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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 Bohme’s understanding of
the relationship between architecture and scene design, Sladana Milicevic¢ 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 artin everyday life — for artists and audiences equally.

Itis 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 (tomog) 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 competentin 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 Dinulovié¢

Radivoje Dinulovi¢ (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
exhibited architectural and scene design projects throughout Europe, in Russia, China and United States,
including the Venice Biennialin architecture and in theatre, and Prague Quadrennial of Performing Design and
Space, where his students received international awards. At the PQ, he curated National exhibition in 2007
and was a member of the internationalJury in 2015. He published books “20th Century Theatre Architecture”
(Clio, 2009) and “Theatre - Politics - City” (with A. Brki¢, Yustat, 2007), as well as great number of articles in
leading national and international magazines.
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Guardians of the
Public Happiness

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 Bohme’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 | 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 | 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, | 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



Life is Serious;
ART SERENE

REVIEW

302

303 ARCHITECTURAL-SCENIC RESEARCH

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. Itis 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 (Dipléme d’études approfondies) in Philosophy from Université Paris 8 and a PhD from University of
Zagreb. She is the author of the book Indos and Zivadinov, 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 KazaliStarije (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.
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