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ARNOLD ARONSON. Fifty Key Theatre Designers. Routledge Key Guides Series. London: Routledge,

2024. Pp xvi + 329, illustrated. $180.00 (Hb); $54.95 (Pb); $49.45 (eBook).

Reviewed by Joslin McKinney, University of Leeds

As Arnold Aronson points out, the selection of the fifty key theatre designers included in this volume
necessitates difficult choices. In this book, he has identified practitioners who have “played a key
role in the development of scenography” (2). Aronson, along with many other scholars in this field,
identifies Sebastiano Serlio, an architect and artist working in sixteenth-century Italy, as the first
person to locate theatre design “within the broader contemporary developments of art and
architecture” (18) and to effectively establish theatre design as a distinct artistic pursuit. Adopting a
chronological structure, Aronson traces a loose lineage of designers working since Serlio and up to

the present day and discusses their work with reference to theories of scenography.

The advantage of this framing is that it allows Aronson to create an overarching narrative of the
emergence of scenography as critical to theatre practice in the Western tradition. Whilst Aronson is
concerned to draw attention to individual designers who “remain largely invisible” (10), he
contextualizes their work as central to the production and reception of theatre. In Aronson’s 2018
edited collection, The Routledge Companion to Scenography, he reflects how recent scholarship
shows scenography to be “fundamental to an understanding of the performative act,” overturning
the Aristotelian framework in which scenic design is subordinated to dramatic poetry. Nonetheless,
these developments in scenography scholarship have not permeated wider theatre culture, and it is
still common that reviews of theatre productions overlook the contribution of theatre designers. In
seeking to redress that tendency, Fifty Key Theatre Designers draws its intellectual underpinning
from the 2018 volume and provides an accessible introduction to the ways in which scenographic

practices have shaped Western theatre over the last five centuries.

Aronson’s selection of designers is informed by his definition of scenography as “a multidisciplinary

praxis with an emphasis on spatiality and the unity of creation” (9), and he includes in his selection



directors Richard Wagner, André Antoine and Nikolai Okhlopkov, who might also be described as
designers insofar as they have taken responsibility for the “entirety of the perceptual experience”
(9). The inclusion of designers such as Adolphe Appia, Edward Gordon Craig, Tadeusz Kantor, Josef
Svoboda and Robert Wilson reinforces the sense of scenography as a unity of creation. This framing,
though, prioritises scene design (including lighting and projection), leaving very little room for
explicit discussion of costume design (Irene Sharaff is the only practitioner here who was exclusively

a costume designer) and none for sound design.

What this selection achieves most successfully is a sense of the development of scenography in
Western theatre through the circulation and re-interpretation of ideas. It is not surprising to see
several designers acknowledging the influence of Josef Svoboda, but it is helpful and illuminating to
have Aronson’s commentary on the less obvious links. Joseph Urban, for example, “exerted a
profound, though seldom acknowledged, influence on American design” through an approach to
design that Aronson links to Wagner’s notion of Gesamtkunstwerk (92—93). Elsewhere, Jennifer
Tipton’s view of light as “visual music” that establishes the “rhythm of a production” is considered in
relation to Adolphe Appia’s use of light to transform music into spatial form. Aronson concludes that
Tipton extends Appia’s original idea by recognising how light shapes our looking in both time and
space, creating a “reality that is not literal” (242). Aronson returns repeatedly to the work and ideas
of Serlio, Appia, Wagner and Svoboda to consolidate a concept of design practice that is firmly

rooted in a European theatre tradition.

Aronson’s claim that the role of the theatre designer has been “ineluctably bound up with” (5)
Western theatre form, at least up to the end of the twentieth century, is hard to deny. The
profession of theatre designer has been based on training developed in Europe and in the United
States, and it is perhaps understandable that the vast majority of the designers in this book are
those working in the West. Even those like Hélio Eichbacher from Brazil and Liu Xinglin from China

acknowledge the profound influence of Western scenography on their work. Nevertheless, in these



entries, there is a hint of what a more global selection of designers might have achieved. Liu has
been influenced by Appia, Svoboda and Wilson, but at the same time, he looks to traditional Chinese
forms as a route to innovation in his designs (291). Eichbacher’s involvement in the Tropicélia
movement (256) can be seen as search for new or alternative artistic expressions, drawing on
specifically Brazilian traditions and aesthetics and that offer a counter-narrative to Western theatre
hegemonies. In his introduction, Aronson acknowledges that a book on contemporary design would
need to be “far more diverse and global in its reach” (6). Such a book would also need to challenge
some of our assumptions about scenography as a universal form and leave room for alternative
histories and traditions. For now, though, and in its own clearly stated terms, this book makes a
significant contribution to raising the visibility of designers whose work has had a profound impact
on the production and reception of theatre and helps to redress the persistent tendency to overlook

the work of designers everywhere.
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Abstract

This book features fifty designers whose work has made significant contributions to the
development of scenography over the last five centuries with particular focus on theatre in Europe,
the United Kingdom and the United States in the twentieth century.



