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G Eo R G E T s v P 1 N • s theatre sets tend to be angular, aggressive, sometimes 

even dangerous. They are probably best understood in terms of a relatively recent 

movement known as deconstructivist architecture. (Tsypin i a graduate of the 

Architectural Institute in Moscow, and supported himself after he moved to ew 

York City by working in an architectural firm.) Such architecture, ometime 

referred to as an architecture offantasy or of the mind, undermines the traditional 

notions of composition and unity, and is considered by many to be "unbuildable," 

which has also been said ofTsypin's sets. But as Tsypin explain in thi interview, it 

was John Conklin, his set design teacher at New York University, who taught him 

that the initial creative impulse takes precedence over technical con iderations. 

Another distinguishable element ofTsypin's work is the way in which he layers 

various historical references and/or scenic elements within a single et. Thi 

layering can provide a visual density o complex that , as Tsypin admits, "you can't 

watch everything." In Peter Sellars' controver ial 19 7 production of Don 

Giovanni, for example, Mozart's opera was presented in pre ent-da} pani h 

FACING PAGE THE GUTH .. IE THEATER 

PRODUCTION OF JEAN GENET ' S THE SCR££HS , 

DIRECTED BY JOANNE AKALAITIS . 
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Harlem, but Tsypin also included various 
references to medieval paintings and al
tarpieces. The resulting mix provided a 
somewhat unsettling experience, sup
porting Sellars' interpre tation of the op
era. And in JoAnne Akalaitis's recent 
Guthrie production of Jean Genet's The 
Screens, Tsypin stretched a net over much 
of the acting area, providing a second level 
on which cast members, mo" ing in slow 
motion to counterbalance the bounce of 
the net, appeared to be floating over the 
action occurring on stage. 

FEBRUARY 13, 1989 AND 

AUGUST 30, 1 990 -

GEORGE TSYPIN ' S APARTMENT, 

ASTORIA, NEW YORK 

I was born in Russia. My father is a 
painter, and my mother was an actress for 
a short time. I was educated as an archi
tect in ~lo CO\\ . It was a \er} traditional, 
old-fashioned art education. In order to 
get into the school you had to pass an 
examination in painting, sculpture and 
drawing. I was part of a circle of people in 
MosCO\\ that included musicians, poets 
and theatre people. I had several friends 
who were set designers and directors. 1 
also entered different kinds of competi
tions, conceptual competitions. One was 
called " re\\ Spontaneous Ideas for the 
Theatre," , .. hich was \\ here I found out 
about theatre . 

Were you planning on being an archi
tect when you moved to New York, or 
were you thinking about going into 
theatre? 

I didn't have a precise plan, and I certainly 
wasn't planning to work in the theatre. We 
had this notion in Moscow that you 
couldn't really work in theatre in America, 
that you couldn't really make any money, 
which is partially true. So I worked as an 
architect. But I also felt that I wanted to do 
something in theatre, so I studied set de
sign at ew York University. It wasn't until 
I got out of YU in 1984 that I started 
working in theatre. 

%at fascinates me about your sets is 
the way the stage space is handled 
architecturally. \Vhat is it about the 
stage space that interests you? 

The architecture is one element, cer
tainly, but I think theatre is a much more 
synthetic art form. It includes all the 
arts-poetry and music and sculpture 
and painting. It is an architecture of the 
mind, rather than of the space. I was 
very inspired by the set designers I met 
in Russia. At that time there was a real 
boom in set design. For some reason 
it was the only thing that was reau; 
alive. I do theatre-as opposed to some 
other form - because I can use all of the 
skills I acqu ired. 

%o did you study with at NYU? 

John Conklin , Oliver Smith, Lloyd Bur
lingame. I also studied film design with 
Steve Hendrickson and costume design 
with Carrie Robbins. 

%at kind of influence did they have on 
you? 

John Conklin was a big influence, but it 
wasn't an influence on my work per se. 
People didn't think I was going to be able 
to build anything because I didn't have a 
technical background. Everybody would 
say no , no, you can't do that-and I must 
admit that I didn't know some very basic 
things-but John never said that. He un
derstood that you do eventually realize 
something, but that's not where you start, 
with the technical aspects. Some schools 
or teachers start with the technical ele
ments, but I feel that that immediately 
limits the imagination. 

%at kinds of projects did you do for 
Conklin? 

Mostly opera . 

Did you do any professional work in 
theatre while you were at NYU? 

No, not in theatre. I was still working in an 
architectural firm once in a while, but I 

had no theatre experience at all when I got 
my first professional job. 

Which was what? 

Assisting David Mitchell on Biloxi Blues. 
It was a terrific experience. It was one of 
the more complicated nonmusicals on 
Broadway, and I got to do everything. 
Technically, it was very useful for me. It 
was like a crash course on designing a 
Broadway show. 

What was the first show you designed? 

It was for the Philadelphia Drama Guild
The Power and the Glory , directed by 
William Woodman. Then, shortly after 
The Power and the Glory, Peter Sellars 
called . Someone had seen my work at the 
portfolio review at Juilliard , which was 
also how I got the show in Philadelphia, 
and had told Sellars about me. We met and 
I showed him my stuff. He had just started 
the American National Theater, in Wash
ington, D.C., and he asked me to design 
The Count of Monte Cristo. I don't know 
why he asked me to do it, but we did it, 
then we did another and another and an
other. I did four productions fo r Peter at 
the Kennedy Center. 

What do you think it was about your 
work that Peter responded to? 

I don't know. He didn't really like it, in 
fact. He said "But I love this because 

' 

nobody could ever build it." My projects 
were totally unbuildable. AI o, at that 
time, he had ju t come back from Rus ia 
and was very much into Taganka Theatre. 
Even though my work didn't look like Ta
ganka's at all, we understood each other, I 

guess. 

'What do you. think characterizes your 

work? 

The scope. The scale is very large. Ob
viously, I don't do reali tic sets, and Peter 

GEORGE TSYPIN • 161 
--------- -----------

SKETCH FOR THE CHICAGO LYRIC OPERA ' S 

PRODUCTION OF RICHARD WAGNER ' S 

TAIHIHAUSER . DIRECTED BY PETER SELLARS. 

e: 

". 

~ nt 
ore 

ele

~i th 



•••• 1 

I 

m) el 

of exl 
has ir 

vie~· 

ence• 
de ig 

and< 
their 
futur 

atre 
thed 

TV, I 

inclu 
morE 

derir 

ets-

162 · AMERI C AN SET DES I GN 2 

doesn't do small , kitchen-sink dramas. He 
does large, philosophical works, where 
you need to have this large scale. I also 
believe that I think like a director, so I can 
see the subtle mome nts in a show with 
actors, with music. It's always a collabora
tion with the director, but designing a set 
very much involves directing. I do think 
about the actors and how to get them phys
ically involved . 

I am thinking about the Don Giovanni 
I saw at PepsiCo Summer/are. The set 
was both real and abstract at the same 
time. 

Two things were tudied very carefully for 
that set . It was almost like doing research 
for a film . I did go to Harlem, where I took 
a lot of photographs. But at the a me time I 
was looking at medieval paintings, altar
piece and lithographs. So it was Hell as a 
combination of both Ha rlem and some
thing medie"al. 

The set also forced the actors to be 
more physical than we normally expect 
them to be in an opera. 

Yes. We wanted you to feel that you were 
about to fall down. There is this long hole, 
the orchestra pit, that you could fall in . Or 
in another ense, i t sugge t s the earth 
opening up . Then the re is a ditch on the 
ide, too. The acting space is \ ef} narrow, 

so you feel constantly that these people are 
literally on the edge. It was maybe a little 
too dangerous, but the singers were young 
and physical and they were able to handle 
it. But a lot of my sets are dangerous. 

Can you give 1ne another example? 

The Guthrie production of Leon and 
Lena, which was directed by JoAnne Aka
laiti . I made thi highway in the air above 
the audience. It was nothing, just a broken
off slab. But when the actors danced on it 

' your heart started pounding just looking at 
them. You felt they were going to fly off 
this highway at any moment. 

How would you describe your working 
relationship with Peter SeUars? How do 
the two of you approach a project 
together? 

Well , for example, the script for Ajax did 
not e·dst when we started . The play ex
isted, but the fi nal script was a modern 
adaptation. Ajax was a long and painful 
process. omctimes Peter and I will work 
very closely, as we did on Ajax, but it was 
painful for everybody. The play itself is so 
great and so difficult, but Peter also made 
many, many changes. On other projects, 
like Tannhiiuser, for instance, we barely 
spoke at all . Pe te r had a general idea about 
\\hat the ope ra was about and where it 
could take place, and I took it from there. 

Did you do a lot of research for 
Tannhauser? 

Yes, I always do lots of research . I read a 
lot, everything that is written about the 
play. It sometimes seems unnecessary be
cause I still don't know how to design it, 
but the research makes me think about the 
piece. I read one thing and an image 
comes up. Then I'll read something else 
and another image, completely different, 
comes up . Criticism can help a lot , too. I 
also believe that both the director and the 
set designer must see the play as a whole. 
But where the director can choose to work 
on a play moment by moment, the set de
signer can't . The set designer has to build 
something that works for the entire play. 

Do you complete your research before 
you start d.esigning? 

I do all the reading before I start design
ing. Then I do the visual research . I like to 
take photographs if! can find some thing in 
real life that is appropriate. 

Do you do a lot of sketching? 

Not really. I used to do more, but now I 
basically work with models. Sometimes I 
will give the director a real quick sketch to 
le t him know what I'm doing, but sketches 
don't mean anything to me. They don't 
show the space or the scale. If I do a 

sketch , I do it to suggest the atmosphere. I 
like to construct with models-and I like 
to make large models-because the model 
is something else, another thing. I'll get an 
idea for a set , for example, but by the time 
I complete the set model it has nothing to 
do with what I originally intended . It's out 
of my control a little bit, wh ich is fine. It's 
like my hands take care of it. You have to 
trust your hands. 

More so than your eyes? 

It's the same thing. You have to watch. It 
can be ver y painful. I'll make a piece and 

THE AMERICAN NATIONAL THEATER 

PRODUCTION OF ANTON C HEKHOV' S THE 

SEAGUL L ( RENAMED A S E AG U LL ). DIRECT E D 

BY P E TER SELLARS . 

then it'll have to be painted some color. So 
I'll put down newspaper and I'll spray
paint the piece, but all of a sudden it's the 
paper r m spraying on that is much more 
interesting than the piece itself. So I end 
up using the paper and throwing away the 
piece. Designing is like that; it's watching 
for accidents. 

Is working with joAnne much different 
than working with Peter? 

No, the two are very similar. Peter is usu
ally more prepared , but with JoAnne I 
have a little more freedom . Some direc-
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tors give you total freedom , others want 
very much to be involved. I like both ap
proaches, but I prefer the director who 
gives me a chance. Except that Peter i 
such a visual person himself, he can take 
an idea even further. AI o, my sets need 
directing. It doe n't make any sen e for me 
to come up with omething that the di
rector doe n't understand, omething he 
doe n't know what to do with. The et is a 
machine that has to be dealt\\ ith imagina
tively, like with actors. 
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Is your approach to designing opera 
different than your approach to 
designing theatre? 

Yes. If I am designing a large opera, like 
Tannhiiuser, I have more limitations. The 
budget and the scale may be bigger, but 
because of the limited rehearsal time I 
have to be very careful of what I ask the 
singers to do. Also, because opera is usu
ally done in larger houses, r m dealing less 
with detail. The image is much larger. 

Tannhauser got a lot of attention. 

Peter had a modern context for the opera, 
which is something he always does. But it 
didn't quite come together until the 
Jimmy Swaggart thing hit the press. It was 
so perfect. I was reading all of these sto
ries in Time magazine and the Village 
Voice about what had happened in this 
little motel. There were these pictures of 
the motel, and all of a sudden the opera 
sort of designed itself. Peter had originally 
planned to do the first act on a beach, but 
when the Swaggart story surfaced we 
moved it to the Southwest and this strange 
little motel in this sleazy town. The second 
act took place in the Crystal Palace, which 
is so beautiful. But the opera also contains 
this mythological background-plus ref
erences to Wagner's own story-so we de
cided to put all of these things in the same 
space. 

Both Don Giovanni and Tannhauser 
incorporated research of medieval art. 
Would it be fair to say that medieval 
art has been a major influence on your 
work? 

Yes, it has had more influence on me than, 
say, classical art or the Renaissance. I feel 
that the medieval period has much more 
in common with our own times. 

Why is that? 

It's very personal and subjective, but New 
York feels like a medieval city to me. It's 
dirty, it's vertical, and it's kind ofbarbaric. 
You could argue with that, I guess, but for 
me it is true. I use a lot of classical ele
ments, too, but in terms of stylized lines, 
medieval drawings are the best. 

What el~e influences your work? 

I look at a lot of architecture. I till follo"" 
what architects are doing. This whole de
constructivist movement that is happen
ing now-the more imaginative, freer 
architects who do the e wonderful con
ceptual projects-has been a big influ-

ence. 

Do you have any interest in doing film 

or television? 

I am working on a film right now, in fact. 
And depending on if he can get the fund-
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FACING PAGE, SKETCH FOR W A MOZAIIT ' S 

DON GIOVANNI, DIRECTED BY PETER 

SELLARS . LEFT TOP AND BOTTOM , PHOTO · 

GRAPHS FROM THE PEPSICO SUMMERFAIIE 

PRODUCTION ABOVE , TSYPIN ' S SCULPTURE 

BASED ON HIS SET DESIGN FOR THE 

PRODUCTION 
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THE GUTHRIE THEATER PRODUCTION OF THE 

S C REENS , DIRECTED BY JOANNE AKALAITIS . 

ing, I might he doing another film with 

Peter, a remake of The Cabinet of Dr. 
Caligari. He wants to do it as a silent film, 
but set it in contemporary ew York. 
What interests me about films is that they 
are usually about real people, but they're 

deceptive. They have to feel real, but first 
you have to create a believability. 

But your primary interest is to continue 
to design theatre and opera, correct? 

Film is financially more atisfying than 

theatre, but artistically I think fi lm is less 
satisfying. You have less control. You can 

design something beautiful and no one 

TH E AM ER I CAN N A TIO NA L T H E A TE R 

P R ODUCTION OF R O B E RT SHER W OOD'S IDIOT 'S 

DELIGHT, DIRECTED BY PETER SELL AR S. 

will ever see it. The actor's face takes up 
the whole screen, so who cares what's in 
the background. On the other hand, film is 
in some respects much freer than thea
tre. You think of an image and there's no 
reason why you can't have it. You don't 
have to think about how to get from 
this point to that point. I n the theatre, 
however, everything is connected. The 
way I design theatre, it is all one machine, 
one mechanism, that changes and trans
forms all the time. But it i one thing. I n 
film, the interconnections are handled 
through the editing, so getting from point 
A to point B isn't really an issue in the 

design. 
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Where do you see your career going 

from here? 

I was approached about doing a gallery 
show, so I've been thinking about that. I 
spend a lot of time and energy doing 
theatre- I try not to do any shows that are 
just routine, I try to invent something new 
for each production-but then the show is 
over very quickly and the set are de
stroyed. Theatre i o ephemeral. What's 
left after the show closes i often ju t a 
memory. Except r m the one \\'Orking with 
hard material , so the nature of my craft is 
very different from that of, say, the direc
tor or lighting designer or actor. What' 
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ABOVE AND FACING PAGE, MOLIERE 'S THE 

MISANTHROPE . DIRECTED BY ROBERT FALLS 

FOR LA JOLLA PLAYHOUSE. 

left after a production are my sketches, 
the slides and the model , which take on an 
existence of their own, almost indepen
dent of the original production. I was 
thinking that I should pursue that a bit 
more , that I wanted to give it a more per
manent shape, even if it was just for 
myself. 

Another reason for doing the gallery 
show is that I don't like traditional models 
or sketches. The ones I've seen have an 
old-fashioned, provincial feel to them. 
Often, however, I'll go back after a pro
duction has closed and work on one of my 
models. I want to use the gallery show to 
explore what it is that keeps me excited 
about these old models I still have. Then, 
when I started thinking about the gallery 
space, I realized that I could create some
thing in another form , but which would 
have certain connections with the theatre. 
I wanted to develop the models in such a 
way that they become objects, or sculp
tures, that captured the essences of the 
sets. 

Could you give me an example? 

Yes. Take The Screens, which JoAnne and 
I did at the Guthrie. We stretched a net 
over much of the acting area, but I wanted 
it over the entire audience. That's what I 
dreamed of doing in the theatre, but it 
couldn't be done for a number of reasons. 
But in the model! could. There is nothing 
I can't do in the model. 

So the model, or sculpture, becomes the 
ideal theatre space? 

Exactly. Something I can do without the 
constraints of budget or practicalities, 
where I can really dream. 

But you want people to view these 
sculptures as objects in and of them
selves, not as models for something you 
once did in a theatre? 

Right. I want them to be approached as 
ideas. 

Which is also how you approach theatre 
design. 

Yes. What I am trying to do is explode the 
box. Usually the theatre model is in a box, 
but the box is irrelevant. In fact, you try to 
overcome the box whenever you design for 
the theatre. You design a world that is not 
in the box, that is much larger than the 
box. So I just got rid of the box. 

How many sculptures have you designed 
for the gallery show? 
Fifteen. 

One per show? 

No. I actually have four pieces from 
Tannhauser-one for each act, and then 
one more. And for the other shows, usually 
one per show. 

The other thing about the gallery show 
is that it will also incorporate lights and 
sounds. After a production has closed, I 
remember images. I remember the way 
the lighting hit something, or some piece 
of music-not the narrative shape of the 
production. So I wanted to create that 
kind of situation in the gallery. The sculp
tures will include little lights, but I'll also 
design the lighting for the gallery. And I'm 
planning on using sound in some way. 

Before we end this interview I would 
like to talk about The Screens. I'd like 
to know how you and JoAnne 
approached that play. 

The Screens was written in the 1960s, 
some thirty years ago, so the first thing we 
did was to discuss how we would look at it 
now. Although Jean Genet asks that his 
plays not be set in very specific locations, 
JoAnne decided to use Algeria in the late 
1950s and early '60s for this production. 
JoAnne also included some contemporary 
references in the production, but they 
were not important elements in terms of 
the design. I tried to deal with the play as a 
philosophical statement rather than as a 
political document. 

What kind of research did you do? 

JoAnne and I went to Morocco. It wa an 
incredible experience. I had never been 

to that part of the world before. I took 
thousands of slides. 

And what did you see in Morocco? 

It's another civilization. In a way, the place 
in Russia where I was born had a very 
strong Islamic influence, but I didn't real
ize that until I went to Morocco. It 
brought back these incredible childhood 
memories. Some part of Morocco are 
modern, of course, but we went specifi
cally to look at the architecture in the 
medieval tovvns. And then we went into 

the desert. 
JoAnne really wanted to create an en-

vironmental event at the Guthrie. In fact, 
we were going to use another space run by 
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THE GUTHRIE THEATER PRODUCTION OF 

GEORG BUCHNER"S 1.£0N AND 1.£HA (TRANS · 

LATED BY HENRY J . SCHMIDT). DIRECTED BY 

JOANNE AKALAITIS . 

the theatre, but then decided to do it at the 
Guthrie becau e it's right beside the 
Walker Arts Center. The museum , basi
cally, is an incredible center for Western 
art , and our major impulse was to have it 
clash with this unbelievable Third-World 
culture. All of the lobby windows were 
painted with wild, violent drawings, so as 
you passed the Guthrie you were already 
pulled into the world of the play. 

How did you approach the theatre space? 

I wanted to get rid of all of the notions of 
Western theatre , and I had two ideas 
about bow to do it. One was to take out all 
of the seats and make people sit on this 
desert-like yellow fabric. I thought it 

would work like an Arabic theatre, or like 
watching a spectacle in a marketplace. 

My second idea was to continue the fab
ric up and over the audience to create 
another acting level. Within the structure 
of the play, these two worlds-the world 
of the living and the world of the dead
are very important. People die in the 
world of the living and then appear in the 
world of the dead. 

But I couldn't do both. I couldn't take 
out the seats, which is labor intensive, and 
create this upper level for the world of the 
dead. So I decided to go with the world of 
the dead. I suspended a huge net over the 
stage . It wasn't supported in any way, but 
was stretched from many different points 
in the theatre. We had to hire an architect 
and go through walls to reach the main 
beams of the building. Even then we 
weren't sure that the tension would be 
great enough to sustain the weight of the 
actors. 

But it worked. The image was like that 
of the desert. It was shaped like the des
ert. And when the characters walked 
across the net , which they had to do 
slowly, in slow motion, they sank into it
like into sand. It was like they were 
weightless. It was very beautiful. 

How did you treat the rest of the space? 

I covered the stage with yellow fabric , and 
then had lots of transparent screens which 

moved during the performance. The 
screens bad different images on them, but 
the actors also drew on them during the 
show, so you had these many different 
layers of images. 

Were the images based on the research 
you did in Morocco? 

No, nothing of what I saw in Morocco 
ended up in the show. Out of all of the 
photographs I took in Morocco, I didn't 
use a single one of them. I eventually real
ized that the details I thought I would use 
for ethnic flavor were not important. 

'Why not? 

Because they would take away focus. The 
Screens is a terribly profound play. It's not 
about little, decorative, Arabic detail. The 
play is so much more suggestive than that. 

'Who designed the lighting for the 
production? 

Jennifer Tipton. Genet writes that the first 
scene takes place on the road, in the des
ert. So naturally you assume hot, bright, 
yellow sunlight, which was the first image 
JoAnne and I had. But Jennifer decided 
she wasn't going to do that. She said, 
"Genet says cold blue light, so I'm going to 
docoldblue light." o, no. It' adesert. It's 
noon in the desert. But no, Jennifer 

wanted cold blue light. She drove JoAnne 
and me crazy with her cold blue light. But 
we eventually realized she was right. You 
either go with Genet's directions, or you 
don't. But if you go with them, you can't 
question them. 

But you didn't follow his directions for 

the set. 

No, for two reasons. First, I had no choice. 
Genet's direction are written specifically 
for a proscenium stage, which we didn't 
have at the Guthrie. And second, I didn't 
really throw them out. I don't remember 
why, but I reread his directions after the 
show opened and discovered his descrip
tion oflots oflines running from the top of 
the set out over the audience. I had com
pletely forgotten about them, but on some 
subconscious level they must have regis
tered because there they were-the net. 

It sounds as if you are pleased with this 

production. Are you? 

By the time a show is over, I never. kn?w 
what I feel about it. I'm too close to Jt. I m 
too immersed in the details, and all I see 
are the imperfections. Then, a few months 
later, I'll look at the slides and decide what 
I think of the sho·w. But I ha\-e pretty good 
memorie of thi show. Whatever it" as, it 

was an event. 
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THE AM ERICAN NATIONAL THEATER 

PRODUCTION OF SOPHOCLES• AJAX . ADAPTED 

BY ROBERT AULETTA AND DIRECTED BY 

PETER SELLARS. 
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