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Photo 1: Stage Year Book, page 335, Carson & Comerford, 1911, London.  
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Before reading this booklet, I have some interesting theatre facts for you. 
The phrase good luck is never used in theatre. It is replaced by “break a leg” meaning going 
through the legs (curtains) when you would step on stage. Or replaced by “merde” originating 
from how much feces from the horses would be lying in the streets in front of the theatre, or by 
“toi toi toi”: an onomatopoeic rendition of spitting three times to gesture away the evil spirits. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Gilles Pollak 
Master of Fine Art and Design, programme Scenography 

HKU, University of the Arts Utrecht, Netherlands. 
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LEXICON 

Theatrical: a certain quality of items or actions. Elements that have a story, that let your 
imagination flow and revealing their story. A quality where visual or auditive tension can exist, 
about contradictions creating tensions. 
 
Theatricality: theatrical aspects of objects, actions, spaces made visible. 
 
Theatrical convention: set of rules of theatre. These are specific actions and techniques that 
both makers and spectators understand. 
 
Scenographic theatre: theatre where scenography is playing the main role. A purely visual 
theatre language. 
 
Meta-theatre: theatre talking about theatre. Theatre about theatre. Theatre playing with its 
basics, its origin, its rules. 
 
Structure: a constructed space, the way theatre sets are built. An undefined space, open for 
changes. 
 
Silence: the absence of sounds or noise. 
 
Silent narrative: a narrative told by silence, without words but with simple actions or gestures. 
 
Lumières trouvées: lights that have been used for years, which are telling a story. This category 
includes gas-discharge lights, streetlights, fluorescents and neon. 
 
Performativity: qualities of movement. Giving an object or space a character. 
 
Duality: a relation between real and not-real or imagined, what is and is not there, about 
repetitions of actions and spatial qualities.
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This booklet gives you an insight into my making and thinking process. The booklet is a manual 
in which you receive the knowledge that you might need to understand my research and see all 
the knots and bolds. I chose this manual to be a pocketsize book, as something you can always 
carry with you. The style of a manual comes from my background as a theatre technician. 
Technicalities are not just paraphernalia for theatre but are an inspiration. This manual could 
be a manual for electricity, lights or other theatre equipment, but in this case a manual into a 
method of creating contemporary scenography. 
 
My research is a making-based research, where I make in order to understand things more 
clearly. When I talk about my research I will talk about my practice, because developing this 
research and investigating it during the master, helped me to create a clear practice. 
 
The manual is roughly divided into two parts. The first part provides a context. You can read 
about my influences, the atmospheres and aesthetics I like and upon which I base my work. The 
second part is more about my making-based research, my practice. The different topics (such 
as theatricality of spaces, technical history, performativity of spaces, persons and lights) are 
explained with examples.  You won’t see the difference between the two parts; the text is one 
ongoing text. On the previous page you can find a lexicon. In this lexicon words that I use in 
the manual are clarified. 
 
 

 Go where they are painting the scenes; go where they are twisting the 
electric wires for the lamps; go beneath the stage and look at the 

elaborate constructions; go up over the stage and ask for information 
about the ropes and the wheels; but while you are learning all this about 
the Theatre… be very careful to remember that outside the world of the 

Theatre you will find greater inspiration than inside it: I mean in nature. 
 

Edward Gordon Craig, The Artists of the Theatre of the future in two parts. The Mask, 
Volume 1, no. 1, March , 1908, Part one, London. 

 

 
 
This small text is written by Edward Gordon Craig (1872-1966), an English 
actor/scenographer/director/…. If you did not read the text, please return and do so. If you have 
questions about the text, read it again and again until you know it by heart. If you read and 
understand it, you can continue reading.  In Craig’s text you get an insight into the different 
crafts that are related to the theatre: those which are necessary in order to create theatre. The 
text is giving you not only an insight in theatre crafts, but also in my practice. When I started 
the master I was interested in how I could bring natural phenomena – with a focus on rain – 
into theatre. Recreating these phenomena with the use of gas-discharge lights. Creating an 
illusion of rain. In other words you could say that my focus was more related to the illusion 
which is typical to create a certain magic in theatre. While creating, the question of how this 
magic was created and revealing this process to the spectator became more important. My 
education as a theatre technician, my work in the technical part of the theatre and my knowledge 
of technicalities made me aware of how this magic is created. It is a manipulation of the space, 
the time and the visual. This resulted into using the backstage as a form to create, into using the 
backstage as a scenographical concept. 
My practice is based upon theatre. I take things from the outside world and make them 
theatrical, focusing on the simplicity of actions, objects and labour, trying to find out how to 
give attention and make people aware of these simple things.  
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I share a personal interest, things or items I am attracted to with the spectator, sharing my feeling 
towards certain actions or objects. The sharing happens in my case in a theatrical way in a 
honest, intimate and personal performance. 
 
By giving time and space to simple objects or actions and by placing them in a theatre context, 
the potential theatricality and beauty that exists in these actions and objects can be revealed. I 
am not making the objects or actions more beautiful than they are, but I show them as they are, 
pure and raw. Sometimes a melancholic feeling might be evoked in the spectator. This 
melancholy derives from the fascination for analogue techniques, a love for older lights and a 
melancholy of the childhood, of things from the past.  
Together with this feeling of melancholy is the tristesse. Tristesse of a person alone, of a space 
without humans, of a lone light. A tristesse of abandoned and forgotten spaces. 
The feeling of melancholy suggests something that was but is no longer. The same happens in 
theatres nowadays. A layer of dust is coming down on the stage and auditorium. Life and 
amusement made place for silence. (cfr. Joris Smit, Trouw, 05/04/2020) 
 
The silent narrative is the term I give to the narrative. A narrative without words but with simple 
actions or gestures. The storyline is told by movement in space and by the play of light and 
shadow. The silent narrative lets the spectator experience what silence is. It gives attention to 
silence and what can happen during silence. This silence helps to regain attention for a certain 
work, but it also creates a tension, an excitement of what is going to happen. Through the use 
of silence you can hear every little detail of sound: sounds of the space, sounds of movements; 
ropes being pulled, a light fixture turning on, wheels running, people moving. 
The relation between the scenes, objects and performer creates a narrative. When different 
scenes are happening together a duality of spaces and performance is created. Duality is about 
a relation between real and non-real or imagined, what is and is not there, about repetitions of 
actions. In the manual you are reading at this very moment, I work on different levels of duality; 
duality of being, of spaces, of actions, of objects and atmospheres. 
Further on in this manual I write again about the duality with clear examples. 
 
Aesthetically I am more drawn towards used items and objects, materials of which you can see 
they have been used for decades, which gives a roughness to them. The idea of re-use and 
history of objects is ideologically present in my practice.  
Besides theatre (in all its aspects) being the main inspiration, the industrialisation of the 20th 
century was very influential, both aesthetically as conceptually, in my practice. This industrial 
period (from mid nineteenth until mid twentieth century) was an innovative period in which the 
world was changing. Progression in photography, theatre, light and film helped changing the 
perception of time.  
In contrast with this era full of changes and industrialisation the typical theatre style regained 
attention after years of neglection. The gold was polished, the red textiles refurbished. This 
typical theatre style came to existence in the baroque period (early 17th century). During this 
century theatre buildings were built à l’italienne, meaning a separation between spectators and 
actors on many levels: an elevated stage, a proscenium arch and the introduction of the fourth, 
missing wall, and elaborate designs with quick set changes. The designs were focussed on the 
ideal perspective which only one place in the auditorium had: le place du Prince. Due to this 
perspective actors only performed on the proscenium. The division of spaces created a 
separation between reality and fiction. The illusion of the theatre and the opulence of theatre 
gained importance. 
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The colour scheme of my work does not consist of many colours. I use the romantic colours of 
the older theatre and the rough colours of the industrial period, trying to find a coherence 
between them. I use the colours of the materials just as they are: wood and metal colours 
combined with red and gold from the theatre. By showing both the rough and the polished sides 
of the theatre I am giving the spectator a glimpse behind the splendour of theatre.  
This look behind the splendour is a tool to create theatre and reveal theatricality. In my practice 
I am making the backstage visible, slowly revealing every aspect of stagecraft that is necessary 
for theatre. Stagecraft is a term for the technical aspects of scenography such as set building, 
rigging, light, sound…I see technicalities and technical history as artistic sources. 
 
To give an insight into the technicalities of theatre, I will explain some topics of the technical 
theatre history which are important in my practice, those which I use as an artistic source. 
Unfortunately almost nothing of this technical history has been written down; the craftsman 
thought his apprentice the tricks of the trade. What once was important to make theatre, is now 
tucked away in the attic or basement or disappeared. This lack of (written) sources is a reminder 
of how temporal theatre and its surroundings are. When I relate my practice to this technical 
theatre history, I am looking for the more romantic and unknown history.  
The Stage Year Book helps me to find this unknown history. This series of books originate 
from the beginning of the 20th century. Each book is a review of a specific year in theatre, 
inviting you into their world: pictures, advertisements, organisations, fires, railway rates, plays, 
technical innovations… In the books they talk about the modern stage, a modern stage of more 
than hundred years ago… Although it is a century ago, the bases for current theatre practice 
were made in this era of technical improvements. 
The Lexique International de Termes Techniques du Théâtre en huit Langues/ An international 
Vocabulary of technical theatre terms in eight languages is a book inviting you to the backstage 
of theatre, it is an introduction into technical theatre terms. The book is used for touring 
technicians to be able to communicate with local theatres. This book assists me in finding ‘new’ 
technical terms that got lost or anglicized over the decades. 
 
Since footlights made their entrance into theatre they never left. They first were introduced as 
tapers, then turned into candles, to oil candles, to gas lights, to electrical light bulbs to light 
emitting diodes (led). Footligths are placed at the edge of the stage illuminating the actors from 
below. Reflective panels direct the light more towards the stage and less to the auditorium, 
trying not to disturb the spectator too much. This reflective panel can be decorated as 
elaborately as desired, from brass shell-boxes to simple mirrors.  
 
A Collier Belge is a tool used to tie cables to fly-bars. Its origin probably comes from the sailing 
industry. Sailors used small lengths of ropes to hold sails together and into place, called gasket 
or garcettes. The Collier Belge is a Belgian theatre adaption originating from the end of the 20th 
century. Instead of ropes, strips made from the inside of car tires and small pieces of wood are 
used. Theatre technicians used to make them between the different performances and build-ups, 
to spend their time well.  
 
Whistling on stage is nowadays seen as a superstition, actors believe that whistling on stage 
will give bad luck. This superstition comes from the 17th century when whistling on stage was 
not allowed, because technicians and theatre riggers (those moving the fly-bars or dropping 
items from the fly loft) were mainly sailors. On boats sailors whistled to one another to make 
sails go up or down, in the theatre they used this same system of coded whistling to give cues. 
If an actor would whistle on stage, this could confuse the technicians and result in moving fly-
bars at the wrong moment, causing injury or even death. 
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The changement à vue is a set change in sight of the spectator. The term originates from the 
baroque period where stage effects and set changes were part of the everyday theatre and opera. 
The set change is part of the theatre piece, the change is not hidden with a black-out or a closed 
front curtain. Doing the set change in sight helps to create a continuity in the tone of the 
narrative represented in theatre piece. Often music was added to conceal the sounds of the 
changes. 
 
The eldest and most common type of physical sets are flats. The frame of the typical flats is 
made in wood. This wooden frame is covered with cloth or wood. A weight behind the flat is 
making it possible to look fixed for the spectator yet being light-weighted and movable. Flats 
are refurbished and repainted in order to have the right aesthetics for a certain design, to create 
the right atmosphere. In that sense I see this structure of the set as an abstract, undefined space, 
a space open for changes. As theatre is temporal, theatre sets are equally temporal.  
 

 
Photo 2: Cleaver, James. Le Théâtre, un coup d'oeil dans les coulisses, p. 10, Jarrold and sons, 1948, Paris 

 
The crossing between the middle line and the line behind the front curtain is a fixed reference 
point called the Copper Kees. In theatres there is a small copper nail on this specific point, 
helping technicians to position themselves and the scenography in relation to the theatre. 
 
The different directions of the theatre are mostly clear. House left and house right is seen from 
the auditorium to the stage. Stage right and stage left is seen from the stage to the auditorium. 
But more interesting and more romantic are the different directions in theatre named côté cour 
and côté jardin. The terms cour and jardin originate from the Théâtre des Tuileries (later named 
Salle des Machines) in Paris, France. It was built in 1661 and destroyed in 1871. Côté cour and 
côté jardin refer to the side of the garden of the Tuileries and the square of the Louvre castle in 
relation to the theatre building. It was called Terasse du Jardin and Cour du Château, which 
developed later to côté cour and côté jardin. 
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Photo 3: Diderot. Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, vol. 10,  

Plans de la Salle des Machines aux Tuileries 1772, Paris  
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When you leave a theatre, you turn on the ghost light. This light is an exposed light bulb on a 
portable light stand, placed in the middle of the stage. The name originates from superstition: 
to haunt away the ghost or to give the ghosts light to perform. In contemporary theatres, it is 
for safety reasons, so that people will not fall of the stage in the dark. 
With the ghost light turned on, the theatre is never dark. This one light bulb illuminates an 
empty stage in a darkened theatre. It is on when the theatre is unoccupied. In these strange times 
where theatres across the world are closed the ghost light serves as a beacon of hope, ensuring 
that the theatre is never dark. It means that although the space is empty, we will return. A 
permanent light that watches over the theatre when there is no one left. 
There is no unified design for the ghost lights, technicians made them from things available in 
the building or in the workshop. 
 
 
 
 
 
 In theatre we have a tradition- whenever the theatre is empty we are 

always sure to leave one light on. Typically on a stand in the center 
of the stage, this light is known as the ghost light. There are many 
stories about its origin- but its meaning is unmistakable.  
It means though the theatre is empty, WE WILL RETURN. So here’s 
to us. The actors, the technicians, the directors, the carpenters, the 
designers, the dancers, the teachers, the students, the freelancers, 
those on tour, those at sea, the electricians, the stitchers, the makers, 
the stage managers.... THE ARTISTS. Many of us have taken big hits 
during this virus. Financial and emotional weights have come 
crashing down as our entire industry is reduced to nothing but a 
bunch of ghost lights. But those ghost lights are temporary place 
holders. They are a sign. We might be down now- but our passion, 
our creativity, our drive is still center stage. We’ll be unplugging 
those ghost lights in no time. Until then- here’s a ghost light- to let 
the world know we will be back. 

Dalen O’Connell, 16th March 2020, Mankato 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Photo 4: Sketch of ghost light, 2020  
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In my practice I am looking for the possible theatricality of a space, which is hidden, waiting 
and wanting to be revealed. But when does a space become theatrical and how does a space 
become theatrical? Two questions with various answers. In my opinion spaces can become 
theatrical through movement or suggested movement, combined with a tension between lights.  
Suggested movement is created by the visual dialogue of light and shadows, the space and 
performers. Movement exists in time and space. A good example are stairs. Stairs create 
movement in a space, they emphasize mobility, but in itself they are immobile.  
A tension between lights is a tension between different light sources and between natural and 
artificial light. 
 
Edward Gordon Craig (1872-1966) writes about theatricality of spaces. Craig states that one 
image can be the essence of a play. The associations the spectators have with it make the context 
around the design. Craig is aiming for a simplified stage design. An example of this theory are 
his sketches and writings from The Steps. The Steps are different moods in the same space, a 
stairway. The architectural element of stairs is in dialogue with light and shadows. A visual 
dialogue between light, shadow and architectural spaces creates the atmosphere and a visual 
tension. Without a word but the power of the visual theatre language is enough to communicate 
ideas. Craig was looking for movement in space and searching for the unity in theatre. 
 

 

 
Photo 5, 6, 7, 8: First Mood, Second Mood, Third Mood, Fourth Mood from The Steps, 1905, London 
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Adolphe Appia (1862-1928) was a Swiss scenographer, who wrote like Craig about the 
scenographic space. Although Appia is more practical and less radical than Craig in his vision. 
Appia was looking for the abstraction of the stage design. A multifunctionality where the 
relation to the play changes the place, the function or the definition of the design. Appia saw 
the scene as an abstract, visual rhythmic space. In his espace rhytmiques the scenography and 
light are used to emphasize the quality and rhythm of the moving body and static architectural 
spaces. In his writings Appia states: “What the partiture is for the music, that is in the domain 
of theatre the light.” (Adolphe Appia, Die Musik und die Inscenierrung, 1899). With light you 
can create stories, you can create theatre. 
Appia divided light in two categories: lumière diffuse and lumière active. Lumière diffuse are 
the atmospheric lights, the general lights which illuminate the space. Active lights are those 
who help to create the space with shadows. The lights are more focused, creating forms and are 
used to enhance the theatricality of spaces, objects and bodies. An added subcategory to active 
lights is the absence of light creating darkness, shadows or silhouettes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Photo 9: Design by Adolphe Appia for Orpheus and Eurydice, second act, descend to the underworld,  

1912, Festspielhaus Hellerau  
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As mentioned previously, possible theatricality of a space is waiting and wanting to be revealed. 
Spaces that are not defined as being theatrical but have this quality where visual or auditive 
tension is existing are called found theatrical spaces.  
A good example to clarify when talking about the possible theatricality of found theatrical 
spaces, is this postcard of “La salle de gymnastique du Pro Juventute école de Profondeville”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Photo 10: La Salle de Gymnastique, Pro Juventute, école de Profondeville, ± 1950 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This found theatrical space invites for a change to happen (light turned on, a bench falling, 
bushes and trees moving in the wind…), a space that invites for different possibilities to happen. 
Although the space is without people, the space is not without performers. The trees, the ropes 
and the light become performers. Even the silence captured in this photograph becomes a 
performer. The time that is passing, or that is not passing. The space has a melancholic part, it 
is reminding me of my childhood, where I was allowed to play and to wander. 
 

Look again at the postcard. Did you notice the door in the back? 
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As you might have noticed, the spaces I am attracted to are often without people, or just one 
person, a silhouette. This absence enhances the feeling of melancholy or tristesse. The absence 
of people creates an apocalyptic atmosphere. This atmosphere is about destruction and building 
up. A photograph which describes this atmosphere at its best is a photo made by Dolf Krüger 
(1923-2015) in 1953. In his monochrome photographs the importance is more about the 
compositions in the space and the use of light and shadow to create the atmosphere. 
The photo was taken during the construction of the Brussels World's Fair of 1958, the Atomium 
under construction. This photo could also be taken at a moment that the Atomium was being 
deconstructed. It’s the moment in between where it could be both building up or down. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Photo 11: Dolf Krüger, Opbouw Wereldtentoonstelling Brussel, 1953 
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I already mentioned that I use the backstage as a scenographical concept. This concept is part 
of the scenographic theatre. The scenographic theatre is a name I give to the theatre-style with 
a purely visual language. Where the story is told by silence, by movement in a space, or by the 
play of light and shadow. This theatre style is about the relation between theatre and 
scenography, between scenography and spaces. As other theatre-styles, scenographic theatre is 
time based and temporal, both visual and auditive. 
 
In scenographic theatre, the theatre or space becomes part of the scenography or performance 
and is not just the functional building it is shown in.  “All the world is a stage” (Shakespeare, 
As You Like It, 1599). This quote is questioning what theatre and scenography can be. 
Everything in the world can be made theatrical, every space is a possible found theatre space. 
This theatre is not about creating a theatrical illusion, but more a dis-illusion, making the work 
transparent by showing how it is done and making the techniques visible. It is making the 
spectator aware of the space they are in and of their position of spectator-participant. By leaving 
the ambient light on the spectator, performer and design are united in the same performative 
space and become intimately involved. 
 
Staged reality or filmic theatre are both referring to the same style of theatre, derived from the 
scenographic theatre. This style is imitating reality in a filmic way and playing with the fact 
that theatre is staged, creating a sort of meta-theatricality. Two makers who I think are at their 
very best in this style are Anna Viebrock and the Belgian collective FC Bergman. 

Anna Viebrock (1951) works as a scenographer and maker. In her work a staged reality is 
visible. She plays with the fact that theatre is a craft to use, a medium through which you can 
criticise the world, but also a medium which is referring to itself as being theatre and being 
staged. Viebrock creates new apocalyptic worlds on stage referring to the real world. When she 
refers to the real, it is about lost persons in the world, synchronisation of movements and the 
doubling of people or characters. In her designs she creates collages of spaces. These different 
spaces are brought together in one theatre space, where they exist the same time. 

The Belgian collective FC Bergman (2008) is a group of makers. They have a filmic approach 
towards theatre. In their highly visual and poetic performances the small men struggling and 
trying to find their position in the world is the central theme. They stage theatre pieces in a 
filmic way, creating a duality with video: the screen the performance is seen on and the real-
life action that are visible at the same time. FC Bergman is playing with the rules and expanding 
the rules theatre gave them. They are searching for the boundary of what theatre can be. The 
point of view of the camera guides the gaze of the spectator as if they are standing on the place 
of the camera; the eye of the camera becomes the eye of the spectator. The spectator is given 
an extra eye, the real point of view or outside eye which is witnessing the whole, including the 
movement of the camera. 
 

 
Photo 12: Land Nod, FC Bergman, 2015 
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The backstage is a scenographical concept in my practice. I build my own space, my own theatre 
where everything is visible. This space is built as a theatre flat. I am showing how the structure 
is built: the wooden structure, moving blankets as curtains, the clinches (with the red handles) 
which support the set … It is a place to play with the rules given by theatre and its history. 
 

    
Photo  13; 14: Structure, Plan for building the structure, 2019 

 
This structure is a temporal theatre space. Theatre is all about time. Time is a material to create 
with, a material to create tension, to create theatrical tension. Simple analogue clocks have a 
theatrical quality. Time passing is visible when you watch a clock. Being aware of this 
happening, of time slowly ticking forward is a grasp for a moment where you experience the 
slowness of time. In my practice slowness of time is a tool I use to work with. To embody my 
feeling towards clocks, I made a one-minute video in an abandoned school in Prague during a 
workshop in the quadrennial of 2019. While discovering the school, I fell in love with the old 
clock room, the atmosphere felt just right. The clock was not working anymore, with a handle 
you manually could move the hands. I chose to let the space be the main performer and position 
myself as a silhouette changing the time, changing my time. 
 
 
 

 
Photo 15: Movie still of Times, 2019 
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The structure is a temporal and modular theatre space. It can be enlarged or downsized, placed 
anywhere, with or without curtains. The ceiling is an adjustable fly-loft. I can hang things above 
my head wherever I need to hang something. It is a mobile theatre that I can build up anywhere. 
Building up the structure is part of my practice, after the construction the theatrical moment is 
created inside and around the structure. Afterwards it is built down again. This procedure of 
constructing – theatrical moment – building down is a repetitive action. It is repetitive, yet 
always different, because it is live, in the here and now and in relation to the space or theatre it 
is placed in. This relation is between the (history of the) space and technical theatre history, 
unknown links between the space and theatre and the relation between the structure and the 
space and between the structure and theatre. 
 
The structure is a temporal and modular theatre space where I become a performative 
technician-scenographer together with the lights and the space.  The structure helps to get away 
from the convention that techniques, light and me automatically install and it helps to create 
new conventions. By questioning my presence on stage and the position I have in my practice 
I became interested in the notion of the performativity of a theatre technician. The physical 
work they normally do (building up and down sets, moving with and on ladders, making fly 
bars move) already has a large performative quality. 
When performing I am trying to become a silhouette co-existing in the space. I wear clothes 
that are related to being a technician: black trousers and a black sweater with white shoes. This 
costume is timeless, it is not related to a certain time or space, while being at the same time 
contemporary and in the here and now. 
At the end of the first year, I was a character discovering and uncovering a space. I decided to 
downscale my participation to the bare minimum in order to make my contribution, the labour 
I am doing and my presence more important, without taking the lead role. If I become more 
important, I become unwillingly the main performer, the space moves to the background. This 
position is a constant balance. In order to reveal the theatricality of spaces, actions and objects 
in a personal and honest way my presence is necessary but must not become the main act. 
 

 
Photo 16: Bristol Hippodrome Stage, The Stage Year Book, 1916 
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The dimensions of the structure or spaces and me in that space are linked to the performative 
characteristics and qualities of spaces and persons. Playing with my length and just being able 
to touch things make the limits of my body visible. Imagine: I can just reach a high small 
window in a space when I am standing on the tip of my toes. The tension in my body becomes 
visible by just being able to reach it. In most of the spaces I do not look small, but in large 
theatres or spaces I become a small person moving inside this big space. 
 
The concept of the structure comes from the pre-made electricity houses you see next to railway 
tracks and from the Kodak Brownie/BOX camera. This triggered my imagination: what is there 
inside the boxes, could this space be a making studio, what magic is happening inside? Box sets 
in theatre are closed sets with three walls and a fourth imaginary wall, enhancing the difference 
between spectator and performer. My structure is open for spaces to intrude, placed at the same 
level as the spectator to not create a boundary between spectator, performer and design. 
 
Medieval theatre companies travelled around the world and took all their equipment and 
paraphernalia with them, including the stage and the backstage. In the detail of a painting by 
van Bredael below the backstage is visible. This backstage is made to build up or down quickly 
and to be easy to travel with. Only eight beams and four black cloths create this staged 
backstage. What is interesting in this painting is that the backstage structure that I build has a 
lot of similarities with this one (assembly, cloth, wood, visibility). 
 
 

 
Photo 17: Detail of Commedia dell’arte theatre in an Italian landscape, Peter van Bredael (1629-1719) 

 
 
The structure is a temporal and modular theatre space where I create new conventions between 
me and the techniques in order to make visible what is normally not visible. Using the backstage 
as a scenographical concept, “Behind the curtains is the backstage”, but where is the backstage 
in my theatre? The backstage is put in the spotlight so cannot be called backstage anymore. 
Could it be possible that there is no backstage in my theatre or does the perception of what 
backstage is depends on your position and how the curtains are placed inside? Is the backstage 
the side where the cables are coming from, where the technical table is, even though it is visible 
for the spectator?  
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I put into question what the backstage or frontstage can be and what on and off stage means. 
Turning a theatre set around and making the backside visible creates a duality in space. 
A duality of spaces questions the spaces, doubling what you see or with repetitions of actions. 
Duality can also be in dimensions and scale. For example: two versions of the structure, a 
normal size one and one in scale 1:10, two spaces which look exactly the same, with the same 
atmosphere and materials, but in a different scale, doubling what you see. 
 
When duality is used in a video it is about being there digitally but not physically or about being 
there physically but not digitally. When you combine the duality of video and scale, you are 
creating a duality of spaces and being, this happens in the 1:10 model of the structure. 
The model makes it possible to play with scales. Zooming in and out on the model makes the 
model tangible and let it become a life-size structure, or gives attention to details. 
I use video/film to guide the spectator’s view. Through film the montage of scenes and framing 
the view becomes more important. In theatre, the spectators choose what they want to see. In 
film it is what I want the spectator to see, I decide what is visible or not, what is heard or not, 
what is on or off stage. I give the spectators a restricted view, not everything is visible. 
 
As mentioned before theatre is live. The scale model puts more attention and enhances the 
temporal quality of theatre: quick set changes and quick changes of scenes and atmospheres. 
 
In an earlier phase of my process, I called my practice live silent films. I stated that my live 
silent films are adaptations of the old silent films into a contemporary performative time. The 
inspiration of creating a silent narrative and using film techniques comes from the older silent 
films. Buster Keaton (1895-1966) was one of the greatest silent film actors and directors. In 
contrast with other silent films, there are hardly any "words" in his movies. He uses no word-
language, only his body language and his stoic, emotionless expression, innovating the silent 
film by using less text. The framing of one's view is an important factor in his works which he 
uses to do the unexpected, surprising the spectator. His movies are about physical comedy, 
about when to increase the tension and when to let it go and how to play with silence. 
 
Dogma 95 is a filmmaking movement, started in 1995 by Lars von Trier (1956) and Thomas 
Vinterberg (1969), both Danish directors. Dogma 95 consists of rules to create films based on 
the traditional values of story, acting and theme. Excluding the use of high tech, extra 
technology or special effects. The idea is that you make a set of rules and you vow to work 
within those rules. These rules are not a limitation, but help to challenge your thinking and 
possibilities, to help you think in another way. Dogma 95 stands for a simplicity, an honesty in 
the work you make. You show what is there, what you made, not making it more beautiful. 
I use this honesty in making a one-shot live film. Including a visibility of what is happening of 
showing how everything is done yet taking the spectator into the magic created in the model. 
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The structure is a temporal and modular theatre space where I create new conventions between 
me and the techniques in order to make visible what is normally not visible and to create a 
certain type of magic in theatre. With light you create theatre. Light guides the theatre. 
 

What the partiture is for the music, that is in the domain of theatre the light. 
Adolphe Appia, Die Musik und die Inscenierrung, 1899 

 
Through lights a space is revealed, creating a dialogue between light and space. The type of 
lights I use are active lights, called lumières trouvées. These are lights with a history, they have 
been used for years. Both the fixtures as well as their illuminating qualities are important. I am 
looking for the beauty of light and the lightsource itself. 
With lights I create a tension, a tension between active lights and diffuse lights and a tension 
between natural and artificial lighting. I tend to create an atmospheric tension, a visual tension 
by playing with the intensity of light, shadow, colour, movement, reflective qualities and the 
boundary of a light.  In my practice I am interested in how light can become performative and 
how to enhance its performativity. 
 
By hoisting up a normal fluorescent light as the only action in the space, the light starts to 
perform. The space is slowly being revealed by moving it upwards. The light allows the 
spectator to see the space in a different way. This action is done without music, the sounds of 
the light, the wheels and the ropes are the only sounds heard. When music is added the light 
becomes more a character, becomes more the performer. The light is not only being hoisted up 
horizontally, but also vertically. This simple change from horizontal to vertical makes the light 
more performative, it feels as if the light becomes a character with emotions. 
 

 
Photo 18: hoisting fluorescent light in structure, 2020 

 
Light chooses what is visible, revealing spaces or leaving them in the dark. 
Before the fluorescent light is hoisted up, the light from the space outside of the structure is 
intruding the space. If I hoist the light up, the light inside the structure becomes more intense 
and the curtains become less transparent. If you are standing on the outside of the structure the 
exact opposite happens. The structure seems to have non-translucent curtains. When the light 
is hoisted up, the inside of the structure becomes visible. The space goes from an open to a 
closed space or from a closed to an open space, depending on your position. 
This playing of light can be seen in spaces where light is entering a space when a curtain or 
door is opened. The light creates lines, shadows on the walls and floor.  
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The quality of emitted light and the light source is best represented in bright white neon tubes. 
Neon was invented by Georges Claude (1870-1960), it was first shown to the broader public in 
Paris in 1910. Neon emits light all around itself: left, right, above and under. Neon has a 
beautiful simplicity; a small tube of light emitting a large amount of light.  
 

I wrote about a small experiment with neon. 
 
 

Imagine you are the one experiencing… 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 You see the structure in front of you, you enter. From a bright space you step 

into the dark. The sounds decrease, all you can hear is silence. You are alone 
in the space. Around you is darkness. A space covered in complete darkness. 
A tiny line lights up above your head, shining very softly. A cold feeling derives 
from the light to you. Only you and the light in the space. Your eyes start to 
get used to the soft light, you start to see your surroundings. What you see is 
all black, except the line above you. It starts to shine brighter, illuminating the 
whole space. You can see the borders of the space, soft greyish cloth, both 
walls, floor and ceiling are covered with the same fabric. It seems like a good 
space, a space where you can start thinking, rethinking. You feel comfortable 
in the space, nothing can harm you. You hear a click, the first sound you heard 
since you stepped inside and right after the click the light goes out. You and 
the space are left in darkness again. You stay inside for a few more moments. 
The curtain is opened, allowing you to stay or to go.  
 

The decision is up to you. 
 

In the space you are allowed to think, letting the space influence your state 
of mind, letting you relate to the light and to the space. To let time pass. 
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 De geur van tijd 

 
Tijd heeft een geur 
ik heb hem zelf 
geroken toen mijn vader 
het liet zien 
het oude kerkje 
bij Wijns in Friesland. 
 
‘Moet je eens kijken,’ zei hij. 
‘Je ruikt hier een paar eeuwen.’ 
Ik keek, stak mijn neus 
naar voren. 
 
En tussen de muur en de deur 
rook ik tijd 
stof en verheven woorden 
vreugde, oude kleren 
tranen en hout. 
 
Remco Ekkers, 1996 
 
*An English translation can be  
found at the end of the booklet. 
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Photo 19: Robert Doisneau, Pipi Pigeon, not dated 
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My creative process is an intuitive and associative process. I work on different topics at the 
same time which influence each other. My practice is built up by different coincidences, 
accidental discoveries of different items or topics which became important in my process. These 
discoveries are books, photos, postcards, lights, objects, technicalities, historical facts…  
 
When I get an idea, I immediately sketch it and think of how I can make it. Sketching helps to 
communicate an idea, how I plan to approach it. They are ideas of compositions in the space 
with objects, performers, movements… While working, the sketches are the starting point to 
push the work into a certain direction.  
The sketches I make are ingenuous, they are very simply drawn, without details, showing the 
bare minimum. Through sketching I am able to communicate my idea for the first time. I sketch 
the ideas on small cards. These cards allow me to create temporary storyboards where the order 
of the scenes can constantly be adapted. The montaging of the theatrical moment is in constant 
change, the positions of the scenes is never fixed; one might be better first, another one last or 
showing them simultaneously, combining them. 
 
 
 

 
Photo 20: part of storyboard of 2.1. presentation, 2019 

 



 24 

In this manual I did not mention one artist… Benjamin Verdonck (1972). Verdonck creates a 
simplicity in his visual language, but he is constantly rethinking, rewriting his work, he plays 
the game of a child with the wrinkles of a philosopher. In his work, he touches our 
consciousness with elements of playful fantasy, makes language a material, and allows the 
space and the objects to speak. Verdonck is giving value to ordinary items that are important to 
him. His theatre practice is linked to mine on many levels and enriches my process. 
 
Theatre is the main inspiration in my practice, and the medium through which I communicate. 
I have a passion, a love, an interest and a curiosity for theatre. During this special period in 
which theatres are closed and people are locked inside their house, finding new ways to tell 
stories about theatre is important for me. I miss the place where we can work, can laugh, can 
cry, can stress and create. 
 
The structure I built is a frame to create in and around. The main point in my practice is the 
relations that the structure (1:1 or 1:10 scale) goes on: the relation between the structure and 
the space the structure is placed in, the relation between the structure and theatre, the relation 
between the structure and technical theatre history and the relation between the structure and 
me.  
The structure is a temporal and modular theatre space where I create new conventions between 
me and the techniques in order to make visible what is normally not visible. I create a theatrical 
magic by a manipulation of spaces, the time and the visual, making lights performative and 
using a scale model to play with film, different scales and the temporal quality of theatre. 
In the structure I was able to find a clear, honest style in which I can experiment and show 
different works, creating an honest, intimate and personal theatre style. A theatre style 
influenced and enriched with historical facts from the theatre.  
This honest style is giving value to the purity and roughness of objects or actions. Using the 
colours just as they are, pure and raw. Where I combine the industrial colours of wood and 
metal with the romantic colours of the older theatres. 

Where I use the backstage as a scenographical concept. 
 
 
 
 
 
And at last after all those quotes, facts and inspirations you have read so far, a quote to end the 
manual with. May the quote inspire you whenever you work in a space and leave it after a while. 
 
 
 

When you leave a space you always leave an impression, a memory behind. 
The space changed. 

 
 
 

Gilles Pollak, 2020  
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Photo 21: in memory of my grandfather. 
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*Poem translated to English* 
The scent of time 

 
Time has a scent 
I have scented it 
myself when my father 
showed it to me 
the old church 
near Wijns in Friesland. 
 
“Take a look,” he said. 
“You can smell a few centuries here.” 
I looked, stuck my nose 
forward. 
 
And between the wall and the door 
I scented time 
dust and lofty words 
joy, old clothes 
tears and wood. 
 
Remco Ekkers, 1996. 
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Photo 22: Charlie Chaplin. The Circus, 1928 
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