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MING CHO LEE 

On August 11, 1964, a production of Sophocles' 
Electra opened at the New York Shakespeare Festi
val's outdoor Delacorte Theater. The setting was de
signed by the 34-year-old Ming Cho Lee, then in 
his third year as resident designer for the Festival. 
With its multi-leveled thrust stage and three highly 
textured, emblematic scenic pieces hanging from a 
pipe-batten gridwork, this set marked a turning 
point in American stage design. No single aspect 
was, in itself, new-either for Lee or for the Amer
ican theatre- but the confluence of scenic tenden
cies and elements began to forge a new style and 
create a new vocabulary of stage design for the next 
generation of designers. 

Since the mid- 1960s, Ming Cho Lee has been 
the single most influential force in American stage 
design, both in theatre and opera. Ironically, he has 
exerted this influence without any truly successful 
plays on Broadway. Through 1984 he has done a 
mere 20 productions for the Broadway stage and the 
more successful ones- .K2 (1983- his only Tony 
Award), The Shadow Box (1977), Two Gentlemen of 
verona (1971), Much Ado About Nothing (1972)
were transfers from resident professional theatres. 
His most successful designs have been for Shake
spearean plays and opera: his design for the New 
York City Opera's Don Rodrigo, which opened the 
New York State Theatre at Lincoln Center in 1966, 
virtually altered the American approach to opera 
design. But in addition to his new approaches and 
solutions to the problems of design there is an entire 
generation of designers he has helped to mold. Of 

the 10 other designers featured in this book, six 
either studied with Lee at New York University or 
Yale or worked as his assistants. Of the 30 to 40 
individuals who comprise the bulk of working 
American stage designers, at least 50 percent were 
trained by him, and almost all the others would ad
mit that they were influenced by his style and ap
proach in some way. 

Essentially, Lee combined the sculptural design 
of Boris Aronson and Isamu Noguchi, the textural 
quality of Rouben Ter-Arutunian and the concep
tual approach of various German designers, espe
cially at the Berliner Ensemble and several opera 
houses . The result was significantly different from 
the basically pictorial style of his mentor Jo Miel
ziner, whose designs had dominated and informed 
the American theatre since the 1940s. In place of 
poetic realism with its scrims, painted backdrops 
and fragmented and isolated bits of architectural 
reality, Lee and his contemporaries created sculp
tural settings of "real" materials such as wood and 
metal. Mood was replaced with texture. Color and 
ornament were replaced with formality and spatial 
relationships. 

Although influenced by the Brechtian aesthetic, 
Lee has never totally rejected or abandoned illu
sionism. He views the stage, however, as a finite 
space and feels that the design should emphasize 
that. Furthermore, he wants the audience to expe 
rience the performance as directly as possible and 
is generally uncomfortable with the scrims popular
ized by Mielziner. "I dislike doing sets that can be 

Facing page, renderingforTwo 

Gentlemen of Verona (New York 

Shakespeare Festival and Broadway, 

1971), the rock-musical adaptation of 

Shakespeare. Lee was well into his collage 
phase at this point and the set consisted of 

posters, signs and architectural details 

hung from a four-story, brightly painted 

steel scaffold that had been erected as a 

basic unit for the 1971 Delacorte season. 
When the show moved to Broadway, the 

only significant change was the addition 

of a painted sl..-y backdrop. 
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better done by motion pictures," he states in a dis
sertation by David Nils Flaten. "The stage is not 
flexible and not limitless. It is a finite space, and I 
am happiest when I am showing the fmite space. 
Whenever I try to create endless space I always re
alize how ultimately unsuccessful it is. So I tend to 
approach even the suggestion of endless space in a 
fmite way." 

To this day, Lee's style is equated by most people 
with pipe-scaffolding- it has become a cliche, even 
a joke. But the use of pipe is only one aspect of Lee's 
designs. Through the years he h as been a pioneer 
in the areas of collage, innovative materials such as 
urethane foam, beaten metal and mylar (his 1969 
design for the J offrey Ballet's Animus was years 
ahead of Robin Wagner's popularization of the ma
terial in A Chorus Line) , soft-fabric designs, archi
tectural designs and ultra-realism. His work has 
also included painterly designs, minimalism and 
surrealism. H e has served as a consultant for some 
half-dozen theatres and designed the Astor Court 
in the Chinese wing of the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art (1978). Designer and former Lee student 
John Lee Beatty has commented that every time he 
feels that he h as gone beyond Lee's work, he looks 
around and L ee has done som ething startling and 
new. 

Lee's style is a result of his training and the cir
cumstances in which he has done much of his work. 
He was hom in Shanghai, China in 1930. His father 
was a Yale-educated insurance company executive . 
Lee's early education was at various mission schools 
and he also studied landscape painting with Chang 
Kwo Nyen. It was this background in painting that 
provided the basis for much of his later work. Aside 
from fostering a talent with watercolor, it taught 
him a particular approach to a subject. Chinese 
landscape painting is a very simple, yet elegant art 
that combines formal composition, the texture em
bodied in the brush strokes, and ornamental detail. 
Thus, it tends toward the abstract although it is 
based on real subject matter. 

During this time L ee was introduced to opera by 
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two uncles; and during the Japanese occupation, he 
saw a great deal of theatre. In 1948 his family 
moved to Hong Kong where he was introduced to 
fll.m and for awhile considered a career in movies. 
He later rejected this because the jobs in film are 
too specialized- only the director and the cinema
tographer have any control or means of artistic 
expression, he feels. In 1949 he cam e to California 
and enrolled in Occidental College, at first as an art 
major, and later in the speech department- since 
that was where the theatre was. While there, he did 
a lot of designing, and even acted and directed. He 
spent a year in graduate at school at UCLA but he 
was not satisfied. Then, at the suggestion of Edward 
F. Kook, the president of Century Lighting, he 
came to New York. Kook introduced him to Jo Miel
ziner and L ee worked for Mielziner off and on be
tween 1954 and 1958, beginning with the Broad
way productions of Silk Stockings and Cat on a Hot 
Tin Roof 

Lee got his union card in 1955 and designed two 
shows at the Grist Mill Playhouse in Andover, New 
Jersey, before he was fired for making sets too elab
orate and expensive. During this period he also as
sisted George Jenkins, Rouben Ter -Arutunian and 
Boris Aronson, and did some work at the Metro
politan Opera with Elizabeth Montgomery and 
Oliver Messel. Other influences included the paint
ings of Ben Shahn, the stage designs of Eugene 
Berman, illustrations in German opera magazines 
and pictures of the Berliner Ensemble produc
tions- a powerful influence on his artistic devel
opment. 

He began to design what would soon be dubbed 
Off-Off Broadway, which eventually led to a produc
tion of Jean Cocteau's The Infernal Machine at the 
Phoenix Theatre (1958). He also designed Arthur 
Miller's The Crucible (Off Broadway, 1958) but 
withdrew his name from the credits because of a 
dispute with the producers. Tharon Musser, who 
had been lighting designer for The Infernal Ma
chine, recommended him to L aszlo Halasz at the 
Peabody Institute of Music in Baltimore, where he 



designed sets and lighting for nine productions be
tween 1959 and 1963. 

Lee explains that it was not only his love of opera 
that made him jump at the chance to design for the 
Peabody. "When I started working for Jo and Boris 
the theatre was very different. There was hardly any 
Off Broadway and certainly no Off-Off Broadway 
and very few regional theatres. So the only serious 
designing jobs were for Broadway and maybe opera. 
But I found that Broadway had that whole group of 
designers-Jo, Boris, Oliver Smith, David Hays, 
Peter Larkin, Will Steven Armstrong-and it was a 
little hard to break into. I found that I had to start 
working somewhere else because it felt like I'd just 
be an assistant all my life." The president of the Pea
body Institute at the time was Peter M ennin, who 
later became president of Juilliard and created the 
opportunity for L ee to design operas there . By 
1964, Lee had established himself as an opera de
signer. 

The work at the Peabody foreshadowed later de
velopments. First of all, the small budgets created 
restrictions that he faced again and again working 
for the New York Shakespeare Festival, the City Op
era and various regional theatres. Stylistically, 
many of his designs employed slatted screens in an 
attempt to combat the overwhelming nature of the 
Peabody proscenium. His design for The Fall of the 
City (1960) was perh aps the first to utilize a pole 
structure as a means of delineating space, antici
pating his later work in which poles created a strong 
verticality. 

In 1961 Lee became the resident designer for the 
San Francisco Opera, only to return to New York in 
early 19@ to design his first Broadway production , 
The Moon Besieged. Upon his return, he was also 
asked to design A Look at L ightning for Martha 
Graham, which, because of schedule changes, 
opened on Broadway before Moon. That spring Lee 
was hired to replace Eldon Elder as resident de
signer of the new Delacorte Theater of the New 
York Shakespeare Festival, thus beginning a 10-
year association with the Festival. Also, beginning 

with The Tempest, the second show of that season, 
Lee began his long-term collaboration with director 
Gerald Freedman. 

The Delacorte was designed by Elder, who left 
before its completion to take a job at the American 
Shakespeare Festival. Lee made suggestions to pro
ducer Joseph Papp about ch anges in the general 
plan, although the stage remained 48 feet wide
too wide, according to Lee. An essential goal of the 
design was to maintain a connection with the sur
rounding environment (which includes a lake be
hind the stage and the nearby Belvedere Castle 
overlooking the area). The annual three-play pro
duction schedule and severely limited budget ne-

Patrick Meyers' K2 at the Arena S tage 

(1982). Lee created a towering mountain 
out of urethane foam. As the need for 
various Ledges or niches became apparent 
in rehearsal, they would Literally be carved 
out of the mountain. To emphasize the 

towering height, the curtain rose very 
slowly, making the revelation of the 
mountain a dramatic event in itself The 

show moved to Broadway in 1983 and 
earned Lee his on~y Tony Award to date. 
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cessitated unit settings that could be adapted to 
each play. 

The first play was The Merchant of venice, whose 
setting consisted of a bridge unit that moved on 
tracks, two tapestries that rolled up from the stage 
floor and two light towers faced with venetian 
blinds. This latter device created a slatted back
ground effect while allowing the natural environ
ment to come through. Variations on this approach 
were u sed for the other productions of the season. 

In the second summer, which began with Antony 
and Cleopatra, Lee introduced a permanent bal
cony with staircases at either side, similar to those 
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implemented by T)TOne Guthrie at the Stratford 
Festival in Ontario. Lee subsequently visited Strat
ford and this influenced his move toward sculptural 
scenery, epitomized in the Electra directed by 
Freedman. L ee described the set in a 1971 inter
view in Theatre Design and Technology: 

Not all of the design was a conscious thing. In 
Greek tragedy the unities are very important. 
Greek tragedy h as unities of place and time, 
and, therefore, there is no problem of moving 
scenery to be solved-there is only one visual 

Lee's set for Moliere 's Don Juan (Arena 

Stage, 1979). Left, a below-stage room; 

right, the set as seen from the audience. 

Director Liviu Ciulei wanted to set the 

play around 1915-1920, and they agreed 

upon an Art Nouveau design. Lee, who 

claims always to work with straight lines, 

remarked, "! was ready for it. There was 

not a straight line in the set. " Lee wanted a 
1920s poster look, but Ciulei conceived the 

first scene ve'Y realistically. The result was 

a ple:riglass stage floor through which 

could be seen aful(y furnished, verdant 

atrium. 



statement to be made. Furthermore, there is 
but one theme. Electra is a daughter who 
wants to revenge her father. It begins with that 
and it never stops moving. There is this thrust, 
this tremendous hatred within the play, con
tained in a very neatly controlled classical 
form .... 

We felt that the materials and the texture 
should all be stone; whitish stone in the sun. 
We also felt that the set should not be strictly 
architectural because that would h ave little to 
do with the sen se of a single thrust: one place 
in front of the palace of Atreus, a palace that 
happens to be falling apart. So we made three 
very big and very strong stone sculptures, and 

set them off th e floor so they didn't simulate a 
real building but were really just three panels 
to show that this is the wall of the palace. The 
one literal thing we needed was the big door 
that opens for Clytemnestra's entrance. 

It is my feeling that the set would h ave 
worked in broad daylight. I'm very conscious 
of the m aterial in relation to the play. If you are 
doing Electra, and you use a metal, say 
bronze-that is one kind of Electra. Stone is 
another kind of Electra. We chose to use three 
panels of ston e. 

The groundplan of Electra was symmetrical, but 
the irregularly shaped, raked ramps, slightly differ-
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ing levels and steps, and the irregular shapes of the 
sculpted foam "stone" pieces created an illusion of 
asymmetry. The pipe structure- which provided a 
framework on which to hang the sculptures, as well 
as a much-needed vertical thrust to offset the stage 
floor- was also textured. The set was very definitely 
presentational, not representational. "The elements 
each had their own design and formalistic func
tion," he explains. "I had panels because I wanted 
to present panels. I didn't want them becoming 
walls." 

Lee admits that he was consciously reacting to 
the pictorial style of Mielziner and Larkin, replac
ing it with a formal, presentational approach. "Dur
ing that period, whatever I did, I was very clear 
about the approach. It was the right thing, for the 
right time, for the right material." 

The pipe structure he has used quite often over 
the years is simply a practical solution to the de
mands of the theatre, he explains, although he ad
mits a fascination for scaffolding. "Traveling around 
the world, construction always fascinates me-I'm 
fascinated by the difference in scaffolding. Scaffold
ing here is all pre-made frames. That has one look. 
In Europe, it looks like they just have a lot of pipes 
and clamps and there's an improvised look. Then 
you go to H ong Kong and it's all bamboo lashed 
together and you wonder how they can build sky
scrapers. Lines cutting across planes are interesting 
for me." 

At the Delacorte, scaffolding allows a single 
structure to change simply by recovering it with dif
ferent materials. "If you want to do history," ex
plains Lee, "and you want wooden posts and 
beams, you can always sleeve a wooden thing over 
the pipe. But if you use wood, you can never get as 
small as the pipe. So that seems to be a very obvious 
approach. It also made sense for Electra. I wanted a 
structure that looked totally functional on which to 
hang or present the panels . Nowadays, when you 
think of something that is totally functional it is 
metal framework. Therefore, I started using metal 
framework on which I hung these obviously Greek, 
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stone sculpted panels. That was the beginning." 
Related to L ee's use of pipe scaffolding is his use 

of verticality- strong vertical shafts set against, or 
rising from, a horizontal plane. The wide stage of 
the Delacorte and park environment beyond re
quired a high scenic background to concentrate and 
focus the action. The pipe structure, of course, was 
ideal for this purpose. "In order for the immediate 
environment to really control the action," explains 
Lee, "it has to be very tall. When people sitting in 
the front row look up at an actor, if they see the 
park, Fifth Avenue and the sky, they lose all interest. 
But if they look at the actors ' faces and there is some 
surface or line or whatever that belongs to the en
vironment of the show- through which you see the 
sky- then you feel the performers are acting within 
something. At the Delacorte, anything lower than 
30 feet is not good. We started out at 21 feet, which 
is normally very high , then we went to 24 feet, 
which was still too low, then to 28 feet and finally to 
30 and 32 feet. It was then that it felt as if the play 
were h appening on the stage and that the environ
ment was really in control. David Mitchell and 
Santo Loquasto h ave since gone even higher-40 
feet without batting an eyelash." 

In subsequent productions at the Delacorte, Lee 
continued to develop these concepts and explore 
new ones. H e used emblematic units in the form of 
panels, shields and heraldry often throughout the 
1960s, one of the b etter examples being the 1966 
Richard III with hanging, textured shields. Measure 
for M easure (1966) incorporated real materials in
cluding fire escape-like stairways and a simulated 
whitewashed brick wall to create a prison environ
ment. A Comedy of Errors (1967) marked one of his 
first uses of flat imagery and bold color schemes: 

Instead of trying to make sculptural pieces 
with a great deal of depth, we deliberately 
made the walls very flat and the colors very 
bright and flat- almost like a poster. This par
ticular set had two towers, one on each side, 
that revolved, as could the centerpiece. The 

Facing page, Hamlet (Arena Stage, 1978). 
Says Lee, "We [director Liviu Ciulei and If 
never talked about the set-we kept 

looking at pictures of people. We agreed 
that I would take the floor out. That was 
the first time I took the floor out so that the 

platform was higher. We lined the wall 
around the arena with plexiglass. The 
floor of the platform was very beautifully 

finished dark, stained wood in a parquet 
patlem. Underneath the floor, going into 
the pit, was brick vaulting. The audience 

saw the brick vaulting through the 
plexiglass. On the surface it was clean, 
neat, elegant, warm; underneath it was a 
labyrinth. It was a little like K2 - I 
thought we should take the audience on a 

lour. " 



roofs were terra cotta and the walls were 
painted white. It was essentially very bright, 
not at all multi-layered. We tried to do this play 
in the comm edia form, so there was a wooden 
platform, and we even simulated footlights 
(which actually hid microphones). For interi
ors, we painted an entire room on the curtain 
in very faded colors. (Theatre Design & Tech
nology.) 

Just as L ee's aesthetic shaped the look of the New 
York Shakespeare Festival's productions- and ulti
mately much of mainstream th eatre- his design for 
Alberto Ginastera's Don Rodrigo and subsequent 
productions set a style for the New York City Opera 
and eventually reshaped much American opera de
sign. Through the 1950s, most design at the Met
ropolitan Opera was in the 19th-century style of 
painted Romantic Realism. Into the 1960s, m any 
otherwise reputable companies relied on stock sce
nery as background for their productions. But an 
increasing acceptance of opera as a legitimate the
atrical form and as an outlet for serious design, 
combined with the tight budgets of most regional 
opera companies, led to increased experimentation 
and the cross-fertilization of theatrical design with 
opera. 

For Don Rodrigo, the first of his many collabora
tions with director Tito Capobianco, L ee made an 
admittedly conscious effort to break away from pic
torial Romanticism and to create "a visual state
ment that was less literal and less Romantic. We 
were looking for a City Opera 'look' that was differ
ent from the Met 'look."' L ee acknowledges that he 
drew on wh at h e had seen in German opera maga
zines and on European design in general. "It was 
not new at all," he explained. "I remember German 
designs that used floating sculptural pieces, people 
acting in front of engravings, and so forth. At the 
time it was a matter of having a subscription to Op
emwelt and saying, 'This is what I must do; and 
taking the opportunity to do it." 

What L ee created was a unit setting that began 

with a look of great splendor and opulence and, as 
the opera progressed, was stripped down to a fmal 
stark, fragmentary setting. The use of "collapsible" 
scenic pieces (actually, the set split in pieces, some
what like pavement ruptured by an earthqu ake) also 
allowed a progression from an essentially vertical 
space to a h orizontal one. L ee described the design 
in an interview in Lynn Pecktal's Designing and 
Painting for the Theatre: 

Don Rodrigo [was] an opera about Spain. I al
ways felt that Spain is full of white, great big 
stone sculpture and walls, and golden sky and 
mosaics-and that is pretty much what I did. 
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The set consisted of a raked platform sur
rounded by a gold mosaic sky and tall lean 
statues on gold pipes lining both sides of the 
platform. Pieces of white stone wall came in for 
specific scenes. I think it had a real look. 

The set incorporated much of the design vocab 
ulary that Lee h ad established at the Delacorte. As 
in E lectra, the lines, textures and emblems of Don 
Rodrigo were suggestive, yet presentational. The 
singers were not acting in front of a two
dimensional scene as was common in opera, but 
were contained within a sculptural space-a theat
rical environment. The raked stage seemed at times 
to project the performers forward, as if they were on 
a thrust stage. 

Lee feels that one of the great strengths of the 
design was its ability to utilize a unit setting without 
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n eutralizing the space in the way he feels Mielzi
ner 's unit sets did. "I think Rodrigo was the first of 
the opera production s h ere that did not become 
characterless and still managed to have a unity that 
went through the whole performance. Now, of 
course, that approach is overused-including my 
own overuse of it-but at the time, at least, I 
thought it was relatively groundbreaking." 

For L ee, the key to opera design is a feeling for 
the "weight of the music" and an understanding of 
how to translate this into visual terms. In an essay 
in Contemporary Stage Design US.A. L ee wrote: 

A large, unbroken expanse of space suggests 
one musical quality. The same space, broken 
into small areas or patterns, suggests another. 
A room painted completely in frescoes gives a 
sense of lightness and airiness, while an elab-

Model for Moussorgsky's Boris Godunov 

(Metropolitan Opera, 1974). This was 

Lee's JV/etropolitan Opera debut and he 

spent a year and a half on the project. 

Critics were impressed by Lee's ability to 

rapidly shift the many scenes of the opera, 

as well as by the set's apparent lushness 
and richness. The director August 

Everding was quoted in The New Yorker 
as saying, "[chose Ming Cho Lee as the 

designer because he is ve1y good at making 

skeletons that hint at places and situations. 

He knows how to abbreviate, and I know 

how to fill up a stage. " 



orately carved and heavily coved space gives a 
sense of opulence and weight. Dilferent mate
rials also suggest qualities, reflecting even the 
sound of the orchestration. Stone suggests the 
bass instruments; metal a percussiveness and 
sharpness; wood is closer to the lighter warmth 
of the lower strings, whose tones do indeed 
emerge from a wooden soundbox. 

In opera, he suggests, the music and the libretto 
do not always have the same feel-as in Verdi 's 
Macbeth-and the designer must decide which as 
pect of the design to fulfill. Lee notes that criticism 
of his design for Mozart's Idomeneo (New York City 
Opera at the Kennedy Center, Washington, D.C. , 
1974) was that it was not traditionally Neoclassical 
(i.e., ruined temples). "The music," he explains in 
the same essay, "is clean, pure in line, lean-and 
my design reflected this. I used a simple, formal ar
rangement of cantilevered platforms and two
dimension al wire sculptures to give a sense of place: 
an open terrace, a harbor, a sacred place .. .. As 
long as the visual weight does not violate that of the 
music, you can go against the style- even abstrac
tion for n eo -classicism- in favor of other values in 
the work." 

L ee has designed well over 60 opera productions 
including notable productions of Bomarzo (Opera 
Society of Washington, 1967 and New York City 
Opera, 1968), Le Coq d'or (NYCO, 1967), Faust 
(NYCO, 1968), Roberto Devereux (NYCO, 1970) 
and Boris Godunov (Metropolitan Opera, 1974). 
Nonetheless, L ee, who is forever reevaluating his 
own work and fmding weaknesses and flaws, now 
has doubts about most of his opera work. "Even 
Boris Godunov," he sighs. "It was good, but it was 
not a definitive design." The problem, in his eyes, is 
that the various approaches h ave become overused 
and cliched-by him and others-so it is difficult 
to evaluate the work. His cunent opera project is 
Moussorgsky's infrequently performed Khovansh
china for the Met's 1985 season. There is opportu
nity for spectacle- the climax is a great fire in 

which a chorus of 90 burns to death. The opera be 
gins in Red Square and L ee is playing with the vast 
space and horizontality of the locale. As it pro
gresses, the sets become increasingly vertical. H e 
hopes that it will h ave a new look: "more photo
graphic." 

Lee has expressed great admiration for the de
signs of French director-scenograph er Patrice 
Chereau who staged the centenary production of 
the Bayreuth Ring (1976). After seeing photos of 
that, L ee remarked that he might want to develop 
an approach in which "the work h as a look." He 
describes Chereau's look as a "very hard-edged, 
photographic realism that feels wu-eal" but he feels 
uncomfortable attempting that style. 

I have a hard time doing that, perhaps because 
when I began in the theatre American design 
was just breaking away from realism and get
ting into the Mielziner style. I reacted against 
that. I latched onto an American Brechtian ap
proach. I'm dying to find a way to do that 
Chereau or Robert Wilson approach. In one 

Rendering for Donizetti 's Roberto 

Devereux at the New York City Opera 

(1970). Lee employed his basic vocabulary 

of a skeletal unit set and a raked stage 

which in this case was intended to be used 

for subsequent productions of Maria 

Stuarda and Anna Bolena. (It was used for 

theformer with some variations, but a new 

selling was designed for the faller.) T he 

space was careful(r artiwlated through 

the use of upright posts on either side of the 

stage. Elegant scenic pieces created the 

locales of the opera with in this framework. 

M I TG CHO LEE 95 



way I'm very tired of using pipe and a very 
spare and stark kind of design. I tend to elimi
nate, rather than to do opulent things. But 
when I try to be Romantic it tends to be 
fuzzy- a watercolor type approach, which is 
my training. 

Another Lee trademark is collage. It first ap
peared as a minor aspect of a set-a collage of signs 
incorporated into a setting for the Joffrey Ballet's 
Night Wings (1967)- and then emerged as a dom
inant approach in the original New York Shake
speare Festival production of Hair (1967), directed 
by Gerald Freedman. L ee's design for the first rock 
musical was dominated by a steel scaffold that filled 
the height of the Anspacher Theater. The structure 
was symmetrical but the symmetry was offset by a 
collage of posters hanging from the scaffolding and 
the grid above. Ironically, there were no images of 
the Vietnam war, despite the play's theme and the 
fact that Lee had incorporated seemingly anti-war 
emblems into some of his other designs at that time. 

The evolution of the design and the production 
in general fell prey to ch aos as, L ee recalls, first his 
assistant and then Freedman "turned hippie." 
There were complications resulting from a scenic 
artists' strike and disputes over directorial control 
between producer Joseph Papp and the authors 
Gerome Ragni and James Rado. As L ee describes 
it: 

I thought the original design was good. I h ad 
done collages, but I had n ever done such an 
enormous amount of collage or color before. 
Before Hair, all musicals were narrative; Hair 
was a collage. We were op ening the Anspacher 
Theater and it was a really bumpy trip. It was 
a week before rehearsal and the script wasn't 
finished and I hadn't seen it. I called Gerry 
[Freedman] and said, " if I don't see a script 
there won't be any set." He said he would like 
to improvise into it-it was all terribly '60s
and I said, "I don't know how to improvise into 
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a set." I got a script, but it was very hard to 
m ake h ead or tail out of it. Obviously it was 
about- what do you call that group of 
people?- hippies. But should we create an en
vironment that caused the hippies to happen
war and injustice and so forth? With Gerry and 
Rado and Ragni we went and looked at the Vil
lage "head shops," the Electric Circus, light 
shows. And I bought the Life magazine with all 
the hippie things, cut it up and started doing a 
collage. It took much longer than I expected 
but I fmally managed to fmish the sketch. At 
that time I tended to make models more than 
sketches. I would make initial sketches then 
jump into the model very quickly. 

I finish ed the sketch and Gerry and Rado 
and Ragni loved it. But the show was becoming 
less and less in control. There was a change of 
directors but fmally G erry took over again at 
the first preview. We thought it was going to be 
the greatest disaster of all time. A week before 
opening, the scenic artists went on strike. At 
the dress rehearsal, stage right was fmished but 
stage left was not. 

To everyone's great surprise, the show became 
very popular but, as Lee recalled, the creative team 
felt "very idealistic" and scorned the idea of moving 
to a commercial house. Instead , the show moved to 
Cheetah- a disco-but "the acoustics were horri
ble, the space was wrong, we all h ad other things to 
work on so we never went to look at it." As a result 
of this attitude, when producer Michael Butler 
m oved it uptown, he hired new creative personnel. 
L ee says that they all learned their lessons and 
when the Shakespeare Festival 's rock version of Two 
Gentlemen of verona (1971) moved to Broadway, 
they were all actively involved. 

Much of Lee's work through the 1970s, such as 
MuchAdoAboutNothing (1972), u sed a collage ap
proach as a means or system for dealing with low 
budget productions. As with the scaffolding, L ee 
began to treat collage as a design system and forced 

Facing page, model for the landmark 

production of Electra (Delacorte Theater, 

1964). The hang ing, textured, emblematic 

scenery and the articulation of space 

marked a strong break with the poetic 

realism of previous decades. 



productions to fit the scheme. But his attitude has 
been changing in recent years. "I think collage was 
the right approach for the time," he explains, "be
cau se people were more interested in a visual state
ment than in creating a place. We were in a period 
when we didn't want anything to be literal. And the 
whole collage thing fit into my training as an artist 
very well. It came very naturally. But my whole col
lage era is over." In an article in Theatre Crafts (Feb
ruary 1984) Lee explained, "Earlier, my approach 
was that by ch anging things-changing the col
lage-the whole play or opera could fit in the set. 
No more. It's not good. People are getting bored 
with it. I'm getting bored with it. The sets h ave to 
do something else. Something that has a bit more 
integrity. Something that treats the work more se
riously. The design should be for that work alone, 
instead of trying to fit the work into a scheme." 

Lee's influence on design for dance has been 
minimal and more often it was the medium that ex
erted its influence on him. Much of his work, for 
instance, was strongly influenced by Isamu No
guchi's designs for Martha Graham. But the dance 
world h as frequ ently been a proving ground for Lee, 
with certain of his tendencies and aesthetics first 
appearing there. It is also his favorite form of de
sign. "Designing for the dance," he says in the Peck
tal interview, "is the most enjoyable becau se it is 
designing in the purest sense. You are designing a 
visual statement in a space that is compatible with 
a human form moving, expressing a theme, and 
that is pure set designing and is most enjoyable. It 
is totally nonliteral becau se dance itself is nonlit
eral. It is theatre expressed through movement; 
therefore, if your form is compatible to the move
ment, you have achieved the impact of the piece of 
work." 

Aside from the already-m entioned introduction 
of collage and mylar in various dance designs, Lee's 
use of multi-media first appeared in the Jaffrey's 
The Poppet (1969), co-designed with Robert Yodice. 
H e acknowledges the influen ce of Czech designer 
Josef Svoboda at that time, especially in relation to 
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the use of mylar mirrors. The use of tensile struc
tures- scenic pieces suspended by tension wires or 
ropes- first appeared in Martha Graham's Myth of 
a voyage (1973) based on the story of Odysseus . 

Lee h as never designed story ballets. "My fuzzy 
Romanticism m ay be right," he says, "but I feel that 
Desmond Heeley and Santo L oquasto are much 
better at it than I." And despite the significant num
ber of m odern dance designs he has done over the 
years, Lee still feels uncomfortable with it. ''At least 
for several years," he notes, "I found it very difficult 
to design for dan ce because the work itself is al
ready so visual. Unless the dance needed a visual 
element to pull it together, I always felt that I was 
adding something to it. Designing for a play or op-
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era you are dealing with words or music and giving 
them a visual counterpart. But in dance the whole 
thing is visual already and I'm not sure what more 
I can offer." 

Recently, however, Lee's attitude toward dance 
h as ch anged. H e has become interested in Matisse's 
cutouts and h e was impressed by artist David H a ck
n ey's u se of pure color in designs for the Metropol
itan Opera. "Suddenly, dance design seemed to 
open up a little. For The Rite of Spring [Ballet West, 
1984] and The Dream of the Red Chamber [Cloud 
G ate D ance Theatre, Taipei, 1984·] I'm treating the 
space in a mu ch more bold, visual pattern- a little 
bit op-art, which I hated for a long time. I began to 
feel that I h ad become too literal-minded and it was 

I 
I 
I 

Model for The Gnadiges Fraulein, the 

second of two Tennessee f!Villiams one-acts 

in a Broadway production entitled 

Slapstick Tragedy (1966), and one of Lee's 

most famous designs. Lee has described the 

set as "e:rtremely grotesque, with the house 

leaning and the perspective distorted in an 

attempt to reflect/he distortiom in the 

characters themselves." It was an early 
ex·ample of Lee's combination of painted 

backgrounds with architectural elements. 



good to get away from that and just deal with shape 
and color." 

Lee calls Red Chamber a "breakthrough" for 
him. "Suddenly," he says with delight, " I was using 
a very horizontal shape for its own sake." The set
ting is a 60-foot scrim stretched across the back of 
the stage in front of a backdrop with horizontal 
bands of color. The floor is also painted with hori
zontal bands. Frames of colored fabric move up and 
down against the backdrop, passing each other to 
create differing colors an d patterns. "It's all panels," 
explains L ee. ''A white panel, a green sun, a green 
panel and a red panel. It's truly abstract. I don't 
think I had ever done a dance or a show that was 
just a big swatch of color." He compares it to a Jim 
Dine painting. 

Lee had done some work with fabric as a design 

element before- a soft-fabric flower in For Colored 
Girls ... and a fabric landscape banner in an un
produced Graham project in 1977- but the inspi
ration for this came from seeing fabric used in other 
dances by the F lying Cloud Dance Company. H e 
says that the dance and the music just "felt very 
much like horizontal bands- you look at Chinese 
painting and it's all mist and horizontal bands." Lee 
also enjoyed solving the technical problem of how 
to stretch scrim for such a length without sagging. 
Former assistant L eigh Rand notes that L ee really 
seems to enjoy being in the theatre during put-ins 
and dealing with the minutiae of technical prob
lem-solving. 

Since so many designers h ave been taught by 
Lee, his work process is of more than passing inter
est. Everyone wh o h as ever assisted him remembers 

Dog Lady by Milcha Sanchez-Scott (In tar 

Theatre, 1984). This perspective vista of a 

Los Angeles barrio street demonstrated 
Lee's ability to create stwming perspective 

settings on a limited budget and in a small 

space. In the companion piece, The Cuban 
Swimmer, he created the Pacific Ocean 

complete with a boat and helicopter. 
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rebuilding models over and over that were off by as 
little as 1/32 of an inch, or redrafting to get just the 
right weight to a particular line. "I like to think that 
I really appreciate the craft for its own sake," he 
notes. "I appreciate careful model-making. I hate 
even rough model-making if a straight line is not 
straight- it drives me up a wall. I like clean mod
els." 

Lee's precision is perhaps unmatched in the de
sign world. This is nowhere better demonstrated 
than in his response to the Broadway production of 
Patrick Meyers' K2. Mter the mountain was moved 
from the Arena Stage to the Brooks Atkinson The
atre, Lee discovered that it was 15 inches too far 
stage right, causing him to lose sleep for a whole 
month. He claims to be able to tell if a set is off by 
even an inch-and-a-half. The result, says Lee, is 
that the mountain became too centered and the au
dience saw a little too much of it and not enough 
sky. "It's better if it's either to one side or the other. 
If it's dead center it divides the stage in two and you 
don't see the middle." 

Lee typically reads a play or listens to an opera or 
a ballet only once to get a feel for it, and then sets 
it aside and begins sketching out ideas. Only after 
he has some concept does he come back to the 
script or score. He does this in order to evolve a de
sign that encompasses the entire production. He 
designs, he explains, for the whole play, not for in
dividual scenes. The details are filled in later. This 
early phase of design is the most fun for Lee, "be
cause the choices at the start are so endless. Once 
the approach is decided, then you begin narrowing 
in, throwing away, refining. Theoretically, I like to 
think I get at a design through drawing-using 
drawing as a thinking process or exploring pro
cess- rather than setting down facts. Then even 
tually through drawing I arrive at a finished piece 
of work." 

Once an approach "has some validity," Lee usu
ally makes a 1/4-inch or 112-inch white model. He 
may do some painting on the rough model. "I really 
distrust paint elevations unless it really is a paint 
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elevation," he explains. This, ideally, is followed by 
a finished model from which the drafting is done. 
"It never really quite happens, though," he sighs. "I 
spend a lot of time on proportions- maybe to the 
detriment of the design. Maybe everything looks a 
little too tasteful, or there is not enough vulgarity, 
or it may not be extreme enough. So I spend a lot 
of time ditzing around in terms of proportion." 

In dealing with directors with whom he has an 
established relationship like Freedman or John 
Hirsch, Lee can communicate through sketches. 
Other directors really need the aid of a three
dimensional model. Lee's first rough sketches are 
u sually done on yellow legal paper or tracing paper, 
in pencil and with Gesso if color is needed. They 
are usually in correct perspective and often suggest 
not only the set but a sense of the light as well. Once 
the initial design is approved, Lee does a lot of re
search . While the general imagery, style or look of 
a production may evolve from a feeling he gets from 
the script, Lee believes strongly that in terms of de
tail, nothing can be made up: "If it's real, it's real." 
Research includes not only books and pictures but 
travel when possible. 

Obviously, this approach does not lead to literal 
realism. Lee often combines realistically based im
ages with ideas that come out of conceptual discus
sions with the director rather than simply recreating 
the apparent locale indicated by the script. The de
sign for Romeo and Juliet (Circle in the Square, 
1977) , for instance, was a room based on Lee's 
memories of frescoed rooms he h ad seen in Italy
but recreated from paintings by Giotto. 

Lee generally does his own rough drafting if time 
permits, in part because he considers drafting an 
extension of drawing. But, says former assistant 
Douglas Schmidt, "Ming's 'rough ' drafting is every
one else's framable plate." During busy periods he 
employs up to three assistants. Lee truly enjoys tak
ing in young designers who are "unformed," but 
who have "a potential for drawing well and whose 
conversation is exciting and articulate," and train
ing them over a two- or three-year period to draft , 



build models and become "great designers." He has 
even taken on extra design jobs in order to keep his 
assistants busy. 

Schmidt, who worked in Lee 's studio for three or 
four years, describes the teaching process as both 
rigorous and casual at the same time. The assistants 
learn how to do things by being handed projects. 
Schmidt somewhat facetiously describes a typical 
conversation: 

"H ere, do this." 
"How?" 
"Oh, you just glue this, and cut and paste this, 

and draw this. Sorry, I h ave to go now." 
But at the same time, Lee's critiques are stern 

and, says Schmidt, "Everyone who works there 
benefits from that rigor." If th ere has been any crit
icism of L ee's teaching, it is that he imposes such a 
strong style on his students and assistants that it 
sometimes buries their own individuality. 

Many designers work out of their apartments, but 
few, if any, h ave so thoroughly integrated their life 
and work. L ee's studio is also the bedroom he 
shares with his wife Betsy, who essentially manages 
the details of L ee's life so that he can concentrate 
on design. They have three children. The bedroom/ 
studio holds three drafting tables, mounted models, 
piles of books and collections of art supplies. Some 
of this frequently spills into the living room. His 

Model for M artha Graham 's The Witch of 
Endor (1965), based on the biblical story of 

King Saul. Lee's early dance design was 

heavily influenced by the work of Isamu 

Noguchi and the similarity to his design for 

Electra the previous year is readily 

apparent. In the final design, the overhead 

pieces were cut because Lee felt that it 

made the dance heavy and worked against 

the movement of the dancers. The upstage 

unit came forward like a steeply raked 

drawbridge for a scene with Saul, Samuel 

and David. 
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Tony Award stands amidst piles of papers and books 
on a dining room sideboard that also seems to func
tion as a repository for items with no defmed stor
age space. 

"When we were young it seemed easier," says 
Lee. "You immersed yourself in the work. Immers
ing yourself is good, but the fact that you can't get 
away from it is a little devastating. Now I've gath
ered such a body of work that it's taken over. We just 
don't have enough room. We're forever stepping 
over models and books. We take them off the table 
to work and put them on the bed, and then have to 
move them to sleep ." He talks about moving the stu
dio into the childrens' bedroom now that they are 
in college, but one gets the impression that the 
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seeming chaos will simply spread to fill the new 
space. 

While Lee is generally acknowledged as the dean 
of American designers, he is self-effacing and cu
riously insecure. A perhaps apocryphal story is told 
by a former assistant: For years, Lee has had a draft
ing table with a bad wobble. It is very difficult to 
work at. "Why don't you replace it?" he was asked. 
"Because," he supposedly replied, "if I get rid of this 
table I will never get another job." 

Being such a perfectionist, he is seldom satisfied 
with his work. Often, he says, he feels bad about 
taking a theatre or producer's money because the 
design is not good enough by his standards. He is 
aware of his limitations and worries that certain 

Samuel Beckett's Waiting for Godot 
(Arena Stage, 1976). Lee is able to achieve 

great variety in the most minimal designs. 
Here, the polished pine-board floor used 

different graillS and was laid in various 

directiollS, thus dividing the space through 

nothing more than the interplay of woods. 

He also lowered the lighting grid to help 

confine and theatricalize the space. 



trends might leave him behind. "When I look at a 
lot of Robert Wilson's stuff, some of Michael Year
gan and Andrei Serban's work, Santo Loquasto 's 
designs and, recently, som e of John Conklin's stuff, 
I get nervous. I certainly don't want to be left behind 
but there are things I cannot do. Robin Wagner 
loves to work on an unformed script; Eugene Lee 
likes to rebuild theatres. I can't do that. I have to 
take on something that I consider a constant-! 
take the theatre as the constant, I can't rebuild it." 

The one piece of his own work that continues to 
impress him is that seminal Electra. "I never ex
pected that something that impressive could hap
pen out of me. For a long while I thought that I 

·would never be able to do anything that impressive 
again. Thinking that I had done my greatest work 
at age 34 was very frightening." When asked what 
he thought subsequently equalled that design, L ee 
replied: "I don't know that I h ave equalled that. I 
have done things with strong points and less strong 
points but I never quite get the satisfaction of Elec
tra. Except that I now look at the same kind of ma
terial differently, and I think differently about the 
relation of the set to the work and the actors. In a 
way, I've moved p ast it. I'm no longer trying to do 
the same thing better. I just design differently. And 
in different ways there are designs that feel good. I 
just grow older and think differently." 

Renderingfor Jack MacGowran in the 
Works of Samuel Beckett (New York 

Shakespeare Festival, 1970). Many of the 

sets L ee did in the Anspacher Theater 

echoed the verticality of the space. It was in 

this production that Lee first used a floor 

curving into a wall. 
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