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Introduction

Within this essay I will be looking into the definition of skilled, within my own practice of scenic design, with compared notes of style and technique of studied artists and designers. I will be looking into researcher, and author, Prof. Donald Norman, renowned for his publication, ‘The Design of Everyday Things’. As well as the English art critic and writer, John Berger, with his ambition and drive reflecting in his work. All while referring to the ‘good design principles’ of Dieter Rams and ‘the seven principles for transforming difficult tasks into simple ones’ also by Donald Norman. Evidently leading to the defining notion of a Skilled Scenic Designer.

Scenic as defined by the oxford dictionary is,
 “Providing or relating to views of impressive or beautiful natural scenery. (Oxford, 2019 a)
Design is defined as, 
“A plan or drawing produced to show the look and function or workings of a building, garment, or other object before it is made.” (Oxford, 2019 b)
Skilled is explained as, 
“Having or showing the knowledge, ability, or training to perform a certain activity or task well.” (Oxford, 2019 c)
When these words are put together they mean a specific designer who transforms, builds or recreates a new world or a pleasing aesthetics for a certain type of audience. Whether they be a film or theatre watching audience, or it is the layout of a gallery or exhibition. The scenic designer is needed to decide the aesthetics or illusion the play, film or exhibition is trying to express. There is a need for a set skill of knowledge, organisation and teamwork, all very important you may argue for almost any job. However, I argue the ‘skill’ within my practice is refined and more acute to a specific classification of design, while still fitting strongly within the basic building blocks of design, a skill in its own right. 

I turn to the Dieter Rams known for being one of the most influential industrial designers on the impact and concept of product design as we know it today. I refer to his Ten Principles for Good Design, stating the main foundations of design, regardless of the category of design still intertwine and correlate in terms of specification. As a Scenic Designer I agree with his principles of a good design is, (let’s use a theatre panto production as an example for this descriptive): environmentally friendly, long-lasting, aesthetic, unobtrusive, innovative, makes a product useful and understandable. So, in this case the ‘product’ the principles are referring to would be the actors on stage, in this example in this category of design, this is because audiences for scenic designers usually are not highly interested in the scenic design but more for what the aesthetic is surrounding. A.K.A. the actors. The good design of scenery is there for the actors to be understood, meaning that when there is a scene that is referred to being in a castle, the scenery reflects this with stone walls, cloth embalms and grand furniture, etc. 
Rams stated, “A product is bought to be used. It has to satisfy certain criteria, not only functional, but also psychological and aesthetic. A good design emphasises the usefulness of a product whilst disregarding anything that could possibly detract from it.” (3 Pillar Global, 2014 a)
If we were to apply the current example situation to the above quote, replacing product with actors and design with set, the principle still stands as valid while still holding its original intent of the sentence. I also believe that the actors’ issue to have to describe constantly the surrounding area, due to a lack of scenic design, seems to over work and devalue from the actors (product). Meaning the audience (consumers) are deprived of the potential quality. Furthermore, meaning that the design should be unobtrusive to the main product, the principle is as follows, “products for filling a purpose are like tools. they are neither decretive objects nor works of art. Their design should be therefore be both neutral and restrained, to leave room for their user’s self-expression.”  (3 Pillar Global, 2014 b)
It goes without saying the benefits for scenic design to be long-lasting and aesthetically pleasing. They are common scenes denominators for when it comes to productions of sets and for achieving the design briefs. As well as the environmentally friendly principle it makes economical sconce to reuse old unused sets, as well as design them to be generalised so that it can be used for more than one production. I also strongly agree with the principle of innovation, encouraging the use of the latest technology’s in not only digital term but materials as well. To claim that Dieter Ram’s product design principles fit completely within scenic design is wrong, this is like saying a gynaecologist and a cardio thoracic doctor’s study is the same thing in general. Much like doctors, we have a basic knowledge of certain criteria and aspects and further into a more refined skill style and expertise.

Scenic designing cannot only be linked to the design theory of Dieter Rams but also Donald Norman’s design theory book, ‘The Design of Everyday Things’ (Don Norman, 2013) the book part expresses psychopathology of the consumers and their actions for a designed product. Discussing how you approach your design should have the consumers psychology in mind. He discusses the vestigial features of designs, the aspects or traditions of a given design that have not changed, maybe for generations, because the consumers have not found fault with it or just have not complained about the recurring aspect of the design. In scenic design there may be recurring tips and tricks for construction, but there does seem to be recurring patterns of structure. For example, the layout of the average late night television show, e.g. Would I Lie to You?, 8 Out of 10 Cats Does Countdown, Q.I., Celebrity Juice, all seem to have a reputative layout of the host in the middle with two guests or so on either side of them. This recurring pattern may be based off the limited space a studio has and the budget a show has for the scenic design? The reasoning behind the design is endless.
He also discussed the other part design that scenic designers always have to keep in-mind when designing a set, is the aspect of the human nature and the inevitability to incorrectly construct or use a piece of set. Norman articulated in his findings, “if an error is possible, someone will make it. The designer must assume that all possible errors will occur and design so as to minimise the chance of the error in the first place, or its effects once it gets made. Errors should be easy to detect, they should have minimal consequences, and, if possible, their effects should be reversible.” (Norman, 2013 a) Basically, stating that if there is something to go wrong it will and to design and plan out accordingly, a scenic designer may do this through keeping the design basic and simple with aesthetics to distract from its basic shape or using the smarter / more durable materials.  
Dr. Don Norman retracked on his original book, revising and re-releasing his publishing’s again in 2013, talked about the importance of aesthetics, usability, emotion and fun of a product has its higher importance over usage and what its designed to do. “…Pleasure, enjoyment and emotion. Emotion is so important that I wrote an entire book about the role it plays in design. An approach that puts human needs, capabilities, and behaviour first then designs to accommodate those needs, capabilities, and ways of behaving” (Norman, 2013 b). He is clarifying the need for aesthetics that insight emotions, making it a highly important design condition than it just being a working functioning product. For example, the old-fashioned Victorian era lampposts have a more colourful and edgy look with rivets and glass panels, an aesthetic design. When compared to modern day lampposts that are more of a flowing grey neutral look with LED lights made to not be noticed but just a light source. This extremely apposes with the basis of scenic design where the aesthetic emotions are the height of importance for the designing aspects of scenery. This designing aspect is naturally thought about automatically by a scenic designer without realisation. 
It is thought by renowned psychiatrist Iain McGilchrist that, “If you can stand back and see…then you can make a necessary bond. Similar to the necessary to reading. Too close you can’t see anything. Too far you can’t read it. To manipulate the world (so its readable and clear) we need to be able to use, interact with the world and use it for our benefit. So when we know that something is important and we want to be precise about it…we need to use a simplified version of reality. There’s no use in having all the information on a certain terrain or field. What you need is to know the specifics of where certain things are that matter to you… (using a figurative symbolic form of meaning to further understand the information and situation) It’s not reality but it works better,”  RSA ANIMATE: The Divided Brain (McGilchrist, 2015). Stating the future of design is leaning more towards importance of function instead of pleasantries to the eye as well, however the pleasantries aid in the understanding of the function and emotion the information is trying to insight.
A design that is aesthetically pleasing as well as functional. This effect of emotional stirring is caused by choice of colour coding, the physical flow of the said object and its ability to control and attract the attention of the audience subconsciously. For example, the use of pink fade lighting in the film, ‘The Avengers: End Game.’ In the scene between, Glamora and Peter Quill, two romantically involved characters. Glamora is asking Quill to killer if her attempt to kill her evil adoptive farther, Thanos, is unsuccessful and he, as she fears, captures her and ultimately tortures her. The scene is set inside a poorly light, dirty, metal spaceship. To entheses mood the room is filled with pink and hints of yellow lighting, symbolising the growing newly found love and lust they have for each other. For it to slowly fade into a darker rose pink to represent the change of mood of the conversation. Not only are the audience getting a verbal change of the conversations' mood, but a subconscious visual aid as well. Further adding to the emotional connection, leading to the audience being more emotionally attached to the characters. The flow of the lighting rests upon the background of a dirty metal wall with seeps of it upon the characters faces, the plain or lack of texture on the wall is used to the advantage to create a subtle change, the more edges and depth the more the shading makes the change of lighting obvious. When the lighting hits the face of the characters, which are more textured due to focus and high clarity, they bring more attraction to their faces. When in a close up and mid-shot this is very important in increasing emotional affiliation and clarity of emotion to the audience.
 The technique of using colour coding is a scenic designer’s highest quality of skill because, without it the film or production may as well be performed in black and white with a neutral background with the actors standing there saying their lines.

A skill cannot be defined without discussing the foundation of its’ origin, I refer to the passion and drive of a designer that leads them to becoming one. John Berger, a renounced writer, producer, teacher and art critic. A lover of reality-based fiction in both novels and drawing, he went on to be known as”a Marxist humanist, he had strongly stated opinions on modern art combined to make him a controversial figure early in his career. Shortly after serving in the Second World War and completing his education in the fine arts he seemed compelled to live life and do everything that his passion drove him to do. Marrying in youth, twice, he seemed to work extensively to have his family, also while working on an extensive list of productions of works, plays, screenplays, poetry and books. At the pinnacle and peak of his career he married the love of his life and had his third child, he went on to work beyond his retirement years and live to the age of 90 in his home in France. I theories his drive to constantly write and create and publish, with his ever-growing desire for the art and family, he lived a filling life of the arts he so loved. He did what inspired him, and he had an outstanding career, I believe to be due to his passion for it. Therefore, I say that a skilled scenic designer is one who has a love and passion for it.

“The arranging of artists in the order of merit seems to be an idol game. What matters are the needs that art answers”
- (John Berger interview - Newsnight.2011.05.27, 2011.)




Conclusion

To finally, and thoroughly, define skill within the boundaries of scenic design I say they need to create a construct that frames and enhances the importance of the main subject of the piece, all the while conveying the message that the art is stating. All these men I have used within this paper to convey skill, were skilled designers not because they went to an imperial art school or college, but because they had their own unique style and technique. Which I hope to keep in mind when developing my own technique and skill. Donald Norman, a professor in design, usability engineering and cognitive science, once said, “A good design is actually a lot harder to notice than a poor design, in part because good design fits our needs so well that the design is invisible.” (Norman, 2006)

 I believe this to summaries the essence of a scenic designer, their ability to create an illusion of a world that does not exist and make it real, both physically and emotionally. This, I define as a skill to be of the upmost importance for a production of entertainment, all the while remaining unnoticed and unappreciated by the civilian eye. That is what it means to be a skilled Scenic Designer.
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