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on April 23, 2006.] 

 
My life is my work.  My work is my life.  I began lighting in 1963 having fallen madly in love with it while 
watching dancers and I have been madly in love with it ever since.  I am so lucky to light dance, theater and opera. 
So many lighting designers are pigeon-holed in one area and do not have the opportunity to work in another.  I 
approach each in the same way looking for the appropriate language for a production. Of course the situation for 
each genre is very different and therefore may lead me to different solutions but the beginning seeds, the search for 
the right light for each production, is always the same. 
 As my life has progressed it has truly been a matter of reinventing myself from time to time.  I began in 
dance; theater came soon after.  Since that time I have lit in the commercial field, the regional theater, the avant 
garde, uptown, downtown, large scale, small scale with many of the best directors, choreographers and designers.  
However as time passed, directors and choreographers chose to use younger designers.  So I began lighting opera.  
At this point I do not work that often in any one genre but the fact that I work in them all keeps me very busy 
indeed.  The most difficult part of a freelance life is balancing the times when there is too little to do with the times 
when there is too much.  If only there were a way to store time now to be used later.  However as I grow older the 
thing I fear, of course, is not managing time but having my sight fail making me unable to continue; but the thing I 
fear the most is having my insight fail. 
 I think that the biggest change in my life and my light came when I started teaching.  I heard myself telling 
other people that you should do it this way or that and said to myself that if I really believed what I heard myself say 
I should make some changes in the way that I did things.  I started listening to myself and acting on it; my light has 
grown immensely since that time.  Looking at the larger picture was the thing that got me hooked on light in the first 
place and it is what keeps me totally committed and loving every minute of what I do to this day.  It is also, I 
believe, the reason that I was able to achieve so much even though self-taught. 
 On the occasion of Paul Taylor’s 50th Anniversary performances at City Center he had many dancers 
onstage being honored who had performed with his company in the past.  I was supposed to be there as well but I 
had gotten caught in the middle of a row and decided not to go to the stage.  When my name was called, Dan 
Wagoner, a former dancer and dear friend, picked up a large bouquet of flowers and began looking for me among 
the many people onstage.  I worked my way out of my row to the orchestra pit rail and called out to him.  He threw 
the bouquet over the pit and I leaned out and caught it!  Very dramatic!  I was floating up the aisle with my bouquet 
when I was stopped by a woman who said "It's so wonderful that you technicians are honored in this way."  My feet 
hit the ground hard after that one. In another circumstance a friend of mine keeps recommending me for an honorary 
degree at a well-known college and she keeps being told “We don’t give honorary degrees to technicians”.  At yet 
another time I worked closely with Trisha Brown, Dave Douglas and Terry Winters in the making of the 3 jazz 
pieces that together are EL TRILOGY. The review in the New York Times mentioned specifically the three “artists” 
involved leaving the lighting out of the process of making the pieces entirely.  Is it really true that the critics, the 
writers, the audience do not notice the light and its effect; the way that light allows us to see what is on the stage in 
very special ways.  I have now sworn to find a way to communicate the fact that lighting the stage is an art. 
 The first definition of "art" in the Merriam-Webster Dictionary is "skill acquired by experience or study".  
The last is "the conscious use of skill and creative imagination especially in the production of aesthetic objects".  
Certainly what we see onstage in the theater must be considered an "aesthetic object".  What are the elements that 
combined contribute to what we see, how we see?  For most of its history, the art of painting has been an attempt to 
recreate light on a two dimensional surface.  It is interesting to me that in the 20th century as painters searched for 
ways other than light to give form to the shapes on their canvases, at the same time the technology for controlling 
light on a stage became more sophisticated making it more possible to use light as art.  Perhaps by taking the 
example of an artist making a painting we can find a way to understand that putting light onstage is comparable to 
putting paint on a canvas.   Or perhaps the best example is to compare a lighting designer and a composer in their 
ways of shaping time. There is of course one major way in which the arts of painting and composing differ from the 
art of lighting.  The painter and the composer each work alone; the lighting designer works in collaboration with a 
director/choreographer, a set designer, a costume designer and a sound designer as well as the performers 
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themselves.  For this reason I often call the art of theater a “dirty art”; whereas the art of painting and composing are 
quite “pure”. 
 Collaboration is perhaps the biggest mask of the art that the lighting designer creates and a discussion of it 
may help focus the problem.  When I read a play for the first time I dream a bit but always try to stay aware of the 
part that others will play in development of the landscape of the production. Early on I learned that to be too specific 
about lighting ideas at this stage would lead to frustration and disappointment if a director had ideas about the light 
that were contrary to mine or if a set was designed that would make it impossible to implement my ideas.  For me 
the ideal way to begin the artistic planning of a production is with a meeting of everyone involved early enough to 
throw ideas back and forth freely before any design has been developed.   This "best case scenario" rarely happens 
because everyone involved is always so busy these days.  I feel lucky just to have a telephone conversation with the 
director.  The set designer is usually more eager to meet with the lighting designer; the set will inevitably look better 
if the lighting designer knows all that is possible about the light in the space.   I often get all the information that I 
will have about the approach to a production before going into the theater from the set designer.  I prefer to have an 
idea of the scenery before the set is completed so that I can ask for changes in the space to accommodate the light.  
However, more often than not the design for the set is complete before the lighting designer is involved.  I am most 
often presented with the model as a fait accompli for me to light the best way that I can. 
 The one to three days that I spend with the set drawings making a light plot for a production allow an 
intimate and profound "discussion" with the set designer about the play and our approach.  I have often wished that I 
had such a device to stimulate the same kind of discussion with the director.  It is wonderful to develop a 
relationship or to have a reputation that allows the director to have faith in my process without much discussion but 
it is always more interesting to me to have my ideas pushed and pulled a bit.  I've worked long enough to be bored 
by my own ideas, which I will fall back on by default if there is no outside stimulation.   I have a lot of experience - 
I can find my own approach to just about any situation - but I'd much rather have my ideas tweaked by the director.  
I do not mean being told what to do; I always prefer to hear about the problems rather than to be given the solutions. 
 When the plot is finished I feel that I have created a  light language for the production.  This is a cut off 
point.  There may be just as many new ideas being generated by rehearsal or discussion but now is a time when I try 
to make no changes.  There will be plenty of time for that later during the focus.  Once the focus is finished the good 
part begins.  Now is the time to start using the words of the "light language" to create sentences and paragraphs.  I 
don’t create cues before the actors are on the stage.  In the early days of my life before the time of computer boards 
the practice was to sit with the director and the set designer setting cues without actors while the stage manager 
walked the stage holding up costumes usually late into the night.  I found in those times that I was always unhappy 
with the way the light looked once the actors were in it and I had no idea which particular elements were making it 
look so terrible.  Now I love the way a computer board allows me to work in real time, sketching in the light as the 
actors work through the play.  I make a cue where I feel there needs to be a change in the light, even though perhaps 
this time through nothing changes in that cue.  This first time through allows me to create the map of the shape of 
the piece in light.  I keep the list of cues myself waiting until the end to give it to the stage manager.  This is a good 
way to collaborate with him or her.  Because the stage manager has been in rehearsal in the studio for the entire time 
he/she has a good sense of when the light should change.  By giving the stage manager my cue list with little 
comment it allows him/her to find the exact placement. We work together on final placement and timing.  I much 
prefer that method to telling the stage manager  exactly where to call a cue. The second time through I ask the stage 
manager to call the cues and I am free to begin to flesh out the lighting being more and more specific about the 
changes in each cue; each time through thereafter the lighting gets richer and more detailed.  I find that in this way I 
minimize the time necessary to make the actors wait for me and I certainly get a good sense of the arc of the whole 
piece.  Everything about light is relative: what you see now depends on what you saw a minute ago.  If you sit 
looking at one state, one cue, for longer than it will be onstage in the end you do not see it.  The only way to see 
light is in real time.   
 The sound designer brings to technical rehearsals the sound as it has been conceived in the rehearsal studio.  
The lighting designer develops the cues, the movement of light, in the theater once the technical rehearsals begin.  It 
is now that these two designs are integrated so that the rhythm of the light is coordinated with the rhythm of the 
sound.  These two elements are key to establishing the dynamics of the entire production.  The sound establishes the 
aural and temporal landscape; the light establishes the temporal and spatial landscape.  How the eye goes from place 
to place on the stage; how the mind goes from moment to moment in the play is determined certainly by the actors 
but also in large part by sound and light.  These two designers must work carefully together to make sure that there 
are no conflicting or double signals sent that will confuse the audience.  The timing of a cue or the length of a sound 
may have to change. There have been times when I changed the light totally both in color and intensity because of a 
certain sound and I am sure that there have been times when a sound designer has changed a sound because of the 
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light.  In the end the meshing of the two together make a fabric of light and sound that is specific and particular to 
this production of this play.  When it is right it feels as if there is no other place for the play to happen. 
 It is also at this time that I discover how the costumes will truly look in the light.  Prior to rehearsals 
onstage I generally take a look at the costumes in the wardrobe room to check color and texture but rarely do I have 
an opportunity to look at them in stage light.  On the few occasions when I have been able to see them in stage light 
in advance of technical rehearsals I have discovered that they don't always look the same way when they are onstage 
in the set.  Once again everything is relative and the full set, its colors and textures, makes a big difference in the 
way that we see the clothes. It is disappointing for a costume designer to spend a lot of time planning the look of a 
certain color to discover at the last minute when the costume is onstage in the light that the color doesn't look the 
way it should at all.  I do feel strongly that the color that a costume designer has spent so much time trying to 
achieve from the dye pot should be the color that we see onstage at least some of the time.  I try my best but there 
are occasions when color becomes unpredictable.  After all there is no white light; even unfiltered, incandescent 
light is amber.  It is also necessary for a costume designer to realize that with changing light, changing shadow and 
changing time the costumes will indeed look different at different times.  
 After the first slow time working through a piece, I like to run through it from beginning to end (not just 
going moment to moment, stopping and starting) because it lets me know about the rhythm of the play, the rhythm 
of the action and how it is supported or counter pointed by the rhythm of the movement of light.  Composition in 
time as well as space is critical to my way of thinking about what I do.  I also like previews for this reason.  Often it 
takes a few performances for me to get in touch with a problem that has been bubbling under the surface and finally 
moves to my consciousness.  
 Just how in this rather technical process does the art of stage lighting manifest itself?  I return to the idea 
that perhaps making light onstage can be compared to the process of composing.  I describe lighting for the theater 
as music for the eye.  It must have the same formality or structure in its composition.  Only by being specific in this 
way can one achieve a freedom of expression that allows the audience to be transported in time and place.  Only by 
making the rules for each new production can you make a point by breaking those rules. How does the end relate to 
the beginning?  How does the stated theme(s) in light develop over the course of the production?  How does the 
breathing of the light from large to small, bright to dark, quick to slow interact with the breathing of the actors, the 
breathing of the staging and the breathing of the writing?  The visual and temporal ebb and flow of the piece is set 
by the light carving out the space within the set for the actors in their costumes to inhabit. 
 Or perhaps it is the painter’s art that can best help describe the art of putting light on the stage.  A painter 
uses line and color to recreate light on a two dimensional surface. The way the arrangement is shaped; the 
proportions and the relationship of one part to the whole is the composition of the painting.  This composition helps 
the viewer’s eye move from place to place in the painting to find the focal point or the main object.  The equivalent 
of line to a lighting designer is direction (the line of the light in the air).  A piece that I have lit that shows the use of 
line clearly is IN THE UPPER ROOM choreographed by Twyla Tharp.  The piece needs smoke in the air so that the 
dancers can exit and enter from upstage, i.e. appear and disappear into the smoky background.  A result of this is 
that the lines of light show very clearly and dramatically in the smoke.  The light in the piece because it is so visible 
in the air has brought me many awards but the truth is that my light always has such precise and controlled lines of 
light, however there is usually no smoke to reveal it.  My light always points to the place where one should look.  
Since the lines in the air are unseen the audience is less aware of the direction but the good lighting designer uses 
this, the line, and color in the same way as the painter to compose the stage picture in a way that will help the 
audience’s eye move around the stage and focus on what is important.  
 The manipulation of direction, color and also intensity controls the light and shade, the sense of foreground 
and background, the sense of weight and substance that is so important to the way we see what we see on a stage.  
The use of color can truly be like paint.  The use of particular colors can give the audience a sense of the emotional 
content of a scene or let them know what time of day is being enacted or can just be relished for the sensation of its 
lusciousness, the “taste in the mouth” through the eyes.  
 The lighting designer uses all of these elements to make a work of art, with the consensus of all the other 
colleagues involved, of course. If there is too much highlighted detail onstage then the audience’s eye is not able to 
take it in, organize it and therefore understand the information intended.  If the lighting is not organized – composed 
– the audience takes time to look at and think about each thing on the stage when it should be looking at only one 
thing, the important thing; the moment to begin paying attention to the action passes very quickly.  Half the scene 
may go by before you find yourself focusing on the dialogue and therefore totally lost because you missed the 
beginning.  Shakespeare, for example, creates a new language for each play. It is very important that the audience 
listen carefully in the beginning so that they understand this language quickly and are therefore able to understand 
the rest of the play.  Light can be helpful in guiding the audience to listen. 
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 Time passes, both real time and stage time.  Our looking is organized in time as well as in space.  How 
quickly do we go from one scene to the next; how much time do we spend enjoying the scene, looking at the details, 
before we are ready to listen?   Not only does light compose the picture in space but also in time.  This “music of the 
eye” can determine how we perceive both real time and stage time; it helps determine the rhythm of a production. 
The “rules” for composition in light-time are very similar to those in music.  An idea of structure; statement of 
theme(s), development of themes, theme and variation, beginning, middle and end – one must be able to remember 
the beginning of a piece when we get to the end - are all important to the lighting of a whole piece.  The lighting can 
make time seem to pass quickly or can make it seem relentlessly slow allowing a particular action to burst forth 
suddenly with great speed and force. Transitions, which always threaten to interrupt the continuity of a production, 
can be made to seem very quick with the proper lighting. By guiding the focus of the audience from place to place 
and by controlling the timing of this everchanging focus, the lighting designer can determine the sense of dynamics 
of the production. 
 Light on a stage makes a composition in space and time.  The human mind consistently attempts to give 
structure to what it perceives.  The information, content, included in a production comes from the play or dance and 
the director or choreographer.  How we perceive that information or look at that content is determined by the 
architecture or space and objects surrounding the performers (created by the set designer), by the clothes worn by 
the performers (created by the costume designer), by the sound or music that accompanies the performers (created 
by the sound designer or composer) and by the light that makes a three dimensional time-scape, the volume of space 
in which the performers move, (created by the lighting designer).  Each of these people is an artist in his/her own 
right.  Each contributes to the perception of the production as a whole.  A production is definitely more than a sum 
of its parts. 
 To be a lighting designer one must accept the fact that few people will see what you do.  I have all of my 
life said that 99 44/100% of the audience will not see the lighting but 100% of the audience will be affected by it.  I 
had hoped that my art would change that in some small way; however light seems to be too transparent, too 
ephemeral.  We look through it to see the dance or the play not really noting that how we see is totally dependent on 
the way the lighting allows us and causes us to see.   
 We human beings blessed with sight take that fact that we see as a right.  We do not question how and why 
we see; our ability is simply assumed.  In fact, it is that mysterious substance, light, that allows us to see.  On a stage 
there is a person who controls that mystery, shaping it, giving it meaning and context.  Perception is not only 
determined by what we see, but also by what we expect to see.  We in the audience begin to perceive the action in a 
different way; we see it in a different light.  A subtle shift of light in a scene can make us see the scene totally 
differently from what we expected.  We have new insight just when we thought we knew all about it.  The world 
visibly changes because of the light in it.  This “skill acquired by experience or study” of putting light on the stage 
causes the audience to think and feel differently after entering the experience.  The unseen art of lighting guides, 
stimulates and deepens our perception of the production.  
 Through the formal use of light the lighting designer shapes the way that we see the world and therefore the 
way that we think about that world.  Light is visual music with the same mystical power to transport an audience 
effortlessly from one place, one time, one idea to another without having to take the individual steps along the way.  
Light can make for us a reality that is not literal but whose substance we do not question.  State the theme and the 
variations are endless – the stricter the rules the farther they allow you to go.  Light – this extraordinary stuff of no 
substance that is the material of my art. 
 It has given me great joy in my life to work with this mysterious stuff that is the measure of our universe.  
It gives me secret pleasure that we in this world don’t  really know how light works.  I feel it a great privilege to be 
able to use this mystery  light - for my art.   In any given moment onstage there is a coming together, a harnessing, 
of rays of light in one place for one organized instant; rays of light that continue rushing on in the next instant to join 
the disorganized chaos of space.  It is a miracle.  Through the use of light in that instant extended over many 
instants, I make a composition in time and space that allows the audience to see both the real and the ephemeral; to 
know the concrete and the abstract that is in the production onstage; to better understand for a moment who and why 
we human beings are.  
 
 


