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Fitzgerald' concern were for the maintenance of a ceno
graphic propriety, which he believed hould be achieved by a more 
rigid adherence to traditional form : a rejection of new mechanical 
rechnologie and a (no ralgic) return to implicity. Other hared 
orne of Fitzgerald concern with 'new' technique of rage reali m 

and cautioned u about the care needed with uch lippery term a 
'reali m' and 'naturali m'. W. j . Lawrence, one of the earlie t cenic 
hi rorian argued in hi 'Reali m on the rage: How Far Permi ible? 
in 1891: 

Realism Is a grateful auxiliary so long as it leaves the imagination 
unshackled. and remains subservient to the play of action. We must draw 
the line sharply where 11 ceases to assimilate with its surroundmgs, where 11 
inclines to become of itself quite uncontrollable. Illusion is the aim of Art, 
and Rea lism is permissible so far as it aids that aim. When lllus1on is thrust 
on one side, Realism, even when reigning in its stead, has not the slightest 
right of existence.20 

But along ide the promoter of cenographic change made po ible by 
new rechnologie there were other far-reaching form of arri ric 
rejection that e po ed the problem created by uch rechnologie · and 
this rejection pread throughout Europe. majority of those who 
rejected the language of the rage did o in the name of a greater truth 
and reality'· for many this wa the de ire for a phy ical and emotional 
truth that the current theatre of the late nineteenth century did not 
provide. It may of cour e be argued that every pha e of change in 
theatrical pre entation ha been urged forward by a claim for greater 
'reali m -a greater truth to Life. Every new actor who ha bur t 
upon the rage to great acclaim ha done o on the ground of 
being more 'true to life' more real than their predece or . At thi 
point in the hi tory of performance when there wa a millennial 
frenzy of artistic rejection and manife to for change we hould 
treat with care a 'Darwinian view of theatre hi tory that implie 
a progre ive mo ement toward enlightenment a true-to-life, more 
reali ric future proceeding from a primitive untrue-to-life and arti
ficial pa t. rage reality i o elf-evidently and clearly relati e, and 
theatre i uch a comple ocial con truer reflected in the codified 
action of both actor and cene , that uch making of a hi tory of 
theatre i le than u eful. Painted per pecrive cenery artificial and 
conventional a it wa could for example very effectively repre ent 
and erve a performed metaphor for important qualitie within a 
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hierarchical tructured ociety. cene could how that orne 

h Cter were more important than other · they could reflect and 
c ara · hil h" I d ' ff "d a frame for important octal and p o op tea 1 erence 
prOVI e d . h" b 
through painted ize of repre entation an tn t 1 way 
accurately true to the life at for e ample, the court of the Medtct or 

of rhe ruart monarchy. mall 
During the Ia r decade of the century a circuit ?f 

independent and . prang up to att fy tho e 
v ho ought a different rna renal rea !tty tn the theatre .. In . orne ca e 
h theatre and companie repre ented act of reJecuon of the 

value and cenography of main rream theatre mo t 
v ere e rabli hed becau e the main tream.theatre and the octety that 
it reflected rejected the language moraltty and tructure of the 
dramatic literature that the e thear.re to pre ent. Andre 
Antoine opened hi Theatre Libre tn Pan m 18 7.' Otto Brahm 
reared Die Freie Btihne in Berlin in 1 89· J. T. Grem opened The 

Independent Theatre in London in 1 91· W. B. Year the 
Iri h arional Theatre ociety which erved a the ba 1 for 
creation of the Abbey Theatre in Dublin in 1 9 · and 

rani lav ki co-founded the Mo ow Art Theatre in 1 97. Wtthtn tht 
network of alternative venue however and 
, ere rarely able to match the ambition ?f the t and tde the 
kind of phy ical reality on rage that rhetr playwnght be 
nece ary. Without major financial tment theatre butldmg 
were u ually inappropriate for theatncal e penment and generally 
had inadequate cenic or electrical re ource . Furthermore 
the ambition wa high technical kill were generally low and, tn 
many instance , both the technician and the actor were 
john toke note that the ambition to create a theatre that permttted 
ocially relevant new writing wa ea ier to accommodate one 

that aimed to overturn exi ring cenographic value : 'the tagmg of 
Independent Theatre production attracted almo t no anenri.on at all: 
the play and to a much le er extent, the acting wa the thmg · · · [a 
tran ition] from the theatre a "movement' or a 'picture' toward 
the theatre a 'literature"' . 21 

everrhele the attempt by the e companie to turn thea.tre 
into a foren ically accurate window upon the real world whtl t bemg 
generally con idered a repre enting the beginning of drama 
may al o be thought of a an additional example of 
cenrury progre ive cience. In hi founding tatement on n.atura!• m, 
Emile Zola u ed the language of cience to articulate ht attttude 
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toward arri tic function regretting the tardine of the drama m 
ri ing to the challenge of rational analy i : 

It seems Impossible that the movement of Inquiry and analysis, which 1s 
precisely the movement of the nineteenth century, can have revolutionised 
all the sciences and arts and left dramatic art to one side, as lf1solated. The 
natural sciences date from the end of the last century; chemistry and 
physics are less than a hundred years old; history and cnt1c1sm have been 
renovated ... an entire world has ansen; 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 w1t man and 
nature, venfy what is. Thenceforward, the great naturalist school, wh1ch has 
spread secretly, irrevocably, often making 1ts way in darkness but always 
advancing, can finally come out triumphantly mto the light of day. 
An irresistible current carnes our society towards the study of reality.22 

Zola aw the ani t of the future a a foren ic pathologi r who 
experimentally di ect ociety in order to anatomize it. He articulated 
the powerful idea that hewing (expo ing) a reality mu t precipitate 
ocial and political change- much a inve tigarive journali m i 

con idered in our own day. But to do thi cenographically needed a 
much kilful artifice, and ultimately a fal ene that wa equal to that 
being rejected on the commercial, main tream rage. Even u ing the 
actuality of real material ( rani lav ki barrow load of autumn 
leave trewn on the rage for hi production of Uncle Vanya in 
1899) could never communicate a reality when pre ented within the 
tructural artificiality of a rage cene that wa witne ed in public 

by an audience. Thi early narurali t approach may therefore be 
under tood a one of greater integrity and truth to nature within the 
prevailing cenographic language rather than it outright rejection. 

one the le , the political ambition of Zola a the 'inve tigative 
journali t' of art may rightly be u ed to identify the beginning of a 
new theatre and it dramatic literature and erve al o to identify a 
particular and long-la ring quality of rejection of the value and 
method of nineteenth-century theatre. Indeed it rill find a place 
within the ambition of orne theatre and performance of the twenty
fir t century: the belief that in attempting to how a greater reality -
putting the real thing' on rage - the theatre might omehow hock 
an audience into the under tanding of a greater truth. 

Although it i intere ting to e amine the mile tone within thi 
movement- real door-knob in read of painted one real cooking 
uten il on real helve real enclo ed room a etting (although till 

PERFORM! G GREAT EXHIBITIO S 31 

· h an ab ent fourth ' all ) real furniture co rume and propertie -
' tt bably the major contribution to making a hi tory of the devel-
pro · · f 1 · · f 
0 

ment of cenography hould be een m tt orma reJeCtion o a 
p rematic and unified perception of rage technology: a technology 
~ t converted the vi ual experience of the world into a codified 

t ~lection of cenic apparatu - the backcloth the wing the border 
cod the ground-row , Thi abandoning of y rem by the early avant
an de wa furrher precipitated by the rejection on the parr of the 
gar d . I' d h main cream theatre of much of r_he new ramatlc tterature an t e 

ed therefore for the naturalt t movement to create rage and 
ne rformance in non-theatre pace or at lea t in mall technologi-
pe h . f . f 
cally un ophi ticated theatre club . From t e potnt o ~tew o a 
de igner therefore rather than a king 'What hall we pamt on the 
wing and the back-drop , and what hall we hang in the flie ?' the 
· ue became one of que tioning the very exi renee of, or need for, a 1 

rem of wing back-drop and flie . Within thi environment of 
:reduction cenography rapidly f?und way to beco~e more ~fan 
arri ric partner within theatre-makmg as oppo ed to ~mp~y playmg a 
formulaic role of interpretation. The need for the ctrcutt of mall 
experimental little theatre on the part of naturali t a~ti t therefore 
created an infra rrucrure of experiment that wa to raptdly enable the 
emergence of a wide range of alternative an~ ~i~ergent ce_n~graphie . . 
Following very quickly in the wake of the mmal naruralt tiC expen
ment of Antoine, Brahm and rani lavski, a ignificant few cho e a 
degree of rejection that goe far beyond the plea for the r~al _rather 
than rhe painted and eem to repre ent a whole ale reJeCtion of 
the entire cenic language and it accompanying technology. The 
po ibility of making theatre out ide the main tream in titution of 
creating e perimental theatre pace that were not c~ntrolled by t~te 
cen or or audience expectation generated an e plo ton of alrernanve 
approache to theatre and inevitably, to it cenography. . 

Early in 1 96, Augu te and Loui Lumiere pre ent~d , rhetr 
exhibition of moving picture throughout Europe - the cmema.to
graphe . There i an hi torical 'nicene in eeing projecte~ movmg 
photography a offering the ultimate olution to the la~e mneteenth
century ae thetic problem of theatre and it cenographtc technology: 
that with the alleged ga p of hock a the flickering image upon the 
creen, of a railway train moved aero the projecte~ track toward 

the audience the ambition of Loutherbourg for mvolvement and 
ab orption had finally been achieved. The new tech~ology of the 
camera, for raking moving photograph and of the proJector may be 
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thought of a a more economic and -given the many attempt to 
portray train era he and di a ter on rage - timely replacement 
for the increa ingly cumber orne and well-uphol tered' tage. In it 
earliest manife tations howe er it i probably truer to ay tha t 
the mo ing picture did not pre ent any threat what oever to the 
e tabli hed theatre. The new technology of the cinematographe wa 
imply the late t (and po ibly the Ia t) manife ration of the material 

reali t technology of the nineteenth century with it commitment to 
the imitation and imper onation of the real world. In thi context, it 
rightly took it place within the theatre building and er ed a yet 
another pecial effect and attraction within the entertainment of the 
mu ic hall and variety theatre. e erthele , it rapid development 
into a major form of entertainment and putative art form hortly 
before 1914 erved a an additional encouragement to tho e who 
ought a more complete and more thoroughgoing rejection of theatre 

and it cenographic value and looked for their replacement wi th 
new form of performance and theatre art. 

otwith tanding the value and attitude initiated by Louther
bourg and hi fellow artist were remarkably inva ive and powerful -
indeed they till occupy a ignificant place within much contemporary 
cenographic theory and practice. A powerful and di tinctly unifying 

feature among t the di parate European avant-garde of the twentieth 
century ha been an a ertive, and occa ionally violent rejection of 
the value of the theatre and cenography of the nineteenth century. 
Fore ample, our imere t in Brecht' re-functioning of theatre focu e 
in con iderable part on di tinction that are very imilar to tho e that 
were de cribed to explain change in attitude between the rhetorical 
and emblematic tage of the eighteenth century and the pre enta
tional and de criptive tage of the nineteenth century. Although it i 
under tandable that Brecht elected Ari totle in hi articulation of the 
functioning of theatre a the 'villain' within hi theory a ignificant 
argument could be e tabli hed for ugge ting that Loutherbourg 
and hi fellow worker throughout the beginning of Romantici m 
in Europe could equally repre ent the focu of hi antipathy. The 
revolution in acting brought about at that time may be thought of a 
Garrick' rejection of earlier attitude to acting - probably do e in 
many way to Brecht concept of the gestus· wherea the deci ion by 
Brecht cenographer Ca par eher to deny the appropriatene of 
the title Bti'hnenbildner {literally ' rage-picture maker' ) e pre ed the 
rejection of the pictoriali m of the painter a cenographer in favour 
of the emblematic - the gestic rage con truction reflected in earlier 
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· d · d ' ted b eher' preferred title eighteenth-century pracnce, an 10 lea 
f Bti'hnenbauer. . . 0 Thi chapter ha aimed to repre ent more than an mtro.ducnon or 

f . it ha tried to pre ent an ontology of the atntude and 
pre ace, ph'lc alue that have o uniform! pre emed them el e a a 
cenogra ' II I I 

fo u for rejection by the twentieth century. That th~y are ~ c ear. Y 
d r rood and in only barely modified form nil e penenced 1n 

~ea~re and performance indicate both their potency and the need 
~or uch a prologue in a di cu ion of enography and technology 
within performance o er the Ia t hundred year . 




