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11/13/12 Dead Man Walking: Dead Man's Shoes

Wolber decided to embrace realism. "I specifically was interested in the look and feel of campfire light, shadow puppets, vaudeville,
traveling circus, traveling revival shows, and the idea that these performers are also performers in that time, not just characters," he says.
Taking his cue from the conventions of the period, when painted scenery was common and high-tech solutions undiscovered, two actors
who played eight of the smaller roles stepped in and out of each character to become the performers playing them, while two played
leading characters.

In this frankly theatrical production, a bench didn’t have to be a bench; it could be a prop put on stage by members of a touring
company. "They make up their pageant wagon stage and jump into it," says scenic designer Kirk Domer. "It gave us more ownership.
We didn’t need to say, “This is now a bench or a bed.” Of course it is, because we never said it was anything else." Depending on how it
was placed on stage, a flexible wooden structure could be a horse trough and become a pew, a bar, or a bathtub.

Domer’s theatrical scenic solution also involved a platform and a horizontal roll drop. The curved wall of the platform stage sported a
hand-painted scroll, depicting each scene in the show. It took nearly an hour to paint each foot on 130’ of fabric; only a little of this fabric,
at each end to wrap around supporting columns, went unpainted. When a scene was almost cut, then kept, Domer missed a location and
wound up having to cut and reattach the fabric so it looked seamless.

In the spirit of a traveling vaudeville show, two actors took turns turning the spool that moved the scroll, changing the scene so spectators
knew where they were. A jail? No problem—a painted jail sufficed, with a ladder placed in the center of the platform to suggest bars
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Finding the right pair of shoes and reworking them to look something like the historic shoes was perhaps Cook’s biggest challenge. The
shoes would have wooden heels and leather soles, and they had to look masculine. Using a combination of paint and Shoe Renew, a
leather dye, she recreated a look that could have been mistaken for those worn by the governor of Wyoming,

To distinguish costumes worn by actors playing four characters, vest length might vary as well as palette. Staging helped the costume
crew. An actor would remove his vest so that he bled on his white, easy to bleach, shirt.

Flexibility on the part of the design team also helped solve problems. At an early production meeting, Domer drew a new rendering on
the spot when questions arose about the size of the platform. "It was a demonstration of his agility and facility to adapt and draw very
quickly, capturing the ideas we were throwing at him in the meeting," Wolber says. "It basically is the epitome of how everyone worked
on this show, taking the challenge, messing around, and then realizing a clearer way to tell the story and running with the improvement."
Dorrer, too, always enjoyed the collaborative process; if there was an issue with a particular knife, for instance, Cook devised a different
holder, while Din found a way to adapt i, and Zettelmaier wrote it out of the scene.

Davi Napoleon, a regular contributor to Live Design also writes for American Theatre, The Faster Times, and other
magazines and newspapers. She is author of Chelsea on the Edge: The Adventures of American Theater.
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