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I JOHN LEE BEATTY 

"I grew up near Disneyland and I've been there over 
30 times. I'll go to any amusement park and love it. 
At Yale, Ming Cho Lee used to say, 'I think, John, 
you perhaps have gone to Disneyland once too 
often."' This is John Lee Beatty explaining his love 
for theatricality and even a quality of phoniness, 
crudity and trickery in design. Yet this is the same 
John Lee Beatty who is viewed by many as the mas
ter of lyric or poetic realism, and who, by the age of 
32, had established himself as a major Broadway 
designer with such plays as Jules Feiffer's Knock 
Knock (1976), Lanford Wilson's 5th of July (1978) 
and Talley's Folly (1980) and Crimes of the Heart 
(1981) by Beth Henley. (All of these shows origi
nated in the intimate surroundings of Circle Rep
ertory Company and the Manhattan Theatre 
Club- theatres which have fostered the resurgence 
of poetic realism, and theatres at which Beatty con
tinues to work.) 

Beatty's love of amusement-park theatricality is 
not readily evident in the evocative, moody render
ings for these plays. Even for the less lyrical plays, 
the renderings are suffused with soft, warm light 
and seem bathed in a romantic glow. Nor is this the
atricality always apparent in the sets themselves, 
where Beatty's most persistent scenic element to 
date has been th e board planking that he uses again 
and again to represent a porch, a provincial stage, a 
dock, a platform or a floor. "I like wood," says 
Beatty, "because it doesn't have to pretend to be 
anything else. In the temporary world of scenery, it 
seems to m e to be the most honest material." While 
the boards are sometimes smooth and symmetrical, 
they are more often rough and uneven, radiating 

out toward the audience at a variety of angles. This 
basic scenic approach is often used in conjunction 
with wooden posts, molding, gables, trellises and 
foliage. Beatty has done enough productions in this 
style that, in imitation of some critics, he facetiously 
dismisses his own work simply as " typical John Lee 
Beatty setting," which he describes as "romantic, 
slightly primitive interiors, with great warmth." A 
study of his ground plans also reveals a seemingly 
romantic u se of circles, ovals, curves and spirals. 

So where is the Disneyland theatricality? First of 
all , despite his association with the lyrical plays of 
Lanford Wilson, David Mamet, Beth Henley and 
others, he has also designed several revivals of 
1920s musicals like Whoopee! (Goodspeed Opera 
House, 1978; Broadway, 1979), as well as produc
tions like Livin' Dolls (Manhattan Theatre Club , 
1982). As a piece of sheer theatrical fun, Livin' Dolls 
ranks high on Beatty's list of favorite productions. 
The play by Scott Wittman and Marc Shaiman was 
a parody of old beach party and Gidget movies. 
Beatty's design was a combination of Barbie Doll 
motifs and Gidget Goes Hawaiian, which he 
screened before starting the design. ("A very impor
tant film in my childhood," he notes with a grin.) It 
consisted of a huge vinyl Barbie Doll carrying case 
that opened up to become th e set all done in 1960s 
colors: aqua, orange, pink and hot pink. Props were 
stored in pockets in the sides of the case. To change 
scenes the case closed and then reopened to reveal 
a different locale. 

While Beatty enjoys this sort of indulgent theat
ricality, more often he employs it in subtler ways. 
Explaining his approach to realistic plays he states, 

Facing page, rendering f or Thomas Babe 's 

Rebel W omen (New York Shakespeare 

Festival, 1976). Typical of m uch of 

Beatty's rendering style is the use of light, a 

sense of warmth, soft but definite colors 

and the illusion of symmetricality. 
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"I don't think of myself as a realistic designer. I 
think my strength is that I am not a realistic de
signer but I often do realistic scenery, so it always 
has a theatrical quality." This quality emerges in 
what might be called "gimmicks" that sometimes 
take the form of actual tricks or effects- such as 
Joan of Arc rising to h eaven amidst the collapsing 
walls and elaborate clutter of Knock Knock-but 
more often, it expresses itself as a stylistic device or 
conceit, a way for Beatty as a designer to bring a 
play into focus artistically. This latter approach be
comes clear as he talks about his admiration for the 
late Boris Aronson. 

"I like Boris Aronson for the theatricality and in~ 
con sistency that makes for a certain rhythm in his 
work. His design for Cabaret, for instance, had very 
realistic scen ery in one scene and painted effects in 
the next. It keeps things alive." Beatty offers Talley's 
Folly as his own equivalent. While the boathouse 
that m akes up the bulk of the set is in forced per
spective, the attached gazebo is not . For Istvan Or
keny's The Tot Family at the Arena Stage (1976), 
Beatty designed different roofs for the interior and 
exterior scenes although it was the same house. 

Another example of the typical Beatty approach 
was the set for Crimes of the Heart. "I started work
ing on the groundplan," he explains. "There's a bed 
in the kitchen- makes n o sense . There's a door to 
the grandfather's bedroom off the kitchen- it 
doesn't make any sen se. Then I finally realized, 'Oh, 
it doesn't make any sense; and then it was clear to 
m e. Once I understood that it was all crazy, I inten
tionally tried to make it seem thrown together even 
though it is a realistic box set. You don't want to have 
the same kind of box set for every play." 

This is not to suggest that Beatty is frivolous. H e 
approaches a design carefully, starting with the 
groundplan . "I spend a lot of time on the ground
plan and I feel that if the groundplan of a set is 
beautiful, the set will be beautiful. I don't like to 
cheat in a groundplan." The asymmetries, juxtapo
sitions and inconsistencies stem from a consistent 
view about the function of design in a produ ction. 
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"H you make som ething too p erfect," h e explains, 
"it can intimidate the performance, it can intimi
date the audience. It's hard to play against and it's 
boring to look at." H e does not expect the audience 
to notice all the details- he simply wants to keep 
the set interesting "so your eye doesn't get too com
placent." 

An important aspect of Beatty's style is his sense 
of proportion and his ability to accommodate both 
the pictorial and sculptural aspects of stage design. 
Lynne Meadow, arti stic director of the Manhattan 
Theatre Club, also feels that proportion is central to 
Beatty's design and comments that one reason she 
does not mind working from his renderings rather 
than models is that "I always trust what his sense of 
proportion is." 

Despite this, Beatty feels he has been typecast 
and that producers only call him to do small-scale, 
realistic shows. Consequently, starting with the 
Broadway production of William Gibson's Monday 
After the Miracle (1982), he h as worked to alter his 
style. "I feel that with Talley's Folly , 5th of July and 
Angels Fall I did a good job with a certain kind of 
show and that 's great, but you can't just keep doing 
that. It isn't even a choice really- you just have to 
grow as a designer." His attempts to ch ange, how
ever, have been subtle. All the usual elements were 
there in Monday After the Miracle- "the decks, 
molding and stuff," as he refers to it; "I just started 
pulling it away more and more." The real change 
was in the mood and feel. "I'd been doing a whole 
series of sets that tried to embrace or enfold the ac
tors in a kind of cocoon, but I very consciously 
avoided that in Monday. Also, in the groundplans I 
usually do a little forced perspective- all of a sud
den there wasn't any and everything was kind of on 
the square. It freaked me a bit." 

Unfortunately, this experiment did not work very 
well for Monday After the Miracle and he blames it 
in part on the production- something h e almost 
n ever does. "I didn't feel the production went the 
extra distance to make the change of direction suc
cessful," he states. The play went through three ver-

Facing page top, rendering for Charles 

MacArthur's Johnny On a Spot (Brooklyn 

Academy of Music, 1980). Beatty reworked 

an earlier version of the design, breaking 
the symmetry' through the addition of the 

chandelier stage right and the broken line 

of wall units and molding. Bottom, 

rendering for Lanford Wilson's A Tale 
Told (Circle Repertory Company, 1981). 

Although the sliding doors on either side of 

the fireplace opened to reveal the upstage 

space, the central wall unit, in critic John 

Simon's words, "leasing(y interrupted our 

pursuit of upstage lateral movement 

[making} the impenetrable mystery at the 

core of this ... house smartly objectified." 



sions and vestiges of each remained. The result, 
scenographically, was a scene change in the midst 
of the first act in which two bedroom s and a living 
room filled with furniture h ad to be struck in 30 
noiseless seconds. The subsequent set remained for 
the next two and a half acts. Because the specific 
Broadway theatre was n ot known as the play went 
into rehearsal, Beatty could not depend on wing 
space for winch-driven stages. While he eventually 
designed a clever scheme (all the living room fur
niture was less than 3 feet high so it could slide 
under the bedroom platform on a slipstage), Beatty 
felt that the tone of the show demanded a basically 
bare stage but was loaded down with props and fur
niture because of the realistic demands. "You can't 
have a Shakespearean stage with winches," he notes 
wryly. Nonetheless, he continued to develop his new 
ideas in subsequent productions. 

The set for Baby (1984) epitomized his changing 
approach . The set consisted of large scrim that 
moved in different configurations about the stage 
on overhead tracks. Other minimal scenic ele
ments-including a large bed-glided on and off 
the stage as necessary. The scrim and the pastel col
ors gave the set a warm, romantic feel typical of 
Beatty's earlier sets, but in contrast, the stage was 
stark and very direct and frontal. The minimalism 
was, in large pa1t, for flexibility, but in retrospect 
Beatty feels that the design needed more "values." 
It was, he says, "too pure." 

While very different in tone, the simplicity of 
Baby was reminiscent of the deceptively simple 
Ashes by David Rudkin (Manhattan Theatre Club , 
1976), Beatty's favorite production. It consisted of 
platforms and curtains, but designing such non
specific, flexible, yet suggestive scenery "is a very 
difficult kind of designing?' Comparing the design 
for Ashes to Talley's Folly, Beatty says that the latter 
"is like falling off a log in some ways. When some
one tells you to give them a ruined Victorian boat
~ouse on the banks of the Mississippi with moon
light and stars, that's pretty easy-I mean you don't 
spend a long time worrying about the concept. But 
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when you have to have ambiguous platforming that 
somehow appears appropriate but does not describe 
any specific location, it's hard, real hard." Beatty de
scribes the evolution of the Ashes set: 

Lynne Meadow directed it, and she and I came 
up with something pretty simple. We thought 
it n eeded some sort of gimmick to make the 
many scenes progress- from beds, to chairs 
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and tables, off and on. I had designed an oval 
set (I like circles); it had something to do with 
the womb, which is what the play is very much 
about. 

But when we took the idea to Joe Papp, who 
was co-producing the Manhattan Theatre 
Club at the time, he said he thought it should 
be more like the Noh theatre. In the bed scenes 
he suggested that the characters should be 

Rendering f or David Rudkin's Ashes 
(Manhattan Theatre Club, 1976). This 

was Beatty's most spare and minimal 

setting, and one of his most difficult to 

achieve. Its simplicity was inspired by 

Joseph Papp's suggestion that the play be 
staged in the Noh style. It is one of Beatty's 

favorite designs. 



standing up against a flat that represented the 
bed. Well, I thought that was stupid, but at the 
same time I thought it was great. All of a sud
den, when h e said that, I understood com
pletely what it should be like: Oriental in its 
simplicity. H e didn't really mean they should 
stand in front of a flat, but he certainly gave the 
direction, and I gave up the egotism of the firs t 
design and came up with a set that was very 
simple and very highly structured. 

I did, however, cant the hard wood floor 
slightly so that it would b e a bit more interest
ing. When Lynne saw that sh e said, 'I think 
you should give that up, too.' It was the last 
little design conceit I was grabbing onto. 

Beatty truly enjoys the collaborative process and 
seems content with a contributing role. "I love oth er 
people's ideas. It's always a wonderful feeling when 
you finally break through your own resistance and 
realize the other person's way works. It's exciting." 

Beatty begins his work on a play by talking with 
the director or playwright. What he wants out of 
these meetings are ideas, not specifics. Beatty says 
that the conversations he has with the director or 
other designers "are fairly casual and not necessar
ily about the play. Just appreciating somebody's per
sona or point of view towards the world is the most 
h elpful thing. Then I go home, take the groundplan 
of the stage, and start messing around." 

Lynne Meadow h as worked with Beatty so much 
over the years that this process is automatic and 
trusting. "Wh en I work with John," she explains, "I 
never try to imagine what the play will look like 
beforehand. I try to bring out the most creative 
thing in him by not hampering his imagination. H e 
says that he is a 'psychiatrist for directors.' This is 
only partially true because, God knows, he is not 
passive. He h as very strong feelings about things 
and he will put in his two cents worth. But he h as a 
~y way of eliciting information from you. He is 
~terested in what I feel about a play-not how I 
VIsualize it, but how I feel about the material itself." 

The evolution of Baby, directed by Richard 
Maltby, Jr. , was one of Beatty's more interesting ex
periences in the t~eatre. The concept was developed 
over a three-year. period, and, even as the show went 
into previews, sc.enes were being added and deleted. 
Furthermore, the play was written in a style Beatty 
calls "television realism," and contained more than 
30 settings. There was no way to accommodate this 
with realis tic scen ery. Beatty h ad to fmd a scheme 
that would allow for frequent shifts of locale, as well 
as for ongoing development of a production that 
was constantly in flux right through opening night. 
During production meetings- a t which Maltby and 
the designers sometimes lay on couches while dis
cussing possible ideas- Maltby suggested the pos
sibility of elevators coming out of the stage floor, but 
he kept describing the production with a circular or 
spinning motion of his hands. Beatty picked up on 
this gesture and translated it into curtains moving 
on spiral or concentric circular tracks. 

There was another reason for the use of curtains. 
Beatty states, "I'm not keen on modern, contem
porary musicals with kitchen sets and bedroom sets. 
They're not visually interesting and they can de
tract. When I identify with a character, I don't want 
to see what his or h er taste in living room furniture 
is-it may alienate me or it m ay be different from 
wh at I expected." 

The scrims in Baby were also prut of Beatty's at
tempt to move away from his earlier work. Prior to 
the 1981 production of Crimes of the Heart he had 
never u sed scrim. He decided to use it in that pro
duction simply because it was something n ew for 
him, but he did not want to use it in a conventional 
way. He was not interested in scrim for special ef
fects or tricks but for its texture. " In my mind," he 
explains, "a scrim had always b een u sed for a wall 
that you looked through and saw someone in an
other room. I still don't believe in that junk. I don't 
like that sort of wishy-washy, now-you-see-it-now
you -don't quality. An actor is either there or he isn't. 
I like presen ce in the theatre. But scrim on its own 
is perfectly nice." Beatty subsequently used scrim in 
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the Circle Rep 's production of The Sea Gull (1983), 
and in Baby h e employed four different types of 
scrim. 

After developing the groundplan, Beatty does a 
rendering. H e is almost unique among contempo
rary designers in that h e rarely works with models. 
His renderings are often works of art in themselves 
and he paints remarkably quickly. As an assistant 
for Douglas Sclunidt, Beatty worked on sketch es 
and renderings. "When Douglas found out how fast 
I could render," h e relates, "he would do rough s and 
h ave m e do 13 renderings for a show. I became like 
a rendering machine." But Beatty claims to have 
great difficulty building models and does not like 
doing it. "When I change my mind I'd rather 
ch ange it in ink than som e other form. I envision 
things in three dimensions, but wh en I see a model 
I just get confused in terms of scale. I know that 
sounds silly, but you are looking at a model as an 
object. I just can't get the head-on view to scale the 
people right?' When Beatty does build models, it is 
u sually after h e has worked out the scale through 
renderings, and they are u sed for directors to work 
with or to work out specific problems. For Baby h e 
built a 1-inch scale model-unusually large for a 
model- so that the creative staff could work out the 
m ovement of the curtains. 

Another unusual aspect of Beatty's work is that 
he does his own drafting-a job most designers as
sign to assistants. He claims that "this is the only 
way I learn the show-to see where all the pieces 
end up and fit together. They make an enormous 
number of technical decisions in the shop, and how 
could I go there and say, 'No, this is what I meant,' 
unless I had drafted the show and knew it?" This 
desire to be in total control of his work and to be 
intimately involved in the whole process leads 
Beatty to employ few assistants. " I've avoided some 
larger shows becau se of that," he says. "I'd rather 
do it myself. I like to think th ere's something unique 
to wh at I do that nobody else does. Where the mold
ing goes on th e wall, for instance-maybe I would 
h ave m ade it six-and-a-h alf inches lower and a 

8 AMER ICAN SET DE SI G N 

chaftsman would have m ade it seven inch es . Maybe 
that's no big difference, but it is to me. I feel that 
the instincts in my hands must be important for 
something:' Off Broadway, where he is not ham
pered by union rules, Beatty does his own scen e 
painting. 

When specifics are necessary, Beatty does re-
search, but it is not an integral part of his process. 
H e turns to picture books for mood or an occasional 
detail and h e often draws on memories from exten
sive travel and museum going. Lanford Wilson's 
Angels Fall, for example, is set in a northern New 
M exico mission so he studied pictures of small mis
sions while drawing on personal m emories of the 
area and its architecture. 

The most important elements for Beatty, however, 
are composition and scale. Referring to his experi
ence with musicals h e explains: 

You don't design the same type of background 
for a musical as for a drama becau se people 
move so much. Oftentimes, I've used a sort of 
grid background-either very strong horizon
tals or verticals- for a musical so that the per
formers' movements are more obvious to the 
audience . In Ain't Misbehavin' [Broadway, 
1978], for example, I used som e very strong 
horizontal lines. For a musical you try to focus 
on the whole body. 

In a conversation play like Talley's Folly I try 
to focus the composition on the actor's face and 
upper torso. For that play I designed a hull's 
eye- a circular design that kept circling. I 
drew a figure of an actor and drew concentric 
circles around him, and then filled in the sce
nery to match-arch es, curving vines, curving 
portals. 

Compositional focus can also be achieved 
through color. In Knock Knock, everything was a 
"sort of nut brown" so that the actors would stand 
out from the scen ery. 

A major aspect of the design process, according 
to Beatty, is finding the "gimmick" within the de-

The Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park 

production of Lorca 's The House of 
Bernarda Alba (1978)-an unusually 

symmetrical setting from Beatty. The set 

was done in whites which were offset by 

Jennifer von Mayrhauser's black costumes. 
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sign . Frequently, this man ifests itself as nothing 
more th an simple theatricality- pivoting tables 
push ed by actors and an upstage curtain th at re
vealed the theatre in reverse in David Mamet's 
A Life in lhe Theatre (Off Broadway. 1977) . for in
stance. or trees made of chcni lie bedspreads. pipe 
cleaners and raffia trivets in ei l Simon's Fools 
(Broadway. 1981). "The more simple a gimmick is. 
the more I like it. ' ' he says. "I like a gimmick that 
the audience can unders tand. The cleaner and 
more obvious, the better. I don ' t like compli ca ted 
junk. " Almost every Beatty show has some such 
device. 

Yet Beatty's "gimmicks" can also be sophisticated 
and technically complex, while maintaining a 
simple charm. For The Curse of an Aching Heart he 
used two revolving stages and included a trolley that 
circled the entire set on an oval track. Critic John 
Sim on noted his clever combination of theatricality 
and spatial composition in the 1981 Circle Rep pro
duction of Lanford Wilson's A Tale Told: 
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John Lee Beatty's set is of a noble simplicity 
compounded of ingenious stratagems, not least 
of which are shrewd apertures for the gh ost to 
appear and vanish through, and a piece of cen
tral wall with a fi replace that blots out part of 
the wall beyond, even when sliding doors to the 
right and left of it are opened. Thus, our pur
suit of upstage lateral movement is teasingly 
interrupted, and the impenetrable mystery at 
the core of this or any house smartly objecti
fied. 

Film and television would seem to be ideal media 
for a designer who likes tricks and gimmicks, but 
Beatty avoids th em. H e designed Out of Our Fa
ther's House for WNET's Great Peiformances (1978), 
and Eva LeGallienne's revival of Alice in Wonder
land (1983) was adapted for television. These were 
enj oyable, but he calls it "ch eating." "There can be 
a stagehand with a stick h olding up some curtains 
for a three-second shot an d the audience thinks 

Rendering for Lanford Wilson's 5th of 
July (Circle Repertory Companx. 1978). 

The sense of light and teJ·ture. and the use 

of such elements as wood, posts and foliage 

were a trademark of sorts in Beatt,v's work 

into the ear(y 1980s. The house was 

imp ired by his childhood !tome in 

Califomia. 



there's a room with a wall and a curtain. But there's 
nothing there," he explains. This is why he ulti
mately prefers theatre. 

You can get away with murder in television but 
theatre is so hard. The TV camera looks at an 
old prop or flat and if it's dusty it doesn't reg
ister, if it's got a stain on it, it doesn't register. 
But you put something onstage with a crack or 
a stain and everything shows up immediately. I 
like the challenge of th eatre-it's hard. 

The differences between stage and television be
came painfully apparent with the Alice adaptation. 
Theatrical subtlety is lost, says Beatty. "I feel that 
television scenery tends to be shapes and colors 
rather than flat and graphic. You don't see a lot of 
detailed painting on television. But what we had [in 
Alice] was totally detailed painting and no dimen
sion. Onstage we wanted a look as if it had been cut 
out of a picture book." The cross-hatching of the 
engravings, for instance, created a problem . Given 
the nature of the camera, if it was closer than nine 
feet the lines began vibrating. The stage production 
had been designed in subtle tints-"from a pale 
straw to a beige"- but the television camera does 
not pick up subtle colors. "Onstage," explains 
Beatty, "we h ad a blue-green scene followed by a 
blue scene, followed by a lavender scene. On tele
vision that became blue, blue, blue." 

Ultimately, Beatty's unhappiness with television 
may stem from the lack of control of the frame that 
a designer or art director has in that medium. It is 
the camera that is controlling spectator focus , not 
the designer, and this can be disastrou s for a de
signer whose strength is composition. 

Beatty's fascination with theatricality began at 
the age of seven when he saw his first play, Peter 
Pan. "I was just fascinated by the wire-I thought it 
was just as wonderful to fly on the wire as it would 
be to fly without a wire. I've loved the phoniness of 
theatre ever since." This love was reinforced when 
at the age of eight or nine he spent a year in Europe 

with his family and saw productions at the Old Vic, 
La Scala, the Paris Opera and Tivoli Gardens. But 
the most long-lasting impression was "a cheap ex
travaganza based on The Loves of Don Juan" that 
he saw in M adrid. " It was so deliciously phony. The 
raked stage was so obvious, and obviously covered 
with a ground cloth. Doves flew down from the bal
cony onto an umbrella during a harem scene. The 
blue lights came up and everyone went 'oooh! ' The 
scenery shook. It was like a primer in crude theatre 
technique." 

Beatty always wanted to be a designer. H e re
members reconstructing the Peter Pan set out of 
construction paper and cardboard several times at 
home after seeing it. H e and his sister staged pro
ductions on the sleeping porches of their clapboard, 
Victorian home in Claremont, California- the 
house that provided som e of the inspiration for his 
design of 5th of July. From the fourth grade through 

The Manhattan Theatre Club's 

production oJLivin ' Dolls by Scott 
Wittman and Marc Shaiman (1982) was a 

tribute to Barbie dolls and Gidget films. 
Beatty designed a set like a Barbie doll 
carrying case that opened lo reveal 

different scenes painted in such 1960s 
colors as aqua and hot pink. 
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high school, Beatty built miniature sets and even 
had his own puppet theatre. While he feels that 
puppets allowed him to work in theatre despite his 
shyness, he also liked them because of the visual 
control they allowed him in creating a complete pic
ture. 

H e went to Brown University where he m ajored 
in English ("I don't believe in an undergradu ate 
education in theatre") and began doing summer 
stock after his junior year. From 1970 to 1973 he 
attended Yale for his MFA and was in the first class 
fully trained under Ming Cho Lee. Aside from Lee, 
he was most influenced there by his scene painting 
class with Arnold Abramson. After graduation he 
passed the United Scenic Artists exam in both set 
design and scene painting. 

Ming Cho L ee's influence is evident in his early 
work. "Being trained by Ming," says Beatty, "was 
somewhat like going into th e studio of a Renais
sance master. If you study with Botticelli you paint 
for awhile like Botticelli - when you get out you can 
become something else." Beatty readily acknowl
edges fairly classical influences: "I don't go long 
without looking through my Robert Edmond Jones, 
and I look at Jo Mielziner very often. I find Mielzi
ner's sense of scale is brilliant, absolutely brilliant. 
I emulate Jones not so much for scale as for a sense 
of purity. As for painters, I'm fond of Vuillard, J olm 
Singer Sargent and Whistler . .. a little Botticelli 
here and there. I love secondary arts: architecture, 
furnitm·e and great clothing." 

His plan after Yale was to work in regional theatre 
for awhile and then go to New York, until he dis
covered that most resident professional companies 
were looking for "New York" designers. Beatty ar
rived in New York in September of 1973 and landed 
a _job as Douglas Schmidt's assistant, working with 
him on seven shows including Tkronica 's Room and 
Over Here. Some of Beatty's interiors, like A Tale 
Told, seem to reflect Sclunidt's influence. H e also 
worked for awhile as a scenic mtist at olan Studios 

and National Studios- scenery con struction and 
painting studios. 

Through a friend's invitation, he did sets and cos
tumes for Kenneth Cavander's Marouf(1973) at the 
M anhattan Theatre Club and this led to several 
other shows. He designed a show for director Mar
shall W Mason at th e Queens Playhouse which led 
to an ongoing association with Mason at th e Circle 
Repertory Company. Beatty designed the 1974- 75 
season for Circle Rep and won an Obie for that 
work. From that point on, he was constantly in de
mand. "I am nostalgic for my first year in New 
York," he sighs , "when I used to play solitaire. Now 
I can 't imagine having the time." 

D espite his su ccess, Beatty maintains a commit
ment to Off and Off-Off Broadway and h as turned 
down some Broadway offers in order to do shows 
elsewhere. This commitment, Beatty feels, has re
sulted in difficulty being accepted by the critics. 
"These 'p aperback ' productions have n o money; 
I'm painting and propping myself and picking up a 
saw now and then. For The M iddle Ages [Off Broad
way, 1983] I got a u sed sofa for $100, because the 
one that would have been best for the romantic 
mood cost about $1,500. I drove the van to pick it 
up myself." (John Simon once referred to Beatty as 
the "designer who specializes in thinking sm all and 
cheap- albeit with taste and imagination.") Beatty 
is not saying this to pat himself on the back- h e 
m erely would like m ore acceptance from the critics 
under these circumstances. "The nature of our the
atre is 'name brand,'" he says, a11d th e critics notice 
his name and hold him to Broadway standards. 

Beatty is a rom antic with an unabashed love for 
the theatrical. His excitem ent at working with a leg
end like Eva LeGallienne on Alice is palpable; the 
tlu·ill of the opening night of Ain't Misbehavin' on 
Broadway is still with him. At b ase is his love of the 
lunacy of it all. " I love the theatre," he explains with 
delight, "because there m·e so many intelligent 
people wasting so much effort on silly details." 

Facing page, rendering/or Lanford 

Wilson 's Talley's Folly (Circle RepertOI)' 

Compan.v. 1979 and Brooks Atkinson 

Theatre. 1980). Beatty calls pla,rs of this 

genre '·con11ersation play~" and tries to 

focus the spectator on the actor's face and 

upper boc~v. Here he begcm the dPsign with 

a buW~-e,re . .. a cirm/ar design that kepl 

circling. I drew a figure of wz actor and 

drew COIICPillric circles around him, and 

tlzenfil/ed intlze scene!)' to matrh

arches. curuing 11ines. curving portals .. , 
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