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towards artistic function, regretting the tardiness of the drama in
rising to the challenge of rational analysis:

It seems impossible that the movement of inquiry and analysis, which is
precisely the movement of the nineteenth century, can have revolutionised
all the sciences and arts and left dramatic art to one side, as if isolated. The
natural sciences date from the end of the last century; chemistry and
physics are less than a hundred years old; history and criticism have been
renovated ... an entire world has arisen; it has sent us back to the study
of documents, to experience, made us realise that to start afresh we
must take things back to the beginning, become familiar with man and
nature, verify what is. Thenceforward, the great naturalist school, which has
spread secretly, irrevocably, often making its way in darkness but always
advancing, can finally come out triumphantly into the light of day. ...
An irresistible current carries our society towards the study of reality.22

Zola saw the artist of the future as a forensic pathologist who
experimentally dissects society in order to anatomize it. He articulated
the powerful idea that showing (exposing) a reality must precipitate
social and political change - much as investigative journalism is
considered in our own day. But to do this scenographically needed as
much skilful artifice, and ultimately a falseness that was equal to that
being rejected on the commercial, mainstream stage. Even using the
actuality of real materials (Stanislavski’s barrow loads of autumn
leaves strewn on the stage for his production of Uncle Vanya in
1899) could never communicate a reality when presented within the
structural artificiality of a stage scene that was witnessed in public
by an audience. This early naturalist approach may therefore be
understood as one of greater integrity and truth to nature within the
prevailing scenographic language, rather than its outright rejection.
None the less, the political ambition of Zola as the ‘investigative
journalist’ of art may rightly be used to identify the beginning of a
new theatre and its dramatic literature, and serve also to identify a
particular and long-lasting quality of rejection of the values and
methods of nineteenth-century theatre. Indeed, it still finds a place
within the ambitions of some theatre and performance of the twenty-
first century: the belief that in attempting to show a greater reality -
putting the ‘real thing’ on stage - the theatre might somehow shock
an audience into the understanding of a greater truth.

Although it is interesting to examine the milestones within this
movement - real door-knobs instead of painted ones, real cooking
utensils on real shelves, real enclosed rooms as settings (although still
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with an absent fourth wall), re.al furniturez costumes and propc:ines l—
probably the major contribution to mak_mg_ a history of thF evfe -
opment of scenography shoul(_i be seen in its forlmal .re)ectxlc:n ﬁ) a
systematic and umﬁe(_i perception of stage techno l?igy. a tec ng_ﬁ%
that converted the visual experience of the wor _into a cLo xd
collection of scenic apparatus - the t?ackcloth, the wings, the borders
and the ground-rows. This abandoning of‘sys.tcm by the early a;'ar;\t-
garde was further precipitated by the rejection on the part od thc
mainstream theatre of much of the new dramatic literature, and the
need, therefore, for the naturalist movement to create stages an'd
performances in non-theatre spaces, or at least in §mall, teghnolofgl-
cally unsophisticated theatre clubs.. Fr‘om the point of view 0 ha
designer therefore, rather than asking “What shall we pau;]t‘ o: the
wings and the back-drops, and what shall we hang in the flies?’ the
issue became one of questioning the very existence of, or need for, a
system of wings, back-drops and flies. Within this envxronmen; of
production, scenography rapidly found ways to becomc more of an
artistic partner within theatre-making, as opposed to s§mp!y playing a
formulaic role of interpretation. The need for th.c circuit of small,
experimental, little theatres on the part of naturalist artists therefore
created an infrastructure of experiment that was to rapidly enable Fhe
emergence of a wide range of alternative anc? c!lyergent sce.no.graphleg
Following very quickly in the wake of the mm'al paturahstlc experi-
ments of Antoine, Brahm and Stanislavski, a significant few chose a
degree of rejection that goes far beyond the plea for the r.eal ‘rathe;
than the painted, and seems to represent a w!'lolesale rejection 0
the entire scenic language and its accompanying tec;hnglogy. The
possibility of making theatre outside the mainstream institutions, of
creating experimental theatre spaces that were not cgntrollcd by state
censor or audience expectation, generated an explosion of alternative
approaches to theatre and, inevitably, to its scetlography. .
Early in 1896, Auguste and Louis Lumiére presentgd’ their
exhibition of moving pictures throughout Eu_rope - ic cinémato-
graphe. There is an historical ‘niceness’ ix} seeing prolectefi moving
photography as offering the ultimate solution to the laFe nineteenth-
century aesthetic problem of theatre and its xenograPhlc technology:
that, with the alleged gasp of shock as the flickering image, upon the
screen, of a railway train moved across the proiecte‘d tracks towards
the audience, the ambition of Loutherbourg for involvement and
absorption had finally been achieved. The new techn_ology of the
camera, for taking moving photographs, and of the projector may be
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thought of as a more economic and - given the many attempts to
portray train crashes and disasters on stage — timely replacement
for the increasingly cumbersome and ‘well-upholstered’ stage. In its
earliest manifestations, however, it is probably truer to say that
the moving pictures did not present any threat whatsoever to the
established theatre. The new technology of the cinématographe was
simply the latest (and possibly the last) manifestation of the material
realist technology of the nineteenth century with its commitment to
the imitation and impersonation of the real world. In this context, it
rightly took its place within the theatre building and served as yet
another ‘special effect’ and attraction within the entertainment of the
music hall and variety theatre. Nevertheless, its rapid development
into a major form of entertainment and putative art form shortly
before 1914 served as an additional encouragement to those who
sought a more complete and more thoroughgoing rejection of theatre
and its scenographic values, and looked for their replacement with
new forms of performance and theatre art.

Notwithstanding, the values and attitudes initiated by Louther-
bourg and his fellow artists were remarkably invasive and powerful -
indeed they still occupy a significant place within much contemporary
scenographic theory and practice. A powerful and distinctly unifying
feature amongst the disparate European avant-garde of the twentieth
century has been an assertive, and occasionally violent, rejection of
the values of the theatre and scenography of the nineteenth century.
For example, our interest in Brecht’s re-functioning of theatre focuses
in considerable part on distinctions that are very similar to those that
were described to explain changes in attitude between the rhetorical
and emblematic stage of the eighteenth century, and the presenta-
tional and descriptive stage of the nineteenth century. Although it is
understandable that Brecht selected Aristotle in his articulation of the
functioning of theatre as the ‘villain’ within his theory, a significant
argument could be established for suggesting that Loutherbourg
and his fellow workers throughout the beginnings of Romanticism
in Europe could equally represent the focus of his antipathy. The
revolution in acting brought about at that time may be thought of as
Garrick’s rejection of earlier attitudes to acting — probably close in
many ways to Brecht’s concept of the gestus; whereas the decision by
Brecht’s scenographer Caspar Neher to deny the appropriateness of
the title Biibnenbildner (literally ‘stage-picture maker’) expressed the
rejection of the pictorialism of the painter as scenographer in favour
of the emblematic - the gestic stage construction reflected in earlier
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eigh:eenth-century practice, and indicated by Neher’s preferred title
i r. :

of%t:i’:"c:;l:z:: has aimed to represent more than an intrqductlon 0:1

reface; it has tried to present an ontology of the attitudes an
Scenographic values that have so uniformly presented themsglve: as]a
focus for rejection by the twentieth century. That thgy are sn_ll c e;r‘y
understood, and, in only barely modified forms, still expene:ce 12
theatre and performance, indicates both their potency and the Tee
for such a prologue in a discussion of scenography and technology
within performance over the last hundred years.





