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The University of South Dakota 
 

THEA 244: Stage Make-Up 

 

Concepts addressed: 

Design and Technical Aspects: Visual character analysis and development; knowledge and 
application of various skills and techniques of theatrical makeup, including artistic and 
technical components; and aesthetic judgments.  

The Art Of Makeup  

The key to a good makeup is projection of the actor's features.  

• It reveals and projects the character.  

The key to a good makeup is that it does not create a character; it only helps to reveal it. How 
can makeup detract?  

• Distort what the actor has to offer  
• Attract attention to the makeup instead of the actor  
• Hide facial expression if it is too heavy and mask-like  

Explore the Facial Skeletal Structure  

• Skull  
• Frontal eminence - upper forehead  
• Superciliary arch - that portion of the forehead just above eyebrows  
• Temporal fossa or temples - sinking at side of forehead  
• Orbital fossa - eye sockets  
• Nasal bone - bony portion of nose, the maj or part of the nose being cartilage  
• Zygomatic arch - cheek bone, one of the most critical bones for the makeup artist to 

actually locate - let's find ours  
• Infratemporal fossa - under the cheek bones, often called cheek hollows  
• Maxilla - upper jaw  
• Mandible -lower jaw  

Chiaroscuro  

• The pattern of light and shade that determines our perception of shape  
• The distribution of light and shadow in a picture  
• A word referring to the modeling of volume by depicting light and shade by contrasting 

them boldly.  

Hard and Soft Edges  
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Hard and soft edges define the type of shape we see. Some type of an edge describes the shift 
between planes.  

• A sharp transition between 2 flat surfaces, similar to a comer, is called a hard edge.  
• A gradual transition or change between planes on a curved surface is referred to as a soft 

edge.  

How do you apply what you've learned to stage makeup?  

• No area of paint on your face will be a simple shape of color in a realistic makeup.  
• Form dictates how color makes a transition from light to dark.  

By understanding the structure of the face, the subtle use of makeup can enhance or alter that 
structure to suit the character.  
 
You must understand what it is you are trying to reveal in order to understand how to reveal it.  

Color in Makeup  

What is color?  

• Color is a perception.  
• Every object you see would not be visible if not for light. In a way, objects exist in a state 

of gray, waiting for light to strike them.  
• White light contains all color because light is a mixture of visible and imperceptible rays 

of energy.  
• We perceive color only when light strikes an object and reflects back at us.  
• The length of the light waves it reflects determines the object’s color.  

Color in pigment or paint can be defined by three terms or characteristics.  

• Hue - refers to the name of the color.  
• Intensity - degree of brightness and dullness  
• Value - degree of lightness and darkness; tints and shades  

The color wheel - a means to organizing how we see color  

• By defining color in terms of hue, value and intensity, you will be able to more accurately 
mix colors.  

The word "hue" designates the actual pigment color name.  

• Why is it important to know what "hue" you are working with?  
• Colors directly across on the color wheel are called "complements" and will cause each 

other to become "grayed" as they are mixed together.  
• When you know the hue of a color, meaning it is a "violet-red" or an "orange-red", you 

can avoid mixing complements together.  
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Value is a matter of light and dark.  

• It is important to know that when you mix colors together, you will likely lower or 
darken the value unless you add white.  

Intensity is all about the purity of the color.  

• Anytime you mix any colors together, you will affect purity and intensity.  
• You will never mix a brighter color than the one you start with.  

Important Principles of Light on Colored Pigment  

• Colors of low value have the maximum effect on the makeup; colors of high value, 
minimum.  

• Why?  
• Because there would be a wider range of light rays in light of a high value such as white.  
• A given color of light will cause a similar color of pigment to become higher in intensity, 

whereas a complementary color of pigment will be lower in both value and intensity.  
• Red light will have more effect on a red object than a green one because...?  
• Any color of pigment will appear gray or black if it does not contain any of the colors 

composing a given ray of light that falls upon it.  
• Because...?  

Character Makeup  

 The primary purpose of character makeup is ____________ _  

The following three basic steps can be used to develop a suitable conception of the makeup for a 
realistic character.  

• Discover as much as you can about the character.  
• Visualize the character.  
• Adapt what you've visualized to the actor that will portray the character.  

Discover as much as you can (or as much as may be useful) about the character.  

• Study the script  
o An initial reading to understand the story.  
o Follow with a careful search for information.  

• Playwright descriptions  
• Dialogue that reveals  
• Look up biographies, photos, etc. of an historical character  

Visualize the character, considering ways to reflect what you have learned about the character in 
his/her physical appearance. Visual clues:  

• Genetics - race, gender, ethnicity, specific genetic tendencies  
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• Environment - life situation, climate  
• Disfigurements - scars, broken noses, etc.  
• Fashion - not clothing but fashions in makeup, often an historical issue  
• Age - apparent age and physical age  
• Personality - the more subtle aspects of appearance  
• Health - good, bad or specific  
• Personality  

But how do you "do" it? How do you create a character design?  

• Adapt, as well as you can, your ideas about the physical appearance of the character to 
the face of the actor who is playing the part (yourself or another)  

• What factors of your own appearance work with the character?  
• What factors will you have to change, overcome, etc.  
• Compare the design and the actor.  
• Develop the design on the actor through a sketch process.  
• Apply makeup and adapt as necessary.  

Carefully planning the makeup will result in a more credible makeup and character statement. 
The practice of creating the design is a practice in technique.  

A makeup design needs to fit the face that is wearing it.  


