
DANCE AND LIGHT

Dance and Light examines the interconnected relationship between movement
and design, the fluid partnership that exists between the two disciplines, and
the approaches that designers can take to enhance dance performances
through lighting design.

The book demystifies lighting for the dancer and helps designers under-
stand how the dancer/choreographer thinks about their art form, providing
insight into the choreographer’s process and exploring how designers can
make the most of their resources. The author shares anecdotes and ideas
from an almost 50-year career as a lighting designer, along with practical
examples and insights from colleagues, and stresses the importance of clear
communication between designers, choreographers, and dancers. Attention
is also given to the choreographer who wants to learn what light can do to
help enhance their work on stage.

Written in short, stand-alone chapters that allow readers to quickly navi-
gate to areas of interest, Dance and Light is a valuable resource for lighting
design classes wishing to add a section on dance lighting, as well as for
choreography classes who want to better equip young artists for a significant
collaborative partnership.

Kevin Dreyer is a freelance lighting designer and an associate professor at
the University of Notre Dame.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

One of the things you may notice about this book is the absence of photo-
graphs. This was a deliberate choice on my part. I believe one of the bar-
riers to better collaborations between lighting designers and choreographers
is the absence of clear, jargon free, communication. If either party uses
words that are not commonly understood they put their artistic partner at
a disadvantage. On the other hand, when we can directly describe what we
are looking for without relying on terminology, we level the playing field. In
this book I seek to balance the knowledge on both sides of the conversation.
While photographs can create a lovely counterpoint to words, they can also
feel like established goals. Goals that can get in the way of individual creativ-
ity and short-circuit the process of refining language. What I hope this book
will do is to create a new way of discovering what role each partner in the
creative process is being asked to fill. I also hope that it will be a step
toward the goal of helping the Jeraldyne Blundens of the world find the next
Tom Skeltons. Read the book, you’ll understand.
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INTRODUCTION

For quite some time now I have been encouraged to write down why I do
what I do. Not because it is so unique or because no one else does it but
rather because I have a unique point of view and it seems to illuminate
work which I have discovered many find quite mysterious. Of course, those
who are not mystified by what my colleagues and I routinely do tend to dis-
miss it as technical stuff. To the few of you out there, not involved with this
profession, who view what I do with respect and even acknowledge that it is
an art form, perhaps you will find what I have to say interesting.

Much of my work life has been spent in the world of dance. I find this is
a very comfortable place for a lighting designer to reside. Dancers tend to
value what we do very highly. They seldom take it for granted and generally
are openly appreciative of lighting. Dance lighting is a partnership of art
forms. Yes they can and do exist separately but I for one find each benefits
greatly from the other’s presence. Much of what people admire in contem-
porary theatrical lighting – acute angles, strong color choices, isolation,
quick changes, embracing shadow, etc. – has its roots in the theories of
dance lighting. Either there or in rock and roll lighting, where the money is
always rumored to be.

Stanley McCandless started things off quite simply and directly with his
wonderful little book A Method of Lighting the Stage. People have been trying to
ignore it ever since but the truth of the matter is that in that little book,
which was never intended to be the definitive way, rather simply a way of
lighting the stage, is a logical approach that allows the novice to be confident
that they, like the physician, will first do no harm. Lighting is there to make
things visible so of course the first thing we need to make sure of is that
things can be seen. The how and what and when of the making sure things
are seen is where the art begins. As I have been thinking about what I do
and how I do it, I have come to realize that as a lighting designer what
I am most proud of is when I have helped to successfully tell a story. I think
all designers are storytellers, it is simply that the way the story is told in each
profession is a bit different. If the costume designer and the set designer do
not do their jobs well we will not understand the place or the characters.
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These are essential to a successful story and so we are all partnering in that
process. In theatre early conversations with the director routinely center
around what story we are telling and how we intend to tell it. Choreograph-
ers often shy away from using the term “story,” but communication is just as
important in dance – we simply use different words.

So why do I single out lighting and what keeps me doing it? I believe the
lighting designer is essential to the entire story-telling process. This is not to
diminish what the other design professionals accomplish; far from it. My
work would be significantly harder without theirs. What is different is that
I am involved in the moment-to-moment story telling, just as the choreog-
rapher and dancers are. My work remains active and can, and often does,
evolve as the work of the performers becomes more specific and refined.
The set designer tells the story of place and often that is not a singular story.
The costume designer tells the story of character, and again that is not
a single story – even in most one-character shows there is change. But both
of these artists, because of their medium, must commit to a final (or near
final) version well before the play (or other performance) is set before an
audience. It is simply the nature of the process. Sets must be built and
painted and installed. Costumes must be built or purchased, fitted and
altered, before they can go on stage. All of that takes time.

I am not trying to say that lighting does not take time; far from it. Lighting
takes time to install and to plan. It needs to be designed and drafted, hung
and focused, all of which takes time. But now the ability to alter the sequence
in which lighting is triggered or to change the actual number and intensity of
lights with the push of a button has allowed lighting to become as fluid
a medium as the imagination of the performing artists. This means that I have
to move as quickly as they do, I have to plan a design that is malleable, that is
mutable, that has room for additions or changes. It is why so many lighting
designers want moving lights and LED fixtures and color changers. It isn’t just
about having more toys, at least not with the really good designers; it is about
being able to join in the creative dance that happens during the final push
toward an opening night. I have to be ready to recognize where I am needed
as a partner in the story and where I need to stay out of the way. I have to be
ready with a concrete idea that can be shown to a director as soon as technical
rehearsals begin; but I also need to be ready and willing to chuck it in the face
of a better idea. I also need to help the director understand my process and
make sure they know that I do not consider a cue complete until the whole
show is in place. No matter how wonderful a moment may look, if it is out of
step with the story it is wrong.

I realized as I was writing the previous statements that I am describing
a process that is now very easy for me. I wish that I could say that it was
always the case; and in truth there were shows that I worked on early in my
career where it was that way. There were also a number of times when
I stubbornly stuck with an idea that did not help the story telling. There
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were also times when the story changed during the process, and it was not
until we were getting into problems in tech rehearsals that I realized it had.
I also know that my effectiveness is not just a reflection on my preparation
and my understanding of the story – it is also dependent on the trust I am
able to build with the rest of the artists. Building this trust happens in big
and little ways. It starts with the first conversations you have and it continues
through the kinds of questions you ask and your ability to honestly and
clearly respond to those asked of you. It requires that you are confident in
yourself and what you can bring to the process. It also requires you to say
so when you are not up to a task. In a profession where we are trained to
never say no to a job (otherwise you may never get asked again) this is
a very hard lesson to master.

So how do you go about doing what I do? First – you don’t try to do
what I do. I realized a long time ago that if I ever went to see a show and
there was not one cue I would change or one moment I would handle differ-
ently then I needed to quit. Because it would mean that I was no longer
unique. I have grown up a bit since then and I realized that even if someone
executes the moment on stage in the same way I might have, they will never
do it the same way I would have. Because it is in the doing, the working
through a moment with fellow artists, that we are most uniquely ourselves.
No matter how much we may wish to emulate someone else’s approach, we
are not someone else and the process is inexorably changed by that simple
fact. So I am not writing this to teach you how to do what I do. I am not
even trying to teach you to think about design the same way I do. I intend
to share what I have discovered over the years. Some of this is what I was
taught in school; sometimes I even realized how important it was when
I learned it. Some of it is what I learned in school even though I wasn’t
taught it, but most of it is what I have realized through the process of doing.

I have tried to present the material in a logical fashion, moving from
broad concepts into more tightly focused ideas. Anyone who has ever taken
a class from me knows I am a non-linear thinker, but I usually get back to
the point I was making; digression as a method of teaching. Each chapter
was written as a stand-alone piece so while there may be some referencing
back to other sections, for the most part you could look through the Con-
tents and pick the topics that you are most interested in. In time I would
hope you would read all of it but really the order is more an organizational
tool than a proscriptive way to move through the material.

I could not have done this without a lot of help, but then again if I am
honest that same statement holds true about my design work as well. I have
had people who offered me time to write, have given advice, have read early
drafts, and who have constantly encouraged me when I needed it. I have
discussed ideas with colleagues and have discussed what I was doing with
a few. I have drawn on many experiences that are not mine alone and have
tried to be as fair and honest about them as I can. So I hope anyone who
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recognizes themselves in any of the stories feels as if they have been fairly
treated. I honestly believe that we get nowhere in life or in art by ourselves.
Even if we are alone when we are working on a project, at some point
someone helped us with something that got us to that point. What is singular
is the way we assemble the parts.

I N TRODUCT ION

4


	Half Title
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Table of Contents
	Acknowledgments
	Author’s Note
	Introduction



