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Within a context where computing power has assisted the theatrical industry in finding ways to commodify 
and replicate the scenography of performance, the trade union, Equity, and the Society of British Theatre 
Designers have quite properly concerned themselves in recent years with issues concerning the copyright 
status of designers' work. But to articulate the identity, originality and ownership of a scenographic 
concept through the legal route of patent protection would be considered an inappropriate, if not bizarre, 
idea. It is a common impression of Gordon Craig that he was secretive, almost to the point of paranoia, 
about theft by other designers and directors of his ideas. It may be, therefore, that his quest for 
ownership of his ideas through legal channels confirms this view. Many have tried to account for the work 
of Craig through an understanding of his psychology - none more thoroughly than the famous chapter by 
Simonson that dismisses his work.3 It is not our aim to attempt a re-appraisal of Craig's state of mind 
when he sought this action, but the historical context should not be overlooked.  

Craig was just 38 years old when he submitted his patent application. He was at the height of his artistic 
power, and was close to achieving the recognition, and opportunities for the implementation and 
consolidation of his ideas that he sought. In addition to seminal writing, two of the most important 'art' 
theatres of Europe (in Moscow and in Dublin) were actively seeking his collaboration; his radical vision 
was being recognised internationally and, through exhibitions, his name would begin to be linked with that 
of Adolphe Appia as theatrical co-founder of scenographic modernism. Two years later his plans for 
establishing a theatre school would be achieved at the Arena Goldoni in Florence. The period 1910-13 
must therefore be seen as an extremely positive and optimistic one for his career. Craig himself was 
aware of this when, at the age of 85, he wrote: 

From now to the middle of 1913 is a very productive period of my life. All came along this year - 1907: 
Screens, and SCENE, the 'Ubermarionette', Black Figures, The Mask.4 
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Although expressed in the language of practical innovation, Patent No 1771 should not be seen as one 
that presents merely scenic ideas. The screens project represents Craig's mature concept of the 
relationship between performance and its scene (or place) of presentation. Whilst the aesthetic 
presentation of this relationship changed in his subsequent work, the elegant, technically achievable 
simplicity of Craig’s idea, as formalised in the Patent document, must be seen as a fundamental practical 
expression of all that he scenographically stood for. The screens serve as a practical and economical form 
of scenic arrangement that could be adapted to theatres large and small and could easily facilitate 
touring. They might further recreate the link between architecture and scene that Craig much admired in 
the theatre of antiquity and the Renaissance. But in many ways, and perhaps most importantly, especially 
in large model form, they could serve as a tool for experiment, or as Yeats reported to Lady Gregory how 
Craig had urged him “to play about with his model first and master its effects” (see the context of the 
comment below). The screens seem to have been an important resource for learning and teaching at the 
Arena Goldoni School for the Art of the Theatre. Craig, therefore, was not merely seeking to protect his 
authorship of a particular stage setting, but through them to establish the basis of a new view of theatre; 
a theatre that, at that time, he had every good reason to believe was both revolutionary and achievable. 

On the 24th of January 1910, Craig submitted to King’s Patent Agency Ltd. Office5 in London his 
provisional specification for what were termed ‘Improvements in Stage Scenery’. Almost three months 
later on the 15th April, he submitted the complete specification describing his proposals in detail and 
accompanied by 4 sheets of technical drawings. Under the terms of the Patents and Designs Act (1907), a 
search would have been made through the last 50 years of patent submissions to ensure originality. His 
submission was published on the 1st September 1910. Between 1884 and 1978, publication could only 
take place when the patent had been searched, proved and accepted. Legally therefore, Craig now held 
patent rights on his idea for 14 years (extended to 16 years in 1919).6 

Two weeks before the first part of his submission to the Patent Office, he seems to have had little trouble 
in persuading W.B.Yeats to buy a model of his scenic proposition with a view to their use at the Abbey 
Theatre in Dublin. Yeats wrote enthusiastically to Lady Gregory: 

Craig dined with me last night and... made drawings etc and explained further his ‘place’ or whatever one 
should call his invention. I am to see his model on Monday at 5... I think I shall, if it seems right, order 
one for us (this will cost he says about £2 for material and about £4 for the man’s time). I asked if we 
would get his scene in time for Oedipus but he [Craig] wants us to play about with his model first and 
master its effects. If we accept the invitation I must agree, he says, to use it for all my poetical work in 
the future. I would gladly agree. I now think from what he told me that a certain modification will give us 
an entirely adequate open air scene. That we shall have a means of staging everything that is not 
naturalistic, and that out of his invention may grow a completely new method for even our naturalistic 
plays.7 

Six months after their acceptance by the Patent Office, Yeats announced the introduction of the screens 
and writes in the Abbey Theatre programme in January 1911: 

 The method of decoration in The Deliverer and The Hour Glass was invented by Mr. Gordon Craig and will 
be used by the Art Theatre of Moscow, where it will make possible the full performance of Hamlet, with a 
different decoration for every little scene, so rapidly can the scenes be changed. Thursday night will, 
however, be its first public use. It does not aim at effects of realism, but at a decoration of the stage 
almost infinite in the variety of its expression and suggestion, and for the first time makes possible effects 
of lights and shadows various, powerful and delicate. Mr. Craig has given us the right to make use of his 
patent in Ireland, with the generosity of a great artist, and because he respects our work and ambition.8 

They remained in use at the Abbey and appear to have fulfilled Yeats’s initial enthusiasm.9 

More famously (but more damagingly for Craig’s reputation) the scenographic principle of the screens was 
used at the Moscow Art Theatre when Stanislavsky invited him to create and supervise the mise en scène 
[our term] for their production of Hamlet10. Hamlet remained in the repertoire of the Art Theatre for three 
seasons, with a total of 47 performances in all: 15 in Moscow during 1911-12; 8 in St. Petersburg during 
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the season of 1912-3; returning to Moscow to be presented 18 times during 1913-14, and concluding with 
6 performances with the production closing in Moscow on the 11th March 1914. The production was a 
considerable success. But for Craig, the final exasperation of Stanislavsky with the challenge imposed by 
Craig on both the stage staff and the actors, and the early technical problems that occurred when moving 
free-standing screens on a raked stage, have done much to promote the image of their inventor and 
designer as a hopeless visionary who could not practically realise his visions.  

 

 

In preparing the exhibition Exploding Tradition: Edward Gordon Craig 1872-1966 for the Victoria & Albert 
Theatre Museum, London in 1998, we wished to present and illustrate, as well as designs and artefacts 
from the Arnold Rood Collection, something of the significance of the scenographic ideas and theory 
implicit in the screens. The principal artefacts comprise the Patent document with their accompanying 
drawings; a rather fine photograph of 1911 of his mother, Ellen Terry, standing on a setting made from 
the screens; production photographs from the Moscow Hamlet; a wood and plaster model of a screen 
scene dating from ca. 1922, and some photographs made by the actor Edward Petherbridge in 1982 of an 
imaginatively lit set of model screens in the Harvard Theatre Collection. In order to illustrate the essence 
of Craig’s idea, it was felt to be important to attempt a precise realisation of the technical drawings from 
the original patent document. 

A 1:25 scale model was made directly from the information provided in the patent drawings for exhibition 
display. However, from all that Craig wrote about his ambitions for the idea, and from the glimpse of their 
possibilities suggested by Petherbridge’s photographs, the lighting of the scenes was the element that 
would bring them to life as partners in performance. It was felt that no amount of miniaturised lighting of 
the physical model would achieve the range of possibilities of Craig’s idea and also, for the purposes of 
exhibition, provide opportunities to see the effects of changing and moving light and shade. Accordingly, a 
computer model was created11 and a scale image of Ellen Terry (taken from the photograph of her 
standing on stage in a set of screens) was used to provide human context and scale to the reconstruction. 
In this way, we could show quite clearly the two ‘states’ described by Craig in his patent document and 
further, we could reconstruct the effect of the scene-change from one to the other state. 

Craig described the screens in Scene (1923): 

They stand on the stage just as they are; they do not imitate nature, nor are they painted with realistic or 
decorative designs. They are monotone. ... “A nice place”, said a dear old friend [Yeats?] to me on looking 
at the model of the scene ... and I have always thought this was the best word to use - far better than 
scene - it is a place if it seem real - it is a scene if it seem false.12 

For the foremost characteristic of this scene is that it is an architectonic construction with a life of its own. 
It is a solid, three-dimensional unit which adapts itself to the actor’s movements, a group of screens 
which stand up by themselves. ... The relation of light to this scene is akin to that of the bow to the violin, 
or of the pen to the paper.13  

To begin with, I acknowledge my debts to the limelight men of the Lyceum and to Rembrandt.14  
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We are reasonably confident in the reconstruction of the architecture of the two scenes - the Patent 
drawings provide all the necessary technical referents. We created the overall scale of the model from the 
height of Ellen Terry relative to the screens beside her. The base tone (although inevitably not the precise 
colour) can be deduced from the ‘putty-like’ colour of the existing model (ca. 1922) in the Theatre 
Museum, the 1911 photograph of Terry in the screens that Craig made for a prospective production of The 
Merchant of Venice, and the references to the screens as Craig designed them for the Moscow Hamlet. 
Unfortunately, the greatest aspect of subjective reconstruction, undoubtedly therefore, must be our 
attempt to light the scenes. Unfortunately, as Craig’s descriptions above indicate, light was intended to be 
the quality that would energise and identify the distinctiveness of the scenic proposition implied by his 
Patent. Light, like a bow playing upon the mute and inert violin, would create the scenic ‘music. It is also 
the quality of light that allows the screens (apart from their single, formal change of scene) to become the 
‘three-dimensional unit which adapts itself to the actor’s movements’. Additionally, although the physical 
screens present a very distinctive stage architecture, it is clearly light that would enable the scene to 
acquire ‘a life of its own’. 

In crucial ways, the scenography proposed by Craig’s screens is central to his thinking. Neither they, nor 
their surface treatment, represent anything; they neither imitate nor (arguably) represent any 
relationship with the real world. They create a space for performance. Their realism is that of their 
material presence before an audience - hence Craig’s description of them as a ‘place’ rather than as a 
‘scene’. In a very practical way, without expensive recourse to bricks and mortar, they try to achieve the 
relationship between theatre architecture and scenic design that underpins so much of Craig’s thinking 
whether expressed in models, words, or designs. 

I wish to remove the Pictorial Scene but to leave in its place the Architectonic Scene.15 

Craig’s writing on theatre history in his journal The Mask and in his volume of essays on history, Books 
and Theatres16 explores with envy and atavistic longing (but with absolutely no desire whatsoever to 
reconstruct) the energy and spirit within theatre cultures that have created the ‘architectonic scene’: 
ancient Greece, Rome, Renaissance Italy, Elizabethan England, and even the portable fit-up stages of the 
commedia dell’arte. This concept was exemplified in complementary ways in the St Matthew Passion 
project that he undertook at his theatre school in the Arena Goldoni in Florence during 1913-14. This 
large 2.4 meter high model proposed the conversion through simple scenic means of an Italian church 
(inspired by his sketching in 1910 of the 12th Century church of St. Nicolao di Giornico) so as to create a 
permanent architectural setting that would be brought to life through the performance of light, sound and 
action. 

Once upon a time, stage scenery was architecture. A little later it became imitation architecture; still later 
it became imitation artificial architecture. Then it lost its head, went quite mad, and has been in a lunatic 
asylum ever since.17  
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What, however, has proved to be the most revealing aspect of our reconstruction - aside from the 
computer’s ability of ‘bringing to life’ a past scenography - is the sheer beauty and modernity of Craig’s 
vision. Were the screens to be constructed for performance today, they could hold their own alongside 
work considered to be up to date and relevant to the theatre of almost a century after their conception. 
Their minimal, although aesthetically distinctive, statement offers the potential for vibrant dynamic 
relationships to be created between the visual complexity of actors, props and costumes and the spare 
architectural environment within which they perform. 

Towards the end of the animated sequence of our reconstruction (which may be downloaded below), we 
employed a technology and lighting technique that would not have been available to Craig, but is very 
much part of our contemporary scenographic palette. In the computer model, we lit the scene with light 
mediated by ‘gobos’ or projections. Craig provides his most detailed description of the atmosphere and 
quality of the screens in his book, Scene (1923). This also contains several of his distinctive designs using 
angled light represented by diagonally strong hatched lines. Accordingly, it seemed interesting to see 
what the effect would be were we to try to make the model ‘look’ like his designs - albeit that he produced 
them not precisely for the version of the screens as described in the Patent document. The ‘gobos’ used in 
the animation were therefore created by scanning sections of these designs and ‘projecting’ them onto the 
model. As ‘reconstruction’ this moves beyond the relatively secure evidence that had been used to create 
the model. But given the recurrence of this imagery, and the graphic means used to represent the stage 
throughout so much of Craig’s work, we considered it to be a legitimate vision of both an ‘original’ and a 
‘modern’ Craig to explore in pursuit of our aim not only to reconstruct Patent No 1771, but also to explore 
and illustrate the scenography implicit within. 

 All illustrations in this article are reproduced by kind permission of the V& A Theatre Museum, London 
with especial thanks to Ms Ellen Terry Craig for her permission to reproduce the photograph of Ellen Terry 
standing in a set of screens (1911). 

 

Notes 

1 This examination of the patent sought by Craig for his ‘Improvements in Stage Scenery’ of 1910, arises 
out of research undertaken in writing and preparing the exhibition Exploding Tradition: Edward Gordon 
Craig 1872-1966 that opened at the Victoria & Albert Theatre Museum in London in June 1998. I am 
grateful for the access to the wide range of Craig material in the Arnold Rood Collection, which that 
opportunity gave me, and to the generosity and enthusiasm of Margaret Benton and Dr. Jim Fowler for 
the project and for this article.  
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2 The Kent Interactive Digital Design Studio is part of the School of Drama, Film & Visual Arts, at the 
University of Kent at Canterbury.  

3 "Day-Dreams: the Case of Gordon Craig", in Lee Simonson, The Stage is Set, New York: Harcourt Brace 
& Co., 1932 (reprint, New York:Theatre Arts Books, 1975, pp. 309-350). 

4 Edward Gordon Craig, Index to the Story of My Days, London: Hulton Press, 1957, p. 297. 

5 King’s Patent Agency served as an approved interface between inventors and the Patent Office providing 
legal and technical advice on the nature of submissions.  

6 I am grateful to Melvyn Rees of the U.K. Patent Office for his help and advice on the process of patent 
application in 1910.  

7 W.B.Yeats to Lady Gregory, 8 January 1910 cited in Allan Wade, (ed.) The Letters of W.B.Yeats, London: 
Rupert Hart-Davis, 1954, p. 546. b 

8 W.B.Yeats, Abbey Theatre Programme for the Hour Glass and The Deliverer, Jan 1911.  

9 When Christopher Baugh worked there as a scene painter in 1967, Sean Barlow, a stage technician at 
the Abbey Theatre who worked with Yeats and the screens, clearly remembered their scenic and technical 
efficiency.  

10 For a very full account of this production, see Laurence Senelick, Gordon Craig's Hamlet - a 
Reconstruction, Westport Cn. & London: Greenwood Press, 1982.  

11 The modeling was created and lit using Kinetix 3D Studio MAX software on a PC platform.  

12 Edward Gordon Craig, Scene London: Humphrey Milford and Oxford University Press, 1923, p. 1.  

13 ibid., p. 25.  

14 Edward Gordon Craig, Towards a New Theatre, London: 1913, p. xi. Having worked only a couple of 
years at the Lyceum, his tiny design for Romeo and Juliet, captioned by Craig, “My first style - Lyceum 
influence!” clearly indicates the impact that the volumetric beams of light produced by the fly-floor 
mounted limelights had upon the young designer. 

15 Edward Gordon Craig, Daybook 1, 3 February 1909, p. 77, Humanities Research Center, University of 
Texas at Austin.  

16 London: J.M.Dent & Sons, 1925.  

17 London: J.M.Dent & Sons, 1925.  
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No 1771. 

 

A.D. 1910.  

Date of Application, 24th Jan., 1910, 

Complete Specification Left, 5th Apr., 1910 Accepted, 1st Sept., 1910 

PROVISIONAL SPECIFICATION. 

Improvements in Stage Scenery. 

I, EDWARD GORDON CRAIG, Of Arena Goldoni, Florence, Italy, Stage-manager, do hereby declare the 
nature of this invention to be as follows: - My invention relates to apparatus for producing scenic effects 
oil the stage and is particularly adapted for use ill the representation of poetic drama.In the 
representation of such plays the producer has hitherto been obliged to choose between the alternatives of 
either employing scenery formed and painted so as to produce all illusion of the actual scene intended by 
the playwright, or using plain curtains as a background. Many persons have come to the conclusion that 
the latter method has certain æsthetic advantages and it has the material- advantage of cheapness and 
easy transport.The object of my invention is to provide a device which shall present the æsthetic 
advantages of the plain curtain but shall further be capable of a multitude of effects which although not 
intended to produce an illusion shall nevertheless assist the imagination of the spectator by suggestion, 

My device is further intended to combine tile artistic variety and mechanical advantages of painted 
scenery with the portable nature of the curtain. My invention consists in the use of a series of double 
jointed folding screens standing on the stage and painted in monochrome - preferably white or pale 
yellow. The screens may be used as background and in addition to this use may be so arranged as to 
project into the foreground at various angles of perspective so as to suggest various physical conditions, 
such as, for example, the corner of a street - or the interior of a building; by this means suggestion, not 
representation, is relied on and nevertheless variety is obtainable. The device possesses the great 
advantage that the variety in effect is obtained from a very simple apparatus which may be readily 
transported from place to place and easily arranged and moved on the stage. Moreover this device is self-
supporting and unlike scenery or curtains, does not require to be suspended from above. The screens may 
be mounted on castors and provided with struts if desired. 

Dated this 24th day of January, 1910. 

EDWARD GORDON CRAIG 

COMPLETE SPECIFICATION. 

Improvements in Stage Scenery. 

I, EDWARD GORDON CRAIG, Stage Manager, of Arena Goldoni, Florence, Italy, do hereby declare the 
nature of this invention and in what manner the same is to be performed, to be particularly described and 
ascertained in and by thefollowing statement: -My invention relates to apparatus for producing scenic 
effects on the stage and is particularly adapted for use in the representation of "poetic drama." 
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In the representation of such plays the producer has hitherto been obliged to choose between the 
alternatives of either employing scenery formed and painted so as to produce the illusion of the actual 
scene intended by tile playwright, or using plain curtains as a background. Many persons have come to 
the conclusion that the latter method has certain æsthetic advantages and it has the material advantage 
of cheapness and easy transport. 

The object of my invention is to produce a device which shall present the realistic advantages of the plain 
curtain but shall further be capable of a multitude of effects which although not intended to produce an 
illusion shall nevertheless assist the imagination of the spectator by suggestion. 

My device is further intended to combine the artistic variety and mechanical advantages of painted 
scenery with the portable nature of the curtain. 

My invention consists in the use of a series of double jointed folding screens standing oil the stage and 
painted in monochrome-preferably white or pale yellow. The screens may be used as background and in 
addition to this use may be so arranged as to project into the foreground at various angles of perspective 
so as to suggest various physical conditions, such as, for example, the corner of a street, or the interior of 
a building by this means suggestion, not representation, is relied upon and nevertheless variety is 
obtainable. The device possesses the great advantage that the variety of effect is obtained from a very 
simple apparatus which may be readily transported from place to place and easily arranged and moved on 
the stage. moreover this device is to all intents and purposes self-supporting and, unlike scenery or 
curtains, does not require to be suspended from above. 

The screens may be mounted on any suitable arrangement of castors and provided with struts or other 
suitable means for retaining the screens in their arranged positions. The accompanying drawings illustrate 
the way in which the invention is carried into effect. 

A series of folding double jointed screens, indicated by A, B, C, D, as a whole, are arranged as shown 
.diagrammatically in plan Figure 1 to convey by suggestion to the spectator the representation of the 
interior of a building, see Figure 2. 

The screens may be formed with leaves of equal or varying widths as in Figures 1 and 5, and the end 
leaves provided with pointed struts E, Figures 3 and 4, arranged preferably within the frame E1 of the leaf 
to be forced into the boards by means of the thumb or like piece E2, and to hide the castors E3 which may 
be of the ball or roller type and the space between the bottom of the leaves and the stage a valance E4 
carried by the lower part of the frame of the leaf may be employed and if desired an additional strut or 
struts F, Figure 7, may be used to assist in retaining the screens in their arranged position on the stage. 
These additional struts F, which may take the form of a leaf and be of the same or less dimensions as the 
leaves of a screen, may be permanently hinged as at f, Figure 7, to either end of a leaf or to the outer end 
of the end leaves, or said struts may be provided as in Figure 8 with pegs fl to take into holes f2 in the 
framework E of the screen as in figure 9. 

The hinges between the leaves of a screen may best be formed in the manner indicated in Figures 10 and 
11, that is to say, the hinges are formed of strips of webbing inserted between two adjacent leaves and 
the ends g of said strips fastened to the front face g2 of the leaves, whilst the ends g1 are fastened to the 
rear face g3. 

Should it be necessary in the course of the play to change the scene suggested in Figure 2 to an exterior 
view, then the leaf a of screen. A, Figure 1, is swung round so as to hide leaf a1 and practically leaf a2, 
disclosing leaves b4, b3, b2 of screen B. Screen C is then swung round, covering leaves c1, c2 of said screen 
C, disclosing.leaves d, d1, d2 of screen D and hiding the leaves b, b1 of screen B, the screens then being in 
the position shown diagrammatically in Figure 5, coveying by suggestion an exterior, as in Figure 6. 

If desired the stage may be divided up by lines, or otherwise marked to facilitate the ready positioning of 
the screens according to a predetermined arrangement or chart. 
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From the above it will be obvious that by moving more than one leaf in each of the screens and by 
moving the screens themselves a multitude of suggested effects can be obtained. 

After the performance the screens are readily folded, packed flat and transported to their fresh 
destination, taking up in packing and transport but little room. 

Having now particularly described and ascertained the nature of my said invention and in what manner 
the same is to be performed, I declare that what I claim is: 

1. A device for producing scenic effects on the stage, consisting of a series of monochromatic folding 
double jointed screens standing on the stage and arranged so as to project at various angles of 
perspective to assist the imagination of the spectators by suggestion of various physical conditions such 
as the interior or exterior of a building substantially as herein described.· 

Monochromatic double jointed folding screenes with leaves of equal or varying width provided with castors 
and struts substantially as and for the purposes set forth. 

Dated the 19th day of February, 1910. 

KINGS PATENT AGENCY LIMITED,  
165, Queen Victoria Street, London, E.C.,  
Agents for Applicant. 

The common seal of Kings Patent Agency  
Limited was this day affixed hereto in  
presence of:- 

BENJ., T. KING,  
Director,  
Chartered Patent Agent. 

Redhill: Printed for His Magesty’s Stationery Office, by Love & Malcomson, Ltd. -1910. 
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