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MATERIALS 
 
Item Quantity Est. 

Cost 
4x8’ plywood – ½” or ¾” shop grade 1 sheet $50 
100 grit sandpaper 1 pack $10 
Paint or stain 
(main color plus decorative paint) 

1 pint $15 

Clearcoat finish 1 pint $15 
Paintbrush 1-2 $5 
Rags (for cleaning up or finishing) -- -- 
36” piano hinges  
(use regular small hinges if desired) 

2 $25 

 
Optional additions: 

• Café rod and curtain 
• Lazy susans and dowels for a 

spinner board 
• Chalkboard paint or decals 

 
Optional stage: 

• 1 pallet (usually available free!) 
• 1 sheet 4x8’ plywood or chip board 
• Decking screws 

 
 
Tool list: 

• Tape measure 
• Straightedge or ruler 
• Circular saw (or table saw)* 
• Jig saw 
• Drill and Phillips head driver 

big 
• 1/8” and ¼" (or larger) drill 

bits) 
• Pencil 

 

  

 
* If you do not have access to a circular saw or table saw, Home Depot and Lowes carry 
pre-cut plywood. You can buy 1 sheet of 4’X4’ and 2 sheets of 2’X4’ to eliminate the 
need for these tools. Many lumberyards and stores will also make cuts for you. 
 

BUILDING INSTRUCTIONS 

POP-UP THEATER 
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BUILDING INSTRUCTIONS 
 

 
The following instructions are a basic set of guidelines for making your own pop-
up theater. There are many alternative methods and designs, or ways that you 
could adapt this basic set of plans. Let your imagination run wild if you dare! The 
more adventurous you get in making the theater, the more fun your kids can have 
using it. 
 

STEP 1: Design and Cut the Theater Panels 
 
1. Design your theater.  
Before making any cuts to the plywood, be sure to have the design and measurements 
fully thought through – remember the old adage “measure twice, cut once.” 

 
2. Measure and mark the plywood.  
Using the tape measure and pencil, lay out the measurements for each piece. Use the 
straight edge to continue the line for the entire length of the cut. 
 
Make 2 – 3 marks for each measurement to ensure your lines are nice and even. 
These measurements can be adjusted for different designs. 

• Center piece:  1 piece, 4’ tall X 3’ wide (4’ wide is ok if using pre-cut plywood) 
• Side pieces: 2 pieces, 4’ tall X 2’ wide 

 
3. With the circular saw, make the cuts for each main panel. 
 
A few notes if you are not familiar with using a circular saw: 

• Make sure the plywood is resting securely off the ground (saw horses or a 
table will work). 

• Be sure the line you are about to cut is just off the edge of the surface you’re 
working on so as not to cut into the work surface 

• Circular saws can be run freehand (no guide). Go as slowly as you need to 
make a straight cut. If you are more comfortable with a guide, use a long 
straight edge or board, clamped down to the surface of the plywood to 
provide a reference for the circular saw. 

• Be sure when clamping the surface down to check that the blade is lined up 
with line you want to cut, not the board being used as a guide. 
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STEP 2: Design and Lay Out the Window and Top Edge 

 
1. Design and lay out the window.  
Sketch out or decide what shape you want your window to be. Remember that you need 
to have the skills to cut whatever you draw.  
 
To create a square window: 

• Measure 30” up from the bottom of the center panel and mark it along the edge. 
Repeat again on the other side, and then use a straight edge to create a line. 

• Measure in and mark about 5” from the side of the panel near your line. Repeat at 
the top of the panel, and draw a line for the side of the window. Do the same on 
the other side. 

• Finally, measure up about 26” from the bottom line, and draw a line across to 
finish the window outline. 

 
2. Design and lay out any top design. 
If you are skilled with a saw, you may want to consider adding curves or flourishes to the 
top edge. They can be as simple or complex as you like – but anything intricate will be 
challenging to cut! If you are a novice, you will likely want to leave the top edge as is. 
 
STEP 3: Cut the Window and Top Edge 
 
1. Drill a hole in the window area. 
Use a drill with a ¼” bit or larger to drill a single hole all the way through the plywood. The 
hold should be inside the window area, at least 1” in from the edge. 
 
2. Cut out the window.  
Insert the jigsaw blade into the hole until the bed of 
the jigsaw rests on the plywood. Cut from the drill 
hole to the edge of your window outline, and then 
cut along the inside of the lines for the window 
opening (so that you are on the side of the waste 
pieces – not the finished theater). You may want to 
cut the window out in several pieces. 

 
TIP: To make a clean corner in a square, 
first follow one line all the way to the 
corner.  Back the saw up enough to make a curved cut that will bring you to the 
adjoining line. Cut this line completely along its length, or just cut a section of the 
window out.  Then turn the saw around and cut the rest of the line back into the 
corner to meet with your original cut in the corner. 

 
3. Cut the top design. 
If you are using a curved design, test out and practice cutting curves with the jigsaw on 
another piece of wood. When you are ready, cut the top design. Cut on the outside of 
the line – again on the side of the line that will be discarded – not the theater body. 
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4. Sand and clean up the edges. 
Using 100 grit sand paper, sand the cut edges thoroughly to be sure children do not get 
splinters. 
 
STEP 4: Lay Out and Cut the Side Panels 

 
If you did not cut a design into the top of the center panel, then your side panels are 
ready to go and you can skip to the next step. If you did cut a design, then read on. 
 
1. Lay out the side panels. 
Lay the center panel and one side panel flat on the ground, next to each other. Line up 
the bottom and side edges carefully, and then use your pencil to extend the design from 
the center top onto your side panel.  
 
2.  Cut the side panel designs. 
Depending on your saw and the thickness of the plywood, you can either cut both side 
panels together or cut one at a time.  

• If cutting together: Lay the two side panels together, with the design on top. Be 
sure they are perfectly aligned and clamp firmly. Then cut, going through both 
panels at once. 

• If cutting separately: Cut the first panel along the outside of your line. Then lay it 
on top of your second side panel and trace the curve. Finally, cut your second 
panel. 

 
3. Sand and clean up the edges.  
Use your 100 grit sandpaper to again clean up all cut edges.   
 
STEP 4: Attach the Panels 

 
1. Lay out and check the panels.  
Lay out all three panels on a flat surface, as they will be 
assembled. Check the edges to be sure all the cuts line up. 
If they do not, go back and adjust them until the edges align. 
The most important thing is to ensure that the theater will be 
level and stable on the ground – that means ensuring that 
the bottom edges are perfectly aligned when the hinges are 
attached. 
 
2. Mark the hinge locations. 
Line up your hinges to determine where you want to place 
them. Be sure they are oriented so that both panels will fold 
in the same direction. Then use the pencil to mark the center 
of each drill hole on one of the side pieces. 
 
 
3. Drill and attach one side of the hinges. 
Using the 1/8” drill bit, make a shallow pilot hole at each pencil mark. You do not need to 
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drill all the way through – this hole is only to start the screw. Repeat with the other marks 
along the side panel. Switch the drill bit to the driver bit, and screw in all the screws along 
the length of the hinge. 

TIP: Use a piece of masking 
tape or a sharpie to mark the 
side of the drill bit at  
the depth you want to go.  

 
4. Repeat on the second side 
panel. 
Using the steps above, attach the 
second side panel to the center. 
Check again to be sure the hinges 
will fold the right way.  
 
5. Check for stability.  
After the panels are attached, stand 
it up and be sure it does not wobble. 
If it does, go back and adjust the 
hinges so that the bottom edges 
align perfectly. 
 
STEP 5: Finish and Decorate 

 
1. Sand and dust.  
Make sure that all exposed edges and corners have been thoroughly sanded and are free 
from splinters and sharp edges. Check the flat sides as well for splinters or any wood that 
could chip and cause a safety hazard for kids. When you are finished sanding, use a 
damp rag to remove dust from all surfaces and let dry completely. 
 
2. Paint or stain the base.  
Choose a finish to be your base 
coat – a stain or paint. You can 
paint the entire theater one color, 
use different colors on the two 
sides, or mix up the colors on the 
center and side panels. 

• If you are painting: Apply 
an entire coat of white 
primer before you add 
color. Follow the 
instructions for drying time, then apply 1-2 color coats (as needed). 

• If you are staining: You can get a more natural wood look using a solid or 
transparent stain. Many wipe-on stains now come with a poly or clearcoat mixed 
in, for a 2-in-1 finishing process that will color and seal the theater. 

 
3. Add trim or decorative touches. 
If you want to add some flourish, use other paint or materials to add color or scenery to 
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the theater. Consider making one side look like a theater stage and one side look like a 
puppet theater. Decorative ideas include: a house or building, marquee or showtime sign 
(you may want chalkboard paint!), trees or outdoor landscape, or a fancy painted curtain. 
 
4. Seal the theater with a clearcoat. 
If you did not use a stain and clearcoat in one, then you will want a clearcoat to finish and 
protect the theater. A traditional polyurethane coat (semi-gloss or gloss) will protect it 
well. We also recommend Vermont Naturals. Coat and seal all edges of the theater. If it 
will be outside for prolonged periods, we recommend three coats. 
 
GET CREATIVE: VARIATIONS FOR YOUR THEATER 

 
Window ledge: Cut a narrow piece of plywood (about 5-
6” wide, by the interior length of the window). If you cut 
your window carefully, you should have extra wood left. 
Using wood glue or screws, attach this piece to the 
inside of the window frame. Sand or cut curves on the 
edges to remove sharp corners. Note that a window 
ledge will make it harder to fold and store the theater flat.  
 
Curtain: Purchase a café rod or other simple rod that is 
about 6” longer than the width of the window. Install it 
above the window frame. Purchase or make a small curtain to go on the rod. If you are 
sewing your own, you will need about 1/2 yard of fabric. Cut it along the fold, so that you 
have two pieces about ½ yard wide. Hem the bottom and inside edges if you like. Fold 
over about 1” on the top, then fold again, and sew along the inner edge to make a casing.  
 
Brackets or feet: If you want additional stability, you 
can create brackets or “feet” using the leftover wood 
from the window cutout. To make feet, trace and cut 
three rectangles about 4” tall by 8” wide. Glue the three 
together to make a block 2-3” thick. Measure and cut a 
small notch down middle, just as wide as your plywood, 
and about 2” down toward the bottom. Cut a 
corresponding notch in the bottom of one side panel, 
deep enough that the theater will slide fully over the foot 
and rest on the ground. (About 2”, if your feet are 4” 
high). Repeat to create another foot for the other side 
panel and two feet for the center panel. 
 
Pallet stage: Find a leftover pallet at a warehouse or shipping center, ideally at least 4’ x 
6’. Cut a piece of plywood to fit the dimensions of the pallet. Use decking screws to attach 
the plywood to the pallet. You can then set the stage on top, or attach the theater to the 
stage using screws through the feet. Paint the plywood stage to make it more fun and be 
sure to check for splinters or loose nails. 
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Spinner board: Create a spinner board that will let kids 
choose characters, settings and events to prompt their 
theater play. Purchase one or more inexpensive, wooden 
lazy susans, along with a ¼” thick dowel. Use a ¼” drill bit to 
drill five or six holes spread evenly along the edge of the lazy 
susan. Cut the dowel into 1.5” inch pieces, and insert a piece 
into each hole (use glue to secure). Paint and decorate the 
spinner, and draw lines in between each dowel to create 
spinner sections. Label each one with a character or option. 
Finally, attach the spinners to a board using a long bolt and 
washers to ensure smooth spinning. (a scrap of plywood, or 
1x8” pine board will work well).  
 
 
 

ENJOY THE SHOW! 


