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The PQ  
in Shape,  

in Core,  
in Means

 
Hadi E. Damien  

Since its inception in 1967, the Prague 
Quadrennial has been reinventing itself to 
be aligned with its purpose: presenting, 
every four years, the latest trends in 
theatre design. From my introduction to 
the concept of the PQ in the early months 
of 2011, to my PQ2011 (one word PQ2011) 
visit and then my curation of the first 
participation of Lebanon during PQ2015 
(one word PQ2015), the PQ seemed to be 
shifting from an exhibition of model and 
photography displays to a pronounced, 
buzzing happening with emphasis 
on social interactions through live 
performances, presentations, workshops 
and discussions. As the notion of exchange 
was accentuated, organizers, in 2015, 
invested islets throughout the Old Town of 
Prague and called on the curators to think 
their venues as experiences rather than 
displays. Most came up with installations 
for the visitors to interact with(in), others 
proposed performances to attend, and 
others suggested itineraries to follow 
whilst exploring exhibited works. The PQ 
pushes the world out into the streets, thus 
back to the early theatre expression in the 
public space, under the sun, in the open-
air, and dubs it “expanded scenography”, 
a stretched concept of performance 
environments that comprises not only 
scenography for stage with its costumes, 
lighting, sound and multimedia, but also 
site-specific, urban, embodied, immersive, 
interventionist and inter-medial 
performances.

At the end of PQ2015, the organizers 
called for an auction sale that was 
mainly addressed for those who wanted 
to dispose of their materials and reduce 
the fees of shipping back the exhibits 
to their place of origin. The auction sale 
is an efficient, eco-friendly, responsible 
system that limits waste and encourages 
recycling. However, it was restricted 
to the Schengen countries (as non-
Schengen residents need to comply with 
customs regulations and duties) with the 
exception of a handful of international 
exhibitors who shipped their exhibitions 
in their personal luggage (which is what 
Lebanon did) and could thus participate 
in the sale. However, the disposal of these 
materials raises a question about the 
longevity of the exhibition. Why should 
the exhibitions end there and then?

The exhibition is initially conceived 
and realized to serve in the PQ, with 
some aspirations of additional display. 
Organizers and curators spend many 
months preparing the PQ and working on 
new editions. The PQ is the culmination 
of a four-year work in progress, not only a 
social event for theatre-lovers and people 
interested in visiting Prague and gawking 
at exhibited works. Locking the exhibit in 
a basement, or demolishing it like a scenic 
set we dismantle the day after closing 
night limits the longevity of the work and 
muffles the PQ bubble. Even though the 
exhibit is executed to serve in the PQ, 
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shouldn’t it exist beyond the ten days of 
the PQ?

Capitalizing on the main PQ exhibitions 
is a marketing asset and of visibility 
value, which the organizers and curators 
should use and benefit from. Curators 
believe that they bring to Prague, 
every four years, the “best of” recent 
scenography and performance (design) 
from their country/region of origin. 
Their display/exhibition/assemblage 
of works is, per se, a pure exploration 
and promotion of both scenography as 
well as their country. Planning a touring 
exhibition in the post-PQ years is, for 
instance, a perfect way of extending 
the PQ edition beyond its ten days. It 
also serves as a mobile advertisement 
for the PQ and a marketing incentive 
that increases awareness and actively 
contributes to growth of the PQ and 
its public expansion. There is no doubt 
that financial limitations represent 
great challenges for executing this tour; 
however, the magnitude of the touring 
exhibition (whether it is the full exhibition 
or only parts of the PQ) could be tailored 
depending on available finances. The 
PQ media visibility starts with published 
announcements a few weeks before 
the PQ, then takes off on around the 
third day (of the total ten), and then 
culminates with feature reports during 
the month following the end of the PQ. A 
touring exhibition introduces added value 

“UNDO_LATIONS”, the national exhibition of Lebanon, curated by Hadi 
E. Damien and designed by Cornelia Krafft. Prague Quadrennial of 
Performance Design and Space. Czech Republic, Prague, 2015.  
Photo: Ad Achkar.
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“100 Bags of Milk”, the student 
exhibition of Lebanon, curated 
by Hadi E. Damien and designed 
by Cornelia Krafft. Prague 
Quadrennial of Performance 
Design and Space. Czech 
Republic, Prague, 2015.  
Photo: Ad Achkar.
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to the spectrum of communication as 
it builds on from the PQ ten-day media 
impact and will therefore benefit from 
the PQ exposure, which will be translated 
into greater visibility and more efficient 
communication. The PQ post-event, 
stretched over the four years, extends 

the life of the PQ, brings the various PQ 
editions closer together, and positions 
the Quadrennial as an open platform 
for exploration. It will also greatly serve 
future funding initiatives, as it breaks the 
idea of the PQ as an exhibition limited to 
a ten-day time frame.

In the same vein, the PQ has everything 
to gain by defining a proper marketing 
position. Firstly, when is each PQ name 
variation used? When is it the “Prague 
Quadrennial” and when is it the “Prague 
Quadrennial of Performance Design 
and Space”?). In the case of the social 
media outlets, what is the defined 
identity: PQ2015 or PQ15 or PQ’15? As 
these acronyms logically revert to the 
same event, the use of multiple identities 
backfires on the online strategy and affects 
the general tracking, exploration and listing 
of the event. Secondly, the consistency 
within the description/nature of the PQ is 
another crucial point to highlight. Is the PQ 
a festival or not? The website states that 
the PQ is not a festival (http://www.pq.cz/
en/practical-information/faq/how-can-i-
exhibit-perform-pq). However, the e-press 
release of July 8, 2015 describes the PQ 
as a festival. Moreover, and with the EFFE 
award of September 2015, the PQ is now 
recognized in the festivals circuit. In this 
dimension, how does the PQ position itself 
in the spectrum of festivals and festival 
practices? 

* * * *

In its social mutation that moves the PQ 
from a display nested in an exhibition 
hall to a live, vibrant event of general 
public interest spread throughout the 
city, many orientations in favor of the 
immersive aspect of scenography were 

http://www.pq.cz/en/practical-information/faq/how-can-i-exhibit-perform-pq
http://www.pq.cz/en/practical-information/faq/how-can-i-exhibit-perform-pq
http://www.pq.cz/en/practical-information/faq/how-can-i-exhibit-perform-pq
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implemented. The most prominent one is 
about the nature of the exhibit within the 
main section of the PQ. But what are we 
presenting? This is a question to both the 
organizers and the curators.

Is the genre of the exhibit a potpourri 
of the best scenography works from 
the place of origin? Is it a thematic 
display of scenography works? Is it a 
work commissioned for the PQ? Is it an 
installation by an individual or by a group 
of designers (therefore one exhibited 
work)? A display model of a theatre 
building from somewhere? A performance 
space? So what is put on display? Is it a 
selection of multiple works or is it one 
work (a statement)?

Also, how did the curator proceed with 
the selection of the work/designer per se? 
Why did the curator choose this person 
(or group of designers) in particular and 
not somebody else? Why was this range of 
works selected and not other ones?

What are we inviting visitors to focus 
on? Is the highlighted focus of the 
exhibition on the exhibited theatre works 
themselves, those that were staged in the 
country of origin and presented during 
the PQ (through sound, drawings, models 
and photographs), or is the highlighted 
focus on the general display (the shell 
that comprises the exhibited theatre 
works)?

“Merry-go-round”, the national exhibition of Bulgaria. 
Prague Quadrennial of Performance Design and Space. 
Czech Republic, Prague, 2015. Photo: David Kumermann.
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Still moving in the same direction: How 
do curators think their exhibition for the 
PQ? How does an exhibited work in the 
PQ differ from some other work exhibited 
in the Biennial of Venice or in the São 
Paolo Biennial exhibition? Do we tackle 
a performance design exhibition in the 
same way that we address a fine art 
exhibition?

What defines the borderline between 
a fine art exhibition and an exhibition 
for scenic or performance design? Is 
an exhibition of performance design 
supposed to be performative? And what 
makes an exhibition performative (or 
a performance)? Is it performative 
because it is kinetic, like a carrousel that 
turns (the carrousel that was exhibited 
in PQ2015 was turning by itself. People 
did not need to turn it themselves.)? 
Melting ice planks sandwiched between 
books carry a dimension of motion: the 
motion of the dripping water. In this 
sense, a video is also motion, but is it 
performative? Is it performative because 
it is a defined route that the visitor 
explores and moves with? (The visitor is 
“performing”, tilting his head, walking 
from one point to another without 
touching the displayed items, touching 
an exhibited piece, etc.) Otherwise, is it 
performative when it moves the audience, 
produces a reaction (for the visitor to 
have a counter-reaction)? In the other 
case, is the exhibit less suitable for an 

exhibition of performance design when 
the visitor walks with his arms crossed, 
with no visible physical interaction?

Outlining these issues is not in opposition 
with the multidisciplinary approach of 
the PQ. On the contrary, it builds up to a 
sharp presence that would have a greater 
impact on the PQ and contribute to its 
general synergy/narrative. The overall PQ 
visit itinerary often does not tell a story, as 
most of the exhibitions are independent 

platforms with no specific alignment. 
For this, one could directly blame the 
organizers for not setting up a storytelling 
route for the exhibition. However, often 
the curators do not submit their proposals 
in due time, and often the final display 
is not in accordance with the originally 
submitted models/plans/pictures. Placing 
the PQ2015 under the SharedSpace: 
Music, Weather, Politics provided a 
general theme, an overall literature for 
the PQ. However, the three themes were 

extremely large for interpretation and 
socially divergent. Therefore, a harmony 
was not met in most exhibits that still 
seemed like islets spread into the venues 
that were hosting the PQ.

And venues were paramount in this 
thirteenth edition. From a technical and 
practical point of view, the organizers 
took a great risk in spreading the PQ 
throughout Old Town, even though 
they should have capitalized on this 
spread to gain in visibility and therefore 
achieve greater marketing exposure. The 
venues, despite their natural limitations 
and specifications, offered, through 
their beautiful and thrilling cachet, 
a bespoke shell to host the exhibits. 
However, despite the multiple calls of the 
organizers to think the exhibitions in site-
specificity and uniqueness of the place, 
most exhibitions shut themselves away 
in boxes (or in darkness) and blocked off 
any communication with the venue. Most 
of the exhibitions could have been placed 
anywhere else, with no changes in their 
layout, energy and feel. Conceiving an 
exhibit to be specific to the venue where 
it is displayed is a challenge in itself, given 
the floor load (kg/m2), the access to the 
space, and the rules and regulations in 
place for the classified and protected 
places. The layout and the display of the 
exhibit are affected by the site-specificity, 
and the organizers asked the curators to 
think the general display of the exhibit 

“Merry-go-round”, the national exhibition of Bulgaria. 
Prague Quadrennial of Performance Design and Space. 
Czech Republic, Prague, 2015. Photo: David Kumermann.
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as much as the exhibited works (if there 
were exhibited works).

Incomplete communication stretched 
beyond the issue of the venues hosting the 
exhibition and the exhibits themselves. 
The Space exhibition, for example, one 
of the main components of PQ2015, had 
to reinvent itself because of submitted 
derailed entries. Despite clear, long and 
detailed descriptions, as well as scheduled 
Skype sessions with the aim of securing 
consistent submissions in accordance 
with the project, the Space exhibition 
did not receive efficient entries, and, as 
a result, the artistic team had to shift 
and reinvent the exhibition. The multiple 
amendments to the project in response 
to the submitted entries highlighted a 
major drawback in the general process. 
When asked to think outside the box and 
present new ways of architecture display 
for performative space and architecture, 
almost none of the Space entries were 
suitable for the exhibition. Is it because 
the curators did not proceed properly? 
Is it because they did not invest enough 
time in it? Could they not find the proper 
people to work on it? Did the artists 
understand the project? Was there a 
proper curator-artist follow-up? Here, the 
role of the curator is again paramount, 
as the curator is a talent scout who 
commissions artists and designers. 
The curator is also part of the design 
development, as he/she accompanies the 

designers through their creative/thinking 
process; a guidance that always carries 
some subjectivity. The case of the Space 
exhibition must be thought about.

* * * *

Securing funds and financial sustainability 
are two of the core challenges faced by 
both the organizers and the curators. 
The latter are often heard complaining 
about the lack of government and public 
support. A potential reason can be traced 
back to the “Call for Applications for 
Countries and Regions”. The organizers, 
back in January 2014, did not request 
the individuals who were confirming the 
participation of their country (or region) 
to submit an official endorsement from 
the government or the relevant ministries. 
By excluding the involvement of the 
officials right from the start, we find 
ourselves facing non-responsiveness when 
we reach out to them for funding.

One of the particularities of a government 
lies in the rotation in positions. Working 
with government organs, one starts 
from scratch with every event (a new 
minister, a new secretary, a new director). 
Therefore, a general presentation of the 
PQ is crucial in order to answer questions 
such as: How many people attend the 
event? What is their age bracket? What is 
their background? What is their spending 
ratio? etc. Basic statistics as well as lists 

from the accreditation center of previous 
PQ editions can secure these answers that 
would enhance the interest of sponsors 
in the PQ. As governments and public 
funds plan their budget and contributions 
ahead of time, it is important to approach 
them twelve months before the upcoming 
PQ edition.

The PQ traditionally takes place in June; 
therefore, the active funding quest within 
the national delegations should start a 
year before. This means that, by June of 
the year that precedes the PQ, curators 
should be able to submit a sponsorship 
proposal (or a funding request) that 
incudes final drawings and model pictures 
of the exhibitions, a list of all other 
activities, and full biographies of the 
members of the delegation. The submitted 
document is conceived according to the 
visual identity guidelines for the upcoming 
PQ edition, which ensures a consistent 
image for the project. Within the limits of 
availability, the organizers are assisting 
the curators with their needs and provide 
them (free of charge) with postcards and 
printed material for the upcoming PQ, as 
well as merchandising materials, leaflets 
and promotional prints from previous PQ 
editions.

In the case of the next PQ (to be held in 
June 2019), it is advised that the curatorial 
work start around October 2017, with the 
very effective Curators’ Symposium, in 

order to secure enough time to develop 
the materials for the sponsorship 
proposals (such as the exhibitions and 
the happenings within PQ2019). In this 
context, the issue of funds and salaries 
is raised, especially since most curators 
are not paid for their PQ work and usually 
both the organizers and the curators hold 
other positions in theatre productions and 
the academic sphere.

Here is a suggested simplified timeframe 
for the preparation of PQ2019: 

April 2017 PQ2019 Call for Participation 

October 2017 Start of the curatorial work (Curators’ 
Symposium)

April 2018

Curators send to the PQ their entries for the 
National and Student Sections for technical 
approval (floor load, access to the space, 
rules and regulations of the places)

May 2018 PQ finalizes and communicates the PQ2019 
visual identity and its guidelines

June 2018 PQ replies in regards to the received proposals 
and entries

June — 
September 2018 Quest for sponsors

January 2019 Confirmation of sponsors and start of the 
exhibition production

May 2019 Shipment of exhibits

June 2019 PQ2019 (NOTE TO EDITOR: PQ2019 one word)

* * * *
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PQ is also invited to take into 
consideration mobility and access of 
physically challenged people (wheelchairs, 
crutches, etc.).

* * * *

In conclusion, scenographers and 
scenography are both the reason and the 
driving force of the PQ. Scenographers are 
those who train under practiceand work 
within the director’s notion of space and 
time. They are able to follow the path/
dynamics that transform a text into 
drama and bring to it their understanding 
of performance, direction and fine arts. 
A scenographer is someone who has 
acquired the actor’s flair through practice 
and movement, who can evolve and move 
forward with a group instead of locking 
himself in a workshop. A scenographer is 
a dialoguer who engineers a dialogue and 
then silently withdraws to the backstage. 

BIO 
HADI DAMIEN

Hadi E. Damien is a Lebanese cultural 
entrepreneur and a lecturer in 
Scenography and Event Management 
at the Saint Joseph University in Beirut. 
Theatre practitioner, he is the curator 
of #PQLB2015, the first participation of 

Lebanon in the Prague Quadrennial.  
www.pq-lb.org.

THE VIDEO LINK

A 13-minute video recording of this text 
is available on YouTube through the 
following link: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=rVEi632LowQ

Curators represent the country or the 
region they come from. They conceive the 
exhibitions and plan the logistics of their 
participation. However, as the PQ opens 
calls for both countries and individuals, 
the organizers are invited to inform the 
curator (or national coordinator) about 
other accredited participants or visitors 
from the same country. This is useful, as 
visitors ask exhibitors about performances 
and happenings done by fellow citizens 
of which the curators are often unaware. 
Also, putting the curators and the visitors/
performers in contact with each other 
contributes to a more precise publication/
booklet and could positively affect the 
general logistics of the participation of 
the country.

In a similar sense, within the framework 
for PQ2015, the organizers issued a list 
of all of the accredited people in the PQ, 
featuring their occupation, date of arrival, 
date of departure and contact details — 
a useful document that stimulates 
networking and communication.

PQ is a culmination of continuous creative 
work and practice in scenography and 
performance design. It is a buzzy and 
feisty, overwhelming program that should 
also include silent pauses and moments 
to reflect and freely think, without 
intellectualization or the fear of missing 
out on something.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVEi632LowQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rVEi632LowQ
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