TOWARDS A POOR THEATRE

HE WASN’T ENTIRELY HIMSELF


He Wasn't Entirely Himself

This article by Jerzy Grotowski has been published In Les Temps Modernes (Paris, April 1967) and Flourish, the newspaper of the Royal Shakespeare Theatre Club (Summer 1967). 
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Stanislavski was compromised by his disciples. He was the first great creator of a method of acting in the theatre, and all those of us who are involved with theatre problems can do no more than give personal answers to the questions he raised. When, in numerous European theatres, we watch performances inspired by the "Brecht theory," and are obliged to fight against utter boredom because the lack of conviction of both actors and producers takes the place of the so-called "Verfremdungseffekt" , we think back to Brecht's own productions. They were perhaps less true to his theory but, on the other hand, very personal and subversive as they were, they showed a deep professional knowledge and never left us in a state of lassitude. 

We are entering the age of Artaud. The "theatre of cruelty" has been canonised, i.e. made trivial, swapped for trinkets, tortured in various ways. When an eminent creator with an achieved style and personality, like Peter Brook, turns to Artaud, it's not to hide his own weaknesses, or to ape the man. It just happens that at a given point of his development he finds himself in agreement with Artaud, feels the need of a confrontation, tests Artaud, and retains whatever stands up to this test. He remains himself. But as for the wretched performances one can see in the theatrical 
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avant-garde of many countries, these chaotic, aborted works, full of a so-called cruelty which would not scare a child, when we see all these happenings which only reveal a lack of professional skill, a sense of groping, and a love of easy solutions, performances which are only violent on the surface (they should hurt us but do not manage to) - when we see these sub-products whose authors call Artaud their spiritual father, then we think that perhaps there is cruelty indeed, but only towards Artaud himself. 

The paradox of Artaud lies in the fact that it is impossible to carry out his proposals. Does this mean that he was wrong? Certainly not. But Artaud left no concrete technique behind him, indicated no method. This was surely an expression of Artaud's personality and is partly the result of lack of time and means to put the things he glimpsed into practice. It also comes from what we might call Artaud's mistake, or at least his peculiarity: as he probed subtly, in an a-logical, almost invisible and intangible way, Artaud used a language which was almost as intangible and fleeting. Yet micro-organisms are studied with a precision instrument, the microscope. Whatever is imperceptible demands precision. 

Artaud spoke of the magic of the theatre, and the way he conjured it up leaves images which touch us in some way. Perhaps we don't understand them completely, but we realise he was after a theatre transcending discursive reason and psychology. And when, one fine day, we discover that the essence of the theatre is found neither in the narration of an event, nor in the discussion of a hypothesis with an audience, nor in the representation of life as it appears from outside, nor even in a vision - but that the theatre is an act carried out here and now in the actors' organisms,  in front of their men, when we discover that theatrical reality is instantaneous, not an illusion of life but something linked to life only by analogy, when we realise all this, then we 
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ask ourselves the question: wasn't Artaud talking about just this and nothing else? 

For when in the theatre we dispose of the tricks of make-up and costume, stuffed bellies and false noses, and when we propose to the actor that he should transform himself before the spectator's eyes using only his inner impulse his body, when we state that the magic of theatre consists in this transformation as it comes to birth, we once more raise the question: did Artaud ever suggest any kind of magic?

Artaud speaks of the "cosmic trance". This brings back an echo of the time when the heavens were emptied of their traditional inhabitants and themselves became the object of a cult. The "cosmic trance" inevitably leads to the "magic theatre". Yet Artaud explains the unknown by the unknown, the magic by the magic. I do not know what is meant by the “cosmic trance” for generally speaking. I do not believe the cosmos can, in a physical sense, become a transcendental point of reference for man. The points of reference are others. Man is one of them. 

Artaud opposed the discursive principle in theatre, i. e. the entire French theatre tradition. But we can't accept him as a pioneer in this. Many central European and Eastern theatres have a living tradition of non-discursive theatre. And how do we rate Vakhtangov or Stanislavski? 

Artaud refused a theatre which was content to illustrate dramatic texts; he claimed the theatre should be a creative art in itself, and not just duplicate what literature was doing. This was a sign of great courage and consciousness on his part, for he wrote in a language in which the complete works of playwrights were not entitled "Plays" or "Comedies" but "The Theatre of Molière", ,or "The Theatre of Montherlant". Yet the idea of an autonomous theatre came to us much earlier, from Meyerhold in Russia. 
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Artaud intended to suppress the barrier between actors and audience. This seems striking, but note that he neither proposed to abolish the stage separate from the auditorium, nor to seek a different structure adapted to each new production thus creating a real basis for confrontation between the two" ensembles" formed by the actors and the spectators. He simply proposed to put the audience in the centre and play in all four corners of the room. This is no elimination of the stage/audience barrier, but the replacement of the classical dolls' theatre by another rigid structure. And years before all these ideas of Artaud, decisive steps in this direction had already been taken by Reinhardt, Meyerhold in his production of the Mystery plays, and again later by Syrkus in Poland with his already elaborated conception of a "simultaneous theatre". 

Thus we have withdrawn Artaud's supposed merits in order to restore them to their true fathers. It might be thought we are preparing a scene of martyrdom, stripping Artaud of his rags just as he stripped Beatrice Cenci in his production. But there is a difference between stripping someone to torture them, and doing so to find out who they really are. The fact that others have made similar suggestions in other places cannot alter the vital fact that Artaud made his discoveries himself, through his own suffering, the prism of his personal obsessions, and that as far as his own country goes, he virtually invented everything. 

Must it be repeated yet again that if Artaud had had at his disposal the necessary material, his visions might have developed from the undefined to the defined and he might even have converted them into a form or, better still, a technique? He would then have been in a position to anticipate all the other reformers, for he had the courage and the power to go beyond the current discursive logic. All this could have happened, but never did. 

Artaud's secret, above all, is to have made particularly fruitful mistakes' and misunderstandings. His description of Balinese 
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theatre, however suggestive it may be for the imagination, is really one big mis-reading. Artaud deciphered as "cosmic signs" and "gestures evoking superior powers" elements of the performance which were concrete expressions, specific theatrical letters in an alphabet of signs universally understood by the Balinese. 

The Balinese performance for Artaud was like a crystal ball for a fortune-teller. It brought forth a totally different performance which slumbered in his depths, and this work of Artaud's provoked by the Balinese theatre gives us an image of his great creative possibilities. As soon as he moves from description to theory however, he starts explaining magic by magic, cosmic trance by cosmic trance. It is a theory which can mean whatever you require. 

But In his description he touches something essential, of which he is not quite aware. It is the true lesson of the sacred theatre; whether we speak of the medieval European drama, the Balinese, or the Indian Kathakali: this knowledge that spontaneity and discipline, far from weakening each other, mutually reinforce themselves;-that what is elementary feeds what is constructed and-vice.-versa, to become the real source of a kind of acting that glows. This lesson was neither understood by Stanislavski, who let natural impulses dominate, nor by Brecht, who gave too much emphasis to the construction of a role. 

Artaud intuitively saw myth as the dynamic centre of the theatre performance. Only Nietzsche was ahead of him in this domain. He also knew that transgression of the myth renewed its essential values and "became an element of menace which re-established the derided norms" (L. Flaszen). He did not however take account of the fact that, in our age, when all languages intermingle, the community of the theatre cannot possibly identify itself with myth, because there is no single faith. Only a confrontation is possible. 
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Artaud dreamed of producing new myths through the theatre, but this beautiful dream was born from his lack of precision. For although the myth forms the basis or framework for the experience of entire generations, it is for the subsequent generations to create it and not the theatre. At the most, the theatre could have contributed to the crystallization of the myth. But then it would have been too similar to current ideas to be creative. 

A confrontation is a "trying out", a testing of whatever is a traditional value. A performance which, like an electrical transformer, adjusts our experience to those of past generations (and vice versa), a performance conceived as a combat against traditional and contemporary values (whence "transgression") - this seems to me the only real chance for myth to work in the theatre. An honest renewal can only be found in this double game of values, this attachment and rejection, this revolt and submissiveness. 

Nevertheless. Artaud was a prophet. His texts conceal such a special and complex web of forecasts, such impossible allusions, visions which are so suggestive and metaphors which seem, in the long run, to possess a certain soundness. For all this is bound to happen. No one knows how, but it is inevitable. And it does happen. 

We shout with triumph when we discover silly misunderstandings in Artaud. The sign which, in oriental theatre, is simply a part of a universally known alphabet, cannot - as Artaud would have it - be transferred to European theatre in which every sign has to be born separately in relation to familiar psychological or cultural associations, before becoming something quite different. All his divisions of breathing into masculine, feminine and neuter are just misinterpretations of oriental texts, and in practice, so imperceptible they cannot be distinguished. His study of the "athletics of feelings" has certain shrewd insights, but in practical work would lead to stereotyped gestures, one for each emotion. 
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Yet he does touch on something which we may be able to reach by a different route. I mean the very crux of the actor's art: that what the actor achieves should be (let's not be afraid of the name) a total act, that he does whatever he does with his entire being and not just one mechanical (and therefore rigid) gesture of arm or leg, not any grimace, helped by a logical inflection and a thought. No thought can guide the entire organism of an actor in any living way. It must stimulate him, and that is all it really can do. Without committment, his organism stops living, his impulses grow superficial. Between a total reaction and a reaction guided by a thought there is the same difference as between a tree and a plant. In the final result we are speaking of the impossibility of separating spiritual and physical. The actor should not use his organism to illustrate a "movement of the soul", he should accomplish this movement with his organism. 

Artaud teaches us a great lesson which none of us can refuse. This lesson is his sickness. Artaud's misfortune is that his sickness, paranoia, differed from the sickness of the times. Civilisation is sick with schizophrenia, which is a rupture between intelligence and feeling, body and soul. Society couldn't allow Artaud to be ill in a different way. They looked after him, tortured him with electro-shock treatment, trying to make him acknowledge discursive and cerebral reason: I. e. to take society's sickness into himself. Artaud defined his illness remarkably in a letter to Jacques Rivière: "I am not entirely myself". He was not merely himself, he was someone else. He grasped half of his own dilemma: how to be oneself. He left the other half untouched: how to be whole, how to be complete. 

He couldn't bridge the deep gulf between the zone of visions (intuitions) and his conscious mind, for he had given up everything orderly, and made no attempt to achieve precision or mastery of things. Instead he made his chaos and his self-division objective. His chaos was an authentic image of the world. It wasn't a therapy but a diagnosis, at least in the eyes of other people.
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His chaotic outbursts were holy, for they enabled others to reach self-knowledge. 

Among his successors, the chaos is in no sense holy, nor sufficiently determined: it has no reason for existing save to conceal something unfinished, to hide an infirmity. Artaud gave this chaos expression, which is quite another matter. 

Artaud puts forward the idea of a great transgression of conventions, a purification by violence and cruelty; he affirms that the evocation of blind powers on stage ought to protect us from them in life itself. But how can we ask them to protect us in this way when it's obvious they do nothing of the kind? It's not in the theatre that dark powers can be controlled; more likely that these powers will turn the theatre to their own ends. (Although I don't think they are concerned about the theatre, since they have massive means of domination already at their disposal.) The theatre in the end neither protects us nor leaves us unprotected. I don't believe that the explosive portrayal of Sodom and Gomorrah on a stage calms or sublimates in any way the sinful impulses for which those two towns were punished. 

And yet when Artaud speaks of release and cruelty we feel he's touching a truth we can verify in another way. We feel that an actor reaches the essence of his vocation whenever he commits an act of sincerity, when he unveils himself, opens and gives himself in an extreme, solemn gesture, and does not hold back before any obstacle set by custom and behaviour. And further, when this act of extreme sincerity is modelled in a living organism, in impulses, a way of breathing, a rhythm of thought and the circulation of blood, when it is ordered and brought to consciousness, not dissolving into chaos and formal ¡anarchy - in a word, when this act accomplished through the theatre is total, then even if it doesn't protect us from the dark powers, at least it enables us to 

124

respond totally, that is, begin to exist. For each day we only react with half our potential. 

If I speak of "a total act", it's because I have the feeling that there is an alternative to "the theatre of cruelty". But Artaud stands as a challenge to us at this point: perhaps less because of his work than his idea of salvation through the theatre. This man gave us, in his martyrdom, a shining proof of the theatre as therapy. I have found two expressions in Artaud which deserve attention. The first is a reminder that anarchy and chaos (which he needed as a spur for his own character) should be linked to a sense of order, which he conceived in the mind, and not as a physical technique. Still, it's worth quoting this phrase for the sake of Artaud's so-called disciples: "Cruelty is rigour". 

The other phrase holds the very foundation of the actor's art of I extreme and ultimate action. "Actors should be like martyrs burnt alive, still signalling to us from their stakes". Let me add that these signals must be articulated, and they cannot just be I gibberish or delirious, calling out to everything and nothing - unless a given work demands precisely that. With such a proviso, we affirm that this quotation contains in an oracular style, the whole Problem of spontaneity and discipline, this conjunction of opposites which gives birth to the total act. 

Artaud was a great theatre-poet, which means a poet of the possibilities of theatre and not of dramatic literature. Like the mythical prophet Isaiah, he predicts for the theatre something definitive, a new meaning, a new possible incarnation. "Then Emmanuel was born". Like Isaiah, Artaud knew of Emmanuel's coming, and what it promised. He saw the image of it through a glass, darkly. 
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