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THE HOLLYWOOD APPROACH 
TO SHOW DESIGN

YOU LIGHT UP
MY STAGE

GOING BEYOND THE SCORE
How to involve your instrumentalists in the important task of adapting 

the music as your show evolves. Most of the top show choirs in the 

nation work closely with an arranger throughout the entire show 

production process from conception to performance.  For the 99% of 

directors who don’t have the luxury of an arranger co-producing their 

show, this level of performance might seem unattainable. But with just a 

little bit of e� ort, any director, with the help of their instrumentalists, can 

take a score beyond the notes on the page to achieve the higher level 

of performance that those top choirs display.

6

Most people associate show choir with Broadway, but Hollywood 

may provide a more useful model for show design teams. Major 

motion pictures spend years in pre-production, with various 

members of the creative team rewriting scripts (arranging music), 

designing visuals (creating costumes), and planning every shot in 

detail (blocking and staging) before fi lming (choreography) begins.

The house lights slide to black. The curtains open. You can hear 

the tiny movements of invisible performers. Anticipation builds and 

fi nally the stage lights up and o�  you go. Tucked in stacks o�  to the 

sides, hanging above the action, swiveling to follow performers, 

lights set the mood and energy level of what's to come. It's all 

about the lighting.
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The fi rst step in the process is to realize that the 

score you receive from your arranger is only a 

starting point. One of the biggest misconcep-

tions out there is that you can’t change a score 

once you receive it.   Nonsense!  Arrangers can 

only do so much at the beginning of the design 

process.  We craft the structure of a chart based on 

its function in the show, writing creative parts for 

each voice and instrument to the best of our ability.  

But let’s face it—the majority of the work bringing 

the arrangement to life happens after we send 

the score to the director—after our job is done.  

Arrangers simply cannot predict what will happen 

to the song during the process of rehearsal, chore-

ography, and staging. Directors need to realize 

that one of the most important aspects of their job 

in producing a show is to ensure that the music 

adapts and evolves to serve the needs of the 

show and the performers.  Knowing there might 

be some confusion and/or fear involved with this 

issue, rest assured that copyright law explicitly 

allows for educators to make changes to music 

that they’ve purchased (see footnote).

Being aware of the need to make sure your 

music adapts with your show is the fi rst step.  Now 

let’s get practical—what types of changes am I 

Beyond the Score continued

Private Label Specialty Coffee, Tea and Instants.
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Professionally produced rehearsal tracks 
for every chart!

Live vocal demo tracks for every chart—
individual part tracks FREE on request!

Vocal and brass revoice requests 
ABSOLUTELY FREE for any chart!

Several complete show packages available 
at a 10% discount—or create your own!

Can’t fi nd a song that’s right for your show? Contact 
us to see if we can license and add your desired title to 
our catalog—or have a custom-written original song 
created just for your group!  

We accept credit cards as well as purchase orders, 
so don’t miss a beat—order, download, and start
rehearsing your music in minutes!

HIGH QUALITY
SHOW CHOIR
ARRANGEMENTS
ShowChoirStock.com—where you can 
immediately purchase and download ready-
to-perform arrangements for show choirs of 
every ability level!

We sell high quality stock arrangements at affordable prices—and 

just like any other stock music publisher, we pre-license all music so 

there are no extra fees, time, or work involved for our customers. 

talking about?  Basic changes involving transitions 
should be the director’s number one concern, and 
they’ve been discussed before, but it’s good to 
hear a reminder:  staying aware of how the music 
flows from one song to the next in a seamless 
way is critical.   For the most part this involves 
keeping tonalities from clashing.  Changing a 
key for smoother flow or better vocal sound is 
the number one tool in a director’s arsenal for 
arrangement revision, and it should be employed 
often.  Choreographers can also help with basic 
structural adjustments as the show evolves, being 
a second set of eyes to point out if the show is 
lacking in certain visual or textural elements.  But 
let’s go further than that and talk specifically about 
the individual instrumental parts.

Think of your score as if it is a movie 
soundtrack…where the music and sound effects 
perfectly compliment the visual picture.  This 
integration process begins after the arrange-
ments have been choreographed and the show 
is in the beginning stages of being assembled.  
At this point I recommend having the singers and 
band perform each song fully staged on risers 
while recording the performance. Next, gather 
your band together to watch the video of each 
song with their scores and a pencil in hand. As 
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they watch, have them brainstorm ways that 
they might be able to accent the visuals they 
are seeing. I’m certain that given the chance, 
student instrumentalists can fully rise to the 
challenge of going beyond the notes on 
the page and adding some improvisational 
elements to enhance the visuals or simply 
to heighten the emotion of the show in that 
moment. For example, a pianist might add 
some whole-tone scale passages to a dream 
sequence or other-worldly scenario…or take a 
few chords and tremolo them in a high register 
for a dramatically tense situation. A percus-
sionist might take note of dance moves that 
stand out visually (strong arm hits in a dance 
break, ripples, an elegant slide) and accent 
those moves with a sound that matches the 
move, switching up the tone color so as not 
to exhaust the ear. 

Speaking of the percussion—your 
drummer, the foundation of your entire 
group, should know every move of every 
dance break and construct their fills and 
crashes accordingly. Going beyond that, a 
drummer can add a heartbeat kick drum to a 
suspenseful moment, or a cymbal scrape to 
an artistic gesture.  A brass section might add 
some highly distorted dissonant ‘punches’ or 
glissando wails to a fight scene. A guitarist can 
use a variety of effects pedals and distortion 
to add to the overall sound atmosphere, or 
use a slide or Ebow to heighten a sad or 
poignant scene. A synth player has a whole 
orchestra at their fingertips—it’s probably the 
easiest for them to come up with effective 
ways to highlight the action. Adding color with 
a wide variety of instrumentation is a synth 
player’s most important function—and if the 
written score hasn’t provided those oppor-
tunities throughout the show, then help your 
student explore the available patches on your 
synth and use the piano part as a springboard 
for further improvisation. 

Sometimes all it takes is a little bit of 
noodling with an exotic synth patch to reveal 
an interesting musical idea!  The point of this 
exercise is to get creative and try something 
out—then in the final steps of the show 
production, watch the show again with your 
accompanists and evaluate if your additions 
add to the show or detract from the show. If 
something isn’t helping the visual picture or 
mood, just take it out—and that goes for music 
that was originally scored by the arranger 
as well.

Unfortunately, I’ve seen far too many 
performances where the band seems totally 
disengaged from the show. As a former show 
choir band member who roots hard for their 
success, it breaks my heart and it makes me 
wonder whether those students have been 
taught that as accompanists, they are just as 

A percussionist might take note of dance moves that stand out 

visually (strong arm hits in a dance break, ripples, an elegant 

slide) and accent those moves with a sound that matches the 

move, switching up the tone color so as not to exhaust the ear. 

Speaking of the percussion—your drummer, the foundation 

of your entire group, should know every move of every dance 

break and construct their fills and crashes accordingly.
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much a part of the performance as the singers are—and 
need to act accordingly on stage! But fortunately, you 
can show your instrumentalists just how vital they are 
by participating in this exercise of music adaptation with 
them. It will help them take ownership of the show and 
engage in each performance with enthusiasm. They 
will know the show inside and out—they will be proud 
co-creators of the adapted soundtrack—and they will 
have met the creative challenge of bringing the music 
full circle from the screen of the arranger to the stage 
of the final performance.

 
(Footnote:  U.S. Department of Education: Adoptable 
Copyright Policy: Fair-Use Guidelines for Music, Letter 
D: “Purchased sheet music may be edited or simplified if 
the fundamental character of the work is not distorted.”)

Beyond the Score continued

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Anita Cracauer is the founder of Show-

ChoirStock.com, an online catalog of show choir arrange-

ments. She has worked as a freelance arranger, songwriter, 

and publisher in the show choir industry since 2001. In addi-

tion to writing and publishing, she judges competitions across 

the country and educates others on the topics of arranging, 

songwriting, and copyright licensing/publishing.

breezetunes.com    garrett@breezetunes.com

we offer:

■  New Custom Arrangements

■  Previously Arranged Titles

■  Rehearsal Clinics

■  Video Critiques

■  Tracks Made With Studio Musicians

■  Adjudication at Competitions

show choir arrangements

Breeze Tunes Productions specializes 

in creating high-quality, competitive 

arrangements tailored to fi t your choir’s 

show design, skill level, and budget!
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Show Design continued

Show choir and filmmaking have more in common than 
you might think. Both combine visuals with music, rely 
heavily on drama and emotion, and usually center on 
story, characters, and message. They also operate in 
the sometimes-uncomfortable position of being an 
artistic medium that is also expected to entertain. It 
can be hard to do both things—if a film (show choir) is 
“merely” entertaining, it can please audiences without 
holding up to critics ( judges) or vice versa.

Films that fail to bridge this divide usually suffer 
from the same fatal flaw: the tendency for directors to 
include things that are wrong for the film just because 
they like it. Show choir directors often make the same 
mistake, choosing music or visual elements that they 
personally enjoy, even when it is wrong for the show.

Pleasing The Critics
Like film critics, show choir judges are highly 
subjective—yet unlike critics, judges use scoresheets 
that (more or less) clearly define the criteria for success. 
Yet most of the time, scoresheets are only something 
directors think about after they’ve started competing. 
Show choir is more than a class, but it’s still primarily 
an educational activity. You wouldn’t assign a paper 
to your students and then wait until after the deadline 
to give them the rubric, so why not get scoresheets 
from all the places you intend to compete and start 
using them on day one?
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A likely reason directors avoid talking 
about scoresheets is that they don’t want to 
emphasize the competitive side of show choir. 
And that’s a healthy thing. The focus should 
be on the show and not the scores. But there’s 
a big difference between pulling out a score-
sheet in January to try and nab a few extra 
points and using them throughout the year 
to teach your students how to think critically 
about their work.

Know Your Genre
Of course, there are a lot of important things 
about show choir that aren’t included on 
scoresheets. Most of these unwritten rules are 
based on tradition. Just like romantic comedy 
and horror have different goals, traditional 
shows and story shows need to do different 
things to be successful. The best way to learn 
these rules is by watching as many shows as 
you can and finding role models to emulate.

Of course, that doesn’t mean it’s wrong 
to try new things. After all, where would film 
be today without the visionary directors and 
writers who took risks, created franchises, and 
became household names? Similarly, there is 
a long line of pioneering show choir directors, 
arrangers, and choreographers who have 

taken the art of show choir to new heights. 
But before you can push the boundaries you 
have to know where they are. 

Director Vs Executive Producer
In many ways teaching show choir is like being 
the director of the film and the executive 
producer all at the same time. Not only is the 
show choir director “on set” every day, but they 
are also responsible for balancing budgets, 
creating production schedules, feeding the 
cast, booking transportation, and a host of 
other logistical duties. Most importantly, they 
are the head of the creative team—fostering 
collaboration and making sure that each 
element of the show advances their vision 
and achieves their goals for the show.

Show design is much more than choosing 
good songs. Perhaps more important is 
making sure that the content of the show gives 
students ample opportunity to showcase 
what they do best. Directors should use 
scoresheets as a checklist to make sure their 
arrangements and choreography literally 
“check all the boxes.” When done in a way 
that is authentic to the abilities and person-
alities of students, this is only going to make 
the show better.

Edit Ruthlessly
The last step in the creation of a film is the final 
edit. The director painstakingly goes through 
each shot frame by frame to make sure that 
everything is presented in exactly the way 
they wish it to be. Constant attention is made 
to the pacing of the show and anything that is 
unnecessarily repetitive is removed. This is the 
hardest part of the design process, because 
it leaves a lot of great material on the cutting 
room floor. But in show choir terms, the “final 
edit” is the last performance you give of the 
show. Up until that point every performance 
is just another test screening.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: With more than 1,000 show 

choir arrangements in circulation, Garrett Breeze is a 

sought-after clinician and adjudicator whose credits 

include film and television, Broadway stars, and 

Grammy-winning classical artists. His show choir mu-

sic is available at breezetunes.com and he recently 

launched a new catalog of music for concert and 

church choirs at holidaychoirmusic.com.songwriting, 

and copyright licensing/publishing.
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Technical information about stage lighting 
abounds but that's not what the audience 
sees or feels. Hours of discussion, planning, 
building, and creating go into lighting each 
scene. Timing, mood, focus, visibility, music, 
and stage composition must all be taken into 
consideration. For the most part, the audience 
only viscerally experiences the true impact of 
all that work but without well-thought-through 
lighting design, your production could send 
an unexpected message.

A Pioneer in Lighting Design
Born in 1862 Adolphe Appia fell in love with 
the theatre, especially the operas of Wagner 
and how they were staged. In a time when 
complex sets and over-the-top costumes 
were the main focus, lighting was strictly utili-
tarian. Appia went in a different direction. He 
focused on staging, music, and lighting and 
how the performer related to the space around 
them. Appia believed that lighting should be 
employed to unite and balance all the visual 
elements present on stage. Lights are more 
than a way for the audience to see a show, 
they create a means to feel the show as well.

Set the Mood
Your audience is ready to be blown away with 
a show-stopping experience full of energy 
and joy and amazing voices and brilliant 

choreography. The performers are wearing 

bright yellow and lime-green outfits and the 

dancing is incredible, but due to poor lighting 

choices, the mood is somehow somber. The 

colors of the costumes are dulled, and a few 

of the dancers are in shadow. It's emotionally 

confusing to watch.

If the same number was lit with multiple 

strands of intersecting warm-colored lights 

with a touch of green, to suggest the vibrance 

and energy of summer and new beginnings, 

the experience would be completely different. 

The stage is bright and entertaining and the 

mood is well-defined. Good lighting choices 

create an overall emotional reality that further 

enhances the music as well as the perfor-

mance. The lighting is clearly connected to 

what the performers are doing. 

The Importance of Color
What comes to mind when you think of the 
color yellow? What emotions do you connect 
with specific colors? Colors have fascinating 
psychological effects that play to the subcon-
scious and fill in emotional information in any 
given scene. They also make the audience 
feel at peace or increase their hear-rate. A 
dark stage with a single spotlight can be just 
as powerful as a stage full of dramatic color.

Colors are broken up into warm and cool 
tones. Even a single color can shift on its 
spectrum from a cool to a warm version. For 
example, a purple-red will come across cooler 
than a warm orange-red. Warm colors have 
longer wavelengths and advance towards 
the viewer whereas cool tones, with shorter 
wavelengths, visually recede.   

In 1862 Adolphe Appia believed that lighting should be 

employed to unite and balance all the visual elements present 

on stage. He focused on staging, music, and lighting and how 

the performer related to the space around them. Lights are 

more than a way for the audience to see a show, they create a 

means to feel the show as well.

You Light Up My Stage continued
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Evan Moreno is a junior 

at Vestavia Hills High School in Birmingham, 

Alabama. Sometimes he's an actor or stage 

manger or helping to design and run lighting.

Cool colors, such as blue, purple, magenta, 
and green, evoke feelings ranging from calm, 
melancholy, and relaxed to growth, creativity, 
and royalty. This range of colors can suggest a 
more somber, serious mood. A hospital scene 
bathed in cool colors may suggest sickness 
or bad news, whereas the same room lit with 
warmer colors would feel hopeful and healing.

Colors falling within the warm spectrum: red, 
orange, yellow, lime green, elicit perceptions of 
passion, anger, energy, excitement, happiness, 
optimism, and youthfulness. Lighting different 
areas of the stage in contrasting colors can also 
push the sense of foreground and background.

Costumes and  
Makeup Considerations
More often than not light colors are combined 
to hit the nuances of a scene's mood. Another 
important consideration is the way lighting and 
costumes interact either in harmony or disso-
nance. It is important to adjust the lighting during 
dress rehearsals to confirm the experience you 
are expecting is what your audience sees. 
Costumes lighter in tone and color will reflect 
the lights more dramatically. Darker clothing 
absorbs light and can shift the overall timbre of 
the aesthetic. Additionally, as the lighting shifts 
across the stage and throughout a number it 
will affect the color of the costumes.

Makeup mirrors often include multiple light 
settings based on time of day or if you're inside 
or outside. In the backstage mirror, a foundation 
color may look perfect but under the blue and 
purple lights on stage, eye bags appear and 
skin looks dull and lifeless. Red and orange 
makeup absorbs blue light and will present 
as significantly darker than expected. Cooler 
lighting requires a light-reflective foundation 
and more obvious highlights. With yellow and 
white light makeup colors are remain truer. 
Yellow ads warmth to makeup and is flattering 
to most skin tones. Orange lighting, while still 
warming, can become overpowering on red 
makeup like lipstick and blush so it's important 
to tone reds down to keep them from becoming 
too intense.

An award-winning show choir perfor-
mance consists of multiple layers of design 
considerations on top of stellar choreography, 
costumes, theme, music, and vocals. All these 
aspects can uplift or lessen each other in a 
myriad of ways. It's is vital to begin making 
lighting decisions early in the process and 
testing them throughout rehearsals to create 
the optimal performance experience for the 
audience and judges alike.

An award-winning show choir performance consists of 

multiple layers of design considerations on top of stellar 

choreography, costumes, theme, music, and vocals. All these 

aspects can uplift or lessen each other in a myriad of ways. It's 

is vital to begin making lighting decisions early in the process 

and testing them throughout rehearsals to create the optimal 

performance experience for the audience and judges alike.



Schermer Pecans shares some exciting news 
with the readers of Productions Magazine, 
about how their app can help you and your 
team with your show choir fundraising.

Why Develop A New App?
Aron Wimberly from Schermer Pecans 
explains, "We wanted to develop an 
innovative platform for fundraisers. Orchard 
fundraising allows customers to sell Schermer 
Pecan products through this online platform. 
This platform creates a shareable link that 
makes sharing your fundraising information 
quick and easy. No need for brochures 
anymore, just share the link on your social 
media. Friends and family can use your link to 
purchase products and the funds go straight 
to the desired bank account."

 Wimberly continues, "We've shared 
the idea with many diff erent organizational 
groups who are looking for new way to 
fundraise. Many organizational leaders are 
eager to learn about what is to come from 
this platform. We off er the ability to add their 
own products, which is even more exciting."

Easy and Intuitive
Orchard fundraising is built on simple and 
intuitive web and mobile app platforms, 
which allow your fundraising organizations 
to present, order, and track their shipments 
in real time. A mobile-responsive link is 
also available to share on all social media 
platforms to further their reach. 

Fundraising administrators select from, 
and set up, specifi c products available 
for sale, along with setting the price per 
unit and minimum order requirements 
associated with the selected products. The 
administrator has ability to adjust pricing, 
view individual fundraiser activity, and track 
all orders in an easy to use web-based 
content management system.

Accounting Made Simple
Once processed, revenue collected is 
automatically sent to you electronically and 
the product owners at the same time. No 
more waiting to collect money, create reports, 
and send out checks.

Team Member Gamifi cation
For each fundraiser, your organization will 

have their own unique URL which they may 

then send via text message, email, or share on 

their social media platforms. Team members 

have their own log in where they can see their 

fundraising stats compared to other students, 

allowing for friendly competition.

Wrapping Up the Sales
Once minimum order levels are achieved, 

your fundraising organization and Orchard will 

receive a notifi cation email stating the order 

is complete. The product is then shipped and 

appropriate funds will be distributed to each 

organization. 

Aron Wimberly can be reached at aron@ schermer-

pecans.com or by calling 1.800.841.3403. Contact 

Orchard at info@orchardfundraising.com, call 

833.850.8324, or visit www.orchardfundraising.com

GROWING
SUCCESSFUL 
FUNDRAISING
ENGAGEMENT
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