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General Scenography 
It is impossible to isolate one purely scenographic element in Foreman's work. His 

scenography, in a strict sense-his scenic "writing" or design, concerning the space, 
decor and costumes-never ceases to overwhelm its traditional functions. There is, 
without a doubt, one major singularity to Foreman's style: scenic "writing" is everywhere. 
Spatial tracing is not simply a phase in the spectacle's preparation -it persistently shows 
itself off and sets the resulting production in motion. 

Foreman's scenography js not a code that one can contrast with others in polyphonic 
theatre - it cuts across all theatrical codes. Foreman's art, at base, is an art of "contamination." 
The decor intervenes in the action; it is a "performer." Characters assume a purely spatial, 
rhythmic, decorative function. Costumes and props play a dramatic role. In this manner, 
Foreman explodes the classical oppositions on which theatre has been based, oppositions 
between decor and action, between animate and inanimate, between the accessory props 
and the essential ones, between scenographic space and spectacular time. His theatre 
requires new instruments of analysis; it becomes necessary to think in terms of energy, 
tension, lines of force and variations of intensity. 

After the "Avant-garde" 
Foreman's first plays participated in the prescribed goal of the "avant-garde" (the 

principles of which were paralleled in the cinema, painting and literature of the same 
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period). His work particularly reflected the aims of those who wanted the "hidden work" 
to be shown, who felt the production process should be present in the product, and who 
felt the resulting production should attract attention to itself as the deconstruction of its 
process. Foreman's work rendered the scenography visible; it created transformations 
from the perspective of the scenic space. The presence of strings drew a large axis of 
the movement and situated the actors as elements in an abstract canvas, systematically 
utilizing the props as components of an unearthing process (they functioned as "crutches" 
or "hindrances"). 

More recently (since his turning-point play, Boulevard of Paris), this "Brechtian", avant- 
gardist principle has become considerably more flexible. Although Foreman continues to 
question the materials of traditional scenography, usually held secret, the modality of this 
materialization is less mechanistic. Thus, in the three pieces presented in France (Cafe 
Amerique in 1981, Faust ou la Fete Electrique in 1982, La Robe de Chambre de Georges 
Bataille in 1983), the strings persist, but without their omnipresent, permanent character. 
They are no more than discreet traces of abstract scenography that outline the plays' 
internal movements instead of underlining them. The modifications of the space (in which 
the actors continue to participate) are more exact. They have ceased to invade and 
subordinate the action. The props, in a certain way, have assumed more autonomy through 
their rapport with the scenography. They have a properly plastic existence and intervene 
less gratuitously in the dramatic action. 

For all this, evidently Foreman has no intention of returning to illusionistic art, an art 
that would efface his process (as is the case with Robert Wilson, for example). This 
exhibition of hidden scenography is the principal effect of the representation -it participates 
with a suitably dramatic effect, without substituting itself for the drama. Phrased another 
way, it is now impossible to suppress the perceptual mutations that the "avant-garde" 
introduced, but its artists no longer seem intent on being locked in their process. 
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Classical Therapy: Words are projected onto a screen in the upper right corner of 
the stage; Foreman manipulates the sound from in front of the stage. 
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Space in Transformation 

Scenographic space, for Foreman, is never a given beforehand. It doesn't constitute 
a set frame on the interior of which the action would be able to unfold; it modifies itself 
unceasingly-particularly in its dimensions-in proportion to the evolution of the action. 
In some limited cases, this modification even constitutes the action. The scenography, in 
sum, is mobile. The set is likely to become hollow or shrink, to swell or contract, to divide 
or multiply. 

The theatre loft in which Foreman directed four of his New York pieces was, from 
this point of view, very significant. It permitted a deep set that became a device capable 
of diminishing or deepening at will. The choice of this space indicated, in some way, that 
Foreman's theatrical art was post-cinematographic art, or at least an art likely to respond 
to the cinematographic challenge. Foreman was able to include "depth of field" with these 
methods, and eluded the flat frontality inherent in traditional scenography. 

The more classical stage of the Theatre Gennevilliers, which welcomed Foreman's 
realizations in France, adapted less easily to depth of field. Without being an "Italianate" 
stage, it nonetheless imposed the constraint of a large space with reduced depth. Foreman 
maintained the effect of permanent spatial transformation within this frame in three ways: 
1) by the same use of actors, conveying in their displacement the dispersion or splintering 
of the playing space, which produced an impression of spatial expansion; 2) by the 
presence of vertical retractable gates or barriers slightly resembling mobile cells, pieces 
one might find in an urban space to control crowds (as in Faust ou la Fete Electrique); 
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Faust ou la Fete Electrique, Theatre Gennevilliers 1982: Simulated-stone blocks 
suspended in the air manipulate the space's verticality. 

3) by the eruption of props of unusual dimensions (a bar, animal puppets, instruments of 
motion, etc.) that produced an impression of breaking open the stage. In addition, the 
manipulation of the space's height, or its verticality, was apt to supply the illusion of depth 
(by the lighting method, or the presence, in Faust, of simulated-stone blocks suspended 
in the air, likely to descend onto the stage at will). 

The alteration of classic space was not, therefore, abandoned. If, essentially, the 
scenographic frontality was not radically denied, it was nonetheless given the impression 
of being one possibility among others, menaced, always at the point of being disturbed. 
Foreman's theatrical space-which he does not hesitate to refer to as psychic space- 
is above all an unstable space. It is mobile scenography of vacillating volume and vertigo. 

"La Chauve-Souris," or Foreman's 
Reappropriation of a Traditional Space 

In the mise-en-scene he created for the Paris Opera's production of Johann Strauss' 
La Chauve-Souris (Die Fledermaus), Foreman was not the absolute master of the sce- 
nography. He did not direct the design of costumes or decor, nor did he see the playing 
space in advance. Nevertheless, the resulting space incontestably bore the mark of Foreman's 
singular style, as if once again, his unwillingness to depart from it had served as a 
provocative challenge. 

The production had three principal characteristics. The presence of vertical, movable 
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singular style, as if once again, his unwillingness to depart from it had served as a 
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bars delineated the spatial restrictions of the play, which had been edited -the last act 
in this production was divided, distributed between a prologue and an epilogue. Where 
the traditional mise-en-scene of the operetta effected an enlargement of the space (for 
example, in the Ball scene), Foreman preferred to enlarge the set vertically. He revealed 
frescoes inspired by Ingres' Bain Turc (Turkish Bath), a swarm of nude, entangled bodies 
and several suspended angels likely to descend toward the stage. 

The effect of breaking open or disrupting the space was produced, finally, by the 
movement of the bodies. The ballet was drawn little by little toward an angry bacchanale, 
with the turbulence of animal puppets and roller-skaters in Tarzan costumes that unbalanced 
the classical arrangement of the waltz. The lights played their prescribed role in this effect: 
The searchlights directed at the spectators-scandalizing certain purists -provoked a 
violent sort of perception, destined to restore and accentuate the work's intense virulence, 
which had been flattened by the proprieties of tradition. 

This scenographic treatment, by which Foreman reappropriated the space that was 
imposed on him, converged toward a deliberate effect. It reacted to the "minor" character 
of the operetta, not by treating it as a major work-as an opera-but, to the contrary, 
by making it even more minor. Foreman placed its delirious, feverish, frenetic dimensions 
in relief and drew it closer to circus. 

Literalization 
Brecht proposed a "literalization" of theatrical space by inserting readable texts, 

montage effects and a collage of written elements into his work. For Brecht, it was 
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necessary to provide a sort of critical counterpoint to the representation. Foreman retained 
this process, but changed the direction of its function: Several letters-those of the play's 
title-were hooked to the wires that dominate the playing area in Cafe Amerique. In La 
Robe de Chambre de Georges Bataille, ciphers were disseminated through certain elements 
of the decor. 

These signs are not direct signification; they indicate a "literal" space without being 
subordinate to it. Foreman's method is not didactic. These signs signify nothing but their 
abstract function. By discreet contamination, they designate as signs all the other elements 
in the set. The spectacle furtively evokes the page of a book, or an outline in a notebook, 
the trace of a sort of algebra-in-abeyance. More than being Brechtian, Foreman is closer 
to the utilization of signs-letters or ciphers-by Cy Twombly, for example, in which a 
likeness with Foreman's literalization may be found. The presence of these signs is not 
aimed at the spectator's comprehension, but at their perception. It suggests that the 
"delirium" it assists also possesses secret logic, cipherization, writing. 

Without doubt, the same diversion of the Brechtian scenographic process can be 
seen in Foreman's use of photographs. Where Brecht's photography possessed a didac- 
ticism-to eliminate representation by the eruption of the "real" -the hundreds of photos 
stuck together end to end in the upper part of the decor of La Robe de Chambre de 
Georges Bataille aim especially for a perceptual effect. It feels as though the play is about 
the photographs, although their accumulation gives overall a purely abstract impression. 
There is a sensation of entanglement, of proliferation. The hundreds of cut-out bodies, 
stuck together and multiplied, refers to a sort of swarming organic chaos, accentuating 
the irrational, fantastical dimension of the play on stage. 
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The Props 
Foreman's theatre, more than any other, consumes the objects that he brings together 

with an intense rapidity that often resembles a veritable rage of destruction. Props and 
costumes have no value other than themselves. They appear only to be immediately 
devoured, swallowed up in the spectacle's hectic rhythm. 

Their enumeration reveals their insensible character: decapitated babies in celluloid, 
forceps, beef bones, a dentist's chair, cooking instruments (Cafe Amerique); bars, a 
sarcophagus, meteorites, toboggans, serpents, (Faust); skulls, restaurant materials, 
candlesticks, animal puppets (La Robe de Chambre de Georges Bataille). These different 
objects have no meaning -the task of finding their symbolic value would be exhausting- 
but they have functions. They focus or impede the actor's action; they call forth incongruity 
(an echo of cinematic burlesque that also includes a great consummation of objects); and 
they create an impression of disproportion and permanent disequilibrium. 

In sum, it is not the scenographic dimension of the props that is primary-their 
"form," in other words-but the way in which they are placed in a whirlpool, a scansion, 
an uninterrupted consumption. It is as if the profound goal of Foreman's theatre was to 
ruin representation, to destroy that which he brings together and uses. Space, and the 
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they create an impression of disproportion and permanent disequilibrium. 

In sum, it is not the scenographic dimension of the props that is primary-their 
"form," in other words-but the way in which they are placed in a whirlpool, a scansion, 
an uninterrupted consumption. It is as if the profound goal of Foreman's theatre was to 
ruin representation, to destroy that which he brings together and uses. Space, and the 
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objects that rise into view there, are literally consumed by the spectacle's infernal rhythm 
and tempo. 

The Theatre as Pictorial Art 

Scenography is traditionally the place where dramaturgical art touches drawing and 
painting, a sort of minor pictorial art with restricted, purely utilitarian functions -a preliminary, 
preparatory art effacing itself in the representation it makes concrete. This is precisely 
what Foreman radically reverses. In his style, pictorial art is less a point of departure than 
a result. With Foreman, it is the total spectacle - not solely the preliminary scenography- 
that confronts strictly pictorial problems: the disposition and dispersion of usable signs, 
effects of equilibrium, echoes, distortion. 

Nothing is more significant on this point than Foreman's use of actors. He leads them 
surely, carefully, to "play a role"-or at least to enter fragments of roles-without ever 
forgetting that their bodies are also plastic signs. Their entanglement, their rebounding, 
their way of forming processions and garlands, their placement in "tableaux," all correspond 
to abstracted, disordered configurations in which the bodies are merely "organic." Lines 
of force, tension, dissemination, convulsions, including the most concrete (the body) in 
the highly abstract (the axis, directions, masses), all are elements of Foreman's universe, 
and suggest strictly pictorial experiences. They recall Jerome Bosch (by the confusion, 
the art of incongruity), Duchamp (by the visible emergence of a "fourth dimension") and 
Picasso (by the systematic twisting of perspective, the art of decomposition and montage). 

This theatrical pictoriality, once again, gives rise not only to the scenography. It is 
the general effect of theatrical codes-voice, rhythms, displacements, resonances, con- 
tortions-and not only the visible, stable signs of scenography that participate in this 
incessant composition, always in the process of undoing and re-forming themselves. 

To treat everything that concerns theatre pictorially further estranges it from drawing 
or painting: Such is Foreman's challenge. The theatre, then, becomes sceno-graphy: the 
graphics of the stage and the stage of graphics at the same time. 

Guy Scarpetta is a writer and critic living in France. 
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