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Chapter 5 

Technology as performance 

Throughout the history of Western theatrical presentation, technology has 
been used to captivate and astound audiences. Early theatre such as that of the 
Greeks and Romans made use of available technology in order to produce 
visual transformations, interventions and spectacle. Although later European 
medieval theatre put stress on the need for audiences to hear and listen to plays, 
there was also considerable emphasis on the spectacular in perfmmance. For 
example, staging features such as the medieval device known as Hell Mouth, in 
which devils and damned souls could appear and disappear through the gaping 
jaws of a bear's or hull's head, made use of opening and closing doors, lifted 
jaws or curtains to cover the opening of the mouth. Devils appeared to be 
consumed by flame. 1 

A powerful example of the way in which aspects of early technology 
~()~les~~g,a]ld ~till <iS> 8()in peEf?~1Il"J:lSSstoday, is the Misteri d'Elx which 
bega;, in the fifteenth century and is still performed on 15 August every year at 
Elche, Spain .. Here, in the Basilica de Santa Maria, community actors and 
singers perform a representation of The Assumption of the Virgin2 where 
scenography provides a key visual focus and simple technology transforms 
the basilica. Three skeletal metal frames suspended on three thick hemp ropes 
are separately lowered and raised throngh a trap door in the dome of the 
basilica. From here to ground level is some 130 feet. One of the frames is known 
as the mangrana, or the 'pomegranate'. This frame is encased by lightly 
constructed wooden segments of a shape like that of an orange after it has 
been peeled. The eight segments of the man grana are connected to thin ropes 
at their lowest points and thus pulled upwards and outwards to reveal the 
Angel of the Annunciation inside the device. A second gilded metal frame, 
known as the araceli, is constructed to accommodate five figures of which four 
are angels who surround the Son on his descent. He is replaced by an artificial 
representation of the Virgin on the return journey to heaven. The third frame 
contains three places for the Trinity. When ascending and descending, the 
three frames on their respective ropes are kept apart by the strength of men 
lying on their stomachs above the trap door in the dome of the basilica. 
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Needless to say, these operators are secretly anchored in their positions as 
indeed are the figures on the lowered frames. 

The technology employed at Elche has been part of the performance for almost 
six centuries. The ouly concession to modern technology occurs towards the end 
of the event when thousands of pieces of gold-coloured tinsel are showered down 
upon the audience/congregation through a wjde pipe from the dome of the 
basilica. This action is driven by an electric fan. This modest technology produces 
wonderfiil effects which can ouly be properly appreciated in the context of this 
liturgical petformance. In the Misteri d'Elx, technology is used to demonstrate, in 
scenographic mode, the miracle of the Assumption. It is in this way that strong 
theatrical power is brought about and communicated by technology. 

Despite such traditional and integrated use of technology in the service of 
early theatre, there is a pervasive and implicit criticism which regards techno
logy as a force for detracting from communication of the narrative or poetic 
value of the text. As noted earlier, use of technology is sometimes criticised for 
being costly and indulgent, pandering to the superficial thrill provided by 
spectacle and nothing more. 

Scenographers such as Appia, however, have looked to lighting technology 
to facilitate a meaningful fusion of the actor, the space and the text. Svoboda 
has demonstrated how new technology can be exploited and integrated as part 
of the overall theatrical statement. It should be remembered, too, that techno
logy does not only refer to sound and lighting, but to all the devices and 
materials of the stage. What is of interest here is not the technologies in 
themselves, but to what end they can be used, or the extent to which they 
can be made to perform. Various ways in which theatre technology performs 
and the means by which technology can provide new ways of re-presenting the 
world are considered in this chapter. 

The craft of technology 

On occasions where technology performs supporting roles, there are subtle 
pleasures in wjtnessing skilfully timed lighting cues or well-choreographed 
changes of scenery. The Slottsteater at Drottningholm in Sweden, originally 
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built in 1766 and restored in the 1920s, shows how various pieces of 
eighteenth-century stage machinery work together as a harmonious whole to 
create scenic transformations through use of winged chariots, sky borders and 
back cloths in conjunction with horizontal 'barley sugar' waves, cloud 
machines and mechanised trapdoors. These devices are controlled through a 
system of rollers in the roof and below the stage floor3 Similarly, satisfaction 
may be derived from observing the craft of well-built scenery, the attention to 
detail given to painting or its finish, or the elegance or inventiveness of a 
solution to a particular staging challenge. These might be said to be occasions 
through which well-established technological and scenographic conventions 
service productions without drawing attention to themselves and yet are not 
entirely invisible. Here, technology performs within the boundaries of expect
ations; skill and its execution is admired and enjoyed. Elsewhere, use of 
technology might be seen to offer meaningful experience in and of itself. 

Development of scenography has been bound up with the gradual and 
continual incorporation of materials and technologies as they have become 
available. New technologies encourage new possibilities of presentation and 
expression which are not only central to development of scenography but are 
also intertwined with performance as a whole, the performance register ()f 
actors, themes, genre of texts and ways in which audience members experience 
performance. For example, through the nineteenth century new forms of 
lighting such as gaslight; limelight and, later, electric light contributed . to 
major changes in European theatrical practice.4 In scenography, new lighting 
methods paved the way for gradual development of scenic techniques which 
aspired to create the illusion of reality on stage. With the development of more 
powerful and more easily controlled light it was also possible for the audito
rium to be made darker than the stage. Thus, it was further possible for that 
which appeared on stage to be conceived of as another world. Such 'other
worldliness' could be achieved through the depiction of convincing detail 
brought about by combinations of skilfully painted scenery and coloured 
light~ Completion of this 'world' came about through performers seemingly 
inhabiting, rather than representing, characters of the play. 

Adoption of new technologies is not ofitselflikely to bring about develop, 
ments in scenographic representation. Use of video projections as pad of 
scenography is now commonplace, but such an application does not necessa
rily lead to new scenographic principles. Greg Giesekam suggests that it is 
possible to achieve a level of realisation through video and computer-generated 
imagery which 'achieves the dynamic effect of cinematic dissolves'.

5 
The 

illusion of three-dimensional reality and fluid movement from scene to scene 
is now seen in mainstream theatre. In the London West End musical The 
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Woman in White (2004), computer-generated projection was used to move 
between locations which included stately homes, London streets, Crm1brian 
hills and a lunatic asylum.6 Additionally, production techniques such as pan
ning and tracking, derived from cinema, may be seen through projected 
animations as aiding transitions between scenes. However, as Giesekam points 
out, although the production was technologically complex, the scenographic 
principle behind it harked back to the traditional role of scene design in 
providing a series of locations in the same way as painted back cloths have 
done for centuries, and 'there is little challenge to the ideological assumptions 
which underpin dominant representational conventions'? 

Elsewhere, attempts have been made to harness technology in the creation of 
new forms of scenography. Audiences of the opera Monsters of Grace by Robert 
Wilson and Philip Glass, first staged in 1998, were fascinated by computer
generated stereoscopic imagery which created the appearance of enormous 
three-dimensional animations such as a sleeping polar bear and an rmfurling 
hand being sliced by a scalpel. Each of these compositions hovered above the 
spectators, between auditorium and stage. Wilson and Glass described the 
piece as 'a digital opera 'in three dimensions' where staged scenes, live music 
and singing and three-dimensional projections. explored intersections between 
grace, or a divine state, and the human condition (monsters). Projections, 
directed by Diana Walczak and JeffKleiser, demonstrated a novel use of theatre 
space where life-like images and 'synthespians' (computer-generated charac
ters) could appear to be within an arm's reach of each spectator. They occnrred 
at intervals between Wilson's familiar use of stage modes where lighting 
operated poetically in relation to human perfotmers in a spare and elegant 
space. These two kinds of images were held in relation to each other by the 
Glass score and libretto. Wilson aims to create an experience which audience 
members can give themselves up to while beginning to make their own 
associations and connections. In the programme he wrote. T am not giving 
you puzzles to solve, only pictures to hear ... you go to our opera like you go to 
a museum. You appreciate the colour of the apple, the line of the dress, the 
glow of the light.'8 In the opening twenty minutes the only movement came 
from light as it gradually flooded and changed the audience's view of 
the cyclorama which created vistas of coloured space. It acted as a kind of 
decompression chamber, preparing the audience for a slower, more open and 
associative mode of viewing. However, technical aspects of the scenography 
posed some problems for the viewer. Audience members needed to break off 
from their contemplation of the stage in order to put on 3D glasses to enable 
them to see the projections. Consequently, the reverie induced by the action on 
stage was interrupted as the audience was required to physically shift its 
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attention to the stereoscopic images in the auditorium. There was a thrill in 
experiencing effects which were unfamiliar, at least in the theatre, and tmfa
thomable for most people in terms of the means by which they were created. 
Scenographically, these animations effectively extended the usual dimension of 
Wilson's theatrical space, bringing it to within what seemed like an arm's reach 
of the spectators. But the expectation of the projections and their realisation 
also dominated the event, making it difficult to maintain the audience immer
sion required by the production. 

The practice of enticing audiences through the promise of new technological 
innovations has long been part of the process of theatre. Productions of Miss 
Saigon in the 1980s were often promoted using images which referred to the 
famous scene of the helicopter taking off from the roof of the American 
Embassy in much the same way that nineteenth-century theatre posters 
made explicit reference to new scenery and machinery in order to attract 
audiences. Isolating effects in this way and, effectively, using technology as a 
gimmick or marketing tool seems to undermine claims for the dramaturgical 
and poetic capabilities of scenography. Yet the incorporation of these effects 
may also be proof that the theatre responds to the apparatus of the changing 
world, appropriating, and misappropriating, technologies as they become 
available. It may not have succeeded entirely, but Monsters of Grace was an 
attempt to find a new scenographic form for opera in a digital age. 

Structure of feeling and the drive for new 
means of representation 

Clearly, teclmical innovations and the availability of new materials afford new 
developments in scenography. But developments in dramatic/theatrical form 
also influence shifts and developments in stage technology. In his study Drama 
from Ibsen to Brecht, Raymond Williams traces experimentation in theatrical 
form from the late nineteenth centmy to the mid twentieth century. He notes 
the way theatrical conventions are challenged and superseded by new practices 
and how images; both metaphorical and actual, achieve theatrical potency. At 
around the same time that theatre lighting became sophisticated enough for 
the stage to present a three-dimensional illusion of reality, Ibsen, Chekhov and 
Strindberg were writing plays where the· domestic room became a highly 
charged symbol of bourgeois life. These were 'traps of rooms'9 that illustrated 
the gap between the apparent comfort of the home and the unsettling societal 
and emotional shifts at work, unseen 'beyond the door'. Williams is careful 
to stress that these experiments and innovations were not simply a case of 
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overturning what had gone before, for the sake of style or novelty, but part of a 
more deep-rooted endeavour in the use of art and cultural objects to find effective 
ways to reflect a contemporary view and experience of the world. Development of 
new ideas and new ways of representing the world happens through what 
Williams calls a 'structure of feeling' which emerges from the 'deepest and often 
least tangible elements of our experience'.10 Throughout the history of scenogra
phy, experiments with the materials and mechanisms of the stage have led to new 
ways of representing the world. Genuinely new perspectives often seem strange 
and isolated at first, but when they begin to find common ground in the work of 
other artists and find acceptance with a wider public, these innovations start to 
gain recognition as part of mainstream culture. With their grad pal absorption into 
dominant cultmes, formerly challenging yet truthful representations become 
widely accepted conventions and, with time, lose their initial potency. 

In Europe during the 1920s, social upheaval and technological innovations 
created opportunities for the re,evaluation of theatrical form and scenography. 
In Germany, Piscator embraced the use of projected images alongside live 
action to produce powerful theatrical spectacle which sought to '\Chieve 
authentic representations of the world. In Russia, Constructivist stage ideas 
attempted to produce a new theatrical vocabulary for scenography which 
embraced the way the Revolution had thrown aside previous· conventions. 
The machine became a powerful symbol of the intended Soviet future and the 
Constructivist set was conceived as a kinetic and interactive environment for 
performers. Italian Futurists considered the stage as a mechanical c!evice which 
offered abstract images for sensuous contemplation. New forms which were 
prompted by these technological innovations can be seen t.o have had lasting 
influence on contemporary uses of technology and on the nature of its perc 
formance on stage. Steve Dixon has traced practices in avant -garde theatre in 
the early twentieth century which have paved the way for contemporary work 
of a kind which he describes as 'digital performance'; that is, where computer 
technologies take a key role in the content, techniques and aesthetic forms of 
theatre and performance.11 Forerunners to digital performance can be identi
fied in uses of technology in early twentieth-century European avant-garde 
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theatre which have influenced the development of scenography. Three modes 
of operation of technology emerge: scenic representation; interaction between 

scenic devices and performers; and the capability of scenic objects and materi
als to 'perform' independently of a theatrical text. 

Scenic representation: immersion and distance 

A combination of technological and political developments informed the 
emergence of new scenographic forms in the 1920s. In Germany, Erwin 
Piscator's dialectical approach to theatre, which aimed to raise the political 
consciousness of the working class, was influenced by his commitment to 
communism and, in addition, his allegiance to the Dada movement. He used 
technological means to establish a new form of theatre which communicated 
through collages of projected images, recorded sound and live action. His 
productions aimed at an immediate, authentic and spectacular impact. Still 
and moving projected images which mixed documentary film footage, news
paper cuttings and statistics with specially shot sequences and hand-drawn 
caricatures gave the-productions an epic scope, unde!Scoring and ·contextual
ising actors' performances. Edward Braun refers to these techniques as ones 
which occasionally overshadowed the players.12 Hoppla, wir Ieben! (1927) 
was designed by Traugott Miiller andfeatured a multi-storeyed structnre con, 
structed of gas-piping to encompass variolls scenes ()f the play and to demon' 
strate the structure of society in cross-section. Screens permitted both front 
and back projection. Archive film conveying the immediate historical artd 
political context of the central character's sitnation was used to 'intercut' fihrted 
sequences which conveyed key themes and events in the story of the play. 
Piscator saw film as 1iving scenery' and the means of creating the 'motive force' 
of story.13 That is to say, it went beyond the simple establishment of location or 
suitable backgrounds and became a key component in the construction of 
visual argrunent. Piscator understood the potential of well-chosen images from 
his association with John Heartfield, an artist who pioneered the technique of 
photomontage, reusing and manipulating photographic matelial to create 
loaded and powerful political statements.14 In The Good Soldier Schwejk 
(1928) (Figure 25), George Grosz, an artist and savage caricatulist, created 
animated cartoons which combined with film footage projected over the actor 
(Max Pallenberg) who walked on the spot on a conveyor belt. This was 
intended to establish Schwejk' s journey to the eastern front during the First 
World War. In execution, Piscator's complex productions could be chaotic and 
the technology intmsive and noisy.15 Piscator' s influence on Brecht's staging 
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25. G. Grosz, The Good Soldier Schwejk, by J. Hacek Director Erwin 
Piscator, Piscator Theater, Berlin, 1928 
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has been widely acknowledged, especially in relation to use of 'revolves' and 
projection. Although nse of technology may have been similar, the outcome 
was quite different. For Piscator technology allowed the audience to become 
immersed in a collage of images aimed at conveying political reality. Use of 
levels, revolves and conveyor belts allowed a fast-moving presentation which 
merged the way film was conceived and edited with live theatre. The film itself 
was seen to be a crucial part of the perfonnance; the 'photographic image' was 
seen by Piscator as capable of conducting the dramatic action and became the 
'motive force, a piece of living scenery'.' 6 The aim here was to draw in the 
audience by means of technology and thus immerse its members. Brecht; on 
the other hand, used technology 'as a means of brealting the audience's 
involvement and recalling to it the critical attitnde at which he aimed'.17 

Caspar Neher's projections for the Bertolt Brecht-Kurt Weill opera, Rise and 
Fall of the City of Mahagonny, provided a visual counterpart to music and text, 
with each element standing in dialogic relation to the others. These projections 
were intended to help the audience achieve clitical distance, rather than be 
unthinkingly absorbed by the spectacle. 

In a contemporary context, Dixon has written about use of projected images 
by The Builders Association as a post-Brechtian dramaturgical intervention in 
the live action rather than as a device of representation. Alladeen (2003), a 
multi-media production which addressed technological globalisation, used 
screens situated above, before and behind live performers. The material 
shown on them made use of an aesthetic vocabulary from computer games 
and computer interfaces. This was considered as important as the live action. 18 
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Conscious use of projection as a separate element from performers echoes 
Caspar Neher's use of projection as a means of commenting on live action. For 
example, in The Builders Association production of Jump Cut (1997-98) 'the 
live action and the projections are dialectical: they undertake an intellectual 
dialogue, making mutual connections and commentaries between and about 
one another'. 19 Dixon contrasts this work with uses of projection that aim at a 
Gesamtkunstwerk which is visceral, sensory and immersive, as seen in the work 
of George Coates. His company uses 'ingenious stepped, receding screen 
systems which combine with matched projections beamed directly onto a 
pivoting, bowl-shaped curved stage, to create art illusion oflive actors inhabit
ing llrunetsive three dimensional settings with . an acute sense of realistic, 
vanishing perspective'20 Notions of 'distance' and 'immersion.' cartbe useful 
in describing ways in which scenographic environments are intended to work 
with performers who inhabit them and the ways they are to be viewed. Some 
scenography manages to move between both modes of audience engagement. 
Svoboda's work shows that incorporation of projection can shift effectively 
between visceral and emotive images, which offer captivating associations 
between performer and environment, and images which offer visual and spatial 
intervention. 

Svoboda believed that adoption of new technologies and new materials was 
inevitable and necessary if theatre was to reflect its own time. At the same time, 
he was· keen to point out that it was nottechnology itself which was important 
but the way that it was intended to work and the dramaturgical impact it was 
calculated to effect Svoboda's interest in and willingness to experiment with 
the ways in which technology could be harnessed for dramatic purposes drove 
him to believe that it was knowledge of the technical which made for creativity. 

Experiments with projection and performing bodies through 'Laterna 
Magika' enabled Svoboda to develop techniques that could be used in his 
scenography for literary-based theatre. But such experiments also offered a 
new form of theatre. In this non-verbal, carefully synchronised combination of 
film and live performer, Svoboda saw the filmed material and the performers' 
actions as interdependent: 'One thing is not the background for the other; 
instead you have a simultaneity; a synthesis and fusion of actors and projec
tion. Moreover, the same actors. appear on screen and stage, and interact With 
each other. The. film has a dramatic function.'21 In Wondeiful Circus, a 
performance that has been in the 'Laterna Magika' repertoire since 1977,22 

this sort of synthesis has been achieved technically through projection onto 
layered curtains devised to be easily pulled up or back, enabling performers to 
walk through or into a projected image. The particular themes and important 
reference points of this piece may well seem to a contemporaty audience to be 
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firmly fixed in the Czech cultural past, but the way in which the projected 
material was intended to relate to live performers continues to demonstrate the 
principle of technology as a dramatic device. The apparent simplicity of such 
techniques belies the potential richness of the effects. The combination of 
filmed images and live performance enables different perspectives to be 
shown simultaneously. Space and time in the theatre can be extended through 
augmentation with film. Footage of a road filmed from a moving vehicle 
allowed characters to 'travel' whilst standing still. This was more than just a 
storytelling device; the speed of the film and the obvious separation between 
performers and their fictional environment developed comedic and poignant 
nuances to the scene. Projected images of performers' faces, magnified several 
times beyond their normal size, set up a particular relationship betweenimages 
on screens and live performers. The nature of filmed material is that it is, or 
appears to be, an authentic rendering of the real world. However, Svoboda did 
not use film to lend illusory realism to his stage. Instead, he played with selected 
references to the real world by bringing them into contact with the stylised and 
more abstract language of physical theatre and dance. Burian refers to 
Svoboda's use of technological instruments which become 'dramatically inte
gral elements' whilst Svoboda himself said 'the technical is an organic, syn
thetic element; it acquires poetly and metaphoric power'.23 

Director Robert Lepage has named his Quebec-based theatre company Ex 
Machina. He describes his work as being concerned with 'implicitly ascribing 
creative powers to technology itself."4 Lepage's work is the result of collabo
ration between actors, writers, set and lighting designers, video artists, pup
peteers and composers. Kinetic constructions blend with filmed and live video 
projection and physical theatre to produce theatre which owes much to 
cinematic techniques of storytelling. This occurs through the way it uses visual 
and sound material to move fluidly between scenes as collages of non-linear 
images in order to establish different points of view, ideas, feelings and the 
passage of time?5 'The weight of communicating is thrown onto the non
verbal language of action, requiring imaginative participation by the audience 
to piece together a holistic interpretation.'26 Innes describes a famous scene 
from Needles and Opium (1991) where Lepage used parallels and coincidental 
moments in the lives of American jazz trumpeter Miles Davis and the French 
poet Jean Cocteau to explore themes of drug addiction and artistic creation. 
Here Lepage, suspended on wires, became Cocteau: 

Lepage-as-Cocteau apparently floats upwards through the skyscrapers of 
Maul1attan (as a physical rendition ofCocteau's proclamation ofhis own 
transcending genius ill Lettre aux Americains - achieved by film of 
lighted windows and fire-escapes moving downwards behind Lepage's 
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suspended figure) then like Icarus tumbles down from the heights 
(running the film in reverse).27 

In a radio interview (2006) Lepage explained his stance towards the synthesis 
of the technological and theatrical narrative: 'I think thatthe very technological 
allows me to invite film and/or television into the theatre and I think that's a 
very, very important step to take for theatre, because theatre cannot survive on 

itself if it doesn't take into account all the different narrative languages that are 
around.'28 Although Lepage borrows cinematic techniques for use in the 
theatre, the scenography in his work is rarely confined to the pictorial. Even 
so, the technologies used by him are not all new. In Needles and Opium, for 
example, a screen shows abstract shapes in silhouette which are gradually 
assembled to reveal a trumpet: the representation of Miles Davis?9 The 
technology here was based on the same principle as shadow puppetry and 
required no more than a translucent screen and a light source. What is note
wmihy is the way that the images are incorporated into the rest of the 
production. Lepage tllinks of his technique as multilingual: 

I have an idea, I say it in a language people don't understand so they are 
interested to know what it is all about. So I say it again, but in another 
language they don't understand ... It's very active. It's like saying the 
same thing over and over again, but with different images. People 

.. ........... . a .. s_s __ oci.ate words and sen~.~~~ and objects and imagery?
0 

Lepage's productions are characterised by the way stage images are estab
lished through interaction of technology and performer. A good example of 
this is Lepage's production of Elsinore, an adaptation of Hamlet which was 
presented almost entirely through one actor (Lepage) at the centre of a 
technological construction. 

The structure, designed by Carl Fillion, contained a central platform which 
could rotate vertically and horizontally and which contained a trapdoor and 
further moving side panels. These neutral surfaces were given definition and 
purpose through projected graphic images and video to establish locations or 
to refract and multiply images of characters. Dexterity and seemingly infiuite 
flexibility of the construction allowed Lepage to move flt1idly from the pre
sentation of one character to another. For example, 'Ophelia' was seen to 
drown by disappearing through the trapdoor and 'Hamlet' climbed out of 
the same opening to emerge on board the swaying deck of the ship that took 
him to England. Later 'Hamlet' was pushed through the same trapdoor and 
through white fabric which stretcl1ed it into a vast white dress which covered 
the stage and became 'Ophelia'. Such inventiveness goes beyond presenting 
clever solutions to staging problems; as Innes points out, the technology of the 
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set is also a metaphor for Hamlet's inner psychological state.31 Like Craig, 
Lepage explores the play from Hamlet's perspective. In Elsinore, Hamlet was 
trapped inside a machine or a kind of eat's cradle and the other characters were 
reflections of himself. The technology was both a facilitator of action and an 
essential element of the dramaturgy. 

Scenography as an 'Acting Machine': interactivity 

The Russian Revolution of 1917 prompted radical rethinking as to how the 
world should be portrayed through art. Many artists felt that their work needed 
to respond to and even encourage creation of a new Soviet society. The 
Constructivist movement, which included ariists working i11. painting, sculpture, 
architecture and textiles, formulated approaches· which were based on 'the 
effective organisatio'n 'of material elernents,.32 The not'ion of aitiSts motivated 

by aesthetic concerns delivered through their own individual expression was 
displaced by the model of an artist as a constructor or technician. These impulses 
were to find alignment in other forms of industry.33 This was considered to be 
the only way in which art might be rendered purposeful and be~ome an active 
agent in the transformation of society: 'We the. Constructivists, renomlCe art 
because it is not useful. Art by its very nature is passive, it only reflects reality . 
Constructivism is active, it not only reflects reality but takes action itself.'34 

Mechanisation was intended to be the cornerstone of Soviet society; industrial
isation was meant to be the means by which theeconomy developed, and Soviet 
citizens were· supposed. to work lilce cogs in. a machine toWards a common goal. 
Constructivism adopted an approach which was characterised by elimination of 
any superfluous or merely decorative elements. Geometric forms were broken 
down into their. basic units with a focus on the utilitarian and on purposeful 
incorporation into everyday life. In this climate the challenge for the theatre was 
to overcome mistrust of the imaginary and illusionary. Drama and its staging 
were required to be drawn into line with an ideal where art was 'an instrument 
capable of transforming both man and society' through an appeal to the intellect. 
Ironically, claims Rudnitsky, theatre was the eventual means. by which 
Constructivism realised large-scale ideas which had been restricted hitherto to 
models and manifestos.35 Popova's designs for Meyerhold's production of The 
Magnanimous Cuckold can be seen as a realisation of 'the utopian notion of 

"ty . >36 soCie as an engme . 
The full effect of Popova's design can perhaps be best appreciated by 

focusing on the kinetic nature of the set and the way the movement of the 
performers was underlined and enhanced. The 'bio-mechanical' approach to 
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gesture and movement which characterised the approach of Meyerhold's 
company enabled a physical embodiment of the actors' intelligence and 
expression. The basic techniques were 'designed to develop the ability to 
control one's body within the stage space in the most advantageous mannerm 
and Popova's design provided an ideal environment for the actors. 'Bio
mechanics' employed popular forms of performance movement, particularly 
those derived from Commedia dell' Arte and circus. Acrobatic sequences and 
rhythmic gestures were enhanced by steps, slides and levels of structures. Sets 
were considered to be like a piece of gynmastic apparatus on which trained 
performers could be tested in order to demonstrate their mastery. An eyewit
ness describes how the actor presenting Stella worked with the physical space: 

Her performance is based on rhythms, precise and economical like a 
construction. Not the rhythms of speech, of words and pauses. No, the 
rhythms of steps, surfaces and space. Few words to speak of. The part is 
built on movement ... Her feet are trained not for the gentle rake of the 
ordioary stage, but for the dizzyiog cascades of steps, ramps, bridges and 
slopes. 38 

Several parts of the set were designed to move, at certaio points in the action, like 
cogs in a wayward machioe. When Bruno, in a rage of jealousy, slapped his wife's 
cousio, the wheels revolved almost as though they were laughiog at him and 
commenting on hisridiculous behaviour. As the events in the play became more 
farcical and outrageous, the wheels turned faster and more frequently and thus 
underscored the action. Rudnitsky claims it was Meyerhold himself who oper
ated the wheels.39 Popova said of her design that she aimed first to organise 'the 
material elements ... as an apparatus' and to prioritise function over form and 
then secondly to 'underline and intensifY the kioetic value of each movement of 
the action'.40 Some contemporary commentators were critical of the play 
because of its apparent lack of revolutionary content,41 but for others it suc
ceeded in achieving distance between the recent past and a bright new future: 

In revolutionary Russi~, which had dispensed with privacy and the sexual 
monopoly_ofb_9urgeois marriage~ cr·ornrn~lynck's maniacal hero seemed 
genuioely magnanimous, donatiog his wife to the common good. The 
farce was now a fable about social lubrication .. Popova illustrated this new 
and unexpected moral in a kinetic set which represented a Windmill in 
croSs-section, with grinding wheels and revolving sails, steep ladders, 
pulleys and delivery chutes: it made visible the motor of desire, but also 
displayed-the economy in farcically furious, hyperefficient action. Actors 
scrambled over the bare frame, scampered along catwalks and slid down 
ramps; exemplifying the socialist transformation of work into fun.

42 
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The set was actually a radical re-presentation of the play. The machine-like 
structure became not only an effective environment in which to demonstrate 

bio-mechanics; it also worked on a metaphorical level where it presented a new 
vision of Soviet society. 

A more subtle kind of actiog machine was provided by Sally Jacobs' set and 
costumes for Peter Brook's production of A Midsummer Night's Dream (1970) 
(Figure 26). It contained no reference to the historical past of the play and 
seemed to exist solely to generate a playing space for the performers. The single 
setting consisted of a three-sided white box. The mechanicals wore work 
clothes and the lovers simple cotton clothes reflecting the cut of clothes 

26. Sally Jacobs, A Midsummer Night's Dream, by William Shakespeare. 
Director Peter Brook, Royal Shakespeare Theatre, Stratford, 1970 



140 The Cambridge Introduction to Scenography 

contemporary to the production. Oberon, Titania and Puck, dressed in bright 
satin costumes reminiscent of Chinese acrobats, descended from trapezes. A 
walkway ran around the top of the box walls where actors could look down on 
those performing. The spareness and strangeness of the setting worked to 
suggest several different spaces at once: 'a clinic, a scientific research station, 
an operating theatre, a gymnasium and a big top'.43 Above all, it provided a 
dynamic space for performers, 'the visible puppets of the machine'." The 
magic of the play was reinterpreted not as a supernatural force but as some· 
thing that was located in the human world. The world of the court, in the shape 
of the blank box, never disappeared and served to undercut the magic and high 
spirits of the wood.45 

The 'madunes' of Popova and Jacobs produced reciprocal relationships 
between the performers and their environment. Such interaction worked 
simultaneously at technical and symbolic levels and maintained the 'liveness' 
and spontaneity of performance. · 

Introduction of pre-recorded projections has proved challenging to the 
fundamental concept.of'per!ormer-ce11trecl', live theatre. Svoboda identified 
this problem With 'Laterna Magika' techniques. The success of this kind of 
approach depends on precrecorded footage and well-rehear?ed execution on 
the part of performers and th.eatre technicians. This may be seen to detract 
from the invention or spontaneity that are possible in the theatre. Pre-recorded 
footage.can be.made,to .. appear .. interactive, .but. in act1Jality,perf()nners have to 
follow the projeCtions and tiine their performances to fit the film. 

The appearance of interaction has been a feature of experiments which bring 
together digital scenography and dance. Choreographer Merce Cunningham's 
1999 production Biped made use . of stylised video animations which were 
projected onto a gauze. Created by Paul Kaiser and Shelley Eshkar, these anima· 
tions were based on 'motion-capture' data of the dancers so that the stylised 
and abstracted forms nonetheless echoed the movement of the live dancers. 
However, the final choreography and the video ~nimations were prepared 
separately. The same was the case with GavinBryars' score. As with previous 
works, Cuimingham embraced 'chance~_· interactions between various elements, 
effectivelyjnviting the audience toconsic\er relationships between live per· 
formers and projections in order to make connectionS between them.

46 

The goal of genuine interaction between dance performer and technology 
has been pursued by companies such as Palindrome and Troika Ranch. In the 
production of 16 Revolutions by Troika Ranch (2006) the real-time perform· 
ance ofthe dancer affected the quality ofthe projected material and the sonic 
environment. Sensmy systems. allowed the path of the dancers' skeletons to be 
tracked as they performed. The quality of their movement, for example, slow, 
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fast, lyrical, sharp, simple, complex, was detected and then reflected in the 
scenographic enviromnent through sound and projected images. The timbre of 
the music shifted or the colour and composition of the image altered in 
response to changes in the movement so that the dancers were able to influence 
the composition of the scenography as they performed.47 

Palindrome uses environmental and body sensors which track heart beat, 
brain activity, musculo-skeletal changes and touch in order to trigger outputs 
of sound, projected images and light. In Digital Dreaming (1999) a dancer is 
almost obliterated at times when she triggers digital 'rain'. The 'ones' and 
'zeros' fall thicker and faster in response to the quality of her movement as they 
are projected over her body onto the floor and onto vertical screens.48 In other 
pieces such as Talking Bodies (2005), the dancer has finer control over the 
visual and sonic environment. Here, fragments of recorded Speech and pro
jected text can be summoned by the performer's movement, creating a scenog
raphy that is, like the performance, always unique. 

Although he did not have access to the software that Troika Ranch and 
Palindrome have developed, Alwin Nikolais (1910-93), designer and choreo
grapher, was one of the first to explore interactivity between performers and 
scenography. His work serves to remind us that it is not only the new digital 
technologies that afford interactivity. He used fabric, materials and costrunes to 
abstract the dancers' bodies and liberate dance from what he saw as an overly 
psychological approach.49 Tensile Involvement (1953) used elastic ribbons 
which were attached to the dancers' hands and allowed their bodies to become 
part of a larger abstract environment which changed and developed with each 
movement. Also costmnes which covered the body defamiliarised the hmnan 
form, creating strange new shapes and possibilities. 5° 

Nikolais' work is still interesting now for the. way that it demonstrates a 
dialogic relationship between the bodies of performers and the scenographic 
environment. A delicate balance is explored between the scenographic materi
als and the dancer so that even when the performer's body is obscured, altered 
or made strange by the scenography, it never disappears. 

Sometimes, the technological intervention which threatens to overwhelm 
the performer is taken as a stimulus. Choreographer Wayne McGregor used 
prosthetic extensions, designed by Jim Henson's Creature Shop, with his 
dancers in Nemesis (2002). The dancers' own limbs were augmented with 
animatronic extensions, doubling the reach of an arm, for example, or 
altering its inherent movement. The technology was grafted onto the body 
so that the dancers experienced a lack of control and, in doing so, discovered 
new vocabularies of movement which arose frmn a '1nisbehaving body'; one 

that does not respond predictably. 51 
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In echoes of the dispute between Jones and Jonson, the intersection of 
technology and human performer is often expressed in terms of relative 
control. On the one hand there are concerns that the performer will be reduced 
to the role of puppet by the use of technology, especially with pre-recorded 
technology which tends to set a pace to which the live performer must yield, or 
where compleX technology is prone to break down and inhibit performance. 
Christopher Innes explores the implications of this idea in relation to Lepage, 
Craig and Wilson, but he concludes that 'Being a "puppet" offers in fact a 
liberation from gravity and time, expanding the conventional two-dimensional 
movement of performance into new spatial possibilities.'52 On the other hand, 
performers' movements, physical states and dialogue can be made to trigger 
technology, giving the appearance of scenography which is responsive to the 
performer. In this case, the scenographic environment is controlled by the 
performer~ What remains elusive in these new technological applications is a 
reciprocity between performers and scenography that has been achieved by 
more modest stage devices. 

Technology performs 

The Italian Futurist movement, led by Filippo Tommaso Marinelli, attempted 
to harness the power of art as an active soeiaHorce.The work of the movement 
Iiriked an aesthetic revolution to a revolution in society where art 'invaded 
society and stimulated active responses from the spectators'.53 The concept of 
the machine as a model for realising the potential of humankind was central to 
the aesthetic of the movement. The merging of man and machine offered an 
'interchange of intuition, rhythm, instinct, and metallic discipline' and a way 
for humankind to 'master and reign over space and time' 54 Although Futurist 
art manifested itself in forms including painting, sculph1re, literature and 
architecture, a central focus waS on performance events which cmnbined 
presentations of their manifestos with examples of work which arose from 
their theories. 

Marinelli's concept of a 'synthetic' theatre centred on abstraction, improv
isation and the use of elements such as gesh1res, words, sounds and lights 
which were considered to be autonomous and alogical and which carne 
together to create 'stage ambiences where different actions, atmospheres and 
times can interpenetrate and unroll simultaneously'. Above all, it was 'directed 
at the audience's senses, not their intellect'.55 The concept of a specifically 
Futurist scenography was further developed by Enrico Prarnpolini, whose 1915 
manifesto Futurist Scenography envisaged 'colourless electro-mechanical 

architecture, powerfully vitalized by chromatic emanations from a 
source, produced by electric reflectors with multi-coloured nono.o '''" 

arranged, co-ordinated analogically with the psyche of each scenic 
That is to say, mobile three-dimensional elements animated by col'oure<ilifg 
and coloured vapour were required to replace static painted sets. l'wrtheriuo1f~;t 
harnessing new technology in this way permitted scenography to go be]/Ortd! 
the provision of backdrops for performers and thus become the focus 
substance of the theatrical experience. Prampolini describes the effect 
abstracted shapes and the action of coloured light as a liminal and transcendent 
experience: 'With the luminous irradiations of these .beams and planes of 
coloured lights, the dynamic combinations of these chromatic fi.1gues will 
produce marvellous effects of interpenetration and intersection of lights and 
shadows, creating a space for abandonment or shapes of!urninous and exulting 
quality.'57 He envisaged that this approach to scenography could create 'new 
sensations and emotional values in the spectator' and do so quite independ
ently from text or human actors. 58 Prampolini pursued these ideals in his own 
work, but it was another Futurist artist, Giacomo Balla, whose scenographic 
performance of Stravinsky's Feu d'artifice, produced by the Ballets Russes in 
Rome in 1917, provided perhaps the most striking attempt to realise Futurist 
scenography. In 1914, Stravinsky's composition had been interpreted through 
dance by Loie Fuller. 

As early as 1892, the American dancer Lore Fuller performed what was 
known as her 'serpentine dance' in which fabric and light were as 
important and significant as the dance itself. She danced with voluminous 
silk skirts and veils which were fluidly manipulated with bamboo rods so 
that they swirled and undulated around her body. All this was illuminated 
with coloured light, which transformed the moving body and created 
ethereal, glowing and stylised natural forms which in turn fused and 
transformed images of a butterfly, a blooming flower, clouds and flames. 
She experimented with and developed new ways of creating and mixing 
colours in light and developed new angles from which to organise light 
through use of mirrors and lantern projectors. At the Paris International 
Exhibition of 1900 she performed on a glass stage which could be lit from 
beneath and in some instances signalled technicians to change the colour 
of the light as she responded to the rnusic.59 

Instead of using dance and human performers, Balla created a stage fi.ill of 
mobile abstract geometric shapes (prisms, curves and spirals) made of wooden 
fi·arnes and clad in a variety of materials, both opaque and reflective, They were 
further animated by coloured light, both emanating from within the forms and 
projected onto them, which was refracted by the incorporation of reflective 



144 The Cambridge Introduction to Scenography 

surfaces. Balla plotted fifty cues in the five-minute performance.60 He also 
directed light and shadow towards the audience, in order to implicate them in 
the event. The intention was to create 'a spectacle which evoked the sensations 
of cosmic life' and an impression of 'the futuristically reconstructed uni
verse'.61 The performance, however, was not recognised as an artistic break
through at the time. The critic from La Tribuna found the performance 
'pleasant' but fmmd that 'repetition of the same effects aroused a sense of 
boredom'.62 

Although Futurist scenography may not have found immediate popular 
acceptance, the legacy of this approach can be seen in contemporary work 
Certainly, Wilson and Lepage have embraced the idea of non-literary forms of 
theatre where ideas are communicated through associative imagery. 
Furthermore, possibilities presented by digital and computer technologies 
are allowing the properties and potentials of fundamental scenographic ele
ments such as light to be reappraised. 

Fabrizio Crisafulli is an Italian theatre director and a visual artist who uses 
projected light as a structural and poetic device in his performances and 
installations: ~I believe that light does not belong only to the technical or 
visual domain. Its fundamental functions are to shape time and space, to 
become a dramatic structure, and serve as a means of unfolding or producing 
"actions".'63 Crisafulli works intently and sensitively with the relationships 
betweenJight and the performer's body or, in the case. of site-specific work, 
between light and the 'text' provided by existing architecture; that is, the space, 
texture and rhythm of the place. He aims for a 'reciprocal exchange between 
the projection and the object, between the digital realm and the material 
world'.64 As discussed earlier, frequent concerns are expressed regarding 
effective interaction between technology and hLnnan performers, between tbe 
virtual and the real. Crisafulli addresses this delicate balance. His projections 
may be seen to make objects 'perform', but they are, at the same time, shaped to 
respond to the objects they illuminate. 'Such an encounter between digital 
image and matter opens up a new dimension- empty, mysterious, suspended
that is difficnlt to attribute to a solely digital sphere.'65 
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Although new technologies do not necessarily produce new forms of sce
nography, they can call into question conventional use of technology and 
provoke a reappraisal of all the materials and technologies that scenography 
has at its disposal66 This may in turn lead to new 'architectures of perform
ance'67 where scenography shapes new modes of theatrical expression and new 

relationships between performance and spectator. 

Technology and the postdramatic theatre 

Hans-Thies Lehmann claims that the 'postdramatic theatre establishes the 
possibility of dissolving the logocentric hierarchy and assigning the dominant 
role to elements other than dramatic logos and language'. This opens up the 
possibility of a 'theatre of scenography' or 'visual dramaturgy'68 where percep
tion and meaning are communicated through optical and spatial data Without 
being subordinated to the text. This, he suggests, leads to a different kind of 
logic where concepts from the world of visual art have been adopted by the 
theatre.69 This applies even more to the visual than to the auditory dimension. 
In place of a dramaturgy regulated by the text one often finds a visual 
dramaturgy. 

New technologies play an important role in postdramatic theatre because 
they lend themselves to the production of several of its characteristic traits. 
A non-hierarchical approach draws on all the elements of the stage, including 
the scenographic and the technological, as outlined here by Heiner Goebbels: 

I am interested in inventing a theatre where all the means that make up 
theatre do not just illustrate and duplicate each other but instead all 
maintain their own forces but act together, and where one does not just 
rely on the conventional hierarchy of means. That means, for example, 
where a light can be so strong that you suddenly only watch the light and 
forget the text, where a costume speaks its own language or where there is 
a diStance between speaker and text and a tension between music and 
text.

70 

Technologies of the stage can 'speak' their own various languages while work
ing 'alongside' rather than 'behind' the text. Additionally, technologies of 
recording, editing and replaying or projecting can be used to help create 
distance between the various elements. The Wooster Group have developed 
ways of using technology in conjunction with live performers in ways that echo 
but exceed Robert Edmond Jones' ideas. They use film (pre-recorded, live-feed, 
and 'found' clips from existing films) which is shown on multiple monitors 
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placed in and around the performance space. Sound, too, is layered and 
fragmented in a similar way. Their postmodern approach is built around 
'quotation, appropriation and displacement'n Frank Dell's The Temptation 
of St Antony (1987), for example, drew on mnltiple and disparate texts, 
including Gustave Flaubert's La Tentation de Sainte Antoine, Ingmar 
Bergman's film The Magician and late-night cable TV, whilst the Frank Dell 
of the title refers to an alter ego of the comedian Lenny Bruce72 The collage of 
literary, visual and sonic texts that they use is distributed across the stage space 
via technology which is deliberately visible: screens and monitors, micro
phones, cameras and cables, and the tracks and scaffolding that they require. 
The film material they use comes from found clips from existing movies 
alongside pre-recorded footage and live-feed images of the performers. just 
as Svoboda's experiments with 'Laterna Magika' have shown, the introduction 
of film technology can disrupt. the usual expectations of space and time. 
Whereas Svoboda liked to conceal technological means, the Wooster 
Group's work brings it to the fore, 'moving technology to the center and the 
live performer to the periphery'.73 The sets are 'often constructed like obstacle 
courses', which requires the actors to adopt 'active negotiation' in relation to 
the scenic environment.74 This may suggest a displacement of the performer, 
but it is instead a reconfiguring of the stage. The Wooster Group's rehearsal 
process incorporates objects and. technologies and develops the live and the 
lJ.lecli*d asPe<:t~. ofperformmwe simultaneously sp. that'lJ.licrophones and 
video 1nonitors' are like performers themselves?5 The aesthetic of their work is 
informed firstly by a 'utilitarian, rather than a decorative, ftmction' and the 
costumes, furniture and objects they use are often recycled from one perform
ance to another and 'carry imprints of the everyday activities' of previous use.76 

But the compositional aesthetic of their work borrows from the technologies of 
audio recording and film. In House/Lights (1999) use is made of the 'structural 
language' of film (camera moves, close-ups, long shots) as a 'template' for the 
organisation of movement and space.77 

Lehmann identifies the characteristic of postdramatic theatre as its affinity 
with performance art. Of particnlar interest is 'the physical, affective and 
spatial relationship between actors and spectators'78 This offers possibilities 
of participation and interaction and of redefining theatre as a process rather 
than a finished work, for example Blast Theory and Desert Rain. 

Desert Rain was a performance installation which involved the audience of 
six as though they were in a computer game. Each participant had a 'target' to 
find which was associated with the GnlfWar. The manner of the action was 
that of a Hollywood action drama. The participants progressed through virtual 
reality spaces such as an American motel room, underground bunkers and 
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tunnels, together with real materials as a projection curtain of fine rain, a large 
heap of real sand and a real room which represented an English hotel. After all 
this, the audience was fu1ally confronted by the targets recounting, via video, 
their experiences of the war. Each participant left with a small bag of sand 
which was concealed in the coat or bag they handed over at the start of the 
performance. This combination of the real and the imaginary is intended to 
provoke consideration of the way the war was reported and the real impact it 
had on actual people, and 'attempts to bring visitors to a new understanding of 
the ways in which the virtual and the real are blurred and, in particular, the role 
of the mass media in distorting our appraisal of the world beyond our own 
personal experience,. 79 

The scenography of Desert Rain brings about an immersion in the very ideas 
that the piece aims to explore; the participanfs active experience of the war as a 
game offers a productive set of conditions from which to think abont wider 
issues. In work like this, technological means offer new ways of approaching 
contemporary debates and concerns. As Baugh has observed: 'The contribu
tions of computer-controlled technology and computer-created scenography 
offer metaphors of transience, instability, multiple framing and interactivity to 
a postdramatic world of performance.'80 


