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Introduction

The Routes to Cruelty

If I am a poet or an actor it is not to write or recite poetic lines, but to live them.1

ANTONIN ARTAUD

Early stages

Antonin Artaud (1896–1948) was a French poet, actor, director, critic and essayist. The Theatre and Its Double is his most famous work outside of France, and his influence on contemporary theatre practice from this book is so pervasive as to be unquantifiable. The volume, first published in 1938, is a compilation of essays, lectures, letters and reviews written between 1931 and 1937. Artaud sought in these texts to outline his vision for the theatre, one that began by rejecting the contemporary European theatre practice of psychological realism centred around the staging of a script, and which aimed instead to promote the specifically theatrical visual and auditory languages of the stage, via the intermediary of the augmented role of the director as author of stage imagery and choreography. His theatre would serve substantial themes in a way that might impact upon an audience in an irresistible, immersive mode of persuasion.

Artaud had come to Paris in 1920 from Marseille on the south coast of France. He was the son of a relatively wealthy mercantile family and had ambitions of establishing a career in the arts. He was to gain an introduction into a number of cultural avenues and opportunities through the intermediary of doctor Édouard Toulouse, with whom he first resided after his move to Paris. Toulouse, who ran the psychiatric hospital at Villejuif in Paris, would be Artaud’s doctor for the next decade. His professional attachment to cultural modes of addressing and surveying well-being made him particularly well suited to his young charge.2 He gave Artaud responsibilities writing articles and arts reviews for the journal Demain and recommended art galleries and theatres. Artaud was introduced to Parisian cultural life at a time of rich post-war creative industry, and would witness productions by notable progressive theatre directors such as Gaston Baty, Charles Dullin, Louis Jouvet and Georges Pitoëff.3 To assist in his ambition to become an actor, Toulouse put Artaud in touch with Aurélien Lugné-Poe, the manager of the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre who had mounted the scandalous première of Alfred Jarry’s King Ubu there in the year of Artaud’s birth, 1896.4 Artaud would first tread the boards in small roles at the Oeuvre in 1920 and 1921,5 before moving to join Charles Dullin’s company at the Théâtre de l’Atelier following a successful audition in October 1921.6

In Dullin’s theatre company Artaud happened upon one of the twentieth century’s first theatre laboratories. He was exposed to innovative forms of actor training and would witness and participate in having theory and artistic ambitions tested in practice in the commercial arena, all of which would serve to hone and steer his own thoughts on theatre-making. He explained of Dullin that ‘beyond just purifying the stage, he is seeking to renovate it, or I should say seeking modes of innovation. In other words he wants his performances to offer an ongoing sense of something never before seen’.7 He expanded upon his observation of Dullin’s ‘purifying’ approach to the theatre in an article he later wrote on the company for La Criée, in which we get a first proper sense of his own reform agenda for the theatre: ‘the hypertrophied theatre of entertainment has brought about, alongside and over and above the established concept of theatre, a kind of game with easy rules which is pretty much now the norm for the theatre, obscuring the very concept of theatre itself’.8 He first articulated here the notion that an authentic theatre, as he understood it, had been abandoned and obscured by an industry that pimps the medium’s integrity to offer only cheap entertainment: ‘There are those who go to the theatre as they would go to a brothel’.9 In opposition to this theatre of easy distraction, which he located in the boulevard theatres and the Comédie-Française, he proposed ‘another kind of theatre […] conceived as the realisation of the purest human will’.10 He developed this argument no further than to offer the Atelier as exemplary, but he name-checks his contemporaries Edward Gordon Craig and Adolphe Appia as ‘liberators of theatre’ whom he postulated might now find a welcoming home in France.11 His 1922 critique of the Comédie-Française came to fuller fruition in a letter of 21 February 1925 to the artistic director of that theatre, originally drafted to be published in the third edition of la Révolution Surréaliste alongside Artaud’s dismissive letters to the Pope, the rectors of the European Universities and other similar articles.12 He repeated the analogy of the brothel he had first used three years earlier, this time referring to the establishment directly as such: ‘Your brothel is too greedy. The representatives of a dead art need to stop their deafening noise’, he declared, and promoted again his idea for another theatre, one that recovered its true purpose;

The theatre has no need of you. It is made of different stuff than your worthless drapes […] The theatre is the Land of Fire, the lakes of Heaven, the battle of Dreams. The theatre is Ceremony […] Make way for the theatre, gentlemen, make way for a theatre for all, in which the limitless field of being is more than enough.13

Artaud left Dullin’s troupe in 1923. Famously, during a rehearsal for Alexandre Arnoux’s Huon de Bordeaux, Artaud in the role of the Emperor Charlemagne entered the stage and climbed into his throne on all fours, only to be interrupted by Dullin and asked to come on in a less stylized way: ‘Well, if realism is what you’re doing! Right then!’ retorted Artaud.14 He joined Georges Pitoëff’s company at the Comédie des Champs-Élysées, an actor and director he admired.15 Pitoëff had a broad theatrical experience, had assimilated naturalistic and symbolist aesthetics and had been influenced by the scenic aesthetics of Edward Gordon Craig. Importantly, for Artaud, he asserted the autonomy of the director over the text, and specialized in foregrounding the work of the actor on empty stages, or employing a single abstract decor:

The monarch of the theatre is the actor, the bearer of the author’s words, and he alone replaces the written word within this place where they are born, which is to say the person, soul, subconscious, body, which gives birth to them.16

From Dullin’s actor-centred, training-centred approach to Pitoëff’s directorial skill in finding and revealing the essential conceptual material at the heart of any script in tandem with the actor, this was the soil within which a young Artaud forged a wish-list for a new approach to theatre that would be the seed-bed of the ideas that would later come together as The Theatre and Its Double.

The Alfred Jarry Theatre

As his acting career developed, Artaud pursued a parallel literary career, and sought to have a number of poems published in the prominent literary journal, the Nouvelle Revue Française. Though his submission was rejected by the journal’s editor Jacques Rivière, a correspondence between the two men on the subject of the difficulty of expression, specifically Artaud’s own pained experience converting creative thought into words and his perceived inefficiency and inadequacy of those poetic processes, would itself be put in print.17 This extraordinary account of creative impotence was the cause of Artaud’s early renown in French literary circles, and its focus on creativity and the mind was no doubt attractive to the members of the Surrealist group, led by André Breton.18 ‘I know all about surrealism’, Artaud wrote in 1924, ‘It is the system of thought and of the world that I have always adopted’.19 Recognizing a kindred rejection of bourgeois cultural norms, Artaud would join the group towards the end of the year, and rose quickly in its ranks to become the director of the Surrealist bureau de recherche in January 1925.

Through his participation with the Surrealists between 1924 and 1926, Artaud made the acquaintance of Roger Vitrac and Robert Aron,20 and together they would found the Alfred Jarry Theatre, a project through which Artaud would seek for the first time to exercise his own ideas concerning revitalizing the theatre.21 Vitrac acted as something of an artistic director, and wrote plays to be presented, Aron took the role of producer, taking care of practicalities, and Artaud was the director. ‘As things stand, we cannot accept a theatre that goes on cheating us’ Artaud wrote in an early 1926 manifesto for the venture, promising that ‘the audience should have the sense that their own existence is being played out in front of them’.22 The challenge they were addressing was set out in the form of a research question: ‘If the theatre is not just a game, if it is a genuine reality, by what means can we give it that status of reality, make each performance a kind of event? That is the problem we have to solve’,23 and this was elaborated in the 1927 ‘Manifesto for an Aborted Theatre’ where Artaud explained that ‘if we are establishing a theatre it is not to put on plays, but to accomplish the rendering of everything obscure, supressed, and unmanifest in our being through a kind of material, real projection.’24 His rejection of the text as the central pillar of all production had always been a key tenet of his evolving aesthetic. In one of his earliest pieces of writing on the theatre, an article from 1924 entitled ‘The Evolution of Décor’, he berated the routine ‘servitude to the author, submission to the text, what deathly outmoded claptrap! Each text though has infinite possibilities. The spirit of the text, not the letter!’25 and he resurfaced this attitude in a 1928 manifesto, declaring that he had ‘no respect for authors or for texts’,26 and again in 1929, arguing that he would ‘refuse to think of the theatre as a museum for the display of masterpieces, however pretty and humane they might be’.27 Instead, where scripts were involved, and taking perhaps a lead from Pitoëff, he advocated ‘re-establishing a kind of magnetic communication between the mind of the author and the mind of the director’ and ‘above all to look for plays that might offer a sort of transubstantiation of life’.28 Although he rejected the centrality of the script in his approach to theatre making, this did not necessarily involve the outright rejection of a text as a premise for performance. Instead, he sought to define a particular approach to projecting the essential substance of what had been captured in text, and looked for works with ‘the element of disquiet capable of casting the audience into the kind of uncertainty that is sought’.29

The Alfred Jarry Theatre had no permanent home or troupe of actors and manifested itself in a series of productions at various venues on eight different afternoons and evenings between 1927 and 1929. These included premières of Vitrac’s surrealist dramas Les Mystères de l’amour (The Mysteries of Love) in 1927, Victor ou les enfants au pouvoir (Victor, or Children in Power) in the winter of 1928–9, and the French première of August Strindberg’s Le Songe (A Dream Play) in 1928.30 The events that the team arranged were well attended and attracted a range of prominent cultural figures as well as regular theatre-going audiences. If the work had some artistic merit, it was not fully embraced by theatre critics and it certainly failed to be successful financially. The production limitations of the venture also implied a series of compromises of Artaud’s ideals: ‘The Jarry Theatre is not in good health’, he wrote to Jean Paulhan in July 1927, ‘for want of funding […] I am the first to acknowledge the shortcomings in our first venture’.31 The venues that were available, via their Cartel des Quatre contacts, were traditional nineteenth-century proscenium arch theatres where the stated ambition that ‘the theatre will no longer be closed-in, bound within the restricted space of the stage’ could not be effectively realized.32

The two years of sporadic activity for the Theatre Alfred Jarry represent by far the bulk of all Artaud’s entire output as a director,33 testing a set of aesthetic inclinations, and incarnating a surrealist spirit of provocation and shock tactics; the choice of material and the framing and staging sought to enact a brusque re-alignment of the relationship between audience and performance, in keeping with his earlier rejection of theatre as a medium of comforting entertainment. For all the flaws and compromises of the Alfred Jarry Theatre adventure, and the managed controversy that surrounded the production of Strindberg’s play,34 there is evidence in some critical responses that Artaud was true to his word in seeking theatre that addressed ‘the most imposing problems […] evoked in a concrete form that is also mysterious’.35

The Doubles of Theatre

Though plans to mount Vitrac’s Le Coup de Trafalgar persisted,36 The Alfred Jarry Theatre project had no further issue, and Artaud’s parallel pursuit of writing for the cinema in the late 1920s had borne no substantial fruit.37 Attempting to return to the security of the mainstream to realize his projects,38 Artaud approached Louis Jouvet in April 1931 with proposals for mounting Vitrac’s play, Strindberg’s Sonate des spectres (A Ghost Sonata) and his own scenario La Pierre Philosophale (The Philosopher’s Stone).39 As he sought opportunities and backers, he distanced himself from the limitations of the Alfred Jarry work. He entreated Jouvet: ‘I hope you won’t judge me on the improvised presentations of the Alfred Jarry Theatre’, citing difficult circumstances and inadequate actors as central to the creative betrayal he felt.40 In a letter to the writer and critic Jean-Richard Bloch the same month, he characterized those earlier productions as ‘hastily arranged and contrived through compromise’ and outlined a tentative new project as ‘the theatre of the incarnation of dreams, of thoughts projected on the stage in pure, unbridled form’, seeking Bloch’s support.41 He corresponded with Jouvet again that summer while based in Reims for film work,42 hoping to follow up on the possibility of a collaboration, and outlining that he wanted to discuss his approach to directing:

Like a contemporary painter who might bring his own vital formula to pitch alongside others. And I think that the public are waiting, without knowing it, for the theatre to give them what painting, music or poetry has given them. No modern play […] offers the stage the equivalent, for example, of a de Chirico painting.43

This determination to start over in the theatre and pursue his own singular approach to stage directing represented the first shoots of a project that would evolve over the coming years into the Theatre of Cruelty. The lectures, manifestos and correspondence that were born of that project would later be brought together to become the individual chapters of The Theatre and Its Double, collectively an extraordinary expression of a vision for theatre production.

Shortly after his return to Paris from his stay in Reims, Artaud would witness a production that so affected him that it would galvanize his resolve, and act as a spur and in some ways a focal point to the burst of creative and theoretical thinking that he would produce over the next few years. This was the ninety-minute presentation of a series of short traditional dance dramas by a Balinese theatre troupe in the Dutch pavilion at the 1931 Colonial Exhibition in Paris.44 Artaud witnessed heavily truncated versions of these traditional performance pieces, but the experience had a profound impact on him, providing a remarkable template for physical theatre, sacred in origin and ambition, and compelling in how, as he perceived it, a whole stage language was embodied in a choreography of movement and gestures, to which actors contribute as ‘animated hieroglyphs’.45 Adrian Morfee summarized this perceived language as ‘a signifying process in which poetry, no longer confined to words, is realized in the flesh of the performer’.46

The reflections Artaud was having on how theatre might be rejuvenated through an affective physical stage language were sustained with inspiration from numerous sources beyond the theatre. In September 1931 he visited the Louvre and saw a painting there that made a powerful impression upon him, Lot and his Daughters, at the time attributed to Lucas Van Leyden. He read the painting scenographically and wrote of his appreciation of how its various visual elements collided and came together to have a particular impression upon its viewer. He articulated this in terms of a visual language that might be applied theatrically to choreograph the imagery, rhythm and flow of staged action to directly affect an audience, overwhelming and bypassing their processes of critical analysis, formulating further a practical notion of how, as he had put to Bloch, one might arrange ‘thoughts projected on the stage in pure, unbridled form’. His critical reflection on the impact of this painting formed the opening section of a well-received public lecture he gave at the Sorbonne in December, in which he argued against dialogue and for a new language of the stage. He articulated a need to explore ‘spatial poetry’; ‘a poetry for the senses just as there is for words’.47 Two days before his lecture he participated in a symposium entitled ‘The Destiny of the Theatre’, decrying the state of contemporary French theatre, and openly demoting and demeaning the role of playwright.

Another striking experience he had late that year was seeing the Marx Brothers’ film Monkey Business, screened in Paris at the Panthéon Cinema in October. His review of the film would be published in the Nouvelle Revue Française in January 1932. Artaud had previously expressed a dislike for the recent innovation of films with sound, advocating in the late 1920s against voice on screen (‘talking pictures are nonsense, absurd. The very negation of the Cinema’),48 but in the rhythms of the Marx brothers’ banter and the soundscape of the film, he perceived ‘a special kind of magic […] released through the screen’ and lauded the cry of a calf in the final scene as having the qualities of ‘a paean to anarchy and to utter rebellion’. He recognized ‘a certain distinct poetic spirit that might be called surrealism’ in the film’s humour, in how it challenged orthodoxy and embraced chaos.49 The wielded power of laughter had always been a keen aspect of Artaud’s theatrical vision, and had been integral to the intended satirical bite of Alfred Jarry Theatre. In a letter to Génica Athanasiou in 1923, disappointed after seeing the Fratellini clowns for the first time, he wrote of how he might instead imagine ‘the farces one might put together on the edge of sinister, something crazy where even tone of voice itself has meaning, with the burlesque pitted against real humanity, everyday humanity’.50 The hilarious revelation of the Marx brothers gave him some sense of how that might operate theatrically.

Artaud’s theatrical ambitions began to materialize in practical terms in early 1932, when he was able to gain the backing of the Nouvelle Revue Française journal. His December lecture ‘La Mise en scène et la métaphysique’ (‘Staging and Metaphysics’) was published by the journal in February 1932, and Artaud hoped it would be promoted as something of a manifesto. On 7 March, he wrote to the editor Jean Paulhan to indicate that he believed he could get financial backing for a venture that would pursue a theatrical model inspired by his article, and wondered if various esteemed contributors to or editorial members of the journal might offer their moral support.51 In then writing to these people, he outlined that they might form an honorary steering committee of sorts for the production company he would put together.52 In March, he began drafting the essay ‘Le Théâtre Alchemique’ (The Alchemical Theatre), for publication in the Argentinian journal Sur, and with it sought to expand on the argument he had outlined in ‘Staging and Metaphysics’. Whereas his earlier lecture had drawn inspiration from the impact a painting might have, in terms of its compelling visual arrangement, in his new article he outlined a comparison between the ambitions and discourses of alchemy, and those of the theatre that he was seeking to engender. He expressed this notion using the word ‘double’ for the first time, encouraging his readers to comprehend the transformative nature of a true theatrical experience as akin to the alchemical process of forming precious metals from base materials. The double considered as a form of allegory is compelling; as a literary device, an allegory is a secondary narrative that represents or implies a hidden, earlier, primary narrative, but if Artaud’s new theatre was the primary narrative implied in constructions of ‘doubles’ of theatre, it was one that did not yet exist; Artaud would deploy these secondary ‘double’ narratives of metaphysics and alchemy (and later the plague) to conjure a narrative of a theatre that is absent, to encourage presence from that absence, to compel an understanding of how that invoked theatre might function through outlining the affects of its doubles.

Artaud would propose that his new theatrical venture might be called ‘The Alchemical Theatre’ or ‘The Metaphysical Theatre’ after his first two articles. In the meantime, though, given the backing of the Nouvelle Revue Française and some of its authors, ‘The N.R.F Theatre’ acted as a provisional title for the project, one that carried the distinguishing clout of that esteemed journal, and Artaud aimed to open in the new season later in the year. In the national newspaper l’Intransigeant in June 1932,53 he declared that the first production would be of Georg Büchner’s Woyzeck.54

The Introduction of Cruelty

As the summer of 1932 progressed, the reality of an autumn opening receded. Artaud failed to find a producer to manage the practical and financial side of arrangements,55 but persisted with his media campaign to attract financial backing. An article entitled ‘Le théâtre que je vais fonder’ (‘The Theatre that I am Establishing’) was published in the national newspaper Paris-Soir on 14 July 1932 and in August he drafted his first proper manifesto for publication in the Nouvelle Revue Française. In a letter to André Gide on 20 August he declared that he will now name his project ‘The Theatre of Cruelty’.56 He explained this choice of title over his earlier choices of ‘Alchemical’ or ‘Metaphysical Theatre’ in a letter to Jean Paulhan of 29 August.57 Other titles were discussed, including ‘Theatre of the Absolute’ suggested by Paulhan58 and ‘Theatre of Ordeal’ that Artaud briefly considered.59 Though Artaud still held a strong preference for ‘Alchemical Theatre’ he recognized that this risked coming across as pretentious and was ultimately persuaded that ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ captured both the essence and the intended experience of his planned work. And so, in September 1932, in a letter published in the arts paper Comœdia, Artaud announced his ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ ahead of the publication of his manifesto for that theatre in the October edition of the Nouvelle Revue Française.60

That manifesto opened with a rejection of script-centred theatre, to be replaced by a physical language of the stage which could ‘facilitate the transgression of ordinary limits of art and of speech by manipulating the nervous susceptibility of the body’.61 A schematic listing of various aspects of the new approach followed, including the status of staging, lighting, music and this new language of the stage, and the manifesto closed with a list of potential productions. The concept of ‘cruelty’ was deposited in passing, and not elaborated upon. At the time, Artaud was all too aware that the title risked attracting simplistic understandings:

This Cruelty has nothing to do with sadism or blood […] I don’t intend to cultivate horror systematically. This word cruelty needs to be taken in a broader sense, not just in the material, predatory sense usually attributed to it.62

Artaud’s premise was that cruelty is a fundamental condition of all existence. Alain Virmaux outlined how ‘it is not at all a question of physical or even moral cruelty, but above all of an ontological cruelty, linked to the suffering of existence and to the misery of the human body’.63 Artaud’s phrase ‘[t]out ce qui agit est une cruauté’ is key here, but presents a crucial challenge to the translator: it carries important conceptual weight while resisting a straightforward translation.64 The verb ‘agir’ means to act, as in to do things, to intervene, to have an impact. But a literal translation such as ‘everything that acts is a cruelty’ fails fully to capture the implications that Artaud sets in motion because of the ambiguity that ‘acts’ presents in English, not least the suggestion of performance, pretence, which is at utter odds with what is intended. The slight liberty taken with the translation of this phrase in this volume, ‘everything with agency is cruelty’, attempts to avoid the unhelpful literal and remain close conceptually without de-coupling the shared etymology between ‘agir’ and the ‘agency’ used as its proxy. To be present in the world, the living have necessarily displaced and consumed other living matter. We might anthropomorphize the larger animal chasing and killing the smaller animal as an act of cruelty, but the hunt and kill is a vital choreography between two facets of the same thing, a chain of absorption that retains balance, but which is manifest as physical suffering. ‘Cruelty’ then, is a default, and all else is effort: ‘Good is willed, it is the product of an act; evil endures’, Artaud emphasized.65 In a letter written in November 1932, later added to The Theatre and Its Double as one of his ‘Letters Concerning Cruelty’ he expanded:

There is a kind of elemental wickedness within the flame of life, the appetite for life, the irrational impulse toward life. […] each stronger life passes through others, so devouring them in slaughter that is both transfiguration and beneficial. In the visible world, metaphysically speaking, evil enjoys permanent rule.66

The inclusion of the three ‘Letters Concerning Cruelty’ from September and November 1932 in The Theatre and Its Double foregrounds Artaud’s reliance on the epistolary form, which he used to outline and rehearse thoughts through intellectual appeal to an interlocutor. Another four letters form the chapter ‘Letters Concerning Language’, and span 1931–3, the first written within days of Artaud’s seeing the Balinese Theatre, and serve as detailed expression of his understanding and promotion of a stage language of visuals, rhythms, lighting and sound.

Artaud’s plans continued regardless of the lack so far of finances, and, in accord with ambitions expressed in the manifesto, he sought in September 1932 to find a ‘hangar, factory or disused chapel’ to construct his ideal theatrical space.67 But the manifesto did not receive the acclaim that he had hoped (‘we have to face facts: it’s a failure’, he conceded).68 He began to lose hope that his venture would receive the backing that it needed to get off the ground, and at this stage plans for the production of theatrical work that year were effectively put on ice.

The following year, he attempted to resurrect his project, and composed a second manifesto which he would have published and distributed this time as a six-page pamphlet. The emphasis in this manifesto was on the thematic ambitions to progress the staging of cruelty, the form his new theatre will adopt and an example of a scenario as a prompt to devised performance. He returned to the intellectual engagement that first motivated him, and composed a lecture in which he would theorize and present the plague as another double of the theatre. ‘Le Théâtre et la peste’ (‘The Theatre and the Plague’) was delivered at the Sorbonne on 6 April 1933. A week before, he sent invitations to the lecture along with ten of these Manifesto pamphlets to Alexandra Pecker, and included a number of subscription forms, asking her to address these to as many potential backers as possible, indicating that the lecture would serve in part to promote the thus far unrealized theatre project.69 A lengthy opening section of the lecture was concerned with examples of historical outbreaks of the plague and of the symptoms of the contagion. Artaud researched the history of the pestilence in some detail, examining medical texts and examples of social breakdown in accounts of the plague in history and literature to compile what he referred to as ‘a poetico-clinical description of the plague’.70 At the point in his lecture at which he considered the impact of the disease on a victim’s body he began to illustrate the content by acting out the symptoms, bringing his experience as an actor to bear in his lecture delivery. In her diary, Artaud’s friend Anïas Nin, who had been sitting on the front row as Artaud gave this lecture, described how he introduced performative elements into his delivery:

he let go of the thread we were following and began to act out dying by plague. No one quite knew when it began. To illustrate his conference, he was acting out an agony. ‘La Peste’ in French is so much more terrible than ‘The Plague’ in English. But no word could describe what Artaud acted on the platform of the Sorbonne. […] His face was contorted with anguish, one could see the perspiration dampening in his hair. His eyes dilated, his muscles became cramped, his fingers struggled to retain the flexibility. He made one feel the parched and burning throat, the pains, the fever, the fire in the guts. He was in agony. He was screaming. He was delirious. He was acting his own death, his own crucifixion.71

Artaud’s lecture, punctuated with performance and the ambition to ‘infect’ the audience with a sensation of plague, did not go down well and he left the lecture room deflated and angry.72 The hoped-for subscriptions that the lecture and new manifesto might attract failed to materialize. The augmented text of the lecture, which would later take pride of place as the first chapter in The Theatre and Its Double in Artaud’s initial plans for the ordering of his book, and which would even lend its title to the collection as a whole before he hit upon its definitive name, represents one of the most crucial examples of the double of the theatre-to-be that would be defined by cruelty. Like the plague, the theatre should transform its audiences, and even cause the collapse of societal structures, and wield a ‘kill or cure’ severity. Jane Goodall identified this approach as essentially homeopathic: ‘“Cruelty” itself subverts alterity by operating on the homeopathic principle of fighting like with like’ and she suggests that this attests the influence of Artaud’s doctor René Allendy, who had set up the lecture series to which Artaud was contributing, and who published and lectured on alternative medicines alongside mainstream Freudian psychology.73

This intellectual attraction to the occult and systems that frame themselves beyond orthodoxy was a symptom of Artaud’s belief in fundamental principles of existence founded in or branching from Gnostic thought. Susan Sontag in 1973 foregrounded the Gnostic premise to much of Artaud’s thinking,74 and Jane Goodall in her Artaud and the Gnostic Drama very importantly builds on this and accounts for that Gnosticism within and across Artaud’s writing, outlining that ‘it is possible to identify certain key areas of Gnostic thematics which find analogues in Artaud’s oeuvre, and which may be clearly recognizable as belonging to a common domain of heretical logic’.75 We might attribute this erudite fervour for the occult and the ‘primitive’ as of a piece with Artaud’s seeming belief in and research for a unity connecting ancient cultures through various forms of esotericism, the shamanistic access to ‘magic’ via ritual that has been lost to the disease of ‘civilisation’: ‘There are illnesses of life, a kind of scurvy attached to our taste for living, and I would go as far as to say, like the flames of a huge auto-da-fé, to our capacity to live our lives and be consumed by them’.76 In a rare critical intervention in her endnotes to the Œuvres Complètes, Paule Thévenin emphasizes how appreciating Artaud’s research into ‘Oriental, Greek and Indian cultures’ is ‘essential for reading Artaud’s texts’.77 Across all his research into ancient or ‘primitive’ cultures, Artaud was pursuing what Jay Murphy summarizes as the ‘search for or prizing of a sometimes hidden, always-in-motion cosmological hieroglyphic matrix that can be created or triggered’.78 References to alchemy, tarot, acupuncture, homeopathy, heretical and Manichaeistic texts, astrology, the Kabbalah, neo-platonic thought, the concepts of the Manas and the Egyptian Ka, all flow like interconnected strands through The Theatre and Its Double, underscoring the lamented absence of a culture that is lost to us, and the immense power available within theatrical representation, by resurrecting totemistic ritual, to bring forth a recognition of, indeed the very experience of the inherent cruelty of being: ‘We are not free. And the sky can still fall on our heads. And the theatre was made to teach us this above all else.’79

If Artaud was going to get any form of his Cruelty project operational, it became clear that it would in the first instance be in the form of an isolated production, rather than a full programme of works. In a letter to Paulhan in August 1933, he declared that he had an ‘option’ to produce Büchner’s Woyzeck at the Studio Raspail theatre, the play he had previously stated would be the first production of the Theatre of Cruelty.80 This ambition did not come to fruition, no doubt for want of funding, and no further mention was made of it. In August 1934 he planned an adaptation of Seneca’s Atrée et Thyeste (Thyestes), which he entitled Le Supplice de Tantale (The Torment of Tantalus), and appealed to Dullin to programme it at the Atelier, without success. He followed up with contacts in Marseille with the hope of mounting the production in a factory there, and talked with André Jolivet about producing incidental music using the early electronic keyboard instrument, the ondes Martinot, but this project also fell.81 On 6 January 1934, at a soirée arranged for him in their apartment by Lise and Paul Deharme, Artaud gave a reading of Richard II, accompanied by a recorded soundscape, and of his scenario La Conquête de Mexique (The Conquest of Mexico),82 all as a prelude to explaining his plans for a Theatre of Cruelty in front of a small group of potential backers and interested parties. He persisted in the intellectual work that fuelled his ambitions, investing his time in research and writing. In May 1934 he wrote to Paulhan to hold back the Nouvelle Revue Française publication of ‘The Theatre and the Plague’ indicating that he had come across material in Saint Augustine’s The City of God that solidly reinforced the connection he was making between plague and theatre.83 The augmented text of his lecture would be published in October that year, and with it the core conceptual material of what would become The Theatre and Its Double was complete.

In a letter to Gaston Gallimard dated 2 December 1934, Artaud announced his intention to collect together his recent articles, lectures and letters on the theatre and publish them under the provisional title of Le Théâtre et la peste.84 In a letter to Jean Paulhan dated 22 February 1935, Artaud indicated that he had submitted a manuscript of what would become Le Théâtre et son Double to Gallimard.85 Earlier that month he completed a script of Les Cenci which he had adapted from Percy Shelley, with some recourse to Stendhal.86 It was an appalling tale of rape, torture and parricide centred around the sadistic exploits of a sixteenth-century Italian count, and Artaud sought to apply ‘the utmost violence’ to his version of it.87 At last, credible backing was found. In addition to investment from the publisher Robert Denoël, Lady Iya Abdy offered to fund a production of the text, on condition that she could play the key role of Beatrice Cenci, opposite Artaud himself in the lead as the abhorrent Count Cenci.88 Though he thought her too old for the part, Artaud assented, and rehearsals commenced in the spring for what would be the first and only stage production of the Theatre of Cruelty, in May 1935. Artaud knew that the production could only represent a limited first step towards his ultimate goal, and numerous compromises, not least in the shape of the only available theatre – the music-hall and operetta venue the Folies-Wagram – restrictively framed the venture: ‘The difference between The Theatre of Cruelty and The Cenci is the same as the difference between the roar of a waterfall or the outbreak of a natural storm and whatever might remain of their violence in their captured image’.89 Despite mixed reviews, which caused the run of the play to be curtailed after seventeen shows, Artaud felt that the work adequately vindicated his approach. In a personal note looking back on the year in December 1935, he scribbled ‘a year of disappointments and failure. Utter success of The Cenci’.90 Artaud’s text of Les Cenci, and interviews and correspondence related to the production, merit in themselves a whole other volume of translations and commentary.

The following month, June 1935, Artaud was to witness a more modestly produced play that would heartily reinforce his hope for a progressive rejuvenation of theatre practice: Jean-Louis Barrault’s debut production of Autour d’une Mère, adapted from William Faulkner’s 1930 novel As I Lay Dying.91 Barrault, trained at Dullin’s Atelier and in contemporary physical mime with Étienne Decroux, constructed the kind of innovative, devised physical theatre piece that sat squarely at the heart of Artaud’s aesthetic ambitions, at least in terms of the physical representative capacities of the actor: ‘it restores a sort of superior dignity and the most intense significance to everyday human gestures’.92 His enthusiastic review of the show for the Nouvelle Revue Française was published in July, and would later be added to The Theatre and Its Double. Barrault suggested that he and Artaud collaborate on a production, and it is tantalizing to imagine what work could have been produced from Artaud’s vigour and vision combined with Barrault’s pragmatic practical skills, had the suggestion not been rejected.93

Theatre, the Double of Life

Artaud was invited to speak at the international conference Le Congrès des écrivains pour la défense de la culture (Congress of Writers for the Defence of Culture) held in Paris in June 1935. The issue of the engaged intellectual, and the position of the writer and cultural production when faced with an emergent right-wing across Europe, was central to the debates that were organized at the congress. But Artaud recognized his take on culture was at utter odds with the thrust of the conference, and explained that ‘fascism […] could not reach my culture, nor any other, by burning the books in which that hybrid mixture which I blame for our abasement gleams […] True culture has no homeland, it is not human but spiritual’.94 In October 1935 he published an article in La Bête noire, an arts and literature journal for a cohort of surrealist writers and their peers which had dedicated its July edition to responses to the congress. The article ‘Theatre and Culture’ was positioned as a contribution to that dialogue over that fascist threat to French culture. He would later decide to repurpose it as the preface to The Theatre and Its Double. The essay represented the crystallization of his emerging thoughts over the relationship between ‘culture’ and ‘life’. He recognized a disparity between these as they were experienced, and the need for a recovery and restoration of a binding, vital relationship between the two. His conception of this crucial paradigm was forged in his research that summer into Aztec culture, ahead of his planned voyage to Mexico in 1936, and informed the arguments he would subsequently make in his series of lectures and public talks in Mexico City. He acknowledged the concerns ‘that people are hungry’,95 but shifted the focus to the gap that had grown between the life that people led and culture that was no longer a feature of that life, culture as a means of knowing and embracing one’s place in the world, but which had instead become a civilizing veneer, a set of codes to which one is expected to subscribe (‘our abasement’). Barrault recalled how Artaud felt ‘our culture is as good as discontinued, and the theatre along with it’.96 When Artaud wrote of culture, and, as the depression took hold in France, of people’s concerns about feeding their families, he expressed such things as symptoms of a way of life coming to an end. The theatre, though, offered an opportunity for broad cultural renewal and could be a powerful and revelatory tool of mass impact. In this, he was true to his earlier surrealist ambitions for a cultural revolution. His model was a highly singular notion of how experience of ritual could serve to bind a population, and, taking the cue from his research into ancient Mexican cultures, he sought to argue for ‘an idea of culture in action, something which becomes like another organ inside of us, a kind of second respiratory system’.97 This point is crucial to understanding his arguments around representation and, in its place, the theatre as a double of life: ‘Art is not the imitation of life’, he contested, ‘but life is the imitation of a transcendent principle that art puts us back in touch with’.98 This is where the title to his collection – which he was yet to hit upon – makes the clearest and most compelling sense. If the plague and alchemy operated as doubles of a theatre that was as yet absent, then that theatre itself, once achieved and executed, would operate as the double of a life that was wretchedly absent too, but could be willed through creative energies, through the experience of and exposure to cruelty, and achieved as part of an ambition of cultural renewal, of the vital reconfiguration of the relationship between life and culture. When he finally came up with the title for his collection in January 1936, he outlined:

if the theatre doubles life, then life doubles the true theatre […] The reservoir of energies that constitute Myths, that are no longer incarnated by people, are incarnated by theatre. By this double I mean that great, magical power of which the theatre in the forms it adopts is only the representation, in waiting for it to become the transfiguration of that power.99

A true understanding of ‘culture’, he would have it, is the proper human envelopment in knowledge of and engagement with the primal forces and ‘transcendent principles’ that determine and steer existence. He argued that authentic art, and the theatre especially, functions to re-connect us with these ‘transcendent principles’, and art that therefore only imitates external reality fails in its purpose, because it is engaging only in reproducing elements of a fake paradigm, rather than exposing and challenging that diseased structure, which is the function of all true art. As Ros Murray outlines ‘[w]hat Artaud criticises as modern theatre stages this reality rather than seeking to put the audience in contact with higher forces’.100 The imitative theatre of stage realism and psychological profiles was self-evidently anathema in his schema.

In the wake of the disappointment of Les Cenci, Artaud initiated a new period of research to seek out what might remain of ancient shamanistic cultures. ‘The theatre (Cenci) has left me materially and socially worn out’, he explained to Paulhan, ‘I have an opportunity to discover my social usefulness’.101 He left for Mexico in January 1936. He was funded initially to give lectures and public talks on contemporary French theatre in the capital city, but he later sought to extend his stay to travel deep into the country’s interior to seek out the Rarámuri (Tarahumara) people and witness and participate in their peyote rituals. Shortly before leaving France, he wrote to Paulhan to outline the order in which the chapters of The Theatre and Its Double should be arranged.102 Clearly, since first submitting a manuscript almost a year earlier, he had drafted additional material (or re-drafted older fragments) to seam together more fully the conceptual premises in the volume. The first ever references to ‘Theatre in the East and Theatre in the West’, ‘An Affective Athleticism’ and ‘Seraphim’s Theatre’ appear in a letter in December 1935,103 and the first references to the chapters ‘No More masterpieces’ and ‘Theatre and Cruelty’ appear in a letter in January 1936.104 The two sister pieces ‘An Affective Athleticism’ and ‘Seraphim’s Theatre’ were, in effect, templates for actor training for the Theatre of Cruelty, with an emphasis on breathing informed by his recent readings of the Kabbalah.

Artaud signed a contract for the publication of The Theatre and Its Double after his return from Mexico.105 The book, though, would still not be published before his next planned excursion, this time to the west coast of Ireland and thence to Dublin in August and September 1937. Equipped with insufficient funds and even less English, he set off to seek out the descendants of the ancient Celtic druids and further evidence of the early interconnected nature of life and culture via ritual. This last trip turned out to be an utter disaster. His correspondence from Ireland to friends and family manifested an increasingly precarious state of mental health and, after what seem to have been a series of public psychotic episodes, he was arrested in Dublin for disturbing the peace and hostile behaviour, imprisoned and deported back to France in a straitjacket. He would soon thereafter be sectioned and begin what would become a period of nine years of internment in a series of psychiatric hospitals.

The Theatre and Its Double was finally published in February 1938 during his first months of confinement. Artaud remained under psychiatric scrutiny throughout the Second World War, ultimately ending up at a hospital in Rodez in the south of France until his return to Paris in 1946. A late radio project, entitled Pour en finir avec le jugement de dieu (To Have Done with God’s Judgement) involved a return to some of the principles of the Theatre of Cruelty, and when its broadcast was cancelled at the eleventh hour on grounds of its obscene language and overt blasphemy,106 this represented a final indignity that hit at the same time as a diagnosis of cancer taking hold in his intestines. In a letter to Paule Thévenin, who had performed in the radio play, he declared his continuing adherence to the pursuit of cruelty:

from now on I will dedicate myself

exclusively

to the theatre

as I conceive it,

a theatre of blood,

a theatre which with every performance will offer

corporally

something

for those who act as much as for those who come to watch the acting,

and yet

we do not act,

we enact.107

The theatre in reality is the genesis of creation.

That will come to be.

I had a vision this afternoon – I saw those who are going to follow after me

and who are not yet fully embodied[.]108

He would die nine days later

The February 1938 first edition of The Theatre and Its Double in Gallimard’s ‘Métamorphoses’ series had a print run of just 400 copies.109 A second run of 1525 copies was published in May 1944. Twenty years later, in 1964, it was published, alongside the script for Les Cenci, as the core text of Volume IV of Artaud’s posthumous Œuvres Complètes, compiled, edited and heavily annotated by Thévenin. It was first translated into English by Mary Richards and published by Grove Press in 1958 and a second translation was produced by Victor Corti, published by Calder first as part of Volume Four of the Collected Works in English, in 1974.

After Artaud

In 1973, Susan Sontag stated that Artaud ‘has had an impact so profound that the course of all recent serious theater in Western Europe and the Americas can be said to divide into two periods – before Artaud and after Artaud’.110 Her statement reads as hyperbole, but fairly captures the reality of Artaud’s legacy in theatre practice. Beyond his overt or tangential impact in projects that acknowledged his influence (such as Peter Brook and Charles Marowitz’s 1964 Theatre of Cruelty season at the Royal Shakespeare Company, Jerzy Growtowsky’s Poor Theatre and Paratheatre, Judith Malina and Julian Beck’s Living Theatre, Tatsumi Hijikata and Kazuo Ohno’s Butoh or Howard Barker’s ‘Theatre of Catastrophe’) that legacy manifests itself across a wide range of mainstream and fringe theatrical activity, as well as in the contemporary staging of opera and the evolution of modern dance. It is present in our contemporary approaches to stage lighting and sound, stage pyrotechnics and multi-media technologies, across stage design approaches and within a range of devised approaches to theatre performance and also in how we configure audience, both physically and in terms of their status within/against the performed material; the status of the text as a primary source of production, while still commonplace, is no longer the sole model and, crucially, the work of the director as ‘author’ of a ‘performance text’ gleaned whether from a script or as the output of some other process, is an established convention, especially so in Central European theatre; rhythm, movement, the collision and separation of bodies, sound and voice are now the customary palette of a director’s work, and the collaboration of directors and designers is understood as essential; resilience, self-awareness, breathing control and physical agility are ingrained aspects of actor training alongside embedded voice-work; in the cinema, especially in contemporary horror, the use of immersive sound technologies, challenging imagery, surprise and revelation, and compelling narratives of precarious existences instigate audiences’ profound and utter absorption in purgative experiences; the writers of the so-called ‘absurd’ or ‘in-yer-face’ theatres adopted seeming metaphoric structures that avoided actual simplistic metaphor, triggering meaning-making processes in audiences that, once frustrated, enacted forms of emersion in the work that was founded on disturbing recognition beyond intellection; ‘Post-dramatic’ work of the last thirty years has actualized the author’s own disappearance or irrelevance, encouraged matrices of expression, imagery and utterance that are detached from deliberate meaning-making stratagems and afford compelling (or deliberately detaching) audience experiences where social, psychological and emotional codes are fragmented, scrutinized and interconnected. Of course, nobody would claim that all of this is solely the result of Artaud’s legacy, nor was he the only one to have set all of these balls rolling. The evolution of the twentieth-century stage into the twenty-first century has been steered or impacted by many similar visionary voices, pulling in the same of utterly different directions, but Artaud continues to represent an attitude to authentic art as the means by which we examine ourselves in a fundamental way beyond individual psychology or collective ideology, and is seen as the torch-bearer for aesthetic ambition that challenges the pragmatics of the stage to find more effective solutions to produce utter, overwhelming affect.

A note on the source texts and on translation

The French texts of The Theatre and Its Double, Seraphim’s Theatre and the Dossier of The Theatre and Its Double are published in Volume IV of Artaud’s Œuvres Complètes (Complete Works). The various texts compiled in the ‘Notes, interviews, and correspondence’ chapter are published in Volume V, with the exceptions of ‘About a Lost Play’ and ‘Notes toward The Torment of Tantalus’ (Volume II), and the letters to René Daumal, Louis Jouvet and Gaston Gallimard (Volume III). All bibliographical references throughout are to the Œuvres Complètes, but readers can also find all the original texts published in the single volume Œuvres, edited by Évelyne Grossman and published in 2004. The original endnotes of the Œuvres Complètes have not been translated. Where valuable contextual material can be found in these original endnotes this is summarized and an appropriate reference offered. The typographical conventions adopted in the Œuvres Complètes are broadly respected here: when transcribing hand-written material, the editor would use italics for material that was underscored, and capital letters for material that was underscored more than once.111

This present translation of the texts of The Theatre and Its Double, and of texts related to it, attempt to honour the idiosyncratic nature of Artaud’s writing, while communicating the fervour and ambition that it contained, and doing so in a contemporary English that accurately conveys the detail and impact of the original. Translating Artaud is not without challenges, not least because his writing persistently expresses conceptual thought. Specific words recur in ways that cannot be translated consistently with the same English formulation. The word ‘esprit’, for example, most commonly translated as ‘mind’, appears 118 times in Le Théâtre et son Double, and requires a small range of different translations across instances when ‘mind’ would misdirect the reading. This is especially important as the ‘esprit’ is the putative target of Artaud’s affective theatricality, and the potential site of transformation, and he quite stringently asserts this is not an appeal to any rationalizing agency. When an English speaker says ‘mind’, they think of the thought-processing aspect of consciousness. ‘Mind’ is heavily associated almost exclusively with intellection. When a French speaker says ‘esprit’, they think of the conscious part of self that processes responses to experience, including thought. It is perhaps considered as one’s being, one’s life force even. The word in English that stems from it is ‘spirit’, originating via ‘esprit’ in the Latin for breath (implying God’s breath of life). These concerns spill over to the adjectival form ‘spirituel’, where a straightforward ‘spiritual’ might sometimes misdirect in English. The Venn diagram of English words mapped onto French would never present perfect overlap, and in seeking to best represent how Artaud wielded words with ranges of possible inferences, such as ‘esprit’, this translation attempts to handle each in its immediate context. Other words can be approached with more consistency: ‘Mise en scène’ has been translated in most instances as ‘staging’ while the ‘metteur en scène’ is always the ‘director’. Seemingly neutral words such as ‘culture’, ‘principle’ or even ‘life’ carried a lot of weight for Artaud, and he had very particular connotations in mind when he deployed them, so each instance has been considered within its surrounding context as well as in relation to his over-arching philosophy.


Preface

Theatre and Culture

There has never before been so much talk of civilization and of culture than there is now, when in fact it is life itself that is in decline. There is an odd correlation between on the one hand the general collapse of life, which is at the heart of current low spirits, and on the other an anxiety over culture, something which has never corresponded with living, and which serves to govern life.1

Before addressing issues of culture, I believe that people are hungry and do not care about culture, and that drawing attention away from hunger and towards culture is an artificial process.

I see no urgency, then, in defending a culture which has never helped anyone stop worrying about how to improve their lot or where their next meal is coming from, but instead I would like to concentrate on extracting from this thing we call culture any ideas that have an energy equivalent to that of hunger.

Above all, we need to live and to believe in whatever gives us life and that there is something that gives us life – and it is important that whatever comes out of the mystery of our inner depths should not always be sent back there in the face of crude alimentary concerns.

What I mean here is that if our first and immediate concern is to eat, it is all the more important that, within that basic concern to get on and eat, we do not squander the fundamental energy of hunger.

If confusion is the sign of our times, at the root of that confusion I see a rift between things and the words, ideas and symbols which represent those things.

We certainly are not lacking systems of thought: it is characteristic of our ancient European, French culture that there are so many of these systems and that contradictions exist between them. But where is the evidence that life, our life, has ever been affected by these systems?

I would not say that philosophical systems are there to be applied directly, on the spot, but only one of the following holds true: either we have internalized these systems and we are immersed in them to the point that they sustain us – in which case what use do we have for books? – or we are not immersed in them and therefore they are insufficient in themselves to sustain us, in which case what does it matter if they disappear?

We have to insist on an idea of culture in action, something which becomes like another organ inside of us, a kind of second respiratory system: and civilization is culture put in practice, something which controls everything down to our most subtle gestures, and as thoughts made manifest within things. To separate civilization from culture is contrived, as though there might be two different words to represent a single, identical process.

A civilized person is judged by the manner in which they behave, is someone who thinks just as they behave, but even using the word ‘civilized’ causes confusion here; people think of a cultivated, civilized person as someone who is well informed about systems, who thinks in systems, in shapes, in signs, in representations. Such a person is a monster who has developed to an absurd degree this faculty that we possess for deriving thoughts from our actions, instead of forming a bond between our actions and our thoughts.

If our life lacks sulphur,2 by which I mean a lasting magic, it is because we are satisfied with observing our actions and losing ourselves in deliberations over the imagined forms our actions prompt, rather than being driven by them.

And this is an exclusively human trait. I would go as far as to say that it is a human infection that taints concepts that should have remained divine: because, rejecting the notion that the divine, the supernatural, are human constructions, I believe that our relationship with the divine has been corrupted through the ages by our persistent interference.

In a time when nothing anymore adheres to life, we need to rethink all our ideas about life. This terrible rupture is the cause of things taking their revenge on us, and the poetry that is no longer within us and which we can no longer see in things suddenly emerges on the wrong side of things: we have never before seen so many crimes, the gratuitous incongruity of which cannot be explained in any way other than by this impotence of ours in taking ownership of being alive.

Though theatre is made to allow our repressed selves to breathe, such incongruous behaviours unleash a sort of atrocious poetry, which, by distorting the very fundamentals of being alive, demonstrate that the intensity of life is intact and that all it really needs is to be managed better.

But however much we crave magic, we are deep-down afraid of a life that might develop completely under the influence of true magic.3

This is why our deeply rooted lack of culture is perturbed by certain extraordinary anomalies: so for example a ship carrying only perfectly healthy people might innocently pass by an island that has had no contact with contemporary civilization, and this could cause the appearance on that island of illnesses that were previously unknown there, but which are common in Europe: shingles, influenza, rheumatism, sinusitis, polyneuropathy and so on.

Similarly, while people believe that those of other races smell differently, we seem to forget that for everyone outside of Europe it is we white people who smell odd. I would go as far as to say that we stink white, in the way that one might speak of a ‘white disease’.4 Just as iron turns white as it is heated, we might say that whiteness represents excess. In Asia the colour white has come to represent extreme decomposition.5

All this said, we can begin to form a perspective on culture, a perspective that is first and foremost a protest. A protest against the senseless limitations put on the idea of what culture can be, reducing it to a sort of incomprehensible shrine which results in a fetishism of culture, just as idol-based religions place their gods in their pantheons.6

A protest against this idea of culture at one remove, as though we had culture on one side and life over on the other, as though true culture were not a refined means towards the understanding of and the practice of life.

You can burn down the library of Alexandria.7 There are powers that exist above and beyond the papyrus, and though we might have lost the means of accessing these powers for some time now, their energies cannot be held down. And it is a good thing that our overgrown facilities disappear and that forms are forgotten. A timeless culture, unfixed to any one place, one which captures our nervous capacity, will re-emerge with a renewed vigour. And it is right that from time to time disasters occur that force us to return to nature, which is to say to rediscover life. The old totemism of animal spirits, of rocks, of objects packed with lightning, garments that are impregnated with animal forces, in sum everything that serves to capture, to guide, to divert powers – all of these are dead to us now. We no longer know how to extract anything other than a stale, aesthetic value from such things, as voyeurs not as actors.

Now, totemism sets acts in motion because it moves, and it is made for actors, and all true cultures rely on the barbaric, primitive ways of totemism. I adore the savage life of totemism, by which I mean its entirely spontaneous quality.

Our Western idea of art, and the value we extract from it, is the cause of our loss of culture. Art and culture cannot work together, contrary to the universal application of one to the other.

True culture operates through power and through exaltation, but the European approach to art is to throw the mind into a state quite distinct from such power, and instead to merely observe the processes of exaltation. It is a lazy, useless idea which, before long, leads to death. If the many coils of the serpent Quetzalcoatl are aesthetically pleasing, it is because they express the equilibrium and the fluctuations of a dormant power, and such intensity of form is only there to seduce and capture a power which, in music, would culminate in a harrowing chord.

The gods sleep in museums: the god of fire with his incense burner reminiscent of an Inquisition tripod;8 Tlaloc, one of the many water gods, in his wall of green granite;9 the mother goddess of waters; the mother goddess of flowers; the glowing, fixed expression of the goddess with the green jade skirt, sheltered beneath numerous layers of water;10 the distant, contented expression of the mother goddess of flowers with her face sparkling with fragrance, where the sun’s atoms turn in circles around her. There is a kind of obligatory servitude in this world where stone can come to life because it has been carved with precision, a world of organic civilized beings, by which I mean their vital organs also come to life. This human world enters into us, joins in the dance of the gods, without tripping over or looking back, on pain of becoming, like us, crumbing pillars of salt.

In Mexico – since I’m talking here of Mexico – there is no such thing as art: all things serve a purpose. And its world is in a permanent state of exaltation.11

Compared with our own indolent and detached concept of art, an authentic culture offers a magical and singularly self-absorbing concept, which is to say one of active personal involvement. Mexicans capture the Manas,12 the forces dormant in all forms, and which cannot be extracted by the mere contemplation of objects, but through a magical identification with them. And ancient totems exist to help induce such communication.

When everything puts us to sleep, even as we look around with our eyes in place, aware, it is difficult to rouse ourselves and look around as though in a reverie, with eyes that no longer know what they are for, their gaze turned inward.

This is how that peculiar concept of a detached action comes into being, but as an action all the same, and all the more violent for escaping the lure of slumber.

Every true effigy has a shadow that is its double; and art falters at the moment when the sculptor believes to have liberated from their materials some kind of shadow, the very existence of which will disturb their slumber.

Like all magical culture that might be released by specific hieroglyphs, true theatre also has its shadows, and – of all languages and of all art forms – it is the only one to still have shadows that have burst out of their confines. And from the very beginning, one might say that these shadows could never be contained.

Our fossilized notion of theatre is of a piece with our fossilized concept of a culture without shadows, within which, whichever way they turn, our minds are met with nothing but emptiness, even though the space is filled.

But the true theatre, because it is in motion and because it makes use of living instruments, continues to rouse shadows where life just constantly falters on. The actor who never repeats a gesture, but gesticulates, moves and, yes, manhandles forms, but from behind those forms, and in destroying them, that actor joins with whatever survives within such forms, thereby perpetuating them.

Theatre, which is not found within anything, but which makes use of all languages – gestures, sounds, speech, fire, screams – rediscovers itself precisely at the point where the mind needs a language to bring forth what it has to express.

Confining theatre to just one language – words on paper, music, lights, noises – is the point at which it collapses. Our choice of one language for theatre is just evidence of our lazy inclination for the ease of use of that language, and the desiccation of language is part and parcel of its limitations.

With theatre, as with culture, the key issue remains firstly to name and then to marshal the shadows. And theatre, which is not fixed in any language or forms, thereby destroys false shadows but prepares the way for a new birth of shadows into which the real spectacle of life can be constructed.13

To make or recreate theatre is to shatter language in order to have an impact on life. Believing that this act should remain sacred, which is to say exclusive, is not the crucial thing here; what is important is to believe that this is not something that anybody can do, and that proper training is necessary.

All this leads to a rejection of the everyday limitations of humanity and of our faculties, and extends the frontiers of that which we call reality.

We must believe that theatre can revitalize the very meaning of life, as a place where humanity fearlessly becomes master of all that does not yet exist, and brings it forth. And as soon as we stop settling for being merely instruments that catalogue reality, then all those things that are not yet born can be delivered.

Similarly, when we utter the word ‘life’, we have to understand that this is not a case of the life we recognize as surface reality, but that sort of fragile and fluctuating source which can never be given shape. And if there is still something that is wretched and truly accursed about our times, it is our artistic attachment to forms, instead of being like victims of torture signalling as they burn at their stakes.
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FIGURE 1 Xiuhtecuhtli, the Aztec god of fire, within the Codex Borgia: Public Domain.


The Theatre and the Plague

The archives of the small Sardinian town of Cagliari hold the details of an astonishing historic incident.

One night, towards the end of April or the beginning of May in 1720, about twenty days before the ship named the Grand-Saint-Antoine arrived in Marseille – which coincided with the most remarkable outbreak of plague in the city’s memory – the viceroy of Sardinia, Saint-Rémys, whose limited monarchical responsibilities perhaps made him more susceptible to the most pernicious of viruses, had a particularly distressing dream: he saw himself infected with the plague, and watched as it ravaged his small country.

A society’s infrastructure dissolves under the impact of the plague, and all order collapses. In his dream, the viceroy witnessed all kinds of moral decay, all forms of psychological breakdown. He could hear the hum of his bodily fluids within him, pulled apart, disintegrating, and becoming leaden in an overwhelming collapse of matter, gradually transforming into carbon. Was it too late, then, to exorcise this scourge? Although he was defeated, destroyed and disintegrating at an organic level, consumed to the marrow, he was aware that you do not die in dreams, and that one’s will-power operates in them to the most absurd levels, to the point of undermining reality, of transforming delusion and refashioning it as truth.

Then he woke up. And he felt certain that he could see off all the rumours of plague that were spreading, and the foul stench of some virus from the East.

The Grand-Saint-Antoine, which had set sail from Beirut a month before, requested assistance and permission to dock. At this point, Saint-Rémys issued a deranged order, one that came across as insane, absurd, idiotic and authoritarian to both his closest advisors and to the people. Nonetheless, without delay, he despatched a pilot boat with a minimum crew aboard towards the ship which he assumed to be contaminated. They were to relay the command that the Grand-Saint-Antoine should immediately change tack and sail away from the town or else be sunk by cannon fire. This was war on the plague. The autocrat made his point, and made it unambiguously.

It is worth pausing here to note the not inconsiderable impact that this dream had had on the viceroy, given how it had empowered him to pursue these most extreme orders and to do so in the face of the people’s derision and the scepticism of his entourage, and when to do so meant not just trampling over basic human rights, and on a straightforward respect for life, but on all kinds of national and international conventions. Faced with death, none of that mattered.

The ship continued on its way regardless, made land at Livorno, and later entered the harbour at Marseille where it was given leave to dock. The authorities kept no record of what became of the ship’s freight of pestilence. We know a little of what happened to her crew, who did not all die of the plague and who would go on to travel to other lands.

The Grand-Saint-Antoine did not bring the plague to Marseille. It was already there. And it was in a phase of resurgence, though the areas where it manifested were being quarantined with some success.

The plague that the Grand-Saint-Antoine had brought with it was the eastern plague, the original virus. A significant flaring up of the epidemic and the manifestation of its most brutal aspects all date from the arrival and dispersal of this strain into the town.

All this inspires a few thoughts.

This plague, which had seemingly reactivated some virus, had been anyway capable of wreaking havoc without one, since of all of the ship’s crew the captain was the only member not to get infected and, what is more, it would seem that those recently disembarked plague-ridden sailors had never been in direct contact with anyone else, all of whom were confined in quarantined areas. The Grand-Saint-Antoine had passed within earshot of Cagliari in Sardinia but had left no plague there. And yet somehow the viceroy’s dream had tapped into certain signals that the plague was emitting. That there was some quantifiable, if subtle, exchange between the plague and him is undeniable. It is too simplistic to attribute the transmission of a disease of any kind to straightforward physical contact alone.

Although this communication between the plague and Saint-Rémys was strong enough to be rendered as images within his dream, it was nonetheless not strong enough to manifest itself as a sickness in his body. Be that as it may, when the town of Cagliari later learned that the ship which had been turned away upon the despotic whim of their miraculously astute prince had turned out to be the source of the great Marseille epidemic, this fact was recorded in the town’s archives, where anyone may now find it.1

The 1720 Plague of Marseille has left us with the only purported clinical descriptions of the scourge that we possess.2 But we might yet wonder whether the plague described by the Marseillais doctors is the same one that afflicted Florence in 1347, the context for the Decameron.3 The outward descriptions of all forms of plague are described in works of history and in holy books, the Bible included, as well as in some old medical texts. Such morbid details seem to have made less of an impression in these works than the extraordinary, demoralizing impact that such things had on people’s minds. They were probably in the right. Medical science would no doubt be hard-pressed to distinguish substantially between the virus that killed Pericles before Syracuse (if ‘virus’ is anything more than a linguistic convenience here) and the one that manifested itself in the disease described by Hippocrates, which recent medical texts write off as a sort of false plague.4 These texts argue that the only real plague to speak of was the one in Egypt that rose from the cemeteries that would be exposed whenever the waters of the Nile receded. Both The Bible and Herodotus note the sudden appearance of a plague that, overnight, decimated the 180,000-man Assyrian army, thereby saving the Egyptian empire.5 If this is true, then we need to consider the plague as the key instrument of some intelligent force, or its manifestation, working in tandem with what we call fate.

All this was with or without the army of rats which threw themselves at the Assyrian forces that night, gnawing through their equipment in just a few hours. This event might be compared to the plague of 660 BC that erupted in the holy city of Mekao in Japan, just as a straightforward change of government was taking place.6

The 1502 plague of Provence, which gave Nostradamus his first opportunity to practice his skills as a healer,7 also coincided with political change in the form of extreme upheavals, the fall from power or the death of kings, the disappearance and destruction of whole regions, earthquakes, magnetic phenomena of all kinds and the exodus of Jewish peoples. All of these instances of plague came either before or followed after political or cosmic disasters or devastation, and those who set them in motion were either too stupid to foresee the consequences or not perverse enough to will them to occur.

However misguided historians and doctors might have been about the plague, I think we can agree on the concept of an illness as a sort of psychic entity, rather than one carried by a virus. We would be hard-pressed to find a single confirmed instance of contagion caused by physical contact in any close analysis of the facts of plague infection that have been passed down to us in written histories or first-hand accounts. The example given by Boccaccio of pigs who died after smelling the sheets used to wrap the bodies of plague victims really only demonstrates a mysterious affinity between the nature of the plague and the flesh of pigs, and this needs further detailed analysis.8

There is no extant concept of a truly pathological entity, but there are ways in which we might provisionally agree on the characteristics of certain phenomena and come to terms on a plague described in the following manner:

Before the most overt physical and psychological symptoms present themselves, the body is first covered with red spots, which the victim only notices as they begin to turn black. Before the victim has time to register concern, their head begins to burn and grow unbearably heavy, and they collapse. An appalling fatigue then takes hold, a fatigue that splits cells in two, pulling these inward towards their final collapse. The bodily fluids go berserk, commingle, lose all order and seem to be throb head to foot. The stomach heaves, the contents of the belly want to project themselves out of the mouth. The victim’s pulse at times slows to nothing, to the mere trace of a pulse, and at times races at the pace of the fever burning inside their body, and of the thudding disturbance of their mind. It throbs in rushed thuds alongside the heart, which itself has grown intense, bursting, burning. The victim’s bloodshot eyes are first aflame, and then glaze over. Their tongue, swollen and gasping, first goes white, then red, then black, cracked and seemingly charred. All these symptoms point to unprecedented organic collapse. Eventually the bodily fluids form into streaks beneath the skin like the earth when struck by lightning and, with pressure building like the subterranean activity beneath a volcano, they seek issue from the body. The skin rises to a burning tip at the centre of each blackened spot, and the skin around it rises in a blister, like an air bubble trapped in lava. Each of these bubbles is surrounded by concentric rings, like the rings of Saturn around their glowing planet, the outer-most of which defines the outer edge of the bubo.

These blemishes criss-cross the body. But just as volcanoes select specific points on the surface of the earth, these buboes select specific points across the human body. They appear an inch or more from the groin, they grow in the armpits and form at those crucial points of the body where the glands faithfully perform their functions. It is through these buboes that the body vents all its internal rot or, in some cases, its very life-force. A particularly violent burning sensation concentrated in one point might usually indicate that the core life-force is not succumbing and that a remission from the disease, or even total recovery, is possible. But, as with silent rage, the deadliest plague is one that does not disclose its presence in the body.

The corpse of a plague victim, once cut open, shows no signs of internal injury. The gall bladder, the job of which it is to filter the body’s inert and heavier excretions, is full and swollen to bursting with a black, viscous liquid which is so dense it comes across as some altogether new substance. The blood in the veins and arteries is also black and viscous. The body is as hard as stone. The surface of the stomach membrane appears to be peppered with countless bloody fissures. Everything points to a fundamental dysfunction of the bodily secretions, but without any disintegration of tissues as there would be with leprosy or syphilis. Though the intestines are the site of the most bloody dysfunction, and are where substances reach an extreme state of decomposition and solidification, the intestines themselves are not organically compromised. An extremely hardened pus has to be almost torn from the gall bladder, using a sharp, shiny, solid knife of obsidian as in rituals of human sacrifice. The gall bladder itself is hypertrophied and fragile in places, but still intact with no missing parts. It appears undamaged and free of decay. However, there are some cases where the lungs and the brain are damaged, have blackened and become gangrenous. When hacked up, the mushy lungs collapse into shreds of some unknown black substance. The pulp-like brain tissue, when sliced, ground and reduced to a dust, disintegrates into a sort of coal-black powder.9

Two important observations can be drawn from all these facts. The first is that the common symptoms of the plague generally do not include any decomposition of the lungs or brain, and that the plague does its worst without causing decay in any part of the body. Without wishing to underestimate the disease, the body does not require the presence of gangrene in order to shut down and die. The second observation is that the only two organs that are directly affected and damaged by the plague – the lungs and the brain – are both organs that are directly dependent on consciousness and will. We can hold ourselves back from breathing or thinking. We can speed up our breathing, set whatever pace for it that we want, maintain control of it or allow it to continue unconsciously, or establish a balance between the two kinds of respiration; automatic breathing, maintained directly by the sympathetic nervous system, and the one controlled by the conscious impulses of the mind.

In the same way, we can speed up, slow down or regulate the pace of our thoughts. We can control the unconscious flow of the mind. But we cannot control the way in which the liver filters our bodily fluids, or the manner in which the blood flows around the body via the heart and the arteries. We cannot control our digestive processes, and we can neither stop nor speed up the expulsion of material from the intestines. The plague, then, seems only to manifest itself in, to hold a preference for, those places in our corporal being where our will-power, thought and consciousness are present or able to manifest control.

In the 1880s, a French doctor named Yersin was working on the bodies of Indo-Chinese plague victims. He identified a tadpole-shaped cell, with a roundish head and short tail, only visible with the aid of a microscope, and declared it to be the plague microbe.10 As far as I am concerned, this microbe is a minor, insignificant factor that appears only at a certain stage in the development of the plague. I do not see that it helps explain the plague. I would have been happier if this doctor had explained why all the great plagues had each lasted five months – with or without any virus – after which their ability to be contagious tapered off. And how could it be that the Ottoman ambassador who was passing through Languedoc towards the end of 1720 was able to draw something of a line which connected Nice to Bordeaux via Avignon and Toulouse as representing the geographic limit of the spread of the pestilence, a line which events proved to be accurate.11

From everything I have described above, it is clear that the illness has a psychic physiognomy the regulation of which we cannot determine scientifically. And it would be stupid to attempt to locate its geographic origin, because the Egyptian plague is not the same as the one from the East, which is not the same as the one treated by Hippocrates, which is different to the one in Syracuse, which is not what showed up in Florence, the black death, which caused the demise of fifty million people in medieval Europe. Nobody can explain why the plague strikes down the coward who attempts to flee but spares the degenerate who pleasure himself with the corpses of the dead. Nor why isolation, abstinence and solitude are ineffective in avoiding the disease, or why a company of debauched individuals – such as Boccaccio, his two well-prepared companions and seven lascivious devotees – having retired to the countryside, could sit out the plague in peace until warmer days returned. Or why at a nearby chateau which had been fortified and had a line of soldiers placed around the perimeter, barring all entry, the plague turned the garrison and everyone in it into corpses but spared the soldiers who had been the only ones exposed to contagion. Equally, who will explain why, towards the end of the last century when there was an outbreak of the Egyptian plague, the sanitary measures put in place by Mehmet Ali, reinforced by the military, proved to be effective in protecting convents, schools, prisons and palaces,12 or why numerous outbreaks of a plague that had all the characteristics of the eastern plague could erupt in medieval Europe in places that had no contact with the far East.

From all of these aberrations, mysteries, contradictions and characteristics we should be able to constitute the psychic physiognomy of an illness that devastates the body and its very life-force, to the extent of ripping it apart and sending it into spasm, a form of agony which, as it grows in intensity and fully establishes itself, increases its level of access to and its potency within each and every quarter of our being. We can surmise a bleak and undeniable scenario here by considering the psychic autonomy with which the plague spreads without rats, without microbes and without physical contact. I am going now to attempt an analysis.

Once the plague has established itself in a city, normal social order collapses; there are no more council services, there is no army, no police, no civil administration. Pyres are lit to burn the dead, where there are people to build them. Each family wants its own. Wood soon grows scarce, then open spaces, then fire itself; scuffles break out between families around the available pyres. All this is followed by the migration of people as the cadavers outnumber them. The dead begin to clog up the street in precarious heaps, vermin gnawing at the edges. The stink rises in the air like a flame. Entire roads are blocked by mounds of corpses. At this stage, people’s doors are flung open and deranged plague victims walk the streets wailing, their heads filled with terrible visions. The disease that is working away at their internal organs, flowing through their entire body, discharges in spurts of mental anguish. Elsewhere, plague victims who have no spots or buboes growing on their bodies, who experience no pain, and are not delirious, inspect themselves proudly in their mirrors, feeling full of health, only then to drop dead clasping their shaving bowls, feeling nothing but scorn for other victims.

Bizarre-looking individuals walk around over the bloody rivulets that flow from the corpses, viscous and noxious, the colour of agony and of opium. These individuals are clothed in waxed garments, have long noses and eyes of glass in their masks. They carry themselves on Japanese-like sandals made of two layers of wooden blocks; one layer horizontal, acting as the sole, another vertical to maintain a safe distance from the contaminated bodily fluids underfoot. They pass by, chanting their ridiculous litanies which do nothing to stop them also eventually falling into the inferno themselves. These pig-ignorant doctors have nothing to offer but their fear and their naivety.

The dregs of society, seemingly immunized by their avaricious excitement, break into abandoned homes and help themselves to valuables, knowing that these will anyway be of little use to them. This is where the theatre comes in. And by theatre here I mean an instantaneous wantonness that triggers meaningless behaviour, behaviour which concludes with no material benefit.

The survivors go mad; the previously dutiful and virtuous son murders his father, the chaste man sodomizes his own kin, the promiscuous become chaste; the miser chucks fistfuls of gold out of the window; the war-time hero sets fire to the village he once put his life on the line to protect; the fashion-conscious gets all dressed up and goes traipsing around the mass graves. Such gratuitous behaviour in people who do not believe that death is the end of everything cannot be explained away by either the realization that there are no more consequences or of one’s impending demise. And how might we explain the surge of sexual frenzy among those who have recovered, and who, instead of fleeing the place, stay put and seek out illicit sexual adventure with the dying and even with the dead, half-crushed in a pile of corpses where chance had deposited them.

But if this frenzied wantonness needs a major scourge for it to be exposed, and if this scourge goes by the name of the plague, perhaps we might consider the value of this wanton behaviour in relation to our very identity. The condition of the plague victim, who dies without any physical deterioration but who displays the stigmata of an absolute and near-abstract illness, is identical to the condition of the actor who is utterly and overwhelmingly riven with emotions which, in real terms, offer no material benefit. All aspects of the actor’s physical being, as with that of the plague victim, demonstrate that life has responded to the most extreme event and that, somehow, nothing has happened.

Take the plague victim who runs screaming after their visions and consider them against the actor in pursuit of their feelings, or take the survivor with multiple identities they might not have imagined had it not been for the plague, performing these for an audience of corpses and raving maniacs, and consider them against the writer who spontaneously invents characters and books for an equally inert or rabid pubic; there are many such analogies which attest to the only truths that really count, and these place the work of the theatre alongside that of the plague as having the status of an actual epidemic.

Whereas imagery of the plague, centred around a profound state of physical disruption, is like the final bursts from a spent psychic force, poetic imagery in the theatre is a psychic force the trajectory of which begins in the tangible, and reaches beyond all reality. An actor who has passionately launched into their work needs infinitely more control to stop themselves committing a crime than a murderer actually needs to achieve theirs. And it is here, in this state of abandon, that the presentation of an emotion in the theatre comes across as something infinitely more valid that an actual real-life emotion. Compared to the murderer’s passion which is quickly spent, that of the tragic actor stays locked in a perfect circle. The murderer’s passion achieves an objective, is discharged and then disconnects from whatever force set it in motion but which can no longer sustain it. The actor’s passion adopts a form which negates itself as it is released, and becomes an aspect of the universal.

If we are now to acknowledge this psychic conception of the plague, we might consider the troubled bodily fluids of the plague victim as the tangible, material aspect of a disorder that on another level is the equivalent of all the conflicts, strife and disasters that come our way. Just as it is not impossible that the plague might be caused by the screams and pent-up despair of a mentally ill person in an institution, through some kind of inversion of emotions and imagery, then we can just as well accept that when we stage real-world incidents, political conflicts, natural disasters, the order of revolution and the disorder of war, these pour into the emotive being of their audiences with all the force of an epidemic.

In his work The City of God,13 Saint Augustine acknowledges this similarity between the plague which kills without destroying the internal organs and the theatre which, without causing death, brings about mysterious alterations in the psyche of not just the individual audience member but of a whole population: ‘Know then,’ he wrote, ‘those of you who don’t already, that these scenic games, these exhibitions of depravity, were not established in Rome by human vice, but by order of your gods. It would be much more acceptable for you to offer your divine honours to Scipio* than to gods such as these. Such gods are not worthy of their pontiff! …

Your gods demanded that these performances be produced in their honour in order to appease a bodily plague, and your pontiff prohibited the theatre from being constructed to prevent a moral plague. If, then, there remains in you enlightenment enough to prioritize your soul over your body, then choose which one best deserves your worship … for these cunning evil spirits, predicting that the plague would soon subside, gleefully took advantage of the moment to introduce a much more dangerous plague, one that attacks not the body, but the morals. And indeed, such was the blindness inflicted, such was the corruption of the soul produced by the performances that, even in later years, those who were infected by this fatal passion, and who fled the sack of Rome and sought refuge in Carthage, would spend each day at the theatre, raving about the actors.’14

There is no point trying to identify the reasons behind this infectious madness. It would be just as pointless as trying to work out the cause of how, after a certain time, the nervous system finds itself in tune with the most subtle vibrations made by music, to the point of some sort of permanent change being brought about. What is important here is to recognize that, just like the plague, the theatre is a form of delirium, and that it is infectious.

The human mind believes what it sees and does what it believes, and this is the secret of our fascination with theatre. And in Saint Augustine’s text he does not doubt at all the reality of this fascination. There are nonetheless certain necessary conditions for a theatrical production which might spark this fascination in the mind, and this is not a simple question of art.

Because if the theatre is like the plague, it is not just because it operates upon large groups of people and pushes them all in the same direction. In both the theatre and the plague there is something that is both overpowering and remorseless at the same time. We know all too well that the spontaneous inferno that the plague sets alight is nothing less than mass extermination.

A social disaster so absolute, such bodily devastation, such outpouring of depravity, a form of mass exorcism that takes a grip of the soul and pushes it to its limit; all this indicates the presence of a condition, an extreme force, in which all the powers of nature are rediscovered at the point at which they are about to execute something utterly fundamental.

The plague takes dormant imagery and latent disorder and abruptly pushes them to the most extreme gestures; theatre adopts gestures too, and also pushes them to their limit: like the plague it rebuilds the link between what is and what is not, between the virtual realm of all that is possible and all that actually exists in the material world. It rediscovers the concept of symbols and archetypes, which act like sudden pauses, like extended chords, heart-stopping, adrenalin-rushing, provocative images thrust into our minds without warning. It restores all of our dormant inner conflicts, at their full force, and gives these forces names we receive as signs. And so a clash of symbols takes place before our very eyes, each pitted against the other in some impossible scuffle. Because theatre does not truly exist until that moment at which the impossible actually takes hold and when poetry flows on stage and feeds and animates the symbols being fashioned. These symbols represent fully grown powers with no function in the real world, powers that are held in bondage until this moment and which burst out in the form of unbelievable images that conjure up and give free rein to actions that are naturally hostile to life and social order.

A truly theatrical work unsettles the nerves, frees the repressed subconscious, encourages a kind of virtual insurrection – one which is anyway only of value if it remains virtual – and demands a challenging and heroic attitude of its audience.

Take Ford’s ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore: From the moment the curtain rises we are utterly shocked to find a man launching into a wholly brash defence of incest, openly admitting to it and justifying it with cocksure and youthful verve.

He does not waver in his argument, does not hesitate, and in this way he demonstrates that he has not a care in the world about anything that might get in his way. He wears his sin courageously, and his courage audaciously, ostentatiously. Everything drives him this way and animates him; neither heaven nor earth matters to him, only the strength of his impulsive passion. In her turn, the equally courageous Annabella responds in kind with an equally rebellious passion: ‘I weep,’ she says, ‘not with remorse, but for fear I shall not be able to satisfy my passion’. They are both falsifiers, hypocrites, liars and all for the sake of their superhuman love which the law would prohibit and punish, but which they elevate beyond the law.15

Revenge is answered by revenge, and crime by crime. Just when we think they are in peril, hounded, lost and we are prepared to sympathize with them as victims, they show themselves more than capable of throwing each threat back in the face of fate, of knocking back every blow.

We are with them from one excessive response to the next, from one protest to the next. Annabella is caught and convicted of adultery and incest. She is trampled on, insulted, dragged by the hair, and we are amazed to see that, far from trying to extricate herself, she provokes her tormentor all the more, and sings with a kind of unyielding courage. It is the pinnacle of revolt, it is the model of irrepressible love, and it causes us in the audience to hold our breath for fear that anything might extinguish it.

Should we need an example of extreme freedom through resistance, Ford’s play offers this poetic example, combined with imagery of sheer peril.

And just when we think we have reached peak horror, blood, lawlessness or poetry that renders revolt sacred, we are forced to go even further, into an experience of implacable disorientation.

Surely, we say to ourselves, such audacious behaviour, such irrepressible criminality, attracts only retribution and death.

But no. Giovanni, the lover, like a great poet inspired, puts himself beyond retribution, beyond criminality, through some inexpressible crime of passion. He puts himself beyond threats, beyond horror by means of a horror so large that it perturbs not just the law, but morality and all those who are prepared to pass judgement. A trap is cleverly set: a great banquet is arranged at which thugs and assassins are hidden among the guests, ready to leap on Giovanni at the given signal. But the persecuted hero, hopeless, fuelled by love, is not going to let anyone pass judgement on his passion.

You want the very flesh of my love, he seems to tell them, a love the kind of which you are incapable yourselves of attaining, but instead I’m going to throw it in your faces, and splatter you with its blood.

And he kills his lover and rips her heart out as if he is to feast on it in the middle of a banquet at which he himself was meant to be devoured. And before he is executed, he goes on to kill his rival, his sister’s husband, who had dared to get in the way of his love, finishing him off in a concluding duel that acts ultimately as his own death-throes.

Just like the plague, theatre is therefore a tremendous mobilization of forces which, through the use of allegory, compels the mind back to the very sources of all its conflicts.16 The passionate example that Ford provides is, quite clearly, only indicative of a much greater, utterly essential achievement. The terrifying apparition of Evil that was manifest, made real, in its most pure form in the Eleusinian Mysteries was found again in the darkest moments of certain ancient tragedies: this is what all true theatre must now rediscover.

If pure theatre is like the plague, it is not because it is contagious, but because just like the plague it is a revelation of, the pushing to the fore of, the external manifestation of deep-seated, latent cruelty through which all the depravity that the mind is capable of can be focussed upon either one individual, or an entire population.

Like the plague, it is the coming of evil, the triumph of dark powers nourished by a higher power to the point of exhaustion.

Like the plague, it blazes like some strange sun, casting a freakishly intense light in which all that is difficult and even that which is impossible come across as our normal state. And Ford’s ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore, like all worthwhile theatre, shines in the light of that strange sun. It operates as unfettered as the plague which, inch by inch, level by level, the character of the victim distends and those who survive become outsized, overstretched.

We might argue that all true freedom is dark, and irrevocably and mysteriously linked to sexual freedom, which is also dark. Platonic Eros, in terms of the pursuit of reproduction, of the freedom of life, has long since been lost under the cloak of the Libido, which we identify with all things dirty, abject and repulsive in life, with that headlong rush, forever renewing itself, towards life.

All myths are dark in this way, and we could not imagine all the great popular mythology that narrates the origins of the separation of the sexes, or the destruction of fundamental elements in creation stories, without their tropes of slaughter, torture or spilled blood.

The theatre, like the plague, is made in the image of this slaughter, of this essential separation. It unravels problems, it releases energies, it exposes potentiality. And if such energies and such potentiality are dark in nature, then neither theatre nor plague is to blame for that, but life itself. We do not see that life as it is and as it has been made for us has much to celebrate. You could say that the plague is the collective means by which a giant social and moral abscess is drained, and that, in the same way, the theatre serves to drain this abscess for us.

It could be argued that when we inject the theatre’s toxins into the body of society it brings about disintegration, as Saint Augustine would have it, but it surely does so in the same way the plague does, as a vengeful scourge, as a redemptive epidemic. In more impressionable times this has been interpreted as the hand of God in action, but it is in fact nothing more than the laws of nature being applied to have each gesture offset by another, each action met with a reaction.

The theatre, like the plague, is a crisis that either kills or cures. Plague is an ultimate disease in that it is an utter crisis which leaves behind either death or intense purification. In the same way the theatre is a disease because it offers an ultimate equilibrium which cannot be attained without destruction. It summons the mind into a state of delirium, intensifying its capabilities.

To conclude, from a human perspective it is clear that what the theatre does to us is as beneficial as the plague, because it obliges us to see ourselves as we are, causes our collective mask to slip, exposes the lies, the cowardice, the baseness, the hypocrisy; it shakes off the stifling apathy of all the stuff which weighs down even the clearest of senses; it reveals for us all our darkest powers, our hidden strengths, and urges us to face up to fate in a sublime, heroic way, one that could not be achieved without it.

The question to be asked now is whether there is a core group of people in this world which is slipping away, this unknowingly self-destructive world, a group who are capable of realizing this ultimate form of theatre, one which will restore for us all a natural and magical equivalent of the doctrines we no longer believe.
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FIGURE 2 Lot and his Daughters, ca. 1520, unknown artist, previously attributed to Lucas van Leyden: J. E. Bulloz. Reproduced with the permission of Getty images.

 



*Scipion Nasica, pontifex maximus, who ordered that the Roman theatres be levelled, and their cellars filled in.


Staging and Metaphysics

There is a painting in the Louvre by a Flemish Primitive artist.1 I don’t know if he is well known or not, though his name is never going to be representative of that important period of art history. He was called Lucas Van Leyden, and to my mind his work renders the four of five centuries of painting that followed invalid and pointless. The canvas I am speaking of is entitled ‘Lot and his Daughters’, a fashionable Biblical subject of its time. Of course, people did not interpret the Bible in the Middle Ages in the same way that we do today, and this canvas is a curious example of the sorts of mystical inferences that might have been drawn from reading it. Whichever way we look at it, the pathos of the painting is clear, even at a distance. It makes its powerful impression through a kind of overwhelming visual harmony, by which I mean the composition acts as a whole and is captured with just one look. Even before having had time to make out what is happening in it, you get the sense that there is something significant taking place, and you might even say that your hearing is being appealed to as much as your eyesight. A drama of great intellectual importance seems to have been composed there, like the sudden appearance of clouds assembled by the wind, or by some much more direct fate, to pit lightning against lightning.

And indeed, the sky in the painting is dark and brooding. But even before we are able to make out that the spectacle here was spawned in the sky, took place in the sky, the distinctive lighting of the canvas, the welter of shapes, the impression that pulls you in at a distance, all together announce a sort of natural catastrophe, and I would defy any painter of the Golden Ages to offer anything that compares to it.

There is a tent pitched by the sea. Lot sits in front of it, wearing his breast-plate and sporting a fetching red beard. He watches his daughters’ movements as though he were a guest at a banquet in a brothel.

And they do indeed parade before him, some in maternal guise, others as warriors, combing their hair or fencing as though their only purpose was to charm their father and serve as his instruments or playthings.2 In this way, the artist foregrounds the profoundly incestuous characteristics of the ancient theme that he develops here with sexual imagery, demonstrating that he has fully appreciated both the poetry and the passion of his scene as a modern person might, that is to say as we would do ourselves today.

On the left of the picture, towards the background, a black tower rises to a great height, buttressed at its base by a whole network of rocks, plants and winding roads punctuated with milestones, dotted here and there with houses. By a fortunate effect of perspective, one of these roads untangles itself from the muddled composition through which it is threaded, and crosses over a bridge to end at a point where it receives a ray of the tempestuous light bursting out from between the clouds and spattering haphazardly across the vista. The sea at the back of the canvas is extremely high, and extremely calm considering that knot of fire erupting in one corner of the sky.

Now, during a firework display we get to see sudden, bright, hallucinatory glimpses of the details of the surrounding landscape through the nocturnal bombardment of shooting stars, rockets and aerial explosions: we definitively associate the sudden appearance of and illumination of trees, towers, mountains, houses with the experience of that deafening noise. There is no better way to express the submission of those various aspects of the countryside to that salvo in the sky than by saying that even though they each possess their own light, they each remain nonetheless defined in relation to that flash of fire, like waning echoes, like living points of reference born of that moment and put there as a means to let it express its utter power of destruction.

What is more, there is something about how the painter has conveyed this fire which is terrifyingly dynamic and troubling like an element that is still active, in motion, yet captured, fixed. It does not matter how this effect has been achieved; it is real – you only need to see the painting to be convinced.

However it may be, this fire – that nobody would deny gives off a sense of agency and evil intent – serves through its sheer violence as a counterbalance to the material solidity and weight of all else.

Jutting out between the sky and the sea towards the right of the picture, and on the same level of perspective as the black tower, there is a thin spit of land that is crowned with the ruins of a monastery. This spit of land, close enough to seem to be part of the shore where Lot’s tent is pitched, opens out to a large bay in which it looks like some unprecedented maritime disaster has taken place. Ships rent in two but not yet sunk are propped up in the sea as though on crutches, their shattered masts and booms floating in the sea around them.

It is difficult to summarize quite how such an impression of utter disaster is created by the sight of just one or two shipwrecks.

It would seem that the painter had learned the secrets of linear harmony, and how to make it act directly upon the brain, like a physical reactive agent. This impression of an agency at work in the outside world, and above all in the manner in which it is represented, can be detected in many other details in the canvas. Take for example that bridge, standing out against the sea, high as an eight-storey building, and with people walking on it, one after the other, crossing it like Ideas in Plato’s cave.

It would be untrue to suggest that the ideas that emanate from this painting are straightforward ones, but they are clearly of a grandeur that we have become unaccustomed to with paintings that do no more than depict, that is to say all paintings of the last few centuries.

What is more, ‘Lot and his Daughters’, conveys notions of sexuality and reproduction,3 with Lot placed there to take abusive advantage of his daughters, like a parasitic drone.4 This is pretty much the only social concept that the painting contains. All other concepts that it portrays are metaphysical. I hate having to use that word, but that is what they are, and I would go further and say that the grandeur of their poetry, their concrete impression upon us, is a result of their metaphysical properties, and that their spiritual density is inseparable from the formal, external harmony of the picture.

There is another concept, one concerning Becoming, which the picture introduces to our minds in just the same way that music operates, through the various details of landscape and the manner in which they are painted, the way in which their various levels correspond or cancel one another out.

There is yet another concept, concerning Fate, expressed not so much through that abrupt fire in the sky, but more through the solemn manner in which everything beneath it is arranged or dismantled, some elements seemingly bowed by an irrepressible gale of panic, others immobile and standing almost ironically in their compliance to some compelling intellectual harmony, as though the spirit of nature itself had been given form.

Chaos is also present as a concept, as is the supernatural, and equilibrium too. There are even a couple of thoughts there on the impotence of the spoken word; this supremely material and anarchic painting seems to demonstrate its uselessness.

But the point I am making here is that this picture represents everything that the theatre should be, if it could only speak its own proper language.

And so I ask this question: how can it be that in the theatre – at least the theatre as we know it in Europe, or rather in the West – how can it be that everything that is specifically theatrical should be pushed to the background? And by this I mean everything that cannot be expressed in words, or if you will everything that is not contained in the dialogue (and dialogue itself considered in relation to its potential as sound on stage, and the essential need of that sound). How can it be that in our Western theatre we cannot conceive of theatre in any form other than as a theatre of dialogue? I say ‘western’ as fortunately there are other theatres, such as the oriental theatre, which have been able to maintain the integrity of the idea of what theatre is, whereas in the West this idea, and all others, have just been corrupted and commodified.

Dialogue – something written down and spoken – does not belong specifically to the stage; it belongs to the novel. Proof of this is found in how textbooks on the history of literature reserve a place for the theatre as a branch of the history of the spoken word.

I argue that the stage is a physical space, a material space, which demands to be filled, and that we make it speak its own physical language.

I argue that this physical language, which speaks to the senses and is independent from the spoken word, should first and foremost satisfy the senses, that there should be a poetry for the senses just as there is for words, and that this material, physical language that I am alluding to is only theatrical in as far as the ideas it expresses cannot be conveyed through spoken dialogue.

People will ask what these concepts are that cannot be expressed verbally but which can be articulated through the material, physical language of the stage so much better than through dialogue. I will answer this question later. The most pressing thing would be to determine what the component parts are of this physical language, this tangible, material language through which the theatre will set itself apart from the spoken word.

It is made up of everything that is present on stage, of everything that can come on and express itself physically on stage, and which speaks primarily to the senses instead of to the mind like dialogue does. (I recognize that words themselves have potential as sound objects, and in terms of the different ways in which they can be projected, which we refer to as intonations. There is much that can be said about the material value of intonation in the theatre, about the potential that words have to give rise to a kind of music as a consequence of the manner in which they are pronounced, independent of their actual meaning and which might even operate contrary to that meaning, and could form, beneath the spoken language, an undercurrent of impressions, correspondences and analogies. But this theatrical manner of thinking about language is already a secondary aspect of language use to dramatists and, above all nowadays, they no longer pay any attention to it in constructing their plays. Let us then leave that to one side and move on.)

The language for the senses should first of all be concerned with satisfying the senses. That does not stop it from later developing the intellectual impact it might have, on any level and in any direction. And this allows for a poetry of words to be replaced by a spatial poetry which can take hold precisely within the territory that does not strictly belong to words.

In order to better understand my point, people would no doubt like to have a few examples of this spatial poetry capable of forming different kinds of material imagery which equate to the imagery of words. I will come to these examples later.

This difficult, complex poetry manifests itself in a number of ways. First of all, it can be made up of the various means of expression available to the stage,* such as music, dance, visual arts, mime, expression, gesture, intonation, architecture, lighting and scenery.

Each of these things has an intrinsic poetry of its own, and then a kind of ironic poetry which arises as a consequence of each being combined with other means of expression. The results of these combinations, the way they react to one another or cancel each other out, are all straightforward to appreciate.

I will come back a little later on to this kind of poetry that can only be utterly effective if it is expressed physically, which is to say that it objectively produces something as a result of its active presence on stage; if a sound equates to a gesture, as in the Balinese theatre, and instead of serving as scenery for, as an accompaniment to a thought, it brings it to life, it directs it, it destroys it, or it changes it permanently, and so on.

A form of this spatial poetry – beyond that which can be formed by a combination of lines, shapes, colours, objects in their natural state, as we might find in all art forms – belongs to the language of signs. And I hope that I might be permitted to speak a little of this other aspect of pure theatrical language, which dialogue cannot manage, of that language of signs which, through gestures and adopted postures, has an ideographic value such as exists in the kind of mime shows that have remained uncorrupted.

When I say ‘mime shows that have remained uncorrupted’ I am referring to pure mime in which gestures, instead of operating in the place of words or phrases (as happens in our European mime, some fifty years old, which is merely a mutation of the wordless Commedia Dell’Arte scenes), represent concepts, mental attitudes, parts of nature, and they do all this in an effective, physical manner, which is to say always evoking things or details in nature; for example, that oriental mode of representing night-time by having a bird on a branch of a tree with one eye closed and the other closing. And other abstract concepts or mental attitudes could be represented by any one of numerous symbols in Scripture, such as the eye of the needle through which a camel is unable to pass.

We can see that these signs represent actual hieroglyphs and bodies, inasmuch as they are involved in forming them, are just one form like so many others, but adding a certain prestige, on account of our double nature.

This language, which produces an intense natural (or spiritual) poetry, offers us a good idea of what the poetry of space, independent of dialogue, might provide to the theatre.

Whatever this language and poetry might be, I note that in our theatre as it is – under the exclusive tyranny of words – this language of signs and expressions, this silent mime, these poses, these gestures in the air, these dispassionate intonations, in short everything which I consider to be specifically theatrical in the theatre, are considered to be the crudest theatrical elements because they all exist outside of the text. They are casually referred to as ‘craft’ and are lumped in with whatever people understand by the term ‘staging’ or by ‘production’, and they are perfectly contented when there is no mention of this artistic, surface magnificence in relation to staging, the properties of which are exclusively found in the costumes, the lighting and the scenery.

This way of thinking seems utterly western to me, or rather Latin, which is to say intransigent. In adopting the opposing view I would say that insofar as this language comes from the stage, drawing its efficacy from spontaneous creation on the stage, insofar as it gets to grips directly with the stage, bypassing words (and why not, we might imagine, have a play composed directly on stage, constructed on stage) the staging is what is central to the theatre much more than the written, spoken text. Now, someone will want to ask me what there is that is ‘Latin’ about this way of thinking about the theatre, distinct from my own. It is this need to make use of words to only express straightforward ideas that is ‘Latin’. Because as far as I am concerned straightforward ideas, whether in the theatre or anywhere else, are dead ideas, finished ideas.

Now, the idea of composing a play directly on the stage, coming up against the obstacles of staging and performance, requires the discovery of a dynamic language, an anarchic language, which bypasses the usual limitations of words and of emotions.

But in any case, and I hasten to say this, the theatre that prioritizes the text over the staging and execution – over everything that is uniquely theatrical – is a theatre for idiots, fools, perverts, pedants, the parochial, poetry-haters and empiricists; in sum, westerners.

Now I do know that this language of gestures and postures, that dance and music, are all less capable than verbal language of revealing a character, of revealing a person’s thoughts, or of displaying clear, precise states of consciousness, but who anyway says that the point of theatre is to reveal characters, to solve human, emotional conflicts of the modern, psychological kind that our current theatre is filled with? Looking at the state of the theatre today, you would be forgiven for thinking that life is about nothing more than the quality of our sex-lives, whether we are to go to war or be weak enough to sue for peace, how we go about managing our trivial ethical dilemmas, whether we are able to become aware of our ‘complexes’ (as psychological jargon would have it) or whether our ‘complexes’ will suffocate us. Rarely does the discussion rise to consider social concerns, or to tackle our social and ethical systems. Our theatre would never go as far as to ask whether that social and ethical system might not in fact be unjust.

Now, I contest that our present-day social and ethical system is unjust and merits being destroyed. If that might be something for the theatre to get to grips with, it is much more so the job of the machine-gun. Our theatre is not even able to put forward this question in the compelling and efficient manner that is needed, but should it ever manage to ask the question it would still fail to achieve its ultimate purpose, which for me is of the most sublime order, the most mysterious order.

Extraordinarily, all of the preoccupations that I outlined above reek of humanity, material humanity, impermanent humanity. I would go as far as to say carcass humanity. As far as I am concerned, I find these preoccupations repellent, as much as I do pretty much all contemporary theatre, which is as human as it is anti-poetry and which, with the exception of just three or four plays, all reeks to me of degeneration and decay.5

Contemporary theatre is degenerate because it has lost on the one hand its sense of consequence and its sense of laughter on the other. This is because it has abandoned all gravity, it has abandoned its immediate, destructive effectiveness; in sum, it has abandoned danger. It is because it has also lost any authentic sense of humour and the physical, anarchic power of dissociation that laughter has. It is because it has abandoned the profound anarchy that is at the heart of all poetry.

We have to accept that when it comes to the purpose of any object, the meaning or function of a form in nature, then everything is a matter of convention. When nature gave the tree its tree shape it could just have well have given it the shape of an animal, or of a hill, and when we saw an animal or a hill we would have thought ‘tree’, and that is that. It is generally understood that an attractive woman has an agreeable voice; but if, since the dawn of time, we had understood instead that all attractive women addressed us by snorting and that they greeted us by elephantine trumpeting, then throughout eternity we would have associated the trumpeting noise with the thought of attractive women, and a part of our internal appreciation of the world would be radically transformed. This shows us that poetry is anarchic in as much as it causes us to question the relationship between things, or between form and meaning. It is also anarchic in that it came to be as a consequence of a disorder that brought us close to chaos.

I shall not give any other examples. You could go on forever, without being limited to the more humorous examples that I have made use of here. Theatrically speaking, these inversions of form, these displacements of meaning could become the essential element of this humorous, spatial poetry which is the exclusive domain of the work of staging.

In a scene from one of the Marx Brothers films, a man who thinks he has a woman in his embrace instead finds himself to be holding a cow, which then moos.6 Now, as a result of a set of circumstances that are too long to go through here, that mooing, at the moment it is emitted, adopts an intellectual dignity the equal of any protestation that a women might have made.

A scene such as this that is easy to produce in a film is no less possible in the theatre in its current form. Very little would be needed; for example, you could replace the cow with a puppet, a beast of some sort with the gift of voice, or a person dressed up as an animal, all to rediscover the secret of that objective poetry which underpins all humour, which the theatre has long since given up on, left for the music hall to exploit and now handed over to the cinema.

I spoke earlier of danger. Now, it seems to me that the thing that should best bring forth this sense of danger on the stage is that which is objectively unexpected. And I don’t mean unexpected situations, but unexpected things, the sudden and unwelcome shift from an image thought to an image seen: for example, a man blasphemes and then suddenly sees the shape of his blasphemy appear suddenly before him in actual forms (on the condition, I should add, that that this shape is not straightforwardly gratuitous, that it in turn brings about other images in the same spirit and so on).

Another example would be the appearance of a made-up being, made of wood and cloth, original in every way, looking like nothing else and yet of a disturbing nature, capable of bringing back to the stage some small hint of that deep metaphysical fear that sits at the heart of all ancient theatre. The Balinese with their made-up dragon, like in all Oriental cultures, have not lost that sense of bewildering fear which they know to be one of the most theatrically effective, and indeed essential, when restored to its rightful place.

Whether we like it or not, true poetry is metaphysical and I would even say that it is its metaphysical reach, the extent of its metaphysical effectiveness, which lends it its true value. That is the second or third time that I have made reference to metaphysics. Earlier, when talking about psychology, I mentioned ‘dead ideas’ and I imagine that many will be tempted to say to me that if there is one human idea in the world which has nothing to offer, even theoretically, if there is an idea that is ineffectual and dead, and that is metaphysics itself. That argument is a product of, as René Guénon put it, ‘our purely Western manner, our stunted, anti-poetry way of regarding fundamental principles (outside of the substantial state of spiritual energy which belongs to them)’.7

The theatre in the West is inclined towards psychology, as opposed to the theatre in the east which is inclined towards metaphysics, and its network of gestures, signs, postures and sounds that go to make up the language of the stage – a language that manifests all of its physical and poetic consequences on all levels of consciousness and in all senses – necessarily obliges the mind to adopt profound perspectives which we might consider as metaphysics in action.

I will return to this point later. For now, let’s come back to the theatre as we know it. A few days ago, I took part in a discussion on the theatre. I watched as snake-men, commonly known as playwrights, detailed the ways in which they seek to insinuate to directors how a play should be produced, like those figures in history who poured poison into their enemies’ ears. The point of the discussion, I believe, was to consider the future direction that the theatre should take, that is to say to consider its destiny.8 Nothing was decided, and at no point was there any real focus on the theatre’s destiny, that is to say any focus on what the theatre (by definition or through its essential nature) is destined to offer, nor on the means it has to achieve that. On the contrary, it seems to me that the theatre was represented as a frozen domain, with its artists locked in gestures that could no longer be effective, the air filled with hefty cries, shattering and falling to the ground in pieces, its music nothing but a kind of utterance of signifiers, the codes of which have begun to fade, and with bursts of lighting, rendered solid, simply responding to traces of stage movements. And all around all of this there is an extraordinary fidgeting of people wearing black, arguing over receipt stumps on the floor of a white-hot box office. As if from now on the theatrical machine was reduced to all that is in the margins around it, and it is precisely because it has been reduced to the things that surround it – the theatre reduced to all that is not theatrical – that its atmosphere leaves a stench in the nostrils of people of taste.

To my mind, the theatre merges with its production potential when you extract extreme poetic results out of this potential, and all that potentiality belongs squarely in the domain of the staging, understood as a language of movement in space.

Now, to extract extreme poetic results out of production potential is to make metaphysics from it, and I cannot imagine anyone would oppose this point of view. To make metaphysics from language, from gestures, postures, scenery and from music, and to do so theatrically, seems to me to be about considering these things in relation to all the ways in which they can come together in time and through movement. To give objective examples of this poetry that arises from the various ways that a gesture, a noise, an intonation could have of applying itself, with varying levels of stress, in such and such a part of space or at such and such a moment in time, seems to me as difficult as using words to express the feeling of the singular quality of a sound, or of the intensity and character of a physical pain. It all depends on the individual production and can only be mapped out on the stage.

I ought to now move on to give an overview of all the means of expression that are components of the theatre (or of the staging, which is the same thing within the system I have just outlined), but that would take too long, so I will focus on just one or two examples.

First, spoken language: to make metaphysics from spoken language is to make language express something that it does not ordinarily express, to use it in a fresh, exceptional and unusual way; it is to give it the potential of physical reverberation, to split it up and to actively distribute it across the space, it is to take intonations as physical things and restore to them the power they have to tear things apart and actually bring forth matter, it is to turn away from language and its base utilitarian sources, one might say alimentary sources, to turn away from its origins as a hunted beast, and ultimately to consider language as incantation.

Everything about this active, poetic way of envisioning stage expression causes us to turn our backs on our contemporary, human, psychological sense of theatre so that we might rediscover the holy, mystical purpose that our theatre has completely lost.

If, by the way, all it takes is for me to utter the words ‘holy’ and ‘mystical’ to be mistaken for a church-yard sexton, or some heavily illiterate Buddhist preacher outside the temple, fit only to turn the prayer wheels, then that is testament to our inability to draw the full range of meaning from a word, and our profound ignorance of the spirit of critical appraisal and analogy.

Perhaps this means that, at the point we have come to, we have lost all contact with true theatre, since we now limit it to the field of what can be achieved with everyday thought, to the known or unknown field of consciousness. If we do ever concern ourselves theatrically with the subconscious, it is to do barely more than seize what it has collected (or concealed) of accessible day-to-day experiences.

A last observation to close with: one of the reasons for the physical effectiveness on us of the power of direct and imagined action that certain oriental theatrical productions can have, such as those of the Balinese theatre, is because this theatre is making use of age-old traditions, because they have preserved intact all the secrets of the use of gestures, intonations, harmony, and they do so in relation to all possible levels. This is not to criticize the oriental theatre, but to criticize us and the state of our existence, which should be destroyed, destroyed with diligence and ill-will, on every level and to every degree where it inhibits the free exercise of thought.

 

*In as much as they reveal themselves capable of making use of the immediate physical possibilities that the stage offers them substitute the form fixed by art with living, managing forms, through which that sense of the old ceremonial magic can rediscover a new reality theatrically; in as much as they give in to what we might call the physical lure of the stage.


The Alchemical Theatre

There is something of a mysterious correspondence between the principles of the theatre and those of alchemy. This is because, when we consider the foundations and basic principles of the theatre, we see that like alchemy it is rooted in a number of fundamentals (the same as for all the arts) which aim to be as effective in the imaginary, psychic domain as those that allows us actually to produce gold in the material domain. But there is another more pronounced resemblance between the theatre and alchemy, one which leads us much further metaphysically. This is that both alchemy and the theatre are, so to speak, virtual arts, and do not contain their results, or their reality, in and of themselves.

Through its iconography, Alchemy is like the psychic Double of an action which can only be effective in material terms. In the same way, the theatre should also be considered as a Double, but not in the way that it has reduced itself over time to being nothing but an inert copy of direct, everyday reality, as vacuous as it is mawkish. Instead, theatre should be the Double of an alternative, dangerous, archetypical reality in which fundamental principles appear fleetingly, like dolphins when they bob their heads up above the water before diving back down into the dark depths.

Now, this alternative reality is not a human one but an inhuman one, and we have to accept that humanity with all its morals and qualities counts for very little there, it needs be said. Just a man’s head might scarcely survive there, a head stripped bare, compliant, organic, with just enough substance in place for the ramifications of those fundamental principles to be felt, utterly and absolutely.

Before continuing, we should note the unusual affection for the term ‘theatre’ that can be found in all books on alchemy, as though their authors had been aware from the beginning of the representational qualities, by which I mean theatrical qualities, present in the full set of symbols they employ spiritually in order to pursue the Great Work,1 expecting all the while that this work will manifest actual and material results. Deviations and errors performed in those alchemical processes by ill-informed minds are theatrical too, as is the dialectic enumeration, so to speak, of all the aberrations, fantasies, mirages and hallucinations which those who attempt the processes, with purely human means, cannot avoid experiencing.2

All true alchemists know that an alchemical symbol is an illusion in the same way that the theatre is an illusion. That pretty much all books on alchemy contain repeated allusions to the paraphernalia of the theatre, the fundamental aspects of the theatre, should be understood as an expression of the identification (which alchemists fully appreciate) between that domain in which there is a growth and development of characters, objects, images – generally speaking everything that makes up the virtual reality of the theatre – and the purely theoretical and illusory domain within which the symbols of alchemy develop and progress.

These symbols, which represent what we might call philosophical states of matter, already set us on the path of that intense refinement, that fusion and atrophy (in a dreadfully simplified, pure sense) of natural molecules, on the path of those processes which enable, by means of thorough evaluation, the re-imagining and reconstitution of solid matter, pursuing a spiritual trajectory of equilibrium whereby that matter ultimately returns to its form as gold. We do not appreciate enough how the material symbolism which serves to represent this mysterious work corresponds mentally to a parallel symbolism, to an arrangement of ideas and imagery through which everything that is theatrical in the theatre is representative, and can be understood philosophically.

I will explain what I mean. It will already perhaps anyway have become clear that the kind of theatre I am alluding to has nothing to do with the kind of social or documentary theatre which adapts with the times, and in which the concepts that set the theatre in motion back at its origins appear now only as caricatures of gestures, scarcely recognizable now as their meanings have mutated. As has happened with words, the conceptual matter of the archetypical, primitive theatre has over time been rendered incapable of producing imagery, and instead of being a means of expanding the mind, these have now become its cemetery, its dead end.

Perhaps before going any further, a question might arise around what is meant by ‘the archetypical, primitive theatre’. And that is itself at the heart of the problem.

If we are to turn to this question of the origins of the theatre and its fundamental purpose (or rather its fundamental indispensability), then firstly we find, from a metaphysical point of view, the materialization or rather the exteriorization of a kind of quintessential drama which would comprise – in a manner both multiple and singular – the key principles of all drama, principles that were already focussed and split apart, not yet so much that their characteristics as principles were lost, but enough to contain an infinite set of conflicts in a substantial, active manner, which is to say a fully expressive one. It is impossible to consider such a drama from a philosophical perspective; it is only from the perspective of poetry, by extracting all that is communicative and compelling within the fundamentals of all art, that you might deploy shapes, sounds, music and structures (passing through all the natural similarities and likenesses that images have) to evoke not so much the essential impulses of our being (which our logo-centric, excessive intellectualism reduces to mere ineffectual structures) but to evoke the sorts of states of keen perception that are so intense, so absolutely penetrating, that, through the reverberations of both music and of forms, you sense the underlying perils of a chaos which is as decisive as it is dangerous.

This quintessential drama does exist; we sense it clearly. It takes on the form of something more subtle than Creation itself, something which ought to be represented as the result of a singular Will, meeting no resistance.

We have to believe that this quintessential drama, something at the heart of all great mysteries, belongs to the second phase of the Creation, that of difficulty and Doubling, the phase of matter and of the consolidation of concepts.3

It seems clear that wherever simplicity and order prevail there could be no theatre, no drama. The true theatre only comes into being (as does poetry, though through other routes) within an organized anarchy, and in the aftermath of the philosophical struggles which form the passionate aspect of those primitive formations.

Now, alchemy takes these conflicts, given to us by a turbulent Cosmos in a philosophically compromised and imperfect way, and makes them available to us in all their sheer intellectual force, because alchemy allows us to rediscover the sublime, but does so dramatically, after the meticulous, thorough grinding down of any form that is insufficiently refined, insufficiently developed. This is because it is a basic principle of alchemy to stop the spirit rushing on before first passing through all the channels, all the foundations of existing matter, and going back over such work, doubling it, in the incandescent liminality of the future. One might say that in order to earn actual material gold, your being has to have first proven itself capable of the other kind of gold, and that it could only grasp this, only reach it, by submitting to it, by appreciating it as a secondary symbol of the fall it has to undertake in order to rediscover in a solid, opaque manner that expression of light itself, of scarcity, of the irreducible.

That theatrical process for making gold – through the enormity of the conflicts it provokes, through the huge number of forces it rouses and pitches against each other, through the appeal it makes to a kind of essential distillation which is fecund with consequences and ripe with spirituality – is a process that ultimately evokes within us an absolute, abstract purity, beyond which nothing else exists, a purity we might conceive of as a single musical note, a sort of ultimate note frozen in flight which might represent the organic aspect of some indescribable reverberation.

The Orphic mysteries that troubled Plato must have had, on both a moral and psychological level, something of this transcendent and defining aspect of the alchemical theatre.4 With elements of an extraordinarily psychological density, they could bring about an inverse of the symbols of alchemy, offering a spiritual means of clarifying and transfusing matter, and bring about the fervent and decisive transfusion of matter by psychic means.

We have been told that the Eleusinian mysteries limited themselves to staging a set number of moral truths.5 I believe rather that they must have staged the projection6 and precipitation of conflicts, the indescribable clashes of fundamental principles, all offered from a slippery, vertiginous perspective from which all truths perish as the particular, inextricable fusion of abstract and concrete manifests. I also think that by using music and combinations of colours and shapes, in ways that we are no longer able to conceive, they must have been able to do two things; firstly, they satiated the longing for pure beauty (of which Plato, for once in his life, might experience the utter, resounding, gushing, unadorned fulfilment). Secondly, they deployed conjunctions that are inconceivable and bizarre to our waking minds in order to resolve or rout all conflicts produced by the antagonism between material being and spiritual being, between concept and form, between the concrete and the abstract, and dissolve all appearances into a single expression. And this must straightforwardly be the equivalent of spiritualized gold.


On the Balinese Theatre

The first Balinese theatre performance,1 incorporating dance, song, mime-show, music – and very little of the psychological theatre as we understand it here – restores pure independent creativity to the theatre in a hallucinatory and terrifying manner.2

It is highly noteworthy that the first of these short plays that together made up the whole performance, a piece in which we witness a father reprimanding his daughter for rebelling against tradition, begins with the entrance of ghosts. Or, rather, the characters, the men and women who are going to perform the unfolding of this familiar dramatic scenario, first appear to us in spectral form, presented as hallucinatory as befits all theatrical characters, before the plot of this sort of figurative dramatic sketch might proceed. What is more, plot here acts only as pretext. The drama does not progress emotionally, but through states of mind which have been rendered physical and formed into gestures, patterns. In short, the Balinese, with utter diligence, produce a concept of pure theatre in which everything, from conception to execution, only exists or has value by dint of the degree by which it is made physically present on the stage. They demonstrate triumphantly the absolute mastery of the director, whose creative faculties make words unnecessary. Themes are vague, abstract, highly generalized. They are only brought to life through the complex proliferation of scenic artistry, which makes an impression on our minds like a metaphysical concept forged out of an innovative use of gesture and of voice.

What is so curious about all these gestures, the angular and brusquely carved postures, the syncopated modulations at the back of the throat, the short musical phrases, the swishing of wings, the rustling of branches, the sounding of hollow drums, the squeaking of automatons, those dancing puppets, is that through the mesh of gestures, postures, projected cries, through all the twisting and swaying that leave no part of the stage unused, meaning emerges out of a new physical language based on signs and not on words. The actors, in their geometric costumes, come across as animated hieroglyphics. And it is not just that the appearance of their gowns which, augmenting human proportions, generate a sort of symbolic attire, a secondary attire, one that is set to one side of these warriors. It is not just that these costumes evoke intellectual concepts, or that they allow for correspondences being made between the intersections of their lines and all the intersections of perspectives drawn in space. It is that these spiritual signs have a precise meaning, which is only impressed upon us intuitively, but done so with such force as to render any translation into logical and discursive language futile. And for those who love to see nothing but realism, those who would tire of these persistent allusions to hidden, inaccessible mental attitudes, they have the eminently realistic performance of the double, who is terrified by other-worldly apparitions. The way he trembled, his inane bawling, the manner in which his heel struck the ground in time with the very automatism of the unleashed unconscious, this double who at one point hides directly behind his real self, in him we see a universal depiction of fear which demonstrates that, in both human and superhuman domains, these actors from the East could teach us a thing or two when it comes to realism.

With a whole palette of sign language and gestures to capture all of life’s eventualities, the Balinese return prime value to theatrical convention; they demonstrate the efficacy and active superior worth of a range of exquisitely mastered and brilliantly executed conventions. One of the reasons for the pleasure we take from this flawless production is found precisely in how these actors make use of a fixed number of assured gestures, of tried-and-tested signs applied at just the right time, but above all in how they encapsulate matters spiritually, in the substantial and nuanced study that has underpinned the development of these performed expressions, of these efficient signs the efficacy of which, one senses, has not been exhausted across the millennia. The mechanical way the eyes move, the pouting lips, the measured clenching of muscles, all with methodically calculated effect, all the while removing any reliance on spontaneous improvisation, the way their heads move horizontally looking like they are rolling from one shoulder to the other, as if mounted on sliding tracks, all of this which speaks to the psychological requirements of the moment also speaks to a sort of spiritual architecture composed not only of gestures and sign language but of the evocative energy of a whole system, the musical quality of a physical movement, the magnificent parallel harmony resolving to the tonic chord. This might well be a shock to our European notions of stage freedom and spontaneous inspiration, but no one can argue that this meticulous approach produces dull or repetitive results. Miraculously, this production, regulated with terrifying precision and purpose, flows with sensations of richness, fantasy and abundance. The most compelling correspondences dart constantly between sight and hearing, intellect and emotion, between a character’s gestures and the way the movements of a plant are evoked in the call of an instrument. The lament of a wind instrument projects the vibration of vocal chords so identically that you cannot tell if it is the voice itself that is sustained or the expression which absorbed the voice to start with. The click of the knuckles, the musical angle that the arm forms with the forearm, the fall of a foot, the arching of a knee, fingers that seem to come away from the hand, all of this is like a constant game of mirrors in which human limbs seem to reflect echoes, musical passages; in which notes from the orchestra and the whistles of wind instruments evoke the notion of some impassioned aviary, with actors as the fluttering of wings. Our own theatre has never had any sense of such gestural metaphysics, it has never known how to make use of music in such immediate, concrete, dramatic ways. Our purely verbal theatre, which knows nothing of the theatrical, which is to say everything that occupies the space on and above the stage, everything measured in and surrounded by space, everything which has a density in space – movements, shapes, colours, vibrations, postures, cries – could ask the Balinese theatre for a lesson in spirituality, with regard to everything that cannot be measured, to everything which relies on the spiritual power of suggestion. This purely popular, secular theatre offers us some sense of the intellectual level achieved by a people who found their civic festivals upon the struggles of the soul, prey to the ghosts and phantoms of the beyond. In the last part of the show there is basically a wholly internal battle. And you can see, as it unfolds, what degree of theatrical sumptuousness the Balinese were able to lend this battle. The approach taken to the physical aspects of the staging is matched only by their knowledge of physical fear and how to let it rip. And there is something in the utterly terrifying appearance of their devil (Tibetan, probably), which had a striking similarity to a puppet that I recall, its hands bloated with white gelatine, nails of green foliage, the most beautiful property in one of the first plays put on by the Alfred Jarry Theatre.3

***

This show is not something that can be addressed head on;4 it launches a profusion of impressions at us, each richer than the next, but it does so in a language we seem no longer to hold the key for, and the sort of irritation generated by it being impossible to follow, to fully grasp what is going on, of having to move the ear closer to the instrument in order to hear better, is another of the charms to the credit of this production. And when I say language I do not mean an idiom that we do not catch at first hearing, but precisely that form of theatrical language which is external to all spoken language, and which seems to contain huge scenic possibilities, next to which our exclusively dialogue-based efforts come across as infantile.

The most striking thing about this show – so well constructed to confound our Western conception of theatre that people will deny that there is anything theatrical about it at all, when it is the most beautiful example of pure theatre we have ever been given – what is so striking and disconcerting for us here in Europe is the magnificent intelligence that we can sense firing everywhere in the tightly-knit, subtle weft of gestures, in the infinitely varied modulations of the voice, in how the sounds rain down, like a vast, swaying, dripping forest, and in the manner that sound and movement are interconnected. There is no transition from a gesture to a cry or sound: everything corresponds to everything else as though through bizarre channels burrowed across the mind!5

There is a whole range of ritual gestures here for which we hold no key, all of them seemingly following some extremely precise musical logic, with some other quality that does not belong generally to music, and which seems intended to envelop thought, to hunt it down, to lead it into a rigid, inescapable labyrinth. Effectively, everything in this theatre is calculated with enchanting, meticulous design. Nothing is left to chance or to personal initiative. It is a kind of superior form of dance, where the dancers are first and foremost actors.

They can be seen at all times to be carrying out some sort of corrective manoeuvre with measured steps. Just as we think they might be inextricably lost in some labyrinth of timed measures and seem ready to collapse into uncertainty, they have a special means of recovering their balance, a particular way of self-righting bodily, twisting the legs, which gives the impression of a wet cloth about to be wrung out rhythmically; and then with three final steps, which always lead them inevitably back to the centre-stage, the sustained rhythm comes to an end, the measure is resolved.

In this way everything they do is regulated, impersonal: there is no move of the muscles, no roll of the eyes which does not seem to be a part of some sort of strategic precision which governs everything, and through which everything must pass. And the strange thing is that within this systematic depersonalization, within this purely muscular performance of facial features, applied like masks to faces, everything carries, everything yields the maximum effect.

We are gripped by a kind of terror as we behold these mechanized beings, whose pains and pleasures do not seem their own, but who must obey tried-and-tested rites, dictated by higher intelligences. Certainly, when all is said and done, it is that impression of a Superior Life, one that is prescribed, that is what strikes us most about this production that comes across as a kind of profaned ritual. It has all the solemnity of a sacred rite; the religious nature of the costumes creates a kind of double body for each actor, with doubled limbs, and in that costume each constrained artist comes across as not so much themselves than as their own effigy. There is also the expansive, intricate rhythm of the music – a forcefully insistent music, cadenced and fragile, within which the most precious metals seem to be crushed, where sources of water flow as though out of natural springs, where distended swarms of insects trek through the undergrowth, where we think we can even perceive the sound of light being captured, where the sounds of deep solitude seem to be rendered as shimmering crystal, etc., etc.

Moreover, all these sounds are linked to movements, as though they are the natural completion of the gestures that share the same qualities; and this congruence between music and gesture means that the mind cannot help but get confused, in that it attributes the sonic properties of the orchestra to the gestures enacted by the artists, and vice versa.

The exquisite beauty of the women’s headdresses gives off an alien, godly impression, a sense of miraculous revelation: a set of tiered, gleaming bands made up of arrangements of feathers or multi-coloured beads of such exquisite colour that their combination itself seems something of a revelation, the trims of the headdresses quivering rhythmically, seemingly responding wilfully to the jerking body. There are other headdresses that come across as priestly, like tiaras, topped with feathers and rigid flowers in oddly matched coloured pairs.

This pulsating ensemble, with all its approaches to internal and external perception replete with flares, streams, channels and curves, makes for a rich concept of theatre, seemingly preserved across the centuries in order to teach us now what it is that the theatre should never have lost. And this impression is compounded by the fact that this performance – apparently popular over there, and secular – is the basic bread and butter of these people’s artistic sensibilities.

Setting aside the incredible precision of the production, the thing that I think is the most surprising, the most astonishing, is the revelatory aspect of matter which seems suddenly to be scattered through signs in order to teach us the metaphysical identity of that which is concrete and of that which is abstract, and to teach us this using gestures that are made to last. We are accustomed to the realistic here, but it is raised to the nth degree in this show, fixedly stylized.6

…….

In this theatre all creativity stems from the stage, discovering its utterance and even its origins within some secret psychic impulse of Expression prior to words.

…….

It is a form of theatre that does away with the playwright to promote what in Western theatre terminology we would call the director; but here the director becomes a sort of magical orchestrator, a master of sacred ceremonies. And the material that is worked upon, the themes brought to life, do not spring from the director, but from the gods. They come, it seems, out of primitive seams in Nature promoted by a double Spirit.

It is the MANIFESTATION of these that the director conjures.

It is a kind of primal Physics, from which Spirit has never been separated.

…….

There is something about productions like those of the Balinese theatre which rules out entertainment, the inessential aspect of performance, the evening spent in distraction that is characteristic of our own theatre. Their productions are sculpted before us out of sheer physicality, sheer life, sheer reality. There is something of the ceremony of a religious rite about them, in how they clear the spectator’s mind of any sense of simulation, of any risible reproduction of reality. The complex sets of gestures that we witness have purpose, a pressing purpose that is attended to with efficient means, an efficiency we experience directly. The thoughts it strives for, the states of mind it seeks to bring about, the mystical solutions it proposes are all unequivocally felt, reached, emphasized straightforwardly and there on the spot. It all seems like an exorcism to POUR FORTH all our demons.

…….

This theatre buzzes with all things instinctive, but brought to such a point of lucidity, intelligence and malleability that they seem to provide us with a physical means of experiencing some of the most secret intuitions that the mind might have.

The themes we are presented with grow from the stage, we might say. So much so that they are at a level of objective materialization that we cannot imagine them, however much we try, outside of this rich structure, outside of the enclosed and delineated world of the stage.

A whole new language seems to have been invented to aid our understanding of the marvellous composition of pure scenic imagery that this production offers us: the actors in their costumes amount to actual, living, mobile hieroglyphs. And these three-dimensional hieroglyphs are in turn embellished with a whole series of gestures, of mysterious signs which correspond to some unknown, obscure, supernatural reality that we in the West have permanently repressed.

There is something of a spiritual magical act in this fervent release of signs, restrained at first and then suddenly set free into the air.

Chaos simmers and sparkles within this effervescence of crafted rhythms, oddly coordinated at times, with fleetingly recognizable components, reaching an ever-sustained crescendo, breaking in like a well-formulated silence.

The amazing presentation of the Balinese theatre offers us a concept of pure theatre – something which only exists theoretically here and which nobody has made any effort in the slightest to make a reality – in the sense that it suppresses all possible recourse to words to express its most abstract of themes, and in how it invents a language of gestures made to shift in space, and which could have no other meaning outside of that language.

All dimensions of the stage space are used, and one might say all possible levels. Because alongside an acute sense of tensile beauty, these gestures always have an objective to express a state or challenge of being.

At least this is how they come across to us.

Nothing is wasted, no part of the space, no possible inference. And there is a kind of philosophical notion of power that is holding nature back from falling abruptly into chaos.

…….

You get the sense that the Balinese theatre exists in a state prior to language, and can choose its own language: music, gestures, movements, words.

…….

To be sure, this aspect of pure theatre, this science of fixed gestures which are conceptual matter in and of themselves, which transforms the perceptions that the mind has to have them pass through the labyrinths, the tangles of threads of physicality, all this goes together to give us something of a fresh understanding of that which properly belongs to the realm of forms and of visible matter. These people who somehow lend mystical meaning to the simple form of a gown, who, not content to just set up the Double beside man, go further and give each costumed actor their costumed double, these people who then pierce these mystical costumes, these secondary costumes, with a sword, making them come across as butterflies pinned to the air, these people have an innate sense of the absolute and magical symbolism of the natural world, much more than we do, and they offer us a lesson that we can be only too certain our own theatre designers will be incapable of benefitting from.7

…….

That intellectually infused space, that psychic interplay, that thought-filled silence that exists between the components of a written phrase, are all traced here within scenic space, in between the components, open spaces, and the foci of a set number of screams, colours and movements.

…….

You get the sense that conceptualization has first had to come to terms with gesture in these Balinese theatre productions, that it has taken root amidst an effervescence of visual or sonic imagery, as thoughts as though in their purest of forms. In short, and to be clear, something closer to musical composition must have been in place to bring about this staging arrangement, in which all conceptual thinking is just a pretext, a virtual presence the double of which has resulted in this intense scenic poetry, this language of space and of colour.

…….

This sustained performance of mirroring, shifting from a colour to a gesture, a scream to a movement, constantly leads our appreciation up steep and challenging paths, plunging us into that state of uncertainty and inexpressible apprehension which is characteristic of poetry.

Something of a dreadful fixation emerges from the strange performance of hands, fluttering like insects in the green evening sky; a sort of irrepressible, compelling mental process, like conscious thought trying to take stock of the labyrinth of its subconscious.

In fact, this show physicalizes matters of intelligence much more than it does matters of sentiment, capturing them with physical signs.

And it is by means of intellectual routes that it offers us the ability to take control once again of the signs that represent all that is.

Given this, the gesture that the central dancer makes, when he touches the same point on his head as if trying to mark that vital spot of who knows what middle eye, who knows what intellectual ovum, this gesture is extremely significant.

…….

A colourful allusion to physical impressions of nature is achieved through sounds, with sound itself being merely the nostalgic representation of something else, of a sort of magical state where feelings have become so subtle that they are openly available to experience. And even imitative harmonies, such as the rattle of the rattlesnake or the flickering buzz of insects evoke a clearing in some landscape teeming with life, close to collapsing into chaos. And these artists dressed in bright costumes, with their bodies seemingly swaddled beneath! There is something umbilical, something larval about their movements. And we also need to take note of the hieroglyphic quality of their costumes, with horizontal lines stretching out beyond them in all directions. They are like giant insects covered with lines and segments designed to connect them to some unknown aspect of nature out of which they emerge as little more than detached geometric shapes.

Those costumes that frame the abstract sliding walk they perform, and the strange way they have of crossing their feet!

Each and every movement they make draws a line in space, defines some unknown figure of precisely conceived hermeticism, brought to completion by an unexpected hand gesture.

And those gowns, with curved lines high over the buttocks, drawing the actors up as if suspended in the air, as though pinned to the theatre walls, causing every leap to extend as though into flight.

The deep-seated screams, the rolling eyes, all that continual abstraction, all the sounds of branches, of wood being chopped and rolled, all this in that open space with sounds coming out from all corners, from different sources, all going together to promote in our minds a new and, dare I say, concrete understanding of the abstract.

And it should be noted that this abstraction, which is emitted through incredible staged structures, then folds back into thought, as it fleetingly encounters impressions of the natural world at the point at which they begin to coalesce on a molecular level; that is to say that we are separated from chaos by a mere gesture.

…….

The last section of the production is an enchanting anachronism when considered against the dirty, brutish and execrable mishmash of our European theatres. And I know of no theatre which would dare to pin down the shudders of a soul prey to the wraiths of the Hereafter in such a manner, as though this were quite natural.

…….

These dancing metaphysicians of worldly disorder reproduce every iota of sound for us, every fragmentary perception, as though prepared to return to its source. They have been able to establish such perfect connections between sound and movement that all these hollow wood noises, the pulsating drums and sounds of hollow instruments seem to come from the dancers themselves, from their hollowed elbows and their hollow wooden limbs.

We all of a sudden find ourselves in the midst of a metaphysical battle, and the way the body goes rigid when in a trance, held taut by the surge of cosmic forces, is here translated admirably by this dance, frenzied yet replete with stiffness and angularity, within which we sense the imminent collapse of the mind.

What seem like waves of matter surge upward towards their peaks, each one crashing over the next, rushing from all points of the horizon to collapse neatly into the tiniest element of one tremble, of one trance – and in so doing cover the void left by fear.

…….

There is something absolute in these constructed arrangements, an authentic, physical absolute that only an oriental mind might dream up. This approach compares favourably to European approaches to theatre in terms of the reach and calculated boldness of its objectives, more so than in terms of the wondrous perfection of their achievements.

Those who love classification and the subdivision of genres will look at the magnificent artists of the Balinese theatre and feign to see only dancers, dancers tasked to present some ancient grand myths, the grandeur of which makes our modern Western theatre come across as crude and indescribably childish. The truth is that the Balinese theatre offers and brings us fully formed purely theatrical material, rendered densely balanced in its scenic execution, a fully structured compelling force.

…….

All of this is steeped in a profound intoxication, delivering key components of ecstasy within us, and in that ecstasy we rediscover the arid crackling and inorganic scrunching of plants, of remains, of the illuminated canopies of the wreckages of trees.

All bestiality, all animality is reduced to bare gestures: the sound of the earth being struck and split open, frost on trees, animals yawning.

The dancers’ feet, in the movement of opening their gowns, dissolve both thoughts and feelings, returning them to their pure state.

And that repeated confrontation of the head, that Cyclops eye, the inner mind’s eye sought out by the touch of the right hand.

Signed spiritual gestures that stress, reduce, fix, discard and separate out feelings, states of the soul, metaphysical ideas.

This theatre of quintessences where things flip over bizarrely before folding back into abstraction.

…….

Their movements match up so accurately with the wooden rhythm from those hollow boxes, placing stresses and so assuredly seizing rhythm in flight, and doing so at particular points seemingly, that it comes across as though it is the very emptiness of their hollow limbs that this music wants to emphasize.

…….

The women’s layered, lunar eyes, too.

Those entranced eyes which seem to take us fully in, and before which we come across as ghosts.

…….

The utter satisfaction these dance gestures provide, the feet as they turn, stirring up souls, those tiny hands in flight, that precise, simple tapping.

…….

We are witnessing a mental alchemy, in which a gesture arises from a state of being, that sparse, simple, linear gesture that everything we ever do might have if our actions sought out the absolute.

…….

What happens is that these mannerisms, this extreme form of hieroglyphics with its ambulatory alphabet, with cries like stones splitting, with all the sounds of branches, of wood being chopped and rolled, these all compose a kind of material, animated murmur in the air, in space, both visually and aurally. And, after a while, a magical association comes about, and WE KNOW THAT IT IS WE WHO ARE THE ONES SPEAKING.

After witnessing Ardjuna’s battle with the dragon,8 who would now dare to say that theatre is not about what happens on stage, that is to say more than just words and scenarios.

The dramatic and psychological scenarios here have taken place precisely within that representation of combat, which is itself a function of the athletic and mystical work of these bodies, and of, dare I say, the wave-form application of the stage, the huge spiral structure revealing itself layer by layer.

The warriors enter the mental forest on waves of fear; a huge shudder, some huge inner shift, magnetic almost, takes hold of them, and we sense the meteors of flesh and stone hurtling down towards them.

The trembling throughout their limbs, all that eye-rolling, amount to more than just a physical storm, but indicate the crushing of their spirits. The sonic frequency of their bristling heads is at times unbearable. And the music that is swaying behind them also feeds some uncertain space where actual rocks will set rolling.

And behind the Warrior, bristling from the forbidding cosmic tempest, there is the Double who stands tall, having given in to the silliness of his schoolboy sarcasm, and who, elevated in the aftermath of all the murmuring torment, moves recklessly amidst the enchantments he just cannot comprehend.

[image: ]

FIGURE 3 Staged photograph of the Balinese dancers, 24 June 1931: Keystone-France, 1931. Reproduced with the permission of Getty images.


Theatre in the East and Theatre in the West

The Balinese theatre was a revelation in as much as it provided us with a physical, non-verbal concept of theatre, one in which theatre is contained within the parameters of all that might take place on a stage, independent of the written text. This is distinct from the theatre as we conceive of it here in the West, yoked to and restricted by the text. For us, the Word is everything in the theatre and nothing is possible beyond it: theatre is a branch of literature, a sort of sounded form of language. Even if we were to admit there is a difference between the text spoken on stage and the text we scan with our eyes, even if we limit theatre to that which happens between lines of dialogue, we will never manage to distance the theatre from the notion that it involves the mounting of a text.

This idea of the supremacy of the spoken word in the theatre is so deeply rooted in us that theatre comes across for us as simply the material reflection of the text, so that all that is outside of the text in the theatre, all that is not framed and strictly defined by it, is taken to be just part of the staging and considered as inferior to the script.

Given this subservience of the theatre to the spoken word, we might well wonder if the theatre does not after all have a language of its own, or whether it is too fanciful to consider it as an independent and autonomous art, on a par with music, painting, dance, etc.

If such a language should exist, it would anyway be necessarily part and parcel of the process of staging, which might be considered as:

1. On the one hand, the visual, tangible, material rendering of the words.

2. On the other, the language for everything that can be expressed and represented on a stage independent of words, everything that can be expressed in space, or which might be built or dismantled there.

For us to be able to consider this language of staging as the pure language of the theatre it is important to find out whether it is able to reach the same interior target as the spoken word can, whether – theatrically, from our minds’ perspective – it can claim the same intellectual efficiency as spoken language. In other words, we might ask not if it can capture thoughts, but if it can make us think, if it can steer the mind into adopting profound, efficient attitudes, from its own point of view.

Put another way, to question the intellectual efficacy of expression by means of objective forms – the intellectual efficacy of a language that uses only shapes, or sounds, or gestures – is to question the intellectual efficacy of all art.

If it has come to only crediting art with having value in terms of the pleasure and relaxation it affords, of maintaining it as some purely formal application of shapes, as the harmony of certain surface relationships, this still does not undermine the deeply expressive qualities it has. But the spiritual disorder of the West – where, more than anywhere else, art can be mistaken for aestheticism – is in thinking that a painting serves no other purpose than depiction, that a dance is nothing more than physicality, as though we have wanted to isolate art from forms, to sever their ties with the mystical attitudes that they can adopt in confronting the absolute.

It follows that we can understand that theatre – in as much as it stays locked into its own language, in relation to its language – should separate itself off from what is going on in the world. It does not function to solve social or psychological conflicts, or to serve as the battleground for passionate moral posturing. It should express secret truths objectively. Through its animated gestures, it should bring to light that part of the truth that is buried within forms as they face Becoming.1

To do this, to couple the theatre to the potential of expression through physical formations, and through all that can be made of gestures, sounds, colours, objects, etc., is to return it to its original purpose, to restore it to its religious and metaphysical condition, to reconcile it with the universe.

But one could point out that words, too, have metaphysical qualities, that there is nothing to stop us considering speech on a universal level alongside gesture, and that this is anyway where speech becomes most effective, as a force which shatters material appearances, which shatters all those states in which our being grounds itself, where it has a tendency to settle. A simple response to this is that this way of thinking about speech as metaphysical is not the manner in which it is deployed in Western theatre, where it is used not as an active force, one which starts by breaking down appearances in order to impact on the mind, but instead used as the end product of thought, one that is lost as it is externalized.

Speech in our Western theatre is only ever used to express specifically human psychological conflicts in everyday life of the here and now. Human conflicts clearly belong in the jurisdiction of the spoken word, and whether they remain in the psychological domain or whether they leave to enter the social domain, drama will always retain a moral focus because of how such conflicts afflict and disrupt characters. And all this will always be the case within a domain where the verbal resolution of conflicts retains the upper hand. But such moral conflicts by their very nature have no need of a stage to be resolved. To allow verbalized language or expression through words to dominate on stage over the objective expression of gestures, and over everything else that makes contact with our being by means of producing meaning in space, is to turn our back on the physical requirements of the stage and to deny its potential.

The domain of the theatre, it needs to be pointed out, is not psychological but tangible and physical. And it is not a question here of discovering whether the physical language of the theatre is able to reach the same psychological conclusions as the language of words, or if it can express feelings and passions as well as words, but whether attitudes might exist in the domain of thought and intelligence which words are unable to capture, and which gestures and all that is part of spatial language are able to capture with more precision.

Before giving an example of relationships between the physical world and profound states of thought, I might first be permitted to quote myself:

‘In reality, all true feeling is untranslatable. To express it is to betray it. To translate it is to obscure it. True expression conceals that which it manifests. It sets the mind up against the actual vacuum of nature in how it creates as a reaction a kind of fullness of thought. Or, if you prefer, it creates a blank space in thought in relation to the manifestation/illusion of nature. All strong feeling provokes a sense of emptiness in us. And lucid language which impedes that emptiness also impedes poetry from appearing in our thoughts. This is why an image, an allegory, a figure which conceals that which it seeks to reveal speaks more directly to us than all the clarity afforded by spoken analyses.

This is why true beauty never strikes us directly, and why a sunset is beautiful because of all that we lose by it.’2

The nightmarish visions of the Flemish painters appeal to us through the juxtaposition of the real world with something that is a mere caricature of that world; they present the apparitions from our dreams. They find their source in those states of half-dream which cause our clumsy movements and awkward slips of the tongue. A leaping harp is placed beside a neglected child, a human foetus swimming in subterranean rapids is presented beside a whole army as it advances from the foot of a forbidding fortress. Certainty marches alongside fantastical uncertainty, with a yellowish cellar-dim light in the background, the orange ray of a setting autumnal sun.3

I am not saying that we need to abolish speech in the theatre but rather to reconfigure its purpose, and above all to diminish its position, and consider it as something other than a means by which human characters are driven towards their ultimate fate, because the theatre never offers anything other than the ways in which emotions and passions are pitted against each other, or man against man in life.

To reconfigure the purpose of speech in the theatre is to make use of it in a concrete, spatial way, and, what is more, to include it into all that the theatre does with space, with meaning in the physical realm. This involves manipulating it as a solid object, one that is unsettling, first in the air, and then within some infinitely more mysterious and secret realm, one which extends its reach. And it should not be too difficult to identify such a realm with that of formal anarchy on the one hand, but also with that of continuous formal creation on the other.

This is how the allying of the function of theatre with all possible formal, extended modes of presentation can bring about an idea of a certain poetry in space, one which has all the qualities of enchantment.

In the theatre of the East with its metaphysical tendencies, as opposed to the theatre in the West with its psychological tendencies, physical forms construct their meaning and value on all possible levels, or, to put it another way, the impacts of their oscillations are not appreciated on just one level but on all levels of consciousness at once.

And it is because of their multi-faceted quality, as we might appreciate it, that those formations adopt their disruptive and spellbinding power, constantly stimulating the mind. This is because the theatre of the East does not take the exterior aspect of things on just face value, because it does not just satisfy itself with the straightforward barrier of or the direct impact of such aspects on our senses, but instead it unfailingly considers the amount of mental potential from which they have arisen, it participates to the intense poetry of nature, conserving the mystical relationships with all objective levels of universal enchantment.

Any staging should be approached from this point of view of its magical, spellbinding application, not as the reflection of a written text, the transmission of material doubles extracted from the script. It should be the fierce transmission of everything that can be extracted in terms of the objective impact within a gesture, a word, a sound, a tune, or in the combinations of these things. Such active transmission could only take place on the stage, and the repercussions of that could only manifest on and before the stage. And an author who only makes use of written words is surplus to requirements and should stand aside and make way for those who specialize in this objective, animated enchantment.


No More Masterpieces

One of the causes of the asphyxiating atmosphere in which we live, one without issue, without remedy – one that we all contribute to, even the most revolutionary among us – can be located in that respect we carry for what has been written, expressed or painted, for anything that has taken form, as though all expression were not after all exhausted, and had not in fact got to the point where things have to disintegrate in order to be built up again, started over.

We need to get rid of the idea of a canon of work that is reserved for a so-called elite, beyond the comprehension of the masses, and accept that there is no reserved part of the mind as there is in town for clandestine sexual relations.

Masterpieces from the past serve only the past; they are of no use to us. We have the right to express things that have already been said, and even things that have not yet been said, and to do so in our own way, in a way that is immediate, direct and corresponds to how we feel today, and in a way that everyone will understand.

It makes no sense to berate the masses for having no appreciation of the sublime if we are mistaking the sublime for those formal constructions which are anyway always outmoded constructions. So, for example, if people these days do not get King Oedipus, then I would go as far as to say that the fault is with King Oedipus and not people.

There is the theme of incest in King Oedipus, and the concept of how nature is indifferent to morality. It tells us that there are forces at large that we would do well to avoid, whether we call them fate or whatever else. There is also a plague epidemic, which is the physical incarnation of those forces. But all this is dressed up and expressed in a language that has no connection with the epileptic, foul rhythm of our times. Sophocles no doubt speaks in noble terms, but in outdated ways. His words are too refined for our times, as if he is missing the point.

And anyway, people who shudder at railway disasters, who have experienced earthquakes, plague, revolution and war, and who are prone to the chaotic agonies of love, such people can fully appreciate all those lofty notions and need only be made aware of them; these ideas do not need to be delivered to them wrapped up in old attire and in a compromised language that belongs to bygone times that will never return.

The average person today, as in any time before, loves a good mystery. All they ask is to be made aware of the rules by which fate shows its hand and perhaps to guess at its cryptic next moves.

But let’s leave textual analysis to the tutors, and formal analysis to art critics, and let’s recognize that anything that has already been expressed does not need to be expressed again; that an expression does not need a second chance, does not live twice; that once words are uttered they are dead, they have agency only at the moment of utterance; that once a form has been employed it is of no more use and leaves us now to find a new form, and that the theatre is the only place in the world in which a gesture, once made, can never repeated.

If people no longer come to see literary masterpieces it is precisely because those masterpieces are literary, which is to say set in stone, set in forms that no longer respond to the needs of our time.

But people are not to blame; we should not blame the audience, we need to lay the blame at the door of the screen we set up between ourselves and the masses, and that modish kind of veneration, that veneration for immutable masterpieces, which is a part of bourgeois convention, a convention that causes us to mistake the sublime, concepts and objects for the forms that they have adopted through the ages; it resides within us, in our snobby, precious and aesthetic attitudes that audiences no longer understand.

There is no point in accusing people of having poor taste for indulging in inanities if all the while we fail to put on a show worth coming to see. And I defy anyone here to point to a show that has been worth going to see (and worth seeing in the ultimate theatrical sense) any time since the great Romantic melodramas, which is to say in the last 100 years.1

An audience that accepts pretence for truth knows what truth really is and responds to it when it shows itself. But that is not something that you will find on the stage these days, but in the streets. And if you give the people on the streets an opportunity to demonstrate their human dignity, they will always do so.

If people are no longer in the habit of going to the theatre, if we have got to the position of thinking of the theatre as an inferior art form, as just a vulgar means of distraction, used as an outlet for our worst instincts, this is because we have talked too much of how the theatre is just pretence and illusion. It is because for four hundred years, that is since the Renaissance, we have got used to a purely descriptive, narrative theatre, one that narrates psychology.

It is because we have bent over backwards to bring plausible but detached beings to life on stage, with the show on one side and the audience on the other, and done nothing more than hold the mirror up to the audience.

None other than Shakespeare is responsible for this aberration, this degradation, this indifferent approach to theatre that wants a theatrical presentation to leave its audience intact, its projected images having no impact on the organism, imposing no enduring imprint there.

If man in Shakespeare is sometimes preoccupied with what transcends him, it is ultimately always a matter of the consequences of that preoccupation within him, in other words a matter of psychology.

Psychology, which is determined to reduce the unknown down to the known, to the everyday, the ordinary, is the root cause of this degradation and this dreadful waste of resources, one which seems to me to have run its course; it seems to me that we, and the theatre, should just ditch psychology.

What is more I think that we all agree on this issue, so we do not need to look to the sickening contemporary French theatre to condemn psychological theatre.

Money intrigues, money trouble, social climbing, self-centred pangs of love, sexuality sprinkled with unadulterated eroticism; these may well be psychological, but none of it belongs in the theatre. Such anxieties, such debauchery, such lust – before which we are no more than titillated voyeurs – all end up in bitterness and revolution: we need to realize this.

But that is not the worst of it.

If Shakespeare and his impersonators have over time instilled in us a notion of art for art’s sake, placing art on one side and real life on the other, we might easily make do with such a lazy, inefficient notion for as long as life outside holds together. But we can see too many indications that everything that kept us going is no longer stable, that we are all mad, desperate and sick. And I urge us all to do something about it.

This notion of a detached art, of poetic charm that exists only to amuse and entertain, is a decadent notion, one that acutely demonstrates our emasculating power.

The literary admiration we hold for Rimbaud, Jarry, Lautréamont and others, which drove two men to suicide,2 but which represented nothing more than cafe chatter for others, belongs to this idea of literary poetry, of disinterested art, of neutered spiritual activity which achieves nothing and produces nothing. And I would point out that it is just at the time when intimate poetry is most rampantly widespread, poetry which engages nobody but its author at the moment they formulate it, that the theatre receives the most abuse from those poets who have never had any sense of collective direct action, of being effective, or of being dangerous.

We need to get rid of this obsession we have with texts and poetry that has been written down. Written poetry has a one-time value, after which it should be torn up. Dead poets should make way for others. And we might all the same realize that it is our veneration for all that has already been done, however beautiful and valuable it might be, which turns us into fossils, holds us fixed and unable to attain the energy that lies beneath, that which we call thinking energy, vital energy, the determinism of exchange, the cycles of the moon or what have you. Plain poetry, a poetry without form, without text, lies beneath written poetry. Masks are employed in magical procedures by certain tribes, and just as the effectiveness of these masks can be exhausted – and these are then only good for being chucked into museums – so too can we exhaust the effectiveness of a text’s poetry. And the poetry and effectiveness of the theatre is the poetry that exhausts itself at the slowest pace, because it facilitates the enacting of what is being gestured and uttered, never to be repeated.

It is all a question of knowing what it is that we want. It we are all ready for war, plague, famine and massacre then we do not even need to say so, we just need to get on with things. Keep behaving as snobs, to all rush as one to go and watch such and such a singer, or such and such a worthy show which never surpasses the realm of art (and even the Ballets Russes at their peak never surpassed the realm of art),3 or such and such an exhibition of paintings where stunning forms burst across the canvasses, though haphazardly and with no sincere awareness of the forces they might stir in us.

This empiricism, haphazardness, individualism and anarchy must end.

No more intimate poetry which does more good for those who write it than for those who read it.

No more displays of enclosed, egotistical, personal art.

Our anarchy and our mental disorder are functions of the anarchy of everything else, or rather everything else is a function of that anarchy.

I am not one of those who believe that civilization must change before the theatre can change; but I do believe that theatre deployed in a superior, ultimately difficult way has the power to exert an influence on the appearance and structure of things, and the encounter on stage of two fervent positions, of two focal points, two nervous enchantments is something as complete, as truthful, even as decisive as the encounter in real life of fleeting skin-to-skin depravity.

This is why I propose a theatre of cruelty. Of course, given the tendency to always shoot things down that is so much in play these days, as soon as I said the word ‘cruelty’ everyone assumed I meant ‘blood’. But ‘theatre of cruelty’ means theatre that is difficult and cruel for me first of all. And, when it comes to presentation, it is not a matter of that kind of cruelty that we practice on one another, tearing each other limb from limb, sawing anatomies apart, or, as did the Assyrian emperors, delivering sackful of human ears, noses or carefully carved-out nostrils.4 Instead, it is a matter of the cruelty, much more atrocious and indispensable, that things can impose upon us. We are not free. And the sky can still fall on our heads. And the theatre was made to teach us this above all else.

Either we will be capable, using up-to-date methods, of returning to that superior idea of poetry, and of poetry by theatrical means, which underpinned all the myths recounted in the great ancient tragedies; capable once again of accepting a sacred concept of theatre, which is to say a theatre without pensive deliberations, without pointless reflections, without scattered reveries, and getting to the point of full awareness of, taking possession of certain dominant powers, certain concepts that govern everything; and since ideas generate their own energy when they are active, make us capable of rediscovering within ourselves those energies which ultimately bring about order and return value to life, or if not there’s little more to do than to give up right away, and admit that we are good only for chaos, famine, blood, war and epidemics.

Either we restore a key necessity and approach and to all arts, seeing correspondences between a gesture captured in painting or on the stage and the gestures made by lava from a volcanic eruption, or we should stop painting, stop quibbling, stop writing or doing whatever else.

I propose that we restore that elemental, magic sense to the theatre, one that has been taken on by modern psychoanalysis which involves curing sickness by making the patient adopt the exterior attitude of the state that is sought.

I propose that we renounce that empiricism of images brought up at random by the unconscious, thrown out just as randomly as alleged poetic images, and therefore hermetic, as if that sort of trance that poetry offers does not resonate in our whole being, in every nerve ending, as if poetry were some vague power with only fixed articulations.

I propose to use the theatre to return to a concept of the physical understanding of images and of the means of inducing trances, just as Chinese medicine knows where across the human body to place needles and how these points respond in terms of even the most subtle of functions.

If you have forgotten the communicative power and mimetic magic of gesture, it can be re-learned through the theatre, because the power of a gesture is carried within it, and the theatre after all is full of people who can bring out the power of these gestures.

To make art is to strip a gesture of its reverberation within the body, but if the gesture is made in the right conditions and with the right force then this reverberation petitions the body and, through it, our entire personality, to adopt positions which conform with the gesture being made.

The theatre is the only place in the world and the last collective means at our disposal by which we can directly communicate with the body, and in times of neurosis and of primitive urges like the times in which we are sinking, the theatre can attack those primitive urges through a physical process that they cannot survive.

Snakes do not respond to music because of any spiritual messages it might offer them, but because their bodies are long, because they move along the ground, and because they are in contact with the ground across virtually their entire bodies, and so the vibrations of the music which pass through the ground come across to them as a very long, very tender massage. This is how I intend to approach an audience, in the same way as snakes are charmed, and have them accept nuanced ideas via the body. This will be achieved firstly through crude methods which will become more refined over time. Those cruder methods will grab the audience’s attention from the off. This is why the audience of the ‘theatre of cruelty’ will be in the centre, with the action going on around them.

There is a constant soundtrack to the show: sounds, voices, shrieks are to be used first of all for their qualities of reverberation and secondarily for whatever they represent.

Lighting will play a role. It will be one of those aspects that will become more refined over time. Lighting used not simply to add colour, or to illuminate, but carrying its own energy, influence, suggestion. The green lighting of a cave will not put the body into the same sensual mood as the lighting of a windy day.

After sound and lighting comes action, and the dynamics of action. This is where the theatre, far from just copying real life, is put in contact with pure forces as best it might. And whether we accept them or deny their existence, there are nonetheless means of expression which would apply the word ‘power’ to that which causes energetic imagery to form in the unconscious mind, and externally as a gratuitous crime.

A violent, intensified act is as good as any lyricism: it brings forth supernatural images, a blood-letting of imagery, a bloody stream of imagery in the poet’s mind as much as in that of the audience.

Whatever conflicts torment the thoughts of an age, I would defy any member of an audience who has supped at the bloody imagery of violent scenes, who has felt some superior act pass through them, who has clearly witnessed extraordinary, essential movements of his thoughts within extraordinary facts – blood and violence having been mobilized in the service of violent thoughts – I would defy them outside of the theatre to engage in thoughts of war, rioting or arbitrary murder.

When put this way these ideas come across as precocious and simplistic. And some will argue that each example will invite its reproduction, that adopting the attitude of a cure will encourage a cure, and that of murder will encourage murder. It all depends on the purity with which things are performed. There is a risk. But let us not forget that though a theatrical gesture may be violent it is impartial, and that the theatre teaches us the uselessness of the action that once performed cannot be repeated, and the superior usefulness of the condition that action does not use but which, once restored, results in sublimation.5

I am therefore proposing a theatre in which physical, violent imagery grinds away at and mesmerize the audience’s emotive being, this being captured in the theatre as though in a whirlwind of superior forces.

A theatre that abandons psychology can tell of the extraordinary, it can stage natural conflicts, forces of nature, nuanced forces. It puts itself forward first and foremost as an exceptional force of displacement. A theatre that induces trances, just like the dances of Dervishes or of the Isawas do, a theatre which addresses the body with utter precision, and with the same processes as the curative music of certain peoples, the recordings of which we admire but which we are incapable of reproducing here.6

There is risk, but I believe that in the circumstances in which we live it is worth running that risk. I do not believe that we will manage to remedy the state of our world now, and I do not believe it is even worth trying, but I am proposing here something to help us out of the slump, instead of just going on and complaining about it, about the tedium, the rut and the idiocy of it all.


Theatre and Cruelty

We have lost all sense of theatre. As long as the theatre restricts itself to having us probe the private lives of a set of puppets, turning its audiences into voyeurs, it is understandable that an elite turns its back on it and that people go in their masses to the cinema, the music-hall or the circus for extreme gratification, where what they are offered will not disappoint.

Given the current breaking point our sensibilities have reached, we clearly need a theatre that will bring hearts and nerves back to life.

The damage done by psychological theatre since Racine leaves us no longer accustomed to the immediate, violent action that the theatre should contain. In its turn, the cinema deadens us with reproductions which, mechanically filtered as they are, cannot connect with us emotionally, holding us for ten years now in a senseless slumber, dulling all our faculties.

In worrying and catastrophic times such as these, we have an urgent need for a theatre that is not overshadowed by events, one which has a profound impact upon us, and which overwhelms the instability of the time.

The established expectation that audiences have for distraction has caused us to overlook any notion of a serious theatre which, disrupting all our preconceptions, instils in us the fervent hypnotic effect that images might carry, ultimately working an arresting therapy of the soul within us.

Everything with agency is cruelty. The theatre needs to renovate itself starting from this principle of action taken to its limit, to its most extreme.

The Theatre of Cruelty will be informed by the notion that people think first with their senses, and that it is ridiculous to appeal first to their understanding, as psychological theatre does. Given this, the Theatre of Cruelty intends to make use of theatre of scale, seeking out in the movements of large crowds, thronging, crashing against one another, something of that poetry that is found in our heads and among the crowds on those days, all too rare now, when they take to the streets.

If theatre wants to be indispensable again, it needs to present all that there is to be found in love, crime, war or madness.

Everyday love, personal ambition and day-to-day worries are of no value, except in relation to that sort of dreadful lyricism found in extensively adopted Myths.

For this reason, centred around celebrated figures, appalling crimes and superhuman acts of self-sacrifice, we will aim to produce a show which will demonstrate how to extract the forces that stir within old Myths, without resorting to their outdated imagery.

In brief, we believe that there are vital forces within what we call poetry, and that presenting the image of a crime in specific theatrical conditions has a much more dreadful impact on us than the experience of that crime in reality.

We want to take the theatre and make a believable reality of it, one that implies that kind of material wound of the heart and feelings that is found in all real experiences. Just as our dreams affect us and reality affects dreams, we think it is possible to make an association between poetic images and dreams and that this will be effective in as far as it can be projected with the necessary force. And an audience will believe in the theatre’s dreams as long as they take them for dreams and not for some slavish reproduction of reality, as long as they facilitate the release in them of that magical freedom experienced in dreaming, recognizable only by the impression of terror and cruelty they leave.

This is why we focus on cruelty and terror, but cast wide, on a scale that probes our entire life-force, confronts us with all we might be.

And to assault the audience’s senses from all angles we argue for a revolving spectacle, one which, instead of making two separate, closeted spaces of stage and auditorium, prohibiting communication, distributes its visual and auditory discharges out across the entire audience.

What is more, setting aside the issue of emotional analysis, we plan to mobilize the lyricism of the actor to manifest these external forces, and in this way import all of nature into the sort of theatre we want to establish.

However vast our programme might be, it is not greater than theatre itself, which is something we believe is aligned with the forces of ancient magic.

In practical terms, we want to bring back a concept of total theatre, in which the theatre will reclaim from the cinema, the music-hall, the circus and from life itself, that which always belonged to it. The barrier between the analytical theatre and the physical world seems stupid to us. We do not separate body from mind, nor senses from intelligence, and certainly not in a place where the never-ending fatigue of our organs needs sudden jolts to revive understanding.

And so, on the one hand, the size and scale of a show that will engage the whole body, and on the other, an intensive mobilization of objects, gestures, signs, all employed in a novel way. The relegation of understanding implies a significant reduction in textual matter; the active emphasis being put on poetic, obscure emotion necessitates tangible signs. Words do not speak much to our spiritual being, but open space and objects speak, innovative imagery speaks, even that formed from words. But space thundering with imagery, engorged with sounds, that speaks too, if we learn over time to furnish expanses of space with both silence and stillness.

In this spirit, we plan to present a show in which these processes of direct action will be employed in their totality, so creating a show that will not hold back from going as far as is necessary in exploring our nervous receptiveness, with rhythms, sounds, words, reverberation and song, the very nature and striking compounds of which are part and parcel of a technique that is never to be divulged.

As for everything else, and to speak plainly now, the imagery in certain paintings by Grunewald or by Hieronymus Bosch offers clear examples of what such a show might be, where all of external nature comes across as so many enticements.

This is where the theatre must find its true meaning, in this spectacle of enticement where life has everything to lose, and our spirit everything to gain.

We have, besides all this, proposed a programme which should allow for pure approaches to staging, discovered in situ, organized around well-known historic or cosmic themes.

And we are insistent that the first production of the Theatre of Cruelty will address those mass preoccupations, more urgent and more concerning than those of any single individual.

It is a question now of discovering whether the means to bring all this about, financial and all other, can be found in Paris, before the coming devastation, to enable such a theatre to come to be, one which must survive as it is the future. Or whether it will take a little real blood, right now, for this cruelty to come forth.

May 1933


The Theatre of Cruelty (First Manifesto)

We cannot go on debasing the idea of theatre when its only true value resides in its torturous, magical relationship with reality and with danger.1

Put this way, the question of the theatre should generate general concern, it being broadly understood that, because of its physical nature, and because it requires expression in space, actually the only true expression, the theatre facilitates the complete, organic practice of the magical processes of art and speech, like exorcisms for the present day. It follows from this that one clearly cannot give the theatre back its own specific powers to act without first giving it back its own language.

All this is to say that, instead of resorting to scripts, considered as definitive and sacred, it is of utmost importance to break the theatre’s enslavement to the text, and to rediscover the concept of some unique language somewhere in between gesture and thought.

We might only define this language in terms of its potential for spatial and dynamic expression, as opposed to the potential for expression through speech in dialogue. Theatre might still make use of speech to the extent of what it can do beyond words, what it can grow to do in space, the dissociative, resonant impact it can have on our sensibilities. This is where intonations come into play, the way in which a word might be pronounced. Beyond the aural language of sounds, the visual language of objects, movements, positions and gestures also plays its part, but only if we can extend what they express, their physiognomy, the constructions they form, to the status of signs and make a kind of alphabet of such signs. And having come to appreciate this spatial language, a language of sounds, cries, lighting and onomatopoeia, the theatre should choreograph that language to make actual hieroglyphics from characters and objects, making full use of their symbolism and their relationship with our entire organic being, on all levels.

The theatre, then, has to create a metaphysics of speech, gesture and expression, with a view to ridding itself of its psychological, human burden. But all of this is pointless if behind such efforts there is not some sort of actual metaphysical enthralment, one that invokes specific unfamiliar ideas, and which becomes something that of course cannot be constrained, nor even formally delineated. Concepts concerning the Creation, Destiny and Chaos are all of a cosmic order, they all provide us with some sense of a world that is now utterly alien to the theatre. Together, these concepts might construct an exciting equation between Humanity, Society, Nature and Objects.

There is no question here of explicitly staging metaphysical ideas, but of constructing kinds of lures, of a seductive space around these ideas. And humour with all its anarchy, poetry with all its symbolism and imagery, will provide a kind of first approach at channelling the seductive appeal of these ideas.

It is time now to address the uniquely material aspect of his language, which is to say all the ways and means it has to act upon our sensibilities.

It goes without saying that it calls on music, dance, mime or mimicry. It is obvious that it makes use of those movements, harmonies and rhythms, but only at the point at which they might combine in a form of central expression that foregrounds no one art in particular. And this does not mean that it will not make use of ordinary facts, ordinary emotions, but it will use them as a springboard, just as HUMOUR-DESTRUCTION, through laughter, might serve to reconcile our everyday rationality with laughter.

But this objective, concrete language of the stage can be used to capture and to encircle the organs, employing a totally Oriental sense of expression. It runs through our sensibilities. Setting aside the Western approach to speech, words become incantations. The voice is augmented. The qualities and reverberations of the voice are employed. Rhythms are trampled out frantically. Sounds are pounded out. It seeks to excite, to numb, to charm, to arrest our sensibilities. It unleashes a new lyricism from gesture, one that surpasses the lyricism of words through the manner in which it disperses in and grows through the air. Ultimately, it breaks away from the intellectual enslavement of language, in doing so giving off a new, more profound sense of intellectualism hidden within gestures and within signs elevated to the dignity of specific exorcisms.

Because all this power of attraction, all this poetry, and these directly spellbinding means would be for nothing if they did not put our being physically on the road to something, if authentic theatre could not give us the fuller sense of a creation of which we only hold one aspect, but which is only fulfilled on other levels.

And it is not important that these other levels be truly attained consciously, that is to say by way of our intellect, which would be to diminish them. That is of no interest, and would make no sense. What is important is that, using assured means, our sensibility is put into a deeper and more refined state of perception – that is the point of magic and ritual, of which theatre is a mere echo.

Technique

The issue is therefore how to turn theatre into a function, in the proper sense of the word, something as focussed and precise as the circulation of blood through the arteries, or the progression of chaotically formulated dream imagery in the brain, and to achieve this in an efficiently joined-up manner, truly captivating our attention.

Theatre can never become itself, which is to say put together as a means of true illusion, unless it offers audiences the accurate residues of their dreams, in which their predilection for crime, their preoccupation for the erotic, their savagery, their wildest fantasies, their utopian attitude to life and to things, their cannibalism even, all rush forth in some internal space, and not some world of illusion and supposition.

Put in another way, the theatre needs to employ all the means at its disposal to call into question not just all aspects of the objective, descriptive external world, but also of the internal world, which is to say to consider humanity metaphysically. We believe that this is the only way that we can once again speak of the rights of imagination in the theatre. Humour, poetry and imagination count for nothing if they do not manage to put humanity under scrutiny organically, question our assumptions about reality, and our poetic place within reality, and do so through a production as an anarchic act of demolition which sets a monumental flight of forms in motion.

But to consider the theatre as some second-hand psychological or moral process, and to believe that dreams themselves act as nothing more than substitutions, is to diminish the deep, poetic reach of both the theatre and of dreams. If the theatre, like dreams, is bloody and inhuman, this is to bring forth and memorably anchor within us the notion of a perpetual conflict, of a convulsion in which life is spliced minute by minute, in which everything in creation rises up and attacks our very status as composite beings. And it is to perpetuate in a concrete, up-to-date manner the metaphysical concepts captured within certain Fables, the atrocity and energy of which are enough to reveal their origins and substance in essential principles.

This being the case, we can see that, as a result of its proximity to the principles that poetically transfuse their energy into it, this raw language of the theatre, an actual language, non-virtual, should facilitate the transgression of the ordinary limits of art and of speech by manipulating the nervous susceptibility of the body. In doing so it can actively, which is to say magically, and in real terms, bring about a form of total creation in which humanity has nothing left to do but to resume its place between dream and events.

Themes

What we do not want to do is bore audiences to death by obsessing over cosmic and transcendental issues. The concept and action may have profound clues which might be used to read the production as a whole, but that is not something that need trouble the audience. It is of no interest to them. But those keys need to be there, and that is our business.

*

The Show: Every production will contain a physical, objective element, discernible to all. Shrieking, groaning, apparitions, surprises, theatrical displays of all kinds, the enchanting aesthetics of costumes adopted from specific ceremonial models. The vividness of the lighting, the incantatory appeal of voices, the enchantment of harmony, rare musical notes, the colour of things, the physical rhythm of movements, with their crescendos and decrescendos wedded to the pulse of movements common to all of us, the solid presentation of original, surprising objects, masks, mannequins that are several metres high, sudden lighting changes, physical lighting effects that introduce warmth, cold and so on.

The Staging: The model theatre language will be composed in tandem with the staging, which will be considered not just as the basic means of the reproduction of a text onto the stage, but as the starting point for all theatrical creation. And the old duality between author and director will dissolve in the deployment and manipulation of this language, to be replaced by a single Creator who will be responsible for both the play and its action.

The Language of the Stage: It is not a matter of suppressing the use of dialogue, but of instead giving words something of the significance they have in dreams.

What is more, we need to find a new way of notating this language, whether we use something similar to how we transcribe music, or whether we make use of some kind of coded language.

As for ordinary objects, or even the human body itself, elevated to the dignity of signs, it is clear that we can take inspiration from hieroglyphs, not just as a means to notate these signs in a way that allows us to reproduce them whenever we want to, but also so as to compose precise and legible symbols directly on stage.

This coded language, this musical transcription, will also prove valuable as a means of transcribing voices.

Since a shift towards a particular use of intonations is a basis of this language, such intonations should form a kind of harmonious balance, a secondary distortion of speech that will need to be reproducible at will.

Similarly, the ten thousand plus facial expressions to be adopted like masks could all be labelled and catalogued, so that they might contribute directly and symbolically to this concrete stage language, over and above their specific psychological applications.

What is more, these symbolic gestures, these masks, these postures, these movements performed by individuals or by groups, all contain innumerable meanings which are important constitutive parts of this concrete theatrical language of expressive gestures, positions that emote or are randomly formed, thunderous pounding of rhythms and sounds, all will double, be multiplied by forms of mirroring of gestures and postures, made up of the accumulation of all the impulsive gestures, all the failed postures, all the slips of the tongue and of the mind that manifest what we might refer to as the impotence of speech, and there is in all this a prodigious richness of expression which we will not fail to exploit from time to time.

There is, besides, a concrete conception of music in which sounds intervene like characters, in which harmonies are cut in half and are lost when words break precisely through.

Correspondences and different levels are built between different means of expression; so even a lighting state might have a defined intellectual meaning.

Musical Instruments: These will have the status of properties, will be part of the set.

Further, considering sound design and the need to have a direct and profound effect on the audience’s sensibilities through their bodily organs, we shall seek out utterly unusual sound properties and resonances, properties that modern instruments cannot provide, obliging us to bring long-lost, ancient instruments back into use, or to build new instruments. Trying to find these sound properties forces us also to think beyond music and look for instruments and apparatuses constructed of special fusions of different metals, or new alloys, which can reach new pitches of octaves, or produce unbearable pulsating noises or sounds.

Lights – Lighting States: Lighting equipment currently in use in theatres is no longer good enough. Now that we are trying to find a particular impact that light can have on the mind, new resonating lighting effects need to be discovered, new ways of dispersing light in space, like sheets, or like a salvo of flaming arrows. The whole spectrum of colours available to us from current equipment needs to be thoroughly reviewed.

To produce particular tones, we need to reintroduce into lighting an element of tenuousness, of density, of opacity, so that we might produce warmth, cold, anger, fear and so on.

Wardrobe: As far as costumes are concerned, and rejecting the notion that there might be standard theatre costumes, used for every production, we would avoid at all costs the use of modern attire, and not due to any fetishistic or superstitious taste for bygone times, but for what seem to be self-evident reasons that certain age-old costumes with connections to rituals retain a revelatory beauty and appearance, born of their connection to the traditions that fostered them.

The Stage – The Auditorium: We will get rid of both the stage and the auditorium and replace them with a single space without walls or barriers of any kind, a space that will be the very location of the action. A direct communication will be re-established between the audience and the action, between the actor and the audience, with the audience set in the middle of the action, surrounded and criss-crossed by it. This arrangement arises from the very shape of the space used.

Turning our back on existing theatrical spaces, then, we will look to using hangars or barns, and we will refurbish these according to the principles behind the architecture of certain churches or sacred spaces, or of certain Tibetan temples.

The depth of the room and the distance to the ceiling will be the significant dimensions of the interior of this building. The auditorium will be surrounded by four unadorned walls, with seating for the audience down below in the middle of the space, and this seating will be moveable in such a way as to allow the audience to follow the action happening all around them. The absence of any stage in the usual sense of the word effectively allows the action to take place in all four corners of the auditorium. There will be special posts at all four cardinal points of the room for the actors and for stage action. Scenes will take place before the walls, whitewashed all the better to absorb light. High up, there will be galleries running round the perimeter of the room, like the ones you see in certain paintings of the Primitive school. These will allow the actors to go after one another, from one corner of the hall to another, as the play might require, and will allow for action to take place on multiple levels and in all directions, the length and height of the room. A cry let out at one end of the room might pass mouth to mouth across to the other end of the room, amplified and modulated as it travels. The action will unravel as it goes around, will shift from floor to floor, from point to point, building to sudden climaxes, flaring up here and there like wildfires. And the actual illusory nature of the show will be more than just some empty gesture, as will the direct, immediate impact that the action will have on the audience. The way each scene is lit, and the various lightings states throughout each show, will need to capture the audience as well as the characters, due to the way the action will be spread out across this huge space – and also light the multiple bits of stage business happening simultaneously, or the numerous phases of a single piece of business, when the characters, connected together, acting in unison, suffer the trials of the situation they find themselves in, and the external tribulations of the elements and of tempest, this will all correspond to the physical lighting processes, the thunder and wind, the repercussions of which the audience will also experience.

All this said, there will need to be a central location set aside which will not serve as a stage but will allow for the substance of the action to gather and connect whenever necessary.

Objects – Masks – Properties: Mannequins, enormous masks, objects of peculiar proportions will all appear in the same way as verbal images might, emphasizing the physical aspect of all imagery and expression – with the corollary that stuff that usually demands an objective presentation will be passed by or concealed.

The scenery: There will be no scenery. Characters as hieroglyphs, ritual costumes, ten-metre tall representations of King Lear’s storm-swept beard, musical instruments as big as men, objects of uncertain dimensions or purpose are all that is needed here.

Current affairs: But, people will say, this theatre is miles away from life, from facts, from the matters that preoccupy us right now. Yes to current affairs and events! No to those preoccupations that sit heavily with and are the privilege of but the few! In The Zohar the story of Rabbi Simeon burns like fire, is as topical as fire.

Plays: We will not perform written plays, but we will directly construct performances based around themes, facts or well-known works. The nature and very layout of the hall demand spectacle and there is no theme, however vast it might be, that will be beyond us.

Spectacle: A concept of integral performance needs to be brought back into use. The trick is to make the space talk, nurture it, furnish it: for example drilling shafts into a flat wall of rock from which geysers and stone bouquets would burst forth.

The Actor: Actors are both a centrally important element, since the success of any show depends on the effectiveness of their performances, but they are also a neutral, passive element as they are to be absolutely denied any personal initiative. That said, there are no hard and fast rules in this area: there is all the difference between an actor asked to produce a straightforward sobbing sound and one required to deliver a speech with all their powers of persuasion, there is a big difference between a person and a musical instrument.

Interpretation: The show will be encoded from beginning to end like a language. In this way no movement will be wasted, all movements obeying a rhythm; and each character being stereotyped in extreme detail, so that each gesticulation, their physiognomy, their wardrobe will all come across as so many shafts of light.

Cinema: Through its poetry, its imagery of what does not exist, the theatre stands in contrast to crude representation of reality. Moreover, thinking in terms of action, cinematic imagery, however poetic it might be, limited as it is by the medium, cannot be compared to theatrical imagery which obeys all that life demands of it.

Cruelty: Theatre is not possible without an element of cruelty underpinning every production. In our current state of degeneration, we will drive metaphysics back into our audience’s being through the skin.

The Audience: This theatre should first exist.

Programming: Disregarding their texts, we plan on mounting the following:

1. An adaptation of a work from the times of Shakespeare – which would be in synch with the present disorderly state of our being – whether that be an apocryphal Shakespeare play such as Arden of Faversham, or any play from that period.2

2. A play by Léon-Paul Fargue written with extreme poetic freedom.3

3. An extract from The Zohar: The Story of Rabbi Simeon, which has all the force and violence of an inferno.4

4. The story of Bluebeard, reconstructed from archival material, with a new conception of cruelty and eroticism.5

5. The Fall of Jerusalem, according to both the Bible and to history, flowing blood-red and with that sense of manifest abandon and panic even in broad daylight, but also the prophet’s metaphysical quibbles, and all the dreadful intellectual turmoil that they incite, the repercussions of which physically impact upon the King, the Temple, the People and Events.

6. A Marquis of Sade’s story,6 its eroticism transposed onto the stage, represented allegorically and dressed up in terms of a robust exteriorization of cruelty with all other aspects concealed.

7. One or more romantic melodramas in which the improbable becomes an active, physical aspect of the poetry.

8. Büchner’s Woyzeck, in the spirit of a reaction against my own principles, and by way of demonstrating what can be done scenically with a given text.7

9. Plays from the Elizabethan stage, stripped of their text, retaining only the period dress, situations, characters and plot.8


Letters Concerning Cruelty

First letter

Paris, 13 September 1932

To J.P.1

Dear friend,

I can’t go into details about my Manifesto without ruining the thrust of it. All I can do is offer some provisional commentary upon my title, The Theatre of Cruelty, and try to explain this choice.

This Cruelty has nothing to do with sadism or blood, at least that’s not all it is.

I don’t intend to cultivate horror systematically. This word cruelty needs to be taken in a broader sense, not just in the material, predatory sense usually attributed to it. In doing so, I claim the right to break with the usual meaning of language, to finally breach its framework, break free of the shackles and return ultimately to language’s etymological origins that evoke concrete ideas through abstract concepts.

It is quite possible to imagine a pure form of cruelty, without tearing flesh apart. After all, what is cruelty philosophically speaking? From a mental standpoint, cruelty means severity, diligence and unequivocal, unmitigated resolution.

The most common philosophical determinism is, from the point of view of our being, an image of cruelty.

The word cruelty is incorrectly assigned the meaning of blood-thirsty savagery, of some dispassionate and gratuitous impulse to cause physical harm. The Ethiopian Ras who carted off defeated princes to throw them into slavery did not do so out of some desperate blood-lust.2 Cruelty is not simply synonymous with bloodshed, martyred corpses and crucified enemies. This identification between cruelty and torture is a side issue. Cruelty demands a kind of superior determinism to which the torturing executioner is themself subject, and which they must be determined to endure when absolutely necessary. Cruelty is above all lucid; it is a kind of stringent control, a submission to necessity. There is no cruelty without consciousness, without some kind of applied consciousness. It is consciousness that gives the exercise of any act of life its bloody tinge, its cruel undertone, since it is understood that the life of one implies the death of another.

Second letter

Paris, 14 November 19323

To J.P.

Dear friend,

Cruelty is not something I superimpose upon my thinking; it is something that has always resided there. It was just necessary for me to realize this. I use the word cruelty in the sense of appetite for life, of cosmic stringency, of implacable necessity, in the Gnostic sense of the vortex of life which devours the shadows, in the sense of that suffering that comes from the inescapable necessity that life cannot shake off. Good is willed, it is the product of an act; evil endures. When the concealed god creates, he abides by the cruel necessity that his own creation imposes upon him. He cannot not create, and so cannot avoid the introduction of a kernel of evil right at the heart of that willed vortex – a kernel that is ever more reduced, ever more consumed. And theatre – in that sense of ongoing creation, of utter magical action – abides by that necessity too. A play that lacks that will – that blind lust for life, one that is capable of passing over everything, visible in every gesture and every action, and in the transcendent aspect of the action – would be a failed play, a useless play.

Third letter

To M. R de R4

Paris, 16 November 1932

Dear Friend,

I have to tell you that I neither understand nor accept the objections you have made to my title. You see, it seems to me that creation, and life itself, cannot be defined without an element of stringency, the fundamental cruelty which pushes things along towards whatever unavoidable outcome and at whatever cost.

Effort is a form of cruelty. The effort of existence is a form of cruelty. Waking from his sleep and stretching out into being, Brahma suffered.5 A kind of suffering, perhaps, that forms as joyful harmonies, but at the end of its arc is articulated in nothing other than an awful grinding.

There is a kind of elemental wickedness within the flame of life, the appetite for life, the irrational impulse towards life. Erotic desire is cruel as it exhausts contingencies; death is cruelty, resurrection is cruelty, transfiguration is cruelty because however it is understood, in an enclosed, circular world it rules out true death, because ascension is a tearing away, and the enclosed space is fed with lives, and each stronger life passes through others, so devouring them in slaughter that is both transfiguration and beneficial. In the visible world, metaphysically speaking, evil enjoys permanent rule, and all that is good is an effort and just one cruelty layered atop another.

To fail to understand this is to fail to understand metaphysical concepts. And let it not be said now that my title is too limiting. Cruelty allows things to come together, allows the objectives of creation to progress. Good is the outward-looking face, but evil is within. Evil will be overcome in the long run, but only at the crucial moment when all creation is at the point of returning to chaos.


Letters Concerning Language

First letter

Paris, 15 September 1931

To M.B.C.1

Sir,

In your article on directing and the theatre you assert that ‘one risks making the worst of mistakes in considering staging as an autonomous art form’ and that ‘the performance, the presentational aspect of a dramatic work, should not be separated out and determined independently.’2

And you go on to state that these are primary truths.

You are absolutely right to think of staging as nothing but a secondary, supporting art, one which has all fundamental originality denied it by those who practice it with the most freedom. As long as staging remains, even in the minds of the most creative directors, no more than a simple presentational process, a means of accessing and revealing plays and as a sort of showy intermediary without any significance of its own, it will only be of any good in terms of how well it conceals itself behind the works that it serves. And this will remain the case for as long as the key aspects of any work in performance reside in its text, for as long the theatre allows literature to take precedence over representation, often inappropriately labelled spectacle, with all the pejorative, accessory, ephemeral and pasted on sense that this word implies.

Let me tell you what seems to me to be more of a primary truth than anything else: for the theatre to start over as an autonomous, independent art, or even just to exist, it needs to demonstrate what it is that differentiates it from text, from just spoken words, from literature and from all other written, fixed modes of expression.

We could easily go on thinking of theatre as something rooted in the centrality of text, on increasingly verbal, protracted and dull text to which the aesthetics of the stage would continue to be subjected.

But this way of thinking about theatre, which involves having characters sitting in rows of chairs or armchairs telling each other stories, however wonderful these might be, though it is perhaps not an absolute disavowal of the theatre, requiring no movement to be what it might be, it is still a perversion of theatre.

If the theatre has become something essentially psychological, some intellectual alchemy of emotion, and if the pinnacle of dramatic expression has come to consist of some sort of ideal of stillness and silence, this amounts to nothing more than the idea of concentration, distorted and put on stage.

But that concentrated acting which is used alongside many other means of expression by the Japanese, for example, is not worth any more than any of those others means. And to make it the chief objective of the stage is to refrain from making use of the stage. This is like a person who has the pyramids to house the body of a pharaoh, and who, given that the body only takes up one small chamber, just makes do with that chamber and has the pyramids blown up. But what has been blown up is the entire philosophical, magical system of which the chamber is only the starting point, the corpse just the determining factor.

That said, the director who concentrates on the scenery to the detriment of the text is in the wrong, though less so perhaps than the critic who accuses him of a fixation with staging.

Because a director, in taking care of the staging, which is the part of a play that is the truly, specifically theatrical element of the show, is staying true to the purpose of theatre, which is all about its execution. But all this is just playing with words, because if the term ‘mise en scène’ has taken on negative connotations, this is down to our European way of thinking about theatre, which sets the spoken word above all other modes of representation.

There is no ultimate proof that the language of words is the optimum possible language. And it would seem that on the stage, above all, a space to be filled and a place where things take place, the language of words needs to give way to the language of signs, the objective side of which is that which most impacts upon us.

Looked at from this point of view, the objective work of staging takes on a kind of intellectual dignity from the very fact of how words disappear behind gestures, and of how the aesthetic, tangible parts of the theatre shed their condition of being just some decorative intermediary and become instead a direct language of communication, in the proper sense of the word.

To put it another way, if it is right to say that a director of a play which has been written to be spoken aloud is in the wrong for focussing on more or less well-lit staging effects, on blocking groups, on nuanced movements, on all the aspects we might consider surface level and just layered over the script, in so doing he is still much closer to the concrete reality of theatre than the author, who might just have well written a book without resorting to the stage, the spatial demands of which are beyond him.

By way of objection to what I say, you might point to the significant dramatic value of the works of the great tragic authors in which the literary aspect, or the spoken at least, would seem central.

To this I would say that if we are incapable today of offering Aeschylus, Sophocles and Shakespeare something that is worthy of them, that is most likely because we have lost sight of the physical side of their theatres. Because all the directly human, active aspects of ways of speaking, the form of a gesture, a whole scenic rhythm, are all lost to us; these aspects should have as much if not more importance than the admirably spoken exploration of their heroes’ psychologies.

It is by way of these aspects, of this precise gestural approach which changes over the centuries, which actualizes emotions that we can bring out the profound humanity of their dramas.

But if this be the case, and if this science truly exists, I would still assert that none of the great tragic writers represented the theatre in and of themselves, as theatre is a matter of putting things on the stage, and it does not breathe until that has been done. You might state that the theatre is an inferior art form – that remains to be seen – but theatre is discovered within a certain way of dressing and moving the air on a stage, by the coming together of emotions at specific moments, of human experiences, constructing arrested moments expressed through concrete gestures.

And much more than that, these concrete gestures must be so effective that they cause us to forget the need for dialogue. Now, if dialogue is present, it does not need to be anything more than a means of shifting focus, an intermediary of the space in transition; and gestures act as cement, reaching the quality of true abstraction through their human efficacy.

To sum up, theatre has to become an experimental presentation of the fundamental identity of that which is concrete and that which is abstract.

Because alongside culture through words sits culture through gestures. There are other languages in the world beside our Western language which has chosen the stripping back, the desiccation of ideas, or rather ideas are presented to us in an inert state, incapable of setting in motion whole systems of natural analogies available to Eastern languages.

The theatre rightly remains the most effective, the most active space for the tremendous transmission of such material in which ideas are arrested in flight, captured in a state of transmutation into the abstract.

Theatre is not complete without taking into account this connective tissue of conceptual transformations, or if it fails to add expressions of states of mind from the domain of the semi-conscious to known emotions and facts. The suggestion provided by gesture will always be more successfully expressive than the precise and circumscribed discernment of words.

To sum up, it would seem that the highest concept of theatre is one which philosophically reconciles us with Becoming, which, through all kinds of objective situations, suggests to us the unseen notion of the passage and the transmutation of ideas within things, much more than the jarring transformation of feelings into words.

What is more, it is quite likely that the theatre grew out of such a desire, and that it must call upon humanity and its appetites only in as much as we are compellingly drawn towards our fate. Not to give in to it, but to face it head on.

Second letter

Paris, 28 September 1932

To J.P.

Dear friend,

I don’t believe that, once you have read my Manifesto, you will still maintain your objections. Or you won’t have read it, or will have read it badly. My productions have nothing in common with Copeau’s improvisations.3 They delve so heavily into the concrete, into the external, take root on open land and not in the closeted chambers of the brain, that they should not to be left to the whims of the unthinking, uncultivated inspiration of actors; especially not actors these days who, straying away from the text, just jump in unthinkingly. It would be reckless of me to leave the fate of my productions to such haphazard behaviour. No.

This is what is actually going to happen. I’m talking about nothing less than changing the very basis of artistic creation, of tearing up the theatre’s rule book. It is a matter of taking spoken language and replacing it with a different, natural language, the expressive potential of which is the equivalent to that of the language of words, but with a source found at a much deeper, more remote point of thought.

The grammar of this new language is yet to be discovered. Gesture is its substance and focus, its alpha and omega if you will. The NEED for utterance is its starting point rather than any pre-formed script. But finding deadlock in words, a resort to gesture occurs spontaneously. As it forms, gesture brushes against the laws of practical human expression. It is steeped in necessity. It poetically retraces the trajectory that led to the formation of language. But it does so with an augmented awareness of all the worlds touched by that language of words, all of which it brings back to life in all their aspects. It exposes all the correspondences found within, fixed within the layers of the human syllable, which the syllable has stifled by enclosing them. It reveals all the stages by which the word has shifted to identify as the Igniter of Fire, the Father Fire which protects us like a shield, and here takes on the form of Jupiter, the Latin contraction of the Greek Zeus-Father, all these stages through screams, through onomatopoeia, through signals, through postures, and through slow, abundant, slick, emotive inflections, layer by layer, term by term, gesture reconstructs them. I am basically arguing that words do not mean everything and that by their very nature, their fixed characteristics, arrested once and for all, they inhibit and paralyse thought instead of facilitating it, instead of promoting its development. And when I say development, I mean real, tangible and expansive qualities, as we live in a tangible, expansive world. This language will therefore aim to encapsulate and make use of expanse, that is to say space, and in making use of it, make is speak: taking objects and things in space like images, like words, these are assembled and made to correspond with one another according to the laws of symbolism, and as living analogies. Eternal laws that are those of all poetry and of all viable language, and among others those of Chinese ideograms and ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs. In this way, far from restricting what is possible with theatre and with language, and with the starting point that I will not mount written plays, I am extending the language of the stage; I am augmenting its potential.

I am adding a new language to that of the spoken word and I am trying to restore the efficacy of its ancient magic, its spellbinding efficacy which is integral to the spoken word, though we have long forgotten its mysterious potential. When I say that I will not mount a written play, I mean that I will not mount plays that are based on writing and speech, that the physical aspects of the productions that I am going to mount will be promoted, and these cannot be captured in the everyday language of words. And this will be true even of the written and spoken parts of the plays, in new ways.

In contrast to the practice here, which is to say in Europe, or rather in the West, this theatre will not be based on dialogue, and any little dialogue that remains will not be drafted, not fixed in advance, unless on the stage; it will be produced on the stage, devised on the stage, and in correlation to that other language, alongside its demands, postures, signs, movement and properties. But such objective trial and error through the material, in which the spoken word will appear where it is necessary, resulting from the series of cuts, clashes, theatrical resistances, from all sorts of developments (and in this way the theatre once again becomes a living, authentic set of processes, maintaining that sort of emotional, intense heartbeat that is fundamental to all art), all the trial and error, the research, the setbacks, will amount to a new work, a written composition, with every minor detail nailed down, and annotated using a new notation system. Instead of taking place in an author’s brain, composition, creation takes place in the real world, in real space, and the end product will be as meticulous and as thought-through as any written work, but with a profound objective richness.

P.S. Everything that is to do with the staging should be taken on by the author, as much as anything that belongs to the author should be recognized as such, but once they have become a director as well, we can get rid of that absurd distinction drawn between director and author.

An author who does not get his hands dirty on stage, who does not grow on stage by finding his way and commanding the production, has in fact failed in his job. And so it is only right that he be replaced by the actor, but the theatre suffers from this kind of usurpation.

Stage time is defined by breathing and sometimes rushes forward in a tremendous, deliberate exhalation, and at other times it folds and shrinks in an extended, feminine inhalation.4 An arrested gesture prompts a layered, busy teeming activity, and the gesture carries within it the magic of its evocation.

But while it’s fun to offer proposals towards the dynamic, animated life of the theatre, what we don’t want to do is establish a set of laws.

Now, of course, human respiration follows certain principles, set around the innumerable combinations of the Kabbalist ternaries. There are six principal ternaries, but innumerable combinations of these ternaries because all of life springs from them. And theatre is precisely the place where this magical respiration is reproduced at will. If fixing an important gesture demands a hastened, layered respiration, this same amplified respiration can have its waves crash slowly around a fixed gesture. Abstract principles are available, but no concrete, tangible laws; the only law is the poetic energy which travels from stifled silence to the swift delineation of a spasm, from the individual word spoken mezzo voce to the heavy, resonant deluge of a gradually assembled choir of voices.

But the creation of different levels, different perspectives between one language and another, is key. The secret of theatrical space lies in dissonance, shifts of timbre and the dialectical uncoupling of expression.

People who understand what a language is will get what is meant here. We are writing for those people. We do nonetheless provide a few supplementary clarifications to add to the first Manifesto of the Theatre of Cruelty.

As everything that is crucial has been said in the first Manifesto, the second one tries only to clarify certain issues. It offers a workable definition of Cruelty and proposes an outline of the scenic space. People will see later what we will do with it all.

Third letter

Paris, 9 November 1932.

To J.P.

Dear friend,

Your objections to the Manifesto of the Theatre of Cruelty, and those that others have made, are to do on the one hand with the issue of cruelty, and how its place in my theatre is not clear, at least in terms of it being an essential, definitive element; and on the other hand, they concern the theatre as I envisage it.

As regards the first objection, I would say that people were right to raise this, not in relation to cruelty itself, or in relation to the theatre, but in terms of the position this cruelty adopts in my theatre. I should have made my own particular use of this word clear and stated that I do not use the word in any secondary, incidental sense, the consequence of some sadistic or perverse inclination, or out of love for irregular sentiments or injurious attitudes, and so not at all in any contextual sense. It is not at all a question of depraved cruelty, the cruelty from which perverse appetites blossom, manifesting in bloodthirsty gestures, like the ill-formed growths on contaminated flesh. On the contrary, it is a question of a pure, dispassionate sentiment, of a veritable function of the mind, modelled on the actions of life itself; this comes from the understanding that life, from a metaphysical point of view, and because it allows for scale, density, mass and matter, consequently allows for evil and all that comes with evil to enter into space, displacement and matter. Consciousness and torment, and consciousness in torment, follow on from all of this. And whatever blind severity is carried in with all these contingencies, life cannot but go on, or else it would not be life; but it is that severity and that life which persists beyond and continues within everything being tortured and trashed; that implacable pure sentiment, that is what cruelty is.

I have therefore said ‘cruelty’ just as I might have said ‘life’ or as I might have said ‘necessity’, because I want to emphasize that above all for me the theatre is a perpetual action and expression, that there is nothing about it that is fixed, that I liken it to an authentic act, and therefore living, and therefore magical.
 And so, both technically and practically, I am looking for every means by which I can bring theatre closer to the advanced, and perhaps excessive but certainly vital, violent concept I hold of it.

As for the structure of the Manifesto itself, I acknowledge that it is jarring and falls short in places.

I offer astonishing, stringent principles that come across as off-putting and terrifying, and where I might be expected to justify them, I move on to the next one.

In fact, the arguments in the Manifesto are weak. I leap from one idea to the next without transition. There is no internal logic which justifies the given arrangement.

Coming on to the second objection, I argue that a director, now as some kind of demiurge – and within this a sense of a relentless purity always at the back of the mind, of creation above all if he really wants to be a true director, that is a person of matter and of objects – must pursue in the physical realm of intense movement, of emotive and precise gesture, everything that might be the equivalent of the most exacting and complete moral stringency in the psychological realm, and unleash certain blind forces in the cosmic realm, ones that expend everything that they must expend, trample and torch everything that they must trample and torch.

And here is my overall conclusion.

The theatre is not an art form anymore, or rather it is a useless art form. This is consistent in every way with the Western concept of art. We are swamped with vain, decorative emotions, with purposeless adjectives, dedicated only to pleasure and prettiness; we want a theatre that actually does something, but on a level that is yet to be defined.

We need authentic action, but without practical implications. The theatre does not reach out to the social. Less so the moral and the psychological.

All of this shows that the problem is not a straightforward one; but it will be recognized, I hope, that however disorderly, impenetrable and off-putting the Manifesto might be, it does not dodge the real question, but on the contrary goes at it head on, something that so far no theatre practitioner has dared to attempt. To date, no one has directly addressed the central premise of the theatre, the metaphysical, and if there are too few worthy plays, it is not for any want of talent or of authors.

Setting aside the issue of talent, there is a fundamental error of principle within European theatre, and this error is connected to a whole range of things within which the absence of talent appears as a consequence and not just incidentally.

If the theatre has become undone these days, if it attracts no interest, it is because the theatre no longer represents the times. We have given up hope that it might provide us with a mythology to nurture us.

We are living in an era that is perhaps unique in the history of the world, in which the world has suffered scrutiny and seen its old values crumble away. Life is burned to a cinder and disintegrates top to toe. On the moral and social level this translates into a monstrous outburst of appetites, a release of the basest of instincts, the crackling of scorched lives prematurely exposed to the flames.

What is of interest in what is going on right now is not the events themselves, but this state of moral dissolution into which it draws our minds, that degree of extreme tension. It is a condition of conscious chaos that we keep finding ourselves thrown into by events.

And anything that makes our spirit shudder without losing its equilibrium is an emotive conduit for the expression of life’s innate pulse.

You see, the theatre has turned its back on this emotive, mythical present, and the public are righty turning away from a theatre that is failing so much to acknowledge this reality.

We might therefore reproach the theatre as it is currently practiced for an appalling lack of imagination. Theatre should be the equal of life; not of an individual life, not of that individualistic aspect of life where CHARACTERS thrive, but of a sort of liberated life, one that sweeps aside human individuality and within which humanity is a mere echo. The real point of theatre is to create Myths, to translate the universal, the immense qualities of life, and extract from this life imagery in which we’d like to discover ourselves.

And, in doing this, achieve such a general, powerful resemblance that its impact is instantaneous.

May we all be set free within a Myth, sacrificing our petty human individuality, just like Characters from the Past, with powers rediscovered from the Past.

Fourth letter

Paris, 28 May 1933

To J.P.

Dear friend,

I did not say that I wanted to have any direct impact on our times; what I said was that the theatre that I want, in order to be possible, in order to function in our times, presupposes a different form of civilization.

But theatre can bring about this fundamental transformation of ideas, morality, beliefs and of the principles that underpin the spirit of our time, and do so without representing our times. This anyway does not stop me from doing what I am doing and doing so thoroughly. I will do what I have dreamt of doing, or I will do nothing at all.

As for the question of what the production will be, it’s impossible for me to be more specific for the following two reasons:

1.    First, what I want to do is easier to do than to explain, for once.

2.    Second, I don’t want to risk being copied as has happened so many times in the past.

To my mind, nobody has the right to call themselves an author, that is to say a creator, other than those who directly control the stage space. And it is exactly this that is the weakness of theatre as we conceive of it not just in France, but throughout Europe and even the whole of the West: the only language that Western theatre recognizes is spoken language, grammatically accurate, the language of words or words written down, words which, uttered or not, have no value unless written down; nothing else is allowed to be called language, nothing else can be attributed to have the faculties and virtues of language, to merit the intellectual dignity that generally comes with that word.

In the theatre as we conceive it here today, the script is everything. This is understood, openly admitted and has passed into custom and practice, into ways of thinking, having spiritual value, that the language of words is the dominant language. Now, even from a Western point of view, we have to admit that words are fossils, that words, all words, are frozen, clogged up with their signification, within a restrictive schema of terminology. In the theatre as we practice it here today, a word written down has just as much value as the same word uttered. And this is why some theatre lovers will say that reading a play affords them a different but equal pleasure than seeing that same play in performance. But everything about how that word might be uttered, the vibrations it sets in motion in space and all the ways it might complement thought, all of that is beyond their comprehension. A word as they understand it has little more than a discursive value, which is to say it serves only to clarify. It is no exaggeration, given this, to say that given its well-defined, well-accomplished terminology, the word serves to arrest thought; it wraps a thought, but extinguishes it; put bluntly, it is an outcome.

There is a straightforwardly good reason for why poetry has withdrawn from the theatre. It is no coincidence that, for a long time now, no work has been forthcoming from any dramatic poet. Spoken language follows its own laws. For the last four hundred years, especially here in France, we have become too used to only using words with precise, defined meanings in the theatre. Plots revolve too much now around psychological themes, and the number of variations of these are not high in number, quite the opposite. We have got too used to theatre that lacks curiosity and above all that lacks imagination.

The theatre, like words, needs to be set free.

This insistence on having characters talk to one another about their feelings, passions, desires and impulses, all of a strictly psychological nature, where one word takes the place of multiple signs, because this is the domain of precision now, this insistence is the cause of theatre losing its true purpose, leaving us just praying for silence all the better to hear life. Western psychology expresses itself through this dialogue, and the dreaded obsession for the precise, all-expressive word just ends with all words drying up.

Theatre in the East has managed to retain a certain expansive quality in words, because precise meaning is not everything asked of words there, but there is also the music of speech which speaks directly to the subconscious. And this is why in Eastern theatre there is not a language of words, but instead one of gestures, positions, signs, which from the point of view of thought in motion have just as much expressive, revelatory value as the other language. And in the East this language of signs is put above the other one; accessible magic powers are attributed to it. It is called upon to address not just the mind, but the senses, and through the senses to reach the richer, more fruitful regions of being in full flight.

If, over here, an author is someone who makes use of the language of words, and if the director is his lackey, then words are all that count. There is a confusion over terms which arises out of, for us over here, and following the meaning that we generally ascribe to the term for director, ‘metteur en scène’; this role is that of a craftsman, an adaptor, a kind of translator who is forever committed to passing dramatic works from one language to another; and this confusion would only be possible and the director would only be obliged to render themselves invisible before the author only in circumstances where it is agreed that the language of words is superior to all others, and that the theatre only allows that one in.

But if we were to return, even in a limited way, to the active, tangible, respiratory sources of language, if we re-attach words to the physical movements that first gave birth to them, and if the logical, discursive side of language were to disappear beneath its physical, emotional side, which is to say that instead of only being taken for what they mean grammatically, words would then instead be appreciated for how they sound, perceived as movements, and then these movements might combine with other direct, simple movements as we find in all aspects of life, and of which actors on stage have too few, then we would see literary language reconfigured, brought alive; and added to that the objects on stage would begin to speak to one another, like on the canvases of certain old masters. The stage lighting, instead of just providing a setting, would come across as a real language, and the stage properties would all murmur with meaning, fall into place, reveal figures. And stage directors would have all this physical, accessible language at their command, giving them the opportunity to create with complete autonomy.

It would nonetheless remain odd if, in that one area of creation that is the closest to real life, if the one in control, the director, must always give way to the author who essentially works in the abstract, that is to say on paper. Even though staging does not have a language of gestures to hand that is the equal if not the better of the language of words, any wordless staging replete with movement, numerous characters, lighting and scenery could still rival the most profound paintings, such as Lucas van de Leyden’s Lot and His Daughters, some of Goya’s Sabbaths, some of El Greco’s Resurrections and Transfigurations, Hieronymus Bosch’s The Temptation of St. Anthony and the troubling and mysterious Dull Grett by Bruegel the Elder in which an overbearing red glow, albeit localized in certain parts of the canvas, seems to seep out of all sides, and by some unfathomable technical method, captures the viewer’s spellbound gaze from a metre away. The theatre within those scenes spills out in all directions. A burst of life, arrested in a circle of white light, finds itself abruptly up against indescribable miscreants of the underworld. A grating screeching noise rises above this writhing maggoty mass, within which the bruises on human flesh never come up the same colour twice. True life is white, and in motion; hidden life is pallid and immobile, possessing all possible aspects of multifaceted fixity. This is wordless theatre, but it speaks far more than if it had been given words to express itself. All these paintings contain a double meaning, and beyond their purely pictorial aspect they carry messages, they reveal mysterious or terrifying aspects of nature or of our being.

Fortunately for the theatre, the work of staging is much more than this. Because beyond the solid, material aspects of a production, the core to all staging involves gestures, facial expressions and fluid bodily positions, the tangible application of music, and all these offer everything that words offer, but words can be added to the palette on top of all that. The rhythmic repetition of syllables, special vocal inflections sheathing the precision that words would offer, induce a much greater number of images in our minds, put into a more or less hallucinatory state, and exact a kind of organic alteration of our feelings and of our mind which serves to purge the commonplace pointless characteristic of poetic writing. It is this pointlessness that sits at the centre of everything that is wrong with the theatre.


The Theatre of Cruelty (Second Manifesto)

Whether we admit it or not, whether we are aware of it or not, the poetic state of being, a transcendent state of being is what people are looking for through falling in love, through crime, drugs, war or insurrection.

The Theatre of Cruelty has been created to bring that sense of a passionate, turbulent life back into the theatre; and the underpinning cruelty here should be understood in the sense of an implacable severity, of an extreme concentration of scenic elements.

This cruelty, which will be bloody when necessary but not systematically so, might therefore be of a piece with the idea of a sense of clinical moral clarity which has no qualms with paying whatever price life demands of it.

1. The Content

which is to say the subjects and themes that the theatre will consider:

Subjects and themes will be chosen for The Theatre of Cruelty which address the characteristic restlessness and anxieties of our times.

It does not intend to leave it to the cinema to unveil mythologies of modern life or of humanity. But the theatre will do this in a way that is unique to it, which is to say – in resisting the shift of the world towards financial, utilitarian and technological models – it will bring substantial issues and essential emotions to the forefront again. Modern theatre has covered such things with the veneer of the questionably cultivated.

These themes will be cosmic, universal, according to the most ancient texts from the Meso-American, Hindu, Jewish and Persian (and other) cosmogonies.

Forgoing psychological characters, with clear-cut personalities and feelings, the Theatre of Cruelty will speak to total beings, not social beings who are subject to laws, misshapen by religion and regulation.

The entirety of the mind, front and back, will be involved; the realities of imagination and dreams will appear on a par with waking life.

Furthermore, great social upheavals, conflicts between peoples, natural forces, the intervention of chance, the lure of destiny, all of these will be manifested either indirectly within the behaviours and actions of characters amplified to the size of gods, heroes or monsters, or manifested directly but in the shape of physical forms resulting from new scientific processes.

These gods or heroes, these monsters, these forces of nature, these cosmic forces, will all be presented according to the imagery of the most ancient sacred texts, the oldest cosmogonies.

2. The Form

Furthermore, the theatre needs to re-immerse itself in the sources of an eternally energizing poetry, a poetry that is resonant to even the least attentive and most withdrawn members of an audience, and this will be achieved by returning to ancient, primitive Myths. We will expect the staging and not the text to take on the execution, and above all the modernisation of those ancient conflicts, which is to say that these themes will be transported directly into the theatre and made manifest through movements, expressions and gestures before being cast in words.

Accordingly, we intend to abandon the theatrical devotion to the text and to the dictatorship of the writer.

This is how we can connect to the old popular modes of performance, translated and appreciated by the mind directly, unhindered by the distortions of language and the pitfalls of speech and words.

We plan to root our theatre above all in performance, and we will introduce into that performance new ways of thinking about stage space, used on all possible levels, allowing all possible sight-lines in terms of depth and height. Appended to this approach to space, particular approaches to time and to movement will be applied:

As many movements as possible will be enacted in any given period of stage time, and these movements will incorporate a plethora of concrete images, and as many meanings as possible.

Images and movements will not just be deployed to please the eye and ears of an audience, but to please the most intimate and most productive parts of their inner being.

In these ways the stage space will not simply be used in terms of depth, width, height and volume, but rather in terms of what we might call its inner dimensions.1

A genuine physical language, based on signs not words, will result from this imbrication of images and movements, from this collaboration of objects, silences, cries and rhythms.

It should be understood that silence and rhythm will take their place within this combination of movements and images in time, as well as specific vibrations and specific forms of material agitation, all made up of objects and gestures that are actually manipulated and performed before one’s eyes. One might say that the spirit of the most ancient hieroglyphs will officiate in the creation of this pure language of the stage.

Popular audiences of any kind have always been fond of both direct expression and imagery. The spoken word and specific verbal expressions will be made use of in all straightforward and clearly articulated parts of the action, in those parts where life idles and consciousness kicks in.

But alongside any logical sense that words carry, they will also be made use of in their incantatory, truly magical sense, making use of their shapes, the sensory resonances they give off, not just their literal meaning.

The actual appearance of monsters, that glut of heroes and gods, those physical manifestations of forces, those explosive interjections of poetry and of humour which can re-arrange or obliterate how things appear (according to the fundamental anarchy proper to all authentic poetry), all these things will only command their true magic within an environment of hypnotic suggestion in which the mind is reached through a direct appeal to the senses.

If the after-dinner theatre as we know it today deliberately excludes nerves from its shows, that is to say it disregards our physiological ability to sense and appreciate, leaving all that to each spectator’s uncoordinated individual responses, then by contrast the Theatre of Cruelty intends to reclaim all the old, tried and tested magical means of achieving responses.

Such means, which consist of intensities of colour, of lights or of sounds, all using vibration, excitation, repetition (whether of a musical rhythm or of a spoken phrase), which all bring about the hue or the enveloping expression of a lighting state, such means can only achieve their full impact through the application of dissonances.2

These dissonances, however, will not be tightly focussed on affecting one single sense, and will instead be made to overlap between senses, from a colour to a sound, from an utterance to a lighting state, from a fluttering of gestures to the flattened tone of sounds and so on.

A production composed, constructed in this way, will have no fixed stage space and will spill out across the whole auditorium, it will extend out from the ground to the walls on walkways, physically surrounding the audience, bathing it constantly in lighting, imagery, movement and noise. The set will comprise the characters themselves, enlarged to the size of gigantic mannequins; it will comprise whole landscapes of shifting lights, illuminating objects and ever-changing masks.

And just as there will be no space left unused, there will be no respite, no empty space left in either the minds or the sensibilities of the audience. That is to say that there will be no clear distinction, a seamless connection, between what is life and what is theatre. Anyone who has witnessed the shooting of even the shortest scene for a film will know what I am talking about.

We would like to have at our disposal for theatrical production the same material means, in terms of lighting rigs, casts of extras and all kinds of resources which are squandered on a daily basis on reels and reels of film, in which everything that is vital, everything that is magical in such work is lost forever.

*

The first production of the Theatre of Cruelty will be entitled:

The Conquest of Mexico3

This production will not stage people but events. People will be put in their proper place, with all their psychology and passions, but presented as the alignment of specific forces, and considered from the perspective of the events and of the historic fate in which they participate.

This subject has been chosen:

1. Because it is topical, and for all the allusions it facilitates to problems of vital interest to Europe and to the world.

Considered in its historical context, The Conquest of Mexico foregrounds the issue of colonialism. It animates Europe’s enduring self-regard in a brutal and bloody manner. It allows us to take the air out of the notion that Europe sustains of its own superiority. It pits Christianity against much older religions. It offers a corrective to the misconceptions that are held in the West about paganism and certain nature-based religions, and it passionately emphasizes the splendour of the still-active poetry of the ancient metaphysical principles upon which these religions were built.

2. In raising the heavily topical issue of colonialism, and the right that one continent believes it has to subjugate another, the project queries what actual superiority certain races have over others, and demonstrates the internal connectivity by which the genius of a race of people is bound up in specific forms of civilization. The project situates the anarchic tyranny of the colonizers in opposition to the profound harmony of those they colonize.

And so, in contrast with the chaos of European monarchy of the time, founded on the most unjust, crudely material principles, the project will cast a light on the organic hierarchy of the Aztec monarchy, founded on indisputably spiritual principles.

From a social point of view, the project will portray the peace that existed in a society that knew how to feed all its people, and in which the Revolution had been achieved right back at that the origins of that society.4

Incredible upheavals of forces and of images could spurt forth, spattered here and there with vicious dialogue, from the clash between the order of the Pagans and the anarchy and moral disorder of the Catholics. And all this through the collision of two peoples, each having internalized the most conflicting viewpoints, like stigmata.

Having outlined the moral basis and the topical relevance of the proposed production, we will now turn to consider the value of the spectacle that the staged conflicts might present.

First, there is the inner struggle of the toppled king Moctezuma, whose motives history has proven itself incapable of clarifying.5

We could present his struggles and his symbolic argument almost pictorially, certainly in an objective manner, using the mythic iconography of astrology.

But beyond Moctezuma, there is also the people, all the different strata of society and the popular resistance raised against the fate that Moctezuma represents, the exclamations of sceptics, the objections of priests and philosophers, the lamentations of poets, the reactions of the mercantile and middle-classes, the duplicity and craven sexuality of women.

The temperament of the masses, the flow of events, will spill in material waves throughout the show, establishing defined lines of force here and there, and the spirit of all those who are diminished, despairing or disorderly will float like straw in and upon these waves.

Theatrically, the challenge is how to define and harmonize all these lines of force, how to condense them and draw out redolent refrains from them.

These images, movements, dances, rituals, music, short refrains and abruptly clipped dialogues will all be painstakingly notated and described as best one might with words, especially in the sections of the production that contain no dialogue. The principle is to notate or encode that which cannot be captured in words, as one might in a musical score.


An Affective Athleticism

We need to establish for actors a kind of affective musculature that corresponds to the way emotions are localized in the body.

An actor is like any physical athlete, but with the astonishing distinction that the athlete’s organism is analogous to the affective organism of the actor, the one paralleling the other, the one being the double of the other, even though they do not operate at the same level.

The actor is an athlete of the heart.

The division of the total person into three spheres applies equally to actors, with the affective sphere belonging especially to them.1

And it belongs to them organically.

The movements that accompany muscular exertion are as effigies of other exertions, they are their double, and can be located in the same points within the movements of dramatic action.

The exertion an athlete requires to set off sprinting is the same exertion that an actor needs in order to let out a sudden expletive, except that the trajectory is inward.

The ruses applied in wrestling, pankration,2 the hundred metres and the high jump all have analogous organic positions found within the movements of emotions, they are all supported at the same points in the body.

Though a new distinction here is that the motion is in the opposite direction, so for example when it comes to respiration, the actor’s body is supported by breathing, but in the physical athlete’s body it is the breathing that is supported by the body.

This matter of respiration is effectively a crucial one, and inversely so in relation to the importance of the external performance.

The more sober and internal the performance, the heavier, denser, more substantial the breathing becomes, laden with implications.

Whereas a fiercer, bigger, more exteriorized performance requires shorter, compressed breaths.

So, evidently, there is a specific form of breathing for every emotion, every shift of the mind, every skip of human sensibility.

Now, these respiratory rhythms have a name, the Kabbalah tells us; they give form to the human heart, and produce the gender of emotional activity.3

An actor is just a crass empiricist, a bonesetter fixing things in place according to ill-formed instincts.4

But we are not talking about how one teaches actors to rave like lunatics.

It is rather a matter of putting an end to the kind of brutish ignorance at the heart of how our contemporary theatre operates, as though lost in the shadows, forever stumbling on. A gifted actor can instinctively find the resources to harness and discharge certain forces, forces which have a material, organic course, within the organs, but that actor would be extremely surprised were you to point out that they actually exist, these forces, because he would never have thought that they might one day actually come to be.

In order to make best use of one’s affective capacity, as a wrestler might make use of their muscles, we need to think of the human being as a Double, as with the Ka of embalmed Egyptians,5 an eternal spirit from which emotional energies radiate.

The true actor mimics the forms of this tangible, never fully formed spirit, onto which he imposes the shapes and imagery of his emotive being.

The theatre moulds this double, the spectral effigy that it constructs, and as with all spectres, this double has a long memory. The heart’s memory is long-lasting, and of course the actor thinks with the heart, because this is the dominion of the heart.

All this means that in the theatre, more than anywhere else, it is the affective level that the actor must grow conscious of, but in attributing virtues to this level these should not be imaginary ones, but ones that convey real meaning.

It is not important if the hypothesis is accurate or not, what is important is that it is verifiable.

The soul can be understood physiologically as a set of entwined vibrations.

We might imagine this spectre of the soul as intoxicated by the screams it spawns, otherwise what else would those Hindu mantras correspond to, those concords, those mysterious syllabic stresses, through which the material foundations of the soul, tracked back to their lairs, reveal their deepest secrets out in the open.

Believing that the soul has a fluid materiality is essential to the work of the actor. Knowing that passion is material, that it is subject to the tangible fluctuations of matter, makes an empire of passions over which our sovereignty extends.

To reach into passions by way of their powers, instead of thinking of them as pure abstractions, gives the actor a level of mastery which is the equal to that of a true healer.

Knowing that there is a corporeal outlet for the soul allows the actor to enter into that soul from the opposite direction; and to discover its being, through a range of calculated analogies.

To know the secret of the rhythms of passions, of that sort of musical tempo that regulates their harmonic beat, this offers us an aspect of theatricality that our psychological theatre has turned its back on for a very long time.

Now, this tempo can be found through analogy, and it is found in the six ways of dividing up and conserving the breath, just as one might a precious element.

Any breath, of whatever kind, has three rhythms, just as there are three basic principles underpinning all creation, and each of these can find a pattern in breathing that corresponds to them.

The Kabbalah divides human respiration into six main arcana, the first of which is called the Grand Arcana, which relates to creation:







	Androgyny	Male	Female


	Equilibrium	Expansive	Attracting


	Neutral	Positive	Negative




I therefore came up with the idea of applying this knowledge of breathing forms not only to the work of the actor, but to actor training. For if knowledge of breathing forms reveals the colours of the soul, it can go further and stimulate the soul, helping to bring about its fulfilment.

We can be sure that if respiration accompanies effort, then mechanically induced respiration will bring about a corresponding quality of effort in the body under strain.

This effort will have the hue and rhythm of that artificially produced respiration.

This effort comes about in harmony with that respiration and, according to the quality of effort being sought, a preparatory release of breath will make that effort easy and spontaneous. I want to emphasize that word spontaneous, because what breathing does is rekindle life, stoking the embers deep within.

Such voluntary breathing prompts a spontaneous resurgence of life. Like a voice of unlimited colour, around which warriors sleep, and the matins bells or the bugle reveille jolt them orderly to join the fray. But it would only take a child crying wolf to rouse these same warriors into action. They wake in the middle of the night, but it being a false alarm you would think they would go back to bed. But no: the hurl themselves into hostile territory, falling into a veritable ambush. The child had cried out in a dream. Her subconscious, more susceptible and drifting, had stumbled into an enemy camp. In this way the fiction that theatre invokes by its roundabout means stumbles across a reality which is more formidable than the alternative, one which takes life by surprise.

In this way, by way of a sharp intake of breath, the actor enters into character.

This is because life-sustaining breath makes it possible to rise up through its stages a step at a time. And should an actor not feel an emotion, he can enter into it through breathing, as long as the effects of the breathing are blended judiciously, and taking care to note the right gender. Because a breath is either male or female, or less often androgynous. But there may be a call to portray rare, fixed states.

Breathing accompanies emotion, and one can enter into an emotional state through breathing as long as you know how to select which kind of breath to suit the emotion sought.

As we have said, there are six major combinations of breath.6







	Neuter	Masculine	Feminine


	Neuter	Feminine	Masculine


	Masculine	Neuter	Feminine


	Feminine	Neuter	Masculine


	Masculine	Feminine	Neuter


	Feminine	Masculine	Neuter




And then there is a seventh state which lies above these breaths which, via the gate of the highest Guna, the state of Sattva, combines that which is manifested with that which is not.

Should someone claim that an actor, not being a metaphysician, essentially does not need to worry about this seventh state, our reply would be that in our opinion, and though the theatre is the perfect and most complete symbol of universal reality, the actor carries the fundaments of this state within, of this blood-flow through which all other states are entered into every time his body is woken and prompted into action.

Now, certainly, most of the time instinct stands by to make up for the absence of a concept that cannot be properly defined, and it would be pointless to fall from such great heights to end up displaying the mediocre emotions that contemporary theatre is filled with. The system of breaths given here is not set in place for mediocre emotions. A training in cultivated respiration, following a methodology to be applied over and again, is not there simply to prepare us for the declaration of adulterous passion.

An exhalation repeated seven or twelve times prepares us for a particular quality of scream, for desperate pleas from the soul.

And we localize this breath, we deploy it in combined states of contraction and expansion. We use our body to sift will and the renunciation of will.

We project a male beat with the rhythm of willed thought, followed without resolution by a prolonged feminine beat.

A weary feminine breath accompanies the rhythm of involuntary thought, or even no thought, like inhaling the stuffy air of a cellar, or a gasp of humid forest, and on that same prolonged beat we emit a leaden exhalation; and yet muscles the whole body over, agitated within muscles groups, have not stopped flexing.

What is important is to become conscious of how affective thought is localized in these ways. Exertion is one way of recognizing them, as the points of the body that carry physical effort are the same ones that support the expression of affective thought. The same points serve as springboards for the expression of emotion.

It should be noted that all that is feminine – that which is abandonment, anxiety, appeal, invocation, that which tends toward something of a gesture of supplication – are also supported by those points of effort, but like when a deep-sea diver pushes off from the seabed to rise to the surface; the tension is replaced by a burst of vacuum.

But in this case the male comes in like a shadow to haunt the female space, whereas when the affective state is male, the inner body formulates a sort of inverse geometry, an image of the underside of that state.

To become aware of the physical compulsion, of how the muscles are touched by emotion, amounts to a forceful release of that emotion through breathing technique, lending it the dull but profound dimensions of an unexpected violence.

In this way any actor, especially the less gifted, might make use of this awareness to amplify the volume and density of interior emotion, and a fuller expression follows from this organic possession.

There is no harm for these purposes to become familiar with some of the key locations.

A weightlifter lifts using the back, arching it to support the ancillary output of the arms; and, curiously, all feminine feeling which aches, sobs, is desolate, fitful panting, trance, conversely also achieves its release from the small of the back, in the exact location where Chinese acupuncture relieves kidney troubles. This is because Chinese medicine works by emptiness or fullness. Concave and convex. Tension released. Yin and Yang. Masculine Feminine.

The solar plexus is another point from which issues radiate; it is the support point for anger, attack and biting. This is where the head positions itself to hurl its moral venom.

The support point for heroics and for the sublime is also the point for guilt. It is the place where you beat your chest. The place where anger simmers, that seething anger that can go no further.

But the point where anger is released is the point where guilt recedes; such is the secret of emptiness and fullness.

An intense anger as it spreads starts with a crackling neuter and centres itself in the solar plexus out of a swift, feminine void, is then jammed up on the shoulder blades, comes back like a boomerang, flaring masculine sparks, which consume themselves without further issue. To lose their stinging stress they retain their correlation with masculine breath and fizzle out ferociously.

I only wanted to offer a few examples of the fertile principles which make up the substance of this transcribed technique. Others, if they have the time, might address the entire anatomy of the system. There are 380 points in Chinese acupuncture, of which 73 are the main ones which pertain to current therapy. But there are far fewer unrefined outlets for human emotion.

There are far fewer points that we might point to from which to structure the athleticism of the soul.

The secret is to aggravate those points as if flaying the skin off the muscles.

The rest is achieved by means of screaming.

*

In order to reforge the chain, the chain of the beats through which the audience finds their own reality within the production, we need to allow the audience to identify with the production, breath by breath, measure by measure.

It is not enough for the audience to be enchanted by the spell the show casts, they will not be enchanted if we do not know where exactly to hit them. Let’s have no more haphazard enchantment, no more unsystematically deployed poetry.

In the theatre, poetry and its system of deployment must be one and the same from now on.

All emotion has an organic basis. By cultivating emotion bodily, actors recharge their emotional voltage.

Knowing in advance the points of the body that need to be affected is to throw the audience into other-worldly trances. But, for a long time now, the poetry of the stage has become unaccustomed to this invaluable systematic approach.

To get to know the localizations within the body is therefore to reforge the links in the enchanting chain.

By applying the hieroglyphs of a rediscovered respiration, I can rediscover the concept of a sacred theatre.

N.B. Nobody in Europe knows how to scream anymore, and entranced actors most of all no longer know how to hurl a scream. As a group of people who only know how to talk, and who have forgotten that they have bodies in the theatre, they have equally forgotten how to use their throats. Their shrunken, abnormal throats are no longer an organ but more a monstrous speaking abstraction: actors in France do not know how to do anything but talk.


Two Notes

1. The Marx Brothers1

The first Marx Brothers film screened in France, Animal Crackers,2 came across as something quite extraordinary, for me as for everybody else, as though a special kind of magic was released through the screen, one not invoked by the usual interaction of words and images. If there is a clear state of mind, a certain distinct poetic spirit that might be called surrealism, then Animal Crackers manifests it utterly.

It is difficult to say quite what this magic consists of, but it is perhaps not anything specifically cinematographic, nor anything that is at home in the theatre, but something that only certain successful surrealist poetry, if any ever existed, might capture any sense of. The poetic quality of a film like Animal Crackers might come close to meeting the definition of humour, had that word not long since lost its sense of complete release, of the tearing asunder of all perceived reality.

To properly understand the utter, definitive, absolute, powerful originality of a film like Animal Crackers (and I am not exaggerating here, I am trying simply to provide a description, and if I am being carried away by my enthusiasm, all the better) or in some moments of a film like Monkey Business (at least throughout the final sequence), then in addition to humour we should put that sense of something disconcerting and tragic about an inevitable outcome (neither happy nor sad, but painfully elaborated) which slips in behind the humour, like becoming aware of the marks of some awful disease on a very beautiful face.

In Monkey Business we meet the Marx Brothers again, each with his own idiosyncrasies, and you get the impression that they are self-assured and prepared to get to grip with the issues at hand. But whereas in Animal Crackers each character loses face from the off, we now get to watch, and for a good three quarters of the film, a group of clowns frolicking about and having a good time, playing pranks, some of which they pull off quite well, and it is only by the end that things get difficult, that objects, animals, sounds, the master and his servants, the host and his guest, that all this comes to a head, kicks off and ends up in a riot, all closely narrated by one of the Marx brothers, ecstatic yet lucid, energized by the sense that he has finally been able to release the genie from the bottle, commenting on what he sees as though he has just stumbled across it all, astonished. There is nothing as horrific and as staggering as that manhunt of sorts, the skirmish between rivals, the chase through the gloom of a cow shed, a cobweb-strewn barn, with men, women and animals running around in circles, finding themselves in the middle of a pile of miscellaneous objects each of which, in turn, will perform its business or make its sound.

In Animal Crackers, the fact that a woman might suddenly fall onto a couch, legs akimbo, fleetingly revealing a sight to behold, or the fact that a man might throw himself on a woman in a parlour, lead her through a few dance steps and pat her backside in time to the music, these things represent the exercising of a kind of intellectual freedom in which each character’s subconsciousness, usually suppressed by custom and convention, takes its vengeance, and does so on our behalf at the same time. But when, in Monkey Business, a hunted man meets and throws himself on a beautiful woman, and dances with her, poetically, seemingly in an attempt to appreciate charm and graceful behaviour, this time the spiritual claim is doubled, and demonstrates all that is poetic and even revolutionary in the Marx Brothers’ gags.

And yet the fact that the music that the hunted man dances to with the beautiful woman is nostalgic music, escapist music, music of release, giving some indication of a dangerous side to all those funny gags, and how the poetic spirit when executed tends always towards a kind of fervent anarchy, an utter disintegration of reality by poetry.

This kind of film is American in nature, and if Americans do not want to consider such films as anything other than comedies, clinging only to the facile and comic marginal meanings of the word ‘humour’, then that is their bad luck, but it will not stop us considering the ending of Monkey Business as a paean to anarchy and to utter rebellion, an ending which pegs the braying of a calf on the same intellectual level as a woman crying out in fear, attributing the same quality of clear pain, an ending in the gloom of a filthy barn where two servants-cum-kidnappers brazenly grip the bare shoulders of their master’s daughter, and confront their distraught master as though equals, all in the midst of the intoxicating whirlwind of the Marx Brothers. And the crowning achievement in all of this is in a sort of simultaneously visual and aural exhilaration that all of these events take on in the darkness, in the strength of resonance that they attain and in the sort of potent uneasiness that, collectively, they ultimately finish by impressing upon the mind.

2. Autour d’une mère: a theatrical scenario by Jean-Louis Barrault3

There is a kind of marvellous horse-centaur figure in Jean-Louis Barrault’s show, and seeing it before us was so thrilling, as though when J-L Barrault came on stage as this horse-centaur he was bringing forth magic for us.4

This show is magical in the same way that the incantations of African witch-doctors are magical, when clacking their tongues against their soft palettes to cause rain to fall across the land, or when standing before a wearied patient, forming a strange miasma with their exhaled breath, using it to chase the patient’s sickness away. And, in a similar vein, at the point at which the mother is about to die in J-L Barrault’s show, a chorus of cries comes to life.

I do not know if such a successful work is a masterpiece, but it certainly is an event. Such a transformation of atmosphere – in which a resistant audience is suddenly, blindly immersed, inescapably disarmed – deserves to be hailed as an event.

The show has some secret power which wins over its audience just as great passion wins over a soul preparing for rebellion.

There is a youthful love, a formidable love, a youthful vigour,5 a spontaneous and utterly vital ebullience which circulate through rigorously executed movements, through a sort of stylized, calculated set of gestures, like songbirds scattering through the columns of trees in an enchanted forest.

It was here within this hallowed atmosphere that Jean-Louis Barrault improvises the movements of a wild horse, and here where we are astonished to watch as he becomes a horse.

This production offers evidence of the irresistible impact that gesture can have on us, it presents us with a triumphant demonstration of the importance of gesture and movement in space. It brings importance back to theatrical perspective, one it should never have lost. And, finally, it turns the stage back into a place of vitality and pathos.

This performance is put together in direct relation to the stage, and on the stage: it can only exist as theatre. And there is not one element of the theatrical arrangement that does not take on emotive meaning.

There is a kind of direct, physical appeal made by this set of animated gestures, this sporadic sequence of bodily forms, something compelling like a balm, something unforgettable.

The death of the mother is unforgettable – the cries which emanate from her in both time and space – and the epic river-crossing scene is unforgettable too, and the rage that rises in the throats of men which, on a gestural scale, corresponds to the build of rage elsewhere, and then above all that kind of horse-centaur that comes in and out through the play as though the spirit of Fable itself had come down to be among us.

Until now, the Balinese Theatre seemed to be the only guardians of that lost spirit.6

What difference does it make if Jean-Louis Barrault has restored this sacred spirit using secular means of story-telling, if everything that is authentic is sacred, if his physicality is so sublime that it adopts a symbolic quality.

There are no symbols, of course, in Jean-Louis Barrault’s show. And if there is anything to critique in his physicality it is how it gives us the illusion of symbolism when it actually serves to define reality. So in this way what this physicality recounts, however brutal and vivid that recounting may be, has no follow on.7

It has no follow on because it is first and foremost descriptive, because it tells of objective facts that lack soul, because it does not get anywhere near the heart of thoughts of or souls, and it is in this, much more than in the question of whether this approach is theatrical or not, that one might critique the work.

It takes from the theatre – because any theatre which opens up a physical space requires that we then fill that space, that we furnish the space with gestures, that we bring that space to life in and of itself, and magically so, that we release an aviary of sounds there, that we discover new connections between sound, gesture, voice – and we might then say that that is what Jean-Louis Barrault has done, he has made theatre.

On the other hand, this production looks nothing like theatre, by which I mean it has none of that profound drama, that mystery deeper than souls, the conflict that tears souls apart in which gesture merely points the way. Where humanity is nothing but a dot, and where lives sup at their source. But who has supped at the source of life?8

[image: ]

FIGURE 4 Jean-Louis Barrault and Jean Dasté in Autour d’une mère at the Salle de l’Atelier, Théâtre Montmartre, June 1935: Lipnitzki, 1935. Reproduced with the permission of Getty images.


Seraphim’s Theatre

For Jean Paulhan

There are enough details for it to be understandable.
To be more overt would ruin its poetry.

NEUTER
FEMININE
MASCULINE

I want to attempt a terrible feminine.1 The cry of revolution crushed underfoot, of battle-weary armed anguish, of protest.

It is the groan an abyss makes as you open it; the wounded earth howls, but other voices rise up, deep as the pit itself, these are the pit of the abyss crying out. Neuter. Feminine. Masculine.

I void myself to vent this scream.

Not of air, but of the very power of sound. I draw my human body up before myself. And having cast an ‘eye’ of dreadful evaluation upon him, I force him back into me part by part.

The belly first. Silence has to begin in the belly, to the right, to the left and at the point where hernial blockages occur, the point where surgeons operate.

To emit powerful cries, the Masculine should rely on that point of blockage, and control the lungs erupting into breath, and the breath back into the lungs.

But where we are now it is the opposite that pertains, alas, and the war I am preparing arises from the war meted out on me.

There is a massacre in my Neuter. You see, my own personal war is sustained by a fiery image of a massacre. My war is fuelled by another war, spitting war upon itself.

Neuter. Feminine. Masculine. There is contemplation within this Neuter, the will attuned to war, and war will arise from the strength of the vibrations of that will.

The Neuter sometimes does not exist. It is a resting Neuter, bright, of infinite space.

The void expands between two breaths, but as though a space is being opened up by it.

Here, this is a stifled void. The compressed void in a throat, where even the violence of the death rattle has obstructed the breath.

The breath descends to the belly to create this void, and from there it launches it back up to the top of the lungs.

What this means: I need no strength in order to cry out, I just need weakness, and my will shall rise out of weakness, but it will live, to charge up weakness with all the energy of its protest.

And yet, and this is the secret part, as in the theatre, that strength will not emerge. The active masculine will be compressed. And it will hold onto the energetic will of the breath. It will be held back for the whole body, while on the outside there will be a tableau of the disappearance of strength which the senses will believe to be witnessing.

So, via the void in my belly, I have reached the void that distresses the top of my lungs.

From there, lacking any appreciable means by which to progress, the breath falls to the kidneys, first to the left, as a feminine cry, then to the right, to the spot where Chinese acupuncture inserts a needle against a nervous fatigue which might indicate a malfunction of the spleen, or of the intestines when intoxication is diagnosed.

Now I am able to fill my lungs with the noise of crashing water, which would destroy my lungs if it were to burst through, if the scream I wish to produce were not a dream.

Massaging these two points of emptiness on the belly, and from there, without moving to the lungs, massaging the two points just above the kidneys, I received the image of that war-bound armed scream, of that awful subterranean scream.

I have to fall down for this scream.

It is the cry of the stricken warrior, stumbling against breached walls, making the delirious sound of ice-sheets.

I am falling.

I am falling but I am not afraid.

I perform my fear through the sound of fury, in a solemn roar.

Neuter. Feminine. Masculine.

The Neuter is heavy and set. The Feminine is terrible and thunderous, like the baying of some mythical hound, squat like stalagmites, dense like the air that encloses gigantic underground vaults.

I cry out in a dream, but I know that I am dreaming, and I am in control of both sides of the dream.

I cry out from within a scaffold of bones, from within the cavities of my rib cage which, to my bewitched eyes, takes on an exaggerated importance.

But with this stricken scream, I have to fall to scream.

I fall deep underground and I cannot get out. I never get out.

Into the Masculine no more.

I have said so: the Masculine is nothing. It retains its strength, but buries me in that strength.

And outside is a whack, a spectral air, a sulphurous globule that bursts in the water, this masculine, the sigh from a shut mouth, at the moment of its shutting. When all the air has passed into the scream, with none left for the face. The female face, shut, has now disengaged from the great hound-like baying.

And now the crashing water begins.

The scream I just hurled is a dream.

But a dream that consumes the dream.

I truly am underground, breathing, with appropriate breaths, oh how amazing, and I am the actor.

The air around me is vast, but congested, as the cavern is walled on all sides.

I act like a bewildered warrior, fallen alone into the bowels of the earth, crying out in fear.

Now, the cry that has escaped from me at first calls in a fissure of silence, a withdrawing silence, then the sound of crashing water, of flowing water, and this is as it should be, as sound is connected to theatre. This is the way that properly comprehended rhythm progresses in all true theatre.

Seraphim’s Theatre

All this means that there is a new magic of living; that the intoxicating underground air, like an army flowing from my closed mouth to my wide open nostrils surges in a terrible warrior noise.

All this means that when I perform, my scream no longer turns in on itself, but rouses its double from the sources within underground walls.

And this double is something more than an echo, it is the memory of a language whose mystery has been lost to the theatre.

This mystery is big as a conch shell, pleasant to hold in the palm of the hand; this is how Tradition speaks.

All the magic of existence will have passed into one breast when the end Times come about.

And it will be very close to a great scream, a source of human voice, a single, isolated human voice, like a warrior who will never again be part of an army.

To depict this scream that I have dreamt, to depict it with vivid vocabulary, with the right words, and, mouth by mouth and breath by breath, to pass [it] not into the ear of the spectator, but into their chest.

Between the character shifting within me when, as an actor, I appear on stage, and the one that I am when I appear in real life, there is of course a difference of degree, but to the benefit of theatrical reality.

As I live, I do not feel alive. But when I perform, that’s when I feel that I exist.

What is stopping me believing in the dream of theatre if I believe in the dream of reality?

When I dream I am doing something and in the theatre I am doing something.

What happens in dreams, steered by the depths of consciousness, informs me about the meaning of what happened the day before, guided by blank fate.

Now, the theatre is like one great day before, in which I now steer fate.

But this theatre in which I steer my own fate, with breathing as its starting point, and which calls upon a breath or a sound or a scream in order to reforge the chain, the chain of the beats through which the audience finds their own reality in the production; we need to allow the audience to identify with the production, breath by breath, measure by measure.

It is not enough for the audience to be enchanted by the spell the show casts, they will not be enchanted if we do not know where exactly to hit them. Let’s have no more haphazard enchantment, no more unsystematically deployed poetry.

In the theatre, poetry and its system of deployment must be one and the same from now on.

All emotion has an organic basis. By cultivating emotion corporally, actors recharge their emotional voltage.

Knowing in advance the points of the body that need to be affected is to throw the audience into other-worldly trances.

But, for a long time now, the poetry of the stage has become unaccustomed to this invaluable systematic approach.

To get to know the localizations within the body is therefore to reforge the links in the enchanting chain.

By applying the hieroglyphs of a rediscovered respiration, I want to rediscover the concept of a sacred theatre.2

Mexico, 5 April 19363


Notes, Interviews and Correspondence

The following section brings together various examples of Artaud’s writing on or around his Theatre of Cruelty project, and these are offered in approximate chronological order.

To Jean-Richard Bloch1
(draft)

23 April 1931

Dear Sir,

Putting serious thought to the matter, could you not imagine the means by which a project to establish a new genre of theatre might be set in motion. A close reading of your ‘Destin du Théâtre’ indicated to me that we are of like mind on a number of essential issues. You mustn’t judge me on the productions of the Alfred Jarry Theatre, which were hastily arranged and improvised with whatever was at hand; those productions do not particularly accurately represent my true inclinations, nor my production skills from either a purely technical or professional point of view. Rather, my inclination is towards the ‘interior theatre’, the theatre of the incarnation of dreams, of thoughts projected on the stage in pure, unbridled form, by which I mean without any indication of from whence they come!!! A theatre that turns its back on life, on the real, one which tolerates no limitations, which does not show its workings. A theatre that is not based on the day-to-day human psychology of its characters, which sets up its stage, its scenic location, anywhere, where psychology is shared out among characters and objects, where conflicts are resolved in a clash of physical forces, of emotions heightened to match the dignity of real people, of organic, hallucinations battling with people and made manifest. In short, a theatre in which freedom of spirit thrives unhindered and is expressed in all possible forms: did the theatre of antiquity waste time trying to work out the psychology of their gods??? This theatre will restore before its audiences the concept of total spectacle, will offer the equivalent of a sort of intellectual music-hall, in which all the senses and all the faculties will be satisfied together at the same time. I cannot expand on this much further in a simple letter, other than to say that the idea of pulling off this project is something that very much preoccupies me. The most difficult thing will be to find the right plays: on the programme will be Hölderin’s Empedocles, Shelley’s The Cenci,2 in spite of their brutal, human character, and into which one might reintroduce through tangible means the integral conception of Shelley the poet, a play by Jean-Richard Bloch, a drama by Byron, The Revenger’s Tragedy by Cyril Tourneur, and so on, and so on.

Nothing is being done to support true theatre in France.

It seems to me that it would be easy to get certain venues on side, and certain groupings, perhaps even certain funds, in proposing this idea to create a theatre of potentially national impact, with reach across Europe, and with global repercussions. A theatre that will fix the notion of an approach to staging invented here. Because as far as I am concerned the starting point and the touchstone for true theatre is in the approach to staging, understanding this word in its most profound sense of an efficiency in the management of visuals, sound, space and the theatrical style of written works.

I am yet to find my way, one way or the other, and, like a man persecuted by life, getting a project on its feet would allow me to find that way.

Best regards

Antonin Artaud

45 rue Pigalle

Hôtel St-Charles

Paris

To René Daumal3
(draft)

Paris, 14 July 1931

[…] If theatre is made for capturing a system of life, if it is supposed to comprise the heroic synthesis of the times in which it is born, if we might define it as the concrete residue and reflection of the standards and behaviours of the times, then the cinema clearly offers us a dynamic and comprehensive image of modern life in all its diverse aspects and in a way that the theatre is far from realizing.

The theatre as it has been practiced for almost a century, not just in France but all over Europe, is restricted to psychological portraiture centred around the individual. All specifically theatrical means of expression have become, one by one, subordinate to the text which itself has absorbed action to such a point that, when all is said and done, we might imagine all theatrical representation reduced to one person giving a monologue in front of a flat.

This notion, however valid it is in and of itself, confirms to Western minds the supremacy of spoken language, at once both more precise and more abstract, above all others; though one unexpected consequence is that the cinema, an art of imagery, has become a surrogate for the theatre of spoken words!

If, in competition with the theatre, the cinema has won the first round, it seems certainly to fall at the second. Though this alone is not enough to breathe new life back into a theatre that has become irredeemably docile, where all vital signs are lacking.

However, though the French theatre does not seem able to redeem itself from its brothel-like atmosphere, is incapable of offering anything more gripping than a session in a criminal court, elsewhere in Europe since before the war efforts have been made, notably in Germany, and in Russia since the war, to restore the lustre lacking from the art of stage directing and spectacle. The Ballets Russes have brought a sense of colour back to the stage. And henceforth we need to mount productions according the demands of visual harmony, just as, following Piscator, we have to consider the dynamic, tangible demands of movement, just as, following Meyerhold and Appia, we have to apply an architectural sense of decor applied not just in terms of depth, but of height too, playing with perspectives of mass and volume, and no longer simply using flat surfaces painted with trompe-l’oeil scenery.4

Finally, when it comes to the concept of psychology, the old classic sense of a theatre of manners and a theatre of characters, in which humanity is studied with what we might call a photographic attitude, anyway inert, dead from the off, essentially anti-heroic, all our passions, within an everyday, habitual frame, so neatly done that any play is comparable to a game of chess, or a game of psychological building blocks which produces nothing more for us than a flat and sorry image of reality. […]

To Louis Jouvet5

Sunday 2 August [1931]

Dear Friend,

If I may, I want to remind you of the plans we had for a meeting, which was to take place upon your return from travels in July.

I am being insistent or persistent in this because I feel I have something to say. About what I have always seen as a kind of resistance in the world of the stage to everything that does not strictly belong to it, about the near-uselessness of the spoken word which has become the suture of thought rather than its vehicle, about the vanity of our obsession with the sentimental and the psychological in the theatre, and about the need that the theatre has to try to represent on stage some of the stranger aspects of the fabric of the unconscious, all that in-depth and in perspective, within a hieroglyphics of gestures which are the novel, objective constructions of being, all of which was managed, achieved, and presented by those remarkable performances of the Balinese Theatre, which represent a beautiful snub to theatre as we conceive of it here. I want to talk to you about all this, and many other things, in the hope that our collaboration might develop beyond a few snatched conversations about the theatre, on the subject of the play you are about to put on.

I am not a man motivated by money, and as long as my life is stable, nothing else matters.

Cordially yours

Antonin Artaud

58 rue La Bruyère,

Paris 9.

To Jean Paulhan6

Paris, 6 September 1931

Very dear friend,

I’ve been back in Paris for five days.7 As soon as you get back, do drop me a line. When you do, might you be able to send me the proofs of my article?8 Whatever is most convenient for you.

With all my heart

Antonin Artaud

P.S. Have you seen the paintings of a certain Lucas Van den Leyden at the Louvre?9 They have something in common with the Balinese Theatre. They give out that sense of a kind of superior theatre, of most certainly esoteric inspiration, as all self-respecting true theatre should be. There is as much difference between this unknown painting (which nonetheless manifests superior inspiration and superior execution, and a quasi-magical perfection) and the so-called great painters such as Titian, Rubens, Veronese, Rembrandt even and other distinguished craftsmen and artisans of plaster where only a top layer of light, of shapes and meanings play, than there is between the theatre of the initiated ancestors of the Balinese and our own rotten theatre. What’s more, if you consider the intensity and freshness of the colour in this painting dating from 1453, it’s as though it was painted 24 hours ago, whereas the paint of the Renaissance artists has been absorbed into the canvas and just gets dimmer and dimmer.

A.A.

Apocryphal symposium10

Having been invited by the groupe l’Effort to take part in a debate on the theatre on the 8 December last, I condensed down my thoughts on the issue to just a few pages, captured in a very brief and schematic way. The issue in question was, I understand: The Destiny of the Theatre. I responded to this directly and without holding back. By this I mean that without considering what kind of audience I was addressing, I attempted to consider the theatre philosophically and in terms of its essential properties. This was an abstract approach which, judging by the deathly silence into which my words fell, was a terribly outmoded one. There was no doubt nothing of the real philosopher about me, and the language I adopted was farcical in my mouth, on account of the clumsiness with which I deployed any philosophical terms. Nonetheless, I did not notice anyone in the room laughing, though no doubt there was suppressed laughter, proof that people were not altogether sure of themselves, and a lot less than I was of myself, but also proof that when philosophy is articulated, even philosophy applied to the theatre by someone half-competent, it can only inspire stupor.

Those who expected to be heavily shaken found themselves disappointed. A disappointment that I find flattering. And I left the stage having received the impression that I had been speaking in some dead language, one that was unable to penetrate people’s minds, and the deployment of which is reserved only for the learned. Here below is my address, not as I gave it, but as I later realized I should have given it to that audience of society people, fringe theatre practitioners, dramatists who had seen their plays performed when they were younger and younger ones hoping to see their work performed before they grow old!

However much people might resist the ambitious, almost over-loaded and no doubt over-reaching manner in which I approach question of the theatre, I argue that at this time, at the point we have come to, no question can be considered in any way other than on a universal level, by which I mean on the level of the utter destruction of all the values by which we live, which nobody will deny are already ebbing, one after the other, from all angles. This destruction, which might smell of decay, but in fact smells more like a settling of accounts and, as the machine malfunctions, suggests the reverse process of some filthy human disease, the flailing of which are not even funny anymore, having been repeated too often. I will come back to all that soon.

At best, might we not hope finally to have some clear articulation of the question of our beloved theatre.

But that will not be the case tonight, any more than it has ever been, for the reason that I do not see one true practitioner of the theatre in this room, myself excepted no doubt, and we will see why that is.

We will see why, with all my hackneyed pretentiousness, I am in the right.

I argue that the theatre in the state we currently practice it, or rather in the state that we are watching it die in, or rather in the state in which we could watch it die if it too is not already contributing to a state of general decay, one happening faster than elsewhere, one that takes our ideas, our morals and a range of values that prop us up, but without the theatre going through that phase of excessive progress, of extreme yet fascinating (in its richness) development which has taken at the same time all other arts and comparable (to the theatre) means of expression, through the multiplication of their various nuances. To sum up, if we cannot specify, if we find ourselves so incapable of diagnosing the sickness that the theatre is suffering, it is because we find ourselves without terms of reference, caught in the middle of this mounting but widespread development which is leading a whole population, leading our whole western way of life towards its downfall and its disappearance.

Fragment I11

These writers should want to have as much influence as the right artistic and psychological resonances that the staging of a play might have than they do over the choice of plays. And I will go on to say how I propose to associate my new staging methods with our contemporary, European approach to expression through movements and gestures, other than vocal expression and intonation. I want to make something important, something serious even, of this theatre in which all our shared sense of moral and psychological values is implied. I want to make of it something that will be of interest to thinking people, the whole of the elite who follow literary, musical, painterly and psychological movements, and who concern themselves with the future and the most up-to-date directions of thought in important and even crucial spheres. The manifesto that I will publish, and which will be in the clearest possible terms, will be the thing that tells you whether you might be of like mind, and I should like all interested parties to have the sense that the future of all that they hold dear is put into this theatre and its success. I am busy setting up the project on firm commercial grounds and there are business people who are supporting me and so endeavouring to bring the project to life in practical terms that I know little about. What I do know, is that I want this business to be established financially on novel terms that know how to predict upcoming economic changes.

The N.R.F. Theatre (Interview with Antonin Artaud by Henri Philippon)12

The few people to have been in the know about this project spoke of it only in hushed tones. As for the rest of us, if we were to hear that the Nouvelle Revue Française was thinking of establishing a theatre, we would never be able to guess who would be running it.13 Many names have been suggested, in particular those of a certain dramatist and of the director of a cinema journal. As it happens, it is Mr Antonin Artaud who is taking on the title. Such a choice indicates that the Nouvelle Revue Française wishes to put together something altogether new. Mr Antonin Artaud, after all, has some very particular ideas about the theatre, ideas that he was only ever able to put into practice at the time he was running the Alfred Jarry Theatre, alongside Mr Roger Vitrac, a theatre that was as fascinating as it was short-lived.

I had the good fortune of meeting Mr Antonin Artaud at the Deux-Magots cafe.

– There is a rumour that the Nouvelle Revue Française intends to start a theatre. Is this true?

– It is. And I will be running it. In the next edition of the N.R.F. I will be publishing a kind of manifesto which will be counter-signed by Mr André Gide, Mr Julien Benda, Albert Thibaudet, Jean Paulhan and Jules Supervielle. These will constitute the honorary committee.

– May we know what this manifesto will contain?

– It certainly will not contain any of the notions by which we understand the theatre now in 1932. I conceive of theatre as a kind of profound, intellectual music-hall. I believe in the necessary vitality of magic, and I want characters to be relegated to a secondary level. It’s not just everyday life that I am seeking to expel from the theatre, but psychological life itself, from the roots up. Though the monstrosities we might extract from it might serve as everyday social objectives, precisely identifiable and immediately, logically recognizable. Scenic art should be of primary importance. The stage is a physical, concrete space which demands that it be filled, and that it be made to speak its concrete language. This language, which addresses the senses and is independent from the spoken word, should satisfy the senses first of all. This language is not truly theatrical except in as much as the concepts that it expresses are beyond spoken language: music, dance, the visual arts, mime-shows, mimicry, gestures, intonations, architecture, lighting and scenery.

– And what works are you thinking of mounting?

– The plays of the Elizabethan theatre: Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi and The White Devil, Tourneur’s The Revenger’s Tragedy, the works of Ford…

– So no contemporary authors?

– I will mount Mr Roger Vitrac’s Le Coup de Trafalgar and most likely a play by Mr André Gide …14 I can’t imagine any others just now.

– And when do you think you will open the N.R.F. Theatre to the public?

– At the beginning of the next season.

– Will it be the usual kind of theatre?

– Of course. I don’t yet know where we will be based, but we’ll have that arranged in the next few days.

Decidedly, with men as resolute to defend it as Mr Jacques Copeau and Mr Antonin Artaud, the theatre is not at risk of disappearing. And dramatists will soon find themselves in greater favour than even novelists, something we nonetheless have no intention of complaining about.

Letter to l’Intransigeant15

Following the article that we published yesterday about the N.R.F. Theatre. Mr Antonin Artaud, who was named as the person running the theatre next season, today sent us a few complementary details.

Please permit me to correct some of the terms in my interview about the N.R.F. Theatre, published today in l’Intransigeant. The fact is that the N.R.F. is not establishing a theatre and making me its director, but it has agreed to patronise the enterprise that I am pursuing. It is lending me its support and the right to make use of its name.

The first play that I will produce will be Büchner’s Woyzeck.

Please allow me also to emphasize the profound significance I intend to lend the productions I will mount and address some of the distinctive aspects of the stagings that I will undertake.

Contemporary theatre is degenerate because it has lost on the one hand its sense of consequence and its sense of laughter on the other. This is because it has abandoned all gravity, it has abandoned its immediate, destructive effectiveness; in sum, it has abandoned danger. It is because it has also lost any authentic sense of humour and the physical, anarchic power of dissociation that laughter has. It is because it has abandoned the profound anarchy that is at the heart of all poetry.16

I would be very grateful if you could emphasize these few points and express that objectively, through the use of a kind of original mime-show in which gestures and postures operate as living hieroglyphs, I intend to make these things physically present and appreciable on stage.

In asking your forgiveness, I offer you my gratitude.

Antonin Artaud

To Marcel Dalio17

27 June 1932
Monday

Dear friend,

You will have seen from the interview and my letter to l’Intransigeant that my plans are in good shape. I rang your place on Saturday to arrange for us to meet. My call couldn’t have been passed on to you, or not in time. It is nevertheless very urgent that I see you. I asked you the other day, eye to eye, if you believed in this business, because it is the sort of thing that you need to be fully committed to or not at all. Look, I am wiping the slate clean. I found it funny that you asked me if I was planning to produce art theatre, because it seemed to me that by its very definition that is something we can rule out: art theatre can only be fringe theatre! But a theatre that seeks to tear everything apart to get back to what is essential, to seek by specifically theatrical means to attain the essential, could not be art theatre, and that is by definition. To make art, to make aesthetic things, is to seek approval, by stealth, exterior, fleeting, but to seek to exteriorize serious feelings, to discover essential spiritual attitudes, to wish to give an audience the impression that that something is at stake in coming to see our plays, and make them appreciate a new concept of Danger, I don’t think any of that is about making ‘art’.

I took more time than I thought I would before ringing you, because I wanted to be absolutely ready. I think I am now.

I know what I want to talk to you about and I am able to tell you in an objective manner what it is I want to do.

As we wait for new writers to provide us with plays which are aligned with the essential, and which would be expressible using the scenic, vocal and tangible means that I am advocating, I have a programme.

The thing I want to insist upon is that the plays that I have chosen do not represent an end point for me, a goal, but a means: ‘they are such that they cannot get in the way of the work of the staging process that I have in mind’.

And in their turn, it needs to be well understood that, however spectacular they might be, these staging methods which aim to bring about a certain concept of total theatre do not of course seek to make spectacle the be-all and end-all of the theatre.

In short, I do not want to be accused of making art theatre, archaeological theatre, and those who accuse me thus will not have understood what I am looking to do. There’s no surprise there, and I’m not worried that my ideas will be stolen because I plan to expand upon them in depth in a detailed manifesto that I will make public.

Practically, the question that I face is this: ‘the productions being found, I have to find a troupe of actors who might be capable of submitting themselves to these staging processes, who will translate the indications I will give them in the most minute detail; because, of course, you can only achieve a structured arrangement of the productions we are to attempt if the actors are disposed to scrupulously following the indications I will give them’.

Put another way, these shows come to life through certain staging processes, and the actors will be required to follow my direction.

And I therefore need someone, but someone exceptional who, in practical and financial terms, will be able to manage truly revolutionary initiatives, as revolutionary as the ones that you and I have agreed are not just possible but necessary in the world of the visual arts, and in the world of ideas. I say that these initiatives should be revolutionary, not by inclination, or with any manic desire to turn everything upside down, but because I believe that in present circumstances only new ways of thinking about matters of finance have any chance of creating a reliable business which might last. Nothing stops you being this person, and I am asking you if, given the things I have brought to the table, the support of the N.R.F., its name and the names of writers who have promised me the support of their authority, you can take care of building up a robust business case, which is to say get hold of all the kinds of credit that would allow us access to a space, scenery, publicity. And a bit of ready cash that would allow us to get started.

We need to speak frankly about all of this and, waiting to do so, I am your friend.

Ant. Artaud

4 rue du Commerce 4

XVe

E.V.

The Theatre that I am Establishing18

The theatre project that I will be setting up with the support of the N.R.F, which is making its pages available to me to give me the space to outline the direction this theatre will take, both objectively and from an ideological perspective. The article I am writing, which I will use to outline the theatre’s programme and set out my plans, will constitute a sort of manifesto, and will be signed by a number of N.R.F. Authors. What is more, André Gide, Julien Benda, Albert Thibaudet and Jean Paulhan will make up the committee of patrons for this theatre. As members of this committee, they will contribute to all discussions over the productions that this theatre will mount.

I have not yet turned my mind to the kind of auditorium that might be used, but if possible I would opt for a hangar, which I will set up and rebuild in the manner of the architecture of certain churches, or better yet of certain sacred spaces and certain temples of the Tibetan plateau. My concept of theatre is that it is sacred, metaphysical, but in the sense of constructing a magical, authentic, absolutely effective act. The words ‘sacred’ and ‘metaphysical’ should be understood not as having anything to do with religion or metaphysics as they are ordinarily taken to mean. This should indicate to what degree this theatre intends to break away from the conceptual bases that sustain European theatre in 1932.

I believe in the true impact of the theatre, but not in terms of real life. Needless to say, I consider all the attempts that have been made in Germany, Russia and America in recent years to put the theatre in the service of pressing social or revolutionary objectives as a pointless enterprise. And however up to date their staging processes might be, by the very fact that they give in to, want to be subservient to the most fundamental principles of dialectical materialism, by the very fact that they turn their back on metaphysics, which they treat with contempt, those processes remain only an approach to staging in the most basic meaning of that word. I have neither the time nor the word count here to get fully into that debate here. But there are in this, as you can see, two different and oppositional approaches to life and to poetry, and the direction any theatre takes is bound up in these approaches.

In any case, and looking at it objectively, I can say so much: I had planned to put on Büchner’s Woyzeck, and a number of works by Elizabethan playwrights; Cyril Tourneur’s The Revenger’s Tragedy and Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi and The White Devil, plays by Ford and so on, but in truth my ambition is not so much to offer a programme, nor indeed to mount written works. I believe that the theatre can only truly return to its true form the day that playwrights completely turn things around, their sources of inspiration, and above all the way in which they compose plays. For me, the key issue is to allow the theatre to rediscover its own true language, a language of space, of gestures, of postures, of expressions and mimicry, a language of screams and onomatopoeia, an acoustic language, one in which these elements will culminate in signs, whether visual or acoustic, signs that will be as intellectually robust and as palpably communicative as the language of words. Words are now only used in the fixed and discursive aspects of life, like that more precise and objective clarity that forms at the head of an idea.

I also plan to take a well-known sacred or popular theme, and try to put together a number of sketched dramatic presentations inspired by it, within which gestures, postures and signs will take form in real time as they are imagined, and do so directly on the stage, where words will be come into being in order to close, to bring to conclusion, these lyrical recitals composed of music, gestures and living signs. It will be necessary to discover a means of notation, akin to the staves of music scores, with a new form of coded language, for all that will be composed.

To André Gide19

Thursday
20 August 1932

Dear sir,

I received and am grateful for your letter. My announcement, now drafted, should appear in October in the N.R.F. I plan to conclude it by saying that a certain number of writers, who have given me their permission, and whom I will name, have allowed me to list them as supporters of the principles I outline. There is not to be a committee of patrons and I will not put your own name above others, and even if you have not come to a decision regarding Arden of Faversham before October, I ask you to allow me to state that you intend to offer a play for this theatre, which I will call ‘_____ THEATRE OF CRUELTY’, and that you will do this via the stage and in liaison with me as director. I will announce this play at the head of my list of productions I plan to mount:

1. An extract from Zohar, the story of Rabbi ben Siméon, who burns like fire and happens to be just like fire,

2. The Fall of Jerusalem, flowing with blood red colour, bringing forth every precise, evocative detail, whether they be passions or profound philosophical battles between prophets, the king, priests or the people,

3. The story of Bluebeard, reconstructed from archival material, with a new conception of cruelty and eroticism,

4. A marquis de Sade story, its eroticism transposed onto the stage, represented allegorically and dressed up in terms of a robust exteriorization of cruelty,

5. One or more Romantic melodramas, in which the improbable becomes an active, passionate element of poetry,

6. Büchner’s Woyzeck, in the spirit of a reaction against my own principles, and by way of demonstrating what can be done scenically with a given text,

7. Works from the Elizabethan theatre, stripped of their texts and retaining only the characters, the trappings of the era, the situations and of course the plot.

It seems to me that even for a donor, and provided that one knows how to read a text, my text, there is a programme here that is sufficiently attractive, especially when people will have read my announcement which, in its technical aspects will outline the theatrical approach that I will apply to whatever.

I remain faithfully yours.

Antonin Artaud

4 rue du Commerce

To Jean Paulhan20

Sunday, 29 August 1932,
Paris

Dear friend,

When will you be back?

I have now finished the manuscript and am typing it up. As soon as it’s finished I will send it you so that you might find a good place for it in the October edition. It will be about 7 or 8 N.R.F. pages and I will ask you as a very special favour, given that this is the release of a manifesto, that you make sure it has a prominent place. You will recall that you had promised me to put ‘Staging and Metaphysics’ first place in the edition.

But I know that your will do what is best.

[…]

This manifesto, which has been revised from beginning to end a dozen times or so – I am thorough – did not find its final form until now, these last days. Above all, that’s to do with finding the right words, achieving the intellectual thread. I’ve done so and I’ve nothing better to add. And only now have I found my tone of voice.

You will get it in 5 or 6 days. Even if the ‘The Alchemical Theatre’ won’t come out until November I can’t wait any more for this Manifesto. I’ve already lost too much time. And having only the whole month of October to get support for my programme, it’s not much.

I have chosen the title ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ despite the limitations of this title, and for the following reasons: ‘the true theatre will be too vast, it cannot be formulated without risking a failure to achieve its goal. Realistically, it should be called “Alchemical” or “Metaphysical Theatre”’. All of which would just be a big joke to the uneducated. Now, a fact of life is that there has never been a successful production that has not had an element of cruelty. The crucial thing is to find out to what use the production itself put this cruelty, and that it is a question of the kind of cosmic cruelty, closely related to the progenitor of that destruction without which nothing can be created. That’s the meaning behind the title, as I shall explain within the manifesto. That’s good enough for us, and as for the public I think the title will pull them in. After that, that same public will see where we shall take them by that fact of that cruelty, which is so necessary to them, and which will take them they know not where. Never mind them. Save for a veto on your part or on the part of André Gide, I will keep this title. If you think of another could you propose it to me or even just put it at the head of the printed manifesto. As long as people see that it is about a new theatre that is being launched and will appear.

I am still in Paris. I haven’t been on holiday. I am yet again – all the money I earned in Berlin was spent three months ago and I have not earned a penny since – yet again penniless.21 This material woe, which poisons me as though my life were not hard enough, just goes on.

My dear friend, I’ll leave you with a see you soon, and I and as ever faithfully yours.

Antonin Artaud

To Jean Paulhan22

Monday 12 September 1932

Dear friend,

Thank you for your letter and forgive me for having hassled you with telegrams. I am still hoping to get the proofs but just in case there is an issue, here is how I have re-written the opening sentence. I think you can see my own personal style in it, and that cruelty is not an afterthought.

This is it:

‘It is not a question of always bringing out the butcher’s knife on stage, but of reintroducing into every theatrical gesture the sense of some cosmic cruelty without which life would not exist, reality would not exist.’23

Cruelty is not something I superimpose upon my thinking; it is something that has always resided there. It was just necessary for me to realize this. I use the word cruelty in the sense of appetite for life, of cosmic stringency, of implacable necessity, in the Gnostic sense of the vortex of life which devours the shadows, in the sense of that suffering that comes from the inescapable necessity that life cannot shake off. Good is willed, it is the product of an act; evil endures. When the concealed god creates he abides by the cruel necessity that his own creation imposes upon him. He cannot not create, and so cannot avoid the introduction of a kernel of evil right at the heart of that willed vortex, a kernel that is ever more reduced, ever more consumed. And theatre, in that sense of ongoing creation, of utter magical action, abides by that necessity too. A play that lacks that will, that blind lust for life, one that is capable of passing over everything, visible in every gesture and every action, and in the transcendent aspect of the action, would be a failed play, a useless play.24

I look forward to seeing you, but also because I fear that the opening sentence might have misrepresented me, and it seems to me that above all when it comes to theory and doctrine I have attained a level I have never before reached.

Your friend

A. Artaud

Letter to Comœdia25

Why Mr Antonin Artaud is establishing ‘The Theatre of Cruelty’

The theatre, he tells us, is a ‘magical ceremony’, and there is no intention to perform written plays.

We announced that the young creative writer and director, Mr Antonin Artaud is preparing to set up a new avant-garde stage under the aegis of the Nouvelle Revue Française which will open soon and will be called ‘Theatre of Cruelty’.26 In this difficult time for the theatre, when everyone is concerned about their future, it was particularly interesting to hear from Mr Antonin Artaud about his plans and ideas. Here is his reply, which comes across as a veritable manifesto:

Paris, 18 September 1932

Dear Sir,

Please permit me to expand upon some of the principles that have guided me in the enterprise that I am pursuing.

I conceive of theatre as surgery or as a magical ceremony, and, using up-to-date, modern means, I will apply all my energy to restoring its primitive ritual characteristics in a manner that is as comprehensible as possible to everyone. Everything has two sides, two aspects:

1. The physical, active, exterior aspect is put across by gestures, sounds, images, precious harmonies. This physical side appeals directly to the audience’s senses, that is to say the nerves. It has hypnotic powers. It prepares one’s being, through the nervous system, to receive the mystical or metaphysical ideas that constitute the interior aspect of a rite, of which those harmonies and gestures are but the outer layer.

2. The interior, philosophical or religious aspect, taking ‘religious’ in its broadest sense, in its sense of communion with the Universal.

But the audience need not worry, because every rite has three stages. After the physical side, which is supposed to wrap and charm like any kind of dance and any kind of music might, then the enchanted, poetic side appears, where our mind might settle before moving on. At this stage, the rite is recounting stories and providing incredible, well-known imagery, just as when reading The Iliad you might pause at Menelaus’s matrimonial misfortunes without concerning yourself with the profound, awful concepts they encapsulate and serve to conceal.

I had already stressed this magical, surgical aspect of the theatre in an article which was published in the February 1932 edition of the N.R.F.27 And since then it has given me great pleasure to note that certain excellent critics have corroborated my approach. For example, Jean Cassou, in the 17 September issue of les Nouvelles littéraires, speaks of a poetic means of using stage objects and he even uses the word ‘ceremonial’ that I used in a footnote inserted in that same article.28 He seems therefore to be in agreement in certain places with certain ways of thinking about theatre as something other than a gratuitous artsy game, or as something to distract yourself from the discomfort of an upset stomach.

But at the same time as it rediscovers its power to directly affect the nerves and the senses, and through the senses the mind, the theatre abandons the application of dialogic theatre, the clarity and excessive logic of which are inhibitors of the senses. It is not a question, though, of getting rid of words, but of considerably reducing their use, or of making use of them in an incantatory way, one which has been forgotten or is now obscure. It is a question above all of getting rid of a certain purely psychological and naturalist aspect of theatre, and to give poetry and imagination the opportunity to take back what is rightly theirs.

But – and this is what is original – there is a pernicious and I would say even dangerous side to poetry and imagination that is to be rediscovered. Poetry is a dissociative and anarchic force which through analogy, association, imagery can only exist through the demolition of known associations. What would be original, would be to demolish these associations not just in the exterior realm, in the realm of nature, but in the interior realm, by which I mean in the psychological realm.

If I am now asked how this will work, I will say that it is my secret. In any case, what I can say is that in this new theatre the objective, exterior element, that is to say the scenic element, staging, will have paramount importance, with the whole originating not in the text but within the production, and with the text becoming a slave to the performance. A new language, with its own laws and its own annotation, will be developed alongside spoken language, and however physical or concrete it might be it will have the same intellectual significance, the same powers of suggestion as the other.

Because I believe it is now urgent that the theatre realizes once and for all what distinguishes it from textual literature. However ephemeral it might be, the art of the theatre is based upon the use of space, upon expression in space and, strictly speaking, nowhere is it written that the more permanent forms of art, those carved in stone, captured on canvas or on paper, should be considered the most valid forms of expression and the most magically effective.

In this new language, the gesture is the equal of the word, the pose has a deeply symbolic meaning, has the quality of a hieroglyph, and the whole performance, instead of aiming for effect and charm, will offer a means of recognition, of giddiness and of revelation for our appreciation.

Put another way, poetry inhabits external objects and draws strange consonances and imagery from their arrangements or their choices, and everything in the performance aims towards expression by physical means which engages the mind as much as they do the senses.

This is how a certain alchemical concept of theatre might now come into view. Unlike regular theatre, in which the systematic dispersal of emotions corresponds to the vulgar state of the scientific practice of chemistry (which in itself is nothing more than a degenerate branch of Alchemy), in this new concept of theatre emotions, shapes, words all come together in the image of a kind of living, man-made maelstrom, at the centre of which the performance take on the form of actual transmutation.

As far as the works to be performed are concerned, we will not be mounting written plays. Performances will be constructed directly, there on the stage, using all the means that the stage puts at their disposal, but considered as a language on a par with the dialogue in written theatre. This does not mean that productions will not be meticulously composed and ultimately set before being performed.

That is it for the basic principles. As for the material means of production, I might be allowed to reveal those a little later.

Antonin Artaud

To André Rolland de Renéville29

8 April 1933

Dear friend,

You are truly an amazing judge. What you have said about my lecture is pretty much exactly what I think of it myself, with some added provisos, which you don’t point out but which can be read within your praise and your assessment: that is to say that it wavers constantly between failure and utter buffoonery and a sort of unsustained grandeur that establishes itself here and there in perfectly formulated imagery. There is something worth preserving, I think, in the poetic-clinical description of the plague, two or three truly troubling comments – I mean troubling in practice – an extremely subtle if sometimes rather clumsily expressed position on the problem of the plague in and of itself, and of as you say a rather acute sense of the poetic relationship between things. There is still a notion of the relationships between mind and matter that runs in favour of certain material phenomenon, such as for example illnesses, which went too far in the way they were presented. But even there, above all there, I didn’t manage the terminology or rather didn’t muster the strength of mind. Because there is a truth that I wanted to audience to grasp; they got it subconsciously and that is without doubt what upset them and was the cause of that hostility, unusual in lectures of that kind. Without doubt, just my very presence causes a stir in some quarters, brings out an unusual irritation in some people, as though they are facing some monstrosity, an abject natural phenomenon. Seeing me arrive, perhaps because of certain ideas I set in motion, some people just fly off the handle. The truth I am talking about, which causes irritation and which you call a metaphor but which is no such thing, is that relationship between the theatre and the plague. To my mind this is so important that I consider it was organically altered by some malevolence which stops it being what it needs to be. This awful battle between myself and the analogies that I infer, and my inability to fix them in words, to make myself physically master of the entirety of my topic, results in an embarrassing spectacle which irritates people who are not attuned to a certain concentration of thought.

When I proposed that we think of the plague only as a psychic entity, I mean that we have no right to dwell on material phenomenon, to fixate on forms, and only on forms, and that no organic mutation is anything more than the most distant wave form, the final stirring, from some vital occurrence in which consciousness, or will, or intelligence at some point played their role; this being so, it would be vain to consider our bodies as impermeable, immutable organisms. There is no matter, there are only provisional layers of states of being, there is no surprise that the mind, consciousness, will and reason have all in turn intervened in the individual transformations of these.

To consider all phenomenon in their universality in this way, and, if you like, note that in all the variations that the plague has manifested through time and all around we can surely acknowledge some major perversion of life, which without at all touching the body produces organically the most extreme disorders, and we can agree to call this perversion plague, since it produces disorders in the moral, social psychological and psychic world which are so extreme, so devastating and almost abstract in nature. If we might then go on to recognize that the mind never experiences the same situation twice, that there are no sicknesses, only sick people, we should be able to imagine the virtual, arbitrary outline of a malevolence that now resembles the theatre when it attains epidemic, profoundly disrupting stages, which is to say when it brings together a suitable collection of extreme qualities, and of revelatory disorder. And yet, there is sometimes something concrete to be found even amid these virtual, arbitrary qualities. Or rather these virtual and arbitrary qualities from time to time impact on our bodies, on matter, consciousness, society and events in such a way that a physical, fixed image of the plague emerges from time to time. And so we cannot ignore those who have been arbitrarily impacted by such things, something they never thought they would have inside them, the awful, extreme, futile, unknown feelings they experience, we cannot deny them a fundamental identification with theatrical characters and emotions. With this one difference, as I have expressed elsewhere, that the characters and emotions provoked by the plague represent the final state of a spiritual force on its way out, whereas theatrical characters and emotions are by contrast the resurrection of a spiritual force which grows in intensity and asserts itself as it spreads. The plague’s malevolence affects the body and devastates it utterly. The body ultimately remains intact, and it would seem that it was not affected materially but by way of the consciousness and the will. Affected or not, the plague is just as absolute with or without actual lesions on the organism.

In the same way theatrical emotions leave the actor intact and are not truly resolved through action. And yet we could not say that those emotions were without action, density or efficacy. This is where the question of the internal physical efficacy of poetic imagery arises, and I completely failed to express this in my lecture, in part due to lack of patience and in part due to failing to set my mind to it. I believe though that I managed to say something of importance when I emphasized that more virtue is demanded of a furious actor to not actually commit a crime than the resolve needed by a killer to accomplish his. Then there is the communicative aspect of all valid emotion and of all imagery that impresses itself upon the mind, and of the mind or the consciousness to the organism, of the structures that are inversely comparable to those that an epidemic imposes globally on the organism and from the organism to the mind.

This is everything I wanted to tell you, and you have such good judgement to recognize my intellectual will to say this or that, in the flexing of my layered will.

I will be at the bar du Dome at 9 o’clock on Wednesday. And if you could set aside the sometimes annoying angle you adopt on otherwise unimportant matters, it will always be an absolute delight to meet up with you.

Faithfully yours,

Ant. Artaud.

To Natalie Clifford Barney30

Paris, 12 August 1933

Dear Madam,

I am typing out the first draft of a new pamphlet, summarized with the following points:

1. We are bored. No era has been so devoid of secret life as ours. And never has an era been more dramatic, more troubled. And yet the most violent, decisive events fall upon worn out, unresponsive sensitivities, which need to be shaken up and revitalized in order to be able to appreciate the severity of the times.

2. The masses crave elation and have forgotten that the theatre is essentially the place to find it. Theatre these days is failing in its purpose, its ambition. It does nothing but present us with derisory, unimpressive, passionless individuals, and what is more it presents them as inert, at a remove from us.

3. Now, the theatre is a form of exorcism, an appeal to energy. It is a means of channelling passions, to make them serve a purpose, but it needs to be understood not as an art-form, a form of entertainment, but as a solemn event; it has to be given back this explosive quality, this gravity, this danger. And to achieve this, it must leave behind individual psychology, enter into collective passions, collective states of being, grasp hold of collective fluctuations, in short, change the subject.

3. And psychologically, where the theatre insists on nit-picking in the known world, take it into the unknown world, through the unconscious, through dreams, imagination, poetry, show the masses that they are able to reach a new level through the right use of imagery, and of scenic action, a level where life pushed to uncontrollable heights expends all its energies. And thereby give the masses the experience of superhuman passions, allow them to be made flesh in augmented, monstrous characters.

4. There are technical means to achieve this that the theatre has long forgotten. First, it should stop thinking of a production as something seen, something that unfurls before the audience, and replace it with something experienced, which takes place all around the audience, drenching it wave after wave with lights, with sounds, with reflections.

This is where pounding instruments come in, gongs that are metres tall, vibrations that merge together, massaging the sensibilities, lighting that does not act as scenery but which provoke states of mind, and here repetitive sounds come in, hypnotic rhythms which steer the sensibility of the audience, and rather than trying to achieve any meaning, instead prepare them for the psychic revelations that the rest of the production will bring. The scale of these deployed methods, the number of actors, of extras, serve a primary purpose because it is through the commotion of substantial masses, an unending commotion, that they command the attention of the audience utterly.

In this way the show becomes something of a trial, or even an illness the ensuing cure for which proves to the audience the vital necessity of such an experience.

There you have the summary of my latest pamphlet. I think that this time I have kept to a plan that is at all times accessible, at all times human.

What is more

I have been offered the Salle de Raspail 216, if not to pursue my projects at least to put on a scaled-back production.

The space is available to me in full working order with lighting, controls, workings, administration. There is nothing for me to put up front. The owner is taking a risk with us to receive either very good or very bad box office takings. Do you not think that, given all this, it might be possible to get a small troupe of actors together, and to cover the cost of the props and costumes. It would not be much.

I will send you the typed-up text as soon as it is finished. Please believe in my respectfully devoted sentiments.

Antonin Artaud

42 rue Rouelle.

P.S. It is possible that, in the summary here, things are expressed in a more concise and clearer form, but which would not be in the pamphlet if any less fleshed out.

To Orane Demazis31

30 December 193332

My dear good friend,

I sent you an invitation to the reading that I am to do on 6 January next week, hosted by some friends. You must come.

I won’t ask you to lend your applause to the reading of a Shakespearean drama, even if it goes well. For me, this is not a matter of demonstrating my acting skills with a masterpiece from some bygone era. But rather to make a point about our apathy, our indifference, our lack of awareness and our cowardice in the face of everything. All those backward virtues which make cannon fodder of us, bodies for the slaughter. I am taking the theatre and making something energetic, something active with it. I think that the theatre is capable of much, that it is the most directly active means of expression, one which contains all others, not in a reductive way but speaking absolutely. And I want to return its true function to it, which is to harness and divert conflicts, to channel negative forces, to throw light on problems, to resolve and settle unanswered questions, and at the same time whip up the sensibilities of all involved. I say ‘involved’ because theatre, as something sacred, is like a sacrifice, like a ritual which does something whether you want it to or not, and regardless of how far removed you might be from the idea of rituals, and from the any appreciation of the sacred. This thing done that I am speaking of is organic, as assured as the musical vibrations that are capable of stupefying snakes. It impacts directly upon the organs of nervous sensibility, just as the acupuncture points of Chinese medicine impact upon the organs and upon the guiding functions of the human body. A red light creates a battle-ready atmosphere, it predisposes us towards fighting, just as assuredly as a bullet shot or a slap on the face might. A slap isn’t going to kill anyone, a bullet shot might do sometimes. An atmosphere of lighting and sound instigates particular dispositions; a word slipped in at the right moment can push someone over the edge, that is to say make them go mad. This is by way of returning to that notion that the theatre actively does something, and that one only needs to know how to make use of that. This precious process needs to be put to serious use, and it is dreadful for it only to be used to make mere objects of amusement. I want to make theatre which performs a service, which applies itself to harnessing the forces that the theatre is able to harness. It seems to me that, in the times in which we live, there is a kind of human duty, one that we don’t care much for perhaps, but one that also responds to a sense of destiny, to the notion that we might have a fate that steers us, which obliges us, this human duty, to become aware of all the negative forces which make up the spirit of the times. There is a malfunction somewhere that we are not in control of, whatever we want to call it. And this malfunction comprises all sorts of inexplicable crimes, gratuitous crimes. And also the far too frequent incidents of earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, tornadoes or railway disasters. And what we refuse to see is that the art that distracts us in our free time, and which we think of as being there solely to distract us in our free time, is also a lightning conductor, that everything that is represented on that stage could come to be in real life, etc., etc. ___

All this was understood in times when the theatre actually meant something, such as during the time of the Elizabethan theatre. The theatre of description and anecdote, even the satirical theatre when it lacks bile, are all blemishes of our times, and demonstrate our total inability to react, to live even, and whatever little awareness that we have, how to live and the necessity or even the cruelty of life. Those who assume the facile idea, in relation to theatre, and to art in general, that art is something to entertain, in the most paltry meaning of entertain, and who find life to be a rather boring thing, so awful that art allows them to keep thinking, and speaks to them of important matters, or transports them to some serious, insistent concept, with the gravity and difficulty of all that is, these people are responsible for the worrying state we find ourselves stuck in today.

All this being said, one question arises: are we capable of managing this efficient, active concept of theatre, and are we capable of putting together a theatre that lives up to that concept? I am proposing a project. Will people trust me to realize it? Will they think I have what it takes to do so? Such a theatre of necessity focuses on the masses. It serves no purpose if not to impact upon the masses, the broad masses. It is not a theatre for aesthetes. The inexorable means of physical and technical action it will employ will appeal above all to the nerves, and not the understanding. These cannot miss their mark. Because we have to rely on visual, tangible beauty and on the scale of the spectacle that this theatre will offer. Large numbers of extras and actors will be mobilized. The dynamism of the performance. Lighting. Shifting colours; will be like a physical commentary upon the action.

The Deharme Soirée33

I am invested in this concept of theatre, and not just for myself, but for everyone. The theatre in and of itself is of no interest to me, the theatre that is set apart from everything else, it is always a matter of what is there and of knowing if we might alter a certain part of all that, all that disorder, that despair, that pervasive anxiety, that weariness, all of which points to loss and disorder in our times, in our energies, in whatever makes life last long and death come slowly, electricity is an energy, even the most confirmed materialist has to recognize, has to admit to indistinct phenomena, phenomena of indistinct matter. This despair, this anarchy, can all be dealt with by directly addressing those energies, pure energies, ones that science might not define but can measure the consequences of, ones which people can sense corporally, why? Because the human body is the sole living organism (at least so it seems, to our current view of things) that has any conscious and controlled notion of things and can alter them at will.

There is just one remaining place in the world, one alone, where we can reach this organism and make use of it in an active manner, and that is the theatre, by renouncing our western approach to theatre and conceiving the theatre as a magical place where a conscious life, an inspired life, is brought into being. This life has value even if you do not accept this more or less magical idea of a catchment of forces, something also valid […]

Fragment III34

You must not, though, take this reading as a definitive demonstration of the principles I have outlined during the lecture, nor even as a sketch of these principles, such a demonstration could only and exclusively take place on the stage.

The Conquest of Mexico35

The Conquest of Mexico will not stage people but events, presented in all their multi-faceted and revelatory detail. People will be put in their proper place, with all their passions and individual psychology, but presented as the expression of specific forces, and considered from the perspective of the events and the historic fate in which they participate.

This theme has been chosen:

1. In part, because it is topical, and for all the allusions it facilitates to problems of vital interest to Europe and to the world.

Considered in its historical context, The Conquest of Mexico foregrounds the issue of colonialism. It animates Europe’s enduring self-regard in a brutal and bloody manner. It allows us to take the air out of the notion that Europe sustains of its fundamental superiority. It pits Christianity against much older religions. It offers a corrective to the misconceptions that are held in the West about paganism and certain nature-based religions, and it passionately emphasizes the splendour of the still-active poetry of the ancient metaphysical principles upon which these religions were built.

2. In raising the heavily topical issue of colonialism, and the right that one continent believes it has to subjugate another, the project queries what actual superiority certain races have over others, and demonstrates the internal connectivity by which the genius of a race of people is bound up in specific forms of civilization.

The project therefore pits two different views of life and the world against each other:

a.) The perception of so-called Christian peoples as dynamic (in the negative sense).

b.) The rigid perception of indigenous peoples,36 as somehow contemplative, and extraordinarily hierarchical.

The project situates the anarchic tyranny of the colonizers in opposition to the profound harmony of those they are to colonize.

And this, despite the human sacrifices which, at worst, were the exception to a principle, and which, if they were in keeping with authentic Aztec practices, should for once be considered from the point of view of their moral aspects, and as fundamentally purgative acts.

And so, in contrast with the chaos of European monarchy of the time, founded on the most unjust, crudely material principles, the project will cast a light on the organic hierarchy of the Aztec monarchy, founded on indisputably spiritual principles.

From a social point of view, the project will portray the peace that existed in a society that knew how to feed all of its people, and in which the Revolution had been achieved back at that the origins of that society.

Incredible upheavals of forces and of images could spurt forth, spattered here and there with vicious dialogue, from the clash between the order of the Pagans and the anarchy and moral disorder of the Catholics. And all this through the collision of two peoples each having internalized the most conflicting viewpoints, like stigmata.

Having outlined the moral basis and the topical relevance of the proposed production, we will now turn to consider the value of the spectacle that the staged conflicts might present.

Firstly, there is the inner struggle of the astrologer-king Moctezuma, whose motives history has proven itself incapable of clarifying.

It seems that we can separate him into two personalities:

1.    The man who obeys the decrees of fate in an almost saintly fashion, who passively and in clear conscience follows the fate that connects him to the stars.

We could present his struggles and his symbolic argument almost pictorially, certainly in an objective manner, using the mythic iconography of astrology.

There will be beautiful instances of the use of dance, mime-shows and accurately represented scenes of all kinds.

2. The conflicted man who, having gone through all ritual gestures, having performed the rite of submission, then questions himself, wondering if perhaps he might have made a mistake, a kind of internal rebellion in the form of a kind of superior head-to-head, in which the spirits of being itself hang in the air.

Dramatic necessity and the justifications of life and of the theatre allow for this very human doubt to be presented, however certain the sorcerer might have been. But beyond Moctezuma, there is also the people, all the different layers of society and the popular resistance raised against the fate that Moctezuma represents, the exclamations of sceptics, the objections of priests and philosophers, the lamentations of poets, the reactions of the mercantile and middle-classes, the duplicity and craven sexuality of women.

The temperament of the masses, the flow of events, will spill in material waves throughout the show, establishing defined lines of force here and there, and the spirit of all those diminished, despairing or disorderly will float like straw in and upon these waves.

Theatrically, the challenge is how to define and harmonize all these lines of force, how to condense them and draw out redolent refrains from them.

These images, movements, dances, rituals, music, short refrains and abruptly clipped dialogues will all be painstakingly notated and described as best one might with words, especially in the sections of the production that contain no dialogue. The principle is to notate or encode that which cannot be captured with words, as one might in a musical score.

Here, now, is the structure that the production will have, in the order it will unfold.

Act One – The Warning Signs

A tableau of an expectant Mexico, with its villages, its countryside, its ancient dwelling caves, its Mayan ruins.

Objects broadly reminiscent of a range of Spanish ex-votos and strange landscapes that they have shut away in bottles or under glass domes.

Given this arrangement, lighting effects will bring about the appearance and disappearance of, or the drawing of focus to villages, monuments, the countryside, forests, ruins and caves. Their forms will be foregrounded, they rough textures highlighted, using musical or pictorial means, composed like an inconspicuous melody, indiscernible to the spectators, working on them like poetry replete with sighs and insinuations.

Everything trembles and groans like some freakish juddering of a display. A landscape conscious of the coming storm: objects, music, fabrics, displaced robes; the silhouettes of wild horses pass through the air like distant meteors, like lightning across a horizon full of mirages, like wind rushing across ground bathed in a light that warns of rain, and where figures earnestly bow their heads. The whole lighting rig then begins to dance in time to screeching conversations, to the squabbling of an entire population, as a counterpoint to the silent, melancholy confrontation that Moctezuma is immersed in with his collected college of priests, with signs of the zodiac, the compelling heavenly forms.

Over on Cortés’s side there is an arrangement of seascapes with small caravels swaying in the waves, with Cortés and his men towering over them, solid as rocks.

Act Two – Confession

Mexico, as seen now by Cortés.

The silence of all its undisclosed conflicts, seemingly inert, above all magical, the magic of a fixed spectacle, extraordinary, with villages like walls of light, palaces on canals of still water, a loaded melody.

Then suddenly, with a single, clean, high-pitched tone, rows of heads appear over the tops of the walls.

A low, deeply menacing rumbling is then heard, an impression of awful solemnity, gaps form in the crowd like pockets of calm in air whipped up by a storm: Moctezuma appears and approaches Cortés, to stand alone before him.

Act Three – Convulsions

Revolt, across the country.

Revolt, in all levels of Moctezuma’s consciousness.

A landscape at war in Moctezuma’s mind, in dispute with fate.

Magic, a magical staging of the invocation of the gods.

Moctezuma cleaves open the space before him, splits it in two like a vulva to allow the invisible to spring forth out of it.

The stage wall is packed unevenly with heads and throats. Cracked melodies, unusually spliced, with responses to these melodies seeming like stumps.37 Moctezuma himself appears to be split open, cut in two, with parts of him half-lit and other parts blindingly bright. Many hands come out from his robes. Numerous expressions are painted on his body, like the connection of multiple consciousnesses, but all the questions he is asking come out from within him and pass through the crowd.

The zodiac, roaring with all the beasts in Moctezuma’s head, turns into a mass of human passions, which are embodied as the heads of scholars, all bluster and pedantry, official chatterboxes, secret documents which attract the derision of the crowd, despite the gravity of the circumstances.

All the while, true warriors make their sabres roar,38 sharpening them of the sides of houses. Ships fly over a purple-indigo Pacific, laden with riches carried off by deserters, and, on the other side, other ships fly back carrying smuggled weapons.

An emaciated man finishes his soup in haste, aware that the siege is descending upon the city. As the revolt brakes out the stage space is crammed with a screaming collage of either men, or of troops packed together in man-to-man combat, in fierce battle. The stage space is heaped high with gyrating gestures and frightful faces, glaring eyes, fists formed, helmets,39 breastplates. Limbs, breastplates, heads, bellies, all drop like hail from all stage levels, pelting the earth with supernatural explosions.

Act Four – Abdication

Moctezuma’s abdication causes a strange, malevolent indecisiveness in Cortés and his army. A tangible turmoil arises from the plundered treasure, like apparitions in stage corners. (This effect will be achieved through the use of multiple mirrors).

Lighting and sound seem to falter, fade, bloat and crash like squelchy fruits splattering on the ground. Strange couples appear, Spaniard on Indian woman, disturbingly large, bloated and blackened, keeling over like wagons, exposing their bellies. Hernán Cortés appears multiplied, all of whom enter at the same time, an indication that there is no longer a leader. Aztecs slaughter Spaniards all around, and yet Cortés, his arms hanging at his side, standing in front of a statue whose head is turning in time to the music, seems to be caught in a dream. Acts of mutiny go unpunished. There is a seething of forms in the air, though not rising higher than a certain level.

All this turmoil, and the signs of coming revolt in the defeated population, will manifest in ten thousand ways. And as everything collapses, as all that spent savagery recedes, having nothing left to devour, this ebbing of forces sketches the first traces of a romance novel.

With weapons cast aside, a sense of luxury arises. Not the dramatic passions from battle upon battle, but considered sentiments, a wisely hatched drama, in which a woman’s head appears for the first time.

And as a consequence of all that has happened, noxious air rises, illnesses follow.

Sounds and words appear like muted blooms in all aspects of stage expression, venomous flowers springing out of the ground. At the same time, the passing round of a devout whisper causes heads to bow. Dreadful noises bellow but are cut short by the erratic flourishes of the sea as it crashes on expanses of beach or against rock-jagged cliffs. This is the funeral of Moctezuma. There is stamping, there is murmuring. The footfalls of a crowd of Aztecs make the sound of scorpion mandibles. Eddies of air then form before the foul odours, huge heads with nostrils swollen from the stench – and nothing but huge Spaniards, though now on crutches. Then, like a tidal wave, like the sudden cloudburst of a storm, like rain whipping down on the sea, revolt pulls the entire crowd off in sections, carrying Moctezuma’s corpse, bobbing up and down like a ship on the sea, with foam formed of the heads of routed Spaniards, splattered like blood against the greenish walls.

Fragment IV40

And I now ask you to do something, and act, and do so straight away.

If anyone who has listened to me thinks I am mistaken, that there is no urgency in taking action, if they do not agree with me in thinking that what needs to be done will be achieved by returning to the energy that gives everything life, found in everything primitive and pure, then let them tell me so, otherwise I ask them to come together to facilitate the execution of the scenario I have just read out, or of all other productions to be mounted based on the principles that I have just outlined.

I am not particularly attached to this scenario, but if it gets put on I plan to make it clear that it contains the same spectacular elements as The White Horse Inn, or any old Music Hall show.41

I ask that you do not consider mounting this production as an act of sponsorship, but as a business transaction.

However out of this world the production might seem, estimates have been made and it won’t take more than a million.

About a Lost Play42

As part of the decentralizing agenda, and to offer the people of Marseille an exclusive first showing of an altogether original theatrical venture, revolutionary even, we plan to ask Mr Antonin Artaud to come here to Marseille and give us the première of a production he is putting together: an original adaptation of Seneca’s Atreus and Thyestes,43 providing an extremely topical version.

To bring out the immediate, directly affecting aspect of the play, Antonin Artaud will have this tragedy performed outside of the theatrical context, on a factory floor or an exhibition room. In this way, the timeless passion of the ancient drama will recover its full meaning, its urgency, but above all its topicality.

What is altogether new about such a venture is in how it will invite not just a learned audience, but the broad general public, to a magnificent adventure which will set the whole range of human emotions in motion. All Great Myths of the Past harbour pure forces. They were created to manifest these forces and keep them alive. Working outside of their scholarly and literary matrices, Antonin Artaud shall attempt, via the intermediary of a mythical tragedy, to have natural forces expressed on the stage and in this way put the theatre back on the path to its true purpose.

That is to say that through this approach, the theatre is no longer merely a game, a short-lived evening of recreational activity, but becomes instead a sort of useful act, and takes on the quality of a truly therapeutic action through which the masses of ancient times came to experience the taste for living, and the strength to resist the abuses of fate.

Never so much as the times we live in has there been such a palpable need for such an exhilarating production experience, which will nourish and furnish profound virtues, and going beyond the usual vulgar artistic effects will subdue the soul, and enchain it to ancient sorcerers by way of its overpowering drive.

Antonin Artaud wishes therefore to rebuild the theatre as a kind of collective charm capable over time of bringing back order to consciousness and, through an inner order, bringing about an exterior peace that all can profit from.

However anachronistic, however displaced it might seem to some, however useless or ineffectual even from a concrete point of view, the venture is worth pursuing: it will be pursued.

As this will anyway remain an unforgettable, unprecedented production, the issue of its uselessness, or even its risk or its danger could not be contemplated before seeing it.

Especially as, above all, this production will be the place where a number of important innovations as concerns sound, voice, movements, gestures will be used.

Where most people turn away from subtle discourse, the intellectual contours of which go over their heads, they cannot resist the effects of physical surprise, or the dynamism of screams and violent gestures, visual explosions, or the collective petrifying effects timed carefully to act directly upon the physical sensitivities of the audience.

Carried along on the crest of physical, violent action which no emotional being can resist, the spectator discovers their general nervous system refined, and becomes more susceptible to the waves of more distinct emotion, to the sublime concepts of the Grand Myths which, in this production, will seek to impact them through the physical force of eruption.

Clearly, this production is all about achieving a kind of imposing orchestration in which, as well as participation of the intellect and emotions, as with certain significant operas, the whole of the available nervous system is drawn in, something an audience would only usually make use of in situations beyond the theatre, such as social movements, personal catastrophes, disasters and moments of elation of all kinds, all of which turn life into the most colossal of tragedies.

Antonin Artaud

6 July 1934

Notes towards The Torment of Tantalus44

… an image of the era: that is my last word on the matter. And now, two questions.

1.    What is the Myth of Tantalus, what is it doing in Atreus’s story?

2.    Why a story of Atreus and Tantalus, a Greek theatre, there are so many more important problems in life, of higher priority, and also there are so many kicks wasted on poets, aesthetes, accursed archaeologists and all the useless people who fail to see any sense of propriety as much as they have any idea of the most elementary needs.

*

The fury of the heavens,

See the Ecclesiastes,

See the Book of Job.

Tantalus: the Man.

Weight of Inheritance.

No Free Will.

Classify the Evil.

Understand his Destiny.

Man, Plaything of god, and god, Plaything of himself.

Reckon on the powers.

Heroism: acknowledge the epidemic.

*

Oh heavens, that means:

There you are again, weighing down on me again.

You cannot utter words without knowing what they mean;

in a purely psychological role you know that such an expression refers to nothing than the very banal, but here it indicates a meeting of creative powers at the point at which, coming out into the open, they are put in dialogue, and Cassandra, a Seer, has a horrific organic sense of the rousing of forces and their intersections, and folds these forces, which are crushed by the overwhelming breath of the gods, and demonstrates that in order to render a human sentiment dramatically it is necessary to evoke a situation in life where this sentiment has been lived or believed to have been by us and the affective attitude that follows on from it; just as to render that superhuman sentiment it is necessary to construct a superior notion of heaven and all it contains

*

That they end badly, but are born worse still,

into this backwards world in which death is blessed and cursed is the entrance into this world,

that there is nothing sacred anymore,

not family, not honour, not glory

and the leader showered with glory is all too soon dragged through the mud.

That man is Tantalus,

he believes he has it all!

the power of the possessive Verb

everything deceives him:

the illusions of the time,

love,

unique love,

fortune: a decoy,

watch him from close-up – there is nothing there,

property: he does not even own his own soul, the I does not even exist,

Life: certain to hold on to his corpse as long as it takes to avoid being born again,

laws: borders, Hours, Centuries.

Blood.

Family: what a joke.

Peace, War.

The Economy.

Letter to Gaston Gallimard45

Paris, 2 December 1934

Dear Sir,

I will not fail to send you the manuscript of my tragedy: The Torment of Tantalus as soon as it is complete.46

But I will do so in a personal capacity, because this tragedy is really only meant to exist on a stage. And I really don’t want it to be read during my lifetime, except by a few important friends, yourself included. As I will not forget that it was you who published my very first writings.

All the same, I plan now to pull together all my writing on the theatre into a book. This book will contain all the texts that have appeared in the N.R.F. and a certain number of unpublished works.

The publication of these texts seems opportune to me as I am working on the theory for a new theatre, for a world that of necessity must change, and that the time has come, it seems to me, to abandon theory and move on to action. But that theory still needs to be made public and receive as wide a distribution as possible.

In a few days, you will receive the manuscript of a book entitled ‘The Theatre and the Plague’.47

Please believe, sir, in my expression of the most faithfully devoted sentiments.

Antonin Artaud

135 Bd Montparnasse,

Danton 33–26.

Theatre and psychology and theatre and poetry48

Theatre and psychology

The incantatory concept of the uttered Word is an altogether oriental concept. As for us, we stick to just experiencing it, and dare not go any further. And yet it is not too rash to state that this enslavement to what is known, by way of the limitations it places upon everything, is the direct, absolute cause – there is no other – of the current quasi-organic decline of the theatre in the West. If all art forms and all theatre, and whole Peoples themselves, need once and for all to actually live, then we might say that an obsession with the real and with experience is not reason enough to exist.

If the theatre cannot go beyond the reach of what words can manage through their most common meanings, with how they are normally and ordinarily understood, this is down to Western ideas on the Word, ideas that make all theatre something of a huge psychological laboratory, a job for the bailiffs and surveyors of thoughts and feelings.

And all this without any possible place for thrill through imagery, that is to say without any call upon the imagination.

But it is not enough just to accuse modern theatre of lacking imagination. That will go without saying for as long as we fail to determine the connections between imagination and language within the theatre ITSELF, as some form of reaction against the fullest possibilities of language, and do so with Humour and Poetry.

Theatre and poetry

To ask about that state of the theatre in these conditions is to ask about a language that belongs only to the theatre, and is therefore independent of the Word to which its fortune has been tied.

It seems that the concept of a language that might only belong to the theatre can be mistaken for the concept of a spatial language, given that it might be produced on a stage and in opposition to the language of words. The language of the theatre is, in short, the language of the stage; it is dynamic and objective. It comprises everything that can be put on a stage in terms of objects, shapes, postures, signifiers. But all this in so far as these elements are arranged and, being arranged, each become distinct from their direct meaning, working together to create a true language based on signs instead of on words. This is where the idea of symbolism comes in, one based on a shift of meanings. You rip the direct meanings from things and give them other meanings.

*

Audiences are above all the ones being blamed for the current decline of the theatre. And we base this on the plays that they have spurned without considering what part the performance had to play in it. Considered from this angle, it looks like there has not been a decent production of any play of quality for a long time, at least not here in France. It seems we have utterly lost sight of what is necessary and what is possible in the theatre. A European concept of theatre implies mistaking the text for its theatricality, believing that everything should centre around the dialogue which is considered as the both the point of departure and of arrival. Faced with this it seems to us that, without calling upon the theoretical and therefore too specialized concept of pure theatre, we might put forward the idea of a theatre based on the potentials from developing purely scenic expression, for which all the practical means by which action might be put on stage are put in place one after the other. This does not mean we should allow staging to dominate over the text. And, still here we should reject a certain European mode of directing in which everything, lighting, scenery and movement, are all nothing more than what we might call a decorative reinforcement of the text, and instead favour a sincere, organic approach in which staging becomes a specific language. In cases where the text retains all its importance, it is obvious that all that the staging might achieve is a purely artistic refocussing of the text, and is therefore pointless and parasitic. All this being the case, we can conclude that the theatre will never regain its sense of self until the day that all dramatic representation is constructed directly on the stage, and not as some secondary version of an immutable, self-sufficient text, constrained by that text’s potential.

This in turn leads us to directly implicate the language of words, as it is currently conceived of in Europe, as a means of expression, and ask ourselves if it truly lives up to all of life’s organic needs. From this comes the secondary question of the purpose of speech, and of its true, magical power to evoke and bring forth.

In any case, whatever we may think of the significance of the spoken word to real life, the theatre – which offers alternative possibilities to purely verbal ones – is not directly tied to such verbal possibilities.

The theatre is in sync with the very destination of our world of forms. It asks how we can express through forms, and encourages a coming to terms with reality,

through humour, the source of poetry.

And, then, such humorous calling into question of reality encourages us to wonder where our thoughts, feelings are being lead, if we want to extract significant consequences.

Such calling into question leads to intellectual metaphysics on the one hand, and organic metaphysics on the other, by way of the potential of magical and religious disassociation of the language employed.

*

New objects, sometimes even splendidly advanced, but complete, somewhat high idea of themselves, that they would be sometimes capable of contributing to human intelligence.

The theatre is first and foremost ritual and magic …49

The theatre is first and foremost ritual and magic, which is to stay connected to forces, based on religion, active beliefs, the efficacy of which translates into gestures, all directly connected to the theatrical rites that are the very activation and expression of a mystical spiritual need.

Beliefs fade, the outer theatrical expression remains, hollowed of its inner substance, still transcendent but only in terms of the imagination or of the spirit. There are no occult powers or concepts anymore behind such gestures, but a veritable poetic substructure still shifts behind them, like new growth. The concepts are dead but their image endures within the poetic state evoked by the gesture. It is the secondary quality, the second level of the gesture represented by poetry as pure state, which still has the right to call itself poetry albeit without any true magical efficacy. Art is very close to its decline.

The mind nonetheless continues to construct myths and the theatre to present them. The theatre continues to live above the real, to offer its audiences a poetic state of being which, if pushed to its extreme might push one to the brink, but this is preferable all the same to the simplistic psychological life which suffocates the contemporary theatre.

It is about the degree to which the theatre makes use of the magic of the natural world, remains full of the colour of an earthquake or an eclipse, to which poets give voice to storms, to which the theatre ultimately comes to terms with the accessible physicality of high magic.

The poetry it makes use of is black, and, being radiant, it is all the more black, all the more clogged up.

This is all to do with the state the theatre has found itself in, as a substituting activity. As an alternative to everyday life, the theatre offers a state, albeit fake, of poetic lustre. To psychological being, an alternative psychological being, hardly magnified, barely more monstrous. The characters handle their cutlery, but even on a symbolic level what they eat makes no sense.

We have now come to a condition of living in which everything has gone; nature, magic, imagery, forces; a state of stagnation in which humanity is surviving on its dowry with just sentimental and moral reserves that have remained unchanged for a century. At this point the theatre no longer creates myths. The cinema has taken up all the mechanical myths of the modern age. It can have them, they lead nowhere. They turn their back on spirit. And as for the pseudo-knowledge of the unconscious, the psychological fantoms, the poetic apparitions that they might bring forth, we need accept them, or by the fact of the closing in on us of a life of turmoil, life in its purest state, we will rediscover something essential in being, we will decide to once again separate out psychological principles, but separate them metaphysically and for any transcendent qualities, and the unconscious will offer symbols and imagery again, adopted as a means of recognition, one which surpasses psychology.

Now, the unconscious captured photographically will lead to nothing but the disproportionate understanding of all non-magical knowledge and we will never escape the surgical theatre, the theatre of morality.

Letter to Jean Paulhan50

6 January 1936

As I have already indicated, I am leaving Paris in the next few days for Mexico. My boat leaves from Anvers in the morning of the 10th, heading for Havana. I’d like to find the time to see you on Tuesday as I will be getting the train to Anvers on Wednesday morning, but in the rush of my final preparations I don’t know if it will be possible.

[…]51

My dear friend, I am entrusting you with my book on the theatre. I urgently request that you arrange for it to be published while I am away.

The text is now complete, including

The letters on cruelty and

The letters on language,

3 about cruelty,

4 about language.

You should include the text that Miss Marchessaux will give you.

      Theatre in the East & Theatre in the West

And close with my reviews of Monkey Business and Autour d’une Mère.

I repeat what I have told you, that I am absolutely in your hands as concerns the correction of the proofs, the arrangement of the texts, the final layout.

I think that each new section should be indicated by its title

Theatre & Plague

Balinese Theatre

Letters on cruelty

Letters on language

Affective athleticism

on a separate completely blank page.

The report on Barrault’s play needs to have the lines that were missing in the N.R.F restored.52

You’ve got the text of

Seraphim’s Theatre

for publication in Mesures. But it doesn’t feature in the Manuscript of The Theatre. It needs to be put back in and added there.

Here are the last lines of the review

of Autour d’une mère

Who has knowledge of – not the gesture that rises to match the level of spirit as Jean-L. Barrault consumes of it with his potent, earthbound sensibility – but spirit that governs gesture, spirit which unleashes life forces? And who knows the gesture that truly binds and unbinds, without form or likeness, and in which the likeness of a horse taking shape is no more than a shadow at the far edge of a loud scream.

I am also sending you the little pamphlet published separately on the

Theatre of Cruelty

Which should feature after one of the letters on language as the Second Manifesto of the theatre of cruelty.

The notes that will introduce each text, in a few lines, could be done on a model such as the following:

‘To close, I am publishing two reviews, one on the cinema, one on theatre, and these objectively illustrate the thesis developed throughout this book. – The Marx Brothers’ films exploded like bombs. But as with fireworks their brilliance did not last. By contrast, J.-L. Barrault’s show seems to have had a truly permanent effect in some way on people’s minds. – The cinema is nothing more than the product of displaced magical imagery. It plagiarizes the poetry of the soul. By contrast, the theatre manifests that poetry of the soul, making it external and tangible.’

I think that notes such as this should only feature before the 2 manifestos, the reviews and before the letters. The substantial texts don’t need notes.

Dear friend, you will declare the text ready for press yourself, because it is important that this book is published before I return, which will be God knows when?

I will send you a title from Havana.

So, if I don’t see you again, goodbye and affectionately yours.

A. Artaud.

Letter to Jean Paulhan53

6 January 1936

I am sending you some corrections to the text that Miss Marchessaux will pass on to you. Would you be so kind as to restore them in the definitive text? I am appending to this letter a note which provides you with the authority with the Éditions de la N.R.F. to publish my book in my absence.54 If you should need to get in touch with me, you can send a message via New York to the French Legation in Mexico.

With affection

Antonin Artaud

P.S. This is how I imagine the order of the texts in my book.

1    Theatre and Plague

2    Staging and Metaphysics

3    The Alchemical Theatre

4    The Balinese Theatre

5    Notes on the Balinese Theatre

5    Theatre in the East and Theatre in the West55

6    No More Masterpieces

7    Theatre and Cruelty

8    Theatre of Cruelty

9    Letters on Cruelty

10  Letters on Language

11  Second Manifesto of the theatre of Cruelty

12  Affective Athl.

Reviews

13  Monkey Business

14  Autour d’une Mère

But you might make adjustments.

Letter to Jean Paulhan56

25 January 1936

I think I have found the title that best suits my book. It will be:

THE THEATRE AND ITS DOUBLE

because if the theatre doubles life, then life doubles the true theatre, and this has nothing to do with Oscar Wilde’s ideas about art. This title speaks to all the doubles of the theatre that I have believed to have found throughout these years: metaphysics, plague, cruelty.

The reservoir of energies that constitute Myths, that are no longer incarnated by people, are incarnated by theatre. By this double I mean that great, magical power of which the theatre in the forms it adopts is only the representation, in waiting for it to become the transfiguration of that power.

The union of thought, gesture and action will be re-established on the stage. And the Double of the Theatre is that reality that is neglected by the people of our times.

Please forgive me once again for not having told you when I was going to leave. But the last day was terribly busy. You can write to me at The French Legation in Mexico. I will go there to check my mail.

I warmly shake you and Mrs Paulhan by the hand.

Antonin Artaud


APPENDIX: DOSSIER OF THE THEATRE AND ITS DOUBLE

The following texts were collated for publication in Volume IV of Antonin Artaud’s Œuvres Complètes by its editor Paule Thévenin. Their arrangement here matches their arrangement in that volume, where the various drafts and fragments were collected together under the titles of the chapters of The Theatre and its Double to which they related.

(Theatre and Culture)

I Words and the times1

Loophole for thought,

all our reality collects there,

as far as theatre is concerned what impossibility have we glutted ourselves on,

action,

action achieved verbally,

that the Word is the Word,

the Word shows the extent of our impotence,

our divorce from the real,

Verbal,2

the sounds of these words which deceive us in usage,

value in imagery though,

which we have put into these words.

List them,

death,

fear

action,

energy,

dream,

the limitations of dream,

that their appearance coincides with our troubles shows their significance,

how far they take out thoughts:

to deny ourselves, to kid ourselves, to find loopholes for what we lack,

touch nothing that we cannot affect,

the words we use the most often,

list them and their wings,

however, when taken in their objective sense, do they not gain a particularly substantial flight.

The image of a momentary and false respite the virtuality of which pleases you

soon transformed into a perfect peace

how does this respite come about?

***

II Preface3

Where are we now?

in this era or within ourselves, we live under the sign of confusion.

The most important questions are raised,

vital problems,

alienation, collapse of values, we laugh at everything, no more love or suicide, nothing, and yet still and always love and suicide,

more than one goes away and we remain,

beneath the one who leaves us, beyond our own (our lives),

we are looking for the sublime and our attitude is cowardly, we blame the gods,

and so once again we blame the gods,

the path is now trodden by more than one of the helpless, grand words are expressed,

what is life worth: problems are restated,

and our indifference toward our own weakness or cowardice, we no longer suffer anything more,

no more remorse,

even remorse is a convention,

And it is true that we are not guilty anymore, but it would be better if we were, because that would prove that something does exist, even the false ideas that we wallow in, disproven over time, aging over time, implying our guilt because we believe in them, exist when we believe them, but we have to believe in them to live, they represent life and we are beneath life.

Aware of all this, we think of theatre as a means to rebuild that life and that way back to smiling. This proves that those who know nothing of life might also know nothing of theatre that catalyses confusion.

Life-manifestation: theatre-manifestation and Cruelty-stringency, because intensity, because life is present.

***

III4

Chaos and Revolution.

Poet who will deal with these things.

It is not his domain.

But is there a distinct domain separated from reality adjacent to it and that we might arrange?

That is the whole point!

***

IV5

The theatre, science of the body and of its potentials.

not to catch breath, but connect the breath,

contraction and relaxation

localised contraction.

central relaxation

term of identification.

***

V Preface6

Confusion of our times.

sort of darkness akin to that of the Middle Ages, and as much in things that happen as in our minds.

Wholescale collapse in values: people no longer know what ideas to cling to, they experience ideas crumbling under the weight of facts, and of people no longer adhering to their ideas.

As that goes on, poetry remains a broad concept of the sublime now only discernible in its most overwhelming terms. There is something sublime in certain natural catastrophes: earthquakes, volcanos erupting, fissures in the seabed, all too frequent collisions, planes crashing in flames, rail disasters. There is something sublime and poetic in crime, the nature of certain seemingly motiveless crimes, and there is more than all that.

We think then that there is an idea of poetry which is distinct from, can be extracted from written forms of poetry, forms within which our ailing times, our times of utter disarray demand that all poetry be constrained. And when I say it demands this, I am exaggerating because it is incapable of wanting anything; it is simply suffering from prescribed customs it is incapable of shaking off.

We identify this expansive sort of poetry with natural, spontaneous energy, but not all natural energies are poetic. It just seems to us that they need to find their fullest, purest, clearest expression, their most truly unrestricted expression in the theatre, and we are going to find out why that is.

We repeat that the times are ailing, sick to that point of madness when a state of confusion takes over just before, or just after, megalomania kicks in.

It is not just that debased values are collapsing, there are in truth no values left that can be corroborated by the facts. Words have lost all substance, and in truth we have to admit that nothing has meaning anymore.

The mind seeks out forms in vain, a thought to excite it, and our era is trying to rediscover a magic within this poetry I am talking about.

Neutralized life cannot survive without magic: but an era that has lost the substance to words might still fear terminology, and the term magic is part of that anachronistic heritage, though we no longer attach to that term the meaning that other eras have experienced.

To my mind, magic is that which inspires action; the term is still used when talking about an appealing gesture, a scream, any movement that traces forms in the air, proof that we attach qualities to these things over and above their immediate, precise meanings, proof that we still carry deep within us a broad understanding of magic which needs only be rekindled, burning with a fleeting yet headstrong desire to awaken.

Nonetheless, this word seems to have lost for us its sense of ferociousness, its vital and revelatory qualities, and if we employ it now, we only do so poetically.

And we say poetically here as we might say artistically, with that sense of unproductive charm, of that profitless, transitory performance that everyone associates with the non-magical term poetry.

Now, we would like to restore the dynamic, virulent aspect of poetry, its qualities of something magical. And then conceive of magic as a release of actual energies, following a precise ritual process. We want to awaken that manas, that dormant accrual of powers concentrated at a given point. Manas means lasting qualities, as in the Latin word manere from which the word permanent derives.

***

VI Sacred theatre7

At a time when everybody is talking about culture without knowing what that is, we need to acknowledge the importance of theatrical art considered as an organic means of shoring up culture, or renewing it.

In the theatre there is a fundamental reliance on the body, which sets breathing in motion in such a way as to allow us to locate culture geographically, to establish a veritable organic hierarchy of bodies of knowledge and emotions.

The family (…)

***

VII8

There is an absurd disconnection between theatre and life. And one might say that the theatre began to deteriorate the day that it sought to assert its own autonomy, to construct for itself some sort of separate domain to one side of reality, one that betrays its unbearable artifice. But the theatre is the magic of the real, an outlet for the overflow from a life that is beyond routine existence, one that shatters the frameworks of observable, routine reality. It is the invisible transplanted right here, with all the wealth (…)

A game, if you like, but a superior game in which a quantum of what we call living is put in play. And, above all, life itself is a performance.

(The Theatre and the Plague)

VIII

Instead of applying all your effort on an outward expression of contempt, on resonating contempt externally ____

Intense molecules aggregate and disaggregate, rush towards each other in blazing clusters, in great swirls. Their internal gravitation made manifest, exposing their deranged structures, revealing their manifold trajectories. All hidden powers catch fire and separate out. The volatile spirit that animates them splits its ( )9 in the grip of the most dreadful need.

***

IX10

Gall bladder.

Filled with a thick, dense, viscous liquid, so sticky, so adhesive that the doctors who opened up the body had to pull it out like a dentist yanking out a patient’s tooth.

The stomach was full of bloody vessels, constellating out from their bloody sources at various points across the lining of the stomach.

The heart, arteries, veins were all blocked up with a thick black, sticky, blood of an abnormal density.

But none of the organs were really affected, damaged, worn away or afflicted by the disease, none of them exhibit any lesions, and no part of the organic material, of the bodily matter itself had been eaten into, dissolved or otherwise compromised. Only the lungs were sometimes found to be gangrenous, crumpled and rotten, their tissue appearing to have deteriorated, blackened, disintegrated, ultimately to have rotted, become a mass of formless, sticky charcoal, falling apart in lumps and tatters.

But when the brain was impacted in the same way, gangrenous and rotten, it went solid, stone-like, as though crumbling into coal dust, rendered utterly into a powder.

***

X11

In 1894, Dr Yersin described the plague bacillus,

a short bacillus with rounded ends,

aniline dye.

Symptoms: shivers and headaches,

dilated pupils, reddened eyes,

tongue cracked, pearl white

Bubo, hard tumour, big as a hen’s egg,

after tumour, carbon,

1st red eruption covered in blisters,

the centre goes gangrenous,

suppuration sets in.

Pulmonary form of plague,

blood spat out,

deterioration of the lymphatic glands, inflated in size and stuck together,

congestive lesions on the intestines

Momy, The Plague, Revue de Paris, 15 February 1879

***

XI

If people get the government they deserve, then each era gets the theatre it deserves, in direct relation to a certain poetry of events of a sudden, spontaneous nature, but impacting on multiple things and people. Among such events, epidemic diseases play a crucial role. They are theatrical by definition, by their very nature, because of all the forces they bring brutally into play, without in fact fully deploying them as in the theatre, events and passions, annihilating them as brutally as theatre does with its crimes, diseases, its virtual and simulated scourges.

Now, as an utterly destructive epidemic disease, there is no better example than the plague as the theatrical disease, an archetypical epidemic if ever there was one.

THE THEATRE AND THE PLAGUE

If people, as the saying goes, get the government they deserve, then each era gets the scourge they deserve too, and whoever wills it avoids the plague.

***

XII

Theatre is not an art form.

Art, in the dispassionate sense, in the sense of copying real life, is a western concept. It may well be that this imitative impotence should contain earthly law and the packaging of matter, but no artistic production has value without that sense of impotence, and the active, exasperated consciousness of that which, from just being alive, has been thereby lost.

All mental activity is futile without constant reference to energies, without an exhausting effort that promotes judgement. True mental activity empties out life as would a disease.

Between the theatre and the plague I see many (…)

Art has no impact. Art has no impact on anybody anymore. If the social body wants to merit its cure, this absence of organic reaction can only be compensated for through an organic impact.

The theatre must develop like the plague, organically and in ways yet to be defined.

1.    Considering the physical and mental symptoms of the plague, one might say that the theatre should reproduce these, with slight shifts of emphasis.

2.    In terms of how the social body might be cured, the theatre should not be compared to war, or Revolution, or any plight of that sort. We can avoid Revolution or war through cowardice, compromising our principles, making concessions or other means, but you cannot avoid the plague, which alone is consciously adopted.

3.    Furthermore, considering its epidemic nature, the plague is the only disease that precisely resembles art.

(Definition of the spiritual form of diseased: at the centre of poetry and of theatre.)

4.    From a social point of view, a remarkable facet of the epidemic is that the disease passes from the individual to the social. The spectacle concerns everyone here, impacting and violating everyone, like theatre, etc.

(Staging and Metaphysics)

XIII

This fear that exposes

something: what?

a theory of intonations,

the spoken theatre,

the psychological theatre

The problem with Western theatre is that it is concerned with humanity whereas the eastern theatre is concerned with the Universe,

and because it is immersed in the Universe

it retains within its forms a reflection of that which animates the Universe,

you get a sense within these forms of the trajectory that they have followed to arrive at what they have become,

you get the sense that they are close to collapse, and to their origins.

Ideographic language is the reflection of the Universal, this is the secret of the magical impact it has on us.

***

XIV

The theatre reconciles – in a forbidding way – Wonder with Becoming and Becoming with Chaos.

To rediscover the religious origins of theatre is to conduct a kind of meditation on compulsion and on active, generative forces.

Now, by its very nature, a meditation on Becoming is a meditation on anxiety.

Because nobody claims that the spiritual and organic arrangement by which everything in the world is brought to the senses should be definitive.

A question mark is placed there, something is left unresolved.

***

XV

1.2 kinds of mime shows:

ideographic

and those in which gestures are merely the equivalent of words.

2. We might say that the mind, unable to cope further, has plumped for the clarity of words.

And so we must stop confusing the fate of the theatre with the fate of literature.

3. Objection to words.

***

XVI

Their imaginary Dragon

That dragon defines the disturbing life of inanimate things by lending it form.

That world.

All poetry is metaphysics.

All metaphysics is disturbing and mobilizes Fear.

Make metaphysics of it.

Nature’s poetry, poetry of emissions.

A way of addressing the problem.

The language of the stage, if it were to exist and if it took shape, would by its very nature be destructive, threatening, anarchic, it would invoke chaos and alongside Life, it would invoke the destruction of life, the abolition and sacrifice of all forms that foretell all metamorphosis, all change.

The usual limitations are abandoned.

Chaos here.

Threats.

Balinese example perhaps lacks destruction; immersed in the crest of forms about to collapse, forms spreading out their veiny substance, ripe to fall apart.

Here also the temptation of space that absorbs whatever develops there.

Incantation making use of space, of resolution, of possibilities.

Mistrust in turn this excessive elucidation, seeking to attain the form of that poetry you are looking for,

and you will call it destruction, given that you will only grasp the basic structure, you reduce ideas down to just one line, you dry them out and find them impoverished;

tell yourself without fail this is your own fault, instead of reaching that expression yourself, you pass poetry by,

you might try to dissociate ideas, but you will only end up eliminating them.

From language to reality.

The stage, the place where art comes closest to life.

Dream of an effective language.

Temptation to pass from this imitation of life to life itself.

The most beautiful art is the one that brings us closest to chaos.

Idea of the instability of our condition, of forms.

Poetry that will surpass humanity considered as the spirit’s provisional vessel.

2 metaphysics:

one that indicates a utility for things in an unusual way, superior to their usual purpose, without prejudicing their ultimate value.

pure, or universal metaphysics.

(The Alchemical Theatre)

XVII

To Jules Supervielle
(draft)

Thursday 17 March 1932

Dear friend,

Please allow me to send you my article in the form of this letter. This is the only way I have of combatting an utterly paralyzing sense of pointlessness and to finally complete what I have been thinking about for over a month.

THE ALCHEMICAL THEATRE

The problem with European theatre is that even if it decided to be serious it would straight away discover there was a dreadful scarcity of material, and that it was anyway this ‘scarcity of material’ which has brought it to the inert and depleted state it now finds itself in. In complaining about the decline of the theatre, we need to know who it is who is doing the complaining, if there are many of them, and if ( )12 is able to make any difference, however small, to the state of affairs. If the theatre has long since lost all touch with reality, we might pat ourselves on the back for this separation of the two.

*

The very title of the Theatrum Chemicum indicates that the materials mingled and transmuted in the belly of the athanor make for incredible performances, within which each one of the chemical elements that go to make up pure matter abides by a discernible rhythm as it transforms and grows within particular structures.13 It furthermore indicates that universal consciousness is artistic in nature and goes towards giving us an infinitely more liberated, more concrete concept of art, an untainted concept almost, completely at odds with the concept of it we usually hold. It takes our passive idea of art, in which any concept is inert, seeking to make art simply a formal process, a pretty wrapping to transform anything it touches but which in and of itself is nothing, and substitutes this with a concept of art as structured and transcendent. ‘Art’, it would say, is the intellectual idea of a landscape which would be thought of in a certain form, the global artistic feature of which would have been produced by a single idea!!!

Just as active alchemical atoms aim to gain consciousness of certain cosmic rhythms, and just as this active and solemn consciousness restores for us some notion of a certain FUNDAMENTAL theatre, then the alchemical theatre extrapolated to a human level should be able to separate out and isolate a certain number of essential procedures, the movements of which, their particular curve, would be consistent with the genius of poetry.

If the procedures of alchemy are represented by a specific set of symbols which remain the same, the efficacy of which has been tried and tested, symbols with outcomes that are such that, when they descend from the domain of spirit and are translated to the domain of matter they facilitate the reconstruction of gold, we ask ourselves why we could not find poetic symbols in the illusory and imaginative domain of the theatre that might lead to the actual apparition of beings.

Otherwise, what is the point of imagery and what is the point of poetry?

Because if the original concept of theatre is not to allow us to attempt a psychological procedure in the hollow pit of the theatrical space, one that is analogous with those attempted in alchemy, that is to say to liberate the powers we are obliged to suppress, then the theatre has no purpose.

And these will be powers seized in full flight, captured at their most effervescent stage, arrested in all their effervescent glory.

And we might see for example that the mind that dare fixate on a single word, which in language […]

*

Verbal language,

formation of and need for gesture,

what it represents.

*

It is not a question of eagerness, of lyricism, of emotion, of posturing.

what is needed is sharpness of thought, a clear-cut sense of moral value, we need to search for the right tone and such research can be exhilarating.

actors and director, we all need to pursue this together, and be clear to ourselves that what there is to do is nothing compared with all that there is not to be done,

the script is anyway there, to be spoken first and foremost.

and I go as far as to suggest that we must not take note of how the movements are carried out, so important is this script.

The playwright imposes this upon us through sheer will and sharpness of thought, and we should not be any less important than him in the production work we do, work that must be invisible behind the play, almost systematically so, giving the impression, contrary to general opinion, that that playwright has achieved his goal.

And symbols,

in appearance or poetic aspect.

(On the Balinese Theatre)

XVIII

Admire that confident physical action that their show has,

admire a captivating show which ensnares the audience’s capacity to feel.

Admire that indiscreet intrusion the show makes into the audience’s deeply intimate sensibility,

the show acting not just as a reflection but as a force.

Admire lastly this idea of theatre in space and which is not truly theatre unless in space and in motion.

Bird flight, flexed,

pushing off the ground as though from a springboard,

the flight folds,

trembles mid-flight.

Only country in the world in which a philosophical principle has found material guarantors and a substantial, malleable presence.

***

XIX14

(…) theatre would have no need,

there where the intellectual subdivisions of a theme are reduced to nothing and where this sort of intellectual space, this psychic interplay which normally only exists between the components of a sentence, is traced here in the scenic space, in between the components, the open spaces and the foci of a set number of screams, colours and movements.

(Here the director, working with all production resources to hand, stands in for the author in all the ways that we in our western language believe we have to distinguish between a certain psychic content and its physical incarnation, or if offered, the interpretation behind the production.

But you get the sense that conceptualization has first had to come to terms with gesture in these Balinese theatre productions, that it has taken root amidst an effervescence of visual or sonic imagery, as thoughts as though in their purest of forms. In short, and to put it simply, something closer to musical composition must have been in place to bring about this staging arrangement, in which all conceptual thinking is just a pretext, a virtual presence the double of which has resulted in this intense scenic poetry, this language of space and of colour.)

And yet this physical, concrete theatre is an utterly, fiercely intellectual theatre.

And this is the second thing to take note of about the extraordinarily rare quality of the Balinese theatre productions.

This sustained performance of mirroring, shifting from a colour to a gesture, a scream to a movement, constantly leads our appreciation up steep and challenging paths, plunging us into that state of uncertainty and inexpressible apprehension which is characteristic of poetry.

This theatre of pure stage production draws a poetic reality of its own, one based on fear, from the juxtaposition of its concrete elements, from sentiments cut short in flight, all integrally manifest.

A sort of horrid obsession emerges from the strange performance of hands fluttering like insects in the green evening sky, a compelling mental process of conscious thought trying to take stock of the labyrinth of its subconscious.

In fact, this show physicalizes matters of intelligence much more than it does matters of sentiment, capturing them with physical, albeit consistently esoteric signs.

And it is by means of intellectual routes that it offers us the ability to take control once again of the signs that represent all that is.

Given this, the gesture that the central dancer makes, when he touches the same point on his head, like the snake-charmer catching his breath,15 as if trying to mark that vital spot of who know what middle eye, who knows what intellectual ovum, this gesture is extremely significant.

(Even a colourful allusion to physical impressions of nature is achieved through sounds (such as in the evocative opening dance) with sound itself being merely the nostalgic representation of something else, a religious state of mind in which feelings have become so subtle that they are openly available to experience. And even imitative harmonies, such as the rattle of the rattlesnake or the flickering buzz of insects evoke a clearing in some landscape teeming with life, close to collapsing into chaos.) And these artists dressed in bright costumes, with their bodies beneath seemingly swaddled! There is something umbilical, larval about their movements. And we also need to take note of the hieroglyphic quality of their costumes, with horizontal lines stretching out beyond them in all directions. They come on like giant insects replete with lines and segments designed to connect them to some unknown aspect of nature out of which they emerge as little more than detached geometric shapes.

Those costumes that frame the abstract sliding walk they perform, the strange way they have of crossing their feet.

Each and every movement they make draws a line in space, defines some intellectual figure, all brought to completion by an unexpected hand gesture.

And those gowns, with curved lines high over the buttocks, drawing the actors up as if suspended in the air, as though pinned to the backdrop, causing every leap to extend as though into flight.

And that groaning, those deep-seated screams, the rolling eyes, all that continual abstraction, all the sounds of branches, of wood being chopped and rolled, all this in that open space with sounds coming out from all corners, from different sources, all going together to promote in our minds a new and, dare I say, concrete understanding of the abstract.

The Balinese theatre reveals a sort of gestural metaphysics for us. It sheds a particular and dazzling light on the uselessness of language. And alongside the mind, where everything rests on a balance of rational aspects, it reveals a new way of thinking for us.

Alongside the mind, where everything rests on a discursive trimming of thought processes, it reveals another objective, physical mindscape for us, in which thought is captured within a fluid and secret structure of gestures.

(They dance. These metaphysicians of worldly disorder reproduce for us every tiny aspect of sound, every fragmentary perception as though ready to return to its source. They have been able to establish such perfect connections between sound and movement that all these hollow wood noises, the pulsating drums and sounds of hollow instruments seem to come from the dancers themselves, from their hollowed elbows and their hollow wooden limbs.

I don’t know if, at the stage we have come to, there are many Parisian theatres which might dare to try to appeal to the public with the avatars of a soul on its voyage through the highest echelons of Thought.

We all of a sudden find ourselves in the midst of a metaphysical struggle, and the way the body goes rigid when in a trance, held taut by the surge of besieging cosmic forces, is here translated admirably by this dance, frenzied yet replete with stiffness and angularity, through which the collapse of consciousness into inner spaces begins. They are like waves of matter surging upward towards their peaks, each one crashing over the next in mutual support, rushing from all points of the horizon to collapse neatly into one tiny element of one tremble.)

In our modern, Western theatre, we have long since given up on trying to frighten ourselves with monsters, which we know would only cause us to crease up with laughter. But we tremble before the monsters of the Balinese theatre.

This struggle is reconstructed for us by explosively theatrical means.

The B[alinese] theatre offers us a magnificent demonstration of a kind of non-verbal, utterly un-literary concept of theatre, which is alarming to our Western wits.

Extraordinary paring back of that prolific gesturing.

Purity derived from the obscene.

Ghosts that are contraptions, extraordinary constructions.

Our moral preoccupations are crude.

Our day-to-day psychology is crude.

Our theatre which outlines and names feelings is crude.

This intellectual battle is reduced to objective elements, purely scenic, purely theatrical elements.

New sense of fear, noises placed in space, knowledge of sonics.

A theatre of the metaphysically intoxicated, naked on the level of their intoxication.

The beauty of an injection of ecstasy.

***

XX

Paris, 5 August 193116

M. Jean Paulhan,

Editor in chief, N.R.F.

Dear friend,

Avoiding all that is necessarily wooden, dull and formulaic in a review article, even when written with all requisite sincerity, I would like to try to capture for you, amicably, with an intense sentiment of intellectual affinity, the singularly intellectual quality – eminently and above all intellectual – experienced in hearing and seeing (in a kind of simultaneous appeal made to all the senses, to all the faculties of the mind at once, so complete that you end up unable to make any distinction) the valuable, the miraculous performance of the Balinese Theatre. To say that it represents a slap in the face to our old western ideas of theatre is an understatement. They do more than simply present us with an astonishing production, an astonishing mobilization of all the means at one’s disposal in the reduced and limiting space of a stage. The Balinese Theatre discloses for us the presence, wrapped in a sort of scenic language, of an efficacy so potent that it seems even to erase the spiritual movements which would seem to have given birth to it, that it renders any translation into words both impossible and futile. There is a kind of orchestration of modulations and gestures, comparable to an orchestra of musical instruments, which serves as its very fabric, or its basis. There is something absolute within these sorts of spatial construction, an authentic, physical absolute that only these Oriental people have been able to demonstrate themselves capable of seeking out. This approach compares favourably to European approaches to theatre in terms of the reach and utter boldness of its objectives, much more than in terms of the wondrous perfection of their achievements.

Those who love classifications and the subdivision of genres will look at the magnificent artists of the Balinese theatre and feign to see only dancers, dancers tasked to present some ancient grand myths, the grandeur of which makes our modern Western theatre come across as crude and indescribably uncouth wretchedness, the truth is that the Balinese theatre offers and brings us fully formed purely theatrical material, rendered densely balanced in its scenic execution, a fully structured compelling force. The impression it gives is extraordinary. It is so powerful that […]

***

XXI

Theatre of pure scenic construction,

mystical, religious concept,

people here reduced to the state of outlines,

their gestures fall with such precision, the wooden music, wooden boxes,

They make you think of those puppets made of hollow wood,

People talk about the excessive nature of oriental arts,

Nothing gives more of a sense of being pared down, pure, essential.

Everything is necessarily absolute, metaphysical, giving a sense of preciousness, of singularity,

profound stylization that comes from a profound understanding of the elevates, of necessity,

psychology is reduced to its edges, its joints, its peaks, its necessity,

nothing gives us such a sense of something so pure, pared back, detached,

they are steeped in a profound intoxication that releases within them the very elements of ecstasy, and in that ecstasy they rediscover the arid simmering and crumpling of minerals that they then restore for us in the noise of plants, of remains, of the illuminated canopies of the wreckages of trees.

All bestiality, all animality is reduced to bare gestures, the sound of the earth being struck and split open, frost on trees, animals yawning.

their feet, in the movement of opening their gowns, dissolve both thoughts and feelings, returning them to their pure states.

and that repeated challenge from the head, that Cyclops eye, the inner mind’s eye sought by the touch of the right hand.

Signed spiritual gestures that stress, reduce, fix, arrest, discard and separate out feelings, states of the soul, metaphysical points,

there is nothing more terrifyingly intellectual, more precise, that this gesticulation,

nothing more penetrating, perceptive, insinuating,

our psychological theatre comes across as crude, is crushed underfoot, made to look ridiculous by this theatre of pure essences where everything folds into abstraction,

their movements match up so accurately with the wooden rhythm from those hollow boxes, emphasizing it and so assuredly seizing it in flight, that it seems that it is the very emptiness of their hollow limbs that this music wants to emphasize.

the women’s layered, lunar eyes, those entranced eyes which seem to take us fully in, and before which we come across as ghosts,

the gowns raised higher than the gesture of the thigh, and which seems to pull up the body taking flight at all times,

beneath the shifting robes the sliding feet trace the body’s intellectual, abstract trajectory,

the utter satisfaction these dance gestures provide, the feet as they turn stirring up souls, those tiny hands in flight, that precise, simple tapping.

This theatre that exposes the crudeness of our own theatre, in which emotions have to be named, internalized and performed straightforwardly, emotions which are not just the outline of emotions, the abstract features of ideas,

and in which all these emotions are reduced to the state and the consent of the mind that registers them and expresses them,

in which we are witnessing that mental alchemy, in which the right gesture arises from a feeling or state of mind; a sparse, simple, linear gesture that all our human reactions should have at the level of the absolute,

this theatre, furthermore, is the triumph of pure scenic arrangement

because to us for whom this language remains closed, its gestures, intentions, cries, modulations, postures acting upon us only in terms of their essential properties, and what is sure is that what moves within us is not anything that is spoken but the way in which it is spoken, and what happens is that this expression, this continual abstraction with its mobile alphabet, with cries like stones splitting, all the sounds of branches, of wood being chopped and rolled, these all compose a kind of over-elaborate language in the air, in space, both visually and aurally, within the immense expanse of diffused sound pouring from various sources, a language the visible signs of which are what impact on our minds.

It is clear that, when for example Fear is being performed before us, it is condensed and captured in gestures, in postures and cries, then even the world’s greatest playwright should throw in the towel, because here everything is a matter of stage production and everything is folded into the scenic elements.

And, after witnessing Ardjuna’s battle with the dragon, who would now dare to say that theatre should not be about what happens on stage, and more than just words and scenarios.

All the dramatic and psychological scenarios here have taken place precisely within that representation of combat, which is itself a function of the athletic and mystical work of these bodies, and of dare I say the wave-form (I can explain) application of the stage, the fan-shape structure of which becomes clear layer by layer before us.

The warriors enter the mental forest on waves of fear; a huge shudder, some huge inner shift, magnetic almost, takes hold of them, and we sense the meteors of flesh and stone hurtling down towards them.

The trembling throughout their limbs, all that eye-rolling, amount to more than just a physical storm, but indicate the crushing of their spirits. The sonic frequency of their bristling heads is at times unbearable. And the music that is swaying behind them also feeds some uncertain space where actual rocks will set rolling.

Behind the bristling warrior, beset by the forbidding magnetic trembling, which might pull him apart, there is the Double who stands tall, having given in to the silliness of his schoolboy sarcasm, and who, elevated in the aftermath of the forbidding storm, the rhythm of which he does not comprehend, moves recklessly amidst charms, the rumbling of the magnificent storm.

The compacted pain with which the Dragon confines itself to its corner of the stage, that awful notion of the birthing of a monster who is resisting coming out,

and when it comes forward, the stage expands, amplified by all its turning movements.

The wonderfully funny way, the delightful vulgarity of how the double – who does nothing to defend himself, who does not think things through, has no idea of how the soul is dangling – shoves the fleshy being into the arms of his ecstatic master, then puts his hand over his face to avoid seeing the physically compelling goings-on which he has no doubt are taking place to his side, and the comical fear with which his foot mechanically strikes the ground with a free, emphatic gesture.

The sudden introduction of realistic screams of fear into this vast, assured, abstract melody.

And when the true, fearless warrior finally also arrives to join the action, he approaches the Beast with a series of shudders, with a sliding, undulating glide, rushing in as though from all points of the intellectual horizon, as a sort of sublimated courage shuts its solid shutters around him, he executes a collection of clustering gestures, of which only the outline of gestures remain, he approaches in leaps, falling back at times over the dry crest of fear.

This is where the genius of this kind of theatre which now completely resides in the bodies’ trances is given free rein.

You have to experience the sublime flowing of these gestures by which, caught paralyzed in an ecstasy that will never release him, this warrior fights a kind of war up on the peaks of thought.

Intense but massive waves, whether of physical fear which carries nothing more than the protracted shudder of an echo, or of suddenly apprised charming gestures, unfurl and fling themselves around the Beast, which now shudders in turn.

You have to see the way in which the ecstatic warrior charms the Beast. He seems to be saying to him: But you know only too well that you will not pass.

His familiarity with all things sublime means he can find the necessary gesture without thinking about it. And the fear he takes control of is reduced.

These ancient people are wise, if not princes, intellectual overlords.

(Theatre in the East and Theatre in the West)

XXII

Due to the fixed nature of forms, in their natural terms, which never cease to query appearances, language, which only uses gestures to express known things, using scenery as a frame and lighting just to illuminate the scenery, not using lighting as some kind of subtle, revelatory music, a theatre which, in short, is not an act of enchantment is nothing.

The theatre is ready for the crystallization of language, and this is not the theatre that I sought to evoke here.

(No More Masterpieces)

XXIII

We propose a useful theatre, in opposition to a theatre born under the sign of pleasure, of leisure, therefore of ineffectiveness,

a theatre which does not limit reality to what is known, to what is accessible,

which does not construct a lofty idea of humanity, of speech, of the arts and poetry.

Such a theatre presupposes starting from scratch:

1. our ideas about life, reality, metaphysics, the universal,

2. expression and what it can achieve,

3. active poetry, magic,

4. human identity, being, morality, good, evil, illness, healing

from which the in-depth study of the virtual nature of art,

exterior and interior poetry,

what it means to obscure,

why you hide and for whom you hide,

the individual poet who wants their poetry to be of use to them alone

and the theatre considered by this poet beyond what he is in principle and in the accidental present.

***

XXIV

Art is not the imitation of life.

but life is the imitation of a transcendent principle that art puts us back in touch with.

***

XXV

1. Richard II

Our respect of masterpieces.

There are better things to do than revive masterpieces.

Because

2. our ineffectual idea of art,

our literary approach, and our conformism,

3. our contempt for the theatre, a function of this conformist idea is that the masses do not understand the sublime.

Now, the idea of the sublime in life: death, dignity, heroism, honour, love, revolution, war, fear,

The masses understand the sublime, or else they would not even be human, but it is we who put up the screen between the sublime and the masses, who receive masterpieces through our stultified notion of a literature or of art,

here analyse the way that we react to a singer, a painter we consider to be a genius, an exhibition, short shows, small concerts,

without asking ourselves if any of these painters, of these singers, at one time, just once, became aware of the essential way they get through to us, to put us face to face with our most secret capacities, of our place in society first of all, then in the wider world, finally in life.

*

And then is the important actually important,

do I go to the theatre because I’m bored?

***

XXVI

A play written three hundred years ago which expresses ideas, preoccupations, ways that people felt three hundred years ago in the language of three hundred years ago.

It is a matter of knowing if we are capable

1. of recreating the equivalent of all that

2. of making for ourselves another concept of theatre than a religion of things that are dead and of deference to written texts.

People have feigned to despise the theatre in a time when personal poetry is rampant in the most repugnant of ways.

We have to understand that every era deserves its own expression and that if it is not able to achieve that, it should disappear.

There is no need to make grand speeches to point out that everything is falling apart and that the time has come for all accounts to be completely settled, and on all levels.

I am offering you something more, having realised what the theatre can do,

covert adoration for such and such an artist,

admiration from afar: [illegible word],

Lotte Schöne,17

once gone, nothing remains.

It is time to become aware of the convulsive nature of things we call artistic.

*

What is essential: see the relationships, learn the rules, find the right rule at each moment,

put the useless, pointless gesture back into its useful context, where it is reconnected to its principal rules, putting it in compliance with everything,

that base level knowledge which gives us a sense of direction,

and that ideal knowledge that arises from imagery connected to the energy that is inseparable from enacting any rule.

Imagery that collides with and reveals the obstacle, the obstacle revealed which lets us recognize ourselves in the action of events,

the experience of old people is not anything else.

Put essential energy at the disposal of imagery,

no more rash shows, impressions or rash idolatry,

no more Surrealist empiricism, or any other sort.

This notion of essential energy put at the disposal of essential imagery is something that history must relate, which should pose social or moral problems, the imagery being but the solidified symbols of the sense of the power and potential of those problems.

***

XXVII

[…] the organism, and via the organism onto the mind, with the same precision as Chinese medicine which has developed knowledge of where across the human body to place needles and how these points respond in terms of even the most subtle of functions.18

In any case, the fact remains that the theatre is the only place where you can reach the mind through the organs, and for people as slow to understand as we are then understanding can only be roused via the organs.

Energy,

the psychoanalyst who […]

the snake, vibration,

either we will be able to gather together all the means of expression into a special sort of essential hub,

to the ideas that underpinned the theatre of Aeschylus, etc.,

magical sense of art,

no purposeless gestures,19

or we will be able to accept a sacred concept of theatre, which is to say a theatre without pensive deliberations, without pointless reflections, and getting to the point of full awareness of, taking possession of certain dominant powers, certain concepts that govern everything; and since ideas generate their own energy when they are active, make us capable of rediscovering within ourselves those energies which ultimately bring about order and return value to life.20

preoccupations, thoughts of things that matter,

this convention of taking things at random, any old thing, has to end,

to jump at the first idea that presents itself, the first fortuitous arrangement, the first entertaining, ingeniously treated subject,

all these replica processes, repeated old tricks,

if fundamental ideas, if a movement that shakes us to the core does not come our way,

but what are such fundamental ideas,

if we believe that everything is subject to market forces,

that everything is governed by economic imperatives,

that we are first and foremost just stomachs which eat and demand to eat, and that metaphysics such as the principle of all things is in the stomach, thought of not as the physical location of a predetermined, nuanced concept which grows from there instead of from the head, but instead thought of as the symbol of a purely material act, and that the very idea of some other kind of concept is just fanciful, just a baseless fantasy,

there are no grounds for getting on with creating anything.

***

XXVIII

Theatre as an immersive, electric psychic experience in which the intellect might steep from time to time.

(The Theatre of Cruelty (First Manifesto))

XXIX21

The concept of theatre we have in the West (as opposed to all other forms of theatre across the world) is exclusively in thrall to the expressive potential of spoken words. There are no ideas beyond those found within the confines of the text. Theatre is a branch of literature, and it is even beyond us to conceive of any form of thinking outside of words. To us, all poetry is expressed through language. We can envisage a dramatic or an epic poetry, but not where everything can be considered as operating at the same level. The way we think of the dramatic poet is not as someone able to set in motion, to call forth on stage all possible forms of abstract expression, but as someone who can find the words to be uttered in poetic form so that such utterance might exceed their verbal expression without leaving the domain of words. In every play performed, the role of the text in relation to reality is all important, and everything that might be expressed alongside the text – in form, physically – only exists as far as it is a function of the text, decided upon and supported by it, in as far as the text generates words and intonations. And everything that does not back up the text has to defer ultimately to verbal expression. And if gestures do not lead towards a verbal expression of facts, then we remain in the dark about those facts. In short, we do little more with the theatre than to think of it as about putting on a text, and everything that belongs purely to the theatre, which is to say everything that can be extracted from the text and participates in the realm of scenic realization, seems to us an inferior notion of what the theatre is. And yet, if the theatre is to have its own autonomous language separate from literature, as sculpture and painting have theirs, all that must sit within the realm of what we refer to as realization or as staging.

So that this language might become independent, for it to gain a complete personality of its own, we have to stop thinking about the staging as a sort of art of mirroring reality, a secondary level of what the text might adopt on stage. We have to let the staging rediscover its purpose, and in doing so we introduce it to the world. We have to determine if there is not an objective element within staging that exists independently from the words to be spoken, and everything being demonstrated when words are uttered. We have to find out if there is not a purely theatrical aspect of the theatre which can be fully developed within the parameters of the stage.

The director knows that he makes use of the author. If we remove the possibility of the theatre being a language of its own, then we have to find out if there is a theatrical language beyond the text. That is what staging is. Are there not amazing productions there to be staged through just the performance of staging, put in search of new expressive possibilities – in the realms of gesture and of the malleable.

I am not talking about mime or dance, as theatre is something much more mysterious than those. Because the theatre is the consequence of oppositions, between gestures, lights, dimensions of space and spoken words, though functioning in opposition to the tangible.

Western theatre, in making use of the spoken word, only makes use of what we have become used to making words mean. Characters should not unveil metaphysical ideas, but only social or moral dilemmas. A person might be of interest in as far as they might become affected by one of these dilemmas, and if you wanted to appeal to metaphysical ideas this would only be in as much as they might understand or misrepresent the characteristics of such ideas. Our theatre does not extend beyond the utilitarian. Humanity is front and centre in this theatre.

We should automatically bypass that utilitarian question of dilemmas by way of the performance that we are introducing here into the realm of energies and meaning through forms. And in a theatre that is to go further than spoken language there can no longer be any question of just witnessing the real-life case of a character. We have to go beyond the psychological theatrical level and get to the metaphysical level, the language of which shall be the exclusive language of the theatre, a language focussed on the metaphysical through known means. One of the means of rendering this theatre of forms materially present will involve a reintroduction of bodies of knowledge concerning abstraction. A theatre that challenges the destiny of powers can pull them apart, facing them head on as they come together in the mind, this theatre has to give the impression of threatening the audience and the given impression has to be that of fear. The purpose of theatre here is to go beyond all contingencies and be something that can only be achieved on the stage.

***

XXX

The language of words belongs to literature, to which all theatre yields.

A specifically theatrical language must be able to emerge. This language can be found within the confines of staging, lending this word an infinitely more expansive, nuanced meaning.

To understand this, you need only comprehend it as the language of everything that is placed on the stage, which is to say not just the set, costumes and changes of scenery, not just the lighting, intonations or the details of the characters’ psychological profiles, but everything that comes from a more or less magnificent, exterior perspective, geared towards effect and sensation, to open up the secrets of gestural expression, mime, intonation, scenic movements, etc.

In as much as these elements together constitute imagery in themselves, they represent a kind of expressive unit.

There are a certain number of (key) words whose meaning have been so distorted that it is no longer possible to utter them. The word art is one such word. There is no worse occupation these days, one might even say no more shameful, than to produce art.

I get small, marginal truth from sentences I find like this.22

It is just that this word now only refers to all that is turgid and exterior about art, a certain formalistic inflation for effect, for exterior expression.

Because we have got used to having forms do no more than represent themselves.

It is no longer a question of what is presented on the outside but of its repellent individualism.23

Art is no longer in opposition to language, in as much as it serves to indicate all means of expression beyond language,

but etc.24

The fact that ancient Romans used to be left all afternoon on school benches.

Black benches, unpolished, rough, facing the grey window.

It is to turn away from the everyday psychology of emotions (of everyday emotions) in order to […]

***

XXXI

EFFECTIVENESS

After-dinner theatre, a theatre of entertainment as opposed to a serious, sober theatre. All connected to our corrupted ideas.

THE ACTORS

What is the role of the actor in such a theatre? Both extremely important and extremely restricted. What we refer to as the charisma of the actor must absolutely disappear. There must be no actor who imposes their own rhythm on the ensemble, one whose charisma everyone else is subordinate to. No place for such ideas. The actor, as an actor, can no longer have any room for personal initiative in the theatre. The dominance of actors’ personalities exists as a result of rubbish plays or of rubbish staging and because every show needs a point of strength. That said, given that no form of expression has impact except to support a power of unfathomable basis, of which any sign, gesture or image exists only in a state of recall, except to support the ideological lure of this power, and that expression is only made to recapture its meaning. The very ambition of our show requires strong actors, who will be selected not because of their talent but because of a kind of essential sincerity, one that is more powerful than their convictions. It is not a matter of skill, but of particular alignments of certain skills, in terms of a sort of sacred bearing.

THE AUDIENCE

Whether there is an audience for this theatre or not, it is firstly a matter of creating one. After that, it is in the very nature of the kinds of productions that we have outlined that they will always have something to offer to each member of the audience, for whom the matters represented will be meaningful in at least one interpretation.

***

XXXII

Put another way: the freedom that the French are interested in will be all the more dynamic if it arrives for them from further afield, and as it were unexpectedly.

(The Theatre of Cruelty (Second Manifesto))

XXXIII

THEATRE

In this theatre, dismantle the space,

new concept of space multiplied by pulling it apart, unpick it thread by thread, empty to threadbare, incredible riches lie beneath, pure concepts of origin, the cosmos in turmoil, combined together, revealing their relationship with the whole gamut of human emotions, belonging as they do to the field we call psychology,

the enumeration of these ideas characterized by turmoil, and by power, should bring about a powerfully demonstrative lyrical passage, these ideas being recovered alive, in their vicious inter-relationships and in what they shake up in areas other than those of fundamental principles.

STAGING

Fire, pain, groans, all become characters physically beleaguered by their swishing robes expressing convulsion, exacerbation and fire. These characters run at a pace and at such speed that express the internal speed of their pain or of their exacerbated condition,

then as these characters run about over this leaping mass of flaming bodies provocative voices rise up like artillery fire or geysers and spread out to all the corners of the space, raising pitch in unison, and finally actual hands, accusatory hands, mounted atop battering rams moved by ropes or by teams of people, these accusatory hands attack the voices and the people running about, barring their route in places, all with a noise like mechanical drill, a noise like the bellows in a forge or the smelting ore in a blast furnace, these mounted battering rams accost the scattered bodies at length and finally destroy them.

***

XXXIV

We are all sick to death of the after-dinner quality of contemporary theatre, which does nothing but go through the motions, to no end. We all feel the need for theatre which does something, which cuts through to the living tissue. While not demanding any kind of documentary theatre, we feel the need for a theatre which will stop pointlessly playing about with artfulness, unrelated to what is going on around us, not least with all that is dramatic and profound within our current concerns. We sense that we are about to live through major events, not just on a national level, but across Europe, the world even, if only on a philosophical scale. There is something not quite right, something uncertain, and it would seem that it is up to the theatre to reflect these troubles and disturbances organically, or through the use of living spatial imagery. What is more, the disrepute into which the theatre has fallen impacts generally on all expression, and on language, whether that be the language of the arts – music dance, painting – or the language of words, dialogue between living people. In short, we feel a physical, savage craving, an organic nostalgia almost, for a magical art-form and means of speaking, and as the theatre is the only art-form that can construct a unique synthesis of all means of expression and of all languages, we expect the theatre the return to us the sense of a new, vital magic, one which that will reconcile us with it and maybe even with life itself.

When it comes down to it this is a matter of reviving a religious concept of theatre, however hackneyed that term might be, and to revive it not just in spirit, but materially, to forge links between understanding and attention using objective means, with projections, visual and sonic explosions capable of capturing our senses, in the proper sense of that word. The metaphysical, the thoughtful and the religious aspects of the theatre will follow on after.

The programme for such theatre, as we shall see, has two aspects. It is about:

1. On the one hand renewing the inspirational funds of the theatre, which must leave behind the psychological depths it has been dredging for over a century and draw on certain other vast sources without which truly magical, objective and effective poetry cannot exist.

2. Change the way the theatre presents itself, how it looks, which is to say its language. To renew the concept of what a production is and to renew it from both ends, which is to say, setting aside the magical, opulent quality of the theatre, to emphasize and extend as far as possible the efficacy of colours, movements, spoken words, noises, all aspects of expression and imagery, making impact out of every single word, out of every single expression and image, a means of asserting an affect, of disturbing, of dissociating sensibility, and above all isolating it from the control of the mind.

and, on the other hand, to extend and emphasize intellectually the meaning of every uttered word and every image, reconstituting them and bringing them together as symbols and attempting then to discover the connection between such symbols and a certain number of vital principles.

In this way we will shed the entertaining aspect of the theatre, in which life stories are told and told as such, and achieve this via the operation of a certain number of forgotten elements which should be the sine qua non of all expression and even of every image and every production.

(Autour d’une mère)

XXXV

If theatre is a conflict of gestures, words, movements and noises, it is above all conflict, an appeal to opposing forces, collisions resolved through time rather than through space.

In Barrault’s drama the collisions take place in space, but none in time, so to speak.

And yet this is a religious show. It represents the reappearance on stage of an ancient, religious atmosphere, demonstrating how Autour d’une mère has reconnected with Tradition. But if it is religious, I emphasize, this is due to its rigour and because it restores a sort of superior dignity and the most intense significance to everyday human gestures. It reveals the beauty of natural movements when brought forth into their ultimate light. But the show does not express the gestures of any emotion, and what we refer to as the soul has no place here. The symbolic vision that comes from gestures belongs above all to matters of the soul, but the love that this show expresses comes straight from the body. And therefore, as I see it, it may not all be theatrical, if theatre it undoubtedly is, though it calls on truly theatrical means deployed with unprecedented success.

And certainly, whenever Barrault makes a gesture or occupies an area on the stage, he brings these to life, but using the appealing aspects of that gesture, or the material aspects of that space and, in so doing, he reaches our minds without ever resorting to mystery, and in this way we might say that his show avoids both the mystery or the cognitive aspect of theatre.

Barrault travels constantly between matter and mind.


NOTES

Introduction

1     Antonin Artaud, Letter to Henri Parisot, Œuvres Complètes, vol. IX, Paris: Gallimard, 1979, 173. Subsequent references to the Œuvres Complètes in endnotes will be abbreviated OC, followed by the volume number. Volume I is published in two parts, and these are denoted by I* and I**. All translations of Artaud’s texts, and of all other material in French, are by Mark Taylor-Batty.

2     Artaud had experienced depression and other mental health conditions as a young man and had spent much of his adolescence in health spas and sanatoria in the south of France and latterly in Switzerland. When he moved to Paris at the age of twenty-three, his parents set a condition that he should have ready access to medical supervision and support. Dr Maurice Dardel, the head of service at the clinic in Neuchâtel, Switzerland, where Artaud was resident in 1918–19, arranged for him to lodge with Dr Édouard Toulouse (1865–1947) and his wife in Paris. Artaud was not a patient in the psychiatric hospital that Toulouse ran, but a guest in his home. Florence de Mèredieu, C’était Antonin Artaud, Paris: Fayard, 2006, 123–5.

3     Charles Dullin (1885–1949) and Louis Jouvet (1887–1951) were both trained as actors in Copeau’s troupe. Dullin established the Théâtre de l’Atelier in 1921, and inaugurated a commune of actors who would train intensively together. Jouvet left Copeau’s company in 1922 to work at the Comédie des Champs-Élysées, where he became the artistic director in 1924. Gaston Baty (1885–1952) became renowned as a director who worked faithfully with authors’ texts; his company Les Compagnons de la Chimère began performing in 1921 and he would become artistic director of the Studio des Champs-Élysées from 1924 to 1928. Georges Pitoëff (1884–1939) was an Armenian Russian had trained with Konstantin Stanislavski (1863–1938) before moving to France in 1913 and later founding his Théâtre Pitoëff company in 1918 in Geneva. He returned to Paris indefinitely in 1922 and joined the Comédie des Champs-Élysées. In 1927, Jouvet would establish the Cartel des Quatre (The Cartel of the Four) alongside Baty, Dullin and Pitoëff, a broadly economic alliance that allowed them to pool resources to some degree to support their artistic endeavours and their mutual distrust of the purely commercial theatre.

4     The actor and director Aurélien Lugné-Poe (1869–1940) had established the Théâtre de l’Oeuvre in 1893, where he would champion symbolist works and offer the French premières of plays by the Scandinavian playwrights Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906) and August Strindberg (1849–1912). Ubu Roi, by Alfred Jarry (1873–1907) was first mounted there in December 1896. Lugné-Poe had worked and trained at the Théâtre libre under André Antoine (1858–1943), commonly considered to be the father of modern stage directing.

5     In May 1920, Artaud produced the sounds of an entire crowd of people for a production at the Oeuvre of Henrik Ibsen’s Solness le constructeur (The Master Builder). Later, in November and December, he would be an extra in plays by Maurice Maeterlinck and Jean Sarment, and in Fernand Crommelynck’s le Cocu magnifique (The Magnificent Cuckold). His first role proper was in February 1921 at the Oeuvre, in Henri de Régnier’s les Scruples de Sganarelle (Sganarelle’s Scruples); C’était Antonin Artaud, 131, 137 and 140. A comprehensive list of Artaud’s stage appearances throughout his life can be consulted in Alain et Alain et Odette Virmaux, Antonin Artaud, Paris, La Manufacture, 1991, 214–16.

6     The audition had been arranged by his cousin, Louis Nalpas, and was in fact with Firmin Gémier (1869–1933), the actor who had played the role of the eponymous Ubu in the play’s 1896 première. Gémier recommended Artaud to Dullin after this audition. C’était Antonin Artaud, 148. Louis Nalpas (1884–1948) was the son of Antoine Nalpas, the brother of his mother, Euphrasie (née Nalpas). He had been producing films since 1912 and became the artistic director of the Société des Cinéromans in 1919. He would eventually introduce Artaud to Abel Gance, who cast him in the role of Marat in the 1927 epic film Napoléon. Artaud went on to have key roles in notable silent-era classic films such as Carl Dreyer’s La passion de Jeanne d’Arc (1928) and Marcel L’Herbier’s Argent (1929). A comprehensive list of Artaud’s screen appearances can be consulted in Antonin Artaud, 219–22.

7     OC III, 96.⁠
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11   OC II, 139. The English Edward Gordon Craig (1872–1966) and Swiss Adolphe Appia (1862–1928) were both pioneers of staging and scenography. Like Artaud would do after him, Craig argued that the director was the true artists of scenic creation, and not the playwright.
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110 Antonin Artaud: Selected Writings, xxxviii.

111 OC I*, 270.

Preface – Theatre and Culture

An original draft of this text, which Artaud subsequently positioned here as his preface to The Theatre and Its Double, was published in La Bête noire, no. 5, 1 October 1935, 6. La Bête noire was a short-lived publication, with just eight editions between 1935 and 1936. It was conceived as an intellectual artists’ forum for countering the rise of fascism in French culture in the wake of the Parisian pro-fascist demonstrations of February 1934. The Bête noire draft of Le Théâtre et la culture was positioned to contribute to this concern, and one might frame an appreciation of Artaud’s discussion on ‘culture’ here as in part a response to the dialogue that had been established in the first four editions of that journal, notably the previous issue in which responses from the Le Congrès des écrivains pour la défense de la culture (Congress of Writers for the Defence of Culture), which had been held in Paris in June 1935, were published. Artaud had been invited to speak at the conference, but had turned down the invitation. In his response, he more explicitly tunes the issue of ‘culture’ to his own perspective of a lost collective energy that was in need of rediscovery and re-activation. Artaud was a returning contributor to the journal: the front page of the second edition of the journal, in May 1935, had been given over to Artaud’s article on his forthcoming production of Les Cenci and the June issue featured his rebuttal to some criticisms of that production. This text was redrafted in April 1937, upon receipt of the proofs for The Theatre and Its Double, and Artaud at that point indicated that the whole chapter, as a preface, should appear in italics (OC IX, 110).

1     In the draft of this text that was first published in La Bête noire in 1935, there is a short first paragraph that precedes what became the opening paragraph here, in which Artaud seemingly equated contemporary culture with an illness that inhibits life and living. It reads: ‘There are illnesses of life, a kind of scurvy attached to our taste for living, and I would go as far as to say, like the flames of a huge auto-da-fé, to our capacity to live our lives and be consumed by them’. The version of this first paragraph in La Bête noire draft then reads: ‘There has never before been so much talk of civilization and of culture than now, when it is life itself that is in decline. But the connection being made between the loss of one life and the anxiety over culture would only make sense if we were thinking of binding culture to life’ (‘Le Théâtre et la Culture’, La Bête noire, 6).

2     Artaud’s reference to a lack of sulphur is no doubt to the principle of alchemic sulphur, which alongside salt and mercury is one of three key minerals in the practice of alchemy. In alchemical discourse, sulphur is connected to the soul, or to the fundamental consciousness of an individual being or object.

3     When Artaud speaks of magic, he implies the occult understanding of magic as a means by which transformations in the world can be achieved.

4     The translation here deliberately weakens statements that are racist. Artaud clearly originally positioned these to undermine white cultural privilege and Eurocentrism as part of his intellectual agenda of rebalancing global cultural values. Nonetheless, the statements are in themselves reflective of and speaking to cultural attitudes that were and remain appropriately challenged.

5     Artaud is here referring to the Chinese tradition of the Five Elements, in which the colour white was associated with withering and death, and consequently worn at funerals.

6     The word ‘Panthéon’ here is used twice in the original French, rendered here in the first instance as ‘shrine’ to capture the deadened sense of culture that is being critiqued. Artaud no doubt had in mind the Paris Panthéon in the Latin quarter, modelled on the older building in Rome, and used since the French Revolution as a ‘temple républicain’ to house the bodies of distinguished French citizens.

7     Given his reference to the 1933 Nazi book-burning events in the opening sentence of the original La Bête noire manuscript of this preface (the word ‘auto-da-fé’ was the contemporary French term for those events over the border – see note 1., above), this sentence clearly returns to that imagery.

8     Xiuhtecuhtli, the Aztec god of fire. It is unknown which image of the deity Artaud is referring to when making a comparison between the incense burner or pot (‘cassolette’) though he may have seen a reproduction of an image from the Codex Borgia, in which the god is holding what looks like a vessel (in fact an offering of a ball of rubber) with smoke rising from it (see the reproduction on p. 31). It is unclear what Artaud means by comparing the vessel he sees to the tripod of the Inquisition (‘trépied de l’Inquisition’), probably an instrument of torture. In a lecture entitled ‘Le Théâtre et les dieux’ (‘Theatre and the Gods’), given in Mexico on 29 February 1936, Artaud stated ‘I have spent a lot of time looking at the Mexican Gods in the Codices’ (OC VIII, 166), indicating that he may have researched his subject at the Bibliothèque de l’Assemblée Nationale, which at that time held the Codex Borbonicus. He may also have researched central and southern American artefacts at the Musée d’Éthnographie du Trocadéro (1878–1935). His notes on ‘Le Mexique et la civilisation’ (‘Mexico and Civilisation’) can be consulted in OC VIII (127–32). Other sources of research prior to visiting Mexico can be gleaned from the ‘Notes intimes’ (‘Personal Notes’), including Georges Raynaud, Les Dieux, les héros et les hommes de l’ancien Guatémala d’après le Livre du Conseil, Paris: Leroux, 1925, and Henri Beuchat, Manuel d’archéologie américaine (Amérique préhistorique – Civilisations disparues), Paris: Picard, 1912 (OC VIII, 347).

9     Artaud may be referring to the giant Coatlinchan monolith, identified in 1903 to be of the rain god Tlaloc. In 1964 it was relocated to feature at the entrance of the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City.

10   Chalchiuhtlicue, the Aztec river deity, whose name means ‘she of the jade skirt’.

11   In writing of Mexico here, Artaud is invoking pre-Hispanic Mesoamerican cultures. This paragraph is evidence of Artaud’s 1935 cultural preparation for his 1936 visit to Mexico, during which he would arrange to visit the Rarámuri (Tarahumara) people and witness and participate in their peyote ritual.

12   Artaud’s reference to Manas, ‘the forces dominant in all forms’, an inner force or sometimes ‘double’ attached to all things, is a concept he returns to on a number of occasions in relation to the impact he seeks from his Theatre of Cruelty. A version of this concept is found in his reference to the Egyptian Ka (see in ‘An Affective Athleticism’ on p. 131). In an early draft of notes for the original article here, Artaud indicated:

Now, we would like to restore the dynamic, virulent aspect of poetry, the qualities of something magical. And then conceive of magic as a release of actual energies, following a precise ritual process. We want to awaken that manas, that dormant accrual of powers concentrated at a given point. Manas means lasting qualities, as in the Latin word manere from which the word permanent derives.

(OC IV, 217, see p. 197)

The associated endnote in the OC proposes a connection with Freud’s concept of the taboo (OC IV, 278–9).

13   The original La Bête noire publication of this essay ends at this point. The remaining 200 words or so were either excised to allow the article to fit on one single page of La Bête noire, or were composed at a later date for this preface.

The Theatre and the Plague

This chapter is based on the text of a lecture that Antonin Artaud delivered in the Michelet lecture theatre of the Sorbonne University at 9pm on 6 April 1933. The lecture was part of a series for the Science and Philosophy Study Group towards the Exam for Emerging Trends, which was organized by Artaud’s doctor, René Allendy. ‘The Theatre and the Plague’ was published in the Nouvelle Revue Française, no. 253, on 1 October 1933 in this modified and augmented form.

1     Artaud had most likely researched the details of this incident in Paul Gaffarel and Marquis de Duranty, La peste de 1720 à Marseilles en France: d’après des documents inédits, Paris: Perrin, 1911. On p. 37 of that volume a source is given for these events in Cagliari in Pierre-Edouard Lemontey, Histoire de la régence et de la minorité d Louis XV, A. Sautelet et Company, 1832, in a footnote on p. 361 of that book. The anecdote of the viceroy’s behaviour is outlined in both these texts in terms that match those here adopted by Artaud. The unverified claim that the events are captured in the town’s archives where anyone might read them originates in Lemontey and this is almost certainly the source of Artaud’s historically dubious account of the 1720 anti-plague interventions of Viceroy Filippo-Guglielmo Pallavicino, baron of Saint-Rémy (1662–1732).

2     This statement is not accurate, though it perhaps serves to confirm that Artaud had consulted Gaffarel and Duranty’s La peste de 1720 à Marseilles en France.

3     The Decameron is a collection of 100 short stories by Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–75), completed in 1353, and framed by the concept of a group of people isolating themselves in a villa outside of Florence to escape the Black Death. The epidemic had reached Florence in the late 1340s.

4     It is unclear which ‘recent medical texts’ Artaud might be referring to here in relation to the Great Plague of Athens (430–428 BCE). The editor of the OC supposes (OC IV, 372) that he examined the article on the plague in La Grande Encyclopédie which contains the statement ‘The ancients used the word plague for all epidemic illnesses with high mortality rates (the plague of Athens etc.)’ (Dr. Martha, ‘La Peste’, in La Grande Encyclopédie, inventaire raisonné des sciences, des lettres, et des arts, Paris: Société Anonyme de la Grande Encyclopédie, vol. 26, 1885–1902, 512). Hippocrates (c. 460–c. 370 BCE) importantly explored and taught the processes of contagion, which Artaud is in part seeking to de-prioritize in his understanding of how plague occurs and is transmitted. Many case studies in Hippocrates’s writings describe symptoms and behaviours that apply to the bubonic plague.

5     The Bible passage that Artaud is alluding to is 2 Kings 19:35. The reference to the Greek historian Herodotus (c. 484–c. 425 BCE) is to his Histories, Book 2, chapter 141 (Herodotus, The Histories, trans. Robin Waterfield, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, 151–2).

6     There is consensus that 660 BCE is the date for the start of the reign of the Japanese Emperor Jimmu.

7     Michel de Nostredame (Nostradamus) (1503–56) was a French astrologer and medical practitioner who has a reputation as the writer of prophesies. He treated patients during an outbreak of the plague in Provence in 1534.

8     In his introduction to The Decameron, Boccaccio addressed the plague directly, and gave an eyewitness account of the Black Death in Florence, at one point offering the anecdote of how he saw two pigs die shortly after snuffling the sheets that had wrapped a recently deceased plague victim, and how this had caused people to assume transmission by an extended chain of contact with a victim (Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron, London: Penguin, 2003, 6–7).

9     In his 8 April 1933 letter to André Rolland de Réneville (1903–62), who had been at the lecture, Artaud indicates that he was seeking ‘a poetico-clinical description of the plague’ (OC V, 147). The evidence from notes taken by Artaud from a selection of medical journals (see fragment IX, p. 199) suggests he was keen to provide accurate medical descriptions of plague symptoms.

10   Alexandre Yersin (1863–1943) was a French bacteriologist and medical practitioner. The Yersinia pestis bacillus is named after him, as he was one of the scientists to first isolate and identify it. He worked in the French colony of Indochina. This territory today is represented broadly by the states of Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam.

11   Artaud is referring to Yirmisekiz Mehmed Çelebi (c. 1670–1732), who was delegated as ambassador by the Sultan Ahmed III to France in 1720, and needed to transverse plague-ridden Southern France to reach Paris. Artaud may have read or been aware of his written accounts of the quarantine procedures that he encountered: Yirmisekiz Mehmed Çelebi, Relation de l’ambassade de Mehemet-Effendi à la cour de France en 1721, Paris: Ganeau, 1757.

12   Muhammad Ali (1769–1840) was the Ottoman governor of Egypt between 1805 and 1848. He established universal health coverage in Egypt, and responded swiftly to plague epidemic with strict quarantine measures.

13   The references to Saint Augustine were added to the transcript of Artaud’s 1933 lecture in 1934, as it was being prepared for publication. In a letter to Jean Paulhan dated 17 May 1934 Artaud explains that he had come across a passage in The City of God that complements the connection he had sought to make in his lecture between the theatre and the plague (OC V, 174). Saint Augustine’s text is a key work of Christian philosophy, published in 426 CE. It is unlikely that Artaud was not already acquainted with Saint Augustine’s work, given his orthodox Catholic schooling, but his serendipitous discovery of the passage in question may have occurred when consulting the Dictionnaire d’hagiographie or during related research on the saints; in a letter to Henri Parisot dated 6 October 1945 he explained that he had first consulted that volume in the Bibliothèque Nationale in 1934 (OC IX, 177).

14   The ellipses are Artaud’s. The quoted material is from Book I, Chapter 32 of St Augustine’s work (Augustine, City of God, trans. William M. Green, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1972, 131–3). These passages may have been paraphrased by Artaud; it corresponds neither to the manuscript version of the original fourteenth-century French translation by Raoul de Presles nor to the 1818 translation by Pierre Lombert, both of which were held by the Bibliothèque Nationale. It is not inconceivable that Artaud managed his own translation, as he no doubt was subject to learning Latin as part of schooling. In a letter to Jules Supervielle in March 1932, he refers to contents of the Latin text Theatrum Chemicum (see p. 204). When he was once asked if he read Latin he responded angrily ‘I shit on Latin, I piss on Latin’, indicating some antipathy (Antonin Artaud, 117). The English text here is a translation of Artaud’s citation.

15   The quoted lines do not correspond directly to any lines in John Ford’s ‘Tis Pity She’s a Whore (1633). In the original French text, Artaud referred to the play as Annabella. The only translation of the play into French that carries the title Annabella is one by Maurice Maeterlinck (Paris: Ollendorff, 1895). The words that Artaud quotes in French, however, do not appear in Maeterlinck’s translation. In April 1934, Charles Dullin mounted a production at the Théâtre de l’Atelier of Dommage qu’elle soit une prostituée, in a translation by Georges Pillement (Paris: La Renaissance du livre, 1930). This production was a year after the delivery of this lecture by Artaud, but months before an updated draft of the text was sent to Jean Paulhan for publication (OC V, 175). Though we know that the reference to St Augustine was included in this revised draft (OC V, 174), it is unclear if the references to Ford’s play were also added at that stage. The endnotes for this chapter in OC IV (280) make no reference to the original text prepared for the lecture, which must no longer be extant, only to the manuscript for the Nouvelle Revue Française publication. It is compelling to think that the Ford references might well be a 1934 addition, after Artaud perhaps having witnessed the Dullin production. However, the words that Artaud quotes do not appear in the contemporaneous Pillement translation either. It may be that Artaud is paraphrasing and extemporizing from memory, perhaps of Annabella’s lines in Act I that ‘je n’osais pas dire que j’aimais, et que je n’osait même pas le penser’ (‘I durst not say I loved, nor scarcely think it.’) (Annabella, 16), or that he deliberately putting credible words in the character’s mouth. What is given here is an English rendering of Artaud’s supposed quotation, rather than any extract from Ford’s play.

16   A note on the translation: ‘through the use of allegory’ is a more specific rendering of the vague French ‘par ‘l’exemple’, which suggests theatre makes its impression through a process of compelling recognition.

Staging and Metaphysics

This chapter originates as the text of a lecture that Antonin Artaud delivered in the Michelet lecture theatre of the Sorbonne at 9pm on 10 December 1931. This was part of a series of lectures arranged by Dr René Allendy for the Science and Philosophy Study Group towards the Exam for Emerging Trends, the same lecture series that ‘The Theatre and the Plague’ would later contribute to in April 1933. Artaud seems to have been satisfied with the reception he received (see his letter to Jean Paulhan of 22 January 1932, OC III, 257–62). His original manuscript had been entitled just ‘Painting’ (OC IV, 281); he had been impressed by the theatricality of the Lot and his Daughters canvas that he had seen during a visit to the Louvre in early September 1931, and this clearly was the point of inspiration that triggered his writing. He had written to Paulhan about the impression the painting had had on him on 6 September 1931 (OC V, 55; see p. 152), and would take friends to see it and note their responses (for example, Anaïs Nin; see OC VII, 360). The lecture would be published in the Nouvelle Revue Française, no. 221, 1 February 1932.

1     Artaud is referring to the Flemish primitive school of the fifteenth and early sixteenth century, more commonly referred to as Early Netherlandish in English art history contexts. The painting in question, dating from the early sixteenth century and acquired by the Louvre in 1900, is now attributed to an anonymous artist, though it had been attributed to Lucas van Leyden (1494–1533) at the time Artaud encountered it. It is currently on display in the Louvre in room 814, in the Richelieu wing, on the second floor. A black-and-white reproduction is offered on the p. 47, and a full colour reproduction is available to view using the permalink https://collections.louvre.fr/ark:/53355/cl010061568.

2     The details of the picture that Artaud offers do not tally fully with the painting in the Louvre that he purports to be documenting. In that painting, for example, it is unclear whether Lot is wearing any armour; he is not watching his daughters but is particularly attentive of just one of them; the daughters cannot be said to be ‘parading’ before him (‘évoluer’, ‘pavaner’) and one is in fact seated with him and appears distinctly uncomfortable with his attentions; there are of course just two daughters in the painting, as in the Bible story, but Artaud seems to want to render them as several; neither of them are combing their hair or using weapons of any kind (‘font des armes’, usually translated as ‘fencing’). These last details are curious, as these actions are not features of any painting of Lot and his daughters from any period, and Artaud may have been combining imagery from other paintings seen during his visit to the Louvre, as though these nearby paintings were amalgamated in his memory into the one that caught his attention.

3     Artaud complained to his editor Jean Paulhan about the removal of two words from this sentence in publication, which he argued were crucial to both the poetry and the meaning of the sentence. The term ‘aux origines’ had been removed from his original draft in the preparation for publication. The original sentence was therefore ‘What is more, “Lot and his Daughters”, conveys notions of the origins of sexuality and reproduction’ (OC V, 61 n. 3).

4     Artaud refers to Lot here as ‘comme un frelon’ (like a hornet), which seems an idiosyncratic choice. He is almost certainly deploying the apian imagery used in Plato’s Republic, Book VIII, 552c-e, within which κηφῆνας, the ‘drone’ citizen (in English translations), profits from the wealth and well-being of productive citizens. The French translation of Plato’s work by Victor Cousin that would have been available to Artaud uses the word ‘frelon’ for this ‘drone’ (Plato, The Republic, trans. Desmond Lee, London: Penguin, 2003, 286–7). The word ‘parasitic’ is added in this translation to capture this implication.

5     Text that was edited out of Artaud’s original manuscript at this point expands upon his perceptions of the failures of contemporary playwriting:

For example, which contemporary dramatist has ever been able – even from a psychological point of view – to express humanity’s terrible solitude, or the irredeemable loneliness of two lovers who are face to face but have nothing to say to one other. A stupid and banal theme, but though it is stupid and banal it evokes an authentic, troubling human reality. Which dramatist is able to evoke this by arranging it in a way that exposes all the palpable correspondences this loneliness has with deceit and the manipulation of how things appear.

(OC IV, 288 n.78)

6     Artaud is referring to a scene in the film Monkey Business (1931, dir. Norman McLeod). He would have seen it at the Cinéma du Panthéon in Paris in October 1931, a couple of months before giving this lecture. The scene in question takes place at the very end of the film, when Harpo Marx emerges from a haystack embracing and kissing a calf. Artaud expands on this in his essay on the Marx Brothers which is in the ‘Two Notes’ chapter of this collection (see pp. 137–9).

7     René Guénon (1886–1951) was a key French author of the Traditionalist school who wrote on metaphysics, occultism, symbolism and esotericism. In an article published shortly after Artaud’s text he denied that he had ever written the phrase that was attributed to him here, whilst approving the sentiment (le Voile d’Isis, No. 149, May 1932, cited in OC IV, 290). It is possible that Artaud was paraphrasing from memory a phrase from Guénon’s 1924 publication Orient et Occident (East and West) to which he would have been intellectually attracted. In that book, Guénon dedicates a chapter to ‘western’ approaches to fundamental principles, and indeed attempts a rehabilitation or positioning of the word ‘principle’ in the context of civilization and ‘tradition’. This translation adds ‘fundamental’ to ‘principles’ to imply this context.

8     Artaud had been invited to participate in a symposium entitled Destin du théâtre (The Theatre’s Destiny). Organized by the ‘Effort’ group, which had been established in 1929 to promote the arts. This event took place at the salle d’Iéna on 8 December 1931, just two days before Artaud was to give this lecture. See pp. 152–4 for his reflection on his own contribution to that debate. An eyewitness account of Artaud’s contribution, printed in Comœdia on 12 December 1931, stated that he offered ‘a brief exposé on staging and an apology for metaphysical theatre that did nothing to propose solutions’ (OC V, 242).

The Alchemical Theatre

This text was first published in Spanish in the Argentinian journal Sur (no. 6, Autumn 1932, year II) with the title ‘el Teatro alquímico’ The article had been requested of Artaud by the poet and writer Jules Supervielle.

1     ‘The Great Work’ (or ‘Magnum opus’) is the term employed by alchemists for the processes involved in forming the philosopher’s stone. The twelve stages of alchemy (calcination, dissolution, separation, conjunction, putrefaction, citation, sublimation, fermentation, exaltation, multiplication and projection) are each represented by a specific symbol, as are the various elements that might be employed in the work. In a letter to Jules Supervielle in March 1932, he makes reference to the seventeenth-century Theatrum Chemicum (see p. 204). There is no direct evidence that Artaud consulted François Jollivet-Castelot’s book Le Grand-oeuvre alchimique (Paris: Hyperchimie, 1901), but as a key work available to him promoting the pseudo-science, it is a very likely source of his research.

2     Though there is no evidence that Artaud had read August Strindberg’s autobiographical novel Inferno, written in French and published in 1898, we know that he was aware of the writer’s work and reputation from his work on the author’s Dream Play as part of the Théâtre Alfred Jarry venture and his proposal to Louis Jouvet in 1931 to mount The Ghost Sonata (OC II, 101–10 and OC III, 194–6). Strindberg (1849–1912) recounted his trials and experiences with alchemy in Inferno in the same terms as Artaud summarizes here.

3     In writing here of the ‘second phase’ (‘second temps’) of the creation, Artaud is alluding to the Gnostic creation myth, in which the material world was formed by the demiurge, after the creation of the aeons in heaven by God the Father. This involved the doubling of real creation into an illusion of reality.

4     The Orphic mysteries were a religious cult of ancient Athens. The term ‘mysteries’ was attached to them as only initiates had access to the group’s poetry and rites. They arranged an annual festival which took place on the Eleusian plain west of Athens, and this involved rituals which had their origins in the mythology surrounding the dismemberment of Dionysus at the hands of the Titans, as captured in the Orphic poetry that was central to the cult’s definition. In referencing Plato, Artaud is most likely alluding to the philosopher’s objection in The Republic (Book II, 364e–365a) to the claims that Orphic rites could redeem the sin of the individual or the collective (The Republic, 48–9).

5     Artaud may be referring to the conclusions of Paul Foucart’s Les mysteres d’Éleusis (Paris: Picard, 1914). The Eleusinian mysteries were rituals and initiations performed by the cult of Demeter and Persephone, a distinct religious cult of ancient Attica based around the town of Eleusis. The second reference to Plato here has a sarcastic objective, in suggesting that Plato might have had the most unplatonic of experiences at such rites, but could simply be alluding to the analogy made by Plato between philosophy and the revelations of the Eleusinian mysteries (Plato, Symposium, Alexander Nehamas & Paul Woodruff, trans., Cambridge: Hackett, 1989, 209e–210a).

6     Artaud no doubt deliberately used the word ‘projection’ as this is the name given (in French as in English) to the ultimate stage of successful alchemy, supposedly using the powder of projections, or philosopher’s stone, to convert base materials into higher forms, typically gold.

On the Balinese Theatre

The first part of this text was published in the Nouvelle Revue Française (no. 217, 1 October 1931) with the title ‘The Balinese Theatre, at the Colonial Exhibition’. For this volume, Artaud augmented the text with excerpts from his correspondence on the subject.

1     The Colonial Exhibition was located at the Bois de Vincennes from May to November 1931. The Balinese Theatre troupe gave their first public performances in July. Artaud makes no reference to seeing the show until his letter to Louis Jouvet of 2 August, from which we might infer he saw a performance the day before: That which I have always conceived of as a kind of resistance in the world of the theatre to everything which does not strictly belong to it, of words which are not the vehicle for thoughts but the means by which they are stitched together, of the vanity of our sentimental or psychological preoccupations when it comes to the theatre, and the need that the theatre has to try to represent some of the stranger formations of the subconscious, and all of this done with depth and in perspective, on the stage, within a hieroglyphics of gestures which would be absolutely original objective constructions of the mind; all of this is achieved, satisfied, represented, and taken further by the astonishing performances of the Balinese theatre, which represents a magnificent thumb of the nose to the theatre as we think of it here (OC III, 217).


2     The opening paragraph of the original Nouvelle Revue Française version reads:

The Balinese theatre performance, incorporating dance, song, mime-show, music – and a little of the theatre as we understand it here – puts the theatre back on its primal path, using tried and tested, no doubt age-old methods; a theatre offered to us as a combination of all these elements fused together in a hallucinatory and terrifying manner.

This was also the given paragraph in the original publication of The Theatre and Its Double. For its publication in the OC, Paule Thévenin applied the correct version offered in an erratum note in the original Nouvelle Revue Française (OC IV, 294).

3     Artaud is remembering a puppet from the July 1927 Alfred Jarry Theatre production of Roger Vitrac’s The Mysteries of Love. The original article published in the Nouvelle Revue Française closes with this recollection. The following section of this chapter is extracted from a letter written to Jean Paulhan.

4     In the original letter, there is a short paragraph that precedes this one:

Dear friend,

If my article on the Balinese theatre does not appear in September, then please don’t omit to send me the proofs this time. This Balinese production is something really very important to me and it’s important for me to see again what I have said about it. I understand that you too, as we all have, have been to see it and I would be very curious to know what you think about it (OC IV, 296).

5     A short passage from the original letter is excised here from its publication in this chapter:

And where does this powerful intellectuality lead, one might say intuitive intellectuality as it does not lead to any clear, precise result, it not being the manifestation of reason?

Fundamentally, nothing more abstract than that this theatre sets language aside, and makes its own language from postures and signs, filling the air with living hieroglyphs (OC IV, 297).

6     From this point on, the remaining text of this chapter is a selection of extracts from other correspondence and draft notes for the Nouvelle Revue Française article (OC IV, 299).

7     Artaud here refers to ‘techniciens de théâtre’ (theatre technicians) though the implication is clear that he refers to the design teams, both in terms of conception and realization.

8     It is uncertain which stories were being enacted by the Balinese troupe that Artaud witnessed, though the clues in this article and in other drafts of his responses (see pp. 206–13) point to dramatizations of sections from the Mahabharata or the Ramayana. Ardjuna, the son of the Hindu god Indra (who fought the dragon/demon Vritra), is one of the key protagonists of the Mahabharata. The passage in question may have been a dramatization of Ardjuna’s battle with the Dānavas.

Theatre in the East and Theatre in the West

The date of composition of this text is uncertain, though from its opening sentence it is clear it was written after Artaud’s experience of the Balinese theatre in 1931. Nonetheless, he made no reference at all to the text until a letter to Jean Paulhan of 29 December 1935 when he indicated that the N.R.F production manager had a copy and that it needed including in The Theatre and Its Double (OC V, 191). It is therefore likely to have been a new text that he composed in that year specifically for the compilation, and with a view to tying together some of the arguments in the book.

1     In his capitalized choice of words here, ‘le Devenir’, Artaud might be implying the Hegelian concept of ‘Becoming’, the transition or unity between Nothing and Being or between Being and Nothing.

2     Though Artaud states that he is quoting from a previous work here, these words do not feature in any published work or any posthumously discovered draft or correspondence.

3     The details of the imagery that Artaud describes here correspond with aspects of the triptych of paintings known as The Garden of Earthly Delights by Hieronymus Bosch (c. 1450–1516).

No More Masterpieces

As with ‘Theatre in the East and Theatre in the West’, this text is only first mentioned by Artaud in correspondence with Jean Paulhan concerning the compilation of The Theatre and Its Double, in this case in the second letter dated 6 January 1936 (see p. 192). In the associated endnote in the OC, the editor points out the similarities with ideas outlined in the letter to Orane Demazis (see p. 172), perhaps indicating a date of composition in 1933 (OC IV, 309).

1     Artaud is referring to a period in early nineteenth-century French theatre when Romantic drama grew in popularity and critical esteem, adopting many of the forms of the melodramas, or musical pantomimes, that were common fare in the earlier part of that century, and explicitly rejecting the formal, classical traditions of the stage that had been the architecture of the plays of Pierre Corneille (1606–84) and Jean Racine (1639–99), for example, in the eighteenth century. Artaud may well have assumed his readers would make an association with the scandal of Hernani, a play by Victor Hugo (1802–85), which premiered in 1830 and is remembered in French cultural history for the ‘battle of Hernani’, a dispute that raged during the play’s run between the traditionalist Classicists and the exponents of the new Romantic movement, with Hugo as its figurehead. Artaud’s rejection of classical traditions in this essay mirrors that ambition to re-write aesthetic rules.

2     In listing Arthur Rimbaud (1854–91), Alfred Jarry (1873–1907) and Comte de Lautréamont (1846–70), all of whom died young, Artaud was invoking three French authors who had often been named by Surrealists as their inspiration and forerunners. Speaking of two suicides, Artaud was possibly referring to those of Jacques Vaché (1895–1919) and Jacques Rigaut (1898–1929). Vaché, a writer and close friend of André Breton (1896–1966), had died of an accidental overdose in 1919, at the age of twenty-three. Breton opted to presume that this friend had chosen to take his life and this became a compelling narrative of that event for fellow Surrealists. Rigaut, a Dada poet, shot himself in 1929. The paragraph might be read, therefore, as Artaud mocking the indulgence of Surrealist or of any introspective writing.

3     The influential Ballets Russes (Russian Ballet) were based in Paris between 1909 and 1929, and had significant international appeal and success. In 1917 the troupe performed Parade, written by Jean Cocteau (1889–1963), choreographed by Leonide Massine (1896–1979), with music by Erik Satie (1866–1925) and scenery and costumes by Pablo Picasso (1881–1973). Famously, the poet and critic Guillaume Apollinaire (1880–1918) invented the word ‘surrréaliste’ to describe the production, and so the dance company were renowned to Surrealists as contributing to their formative history.

4     Artaud here is probably referencing the practices of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal (c. 685–631 BCE), who reigned in the seventh century BCE. He established terror as a form of warfare and boasted of constructing piles of his enemies’ earlobes.

5     A note on the translation: in referring to ‘sublimation’ here (In English as is French), Artaud is implying the alchemical process of that name, whereby a solid, once heated, passes into a gaseous state, a base substance being transformed into a higher form. Given this context, the emphasized past-participle ‘retourné’ (restored, returned) possibly also nods to alchemical procedure or ambition.

6     The Isawa are a Sufi Muslim religious order, founded in Morocco in the Middle Ages, whose trance rituals include acts of piercing the skin with needles whilst in ecstatic states. The term Dervish refers more generically to members of the Sufi fraternity, though Artaud is referring here to the practice among some communities of Sufi whirling, spinning around whilst focussing on God to attain a state of meditative selflessness.

Theatre and Cruelty

As with ‘No More Masterpieces’, this text is first mentioned by Artaud in the second letter dated 6 January 1936 (see p. 192). The associated endnote in the OC suggests that this is the text Artaud mentions he is typing up in a letter dated 12 August 1933 to Natalie Clifford Barney (see p. 170), which certainly contains many points of similarity, though the given date of the text, May 1933, seemingly disallows this possibility (OC IV, 310–12).

The Theatre of Cruelty (First Manifesto)

This text was originally published in the Nouvelle Revue Française (no. 229, 1 October 1932), without the ‘first’ in its title. Various early drafts can be found on pp. 218–24.

1     Different manuscript versions of this text exist, which include these two alternative opening paragraphs: ‘It is a matter of a metaphysical appetite for cruelty, of that impulse toward cruelty that preoccupies everyone and which everyone will take their own way; it is up to us to adopt all implications on all levels. We cannot anyway go on debasing … ’ and ‘It is a matter of returning that quality of engrossing concentration to theatrical representation, to raise action, plot and imagery at least once during any show to that level of unrelenting incandescence which relates to cruelty in cosmic or psychological realms. We cannot anyway go on debasing … ’ (OC IV, 312–13).

2     André Gide (1869–1951) was one of the most prominent French novelists of the early twentieth century, and recipient of the 1949 Nobel Prize in Literature. He had been one of the founders, in 1908, of the Nouvelle Revue Française. Artaud corresponded over a period of months with Gide about the writer’s project of translating and adapting Arden of Faversham, a text they referred to as an ‘apocryphal Shakespeare play’. Artaud clearly sought to persuade Gide to give him an option to direct his translation. See the letters of 7 August 1932 (OC V, 87–91); 20 August 1932 (OC V, 95–6, translated on pp. 161–2 of this volume); 2 September 1932 (OC V, 104–5); 14 January 1933 (OC V, 135–6). Arden of Faversham has been attributed to William Shakespeare, Christopher Marlowe and Thomas Kyd, and in recent scholarship it has been assumed to be a collaborative work, including by Shakespeare.

3     Léon-Paul Fargue (1876–1947) was a contemporary of Artaud’s and one of the most prominent French poets of the modernist period. Artaud dedicated a copy of his 1934 book Héliogabe ou l’anarchiste couronné to Fargue, writing ‘To my dear friend Léon-Paul Fargue, for whom poetry is synonymous with freedom’ on the title page. There is no extant evidence of the two men discussing plans for a dramatic collaboration.

4     The Zohar is the central text of the Kabbalah, a body of mystical Jewish teachings, and dates from the thirteenth century. Rabbi Simeon ben Yochai was a second-century Judean teacher, originally purported to be the author of The Zohar.

5     The French folktale of Bluebeard (Barbe-blue) is the story of a wealthy man who marries and kills a series of women. It had numerous cultural iterations; it was first published by Charles Perrault (1628–1703) in 1697, appeared in the 1812 Grimms’ Fairy Tales collection, was the subject of an 1866 opera by Jacques Offenbach (1819–80) and of a 1909 short story by Anatole France (1844–1924), and the character was mentioned in numerous plays by Maurice Maeterlinck (1862–1949).

6     The Marquis de Sade (1740–1814), from whose name we derive the concept of sadism, was a French nobleman and writer who is renowned for his erotic literature which contained graphic descriptions of many unconventional or abusive sexual acts.

7     Artaud had pursued a production of Büchner’s Woyzeck earlier in early 1932 (OC V, 63), and claimed in his in a June 1932 letter to l’Intransigeant newspaper that it would be the first production of the Theatre of Cruelty (OC V, 27; see p. 157). In August 1933 he claimed to Jean Pauhan that he had an option to produce the play (OC V, 155), though that production never transpired.

8     In his interview in l’Intransigeant of 26 June 1932 Artaud listed the plays ‘[John] Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi and The White Devil, [Cyril] Tourneur’s The Revenger’s Tragedy, the works of [John] Ford’ (see p. 156). A note dating from December 1931 is the earliest list of projected productions for his new venture, and it included Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy. Other (non-Renaissance) works on this 1931 list that would not appear again in later proposals were J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan, Georges Bernanos’s Sous le soleil de Satan (Under Satan’s Sun), Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s Vénus aux fourrures (Venus in Furs), Friedrich Schiller’s Les Brigands (The Robbers), an unspecified play by Léon Daudet, a text noted as simply ‘Jealous Woman’ (which might intend the Goldini play Le donne gelose) and a text given as ‘Marco Million’ which may be a reference to the Eugene O’Neill play Marco Millions or an ambition to construct a devised work based on research around Marco Polo’s travels (OC VIII, 60).

Letters Concerning Cruelty

Artaud informs Jean Paulhan that these letters should be included in The Theatre and Its Double in his two letters of 6 January 1936 (see pp. 190–3).

1     The recipient is Artaud’s friend and publisher, Jean Paulhan (1884–1968).

2     Artaud is referring to the practices of the Ras of the Ethiopian Empire, probably specifically to the turbulent period known as the Princes’ Era. A Ra was a royal title below that of a prince.

3     In fact, this is from a letter dated 12 September 1932 (see p. 164).

4     André (Monsieur) Rolland de Renéville (1903–62) was a French poet with some allegiance to the Surrealist group in the 1920s.

5     Brahma is the Hindu god of creation, no doubt invoked here to emphasize that cruelty is viewed conceptually as commonplace in all creation, and not a guiding motivation behind action.

Letters Concerning Language

1     (Monsieur) Benjamin Crémieux (1888–1944) was a French writer, historian and critic and, like Artaud, a frequent contributor to the Nouvelle Revue Française.

2     The article that Artaud is responding to in this letter, and from which he quotes, is ‘Metteurs en scene/Louis Jouvet’ in the weekly paper Je suis partout (no. 42, 12 September 1931).

3     Jacques Copeau (1879–1949) was a French theatre director and actor who had founded the Théâtre du Vieux-Colombier in 1913. He had championed improvisation as a rehearsal room technique to explore character and situation.

4     Artaud’s adoption of the gendering of breathing originates in his study of the Kabbalah, and informs his survey of the centrality of breathing to his theatrical ambitions in his essays ‘An Affective Athleticism’ (pp. 130–6) and ‘Seraphim’s Theatre’ (pp. 143–7).

The Theatre of Cruelty (Second Manifesto)

This text was first published in the form of a sixteen-page pamphlet in late February or the first days of March 1933, and certainly before 15 April, when it is referenced in the journal Comœdia.

1     Note on the translation: the term that Artaud uses here is ‘dans ses dessous’, which might refer to either a literally or metaphorically hidden or concealed lower portion or aspect of an object or presence, or the underside of something.

2     By stating that the application of ‘dissonances’ (in French as in English) is structurally necessary to attain the appropriate state of both performance and reception, Artaud is making reference to music theory, in which dissonance is the impression in the listener of tensions or clashes within combinations of musical notes or tones.

3     The original text of The Conquest of Mexico was prepared to be presented at the soirée arranged in support of Artaud’s project. Originally scheduled for 21 December 1933, the event was postponed until 6 January 1934 (see p. 172). That fuller draft (though nonetheless unfinished) included a proposed scenario across four Acts. The version here contains small differences in the section of it that has been retained (see pp. 175–80).

4     In speaking of Revolution here, Artaud is directly referencing the ambition of a socialist or communist revolution that was the aspiration of left-wing parties in France and its neighbours in the 1920s and 1930s. One of Artaud’s chief disagreements with André Breton in his leadership of the Surrealist group was the alignment of that artistic and cultural movement with the politics of Leon Trotsky (1879–1940) and the Left Opposition, notably in the 1930–33 periodical Le surréalisme au service de la révolution (‘Surrealism in the Service of the Revolution’), in which Breton explicitly committed his movement to the Third International. Artaud implies that the Aztec social order was communist in form from its inception.

5     Moctezuma II (c.1466–1520) was a sixteenth-century Aztec ruler and the first to face the invading Spanish forces led by the conquistador Hernán Cortés.

An Affective Athleticism

As with ‘Theatre in the East and Theatre in the West’, this text is only first mentioned by Artaud in his letter of 29 December 1935 to Jean Paulhan concerning the compilation of The Theatre and Its Double, in which he clearly linked this text with that of ‘Seraphim’s Theatre’.

1     This is a seeming allusion to the concept of the three spheres of existence as formulated by the Danish philosopher Søren Keirkegaard (1813–55); the aesthetic, the ethical and the religious.

2     Pankration was an ancient Olympics sport, a combination of wrestling and boxing.

3     Artaud adopts an understanding of the gendering of voice and emotion that he has gleaned from reading Kabbalistic texts. The Kabbalah, in presenting the duality of all creation, uses a metaphor of male and female, with a neutral position added. Artaud was attracted to ternary arrangements such as this, and in his collated ‘Notes sur les cultures orientales, grecques, indiennes’ (‘Notes on Oriental, Greek and Indian Cultures’), he gathers a number of them through his research, and plots correspondences (OC VIII, 101–26). A brief note dated to December 1933 by Paule Thévenin offers the first reference to these thoughts around the actor’s control of breathing: ‘The respiratory ternary belongs to the actor, the spatial tetragram belongs to the director, understood as the one who organises the staging’ (OC VIII, 75).

4     Artaud here refers to an actor as ‘un rebouteux’, literally ‘a bonesetter’ (historically a person without formal medical training who had an aptitude for fixing dislocated joints or fractured bones).

5     The Ka in the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead was the eternal spiritual double, which separated from the body at death and remained within the mummified form.

6     Jean-Lous Barrault addressed this approach to breathing that Artaud proposed, and clarified: ‘to understand better, compare with painting. Painting is made up of three primary colours. Another ternary: BLUE – RED – YELLOW, of which each corresponds to what is called a complementary colour, made up of the two others’. Réflexions dur le théâtre, 67.

Two Notes

1     This text was first published in la Nouvelle Revue Française (no. 200, 1 January 1932) with the title ‘The Marx Brothers in Monkey Business’.

2     Animal Crackers was first screened in Paris at the Panthéon cinema in December 1931. Monkey Business was first screened at the same cinema in October 1932.

3     This text was first published in la Nouvelle Revue Française (no. 262, 1 July 1935). Autour d’une mère (literally, ‘Around a Mother’) was a devised physical theatre performance inspired by William Faulkner’s 1930 novel As I Lay Dying, which had first been published in a French translation by Maurice-Edgar Coindreau in 1934 (as Tandis que j’agonise). Jean-Louis Barrault (1910–94) was a celebrated French actor and director who worked at the Comédie Française in the 1940s before forming his own theatre company with his wife Madeleine Renaud (1900–94) in 1946, and becoming artistic director at first the Théâtre Marigny and later the Théâtre de France and the Théâtre des Nations. He retired from the theatre in 1990. As a young man, Barrault studied under Charles Dullin (1885–1949) at the Atelier theatre in the early 1930s, a decade after Artaud’s own apprenticeship there. At l’Atelier, Barrault met and trained with Étienne Decroux (1898–1991), whose work on mime and physical expression became fundamental to Barrault’s early approach to theatre. Autour dune mère was his first production as director. There were just four performances, on 4, 5, 6 and 7 June 1935, in the Salle de l’Atelier at the Théâtre Montmartre.

4     The original manuscript for this text reveals a couple of alternative opening sentences, crossed out by their author: ‘Jean-Louis Barrault’s show has the impact on us of a generous wine’ and ‘We were thrilled by Jean-Louis Barrault’s show, which was as though the great traditional theatre and the Mysteries had been suddenly revived in France, allowing us to say on the back of this production that something has now changed in our theatre’ (OC IV, 327–8).

5     Though ‘jeune vigueur’ is printed in both the original publication of this text, and its reproduction in Le théâtre et son double, the original manuscript offers ‘neuve vigueur’ (‘new/fresh vigour’). The editor of the OC supposes that the now official rendering might be the consequence of a mistake in the transcription of words dictated by Artaud (OC IV, 329).

6     The original manuscript offered a different paragraph here: ‘Thanks to such a production, the ancient sacred spirit that we were to seek out among the peoples of antiquity, and of which only the Balinese Theatre seems to have retained any living trace, appeared before us’ (OC IV, 329).

7     The original manuscript had an alternative for both this paragraph and the one that precedes it: ‘I have no idea whether the Balinese Theatre, such as we have been able to see of it here, is still a secular theatre, but we do know that the secular remains religious for authentic peoples. And we should be grateful to Jean-Louis Barrault for having brought to us a little of that ancient religious spirit, in this sacred and secular painting, in which gestures are so beautiful that they adopt a symbolic character. And yet there are no symbols in Jean-Louis Barrault’s show. Because if there is anything to critique in this show it is this lack of symbols, and that what it recounts, however brutal and vivid it might be, has no follow on’ (OC IV, 330).

8     In the original manuscript, the text continues: ‘Who has knowledge of – not the gesture that rises to match the level of spirit as Jean-L. Barrault consumes of it with his potent, earthbound sensibility – but spirit that governs gesture, spirit which unleashes life forces? And who knows the gesture that truly binds and unbinds, without form or likeness, and in which the likeness of a horse taking shape is no more than a shadow at the far edge of a loud scream’. The editor of the OC points out that this last paragraph was omitted from publication in error, citing a letter that Artaud wrote to Jean Paulhan on 5 August 1935 after having seen his article in Nouvelle Revue Française: ‘What has happened to the article about Barrault? The last sentence is missing! The most beautiful by far!!!’ He returned to this matter in a letter of 6 January 1936, insisting that the material be restored for its iteration in The Theatre and Its Double, though this too was never honoured. It is likely that his misfortune during his visit to Ireland in August and September of 1937 is cause for his failing to be able to work thoroughly on the final proofs of the book (OC IV, 330–1).

Seraphim’s Theatre

The endnote in the OC clarifies that Artaud’s adopted title for this text, ‘Le Théâtre de Séraphin’, was the name of a Chinese shadow puppet theatre introduced into France in 1781 by an Italian practitioner by the name of Serafino (OC IV, 332). François Dominique Séraphin (1747–1800), who established the shadow puppet theatre form that would become synonymous with his name was, however, born in the Lorraine region of north-east France. He had travelled and lived in Italy, where he may have picked up the puppetry craft. Artaud’s text makes no explicit reference to shadow puppetry, though references to being in an underground cavern may be intended to imply a reference to Plato’s cave of shadows as the simulacra of reality. The French word ‘séraphin’ translates directly as ‘seraphim’: that is to say the plural of seraph (from Hebrew, meaning ‘one who burns’), the highest order of angels or heavenly beings in Abrahamic religious orthodoxy. The implied notion of a ‘theatre of archangels’ was no doubt attractive to Artaud, in line with his original description of his project as a metaphysical theatre. Artaud’s text was intended for inclusion in The Theatre and Its Double seemingly and logically as adjunct to ‘An Affective Athleticism’ (see his letters on pp. 90–3). It is therefore included in this publication as a final chapter, though its status is still that of an additional, separate text. It might be read as an account of the practical application of the theory outlined in ‘An Affective Athleticism’.

1     The opening claim is that the narrative voice is going to attempt to produce a feminine scream (see p. 252 n. 4 for a contextualization of the gendering of breath). What follows is a poetic examination of the bodily processes involved in preparing and projecting a range of screams.

2     The final sections of this text are included as the final section of ‘An Affective Athleticism’, with a small difference in one paragraph placement and a difference in the final sentence between ‘I can rediscover’ and ‘I want to rediscover’. It is possible that one reason this full text was not added to the original publication of The Theatre and Its Double was because this splicing of the final section into ‘An Affective Athleticism’ might have been deemed to satisfy Artaud’s written request in his letter of 29 December 1935 to ‘simply add The Serephim’s Theatre to The (sic.) Affective Athleticism’.

3     This is not the date of composition of the text, as we know from his correspondence that Artaud took a draft with him when he left for Mexico in February 1936 and sent a corrected version to Paulhan in March.

Notes, Interviews and Correspondence

1     Source: OC V, 53–4. Jean-Richard Bloch (1884–1947) was a writer and critic. His essay Destin du Théâtre, which Artaud refers to in this letter, was published by Gallimard, Éditions de la Nouvelle Revue Française, in January 1930.

2     This is the first reference Artaud ever makes to any ambition to mount an adaptation of the 1819 play by Percy Shelley, indicating that it would always be a central ambition in the project that would eventually evolve into his Theatre of Cruelty. His production of Les Cenci would open in May 1935 at the Théatre des Folies-Wagram, Paris. The Death of Empedocles is an unfinished work by Friedrich Hölderlin (1770–1843).

3     Source: OC III, 214–17. This is an extract from a longer draft of a letter to René Daumal (1908–44). Daumal was a writer and critic, who had co-founded, in 1928, the Le Grand Jeu group and journal, inspired by Alfred Jarry’s concept of ‘Pataphysics. The draft is the result a possible agreement between the two men to publish a statement on the theatre, one that never transpired (OC III, 396).

4     Erwin Piscator (1893–1966) was a German theatre director who pioneered a utilitarian epic theatre in Berlin between 1917 and 1933, using multi-layered scaffolding stages, revolving sets, film and sound projection and bold lighting effects; Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874–1940) was a Russian actor and director who first worked at the Moscow Arts Theatre and went on to develop the training technique of biomechanics that developed a dialogue between the physiological and the psychological work of the actor; Adolphe Appia (1862–1928) was a Swiss scenic designer who promoted an approach of artistic unity between stage design and direction.

5     Source: OC III, 217–18. Louis Jouvet (1887–1951) was an actor and director. He trained in Jacques Copeau’s company until 1922 when he went to work at the Comédie des Champs-Élysées, becoming its artistic director in 1924. In 1927, Jouvet would establish the Cartel des Quatre (The Cartel of the Four) alongside Gaston Baty, Charles Dullin and Georges Pitoëff, a broadly economic alliance of theatre makers. Artaud pursued his attempt to produce works with or supported by Jouvet in the 1931–2 season at the Théâtre Pigalle since April 1931 (OC III 199–201, 212–13, 217–23, 225–9, 249–51, 265–9).

6     Source: OC V, 55.

7     Artaud returned on 1 September from a fortnight’s holiday in the village of Argenton-Château, in the department of Deux-Sèvres, 200 miles south-west of Paris. This retreat was likely to be one of a number of attempts over the years to escape his addiction to drugs first prescribed him for medical purposes. It was possibly financed by his publisher friend Robert Denoël (1902–45) (C’était Antonin Artaud, 442).

8     This is the article on the Balinese Theatre. Artaud had probably seen the Balinese Theatre on 1 August (given his first mention of the work in his letter of 2 August to Louis Jouvet), and wrote to Paulhan on the subject in a letter dated 5 August (see pp. 209–10). His article was composed on 11 and 12 August.

9     Artaud saw the painting at the Louvre in the first days of September. It was the inspiration for the lecture he would give at the Sorbonne on 10 December, which would become a chapter in The Theatre and Its Double (see pp. 48–59).

10   Source: OC V, 9–11. Artaud had been invited to participate in a discussion entitled Destin du théâtre (The Destiny of the Theatre), organized by the groupe l’Effort, which had been established in 1929 to promote the arts. This event took place at the salle d’Iéna on 8 December 1931, just two days before Artaud was to give the lecture later published as ‘Mise en scène and Metaphysics’. This unfinished manuscript represents his initial reflection upon his own contribution to that debate. An eyewitness account, printed in Comœdia (12 December 1931), stated that Artaud offered ‘a brief exposé on staging and an apology for metaphysical theatre that did nothing to propose solutions’ (OC V, 242, n. 1).

11   Source: OC V, 235. This fragment of text was written in the margin of a different, unrelated text from June 1932, ‘la Difficile Discrimination du genie’ (‘The Difficult Discrimination of Genius’), and so is likely to date from later that month or certainly that year. It was quite usual for Artaud to begin drafts of new works, or to capture ideas, on the reverse side or in the margins of older manuscripts. This text was clearly drafted to appeal to potential patrons of his Théâtre de la N.R.F. project. The first sentence, bemoaning the control that dramatic authors sought to have control over how their material is presented, expresses a thought similar to that made in ‘Mise en Scene and Metaphysics’ in which he comments on the dramatists he heard speaking at the Destin du théatre symposium of the 8 December 1931 (see p. 57).

12   Source: OC V, 217–18. This interview was published in l’Intransigeant on Sunday 26 June 1932. It represented the first attempt to begin a media campaign to gain support for Artaud’s proposed theatre project (OC V, 244).

13   In a letter to Jean Paulhan dated 25 June, Artaud complains of a number of misrepresentations in the transcription of the interview. This false assertion that the Nouvelle Revue Française was establishing a theatre and making him the director was the most concerning, as he feared it risked jeopardizing his relationship with the management of the journal. His letter to l’Intransigeant, published the next day (see pp. 156–7) sought to rectify this (OC V, 70–1). He wrote to Paulhan again on 30 June, this time to convey an explanation via Paulhan to Gaston Gallimard, stating that the exact terms in which the Nouvelle Revue Française was discussed with the interviewer were as follows: ‘The N.R.F wants very much to support my theatre project and its support consists of the following: 1. In a forthcoming issue it will publish an article in which I will announce this theatre. This article will represent a sort of manifesto. Some N.R.F. authors have agreed to be part of a board of directors for this theatre and the terms of this manifesto will be submitted to them for their approval’ (OC V, 75–6).

14   In the 25 June letter to Jean Paulhan, Artaud expressed how this reference to a Gide play perturbed him as it supposes a collaboration with Gide that had not been fully established. He claimed that he had in fact said ‘If André Gide has a play that he would trust me with, the I would of course put it on’ (OC V, 70–1).

15   Source: OC V, 27. The misunderstanding that caused the journalist Henri Philippon to write of the creation of a theatre by the N.R.F. caused Artaud significant inconvenience, in that it risked quickly undermining the support that he had gained from Jean Paulhan and the N.R.F. authors. He was obliged swiftly to send in this correction. This letter was published the day after the interview, on 27 June 1932.

16   Artaud has lifted this paragraph from his text ‘Staging and Metaphysics’ (see p. 55).

17   Source: OC V, 72–4. Marcel Dalio (1899–1983) was a French theatre actor who became heavily involved in film work from the 1930s.

18   Source: OC V, 28–30. This text was published in Paris-Soir on 14 July 1932. It is in effect the body of a letter Artaud had addressed to Jean-Dominique van Caulaert, dated 6 July 1932 (OC V, 77–8). Van Caulaert (1897–1979) was a French painter, illustrator and designer of posters for theatres. He was employed by Paris-Soir as an illustrator for their theatre criticism section, and the article may have been sent via him as an intermediary. Van Caulaert subsequently provided sketches in Paris-Soir for Artaud’s 1935 production of Les Cenci.

19   Source: OC V, 95–6.

20   Source: OC V, 98–102. The translation of this letter is given in two excerpts, with a long central section removed to allow a focus on Artaud’s discussion of his manifesto and his justification of the title ‘Theatre of Cruelty’.

21   Artaud had been in Berlin for some of April and all of May 1932, for the shooting of Serge de Poligny’s crime thriller Coup de feu à l’aube, in which he played the leader of a gang of jewellery thieves.

22   Source: OC V, 110–11.

23   In a note in the margin of the letter by this paragraph, Artaud wrote: ‘You could replace “theatrical gesture” with “theatrical act”. You have a greater sense of language than me, see what goes best’ (OC V, 110).

24   This paragraph is reproduced in the body of The Theatre and Its Double as the second letter on Cruelty.

25   Source: OC V, 245 and 31–4. This correspondence was published on the front page of Comœdia, 21 September 1932. The letter was set out in the publication below a brief introduction by the paper’s editor, reproduced here. Artaud’s letter here is as published in the Œuvres Complètes, which corrects some minor errors in the version published by Comœdia.

26   In fact, Comœdia had announced Artaud’s intentions in the previous day’s issue, 20 September 1932, but had made either a typographical error or had misheard or misread Artaud, as they then declared his theatre would be called ‘Théâtre de la Croûte’ (‘Theatre of the Crust’) (OC V, 246).

27   Artaud is referring to his article ‘Staging and Metaphysics’.

28   See footnote on p. 52. Artaud is referring to Jean Cassous’s article ‘Jean Cocteau: Morceaux choisis, Poèmes’, les Nouvelles littéraires, 17 September 1932. In his article, Cassous describes Cocteau’s work: ‘The theatre, a sibling of the magic show, wants to astonish us. It wants to create an imitation of a miracle and, through its enchantment, rediscover its ancient religious and surgical function’. In a letter written to the poet André Rolland de Reneville a couple of days later (23 September 1932), it is clear that Artaud’s irritation with Cassous’s article became a driving motivation for this letter to Comœdia. He explains: ‘Jean Cassous, who has absolutely pissed me off, wrote an article in les Nouvelles Littéraires in which the states that Jean Cocteau discovered the poetic use of scenic objects, and that for him the theatre had an surgical and magical value, that a play was form of ceremony, and that he approached the theatre with the spirit of an alchemist, and was the only man of the theatre of our times’ (OC V, 119–21). Affronted, Artaud goes on to explain how, following the advice of Dr Allendy, instead of dispatching an angry letter, he would write an open letter in which he would flatter Cassous, and in which he might gratefully recognize how the critic had adopted his own vocabulary of ceremony and magic in relation to the theatre. The invitation from Comœdia to write something expanding on his ideas for a new theatre gave him the opportunity. While Artaud’s implication that Cassous’s choice of vocabulary had been influenced by his own earlier article is credible, Artaud in his letter to Comœdia nonetheless retrospectively claims his first use of the application of the word ‘surgical’ (‘opératoire’) in relation to a vision for the theatre. In fact, there is no evidence that Artaud had previously used the word in any such context.

29   Source: OC V, 146–9.

30   Source: OC V, 152–4. Natalie Clifford Barney (1876–1972) was an American writer who organized a weekly literary salon for sixty years, hosted in her home, an eighteenth-century villa at 22 Rue Jacob (and the adjoining Doric pavilion at number 20).

31   Source: OC V, 164–7. Orane Demazis (1894–1991), born Henriette Marie Louise Burgart, was a French actor whom Artaud would have known from the time they were both part of Charles Dullin’s company at the Théâtre de l’Atelier in the early 1920s.

32   This letter was drafted in two parts; one on 30 December 1933, and the remainder on the following day. Only the part from 30 December is translated here.

33   Source: OC V, 236. Lise (1898–1980) and Paul Deharme (1898–1934) arranged to host a soirée for a select invited audience in their home, 3 quai Voltaire, so that Artaud might present work to an audience of potential backers. Originally scheduled for 21 December 1933, the event was postponed until 6 January 1934. Two parts to the evening were listed on Artaud’s drafted invitation for the original December date; a reading of Shakespeare’s Richard II, ‘accompanied by an original soundscape’, and a first reading of his The Conquest of Mexico scenario (see p. §). An archived invitation for the January event only made mention of the Shakespeare reading, ‘followed by a talk on the theatre’ (OC V, 303, n. 1). The unfinished text here appears to be a draft of a talk that would accompany the readings.

34   Source: OC V, 237.

35   Source: OC V, 18–24.

36   A note on the translation: the phrase Artaud uses here, ‘races intérieures’, is an idiosyncratic phrase, possibly neologized to imply both ‘antérieures’ (indigenous) and an ironic ‘inférieures’ (inferior), or straightforwardly intending to imply the geographic location of peoples in the country’s central, interior, regions.

37   In speaking of ‘responses’ to the melodies (‘des réponses a ces melodies’) Artaud may be referring to the folk tradition (in France, notably in Brittany) of the ‘chant à répondre’, in which a voice or voices have a line sung back at them by a separate distinct group of singers.

38   Artaud, perhaps knowingly, echoes the Bible in French here when he uses the phrase ‘faire mugir’ in ‘les vrais guerriers font mugir leurs sabres’ in preparation for battle. In Ésaïe (Isaiah) 51:15 – ‘Je suis l`Éternel, ton Dieu, Qui soulève la mer et fais mugir ses flots’ (‘I am the Lord your God, who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar’).

39   A note on the translation: the word here, ‘crinière’, means the mane of an animal, but might equally translate as the plume of a military helmet. Either would fit the context here.

40   Source: OC V, 237.

41   The White Horse Inn (l’Auberge du cheval-blanc) was a musical comedy by Ralph Benatzky and Robert Stolz that had worldwide success in 1930. A production was launched in Paris in October 1932 at the Théâtre Mogador, and enjoyed a run of up to 700 shows. The production afforded numerous sets and sumptuous costumes, and a revolving stage that facilitated the appearance of a steam train and a paddle boat.

42   Source: OC II, 162–4. Written in the third person, this text is nonetheless authored by Artaud.

43   Artaud later entitled his adaptation Le supplice de Tantale (The Torment of Tantalus). Neither the manuscript of this play, nor any draft extract, has ever been recovered. The text here for an unpublished article was drafted to contribute to the publicity for a production that would never occur. In correspondence, Artaud described this as an adaptation of Atrée et Thyeste (Atreus and Thyestes) by Seneca (c. 4 BCE–64). The play in question is most probably Thyestes (Thyeste in French), though Artaud’s fuller title might indicate his research included the 1707 play Atrée et Thyeste by Prosper Jolyot de Crébillon, A.K.A Crébillon père (1674–1762), itself adapted from Seneca. Artaud first made reference to Seneca’s play in a letter to Jean Paulhan on 16 December 1932 (OC III, 286–7).

44   Source: OC II, 159–61. These two fragments of notes, the first beginning ‘ … an image of the era’ and the second ‘the fury of the heavens’ most likely date from late 1932 or early 1933, when Artaud first read the Seneca play.

45   Source: OC III, 298–9.

46   In a letter to Jean-Louis Barrault in September 1935, he offers to read the script to him, indicated that the manuscript was as good as completed by that point at the latest (OC III, 301).

47   At this stage Artaud had not yet written the text that would act as the book’s preface (‘Theatre and Culture’) and he was therefore thinking of naming it after the first essay in the collection. The title ‘The Theatre and Its Double’ would come to him the following month.

48   Source: OC V, 12–15. These two connected texts seem to be an earlier draft of a never completed (or lost) essay. The conceptual similarities with the essay ‘Theatre in the East and Theatre in the West’ (pp. 80–4) suggest it could date from 1935.

49   Source: OC V, 16–17.

50   Source: OC V, 192–5.

51   A paragraph concerning preparations for the trip to Mexico is omitted from the translation here.

52   See note 8 on p. 256.

53   Source: OC V, 195–6.

54   The note read: ‘Jean Paulhan will declare my book on the theatre ready for press, and will arrange the texts in the order that we have agreed.’

55   The numbering of the texts was complicated in the letter by Artaud’s insertion, in pencil, of ‘Affective Athl.’ and scrubbing out and renumbering from 6 as a consequence of originally having listed 5. twice.

56   Source: OC V, 196–7.

Appendix

1     This undated draft, written probably in 1935 or 1936, shares details with fragments II and V, below, both of which Artaud entitled ‘Preface’. It is reasonable to assume that they belong to the same project of composing a preface to his planned Theatre and Its Double compilation of texts before deciding to employ his 1935 text ‘Theatre and Culture’ in that position.

2     A note on the translation: Artaud uses the noun ‘Verbe’ and the connected adjective ‘verbale’ here. ‘Verbe’ (used in French, for example, in ‘Word of God’) is translated here as ‘Word’. His ‘verbalement’ and ‘Verbale’ may also be intended to carry some of that reverent weight in ‘Verbe’. In the original, the italicized word ‘Verbale’ appears as a line on its own, and there is an ambiguity in which noun it qualifies, if any (in French, adjectives mostly follow the noun they qualify); it might serve to qualify the ‘real’ or the ‘divorce from the real’ that precedes it, but the placement of a comma at the end of the preceding phrase seemingly disallows this. It might instead stand as an emphatic preparatory statement for the phrase that follows. A translation cannot retain all possibilities of this note form.

3     As with the first text, this draft was most likely composed in 1935 or 1936, though seeming similarities with the opening of ‘Theatre and Culture’ might indicate it represents thoughts captured toward that composition, and so would date from 1935.

4     This short text was written in the header of the first page of the draft of fragment II.

5     This short text was written in the margin of fragment II.

6     This text is clearly an early draft of ‘Theatre and Culture’ (pp. 25–30), and therefore composed in 1935.

7     Another fragment that relates to ‘Theatre and Culture’, and so dates from 1935.

8     This fragment corresponds to the closing passages of ‘Theatre and Culture’, and so also dates from 1935.

9     The gap here is in the original manuscript.

10   This manuscript seems to represent notes that Artaud was taking from a medical journal or other such source, in preparation for his April 1933 lecture ‘The Theatre and the Plague’.

11   These notes correspond to the outline of the plague given in la Grande Encyclopédie, corroborated by Artaud’s noting down a source given within that entry at the end.

12   The gap here is in the original manuscript.

13   Theatrum Chemicum is the title of a seventeenth-century compilation of texts, in Latin, on alchemy. An athanor is a furnace used by practitioners of alchemy to apply consistent low heat to materials over a sustained period of time.

14   Artaud employed parts of this text in his essay ‘On the Balinese Theatre’. See pp. 73–5.

15   A note on the translation: the French word here is just ‘charmeur’ (charmer) but a more explicit translation is offered.

16   Part of this letter is incorporated into ‘On the Balinese Theatre’. See p. 76.

17   Lotte Schöne (1891–1977) was an Austrian opera singer resident in Paris from 1933 until her death. Artaud used the francophone spelling ‘Lotte Schoen’. The illegible word that precedes her name could well have been the name of another such fashionable singer of 1930s Parisian nightlife.

18   See p. 90.

19   In the margin of the paper that these notes are written on, there is this further observation, seemingly written at a later time: ‘Theatre the place of magic, where there is an appeal to our ideas and energies’ (OC V, 245).

20   See pp. 89–90.

21   This text was reconstructed by the editors of the Œuvres Complètes from handwritten pencil notation written by an unknown assistant to Antonin Artaud, to whom this material was dictated. It represents an early or even first draft of the first manifesto of the Theatre of Cruelty.

22   The endnote in the OC clarifies that the order of the texts that form section XXX is open to interpretation given the layout of the original manuscript. This sentence appears at the top of a page, but may have been jotted down later, in which case the text would proceed without it: ‘ … than to produce art. / It is just that this word … ’ (OC V, 379).

23   The endnote in the OC indicates that this phrase might also pre-date the rest of the text (see previous endnote), and if this were the case the text would in fact flow ‘ … represent themselves / Art is no longer … ’ (OC V, 379).

24   The endnote in the OC suggests that Artaud intended to insert a textual fragment that is now missing (OC V, 379).
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