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The present contribution derives from my master thesis, which aimed at analyzing 

contemporary strategies of exhibiting scenography in the course of Prague Quadrennial and 

consequently pointed out certain changes in the perception and exhibition of scenography 

since its foundation until today. 

  Thinking about the changes of form and content in the strategies of PQ, it is crucial to 

consider the period when this event was established, that is, the 1960s, when scenography 

represented such an exclusive discipline that for its presentation, an independent competitive 

exhibition was established. Therefore, thinking about the changes of the means of exhibiting 

scenography, it is of foremost importance to reflect first on the term itself. In fact, 

“scenography” is a variable term, the meaning of which is being shifted depending on the 

cultural and historical context. And since the whole issue is rather vast, I will now focus on 

the concept only in the time of the foundation of PQ and on its contemporary connotations. 

In Czechoslovakia, scenography has been asserted as a distinctive art form during the 

first half of the 20th century, in great part due to the architect and scenographer František 

Tröster. Later, it was especially scenographer Josef Svoboda, whose production popularized 

scenography as an artistic discipline, and thereafter, since the 1960s, the term has been used in 

common language. In the 1960s, scenography was usually connected to theatre design, 

perspective architecture and with the tendency to integrate science and technology into the 

domain of art.  

To what extent was scenography clearly defined in its most glorious times – that is, at 

the time of the establishment of its own competition – is possible to ascertain through the 

reading of the programme of the first year of PQ, held in 1967. Written by theoretician 

Vladimír Jindra, this text demarcates two main approaches to the contemporary scenographic 

work. First focuses on the usage of immaterial elements, that is, on the production with the 

use of “light, movement, time and space as dramatic factors. These are, within this approach, 

considered to be constants and a specific through which scenography differentiates from the 

traditional form of art (from painting, sculpture, and architecture).”1 According to Jindra, the 

second trend of contemporary scenography strictly rejects the building up of dramatic space, 

                                                            
1 JINDRA, Vladimír (ed.). Pražské quadrienále 1967. Praha 1967, Page  226. 
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which it considers an artificially constructed super-shape, it rejects illusionism in any form 

and tries to discover the elementary essence of scenographic work, searching for the function 

of a bare stage and the role of props.2 

 Moreover, in the 1960s, scenography did not represent only one part of theatre 

production; however, it also stood for an exclusive type of theatre praxis, focusing on the 

means of creation of the stage space. Its prominent contemporary theoretician, (above cited) 

Vladimír Jindra, does not perceive scenography only as an art discipline, but also as a part of 

the stage production: being a pupil of Jan Mukařovský, Jindra considered scenography in the 

frame of structuralism and defined it as a final phase of the development of the visual part of 

theatre production, related to the articulation of theatre space and oriented to dramatical text. 

And it was due to these Jindra’s reflections that scenography started to be exhibited on its 

own and not in the section of applied arts, into which it had been incorporated before PQ. 

The establishment of PQ in 1967 could be thus perceived as a completion of a 

development of a certain line of thought, begun at the end of the 19th century. Thus, while 

analyzing contemporary strategies of exhibiting scenography, we have to ask: where has been 

scenography heading ever since this completion for another almost fifty years? From this 

point of view, the crucial difference lies in the fact that while scenography was formerly 

perceived as a part of theatre production, that is, as an articulation of theatre space oriented on 

dramatical text, nowadays scenography accentuates even without the attribute “theatre” – 

which means as a distinctive environment, created for a performative event without the 

necessity of relation to a dramatical text. 

An evidence for this claim could be found for example in The Cambridge Introduction 

to Scenography, published in 2009, where we come across such characteristic of the term 

scenography which broadens its understanding even in terms of “manipulation and 

orchestration of the performance environment.”3 Similar reflections had been presented 

during a symposium Transformations of the Prague Quadrennial since 1999, organized in 

March 2015, when for example the perception of scenography has been characterized as a 

change of atmosphere of a given environment. The scenographic work itself was then 

compared to a systematized leading of perception of a given space, that is, to a refined and 

precise manipulation. This idea can be demonstrated in the case of the last award-winning 

exposition of PQ – Estonia: Unified Estonia, where the whole nation was understood as a 

                                                            
2For this second approach, perceiving the stage as a both theatrical and architectonical element essential for the actor’s play, a 
denomination “action scenography” was later adopted. 
3 MCKINNEY, Joslin, BUTTERWORTH, Philip. The Cambridge introduction to scenography. Cambridge 2009, Page 4. 
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space in which a group of people consciously changed its mood and manipulated it in a 

certain direction.4 

We can conclude that in the 21st century, the understanding of the concept of scenography 

gradually ceased to be dependent on a specific theatre production or stage space and it started 

to be related to the formation of any performance space. This further leads to an accentuation 

of the processual character of scenography, instead of its final appearance. 

Perhaps also due to the necessity of rethinking, denoting and categorization of such 

exposition forms which exceed the traditional concept of scenography, the PQ came to the 

decision to change its title. In Czech, after more than 40 years of existence, the original term 

“stage/theatre design” was replaced by the term “scenography”. Thus, scenography has been 

introduced to the title of PQ only in 2011, which means that we can speak about broadening 

of the connotation of this term.5 

 In the Anglo-Saxon context, the situation is considerably different and its analysis is 

not the subject of this contribution. I will only briefly mention that here, the term 

“scenography” was on the contrary removed and replaced by the term “performance design”.6 

Thus, in a different context, we can trace contrarily the tendency of creating further categories 

for new forms. However, in both cases the organizer of PQ showed that they would like to 

open the event to the transdisciplinary conception of scenography as a performative space, 

both inside and outside of either “black box” (theatre) or “white cube” (gallery). Scenography 

is thus no longer perceived only as an exclusive form of theatre design, but as a 

multidisciplinary practice of artistic representation of performative spaces, characterized by 

its variability and instability.   

 Now, after clarifying the term itself, we can further reflect on how scenography was/is 

exhibited. If we begin at the time when PQ was established, it is necessary to point out the 

tradition of organizing great exhibition shows, which the foundation of PQ followed. The 

second half of the 1960s is, besides other things, characterized by gradual easing of the 

political situation in Czechoslovakia, which enabled the presentation of Czechoslovakian 

theatre abroad through diverse informational and exhibition activities. According to articles 

published in a specialized journal Acta Scaenographica, the foundation of such associations 

was supported by independent departments and specific professions. Reading these articles, it 

becomes evident that exhibition production existed as an independent artistic discipline and 
                                                            
4Jan Štěpánek. Session 5: Discussion about Czech Exposition and PQ in Czech Context. Proměny Pražského Quadriennale od 
roku 1999. [online: youtube.com]. Minute 08:33. Prague 2016. 
5Pražské Quadriennale jevištního výtvarnictví a divadelní architektury → Pražské Quadriennale scénografie a divadelního 
prostoru 
6 Prague Quadrennial of Scenography and Theatre Architecture → Prague Quadrennial of Performance Design and Space 
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while analyzing its specifics, we come across the exact same characteristics which describe 

also theatre and scenography. As an example, we may mention the necessity of the presence 

of an audience: “it is only due to the audience, or thanks to it, that the exhibition comes alive. 

On the contrary, an exhibition without spectators, as well as a theatre play, is dead, or does 

not exist.”7 

 As a different example, we can mention an article entitled “An Exhibition and The Art 

of Exhibition”, written in 1966, the author of which points out the capability of the art of 

exhibition to affect the spectator both emotionally and rationally. Underlining the complexity 

of the art of exhibition, the author applies also the concepts of theatre terminology: besides 

exhibition scenography, he analyses the function and necessity of exhibition script, 

dramaturgy, and especially its director. According to the author, a good exhibition is one that 

raises harmony and understanding between both of its parts: the author’s as well as the 

consumers. Exhibition visitors are then perceived as their co-creators – but only if they are the 

true audience and not only “accidental” spectators. Given the above-mentioned observations, 

we can understand the art of exhibition in terms of a certain synthetic unit, composed of a 

number of individual parts the existence of which requires the presence of a spectator to 

whom it may show its essence. Some of the theoreticians even consider the role of the 

exhibition director or of the “author of exhibition scripts” as being the most important one, 

representing an organizational principle of the whole exhibition. 

 We can thus see that certain professions that existed in the 1960s could be read 

parallelly with today’s position of national curators. Such curators prepare their national 

expositions in a very similar way: they choose the exhibited artifacts or directly the artists 

who are supposed to create the exposition. In this sense, the curatorial process itself could be 

perceived as a process of translation, both in terms of space (from the shape of theatre 

production to the shape of the exhibition) and meaning.  

Due to the importance of the role of the curator in the course of the last years of PQ, 

one has to ask whether – and to what extent – these curatorial expositions represent an 

independent artistic act. Frequently, we come across a conviction that nowadays during PQ, 

we witness the creativity of national curators more often than the creativity of scenographers. 

Already in 2007, Arnold Aronson pointed out that some of the exhibitions of PQ are 

becoming an independent artistic discipline, namely, the art of installation.8  

                                                            
7SANTAR, Jindřich. Výstavy a výstavnictví. IN: Acta Scaenographica. Year 7, volume. 1. Prague 1966, Pages 1-4. 
8ARONSON, Arnold (ed.). Exhibition of the Stage: reflections on the 2007 Prague Quadrennial. Prague 2009. 
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In this sense, we can refer to theatrical aspects of the medium of installation, which, in 

my opinion, approximates it to the contemporary concept of scenography. The theatrical 

aspects of installation are brought up by Anne Ring Petersen in her study “Realism, 

Theatricality, Ritual – On Aspects of the Aesthetics of the Installation”, where she analyses 

the means of perceiving reality through installation. Petersen suggests that the aim of 

installation is to transpose reality on a different level with the help of diverse theatrical 

techniques. Among those belong, for example, the collective influence of the audience as a 

co-actor, which is capable to create even a ritual dimension. According to the scholar, 

installations are to a great extent an issue of production of images and fiction, which does not 

emerge as independent and autonomous units, but which are, on the contrary, supposed to 

represent an imaginary stage. By their theatrical and performative character, installations 

distract the awareness from the work itself towards an experience of the spectator. To 

conclude, we can say that installation art is a work in process and that a live action is its 

crucial component. That is to say that the characteristics of the art of installation are the same 

by which also contemporary scenography is defined.  

Thinking about perceiving a work of art as an “experience”, we can come back to a 

comparison of the current direction of PQ with its original conception. In this sense, we have 

to consider the political situation within which PQ was created, as well as the competitive 

character of the show. In this context, certain types of exhibition forms – “material artistic 

artifact” – could serve also as a convenient export article. Moreover, within the political 

environment of the given period, the performative character of exhibition could be considered 

inappropriate due to the impossibility to control its content. Therefore, judging the individual 

expositions, we should not forget the political background of their preparations – at least until 

the first free PQ in 1991.  

 Another aspect could be related to the above-mentioned problems. From its very 

beginning, PQ has represented a unique opportunity of encountering the otherwise 

inaccessible surrounding world. Although controlled and in an indirect way, visitors of the 

event could at least glimpse into the workshops and means of creation of artists from 

neighboring countries, including the western ones. Evaluating the contemporary conception of 

PQ, one must take this aspect into account, because of today, it is no longer any problem to 

invite foreign companies or, on the contrary, to visit any country and its theaters. In this sense, 

it is therefore logical that current heading of PQ recedes from its original conception of an 

exhibition of the best what emerged in the field of theatre and scenography (in the last four 

years) in individual countries. 
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 If we take into account the context mentioned, as well as that what scenography 

represented in those days, we can, together with many other theoreticians and practitioners, 

ask whether the subject of current years of PQ is still even scenography itself. Personally, I 

think that if we understand the concept of scenography within the given conditions, that is, as 

an exclusive form of stage visual art and integrated part of theatre production, the answer will 

be negative. Actually, the present-day means of exhibiting scenography show that in general, 

the perception of this artistic genre deflected from its strong relation to a stage production. 

Although some of the expositions are still created by means of documentary forms, that is to 

say, as a kind of revival of the theatre productions (FIG. 1. Turkey, FIG. 2. Mexico), most of 

them are heading in a different direction. Frequently, the aim of the expositions is to create 

independent scenographic structures that exist both within exhibition space (FIG. 3. Slovakia) 

and the environment of surrounding landscape (FIG. 4. Tribes) or political and social situation 

(FIG. 5. Denmark, FIG. 6. Estonia), which are often based on the performative action of the 

actors (FIG. 7. Latvia), as well as of the visitors, who are conceived as partakers (FIG. 8. 

Spain). These “theatralized environments”9 offer to the visitors a number of experiences, from 

which they draw attention to the performative character of scenography and function also 

outside of the theatre performance. 

 This definition of scenography implies that we can moreover understand scenography 

as an everyday reality, where the action of each one of us is a performative act, related to 

more or less strictly defined (social) roles, spaces and general patterns of acting within society 

in the most general sense. And if scenography is a spatial and visual representation of such 

action of ours, it delivers a message of the state of our world by its appearance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
9ARONSON, Arnold (ed). Exhibition of the Stage: reflections on the 2007 Prague Quadrennial. Prague 2008, Page 11. 
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FIG. 1. – Turkey - Student Section 
PQ 2015 
Photo: Braňo Pažitka 
E-Archive PQ: http://services.pq.cz/archive 
 

 
 

FIG. 2. – Mexico – Searches 
PQ 2015 
E-Archive PQ: http://services.pq.cz/archive 
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FIG. 3. – Slovakia – Student Section 
PQ 2015 
Photo: Braňo Pažitka 
E-Archive PQ: http://services.pq.cz/archive 
 

 
 

FIG. 4. – Tribes: Animal Kingdom 
PQ 2015 
Photo: Marek Volf 
E-Archive PQ: http://services.pq.cz/archive 
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FIG. 5. – Tribes: Blue Tired Heroes 
PQ 2015 
Photo: Marek Volf 
E-Archive PQ: http://services.pq.cz/archive 
 
 

 
 
FIG. 6. – Denmark - Through different eyes 
PQ 2015 
E-Archive PQ: http://services.pq.cz/archive 
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FIG. 7. – Estonia - Unified Estonia 
PQ 2015 
Photo: Martina Novozámská 
E-Archive PQ: http://services.pq.cz/archive 
 

 

 
 
FIG. 8. –Latvia – The Submission 
PQ 2015 
Photo: Vladislav Nastavseh 
E-Archive PQ: http://services.pq.cz/archive 
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FIG. 9. – Spain – MUÉRETE 
PQ 2015 
Photo: David Pastor 
E-Archive PQ: http://services.pq.cz/archive 


