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Chapter 1: Design Process 

 Machinal, published in 1928 by Sophie Treadwell, follows the story of a 

young woman who struggles to fit into the rigid, mechanized roles she is forced into 

in 1920s American society. Treadwell was inspired by the real-life case of Ruth 

Synder, who was convicted and executed for murdering her husband. This was the 

first recorded documentation of a womanôs execution in New York, and it was 

captured by a hidden camera strapped to a journalist's ankle. The play tracks nine 

moments in the young womanôs life, the last of which is her execution. The 

University of Maryland School of Theater, Dance, and Performance Studies, 

produced this play in the Ina and Jack Kay Theatre, directed by Brian MacDevitt. 

This thesis documents my contribution as the scenic designer for the production.  

 

Design Meeting 

The first meeting of the creative team for Machinal took place in February of 

2020. At this meeting, the creative team sat down and read the script aloud to 

understand its meaning better. I was very excited to begin this process, to get our new 

creative team in the room for the first time. The opportunity to sit in a room with my 

collaborators speaking aloud the lines of the script was a great way to begin our 

collaboration and to discuss initial ideas about the design. Following the readthrough, 

the Director shared his initial thoughts for the production. He wanted to focus on 

Expressionism, an artistic style that focused on subjective emotions and responses 

rather than reality. MacDevitt wanted to explore high contrasts of light and dark to 

create an oppressive environment by compressing the space with harsh light and 
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shadows, with rare moments of light and beauty. The design team also wanted to 

explore high stakes, high contrasts, and human behavior in its most cruel and sublime 

instances. I wanted to explore ways of taking advantage of the simple repetitive 

language prominent in the script. By incorporating repetition into the design, we 

could create a face-paced world where the young woman seems stationary to illustrate 

the high contrasts MacDevitt was looking for in the final design.  

At our subsequent design meeting, the designers dove deeper into research in 

order to learn more about how Expressionism could bring the heightened contrast to 

the design for the play. At this point, we discussed a few more ideas, including the 

soul-crushing machines and modern antiseptic technology, the prominent role of 

tortuous repetitive language, and the clash of nature and machine.  We felt it was vital 

to portray the distorted perspective of her world view. Her unique perspectives 

inspired a discussion of intimidating architecture that is masculine, sharp, cold, 

oppressive, and cynical.  

I felt that this play described a world of unrelenting chaos. The audience needs 

to connect with this woman who tries to endure social pressure, forcing her to become 

a carbon copy of what is deemed acceptable. The pressure to conform to society's 

ideal version of a young woman is ultimately detrimental to her mental and physical 

well-being.  In a harsh world that is so overbearing and conforming, there is no room 

for individuality. I really wanted to support the idea that the young woman is trying to 

survive in a chaotic world run by men. I began to gravitate towards the immense 

world of the metropolis, that when employed by the design, would make the young 
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woman appear small. Repetition on an overwhelming scale could create chaos in a 

controlled way, effectively diminishing the young womanôs presence.  

The entire creative team was in agreement; we wanted to consistently view the 

world through the young womanôs eyes. We wanted to ensure that a primary design 

goal was to establish the young womanôs connection to the audience as a driving 

force. We felt that losing connection to the young woman would mean losing 

connection to the story itself. We wanted to create a world that feels endless and 

inescapable and one that provides an opportunity for the young woman to escape it. I 

was delighted by the collaborative direction the team was taking. 

 

Research Meeting 

I identified three research avenues: German Expressionism, Art Deco 

Metropolis, and twisting corridors with repetitive designs. I also chose to look at 

locations identified in the play: examples of office spaces, hotels, courtrooms, and 

prisons (Figures 9-11). I focused on finding historic images that would also 

underscore the overall emotional qualities of the script. Early in the process, I became 

interested in what elements of Art Deco and Expressionism could be used to create a 

machine-like, oppressive metropolis. A combination of geometric architecture and 

dramatic lighting could provide a powerful design opportunity. For me, as a set 

designer this was an exhilarating prospect. 

I began researching German Expressionism because this artistic movement 

typically includes many sharp, angled, simple shapes with high contrasts of lights are 

darks (Figure 3). This design style could enhance the frightening world that the 
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young woman is experiencing by creating dark, towering shapes that can have 

dramatic lighting; that would create a space that appears bizarre and monstrous. This 

would parallel the costume designer's vision that utilized grotesque masks and 

oversized clothing.  

The lighting designer, Jacob Hughes, was interested in using lighting 

techniques common in film noir, which would complement the German 

Expressionism and the grey-scale images I was interested in pursuing. Hughes wanted 

to create a look of chiaroscuro, an effect of contrasted light and shadow created by 

light falling unevenly or from a particular direction (Figures 4 and 6).  

           I then moved to research art deco-style buildings, a popular architectural style 

in the 1920s and 1930s, characterized by its geometric and stepped design. This 

research avenue originated in my desire to create a metropolis-like environment that 

could feel simultaneously interior and exterior (Figures 5-6). These buildingsô sleek 

geometric shapes created a machine-like metropolitan environment where I imagined 

the young woman lived and worked. Additionally, many of these buildings include a 

repetition of geometric elements and forms, which supports and mirrors the repetition 

of scripted speech and sound used in the play.  

         Additionally, I researched twisting corridors and artistic works that feature 

repetitive design elements to support and reinforce the feelings of anxiety and panic 

the young woman experiences in the play (Figures 3-4). The Director expressed a 

desire to have a single gesture for the scenic design, which could then be transformed 

by lighting and projections. I found this to be one of the more difficult challenges in 

the design process; that is to devise an oppressive world that would also serve the 
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literal needs of the play: as an office, a home, a hotel, a maternity ward, a bar, a 

manôs house, a living room, a courtroom, and a prison.  

           Finally, I began to search for images that supported the overall emotional 

quality of the play. The young woman feels trapped throughout each step of her life 

and is desperate to escape. I looked into artworks depicting women who feel trapped, 

faceless, and caged (Figure 2). These images were vital to me because we were 

interested in expressing her anxiety and isolation in the world. This is a time when 

women were barely beginning to find their place in society. She is constantly told to 

buck up and shake it off: ñthat is just how the world works.ò  This notion is 

something that women are still battling today. These anxiety and isolation images can 

be used to express how a woman feels in the patriarchal world of 1920ôs America. 

These ñemotionalò images are those I kept in mind throughout the design process: 

ensuring that the design could encompass the initial emotional response I 

experienced.  

          These three research avenues informed my approach to the design. They 

captured how I wanted to depict the storyôs essence while simultaneously breathing 

life into the show. In particular, the research into architecture. The buildingsô 

overwhelming size and sleek design of a modern metropolis really stood out as a path 

I could go down. I felt that the massive scale of these buildings could illustrate how 

the young woman is feeling internally. All of these photographs and artworks 

informed my approach to the design (Figures 1-11).  

After gathering my initial research images, I presented them to the Director 

and the creative team. The images with the best responses were: the first picture in 
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Figure 7, which captured the restraining feeling, the last picture in Figure 6, which 

captured a metropolis that felt both like an exterior of a building, and a lobby, and the 

sharp contrast of the images in Figure 5. These responses began to inform my next 

steps into creating the design by incorporating what aspects of these images the 

Director was interested in seeing into my initial sketches.   
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Research Plates: 

 

Figure 1 

 

Figure 2 
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Figure 3 

 

Figure 4 
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Figure 5 

 

Figure 6 
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Figure 7 

 

Figure 8 
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Figure 9 

 

Figure 10 
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Figure 11 

Developing the Design 

After our research meeting, I began fleshing out ideas by doing some quick 

loose sketches (Figures 12-46). This part of the process allowed me to formulate 

ideas in relation to the space quickly. I developed these sketches from much of the 

research I had presented and the Directorôs responses to them. I started by creating a 

canyon-like environment with rows of tall, tiered buildings with a shape similar to the 

image in Figure 6, which I felt captured the period and the metropolis of 1920ôs 

America. The Director responded positively to this broad-scaled gesture. From there, 

I began working with ideas to compress the space with overhead flying units (Figures 

15,16,26,30) that would trap the actors in the space; I also sketched skeletal ideas for 

each scene location. The canyon-like nature of a city (Figure 5) was a common theme 

through many of my initial sketches, which provided a great contrast to the scale of 
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an individual woman. The Director responded well to the space, believing it could 

repeat and feel endless. 

 From these sketches, I began to build a white model (Figures 47-50). 

Initially, I worked towards a concept of art deco towers that would track onstage and 

provide options to adapt the towers for each scene. This idea was of interest to me 

because it offered many opportunities to condense the space with tracking elements 

that work well with the Art Deco style of architecture. I presented this initial idea to 

the Director with a preliminary white model, which he rejected. He felt that it was too 

set in the Art Deco period and began to feel more like a musical rather than a play. He 

wanted to move further away from the showôs period setting, using a more abstract 

approach that would appear more timeless and appeal to a contemporary audience. 

The Director and I sat down with the preliminary white model and moved the units 

around until we felt we found a space Machinal can exist within. 

The idea of imposing large-scale towers was still of interest to the Director, 

although he was more interested in a streamlined, simpler version of the approach, 

similar to the style of Edward Gordon Craigôs stage designs. Edward Gordon Craig, 

an early 20th-century stage designer, utilized a large number of monoliths in varied 

heights that moved in several directions, suggesting a more abstract idea of a 

metropolis. This was where my inspiration for the next stages of my design began. 

There were two images of Craigôs scenic designs that we were drawn to (Figures 51-

52). These became the driving inspiration for the subsequent renderings and designs 

of the show. I started creating pillars placed diagonally upstage, each pillar shrinking 

in size further upstage to create an endless canyon feeling (Figures 24-46). I began 
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entertaining the ideas of the towerôs movement: the desire to have them fly out and 

not feel stuck on the ground for the entire show, or to possibly rotate or even tip, to 

enforce the pressure and collapse of the young woman's world. These pillars also 

compressed the world and made a ñtrappingò feeling from above by having smaller 

pillars as lighting elements suspended above the stage (Figure 53). The Director 

embraced this idea. From here, we began discussing the materials these pillars would 

be made out of in response to the Directorôs inclination for the scenic design to feel 

timeless, oppressive, and constricting.  

           The materials that embraced the harsh world were concrete, muslin, rough 

rope, and steel (Figure 54). A nearly reflective black floor encouraged the feeling of 

vulnerability, a world of cold efficiency that renders emotions useless. These 

materials felt universal and restricting, which would be in direct contrast with a soft, 

loose fabric giving a feeling of release. During the rare moments when the young 

woman felt free, a white fabric would overtake the restrictive world and change the 

designôs entire emotion. This fabricôs asymmetrical fluid motion provided a beautiful 

contrast to the scenic designôs long sharp lines. The design lives in this dark, harsh 

world until a beautiful soft element completely contrasts the world and provides a 

much-needed breath of fresh air for the young woman. Ann Hamiltonôs, The Event of 

a Thread, (Figure 61) installation inspired this fabric-oriented scene change. The 

dramatic movement of white fabric gave a significant contrast to the compressed 

battleship grey world the young woman lives within.  

I began working through this design, developing each scene, until the Director 

and I began to feel stuck; the world felt stagnant and too much like an overly 
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designed space. We thought that the space didnôt connect to the characters well but 

instead became a backdrop and was not providing ample opportunities for the lighting 

and projections designer to adapt the space to each scene location. 

We went back to the drawing board with the original research plates and first 

impressions of the play. This led me down a different path looking at more research 

images that I thought would fit the space. Much of my earlier research and designs 

focused on exterior places, which I believe was causing a disconnect to a 

claustrophobic, anxiety-building space that could represent the young womanôs 

journey. I reconsidered what could ñgroundò the design more effectively. Rather than 

embracing the more ñexteriorò metropolis, I started to explore a modern ñinteriorò 

style of setting. The new research images began to focus more on the intolerable 

repetition of office spaces (Figures 55-60). The thought of cubical-filled offices with 

grey fabric-covered walls provoked feelings of confinement and directly related to the 

young womanôs panic attacks that began the show. Designing a space that feels 

endless and inescapable can be accomplished by repeating the same patterns on the 

floor and the ceiling. Offices naturally have repetitive patterns in the architecture and 

feel sterile and emotionless. These spaces also provided an excellent opportunity to 

utilize fluorescent lighting and trusses to compress the space (Figure 55, 60).     

       The Director embraced the idea of a boxed office space with harsh fluorescent 

lighting. I was intent on carrying over the canyon-like feeling of the setting by 

manipulating the scale of the walls and the fluorescent fixtures. One crucial aspect of 

the setting that we wanted to maintain was the actorôs ability to manipulate the set by 

moving the walls and rolling fluorescent units. Sticking to the battleship grey that 
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many offices utilized, the monochromatic design intensified the young womanôs 

inescapable environment. The paneling imitates how some offices have temporary 

walls which shift quickly to different locations, and the manipulation of props can 

easily portray each scene location. I quickly worked through this idea, creating a 

rough preliminary model (Figure 62-63) for the Director to visualize how this new 

design would interact with the theatre. I then worked through photoshop renderings to 

develop each scene (Figure 64-75).  
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Figure 55 
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Figure 61 
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Figure 63 
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Figure 69 

 

Figure 70 
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Figure 71 

 

Figure 72 
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Figure 73 

 

Figure 74 
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Figure 75 

Final Design 

In the final phase of the design, I was able to create a set that embodied the 

overwhelming feeling of a mechanical, imposing world that the young woman 

experiences, with harsh lighting and massive walls that surround the space. The 

design took advantage of contrasts of light and dark, with a few moments of 

unvarnished beauty, because of the addition of the natural fabric element in this dark, 

regimented world. The set was an easily adapted space featuring utilitarian props that 

created an emotionless, machine-like environment that existed in stark contrast to the 

frail young woman who struggled to conform to society's norm. The design also 

exploited repetition in the elements of paneling, overhead truss, and fluorescent 

fixtures that could shift to make the space more compressed and harsh.  
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This repetition of design elements provided many opportunities for the 

lighting designer and projection designer to enhance the nightmarish quality of the 

expansive, impersonal world. The lighting truss could be used to make dramatic 

shadows, and the walls were a valuable surface for projections. Until the young 

woman can finally break through the walls in the final scene and escape from the 

prison, she had endured. I was excited to see how this idea worked in visual space and 

came to life.  I built a İò scale model to convey the design and visualize it within the 

space (Figures 76-86). 

 

  

Figure 76 
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Figure 77 
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Figure 83 
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Figure 85 

 

Figure 86 
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Chapter 2: Supporting Materials 

The Drafting 

 The next step in the design process was to create a technical drafting packet of 

the design elements. The drafting packet is submitted to the technical director, scenic 

artist, and properties master. Once submitted to the shops, the cost-out process began. 

There was a budget of $8,000 for the scenery. Initially, my design was estimated at 

just under $15,000. Significant parts of this budget were allocated to the fabric that I 

had specified for the moments of escape and the subway walls that were intended to 

crush the space in the prologue. The design required cuts to the downstage hard 

header and tracking walls to get the show under budget. These cut units were 

modified to soft masking, which was in the theatreôs stock. To bring the cost down 

further, I found fabric with similar movement to our original idea, which was much 

less expensive.  

 An additional step we took to aid in meeting the budget demands was to move 

some money from the properties budget to the scenery budget. We were able to 

accomplish this because we intended to use utilitarian propsðmany of these items we 

already had in stock, which reduced our costs and resulted in significant savings. I 

modified the drafting packet according to these edits. The final drafting packet is 

included below (Figures 87-95). 
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Figure 87 

 

Figure 88 
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Figure 89 

 

Figure 90 
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Figure 91 
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Figure 93 
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Figure 95 
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Paint Elevations 

After working through the drafting packet and the unit piece list, I began 

photoshopping paint elevations (Figures 98-104) of each unit to convey to the scenic 

artist. These paint elevations are used to communicate the paint texture and color to 

the Scenic Charge, Ann Chismar. I included specific examples of the textures that I 

drew inspiration from to assist in the communication of paint texture.  

 

 

Figure 96 
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Figure 98 
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Figure 99 

 

Figure 100 














































