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Lighting and scenic designer TRAD BURNS - he recently moved to Boston, but can't stop coming back to Ohio...

Kate Miller: You’ve worked all over the U.S. – where are you originally from? 

Trad Burns: I grew up in Vermilion, Ohio and Put-In-Bay, Ohio.  We would spend from around Thanksgiving to Easter in Vermilion, and then would spend

the rest of the time on Put-In-Bay.  It was a really amazing way to grow up.  I spent every free moment I had on the water, and wouldn't trade my childhood

for anything. 

KM: You have a wide range of experience in design, spanning theater, dance, amusement parks, as well as architectural and retail lighting – do you have a

“favorite” locale or space type to work in? 

TB: That is tough. I am so lucky to have been able to work for almost every company in Cleveland. I have designed for Cleveland Public Theatre, The

Cleveland Play House, Playhouse Square, Dobama, The Beck Center, The JCC, Verb Ballets, Inlet Dance Theatre, Morrison Dance, Cleveland

Contemporary Dance, Ingenuity, Lakeland Theatre and many more. Each place has its own charms that make it great.  I really love the fact that each space

in Cleveland allows me to really push the aspects of what I do as a designer.

KM: Why do you do lighting & scenic design? What got you into both? 

TB: I am primarily a lighting designer- last season I designed the lighting for 36 shows across the country, and did sets & lights for 4 shows.  It is hard to say

why I do it other than the fact that I think the performing arts are crucial part of society.  For me, I always feel that no matter what the show is that I am

designing, that my work is a reflection on what is going on around us.  It is always important to me to question how we look at things, and as a theatre

designer I can have subtle influences on how we see something. 

I landed in the design world starting from a rather selfish spot.  I started in college as a musical theatre major, and took some lighting

classes so I could make sure I knew where to stand on stage so I always looked good.  I kept taking those classes and asked to take a

design class at the end of my sophomore year. There we were all allowed to design one dance piece in the student dance concert. 

Watching the designs on stage was like a hammer hitting me over the head- I was so taken off guard by the fact that I could still do the

same kind of work I was doing as an actor and watch it.  I always think of my lighting designs (and scenic when I do them) as another

character on stage, the design effects emotions and story telling. It can move the audience to look at a moment in a play in a totally different way. 

KM:What is your training in the design field? 

TB: Well I have my MFA in lighting design, but I really think my training continues on each and every project I work on.  Research is crucial to my life as a

designer.  When starting on a new project, I spend many hours doing homework before I put anything on paper.  Even the simplest designs have hours of

research behind them.  I think that in every field having an education is important, but the real training happens when you get out of school.  School

prepares you for the real learning that will happen after you get out.

KM: You live in Boston- what keeps bringing you back to Cleveland? 

TB: I just recently moved to Boston when my partner Michael got a great job opportunity there. Since it really does not matter where I live (as long as an

airport is close), the move was really no big deal for us.  My designs in Cleveland are about a quarter of my overall design work each season, and I don't

think that I have discovered a city in which the performing arts are so important to the makeup of the region.  There is such amazing work created here,

and now that I live in Boston it is more apparent that Cleveland's theatre & dance scene has few rivals.  I think the opportunities that I have to design in

Cleveland are some of the most important work I do. 

KM: How do you like living in Boston? How is it different than living in Cleveland? (photo courtesy of http://www.eviebraman.com/) 

TB: So far I like Boston, it is really nice living in a big city that feels so small town.  One of the main differences I am finding from Cleveland is that people in
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Boston are CRAZY drivers.  Another difference is that Cleveland has a much more vibrant art scene.  Boston has some really

great artistic institutions, but the variety of what to see and do on any given night in Boston is much more limited that in

Cleveland.  I found this so surprising.  I have been trying and trying to see theatre and dance in Boston, but the options are

very limited.  On almost every night of the week in Cleveland you can see a show, but in Boston not so much.

KM: Do you do other types of design work or art?  

TB: I keep telling myself I need to find another creative outlet other than my design work.  I do so many shows a season that I

really don't have much downtime to explore some other art forms that really interest me.  I really love painting as well as pottery and I am making a huge

effort to start doing more of that in what ever free time I have.

KM: How do you keep yourself “sharp” and inspired as an artist? 

TB: Research, research, research.  I also am continuously inspired by the other artists I am working with.  I am so lucky to be able to work with so many

great directors, designers, actors and dancers who constantly inspire me to look at my work in a different light.  I can do a ton of research on a project, walk

in to a rehearsal and in a moment see something come from one of the collaborators on stage and immediately shift my entire way of thinking.  You have to

be open to change and other visions to keep yourself sharp.

KM: Any suggestions for the aspiring designer on how to get started in the field, or suggestions to veteran designers on how to stay motivated? 

TB: I am so lucky to be in a position to hire a lot of young designers as assistants, and I always make it clear that the easiest way to get started is to forge

your own path.  Always look for the projects that most interest you, ones that you feel like you can have the most impact upon.  It is strange to say that you

have to be in the right place at the right time, but it is true.  You can contact directors other designers, theatre's etc. until you are blue in the face, but you

won't get noticed until you do something to get yourself noticed.  There is nothing wrong with designing a tiny project in somebody's garage if it is a project

that excites and moves you.  You have to be able to take risks, take jobs in which there is little financial reward, but a ton of artistic reward.  True success in

this field is not monetary, but in gaining the respect of your colleagues.

I don't think I know any other designers who have a problem with motivation.  If a designer has trouble being motivated, then they generally don't work.

KM: OK, totally random- Do you have any pets? 

TB: Michael and I have two chocolate labs.  Foley and Maggie. 

KM: Cleveland Indians or Boston Red Sox fan?  

TB: Indians

KM: Cleveland Cavaliers or Boston Celtics fan? 

TB: Cavs

KM: Cleveland Browns of New England Patriots fan? 

TB: Browns

KM: Paper or plastic?

TB: I always bring my own bags......well when I remember them from the trunk....

KM: How can people contact you in order to hire you? 

TB: Anybody can contact me at design@tradburns.com

###

Do you have a performing arts related story for us? Or are you a director or a designer who'd like to chat about your craft? Contact KATE MILLER at

KateMillerExaminer@yahoo.com
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