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The exhibition designers, Nissen 
Richards Studio, offered this 
shipwrecked boat, from the 
opening scene of The Tempest, 
as inspiration for the atmosphere 
of the space. The relationship 
between the two objects 
became critical as we looked, 
in Pippa Nissen’s words, “for a 
gestural visual language” that 
communicated the drama of the 
play in the space. The framework 
of the wrecked ship was married 
with the pages escaping Prospero’s 
books, as if the magic within them 
could be worn.
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How I gave Ariel wings for 
Shakespeare exhibition 
Donatella Barbieri describes the process of making 
the Ariel costume for the British Library, inspired by the 
theatre in which The Tempest was first performed

F
or the British Library’s Shake-
speare in Ten Acts exhibition, I 
was invited by curator Zoe Wilcox 
and exhibition designers Nissen 
Richards Studio to devise a cos-
tume  installation that presented 

Ariel appearing as a harpy in a way that could 
have existed on stage at The Tempest’s  first 
performance. Presented indoors in the candle-
lit Blackfriars theatre, it was one of the first 
plays to be staged there. 

I drew on research for my forthcoming book, 
Costume in Performance, about the relation-
ship between the different types of dressing 
and costume for the Shakespearean stage. 
These ideas were developed in collaboration 

with the British Library. The design process 
employed the methods I use when teaching 
the MA costume for performance course at 
London College of Fashion, University of the 
Arts London. These experimental techniques 
include not only costume drawings and visual 
research but evoke movement and gesture 
through physical workshops, 3D maquetting, 
storyboarding, and material experimentation 
to devise ways of creating moments of perfor-
mance through costume. 

Once the commission was agreed, I 
worked on the project with students from the  
BA performance courses at London College of 
Fashion, in particular from the 3D effects and 
3D costume for performance courses.
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KAT NUGENT 

I love technology. It can do 
some astonishing things these 
days. But – and I realise I’m in  
a significant minority here 
– when I’m responsible for 
operating a show, I can’t 

help but breathe a sigh of relief if I find out it’s 
acceptable to go ‘old school’ and rely on my 
ability to execute a manual fade.

As a former full-time stage manager, I 
can be a control freak. I don’t just like to 
know exactly what is going on, I want to 
have organised it and preferably, if time and 

resources allow, have done it myself. unless it 
is sewing – you’re welcome to that.

Maybe maternity made me abnormally 
technophobic, particularly with sound, but 
charged with the task of operating some  
of my edinburgh festival shows again this  
year, I found myself hoping I could rebel 
against QLab and operate them from a  
CD player – in 2016!

Gremlins permitting, my laptop would 
probably run things exactly the same every 
time and far more accurately than my  
fingers ever could. usually it is helpful to  
know that a cue will run exactly the same  
every time. As well as this, some sequences, 
in which  pinpoint cues run alongside other 

design elements, could only be operated  
by an octopus. 

But, if it is physically possible, I like to have 
manual control. I like being able to follow the 
demands of the show on stage in the moment 
of performance, not a moment several weeks 
or even months ago when the software was 
programmed. And, mostly, I like being an active 
part of the audience’s experience. It gives me 
the rush I felt the first time I stood backstage. 

Often in edinburgh, or on any show finding 
its feet, you have to edit cues regularly 
throughout the run, sometimes right up to 
the house opening. unless you are familiar 
with the software, have been using it recently 
and regularly, know the details to check 
and the mistakes that are easily made when 
programming under pressure, then it’s not 
unlikely that something will go awry when you 
finally run the show in front of a paying crowd. 

If you’re confident and au fait with the 
software you might be able to edit errors on the 

fly, or to simulate a manual fade.  
But I’ve discovered that even operators 
with significant experience have found it’s 
not always possible to make the necessary 
corrections in the moment. There’s no hiding 
a sound gaffe. The atmosphere of the action 
is significantly created by how it has been 
musically introduced.

Granted, this situation usually only occurs 
on a certain type of show. Attempting to 
operate a show in the Royal Opera House 
single-handedly and entirely manually has 
been a nightmare of mine for years. But I 
strongly agree with those who maintain that it 
is important for the spontaneity of theatre that, 
no matter how advanced technology becomes, 
we retain the ability and the desire to be able to 
respond technically to the living performance  
in the moment.

Kat Nugent is a creative producer and 
stage designer. Next week: Jess Gow

Despite technical advances,  
I still prefer manual cue control 
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During Act III, Scene iii of The Tempest, members of the shipwrecked court face 
up to the consequences of their actions as they are fully exposed to Prospero’s 
anger, via Ariel appearing as a harpy. This storyboard sketch proposes how the 
effect might have been achieved when the play was first performed in the indoor 
Blackfriars theatre, where Shakespeare had access to the then new technology 
of stage flight. He was able to combine this with the winged, devil-like characters 
from carnivalesque performances of the Middle Ages.
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