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XANTI SCHAWINSKY
Spectodrama

In 1924 Xanti Schawinsky registered in the Bauhaus painting programme in Weimar. His teachers were Wassily Kandisky and Paul Klee, Laslo Moholy Nagy and Walter Gropius.

As a member of the theatre group, he created and set up the show and played the part of the trainer in The circus, performed first in Weimar and then in Vienna.

In 1925 he became interested in photography, conducting experiments concerned with studying the mechanisms of vision.

Research in the fields of space and perception are the key interests guiding his work in a variety of disciplines: theatre, painting and photography. These disciplines were often inseparable in his work revolving around a single core: the study of man’s perceptive functions.

Spectodrama is a form of interdisciplinary educational theatre Schawinsky developed in the Bauhaus in Dessau, where he was appointed to set up the theatre department and produce ballets.

While working at the Bauhaus he staged a number of versions of Spectodrama, resumed between 1936 and 1938 in three shows at Black Mountain College in North Carolina, where he taught after fleeing Europe to escape racial persecution. In 1969 the magazine Leonardo (Oxford – New York) published a text about the concept and meaning of Spectodrama.

“…man’s intelligence is of course based on other faculties in addition to verbal thought. He is capable of perceiving with his inner eye and his inner ear concepts of forms and tonal structures that may be stimulated by movement, colour or sound. The intelligence of a dancer’s body may express a fundamental principle, just like verbal analysis of the text of a book or a graphic illustration… we should not develop our verbal gifts alone, but also the vital talents innate in human nature, and penetrate spheres unknown to us so far, beyond the printed word, on which education is unfortunately based today… To do this we must transfer teaching and study from the classroom to the stage, viewed as a practical terrain and laboratory for demonstration. This is in fact an excellent place to activate all the individual’s talents, and a place in which we can use all these means to symphonic effect.

Colour and shape, movement and light, sounds and words, pantomime and music, illustration and improvisation become an alphabet for a more complex means of expression… scientists, artists, economists, musicians, composers, psychologists, engineers and sociologists work together in a reality in which the clearly distinct lines of separation between different specialisations disappear, giving free rein to their action on one another, abounding in thoughts, ideas and cognitions…Spectodrama includes the fields of optics, form and colour, acoustics, sound, language, music, time, space, architecture, technology and illusion”. (From the Galleria d’Arte Moderna di Bologna catalogue, 1975, in which the text is translated into Italian by Germano Bicca)

The photographs Schawinsky takes during the performances are not mere “documents” but must be interpreted as studies of space and form, of the relationship between dramatisation, costumes and la scenes, as if they were visual re-evocations of the action on the stage as a whole.

The exhibition also includes Lux Feiningern’s photographs testifying to Schawinsky's work with the Bauhaus.
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