
	
DIY	SET	DESIGN	INSPIRATION	

	
With	reference	to	A	Midsummer	Night’s	Dream	

	
INTRODUCTION:	Why	consider	set	design?	

	
Set	 design	 may	 not	 be	 high	 on	 your	 list	 of	 priorities	 when	 preparing	 a	 children’s	 theatrical	
production,	with	rehearsals	to	organise,	lines	to	learn	and	costumes	to	create	-	but	to	overlook	it	
entirely	 would	 be	 a	 mistake.	 Set	 design	 contributes	 not	 only	 to	 an	 audience’s	 enjoyment	 of	 a	
performance,	 but	 to	 their	 understanding	 of	 it	 too.	 A	 play	 with	 complex	 action	 and	 different	
locations	 can	 be	 potentially	 confusing	 for	 viewers,	 unless	 some	 thought	 has	 gone	 into	 how	 to	
signal	these	changes	on	stage.		
	

But	set	design	does	not	necessarily	have	to	be	large-scale,	ambitious	and	expensive.	School	
productions	typically	have	tiny	budgets,	but	even	minimal	set	design	elements	can	still	convey	the	
world	 of	 the	 play	 effectively	 -	 clarifying	 key	 information	 and	 enriching	 the	 story-telling	 for	
performers	and	audience	alike.	

	
	

	
Image	Credit:	Shakespeare	in	the	Park,	Wall	Street	Journal	wsj.com	
	

	
The	purpose	of	 these	plans	 is	 to	 help	 teachers	 discuss,	 design	 and	 eventually	 create	 set	

design	 elements	 on	 both	 a	 small	 scale	 and	 a	 large	 scale	 with	 children	 in	 their	 class.	 Involving	
children	 in	 the	 set	design	of	 their	production	has	many	benefits.	Not	only	will	 children	 improve	
their	practical	drawing	and	making	skills,	 they	will	also	experience	a	greater	sense	of	ownership	
over	their	work	and	develop	their	visual	literacy	skills	in	terms	of	how	they	‘read’	and	understand	
the	theatrical	experience.			

	



CONTEXT:	The	role	of	the	Costume	Designer	in	Theatre,	Film	and	Television.	
	
The	D&T	curriculum	for	children	at	KS2	states	that	they	should	‘understand	how	key…	individuals	
in	Design	and	Technology	have	helped	to	shape	the	world.’		
	
It	is	helpful	to	begin	your	focus	on	set	design	by	looking	at	examples	by	well-known	practitioners.	
The	V&A	Museum	and	The	Royal	Shakespeare	Company	are	well-respected	sources	of	inspiration	
for	examples	of	theatrical	design:	
	
	
Theatre	and	Performance	Archives	of	V&A:	
https://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/theatre-performance	
	
Royal	Shakespeare	Company:	
https://www.rsc.org.uk/about-us/how-we-make-theatre	
	
(Follow	the	sections	on	making	scenery	and	props)	
	
																																																																																																																	Image	Credit:	vam.ac.uk	
	

	
CLASSROOM	IDEA:	
Ask	your	children	to	research	the	designers	
behind	the	sets	for	some	well	known	stage	
shows	and	comment	on	their	findings.	
	
The	 following	 list	 of	 designers	 may	 be	 a	 good	
starting	point	for	children.	Useful	video	links	are	
provided.		
	
•	Rob	Howell:	Matilda	the	Musical	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t8rvoX-yl0g	
	

Image	Credit:	Matilda	the	Musical	
	

	
•	Christine	 Jones:	 Harry	 Potter	 and	 the	
Cursed	Child	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bclmW-
UXPL4	
	
•	Madeleine	Boyd:	Set	Designer	at	the	Royal	
Opera	House	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OLw-
QapkxnA	
	
•	Bunny	Christie:	The	Curious	Incident	of	the	
Dog	in	the	Nighttime	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6XQuxm
YNpe4	
																																																																																						Image	Credit:	Curious	Incident,	timeout.com	



	
•	David	Korins:	Hamilton	
	
•	Es	 Devlin:	 Artist	 and	 Set	 Designer	 for	
stage	 shows	 including	 Jay	 Z,	 Kanye	
West,	Beyonce.	
	
•	Bob	Crowley:	Alice	in	Wonderland	and	
Mary	Poppins	
https://www.bbc.com/bitesize/clips/z7g
d2hv	
	
	

Image	Credit:	Hamilton,	cnbc.com	

	
SETTING	YOUR	DESIGN	CRITERIA	

	
Once	 the	 children	 have	 done	 their	 initial	 research,	 and	 once	 you	 have	 checked	 that	 they	 are	
confident	 in	 their	 knowledge	of	 the	play,	 the	children	will	 probably	be	keen	 to	make	a	 start	on	
designing	 their	 sets.	 But	 before	 they	 go	 ahead,	 it	 is	 worth	 agreeing	 together	 what	 a	 good	 set	
design	needs	to	achieve.	
	
CLASSROOM	IDEA:	
Discussion:	What	practical	aspects	does	a	set	designer	need	to	consider	in	their	work?	
	
Areas	you	could	discuss	include:	
	

•	USE	OF	AVAILABLE	SPACE					•	CONCEPT	OF	SHOW				•	ESSENTIAL	LOCATIONS/ACTION	
	

	
1.	WHAT	KIND	OF	SPACE?	

	
Think	about	what	your	performance	space	 is	 like.	Are	you	 lucky	enough	to	have	a	purpose	built	
stage,	or	will	 you	use	a	hall?	Will	 your	 stage	have	a	background,	 side	 flats	or	be	 free	 standing?	
How	will	you	light	the	stage?	Can	anything	be	hung	from	above?	How	will	the	room	be	configured	
to	allow	for	your	audience?		
	
Don’t	 forget	 your	 audience’s	 viewing	 angle.	 Will	 they	 sit	 looking	 up	 to	 performers?	 (As	 in	 a	
Platform	 or	 Proscenium	 stage)	 Or	 will	 they	 sit	 higher	
and	 look	 down	 on	 the	 action?	 (As	 in	 an	 Arena	 stage)	
Maybe	you	could	stage	your	production	‘in	the	round’?	
In	 this	 case,	 the	 stage	 may	 not	 be	 circular	 but	 your	
audience	will	sit	on	all	sides	of	it,	meaning	scenery	will	
need	 to	 be	 minimal	 or	 of	 low	 height,	 so	 as	 not	 to	
obscure	 views.	 Consider	 how	 your	 performers	 will	
enter	 the	 stage	 and	 where	 props	 will	 be	 kept	 when	
they	are	not	in	use.	There	is	a	lot	to	think	about	–	but	
all	 these	 details	 have	 a	 big	 impact	 on	 the	 kind	 of	 set	
you	design!	

	
Image	Credit	(right)	premieressays.co.uk	



2.	WHAT	IS	YOUR	CONCEPT?	
	
The	concept	refers	to	the	overall	‘look’	of	your	production,	and	this	needs	to	be	consistent	across	
set	 design,	 props	 and	 costume.	 What	 time	 and	 place	 do	 you	 imagine	 setting	 your	 play	 in?	
Shakespeare’s	works	have	been	 interpreted	widely	–	children	may	choose	a	particular	historical	
period,	something	more	modern/contemporary	or	an	entirely	outlandish	interpretation.		
	
The	designer	also	needs	to	decide	whether	the	set	is	going	to	be	REALISTIC	or	ABSTRACT.	These	
terms	can	be	a	difficult	for	children,	but	put	simply	-	a	realistic	set	tries	to	accurately	represent	a	
setting	 –	 so	 the	 wood	 in	 A	 Midsummer	 Night’s	 Dream	 would	 feature	 trees	 and	 plants	 of	
appropriate	 size	 and	 scale.	 The	 interiors	 of	 the	 Athenian	 Court	 would	 have	 walls,	 doors	 or	
columns.	An	abstract	set	would	not	represent	space	so	literally.	The	designer	might	use	different	
colour	schemes	to	represent	different	settings,	or	even	symbols	to	represent	a	theme	of	the	play,	
such	as	Love,	Dreams	or	Magic.	In	an	abstract	set,	more	is	left	to	the	audience’s	imagination.	
	
The	 photographs	 below	 show	 the	 contrasting	 ways	 designers	 have	 interpreted	 A	 Midsummer	
Night’s	Dream:	
	

		 	
Image	Credits	L-R:	David	Harrison,	Theater	Wein	
	

				 	
Image	Credits	L-R:	Zuleika	Henry	for	RSC,	Classic	Theatre	Company	

	
	
3.	WHAT	ARE	YOUR	KEY	LOCATIONS?	
	
After	deciding	on	the	configuration	of	the	playing	space,	and	finalising	the	visual	concept,	children	
need	to	make	a	note	of	all	the	key	locations	in	the	play.	A	Midsummer	Night’s	Dream	really	only	
has	two	distinct	settings	–	the	Athenian	Court,	and	the	wood	where	the	fairies	live.	
	
Ask	the	children:	what	features	will	be	needed	to	make	these	two	places	distinct	from	each	other?	
Will	you	need	to	change	scene	quickly?	How	can	your	design	support	this?	For	example,	you	may	



decide	 not	 to	 paint	 complicated	 backdrops	
and	 instead	 use	 a	 change	 of	 lighting	 (Cool	 to	
warm?	Green	to	blue?)	If	you	have	access	to	a	
projector,	 you	 may	 even	 be	 able	 to	 project	
different	slide	images.	
	
How	 does	 the	 action	 of	 the	 play	 have	 an	
impact	 on	 set	 design?	 Choreographed	 crowd	
scenes	or	dancing	will	need	space,	while	some	
scenes	 may	 need	 to	 be	 more	 intimate.	 How	
can	 the	 set	 be	 manipulated	 to	 focus	 the	
audience’s	 attention?	 Some	 elements	 may	
need	 to	be	 lightweight	and	moveable.	Plinths	
and	boxes	can	be	used	to	change	the	height	of	
the	performance.	Spot	lighting	can	be	used	in	
intense	moments,	or	perhaps	you	could	create	
framing	devices	such	as	windows	or	arches	for	
the	audience	or	actors	to	look	through.		

Image	Credit:	Jan	Periton,	HTSS	Primary	School	
	
	
CLASSROOM	IDEA:	
Put	together	a	‘mood	board’	or	make	sketches	of	your	first	ideas	for	a	set	design.		
	
Many	creative	practitioners	use	mood	boards	as	a	means	to	gather	inspiring	images	all	together	in	
the	same	place.	A	mood	board	can	particularly	help	with	defining	the	overall	concept	of	the	show.	
Sketches	 can	 initially	 be	 rough.	Below	 shows	an	early	 sketch	 for	 a	 production	of	A	Midsummer	
Night’s	Dream,	as	well	as	the	final	realised	set.			

	
Image	Credits	L-R:	University	of	Colorado,	Denver,	cudenvertoday.com	
	
	

CLASSROOM	IDEA:	
Make	a	3D	Stage	Model.	
	
This	project	is	a	lovely	way	to	help	the	children	bring	their	2D	drawings	and	ideas	to	life.	Building	a	
set	 box	 immerses	 the	 children	 in	 the	 world	 and	 story	 of	 the	 play,	 and	 can	 also	 be	 used	 very	
effectively	 to	 support	 work	 in	 English,	 for	 example	 in	 writing	 descriptions,	 dialogue	 scenes,	
character	studies	or	alternative	endings.	
	



MATERIALS	
You	will	need:	
	
•	A3	Black	card	–	2	sheets	per	child	
•	Assorted	coloured	and	white	card	and	paper	
•	Glue	sticks	
•	Scissors	
•	Pencils,	pens,	pencil	crayons	
	
Also	useful:		
	
•	Photocopied	images	–	for	characters	and	props	
•	Access	to	internet	for	printing	out	‘wallpapers’		
		
																																																																																																																																									Child’s	set	design	for	A	Christmas	Carol.		
																																																																																																																																									Image	Credit:	Jan	Periton	

MAKING	THE	STAGE		

	
			
1.	Give	each	child	2	x	sheets	of	
black	A3	size	card.	

2.	Children	 should	 fold	 card	 in	
half	as	above.	Do	this	 for	both	
sheets.	

3.	 Open	 up	 and	 fold	 the	
bottom	 edge	 up	 approx.	 5cm.	
Do	the	same	for	both	sheets.	

	

			 			
	
4.	Cut	along	the	central	 fold,	 from	the	bottom,	
until	 you	get	 to	 the	point	where	 the	 two	 folds	
meet.	Do	this	for	both	sheets	of	card.		

5.	 Put	 a	 generous	 amount	 of	 glue	 to	 the	 left	
hand	side	of	the	cut	you	have	just	made.	

	
	
	
	



					
	
6.	 Fold	 the	 right	 side	 over	 the	
left,	 so	 that	 the	 card	makes	 a	
right	 angle	 and	 is	 securely	
glued	 down.	 Do	 the	 same	 for	
the	other	sheet.	

7.	 	 You	 should	now	have	 two	pieces	
that	look	like	the	above	picture.	(You	
may	need	 to	 turn	 them	around).	Put	
glue	all	over	 the	back	and	bottom	of	
one.	

8.	 Slide	 one	 piece	 over	
the	 other	 one,	 making	
sure	 to	 fit	 them	 snugly	
together,	 then	 press	
down	to	glue	securely.	
You	 have	 now	 made	
your	stage	set!	

	
ADDING	DESIGN	DETAIL	TO	YOUR	SET	
	

					 	
	
9.	 Start	with	 your	background.	 Children	 can	of	
course	 draw/paint	 their	 own,	 but	 you	 might	
want	to	search	for	a	 ‘wallpaper’	 image	to	print	
out	and	use.	www.pexels.com	is	a	great	site	for	
ROYALTY	FREE	photographic	images.		

10.	 Print	 out	 your	 image	 and	 glue	 this	 to	 the	
back	 of	 the	 set.	 Children	 could	 find	 another	
image	for	the	ground,	or	paint/draw	their	own.	

	

			 			

11.	ADDING	3D	ELEMENTS.		
You	 could	 give	 children	 some	 photocopied	
images	for	inspiration	or	allow	them	to	draw	
their	 own	 designs	 for	 the	 characters	 and	
features	that	will	populate	their	sets.			
	
If	 using	 photocopies,	 be	 sure	 to	 back	 these	
onto	 card	 so	 they	 are	 strong.	 Own	 designs	
can	be	drawn	directly	onto	card.		



PAPER	ENGINEERING	SKILLS	
	

			 		 		 	
	
12.	The	above	paper	engineering	skills	are	very	simple	to	learn	and	can	be	used	to	ensure	that	3D	
elements	stand	up	in	the	set.	Show	the	children	how	to	make	TABS,	FRINGES,	CONCERTINAS	and	
POP-UP	 FOLDS.	 A	 simple	 L-HINGE	 (folded	 rectangle)	 is	 the	 easiest	way	 to	make	 a	 2D	 character	
stand	up.	
	
							
LARGE	SCALE	SET	DESIGN	IDEAS	
	
After	working	on	their	own	set	designs	and	making	
model	 stage	 sets,	 you	 may	 wish	 to	 involve	 your	
children	 in	 some	 of	 the	 large-scale	 set	 design	 for	
your	production.		
	
This	can	be	more	difficult	to	do	with	a	whole	class,	
and	might	work	 better	 in	 small	 groups	with	 adult	
support.	 Materials	 do	 not	 need	 to	 be	 very	
expensive.	 Builders	 yards,	 DIY	 stores	 or	 packaging	
companies	 can	 be	 a	 source	 of	 MDF,	 strong	
cardboard	 and	 large	 polystyrene	 or	 plastic	
sheeting.	 Fishing	 wire	 and	 adhesive	 velcro	 are	
useful	 tools	 for	 hanging	 features	 from	 walls	 and	
ceilings.	
	
The	following	images	offer	a	selection	of	set	design	ideas	that	have	been	made	with	children	for	
their	productions,	together	with	hints	about	how	they	were	achieved.	Hopefully	they	will	provide	
you	with	some	inspiration!	
	

	
•	 Arched	 frames	 from	 garden	 centre,	
covered	in	fabric	and	fringing.	
	
•	Painted	fabric	banners	
	
•	Posters	painted	by	children	with	gold	
pasta	frames	
	
	
	
	
All	images:	J	Periton	



	
LARGE	SCALE	SET	DESIGN	INSPIRATION	–	CONTINUED	
	

			 	
	
•	Plastic	‘COREX’	sheeting,	cut	into	the	shape	of	Roman	arches	•	LIGHTING	used	to	change	mood.	
	

		 	
	
•	Monochrome	white	set.	•	Carpet	roll	 for	 tree	stem	•	Plastic	sheets	cut	 into	triangles	and	fixed	
with	glue	gun		•	Wrapped	paper	boxes		•	Plinths/crates	painted	white.		•	Cardboard	cut	into	strips	
and	painted	to	 look	 like	birch	trees	 	•	Flags	painted	onto	canvas	 in	acrylic	paint,	using	children’s	
designs.	
	

			 	
	
•	Battery	operated	neon	lights	pinned	to	background	or	held	by	children.		•	Spotlights	and	shadow	
puppetry	 can	be	used	 to	 create	 effects	 	 •	Digital	 images	 can	be	projected	onto	backgrounds	or	
onto	ceiling.		
	
	
	



	
LARGE	SCALE	SET	DESIGN	INSPIRATION	–	CONTINUED	
	

	 	
	
•	Polystyrene	is	easy	to	cut	and	carve	into	shape	–	e.g.	gravestones	(above).	It	can	also	be	painted.	
	

		 	
	
•	Papier	Mache	for	sculptural	objects	–	use	chicken	wire,	cardboard	or	newspaper	for	an	internal	
‘armature’	or	frame.		•	Try	using	unusual	materials	for	texture,	e.g.	book	pages	to	cover	a	frame	
	

		 	
	
•	Consider	 breaking	 down	 an	 ambitious	 set	 design	 into	 smaller	 elements	 for	 children	 to	 make	
individually	 –	 e.g.	 the	 above	 book	 spines	 were	 painted	 onto	 greyboard	 –	 but	 when	 installed	
together	made	a	big		impact	on	stage	as	a	large-scale	book	shelf.		
	
Jan	Periton	Dunning	for	the	Primary	Shakespeare	Company	2019	
	


