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AUTHOR

MARTIN BLOOM, Harvard-trained Architect and Urban Designer, has designed sets and lighting as well as performance facilities ranging from intimate chamber theatres seating fifty to spaces for large-scale performances accommodating thousands.

Since 1974, he has maintained an independent practice in New York City designing the Chelsea Theatre Manhattan project as well as developing River, Trees, and Sea (three demountable theatres designed for three specific sites) for Celebrate Brooklyn; the Theatre in Prospect Park; Repertory Theatre, Stony Point, N.Y. and the Midtown Satellite Theatre Museum for the Museum of the City of New York.

In recent years, he has planned laboratory theatre prototypes, regional cultural centers, theatre/commercial facility proposals for midtown Manhattan, a combination liturgical/performance platform for St. Ann and the Holy Trinity in Brooklyn Heights, a series of demountable exhibition structures for trade shows including Inforide, and proposals for travelling museum exhibitions dealing with urban design.

Beginning in 1976 with an essay on the need for a more humanistic approach to theatre design, he has written a series of features on theatres and theatre districts for the Journal of the American Institute of Architects and for its successor, Architecture.
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Introduction

by Charles Marowitz

One of the best-kept secrets in the theatre is the frequency with which architectural design totally frustrates the intentions of artists for whom such work is ostensibly undertaken. It is one of the theatre’s greatest ironies that those who design its stages and auditoria, no matter how distinguished they may be as architects, are very often baboons when it comes to creating a space in which actors and audience can happily cohabit.

This shouldn’t be surprising. Architects have rarely had to make quick changes or rapid entrances, throw their voices from the orchestra to the gallery, negotiate the interstices of backstage, wings and dressing rooms in frantic attempts to “make cues” or sustain the progress of a dramatic action. For an actor, a theatre is a domicile, a set of fixed parameters which he learns to negotiate as instinctively as he does the stairs, cellars and hallways of his own home. For an architect, it is often a monument to his ingenuity, a “spatial concept,” an easel on which he can impose an original combination of planes and surfaces.

A few years back, I was involved in the creation of a new theatre complex in Los Angeles. Or to be more accurate, I was recruited onto the staff of a theatre complex which had already been created. There were four stages, one of them with an auditorium so steep you felt you needed mountain-climbing equipment to achieve your seat, another with a cozy thrust stage which loomed asymmetrically out into the house, making it impossible for a director to find a centerpoint for his mise-en-scène. The third was utterly conventional and the fourth, a so-called “black box” but one which aesthetically resisted the permutations for which black boxes are usually created. It would be an exaggeration to say the complex was a mess, but it certainly left a lot to be desired. It was the work of private architects working with only minimal input from the artists who were ultimately to inhabit the spaces and, like many such endeavors, it came into being with a slew of unsatisfactory compromises.

In an ideal situation, a theatre space is the physical embodiment of the ideas of the director or directors who are planning to work there. In the nonideal situation which usually obtains in the case of new theatres, it is a recycling of conventional practices by persons who base their ideas on received notions of theatre design. The disparity between theatrical expertise and architectural ingenuity is often very great and there is a tacit assumption that the architect’s job is to build and the artist’s to perform and, not only do the twain never meet, they never even need to.

That fatal dichotomy does not exist in the book you are presently holding in your hands because the author has approached the subject of theatre design from a pragmatic rather than a rigorously aesthetic standpoint. Or to put it more succinctly, Martin Bloom realizes that the only architectural design worth its salt is one that proceeds from a knowledge of performance dynamics. He concerns himself with the experience of acting and the experience of auditing, the incidence of sight and sound and how the interplay of all these elements can affect the quality of the event. He recognizes that the art of theatre is inextricable from questions of scope, timbre, proximity, and perception; that architecture is the handmaiden of theatre, not its despot, and that the theatre was made for man and not man for the theatre. These may seem obvious truths, but in practice, ones that are often neglected.

By lucidly surveying the innovations of the past centuries, he explains why we have come up with the stages we now possess and in so doing poses the question as to how they might change in the future. Aware that every problem requires its own individual solution, Bloom does not venture to prescribe a universal panacea, but his analyses and insights can help others focus on the elements they need to explore to find their particular way. Being a practical man of the theatre as well as an aesthetician, he concerns himself with mundane but essential matters such as legroom, sight lines, acoustics and assembly areas — making it clear that every factor that impinges upon comfort, audibility, and visibility affects an audience’s perception of art.

As Bloom notes, when touring actors, moving rapidly from one city to another, arrive in a new theatre they often climb to the center of the stage, survey the auditorium and briskly clap their hands to judge the degree of resonance peculiar to that particular venue. In an instant, they can tell what visual and auditory problems they can expect to find once the audience assembles. They realize that the efficacy of their performance depends on a delicately determined ratio between the stage and the house. If theatre architects, using some comparable pragmatic means, were able to gauge these factors before they put pen to plans, the whole art of theatre design would be transformed.

It used to be said that theatre was nothing more than two planks and a passion, and in one sense that old saw remains true. The fact that those planks are now embossed in elaborate new textiles, swathed in a variety of rich upholstery and bolstered by the most technologically advanced equipment in the modern world doesn’t alter the fact that it all exists for the sake of conveying that “passion.”

Before the playwright has his script, the director his conception, the set-and-costume designers their sketches, or the actors their roles, the architect has spoken. Since it is his voice which precedes all the others, it behooves us to make sure that he knows what he is talking about. Theatre architecture is, of all the theatre arts, the one that most pressingly needs to be “accommodated” and this is precisely the service Martin Bloom has provided.
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