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WRAPPED 

My first production designed at The University of Texas at Austin (UT) was the 

dance piece Wrapped.  It was part of the David Mark Cohen New Works Festival and 

performed in the Oscar Brockett Theater in April of 2005.  I designed and built the 

structure, choreographed, directed as well as performed in the piece.   

The concept was to capture movement through space by integrating the human 

body with an architectural form.  My intent was to capture the motions of the dancer’s 

body by interfacing the body with the stretched fabric.  As the body changed position, the 

tension between the two elements (body and fabric) created an image that was a synthesis 

of the both elements.  The piece began with the architectural object separate from the 

human form.  Next, the dancers engaged with its skin as seen in Image 1.  As the 

performance progressed, the structure was unveiled and the object became a device to 

allow the extension of the human body as seen in Image 2. 
 

           

Image 1:  Wrapped production photo          Image 2:  Wrapped production photo 
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I designed and built the galvanized steel pipe structure wrapped in semi-sheer 

stretch white fabric.  The fabric was connected to the structure with carabiners that 

allowed the dancers to undress and distort the fabric on the structure. The piece 

progressed as the dancers unveiled the cube and it became about the human figure 

becoming one with the architectural structure.  I was influenced by the work of other 

choreographers, Diavolo and Elizabeth Streb, who work with the interaction between 

dancers and architectural objects by allowing the choreography to develop from having 

the dancers train on the structure.  Following this model, I worked at encouraging 

collaboration among the dancers.   We began with individual movement phrases, laced 

them together in a process of building, and finally assembled the shape of the entire 

dance piece.   

My goal was for the audience to receive the work as a series of visual snapshots 

or images distilled from the fluid motion of bodies interacting with the structure and 

fabric.  One audience member said she is not one who enjoys going to dance 

performances, but this did not feel like she was watching dance.  She felt like she was 

“watching different relations to gravity and a slideshow of images”.   

There were parts of the process that were less than successful for me. I did not 

collaborate with my lighting designer until the week before the show.  I thought we were 

clear in our understanding of the ‘look’ of the piece but in the tech rehearsal there was a 

great disparity between our visions.  This was a clear example of how ongoing 

communication between all members of the collaborative team is of great importance.   

Further, I had assumed too many artistic and production roles and was not able to see the 

holes in my process until it was too late.  I learned how valuable collaboration is when it 

was present, like with the dancers, and how important it is to make sure the design team 
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is in communication from the beginning.  Most importantly, I learned the importance of 

delegation. 

That same semester, I was involved with a video installation class with Professor 

Samantha Krukowski in the Radio, Television and Film.  Lightswitch was a semester 

long investigation of large-scale video installations and their connection to architectural 

surfaces. There were 17 students involved in installations throughout the 

Communications Courtyard Plaza that began at sunset and lasted until midnight on May 

7, 2005.  I was assigned the College of Communications building on the north side of the 

courtyard.  This building’s office windows were 8 feet high by 8 feet wide.  I raised the 

mini blinds in the four assigned offices and hung white shower curtains on the blinds 

against the windows.  I used a rear screen projector to project 15 photographs that 

repeated on a loop. The images were taken from photo sessions of the dancers as they 

engaged with the structure during my production of Wrapped.  The slideshow of images 

(Image 4) were organized so that the dancer appeared as if she was pushing against the 

projection surface (Image 3).  It was exciting to have the dance performance, Wrapped, 

continue to evolve and take form in a video installation for Lightswitch.  
 

           

Image 3:  Video Installation      Image 4:  Slideshow example 
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FLESH AND THE DESERT 

The world premiere of Flesh and the Desert, written by Carson Kreitzer, was 

performed in the Oscar Brockett Theater in October of 2005.  Robi Polgar directed the 

new work, Laurel Brock designed the costumes, and the lighting was designed by Megan 

Reilly.  Flesh and the Desert was my first realized set design for theatre.   

The quote from the play “The skin takes your mind off the skim” was the initial 

inspiration for the design.  My intent was to communicate the notion that what is ‘real’ 

lies beneath the surface of things.  Flesh and the Desert is a collection of stories about the 

people and events that lie behind the facade of Las Vegas.  The play takes place both 

onstage and backstage in a Casino, in a living room, and on a mattress in the desert.  This 

play also offers the spectacle of an atomic bomb explosion.  

 

 

                

Image 5:  Flesh and the Desert model photo        Image 6: Flesh and the Desert rendering 
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Image 7:  Flesh and the Desert photo   Image 8: Flesh and the Desert photo 

 

To accommodate all the locations called for in the script, I created a decaying 

desert graveyard of corroded Las Vegas signs.  Time has passed and the sand has blown 

up against the back of the scaffolding of a retired and abandoned casino sign.  Viewing 

the back of the sign in the middle of a lonely and neglected desert helped convey that Las 

Vegas is not always the glitter we perceive.  I chose to sparsely inhabit the set with a 

realistic well-worn recliner covered in a 1970’s plaid Sears herculon (medium weight 

upholstry fabric), a row of 1940’s burgundy velvet movie seats, and a discarded stained 

mattress.  All accessible playing areas are for the real characters that reveal their lives and 

problems. The ramp that divides the set serves as both a rise in the desert and as a runway 

for the showgirls.  Thus the desert is transformed from an external setting into the center 

stage of a casino cabaret (Image 6).  Another element of the setting that goes through a 

transformation is the Las Vegas sign that hangs behind the central scaffolding.  When lit 

from behind it becomes a sunset at the end of the play (Image 8).  

 This was my first multilevel set and again I learned the lesson of clear 

communication.  It is important for the director and the designer to agree on how the 

levels of the set will integrate with the action of the production or these levels will not be 
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utilized.  In the case of this production, the various levels of the set were not explored.  

The possibilities of 9 entrances and exits offered the opportunity for overlapping 

monologues simultaneously staged with the entrances of showgirls.  These possibilities 

were never explored.  In fact every entrance and appearance was treated as if it existed in 

the same time frame as the central action being enacted on the stage.  Thus the option 

afforded by the differing levels that would have allowed characters living in different 

time frames to exist simultaneously on stage was never exercised.  As a result the play 

was very static.  I learned again that I need to communicate early and often with my 

design team, especially the director.  Flesh and the Desert was a great experience to 

understand how the realized set integrates with the architecture of the theater.  I was able 

to understand how audience members view the interaction between the actors with the 

set. 
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THE CASSIDY KIDS 

During the summer of 2005 I worked as the Art Director and Property Master for 

the feature film The Cassidy Kids, produced by Burnt Orange Productions the 

commercial producing wing of The University of Texas Film Institute and the 

Department of Radio, Television, and Film.  Bryan Poyser wrote the screenplay, Jacob 

Vaughan was the director and PJ Raval was the cinematographer.   

Our scenic approach for the 1982 children’s television show was to create a 

stereotypical beautiful backyard tree house next to the garage (Image 9 and 10).  By 

watching children’s television we were able to understand and reproduce the aesthetic of 

the television genre from the eighties. 

 

                            

Image 9:  The Cassidy Kids Studio Photo     Image 10: The Cassidy Kids Studio Photo 

 

In assisting the set designer with the construction and scenic painting I learned a 

great deal about film design.  Among other things, I discovered that designing sets for 

film involves accounting for the camera angle.  Walls need to fly out (sometimes all four 

must be removable).  Architectural objects are not necessarily in correct human scale but 

are altered to fit the camera screen.  My methodology for both designing and working in 
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film was completely different than the one I am used to working with in the theatre.  

Collaboration in film production exists more within the individual departments and 

designers need to be more flexible when all teams come together.  I found this to be 

different than the normal relationship in theatre where the creative team collaboratively 

makes cohesive decisions at the beginning of the process.  I enjoyed the fast pace 

decision-making on the set and have carried some of that spontaneity over to my theatre 

design.  I benefit from how close film is to architecture and the amount of detail that 

shows up in film.  Designing for film is the comprehension of the character’s aesthetic 

and creating spaces that appear ‘lived in’ by that character.   The Cassidy Kids is the 

project that introduced me to the world of film and consequently I believe that I have 

found where I wish to focus my design career.    
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IRIS MOON 

 Iskra Valtcheva wrote and directed her thesis short film, Iris Moon, for the Radio, 

Television, and Film department at The University of Texas at Austin in December 2005.  

My position on the short film was the Production Designer.  Kim Ngo was the Costume 

Designer and the Cinematographer was Naiti Gamez.   

Iris Moon is a magical fairy tale about a young girl named Iris Moon and her 

grandmother Maka, who have a dark secret.  One clandestine fact has the power to 

destroy one of them and liberate the other.  The Director’s Bulgarian heritage provided 

me with a strong vision of the shack she wanted in her film. We had to construct an old 

frail European shack that could be transported to the location, stand on its own, and have 

fly away walls.  With very little time and resources, I was responsible for gathering the 

materials and organizing the shack construction.  I chose to use weathered fencing 

material for the walls and distressed sheets of cardboard for the roof  (Image 14).   

A central feature of the script was that the characters weave their own fabrics.  It 

was very important to the director that we include the natural colors and fibrous materials 

into the set and props.  The sheets, posts, clothespins, and rope on the clothesline all 

embodied the faded natural hues.  Shooting this film in the winter complimented the grey 

sky and dead grass that echoed the designed color palette and textures (Image 11).  The 

costume choices by Kim Ngo were also reflected in this fiber world.  The primitive 

natural storytelling environment lent credibility to the use of cardboard cutouts for 

shadow puppets lit naturally by flames from a fire (Image 12).  The strong visual concept 

of this production is carried out in every fiber of its design and the result is a beautiful 

picture.   
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Image 11:  Iris Moon Production Photo       Image 12:  Iris Moon Production Photo 

    

Image 13:  Iris Moon Production Photo             Image 14:  Iris Moon Production Photo 
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MARAT SADE 

My set design for The Persecution and Assassination of Jean-Paul Marat As 

Performed by the Inmates of the Asylum of Charenton Under the Direction of The 

Marquis de Sade by Peter Weiss was the culminating experience of my design training at 

the University of Texas at Austin.  The play was performed in February of 2007 in the 

Oscar Brockett Theatre.  Kent DeSpain directed the production.  Candida Nichols was the 

Costume Designer and Autum Casey was the Lighting Designer.  

The collaborative process with the design team and director was not always easy 

but we communicated thoroughly and developed a unified concept.  The director wanted 

the inmates to incorporate Butoh movement along with their insanities.  Butoh is an avant 

guarde performance art that originated in Japan in the 1960’s in response to the country’s 

transition from the destruction of World War II.  This movement was a form of 

expression that allowed the body to speak for itself through unconscious improvised 

movement.  The relevance of Butoh in this production was the unification of the 

oppressed.  The production is located in the bathhouse of the asylum and has not been 

cared for many years. This collaborative choice established the aesthetic of the 

production.  The inmates have built their stage and props using only the resources to be 

found in their asylum such as doors, bed frames, silverware, and bedpans.  The set was 

then encased in a metal cage representing the confines of the asylum. The muted color of 

the set provided a canvas for the dingy costumes, as the costumes reflected the rusted 

dripping elements of the set.  The lighting was the marriage of those two worlds.   

 My process started by researching asylums that have been abandoned for many 

years.  These powerful images of age and decay provided the palette for the world of this 

play.  I wanted the aggregation of layers of filth, neglect, and cruelty to influence the 
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architecture but not be too overpowering.  Decrepit peeling painted walls and scratched 

tiles revealing an underlay of rust emphasized that a significant amount of time has 

passed.  Everything metal on the set such as the cage, drain, and locks on doors were all 

rusted to indicate negligence and lack of care.  The cage clearly illustrated a divide 

between the performers and the spectators.   It was our intention to have the roles of 

inmate and audience member switch during certain moments in the play. The cross on the 

cage doors was a particularly important detail and came directly from research of a 

prison.   I felt that it grounded the set and made it a real place.  The bathtub sitting on its 

water stained platform was the element that gave a foundation to the world of the 

bathhouse in the asylum.  The director wanted Jean-Paul Marat and Marquis de Sade to 

be level with the sight of the audience.  One platform had Marat sitting in the bathtub and 

the other platform was scarred to look like a bathtub had been removed with Sade seated 

in a modified wheelchair.  The back wall itself stands out as a record of time, filth, and 

neglect.  The radiator pipes, plumbing pipe that ascend to the grid and the fire alarm are 

all architectural details that gave authenticity to the space.    Every detail present is 

designed to reinforce the ‘realness’ of the architecture (Image 15). 

 All the characters in the play are unified by being completely coated in chalky 

white body paint inspired by the Butoh movement. The choice of white makeup along 

with the white costumes made the color selection of the scenery in the same color world 

as the costumes but also created a background for them.  I chose the muted green blue 

color for the floor and back wall to create a subdued unification of the costumes and the 

set.  A majority of white body makeup rubbed off on the set during production, which 

reinforced this union (Image 16).  

My asylum research showed all the doors having very small openings, which 

meant that each inmate had very little human connection to the outside world.  I worked 
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with the lighting designer to utilize the openings on the constructed door stage by 

enhancing them with light.  The result of this lighting effect was not only dramatic but at 

times the actors were illuminated in such a way that created a real sense of the surreal 

(Image 17 and 18).   The production of Marat Sade was my first experience where the 

collective working of the design team and careful communication with the director 

produced a united vision for the production. The result was that we as a group achieved a 

cohesive and picturesque world. 

              

Image 15:  Marat Sade Production Photo       Image 16:  Marat Sade Production Photo 

                

Image 17:  Marat Sade Production Photo       Image 18:  Marat Sade Production Photo 
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PORTRAIT 

Portrait, a design and dance installation in which dancers are suspended from the 

ceiling of the B. Iden Payne Theatre explores the back wall as though it were a floor.  

This performance was part of The University Co-op presents the Cohen New Works 

Festival in April of 2007.  I was the co-creator and designer of this piece in collaboration 

with Andee Scott, the Choreographer, Megan Reilly, the Lighting Designer and Jan 

McCauley, the Costume Designer.  

Portrait started one year earlier as an assignment in my Scene Design II class 

with Professor Richard Isackes and Scott Kanoff.  The concept for Portrait began by 

taking everyday routine movements such as walking, sitting and running, and shifting the 

placement of the elements onto a vertical wall, treating the wall as the floor. The goal of 

the project was to see movement in a 3-diminsional view that gives the impression of 

defying gravity. 

De La Guarda, the vanguard group who altered the meaning of ‘dance’ by 

changing the audience’s perception of performance, was my inspiration for this 

production.  In their work, the stage is suspended in the air.  I wanted to design a 

performance that would inhabit new gravitational elements with the interaction between 

human body suspended and the surface in that it encounters.   

The dancers hang in rope harnesses, attached to trolleys.  The trolleys then glide 

along a track attached to a space frame truss suspended from the 32-foot high catwalk in 

the Payne Theatre.  The furniture is bolted to the plywood wall to visually change the 

audience’s perception from their seat in the theater.  The trolley track provided the 

dancers with the ability to walk on the wall or glide across the stage appearing suspended 

in space.  The vertically oriented set pieces also acted as hinge points for the dancers as 
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they hurled, somersaulted, floated, and casually sat in this “birds-eye view” performance 

area (Image 24).  

Portrait expands the margins of aerial dance in that we devised a system to walk 

and move in a straight horizontal line. Most aerial dance hangs from a fixed point and 

swings in a parabolic motion.  Not only did we push the boundaries of aerial dance but 

also we made each of the four sections in Portrait a unique interpretation of the 

architectural elements present.  

 

           

Image 19:  Table Production Photo      Image 20: Nightlite Production Photo  

 

             

Image 21:  Fairytale Production Photo            Image 22: After Fokine Production Photo 
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Image 23: After Fokine Production Photo 

 

Table is the only piece where the set is used in its conventional function as a table 

and chairs.  The performance begins in the morning with the dancers setting the table, 

reading the Austin Chronicle and drinking coffee.  The 3 dancers are living on the wall 

and introducing the audience to our world of unique gravity. Every item placed on the 

table, (silverware, tablecloth and flowers) immediately fell to the ground.  We 

intentionally repeated the action of setting the table and moved at a slower pace in the 

first piece for the audience to adjust their angle of viewing (Image 19).  

The second piece, Nightlite, was performed in complete darkness.  The dancers 

wore headlamps to illuminate their motion and to light each other.  Beams of light and 

intense sound were the only two elements present here.  The dancers used the bolted 

furniture as holding areas and pivot points.  Our vision for this piece was inspired by the 

images of “headlights on a highway” and “fireflies”. I enjoyed how the choreographer 

began the piece with very little light and by doing so increased the anticipation of the 

audience.  It was important to have stillness in moments of darkness.  We wanted to use 

the set in a very different way and not allow the audience to see what we were doing.  As 

the piece progressed, more visual information is revealed to us with the headlamp lights 
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illuminating the dancers’ bodies. The design team wanted to challenge the limitations of 

the set and structure.  The dancers used the set as holding areas in the dark before lighting 

each other.    The movement in this piece was probably the most complex because we 

were designing the beams of light and how they moved across the stage (Image 20).  

Next came a tree fairy and an old married couple in Fairytale.  Megan Reilly, the 

lighting designer constructed a tree during the course of this piece using an overhead 

projector with yellow light.  As Megan assembled the tree, the fairy appeared perched on 

the tree branch.  The movement was a literal interpretation from the song Three Wishes 

by Twink.  The tree fairy mouthed the words of the fairytale to the dancers dressed up as 

an old man and women about granting them three wishes (Image 21).  The old couple 

wished to smell the cheese three times.  By the audience’s response in laughter, they may 

have enjoyed this section the most.  This piece was our most whimsical attempt to break 

all the rules of ballet and modern dance by having a talking fairy and literal interpretation 

of movement to words in the song. 

Our finale dance, entitled After Fokine was an interpretation of the ballet Les 

Sylphides originally choreographed by Michel Fokine with music composed by Frederic 

Chopin.  Les Syphides was the first ballet that actually flew dancers by concealing all 

aiding devices in attempt to make the dancers appear weightless.  Thus its history 

provided the perfect counterpoint for our dancers whose harnesses and ropes were 

obviously exposed (Image 22).   

We discovered ballet movements that are typically easy on the floor are much 

harder sideways; however some movements that are difficult in ballet (such as petit 

allegro and grande leaps) were much easier to perform on the wall.  The effect of this 

piece was the appearance of weightless and slow motion movement (Image 23). 
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All of the utilitarian elements of the set when assembled made a cohesive design.  

The raw plywood wall and plain furniture integrated with the scaffolding on the side.  

Initially the stock plywood platforms from the rehearsals were to be painted; however 

after seeing the warm, crude texture of the unpainted surfaces, we decided to leave them 

in their unimproved condition.  This choice supported the overall aesthetic of the design.   

Between each one of the 4 dance sections, the performers made costume changes 

using the scaffolding that flanked both sides of the plywood wall.  During these intervals, 

there was lighting on the scaffolding as well as the audience.  Thus no effort was made to 

have all our transitions exposed-a choice that further supported our desire to make all 

devices of the performance apparent to the audience.  A further complication presented 

by the costume changes was that the dancers had to remain attached to their suspending 

ropes.  A practical consideration was turned to advantage in supporting the overall 

aesthetic.  Since each piece was short, this kind of exposure also helped the audience to 

stay with the rhythm of our show.   

Portrait is the dance and set installation I came to The University of Texas at 

Austin to design.  It took me 6 semesters to meet and connect with the right creators, 

understand the architecture needed for this kind of work, and know how to use all my 

resources throughout the department.  I truly feel that I have accomplished and gone 

beyond my goals and dreams for this program.  I learned that I grow tremendously from 

each project that I work on and I try to apply those lessons on the next new project.  I 

enjoy utilizing my knowledge from theatre and applying it to film and dance and vice 

versa.  The fast pace decision-making and detail oriented design skills that I have 

acquired from film are extremely useful in designing sets for theater.  All of my art, paint, 

model making and drafting skills from theater are great tools to aid me in designing for 

film and dance.  
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The beauty about design is that everyday I discover something new about myself 

in the work that I do.  I choreograph space for the body to move through and inhabit.  I 

enjoy the journey of exploration and the connection of the interdisciplinary arts.  I 

challenge myself to explore new territories by integrating movement through space in 

relationship with the human structure.  I believe in having very high expectations and 

pushing myself farther than I have ever dreamt of going.  My happiness depends on my 

work and my work reflects my desire.  Whether it is choosing a sheet for a bed, 

constructing an entire studio set, or walking on a wall, I am dedicated to designing every 

moment.  “I try not to dance better than anyone else, I only try to dance better than 

myself.”-Mikhail Baryshnikov 

 

 

 

Image 24:  Portrait Production Photo 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The vita has been removed from the reformatted version of this document. 
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