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Georama: 
An American Panorama 

Told On 3 Miles Of Canvas
/// BY  NATALIE ROBIN
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The original production of Georama 
in St. Louis featured a 600'-long 
scrolling painted panorama.
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Since 2004, the New York Musical 
Festival (NYMF) has introduced 
audiences to three weeks’ worth of 

new American musicals in the midst of 
the hot city summers. Some of those musi-
cals have gone on to be successful produc-
tions regionally, on and Off-Broadway, and 
internationally. Some of those musicals are 
new, never before produced or fully staged, 
and some have had a life before NYMF. 
This is the case for Georama: An American 
Panorama Told On 3 Miles Of Canvas, the 
story of John Banvard, the first millionaire 
artist and, in the mid-19th century, the most 
famous living painter in the world. Geo-
rama was first produced in 2016 at Reper-
tory Theatre of St. Louis, directed by West 
Hyler. The NYMF production won the 
overall design award in the 2017 festival. 

Hyler was struck by Banvard’s story from 
his first encounter with it in a McSweeney’s 
article. “His life was the perfect crystalliza-
tion of the American artist and eerily rele-
vant to the political, commercial, and artistic 
culture that we are currently living in,” says 
Hyler. The musical, written by Hyler and 
Matt Schatz, has a country-folk vibe. Set in 
the Midwest in the 1850s, Hyler describes it 
as “Big River meets Sunday In The Park With 
George. It’s a story about an artist fighting to 

stay true to his voice, despite the winds of 
commercialism and competition that buffet 
him. It’s the story of an America where the 
Mississippi River ran wild, and primeval for-
ests filled the landscape, and we had a choice 
to make between truth and lies.”

The original production in St. Lou-
is featured a 600'-long scrolling painted 
panorama, meticulously painted by the 
Repertory Theatre of St. Louis scenic art-
ists and displaying Banvard’s work in a 
glorious theatrically-magical way. Set de-
signer Scott Neale was intrigued from the 
very beginning and instantly “fell in love 
with the idea of a scrolling panorama as 
the centerpiece and essentially one of the 
main characters. I had used the idea before 
in non-realized graduate design projects 
but had never found a production with the 
means to actually build one as a profes-
sional designer in the real world.” 

The making of Georama’s epic backdrop
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I FELL IN 
LOVE WITH THE IDEA 

OF A SCROLLING 
PANORAMA AS 

THE CENTERPIECE 
AND ESSENTIALLY 

ONE OF THE MAIN 
CHARACTERS.

Scott Neale

https://www.youtube.com/embed/51uWg13otTQ


And the scrolling panorama, or “geo-
rama,” truly became the centerpiece of the 
original production. “The panorama is like 
a recording of John’s life in the world of the 
play,” says Neale. “What has past is no longer 
visible, but it’s stored on a scroll like a mem-
ory. It was a really interesting scenic piece to 
work with in the sense that, not only does it 
serve as a backdrop to the location, but it also 
acts as John Banvard’s painting that he trav-
eled around with.”

So, figuring out the way that the panora-
ma would work was, of course, the key to fig-
uring out how the whole production would 
work. During Neale and Hyler’s first in-per-
son meeting in St. Louis, they worked it out 
in the model. As Neale explains, “I drew up a 
front elevation in ¼'' scale, cut out the open-
ing for the frame, and slid a roll of trace paper 
underneath. We paged through the script as 
I scribbled drawings and notes onto the trace 
paper while West played recordings of the 
songs on his iPhone. This way we could es-
sentially slide the miniature panorama sketch 
in realtime to determine timing and reveals 
as they would happen in the real-life version. 
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Set designer Scott Neale created 
renderings using a Wacom Cintiq tablet 
to digitally hand-paint the panorama. 
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The scrolling mechanism, built by the 
Repertory Theatre of St. Louis’ union shop, 
was hand-cranked by stagehands backstage.
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This was the first time anyone had any notion 
as to what precise role the georama would 
play or exactly how big it would actually be.” 

Neale created renderings using a Wacom 
Cintiq tablet to digitally hand-paint the pan-
orama. Through the rehearsal process, Neale, 
along with his associate Kim Wilson, were 
able to add and tweak the painting renderings 
themselves to accommodate changes in the 
new musical. These changes were then im-
plemented by the USA Scenic Painters of the 
Repertory Theatre of St. Louis scene shop.  

The mechanism to hold the panorama 
was also built by the Repertory Theatre of St. 
Louis’ union shop. It was engineered using 
old-fashioned technology; nothing was auto-
mated. The scrolling mechanism was hand-
cranked by stagehands backstage. “This en-
sured that there would never be over stretch-
ing,” says Neale. “There’s also something 
inherently charming about a hand-painted 
backdrop being scrolled by hand cranks.”

Neale collaborated closely with lighting 
designer Annie Wrightson to light the paint-
ed panorama. “One of the challenges we spent 
a lot of time discussing was how to light the 
georama, both practically and conceptually,” 
says Neale. “Initially, we had hoped to back-
light it, but the time and cost to paint a 600' 
long backdrop as a translucency became a 
major roadblock. So we ended up lighting 
from the front.” This also allowed for clear dif-
ferentiation between the lighting on the drop 
as backdrop and as Banvard’s painting.  

M O V I N G  T O  N E W  Y O R K
In the transition to the NYMF production, 
the scrolling panorama needed to be replaced 
with a projection solution. For Hyler, “It was 
important that, even though it was projected, 
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it felt painterly and closely resembled the 
Hudson Valley school,” he says. “I wanted it 
to have the feel of the [George Caleb] Bing-
ham paintings but with humans and man-
made objects, small and dwarfed by nature, 
in an almost Japanese style.”

Jason Thompson came on board to de-
sign the video components of the NYMF 
production. Thompson had 
been involved in some ear-
ly workshops before the St. 
Louis production, so he was 
familiar with the material. 
He and Neale worked to 
transform the original paint 
renderings for the full-sized 
georama into video con-
tent. Thompson “digitally 
stitched the images togeth-
er in the few places where 
they didn’t line up perfectly, 
and I tweaked the curves, 
saturation, and color of the 
images to make them look 
as beautifully projected as 
they were on the painted 
canvas,” says Neale.

Given the extremely 
short tech time for a NYMF 
production, it was imper-
ative that the timing be worked out ahead 
of time. Thompson provided much of the 
equipment for the production himself, using 
a Dataton Watchout running v6.1.6 as the 
media server, which he says gave him flexi-
bility to control the speed between panora-
ma slides. Hyler and the performers worked 
with the video in rehearsal leading up to 
tech, allowing Thompson and him to make 
adjustments ahead of time.

Watchout also allowed Thompson to 
work from afar. Leading up to rehearsals, he 
preprogrammed the show and then shipped 
three Watchout computers and the Panason-
ic PT-RZ970BU projector (with ET-DLE030 
ultra-wide throw lens) to New York, where 
the stage manager set up the system in the 
rehearsal room. Thompson was then able 

to access the main laptop in 
New York remotely from Los 
Angeles. He is thrilled with 
this solution. “I love when 
technology can put me in 
two places at once or at least 
let me make corrections to a 
show from anywhere in the 
world,” he says. “I’ve done it 
once from a plane, and that 
was the coolest feeling.”

Thompson also used 
Lightware DVI TPS Extend-
ers to run a single shielded 
Cat6 to the projector that car-
ried video and network sig-
nal on the same cable. From 
the backup Watchout com-
puter, he prepared a DVI-D 
cable in case they needed to 
switch to the backup.

For Neale, the change 
from physical scrolling panorama to the 
digital one revealed some potentials for 
sharing the show more broadly. “By elimi-
nating the monumental mechanical struc-
ture needed for a scrolling backdrop, and 
seeing the presence of the projections in 
the space, we realized how a digital version 
can be mobilized and performed in virtu-
ally any space without much of a need for a 
physical set or substantial load-in,” he says. 
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Thompson
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In the transition to the NYMF production, 
the scrolling panorama was replaced with 
a projection solution. 
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“This is a huge benefit when it comes to 
educational or museum performances.”

Wrightson also went with the production 
in its move to New York, with a clear sense of 
what the lighting needed to do. “For NYMF, 
since lighting is the most malleable,  a lot 
depended on me retaining the style we had 
created  before but making it ‘the scrappy’ 
version,” she says. 

The greatest challenge 
for the NYMF production 
of Georama was time. With 
only four hours of tech time, 
the team had to be incredibly 
prepared and fast. Wrightson 
especially had to translate the 
original design onto the rep 
light plot provided by the festi-
val, with different equipment 
and a different console. It was 
run on an ETC Eos in St. Lou-
is and an Ion in New York. 
Using her original cue list, she 
translated color information 
from the LEDs in the St. Louis 
production to Wybron CXI 
scrollers for NYMF.

For costume designer 
Whitney Locher, the NYMF 
production was her first ex-
perience with Georama. Without the paint-
ed backdrop of the moving panorama, she 
felt it was “important for me to embrace 
and  acknowledge the technology we were 
using by putting a more modern spin on the 
costumes. I also wanted to make the clothes 
feel period-esque but without all of the lay-
ers and volume of 1850s clothing. Georama 
shouldn’t be thought of as a museum piece. 
These  characters are vibrant and feel very 

modern. I wanted them to be seen through 
a contemporary lens.” 

As Hyler explains, there are always ad-
ditional factors that the actual space brings 
to the production. “I realized we needed to 
frame the image, since the projection didn’t 
fill the entire cyc, so we brought in duvetyn 
to hang off the pipe directly downstage of 

the cyc and frame the pro-
jected georama image.” 

The logistical concerns 
of mounting the production 
at NYMF were significant, 
of course. Locher adds, 
though, “Georama is a pro-
duction that is literally in 
constant motion. The entire 
concept is based not only 
on the flow of adventure 
and culture along the Mis-
sissippi, but how one man 
managed to capture these 
evolving stories on a three-
mile long moving canvas. 
So the production needed to 
mirror this. I love how West 
took that idea of motion and 
applied it to both space and 
time. The characters are 
never static. They flow from 

moment to moment as they grow.” 

Natalie Robin is a NY-based lighting de-
signer and the visiting assistant professor 
of Performance Design and Technology at 
Alfred University. She is also the associate 
producer and a founding company member 
of Polybe + Seats, an associate artist of Tar-
get Margin Theater, and a proud member 
of USA 829.
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http://www.natalierobinlighting.com/

