
A Peek Behind 
the Curtain
Think you know what goes on behind the scenes of your favorite live 
productions? Let’s take a look.

BY G.K. SHARMAN
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B
oth performers 
and audience 
members know 
the excitement 

of live performances — 
the anticipation before-
hand and the hushed 
thrill when the house 
lights dim and the ac-
tion starts on stage.

Most people, admiring the sets 
and costumes, have some idea of 
the work that goes into a show. 
But what really happens before 
the curtain goes up?

Three local arts organizations 
give us a peek behind the curtain.

Scene painter working at Orlando Rep.
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Staged Perfectly
At the Orlando Repertory Theatre, the 
professional season mirrors the school 
year calendar. A show may be some-
thing chosen years before, or a show that 
suddenly becomes available for licens-
ing may replace another show, Artistic 
Director Jeff Revels says.

He outlines the basic process: After a 
show is set and budgets worked out, 
Revels starts assembling the production 
team — the director, music director, cho-
reographer, set designer, costume de-
signer, sound designer, lighting designer 
and props designer, as well as special po-
sitions that a particular show may re-
quire, such as a fight choreographer or 
puppet designer.

The show is then cast and the company 
manager handles auditions and actor 
contracts. Actors are then measured and 
fitted for costumes. In the meantime, the 
production manager meets with the set 
and costume teams.

After the designs are determined “car-
penters and painters assist the scene 
shop staff, stitchers and drapers assist 

A costuming board at Orlando Rep anchors production of various wardrobes.

The art of building complex costumes at Orlando Rep.
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the costume shop staff, sound and light-
ing assistants are brought in to assist 
the master electrician and, many times, 
interns are helping in this process of the 
show build,” he explains.

Rehearsals begin, and stage managers 
work with the actors. Backstage, the light 
and sound board operators, spotlight 
operators, dressers and run crew prepare 
for the opening performance.

The front-of-the-house staff — the box 
office, ushers, concessions and greeters 
— are added last.

“That is an overview of one show,” 
Revels says, “and we are actively involved 
with four shows at any given time as they 
are at different stages of the cycle.”

Some variation of the timeline plays 
out for most artistic companies, though 
some have special considerations.

It’s All Part of the Plan  
At Orlando Ballet, planning and budget-
ing are crucial and can begin as much 
as three to five years before the dancers’ 
feet ever touch the boards.

Part of Executive Director Shane Jewell’s 

Robert Hill in rehearsal with the company at Orlando Ballet.

The Mad Hatter’s hat awaits the performance backstage at Orlando Ballet.
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responsibility is making sure that the 
season makes financial sense — which 
means balancing popular shows such 
as the Nutcracker with more adventur-
ous productions and locally produced 
premieres.

The ballet also licenses shows from 
ballet companies in other cities — 
decisions that have to be made well in 
advance and which can free up funds for 
other productions.

“Creating a full-length ballet, complete 
with sets and costumes, is an incredibly 
time-consuming and costly endeavor,” 
Jewell says.

“Licensing major productions from 
other companies helps Orlando Ballet 
bring numerous amazing and signifi-
cant works from around the world to our 
community. We’re bringing the world of 
dance to Central Florida in the upcoming 
season, and we can’t wait to share ballets 
from highly acclaimed choreographers 
like Jessica Lang, Victoria Morgan, Val 
Caniparoli and Toni Pimble.”

For the 2019-20 season, three shows — 
Mowgli, Cinderella and parts of Made in 
the USA — are licensed shows.

The heartfelt art of costume design. Makeup is part of all performances.

Costuming for Wonderland at Orlando Ballet.
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For Artistic Director Robert Hill, the 
dancers determine many of the planning 
decisions. 

“If you’re doing Swan Lake, you need 
a really strong Swan Queen,” Hill says. 
A show like Romeo and Juliet calls for 
different skills.

The dancers’ health is such a major 
concern that the understudies have un-
derstudies. Injury is common and fresh 
dancers have to be able to step in at  
any time.

Design’s the Thing  
At Orlando Shakes in Partnership with 
UCF, an emphasis on set design brings 
the script and the director’s vision  
to reality.

The company leans toward concepts 
that are “out there and maybe haven’t 
been done before,” Tech Director James 
Erwin says.

Ruthmarie Tenorio’s design for 
the March production of Richard II, 
Shakespeare’s examination of the 
nature of kingship, was “out there” in its 
minimalism.

“You don’t have to be literal with 
Shakespeare,” Tenorio says of her choice 
to forgo the 15 castles the bard called for 
and instead focus on “a garden mentioned 
in the play as a place to tell stories.”

Lights and mirrors in her design allow 
characters to confront or reflect on their 
fates. Tenorio worked with the lighting 
designer to get the effects right — and 
to make sure nothing would blind the 
actors or the audience. 

Overall, creative direction starts 30 to 
36 weeks before opening night, Erwin 
says, and “laying hammer to nail” can 
take place two weeks in advance for a 
children’s show or as long as seven or 
eight weeks for a larger production.

And when the show is over, nothing 
goes to waste.

“We try to recycle as much post-show 
as possible,” he continues. “We have 
a network of high schools that pick up 
some of the pieces.”

For instance, the two big rolling stair-
cases built for Shakespeare in Love in 
2018 went to Dr. Phillips High School for 
its production of the same work.

Cooperation, all of the arts execs 
emphasize, is the foundation for every-
thing that happens backstage,

“Theater is the most collaborative of all 
the art forms,” Revels says. “We must rely 
on each other to create theater. Even a 
one-person show requires someone else 
to light you or costume you or direct you 
or to stage-manage you. All the elements 
are integral to making the final product, 
including the audience.”

Hill agrees. 
“It’s so satisfying to watch a produc-

tion grow from the ground up,” he says. 
“From our talented behind-the-scenes 
crew and administration, to the spec-
tacular dancers on stage, it’s truly a team 
effort. All of our hard work and time 
committed to producing a ballet pays 
off when we see the excited faces in the 
audience and a standing ovation at the 
end of a performance. There’s no feeling 
that compares.”

G.K. Sharman is a freelance writer living 
in Sanford, Florida.

Orlando Shakes rendering of stage concept prior to designing the sets.

“Creating a full-length ballet, complete with sets 
and costumes, is an incredibly time consuming 
and costly endeavor.”

— Executive Director Shane Jewell
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