ABSTRACT

ORIGINALITY, AUTONOMY AND CONTROL: OPENING UP NEW
SEMANTIC SPACE FOR DESIGN
In the United States, traditional design pedagogy asserts that meaning or the necessary
building blocks for meaning are established during the process of production. A designer,
building from narrative, defines an autonomous theatrical space to establish “the world of
the play.” Success at this endeavor is most often judged on the basis of visual evidence
measured against the values of originality, autonomy and control.
However, contemporary art and dance practice in the course of the 20th century have
displaced these three cherished values of art production. Artists re-framed the creative
process in the act of code-reading and defined it within the process of reception. In his
essay Primary Colors for the Second Time, art critic Benjamin Buchloh describes the
receptive process as being defined by “the audience’s disposition and demands, the
cultural legitimation the works are asked to perform, [and] the institutional mediation
between demand and legitimation.” Centering practice in the spaces of audience, culture
and institution, allowed artists to reconsider the hegemony of these three aesthetic values.
The payoff from this reconsideration can be seen by a corresponding series of artistic
strategies that have developed. In place of originality are the tactics of appropriation.
Instead of autonomy, we see the development of the readymade. And the undermining
control is embracing of the quotidian through the chance procedure.
In this article, I will lay out some frameworks for how these practices have operated and
strategies for importing them into theatrical design practice. For instance, how does
appropriation function in the theatrical medium and is it impacted by the medium of
origin? How do we construe the idea of the autonomous theater object? Does explication
of the means of production of the scenic object affect the narrative of the theater event?
What role can chance operations play in the creation of theatrical spaces and how can
their use in dance and painting be seen as a model?

Leaving “Retinal” Art behind
In 1913, Marcel Duchamp stood up to make a drawing. He held out a piece of
string one meter long above a horizontal plane and dropped it. Repeating this gesture two
more times, he “drew” a series of three curves. He varnished them to strips of blue
canvas, and then mounted the strips to glass. Next he traced curves on to strips of wood,
actually draftsman’s rules or what we would call yardsticks, and cut out the profile.
Lastly, he assembled all these pieces inside a wooden case and titles the work Three
Standard Stoppages.

Figure 1 - Three Standard Stoppages - Marcel Duchamp - 1913

This gesture marked the beginning of journey away from what Duchamp labeled
retinal art1, art whose meaning is found within the realm of the visual, and into art that
creates meaning through action and concept. Instead of the careful determined execution
of a line by the artist’s hand, Duchamp engaged chance to let the strings fall as they may.
Calling the piece a “standard” he undermined the notion of the work’s originality, while
at the same time he had create objects that were unique (hand-made). Moreover, his
methodology allowed the easy creation of complicated curves; curves that would be
perversely difficult to draw and measure by traditional means.
Duchamp’s experiments suggested an abandonment of the question “what does it
looks like?” as the defining inquiry about an artist’s work. In fact, the shift that he
initiated became one of the major concerns of 20th-century art practice. Joseph Kosuth,
noted conceptual artist, commented directly on this in the early 1970s.

“artistic practice locates itself directly in the signifying process and that the use of elements in an
art proposition [whatever they may be] functions not for aesthetic purposes…but rather as simply
the constructive elements of a test of the cultural code….” 2

Kosuth’s suggestion of the importance of code-reading reflected a growing
understanding that meaning in a piece of art is established within the process of reception
(it’s interface with the viewer) rather than solely in the process of production (it’s
fabrication by the artist). In addition it questioned the Romantic conceit that art aspires
towards a unique and discrete manifestation of individual genius. Centering the art
procedure on code reading opens up spaces beyond the art object itself. The operation,
reception and institutional framing of the art object all become new sites for creative
activity. These sites do not obscure the visual language entirely. Consider how Duchamp
fabricated a beautiful enclosure for Three Standard Stoppages. Instead they operate like
filters on top of the visual elements that were traditionally considered the sole
constituents of aesthetic language. More importantly, they free the artist from concerns
about three traditional values of art-making: originality, autonomy and control.
This papers hopes to point out how displacing the dominant visual allows one to
center the practice of theatrical design on code-reading. Image-making has historically
been the primary concern for scenography, regardless of the technological medium.
Traditionally, this has been implemented with graphic techniques such as linear
perspective, or in contemporary practice with new media technologies such as largeformat printing and video projection. The change in medium doesn’t necessarily suggest
a change in concerns. Shifting away from that paradigm allows one to inhabit these new
semantic spaces, spaces in which to make meaning, and as such suggests new pathways
for design. This need not modify the over-all goals of the design away from support of
and integration with a performance-event, either based on close readings of text,
character or more formal non-narrative concerns. The payoff in the shift instead is
expanding the locales within which to activate those goals. Looking to practices
pioneered in contemporary art and dance, we find useful models of how those spaces
have been occupied. For each of our three traditional values, we see a corresponding
practice build upon questioning that belief.

In place of originality are the tactics of appropriation.
Instead of autonomy, we see the development of the readymade.
And the undermining control is the embrace of the quotidian through chance procedures.
Done with Originality
The value of originality can be construed in two ways: novel innovation or
ownership, with its attendant concerns about provenance and authenticity. Arguably the
American designer, traditionally uncomfortable with what Boris Aronson called “ the
artist’s handwriting,”3 can discard the first of these definitions easily. The long-standing
tradition in American Design has been to deemphasize novelty. This anxiety arose
notably in mid-1920’s surrounding the influx of the diverse group of new European
models for theater-making loosely named the New Stagecraft. This re-shaping of
scenography, begun in post-World War I Europe by the Russian Constructivists, Gropius’
Bauhaus stage, Piscator’s Volksbuhne, amongst others, echoed across the Atlantic in a
largely pictorial fashion. Designers, returning from their wanderjahrs on the Continent,
heads filled with images of the new theater, attempted to recreate on this avant-garde on
the American stage.4 Perhaps the reproductions reduced the praxis of the European
techniques into reductionary stylistic tropes or maybe they could not survive the rough
transplantion to a very different theatrical soil.5 In either case, the results were
unconvincing. Lee Simonson enumerated this rejection in his 1932 treatise The Stage is
Set.6 He accused the new practice as claiming a “specious originality”, setting up a strong
dichotomy in between ‘good’ design in service of text and ‘indulgent’ design in service
of style. Despite his gloss of the European principles, Simonson’s position became
widely accepted both in pedagogy and professional practice.
The devaluing of novel innovation did not displace the general belief in
originality as signifier of ownership, derived from the Disegno tradition.7 In this sense,
we can see that designers were interested in new images, just not new types of images.
The normative design tool of the first half of the 20th century, the watercolor rendering,
effectively linked authenticity to the mark of the hand. Renderings became valued as
aesthetic objects in their own right, as did the increasing large collection of associated

design documentation (painter’s elevations, drafting plates, maquettes, etc). Over time
these became the dominant sites of auratic investment, conceptually where the design
resided and where the designer’s skill was evaluated. The consequence of this investment
was to position the actual scenery as a mere simulacrum of the design in documents8.
An important early rupture to this process occurred with the introduction of
collage as an alternative method of image creation, seen notably in Ming Cho Lee’s
design for the original production of HAIR (1967). The use of collage can be seen as a
direct result of the project’s complicated development process. Cho Lee received no
script for the musical and was asked by the director, Gerald Friedman, to improvise. In
conversation with Arnold Aronson, Cho Lee claims that he “didn’t know how to
improvise a set”, but that seems to be precisely what happened. He goes on to explain:
“With Gerry and Rado and Ragni [the authors] we went and looked at the Village “head shops,” the Electric Circus,
light shows. And I bought the Life magazine with all the hippie things, cut it up and started doing a collage.”9

Cho Lee’s normal process of design would have produced drawings and models
inspired by the narrative. But in this case, given no narrative, he could not draw new
imagery, so he shifted to a process of assemblage. Using the collage clippings not as
images per se but rather as concrete documents, he stacked up a visual landscape and
hung it on a neutral support, his much-discussed scaffolding structure.
The dynamism of this new constructive method was quickly redacted by the
American theater when the show moved to Broadway. Cho Lee was replaced with a
younger designer, Robin Wagner. Wagner’s used similar looking pop icons, but he
translated them through the careful methodology of drawing. The visual mimesis of
collage remained but its operation as concrete, displaced objects was neutralized. While
Cho Lee’s elements were actualities (records), Wagner’s returned to a language of
substitution (images standing in for the actual). Subjecting the images to a transformative
act, he was working under an older model articulated by Robert Edmond Jones. Jones
declared that “everything that is actual must undergo a strange metamorphosis, a kind of
sea-change before it can become truth in the theater.”

Figure 2 - Collage for HAIR - Ming Cho Lee – 1967

Figure 3 - Drafting of HAIR Totem Pole - Robin Wagner - 1968

I want to refute this construction by forwarding the notion that the real of function
of appropriation is to undermine the myth of originality and focus on the use-value of the
past. The past like an object is brought in to a new piece of art without masking its own
displacement. We see its implied origin and at the same time how it is being activated in
its new context. This doubling is the source of its power, because of the interruption it
creates in the fabric of the artwork. Hannah Arendt in discussing Walter Benjamin’s use
of quotations (a form textual appropriation) provides a useful analysis. She returns to the
sea-change metaphor but here the transformation is the artist’s reward for discovery not
the result of their labor. “[Benjamin’s] method is like the modern equivalent of ritual
invocation, and the spirits that now arise invariably are those spiritual essences from a
past that have suffered the Shakespearean “sea-change” from living eyes to pearls.”10 By
placing the old in the new, we, the receiver, are witness (and agent) to the discovery of a
new intensified value, just as the pearl diver does not cause but reveals the mundane
granule of sand made precious through the work of history.

The Role of Medium
Another criteria in appropriation we must consider is the role of medium. A clear
distinction can be made between inter-media appropriation and appropriation from within
a medium itself. A case could be made that all acts of scenography that reference and
import architecture, sculpture, pre-recorded music, fashion, etc. could be considered
appropriation. An example from the medium of architecture might be the traditional box
set interior. The scenery here figuratively dislocates a site, a room that existed
somewhere in the real world. We often talk of where it was ‘sliced it off’. Perhaps
apocryphally, it is said that the great American impresario David Belasco performed this
dislocation literally at turn of the 20th century. He supposedly purchased a room in
flophouse, cut it out, had it trucked uptown and installed it on-stage at his theater.11
However, even in this extreme case, the performative frame naturalizes this type of
appropriation. The real is made into a copy by being read ‘as scenery’ once placed on
stage; an operation that is even more common when clothing or fashion is re-framed as
costume. This could be considered the natural state of the theatrical.
Strangely appropriation occurring within a medium has a differing result. A good
reference from the medium of photography might be the work of Sherrie Levine. Levine
gained notoriety in the early 1980’s for re-photographing famous Walker Evans
photographs from the series Now Let us Praise Famous Men. Instead of occupying an
understood space of a reproduction with an implied referent, her copies of copies
question the nature of originality by suggesting a creative and critical act located solely in
the re-framing and re-presentation. No hierarchical relationship of authenticity between
original and copy can be maintained. Jean Baudrillard12 defines this as third order
simulation where the simulacrum displaces the position of the original. Levine chooses
iconic images that can resists the emptying procedure of reproduction. She describes this
as an intentional effort to create “times when both [works] disappear and other times
when they’re both visible.”13 We are forced us see the images as filled (with meaning)
and emptied (of authenticity) simultaneously.

Figure 4 - After Walker Evans:2 - Sherry Levine - 1981

In the context of American theatrical design, appropriation within medium has
operated generally from within a particular designer‘s own body of work, a less-risky act
in every sense of the word. John Conklin’s design for the Ring (San Francisco, 19831985) shows this type of self-appropriation. In the design, he uses the concept of the
model extensively as a way of making scenery. Valhalla is a model of the Gottfried
Semper Opera House positioned atop a mountain, because the gods are in his words
“opera singers” and “Valhalla symbolically is a set.” When placed upstage, the model
functions like scenery in a pictorial manner; scale here implying distance. When it
reappears downstage in a larger version, it double-signs as both model and actual, being
as Conklin describes it “both real and fake at the same time.”14
In this case, Conklin is appropriating from himself or more accurately from his
studio. Model pieces created intentionally for one scene become appropriations as they
are moved into unintentional relationships in other scenes. His working method
transforms the model-making process from a slow three-dimensionalization of the sketch
into fast dynamic space for discovery. In fact, Conklin’ studio is filled with drawers of
scaled-architectural model parts from prior productions ready to be “stolen.” The working
process that has led to scenery that one director has playful called “littered with Conklindroppings.” Importantly, the appropriation here is not of architecture, but rather of the
scenery of architecture.

Conklin, however, works politely within his own dominion of ownership.
Contrast this to Levine, whose work’s value is contingent upon her thefts. Certainly there
exists great unexplored opportunities in scenography to exploit that space? Might one
stage a different plays on top of existing scenery and costumes [the physical production
elements] in order to experiment with how the spaces re-sign or resist? One might renting
the Peter Hall production of Le Nozze di Figaro (Chicago-1987) and using it for a new
production of Lulu. Or thinking more broadly one could appropriate a character by lifting
it within the body of the actor who created the role and placing into a new context? I am
not suggesting the idea of a character re-written and re-performed as textual device. We
have seen in the work of many contemporary playwrights such as Charles Mee and Sarah
Ruhl. Instead I suggest the seizure of a specific performance embedded within the body
of the actor who, unlike a Walker Evans print, could talk back.
The legal and cultural barriers to this method of working also signal its great
potential. What better way to mediate the contributions to authorship and claims of
ownership from writer, director, performer and institution? Appropriating a character is
additionally attractive because the ownership of the main visual signifier of character,
costume, is considered legally indefensible under U.S. copyright statues. The elimination
of the text, costume and the institutional context as sites for character increases the
exegesis on the nature of the character itself.
Defining Autonomy
In his essay Primary Colors for the Second Time: A Paradigm of Repetition of the
Neo-Avant-Garde, art critic Benjamin Buchloh provides a useful framework for how to
understand the notion of an autonomous art object. Buchloh argues here in defense of the
post-war Neo-Avant-Garde movement’s repetition of artistic strategies, notably the
monochrome, first deployed by the European Avant-Garde of the 1920’s and 1930’s.
Crucial in his analysis of the value of repetition is displacing the hegemony of autonomy,
which he calls “a central tenant of modernist thinking.”15
To Buchloh, modernist thought proposes that an artwork functions as autonomous
entity and defined by a traditional meaning structure. This structure locates “meaning

centralized and integrated and residing within the elements of the aesthetic object itself,
yet nevertheless maintaining a referential relation to the real world.” [italics added]
If the medium is paint for instance, then all the work is on the canvas and functioning
optically. The Neo-Avant-Garde reworks this equation to allow meaning to migrate to
outside the art object itself and into the receptive process. Buchloh defines this process as
being controlled by “the audience’s disposition and demands, the cultural legitimation the
works are asked to perform, [and] the institutional mediation between demand and
legitimation.”16 Locating practice in the spaces of audience, culture and institution,
banishes the proposition that art can exist autonomously, “for its own sake”17.
Conversely in the United States, the dominant pedagogy and philosophy of
theatrical design tends to construe the theater as an autonomous miniature of the world.
Combined with a womb-like conception of the darkened auditorium is the belief that
fabricated theater object, whether naturalistic or abstract, exist separately and discretely.
Oren Parker, Craig Wolf and Dick Block in the ninth edition of their textbook Scene
Design and Stage Lighting (2009) repeatedly promote the creation a discrete and welldefined “the world of the play” as a goal for theater makers.18 They urge designers to
create of a cohesive design approach or aesthetic style, “as the glue that holds all the
visual ideas together [providing] control and direction.” Key here is their championing of
aesthetic unity around the visual. This unified approach, even when derived from
multiple collaborators, positions the semantic process wholly within artist’s control and
reinforces the proposition that the artist has a unique and special view on life.
Their position builds on notions articulated by the American set designer, Robert
Edmond Jones, in his seminal volume The Dramatic Imagination (1941). Jones suggests
that the design should be uniquely positioned “to give expression to the essential
qualities of the play”, by establishing the discrete and unique world for the play to exist
within. He extends the notion of the separate by defining a rule for theatrical
transformation. He describes this in regards to the costume for beggar made from rags. .
“These rags have been arranged – “composed” the painters call it – by the hand of the
artist…. they have been transformed into moving sculpture.”19 To him this is an
“ennobling” act, an act that knits together all materiel from the real world into the
seamless fabric of the theatrical. The theater object becomes a fait accompli. Its

semantics are defined within the studio, behind the curtain, in the process of production,
and most importantly to the glorification of the artist.
The position of the audience, the receiver, in this formulation is neutralized.
Parker, Wolf & Block do reference the necessity of an audience for theater. They even
offer a phenomenological proposition that physical objects on the stage only acquire the
status of scenery, costumes or properties when activated by the ritual of witnessing. But
their audience is always a generalized figure; in reference to the early modern Italian
Stage or the Stuart Court masque, we might suggest an exchange the idealized l’oeil du
prince (used in support of the monarchy) for a generalized eye of the body politic (used
in support of the myth of a democracy). To both, the back of the theater-maker is in
some ways metaphorically turned as in the old Catholic Church where the priest would
faces away from his flock and directs his actions towards the god. Specific knowledges of
the audience are considered irrelevant in the semantic process. We see this evidenced in
the United States in the generalized dislike of director’s notes. This is based on the belief
that the artwork should stand on its own without any surrounding discourse.
Readymades
Punctures in the cocoon of autonomy were well underway both in theater and the
art world by the time Edmond Jones published his slim manifesto in 1941. Returning to
Duchamp, we can start with his series of art experiments between 1915-1925, which he
named readymades. He defines them as "an ordinary object elevated to the dignity of a
work of art by the mere choice of an artist.”20 The readymade extends the operation of
artwork beyond its autonomous shell in two directions. In production, this occurs because
someone beside the artist designed and fabricated the object. In reception, it happens
because the work’s elevation to art status is dependent on the viewer’s acquiescence.
These two operations can be seen clearly in Duchamp’s most famous readymade,
Fountain, a store-bought urinal he submitted to the Society of Independent Artists nonjuried exhibition of 1917 under the pseudonym R. Mutt. It is important to stress the nonjuried aspect of the show, meaning all works regardless of any subjective criteria were to
be accepted. Fountain was not. Fountain breakdowns autonomy by providing two

readings of the work’s medium. Examining its production, the work can be seen as a
sculpture, one that interrogates the nature of sculpture by demanding a formal
appreciation of a utilitarian object. The reading also re-commodifies the object by
replacing any use value with pure exchange value. Viewed vis-à-vis its reception process,
the work can be viewed as a performance, one existent in Duchamp’s masquerade as
Mutt and in the ensuing debate by the board of the Society about the object’s status. Here
the board is unknowingly cast as actors in the artist’s play. Duchamp claims his
“intention was to get away from myself, though I knew perfectly well that I was using
myself."21

Figure 5 - Fountain - Marcel Duchamp - 1917

Can we apply this understanding of the readymade to the theater building itself?
Certainly it falls within Duchamp’s rules of ordinariness with an art status be created by
force of will. In performance, this force is made from collective body as opposed to
individual receiver. The appropriate theatrical corollary is the suspension of disbelief22.
The term, coined by Samuel Coleridge, originally referring to the process of withholding
disbelief in the fantastical. If we expand this definition from the fantastical to the
everyday, it speaks to the generalized process of placing belief where none need exist.
Here the visibility of non-art quality heightens the suspension and thus increase the
quantity of believing. Success can be measured empirically.
Is this the operation Brecht is in search of when he tells us in the mid-1920’s that
“it is more important these days for the set to tell the spectator he’s in the theater than to

tell him he’s in, say Aulis.”23 Certainly visibility of the non-aesthetic is made more
apparent by seeing the real theater and thus recording its specific site in the world while
seeing the fake performance and acknowledging its referenced site. Moreover the Epic
Theater’s project of quoting as opposed to embodying adds to this effect. Brecht and
Duchamp both seek a meditative audience who can construct evaluations of artwork. We
may read Brecht’s other epic theater techniques, the ones specifically implemented
between 1929-1934 (the quotable gesture, the separation of the elements, and the
literasation of the theater) as ways of constructing a readymade.
Brecht’s techniques, like Duchamp’s’, cannot however resist the power of the
visual to reincorporate and thus neutralize radicality. The appearance of the radical (not
its operation) can quickly become codified into a domesticated visual style. Duchamp’s
‘un-artful’ readymades give way to Joseph Cornell’s poetic assemblages. The naked
theater of Brecht or even of Thornton Wilder’s Our Town quickly loses its sitespecificity. As opposed to specific architecture of place, it simply becomes a visual icon
for theatricality. One sees a reversal of the site-specific performance enterprise. Instead of
site leaning its authenticity to the performance, the performance fictionalizes the site.
We can see the readymade operating in the use of materiality. Brecht, later in the
same essay referenced above, demands that, “a play be performed in pasteboard only.”
He anticipates an idea that materials can contain a narrative independent from the story
of the performance. Jan Versweyveld’s set for Ivo van Hove’s 2004 production of Hedda
Gabbler at the New York Theater Workshop show us this in operation. For this
production, Versweyveld has the entire interior of the theater (audience and performance
space) covered in patched but unpainted drywall. The walls coverings are held off the
floor by 6” revealing the structure behind.

Figure 6 - Hedda Gabbler - New York Theater Workshop - 2004

Van Hove described this an attempt to make us feel “that everyone was in the
same room with Hedda.”24 The room we are in however is not a reference to another
imagined place in the world (i.e. General Gabbler’s villa). It is a conversion of the theater
into a room for performance. The means of production of the room, the construction
process, remain visible. Carpenters have assumed the status of scenic artists or perhaps
designers; let’s assume that Versweyveld didn’t prepare painter’s elevations of each wall
panel. Through their quotidian labor, the carpenters create a visual landscape in patched
and sanded drywall compound. The room simultaneously operates as a construction site
and an abstract metaphorical landscape for the performance. The audience reads both. In
this instance, the story of the production of the scenery comments on the story of the
performance itself.
The awareness that a play’s means of production influence its narrative have
certainly been voiced before especially in the avant-garde. Grotowski’s “poor” theater
might be an example. But they have resulted largely in the complete abandonment of a
fabricated mise-en-scene. I would posit that there are interesting possibilities yet to be
explored using these two narratives as means of storytelling. Simon Starling’s Turner
prize-winning sculpture/performance Shedboatshed provides a compelling model. For
this project, Starling found this shed, pictured here, along the banks of the Rhine. He then
purchased the shed, dismantled it personally and constructed a boat from the scrap
timber. He then loaded the boat with the remains of the shed and paddled it to Basel.
There he re-built the original shed. Starling describes his labor as “the physical
manifestation of a thought process,”25 a beautiful and apt proposal for a process of stage
design.

Figure 7 - ShedboatShed – Simon Starling , 2003

Could this method be useful to further interrogate of the specialized nature of
labor in art-making? I have proposed staging a production of Chekhov’s The Cherry
Orchard in which the house (the Ranevskaya estate) would be literally taken apart by a
crew of non-actors and rebuilt into small cottages during the performance. The actors
would attempt to stage the production around the transforming world. One set of
performers, the actors, would be demonstrating their aesthetic labor that of building a
character as Stanislavski26 calls it. This would be seen relief against another set of
performers, the carpenters, who would be demonstrating the physical labor of
deconstructing and rebuilding. Far from operating against the text, this approach speaks
directly to the themes of the displaced (useless?) aristocracy and the rise of a commodity
culture inherent in Chekhov’s play.
Chance procedures
Closely tied to the notion of autonomy is our third area of inquiry, control and its
remedy, the chance procedure. Control, as a value, asserts that an artist’s goal is the
technical ability to accurately recreate an internalized or sublimated vision or desire
through a chosen medium. For years this was contingent upon lengthy study that both
denoted and protected the status of the artist. We can see this present a broad range
artistic traditions transcending any particular style or –ism. There are the representational
examples in scenography such as Joseph Urban or Oliver Smith’s lyrical backdrops for
the theater; as well as less obvious abstract examples like seemingly chaotic drip
paintings of Jackson Pollock.
Pollock maintained that these paintings were the result of a high-degree of
technical facility. Writing in a response to a November 1950 Time magazine article that
celebrated the work’s anarchic freedom, he retorted that there was “no chaos, damn it.”27
In fact, abstract expressionism can be seen as the apotheosis of control in which the
painting process produces a direct index of the artist’s essence. The elimination of
representation or graphical concerns leaves only the essentialized self transformed into
the essentialized medium, a skein of “pure opticality” as Clement Greenberg would
famously construct it28. In the theater, this ‘essence game’ begsn to play itself out ten

years later in Peter Brook’s efforts to find a universal and irreducible language of
performance. Brook’s ‘empty space’ initially removes image then finally language in
search of end game for scenography.29
Concurrent to this work, a movement arises centered at Black Mountain College
against the value of control embracing the chance operation, notably in the work of
Merce Cunningham and Robert Rauschenberg. Examining their landmark piece
Winterbranch (1964), we can see chance composing the different elements of the
performance (movement, sound, light and space). Cunningham sets the dancers’
movement but whether the audience sees it depends on the whether the dancers happen to
intersect with Rauschenberg’s temporally independent lighting gestures. LaMonte
Young’s soundscape provides an additional independent temporal sequence.
Rauschenberg created a moving scenic unit nick-named “the monster” 30 from objects
found backstage at the different venues the dance toured to. Below we can see similar
unit assembled under my supervision for a dance inspired by Winterbranch created by
Jeff Slayton, a dancer from the Cunningham company.

Figure 8 - "Monster" Unit from Tribute - Luke Hegel-Cantarella - 2009

These chance operations both dismiss and reinforce the value of control in the
dance. Cunningham and Rauschenberg release control over the semantic production of
the work while retaining and perhaps heightening their control of aesthetic production.
The audience, left to assemble the work on their own, widely ‘read’ the dance as being
about war or human suffering. Cunningham, on the other hand, released from the burden
of meaning claims to have constructed the choreography around formal concerns. For

Winterbranch he describes it as being based on the idea of ‘falling down.’ Cunningham’s
and Rauschenberg’s work can be seen as assertion of the fallacy of authorial intention.
By extension, they provide resolution through abdication for the debate over the
construction of an ideologically correct ‘art of the proletariat’ that dominated discourse in
the first half of the 20th century. However, to what extent can these chance operations be
also seen as quiet retreats into aesthetic control in the midst of the uncontestable semantic
uncontrollability of performance?
Contemporary New York choreographer Susan Rethorst offers another answer to
this question of control with her ‘wrecking’ projects. She invites artists into her rehearsals
mid-way through the development process to “wreck” the work. The choreographer or
director takes over the rehearsal and begin to re-make the dance based upon his or her
own concerns without complete disregard for Rethorst’s a priori intentions. Rethorst
developed the strategy in response to her long-standing concern about control as related
to the nature of the self. Through teaching she identified a primary artistic challenge not
in, as is commonly asserted, finding one’s true voice, but conversely in silencing the
dominance of that voice. She writes, “the self is a constraint from which there is no
escape, that unique inner world which never quits.”31
By inserting the other so aggressively into the seat of power in her creative
process, Rethorst subjugates self. The brilliance of this methodology lies in its foolproof
application. No effort is required in behalf of the artist to lose oneself in a special state of
consciousness. It is simply a roster change. Rethorst repositions herself as both producer
and receiver eliminating the emotional tug of authorship yet still maintaining an ultimate
responsibility for the work’s operation. Strangely, we find this effect operating at the
opposite end of the economic spectrum in the art department of a major motion picture.
Here the number of individuals involved in aesthetic production precludes the control of
all ideas by a singular designer’s hand. The titular production designer must rely on the
ability to instigate work in others and then guide its development. In fact the muchlamented loss of drawing abilities in the modern-day production designer, may in fact be
one of their greatest asset. What might be tempted to ask what other skills should be lost
in order to create better work?

Caged by Process
In conclusion, I must underscore that keen challenge in occupying any of these
semantic spaces in the context of the American theater and American theater pedagogy.
It is not the inexorable American love of naturalism. Nor is it the knee-jerk American
apprehensions about the avant-garde. Instead it arises from a slavish attachment to a fixed
notion of a singular professional design process. Since the vast majority of University
Theater programs construe themselves as training institutions, they define their
curriculum based on the needs of the professional theatre. As a result, they reify the
hegemonies dominant in professional practice.
In the United States, the codification of the design process is nearly absolute.
Nearly all designers are trained to develop sketches, then intricately detailed scaledmodels and finally precision drafting. This lockstep march from sketch to stage
eliminates much of the space for ambiguity that could exist within a designer’s process.
Moreover, it has the effect of concentrating the majority of the creative decisions into the
designer’s hand. In addition, the great distances that designer’s travel in the US to
maintain a freelance career forces the concretization of the design process. Prior to 1960,
the concentration of the theater industry in New York, before the birth of American
Regional Theater movement, at least provided the advantage of direct engagement.
Donald Oenslager describes Edmond Jones studio eloquently as “a rookery high up in
Bergman’s ramshackle Scenic Studio on West 39th.” One can easily imagine “Bobby”
leaning out of his window and shouting notes to his artisans on the shop floor.
Lastly, the contractual language established in United Scenic Artists’ Standard
Designer’s Agreement, the main American designer’s contract, presents more challenges.
The document spells out precise requirements of what is expected from a Designer by a
producer in order to fulfill their obligations. For instance, in order to receive the 2nd
payment, the designer must produce and the producers accept the “drawings, sketches
and specifications.”32 This reveals how both designers and producers conceive of a
designer’s work to be contained within objects, tangibles, as opposed into concepts or
propositions. Compare this with an actor’s contract. It is based upon time. The actor is
required to be present at certain specified times in order to perform creative labor.

Fulfillment of their contract is achieved by enacting the creative process not the
producing of a good.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1

The term retinal art was originated by Duchamp in the early 1920s.
Kosuth, J. (1991). Art After Philosophy and After: Collected Writings : 1965-1990. Cambridge: M.I.T. 	
  
3	
  Aronson, Arnold. (1985). American Set Design. New York: Theater Communications Group. p.5	
  
4
Kenneth McGowen’s The Theater of Tomorrow (1921) and Continental Stagecraft (1922) co-authored
with Robert Edmond Jones are good examples of the results of these European sojourns.
5
Even without the transatlantic crossing, the reduction of complicated investigative artistic methodologies
into a simplified visual style occurs repeatedly with rise and fall of avant-garde movements in Europe. This
pattern can be seen in the shift from early exploratory process of the Russian experimental artists between
1918-1925 (Rodchenko, Taitlin, etc), which morph for constructivism as a state-mandated form of ideology
purity. Art Critic Dave Hickey describes this process eloquently in essay “The Heresy of the Zone
Defense” by quoting Jefferson. ““The liberating rule that civilized us yesterday will, almost inevitably,
seek to govern us tomorrow “
6
Simonson, Lee. (1932), The Stage is Set,
7
Disegno, literally drawing in Italian, but here I use it reference to the Renaissance notion of the concept or
design of a work of art imbedded in the drawing of the master’s hand.
8
The argument can be extended to the entire project of the Italian proscenium theater. The moving stage
picture can be said to aspire to the status of another object, a seamlessly unified dreamed picture in the
consciousness of the viewer. In this imagined construction, the audience forgives the discontinuities caused
by the seams in the scenery, compromises of perspective and most tellingly the physicality of the human
body.
9
Aronson, Arnold. (1985). American Set Design. New York: Theater Communications Group
10
Arendt, H. (1968), Illuminations. New York:Schocken, p.48
11
As told to me by the stage carpenter at the Belasco Theater in 2003
12
Baudrillard, Jean (1984). Simulacra and Simulations. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press
13
Levine, Sherry “About the Artist.” New York: Whitney Biennial 2008
14
Aronson, Arnold (1985), American Set Design. New York: Theater Communications Group. pp.19-20
15
Buchloh, Benjamin (1986). Primary Colors for the Second Time: A Paradigm of Repetition of the NeoAvant-Garde. October, vol. 37. p.46
16
Buchloh, Benjamin (1986). Primary Colors for the Second Time: A Paradigm of Repetition of the NeoAvant-Garde. October, vol. 37. p.50
17
The term “art for art’s sake” gained cultural currency at the end of the 19th-century. It is well summarized
by Clement Greenberg in his essay Avant-Garde and Kitsch (1939) – “the avant-garde poet or artist tries in
effect to imitate god by creating something valid solely on its own terms, in the way nature itself is valid, in
the way a landscape – not its picture- is aesthetically valid”
18
Parker, W.O., Wolf, R.C., & Block, D. (2009). Scene Design and Stage Lighting, Ninth Edition. Boston:
Wadsworth
19	
  Jones, R.E. (1941), The Dramatic Imagination. New York: Theater Arts Books p.78	
  
20
Duchamp, Marcel (1938), Dictionnaire abrégé du Surréalisme
21
Tompkins, Calvin (1998). Duchamp: A Biography. New York: H. Holt. p.160
22
Coleridge, Samuel (182?), Biographia Literaria
23
Willet, John (1986). Caspar Neher: Brecht’s Designer. London: Methuen. p.98
24
van Hove, Ivo (2007). In Conversation with Ann Bogart. New York: NYTW.org
25
Starling, Simon – www.tate.org.uk/britain/turnerprize/2005/simonstarling.htm
26
This is title of the second volume of Stanislavsky’s trilogy of books on acting developed at the Moscow
Art Theater between 1895-1915. Along with An Actor Prepares and Creating a Role it remains widely read
in American acting school.
27
Krauss, Rosalind (1993). The Optical Unconscious. p.256
2

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
28

Greenberg, Clement (1961). Modern Painting. New York: Arts Yearbook, 1
Brook’s views on theater-making although generous on many fronts betray an absolutist streak in his
insistence two kinds of theatrical space. Jean Guy LeCat, Brook’s space designer, implies this in his slim
volume One Show, One Audience, One Single Space (OISTAT, 2007) when describing the the two kinds of
theater; “the recreational theatre which is quite satisfied with the existing stage form…[and] the more
participatory theatre…looking to unite the stage with the whole space.” Brook and LeCat clear position
themselves against the bad, capitalistic “recreational” stage with all it’s ‘dangerous’ represenation.
30
As described to me in conversation with Jeff Slayton
31
Rethorst, Susan (2000). Stealing, Lying and Identity
32
Standard Designer’s Agreement 2010-2012 – Theater. United Scenic Artists, Local 829. p.5
29

