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This selection of entries threads together diverse takes 
on the space of performance, including notable mo-
ments and individuals within traditional performance 
design (scenography), and spatial and social concepts 
related to diverse notions of “performativity.” The 
topic of performance is broadly defined in this work, 
encompassing interpretations relating to live arts,  
social and political performance. By putting in conver-
sation these alternately explicit and implicit notions 
of performance, I propose that space and design are 
distinct actors in both traditional performance and 
the performance of everyday life and everyday agency. 
This proposition begs the question of how designers 
can implement performative thinking towards creating 
experiences of engagement, agency, and an interactive 
public life.

Spaces of 
performance:

Considering 
Event, Agency 
and Routine1

by rachel meade smith

I can take any empty space and call it a bare 
stage. A man walks across this empty space whilst 
someone else is watching him, and this is all that 

is needed for an act of theater to be engaged.
      —Peter Brook, The Empty Space



PLOT(S) 015 issue 2

ADOLPHE APPIA
Swiss scenographer Adolphe Appia is 
heralded as one of the first practitioners 
to critically consider design’s agency in 
staged performance. Rejecting the over-
ly spectacular and 3D illusory sets that 
had dominated popular theater since the 
Renaissance, Appia proposed a modernist 
paradigm wherein design attended to the 
relation between actors’ movements, light, 
and sound, as opposed to the goal of realist 
representation. Working with famed compos-
er Richard Wagner, Appia’s designs aligned 
with the ideal of gesamtkunstwerk, the total 
work of art. Wagner—another early critic  of 
traditional theater space—was dissatisfied 
by rigid picture-frame staging and the opera 
house’s privileging of social politics above 
the artistic encounter. In response, he had 
devised a new theater space where lowered 
lights obscured social classes and equitable 
sightlines offered all spectators a spiritually 
invigorating experience.2 In addition to 
this “democratic seating,”3 the interior of 
Wagner’s reformed theater did away with 
the gratuitous (and occasionally obstructive) 
décor of traditional opera houses. However, 
it was Appia who extended this modern vi-
sion to Wagner’s still flattened pictorial stage 
sets. He removed the scenic stage paintings 

arranged on vertical flats, liberating the ac-
tor from the constraints of “dead illusion;”4 
in their place, he configured sculptural 
organizations of light, scale, and shadow 
that served the expressive movement of 
the actor and abolished the rigid division 
between stage and spectator by allowing for 
subjective interpretation.5 Building upon 
these collaborations with Wagner, Appia’s 
legacy of scenographic exploration has had 
influence on and beyond the stage, estab-
lishing the performative6 capability of mass, 
light, and geometry.

BEIJING
Comparisons have long been drawn between 
the theater and the public domain, most 
often in regards to the “personas” or social 
“roles” undertaken by citizens in public 
society, through which we derive our identi-
ties.7 Sociologist Richard Sennett noted the 
resemblance between city dwellers’ interac-
tions with a “milieu of strangers” and the re-
lations between an actor and her audience;8 
Hannah Arendt viewed the public domain 
as a stage for making oneself visible—for 
“performing” individuality and citizenship.9 

While not all discourse on public space 
draws such literal comparison between  
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the theater and the street, it is widely held 
that the cultivation of equitable society re-
quires public space allowing diverse citizens 
to assemble—space offering social roles a 
functional stage.10 With the Greek agora— 
the utopian public square—as the eternal 
model, the ideal public space allows for free 
speech and visibility; for interaction with 
both strangers and acquaintances; for the 
encountering of diverse viewpoints, whether 
solicited or not. But increasing privatization 
of the public sphere has led many urbanists 
and social thinkers to mourn the loss of 
public space and its empowerment of the 
everyday performance of citizenship.11 

Countering this narrative somewhat are 
acts of “insurgent citizenship”—tactical 
appropriations of urban space by city 
dwellers.12 Occasionally, these acts employ 
actual performance to restore public space 
to its function as a flexible stage for social 
interaction. In the last several years, Beijing 
has seen an uptick in the tactical use of 
public spaces for the ad-hoc performance 
of yangge, a traditional Chinese folk dance 
practiced by much of the city’s elderly pop-
ulation. Beijing’s increasing urban density 
means that most of its open public space 
is the in-between kind—traffic islands, 
vacant areas under highway overpasses, 

median strips, sidewalks, and parking lots. 
These sites now frequently find themselves 
stages for impromptu performance, with 
groups converging for brief dance sessions, 
activating the otherwise dead spaces with 
movement, color, and music.13 By imposing 
performance on these found spaces, the 
dancers create what Karen Franck calls 
“loose space”—what results when individ-
uals liberate urban spaces from intended 
uses.14 Beijing’s yangge dancers illustrate 
how performance activates space, in this 
case allowing for temporary and agile appro-
priation in an increasingly inflexible urban 
landscape.

CRUELTY
“For the theater as for culture, it remains a 
question of naming and directing shad-
ows.”15 

Writer, actor, and director Antonin Artaud 
disturbed and altered the course of perfor-
mance practice with his Theatre of Cruelty,  
a theater practice aimed at shocking audi-
ences out of complacency and into a visceral 
awareness of reality. A famously tormented 
soul, Artaud wished to impress upon his au-
diences the same darkness that shrouded his 
own mind—a cruelty that he found inherent 
to living. 

The task required a destruction of the 
barriers between stage and audience, both 
spatially and emotionally. A man plagued 
by lifelong illness—vaguely diagnosed and 
with effects both mental and physical—Ar-
taud’s struggles to articulate his own pains 
encouraged him to appeal directly to senses 
and intellect.17 The task of translating emo-
tion through text frustrated him—it seemed 
an inefficient detour; his theatrical approach 
thus sought to overcome the inadequacy of 
words and plot, and “divest the theater of all 
logic and verisimilitude; touch and bruise 
the spectator, thereby forcing involvement” 
and allowing “reality [to] emerge.”18

It is not the cruelty we can exercise upon each other by hacking 
at each other’s bodies, carving up our personal anatomies, or, 
like Assyrian emperors, sending parcels of human ears, noses, 
or neatly detached nostrils through the mail, but the much more 
terrible and necessary cruelty which things can exercise against 
us. We are not free. And the sky can still fall on our heads. And 
the theater has been created to teach us that first of all.16
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DEMOCRACY
Hannah Arendt proposed theater as the 
“political art par excellence,” the only place 
where “the political sphere [is] transposed 
into art.”19 Theater’s politicality is further 
augmented when considering her attribution 
of power to spaces and events where people 
gather together.20 In the theater, strangers 
aggregate, expect to encounter the unfamil-
iar, and hope to be moved. In this sense, 
the theater provides a unique platform for 
democratic action that often operates outside 
the social logic of the societies in which it 
exists. The avant-garde theater of 20th centu-
ry socialist states and today’s flash-mob have 
the same catalyzing effect on their occupied 
sites—the creation of a domain in which 
existing orders may be challenged, and 
social conventions abandoned. Inside the 
performance spaces occupied by mid-cen-
tury Poland’s radical Young Theater troupe, 
for instance, actors asserted calls-to-action 
through interactive performance, creating, 
as Elzbieta Maty states,
     
 
 
 

Appropriating the theater for more than 
fictive performance, the Young Theater 
used the heterotopic logic of theater space 
as a means of stepping outside the bounds 
of socialist restriction. But the democratic 
function of performance is not relegated to 
the traditional stage; performative action 
in the urban sphere—as illustrated by the 
recent Occupy movements—extends this 
agency offered by performance beyond the 
stage and into the street.

ANNA AND
LAWRENCE HALPRIN
Both Anna and Lawrence Halprin spent 
their careers working in reaction to the 
sterility of modernism. Anna, a contempo-
rary dancer and choreographer, emphasized 
improvisation and non-traditional staging 
in her work (often held in public urban 
spaces, like city streets), while Lawrence, 

a landscape architect, was singular in his 
consideration of social behavior and kines-
thetics in public space. Both were funda-
mentally concerned with how individuals 
participate in public life and interact with 
their urban surroundings.22 Their proximity 
to one another’s practices made for inevita-
ble cross-fertilization: Lawrence sought to 
design spaces “like stage sets for a dance 
in that they… determine the movement of 
the people in them,”23 and believed that 
urban areas “must be experienced through 
movement to come alive.”24 Meanwhile, 
Anna’s participatory dance performances— 
like the 12-hour “Citydance” that took all 
of San Francisco for a stage—explored the 
inhabitation of the built urban environment. 
Significant to the couple’s legacy are the 
collaborative process tools they developed, 

…more than artistic productions, since the reality in these 
theaters was not an illusion but an argument, an investi-
gation, or a diagnosis. Thus they became institutions that 
initiated discussion in a space that seemed to be safe, a process 
that stimulated the emergence of increasingly informed and 
concerned social actors, a process that turned both creators 
and audience into aspiring citizens.21
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aimed at bridging design methods across 
their disciplines.25 Their “Experiments in 
Environment” workshop of 1966 brought 
together 29 dancers and 15 architects for 
a month of interdisciplinary work sessions 
during which “dancers became architects 
and architects became dancers … [They] 
gain[ed] a sophisticated knowledge of (for 
the architects) how the freeing of the body 
and its movements can lead to heightened 
spatial awareness, and (for the dancers) how 
activities and objects other than their own 
movements and bodies can take place in an 
environment.”26

Here, one might be reminded of Appia’s 
insistence on the actor’s body as primary 
in shaping performance space: “[The actor] 
expresses his life through movement; he 
possesses space not just through his mass, 
but also by his movement within it…In this 
sense his body creates space.”27

IMMERSIVE THEATER
While Artaud advocated for creating vis-
ceral experience via unadorned space and 
intense assault on the senses, his appeal 
to shock and displace the viewer finds a 
contemporary reprise in today’s more elab-
orate immersive theater movement. Unlike 
the Theatre of Cruelty, these performances 
employ illusory tactics on a monumen-
tal scale, performing not just narratives 
but entire worlds, in which the spectator 
becomes participant. Of course, performance 
has a long history of work focused on the 
experiential—from Artaud, to mid-century 
European avant-garde theaters, to Allan 
Kaprow’s 1960s Happenings, to performance 
scholar Richard Schechner’s axioms for 
Environmental Theater published shortly 
thereafter.28 Increasingly, however, “immer-
sive” is a term used to distinguish more a 
genre than a quality of theater experience. 
Immersive theater differs from other experi-
ential theater in several ways. Contemporary 
immersive experiences rely on interactions 
between participants and performers, as  
well as holistically designed and choreo-
graphed space, focusing on “’one-on-one’ 
or ‘one-to-one’ performance, which explores 
the direct connection between performer and 
audience member, space and individual in-
teraction.”29 The spaces hosting these events 
typically offer no hint at the external world. 

Often, they occupy elaborate and sprawl-
ing sites, like that of British theater troupe 
Punchdrunk’s Sleep No More, the McKittrick 
Hotel: a 100,000 square foot warehouse in 
New York’s Chelsea neighborhood, renovat-
ed to include more than 100 fully furnished 
and traversable rooms. Masked guests are 
let loose in the purportedly haunted space, 
forced to self-navigate and encouraged to 
open doors, rifle through drawers, and con-
front actors and other audience members. 
Here, illusion is elevated to virtual reality.

KITCHEN
The kitschy culinary craze of what En-
glish-speakers call hibachi-style cooking 
(actually a confused reference to Japanese 
teppanyaki-style cooking) was born with 
Benihana, the American restaurant chain 
made popular by its conflation of cook with 
master of ceremonies. Patrons seeking a 
side of spectacle with their beef negima-
ki can flock to any of the 63 nationwide 
locations, where communal counters enclose 
the chef and his kitchen, rendering his job 
equal parts theatrical performance and 
food prep. Much like a date to the opera, a 
meal at Benihana—with attention placed 
squarely ahead—has the bonus of relieving 
meal-goers the burden of steady dinner 
conversation.
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EL LISSITSKY
In early 20th century Russia, the stage —  
as a space outside the everyday — offered 
a culture in revolt a realm for liberated 
experimentation with aesthetic and political 
ideals.30 For the Constructivists, the Russian 
stage was an aesthetically controllable space 
to further their ideological aims and “re-
hearse the birth of a New Man.”31 Towards 
this end, architect El Lissitsky designed 
a theater space intended to enact a new, 
democratic audience-spectator relation-
ship. For Russian theater director Vsevolod 
Meyerhold’s unrealized 1929 production of 
Sergei Tretyakov’s I Want a Child, Lissitsky 
envisioned a utopian interior space cen-
tering the action of the performance in the 
heart of an encompassing audience fanning 
outward in concentric rows. Audience 
members were expected to converse, debate, 
and sabotage, if so desired, disturbing the 
placid relationship between events housed 
on traditional picture-frame stages and their 
requisitely complacent spectators. Exceed-
ing notions of constructivist stage design as 
“machines for acting” privileging technolog-
ical functionalism over artistic experience, 
Lissitsky’s mechanized interior sought an 
“engaged spectatorship”32 with its mobile 
planes of stage and seating (intended to vary 
with each repeat performance).33 The design 
complimented the production’s plan for a 
troupe of non-actors to embed themselves 
within the audience, inciting debate, and 
demanding a diversity of experience.34 (See 
DEMOCRACY). 

MARK HELLINGER
THEATER
On the corner of 51st and 8th Avenue, a few 
blocks north of New York’s Times Square, 
the immaculately maintained Mark Hell-
inger Theatre no longer houses Broadway 
productions. Its pristine picture-frame 
auditorium and marble lobby belie a dispa-
rate function—the home of New York City’s 
first mega-church. During a visit to the area 
in 1986, power-preacher David Wilkerson 
was struck by the perceived plight of New 
York City’s homeless and destitute; he 
quickly bought the then struggling theater 
and converted it to Times Square Church, a 
non-denominational parish that continues  
to operate and grow. It now claims over 
8,000 congregants, a global live-streaming 
web presence, and programming and pro-
duction value absolutely worthy of a location 
in New York’s Theater District. Despite the 
congregation’s religious fervor, there is not 
a cross, effigy, or icon on site. Instead, the 
original red velvet curtains, gilded col-
umns, and baroque ceiling frescoes embody 
a dramaturgical lineage for which most 
parishioners have a manifest indifference.36 
Yet the weekly services have many of the 
qualities of a traditional Broadway perfor-
mance: a neatly choreographed program, 
an audience enraptured by the action of the 
stage, blinding spotlights, tasseled curtains, 
uniformed ushers, and musical numbers that 
bring down the house. But the semblance of 
commonality between religious ritual and 
theatrical performance indicated by the 
architecture ultimately evaporates. While 
the architecture is uncannily suited to a 
church service, there lies an undeniable dis-
parity between the decorum of a Broadway 
audience—passive, respectful—and that of 
Times Square Church—bustling, loud,  
and prone to interjections.
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of built, immobile space, instead illustrating 
anticipated movement “as if [it] has been lit-
erally solidified, frozen into a permanent and 
massive vector.”38 The likeness of Childs’ 
and Tschumi’s notations speaks to architec-
ture and choreography’s shared capability of 
re-creation,39 as well as the shared intent of 
orienting movement in space. But perhaps 
the most significant takeaway from their 
resemblance is the illustration of everyday 
living as an event akin to performance. 

NOTATION
Architect Beth Weinstein studies the cross-
over between choreography and architec-
ture, pointing to the visual methodologies of 
choreographer Lucinda Childs and architect 
Bernard Tschumi for mapping the movement 
of bodies. Childs’ notations are simplistic 
interpretations of her routines, intended for 
instructional use in conjunction with other 
media recordings of the performances, and 
represent a standard style of dance notation 
used since the 16th century.37 Tschumi’s, 
on the other hand, are the inversion of a 
standard architectural drawing’s depiction 

FIGURE 2 Lucinda Childs, notation from Melody Excerpt 
(1977). (Courtesy of Lucinda Childs)

FIGURE 1. Bernard 
Tschumi, Manhattan 

Transcripts (1976-1981). 
(Courtesy of Bernard 
Tschumi Architects)
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PRESENCE

C. Thomas Mitchell notes the performance 
designer’s attention to instilling a sense of 
presence—design criteria typically uncon-
sidered in other design practices—calling 
their work “a catalyst for perceptual expe-
rience.”41 Theater designer/director Robert 
Wilson (an architect by training) designs 
performances that do not impose a singular 
narrative; instead they demand the alert-
ness and emotional participation of each 
individual in order to achieve meaning.42 
The presencing effects of his designs are 
distinctly lacking in the work of most design 
practice, namely urban design wherein 
macro-scale considerations overwhelm those 
of street experience and the everyday. The 
resulting urban landscapes, apathetic to the 
citizen, do little to assuage the self-isolation 
of city-dwellers whose interactions (with 
each other, and with the built environment) 
are often non-existent, unacknowledged, or 
perma-mediated by glaring iPhone screens. 
(See SUBWAY).  But what might a city de-
signed to incite action and participation—a 
city privileging presence—look like? (See 
WHITE NOISE WHITE LIGHT).

SUBWAY
What happens when you take a world-class 
performance out of the appropriate realm 
and space, and offer it to a distracted, 
unsoliciting public? The Washington Post 
and violinist Joshua Bell put this question 
to the test in 2007, when Bell spent 45 
minutes performing in a Washington DC 
subway station, in rush hour, alone, with his 
3.5 million dollar Stradivarius.43 A primer: 
Bell has been heralded as one of the greatest 
living musicians; he frequently headlines 
renowned venues across the world, playing 
to sold-out crowds and consistently rave 
reviews (Interview magazine once praised 
his talent as doing “nothing less than 
tell[ing] human beings why they bother to 
live”).44 Two days previous to the subway 
stunt he had played to a full house at 
Boston’s Symphony Hall, where tickets went 
for around $100 a head.45 This time, six or 

seven people stopped to listen intently, and 
Bell walked away with $32 in cash. As The 
Washington Post noted, Bell had become, 
“art without a frame.”46 Unlike accepted 
“frames” for experiencing moments of 
transcendence offered by great talent and 
artistic beauty—opera houses, theater audi-
toriums, etc.—the subway platform proved 
itself a place of non-presence, where a 
world-class opus strikes the ear as just more 
noise, or, worse, not at all.
 

THEATRUM MUNDI
A common objective threads itself across 
modern performance design practice: a rein-
vigoration of human interaction (See ADOL-
PHE APPIA, CRUELTY, EL LISSITISKY, 
IMMERSIVE THEATRE). Richard 
Sennett’s 1974 polemic, The Fall of Public 
Man speaks to why this may be. Sennett 
describes the dissolution of public life that 
accompanied the approach of modernity, 
wherein opportunity for diverse interaction 
and communication continues to diminish. 
He considers the notion of theatrum mundi, 
that of society as theater—an evolving 
concept positing everyone as actors and 
the public domain as the stage. As long 

“Something is said to have presence when it demands that the 
beholder take it into account, that he take it seriously — and 
when the fulfillment of that demand consists simply in being 
aware of it and, so to speak, in acting accordingly.” 

-Michael Fried, Art and Objecthood40

...the sub-
way platform 
proved itself 
a place of 
non-presence, 
where a world-
class opus 
strikes the ear 
as just more 
noise, or, worse, 
not at all.
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as Western society has considered its own 
ontology, the notion of society as theater has 
been present. The theory evolved from an 
envisioning of the world as a “puppet show 
staged by the gods,”47 to a theater for the 
sole spectatorship of the divine, to society 
as a stage for man to look upon man as the 
scenes of everyday life played out in the 
public domain.48 
 

URBAN STAGE
Theater architect Andrew Todd identifies a 
threat to a viable public life other than pri-
vatization and social apathy: the oppressive 
spatial influence of elite architects and pri-
vate agencies. He maintains that a success-
ful city must be porous, a constantly made, 
unmade, negotiated and shifting landscape 
of everyday interactions amongst diverse 
players. Only then can it adequately serve 
as a stage for the performance of social life:

WHITE NOISE WHITE 
LIGHT
Designer J. Meejin Yoon describes the effect 
of her 2004 performative installation, White 
Noise White Light, a field of lit stalks set in 
a city center, which responded to human 
touch with a pulsing noise and light: 

City life requires a subtle range of characters—as in any 
play—which extends from protagonists to minor players to 
crowds, the polis. We have to be able to situate ourselves, to 
find our own level in the human performance: how can we do 
this if the city is not porous in any way, has no depth or back-
ground, but is just a wall of bellowing prima donnas?49 

Depending on the time of day, number of people, and trajec-
tories of movement, the project was constantly recording the 
cumulative interaction of the public. Visitors attempted to de-
code the installations responsive parameters by experimenting 
with their bodies in space: running, dodging, stamping, and 
tiptoeing. The field became an unpredictable aggregation of 
movement, light, and sound—a sight of play within the city.50 

ZOO
While the classic spectator-actor dichotomy 
has been challenged throughout the history 
of performance practice, it remains in full 
thrust at the zoo, where reasonable debates 
about interspecies partitioning tend to hit 
a predictable ceiling. But the question of 
who plays what role is indeed questionable. 
While actors on a stage surely survey their 
audiences, their roles as the producers of ac-
tion, are clearly defined (though immersive 
theater practices imply a leniency to this 
rule). At the zoo, it is we, the spectator, who 
possesses agency. Here, the stage is that of 
the freak show, where difference is elevated 
to spectacle, where we rejoice to watch the 
object beheld traipse.

FIGURE 3 Höweler 
+ Yoon Architecture, 
“White Noise White 
Light.Courtesy of Höwel-
er + Yoon Architecture
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