




































































































































































































































































































































































The theatre's literary text has always been identified as the playwright's 

initial publication, and as such the meaning of the dramatic text has been 

thought to be inherently contained therein, however, the subsequent 

changes in the modes of theatre production have conflated the literary 

text of the playwright, with that of the other theatre workers who 

produce the final dramatic text for consumption. Consequently, this text 

is more open to an endless field of meaning-production. "All signifying 

practices can engender text: the practice of painting pictures, musical 

practice, filmic practice, etc." [Barthes: 1981, p.41] "The text is radically 

plural and the reader plays with textual meaning". [Barthes 1981 p.164], 

and again, 

"any text is an intertext; other texts are present in it, at varying levels, in 

more or less recognisable forms: the texts of the previous and 

surrounding culture".[Barthes:1981,p.39] Barthes' identification of 

these texts admits the rise and prominence of scenography as a 

performer in the dramatic text of theatre performance and the polysemy 

of these texts relies on the relativism of each text. 

In chapter 4 I discussed the nature of spectacle, and the emotional 

involvement which pertains to its form. If that which is spectacle and 

spectacular is a result of our emotional response to the event and we 

describe the text through our emotions which are terms pertaining to 

humans and not the texts, then the aesthetic of response to the art would 

seem to have an intrinsic and recognisable emotion. However, the 

emotion present need not be predictable even though the expression of it 

may be recognisable, the spectator need not feel or be that emotion. 

[Elliott: 1966, p.14] Here we can see a direct link with Brecht and his 

ideas of emotional detachment. This would suggest the emotional 

detachment and spectatorial creativity inherent in Barthes' theory of the 

spectator and the art, is an appreciation of the process and the product. In 

Writing Degree Zero, Barthes argues that wider social forces and class 

interests govern the formation and transformation of writing styles. 
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New interests for the working class, breakdown the bourgeois style of 

classical writing. In terms of theatre production, this theory certainly 

suits what has occurred in the late twentieth century, with the breakdown 

of the production structures, or rather their transformation to a separate 

means of production. Barthes interprets this as the rise of the bourgeois 

hegemony. This kind of control can be seen in the production of theatre, 

and in the use of scenography to standardise the theatre event. This 

confers the power of scenography on the product, the product becomes 

recognisable from advertising, and so in turn, the advertising reinforces 

the nature ofthe product as being worthwhile. Barthes' signs, signifieds 

and signifiers however, all have to be placed within a context and as 

such, no sign exists outside of its social and cultural context. The 

signifier relates to form, the signified concept and the sign -

signification, as such the signified always relates to a human emotion. 

The combination of the signified and the signifier to create the sign, still 

inevitably describes the sign as an emotional response on the part of the 

audience. In Barthes' most famous example, the bunch of roses, this is 

even more apparent - they signify passion. The roses are imbued with 

human emotion, but as a sign of passion, they have to relate to their 

social and cultural context to achieve this meaning. Thus it is with 

scenography. The bunch of roses as a component of scenography can 

have numerous meanings. 

In Mack and Mabel, the West End transfer from Leicester Haymarket, a 

bunch of roses was brought on by Mack for the final scene. The 

recurring theme in the production is the song 'I won't send roses'. The 

fact that he brings some suggests he has recognised his love for Mabel, 

however, he drops them by the door when he sees her, as he is shocked 

by her appearance. In the event he never actually gives them to her. But 

the audience see them and the dying light of the scene highlights their 

presence. The roses become love, but more than this they are imbued 

with the feelings of Mack and represent his behaviour. The love he felt 
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but was unable to clearly demonstrate, as the closing image the bunch of 

roses signified the pain of the relationship Mack and Mabel have had. 

All of these feelings which are aroused by the roses are only available 

should the audience wish to continue the metaphor and explicate the 

presence of the roses. The audience are encouraged to play with this 

image. Ultimately, in the creation of the piece the scenographic team 

may have seen the roses as simply a physical reminder of the song (as it 

is reprised) and a 'good' image for the close of the show. Whatever the 

audience make of the image it is their creation, and their emotional 

attachment to the scene on account of the sign, which can be open to 

interpretation. The whole interpretation is only possible after viewing 

the whole event. The poetic line relates to the homogeneous whole. 

Barthes used Brechtian theories for some of the basic tenets of his 

ideology of theatre, "the theatre should be a critical and intellectual, 

rather than a magical, experience; psychological conflicts should be 

replaced by historical conflicts." [Moriarty: 1991 ,p.46] In a paper of 1956 

on 'The tasks of Brechtian criticism', he begins to speak in semiological 

terms. In this paper he challenges the idea of theatrical representation as 

analogy, founded on likeness to what it represents. If the goal of Brecht 

is to signify the real, then the metaphorical use of scenic devices can 

enable this. This method not only institutes a certain distance in the 

relation between the signifier and signified, "lest that relation be 

perceived as natural." [Moriarty:1991,p.47] This distance, relates to Ben 

Chaim's theory of aesthetics but also to the last work of Brecht. 

In 1956 Brecht made a last collection of theoretical writings, called 

'Dialectics in the Theatre', in which he suggested that Epic theatre as a 

term had reached the end of its useful life. "Epic theatre is a prerequisite 

for these contributions, but it does not of itself imply that productivity 

and mutability of society from which they derive their main element of 

pleasure. The term must therefore be reckoned inadequate, although no 
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new one can be put forward." [Brecht: 1964, p.282] "This technique 

allows the theatre to make use in its representation of the new scientific 

method known as dialectical materialism". This is reiterated in the 

appendix to A Short Organum for the Theatre, "This theatre of the 

scientific age is in a position to make dialectics into a source of 

enjoyment". [Brecht: 1964, p.277] The enjoyment of theatre discussed 

by both Brecht and Barthes indicates some of the problems the theatre as 

a part of popular culture and the postmodern aesthetic has to come to 

terms with in the late twentieth century. When we look at the writing of 

Brecht on the specifics of set design we see that what he describes is in 

fact the aesthetic of late twentieth century scenography: "Many of the 

props are museum pieces. These small objects which he [Neher] puts in 

the actor's hands - weapons, instruments, purses, cutlery, etc. - are 

always authentic and will pass the closest inspection; but when it comes 

to architecture - i.e. when he builds interiors or exteriors - he is content 

to give indications, poetic and artistic representations of a hut or a 

locality which do honour as much to his imagination as to his power of 

observing. They display a lovely mixture of his own handwriting and 

that of the playwright." [Brecht: 1964, p.231] This illustration of the 

working practice of Casper Neher confirms Veltrusky's description of 

the duality of the scenographic elements and suggests the efficacy of 

certain scenographic choices that I feel pertains to the aesthetic of late 

twentieth century scenography. Kenneth Tynan quoted a stanza from a 

poem by Brecht to illustrate the potency of such objects, "Of all works, 

my favourite! Are those which show usage.! The copper vessels with 

bumps and dented edges,! The knives and forks whose wooden handles 

are!Worn down by many hands: such forms! To me are the noblestl." [ 

Tynan: 1961, p.465] This scenographic practice was disseminated in 

British theatre by practitioners like John Bury at Stratford East and 

Ralph Koltai at the RSC. However, an obsession with the physicality 

and presence of objects on stage has now become more than simply "a 

leitmotif of British Brechtianism", [Holland: 1978] it is intrinsic to late 
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twentieth century scenography. In addition this approach to design is a 

poetic approach, it is powerfully imaginative and creative. Designs of 

this nature which reinterpret, Blau suggests, are what concern the nature 

of theatre, in that a truly original production can never be realised, as the 

nature of theatre is that it re-presents a production, "There is something 

in the nature of theatre which from the very beginning of theatre has 

always resisted being theatre." [Blau:1983, p.143] However, the 

scenography of the late twentieth century does recognise itself as theatre, 

again a feature proposed by Brecht, and that it in itself can be original in 

the sense of a poetic re-interpretation of the literary text. Therefore a 

play (literary text) can be re-interpreted to produce a poetic through the 

presentation of original concepts and thoughts which re-examine the 

literary text and contribute to an extended understanding through the 

dramatic text. 

One of the problems of discussing these re-interpretations or even first 

interpretations is that we generate a vocabulary to discuss scenography 

from human emotions and moods. However, to frame the work in this 

way becomes less accurate as the work, the dramatic text, becomes less 

mimetic in its presentation. The less mimetic it is the more we need to 

find new ways of discussing its affect on us, again a need for a specific 

theory of scenography is required by the changes in the nature of the 

product. The need for a theory, through which to discuss Scenography, 

grasps the problems caused through the prevalence of non-mimetic 

structures of expression, which have come to dominate the late 

twentieth century productions, a legacy of Brecht's theatre practice. 

The need to reclaim scenography from the pejorative 'spectacle' causes 

us to use an emotional vocabulary to express its efficacy, and has led to 

the problems of discussing scenography other than as a theatre craft or 

practice to facilitate spectacle. "In the end perception and judgement are 

ineliminable." [Lyas:1994,p.364] The involvement of emotion within 

theatre productions, and the subsequent participation of the audience is 
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part of the nature of theatre. The explication of this emotion within the 

scenographic, requires a recognition of this process of assimilation. If 

aesthetic discrimination is to be thought of as perceptual, it follows that 

one way to show that aesthetic judgement is subjective, would be to 

show that perceptual judgements are subjective. [Lyas:1994, p.370] The 

difficulty of aesthetics is that part of it relies on taste and the other part 

requires intuition,"having counted the adjectives, and weighed the lines, 

and measured the rhythms, a Formalist either stops silent with the 

expression of a man who does not know what to do with himself, or 

throws out an unexpected generalisation which contains five percent of 

Formalism and ninety-five per cent ofthe most uncritical 

intuition"[Trotsky: 1960, p.172] 

Terms like 'intuition' and 'emotion' lead us back to a feminist critique 

of popular culture, which enables 'spectacle' and 'entertainment' to be 

of less value than art, due to the emotional impact of the form. In this 

way gender becomes central to popular culture and theatre reception. 

Therefore, popular culture and mass culture theory have become 

appropriate theories for scenography, given the changes in the process of 

production and our acceptance of scenography as an emotional agent 

provocateur. The last twenty years have seen theatre behave as a mass 

cultural form that travels well. To suggest a mutation however, confers 

change on a product that tours and does not change, in fact, the very 

reason for its travel is the ability to perform the same show anywhere. 

This is not re-interpretation in the sense Blau meant, with all the dangers 

inferred by the mutable, this is mass production; the mass production of 

aesthetic which Brecht warned of. The intuitive nature of the 

scenographic, expresses by another name the poetic which is generated 

as part ofthe process, but which is very hard to specifically create in 

order to provoke a truthful emotional response in an audience. This 

danger was both seen and used by Brecht to further his own commercial 
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production. [Fuegi: 1994] The repetition of commercial success lacks the 

intuition which once made it successful. 

At its most basic, post modem theory presupposes a distorted mirror of 

society, where consumption is determined by popular culture which in 

tum is determined by advertising. "A crucial implication .. .is that in a 

postmodem world, surfaces and style become more important, and evoke 

in their tum a kind of 'designer ideology' ."[Strinati:1995,p.225] We 

consume images for their own sake rather than for the deeper values 

which they signify - their poetic. Whilst for some theatre scenography, 

the style and surface could be said to dominate substance and meaning, 

many theatre scenographies operate metaphorically and so refute this. 

The scenography and substance are interrelated. However, a 

metanarrative for scenography is very difficult to define unless it fulfils 

the remit of post modem theory. There is a tautology here, in that 

postmodemism denies the metanarrative, however, if postmodemism 

defines scenography of the late twentieth century then it fulfils the role 

of a metanarrative. The poetic of scenography is the universal validity 

of postmodemism and if postmodemism is a recycling of forms, 

recycling the recent past and the mixing of styles through collage, 

pastiche and quotation then all theatre scenography fulfils this remit. As 

the nature of the designed stage space is one where items are placed in 

the space; their references and inter textuality are a part of the role of 

scenography in the theatre performance. In this way the overt and covert 

meanings inculcated in many scenographic texts, as part of the dramatic 

texts, are as elitist as their high art equivalents. "The quotes and 

references that are part of this process are meant to appeal to those 

'clever' enough to spot the source of the quote or reference. Rather than 

dismantling the hierarchy of aesthetic and cultural taste, Postmodemism 

erects a new one, placing itself at the top." [Strinati: 1995,p.242] In 

theatre production we have the continual re-interpretation and re-staging 

of theatre's literary texts. This has been undertaken long before the 
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recent period of the postmodem. As such the postmodem theory has 

theoretical and empirical limitations when related to scenography. 

"Here again there is a direct relationship between funding and the type of 

work available for production and reception". [Bennett:1995,p.119] The 

economy of capital production has meant that these forms are repeated in 

order to achieve economic success. 

Susan Bennett discusses the mise en scene and its importance in relation 

to the author's text. "Meyerhold's 1917 production of Lermontov's 

Masquerade showed two important things. It demonstrated how the 

creation of a mise en scene had replaced the author's text as the crucial 

aspect in the signifying process .... " [Bennett: 1994, p.5] Similarly, and 

more recently the production of Peter Shaeffer's Equus which toured the 

world was in fact John Dexter's production. It was Dexter's work that 

made the dramatic text, which was so crucial to its world popularity and 

tour, as it was the scenographic representation of horses through mask, 

that made the production distinctive, not the literary text on its own. 

[John Dove:1995 interview] In a similar sense it is hard to conceive of a 

production of Mother Courage without the use of a cart and the notion 

of Mother Courage struggling with this object which expresses the sense 

of the literary text. This image is ingrained in the production yet in 

terms of re-interpretation, in the sense Blau means it, this is merely a 

re-staging of the original play/dramatic performance. 

The audience reception of scenography is bound by the means of 

production and aesthetics which rely on taste and intuition and emotional 

response. The performance text, therefore, that which is most 

ephemeral, defies definition, unless it is notated as a part of the literary 

text. As then it becomes an aspect to be included in the dramatic text, 

however, by the notation of the 'necessary' scenographic features it 

closes other methods of staging. 

182 



Contradictions 

"With the help of Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and others, the 

postmodem argues that what we so valued is a construct, not a given, 

and, in addition, a construct that occupies a relation of power in our 

culture. The postmodem is ironic, distanced; it is not nostalgic - even of 

the 1960s".[Hutcheon:1988,p.203] The contradictions ofthe 

postmodem in terms of being 'inside' or 'outside' current the ideology, 

being critical or compliant to it, suit the nature of late twentieth century 

scenography, as this too can be seen as politically "ambidextrous". 

[Graff: 1983, p.603] Therefore, the means of production through 

capitalism cannot be discredited per se, as this denies the construct of the 

social and present historical, which any work that is produced must take 

place in. "Experimentation or innovation in form, for instance, can be 

used either commercially (advertising thrives on novelty) or 

oppositionally as in the work of Brecht, and Piscator and Meyerhold 

before him". [Hutcheon: 1988, p.206] Hutcheon describes this art as 

'unmarked' in the linguistic sense, and therefore open to a number of 

political interpretations. In these terms the postmodem asks us to 

question and be critical of what we see, and it is the author's intention 

for the ideology which when not apparent, provokes the spectator to 

inquiry. In the case of theatre scenography whilst work such as An 

Inspector Calls make that activity occur, this questioning is not simply 

achieved by presenting the scenography, as a metaphor might for the 

literary text. If all the theatre arts are used as a metaphor, then the use of 

that construct to provoke criticism must be undertaken in the sense 

which Brecht meant, and many postmodem theorists refer to. 

[Hutcheon: 1988; Jameson: 1977; Althusser1971;Taylor:1977] The 

poetic of some theatre scenography can therefore be linked back to the 

early work at the Royal Court and more particularly to Brecht and 

Neher's work. "The underlying belief here is clearly that self-awareness 

combats self-delusion." [Marcuse:1978,p.13] "All of Gaskill's theatre 

work at this time was directed towards this type of signification, in 
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which the action and the object (rather than consistent and emphatic 

overall characterisation) become the centre of the theatrical process of 

invoking meaning. The results of Gaskill's work were the redirection of 

audience perception towards an evaluation of action as expressed 

towards the object - an object that is defined and continually 

re-emphasized as being real, 'used"'. [Holland: 1978, p.26] However, 

this aesthetic of the metaphoric set, the notional and intended meaning, 

the signification of meaning by a commentary through the scenography, 

on the literary text and the dramatic text, has become an aesthetic, 

without necessarily any critical intention. As in the abstracted realism 

which can infer meaning in terms of locale, but which offer little 

critically to the meaning of the performance text. 

In theory, postmodem practice challenges and exploits the 

commodification of art by consumer culture, in practice, it can also 

become that commodity. In theory the postmodem is duplicitous and 

Hutcheon carefully explains this duality of the theory. "But postmodem 

art cannot be fully explained either by the view that art is totally 

complicitous with the prevailing mass culture (Jameson,1984) or by the 

view that "real art" posits a distance from ideology in order to allow us 

to perceive it critically (Althusser, 1971,219). It does both, usually 

addressing the issues directly, either thematically or in terms of its 

form." [Hutcheon:1988,p.212] The thematics of theatre production are 

particularly present in the scenographic aesthetic, as outlined earlier by 

Bob Crowley. He referred to the designer's ability to contribute to the 

authorship of the concept of a production. Here scenography operates 

through form and as such the role of the scenographic team towards this 

end would seem apposite. However, Hutcheon suggests what is created 

is more than Brecht outlined. "Its self-reflexivity still points, however, to 

the fact that art does not innocently reflect or convey reality; rather, it 

creates or signifies it, in the sense that it makes it meaningful. This is 

how the "combative" Verfremdungseffekt was intended to function, 
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moving the receiver from "general passive acceptance to a corresponding 

state of suspicious inquiry"." However, the commercial production of 

theatre is not interested in the 'process' over 'product'. The theatre 

production and its form, is turned into an amulet for any given 

production. Commercial productions may not wish to have each 

consumer receive a potential understanding of their position and 

therefore intentionally subvert it. However, a production such as Les 

Miserables which is critical of a certain ideology, re-enacts revolution, 

the barricades are visibly built and a critique of the historical event is 

embodied in the scenic presentation, and this aesthetic is highly 

fetishistic. Hutcheon admits that the postmodern probably exploits as 

well as subverts "more than Brecht would ever have allowed". 

[Hutcheon: 1988, p.220] The 

self-reflexivity and political commitment which are characteristics of 

some of late twentieth century scenography could be termed 'dialectical 

scenography', an act oftextual self-questioning although such definition 

cannot be applied to all scenographic practice. However, this distinction 

does begin to allow a detailed discussion of the work in respect of the 

legacy of certain scenographic practices. 

In this respect, late twentieth century scenography can be mediated 

through Barthes and Brecht. This enables a theoretical answer to where 

political alienation has led, through the fetishistic nature of the product, 

due to the rise of capital and commercial concerns within theatre 

production. Barthes allows us to theorise on the way in which 

scenography aids representation and its interrelation to other texts of 

performance. "The theatre is precisely that practice which calculates the 

place of things as they are observed: if I set the spectacle here, the 

spectator will see this; if I put it elsewhere, he will not, and I can avail 

myself of this masking effect and play on the illusion it 

provides."[Barthes: 1977,p.69] Barthes directly quotes theatre as a 

geometric environment which maintains its form through the placing of 
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objects in an environment, as such, this is the scenographic content of a 

performance. In this way the theatre is a direct expression of 

'geometry'. The geometry ofthe stage plan, design and lighting patterns 

all work in a spatial sense and the representations presented within that 

geometry are what Barthes terms 'decoupage'. "The 'Organon of 

Representation' (which it is today becoming possible to write because 

there are imitations of something else) will have as its dual foundation 

the sovereignty of the act of cutting out [decoupage] and the unity of the 

subject of that action." [Barthes: 1977,p.69] This usefully can be applied 

to the work of theatre workers, who in the last twenty years have 

endeavoured to take works and make them into another form, which 

Barthes describes as Texts. The difference he places between work and 

Text is applicable to the differences which occur between the literary 

text (the work), the dramatic text and the performance text as Texts. The 

decoupage from which theatre performances originate comes in the form 

of tableau. "Is the tableau then (since it arises from a process of cutting 

out) a fetish object? Yes, at the level of the ideal meaning (Good, 

Progress, the Cause, the triumph of the just History); no, at that of its 

composition". [Barthes, 1977 ,po 71] The fetishism occurs once the 

spectator has made sense of the composition. The Jetishized object of 

the performance, often in late twentieth century theatre the scenography, 

has taken on this idea. The decoupage halts the fetish but when 

scenography is objectified in the way Aronson discusses, with reference 

to the Prague Quadrennial of 1991, where decoupage is not a technique 

of the composition, then the meaning of the work can become distorted, 

"the scenographic on stage and beyond the model is the reified mock-up 

ofthe model." [Aronson: 1993, p.61-73] "(Doubtless there would be no 

difficulty in finding in post-Brechtian theatre and post-Eisensteinian 

cinema mises en scene marked by the dispersion of the tableau, the 

pulling to pieces of the' composition', the setting in movement of the 

'partial organs' of the human figure, in short the holding in check ofthe 

metaphysical meaning of the work - but then also of its potential 
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meaning; or, at least, the carrying over of this meaning towards another 

politics.)" [Barthes:1977,p.71-2] This exactly describes the fetish 

whereby the scenography of the 1980s has used ideas of decoupage and 

the aesthetic of a Brechtian political agenda to formulate a product 

which is cohesive but contains no dialectic. In Brecht a series of 

segmented episodes, what Barthes describes as tableau, each had 

meaning and through the juxtaposition of the tableau a number of 

meanings were created. In this way each episode could be the object of 

fetish if the decoupage was not successful in this process of presentation, 

"form, aesthetic, rhetoric can be socially responsible if they are handled 

with deliberation". [Barthes:1977,p.74] Our perception oftheatre's 

social responsibility will determine the product and form which that 

particular theatre takes. 

In relation to the work and the Text, the Brechtian approach would be to 

present messages but to not formulate the total meaning of the work. 

The contemporary theatre has fetishized the 'moment tableau' through 

scenography, and signed the work. This approach accounts for many of 

the productions and re-productions of work, throughout the 1980s and 

1990s. In An Inspector Calls the production has become the fetishized 

object through the scenography, in that there is one comprehensive 

image, which presents the work. In Barthes' discussion of the death of 

the Author, he suggested that the demise of the Author's position within 

the literary text has in many senses freed the modem Text. Whilst this 

involves the spectator/reader in a considerably more active process, it 

does not automatically result in the birth of the spectator/reader. For 

scenography this is certainly true, as the scenography can now be signed 

by more than one hand, but remains a signed piece of work, complete 

and requiring no further deconstruction or questioning on the part of the 

audience. 
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The role ofthe performer within the context of the work or Text has also 

changed. "So too has the performer changed. The amateur, a role 

defined much more by sty Ie than by technical imperfection, is no longer 

anywhere to be found; the professional, our specialists whose training 

remains entirely esoteric for the public (who is there, who is still 

acquainted with the problems of musical education?), never offer the 

style of the perfect amateur the great value of which could still be 

recognised in a Lipati or a Panzera, touching off in us not satisfaction 

but desire, the desire to make that music." [Barthes:1977, p.150] The 

specialisation to which Barthes refers explains the nature of the growing 

specialisms within technical theatre. This relates once more to the Text 

and the spectator's involvement, "the work is a fragment of substance, 

occupying a part of the space of books (in a library for example), the 

Text is a methodological field." [Barthes: 1977 ,p.156-7:t Lacan's 

distinction between 'reality' and 'the real', elaborates this point in 

relation to theatre, "the one is displayed, the other demonstrated; ... the 

text is a process of demonstration ... the Text is experienced only in an 

activity of production." [Barthes: 1977 ,p.157] The scenographic in these 

terms is most definitely a Text. The scenographic in the late twentieth 

century uses the aesthetic of extraction and decoupage, to produce a 

specific response, however, "The logic regulating the Text is not 

comprehensive (define 'what the work means') but metonymic; the 

activity of associations, contiguities, carryings-over coincides with a 

liberation of symbolic energy (lacking it, man would die); the work - in 

the best of cases - is moderately symbolic its symbolic runs out, comes 

to a halt); the Text is radically symbolic: a work conceived, perceived 

and received in its integrally symbolic nature is a text. Thus is the Text 

restored to language; like language, it is structured but off-centred, 

without closure (note in reply to the contemptuous suspicion of the 

'fashionable' sometimes directed at structuralism, that the 

epistemological privilege currently accorded to language stems precisely 

from the discovery there of a paradoxical idea of structure: a system with 
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neither close nor centre)." [Barthes:1977, p.158-9] The associative 

nature of contemporary scenography certainly adheres to this idea of 

metonymy. In the most basic sense all scenography is metonymic, all 

scenic constructions work as a replacement for the original. This is 

complicated further when, within that replacement there is an intentional 

comparison, a metaphor which may not be linked to the metonymic. For 

example, the asses head which Bottom wears in A Midsummer Nights 

Dream is a replacement for a real donkey, as in we are to believe Bottom 

is a donkey but this visual presentation also works as a metaphor for 

Bottom's stupidity, and depending on your interpretation, Titania's 

fantasy. The associative nature of both coexist within the scenography, 

this highlights the paradox of structures and geometry of scenography, as 

such, "the Text is plural and irreducible." [Barthes:1977, p.159] The 

Text therefore requires play and resists reduction. However if the play 

and listening activity of the text has been taken over by the performer, 

"the interpreter to who the bourgeois public ... (has) delegated its 

playing." [Barthes: p.163], then in this case the complex structure ofthe 

Text can become reduced. 

The interpreter in theatre is seen as a co-author who completes the work, 

rather than expresses it. This theory is the theory of performance which 

Brecht outlined, and much of Barthes' work borrows from Brecht's 

theatre practice. The Text, however, asks for practical collaboration 

from the spectator. When the Text is not open and the spectator cannot 

engage with it, then boredom with the form and consumption becomes 

the norm. This equality of status for the work and the various theatre 

texts, produces an inter textuality and democracy to the work, "the Text 

is that space where no language has a hold over any other, where 

languages circulate (keeping the circular sense ofthe term)." 

[Barthes:1977, p.164] This democracy has resulted from changes in the 

process by which theatre is produced, the more democratic creation by 

the scenographic team, is reflected in the perceived democracy of 
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interpretation - as the audience are allowed in, to interpret and be 

involved in the performance. 

The paradox ofa theory of Text and thereby a theory of scenography, is 

also theorised by Barthes. The theory of scenography is linked to a 

theory of text, "which cannot be satisfied by a metalinguistic exposition: 

the destination of metalanguage or at least (since it may be necessary 

provisionally to resort to meta language) its calling into doubt, is part of 

the theory itself: the discourse on the Text should itself be nothing other 

than text, research, textual activity, since the Text is that social space 

which leaves no language safe, outside, nor any subject of the 

enunciation in position as judge, master, analyst, confessor, decoder. 

The theory of the Text can coincide only with a practice of writing". 

[Barthes: 1977 ,p.164] This helps eradicate aesthetics as a possible theory 

of scenography, which require taste as an arbiter as is the case with most 

other theories. "How is culture evaluated? According to dialectics? 

Although bourgeois, this does contain progressive elements; but what at 

the level of discourse, distinguishes dialectics from compromise?" 

[Barthes: 1977 ,p.211] The poetic interpretation avoids compromise and 

retains the poetry of the subject but in this respect it is an individual's 

response to that poetry. 

Barthes identifies the difficulty of translating any kind of performance 

into a verbal language, when he discusses the poor nature of adjectives 

to describe the quality of a music performance. "No doubt the moment 

we turn an art into a subject (for an article, for a conversation) there is 

nothing left but to give it predicates; in the case of Music, however, 

such predication unfailingly takes the most facile and trivial form, that of 

the epithet." [Barthes:1977,p.179] This reiterates the work of Reid. He 

described the reduction of the essence of the art form, when language 

was used to communicate that essence. [Reid: 1969] This offers more 

evidence for seeing a poetic as a personal response and that the 
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description of the essence is irreducible from the concept of the subject. 

However, the activity ofthe spectator and the encouragement of an 

individual response to an art form is potentially dangerous to the status 

quo. Especially ifthe audience does not behave in the expected manner. 

Inevitably, the spectators are encouraged to enjoin with the event and in 

order to do this the individual response is contradicted by the need to 

lose oneself in the activity. The potential danger of this was discussed in 

Reclaiming Spectacle. The sense of music as dangerous, which Barthes 

links to our inability to correctly describe spectacle, and therefore the 

belief that both are dangerous because one needs to lose oneself, is at the 

root of the negative criticism of work which achieves this for the 

spectator. "There is an imaginary in music whose function is to 

reassure, to constitute the subject hearing it (would it be that music is 

dangerous - the old Platonic idea? that music is an access to jouissance, 

to loss, as numerous ethnographic and popular examples would tend to 

show?) and this imaginary comes to language via the adjective." 

[Barthes: 1977,p.179-80] Again, this reinforces a critique of spectacle as 

low art. [Strinati: 1995] Therefore, the difficulty of describing essence is 

continually thwarted and reinforced by the paucity of language. 

Barthes used Julia Kristeva's 'pheno-text' and 'geno-text' to define what 

he calls the' grain' in music and which I have referred to as the 

efficacious and poetic in scenography. In relation to song which he uses 

as an example, pheno-song is equal to everything in the performance 

which is at the service of communication, representation and expression; 

"everything which it is customary to talk about, which forms the tissue 

of cultural values (matter of acknowledged tastes, of fashions, of critical 

commentaries), which takes its bearing directly on the ideological alibis 

of a period ... ". [Barthes: 1977,p.182] Geno-song is what Barthes calls 

the diction of the language, the depth of its quality; it is the "singing and 

speaking voice, the space where significations germinate 'from within 

language and in its materiality'; it forms a signifying play having 
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nothing to do with communication, representation (of feelings), 

expression; it is that apex (or that depth) of production where the 

melody really works at the language - not at what it says, but the 

voluptuousness of its sounds-signifiers, of its letters - where melody 

explores how the language works and identifies with that work" 

[Barthes:1977,p.182] The latter is the potential for seduction, or as 

Barthes puts itjouissance. This seduction is pertinent to spectacle and 

relates to the DNA of scenography as the poetic which subsumes and 

ingratiates the spectator into the depth of the performance world. 

Barthes discusses the mass production of the art, in this case music, via 

record production. "Such a culture, defined by the growth of the number 

oflisteners and the disappearance of practitioners (no more amateurs), 

wants art, wants music, provided they be clear, that they 'translate' an 

emotion and represent a signified (the 'meaning' of a poem); an art that 

inoculates pleasure (by reducing it to a known, coded emotion) and 

reconciles the subject to what in music can be said: what is said about it, 

predicatively, by Institution, Criticism, Opinion." [Barthes:1977,p.185] 

This coheres with the changes in production and ideas of mass culture 

currently exploited in theatre production, and in scenography. Barthes, 

is here also against interpretation by the interpreters, who mass produce 

the product as a commodity with no recourse to the' grain' or the 

jouissance, which does not allow the 'soul' of a work, "it is the triumph 

of the pheno-text, the smothering of significance under the soul as 

signified". "Whatever Mussorgsky's intentions, the death of Boris is 

expressive or, if preferred, hysterical; it is overloaded with historical, 

affective contents ... Melisande, on the contrary, only dies 

prosodically. "[Barthes: 1977 ,p.185] "The' grain' is the body in the voice 

as it sings, the hand as it writes, the limb as it performs. If I perceive the 

'grain' in a piece of music and accord this 'grain' a theoretical value (the 

emergence of the text in the work)". [Barthes:1977,p.188] The lack of 

this theoretical value can result in "under the pressure of the 
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long-playing record, there seems to be a flattening out of technique; 

which is paradoxical in that the various manners of playing are all 

flattened out into perfection: nothing is left but pheno-text)." 

[Barthes:1977,p.189] There are obvious parallels with the current 

accepted production values for late twentieth century theatre, which 

revolve around a certain style of scenographic presentation, offering 

theatre to the spectator in a reasonable bite sized image - the pheno-text. 

This interpretation of the elements of any art, and heralds the stripping 

away of the phenotype and genotype from the DNA of scenography and 

ultimately from theatre. 

Barthes' theoretical concerns for Image Music Text, span the concerns 

for scenography which I have laid down, in terms of production, mass 

culture, commodity, efficacy and poetics. I have attempted to describe 

the rise of scenography through the changes in the mode of production 

via capitalism; attempts to describe the aesthetic of scenography have 

led to a recognition of the scenographic text and thus the dialectics of 

scenography, which was initially theorised by Brecht and initially 

produced by Neher. In the light of these explorations Hutcheon's 

suggestions of the future questions for theoretical inquiry seem pertinent. 

"There can be little doubt that the postmodern has been commercialized, 

that the aesthetic has been turned into the fashionable. It might be wise, 

however, to make some distinction between art and what the 

art-promotional system does to it. From the fate of even hermetic 

modernism, it seems clear that any aesthetic practice can be assimilated 

and neutralized by both the high art market and mass media 

culture." [Hutcheon: 1988,p.231] 

However it is not only aesthetic practice which has been assimilated by 

the high art market and mass media culture. In the light of Barthes' 

concerns for the fetishisation of product we see during the 1980s and 

1990s the addition of a scenographic practice which allowed a 
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pre-interpreted abstraction of meaning to be presented to the audience, 

facilitated a further multiplication of the commodification of theatre 

theories. However, when these abstractions, which are then represented 

as images, become a recognisable style, the image loses its previous 

meaning and provocative nature. As such, the scenographic content 

becomes reduced to merely the form and the packaging of the theatre 

event, which is a recognisable style for the audience, what Kristeva 

defined as a phenotext with no genotext. The signs used in the 

scenographic are then without content or meaning particular to a given 

dramatic performance. This fetishisation of the form, due to the 

popularity of that form, is continued as the style which is commercially 

processed and fashionable, and the form becomes reified and in turn 

replicated. A theory of presentation can then be mutated for commercial 

profit. The process of assimilation of theatrical theories in the twentieth 

century has led to the commodification of these theories. 

The main and most clear example of this is Brecht's theories of 

theatrical production. The particular use of a form, in relation to a 

specific set of practices, allowed Brecht to formalise those features 

which he felt enabled verfremdungseffeckt. This style of 

theatricalization was a continual reminder of the 'theatre' to the 

audience. The reification of this successful scenographic form has seen 

the political effect of these features reduced, due to its popularity and 

resultant overuse without pertinent meaning to the text of any given 

performance. The poetic and DNA of scenography, which I have 

suggested is present in all successful productions of theatre, has 

subsequently been lost from these forms when the scenographic has been 

used in this manner. The disappearance ofthe 'use', and the making use 

of that form to a given end, which is specific to a politics and use in 

performance was theorised by Barthes as jouissance. In his theory he 

suggests this is the grain and it is what I term the poetic. Inherent in 
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Barthes recognition of the grain is the realisation that it is irreducible 

from the context and content of the art form. 

In late twentieth century theatre, scenography is now at a loss to produce 

Brecht's verfremdungseffeckt, Barthes ideas ofjouissance, and Julia 

Kristeva's notion of the grain, because of the appropriation of features, 

political practices and theories of theatre as 'styles' of theatre 

production, which due to their success have become commodified. For 

example, The Woman in Black, which uses 'story-telling from a 

costume hamper'; Jesus Christ Superstar, which is designed by John 

Napier with metal bridges reminiscent of his design for Nicholas 

Nickleby, and trailing microphone cables that not only reveal the means 

of production but date the style of production to the 1970s through the 

use of this technology. The theorising oftheatre practice and 

scenography, and the need for a theoretical language to describe 

scenography's impact on the performance text whilst a valuable area of 

debate, endangers the original and the poetic, and it invites replication in 

order to achieve success. It does not further an understanding of the 

poetic of the dramatic text/performance. 

It is in some ways obvious that Barthes' theories should have a particular 

relevance to Brecht's theories of theatre production, as Barthes cited and 

admired Brecht's work. Brecht's theories were attractive to Barthes for 

their espousal of the need for the audience to not forget the illusion 

behind what they were viewing. For both Barthes and Brecht the 

importance of this awakening of the audience to the illusory nature of 

performance, whilst patronising the audience, is perhaps understandable 

when they had both seen art used for political purposes and most 

obviously used as a form of indoctrination. Their preoccupation with the 

importance of framing the theatre in terms of its illusion, can be linked 

therefore to their experiences during, for Barthes the second world war 

and his involvement in the French Resistance, and for Brecht, his 
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awareness of the Soviet use of art and artists both in the Weimar years 

and in the GDR post-1949. [Fuegi:1994] 

The self-awareness of the theatrical has resulted in the theatricalization 

of theatre which, according to Barthes, unlimits language but this 

theatricalization has also standardised the form. It is this standardisation 

of form which has occurred in the latter part of the twentieth century. 

Theatre performances are often described or advertised in theoretical 

terms, using theoretical labels such as absurd, brechtian or postmodern. 

Barthes felt the form created literary value, however, for twentieth 

century scenography it is the form which has created a new 

theatricalization which has unlimited the understandings of 

re-interpreted productions, authored by a team of makers in form. These 

teams, skilled in theatre presentation, have become packagers of theatre, 

using known styles and conventions to shorthand meaning or simply 

present the act of performance within an aesthetically pleasing 

convention. Whilst they are assimilated into all areas of theatre 

production, as they are perceived as a necessary requisite of, what we 

call, theatre. These aesthetics of packaging are most often present in 

commercial theatre. This process is inevitably lessened if the aesthetic 

of packaging merely refers to the theatricalization of theatre. What is 

more damaging is that the sensual pleasure of the grain of text as 

described by Barthes is at odds with the need for distance previously 

expressed by Brecht and theorised by Ben Chaim and it is the 

jouissance, the pleasure of performance which requires us to lose 

ourselves in the spectacle of any theatricalization in order that the text, 

the dramatic text, remains unlimited for the individual audience member. 

What is interesting about the forms which have become so dominant in 

the late twentieth century is that they have antecedents from western 

theatre history. They were not necessarily revolutionary in terms of a 

progression of ideas of staging but rather they contradicted the bourgeois 
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practice of theatre production. Brecht and Neher therefore used features 

which were a part of theatre's heritage which later Brecht wrote into a 

theory of production. The work of Neher had a great influence on 

Brecht's productions and his theories for the theatre. It is interesting to 

note that in the first part of Brecht's career before 1949, he had less clear 

opinions on the scenographic features of production than he did later, 

after having worked with Neher for some time. In fact, during the time 

when he was writing his most consistent piece of theory, 'The Short 

Organon', Brecht was working with Neher on a production of Antigone 

at Chur. "Where Brecht's ideas end and Neher's begin is difficult to 

determine. Often, the Neher drawings are taken verbatim as a matrix 

into which the actors were placed. Directing credit was shared in the 

program." [Fuegi:1995,p.491] In both the use of visual images provided 

for rehearsal in a similar way to which we envisage using computer 

generated images, and in the recognition of the collaboration of the 

designer, Brecht was ahead of his time. The use of styles from all areas 

of human history and culture has long been practised for theatre 

production. In this respect the postmodem theory has just caught up 

with the ideas of pastiche and cliche which theatre has long practised. It 

is therefore no surprise that Brecht and Neher embarked on a production 

which used styles and practice from classical and Elizabethan theatre 

practice. "As a backdrop, Neher has a semicircle of screens covered in 

red rush matting. In front of the screens stood long pew like benches on 

which the cast sat waiting to come forward to play their roles, a device 

now widely used even in mainstream theater. There was no curtain. The 

acting area was marked by four posts on which hung the boiled skulls of 

freshly (sic) slaughtered horses. Props and masks were hung on a rack 

and taken down by the actors in the full view of the audience, another 

practice that would henceforth become widespread in contemporary 

theater. The production was starkly modem, but paradoxically, this very 

starkness echoed the bareness of the Elizabethan and classical Greek 

stage. The future of the modem stage drew on classical stage history." 
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[Fuegi: p.491] Whilst this legacy harked back to the Elizabethan and 

classical as Fuegi states, it was Brecht and Neher's use ofthis aesthetic 

which when translated to the late twentieth century, has made both the 

'bare stage' and the 'poor stage', recognisable staging forms and 

conventions, and it is these features which have mingled with new 

technologies and become reified. 

Initially, the mixture of seemingly opposing aspects of theatre 

scenography is contradictory, for what can the poor and bare stage have 

in common with the hi-tech world of much of world theatre? It is true 

that over the last 15 years, in particular, the staging of productions and 

theatre practice in general has begun to work with new and complex 

technologies which have encompassed all areas of scenography. These 

practices have allowed for experimentation outside the venue of 

performance for the scenographic team. In this way, the nature of the 

scenographic has become primary, as a formative and instructive tool for 

the creation of a text for the audience. In many senses the CAD 

technology has further enabled the process which Neher practised, of 

drawing scenes and initial impressions of the production to be used 

earlier in the rehearsal process and become part of the planning of a 

production. It has allowed practitioners to discuss the implications of 

environments and the atmospheres created, long before the final 

drawings are completed, with a visual resource that can be quickly 

changed. Hence, the value and the poetry of scenography can be 

constructed for each piece, and the practitioners can review the efficacy 

oftheir decisions in combination before agreeing to the final 'score' of 

the scenographic movement. The tautological way in which the 

technology has provided for both the detachment and involvement of the 

scenographic in a dramatic text, has helped strengthen the scenographic 

components and the role of design for theatre in general. 
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Moreover, the scenographic has been linked to the Aristotelian theories 

of emotionally moving an audience and it is this which has dominated 

the role ofthe scenographic in areas of spectacle. The return to an 

Aristotelian theory of theatre production during the late twentieth 

century has been similar to Brecht's journey from cool emotion, to the 

Aristotelian theory which he had originally repudiated. "What he 

realised in 1949 was that his long-time assumption - cool acting leads to 

cool audiences - was wrong. In a rapid about-face, he now 

acknowledged that an audience may become more emotionally involved 

by cool acting". [Fuegi: p.507] In addition, the significance of objects 

left the actor more frequently alone. "The actor suddenly appeared on 

stage on his own, with no furniture to mask him, props to help him; 

every gesture became significant and nothing is left as superfluous 

detail. The action, the plays subjected to this treatment became pared 

down, visible, significant." [Holland: 1978, p.26] The theory of 

semiotics has enunciated the polysemy of signs and as a consequence 

this has revealed the poetic of theatre performance, but semiotics has 

been unable to pinpoint this. Therefore, in part due to Brecht's 

influence, the scenography of a performance is no longer a formalist 

crucible for the expression of the literary text, it is a vital part of the 

dramatic text which forms a part of the homogeneous, without which the 

piece fails. The poetic of the scenographic cannot be distilled from the 

whole, it is intrinsic to performance and understanding, it carries the 

grain which Barthes identified, and the efficacy of 

performance. [Barthes: 1977 ,p.181] 

The recognition by Brecht, of the importance of Aristotelian theory has 

forced us to revisit classical practice once more with reference to the 

scenographic. "Aristotle's argument in the Poetics that marvellous 

effects can be more plausibly and decorously produced in epic, because 

drama has to cope with the impedimenta of material representation and 

with stricter criteria of credibility". [Tasso: 1973,p.15-16], is also 
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appropriate, as Tasso argues that tragedy and epic are the special 

province of the marvellous, with transformations or metamorphoses as a 

type of marvellous effect. This kind of credibility and the substance 

which Tasso implies, is less sort after in the contemporary theatre or at 

least has been more difficult to attain within the proscenium arch 

structure of much of British theatre. However, when scenography 

operates on the level of transformations of the stage space into numerous 

environments and atmospheres as pertained in classical theatre, the 

scenography must pertain to an epic nature. More importantly it must be 

linked to the poetic of the dramatic performance. The scenography then 

takes on a collaborative role with all other aspects of theatre production. 

Tasso's theory is appropriate for the work of Brecht and for the demise 

of the credibility of scenographic presentations, which are no longer 

restricted to the credible but the incredible, the marvellous effect without 

a poetic or epic purpose. 

However, these concerns are not only the provenance ofthe twentieth 

century. The rediscovery of The Poetics during the 16th century, 

stimulated discussion of Aristotelian literary theory. Ben Jonson's 

reference to the 'bodily part', the scenic machinery and visual spectacle 

designed by Inigo Jones, were couched in Aristotelian terms. Both he 

and Jones shared an Aristotelian aesthetic, although Jonson felt his 

writing was at odds with the presentation of Jones. However, this 

misunderstanding of the scenographic, by Jonson of Jones' designs, has 

been similar to the criticism of the scenographic in the late twentieth 

century. "The discription(sic)of a maske", represented a combined 

effect of poetry with the other art of music, dance and design, and the 

interaction of poetry and politics." "By changing the model of poetic 

invention from construction to inspiration, Campion replaces Jonson's 

Aristotelian doctrine of artifice and feigning with the Platonic idea of 

furor, poeticus."[Peacock:1991] "Just as the furor oflove corresponds to 

the beauty of Good, and indeed he contemplates beauty, and the furor of 
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prophets corresponds to truth, which announces and predicts; so the 

furor ofthe poet corresponds to symmetry, that is, to divine proportion 

and harmony with which everything is fiUed .... "[Segni:158l,p.407] 

Segni's comments are here very clear about a spatial content to the 

poetic. In much the same way Appia referred to the poetic as the 

essential which was beyond interpretation. The development of the 

metaphorical substance of scenography has become more and more 

dominant since the realisation, brought about in part by the work of 

Brecht and Neher, that the scenographic both directs the audience 

understanding and, "that his kind of staging could help audiences reach 

deeper levels of the Aristotelian elements of pity and fear than were 

reached by other directors." [Fuegi:1994,p.507] Again, this kind of 

practice was known before Brecht but was never articulated in quite the 

same way. The importance of the poetic, was expressed by Robert 

Edmond Jones who suggested what the nature of the scenographic 

should be, "The error lies in our conception of the theatre as something 

set aside for talents that are purely literary. As if the experience ofthe 

theatre had only to do with words! Our playwrights need to learn that 

plays are wrought, not written. There is something to be said in the 

theatre in terms of form and color and light that can be said no 

otherway."[Jones:1969, p.73-4] Jones identified the way in which plays 

during the twentieth century were beginning to be viewed and 

significantly he realised there was a need to identify the other 

contributors to the theatrical event. Jones describes what he feels to be 

intrinsic to theatrical production, notably for the scenographers to be 

responsive to the essence of a dramatic text, a feature which by using 

Barthes we could describe as the grain or the geno-text. "In the last 

analysis the designing of stage scenery is not the problem of an architect 

or a painter or a sculptor or even a musician, but of a poet ... J am 

speaking of a poetic attitude .... we may fairly speak of the art of stage 

designing as poetic, in that it seeks to give expression to the essential 

quality of a play rather than to its outward characteristics."[Jones; 
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p.77-78] Here he is clearly discussing the nature of theatre as possibly 

relying on the pheno-text, the "outward characteristics." This clearly 

identifies the major change which has occurred in contemporary theatre 

scenography, the potential view of theatre productions as solely 

commodities. Where the ideology of 'essence' has now been superceded 

by the notion of 'concept', which we use as interchangeable terms to 

encapsulate the literary text's intention. This abstraction for theatre, as 

for the poet writing a sonnet, is the concise but clear evaluation of 

emotion and atmosphere and it is this which moves the audience most. 

"The poetic conception of stage design bears little relation to the 

accepted convention of realistic scenery in the theatre ... .In the theatre the 

actual thing is never the exciting thing. Unless life is turned into art on 

the stage it stops being alive and goes dead." [Jones, p.82] we do not 

applaud reality. "By draining the theatre of its literalness they are giving 

it back to imagination again."[Jones, p.71] This may be an inexorable 

feature of the consumer society in which we live. As a consequence the 

technology which has aided the replication of "outward characteristics" 

can potentially diminish the poetic and in some cases it has. The 

reification of certain scenographic styles and environments is most 

naturally occurring now in this century, as the specific functions of the 

scenography are suppressed in favour of the aesthetic. "Poetic reference 

differs from informational reference in that its relationship to reality is 

weakened in favor of its semantic linkage with context. In poetry the 

practical functions of language, that is, the representative, expressive, 

and appellative functions, are subordinated to the aesthetic function, 

which makes the sign itself the center of attention." [Mukarovsky:p.162] 

The commodification of theories of semiotics in highlighting the 

importance of objects, which can be expressed as particular features of 

scenographic presentation, and the commodification of the 'brechtian', 

have thus both reified the forms they have been used to explain and they 

have been used as a means to achieve the mass production of theatre. As 

the signs have been recognised as polysemic, so the designs have 
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become more proscriptive. As some late twentieth century scenography 

has tried to proscribe meaning, so a concept system of presentation has 

resulted, perhaps in the knowledge (from theoretical discourse) of the 

proliferation of meaning, and as an attempt to dictate a meaning to the 

audience. An Inspector Calls in this frame, becomes an attempt by the 

scenographic team to present a meaning. However, an increase in 

concept productions once more eliminates the audience from an 

intellectual participation in the event and suggests a strong authorial 

VOIce. 

Even the musical Time, was able to provoke activity in the audience. It 

was perhaps unsuccessful in most critics' eyes in creating the outer 

space world of science fiction, however, unsuccessful theatre and bad 

performance, do not refute the meaning inherent in the form even though 

this production owed much to performing technology. One hegemony 

of Time would be that the theatricalization was a meaningful 

representation of the society we lived in, and the poetic value understood 

by the audience was the use of technology for capital gains, which was 

most evocative of the 1980s in the UK. The allegory comes directly 

from the theatricalization rather than any intended meaning from the 

traditional authors; writer, director, performer. Whilst some 

scenography has fallen into the trap of simply translating the literary 

text into the three-dimensional, the most evocative and, therefore, most 

poetic scenography is that which gives jouissance and incorporates the 

grain of the text. In performing the theatricalization, the scenography 

also makes continual reference to the theatre, the place, and the artifice 

and so clearly justifies its nature as being effective in achieving 

Verfremdungseffeckt. We are never of the belief that this is reality. The 

Brechtian ideal has been achieved, and the audience are empowered. 

However, through semiotics and technology, the form has been given 

status as a communicator and therefore the creator of meaning. The 
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status of additional authors is diminished by the notion that finding the 

meaning is impossible and as such is irreducible from the event or 

performance. Especially when the theory of the audience's involvement 

has also determined the need for clues in visual presentation. "In the 

theatre the spectators' imagination is able to supply that which is left 

unsaid. It is this mystery and the desire to solve it which draw so many 

people to the theatre." [Edward Braun: 1969, p.25] Scenography of the 

late twentieth century has tried to fulfil all of these criteria. In doing so 

late twentieth century theatre has reached a climax of evocation of the 

absolute illusion, whilst equally destroying that illusion. We show the 

mechanisms and expose engineering in the form of hydraulics and 

revolves to the indulgence of performance theatricality. The illusion and 

anti-illusion are part of the theatricality, and as has been illustrated 

above, the appropriateness of this is dependant on the truth and poetic of 

the event. In Craig's work we see the abstraction of scenic elements 

condensed into a concise and suggestive statement where spectacle 

becomes a cohesive unit. But the revealing of some mechanisms in 

twentieth century theatre has become part of a scenic language derived 

from a theory of the stage which is no longer relevant. The modus 

operandi has a role in performance but it is entirely different from that 

initially intended by Brecht. We applaud the imaginative use of 

technologies but the resultant standardisation of stage effects, which 

comes from the over use of such decor is quite naturally, less than 

imaginative and the dangers of its repetition have not been fully 

comprehended. Therefore, "What we stand for is not separatism of art 

but the autonomy of the aesthetic function" "But the poetic function, 

'poeticity', is, as the 'formalists' stressed, an element sui generis, one 

that cannot be mechanically reduced to other elements". [Jakobson 

p.174] Thus, the reproduction in a mechanical fashion ofthat which was 

once the essence, or as Barthes' suggests, is the grain, limits the essence 

and limits the audience involvement, so contradicting the need for 

involvement and critical awareness on the part of the audience, which 
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was expressed as necessary by Brecht. It is not an intellectual challenge 

to the audience but a recognition and celebration of the technology. In 

the raw first meeting of the style, it is the phenotype which when over 

used, as with the cliche, allows reproduction but does not allow a 

re-reading. The flattening out of production styles and values into 

'perfection' represented by high production values, leaves the audience 

with the performance of technique and not a poetic. The paradox is 

painful because it implies the need for 'poor' production values, 

however, what is really implied is the need for a truth of purpose within 

production rather than the commodification of styles, which have been 

learnt from theoretical writings, and theatre practitioners prose. 

The reification of specific theatre styles is due in part therefore to the 

commodification of theory. In part the technology has allowed the 

reproduction of style as a commodity, and formalist practice has 

popularised 'methods' of theatre production. Unfortunately, the 

shopping for style and design is an inevitable product of both consumer 

and society. 
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Conclusion 

What is theatre? What kind of a question is this to be asking in a thesis 

on British Theatre Scenography, and in the conclusion! 'A theatre', 'the 

theatre', 'theatre', all have different connotations. We speak of 

connections and reflections by which an audience can see different 

attitudes and aspects of contemporary issues. However, 'a theatre' refers 

to a building, 'the theatre' refers to a form, and 'theatre' a political state. 

This mix oflabels which inevitably interfere with one another, the nature 

of the object and its making, becomes philosophically challenging. 

Theatre can be used to subvert, as a counter culture to other forms, such 

as television and film, and to the stagnant static forms of theatre itself. It 

is critical of culture and of itself. In the late twentieth century the 

increasingly fluid nature of the boundaries between high and low culture 

and art forms, has to some extent been encouraged by other forms, in 

particular television and film, and in contrast bourgeois theatre is 

endeavouring to hold out against becoming a part of this mass culture. 

This resistance at one end of the theatre spectrum and the compliance 

which theatre has, in the past, shown towards mass culture and being 

considered a part of popular culture, is raising questions about its form, 

construction and meaning. In the 1980s resistance to the idea of theatre 

as a mass cultural form, was achieved by dismissing the popular as 

spectacle, and many critics did not celebrate the raised profile of the 

theatre experience and the increased attendance at the theatre. In the 

1990s there is the inevitable fin de siecle pressure, which is making the 

establishment jittery and many theatre institutions have been instructed 

to become popular or die. The recent instruction from the Minister for 

Culture, Chris Smith [1998] to the management of The Royal Opera 

House and his subsequent enquiry into the amalgamation of the English 

National Opera and the Royal Opera, illustrate these political intentions. 
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Intentions which are responding to a need and call for popular culture, 

rather than the continued support of an elite's concerns. 

In this thesis I have endeavoured to show how, in part, the funding issues 

of the late twentieth century have changed our perceptions and the 

aesthetics of what we expect both at the theatre and of the theatre. 

Having decided that spectacle may be necessary for emotional and 

meaningful contact with the audience, and that this is a good thing; that 

scenography cannot be reduced from the whole of what we term theatre 

and that capitalism is here to stay; the questions which are raised for the 

scenographer and scenographic team relate to the nature of how we see 

theatre. If it is a product made by many people for an even greater 

number to see, should theatre scenography be a continual presentation of 

packaged object? Ifwe accept this as the nature ofthe form 'theatre', in 

the late twentieth century, then we have begun to respond to it in a 

similar manner, as we respond to religion; where the story varies little 

and methods of presentation rely on belief rather than intrinsic meaning. 

In this respect the ceremony becomes simply a repetition of what works. 

It is the ultimate in reified object and to a large extent scenography can 

aid this, resulting in the further commodification of the scenography and 

the theatre. 

The points I wish to raise in this conclusion stem from concerns about 

the nature of stagnation and the use of scenography to perpetuate the 

status quo, when in truth scenography is an area which has enabled a 

freedom of form for a theatre, the theatre and, theatre. 

We are currently questioning what theatre buildings should be and how 

they should be constructed. This is typified by a debate about whether 

fly towers on existing theatre buildings should be demolished! "The 

latest Arts Council statement likely to cause blood pressure to rise 

concerns an impending review of the need for flytowers since the 
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Council feels there are opposing views and consequently questions the 

value of the high cost of such structures. Whilst it is true that modem 

scenic design rarely incorporates flying as part of the experience, it 

seems to me to be undemocratic in the least to restrict designers to a 

static or electronic experience. I am tempted to suggest that only a few 

years ago we would have been criticised for not considering a fly tower". 

[Walne:1998, p.64] The very fact that there is such a discussion, 

suggests that the nature of the object or product 'theatre' has changed 

quite substantially and the destruction of theatre fly towers implies the 

many and varied ways in which theatre productions are staged beyond 

the proscenium stages which are contained within most of our repertory 

theatres. 

Ultimately the lack of rules, an almost chaotic theatre, will help a theatre 

evolve which does inevitably form a counter culture. As with most 

counter cultures, and the irony of the counter culture of the 1960s and 

1970s, and the radical nature and anti-establishment politics of these 

forms, are that they are frequently funded 'by' the establishment. This 

situation, however, may never be resolved but it does not mean the 

culture was not 'counter' to that ofthe 'establishment' at some point in 

its life. The narrative imperatives that present themselves during the 

creation of an art form, and which are present in the creation of theatre in 

particular, are its regularity of production - it is not necessarily chaotic 

but the 'system' of creation is extremely hard to determine. 

Throughout this century there has been a tussle over power; power in 

respect of who controls the meaning of theatre. Expressionist and Epic 

theatre used built-in effects of self-conscious theatricality and devices of 

ironic distancing, which have put the audience in the special position of 

authority. The involvement of the audience has allowed them to reflect 

on public affairs and judge a 'meaning' ofthis thing called theatre. The 

play and the performance are indivisible, as I have tried to show, and the 
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preoccupations with spectacle and of the fears raised by it, both from 

critics and playwrights, become the preoccupations of the audience of 

this period. In much the same way there is a general lament of the lack 

of poetry in our material world of the late twentieth century, and this has 

also tended to threaten who we felt we were, and has made us question 

the characteristics we were presenting. In this respect then, there are 

parallels with concerns at the beginning of this century. Tretyakov noted 

that, "the results of the 'October Revolution of the Theatre' were nil: 

"The confrontation of 'life' and 'art' is over. What is left are 

confrontations between different styles within 'art'. Theatre has returned 

to its channels, constructions have become decent wooden sets, and 

biomechanics a peculiar kind of plastic movement."[Kleberg:1993, 

p.115] The similarities between the bourgeois theatre presentations in 

many of our theatre buildings and the diminishing resonance of physical 

theatre as a political statement, have similarities to Tretyakov's analysis 

ofpost-1917 Russian theatre. 

"The theatre thrashes around in its little box and cannot get out. No help 

is to be had here from masters of ceremonies, strolls out among the 

audience, performances 'out in the provinces', topical interpolations in 

the text or other such sallies on the part of the actor, walled in as he is by 

the footlights. 

"Attempts have been made to explode the theatre 'from within'. In vain. 

The expert dynamiters conscientiously expended their supplies of 

dynamite - but the result was unexpected: 

Instead of an explosion, a brilliant pyrotechnical display glorifying that 

same bastion of theatricality (cf. Meyerhold's 'The Forest', Tairov's 

'The Storm', etc.). 

But must the theatre be blown up? Let it stand as a monument to art and 

olden times. 
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The new theatricality is taking shape without it and outside it - not in 

speciallitlle theatre boxes, but in the midst of the spectators - in the 

clubs! 

Of course, not on the old club stages straining to imitate the 'real' 

theatres, but in our new clubs that are free of academic traditions. 

Here there are no plays - there are only scenarios. 

Not topical interpolations, but a thoroughly topical text. 

Not 'contact' between actor and people, but a blood relationship. 

Not the pinning-up of agitational pennants, but a single agitational task. 

Not causuistic motivation of why Ostrovsky is useful to the people, but 

clear ultilitarianism. 

Not props, but reality. 

Not the amusing fireworks of the unfortunate dynamiters, but the living 

fire of modem theatricality. 

The new club has allies in the theatrical world: the circus and the variety 

stage. 

They have what it needs. 

It is through their water of life that the old theatre man will rediscover 

his youth. 

But remember the fairy tale? 

'The tsar jumped into the pot and was cooked. 

But Ivanushka the fool came out of the pot handsome and wise.' [Osip 

Brik:1924, p.22] 

The reification of spectacle has incurred a preponderance of these 

preoccupations and it is clear that theatre can be a timely commentator of 

culture. The number of threads which are interwoven within a single 

play in performance and its elasticity is to be celebrated. However, this 

can only perpetuate if the mix is continued, and not replicated to savour 

the thirst of capitalist structures of production which at present run our 

system of funding and which are becoming the more important 
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preoccupations of theatre artists, rather than a search for a truth, magic 

and sense of reason which human beings wrestle with, and which theatre 

as a form, is very good at expressing. The political power of the maker 

of the Art is linked to their understanding of their purpose as artists. This 

may go some way to explain the recent withdrawal of permission by 

Alan Parker, for the National Youth Theatre to produce his production of 

Bugsy Malone. Parker said he was proud of the film and did not want 

other productions to detract from his work by not fully understanding the 

nature of the material.[The Guardian: 18th April, 1998] In a similar way 

Joan Littlewood has always refused rights to the RNT and RSC to 

produce Oh What a Lovely War. The RNT have recently got around her 

stipulations by producing it as a national tour, which of course admits 

her intention that the work is not placed in a bourgeois environment 

where its meaning is diluted. The struggle by these individuals to retain 

ownership of their work because of its political potency requires changes 

in how we see the theatrical text. If the struggle is no longer there we are 

in danger of producing a stagnant tradition which is simply played out 

almost as a religious service. Whilst the dialectical nature of 

scenography has increased, its aesthetic has become fetishized in the 

same way as most religions 'play out' what is successful for their 

message. The religious festival in the catholic church in Spain, which 

results in thousands of people walking in procession, in costume, 

carrying items of celebration and in particular, large platforms of 

recognisable tableaux, lit by candles and smelling of heady incense 

might lead one to believe, that theatrical spectacle is best achieved 

beyond the theatre walls; without professional actors but with willing 

participants and scenography. The whole event is choreographed, 

structured and designed to affect an emotional response, we know our 

part and can react in some sense by autosuggestion. It has a universality 

of approach and an attraction which is linked to the meaning that the 

whole theatrical event has for the participants. This event has a 

nostalgic attraction which concerns a sense of togetherness, community 

213 



and mission; common aim. This is how spectacle can work. However, 

the attraction to nostalgic events is one of the problems of the late 

twentieth century theatre, that repeats such designed features. This is 

similar to way that the gratuitous use of technology, the flashing of 

expensive lighting before a dazzled public can emit the response from 

the audience of, 'how did they do that?' Those questions also arise when 

we view the Thames Barrier, or the Sears Tower: feats of engineering 

which are amazing to wonder at, and by their existence celebrate human 

activity. However, Scenography is not about construction or the 

celebration of engineering techniques, if it becomes that as part of the 

theatrical event then something 'other' is happening to the audience. 

They are passive celebrants of human activity rather than active 

spectators in the event. They witness the extra-ordinary, not the 

spectacular. They do not experience the poetry possible in theatrical 

performance because the poem does not exist. 

Over the last seven years during which I have been compiling my 

research, attitudes in the theatre profession towards technology have 

changed quite considerably. Initially, technology was seen as radical and 

to be feared, now however, it has been realised that the technology is all 

part of a further experimentation. Sometimes this has positive effects, 

sometimes negative and there is now a clearer understanding of how one 

can relate to technology. An example of this was the Association of 

British Theatre Technicians'(ABTT) trip to The Lyceum theatre in 

London, to view both the theatre building and the production of Jesus 

Christ Superstar. The production was reported as being reminiscent of a 

particular style of design, in this case John Napier's and a revival of his 

design for Nicholas Nickleby. In addition the technology was dismissed 

as being, "Drottingholm with motors". [ABTT:1998] What this 

illustrates, is how when we know what works we use it, and as both 

productions had the same designer the fear of plagiarism is merely the 

recognition of a designers' style, and use of pragmatics rather than the 
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deterioration of the theatrical practice. The contradictions inherent in the 

use of certain theories, practices and their heritage, is in fact the only 

way in which any art form does not become reified; as it is by the use of 

a variety of style, politics and philosophy that something different is 

achieved. [Adomo:1984; Luldcs:1971] This is a clearer analysis of 

technology as a means to an end, rather than the 'knee-jerk'reaction, 

which technology received in the 1980s. This realisation of what 

technology is, has calmed the belief that technology is the downfall of 

new writing. The lack of empirical evidence to prove that new plays are 

now less culturally penetrative than in the 1960s and 1970s, is ultimately 

divisive. We do know, however, that in economic terms buildings and 

institutions of theatre feel it is more viable to produce a large 

technological event, rather than a new play, whether it, as Phyllis Nagy 

suggested, deals with, "the collapse of our collective bravery", or deals 

with, "violent sexual practices, drug taking and general 

nihilism."[Michael Coveney: 1997] The principals of pleasure which are 

involved in the making of the popular, and the spectacular, which behove 

the audience to use their imagination as another tool in the production of 

theatre, are no longer a part of philosophical discussion about theatre. 

Philosophical discussion has become an accepted premise by which 

theatre works. The involvement of the audience to this extent, using 

their imaginations, as Appia suggested, must however be utilised with 

care. It must veer away from the commodification of reified examples of 

an Art which will limit imagination, and lead to stagnation. It is the 

mass production of theatre which leads to stagnation, in the same sense 

that repeated activities used in other theatrical arenas offer an event, 

whose meaning in the sense of a radical statement of human existence is 

never different from the accepted practice, hence the comparison with 

religious festivals, the reified product. As in other ages the repetition of 

form produces a bourgeois theatre. 
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Therefore, a social and emotional response to action (theatre production) 

and the staging of objects has in turn influenced scenography. For 

example in the sense that the character feels this and so would have 

thaL.but what if the character has that because that is what people have? 

Ultimately, the practice of theatre is not simply a theatrical art but 

necessarily a political one. 

There is then a need to rethink what we mean by performance in the 

1980s and after. The high academic formalisms of semiotics and 

deconstruction, have sought to expose and dismantle the dominant 

system of representation, however, they too have become a part ofthe 

Art. In any event a political discourse cannot satisfy an aesthetic theory 

of textuality at its politically weakest, "which doesn't acknowledge its 

involuntary regeneration of the same subject of history, the same family 

drama of capitalist culture, that it has declared defunct."[Birringer:1991, 

p.171] However, if Birringer is correct how can Art ever rebel against 

it's parents and it's heritage? 

David Edgar's belief that socialism would come from the theatre of the 

Royal Court does have some credence, when we consider this as where 

Brecht was disseminated for the British. However, the politics of the 

Royal Court was and is always aesthetic because of both its catchment 

area and its self awareness, "a great deal of writing, acting, and directing 

talent is given a 'socialist' reason for deserting the working class and 

settling down to experimenting with 'the upending of received forms' for 

the cosmopolitan cultural elite, whether in The Warehouse or Manhattan 

Theatre Club." [[McGrath: 1979, p.54] This is a fair criticism which 

seems to have resonance in the late twentieth century, for companies 

who are reinventing the use of style and it's value. 

A preoccupation with style and in particular expressionism, (which 

comes from the need for originally the artist Van Gogh to express 

himself with force), has driven theatre to be reflective, concentrating on 

expreSSIOn. "The abiding secret of dramatic interpretation lies in its 
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'style', the way of seeing of writer, player or spectator, and style is the 

one ingredient, it must be supposed, which a play and its performance 

should ideally have in common, since it is the sine qua non of dramatic 

communication."[lL.Styan: 1981, p.1] The confluence of style and 

content, as expressed here by Styan, expresses what was striven for in 

the early 1980s. However, the problems of over stylisation and the 

inherent detraction from the human detail due to the zealous pursuit of it, 

has to be admitted. In particular the theatre has been stripped of 

sentimentality, although the appropriation of style has actually enabled a 

sentimental use of anti-romantic features, which themselves are then 

reified. The subjectivity encouraged by early expressionism especially 

in the form ofStrindberg's The Ghost Sonata required a similar style of 

design and staging. However, the delving into the consciousness of 

human beings has, in the latter part of the twentieth century, been 

dispensed with. Many of the new plays of the 1990s are depicting our 

actuality, the here and now, for example with Shopping and Fucking, 

The Hare Trilogy, Lights, Amy's View and the re-stagings of 

Shakespeare and other classic texts, most notably Robert Lepage's 

Elsinore. Lars Kleberg is again useful here as he expresses the shifting 

ground which has changed theatre practice throughout this century, "the 

maj or shift of emphasis that occurred in the latter half of the 1920s from 

director to actor, from production to text, and, of course, from politics to 

psychology ."[Kleberg: 1993, p.114] The expression of the psychological 

stage has been enabled through many changes in scenography, most 

particularly lighting design, which can bind themes rather than simply 

illuminate the environment from a naturalistic stance. The poetic of this 

drama has been found but not transcended. It's currency is diminished 

perhaps, because the profound and subjective investigations have 

become more prosaic, as is suggested by the subject matter of the 

modem plays quoted above. "The poetics of the moment are found in 

the relevant drama mode for and of its time and not simply regurgitated 

as form." [Stallybrass & White: 1986, p.201] 
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Signification, metaphor, denotation and connotation, aesthetics and 

modem criticism must use an aesthetic model because of the dislocation 

of political purpose in the making of theatre. As with New Socialism, 

neatly coined the 'third way', we have a less polemical Art form. So 

scenography involves pragmatic problem solving. It is architectural in 

process, but these pragmatics have shifted some of the theatre forms of 

the twentieth century, back to the nineteenth century. In 'The Theory 

and Practice of Political Theatre', John McGrath talks of the political 

practice which was being dislocated, "presenting a theatre of 

classes" ... "Lets talk about theatre that has as its base a recognition of 

capitalism as an economic system which produce classes; that sees the 

betterment of human life for all people in the abolition of classes and of 

capitalism;". [[McGrath: 1979, p.43] McGrath links the important 

features of the economic structure with the need for self-expression. He 

suggests that there is an uneven development of the emergent, which is 

not present in modem theatre production and the way in which emergent 

practice becomes assimilated, McGrath highlighted, is the inherent 

problem of opposition as a novelty, "appropriated in production by the 

very ideology they set out to oppose." [McGrath: 1979, p.46] In 

addition, McGrath highlights the problems of over use, which are 

problems which resonate for the theatre of the 1980s, "Effect for effect's 

sake can lead to trivialization". [[McGrath: 1979, p.54] This is perhaps a 

clearer articulation of the damnation of technology which occurred in the 

1980s. A reaction to this was to present physical objects on stage which 

left the actor alone and not masked or enveloped by a naturalistic set 

which exposed and freed the actor. In this expression the actors presence 

and activity is primary, nothing is left to superfluous detail and so all 

detail has meaning. This deconstruction emerged from the expressionist 

form and has enabled the theory of semiotics to be applied to theatre 

performance, for without this opposition it would not have emerged, as 

there would not have been a need to describe the significant objects in 
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the theatre space. This in turn has tended to make us explore theatre 

performance as a series of separate texts; that of the actor, voice and 

body; that of the scenic environment; that of the social strata within 

which it sits. In reverting to the view that theatre is a collection of texts 

rather than 'theatre' being seen as a means of production, we are led to 

an acceptance of the most reactionary structures, which are at the core of 

our theatre funding system. The problems of the authentic document of 

a text for the theatre can lead to it being a record of stagnant forms, 

caused in some senses by the notation of Scenography. The literary 

publication paradoxically restricts us to re-staging. Stagnation occurs 

when RSC and RNT productions are copied as the reified practice, which 

is notated in the text published by these companies. So whilst we may 

wish to have the notation of the complete production, as by doing this it 

recognises the value of that which is presented, or at least suggests it's 

value, in actual fact it diminishes the value of the theatre, as it goes 

against the nature of the form. This is not a reinterpretation, but a 

re-staging. The open Text which allows audience engagement, aids 

participation, the reverse achieves consumption and if such texts are used 

to produce the reified product then the Text is closed - ready to be 

consumed. 

The archived objects from theatre inevitably become fraught with 

political connotations, as the notated theatre signification is linked to a 

political conception. However, the reification of the scenography in the 

form of the model, as a piece of iconography to be studied later in an 

attempt to illuminate the sociological and historical context of a 

production, is extremely different from analysing the nature of the 

scenography and its impact on a particular performance. For instance in 

the work of Robert Wilson, such distinctions become academic. 

"Wilson, our latter-day Fitzcaraldo who brings the new opera to the 

jungle of cities (the twelve - hour fragment, designed as a collaboration 

between theatres in Cologne, Rotterdam, Marseille, Rome, Tokyo, and 
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Minneapolis, was scheduled for the Olympic Arts Festival in Los 

Angeles but failed to secure sufficient sponsorship), is perhaps the most 

typical example of an emerging elite of designers, composers, and 

visual/performing artists that meets the interests of major cultural 

institutions in rebuilding the aura of "avant-garde" performance on a 

very large scale, involving the glamour of high risks and high budgets 

and the full range of commodity tie-ins (sale of books, posters, records, 

video cassettes, T-shirts, touring exhibitions and so forth) available to 

efficient "art world" marketing machinery." [Birringer: 1991, p.171-73] 

We have returned to the, "image of high art, and with it the patriarchal 

mythology of the "masterwork" (Einstein on the Beach?), while coopting 

a host of culture industrial forms into material support for its 

production." [Birringer: 1991 ,p.173] However self-referentiality has led 

to the end of any coherent viewpoint or subjectivity, "of any 

epistemology arranged in spatial terms and dependent on distinctions 

between subject and object, the real and the imaginary, the body and its 

projections". [Birringer: 1991, p.174-175] For the inter-textual 

presentation resists the spectator rather than admit their imagination. 

"And yet, the question of how one listens to Wilson's architectural 

abstractions is redeterminable (and not determined) precisely through the 

obvious ideological contradictions built into the scenario ofthe CIVIL 

warS, into its imaginary "Prussian history" that ends with a hysterical 

epilogue on the History of Mankind during which we are offered 

undifferentiated images of mythical, anthropomorphic, historical, and 

literary figures. Sound begins to fill the air, furiously, signifying 

nothing. The "Snow Owl" screeches (Hopi prophecies, as the program 

indicates), the "Earth Mother" mutters a Grecian fairy tale, "King Lear" 

quotes himself, speaking to the blind ("Look with thine ears ... "), and a 

tall black shape that looks like Abe Lincoln recites Ecclesiastes in Latin; 

"tempus est". Blackout. 
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"It is impossible not to notice the strange disproportion between the 

technical design of this "holographic" scene and the total emptiness of its 

content. The recovery of a social content implies reconceiving the 

ambivalent relationship between the theatrical body of the actor and the 

technological representations by which it is hollowed 

out." [Birringer: 1991, p.178-179] The possibilities enabled by theatre 

expression, are gutted from the theatre, and its body dispensed with. 

Rather than use fetishes as the means of production, we actually need to 

experiment with, "the transformable theatricality of body and voice in 

real space-time - and thus addressing the actually changing conditions of 

representation/or social subjects that we experience today." 

[Birringer:1991, p180] In looking beyond the technologically sublime, 

artists like Pina Bausch have learnt that the medium is not the message 

and if theatre wishes to survive it must resist the masculinist aesthetic of 

a new "technological sublime" [Lyotard: 1984]. Peter Sellars suggests 

that this can be done by a reinvention and in tum a re-staging of theatre 

works. This reinvention may be another technological dream which 

allows an 'avant garde' fantasy and which we are already familiar with; 

stagnation may still persist when theatre is no longer effecting or radical, 

merely whinging with a pretence to meaning and resonance, for example 

in Shopping and Fucking and Lights, which at the end of the 

performances make one want to ask, 'So?'. However, theatre is a 

continual presentation of packaged object and over centuries we have 

had phases when it has been more or less accentuated. Can it be avoided 

or should it? The theatre of the present is very safe and middle class. 

The diversification and disruption of this audience, can only occur when 

theatre wishes to be more inclusive of the society it 'plays' within. 

The flourishing of theatre arts has been proved to not necessarily need to 

be housed in theatre buildings which are a safe haven for the 

middle-classes and this has been due, in part, to the triumph of touring 

theatre companies in a variety of different spaces. The financial support 
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that theatre buildings may have received up until now is beginning to be 

questioned, not least because of the cost of maintenance but also in the 

hope of reawakening civic pride, and thereby including private money 

for the maintenance of such buildings. The dependency of buildings on 

large grants, has been thrown into relief by the number of projects which 

have received funding all over the country, of both professional and 

amateur companies performing very different and varied theatrical 

experiences. [Arts Council of England: 1998] Drama and theatre has 

flourished but not necessarily in the places where it has been 

traditionally housed. Ironically, this has also been due, in part, to the 

nature of new technologies. Their flexibility, and transportability has 

enabled open spaces to be converted into theatre environments, or 

non-traditional theatre buildings to provide spectacular and moving 

theatrical experiences for a variety of audiences. It is in these areas of 

the community, who are involved in theatre and drama, where the threat 

to the bourgeois theatre of the West End is to be found, where the staid 

productions of the national companies, who no longer speak to the 

vibrant, young and the politically astute have little credence. Alien 

objectives have taken hold of the majority of building based companies, 

for reasons which are obvious given the rather narrow funding structures 

which are permitted in the United Kingdom. 

Younger companies who constitute from students of theatre and 

elsewhere, are beginning to question these rather narrow boundaries of 

definition which gave companies in the 1960s and 1970s, a political 

identity. These new companies want to provide a number of styles of 

theatre/drama; they wish to perform to a variety of targeted 

constituencies, young or old, theatre in education or community theatre, 

full length play or postmodern collage of a disrupted world; performed in 

a pub, in a school or in a traditional theatre space. This is the theatrical 

real politic of the fin de siecl6, and funding bodies must restructure the 

pigeonholes to accommodate the differing performance patterns, as the 
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then Arts Council of Great Britain had to respond in the 1960s and 

1970s. At present such companies must endeavour to be project funded, 

if funded at all. It is a hand to mouth existence but pressure to suggest 

an 'alternative theatre' and pressure to change the definitions ofthe 

theatrical, could elicit a vibrant, plural, and instructive time in the 

theatre, which may in fact be had by a far wider audience than has yet 

been imagined. Instead of creating companies which specialise we have 

the ability, having trained so many students in the multiplicity of choices 

available in the performing arts, to create companies of multi-skilled and 

multi-talented artists, who can see relationships between art forms and 

performance styles which will enrich the next wave of theatre in the 

twenty first century. The "immanent processes in which man is as much 

object as he is agent for creativity", need to be 

facilitated. [Altieri: 1973,p.608] Such interrelationships of forms of 

performance and constituencies, would negate the damage done by the 

rise of capitalist ideology within the performing arts and would result in 

a 'rebirth of drama', after the empty formalism of the late 1980s and 

1990s. A theatre of immediacy could be asserted which in Steven 

Conner's terms would be, "the presence of performance against the 

inauthenticity of representation". [Connor: 1989,p.154] The organisation 

of the Arts in general and theatre in particular, must not be allowed to 

diminish the endeavours of artists, with Art controlled by the ruling 

class, "the plaything of (corporate) patrons whose relation to culture is 

less one of noble obligation than of overt manipulation - of art as a sign 

of power, prestige, publicity." [Foster: 1985, p.6] In this hegemony of 

late twentieth century theatre the controllers and critics have 

simultaneously refuted technology and then embraced those same 

technologies. This illustrates quite clearly the power of capital in the 

manipulation of cultural forms. However, whether the special needs of 

the intellectual will ever meet the social needs of the community, is a 

coincidence Habermas discussed without coming to any clear 

conclusion. [Bernstein: 1985, ppI61-75] The distinctions between high 
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art and mass culture have already become blurred and with luck and 

political will, this can be sustained. As a direct consequence of this 

blurring of the borders, the plurality of events which can be described as 

theatrical has multiplied in the late twentieth century and the impetus for 

this explosion has been an expansion in the number of theatre practices, 

which are used to produce a particular event. The techniques of 

production may involve work-shopping, improvisation, and the creation 

of texts from image stimuli or from scenographic information. The 

appreciation of the scenography of theatre performance, has aided this 

practice by highlighting the relevance of the scenographic to the 

performance text and hence, fine artists have become interested in the 

performative nature of their Art, not just its exhibition and galleries have 

begun to explore the nature of theatrical presentation for art objects. [1] 

The discussion which the study of British Theatre Scenography in late 

twentieth century has provoked must recognise the continually shifting 

ground and it is part of an ongoing cultural process, the poetic of which 

changes with the culture and theoretical procedures which are prevalent. 

Spectacle which occurs on the streets is mediated, it's intention is for the 

ceremony to reinforce the ideology, the spectators and performers are not 

required to be critical or inquiring of the event, the scenography is used 

to reinforce the intention. However, at no time does spectacle lack 

intention although it can lack the need to provoke a distanced objectivity 

in its audience, as perhaps Meyerhold best illustrated and his work 

provoked ideas on, "the nature of the theatrical audience and its modes of 

reception." [Kleberg:I993, pII8] Ultimately, the poetic of scenography 

cannot be extricated from the total theatre event, once the audience has 

viewed that event, as when the poem is finished, the resonant 

images/lines continue to reverberate. Although, it could be used to 

express the dominant ideology. The social and moral expediency of 

theatre has diminished and Tairov's statement about Russian theatre post 
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-1920 is perhaps more relevant to our situation in the late twentieth 

century, "Theatre is theatre." [Kleberg: 1993,p.l17] Where that theatre is 

seen as a luxury and market forces have altered attitudes about the 

projects that are, and should be created, there have been many examples 

of commodification. These projects have added to the theatre of illusion, 

as artistic directors have listened to market forces which have urged the 

production of unified sets and unitary meanings for the sale of the 

unitary product. In this sense the deus ex machina has had a different 

use from that of Greek classical theatre. It is therefore, the context of 

technology which is important, as this determines the use of 

manipulation and play, where both the pre-interpreted and the poetic of 

scenography can define the work that becomes reified. The recognition 

offeatures·from theory as useful images, identifies the possibility for 

manipulation of a large group of people, the audience. As theory 

suggests that if experimented with, and practised then a particular effect 

will have been achieved. The reification of these features for 

commercial reasons must be realised by the audience, in order that they 

are not duped, as both Barthes and Brecht feared. Where such features 

of presentation have become fetishes assimilated as conventions which 

express a certain type of production, then such productions become 

formal expressions of those theories, which are then mediated through 

the individual viewer, even if only satta voce. The poetic is only created 

if the form has a particular resonance to the text. Quite naturally then, 

this text becomes a poetic for interpretation by the audience, and not the 

theorist. If the features of the form are recognisable to the audience as a 

repeated form without resonance to the text, then the scenography plays 

the part of packaging and no poetic is created. The irreducible concept of 

the Scenographic text has become reduced, a bolt on extra which pertains 

to a theory but no longer resonates with the original intention. 

Invariably, our audiences are able to recognise such packaging. 
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Whilst the capitalist structure of theatre and the rather narrow field 

which this market has created, has resulted in specific aesthetics which 

are used in commercial theatre by both the public and private sector, to 

sell the product, the breadth of influence which visual theatre has had on 

the literary text for theatre, has resulted in a renaissance of interest which 

will hopefully concentrate attention on what, broadly speaking, all these 

theatre events provide for society. Optimistically, it is to be hoped that 

theatre as an art form can playa large part in the regeneration of late 

twentieth century society. Simply in terms of economics, investment in 

theatre can provide a plethora of employment and multiply those 

industries which benefit from our entertainment of one another. Certainly 

the Objective 1 projects funded by the European Union will result in an 

expansion of artistic buildings, for example in Bradford the Photography, 

Television and Film Centre, and funded by the National Lottery and 

private finance, the Millennium Dome. As value for money, theatre is a 

proven area which is worth expanding. Such investment might result in 

a greater concentration on what theatre-makers may wish to say to 

theatre-viewers, through meaningful spectacle. This must involve a 

discussion of how we relate to Art, and more generally what we see it's 

function and value to be in late twentieth century society. The number 

of projects submitted to the Millennium Office for consideration 

illustrates the enormous output of artists in the community, who 

recognise this initiative as an opportunity for project development, and 

as a place to submit their work. • It also suggests that contrary to David 

Edgar's suggestion at the Eighth Birmingham Theatre Conference, the 

state of British performance is not simply about "masculinity and its 

discontent". [The Observer 20th April,1998] On the contrary there is a 

sense of expectancy and involvement amongst what might be termed 

Britain's artistic community. In 'Commissioning The Future', a 

document published in May 1997 the New Playwrights Trust began to 

discuss play commissioning in respect of a need to see the text as not 

purely literary, "writers don't and can't have all the answers, they 
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operate as an equal part of the creative team .... Mel Kenyon's assertion is 

that in Britain the text is perceived as complete and a company realises 

that text; whereas in Germany the writer is a springboard for the text and 

a company want to work with one that is open rather than closed and 

finished." In addition this group also noted the "preponderance of linear 

and closed narrative structures". [NPT: 1997, p.1 0] This realisation on 

the part of writers, and perhaps more importantly for the future of the 

theatre, the commissioners of theatre work, can only have a positive 

result in respect of a real understanding of the value of an inclusive 

approach to all the theatre arts for the process of theatre production. 

That scenography whether it borrows a language from different 

theoretical approaches, or uses technology as a means of expression, is 

ultimately about collaboration. The collaboration of arts and people, of 

technology and writing, and it is this practice that creates a poetic and an 

irreducible concept. 
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Appendix Contents 

a) Data on working practice: Lighting and Set design 

b) Data on new lighting technology 

c) Audience reception of Scenography 

d) List of Interviews & Productions 

Introduction to Appendix a & b 

The market forces in the lighting manufacturing over the last 10 years 

have influenced the nature of the product available. My research and the 

co-operation of Strand Lighting UK resulted in a number of initiatives to 

look at new technologies which the company should pursue but which 

were lead by the artists rather than the technology. This data proved that 

the artists are often adapting existing equipment and that most of the 

time they are ill informed about the technology which is available. As a 

consequence the manufacturers must understand their field and its 

application and so be the inventors of the products for the future. 

However, the market has come to play an ever increasing role in UK 

research and development and its strictures have not allowed companies 

to provide the innovations which the technology and the human 

resources have provided because of the need for a quick return on the 

product. These findings have informed my opinion of the nature of 

technology for theatre and its use in the fields of design. 
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Introduction to Appendix c & d 

I carried out a number of surveys of audiences who attended 

performances at Loughborough University's theatre. The surveys were 

designed to discover the audience's response to scenography and in 

addition their recognition of the role and use of scenography in theatre 

for the comprehension of meaning. 

The interviews which I carried out during 1995 and 1996 were designed 

to discuss the feelings of designers towards their profession all of whom 

were working in a variety of performance spaces. I specifically chose to 

mix this study of designers with those who had experience of large 

institutions and the production line element of repertory, and the more 

freelance workers who had experience of a wide range of design 

experiences. The directors I spoke with also indicated their 

understanding of scenography as being a collaborative experience. This 

aspect of scenography as collaboration was the main conclusion which I 

drew from the interviews and the responses to the audience 

questionnaires. 
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Appendix A 

Data on working practice: Lighting and Set design 

In an attempt to discover how the UK profession felt about the 

technology which was being manufactured, I sent a questionnaire to 

lighting designers on the Association of Lighting Designer's mailing list, 

and Chief Electricians of every building based theatre company in the 

UK, for feedback on their lighting technology, its use and effect. I then 

sent a further questionnaire to set designers (some of whom also design 

costume), for their response to the questions of employment hierarchy 

and what they felt about their work as a scenographic team. I also 

discussed with specific lighting designers, and set designers their views 

on the scenographic team. The Lighting Designers' questionnaire data 

was completed in 1992 and highlighted some interesting factors about 

how lighting designer's viewed their work and what working patterns 

they might prefer. The statistics were quite illuminating but as with most 

statistical surveys do not give specific information, this was given in 

discursive comments on the questionnaires. These contained suggestions 

for improvements in working practices which lighting designers felt 

could easily be achieved by changes in manufacturers designs for 

products. The rather vague question I put on the questionnaire, about 

how much time one would spend on a project, and how this time could 

be divided up did bring out some interesting points about how designers 

would like the rehearsal period to be divided, which I will describe 

later. As might be imagined most people believed that being under 

pressure as a designer was part of the job; though some did find 

particularly tight schedules limiting. Only one person seemed truly 

exasperated, and stated that, "It Stinks!" The ideal schedule was 

remarkably easy to collate with most set designers asking for a 

pre-rehearsal design period, and then during the rehearsal period, more 

time to adjust and take on ideas brought out in the rehearsal process. 

High on the agenda was a need for a broken rehearsal period. This being 
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explained as the first four weeks of rehearsal to develop design ideas 

within the company, the second four weeks to crystallize the design and 

realization; or even a break in the rehearsals for the design to be done. 

The idea being for the design to operate in performance terms, having a 

period of improvisation, alongside the acting. This is indeed the aim of 

many subsidized companies but again this method of working needs 

finance. Designers generally felt that there was a great need to be in 

rehearsal, and they preferred the system to work so that the design 

evolved, rather than was placed on top of the rehearsal process. 

Previews were seen as an added pressure which was unnecessary. There 

was a perception that budgets prove to be frustrating and unrealistic but 

generally people are challenged by them feeling that the small budget 

can focus the mind. However, it was pointed out that too small a 

budget actually becomes a 'stage management project' rather than a 

design, and often the success of the design then begins to rely on 

goodwill. 

In relation to scale of budget the work is quite poorly funded but many 

of the specific items of set cost a great deal to make and are of a high 

quality in design terms. 

In answer to the following questions in 1992-3 this data emerged: What 

would you consider to be a small budget? 

Commercial Theatre = £6,000 

Repertory Theatre = £4,000 

Fringe Theatre = £200 - £1,000 

Touring = £3,000 

Musical/Opera = £3,000 - £20,000. 

These are averages of the results. Some people differed quite markedly 

on what was a small budget with quotes of under £3,000, £250,000 for 

opera, between £3,000/£5,000, £500, "can do it on £80!" The name and 

address of the latter will be made available to production companies for a 

small fee! 
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The commercial responsibility of designers was felt to be only 

applicable within commercial theatre, and then not really that important 

only in terms of transfers. However, one designer did remark on the 

horrors of sponsorship impinging on design. Whether this is thought to 

be a possible 'slippery slope' or a comment from experience, was not 

made clear. Technology was thought to have been a help in making 

theatre easier in commercial, repertory, musical and opera events. 

There is a general fear of technology from set designers, in particular of 

it becoming a ruling force but the primary worry is of its reliability; with 

small budgets humans tend to be used for economy and are often more 

reliable than machinery. Many technological advances are absorbed 

through osmosis but the designers often don't consider the practicality 

of their design, leaving that to their production manager. 

A large group of designers expressed a preference for trying to stimulate 

the audiences appetite for, "honest and simple work". The greatest 

illusions often created by the simplest of devices and there are 

obviously architectural limitations in the area oftouring, as to when 

technology can be used.[l] It was felt that new regulations, about what 

can and can't be used in terms of materials and equipment on stage, and 

in places of public performance has withdrawn funds from design. It is 

highly likely that this same money could at one point have been 

ploughed into a more substantial use of technology for design ideas. As 

an industry theatre is slow to expand in these areas. 

The set designers comments about those in their profession who they 

most respect showed a particular trend. Ideas of simplicity and clarity 

are cited as highly commendable. Ultimately, the designer's designer has 

these qualities and it is interesting to see these qualities spoken of at this 

particular time, after the past ten years of technological advances. How 

true their ideas of what simplicity results in are debatable. Often that 
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which seems simple has in fact used a great many of the latest advances 

in materials and methods to bring it effortlessly to our view. 

Data Analysis 

Some people chose to answer the same question twice, hence as a % 

answers don't add up! This is not a perfect statistical survey by the very 

nature ofthe subject matter. 

1) Do you feel employed by the director or do you feel you have 

equal status? 

Employed = 21 % Equal Status = 23 % 

2) Do you enjoy a creative partnership with the lighting designer? 

Depends On Availability = 68% 

Yes = 80% No = 12.5% 

3) Do you have a pre-design meeting with the lighting designer? 

Yes = 79% No = 21% 

4) How much time do you spend on research? 

Variable = 32% One Week = 68% 

5) How do you feel about being under pressure to complete a design 

before rehearsals begin? 
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Scheduled Time = 75% 

Would Like Period For Evolving Design = 25% 

6) What would your ideal schedule be? 

Split Rehearsal Period = 6% 

Two Months = 18% 

Evolved Design = 31 % 

Long Period Programme = 80% 

7) Are you challenged or frustrated by productions with small budgets? 

Challenged = 75% Frustrated = 37% 

8)What would you consider to be a small budget? 

Broad Range Described Above. 

9) In your prep lanning, does the commercial success of the show 

influence your design? 

No=75% Yes=6% 

Commercial & Transfers Only = 18% 

10) Have the advances in stage technology affected you? 

Yes = 50% No = 18% Unreliable = 18% 
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More Concerned With Actor Centred Design = 6% 

11) Does technology ever limit your inventiveness? 

No = 81% Yes = 12% 

Technology Not Considered = 6% 

Technology Requires Inventiveness= 6% 

[1] That is the use of flying systems and traps etc. Again, the use of flys 
affects the financial cost of production in terms of personnel, especially 
if access to the whole flying system is limited by the building's design, 
as at Warwick Arts Centre. 
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AppendixB 

Data on new lighting technology 

Market led technology in the US, took the form of touring dimmer racks 

- portable and designed to fit through doorways. Production Arts have 

48 LMI dimmers and 3 fans in a box 3' 6" x 2' 6". These compact 

dimmers each the size and thickness of an A4 ring binder make touring 

easy. The touring boxes were developed from a need to have equipment 

easily accessible but tightly packed for transporting. The newest piece of 

technology were aluminium bar dimmers. These dimmers at the 

luminaire, or in it will revolutionise theatre rigging. They are at present 

being produced by one company in the US called Entertainment 

Technology. The market asked for silent dimmers at the unit and the 

dimmers are non-choke, so are silent and they are on the rigging pipe. 

The pipe is rigged and the unit plugged in, while the control technology 

daisy chains back to the console, for touring and quick installation work 

this would be excellent. The LMI dimmers are modular and can be 

repaired by slotting in a new module. The call from the customer to have 

automated lighting with its own dimmer in the luminaire and cable-less 

control, has not yet been provided, although most technicians believe the 

technology is available. US Technicians are frustrated by manufacturers 

who won't manufacture labour saving goods as such products would 

revolutionise the theatre worker's job. Especially when one considers 

that quite often the smaller venues only have one permanent member of 

staff who is a general technician with the title of production manager. 

Any labour saving device is therefore a welcome advance, hence the 

enthusiasm for cable-less control and dimmers at the unit. 

It would seem from the survey that not everyone is aware of the modem 

technology that is already available. We can deduce from the 

questionnaire results that if people were asking for the best thing ever, it 

did not already exist. However, many requests were for equipment that 
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is already manufactured. If manufacturing companies were to 

monopolize on the technology already known, in the manufacture of 

lanterns with for example, integral transformers, colour variety, light 

source variety, they could produce a lantern for theatres that would offer 

total flexibility. The 'all singing all dancing lantern'. The more flexible 

the equipment, the greater the range for experimentation in the short time 

often allowed for focusing. The choice would be for a 'multi-purpose 

lantern' as described by some respondents of the questionnaire. It would 

need to have three lenses:- fresnel, profile, prism-convex - and would 

therefore have a wide range of beam angles and qualities. It would have 

a lamp holder able to take Tungsten Halogen, H.M.I., C.S.I, Metal 

Halide and other varieties of light source. By asking for the ultimate 

flexibility in light sources however, the designer is in fact presenting 

more technical problems which would result in less flexible lanterns, for 

instance H.M.I. and C.S.I. require cold re-strike transformers and cannot 

be dimmed effectively. In order to accommodate these light sources, the 

lantern units would have to be very large, thus cutting down the number 

of suitable rigging positions. 

If such a unit were able to function with PALS or similar, it would give 

theatres with separate software and hardware components, the chance to 

aim for these products and build up comprehensive lighting facilities. 

One of the problems for the chief electrician is finding compatible 

equipment that they may add to, and build upon.[1] The theatre lighting 

industry has a similar problem to the domestic hi-fi system buyer. 

Whether to buy a complete midi-stack system, or different components. 

The latter becomes limited by what is available and compatible, the 

former results in throwing it all away when it fails or a single part 

becomes obsolete. Should manufacturers try to build compatible units? 

SMXlDMX (U.S.I.T.T.) working party and discussions, reiterated these 

thoughts and they seemed to be an important part of the future of 

lighting equipment. However, through 1993-95, the imperative of this 

choice has become diffuse. It is of little consequence when computers 
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can be used to interface with the different equipment used. This change 

is, in part due to a greater familiarity with computer technology; the 

QWERTY variety and the realization that it is only the big commercial 

shows who often require this facility. These productions can afford to 

pay for whatever is necessary for the production's lighting, and 

frequently do. 

Each area of the performing arts has a different requirement of its 

lighting, equipment and controls. 

i) The one night stand venue with no time to set up and record states 

needs plenty of submasters. 

ii) The rock show where the board is played with the music by the 

designer naturally needs instant access to every channeL 

iii) A play which is running in rep. or for a season using x-fades but also 

on occasion needing the flexibility of manual over-rides. 

All these factors require manufacturers to either flood the market with 

the most flexible technology or specialize in one particular area. The 

latter is costly and a definite marketing risk. It seems there is no easy 

answer. What is obvious is that education and pUblicity will help both 

consumer and manufacturer to live in harmony - rather than at 

loggerheads. 
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Lighting Designers' Questionnaire - discursive comments on 

lighting products. 

The lighting design questionnaire brought a range of advice and requests, 

all of which I have collated here. 

LANTERNS: 

i) to have a wide range of beam angles. 

ii) integral dimmer 

iii) re-Iamp from above lantern, without defocusing. 

iv) dichroic filter for infinite colour spectrum. 

v) pole operated lanterns. 

vi) all functions i.e. lock-offs to be operable with one hand. 

vii) smaller units but same wattage. 

viii) zoom from 2 degrees - 45 degrees. 

ix) pole operated 2kw to stop droop. 

x) means of indication on lantern that it has blown. 

xi) parcan to give a round beam. 

xii) multipurpose lantern i.e. fresnel, profile, p.c. 

CONTROL BOARDS: 

i) portable lighting boards. 

ii) get rid of computer type terminals. 

iii) fit preheat buttons. 

iv) fit remainder dim to riggers controls. 

v) rig report jobs to the board for personnel on next shift. 

vi) light pen operated mimic. 

vii) multiplexing by radio control - cut down on cable. 

viii) return to quadrant faders 

PRODUCT CHANGES: 
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i) colour to have number printed all over it (when it is cut it is still 

labelled). 

ii) cheap mountings for follow-spots. 

iii) boom arm manufacture better lock-off so can be rigged easily with a 

lantern, whilst up a ladder! 

iv) hook clamp to fit 20mm-IOOmm. 

v) lock-off on present low voltage equipment e.g.M16Ibirdies. 

LOW VOLTAGE: 

i) a definite yes from the majority of designers. 

ii) worries about colour temperature of low voltage units. 

iii) compatibility with other equipment. 

iv) mains dimmers able to drive low voltage lamps direct by limiting the 

output voltage. 

v) energy efficient. 

vi) need to be able to snap to blackout. 

NEW IDEAS: 

i) better way of lighting cloths, less bulky than flood battens. 

ii) a 5kw profile. 

iii) motorized pan, tilt, gobo, self-dimming, low voltage, integral 

transformer for a lantern. 

iv) MR 16 with lens, gobo, shutters. 

v) modular lamp holder to take different types of 

bulb,mercury ,sodium,metal halide. 

vi) lantern units to be smaller 
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Requests in percentage terms of the return 

LAMPS: 

i) Combination lamp = 30% 

ii) lightweight equipment = 10% 

iii) built in dimmers to units = 16% 

CONTROL BOARD: 

i) board standardization of logic used = 10% 

ii) simplicity, less computers = 23% 

iii) designer's palette = 10% 

iv) easily programmable f.x. panel = 10% 

v) compatibility with Computer Aided Design = 20% 

CONSULTATION: 

i) need for chiefs and production electrician to be consulted = 20% 

ii) manufacture felt to be very much engineering led and not customer 

orientated. 

iii) not enough consultation 

LOW VOLTAGE: 

i) yes = 80% 

ii) no = 10% 

[1]As discussed at P.L.A.S.A. meeting in 1992. 
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Audience Reception of Scenography 

The Questionnaires were given out as the audience entered the 

auditorium and read as follows: 

1) Had you seen or read this piece before? If seen, who performed it and 

where? 

2) Did the set, lighting and sound enhance or detract from the writing? 

Could you say how? 

3) In what ways did the set, lighting and sound aid your understanding of 

the piece? 

4) Would you consider the staging 'realistic'? 

5) What do you feel the set represented? 

6) What moment in the piece did you find particularly affecting for good 

or bad? 

7) Could you describe a moment you felt was particularly well staged! 

8) Was there anything in the set, lighting and sound which you felt to be 

superfluous? 

9) Any other comments 

Show One 

I targeted two productions, Death in Venice by Redshift Theatre 

Company and Plastered by Trestle Theatre Company. These were both 

small scale touring productions and as such the scenographic features 

needed to be compact but explicit for their use in the productions. 

Death in Venice directed by Jonathan Holloway designed David Roger, 

light Jonathan Holloway. 

The design used three sided flats or periaktoids and were used in order to 

"let Aschenbach's journey be as much internal as realistic."1 The 

adaptation suggested that as Aschenbach thought of a place he was at 

once transported to it. 
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The sty Ie of RedShift generally uses a minimum of naturalistic detail. In 

this way the periaktoi's offered a fluid change of scene as marble 

columns of Munich could unfold to be the hotel foyer or cathedral altar, 

from a dark alley to open seas and the sky of the Lido in Venice. 

Responses 

1 )Had you seen or read this piece before? If seen, who performed it and 

where? 

No 

2)Did the set, lighting and sound enhance or detract from the writing? 

Could you say how? 

No 

3) In what ways did the set, lighting and sound aid your understanding of 

the piece? 

50% Nothing helped much 

50% Helped to clarify 

4) Would you consider the staging 'realistic'? 

No 

5) What do you feel these represented? 

Old buildings, 

Venice coloured, 

loved the green bit at the bottom of the walls, 

sand super, 

sea/beach set, 

effective like an impressionist painting. 

6) What moment in the piece did you find particularly affecting for good 

or bad? 

liked the dropped pencil 
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accents were good 

the clattering on the floor 

7) Could you describe a moment you felt was particularly well staged? 

gondolier scene 

8) Was there anything in the set, lighting and sound which you felt to be 

superfluous? 

the auditorium lights coming on in the first and second scene 

9) Any other comments 

very enjoyable 

interesting 

Show Two 

Plastered Trestle Theatre Company staged and directed Joff Chafer, 

Sally Cook, Toby Wilsher. 

This piece was set in a pub and had a series of flats suggesting the room 

of the saloon bar. It was to all intents and purposes a box set. As with 

all Trestle shows the primary design features are the masks used by the 

company. This show was of particular interest as the first two act play 

ever performed in full helmet masks in Britain.2 One of the features of 

the performance was the number of doubling possible which allowed 

two people to play characters regardless of sex, thus creating a dilemma 

for the audience of just how many actors there are. 

1) Had you seen or read this piece before? If seen, who performed it and 

where? 

99% No 

1 % same company at Edinburgh 
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2) Did the set, lighting and sound enhance or detract from the writing? 

Could you say how? 

enhanced as no dialogue 

set and sound enhanced dialogue - lighting not significant 

add atmosphere 

enhance - realism music 

lighting enhanced pub area making it gloomy 

set fitting 

sound enhancing by 'pumping up' the images 

no 

realistic set and lighting to suggest pub 

sound exploited use of juke box to denote characters feelings or 

personalities - replaced 

conventional language 

3) In what ways did the set, lighting and sound aid your understanding of 

the piece? 

set provided the necessary background to work out what was 

happening 

sound in terms of the juke box effect was very good in setting the 

mood of the characters and their personalities 

sound use for comic effect which I enjoyed. Lighting I didn't feel 

changed throughout and used only to illuminate set 

set helped establish 'type' of pub, that performance set in. 

sound created appropriate or ironic atmosphere 

good arrangements 

Set established the action well especially with the music 

set - simply what it was - commonplace 

sound - very much puts across the hopes and aspirations of 

personality 

of the characters 

strongly set the scene 
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pub 

reference to life 

set was good imitation of 'typical working class pub' sound effects 

necessary in defining action. 

greatly because set the piece in context and added to feeling like a 

4) Would you consider the staging 'realistic'? 

Actions animated and stage sufficiently realistic for type of play 

yes 

very 

maway 

5) What do you feel the set represented? 

a bar/pub and a hospital 

the social function of a pub - the events that take place there 

represented a local pub in a lower middle class region, fairly seedy 

depressing pub/ poor hospital 

a poor NBS hospital and deadened pub 

mundane everyday life 

6) What moment in the piece did you find particularly affecting for good 

or bad? 

rock 

none 

music used to good effect 

every time a new mask came on 

general movements excellent 

the funny parts, particularly the younger guy who puts on heavy 

fight scene in pub 

bar maid inadvertently tipped rubbish over female patron 

repeated emphasis of doctor falling asleep 

248 



7) Could you describe a moment you felt was particularly well staged? 

the hospital where actors moved in and out of cubicles without 

being 

seen 

bar man excellent 

the dogs first appearance 

dog with handbag 

8) Was there anything in the set, lighting and sound which you felt to be 

superfluous? 

no 

9) Any other comments 

a longer story 

too short 

mime very well done-it never felt as if anything was missing 

1 David Roger, Designer, August 1993, programme notes. 
2Trestle Programme notes for Plastered 
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Interviews 

Jenny Carey - set & costume designer 

Alison Chitty- set & costume designer 

Rick Fisher - lighting designer 

Marsha Roddy - set & costume designer 

Johanna Town - lighting designer & chief electrician at The 

Royal Court 

John Dove - associate director Hampstead Theatre 

Nona Shepphard - freelance director & writer 
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Scenographers in Conversation 

The following interviews were conducted over a two year period. 

My aim was to discuss with designers, lighting designers and 

directors aspects of their work in a critical way, highlighting 

some of the issues that contemporary Scenography has raised 

with particular reference to the effect and affect of technology on 

their work and the product we describe as 'theatre'. 

The questions I was most concerned to ask covered the way in 

which the designers felt that they were in control of the final 

image; if they were the true' director' of the piece and if perhaps 

the director of the piece understood the ways in which 

scenography can be used. Many of the responses from designers 

suggested that the director rarely understood the relationship of 

the image to the theatre created. I was concerned to discuss the 

designers work with them in a critical way rather than simply 

viewing their designs from a 'product' perspective. 

One aspect which concerned the designers I spoke to and 

canvassed opinion from was the relationship within the 

scenographic team, which is further complicated by its 

hierarchical structure, especially where the director is more often 

than not a direct employer of the other members of the team. 

The ability and indeed care necessary therefore on the part of the 

director to create a balanced and collaborative working 

environment must already be offset by this employment iniquity. 

Although as is apparent from the type of work discussed this 

iniquity is not always present. 

The designers I chose to talk to span a variety of different areas 

and are all recognised as particularly relevant to British 
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Scenography, in that sense I feel they represent a good 

cross-section of the plural theatre of the twentieth century. 

Naturally, there are many other designers who would have added 

to this study and to some extent everyone's contribution would be 

valid but the choices I made were based on the relevance of the 

designer's style/work to my discussion of Scenography. 

Alison Chitty embodies a pre-1990s view of the designer. Having 

been regarded as Peter Hall's designer for his period of reign at 

The Royal National Theatre she sheds light on old and new 

approaches to the working relationship in the Scenographic team. 

In 1995 she took over the role of director of the Motley School of 

Design from Margaret Harris. 

Jenny Carey, also a National Theatre designer, comes from a 

more fine art background and gives some more 'total' ideas 

about the nature of performance and design as an integral part of 

that process. She has been involved in training theatre designers 

at St Martins, London. 

Marsha Roddy having trained at Wimbledon School of Art on the 

Theatre Design course is perhaps the antithesis of Nick Ormerod, 

who also trained at Wimbledon. Her work is of a more abstract 

and surreal nature. The discussion here is not only of 

interpretation but also of a design style being moulded by the 

training one may have. Roddy also works in a variety of fields 

not just mainstream theatres but also more avant-garde areas of 

work, including Young Peoples Theatre. 

Rick Fisher represents the lighting designers who have worked 

beyond the executive role model. He works as an artist and 

describes himself as part of the Scenographic team. He is 
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recognised within the lighting design world as someone who uses 

lighting technology but is not led by it. He also describes 

himself as always looking for units of light "as revolutionary as 

the naked flame" and in some senses his practice embodies a 

lighting design for the 1990's which is not the technologically 

overt but atmospheric. He is then the antithesis to traditional 

West End practice embodied by David Hersey and the 

technology companies. 

A theme which ran through these discussions was an interest in 

image and the creation of image. Whilst my position is 

confirmed in the strength of the silent image it is true to say that 

the effect of the actor within a given designed space is the next 

stage in the process of scenographic practice either through a 

specific choreographing by the director or by finding the strength 

of the environment created from which the actor may play the 

scene. In this sense the actor becomes both a part of the design 

and a collaborator in the scenographic process. Whilst designers 

may not draw the blocking for directors, as Neher did for Brecht, 

the relationship of the actor and designer are integral to theatre 

scenography. It is often hard for actors to be part ofthe 

scenographic whole, as part of the discussion and viewing of the 

object, but they are inevitably an active and creative force within 

it. 

Alison Chitty bases her beliefs for theatre work on an 

understanding that one must always "cut your cloth". She does 

not thrive on large budgets but enjoys pushing herselfto the 

limits of what is possible. She sees herself as a designer of plays 

and not scenery. She enjoys the work when it is collaborative, 

However she says that for the director the creation of a freer or 

more experimental partnership is hard as there are fewer chances 
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for a director to learn by default from the designer's work. She 

still feels that the job ofthe designer occurs in isolation and that 

managements have forced this situation. Opera extends the 

period of design so that the designer works even further in 

advance of the production. The notion of opera is of a 

'presentation' and so it is even more 'designed' than other theatre 

works. 

She sees her role with directors as still being one where she must 

massage ego in order to get what she wants. She says that in 

order for the designer to be allowed an exploration there has to 

be almost total chaos, for total experiences to be discovered and 

used in the work. She believes in the need for a "focus ability of 

a scene which can be given by lighting" - though her experiences 

with lighting designers vary. For Gawain at the ENO, Paul Pyant 

(Lighting Designer) and she worked extremely well together and 

as a result the light "told the story". 

She believes in the specificity of design, perceiving that "if the 

blade of grass is designed and you take away one then you lose 

part of the essence which was designed". 

What she calls the "lift and tilt" school of design, perhaps best 

exemplified by Richard Hudson, she sees as a trend and fashion 

in design. "Such visual values becoming exploded for 

spectacle". In this sense the result is "over designed under 

scripted work", however she also suggested that it was unfair that 

John Napier be blamed for most of this "but thank god for the 

design in most cases!" 

She sees the technology and machinery as the result of finance. 

"In Gawain there were lasers, and the temptation to 'play' with 

these was enormous but they worked because they were used at a 

restrained moment and only used for that moment." She felt that 
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Bill Dudley was a designer who was both an advocate for 

technology and used it well. 

"The negotiation of ideas for theatre is highly pressured whereas 

in film this is less so, as you as a designer are lower down the 

hierarchy for film work. In terms of product, the set in theatre 

production is the direct result of negotiation between the designer 

and director, whilst for costumes the negotiation is between the 

designer and actor". 

We looked at one particular example of her work The Rose 

Tattoo which she had designed and Peter Hall had directed. Her 

approach was to create "moment drawings to express the tension 

and relationships in the text". The geography of counterpoint 

and objects to get effect. "Peter Hall is a strong advocate for 

naturalism and if it says it in the text, he has to have it". Other 

problems were the fact that the Playhouse (Embankment, 

London) was a tiny theatre space and this production was to tour, 

opening at the smallest space. Hall wasn't into the idea of 

transparent walls so she went for a "heightened realism extracted 

from naturalism". The house had to have inside and outside and 

"so a turning truck seemed to be the answer - couldn't be 

anything else really". "There is a predictability with a revolve, 

inevitably some times these devices are death in solution". 

The production manager's influence on a design depends on their 

effectiveness and the gambling with materials and modem day 

equivalents. She feels it is important to have trial and error 

which is only possible if everyone is honest about what they 

don't know will work. It is here we see the creative aspect of the 

production manager working most strongly. 
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Chitty felt that some of the problems at the National were caused 

by the technology. "The revolve in the Olivier gets lost and traps 

in the revolve and stage floor cannot be down stage which is a 

real pity as this is such a strong acting position, for example in 

Danton the Olivier stage had a permanent bridge built but this 

has now deadened the theatre and turned it into a proscenium". 

She doesn't want to be precious about technology but to mould 

it, cut and shape it to her needs. 

Her 2001 theatre building would be able to convert into other 

spaces, and therefore be completely organic. She is excited by 

environments like the Bouffe du Nord Paris, the Almeida 

London, "but with different seating"; Riverside Studios London 

and the Haymarket London, new stage. "Of course Epidaurus. 

A space to tell stories in." She feels the theatre needs to be led 

by a physicality of possibility and not funding. "Many more 

things are possible". She also believes people should be paid not 

to go on the stage!! 

"The arts at present are subsidised by personnel and not by 

funding, in that most people who work in the profession do so for 

low wages and consequently their work becomes less valued". 

Jenny Carey talked about her production of Animal Farm at the 

National Theatre, in 1984. "Masks were the strongest feature of 

the production". She ingeniously blended the childlike with the 

chilling by using these masks. The theme of the design was as a 

child's picture book. 

I asked whether this was in order to point to the dialectic in the 

play? "The details ofthe set were not allowed to obscure the 

book's anti-Stalinist message - as it is his toy farm." 
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Jenny was keen to link forms of theatre and types of space to an 

approach to design and to new approaches to theatre production. 

She quoted Les Atrides directed by Arianne Mnouchkine in 

Paris, as "a new theatre form, involving gestures and gestus, a 

change for theatre both in style and presentation". This 

production she felt was "a good example of the theatre outside of 

theatre buildings but not as 'community theatre' which she felt 

could be reactionary". She felt our approach to designers in 

Britain was wrong. "Designers as 'directors' can say much 

more, without the words". 

She found it distressing that theatre was changing in terms of 

finance. "An investment in people and not the product was what 

was required". She also felt there was no need for large budgets 

in order to create spectacle, "we want money for people to 

experiment in making the product so that the energy used goes 

into creation." She linked the "breath of life from musical 

instruments and the thrill of a production on stage" to be 

similarly important, "the contract with the audience - an audience 

as one in both body and mind." 

Theatre was important in the broader sense as a catharsis, "we 

need the ritual in order to learn and change and feel better." It is 

a social contract, "people coming together into the same space to 

perform and partake. To be able to talk about the experience 

they have had." In response to the idea of the designer as 

'auteur' offering the mise en scene and the raison d'etre for a 

theatre production she referred to David Ultz and Tom Cairns. 

"They take control of the visual metaphor as designers because 

ofthe frustration of watching directors". 

Les Atrides was, "emblematic of the destruction of theatre space 

in Paris as each time a new performance is made a new space is 
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needed to change the dynamic of the theatre space". She went on 

to say, "when I talk to a director my heart sinks at the words, 'the 

way I see it'. When this happens directors are "shopping and you 

become mechanised. There's no point throwing money at it to 

create spectacle, for what reason? - so what!" "With more 

money we can still make the same spectacle but it leaves us 

empty. A further study of human nature and the phenomenon of 

theatre has to take place." 

She spoke very highly ofthe work of Robert Lepage, "If Lepage 

never does another show it doesn't matter because his ideas will 

become distilled into other's work. And so the cutting edge of 

theatre will go on and change." The use of image was a primary 

communicator. 

"The ways in which film changes focus and moves from one 

scene to another can be translated to theatre. The composition of 

scenes. How we direct attention as in a picture. All these areas 

lead us back to the designer as director." In this sense she 

described the blocking of a playas being' designed' and not 

'directed'. "It is the making of pictures which is the most 

important." 

"If you give the audience everything, they won't work and join 

in. So you give them a little bit and they do the rest." She felt 

that designers and directors should be working more in these 

ways to form a unified product. The impact of funding has 

brought about a style of designing often called the 'bare stage' 

approach. "The choice of each unit for a purpose and a 

metaphor, we have to do this now in 'poor theatre' - but actually 

its a good thing, as you give the audience their imagination." 

She makes a distinction between French and British theatre, 
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"French theatre is a theatre of vision, British theatre is a theatre 

of language" 

"When you're thinking of a design you're using up and referring 

to not only history but your own sense of history and reference to 

these ideas. But once you get started its like looking into the 

electric lines of a trolley bus. As you realise you've cracked it 

other routes and lines appear and you say, 'oh I can use that, and 

that or that. '" 

She noted ironically that 'poor theatre' and a bare stage simply 

mean no money. "The iconography that is chosen specifically is 

one thing but features which are there because they are cheap say 

something completely different.. .. Economy theatre rather than 

poor theatre". She refers to Twelfth Night as "a welded set with 

wooden tracery cut out to substitute for the real thing. This 

economy changes the nature of what is seen, as two things as 

materials, are contradicting one another." 

How much is the recent change in design due to finance? 

"Now designers are going back to painting because its cheaper 

than the plastic sets and styles of Appia and Craig. But if the 

play becomes a pretence for design that looks flashier or more 

real, it fails on all counts." The problems of technology failing in 

the form of the 'technical hitch' result in, " the audience spirit 

changes but they enjoy the recognition of the playas a play if an 

error is made that can be 'caught' by an actor. The audience will 

never forget the device they are watching - an immersion in this 

art form is difficult. It is not 'all enveloping' as in film. Every 

performance is different and this is the strength of theatre it is a 

risk. .. ever changing potential and audience dynamic." 

Do we need a new language to describe these new forms? 
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"Very probably but we must not let the science take over the art 

to try and make a formulae for success. Also the interpretation of 

the signs is open to error and ambiguity if socio-economic 

realities aren't taken into consideration." 

Jenny Carey felt that this was a period of new theatre forms 

arising from the "techno boom". "A revolving stage has no 

interest in itself except to those who have to make it work. 

Designers work from the basis of what they would like and then 

work out how they would achieve it and if it is possible. 

Working from the other end ofthis spectrum doesn't work. 

Thinking of what works and what the technology is doesn't 

produce the design". 

Rick Fisher with Johanna Town the chief electrician were in 

discussion with the me at the Royal Court Theatre. An Inspector 

Calls was about to go into the Aldwych (August 1993) after 

running a year in and out of repertoire at the National. It has 

played a number of proscenium theatre's and in Fisher's 

estimation gains some things but loses others. It was only 

scheduled for 30 performances and in 1997 it is still running in 

the West End. It was one of the most produced plays in Britain 

even before the National's success with it, though mostly 

produced by amateur dramatic societies. 

Fisher, "It is the production which makes you think, 'it is a 

surprisingly great play!' The resonances benefit from the 

treatment." The treatment was given by Stephen Daldry director, 

Ian McNeil designer and Rick Fisher lighting designer. The 

production Rick has just lit in New Yorlc with the designer is 

much the same, "a fait a compli set". He used filmic lighting 
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generally and he did what he wanted to do. In York where it 

opened he had old footlights and it was therefore "much more 

'stagey'''. The choice ofthe Lyttleton for the first venue was 

made because it was going to tour. "In York the proscenium was 

on an angle and the stage cloth painted murky, like oil on 

water." He used sidelight because "it made the floor look best­

especially now it is cobblestones." The sidelight made the set 

look best. He had lots of shadows in York but pushed this 

further when in London. 

Did the show benefit from extra budget? 

"Yes, and by the more experienced actors for the older parts, the 

blocking remained pretty much the same. Much was gained by 

having more space and money. The house (which collapses) 

actually had more movement at York because the production 

used low technology, that is, it was man-made! 

The National Theatre spends a lot of money on making the set 

strike-able in order to fit into the repertoire. They say a black 

floor in the Olivier costs £25,000, (1993) and any floor covering 

has to be durable. 

In technical terms he used colour temperature balancing but 

using colour correction as colours not as a technical piece of 

equipment, as it was designed. He used 201/202 with an open 

white to warm up the light. Rick liked the murky colours of this 

mix, "it was a very effective use of simple equipment." 

Rick's choice of new technology provided by the manufacturer 

would not be a multi-purpose lantern "as realistically they 

wouldn't make it, it would be like making the never ending 

Biro." 
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He didn't use overt primary colours and in his terms "it was a 

small rig, (200 units), most of which are lighting the cyclorama." 

Little of the permanent rig was used in either the Olivier or the 

Lyttleton because he used side light. His logic for the design was 

to light the Biding family in a traditional manner when they were 

in the house "but when they leave it they are separated from that 

area as they do not belong there. They should look like glowing 

figures in the landscape - hence the sidelight and treat the floor 

and cyclorama separately for mood as required .... The lighting 

should highlight what they are thinking as in most plays not 

necessarily what those people are saying but what they are 

thinking." This leads us away from ideas of the literary text as 

the impetus for design and allows us to approach theatre from a 

very different 'textural' background with the set as metaphor and 

lighting as atmosphere. 

I asked about what could be described as a heavy handed 

expression of the dialectic already contained within Priestley's 

play. "5% have an intelligent anti-reaction to the play. We 

wanted to get away from the 'whodunnit' aspect ofthe piece." 

Rick suggested that the heavy handedness of the production 

helped strip away the interest in plot - "so you became interested 

in action and reaction ... Action and reaction being defined as what 

the characters are thinking and saying as discourse rather than 

plot furtherance. The style stops you sitting back and just getting 

interested in the plot. The 1945 working witnesses were there to 

give our audience a direct access to witnessing, so you heighten 

the way we look at drama - and the pros arch and false pros. arch. 

Innocence of the kids playing in the adult world - they find 

something they don't really want to see. The Inspector directs 

his rage and message to the audience we watch, 1945 watching 

1912. We are told to be careful that we don't allow the same 
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thing again, where 1912 people set up a situation (the war) for 

the 1945 people. We've fucked it again however." 

If you missed the dialectic in the language - here it is in the set? 

"Some people feel it makes all the conclusions very obvious to 

the audience." Rick felt the argument is quite simplistic - "we 

can't do this again it is a warning. Remember the image and that 

will explain the politics. The false pros. says, look at this and 

look at it again". 

Does it matter if we reject the image or ignore it? The intricacy 

of the production becomes caught up in understanding the 

language of the image. "Hopefully it works sub-consciously if 

you can't decode. If you create them often you're not aware of 

their meaning until after the event. After you deconstruct." 

The ending of the play changed between the different venues. 

"At the Lyttleton, the Birlings staggered back to the house, when 

the house was full of people, the curtain and the iron were used 

to separate young from old. On tour it ended with a blackout. In 

the Olivier where there was no iron the blackout wasn't strong 

enough in that space, so we played with the flying system. The 

house empties and they bring the curtain on in past the dead. It 

was timed that how long it took for the actors to clear. Set the 

power flies so that when the curtain wiped again they were gone. 

A 'coup de theatre' - looked good and felt strong - left with a 

future but the idea came from a need for a stronger 'visual' 

ending." 

The scenographic team have been discussing how to end it in the 

West End " a gauze has just appeared. Though there is no 

lighting to light it! It was great fun to do because we haven't 

stopped playing but we are playing with devices - not ideas 

263 



which have moral substance. But with this 'playing' there is a 

"danger of over-egging the pudding but it doesn't seem to matter. 

The audience still gasps when they realise Eric got the woman 

pregnant. Even with the 'over the tones' of the production 

people are still surprised by the plot." It seems the poetic of 

image cannot disturb the literature and the plot is important no 

matter what emphasis the production team try to place on 

aspects of the production. 

Rick spoke of his work at the Royal Court, "We've done plays 

here and thought they had a certain meaning and people came to 

see them - who the plays were about and they love them and they 

don't see the implicit criticism, it happened on Three Birds and 

Serious Money. The messages are good but only if the right 

people watch it. "They take away a reinforcement of their own 

importance." During the production period of Serious Money 

"Max said, 'people love to see themselves on stage. They won't 

identify with the horribleness but they'll see themselves and 

manners. We 'see' people like that but we're not them', in Three 

Birds the art traders pointed out each other!" 

How can we ever learn from anything we see on stage? If we are 

not subverting are we just having a good time and doing shows 

that we like? 

"A lot of what is in Inspector is because 'we' (the production 

team) like it. It gives us full range of what we can do in the 

theatre and we make it better and better and better. Just because 

they look good. For example, when the Inspector stands in the 

audience and the shadow appears on the wall. This came late in 

the day. It didn't come from any meaning it was just liked". 

Is this not the decadence of which we speak? Work on the 

meaning afterward. "The trouble we have with any art is the 
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stark difference between the creative process and the construction 

of meaning by the viewer, and perhaps it is this difference we 

should be interested in". 

The problems of the technology and manufacturing for Rick are 

to do with the engineer's pursuing and exploring their areas, " 

and we'll use the spin offs." As far as colours go "we use 

colours that we relate to and that work, correction fluorescent 

green I use in every show! There is no reason to correct - no 

camera. They don't feel like colours. You create what is white 

light as a standard," for Rick this is 202. "Most theatre people 

are interested in the TV equipment because it gives a new quality 

and personality, for example H.M.I. used in Inspector and the 

work light image on stage created by a 5K Skypan". 

The credits and critics' reviews for the work for which the 

lighting played a major design role did not feature Rick. Fisher, 

"had not one name mention in Inspector, though people talked 

about atmosphere and described the lighting. Frank Rich 

described the whole show from lighting state to lighting state but 

didn't mention the lighting designer!" 

Marsha Roddy trained at Wimbledon and talked ofthe actor 

based training given by Malcolm Pride, who she believes has had 

a major influence on scenic designers ofthis period. "The 

training theory at Wimbledon was that the actor on the stage was 

central and you build up around the actor. So consequently they 

work from a minimalist point of view". She sees the influence of 

the college. "A reaction to figurative work. Theatre at this 

period (1980s) was expressing this. However, at the same time 

student work at Central was very flamboyant. It was interesting 

to see the influence of the college." 
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In the argument for Fine Art versus Theatre design training she 

felt, "it is more important to train people in 'theatre'. 

Wimbledon liked the idea of the physical person on stage, 

designing for actors to work." The feeling she perceived in 

theatre at the moment (1992) was "a need for spectacle or at least 

a push towards it to bring in the money." She remarked on the 

painterly style of Sunset Boulevard, which she has recently 

worked on for John Napier, "theatre sets trying to be more like 

film sets in both working practice and product." 

She feels that designers add to the script and challenge the 

audience through their use of images, "the 1980s have produced 

a period of updated classics where design helps to enable the 

relevance of the classic texts". 

"The new technological discoveries for other industries meant 

there is a need for the designer to keep up with changes and the 

availability of materials." The idea of pleasure at our own 

cleverness she feels is intrinsic to the nature of design and always 

has been involved in all art. She expressed a similar pleasure 

when in the production of Happy Medium the set disappeared ( 

by human effort) using low-tech means. "This was very effective 

and efficacious because of the enormity of the problem and space 

which the set took up - it was a major achievement." Most ofthe 

time sets can move in that way to express the transient nature of 

this thing called theatre. "We are not trying to fool you. It 

breaks the convention at the beginning of the century where you 

took away the fourth wall and said 'this is the angst they're going 

through. Nora slams the door, we think this is bad news. We 

now want to destroy that convention and express the theatricality 

ofthe moment...but you don't see this kind of presentation and if 

you do, you find it anachronistic". 
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She felt, "new ground had been broken by John Napier and his 

use of technology but often real risks in design were taken by 

smaller companies." 

Marsha tends to work in an abstract way, but then she went on to 

question what we are portraying, the question of 'realism' on 

stage. 

She felt that, "few modem plays were word based and so the 

reliance on image, scenography and design, was an obvious 

necessary." 

For Sunset Boulevard she had been involved in the design of one 

of the sets but she said this had been like a "factory line". 

"Individuals had no input to the concept". Generally, "working 

on a detail, you weren't adding to 'text' or 'subtext' as a 

designer". Consequently, "people did not understand the over all 

effect and the process". She questioned whether, "we actually 

see the amount of detail", in painterly terms which went into this 

set, "when we see the play. There will always be a split between 

production line theatre and smaller scale theatre." 

"Nicholas Nickleby cracked ensemble playing so creating the 

atmosphere, this became more important than creating 4 walls. 

Fine art is considered the top form of Art, and design is 

secondary". Marsha feels theatre design is a different form of art 

- "so if it is commercial, it immediately becomes less than art - a 

part of the factory production line ... .It is important for the 

designer to understand the totality of theatre and the 

actor/audience relationship, you do performance work in order to 

understand the stage. A designer needs to understand that theatre 

can happen with just a black box and props, or nothing. As a 

designer it is important to understand that. Then you build up 
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what works and remember you are making a piece of theatre, not 

a visual piece." 

Marsha referred to Orlando a recently released film (1992), "it 

was boring and you see only the style and there was no content­

looks beautiful but there is no content. We present the signs and 

symbols because we have educated the audience to read them so 

we present them. So they [the signs] have now become a cliche, 

we undertstand the sign when we see it and don't recognise it, 

then that is theatre done well". "Things get too easy. What's 

presented is too easy - not challenging the audience, for example 

in Orlando everything is on a plate. Over designed and over 

directed. Going back to a black box for Rosie and Jim, I wanted 

to draw back so children have room to have fun - a 

'conversation' with the audience". 

Marsha sees this period as, "a catholic time, not a definable 

art ... the fashion in theatre is to go back for historical references 

and mix with now." "The externals of the expressionist style 

were used in the late 80s but there was a choice, minimalism or 

spectacle in the 80s, because of the exuberant economy and 

retentive avant-garde minimalism". Marsha sees this as the 

thesis and antithesis. She would much rather, "make worlds and 

not recreate periods. Often director led, even so it is an 

abstraction of that period - only trying to replicate, and 

abstraction - always from whatever has gone before." 

"The technologies and mechanisms and materials are important 

but theatre rarely uses things as they were intended. Starlight 

Express pushed forward spectacle and hydraulics, the use of 

engineering changed a lot of things. As Lloyd-Webber had so 
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much money John Napier pushed for certain things, like 

rebuilding the theatre to fit the set". 

Marsha uses artists and artistic movements for reference and 

inspiration. She feels new ground is broken by independent 

companies not by the repertory companies. "Smaller companies 

take more risks." 

Do you see other peoples work? 

"Not often. If! end up looking at the set then the play isn't 

holding me. I try to get lost in a piece of theatre." Her choice of 

designer is Yolande Sonnaband, who she worked for as an 

assistant. She was taught by her and Derek Jarman, both of 

whom she felt spoke the same language. Marsha did very 

abstract work at college but she says this wasn't her style she was 

just trying things out. "A theatre designer is trying to be Picasso 

in the breadth of work". Marsha doesn't want to repeat herself, 

not only in what she does on stage but by using a different 

approach. It, "could look like I can't find my style - or that 

you're working to the moment." 

The status of the designer varies. Sometimes it is important to 

have assistants to help out for specific areas. "Some directors 

want to keep you very separate and you are used to visualise it 

with your technical expertise - not very challenging. Once you 

work with this style of director you don't 

again .... Communication ofthe piece is when the success of the 

work is shown through joint work on the same concept, everyone 

coming from the same direction. Director as auteur is still very 

much the case - some directors do work more openly with 

designers." 
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"The designer dictates the action by some of the visual things 

you come up with. How much the designer puts in and whether 

you [the audience] see this is dependant on whether the director 

uses or sees how it can be used, and works the set as an 

evolutionary and organic piece of theatre experiment. If you 

create a space you are directing action. The director can do what 

they want on it but you are stipulating a certain amount - you 

can't help it, you are an 'artistic director' in that sense. If 

directors let you work with actors to use a prop or the set then the 

whole production can benefit. Some directors feel threatened by 

this kind of involvement and push the designer back." 

"In the industry there is a slight levelling out of director and 

designer. Perhaps due to the increase in the importance of visual 

images." 

"If it feels like work then I don't want to do it. It should feel like 

you are engaged in a creative process. The 'moment' for that 

moment and then its gone on. Intangible return to the basic 

element because you can't keep it." 

How does the director work with the designer? Nona Shepphard 

has been an actor, director and writer. She has worked as all 

three, in repertory theatres and for small independent companies 

and has also run her own company. Whilst she is a specialist in 

Young People's Theatre she has worked for all ages and so 

brings an interesting angle to this discussion. 

I asked Nona a variety of questions about her working practice 

and in particular the way in which she saw scenography and the 

designed areas relating to her work as a writer and director. 

In what sense do you feel involved with the design of a 

production? Are you a designer? 
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No, but because my writing comes from my being a director (I 

was a director first), when I am writing, I'm often thinking about 

how I'm going to stage what I'm writing. I don't think of the 

nitty gritty of the design, or the practicalities necessarily but I 

know the feel and I know a lot of the look. If I'm concerned with 

my own writing then I feel it's very integral to what I'm writing. 

Would you tell the designer the specifics of what you wanted? 

No, not necessarily because I think the interesting thing is to see 

what the designer comes up with quite independently. I mean 

sometimes, if its important, I might say, well I had in mind this 

sort of thing or thought this for this scene, but I would rather not 

dictate what a designer thinks on the look, as that would be a 

waste of their talents. 

Is this still the case even on the work you have written? 

Yes, although a recent piece, Forbidden Fruit, is one which I 

kind of designed myself, because I knew I wanted it in the round 

and I knew I wanted very little, just a sound station, and as 

authentic 'club lighting' as possible - so I suppose in a sense I 

designed that myself with a designer coming in for costumes, 

which I wouldn't say is my forte. 

In my most recent production, Bed of Arrows, a trilogy which I 

adapted from the Mahabharata, I was very involved with the 

design, partly because I had to be, as the designers I had chosen 

dropped out at short notice. I knew that I wanted a style of 

design whereby things were assembled by performers and stage 

crew, and then lost e.g. making cities in front ofthe audience 

and the audience seeing what components you make them with, 

and then losing them again. I love sets that move. I came up with 

this notion of huge moving ladders, which in the end became 
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quite integral to the whole design, and luckily the new designer 

liked those notions and ran with them. 

How do you see the process with Good Person o(Setzuan ? Is 

that a more normal practice? 

Well, I suppose when I'm reading it, I will gradually get a notion 

of the things that are important or the way I'd like to look at it -

its hard to know what you start with, you have different starting 

points for different pieces - because each different piece has a 

different requirement. So I'll just read it and read it, and see if 

anything surfaces that might be useful to myself and the 

designer. I know for instance, that humour is very important, but 

we have yet to discover what kind of style. It is going to be a 

more normal process, in that we get a chance to have a couple of 

days just throwing around ideas, which of late has seemed a 

luxury; oflate it's been more design as you go ... 

Before that there was You're Thinking About Doughnuts, which 

was described as being over designed do you agree? 

Yes, it was, - so described, I mean; and, I hasten to add, by only 

one person. 

Do you think that was a fair criticism? 

No I don't really. I don't know what the person quite meant by 

'over designed' but I felt that the story required that the audience 

be treated to different experiences in the museum; they had to 

see a skeleton come out of a cage, and believe it and be scared by 

it; they needed to see a space exhibit, to see a tiger, to be 

transported into a Victorian pickling factory. I felt that the story 

required that these places and people be there in all their glory, 

not mimed or represented. If! had done it minimally, I think the 

kids would have been disappointed not to have had those 
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experiences visually, which was one of the strengths of the whole 

experience for them, especially as it was a very popular book 

which a lot of the kids knew. 

Is there a different design approach for the work you do for kids 

as opposed to the work you do for adults? 

No not really. I just think those were the requirements of that 

particular story and I would defend it against the charge of being 

'over designed'. I thought it was real spectacle. I thought it was 

fabulous the way it changed but there are other times, for 

instance when I did A Midsummer Nights Dream I didn't have 

any money and I didn't have a designer ( this was at RADA), I 

used very little and I had a most unpromising room - so its not 

like I'm always prone to want heavy design. I feel it depends on 

what the show is. 

What do you mean by spectacle? 

When the scenery and scenic elements are completely in tune 

with the moment of theatre. So they are not just moving or 

being there for their own sake, but are telling the story with the 

text and the action. They're not separate just to look gorgeous -

they need to be there. For instance, when we did the space 

exhibit in Doughnuts. I'd chosen very obvious music - 2001 

Space Odyssey, - to bring on this enormous, beautifully-made, 

cratered moon on stage, on which an astronaut was standing. 

The whole thing was completely spectacular and the guy playing 

Frank has to be bowled over, and so he was; as were the 

audience. So that the moment was completely believable. The 

way the set changed was spectacular. But if it had revolved, split 

up, done a dance and made an omelette, and it didn't actually 

mean anything in terms of the plot or the action, or the emotion 
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of the moment, then it would have been empty. Whereas this 

was supposed to render him speechless and it really did. 

That's what I mean by spectacle. 

In approaching the Brecht you have had a conversation with the 

designer Norman Coates, about having things that drop down 

and things that come out of the initial set that are a surprise for 

the audience. Do you think that is important, that a set is 

continually changing in front of an audience? 

No not necessarily. You can have sets that are beautiful and just 

stay there and are the right environments for the piece. For 

instance, in Duet for One which is a totally interesting and 

fascinating psychological play, you are interested in the 

characters, you are interested in these repeat visits and what's 

happened to her; the development of her disease and the 

development of her character; you can appreciate it - it's elegant. 

It should satisfy you that it's a psychiatrist's office, it never 

changes - that is not the interest ofthat particular play. In the 

case of Good Person, Norman feels, or at least is expressing to 

me, the need to make a great deal of visual interest because he 

feels a lot of the text is very dense. So from the audience point 

of view, he feels that the text needs help in terms of keeping 

them enlivened and interested in what is said. 

Is that what design does then, it counterpoints whatever form of 

text you've got? So that if something is psychologically 

challenging or intellectually rigorous, the set relates to the text? 

It often does, yes I think so. 

When you're writing a text, you have to then leave room for all 

sorts of inputs, - from the director, the set and costume designer, 

the lighting designer, the actors, the stage manager and lastly the 

audience to get in. Often, the same thing is done again and 
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agam. For instance, the text might be very busy, then the 

lighting is very busy and then the set itself is very busy, the 

costumes are very busy, everything is then reinforcing and 

saying the same thing again and again. Whereas I find it 

interesting to have different peoples' input, talents and views, 

tones and textures of their mind. Norman Coates is expressing 

an opinion about this play, by saying he thinks the audience 

needs visual stimulus because obviously he thinks there are bits 

that he finds quite difficult and indigestible. He was also 

talking about design with the actors in mind because he was 

saying, 'the actors will need to be interested and involved. We 

need to keep them interested and involved'. There are lots of 

small parts and its a big ensemble piece. He is wanting to give 

them things to do, so they have action rather than just the 

spouting of ideas. That is the way we can almost work out the 

whole tenor of the piece, not the blocking in detail, but what 

people are doing. 

If you get a good design, you've got half the production cracked. 

You know where you are bringing people on, you know how 

you're bringing them on, and you know why. 

So what is your relationship with the set, costume, lighting 

designer. Are they very different processes of involvement? 

Inevitably they are. 

I usually work with someone who does both set and costumes. 

On the rare occasions when they are different people it's felt like 

one person because everyone's been at the meetings. Costumes 

require a more psychological approach. 

The lighting designer, I feel should be involved as early as 

possible. I think lighting is fundamental not just in terms of 

colours but in terms of the look of something. I mean if the look 

is very minimal and there's a chair on stage and a cyc., then 
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obviously the lighting has to take on a certain quality, different 

to that when its a box set which has a late afternoon and then a 

summer evening. Its obviously doing different things. But its 

good if the lighting designer is there in the early meetings to 

shape and put their two penny worth in. Often this isn't possible. 

Often the lighting designer just comes in at the stage when 

you're doing runs. Which means a lot of decisions have been 

made. This is a pity. 

What do you think lighting contributes to a production? 

The whole atmosphere. The lighting designer is important as 

they give the tone. When I've worked with a lighting designer 

whose work I haven't liked say, or they don't accord with what I 

see, (I'll see the look of it but I won't consciously think, 'oh, 

that's a profile doing that etc.' but I'll just see it in my head) it is 

completely different. Its not to say the person I like gives me 

what I want but they'll give me either the same feel of it or a 

complementary feel or a different, more interesting feeL But 

sometimes I've been with a lighting designer who have really 

ruined the atmosphere of the whole scene. Same set, same 

acting, same blocking, same everything, but I've felt that the 

lighting has destroyed an atmosphere. 

In conversation with the lighting designer can you not recover 

the look? 

I've tried to on one occasion when I was particularly unhappy 

and I did recover a bit but it took me a while. Even with 

designers you're very compatible with, you can have problems 

- and not get at first to a state that you want, and need to try 

something else, and you can usually find it because you will 

know the rig, and the way it's focused down. But in this case, 

and a couple of cases where I have really not liked the lights, I've 

just thought it was angle and colour and approach to the whole 
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thing, the pairings and organisation. And I didn't feel it was, at 

that stage possible to retrieve. 

Lighting is integral and central 

Can we go back to the point about the psychological complexity 

of the text. In the Mahabharata there is a vast amount of 

intellectual rigour, yet that was quite spectacular too, in the 

sense that you mentioned for Doughnuts. Do you think there is 

any contradiction there in wrestling with the fundamentals of 

Hindu philosophy in amongst quite a fantastic array of 

pyrotechnics and and moving objects? 

That was one of the things I was so pleased about in doing it. 

One of the things that had concerned me about performing it 

outside at Lincoln Castle was that the testament to the Hindu 

faith should be very strong. How in the open air can I get the 

right atmosphere to do justice to this moment when people are 

really projecting hard - and you have to give a spectacular effect 

as opposed to an emotional impact? So I suppose that's why I 

was very pleased to come up with the notion of the dance that the 

children did, and that did it really because it was a simple idea, 

with mesmeric music as Krishna says those tenets of faith and I 

tried to make them as simple and as strong as I could going right 

to the heart of what I perceived them to be. So no, I didn't see a 

contradiction there at all because I found the language there, 

whilst dense spiritually, textually spartan. In comparison Brecht 

is dense - there's masses of it. I think the Mahabharata is dealing 

with a lot of quite interesting and difficult ideas but there was a 

lot of room for incident, for action, for massive puppets for 

battles, for the poetic of other natures, either from the lighting, or 

from sound and costumes and music etc. 
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When you say poetic of other natures' can you explain what you 

mean by poetic? 

Its interesting that you feel there is a poetic in those strands and 

design areas. What do you mean by it? 

Well, if! think about poetry, it kind of sums up, it hits the spot 

poetry, in the shortest possible route. When I think of good 

poetry in the textual sense, poets that I like emotionally, it hits 

the spot by conjuring up - a magic process by conjuring up a 

word play or an image, or whatever that's absolutely right and 

true, and its the truth that reverberates in you. You know when 

it is true emotionally. There's a lot of false poetry, lots of 

overuse of poetic language and lots of things that sound very 

poetic - romantic sentiments that aren't what I'd consider 

poetry. So if I transported that into what I mean about the set or 

the lighting, that's what it does. It has its own rhythm through 

the piece it is working with the piece for the piece, and the truth 

of the piece but it also has its own truth. It moves in its own 

way and almost sometimes moves despite the piece. In the same 

way as the set sometimes wasn't designed to be like that but it 

has its own rightness, working with the lights at that particular 

point, working with everything. And everything working 

together hits the spot. It becomes true and becomes absolutely 

grounded in a true moment which is the best you can do for the 

audience at that moment. Everybody's working together for the 

best expression of that moment of theatre - at that moment, to the 

audience, at that time. 

Is this 'the concept' where the scenographic team sit down and 

work out their score, or is it more loose than that, is it not such 

a rigorous process? 

I don't think it is as rigorous as that. I think sometimes you have 

to peg down the moments that you know - however, a lot of the 
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internal poetics that 1'm talking about happen almost despite that. 

No one would know the permutations of the tilt of the head of 

seven people at that moment, or how the audience might be 

feeling, or how the kids costumes might work, sometimes its as 

if magic happens - it all comes and vibrates and the air gets 

thick. You always know when something marvellous has 

happened in theatre because the air thickens, and there's an 

incredible stillness and intensity of focus and attention. Even if 

there's kids in the audience and there's noise. I don't mean 

there's dead silence,just you can feel the thickening ofthe air. 

Marvellous stuff. But I think good theatre designers know their 

craft, so they know a lot of this. As a director, this sounds a bit 

pretentious, but I often see the whole thing like playing a huge 

great instrument that has enormous variation of colour, look, 

tone, so that I can playa whole production like a big instrument. 

I can hear what it sounds like and see it. It has a visual 

expression as well as a sound expression, and you can just play 

through in such a way that it becomes like a poem. 

You've been working in theatre for over 25 years. What do you 

see as being a radical piece of technology that has changed the 

way you work? 

It seems advances have only made certain things easier, to 

operate in lighting and sound with a range of choice that is much 

wider. But you are still attempting to do exactly the same thing. 

I don't approach things differently. I don't think, 'oh, good now 

I can use Vari*lites and I can have a whole sequence with those', 

because I think that would be deeply dreary - it would be 

empty. Which is the difference between proper spectacle and 

emptiness. There's that lovely story of Fiona Shaw in Machinal 

where she was spot-lit, performing an intimate scene to the 

audience, whilst between her and the audience were about twenty 
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stage crew on headsets manoeuvring the set, unseen by the 

audience, but not exactly helping her make the moment. The 

stage machinery was a big feature of the production which I 

found the audience enjoyed for a bit and then they lost interest in 

it because the play was dwarfed by the technology. 

So do you think the performer is at a disadvantage if technology 

is very obvious to them? 

At a moment like that I would have said so. Sometimes it can 

be absolutely fantastic. One of my favourite moments as an 

acting a.s.m. was on the fly floor at the Liverpool Playhouse and 

there were five of us flying for the Wizard of Oz and everybody 

loved the moments of scene changinglflying. The audience 

loved them, the actors loved them and we loved doing it because 

the band blared out and the audience was clapping these sets 

flying in and out and making a different configuration. 

Have you a perfect design process? 

Its hard to say when you're going to have a good idea. Often you 

can be with the designer and have research materials and have 

talked in rooms, talked about the important points and then 

nothing happens. You can't force ideas through. Its nice to 

have time but not nice to have too much time We' 11 have a 

couple of days for Good Person to talk through the problems, 

what we do want, and what we don't want. 

Do you not feel that the lighting designer should be involved at 

this meeting? 

It depends on the lighting designer. Some wouldn't want to be 

there, or see it as necessary in which case you wouldn't want 
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them there. They would rather know the kind of approach and 

then go away and find their approach, which is very valid. And 

other lighting designers love to be in there at the creative 

moments, and give their input. It depends on who it is. Iftheir 

available and would like to be there, then lovely but it isn't 

essential - as it hardly ever happens. Personally I enjoy that 

input but it does really depend on the individual, like you, Rick, 

Wolfgang (who also directs shows so he thinks of them with 

lighting in mind) many lighting designers want to be able to have 

that input. 

Do you feel that the 'designers' are 'directors' ? 

Clearly they are shaping the product. It depends on what you see 

the role of director as. I tend to think I manage the production. I 

conduct. I have the best instruments available in all sections of 

the orchestra and I judge the quality, the tone, the infinite variety 

of texture, volume, and I put it together in such a way that the 

audience hears every instrument. So the whole thing sounds like 

a beautiful symphony and has its own emotional power, yet the 

audience hears every section and every little instrument. That's 

what I think I do. I think a lighting designer and the designers 

are leading players. 

Do you research theories of theatre? Are you thinking of 

Brechtian theory in terms of the production and how it is 

produced? 

No I'm not. I have my own hazy notions of what all this is, 

Brecht and alienation etc. and I think that will suffice at the 

moment. I'm very interested to see how to do it, the characters 

speak from the truth of their situation, and that's hard for the 

actors, so I have to wrestle with that. Hopefully if its successful 

you will have established your own method of doing Brecht. I 
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think you have to do what you do now, and with the people you 

are with, and what they bring. 

So do you think that theatrical theory has any place in terms of 

theatrical production? 

Its difficult, we are so used to theatrical theory. These things 

have obviously shaped my thinking without me necessarily being 

aware that they have. For instance, some of my favourite 

expressions of work, like assembling scenes and having the 

actors around a lot of the time, are very much to do with the sort 

of theatre we're talking about. It shows the audience your not 

trying to fool them, its very alienating in one way and I've 

grown up with these in my theatrical working life. I think 

they're important. I suppose I'd rather do it than read about it. 

What do you see as the future for modern theatre? Are we 

moving in a particular style? 

I think its in quite a parlous state. I think theatre buildings are in 

a difficult state at the moment because I think rep. has still got 

the 40s, 50s, 60s and 70s notion ofthe heyday of the reps. and 

this is well and truly gone. I think these buildings are turning 

into clubs in towns. Where they used to be the centre of civic 

life, they now seem to be on the periphery of it. When I went to 

the theatre in the 60s they were very popular. In Liverpool we 

had 4 theatres, the Everyman was a student and more 

working-class venue, the playhouse was the more middle-class 

Wirralites but nevertheless they had a variety of clients, and the 

Royal Court was a mix of both depending, and the Empire was 

for the big shows which everybody went to. They all seemed to 

be very lively and very busy in a way that theatres just aren't 

now. When I was in Watford (Palace) recently, (and I'm sure this 

is true for a lot of reps) the average audience age seemed to me to 
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be over 60. I think that the faithful following for the reps. is 

older people who like to go to the theatre. Is it that once this lot 

have died there will be no one to replace them? I think a lot of 

the future is to do with people actually doing theatre. Having 

just done the Mahabharata as a community project, the number 

of people you can involve in a project starts small and can only 

grow and grow, and because they love to do it and the people 

bring their friends and family, it becomes a huge vibrant thing 

that is very much at the heart of peoples' lives in a way that 

seeing your Ayckbourn or your Chekov isn't. Reps. seem to be 

unable to sustain audiences even with so called 'safe 

programmes' . 

Do you think that's to do with using literary forms of production 

rather than visualforms? 

Is there a needfor a change in the dramaturgy? 

I think it isn't necessarily a style. Although Lloyd-Webber etc. 

produce tailor-made productions to sell as set pieces, I think 

people come to that from the music and not the spectacle. They 

like the music and then they go and see all these sets moving and 

so on. I think education about theatre, more people taking part in 

it, people finding out what it is the important change. Some 

plays are absorbing, one set where nothing changes like Herbal 

Bed or Duet for One well-made plays and then there are many 

other things in between. People will enjoy all of them once they 

get used to what theatre is - the live performance. We are still 

fighting the notion that its a middle-class preserve and it's elite, 

and we'd rather watch telly and play with the computer, because 

you have to exert yourself to see and do theatre. Leisure and 

entertainment are more dominant, cable and computer spin-offs 

are occurring. Its not live though is it? I think when it is visually 

very interesting and exciting it is very accessible for people. 
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When I'm writing for kids, I don't necessarily change the 

opinions or ideas but I might change my expression of them and 

keep my eye on the set changes. I will keep it interesting visually 

and keep the performance moving visually. And I think that 

might be true for the equivalent of 'children to the theatre', 

people who aren't used to the theatre, its obviously a way of 

making it attractive and accessible. 

But I think things should be visually exciting, even if they're 

still. 
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Research Questionnaires 

As part of this research I sent out a questionnaire to designers 

asking for the' designer's designer'. The following are the 

results and some of the comments which people felt were 

important about their choices. 

Chloe Obolensky, 'simple purist style' 

Bob Crowley' serves the need of the play, not a signature 

designer' 'simplicity' 

Jocelyn Herbert 'gets to essentials and never decorates 

Inigo Monk' flare for grand design without going over the top 

Maria Bjornson 'pure talent and bloody lucky!' 'inventive and 

competent at set and costumes' 

Svoboda 'use oflight and movement' 

Richard Negin 'total immersion / obsession / understanding of 

theatre' 

Tom Cairns 'stimulated and spiritually nourished by him' 

Ultz 'originality' 

Alison Chitty 'simplicity' 

Stephen Lazaridizs 'imagination' 

Gordon Craig 'brought theatre back to theatre' 

John Bury 'brought theatre back to theatre' 

Ralph Koltai 'brought theatre back to theatre' 'aesthetically bold' 

Bill Dudley 'inventive and competent at set and costumes' 

Richard Hudson 'boldness and directness, clarity', 'clear 

intentions' 

Nigel Lowry 'vivid realisation' 

Philip Prowse 'aesthetically bold' 

Tim Goodchild 'flare and imagination' 

Adrian Vaux 'excellent vision and uses hi-tec. without 

destroying illusions' 
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The overwhelming response is for the theatricality of theatre to 

be recognised but to be executed with bold simplicity. 
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Productions 

I have listed some of the productions I have referred to and those which I 

believe have been notable both in terms of media reaction and the 

scenographic content. As such I have noted those who concern my 

discussion in terms of directors or designers for productions, omissions 

of detail have been made on this basis. Full details of these productions 

can be found in the Theatre Record for that year. 

A 

An Arabian Night Shared Experience, Director Mike Alfreds, Design 

and Light Paul Dart first performed at The Crucible Sheffield and then at 

the Soho Poly. 

A Happy Medium, 1993 George Bernard Shaw Theatre RADA, Director 

Nona Shepphard, Design Marsha Roddy, Light Christine White 

An Inspector Calls Olivier, RNT, July -August 1993, Director Stephen 

Da1dry, Designer Ian McNeil, Light Rick Fisher. 

Aida, 1989, at Earls Court, Producer Harvey Goldsmith. 

A Little Night Music, 1996, RNT production which was extended at the 

national rather than transferred or moved from the repertory. 

Angel on a Bridge, 1992, Drill Hall, Director Nona Shepphard, Design 

Jenny Carey, Light Christine White. 

As You Like It, 1991, Cheek by Jowl National and International Tour, 

Director Declan Donnelan, Design Nick Ormerod, Light Judith 

Greenwood. 

B 

Bed of Arrows, 1997, Site Specific performances in Bedford, 

Lincoln,Watford and Dunstable, Director Nona Shepphard, Design 

Bettina Reeves, Light Christine White 

C 

Cats, 1981, New London Theatre, Director Trevor Nunn, Design John 

Napier, Light David Hersey. 

Cyranno de Bergerac , 1993, Light David Hersey. 
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E 

EFX 1996, Las Vegas Vehicle for Michael Crawford, opened February 

1996, in Las Vegas, Light Natasha Katz. 

Elsinore, 1997, Robert Lepage International Tour. 

F 

Five Guys Named Moe, 1995, Producer Cameron Mackintosh. 

G 

Guys and Dolls, 199417, RNT, Director Richard Eyre 

H 

Heartbreak House, 1989, Riverside Studios, 21st November- 2nd 

December, Director Nancy Meckler, Decor Dermot Hayes, Light 

Stephen Watson. 

Henry VI, - The Plantagenets, 1988, RSC, Director Adrian Noble, 

Design Bob Crowley, Light Chris Parry. 

Henry IV Part 1, 1982, Director Trevor Nunn, Design John Napier, Light 

David Hersey. 

I 

Ipi Tombi Cambridge, 12th May 1981, Director Bertha Ernos, Light 

John Lytton. 

J 

Jesus Christ Superstar, 1997, Director Gale Edwards, Design John 

Napier, Light David Hersey. 

Joseph and His Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat, opened 1995, at the 

London Paladium. 

L 

La Bete 1993 Lyric Theatre Hammersmith, Director Richard Jones, 

Design Richard Hudson, Light Jennifer Tipton. 

La Bohe.!ill? September 1993, English National Opera, Producer Steven 

Pimlott, Design Thomas Hoheisel, Light Hugh Vanstone. 

Les Atrides, 1994, Theatre du Soleil, Director Ariane Mnouchkine. 

Les Miserables, 1985, Trevor Nunn, Design John Napier, Light David 

Hersey. 
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Les Liaisons Dangereuse,1986, The Pit, RSC 8th January-13th March, 

Director Howard Davies, Decor Bob Crowley, Light Chris Parry. 

M 

Machinal, 1993, RNT Lyttleton, Director Stephen Daldry, Design Ian 

MacNeil, Light Rick Fisher. 

Mack and Mabel, 1996, West End transfer from the Leicester 

Haymarket, Director Paul Kerryson, Design Martin Johns, Light Chris 

Ellis. 

Martin Guerre 1996, Director Declan Donnelan, Design Nick Ormerod, 

Light David Hersey opened July 10th 1996, at the Prince Edward 

Theatre, London. 

Miss Saigon, London, New York, Tokyo, Director Trevor Nunn, Design 

John Napier, Light David Hersey. 

N 

Needles and Opium, NT, April 1992, Robert Lepage. 

Nicholas Nickleby, 1982, Directors Trevor Nunn, John Caird, Design 

John Napier, Light David Hersey. 

o 
On the Ledge February 1993, Nottingham Playhouse, Director Robin 

Lefrevre, Design Bill Dudley, Light Nick Chelton. 

Oliver London Paladium 1994, Director Sam Mendes, Design Anthony 

Ward, Light David Hersey. 

P 

Peer Gynt, 1988, Director Declan Donnelan, Design Nick Ormerod, 

Light Rick Fisher. 

Poppie NongenaAssembly Room, 5th-10th September 1983, Director 

Hilary Belcher, Decor Jon Ringbom, Light William Armstrong. 

Phantom of the Opera, 1986, Director Harold Prince, Design Maria 

Bjornson, Light Andy Bridge. 

R 

Richard III Lyttleton NT Light Jean Kalman. 
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Rigoletto, 1982, Director Jonathan Miller, Design Patrick Robertson and 

Rosemary Vercoe, Light Robert Bryan. 

S 

Serious Money, Royal Court and West End transfer, Director Max 

Stafford Clark, Light Rick Fisher. 

Starlight Express, Apollo Victoria Theatre, 1 st performed March 1984, 

Director Trevor Nunn, Design John Napier, Light David Hersey. 

Shopping and Fucking, 1997 Royal Court at the Ambassadors. 

Sunday in the Park with George 15th March - 16th June 1990, NT, 

Director Steven Pimlott Design Tom Cairns, Light Wolfgang Goebel 

(who left the production before it opened.). The Lighting was completed 

by Mark Henderson. 

Sunset Boulevard, 1993, Director Trevor Nunn, Design John Napier, 

Light Andy Bridge. 

T 

Tectonic Plates, NT, Robert Lepage. 

The Chairs, 1997, The Royal Court at The Dukes Theatre, Director 

Simon McBurney. 

The Emperor of Assyria, 1971, Director Victor Garcia, Design Michel 

Launay, Light David Hersey. 

The Hunting of the Snark 1991, Light Andrew Bridge. 

The Lady Dragon's Lament, 1995, Director Nona Shepphard, Design 

Marsha Roddy, Light Christine White. 

The Lights, 1996, Royal Court, Director Ian Rickson, Design Jeremy 

Herbert. 

The Secret Garden 1991, Theatre Centre UK Tour, Director Nona 

Shepphard, Design Jenny Carey, Light Christine White. 

The Skriker Cottesloe, NT, 27th January-26th April 1994, Director Les 

Waters, Designer Annie Smart, Light Chris Toulmin. 

Three Birds Alighting on a Field Royal Court, 5th September 1991, 

Director Max Stafford Clark, Designer Sally Jacobs, Light Rick Fisher. 
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Time, 1986, Director Larry Fuller, Design John Napier, Light Andy 

Bridge. 

W 

War and Peace, RNT Director Nancy Meckler 

The Winter's Tale, 1991, Lyric Hammersmith & Tour, Theatre de 

Complicite Director Annabel Arden, Design Ariane Gastambide, Light 

Ben Ormerod. 
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