Scene Change  - Joe Vanek

The European Context

In the early decades of the 20th century, an explosive force was unleashed across Europe and Russia in the theatrical, musical and visual arts. Fuelled by the dual spirits of political unrest and emerging Modernism, nations and their artists were moved to respond with startling new forms of expression to reflect these accelerating times.

Throughout history, artists have striven in all disciplines to reflect “the spirit of the age”, sometimes anticipating a movement and taking it as a springboard for diversity and innovation. Sometimes movements evolve that react against the darker forces of civilisation, as was the case in Russia when Diaghilev and the Ballets Russes burst upon an unsuspecting Paris in 1909 and then the world. Against a background of mounting turmoil and impending schism, a world of barbaric splendours and colourful exotica presented an escapist, theatrical experience. Bakst, Benois and Goncharova, theatre artists of compelling vigour and originality, leapt to the forefront of Russian stage design, and their impact was to reverberate far beyond Russia throughout the entire century.

Parallel with these developments, other artists in Russia and Germany chose to embrace the emerging modernist ideals of the time, ranging from Constructivism and Expressionism, to Futurism and beyond. Meyerhold, Exter, Rodchenko and Malevich created visions and wonders where man was reduced to a simple cog in a vast machine and the art of the stage became an experimental mix of the developing world. Following the upheaval of the First World War, this trend in Germany was to become more refined in the Bauhaus movement which became the centre of excellence in design through purity of form. Erwin Piscator, the eminent Berlin theatre producer, experimented with the emerging aesthetic to fashion new structures for theatre spaces and the resulting dramas. In a neat reversal of influences, theatre had an impact on the visual arts when the artist Kandinsky made powerful and evocative line drawings, derived from performance and dance and rendered in an analytical style.

The Abbey Theatre  1904-1932
During the same period, Ireland was experiencing events equally as vivid and incendiary, leading to a dramatic period of political and artistic re-awakening. As a riposte to what was perceived as the dead hand of English boulevard theatre, a Literary Theatre was founded with the avowed aim of celebrating a new form of Irish drama in 1898, by three like-minded individuals – Lady Gregory, W. B. Yeats and Edward Martyn.

From its inception, literature was at its heart and its manifesto embraced ‘a high ambition’, ‘a passion for oratory’, ‘ancient idealism’ and ‘deeper thoughts and emotions of Ireland’. The Irish National Theatre Society, formed in 1903, swiftly established the Abbey Theatre a year later, a testament to the vision of these three protagonists and the initiative of their benefactor, 

Annie Horniman.

Yeats’ early plays were to form a distinctive platform for the lofty ideals. His mythic verse dramas evoked a world of Ancient Celtic Romanticism imbued with symbolism and a powerful spiritual dimension, qualities also shared by the works of the Belgian poet and dramatist Maurice Maeterlinck. Writing a decade earlier, Maeterlinck’s symbolist dramas were a direct reaction to the predominant Naturalism that drove the leading artists of the century’s closing decades. Yeats had discovered in 

Maeterlinck a kindred spirit, of which he was to be just the first.

During a visit to London in 1902, Yeats encountered the work of English stage designer Edward Gordon Craig.

I saw the only admirable stage scenery of our time, for Mr Gordon Craig has discovered how to decorate a play with severe, beautiful, simple effects of colour, that leaves the imagination free to follow all the suggestions of the play. Realistic scenery takes the imagination captive and is at its best but bad landscape painting, but Mr Gordon Craig’s scenery is a new and distinct art.1

Yeats immediately commissioned a stage set, comprising of multi-purpose, abstract screens for use in his plays. 

Until the founding of the Abbey, design for the Irish stage was almost entirely confined to providing painterly scenic splendours for one specific melodramatic form.

As the actor and director Micheál Mac Liammóir wryly observed when writing about this period of staging

This world… found its expression …against a popular background of moonlit lakes, ruined abbeys, and peasants’ cottages; the public, both in and out of Ireland, was delighted, and the country itself remained as it had been for centuries, with no theatre of its own and no voice to tell 

its story.’2

The Abbey Theatre was created from a small music hall within the Mechanics’ Institute and its adjacent buildings on the corner of Marlborough Street and Lower Abbey Street, which had served many purposes including for a time as a morgue! Despite its transformation, its ambitions were immediately hampered by a stage only 21 feet wide, 14 feet high and 15 feet deep. Yeats’ use of the admired screens was fitful and not always successful due to a slight raked stage which a few years later was (acrimoniously) removed to accommodate them.

Major obstacles to Yeats’ desire for simplicity of effect and purity of colour, included a lack of lighting equipment and a staff of theatre technicians who viewed his ideas with a general bemusement. 

In 1911, to add greater immediacy with the audience 

and gain those crucial few feet, a modest thrust stage 

was added.

While resident staff members were generally rooted in disciplines of the past, Yeats was able, for some of his productions, to enlist the services of freelance artists of considerable talent. One of these was Charles Ricketts, the illustrator and designer for the stage. Ricketts’ work, from an early King Lear in 1909 to Montezuma in the early 20s, inhabited an essentially timeless world, mythological and exotic, and bore much similarity to that of his Russian counterparts. Yeats engaged him to design costumes for The Well of the Saints in 1908, The King’s Threshold in 1914, and a revival of On Baile’s Strand 

in 1917.

Yeats was to write of Ricketts’ costume designs “they are full of dramatic invention, and yet nothing stands out or seems eccentric”3. Ricketts’ contemporary, the artist Edmund Dulac, was also engaged to design masks and costumes for At the Hawk’s Well (1916). 

As well as the famous screens, Craig also designed the costumes and masks in 1910 for The Hourglass and On Baile’s Strand but sadly no records show there ever having been a performance of the latter.

Despite all the best intentions, due to the limitations of the stage itself, the scale and dynamics of the playwright’s vision had to be modified time and time again. It is ironic that in one of Yeats’ very own plays, The Countess Cathleen (1911), the climax of which called for thunder and lightning and a mountain top awash with angels, the script had to be revised omitting these elements and stating that this version of the script was ‘suitable for performances at the Abbey Theatre’.

While Yeats endeavoured to pursue his own theatrical paths, the seeds of a chance meeting in Paris in 1896 with John Millington Synge were coming to fruition. A visit to the Aran Islands on Yeats’ suggestion spawned an astonishing array of rich and powerful rural dramas. In such plays as The Well of the Saints (1905) and The Playboy of the Western World (1907) a wild and rugged landscape was again centre-stage.

Meanwhile, waiting in the wings was Lennox Robinson with his delightful comedies The Whiteheaded Boy (1916) and The Far Off Hills (1922), introducing the amusing antics of small town Ireland. But it wasn’t until the mid 1920s that another side of the Irish psyche was to be exposed in the raw and insightful works of Sean O’Casey, with such plays as The Shadow of a Gunman (1923), Juno and the Paycock (1924) and The Plough and the Stars (1926). O’Casey introduced to the Irish stage a new world of working class city dwellers facing up to the harsh realities of everyday life at a time of profound civil upheaval.

Finding a variety of apt visual styles for these contrasting forms of drama was not to prove easy, as generally at this time the visual aspect of theatre was a low priority.

After the initial youthful flourish with the world of abstraction, a formulaic approach to design rapidly asserted itself. The ‘House Style’ at the Abbey consisted of a dull repetition of stock walls, windows and doors, wallpapered, repainted and realigned as the needs of the drama decreed. From 1911 until 1949, one member of staff, Seaghan Barlow, a master carpenter, scenic artist, designer and even occasional actor oversaw the customary rearrangement of the ‘basic’ scenic elements. 

In the late 1920’s, two designers of immense talent, Dorothy Travers-Smith and Norah McGuinness brought a fresh perspective to the Abbey.

In 1927, her first year at the Abbey, Dorothy Travers-Smith’s designs for The Emperor Jones by Eugene O’Neill brought a savage and jazzy sensibility to the stage with its bold strokes and jewel-like use of colours. In 1928, for King Lear, she showed a spirit in tune with the current abstract movement in stark and geometric designs where a sense of place and atmosphere was shown with great style and economy. The artist Norah McGuinness was another designer employed at the time whose costume designs were imbued with a formal elegance and restrained use of colour. Her sensibilities in design were no doubt derived from a period spent working in Europe and particularly in Paris.
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1932-1951

During the 1930s, the Abbey seemed marked out to be in a constant state of crisis. It experienced a profound shift in funding policies when the new Government led by Eamon de Valera made stringent economies in all areas of public life not viewed as economically productive.

This period saw two notable events. In 1935, an abrupt about-face was shown when Sean O’Casey’s fourth play, The Silver Tassie, which had been rejected in 1928, was finally performed. The delayed production of O’Casey’s masterpiece, with its challenging blend of cosy naturalism and stark expressionism, provoked the predicted storm of protest. The play proved a challenge to the designer, to blend two opposing worlds, and it was not to be satisfactorily achieved until the famous revival of 1972. 

Also in 1935 the appointment of a permanent play director, Hugh Hunt, was made. 

Despite the economic constraints of these years, Hunt’s appointment was to be notable in his determination to improve standards of production in all its elements after years of malaise. To address this he engaged on a permanent contract the talented 21 year old English designer Tanya Moiseiwitsch. Between September 1935 and October 1939, she designed sets, often at weekly intervals, for over 65 productions. Their work together over this period more than paved the way for two 

further notable designers, Anne Yeats (W.B.Yeats’ daughter and Moiseiwitsch’s assistant), 1938 – 48, and Alicia Sweetman, 1943-46. 

In 1947 a young scenic artist at the Abbey, Tomás MacAnna, directed Casadh an tSugáin by Douglas Hyde. His subsequent association with the Abbey was to last until 1991, and he is currently a shareholder. He fulfilled many roles alongside that of director, designing predominantly sets, and also costumes. Whilst there had been a wealth of new plays written by such valued dramatists as Brinsley MacNamara, Teresa Deevy, George Shiels and Lennox Robinson, it has to be said that their eternal round of lightweight comedies and family dramas offered little scope for imaginative staging. Throughout the 1940s a familiarity of style reasserted itself. 

By contrast, the European and avant-garde canon had been rapidly devoured by Micheál Mac Liammóir and Hilton Edwards at the Gate Theatre, which was generally acknowledged to be at the forefront when it came to imaginative and dramatic staging. Its perceived Bohemianism as opposed to the Abbey’s earnest, native reality led to the famous epithet describing the two theatres as Sodom and Begorrah!

1951-1966

With the disastrous fire which destroyed its home in 1951, the Abbey was to find itself temporarily housed for two months in the Rupert Guinness Hall, until it moved to the far from adequate but much larger Queen’s Theatre. In the half century in which the Abbey had been viewed with pride as a national asset, the world had rapidly moved on. Now out of its protective shell and marooned in its temporary new home, it was forced to take stock and review its place in that world.

A larger theatre meant an immediate re-appraisal of what constituted ‘audience appeal’. Opening with a revival of The Silver Tassie to smaller than expected audiences showed that in its programming, the necessity to get as full houses as possible meant that anything other than the ‘tried and true’ went out of the window.

The emphasis on maintaining standards in design became inevitably of much lesser importance. Out of the window, went the notion of permanent design staff, and standards started to slip.

When Sean O’Casey withdrew the rights to his plays in 1958 the theatre more than ever was to fall back on a range of commercial plays, which made little call on the talents of the stage-designer.

However, towards the end of the theatre’s incarceration at the Queen’s, the repertoire began to develop in more interesting ways with consequent demands on the designers.

1956 saw premieres at the Abbey of Hugh Leonard’s The Big Birthday and Brendan Behan’s The Quare Fellow. Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey Into Night was performed in 1959 and Brian Friel’s The Enemy Within premiered in 1962. In 1965 Tomás MacAnna directed Brecht’s Galileo in a striking production where design aesthetics in setting and lighting were to the fore again. In its final year at the Queens, Yerma by the Spanish writer Lorca, was to receive a welcome production.

Two years before the move to the new theatre, the management also finally saw the wisdom in returning to the appointment of a resident designer – Brian Collins. He was to be a major force for change throughout the 1960s and 1970s, setting a precedent and maintaining standards of excellence in scene painting and design up until 1983. 

1966-1985

With the opening of the new Abbey Theatre in 1966 and the experimental theatre space, The Peacock, in 1967, the final dream of two modern and well equipped theatres was realised. The omens were good, as their establishment coincided with a decade fast achieving a radical and alternative take on every aspect of society and its depiction through the arts.

Within the design field, things were looking good too. Tomás MacAnna was appointed as Artistic Adviser in 1966 and was finally to become Artistic Director from 1973 to 1978. Brian Collins continued as resident designer and occasional director, finally moving in 1973 to the production department. Joining him in 1967, were Alan Barlow and, in the following year, Bronwen Casson, whose association with the theatre was to cover the next 25 years. Two further designers of immense significance emerged over the next few years, Wendy Shea in 1971 – again achieving a 20 year association – and, in the mid 1970s, Frank Conway. All three designers received their initial art training at the National College of Art and Design in Dublin and Casson and Conway followed this with a specialised theatre design course at Sadler’s Wells in London. Shea meanwhile, following similar instincts, attended the Regent Street Polytechnic for its stage design course.

With two new stages and a policy of presenting a wider range of plays, in tandem with a host of emerging playwrights, this group of designers were busily employed. The works staged ranged from the Abbey classics to the neglected worlds of Restoration comedy, and from Russian dramas to such emerging, native, heavy hitters as Behan and Beckett. Beckett’s world, with his emphasis on drama in enigmatic spaces was to prove a liberation for designers.

Interestingly, this pared-back aesthetic had initially been achieved in a production of Borstal Boy in 1967. Director Tomás MacAnna and designer Christopher Baugh stripped the stage of the theatre to the back wall and staged the play with just a few well chosen, emblematic scenic elements and props.

This freedom from old restraints was applied also to ‘old favourites’ which were dusted down and given a ‘new look’. 

Alan Barlow’s The Playboy of the Western World in 1971, broke with tradition by placing the drama on a circular stage and backing it with a photo-montage of newspapers showing the riots that accompanied its first performances. The following year, his bold and haunting staging of The Silver Tassie was to establish without doubt the enormous contribution to the overall success of a production that can be made by the designer. But a designer of necessity has to be something of a chameleon and when a few years earlier, in 1967, the Abbey staged the first production of Boucicault’s The Shaughraun with its spectacular painted cloths and detailed ‘local colour’, you would have been hard put to identify it as the work of the same designer.

In her work, Bronwen Casson, an equally versatile designer, brought a decorative sensibility and a precision in evoking location and atmosphere to all of her productions. Her costume designs show a vibrant and elegant approach, beautiful as works of art in themselves but often successfully capturing the essential spirit of the characters in the simplest of terms. Her designs for the cycle of Yeats’s plays were especially memorable.

Wendy Shea, as a set designer, also moved seamlessly between bold, structural dynamics, as in her designs for Desire Under the Elms in 1976, and a gritty urban realism for The Shadow of a Gunman in 1980. Her costume designs, witty and detailed, also reflected a sharp and merciless eye for the foibles of the characters.

Arriving at the Abbey in the mid-70s, and completing the triumvirate, Frank Conway was to bring a new aesthetic to the stage. Initially, a structural reality fracturing into areas of abstraction served dramatically for the plays of Sean O’Casey. Later, work with Artistic Director Garry Hynes on a startlingly different staging of The Plough and the Stars (1991) and most recently in Marina Carr’s Ariel (2002), sets were reduced to a sumptuous monumental eloquence with only the props and furniture to aid story-telling and location.

1985-2004

Since the mid 1980s design for the stage world wide has changed greatly. The key word that comes to mind is “acceleration”. With the development of new stage machinery, lighting and computer technology, it is now possible to reflection the stage a world that is in a constant state of flux.

The Abbey’s current production of The Shaughraun, designed by Francis O’Connor, more than testifies to the “high voltage” thrills possible when massive chunks of three dimensional scenery transform before your very eyes. Previously these types of changes were achieved by simple flying scenery, wing flats and back cloths. Now new methods and computer aided technologies make it possible to whirl audiences from one location to another with an almost cinematic sweep.

Designers require a diverse range of skills to create the world of the play. Many designers now acquire these skills through formal training often at post graduate level. Monica Frawley, By the Bog of Cats (1998) and Paul McCauley Asylum! Asylum! (1994) followed a Fine Arts degree at the National College of Art and Design in Dublin, with stage design courses at Central/ St Martins College and The Motley Design Course in London. The latter course is run by Alison Chitty, The Honey Spike (1993). Another influence on contemporary designers at the Abbey is Christopher Baugh, significant for his production of The Hostage, (1970). He taught on the MA in Theatre Design at the University of Manchester, where Joe Vanek, Dancing at Lughnasa, (1990), received his training. 

Stage design is influenced by many aspects of contemporary visual culture. Many fine artists cross over into the field of theatre design. In the twentieth century, artists such as Leger, Derain, De Chirico and Picasso and more recently Sidney Nolan and David Hockney have made notable designs for the stage. In Ireland, the artist and designer Robert Ballagh (who formerly studied at the School of Architecture, Bolton Street) moves seamlessly in his practice from the visual arts to stage design. Photographs of his designs for Michael Harding’s Misogynist (1990), are included in the exhibition. It is also worth noting that architecture has influenced the development of set design in recent decades. The designer Guido Tondino, designer of The Playboy of the Western World, 2004, cites this as a major influence.

Central to this exhibition is the presentation of a number of model boxes from recent Abbey productions. These illustrate an important part of stage design practice and represent a range of approaches and styles of contemporary set designers working in Ireland. These are accompanied by research notebooks, preliminary and technical drawings, costumes and production photographs.

The model boxes included are Frank Conway’s Ariel (2002), Monica Frawley’s By the Bog of Cats (1998), Francis O’Connor’s The Shaughraun (2004), Carl Fillion’s The Burial at Thebes (2004), Joe Vanek’s Dancing at Lughnasa (1990) and Guido Tondino’s The Playboy of the Western World (2004). The costume designer Joan O’Clery is featured in The Shaughraun (2004) and The Burial at Thebes (2004). 

The staging of the contemporary play has moved significantly from the restraints experienced by designers a century ago. There is a new freedom to create the world of the play and the designers represented in this show have embraced those challenges and possibilities through their imaginative interpretation of both the familiar and the new at the Abbey and Peacock Theatres.

