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Proposals: 

1. Comparing and Contrasting European Scenography with American 
Stage Design:   A person might expect that design styles would be similar, 
but there is actually much divergence between European ideas and 
American ideas. 

2. Compiling  research images and preparing manuscripts to develop 
a new textbook  in Period Décor.  Although several hundred American 
College Theatre Programs regularly teach this course, no new textbook has 
been written since 1980.  This is primarily due to the great cost of collecting 
and paying royalties on photographs. 

3. Exchanging a project on an actualized design at each University. 
The first idea that excited me about this opportunity, was the prospect of  
each of us designing for the other’s University Theatre. 



    
        

    

Typical images of traditional 
American scenery design styles: 



Typical images of traditional American 
scenery design styles: 



Typical images of European 
Scenography: 
  



Typical images of European 
Scenography: 





EXHIBITION FROM CHILE 



A BLIZZARD ON MARBLEHEAD NECK, GLIMMERGLASS OPERA, AMERICAN EXHIBIT 



UK STUDENT EXHIBIT  



BULGARIAN STUDENT EXHIBITS 



KOREAN STUDENT EXHIBIT 
 





• Realism and Naturalism – 1820’s-1910:  
• Science and archeology lead to new philosophies and world views:  Classicism 

and romanticism gave way to realism. 
• In England, Charles Kean attempted to illustrate Shakespeare play to make 

them more accessible.   He was so intent on historical accuracy; he would 
publish a list of authorities he had consulted in the program.  His Macbeth is 
a very accurate depiction of Romanesque architecture. 
 



• He was mostly working 
with cut drops, ground 
rows, and backdrops, but 
did often add 3d elements 
and platforms.  He liked 
to use scrims for bleed 
throughs. In The 
Corsican Brothers, he 
used a Ghost Glide or 
Corsican trap.  An actor 
was raised through a slot 
in the floor by a platform 
that slid up a ramp. 



• Saxe-Meiningen:  The duke becomes our first real 
director and also designs all elements.  The Bruckner 
brothers are his main painters.  In the 1870s, he took 
over the royal theater at Meinigen.  His work becomes 
popular, and from 1874 to 1890, they tour 38 cities and 9 
countries of Europe.  He broke every century into three 
distinct historical aspects.  Was very good at combining 
3d and painted elements.  His company pioneered the 
idea of realistic-ensemble acting. 



• Richard Wagner: wrote And produced great opera about German myths 
and legends.    In 1876, he built the Festspielhaus int Beyreuth.  A very 
modern, class-less proscenium theatre with a fan shaped auditorium.  No 
aisles, boxes or galleries.  Bruckner Bros. also painted for him.  Scenes were 
quite realistic and we have many good images. 





• In 1876 Edwin Booth opened Booth’s theatre in New York.  Flat stage floor-no 
grooves-he called it a free plantation of scenery on level floor.  Charles 
Witham was his designer painter,  Hamlet above. 



• In USA, David Belasco produced hyper-realistic plays by actually 
purchasing real rooms and moving them to the theatre.  Ernst Gros 
was his painter, facilitator.  



• Emile Zola: Championed Naturalism as a way to support 
the poor.  “A slice of life” 



• Scenic art in the 19th century:  Scenic artists were paid about 3 times as much as 
house painters.  Designers made colored maquettes.  Machinists took measurements and 
made working drawings.  Painters made scale paint elevations, then gridded out, 
cartooned, and painted the full scale versions much the same way we do today.  About 
1850 mass produced paint becomes available.  See list  p215. 

• Continental scenic art is painted flat on floor and was introduced by Joseph Urban in 
1912 

• Eastern is on paint frame that slides through slots in the floor. 



• Electric Lighting:  First, existing 
gaslight were often converted by adding 
electric bulbs.  Electric arc light was 
invented in 1808 (run by battery).  By 
1890’s carbon arc lamps were replacing 
limelights.  In 1880, Paris Opera is first to 
be fully electrified.  Edison and J. Swan in 
England both invent the incandescent 
lamp in 1879. 



• Paterson Strike Pageant:  Beginning Jan 27, 1913;  25,000 
textile mill workers went on strike in Paterson N.J.  Wealthy 
divorcee and arts patron Mabel Dodge empowered members of 
her weekly salon in Greenwich Village including Big Bill 
Heywood, John Reed, and Robert Edmond Jones to mount a 
massive pageant in Madison Square Garden.  With attendance 
cut off at 15,000, the strikers themselves acted out the story of 
the strike. 



• Modernism: Adolphe Appia: In working on Wagnerian operas in 
Bayreuth, he explored the relationship between the moving actor, the 
horizontal floor, and the vertical scenery.  He thought scenery should 
be free of non-essential details and that the scenery should be three 
dimensional.  His sketches were mostly ignored and only after his 
death did he receive credit for being a notable theorist of early 20th 
century stage design. 

• The three-dimensional actor as the center of focus. 
• A director must use all means, including visual, to reveal the soul of 

the work. 
• Appia said, "In Siegfried not a forest is wanted, but the feeling of a 

man walking through a forest." 







E. GORDON CRAIG: AT A YOUNG AGE HE WAS AN ACTOR IN HENRY IRVING’S 
THEATRE.  BY 1903 HE HAD DESIGNED 7 PLAYS FOR HIS MOTHER’S COMPANY 
WHICH WAS MORE THAN HE DESIGNED FOR THE REST OF HIS CAREER.  HE 
WROTE SEVERAL BOOKS AND PUBLISHED HIS OWN MAGAZINE.  HE WAS QUITE 
THE CONTROVERSIAL FIGURE AND ACCUSED EVERY MAJOR THEATRICAL 
FIGURE IN EUROPE OF PLAGIARIZING HIS IDEAS.  HE REJECTED REALISM IN 
FAVOR OF USING ELEMENTS OF DESIGN IN EVOCATIVE WAYS.  HIS CRITICS 
NOTED THAT SOME OF HIS SETS WOULD BE 8 STORIES TALL. 





• Hamlet, 
Moscow Art 
Theatre, 
1912 



• Max Reinhardt: He advocated that a 
director could work from multiple 
theories and adapt methods according 
the play.  At the Deutsches Theatre 
he added a chamber theatre to have the 
strengths of a small theatre and a large 
theatre in the same facility, an idea 
that spread to Europe and the USA.  



• His Midsummer Night’s Dream had a 3-d forest, with 
real grass and flowers, all of which could turn on a 
turntable.  



• Reinhardt began working in the 
United States in the 1920’s.  In the 30’s 
he came to the U.S. to escape the 
Nazis.  He became one of the country’s 
most popular directors and was a 
notable figure in the New Stagecraft 
movement.  Above, The Miracle des. 
Norman Bel Geddes, and The Eternal 
Road, des. Harry Horner. 



• Russian Modernism: Sergei Diaghilev took a ballet company to 
Paris in 1909.  This was so successful that he created The Ballet 
Russes which toured Europe until 1917.  After the revolution came to 
Russia, the company stayed in Paris.  Their scenic style did not rely 
on any new devices, just wings and drops, but its painting style was 
based on reflecting moods and themes rather than representation.  

Scheherazade, 
Leon Bakst 





• A few more Leon Bakst 
images… 



• After WWI, Picasso, Matisse, and Braque all designed for 
the company. 

Pulcinella, Picaso Le Tricorne-Model, Picaso 

Parade, theatre managers, Picaso Parade, model, Picaso 



• Wassily Kandinsky experimented with expressionist drama 
that were abstract affairs of sound and lights with little dialog.  
The Great Gate of Kiev, from Pictures of an Exhibition. 
 



• The Soviet Union: After 1917 thousands of amateur and small 
professional theatres were established to help spread the ideas 
of the Soviet Government. 

• Vsevelod Meyerhold was first appointed deputy head of the 
theatre section, and then later resigned from the government. 
He opened his own theatre and he sought to create a machine 
for acting.  He employed biometrics and constructivism. 



More constructivism, The Fox, The Forest, St’ 
Joan, Turandot 



• Compare Robert Edmond Jones Desire Under the Elms 
(1924) with The Sternberg Brothers (1926) 



• Erwin Piscator developed Epic Theatre through accident and 
necessity.  As he could not afford a traditional set, he relied on 
demonstration and explanation.  Later he experimented with 
moving pictures projected as backgrounds.  His most successful 
show was The Good Soldier Schweik which was designed by 
George Grosz and employed two treadmills and movie 
projection.  Also Stormflut, and Rasputin. 



• Bertolt Brecht.  Brecht differed on his ideas about Epic 
theatre.  He resisted complex devices; he exposed lighting, 
placed musicians on stage, and used only fragments of scenery 
or projections.  To him the scenery should never seek to give 
the illusion of a place in entirety. 



• The Bauhaus sought to unite the craftsman and the artist and 
to create a universal design for living.  When the Nazis came to 
power, the school lost its subsidy.  The artists of the Bauhaus 
mostly moved to the United States where they exerted 
enormous influence after the 1930’s.  In stage design, Oskar 
Shemmer advocated a very abstract style. 



• Czech Scenography: Josef Svobada was among the most 
influential of designers.  He argued for replacing they words 
stage design with scenography.  Svobada advocates concern for 
a coherent whole.  He then adds principles of collage to create 
and abstract production space.  He was trained as an architect 
and head of design for Prague National Theatre from 1950-1970.  
In 1958 he created the Laterna Magika which integrated 
projected images with live actors. 



• Compare these images of Svobada’a As You Like It to his 
mentor Troster. 



• The American New Stagecraft Movement:  
• The "New Stagecraft Movement" A cohesive whole dominated by a 

single artistic idea. 
• Between 1896 and 1915, The Syndicate was in effective control of the 

American Theatre.  The syndicate supported a sentimental realism and 
discouraged any innovation or experimentation with ideas from abroad.  In 
about 1915, the syndicate fell apart and was replaced by The Shubert 
Organization.  They also opposed artistic change.  Change came to America 
only through small independent (non-profit) theatres and the University 
theatres.   

• Carnegie Tech offers the first degrees in theatre in 1914.  Yale offers first 
graduate M.F.A. programi n 1925. 

Girl Crazy, D. Oenslager, 
1930 



• Robert Edmond 
Jones   Lee Simonson  

 Donald Oenslager   Jo Mielnizer   Boris Aronson  



• 1915 Robert Edmond Jones designs "The Man Who Married a 
Dumb Wife" for Granville Barker in New York.  This production was 
set in the medieval period but the design was very abstract and 
poster-like.  This production became the American manifesto of the 
New Stagecraft Movement in theater against traditional realism, 
stereotyped acting, and conventional direction.  



• Jones teamed with Arthur Hopkins (director), and The 
Barrymores, Ethel, John, and Lionel.  They produced several 
important productions including Richard III, and Macbeth. 



• In the 20’s and 30’s Lee Simonson is a very prolific and influential 
American designer.  He usually works in realism and is the principal 
designer and a founding board member for The Theatre Guild.  He 
was instrumental in founding the USA union for stage designers in 
1925. 



• 1922: Donald Oenslager and 
John Mason Brown (as students) 
develop the first course in stage design 
in America taught by Arthur Pope, 
who was head of the Fine Arts Dept. 
at Harvard.  



• 1925: Yale School of Drama founded by George Pierce Baker and Donald Oenslager.  Harvard turns 
down the founding a school of theater as not academically appropriate.  Oenslager spent one year in New 
Haven, then moved back to New York and commuted two days a week for the next 45 years as he became 
the most important educator in stage design in the American Theater. 

•  He also continued to work professionally in the New York Theater. 
•  His students fill the Regional and Educational theaters around the country 



• Present Laughter-1946 
• Oenslager 



• 1923: Jo Mielnizer becomes an apprentice to Lee 
Simonson, the director of the Theater Guild and begins his 
very long and distinguished career (250+ productions).  



Jo Mielnizer, Death of a Salesman, 1949 



• More Mielziner images… 



• 1925: Boris Aronson designed “The Ten 
Commandments” for the New Yiddish Theater on Second 
Avenue in New York.  The set is wildly ahead of its time, with 
a scene in hell depicted inside a man’s head. 



• Aronson was born and educated in Russia.  Although in art 
school he excelled at Russian realism, he was most excited by 
constructivism and cubism.  These remained to as lasting 
influences in his artistic life. 



• In 1958  Aronson designs “J.B.” with Kazan.   Kazan: “the set is 
a plastic rendition of essences” .  A landmark in scenic design, 
with its many levels and composition.  They also did not use an 
act curtain.  This set pioneers the use of a sculptural, 
scaffolding-like three dimensional structure.  And, Ming 
Cho Lee was his assistant at the time and drafted the show. 



•  Aronson designed “Fiddler on the Roof” 1964 , for 
Harold Prince (producer). Jerome Robbins directed and 
chose Aronson for his “J.B.” set. “Cabaret” 1966, 
“Company” 1970 .  A return to his roots in constructivism. 



• American Stage design is confined to realism first by the syndicate, 
then the Shubert Organization.  Realism is enhanced by American 
fascination with film.   Small state support for the arts discourages 
innovation.  Eventually, Boris Aronson and Ming Cho Lee influence 
American stage design into a more abstract and sculptural phase. 



• Greece in general: It is a thoroughly pleasant place 
to visit. Open air restaurants with great food for 
reasonable cost are on every block. 



• They don’t have enough money for traffic police, so everyone 
pretty much makes up their own rules, leading to some 
interesting parking situations. 
 



• One of the interesting realities of Greece: at the intersection of 
the birth of democracy and their great pride in free speech, there 
exists an unfettered splash of graffiti. It is plastered on most 
structures and surfaces and sometimes rises to become a work of 
art. 
 



• They have about 600 students, of which about 400 are active.  The 
students are about 95% women.  Greek men have a hard time conceiving 
of theatre as a career path.  Their undergraduate degree is the 
equivalent of about 190 hours of our classes.  They also have a MA and 
PHD degree.  There is not an equivalent to our MFA. 



• A few examples of interesting things relative to Period Décor that 
I learned on the trip include: 

• The reason why amphora have pointed ends on bottom. 
 



• The Greeks actually invented the true arch and barrel vault.  
Greek architects just didn’t see it as beautiful, so they only used 
barrel vaults underground. 
 



• The actual color painted on a Greek Temple façade. 
 



• The overwhelming experience of walking through the Propylea 
and seeing the Parthenon. 



• The pendentives of a Byzantine Cathedral. 



• Other Collaborations: 
• MFA graduate students from AUTH to study at UA on funded 

assistantships. They seem to be very qualified and most go to Europe 
now for Grad school. 

• UA grad or undergrad students to spend a semester at AUTH. 
• UA and AUTH to swap an MFA or PHD graduate student for a 

semester or year. 
• Advise and help AUTH to find a way to sell tickets to the public for 

their performances.  
• Bring Lila to Alabama for a visit and to teach scenography. 
• Bring Lila to Alabama sometime in the future to design a set for one 

of our productions. 
• Assist AUTH with developing an acting training program that 

performs in English as well as Greek. This would dramatically 
broaden professional acting opportunities and most of the students 
are bilingual already. 

• Assist AUTH with the development of opportunities in musical 
theatre. 



THE END 
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