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Abstract

This practice-based study uses a series of three scenographic performances
to investigate the nature of communication between scenography and
audience. Structured using iterative cycles of action and reflection, the
trajectory of the three performances begins by drawing on recognisably
mainstream professional practice (The General’s Daughter), through a
scenographic experiment aimed specifically at enfolding the audience
(Homesick) to engaging and involving the audience through scenography and

creating a new form of performance (Forest Floor).

Although the potential impact of scenography has long been recognised In
professional theatre practice, this is the first piece of practice-based research
which examines the particular contribution of the scenographic and the way it
works on its audiences. Scenography is inseparable from the performance
event yet its particular material qualities draw on languages of the stage that
appear to speak simultaneously with, but separately from, the textual and the
gestural. This investigation focuses on the visual, spatial and somatosensory
dimensions of scenography and on ways of capturing and theorising the

experience of viewing scenography.

The study shows that audience members register scenography as a multi-
sensory experience. The polysemous nature of scenography allows it to
become a site for imaginative projections, where audiences draw on their own
feelings, experiences and their creativity leading to unique responses within
the collective experience of a scenographically-crafted performance
environment. | propose that scenography works as an agent of exchange,
provoking intersections of imagination where individuals can reflect on and
playfully explore propositions of what it means to be in the world. This leads to
the instigation of a new form of scenographic performance and an expanded

view of the creative implication of audiences.
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Introduction

The aim of this research project is to investigate the nature of the

communication between scenography and its audiences.

Within that aim, the specific objectives are:

- To use performance to investigate models of scenographic
practice which expose different modes of audience engagement

- To develop methods of gathering audience response to
scenography

- To establish a framework of theories and concepts which enable the
development and elaboration of practical scenographic work

- To bring scenographic practice into dialogue with theories to offer

new conceptual models for scenography.

This written commentary sets out the methodological and analytical
frames and brings the practice Into dialogue with theoretical
perspectives which have competency towards the aims and objectives
above. Transcriptions of audience comments appear in Times New
Roman font to distinguish them from the commentary and quotations

from other authors. It is recommended that you read the commentary

before viewing the DVD.

The DVD contains an introduction to viewing the practical work in the
ight of the key points arising from the analysis and full-length video

recordings of each of the three performances that were developed in

the course of this research.

The raw data of audience responses is included on a separate CD.



Research Context

In the UK and internationally, the gradual adoption of the term
scenography (as opposed to décor, set design or theatre design) has
coincided with the emergence of research In design in theatre and

performance.

Until recently, publications in the scholarly field were, in the main,
representations of dominant professional practice. lllustrated surveys of
trends in theatre and set design (for example, Davis, 2001; Goodwin,
1989; Aronson, 1985) and retrospectives of widely acclaimed
designers, such as Jocelyn Herbert (1997) and Ralph Koltai (1997) and
Josef Svoboda (1993) are typical of this first approach. These works
celebrate the diverse approaches to theatre design (mainly
concentrating on the set) and on the craft and individual working
practices of particular designers, in a mainstream professional context
where set design can be seen as successful in its own terms but
‘marginal’ to the whole performance (Davis, 2001: 10). Exceptionally,
Denis Bablet’'s comprehensive account of European stage design in the
twentieth century (1977) considered milestones of theatre design in
terms of the wider context of art movements and their influences. But, In

general, these works do not seek to analyse or theorise the practice.

However, interest Iin defining a more Integrated practice of
‘'scenography’ has now taken hold. Although not a new term in itself, it
has served to focus a reappraisal of the role of design in relation to the
expressive and communicative possibilities of the visual and spatial
material on stage and its interaction with the text and the performers.
Jarka Burian’s analysis of Josef Svoboda’s work (1971) was one of the
first attempts to examine practice in terms of key principles and
concepts and offer a model for scenographic thinking. The formation, in
1994, of the International Federation Theatre Research working group

for scenography, helped to support the emergence of scenographic



theory and Pamela Howard (2002) used her own practice to consider
the role of design as scenography. Her account of scenographic
practice is more ambitious and far-reaching than conventional
expectations for professional theatre design. It is centred on the
‘dynamic role design plays upon the stage, orchestrating the visual and
sensory environment of the performance’ (Howard, 2002: xv).
Scenographic aspects are central to both the compositional and
production processes of performance and also to the audience

experience.

The scenographer visually liberates the text and the story behind
it, by creating a world in which the eye sees what the ears do not
hear. Resonances of the text are visualised through fragments
and memories that reverberate in the spectator's subconscious,
suggesting rather than illustrating the words (Howard, 2002: 33)

The assertion is that scenography extends and enriches the experience
of performance through images which operate in conjunction with, but in

a different way from, other aspects of the stage.

This perspective is helpful in reviewing radical and experimental
practice from the past to identify issues and concepts from which
scenographic theory is now emerging. Christopher Baugh has re-
examined Bertolt Brecht's use of stage design and revealed, In
particular, Caspar Neher’'s use of scenography as an active agent in the

construction of meaning (Baugh, 1994).

More recently, he has brought together the work of pioneers in the use
of stage design and technology, such as Adolphe Appia, Edward
Gordon Craig, and Josef Svoboda, in order to establish key points and
concepts in the development of scenographic thinking and practice in
the twentieth century (Baugh, 2005). As Baugh shows, this work is a
rejection of the illusionistic, pictorial stage and investigates, instead,
concepts of scenography as architecture for performance, the scene as

a machine and the extent to which scenography itself might be

considered to perform.



Meanwhile Arnold Aronson has drawn on past and contemporary work
to analyse the physical and ‘the spatiovisual aspect’ of the performance
event in order to restore it to its ‘proper place’ as an element integral to

performance (Aronson, 2005: 6).

Over the last decade developments in practice-based research
methods Iin performance have been gaining ground and are now

beginning to make a new and distinctive contribution to scenographic

research.

Recent practice-based research into performance and technology
(Brejek, 2006; Palmer and Popat, 2006), the relationship between
space and performance (Hannah, 2007) and site-specific performance
as a site for collaboration and new forms of spectatorship (lrwin, 2006)
suggests that we are withessing a new phase in scenographic theory.
New perspectives on the potential for scenography to open up the
‘processual, emerging and transformative character of the mediated
stage (Brejek, 2006: 165) or for the potential of the ‘embodied nature of
live performance’ to shape ‘spatial materiality’ and the idea of a
‘performance landscape’ (Hannah, 2007: 136) show that practice-based
work inevitably defines scenography in relation to performance and
brings new insights to both fields. Indeed, practice-based research in
scenography, particularly that which moves away from traditional
theatre buildings, is beginning to define new relationships between
performance and audience. Palmer and Popat draw on Paul Crowther’s
concept of the ‘sensuous manifold’ (Crowther 1993) to model the
oscillation between transparency and reflectivity generated by their
interactive, Kinetic light installations (Palmer and Popat, 2006) while
Dorita Hannah has used architectural interventions to bring groups of
performers and audience together in one labyrinthine space in a
‘dystopian experiment’ out of which emerged ‘moments of great beauty,

insight and communality’ (Hannah, 2007: 143).



It is against this shifting and emergent background that this research
has been conducted. The particular context of this practice-based
investigation into the nature of the communication between
scenography and its audiences Is that very little in the immediate field of
scenography comments directly on the topic. Although Stephen Di
Benedetto has written on the expressive capability’'s of Robert Wilson’s
scenography (2000) and has theorised the role of the audience as
‘attendants’ in contemporary live art and performance (2007) this has

been through observation, not practice.

The communicative potential of scenography has, to a limited extent,
been considered within some theoretical frames from the wider field of
theatre and performance studies. Specific consideration of scenography
as a signifying system has been developed through semiotic analysis
(notably in Pavis, 2003; Ubersfeld, 1999; Fischer-Lichte, 1992; Aston
and Savona, 1991). In general, semiotic approaches have been helpful
in identifying component parts of the contribution that scenography
makes to the experience of a performance. In particular, Patrice Pavis
has developed an approach which is flexible enough to consider the
materiality of performance as part of the signification and is therefore,
particularly suited to analysis of the scenographic and Anne Ubersfeld
has made important reference to the ‘ludic object’ (Uberstfeld, 1999:

124), indicating that scenography has an active and performative role.

Gay McAuley’s investigation (1999) into the meaning-making potential
of space has opened up new avenues of enquiry which move analysis
away from the linguistic models which tend to dominate semiotic
analysis. Her study includes consideration of the expressiveness of
theatrical objects, but her focus is on the agency of the performer as

animator of the object and not on the object as scenography.

Phenomenological approaches to the perception of the theatre event
have been mainly focused on theorising the relationship between the

performer and the audience (Garner, 1994), although Bert O. States



takes a more holistic view of the stage and incorporates consideration
of the scenic as a ‘field of space and shape’ in which meanings

‘parasitically swarm’ (1985: 27).

Studies of theatre reception have acknowledged the contribution of the
audience in interpreting the theatre event but have made less explicit
reference to scenography (Sauter, 2000; Bennett, 1997). Susan
Bennett concentrates on theories of reading theatre adapted from
literary theory to address active modes of viewing and the
‘emancipation’ of the spectator (Bennett, 1997: 213). Willmar Sauter’s
hermeneutic of theatre reception identifies three levels of operation;
sensory, artistic and symbolic (Sauter, 2000: 6-7), which leave room for

scenography but which do not address it explicitly.

During the course of this project, | have also looked at more distant

contexts In order to develop a theoretical frame which is pertinent to

scenography and the development of my practice.

In the first place, theories pertaining to art and the still image have been
identified. As well as his writing on semiotics, Roland Barthes’
examination of the nature of the photographic image distinguishes
between different levels of meaning and engagement (Barthes, 2000
and 1977). In conjunction with this, Johnathan Crary’s study of
attention, that identifies the ways In which visual material activates
modes of reception, has provided a broader cultural perspective (Crary,
2001). Paul Crowther’s account of the nature of making and viewing art
prompts consideration of scenography as a mutually enhancing
exchange between rational and sensuous material (Crowther, 1993).
Crowther’s claim that viewing and making sense of art is a fulfiiment of
our need for self-consciousness has led to Jaques Lacan and Julia

Kristeva who both address psychological perspectives of the function of
art.



Lacan’s theory of the gaze has been Iinfluential on theories of

spectatorship in film studies via Laura Mulvey (1975). However, where

Mulvey concentrates on Lacan’s evocation of the male gaze and the
Implication this has for a gender-inscribed viewing of cinema, | have,
Instead, considered the idea of the screen as ‘a locus of mediation’
(Lacan 1977: 107) and how it can be applied to scenography. Kristeva
meanwhile provides a valuable corrective to the tendency of semiotic
theory to focus on correlations between signification and language
(Kristeva, 1986). Her formulation of the ‘semiotic chora’ offers a model
for the rich, non-verbal clustering of signs that scenography might

produce.

Crowther’s insistence on the concrete particularity of artworks and their
appeal to embodied understanding has links to phenomenology. In
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s account of phenomenology (1961), multi-
dimensional and multi-sensory aspects of perception lend themselves
to consideration of scenography and | have also drawn upon Michael
Polanyi (1967) and Antonio Damasio (2000) to investigate the
embodied nature of understanding from philosophical and from neuro-

physiological perspectives.

Finally, concepts of space have been investigated. Henri Lefebvre’s
theories of the production of space (1991), Edward Soja’s notion of
Thirdspace (2000 and 1996) and Gaston Bachelard’s ‘poetics of space’
(1994) can be pointed more specifically towards scenography by
considering Luigi Prestinenza Puglisi's concept of projection (1999),
which he borrows from art practice and applies to architecture. These
theories of space have been influential in considering scenographic

communication as a constructive, active and spatial way of thinking.



Research questions

My specific questions in relation to the overall project, an investigation

of the nature of communication between scenography and its

audiences, are:

1. What aspects of scenographic images do audiences engage
with and respond to?

2. What different kinds of sense do audience members make of
scenographic images and what levels of significance are
attributed to them?

3. In what ways are the scenographer’s original intentions and
references apprehended by audiences?

4. How subjective is the appreciation of scenographic
Imagery?

5. How far can audiences be seen as co-creators of
scenographic images?

Although | acknowledge the interactive nature of scenography in
relation to other elements of the stage and within the performance event
as a whole, | have attempted to focus on the particular characteristics
and qualities of scenographic images and the kinds of responses they
evoke. The term ‘audiences’ iIs used to reflect the different ways In
which spectators might be involved in the experience of scenography.
Although the term refers to hearing rather than seeing, it is the term
which seems to be most capable or holding within in it a variety of
possible modes of engagement. At given points in the commentary, it
becomes more accurate to talk in terms of viewing or spectating, but
these terms also carry with them connotations of passivity and distance.
‘Audience’ is a more neutral term and ‘audiences’ has helped me
maintain consideration of individual as well as collective experience

alongside the different experiences of scenography which my work has

presented.



Methodology

Here | will discuss the key methodological principles that have been

of the methodology.

Methodological principles

The methodological principles for the research were:

1. to use performance

Scenography happens over a given period of time at a pace
dictated, in the main, by its creators. Although audience members
have the freedom to select the aspects of the performance that they
will give their attention to at any given moment, and can, in limited
ways, Influence the performance of the actors, their choices occur
within the framework of the production as it is conceived. This then
also provides the reference points for their subsequent responses. It
IS not merely individual images which occur as part of a performance
that audiences respond to, but the accumulation of imagery over the
duration of the performance and the interaction of scenography with
the other performance elements. Currently, much of the analysis of
scenography, historical and contemporary, relies on the visual
Images which remain after a performance Is over such as
photographs from the production and designers models and
sketches. But this tends to isolate the scenography from the holistic

experience of the performance.

2. to use my own practice

| have professional experience as a designer of set and costume In
mainstream theatre. In this project, | have worked principally with
set, costume, objects and light. Although sound takes on some
significance (particularly in the opening of Homesick), and sound is

now recognised as part of the palette of scenographic materials



(Theatre and Performance Research Association, 2006), | have
concentrated on visual materials as this is my area of expertise. My

own Insights, experience and knowledge as a designer are at the
core of the performances | have created. It has therefore been
possible to investigate audience responses in the context of my own
intentions and anticipations. However, an important part of the
evaluation of audience response was to look for responses which
are beyond, or contrary to, those which | had in mind as | created
the work. The impact of the scenographic image relies both on the
potential of the images as created by the scenographer, and the
extent to which spectators pursue active modes of viewing. The
formulation of the imagery needed to leave room for the imaginative
contribution of the audience. | could not predict with any certainty
how audience members would respond or react to these images.

But drawing on my experience as a practitioner, | sought to establish

particular territories and frameworks of material, themes and motifs.

| also reflected my own creative process and attempted to

externalise the intuitive and tacit knowledge that | have acquired.
Michael Polanyi’s concept of tacit knowledge suggests that ‘we
know more than we can tell (Polanyi, 1967:16) and we are
unconsciously aware of things before we can consciously attend to
them. Donald Schon says practitioners habitually move between
modes of tacit knowledge and reflection-in-action but reflection-on-
action brings a more conscious and cognitive understanding (Schon,
1983). A key motivation for this project was to bring tacit
understanding into dialogue with theoretical concepts In order to

articulate and propose models for the operation of scenography.

3. to gather and analyse audience responses

There are no existing methods for eliciting audience response to
scenographic performance. Publicly available analysis of
scenography consists almost always of the written account of a
single spectator's view. Sometimes this is the result of several

viewings and is influenced by other information, such as interviews

10



with the scenographer or knowledge of their previous work. It is
theretore rarely the immediate response that we see, but a
synthesised and considered interpretation. There have been
attempts to record audience response in general. Vsevolod
Meyerhold developed a system of notation which recorded audience
behaviour in response to a performance (Bennett, 1997: 6).This was
Intended to reveal the audience’s automatic and, presumably,
unconscious response, but dealt with the audience as a
homogenous group and yielded nothing in the way of individual
response. More recently, Pavis has developed a questionnaire,
aimed at recovering and reconstituting the entire mise-en-scene, as
a tool for the ‘spectator-analyst’ (2003: 31). Whilst including
reference to scenography, | judged this approach too general for my
purposes; it aims at recording a detailed impression of the whole
performance. | had, instead, to develop suitable methods for
gathering and analysing audience responses which take account of
the particular nature of the scenographic imagery. | needed to
gather responses as close to the point of performance as possible,
interfering with or distorting the process of spectating as little as

possible.

My audiences were made up of theatre practitioners, design
practitioners and theatre scholars and students. | anticipated that
these people would be responsive to the experimental nature of the
work and the tasks | set them and that they would be able to provide

the detailed and articulate responses | needed.

4. to develop the methodology through three successive
cycles of performance and analysis

The work was planned in three cycles, enabling me to develop and

refine the methodological approach over the course of the project. |

drew on action research methods (McNiff et al. 1996) and the idea

of iterative practice which incorporates critical reflection. Through

11



cycles of doing and reflecting a ‘spiral’ of knowledge is developed
where research questions underpin the ‘disorderly creative process’
and give structure and focus (Trimingham, 2002: 55 - 56, Popat and
Palmer, 2003). Each cycle of work consisted of the preparation and
presentation of a performance, the gathering and analysis of
audience response to the performance and reflection and
development of methods towards the next cycle. In each cycle, |
identified theoretical models which would be useful in helping me

shed new light on the research questions and in moving the practice

and the project forward.

Cycle 1: The General’s Daughter

The aim for the first of my research performances The General’s
Daughter was to test the tacit knowledge | have acquired as a design
practitioner and bring it into a more explicit frame of concepts about the

way scenographic imagery can communicate.

Accordingly, | devised a performance, which although led by
scenography rather than a theatrical text, nonetheless drew on
mainstream theatre practice, inviting the audience to look in on
sequences of performed actions at a distance. Alongside this, | used
widely accepted theories of scenographic communication (Kennedy,
2001; Fischer-Lichte, 1992; Aston and Savona, 1991) where the image
as stage picture is foregrounded and semiotic perspectives are
prioritised In order to frame and analyse the work. A few, notably Bert
O. States (1985), have argued for a more phenomenological approach,
but | decided to test the usefulness of semiotics as it has been applied

INn the theatre and in photography and film in this first cycle.

Scenographic images can function in different ways; as narrative
(through metonymic images), as atmosphere, as metaphor or as
symbol (Kennedy, 2001; Aston and Savona, 1991). In addition, Roland

Barthes’ examination of film and photography provided a means to

12



conceptualise how levels of operation or significance might be extended
for individual viewers. Images are polysemous and imply a ‘floating
chain’ of signifieds from which the ‘reader’ is able to either choose or
ignore (Barthes, 1977: 39). Images can be seen to be weaker, less
precise than language. But their polysemiotic qualities allow more
possible meanings. Visual elements appear to be less stable in terms of
signification than words, but this opens up the ways in which images
may be experienced and interpreted. Barthes’ notion of ‘studium’ and
punctum’ distinguishes between a polite interest in and attention to an
image (studium) and a more immediate and more idiosyncratic
response (punctum). The concept of punctum as ‘that accident which
pricks me’ highlights the visceral and disruptive potential of an image
(Barthes, 2000: 27) and further develops the idea of unstable but potent

Imagery.

| sought a specific context and narrative as a frame for a scenography-
centred performance and Iphigenia at Aulis by Euripides offered the
possibility of operating on several levels at once. The immediate
situation of the story (the relationship between Iphigenia and her
parents, especially her father, interested me in particular) the universal
aspects of the drama (sexual and political power) and more
contemporary resonances (the impact and aftermath of the attack on
the World Trade Centre and the invasions of Afghanistan and lraq)
together offered fertile territory to explore through scenography. Trying
to visualise the character of Euripides’ Iphigenia, | considered Paula
Rego’s painting of The Policeman’s Daughter (McEwen, 1992: 169). It
seemed to offer an interesting parallel of a father-daughter relationship
which is shaped around ideas of power and duty. The girl in the painting
Is dressed in white and is polishing her tather's heavy, black leather
boots. She is absorbed by the task, her arm pushed almost up to her
armpit into the boot. My reading of the image led me to consider the
possible nature of the relationship between the painted girl and her
implied father and to what extent she might be a model for a more

contemporary Iphigenia. There are various contrasts suggested by the
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composition; black and white; strong light and shadow: the
perpendicular lines of the room and the sinuous curves of a cat in the

foreground; the girl's white skirt, crumpled like an unmade bed and the
starched, stiff linen of the table cloth. They seem to point towards the
way the girl asserts herself in relation to her father. She appears to
carrying out a menial task, yet she is dressed entirely in white. The
expression on her face is determined but it is hard to read her thoughts.
She has secrets and desires. Sitting in her father’'s heavy studded chair
and polishing his boots, she feels herself to be powerful and capable of
infiltrating the adult, male world. But she is safe and secure in a high
room. In another of Rego’s paintings, The Fitting (McEwen, 1992: 187)
a girl is having a final fitting of a ball gown of the kind that a 1950s
debutante might have worn. The expectations of her role as an adult
woman are mirrored in the construction and nature of the dress with its
tight bodice and voluminous floor-length skirt. But the dress is also a
‘chrysalis’ (McEwen, 1992: 188) which enable her to emerge, butterfly-
like. The Girl’s mother and a seamstress are complicit in the moulding
and grooming of the qgirl for her new role. These two became merged In
the governess character that features in The General’'s Daughter (see
the pages from my sketchbook, p. 46) and the idea of the dress as a

transformation was central to the final wedding/sacrifice scene.

left: The Policeman’s Daughter (1987) Paula Rego
right: The General’s Daughter, photo: Craig Lomas

14



| also wanted to leave room for the contribution of the audience and the
possibility of moving beyond the obvious meanings. The basic narrative
thread derived from Iphigenia at Aulis was explored and overlaid with
references and resonances beyond the immediate situation. A limited
range of colours, objects and materials; black, white and red, boots,
chairs, a white wall with a window, sand, planks, white silk were used
repeatedly but in different ways so that their significance could change,
over time, through the accumulation, juxtaposition and transformation of
images and through repetition of motifs offering both grounding and
transcendence. Certain images were selected to upset or disrupt the
flow of images, for example, the image of a man falling from the World
Trade Center. Meanwhile, the pace of the performance was slow and
deliberate, giving the audience time to absorb detail and to open up

space for leaps of imagination in the minds of the viewers.

The General’s Daughter photos: Craig Lomas

Immediately after the performance, the participants (30 in total) were
asked to record their immediate and individual impressions In writing.

First they were asked: ‘What did you see, feel and think during the

1S



performance?” Next they were asked to discuss in groups of three or
four the following questions: What did you see? What were your
immediate responses to what you saw? Did you draw on those
responses? And to what effect? What happened to you and to your

responses as the performance progressed? What did you experience?

The structure of these tasks was designed around claims about the way
spectators move from the immediate experience of a performance to
being able to reflect on it and describe their experience (States, 1985:
Pavis, 2003) The first task was intended to capture immediate individual
response with little time for respondents to process the experience
cognitively. The second task took into account how the exchange of
responses with other members of the audience can be part of the
process by which we become conscious of, or evaluate, our responses
to a performance. By talking with others we continue the ‘interpretive
process and...enhance the experience of that production in the

Individual’s memory’ (Bennett, 1997: 164).

This first phase of my research established a more objective and
detailled foundation from which to build further practice-based
Investigation. The data from The General’s Daughter tended to
reinforce my professional and tacit understanding. My instincts
regarding how and what images would communicate were largely
confirmed by the responses, but the analysis of the responses provided
me with an emerging framework of theoretical perspectives and further
refinement of the line of enquiry. This was valuable in helping me adopt
a more integrated role as a scenographer-researcher and it provided a
further focus for the next cycle of research. Reading audience
members’ comments and listening back to the recordings of
discussions, | found my intentions for the piece conveyed back to me
through 30 different voices with many different inflections. Many
comments were close to the way | had described scenes and images to
myself and to the production team as we rehearsed. Although no-one

named [phigenia, many respondents picked up on the overall direction
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and theme, for example one notes ‘images of power, dominance and freedom’
and another ‘contrasts of control and violence’. What surprised me, though,
were comments that made me think again about the content and impact
of my work. | had not expected the references to very personal insights,

for example a memory of ‘standing on a chair, presumably having my trousers
pinned up for sewing’ was evoked for one of the spectators. This provoked
a consideration of the extent to which the material | had presented in
The General's Daughter might have been shaped by my own
memories and feelings, for example towards my own father or
presentations of women and not only by professional judgements of the
craft of scenography. Images and ideas which might be recognised and
shared by a community are inflected with individual experience and
constructions of the self. | realised that my work as a scenographer
could not be simply to transmit ideas, no matter how poetic and subtle.
The negotiation of shared images and images which contribute to our
sense of self has to operate dialogically as a communication; a process
of moving towards agreement. In the next cycle | determined to develop
a performance which was more obviously open to interpretation from

the audience and a site for exchange rather than transmission.

The General’s Daughter produced a range of valuable responses and
further insights into the nature of scenographic communication,
particularly with regard to the first four research questions (p. 8), but

they also pointed towards new objectives which needed to be

addressed in the next phase.

The semiotic framing of The General's Daughter was largely self-
fulfilling, in that it yielded a wealth of incisive and detailed analysis of
the signs of the scenography as they were perceived. This was
informed by the focus of the performance itself and the nature of the
post-performance tasks which may have suggested a particular mode
of analysis to my participants. An air of distance or detachment comes
across in many responses. As theatre and performance scholars and

practitioners the audience represented an finterpretive community

'/



(Fish, 1980: 171) who will tend to have a particular and common
approach to reading (or in this case viewing) and who may be overly
self-conscious In their responses. But there was also a small but
significant strand of responses that adopted alternative strategies for
viewing. These were Iinformed less by a search for meaning and more
by their immediate responses to the formal and physical dimensions of
the scenography; colour and texture were used by some as a principle
means of viewing whilst others referred in detail to the deferred
sensation of weight and movement generated by the materials. Also, in
contrast to the cooler responses, a few stood out as distinctly subjective
and uniquely inflected by personal insight or experience. However, the
means of gathering audience response did not feel conducive to these

more embodied responses.

| had attempted, with only partial success, to restrict the impact of the
human performers In relation to the more obvious scenographic
aspects; the costumes, the objects, the light and the space. This meant
the performance tended towards a series of tableaux and underplayed
the potential of performers’ bodies, gestures and movements as part of

the scenographic experience.

Cycle 2: Homesick

The aims for this performance were to investigate the spatial and
somatosensory dimensions of scenographic performance in order to

instigate a wider range of responses and to explore alternative means

of gathering response.

Drawing on theories of phenomenology (Merleau-Ponty, 1962), and
space (Bachelard, 1994; Lefebvre, 1991), | created an immersive
environment to foreground the spatial dimension of scenography,

integrate the performers and the audience more dynamically with the

scenography and encourage a range of sensory and more direct
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responses In order to better address the phenomenological and

embodied aspects of scenographic reception (Garner, 1994; States.
1985).

The silk which | had used in The General’s Daughter re-appeared in
Homesick as | wanted to test its potency in another context. In The
General’s Daughter the silk largely worked to effect a transformation,
enshrouding and obliterating the girl’s body. In Homesick, the material

qualities of the silk and the possibility of it registering haptically were

prioritised over intellectual impact and its potential as a signifier.

| didn't work with a theatrical text as | wanted to give as much emphasis
as possible to the scenographic materials and their composition. There
were some literary influences, in particular Laura Blundy by Julie
Myerson (2000) and Beloved by Toni Morrison (1987), but these were
used to think about how particular spaces and objects can evoke
Intense and moving responses. The spoken phrases at the beginning of
Homesick draw on the novels and on my memories and those of the
cast and they were intended to evoke the mysterious power of places
and objects and their place in our memories. Thereafter, the
combinations of performers’ bodies and pieces of furniture, cloth, skirts
and puppets provided a collage of images of childhood, family and
growing up. The scenographic elements were selected more for their
Inherent material and structural qualities than their potential to operate
as Iconic referents. The swaying movement of the skirts, for example,
was more important to me than the idea that they might suggest a
particular period. | paid particular attention to the construction of the
puppets, which were specially developed for this performance. It was
Important that their movements were awkward and strained in the
scene where the two male performers use them to depict a parody of a
family. The contrast between the fluid concentration of the operators
and the stilted approximations of the intimate gestures of the puppets
helped create an ambiguity which was both comic and unnerving.

Meanwhile, | ensured that loose joints would allow limbs to dangle and
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settle in ways which simultaneously draw attention to the puppets as

constructed objects and allow a possibility that they are not entirely

Inanimate.

In The General’'s Daughter it became apparent that the realisation of
scenography implies human agency. Two of the audience saw the

operator of the confetti drop and wondered about the significance of the

‘man in the sky’. This accident pushed me to explore a mode of
performance where the nature of scenography as a construction would
be emphasised. In Homesick the calico room had no roof so the lighting
rig could be seen. When a wind machine disturbs the fall of the calico
walls, it exposed the theatre space and the white-costumed technicians
working In it. This was intended to establish a more active role for the
audience, both through their physical implication in the work to heighten
awareness of themselves as audience and through the anti-illusionistic
mode of performance which consciously exposed the technicians

working in the space beyond.

The means of gathering responses was developed to take account of
the distinctive features of responses to scenography as opposed to
responses to performance in general. Through preparatory workshops, |
developed the use of image-making as a means of investigating
responses informed by phenomenological experience and embodied
understanding of space, composition, colour and movement. Joy
Schaverien discusses the way image making has been used in
psychotherapy as a means of therapists coming to understand the
archetypal dimension of a patient’s life. The particular value of this
approach is that making art provides a means of escaping ‘the censor
of the conscious mind’ (1999:31). In art therapy, image making is
followed up by the patient being encouraged to talk about their image
so that the image becomes a tool towards communication rather than
an end in itself (Malchiodi, 1998, Ross, 1997). These preparatory
workshops revealed that, despite some initial reluctance, participants

enjoyed the process of image making and of talking about their work
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afterwards and that they were much more disposed towards identifying

their subjective feelings and private memories than was the case with

The General’s Daughter.

From Homesick storyboard Joslin McKinney

The audience became part of the scenography and, implicitly, part of
the action of the performance. The audience (approximately 10 for each
of the four performances) were led through a narrow calico tunnel to a
small room constructed of calico walls. There was clearly a larger space
beyond, which could be glimpsed when the calico was disturbed. The
performers appeared first outside the room as large shadows,

surrounding and disorientating the audience making them conscious of
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their own physical presence in the scenography. The scenography
evoked several locations at once: a dust-sheeted room empty except
for a period wardrobe, a Victorian nursery (with hand-made dolls and
puppets) and an Institution (with identical hooped skirts). This was
reinforced by the restricted range of colours; unbleached calico and the
faded cream-coloured furniture. Drawing on Bachelard’s notion of
spaces in houses that can open up ‘the psychological elasticity of an
image that moves us at an unimaginable depth’ (Bachelard, 1994: 6),
the logic of the scenography in Homesick moved between spaces; a
hand; then a drawer, a wardrobe, a room and then what lies beyond the
room; an Imagined house, a theatre space, a world beyond. The
performers appeared to be children trapped in a room, acting out rituals
and fantasies of adult life. Their actions were determined by the
physical space, particularly when they use the wardrobe as a puppet
booth and again when they dressed in hooped skits and performed a
slow swaying ghost of a dance. They moved through and around the

audience encouraging the audience to move themselves In order to

See.

Again, there was an invited audience including theatre academics and
practitioners but this time | invited more students of theatre and
performance. The drawing workshops showed that students were likely
to be generous and perhaps less guarded than professionals in their
responses. Where The General’s Daughter was a carefully controlled

spectacle, Homesick was instead an enfolding environment which

audience and performers shared.

Although | will analyse the responses from all the performances in the
Analysis section, | will briefly outline the value and outcome of this

image-making task here, as it has bearing on the subsequent

development of the methodology.
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For some, the process of drawing was carefully thought through and
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seemingly

[ drew ...a hospital bed with a curtain round it...basically because I had a
sense of enclosure and also a sense of vacancy. So the hospital bed is empty,
so there’s nobody in it but yes there’s something waiting there. There’s the
drip waiting there for someone to occupy this place which is...I suppose
hospital beds 1n one sense are restful but they’re also uncomfortable because
you're 1ll, dying or whatever or just being born, any of those kind of things
but yet you can’t do anything beyond the nature of your reason for being in
there ... 1t took a little bit of thought to sort of crystallise the way I felt and
that kind of summed it up in a way.

But often people used image-making to process the experience of

viewing in a more immediate way:
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... 1 think first of all I started with the skirts, and then I realised that I hadn’t
got any bodies inside them. So I was only taken with the shape of the skirts
and their design and not the personality of the individual at all. And then of
course you can see the hands coming through there. So I was obviously quite
affected by the shadows of the hands, and particularly the tension in the
hands...And suddenly my picture turned into these swinging lanterns, I mean
[ know they’re not swinging, but they become lanterns now. So that there’s

light coming out of the bottoms of them. So somehow, now the hands are
swinging the lanterns in my imagination.

The introduction of drawing as a means of registering response
provided data which was much more helpful in addressing research
questions 3 and 5 (p.8) than the material that The General’s Daughter
had generated. Now | was able to see responses in a medium more
reflective of scenographic composition. As Pavis points out, drawing as
a means of analysing performance conveys a more immediate
response as It can retain ‘a gestural and kinesic quality’ (2003: 33). The
explanations that participants gave for their drawings provided insight
iInto the way Homesick had worked on them at a phenomenological

level. But the drawings themselves also carried significance.

Audience images from Homesick

In art therapy, practitioners are wary of interpreting drawings as a
means of diagnosis, insisting on the patient's expertise in interpreting
their own work and concentrating instead on the talk that making
drawings enables (Malchiodi, 1998: 48). In the context of my research,

however, it was as if the participants’ own scenographic imaginations
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had been set to work. Their drawings extended my original

scenography by projecting and transforming the performance into
significant images of their own. What was distinctive here was that |

was now able to see responses to my scenography in something

approaching a scenographic form. The collective vibrancy of the
images, overlapping with and extending my own work, revealed
something of the phenomenological encounter that scenography might
be said to offer. And studying the images, for themselves as well as in
consideration of what their creator had offered in explanation, felt like a
conversation or exchange, through images, about the material and
themes of Homesick. The notion of the ‘scenographic exchange’
became a key concept in attempting to model the complex relationship

between the scenographer and audience members through the medium

of performance.

Cycle 3: Forest Floor

The principal aim here was to test the notion of scenographic exchange
through and in performance. | aimed to create a performance event
where the roles of audience, performers and designers might merge
and switch and to observe manifestations of scenographic exchange. In
this way, the audience responses were intended to be folded into and

become part of the performance.

Based on the on-going analysis of the earlier performances, |
developed a taxonomy of scenography based on the following

interacting levels of operation; the grammar of scenographic exchange:

Scenographic material — this refers to the nature and the
qualities of objects and materials in performance, the sensuous,
aesthetic and hermeneutic qualities of textures, colours and
forms and compositional relationships between objects. This
material f