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ROBIN WAGNER 

By almost any standard, Robin Wagner is the most 
successful stage designer of the contemporary 
American theatre. To review his credits since the 
late 1960s is to read a list of Broadway's greatest 
musical hits, including Hair (1968), A Chorus Line 
(1976), On the 20th Century (1979), 42nd Street 
(1980) and Dreamgirls (1983). This list also gives 
some sense of his fmancial success . While other de
signers frantically churn out show after show at the
atres all across the country- at least in part for their 
own survival- Wagner has designed an average of 
no more than two or three plays per season since 
the mid- 1970s, while taking time off to travel, write 
and explore new avenues of creativity such as de
signing theatres, houses and restaurants. 

Wagner is a warm, friendly, generous man with a 
quiet sense of humor. Despite the fact that he h as a 
distinctive way of using space, movement, mech an
ics and materials, and despite his association with 
scenographic spectacle and style-setting decor, he 
rejects the concept of designer-dominated produc
tions, praising instead thorough collaboration. 
"Th eatre is a collaborative art form," he said in an 
article in Theatre Design & Technology. "It's the pro
cess of merging visions into some kind of oneness. 
It's like fibre optic strands that eventually throw a 
great beam of light-but only because they are 
made of a series of minute little ch cumels of energy 
focused in the satne direction." At various times in 
his career, Wagner has successfully collaborated 
with directors Edwin Sh erin, Tom O'Horgan, 
Gower Champion and, most recently, Michael Ben
nett. And on the Bennett productions, a whole col
laborative team-a creative ensemble- has devel-

oped th at includes lighting designer Tharon 
Musser, costume designer Theoni Aldredge and 
Bennett's co-produ cer and co-choreographer Bob 
Avian. 

These successful productions have allowed Mi
ch ael Bennett to purchase a building on lower 
Broadway that now houses studios for Wagner and 
Aldredge, as well as rehearsal spaces, dance stu
dios, a costume construction shop, the offices of 
American Ballet Theatre and, eventually, two the
atre spaces. Wagner's comer loft studio with two 
walls of windows may be the most spacious design 
studio in New York-it could contain the studios of 
every other designer in this book with room to 
spare. 

Wagner accidentally stumbled into theatre de
sign and has had no formal training. As a result, he 
has never formulated an approach or sense of a 
"right way to do it." He is willing to take risks and 
try almost anything. When a director or producer 
asks for something complicated or outrageous, 
Wagner's response is generally to say, "Sure, we can 
do that," and then figure out how- frequently with 
the h elp of theatre technicians Peter Feller and, 
more recently, Peter Feller, Jr. , whose shops con
structed the mechanical apparatus for Jesus Christ 
Superstar, 42nd Street, Dreamgirls and others. 

Wagner recalls that as a child, what interested 
him in theatre were the "magical moments ." As a 
result, he approaches his work by asking: "How do 
you do something that makes you hold yam breath 
for a second? How do you make the hair rise on the 
backs of people's necks? By what alchemy are these 
things possible?" (Theatre Crafts, Nov/Dec 1973.) It 

Facing page, Dreamgirls (Imperial 

Theatre, 1981). In order to achieve the 

"high-tech" look appropriate for the world 

of the recording studio, and to facilitate 

smooth changes in rapidly shifting scenes, 
Wagner resorted lo light towers and 

bridges. Because of the seemingly constant 

movement of the towers, which seemed to 

dance, audiences had an impression of lots 

of scenery, but the set was really very 
minimal. 
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is partly for this reason that Wagner dislikes, and 
seldom designs, classics and revivals. "I'd rather do 
a new show that expresses our age and our prob
lems and in some way holds up a 20th-century mir
ror," h e says. While agreeing that there should be 
an historical or "museum" theatre to preserve the 
past, h e would rather see than do that sort of the
atre. 

There are three basic elements to Wagner's style. 
The first is his u se of space: Wagner's scenery is 
sculptural. "I hate painted scenery. It's trying to pre
tend that it's something real but no matter how 
beautiful it is, it's always lifeless to me." But when 
trying to evoke a certain style, as in 42nd Street, he 
is capable of creating striking painted backdrops. 
H e views the stage space as a cubic volume in which 
all the space is to be used. As a result, many of his 
sets are vertical and multi-leveled, including tow
ers, structures and bridges. As h e describes it, the 
whole theatre is a volume of space in which the au
dience is looking down one end-"somewhat like 
looking into a tunnel." Describing the use of space 
in Dreamgirls, in which space and locale were al
tered primarily through the almost constant move
ment of five light towers and a light bridge, Wagner 
noted that the "cube" of the stage space and the 
relationship of the stage to the audience was con
stantly altered. "By changing the size and shape of 
the cube," he explained, "you feel like you're in a 
different place. In reality, we h ave changed the re
lation of the cube to the audience so their percep
tion of it is changed. It's like h aving a cinematic 
long shot. By dropping the br:idges and tapering tl1e 
towers, we made- a 'tunnel' that appears much 
longer to the eye than it really is. Reverse th at and 
it turns around-the stage opens in the other direc
tion. So we're playing with the perspective of the 
audience but in a sculptural sense; we're changing 
spatial relationships." 

The second elem ent in Wagner's style is move
ment, which, as the Dreamgirls example indicates, 
is closely tied to spatial perception. He has said tl1at 
he designs dynamics, not places. ''A play or a mu-
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sical," he explains, " is not a series of places. It is a 
matter of how you perceive the event moving in its 
sequence, or rather, an event that is a number of 
events. A scen e is an event, a m eeting is an event, a 
phone call is an event. H ow these events are se
quenced is m ore important than telling the audi
ence where they are. The bridging of scenes or 
events can help tell the story. How something moves 
in these 'in-between' moments can tell you as much 
as the place at which the movement arrives. Cer
tainly we know that from dance." 

The movement of Wagner 's sets h as been de
scribed as "dancing scenery" and this is a more apt 
analogy than the more frequent "cinematic." Wag
n er 's scen ery is cinematic only insofar as it moves 
and segues smoothly from moment to moment. But 
it is different from, say, David Mitchell's scenery, 
which takes the spectator from specific locale to 
specific locale and often duplicates particular types 
of moving camera shots. Wagner's kinetic scenery 
tends toward abstract or pure movement. While his 
scenery may "track," it is usually for an almost for
m al alteration of spectator perceptions, not simply 
to create an alternative visual point of view. 

Because so much of the effect of a Wagner set is 
in the movement, it is sometimes startling when 
looking at photographs of his productions to see 
how little scenery is there, or how it blends into the 
background. "You see the scenery when you don't 
see the actors," explains Michael Bennett, "and 
when you see the actors, in an interesting way, you 
don't see the scenery. When you look at Chorus Line 
and Dreamgirls, that becom es clear. You go, 'Wow! ' 
about the scenery wh en it is changing for eight sec
onds-not a minute-and-a-half, mind you-and 
you know where you are. And yet, there is nothing 
more out th ere tl1an you need to see." 

The final ingredient is his use of m aterials. Al
though Wagner did not invent th e u se of mylar for 
mirrors in A Chorll.S Line and Ballroom , he certainly 
popularized it. Other materials he has used to great 
effect have ranged from chrome and formica in On 
the 20th Century to bathroom tiles and bagels in the 



197~ Lenny. Although Wagner h as never created a 
design around a particular material he has discov
ered-nor has he purposely sought out unusual 
materials- he does not rely on standard theatrical 
materials to create images. "When I have a show in 
my h ead, I 'm always looking for something that re
flects the play- the basic n ature of the show. Cer
tain textures and substances are very expressive. I 
think that if I were a sculptor or an artist really in
terested in the nature of materials, I might create a 
work based on a material. But I'm not. I'm inter
ested in the plays, in being excited, in having some
thing revealed." 

Wagner was born in San Francisco in 1933 and, 

because his father was connected with the Coast 
Guard, grew up in light houses. H e saw little theatre 
as a child because, as he wryly notes, "there's not 
much theatre in light houses." But his father was an 
engineer, so he learned about drafting and build
ing, and his mother had been a concert pianist in 
New Zealand "so there was always music and a sen
sibility of the arts around." Mter high school in San 
Francisco, he went to the California School of Fine 
Arts (195~-54) with dreams of working for Walt 
Disney. While there, someone asked him to run 
lights for a production at the Theatre Arts Colony. 
When it was discovered that he was an art student, 
he was asked to design sets for the Golden Gate 

42nd Street (Winter Garden Theatre, 

1980), the musical based on the Busby 

Berkeley movie. The set employed five 

turntables, five tracks and four revolving 

stage towers as well as elegant painted 
drops-an unusual element for f!Vagner. 

This scene used a revolving unit reflected 

in mirrors at the sides of the stage. 
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Opera Workshop and a group called Contemporary 
Dancers. (In various interviews, Wagner has given 
slightly different versions of his beginnings in the
atre. In Lynn Pecktal's Designing and Painting for 
the Theatre he claims to have begun by answering 
an ad for a set designer for the Opera Workshop on 
a lark.) This led to designing sets for the young and 
innovative Actors ' Workshop headed by Jules Irving 
and H erbert Blau (the group that ultimately became 
the Repertory Theatre of Lincoln Center in 1965). 

In those early days, he just did pretty much what 
the directors wanted because he had little idea of 
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what stage design should be. He was supporting 
himself designing window displays. "Theatre de
sign was so different from sculpture or painting," he 
says, "that it was very revealing to me. I was learn
ing something that I really knew nothing about." 
Al.so, since much of his early work was for dance
he also designed for the San Francisco Ballet-his 
designs tended to be minimal and semi-abstract. 
Designing for these companies also entailed build
ing everything himself or with minimal help so he 
learned a lot through trial and error. When road 
companies came through San Francisco he would 

Berlioz's The :rrojans at the Viemw S tate 

Opera (1976), directed by Tom O'Horgan. 

The horse rolled toward the audience from 

some 80 feet upstage, and then "exploded" 

as all the armor plates turned out to be 

shields held by Greek warriors. The 

spectacular production was not well 
received by the more traditional 

Viennese spectators. 



often go backstage to see how things were con
structed. 

When h e began to work with the Actors' Work
shop, Herbert Blau "brainwashed him," as Wagner 
puts it, giving him vast quantities of reading mate
rial for each production- not on design, but back
ground material on the play itself. This began Wag
ner's involvement in the concept of the production, 
an involvement he maintains to this day. Wagner 
notes that for their 1957 production of Samuel 
Beckett's Waiting for Godot, for in stance, Blau 
"made m e read everything that Beckett had ever 
written: all the novels, every script, every line, 
everything. Then we'd sit and talk about it for 
hours. So the design became a kind of evolutionary 
thing-trying to understand what really had to be 
on the stage to m ake the play work." Bennett ap 
proaches collaboration the same way. "Robin is in 
on any project I work on from day one," he says . "I 
discuss it with him the same way I would with ac
tors- not only the plot and the sequence of scenes, 
but the subtext of the play, what I want to achieve, 
what we've done before and don't want to do, and 
where it is we want to go." 

The production of Godot was eventually taken to 
New York and the Brussels World's Fair. After that, 
Wagner remained in New York "beating on doors" 
because h e had virtually no profession al connec
tions. He supported himself painting in scenic stu
dios. Over the next few years h e designed at dinner 
and winter stock theatres in New Jersey and did 
more than 20 Off Broadway shows while assisting 
designers Ben Edwards and Oliver Smith. 

"Ben was doing highly precise interiors ," explains 
Wagner. "H e would dress the sets to within an inch 
of their lives; he cared about every detail including 
scratches on the wall around th e light plates. The 
realism was extraordinary- it was almost like pho
torealism. I learned from him that n o wall is ever 
fla t and no door is ever straight." Wagner also 
learned his theatre drafting from a long-time Ed
wards assistant. 

The work with Smith was very different. Wagner 

describes his approach as "a modular system
everything was either on an axis, or modular or it 
was 30-60-90 degrees. His system allowed him to 
do musicals that could b asically fit into any theatre. 
It had to do with how they looked as opposed to the 
problem s of theatre solving, so his shows always had 
an 'Oliver Smith look.' I probably learned more 
about musicals from Oliver than anybody," states 
Wagner. He also worked with Smith on designing 
restaurants. 

While working at a winter stock theatre in To
towa, New Jersey in 1960, Wagner met Ed Sherin, 
who was acting in a play there. Sherin was going to 
Milwaukee to direct Shaw's Major Barbara at the 
Fred Miller Theatre and began to talk with Wagner 
about production ideas. "I was discussing it with 
Robin;' remembers Sherin, "and I said, 'I want a set 
wh ere everything can be walked on or sat on.' H e 
liked that idea. Out of that came a spontaneous and 
exciting working relationship. The result was really 
an extraordinarily simple but brilliant design that 
was conceived, I think, by both of us." There were 

Renderingfor And the Wind Blows (1959). 

This was Wagner's firsl Off Broadway 
production. The romantic, poetic qualities, 
wann colors and painterly style contrast 
sharply with the work for which he is best 

known today. 
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no funds to bring Wagner out to Milwaukee so he 
designed the play in New York and m ailed the plans 
to Sherin, who supervised construction. These were 
still pioneer days in resident professional theatre, 
and large production budgets and technical staffs 
just didn't exist. Wagner points out that Sherin's 
ability to supervise the design is typical of all the 
good directors he has worked with. "They know 
what the design will do and what it won't. They're 
not at all foggy about the stage; they're technically 
as eood as most designers." 

When Sherin went to Arena Stage as associate 
director in 1964, Wagner joined him and rem ained 
as principal designer for three years. Sherin believes 
that it was Wagner 's experiences there that shaped 
his style of kinetic scenery and three-dimen sional 
design in later years. Their first collaboration th ere 
was Dark of the Moon by Howard Rich ardson and 
William Berney, and it had a significant impact on 
the Arena's production style for years to com e. Prior 
to this production, designs for the Aren a tended 
to be simple and spare. Artistic director Zelda 
Fichandler explains that, "We always designed 
space. We treated it as a cube with th e floors, the 
backdrops and the kinetic sense of forces coming 
towards the center and moving out from the center. 
But we didn't use that much scenery." Wagner filled 
the space with scenery-platforms, ramps, Con
structivist creations, bridges. Suddenly, the possi
bilities exploded. Wagner's work at the Aren a estab
lish ed a style that future designers and directors 
followed or reacted to . "Robin h ad a major influ
en ce," says Fichandler. 

Sh erin says that the impetus for the Dark of the 
Moon set was a desire to explore the full three
dimen sionality of the space. They removed part of 
the stage floor to create another 10 feet of vertical 
space (an approach which has since become fairly 
common in the Arena). In order to u se the height, 
a bridge was built across the vomitory that spanned, 
in Sherin's estimation, 90 feet across a 35-foot ver
tical h eight. "One person talking to another across 
that space was something extraordinary," h e claims. 
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For Wagner, this and subsequent plays forced him 
to deal with space and sUTfaces in a n ew way be
cause the demands of that theatre space (the " cube" 
as Fichandler calls it) were so different from what 
he had worked "\1\-ith. "The floor becam e a very im
portant element," he notes. "It almost became like 
a cyclorama. Here we had another dimension that 
we could carve into." Fichandler remembers that he 
frequently "extended the space by taking that neu
tral cube and filling it up in various ways-torturing 
the space and elongating it by u sing the vomitories 
and building platforms in and over." 

During his three years there, Wagner continually 
explored the possibilities of the Arena space. "The 
Arena wasn't very old at the time," remembers Wag
ner, "and I think every show I did there was a major 
learning experience because we weren't doing any
thing that anyone had any experience with-in
cluding us." The second play he did there was 
Brecht's Galileo (1964). Sherin was strongly influ
enced by the work of the Berliner Ensemble that he 
h ad seen in London in 1956, and the Brecht model 
figured strongly in th e Galileo design. Between his 
work with Blau and his work with Sherin, Wagner 's 
formative period was heavily influen ced by Brecht
ian aesthetics. 

His next major influen ce was director Tom 
O'Horgan. "Tom had a freeing impact on my view 
of the theatre because he was not the least bit inter
ested in any convention. When we did Hair, h e was 
interested in making the mom ents come to life. It 
was not about creating the illusion of some other 
place." 

Ming Cho Lee had designed the original version 
of Hair at the New York Shakespeare Festival's Pub
lic Theater as a collage of contemporary images, 
but this was apparently too "design ed" for O 'Hor
gan's image of the play. There were also changes in 
producers which led to a different creative staff 
when the play was done on Broadway. O'Horgan 
says that all he wanted was a "deck and a rake." 
"Tom was looking to do the most undesigned show 
that he could do," remembers Wagner. 



I'd just com e out of the Arena at that time and 
we met and started talking about the sh ow. It 
turned into a really silly conversation about all 
the things we could do that were unconven
tion al or anti-conventional and about how to 
make the whole theatre into a playing space. 
H e never did say, 'You have the job! I just 
started building it-I built a lot of it in a ga
rage. It just started by talking and being a little 
insane. We were all hippies th en . 

The result was an essentially bare stage with 
some pipe-scaffold towers-including a " totem 

pole" scaffold covered with icons of American pop
ular culture ranging from a Coke bottle to a Santa 
Claus face. Ironically, it used Ming Ch o Lee 's de
sign vocabulary of scaffolding and collage, but 
without Lee's sensibility. Proportion and symmetry 
were seemingly abandoned in favor of the free
wheeling, ch aotic, almost vulgar style that typified 
Wagner's work at the time. Just as the play was a 
radical break with th e narrative mu sicals of th e past, 
Wagner's design was a break with the pictorial and 
prettified scen ery associated with Broadway musi
cals . It was probably Broadway's first "functional" 
design. 

Sketch for Dark of the Moon (1965), 

Wagner's firs/ Arena Stage production. 

This design.fundamentally changed the 

approach to design at the Arena. r1J!agner 

removed pQ/t of the stage floor and buill 

under it-something Ming Cho Lee would 

do more than 10 years later; he explored 

the vertical space of the theatre, and filled 

the theatre with ramps, bridges and 

constructions not only to provide a variety 

of acting areas but to create a rhythmic 

and dynamic space. 

ROB I N WAG NE R 159 



Their next project together was Julian Barry's 
Lenny (Broadway, 1971) about comedian Lenny 
Bruce. Again, the concept evolved out of "silly" 
conversations. "That's the way Tom loved to work," 
explains Wagner. "It was always like the circus." For 
a number about the Pope, Wagner created a 
stained-glass window out of bagels. The climax of 
the play was a scene in Bruce's bathroom where he 
dies from an overdose of drugs given to him by FBI 
agents. A huge shroud which had provided the 
backdrop for most of the show fell away to reveal a 
travesty of Mount Rushmore featuring the heads of 
Eisenhower, Nixon, Kennedy and Johnson, all 
made of bathroom tiles. The actual bathroom was 
contained in Nixon's mouth. The idea for Rushmore 
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apparently evolved from Lenny's line, "It's like 
granite out there," while the bathroom tiles, accord
ing to O'Horgan, were an attempt to give the play a 
"urinal look" to complement the bathroom humor. 

Jesus Christ Superstar, produced later the same 
year on Broadway, used hydraulic lifts to create a 
stage floor that could tilt up to seal off the proscen
ium. The general look of the production came from 
a decision to look at the story as if it were being 
retold 10,000 years in the future. From that vantage 
point, the distinction among art styles separated by 
only a thousand years would be easily confused. "If 
I asked you what sculpture or architecture looked 
like 5,000 years ago," explains Wagner, "you would 
get it confused with art of 2,000 years ago. So we 

Above, model for Kicks, another backstage 
musical collaboration with Michael 

Ben.neli, scheduled for 1985. Facing page, 
sketch for the "totem pole" in Hair 
(Biltmore Theatre, 1967). Wagner used a 

simple scaffold structure, not, he claims, 

under the influence of Ming Cho Lee, but 

because of its jle1·ibility, simplicity and 

cost. The totem pole was covered with 
icollS of pop culture. 



started dealing with protozoas and dinosaur bones 
and blowing them up into objects for a Palm Sunday 
parade." O'H organ claims that he was going after a 
Blake-like look. 

The play began with the wall in the "up" position; 
slowly it fell back as the performers scrambled over 
the top. At the end of the first act the wall rose 
again, locking Judas out of the stage space. The 
idea for the wall arose when O'Horgan and Wagner 
were sitting in the second balcony of the Mark Hel
linger Theatre- one of the largest theatres on 
Broadway-looking down at the stage. Someone 
was sweeping the floor and O'Horgan mused that it 
would be nice to have the same view of the stage 
floor from the orchestra seats. As Wagner jokingly 
recalls, h e said, "Sure, piece of cake," then imme
diately called Pete Feller. What Feller came up with 
was telescoping pistons normally used to lift ma
chinery. There were none large enough to lift a 
whole stage floor, so it was constr ucted in three sec
tions. A similar piston was used to create a chrysalis 
that rose 16 feet above the floor and opened to re
veal Jesu s. 

Ming Cho Lee has said that certain designs suc
ceed-even gain excitement-despite poor propor
tion and line, because they make strong statements. 
He includes Superstar in this category. "I think 
Robin Wagner's Jesus Christ Superstar is kind of a 
bad design, but the idea is so vulgar that it gets 
across. It makes a statement about the sh ow." 

Hair was the first commercial production that 
moved beyond the proscenium and into the audi
ence space. Andre Gregory, with designer John 
Conklin, had broken through the proscenium ear
lier at the Theatre of the Living Arts in Philadel
phia, and Adrian Hall and designer Eugene Lee 
were beginning to do so at Trinity Square in P rovi
dence. Richard Schechner had explored what he 
called "environmental theatre" in New Orleans and 
was about to open his Performance Group produc
tion of Dionysus in 69. And there were the H appen
ings of the early 1960s. But Hair, because of its pop
ularity, seemed to challenge the traditional theatre, 

suggesting that the death of the proscenium might 
be at h and. Ironically, with Lenny and Superstar 
O'Horgan and Wagner retreated to the picture
frame stage. After Hair, according to Wagner, 
O 'Horgan b ecame interested again in pictorial im
ages, especially for Superstar. "If you think of old 
religious subjects," notes Wagner, "they're very pic
torial; they're not these big, surround sculptural 
things." Ultimately, however, Wagner feels that th e 
decision whether or not to move beyond the pros
cenium had little to do with theory. It was simply 
part of a cycle of trying different approaches
"breathe in, breathe out," he shrugs. 

O 'Horgan and Wagner did several more projects 
together including Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club 
Band On the Road-a pastiche of Beatles music 
that they created together. Their last, and probably 
most elaborate collaboration was for H ector Ber
lioz's opera, The Trojans at the Vienna State Opera 
(1976). The stage was dominated in the opening 
scene by a huge horse's head that moved 80 feet 
downstage. As it reach ed the front it "exploded," as 
O'Horgan describes it, and the horse's armor was 
revealed to be a chorus of soldiers carrying shields. 
The effect was st:uiming. 

Wagner first worked with Michael Ben nett on the 
Broadway musical Promises, Promises (1968), and 
next in 1973 when Bennett replaced Ed Sherin as 
director of Seesaw (Broadway, 1973). Bennett took 
what h ad been a fairly static set and, says Wagner, 
"suddenly it was dancing." 

Benn ett began to work on A Chorus Line in 1974 
and called Wagner, saying, "I'm going to do this 
thing- maybe you'd like to do it. It's just going to 
be a little Off Broadway show." It was his experien ce 
at the Arena combined with his early experience at 
various music tents with their arena-style stages 
that Wagner brought to A Chorus Line and later 
productions. For all his association with spectacle, 
he is one of the fmest minimalist designers in th e 
theatre. There is never anything superfluous or gra
tuitous in his work, and his deceptively simple set 
for A Chorus Line-a white line on the floor and a 

__l_ ____ _. 
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mirrored back wall-is highly praised by fellow de
signers as one of the best designs of the contempo
rary theatre. 

"Because of the circumstance of arena staging in 
the tents," explains Wagner, "what little was allowed 
onstage always had to make a statement. It had to 
be there for a purpose. There was no such thing as 
gratuitous decor. H a scene called for a table there 
was a table- and that table had to make a state
ment for the whole room. Economy of staging be 
came very, very important and that experience- to
gether with the use of systems and axes I got from 
Oliver Smith, and finding the right details which I 
got from Ben Edwards- has shaped my designing." 

Much of Wagner's design is a process of stripping 
away. A Chorus Line, which developed in workshops 
under the aegis of the New York Shakespeare Fes
tival over a two-year period, began with a lot of 
scenery, including a staircase for the grand finale 
and even toboggans as part of a sort of Ziegfeld Fol
lies number. But, as Wagner explains, all that was 
really necessary were black velours, a stage and a 
back wall of mirrors "because it was about ballet 
classes, the studio space and the finale . Over the 
two years we culled and culled, and distilled and 
distilled until we finally got down to the b asics. I 
think it's as close as I've ever gotten to the real es
sence of what a play needs in order to survive. 
Maybe 'live' is a better word, becau se it certainly 
does more than survive." 

Dreamgirls went through essentially the same 
process. The setting consists primarily of five mov
ing chrome light towers plus light bridges, a step 
unit and a sliding palette with tables and chairs for 
the nightclub scenes. This setting encompasses the 
28 locations through which the play moves (there 
were originally 40). The process through which this 
evolved is typical of the way Wagner works with 
Bennett and the others on his team. 

We knew we were doing a show about a lot of 
people in show business- in this instance a 
show about recording studios, sound stages , 
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hotel clubs, restaurant theatres, television. It 
had to be about high teclmology, about people 
entrapped by that technology. We had to con
front the audience with it so th at they could 
sense the entrapment. I suggested what I 
thought was a basic solution: take light towers 
from rock-and-roll and move them on and off. 
Michael called up from Fire Island one night 
at 4:00 a.m. and said, 'Can the towers turn?' 
The bridges came in m ainly because we 
wanted to be able to h ave intim ate scenes or 
big, open spacious scenes. It was clear that we 
couldn't just drop borders in and out because 
this was a show about technology. And we 
needed the bridges for the lights to come in 
and out. The next question was: Can we put 
people on the bridges and towers? Of course 
we could put people on them. The design had 
to be what it was- there was no two ways 
about it. 

"Robin has a fabulous attitude as a scenic de
signer," says Bennett. "H e hates scenery. I think he 
is the most gifted scenic artist alive today." 

Discussing Wagner's process of designing can be 
problematic since so much of his work- from the 
earliest days- has been collaborative, and his work 
methods are determined in large part by th e style 
of the director. The two-year workshops typical of 
recent Michael Bennett musicals have little to do 
with the process of a musical like Merlin (Broadway, 
1983) or IlBarbiere di S iviglia (Metropolitan Opera, 
1982). The basic process involves reading the script, 
talking to the director, doing research, then exam
ining the theatre space. For musicals, of course, he 
needs to listen to the music. "The music helps 
things become very clear visually," he said in the 
Theatre Design & Technology article. 

Is it a dark show or a light show? Is it colorful 
or somber? All these things are clear in the 
music .... You also need to find out who the 
m ajor characters are, h ow important each 
scene is, which are the obligatory scenes and 

Julian Barry's Lenny (Brooks Atkinson 

Theatre, 1971). Wagner and director Tom 
O 'Horgan set the characters in a 

sometimes comic, sometimes nightmare 

landscape of American images including 
bathroom tiles, a stained-glass window 

made of bagels, a Mount Rushmore with 

the faces of Eisenhower, Ni.wn, Kennedy 

and LBJ, and the 15 -foot marionettes seen 
here. 
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which ones are going to need production. You 
need that kind of organization before you can 
even draw. And then, of course, you must pick 
the director 's mind clean- every feeling, every 
nuance, every vision, every idea, everything 
that comes out. 

Wagner describes research as "sort of like wash
ing yourself in all the material." For the Bennett 
musicals- which have all been about show busi
ness- the traditional research was minimal. For 
Galileo, on the other hand, Wagner did extensive 
research into the science and machinery of the pe
riod, and recreated Galileo's telescope and scientific 
instruments in great detail. 

"I try not to draw anything until I have all the 
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factors," he explains. "I look at it as feeding the 
computer: HI have all the right and necessary in
formation then I fmd that the design is inevitable." 
The factors include not only the research but input 
from the director, writers and producers (the reali
ties of budget and space), and "what's going on in 
your life at the moment and what's going on around 
you." When possible, Wagner likes to take this input 
and "sleep on it." The more time he has to read the 
play over and over, to discuss ideas, to "verbalize 
ideas as opposed to drawing them" the better. 

Sherin says that he and Wagner would always 
look for the "irreversible moment," which he de
scribes as " that moment which is u sually most com
plex- where the play goes way out and gets most 
intricate- the point from which it cannot retreat. It 

Left, sketch for a backdrop in. On the 20th 
Century (St. James Theatre, 1978). Right, 

a scene aboard the train Wagner's design 

is credited with helping the revival of 
interest in Art Deco. 



is the most complex point at which you can define 
the play scenically. The effort is to resolve that mo 
ment physically and make everything else integrate 
around that m oment so it 's very logical. Once that's 
defmed there are usually dozens of thumbnail 
groundplans-and I mean thumbnail." Although it 
has become something of a joke among his frien ds, 
m uch of Wagner's rough sketching is done on 
napkins. 

Wagner claims not to draw well and never 
sketches. He used to have his assistants create draw
ings but, especially if the drawings were beautiful 
in themselves, he felt they were deceptive because 
they were not what a representation of what the set 
looked like in his h ead. After "scribbled" sketches 
and ground plans, Wagner builds a 1/1--inch scale 
white model " just to get a sense of balance and a 
cube." This is followed by highly detailed 112 -inch 
models that eventually become the paint elevations. 
In this way he can avoid doing any paintings for the 
sh op. Since so many of his settings use non
traditional m aterials, he incorporates them into the 
models. The towers in the Dreamgirls model are 
made of brass painted silver; the step units are made 

of plexiglass . Even so, Wagner is a bit uncomfort
able with the idea that models represent a set. 
"There's a cettain lie in it, because you can't get 112-
inch scale people walking aroun d in it, and you can't 
light it without them. I think a set that lives on its 
own has got to be a lousy set." As a result of this 
attitude, h e has rarely allowed his work to be dis
played in exhibitions. 

Wagner usually employs two assistants, but in a 
busy period may hire up to six. H e also· has the lux
ury of a receptionist. The assistants build the pieces 
that go into the original model, th en rebuild the 
model after Wagner and the director have worked 
on it. One assistant then drafts plans from the 
m odel. Wagner allows and encourages input from 
his assistants and insists that the directors hold de
sign m eetings at his studio so the assistants can be 
in on the sessions. H e also tries to involve people 
from the scene shops. Wagner refers to this as a syn
thesizing period- "letting th em (director, assist
ants, technicians] go at each other, because the in
put is enormous and I'm very dependent on that 
input. If somebody. comes up with a great idea, I'll 
throw everything out the window." It is for this rea-
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son , in fact, that he has not particularly enjoyed his 
experiences with opera. Despite the incredible fa
cilities, staffs and budgets, each member of the cre
ative team tends to be isolated. 

Given the nature of the directors with whom he 
has worked, Wagner tends to be a "contingency de
signer" - designing in such a way that scenery can 
be discarded or redone at the last moment as n ew 
production ideas evolve. He sounds a bit nostalgic 
wh en talking of the days when "you'd arrive in 
Washington or Boston with five trucks full of scen
ery and then you 'd get to throw away two and h ave 
a better design because of it. It's unfortunate that 
you can't do that now. I try to do that work before 
it's built now so that it doesn't cost an arm and a 
leg." One of the reasons Wagner used to be so de
pendent on scaffolding and modular scenery was its 
flexibility. " I believe that often the best work in de 
sign is done on the stage. If you're using pieces that 
are modular or flexible you have a chance to dis
cover and explore." This process of eliminati on has 
even carried over into his few dance experiences. 
When he was working on I'm Old Fashioned for Je
rome Robbins and the New York City Ballet (1983), 
h e kept bringing in n ew ideas and ch anging the de
sign. Finally, at dress rehearsal, Robbins turned to 
Wagner and said, "Something's wrong." Wagner re
plied, "Th ere's too much scen ery. You don't need 
any scen ery." Robbins agreed and it was all thrown 
out. Wagner admits that h e does not have th e right 
temperament for ballet. " In ballet you do sur
rounds, but that's not what I 'm about, really, in 
terms of my vision of helping something come to 
life. I think ballet is where the artist really lives
wh ere the artist can do extraordinary, beautiful 
things- I'm not that kind of craftsman." 

Although a chronology of his productions gives 
the impression that he is not very busy, the high 
percentage of box office successes translates into a 
great number of road companies for which new de
signs and adaptations must be developed. "These 
are new companies," sighs Wagner. "You go to the 
shop, you build the scenery, you have to supervise 
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the painting and the technicals. You h ave to be there 
every second to make it work. Because Bennett, like 
Tom O'Horgan, gets bored simply recreating what 
has already been done, the road companies are 
often substantially different from the Broadway pro
duction: Dreamgirls in Los Angeles was more elab
orate than in New York. 

Aside from theatre, opera and ballet, Wagner has 
designed several rock concerts including the 1973 
Bette Midler tour and the 1975 Rolling Stones Tour 
of America. The Stones set included an 80-foot lo
tus with folding petals made of chromium and de
vices that extended into the auditorium. The petals 
were operated by hydraulic tailgate lifts. Wagner 
was hired by Mick Jagger in much the same way 
that he was first hired by O'Horgan- "silly" con
versations filled with outrageous ideas. 

If you're working with Mick J agger you don't 
arrive at a design. He's got a lot of ideas and 
it's all one-upsmanship. H e gives you an idea 
but he wants something better. He said [Wag
n er assumes his best Liverpool accent], 'What 
can we do that's really different?' And I said, 
'Well, we could have you all shot into space and 
you could give the first live concert from space.' 
And he said , 'Oh, we don't want to go so far 
from h ome, you know.' 'Well ,' I said, 'why don't 
you restore the Coliseum and do an around the 
world satellite concert from there? For the fi
n ale, you play the violin and I'll burn the city.' 
And he said, 'Oh , that's· not very nice.' This 
went on for about six h ours and the next thing 
I knew, I had a job. 

Wagner is designing two theatre spaces in Ben
nett's building- a 600-seat public theatre and an 
80-seat workshop. Despite all his years of design
ing, however, he has n o ideal theatre. At least one 
of the new spaces will be an endstage because it 
provides good sightlines and fits the space available. 
"Th e perfect theatre for me," he says, "is a place 
where the show works. I don't think a theatre space 
can really alter a good play." 



Wagner is constantly seeking new areas that will 
challenge his imagination. H e designed the house 
he lives in, and has also begun designing restau 
rants, just as Oliver Smith had done. H e fin ds it not 
unlike designing for the stage. H e has also written 
several plays in order, he says, to discover more 
about the writer's process and to see how this might 
h elp his own designing. "Non e of the plays I wrote 
h ad any scenery in them and I would say, 'How do 
you create an ambience out of nothing?'" He h as 
also done a bit of directing, mostly staged readings, 
but dislikes it- largely because it entails being in 
rehearsal constantly. 

D espite his forays into other areas of design, and 

despite his sabbaticals from the theatre to travel to 
Africa, South America, the Himalayas, Katmandu 
and other exotic places, and despite joking about 
wanting to open a taco stand in Baja California, 
theatre is his passion. "I could never get out of th e
atre. I wouldn't know what else to do. It's still very 
exciting to me. I t's exciting to hear good material 
for the first time. I still get chills when I see som e
thing really great onstage-I get physically excited 
and I don't know any other place where th at can 
h appen. I never wanted to be a solitary artist and I 
just think th e theatre is a wonderful place to live and 
work." 

Act I, Scene 2from Il Barbiere di Siviglia 

(Metropolitan Opera, 1982). "The .first 
thing they told me at the Met was, 'We 

don 't have enough turntable sets, why 
bl :J' " H don't you try to use the tumta e. e 

used the turntable to its fullest in the 
second act orchestral passage, in which the 

hero walked through a rainstorm past 
several neighborhood buildings that 
revolved by. He then climbed a Ladder into 

Rosina's apartment and the set revolved to 

show him climbing through the window 

from the other side. 
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