
 

 

 

 

 

DESIGN CHALLENGE: SET DESIGN  

 

This challenge has been put together by the National Skills Academy and the 
Royal Opera House. Tips have been added by the judges as to what they will 
be looking for in your submission.  

For the Set Design Challenge we would like you to:  

a) Produce a sketchbook that shows initial and final sketches that communicate 
set design ideas for a production of Puccini’s Tosca, to be staged at the Royal 
Opera House.    

b) Construct a detailed model box to the dimensions of 1:50, which should be 55 
(w) x 50 (h) x 42 (d) cm, or use your college’s software to demonstrate your 
design ideas. 

Submit your initial ideas, notes and illustrations in a sketchbook, your final model box 
or at least five pictures of your final model designs.  

Approach the opera as a whole piece. Resist the temptation to design the scenes as 
separate projects: work from the whole to detail.  First consider broad strokes – abstract 
atmospheres you need to create – then move to the structure and the detail. Think 
about: 
 

• the mood of the piece  
• the ‘where?’ and ‘when?’ of the opera 
• how the set will be affected by the time of day, period, season and mood  
• the progress of the opera (how many changes of scene are actually necessary 

and how will you move efficiently between them?) 
• any visual items that are actually mentioned in the synopsis such as important 

props or furniture, e.g. a diary, a bench. If the synopsis mentions a chair in the 
first scene, do you need an actual chair or something that functions as a chair?  
Does it need to be the real thing, or could it be something else?  Does it 
become something else in another scene?  Think about how the design works in 
a fluid way to accommodate different scenes within one scenic process.  
Remember to ask the question “What do I need to help tell this story clearly?” 

• point to remember: we don’t just want to see a finished product – we want to 
understand your thinking behind the decisions you made. You need to ensure 
that you provide strong supporting evidence explaining and demonstrating how 
you developed and created your work.   

 


