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Work on Stage

The starting point of our project was a commission from a perso-
nal telecommunication services company in Grenoble, whose new 
director wanted us to produce a "work-stage". He had been an ad-
ministrator at the Ecole du Cirque, then the Maison de la Culture, 
in Grenoble. Artistically speaking, he gave us a free hand to crea-
te an innovative "open space", and we took him at his word. We 
used the context as a "pre-text" to be converted into a scenographic 
reality. The staff expressed an interest in our work – they talked to 
us about light, sound, circulation patterns, etc. The design process 
involved the writing of "stage directions" for actions that were to 
arise from concepts embedded in a "diagram" which developed by 
stages, taking into account the spatial movements of the different 
protagonists, including visiting clients and the virtual, non-defined 
network of callers. Then came the commission for the control centre 
in Paris – a new way of formulating the organising language of this 
micro-society, and the creation of another structure, but also a set of 
correspondences between the two locations.
We used the same principles of de-hierarchisation of functions, rela-
tions and presences in both cases. The necessity for joint presences, 
or, on the contrary, isolation, did not mean considering the occupants 
as a unitary body, but as combinations of singula-
rities. The small, differently designated zones ten-
ded to morph into one another. Our heterogeneous 
artefacts created territories to be investigated, with 
permeable boundaries. The spaces were designed 
as organisms that would be infused with vitality 
and sense by their users. Attitudes and ways of mo-
ving and communicating varied as a function of the 
elements utilised. Unlike the permanent rationality 
with which spaces are conventionally administe-
red, our hypotheses distended them so as to favour 
cartographies of movement and a multiplication of 
viewpoints.
Philippe Zarifian, in his book A quoi sert le travail?, shows that the 
"theatrical unity" model which had defined the work station and, 
more generally, the spaces and times of work in the disciplinary so-
ciety of the earlier industrial era fell apart with the advent of the 
flexibility engendered by neo-liberalism, but is now coming back 
in altered forms as a major factor in wage negotiations. He points 
out that "one cannot modify work spaces without also modifying 
the technico-economic and political concepts that lie behind them". 
Our hypotheses had the effect of reconnecting work spaces with their 
imaginative potential, and (as the evidence demonstrates) democra-
tising them.
Grenoble. The door opens onto a deep space: a stage-bridge of light-
coloured wooden slats crosses the space diagonally, floating above 
the ebony-coloured floor. This theatrical pontoon forms a series of 
zigzags leading to the photocopier or, in a downward direction, to 
the "visiodome", and the camera. People pass over, or meet on, the 
stage-bridge, which in fact goes in every direction. It joins up with a 
podium at a point where an office and a small elevated "living room" 
have been installed. There are a number of these, with armchairs and, 
in some cases, tables found in second-hand shops, and placed, accor-
ding to use, on square monochrome carpets. They are enclaves of 
domesticity that interpenetrate with the work stations. They can be 
reconfigured for meetings, meals, or a moment of relaxation against 
the background of the Chartreuse mountain range, which is framed 
in clear rectangular windows set high up in the wall. Through the 
frosted French windows at ground level, the forms of passers-by and 
cars can be made out. We gave the Superviseur-Animateur (SA) an 
office-cabin which, from the outside, looks like a hermetic cube of 
dark wood, with a canopy at the front. Going round to the other side, 
one can see the interior of the structure, with its light-coloured wood. 

A standard office has been turned into a combination of a private 
house and a winter garden, painted olive green, and with trellises for 
climbing plants placed in front of the glass partitions. In this "green-
house", there is a yellow watering hose, white garden furniture, a 
fountain and tea-making equipment.
The director, BG (Boss, Grenoble), has an crate-like office made of 
self-supporting pine panels forming a square on the brown carpet. 
From the meeting room, one can see BG through a small window. 
And there is another that looks out onto the car park, which is veiled 
by plants that are tended by members of the staff between two phone 
calls. We provided the same type of work station for everyone: a 
surface-box and trestles-containers in poplar, a module-cabinet on 
castors and a coloured lamp. The TCs (teleconsultants) make private 
spaces for themselves using movable metal frames across which they 
stretch a fabric of their choice. Documents and personal effects can 
be hung on cables attached to the frames. And there are bifurcating 
pathways between the work stations.
Paris. The space is a base – a place of traversals. We demolish eve-
rything, and install a jigsaw-puzzle work surface in poplar on piles, 
which condenses and integrates all the different functions. It is sui-
table for both sedentary and motile occupations. Higher than a nor-
mal table, it orientates the protagonists' activity towards hand move-

ments, and places the focus on the upper body and 
face. One stands up to consult files, and sits down 
to install one's work station in a concave curve. All 
the scenes are replicated by mirrors located with 
precision on the walls, so that the series of windows 
overlooking the townscape forms an uninterrupted 
line. Mismatched containers, as they fill up with 
files, are stored under the work surface, a part of 
which is hollowed out so that it can be used for 
meals and improvised meetings. It closely follows 
the forms of the central space, so that people find 
themselves continually going round it on their way 
to and from the two adjoining spaces. The pieces 

that were removed from the master jigsaw puzzle have been put in 
the right-hand space. Attached to the walls, they serve as tables for 
the use of people passing through. One of them, placed behind a 
semi-opaque partition in a small orange-tinted zone, is used by the 
president, BP (Boss, Paris). The left-hand space, in green, is suitable 
for larger meetings and projections. The central space and the two 
adjoining spaces form a line of sight.
What we have described is what exists in material terms. A schedule 
of events that might be expected to take place during a working day 
is given in the corresponding illustration, which lays out a proposal 
for a possible deflection of perspective according to our scenogra-
phic hypotheses. One simply has to imagine the interacting parties 
appearing on the scene with their cardboard boxes, pictures, pot 
plants and knick-knacks.
The disparity between our hypotheses and our on-the-spot enquiry 
can be seen in the autumn 2005 issue of the review L'Ollave-Pré-
occupations. In this second “production on paper”, a choreographic 
project by Euan Burnet-Smith comes together with our stage direc-
tions, the actions of our characters following on from the dancers' 
movements. These transitions are an extension of our overall project: 
the heterotopic configurations, with their concrete and imaginative 
aspects, the specific links we established with the team, the words 
and deeds we recorded, the situations we described or created. All 
of this "unfolds" the space of professionality into subjective zones of 
autonomy. The privileged position we gradually came to occupy was 
extrapolated into a multiform, permutative artistic medium.
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1 Philippe Zarifian, À quoi sert le travail?, La Dispute, Paris, 2003.
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