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THE ACTOR’S WAY

In The Actor’s Way four actors talk about the secrets and practical realities of over twenty-five years of theatre training with Odin Teatret. Under the unique direction of Eugenio Barba, director of Odin Teatret, they have explored issues such as the connections between physical and mental work on stage, how to gain and control the spectator’s attention, and inter-cultural performance techniques.

In an interview with Erik Exe Christoffersen they provide the fullest account yet of Odin Teatret’s ground-breaking combination of European and Asian Theatre which has put these actors at the forefront of a genuinely new kind of performance.

The Actor’s Way is a fascinating account of personal and professional development in the threatre. It will be vital reading for drama students and actors, but enjoyable and illuminating for anyone interested in the craft of acting.

Erik Exe Christoffersen is Associate Professor at the Department of Dramaturgy, University of Aarhus and director of Theatre Akadenwa. He has worked closely with Eugenio Barba and the Odin Teatret for a number of years.
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PREFACE

Two men pass one another at an interval of about a hundred years. In 1864, Henrik Ibsen travelled from Norway to Italy. A hundred years later, Eugenio Barba made the same journey, but in the opposite direction. Separated by time and space, both men went into a kind of voluntary exile. Both were concerned with the individual who, in order to find himself, seeks out the foreign and the unknown. The two men are otherwise dissimilar.

To be a stranger in a foreign land, to travel out into the unknown, can be something one does out of desire or out of necessity.

Henrik Ibsen wrote A Doll’s House in 1879, in his self-chosen exile in Italy. There, in the summer’s burning heat, under the high blue sky, he wrote about the home in a Norwegian town which, in the dark wintertime just after Christmas, burst into flames and burnt to the ground. The difference between the two places is part of what creates the dramatic tension in Ibsen’s drama. The distance is necessary for Ibsen’s understanding of why Nora had to leave, why she had to give up her husband and children. She recognizes that they are strangers to her. In order to learn to know herself, she herself had to become a stranger.

Eugenio Barba travelled the opposite way. From Italy he went to Norway and later to Denmark. The central element in his artistic production is the individual who, like Nora, leaves home and becomes a stranger. In the same way, Odin Teatret has kept itself apart in a kind of self-chosen exile which is both geographical and mental. This situation, this ‘not-belonging’, demands a maximum presence. The actor must treat each and every performance as a last chance to speak. As a testament, says Barba in ‘Letter to Actor D’ (Barba, 1986a: 22), a parallel to Ibsen’s perception of his authorship as a total Day of Judgement of himself.

A long series of authors, dramatists and actors have also ‘betrayed’ their original homelands to seek, just like Nora, their own identity in the unknown. It is paradoxical that it becomes necessary for some people to leave their homelands and choose an existence as strangers in order to find themselves, to be true to themselves having transformed their foreignness into artistic strength.

The same was true of another traveller, Marco Polo (1254–1324), when, after seventeen years as Kublai Khan’s emissary, he had to describe the cities he had visited: unfamiliar as he was with the language, he expressed himself with signs, movements, props. The spectators had to decode the signs, and never knew if they expressed an experience or something he was told. Whatever they were, the signs had the power to become a part of the spectators’ memory.

Marco Polo was the first European to explore East Asia. He travelled for twenty-five years.

Odin Teatret’s dramaturgy is a break with psychological and social realism. It is not a form of dramaturgy which aims to organize reality according to clear polarities, meanings, or thematic oppositions. Its main characteristic is the very detailed study of extreme states of energy which are neither psychologically nor emotionally motivated but which contain their own contrasts. Barba works with montage technique, discontinuous jumps in action and thought, breaks between action and impulse. It is not a question of a linear, progressive time model or of a cause-and-effect logic, and therefore psychology and plot are no longer the dramatic foundation. The actors are not limited by their characters’ psychological recognizability. They can jump between various characters and between various times and actions. They are not restricted by the immediate reality which they represent but can establish their own legitimacy. Many different actions can be executed together or against each other in a performance architecture which gives the spectators the opportunity to interpret the reality in which they find themselves and thereby become co-creators of the theatre.

The point of departure is not a completed dramatic text but the actor’s ability to form his or her presence for the spectator in space and time. This presence is interwoven with textual material, a theme and the montage of stories and associations, and results in a ‘performance text’ which creates meaningful relationships in a simultaneous context.

When Marco Polo returned home to Italy and told of his experiences, he was called ‘The Million’, because everything he told was believed to be unreal: in a prison in Genoa he wrote his ‘tall stories’.


The Past is Dancing

Most of the theatre groups established in the 1960s are long gone. Many died, others split and broke up. Experience shows that these groups very often do not keep together for more than ten years. There is one exception in a small town in Denmark. For twenty-seven years Odin Teatret has worked in Holstebro with the same core of people. This is quite an event within theatrical history.


For twenty-eight years I have travelled with Odin Teatret in the world of theatre. To far-off countries and remote places, to cities, capitals and large towns. Where and when this journey will end I do not know, but I know that it started from a precise point, as does every adventure.




The adventure begins with a child who was lucky enough to know deep sorrow. At the age of 9 he lost his father. It was a fundamental experience for him to be present and to see the slow death of someone close to him, in the course of one night. This is an experience which every child should have: to be at the death of a loved one.

I discovered what it meant to miss someone, to lose something essential. But at the same time I was liberated from a censor that restricted my freedom.

(From an interview with Eugenio Barba, On the Way through Theatre, video, 1992)



Odin Teatret was established in 1964 in Oslo. The next year it moved to Holstebro after an invitation from the local government, which placed premises and an amount of money at the group’s disposal. At that time, the European theatre was in the midst of an upheaval.

The ordinary and established theatres consisted of buildings where actors were employed and directed so that they could perform and fill a repertory of dramas. From the late 1950s to the early 1960s Grotowski’s Theatre Laboratory in Poland and the Living Theater in the USA changed this conception of the theatre. They created theatre where the spectators and the actors actually met each other. Anytime and anywhere.

The theatre became a way of establishing social terms between the members of a group and in relation to spectators. This conception was adopted and developed by Odin Teatret. As Barba puts it, they were continuously pursuing new possibilities of creating these social relations: by means of the architecture of a performance (placing the spectators in a special way), or through a change from performing in closed rooms to being out in streets and squares where the situation is completely different. Or by performing in places where theatre is not usually performed. Finally, through work with a principle called barter, in which the perspective is beyond the actual theatrical situation and rather in the social consequence of the meeting of two different cultures.

Odin Teatret has at the present (1991) several productions which underline its plurality. There is Talabot (1988–91) based on the biography of a Danish anthropologist, Kirsten Hastrup, on meetings with other cultures and confrontations with history and the figures of the past who become visible to the living.

There is the street performance Rooms in the Emperor’s Palace with previous Odin figures, like ‘the demon’, ‘Death walking on stilts’, ‘the dwarf, ‘the drummer in white’, ‘the polar bear’, all recurring from earlier street performances, and now constant, classic Odin figures that are being developed over the years.

There are the solo performances Judith (Roberta Carreri) about the female figure from the Bible who cuts off the head of Holofernes, and Traces in the Snow, an artistic autobiography by Roberta Carreri, where the secrets behind the performance are shown.

Wait for the Dawn (Richard Fowler) is based on The Stranger, a novel by Camus; The Castle of Holstebro (Julia Varley) is about Death telling stories, a young woman herself confronting this figure, and other figures from previous Odin performances; and The Echo of Silence (Julia Varley) is about the actress’s voice and the secrets behind the process of creation with text-subtext and score-subscore.

Memoria (Else Marie Laukvik and Frans Winther, a musician) is based on two Jewish stories about people who survived the hell of the concentration camps by virtue of their beliefs and strength of will. But it is also about the pain of having to hold on to the memories of the past as something better than just senseless and incoherent fragments.

Finally, Itsi-Bitsi (Iben Nagel Rasmussen, Jan Ferslev and Kai Bredholt), a very personal performance based on Iben Nagel’s professional biography as an actress, is related to her meeting with the Danish rock musician Eik Skalø, in the 1960s, about their travels together and their relationship to music and drugs up to his unexplained death in 1969 in India.

All these ‘small’ performances reflect a trend in Odin Teatret. The material is mainly produced by the actors themselves as a result of training and previous performances. Thus the basis of Itsi-Bitsi is Iben Nagel’s previous working demonstration to which is added a dramaturgical context. The professional biography in terms of former characters from different performances is revived and begins to speak and act in relation to the story of her life with Eik Skalø. The theatrical characters become a language: words, movements, sounds, gestures, a personal language which permits a dialogue with the past.

The past is dancing. This proves that the theatrical characters have been created from actions which are part of the actors’ languages, which are not limited by a certain context and by a certain performance. And this language, which is part of the actor’s reality, often acquires a new and unexpected meaning in a new dramaturgical context, and this meaning disconnects it from a biographical origin.



The Actor’s Way

Odin Teatret is also an educational institution which shares its techniques and experiences. But what can actually be communicated? First of all an attitude to the practice of the actor. What is decisive is not a specific technique which can be learned, but an ability to dilate and shape the actor’s presence on stage and the spectators’ perception. Odin Teatret has examined the possibilities of developing the principles which help the actor to learn how to learn.

Contrary to many theatre forms, which use as their starting-point the spontaneous behaviour of daily life, Odin Teatret has worked with another body technique or body architecture, by changing the ‘natural’ tensions and ways of reaction. Often it is simple actions like walking, sitting down, looking, etc., which are being examined in the so-called training, when the actors develop, renew and vary their individual energies and their ways of being present physically and mentally, irrespective of the dramatic context, a specific figure or character.

Over the years Odin Teatret’s training has been developed. At first the actors all did the same exercises – often, very dynamic, acrobatic exercises, motivated personally by each actor with an inner ‘movie’. This created an individual intention, created space and time for each individual.

At a subsequent stage they started to work with properties and instruments like a kind of dance. Training became individualized, based on a variety of very concrete principles and actions: losing one’s balance, throwing imaginary objects, using contrasting movements, dividing movements into precise points of start and finish, dividing the movement of the body into segments with one part moving at a time, etc.

At a third stage this ‘dance’ training was further inspired by the fact that the actors travelled in Asia and there learned various Oriental ways of dancing. They studied the principles on which the Oriental dancers’ very traditional and codified behaviour is based, which makes them extremely present.

These were not studies of folklorist dances but experiments with technical principles of behaviour, developed during training. Thus training is not just part of the actor’s education, but also a continuous activity helping the actors to find unusual solutions.

New improvisations create new material, or old material is done in different ways, just as a jazz musician creates variations on a specific theme. The result obtains depth and force through this long and patient work, during which the actors’ actions are mounted, cut and brought into a rhythmical and dramatic context, which finally leads to a complex staging of the spectator’s attention.



The Theatre of Memory

As an art form theatre is transient and exists only in the concrete meeting in time and space. The performance can be repeated, but it cannot be reproduced, and it lives on only in the memories of the spectators.

‘The past’ and ‘the dead’ are quite central metaphors in the history of Odin Teatret. Death has always, as in Anabasis, for instance, been a faithful travelling companion. It is a concrete character in the theatre’s gallery of characters, a reminder of the need for immortality – in the theatre as well. The dance with the dead is a way of keeping alive the memories of the past as an important factor in life, biographically as well as professionally.


There are experiences which cannot be forgotten without losing the thread that leads us back to the child with whom our adventure began. We must not forget that death exists, that you have to account for all your actions in life. If we do not understand that a thread guides us back towards that which is essential in ourselves, then we are living in a present in which we cannot put down roots. It is important to have ancestors, not only biologically, but also professionally.

As a man of the theatre I have a grandfather – Konstantin Stanislavski. He was unique, as an artist and as a human being. Through the changing fortune of his profession and of history, he managed not to lose himself or the ethos, the values which sustain life. Not only artistic, but also social values: how to live with other people and build a community that wants to work together.

To remember means not to lose your dream. Although the flame has gone the ashes remain. We must protect the ashes. That is why it is important to remember that in our youth something existed which was essential for us.

(From an interview with Eugenio Barba, On the Way through Theatre, video, 1992)



Perhaps it might even be argued that the value of the theatre is that in ‘the re-creation of life’ it always reminds us of what is perishable, of life’s inconsistency, and eventually of death.

Theatre is not a contemporary art form, it does not at all reach the level of the advanced communication channels of modern society permitting information, knowledge and expressions to be communicated in spite of time and space, and to create simultaneity all over the world between receiver and sender. Thus, according to Barba, the theatre as an empty ritual has to find its own meaning and justification. This can be seen through the history of modern theatre, where different political, didactic, therapeutic, or spiritual meanings have been attributed to the theatre in the re-creation of lost rites or social contexts. For Odin Teatret the answer lies in the recognition that the theatre creates a meeting between human beings on a human scale: based on a direct relationship in a room where a limited number of spectators must be able to see, hear and feel – not necessarily the same things, but equally well.

Barba says that the actors and the spectators must be able to talk to ‘the part of us which is in exile’. He draws parallels to the previous function of the Church as a place where one could find God, who was actually ‘another’ part of oneself. It is a mental and emotional space in the borderland between the reality we know and the one we do not know (or which we have forgotten). The performance room does not re-create the picture of reality. On the contrary it is, as in abstract art, a space in which different points of view and ways of thinking are present at one and the same time, becoming concrete and sensory.



The Anthropological Journey

Talabot is a story of what happens when you see what is strange and unreal. Odin Teatret has dealt with people forced into exile for political reasons (in Brecht’s Ashes) or with people who settle in foreign countries because they want or need to (in The Million and Anabasis). Odin Teatret’s actors are themselves people who have left their own culture because of nonconformity and a feeling of being a stranger. Exile may be a way of assuming this strangeness, of making it visible and legitimate. In Talabot we find an anthropologist who studies another culture and in doing so builds a bridge between her native culture and the foreign culture, and we see the double reality and identity which arise when you belong to a specific culture, but find another one and enter its spirit. ‘The bridge’ is the possibility of returning to your own culture as an ‘expert’ and a ‘communicator’ of a foreign culture.

In Talabot the Danish professor of anthropology ‘Kirsten Hastrup’ is a professional spectator of foreign culture as she is confronted with the dead people in Icelandic culture, the hidden people, but also the dead of our era (among others Antonin Artaud and Che Guevara). The anthropologist becomes the point of identification for the spectators and for Odin Teatret on a journey into the past and into the land of the dead. Through her personal biography she represents the necessary and subjective points of view of history, tradition and the inheritance which is passed on.

Talabot was last performed in September 1991 in Holstebro, as a part of Waterways, a performance staged over nine days and nights, produced by Odin Teatret in association with Hotel Pro Forma and Akadenwa from Denmark and Teatro Tascabile di Bergamo from Italy. Waterways took place all over the town, which became a large stage: in the squares, on the roof-tops, on the church tower, on the river, on the bridges and in the parks. It was dedicated to the ‘Columbuses’: the explorers who face novel experiences with new impulses, fresh perceptions.

On a large flat roof in the middle of the town a boat was built during the performance, while Odin Teatret among others performed fragments from Talabot in new costumes, with new music and text; here called Klabauterpeople.

At the end of the week the boat was completed and was then buried in the park with Golem (the man with no soul) by the klabauterpeople and other figures from Odin Teatret: Death on stilts, Mr Peanut, the polar bear, the masked drummer in white, the demon dancing on stilts, Trickster or the Angel, etc. – all those figures that represent the history of Odin Teatret. The park had become a living fairyland. Earth was thrown on the boat by the figures. Finally a tiny boat tied to a white balloon sailed up towards the blue sky.

Erik Exe Christoffersen

Aarhus, January 1992





Introduction

The first time I saw an Odin Teatret performance was in 1972. It was My Father’s House, being shown in connection with a seminar on commedia dell’arte (the art of the Italian actor, 1600–1700) at Odin Teatret in Holstebro.

It was something of a shock to see My Father’s House. Its intensity, musicality, atmosphere and tension went beyond what I had thought possible. It was a whole new form of theatre for me. Something I didn’t understand very much about. But it had an unbelievable effect on me and that excitement and fascination stay with me still, twenty years later. Not many theatre performances have such a long lifetime in one’s memory.

I have since seen most of Odin Teatret’s productions and they have given me a series of intense experiences. At the same time, they have shown a continuous development and evolution of craft.

Odin Teatret has pursued a slow and consistent exploration of the theatre medium and the behaviour which characterizes the actor’s work on and during the various productions.

In contrast to many other theatre groups of the 1960s and 1970s, which legitimized their activity politically and ideologically in relationship to society’s cyclical conflicts and movements, or in relationship to a public, Odin Teatret explores the theatre’s own anatomy, its possibilities and limits and its connections to other theatre cultures. It is an exploration of the theatre’s ethics.

The history of Odin Teatret becomes theatre history because it expresses certain general tendencies in theatre culture. Tendencies which have been present in the history of modern theatre since around 1600, when the first professional actors, in Italy, went out travelling. Odin Teatret’s history links the history of European theatre, from the commedia dell’arte to Stanislavski and Grotowski, with the traditions of Asian theatre.

I asked some of the actors from Odin Teatret to talk about their work, their craft, their training and technique, and about what motivates their work. And not least about the personal and social meaning of what they do. Is there perhaps something incongruous about letting actors express their opinions about these issues? Actors usually ‘talk’ by means of their body movements, dance rhythms, tone of voice, and in any case, definitely not by means of the written word, a form of expression in which they are perhaps not skilled and for which they perhaps have neither qualifications nor training.

Traditionally, it is not the Odin Teatret actors themselves who write about their work. This function has been filled first and foremost by Eugenio Barba. The actors must relate in their own language and in particular must relate something they know about, something which is irrevocably linked to a form of expression which cannot be limited to the written word without being reduced, because their form of expression is a part of the immediate moment.

And yet, it is perhaps time to break down certain boundaries in order to attempt to give form to the secrets behind the movements in space: the ability to draw attention, to restore presence, to create life. An ability which is based not only on God-given gifts, on the grace of talent, or on the genius of spontaneous inspiration, but also on self-discipline and the will to repeat something over and over again in training.

The principles which govern presence have become visible at Odin Teatret. Over the years, the training has transformed itself into a culture: a way of thinking, a way of reacting, a way of seeing and perceiving the world, a way of being-in-the-world. And they become a way of telling, which I have attempted to capture in this book. A way which is specific to Odin Teatret.


A Rootless Traveller

The 1960s saw an explosion in the theatre world. Alternative theatres, experimental theatres and street theatres were formed. The groups were varied but had in common their revolt against the traditional, text-dependent, established theatre. Some of the old avant-garde theatre reformers’ ideas about the actor in the theatre were kept: reformers like Stanislavski, Artaud, Meyerhold, Brecht, Eisenstein, Piscator. Like them, theatre people in the 1960s looked back to traditions such as the commedia dell’arte, Molière, Shakespeare and, not least, to the older Asian theatre traditions, such as Japanese Noh and Kabuki, Indian and Balinese dance, Chinese ‘opera’. These Asian theatre forms were thoroughly studied, not only as exotic forms of expression, but also as technique, training and principles for behaviour in performance.

Twenty or thirty years have now gone by and most of these groups have disappeared. New generations of group theatres have appeared and have made their own developments, found their own results, had their own successes and fiascos: positive and negative experiences. There have been movements in various directions, some following new paths, other paths opened up by the ‘elders’.

What does this chapter of theatre history tell us? What happened to the people who tried to make theatre the basis of their lives? Was any experience gained which has value beyond its time? Is there a pattern which remains when time has washed away all other traces? Did this period change the theatre and, if so, how?

The point of departure for Western theatre has been, and often still is, the dramatist, the text, or the director’s political, ideological, or aesthetic ideas. In a few cases, it is the music or the architecture of the space.

The theatre usually starts with a dramatist’s text, in which the actions and the relationships between the characters are already determined, and then a director is engaged to illustrate the text on the basis of a general concept and, finally, actors are engaged to render the text’s actions visible.

But there is another possible point of departure: the gathering together of a group of actors and saying, ‘Let’s see what we can find.’ As Eugenio Barba has said, when wondering why the actor in our Western theatre tradition, in contrast to the traditional Asian actor, limits himself or herself to one character in each production: why doesn’t the actor research the possibility of creating all the story’s connections, with many different characters, with jumps from the general to the specific, from the first to the third person, from the past to the present, from the whole to the part, from person to thing, from role to role? Why is a distinction made between a singer, a dancer and a character actor?

Traditionally, the actor’s work is limited to what the spectator sees: performance. This is, however, only the result of the actor’s work. The process which leads to this result is equally important. The process is the actor’s improvisation work – a lifelong process which is an exploration of personal resources, personal material. It is a journey into the unknown.

The painting The Wanderer by Hieronymus Bosch (1450–1516) shows the travelling ‘actor’. It is the same figure as that found in various images of the fool on medieval Tarot cards.

The fool is a wanderer, journeying without a geographical home, without roots, always on the way towards something new, always undergoing transformation. His journey is full of dangers. He is walking on the edge of a precipice, at the limit of the permissible, the understandable, the usual. On the edge of society.

The painting is about inspiration, beginning, freedom and choice, but it is also about doubt and ambivalence, expressed in his hesitant attitude. The whole body reflects the paradox of this person. One part of the body is going forward, another is going back. And then he has different shoes on.

Is the actor a rootless traveller, a wanderer on the edge of society?

When, over a period of years, actors work with a body technique which is different from their daily body technique, their behaviour takes on another form. It slowly becomes a part of their identity and personality and creates a framework for their existence. From this perspective, from the theatre world, the actors can establish a relationship to the outside world. An actor’s identity is a possibility for a particular kind of existence, one which contains a particular and definite kind of life.


[image: ]

Figure 1 Hieronymus Bosch (1450–1516): The Wanderer. Museum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam.



But actors can also be ‘swallowed up’ by their craft, lose their ability to move in and out of a role and that particular form of behaviour which is characteristic of the theatre process. They thereby lose the ability to turn otherness on and off.

How does one move from daily life to theatre life and back again, for years, and still keep these transitions dynamic and hence variable: dramatic?

And what will the actors find in the end? Maybe not what they were looking for. It is like the story about the man searching at night. The act of telling the story makes at the same time, fragment by fragment, a living image. And in the end you have a surprising montage tied to the story.


In a little round house with a round window and a little triangle of garden there lived a man. Not far from the house there was a lake with a lot of fish that the man caught and sold in the town.

One night he woke up and heard a terrible noise. He went out into the darkness to find out what was wrong. He ran to the lake.

Here the storyteller began to draw the man’s route, as on a map of an army’s movements. He ran southward, he tripped over a stone in the middle of the road, and later on he fell into a ditch, got up again, but fell into another ditch, up again, fell into a third ditch and got up again. He now understood that he was wrong and that the noise did not come from that way, and he ran back northwards. But when he got there he thought he heard the sound from the south, and he ran back, fell over a stone, a little later he fell into a ditch, came up again, fell into another ditch, got up again and fell into a third ditch and got up again. Now he could definitely hear the noise from the end of the lake. He rushed there, and saw a great leakage in the dam through which fish and water ran out. He started to mend the hole and worked all night and did not return until dawn.

When he woke up the next morning he looked out of his little round window, and what did he see: a stork.

(A retelling of a story from Blixen, 1963: 213)




[image: ]

Life is of course lived forward and proceeds more or less haphazardly, but when later it is looked back upon and interpreted, it is seen to consist of patterns which create meaning out of the randomness of its actions. The man does not look for a stork but carries out his project in a sequential manner and completes his task. It is when he first sees the stork that we understand that the series of seemingly arbitrary occurrences had a purpose. He must have laughed out loud.

Is this an image of the actor’s search for theatre?

In the courtyard of the old farm which is now Odin Teatret, there is no stork, but there is a tree. A dead tree without roots, painted white, as in Japanese theatre, but it nevertheless seems to be alive. A tree which has taken on an artificial life with no connection to the earth it is planted in. With a trunk and branches, all of which help to create the tree’s pattern, the tree is an image of Odin Teatret’s many and varied cultural activities – theatre productions, seminars, and individuals with widespread interests, new buds on the theatre’s trunk. One can meet and become acquainted with this pattern or with parts of its branches, one can measure oneself against it, understand or misunderstand it. One can discover one’s own identity in the difference between it and oneself.

The pattern as such cannot be assimilated or reproduced but one can learn from the principles which govern the tree’s life, principles which are different from those governing the life of a natural tree. Precisely because Odin Teatret has always given importance to not ‘only’ creating theatre productions but also to exploring the general principles of life, discovered in or through the theatre.



The History of Odin Teatret

The history of this theatre could be written in many different ways. One could write about the productions but then the actors’ daily lives, training and preparations would not be part of the story. One could concentrate on Barba and his reasons for making theatre. Or one could simply choose to examine the broader lines, the factors which have created the continuity in this group’s work: the repetition of central themes in the productions, each of which is performed for many years, the presence of the same three or four people, the fundamental training principles.

But there is also discontinuity: many changes in the company of actors (about thirty-five actors have worked at Odin Teatret over the years), the jump from the first, closed performances for few spectators to the open, street theatre performances, from dramatic theatre to dance performances, from serious theatre to clowning.

How does one describe Odin Teatret in a way that reveals the rhythm which has been typical of its history, the oscillation between apparently incompatible poles, between discipline and freedom, between revolt and submission, between continuity and discontinuity, between the accidental and the necessary?

The history of this theatre group is dynamic, rhythmic, a constant displacement of weight, a constant avoidance of the static and the predictable.

I have chosen to divide this history into four phases, and have structured the book accordingly.

‘The study years’: the first phase is made up of the period of time which Eugenio Barba spent studying with Grotowski from 1961 to 1964 and of a shorter period he spent at the Kathakali actors’ school in southern India in 1963. These studies were his basis and qualifications for the founding of Odin Teatret in Norway in 1964.

‘The closed room’: the second phase is made up of the establishing years from 1964 to 1974, when Odin Teatret moved to Holstebro and there set up a theatre laboratory devoted to the education of actors, the production of performances and the pedagogical and theoretical presentation of the art of the actor.

This phase is entitled ‘The closed room’ because during it work was done on developing the actors’ possibilities for expression, in protected seclusion and isolation. The productions Ornitofilene (1965), Kaspariana (1967), Ferai (1969) and My Father’s House (1972) were performed in spaces where the number of spectators was limited to between sixty and eighty.

‘The open room’: the third phase is the travelling years, 1974–82, and began with Eugenio Barba’s return home to southern Italy with Odin Teatret. Here the cultural identity which the group had gradually created became apparent. The group opened up, literally: for the first time ever, the actors trained outdoors. They began to do street theatre and parades and established a closer relationship between training and performance work. They practised barters, an exchange of dance and song between local people and the theatre group. This activity became a central part of Odin Teatret’s activity during its travels in the following years.

The group made connections with various other theatre groups which were working with similar principles. This led to the manifesto on the Third Theatre (Barba, 1986a: 193) and, as the result of contact with a number of European and Asian actors, ISTA (the International School of Theatre Anthropology) was founded (1979). The travels were also reflected in the productions made during these years: the meeting between various cultures and the exile existence were central themes in The Book of Dances (1974), Come! And the day will be ours (1976), The Million (1978) and Brecht’s Ashes 2 (1982). This period was as expansive as the army in the street performance Anabasis (1979). With Eugenio as commander, the actors wandered the world over.

‘The dancing time-space’: the fourth phase began with work on Oxyrhincus Evangeliet in 1984. From the open room, filled with big movements and powerful energy, the group returned to the almost immobile. Travel in space became travel in time and the landscape of dreams. The actors turned the energy of violent dance into an expansion of the moment: energy in stillness.

The production Judith (1987) also contained this interest in the minimal, which became expanded and enlarged like a close-up on film.



Points of View

The central element of this book is the actor’s culture, what epitomizes it and how it is transmitted.

One aspect of this culture is the actor’s body technique (both a physical and a mental technique), which makes possible the transition from a daily behaviour to a theatrical or scenic behaviour. Daily behaviour is typically economical and efficient. One aims for the straight road and saves as much energy as possible. Theatrical body technique, on the other hand, is characterized by an exaggerated and unnatural body tension, with the result that the actor alone, with his or her presence and dynamics, is able to capture, hold and direct the spectator’s attention. One could say that the actor’s technique makes energy visible as presence.

A second aspect is the artistic or aesthetic level: the conditions for the dedication to and the execution of the actor’s craft, the actor’s social position and concrete and symbolic meaning in a particular historical context.

A third aspect is the actor’s personal motivating force, his or her talent and reasons for being concerned with the theatre in the first place, the way in which individual resources are administered, developed or blocked, which themes the actor plays out or gives form to through training, improvisation and performance.

The aspect of the actor’s culture is a ‘living book’, ‘written’ in the actor’s own language by means of movements, gesture and sound, and irrespective of the dramatist, the director and the theatre. It disappears with the actor like footsteps in the sand.

A fourth aspect is the scientific level. A series of experiences can be summarized and become abstract knowledge and hence the basis for a dramaturgy which is concerned with the actor’s behaviour, with the relationship between actor and spectator, with the relationship between actor and text, with the actor’s meaning and function.

How are these experiences described, disseminated and developed further without their connection to the sensory and concrete point of departure being lost?

Odin Teatret’s productions are difficult to describe because they are constantly changing. Not only in the way that any theatre performance does so from night to night, but also because the productions are slowly changed over time by both the director and the actors. My descriptions and the actors’ explanations can never be identical to the real actions or the performances. Actions and performance must be re-created so that they become images and experiences in the reader’s own inner performance space. Many of the questions I put to the actors have not been included in the text; neither does the text follow the chronology of the conversations I had with them.

These actors, who have worked together for so many years, are extreme and radical in their search for the possibilities for the actor’s existence. It is precisely for this reason that they might be able to relate something essential about their profession, something which is not only connected to personality but which is also an independent, living language, no matter how different it may appear to be for each actor.
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Figure 2 Anabasis, Peru, 1978. On the way. Photo: Tony D’Urso.








1 The Fourth Flew into the Fire and Burnt Up

The study years: 1961–4

If we wish to understand the principles which are the basis of Odin Teatret’s productions, we must go back to the point of departure and look at the conditions which influenced Eugenio Barba’s perception of the theatre.

Barba was born in 1936 in southern Italy. His father, who died in 1948, was a general in Mussolini’s army and took part in the field campaign in Ethiopia. At the age of 17, Barba left home, hitchhiking. In 1954 he ended up in Norway. He worked as a plumber and later in the machine room on the freighter Talabot, bound for Asia. Back in Oslo in 1957, he began to study at university. At the age of 23 he received a scholarship to study directing at the Warsaw State Theatre School.

In Poland in 1961 Barba saw the work of the ‘Theatre of the Thirteen Rows’, a small experimental theatre which had been led since 1959 by Jerzy Grotowski (bom in 1933), an actor and director from Cracow. As a result of this meeting, he moved to Opole to follow Grotowski’s work there until 1964, in which year he was denied re-entry to Poland by the Polish bureaucracy. In 1963, he made a study trip to India to gather material on Kathakali theatre. He stayed in India for six months, part of which time was spent at the Kathakali school in Kalamandalam.

Since it was not possible for him to return to Poland, he went back to Norway and there sought in vain to enter the theatre world. So he gathered together a group of young people who were in one way or another interested in the theatre, several of them having tried unsuccessfully to get into the established theatre schools. A completely fortuitous collection of fourteen young people were present at Odin Teatret’s first day of work on 1 October 1964.


India

The time Barba spent in India had a great deal of influence on the way in which Odin Teatret later developed.

Twenty-five years after his stay in India, Barba wrote:


The long nights of Kathakali gave me a glimpse of the limits which the actor can reach. But it was the dawn which revealed these actors’ secrets to me, at the Kalamandalam school in Cheruthuruty, Kerala. There, young boys, hardly adolescents, monotonously repeating exercises, steps, songs, prayers, and offerings, crystallized their ethos through artistic behaviour and ethical attitude.

(Barba, article, 1988c: 126)



In an article on Kathakali theatre written in 1964 (Barba, article, 1967), he refers to an old Bakt tale about four butterflies who had heard about fire. They went to see what it was like. The first butterfly approached the fire. The second skimmed it with its wing. The third flew over it. The fourth flew into it and burned up. The first three saw the body of the fourth be consumed by the fire, transformed and melted in the flames. But it could no longer share its knowledge.

One cannot penetrate the secrets of the Kathakali actor, much less copy his training or technique, because to be a Kathakali actor is not a choice but a ‘calling’.


Training of a religious nature: one becomes a Kathakali actor not by choice but by vocation. The training begins at the formative period of the child’s character, at the time when he is the most receptive to the stimuli of his environment. He is taught absolute respect for his guru, who initiates him in a Tao, the secrets of which he is not allowed to reveal. One cannot incarnate a god unless one believes in a god – thus, religious faith is the very basis of this theatre. The child is constantly immersed into the mysterium tremendum et fascinans of religion. Acting is not a profession, it is a form of priesthood. The quality of his vocation is tested by eight years of training, harsh almost beyond endurance, which will mark him for the rest of his life and will endow him with a sensitivity different from that of the layman. Moreover, the Kathakali began as a form of yoga and retains some yoga characteristics. The chela (novice) is literally ‘initiated’ by the guru through a long and crucial apprenticeship. He who wants to come near the gods, must move away from what is human; his technique is a means to reach the metaphysical. It is also an offering and a consecration like that of Karma-Yoga. For the Kathakali actor, acting has an intrinsic value and is its own reward. It is a form of prayer and a true method of psychic transmutation.

(Barba, article, 1967: 49)



By means of his craft, the Kathakali actor dedicates himself to an identity and a life-style which go beyond both the performances and the technique:


A Kathakali actor has no fixed salary; he cannot offer his services for money in a theatre – there are no theatres. He plays three or four times a month, and admission is free. He cannot have another job, because he must practise several hours every day. Some actors become gurus, open a school, and take students for a fee. Others earn their pittance by acting as servants in the temples. Most of them are indigents. We may well wonder why they become actors. The answer is that the actor-priest of the Kathakali offers his body to the gods like the Juggler of Notre-Dame in the medieval legend who offered his juggling to the Virgin Mary.

(ibid.: 50)



As a result of his education and his theatre work, the Kathakali actor undergoes a slow transformation. He is set apart from society by his otherness and is initiated and integrated into a new identity-creating world, the theatre’s world. Obviously, a Western actor cannot adopt this way of being an actor, but the basic attitude can be formulated as a paradox which has been a guiding principle for Odin Teatret.

How does one become an actor, not out of respect for the public’s need, nor in order to be accepted by the public, but in order to satisfy an inner ‘calling’ and one’s own inner need? How does one become an actor without being dependent on ‘the theatre’?

Barba’s studies of the Kathakali actor’s dramaturgy and his description of the Kathakali actor’s theatrical language and forms of expression reveal certain limitations in the European way of perceiving the actor’s work and dramaturgy.

The Kathakali actor is not like the European actor: he is not limited by the dramatic action, the actions of a role, or by the condition that the actor must represent a daily reality. The Kathakali actor makes use of a hermetic language which re-creates and symbolizes reality with the help of ‘secret signs’.

The Kathakali actor is a story-teller who narrates by means of mime, pantomime and dance-like, rhythmic movements and gestures. The hand and finger movements are mostly narrative, while the face expresses the emotional and the dramatic aspects of the story. He can change point of view with respect to what is being told, he can jump in and out of his role with an almost cinematic technique. Eugenio Barba analyses a simple scene as an example:


Let us imagine that the protagonist finds himself near a river. His hands indicate the place with mudras [hand gestures] describing the landscape: trees, boats, people. The face, and mainly the eyes, which keep looking at the hands, express the reactions of the character. Suddenly, the hands tell of the appearance of a crocodile. The face immediately expresses the emotions of the character at the sight of the crocodile: surprise, terror, desire to flee. Then the hands tell the end of the story: the crocodile is killed. On the actor’s face the audience can read the effort, the disgust, the pride of the victorious hunter.

From this simple example one can imagine what effort of concentration and imagination is required from the actor to compose his acting technique so that the audience will understand him. Moreover, the performance lasts eight or ten hours.

(Barba, article, 1967: 40)



The scene is performed with the body. A fictive landscape is created and analysed at the same time, so that the spectator can both perceive the outer universe and its mechanisms and react to it subjectively. The actor describes a mountain: one can read its height in his eyes at the same time as one sees his body climb it.

The Kathakali actor’s language does not describe daily life. His behaviour is rendered extremely theatrical and artificial by means of a deformation of daily behaviour.

The very stylized, symbolic rituals or freely invented suggestive movements are based on the actor’s language. The extreme opening of the eyes, often in contrast to acrobatic movements, makes it possible for the actors to be very expressive with the eyes alone. The movements of the hands and fingers, almost like the hand movements of a sign language, become an epic language. There can be different rhythms in different parts of the body: between the legs and the hands, for example. There are sections of pure dance which have nothing to do with the actions of the role. The performance itself can be interrupted: one actor can withdraw and freshen his makeup or change his costume while the other actors continue, and then undergoes a rapid transformation, entering the fictive world once again.

The artificiality, the theatricality and the deformation of daily behaviour create the performance’s ritual character and its magical reality. The spectator is pulled out of normal time by means of rhythm, music and the actor’s transformation.

The actor’s costume is an essential part of this transformation. It is an instrument and a prop for the actor and gives him the opportunity to make the body oversized and to strengthen its expressiveness. The makeup is likewise an element which helps in exaggerating expressivity.

Both the process of making up and the putting on of the costume are part of the preparation for the performance and the actor’s slow transformation for the ritual. It is just as much a psychic preparation as an external one, making deep concentration possible.

The Kathakali actor first becomes a master when he is able to give technically complicated actions a touch of immediacy, when he has gained Manodharma, performance skill, which makes it possible for him to go beyond the fixed score and cast himself into improvised and spontaneous actions and thereby increase his own contribution to the drama.



Poland

The second essential part of Eugenio Barba’s professional preparation is his stay with Grotowski and the ‘Theatre of the Thirteen Rows’ (later called the Teaterlaboratorium) in 1961–4.

Barba follows the work at Grotowski’s theatre as assistant director on Acropolis (1962) and Dr Faustus (1963) and works as director on Dante’s Divine Comedy, which is never finished.
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