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ABSTRACT

Theatrical productions have long aimed to immerse audiences through visual and emotional
storytelling. One of the most captivating elements of live theatre is set and prop design,
which plays a crucial role in establishing the atmosphere and enhancing the narrative. In
contemporary stage productions, designers face the unique challenge of balancing realistic
portrayals with technical and financial constraints.

The Lion King, an acclaimed stage production adapted from Disney's animated film, provides
a powerful case study in how modern theater grapples with these issues. The production is
celebrated for its imaginative use of puppetry, props, and sets, combining traditional theater
techniques with innovative designs to create a unique visual experience. However, the
ambitious realism and grandeur come with challenges in design, construction, and
performance continuity. This research endeavor attempts to identify challenges of achieving
realistic props and set design in contemporary stage production, it will also provide possible

solution to this challenges.



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of the Study

Realism in theatrical design can be tied back to the Realism and Naturalism movements that
hit the stage during the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries. Prior to this
period, theatre design was more figurative, in the sense that the visual concepts intended were
more about theme than scene. Realism is a historical drama movement which developed at
the times of social change and people’s wish to have reality on stage. People wanted to watch
shows with settings that were believable, props that were as believable as real life objects and
characters with the real life dilemmas.

During the twentieth century, technology became a major influence of theatre, lighting, sound
and the material became the new media for the designer. Cinematography, advanced
lightweight plastics, projectors, and other forms of innovative rigging systems have opened
up creativity in fine and reliable models of props and sets. After the arrival of the 21st
century, these innovations have evolved to be even more precise to the need of people, but
the desire of people has become even bigger. They now demand the kind of stage and
backdrops that are not only practical but help them get absorbed into true-life scenarios.

The Lion King created for the theater in the mid-nineties is a rather special theatrical show in
terms of scenography. The Broadway musical’s director Julie Taymor insisted on applying
African art influences to the abstract theatrical design, and to the setting, even using masks
and most untraditional characters seen as puppets and unusual types of costumes. In The Lion
King each of the characters is a complex puppet in masks and complicated looking costumes
simulating human and animal images. The choreographer and stage designer has depicted the

African savannah on set designs and natural and organic African imagery. However, this



design concept propounds its own problems, such as how these items can be made to last all

the hundreds-of-shows and remain useful and appropriate for the intended performances.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Technological and creative progressions that have opened the way for realistic design have, at
the same time, raised fresh issues for designers along with production groups. Contending for
a life like feel for props and set designs is much of a struggle especially in productions such
as The Lion King that can last for years hence needing frequent reuse while still maintaining
the set standards. This is especially so because of financial limitations in that budget
determines the type of material that can be used or the type of technique that has to be applied
and designers have to look for an economical yet reasonably realistic solution. For instance,
some may look great from a far but when examined closely may not be realistic, they may
also crumble apart each time they are used at night on the stage.

Another central consideration for the designers that prove crucial is that of ethnicity when
designing spaces, issues of durability and affordability often inform the building process. The
objective of The Lion King is to always get African elements right and to respect cultural
heritage when creating spectacle. It poses as a challenge to designers to integrate artistry with
actual cultural emblems, so that people can be engaged without using cliches. This research,
therefore, addresses the following problem: Selected issues concerning the problem
statement: What techniques of contemporary stage productions can be examined for their
ability to solve practical and aesthetical difficulties regarding the construction of realistic and
culturally sensitive and long-lasting stage set designs? Reference examples: the set and

scenery design of the stage adaptation of The Lion King.



1.3 Aims and Objectives

The main objective of this study is understood and analyzed through the challenges and
solutions involved in creating realistic props and set designs in contemporary theater, with
The Lion King being used as a focal case. To fulfill this objective several specific objectives
will be pursued by the study.

i. Historical Analysis: Examine the historical and technical developments that have shaped
modern approaches to set and prop design.

Identified must be the key challenges faced by stage designers. Material limitations, budget
constraints, and ethnic representation concerns are included in these challenges.

ii. Examination of Design Strategies in The Lion King: Investigate how The Lion King
production addresses these challenges through special design choices and artistic techniques.
iii. Understandings for Future Productions: Provide recommendations and understandings
for overcoming design challenges in future stage productions.

iv. Contribution to Theatrical Knowledge: Add to the academic and professional
understanding of set design, concentrating on the balance between realism, and logistical
limitations.

Through these objectives, the study aims to shed light on how productions can achieve high
levels of realism, maintain ethnic respect, and change to practical constraints in the

demanding environment of live theater.

1.4 Research Questions

This study will address the following research questions to guide its exploration:

i. What are the primary challenges that contemporary set and prop designers face in creating
realistic effects?

ii. How has The Lion King addressed these challenges in its design and staging?



iii. To what extent do technological advancements assist or complicate the achievement of
realism in set and prop design?

iv. How can lessons learned from The Lion King be applied to other theater productions
aiming to achieve realistic effects?

v. What role does cultural representation play in the design choices made for The Lion King,

and how does this impact audience perception?

1.5 Significance of the Study

The findings of this study will benefit set designers, prop fabricators, directors, and
production managers, as well as students and scholars of the theatre arts. Since the desire for
attractive and cinematic plays is becoming higher, the requirements for resistant, durable, and
culturally appropriate designs also increase. Thus, having chosen an outstanding but still
popular production The Lion King that interested people for more than twenty years, this
investigation offers unique insights into the nature of combining abstraction with practical
concerns.

The study also has academic value based on issues of set design, scenography, and cultural
portrayal in theaters. The findings may be of special importance to the training of both
professional and aspiring staff to optimize twentieth-century theaters, by applying suitable
principles which may be implemented to future theatrical productions. Furthermore, the work
of analyzing the difficulties of how The Lion King was designed to understand its strengths
and weaknesses, and as such proves useful as a case study for the contemporary and realistic
practice of the art, and aiming it at the scholars wishing to be informed with the development

of theatre design as a field.



1.6 Scope and Limitations

Although this study is carried out using the Lion King production as case study, it makes
generalizable conclusions on contemporary set design practices. The matters discussed cover
historical aspects, technological influences and distinct analysis of the opportunities and
obstacles in the realistic theatre design. It focuses on the concept development of The Lion
King and examines how specific facets of the production, such as animal puppets, Africa
parts of the set, and light and sound were developed.

Nevertheless, it should be conceded that the study did have its limitations. To start with, the
research results deduced from The Lion King may not be transferable to most stage
performances, particularly the ones with less capital. Furthermore, information on the actual
production and details of the making of The Lion King may be difficult to acquire and get
permission to record the designers as may be the case when doing this paper. In addition,
although the study refers to cultural representation, it does not constitute an in-depth analysis
of this subject; instead, this work analyses the role of cultural factors in the concept of a

realist.

1.7 Methodology of the Study

A qualitative research approach will be used as it will afford the researcher to examine the
obstacles encountered during set and prop development when designing realistic staged
productions for contemporary theatre performances especially based on The Lion King stage
production. The research utilizes both primary and secondary data collection methods for its
investigation. Set designers along with props managers and their professional colleagues will
participate in semi-structured interviews as the main method for gathering primary research
data about their theatre design work. The performance challenges faced during realistic

environment creation on stage will become clearer through interview responses from subject



matter experts. This research examines secondary information from books and scholarly
articles and academic journals as well as past research about some stage design work methods
and prop making techniques and methods for realistic theatrical set implementation. The
collected secondary information enables researchers to interpret primary findings in relation
to established studies about current stage production methods. A thematic analysis will
process all collected data to extract recurring challenges, trends along with best practices
present in the interviews and literature. The research will examine three significant elements
involving set material requirements and technological advancements and the impact of

directorial direction on design realism.

1.8 Definition of Terms

Props: These are the objects, large or small, that are used by performers in a theatrical
production to help convey the story and enhance the audience’s perception of the scene.
Props are integral to adding realism to the performance, whether they are handheld by the
actors or placed within the set for visual impact.

Set Design: This term refers to the overall design and creation of the physical setting in
which a play or performance occurs. It encompasses the arrangement of scenery, backdrops,
furniture, lighting, and props, all of which work together to establish the time, place, and
mood of the story being told. A set designer’s job is to ensure that the environment

complements the narrative and supports the actors’ performances.

Realistic Design: Realistic design refers to the artistic and technical approach used to
recreate real-life environments and objects in a way that the audience can recognize as true-

to-life. In theater, achieving realism involves mimicking actual physical spaces and objects as



accurately as possible, often using advanced techniques such as detailed craftsmanship,
materials, and lighting to create lifelike effects.

Contemporary Stage Production: This refers to modern theatrical performances that
incorporate up-to-date methods, technology, and trends in set and prop design. Contemporary
stage productions often blend traditional techniques with cutting-edge innovations to create
visually stunning and immersive environments for the audience.

The Lion King: The Lion King is a globally renowned stage musical that has become
famous for its elaborate and imaginative set designs. With its intricate combination of
puppetry, costumes, and set pieces, it stands as a prime example of a contemporary
production that uses advanced techniques to achieve highly realistic and dynamic stage
environments. The complexity of its stage design, particularly in terms of prop realism and

integration, is a key subject of study in this research.



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Theoretical Framework: (Realism and Naturalism in Theatre)

Realism and naturalism are two important and interrelated dramatic movements of the 19th
century which revolutionized theatre. Realism is a strategy that deals and portrays real life
situations without placing a magnifying glass over characters and situations making them
look like the ideal notice. The purpose is to reflect back the audience’s experiences and give
birth to productions that are based in the real world. It is still closer to Naturalism which
develops this concept even further in regard to its adherence to scientifically objective
approach as well as preoccupation with the external factors, such as heredity, environment,

and social conditions, affecting human actions.

Realistic props and set design in modern theater involve some of the most critical theoretical
perspectives such as realism and semiotics, materiality and spatial aesthetics. Realism which
belongs to key theories that emerged in the nineteenth century, focus on representing reality
as real. This theory also holds that only realistic stage settings and props are acceptable, in
other words only realistic ones. Factual representation is seen through realistic portrayal of
environments which include the play’s backdrop, character state of mind and historical
perspective. According to this principle, staged performance to provide an illusion that places
the audience into a realistic world leaving out any artistic imaginary or overemphasized

portrayal (Brockett 121)



Key Characteristics of Realistic Theatre

. Verisimilitude

In realism there is one overarching principle, and this is truth or the appearance of it.
Authenticity guarantees that all occurrences, characters, and settings in the play make
realistic sense to members of the audience. Injuring proximity to real-life requires accurate
speech, movement, and elaboration. For example, two plays of Anton Chekhov ‘The Seagull’
and ‘The Cherry Orchard’ are examples of this dedication because his plays depict ordinary
persons who are encoded in daily battles and choices. In these pieces, nothing seems forced,

sensationalist or overstated — they are about the subtlety of human life and experience.

It also crucially includes specific technical, for example, aspects of the production, the set
design and the props. These elements are made particularly to mimic the actual environment
and are backed by great detail to serve the primary goal of making the game to be as real as
possible. Comparing what is probable with what is actually depicted to the reality of the
audience’s life, this household is clearly an important element in achieving a suspension of

disbelief in the theatre (innes,43)

. Psychological Realism

This movement also features the use of psychological realism which consider the mental state
of the characters. While previous theatre arts had an emphasis on the principles of genre or
the expression of emotions in an amplified manner, the result being psychological realism is
an emphasis on character psychology including his or her fears and desires. This has the
effect of being able to fully create realistic, three-dimensional characters whom the audience

can comprehend, in all their actions, as motivated by emotion.

One can identify clearly psychological realism in Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House as the play

works at the analysis of the main character Nora’s internal struggles between the desire for



societal compliance and individual self-fulfillment. Likewise, Tennessee Williams’ play, The
Glass Menagerie focuses on psychological issue of the characters, guilt of Tom for being a
persona for his mother to rely on and Laura whose mental state can be described as fragile.
According to Styan psychological realism allows for that personal identification with the

roles that makes the play a personal experience emotionally (Styan, 25)

. Social Realism

Alongside, other personal truths realistic theatre often captures social problems, called social
realism also. This characteristic makes it easier for theatre to be viewed as a critique,
reflection and possibly avenue for reform. Both GB Shaw and August strindberg employed
their works to take vindiactive stances against the societal injustice and problems faced by
subjugated people. For instance, Shaw ironic analysis of the economic and moral reality of
woman and her work is presented in Mrs. Warren’s Profession; Strindberg’s naturalistic Miss

Julie illustrates questions of class and gender.

Social realism remains equally present in today’s theatres mainly in those works as well as
performances that address current matters of concern, for instance race discrimination,
women and minority oppression, and the environmental causes among others. Innes aptly
observes that it is the function of social realism to stimulate thinking and provoke doing,

hence the importance of theatre as a ground for culture making (Innes 50)

2.2 Historical Development of Realistic Props and Set Design

19th Century Realism

As a distinct dramatic style, the type of theatre that began to emerge in the course of the
nineteenth century was marked by the Realism movement. This period signified stepping
from the epic and hyperbolization typical for the prior forms of theatrical performances,

melodrama, to a realistic approach in the theatre. Integral to this change was the way in which

10



props and set designs became the realistic anchors of play-staging as a significant force of
theatre.

The Industrial Revolution which started around the last decade of the 18th century and
continued through much of the 19th century brought about social change to theater. It also
illustrated a new complex and rapidly developing society based on the technological and
urban experiences that wanted to break into the theatrical contemporary representation. As
people and societies grew and moved into cities and as industrial revolution occurred the

theatre practitioners aimed at portraying these changes through theatre by using realism.

The new technologies and getoptures that were being developed during the period also play
their role in the sort of props that could be constructed and used with new mechanized prop
and light controls. For instance, the use of gas lighting began in theatres in the early 1800s
because it offered more subtle and dramatic differentiation without the low lights ruining a
performance, but still provided a boost of realism to a play. Electric lighting was also
discovered far eventually to transform stage design because with the help of such intricate

designs, designers may create realistic paintings, true-to-life settings, and realistic images.

Urbanization also brought a new demographic to the theatre: the growing middle class. This
audience, formed by the subsequent realism of industrial existence, expected narratives and
contexts alike. Consequently, authors and designers shifted toward domestic scenes and all
sorts of social problems, designing functional props and settings that would emphasize the

content of their pieces.

The realism of set and prop design has a long historical background. Originally, in the
theater, playwrights only called for very little setting and very few properties, meaning that
they were just anticipating very simple backgrounds to represent a certain place. One can use

the example of Ancient Greek Theater where giant veil-like backdrops and exaggerated mask

11



offered various literary settings or characters rather than the authentic established technique

(Goldberg 15).

As realism emerged as a theatrical movement in the nineteenth century it had a definite
influence on set design. There is evidence about the concern of playwrights, including Ibsen
and Chekhov, with realistic portrayal of the living conditions of the characters. Sets
reconstructed the actual lives of characters, props, and they looked as close to real life objects

as possible (Brockett 67)

2.3 Technological Advances in Set Design

In the twentieth century it was possible to incorporate other technologies into the process of
set designing, and that changed the way realism could be achieved on stage. Growth in
illumination techniques and developments in electric lighting and programmable lighting
made it possible to attain new and instructive illuminations. These innovations meant that it
was possible to accurately imitate the natural environments, the usual theatrical contexts.
Television also affected the styles of stage setting, as people got used to the highly developed
aesthetical experience of theaters. Theatre practitioners on their part leapt to embrace what is
cinematic; that is realistic backdrop, moving backgrounds and enhanced props to ensure the

audience did not lose the element of imaginative prowess.

Digital Technology

When theatre entered the new century, this influence changed how the creation of sets was
constructed through using technology. A need to introduce new aesthetic forms, utilizing
digital technology, new materials and constructive inventions have allowed designers to

immerse themselves into the world of hyper realism.

12



Technological aspect has therefore played a big role in the current set designs. One of the
major innovations is the application of CAD — computer-aided design software that enables
designers to make detailed three dimensional models of stage sets before realizations. CAD
has changed the design process by allowing the designer to get dimensions and make

necessary changes before going through the design plan .

One of the other major improvements is 3D printing through which the design of the prop and
pieces used for shooting had been enhanced. 3D printing permits designers to fashion parts
from digital files and gain complex and distinctive fashioned parts which are otherwise
difficult and costly to construct. For instance, in The Lion King, fabrication of realistic
animal characters has been produced through the 3D print making the staged environment

more real.

Another technical procedure very useful in stage design today is the projection mapping. This
technology enables designers to display video or digital image on actual object to make the
set pieces to be moving ones instead of still ones. Projection mapping assists in enhancing
scenes in The Lion King; the major transition from day to night and other expansive scenes

which are not actual alterations on the set.

3D Modeling and Printing

The improvements in space design are not limited to HUD and post-production visualization;
3D modeling and printing have also impacted set design. In application, with the use of 3D
modeling software, designers are able to construct the real life prop and scenery where the
play will be held in a virtual format that can later be transformed to physical form using the
3D printer. This technology can be used to create very detailed shapes, that can range from

complex architectural molds to specific props. For example in such complicated productions
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as The Lion King, 3D printing was employed in making masks and puppets which are as
accurate, sturdy and well-made .

Video Projection and Mapping

Techniques of video projection and mapping have expanded more efficient approaches to
exquisite and flexible sets. This is especially relevant in areas where live scene changes are
no longer possible, but designers can produce a constant stream of image projections to alter
a physical space. It has been applied in play as in War Horse where ac relay of the battlefield
is produced or The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time where thoughts and
feelings are put into animation through projections.

Virtual and Augmented Reality

As the two contrasting technologies, virtual and augmented reality, are slowly integrating into
theatre, they open up possibility to create unique experiences. With VR, designers are able to
design complete environments which the actors and the audiences can even physically
experience, while with AR new layers are added to commonplace sets to make their
experiences more engaging. These technologies are more effective in experimental and large
scale productions because they free the designer from the physical restrictions of the theatre
stage.

2.4 Case Studies in Contemporary Stage Design

Some of the current creations show how realistic props and set design are effective in staging.
For instance, in The Lion King approach that embraces traditional and sophisticated
technology is evident in a film. Old-fashioned hand painted sceneries and huge qualities and
puppets which adapt the representation of the African savanna. Especially, the mechanism of
lifelike animal puppets proves the fact that real life props help the overall realistic show to
keep the touch of the fairy tale at the same time. Each of the detailed set; Pride Rock, and the

vast savanna region bring the audience to another world (Taymor 50).
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A prime representative of today’s stage aesthetics is the Lion King show that Disney put on
stage in 1997. Lensed under the direction of Julie Taymor, the show employs a great deal of
theatrical scenic designing and choral dance alongside organic circus trappings that make the
audience have a visual and most importantly an emotional burst. This paper aims at
discussing the difficulties of translating The Lion King to the stage, the outstanding features,

and the technologies involved in the show.

The Lion King: A Unique Challenge

Balancing Realism and Fantasy

Let me mention that one of the most compelling objectives of the production was to
determine how realistic the show has to be and how much fantastic a play based on The Lion
King should be. Disney’s musical based on an animated picture imposed a task on the
designers to develop an atmosphere reminiscent of Africa at the same time staying loyal to
the anthropomorphous vision of the planned characters. Instead of shooting for realistic
interpretation, as Idir does in ‘Sympathy for the Devil,” Taymor violated the concept of

metaphor but did not strive for realistically representational ecosystems and wildlife.

For example, African savanna is depicted through conveyed through set designs depicting
grounds and fields, brownish and beige hues and vast stages and sets that try to recreate
Africa’s big space without a very realistic approach. It helps to invent the situations and at the
same time constantly reference real-life setting which makes easier for the audience to relate

to.

The Role of Puppets and Masks
With regards to the design of The Lion King, Taymor had a tremendous idea of using puppets
and masks on the actors. Based on Balinese way of floating images and Japanese Bunraku

which contain the art of puppets, the show turns actors into incredibly real life animals.

15



Every puppet and mask is developed and designed to capture the spirit of the subject that is
portrayed by the character. For instance, Mufasa lion mask is defined by everyman features
and therefore has a kind of strength and noble appeal while Scar’s has an odd asymmetrical
appeal and therefore has a deceiving trait. More important, the actors do not wear masks on
the top part of their faces; they can speak out and show feelings; some kind of a fusion of

animal and human traits is achieved.

Creating a Visually Stunning World

The real life of The Lion King is visually rich and multi-sensory with bright costumes and
accessories, elaborated props and active dancing on the stage as if it is in the middle of the
savanna. A powerful example of theatre mechanics to exemplify this is the production’s
opening performance of “Circle of Life” where actors brandish life sized puppet of elephants,
giraffes and many more moving up and down the aisles and onto the stage. It tells a lot about
what the rest of the production’s theme is going to look like, and having this performed

convinces me of that.

Key Design Elements

The African Savanna

Spectacle design of The Lion King accurately depicts the expanse and variation of territory of
Africa. Pictorial backgrounds of tumble-down plains V, rough rocky elevations VI & great
massive baobabs VII are enhanced through painted screen back cloths, movable stage props
and appropriate overhead soft lighting NIL. Perhaps the most illustrative of it is the central
motif of the story known as Pride Rock. Intended as a rotating, modular construction it
functions as a stage set piece, representing power and status, and in its cyclical design reflects

permanency.
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The Animal Characters

The animal characters are depicted by excellent use of costumes and puppets necessary to
animate the animals as well as the choreography. Every one of them displays the physical
characteristics as well as the temperament of the animal each portrays. Giraffes are portrayed
by actors with stilts and cheetahs are depicted in Slender body puppets held by people .
Another spectacular element of the musical is the waltz of death: using the methods of rolling
puppet show and projections, follows the giants stampede moving and dangerous impression.
The Use of Light and Shadow

In The Lion King lighting is abound and commonly used as an aid to set the mood and
accomplish a desirable focal point. Bright amber is associated with daytime, and is used for
any scenes that take place in day time, including savanna; deeper shades of blue and purple
are used for night, and are associated with mystery and calmness. Lasting effects are
culturally dark like the African shadow telling, which is well-used as an example in Mufasa’s
following appearance in the shape of the night sky.

The puppetry of The Lion King is also a good example of synthesization of craft and
technology. Closely linked with engineers for constructions, puppets were created to be
attractive and operative to enable the actors to accomplish elaborate gestures. Some features
include having moveable eyes and mouths that brings alot of realism to the animated pieces,

the puppets are made in a light material so as to allow easy maneuvering by the performers

Innovative Stage Machinery

It has employed every facility that is available with today’s stage technology to allow for the
arrangement of more fluid scene changes and a better operation of the various effects.
Hydraulic lifts and turntables allow conversions of the scene as fast as the raising of Pride

Rock or sinking into the shadowy gorge. These mechanical elements are all fluidly designed
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into the mix while making sure that they remain grounded into the storytelling and do not
overpower the audience.

The roles of special effects

In the context of The Lion King, special effects features are contained in small measure but
where they are deployed they add to the tension and aesthetic showmanship. For instancing,
the mist picture together with lamp as the climax of ‘Simba’ and ‘Scar’ fight gives somewhat
more threatening atmosphere. Other most spectacular projections are used to illustrate natural
processes, like the rising of the sun over the savannah or cascading wade of a wildebeest

stampede that contributes to the multidimensional stage.

2.5 Challenges in Contemporary Set Design

Budget Constraints

Balancing Artistic Vision and Financial Reality

In designing the sets especially for such big events like the Lion King, one of the biggest
problems is the conflict between art and efficiency. For example, the Technicolor vision in
the broadway show, The Lion King was created using a combination of puppet, masks and
scenic effects by the show’s director and designer Julie Taymor. However, making such
delicate artistic elaborations called for a degree of financial investment, which may not
always be forthcoming once a show has been produced. It is always a challenge for designers
especially in this world of restricted finances and yet still give the set that beautiful look it

deserves.

The Impact of Economic Factors
Economic factors greatly factor into the dimensions of prospecting and the extent of set
designs. For example, when there are low economic returns, theatre organizations may cut

their production costs, hence, bringing less money for set cost. Nevertheless, The Lion King
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achievement was made out of the cooperation of using modular and multipurpose set pieces
that could be used in several performances (Talyor122 ). | have indicated how designers ally
to economic challenges through achieving aesthetic value and costs, as illustrated by such

innovations.

Sustainability and Environmental Concerns

Eco-Friendly Materials and Practices

Such new productions as The Lion King are come under growing environmental concern. To
this end, the production team ensured that the use of sustainable products particularly bamboo
and recycled metals took precedence in building set affordances. Finally, We have also taken
initiative to use natural dyes and household natural paints and thus, the ecological impact was
minimized. They are reminiscent of other contemporary tendencies the concerns with the

preservation of the environment.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Design

This chapter explains the research approach employed to understand set and prop
representation challenges in contemporary theatre production through an analysis of The Lion
King musical performance. This research framework establishes orderly methods to both
acquire and examine data which leads to complete comprehension of the research issues. The
chapter consists of four main sections about research design and data analysis as well as

sample selection and case validation and an exploration of methodology limitations.

A qualitative research design allows the study to examine the complexity behind modern
theater production set and prop design. Qualitative methods fit this research because they
enable systematic exploration of creative as well as technical stage requirements. The
research utilizes three methods including case study analysis, expert interviews together with

literature review to achieve extensive subject investigation.

The descriptive research framework helps determine how The Lion King stage play applies
realistic details and pleasing visuals to its stage designs without compromising its flexibility
needs. Large-scale puppetry combined with handmade props and complex set sequences
together with lighting effects provides The Lion King with a strategic role to study the

artistic-practical balance in modern theater.

The overall study plan describes how researchers execute their studies through their approach
to gathering data which they later interpret and analyze (Creswell 102). The adopted research
design uses qualitative methods to investigate realistic set making processes in stage
productions because it produces intense evaluations of complex artistic development

practices. This study focuses on artistic and technical aspects thus a qualitative design offers
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deep understanding through descriptive interpretation of set designer and theater production

team difficulties.

Types of Research Design

Research designs include multiple options which demonstrate worth to distinct types of
investigations. The essential research designs follow below together with a description of the

reason why this study adopted a qualitative framework.

1. Descriptive Research Design

The primary function of descriptive research consists of systematic description which avoids
any alteration to the study variables. The natural occurrence of phenomena in social science
studies represents the primary use of this methodology. The descriptive research approach
enables researchers to investigate how The Lion King achieves its combination of believable
adaptable stage setups which support cast members alongside lighting elements and audience

connections.

2. Exploratory Research Design

Research exploring a specific topic becomes necessary when few studies currently explain
that field of inquiry. The research approach enables researchers to recognize fresh patterns
while producing theoretical hypotheses and attaining profound understanding of difficult
problems. Research into contemporary theater realistic sets is important because it allows us

to expose advancements in technology by studying productions such as The Lion King.
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3. Experimental Research Design

Research methods through experimentation allow scientists to modify variables in order to
identify direct connections between elements. Theaters and scientific labs mostly depend on
this method for conducting operations. This approach would fail for this research since
theater production stands apart from controlled testing methods because it springs from
artistic creativity. The research approach consists of observational studies and thematic

analysis since controlled variable testing is not necessary.

4. Case Study Research Design

The case study method assesses a distinct real-life situation to execute comprehensive
investigations on actual performance scenarios. The current research adopts The Lion King
stage play as its case study to render this research design appropriate. The research examines
the single production to show how designers handle various difficulties in prop and set

construction which demonstrates solutions for multiple stage productions.

Why Qualitative Research?

Set design research through qualitative approaches provides extensive knowledge about
artistic and practical domains thus enabling in-depth subjective study of performance design
difficulties within theater production teams. Research methods that avoid numerical
measurements use qualitative approaches to perceive creative solutions while studying

productions through The Lion King example.
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Data Collection Methods

Multiple data collection approaches are used by this study to strengthen its reliability and

validity measures. The main sources include:

The researcher used documentary analysis to study set design and prop-making approaches as
well as creative techniques applied in The Lion King through published books and journal

articles and online resources.

Why Qualitative Research?

Set research designs through qualitative approaches provides extensive knowledge about
artistic and practical domains thus enabling in-depth subjective study of performance design
difficulties within theater production teams. Research methods that avoid numerical
measurements use qualitative approaches to perceive creative solutions while studying

productions through The Lion King example.

Data Collection Methods

Multiple data collection approaches are used by this study to strengthen its reliability and

validity measures. The main sources include:

Documentary analysis

The researcher used documentary analysis to study set design and prop-making approaches as
well as creative techniques applied in The Lion King through published books and journal

articles and online resources.
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Recorded performance

The analysis of The Lion King's Broadway and international performances through recorded
videos allows observation of stage operation in addition to prop management and set

transitory techniques.

Expert interview

Professional interviews will be conducted with stage prop creators as well as set designers
and stage managers to uncover the technical art elements used for designing life-like props

alongside stage settings.

Comparative analysis

Comparing The Lion King with other major productions that employ similar or different set

design techniques.

The study adopts various methodologies which guarantee whole-picture knowledge of the

subject by demonstrating both sector patterns and realistic stage design obstacles.

Justification for Qualitative Research

This study needs qualitative research design which serves the following reasons:

The research method enables researchers to record and analyze the personal encounters

between set designers and production teams as well as audience members.
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A detailed analysis of stage production elements becomes possible through such research

approach.

The examination of symbolism and material usage through stage movement can be studied

now that the research method has this capability instead of using numerical data.

A qualitative research design best suits set and prop analysis because it allows a thorough
evaluation of functional and aesthetic design problems found in shows such as The Lion

King.

3.2 Data Analysis

Thematic analysis serves as the analytical approach because this research takes a qualitative
approach to identify design challenges in stages. The analysis produces results through
thematic interpretation of textual and visual and experiential data to help researchers identify
and analyze regular obstacles alongside solutions in prop and set construction (Braun and

Clarke 79).

Thematic analysis process

Thematic analysis follows these five steps

1. Data familiarization: Reviewing literature, expert interviews, and video recordings of The

Lion King to identify the recurring issues and innovations in set design.

2. Generating initial codes: Categorizing data based on major themes such as:

Material constraints: the impact of available materials on realism and durability
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Budget limitations : how financial factors influence the scale and quality of stage designs.

Technical advancement: the roles of technology in enhancing stage realism

Artistic vision and practicality: the challenges of balancing artistic goals with stage

constraints.

3. Searching for themes: the coded information to find major themes which include element
symbolism and the comparison between realist and abstract designs and the importance of set

movements.

4. Reviewing themes: The researcher verifies that all identified themes correctly illustrate

the data obtained through literature analysis and expert interviews.

5. Defining themes: The process of defining themes involves refining their structures to

match the study research goals while also creating proper naming conventions.

Thematic analysis stands crucial for this study because it enables comparative research that

reveals design solutions for realistic functional set elements in The Lion King production.

3.3 Research Sample/Case Study Justification

A decision to use The Lion King stage production as a research case base stems from its
international success and revolutionary design innovations. Since 1997 when The Lion King
launched its Broadway run it has transformed contemporary theater production through
breakthroughs in human puppetry together with illusionary stage elements and moving set

works (Taylor 145).
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Why The Lion King?

The case study is valid due to these following points:

1. Innovative Approach to State craft

The Lion King deviates from standard productions

The show utilizes hand-made masks together with mechanical puppets to reproduce animals
with accuracy. The performance implements dynamic set changes to illustrate shifting

environments.

Artistic abstraction unites with realistic elements in the stage design.

The combination of artistic elements with mechanized movement creates special

circumstances that designers of stage sets and props need to handle effectively.

2. Influence on Contemporary Theater

Awards from global stages have established a new standard while influencing stage designers
to find balance between realism and abstraction in their work. The research examines The

Lion King's stages to obtain applicable knowledge that benefits modern stage shows.

3. Technical complexity in set and props design

The plays set pieces must give room for seamless integration with lighting and special effects
, to allow lightweight and durability to withstand multiple performances. Should also enable
smooth-on movement for performers using puppet and wearable props. These requirements
present significant designs and engineering challenges , making the lion king an ideal case

study.
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4. International and Nigerian context

While the lion king was a high budget production, the case study also emphasize on Nigeria
theatre production tackles similar challenges that affect the theatre interviews with my school

professional actors offers insight on things like:

Material limitations: due to unavailability of some advanced stage equipment specialized in

creating a more realistic design it becomes challenging for such production to flourish.

Budget constraints: sometimes financial incapability affect local production to achieve a

proper well organized production.

Creative adaptation: to achieve a standard production where material and budget constraints

is a problem will create difficulty for a creative adaptation.

By comparing international and local perspectives, the study provides a broader

understanding of the global and regional challenges in stage production.

3.4 Limitations of Methodology

While this research methodology provides valuable insights, it also has several limitations:

1. Limited Access to Industry Experts

The study relies on interviews with theater professional and colleagues within this field
shows that Access to top experts in this field sometimes are restricted due to confidentiality

and constraints.
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2. Subjectivity in Data Interpretation

Thematic analysis is self-actualized by nature, which means findings may be influenced by
the researcher’s perspective (Creswell 102). To reduce this, multiple sources are cross-

referenced.

3. Case Study Generalization

While The Lion King provides an excellent example of modern day stagecraft, its unique
artistic style may not be fully applicable to all productions. However, the research shows

various lessons on set and prop challenges.

4. Observational Constraints

Since the study primarily uses recorded performances rather than live observations, some

behind-the-scenes details on set construction and maintenance may not be fully captured.

5. Differences in Theater Budgets

Broadway productions like The Lion King have significantly larger budgets than local
productions, making direct comparisons challenging. The study, however, acknowledges

these differences and explores cost-effective alternatives used in Nigerian theater.

Despite these limitations, the research methodology provides a comprehensive and well-
rounded analysis of the challenges involved in achieving realistic and functional set designs

in modern theater.
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CHAPTER FOUR
ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

4.1 Analysis of The Lion King’s Set and Props

The chapter examines an analysis of the stage set and props used in The Lion King
production. The analysis examines the realistic design challenges the production confronted
and links these obstacles to contemporary production approaches while presenting main
research outcomes. The elaborate examination showcases the intricate aspects involved in

creating large-scale theatre set designs along with props.

The Lion King implements one of the most advanced set and prop designs that modern
theatre has ever seen. The production demonstrates how artistic designers utilize
technological innovation to develop immersive performances which appeal to multiple
audience experiences. The set design attains its success through its dual capability to

reproduce an African savanna with the stage requirements needed for theatre performances.

The Lion King design succeeds by generating a lively dynamic stage environment from
conventional theater infrastructure. Due to their importance in the production's aesthetic
components the Pride Rock moving set features as one of the production's central visual
elements. Artists create these set pieces both for visual effect and operational use to deliver
narrative elements at equal importance with actors and puppets. The central narrative point of
Pride Rock features in the production through its purpose-built rotating mechanism which

shifts to trace story dynamics.

In The Lion King production all props function as storytelling components that form essential
elements of the narrative. The production stands out with its skillful representation of animals
through puppet-handling. During The Lion King several puppet types are present starting

from diminutive shadow projections and extending to complex rod puppets and wearable full-
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body puppets. The performers control puppet animals crafted from carbon fiber and foam to
present the creatures in full motion. These puppets require precise movements to achieve
naturalism because performers create animal motions following the species-specific

behaviors.

The set design implements lighting effects together with projections to improve the
production's realistic aspects. Dynamic illumination effects demonstrate the production's
dedication to designing a world which seems alive by using them specifically in the “Circle
of Life” presentation while animals enter the stage. The stage design implements lighting
features that combine with fixed props to project shadows and texturing effects that reveal
stage depth. The production makes extensive use of projections to present elements such as

backdrops which cannot be handled effectively through traditional stage methods.

Creativity behind these exceptional elements brings specific performance obstacles for the
production crew. The upcoming segment examines the main hurdles which the production

team needed to overcome for their exceptional accomplishment of realistic sets and props.

4.2 Challenges Identified

Making the captivating stage elements for The Lion King demanded enormous artistic effort
since several technical barriers needed to be conquered for the final realistic production.
Several major obstacles appear in artistic design, technical execution, financial management

and logistical operations throughout the production.

1. Artistic Challenges

Balancing Realism with Stylization: The main artistic obstacle in crafting The Lion King's
stage production involved achieving precise balance between real elements and artistic

abstract style. Designers needed to generate a feeling of the expansive African savanna with
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exclusive artistic traits that remained faithful to the source material. Designers needed to
achieve two objectives: reproduction of actual reality and transformation of it into a wholly

innovative realm which would immerse viewers into fictional places and times.

The process needed both deep understanding of the narrative alongside careful planning to
reach a proper equilibrium. The designers needed to confirm that artistic elements like
exaggerated puppet forms and abstract stage objects would not damage the realistic quality of
their world. Within the design elements the creators needed to maintain realistic props and

sets at appropriate levels to let stage magic prevail over strict realism.

Fluidity of movement: The artistic team faced an important challenge when aiming to
achieve smooth puppet and set piece motion. The design team pursued complete
incorporation of puppets into the dramatic action because they wanted each creature to seem
alive naturally. Research about natural animal behaviors and an understanding of human
motion to puppet motion formed the foundation for this artistic challenge. The puppeteer had
to perform their duties with precision because the movement required exact coordination with

the musical score and on-stage dialogue and performance.

2. Technical Challenges

Complexity of Puppetry and Set Mechanisms

Major technical hurdles affected The Lion King design because it included demanding puppet
mechanics alongside significant set pieces. The puppet operators needed perfect control over
each animal to perform authentic movements on stage. Throughout the show puppeteers
maintained perfect coordination between themselves and other cast members also needed to

verify that each puppet operated correctly despite being visible to spectators. The system
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required multiple puppeteers to control each puppet because this increased difficulty for

coordinating movements and timings.

The set pieces, particularly the large moving elements like Pride Rock, also required a high
level of technical expertise. Smooth functionality alongside safety became essential
requirements for the movement of such components so they would not interfere with either
the performers or the audience's experience. The management systems used for set elements
needed advanced sophistication together with reliable functionality to avoid performance

disruptions when technical malfunctions occurred.

Integration of Lighting and Projections

Including lighting together with projections inside the set design demanded complex
technical resolution from the production team. The designers needed to synchronize lighting
implementation with both puppetry elements and set construction for achieving correct visual
outcomes. For the African landscape as well as sky visualization through projections
designers had to tempo them flawlessly to support storytelling. A skilled workforce including
lighting designers alongside projection specialists needed to work closely with both puppet

and set designers during the execution of this operation.

Material durability and safety

Creating set and props using materials required the designers to address multiple technical
difficulties. Creating the large set pieces and complex puppets required material selection for
lightweight but durable substances. Designers needed to select materials which showed
resistance to both repeated show use and the intense requirements of touring theatrical
productions. The material selection process required evaluation of both weight and safety

aspects since heavier objects presented risks for performers.
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3. Financial constraints

High production cost

The Lion King production demanded substantial financial resources thus creating difficulties
mainly for productions working with limited funding and people trying to duplicate its
designs. Substantial financial expenses applied to premium materials and skilled construction
and modern stage machinery. A production team needed to distribute funds wisely by
weighing both premium prop and set quality standards against available financial resources in

staging such a large production.

Ongoing maintenance

The ongoing expenses continued after startup as the production began its operation. Costs for
restoring worn-out props along with replacing set pieces demanded constant financial
investment. Some of the props including puppets maintained their functionality because of

their delicate design requires ongoing maintenance.

4. Logistical and Maintenance Issues

Touring and Venue Adaptation

Becoming a traveling production increased the overall logistical demands dramatically. The
Lion King needs extensive stage elements such as elaborate puppetry systems that need
extensive transportation between different performance locations. Transporting physical
materials was one aspect of the challenge while shaping the set for different venues with their
distinct dimensions became another challenge to overcome. The team needed to carefully
analyze each new venue to guarantee set compatibility and technical equipment functionality

within the new performance area.
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Long term durability and repair

The longevity of props together with set materials presented another challenge to the
production staff. Throughout the production the designers had to make props and set pieces
with sufficient longevity for prolonged use which required frequent maintenance and
replacement of components. The production team focused on making both props and set

elements resistant to the rigorous performance demands that occurred week after week.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
5.1 Summary of the Study
This research explored the challenges associated with creating realistic props and set designs
in contemporary stage productions, using The Lion King stage play as a focal case study. The
study analyzed various aspects of set design, including the technical difficulties, financial
limitations, and artistic demands that theater productions face when attempting to construct
immersive and visually authentic stage environments. Additionally, it examined the role of
evolving materials, technological innovations, and creative methodologies in shaping modern
theatrical productions.
The findings indicate that crafting realistic stage elements requires an intricate balance
between creative vision, technical expertise, and the financial means available to the
production team. The rise of digital technologies—such as automation, digital projection
mapping, and 3D printing—has expanded the possibilities for achieving realism in stage
design. However, these technological advancements also introduce new challenges, including
high costs, the need for skilled operators, and ongoing maintenance requirements, which can
be burdensome for productions operating on tight budgets.
Despite its reputation for groundbreaking and visually stunning set designs, The Lion King
relies heavily on a combination of traditional and contemporary stage techniques. Puppetry,
elaborate costuming, and meticulously choreographed stage movements play a crucial role in
immersing the audience in the story. However, the production faces three primary difficulties:
1. High Costs of Production: The materials and labor required to build and maintain
intricate set pieces are expensive, making large-scale realistic productions financially

challenging.
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2. The Demand for Specialized Skills: Designing and constructing highly realistic stage
settings necessitates skilled professionals such as set designers, sculptors, painters, and
technical experts. However, there is a shortage of these professionals, making it difficult to
sustain high production quality.

3. Complexity in Stage Management: The movement, storage, and integration of large-
scale set pieces require sophisticated logistical planning. Many productions struggle to
manage seamless scene transitions and ensure the durability of props and sets throughout
multiple performances.

The challenges of achieving realism in stage design are particularly evident in regions with
limited access to high-quality materials, skilled artisans, and sufficient funding. Many
contemporary stage productions in resource-constrained environments struggle to replicate
the grandeur of large-scale productions like The Lion King, primarily due to financial

restrictions, logistical barriers, and a lack of specialized workforce.

5.2 Key Findings

This study highlighted several crucial findings related to the barriers and opportunities in
creating realistic set designs in contemporary stage productions:

1. Financial Constraints and Budgetary Challenges

One of the biggest hurdles in producing realistic sets is the high financial investment required
for materials, labor, and maintenance. Many theater companies operate under strict budget
limitations, making it difficult to afford premium materials or hire highly skilled
professionals. Consequently, production teams often have to make compromises on design
quality or seek cost-effective alternatives, which may not always achieve the desired level of

realism.
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2. The Role of Technology in Modern Set Design

Advancements in technology have provided new tools for enhancing stage design. Digital
projection, augmented reality (AR), and 3D printing have revolutionized the way sets are
created, allowing for highly dynamic and interactive stage elements. However, these
technological solutions require substantial financial investment and specialized expertise,

making them inaccessible to many theater companies.

3. The Importance of Skilled Craftsmanship

Although technology has introduced innovative methods for set construction, traditional
craftsmanship remains essential for achieving realistic stage designs. The expertise of set
designers, scenic artists, and prop makers is critical in ensuring that sets are both visually
compelling and structurally functional. However, the industry faces a growing shortage of

skilled professionals, which threatens the future of high-quality stage productions.

4. Logistical Challenges in Stage Management

Producing realistic stage sets requires careful coordination and execution, particularly when
dealing with large-scale productions. Managing the movement, installation, and dismantling
of elaborate set pieces presents logistical difficulties, especially for traveling productions or
theaters with limited space. Effective stage management strategies are necessary to ensure

smooth scene transitions and the longevity of set pieces.

5. The Role of Creative Adaptation in Overcoming Limitations
Given the financial and logistical constraints faced by many theater companies, creative
adaptation strategies have emerged as an effective solution. Productions with limited budgets

have successfully used minimalistic set designs, puppetry, and shadow play to create visually
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engaging performances. The Lion King stage play exemplifies how innovative staging
techniques can compensate for the challenges of large-scale set construction while still

delivering a captivating audience experience.

6. Audience Expectations and the Evolution of Stage Design

Modern audiences, influenced by advancements in film and digital media, have higher
expectations for immersive theatrical experiences. This has placed additional pressure on
stage designers to create visually stunning environments that can compete with the high-
quality visuals found in movies and virtual entertainment. As a result, stage productions must
constantly innovate to maintain audience engagement while also navigating the constraints of

live theater.

5.3 Conclusion

In conclusion, the study has demonstrated that achieving realistic props and set designs in
contemporary stage productions is a multifaceted challenge influenced by financial, technical,
and artistic factors. Large-scale productions like The Lion King have set a high standard for
theatrical realism, but many theater companies struggle to meet these expectations due to

financial and resource limitations.

While technological advancements have introduced new opportunities for enhancing set
design, they also present financial and operational barriers that prevent widespread adoption.
Tools such as digital projection mapping, AR, and 3D printing offer promising solutions, but
they require significant investment and specialized knowledge, making them difficult for

smaller theaters to integrate into their productions.
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The study also emphasizes the ongoing importance of skilled craftsmanship in achieving
high-quality stage designs. Despite the rise of digital solutions, traditional artistry remains
crucial for constructing detailed and authentic-looking sets. However, the shortage of trained
professionals in this field underscores the need for more educational and training programs to
cultivate future stage designers and prop makers.

Budget constraints remain one of the most significant challenges in achieving realism in stage
productions. Many theater companies are forced to adopt cost-effective alternatives, which
may limit the level of detail and realism in their sets. However, innovative staging
techniques—such as minimalistic set designs, strategic lighting, and creative use of
puppetry—offer viable solutions for overcoming financial limitations without compromising
artistic quality.

Finally, audience expectations continue to shape the evolution of stage design. As the
demand for immersive and visually captivating performances increases, theater productions
must adapt by incorporating modern storytelling technigques and visual effects. However, this
evolution must be balanced with practical considerations, ensuring that productions remain
financially and logistically sustainable.

While achieving realism in contemporary stage productions presents significant challenges,
the study suggests that a combination of technological innovation, skill development,
strategic funding, and creative adaptation can help overcome many of these obstacles. By
adopting flexible and resourceful approaches, theater practitioners can continue to push the

boundaries of stage design while ensuring accessibility and sustainability in their productions.
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5.4 Recommendations
Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are proposed to help
theater practitioners and production teams navigate the challenges of achieving realistic set

design:

1. Explore Cost-Effective Materials

Theater companies should identify and utilize affordable, high-quality materials that mimic
the appearance of traditional stage elements without the associated costs. Materials such as
foam, fiberglass, and 3D-printed props can serve as effective alternatives to expensive

construction materials.

2. Enhance Training and Skill Development

Educational institutions and theater organizations should invest in specialized training
programs to cultivate expertise in set design, prop-making, and stage mechanics. By
nurturing skilled professionals in these fields, the industry can ensure a steady supply of

talent for future productions.

3. Incorporate Digital and Projection Technologies
Theaters should explore the integration of digital projections, augmented reality (AR), and
other technological innovations to create immersive stage environments. These tools can

enhance visual storytelling while reducing the reliance on physically constructed set pieces.
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4. Secure Financial Support
Theater organizations should actively seek funding through government grants, private
sponsorships, and collaborative partnerships. Increased financial support can help theaters

invest in better materials, advanced technologies, and skill development programs.

5. Foster Cross-Disciplinary Collaboration

Set designers should work closely with directors, lighting designers, and costume teams to
ensure cohesive visual storytelling. A well-coordinated approach enhances the overall impact
of a production and allows for more efficient use of resources.

By implementing these recommendations, theater practitioners can navigate the challenges of
contemporary stage design while optimizing available resources and maintaining artistic

integrity.
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