
40 • December 2013 • Lighting&Sound America

BOOK OF THE MONTH

Inthe preface to The Prop
Building Guidebook For
Theatre, Film, and TV, Eric

Hart writes, “This book will show you
how to look at an object you wish to
create, break it apart into its compo-
nent parts, and put it all together.” His
well-organized and beautifully illus-
trated book accomplishes this goal of
familiarizing the reader with common
tools, materials, and techniques used
to build quality properties for a show,
and it offers guidance that allows the
user to select the most appropriate
materials and best method of con-
struction. Hart’s writing style is
straightforward and reflects a person-
al, tongue-in-cheek wit.

The book is not a description of
how to run props for a production or
a cookbook of recipes with instruc-
tions for commonly used items. Hart
spends little time on how to repur-
pose or adapt existing properties into
something else. The total focus is on
construction of three-dimensional
static props. 

Hart begins by answering the
question, “What is a prop?” His thor-
ough explanation distinguishes
between the varying categories of
properties, for example, how a hand
prop differs from a stunt prop, a
dummy prop, a hero prop, a trim
prop, and so on. His answer also
shows the reader how to determine

which multiple versions of the same
item that meet different parameters
may be needed in a production. The
book’s first chapter also offers an
overview of organizational hierarchy in
the prop department.

He follows this with a segment on
how to analyze the best use of facili-
ties and existing resources. (This par-
ticular section is further expanded in
a later chapter on how to budget
costs and time as the prop artisan.)
This discussion of needs and means
includes a distinction between the
needs of television, film, and theatre.
He also introduces the ideas of refer-
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ence and research as well as balanc-
ing sustainability with artistic needs. 

Safety is a primary concern for
Hart. The book includes an entire
chapter on the topic and a reintro-
duction of specific, appropriate, safe
work practices throughout every fol-
lowing chapter as he discusses work
spaces, materials, and construction
techniques. He describes safety as an
“infrastructure” that must be in place
as a foundation for any prop shop.
The language is in layman’s terms
and is easily understood, even if the
reader has never heard of the
Occupational Safety and Health
Administration. He is also quick to
point out that it is never too late to
adopt safe work practices. The
specifics about potential hazards and
real-life examples of how they can
have a long-term impact on your
health and career should provide the
incentive for everyone to take respon-
sibility for the health and safety of
themselves and their colleagues.

The book chapters that follow the
introductory segment explore shop
layout, assembly methods, and
measuring and marking techniques.
The third segment focuses on the
specifics of how to work with different
materials and production techniques.
Metal construction, carpentry, plastic
construction, structure and frame-
work, fabric, patterning and draping,
sculptural materials, molding and
casting, shells and laminates, sur-
faces (treatment and finishing), paint-
ing, and graphics are treated in indi-
vidual chapters. Perhaps it is the spe-
cific focus on properties or the use of
extensive color photography, but the
material in these sections seems
more clearly presented than the more
encyclopedic texts often used in
introductory stagecraft classes.

Photos have been selected that
clearly illustrate the techniques or
material use described in the text.
These are primarily practical applica-
tions from realized productions at a

number of professional and academic
institutions. Some show finished
properties or cutaways to illustrate
fabrication techniques. In the molding
and casting chapter, series of photos
show individual steps in the most
commonly used techniques. These
clearly illustrate not only how the spe-
cific process works but how to deter-
mine the best choice for a particular
project. 

The introduction of the idea of
using digital fabrication and the use
of CAD and other computer applica-
tions in property construction reflects
contemporary practices in the indus-
try. Hart points out that, given the
number of programs and constant
changes in technology, these are not
covered in specific detail. In these
cases, he points out that additional
resources, including online videos
and other books, are readily available.

Another attribute of The PBG is the
reminder to the student or entry-level
professional that a career in the
entertainment industry may involve
working in multiple shops or venues.
Sometimes the current model of train-
ing in an academic setting creates the
illusion that one will always work in
interconnected spaces with the same
staff, stock, and facilities. The gentle
reminder to make sure the completed
prop can actually travel through all
the doors and fit in the venue where it
will actually be used in production
may be a new idea for artisans who
always work in the same venue.

Some highlights include tips on
how to break down a complex prop
into simpler shapes in order to deter-
mine the best way to fabricate the
item, ideas about valuable items to
keep in stock, instructions on how to
create a cut list, directions on how to
build a mockup, techniques for aging
and distressing properties, and tips to
create period and graphic properties.

Several segments deserve special
mention for the scope and breadth of
the information presented. The metal-
working chapter includes complete
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descriptions of different welding tech-
niques and explanations of when
each type of welder is most appropri-
ate. The section on tapes, glues, and
adhesives is excellent as well. The
chapters about plastics construction,
molding and casting, and shells and
laminates create a new reference
source for safe and successful use of
these techniques and the materials
involved. Hart also writes with a voice
of reason, reminding the reader that
choosing the most complicated fabri-
cation method may be more costly,
time-consuming, or difficult than
looking back to older, less-complex
choices. He offers a clear reminder
that the technology must serve the
art and needs of the production.

There are a few minor points to
quibble with. Hart uses the term
material safety data sheet (MSDS)
throughout the book without mention-
ing that there is a changeover to a
new system using the term safety
data sheet (SDS) to meet the new
standards of The Globally
Harmonized System of Classification
and Labeling of Chemicals (GHS),
although this progression may not
have been publicized at the time he
was writing. The information he pres-
ents is still valid. The purpose and
use of the document is the same, but
the format and name are in the
process of changing. The other two
details are from the paint chapter.
What he describes as scumbling
actually sounds more like stippling,
and, in one description, chalk is
described as a pigment when it is
more commonly used as filler.

The companion website,
www.propbuildingguidebook.com, is
a well-thought-out addition. It allows
access to videos of some construc-
tion processes from the hard copy of
the book and two additional chapters:
Chapter 20, “Formal Training,” and
Chapter 21, “Maintaining a Portfolio.”
It also includes a link to Hart’s per-

sonal blog and includes access to the
front cover and table of contents of
the book for those wanting to take a
peek.

The PBG is a refreshing reminder
that the creation, both design and
fabrication, of props for theatre, film,
and television is a complex process
that supports the plot, helps establish
the aesthetic environment, and allows
the actor to live his or her character
in the real time of the performance or
filming. Hart repeatedly stresses the
importance of communication among
all members of the creative team and
integration of the properties into the
scenic and/or costume design and
the performers’ actions in the produc-
tion or on set for filming. The text
also underscores the idea that,
although final approval of a particular
property may fall under the purview
of a director, designer, or prop mas-
ter, the job entails more than being
able to follow a blue-line drawing.
There is a level of creativity and
design talent required of the prop
artisan. While the book is appropriate
for a professional, Hart’s presentation
makes the book particularly valuable
for use in an educational setting. His
clear enjoyment of the prop-building
process will make it clear that the
career path has the potential for far
more excitement than a trip to the
storage room or the thrift store.

The Prop Building Guidebook For
Theatre, Film, and TV is an equally
valuable resource for the professional
prop artisan, the experienced design-
er in an allied area who also works
with properties, and for the student
entering the world of design and
technical entertainment production. It
is an interesting and informative book
for the first read-through. It could be
used as part of a stagecraft or
practicum course in an academic set-
ting and certainly deserves a place on
the reference shelf in the design stu-
dio or shop.
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