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ABSTRACT 

 

Computer aided design for 19th Century French opera The Tales of Hoffmann 

by Jacques Offenbach. The opera was first performed on 10 February 1881 

in France. Computer applications and a pen tablet have been used for the 

scenic, costume and lighting renderings.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The story of me and The Tales of Hoffmann began with the Chinese Lunar New Year of 

2013. Back then I had already started my research for my Scenography MFA Thesis 

project. I looked through some Broadway and London West End musicals, as well as 

operas during the past two hundred years. The reason why I narrowed my search to the 

modern and contemporary period is because throughout human history, the past two 

hundred years were so short but changed our lifestyle and worldview entirely. Some 

events, though born out of context not totally new, show a new way of perceiving the 

world -- a way that is much closer to our way of thinking today. I really want to work on 

a show that brings dramatic and fancy effect to our daily life and make people thinking 

critically and multi-dimensionally. 

 

I read several scripts and couldn’t make a final decision on the show I should choose. The 

Chinese Lunar New Year was around the corner so I decided not to think about the thesis 

for couple of days. When I opened my browser and searched the keyword “Spring 

Festival” in Chinese, a title jumped into my eyes immediately -- “NCPA’s new 

production of The Tales of Hoffmann will stage during Spring Festival.” National Centre 

for the performing Arts is one of China’s top and the biggest theatre so I couldn’t help 

my curiosity about the play. Then I listened to the music and realized that I like this opera. 

It was amazing that I decided to choose this play for my thesis project immediately after 

reading the script.  
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Another reason for choosing The Tales of Hoffmann is because the opera itself does not 

indicate a particular period. The opera was first performed on 10 February 1881 in France. 

I hadn’t designed a show in that period and wanted to do so. The Tales of Hoffmann 

offered an excellent opportunity. 

 

According to the background research I did, The Tales of Hoffmann is the last opera by 

Jacques Offenbach. He hoped the opera would boost his reputation to a whole new level. 

It did exactly that – but unfortunately, Offenbach didn’t lived to see it. The French 

libretto was written by Jules Barbier, based on three short stories by E.T.A. Hoffmann. 

The opera takes the real life Hoffmann, the German poet, and makes him a character in 

some of his own fanciful stories. 

 

 I was quite surprised to discover various versions of The Tales of Hoffmann. The main 

reason is that Offenbach died four months before its premiere, after completing the piano 

score and orchestrating the prologue and first act. As a result, different editions of the 

opera soon emerged. The differences among these editions included changes to the 

sequence of the act, naming of the acts, changes to the story itself, addition of extra music 

not written by Offenbach, and so on. For example, there was no ‘Giulietta’ act when the 

opera was first performed. The original order of the acts was Prologue–Olympia–

Antonia–Giulietta–Epilogue. However, people usually perform ‘Giulietta’ preceding 

‘Antonia’ since the 20th century. The general reason is that ‘Antonia’ is more 
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accomplished musically. After reading the story, I realized the ending of ‘Antonia’ act is 

the saddest part as well as the climax of the play. Therefore, I decided to learn more 

about the version that had been used in most productions since the 20th century. 

 

Sometimes people avoid looking at previous productions during the research process but 

this time I chose to do so. I watched the DVDs of Royal Opera House 1981’s production 

and the Opera National De Lyon 1994’s production. I also watched the 1951’s British 

film the Tales of Hoffmann directed by Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger. Their 

great imagination inspired me and helped me to understand the story. 

 

I fell in love with the three fanciful stories of failed love and the main character 

Hoffmann. All of the stories have a happy beginning, a plot twist and a sad ending. From 

my point of view, the three stories represent three kinds of distorted fairy tales: ‘Olympia’ 

act is a sci-fi fantasy. ‘Giulietta’ act is like a romantic cult film. ‘Antonia’ act is the 

saddest part of the play with a miserable atmosphere. At the same time, the female 

characters in this opera interest me a lot. The three characters represent not only three 

kinds of women, but also three kinds of temptations. Olympia represents the pure, 

innocent, lovely looking temptation just like a harmless doll. Giulietta represents the sexy 

and obvious part of a temptation. People see it clearly but can’t overcome it. Antonia is 

the symbol of gentle and fragile beauty. It causes an appetite of protection. Hoffmann 

couldn’t resist any of these temptations. At the end of the opera, the Muse reclaims 

Hoffmann: “Be reborn a poet! I Love you, Hoffmann! Be mine!” Hoffmann leaves with 

the Muse and finally feels relieved. I guess his poet’s soul gets revived too. The 
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information above was a useful basis for the rest of my research and led me to the 

beginning of my design process.  
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SCENIC DESIGN PROCESS 

 

With the background research, I began to organize my conceptual ideas for scenic design. 

I typically make conceptual pencil sketches first, and for the final renderings I use the 

computer application called Corel Painter and a pen tablet to digitalize the drawings. I’m 

used to this working method because Corel Painter is one of the best digital art software 

that provides me a chance to draw with different tools at the same time, and the digital 

painting experience is really realistic. I use this method on my costume and lighting 

designs too. 

 

I had a vivid image in my mind. I set the opera in the year 1900. Since the three tales are 

full of magic and fantasy, I decided to use unrealistic elements for those acts. Prologue 

and Epilogue takes place in a realistic German Tavern. After searching for 19th to early 

20th century taverns, I did some sketches: 

!

Figure'1:'Sketch'1/1' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' Figure'2:'Sketch'1/2'
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!

Figure'3:'Sketch1/3 

!

Figure'4:'Sketch1/4 
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!

Figure'5:'Prologue&'Epilogue 
 

When Hoffmann is coaxed into telling the audience about his life’s three great loves, the 

scene changes into an unrealistic distorted fancy world. The first story, as I mentioned 

above, is a fantastic science fiction. Olympia is a lovely mechanical doll invented by her 

scientist “father” Spalanzani. She whirls out of control and is destroyed in the end. The 

melody is also joyful and lively. The story remained me of the Technical Revolution 

from the latter half of the 19th century until World War I. According to what I learned, 

inventions abounded in the 19th and 20th century, deeply affected human progress. I 

started to search photos and illustrations about steel, machine, electricity and chemicals 

during that period. As a result, I found lots of inventions consisted of crazy strange idea. 

The shapes of those inventions were dramatic and attractive. After looked through the 

pictures, the term ‘Steampunk’ sprung into my mind. Although this word has been 
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created only thirty years, it features machinery inspired by industrialized Western 

civilization during the 19th century. It also features anachronistic technologies or 

retro-futuristic inventions as people in the 19th century might have envisioned them. I 

decided to translate it to my design. I began my pencil sketches to flesh out my ideas. 

Here are some of the early sketches: 

 !

Figure'6:'Sketch'2/1'
 

!

Figure'8:'Sketch2/3 
!  

Figure'7:'Sketch2/2 
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!

Figure'9:'Act'1 
 

The second one is a sexy, romantic and distorted tale. When it came to romance, I 

couldn’t stop thinking about Art Nouveau, as well as Arts and Crafts movement. Art 

Nouveau was most popular during 1890-1910. It was inspired by natural forms and 

structures not only in flowers and plants but also in curved lines. Arts and Crafts was an 

design movement that flourished between 1860 and 1910. It stood for traditional 

craftsmanship using simple forms and often applied medieval, romantic or folk styles of 

decoration. It interested me that this movement was anti-industrial, made a strong 

contrast to the former act. I went through various conceptual sketched before arriving at 

my final idea, including this one below: 
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!

Figure'10:'Sketch'3/1 
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!

Figure'11:'Sketch'3/2'
When I put this drawing above next to the other acts, I realized that this is not what I 

expect. I focused on the romantic interior decorations too much and ignored the distortion. 

This drawing was too realistic. One day, a name jumped into my mind—Antoni Gaudi. 

His works form 19th to 20th century were the masterpieces of lines, curves and distortions. 

His design at Casa Batllo in Barcelona left a deep impression on me.!
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!

Figure'12:'Casa'Batllo
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The research of Antoni Gaudi was very useful for my design process. I decided to put my 

‘Giulietta’ act under sea, with distorted doors and stairs. Here is my improved version: 

!

Figure'13:'Act'2 
 

The last tale is the saddest part of the play with a miserable atmosphere, as I mentioned 

above. I decided to use Gothic revival elements in this act because of the dark, breathless 

and mysterious feeling. I!used!color!windows!in!an!endless!circle!as!the!background!

image! of! this! act. The main structure of the set is a giant collapsed Gothic iron door 

located at the stage right and huge twisty stairs. There was not much furniture but I like 

the contrast between the huge Architecture figures and the small chairs and human beings.!
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!

Figure'14:'Act'3'
!

Every! act! was! different! from! each! other! but! there! were! still! some! elements! in!

common.! I!made!a!huge!book!with!a!hole! for! the!proscenium!arch.! I!would! like! to!

have!the!audience!watch!The$Tales$of$Hoffmann!through!a!storybook.!Also,!the!four!

rendering! had! the! same! constructional! angle! so! that! they! have! connections! with!

each!other.!The!angle!offers!a!more!vivid!view!for!this!opera.!Another!reason!for!the!

angle!is!because!it!saved!space!for!the!scene!changes!and!shifts.!
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COSTUME DESIGN PROCESS 

 

Once I had gotten all my set renderings, I shifted my focus to the costume design. I read 

books about 1900s costume and watched movies set in that period. Meanwhile, I also got 

chance to go to museum, such as the Metropolitan Museum of Art, to observe the period 

costume closely. 

 

After the research, I had a general concept and images in my mind. I began with the three 

girls that Hoffmann fell in love with. Women costume during late 1890s and early 1900s, 

especially the s-curve with full low chest, tiny waist and curvy hip, was elegant, curved, 

flowing and extremely feminine. I decided to use the feminine look combine with fancy 

elements on the women characters.  

 

Olympia is a pure, innocent, lovely looking girl. Although she is a mechanical doll and 

doesn’t have human feelings, I can tell from her songs that she is an adorable character. I 

placed her in a simple but elegant s-curve dress. The sleeveless bodice has a low narrow 

waist and a full chest with steampunk style patterns on the middle of the chest. Instead of 

the typical tight sleeves, I gave her a cute round puff sleeve on each side. It was inspired 

by a designer’s collection recently. The reason is that I would like to notice the audience 

of the fact that there was something unusual on Olympia’s body. For the same reason I 

gave her metal look skin and a skirt hoop. Her ears were decorated with large gears. The 

huge broadbrimmed hat was quite popular during that period but I decided not to use on 



! 16!

her. Instead, I chose to give her a mysterious long hat that looked like a witch hat. When 

she runs out of control and is about to be destroyed, her hat will fall apart and a tangle of 

wires will be exposed to the audience. I chose to use pale pink for her because of her 

“personality”. 

!

Figure'15:'Olympia 
 

Giulietta is a glamorous courtesan. Hoffmann has been falling in love with her, despite 

warnings from Nicklausse. I also chose to give her a s-curved dress. Her dress was the 

sexiest one among the girls. I used black, white and red as main colors. The skirt and the 

little jacket on her shoulder were printed with Art Nouveau style flowers. She could show 
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her leg from the slit on her skirt.  

 !

Figure'16:'Giullia 
 

Antonia is a beautiful lady with a gentle and fragile look. Living in the cold, gothic style 

room, she is suffering from a serious illness. She has inherited her mother’s talent for 

singing, but her father forbids her to sing because of the mysterious illness. Her father 

also forbids her to see her lover, Hoffmann, who is encouraging Antonia in her musical 

career. Forbidden, fragile, mysterious were key words when I began to design Antonia’s 

costume. I placed her in a black lace cape with a large broadbrim. The broadbrimmed hat 

was decorated with black ribbons and a veil. The dark purple veil she was wearing 
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obscured her features. Under the hat was her wavy hair. “The Gibson Girl” hairstyle was 

fashionable during that period. The Gibson Girl was a combination of the “fragile lady” 

and the “voluptuous women”. In spirit, the Gibson Girl was independent and sought 

personal fulfillment. Antonia insists on her beloved musical career, despite the fact that 

her father forbids her to sing. For this reason I gave her that particular hairstyle. I also 

gave her a dark blue s-curve dress and a high-neckline lace underdress. I designed several 

X crosses on the dress. The crosses with buttons connected the dress pieces together, and 

implied “the forbidden love” at the same time. 

!

Figure'17:'Antonia 
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I decided to use softer, fluid silk for the girls’ dresses. Soft, flowing fabric with little 

drapery helped to interrupt the outline and revealed more of the figure than the slim but 

stiff and heavily draped skirts. 

 

Once I had determined the look of the girls, I began the conceptual design for Hoffmann. 

His personality reminded me of one of my favorite poets—Oscar Wilde. Wilde lived in 

the same period with the Tales of Hoffmann. He was witty, sensitive and romantic. He 

had a sense of humor and a sense of disillusionment too. He wrote fairy tales for not 

children but adults. Those tales usually had a beautiful beginning and a sad ending. 

Wilde’s aesthetic sentiment behind the tales is similar to Hoffmann in the Tales of 

Hoffmann. His life story was similar to Hoffmann’s as well. Hoffmann fell in love with a 

mechanical doll, a courtesan and a girl suffering from a mysterious illness. Wilde had a 

relationship with a young man— it was illegal and forbidden at that time and he was 

arrested. I remember he said, “The only way to get rid of temptation is to yield to it. I can 

resist everything but temptation.” 

 

With the image of Oscar Wilde in my mind, I gave Hoffmann a romantic poet look. I 

chose to cloth him in a single-breasted coat with a flower on one side of the breast just 

like Wilde. Inside the coat are a patterned waistcoat and a white shirt. The waistcoat is 

fastened high on the chest and single-breasted. The shirt collars are tall and stiffened. I 

also gave him a shoulder long hairstyle, a flat straw hat and a pair of glasses in his coat 

pocket. 
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Just like my scenic design progress, the method I used for costume design was almost the 

same. I did pencil sketches on paper first, then took picture of them and transfer them to 

my laptop. I put colors, textures and details on the drawings with Corel Painter. 

Sometimes when I found perfect body figures online, I saved the files and used them on 

the character’s figure later. 

!

Figure'18:'Hoffmann 
 

All costumes can be seen in Appendix. 
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LIGHTING DESIGN PROCESS 

 

Compare to scenic and costume design, my lighting design process was fairly simple. 

The first step I did was to go through the script making a list of all the cues, light changes 

and special effects. Then I began to draw with Corel Painter. The brushes in the software 

could create beautiful shadows and light beams. I did a lot of random lighting sketches 

for each scene. Next, I put the storyboards together and compared them to the cue list I 

made. From this step I decided which storyboard can be used and which one can’t be 

used. After that I began to add dramatic effects to the storyboards. I picked up colors 

from the filters for each scene before I transform them into the lighting plot.  

 

I divided the stage into several lighting areas. Then I put front lights, back lights, top 

lights and sidelights to the areas. After illuminated the stage, I started to add spot lights, 

foot lights and other special lights for the dramatic moments.  

 

My lighting for Prologue and Epilogue was realistic. The purpose was to create an 

interior house lighting effect. For the tales acts, on the other hand, the colors I chose were 

vivid, sometimes unrealistic with dramatic movements. Stage lighting is not only for 

visibility but also for directing the audience’s attention, rendering the atmosphere and 

enhancing the scenic and costume design effects.
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CONCLUSION 

 

Overall, it has been a challenge as well as a great chance for me to work on the Tales of 

Hoffmann. I recognize my strengths and weaknesses after I have completed the design 

work. 

 

The first weakness come up to my mind is the careless mistake I made during the process. 

Two weeks before my defense day, I spilled a bottle of water on my laptop when it was 

running. There was no keyboard cover and I hadn’t save my thesis anywhere else except 

on this laptop. The worst thing was, I did all my works with computer software. As a 

result, the hard drive in my laptop was burned and I lost almost every pieces of the 

project. Thanks to my professors, I got the chance to restart my work and the defense had 

been postponed of course. It was an impressive lesson not only for my projects but also 

for my life. In the future, I need to care about the details as much as possible, and get 

really for as much possibilities as possible. 

 

My biggest problem in this project is time management. After spending many days on 

research and the renderings, I realized there was not much time left for the model and 

writing part. I made a schedule for the project but the schedule was too idealized that I 

couldn’t obey it. Next time I need to be more efficient and practical. 

 

Weaknesses also exist in my model making. Model making has been my week point for a 
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long period of time. I’m still lack of experience and my method is inefficient. Model is an 

important part of scenic design. For a better understanding of the design concept, the 

model visualizes the rendering. I would like to learn more about model making skills. 

 

It was challenging in this project that I had to have a good understanding of the costume, 

architecture and art history. Mixing the dramatic fancy elements with period elements 

without feeling strange is also a challenge. I am happy with all the researches I did, all 

the time I spent on thinking and the final renderings I painted. I’m also pleased with my 

improvement in drawing skills during my study in KU. Three years ago I could hardly 

draw a three-dimensional color rendering but now I enjoy drawing with digital tablet a lot. 

I won’t stop my step to learn more about drawing. 

 

In conclusion, working on the Tales of Hoffmann was a wonderful experience. In the 

future I hope I can keep my strengths and work on my weakness to achieve my goals.
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SCENIC RENDERINGS
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GROUNDPLAN
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GROUNDPLAN
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GROUNDPLAN
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GROUNDPLAN
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SIDE SECTION
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SIDE SECTION
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ELEVATIONS



! 35!

ELEVATIONS
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LIGHT PLOT
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LIGHTING STORYBOARDS
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LIGHTING STORYBOARDS
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LIGHTING STORYBOARDS
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LIGHTING STORYBOARDS
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LIGHTING STORYBOARDS



! 42!

LIGHTING STORYBOARDS
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LIGHTING STORYBOARDS
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LIGHTING STORYBOARDS
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LIGHTING STORYBOARDS
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COSTUME LIST 
 

ANTONIA: 
Black broad-brimmed hat 

Black veil 
S-curve dress (garment and overskirt), blue 

White underdress 
Corset 

Black stockings 
Black lace cape 
Shoulder pads 
Black shoes 

 
COHENILLE: 

Olive yellow dress shirt 
Dress vest 

Chain 
Pocket watch 

Bow tie 
Dress pants 
Black shoes 
Suspenders 

Socks 
White undershirt 

 
COPPELIUS: 
Patterned jacket 

Black cape 
Striped trousers 

Green stockings with striped patterns 
Black shoes 
White shirt 

6 Telescopes 
Steampunk glasses (on his head) 
12 pairs of glasses (in the cape) 

White spats 
Suspenders 

White undershirt 
 

CRESPEL 
Black patterned overcoat 

Glasses 
Walking stick 

Olive striped pants 
Black shoes 
White shirt 
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Socks 
White undershirt 

Suspenders 
 

DAPPERTUTTO 
Blue wig 

Socks 
White spats 

Orange shoes 
White undershirt 

Leather belt 
Leather vest 

Gold and black cape 
Red diamond necklace 

White shirt 
Large ring with magical objects 

Leather pants 
Shoulder pads 

 
FRANTZ 

White undershirt 
Socks 

Suspenders 
Brown newsboy cap 

Patterned jacket 
Ivory shirt 

Striped pants 
Belt 

Brown shoes 
 

GIULLIA 
S-curve dress (overskirt, black and red; garment, black) 

Black stockings 
Corset 

Sleeveless shoulder jacket 
Red rubies 

Pearls 
Red hat with black feather 
Long sleeve gloves, black 

Red finger caps 
Black shoes 
Black wig 
Earrings 

 
HERMANN 

White undershirt 
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Suspenders 
Socks 

Blue newsboy cap 
Blue bow tie 
Plaid Shirt 

Pipe 
Blue pants 

Belt 
Black shoes 

 
HOFFMANN 
White undershirt 

Suspenders 
Socks 

Straw hat 
Flower pin 

Tie 
Glasses, in pocket 

Patterned vest 
Overcoat 

Grey pants 
Black shoes 

White dress shirt 
 

LINDORF 
White undershirt 

Socks 
Suspenders 

Black bowler 
Ivory suits 
Flower pin 

Red tie 
White dress shirt 

White gloves 
Walking stick 
Black shoes 

Glasses 
Mustache 

 
LUTHER 

White undershirt 
Socks 

Suspenders 
Patterned vest 

Black tie 
Grey shirt 
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Brown patterned pants 
Black shoes 

Pipe 
 

DR MIRACLE 
White undershirt 

Socks 
Suspenders 
Bat wings 

Patterned overcoat 
Gold and black jacket 

Striped pants 
Black shoes 
Black wig 
Fake ears 

 
MUSE 
Flowers 

Wig 
White leotard 
White dress 

 
NATHANAEL 
White undershirt 

Socks 
Suspenders 

Red and black suits 
Bowler 
Red tie 

White shirt 
Black shoes 

 
NICKLAUSSE 

White leotard 
Suspenders 

Newsboy cap 
Blue vest 

Blue sport trousers 
Black sport jacket 

White shirt 
Black tie 
Stockings 

Black shoes 
Striped spats 

 
OLYMPIA 
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Corset 
Stockings 

Pink S-curve dress (overskirt and garment) 
Pink underdress 
Witch style hat 

Wires 
Gear earrings 

Arm puffs 
Metal effect garment 

Skirt hoop 
Pink shoes 

 
PITICHINACOIO 

Green dot tie 
Black shirt 

Yellow pants 
Red socks 

Black shoes 
Plaid vest 

White undershirt 
Suspenders 

 
SCHLEMIL 

Socks 
Red patterned tie 

Patterned vest 
Black jacket with red collar 

Walking stick 
Red and black pants 

Black shoes 
Dress shirt 

White undershirt 
Suspenders 

 
SPALANZANI 
White undershirt 

Socks 
Suspenders 

Glasses 
Red bow tie with gear 

Blue coattail 
White dress shirt 

Pink rose (attached to the pocket) 
Black patterned pants 
Black shining shoes 
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STELLA 
Patterned S-curve dress 

Corset 
Stockings 

Long sleeve gloves, yellow 
Yellow hat with flowers and feathers 

Gold mask 
Pearl necklace 

Blue shoes 
White lace underskirt 

 
!
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COSTUME COLOR LAYOUT
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COSTUME COLOR LAYOUT
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COSTUME COLOR LAYOUT
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SCENIC MODEL
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SCENIC MODEL
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CHANNEL HOOKUP
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CHANNEL HOOKUP
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CHANNEL HOOKUP
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CHANNEL HOOKUP
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INSTRUMENT SCHEDULE
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INSTRUMENT SCHEDULE
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INSTRUMENT SCHEDULE
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INSTRUMENT SCHEDULE
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