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The relationship between predestination as the 
given, inevitable circumstances of a person's life and 
their free, (ir)responsible choice within those 
circumstances represents the fundamental conflict 
on which the theme of my artistic doctoral project, 
titled "Life Path: Between Destiny and Free Will – 
Scene Design Artwork" is formed. The artistic work, 
which arose from the theoretical and artistic 
research of the dissertation, is titled "The Pilgrim" 
and stands as an independent work in the field of 
scenic design artistic practices. It was performed on 
October 16, 2022, in the schoolyard of the "Slavko 
Rodić" Elementary School in Backi Jarak (my 
hometown), Serbia.

The theme on which the empirical research and artistic inspiration of the 
dissertation are based is summarized in the statement that "a man cannot 
escape his destiny, whichever path he chooses, but he builds his destiny by 
choosing the paths he will take." This stance, generated from my perception of 
reality, in its essential nature, represents an antinomy. This stance is 
composed of two, from the standpoint of rational thinking, opposing 
statements, but which can both be true when observed from the position of 
personal belief. Therefore, they are perceived as accurate, as they are 
experienced and emotionally felt. These statements, through subjective 
understanding of the key moments in life, and then through objective reflection 
(after establishing a time distance and changing certain views on life values), 
were recognized not only as true but also as paradigms for further life paths. In 
this way, these statements become a relevant basis for the theoretical and 
artistic exploration of the theme.

In the context of the conference theme (the relationship between reality and fiction, as 
well as the "seriousness" of life), the doctoral dissertation addresses two important 
questions:

The first relates to the nature of "fate" (predestination), i.e., the set of given influences 
that define the context of a person's existence within a particular time frame and spatial 
structure, and which they can influence little or not at all through their actions. Such a 
context, in which an individual finds themselves, is determined, on the one hand, by 
general influences such as the spirit of the times, the spirit of the place, spatial potentials 
and characteristics, social relationships, technological development, and the availability 
of resources, and on the other hand, by psychological, emotional, sensory, spiritual, and 
physical predispositions of the individual caught in that context. From the perspective of 
the artist (or any creator), awareness of the circumstances in which one creates and for 
which one creates is the basic prerequisite for any action.

In addition to the view that emphasizes the necessity of a person’s awareness of the 
circumstances in which they find themselves, an essential aspect of every life process 
(including artistic ones) is personal commitment within the given framework, that is, free will. 
However, free will in practice (whether artistic or otherwise) does not exist on its own, that is, 
without causal relationships with other categories. One (probably the most important) category, 
which is inextricably linked with freedom (or at least should be) – is responsibility. The Russian 
film director Andrei Tarkovsky, on the topic of the relationship between artistic activity and 
freedom, says that "only complete honesty and sincerity, combined with the knowledge of one's 
responsibility toward others, can ensure the fulfillment of the artist’s creative destiny." Thus, this 
(conscientious) understanding of free will and freedom in general, in relation to artistic practice 
(but also life itself), where a person, with sincere intent and an honest relationship with 
themselves and others, responsibly, consciously, and with dignity chooses and expresses their 
ideas, represents the second important question of my dissertation in relation to the theme of 
the conference.

The artistic work "The Pilgrim," as an 
independent piece of scenic design artistic 
practice, incorporates elements of site-specific 
performance, monodrama, and hip-hop musical, 
with a special emphasis on the use of stage tools, 
recognizing and utilizing all morphological, 
aesthetic, and ambient potentials of the selected 
space, as well as maintaining an active 
relationship with the audience. It is 
dramaturgically divided into four acts. For the 
performance, I wrote an original dramatic text (as 
a kind of "confession"), which reflected my 
personal relationship to significant life decisions 
that determined my life path, my personality, and 
my awareness of the circumstances in which I 
exist.

A particularly important aspect of the work, which is related to the theme of the 
conference, is the choice and use of the performance space. In the search for an 
appropriate space, certain criteria were established. First and foremost, it had to be a 
space that had a direct connection to some part of my life, meaning there had to be a 
strong and deep emotional-spiritual bond in our relationship, that the spirit of the place 
(genius loci) be sufficiently and strongly expressed, and as such, serve as an actor that 
would enhance the interpretation and contribute to a more effective presentation of my 
"confession." The second important criterion was that the space had to be an "urban 
street environment" and, as such, equivalent to "street culture," which greatly shaped 
me as a conscious individual. Therefore, its appearance, spatial characteristics, and 
aesthetics were meant to contribute to street narration, by being marginalized, 
abandoned, dilapidated, and in a raw state. Lastly, the space had to meet practical 
requirements for performing a stage piece: formation of a playing space and audience 
area, appropriate morphology to better define these units, unobstructed and safe 
audience access, space for technical staff, and the possibility of setting up stage lighting 
and sound.

Based on these criteria, the chosen performance space was the schoolyard of the "Slavko Rodić" Elementary School in 
Bački Jarak, the school I attended as a child. Specifically, it involved a particular, marginal segment of the yard that, due to 
the negligence of the designers, school, and local authorities, had remained undeveloped and neglected. Over many 
years, this space has deteriorated, and today it is completely overgrown with vegetation. Visible remnants of the 
construction of a part of the building that was never completed have also decayed over time. This space is frequently 
visited by drug addicts, alcoholics, and other marginalized community members, as they are hidden from the public here. 
Additionally, there have been incidents of violence among the school’s students in this space. In my adolescent years, I too 
occasionally visited this place for the consumption of light narcotics.

A special value of the work is reflected in the activation and offering of a new perspective on this space, which possesses 
specific ambience, both because of its architecture and the stories associated with it. A seemingly unusable, devastated, 
and abandoned area of the schoolyard in Bački Jarak was transformed, through thoughtful arrangement and furnishing, 
into an adequate stage space. This transformation did not negate its nature and appearance, but rather the marginal, 
degraded, aesthetic, and ambient characteristics were sublimated, i.e., transformed into a utilitarian playing space. The 
destructive energy of the space was not suppressed but enriched, and as such, used to elevate the overall experience of 
the work.

With this artistic work, besides sharing personal stories 
on the theme of predestination and free will, I sought to 
highlight the existence of a space that has been 
neglected for years and has therefore become suitable 
for various problematic activities. It is especially 
important to note that this space is an integral part of an 
educational institution attended by children. The fate of 
this space is unknown, as no one is willing to deal with 
it. It has the potential to become something beautiful 
and useful, like an outdoor classroom or a stage space 
for school performances. Circumstances have caused 
this space to not fulfill its potential, the irresponsibility of 
the authorities has allowed its decay, and the act of free 
will by individuals on the margins of society has 
imprinted their stories into it. One of those stories is 
mine.
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About Seriousness 
and Serenity

The book “Life is Serious: Art serene: Architectural Scenic Research” is, obviously, more than a collection 
of conference proceedings. Despite all the thematic, stylistic, and even ideological diversities in individual 
approaches, it offers a rich and inspiring exploration of the dynamic and non-reliable relation between 
art and existence. At the very beginning, in the introduction, while discussing Böhme’s understanding of 
the relationship between architecture and scene design, Slađana Milićević asks crucial questions related 
not only to this duality but also to the connections (or differences, or borderline) between architecture 
and performance in the contemporary society of spectacle. The main issue concerns different, not rarely 
even opposite understandings of life itself, its values and challenges, and finally, the place, role, functions, 
importance, and impact of art in everyday life – for artists and audiences equally.
It is important to emphasize the wide range of differences among the authors: in their professions (architects; 
scene, stage, costume, and exhibition designers; theatre directors and playwirghts; musicians; visual artists 
and art theorists; writers and philosophers, etc.), age, living environments (from Canada, Brazil, Mexico, 
India, or Australia, to Portugal, Czech Republic, and, finally, all parts of ex-Yugoslavia), and circumstances. 
Nevertheless, the topic and topos (τόπος) of each research establish a rich and vivid field of (often passionate) 
individual contributions, creating a wide platform of perspectives (or discourses) for rethinking the design, 
articulation, and use of space.
The content of this book reassures us that theatre and architecture have always interacted mutually, 
encouraged, and built between themselves. In this sense, scene design acts as a field of encounter and 
integration of space and play – a place of common presence and common experience for performers 
and audience in the chronotope we call a performance. Since the starting point of architectural activity is 
existential space, and theatre is undoubtedly a form of existence, a new reality, scene design should be 
viewed primarily as a type of architecture, and as such, related to visual or applied arts. In the exact sense of 
the word, scenography (writing a scene) originated as a Renaissance architectural experiment, so Sebastiano 
Serlio placed his three iconic scenes on an imaginary stage, not to apply them in the theatre, but to generate 
new architectural tools and a different spatial expression through the medium of theatre.
Challenges of terminology, definitions, and classifications are one of the major contributions of the book. 
What makes a difference between scenography and scene design? Is there a line of separation between 
the two disciplines, or is it a matter of individual understanding and belief? Are architects and visual artists 
equally competent in scene design as stage and costume designers? Does formal education necessarily lead 
to specific professional practice? Who represents performance and/or performing space, and how?
On the other hand, what determines space to become a place? Or a stage? What about the interaction 
between real and imaginary space in media (film, video, virtual, augmented or hyperreality)? Is the exhibition 
space always a stage? When is it, and when is it not? What defines the borderline of a performing space? Do 
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we need walls, or are chalk lines enough? How does city (or village) life become a performance, and what 
public space converts into a theatre? Is it possible to read the built environment as a dramatic text? Does 
spontaneous theatricality of space exist, or is everything already predetermined? What should we do with 
abandoned spaces? Could the temporary use of those spaces be significant for the built environment? What 
makes forgotten places so inspiring for site-specific events?
What is the role of the audience, in conventional or in unusual configurations? Are their attitudes different 
even when they share the same space with performers? How far does the responsibility of authors and 
performers extend, especially when creating for children or for an audience with limited abilities? How can 
theatre serve as a platform for critiquing societal norms, or society in general, considering all ideological, 
political, economic, or ecological issues? Could we observe wars and destruction as staged performances? 
What should be done about collective memory, responsibility, and even guilt? How can we rebuild a sense 
of community and care for public values? Could scene design be a tool in the battle for a better world and 
a different life? Are there already existing projects, collectives, and initiatives that could be connected and 
united?
All these questions, and many more, were deeply investigated, and some answers can be anticipated, if not 
taken for granted. In any case, the almost thirty research papers presented in this book will be an important 
and valuable document about the relationship between art and life in these dramatic, tense, and uncertain 
times.

Radivoje Dinulović
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Radivoje Dinulović (PhD, Arch) is professor of Scene Architecture & Design and at the Faculty of Technical 
Sciences, University of Novi Sad, Serbia. He was professor at the Faculty of Drama Arts in Belgrade, founder 
and director of Interdisciplinary MA and DA Studies in Scene Design at the University of Arts in Belgrade and 
visiting professor in Banjaluka (Bosnia & Herzegovina) and Skopje (Macedonia). He lectured, realised or 
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Space, where his students received international awards. At the PQ, he curated National exhibition in 2007 
and was a member of the international Jury in 2015. He published books “20th Century Theatre Architecture” 
(Clio, 2009) and “Theatre – Politics – City” (with A. Brkić, Yustat, 2007), as well as great number of articles in 
leading national and international magazines.
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The publication Life is Serious: Art Serene is all about blurring boundaries in (and between) art(s) – from the-
oretical point of view as much as from the practical one.  Not only that it presents a heterogenous assembly 
of authors coming from different disciplinary fields – mostly architects, scenographers and  stage designers, 
followed by light designers, art theoreticians and historians, sociologists, dramaturgs, musicians, opera sing-
ers, dancers, theatre directors -but being themselves divided or, better to say, integrated by various profes-
sional backgrounds (architect and scene designer, opera singer and architect; dancer and light designer,  to 
put only few examples). These multiple professional identities, as one would expect, did produce a material 
of extremely interesting and inspirative insights, questions and dilemmas. And almost all of them took a step 
further. Opposing directly or indirectly to Böhme’s famous dichotomy between seriousness of life and sereni-
ty of art (as simply unsustainable within contemporary world social practices), the authors showed many var-
ious examples of blurred distinctions, not-easily-definable entities, and/or offered propositions to overbridge 
the gap, where and if it ever actually did exist. As a common denominator of these insights I could quote a 
line – elegantly extracted by object-oriented ontology method – from the paper of one of the respective con-
tributors: “Life is serious but so is art!” In other, less ontological words, the (scenic) space – be it cinematic, 
theatrical, “purely” architectural, or political – is always socially constructed, thus never independent from 
the public atmo/sphere. 

From the perspective of a theatre researcher, while reading this volume I learned a lot about in-betweens 
of architecture, scenography and scene design, but my attention was naturally floating more toward topics 
and authors closer to performing arts. In that regard, I found especially interesting and potent for further ex-
ploration the case studies that showed the ways how to transform the audience from mere spectators to the 
participants (creating concepts as for example “dialectical wall”, “walking dramaturgy”, “artveillance”); ways 
of interaction between “character portrayal and spatial representation”; or how concepts of “tactile scenog-
raphy”, “expanded scenography” and “performative environment” offer new perspectives on looking at sce-
nography as “looking with the whole body”, thus, can produce “multisensory experience”, which is especially 
precious for blind and visually impaired spectators. Speaking of the latter concepts, they can easily be seen 
as associated with the concept provided by another author: a musical repetition by which “invisible, subjec-
tively-imaginary spaces” can be created, and so transition from everyday life to art (and back) can happen. 
Innovative strategies of combining natural and artificial light in contemporary dance performances, where 
light design often functions as “the only” scene design, connected with double ontological status of dance as 
being in the same time real and artificial, contribute again to modes of rethinking the life/art dichotomy. Such 
unintentional dialogues that “happened” are not rare moments within dramaturgy of this book. Digital theatre 
plays for young audiences that question relationship between “new technologies and old theatre features” 
and isometric video game are topics that at some point share idea of rejuvenating one of the oldest art media 
on Earth, while the idea of videogame environment and scene design as mode of re-writing the city, as well as 
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city stories, strongly corresponds to Surrealist concept of city as a playground, with its dérive practices of the 
flaneur – which is directly addressed by the third author, and so on.   

Out of these critical analyses, professional presentations, theoretical and autopoietic insights, one could 
extract a new vocabulary of producing the world (referring to Greek word poiesis) and the ways we should 
politically re/act in it – exactly as Hannah Arendt understands world, art and politics in her seminal book 
Vita Activa (The Human Condition). Last but not least: the fact that the participants of last year conference 
in Novi Sad – literally a couple of days before the railway station tragedy – were pointing out so often and so 
much the problems of neglected public space followed by political and social apathy, parallelly reclaiming 
the production of shared spaces, places of connection and collective experience, sense of community and 
civic responsibility, is not to be taken as a mere coincidence. It is just a prove that they acted as insightful, free 
and responsible human do.                     

Agata Juniku

Agata Juniku (1974) is an associate professor at the Academy of Dramatic Art, University of Zagreb. She holds 
a DEA (Diplôme d’études approfondies) in Philosophy from Université Paris 8 and a PhD from University of 
Zagreb. She is the author of the book Indoš and Živadinov, theatre-bio-graphies: The Sacred and the Ludic as 
Modes of the Political in Theatre (2019). She has been following contemporary theatre and dance practices 
since 1988, when she started cooperating with Radio 101 as a journalist and editor. She was the executive 
producer of theatre and dance radio-programs Kazalištarije (Theatralia) and Odeon: izvedi i snosi posljedice 
(Perform and else) broadcast by the Third Program of the Croatian Radio for ten years, and has worked for a 
long time for the journals Zarez and Frakcija (magazine for performing arts). Her academic research is mostly 
focused on contemporary theories of performance, construction and presentation of identity in theatre, as 
well as the procedures and strategies of political action in the context of performing practices, including radio 
art. REVIEW
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