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Abstract

More thana Closet: Creating a Props and Costumes Design Lab is an IQP project
concerned with the costumes and properties design aspect of WPI's academic theatre. The
project dealt with renovating the storage space for props and costumes into a design
laboratory, ckaning out a substantial mold growth and taking measure to prevent this problem
in the future, creating a large set of resources to aid those looking to design for WPI theatre,
and updating and taking inventory of existing stock.
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Project Proposal

The costume and props closet, located in the design studio, is the storage unit for all
academic theatre at WPI including: Masque, MW Rep, Student Comedy Productions, and
Sunburns Summer Theatrén recent years, this closet has fallen into disrepair and has become
extremely cluttered, therefore it is very difficult to find any particular item within the closet.
Props and costumes are often borrowed and returned in poor or filthy condition or not
returned at all. Items that are stored in the closet are often stored in a manner that destroys
their integrity and renders them unusabl&here is nalean workspacesystem of
organization, or policy on closet us&his created a space that is both frusing and difficult
to use.

In addition to these problems, there is another large flaw in the way that costuming and
props are perceived at WPI theatr&or most of the shows, props and costumes are only an
afterthought. There is little to no efforput into the design of these portions of shows, and yet
they should be held in as high regard as the other design aspects (lighting, scenic, sound, etc.).
Costumes and props can add a great deal to the value of a show, and in professional theatre
great cansideration is given to them.

There are several productions that come to mind when we consider shows that have
used costuming to their benefit. In the 2007 production of Romeo and Juliet, colors were used
to create the sense of divide betweenghvaring families. The Capuketind their servants
were all dressed in purple and the Montagsen green. As the play progressed, Romeo and
Juliet began to show their growing by displaying the each oth@rfamily color. Romeo
donned a purple tie and Jatiwore a green necklace. In the 2009 production of Dog Sees God,
we can look to the character of CB's sister for great inspiration. CB's sister goes through a
myriad of changes during the course of the show. Through these changes we see the outward
projedion of her internal struggle to find herself in her costume. When we first meet her, she is
dressed in all black and as the show goes on we watch her dress more and more innocently.
From the same show, based on the comic strip The Peanuts, we can seesubile detail can
have great effect. During a party scene, CB can be seen wearing a white shirt. The shirt has
Charlie Brown's signature squiggle across the chest in highlighter. The squiggle is only visible to
the audience when a black light is on.Stine tiny detail really brought the show to the next
level and added deeper meanin@Ve should clearly mirror this in our academic pursuits, and
yet we do not.

We wish to propose this project as a solution for these problems. The initial goasof th
project is to create a professional props and costuming space and to implement the policies
necessary to keep it in ordele plan to do this by first evaluating the current closAs there
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are many costumes and props in bad condition, clutteringspp&ce, we plan to evaluate each
article and dispose of things that are obsolete, thus creating a useful array of ifeoresd our
budget, and lessen the financial burden this project places on the school, we will hold a yard
sale. We will be selling @ms from the props olset that are in good conditiobut that we have

no reason to store in the LalAfter this sale, we will inspect the items we are keeping, and we
will do what is necessary to return these articles to good conditibmis includes rderative
activities like washing clothing, mending costumes, and repairing piafier everything is
cleaned, we plan to create a catalog of items available for use, such that one can see what is in
the closet without having to go through the entire spad his catalog will include necessary
information such as size of clothing, quantity of iterasd relative location in the closet.

During this process we will also beagganizing the closetThis will include removinde

shelving units in the clos@nd replacing them with more efficient and protective shelving
units. Since the closet is also used to hold house and publicity supplies, we will designate a
space for the storage of their itemd.his part of the project ensures that costume/props desi
can restart with a well stocked, clean, and organized space.

The next part of our project will be intended to set up a system that maintains the new
order and cleanliness of the spad¥e plan to create a set of definite policies regarding the
usag of the closet.These policies will cover the topics of: requesting new items for the closet,
borrowing from the closet for shows, returning items in a clean and repaired state,
maintaining the organization of the closétVe will outline these polies in a packet that will be
given to each production's props mastand/or costume designer In addition to our policies,
the packet will contain resources, including suggestions of helpful textbooks, places to shop for
costumes, places to clean costusy@ndvarious other helpful tipsAt the end of the packet,
there will be a contract that lists the responsibilities and expectations of a props master or
costume designer in regards to the use of the clogt.signinggdesignerswill agree that they
are aware of their responsibilities and will try their best to fulfill these responsibiliflésese
policies, resources, and the contract will help to ensure that the closet remains clean and
organized long after our project is finished.

The final ad most longterm part of our project is spreading awareness of the
importance of costuming and props for our theattd/e believe that the new space will help
with this goal, but we will be taking additional steps to ensure tllge step we wish to takis
hosting an instructional "howo" session about ofstage injuries, aging, and similar effects.
This session will get people initially interested in new areas of theatre design, but will also serve
to spread knowledge that can be used for shows in thtare. Similarly, we will provide links to
instructional videos on various other effects that can be implemented on stage, and making
them publicly availableFinally, we will be stocking the new closet with books that we believe
are very helpful when leaing about costume design, stage props, and stage makéégplan
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to make the existence of these resourdeswn to those who might use them in the future
(directors, designers, general theatre perspn®/e hope this will inspire people to make
costumirg and props a larger part of our academic theatre experience at WPI.




More than a Closet: Creating a Properties and Costumes Design
Laboratory

For as long as anyone can remember, the crowded space off of the Design Studio has
0SSy 1y2s8y | aCodtueCldsedNId Faall of those years, the space has been
used as such, as a dumping ground for the random assortment of items that WPI calls their
props and costumesThe mentality of WPI Theatre often views costumes as an afterthought
and theyare often left out of the preliminary design proceskhis is why the name of the space
Aa 42 AYLRNIIFIYydzZ | yR y2iKAhfdghds Ee StRVPIiwherd A G 0 S
theory and practice stand as our pillars of learning, we have come tw krlaboratory as a
place where things are created and creativity is fosterAdab is more than storage facilityt
should be a space where things are cared for, adjusted, and creatéab is a place where we
can experiment without the fear of faite. Prior to our work on the space, this was nearly
impossible, due not only to the clutter that left little room to move let alone work, but due to
the mold and dust that made anyone who spent time in the closet ®gkdealing with these
two problems we havecreated a space that we hope vk used for shows, for classes, for
projects, and for anyone who wants to learn more about costumes and props.
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Problems in the Closet

If we take just one thing away from this project, it will be that nothimgver as simple
as it seems. Over the course of the last five weeks, we have watched our project evolve from
the simple and straightforward effort to restore order to the props and costumes closet to
something much more than we expected. Through ourkyeare have learned that life is full of
surprises and sometimes, no amount of preparation can prepare you for them. With some
perseverance, a positive attitude and a little flexibility, we found that we can achieve our goals.

Our project began simply emgh. We would clean out the closet, purge items that were
damaged or unnecessary, build a new storage system, and create a place where students could
not only complete projects but, create. We hoped to focus our efforts on improving the quality
of propertes and costume design at WPI. Unfortunately, the universe had other plans for us
and so the problems began.

The first sign of trouble reared its ugly head on the very first day. As we began to clear
the clutter from the closet, we found the space haekln playing host to some pretty nasty
mold growth. Immediately, we left the closet to form a new plan. We contacted Facilities right
away. They promised to send someone down to assess the situation right away. In the
meantime, we purchased gloves and mastghat we could continue our work. The more we
pulled out of the closet the more we began to realize that the moisture problem ran deep. The
built ¢in, wooden shelving units were rotted through.

Facilities did not send someone that day or the next.aSgoon as the closet was
emptied we began to pull out the shelving units and the plywood platform from the floor. This
only revealed more problems. Moisture was seeping through the concrete floor and into the
closet. Because the platform covered theditpit is impossible to tell just how long this problem
has existed. We knew that this kind of platform, which had been installed to keep our stock off
the floor in case of flooding, could not be a part of our new design nor could the wooden
shelving units

Though our project had a rocky start, we were not deterred from our efforts for getting
the space finished so that we could move on to the real task at hand: spreading the word about
costumes and props. We began researching mold resistant storageamaitsoncrete sealers.
Despite our first major setback, we were confident that we could be finished with the
reorganization on time. We would soon find out that this was simply not in the cards for us.

With a few calls from our advisor, Facilities fipalame to look at the mold growth.
After a quick inspection, we were informed that not only would they contract a specialist to
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remove the mold but, they would front the cost of the project. We were ecstatic and our spirits
were lifted. Again, we sat dowo form a new plan; a plan that would fail as quickly as it was
formed.

We were assured that the mold problem would be taken care of quickly so that we
could begin our work in the closet again. The mold was, indeed, removed in a timely manner.
However the giant whole in the wall left by the mold removal special would present a whole
new set of problems. After another round of phone tag with Facilities, we were scheduled to
have new sheet rock put up in the closet. We requested that the wall oppdsitee @ne that
had been removed, which was nothing but bare studs, be covered with sheet rock also. Our
inquires as to whether or not this additional work would be done were fruitless. Like thieves in
the night, Facilities contracted a sheet rocker tpae the whole while simply ignoring our
request for basic cosmetic procedures.

Again, we spent days reaching voicemail box after voicemail box. It was as if the entire
Facilities department had gone on vacation at the same time. With little else tovelbegan to
worry that we would not finish complete our project on time. We could not put anything back
in to the space and the design studio was quickly beginning to look like a disaster zone.
Although we had our Yard Sale and Bruise Party to occupynoey the feeling of doom
weighed heavy on us.

Ly fFad RAGOK SFF2NI (2 LINRPOdzNE ClF OAfAGASaE
hours of an email being sent to us, we had Professor Hanlan, Vice President Jerry Solomon, and
Mike Lane in the studiaccessing the situation and formulating a plan for its resolution. Within
15 minutes, not only had Mike Lane agreed to finishing the unfinished wall but also to sealing
the concrete and brick in the space, priming all the surfaces, and installing and#fier.

With our budget, which had been tied up in concrete sealer, newly available to us, we
began to purchase the shelving units we needed to complete the space. Through our research
into mold prevention, we decided that closed but, ventilated catsneould be best for our
sensitive props, while our costumes would remain in the covered clothing racks, and the rest of
the props would be stored on open shelves in clear storage containers. The first things we
bought and assembled were the closed calsnevhich were purchased at Home Depot. We
had found these online, read many reviews, and decided that they would work perfectly in our
space. Although we could not get into the closet, we began to assemble them in the studio.

The cabinets turned out tbe a disaster. Not only were the nearly impossible to put
together, they were flimsy and unstable, too. We scratched our heads and returned to the
drawing board. Luckily, we had kept track of all of the shelving units we researched and were
able to come upvith new plan. Instead of cabinets we decided on six open, mold resistant
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shelving units. We originalplannedto create curtains for a few of the shelves from Sumbrella
fabric, which is used to cover patio furniture. It is easy to clean and resistamblth However,

it is extremely expensive and creating the curtains would be time consuming and we were low
on both time and money. Instead we settled on curtains made from mildew resistant shower
curtains. These would be inexpensive, easy to install.easy to replace down the line if
necessary.

When the work was done, the space was painted, and all the shelves were installed we
finally began to restock the closet. We even built a desk and purchased a dress form and
portable clothing rack. As the roofimally began to take shape, we saw before us a Design
Laboratory. Though it will be difficult to break the habit of calling it the closet, the word no
longer applies. Despite the obstacles we came across, we did finally succeed in creating a
Properties ad Costumes Design Laboratory.
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Survey Summary

In order to get a better idea of the functionality of the design lab, we conducted a
surveyof several individuals who have used the props and costume closet in the past. Some of
the interviews were condtted online via email and some in person. With the responses of the
interviewees in mind, we set out to create what they envisioned. Their responses and ideas
really helped us to mold and form our own plans. We balanced their suggestions with what we
thought was best for the space and hope that the result is a functional and creative design
laboratory.

One of the major issues that came up was the use of the closet. It was clear that
everyone who has done costumes and props design in the past fegtlthe space is too often
used a storage area instead of a work space. This made it nearly impossible to find what one
needs. This was the first problem we addressed. Through our purging, we were able to free up
enough space in the lab for a workbench. Wipethis will encourage designers to create
instead of simply buy. We also created a storage system that is simple to maintain and
straightforward for easy navigatiorAnother issue discussed in our interviews was cleanliness.
A few of our intervieweesighted respiratory problems due to prolonged stays in the closet.
We hope that our guidelines for costumers and VP Properties Masters will encourage people to
clean the design lab on a regular basis. Before, the space was never cleaned because it was not
clear with whom the responsibility of caring fitre space fell. Our policies instruct the VP
Properties Master to clean the space thoroughly at least once a year and the costumes and
props designer to clean the space completely during strike. Four ahtaiviewee's requested
that a catalog of our inventory be made. We have created a catalog with pictures and
descriptions of each item.

Of course, there were also suggestions that we were unable to address due to
budgetary and time constraints. Tée suggestions were mostly concerning costume pieces.
Many productions at WPI call for the actors to wear all black. Unfortunately, this can be a
O2aldzYSNNa yAIKGYINB® LG Aa AYLiRaaAiofS (2 0O2a
able to provile this for the theatre we would have to buy shirts and pants in every size. This is
not currently feasible.
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Costuming Beyond the Little Theatre

Seeing how props and costumes are handled in a professional theatre was an important
part of this project.2 S GAAAGSR 2SSt FfSSG IFNDb2NJ ! OG2NRa ¢
a professional costume designer, to see how she managed their spaces and designed shows.
Carol outlined the process she uses to design shows, starting with the initial costutme plo
followed by extensive research into what outfits from that period and location look like, then
pairing swatches with those outfits, to finally constructing the costumes for the sl&he.was
also gracious enough to show us a few quick tips and tmcksding how to size a jacket and
K2g (G2 aNARI¢ | O2 adnedf e sh@wblihadt welhadih© dppoduaity yo3 S &
see,The Mystery of Irma Vepad over 60 quick changes over the course of the production,
with the quickest beindess thanl0 seonds while the actor was delivering lines off stagi@ey
did this by securing dresses with a concealed piece of Velcro down the back and a panel to
make sure that the bottom of the dress remained togeth&¥2 NJ 1 KS YSy Qa 02 a ( dzY ¢
up a dress st and sewed the collar and cuffs into the jacket and then added aTtne
buttons were then sewn into the button holes and a strip of Velcro went down the front of the
jacket to allow the actor to appear fully dressed in a matter of secoitigerigson the dresses
were slightly apparent from the audience (and may not work in a space as intimate as the Little
Theatre) This mighthave beerdue to the fact that the dresses were being worn by men.
However, the suit rigging looked phenomenal and hadatided bonus of cutting down the
number of layers an actor needs to wear on staglis method should be explored in future
WPI productions.

The costume space at the WHAT theatre is incredibl& S& KI @S 2y S G Of 24 ¢
that houses albf their standard pieces, a wall filled with fabric, another wall filled with buttons
and trim, and a huge workspac&ince there are always multiple shows coming up at the
theatre, eachproductionhas its own dressing room, where all the costumes in fEsg are
stored. This is a great systeappears to work well for them as it gives each show its own
workspace.The props storage area is located below the stafjeis was a little interesting, as
the ceiling is extremely low with pipes hanging down atiebf us hit our heads at one point or
another. While this storage space was slightly cluttered and very small, the assortment of items
was astounding Even though there were no labels @cataloging system, we had no problem
locating specific itemsThe largest disadvantage to this space is that to reach it, you must climb
down a fairly intimidating ladder, which could cause problems when props need to be brought
up from storage.It was surprising to see just how condensed their storage system was
considering the wide assortment of productions they put on each y&ais convinced us that
a theatre can have a minimal amount of props in storage without any problems, and led to a
massive clearing out of old broken and unused props.
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As rone of us have worked on costumes or properties design outside of WPI theatre,
this trip was one of the most valuable experiences of our IPR.our goal to bring the level of
professionalism and creativity that Wellfleet uses in their production$éoliittle Theatre. We

used this trip to adapt our lab to include all of the necessary elements to foster creative
costume design.

Picture2 shows the costume rack fothe upcoming children's show.
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Cleaning Out the Closet

The first time the three of us st@ed foot inside the closet anverwhelming feeling of
doom degended upon us. It was instantly apparehat the current definition of the props and
costumes closet was the problerihe space had become a dumping ground for all things
theatre, whether they belonged there or not. As we stared at the mountain of jeférb us,
we formulated our plan: a lighter and a can of gasolisiéhen the initial shock wore off, we
came to our senses and dug in. It was obvious that much of the current stock would have to be
thrown away or sold in the yard sale. There was too muefi and not enough space. In order
to make the closet more accessible, we would have to be ruthless in our efforts to purge.

Deciding what to keep and what to toss proved to be rather difficult. So, we started
simply. We got rid of anything damageall of the props that were broken beyond usefulness
and costumes that were ripped, stained, or worn were thrown out immediately. Two trips to
the dumpster later, we were still staring a giant mound of stuff; much more than we could
possibly store effectiely. Next, we got rid of anything that had a duplicate. Each pair of items
was evaluated and the one deemed most useful was kept while the other was put aside to be
sold at our yard sale. After a third trip to the dumpster, we came baekdreevaluatedthe
remaining items. It wastill waytoo much. With a little encouragement from Jessica, we dug in
and got ruthless.

Although we cringed as each item made its way to the trash can, knowing we would be
criticized by our peers for getting rid ofseful” things, we cleaned out the entire closet over
the course of a few days. Standing in the door of the newly emptied closet was a little like
standing on the edge of the Grand Canyon. We were stunned by how much space was actually
available to us and gvcould not believénow much stuff had been crammed in there just days
before. Through the course of cleaning out the closet, we came up with a few general
guidelines to help us decide what to keep and what to t¥gs.will be sure to pass these on to
the future VP Props of Masque so that he or she may keep the design lab dteter

Picture3 Before: A cluttered mess Picture4 After: An organized work space
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Organization

Organization of the design lab was by far the most challenging part of this project. It was
our goal to create a system that not only made locating items basyas also easy to
maintain As we were not sure where to start, we did a little researtinodgh our research we
found many different systems used in theatres across the country. Each one was different and
most required much mar funds, time, and space thave had been allotted. So, we began to
use bits and pieces of the systems we liked mostreate our own. We kept three major things
in mind while designing the new organization system: the students, the costumers, and the
space.

We evaluated the students who would be using the space academically. We knew that
many of the students whwill be using the design lab would be new to WPI theatre. They
would most likely have no knowledge of our stock or space. Therefore the organization would
have to be simple. From this we came up with our categories. We would sort clothing by
gender. Thisig @S dza aSyQaz 22YSyQaz [yR ! YAEZSED t NP LJX
Personal, Professionafiousewares and Set Dressings. We feel that this system will allow
someone with no prior knowledge of our stock to easily navigate the design lab anexiatly
what they need.

Next we next evaluated the costumers who would be using this space. Costumers
would be working on a production and therefore would have very specific needs. For their
sakes, we broke each clothing category into Tops, Bott@md One Pieces. The Tops category
was further split into shirts, jackets, and vesthe Bottoms category was split into pants and
skirts. The One Piece category is comprised mostly of dresses and overalls. However, some
costume pieces were also includidthis category. Next, we dividall of the clothing items by
street wear and costume pieces. We deemed street wear to be anything modern, such as jeans
and tshirts. Costume pieces include items like chaps, scrubs, arfdsiltbn shirts and jackets.

We decided that further break down of the costumes was unnecessary. We feel that, with our
policies in place, the design lab will not be overfilled and finding items should be easy. Breaking
it down further, to say color or size, would only make the orgation system more difficult to
maintain. Costumeare now stored in threeovered clothing racks.

Accessories were divided into scarves, shawls, gloves, aprons, shoes, belts, ties, eye
wear, hats and masks. We felt the rest of the propertedkinto too many different categories
and sub categories to be easily sort&b, a shelving unit was dedicated to each category. This
system is simple and easy to maintain yet provides the necessary level of organization.
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Designing a Functional Space

In orderto visualize our plan for the Design Lab, we utilidetid Worksa CAD program
available on campusThis program allowed us to test various shelving units and layouts for the
space without having to purchase the units or move anything aroWd.gainel a great deal
of freedom due to this, as we could not always access the space due to construldien.
following figures display the progression of the Lab, from the initial stages where we had
ordered cabinets, to a space designed around a particulsk,de our final designThe final
design focuses on easy accessibility of all items stored in the Lab while also creating a large
workspace.Using this set up, the room is almost unrecognizable as it no longer strikes fear in
the hearts of claustrophobs and it looks three times the size of the original closet.

Figurel shows the original layout we had planned to have for the space.
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Design/Sewing Sfafion

Open Shelving Unifs

Closed Clothing
Racks:

Closed Cabinefs

Figure2 shows the second floor plan we designed, however we coutd find the shelving units we had picked out online.

Publicity, House and
Arts & Crafts

Costumes sorted by type
of clothing (ie Dresses, Suits,
Tops, Bottorms, Full Costume

Pieces)

Housewares and Set Dressing

Housewares and Set Dressing

Figure3 displays what we believed our final floor plan would be. We neglected to consider electrical outlets into this plan
though, so the desk had to be moved towards thefit of the lab.
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Figure4 displays the final floor plan for the Design Lab. This will be posted near the lab as a map of the space.
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