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1
The Deadly Theatre

I can take any empty space and call it a bare stage. A man
walks across this empty space whilst someone else is watch-
ing him, and this is all that is needed for an act of theatre to
be engaged. Yet when we talk about theatre this is not quite
what we mean. Red curtains, spotlights, blank verse, laugh-
ter, darkness, these are all confusedly superimposed in a
messy image covered by one all-purpose word. We talk
of the cinema killing the theatre, and in that phrase we refer
to the theatre as it was when the cinema was born, a theatre
of box office, foyer, tip-up seats, footlights, scene changes,
intervals, music, as though the theatre was by very definition
these and little more.

I will try to split the word four ways and distinguish four

different meanings — and so will talk about a Deadly Theatre,
a Holy Theatre, a Rough Theatre and an Immediate Theatre.
Sometimes these four theatres really exist, standing side by
side, in the West End of London, or in New York off Times
Square. Sometimes they are hundreds of miles apart, the
Holy in Warsaw and the Rough in Prague, and sometimes
they are metaphoric: two of them mixing together within one
evening, within one act. Sometimes within on single moment,
the four of them, Holy, Rough, Immediate and Deadly inter-
twine. :
The Deadly Theatre can at first sight be taken for granted,
because it means bad theatre. As this is the form of theatre
we see most often, and as it is most closely linked to the
despised, much-attacked commercial theatre it might seem a
waste of time to criticize it further. But it is only if we see
that deadliness is deceptive and can appear anywhere, that
we will become aware of the size of the problem.
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The condition of the Deadly Theatre at least is fairly
obvious. All through the world theatre audiences are dwind-
ling. There are occasional new movements, good new writers
and so on, but as a whole, the theatre not only fails to elevate
or instruct, it hardly even entertains. The theatre has often
been called a whore, meaning its art is impure, but today this
is true in another sense — whores take the money and then go
short on the pleasure. The Broadway crisis, the Paris crisis,
the West End crisis are the same: we do not need the ticket
agents to tell us that the theatre has become a deadly business
and the public is smelling it out. In fact, were the public ever
really to demand the true entertainment it talks about so
often, we would almost all be hard put to know where to be-
gin. A true theatre of joy is non-existent and it is not just the
trivial comedy and the bad musical that fail to give us our
money’s worth — the Deadly Theatre finds its deadly way into
grand opera and tragedy, into the plays of Moliére and the
plays of Brecht. Of course nowhere does the Deadly Theatre
install itself so securely, so comfortably and so slyly as in
the works cf William Shakespeare. The Deadly Theatre takes
easily to Shakespeare. We see his plays done by good actors
in what seems like the proper way — they look lively and
colourful, there is music and everyone is all dressed up, just
as they are supposed to be in the best of classical theatres. Yet
secretly we find it excruciatingly boring — and in our hearts
we either blame Shakespeare, or theatre as such, or even
ourselves. To make matters worse there is always a deadly
spectator, who for special reasons enjoys a lack of intensity
and even a lack of entertainment, such as the scholar who
emerges from routine performances of the classics smiling
because nothing has distracted him from trying over and
confirming his pet theories to himself, whilst reciting his
favourite lines under his breath. In his heart he sincerely
wants a theatre that is nobler-than-life and he confuses a
sort of intellectual satisfaction with the true experience for
which he craves. Unfortunately, he lends the weight of his
authority to dullness and so the Deadly Theatre goes on
its way.
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Anyone who watches the real successes as they appear each
year, will see a very curious phenomenon. We expect the
so-called hit to be livelier, faster, brighter than the flop - but
this is not always the case. Almost every season in most
theatre-loving towns, there is one great success that defies
these rules; one play that succeeds not despite but because of
dullness. After all, one associates culture with a certain sense
of duty, historical costumes and long speeches with the sen-
sation of being bored: so, conversely, just the right degree of
boringness is a reassuring guarantee of a worthwhile event.
Of course, the dosage is so subtle that it is impossible to estab-
lish the exact formula — too much and the audience is driven
out of their seats, too little and it may find the theme too dis-
agreeably intense. However, mediocre authors seem to feel
their way unerringly to the perfect mixture — and they per-
petuate the Deadly Theatre with dull successes, universally
praised. Audiences crave for something in the theatre that
they can term ‘better’ than life and for this reason are open
to confuse culture, or the trappings of culture, with something
they do not know, but sense obscurely could exist — so, tragi-
cally, in elevating something bad into a success they are only
cheating themselves.

If we talk of deadly, let us note that the difference between
life and death, so crystal clear in man, is somewhat veiled in
other fields. A doctor can tell at once between the trace of life
and the useless bag of bones that life has left; but we are less
practised in observing how an idea, an attitude or a form can
pass from the lively to the moribund. It is difficult to define
but a child can smell it out. Let me give an example. In
France there are two deadly ways of playing classical tragedy.
One is traditional, and this involves using a special voice, a
special manner, a noble look and an elevated musical de-
livery. The other way is no more than a half-hearted version
of the same thing. Imperial gestures and royal values are fast
disappearing from everyday life, so each new generation finds
the grand manner more and more hollow, more and more
meaningless. This leads the young actor to an angry and
impatient search for what he calls truth. He wants to play his
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verse more realistically, to get it to sound like honest-to-God
real speech, but he finds that the formality of the writing is so
rigid that it resists this treatment. He is forced to an uneasy
compromise that is neither refreshing, like ordinary talk, nor
defiantly histrionic, like what we call ham. So his acting is
weak and because ham is strong, it is remembered with a
certain nostalgia. Inevitably, someone calls for tragedy to be
played once again ‘the way it is written’. This is fair enough,
but unfortunately all the printed word can tell us is what was
written on paper, not how it was once brought to life. There
are no records, no tapes — only experts, but not one of them,
of course, has firsthand knowledge. The real antiques have
all gone — only some imitations have survived, in the shape
of traditional actors, who continue to play in a traditional
way, drawing their inspiration not from real sources, but
from imaginary ones, such as the memory of the sound an
older actor once made — a sound that in turn was a memory of
a predecessor’s way.

I once saw a rehearsal at the Comedie Frangaise — a very
young actor stood in front of a very old one and spoke and
mimed the role with him like a reflection in a glass. This
must not be confused with the great tradition, say, of the
Noh actors passing knowledge orally from father to son.
There it is meaning that is communicated ~ and meaning
never belongs to the past. It can be checked in each man’s
own present experience. But to imitate the externals of acting
only perpetuates manner — a manner hard to relate to any-
thing at all.

Again with Shakespeare we hear or read the same advice —
‘Play what is written’. But what is written? Certain ciphers
on paper. Shakespeare’s words are records of the words that
he wanted to be spoken, words issuing as sounds from
people’s mouths, with pitch, pause, rhythm and gesture as
part of their meaning. A word does not start as a word — it is
an end product which begins as an impulse, stimulated by
attitude and behaviour which dictate the need for expression.
This process occurs inside the dramatist; it is repeated inside
the actor. Both may only be conscious of the words, but both
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for the author and then for the actor the word is a small
visible portion of a gigantic unseen formation. Some writers
attempt to nail down their meaning and intentions in stage
directions and explanations, yet we cannot help being struck
by the fact that the best dramatists explain themselves the
least. They recognize that further indications will most prob-
ably be useless. They recognize that the only way to find
the true path to the speaking of a word is through a process
that parallels the original creative one. This can neither be
by-passed nor simplified. Unfortunately, the moment a lover
speaks, or a king utters, we rush to give them a label: the
lover is ‘romantic’, the king is ‘noble’ — and before we know
it we are speaking of romantic love and kingly nobility or
princeliness as though they are things we can hold in our
hand and expect the actors to observe. But these are not sub-
stances and they do not exist. If we search for them, the best
we can do is to make guesswork reconstructions from books
and paintings. If you ask an actor to play in a ‘romantic
style’ he will valiantly have a go, thinking he knows what
you mean. What actually can he draw on? Hunch, imagina-
tion and a scrapbook of theatrical memories, all of which will
give him a vague ‘romanticness’ that he will mix up with a
disguised imitation of whatever older actor he happens to
admire. If he digs into his own experiences the result may not
marry with the text; if he just plays what he thinks is the
text, it will be imitative and conventional. Either way the
result is a compromise: at most times unconvincing.

It is vain to pretend that the words we apply to classical .

plays like ‘musical’, ‘poetic’, ‘larger than life’, ‘noble’,
‘heroic’, ‘romantic’, have any absolute meaning. They are the
reflections of a critical attitude of a particular period, and to
attempt to build a performance today to conform to these
canons is the most certain road to deadly theatre — deadly
theatre of a respectability that makes it pass as living truth.

Once, when giving a lecture on this theme, I was able
to put it to a practical test. By luck, there was a woman
in the audience who had neither read nor seen King Lear. 1
gave her Goneril’s first speech and asked her to recite it as
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best s}.le could for whatever values she found in it. She read it
very simply — and the speech itself emerged full of eloquence
and charm. I then explained that it was supposed to be the
speech of a wicked woman and suggested her reading every
word for hypocrisy. She tried to do so, and the audience saw
what a hard unnatural wrestling with the simple music of
the words was involved when she sought to act to a definition:

Sir, I love you more than words can wield the matter;
Dearer than eyesight, space, and liberty;

Beyond that can be valued, rich or rare;

No less than life, with grace, health, beauty, honour;
As much as child e’er loved, or father found:

A love that makes breath poor, and speech unable;
Beyond all manner of so much I love you.

Anyone can try this for himself. Taste it on the tongue.
'The words are those of a lady of style and breeding accus-
tomed to expressing herself in public, someone with ease and
social aplomb. As for clues to her character, only the fagade is
presented and this, we see, is elegant and attractive. Yet if

one thinks of the performances where Goneril speaks these -

first lines as a macabre villainess, and looks at the speech
again, one is at a loss to know what suggests this — other than
preconceptions of Shakespeare’s moral attitudes. In fact, if
Goneril in her first appearance does not play a “monster’, but
merely what her given words suggest, then all the balance of
the play changes — and in the subsequent scenes her villainy
and Lear’s martyrdom are neither as crude nor as simplified
as they might appear. Of course, by the end of the play we
learn that Goneril’s actions make her what we call a monster
— but a real monster, both complex and compelling.

In a living theatre, we would each day approach the re-
hearsal putting yesterday’s discoveries to the test, ready to
believe that the true play has once again escaped us. But the
Deadly Theatre approaches the classics from the viewpoint
that somewhere, someone has found out and defined how the
play should be done.

This is the running problem of what we loosely call style.
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Every work has its own style: it could not be otherwise:
every period has its style. The moment we try to pinpoint
this style we are lost. I remember vividly when shortly after
the Pekin Opera had come to London a rival Chinese Opera
Company followed, from Formosa. The Pekin Company was
still in touch with its sources and creating its ancient patterns
afresh each night: the Formosan company, doing the same
items, was imitating its memories of them, skimping some
details, exaggerating the showy passages, forgetting the
meaning — nothing was reborn. Even in a strange exotic
style the difference between life and death was unmistakable.

The real Pekin Opera was an example of a theatrical art
where the outer forms do not change from generation to
generation and only a few years ago it seemed as though it
were s0 perfectly frozen that it could carry on for ever. To-
day, even this superb relic has gone. Its force and its quality
enabled it to survive way beyond its time, like a monument —
but the day came when the gap between it and the life of the
society around it became too great. The Red Guards reflect
a different China. Few of the attitudes and meanings of the
traditional Pekin Opera relate to the new structure of thought
in which this people now lives. Today in Pekin the emperors
and princesses have been replaced by landlords and soldiers,
and the same incredible acrobatic skills are used to speak of
very different themes. To the Westerner this seems a wicked
shame and it is easy for us to shed cultivated tears. Of course,
it is tragic that this miraculous heritage has been destroyed —
and yet I feel that the ruthless Chinese attitude to one of
their proudest possessions goes to the heart of the meaning
of living theatre — theatre is always a self-destructive art, and
it is always written on the wind. A professional theatre
assembles different people every night and speaks to them
through the language of behaviour. A performance gets set
and usually has to be repeated — and repeated as well and
accurately as possible — but from the day it is set something
invisible is beginning to die.

In the Moscow Art Theatre, in Tel Aviv in the Habimah,
productions have been kept going for forty years or more:
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I have seen a faithful revival of Vakhtangov’s twenties’
staging of Princess Turandot; I have seen Stanislavsky’s own
work, perfectly preserved: but none of these had more than
antiquarian interest, none had the vitality of new invention.
At Stratford where we worry that we don’t play our reper-
toire long enough to milk its full box office value, we now
discuss this quite empirically: about five years, we agree, is
the most a particular staging can live. It is not only the hair-
styles, costumes and make-ups that look dated. All the dif-
ferent elements of staging — the shorthands of behaviour that
stand for certain emotions; gestures, gesticulations and tones
of voice — are all fluctuating on an invisible stock exchange
all the time. Life is moving, influences are playing on actor
ar.lc% audience and other plays, other arts, the cinema, tele-
vision, current events, join in the constant rewriting of history
and the amending of the daily truth. In fashion houses some-
one will thump a table and say ‘boots are definitely in’: this is
an existential fact. A living theatre that thinks it can stand

~ aloof from anything so trivial as fashion will wilt. In the

theatre, every form once born is mortal; every form must be
reconceived, and its new conception will bear the marks of
all the influences that surround it. In this sense, the theatre is
relativity. Yet a great theatre is not a fashion house; per-
petual elements do recur and certain fundamental issues under-
lie all dramatic activity. The deadly trap is to divide the eter-
nal truths from the superficial variations; this is a subtle form
of snobbery and it is fatal. For instance, it is accepted that
scenery, costumes, music are fair game for directors and de-
signers, and must in fact be renewed. When it comes to
attitudes and behaviour we are much more confused, and tend
to believe that these elements if true in the writing can con-
tinue to express themselves in similar ways.

Closely related to this is the conflict between theatre
directors and musicians in opera productions where two
totally different forms, drama and music, are treated as
though they were one. A musician is dealing with a fabric
th.at 1s as near as man can get to an expression of the invisible.
His score notes this invisibility and his sound is made by
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instruments which hardly ever change. The player’s per-
sonality is unimportant; a thin clarinettist can easily make
a fatter sound than a fat one. The vehicle of music is separate
from music itself. So the stuff of music comes and goes,
always in the same way, free of the need to be revised
and reassessed. But the vehicle of drama is flesh and blood
and here completely different laws are at work. The vehicle
and the message cannot be separated. Only a naked actor
can begin to resemble a pure instrument like a violin and only
if he has a completely classical physique, with neither paunch
nor bandy legs. A ballet dancer is sometimes close to this
condition and he can reproduce formal gestures unmodified
by his own personality or by the outer movement of life. But
the moment the actor dresses up and speaks with his own
tongue he is entering the fluctuating territory of manifesta-
tion and existence that he shares with the spectator. Because
the musician’s experience is so different, he finds it hard to
follow why the traditional bits of business that made Verdi
laugh and Puccini slap his thighs seem neither funny nor
illuminating today. Grand opera, of course, is the Deadly
Theatre carried to absurdity. Opera is a nightmare of vast
feuds over tiny details; of surrealist anecdotes that all turn
round the same assertion: nothing needs to change. Every-
thing in opera must change, but in opera change is blocked.

Again we must beware of indignation, for if we try to sim-
plify the problem by making tradition the main barrier be-
tween ourselves and a living theatre we will again miss the
real issue. There is a deadly element everywhere; in the cul-
tural set-up, in our inherited artistic values, in the economic
framework, in the actor’s life, in the critic’s function. As we
examine these we will see that deceptively the opposite
seems also true, for within the Deadly Theatre there are often
tantalizing, abortive or even momentarily satisfying flickers
of a real life.

In New York for instance, the most deadly element is cer-
tainly economic. This does not mean that all work done there
1s bad, but a theatre where a play for economic reasons re-
hearses for no more than three weeks is crippled at the outset.
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Time is not the be-all and end-all: it is not impossible to get
an astonishing result in three weeks. Occasionally in the
theatre what one loosely calls chemistry, or luck, brings
about an astonishing rush of energy, and then invention fol-
lows invention in lightning chain reaction. But this is rare:
common sense shows that if the systemrigidly excludes more
than three weeks’ rehearsal most of the time, most things
suffer. No experimenting can take place, and no real artistic
risks are possible. The director must deliver the goods or be
fired and so must the actor. Of course time can also be used
very badly; it is possible to sit around for months discussing
and worrying and improvising without this showing in any
way whatsoever. I have seen Shakespearian productions in
Russia so conventional in approach that two full years of dis-
cussion and study of archives give no better a result than
scratch companies get in three weeks. I met an actor who re-
hearsed Hamlet for seven years and never played it because
the director died before it was finished. On the other hand,
productions of Russian plays rehearsed in the Stanislavsky
manner over years still reach a level of performance of which

we can only dream. The Berliner Ensemble uses time well, -

they use it freely, spending about twelve months on a new
production, and over a number of years they have built up a
repertoire of shows, every one of which is remarkable — and
every one of which fills the theatre to capacity. In simple
capitalist terms, this is better business than the commercial
theatre where the scrambled and patched shows so seldom
succeed. Each season on Broadway or in London a large
number of expensive shows fold within a week or two against
the rare freak that scrapes through. None the less, the per-
centage of disasters hasn’t jolted the system or the belief
that somehow it will all work out in the end. On Broadway
ticket prices are continually rising and, ironically, as each
season grows more disastrous, each season’s hit makes more
money. As fewer and fewer people go through the doors,
larger and larger sums cross the ticket office counter, until
eventually one last millionaire will be paying a fortune for
one private performance for himself alone. So it comes about
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that what is bad business for some is good business for others.
Everyone moans and yet many want the system to go on.
The artistic consequences are severe. Broadway is not a
jungle, it is a machine into which a great many parts snugly
interlock. Yet each of these parts is brutalized; it has been
deformed to fit and function smoothly. This is the only
theatre in the world where every artist — by this, I mean de-
signers, composers, lighting electricians, as well as actors —
needs an agent for his personal protection. This sounds melo-
dramatic, but in a sense everyone is continually in danger;
his job, his reputation, his way of life is in daily balance. In
theory, this tension should lead to an atmosphere of fear, and,
were this the case, its destructiveness would be clearly seen.
In practice, however, the underlying tension leads just as
directly to the famous Broadway atmosphere, which is very
emotional, throbbing with apparent warmth and good cheer.
On the first day of rehearsal of House of Flowers, its composer
Harold Arlen arrived wearing a blue cornflower, with cham-
pagne and presents for us all. As he hugged and kissed his
way round the cast, Truman Capote who had written the
libretto whispered darkly to me, ‘It’s love today. The law-
yers’ll be in tomorrow’. It was true. Pear] Bailey had served
me with a 50,000-dollar writ before the show reached town.
For a foreigner it was (in retrospect) all fun and exciting —
everything is covered and excused by the term ‘show business’
— but in precise terms the brutal warmth directly relates to the
lack of emotional finesse. In such conditions there is rarely
the quiet and security in which anyone may dare expose
himself. I mean the true unspectacular intimacy that long
work and true confidence in other people brings about — on
Broadway, a crude gesture of self-exposure is easy to come
by, but this has nothing to do with the subtle, sensitive inter-
relation between people confidently working together. When
the Americans envy the British, it is this odd sensibility, this
uneven give and take that they mean. They call it style, and
regard it as a mystery. When you cast a play in New York
and you are told that a certain actor ‘has style’, this usually
means an imitation of an imitation of a European. In the
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American theatre, people talk seriously of style, as though
this was a manner that could be acquired — and the actors
who have played the classics and have been flattered by
critics into believing that they have ‘it’, do everything to
perpetuate the notion that style is a rare something that
a few gentleman actors possess. Yet America could easily
have a great theatre of its own. It possesses every one of the
elements; there is a strength, courage, humour, cash and a
capacity for facing hard facts.

One morning I stood in the Museum of Modern Art look-
ing at the people swarming in for one dollar admission.
Almost every one of them had the lively head and the indi-
vidual look of a good audience — using the simple personal
standard of an audience for whom one would like to do
plays. In New York, potentially, there is one of the best
audiences in the world. Unfortunately, it seldom goes to the
theatre.

It seldom goes to the theatre because the prices are too
high. Certainly it can afford these prices, but it has been let
down too often. It is not for nothing that New York is the
place where the critics are the most powerful and the
toughest in the world. It is the audience, year after year, that
has been forced to elevate simple fallible men into highly
priced experts because, as when a collector buys an expen-
sive work, he cannot afford to take the risk alone: the tradi-
tion of the expert valuers of works of art, like Duveen, has
reached the box office line. So the circle is closed; not only
the artists, but also the audience, have to have their protec-
tion men — and most of the curious, intelligent, noncon-
forming individuals stay away. This situation is not unique
to New York. I had a closely related experience when we put
on John Arden’s Sergeant Musgrave’s Dance in Paris at the
Athenée. It was a true flop — almost all the Press was bad —
and we were playing to virtually empty houses. Convinced
that the play had an audience somewhere in the town, we
announced that we would give three free performances. Such
was the lure of complimentary tickets that they became like
wild premiéres. Crowds fought to get in, the police had to
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draw iron grilles across the foyer, and the play itself went
magnificently, as the actors, cheered by the warmth of the
house, gave their best performance, which in turn earned them
an ovation. The theatre which the night before had been a
draughty morgue now hummed with the chatter and buzz of
success. At the end, we put up the house lights and looked at
the audience. Mostly young, they were all well dressed,
rather formal, in suits and ties. Frangoise Spira, directress of
the theatre, came on the stage.

‘Is there anyone here who could not afford the price of a
ticket?’

One man put up his hand.

‘And the rest of you, why did you have to wait to be let in
for free?’

‘It had a bad Press.’

‘Do you believe the Press?’

Loud chorus of ‘No!’

“Then, why. . . »

And from all sides the same answer — the risk is too great,
too many disappointments. Here we see how the vicious
circle is drawn. Steadily the Deadly Theatre digs its own
grave.

Or else we can attack the problem the other way round. If
good theatre depends on a good audience, then every audi-
ence has the theatre it deserves. Yet it must be very hard for
spectators to be told of an audience’s responsibility. How
can this be faced in practice? It would be a sad day if people
went to the theatre out of duty. Once within a theatre an
audience cannot whip itself into being ‘better’ than it is. In a
sense there is nothing a spectator can actually do. And yet
there is a contradiction here that cannot be ignored, for
everything depends on him.

When the Royal Shakespeare Company’s production of
King Lear toured through Europe the production was
steadily improving and the best performances lay between
Budapest and Moscow. It was fascinating to see how an
audience composed largely of people with little knowledge
of English could so influence a cast. These audiences brought
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with them three things; a love for the play itself, real hunger
for a contact with foreigners and, above all, an experience
of life in Europe in the last years that enabled them to come
directly to the play’s painful themes. The quality of the
attention that this audience brought expressed itself in silence
and concentration; a feeling in the house that affected the
actors as though a brilliant light were turned on their work.
As a result, the most obscure passages were illuminated;
they were played with a complexity of meaning and a fine
use of the English language that few of the audience could
literally follow, but which all could sense. The actors were

moved and excited and they proceeded to the United States,
prepared to give to an English-speaking audience all that this

focus had taught them. I was forced to go back to England
and only caught up with the company a few weeks later in
Philadelphia. To my surprise and dismay, much of the
quality had gone from their acting. I wanted to blame the
actors, but it was clear that they were trying as hard as they
could. It was the relation with the audience that had changed.
In Philadelphia, the audience understood English all right,
but this audience was composed largely of people who were
not interested in the play; people who came for all the con-
ventional reasons — because it was a social event, because
their wives insisted, and so on. Undoubtedly, a way existed
to involve this particular audience in King Lear, but it was not
our way. The austerity of this production which had seemed
so right in Europe no longer made sense. Seeing people
yawn, I felt guilty, realizing that something else was de-
manded fromusall. I knew that were I doing a production of
King Lear for the people of Philadelphia I would without
condescension stress everything differently — and, in imme-
diate terms, I would get it to work better. But with an estab-
lished production on tour I could do nothing. The actors,
however, were instinctively responding to the new situation.
They were underlining everything in the play that could
arrest the spectator — that is to say, when there was a bit of
exciting action or a burst of melodrama, they exploited it,
they played louder and cruder and of course whipped past
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those intricate passages that the non-English audience had
so enjoyed — which, ironically, only an English-speaking
audience could have appreciated to the full. Eventually our
impressario took the play to the Lincoln Centre in New York —
a giant auditorium where the acoustics were bad and the audi-
ence resented its poor contact with the stage. We were put
in this vast theatre for economic reasons: a simple illustration
of how a closed circle of cause and effect is produced, so that
the wrong audience or the wrong place or both conjures
from the actors their coarsest work. Again, the actors, re-
sponding to the given conditions, had no choice, they faced
the front, spoke loudly and quite rightly threw away all that
had become precious in their work. This danger is built into
every tour, because in a sense few of the conditions of the
original performance apply — and contact with each new
audience 1s often a matter of luck. In the old days, the stroll-
ing players naturally adapted their work to each new place:
elaborate modern productions have no such flexibility. In
fact, when we played ‘US’, the Royal Shakespeare Theatre’s
group-happening-collaborative spectacle on the Vietham war,
we decided to refuse all invitations to tour. Every element in
it had come into being just for the particular cross-section of
London that sat in the Aldwych Theatre in 1966. The fact
that we had no text wrought and set by a dramatist was the
condition of this particular experiment. Contact with the
audience, through shared references, became the substance of
the evening. Had we a shaped text, we could have played in
other places, without one we were like a happening — and in
the event, we all felt that something was lost in playing it even
through a London season of five months. One performance
would have been the true culmination. We made the mistake
of feeling obligated to enter our own repertoire. A repertoire
repeats, and to repeat something must be fixed. The rules of
British censorship prevent actors adapting and improvising
in performance. So in this case, the fixing was the beginning
of a slide towards the deadly — the liveliness of the actors
waned as the immediacy of the relation with their public
and their theme lessened.
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During a talk to a group at a university I once tried to illus-
trate how an audience affects actors by the quality of its
attention. I asked for a volunteer. A man came forward, and
I gave him a sheet of paper on which was typed a speech
from Peter Weiss’s play about Auschwitz, The Investigation.
The section was a description of bodies inside a gas chamber.
As the volunteer took the paper and read it over to himself
the audience tittered in the way an audience always does
when it sees one of its kind on the way to making a fool of
himself. But the volunteer was too struck and too appalled by
what he was reading to react with the sheepish grins that are
also customary. Something of his seriousness and concentra-
tion reached the audience and it fell silent. Then at my request
he began to read out loud. The very first words were loaded
with their own ghastly sense and the reader’s response to
them. Immediately the audience understood. It became one
with him, with the speech — the lecture room and the volun-
teer who had come on to the platform vanished from sight —
the naked evidence from Auschwitz was so powerful that it
took over completely. Not only did the reader continue to
speak in a shocked attentive silence, but his reading, techni-
cally speaking, was perfect — it had neither grace nor lack of
grace, skill nor lack of skill — it was perfect because he had
no attention to spare for self-consciousness, for wondering
whether he was using the right intonation. He knew the
audience wanted to hear, and he wanted to let them hear: the
images found their own level and guided his voice uncon-
sciously to the appropriate volume and pitch.

After this, I asked for another volunteer, and gave him the
speech from Henry ¥ which lists the names and numbers of
the French and English dead. When he read this aloud, all
the faults of the amateur actor appeared. One look at the
volume of Shakespeare had already set off a series of con-
ditioned reflexes to do with speaking verse. He put on a
false voice that strived to be noble and historical, mouthed
his words roundly, made awkward stresses, got tongue-tied,
stiff, and confused, and the audience listened inattentive and
restless. When he had done, I asked the audience why they
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could not take the list of dead at Agincourt as seriously as the
description of death at Auschwitz. This provoked a lively
exchange.

‘Agincourt’s in the past.’

‘But Auschwitz is in the past.’

‘Only fifteen years.’

‘So how long’s it got to take?’

“When’s a corpse a historical corpse?’

‘How many years make killing romantic?’

After this had gone on for some time, I proposed an ex-
periment. The amateur actor was to read the speech again,
stopping for a moment after each name: the audience was to
endeavour silently in the pause to recall and put together its
impressions of Auschwitz and Agincourt, to try to find a
way of believing that these names were once individuals, as
vividly as if the butchery had occurred in living memory. The
amateur began to read again and the audience worked hard,
playing its part. As he spoke the first name, the half silence
became a dense one. Its tension caught the reader, there was
an emotion in it, shared between him and them and it turned
all his attention away from himself on to the subject matter
he was speaking. Now the audience’s concentration began to
guide him: his inflexions were simple, his rhythms true: this
in turn increased the audience’s interest and so the two-way
current began to flow. When this was ended, no explanations
were needed, the audience had seen itself in action, it had
seen how many layers silence can contain.

Of course, like all experiments, this was an artificial one:
here, the audience was given an unusually active role and as a
result it directed an inexperienced actor. Usually, an ex-
perienced actor reading a passage like this will impose a

" silence on an audience that is in proportion to the degree of

truth he brings to it. Occasionally, an actor can completely
dominate any house, and so, like a master matador, he can
work the audience the way he pleases. Usually, however, this
cannot come from the stage alone. For instance, both the
actors and myself found The Visit and Marat/Sade more re-
warding to play in America than in England. The English
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refused to take The Visit on its own terms; the story told of
the ruthlessness latent in any small community, and when
we played in the English provinces, to virtually empty
houses, the reaction of those who came was ‘it’s not real’, ‘it
couldn’t happen’, and they enjoyed it or disliked it on the
level of fantasy. The Marat/Sade was liked in London not so
much as a play about revolution, war and madness as a dis-
play of theatricality. The opposing words ‘literary’ and
‘theatrical’ have many meanings, but in the English theatre,
when used as praise, they all too often describe ways of
warding off contact with disturbing themes. The American
audience reacted to both plays much more directly, they
accepted and believed the propositions that man is greedy
and murderous, a potential lunatic. They were caught and
held by the material of the drama, and in the case of The
Visit they often did not even comment on the fact that the
story was being told to them in a somewhat unfamiliar,
expressionistic way. They simply discussed what the play
had said. The great Kazan—-Williams—Miller hits, Albee’s
Virginia Woolf, summoned audiences that met the cast in the
true shared territory of theme and concern — and they were
powerful events, the circle of performance was riveting and
complete.

In America, in powerful waves, comes a recognition of the
deadly, and a strong reaction against it. Years ago, the Actors’
Studio came into being to give a faith and continuity to those
unhappy artists who were being so rapidly thrown in and out
of work. Basing a very serious and systematic study on a
portion of Stanislavsky’s teaching, the Actors’ Studio de-
veloped a very remarkable school of acting that corresponded
perfectly to the needs of the playwrights and public of the
time. Actors still had to give results in three weeks, but they

were sustained by the school’s tradition and they did not |

come empty-handed to the first rehearsal. This background
of teaching gave a strength and integrity to their work. The
Method Actor was trained to reject cliché imitations of
reality and to search for something more real in himself. He

then had to present this through the living of it, and so acting  §
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became a deeply naturalistic study. ‘Reality’ is a word with
many meanings, but here it was understood to be that slice
of the real that reflected the people and the problems around
the actor, and it coincided with the slices of existence that the
writers of the day, Miller, Tennessee Williams, Inge, were
trying to define. In much the same way Stanislavsky’s theatre
drew its strength from the fact that it corresponded to the
needs of the best Russian classics, all of which were cast in a
naturalistic form. For a number of years in Russia, the
school, the public and the play had made a coherent whole.
Then Meyerhold challenged Stanislavsky, proposing a dif-
ferent style of playing, in order to capture other elements of
‘reality’. But Meyerhold disappeared. In America today, the
time is ripe for a Meyerhold to appear, since naturalistic
representations of life no longer seems to Americans adequate
to express the forces that drive them. Now Genet is discussed,
Shakespeare re-evaluated, Artaud quoted: there is a lot of
talk about ritual: and all this for very realistic reasons, as
many concrete aspects of American living can only be cap-
tured along these lines. Just a short time ago, the English
were full of envy for the vitality of the American theatre.
Now the pendulum swings towards London, as though the
English hold all the keys. Years ago I saw a girl at the
Actors’ Studio approaching a speech of Lady Macbeth’s
by pretending to be a tree: when I described this in England
it sounded comic, and even today many English actors have
yet to discover why odd-sounding exercises are so necessary.
In New York, however, the girl did not need to learn about
group work and improvisations, she had accepted these, and
she needed to understand about the meaning and demands of
form; standing with her arms in the air trying to ‘feel’, she
was pouring her ardour and energy uselessly in the wrong
direction.

All this brings us back to the same problem. The word
theatre has many sloppy meanings. In most of the world, the
theatre has no exact place in society, no clear purpose, it
only exists in fragments: one theatre chases money, another
chases glory, another chases emotion, another chases politics,
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another chases fun. The actor is bundled from pillar to post —
confused and consumed by conditions outside his control.
Actors may sometimes seem jealous or trivial, yet T have
never known an actor who did not want to work. This wish
to work is his strength. It is what enables professionals
everywhere to understand each other. But he cannot reform
his profession alone. In a theatre with few schools and no
aims, he is usually the tool, not the instrument. Yet when the
theatre does come back to the actor, the problem is still not
solved. On the contrary, deadly acting becomes the heart of
the crisis. '

The dilemma of the actor is not unique to commercial

theatres with inadequate rehearsal time. Singers and often

dancers keep their teachers by them to the end of their days:
actors once launched have nothing whatsoever to help them
to develop their talents. If this is seen most alarmingly in the
commercial theatre, the same applies to permanent com-
panies. After he reaches a certain position the actor does no
more homework. Take a young actor, unformed, unde-
veloped, but bursting with talent, full of latent possibilities.
Quite rapidly he discovers what he can do, and, after master-
ing his initial difficulties, with a bit of luck he may find him-
self in the enviable position of having a job which he loves,
doing it well while getting paid and admired at the same
time. If he is to develop, the next stage must be to go beyond
his apparent range, and to begin to explore what really comes
hard. But no one has time for this sort of problem. His
friends are little use, his parents are unlikely to know much
about his art, and his agent, who may be well-meaning and
intelligent, is not there to guide him past good offers of good
parts towards a vague something else that would be even
better. Building a career and artistic development do not

necessarily go hand in hand; often the actor, as his career

grows, begins to turn in work that gets more and more
similar. It is a wretched story, and all the exceptions blur
the truth. :

How does the average actor spend his days? Of course, it’s:
a wide range: from lying in bed, drinking, going to the hair- j
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dresser, to the agent, filming, recording, reading, some-
times studying; even, latterly, toying a bit with politics. But
whether his use of time is frivolous or earnest is beside the
point: little that he does relates to his main preoccupation —
not to stand still as an actor — which means not to stand still
as a human being, which means work aimed at his artistic
growth — and where can such work take place? Time after
time I have worked with actors who after the usual preamble
that they ‘put themselves in my hands’ are tragically in-
capable however hard they try of laying down for one brief
Instant even in rehearsal the image of themselves that has
hardened round an inner emptiness. On the occasions that it
is possible to penetrate this shell, it is like smashing the pic-
ture on a television set.

In England, it seems suddenly that we have a marvellous
new breed of young actors — we feel we are witnessing two
lines of men in a factory facing opposite directions: one line
s}'lufﬂes out grey, tired, the other strides forward fresh and
vital. We get the impression that one line is better than the
other, that the lively line is made of better stock. This is
partly true, but in the end the new shift will be as tired and
grey as the old; it is an inevitable result of certain conditions
that have not yet changed. The tragedy is that the profes-
sional status of actors over the age of 30 is seldom a true
reflection of their talents. There are countless actors who
never have the chance to develop their inborn potential to its
proper fruition. Naturally, in an individualist profession,
false and exaggerated importance is given to exceptional
cases. Qutstanding actors like all real artists have some
mysterious psychic chemistry, half conscious and yet three-
quarters hidden, that they themselves may only define as
‘1ns.t1nc_t’, ‘hunch’, “my voices’, that enables them to develop
their vision and their art. Special cases may follow special
rules: one of the greatest actresses of our time who seems in
rehearsal to be observing no method whatsoever actually has
an extraordinary system of her own which she can only arti-
culate in nursery language. “Kneading the flour today, dar-
ling,” she has said to me. ‘Putting it back to bake a bit
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longer’, “Need some yeast now’, “We're basting this morn-
ing’. No matter: this is precise science, just as much as 1f. s.he
gave it the terminology of the Actors’ Studio. But her .ablht_y
to get results stays with her alone: she cannot communicate it
in any useful way to the people around her, S0 wl.nle she is
‘cooking her pie” and the next actor is just ‘doing it the way
he feels it,” and the third in drama school language, is ‘sea.rch-
ing for the Stanislavskian super-objective’, no real working-
together between them all is possible. It has long been
recognized that without a permanent company few actors can
thrive indefinitely. However, it must also be face.d that even
a permanent company is doomed to deadliness in the long
run if it is without an aim, and thus without a method, and
thus without a school. And by a school, naturally I don’t mean
a gymnasium where the actor exercises his limbs in hmb?.
Flexing muscles alone cannot develop an art; scales don’t
make a pianist nor does fingerwork help a painter’s brush: yet
a great pianist practises finger exercises _for many -hpurs a
day, and Japanese painters spend their lives practising to
draw a perfect circle. The art of acting is in some ways the
most exacting one of all, and without constant schooling, the
actor will stop half-way.

So when we find deadliness, who is the culprit? Enough has
been said publicly and privately to make the critics’ ears
burn, to make us believe that it is from them that the worst

- deadliness really stems. Over the years we moan and

grumble about ‘the Critics’ as though it were always the
same six men hurtling by jet, from Paris to New York, from
art show to concert to the play, always committing the same
monumental errors. Or as though they were all like Thomas
a Becket — the jolly, whoring friend of the King who the day

he became Cardinal turned as disapproving as all his pre-

d-cessors: critics come and go, yet those who are criticized
geaerally find ‘them’ the same. Our system, the newspapers,

the reader’s demands, the notice dictated by phone, the E
problems of space, the quantity of rubbish in our play-
houses, the soul-destroying effect of doing the same job (')f:cenz j
and too long, all conspire to prevent a critic from exercising i
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his vital function. When the man in the street goes to the
theatre he can claim just to serve his own pleasure. When a
critic goes to a play, he can say he is just serving the man in
the street, but it is not accurate. He is not just a tipster. A
critic has a far more important role, an essential one, in fact,
for an art without critics would be constantly menaced by far
greater dangers.

For instance, a critic is always serving the theatre when he
is hounding out incompetence. If he spends most of his time
grumbling, he is almost always right. The appalling diffi-
culty of making theatre must be accepted: it is, or would be,
if truly practised, perhaps the hardest medium of all: it is
merciless, there is no room for error, or for waste. A novel
can survive the reader who skips pages, or entire chapters;
the audience, apt to change from pleasure to boredom in a
wink can be lost, irrevocably. Two hours is a short time and
an eternity: to use two hours of public time is a fine art. Yet
this art with its frightening exigencies is served largely by
casual Jabour. In a deadly vacuum there are few places where
we can properly learn the arts of the theatre — so we tend to
drop in on the theatre offering love instead of science. This
is what the unfortunate critic is nightly called to judge.

Incompetence is the vice, the condition and the tragedy of.
the world’s theatre on any level: for every good light
comedy or musical or political revue or verse play or classic
that we see there are scores of others that most of the time
are betrayed by a lack of elementary skills. The techniques
of staging, designing, speaking, walking across a stage,
sitting — even listening — just aren’t sufficiently known;
compare the little it takes — except luck — to get work in
many of the theatres of the world with the minimum level of
skill demanded say in piano playing: think of how many
thousands of music teachers in thousands of small cities can
play all the notes of the most difficult passages of Liszt or
sight-read Scriabin. Compared with the simple ability of
musicians most of our work is at amateur level most of the
time. A critic will see far more incompetence than com-
petence in his theatregoing. I was once asked to direct an
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opera at a Middle Eastern opera house which wrote frankly
in its letter of invitation ‘our orchestra has not all the instru-
ments and plays some wrong notes but our audiences so far
have not noticed’. Fortunately, the critic does tend to notice
and in this sense, his angriest reaction is valuable — it is a call
for competence. This is a vital function, but he has still an-
other one. He is a pathmaker.

The critic joins in the deadly game when he does not accept
this responsibility, when he belittles his own importance. A
critic is usually a sincere and decent man acutely aware of
the human aspects of his job; one of the famous ‘Butchers of
Broadway’ was said to have been tormented by the know-
ledge that on him alone depended people’s happiness and
future. Still, even if he is aware of his power of destruction, he
underrates his power for good. When the status quo is rotten —
and few critics anywhere would dispute this — the only possi-
bility is to judge events in relation to a possible goal. This
goal should be the same for artist and critic — the moving to-
wards a less deadly, but, as yet, largely undefined theatre.
This is our eventual purpose, our shared aim, and noting all
the sign-posts and footprints on the way is our common task.
Our relations with critics may be strained in a superficial
sense: but in a deeper one the relationship is absolutely
necessary: like the fish in the ocean, we need one another’s
devouring talents to perpetuate the sea bed’s existence. How-
ever, this devouring is not nearly enough: we need to share
the endeavour to rise to the surface. This is what is hard
for all of us. The critic is part of the whole and whether he

writes his notices fast or slow, short or long, is not really |

important. Has he an image of how a theatre could be in
his community and is he revising this image around each
experience he receives? How many critics see their job this
way?

It is for this reason that the more the critic becomes an
insider, the better. I see nothing but good in a critic plunging

into our lives, meeting actors, talking, discussing, watching,
intervening. I would welcome his putting his hands on the |
medium and attempting to work it himself. Certainly, there 1
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is a tiny social problem — how does a critic talk to someone
whom he has just damned in print? Momentary awkward-
nesses may arise — but it is Judicrous to think that it is largely
this that deprives some critics of a vital contact with the
work of which they are a part. The embarrassment on his
side and ours can easily be lived down and certainly a closer
relation with the work will in no way put the critic into the
position of connivance with the people he has got to know.
The criticism that theatre people make of one another is
usually of devastating severity — but absolutely precise. The
critic who no longer enjoys the theatre is obviously a deadly
critic, the critic who loves the theatre but is not critically
clear what this means, is also a deadly critic: the vital critic
is the critic who has clearly formulated for himself what the
theatre could be — and who is bold enough to throw this for-
mula into jeopardy each time he participates in a theatrical
event.

The worst problem for the professional critic is that he is
seldom asked to expose himself to scorching events that
change his thinking: it is hard for him to retain his enthu-
siasm, when there are few good plays anywhere in the world.
Year after year, there is rich new material pouring into the
cinema; yet all the theatres can do is make an unhappy choice
between great traditional writing or far less good modern
works. We are now in another area of the problem, also
considered to be central: the dilemma of the deadly writer.

It is woefully difficult to write a play. A playwright is
required by the very nature of drama to enter into the spirit of
opposing characters. He is not a judge; he is a creator — and
even if his first attempt at drama concerns only two people,
whatever the style he is still required to live fully with them
both. The job of shifting oneself totally from one character
to another — a principle on which all of Shakespeare and all of
Chekhov is built — is a super-human task at any time. It takes
unique talents and perhaps ones that do not even correspond
with our age. If the work of the beginner-playwright often
seems thin, it may well be because his range of human sym-
pathy is still unstretched — on the other hand, nothing seems
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more suspect than the mature middle-aged man of letters
who sits down to invent characters and then tell us all their
secrets. The French revulsion against the classic form of the
novel was a reaction from the omniscience of the author: if
you ask Marguerite Duras what her character is feeling she
will often reply, ‘How do I know?’; if you ask Robbe Grillet
why a character has made a certain action he could answer,
‘All I know for sure is that he opened the door with his right
hand’. But this way of thinking hasn’t reached the French
theatre, where it is still the author who at the first rehearsal
does a one-man show, reading out and performing all the
parts. This is the most exaggerated form of a tradition that
dies hard everywhere. The author has been forced to make a
virtue of his specialness, and to turn his literariness into a
crutch for a self-importance that in his heart he knows is not
justified by his work. Maybe a need for privacy is a deep part
of an author’s make-up. It is possible that it is only with the
door closed, communing with himself, that he can wrestle
into form inner images and conflicts of which he would never
speak in public. We do not know how Aeschylus or Shake-
speare worked. All we know is that gradually the relation-
ship between the man who sits at home working it all out on
paper and the world of actors and stages is getting more and
more tenuous, more and more unsatisfactory. The best Eng-
lish writing is coming out of the theatre itself: Wesker,
Arden, Osborne, Pinter, to take obvious examples, are all
directors and actors as well as authors — and at times they
even have been involved as impresarios.

None the less, whether scholar or actor, too few authors are
what we could truly call inspiring or inspired. If the author
were a master and not a victim one could say that he had be-
trayed the theatre. As it is, one can say that he is betraying by
omission — the authors are failing to rise to the challenge of
their times. Of course, there are exceptions, brilliant, startling
ones, here and there. But I am thinking again of the quantity of
new creative work poured into films compared with the world’s
output of new dramatic texts. When new plays set out to
imitate reality, we are more conscious of what is imitative

|
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than what is real: if they explore character, it is seldom that
they go far beyond stereotypes; if it is argument they offer,
it is seldom that argument is taken to arresting extremes;
even if it is a quality of life that they wish to evoke, we are
usually offered no more than the literary quality of the well-
turned phrase; if it is social criticism they are after, it seldom
touches the heart of any social target; if they wish for laugh-
ter, it is usually by well-worn means.

As a result, we are often forced to choose between reviving
old plays or staging new plays which we find inadequate, just
as a gesture towards the present day. Or else to attempt to
initiate a play — as, for example, when a group of actors and
writers in the Royal Shakespeare Theatre, wanting a play on
Vietnam that did not exist, set out to make one, using tech-
niques of improvisation and authorless invention to fill the
vacuum. Group creation can be infinitely richer, if the group
is rich, than the product of weak individualism — yet it proves
nothing. There is eventually a need for authorship to reach
the ultimate compactness and focus that collective work is
almost obliged to miss.

In theory few men are as free as a playwright. He can bring
the whole world on to his stage. But in fact he is strangely
timid. He looks at the whole of life, and like all of us he only
sees a tiny fragment; a fragment, one aspect of which catches
his fancy. Unfortunately he rarely searches to relate his detail
to any larger structure — it is as though he accepts without
question his intuition as complete, his reality as all of reality.
It is as though his belief in his subjectivity as his instrument
and his strength precludes him from any dialectic between
what he sees and what he apprehends. So there is either the
author who explores his inner experience in depth and dark-
ness, or else the author who shuns these areas, exploring the
outside world ~ each one thinks his world is complete. If
Shakespeare had never existed we would quite understandably
theorize that the two can never combine. The Elizabethan
Theatre did exist, though ~ and awkwardly enough we
have this example constantly hanging over our heads. Four
hundred years ago it was possible for a dramatist to wish
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to bring the pattern of events in the outside world, the
inner events of complex men isolated as individuals, the vast
tug of their fears and aspirations into open conflict. Drama
was exposure, it was confrontation, it was contradiction and
it led to analysis, involvement, recognition and, eventually,
to an awakening of understanding. Shakespeare was not a
peak without a base, floating magically on a cloud: he was
supported by scores of lesser dramatists, naturally with
lesser and lesser talents — but sharing the same ambition for
wrestling with what Hamlet calls the forms and pressures of
the age. Yet a neo-Elizabethan theatre based on verse and
pageantry would be a monstrosity. This compels us to look
at the problem more closely and try to find out what exactly
the special Shakespeare qualities are. One simple fact
emerges at once. Shakespeare used the same unit that is
available today — a few hours of public time. He used this
time span to cram together, second for second, a quantity of
lively material of incredible richness. This material exists
simultaneously on an infinite variety of levels, it plunges
deep and reaches high: the technical devices, the use of verse
and prose, the many changing scenes, exciting, funny, dis-
turbing, were the ones the author was compelled to develop
to satisfy his needs: and the author had a precise, human and
social aim which gave him reason for searching for his
themes, reason for searching for his means, reason for making
theatre. We see the present-day author still locked in the
prisons of anecdote, consistency and style, conditioned by the
relics of Victorian values to think ambition and pretension
dirty words. How desperately he needs both. If only he were
ambitious, if only he were to comb the sky! For as long as he
is an ostrich, an isolated ostrich, this can never happen. Be-
fore he can raise his head he too must face the same crisis. He
too must discover what he believes a theatre to be.
Naturally, an author can only work with what he has got
and cannot leap out of his sensibility. He cannot talk himself
into being better or other than he is. He can only write about
what he sees and thinks and feels. But one thing can amend
the instrument at his disposal. The more clearly he recog-
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nizes the missing links in his relationships — the more accu-
rately he experiences that he is never deep enough in enough
aspects of life, nor deep enough in enough aspects of the
theatre, that his necessary seclusion is also his prison — the
more then can he begin to find ways of connecting strands of
observation and experience which at present remain unlinked.

Let me try to define more precisely the issue that con-
fronts the writer. The theatre’s needs have changed, yet the
difference is not simply one of fashion. It is not as though
fifty years ago one type of theatre was in vogue while today
the author who feels the ‘pulse of the public’ can find his way
to the new idiom. The difference is that for a long time play-
wrights have very successfully traded on applying to the
theatre values from other fields. If a man could ‘write’ — and
writing meant the ability to put together words and phrases
in a stylish and elegant manner — then this was accepted as a
start towards good writing in the theatre. If a man could in-
vent a good plot, good twists, or what’s described as ‘under-
standing human nature’ these were all considered to be at
least stepping-stones towards fine playwriting. Now the
lukewarm virtues of good craftsmanship, sound construction,
effective curtains, crisp dialogue have all been thoroughly
debunked. Not least, the influences of television has been to
accustom viewers of all classes all over the world to make
instant judgment — at the moment they catch sight of a shot
on the screen — so that the average adult continually situates
scenes and characters unaided, without a ‘good craftsman’
helping with exposition and explanation. The steady dis-
crediting of non-theatre virtues is now beginning to clear the
way for other virtues. These are in fact more closely related
to the theatre form and also they are more exacting ones.
Because if one starts from the premise that a stage is a stage —

ot a convenient place for the unfolding of a staged novel or a

staged poem or a staged lecture or a staged story — then the
word that is spoken on this stage exists, or fails to exist, only
In relation to the tensions it creates on that stage within the
given stage circumstances. In other words, although the
dramatist brings his own life nurtured by the life around
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him into his work — the empty stage is no ivory tower — the
choices he makes and the values he observes are only power-
ful in proportion to what they create in the language of
theatre. Many examples of this can be seen wherever an
author for moral or political reasons attempts to use a play as
the bearer of a message. Whatever the value of this message,
in the end it only works according to values that belong to the
stage itself. An author today can easily cheat himself if he
thinks that he can ‘use’ a conventional form as a vehicle. This
was true when conventional forms still had life for their
audience. Today when no conventional forms stand up any
more, even the author who doesn’t care about theatre as such,
but only about what he is trying to.say, is compelled to begin
at the root — by facing the problem of the very nature of
dramatic utterance. There is no way out — unless he is pre-
pared to settle for a second-hand vehicle that’s no longer in
working order and very unlikely to take him to where he
wants to go. Here the author’s real problem and the director’s
real problem go hand in glove.

When I hear a director speaking glibly of serving the
author, of letting a play speak for itself, my suspicions are
aroused, because this is the hardest job of all. If you just let a
play speak, it may not make a sound. If what you want is for
the play to be heard, then you must conjure its sound from it.
This demands many deliberate actions and the result may
have great simplicity. However, setting out to ‘be simple’ can
be quite negative, an easy evasion of the exacting steps to the
simple answer.

It is a strange role, that of the director: he does not ask to
be God and yet his role implies it. He wants to be fallible, and
yet an instinctive conspiracy of the actors is to make him the
arbiter, because an arbiter is so desperately wanted all the
time. In a sense the director is always an imposter, a guide at
night who does not know the territory, and yet he has no

choice - he must guide, learning the route as he goes. Dead- |

liness often lies in wait when he does not recognize this situa-
tion, and hopes for the best, when it is the worst that he
needs to face.
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Deadliness always brings us back to repetition: the deadly
director uses old formulae, old methods, old jokes, old
effects; stock beginnings to scenes, stock ends; and this
applies equally to his. partners, the designers and composers,
if they do not start each time afresh from the void, the desert
and the true question — why clothes at all, why music, what
for? A deadly director is a director who brings no challenge
to the conditioned reflexes that every department must
contain.

For half a century at least, it has been accepted that the
theatre is a unity and that all elements should try to blend —
this has led to the emergence of the director. But it has
largely been a matter of external unity, a fairly external
blending of styles so that contradictory styles do not jar.
When we consider how the inner unity of a complex work
can be expressed we may find quite the reverse — that a jar-
ring of externals is quite essential. When we go further and
consider the audience — and the society from which the
audience comes — the true unity of all these elements may
best be served by factors that by other standards seem ugly,
discordant and destructive.

A stable and harmonious society might need only to look
for ways of reflecting and reaffirming its harmony in its
theatres. Such theatres could set out to unite cast and audi-
ence in a mutual ‘yes’. But a shifting, chaotic world often
must choose between a playhouse that offers a spurious ‘yes’
or a provocation so strong that it splmters its audience into
fragments of vivid ‘nos’.

* Kk %

Lecturing on these themes has taught me a great deal. I know
that at this point someone always leaps up in the audience to
ask whether (a) I think that all theatres that are not up to the
loftiest standards should be closed or (b) whether I think it’s a
bad thing for people to enjoy themselves at a good entertain-
ment or (c) what about the amateurs?

My reply usually is that I would never like to be a censor,
ban anything or spoil anyone’s fun. I have the greatest regard
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for the repertory theatres, and for groups all through the
world struggling against great odds to sustain the level of
their work. I have the greatest respect for other people’s
pleasure and particularly for anyone’s frivolity. I came to the
theatre myself for sensual and often irresponsible reasons.
Entertainment is fine. But I still ask my questioners whether
they really feel on the whole that theatres give them what
they expect or want.

I don’t particularly mind waste, but I think it’s a pity not to
know what one is wasting. Some old ladies use pound notes
as bookmarks: this is only silly if it is absent-minded.

The problem of the Deadly Theatre is like the problem of
the deadly bore. Every deadly bore has head, heart, arms,
legs: usually, he has family and friends: he even has his
admirers. Yet we sigh when we come across him — and in this
sigh we are regretting that somehow he is at the bottom in-
stead of the top of his possibilities. When we say deadly, we
never mean dead: we mean something depressingly active,
but for this very reason capable of change. The first step to-
wards this change is facing the simple unattractive fact that
most of what is called theatre anywhere in the world is a
travesty of a word once full of sense. War or peace, the
colossal bandwagon of culture trundles on, carrying each
artist’s traces to the evermounting garbage heap. Theatres,
actors, critics and public are interlocked in a machine that
creaks, but never stops. There is always a new season in
hand and we are too busy to ask the only vital question which
measures the whole structure. Why theatre at all? What for?
Is it an anachronism, a superannuated oddity, surviving like
an old monument or a quaint custom? Why do we applaud,
and what? Has the stage a real place in our lives? What func-

‘tion can it have? What could it serve? What could it explore?

What are its special properties?

In Mexico, before the wheel was invented, gangs of slaves
had to carry giant stones through the jungle and up the
mountains, while their children pulled their toys on tiny
rollers. The slaves made the toys, but for centuries failed
to make the connection. When good actors play in bad
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comedies or second-rate musicals, when audiences applaud
indifferent classics because they enjoy just the costumes or
just the way the sets change, or just the prettiness of the lead-
ing actress, there is nothing wrong. But none the less, have
they noticed what is underneath the toy they are dragging on
a string? It’s a wheel.
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The Holy Theatre

I am calling it the Holy Theatre for short, but it could be
called The Theatre of the Invisible — Made — Visible: the
notion that the stage is a place where the invisible can appear
has a deep hold on our thoughts. We are all aware that most
of life escapes our senses: a most powerful explanation of the
various arts is that they talk of patterns which we can only
begin to recognize when they manifest themselves as
rhythms or shapes. We observe that the behaviour of people,
of crowds, of history, obéys such recurrent patterns. We hear
that trumpets destroyed the walls of Jericho, we recognize
that a magical thing called music can come from men in white
ties and tails, blowing, waving, thumping and scraping away.
Despite the absurd means that produce it, through the con-
crete in music we recognize the abstract, we understand that
ordinary men and their clumsy instruments are transformed
by an art of possession. We may make a personality cult of
the conductor, but we are aware that he is not really making
the music, it is making him — if he is relaxed, open and
attuned, then the invisible will take possession of him;
through him, it will reach us.

This is the notion, the true dream behind the debased
ideals of the Deadly Theatre. This is what is meant and re-
membered by those who with feeling and seriousness use big
hazy words like nobility, beauty, poetry, which I would like
to re-examine for the particular quality they suggest. The
theatre is the last forum where idealism is still an open ques-
tion: many audiences all over the world will answer posi-
tively from their own experience that they have seen the face
of the invisible through an experience on the stage that
transcended their experience in life. They will maintain that
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Oedipus or Berenice or Hamlet or The Three Sisters performed
with beauty and with love fires the spirit and gives them a
reminder that daily drabness is not necessarily all. When
they reproach the contemporary theatre for its kitchen sinks
and cruelties, this, honourably, is what they are trying to say.
They remember how during the war the romantic theatre,
the theatre of colours and sounds, of music and movement,
came like water to the thirst of dry lives. At that time, it was
called escape and yet the word was only partially accurate. It
was an escape, but also a reminder: a sparrow in a prison cell.
When the war was over, the theatre again strove even more
vigorously to find the same values.

The theatre of the late "40s had many glories: it was the
theatre of Jouvet and Bérard, and of Jean-Louis Barrault, of
Clavé at the 'ballet, Don Juan, Amphitryon, La Folle de
Chaillot, Carmen, John Gielgud’s revival of *The Importance of
Being Ernest, Peer Gynt at the Old Vic, Olivier’s Oedipus,
Olivier’s Richard III, The Lady’s not for Burning, Venus
Observed; of Massine at Covent Garden under the birdcage
in the The Three-CorneredHat just as he had been fifteen years
before — this was a theatre of colour and movement, of fine
fabrics, of shadows, of eccentric, cascading words, of leaps of
thought and of cunning machines, of lightness and of all
forms of mystery and surprise — it was the theatre of a bat-
tered Europe that seemed to share one aim — a reaching back
towards a memory of lost grace.

Walking along the Reeperbahn in Hamburg on an after-
noon in 1946, whilst a damp dispiriting grey mist whirled
round the desperate mutilated tarts, some on crutches, noses
mauve, cheeks hollow, I saw a crowd of children pushing ex-
citedly into a night club door. I followed them. On the stage
was a bright blue sky. Two seedy, spangled clowns sat on a
painted cloud on their way to visit the Queen of Heaven.
“What shall we ask her for?’ said one. ‘Dinner,’ said the other
and the children screamed approval. ‘What shall we have for
dinner?’ ‘Schinken, leberwurst . . .” the clown began to list
all the unobtainable foods and the squeals of excitement were
gradually replaced by a hush — a hush that settled into a deep
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and true theatrical silence. An image was being made
real, in answer to the need for something that was not
there.

In the burnt-out shell of the Hamburg Opera only the
stage itself remained ~ but an audience assembled on it whilst
against the back wall on a wafer-thin set singers clambered
up and down to perform The Barber of Seville, because
nothing would stop them doing so. In a tiny attic fifty people
crammed together while in the inches of remaining space a
handful of the best actors resolutely continued to practise
their art. In a ruined Diisseldorf, a minor Offenbach about
smugglers and bandits filled the theatre with delight. There
was nothing to discuss, nothing to analyse - in Germany that
winter, as in London a few years before, the theatre was re-
sponding to a hunger. What, however, was this hunger? Was
it a hunger for the invisible, a hunger for a reality deeper
than the fullest form of everyday life — or was it a hunger for
the missing things of life, a hunger, in fact, for buffers against
reality? The question is an important one, because many
people believe that in the very recent past there still was a
theatre with certain values, certain skills, certain arts that we
perhaps wantonly have destroyed or cast aside.

We mustn’t allow ourselves to become the dupes of
nostalgia. The best of the romantic theatre, the civilized
pleasures of the opera and the ballet were in any event gross
reductions of an art sacred in its origins. Over the centuries
the Orphic Rites turned into the Gala Performance — slowly
and imperceptibly the wine was adulterated drop by
drop.

The curtain used to be the great symbol of a whole school of
theatre — the red curtain, the footlights, the idea that we are
all children again, the nostalgia and the magic were all of a
piece. Gordon Craig spent his life railing against the theatre
of illusion, but his most treasured memories were of painted
trees and forests and his eyes would light up as he described
effects of trompe d’eil. But the day came when the same red
curtain no longer hid surprises, when we no longer wanted —
or needed — to be children again, when the rough magic

THE HOLY THEATRE 45

yielded to a harsher common-sense; then the curtain was
pulled down and the footlights removed.

Certainly, we still wish to capture in our arts the invisible
currents that rule our lives, but our vision is now locked to
the dark end of the spectrum. Today the theatre of doubting,
of unease, of trouble, of alarm, seems truer than the theatre
with a noble aim. Even if the theatre had in its origins rituals
that made the invisible incarnate, we must not forget that
apart from certain Oriental theatres these rituals have been
either lost or remain in seedy decay. Bach’s vision has been
scrupulously preserved by the accuracy of his notations: in
Fra Angelico we witness true incarnation: but for us to
attempt such processes today, where do we find the source?
In Coventry, for instance, a new cathedral has been built,
according to the best recipe for achieving a noble result.
Honest, sincere artists, the ‘best’, have been grouped to-
gether to make a civilized stab at celebrating God and Man
and Culture and Life through a collective act. So there is a
new building, fine ideas, beautiful glass-work — only the
ritual is threadbare. Those Ancient and Modern hymns,
charming perhaps in a little country church, those numbers
on the wall, those dog-collars and the lessons — they are
sadly inadequate here. The new place cries out for a new
ceremony, but of course it is the new ceremony that should
have come first — it is the ceremony in all its meanings that
should have dictated the shape of the place, as it did when all
the great mosques and cathedrals and temples were built.
Goodwill, sincerity, reverence, belief in culture are not quite
enough: the outer form can only take on real authority if the
ceremony has equal authority — and who today can possibly
call the tune? Of course, today as at all times, we need to
stage true rituals, but for rituals that could make theatre-
going an experience that feeds our lives, true forms are
needed. These are not at our disposal, and conferences and
resolutions will not bring them our way.

The actor searches vainly for the sound of a vanished
tradition, and critic and audience follow suit. We have lost
all sense of ritual and ceremony — whether it be connected
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with Christmas, birthdays or funerals — but the words remain
with us and old impulses stir in the marrow. We feel we
should have rituals, we should do ‘something’ about getting
them and we blame the artists for not ‘finding’ them for us.
So the artist sometimes attempts to find new rituals with only
his imagination as his source: he imitates the outer form of
ceremonies, pagan or baroque, unfortunately adding his own
trappings — the result is rarely convincing. And after the
years and years of weaker and waterier imitations we now
find ourselves rejecting the very notion of a holy stage. It is
not the fault of the holy that it has become a middle-class
weapon to keep children good.

When 1 first went to Stratford in 1945 every conceivable
value was buried in deadly sentimentality and complacent
worthiness — a traditionalism approved largely by town,
scholar and press. It needed the boldness of a very extra-
ordinary old gentleman, Sir Barry Jackson, to throw all this
out of the window and so make a true search for true values
possible once more. And it was at Stratford years later, at the
official luncheon to celebrate Shakespeare’s 400th birthday,
that I saw a clear example of the difference between what a
ritual is and what it could be. It was felt that Shakespeare’s
birthday called for a ritual celebration. The only celebration
anyone could vaguely remember was related to a feast: and
a feast today means a list of people from#ho’s Who, assembled
round Prince Philip, eating smoked salmon and steak. Am-
bassadors nodded to one another and passed the ritual red
wine. I chatted with the local M.P. Then someone made a
formal speech, we listened politely — and rose to our feet to

toast William Shakespeare. At the moment the glasses |

clinked — for not more than a fraction of a second, through the
common consciousness of everyone present and all for once
concentrating on the same thing — passed the notion that four
hundred years ago such a man had been, and that this was
what we were assembled for. For a breath of time the silence
deepened, a touch of meaning was there — an instant later it
was brushed away and forgotten. If we understood more
about rituals, the ritual celebration of an individual to whom
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we owe so much might have been intentional, not accidental.
It might have been as powerful as all his plays, and as un-
forgettable. However, we do not know how to celebrate,
because we do not know what to celebrate. All we know is the
end result: we know and we like the feel and sound of cele-
brating through applause, and this is where we get stuck. We
forget that there are two possible climaxes to a theatre ex-
perience. There is the climax of celebration in which our
participation explodes in stamping and cheering, shouts of
hurrah and the roar of hands, or else, at the other end of the
stick, the climax of silence — another form of recognition and
appreciation for an experience shared. We have largely for-
gotten silence. It even embarrasses us; we clap our hands
mechanically because we do not know what else to do, and
we are unaware that silence is also permitted, that silence also
is good. : : :

It is only when a ritual comes to our own level that we
become qualified to deal in it: the whole of pop music is a
series of rituals on a level to which we have access. Peter
Hall’s vast and rich achievement in his cycle of Shakespeare’s
“Wars of the Roses’ drew on assassination, politics, intrigue,
war: David Rudkin’s disturbing play Afore Night Come was a
ritual of death: West Side Story a ritual of urban violence,
Genet creates rituals of sterility and degradation. When I
took a tour of Titus Andronicus through Europe this obscure
work of Shakespeare touched audiences directly because we
had tapped in it a ritual of bloodshed which was recognized
as true. And this leads to the heart of the controversy that
exploded in London about what were labelled ‘dirty plays’:
the complaint was that the theatre today is wallowing in
misery; that in Shakespeare, in great classical art, one eye is
always on the stars, that the rite of winter includes a sense
of the rite of spring. I think this is true. In a sense I agree
wholeheartedly with our opponents — but not when I see
what they propose. They are not searching for a holy theatre,
they are not talking about a theatre of miracles: they are
talking of the tame play where ‘higher’ only means ‘nicer’ —
being noble only means being decent — alas, happy endings
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and optimism can’t be ordered like wine from cellars. They
spring whether we wish it or not from a source and if we
pretend there is such a source readily at hand we will go on
cheating ourselves with rotten imitations. If we recognize
how desperately far we have drifted from anything to do with
a holy theatre we can begin to discard once and for all the
dream that a fine theatre could return in a trice if only a few
nice people tried harder.

More than ever, we crave for an experience that is beyond
the humdrum. Some look for it in jazz, classical music, in
marijuana and in LSD. In the theatre we shy away from the
holy because we don’t know what this could be —~ we only
know that what is called the holy has let us down, we shrink
from what is called poetic because the poetic has let us down.
Attempts to revive poetic drama too often have led to some-
Fhing wishy-washy or obscure. Poetry has become a mean-
ingless term, and its association with word-music, with sweet
sounds, is a hangover of a Tennysonian tradition that has
somehow wrapped itself round Shakespeare, so that we are
conditioned by the idea that a verse play is half-way between
prose and the opera, neither spoken nor sung, yet with a
higher charge than prose — higher in content, higher some-
how in moral value.

All the forms of sacred art have certainly been destroyed by
bourgeois values but this sort of observation does not help
our problem. It is foolish to allow a revulsion from bourgeois
forms to turn into a revulsion from needs that are common to
all men: if the need for a true contact with a sacred invisibility
through the theatre still exists, then all possible vehicles
must be re-examined.

I have sometimes been accused of wanting to destroy the
spoken word, and indeed in this absurdity there’s a grain of
sense. In its fusion with the American idiom our ever-chang-
ing language has rarely been richer, and yet it does not seem
that the word is the same tool for dramatists that it once was.
Is it that we are living in an age of images? Is it even that we
must go through a period of image-saturation, for the need
for language to re-emerge? This is very possible, for today
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writers seem unable to make ideas and images collide
through words with Elizabethan force. The most influential
of modern writers, Brecht, wrote full and rich texts, but the
real conviction of his plays is inseparable from the imagery of
his own productions. Yet in the desert one prophet raised his
voice. Railing against the sterility of the theatre before the
war in France an illuminated genius, Antoine Artaud, wrote
tracts describing from his imagination and intuition another
theatre — a Holy Theatre in which the blazing centre speaks
through those forms closest to it. A theatre working like the
plague, by intoxication, by infection, by analogy, by magic; a
theatre in which the play, the event itself, stands in place of
a text.

Is there another language, just as exacting for the author,
as a language of words? Is there a language of actions, a
language of sounds — a language of word-as-part-of move-
ment, of word-as-lie, word-as-parody, of word-as-rubbish, of
word-as—contradiction, of word-shock or word-cry? If we talk
of the more-than-literal, if poetry means that which crams
more and penetrates deeper — is this where it lies? Charles
Marowitz and I instituted a group with the Royal Shake-
speare Theatre called the Theatre of Cruelty to investigate
these questions and to try to learn for ourselves what a holy
theatre might be.

The title was by way of homage to Artaud, but it did not
mean that we were trying to reconstruct Artaud’s own
theatre. Anyone who wishes to know what ‘Theatre of
Cruelty’ means should refer directly to Artaud’s own
writings. We used his striking title to cover our own experi-
ments, many of which were directly stimulated by Artaud’s
thought — although many exercises were very far from what
he had proposed. We did not start at the blazing centre, we
began very simply on the fringes.

We set an actor in front of us, asked him to imagine a
dramatic situation that did not involve any physical move-
ment, then we all tried to understand what state he was in.
Of course, this was impossible, which was the point of the
exercise. The next stage was to discover what was the very
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least he needed before understanding could be reached: was
it a sound, a movement, a rhythm — and were these inter-
changeable — or had each its special strengths and limita-
tions? So we worked by imposing drastic conditions. An
actor must communicate an idea — the start must always be a
thought or a wish that he has to project — but he has only, say,
one finger, one tone of voice, a cry, or the capacity to whistle
at his disposal.

An actor sits at one end of the room, facing the wall. At the
other end another actor, looking at the first one’s back, not
allowed to move. The second actor must make the first one
obey him. As the first one has his back turned, the second
has no way of communicating his wishes except through
sounds, for he is allowed no words. This seems impossible,
but it can be done. It is like crossing an abyss on a tightrope:
necessity suddenly produces strange powers. [ have heard of a
woman lifting a huge car off her injured child — a feat techni-
cally impossible for her muscles in any predictable condi-
tions. Ludmilla Pitoeff used to go on stage with her heart
pounding in a way that in theory should have killed her every
night. With this exercise, many times we also observed an
equally phenomenal result: a long silence, great concentra-
tion, one actor running experimentally through a range of
hisses or gurgles until suddenly the other actor stood and
quite confidently executed the movement the first one had in
mind.

Similarly these actors experimented in communication
through tapping with a finger-nail: starting from a powerful
need to express something and again using only one tool.
Here it was rhythm — on another occasion, it was the eyes or
the back of the head. A valuable exercise was to fight in
partners, taking and giving back every blow, but never being
allowed to touch, never moving the head, nor the arms, nor

feet. In other words a movement of the torso is all that i is
allowed: no realistic contact can take place, yet a fight must

be engaged physically, emotionally and carried through. Such -
exercises should not be thought of as gymnastics — freeing |

muscular resistance is only a by-product — the purpose all ; i
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the time is to increase resistance — by limiting the alter-
natives — and then using this resistance in the struggle for a
true expression. The principle is the one of rubbing two
sticks together. This friction of unyielding opposites makes
fire — and other forms of combustion can be obtained in the
same way. The actor then found that to communicate his in-
visible meanings he needed concentration, he needed will; he
needed to summon all his emotional reserves; he needed
courage; he needed clear thought. But the most important
result was that he was led inexorably to the conclusion that he
needed form. It was not enough to feel passionately — a
creative leap was required to mint a new form which could
be a container and a reflector for his impulses. That is what
is truly called an ‘action’. One of the most interesting
moments was during an exercise in which each member of the
group had to act a child. Naturally, one after the other did an
‘imitation” of a child by stooping, wiggling, or squawking —
and the result was painfully embarrassing. Then the tallest
of the group came forward and without any physical change
at all, with no attempt to imitate baby talk, he presented fully
to everyone’s complete satisfaction the idea that he had been
called upon to carry. How? I can’t describe it; it happened as
direct communication, only for those present. This is what
some theatres call magic, others science, but it’s the same
thing. An invisible idea was rightly shown.

I say ‘shown’ because an actor making a gesture is both
creating for himself out of his deepest need and yet for the
other person. It is hard to understand the true notion of
spectator, there and not there, ignored and yet needed. The
actor’s work is never for an audience, yet always is for one.
The onlooker is a partner who must be forgotten and still
constantly kept in mind: a gesture is statement, expression,
communication and a private manifestation of loneliness — it
is always what Artaud calls a signal through the flames — yet
this implies a sharing of experience, once contact is made.

Slowly we worked towards different wordless languages:
we took an event, a fragment of experience and made exer-
cises that turned them into forms that could be shared. We
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encouraged the actors to see themselves not only as impro-
visers, lending themselves blindly to their inner impulses, but
as artists responsible for searching and selecting amongst
form, so that a gesture or a cry becomes like an object that he
discovers and even remoulds. We experimented with and
came to reject the traditional language of masks and make-
ups as no longer appropriate. We experimented with silence.
We set out to discover the relations between silence and
duration: we needed an audience so that we could set a silent |
actor in front of them to see the varying lengths of attention ‘
he could command. Then we experimented with ritual in the
sense of repetitive patterns, seeing how it is possible to pre-
sent more meaning, more swiftly than by a logical unfolding  {
of events. Our aim for each experiment, good or bad, success- ‘
ful or disastrous, was the same: can the invisible be made |
visible through the performer’s presence? | ‘
We know that the world of appearance is a crust — under — {
the crust is the boiling matter we see if we peer into a vol- | ‘
cano. How can we tap this energy? We studied Meyerhold’s |
bio-mechanical experiments, where he played love scenes on
swings and in one of our performances a Hamlet threw §
Ophelia on to the knees of the audience, while he swung | |
above their heads on a rope. We were denying psychology,
we were trying to smash the apparently water-tight divisions }
between the private and the public man: the outer man whose - §§
behaviour is bound by the photographic rules of everyday }
life, who must sit to sit, stand to stand — and the inner man §i
whose anarchy and poetry is usually expressed only in his &
words. For centuries, unrealistic speech has been universally
accepted, all sorts of audiences have swallowed the conven-
tion that words can do the strangest things — in a monologue,
for instance, a man stays still but his ideas can dance where |
they will. Vaulting speech is a good convention, but is there §
another? When a man flies over the audience’s head on af
rope, every aspect of the immediate is put in jeopardy — the }
circle of spectators that is at ease when the man speaks isj
thrown into chaos: in this instant of hazard can a different}
meaning appear? |

o

THE HOLY THEATRE 53

In naturalistic plays the playwright contrives the dialogue
in such a way that while seeming natural it shows what he
wants to be seen. By using language illogically, by intro-
ducing the ridiculous in speech and the fantastic in behaviour,
an author of the Theatre of the Absurd opens up for himself
another vocabulary. For instance, a tiger comes into the
room, but the couple take no notice: the wife speaks, the
husband answers by taking off his pants and a new pair floats
in through the window. The theatre of the Absurd did not
seek the unreal for its own sake. It used the unreal to make
certain explorations, because it sensed the absence of truth
in our everyday exchanges, and the presence of the truth in
the seeming far-fetched. Although there have been some re-
markable individual works stemming from this approach to
the world, as a recognizable school the Absurd has reached
an impasse. Like so much that is novel in texture, like much
concrete music, for instance, the surprise element wears thin,
and we are left to face the fact that the field it covers is some-
times “ery small. Fantasy invented by the mind is apt to be
lightweight, the whimsicality and the surrealism of much of
the Absurd would no more have satisfied Artaud than the
narrowness of the psychological play. What he wanted in his
search for a holiness was absolute: he wanted a theatre that
would be a hallowed place: he wanted that theatre served
by a band of dedicated actors and directors who would create
out of their own natures an unending succession of violent
stage images, bringing about such powerful immediate
explosions of human matter that no one would ever again
revert to a theatre of anecdote and talk. He wanted the
theatre to contain all that normally is reserved for crime and
war. He wanted an audience that would drop all its defences,
that would allow itself to be perforated, shocked, startled,
and raped, so that at the same time it could be filled with a
powerful new charge.

This sounds tremendous, yet it raises a nagging doubt.
How passive does this make the spectator! Artaud main-
tained that only in the theatre could we liberate ourselves
from the recognizable forms in which we live our daily lives.
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This made the theatre a holy place in which a greater reality
could be found. Those who view his work with suspicion ask
how all-embracing is this truth, and secondly, how valuable
is the experience? A totem, a cry from the womb: these can
crack through walls of prejudice in any man: a howl can cer-
tainly reach through to the guts. But is this revealing, is this
contact with our own repressions creative, therapeutic? Is it
really holy — or is Artaud in his passion dragging us back to a
nether world, away from striving, away from the light — to
D. H. Lawrence, Wagner; is there even a fascist smell in the
cult of unreason? Is a cult of the invisible, anti-intelligent? Is
it a denial of the mind?

As with all prophets, we must separate the man from his
followers. Artaud never attained his own theatre, maybe the
power of his vision is that it is the carrot in front of our nose,
never to be reached. Certainly, he himself was always speak-
ing of a complete way of life, of a theatre in which the activity
of the actor and the activity of the spectator are driven by the
same desperate need. -

Artaud applied is Artaud betrayed: betrayed because it is
always just a portion of his thought that is exploited, betrayed
because it is easier to apply rules to the work of a handful of
dedicated actors than to the lives of the unknown spectators
who happened by chance to come through the theatre door.

None the less, from the arresting words “Theatre of

Cruelty’ comes a groping towards a theatre, more violent, ' §

less rational, more extreme, less verbal, more dangerous.

There is a joy in violent shocks: the only trouble with violent :

shocks is that they wear off. What follows a shock? Here’s the

snag. I fire a pistol at the spectator — I did so once — and for a -}
second I have a possibility to reach him in a different way. I SR
must relate this possibility to a purpose, otherwise a moment §i
later he is back where he was: inertia is the greatest force we §
know. I show a sheet of blue — nothing but the colour blue = ]
blueness is a direct statement that arouses an emotion, the 3
next second that impression fades: I hold up a brilliant flash §

of scarlet — a different impression is made, but unless some- 4
one can grab this moment, knowing why and how and what 3
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for — it too begins to wane. The trouble is that one can easily
find oneself firing the first shots without any sense of where
the battle could lead. One look at the average audience gives
us an irresistible urge to assault it — to shoot first and ask
questions later. This is the road to the Happening.

A Happening is a powerful invention, it destroys at one
blow many deadly forms, like the dreariness of theatre
buildings, and the charmless trappings of curtain, usherette,
cloakroom, programme, bar. A Happening can be anywhere,
any time, of any duration: nothing is required, nothing is
taboo. A Happening may be spontaneous, it may be formal,
it may be anarchistic, it can generate intoxicating energy.
Behind the Happening is the shout ‘Wake up!” Van Gogh
made generations of travellers see Provence with new eyes,
and the theory of Happenings is that a spectator can be jolted
eventually into new sight, so that he wakes to the life around
him. This sounds like sense, and in Happenings, the in-
fluence of Zen and Pop Art combine to make a perfectly
logical twentieth-century American combination. But the sad-
ness of a bad Happening must be seen to be believed. Give a
child a paintbox, and if he mixes all the colours together the
result is always the same muddy browny grey. A Happening
is always the brainchild of someone and unavoidably it re-
flects the level of its inventor: if it is the work of a group, it
reflects the inner resources of the group. This free form is all
too often imprisoned in the same obsessional symbols; flour,
custard pies, rolls of paper, dressing, undressing, dressing-up,
undressing again, changing clothes, making water, throwing
water, blowing water, hugging, rolling, writhing — you feel
that if a Happening became a way of life then by contrast
the most humdrum life would seem a fantastic happening.
Very easily a Happening can be no more than a series of
mild shocks followed by let-downs which progressively
combine to neutralize the further shocks before they
arrive. Or else the frenzy of the shocker bludgeons the
shockee into becoming still another form of the Deadly
Audience - he starts willing and is assaulted into apathy.

The simple fact is that Happenings have brought into being
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not the easiest but the most exacting forms of all. As shocks
and surprises make a dent in a spectator’s reflexes, so that
he is suddenly more open, more alert, more awake, the possi-
bility and the responsibility arise for onlooker and performer
alike. The instant must be used, but how, what for? Here,
we are back to the root question — what are we searching for
anyway? Do-it-yourself Zen hardly fits the bill. The Hap-
pening is a new broom of great efficacity: it is certainly sweep-
ing away the rubbish, but as it clears the way the old
dialogue is heard again, the debate of form against formless,
freedom against discipline; a dialectic as old as Pythagoras,
who first set in opposition the terms Limit and Unlimited. It
is all very well to use crumbs of Zen to assert the principle
that existence is existence, that every manifestation contains
within it all of everything, and that a slap on the face, a tweak
of the nose or a custard pie are all equally Buddha. All
religions assert that the invisible is visible all the time. But
here’s the crunch. Religious teaching — including Zen -
asserts that this visible-invisible cannot be seen automatically
— it can only be seen given certain conditions. The conditions
can relate to certain states or to a certain understanding. In
any event, to comprehend the visibility of the invisible is a
life’s work. Holy art is an aid to this, and so we arrive at a

definition of a holy theatre. A holy theatre not only presents . §
the invisible but also offers conditions that make its percep- ]
tion possible. The Happening could be related to all of this,

but the present inadequacy of the Happening is that it refuses

to examine deeply the problem of perception. Naively it be- ““
lieves that the cry “Wake up!” is enough: that the call ‘Live!”

brings life. Of course, more is needed. But what?

A happening was originally intended to be a painter’s |
creation — which instead of paint and canvas, or glue and saw- }
dust, or solid objects, used people to make certain relation- |
ships and forms. Like a painting, a happening is intended as |
a new object, a new construction brought into the world, to
enrich the world, to add to nature, to sit alongside everyday §
life. To those who find happenings dreary the supporter re- |
torts that any one thing is as good as another. If some seem j

THE HOLY THEATRE 57

‘worse’ than others, this, they say, is the result of the spec-
tator’s conditioning and his jaded eye. Those who take part
in a happening and get a kick out of doing so can afford to
regard the outsider’s boredom with indifference. The very
fact that they participate heightens their perception. The man
who puts on a dinner jacket for the opera, saying, ‘I enjoy a
sense of occasion’, and the hippy who puts on a flowered suit
for an all-night light-show are both reaching incoherently in
the same direction. Occasion, Event, Happening — the words
are interchangeable. The structures are different — the opera is
constructed and repeated according to traditional principles,
the light-show unfolds for the first and last time according to
accident and environment; but both are deliberately con-
structed social gatherings that seek for an invisibility to inter-
penetrate and animate the ordinary. Those of us who work
in theatres are implicitly challenged to go ahead to meet this
hunger.

There are many people attempting in their own ways to
take up the challenge. I will quote three.

There is Merce Cunningham. Stemming from Martha
Graham, he has evolved a ballet company whose daily
exercises are a continual preparation for the shock of free-
dom. A classical dancer is trained to observe and follow
every detail of a movement that he is given. He has trained
his body to obey, his technique is his servant, so that instead
of being wrapped up in the doing of the movement he can let
the movement unfold in intimate company with the unfolding
of the music. Merce Cunningham’s dancers, who are highly
trained, use their discipline to be more aware of the fine
currents that flow within a movement as it unfolds for the
first time — and their technique enables them to follow this
fine prompting, freed from the clumsiness of the untrained
man. When they improvise ~ as notions are born and flow
between them, never repeating themselves, always in move-
ment — the intervals have shape, so that the rhythms can be
sensed as just and the proportions as true: all is spontaneous

p and yet there is order. In silence there are many potentialities;
| chaos or order, muddle or pattern, all lie fallow — the invisible
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made visible is of a sacred nature, and as he dances Merce
Cunningham strives for a holy art.

Perhaps the most intense and personal writing of our time
comes from Samuel Beckett. Beckett’s plays are symbols in |
an exact sense of the word. A false symbol is soft and vague: a  §
true symbol is hard and clear. When we say ‘symbolic’ we

often mean something drearily obscure: a true symbol is “

specific, it is the only form a certain truth can take. The two
men waiting by a stunted tree, the man recording himself on  }
tapes, the two men marooned in a tower, the woman buried ‘
to her waist in sand, the parents in the dustbins, the three
heads in the urns: these are pure inventions, fresh images |
sharply defined — and they stand on the stage as objects. - ‘
They are theatre machines. People smile at them, but they
hold their ground: they are critic-proof. We get nowhere if
we expect to be told what they mean, yet each one has a
relation with us we can’t deny. If we accept this, the symbol
opens in us a great and wondering O. , ‘
This is how Beckett’s dark plays are plays of light, where
the desperate object created is witness of the ferocity of the |
wish to bear witness to the truth. Beckett does not say no’ |
with satisfaction; he forges his merciless ‘no’ out of a longing
for ‘yes’ and so his despair is the negative from which the
contour of its opposite can be drawn. ‘
There are two ways of speaking about the human con-.

dition: there is the process of inspiration — by which all the \ «

positive elements of life can be revealed, and there is the pro-
cess of honest vision — by which the artist bears witness to
whatever it is that he has seen. The first process depends on
revelation; it can’t be brought about by holy wishes. The
second one depends on honesty, and it mustn’t be clouded
over by holy wishes. e
Beckett expresses just this distinction in Happy Days. The |
optimism of the lady buried in the ground is not a virtue, it is:
the element that blinds her to the truth of her situation. For aj
few rare flashes she glimpses her condition, but at once she;
blots them out with her good cheer. Beckett’s action on some|
of his audience is exactly like the action of this situation on the

i
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leading character. The audience wriggles, squirms and yawns,
it walks out or else invents and prints every form of imaginary
complaint as a mechanism to ward off the uncomfortable
truth. Sadly, it is the wish for optimism that many writers
share that prevents them from finding hope. When we
attack Beckett for pessimism it is we who are the Beckett
characters trapped in a Beckett scene. When we accept
Beckett’s statement as it is, then suddenly all is transformed.
There is after all quite another audience, Beckett’s audience;
those in every country who do not set up intellectual barriers,
who do not try too hard to analyse the message. This audi-
ence laughs and cries out — and in the end celebrates with
Beckett; this audience leaves his plays, his black plays,
nourished and enriched, with a lighter heart, full of a strange
irrational joy. Poetry, nobility, beauty, magic — suddenly
these suspect words are back in the theatre once more.

In Poland there is a small company led by a visionary,
Jerzy Grotowski, that also has a sacred aim. The theatre, he
believes, cannot be an end in itself; like dancing or music in
certain dervish orders, the theatre is a vehicle, a means for
self-study, self-exploration; a possibility of salvation. The
actor has himself as his field of work. This field is richer than
that of the painter, richer than that of the musician, because to
explore he needs to call on every aspect of himself. His hand,
his eye, his ear, and his heart are what he is studying and
what he is studying with. Seen this way, acting is a life’s
work — the actor is step by step extending his knowledge of
himself through the painful, everchanging circumstances of
rehearsal and the tremendous punctuation points of perform-
ance. In Grotowski’s terminology, the actor allows a role to
‘penetrate’” him; at first he is all obstacle to it, but by con-
stant work he acquires technical mastery over his physical
and psychic means by which he can allow the barriers to
drop. ‘Auto-penetration’ by the role is related to exposure:
the actor does not hesitate to show himself exactly as he is,
for he realizes that the secret of the role demands his opening
himself up, disclosing his own secrets. So that the act of per-
formance is an act of sacrifice, of sacrificing what most men
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prefer to hide — this sacrifice is his gift to the spectator. Here
there is a similar relation between actor and audience to the
one between priest and worshipper. It is ob\{ious that not
everyone is called to priesthood and no traditional religion
expects this of all men. There are laymen — who have neces-
sary roles in life — and those who take on other burdens, for
the laymen’s sake. The priest performs the ritual for himself
and on behalf of others. Grotowski’s actors offer their per-
formance as a ceremony for those who wish to assist: the
actor invokes, lays bare what lies in every man — and VVhE.lt
daily life covers up. This theatre is holy because its purpose s
holy; it has a clearly defined place in the community and it
responds to a need the churches can no longer fill. Grotow-
ski’s theatre is as close as anyone has got to Artaud’s ideal.
It is a complete way of life for all its members, and so it is in
contrast with most other avant-garde and experimental
groups whose work is scrambled and usually invalidated
through lack of means. Most experimental products cannot
do what they want because outside conditions are too heavily
loaded - against them. They have scratch casts, rehearsal
time eaten into by the need to earn their living, inadequate
sets, costumes, lights, etc. Poverty is their complaint and
their excuse. Grotowski makes poverty an ideal; his actors
have given up everything except their own bodies ; they have

]
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actor, audience. I accept that this is possible, but for me it is
too indirect.” Is he right? Are these the only possible theatres
to touch ‘reality’? They are certainly true to themselves, they
certainly face the basic question, “Why theatre at all?’ and
each one has found its answer. They each start from their
hunger, each works to lessen his own need. And yet the very
purity of their resolve, the high and serious nature of their
activity inevitably brings a colour to their choices and a limi-
tation to their field. They are unable to be both esoteric and
popular at one and the same time. There is no crowd in
Beckett, no Falstaff. For Merce Cunningham, as once for
Schoenberg, it would need a four de force to re-invent Ring a
ring o’ Roses or to whistle God Save The Queen. In life,
Grotowski’s leading actor avidly collects jazz records, but
there are no pop lyrics on the stage which is his life. These
theatres explore life, yet what counts as life is restricted.
‘Real’ life precludes certain ‘unreal’ features. If we read today
Artaud’s descriptions of his imaginary productions, they re-
flect his own tastes and the current romantic imagery of his
time, for there is a certain preference for darkness and mys-
tery, for chanting, for unearthly cries, for single words rather
than sentences, for vast shapes, masks, for kings and em-
perors and popes, for saints and sinners and flagellants, for
black tights and writhing naked skin.

A director dealing with elements that exist outside of

the human instrument and limitless time — no wonder they &
feel the richest theatre in the world. |
These three theatres, Cunningham, Grotowski, and Beckett § |
have several things in common; small means, intense work, - “
rigorous discipline, absolute precision. Also, almo§t as a
condition, they are theatres for an élite. Merce Cunningham |
usually plays to poor houses, and if his admirers are scan- {

himself can cheat himself into thinking his work more objec- N
tive than it is. By his choice of exercises, even by the way he
encourages an actor to find his own freedom, a director cannot ‘l
help projecting his own state of mind on to the stage. The J
supreme jujitsu would be for the director to stimulate such an
outpouring of the actor’s inner richness that it completely

dalized by his lack of support he himself takes it in his stride. }
Beckett only rarely fills an average sized auditorium. Gro- §
towski plays for thirty spectators — as a deliberate choice. |
He is convinced that the problems facing himself and the actor §
are so great that to consider a larger audience could only lead 4
to a dilution of the work. He said to me: “My search is based |
on the director and the actor. You base yours on the director, §

transforms the subjective nature of his original impulse. But
usually the director or the choreographer’s pattern shows
through and it is here that the desired objective experience
can turn into the expression of some individual director’s
private imagery. We can try to capture the invisible but we
must not lose touch with common-sense — if our language is
too special we will lose part of the spectator’s belief. The
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model, as always, is Shakespeare. His aim continually is
holy, metaphysical, yet he never makes the mistake of stay-
ing too long on the highest plane. He knew how hard it is
for us to keep company with the absolute — so he continually
bumps us down to earth — and Grotowski recognizes this,
speaking of the need for both ‘apotheosis’ and ‘derision’. We
have to accept that we can never see all of the invisible. So
after straining towards it, we have to face defeat, drop down
to earth, then start up again. :

I have refrained from introducing the Living Theatre until
now because this group, led by Julian Beck and Judith
Malina, is special in every sense of the word. It is a nomad
community. [t moves across the world according to its own
laws and often in contradiction to the laws of the country in
which it happens to be. It provides a complete way of life
for every one of its members, some thirty men and women
who live and work together; they make love, produce child-
ren, act, invent plays, do physical and spiritual exercises,
share and discuss everything that comes their way. Above all,
they are a community; but they are only a community be-
cause they have a special function which gives their communal
existence its meaning. This function is acting. Without acting
the group would run dry: they perform because the act and
fact of performing corresponds to a great shared need. They
are in search of meaning in their lives, and in a sense even
if there were no audiences, they would still have to perform,
because the theatrical event is the climax and centre of their
search. Yet without an audience their performances would
lose their substance — the audience is always the challenge
without which a performance would be a sham. Also, it is a
practical community that makes performances for a living and
offers them for sale. In the Living Theatre, three needs be-
come one: it exists for the sake of performing, it earns its
living through performing and its performances contain the
most intense and intimate moments of its collective life.

One day this caravan may halt. This could be in a hostile

environment — like its origins in New York — in which case " |
its function will be to provoke and divide audiences by in- §
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creasing their awareness of uncomfortable contradiction be-
tween a way of life on stage and a way of life outside. Their
own identity will be constantly drawn and redrawn .b the
natural tension and hostility between themselves and };heir
surroundings. Alternatively, they may come to rest in some
wider community that shares some of their values. Here
therfe would be a different unity and a different tensic;n- the
ttjeinsmn w01.11d be shared by stage and audience — it wouid be
un(:i :;i(gzzfsmn of the unresolved quest for a holiness eternally

In fact, the Living Theatre, exemplary in so many ways
has stll_l not yet come to grips with its own essential dilemrga’
Searching for holiness without tradition, without source, it is.
compelled to turn to many traditions, many sources — ),fo a
Zep, psychoanalysis, books, hearsay, discovery inspiratiorgl Z
a rich but dangerous eclecticism. For the methoél that leads to
what Fhey are seeking cannot be an additive one. To subtract
to strip away can only be effected in the light of some con-
stant. They are still in search of this constant.

In the meantime, they are continually nourished by a very

American humour and joy that i X )
feet firmly on the groun{i.y is surrealist, but with both

* Kk %

In Haitian voodoo, all you need to begin a cere i

and. people. You begin to beat the %rums angu:;l)', ;svjapoils
Africa the gods }}ear‘ your call. They decide to come to }}l,ou
and as vood9o Is a very practical religion, it takes intc;
account the time that a god needs to cross the Atlantic. So
you go on beating your drum, chanting and drinking rum
In this way, you prepare yourself. Then five or six hours pass.
and the gods ﬂy in — they circle above your heads, but it is
not worth looking up as naturally they are invisible This is
wher:e the pole becomes so vital. Without the pole'nothin
can hnk_ the visi.ble and the invisible worlds. The pole, like the
cross, is the junction. Through the wood eart}’led the
Spirits slide, and now they are ready for the ’second st,e in
their metamorphosis. Now they need a human vehicle, I:md




64 THE EMPTY SPACE

they choose one of the participants. A kick, a moan or two, a
short paroxysm on the ground and a man 1s pqssessed. He
gets to his feet, no longer himself, but filled with the god.
The god now has form. He is someone who can joke, get
drunk and listen to everyone’s complaints. The ﬁrst thlng
that the priest, the Houngan, does when the god arrives 1s to

 shake him by the hand and ask him about his trip. He’s a god

all right, but he is no longer unreal: he is there, on our leYel,
attainable. The ordinary man or woman now can .talk to him,
pump his hand, argue, curse him, go to bed with him — and so(i
nightly, the Haitian is in contact with the great powers an
mysteries that rule his day. _

In the theatre, the tendency for centuries has been to put
the actor at a remote distance, on a platform, framed, deco-
rated, lit, painted, in high shoes — so as to help to pe?suad_e
the ignorant that he is holy, that hls. art is sacred. Did this
express reverence? Or was there behind it a fear that some-
thing would be exposed if the light were too bright, the
meeting too near? Today, we have exPosefi the sham. But
we are rediscovering that a holy theatre is still what we need.
So where should we look for it? In the clouds or on the

© ground?

3
The Rough Theatre

L't 1s always the popular theatre that saves the day. Through
the ages it has taken many forms, and there is only one factor
that they all have in common — a roughness. Salt, sweat,
noise, smell: the theatre that’s not in a theatre, the theatre on
carts, on wagons, on trestles, audiences standing, drinking,
sitting round tables, audiences joining in, answering back:
theatre in back rooms, upstairs rooms, barns; the one-night
stands, the torn sheet pinned up across the hall, the battered
screen to conceal the quick changes — that one generic term,
theatre, covers all this and the sparkling chandeliers too. I
have had many abortive discussions with architects building
new theatres — trying vainly to find words with which to
communicate my own conviction that it is not a question of
good buildings and bad: a beautiful place may never bring
about explosion of life; while a haphazard hall may be a tre-
mendous meeting place: this is the mystery of the theatre,
but in the understanding of this mystery lies the only possi-
bility of ordering it into a science. In other forms of archi-
tecture there is a relationship between conscious, articulate
design and good functioning: a well-designed hospital may
be more efficacious than a higgledy-piggledy one; but as for
theatres, the problem of design cannot start logically. It is
not a matter of saying analytically what are the requirements,
how best they can be organized — this will usually bring into
existence a tame, conventional, often cold hall. The science of
theatre-building must come from studying what it is that
brings about the most vivid relationship between people —
and is this best served by asymetry, even by disorder? If so,
what can be the rule of this disorder? An architect is better off
if he works like a scene designer, moving scraps of cardboard
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by intuition, than if he builds his model from a plan, pre-
pared with compass and ruler. If we find that dung is a good
fertilizer, it is no use being squeamish; if the theatre seems
to need a certain crude element, this must be accepted as part
of its natural soil. At the beginning of electronic music, some
German studios claimed that they could make every sound
that a natural instrument could make — only better. They then
discovered that all their sounds were marked by a certain
uniform sterility. So they analysed the sounds made by
clarinets, flutes, violins, and found that each note contained a
remarkably high proportion of plain noise: actual scraping, or
the mixture of heavy breathing with wind on wood: from a
purist point of view this was just dirt, but the composers soon
found themselves compelled to make synthetic dirt — to
‘humanize’ their compositions. Architects remain blind to
this principle — and era after era the most vital theatrical ex-
periences occur outside the legitimate places constructed for
the purpose. Gordon Craig influenced Europe for half a cen-
tury through a couple of performances given in Hampstead
in a church hall — the signature of the Brecht theatre, the
white half-curtain, originated quite practically in a cellar,
when a wire had to be slung from wall to wall. The Rough
Theatre is close to the people: it may be a puppet theatre, it
may — as in Greek villages to this day — be a shadow show:
it is usually distinguished by the absence of what is called
style. Style needs leisure: putting over something in rough
conditions is like a revolution, for anything that comes to
hand can be turned into a weapon. The Rough Theatre doesn’t
pick and choose: if the audience is restive, then it is obviously
more important to holler at the trouble makers — or impro-
vise a gag — than to try to preserve the unity of style of the
scene. In the luxury of the high-class theatre, everything can
be all of a piece: in a rough theatre a bucket will be banged
for a battle, flour used to show faces white with fear. The
arsenal is limitless: the aside, the placard, the topical refer-
ence, the local jokes, the exploiting of accidents, the songs,
the dances, the tempo, the noise, the relying on contrasts,
the shorthand of exaggeration, the false noses, the stock
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types, the stuffed bellies. The popular theatre, freed of unity
of style, actually speaks a very sophisticated and stylish
langugge: a popular audience usually has no difficulty in
accepting 1pconsistencies of accent and dress, or in darting
between mime and dialogue, realism and suggestion. They
follow the line of story, unaware in fact that somewhere there
1s a set of standards which are being broken. Martin Esslin
has written that in San Quentin prisoners seeing a play for the
first time in their lives and being confronted with aiting for
Godot had no problem at all in following what to regular
theatregoers was incomprehensible.
One of the pioneer figures in the movement towards a re-
newed Shakespeare was William Poel. An actress once told
me that she had worked with Poel in a production of Muck
Ado Abou.t No{fﬁz‘ng that was presented some fifty years ago
for one night in some gloomy London Hall. She said that at
the_ﬁrst rehearsal Poel arrived with a case full of scraps out of
which he brought odd photographs, drawings, pictures torn
out of magazines. “That’s you,” he said, giving her a picture
ofa debu_tante at the Royal Garden Party. To someone else it
was a knight in armour, a Gainsborough portrait or else just
a hat. In all simplicity, he was expressing the way he saw
the play when he read it — directly, as a child does — not as a
grown-up monitoring himself with notions of history and
period. My friend told me that the total pre-pop-art mixture
had an extraordinary homogeneity. I am sure of it. Poel was
a great innovator and he clearly saw that consistency had no
relation to real Shakespearian style. I once did a production of
Love’s Labour’s Lost where I dressed the character called
Constablhe Dull as a Victorian policeman because his name at
once conjured up the typical figure of the London bobby. For
other reasons the rest of the characters were dressed in
Watteau-eighteenth-century clothes, but no one was con-
scious of an anachronism. A long time ago I saw a produc-
tion of The Taming of the Shrew where all the actors
dresse.d themselves exactly the' way they saw the characters
— I still remember a cowboy, and a fat character busting
the buttons of a pageboy’s uniform — and that it was far
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and away the most satisfying rendering of this play I have
seen. . .
Of course, it is most of all dirt that gives the_roughpess its
edge; filth and vulgarity are natural, obscenity is joyous:
with these the spectacle takes on its soc.lally liberating role,
for by nature the popular theatre is antl—'flut'horltarlan, anti-
traditional, anti-pomp, anti-pretence. This is the theatre of
noise, and the theatre of noise is the theatre of applause.
Think of those two awful masks that glower at us from so
many books on theatre — in ancient Greece we are told these
masks represented two equal elements, tragedy and come.zdy.
At least, they are always shown as equal partners. Since
then, though, the ‘legitimate’ theatre has been considered the
important one while the Rough Theatre has been thought less
serious. But every attempt to revitalize the theatre has gone
back to the popular source. Meyerhold had the highest aims,
he sought to present all of life on the stage, his retvered
master was Stanislavsky, his friend was Chekbov; but in fact
it was to the circus and the music hall that he turned. Brecht
was rooted in the cabaret: Joan Littlewood longs_: for a fun-
fair: Cocteau, Artaud, Vakhtangov, the most improbable
bedfellows, all these highbrows return to the. people: and
Total Theatre is just a mix-up of these ingredients. 1.&11. the
time, experimental theatre comes out of the theatre. bulldmgs
and returns to the room or the ring: it 1s_the American musi-
cal on the rare occasions when it fulfils its promise, and not
the opera, that is the real meeting place of the American
arts. It is to Broadway that American poets, choreograph?rs
and composers turn. A choreographer like Jerome Robbins
is an interesting example, moving from the pure and abstract
theatres of Balanchine and Martha Graham tow‘ards the’a
roughness of the popular show. But .the word ‘popular
doesn’t quite fill the bill: ‘popular’ conjures up the country
fair and the people in a jolly harmless way. The popular

tradition is also bearbaiting, ferocious satire and grotesque

caricature. This quality was present in the greatest of rough
theatres, the Elizabethan one, and in the English theatre
today obscenity and truculence have become the motors of
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revival. Surrealism is rough - Jarry is rough. Spike Milli-
gan’s theatre, in which the imagination, freed by anarchy,
flies like a wild bat in and out of every possible shape and
style, has it all. Milligan, Charles Wood and a few others are
a pointer towards what may become a powerful English
tradition.
I saw two productions of Jarry’s Ubi Roi which illustrated
the difference between a rough and an artistic tradition.
‘There was a production of Ubu on French television that by
electronic means pulled off a great feat of virtuosity. The
director very brilliantly succeeded in capturing with live
actors the impression of black and white marionettes: the
screen was subdivided into narrow bands so that it looked like
a comic strip. M. Ubu and Mme Ubu were Jarry’s drawings
animated — they were Ubu to the letter. But not to the life;
the television audience never accepted the crude reality of the
story: it saw some pirouetting dolls, got baffled and bored
and soon switched off. The virulent protest play had become
a high-brow jeu d’esprit. At about the same time, on German
television there was a Czech production of Ubw. This version
disregarded every one of Jarry’s images and indications: it
invented an up-to-the-minute pop-art style of its own, made
out of dustbins, garbage and ancient iron bedsteads: M. Ubu
was no masked Humpty-Dumpty but a recognizable and
shifty slob — Mme Ubu was a sleazy, attractive whore, the
social context clear. From the first shot of M. Ubu stumbling
in his underpants out of bed while a nagging voice from the
pillows asked why he wasn’t King of Poland, the audience’s
belief was caught and it could follow the surrealist develop-
ments of the story because it accepted the primitive situation
and characters on their own terms. ‘
"This all concerns the appearance of roughness, but what
is this theatre’s intent? First of all it is there unashamedly to
make joy and laughter, what Tyrone Guthrie calls ‘theatre of
delight’ and any theatre that can truly give delight has
earned its place. Along with serious, committed and probing
work, there must be irresponsibility. This is what the com-
mercial theatre, the boulevard theatre, can give us — but all
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too. often it is tired and threadbare. F_un cor.1tinuall.y neﬁds
a new electric charge: fun for fun’s- sake is not 1.mposs%b.le, ut
seldom enough. Frivolity can be its charge: hlgh spirits c:;n
make a good current, but all the time the batteries havz to be
replenished: new faces, new 1dea.s have to _be found. A new
joke flashes and is gone; then it is the old ‘]oke. that r}c;tlirns.
The strongest comedy is rooted in archetypgs, in mythology
in basic recurrent situations; and inevitably it is deeply em-
bedded in the social tradition. Comedy do?s not always stem
from the main flow of a social argument: it is as thqugh dif-
ferent comic traditions branch away in many directions: for
a certain time, although the course is out of sight, the stream
continues to flow on, then one day, unexpectedly, it dries up
Cor{l“ﬁleifli}; no hard and fast rule to say t}}at one must never
just cultivate effects and surfaces for thel.r own sake. Why
not? Personally, I find staging a musical can be (rjn(l)r‘e
thoroughly enjoyable than any ot}}er form of theatl."e.h uBt1;
vating a deft sleight of hand can give one great dehgdt% g
an impression of freshness is everything — preserved too }91
lose their taste. The Holy Theatre hgs one energy, the Roug;
has others. Lightheartedness and gaiety feeds it, but S0 %(;ﬁs
the same energy that produces rebellion and opposition. }:s
is a militant energy: it is the energy of anger, sometimes t ?
energy of hate. The creative energy behmd.the rlchhne;; o
invention in the Berliner Ensemble’s production of The ays
of the Commune is the same energy that could man the barri-
cades: the energy of Arturo Ui could go straight to war.
The wish to change society, to get it to con.front its
eternal hypocrisies, is a great powerhouse. Flgar({1 or
Falstaff or Tartuffe lampoon and debul?k through laug te_:ri
and the author’s purpose is to bring about a socia
Ch’}gﬁi Arden’s remarkable play Sergeant Musgrave’s Da'nce
can be taken amongst many other meanings as an illustration
of how true theatre comes into being. .Musgrave faces a
crowd in a market place on an improv1se.d stage and ‘h(;
attempts to communicate as forcibly as possible his sense o
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the horror and futility of war. The demonstration that he
improvises is like a genuine piece of popular theatre, his
props are machine-guns, flags, and a uniformed skeleton that
he hauls aloft. When this does not succeed in transmitting his
complete message to the crowd, his desperate energy drives
him to find still further means of expression and in a flash of
Inspiration he begins a rhythmic stamp, out of which de-
velops a savage dance and chant. Sergeant Musgrave’s
dance is a demonstration of how a violent need to project a
meaning can suddenly call into existence a wild unpredictable
form.

Here we see the double aspect of the rough: if the holy is
the yearning for the invisible through its visible incarnations,
the rough also is a dynamic stab at a certain ideal. Both
theatres feed on deep and true aspirations in their audiences,
both tap infinite resources of energy, of different energies:
but both end by setting up areas in which certain things just
aren’t admitted. If the holy makes a world in which a prayer
1s more real than a belch, in the rough theatre, it is the other
way round. The belching then, is real and prayer would be
considered comic. The Rough Theatre has apparently no
style, no conventions, no limitations — in practice, it has all
three. Just as in life the wearing of old clothes can start as
defiance and turn into a posture, so roughness can become an
end in itself. The defiant popular theatre man can be so dowr-
to-earth that he forbids his material to fly. He can even deny
flight as a possibility, or the heavens as a suitable place to
wander. This brings us to the point where the Holy Theatre
and the Rough Theatre show their true antagonism to one
another. The Holy Theatre deals with the invisible and this
invisible contains all the hidden impulses of man. The Rough
Theatre deals with men’s actions, and because it is down to
earth and direct — because it admits wickedness and laughter —
the rough and ready seems better than the hollowly holy.

It is impossible to consider this further without stopping
to look at the implications of the strongest, most influential
and the most radical theatre man of our time, Brecht. No one
seriously concerned with the theatre can by-pass Brecht.
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Brecht is the key figure of our time, and a;}l th(taa:re \;vr:)tzk :r?(;
i turns to his statem
day at some pomnt starts or re e e
1 directly to the wor
achievement. We can turn tly t . e
i — alienation. As coiner o
brought into our vocabulary — aliena  coin
termgalienation, Brecht must be considered historically. gz
i i hen most German stages w
began working at a time wh e
dogninated either by naturalism or .by great total thea:}l;z
onslaughts of an operatic nature designed to nyeepl;x};om
i i that he forgot himse -
spectator by his emotions so o
le)etely. Whatever life there was on-stage was offset by t
ity i dience.
assivity it demanded of the au
d For )lgrecht, a necessary theatre gould never forT h(:;Z
moment take its sights off the society 1t was serving. here
was no fourth wall between actors and audlenge —the zilc. orCe
unique aim was to create a precise response In an at;‘ 1ert1he
for whom he had total respect. It was out og rei.spec:. or the
i i d the idea of alienation,
audience that Brecht mtrodt'lce the of all .
alienation is a call to halt: alienation is cutting, mterll;uptln_lgl,
holding something up to the light, making us loo aiafl‘m..
Alienation is above all an appeal to the specta’soi' t(; worCe "
himself, so to become more and more _respons1.b e for ac dﬁlt
ing what he sees only if it is convincing to him in anha :
way. Brecht rejects the romantic notion that in the theatre
we all become children again. . o
The alienation effect and the happening effect are similar

and opposite — the happening shock is there to smash through

all the barriers set up by our reason, ali.enation is to 1s.hoclt(. uIs1
into bringing the best of our reason mnto plaly. tA 1eniti:))n
i keys. A normal stage a
works in many ways on many Keys. action
i if it is convincing and so we are ap
will appear real to us if i : s e apt 10
i i biective truth. A girl, raped,
take it, temporarily, as object _ 5 iy
i — and if her acting touches us
on to a stage in tears — an acting .
ciently, we automatically accept the implied conclusion that

wn
she is a victim and an unfortunate one. But suppose a clown .

were to follow her, mimicking her tears, and suppose by clins
talent he succeeds in making us laugh. His mockery de-

. .
stroys our first response. Then where do our sympathies gor

The truth of her character, the validity of her position, are
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both put into question by the clown, and at the same time
our own easy sentimentality is exposed. If carried far enough,
such a series of events can suddenly make us confront our
shifting views of right and wrong. All this stems from a
strict sense of purpose. Brecht believed that, in making an
audience take stock of the elements in a situation, the theatre
was serving the purpose of leading its audience to a juster
understanding of the society in which it lived, and so to
learning in what ways that society was capable of change.
Alienation can work through antithesis; parody, imitation,
criticism, the whole range of rhetoric is open to it. It is the
purely theatrical method of dialectical exchange. Alienation
is the language open to us today that is as rich in potentiality
as verse: it is the possible device of a dynamic theatre in a
changing world, and through alienation we could reach some
of those areas that Shakespeare touched by his use of dynamic
devices in language. Alienation can be very simple, it can be
no more than a set of physical tricks. The first alienation
device I ever saw was as a child, in a Swedish church; the
collection bag had a spike on the end of it to nudge those of
the congregation whom the sermon had sent to sleep. Brecht
used placards and visible spotlights for the same purpose;
Joan Littlewood dressed her soldiers as Pierrots — alienation
has endless possibilities. It aims continually at pricking the
balloons of rhetorical playing — Chaplin’s contrasting senti-
mentality and calamity is alienation. Often when an actor is
carried away by his part he can get more and more exaggerated,
more and more cheaply emotional, and yet sweep the
audience along with him. Here the alienating device will
keep us awake when part of us wishes to surrender wholly to
the tug on the heartstrings. But it is very hard to interfere
with a spectator’s stock reactions. At the end of the first act
of Lear when Gloucester is blinded, we brought the house
lights up before the last savage action was completed — so as
to make the audience take stock of the scene before being
engulfed in automatic applause. In Paris, with The Represen-
tative we again did all in our power to inhibit applause, be-
cause appreciation of the actor’s talents seemed irrelevant
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in a Concentration Camp document. None the less, both the
unfortunate Gloucester and the most nauseating character of
all, the Auschwitz doctor, always left the stage to similar
rounds of applause.
Jean Genet can write the most eloquent language, but the
amazing impressions in his plays are very often brought
about by the visual inventions with which he juxtaposes
serious, beautiful, grotesque and ridiculous elements. There
are few things in the modern theatre as compact and spell-
binding as the climax of the first portion of The Screens when
the stage action is a scribbling graffiti of war on to vast
white surfaces, while violent phrases, ludicrous people and
outsize dummies all together form a monument to colonialism
and revolution. Here the potency of the conception is in-
separable from the multi-levelled series of devices that be-
come its expression. Genet’s The Blacks takes on its full
meaning when there is a powerful shifting relationship be-
tween actors and public. In Paris, witnessed by intellectuals,
the play was baroque literary entertainment; in London,
where no audience could be found who cared about either
French literature or Negroes, the play was meaningless; in
New York, in Gene Frankel’s superb production it was
electric and vibrant. I am told the vibrations changed from
night to night depending on the proportion of blacks to
whites in the house.

"The Marat/Sade could not have existed before Brecht: it
is conceived by Peter Weiss on many alienating levels: the
events of the French Revolution cannot be accepted literally
because they are being played by madmen, and their actions
in turn are open to further question because their director is
the Marquis de Sade — and moreover the events of 1780 are

 being seen with the eyes both of 1808 and of 1966 — for the
people - watching the play represent an early nineteenth- 4
century audience and yet are also their twentieth-century
selves. All these criss-crossing planes thicken the reference at - :
each moment and compel an activity from each member of |}

the public. At the end of the play the asylum goes berserk: all
the actors improvise with the utmost violence and for an in-

e
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3::11{2 zlllecsgiﬁie ;magetis na};curalistic and compelling. Nothing
s ver stop this riot: nothi ’
ever stop the madnesls) of the worlt(?.m%"ezv (ietc?:::ugte’ t(;iiirs1
;rtl:;errlllt;nl: Zhe Royal Shakespeare Theatre version, that a
e madnes§ oress \g.alked on to the stage, blew a whistle, and
Was premans ém‘/r&ne lately ended. Ip this action, a conundrum
was presente (.)V seC(}))nd ago, the 51tuati.on had been hopeless:
pow It Is all er, the actors are Pulhng off their wigs: of
ssi It's just a play. So we begin to applaud. But unex-
f}ficsteb yatl:re] actors applauc! us back', ironically. We react to
chie W):e o or(rzllenta.ry hostility against them as individuals,
e v};hicﬁppm%. _I quote this as a typical alienation
positi:)n, each incident forces us to readjust our
Cr’:;heie é:afm interesting relationship between Brecht and
o g1 1g wanted a token shadow to take the place of a
omplete painted forest and he only did so because he rec
nised that uselesg information absorbed our attention af (;%;
Zﬁﬁezse ff (.iso_met/zzng more important. Brecht took this rigour
and 1o the atitude of the sudienye. 1 e oot oot ooy
_ audience. e cut out superfluou
fﬁr;ct)t;glr;,t ea(;)c(l) tile devlflopment of c_haracteristics an(f feeling:
e relat ofnhy toht e character, it was because he saw that
e dlar fheatr é: E) 'fer];l:e ;V]:S tzllreatened(i An actor in other
' s day ~ and many an English
actor today — believes that his entire job is to ¢ bi
}cll;ar;ac;eg agh fully as pos§ible, in the rodnd. This I;;Z:ﬁrsltt}}:;i
he goﬁals d;sta?lls)se;c')\;at;?n and hi_s ix;lagination in finding
. s portrait, for, like the soci
Esi:tzg, Il)lss:\iri?;s It\?s plctu}r;e to t;s a;ls life-like and recognf;;}:
: - No one has told him there could be
S}::lfrl f'fulrln.,Brecht introduced Fhe_simple and devastating izrelz
at “fully” need not mean ‘lifelike’ nor ‘in the round’. H
p;nnted out that every actor has to serve the action of ch
fh:y},)ll;uti;mtlil the:- actor understaqu what the true action of
e Yy 18, What 1ts true purpose is, from the author’s point
T view and in relation to the needs of a changing world out
side (and what side is he himself on in the struggles tha;
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i i ing.
divide the world), he cannot possibly k_now what he 1;:;1;71 " egd
However, when he understands precisely what1 is emanded

; un
i fulfil, then he can properly
of him, what he must , the : perly understan
i himself in relation to the 58S
his role. When he sees _ e g
i ly is too much cha
lay he will see that not on '8
Sfl'ferlz o);)posed to the play’s needs but also thfat m}z:.r;); :nd
necessary characteristics can actu'all.y work agﬁmﬁt ; m 2he
make his own appearance less strlklr_lg. He wi .ﬁ 1en see e
character he is playing more impartlaliy, he vslﬁ r(:;l c at 1t
i i tures from a diite -
tic or unsympathetic fea a
e in the en):i will make different decisions from thosz
y g s .
he made when he thought ‘identifying vs}/:th thet }fh:l;:;ce;a\gﬂy
this is a theory tha _
all that mattered. Of course, jat can easiy
f he attempts to 1mp,
ddle an actor, because 1if . : N
II::':'vely by squas}’ling his instincts and becomm%. alr(l iﬁ:ilil ;
in di i i to thin )
i disaster. It is a mistake :
tual, he will end in e
lone. No actor can play
or can do work by theory al¢ ot er:
icc::wever stylized or schematic the }\ivrltmg, ?}Z g?t?;err;dd
i degree in the stage li :
always believe to some e
the less an actor can p.
imal he represents. But none S8 : @
:}rll(l)r:sand wal;s, and playing a portrait ﬁs r'l:l)t th(;: ?}r,l:yi r:;l(:;:li—
i introduced was the 1dea o ;
tive. What Brecht introd 1 ntell-
I;m actor, capable of judging the Valuehof h;isdzol?};c;;ll):etives
i tors who p
were and still are many ac
Th?mreowing nothing about politics and who treat the ﬂ;ﬁan:;‘
o: an ivory tower. For Brecht such an actor 1s not W(?: irhat
?ﬁs lace in adult company: an actor in 2 co;nm}\:m }171 bt
sup}?orts a theatre must be as much involved in the o
as in his own craft. .
WO\I)‘\l;ilen theory is put into words, the door is oEp:)enercrilbtl(:3
onfusion. Brecht productions outside the Berliner nseoIn
ihat are based on Brecht’s essays have had Brecht economy,

is ri d feeling. These are often - §
ly his richness of thought an: e are |
:}‘:irll‘izgyand so the work appears dry. The liveliest of

i igour goes: and
turns deadly when its coarse Vigo
gl?cgf Sis destroyed by deadly slaves. When Brecht talks of

i i hat - §
actors understanding their function, he: never 1m%%1nige; hat
all could be achieved by analysis and discussion. e ‘
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is not the classroom, and a director with a pedagogic under-
standing of Brecht can no more animate his plays than a
pedant those of Shakespeare. The quality of the work done
in any rehearsal comes entirely from the creativity of the
working climate — and creativity cannot be brought into be-
ing by explanations. The language of rehearsals is like life
itself: it uses words, but also silences, stimuli, parody, laugh-
ter, unhappiness, despair, frankness and concealment, activity
and slowness, clarity and chaos. Brecht recognized this and
in his last years he surprised his associates by saying that the
theatre must be naive. With this word he was not reneging
his life’s work: he was pointing out that the action of putting
together a play is always a form of playing, that watching a
play is playing: he spoke disconcertingly of elegance and of
entertainment. It is not by chance that in many languages
the word for a play and to play is the same.

In his theoretical writing Brecht separates the real from
the unreal, and I believe that this has been the source of a
giant confusion. In terms of semantics the subjective is always
opposed to the objective, the illusion separated from the fact.
Because of these, his theatre is forced to maintain two posi-
tions: public and private, official and unofficial, theoretical
and practical. Its practical work is based on a deep feeling for
an inner life in the actor: but in public it denies this life be-
cause in a character inner life takes on the dread label
‘psychological’. This word ‘psychological’ is invaluable in
coloured argument — like ‘naturalistic’ it can be used with
contempt to close a subject or score a point. Unfortunately, it
also leads to a simplification, contrasting the language of
action — this language is hard, bright and effective — with the
language of psychology — this is Freudian, mushy, shifting,
dark, imprecise. Looked at this way, of course psychology
must lose. But is the division a true one? Everything is illu-
sion. The exchange of impressions through images is our
basic language: at the moment when one man expresses an
image at that same instant the other man meets him in belief.
The shared association is the language — if the association

evokes nothing in the second person, if there is no instant
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of shared illusion, there is no exchange. Brecht often took Fhe
case of a man describing a street accident as a narrative
situation — so let us take his example and examine th% procesz
of perception that is involved. Wher} someone descr.l es tg ut
a street accident the psychic process 1s comphcatefl: it can efl
be seen as a three-dimensional coll;_ige with built-in sou?h,
for we experience many unrelated things at once. We sei:i ai
speaker, we hear his voice, we kpow whgre we are and, 2
one and the same time, we percelve .S\.Jperlmposed on tc1>p
him the scene he is describing: the vividness and t}.le .ful nes(si
of this momentary illusion depends on his conviction l';ml
skill. It also depends on the speaker’s type. If _he isa ce.re1 r?n
type, I mean a man whose alertr?ess and.V1tahty_ is ma1}111 y "
the head, we will receive more impressions of ideas t.uan1
sensations. If he is emotionally free, other curr.ents will a sﬁ
flow so that without any effort or research on his pg);lt he :{11 :
inevitably recreate a fuller image o.f th.e street gcci er\l}tv hai_
he is remembering, and we will receive it accordingly. e
ever it is, he sends in our direction a comple.x ne’c'woxi1 o
impressions, and as we perceive them, we bel_leve in them,
thus losing ourselves in them at least morpe_ntarﬂy. - ;
In all communication, illusions materialize and dlsappfa .
The Brecht theatre is a rich compound of images appealing
for our belief. When Brecht spoke contemptuously of illusion,
this was not what he was attacking. H(? meant the .smgle sus-
tained Picture, the statement that continued after its purpo;&z
had been served — like the painted tree. But when. Brec
stated there was something in the theatre cglled llllusi;)‘n;
the implication was that there was something e sle aItt
was not illusion. So illusion became oppos.ed to rea 11t.y..
would be better if we clearly opposed dead 111usxpp tcc)1 1}\/1'1ng
illusion, glum statement to lively statement, fossilized s :;}le
to moving shadow, the frozen picture to t_he ‘moving ct> .
What we see most often is a charac;ter .1n51de a picture
frame surrounded by a three-walled interior set.h'I.‘hl.s 1;
naturally an illusion, but Brecht suggests we watch 1t In

state of anaesthetized uncritical belief. If, however, an actor 4

stands on a bare stage beside a placard reminding us that this
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is a theatre, then in basic Brecht we do not fall into illusion,
we watch as adults — and judge. This division is neater in
theory than in practice.

It is not possible that anyone watching either a naturalistic
production of a play of Chekhov or a formalized Greek
tragedy should surrender to the belief that he is in Russia or
Ancient Thebes. Yet it is sufficient in either case for an actor
of power to speak a powerful text for the spectator to be
caught up in an illusion, although, of course, he will still
know that he is at every instant in a theatre. The aim is not
how to avoid illusion — everything is illusion, only some
things seem more illusory than other. It is the heavy-handed
Ilusion that does not begin to convince us. On the other hand,
the illusion that is composed by the flash of quick and chang-
ing impressions keeps the dart of the imagination at play.
This illusion is like the single dot in the moving television
picture: it only lasts for the instant its function demands.

It is an easy mistake to consider Chekhov as a naturalistic
writer, and in fact many of the sloppiest and thinnest plays of
recent years called ‘slice of life’ fondly think themselves
Chekhovian. Chekhov never just made a slice of life — he was
a doctor who with infinite gentleness and care took thousands
and thousands of fine layers off life. These he cultured, and
then arranged them in an exquisitely cunning, completely
artificial and meaningful order in which part of the cunning
lay in so disguising the artifice that the result looked like the

keyhole view it never had been. Any page of The Three Sisters
gives the impression of life unfolding as though a tape-
recorder had been left running. If examined carefully it will
be seen to be built of coincidences as great as in Feydeau — the

vase of flowers that overturns, the fire-engine that passes at

Just the right moment; the word, the interruption, the distant
music, the sound in the wings, the entrance, the farewell —
touch by touch, they create through the language of illusions
an overall illusion of a slice of life. This series of impressions
Is equally a series of alienations: each rupture is a subtle
provocation and a call to thought.

I have already quoted performances in Gernany after the
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war. In a Hamburg garret I once saw a production of Crime
and Punishment, and that evening became, before its four-
hour stretch was over, one of the most striking theatre ex-
periences I have ever had. By sheer necessity, all problems of
theatre style vanished: here was the real main stream, the
essence of an art that stems from the story-teller looking
round his audience and beginning to speak. All the theatres in
the town had been destroyed, but here, in this attic, when an
actor in a chair touching our knees began quietly to say,
‘It was in the year of 18 — that a young student, Roman
Rodianovitch Raskolnikov . . . we were gripped by living
theatre.
Gripped. What does that mean? I cannot tell. I only know
that these words and a soft serious tone of voice conjured
something up, somewhere, for us all. We were listeners,
children hearing a bedside story yet at the same time adults,
fully aware of all that was going on. A moment later, a few
inches away, an attic door creaked open and an actor imper-
sonating Raskolnikov appeared, and already we were deep
in the drama. The door at one instant seemed a total evoca-
tion of a street lamp; an instant later it became the door of the
money-lender’s apartment, and still a second later the passage
to her inner room. Yet, as these were only fragmentary im-
pressions that only came into being at the instant they were
required, and at once vanished again, we never lost sight
of being crammed together in a crowded room, following
a story. The narrator could add details, he could explain
and philosophize, the characters themselves could slip from
naturalistic acting into monologue, one actor could, by hunch-
ing his back, slip from one characterization to another, and

point for point, dot for dot, stroke for stroke, the whole = |

complex world of Dostoevsky’s novel was recreated.

How free is the convention of a novel, how effortless the
relationship of writer to reader: backgrounds can be evoked
and dismissed, the transition from the outer to the inner
world is natural and continuous. The success of the Hamburg
experiment reminded me again of how grotesquely clumsy,
how inadequate and pitiful the theatre becomes, not only
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when a gang of men and creaking machines are needed to
ix:gr\lf:i tlilf,norfl‘z nf;r(;}rln one }l)cllac? to the next, but even when the
! the world of action to the world of though
has to be explained b i i ing Lights
or clambering on to platorms. o e R
re‘fgl ilie(:) Ifugemz;], Gf)dard has singlehanded brought about a
el e Yy S ovgmg how relative the reality of a photo-
graphe: 1awne c;n e. Where generations of film-makers had
evolve breai (1 hcontm!nty and canons of consistency so as
e o real | e r;z‘ahty of a continuous action, Godard
Showed that ! 1S reality was yet another false and rhetorical
; ntion. By photographing a scene and at once smashin
its lz)tlpparent truth, he has cracked into dead Illusion an§
enab ed a stream of opposing impressions to stream forth
He is deeply influenced by Brecht. .
ung‘h? Berliner Ensemble’s. recent production of Coriolanus
erlines the whole question of where illusion begins and
ends. In most respects, this version was a trium 1% Man
aspects of‘ the play were revealed as though for the }{)ir.st tim y
much of it can seldom have been so well staged. The corr(:-:
Ip;a;}; ta;;gxa;:}}:ed the play socially and politically and this
e de stock mechanical ways of staging Shake-
Lt (t)w s were no longer ppssible. It would have been
apossible © getany one of those intelligent actors playing an
anor u}; ous [f'lttlzlen merely to make cheers, mutters and jeers
o cue Jike 1f players through the ages. The energy that fed
the mo sub_01 work that eventually illuminated all the struc-
thre of Thep ot (I:Iame from the actor’s interest in the social
therne i)ecamsm; 1E)arts were not boring to the actors - they
pever beca e background because they obviously carried
€S fascinating to study and provocative to discuss. The
people, the tribunes, the battle, the assemblies, were rich in
(t;c:)}s(ttll:re: a}lll forms of theatre were pressed into service — the
cos tl;)l:sfoid ﬂll'e feel of everyday life but the stage positions
pad mality of tragedy. .The speech was sometimes
ig tened, s?metlmes colloquial, the battles used ancient
Chinese techniques to carry modern meanings. There was not
a moment of stock theatricality, nor any noble emotion used
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for its own sake. Coriolanus was not idealized nor even like-
able: he was explosive, violent — not admirable but con-
vincing. Everything served the action which itself was crystal
clear.

And then appeared a tiny defect that became for me a deep,
interesting flaw. The major confrontation scene between
Coriolanus and Volumnia at the gates of Rome was rewritten.
I do not for one moment question the principle of rewriting
Shakespeare — after all, the texts do not get burned — each
person can do what he thinks necessary with a text and still
no one suffers. What is interesting is the result. Brecht and
his colleagues did not wish to allow the lynch-pin of the
entire action to be the relation between Coriolanus and his
mother. They felt that this did not make an interesting con-
temporary point: in its place they wished to illustrate the
theme that no leader is indispensable. They invented an
additional piece of narrative. Coriolanus demanded the citi-
zens of Rome to give a smoke signal if they were prepared to
surrender. At the end of his discussion with his mother he
sees a column of smoke rising from the ramparts and is
jubilant. His mother points out that the smoke is not a sign of
surrender, but the smoke from the forges of the people arm-
ing themselves to defend their homes. Coriolanus realizes
that Rome can carry on without him and senses the inevita-
bility of his own defeat. He yields.

In theory, this new plot is as interesting and works as well
as the old one. But any play of Shakespeare’s has an organic
sense. On paper it would look as though the episode can
reasonably be substituted for another, and certainly in many
plays there are scenes and passages that can easily be cut
or transposed. But if one has a knife in one hand, one needs a
stethoscope in the other. The scene between Coriolanus and
his mother is close to the heart of the play: like the storm in
Lear or a Hamlet monologue, its emotional content engen-
ders the heat by which strands of cool thought and patterns of
dialectical argument are eventually fused. Without the clash
of the two protagonists in its most intense form, the story
remains castrated. When we leave the theatre we carry a less

e T
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nsistent memory with us. The force of the scene between
Coriolanus and his mother depends on just those elements
that do not necessarily make apparent sense. Psychological
language, also, gets us nowhere, for labels don’t count; it is
the deeper ring of truth that can command our respect _ the
dramatic faqt of a mystery we can’t completely fathom.

The Berliner Ensemble’s choice implied that their social
attitude would be weakened by accepting the unfathomable
nature of the man-within-the-social-scene. Historically it is
clear how a theatre loathing the self-indulgent individualism
of bourgeois art should have turned to actions instead.

* *x %

In Peking today it seems to make good sense to show giant
Wall Stx:eet caricature figures plotting war and destruction
and getting their just deserts. In relation to countless other
factors of today’s militant China, this is lively, meaningful
popular art. In many South American countries, where the
only theatre activity has been poor copies of f’oreign suc~
cesses put on by flybynight impresarios, a theatre only
begins to find its meaning and its necessity in relation to the
revolutionary struggle on the one hand and the glimmers of
a popular tradition suggested by workers’ songs and village
legends on the other. In fact, an expression of today’s mili-
tant themes through traditional catholic morality-play struc-
tures may.well be the only possibility in certain regions of
finding a lively contact with popular audiences. In England

on the other hand, in a changing society, where nothing is
'truly defined, least of all in the realm of politics and political
ideas; but where there is a constant re-examination in pro-
cess that varies from the most intensely honest to the most
frivolously evasive: when the natural common-sense and the
natural idealism, the natural debunking and the natural
romanticism, the natural democracy, the natural kindness

the natural sadism and the natural sncbbery all make a mish-
mash of intellectual confusion, it would be no use expecting a
committed theatre to follow a party line — even su osi%l

that such a line could be found. PROTTE
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The accumulation of events of the last few years, the

assassinations, schisms, downfalls, uprisings and the local wars

| have had an increasingly demystifying effect. When the
| _ theatre comes closest to reflecting a truth in society, it now
- reflects more the wish for change than the conviction that this
| change can be brought about in a certain way. Certainly
the role of the individual in the society, his duties and his
needs, the issues of what belongs to him and what belongs
to the state, are in question again. Again, as in Elizabethan
times, man is asking why he has a life and against what he
can measure it. It is not by chance that the new metaphysical
theatre of Grotowski arises in a country drenched in both
Communism and Catholicism. Peter Weiss, combining
Jewish family, Czech upbringing, German language, Swedish
home, Marxist sympathies, emerges just at the moment
when his Brechtianism is related to obsessive individualism
to a degree unthinkable in Brecht himself. Jean Genet relates
colonialism and racialism to homosexuality, and explores
the French consciousness through his own degradation. His
images are private yet national, and he comes close to dis-

covering myths.

The problem is different for each centre of population. On
I the whole, though, the stifling effects of a nineteenth-century
i obsessive interest in middleclass sentiment clouds much
twentieth-century work in all languages. The individual and
e l.}fh the couple have long been explored in a vacuum or in a social
context so insulated as to be the equivalent of a vacuum. The
relationship between a man and the evolving society around
him is always the one that brings new life depth and truth to
his personal theme. In New York and London play after play
presents serious leading characters within a softened diluted
or unexplored context — so that heroism, self-torture or
martyrdom become romantic agonies, in the void.

Whether the emphasis falls on the individual or on the
- ‘ analysis of society has become almost completely a division
) ‘ between marxists and non-marxists. It is the marxist and the

marxist alone who approaches a given situation dialectically -
o and scientifically, attempting to explore the social and 1
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economic factors. that determine the action. There are non-
rv::;iir;:;stw i((:)or:)om}sts and non-marxist sociologists, but any
e o, egns to set a historical character fully in his
oone 1’511; 'most certain to be working from a marxist point
struciuwr.e alts 1s1 because r}rlarxism provides the writer with a
o non_;nar ;:i:t a::inasn :;ml\/; ber;f'ﬁ-of these three elements
. an.  This can easily make the
writer vague and woolly. But the very best X liti
writer may be another sort of expert s }tlcal
very precisely in the treacherous wlj)rld’ o??:dfjﬁlja;ls?;ﬁgag
f;q})l(iezlsvn::l; g}be epic writer of marxist plays seldom brings
baps becanes hl: f:r;xs vf;igf nsentse of hu(rinan individuality: per-
: 1willing' to regard a man’s strength and
a man’s weakness with equal impartiality. Tt is erh%l s fo
;ﬁfh reallson that .strangely‘ the pop tradition in Err)lglan% haz
: dV\-’l e appeal: non-political, unaligned, it is none the less
pl:;:mlsn <S)n a fragme'nted wor.Id ?n which bombs, drugs, God,
paren , Zx, and private anxieties, are inseparable — and all
inated by a wish, not a very strong wish, but a wish all
th?r shame - for some sort of change or transforr’nation.

. ere is a challenge to all the theatres in the world who
ve not yet begun to face the movements of our time. t
saturate themselves in Brecht, to study the Ensemble and o
a}l]l thof;e facets of society that have found no place in thse?;
isn uct(-)ﬁn;tizges.. '}I]‘here is a challenge to revolutionary theatres
I Soun s with a clear—cut‘revolutionary situation like in
e In ; merica to harness their theatres boldly to unmistak-
theyB(; :]ail;:::tE themfi)s. Equa‘lly, there is a challenge now to
o nsemble and.lts-f{)llowers to reconsider their
1tude to the darkness of individual man. This is our onl
p0531b1hty.— to look at the affirmations of Artaud, M d
hqld, Star?lslavsky, Grotowski, Brecht, then com ;r (:})Ier-
with the life of the particular place in v:/hich we ch:rkeWﬁn’z
1S our purpose, now, in relation to the people we mee't e "
day? Do we need liberation? From what? In what way? Y

* Kk x

Shakespeare is a model of a theatre that contains Brecht and
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Beckett, but goes beyondfboth. é)urbneleidt:)n St}ﬁl:k}e););z-gzec?;
atre is to find a way forwards, bac . .
g;;kespeare the introspectioil ?mihthi gr}rllet'cﬁghg;;(ésc Oflcg‘;gg
thing. Quite the reverse. It 1s thro
:)1;)>posi{c;ionQ of Rough and Holy, through anhat(zir.latl srcbr;lec};L no§
absolutely unsympathetic keys that we get the I1ts :1 be%ause
the unforgettable impressions of his plays. s cause
the contradictions are so strong that they burn on
deg)liziously, we can’t whistle up a second Shak}elasllzear;1 f:l:
the more clearly we see in what the power of Sha esple tan
theatre lies, the more we prepare the way. For example, we
have at last become aware that the absence of scencz;y in he
Elizabethan theatre was one of its greatest f'ree.oms}.lave
England at least, all productions for quite some time ave
been influenced by the discovery :chat Shakespear;:§ pin};_
were written to be performed continuously, thgt t filrt iv e
matic structure of alternating short scenes, plot 1nt‘ercu1 i
subplot, were all part of a t(?tal }fhapf;. ;I;l;;su ;}i:gesgl ;):Ilze ’
vealed dynamically, that is, 1n.t e unin . e of
nes, and without this their effect and power 2
icc}el:ss:n:ccleas r;luch as would be a film that was propc};cedE \ﬁ;‘;li
breaks and musical interludes between eagh_ree!. ’II‘{ e L
bethan stage was like the attic I was describing in a(rirz) Orsg_,
it was a neutral open platform —just a place with so'meh .
and so it'enabled the dramatist effqrtlessly to _whlp the i}})n
tator through an unlimited succession of 1llus1ort1)s, cov:):_lnt eg(i
if he chose, the entire physical world. It has also gel}ll p ointed
out that the nature of the permanent structure .of i e Pl
bethan playhouse, with its flat open arena an:ii_ its az:rrl‘gof 2
cony and its second smaller gallery, was a diagr Jh e
universe as seen by the sixteenth-century audlenie an 1e5 : 1};
wright — the gods, the court a_nd tche people — t ;;::t eve ;
separate and yet often ir;)t.ermmglmg — a stage
i er’s machine. .
per&itafhﬁlalzsor?o}lt been appreciated sufficiently is that tllle
freedom of movement of the Elizabethan theatre was not only

a matter of scenery. It is too easy to think that so long as a

B e s o

A Y

i o

THE ROUGH THEATRE 87

modern production moves fast from scene to scene, it has
learnt the essential lesson from the old playhouse. The
primary fact is that this theatre not only allowed the play-
wright to roam the world, it also allowed him free passage
from the world of action to the world of inner impressions. [
think it is here that we find what is most important to us
today. In Shakespeare’s time, the voyage of discovery in the
real world, the adventure of the traveller setting out into the
unknown, had an excitement that we cannot hope to recapture
in an age when our planet has no secrets and when the pros-
pect of interplanetary travel seems a pretty considerable bore.
However, Shakespeare was not satisfied with the mysteries
of the unknown continents: through his imagery — pictures
drawn from the world of fabulous discoveries — he penetrates
a psychic existence whose geography and movements re-
main just as vital for us to understand today.

In an ideal relation with a true actor on a bare stage we
would centinually be passing from long shot to close, track-
ing or jumping in and out and the planes often overlap.
Compared with the cinema’s mobility, the theatre once
seemed ponderous and creaky, but the closer we move to-
wards the true nakedness of theatre, the closer we approach
a stage that has a lightness and range far beyond film or
television. The power of Shakespeare’s plays is that they
present man simultaneously in all his aspects: touch for touch,
we can identify and withdraw. A primitive situation disturbs
us in our subconscious; our intelligence watches, comments,
philosophizes. Brecht and Beckett are both contained in
Shakespeare- unreconciled. We identify emotionally, sub-
Jectively — and yet at one and the same time we evaluate
politically, objectively in relation to society. Because the pro-
found reaches past the everyday, a heightened language and a
ritualistic use of rhythm brings us to those very aspects of
life which the surface hides: and yet because the poet and the
visionary do not seem like ordinary people, because the
epic state is not one on which we normally dwell, it is
equally possible for Shakespeare with a break in his rhythm,
a twist into prose, a shift into slangy conversation or else a
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direct word from the audience to remind us — in plain com-
mon-sense — of where we are and to return us to the familiar
rough world of spades as spades. So it is that Shakespeare
succeeded where no one has succeeded before or since in
writing plays that pass through many stages of consciousness.
What enabled him technically to do so, the essence, in fact,
of his style is a roughness of texture and a conscious mingling
of opposites which in other terms could be called an absence
of style. Voltaire could not bring himself to understand it,
and could only label it ‘barbaric’.

We could take Measure for Measure as a test case. As long
as scholars could not decide whether this play was a comedy
or not, it never got played. In fact, this ambiguity makes it
one of the most revealing of Shakespeare’s works — and one
that shows these two elements, Holy and Rough, almost
schematically, side by side. They are opposed and they co-
exist. In Measure for Measure we have a base world, a very
real world in which the action is firmly rooted. This is the
disgusting, stinking world of medieval Vienna. The darkness
of this world is absolutely necessary to the meaning of the
play: Isabella’s plea for grace has far more meaning in this
Dostoevskian setting than it would in lyrical comedy’s
never-never land. When this play is prettily staged, it is
meaningless — it demands an absolutely convincing roughness
and dirt. Also, when so much of the play is religious in
thought, the loud humour of the brothel is important as a
device, because it is alienating and humanizing. From the
fanatical chastity of Isabella and the mystery of the Duke we
are plunged back to Pompey and Barnadine for douches of
normality. To execute Shakespeare’s intentions we must
animate all this stretch of the play, not as fantasy, but as the
roughest comedy we can make. We need complete freedom,
rich improvisation, no holding back, no false respect — and at
the same time we must take great care, for all around the
popular scenes are great areas of the play that clumsiness
could destroy. As we enter this holier land, we will find that
Shakespeare gives us a clear signal — the rough is in prose,
the rest in verse. In the prose scenes, very broadly speaking,
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the work can be enriched by our own inventi

need added external details z’o assure them ofF 1t(})lr(:ir fslli(lee:(tzfili]f'zs
In the passages in verse we are already on our guard:
Shakespeare needs verse because he is trying to say more tc;
compact together more meaning. We are watchful: beh,ind
:3(2)10}; i\;l:l%{e I}l;la.rk l(lm paper lurks an invisible one that is hard

seize. Technically w
lesé brosd s el )ilnte(; glct);v need less abandon, more focus —
uite simply we need a different appro i
style. There is nothing to be ashamed ofl') ?n celllca}:;g?ng lgell‘:n—t
look at a page of a Folio with half-closed eyes and you gee a
.chaos of irregularly spaced symbols. If we iron Shakespeare
into any one typography of theatre we lose the real meanin
of the play — if we follow his ever-shifting devices, he wiﬁ
lead us through many different keys. If we follow th’e move-
ment in Measure Jfor Measure between the Rough and the Hol
we will discover a play about justice, mercy, honesty for}-’
giveness, virtue, virginity, sex and death: kaleidoscopicall
one section of the play mirrors the other, it is in acce tiny
the prism as a whole that its meanings emerge. When Iponcg
staged the play I asked Isabella, before kneeling for Angelo’s
!Ife, to pause each night until she felt the audience coulc% take
it no longer — and this used to lead to a two-minute stoppin
of t.he play. The device became a voodoo pole — a silerll)(f)e ig
wh.wh all the invisible elements of the evening came together
a silence in which the abstract notion of mercy becan%e con-
crerlt‘(; .fori{ that moment to those present. .
1s Rough /Holy structure also shows clearly j
parts of Henry IV — Falstaff and the prose realignn(:ft?}feti‘zg
scenes on the one hand and the poetic levels of so much else
~ both elements contained within one complex whole
In 4 Winter’s Tale a very subtle construction hinges' on the

k_ey moment when a statue comes to life. This is often criti-
cized as a clumsy device, an implausible way of winding u
the. plot, and it is usually justified only in terms of romantifé
fiction; an awkward convention of the times that Shake-
Speare was forced to use. In fact, the statue that comes to life
is the truth of the Play. In 4 Winter’s Tale we find a natural
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division into three sections. Leontes accuses his wife of in-
fidelity. He condemns her to death. The child is put to sea.
In the second part the child grows up, and now in a different
pastoral key the very same action is repeated. The man
falsely accused by Leontes now in turn behaves just as un-
reasonably. The consequence is the same — the child again
takes flight. Her journey takes her back to Leontes’ palace
and the third part is now in the same place as the first, but
twenty years later. Again, Leontes finds himself in similar
conditions, in which he could be as violently unreasonable as
before. Thus the main action is presented first ferociously;
then a second time by charming parody but in a bold major
key, for the pastoral of the play is a mirror as well as a
straight device. The third movement is in another contrasting
key — a key of remorse. When the young lovers enter
Leontes’ palace the first and second sections overlap: both
put into question the action that Leontes now can take. If the
dramatist’s sense of truth forces him to make Leontes vin-
dictive with the children, then the play cannot move out of its
particular world, and its end would have to be bitter and
tragic: if he can truthfully allow a new equality to enter
Leontes’ actions, then the whole time pattern of the play is
transformed: the past and the future are no longer the same.
The level changes, and even if we call it a miracle, the statue
has none the less come to life. When working on The Winter’s
Tale 1 discovered that the way to understand this scene is not
to discuss it but to play it. In performance this action is
strangely satisfying — and so it makes us wonder deeply.
Here we have an example of the ‘happening’ effect — the
moment when the illogical breaks through our everyday
understanding to make us open our eyes more widely. The
whole play has established questions and references: the
moment of surprise is a jolt to the kaleidoscope, and what
we see in the playhouse we can retain and relate to the play’s
questions when they recur transposed, diluted and disguised,
in life.
If we imagine for a moment Measure for Measure and A

Winter’s Tale written by Sartre, it would be reasonable to -

E e ——
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guess that in the one case Isabella would not kneel for
Angelo — so that the play would end with the hollow crackle
of the firing squad — and in the other the statue would not
come to life, so that Leontes would be faced with the bleak
consequences of his actions. Both Shakespeare and Sartre
would be fashioning plays according to their sense of truth:
one author’s inner material contains different Intimations
frqm the other’s. The mistake would be to take events or
episodes from a play and question them in the light of some
third outside standard of plausibilit-r — like ‘reality’ or ‘truth’.
Th_e sort of play that Shakespeare offers us is never just a
series of events: it is far easier to understand if we consider
the pl.ays as objects — as many faceted complexes of form and
meaning in which the line of narrative is only one amongst
nany aspects - and cannot profitably be played or studied
on its own.

Experimentally, we can approach Lear not as a linear
narrative, but as a cluster of relationships. First, we try to
rid ourselves of the notion that because the play is called
Kfmg Lear it is primarily the story of one individual. So we
pick an arbitrary point in the vast structure — the death of
Cordelia,' say, and now instead of looking towards the King
we turn Instead towards the man who is responsible for her
deat.h. We focus on this character, Edmund, and now we
begln to pick our way to and fro across the play, sifting the
evidence, trying to discover who this Edmund is. He is
clea}rly a villain, whatever our standards, for in killing Cor-
fieha he is responsible for the most gratuitous act of cruelty
in the play ~ yet if we look at our first impression of him in
the early scenes, we find he is by far the most attractive
c-har'flcter we meet. In the opening scenes there is a denial of
life in Lear’s rusty ironclad power; Gloucester is tetchy
fussy and foolish, a man blind to everything except his in
flated image of his own importance; and in dramatic contrast
we see the relaxed freedom of his bastard son. Even if in
theor:y we observe that the way he leads Gloucester by the
nose is hardly moral, instinctively we cannot but side with his
natural anarchy. Not only do we sympathize with Goneril
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and Regan for falling in love with him, but we tend to side
with them in finding Edmund so admirably wicked, because
he affirms a life that the sclerosis of the older people seems to
deny. Can we keep this same attitude of admiration towards
Edmund when he has Cordelia killed? If not, why not? Wl'lat
has changed? Is it Edmund who has changed, through outside
events? Or is it just the context that is different? Is a sc.ale of
value implied? What are Shakespeare’s values? What is the
value of a life? We flick through the play again and find an
incident importantly situated, unrelated to the main plot,
often quoted as an example of Shakespeare’s slovenly con-
struction. This is the fight between Edmund ar_ld‘Edgar. If
we look closely, we are struck by one fact — it is not the
powerful Edmund, but his younger brother who wins. In the
first scenes of the play, Edmund had no tr(?uble at all in out-
witting Edgar — now five acts later in single coml?at it is
Edgar who dominates. Accepting this as dramatic trut.h
rather than romantic convention, we are forced to as!( how it
has come about. Can we explain it all quite simply in terms
of moral growth — Edgar has grown up, Edmund has
decayed — or is the whole question of Edgar’s undoubte,d
development from naiveté to understanding ~ and Edmund’s
visible change from freedom to entanglement — far more
complex than a cut-and-dried question of the trl.umph of the
good. Aren’t we compelled in fact to relate this to all _the
evidence connected with the question of growth and decline,
i.e. youth and age, i.e. strength and weakness. If for a
moment we assume this point of view, then sgddenly the
whole play seems concerned with sclerosis opposing the flow
of existence, of cataracts that dissolve, of rigid att1tude§ .that
yield, while at the same time obsessions form and positions
harden. Of course the whole play is also about sight and

blindness, what sight amounts to, what blindness means — + ]
how the two eyes of Lear ignore what the instinct of the Fool |

apprehends, how the two eyes of Gloucester miss what his

blindness knows. But the object has many facets; many .- 4

themes criss-cross its prismatic form. Let us stay with the

strands of age and youth, and in pursuit of them move onto  §
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the very last lines of the play. When we read or hear them
first our reaction is, ‘How obvious. What a trite end’, for
Edgar says:

‘We that are young
Shall never see so much, nor live so long’.

The more we look at them the more troubling they become,
because their apparent precision vanishes, making way for a
strange ambiguity hidden in the naive jangle. The last line is,
at its face value, plain nonsense. Are we to understand that
the young will never grow up, or are we to understand that
the world will never again know old men? Both of these
seems a pretty feeble winding up by Shakespeare of a con-
sciously written masterpiece. However, if we look back
through Edgar’s own line of action, we see that although
Edgar’s experience in the storm parallels Lear’s, it certainly
has not wrought in him the intense inner change that has
taken place in Lear. Yet Edgar acquired the strength for two
killings — first Oswald, then his brother. What has this done
to him — how deeply has he experienced this loss of inno-
cence? Is he still wide-eyed? Is he saying in his closing words
that youth and age are limited by their own definitions — that
the only way to see as much as Lear is to go through Lear’s
mill, and then ipso facto one is young no longer. Lear lives
longer than Gloucester — in time and in depth — and as a
result he undoubtedly ‘sees’ more than Gloucester before he
dies. Does Edgar wish to say that it is experience of this
order and intensity that really means ‘living long’. If so, the
‘being young’ is a state with its own blindness — like that of
the early Edgar, and its own freedom like that of the early
Edmund. Age in turn has its blindness and decay. However,
true sight comes from an acuteness of living that can trans-
form the old. Indeed, it is clearly shown to us in the unfolding
of the play that Lear suffers most and ‘gets farthest’. Un-
doubtedly, his brief moment of captivity with Cordelia is as a
moment of bliss, peace and reconciliation, and Christian com-
mentators often write as though this were the end of the
story — a clear tale of the ascent from the inferno through
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purgation to paradise. Unfortunately for this neat view the
play continues, pitilessly, away from reconciliation.

“We that are young
Shall never see so much, nor live so long.’

The power of Edgar’s disturbing statement — a statement
that rings like a half-open question — is that it carries no
moral overtones at all. He does not suggest for one moment
that youth or age, seeing or not seeing, are in any way
superior, inferior, more desirable or less desirable one than
the other. In fact we are compelled to face a play which re-
fuses all moralizing — a play which we begin to see not as a
narrative any longer, but as a vast, complex, coherent poem
designed to study the power and the emptiness of nothing —
the positive and negative aspects latent in the zero. So what
does Shakespeare mean? What is he trying to teach us? Does
he mean that suffering has a necessary place in life and is
worth cultivating for the knowledge and inner development it
brings? Or does he mean us to understand that the age of
titantic suffering is now over and our role is that of the
eternally young? Wisely, Shakespeare refuses to answer.
But he has given us his play, and its whole field of experience
is both question and answer. In this light, the play is directly
related to the most burning themes of our time, the old and
the new in relation to our society, our arts, our notions of
progress, our way of living our lives. If the actors are in-
terested, this is what they will bring out. If we are interested,
that is what we will find. Fancy dress, then, will be left far
behind. The meaning will be for the moment of performance.
Of all the plays, none is so baffling and elusive as The Tem-
pest. Again, we discover that the only way to find a rewarding
meaning in it is to take it as a whole. As a straight-forward
plot it is uninteresting ; as a pretext for costumes, stage effects
and music it is hardly worth reviving; as a pot-pourri of
knockabout and pretty writing it can at best please a few
matinée-goers — but usually it only serves to put generations

of school children off theatre for life. But when we see how 1_

nothing in the play is what it seems, how it takes place on an

*_________________?1-----...-
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island and not on an island, during a day and not during a
day, with a tempest that sets off a series of events that are
still w'ithin a tempest.even then the storm is done, that the
charming pastoral for children naturally encompasses rape,
murder, conspiracy and violence; when we begin to unearth
.the themes that Shakespeare so carefully buried, we see that
it is his complete final statement, and that it deals with the
whole condition of man. In a similar way, Shakespeare’s first
play Titus Andronicus begins to yield its secrets the moment
one ceases to regard it as a string of gratuitous strokes of
melodrama and begins to look for its completeness. Every-
thing in Titus is linked to a dark flowing current out of which
surge the horrors, rhythmically and logically related — if one
searches in this way one can find the expression of a powerful
and eventually beautiful barbaric ritual. But in Titus this un
earthing is comparatively simple — today we can always find
our way to the violent sub-conscious. The Tempest is another
matter. From first play to last, Shakespeare moved through
many limbos: maybe the conditions cannot be found today
for the play’s nature to be revealed fully. Until, however, a
way of presenting it can be found, we can at least be wary of
cqnf'usmg unsuccessful attempts at wrestling with the text
with the thing itself. Even if unplayable today, it remains an
example of how a metaphysical play can find a natural idiom
that is holy, comic and rough.

*x *x *x

So it is that in the second half of the twentieth century in
England where I am writing these words, we are faced with
the infuriating fact that Shakespeare is still our model. In this
respect, our work on Shakespeare production is always to
make t.he plays ‘modern’ because it is only when the audience
comes Into direct contact with the plays’ themes that time and
conventions vanish. Equally, when we approach the modern
theatre, in whatever form, whether the play with a few
characters, the happening, or the play with hordes of charac-
ters and scenes, the problem is always the same — where are
the equivalents to the Elizabethan strengths, in the sense of
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range and stretch. What form, in modern terms, could that
rich theatre take? Grotowski, like a monk who finds a uni-
verse in a grain of sand, calls his holy theatre a theatre of
poverty. The Elizabethan theatre that encompassed all of life
including the dirt and the wretchedness of poverty is a rough
theatre of great richness. The two are not nearly as far apart
as they might seem.

I have talked a lot about inner and outer worlds, but like
all oppositions it is a relative one, a convenience of notation.
I have talked about beauty, magic, love: knocking these
words with one hand, seeming to reach towards them with
the other. And yet the paradox is a simple one. All that we
see connected with these words seems deadly: what they
imply corresponds to what we need. If we do not understand
catharsis, that is because it has become identified with an
emotional steam bath. If we do not understand tragedy, it is
because it has become confused with Acting The King. We
may want magic, but we confuse it with hocus-pocus, and we
have hopelessly mixed up love with sex, beauty with aes-
theticism. But it is only by searching for a new discrimina-
tion that we will extend the horizons of the real. Only then
could the theatre be useful, for we need a beauty which
could convince us: we need desperately to experience magic
in so direct a way that our very notion of what is substantial
could be changed.

It is not as though the period of necessary debunking were
now over. On the contrary, all through the world in order to
save the theatre almost everything of the theatre still has to
be swept away. The process has hardly begun, and perhaps
can never end. The theatre needs its perpetual revolution.
Yet wanton destruction is criminal; it produces violent reac-
tion and still greater confusion. If we demolish a pseudo-holy
theatre, we must endeavour not to bamboozle ourselves into
thinking that the need for the sacred is old-fashioned and that
cosmonauts have proved once and for all that angels do not
exist. Also, if we get dissatisfied with the hollowness of so
much of the theatre of revolutionaries and propagandists, we
must not for this reason assume that the need to talk of
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people, of power, of money and of the structure of society is a
passing fashion.

But if our language must correspond with our age, then we
must also accept that today roughness is livelier and holiness
dead.her than at other times. Once, the theatre could begin as
magic: magic at the sacred festival, or magic as the footlights
came up. Today, it is the other way round. The theatre is
hardly wanted and its workers are hardly trusted. So we can-
not assume that the audience will assemble devoutly and
attentively. It is up to us to capture its attention and compel
its belief. P

T9 do 50 we must prove that there will be no trickery.
nothing hidden. We must open our empty hands and show

that- realiy there is nothing up our sleeves. Only then can we
begin. '




4
The Immediate Theatre

THERE is no doubt that a theatre can be a very sp(.ecml plac;e.
It is like a magnifying glass, and also like a reduc1_ng .lg‘ns. :
is a small world, so it can easily be a petty one. It is dl.ferf(t;l
from everyday life so it can easily be dlvorced. fror.n life. On
the other hand, while we live less an.d less in v111ag<is bml"
neighbourhoods, and more and more in open-ended g.o 1;1
communities, the theatre community stays the same: ’1Ehe
cast of a play is still the size that it .has alw?ys been. The
theatre narrows life down. It narrows it c!own in m.aln{r. f})vay.s.
It is always hard for anyone to have one single aim mﬁl e—in
the theatre, however, the goal is clear. From the rstdre:*;
hearsal, the aim is always visible, not too far away, and I
involves everyone. We can see many rqode} soc1al.pat1t(e1l')r11s
at work: the pressure of a first night, with its unmistakable
demands, produce that workir_lg—together, that’ dedlsatigzz
that energy and that consideration of ea.ch other’s needs
government despair of ever evoking outside wars. .
Furthermore, in society in general the rol.e of art is nebu-
lous. Most people could live perfectly well YVlthOut any zgt at
all - and even if they regretted its abse.nce it would no}z am-
per their functioning in any way. But in the t_heatre there is
no such separation: at every instant the practical question is
an artistic one: the most incoherent, uncouth player is as

much involved in matters of pitch and pace, intonation anti y
rhythm, position, distance, colour and shape as thﬁ most - §
sophisticated. In rehearsal, the height of the chair, the tex-

ture of the costume, the brightness of the light, the qua.llxtly
of emotion, matter all the time: the aesthetics are practical.
One would be wrong to say that this is because the theatre is

an art. The stage is a reflection of life, but this life cannot be
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re-lived for a moment without a working system based on
observing certain values and making value-judgements. A
chair is moved up or down stage, because it’s ‘better so’.
Two columns are wrong — but adding a third makes them
‘right” — the words ‘better’, ‘worse’, ‘not so good’, ‘bad’ are
day after day, but these words which rule decisions carry no
moral sense whatsoever.

Anyone interested in processes in the natural world would
be very rewarded by a study of theatre conditions. His dis-
coveries would be far more applicable to general society than
the study of bees or ants. Under the magnifying glass he
would see a group of people living all the time according to
precise, shared, but un-named standards. He would see that
In any community a theatre has either no particular function ~
or a unique one. The uniqueness of the function is that it
offers something that cannot be found in the street, at home,
in the pub, with friends, or on a psychiatrist’s couch; in a
church or at the movies. There is only one interesting dif-
ference between the cinema and the theatre. The cinema
flashes on to a screen images from the past. As this is what
the mind does to itself all through life, the cinema seems
intimately real. Of course, it is nothing of the sort — it is a
satisfying and enjoyable extension of the unreality of every-
day perception. The theatre, on the other hand, always
asserts itself in the present. This is what can make it more
rea] than the normal stream of consciousness. This also is
what can make it so disturbing.

No tribute to the latent power of the theatre is as telling as
that paid to it by censorship. In most régimes, even when
the written word is free, the image free, it is still the stage
that is liberated last. Instinctively, governments know that
the living event could create a dangerous electricity — even if
we see this happen all too seldom, But this ancient fear is a
recognition of an ancient potential. The theatre is the arena
where a living confrontation can take place. The focus of a
large group of people creates a unique intensity — owing to
this forces that operate at all times and rule each person’s
daily life can be isolated and perceived more clearly.
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Now, I must become unas}(;aniedly. t};lerz?fr;:; II? g)l: n:?ri:;
preceding chapters I have dealt w11 crent forms <
theatre, in general, as they occur al. over . \:vhich

ally as they occur to me. If this final section,
;lr?(:flil:tab%,y isa sg;'t of conc'lu.sion, takes the for{n ofesi1 ]:l;e}att}l;z
I appear to recommend, this is because I can on ); s;; akeol the
theatre I know. I must narrow my §1ghts an.11 ad about
theatre as I understand it, autob19graph1cally.. Iwillen ﬁe‘31d u
to speak of actions and conclusions fropl w1th13 my e o
work: this is what constitutes my experience and my p e
view. In turn, the reader must observe_ that.lt is mseI;ab I
from all the things on my passport — patlonallty, d;tte o o >
place of birth, physical characteristics, co}our o e’I}‘rﬁ., isga
nature. Also, it is inseparable from today s'd'ate: 1shin
picture of the author at the moment of writing: scetgrie t%
within a decaying and evolving theatre. As 1I con n;ncon-
work, each experience will brlnalze thes:s C;)}l;l: ?jrllczrtllso noon-
ive again. It is impossible to asse
S:SII(V— blfft I hope this one may pe.rhaps be of use sqmev&iggl:;
to someone else wrestling with his own problems in ret ‘o
to another time and place. But if anyone were tohtry oe se
it as a handbook, then I can definitely warn him — there ar ° 10
formulas: there are no methods. I can describe ag exetri] e
or a technique, but anyone w.ho attempts to r.epr(:j ufewould
from my description is certain to be dlsappomti . L would
undertake to teach anyone all that I knoyv about_ thea red wies
and technique in a few hours. The rest is practlclei - ar:his at
cannot be done alone. We can just attempt to fo owf .
a limited degree if we examine the preparation of a play

towards performance.

In performance, the relationship is actor /subjfct / au?lixil;relz;
In rehearsal it is actor /subject/director. The earliest rela on-
ship is director/subject/designer. Scenery afnd cost;:m:sst ]
sometimes evolve in rehearsal at the same time as tfg oot ot
the performance, but often practical considerations of building
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and dress-making force the designer to have his work cut and
dried before the first rehearsa), I have often done my own
designs. This can be a distinct advantage, but for a very
special reason. When the director js working this way, his
theoretical understanding of the play and its extension in
terms of shapes and colours both evolye at the same tempo. A
Scene may escape the director for several weeks, one shape in
the set may seem incomplete — then as he works on the set he
may suddenly find the place of the scene that eludes him; as he
works on the structure of the difficult scene he may suddenly
glimpse its meaning in terms of stage action or a succession of
colours. In work with a designer, a sympathy of tempo is what
matters most. I have worked with joy with many marvellous
designers — but have at times been caught in strange traps,
as when the designer reaches a compelling solution too fast —
so that I found myself having to accept or refuse shapes before
I had sensed what shapes seemed to be immanent in the text,
When I accepted the wrong shape, because I could find no
logical reason for opposing the  designer’s convinction, I
locked myself into a trap out of which the production could
never evolve, and produced very bad work as a result. I have
often found that the set is the geometry of the eventual
play, so that a wrong set makes many scenes impossible to
play, and even destroys many possibilities for the actors. The
best designer evolves step by step with the director, going
back, changing, scrapping, as a conception of the whole
gradually takes form. A director who does his own designs
naturally never believes that the completion of the designs
can be an end in itself. He knows that he is just at the begin-
ning of a long cycle of growth, because his own work lies
before him. Many designers, however, tend to feel that with
the delivery of the sets and costume sketches a major portion
of their own creative work in genuinely complete. This par-
ticularly applies to good painters working in the theatre. For
them, a completed design is complete. Art lovers can never
understand why all stage designing isn’t done by ‘great’
painters and sculptors. What js Necessary, however, is an
incomplete design; a design that has clarity without rigidity;
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1 hat could be called ‘open’ as against ‘shut’. This is the
a

of theatrical thinking: a true theatre .desu_;ner yvxll
ef his designs as being all the time in motion, In actlo?,
to what the actor brings to a scene as 1t unf_olds. n
ords, unlike the easel painter, in two dimensions, }(:r
other ™ r’ in three, the designer thinks in terms .of the
the SCUl.ptO nsion, the passage of time — not the stage picture,
fourt) dlmte e rr’loving picture. A film editor shap.es his
but he stg the event: the stage designer is often like :the
materlalfal Alice-Through-the-Looking-Glass film, cutting
editor anterial in shapes, before this material has yet come
dypa maThe later he makes his decisions, the better._
int> l_)emg- ‘ easy — and it happens quite often — to spoil an
e Verf{)rmance with the wrong costume. The actor who
actor ® p(;]r- views about a costume design before rehearsals
i aSk'ed' lssimilar position to the director who is asked f(?r a
Star't'ls lnbafore he is ready. He has not yet had'a physical
deas O eof his role — so his views are theoretlcfﬂ. If th.e
exp'erlencicetches with panache — and if the costume is l?eautl—
desigh’ o wn right — the actor will often accept it with en-
ful 1> o nly to discover weeks later that it is out of tune
thusmsril, }?atyhe is trying to express. Fundamental to the
with 2 fi signing is the problem — what should an actor
work o ngjme doesn’t just come out of the designer’s
el ‘A Crings from a background. Take the situation of a
hea'd: ; SI?) ean actor playing a Japanese. Even if every con-
white B0 I1)1sed his costume will never have the all'ure of a
trivan:; lisn a _],apanese film. In the authentic setting, the
amu .
getails are r1g

one t
essenc
think oI
in relatlon

ht and related to one another: in _the copy based
tudy of documents, there is almost inevitably a steady
onas

s of compromises; the material is only more or less the
serie

same, the
tually the actor’
the instinctive rig

1f we cannot p.re§ent. a
by processes of imitation,
call ‘period.’.
clothes easil

htness of the men close to the source. ‘
Japanese or an African satisfactorily

detail of the cut adapted and flpproximate, evgn}; .
himself is unable to inhabit the costume with

the same holds good for what we ]
An actor whose work seems real m.rehearsal ;
y loses this integrity when dressed in a toga .

i
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copied from a vase in the British Museum. Yet wearing

everyday clothes is seldom the answer, they are usually in-

adequate as a uniform for performance. The Noh theatre,
for instance, has preserved ritual performing clothes that are
of great beauty, and so has the Church. In baroque periods, a
contemporary ‘finery” existed —and so could be the base of
clothing for play or opera. The romantic ball was still re-
cently a valid source for remarkable designers like Oliver
Messel or Christian Bérard. In the U.S.S.R. after the Revo-
lution, the white tie and tails, dropped from social life, still
supplied the formal basis for clothing musicians aptly and
elegantly in a manner that separated the performance from
the rehearsal.

For us every time we start a new production we are com-
pelled to reopen this question as though for the first time.
What can the actors wear? Is there a period implied in the
action? What is a ‘period’? What is its reality? Are the aspects
given to us by documents real? Or is some flight of fancy and
Inspiration more real? What is the dramatic purpose? What
needs clothing? What needs stating? What, physically, does
the actor require? What does the eye of the spectator de-
mand? Should this demand of the spectator be met harmo-
niously or opposed, dramatically? What can colour and
texture heighten? What might they blur?

Casting creates a new set of problems. If rehearsals are
short, type casting is inevitable — but everyone deplores it,
naturally. In re-action, every actor wants to play every-
thing. In fact, he can’t: each actor is eventually blocked by his
own true limits, which outline his real type. All one can say
is that most attempts to decide in advance what an actor
can not do are usually abortive. The interest in actors is their
capacity for producing unsuspected traits in rehearsal: the
disappointment in an actor is when he is true to form. To try
to cast ‘knowingly’ is usually a vanity: it is better to have the
time and conditions in which it is possible to take risks. One
may often be wrong — but in exchange these will be quite
unexpected revelations and developments. No actor stands
completely still in his career. It is easy to imagine that he has
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got stuck at a certain level, when in fact a considerable unseen
change is under way inside him. The actor who seems very
ood at an audition may be very talented, but on the whole
this is unlikely — he is more probably just efficient and his
effectiveness is only skin-deep. The actor who seems very bad
at an audition is most likely the worst actor present, but this
is not necessarily the case, and it is just possible he is the best.
There is no scientific way round this: if the system dictates
the employing of actors one doesn’t know, one is forced to
work largely by guesswork.
At the beginning of rehearsals the actors are the opposite
of the ideally relaxed creatures they would like to be. They
bring with them a heavy baggage of tensions. So varied are
these tensions that we can find some very unexpected pheno-
mena. For instance, a young actor playing with a group of
inexperienced friends may reveal a talent and a technique
that put professionals to shame. Yet take the very same
actor who has, as it were, proved his worth and surround
him with the older actors he most respects, and often he
becomes not only awkward and stiff, but even his talent goes.
Put him then amongst actors he despises and he will come
into his own again. For talent is not static, it ebbs and flows
according to many circumstances. Not all actors of the same
age are at the same stage of their professional work.- Some
have a blend of enthusiasm and knowledge that is supported
by a confidence based on previous small successes and is not
undermined by fear of imminent total failure. They start
rehearsals from a different position from the perhaps equally
young actor who has made a slightly greater name and who

is already beginning to wonder how much farther he can go - §
has he really got anywhere yet, what is his status, is he

recognized, what does the future hold? The actor who be-

lieves he may one day play Hamlet has endless energy: the
one who sees that the outside world is not convinced he will " §

the short ti

I

THE IMMEDIATE THEATRE ‘105

}();‘rsonal questions and worries hang unspoken in the air
dire(cxt)g:s?% hthese are all enhanced by the presence of thc;
: It he were in a God-sent state of total relaxati
could greatly help, but more of i 00 s tense are
. : . the time he too is tens
Il::gzl\;eui 1v.wlth thedpxl'oblems of his production and here toi ?}::
Icly to deliver the goods is fuel to his o i
I ' wn vanit
znd_hls §elf-apsorptlon. In fact, a director can never aﬁ'o::iutg
beg:ir} with his ﬁrst production. I remember hearing that a
hu ing _hypnotlst never confesses to a subject that he is
myaI:lnotl.zmg,for the first time. He has ‘done it successfully
Wheg attlmes . I began with my second production, because
amateursse\llenteer} I fa((:ied my first group of sharp and critical
, 1 Wwas forced to invent a non-existent ;
pleted triumph to gi onfidence we
both requin 5) o give them and myself the confidence we
I(i)e grst Il'lehearsal is always to a degree the blind leading the
form.l n the first .da}y a director may sometimes make a
worka (;peech explaining the basic ideas behind the coming
rork orrp«;lstteo}ée m}ally sho}:zv models or costume sketches, or
raphs, or he may make jokes, or el ’ h,
actors to read the play. Having dri i e to.
. g drinks or playing a ga
gether or marching round the thea Lding » wall
. tre or building a wall all
S‘Z(i);k_ntlhthe same way: no one is in a state to abs%)rb what is
» ;31 purpose of anything you do on the first day is to
giﬂ‘e}lr.zgtt rough to the second one. The second day is already
— a process is now at work, and after twe
) s nty-
?z(\);l:;; f}‘:‘ery smgl; factor and relationship has subtly cha};l;c:(;r
Ing you do in rehearsal affects this ing
: process: pla
g:l:;:s tcf)‘ge?her 1s a process that has certain resultsp lil}(,:eng
gne er feeling of confidence, friendliness and infor’mality
One can play games at auditions just to bring about an' r
sier atmosphere._The goal is never in the game alone — in ‘
the hme avallable. for rehearsing a play, social ease is I
enough. A harrowing collective experience — like the

Lrll:li;;lmws;tions on madness we had to do for the Marat/Sade ’
gs about another result; the actors having shared diffi-

culties are open to one i
ey, p another and to the play in a different |

ever play a lead is already tying himself into painful knots of
: introspection with a consequent need for self-assertion. 4
) In the group that gathers for a first rehearsal, whether a 4

scratch cast or a permanent company, an infinite number of E ]
- . |
3 3 "‘ i
a { |
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A director learns that the growth of rehearsals is a de-
veloping process; he sees that there is a right time for every-
thing, and his art is the art of recognizing these moments.
He learns that he has no power to transmit certain ideas in
the early days. He will come to recognize the look on the
face of an apparently relaxed but innerly anxious actor who
cannot follow what he is being told. He will then discover
that all he needs is to wait, not push too hard. In the third
week all will have changed, and a word or a nod will make
instant communication. And the director will see that he too
does not stay still. However much home-work he does, he
cannot fully understand a play by himself. Whatever ideas he
brings on the first day must evolve continually, thanks to the
process he is going through with the actors, so that in the
third week he will find that he is understanding everything
differently. The actors’ sensibilities turn searchlights on to
his own — and he will either know more, or at least see, more
vividly that he has so far discovered nothing valid.

In fact, the director who comes to the first rehearsal with
his script prepared with the moves and business, etc., noted
down, is a real deadly theatre man.

When Sir Barry Jackson asked me to direct Love’s Labour’s
Lost at Stratford in 1945, it was my first big production and
I had already done enough work in smaller theatres to know
that actors, and above all stage managers, had the greatest
contempt for anyone who, as they always put it, ‘did not
know what he wanted’. So the night before the first rehear-
sal I sat agonized in front of a model of the set, aware that
further hesitation would soon be fatal, fingering folded pieces
of cardboard — forty pieces representing the forty actors to
whom the following morning I would have to give orders,

definite and clear. Again and again, I staged the very first

entry of the Court, recognizing that this was when all would

be lost or won, numbering the figures, drawing charts, 1
manceuvring the scraps of cardboard to and fro, on and off the §
set, trying them in big batches, then in small, from the side, -
from the back, over grass mounds, down steps, knocking b
them all over with my sleeve, cursing and starting again. As 1

e —— |
' {!h. [‘
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ilnggii:?c;nl noted c;hehmoves, and with no one to notice my
» crossed them out, then made fr
' ‘ : esh notes. The
:;exta;nommg [ arrived at rehearsal, a fat prompt book under
rezct. m, and the stage management brought me a table
: (;ng dto my volume, I observed, with respect. ,
o tl}‘:; n?dt ;h:zhc-ast mto groups, gave them numbers and
eir starting places, then, readi
orders in a loud confide ; e first stage of the
nt way I let loose the first st
age of the
moasj el’}‘t}xl'ance. As the actors began to move I knew i% was no
31 0d la ese hwere nc;)t remotely like my cardboard figures
rge human beings thrustin ’
nan g themselves forward
S0
th:rlr(le stlc:(ci)df:r;t with hvelg steps I had not foreseen bringing’
y on top of me — not stopping, b vanti
: . ut wanting to
£0 on, staring me in the face: or i i d
: : or else lingering, pausin
: , even
tl;;;lemg back with elegant affectations that to’ok me %y sur-
li tter— we had only done the first stage of the movement
ou A on my chart, but already no one was rightly placeci
movement g could not follow — my heart sank and, de
, de-

spite all my preparation, I felt quite lost. Was I to start

zgg:m; grlllipg these actors so that they conformed to m
Poi::éd ne 11;1ner voice prompted me to do so, but anothez'r
pon neWout that my pattern was much less interesting than
s fpattern that was unfolding in front of me — rich in
enthgy., ull of pe?sonal variations, shaped by individual
s rslgs;:s and lazinesses, promising such different rhythms
many unexpected possibilities. It ,
' ' : - It was a moment of
%)naltill:z tI, ;l}::k, ];)oklng back, that my whole future work hung
ce. | stopped, and walked away £ i
amongst the actors, and I h S at 8 weitton v
] , ave never looked at a wri
) : itten plan
f(l)rlll(.:;.olf rtehc_oix.uzedhonce and for all the presumption andpthe
inking t inani
oy g that an inanimate model can stand for a
paglfl' cogrse, all work. involves thinking: this means com-
startiﬁ, roo_dmg, makgng mistakes, going back, hesitating
partin gb:;%a.m. The painter naturally does this, so does the
: In secret. The theatre director h i
bu . as to expose his
tlvxilciixl‘ltamtlles to h.lS cast, but in reward he has a }r)nedium
evolves as 1t responds: a sculptor says that the choice
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of material continually amends his cre_ation: the h'vmg me;lt:;;:}
of actorsis talking, feeling an<(i1 exploring all the time—re
ing i isible thinking-aloud. .
llrl%,lest ir:]elséuote a straﬁge paradox. There is o_nly ont(i ;r)lel(')s;):
as effective as a very good director — ?.nd that is a rotte o .
It sometimes happens that a director is so bad., SO .clcl)n}dp;at hi);
without direction, so incapable of imposing h1.s wi ; that his
lack of ability becomes a positive virtue. It dll;lves t i peeors
to despair. Gradually his incompetence mal eﬁ a groaChes
yawns in front of the cast, and as_the first nig tfapg; aches
insecurity gives way to terror, which becomes a for fc;und s
happened that in the last moments a com;:iart?lre nd
strength and a unity as though by magic — ant yo:t:; oy
first-night performance d.for tWh'IChﬁrS:]e tﬁ:fﬁi vtrmgn g
ise. Equally, when a director is s
Ef/?el:?)ft]::eg hasya’m easy job: I once entire¥y re—stag;:d sct)rﬁf:f)‘;i
else’s production in the course of one night — and go woar
credit for the result. Despair had so prepared -the groun
a touch from one finger was all thfit was r'equlred. b stern
However, when the director is plausible enoug l, tsr e
enough, articulate enough to get the actors pa};'ti; acto;
then the result can misfire easiest of all. Even l]d ;e oot
ends by disagreeing with some of w.hat he is 1to ,that o
passes some of the load on to the. director fee 1nlg fhat he
may be right’, or at least that the dlre?tor is vague yth a}; on-
sible’ and will somehow ‘save the day’. This snges f(:i actor
the final personal responsibility and prevents the con

for the spontaneous combustion of a company coming lpr:o :
being. It is the modest director, the honourable unassuming B

one, often the nicest man, who should be trusted least.

What I am saying can very easily be misunderstood — and : §

directors who do not wish to be desPots are sometm;;e:
tempted to the fatal course of doing nothing, cultivating n

intervention in the belief that this is the only way cl)f rg:fse}fit— 1
ing the actor. This is a wretched fallacy —.w1_thout lea i 3 |
a group cannot reach a coheren'F lje.sult w1tl_un a gillven On; g
A director is not free of responsibility —.he is totally r(;ssf iy
sible - but he is not free of the process either, he is par -
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Every now and then an actor turns up who proclaims that
directors are unnecessary: actors could do it by themselves,
This may be true. But what actors? For actors to develop
something alone, they would need to be Creatures so highly
developed that they would hardly need rehearsal either;
they would read the script and in a wink the invisible sub..
stance of the play would appear fully articulated amongst
them. This is unreal: a director is there to help a group evolve
towards this ideal situation. The director js there to attack
and yield, provoke and withdraw until the indefinable stuff
begins to flow. The anti-director wants the director out of
the way from the first rehearsal: any director disappears, a
little later, on the first night. Sooner or later the actor must
appear and the ensemble take command. ‘The director must
sense where the actor wants to go and what it is he avoids,
what blocks he raises to his own intentions. No director in-
Jects a performance. At best a director enables an actor to
reveal his own performance, that he might otherwise have
clouded for himself. :

Acting begins with a tiny inner movement so slight that
it is almost completely invisible. We see this when we com-
pare film and stage acting: a good stage actor can act in
films, not necessarily vice versa. What happens? 1T make a
proposition to an actor’s imagination such as, ‘She is leaving
you.” At this moment deep in him a subtle movement occurs.
Not only in actors - the movement occurs in anyone, but in
most non-actors the movement is too slight to manifest itself
in any way: the actor is a more sensitive instrument and in
him the tremor is detected — in the cinema the great magnifier,
the lens, describes this to
the cinema the first flicker is all. In early theatre rehearsals,
the impulse may get no further than a flicker — even if the
actor wishes to amplify it all sorts of extraneous psychic
psychological tensions can intervene — then the current is
short-circuited, earthed. For this flicker to pass into the whole
organism, a total relaxation must be there, either god-given
or brought about by work. This, in short, is what rehearsals
are all about. In this way acting is mediumistic — the idea

the film that notes it down, so for
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suddenly envelops the whole in an act of possession — in Gro-
towski’s terminology the actors are ‘penetrated’ — penetrated
by themselves. In very young actors, the obstacles are some-
times very elastic, penetration can happen with surprising
ease and they can give subtle and complex incarnations that are
the despair of those who have evolved their skill over years.
Yet later, with success and experience, the same young actors
build up their barriers to themselves. Children ¢an often act
with extraordinary natural technique. People from real life
are marvellous on screen. But with adult professionals there
has to be a two-way process, and the stirring from within
has to be aided by the stimulus from outside. Sometimes
study and thought can help an actor to eliminate the precon-
ceptions that blind him to deeper meanings, but sometimes it
is the reverse. To reach an understanding of a difficult role,
an actor must go to the limits of his personality and intelli-
gence — but sometimes great actors go farther still if they
rehearse the words and at the same time listen acutely to the
echoes that arise in them. ‘

John Gielgud is a magician — his form of theatre is one
that is known to reach above the ordinary, the common, the
banal. His tongue, his vocal chords, his feeling for rhythm
compose an instrument that he has consciously developed all
through his career in a running analogy with his life. His
natural inner aristocracy, his outer social and personal beliefs,
have given him a hierarchy of values, an intense discrimina-
tion between base and precious, and a conviction that the

sifting, the weeding, the selecting, the dividing, the refining |

and the transmuting are activities that never end. His art

has always been more vocal than physical: at some early .
stage in his career he decided that for himself the body was a .
less supple instrument than the head. He thus jettisoned part- g

of an actor’s possible equipment but made true alchemy with
the rest. It is not just speech, not melodies, but the con-

tinual movement between the word-forming mechanism and . 4
his understanding that has made his art so rare, so touching §
and especially so aware. With Gielgud, we are conscious . §
both of what is expressed and of the skill of the creator: '3
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tha? a craft can be so deft adds to our admiration. The e
perience of working with him has been amon st m st
special and my greatest joys. 8 st
'Paul Scoﬁel.d talks to his audience in another way. While i
Gielgud the instrument stands half-way betweeg’ the mu o
'and the healjer, and so demands a player, trained and skilledS N
gx S};:oﬁeld, Instrument and player are one — an instrument o_f
w(;lsen aing btki:;? tha? opens itself to the unknown. Scofield,
Yoen | rst ' ew him as a very young actor, had a strange
acteristic: verse hampered him, but he would make u
forge;table verse out of lines of prose. It was as though t}::
:(C:lt]o(;d st}))::li(mg a word sent through him vibrations that
crhoe meanings far more complex than his rational
anl(rll t;lng iould find: he would pronounce a word like ‘night’
e beizn : c;et;zlvould bfa cqmpelled to pause: listening with all
s be ch%mb e ;mazmg 1mpuls_es stirring in some mysterious
mner momeil;’ E wquld experience the wonder of discovery
I et }\]Jv en it haPpened. Those breaks, those sallies
i de ' g Is acting its absol.utely personal structure of
ytims, its own instinctive meanings: to rehearse a part, he
lets his whole nature — a milliard of super-sensitive s}Zam;ers
pr}gzzzstc:n aicisfzzl ::;;);s thehwoﬁdsil In performance the same
1 Ing that he has a
baik again each night thf same and absoliﬁgle; fili);fgr):;(: e
phennge nt(\):/]o i;vetill;l;:o;\lz;) tlﬁzmtt?s as illus};crations, but the
. ime in rehearsal, and con-
;;)r:)l;atgieriet:;p:&si tll(xs pr;)k:ilem czIf‘ }ixnnocence and ex;;erience, rc:f
owledge, ere a i
actors and unknown actorsg can do thatr ehazgseop;}sl;zdgsbzoung
th?r reach of fine actors with experience and skill. o
worll:e}rl'e have been times in the_atre history when the actor’s
_has been based on certain accepted gestures and ex-
ax:s:;pnst: there hav? been frozen systems of attitudes which
e Jte];:e tﬁi:gf}{ogt 12 Cp;e:)rl}ap; leiis obvioushthat the opposite
, r's treedom in choosing anythin
;:i)izztti?ievfil; ttroxlx)l t}.le gestures of everyday life isgequajllly reg-
b , in basing his gestures on his observation or on
own spontaneity the actor is not drawing on any deep
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creativity. He is reaching inside himself for an alphabet that is
also fossilized, for the language of signs from life that he
knows is the language not of invention but of his conditioning.
His observations of behaviour are often observations of pro-
jections of himself. What he thinks to be spontaneous is
filtered and monitored many times over. Were Pavlov’s dog
improvising, he would still salivate when the bell rang, but
he would feel sure it was all his own doing: ‘I'm dribbling,” he
would say, proud of his daring
Those who work in improvisation have the chance to see
with frightening clarity how rapidly the boundaries of so-
called freedom are reached. Our exercises in public with the
Theatre of Cruelty quickly led the actors to the point where
they were nightly ringing variations on their own clichés —
like Marcel Marceau’s character who breaks out of one
prison to find himself within another. We experimented for
instance with an actor opening a door and finding something
unexpected. He had to react to the unexpected sometimes in
gesture, sometimes in sound, sometimes with paint. He was
encouraged to express the first gesture, cry or splash that
came to him. At first, all this showed was the actor’s stock of
similies. The open mouth of surprise, the step back in horror:
where did these so-called spontaneities come from? Clearly
the true and instantaneous inner reaction was checked and
like lightning the memory substituted some imitation of a form
once seen. Dabbing the paint was even more revealing: the
hair’s-breadth of terror before the blankness, and then the
reassuring ready-made idea coming to the rescue. This
Deadly Theatre lurks inside us all.

The aim of improvisation in training actors in rehearsal,
and the aim of exercises, is always the same: it is to get away
from Deadly Theatre. It is not just a matter of splashing about
in self-indulgent euphoria as outsiders often suspect; for it
aims at bringing the actor again and again to his own bar-

riers, to the points where in place of new-found truth he nor-

mally substitutes a lie. An actor playing a big scene falsely
appears false to the audience because, instant for instant, in

his progression from one attitude of the character to another,  §
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l;}c; (:rslesu:;tlltlftmg false d_et.ailns for real ones: tiny transitional
P y emotions thrqugh Imitation attitudes. But this cannot
e.grapplc-::d‘wuh while rehearsing big scenes — too much is
igs'o:I;%‘ ::11:1 it is far too complicated. The purpose of an exercise
o e bciit;ndfret}xrp: to narrow the area down and down
P ‘hc? a lie is revealed and caught. If the actor can
ane See this moment he can perhaps open himself to a
per, more creative impulse.
moSltnTllarly, when two actors play together. What we know
whischlihzx}t};f;;lsﬁrls}f::ge Playing: n(;uchbof the teamwork of
€ 1s so proud is based on politeness, °
courtesy, reasonableness, give-and-take, your turnpafter ou,
?:(:hseoszr:n ; : facsimile whicb works whenever the, actorsyaré
togethos andans%;e C(l)f style - i.e. older actors play beautifully
foget’ uf,) i =0 tho.very young ones; but when they are
ied m,e fora eir care .and ml_ltual respect, the result is
o & Taess. ora productlop I did of Genet’s The Balcony
oroua CIas I}ec;elssary.to mix actors of very different back-
oo s ussm:tI y trained, ﬁlm trained, ballet trained and
improvisationsr. ere, long evenings of very obscene brothel
poprot served only one purpose — they enabled this
ybrid group of people to come together and begin to find
wasy of responding directly to one another. :
diﬂ‘;-?:t ev)‘(lzrc'lsf(‘es open the actors to one another in a quite
pletely differz;lt :gelf:saggéeé Se"(,ieraé mever s et
Y side, but never speaking at the
:jﬁr;fl:emic;:nen;, so that each has to pay close atft)entiorig to the
e (_‘;r eIS((:I'd er lto }mow Just \fvhat moments depended on
o ;luality Ofe;\rllei_(r?l);r;gva; Sc::)tl_lectlve dsense o}f responsibility for
he. lon, and switching to new situa-
:)11?:1; ;lssts:o? as the shared invention flags. Magy exerciszlsu;:t
pat firs v:;] alzcee tllxe actor, so he may be allowed to discover by
’ -~ only exists in .h1mself: next, to force him to
ccept blindly external directions, so that by cocking a sen.
sitive enough ear he could hear in himself movemg;:nts h-
‘v,v?ulcll)lnever h.ave' detected any other way. For instance :
t }?r:: € exercise is dividing a Shakespeare soliloquy into
voices, like a canon, and then having the three actors
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recite at breakneck speed over and over again. At.ﬁrst,t ;l;s
technical difficulty absorbshalld.tﬂ};e 1:1(_:torihe;tt:$u;rsll,(ed en
ly as they master the difficulties .

%:fr?gu atl)lirt the mz,aning of the words, without varylgfnitgi
inflexible form. Because of the speed an'd the mecd pical
rhythm this seems impossible:. the actor is p’rI?}\lJents:i ety
using any of his normal expressive equlpmentl.1 ' er(l1 suddenty

he bursts a barrier and experlgnlges how much free
ithin the tightest discipline.
Carj:r):)tzzr variant i% to take the two lines “To be or not to beci
That is the question” and give them to ten actors(,i one0 :;Oio
each. The actors stand in a closed cu.'cle and endeav ur .
play the words one after the ot}.ler, trying to prciduce a I thge
phrase. This is so difficult that it 1nstant1y.revea‘s_eve}111 0 the
most unconvinced actor how closed and insensitive Sdenl
his neighbour. When after long W?Tk the sentence su They
flows, a thrilling freedom is experienced by.everyo(rixet.he ob)i
see in a flash the possibility of group playing, anb the o
stacles to it. This exercise can be developed by substi an%
other verbs for ‘be’, with the same effect of afﬁrmatlorlures
denial — and eventually it is possible to put soun.ds or gei‘..Vin
in place of one or all of the words 3nfl stlg maintain a living
ic flow between the ten participants. _
dr?Ir‘Illlaetgu?pose of such exercises. is to lead actorsbto 'ihz 6f)otllrllz
where if one actor does something unexpected ult rl‘ e
others can take this up and respond on t.he same eves.emble
is ensemble playing: ir;1 acti?g I’ctexjmsn (:tu:;eiﬁisn 1((311:1  hat
ion, an awesome thought. It 1s : .
gfeartcise’s belong to school and only aRply to a certain plei:]l;:(i
of the actor’s development. Arhactorﬂl]lke ngi saglt:::’olsce .
it is no help to pull out the weed )
gﬁr?i(::e?rzlthe weeds algvays grow, this is quite natural, and

they must be cleaned away, which is natural and necessary too. . ‘

Actors must study by varying means: an actor has mainly

an act of elimination to make. Stanislavsky’s title ‘Building ¢

a Character’ is misleading — a character isn’t a static thing

it 1i 1s don’t lead pro- ‘
d it can’t be built like a wall. _Rehearsa_ i
agxll'es;ively to a first night. This is something very hard for
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Some actors to understand — especially those who pride them-
selves most on their skill. For mediocre actors the process of
character building is as follows: they have an acute moment
of artistic anguish, at the very start — “What will happen this
time?” — ‘I know I've played many successful parts before but,
this time, will inspiration come?” This actor comes in terror
to the first rehearsal, but gradually his standard practices fill
the vacuum of his fear: as he “discovers’ a way of doing each
section, he battens it down, relieved that once again he has
been spared the final catastrophe. So on the first night al-
though he is nervous, his nerves are those of the marksman
who knows he can hit the target but is afraid he won’t get a
bull’s-eye again when his friends are watching.

The really creative actor reaches a different and far worse
terror on the first night. All through rehearsals he has been
exploring aspects of a character which he senses always to
be partial, to be less than the truth - so he is compelled, by
the honesty of his search, endlessly to shed and start again.
A creative actor will be most ready to discard the hardened
shells of his work at the last rehearsal because here, with the
first night approaching, a brilliant searchlight is cast on his
creation, and he sees its pitiful inadequacy. The creative
actor also longs to cling on to all he’s found, he too wants at
all costs to avoid the trauma of appearing in front of an
audience, naked and unprepared — still this is exactly what he
must do. He must destroy and abandon his results even if
what he picks up seems almost the same, This is easier
for French actors than for English ones, because tempera-
mentally they are more open to the idea that nothing is any
good. And this is the only way that a part, instead of being
built, can be born. The role that has been buwilt is the same

every night — except that it slowly erodes. For the part that
is born to be the same it must always be reborn, which makes
it always different. Of course, particularly in a long run, the
effort of daily re-creation becomes unbearable and unthink-
able, and this is where the experienced creative artist is

compelled to fall back on a second level called technique to
carry him through.
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I did a play with that perfectionist Alfred Lunt. In the first
act, he had a scene sitting on a bench. Inrehearsal, he sugges-
ted, as a piece of natural business, taking off his shoe and
rubbing his foot. Then he added shaking the shoe to empty
it before putting it back on again. One day when we were on
tour in Boston, I walked past his dressing-room. The door
was ajar. He was preparing for the performance, but I could
see that he was looking out for me. He beckoned excitedly. I
went into the dressing-room, he closed the door, asked me to
sit down. “There’s something [ want to try tonight,” he said.
‘But only if you agree. I went for a walk on Boston Common
this afternoon and found these.” He held out his palm. It
contained two tiny pebbles. ‘That scene were I shake out
my shoe,” he continued, ‘its always worried me that nothing
falls out. So I thought I'd try putting the pebbles in. Then
when I shake it, you'd see them drop — and you’'d hear the
sound. What do you think?’ I said it was an excellent idea
and his face lit up. He looked delightedly at the two little
stones, back at me, then suddenly his expression changed. He
studied the stones again for a long anxious moment. “You
don’t think it would be better with one?’

The hardest task of all for an actor is to be sincere yet
detached — it is drummed into an actor that sincerity is all
he needs. With its. moral overtones, the word causes great
confusion. In a way, the most powerful feature of the Brecht
actors is the degree of their insincerity. It is only through
detachment that an actor will see his own clichés. There is a
dangerous trap in the word sincerity. First of all, a young
actor discovers that his job is so exacting that it demands of
him certain skills. For instance, he has to be heard: his body
has to obey his wishes: he must be a master of his timing, not
the slave of haphazard rhythms. So he searches for technique:
and soon he acquires a know-how. Easily, know-now can
become a pride and an end in itself. It becomes dexterity
without any other aim than the display of expertise — in other

words, the art becomes insincere. The young actor observes . §

the insincerity of the old-timer and is disgusted. He searches

for sincerity. Sincerity is a loaded word: like cleanliness it 1
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carries childhood associations of goodness, truth-telling and
decency. It seems a good ideal, a better aim than acquirin
more and more technique, and as sincerity is a feeling on%P
can always tell when one’s being sincere. So there is 2 ath
one can f.'ol_low; one can find one’s way to sincerity by eI;no—
tional ‘giving’, by being dedicated, by honesty, by taking a
no-holds-barred approach and by, as the French say, ‘plungin
into the_ bath’. Unfortunately, the result can eas,ily begthg
worst kind of acting, With any of the other arts, however
deep one plunges into the act of creating, it is alwa};s possible
to step away and look at the result. As the painter steps back
from his canvas other faculties can spring into play and warn
him at once of his excesses. The trained pianist’s head is
Phys.lcally less involved than his fingers and so however
carried away” he is by the music, his ear carries its own
degree of detflchment and objective control. Acting is in
many ways unique in its difficulties because the artist has to
use the treacherous, changeable and mysterious material of
!nmself as his medium. He is called upon to be completel
mmvolved \.zvhile distanced — detached without detachment HZ
must pe sincere, he must be insincere: he must practise .how
to be nsincere with sincerity and how to lie truthfully. This
1s almost impossible, but it is essential and easily igr;ored
All too often, actors — and it is not their fault, but that of the;
deadly schools with which the world is littered — build their
work on fag-ends of doctrine. The great system of Stanis-
lav§ky, which for the first time approached the whole art of
acting from the point of view of science and knowledge has
done as much harm as good to many young actors, who ‘mis-
read it in detail and only take away a good hat,red of the
shc?d.dy. After Stanislavsky, Artaud’s equally significant
writings, half-read and a tenth digested, have led to a naive
belief that emotional commitment and unhesitating self-
exposure are all that really count. This is now fed further b
ill-digested, misunderstood bits of Grotowski. There is nov?/,
a new form of sincere acting which consists of living every-
thlpg through the body. It is a kind of naturalism. In natﬁ,—
ralism, the actor tries sincerely to imitate the emotions and
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actions of the everyday world and to live his role. In this
other naturalism the actor gives himself over just ashcom(;
pletely to living his unrealistic t_)ehakur, throug elr}'nl
through. This is where he fools hlmself. Just because e(e;
type of theatre he’s connected w1th. seems poles rem‘ovf
from old-fashioned naturalism, he believes that he, too, is far
from this despised style. In fact, he a}pproaches the lan.dscape
of his own emotions with the same beheflthat every detﬁllﬂ mu(sit
be photographically reproduced. So he 1s always at fu  flood.
The result is often soft, flabby, excessive and.unconvmcx.ng(i

There are groups of actors, particularly in the Umtell
States, nourished on Genet and Artaud, ‘wh_o desp}seha
forms of naturalism. They would be very indignant if they
were called naturalistic actors, but this is pr}emse.ly what
limits their art. To commit every fibre of one’s being into
an action may seen a form of total invol\fement ~ but the 1'cr.ue
artistic demand may be even more stringent th?n total in-
volvement —and need fewer manifestations or quite dl.ffere}rllt
ones. To understand this, we must see .tha.t along with L e
emotion there is always a role for a special intelligence, that
is not there at the start, but which has to be develop(?d as a
selecting instrument. There is a need for ‘detachme.nt, in }}:ar&
ticular, there is a need for certain forms: 'all of which is har
to define, but impossible to ignore. For instance, act-orl's can
pretend to fight with total abandon and genumehvmhen(‘::s.
Every actor is prepared for death scenes — and he thro :
himself into them with such abandon that he does no
realize he knows nothing at all about death.

In France an actor comes to an audition, asks to be shown

the most violent scene in the play and without ahquatlm
plunges into it to demonstrate }.1is paces. _The Fre_nc att(;l 2;
playing a classical part pumps himself up in the \.zImgsOf e
plunges into the scene: he judges the success or failure of th
evening by the degree he can surrender to his emotions,

whether his inner charge is at its ma)fimlixm pitch and frTo}Iln .
this comes a belief in the Muse, in inspiration and so on. The - §

weakness of his work is that this way he tends to play gener::
lizations. By this I mean that in an angry scene he gets on
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his note of anger — or rather he plugs into his anger-point
and this force drives him through the scene. This may give
him a certain force and even at times a certain hypnotic
power over the audience, and this power is falsely con-
sidered to be ‘Iyrical’ and ‘transcendental’. In fact, such an
actor in his passion becomes its slave and js unable to drop
out of the passion if a subtle change of text demands some-
thing new. In a speech that contains both natural and lyrical
elements he declaims everything as though all the words
were equally pregnant. It is this clumsiness that makes
actors appear stupid and grand acting seem unreal.

Jean Genet wishes the theatre to come out of the banal,
and he wrote a series of letters to Roger Blin when Blin was
directing The Screens, urging him to push the actors towards
‘Iyricism’. This sounds. well enough in theory but what is
lyricism? What is ‘out of the ordinary’ acting? Does it
dictate a special voice, a high-blown manner? Old classical
actors seem to sing their lines, is this the relic of some valid
old tradition? At what point is a search for form an acceptance
of artificiality? This is one of the greatest problems we face
today, and so long as we retain any sneaking belief that
grotesque masks, heightened make-ups, hieratic costumes,
declamation, balletic movement are somehow ‘ritualistic’ in
their own right and consequently lyrical and profound — we
will never get out of a traditional art-theatre rut.

At least one can see that everything is a language for some-
thing and nothing is a language for everything. Every action
happens in its own right and every action is an analogy of
something else. I crumple a piece of paper: this gesture is
complete in itself: I can stand on a stage and what I do need
be no more than what appears at the moment of the happening.
It can also be a metaphor. Anyone who saw Patrick Magee
slowly tearing strips of newspaper precisely as in life and

yet utterly ritualistically in Pinter's The Birthday Party will
know what this means. A metaphor is a sign and is an illustra-
tion — so it is a fragment of language. Every tone of speech,
every rhythmic pattern is a fragment of language and corre-
sponds to a different experience. Often, nothing is so deadly
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as a well-schooled actor speaking verse: there are of course
academic laws of prosody and they can help to clarify certain
things for an actor at a certain stage of his development, but
he must eventually discover that the rhythms of each charac-
ter are as distinctive as thumbprints: then he must learn that
every note in the musical scale corresponds — what to?
That also he must find.

Music is a language related to the invisible by which a
nothingness suddenly is there in a form that cannot be seen
but can certainly be perceived. Declamation is not music, yet
it corresponds to something different from ordinary speech:
Sprechgesang also; Carl Orff has set Greek tragedy on to a
heightened level of rhythmic speech supported and punctuated
by percussion and the result is not only striking, it is essenti-
ally different from tragedy spoken and tragedy sung: it
speaks of a different thing. We can separate neither the struc-
ture nor the sound of Lear’s ‘Never never never never never’
from its complex of meanings, and we cannot isolate Lear’s
‘Monster Ingratitude’ without seeing how the shortness of
the line of verse brings a tremendous thick emphasis on to
the syllables. There is a moving beyond words in ‘Monster
Ingratitude’. The texture of language is reaching towards
the experiences that Beethoven imitated in patterns of
sound — yet it is not music, it cannot be abstracted from its
sense. Verse is deceptive.

An exercise we once developed involved taking a scene of
Shakespeare’s, such as Romeo’s farewell to Juliet, and trying
(artificially of course) to disentangle the different inter-
twining styles of writing. The scene reads:

Juliet: Wilt thou be gone? It is not yet near day.
It was the nightingale, and not the lark,
That pierced the fearful hollow of thine ear.
Nightly she sing on yond pomegranate tree.
Believe me, love, it was the nightingale.

Romeo: It was the lark, the herald of the morn;
No nightingale. Look, love, what envious streaks
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Do lace the severing clouds in yonder East.
Night’s candles are burnt out, and jocund day
Stands tiptoe on the misty mountains tops.

I must be gone and live, or stay and die.

Juliet: Yond light is not daylight; I know it, I.
: It is some meteor that the sun exhales
To be to thee this night a torchbearer
And light thee on thy way to Mantua.
Therefore stay yet. Thou needest not to be gone.

Romeo: Let me be ta’en, let me be put to death.
I am content, so thou wilt have it so.
I’l! say yon grey is not the morning’s eye;
“Tis but the pale reflex of Cynthia’s brow.
Nor that is not the lark whose notes do beat
The vaulty heaven so high above our heads.
I have more care to stay than will to go.
Come., death, and welcome! Juliet wills it so.
How is’t, my soul? Let’s talk. It is not day.

The actors then were asked to select only those words that
they could play in a realistic situation, the words that they
could use unselfconsciously in a film. This produced:

Juliet: Wilt thou be gone? It is not yet near day.
It was the nightingale ["pause] not the lark [pause]

Romeo: It was the lark [pause] no nightingale. Look,

love [pause] I must be gone and live, or stay
and die.

Juliet: Yond light is no daylight; [pause]] therefore
stay yet. Thou needest not to be gone.

Romeo: Let me be ta’en, let me be put to death. I
- am content, so thou wilt have it so. [‘pause]
Come., death and welcome! Juliet wills it so.
z-Iow is’t, my soul? Let’s talk. It is not
ay.
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Then the actors played this as a genuine scene from a
modern play full of living pauses — speaking the selected
words out loud, but repeating the missing words silently to
themselves to find the uneven lengths of the silences. The
fragment of scene that emerged would have made good
cinema, for the moments of dialogue linked by a rhythm of
silences of unequal duration in a film would be sustained by
close shots and other silent, related images.

Once this crude separation had been made, it was then
possible to do the reverse: to play the erased passages with
full recognition that they had nothing whatsoever to do with
normal speech. Then it was possible to explore them in
many different ways — turning them into sounds or move-
ments — until the actor saw more and more vividly how a
single line of speech can have certain pegs of natural speech
round which twist unspoken thoughts and feelings rendered
apparent by words of another order. This change of style
from the apparently colloquial to the evidently stylized is so
subtle that it cannot be observed by any crude attitudes. If the
actor approaches a speech looking for its form, he must be-
ware not to decide too easily what is musical, what is
rhythmic. It is not enough for an actor playing Lear in the
storm, to take a running jump at the speeches, thinking of
them as splendid slabs of storm music. Nor is it any use
speaking them quietly for their meaning on the grounds that
they are actually taking place inside his head. A passage of
verse can be understood more like a formula carrying many
characteristics — a code in which each letter has a different
function. In the storm speeches, the explosive consonants
are there to suggest by imitation the explosive pattern of
thunder, wind and rain. But the consonants are not every-

thing: within these crackling letters writhes a meaning, a
meaning that’s ever on the change, a meaning that’s carried

bv meaning’s bearer, images. Thus, ‘you cataracts and hurri-
b b

canes spout’ is one thing ‘All germens spill at once That
make Ingrateful man’, is quite another. With writing as
compact as this, the last degree of skill is needed: any loud
actor can roar both lines with the same noise, but the artist
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must not only present to us with absolute clarity the Hiero-
nymous Bosch — Max Ernst-like image in the second line of
th‘e }}eavens spilling their spermatozoa, he must present this
within the context of Lear’s own rage. He will observe
again that the verse gives great weight to “That make In-
grateful man’, this will reach him as a very precise stage
direction from Shakespeare himself, and he will sense ar%d
grope for a rhythmic structure that enables him to give to
these. four words the strength and weight of a longer line
and in so doing hurl on to the longshot of man in storm a
tremendogs close-up of his absolute belief in human ingrati-
tude. Unhlfe a close-up in the cinema, this sort of close-up
c.lose—lfp with an idea, frees us from an exclusive pre-occupa-,-
tion with Fhe man himself. Our complex faculties engage more
fully and in our minds we place Ingrateful man over Lear and
over the world, his world, our world, at one and the same
time, '
Yet this is the point where we most need to keep touch with
common-sense, where the right artifice turns stilted or bom-
bastic, ‘Have a whisky” — the content of this phrase clearly is
better rendered by a conversational tone of voice than by
song. .‘Have‘ a whisky’, this phrase we would agree has only
one dimension, one weight, one function. Yet in Madame

Butterfly these words are sung and indirectly Puccini’s one
Ph?ase has brought the whole form of opera into ridicule
‘Dmner, ho!" in Lear’s scene with his knights is similar t(;

Have a yvhlsky’. Lears often declaim this phrase bringing
the play Into artificialities, yet when Lear says the words he
1S ot acting in a poetic tragedy, he is simply a man call’ing
ff)r his dinner. ‘Ingrateful man’ and ‘Dinner, hol’ are both
lines by Shakespeare in a verse tragedy, but in fact they be-
long to quite different worlds of acting.

. In rehearsal, form and content have to be examined some-
times together, sometimes separately. Sometimes an explora-
tion of the form can suddenly open us up to the meaning that
dictated the form — sometimes a close study of content gives
us a fresh sound of rhythm. The director must look for where
the actor is messing up his own right urges — and here he
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must help the actor to see and overcome bis own obstacles.
All this is a dialogue and a dance between director and .player.
A dance is an accurate metaphor, a waltz between. dlrector,
player and text. Progression is circular, and decidmg whq s
the leader -depends on where you stand. The director will
find that all the time new means are needed: he will dl.SCOVE.I'
that any rehearsal technique has its use, thailt no techmque.r is
all-embracing. He will follow the natural principle of rotation
of crops: he will see that explanation, logic, 1mprov1sat10_n,
inspiration, are methods that rapidly run dry and he will
move from one to the other. He will know that thought,
emotion, and body can’t be separated — but he will see that a
pretended separation must often take place. Som_e actors 40
not respond to explanation, while others do. This dlﬂ'e:rs in
each situation, and one day it is unexpectedly the non—mt('al—
lectual actor who responds to a word from the director, while
the intellectual understands all from a gesture. .
In early rehearsals, improvisation, exchange of associa-
tions and memories, reading of written mater.lalt reading of
period documents, looking at films and at paintings can all
serve to stimulate the material relevant to the theme of a
play inside each individual. None of these methods means
much in itself — each is a stimulus. In the Marat/Sade, as
kinetic images of insanity rose up and possessed the actor and
as he yielded to them in improvisation, the others observed
and criticized. So a true form was gradually detachefi from
the standardized clichés that are part of an actor’s equipment
for mad scenes. Then as he produced an imitation of madness
that convinced his fellows by its seeming reality, he }}ad to
come up against a new problem. He may have used an image
from observation, from life, but the play is about madness as it
was in 1808 — before drugs, before treatment, when a dif-

ferent social attitude to the insane made them ' behave

differently, and so on. For this, the actor had no g)ut.side
model — he looked at faces in Goya not as models to imitate
but as prods to encourage his confidence in following the
stronger and more worrying of his inner impulses. He had. to
allow himself to serve these voices completely; and in parting
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from outside models, he was taking greater risks. He had to
cultivate an act of possession. As he did s0, he faced a new
difficulty, his responsibility to the play. All the shaking,
juddering and roaring, all the sincerity in the world can still
get the play nowhere. He has lines to speak — if he invents a
character incapable of speaking them he will be doing his job
badly. So the actor has to face two opposite requirements.
The temptation is to compromise — to tone down the im-
pulses of the character to suit the stage needs. But his real
task lies in the opposite direction. Make the character vivid —
and functional. How? It is just there that the need for in-
telligence arises.

There is a place for discussion, for research, for the study
of history and documents as there is a place for roaring and
howling and rolling on the floor. Also, there is a place for
relaxation, informality, chumminess, but also there is a time
for silence and discipline and intense concentration. Before his
first rehearsal with our actors, Grotowski asked for the floor
to be swept and for all clothes and personal belongings to be
taken out of the room. Then he sat behind a desk, speaking
to the actors from a distance, allowing neither smoking nor
conversation. This tense climate made certain experiences
possible. If one reads Stanislavsky’s books, one sees that
some of the things said are purely to evoke a seriousness
from an actor at a time when the majority of theatres were
slipshod. Yet at times, nothing is more liberating than infor-
mality and the chucking away of all holy, high-minded ways.
Sometimes all the attention must be given to one actor;
at other times the collective process demands a halt to the
individual’s work. Not every facet can be explored. To dis-
cuss every possible way with everyone can be just too slow
and so it can be destructive to the whole. Here the director
has to have a sense of time: it is for him to feel the rhythm of
the process and observe its divisions. There is a time for
discussing the broad lines of a play, there is a time for for-
getting them, for discovering what can only be found through
Joy, extravagance, irresponsibility. There is a time when no
one must worry himself about the results of his efforts. I hate
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letting people watch rehearsals because I believe that the
work is privileged, thus private: there must be no concern
about whether one is being foolish or making mistakes. Also
a rehearsal may be incomprehensible — often excesses can be
left or encouraged even to the amazement and dismay of t}.le
company until the moment is ripe to call a halt. But even 1n
rehearsal there is a time when one needs outside people
watching, when what always seem to be hostile faces can
create a good new tension and the tension a new focus: the
work must all the time set new demands. There is another
point the director must sense. He must sense the time when a
group of actors intoxicated by their own talent and the ex-
citement of the work loses sight of the play. Suddenly one
morning the work must change: the result must become all
important. Jokes and embroideries are then ruthlessly pared
away and all the attention put on to the function of .the even-
ing, on the narrating, the presenting, the technlgue, t.he
audibility, the communicating to the audience. So it is foolish
for a director to take a doctrinaire view; either talking tech-
nical language about pace, volume, etc. — or avoiding one
because it is inartistic. It is woefully easy for a director to get
stuck in a method. There comes a moment when talk about
speed, precision, diction is all that counts. ‘Speed up’, ‘ggt
on with it’, ‘it’s boring’, ‘vary the pace’, ‘for Christ’s sake’ is
then the patter, yet a week before such old-timer talk
could have stultified all creativity.

The closer the actor approaches the task of performing,
the more requirements he is asked to separate, understand
and fulfil simultaneously. He must bring into being an uncon-
scious state of which he is completely in charge. The result
is a whole, indivisible — but emotion is continually illu-
minated by intuitive intelligence so that the spectator, though
wooed, assaulted, alienated and forced to reassess, ends by
experiencing something equally indivisible. Catharsis can
never have been simply an emotional purge: it must have
been an appeal to the whole man. _

Now the moment of performance, when it comes, 1s
reached through two passageways — the foyer and the stage
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door. Are these, in symbolic terms, links or are they to be
seen as symbols of separation? If the stage is related to life, if
the auditorium is related to life, then the openings must be
free and open passageways must allow an easy transition
from outside life to meeting place. But if the theatre is essenti-
ally artificial, then the stagedoor reminds the actor that he is
now entering a special place that demands costume, make up,
disguise, change of identity — and the audience also dresses
up, so as to come out of the everyday world along a red carpet
into a place of privilege. Both of these are true and both must
be carefully compared, because they carry quite different
possibilities with them and relate to quite different social
circumstances. The only thing that all forms of theatre have
in common is the need for an audience. This is more than a
truism: in the theatre the audience completes the steps of
creation. In the other arts, it is possible for the artist to use
as his principle the idea that he works for himself. However
great his sense of social responsibility, he will say that his
best guide is his own instinct — and if he is satisfied when
standing alone with his completed work, the chances are that
other people will be satisfied too. In the theatre this is modi-
fied by the fact that the last lonely look at the completed
object is not possible — until an audience is present the object
is not complete. No author, no director, even in a megalo-
maniac dream, would want a private performance, just for
himself. No megalomaniac actor would want to play for
himself, for his mirror. So for the author or the director to
work for his own taste and his own judgement, he must work
approximately for himself in rehearsal and only truly for
himself when he is hemmed in by a dense bank of audience.
I think any director will agree that his own view of his own
work changes completely when he is sitting surrounded by
people.

Seeing a first public performance of a play one has directed
Is a strange experience. Only a day before, one sat at a run-
through and was completely convinced that a certain actor
was playing well, that a certain scene was interesting, a
movement graceful, a passage full of clear and necessary
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meaning. Now surrounded by audience part of ongself is
responding like this audience, so it is or}eself who is say-
ing ‘I'm bored’, ‘he’s said that already’, ‘if she moves once
more in that affected way I'll go mad’ and even ‘I don’t
understand what they’re trying to say’. Apart from t}§e
over-sensibility brought about by nerves, what actfually is
happening to make such a startling change in the director’s
view of his own work? I think that it is above all a question
of the order in which the events now occur. Let me expla_in
this by a single example. In the first scene of a play a girl
meets her lover. She has rehearsed with great tenderness and
truth and invests a simple greeting with an intima}cy tha}t
touches everyone — out of context. In front of an audlenc_e, it
suddenly becomes clear the the preceding lines and actions
have in no way prepared for this: in fact, the audience may be
busy trying to pick up quite different trails relating to <_)ther
characters and themes — then suddenly it is faced with a
young actress murmuring half inaudibly to a young man. In a
later scene, the sequence of events could have led to a hus‘h
in which this murmuring would be exactly right — here it
seems half-hearted, the intention unclear and even incompre-
hensible.

The director tries to preserve a vision of the whole, but he
rehearses in fragments and even when he sees a run—thl.*ough
it is unavoidably with foreknowledge of all the play’s inten-
tions. When an audience is present, compelling him to react
as an audience, this foreknowledge is filtered away and for
the first time he find himself receiving the impressions
given by the play in their proper time-sequence, one after

another. Not surprisingly he finds that everything appears

different. .

For this reason any experimenter is concerned with all
aspects of his relationships with an audience. He tries by
placing the audience in different positions to bring about new
possibilities. An apron stage, an arena, a fully lit h?use, a
cramped barn or room - already these condition different
events. But the difference may be superficial: a more pro-
found difference can arise when the actor can play on a

R
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changing inner relationship with the spectator. If the actor
can catch the spectator’s interest, thus lower his defences and
then coax the spectator to an unexpected position or an aware-
ness of a clash of opposing beliefs, of absolute contradictions,
then the audience becomes more active. This activity does not
demand manifestations — the audience that answers back may
seem active, but this may be quite superficial - true activity can
be invisible, but also indivisible. v

The one thing that distinguishes the theatre from all the
other arts is that it has no permanence. Yet it is very easy
to apply — almost from force of critical habit — permanent
standards and general rules to this ephemeral phenomenon.
One night in an English provincial town, Stoke-on-Trent, |
saw a production of Pygmalion, staged in a theatre-in-the-
round. The combination of lively actors; lively building,
lively audience, brought out the most sparkling elements of
the play. It ‘went’ marvellously. The audience participated
fully. The performance was triumphantly complete. The cast
were all too young for their parts: they had unconvincing
grey lines painted on their hair and very obvious make-ups.
If by magic they had been transported that very instant to
the West End of London and found themselves surrounded
by a London audience in a conventional London building
they would have seemed unconvincing and the audience
would have been unconvinced. However, this does not mean
that the London standard is better or higher than the pro-
vincial one. It is more likely to be the reverse, because
it is unlikely that anywhere in London that evening the
theatrical temperature was nearly so high as in Stoke. But
the comparison can never been made. The hypothetical ‘if’
can never be put to the test, when it’s not just the actors or
the script, but the whole of the performance that one is
assessing.

At the Theatre of Cruelty part of our study was the
audience, and our very first public performance was an
interesting experience. The audience that came to see an ‘ex-
perimental’ evening arrived with the usual mixture of con-
descension, playfulness and faint disapproval that the notion
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of the avant-garde arouses. We presented to them a number
of fragments. Our own purpose was uniquely selfish — we
wanted to see some of our experiments in performance con-
ditions. We did not give the audience a programme, list of

‘authors, of names, of items, nor any commentary or explana-

tion of our own intentions.

The programme began with Artaud’s three-minute play,
The Spurt of Blood, made more Artaud than Artaud because
his dialogue was entirely replaced by screams. Part of the
audience was immediately fascinated, part giggled. We meant
it seriously, but next we played a little interlude that we
ourselves considered a joke. Now the audience was lost: the
laughers did not know whether to laugh any more, the
serious-minded who had disapproved of their neighbours’
laughter no longer knew what attitude to take. As the per-
formance continued, the tension grew: when Glenda Jackson,
because a situation demanded it, took off all her clothes a new
tension-came into the evening because the unexpected now
might have no bounds. We could observe how an audience
is in no way prepared to make its own instant judgements
second for second. At the second performance the tension was
no longer the same. There were no reviews, and I do not
believe that many people on the second night had been
primed by friends who had come the night before. Yet the
audience was less tense. Rather I think that other factors
were at work — they knew we had already performed once
before and the fact that there was nothing in the papers in
itself telegraphed a reassurance. The ultimate horrors could
not have taken place - if one of the audience had been injured
— if we had set fire to the building, then it would have been on
the front page. No news was good news. Then as the run
wore on, word of mouth got around that there were impro-
visations, some dull bits, a chunk of Genet, a shake-up of
Shakespeare, some loud sounds and so the audience arrived,
selected, because of course some now preferred to stay at
home, and gradually only the enthusiasts or the determined
scoffers filtered through. Whenever one has a real critical

flop, for the remainder of the run there is always a small ",
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audience of great enthusiasm — and on the last night of a
‘f;alllure’ there are always cheers. Everything helps to con-
dition an audience. Those who go to a theatre despite bad
notices go with a certain wish, a certain expectation ; they
are prepared, if only for the worst. Almost always we take
our Pl.ace_s in a theatre with an elaborate set of references
conditioning us before the performance begins: when the
play_ ends, we are automatized into getting up and leaving
straight away. When at the end of ‘US’ we offered the
audience the possibility of silence, of sitting still for a while
if it wanted — it was interesting to see how this possibility
offended some and gratified others. In fact, there is no
reason why one should be hustled from a theatre the moment
th_e action is done, and after ‘U S’ many people sat still for ten
minutes or more, then began spontaneously to speak to one
another. This seems to me to be more natural and more
healthy an end to a shared experience then rushing away —
unless the rushing away is also an act of choice not of social
habit. ,

~ Today, the question of the audience seems to be the most
mportant and difficult one to face. We find that the usual
theatr.e audience is usually not a very lively one, certainly not
a particularly loyal one, so we set off in search of a ‘new’
aud1en§e. This is surely understandable — and yet at the
same time rather artificial. On the whole it is true that the
younger an audience, the more swift and free its reactions,
It is true that on the whole what alienates youhg people from
the theatre is what is bad in theatre anyway, so in changing
our forrgs to woo the young we would seem to be killing two
birds with one stone. An observation that can easily be
chec;ked at football matches and dog races is that a popular
audience is far more vivid in its responses than a middle-
class one. So again it would seem to make sense to woo the
popular audience through a popular idiom.

But this logic easily breaks down. The popular audience
exists and yet it is something of a will-o’-the-wisp. When
Brecht was alive, it was the intellectuals of West Berlin who
flocked to his theatre in the East. Joan Littlewood’s support
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came from the West End, and she never found a working-
class audience from her own district large enough to carry her
through difficult times. The Royal Shakespeare Theatre sends
groups out to factories and youth clubs — following antl—
nental patterns — to sell the notion of theatre to those sections
of society who have perhaps never set foot in a theatre and
are perhaps convinced that theatre is not for them. These
commandos aim at evoking interest, breaking down barriers,
making friends. This is splendid, stimulating work. But
behind it lurks an issue perhaps too dangerous to touch — what
truly are they selling? We are implying to a working man
that theatre is part of Culture — that is to say, part of t_he big
new hamper of goods now available to everyone. Behind all
attempts to reach new audiences there is a secret patronage —
‘you too can come to the party’ — and like all patronage, it
conceals a lie. The lie is the implication that the gift is worth
receiving. Do we truly believe in its worth? When people,
whose age or class has kept them away from theatres, are
lured into them, is it enough to give them ‘the best?” The
Soviet Theatre attempts to give ‘the best’. National Theatres
offer ‘the best’. At the Metropolitan Opera in New York in a
brand-new building the best of Europe’s singers under the
baton of the best Mozart conductor, and organized by the
best producer, play a Magic Flute. Apart from the music and
the acting, on a recent occasion the cup of culture was really
filled to the brim because a splendid series of painting§ by
Chagall were also displayed scene by scene at the same time.
According to the addictive view of culture, it would be im-
possible to go further — the young man privileged to t.ake his
girl to the Magic Flute reaches the pinnacle of what h.IS com-
munity can offer in terms of the civilized life. The ticket is
‘hot” — but what is the evening worth? In a sense, all forms of
audience wooing flirt dangerously with this same proposition

~ come and share in the good life which is good, because it

has to be good, because it contains the best."

This can never really change so long as culture or any artis ]

simply an appendage on living, separable from it and, once
separated, obviously unnecessary. Such art then is only
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fought for by the artist to. whom, temperamentally, it is
necessary, for it is his life. In the theatre we always return
to the same point: it is not enough for writers and actors to
experience this compulsive necessity, audiences must share it,
too. So in this sense it is not just a question of wooing an
audience. It is an even harder matter of creating works that
evoke in audiences an undeniable hunger and thirst.

A true image of necessary theatre-going I know is a
psychodrama session in an asylum. Let us examine for a
moment the conditions that prevail there. There is a small
community, which leads a regular, monotonous life. On cer-
tain days, for some of the inmates, there is an event, some-
thing unusual, something to look forward to, a session of
drama. When they come into the room where the session is
to take place, they know that whatever is going to happen is
different from what happens in the wards, the garden, the
television room. They all sit in a circle. At the start, they are
often suspicious, hostile, withdrawn. The doctor in charge
takes the initiative and asks the patients to propose themes.
Suggestions are made, they are discussed and slowly there
emerge points that interest more than one patient, points

- that literally become points of contact. Conversation de-

velops painfully around these subjects and the doctor will at
once pass to dramatizing them. In the circle, soon, everyone
will have his role — but this does not mean that everyone is
performing. Some will naturally step forward as protagonists,
while others will prefer tositand watch, either identifying with
the protagonist, or following his actions, detached and critical.

A conflict will develop: this is true drama because the
people on their feet will be speaking about true issues
shared by all present in the only manner that can make these
issues really come to life. They may laugh. They may cry.
They may not react at all. But behind all that goes on,
amongst the so-called insane, lurks a very simple, very sane
basis. They all share a wish to be helped to emerge from
their anguish, even if they don’t know what this help may be,
or what form it could take. At this point, let me make it clear
that I have no views at all on the value of psychodrama as a
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treatment. Perhaps it has no lasting medical result at all. But
in the immediate event there is an unmistakable result. Two
hours after any session begins all 'the relations between the
people present are slightly modified, because of the ex-
perience in which they have been plunged .together. As a
result, something is more animated, someth1ng flows more
freely, some embryonic contacts are being made between
previously sealed-off souls. When they leave the room, they
are not quite the same as when they entered. If what has
happened has been shatteringly uncomfortable, they are in-
vigorated to the same degree as if t}}ere have been great out-
bursts of laughter. Neither pessimism nor optimism apply:
simply, some participants are temporaljlly, slightly, more
alive. If, as they go out of the door, this all evapor.ates,_ it
does not matter either. Having had this taste, they will w1s.h
to come back for more. The drama session will seem an oasis
in their lives. . .

This is how I understand a necessary theatre; one In whlc_h
there is only a practical difference between actor and audi-
ence, not a fundamental one. .

As I write, I do not know whether it is only on a tiny scale,
in tiny communities, that drama can l_)e renewed. Qr whetheli
it is possible on a large scale, in a big playhouse in a capita
city. Can we find, in terms of present need, vyhat Glynde-
bourne and Bayreuth achieved .in quite other circumstances,
with quite different ideals? That is to say, can we produce
homogeneous work that shapes its audience before it has
even passed through its doors? Glyndebourne and Bayreuth
were in tune with their society and the classes to whom they
catered. Today, it is hard to see how a vitgl theajcre and a
necessary one-can be other than out of tune with society —not
seeking to celebrate the accepted values, but to challenge
them. Yet the artist is not there to indict, nor to lecture,
nor to harangue, and least of all to teach. He is a part of
‘them’. He challenges the audience truly _when he is the
spike in the side of an audience that is determined to challenge

itself. He celebrates with an audience most truly when he is -

the mouthpiece of an audience that has a ground of joy.
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Were new phenomena to come into being in front of an
audience, and were the audience open to them, a powerful
confrontation would occur. Were this to occur, the scattered
nature of social thinking would gather round certain bass
notes; certain deep aims would be refelt, renewed, reasserted.
In this way the divisions between positive and negative ex-
perience, between optimism and pessimism, would become
meaningless.

At a time when all sands are shifting, the search is auto-
matically a search for form. The destruction of old forms, the
experimenting with new ones: new words, new relation-
ships, new places, new buildings: they all belong to the same
process, and any individual production is just a separate shot
at an unseen target. It is foolish today to expect any single
production, group, style or line of work to reveal what we're
looking for. The theatre can only advance crabwise in a
world whose moving forward is as often sideways as back-
wards. This is why for a very long time there cannot possibly
be a world style for a world theatre — as there was in the
theatres and opera houses of the nineteenth century.

But all is not movement, all is not destruction, all is not
restlessness, all is not fashion. There are pillars of affirma-
tion. Those are the moments of achievement which do occur,
suddenly, anywhere: the performances, the occasions when
collectively a total experience, a total theatre of play and
spectator makes nonsense of any divisions like Deadly,
Rough and Holy. At these rare moments, the theatre of joy,
of catharsis, of celebration, the theatre of exploration, the
theatre of shared meaning, the living theatre are one. But
once gone, the moment is gone and it cannot be recaptured
slavishly by imitation ~ the deadly creeps back, the search
begins again. ‘

Every cue to action has a call back to inertia within it.
Take that holiest of experiences — music. Music is the one
thing that makes life tolerable for a great number of people.
So many hours of music a week remind people that life could
be worth living — but these instants of solace blunt the edge
of their dissatisfaction and so make them more ready to
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.
accept an otherwise intolerable way of life. Take the shocking
atrocity stories, or the photo of the napalmed child, these
shocks are the roughest of experiences — but they open the
spectators’ eyes to the need for an action which in the event
they somehow sap. It is as though the fact of experiencing a
need vividly quickens this need and quenches it in the same
breath. What then can be done?

I know of one acid test in the theatre. It is literally an acid
test. When a performance is over, what remains? Fun can be
forgotten, but powerful emotion also disappears and good
arguments lose their thread. When emotion and argument
are harnessed to a wish from the audience to see more clearly
into itself — then something in the mind burns. The event
scorches on to the memory an outline, a taste, a trace, a
smell — a picture. It is the play’s central image that remains,
its silhouette, and if the elements are rightly blended this
silhouette will be its meaning, this shape will be the essence
of what it has to say. When years later I think of a striking
theatrical experience I find a kernel engraved on my memory:
two tramps under a tree, an old woman dragging a cart, a
sergeant dancing, three people on a sofa in hell -~ or occa-
sio ally a trace deeper than any imagery. I haven’t a hope of
remembering the meanings precisely, but from the kernel I
can reconstruct a set of meanings. Then a purpose will have
been served. A few hours could amend my thinking for life.
This is almost but not quite impossible to achieve.

The actor himself is hardly ever scarred by his efforts. Any
actor in his dressing-room after playing a tremendous, horri-
fying role is relaxed and glowing. It is as though the passage
of strong feelings through someone engaged in strong physi-

cal activity is very healthy. I believe it is good for a man to be -

an orchestral conductor, good for him to be a tragedian: as a
race, they seem consistently to reach a ripe old age. But I also
think that there is a price. The material you use to create
these imaginary people who you can pick up and discard like

a glove is your own flesh and blood. The actor is giving of -

himself all the time. It is his possible growth, his possible
understanding that he is exploiting, using this material to
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weave these personalities which drop away when the play is
done. Our question here is whether anything at all can yre—
vent the same thing happening to the audience. Canpthe
audience retain a mark of its catharsis - or is a glow of well-
being the very best it can ever reach?

~ Even here there are many contradictions. The act of theatre
is a .release. Both laughter and intense feelings clear some
debris from the system — in this way they are the opposite of
tracemakers, for like all purgations they make all clean and
new, Yet-are the experiences that free and the experiences
that remain so completely different? Isn’t it a verbal naivet
to believe that one is opposed to the other? Isn’t it truer tz
say that in a renewal all things are possible again?

There are many pink old men and women. There are those
v_vho h.ave astonishing vigour, but who are great babies: un-
lined in face and nature: jolly, but not grown-up. Theré are
also other old people, not crabbed, not decrepit: lined
marked, used - who are glowing, renewed. Even youth an(i
age can superimpose. The real question for the old actor is
wh.ether In an art that so renews him he could also, if he
actively wished, find another growth. The question for the
audlence: happy and refreshed by a joyous evening at the
theatre, is also the same one. Is there a further possibility?
We know a fleeting liberation can happen; can something
also stay? , s

Here the question comes back to the spectator. Does he
want any change in his circumstances? Does he want any-
thing different in himself, his life, his society? If he doesn’};
then he doesn’t need the theatre to be an acid, a magnifyin ’
glass, a searchlight or a place of confrontatio;L e

Or{ the other hand, he may need one or all of these things
In_ this case, he not only needs the theatre, he needs every-.
thing he can get there. He desperately needs that trace that
scorches, he desperately needs it to stay.

We are on the verge of a formula, an equation that reads
Thgatre = R r a. To arrive at these letters we are forced
to draw from an unexpected source. The French language
does not contain the words adequate for the translation of
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Shakespeare, yet strangely it is just in this language that we
find three words used every day which reflect the problems
and the possibilities of the theatre event.

Repetition, representation, assistance, The words work
just as well in English. But we normally speak of a rehearsal:
repetition say the French, and their word conjures up the
mechanical side of the process. Week after week, day after
day, hour after hour, practice makes perfect. It is a drudge, a
grind, a discipline; it is a dull action that leads to a good
result. As every athlete knows, repetition eventually brings
about change: harnessed to an aim, driven by a will, repe-
tition is creative. There are cabaret singers who practise a
new song again and again for a year or more before ven-
turing to perform it in public: then they may repeat this song
to audiences for a further fifty years. Laurence Olivier re-
peats lines of dialogue to himself again and again until he
conditions his tongue muscles to a point of absolute obedience
— and so gains total freedom. No clown, no acrobat, no dancer
would question that repetition is the only way certain actions
become possible, and anyone who refuses the challenge of
repetition knows that certain regions of expression are auto-
matically barred to him. At the same time, repetition is a
word with no glamour. it is a concept without warmth: the
immediate association is a deadly one. Repetition is the piano
lessons we remember from childhood, the repeated scales;
repetition is the touring musical comedy repeating auto-
matically, with its fifteenth cast, actions that have lost their
meaning and lost their savour. Repetition is what leads to all
that is meaningless in tradition: the soul-destroying long
run, the understudy rehearsals, all that sensitive actors dread.
These carbon-copy imitations are lifeless. Repetition denies
the living. It is as though in one word we see the essential

contradiction in the theatre form. To evolve, something |

needs to be prepared and the preparation often involves going
over the same ground again and again. Once completed, this

needs to be seen and may evoke a legitimate demand to be . §

repeated again and again. In this repetition, lie the seeds of
decay.
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What can reconcile this contradiction? Here, the French
word for performance — representation — contains an answer.
A representation is the occasion when something is re-
presented, when something from the past is shown again —
son.let.hin_g that once was, now is. For representation it is not
an 1mitation or description of a past event, a representation
denies time. It abolishes that difference between yesterday
find today. It takes yesterday’s action and makes it live again
In every one of its aspects — including its immediacy. In other
words, a representation is what it claims to be — a making
present. We can see how this is the renewal of the life that
repetition denies and it applies as much to rehearsal as to
performance.

The study of what exactly this means opens a rich field. It
compels us to see what living action means, what constitutes a
real gesture in the immediate present, what forms the fakes
assume, what is partially alive, what is completely artificial -
until slowly we can begin to define the actual factors that
make the act of representation so difficult. And the more we
study this the more we see that for a repetition to evolve into
a representation, something further is called for. The makin
present will not happen by itself, help is needed. This help is
not always there: yet without this true aid, the true making
present will not take place. We wonder whai this necessary
ingredient could be, and we look at a rehearsal, watching the
actors toiling away at their painful repetitions. We realize
that in a vacuum their work would be meaningless. Here we
find a clue. It leads us naturally to the idea of an audience: we
see that without an audience there is no goal, no sense. What
1s an audience? In the French language amongst the different
terms for those who watch, for public, for spectator, one
word stands out, is different in quality from the rest. A’ssist—
ance — 1 watch a play: jassiste & une pidce. To assist — the
word is simple: it is the key. An actor prepares, he enters
Into a process that can turn lifeless at any point. He sets out
to capture something, to make it incarnate. In rehearsal, the

vital element of assistance comes from the director, w};o is
there to aid by watching. When the actor goes in front of an
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audience, he finds that the magic transformation does not
work by magic. The spectators may just stare at the spec-
tacle, expecting the actor to do all the work and before a
passive gaze he may find that all he can offer is a repetition of
rehearsals. This may disturb him deeply, he may put all his

goodwill, integrity, ardour into working up liveliness and .

yet he senses all the time a lack. He talks about a “bad’ house.
Occasionally, on what he calls a ‘good night’, he encounters
an audience that by chance brings an active interest and life
to its watching role ~ this audience assists. With this assist-
ance, the assistance of eyes and focus and desires and enjoy-
ment and concentration, repetition turns into representation.
Then the word representation no longer separates actor and
audience, show and public: it envelops them: what is
present for one is present for the other. The audience too has
undergone a change. It has come from a life outside the
theatre that is essentially repetitive to a special arena in
which each moment is lived more clearly and more tensely.
The audience assists the actor, and at the same time for the
audience itself assistance comes back from the stage.

Repetition, representation, assistance. These words sum up
the three elements, each of which is needed for the event to
come to life. But the essence is still lacking, because any
three words are static, any formula is inevitably an attempt
to capture a truth for all time. Truth in the theatre is always
on the move.

As you read this book, it is already moving out of date. It is
for me an exercise, now frozen on the page. But unlike a
book, the theatre has one special characteristic. It is always
possible to start again. In life this is a myth; we ourselves
can never go back on anything. New leaves never turn,
clocks never go back, we can never have a second chance. In
the theatre the slate is wiped clean all the time.

*x X *

In everyday life, ‘if’ is a fiction, in the theatre ‘if” 1s' an
experiment.

.Wj
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, Itrlll everyday life, ‘if” is an evasion, in the theatre f’ is the
ruth,

When we are persuaded to beli i i
theatre an i, Feroua eve in this truth, then the
This is a high aim. It sounds like hard work.
To play needs much work. But when we experience the
work as play, then it is not work any more,
A play is play.




