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ABSTRACT  

   

Life Sucks is a comedic play written by Aaron Posner, based on Chekov’s classic: 

Uncle Vanya. Texas State University’s theatre department produced Life Sucks in the 

Mainstage Theatre space this fall, for which I was the lighting designer.   

In the spring of 2022, the Life Sucks design team began compiling research that 

was shared across design departments and with the director. After attending multiple 

meetings where we solidified the world we would build, I drafted variations of light plots 

detailing how the lighting instruments would exist in relation to the scenic elements of 

the stage. I then generated detailed paperwork that was used to circuit and program the 

lighting fixtures. After installing scenery and rehearsing in the space, the lights were 

programmed, and the show was opened.   

My final thesis presentation includes the documentation of my design book, 

drafting, paperwork, research, images of the completed production, and explanations of 

the process. The purpose of the lighting design is to enhance the scenic, costume, and 

sound elements of the production, as well as stay true to the director’s vision. It 

contributes to the storytelling, without distracting from other elements of the play.  
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THE LAUNCH:  

 

Beginning in the spring of 2022, the script for Life Sucks was released to the 

design team to read and analyze. Soon after, the designers and director met for their first 

Creative Discussion - a meeting to go over our initial findings in the script and to talk 

about the play as a whole.  

A few weeks after the creative discussion, the design team and director held a Research 

and Imagery meeting, where each of us brought a multitude of photo research to show 

our take on the play. These could be realistic images describing how we envisioned 

certain physical elements of the play, or emotional imagery that captured the feeling of 

the world. My initial imagery included both real-world images and abstract images that 

showed the quality of light I was interested in pursuing.  

  

  

The following pages include the imagery I brought to our first Research and Imagery 

meeting for Life Sucks.  
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PRELIMINARY DESIGN PRESENTATION: 

 

 In the week following the Research and Imagery meeting, I met with the director 

and kept in communication with the other designers. We each homed in on the direction 

we saw the world of the play going and adjusted our research accordingly. 

 Two weeks after the Research and Imagery meeting, we held our Preliminary 

Design Presentation. This presentation served to communicate how we were proceeding 

in our design processes. My presentation consisted of imagery responding to the 

preliminary designs of the scenic and costume designers. I broke down the imagery by 

act and key moments and was careful to depict a clear color story. The director, other 

designers, and production staff were all present for this presentation.  

 

 

The following pages include the slides I presented for my Preliminary Design 

Presentation: 
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FINAL DESIGN PRESENTATION: 

 

After several more breakout meetings between the director and the designers, we 

each fine-tuned our visions for the production in accordance with what the director was 

looking for. At the end of the Spring semester of 2022, the director, designers, and the 

entire production team of Life Sucks held our Final Design Presentation.  

The purpose of this presentation was to lock in what we would be producing in 

October of 2022. I broke my research down into acts and moments of the play, similar to 

the preliminary design presentation, and organized it in response to the final scenic and 

costume designs.  

 I also included what I called a “Light Plot Sketch” and a “Cue Score.” The cue 

score was a detailed spreadsheet, describing when I envisioned each of my lighting cues 

being placed and what they would do. The light plot sketch was an extremely rough draft 

of what would eventually become my final light plot - which I was able to use to show 

what systems of light I would use to achieve the looks I presented in my research. We 

concluded that meeting and all left for the summer break. Here is where the new variable 

came into play. 

At the beginning of the 2022 fall semester, the design team was informed that our 

previous director would be leaving the project and a different director would be taking his 

place. Having already designed most of the show, we all prepared to adapt to a different 

direction. The play would open on its designated night one way or another, and as 

designers, it was time to make it work.  

The design and production team decided to have an unusual Final Design 

Presentation “2.0,” where we would be introduced to our new director, Michael Costello, 
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and would present him with our design plans. Michael met our designs with an open 

mind and a good idea of where he wanted the play to go. Each of us began making our 

adjustments (they had to be minor, as the budgeting was already done and the scenery 

had already started being built), and we proceeded with our process. On my end, I knew I 

needed to reevaluate my color and texture choices and streamlined my cue score to better 

fit Michael’s direction.  

 

The following pages include what I presented for my Final Design Presentation: 
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Final Design Imagery: 
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Rough Cue Score: 

 

 



18 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



19 
 

 

Light Plot Sketch: 
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DESIGNING A PLOT: 

 Following the (second) final design presentation, I was able to refine my final 

light plot based on my talks with Michael and the small changes to the scenic design. 

This was the most challenging part of the process for me, because there were many things 

to consider that I needed to be confident about well in advance of seeing anything on 

stage. Choosing the correct instrumentation, for example, was something I struggled 

with. I went back and forth between multiple drafts, with different degrees of fixtures and 

different layouts of how I’d arrange my areas of light. Eventually, I settled on a plot that 

would do everything I needed, within the inventory of equipment I had at my disposal.  

 The plot includes 6 different plates: An overhead view, 4 sections, and a “deck 

view” which shows any practical placed on the stage floor as well as my boom pipes 

standing around the stage. A “section” shows the stage as if cut down the middle, and 

since the show was produced in the round, I included 4 sections - North, South, East, and 

West.  

 Since so much information is included on these plots, they are often printed on 

Arch D size paper: 24” x 36”. I’ve included letter-size versions of the plot in this 

document. 

 

The following pages include the six plates of my final light plot: 
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Final Light Plot: 
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THE PAPERWORK: 

After completing the plot, I was then able to generate the paperwork necessary for 

the electrics team to hang and circuit each fixture. Using a program called Lightwright, 

the lighting supervisors, Head Electrician, and I created a document that included an 

instrument schedule, channel hookup, color schedule, and gobo schedule. Each of these 

documents were crucial to making sure lights were hung, circuited, and programmed 

correctly.  

 The final pieces of paperwork were the most helpful in the programming 

and tech rehearsal stage of the production. The first is aptly called a “Magic Sheet” - 

essentially a simplified, organized version of my light plot that is easy for me to quickly 

glance at and pick out whichever channel number I’m looking for. The other was my 

refined Cue Score, which I mentioned earlier in my description of the Final Design 

Presentation. This spreadsheet was sent off to the Production Stage Manager, who 

received any updates to my cues up until the show opened so that she could call the 

show.  

 

The following pages include samples of each of the documents I described above.  
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Magic Sheet: 
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Refined Cue Score: 
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THE PRODUCTION: 

 Finally, the show entered tech week. This was the most fun part of the process for 

me - I finally got to see the lights on performers as they created the world of the play on 

stage, and just as importantly, I got to see the light on costumes. The way the costume 

designer, Sarah Rosenkranz, defined each character changed how intensity and color or 

light were perceived on their bodies. It was a challenge to find a new balance when the 

costumes entered the mix, but it was something I enjoyed playing with. As the week 

progressed, the production team and director had meetings every night to take any notes 

others may have for us.  

 Every day I added cues, took some away, adjusted timing, switched what systems 

I used in certain scenes, and molded my looks to better fit the moods. Fortunately, I had a 

director that was open to letting me try things and see if they worked, and then we would 

discuss what fit and what didn’t. Often, we would be on the same page, and I would 

adjust something or cut something before the director had to say it. Michael’s clear vision 

made my job much easier, which in turn made our discussions extremely productive. I 

was picking at things until the final rehearsal, but when the time came, I was excited for 

an audience to see what I had been working on since the previous semester. 

  

On Tuesday, October 25th, Life Sucks opened.  

 

The following pages include images of the production “Life Sucks” in the Texas State 

Mainstage theatre, Fall 2022. 
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