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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

Sharing Space: An Experiential Comparison Between Physical and Virtual Theatre 

by 

Miranda Friel 

Master of Fine Arts in Theatre and Dance (Design) 

University of California San Diego, 2021 

Professor Robert Brill, Chair 

In this paper I will discuss the ways in which the context and concept of the “shared 

space” and “shared temporal experience” in theatre have rapidly evolved by necessity as a 

response to the social distancing mandated by the COVID-19 pandemic. To discuss this 

evolution, I will examine several productions for which I designed scenery at UC San Diego 

while in pursuit of my MFA.  The focus of this thesis will center on two productions: Orestes 2.0 

by Charles Mee, directed by Joseph Hendel MFA ’20 and produced mere days before the 

COVID-19 shutdown, and Heap by fellow MFA candidate Vivian Barnes, directed by Colette 

Robert, and conceived, produced, filmed, and viewed entirely remotely during COVID-19 

lockdown.   
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Introduction 

The triadic Unities of Time, Place, and Action, popularized by 16th century Italian 

dramatists Gian Giorgio Trissino and Lodovico Castelvetro but often attributed to Aristotle,1 was 

a concept that dictated Western drama’s customs and conventions for the better part of half a 

millennium. To summarize, a well-constructed piece of theatre ought to operate on a linear 

timeline, during which the momentum of a play drives all its characters forward in tandem, 

coexisting in a shared space, all happening within a short span, often within a 24-hour period.  In 

the scheme of Western Drama (the chief background of study of this author, and thus the primary 

focus of this paper) postmodernism and surrealism in literature, art, and drama in the early to mid 

20th century have rendered these unities somewhat obsolete,2 or, at least, no longer a standard by 

which theatre artists feel compelled to adhere. It seems distinctly odd, then, to begin a paper on 

contemporary design practices with a concept that has become so distinctly outmoded by 

innovations in dramatic structure. However, I believe that if one expands the definition of these 

unities to encompass the act of performance itself, interrogating their place in storytelling 

becomes incredibly relevant in a world in which isolation caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 

has forced artists to rapidly innovate into remote and distemporal modes of creating once 

reserved for filmmaking. In this paper, I intend to discuss the two sets of unities I see as possible 

to either adhere to or to disrupt in the theatre: the Aristotelian unities as a convention of 

storytelling and the Aristotelian unities as experienced by performers and designers engaged in 

1	Edwin Simpson-Baike discusses both the concept and its common misattribution at length in his 1878 book The 
Dramatic Unities.  
2	In theatre historian Arnold Aronson’s essay “Can Theater and Media Speak the Same Language?,” an at times 
scathing critique of what he considers to be the un-critical application of projection design to live theatre, he 
describes the postmodern narrative phenomenon in theatre as “pastiche,” a form in which “The past is no longer 
prelude [but] merely material to be drawn upon for present use. All images, all ideas, all thoughts, are equal. 
Linearity is archaic, anachronistic. All images, all ideas, all thoughts, are equal.” This author would quibble with his 
characterization of the incompatibility of many forms of technology with theatrical performance but agrees with his 
basic characterization of post of postmodernism as it relates to theatre.  
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the shared practice of creating performance. I will be discussing these concepts through the lens 

of scenic design work I have undertaken while in pursuit of my MFA at the University of 

California, San Diego.  

Fragmented Storytelling, Unified Performance, Fragmented Space 

With fragmentary storytelling, the scenic designer is presented with certain challenges: 

how best to clearly represent the convergence of two different characters’ experiences in two 

separate locations occurring simultaneously on stage, or to indicate characters existing 

simultaneously in two distinct timelines. In some dramatic works these characters are aware of 

the presence of the other person, in others, they (the actors) move through shared space, 

pretending to be oblivious to the presence of their scene partner, as dictated by the playwright. A 

scenic designer can take one of many approaches in an effort to aid the audience in their 

suspension of disbelief that the performers in such a play are in fact existing in two separate 

realities, despite their ability to clearly perceive the real-time presence of both or several 

performers existing within the bounds of the playing space. In response to such a form, I believe 

it is imperative the designer look beyond a traditional proscenium-dependent, naturalistic way of 

representing space, and in turn create a visual “fragmentation.” The designer might work to 

create this fragmentation by bisecting the set into two halves to evoke a physical demarcation, or 

by creating several abstracted zones of play that float disconnectedly or move in and out of the 

space throughout the course of the performance, or by utilizing live or prerecorded video feed or 

projections to hint at the distemporality of the experience, or by working in tandem with the 

lighting designer to create areas of light/dark/color/shadow etc.; the approach will also depend on 

the emotional quality the designer is attempting to evoke. 
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Charles’ Mee’s Orestes 2.0 is an exemplar of Postmodernist fragmentation. Interspersed 

with morsels of found text, passages from contemporary literature, and contemporary news 

items, it is quite literally a Postmodern violation of the original Aristotelian construction of the 

Greek tragedy from which its story is derived. In collaboration with the director Joseph Hendel, 

and then with lighting designer Mextly Couzín and projections designer Elizabeth Barrett, I 

sought to create a space that would both visually indicate the fragmentation of the dramatic 

structure and allow for the actors to exist in several different locations and several different 

realities.  The director’s concept revolved heavily around the idea of the “Hotel California,” both 

a direct reference to the Eagles song, which made an appearance during a climactic scene, and as 

a purgatoryeque state of mind defined broadly by its relationship to institutionalization and a 

hard-to-define Southern Californian cultural malaise. To wit: “you can check out any time you 

like but you can never leave” (Felder 4:20). 

 For the primary setting of the play, I developed a massive swimming pool, degraded by 

the imaginary ravages of time and overflowing with the detritus of both a school and a 

psychiatric institution. 

Fig 1: Scenic render for Orestes 2.0 by Miranda Friel, 2020. 
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The stage left section of the swimming pool featured a massive hole blasted in the side to 

indicate both the destruction of war, and the tear in the protagonist’s reality from which visitors 

from the Outside World might appear at will. 

Figure 2: Production photo of Orestes 2.0 by Jim Carmody, 2020. 

Figure 3: Production photo of Orestes 2.0 by Miranda Friel, 2020. 
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The green-hued back wall of the swimming pool was also designed to serve as a 

projection surface, another disruption of the characters’ time and space. 

Figure 4: Production photo of Orestes 2.0 by Jim Carmody, 2020. 

Divine intervention played a part in this reinterpretation of Orestes in a similar fashion to 

its role in the original. In addition to the traditional Deus Ex Machina that characterizes the god 

Apollo’s entrance in the original text—in our interpretation a computerized voice and 

accompanying video content that appears on a small projection screen set up at the end of the 

play—Mee introduces a secondary character, Farley, a disembodied astrologer, whose voice 

urges the characters on toward their ultimate fates of incest and violence. Since the director 

conceived of his Farley (in this case played by the director himself) as a physical character, I 

wanted to create a distinct space for him to exist so that when he had his long-distance telephone 

conversations with Orestes and Elektra, the audience would understand that the characters were 
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not sharing physical space. He sat, in a void of darkness, on the theatre’s gallery space peering 

down on the protagonists confined to the swimming pool below, and when it was his turn to 

speak, he was illuminated and spoke using a microphone with a perceivably different sound 

quality than the other actors in the cast. 

Figure 5: Production photo of Orestes 2.0 by Miranda Friel, 2020. 

As the play progressed and fate turned to violence we (the creative team) continued to 

seek opportunities to disrupt space and time.  During a climactic trial sequence, in collaboration 

with the projection designer, I designed a composition of bed sheets and hospital screens, on 

which the actors images’ were projected in real-time using live feed, a multiplying, disorienting 

mirror of the actions occurring in real space. 
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Figure 6: Production photo, Orestes 2.0 by Miranda Friel, 2020. 

Figure 7: Production photo, Orestes 2.0 by Jim Carmody, 2020. 
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Although the actors and the audience were sharing the event of the play itself, my fellow 

designers and I were able to puncture the linearity of narrative throughout using the conventions 

described above, accompanied by a disjointed, at times aharmonious, musical score. 

Unified Storytelling, Fragmented Performance, Fragmented Space 

Until the COVID-19 pandemic forced me and theatremakers across the world to rapidly 

and radically shift their methods of performance in order to keep performers and audience 

members safe from a pathogen that thrived in the close, crowded spaces that are so often the 

lifeblood of the theatrical experience, I considered the idea of either creating or fracturing 

“shared space” that I have described in the previous section to be, for lack of a better word, a 

chiefly academic or philosophical distinction. When UC San Diego quite sensibly enforced the 

transition to remote learning in an effort to keep its population safe, I soon discovered that the 

conventional paradigm of all but the most experimental theatre, which dictates that at least some 

of the performers of a work will exist together at the same time on the same stage and so 

(re)present a story to a live audience, had to be completely thrown out the window.3 The dictates 

of my academic department indicated that actors could receive packages of materials such as 

costumes and props but could not physically share space with anyone not already living in their 

apartment—not their fellow actors, not technicians, who would typically be setting up their 

lighting, sound, costume etc., and certainty not designers.  Shared space, in the most literal of 

senses, was no longer possible to achieve. 

3	Telematic Performance is a great example of an existing production model that flouts the convention of 
embodiment. In his essay “Telematic performances and the challenge of latency,” Michael Rofe describes the 
challenges inherent in “playing together” that must be overcome by the medium, which is typically presented live 
(Rofe 20).	
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 I have now worked in some capacity on three separate entirely-remote, virtual 

productions including a multimedia reinterpretation of Letters from Cuba by María Irene Fornés, 

directed by Juliana Kleist-Méndez MFA ’21, and a playful production of A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream, directed by Patricia McGregor, but in this thesis I will be focusing on my work on the 

new play Heap, by Vivian Barnes MFA ‘21, directed by Colette Robert. Heap is a contemporary, 

darkly comedic retelling of the Book of Job, which by sheer coincidence adheres relatively 

closely to the principles of Aristotelian Unity. Set in a picture-perfect suburbia that becomes 

increasingly overrun by plagues of biblical proportions like flocks of birds dropping dead, 

sewage explosions, and the incapacitation of all men in the protagonist’s family, the notion of 

place as described by the playwright is both richly specific and prescriptively shared—all but 

one scene of the play takes place within the neighborhoods confines, which all the characters 

inhabit, in the course of a single day. 

In my early conversations with the director, it became apparent that successfully 

representing this neighborhood in some form, and, more importantly, making it appear as if all 

the characters existed within this neighborhood, was paramount. In a traditional stage space, I 

can only imagine the possibilities that would have been available to me, but in the digital/remote 

environment, my options were significantly limited by circumstance. The director herself 

suggested we might make use of a scale model, somewhat inspired by the storytelling and 

hyperstylized aesthetic depictions of American life present in Tim Burton films such as 

“Beetlejuice” and “Edward Scissorhands.”4 

In a more traditional design process, my work would have included conceptualizing a 

stage space for performance, making a series of storyboards illustrating the progression of scenic 

4	My visual research on the methodology of model building in “Beetlejuice” and other films helped me understand 
the relationship between a scenic model and a green or blue screen in the context of filming a model for composting. 
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elements throughout the piece, sending these drawing to a shop, which would build the set, and 

then bringing the actors into the environment during technical rehearsals, when the director 

might tweak rehearsed actor blocking to accommodate the reality of physical space. In the virtual 

environment, this work translated not only to designing the overall aesthetic world of the play, 

but also carefully storyboarding the actors as they would appear first in-camera, and then, as a 

composited element within the virtual environment of the model world—a task that was distinct 

from film storyboarding because of the way in which the director intended to film the project to 

preserve its theatricality. Due to COVID protocols, I was also tasked with building the model 

myself, something that would ordinarily be a task for the skilled carpenters of the scene shop. 

Figure 8: A photo of the Heap model designed and constructed by Miranda Friel, 
which eventually became the final still of the play-film, by Lindsay Stevens, 2020. 

This activity proved beneficial to me gaining a heightened understanding of the 

relationship between the characters’ houses within the neighborhood, as well as a chance to view 

the model from all angles, which helped me in conversation with the director regarding how 
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much of an actor’s body might want to be seen in a shot in relation to their neighborhood, and 

how the actors might want to be visually organized on the screen.  

Figure 9: Preliminary storyboards from Heap by Miranda Friel, 2020. 

In our virtual context, the disruption of conventional theatrical unities was acute; 

although the performance was filmed continuously on the platform Zoom (an intentional act on 

the part of the director to preserve the liveness of theatre, especially as it concerned actors 

reacting to each other organically and in time, and thus distinguish it from film) anywhere from 

100 feet to 10 miles separated the performers, who performed in front of green screens within the 

confines of their apartments, and the unevenness of Wi-Fi and computer lag meant that true 

temporal unity was nearly impossible.  In order to preserve the “liveness” that was the director’s 

intention, it became imperative to work forwards and backwards – for a three character scene for 

example, the performers videos were separated into three separate files, the backgrounds 

digitally erased by my associate video designer Daniella Toscano MFA ‘22, and then composited 

by me into the “shared space” of the miniature model world for the final play-film. This process 

was an imperfect one, not least because of the difference in video quality and lighting in the 
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individual performers’ spaces, variables that would have been significantly easier to control in an 

embodied setting.  

Figure 10: Unedited actor performance footage of actors shot on Zoom in front of 
green screens by Miranda Friel, 2020. 

Because of latency, occasionally a video of a single actor would have to be nudged a 

second or so, or, if a video froze, I would occasionally opt. to spotlight a character (in film 

parlance, a “one-shot”) and the cut to a reaction shot of their scene partner, using a few frames of 

video that in the context of the live Zoom performance happened a few seconds before or after 

they appeared in the play-film – the goal, always, was to preserve the feeling of live connection. 

In every aspect of the design, we strove for continuity of time, place, and action, to better 

serve the linearity of the storytelling, and to aid the audience in their suspension of disbelief 

regarding the performers’ spatial relationship to each other. In addition to the process of 

separating and recombining footage, I had a series of very specific conversations with the 

director and lighting designer Lindsay Stevens regarding tracking time-of-day in the context of 

the quality of light on both the actors and the model, which manifested in a secondary set of 
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storyboards, tracking the progression of the story through the progression of time, and utilizing 

images that she shot and I edited. These storyboards became the roadmap for the play-film, and 

were utilized in conversations between the director and the performer about blocking and their 

imagined spatial relationship to “their” neighborhood. 

Figure 11: Photographic storyboards from Heap illustrating the progression of time and 
place throughout the play; photos by Lindsay Stevens and design by Miranda Friel, 2021. 

Figure 12: Two stills from Heap featuring actress India Gurley MFA ‘21, illustrating the 
passage of time from dusk to dawn in the same environment by Miranda Friel, 2021.  

Figure 13: Two stills from the same climactic “fire” scene in Heap featuring a shot of the 
model and three performers acting in split-screen, by Miranda Friel, 2021. 
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Some aspects of working within the virtual medium proved relatively limiting – for 

instance, the exchange of physical touch between characters, typically an important aspect of 

theatre, proved a nearly insurmountable hurdle and even camera tricks could not compensate for 

this interruption of verisimilitude, such as it is in a world of make-believe. It is also important to 

note, that in making a play-film with a finite series of resources, we were both uninterested in, 

and unable to mimic traditional conventions of contemporary filmmaking designed to captivate a 

stationary viewer’s attention, like utilizing a system of multiple cameras to cut back and forth 

between perspectives, or filming on a soundstage, which would have allowed for more visibility 

of the body than was afforded by the cramped spaces in which we filmed our play-film. Because 

of this, the actors’ performances were heavily frontal, and the screen evoked a certain 

proscenium quality—that is, a consistent rectangular window into the play-world not unlike the 

familiar dramatic convention. 

Conclusion 

Over the course of this COVID-19 isolation period, I have been asking myself a question 

that I would imagine most theatremakers have been asking themselves: What is a play? What is 

“liveness,” in this context, really? Must an audience be watching actors actually performing 

simultaneously during a live-streamed event for an event to be considered theatre in this virtual 

context? What about live-streaming a pre-recorded event that is only viewable to an audience 

during a pre-determined timeframe—does that count? If the actors experience liveness with each 

other, but the audience experiences the event atemporally, how is this categorized? For whom is 

unity possible in a virtual context and how important is that designation to the overall quality of 

the event? I think it is important to ask oneself these questions in order to understand the 
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available methodologies and possible implications of the art one is making, but I become deeply 

suspicious about the gatekeeping that can arise when attempting to exclusively define the act of 

making theatre by a series of predetermined criteria that were not designed to address the current 

circumstances of this very unique moment in (art) world history. To return to the Aronson essay, 

he states, somewhat contradictorily: 

I am not arguing that technology, scenography, and architecture have no effects on the 

development of the drama; they have profound effects. Perspective painting, changeable 

scenery, and the proscenium arch, for example, are as inextricably bound up in the 

evolution of illusionistic theater as are the theories of Aristotle and neoclassical scholars. 

One might even argue that much of Western drama owes its existence to these technical 

components. But in terms of direct cause and effect, theater and stage configurations that 

derive purely from theory or technology engender no new forms of drama (Aronson 67). 

I do not claim to know how much of our current theatrical explorations, borne of circumstance, 

isolation, and, yes, technical ingenuity will carry forth into the forms of the future. However, 

with due respect to Aronson, a theatre design historian whose work I have studied and greatly 

admire, I would disagree that the technology—much of which, like Zoom, or OBS is relatively 

democratized and thus accessible to a wide swath of theatre practitioners—is not driving the new 

forms of our current theatrical moment. If anything, in both my personal experience as a 

theatremaker, and as a theatregoer that has been able to view theatre from other parts of the globe 

because of its digital accessibility during this pandemic time, I would argue that as we strive to 

invent new ways to keep making theatre during this time, we can and do use the technology 
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available to us to guide our explorations, and, yes, our storytelling. The need for events to unfold 

in sequence at the same time, in the same place, with the same people, may no longer be a 

mandate for storytelling, but that need is still an essentiality for storytellers. As an artist and a 

storyteller, I hope to always explore new ways to meet that need. 
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