of day the scenes take place.

Lighting for Different Performance Styles
Drama – brighter, lighter colours, less dramatic lighting angles. Light in drama is used to enhance the 
set, give depth and structure to the set and to the light the actor so he or she can have been seen by the 
audience. Lighting is also used to heighten the emotion within the script and indicates the time and place of 
the scene.

Dance and Movement – the focus of light is on the actors body rather than face and the shape that the 
performers body. Side lighting is commonly used here lanterns arranged at foot knee, waist and head 
height. Back lighting is effective in picking out the figures of the dancers as they can light up back drops and 
cyclorama.

Musicals – strong colours are used to bring out the glamour in the set and costume design. Follow spots 
may be needed for some musical numbers.

Practitioners
There are several very famous lightening designers who have designed for the stage over the ages. Lighting 
design for the stage became an important aspect of stage productions during the 20th and 21st century. 
Some very famous designers have added their names to the list and there are many biographies which can 
be found through research. Lighting designers can take a variety of approaches to their task and here are a 
few examples from current professional practice.

Donald Holder (Lighting Designer for ‘The Lion King’) 
https://www.ibdb.com/broadway-cast-staff/donald-holder-25700

Donald Holder is an American lighting designer in theatre, opera, and dance based in New York. He has been 
nominated for eleven Tony Awards, winning the 1998 Tony Award for Best Lighting Design as well as the 
Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Lighting Design for The Lion King.  Additional Broadway credits include: 
Big Fish, Annie (revival), Golden Boy, Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark, Arcadia, The Motherf**cker With The Hat, 
Promises, Promises, Les Liaisons Dangereuses, Radio Golf, The Little Dog Laughed, Movin’ Out, The Times 
They Are a-Changin’, A Streetcar Named Desire, Holiday,Cyrano de Bergerac, and Prelude to a Kiss. He was 
the theatrical lighting designer for seasons one and two of the NBC-Universal Television Series: ‘Smash.’

Donald Holder studied forestry at the University of Maine, where he graduated from in 1980. He also worked 
for the Portland Stage Company in Maine. He holds a Masters of Fine Arts from the Yale School of Drama and 
is a student of Jennifer Tipton. He was the head of lighting design from 2006-2010 in the School of Theater 
at the California Institute of the Arts. 

https://www.ibdb.com/broadway-cast-staff/donald-holder-25700
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‘The Lion King’ (Musical)

   

http://www.thelionking.co.uk/
https://www.ibdb.com/broadway-cast-staff/donald-holder-25700
http://www.thelionking.co.uk/creative-team/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3xaM5bsaVKw
http://authorsden.com/visit/viewarticle.asp?AuthorID=3792&id=18945 

Kenneth Posner (Lighting Designer for ‘Wicked)
Kenneth Posner is an American theatrical lighting designer, working on Broadway, Off-Broadway, and in 
American regional theatre. His most notable designs include the musicals Wicked and Hairspray, two highly 
regarded musicals of the early 21st century. He has been nominated for the Tony Award for Best Lighting 
Design 10 times, including nods for Merchant of Venice (2011), The Coast of Utopia (2007), Dirty Rotten 
Scoundrels (2005), Wicked (2004), Hairspray (2003), and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (2001). He has also 
been nominated 10 times for the Drama Desk Award for Outstanding Lighting Design, and won both the Tony 
and Drama Desk award in 2007 for The Coast of Utopia. He also has received an Obie Award for Sustained 
Excellence in Lighting. He also designed the lights for Little Women.

In 2013, Posner achieved a near-sweep of the nominations for the Tony Award for best lighting design 
of a musical, garnering nods in three of the four eligible slots (for Kinky Boots, Pippin, and Rodgers + 
Hammerstein’s Cinderella), but did not win. He is a 1983 graduate of Eastchester High School in Eastchester, 
New York. He also attended Boston University College of Fine Arts.

‘Wicked’ The Musical https://www.londontheatre1.com/news/126184/wicked-to-host-dedicated-autism-
friendly-performance-saturday-14th-may-2016/ 

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. 
To view this image click on the link:

http://www.thelionking.co.uk/images/home_
gallery/gal23.jpg

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. 
To view this image click on the link:

http://www.thelionking.co.uk/images/home_
gallery/gal29.jpg

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. 
To view this image click on the link:

https://www.wickedthemusical.co.uk/
media/images/galleries/Approved_Wicked_

DefyingGravity_optomised.jpg

http://www.thelionking.co.uk/
https://www.ibdb.com/broadway-cast-staff/donald-holder-25700
http://www.thelionking.co.uk/creative-team/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3xaM5bsaVKw
http://authorsden.com/visit/viewarticle.asp?AuthorID=3792&id=18945
https://www.londontheatre1.com/news/126184/wicked-to-host-dedicated-autism-friendly-performance-satu
https://www.londontheatre1.com/news/126184/wicked-to-host-dedicated-autism-friendly-performance-satu
http://www.thelionking.co.uk/images/home_gallery/gal23.jpg
http://www.thelionking.co.uk/images/home_gallery/gal23.jpg
http://www.thelionking.co.uk/images/home_gallery/gal29.jpg
http://www.thelionking.co.uk/images/home_gallery/gal29.jpg
https://www.wickedthemusical.co.uk/media/images/galleries/Approved_Wicked_DefyingGravity_optomised.jpg
https://www.wickedthemusical.co.uk/media/images/galleries/Approved_Wicked_DefyingGravity_optomised.jpg
https://www.wickedthemusical.co.uk/media/images/galleries/Approved_Wicked_DefyingGravity_optomised.jpg
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https://www.ibdb.com/broadway-cast-staff/kenneth-posner-25851
http://www.wickedthemusical.co.uk/london/about/cast-creative/kenneth-posner
http://www.playbill.com/article/a-life-in-the-theatre-lighting-designer-kenneth-posner-talks-about-30-
years-in-the-business-com-207497
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QUKDU3r6MYY

Making a Lighting Plot with cues
“A light plot is not a light plot until it has coffee stains and cigarette burns on it.” Tharon Musser
• Read Script and discuss with team;
• Watch a rehearsal or run through;
• Discuss the lighting requirements with the team;
• Experiment with the type, colour, position and intensity of the lights during rehearsal;
• Produce the Cue List;
• Draw the Lighting Plot (See Appendix 2 and 3 on page).

The lighting plot is a diagram showing:
(1) Individual lanterns
(2) Lighting bars on which the lanterns are hung
(3) Dimmer number
(4) Gel Colour 
(5) Focus notes
 
• Lighting Rig
(1) Move the lanterns to the required lighting bar
(2) Move the lanterns to the required angle for specific scenes and moments
(3) Insert required gobos or gels (Complete Colour and Gobo Call. See Appendix 6 and 7 on page -)

• Lighting Focus
(1) Focus the lanterns to the required intensity for specific scenes and moments. Complete appendix 5 

lantern schedule
(2) Take notes on different lighting states
(3) Complete the LX chat/magic sheets (See appendix 8)

Lantern + Colour + Position + Focus = Lighting

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f2-X2BiRJPQ

Learning Outcome
Develop a design concept for the devised performance.
Your starting point for creating the design concept should be in discussion with your group. The design 
concept should reflect clearly the overall purpose of the devised work and should take account of the chosen 

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. To view this image click on the link:
http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/lighting-design-paperwork/

https://www.ibdb.com/broadway-cast-staff/kenneth-posner-25851
http://www.wickedthemusical.co.uk/london/about/cast-creative/kenneth-posner
http://www.playbill.com/article/a-life-in-the-theatre-lighting-designer-kenneth-posner-talks-about-30-years-in-the-business-com-207497
http://www.playbill.com/article/a-life-in-the-theatre-lighting-designer-kenneth-posner-talks-about-30-years-in-the-business-com-207497
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QUKDU3r6MYY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f2-X2BiRJPQ
http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/lighting-design-paperwork/
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genre and style and consider the impact for a target audience. An overview of what this might look like, 
based on the sample stimulus of the theme of time is outlined below.  The title of the devised work and the 
chosen stimulus should also be included. A design concept proforma is provided in appendix 1 and a sample 
answer is provided below.

Lighting Design Concept Sample 
Chosen Style/Genre – Realism with some elements of physical theatre
We decided that we wanted to present, ‘Emotions and Memories’ in the style of realism with some elements 
of physical theatre. We wanted the actors to be the main means of expression and focus for the audience. 
Through my use of lighting I hope to emphasise this for an audience. We decided to use three pieces of 
rostra that would be constructed to represent boxes. The actors playing the role of Sadness, Joy and Anger 
will hide behind each of the boxes. I wanted these three pieces of rostra to be the focus for the audience in 
the opening scene of the play. I wanted to build an element of surprise for the audience and hide the actors 
in darkness behind the boxes. As each character appears areas of the stage light up and they pop up like a 
jack in the box. This will be enhanced through the use of a music box sound effect.

Chosen Stimulus – The Theme of Time
Our devised work is drawn from the theme of time from the pre-release stimulus material. We also looked the 
Public Health Advertisements, ‘Mind Your Head’ and images from Disney Pixar’s, ‘Inside Out’. The piece will 
look at the effect of poor mental health in young people and how not communicating about your thoughts 
and feelings can be dangerous. Whilst the action and characters are believable the set and staging is limited 
to allow the actors to use their bodies as the main means of expression. Lighting will be used to support 
smooth transitions between the scenes and heighten the emotion for the audience. There will be elements of 
seriousness and comedy.

Lighting Requirement
The lighting will be used to introduce the characters to the audience and to aid the transitions between 
scenes. I will require some flood and fresnel lanterns to give a general wash of the stage so that all 
characters can be seen in the school and memory scenes. However, I will require spotlights with coloured 
gels to introduce and heighten the emotion of Sadness, Anger and Joy. I will use steel blue, straw and red to 
express meaning for my audience. 

Impact for the audience
Through our performance, we want the audience to think about why it is important to talk about what you 
are thinking and feeling. We wanted the audience to see how fear, anger and sadness can control us. We 
wanted the audience to see that we can heal what has happened in the past and have a more hopeful and 
peaceful future. We want the audience to be actively engaged in the theatrical experience making our target 
audience of KS3 students consider different viewpoints so that they think in an informed way about their 
own mental health.

Learning Activity
After group discussion create your own design concept considering the following for your devised 
performance:
• The chosen genre and style
• The lighting requirements for your devised production
• The desired impact for the audience
• Your imaginative and creative ideas

In a presentation to your group explain your design concept (refer to the requirements for the design 
presentation in Appendix 4 of the specification). The outline proforma in Appendix 1 can be used to assist 
your ideas. 



FACTFILE:  GCE HISTORY OF ART / ARCHITECTUREFACTFILE:  GCSE DRAMA / COMPONENTS 1 & 2 – LIGHTING

14

Use ideas from research to create initial designs which meet the requirements of the devised 
performance. 

• Your initial designs will take the form of sketches, photographs or visual representations of your ideas 
based on the chosen stimulus from the pre-release material. Initial designs should take account of the 
overall concept for the performance. It will help if you collect existing images and then create your initial 
designs from these. 

• The lighting designer should research images of each of different lighting states and base the design 
on one of those images as it is important in this production to ensure the audience recognise what the 
lighting is trying to achieve e.g. time, place, mood etc. It is also important that the design takes account of 
the practical constraints of the performance ensures that there is a smooth transition between scenes.

• Initial designs can be drawn or compiled from existing sources and should include ideas on coloured gels, 
gobos, special effects. The lighting designer should present the ideas for consideration by the group to 
ensure the ideas meet the requirements of genre and style as well as the group concept. 

Shape ideas into final design choices
Once the initial idea has been approved by the group then the final choice should be presented to the group 
taking account of the comments made from the group consultation. Your teacher will also be providing 
ongoing feedback on your ideas and progress. It is important that you are clear about the reasons you have 
chosen your final design. Consideration must be given to the constraints you will be working with and the 
health and safety you need to follow.

In your file of evidence, you should include the final design idea and give reasons as to why you have made 
this choice and what impact you intend to achieve for the audience. A lighting key and plot sheet have been 
provided in appendix 2 and 3.

Realise the final product
At this point you need to rig the lights and plot the lights with the effects and colours that you have 
designed from the research and preparation you have done. You may find that adjustments are made along 
the way and this might mean that sketches of final ideas need to be supplemented or amended on the 
lighting plot. Lighting cues may change in the development of the script and changes need to be allowed for 
in rehearsal.  The steps you need to take at this point include:
• Selecting specific types of lanterns that you are going to use in performance;
• Finalising choice of coloured gel ideas ensuring you are aware of set and costume choices as these can 

impact on colour outcomes on the stage;
• Experimentation with intensity and direction of light;
• Technical rehearsal with use of lighting;
• Adjustments as necessary;
• Photographs of final lighting in rehearsal/performance;
• Meet the deadlines outlined in a production timetable agreed by the group.
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Learning Outcomes 
Devised Drama Design Presentation
At the end of the process, in a 5–7 presentation, you will be required to present your lighting plot with cues 
to camera before your group perform the devised work. 

Your presentation can take a number of forms including a PowerPoint presentation or a ‘talk to camera’ 
using the sketches, photographs, documentation and images you have compiled to explain the lighting 
you have created. The following headings will be useful for your presentation as they link directly to the 
assessment criteria for this component.

• Explain their design concept. 
• Present a summary of research on the pre-release stimulus, influences from design styles and professional 

practice.
• Discuss initial ideas and explain, with reference to materials and resources, how these were shaped from 

research into the final design.
• Explain how their final design product contributed to the effectiveness of the devised performance.
• Explain how their final design product communicated meaning in the devised performance.

The final design will be used in the devised performance and candidates will be assessed on the 
communication of meaning for theatrical performance through their presentation and final design outcome.
The focus of the presentation will be the lighting plot and cues you have created for the devised 
performance. It is good practice to use live performers to freeze moments to show the effect of the lighting 
live at particular moments. This will, to show evidence to the camera of the final outcome. It is also 
acceptable to rehearse your presentation as others in the group rehearse their performances. Rehearsal will 
give you more confidence and ensure that your presentation is within the allowed time.

Learning Activity
Think carefully about the following key questions.
• What do I want to include in my presentation?
• What form will my presentation take?
• How will I ensure that I meet the assessment criteria for this unit?

(Refer to page 38 of the specification for the Assessment Criteria for this unit) 

Lighting for the Scripted Performance: Component 2
During the process of creating, developing and realising your lighting design for the scripted performance 
you should compile a file of evidence which can be used in your presentation to accompany the final 
lighting plot with cues. This document indicates the type of evidence which you should include. 

Learning Outcomes
Design students should be able to: 

(1) investigate a range of play scripts and select a script suited to the make-up of the group taking account  
 of their skills and preferences; 
(2) research the script’s context including style and genre; 
(3) research and explore a range of appropriate materials and equipment; 
(4) research professional practice in design for performance; 
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(1) Investigate a range of play scripts and select a script suited to the make-up of the group taking  
 account of their skills and preferences.
With your group, you will select a script from a range of scripts that your group have investigated. The script 
chosen should suit the number of performers and should allow you, as lighting designer, the opportunity 
to create a lighting plot which will enable you to meet the assessment criteria for the component. It is 
important that all aspects of the script are fully discussed to ensure the choice is right for all. The chosen 
script will probably contrast in style and genre to your devised performance and if you have followed a 
lighting pathway for devised this will be your opportunity to develop your skills in another direction. If this is 
your first attempt at lighting, ensure that the script allows you to evidence your skills.

(2) Research the script’s context including style and genre; 
The context for a script relates to the facts or circumstances that surround the play. It is important that the 
context is researched and understood by the director, performers, and designers. The context is generally 
defined in terms of the social, cultural and historical, background of the play.

Social Context
The social context is linked to the period of the play and generally defines the characters as being working, 
middle or upper class. External influences which impact upon the world of the play are also part of the social 
context and can include factors like war, famine, and the influence of modern technologies or the living 
conditions of the time.

Cultural Context
Cultural contexts are generally to do with how the place and time in which the play is set and the ethnic 
origins of the character’s influence what happens in the plot and how the characters behave.

Historical Context
The historical context is the background to the period in which the play is set and refers to what is 
happening, generally in terms of the political climate and the general mood and attitudes as well as actual 
historical events. 

Style
Style can be defined as how the play is performed and communicated to the audience and can include ideas 
like over exaggeration, use of stillness, high energy and physicalisation. Practitioners can also be referred 
to in terms of defining style including the work of Berthold Brecht, Constantine Stanislavski and Stephen 
Berkoff. The style of theatre companies can also be referenced, a good example of this is the stylised work of 
the local company Bruiser.

Genre
Genre refers to the category or type of theatre with the two oldest being comedy and tragedy. Other genres 
include. Naturalism which is drawn from the work of playwrights of the late 19th century; these plays were 
written as a reaction to the unrealistic genre of Melodrama. There is a tendency in current theatre writing 
towards a Non-Naturalistic approach and this can be seen in productions such as The Thirty-Nine Steps and 
The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night.
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Learning Activity
Once your group have chosen the script for performance consider the following:
• The social, cultural and social context of the script
• The style and genre of the script
• How the context, style and genre will influence your lighting designs

(3) Research a range of materials and equipment
This document contains information on types of lanterns and on colour and materials, these ideas can 
be used for the scripted performance. Equipment needed will be in terms of the resources you require to 
complete your designs and create your lighting design. The following list can be added to; however, it is a 
good starting point.
• Sketch pad and pencils 
• Photographs and images related to performances of the chosen script
• A range of coloured gel swatches

(4) Research professional practice in design for performance (and apply ideas)
Now consider the information on page 31–36 of this file for further information on professional practice. 
You should also research any information on past productions of your play and gather ideas and images of 
lighting used in those previous productions. You now must create your concept for the lighting design in 
your chosen script. 

Scripted Performance Design Presentation
At the end of the process, in a 5–7 presentation, you will be required to present your lighting ideas and final 
lighting plot with cues to camera before your group present their scripted performance. Look carefully at all 
sections of the Assessment Criteria for this component which are on page 42, 43 and 44 of the specification 
to ensure you are fulfilling all requirements and can access the full range of marks.

In their 5–7-minute presentation, candidates must show:
• In Section 1:  a design concept indicating all lighting requirements of the performance taking account of 

the background, style and genre of the script;
• In Section 2, a rationale for four selected lighting states including ideas from research on the choice of 

state to reflect mood, context and concept;
• In Section3, an outline of the process of applying the design concept to communicate meaning and realise 

artistic intentions including sketches and or/photographs of the selected ideas; and
• In Section 4, the final lighting design plot with cues identified including the four different lighting states.

Learning Activity
Think carefully about the following key questions.
•  What do I want to include in my presentation?
• What form will my presentation take?
• How will I ensure that I meet the assessment criteria for this unit?

(Refer to page 38 of the specification for the Assessment Criteria for this unit) 
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Appendix 1 – Lighting Design Concept Proforma

Chosen Style/Genre:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Chosen Stimulus:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Lighting Requirements:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

Impact for the Audience:

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix 2 – Lighting Plot

(Lighting Bar 1)

(Lighting Bar 2)

(Lighting Bar 3)

(Lighting Bar 4)

(This can be adapted depending on the lighting rig available in your performance space)
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Appendix 3: Lighting Plot Key 

Flood

Fresnel

Profile

Gobo

Barndoors
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Appendix 4: LX Cue List

Cue No. Action/State Page
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Appendix 5: Lantern Schedule 

Lantern Number Type of Lantern Dimmer Colour Focus
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Appendix 6: Colour Call

Cue Type of Lantern Gel No. Colour 
Name

Scene/
Action

What effect has the colour 
on the audience? Why have 

you chosen it?
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Appendix 7 – Gobo Call

Cue Type of Lantern Gobo Scene/Action
What effect has the gobo on 

the audience? Why have 
you chosen it?
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Appendix 8 – LX Cheat Sheet/Magic Sheet
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Professional Practice
Interview with James C Mc Fetridge (Freelance Lighting Designer)
Outlined below is a personal account of the professional practice of the Northern Ireland Lighting Designer 
James C Mc Fetridge.

James C Mc Fetridge has been working as a lighting designer for the past twenty years. His earliest designs 
were in the Lyric Theatre Belfast, and included Stones in his Pockets, which James re-lit in the West End 
(originally in the New Ambassadors, followed by a three year run in the Duke of York), and then on Broadway 
(John Golden Theatre, New York). His design was also used in various Irish, UK, US and World tours.

He has had one other West End show (Alone it Stands, Duchess Theatre), and has lit shows in other London 
venues, including several shows in the Tricycle Theatre and a week-long residency in the Millennium Dome. 
He has lit shows in Canada, Australia and New York, and his designs have toured all across the UK and 
Ireland.

James has lit all types of shows – theatre, musicals, opera and dance – and in all sizes of venues, from 
concert halls to studio theatres, opera houses to bespoke installations. He has lit shows in practically every 
theatre in Northern Ireland, and has worked with the majority of local companies, though is always willing to 
consider lighting designs further afield.

James holds a BA Hons in Theatre Studies and an MA in Contemporary Theatre Practice.

Interview with James C Mc Fetridge (Freelance Lighting Designer)

• How did you get started as a lighting designer?

It started when I was at university. I was studying theatre and took on every extracurricular class that was 
offered, including acting, stage management, sound design, and of course lighting. I was the only person in 
my year who took the lighting course, so when it came to our end-of-term shows it was left to me to provide 
the lighting. It quickly turned into something that I really enjoyed, and I was soon being asked by other year 
groups to provide the lighting for their shows as well.

After leaving university, I still had ambitions of becoming a full-time lighting designer, but knew that I 
would have to work my way up the career ladder. I took a job at the old Lyric Theatre as a Technical Stage 
Manager and spent many years there learning the technical side of the job. Eventually I persuaded my 
bosses to let me light some of the shows for the Youth Lyric and the Lyric Drama Studio. Through these 
I made contacts with other professionals which led to job offers outside the Lyric, such as the Ulster 
Association of Youth Drama. The staff at the Lyric were very supportive, and they continued to offer me 
lighting designs whilst allowing me time off to provide lighting designs for other companies. Eventually I left 
the Lyric to become a lighting designer fulltime.

http://www.theatrecrafts.com/pages/home/topics/lighting/lighting-design-process/
http://www.stagelightingprimer.com/index.html?slfs-left-frame.html&1
http://www.stage-electrics.co.uk/shop/sales/lighting/lighting-stencils/product.aspx?code=636-1657&nr
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/drama/performing/supportrev3.shtml
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• What experience do you have as working as a lighting designer in Northern Ireland?

I’ve been working as a lighting designer in Northern Ireland for about twenty years, covering all types of 
genres and venues. Theatre, musicals, opera, dance - from traditional pantomimes to avant-garde visual art. 
From opera houses and sports arenas, to school halls and the smallest of studio spaces. There are very few 
theatres or theatre companies in Northern Ireland that I haven’t worked for.

I’ve also had the chance to work on shows in the West End and on Broadway, as well as light shows all across 
the UK and Ireland, as well as Canada, Australia and the USA, all through work which originated in Northern 
Ireland.

• What do you feel are the skills and qualities of a successful lighting designer?

Personally – and I have my university background to thank for this – I think the most important skill for 
a successful lighting designer is an understanding of how the play works in its entirety. It’s not just about 
providing a nice lighting design for the show, but providing the RIGHT lighting design for that particular 
show. Its about understanding the play and its meaning. Understanding the set and the costumes, and 
working in tandem with the other designers to provide a unified design aesthetic. Its about understanding 
what the director and the actors are trying to achieve with their particular interpretation of this particular 
play, and providing a design that’s sympathetic and supportive to the entire artistic endeavour.

Creativity is also an important skill for any lighting designer – you are, after all, part of the design team. I 
always think it’s important to experiment with every show that I design - to try something new I haven’t 
tried before, or to use a colour that I haven’t used before. 

A lighting designer will also need to be practical and good at problem solving. Unlike the actors, who get 
to rehearse for three or four weeks beforehand, the lighting designer usually only has a couple of days in 
which to turn all their planning into reality, and they have to work fast and be able to adjust their plans when 
things go wrong, or when the effects they were anticipating doesn’t work quite as well as they’d hoped. A 
lighting designer needs to be able to think quickly, to come up with solutions and alternatives which will 
save time during a very tight (and often tense) production schedule.

And in that respect, patience and stamina are also required – production weeks can be very long and intense, 
and people will get tired when working up to 15 or 16 hours a day, every day.

• How do you get ideas for your lighting designs?

The script, the set and the rehearsals, in that order.

Firstly, read the script to understand the story and the characters. Then read it again, this time looking for 
clues that point towards the lighting requirements of each scene – what time of day is the show set? What 
time of year? Is it indoors or outdoors? 

Next, look at the set design (and hopefully a model box). What is the set like? Is it an interior or exterior set? 
(Or both?) If it’s interior, are there any windows or skylights, where sunlight/moonlight/streetlighting can 
shine through? Are there any practical lights on the set – wall lights, a standard lamp? If it’s an exterior set, 
what is the location? A high street? A forest?

Is the set Naturalistic or Non-Naturalistic? If the set is the inside of a living room, then the lighting design 
should look realistically like the inside of a living room. If it’s something more stylised, then the lighting 
design should reflect this by being more stylised as well. 

By this stage, I will be starting to get ideas about how to light the set, and will have made lots and lots of 
notes. However I try not to commit myself to a finished design until I see some of the rehearsals.
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I always attend rehearsals as early as possible, even if it’s only an untidy stagger-through of a few scenes. 
This gives me a flavour of the style the director is aiming for, and how the show will look when it reaches the 
stage. It’s here, in the rehearsal room, that I first start sketching what I think the lighting design should look 
like, bringing in all my notes from reading the script and studying the set design, and then adapting them 
for how the actors are using the space. During rehearsals I’ll have pictures of the model box in front of me 
to consult, to understand how the blocking works within the space. I usually schedule a long chat with the 
director at some point during the rehearsals as well, so that I can discuss and understand their idea of how 
they see the lighting working within the overall concept.

• How does the lighting designer begin the process of designing the lighting for a stage production?

Much of this is explained in the answer above, but after all this preliminary work, it’s off to the drawing board 
to start work on the design itself.

I take all my notes and sketches – from the script read, the cast read-through, meetings with the director, 
production meetings, rehearsals etc, all dated so I can track how my ideas have transformed throughout the 
process – and start to draw lanterns onto a plan. I will have already transposed the groundplan of the set 
onto my own lighting plan (showing the dimensions of the theatre, the positions of lighting bars etc), so it’s 
a matter of working out which lanterns to use, where to place them, which direction they should point, for 
which scene or which actor, and in which colour (called a “gel” or “filter”).

• What creative ideas do you bring to the overall concept for a stage production?

Largely, the lighting designer is trying to compliment the show as a whole – trying to work alongside existing 
concepts for set and costume design, and the overall direction of the piece.  Within that remit, there’s still 
a lot of latitude for the lighting designer to create something that is still surprising and sympathetic to the 
show. Some shows are about making the audience believe in the reality of the situation, other times it’s 
about creating a mood, and to help reinforce that mood within the mind of the spectator. Sometimes it’s just 
about having fun – where would a modern musical or panto be without lights flashing and moving all over 
the place? Other times it’s about the absolute pinpoint precision of highlighting some tiny subtly of the play.

• How do you reflect the genre and style of the production?

Each type of show has its own set of “rules” (though bear in mind that rules can – and often should – be 
broken). For instance, a comedy generally has to be more brightly lit than most other types of show, as 
it’s essential to be able to see the actors’ faces clearly, as a lot of humour depends on being able to see 
the characters’ reactions. On the other hand, with contemporary dance it’s almost the opposite. It’s not 
particularly important to see a dancer’s face, but it’s crucial to see their body highlighted clearly within the 
space – hence why dance uses a lot of very stark colours and lots (and lots) of side light.

For a theatre show, it really depends on the style of the production. If the show is set in a living room, then 
the lighting design needs to be naturalistic enough to allow an audience member to believe that what they 
are looking at is a fair recreation of a real living room  - as well as the realistic recreation of daytime, night-
time etc. Sometimes the show can be non-naturalistic or avant-garde, and the lighting designer can have a 
bit more licensed creativity, lighting the performers in unusual but “interesting” ways.

• How do you develop your initial ideas?

I develop my initial ideas by making lots of notes, and thinking a lot about what sort of design I’m trying 
to achieve. As a large part of lighting design is about planning (you can spend weeks or months planning 
a design, but perhaps only have two or three days to turn it into a reality when you get to the theatre), a 
lighting designer will spend a lot of time just trying to visualise what it is they’re trying to achieve. Planning 
is essential as your ideas develop, as the production period is often short and maybe only a few days before 
the opening performance.
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• What stages do you go through after the initial design ideas?

One of the most common stages is doubt – will the design work? Is it too ambitious for the time you have? Is 
it not ambitious enough? Have I misunderstood what is needed from the design? Have I misinterpreted what 
the director or the set designer has asked for? Have I missed anything? Doubt is good – it forces you to look 
again at the play and what the actors are doing in the rehearsal room, and it helps to crystallise exactly what 
it is that you are trying to achieve with your design. You should constantly check your plan to make sure it 
will work, and that everything has been accounted for.
During all this, you’re working towards producing a finished plan. The pencil drawings get replaced by ink, 
gel numbers are added to each of the individual lanterns. Eventually the plan will be finished and it’s time to 
copy and distribute to everyone who requires a copy – mainly the in-house technicians at the venue so they 
can start planning the rig. I also try to have all the gel cut in advance of the get-in. Often I will order and 
collect it myself, make out a “Colour Call” – a list of which colours need to be cut in which sizes – and have it 
all pre-cut before the production period starts. 

• What are the important features of lighting a performance?

For me, the most important feature of lighting a performance is being sympathetic to the needs of the 
production, and being in harmony with the rest of the design team, and with the actors and director.
And let’s not forget the whole point of lighting – to allow the actors to be seen by the audience. You don’t 
want it so dark that the actors are acting in darkness (unless that’s what the play demands), but neither do 
you want it so bright that the stage is washed out and becomes uninteresting to look at. Lighting design is 
about finding that happy balance between the practical and the creative.

• Which lanterns and resources do you use in the designing of your lighting?

Whatever are available! That sounds like a facetious answer, but it’s really true – a lighting designer has to 
work within the resources available to him at whatever theatre the design is for, and to work within whatever 
budget the company has allocated to the lighting. If a theatre has only thirty lanterns then you have to 
come up with a design that uses only thirty lanterns. If a theatre has a hundred lanterns, then you can have 
a much larger design with more room for subtleties. If the company gives you a budget of £50 then you will 
be able to afford some gel and maybe a gobo. If you are given a budget of £3000, then you will be able to 
hire extra lanterns and perhaps some moving lights, perhaps even a lighting desk if the in-house desk can’t 
handle all the extra equipment you’ve just hired in. Note that most theatre companies in Northern Ireland 
will have a lighting budget that’s much closer to the former figure than the latter… 

Sometimes you will have to borrow lanterns from another theatre, or pull in favours from other technicians 
in order to achieve the results you desire. But at the end of the day, the lighting designer has to be practical 
enough to work with what they have available to them, and to use the equipment creatively so that the 
audience aren’t aware of the limitations you may have been working under. 

• Can you describe the lighting design for one of your most recent productions?

“The Patriot Game” for the Lyric Drama Studio, in the Lyric’s Naughton Studio.

This was a play featuring quite stylised writing, and set within a “traverse” acting area. This means that the 
actors were in the centre of the studio, with the audience facing them on opposite sides. In this set-up, the 
ideas of “frontlight”, “sidelight” and “backlight” all become meaningless – the frontlight for one half of the 
audience is the other half’s backlight. In essence, the lighting design had to become “symmetrical” in order 
for the whole audience to see the show in the same way, wherever they were sat. And as the audience were 
sitting close to the edges on both sides of the performance area, it also became important to ensure that the 
light hitting the actors didn’t carry on and hit the audience as well. 

Toplight became important (effectively replacing backlight), and filled in with low side lights which were 
focused precisely to avoid hitting the audience on the other side. Traditional frontlight was repeated on both 
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sides of the performance area, rigged in carefully calculated positions to ensure that the audience remained 
unlit.

Colour was also important – or rather, the careful and controlled use of it. Most of the show was lit with quite 
stark colours, close to white with perhaps a slight shift towards a cool blueness. As the play went on, the 
colours became richer, more saturated (but still mostly within the blue palette), but also darker as the mood 
intensified, until the very end when the show literally came crashing to the climax and we snapped back to 
the opening starkness, and which made you realise how much the lighting had changed, even if you hadn’t 
been aware it had been happening.
• What has been your favourite show to light and why?

Two shows spring to mind, both for the same company – “Cabaret” and “The 39 Steps”. Both shows were very 
physical and technically ambitious, pushing every department – including the actors – to the limits of their 
abilities. They were both challenging and exhausting, but with plenty of room for creativity and fun. In fact, 
that’s one of the reasons I enjoyed both of them so much – despite the months of planning, the hard work, 
the long hours and the constant pressure of the schedule, there was always time to have a laugh and enjoy 
what we were doing. I think we all knew that we were working on shows that were going to be good, and this 
helped push everyone on towards the final goal – the best shows we could possibly produce. I think a good, 
healthy challenge will bring out the best in anyone, if they care enough.

• How do you use colour to create the mood and feeling?

Colour is very important to every show, and although I have my favourite gels that I tend to use over and 
over again, I still like to experiment and introduce at least one new colour in every show. The colour you use 
in a show is dictated by a number of factors – the colours used in the set, the colours in the costumes, as 
well as the colour and skin tones of the actors. The setting of the play will also dictate your choice of colour: 
perhaps the play is set in the morning – in which case the sunlight might be cold and grey. Perhaps it takes 
place on a sunny summer afternoon – in which case the sunlight would contain a strong hint of warm yellow. 
Perhaps the play is set at night – the cold blue of moonlight, or the urban sodium of a streetlight? Perhaps 
the scene takes place at night, but indoors – in which case you’d expect the warm glow of tungsten amber.

Colour – and the intensity of the lantern itself – can also be used to create the mood of the show. For a 
comedy you’re trying to create a “bright” mood. For a tragedy you’re trying to create a “dark” mood. Some 
shows can start funny and slowly head towards a darker ending. In these cases it doesn’t necessarily mean 
that the lighting should be either bright or dark, but rather that the tone of the lighting should reflect the 
mood of the scene, and of the actors’ performances. 

• How do you ensure the lighting expresses meaning and have impact on an audience?

Most of the time, an audience member won’t notice the lighting. All that hard work, and they don’t even 
realise it’s there. And for many shows that’s actually a good thing – it means that the audience “believed” 
in your work, that they recognised the truthfulness of your lighting (even if it is only a theatrical truth, a 
simulacrum of reality). It means that your lighting succeeded – that it looked realistic, or helped to express 
the mood of the play.

Of course, there are other times when your lighting WILL be noticed, when it can have a more immediate 
effect on an audience, such as a musical or a panto. Most modern musicals expect all-singing, all-dancing 
lights to match the performers. It can provide an “energy” to the lighting, to match the energy of the show.

• Do you have to communicate with the director, set, costume or sound designer when producing your 
ideas?

All the time – and they have to communicate their ideas to you in return. Theatre is a collaborate process, 
and everyone has to be working together to produce a play where all the individual elements come together 
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to form a single cohesive whole. Whether that’s working with the sound designer to make sure that your 
flash of lightning is timed precisely with their roll of thunder, or with the choreographer to ensure that their 
dances are effectively lit, it’s an entirely collaborative process. Also, of all the various design elements on 
a show, it’s the lighting design that is the last to be physically realised, so it’s important to have regular 
communications with the director and the rest of the creative team, so that they all know what you are 
planning, and how you intend to achieve it.

• What advice would you offer a young lighting design student producing their first piece of work?

Just go for it! Try to produce something good and interesting and don’t worry about failing. I learned so 
much about lighting design at university because I was given the opportunity to fail. And I did fail – many 
times over. But being a student means that you have the opportunity to take risks and to treat each failure 
as a learning tool. I’m still learning with every design, even if it’s just “Well, I won’t try that again!”. So take 
every available chance that comes along to experiment and to see what works and what doesn’t. Every 
design is a learning curve, so do as many as you can.

James Mc Fetridge (Lighting Designer)
https://www.ald.org.uk/jamesmcfetridge

https://www.ald.org.uk/jamesmcfetridge

