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The purpose of this thesis is to provide a record for the scenic design process for The 

Prom, a musical by Matthew Sklar, Chad Beguelin, and Bob Martin, produced at the 

University of Maryland ï College Park by the School of Theatre, Dance, and 

Performance Studies. 

This thesis contains documentation for the scenic design and production process for this 

performance. These documents serve as the foundation of this scenic design. Each 
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Chapter 1: Design Process 

Section 1.1 ï Summary of ñThe Promò 

 The Prom is a musical by Matthew Sklar, Chad Beguelin, and Bob Martin that tells 

the story of Emma Nolan. Emma is a queer high school student who has been banned from 

attending her high school prom. This ban was enacted by the local Parent Teacher 

Association after the townspeople learned of Emmaôs intention to bring a same-sex partner 

to the event. The story begins at the opening night party for Eleanor: The Eleanor Roosevelt 

Musical, a fictional performance starring Dee Dee Allen and Barry Glickman. During the 

party we are introduced to these two characters along with their friends, and fellow actors, 

Trent Oliver, and Angie Dickenson. These four characters are anxiously awaiting the 

opening night reviews. Once the reviews come in, they are devastated by the scathing press 

and social media posts. While agonizing over the reviews on twitter, these four actors 

stumble across trending news tweets about Emmaôs story. In a moment of pure narcissism, 

these actors devise a charity stunt around Emma in the hope of reestablishing their celebrity 

image. From there, they storm the fictional town of Edgewater, Indiana as celebrity 

activists, forcing themselves into Emmaôs life. Throughout the story these actors bombard 

the locals with grandiose and ill-received displays of pride and acceptance. At first, this 

causes embarrassment for the shy character of Emma. However, Emma and the Broadway 

actors begin to relate and take on each otherôs better qualities. Emma begins to come out 

of her shell, develop confidence, and unapologetically embrace herself. In contrast the 

Broadway actors begin to shed their layers of narcissism and become comfortable 

displaying their true selves. In doing so, they find surprising commonalities with the 
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townspeople of Edgewater. As this happens, the mentality of townspeople shifts. They 

begin to open their minds, become more connected to Emma, and grow to accept her queer 

identity. The story culminates in an all-inclusive prom. The Broadway actors have 

combined their financial resources to throw Emma a prom she will never forget. With the 

help of the newly open-minded locals, they created an event that welcomes students from 

all regions to join in celebration. The final moment combines messages of Emmaôs 

steadfast individuality and the confident flair of the Broadway actors to build a prom for 

everyone. 
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Section 1.2 ï Team Concept Meeting 

During our first design meeting, the creative team including: Director, Nathaniel 

Claridad; Costume Designer, Bailey Hammett; Lighting Designer, Christian D. 

Henrriquez; Projection Designer, Jerran Kowalski; and I, as the Scenic Designer, met to 

discuss the initial reactions we had to the story. As a majority queer identifying creative 

team, we had an instant connection to Emma Nolanôs character. As our team discussed the 

story, we felt an importance to make her character and story feel truthful and relatable for 

audience members. Emma faces countless moments of discrimination and harassment from 

her parents, former friends, classmates, and community members. There are several 

moments in the story where Emma talks about losing her closest friends and family 

members after she revealed her queer identity. Many individuals within the LGBTQ+ 

community share experiences which are similar to Emmaôs story. Because of this, our team 

felt a strong responsibility to keep this story grounded. We wanted to tell a story that 

audiences were engaged in, without letting the musicalôs light-hearted tone and whimsy 

diminish the message of acceptance.  

In direct contrast to the character of Emma, we have the story of four over-the-top 

Broadway actors. When discussing Dee Dee, Barry, Trent, and Angie, our team identified 

two challenges that these characters present to the focus of events. The first challenge is 

that the Broadway actors embody the whimsical, over-the-top musical theatre personages 

that risked overshadowing Emma. Since our primary goal was to keep Emmaôs story 

grounded, we knew we would have to use these four outrageous characters as a 

juxtaposition to her. The second challenge is that the opening scene of The Prom focuses 

solely on these four Broadway actors. There are ten to fifteen minutes of performance 
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before the audience is introduced to Emma. In response to this, our team decided to use 

this as an opportunity to highlight how outrageous these characters are. For the first portion 

of the scene, we wanted audiences to be captivated by the scale, glamor, and extravagance 

of these characters. Then by the end of the scene, we hoped that audiences would 

understand how much of an exhausting facade these four Broadway actors were putting 

on. 

Once our team identified the dynamic between these opposing worlds, we were 

able to establish the emotional narrative and goals of our production. Our primary focus 

was on the character of Emma by crafting a realistic world for her to be grounded in. In 

turn, we wanted to use the world of the Broadway actors as contrasting elements that invade 

Emmaôs world, creating a push and pull between the two. By the time we get to the finale, 

the worlds would collide in a prom that showcased Emmaôs coming of age in a newly 

accepting and vibrant world. 

Shortly after the meeting, I had a clear idea for the research and overall design 

approach. The book for The Prom does not set explicit guidelines for the use of the space, 

however events in Emmaôs high school often serve as the central conflict in the story. 

Because of this, I knew that I wanted to use Emmaôs high school as my focal point and 

create a unit set that other scenes could be built around. By nature of the opening sequence, 

we would have to start the story with this extravagance of New York City. After that, 

however, we could wipe away this facade and reveal a more realistic and fleshed-out 

location for Emmaôs high school. This level of realism would then serve as the core of the 

design, while allowing for moments of contrast and flair whenever the Broadway actors 

interjected.   
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Section 1.3 ï Scenic Research and Imagery 

 The next phase of the design process was research. In this phase I began to compile 

imagery that best supported the concepts established in our first meeting. The focus of this 

research was to establish the visual elements for Emmaôs world, the world of the Broadway 

actors, the finale prom, along with some general imagery for other locations in the story. 

 When looking at inspiration for Emmaôs world, I wanted to establish the feeling of 

the fictional town of Edgewater, Indiana. My jumping off point for this was imagery from 

small midwestern towns. Being from a small town in Michigan, I had the benefit of first-

hand experiences with places like Edgewater. I started this research by looking back to 

locations from my childhood. I then widened my scope to other small towns throughout 

Indiana and neighboring states. My goal was to build this fictional location with the 

quintessential imagery of smalltown American life. The locations I pulled from included 

local high schools, student hangout spots, chain restaurants, local motels, convenience 

stores, and other common places. The most compelling characteristic of these places was 

the aged, lived-in quality of Midwestern towns. In most places the local infrastructure is a 

mix of antiquated and utilitarian aesthetics. The occasional new construction is bound by 

function over form, with most places being remnants of a past era. Public schools, 

restaurants, and businesses are often a collage of architectural elements ranging from the 

1960ôs to early 2000ôs with furniture, signage, and color schemes that have been updated 

on occasion. (FIGURE 01-06) These images felt like they provided a truthful and realistic 

sense of place. Ultimately this felt like the grounding qualities our team was looking for 

and served as my guiding aesthetics for Emmaôs world within Edgewater, Indiana.  
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After gathering a sense of Emmaôs world, I started looking for imagery for the 

world of the Broadway actors. When the creative team was discussing this world, we 

envisioned a bombastic, ostentatious, and over-the-top setting for these characters to live 

in. During the first meeting, the director, Nathaniel Claridad, brought up the idea of 

creating a ñpastiche of New Yorkò for the opening sequence. We wanted to distill the flashy 

elements of New York into key visual components. The elements I started to focus on were 

the city lights, video billboards in Times Square, and Broadway marquees. (FIGURE 07) 

The goal of these elements was to bring a sense of opulence, scale, and spectacle to the 

opening sequence. We felt like this aesthetic would help highlight the bombastic and 

narcissistic personalities of Dee Dee, Barry, Trent, and Angie.  

As our conversations continued, we looked at moments where we wanted the two 

worlds to merge. To accomplish this, we decided to incorporate specific elements of 

lighting and media into the scenic concept. With lighting, we explored elements that could 

start off as generic school fixtures, and then burst with color. As we looked at my 

inspiration images for the high school, we became interested in the idea of clerestory 

windows and practical lighting fixtures. (FIGURE 04-05) The lighting designer Christian. 

D. Henrriquez and I discussed the potential these would have to shape the space. We 

wanted to incorporate these ideas as significant elements in the scenic design. Our idea was 

to have window lightboxes and practical fixtures that would change depending on which 

scene we were in. In some scenes we wanted them to appear as frosted windows and 

everyday fixtures, while becoming color changing, pulsing, or chasing elements for other 

scenes. This would allow us to craft new locations and increase the spectacle whenever the 

Broadway actors imposed themselves on the world. When it came to media elements, we 
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wanted to explore ways of bringing social media and a larger digital presence into the 

world. There are key moments of this story where the plot is driven by social media. These 

included moments where we see the Broadway actors anticipating press reviews, we hear 

news clips on twitter about Emmaôs story, we see news interviews with members of the 

Parent Teachers Association, and we see the music video that Emma posts to change the 

mindset of her peers. Because of this, we began to explore ways in which social media, 

news reels, and other digital content could appear in the design. (FIGURE 08) 

The last thing I began to look at were visuals for the finale, the prom itself. This 

was the moment where Emmaôs world and the world of the Broadway actors converged. 

In the story, the Broadway actors combine their financial resources to fund a school prom 

as a gift to Emma. For this, I started looking into ways that we could shape the school 

interior with decor, lighting, and media. We wanted to configure a space that felt connected 

to Emmaôs character while adding a level of flair. In an early conversation with the costume 

designer, Bailey Hammett, we discussed creating a throughline of color for Emma. We 

decided that Emma would frequently have purple elements to identify her. These purple 

elements would appear in either a costume or scenic location that she felt safe in. This was 

something I knew we needed to carry into the final prom, so I began to find imagery of 

upscale prom décor with prominently purple accents. (FIGURE 09-10) 
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FIGURE 02 
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Section 1.4 ï Preliminary Scenic Design 

The next phase in the design process was the preliminary design. During this phase, 

I began to explore the scenic ideas presented in my research. I started my process by 

creating a ıò = 1ô-0ò scale color-neutral model that explored the feeling, forms, and 

gestures for the locations in the story. The model was presented to the director and other 

members of the design team for feedback. As we moved forward with the idea, this model 

continued to serve as a tool to discuss the aesthetics and functions of the show. 

When approaching this scenic design, I knew that my focus needed to be on telling 

Emmaôs story. Like our team discussed in the concept and research phase, this meant 

building a world that felt realistic and focused on Emmaôs world. For my process, the first 

aspect of this was finding a single location that served as the heart of the story. This being 

the space that is closely connected to the conflict in Emmaôs life, her high school. The 

second aspect was addressing the visual scale of the performance venue. I also knew that I 

wanted to create a show portal that would help limit  the visual scale of the space. The portal 

would make the scale of the space feel more relatable to the performers, while still allowing 

the necessary space to create her high school and all other locations in the story. 

Once I determined that Emmaôs school would be the primary element of my design, 

I began to pull ideas from my research and personal experiences. I was drawn to the idea 

of small public schools with a large mixed-use room. These schools often have a single 

room that functions as a cafeteria, gymnasium, and auditorium. This idea of a 

ñcafegymatoriumò would allow me to combine a variety of research elements and create a 

flexible location for us to build the story within. The design for this space was created by 

three simple walls, each with a row of clerestory windows lining the top. Entrances into 
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the space were possible through hallways on the stage left and stage right side of the stage, 

along with a set of functional doors along the upstage wall to provide center stage 

entrances. To complete the visual, I introduced a series of architectural ceiling trusses that 

doubled as overhead masking. (FIGURE 11). This space served as a shell for multiple 

scenes including a school hallway, the gymnasium, the auditorium, an event space for the 

school proms, and other locations both inside and outside of the school. (FIGURE 11-17).  

After deciding which elements would make up the school, I began to create the 

show portal. As I designed the portal I began to work back and forth between it and the 

school interior. My goal was to have two ideas that influence each other, while keeping the 

portal neutral enough to function independently, particularly for the location set outside of 

the school. To achieve this, I pulled inspiration from the school windows and designed the 

portal as a series of squares. These squares allowed us to extend the lighting, media, and 

scenic motifs that Christian, Jerran, and I were interested in. With this design, lighting 

would be able to extend the idea of color changing elements, and media would have an 

ever-present surface for texture and imagery. This added to our possibilities and fluidity 

for when transitioning between various locations. (FIGURE 11-17) 

With the portal and school being completed, I began exploring the other locations 

within the story. These settings included the opening night party in New York, a motel 

room, an Applebeeôs, a convenience store, and a monster truck rally. For these, I turned 

back to my research and distilled what felt like the essential elements for each location. 

Once I had a sense for each, I began creating units that could be introduced by being rolled 

on, flown in, or some combination of both. Among these units, the one on the largest scale 

was the opening night party, which is the first moment of the story. This scene would set 
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the tone for the world of Broadway actors. The idea for this moment was to encompass the 

extravagance of New York City, by creating an oversized marquee and skewed billboards 

to emulate Times Square. Additionally, the goal for this first look was to completely 

obscure the school. Through this, I intended to create a stronger contrast between these 

worlds once New York City was stripped away and Emmaôs High school was revealed. 

(FIGURE 12) In contrast to this look, the other units were designed as smaller gestures that 

existed between the two worlds. The goal of these units was to provide a scenic element 

that gave context to the location and provide characters with pieces to interact with. In the 

end these units would provide a variety of movement and staging possibilities for Director 

and Choreographer, Nathaniel and Maurice. (FIGURE 13-16) 

The final aspect of the preliminary scenic design was the prom finale. As our team 

had discussed in the research and concept meetings, we wanted this to be the moment where 

Emmaôs world and the world of the Broadway actors collide and converge. This moment 

needed to be a celebration showcasing the growth of Emma, the Broadway actors, and the 

people of Edgewater. Because of this, our team wanted to combine all design elements to 

sculpt a spectacle of color on stage. For the scenic design of this moment, we were set 

within the school interior. We wanted to create a visual progression of elements at this 

moment. We wanted to begin with the empty school interior, then as the final musical 

numbers and actions take place, we would have the characters transform the scenery and 

help build the prom on stage. For the visuals, I was interested in the balloons, swags of 

fabric, and disco ball balls I found in my research imagery. I started to combine these 

elements and found ways to create moments where the other designers and I could interact. 

The final look became a room that was filled with large sheer fabric panels, a disco ball, 
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and balloons. The fabric panels provided a similar purple color to the tones that our 

Costume Designer, Bailey, was using in Emmaôs final look. The size and translucent 

quality of the panels would also provide surfaces and depth for the Lighting and Media 

Designers, Christian and Jerran. They could use these panels to add additional texture and 

colors which helped shape the space into something more captivating. (FIGURE 17) 

During our meeting, I received generally positive feedback from the director and 

other designers. We all felt like this was the appropriate direction to continue with. From 

here we would explore staging options, other ways lighting and media could be 

incorporated into the design, and what other colors, textures, and details would be present 

in the design. 
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FIGURE 11 
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  FIGURE 14 

FIGURE 13 
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FIGURE 16 

FIGURE 15 
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FIGURE 17 
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Section 1.5 ï Final Scenic Design 

The final meeting of the design phase is where we presented the completed design 

for this production. In this phase I advanced the ideas that were discussed in our preliminary 

presentation and explored additional thoughts for staging, color, texture, and form. For this 

phase I provided a ıò=1ô-0ò scale color model with a series of photographs that showed 

the possibilities of each scene and how the story would be able to function on stage. This 

version of the model and scene-by-scene photographs continued to serve as a 

communication tool between the director, other designers, and myself as we moved 

forward into the production phase. The model also served as a visual reference for the 

director and the stage management team during rehearsals. (FIGURE 18-30) 

When moving into the final scenic design, there were very few conceptual changes 

that needed to be made. The only significant adjustments were due to budget and labor 

limitations that were revealed during the cost-out phase. Given these limitations, we knew 

that we would have to cut a few of the suggested units, the largest impact being the Times 

Square screens and the Loveôs Station unit. To help with these cuts, I worked with the 

Media Designer, Jerran, to create alternate solutions for these scenes. To compensate for 

these cuts, we decided to introduce a rear projection screen into the design. This provided 

an element that could be flown-in to separate specific scenes from the visual elements of 

the school. In addition, this screen allowed us to create a variety of backdrops and textures 

to establish new locations. This choice, along with supplementary prop units, ultimately 

enhanced the tempo of transitions and helped keep the story on track. (FIGURE 23-25, 27-

29) Aside from these alterations, the majority of this phase was spent specifying the 

aesthetics, function, and proportional relationships of the existing design ideas.  
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When it came to refining the aesthetics, color, and textures in the design, I started 

with the school. The treatment of the school came to life during our research phase. I knew 

that I wanted to establish a school color scheme and explore the quintessential imagery of 

American public schools. The color scheme we landed on was primarily a sapphire blue 

with accents of gray, white, and gold. This color scheme came up as a topic during our 

research meeting. As we looked through the imagery, all designers gravitated to this as our 

base palette. This cool-tone neutral palette allowed other objects to stand out and allowed 

media and lighting to manipulate the tone with ease. With that being established, I was able 

to render the interior of the high school. The look I created centered on cinder block walls 

that were painted in this color scheme. In addition to creating a color scheme, our team 

also imagined a fictional mascot for this school. The script notes that the high school is 

named ñJames Madison High Schoolò, however there is no note of mascot or sport team 

affiliation. This was an opportunity for our team to insert something fun into the design. 

After rounds of ideas and voting amongst ourselves, we landed on the Bobcats. We used 

this mascot in text and imagery around the school. This was included on banners, lockers, 

trophies, backdrops during the Parent Teacher Association meetings, and letterman jackets 

that the athletic students wore. Aside from school branding, I explored other elements that 

added to the specificity of this school. For this I returned to the idea of the mixed-use space. 

The first element I created were two sets of lockers. These units existed in the stage left 

and stage right hallways. At first these appeared to be part of the hallway, however they 

had the ability to roll on stage and form a hallway at the center of the stage. (FIGURE 18-

19) The second thing that was added were auditorium lighting positions. For this idea I 

worked with the Lighting Designer, Christian, to design positions with instruments that felt 
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like practical fixtures in a school auditorium. These fixtures served as scenic elements 

while providing additional opportunities with practical lighting elements. These elements 

took the form of two overhead trusses that could be flown in for various scenes and four 

lighting booms that looked like permanent side lighting positions near an auditorium. 

(FIGURE 26) The third and final element was a rolling stage unit. This unit was designed 

with stairs on one side and a flat edge on the other. This stage had the freedom to rotate 

180 degrees and track up and down stage via automation. This gave us the ability to create 

an auditorium stage when the flat side faced downstage, a set of gym bleachers when the 

stairs faced downstage, and multiple positions on stage for use in other scenes. (FIGURE 

20, 21, 26) 

Aside from the school, we had other units that helped set up the other scenes. The 

first look we have is the opening night party in New York. For this we were able to keep 

the oversized Broadway marquee that read ñEleanorò. Unfortunately, we did have to cut 

the idea of the Times Square billboards, however, the overall look was successfully 

preserved via the exaggerated scale of the marquee, the use of alternative media elements, 

and additional set dressing props. This scene carried the flair and sparkle that we wanted 

for the Broadway actors and provided a visual contrast when we revealed the school. 

(FIGURE 23) From there, I approached the other units that we used to tell the story. With 

each of these units my focus was on distilling the essence of each place. I explored simple 

imagery, form, color, and texture to capture these motifs in smaller scale units. These units 

included Applebeeôs, a bench wagon outside a convenience store, a motel lobby and 

bedroom, and Emmaôs bedroom. Just like our discussion during the preliminary design 

meeting, these units also provided the Director and Choreographer, Nathaniel and Maurice, 



 

25 

 

options for staging. These elements provided a variety of movements and possibilities 

without sacrificing the timing of music or transitions. (FIGURE 24-29) 

The last look of the design was the prom finale. With this we were able to keep 

most of the ideas that were presented in the preliminary design phase. With this I was able 

to source a lavender sheer fabric to create swags and panels that shaped the space. In 

addition, we had a large disco ball at the center, light-up balloon trees, and loose balloons 

that could be scattered across the stage. Between these elements, costumes, lighting, and 

media, the space that was once the school was able to transform into a spectacular 

celebration. (FIGURE 30) 

By the end of this phase, the director and other designers were pleased with the 

direction of the design. It provided a clear direction for the story while offering 

opportunities to discover moments along the way. Once this was accepted, we proceeded 

by presenting our ideas to the shops and entering the cost-out phase. In the following 

meeting, we presented additional information and specifications to begin the production 

process. 
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