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Theater, it´s a forum, and it serves a unique function in society that brings people together. 
Robert Wilson


Introduction 
Chemistry has a premise stating that matter is not created or destroyed, only transformed. I 
believe scenography has a similar premise, the performing space does not appear by chance 
nor is it part of an algorithm of objects destined to be pleasing to the eye, but rather it 
transforms through a creative process that involves several artists in a play.

	 The actor is involved in diverse artistic and creative fields. By all means, the actor's 
work is linked to dance, music, theater, performance, circus, visual arts, film and architecture. 
Therefore, the actor should relate his learnings in these artistic areas to gain a range of 
knowledge that will grant him a better performance in his work. As a multidisciplinary artist, 
other than knowing about theory and theatrical technique, the actor must know about the 
diverse scientific, artistic, corporal and cultural disciplines that make up the theatrical universe, 
including scenography. Likewise, the relationship between the actor and scenography is 
important because both function like a pawn when making a play. As Anne Ubersfeld explained 
in Reading Theatre, the theatrical space is made by actors, scenography and props. This last 
element presents an introductory margin to the inevitable joint these manifest.

	 Whether an actor builds or designs a scenography or not, he will always converge with 
it as part of an atmospheric collaboration in the play, and he will do so indispensably. 
Scenography has a purpose bigger than being a simple decoration, it entails a semiotic 
between the actor's formation and the space in which he interacts. 

	 Scenography has an aestheticism in design, yet it also has a functionality as a 
disposition in the space; as theater director, Robert Wilson, once explained: scenography is 
something one thinks with images instead of words. Therefore, scenography contains a 
fundamental role in the actor's development and growth because he thinks and expresses his 
creative work through words, movement, choreography and the space in which he 
concentrates. 


History of Scenography 
The origin of scenography dates back to ancient Greece. The Greeks used visual arts in what 
they called skene, the rest of the play's setting was imagined by the audience; this was the 
posterior part of the stage and the first ever performing space. Furthermore, they worked with 
trestles and the deux ex machina, which where appearances of each God and Goddess on 
scene on top of a platform, which became the antecedent for stage machinery. 




	 In Italy 1584, Sebastiano Serlio wrote about the objects to be represented in the play 
regarding emotions and eulogized it Treatis on Architecture. During the XVI century, Serlio 
became the first scenographer in adding perspective and realism in his drawings, as well as he 
divided each illustration according to the play's theme, separating the scenographic design in 
comic, tragic and satyrical. Later on, Opera enhanced the growth on artisan and artistic work in 
theaters to maximize spatial adequacy. Velvet curtains, painted decoration and machinery that 
represented angels in the sky, dragons or clouds appeared. 

	 In the Neoclassicism, scenic illumination incorporated. However, due to the lack of 
electricity, they used gas to power it, which, unfortunately, led to multiple fires. Synthetic 
decoration, such as flowers and plants where also integrated as part of the props. In the avant-
garde from the XX century, the use of trenches and curtains was avoided because 
tridimensional structures were invented and they arose as part of spatial constructions and 
installations. 

	 Finally in the XXI century, led lights, computers that expedite scenographic movement, 
rails systems, and cinematographic elements, as well as image projections and photographic 
movies that adequate the scene with landscapes and audiovisual stimulation were included. 


The scenographic role  
Scenography consists of creating the ambiance that will become part of the play. This will grant 
the viewer the possibility of getting in the proposed theatrical reality to feel emotional contact 
from it. It is also the play's language that allows an introduction to characters and the tone. 
Scenography is part of the play's language and it will transmit a critical perception deeper than 
being only an organized space. In words of the Mexican scenographer, Gabriel Pascal: el teatro 
trata de lo humano, no trata de puertas, ventanas, trastos y esas cosas, trata de seres 
humanos; entonces me interesa cómo relacionar a estos seres humanos en el espacio [theatre 
is about what is human, not about doors, windows, junk, or any of those things, it is about 
human beings; therefore I am interested in linking these humans to the space] (Gabriel Pascal, 
2016, min. 8:04).

	 In the interview hosted by the Mexican dramaturge, Bárbara Colio, for Descorche the 
Mexican architect, Jorge Ballina, explains how the scenographer is a co-director and how he 
must think globally. Moreover, Ballina focuses on space as something that pushes the play to 
be a certain way. He mentions that before every design, the play must be read and the music 
heard, in order to create the scenography in collaboration with the director. In turn, Ballina finds 
teamwork important amongst the director, actors, costume designers, makeup artists, lighting 
technicians, sound designers, engineers, and scenographers. Following Ballina's train of 
thought, Bárbara Colio mentions communication is necessary. Thereof, scenography can be 



understood as an element that unites with the rest of the disciplines mentioned, as well as an 
artistic work in communion that will determine the play's atmosphere.

	 For scenography's work to be completed, it has to be divided in one of the four different 
groups: Realistic, it presents to the viewer a world close to him, it appeared in the Naturalistic 
Theatre in XIX century; Abstract, it is subjective, it does not delimit time or space, and it plays 
with the viewer's imagination; Suggestive, it consists of a simplified realism, it determines the 
space yet it combines the real with the abstract; and Functional, it uses the necessary props 
keeping everything on the sidelines and it only uses specific things to be presented in the play. 

	 This classification works as part of the expression in the scenography. Eventually, the 
actor will interact with it and develop his character as a whole to the proposed environment by 
both the play's tone and the scenography's main goal. Likewise, Pascal shows the 
scenography’s role as an expressive part of the play: pienso en términos de acción, a veces 
hasta de poesía, cómo darle una vuelta para lograr una metáfora en esta relación espacial [I 
think in terms of actions, even poetry, how to give it a spin to make a metaphor in this spatial 
relationship] (Gabriel Pascal, 2016, min. 8:26). 

	 Another working tool to find the scenography’s functionality is the artistic journal. This 
can be convenient for the scenographer as well as the actor. It works as a compilation of 
images, ideas and the creative process which evolves during the play's montage. In other 
words, it is where an artist portrays his train of thought, reflects his ingenuity, and everything 
that goes through his mind, which is necessary to create something (annex 1). 


The Relationship Between the Scenography and the Actor in Theatre 
As previously discussed, scenography is part of the needed elements that encompass a play 
and it must part of the emotionality in order to be expressive. The atmosphere is created by a 
diversity of works, one of them is the integration of the artistic labor between the actor and the 
scenography.

	 In every art, including scenography, the bond between emotion and expression is 
important. To have a better understanding of this, Esmeralda Devlin's, a British scenographer, 
work may be observed through the result of her design for Faith Healer, back in 2016, directed 
by Lyndsey Turner, a series of monologues under the rain with a tone of desolation (annex 2). 
The stage simulated the rain with drops of water that fell from a structure held from the roof, 
and they functioned as a form of curtain. Devlin mentions from the actor's point of view, they 
enjoyed the way that they are revealed and concealed at the beginning and the end of each of 
their monologues (Esmeralda Devlin, 2018, min. 7:32). This is a clear example of the link 
between the scenography and the actor and how they progress with one another. Devlin also 



makes it clear on how she could feel the audience feeling the emotional response that anybody 
has towards lit rain in a small, dark room (Esmeralda Devlin, 2018, min. 8:08).  
	 Something worth observing is that the actor's transdisciplinarity and the scenography 
complement mutually. Each actor must learn this joint multidiscipline as part of his formation. 
The actor is not a link inside a mechanism, but rather a part of an endless connection between 
himself and the play's environment. This obviously includes the direct relationship between the 
scenography and the acting, the influence that one has over the other, and even the 
psychological effects that may be found. For example, in Devlin's design for Macbeth, 2003, 
directed by Keith Warner, the scenography behaved as his psychological space, as a metaphor 
for the tricks that were being played on him (Esmeralda Devlin, 2018, min. 19:07). 

	 In turn, Robert Wilson is an American theatre director that merges visual arts with the 
scenography and the actor, such combination focuses in non verbal communication and it 
transmits a language through the lightning and the visual universe based in geometry. In his 
plays, he accompanies his ideas and work with the soundtrack and the auditory stimulation 
that will eventually determine the action plan in a play. Wilson complements the character’s 
wealth present in the actor's essence in coordination with the performing space, explicitly 
shaping the direct encounter between the actor and the scenography. 

	 The subjectivity is part of his creative methodology, the character in Stanislavsky 
transforms into an interpreter in Wilson (Valiente in El teatro narrado desde la escenografía, p. 
31). Wilson wants the actor's work to come from his spirit, with an open state of mind and a 
positive attitude. In addition, Wilson narrates the time making it present and turning it into a 
character whilst creating an expressionist aesthetic, which ends up being the necessary cover 
of the scenography's task within the actor’s. A clear example of Wilson's work is The Old 
Woman, where the text accompanies the image and the sound, and in which the actors, Willem 
Dafoe and Mikhail Baryshnikov, intertwine the character's expression with the space (annex 3). 


Conclusion

Scenography and the actor are not two separate things that focus mechanically in one single 
purpose. Together, they dedicate to reach a goal that consists in the performing creation and 
setting for a play. Actors must comprehend such correlation and explore all the possibilities 
within it and develop a collective work. It is the actor's duty to have a transdisciplinary 
intelligence with foundation in art and culture, this also includes knowledge from other 
investigative, creative and imaginative areas other than his artistic line. This includes the 
comprehension of everything in theatre as something relevant and related with one another, in 
this case the scenography's participation united to the actor's.   
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Annex


 Annex 1. Esmeralda Devlin´s scenography for Faith 
Healer.


 Annex 2. Cinematographer´s, Guillermo del 
Toro, artistic journal. 



  Annex 3. Scenography and montage by 
Robert Wilson for The Old Woman.


	

	 



