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performances presented by Art et action, a company he 
formed with actress Louise Lara. Together, they merged 
British director Edward Gordon Craig’s strategies for 
architectural set design with an approach to performance 
emphasizing multi-sensual simultaneity. In five types of 
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that anticipate the architecture and actions of an ideal, 
modern city.
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The city and its architecture have often been likened to a theatre, in 
which we play the roles of daily life, seeing and being seen in a minor 
frisson of urban pleasure. British theatre director Edward Gordon 
Craig put it thus, “There is something so human and so poignant to 
me in a great city at a time of the night when there are no people 
about and no sounds. It is dreadfully sad until you walk till six o’clock 
in the morning. Then it is very exciting.” When people fill the city, 
the architecture transforms, as it takes many and various roles in the 
thousand stories that people play out in their actions. Craig found 
poignancy in the city and excitement, not in the visual image of the 
buildings as objects of art but in their potential for drama. In design-
ing sets for the stage, Craig constructed architectural spaces that gave 
actors positions and spatial relationships that they could use expres-
sively, sometimes in graceful concert and sometimes with physical 
strain and resistance. Craig brought architecture to the stage out of 
the city and then returned dramatic narratives to the city, giving back 
the echoes of many stories. Through his work the dramas of the city 
accumulated from street to stage and back again in the characteristic 
events of urban life.

This book centers on the work of architect Eduard Autant and his 
wife, actress Louise Lara, who seized Craig’s challenge to explore the 
actions of architecture in theatre. They developed a systematic approach 
to the design of spaces that act with people to spark events.1 In 1919 they 
formed an experimental theatre company, Art et action (Art and action), 
in Paris, where they worked with a group of progressive artists, poets, 
and musicians to develop performances that spanned the arts.2 Autant’s 
calling was architecture. “Each drama,” he wrote,

needs its proper scenic situation. To determine this is to envision the means 
of production that can release the spirit, affirm the character and develop 
the discussion. The lighting of a painting and the aeration of a statue, to the 
acoustics of a room, reinforce the primary purpose of the piece, giving it a 
vital atmosphere, like the fish, bird, worm need water, air, earth—not to be 
confused with aquarium, cage, and flowerpot.3

Autant proposed architectural spaces to create these “vital” atmos-
pheres; specifically, he and Lara explored how spaces place and frame 
people in relation to each to create distinct kinds of events that could 
open to creative contact. Autant and Lara’s work in the mirror world of 
theatre addresses the spatial qualities of watching and being watched 
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that are integral to the performances of social life. Their experiments 
in theatre reflect back on the characteristic social events in Paris of the 
1920s, the city they knew, and project forward to envision the spaces and 
events of an ideal city that they imagined for the future.

Autant and Lara merged Craig’s spatial sensibility with an artistic 
philosophy of simultaneity, first articulated by the poet Guillaume 
Apollinaire, that modern artistic experience is constructed by an active 
spectator stimulated by disparate, simultaneous sensations and narra-
tives.4 This approach to art shifted focus away from creating a unified art 
object and toward giving spectators a multi-sensory field of experience 
rich with poetic potential. For many artists associated with Apollinaire, 
including Autant and Lara, modern, simultaneous art was allied with 
a Marxist political stance, specifically a vision of a collective society in 
which each person would act according to his or her spirit and calling. 
Many disparate, creative actions answering the human spirit would 
coalesce in unforeseen ways to move society forward. Architecture, as 
an affirmative vital atmosphere, was crucial to artistic events and, by 
 extension, to social events of a new society.

Some of Autant and Lara’s ideas emerged into the design of build-
ings in Paris through the work of likeminded colleagues such as 
Auguste Perret and Robert Mallet-Stevens, well-known architects 
who defined modernism along similar philosophical lines.5 Their 
approach to design was distinctly progressive yet differed pointedly 
from the dominant voices then defining modern architecture. Perret 
in particular, who had been a classmate of Autant at the École des 
Beaux Arts, designed and built a broad range of public spaces and 
buildings that supported an urban life of active citizens in a society 
conceived collectively.6 He stood in opposition to the version of mod-
ern architecture championed by Le Corbusier and spoke his mind in 
print and through his work.7 Whereas many modern architects looked 
to the fine arts for inspiration, Autant, Lara, Perret, Mallet-Stevens, 
and others offered instead a clear statement of modern architecture as 
a performing art.

The city as theatre

This study began as a search for architectural strategies that might 
enhance the social life of the city, a goal that has become increasingly 
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urgent for contemporary architects. Building habitable cities that are 
inviting, efficient, and poetic is key to sustainability. Reviving public 
space, designing for a changing mix of uses and populations, and 
creating places for urban life challenge contemporary architects to 
invent new forms and glean what they can from the beloved cities of 
the past. Most architects embrace the challenge of urbanity but find few 
models to guide them. On the one hand, the commercial razz-ma-tazz 
of shopping districts and staged “communities” revive historical forms 
such as town squares that no longer function as they once did: the fake-
ness grates. On the other hand, the dominant, modern tradition that 
contemporary architects have inherited distains overt “theatricality” 
and is notably lean on advice for designing urban buildings. Modernists 
of the mid- twentieth century had so effectively rejected classical design 
that architecture’s long-standing link with the art of theatre grew thin. 
Contemporary architects are now inventing anew the art of urbane 
design and are again reaching toward theatre, not for showiness but 
rather for human substance.

Autant and Lara’s work and that of their architect colleagues was 
squarely rooted in the Baroque metaphor of theatrum mundi—that 
the world is a stage. This deep metaphor, familiar from Shakespeare’s 
As You Like It, casts human choices and actions in life as a drama 
directed and watched over by God within the Globe Theatre of 
the universe.8 The world was a large theatre reflected in miniature 
in the small theatres where actors play roles that reveal the human 
condition. In the most ancient expression of the tradition, theatrical 
performances and the theatre buildings that house them were under-
stood as places of vision (Greek: theatron) where spectators watch as 
a god might watch the dramas and follies of human life. Theatres are 
microcosms that offer a view through to the macrocosm by way of 
stories. The metaphor also places theatre directors and architects in 
a presumptuous and potentially dangerous position as pretenders to 
divine wisdom.

Autant and Lara took up the mantle of both theatre director and 
architect but constructed a role less as priestly conduit to understand-
ing than as a minister who sets up conditions in which spectators 
may find their own path. Art et action’s performances included many 
simultaneous elements juxtaposed with each other, so multiple and 
indeterminate meanings could be creatively constructed by those 
participating in the artistic caldron of each event, actor and spectator 
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alike. Autant and Lara’s task as architect and as director was to open 
a space by means of the performance, so that flashes of spirit might 
ignite in the moment.

In this sense, the architect’s art parallels that of a theatre director. Both 
work beforehand to contrive the conditions of an event so that it might 
open to real experience. Whereas the director prepares the actors, so 
they may perform well in a theatrical event, the architect prepares the 
place, so that it may perform as a kind of non-human actor in the events 
of the city. Both anticipate what will happen and plan from a narrative of 
use—a script or scenario for the director and a program in the case of the 
architect—yet neither can determine an outcome. They prepare, yet they 
cannot control events as they unfold. Neither do they act in the events 
themselves. Director and architect step back. Ultimately, the actor and 
the building must perform on their own, interacting in real time with 
people and elements of the scene in the moment. Director and architect 
may fret in the wings, but they can only watch to see whether the scene 
takes poetic flight or not. Their art lies in setting up the elements so that 
that sparks of true contact can fly.

Theatre itself originated in the social events and architecture of 
the city. Historian David Wiles traces the roots of theatric forms to 
urban rituals and festivities.9 Greek theatre arose out of the festival 
of Dionysus and took place in front of her temple following the ritual 
sacrifices and dances of the rite. Spectators witnessed the sacrifices and 
the plays as part of a spiritual communion with the gods and with each 
other.

Wiles traces another genre of theatre, cabaret, to short entertainments 
that accompanied feasts, which were often hosted by a king or noble-
man in the main hall of his manor. Songs, clowning, and feats of skill 
filled the time between courses amidst the dining tables, while a master 
of ceremonies kept up a patter and guests added witty commentary. In 
sum, Wiles found that each theatric form holds a distinct character and 
place in the city, and each depends on a distinct relationship between 
those who act and those who watch.

Most social events incorporate an element of theatre, in which some 
people perform while others watch. Catholic mass, for example, is a 
highly choreographed performance with symbolic costumes and fixed 
roles. The narrative of communion is always the same, yet its very repeti-
tion draws the congregation together in ritual. An urban festival, on the 
other hand, such as Carnival also has choreography and costumes, yet it 
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includes many stories and spontaneous performances that take place all 
around spectators, absorbing them in the general festivities. Everyone 
sees and is seen simultaneously.

The historical give and take between theatric events and social events 

informed the architecture of both. The depth of this tradition is prob-
ably best expressed in drawings published by Sebastiano Serlio in his 
sixteenth-century treatise, Tutte L’Opere D’Architettura et Prospetiva (All 
the Works on Architecture and Perspective). Serlio distinguished three types 
of theatre: tragedy, which took place among kings in the city’s public 
square; comedy, which revealed the foibles of nobility in the private 
rooms of palazzi; and farce, which took the form of Saturnian romps in 
the woods.10 The balance of Serlio’s treatise follows the same logic: that 
each aspect of life (such as worship and dwelling for example) should 
take its place architecturally within an orderly city. An architect’s role 
was therefore to design the city and its elements with proportional preci-
sion to elevate the theatre of social life in each of its aspects to create a 
unified, urban entity.

The classical, theatric tradition of architecture instructed by treatises 
such as Serlio’s became increasingly codified through the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, particularly in the French École des Beaux 
Arts and in the city of Paris. By the 1920s Paris was wholly identified 
with classicism in all aspects of social life. Theatre, cinema, and fashion 
thrived. Cafés provided open-air meeting places on every corner where 
passersby could see each other and be seen in turn.11 Parisian urban-
ism, as mise-en-scène, became a potent model for cities around the 
world. However, the rise of a modern sensibility out of the same urban 
scene presents a conundrum. At the same moment that architects and 
urban planners around the world were looking to Paris as a model of 
fashion and order, the most progressive and vocal architect in Paris, 
Le Corbusier, condemned the streets as dank corridors that denied 
the city’s population adequate air, light, and greenery. He famously 
proposed tearing down a section of Paris to erect apartment towers in 
a park, a graphic demonstration of a theory of urbanism that has since 
become a defining element of modern architecture’s legacy. How could 
Paris be perceived as so culturally urbane and yet so oppressive at the 
same time?

The debate among architects concerned the proper role of architecture 
in staging urban life. The strategy for classical design as it developed in 
the École des Beaux Arts in Paris, paralleled traditional Italian theatre 
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and depended on architectural framing to create the familiar drama of 
watching and being watched. Views through windows and doors offered 
composed scenes that revealed people to each other. The emerging mod-
ern architecture, on the other hand, allied itself with cinema. Modern 
buildings created places, such as high-rise apartments where residents 
look out on a landscape but remain largely unseen, in a position of privi-
lege that is no longer social or reciprocal. The buildings cast viewers as 
voyeurs.12

The duel carried on between Corbusian modernists and proponents 
of École des Beaux Arts classicism has dominated the historiography of 
the Paris in the 1920s, and of early modern urbanism generally. Yet the 
simple duality of polarizing arguments has obscured other trends and 
more subtle contributions by less strident architects and artists who 
embraced modern life and explored new, modern forms of seeing and 
being seen.

In fact, a third group of architects including Autant, Perret, and Mallet-
Stevens charted another path altogether by drawing on the innovations 
of modern theatre directors. They looked to the work of Vslevolod 
Meyerhold in Moscow and Jacques Copeau in Paris, who produced 
modern performances that were neither framed like classical drama 
nor disembodied like cinema.13 Meyerhold, Copeau, and other progres-
sive directors who heard Craig’s call, built architectural sets that actors 
engaged in expressive, physical movement, which spectators could feel 
as well as see. They experimented with innovative performance spaces 
that emphasized the actors’ presence and played across the boundary 
of illusion, so spectators remained conscious of their role in the event, 
never falling completely into a story.

Autant and Lara’s work is perhaps the clearest statement of the archi-
tecture of this third path. Their experiments in theatre proposed new 
scenarios that speak clearly of the performances integral to social events 
and to the design of social spaces in the city. They designed spaces 
and performances that depended on the creative power of spectators 
to construct experience out of multiple simultaneous elements that 
they saw, heard, or remembered. They emphasized the reciprocity of 
seeing and being seen and celebrated moments when the visual frame 
was crossed like a threshold. In performances and in design, they told 
mythic stories, which envisioned how people and architecture might 
act in a modern, collective society. “Life, this permanent theater” wrote 
Autant in 1925.14
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Five theatres

With the actors of Art et action, Autant and Lara developed five 
distinct genres of modern performance that paralleled types of social 
events in the city. They presented several performances in each genre, 
sometimes adapting existing plays and sometimes writing new works 
for the theatric type. Each genre centered on a specific form of acting 
and required spectators to take a distinct role as those who watch. 
For each genre Autant sketched a theatre building that would posi-
tion actors and spectators in very specific ways so that they would see 
each other and be seen in accordance with the nature of the event. 
Each of the five genres was unique, and all developed artistic princi-
ples of simultaneity and projected the roles and actions of an artistic, 
 collective society.

The five genres, Choral Theatre (Théâtre choréique), Theatre of Space 
(Théâtre de l’espace), Theatre of the Book (Théâtre du livre), Chamber 
Theatre (Théâtre de chambre), and University Theatre (Théâtre universi-
taire), can be read as commentary on characteristic social events of Paris: 
spiritual communion, public festival, exhibition, mass media transmis-
sion, and civic debate, respectively. The five types of performance can 
also be read as proposals for how social events should be reconfigured in 
both form and meaning to support the new society that Autant and Lara 
envisioned.

Each chapter of this book considers one of the five types of theatre. 
Each presents an analysis of the spatial experience of performances, 
as they would have been experienced in their respective theatres, even 
though most of the theatres were never built. Analyses, including digital 
models of the five theatre buildings, show how each theatric type and its 
theatre reinterpreted the characteristic institutions of Paris and reconfig-
ured them for a new society. Each chapter then traces the spatial ideas 
that Autant and Lara developed in theatre and shows how they emerged 
in the parallel work of their architect colleagues, principally Auguste 
Perret.

Autant’s architectural designs for the five theatres make sense only in 
performance and the performances make sense only in their respective 
spaces. The event is the only measure. The analyses presented in this 
book focus on the actions of architecture with and among people, not 
on form, composition, or symbolic meaning. Each of Autant’s designs 
for the five theatres is described as it would have been experienced by 
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spectators in the performance event—what they would see and hear, and 
how they would be seen by others.

In the early 1930s, Autant and Lara published limited runs of booklets 
that presented each of the five genres of theatre. Each booklet included 
manuscript plays in the genre together with Autant’s sketches for the 
theatre building and an introduction explaining the type. In the 1950s 
they gathered the evidence of Art et action’s work into an archive for the 
Bibliothéque Nationale de France.15 They also collected the booklets into 
a single volume and published it in 1952 under the title, Cinq conceptions 
de structures dramatiques modernes (Five Conceptions of Modern Dramatic 
Structure).16 In this rare volume they present the five types of theatre in 
relation to one another as a system that set up poles of dramatic expe-
rience to map a field of modern performance. The system, playfully 
referred to as a “quintology,” presents a coherent theoretical statement 
that binds drama to architecture. The theatres demonstrate how build-
ings could act in the multiple dramas of modern urban life. Together 
they can be read as a poetic picture of the design and performance of the 
architecture of a modern town in a collective society.

Art et action in Paris between the Wars

Edouard Autant and Louise Lara took a circuitous path in arriving at 
their life’s work together. Their personal histories, professional training, 
and immersion in the social and artistic life of Paris all contributed to 
the creation of the five theatres. Early in their experiments, Autant and 
Lara were tagged by the younger actors in Art et action as Père Système 
et Dame Abelle (Father System and Lady Bee). Autant’s penchant for 
order defined his creative work as architect and director, culminat-
ing in the quintology. Lara deeply embraced the craft of acting and 
developed a rigorous training program for the troupe based in physical 
exercise and improvisation.17 The motto of Art et action intimates the 
highly principled yet bittersweet quality of their quest: “Better to take 
a step forward and retreat with dignity than be successful and remain 
stationary.”18

As a young man, Edouard followed in his father Alexandre Autant’s 
footsteps. He pursued architecture, attending the École des Beaux Arts, 
where he received a classical education and training in the tradition of 
architectural proportion, propriety, and mise-en-scène. Autant built at 
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least three buildings: a casino in Enghein in 1900, an apartment house 
with elaborate glazed terracotta ornament in Paris in 1901, which he 
designed in association with his father, and his own house on Rue Emile-
Menier in 1915.19 Autant seems never to have established an independent 
professional office. His prospects may have been dampened by some 
of his extreme political views. He roundly rejected the authority of the 
Catholic Church (although he embraced Christian spirituality). He was 
a fervent Dreyfusard and a pacifist, and he entertained a short-lived and 
somewhat contradictory interest in anarchy.20

Autant married Louise Lara, and their son, Claude Autant-Lara, was 
born in 1901.21 Lady Bee performed lead roles in the venerable state 
theatre, La Comédie Française, where she received some acclaim. Her 
politics also seem to have interfered with her professional career, for 
she was such a vocal pacifist during World War I that she had to take 
refuge in London for a few years with her teen-aged son and presumably 
her husband. It was at this juncture that they encountered the work of 
Edward Gordon Craig, which impressed them deeply.22 When the family 
returned to Paris in 1917, Lara banded together with a group of artists, 
musicians, and poets surrounding Guillaume Apollinaire to form Art et 
liberté, a casual group that performed pan-arts pieces based on ideas of 
the simultaneity of modern experience. They met regularly at the house 
of architect Auguste Perret, who knew Autant from the École. Autant 
himself joined the group shortly thereafter and moved the venue to 
the Autant-Lara residence. Apollinaire died in 1918, and the group dis-
solved.23 Autant and Lara founded Art et action in 1919 and continued 
to work with others from Art et liberté, such as the poet Henri-Martin 
Barzun and the composer Arthur Honegger.24 Art et action presented 
performances for more than twelve years in a small loft they called the 
Grenier Jaune (Yellow Garret) located on the top floor of a building in 
Montmartre.

Autant and Lara’s work in theatre ran parallel to Auguste Perret’s work 
in architecture. Although they did not work together directly, Autant 
and Perret shared the classical values of their Beaux Arts education and 
the artistic philosophy of Art et liberté, as well as a commitment to the 
political left. Perret established a large, influential architectural practice 
and was well respected in Paris. He is still counted as a significant figure 
in histories of modern architecture, known primarily for his innovations 
in concrete construction and his debates with Le Corbusier. He is less 
recognized for his considerable contributions to public space, which 
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continue to enhance the quality of urban life in Paris today. For exam-
ple, he was a strong voice behind replacing the Trocadero palace with a 
public plaza between two museums to open a view of the Eiffel Tower, a 
space that continues to take visitors’ breath away.25 His prodigious built 
work, including churches, museums, apartment buildings, government 
buildings, and theatres shares many of the principles that Autant and 
Lara demonstrated in performance. Perret also shared a sense of the 
mythic role of architecture, a sentiment, most clearly seen in his sensitive 
contribution to the theory of architecture written late in his life.26

Early in Autant’s career, while still practicing architecture, he wrote 
plays that specify the role of the building trades in a larger symbolic 
system. The first, Ceremonie de la parabole des corporations (Ceremony of 
the Parable of the Guilds), of 1913, celebrated the arts of construction as 
symbolic links to the spiritual order of the natural world, a sentiment 
consistent with nineteenth-century symbolist poetry.27 In the play, each 
of the building crafts has a specific role in maintaining the proper place of 
humanity in the cosmos. The mason leads as an artist-priest who works 
the stones of the earth to raise chimneys and spires as offerings of earth 
to heaven. The carpenter follows, rendering the form of the living tree 
into structures that define the bodies of buildings. The beams are roofed 
in copper, like leaves that cover the limbs of the oak or olive. The painter 
then decorates structure as fruit decorates a tree. At the end of the play, 
each tradesman bends to the task of constructing the human body:

And the mason shapes the flesh
And the carpenter carves the bones
And the roofer spreads out the skin
And the joiner separates the cartilage
And the metal worker brings together the muscles
And the stove-maker warms the heart28

This quasi-classical set of correspondences between the living earth, 
the arts, the body, and the cosmos give work—specifically the work of 
building construction—a heroic purpose, which requires selfless dedi-
cation and spiritual purity. The high calling of architecture places it at 
the center of the arts, a theme that reappears several times in Autant’s 
writing, including a cycle of plays for performance in the Theatre of 
Space of 1937.

All of Autant and Lara’s endeavors were grounded in the city of Paris, 
including Autant’s education and professional work as an architect and 
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their work together in theatre. Their home was in the 16th arrondis-
sement, a district newly built on the model established by Baron von 
Haussmann, which controlled the layout of streets of various sizes and 
the location of amenities, such as cafés, parks, metro stations, and public 
buildings. The architectural logic of proportion and propriety, which 
Autant studied at the École des Beaux Arts, extended Haussmann’s plan 
into the design of buildings, imposing strict standards for style and detail. 
The entire urban scheme was executed impeccably in Autant and Lara’s 
neighborhood, from the vertical proportions of windows overlooking 
the street to the distance between metro stations.

The orderly architectural system supported an urban culture of seeing 
and being seen that was closely linked with theatre. Buildings framed 
and presented people elegantly, and the Parisian bourgeoisie dressed 
for the part. Along commercial boulevards, shop windows offered a 
phantasmagoria of fashion in theatrical tableaux, each a small drama 
for passersby. In the 1920s the “décor of the street” was the subject of 
city-sponsored competitions for building façades designed to enliven 
the scene. Photographs of the winning entries appeared in a series of 
publications from 1925 to 1931 with accompanying essays on the history 
and significance of shop décor written by Robert Mallet-Stevens and 
René Herbst, younger architects acquainted with Autant and Lara’s artis-
tic circle.29 In 1925, the French government hosted the hugely successful 
Exposition des Arts Decoratifs, which transformed Paris into a veritable 
theme park of sophisticated urban living for an international audience 
and confirmed that it was a—if not the—center of fashion, urbanism, 
and luxury in the world.30

Within this commercial milieu, Autant and Lara established Art et 
action as a pointedly non-profit, “experimental” theatre, as opposed to 
an “avant-garde” theatre, which might have been taken to mean “ stylish.” 
They distained most theatre as passive entertainment and sought to 
actively engage sympathetic audiences in performances that commented 
upon the contemporary human condition at a symbolic or mythic level. 
Modern theatre, they held, should act in the real world, beyond the con-
fines of the stage. More specifically, Autant and Lara based Art et action 
on a Soviet artistic collective.31 The plays they adapted and wrote, the 
forms of theatre they developed, and their activities off-stage advocated 
radical artistic freedom in a collective society.32 In Paris, they shared 
these convictions with many artists and literati, yet they made a more 
extreme and personal commitment than most.
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Autant and Lara followed developments in the nascent Soviet Union, 
where theatre and architecture took on crucial roles in ideological educa-
tion. Theatre became a means to transform passive spectators into active 
Soviet citizens by instructing and inspiring them to assume new roles in 
collective communities. Architecture was tasked with shaping the city 
both spatially and symbolically to place people in relation to one another 
so they could act effectively in these new roles. In the early years after 
the 1917 Russian Revolution, progressive theatre directors and architects 
innovated freely to reinvent their arts to serve a Communist society. In 
Moscow, celebrations such as May Day parades were staged in Gorky 
Street, which enveloped vast crowds in a demonstration of Soviet soli-
darity.33 Agit-prop theatre groups performed in small towns throughout 
the countryside to teach the new way of life. In cities, new worker’s clubs 
defined the spaces for leisure activities, always centered on a theatre.34 
Theatrical forms such as literary readings, street theatre, and children’s 
puppet theatre were adapted to mold and educate the population.

Autant and Lara sought out these new forms of theatre on a visit 
to Moscow in 1928.35 They specifically followed the work of Russian 
constructivist theatre director Vsevolod Meyerhold, who had brought 
performances to Paris and enjoyed broad international influence in the 
1920s.36 Meyerhold’s performances cast both actors and audience in roles 
that modeled a new society in which daily work was heroic and mean-
ingful. He wrote, “We have a new public which will stand no nonsense—
each spectator represents, as it were, Soviet Russia in microcosm.”37 
Meyerhold worked with designers such as Luibov Popova to develop 
three-dimensional architectural sets that the actors climbed over and 
through.38 He trained actors with a series of “biomechanical” exercises to 
achieve an expressive form of motion akin to dance.

The artistic ideas underlying Constructivist set design and dramatic 
techniques built on Edward Gordon Craig’s innovations in modern 
theatre prior to World War I, which had an artistic rather than political 
genesis.39 At the turn of the twentieth century, well before the Russian 
revolution, Craig, in concert with Symbolist dramatists such as Maurice 
Maeterlinck in Germany and Aurélien-Marie Lugné-Poe in France, 
conceived performances as transformative ritual or myth and sought 
inspiration in Greek drama, medieval carnival, “primitive” rites of pas-
sage, and Dionysian festival.40 They shared the conviction that drama 
should draw back the curtain of ordinary life so audiences might glimpse 
archetypal Man within an orderly cosmos. Choosing classical stories of 
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cosmological structure or mythic allegories, they seized on Athenian 
dramatic forms to recreate theatre as a sacred realm and performances 
as modern-day oracles. Images dwelt as symbols, inviting spectators to 
slowly and rhythmically enter layer upon layer of meaning.

Craig explicitly made the leap between this poetic symbolist drama 
and architecture. Starting in 1908, he published The Mask, a journal 
largely of his own articles, dedicated to remaking theatre through the 
design of sets and performance spaces. Craig sought a return to the 
origins of theatre, where he envisioned mythic stories played out in the 
real city among its buildings. He deplored the illusion of painted scenery 
and the Italian tradition of the proscenium arch, arguing that modern 
performances should help reconstruct the ancient connection between 
theatre and the real world. He observed that the essential qualities of the 
theatre—characters, setting, music, and words—should return to the 
city and to nature. Greek dramas, he wrote, “played in the daytime and 
with the sun streaming upon the actors and audience alike . . . . It was the 
movement of the sun upon the architecture which moved the audience.”41 
He continued, arguing that actors and elements of the set, each one 
strong and independent, should interact with one another to develop the 
tensions of the drama. Sets should not depict fictional scenes: rather, they 
should construct real spaces that actors could occupy physically so that 
they could express the story through position and movement. Instead of 
classical backdrops governed by single point perspective, Craig offered 
raised platforms, steps, walls, and openings that actors inhabited without 
illusion and that the audience could see from many angles. The entire 
width, depth, and height of the stage were available for action. Actors 
moved in the same space as spectators, even crossing into the aisles of 
the theatre. Craig’s spatial innovations redefined theatre, influencing a 
generation of directors across Europe.

Parisian artists such as Autant and Lara who received Craig’s call 
found it compatible with a developing poetic idea of simultaneity—that 
a work of art should be considered spatially rather than sequentially, 
thus redefining the narrative arts of performance as arts of space, akin to 
architecture. In 1913 Guillaume Apollinaire wrote that Cubist paintings 
represented complete objects, incorporating “all facets of the geometric 
surface” simultaneously in the space of the canvas.42 The poet described 
the broad ideas of modern, simultaneous experience shared by the art-
ists of Art et liberté as well as many associated with Cubism, Futurism, 
and Orphism. Apollinaire also participated in a much more specific 
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movement in art dubbed “Simultaneisme,” a name that was almost 
immediately appropriated to describe a doctrine of poetry.43 Though the 
movement was short-lived, the larger ideas that Apollinaire and others 
developed were broadly influential.

Apollinaire referred to the work of French philosopher Henri Bergson, 
who proposed that sensory perception integrates subject and object into 
events with a thickness in time, or “duration,” that cannot be subdivided. 
Bergson challenged the Aristotelian definition of time as a series of 
infinitely divisible instants to argue that events are perceived whole, as 
if simultaneously.44 He valued intuition as highly as intellect, writing 
that intuition integrates sensual information with imagination, memory, 
and often language to create experiences that are remembered complete. 

While intellect can divide and categorize experience, intuition assembles 
and creates it. Experience is actively created in the intuitive imagination 
of the viewer from multiple impressions, both sensory and imaginary.

Apollinaire joined some of Bergson’s ideas with Cubist imagery to posit 
that poetry could be visual, simultaneous, and somehow spatial.45 He 
wrote “simultaneous” poems, which contain complex internal rhythms, 
rhymes, images, and symbols that link words to each other thickly, cre-
ating a dense experience of sound and meaning in a structure that he 
considered both orchestral and architectural. To accompany several of 
Apollinaire’s poems composer Arthur Honegger wrote music that was 
almost figurative, adding expressive sound to poetic imagery and lifting 
poetry into multi-layered performance.

During and just after the close of World War I, Art et liberté point-
edly reached across the arts to bring together poets, painters, musicians, 
actors, and architects.46 In addition to Autant, Lara, and Perret, the 
group included Amadée Ozonfant, who later developed a “purist” style 
of painting with Le Corbusier; Albert Gleizes, one of the principal theo-
rists of modern art; the composer Honegger; and young poets including 
Henri-Martin Barzun.47 Barzun, who later wrote several pieces for Art 
et action, argued that simultaneous, spatial poetry was the voice of the 
modern age.48 He held that a poem’s significance lies in the correspond-
ences between the separate voices that reflect the “essential unity of life 
in its diverse manifestations.” He emphasized poetry’s cross-sensual 
nature, writing that poetry must be experienced bodily, “it must have 
volume, mass and depth.”49

Barzun concluded that in order to perform modern, simultaneous 
poetry fully, a theatre should be designed specifically for the art form, as 
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a concert hall is designed for music and a gallery for art.50 He described 
a theatre for poetry that would be light, bare, and lit by the sun from 
above. “The afternoon sunlight will put all works to the test, no matter 
the genre.” Poetic theatre should have no scenery, costumes, or decora-
tive detail. The performance should not be divided by traditional acts, 
but be ordered according to new periods appropriate to the piece. And it 
should “kill successive language, academic declamation, theatrical tirade, 
and all the dusty conventions of the popular stage.” Such a theatre would 
serve poetry and poetry alone. It would appeal to “listeners more than 
viewers, and to the soul more than the eye.” Listeners and performers 
would participate in “subjective collaboration” and poetic experimenta-
tion. He concluded that “Perhaps some grand idea, some genial reform, 
which would be able to contribute to all of art, could move out from 
this studio, from this laboratory, since poets, like savants, inventors and 
philosophers, pursue the same goal—knowledge.”

Autant and Lara’s five genres of performance evolved from the core 
ideas of simultaneous poetry and can be considered collectively as types 
of poetic experience. Each of Autant’s proposals for theatre buildings 
has elements envisioned by Barzun. Some are lit solely by the sun, 
some eschew scenery and costumes (while others embrace them), some 
emphasize sound over view, and all share the fundamental character-
istics of simultaneous performance, engaging the audience directly in 
multiple elements juxtaposed with one another. The five theatres mir-
ror Auguste Perret’s broad definition of architecture as construction 
that “fulfills the fleeting with the permanent,” with a Bergsonian coda 
specifying that the imagination creates permanent memories from a 
confluence of fleeting impressions.51 Their five forms of dramatic struc-
ture explore, in form and in action, the role of architecture in making 
human drama.

Art et action’s contribution

In 1936 the Socialist Popular Front came to power in France just long 
enough to sponsor an international exhibition of arts and technology 
that demonstrated in design some of the values of a free, artistic and col-
lective society.52 Both Perret and Mallet-Stevens designed buildings and 
public spaces for the fair, and Autant and Lara seized the opportunity to 
build one of their five theatres—the Theatre of Space.
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Following this golden moment in the eye of an international public, 
the artists affiliated with Art et action found themselves swimming 
against the tide of global politics. The Popular Front lost power in 
1937, the same year as the fair. By the outbreak of World War II, Autant 
and Lara’s ambitious project had succumbed to the crushing effects of 
economic depression and political trauma. During and after the war, 
the militancy of nationalism and Joseph Stalin’s ruthless rule in the 
Soviet Union hardened discourse in Europe and fueled the repression 
of any ideas that smacked of Communism. The shift in political climate 
affected the tone of the arts as well as the demeanor of social life for 
many years. Although Perret’s firm reemerged in the postwar period 
to rebuild French cities, the work of Autant and Lara fell deep into 
obscurity.

The Cold War brought long-term changes in attitudes, which remade 
urban life in a Modernist model.53 Western architects eschewed any 
feature that could be construed as overtly theatrical, hewing to a stand-
offish urbanism that offered views outward from private dwellings to a 
landscape or distant horizon rather than views inward toward each other 
in the city. Architects adopted cinema rather than live theatre as a model 
for architectural experience, defining an inhabitant as spectator in an 
almost virtual position, where he (always a man) could see out into a 
landscape without being seen, as if behind a moving camera.54 The deep 
association that theatre and architecture had long enjoyed was gone, 
notwithstanding momentary revivals.

In the 1970s and ‘80s, architects associated with the postmodern move-
ment in architecture rediscovered set design. Charles Moore and others 
built playful urban spaces explicitly as stage sets.55 Other architects and 
urban designers revived classical colonnaded buildings and returned 
to principles of nineteenth-century American town planning, advocat-
ing a New Urbanism of walkable, tree-lined boulevards, town greens, 
and stately building façades. Yet while both groups mimicked historic 
forms (either in earnest or with tongue in cheek), their work remained 
detached from the deeper tradition of architectural mise-en-scène.

In recent years leading architects have once again embraced urban life 
as a priority toward building vibrant and sustainable cities, and with it 
the implicit link between theatre and the city. Architects such as Rem 
Koolhaas, Bernard Tschumi, and Coop Himmelblau began in the 1970s 
not to revive old forms but to innovate, explicitly investigating the role 
of architecture in social events.56 Today, their work joins that of other 
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architects, including notably Diller & Scofidio who develop architecture 
in parallel with performance pieces.

Autant and Lara’s work offers contemporary architects a crucial, mod-
ern interpretation of the rich tradition of architectural thought that links 
theatre with the city. They demonstrate an approach to design centered 
on action rather than form as well as a means in theatre to experiment 
creatively with spatial situations. Each of the five theatres offers one path 
into design, as if to scout a territory for future investigation.

Notes
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Vsevelod Meyerhold (1974–1940) Russian Constructivist theatre director  
pioneered biomechanics; Jacques Copeau (1879–1949) Director of Théâtre du 
Vieux Colombier in Paris.
Edouard Autant and Louise Lara (1925)  La Philosophie du théâtre, Fonds Art 
et Action (Paris) p. 9.
The Art et action archive resides in the Collection des Arts du Spectacle,  
Bibliothéque Nationale de France.
Art et action,  Cinq conceptions de structures dramatiques modernes. This book 
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and Lara’s niece, known as Akakia Viala, assembled an archive of Art et 
action’s work including scrapbooks of photographs and letters, manuscripts 
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Her training program is laid out in Art et action (1956 (1929)) “Cours de  
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in Art Et Action (ed.), Cinq conceptions de structure dramatiques modernes 
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lashed out at racial minorities. His memoir, The Rage in the Heart, was 
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When Lara returned to Paris and briefly returned to  La Comédie Francaise, 
she requested that Craig design sets for a piece that was to have been her 
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de recherche entre les deux guerres: Le laboratoire Art et Action p. 125.
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Henri-Martin Barzun (1881–1973) French poet and founder of Simultaneiste  
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Academy Editions) p. 61.
Autant and Lara traveled to Moscow with François Jourdain and Luc  
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theatre. See Louise Lara (1928) L’Art dramatique russe in 1928 (Paris: Bergerac; 
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Meyerhold presented plays at the 1925 Paris International Exhibition of  
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Élysées in 1923. In 1928, François Jourdain organized a banquet to honor. 
See Corvin, p. 44. After Stalin took power in 1932, constructivist drama and 
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Meyerhold, “On the Staging of Verhaeren’s The Dawn” (1918) in Vsevolod  
Meyerhold (1969) Meyerhold on Theatre, trans. E. Braun (NY: Hill & Wang) p. 
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Luibov Popova (1889–1924) Russian avant-garde artist. Nancy Van  
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1913–1935 (San Francisco: The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 
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1922 and Paris in 1930.
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(1913) Towards a New Theatre: Forty Designs for Stage Scenes (London, Toronto: 
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(London: Constable). Edward Gordon Craig (1925) Books and Theatres 
(London: J M Dent & Sons). Edward Gordon Craig (1960 (1911)) On the Art 
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Maurice Maeterlinck (1862–1949) Belgian playwright, poet and essayist.  
Aurélien-François Lugne-Poe (1869–1940) actor, theatre director and scenic 
designer in Paris. Christopher Innes (1993) Avant Garde Theatre 1892–1992 
(London: Routledge) p. 19.
Innes,  Avant Garde Theatre 1892–1992 p. 59.
Guillaume Apollinaire (1972) “Modern Painting,” in Leroy C. Breunig (ed.),  
Apollinaire on Art: Essays and Reviews 1902–1918 (NY: Viking Press) p. 269.
The ideas of simultaneity in modern experience were broad and  
deep; they became integrated into modern abstraction at many levels. 
Apollinaire described Cubism as a simultaneous representation of an 
object. “Simultaneisme” describes a short-lived movement in art allied 
with Italian Futurism that emerged in 1913 and centered on Guillaume 
Apollinaire, Robert and Sonia Delaunay, and poet Blaise Cendrars. In the 
same year, poet Henri-Martin Barzun, a younger member of Art et liberté, 
used the term to describe his own literary doctrine. There was some 
disagreement on who had rights to the name. For an original source see 
Guillaume Apollinaire (1914) “Simultanisme-Librettisme,” Les Soirées de 
Paris, 25 (June 15, 1914). For a review of the Simultaneiste movement, see 
Matthew Affron (2013) “Contrasts of Colors, Contrasts of Words,” in Leah 
Dickerman (ed.), Inventing Abstraction 1910–1925 (Museum of Modern Art), 
82–93, p. 82.
Henri Bergson (1859–1941) Influential French philosopher who developed  
ideas of duration and intuition. Bergson lays out the entire argument 
supporting perceptual “duration” in Henri Bergson (1946) The Creative Mind, 
trans. Mabelle Andison (NY: Philosophical Library) pp. 14–25.
Adrian Hicken (2002)  Apollinaire, Cubism and Orphism (London: Ashgate) 
p. 9. Apollinaire described orphic poetry as a modern form, referring to 
the myth of Orpheus who charmed the gods with his poetic song and was 
granted permission to enter Hades to retrieve his lover, Eurydice. When he 
turned back to see whether she was following, she was lost.
See Corvin,  Le Théâtre de recherche entre les deux guerres: Le laboratoire Art et 
Action p. 67. Apollinaire had been a central figure in the arts before WWI, 
writing extensively and bringing diverse artists together. He fought in WWI, 
was injured, and subsequently died of his injuries.
Amadée Ozenfant (1886–1966) Painter who worked with Le Corbusier to  
develop Purist style of painting. Albert Gleizes (1881–1953) French artist and 
theoretician who was a founder of Cubism.
Art et liberté, the precursor of Art et action performed Barzun’s “La  
montaigne” (The Mountain) in 1917. Art et action performed Barzun’s 
“Panharmonie Orphique” (Orphic Panharmony) in 1922, “L’Universale” 
in 1923, and “Hymne des forces” (Hymn to Power) in 1926. Art et action 
also performed works by poets closely associated with Barzun: Sébastien 
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Voirol and Fernand Divoire as well as explicitly following Barzun’s ideas 
of simultaneity in the performance of classical works such as Jean d’Arc by 
Peguy. See Corvin, Le Théâtre de recherche entre les deux guerres: Le laboratoire 
Art et Action p. 40.
Henri-Martin Barzun (1912)  L’Ere du drame (Paris: Figuiere & Cie.) p. 34.
Barzun,  L’Ere du drame p. 124. All quotes in this paragraph are from the same 
source.
“ Architecte est le constructeur qui satisfait au passager par le permanent.” One 
of the first aphorisms in Perret, Contribution a une theorie de l’architecture. 
Reprinted in Britton pp. 230–237. Quote on p. 232.
Le Exposition Internationale des Arts et Techniques dans la Vie Moderne  took 
place on the Champs de Mars at the foot of the Eiffel Tower in 1937.
See Greg Castillo (2001) “Socialist Realism and Built Nationalism in the Cold  
War “Battle of the Styles,”‘ Centropa, 1/2, 84–93.
See Colomina,  Privacy and Publicity. The viewer is archetypically male.
Charles Moore (1925–1993) American architect, educator and theoretician.  
Moore’s 1978 Piazza de l’Italia in New Orleans is a signature project of urban 
set design.
See Bernard Tschumi and Irene Chung (eds) (2003)  The State of Architecture 
at the Beginning of the 21st Century (Columbia books of Architecture, NY: 
Monacelli Press).
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1
Hearing the Voices of the 
Universe: Choral Theatre

Abstract: Choral theatre performances of simultaneous 
poetry surrounded audiences with atmospheric music, 
voice, light, and dance to create a modern spiritual 
experience that reinvented the ancient Greek chorus, 
using Futurist ideas of polyvocal simultaneity and 
synaesthesia or cross-sensory perception. Autant proposed 
an acoustic shell structure to reflect orchestral music into 
full resonance, while multiple choruses sang poetic verses 
as vocal figures suspended in the sound-laden air. Auguste 
Perret’s 1928 concert hall, the Salle Cortot, similarly 
transforms the music “like a violin.” Two of Perret’s 
churches include hollow towers that resonate music in a 
deep hum, as if from the earth itself. In the artistic circle 
of Autant and Perret, this shared immersion in sound was 
considered a secular form of spiritual communion.
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