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WHAT IS SCENE DESIGN 
 
 
It seems that Pamela Howard was the first who introduced the modern use of the 
English term scenography (which most text-processors mark as a typo1), thus 
clearly emphasizing the belief that the term "scenography" refers not only to 
creating decor (Stage Design or Set Design), but it also includes the reflection, 
articulation and production of the entire stage layout - visual, but also auditory, 
tactile, and even addressing the other senses - in a word, an image that belongs 
to the theatre understood not as “a play for watching” (Schauspiel), nor as “a play 
for hearing” (Hörspiel), but as a joined play “omniplay” (Mitspiel)2. Scenography, 
therefore, is constructed out of the architectural stage space (constructed or 
selected), rearticulation of that space (set design in the narrow sense of the 
term), and the design and presentation of all elements of scene design (scenery, 
props, costumes, light, sound, video projections, special effects...). Above all, the 
set is filled with the bodies of artists (actors, dancers, extras…), as well as 
movements of their bodies. Scenography is "an elegant synthesis of space, text, 
research, fine arts, actors, directors and viewers, which contributes to the 
creation of truly original works,"3 writes Pamela Howard in her book "What is 
Scenography?", published simultaneously in London and Belgrade4, today one of 
the fundamental works in the field of theory of scenography and stage space. 
 
Pamela Howard, who was at the time the Course Director for MA Scenography at 
Central St Martin's College of Art and Design5, one of the best schools of art and 
design in the world, I happened to meet in the spring of 1996. One could say that 
our meeting was incidental (at one of the "social events" associated with a 
meeting of OISTAT, "our brotherhood of scenographers of the world"6), and I 
must say that the meeting with her and the school that she was affiliated with, 
had a great effect on everything that happened in Serbia later in the domain of 
education within the fields of set design and scene design, and in relation to the 
understanding, interpretation and use of these two terms. After all, that is not our 
exclusive experience - in a similar way Pamela Howard affected, and still affects 
scenography as a profession, as an art, and as means of creative thinking in 
even the most advanced areas of the world. 
 
At that time, YUSTAT7 was developing very dynamically in our country. The 
YUSTAT organisation was created in the theatre (Atelje 212) with the aim to 
influence, above all, the character and quality of professional theatrical 
productions - an aspiration which, for the most part, remains only a dream about 
some different reality (which despite being possible, remains for us unfortunately 
quite unattainable). The other major endeavour, however - to bring out into the 
light all those individual and collective contributions that theatre people make in 
the world "behind the scenes", and to show what a stage event is and what it can 



be, and, consequently, to bring into the light all the places that can be used as a 
stage - YUSTAT has fulfilled in the best of ways. 
 
This was done on two parallel planes, which are often intertwined and pervaded - 
through the cycle of international symposia titled "Spectacle - City - Identity" and 
through the Biennial of Scene Design, an event that was regularly held in the 
period between 1996 and 2006 at the Museum of Applied Arts, as well as in 
numerous galleries, theatres and public areas of Belgrade and throughout 
Serbia. The artists who have exhibited at the Biennial of Scene Design have 
shown that "the theatre can be created wherever a group of people gather in one 
place, from open air street events, to small rooms in some basements. This use 
of different spaces brought the theatre and architecture closer together, reduced 
the need for heavy stage constructions, and once again put the emphasis on 
actors and their stage costumes that animate the space."8 The term "scene 
design" was then introduced to describe the totality and complexity of that whole 
process, appearance, profession, art, views of reality and creativity that Pamela 
Howard called the "scenography"9. More broadly, "scene design interconnects 
set designers, costume designers, theatre technicians and technologists, 
architects, light and sound designers, as well as critics and scholars, directors 
and producers, playwrights, and all those whose activities were directed at the 
area of the stage."10 
 
Further study of this concept leads us to the question what is a staged event, and 
what are all the possible manifestations of staged events, and, consequently, 
where stages can be found. Outside the theatre, scene design could be defined 
not only as an "extended" set design, but also as a distinct art form: "A work of 
art in the field of scene design can also arise from any creative process which 
includes a scenic way of thinking and the use of scenic resources aiming at the 
creation of a staged event."11 Therefore, if we apply the logic of theatre to other 
artistic disciplines, scene design can also be viewed as art in itself. Scene design 
has gained full legitimacy in Serbia first through opening a study course under 
the same name at the University of Arts in Belgrade, then through the 
introduction of the term at the register of professions, through the introduction 
into the arts and curatorial practices, and finally through the introduction of this 
concept into the theory of art and media.12 
 
As we all know, the Prague Quadrennial has been the most important place for 
the exchange of ideas and experiences of set and costume designers from 
around the world for more than half a century. Founded primarily with the desire 
to provide a place where the artists from the East and the West could meet, since 
those kinds of encounters were almost impossible in everyday life at that time, 
the Quadrennial soon became a major arena for competition between the most 
prominent theatrical nations, as the main prize of the Prague exhibition, the 
"Golden trig", was not awarded to the winning artist, but to the winning national 
exhibition. Of course, this meant that the setting of the exhibition itself became a 
work of art often crucially important, and that the productional and financial 



aspects of the exhibition were by no means unimportant and unnoticed, and 
further that the selection of artistic works became an issue of particular 
importance – on a national and international level. Along with the development of 
curatorial practice in contemporary art in general, here the role of the "National 
Commissioner" changed as well, from a position of a more or less objective 
selector of already realized artistic works from professional theatre productions, 
into the position of a creative interpreter of problem issues, and furthermore even 
into a creating entity. 
 
When we were faced with the task of representing Serbia (for the first time 
without the frame of the former Yugoslavia) at the Prague Quadrennial in 200713, 
we first had to answer the question: what constitutes the production in the field of 
scene design - in Serbia, and in general. Traditionally, in the category of national 
exhibitions in Prague until then, only theatre productions prepared in the 
professional theatres (which are almost all institutions owned by the state or local 
community) were presented. Also, the Yugoslav and Serbian artists were always 
presented in Prague in a most conventional possible way - exhibiting original 
sketches, drawings and, at best, set design models. The experience of the 
Biennial of Scene Design however, clearly spoke of the vast opportunities that 
artistic practices outside the theatre could bring, and the potentials of exhibiting 
scene design which significantly exceeded the limitations of the classic gallery 
approach. In addition, the contemporary history of Serbia brought two decades of 
extremely dramatic events that took place outside the theatre, outside the arts in 
the narrow sense of the word, and almost outside the cultural domain commonly 
understood as a realm of "social superstructure." In those political developments, 
often devastating, and always dramatic, which turned all public areas of 
settlements in Serbia particularly in big cities into stages, scenic resources and 
the scenic way of thinking were deployed during the nineteen nineties as direct 
tools of political, ideological, and often existential struggle. 
 
That is why for Serbia's participation in the Prague Quadrennial in 2007 the 
problem theme "Theatre - Politics - City" was formulated, emphasizing the triad 
nature of this relationship, which meant that the object of observation and 
contemplation was each phenomenon, their mutual relationships, as well as the 
complex entity that they build together. 
 
Subject of the performance was explored in all three official frameworks 
(national, student and architectural exhibition), as the architecture and the city on 
the one side, and stage events and scenic resources on the other, have always 
been fundamentally defined by the energy and the actions of young people, 
students above all. For a research arena, i.e. the physical framework for the case 
study, Belgrade was chosen, as it became synonymous with the public political 
scene of the nineties. 
 
The national exhibition consisted of an original spatial structure with gripping 
semantic values as the authorial reply to the topic of the Quadrennial and the 



theme of the presentation of Serbia. At the same time, this setting was a spatial 
framework in which every day the most important creative personalities, projects 
and events in the theatre and around the theatre in Serbia were presented. The 
author of the national exhibition was Branko Pavić, painter and graphic artist, full 
professor at the Faculty of Architecture, University of Belgrade. Personal artistic 
activities of professor Pavić, as well as  his work with students from different 
schools, is continually directed towards establishing the unity of performing and 
visual arts in the specific cultural, social and political context. Pavić was the 
initiator and a co-author of the project "Lust for life - Workshop 301" which was 
awarded the Grand Prix of the Second Biennial of Scene Design. 
 
The exhibition in the selection of student works was created as a specific joint 
work of art, created from months-long work of hundreds of students aimed at 
drama, visual arts and applied arts, music, architecture, and all other areas that 
touch the phenomena of stage and scenic. Students from all faculties and 
universities in Serbia were invited through public contest to participate in the 
preparation of this work, which was based on authorial photos placed in an 
exceptional unique context. The topic for the photographs was "Scene" in the 
broadest possible sense of the term that can be found, read from or into any kind 
of space. The idea for this exhibit was based on the work of Bojana Lukić, 
architect, who won in the year 2000 at the international student competition 
"Balkan Cities as Stages for the XXI Century", organized as the part of the Third 
Biennial of Scene Design. 
 
Through exhibiting theatre architecture and technology, Belgrade was 
represented as a "city-stage" and as a "city-scene". Belgrade festivals and 
events, above all Bitef (Belgrade International Theatre Festival) and Belef 
(Belgrade Summer Festival), that permanently explore potential scene spaces in 
Belgrade, continuously expanding an already very rich list of permanent, 
temporary and part-time city stages, are set at the same level as the architectural 
and technological projects, realizations and interventions through which the 
scenic qualities of Belgrade houses, buildings and environments were 
dramatically developed in recent years. 
 
It is clear that „in the past decade the scenographic practice and the scene 
design have continually wandered off from the theatrical black box towards a 
hybrid area placed within the points of intersection of the theatre, architecture, 
exhibitions, visual arts and media”14; additionally, that very same area was built 
through action and interaction, as well as „defined individual and collective 
behaviour“15. In light of this, it is entirely natural that the question of „staging the 
space“16, becomes the reason for gathering and exchanging opinions by 
professionals, artists and scholars. All these topics were the subject of thought 
provoking and immensely interesting discussions that took place during the past 
year in Riga, Belgrade and Evora, within the scope of the series of symposia 
named „Scenography Expanding“, where the goal was to establish a theoretical 
platform for a new evaluation of scenography and scene design as forms of 



professional activities, as complex structures of distinctive artistic and curatorial 
practices, and finally, as areas of possible analyses of values in regards to 
creativity and maybe life in general – areas that could be, not without  some 
certain pretentiousness – nevertheless labelled philosophic or ideological. 
Besides, during the nineteen sixties Guy Debord has already made it clear in 
which and what kind of society we live in, therefore nowadays the determination 
for (not) taking part in creating and consuming of the spectacle, without a doubt, 
represents an ideological concern.  
 
The Prague Quadrennial 2011 has just passed, and it has shown us the course 
in the development of ideas regarding scenography, scene spaces, theatre and 
art in general, in various areas, based on diverse traditions, cultural forms, artistic 
practices, and, what is perhaps most important, based on completely different 
intentions. There are many reasons, of course, to examine means that are at our 
disposal at present time for creating and presenting the scenic arts. It is even 
more important to examine the changed, and at the same time, the continuous 
nature of theatres and scenic arts. It is an undisputable fact that the theatre of 
today is closer to technology, architecture and visual arts than ever before. 
Increasing similarities between the Quadrennial in Prague and both Biennales in 
Venice, the architectural and artistic, testify to this fact. Many installations from 
any of the events could just as easily have switched places. 
 
Nevertheless, the key question is still open and will remain so for the time being: 
not how, but why do we bother with theatre and arts at all? Scene design as a 
process, means and way of thinking, not only as a professional, or artistic, but 
foremost as an ideological category, is maybe, no matter how paradoxically it 
may sound, in the „society of spectacle“ one of the possible ways towards the 
individual, internal being.  
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