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Doctor of Arts Reija Hirvikoski has 
been a professional performance de
signer since 1979. She studied stage 
design at the Aalto Arts University 
Helsinki /Department of Film, Tele
vision and Scenography (1979–84), 
and her doctoral dissertation Tahdon  
tiellä (Where there’s a Will there’s a 
Way: the Role and Position of the 
Scenographer) was published by the 
University of Art and Design Helsinki 
(now Aalto University) in 2005. 

Known for incorporating video 
and projection into her work for the 
stage, Hirvikoski has worked as a 
freelance stage and costume designer 
as well as a production designer for 
film and television. She has played 
a key role in mounting over one hun
dred stage productions across Fin
land, including classics, musicals, 
dance and circus productions, chil
dren’s plays, and new drama, includ
ing many world premieres.

Hirvikoski has designed a num
ber of brochures, posters, and exhi
bitions, and has also designed furni
ture and office interiors. Her exten
sive career includes the roles of ar
tistic director, curator, researcher, 
moderator, peer reviewer, editor, and 
 author of journal articles and books 
about the theatre. 

She is currently a guest lecturer, 
supervisor, and examiner (BA, MA, 
and DA students) and nonpermanent 
lecturer at several Finnish universi
ties and vocational schools. Hirvi
koski has also taken part in many 
ex hibitions, both Finland and abroad.

Hirvikoski was in the curatorial 
team and the producer of the Finn  
ish national exhibition for PQ09 
(Prague Quadrennial), the curator 
and producer of the Finnish national 
exhibition for PQ11 and the chair of 
WSD2013 (World Stage Design/UK) 
exhi bition curatorial panel and award 
jury. As part of the official program 
at PQ15, Hirvikoski hosted a series of 
professional discussions called 
Break fast with Reija.

Hirvikoski has served as chair of 
OISTAT Performance Design and as a 
member of OISTAT governing board 
(2009–2015); she is currently head of 
the OISTAT Space Design Group. She 
has also served as president of OISTAT 
Centre Finland (2005–2015), presi
dent of the Trade Union for  Theatre 
and Media Finland, a body with over 
4,700 members (2009–2015), and vice 
president for  Theatre for the Arts 
Council of Finland (now Arts Promo
tion Centre Finland) (2009–2013).

Reija Hirvikoski was awarded a 
oneyear state artist grant in 2006. In 
1987, she won Finland’s premiere 
filmindustry prize, the Jussi award, 
for visual design for the movie The 
Snow Queen, the first female design
er in her field to do so. In September 
2009 she was named, as the first fe
male performance designer in the 
country, Artist Professor by the Arts 
Council of Finland, in recognition of 
her exceptional artistic contributions 
to the field of theatre.
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“Designing is  
spatial thinking  
– in the service of  
a performance.”



When the possibility of doing Dos to yevsky’s Crime and 
Punishment at the Oulu City  Theatre arose the first thought 
I had was that there needed to be someone on the artistic 
team who understood moving images. For me, moving 
images were a key visual and spatial element, one that was 
forcefully content driven. It was also a way of portraying 
Raskolnikov’s state of mind, bringing the poverty that char -
acterises the book’s ambiance to the stage, and modernis-
ing the idiom of the performance. Director Arja Petters -
son and I invited cinematographer  Joona Pettersson, who 
had studied cinematography at  VGIK in Moscow and 
 video art at EnsAD in  Paris, to join the team. On a hot July 
day in 2011, the three of us headed to St Petersburg to 
shoot some video – right  before the tragic events of Utøya 
island in Norway.  Text Reija Hirvikoski 

RH What was going through your head when you 
agreed to join this production?
JP Because the original idea of the artistic team 
was that the production would take place in 
the present day and there would be a constant 
stream of moving images in the background 
throughout the performance (130 min), the most 
important thing was to figure out how one person 
could put together the material for the entire 
production – shoot, edit, do the colour grading, 
and then ensure the quality and level of projec
tion, of course in cooperation with the theatre’s 
technical staff. In movie productions, there are 
more people involved: for instance, once the cine
matographer has shot the work, the projection 
ishandled by someone else at the movie theatre.
RH If you compare the footage shot for this pro
ject to a movie, were there any fundamental differ
ences?
JP The biggest difference was that in theatre, the 
performers are the focus and the video material 
needs to support their work. And yet it has to do 
it in a way that sparks interest and is unique 
here and now. In other words, you need to find a 
balance – you can’t steal the show. I planned the 
footage so that the majority of shots are wide
angle, to act as a backdrop for events. If you use 
closeups, then automatically the spectators’ 
attention shifts to the image. We do have scenes 
like that, but they’re carefully considered.
RH At the beginning, I also talked a lot about the 
footage needing to be accelerated moving images 
– impressions – not so much stills. We also de
cided that we would shoot the majority in St 
 Petersburg and somehow bring the actors into 
the stream of images back in Oulu.  
JP We do have accelerated images that underline 
the mood of the narrative – for instance, when 
Raskolnikov commits the murder, the shot whirls 
skywards like crazy.

RH I think that of course the music we use, which 
is contemporary Russian ska punk and heavy 
metal, creates a certain rhythm for the produc
tion, but I also think that the video footage brings 
its own intensity to it. It’s not just some swaying 
forest or clouds floating past in the background 
– I think the visuality you have created is of an
other class altogether.
JP One of the piece’s most interesting moments 
is Marmeladov’s death, where certain rules of 
cinematic montage apply: we begin from the tram 
passengers, unsuspectingly riding in the tram 
that happens to be the very one that runs over 
Marmeladov. Then there’s a clip that’s a little 
more experimental – in other words, sort of flash
es of footage and after that we cut right to omi
nous clouds and the makeshift electrical setups 
of St Petersburg’s streets. A street work sign show
ing a grave being dug hangs from the wires. We 
cut straight from the accident to future scenes 
that take place on stage, that’s a cinematic cut. 
During this footage, the tram’s collision with 
Marmeladov is being acted out on stage, with the 
revolving part of the set spinning furiously and 
the music intensifying the mood.
RH My favourite moment is when Sonja is out on 
a real bridge in Oulu at night trolling for custom
ers, and simultaneously the same actor, who 
also plays Raskolnikov’s sister, is on stage in a 
different role. 

When you look at the finished performance 
now, what would you do differently, what direc
tion would you take things?
JP Well, now we’re using two kind of movie screens. 
I’d definitely also like to project onto other sur
faces…
RH The projection would turn from images into 
more of an immaterial lighting element…
JP Since I’m coming from the world of cinema
tography, I’d like to keep the images…
RH Yes, but light is what is projected in a theatre 
production.
JP Of course, and we do have abstract images 
in the visualisation now as well: for instance, 
rippling black water. I also like footage like that.
RH Just off the cuff, any thoughts on how you 
could further develop the idea of the image as a 
member of the cast, in other words that the actors 
would react more to the footage?
JP Technology is developing all the time; we 
could use technology where, as the actors move, 
they cause some sort of reaction in the image, 
or then there are small pocketsized projectors 
that the actors could carry and use during the 
performance.
RH I’m always wondering about whether in order 
to do that, you need actors who are oriented to 
their work in a different way. The theatre is still 
so textcentred. There are actors for whom, for 
in stance, using props is problematic – they’re 
somehow an impediment and get in their way. Of 

A Conversation with 
a Cinematographer 
about Shooting for 
Stage and Cinema 

The following  conversa tion  
between Joona Pettersson  
and Reija Hirvikoski took place  
in the lobby of the Oulu City  
 Theatre  on the  afternoon before  
the opening of Crime and   
Punishment,  October 5, 2011.
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course productions already exist where an actor 
carries around a camera and films himself and 
other things on the stage, but I would claim that 
not everyone is capable of doing so naturally.
JP We made a definite decision that no live cam
eras, because the resulting image is often messy 
and ugly, due for instance to the difference be
tween cinema and stage lighting. Lighting that’s 
right for the stage and performance doesn’t nec
essarily work when shooting video. We did every
thing carefully and beautifully in advance. It was 
a conscious decision to do everything so cine
matically. Of course a cinematic approach could 
also be taken in the direction of some sort of in
teractive elements with the actors.
RH This is the use of movies in theatre produc
tions, and I believe video will be used more and 
more. Even though there already is a lot of it, 
it’s still not as prevalent as it could be. It’s often 
dropped, because directors and theatre tech 
crews don’t know how to deal with it. But of 
course that also means bringing artists who un
derstand the world of cinema into the world of 
the theatre, artists who could change the idiom. 
JP The way it usually works in the theatre is that 
the lighting designer creates a video for the pro
duction. It’s the exact opposite in cinema, where 
the lighting designer or lighting technician is the 
cinematographer’s assistant.
RH I was also considering my relationship to 
the profession of video design, image designer – 
throughout the ages, the images used in a produc
tion have been an element of the scenographer’s 
design and responsibility, but it’s abundantly 
clear that a workload like the one you put in to 
this production, there’s no way I could have done 
it. There’s no way one person could have handled 
all this visuality timewise.
JP Especially if you go the cinematic route.
RH Exactly. It has been the province of the sce
nographer in the sense that the images have been 
backdrops, painted facades, and then projected 
slides and films. And these ideas have generally 
been pitched by the scenographer – I think they’ve 
rarely been requested by the director. And that, in 
turn, is based on the fact that many theatre direc
tors are very nonvisual, lacking visual training 
or even understanding. Directors are more text
centric, especially here in Finland. I think that for 
a long time, stage designers,  and – as I prefer to 
call myself now, performance designers – have 
been willing to go much further in production 
visuality. The struggle begins at the point when 
the director says, ”I don’t want to” or ”I don’t like 
that”. The directors’ fear presumably stems from 
them not knowing the technology themselves. 
Many directors have believed that they need to 

know and be in charge of everything, and luckily 
that attitude is gradually crumbling. We do more 
and more collaboration, as a group, where all the 
artists give their best to create a shared work of 
art. It’s also true that there have been bad direc
tors pretending to be directors – where in prac
tice the entire team around them has kept things 
afloat. But even today directors still have the 
power to say ”I don’t like it, I don’t want video, I 
don’t like moving images”. And then it’s dumped. 
JP There’s probably no training program for thea
tre video design anywhere, which means that 
those people probably need to come from some 
other background. Coming from the movie world 
is probably pretty rare.
RH Nowadays the tools are so much cheaper and 
easier to use, which also makes using video pos
sible. Of course it’s also a question of attitude.
JP Just a couple of years ago, a camera came on 
the market that you can use to shoot Full HD 
 video. Because prices have come down, video 
designers can work with their own shooting and 
editing equipment. You can walk into the theatre 
with your camera and laptop, plug the projector 
into the wall, do your own colour grading, and 
program the finished image into the production 
– just like we just did.
RH It’s been really great having you at almost 
every rehearsal, even editing on the fly. Of course 
it has made giving comments on whether an im
age works with what’s happening on stage much, 
much easier.
JP If someone has an idea – maybe the screens 
could go red at this point – then it’s possible to 
try it out in real time.
RH I feel, by the way, that the cinematographer 
has a much bigger role in movies…
JP The cinematographer has a really important 
role, especially during shooting…
RH The stage designer has had a significant role 
in the theatre, the teamwork used to begin when 
the director chose a scenographer. The two of 
them would work together to create a detailed 
plan before rehearsals began. Together, they’d 
resolve the work’s visual world, the milieu where 
the play takes place. Nowadays there are trained 
lighting designers, costume designers, and on 
top of that video designers, image and stage 
 designers – and so this team that does advance 
design work keeps growing and growing. Which 
of course isn’t necessarily a bad thing.
JP When it comes to the collaboration between 
the video designer and the stage designer, what 
I find interesting are the forms the projection 
surfaces take during the production. This time we 
put – like we decided in advance – the image on 
screens. The framework turned out really great, 
but if you took it further, then you could end up 
with really interesting materialistic, formal solu
tions. Whatever that construction would be.

RH Using more unconventional forms means set
ting aside a lot more time for joint designing than 
what we had in this case. We decided to work 
within the framework of the shape of a screen, 
even though I of course did everything I could to 
ensure it wouldn’t look exactly like a cinema 
screen on the stage. After seeing the footage you 
shot for other purposes in St Petersburg, I also 
consciously thought that all elements that ap
pear on stage need to be really powerful, so that 
they would work with the video. The elements 
needed to be red, in this case. In terms of inten
sity, the images and props communicated with 
each other.
JP When you look at the stage and the visual 
whole, it calls to mind the Russia of the 1920s 
and experimental film, the kind of material we 
used in the video stream, but also the construc
tivism of Malevich on stage design.
RH True, the forms are from the world of the visu
al arts, like the shape and scale of our revolving 
stage, although of course that originated from a 
functional premise. I didn’t in any way conscious
ly study Russian culture in this context, since I 
knew that the video footage would be a documen
tary of St Petersburg. We created the performance 
for Oulu, for the city and its current residents. 
It’s also funny that we picked heavy metal as the 
music not because Oulu is a heavy metal town, 
but because the director and I agreed that it is the 
incontestable foundation for the main character 
Raskolnikov’s state of mind. I thought a lot about 
how to portray these people’s abject poverty on 
stage. The colours of the documentary footage 
we shot defined the colours of the clothes in my 
mind. The relationships between the elements 
stand of course in relation to the space of the 
stage as a whole. It’s a funny thing, when you do 
something simple, in the end of all that really is 
the hardest. Crystallising something takes time 
and thought. I had a lot of private dialogues with 
the images you shot, especially when I was mak
ing the scale model.
JP The less there is on stage, the more significant 
everything becomes. If you go with a cinematic 
approach, then you’re also working there in the 
world of cinema. You can integrate as much video 
as you want into the stage, totally bury yourself 
in it, and also use lighting. We didn’t have a light
ing crew with us in St Petersburg. Also, with a 
movie, the cinematographer does a lot more work 
with the actors, compared to video shot for sce
nographic purposes.

RH I think if we go much deeper into visualisation 
in the context of theatre we need to shoot some
thing first and then rehearse. Then have a break in 
rehearsals where we could work on more visual 
material and then rehearse again. Now we had to 
know what we were doing before the fact, in other 
words know what sort of material and how many 
minutes of it we needed. We also had a lot of luck 
in sweltering St Petersburg, stumbling across 
some really amazing spots by accident…
JP Yes, we grabbed hold of lots of opportunities; 
we just let the flow carry us along.
RH Plus our other shared ideas, about surveillance 
cameras, the online world, and the constant com
munication of time, is visible in the production in 
a really wonderful way…
JP Initially we also talked about the suburbs…
RH I’ve always been interested in using image; 
I’ve always tried to use it, too. Probably because 
of the fact that I consider myself a visual artist. 
Of course a theatre production is also always 
created according to the space where the perfor
mance takes place. When I was younger, I thought 
you could even radically alter the idiom of the 
theatre through visuality – a pretty conservative 
approach has dominated theatre here for a long 
time. But the fact of the matter is that Finnish 
cinema hasn’t really developed visually either.
JP No, it’s odd. After studying at the cinematogra
phy academy in Moscow, and if we think about 
the traditions of Russian cinema, the cinematog
rapher is respected a lot more there than they 
are here. The director and cinematographer work 
closely together. For a long time, for instance, 
there were two names on movie posters: the di
rector and the cinematographer. In Finland, we’ve 
gotten into this director–producer link and direc
tor–screenwriter link.
RH Theatre has the added dilemma that visuality 
won’t save the production, if the direction and 
acting fall short.
JP That’s the heart of the whole thing, after all. 
Directors need to boldly accept ideas from the 
artistic team. After having done this for a while, 
the more you start to notice yourself taking 
from others – like for instance at the beginning, 
when you were talking about speeding up the 
video, it felt scary, like ”hell no”. But it’s an idea 
that works well.
RH With theatre, I’ve always wondered why thea
tre doesn’t portray people’s subconscious: the 
fact that we’re sitting here talking, but we’re re
ally thinking about something else. Why doesn’t 
theatre show that?
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“A designer  
is not a servant  
of the director  

– but of the  
per for mance,  

and the director  
is, too.”



A scenographer has to find the core of the work for her self, 
not simply adapt to the director’s interpretation of it.  The 
 director’s and designer’s first impressions are rarely iden-
tical – the future performance demands a creative collision 
between these two.  When this duo’s communication turns 
into interaction, we are fishing in abundant waters.  The 
 visions of both become clearer. In my experience, the core 
of the performance does not lie in the written work, but in 
how it is treated.  Fidelity to words shackles the imagina-
tion and leads to likeness, a predefined Place.  The need for 
illusion kills the creative process during production.  Trust-
ing in content leads towards a performance space, a con-
scious relationship with the spectator, and contact with 
 reality. Subject matter takes artists into unexpected terrain; 
the authority of the word does not.  Text Kaisa Korhonen

Kaisa Korhonen is one of  
the leading stage directors  
in Finnish theatre. She is  
a highly regarded theatre
pedagogue in Finland and  
Scandinavia and one of the  
most influential thinkers of  
her era in the field. Korhonen  
has directed over 90 theatre  
performances across Finland.

The joint search for a visual world is an exciting 
enigma. It is as if we were on a game board.  The 
purpose lives, moves, and deceives. Even dead
ends feel meaningful, because they eliminate 
alternatives. And suddenly the visual solution 
clicks into place, ripe and ready. Hux flux. This 
is the way my collaborations with Reija Hirvi
koski have progressed. Work is its own reward.

When I examine Hirvikoski’s staging solu
tions or images of them, I see a striving for a 
strict, laconic simplicity. I also see powerful 
 dramatic colour surfaces. Hirvikoski likes com
plementary colours. At first I doubted this col
our scale, but it did not take long for me to admit 
that it works. It was playful, it functioned as 
an alienating effect, and what was strangest, 
it also suited serious contexts. The notion that 
seriousness would demand dimness and dark
ness as companions is lazy thinking. The West
ern world is full of black, boxlike studio stages 
where we fight against darkness. It is every
where; it has occupied us. Sombre gloom only 
illustrates gravity; energetic brightness makes 
it scream. 

I like actors who have a genuine physical 
 relationship to the stage design, to all of its ele
ments, without shunning any of them. Every
thing should be tangible. Reija Hirvikoski and 
I have worked on a couple of productions where 
the basic premise has been moving doors and 
the actors who move them. As shapers of the 
stage, the actors should be not only masters of 
their roles but also masters of metamorphosis. 
You can clearly observe the process, but the out
come may surprise the spectator. To me, this is 
straightforward, unaffected theatre.  

When I studied scenography at the Institute 
of Industrial Arts in Helsinki (currently Aalto 
University) in the early 1960s, my major was 
taught in the Department of Exhibition and 
 Scenic Arts. Scenography did not garner much 
respect. Although the word ”art” appeared in 
the department’s name for appearances’ sake, 
my major was peripheral; it was secondary to 
something I found completely foreign. In my 
mind, ”ex hibition” was linked to window deco
rating, the tempting arrangement of objects in 
display windows. The status granted my major 
by my school offended me as a twentyyearold 
student. Commerce was more important than 
theatre?

A little later I realised that the problem was 
the conservatism of Finnish theatre. We lived in 
an era of naturalism and psychological realism. 
Scenography was dominated by painted back
drops. The modernist influences that arrived in 
the late 1950s from Central Europe encountered 
resistance to change. Gradually, the spread of 
small, intimate stages and absurd drama crushed 
this resistance. Theatre began to speak to con
temporaries, deal with national themes, and cre
ate its own, open aesthetic. Throughout the 1960s, 
the new was locked in a battle with the old. The 
1970s was the decade of breakthroughs. Produc
tions emerged that rose, artistically speaking, to 
an international level. Touring regional theatres 
and the younger generation’s mobile theatre 
 companies were not afraid of challenges; they 
brought highquality productions to the most 
remote corners of the country. The audience base 
broadened radically in terms of professions, so
cial classes, and generations. These new multi
faceted spectators rapidly learned to read free 
dramaturgy and open aesthetics. The new era of 
Finnish theatre had begun. 

Reija Hirvikoski is one of the torchbearers of 
this new era.  
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“To design  
a visualisation for  

a performance  
– it is not to be  
understood as  
decorating.”



The stage designer is an empirical conceptualiser of space 
and place. She is a spatial thinker.  The analysis of space 
 always  involves links to the social relationships between 
people and thus to the actor’s expression and choreogra-
phy, to how actors/performers live and experience space, 
the nature of their interaction with it, and the type of bond 
that forms between the reality of the stage and the reality 
of the spectators. How space and place are understood 
in theatre affects how the spectators experience the world. 
Scenographic thinking can be compared to British social 
scientist and geographer Doreen Massey’s examination of 
space. According to Massey, space is built through social 
relationships and society is spatially constructed. Our under-
standing of the world and way of conceptualizing it takes 
place first and foremost through space and place. Space 
and place form an indivisible whole, and in Massey’s view, 
space is not simply a passive or static entity. Massey’s 
thinking stresses materiality on the one hand, presence on 
the other – in other words, the essential charac teristics of 
performance.  Text Hanna Helavuori

Hanna Helavuori is the  
director of Theatre Info  
Finland (TINFO). She is also  
a theatre researcher who  
has written several articles  
and exhibition texts on the  
Finnish performing arts.  
She has published books,  
lectured on the history of  
Finnish drama and theatre  
and on the history of con  
temporary theatre at the  
Theatre Academy, Univer 
sity of Arts Helsinki.

Over the career of scenographer Reija Hirvikoski, 
questions related to performance design have 
expanded, becoming increasingly cultural and 
political. Scenography has always involved tech
nological advances, but now, through the intro
duction of new media and computergenerated 
environments, the issue of aesthetic live perfor
mances is timelier than ever. What material and 
metaphysical conditions do these advances set 
for theatre and performance? The era of virtuality 
has problematised the work of the scenographer, 
thrown it into a crisis, and no designer can lightly 
sidestep issues of illusion and representation, or 
the parallels of materiality and embodiment. The 
simultaneous onstage presence of the perform
er’s body and the set and/or technology is never 
unproblematic. These issues do not take the form 
of dichotomies, but of fascinating intertwinings 
and parallels. The challenge for the performance 
designer is to meld together the body of the per
former, the set, technology, and visual art. 

Hirvikoski is anchored in the modernist tradi
tion of theatre directors and scenographers, in 
which space and selective spatial analysis can be 
considered the premise of nearly all design. Ac
cording to Måns Hedström, a central pioneer of 
modern Finnish scenography and Hirvikoski’s 
teacher, the scenographer must solve and resolve 
the relationship to material and then crystallise 
this solution in relation to the single material 
chosen. This was the tradition established by the 
designer Kaj Franck, which stressed purpose and 
functionality. Hirvikoski sees the performance 
designer as the architect of the text, one who sees 
and thinks about space as structures, spaces, 
scales, colours and the actions it facilitates for 
the actors. The designer creates space for actors 
in order for experience to emerge. It is a matter 
of spatial thinking. Hirvikoski’s instruments in 
this endeavour are for the most part immaterial: 
rhythm, tempo, choreography and movement 
are inherent to scenography. The performance 
designer addresses intertwined issues of space, 
image, body, and time, for which reason theatre is 
never, in Hirvikoski’s view, an egocentric art form. 

A production is a symbiosis in which the sce
nographer or designer, like all artists, ought to 
have a genuine desire to serve the common per
formance. The work of the performance designer 
is more challenging than ever: scenography in
creasingly involves not only issues of spatiality 
and representation, but crossmedia interaction. 
Indeed, Hirvikoski emphasises that stage design 
is not about static space and objects, but about 
simultaneity of multiple elements. This intrinsic 
permeation is a challenge and an opportunity. 
Right now Hirvikoski is interested in the spatial 
and overall visual possibilities involved in me
diatisation and sound. 

Moving away from hierarchies
In her work as scenographer, Hirvikoski puts 
herself in the director’s position. The designer 
imagines how the director will be using the stage, 
how the director will be directing the actors, 
what action the director will generate onstage. 
From this directorial perspective, the perfor
mance designer considers which objects or, in 
a broader sense, spatialmedia elements would 
be necessary and wise to create onstage in order 
to bring the production to life. The performance 
designer also strives to resolve for herself the 
relationship between the human body and, for 
instance, projected images. As Hirvikoski crystal
lises in her dissertation, Tahdon tiellä – lavas
tajan rooli ja asema (Where there’s a Will there’s 
a Way – The Role and Position of the Scenogra
pher), scenography is always a directorial solu
tion. Consciously or unconsciously, the scenogra
pher defines and influences the directorial direc
tion. From this premise, then, Hirvikoski’s theo
retical and practical work involves a new job 
description and new expanded roles for scenog
raphers, as well as alternative perspectives on 
hierarchical working relationships.

A directorcentred approach has long domi
nated Finnish theatre as a more or less conscious 
normative ranking and audience perspective. 
Through the modernisation of the theatre in the 
1960s and 1970s, directors became auteurs pos
sessing their own unique idiom and vision; they 
were no longer simply ”stagers”, metteurs en 
scene, of plays, literary stories. Directors rose to 
become artists of equal prominence to authors. 
At the same time, artistic theatre, under pressure 
from entertainmentoriented and amateur thea
tre, increased its visibility as a distinct profes
sional form of art by relying on directorship. The 
paradox nevertheless still stands that this direc
tor’s world, known as visual idiom, was often 
realised by a director–scenographer duo.   

Even after the notion of the death of the artist 
was raised in theoretical discussions, blind cult
ofpersonality worship of directors was still 
practised in Finland. It is perhaps unnecessary 
to note that hierarchical directorauteurism was 
gendered: the sovereign director (god) was, al
most without exception, a man. Later, from the 
late 1980s onwards, critical attention began to 
be paid to this directorcentredness in Finnish 
theatre, and woman directors also rose to promi
nence in the 1980s. Directorcentred thinking 
offers a Cyclopic perspective of the practicalities 
of creat ing theatre, but theatre performances are 
not born of the vision of lone artistic geniuses.  

This reassessment can be seen, for instance, 
in a Theatre Academy Helsinki study that criti
cally evaluates the pedagogical tradition of Jouko 
Turkka and stresses the selfdirected actor. In 
his dissertation Toisin tehtyä, toisin nähtyä – 
 esittävien taiteiden valosuunnittelu muutosten 
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äärellä (Done differently, seen differently – on 
changes in lighting design in the performing 
arts) lighting designer Tomi Humalisto deals 
with the (hidden) assumptions, hierarchies, and 
methodologies involved in lighting design. Hu
malisto calls attention to the fact that coopera
tion based on artistic relationships of equal sta
tus and devising is increasingly evident in con
temporary dance, contemporary theatre and per
formance art. Going against the grain demands 
more than working at the level of job description; 
namely, it involves profoundly affecting the end 
result, its dramaturgy and aesthetics. In such 
collaborations, the key is collective expertise. 
Humalisto terms this shared design, in which 
personal artistry recedes and in which one’s own 
art is subjected to an asyet unfore seen entity. 
Hirvikoski speaks of this same type of creative 
approach. 

Space as an embodied experience
”Knowing”, experiencing, and perceiving space 
are multisensory activities. The theory of scenog
raphy has been affected by the thinking of phi
losophers Deleuze and Guattari and the notion of 
the subject being understood as a social construc
tion. The stage designer is, perhaps above all, a 
”haptic visualist”. In this instance, haptic refers 
to an embodied conception of seeing. Sensation 
is directly connected to conscious perception. 
Scenography is no longer solely a question of the 
relationship between the eye and the mind, but 
above all of an allencompassing sensory experi
encing and remembering. 

According to Hirvikoski, a performance should 
be an emotional experience for the spectator. 
Hirvikoski strongly believes that space and image 
affect people’s emotions and corporal experi
ences. For instance, Hirvikoski’s concept for the 
musical The Phantom of the Opera (1993) was 
a traditional opera space that grew increasingly 
abstract as the show progressed. The opera’s 
basement, the haunt where the phantom lurks in 
his boat, was present in steelmesh pillars lit 
from within. Immaterial, they nevertheless cre
ated the impression of the opera house’s struc
tures. Hirvikoski shares MerleauPonty’s belief 
that the way we sense space is, in the end, in rela
tion to our own body. A person is always inside 
a space. During a performance, we are in a double 
spatialtemporal and corporal space: the space 
that brings the spectators and performers to
gether, and the actors’ space on stage. Noncon
ceptual knowledge and experience are increas
ingly stressed in knowledge of scenography and 
space in general, and the challenge for the de
signer is combining these two provinces.

Although Hirvikoski has done the majority of 
her work for established professional theatres, 
she is by and large a practitioner of Schechnerian 
and environmental scenography, sharing Richard 

Schechner’s belief that ”[t]he fullness of space, 
the endless ways space can be transformed, ar
ticulated, animated – that is the basis of environ
mental theatre design.”

Hirvikoski can afford to ask: “Sitespecific? 
What the hell do you mean?” She is a designer who 
created an environmentalspatial concept for a 
dramatised production of Italo Calvino’s If on a 
Winter’s Night a Traveller in collaboration with 
the work’s director, Annette Arlander, and dra
matist Juha Siltanen. With Calvino, one could 
speak of a ”framing approach”, in which the at
tention is shifted from the work and its creator 
to the ”frames” of the work itself. The production 
was realised in an enormous industrial hall, 
within which the spatial solution in and of itself 
clearly defined the relationship between the per
former and spectator. In this labyrinthine envi
ronmental spatial solution, the performance and 
the spectators moved, according to director An
nette Arlander, ”through a series of spaces within 
a total scenography set inside a unified space”, 
following Calvino’s stories from one space to 
the next. Indeed, Arlander has emphasised the 
conceptual and visual unity created by the work’s 
scenography.

Each work is created according to terms set by 
the space and for that specific space in which the 
performance takes place. This space can be ex
ploited mercilessly; it can be listened to and ma
nipulated. In The Finnhorse (2007), the setting, 
a kitchen, was exploded by situating the spec
tators’ toes practically inside it, underlining and 
making physical the cramped space shared by 
the rural family. Meatballs made from the flesh 
of the dead horse were fried in this space, and so 
the experience of space was also shaped by the 
sensations produced by the olfactory senses. 

Hirvikoski can be considered a purifier and 
exploder of space. She often scrapes away the the
atrical slag from a space to reveal and then use 
the space itself. With Music of a Life, the studio 
space, a black box, was stripped of its overhead 
elements and transformed into a grim, ascetic 
Soviet train station from the 1940s, with the au
dience becoming passengers awaiting their jour
ney inside the station. In Electra, that same black 
box was broken by removing the riser seating, 
reducing the size of the audience from 150 to 80, 
and lining the black space, making it white and 
bright. The pillarlike walls acted as reflective 
surfaces for animations used to mark chronologi
cal shifts. The spectators sat on three sides, so 
the performance area took shape both among the 
seating and at the end of the space, which re
mained open. The spectators became witnesses 
to events and participants in a trial. In The Idiot, 
the orientation of the stage–auditorium, which 
was located in an industrial hall, was modified 
depthwise, leaving the actors an enormously 
wide and very flat, almost screenlike space into 

which it was possible to, using movable, doored 
walls, bring in the malicious and curious commu
nity, have it listen, observe, and control. In this 
case as well, interior spaces were exploded into 
mental impressions of a community.  

The grammar of scenography
The reality of the stage is always concrete: this 
is why Hirvikoski does not care for unreal, illu
sionmimicking objects: if there is supposed to 
be a stone on stage, it should be a real stone. This 
is related to the fact that Hirvikoski in no sense 
considers herself a craftsperson. She takes ex
ception to the idea of creating illusions on the set 
by, for instance, patinating or working materials 
to make them look as if they were genuine. Hirvi
koski creates with colour and light. She thinks 
through colour and light. Artists dear to her heart 
include Andy Warhol, David Hockney and Henri 
Matisse.

According to Hirvikoski, few directors have 
the visual competence or the mastery of spatial 
dynamics to effectively set off the actor – the 
dynamics of people in relation to space. And yet 
this is the essence of performance, by and large. 
As a spatial designer, Hirvikoski very rapidly 
arranges the actors ”into the best spots” in the 
space, according to the scene and content. She 
relates often getting a powerful impression dur
ing rehearsals that an actor, or a chair or other 
object the actor is using, is in the wrong spot. The 
designer has a visceral reaction to such, and it 
bothers her so much that she immediately men
tions it to the director. The dynamic that the ac
tors bring to the space is what is important. In the 
end, the internal dynamics of the stage dictate 
where individual pieces of the set, such as objects 
of furniture, are positioned. Moving them is no 
problem if the internal dynamics of the stage so 
demand. Hirvikoski stresses that, without dy
namicsfocused thinking born of a common pro
cess, a set is nothing more than decoration, card
board facades – it neither breathes nor lives.

For Hirvikoski, colour is one way of achieving 
her own territory. During the performance, for 
instance, the colour used can become more unre
alistic – by breaking the demand for authenticity 
– and transform the artificial into art. Immaterial 
as they are, colours are not a hurdle to the actor’s 
expression. In his expression, the actor is not in 
direct relationship to colour as he would be to ob  
jects or structures on the stage. Colour can also be 
seen as binding Hirvikoski to the formalmodern
ist tradition, in which the work is viewed as rela
tionships between shapes and colours purified of 
content. In this way of thinking, the focus is on 
colour perception. In Viivi and Wagner, sur faces 
executed in strong basic colours were one way 
of processing the content and distinctly fram ing 
it. The source work was a comic book, and every 
strip in the production was given a signature 

background colour. For Hirvikoski, this was ”en
hanced realism”; it made it possible to preserve 
the spirit of the comic strip in the set design. In her 
most recent works, those staged since 2000, the 
colour Hirvikoski selects is often a basic colour: 
red, blue, or green. It is as if the colour forms a 
backbone binding the work to the space of archi
tectonic projections and carefully considered 
elements. Not much colour is needed: less is more. 
But it does need to be applied with a big brush!

Processed reality makes it possible to achieve 
an interesting relationship to reality. Everything 
requires conceptual processing. Hirvikoski en
gages in this type of conceptual processing during 
both the sketching stage of preliminary design as 
well as the rehearsal process. Examples of such 
conceptual processing and distancing are the 
photographs from The Idiot and Blind Spot. Hirvi
koski took both. In The Idiot, the images shot on 
the streets and lanes of St Petersburg were edited 
to be painterly; their documentariness was toned 
down. In Blind Spot, the photographs were con
verted to blackandwhite; only the cloudberry bog 
at the end took on a symbolic green shade. 

The scenographer and the cultural manuscript 
In terms of Hirvikoski’s career as scenographer, 
it was fortunate that she was offered the oppor
tunity to create a dance theatre piece based on the 
profoundly canonised but generally lifeless na
tional epic The Kalevala in collaboration with a 
choreographer and lighting designer. In the work, 
the national visual code was smashed to bits. 
Another example of a work that shattered Finnish 
realism is Mania, for which Hirvikoski created, 
instead of realistic interior spaces, a spatial in
stallation that incorporated the entire perfor
mance hall and opened onto the workshop behind 
the stage, revealing a lifesize side of an airplane. 
The core images of Finnishness were both de
molished and exploited in Blind Spot. Hirvikoski 
did not settle for interior space; rather, the natu
ral world of the Arctic was brought into interior 
scenes between two characters, the idea of indoor 
space was mitigated through boardwalks brought 
onto the stage, and a raised platform marked the 
indoor interior. Blind Spot grew not only into a 
depiction of Alzheimer’s disease, but also a depic
tion of man as a part of archaic northern nature 
and life in a dead zone on many levels.

Finnish theatre professionalised and modern
ised at a very late stage. In this small borderland 
between East and West, construction of national 
identity was tightly bound to language and dra
ma. Drama was harnessed to the task of creating 
the cultural nation in the late 19th century; it 
was used to educate the nation to perceive itself. 
Ease of comprehension and understandability 
came with the territory. Loads of realism and 
psychorealism were written and performed in 
Finland; performances were tuned to a realist 
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“Space is always 
scenographic, 

space is always part 
of performance 

design, performance 
is always 

site-specific.”



frequency. The form, dramaturgy, and visuality of 
the works had to exhibit some degree of synchro
nicity with the public’s receptive capacity. Fin
land has no cultural elite or intelligentsia in the 
same sense as elsewhere; or, if some form exists, 
it is too small to sustain theatre. Theatre has thus 
had to seek support from ”the people”. Another 
characteristic of Finnish theatre is asceticism 
and puritanism. Image has not carried the same 
sort of meaning here as it has in other cultures. 
Finnish theatre is dominated by a scarcity of 
abstract and conceptual thinking, as well as a 
particularly low regard for visuality and poor 
capacity to read and interpret the signs it entails. 
Theatre has long been dominated by a national 
catalogue of images created by the national iden
tity, as well as a certain distorted ideal of the 
theatre of the poor.

The scenographer is forced to create her own 
context within the framework of the rhetoric and 
the possibilities provided by theatre. She is also 
forced to act within the framework of theatre’s 
cultural manuscript: what sorts of conceptual 
and operational models does theatre communi
cate, and what sort of space for action does this 
cultural manuscript offer? The stage designer 
tunes and tailors the works for each context, for 
each conceptualaction environment. Scenogra
phy is a discursive activity bound to the existing 
institutional power structures of the theatre and 
the ideologies and conventions of the performa
tive tradition.

What sort of stage–auditorium relationship, 
or performers’ relationship to space, has theatre 
created? Finland has been dominated by a para
digm of naturalisation, with interiors a manifes
tation of this. Hirvikoski sees this prevailing para
digm of interiors as limiting imagination and 
thinking. Finnish playwrights have a tendency to 
write plays into living rooms. According to Hirvi
koski, a staged living room is neither  visual nor 
dynamic – not a believable space, but a fake fa
cade, Theatre with a big  T. A living room is safe: it 
means a sofa, armchairs, a couple of chairs, and 
doors leading somewhere. But we cannot encoun
ter the world sitting on the sofa, and – with a few 
exceptions – nothing happens in living rooms. 
Hirvikoski is justified in criticising the lack of 
variety in Finnish plays’ and productions’ spatial 
concepts. We have a passive, static relationship 
to space. And directors do not always possess 
sufficient imagination to avoid this, either.  

In Finland, the tradition of visual dramaturgy 
based on interiors is strong, reaching back to the 
classic works of the woman playwrights Minna 
Canth, Maria Jotuni and Hella Wuolijoki. The 
dramaturgy of interiors received a powerful 
boost in the 1940s and 1960s through the plays 
ofTennessee Williams and Arthur Miller, which 
were very popular here. The dramaturgy of inte
riors easily produces a lopsided attachment to 

characters and objects. One exception noted 
by Hirvikoski is Albee’s play Who’s Afraid of Vir
ginia Woolf? In it, the living room is dramaturgi
cally and spatially justified. 

The dynamisation of space became, then, one 
of the central missions of Finnish directors and 
scenographers in the 1960s and 1970s; examples 
include the stage designs director Kalle Holm
berg executed in collaboration with scenogra
phers Måns Hedström, Ralf Forsström and Juha 
Lukala, or director Jouko Turkka’s object scenog
raphies. In recent decades, a novel scenographic 
spatial thinking has been introduced to contem
porary dance specifically through lighting de
sign. Scenography has nevertheless made a sur
prising return to the paradigm of interiors. The 
development of spatial design has been bidirec
tional: alongside the return to interiors, there has 
been a delightful shift to digitality and projec
tions, which have radically transformed concep
tions of the performance space.

Images and moving images 
Through the use of video and digital technology, 
it has become possible to reprocess and reor
ganise the conditions of staging and performing.  
According to Patricia Pisters (1998), in digital 
cultures a movie is conceptualised as an ”energy 
field”, in which the movie modulates, simulates, 
and produces sensations and conceptions. Mov
ies are indeed manifest as simulations of sensa
tions, emotions, and thinking. In theatre it is now 
possible to realise completely new strategies of 
space and time. If in previous decades, theatre 
dynamised space, emphasising ”being here” and 
”this moment”, the current mediatised space em
phasises ”being there”.  Onstage, ”here and now” 
can take on completely new dimensions, which 
has significant societal, financial, and political 
implications. The designer can create completely 
new types of communicative relationships to 
both the performers and the spectators. 

The performer exists in a relationship to the 
videotaped material. In performances of this 
nature, the centre of attention is not necessarily 
the person, the physically present body of that 
actor/performer seen performing, but for instance 
a person in some other space. The inte rior and 
the absent exterior can be made to encounter 
each other, giving the actor more space. In addi
tion, projections are immaterial, illusory light, 
not constructed artificiality, and for this reason 
particularly fascinating to Hirvikoski. 

Hirvikoski has not created ”live movies” for 
the stage in which an actor performs for the cam
era in a different space, off stage, and in which 
this live image would then be projected simulta
neously to the audience. Instead, Hirvikoski is in  
terested specifically in the possibility of creating 
novel spaces and spatial relationships through 
projection. For her, the issue is not simply one of 

technology; rather, in a profound sense, projec
tions signify a content and artistic dimension 
through which the visual storytelling on stage is 
linked to modern art. As far back as the produc
tion of Italo Calvino’s work If on a Winter’s Night 
a Traveller, the primitive projection technology 
of the time was executed on white paper curtains, 
the “white pages” that divided the spaces. 

The challenging aspect of projections is inte
grating them into the performance, especially the 
actors’ expression. Indeed, Hirvikoski empha
sises the importance of taking a processbased 
approach when creating performances involving 
projections. Cooperation between the director, 
performance designer, and potential media de
signer/cinematographer ensure the equal status 
of various expressive forms. Crime and Punish
ment was an excellent example of a work that 
broke traditional hierarchies: the choreographer 
and the scenographer created the dramaturgy, 
and although the direction was in the choreogra
pher’s name, the scenographer felt like she was a 
completely equal partner. Hirvikoski also acted 
as media designer: during a joint shooting trip to 
St Petersburg, her performance designer’s eye 
and observations plucked images to capture from 
the environment. The important thing was get
ting the overall dramaturgy, actors’ expression, 
and the transitions and other elements of the 
projections to work together.  

The design of Kaino’s Song, on the main stage 
of TTTtheatre, shows Hirvikoski’s talent for cre
ating a mobile, dynamic spatialvisual drama tur
gy with minimalistic means through the thought
ful use of objects, projections and light. Hirvi kos
ki’s design performs as part of the performance, 
simulta neously enabling the actors to activate the 
space. Hirvikoski relies on the spectators’ emo
tional memory and imagination.

She views the world increasingly through the 
eye of the camera. Photographs and photography 
continue to take on a heightened significance in 
her work. Her camera captures observations, 
landscapes, and details or structures that seem 
absurdly random: individual streets, doors, door
ways, ad lights, a river’s current. Nor does Hirvi
koski necessarily need a camera: she has a photo
graphic memory that records the surrounding 
world on its own. In the same vein, Hirvikoski 
does a lot of shooting during the rehearsal process. 
It is often difficult for the actors and performers 
to accept the importance of the image in the per
formance, since it is not possible for them to see 
themselves from the outside. The scenographer’s 
images are of use here, offering that possibility. 
Through the camera, the actor’s psychophysical 
appearance can also be examined from a distance, 
as one element of an image, or as a figure. The at
tention is no longer solely focused on expression 
and content, but additionally, on how the perfor
mance and its spatial visuality communicate. 
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“A performance is 
about time and 

site and content.” 



Do we performance designers think convention
ally or, are theatres conventional spaces generally 
speaking? In her doctoral dissertation, designer 
and professor Kathleen Irwin asks: “…firstly, how 
and why does site profoundly generate meaning 
for the audience in sitespecific performance, and 
secondly, what is the role of the scenographer/
artist in this activity?” This is a fundamental 
question that encompasses the entire field of the 
performing arts. For me, going outside theatre 
buildings into found spaces is not the only way 
of creating a new kind of aesthetics of the theatre 
– art is always about artistic thinking. 

Also, on the readybuilt stages of theatres, 
one has to be capable of actively breaking down 
fences, changing established practices, and cre
ating novel, bold, interesting, visual forms of 
performance. In Finland, the pronounced devel
opment of lighting design that occurred in the 
1980s through dance theatre is now pleasantly 
evident in spoken theatre, sound design is gradu
ally establishing itself, and the devising, devised 
theatre familiar from the process methods of 
dance performances is growing more common 
during rehearsals for spoken plays.

At the moment, the entire visual world that 
we see on the performance stage, the landscape, 
is still described using the word scenography. 
I have always found this concept problematic; it 
does not communicate the real and continuously 
shifting nature of the work, nor does it represent 
for me a contemporary conception of the per
forming arts. What is scenography, is at this mo
ment very difficult to define – even the concept 
expanded scenography does not convey it prop
erly, even for professionals. I prefer the term per
formance design, which in English expresses 
rather precisely what all of us designers (stage, 

Three case studies as an example designed by me 

 1  If on a Winter’s Night a Traveller, 
dramatised by Finnish writer Juha Siltanen

Italo Calvino’s (1992) 
novel consists of the 
be ginnings of ten nov
els, which are abruptly 
cut off in the middle of 
the reading experience 
by an imaginary blank 

page. The book is a modern classic; it toys with 
style and genre within the framework of a simple 
love story. Reading the book is an intellectually 
compelling experience – one that needed to be 
translated into the language of the theatre, trans
formed into a performance that takes place in 
a real performing space. The production was 
part of the Helsinki Festival (1996) programme, 
and there was no established venue for it. After 
con sidering numerous empty industrial and 
 performance spaces, the final choice was the for
mer Nokia sea cable hall (Merikaapelihalli) at 
the Cable Factory, which is 100 metres long, 10 
metres wide, and quite high as well. Not a single 
hint of theatre equipment or audience seating. 
Nothing more than an empty space. I could not 
get the white page, mentioned in the novel, out of 
my mind.

Together with the director Annette Arlander 
(professor of Live Art and Performance Studies at 
the University of Art Helsinki / Theatre Academy 
2001–2012), we defined the contents of the story’s 
various worlds on the basis of the book. This per
formance was also as part of her doctoral studies 
and dissertation. The basis for our thinking and 
the final production was defining and solving the 
content of the ten different worlds and the em
bodied experience of the space for the spectators, 
a process which we undertook in close collabora
tion with the director, based on the novel itself. 
At the same time, Juha Siltanen was writing the 
text of the play. 

The basic worlds, landscape of the perfor
mance, that became the base for our working from 
the novel, were named station, kitchen, seashore, 
iron bridge, a body in Paris, white room, hall of 
mirrors, Japanese garden, arena, library; inside of 
which and on the borders of which the other sto
ries, including the frame story, took place. Read
ing the book provided each of us with clear, differ
ent ideas, which consisted of stylis tically varying 
– following different definitions of the tradition 
of theatre and film – thoughts of identifying trends. 
I followed those ideas when selecting the visual 
world of the performance, in addition to the ob
jects and costumes. As a left over from original 
ideas was to begin the play in a café, in which the 
audience entered before the performance. When 
conceiving the scenography, we knew the budget 

costume, lighting, video and sound designers) 
really do for the performance – we design an as
yet nonexistent performance from our own posi
tion as artist. This conception also levels the old 
working hierarchies of the theatre, its conven
tional thinking. It is not the director who is su
preme, with the other artists as subordinates and 
servants; it is the performance that is supreme, 
served by all the artists involved – the director, 
the designers, and the actors. Nowadays our work 
increasingly crosses professional boundaries; it 
is collegial and collaborative, involving the entire 
team. The term performance design also leaves 
the form of performance undefined; it does not 
bind it purely to theatre performances or perfor
mances executed at buildings constructed to 
present theatrical performances. There is such 
diversity of performance formats. So many things 
perform. To me, the work of the scenographer has 
never been or never should have been allowed 
to be purely twodimensional, sightbased deco
ration of dramatic texts, miseenscène, or the 
visualising of the writer’s thoughts. The artistic 
premise of a performance must always be both 
the shared premise of the artistic team and the 
private one of the individual artist. As a designer, 
I have always had a significant impact on the 
production’s contents, its form – I have been its 
visual director, its codirector.

Designing is thinking. I profoundly believe 
that a designer has to have a good directional eye, 
to have bodily understanding of the space and 
costumes, to understand the art of acting, to un
derstand how sound and lighting can increase 
and lift up the space and know what she or he is 
doing! The designer has to have something to 
say – like the director has to know why she or he 
wants to create this performance, precisely now! 

for materials was tight, and as we were dealing 
with literature – Italo Calvino’s book mentions 
an empty page every time the story is interrupted 
– an empty page led me to thinking about white 
paper, both because of the story's content and the 
possibility of sponsorship. I then created visual 
material to be projected onto the paper walls. The 
dramaturgic, spatial, and directorial concept of 
piece took the form of an audience journey that 
continued throughout the performance, a con
crete progression through ten distinct worlds. The 
spectators moved from one performance space/
scene inside the overall landscape of the produc
tion to another – lead by the characters of the play.

The formation and height of the various stages 
and evervarying seating arrangements, which 
continuously altered the spectators' experiences 
of the performance, had a major impact on the 
direction and the style and volume of acting. The 
100seat arrangements were part of the scenog
raphy; they shaped the spectators’ embodied spa
tial experience as they entered each new space. 
The mood of each world was crystallised in the 
colour scale of each segment. The design as a 
whole affected the atmosphere of the space, in 
part through the projections reflected onto the 
paper walls and the recycled materials we were 
given for free. The spectators’ journey was part of 
the spatial design.

All of this worked seamlessly with the visual
ity of the multilayered directorial interpretation 
as well as its choreographed content. At the end 
of the performance – opening up the paper cur
tains suddenly rewarded the spectators’ experi
ence – so that opening up the whole space in the 
middle of the hall revealed the 100meter, long
lasting trip that the audience had taken during 
the production. The audience then exited down 
this path they just had bodily and mentally expe
rienced during the performance for five hours.

 2  Electra (2008), a play based on antique 
Greek drama rewritten by Finnish dramaturg 
Seppo Parkkinen. 

As I stood on the small 
stage, the black box 
studio at the Oulu City 
Theatre, I thought “This 
is a pitchblack hole, 
but the story is full of 
blood and violence 

– I have to come up with a way of opening up the 
space.” I was certain there was a need to create a 
new, powerful spatial experience for the audi
ence. I wanted the audience inside the story, and 
the actors up close. I strongly felt that the space 
had to be entirely white. I felt white.  

The director Kaisa Korhonen (Finland’s pre
miere female director of her era) and I met at cos
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tume designer Pirjo Valinen’s seaside cottage 
on Hailuoto island. I had brought an unfinished 
scale model along with me. It was just an idea. 
The whole model was lined in white paper; there 
were a few scattered seats for audience mem bers 
in the space. The script was not ready yet; we stud
ied Greek mythology and I created a genealogical 
chart of the house of Atreus. On the way back 
home in the airplane, the visual world, the land
scape of the performance came to me, prompted 
by the director’s words: ”This could happen at the 
kitchen table of any stepfamily.”

My first job was to get permission and come 
up with a solution for getting rid of the theatre’s 
permanent seating, so we could fit 80 chairs into 
the space and achieve the solution we had envi
sioned. I started in on the managing director. We 
came up with a plan in which some of the per
manent seating stands were hidden behind my 
spatial solution. Other plays were also being per
formed in the same space. The entire space was 
swathed and lined from floor to ceiling in straight 
walls of offwhite, unbleached cotton fabric and 
offwhite tulle in two layers not touching each 
other. This made the space intriguingly ethereal; 
the acoustics were really incredible. Instead of 
a black box studio it became a total white box. 
The wooden floor was painted dark grey, and the 
chairs were set up in a doublerowed U. The spec
tators saw everything only after having come 
down the stairs and stepping through the door
way, into the white performance space. It was 
totally different entrance to this site. The specta
tors walked deep into the stage design. This spa
tial design solution forced them to experience 
the atmosphere and performing space differently 
– even not maybe realising it, unconsciously. 

As part of performance design, animated and 
projected images that reinforced shifts in time 
scene changes were an important part of the nar
rative. The moving images were simple and ab
stract. The most effective animation was a dark 
stream of blood that dripped down from the ceil
ing. An “every family” washing machine, also part 
of stage design, churned loudly and constantly; 
there was heaps of bloody laundry in this story.

 3  The Idiot, a novel by Fyodor Dostoyevsky, 
dramatized by Seppo Parkkinen 

Designing performanc
es with Kaisa Korhonen: 
as a director, she for
mulates the theme or 
starting point – why 
this specific text touch
es her as a person at 

this specific moment – and then discusses it with 
me, asking me for my views. I always approach 
the theme through the performance space as well. 
I intuitively seek out the touch points between 

the complete landscape, which reaches one’s 
mind through sight and embodiment. He main
tains: “There’s no vision without thought. But it 
is not enough to think in order to see. Vision is 
conditioned thought; it is born as occasioned by 
what happens in the body.” It is not simply sight 
and design that generate meanings in a perfor
mance; meaning comes from being immersed in 
the space surrounding us. The world exists all 
around us, not only in front of us. This is the case 
with performance spaces as well; no theatre 
space or stage consists simply of what exists 
before us. As spectators, we are always inside 
the performing space as a whole –whatever and 
wherever that is. I agree that a site has aesthetic, 
cultural, social and political meaning, but is this 
true in sitespecific performances alone?

Every performance site/space should have the 
potential to affect the designer’s solution, from 
the stage of a purposebuilt theatre to a blackbox 
studio or found space. Rather than convention
ally focusing on design aesthetics in a theatre per
formance, we should expand our thinking through 
our understanding of performing space. In spac
ing and staging a performance, the understand
ing of how site, space and design affect the per
formance’s functional action plays a key role in 
determining how designers can provoke perform
ers and spectators to sense the performance in 
varying ways.

Through this type of thinking, it should also 
be possible to produce a fresh new aesthetics of 
performance. I claim that every space is always 
scenographic, the space is always part of the 
performance design, and a performance should 
always be, in this sense, sitespecific.

the theme and the space and think about what 
kinds of changes the space demands or what 
should be added to it  – or taken away – to make 
the performance work. I also think about the di
rector’s way of dealing with actors or characters. 

When we did The Idiot at the Espoo City Thea
tre (2009), I resolved the progress of the space and 
the story with easily movable, transparent, doored 
walls that communicated with the spare, black 
industrial space of the theatre (located in a former 
printing company) and the play’s many scenes 
of action. It became a continuous, endless cho
reography with the walls. I wanted the space to 
breathe with the power of performers. A stripped
down space, the broadest possible area for act
ing, and as little depth as possible would under
line the brutality of the play’s contents and the 
poverty of the time period. The spatial solution 
would steer the actors into vertical movements, 
as if on a movie screen. Everything in the space 
would be visible. I wanted the broadest possible 
performing space I could get from the site and the 
whole removable audience seating very close to it. 

Endless teamwork, collaboration, and trust 
were required during a process that could be best 
described as a joint search. The director and I did 
our preparatory work on the basis of the novel 
while the dramaturg wrote the script. Before we 
started rehearsals, the director and I took a field 
trip to St Petersburg to follow in Dostoyevsky’s 
footsteps. We became convinced that our produc
tion of the Idiot should be grounded in the era of 
our performance, a context of its own. 

When I make a scale model for a performance, 
I think more about the limits of the space in terms 
of the actor’s work than the final surface mate
rials of the socalled set design. I resolve spatial 
points of departure, which we discuss broadly 
with the director. Although I also think in colours, 
I often leave the model uncoloured instead of 
creating a complete miniature scenography; I 
want to leave myself things open to resolve dur
ing the process. I do not want to get locked into 
my thoughts. I often have a sense of what the 
right direction is – what I want to achieve. Inside 
the overall concept, it is absolutely always pos
sible to make changes that do not affect the larger 
parameters. As a person/artist involved in the 
rehearsals, I want to help find the solutions for 
them. I very often find myself on “the directoral” 
side of the work. I prefer questions to answers.

To conclude
In her doctoral dissertation, performance design
er Maiju Loukola states that every performance 
space is special in the sense that it needs some 
kind of occupation or embodied approach towards 
it – “every production is sitespecific”.

In his phenomenological philosophies, Mau
rice MerleyPonty sought the intellectual pre
conditions of visible perceptions by focusing on 
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“Stage design –  
staging and  

spacing  
– is a form of 

performance’s 
content.”



Endless Enigma  
Helsinki City Theatre, 1982

Poster Reija Hirvikoski
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When I was a student, I saw choreographer Jorma Uotinen’s piece Forgotten 
 Horizon (1980) at the Kuopio Dance Festival. I was completely sold: “How can 
 visuality and a soundscape like this even exist?” At the time, I was one of the 
teachers for a summer theatre course for high-school students in Kuhmo, and 
we had travelled to Kuopio to see the performance. Afterwards, we had an oppor-
tunity to speak with the choreographer and the other artists, and I said: “Jorma, 
I want to work with you”. Initially I was hired as an assistant for the Helsinki City 
Theatre production of Endless Enigma, but eventually I ended up taking on the 
role of stage designer. Afterwards, Jorma asked me to join the Kalevala team as 
designer. By this time, I already had my degree in scenography.

The Kalevala was a significant work on many levels. It marked the rise of the 
golden era of Finnish dance. It was the first dance piece produced by the Helsinki 
City  Theatre for the main stage, and some of the theatre company’s actors ap-
peared in the production. At first there were only supposed to be a few shows, 
but The Kalevala was performed a total of 60 times in Finland and toured 7 coun-
tries! Lighting design and significant new approaches to lighting were intro-
duced to Finland by the production’s French lighting designer, Claude Naville. 
The work was born “under a lucky star”.

At the first meeting, I announced, “There’s not going to be a single piece of 
weathered wood on stage.” Finns’ images of the national epic The Kalevala were 
to a large extent based on Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s Aino (1891) triptych, on its 
brown and profoundly natural milieu. Although the paintings’ motifs served as 
partial inspirations for the choreography, the primary materials for the set ele-
ments were aluminium, stainless steel, and plastic.  The audience could recog-
nise the familiar elements from the narrative even though they had been comple-
tely estranged through the visual sensibilities of the ‘80s.  The lights accentuated 
the colour surfaces with a painterly sensuality. 

In retrospect, I have often wondered why collaborating with Jorma was so 
 effortless.  We just seemed to share the same visual language and imagistic way 
of thinking. If Jorma talked about “the wind blowing through the grain”,  I imme-
diately  understood the right movement of the elements or the structure that 
was called for. Perhaps my understanding had something to do with the fact that 
I was interested in dance as an amateur at the time. 

Jorma was full of creative spirit, and we all wanted to be involved in the buoy-
ant force of it. Ideas changed every day; the characters and choreography were 
being continuously developed. Matti Bergström was composing the music at the 
same time. I was there from the first dance rehearsals to the day the lights were 
rigged. Every moment of every day. Right up until opening night, no one seemed 
to have a precise idea of what the performance was going to be like. A second 
 before the curtains opened I was still standing there, blocking and marking one of 
the spots with Claude.  There was an enormous enthusiasm to create art, and the 
creativity was both unquenchable and uncompromising. 

Collaborating with the theatre’s technical department was particularly reward-
ing; there were some inventive personalities working in the workshop and cos-
tume studio. ”Kutvonen” (aka Kari Saarikoski) and I developed new concepts 
and proposals for execution in the carpenter’s workshop. One idea to come out 
of these sessions was  the River of   Tuonela. It was an enormous tube welded to-
gether from lengths of transparent plastic; it stretched across the entire width of 
the main stage (25 m). Starting from the wings, this plastic tube was wrapped 
around a long length of cardboard pipe, and it was gradually filled with air. As it 
filled up, it dominated the stage like a gigantic condom. Inside the plastic tube 
– as a grain dryer hummed loudly at the other end –  The Swan of   Tuonela danced 
her very sensual and erotic solo. 

The Kalevala  
Helsinki City Theatre, 1985 

Choreographer and  
director Jorma Uotinen
Music Matti Bergström
Lighting design  
Claude Naville
Stage design  
Reija Hirvikoski
Costume design  
Jorma Uotinen,  
Reija Hirvikoski
Assistant  
Maisa Savolainen
Photographs  
Esa Hytönen

Dancers and actors 
Sotkalintu  
Jukka Perkiö
Väinämöinen  
Jyrki Kovaleff/ 
Jorma Uotinen
Pieni mies merestä  
Pauli Pöllänen
Aino  
Maijeli Liikanen
Lemminkäinen  
Jens Walentinsson

Lemminkäisen äiti  
Anneli Haahdemaa
Joukahainen  
Kari Riipinen
Louhi  
Markku Nenonen
Pohjolan tytär  
Tuula Hyyryläinen
Tuonen Tytti  
Eija Ahvo
Kultaneito  
Marjatta Jaatinen
Seppo Ilmarinen  
Stig Fransman
Tuonelan joutsen  
Tarja Tuominen
Ilmatar  
Tarja Tuominen 
 
Kalevi Aaltonen,  
VeliMatti Ranta,  
Tommi Huovinen,  
Isto Turpeinen,  
Kirsti Molander,  
Kaisa Torkkel,  
Inkeri Pohjola,  
Helena Haaranen  
and dance students  
from the Theatre  
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Posts (1986) is the debut play from contemporary Finnish playwright Juha Silta-
nen.  The work consists of sequential, stylistically completely divergent mini-
plays, all of which were performed by the same three actors from the Oulu City 
Theatre – including one of its oldest actresses, Elina Hoffren, doing somer-
saults.  The parts formed a strange and absurd whole.  The work was directed by 
Hannu Raatikainen, my longest-term colleague.  He and I were classmates during 
studying.  The production also visited the  Tampere  Theatre Festival, where it re-
ceived an honorary mention.

The spatial solution for the piece was an old-fashioned proscenium stage, com-
plete with red velvet curtains, built into the theatre’s black box studio, its small 
stage. At the beginning of the performance, a movie shot on real film, part of my 
visual solution, was projected onto the stainless steel surface of the proscenium: 
a close-up of a girl with red lips and fingernails eating a green apple. 

Posts 1986

Posts  
Oulu City Theatre, 1986

Text Juha Siltanen
Director  
Hannu Raatikainen
Composer Kari Veisterä
Stage and costume  
design Reija Hirvikoski
Film Olli Varja,  
Reija Hirvikoski
Lighting design  
Mauno Saastamoinen
Sound design Kari Koret
Choreography  
Antti Tarkiainen

Actors  
Elina Hoffren,  
Olli Tuominen,  
Lasse Karkjärvi 73 Posts 1986
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Molière’s  comedy, dating from 1673,  is solidly anchored in its period. Director 
Kurt Nuotio did not feel the need to start from the premise of modernisation; but 
dramatising and stylising, yes.  The lead was played by Ahti Kuoppala, an actor 
loved by all of Finland. I was the costume designer and spatial consultant.  The 
set was a pure-white cube open to the audience and illuminated from above with 
a light-box ceiling.  The colour scale of the costumes was black and white, and 
the materials – velvet and lace – were ordered directly to central Finland from a 
foreign manufacturer. Checking the mailbox was a thrill because of the national 
postal strike.  The theatre liked the director so much that they asked him to stay 
and become the managing director. Someone later did a research project for the 
University of Jyväskylä on the costumes that the theatre’s masterful costume 
 atelier had executed to perfection. 

The Imaginary Invalid  
Jyväskylä City Theatre, 1987

Text Molière
Adaption Kurt Nuotio
Director Kurt Nuotio
Spatial design  
Kurt Nuotio and  
Reija Hirvikoski
Set design  
Timo Martinkauppi
Costume design  
Reija Hirvikoski
Music Jyrki Heikkilä
Light Kimmo Virtanen
Sound Mika Filpus

Actors  
Ahti Kuoppala,  
Taina Reponen,  
Sari Siikander,  
Harri Laurikka,  
Erkki Teittinen,  
Hanna Liinoja,  
Pekka Ahola,  
Kunto Ojansivu,  
Jouni Innilä,  
Kari Paju,  
Mauno Vakkeri

The Imaginary 
Invalid 1987 77 The Imaginary Invalid 1987

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



79  The Imaginary Invalid 1987
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



81 The Imaginary Invalid 1987
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



Three Sisters  
Lahti City Theatre, 1988

Poster Reija Hirvikoski 
Actors on the poster  
HelkaMaria Kinnunen, 
Elina Hurme,  
Ulla Reinikainen 

Three Sisters 1988



Italo Calvino’s (1992) novel consists of the beginnings of ten novels, which are 
abruptly cut off in the middle of the reading experience by an imaginary blank page. 
The book is a modern classic; it toys with style and genre within the framework 
of a simple love story. Reading the book is an intellectually compelling experience 
– one that needed to be translated into the language of the theatre, transformed 
into a performance that takes place in a real space.  The production was part of 
the Helsinki Festival programme, and there was no established venue for it. After 
considering numerous empty industrial and performance spaces, the final choice 
was the former Nokia sea cable hall (Merikaapelihalli) at the Cable Factory, which 
is 100 meters long and 10 meters wide and quite high as well. Not a single iota 
of theatre equipment or audience seating. Nothing more than an empty space. 
I could not get the white and blank page of the novel out of my mind.

Together with the director Annette Arlander, we defined the contents of the 
story’s various worlds on the basis of the book. Juha Siltanen was writing the 
script at the same time.  The dramaturgic, spatial, and directorial concept of piece 
took the form of an audience journey that continued throughout the performance, 
a concrete progression through ten distinct worlds.  These worlds were given 
names: the Station, the Kitchen, the Seashore, the Iron Bridge, the Corpse in Paris, 
the  White Room, the Hall of Mirrors, the Japanese Garden, the Arena, and the 
 Library. As a vestige of one of our very first ideas, the play began from the Café, 
which the audience entered before the performance began. 10 actors performed 
109 roles, transitioning with impressive agility and dedication. It was a superb 
group of actors – I established mental fan clubs for a few of them.  Three fictional 
charac ters were also written into the beginning of the play: a playwright, a direc-
tor, and a scenographer, named after us.

The walls of the various sets were movable curtains of blank white newspaper 
that reached from floor to ceiling. I got the manufacturer to donate the paper.  The 
formation and height of the various stages and seating arrangements affected 
the direction, type, and volume of the acting.  The 100-seat arrangements were 
part of the scenography; they shaped the spectators’ spatial and embodied expe-
rience as they entered each new space.  The mood of each world was crystallised 
in the colour scale of the segment as well as the projections reflected onto the 
 paper walls and the recycled materials we got for free, like the sawdust on the 
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floors, the straw bales, the sandbags, and the aluminium-can sheeting. All of this 
worked seamlessly with the visuality of the multi-layered directorial interpreta-
tion as well as its choreographic content.  The audience experience was rewarded 
when the paper curtains were opened at the end of the performance, revealing 
the entire 5-hour, 100-meter journey the audience had made.  The audience then 
exited down the middle of the hall, walking back down the path they had expe-
rienced during the performance. 

I cannot recall any other theatre production where I did as much physical work 
to achieve the end result. Production was skeletal.  The performance had already 
been postponed once by a year.  We were working on a shoestring budget.  The 
reality did not correspond to promises that had been made to us.  The director and 
the lighting designer practically lived at the performance venue. Rehearsals went 
on until 1 am on summer nights. I had three small boys at home. A long, sweaty 
heat wave settled in to Helsinki. Spectators fought over tickets. 

 PROJECTIONS  I drew the images 
on black carton with coloured 
chalk, after which they were 
colour-graded and re-manipu-
lated on computer. After the 
editing, the images were con-
verted into slides, with each one 
divided into two slides – in order 

to achieve a sufficiently wide 
projection with the antiquated, 
relatively weak projectors we 
had managed to borrow.   The 
initial idea was to project im-
ages onto the paper walls of all 
the spaces, but because I had 
to split the images and thus had 

half the number of projectors 
to work with, images did not 
appear in all of the spaces in 
the final performance. A few 
of the lead actress’ fake “holi-
day snapshots” were mani-
pulated by computer intention-
ally crudely. 

If on a Winter’s  
Night a Traveller  
Helsinki Festivals, 1996

Novel Italo Calvino 
Dramaturgy  
Juha Siltanen
Director  
Annette Arlander 
Visual design and  
projected images  
Reija Hirvikoski 
Lighting design  
Liisa Kyrönseppä
Sound design  
Jari Kauppinen
Slides, poster  
processing  
Reija Hirvikoski,  
Pia Hirvaskoski,  
Tuuli Laukkanen,  
Riitta Soudander
Make up Ben Nye /  
Professional  
Make up Center /  
Jani  Kylmälä team
Hair TS Salonki / 
Hilkka Stenberg
Producer  
Sanna Rekola 
Assistant  
EevaKaisa Ikonen  
Assistant  
Anssi Valtonen

Assistant  
Pia Hirvaskoski 
Assistant  
Mikko Hynninen 
Assistant  
Tommi Hartikainen 
Poster Reija Hirvikoski
Photographs  
Riitta Sourander
Video clips University of 
Art and Design Helsinki /  
Film department

Actors 
Kertoja  
Timo Torikka, 
Lukija  
CarlKristian Rundman, 
Ludmilla, Lukijatar  
Henriikka Salo, 
Lotaria  
Irina Pulkka, 
Irnerio  
Kari Ketonen, 
Professori UzziTuzii  
Timo Tuominen, 
Maisteri Cavadegna  
Peter Franzén, 
Valo ja varjoliiga  
Tuomas Launonen,  
Anssi Pirttineva,  
Jan Kuula and  
Antti Saarinen
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Written by contemporary Finnish author Saara Kesävuori, Clarissa is set in the 
Russian court of Peter the Great.  The performance venue was the Cellar  Theatre 
of the  TTT (the  Tampere  Workers’  Theatre), where the stage is literally in the cor-
ner of the space, which also happens to be exceptionally low. 

I decided to situate the characters in period costumes and project the set.  The 
costume studio’s execution was peerless. Due to the projections, I spent several 
nights sitting with a programmer in the Medialab at the University of Art and 
 Design Helsinki (currently Aalto University) coding various scenographic ele-
ments.  The only other people there at night were a handful of die-hard gamers. 
Soft ware was not in common use in theatres yet (1998) and my son Kasper was 
not yet studying Computer Science. Projection capabil ities were still pretty 
 pri mitive.  The theatre acquired a new video projector, but they could not afford 
a lens wide enough for projections that would stretch across the corner of the 
stage. As a matter of fact, the space was so small that the images had to be project-
ed from behind the audience and onto the actors – which did produce an interest-
ing artistic, contemporary effect. 

In order to make the projections wider, we developed a mirror technique: we 
placed a mirror in the opposite corner, and the projector then projected the im-
ages through the mirror.  The lighting designer was given a DVD with illustrated 
transition instructions mapped to the script. Since the work had been done in ad-
vance and scenes were cut, the performance took on an extra funny, anarchistic 
jolt: in some of scene transitions, three images changed in a row! I thought it 
was fantastic.  The whole production and especially the text received very posi-
tive reviews, but for production reasons it closed not too long after the premiere, 
when the theatre got a new managing director. 

 PROJECTIONS  I coloured the 
 images on top of black-and-
white photocopies; they 
were then manipulated by 
 computer and programmed 

into the control software.  The 
 images descended from the 
ceiling and disappeared to the 
sides, or split down the middle, 
like old painted sets.  The final 

image of the play crumbled 
from view one pixel at a 
time. Resolu  tion issues acci-
dentally produced new art! 

Clarissa  
TTT Theatre, 1998

Text Saara Kesävuori 
Director  
Hannu Raatikainen 
Stage and costume  
design, images used in 
design Reija Hirvikoski
Images coding and  
processing Reija Hirvi 
koski and Medialab/ 
UIAH (Aalto University) 
Kimmo Kari, Virpi Kunttu
Lights Juha Haapasalo

Actors  
Ursula Salo,  
Jarkko Kallionpää,  
Jerry Mikkelinen,  
Eila Roine,  
Tommi Raitolehto,  
Irja Korhonen,  
Laila Räikkä,  
Juhani Niemelä,  
Veera Degerholm,  
Auvo Vihro,  
Antti Seppä,  
Juha KuosmanenClarissa 1998 95 Clarissa 1998
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Cat on a Hot Tin Roof  
Oulu City Theatre, 2000

Poster Reija Hirvikoski,  
Virpi Kunttu, Mika Friman 
Actor on the poster  
Mirjami Kukkola 

Cat on a Hot 
 Tin Roof 2000



Finnish comic book artist Juba  Tuomola’s play is based on his super-popular 
comic book characters: a woman who lives with a pig.  The writer’s lack of famili-
arity with the theatre was evident in the script.  The central point of action was a 
realistic living room – which as a stage designer, I detest.  The performance venue 
was a dark, black box.  Turku city, our colour-blind director Raatikainen, and me. 

I had to achieve a light, spacious feeling. Enhanced realism. Comic strips. 
Changing colour backdrops. Pop art.  The solution was a room that spatially re-
treated in close perspective, forming one of the panels of the comic strip.  We 
painted the walls bright colours, because the theatre’s lights would not have pro-
duced the same, even effect.  Why is it, that in productions directed by Hannu, 
I  always end up doing my most saturated and brightest colour-scapes?

We kicked off rehearsals at the  Turku City  Theatre trying to work out the comic 
book characters with the actors and the theatre’s wonderful costume atelier 
workers. I did not have any costume sketches yet at that point.  Wagner (the boy-
friend) even tried on a full-body pig suit, but I could tell right away that it could 
not  be the final solution. In the end, all that was left of the pig was a teeny-tiny 
snout.  Viivi (the girlfriend) turned into a copy of her comic book character, and at 
the  actress’s own suggestion, we even got her dark brown contact lenses. 

The production’s most mind-blowing scene was when the character of Satan 
tried to tempt  Wagner while AC/DC’s Highway to Hell played long, loudly, and 
 unrelentingly.  The absurd humour of the artistic team bit into the audience, too; 
the play was a hit; tickets kept selling out. Our production also visited the Helsinki 
area, playing at the Espoo City  Theatre.  The fact that the actors performing the 
leads, the pig and the girlfriend, began to feel a genuine attraction for each other 
during the rehearsals also brought an extra spark to the production’s charged 
ambiance. 

Viivi and Wagner  
Turku City Theatre, 2002

Text Juba Tuomola
Director  
Hannu Raatikainen 
Visual design  
Reija Hirvikoski
Light Jarmo Esko
Make up Alisa Oksanen 
Sound Tuomas Rissanen  
and Jim Lindholm
Assistant  
Katja Hämäläinen
Photographs  
Robert Seger

Actors 
Viivi Minna Hämäläinen,
Wagner Stefan Karlsson,
Viivin äiti, Saatana  
Ulla Koivuranta,
Viivin isä Tapio Kouki,
Fyllitäti, Seurakunta 
rouva I  Ulla Reinikainen,
Jullisetä Jukka Soila, 
Mummo, Seurakunta 
rouva II Marja Pesonen
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This contemporary play by Claes Andersson was commissioned by the Espoo 
City  Theatre.  The characters are a younger couple, an older couple, and the latter’s 
therapist daughter. It is a tragicomic depiction of an era, a medical history, and 
a surviv al story. It is a play about complicated relationships, with Carl Jung acting 
as a guide. As written, the story takes place in several concrete places, such as a 
living room, a casino, a gym, a forest, and an airport. 

My solution was inspired by cliché images of Finland. I focused on playing 
with colour and material in order to change work’s realistic place and time.  The 
venue was the theatre’s primary performance space, an old printing hall.  The 
 un usual thing in Finland about Espoo City  Theatre is that is not a repertory thea-
tre; a single play is performed for the entire season.  This made it possible to cre-
ate a design using elements that would not need to be constantly broken down 
and re-built. I wanted to make use of all the space the hall had to offer, to erase 
its theatreness. It became an all-encompassing spatial installation. Even the 
workshop, which is located behind a huge, wall-sized metal sliding door, turned 
into an unexpected part of performance space at the end of the play. A life-size 
side of a Finnair airplane, complete with stairs, was revealed behind the work of 
graffiti art that had painted on the shop’s sliding door.  The theatre staff rightly 
considered its creator, my oldest son Miika, a professional graffiti artist. 

Cracks appeared in the ensemble. I was simultaneously working on another 
production in  Tampere. My mother, who was living with me and my boys, died 
during rehearsals.  The hospital called and told me during my train ride home.  The 
financial director of the Espoo City  Theatre personally brought flowers to my door. 
The text got a lukewarm review in Finland’s main newspaper, calling the author’s 
skill as a writer into question.  The entire production swirled down the drain with 
the critique. It was probably far too ahead of its time.  The critic’s views did, how-
ever, arouse justified opposition and the performances were well attended. And 
I decided to sell my house, to move and finish my doctoral  dissertation. 

Mania  
Espoo City Theatre, 2004

Text Claes Andersson 
Translation  
Juha Siltanen
Director  
Hannu Raatikainen 
Space and costume design  
Reija Hirvikoski
Lighting design  
Heikki Örn
Sound design and music  
Tommi Koskinen
Graffiti painting  
Miika Hirvikoski

Assistant  
Jussi Hämäläinen  
(Helsingin AMK)
Poster Reija Hirvikoski,  
Robert Seger
Photographs  
Robert Seger

Actors  
Olli Tuominen,  
Ulla Tapaninen,  
Mari Lehtonen,  
Kari Ketonen,  
Matleena Kuusniemi,  
Eeva Litmanen
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The production’s two directors and I began working from Andreï Makine’s (2001) 
novel. At times it was quite a battle of the wills. One of the directors, Jussi Helmi-
nen, wrote the final script.  The play is set in 1940s Russia, in the tor tuous wartime 
existence of a pianist who is preparing for his debut concert – but has to  escape. 
The story is told during a train ride, beginning from the station.  The small stage 
of the Oulu City  Theatre, the black box, was stripped of all extraneous structures, 
all superfluous black curtains.  There it was, a barren station.  The photos that 
have come down to us from  World  War II and the depression era are black and 
white. I wanted to create as ascetic and colourless a visual execution as  possible. 
The added colour – which in this case was red – then took on meaning in even the 
smallest details.

The performance space was modified in such a way that the rearmost seats 
were removed from the top of the stands and re-arranged in a U down on stage 
level, on temporary risers, two rows on either side. A platform was built on the 
stage in such a way that you could hide objects underneath it and retrieve them 
from there.  The platform was divided into three sections, and in between there 
were gaps – the rear one which contained train tracks and a small raised train car 
on wheels.

The production was stylistically marked by choreographic movement.  The 
performance did not stop for a second.  The other director was the choreographer 
Arja Pettersson.  The costumes of the three actors and three extras got drenched 
during every show.  We removed all extraneous stiffeners and linings from the 
jackets; trousers were made from stretch material. But everything had to look 
natural.  The theatre’s costume studio had the know-how to do this. I did not draw 
a single sketch of the costumes.  There are so many ways of putting a good pro-
duction together.

I also wanted to try animation as a medium of visual expression.  The animated 
train track that I had designed for the poster was projected onto the floor. It was 
used to reinforce the movement of the train car.  We did that animation at home 
with my son Kasimir. Another of the production’s sustaining forces was music.  The 
unquestioned high point was the breath-taking musical number at the end, which 
was played by a concert pianist who was one of the performers. Our show later 
visited the Espoo City  Theatre, where the stage for touring productions was modi-
fied to resemble the original performance space in Oulu, down to the temporary 
black columns. 

Music of a Life  
Oulu City Theatre, 2006 

Novel Andrei Makïne 
Translation Annikki Suni
Dramaturgy  
Jussi Helminen
Directors Arja Pettersson  
and Jussi Helminen
Stage and costume design  
Reija Hirvikoski
Light Mika Ryynänen
Sound Jukka Lappalainen 
Animation  
Kasimir Hirvikoski

Poster Reija Hirvikoski,  
Kasimir Hirvikoski
Photographs  
Kimmo Suortamo

Actors  
Risto Tuorila,  
Janne Raudaskoski,  
Tuula Väänänen,  
Heikki Niemelä,  
Joni Saastamoinen,  
Antti Viitala
Pianist  
Jussi HeikkiläMusic of a Life 2005 131 Music of a Life 2005
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Tankred Dorst’s thrilling and anarchistic children’s play tells the story of a foster 
daughter who embarks on a dangerous adventure in the woods of the wicked 
owl and makes new friends. Lovable characters include the beaver, the dog, the 
pumpkin – which eventually opens to reveal the king’s castle – the pear (which 
falls from a tree), the songbird, and the queen of the water, as well as the lazy girl 
and her wicked mother, with whom Amelei lives at the beginning. At the end of 
the story it of course comes out that the depressed and amnesiac king who is sit-
ting on the roof, and is secretly guarded by his servant, is the lost girl’s true father. 

The play was produced on the main stage of the Jyväskylä City  Theatre.  The 
concept that captured my imagination was a journey deep into the woods.  The 
stage had enough depth to pull this off.  The story began from the proscenium. 
A fabric was stretched floor to ceiling across the full width of the opening, and a 
bizarre, overgrown house in a tangle of trees was projected onto it. A little deeper, 
there was a black scrim that could be raised and lowered, against which we pro-
jected images like enormous pumpkin leaves. Lights were used to reveal the 
character of the pumpkin behind it.  We played with scale, contrasting a life-size 
pumpkin with the human-sized one.  This intermediate space also included the 
river and the edge of the forest. At the very back, we projected an animation of the 
owl waking up, its eyes opening to the full height of the stage.  The director Maarit 
Pyökäri promised the audience “a little excitement”.  That owl was genuinely scary.

The entire production was executed with a large brush, electric colours, and 
a sense of joyfulness.  The girls in the audience usually gasped at the point in the 
play where the queen of the water rose up through a trapdoor, swathed in blue 
silk. Her costume continued in a long stream and finally disappeared completely 
through the floor. Anything we could find in the building that glittered and spar-
kled had been sewn onto the costume – and then some more.  Video of shimmering 
water was projected on her throughout the scene. One thing that demanded a 
little thought was the invisible cloak that the queen of the water gave to Amelei: 
it was originally a pail of real water.  The water was poured over her, at which point 
it turned into the costume, the cloak. In our staged version, the character of the 
pumpkin, who in the script splits in the final scene, is transformed in the blink of 
an eye into a golden castle.  Yards and yards of bright yellow silk were pulled from 
the costume towards one of the wings, from where more was run back across the 
stage as the final image of the castle was projected onto the backdrop. 

 PROJECTIONS  I created the start-
ing image the old-fashioned way, 
by cutting and pasting pictures 
together.  The other projections 
were created on computer. I 
wanted as fresh colours and sim-

ple shapes as pos sible, which 
when combined with the rest of 
the colour-scape would en rich 
the entire world on the stage. 
When the projections appeared 
in large scale in the middle of the 

story, filling up the stage, the 
magical effect they had as sim-
ple images was multiplied many 
times over.  The spatial effect 
created by the projected, im ma-
terial light was fascinating. 

Amelei, Beaver and  
the King on the Roof  
Jyväskylä City Theatre, 2007

Texts Tankred Dorst
Translation Liisa Ryömä
Director Maarit Pyökäri
Music Jyrki Heikkilä 
Stage and costume  
design, projected images  
Reija Hirvikoski
Lighting design Timo Ailio
Sound design Mika Filpus
Animation and  
images processing  
Kasimir Hirvikoski 

Photographs   
Maarit Pyökäri

Actors  
Raisa Vattulainen,  
Marjaana Kuusniemi,  
Taina Reponen,  
Henri Halkola,  
Anneli Karppinen,  
Hannu Lintukoski,  
Jouni Innilä,  
Kolina van den Berg,  
Mikko Kauranen,  
Maritta Viitamäki,  
Hannu Hiltunen,  
Jorma Böök

Amelei, the Beaver 
and the King on the Roof 2007
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I stood on the small stage (a black box) at the Oulu City  Theatre and thought: 
“This is a pitch-black hole, but the story is full of blood and violence – I have to 
come up with a way of opening up the space.” I wanted a new, powerful spatial 
experience for the audience. I wanted the audience inside the story, and the 
 actors up close. I strongly felt that the space had to be entirely white – I felt white. 

The director Kaisa Korhonen and I met at costume designer Pirjo  Valinen’s 
 seaside cottage on Hailuoto island, relaxed in the sauna, ate fresh fish, and ad-
mired the view. I had brought a scale model along with me.  The whole model 
was lined in white paper; there were a few scattered seats for audience members 
in the space.  The script was not ready yet; we studied ancient mythology and 
I created a genealogical chart of the house of Atreus. On the way home in the 
 airplane, the visual world came to me, prompted by Kaisa’s words: ”This could 
happen at the kitchen table of any step-family.”

My first job was to get permission and come up with a solution for getting rid 
of the theatre’s permanent seating, which chopped up its verticality, so we could 
fit 80 chairs into the space and achieve the solution we had envisioned. I started 
in on the managing director.  We came up with a plan in which some of the stands 
were hidden behind my spatial solution – in other words, I was forced to some-
what condense my original idea in order to keep the peace with the technical crew. 
Other plays were also being performed in the same space.

The entire space was swathed and lined from floor to ceiling in straight walls 
of off-white cotton fabric. Forty inches in front of this, there was a taut, off-white 
scrim.  This made the space intriguingly ethereal; the acoustics were really in-
credible.  The wooden floor was painted dark grey, and the chairs were set up 
in a double-rowed U, with no risers.  The spectators saw everything only after 
having come down the stairs and stepping through the doorway, into the white 
performance space. 

I wanted the kitchen table to be rustic and massive.  The chairs were matte 
black and had impossibly straight backs, and the table was intentionally taller 
than normal. No one complained about them being uncomfortable, however. 
Kaisa knew how to create a mood of dedication at rehearsals.

Working with lighting designer Mika Ryynänen was intense. Animated imag-
esthat reinforced shifts in time changes and scenes were projected onto white 
scrim pillars grouped along one of the space’s walls, primarily because the ma-
jority of entrances came from behind them.  The moving images were simple 
and reduced: cumulus clouds, seascape, sunrise, and sunset.  The most effective 
animation was a dark stream of blood that dripped down from the ceiling.  The 
washing machine, a part of stage design churned loudly and constantly; there 
was heaps of bloody laundry.

A little before opening night, the actor playing Electra came down with a high 
fever and was hospitalized.  We were desperate. Opening night had to be post-
poned by a week. 

Electra  
Oulu City Theatre, 2008

Adaptation and trans - 
lation Seppo Parkkinen 
(Based on Aeschylus, 
 Sophocles, Euripides  
and Seneca)
Director Kaisa Korhonen
Stage design  
Reija Hirvikoski
Costume design  
Pirjo Valinen

Music Kari Veisterä 
Lighting design  
Mika Ryynänen 
Animations  
Kasimir Hirvikoski  
and Reija Hirvikoski
Projections Lasse Jaako
Sound design Kari Koret
Assistant Heidi Julmala 
(Metropolia) 
Photographs  
Pirjo Valinen, Reija Hirvi
koski and Kati Leinonen

Actors  
Joanna Haartti (Teak),  
Antti Launonen,  
Anneli Juustinen,  
Hannele Nieminen,  
Risto Tuorila,  
Jonna Laukkanen,  
Pentti Korhonen,  
Mirjami Kukkola 
Musician  
Kari VeisteräElectra 2008
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Designing performances with Kaisa Korhonen: as a director, she formulates 
the theme or starting point – why this specific text touches her as a person at this 
specific moment – and then discusses it with me, asking me for my views. I al-
ways approach the theme through the performance space as well. I intuitively 
seek out the touch points between the theme and the space and think about what 
kinds of changes the space demands or what should be added to it to make the 
performance work. I also think about the director’s way of dealing with actors or 
characters. 

When I am making scale models, I think more about the limits of the space in 
terms of the actor’s work than the final surface mate rials of the so-called set de-
sign. I resolve spatial points of departure, which we discuss broadly with Kaisa. 
Although I also think in colours, I often leave the model uncoloured instead 
of creating a complete miniature scenography; I want to leave myself things to 
 resolve during the process. I do not want to get locked into my thoughts. I often 
have a sense of what the right direction is. Inside the overall concept, it is abso-
lutely possible to make changes that do not affect the larger parameters. For 
 instance, the placement of objects used on the stage can change continuously, 
as  long as their spatial tension remains intense. 

When we did The Idiot at the Espoo City  Theatre, I resolved the progress of the 
space and the story with easily movable, transparent, doored walls that commu-
nicated with the spare, black industrial space of the theatre and the play’s many 
scenes of action.  The director and I played with the model in advance, going 
through the play once, a second time, and then moving the position of the walls 
once more.  Then we started rehearsals and came up with yet another way of do-
ing things. Since the philosophy of moving walls included the idea that the move-
ment takes place according to the mental movements of the actors or characters, 
we had one entire rehearsal where we moved the walls with the actors along 
with the story.  This also convinced the actors of the effect of the moving walls 
 and of its importance. It became continuous, endless choreography with walls. 

We broke for the summer – and when we went through the text upon return-
ing, the position of the walls changed once again.  We were wiser in terms of 
their functionality and effectiveness in terms of the story’s content. I think this is 
possible, but it demands trust, respect, and an active presence at rehearsals. 
When you are in the midst of it, this type of conceptual process sucks up all your 
energy and demands openness. As a performance designer, I feel that I step 
 pretty far into the so-called directing side when I work with Kaisa.
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We arm-wrestled for ages with the actor playing the role of Nastasia over her 
character’s appearance. She envisioned rustling silks, while for the director and 
myself, the character represented above all money and modernity. In the end 
I convinced the actress to use the clothes I had designed.  The costumes’ stylistic 
timeline ranged from period to contemporary. It was a joy watching lighting de-
signer Kaisa Salmi’s work at the lighting desk.  The space was being continuously 
painted and re-painted by the shifting lights, and everything was constantly 
transforming and developing.  This was partially due to a faulty lighting desk that 
would not properly record Kaisa’s changes, which meant her workload swelled 
and grew enormous. I did a lot of shooting of the rehearsals, and even on the 
morning of the opening one of the actors and I went to borrow another coat for 
his character for that evening’s performance. 

On opening night, I heard one of the spectators comment on the production: 
”This would have been such a wonderful performance if it had just been staged 
in a place worthy of it, in a real theatre house, like the National  Theatre.  You know, 
fancy, with the gold and all.” And I am just wondering, what performance was this 
person watching? 

 PROJECTIONS  My original idea 
was to take photographs in St 
Petersburg for myself as back-
ground material. Once she saw 
them, the director liked them 
and suggested that we use them 
in the performance as projec-
tions. Right away I knew that the 
photographs should be manipu-
lated to look like old paintings. 

The scale model of my original 
idea for the design included pro-
jecting Holbein’s painting The 
Body of the Dead Christ in the 
Tomb the entire height and 
width of the space, on top of 
everything.  We worked hard to 
achieve it, and the theatre even 
invested in new equipment.  The 
final image did not end up quite 

so huge, but a lot of other pro-
jected and chopped-up abstract 
image appeared in the space. 
The lighting designer and I col-
laborated closely, experiment-
ing with different artistic alter-
natives on the basis of my mani-
pulated images. Close-ups of 
Nastasia’s face also played a sig - 
nificant role in the production. 

The Idiot  
Espoo City Theatre, 2009 

Novel Fyodor Dostoyevsky  
Dramaturgy  
Seppo Parkkinen
Director Kaisa Korhonen 
Stage and costume  
design and projected  
St. Petersburg’s photos, 
projected images  
and projections  
Reija Hirvikoski
Image processing  
Kasimir Hirvikoski
Lighting design and  
projections Kaisa Salmi
Sound design  
Tommi Koskinen
Assistant Kaisa El Ramley
Poster Reija Hirvikoski,  
Kasimir Hirvikoski,  
Stefan Bremer
Images of Nastasja  
Stefan Bremer and  
Liisa Mustonen’s  
home archieves 
Photographs  
Reija Hirvikoski

Actors  
EevaMaija Haukinen,  
Elina Hietala,  
Seppo Merviä,  
Liisa Mustonen,  
Jukka Peltola,  
Mikko Pörhölä,  
Robin Svartström,  
Puntti Valtonen

We did our pre-planning work on the basis of the novel while Seppo Parkkinen 
wrote the script. Before we started rehearsals, the director and I took a field trip 
to St Petersburg.  We followed in Dostoyevsky’s footsteps through the slushy 
streets, visited the Dostoyevsky Museum, and were eager to be impressed. I pho-
tographed buildings.  We bought bright-red high heels for Nastasia, which ended 
up as props and on the poster.  We also bought real crosses from a church shop. 

Kaisa and I also travelled to Sweden, to Backa  Teater / the Gothenburg City 
 Theatre, to see a superb production of Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment. 
That production was a spatial experiment, a piece performed for three different 
age groups.  With its police cars and shipping containers, the space was always 
the same installation, but it was framed in different ways in performances for 
children and young people. For adults it worked as a whole.  The text was also 
treated differently for the different audiences.  There were a lot of immigrants 
among the actors.  We became convinced that our production of  The Idiot should 
be grounded in the era of the performance, the era of ”now”.  A stripped-down 
space, the broadest possible area for acting, and as little depth as possible would 
underline the brutality of the play’s contents and the poverty of the historical 
time period.  The spatial solution would steer the actors into using vertical move-
ments. Everything in the space would be visible.  The furniture would also be in 
the performance space the whole time.

From my point of view, the most challenging element of the production was 
the costume design.  The Espoo City  Theatre has a pretty limited costume ward-
robe and no permanent sewing staff.  We wanted to experiment with the final 
 costuming during the spring rehearsals and character work and make decisions 
over the summer break. I had to be constantly present at rehearsals and at the 
same time try to come up with rehearsal costumes that would in some way cor-
respond to what the actors would eventually be wearing. It was an impossible 
situation. Never again. It was not until we broke for the summer that I drew up 
the costume sketches so that they could be rapidly executed in the autumn when 
the paid costume staff was around. 
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The script was based on the film by Rainer  Werner Fassbinder.  The text cuts 
quickly from a local corner pub to the female protagonist’s home.  The play is 
a love story between an older woman and a young immigrant man. It is a story 
about prejudices.  Thinking about the execution was stimulating, because the 
main characters were played by an actress I had worked with on Electra – she 
had moved to the Kajaani City  Theatre from the Oulu City  Theatre – and a local 
 immigrant who was an amateur actor. In the city of Kajaani – home to a large 
number of immigrants who have been placed there by the national government 
– the theme is timely and inflammatory, especially by Finnish standards. 

The stage at the Kajaani City  Theatre is the size of a postage stamp and the 
 auditorium is narrow and long. Director Kaisa Korhonen’s core idea was karaoke, 
Finland’s wistful tangos steeped in a yearning for love. Music would play a big 
role.  When you are singing karaoke, you can see the lyrics.  The text included 
a lot of one-on-one encounters. I wanted the actors as close to the spectators as 
possible.  We completely cut the stage off depth-wise with a projection fabric 
 running across the proscenium, and all of the acting took place in front of it.  We 
made the absolute minimum number of physical scene changes, and those few 
we did make, we did by moving furniture.

Kaisa and I travelled to Berlin. I thought I would shoot street scenes around 
Neukölln and other places; the images could mark the scene changes in addition 
to enhancing the mood. I already knew the division of the scenes by this time. 
To get some inspiration, we went to watch the Schaubühne production of Berlin 
Alexanderplatz, which was based on Fassbinder’s teleplay. A stunning designed 
environment.  The entire floor was covered in coins that looked like money. Of 
course the audience members stopped to pick them up and examine them on 
their way to their seats. Inevitably one or two would find their way into a pocket. 
Then once the spectators sat down in their seats and turned back in the direction 
they had entered from – where three-foot-tall, blue letters on the wall read:  Thou 
shalt not steal.

For scheduling reasons, my work on this play partially overlapped with a pro-
duction at the Rovaniemi  Theatre. I ended up shuttling across Finland by plane, 
train, and bus. It was late summer and my son Kasper’s university studies had not 
started yet, so he came to spend a little time with me in Kajaani. At the premiere, 
the entire audience, moved by the performance, gave a standing ovation. It was 
the first time in my life. 

 PROJECTIONS  All of the photos 
were manipulated in the spirit 
of days gone by, and the colours 
were pressed up a little.  The 
changing images lent a rhyth-

mic narration to the play. All of 
the images were from present-
day Berlin. Later that same 
 autumn, I received an invitation 
to the President of Finland’s 

Independence Day Ball and I 
selected one of those photos 
as the print for the lower half of 
my evening gown. Fear Eats the Soul  

Kajaani City Theatre, 2010

Script Rainer Werner  
Fassbinder
Translation  
JukkaPekka Pajunen
Director Kaisa Korhonen
Stage design and  
pro  jected Berlin’s photos  
Reija Hirvikoski
Images processing  
Kasimir Hirvikoski 
Costume design  
Riitta Raunio
Lighting design  
Olli Seppänen 
Sound design  
Jaakko Vattulainen
Music Tapani Hyvönen 

Choreography  
Kirsi Saastamoinen
Assistant Rauli Suhonen
Photographs  
Reija Hirvikoski  

Actors  
Hannele Nieminen,  
Yasin Asgari,  
Juha Häkkänen,  
IidaMaria Lindstedt,  
Heikki Törmi,  
Perttu Hallikainen,  
Teija Töyry,  
Teuvo Viljakainen,  
Kari Suhonen,  
Katriina Hänninen,  
HerttaMaija Ohinmaa,  
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Atro Kahiluoto was just starting his stint heading up the Rovaniemi  Theatre and 
this was the first play he directed there. He invited me to Rovaniemi to choose 
one of the theatre’s three stages for the production, which was to be based on a 
still-incomplete script.  The playwright was a local, Marjatta Pulska.  The play is 
set in remote northern Lapland, far from the growth centres of the south. It is the 
story of couple; the man is suffering from Alzheimer’s and eventually dies.

Atro said his father had the disease, and by this time I already knew that my 
father was delusionary, wandering out of the house, and having trouble remem-
bering recent events. I had convinced him to move and come live near me, even 
though his disease was not at this point officially diagnosed. But our shared 
theme was not originally the reason for our collaboration. 

I asked Atro what was it about the play that fascinated him. He wanted to bring 
more of the patient’s perspective and hallucinations to the story via visual images. 
We selected the main stage; the story would have become too realistic in a small 
space. My sense of Lapland is deserted villages, spare vistas, a keen longing, 
 echoing sounds, and crystal-clear air. Empty space and swamp land spanned by 
duckboards. Our national contemporary architect Alvar Aalto designed the main 
stage and auditorium of the Rovaniemi  Theatre. Spatially, the proportion is to-
tally wrong for an individual person. Or maybe it was just right – at least for this 
concept.

The auditorium is enormous and the theatre had difficulties filling it – I had 
no trouble getting permission to build a boardwalk down the middle of it and up 
to the stage.  There are lots of one-on-one scenes in the play; the actors had to 
be brought close to the spectators. So we also built a platform downstage that 
reached out into the auditorium: the couple’s home.  The theatre has a high pro-
scenium arch. I wanted to lower it to exaggerated effect and create an immaterial, 
open space upstage that emphasised a sense of emptiness. 

The platform, when combined with the boardwalk, which was painted turquoise, 
and a carpet in the same colour that filled up the stage, did a fine job of drawing 
attention away from the space’s “Aalto Design”.  A manipulated and printed pho-
tograph of a yard at the upper edge of the proscenium created a feeling of locality 
as one walked into the space.  The colours used by costume designer Ina Jakobs-
son freshened and updated the world of the performance, making it recognisable. 
Even though the world was by and large abstract, it was easy for viewers to relate 
to the story being told.   The production also visited the Espoo City   Theatre. 

 PROJECTIONS  That summer, 
I did a week-long shoot around 
the Rovaniemi area. I photo-
graphed houses, bogs, and 
fells. I knew without a doubt 
that all the images needed to 

beblack and white. I still shot 
them all in colour; they were 
converted to black and white by 
computer.  The images shifted 
slowly, along with the mood 
ofthe performance. In the final 

scene, we showed a black-and-
white shot of a swamp, and 
then raised a cross on top of it 
– a colourful, blossoming bog. 
Life goes on. 

Blind Spot  
Rovaniemi Theatre, 2010

Text Marjatta Pulska
Dramaturgy  
Tuula Väisänen
Director Atro Kahiluoto 
Stage design,  
projected images  
and projections 
Reija Hirvikoski 
Costume design  
Ina Jakobsson
Lighting design  
Kari Penttinen
Sound design  
Kari Mehtälä and  
Taito Kantomaa 
Photographs  
Reija Hirvikoski

Actors  
Seppo Kemppainen,  
Sami Saari,  
Henri Komulainen,  
AnnaKreetta Jylhänlehto,  
Saana Heino,  
Ella Jokela,  
Kylli Köngäs,  
Kari Koivukangas,  
VesaMatti Komonen,  
Joni Kuokkanen,  
Outi Nevanlinna
Musician  
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I was a member of a different artistic team that was originally supposed to do the 
play. In my case, that project fell apart during salary negotiations. But the script 
did not exist yet, just a new translation of the novel. I had suggested to Arja Petters-
son on many occasions that we should work together again. She was supposed 
to have been part of that same production, too. For the first time in a while I had 
some free time, and so I said “Let’s come up with something.” I do not even re-
member the way things unravelled, but Arja said “Well, we just read Crime and 
Punishment”, and I happened to propose the play, and us as a team, at the right 
moment to the managing director of the Oulu City  Theatre.  The theatre had a 
 programming gap for the upcoming autumn.  The rehearsals would begin right 
away at the beginning of August, and our contracts were signed in early June. 
We  greed that I would attend all rehearsals. 

Three different dramatisations of the work existed at that point.  We picked 
one as an acceptable starting point, but we agreed that we would re-adapt it our-
selves. From the beginning, I wanted the world of the production to include mov-
ing images, which would underline the murderer Raskolnikov’s psychological 
landscape.  There had been school shootings in Finland, and this story was so 
powerfully connected to the Internet, surveillance cameras, and unhealthy self-
esteem.  We wanted the play to be visually anchored in the present day. 

Arja and I spent days and days at my kitchen table, reading our preferred ver-
sion of the play to each other.  We listened to it and compared it to the translation 
of the novel.  We deleted and edited.  We changed almost all of the lines to match 
the new translation.  The thing that we never told the actors was that we also 
timed the duration of the scenes.  There were two reasons for this.  The first one 
was to make the rhythm of the play interesting and varied, as fast-tempoed as 
possible.  The second was that we got a grasp of how much material we needed 
to shoot for each scene.  We had decided that there should be moving images 
throughout the duration of the performance.

Arja’s son Joona Pettersson is a cinematographer who studied in Moscow.  We 
wanted to bring him onto the team right from the start. In July, we decided that 
all three of us would go do some shooting in St Petersburg. Just like in the novel, 
St Petersburg was sweltering.  We had decided what kinds of shots we wanted 
and we wandered St Petersburg by taxi, metro, and foot, searching for our men-
tal images.  Thanks to Joona’s language skills, we were able to let the free-flow-
ing current into which we had thrown ourselves carry us to truly fantastic plac-
es.  We did not ask for permission to shoot anywhere. Joona just set up his video 
camera, which looked just like a normal little camera – and Arja and I pretended to 
be tourists oohing and aahing over the wonderful views. Joona’s camera was 
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usually shooting in a totally different direction from where we were gallivant-
ing.  We did not try and give the image of being professionals. A series of seren-
dipities at the shooting locations enhanced the uniqueness of the material.  We 
had decided to produce more images later at the rehearsals. By combining them 
with the footage shot in St Petersburg, the characters as played by the actors 
would become part of the stream of images. In the train on the return trip I re-
ceived a message from home saying that there had been a mass assassination 
of young people in Norway. 

One idea was that the people present in the film would also move as likeness-
es onto the stage, but that proved to be an overly mechanistic idea, except in 
the case of the character of the drunkard father, Marmeladov.  We were striving 
for a realistic-seeming end result, while of course still stylising it for the stage. 
I carried a lot of the colours from the world of the video footage over into the final 
costumes, so that the impression would be credible.  The colour scale of the 
clothes also then bound the overall appearance of the performance together.

We kept tweaking the text until rehearsals ended, listening to the actors the 
whole time.  The tempo of the role changes was breath-taking. Only the role of the 
main character, Raskolnikov, was performed by one and the same actor. Sonja 
and Dunja were performed by the same actress.  The other three actors switched 
from role to role on the fly.  The stage revolved the whole time like a machine. 
The revolving stage and doors lent rhythm to the performance.  The metal music 
we had bought from St Petersburg, Death and Doom and HC punk, thoroughly 
coloured the production’s soundscape.

My son Kasimir flew out to Oulu to design the program booklet with me. After 
opening night, I had the chance to tell my father that the production in Oulu had 
been extremely well received, and then 10 days later he died of pneumonia.  The 
life span of the Oulu production was extended into the following year. 

Crime and Punishment  
Oulu City Theatre, 2011

Novel Fyodor Dostoyevsky 
Original dramaturgy  
Pentti Pesä, 
Adaption Arja Pettersson 
and Reija Hirvikoski
Director Arja Pettersson 
Stage and costume design  
Reija Hirvikoski 
Video Joona Pettersson 
Lighting design  
Aarne Turunen
Sound design  
Olli Paakkolanvaara 
Poster Reija Hirvikoski 
Photographs  
Reija Hirvikoski 

Actors  
Mikko Korsulainen,  
Elina Korhonen,  
Mirjami Kukkola,  
Tatu Mönttinen,  
Kari J. Ristolainen
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The play tells the story of child refugees sent from Finland to Sweden during 
World  War II.  The original text for the play was written for children. As I read 
this text, I was relieved when I realized how many things it would be possible to 
communicate non-verbally on stage. 

The main stage at the  TTT  Theatre is far too large; it is not to human scale. 
 Actors get lost in its black maw; the stage is far away and down below.  The stage 
opening is too high and the stage too wide to frame scenes effectively without 
completely endangering the view from the side seats. Initially I wanted to lower 
the stage’s iron curtain to half-height for the entire performance, but doing so 
was impossible due to the placement of the speakers and amplifiers. And yet 
 perhaps these conditions produced a roomier, more abstract result.  These origi-
nal ideas of mine guided the scale of the images in the video design as well as 
the color scale of the entire performance. I wanted to bring out the actor; I wanted 
to create contact between the auditorium and the stage; I wanted to bring the 
 auditorium into the wartime events and the small troupe of actors envisioned by 
the director Maarit Pyökäri into the heart of the war. 

I had seen a wonderful production of Jules  Vernes’ underwater adventures in 
Italy, at the  Teatro Potlach in Fara in Sabina, where the performers by and large 
acted in small space framed between projected images. I wanted to try out the 
same thing on a grand scale, in the war scenes of Kaino’s Song, and I was able to 
get the rest of the design team excited about this idea. Finland has archives of 
genuine black-and-white wartime film material that I wanted to use.  The audience 
needed to be able to feel and hear the war that was happening on stage as if it 
were real.

Kati Kaartinen, who was the author of the new text and the dramaturg of the 
old one, was still working on another production. I went through the scenes and 
settings as originally written with the director, constructing a visualized narration. 
I processed my images to my scale model, photographing them into a script of 
images that I distributed to all members of the design team. Once rehearsals be-
gan, my designs were also shown to the entire production team. New text was 
written on the basis of this script of images. Kati was excited about this approach 
to the dramaturgy of the performance.

I wanted real water on stage, rain and Finland’s war-churned soil for Kaino’s 
homecoming, fields that the rebuilders and evacuees cleared and turned into 
 human habitations. At the time, Finland was poor, without food, and Sweden 
was wealthy. Finnish children inherited their clothes from their older siblings; 
the garments were too small or too big in addition to being grim and gray. In my 
imagination, Sweden was colorful. Sweden became yellow.  The carpet, which 

also became a screen for moving images, was painted turquoise, and custom-
constructed side-lights were used to illuminate the entire stage.  The two very 
 different train trips were a headache in terms of design. I found the use of built 
construction problematic. For these journeys by train – to picture the time and 
movement – I created a simple yet effective symbiosis of light and video projec-
tion.   The theatre had the necessary projection equipment and a projection screen 
at the back of the stage. A new light-gray scrim was purchased for the stage pro-
scenium. The children’s inner perspective and their private experience was one 
of the fundamental ideas underpinning the design as a whole.  The wars that are 
currently taking place around the world, and the tides of refugees, are also part of 
Finland's  reality today. 

At the beginning of the story in this performance, we have the lovely Lake 
Ladoga of memory, a Midsummer celebration that is perhaps even too glorious. 
When the evacuees return to war-torn Karelia after the war, the director and I 
wanted to repeat this visualization, but the scene was written so that the mother 
is laundering white sheets. A simple laundry line was drawn across the stage; 
the children’s upcoming departure for Sweden is mentioned casually and circum-
spectly as the laundry is hung. An image of war is also momentarily projected 
onto these sheets, as if from the performers’ thoughts. Meanwhile, the father is 
called back to war, too.  The first act is about a journey; the cuts between the 
scenes are cinematic, quick. After the intermission, the story takes up in Sweden, 
then returns to Finland before ending in contemporary Sweden. My design plays 
with stage techniques, with novel visual surprises and their scale. 

The collaboration with the lighting designer  Timo Alhanen and the video editor 
Ilari Kellokoski was incredibly intense and rewarding.  The soundscape created by 
Kalle Nytorp created and supported a shared visual space.  When creating a work 
like this, the director has to be on the same page. I found playing with the scale 
and mechanics of the main stage immensely satisfying.  The production was born 
under a lucky star.  The visual playfulness I designed, telling the story through 
 visualization as part of playwriting, deepened the content of the production – or 
so I would claim. 

Kaino’s Song  
TTT Theatre 2014

Text Urban Lindh,  
Kati Kaartinen
Director Maarit Pyökäri
Stage, video and  
costume design,  
projected images  
Reija Hirvikoski
Video editing  
Ilari Kellokoski
Lighting design  
Timo Alhanen
Sound design  
Kalle Nytorp
Photographs  
Reija Hirvikoski 
and Kari Sunnari

Actors  
Miia Selin,  
Jari Leppänen,  
Catherine  Knuu tila,  
Anindhita Syahbi Syagata, 
Petra Ahola,  
Samuli Muje,  
Jari Ahola,  
Kristiina Hakovirta,  
Pentti Helin

Also  
Tiina Mattson,  
Timo Ahola,  
Lasse Hiltunen,  
Tino Ahola,  
Jouko Heikkilä,  
Janne Saarelainen,  
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 1. ALKUKOHTAUS / RUOTSI TÄNÄÄN   2. IHANA KARJALA / JUHANNUS   3. LAATOKKA / TALVI 1939 / SOTA   4. POMMITUKSET LISÄÄNTYVÄT 

 5. PROJISOINNIT AUTENTTISELLA FILMIMATERIAALILLA ETUTYLLIIN, TAAKSE JA LATTIALLE / SOTA YMPÄRÖI   6. EVAKKOMATKA / YÖ 

 7. JUNAMATKA SUOMESSA / KARJAVAUNU / VALOANIMAATIO   8. KOULUMAJOITUKSET   9. TAKAISIN LAATOKALLE 1940 / PYYKKIPÄIVÄ   10. JATKOSOTA 

 11. LAIVAMATKA RUOTSIIN / MYRSKYÄÄ   12. VASTAANOTTOKESKUS / LÄÄKÄRINTARKASTUS   13. JUNAMATKA RUOTSISSA / LAPSIA VALITAAN   14. PAPPILA 

 15. FLORA JA NORA TÄDIT   16. TAKAISIN KOTIIN JA TOINEN LÄHTÖ   17. POHJANMAA   18. KAINO TAPAA SUNE SVENSSONIN 



283 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer282 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



285 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer284 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



287 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer286 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



289 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer288 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



291  Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer290  Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



293 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer292 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



295 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer294 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



297 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer296 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



299 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer298 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



301 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer300 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



303 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer302 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



305 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer304 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



307 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer306 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



309 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer308 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



310 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



313 Kaino’s Song 2014
Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer312 Kaino’s Song 2014

Reija Hirvikoski / Performance Designer



“Reija Hirvikoski’s design, with its video projections 
and the childlike scale and perspective, is stylish, 
 controlled, and at its best, strikingly exquisite.” 
 – Suna Vuori (Helsingin Sanomat October 18, 2014)

“Reija Hirvikoski’s visualisation is simplified and 
thoughtfully placed at a child’s scale. A big table or 
chalkboard is really big! The clean lines of the stage 
design fluidly accommodate the story’s flow, despite 
its many sequences. The projections are particularly 
impressive and precisely considered: a safe, soothing 
lake vista; the terrifying approach of bombers; or 
 columns of heartbreakingly young soldiers on the 
march. The visuals, when accompanied by the moving 
work of the actors, prove that even on a large stage 
there is no need for tricks or glitter; all that’s needed 
is a connection with the audience.” 
 – Anneli Kanto (Teatteri & Tanssi + Sirkus 7/2014)

“Pyökäri taps into new approaches to achieve an emo
tional charge: partially through conventional theatri
cal means; partly through modern technology. The 
latter is represented by the work of Reija Hirvikoski, 
whose simplified solutions for the stage design are 
supported by video effects and projected still images. 
They pack a punch. Bombers and fighter planes flying 
out from the screen towards the audience, caravans 
of evacuees, and the idyllic scenery of Lake Ladoga– 
you could pause and immerse yourself in them even if 
nothing else were happening on stage. Yet the basic 
theatrical tools also leave the audience with plenty to 
watch: the actors in Kaino’s Song do touching work.” 
 – Rolf Bamberg (Demokraatti October 21, 2014)

“Reija Hirvikoski paints a straightforward picture on 
the stage. A simple translucent scrim with projected 
scenes of war lends dimension to the first half. Dur ing 
the latter half, the entire stage comes to life. Now 
I have witnessed a heartrending rain falling to the 
main stage like tears.” 
 – Anne Välinoro (Aamulehti October 18, 2014)



“I believe that the  
act of making art is   
– a research of the 
world around us.”
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Doctor of Arts Reija Hirvikoski has 
been a professional performance de
signer since 1979. She studied stage 
design at the Aalto Arts University 
Helsinki /Department of Film, Tele
vision and Scenography (1979–84), 
and her doctoral dissertation Tahdon  
tiellä (Where there’s a Will there’s a 
Way: the Role and Position of the 
Scenographer) was published by the 
University of Art and Design Helsinki 
(now Aalto University) in 2005. 

Known for incorporating video 
and projection into her work for the 
stage, Hirvikoski has worked as a 
freelance stage and costume designer 
as well as a production designer for 
film and television. She has played 
a key role in mounting over one hun
dred stage productions across Fin
land, including classics, musicals, 
dance and circus productions, chil
dren’s plays, and new drama, includ
ing many world premieres.

Hirvikoski has designed a num
ber of brochures, posters, and exhi

bitions, and has also designed furni
ture and office interiors. Her exten
sive career includes the roles of ar
tistic director, curator, researcher, 
moderator, peer reviewer, editor, and 
 author of journal articles and books 
about the theatre. 

She is currently a guest lecturer, 
supervisor, and examiner (BA, MA, 
and DA students) and nonpermanent 
lecturer at several Finnish universi
ties and vocational schools. Hirvi
koski has also taken part in many 
exhibitions, both Finland and abroad.

Hirvikoski was in the curatorial 
team and the producer of the Finn 
ish national exhibition for PQ09 
(Prague Quadrennial), the curator 
and producer of the Finnish national 
exhibition for PQ11 and the chair of 
WSD 2013 (World Stage Design/UK) 
exhi bition curatorial panel and award 
jury. As part of the official program 
at PQ15, Hirvikoski hosted a series 
of professional discussions called 
Break fast with Reija.

Hirvikoski has served as chair of 
OISTAT Performance Design and as a 
member of OISTAT governing board 
(2009–2015); she is currently head of 
the OISTAT Space Design Group. She 
has also served as president of OISTAT 
Centre Finland (2005–2015), presi
dent of the Trade Union for  Theatre 
and Media Finland, a body with over 
4,700 members (2009–2015), and vice 
president for  Theatre for the Arts 
Council of Finland (now Arts Promo
tion Centre Finland) (2009–2013).

Reija Hirvikoski was awarded a 
oneyear state artist grant in 2006. In 
1987, she won Finland’s premiere 
filmindustry prize, the Jussi award, 
for visual design for the movie The 
Snow Queen, the first female design
er in her field to do so. In September 
2009 she was named, as the first fe
male performance designer in the 
country, Artist Professor by the Arts 
Council of Finland, in recognition of 
her exceptional artistic contributions 
to the field of theatre.
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