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The Twentieth-Century Performance Reader

The Twentieth-Century Performance Reader has been the key introductory text to all types of performance for over fifteen years. Extracts from over fifty practitioners, critics and theorists from the fields of dance, drama, music, theatre and live art form an essential sourcebook for students, researchers and practitioners.

This carefully revised third edition offers focus on contributions from the world of music, and also privileges the voices of practitioners themselves ahead of more theoretical writing. A bestseller since its original publication in 1996, this new edition has been expanded to include contributions from:

Bobby Baker; Joseph Beuys; Rustom Bharucha; Anne Teresa de Keersmaeker; Hanns Eisler; Karen Finley; Philip Glass; Guillermo Gómez-Peña; Matthew Goulish; Martha Graham; Wassily Kandinsky; Jacques Lecoq; Hans-Thies Lehmann; George Maciunas; Ariane Mnouchkine; Meredith Monk; Lloyd Newson; Carolee Schneemann; Gertrude Stein; Bill Viola.

Each extract is fully supplemented by a contextual summary, a biography of the writer, and suggestions for further reading. The volume’s alphabetical structure invites the reader to compare and cross-reference major writings on all types of performance outside of the constraints and simplifications of genre, encouraging cross-disciplinary understandings.

All who engage with live, innovative performance, and the interplay of radical ideas, will find this collection invaluable.

Teresa Brayshaw is Director of Performing Arts at Leeds Metropolitan University. She teaches, directs and performs in a wide range of international performance contexts, and is co-editor of Training Grounds, located within the international journal Theatre, Dance and Performance Training.

Noel Witts is Emeritus Professor of Performing Arts at Leeds Metropolitan University, and was the founder and first Director of the Department of Performing Arts at De Montfort University. He has been a commentator on theatre for the BBC, has served as an Arts Council advisor for 20 years and has written widely on theatre, including most recently Tadeusz Kantor (Routledge). He was a founding member of the journal Performance Research.
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This edition is dedicated to all those readers who, over the years, have realised that performance is not something that can be defined precisely, but is a constellation of practices, many of which overlap and combine to produce new forms. This book simply suggests some of the twentieth-century artists who have contributed to the idea of performance as a shifting phenomenon that opens eyes to new worlds.

We would like to acknowledge the major contribution made to the first and second editions of this book by Michael Huxley, one of the first two joint editors.
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How to Use This Book

This book can be used in many ways.

It contains extracts of conversations, scores, essays, notes, manifestos, proposals, perspectives and reflections from 59 key twentieth-century performance figures. These voices are presented in the book in alphabetical order.

The book can be:



	read from cover to cover or dipped into

	used to cross-reference other sources

	used as an introduction to key twentieth-century performance practitioners

	used to reflect upon those people, practices and provocations that we may already be partially familiar with

	used as a site of comparison and connection

	used as a source of inspiration for further reading, writing, making, creating and reflecting



There are, as one might expect, numerous themes and principles that emerge, when considering the book in its totality. When time is taken to absorb the information contained within the pages, certain connections and relationships become foregrounded. What follows are some insightful examples of thematic connections which have emerged for us as we have re-read the extracts and developed a deeper relationship with the material.

We hope that our readers, according to their reading and research styles, will find a similar degree of pleasure, and make their own discoveries and insights as they mine the collection of performance-related material contained within the book.


On methodology …

It takes a long time to find the vocabulary I’m looking for since I don’t have an established system to work from. (De Keersmaeker)

Perhaps the hardest task facing us was the need to create a new collaborative model with an unusual division of labour specific to the project. We had to learn to trust each other’s sensibilities and decisions. (Gómez-Peña)

I believe there are no techniques. There are methods, and every director has one, maybe an unconscious one. I believe I have one, but I do not know it. I love to listen, and I love to watch the actors – with a passion. I think that’s already a way of assisting them. They know that I never tire of listening to them, of watching them, but how do I help them? I don’t know. (Mnouchkine)

The process of making a piece is very much like a quest: you start out in the dark; you have a sense of the potential that opens out before you; there is a sense of danger because no one has gone this way before; you follow clues, listen to instincts, look for what is needed; soon, the way becomes apparent as more and more layers are added in and the piece takes on its own life. (Monk)

I only create when I have something to say, and the work is generally about issues that concern or affect my life at a given time. I’m interested in provoking myself, questioning my own and the performers’ thoughts motivations and assumptions. (Newson)

It’s so frustrating because I feel that the answers are already there in my mind but I don’t know the questions to lead me to them. I imagine acting it out and then the scenes just evolve before my eyes. I imagine how exactly I will say the words and what my general demeanor will be. After I’ve worked out a section I stop and put it away until the next time it comes to the front of my mind. (Baker)

I try to look at things well, not to change them. That’s not my job …I don’t think the purpose of art is to make this a nicer, more civilized world. (Anderson)

Well I think we’re all still holding back. It’s quite natural because after all we want to be loved and liked. And I think there is something that holds you back somewhere. You think that there’s this point and if you go beyond that then there’s no exact telling where it will lead. (Bausch)

In a living theatre, we would each day approach the rehearsal putting yesterday’s discoveries to the test, ready to believe 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. (Brook)

I think there’s an important word that has lost its sense in the theatre, and that’s the word ‘playing’. It’s become a profession, a very serious word, but the concept of playing has disappeared from the staging of shows. The only way you can attain these ideas is if you play. (Lepage)

The best participants have been persons not normally engaged in art or performance, but who are moved to take part in an activity that is at once meaningful to them in its ideas yet natural in its methods. (Kaprow)

If an actor of the old school wished to move the audience deeply, he would cry out, weep, groan, and beat his breast with his fists. Let the new actor express the highest point of tragedy just as the joy and grief of Mary were expressed: with outward repose, almost coldly, without shouting or lamentation. He can achieve profundity without recourse to exaggerated tremolo. (Meyerhold)

Except in struggle, there is no more beauty. No work without an aggressive character can be a masterpiece. Poetry must be conceived as a violent attack on unknown forces, to reduce and prostrate them before man. (Marinetti)



On meaning …

That’s not what I’m about. My meaning is the piece itself. I’m not going to now make meaning separately from that piece for you. Again it’s not a thing where I’m withholding that – I don’t have it. It only happens for me in the space. In the moment of the theatrical act. (LeCompte)

We are not, in these dances and music, saying something. We are simpleminded enough to think that if we are saying something we would use words. We are rather doing something. The meaning of what we do is determined by each one who sees and hears it. (Cage)

You know it’s like being told stories when you were a child, or when kids tell stories. Very often there was no logical line in them, it’s more the case of lots of different categories of things got thrown in together and you didn’t worry if they didn’t all fit together in a realistic sense. It’s just that juxtaposition of different emotional layers that changes your perception. (De Keersmaeker)

I refuse to admit that the dance has limitations that prevent its acceptance and understanding – or that the intrinsic purity of the art itself need be touched. The reality of the dance is its truth to our inner life. Therein lies its power to move and communicate experience. (Graham)

The dancer’s experience becomes the answer. The answer becomes the dance. The dance becomes the experience. The experience takes as long as it takes. It repeats and it rotates, and it repeats. The experience deserves ‘respect’ in the sense of the word’s original Lain meaning ‘to look twice’. For, as the great slow thinker Pina Bausch has said, ‘We must look and look again’. (Goulish)

The result of choreography that goes beyond what the audience is familiar with is that you find out what you can do, what your own personal limitation edges are. In that arises the possibility of doing that which is not interesting to your audience, not up until now thought of as acceptable to an audience. (Brown)

But clarity is the lowest form of poetry, and language, like all else in our lives, is always changing. Our emotions are constantly being propelled by some new face in the sky, some new rocket to the moon, some new sound in the ear, but they are the same emotions. (Cunningham)

Our work delves into how individuals relate to one another, emotionally and intellectually, rather than being about movement or design patterns per se; exploring the individual’s actions, and looking at how these in turn reflect political and social issues. (Newson)

And when we consider art forms from the point of view of survival strategies, the dynamics of cultural interaction with society become even more aesthetically challenging and fulfilling. (Soyinka)

Theatre must rediscover its true meaning in this spectacle of a temptation, where life stands to lose everything and the mind to gain everything. (Artaud)

NO! The experience shouldn’t ADD to our baggage, that store of images that weighs us down and limits our clear view to the horizons. The art experience should rather (simply) ELIMINATE what keeps us moored to hypnotizing aspects of reality. (Foreman)

Theatre only has a meaning if it allows us to transcend our stereotyped vision, our conventional feelings and customs, our standards of judgement – not just for the sake of doing so, but so that we may experience what is real and, having already given up all daily escapes and pretences, in a state of complete defenselessness unveil, give, discover ourselves. (Grotowski)

This understanding of ritual, as a process applying to a great range of human activities rather than as something tethered to religion, is a very important development. (Schechner) One of the original sources of all philosophy is the paradox of the hard and the soft: the body and the soul; the outer physical world and the world of thoughts and images within. This is one of the great mysteries of life, and the good thing about mysteries in the classic sense is that they don’t have to be solved, only experienced. (Viola)

When the progression of a story with its internal logic no longer forms the centre, when composition is no longer experienced as an organizing quality but as an artificially imposed ‘manufacture’, as a mere sham of a logic of action that only serves clichés (something Adorno abhorred about the products of ‘culture industry’), then theatre is confronted with the question of possibilities beyond drama, not necessarily beyond Modernity. (Lehmann)



On audience …

I could only define the ideal viewer in negative terms. I just think people should stop making sense. (De Keersmaeker)

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, tragically, in elevating something bad into a success they are only cheating themselves. (Brook)

We are also inclined to forget that the printed play is not a finished piece of work until it is played on the stage by actors and brought to life by genuine human emotions; the same can be said of a musical score, it is not really a symphony until it is executed by an orchestra of musicians in a concert. (Stanislavski)

IT IS NECESSARY TO RECOVER THE PRIMEVAL FORCE OF THE SHOCK TAKING PLACE AT THE MOMENT WHEN OPPOSITE A MAN (THE VIEWER) THERE STOOD FOR THE FIRST TIME A MAN (THE ACTOR) DECEPTIVELY SIMILAR TO US YET AT THE SAME TIME INFINITELY FOREIGN, BEYOND AN IMPASSABLE BARRIER. (Kantor)

I mean – it’s like the audience is there. They’re the air that you breathe. The audience is the other part of the exploration process for theatre. There is no theatre without audience, so there is no life without breath. It’s that essential. But it’s an involuntary thing, breathing. And my awareness of the audience is almost always involuntary. Sometimes I’m conscious of it. (LeCompte)

Most audiences and critics want to be moved, knocked out. That is a sign of their illness, blindness, need to remain children. Most audiences want a perceivable, nameable content. That is, they want to be able to reduce the experience of the work to a gestalt of some sort that they can carry away from the theatre with them. (Foreman)

We say, ‘They come here to relax, they don’t want to think.’ But it’s not true. I believe in the intelligence of the audience, I believe that the audience wants to create. You have to give the audience food, not things that are already masticated and organized and painted. (Lepage)



Towards definition …

Performance, like dreaming presents us with intersections. In a performance a performer is not a single entity. Instead of a unit, a performer is an identity in motion in a particular direction. (Goulish)

Perhaps our first subject was always this inadequacy of language. Its unsuitability for the job it has to do, its failure. And in this failure – by definition language is not and cannot express what it seeks to describe – an admission of the struggle in everyday life – to get blunt tools to do fine work, to carve out a life in, around, despite of and through what passes for culture in the late twentieth century. (Etchells)

In the software age we are beginning to model ourselves on information processing and not on machine construction. Limitations become merely local boundaries defined by lack of adequate translations and transformations. And just as the presence of human beings in a specific place over long periods of time creates a story, the electronic image landscape is beginning to create a layering of mental archeology. This is the world we are learning to inhabit as images become our tools. (Viola)

It does in fact have something to do with consciousness, with bodily consciousness, and the way we form things. But then it needn’t have this kind of aesthetic form. It can have quite a different form and still be dance. (Bausch)

To understand dance for what it is, it is necessary we know from whence it comes and where it goes. It comes from the depths of man’s inner nature, the unconscious, where memory dwells. As such it inhabits the dancer. It goes into the experience of man, the spectator, awakening similar memories. (Graham)

Each art has its own language, that is, its own methods. Each art is something complete in itself. Each art leads a life of its own. It is an empire in itself. (Kandinsky)

The only thing that is different from one time to another is what is seen and what is seen depends upon how everybody is doing everything. This makes the thing we are looking at very different and this makes what those describe it, it makes a composition, it confuses, it shows, it is, it looks, it likes it as it is, and this makes what is seen as it is seen. (Stein)

There is an anthropological determination of everybody’s existence to be an artist in society. Then one can see that the rule of structure, the formulation and the forming and the sculpturing of the constitution of the future has to go through free individuals and has to come from the grass roots in cooperation of all people together. (Beuys)

Our intention is to affirm this life, not to bring order out of chaos nor to suggest improvements in creation, but simply to wake up to the very life we’re living, which is so excellent once one gets one’s mind and one’s desires out of its way and lets it act of its own accord. (Cage)

Criticizing the course of a river means improving it, correcting it. Criticism of society is ultimately revolution; there you have criticism taken to its logical conclusion and playing an active part. A critical attitude of this type is an operative factor of productivity; it is deeply enjoyable as such, and if we commonly use the term ‘arts’ for enterprises that improve people’s lives why should proper art remain aloof from arts of this sort? (Brecht)

The rallying cry must be – stop making objects that men can worship. Art shouldn’t add new objects to the world to enslave men. It should begin the process of freeing men by calling into doubt the solidity of objects – and laying bare the fact that it is a web of relations that exists, only; that web held taut in each instance by the focal point of consciousness that is each separate individual consciousness. (Foreman)

I think the purpose of art is the free expression of the artist, whatever that might mean. (Anderson)

The performance might be a series of intimate gestures or large-scale visual theatre, lasting from a few minutes to many hours; it might be performed once only or repeated several times, with or without a prepared script, spontaneously improvised, or rehearsed over many months. (Goldberg)

Theatre means the collectively spent and used up lifetime in the collectively breathed air of that space in which the performing and the spectating take place … The theatre performance turns the behavior on stage and in the auditorium into a joint text, a ‘text’ even if there is no spoken dialogue on stage or between actors and audience. Therefore, the adequate description of theatre is bound to the reading of this total text. (Lehmann)

This act could be compared to an act of the most deeply rooted, genuine love between two human beings – this is just a comparison since we can only refer to this ‘emergence from oneself’ through analogy. This act, paradoxical and borderline, we call a total act. (Grotowski)

I have regularly challenged what is traditionally defined as dance. Issues rather than prettiness or aesthetics are important. (Newson)

At Judson, the performers looked at each other and the audience, they breathed audibly, ran out of breath, sweated, talked things over. They began behaving more like human beings, revealing what was thought of as deficiencies as well as their skills. (Brown)

But, and there’s no question about it, the theatre is not supposed to represent psychology but passions – which is something totally different. (Mnouchkine)

Perhaps the theatre is not revolutionary in itself; but have no doubts, it is a rehearsal of revolution. (Boal)

I abhor a world which is regulated from the cradle to the grave. I prefer the dark to the dazzling light. Darkness is the best symbol for light. There is no way that one can understand the nature of light if one never observes deeply the darkness. A proper understanding of both requires that both their inherent natures be truly understood. (Hijikata)



Artists’ statements …

Whenever we work physically we find things that we never could find if we did nothing but think. All the time knowing that without living physically the powers of the mind diminish. (Beck)

Let us understand each other, however: it is not by killing oneself with exhaustion that one becomes creative. It is not on command, by forcing, that one opens oneself to others. Training is not a form of personal asceticism, a malevolent harshness against oneself, a persecution of the body. Training puts one’s own intentions to the test, how far one is prepared to pay with one’s own person for all that one believes and declares. (Barba)

I like the edges. Where you tip over the edges, I like the limits, working at the limits. Where you stay on and where you fall over or beneath it or off it. It’s the notion of danger I think, of how much you can grasp. Of how happy you are to grasp things or to let them go. (De Keersmaeker)

Technology has always been part of the human trajectory. Technology is not an alien other. To be human is to be augmented, extended and enhanced by technology. Plugged-in, the body becomes a parasite sustained optically and stimulated electrically by an external and virtual nervous system. (Stelarc)

Indeed, no other artistic form of expression has such a boundless manifesto, since each performer makes his or her own definition in the very process and manner of execution. (Goldberg)

The task of art is to find what heretofore does not delight us, and make that part of some kind of composition in such a way that delight results. (Foreman)

To express what is the most moral, healthful and beautiful in art – this is the mission of the dancer, and to this I dedicate my life. (Duncan)

You have to love dancing to stick to it. it gives you nothing back, no manuscripts to store away, no paintings to show on walls and maybe hang in museums, no poems to be printed and sold, nothing but that simple fleeting moment when you feel alive. It is not for unsteady souls. (Cunningham)

The dancer of the future will be one whose body and soul have grown so harmoniously together that the natural language of the soul will have become the movement of the body. The dancer will not belong to a nation but to all humanity. (Duncan)

The dancer, through the butoh spirit, confronts the origin of his fears: a dance which crawls towards the bowels of the earth. I don’t believe this is possible with European dance. (Hijikata)

While the arts do not create change, they register change … Dance need not change – it has only to stand revealed. (Graham)

Do away with the actor, and you do away with the means by which a debased stage-realism is produced and flourishes. No longer would there be a living figure to confuse us into connecting actuality and art; no longer a living figure in which the weakness and tremors of the flesh were perceptible. (Craig)

And what is there to see in an old picture except the laborious contortions of an artist throwing himself against the barriers that thwart his desire to express his dream completely? … Admiring an old picture is the same as pouring our sensibility into a funerary urn instead of hurling it far off, in violent spasms of action and creation. (Marinetti)

Hello Society –

No answer.

Hello America –

No answer. (Finley)

There is no point in filling our heads with a lot of new ideas and rushing on the stage to exploit them before we have learned the elementary rules. That kind of student will lose his head, he will either forget his science or think about it to the exclusion of everything else. Science can help art only when they support and complement each other. (Stanislavski)

Those who are creating the modern composition authentically are naturally only of importance when they are dead because by that time the modern composition having become past is classified and the description of it is classical. (Stein)

Let us hope for a dramatist who replaces or eliminates the director, and personally takes over the directing; rather than for professional directors who pretend to be dramatists. (Copeau)

I work with what they tell me, with what they feel is correct. It’s very much a collaboration. I really like working with a dramaturg and I think they’re underestimated – in terms of my work anyway. (Wilson)

How does the dream divide from the body; how does the body divide from the dream? I can’t answer, but as a performer, I know that I have my own body and my own dreams, and the bodies of others and the dreams of others. In order to continue, I need them all. (Goulish)

This act could be compared to an act of the most deeply rooted, genuine love between two human beings – this is just a comparison since we can only refer to this ‘emergence from oneself’ through analogy. This act, paradoxical and borderline, we call a total act. (Grotowski)

We shall arrive, eventually, at what will simply be called the House: a sort of cathedral of the future, which in a vast, open and changeable space will welcome the most varied expressions of our social and artistic life, and will be the ideal place for dramatic art to flourish, with or without spectators. (Appia)

There should never be any soulless or feelingless words used on the stage. Words should no more be divorced from ideas there than from action. On the stage it is the part of the word to arouse all sorts of feelings, desires, thoughts, inner images, visual, auditory and other sensations in the actor, in those playing opposite him and through them together in the audience. (Stanislavski)

Hard for me to understand, having never much cared for punctuation.

I mean I’d rather say: Here are 26 letters:

a b c d e f g h i j k l m n o p q r s t u v w x y z

Now write a text for performance. (Etchells)

I have a real difficulty writing prose. I don’t believe in literature as a work of art to be read. I don’t believe in reading. I couldn’t imagine writing a novel. Writing prose you are all alone. You can’t hide yourself. (Müller)

Seen from this perspective, it might even be predicted that the situation will completely reverse itself: the stage designer will develop optical phenomena and will then seek out a poet who will give them their appropriate language through words and musical sounds. (Schlemmer)

The stage is still raised, but it no longer rises from an unfathomable depth; it has become a dais. The didactic play and epic theatre are attempts to sit down on a dais. (Benjamin)

And last, but not least, among the emblems of our time are the new potentials of technology and invention which we can use to create altogether new hypotheses and which can thus engender, or at least give promise of, the boldest fantasies. (Schlemmer)






Introduction: A Canon of Twentieth-Century Performance

Noel Witts and Teresa Brayshaw

DOI: 10.4324/9780203125236-1



Part 1: Noel Witts

This is the latest revised edition of this book, which was first published as long ago as 1996. The idea then, as now, was to allow readers to access key writings by twentieth-century performance practitioners that expressed their ideas about performance in their own words. The reader would be able to compare ideas, styles, key concerns across the wide field of performance, which included primarily theatre and dance artists, with one or two composers who we felt had made a major contribution to stage performance. In the second edition of the book, published in 2002, we wished to include the critical and theoretical perspectives on the field of performance that had been developed since 1996, and that edition contained a number of key theoretical writings. Since 2002 access to theory about performance has become much wider, and for this new edition we felt that the priority once again should go to writings by artists themselves, since some key figures who we omitted from the first and second editions should now join what we now perceive as being the ‘canon’ of performance in the twentieth century.

It has been encouraging to see the steady demand for this book, which is a unique collection of writings, from readers all over the world, a demand that reflects the perspective of many who see the ways in which previously discrete disciplines such as ‘dance’, ‘drama’, ‘theatre’ have merged and fed off each other in the last 20 years. Consequently artists such as, for example, the UK company DV8, are crossing these boundaries in their work, while the visual artist Bill Viola now uses performative elements as key frameworks for his work. But there are also many ways in which historically visual artists have moved into, or used performance, many of whom we did not include in the two previous books. Artists such as Kandinsky, Beuys, the Fluxus movement, now seen as key, are once again present in the perspective of performance makers, and we felt the need to acknowledge this. We still include the major essay by RoseLee Goldberg, which was one of the first accounts of these phenomena, and we include other chroniclers such as Hans-Thies Lehmann. We also, from the perspective of 2011, felt the need to restore some figures who we had omitted from the second edition. All of this simply reflects our perception of the ways in which performance is now taught, studied and created, producing works of hybridity that some of the Western press, at least, finds difficult to deal with. Thus, for example, many of the London-based critics continue to see ‘theatre’ as being the traditional hierarchy of writer, director, actor, ignoring the less classifiable work of Forced Entertainment, Blast Theory, or Lone Twin.

As in the first edition we publish the writings in alphabetical order, thus allowing the reader to choose what is most relevant to his/her interests. But for those who wish to look at this material from an historical perspective we include the chronology at the back of the book, which enables this interest to be explored. We continue to point out what we see as the common interests and ideas that link many of these artists.

Looking back at the twentieth century it is notable how many of the major performance figures saw a need to write about their work, as if the ephemerality of performance needed some kind of written explanation, which would ensure that their ideas lived on for future generations. There are as differing voices in the writing as there are in the performance work created. Thus Stanislavski leaves a method with practical exercises in his books, while Tadeusz Kantor felt the need to write almost always in manifesto form, which often screams his disillusion. Yet Kantor’s work, through the dissemination of his recorded legacy, has become of greater interest in recent years in educational and creative institutions. Figures such as Brecht, Artaud, Craig and Cage felt a need to leave behind essays, systems, manifestos, while others’ views have to be accessed through interviews, where the perspective of the interviewer often controls the tone. In these cases we have had to choose carefully to give what we feel are the most important perspectives. It is interesting to chart the decline in writing about one’s own performance concerns which has happened as the century progressed. In fact essay writers such as Tim Etchells of Forced Entertainment, and Matthew Goulish of Goat Island are now the exceptions. At the other end of the spectrum there is now much critical writing about all these figures, a collection of which would, and probably does, form another book.

One of the developments that helps us in 2012 is the increase in the availability of performance material via the internet. It is now possible to access the work of the Living Theatre, for example, via YouTube, which means that many of the ideas expressed in writing can now be seen in practice. Examples of dance works are easily seen, and the expansion of the DVD performance world means that even the most remote material can be seen in some recorded form. This throws up the question as to whether the writings or the documentation are most important, from which we conclude that writing often gives a reflective angle which can complement any documentation, so that, for example, Craig’s often elliptical prose gives us a whole other perspective on the frustrations of his practice.

In earlier editions we felt a need to try to define and differentiate the field of ‘performance’ from other fields, as when we first published a book of performance writings we felt we needed to proselytise our view that many of the then divisions into visual art, drama, dance, theatre were becoming artificial as artists were crossing boundaries as a matter of course. We talked about performance as ‘a contested space’ which needed to be negotiated carefully. Since then the field of performance has been accepted, has broadened, the links with the visual arts have been made more obvious, the decline of the traditional categories made clearer, the old creative hierarchies broken down. Books with titles such as Live: Art and Performance1, Perform or Else2 or simply Performance3 have validated our 1986 claims. But it is still interesting and encouraging that a book of ‘performance’ writings is still relevant; and that we are still providing a unique reading experience for practitioners, emerging artists, and the general reader.



Part 2: Teresa Brayshaw

The first editions of this book have been used extensively by students, scholars and practitioners as a site of both reference and inspiration. In 1996, when the first edition was published, Mike Huxley and Noel Witts described the idea of this book as coming from a need to help the students on the BA (Hons.) Performing Arts course at the then Leicester Polytechnic to map out the multidisciplinary perspectives present in the field. Having been one of the students on that remarkable degree programme, back in the 1980s, I feel implicated in the reason for its creation. So, it is with a healthy degree of both reflection and gratitude that I, together with Noel Witts, undertook the revision and worked on the updated version we now present.

This revised edition of The Twentieth-Century Performance Reader has been updated and revised to include more of the key voices and figures who helped to shape the field of performance in the last century and as a result significantly impact upon the way we now understand the world and our place within it.


In 1949 it was all very vague – nobody knew what Dada was, and nobody knew very much about Italian Futurism or Russian Futurism. I had to visit the artists themselves before I finally discovered the true art of the twentieth century.

(Henri Chopin)4



So in the spirit of ‘visiting the artists themselves’ we present a revised collection of voices who articulate in diverse ways and in their own words what has been important in terms of making performance. It’s a story of how key ideas and practices have found their way into mainstream practice.

When RoseLee Goldberg pointed out back in 1979 that, in dealing with performance history there is no use pretending to record every performer in the twentieth century, but instead to pursue the development of a sensibility, she was reminding us of the creative and playful possibilities available to us in our roles as editors and chroniclers.


I believe that performance art is such a visceral art form that it allows for multiple points of entry – some are intellectual, but some are spiritual or emotional.

(Guillermo Gómez-Peña)5



There is something about collecting together the thoughts, ideas, scores and strategies for performance making, which enables a level of reflective understanding of both the achievements of the contributors and a more informed realisation of the social and historical contexts in which they were working and living. The book becomes a kind of lens through which we are invited to (re)consider that which we may already know.

In our work at universities and festivals over the last 15 years, since this book was first published, we have seen a proliferation of degree programmes across Europe and America that focus in various ways upon performance. Music, Theatre, Dance, Live Art and Performance Studies students are increasingly encouraged to locate their investigations within interdisciplinary contexts. Training methodologies, performance and compositional strategies, audience responsibilities (expectations) and new technologies have called into question the means by which students of performance now orient themselves in relation to identifying a position in the field. Performance, as it is now constituted, has expanded rapidly over the last decade and with the massive increase in books on the subject as well as access to the internet, the sheer scale of information available to students, researchers and scholars can feel overwhelming.

In his book Performance: a Critical Introduction, Marvin Carlson observes that performance is ‘an essentially contested concept’.6 Nowhere is this more prevalent than in the range of performance study opportunities available in the UK where the number of university courses available to prospective students of theatre, dance and performance at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels has proliferated massively in the last 15 years.

Students can study Theatre with Law; Theatre with Tourism; Theatre with French, Spanish, German, Portuguese; Theatre with Theology, Sociology, Psychology; Theatre with International Politics; and even Theatre with Sport, Exercise Science and Criminology.

Or they can study various courses with the terms ‘contemporary’, ‘art’, ‘theatre’ and ‘performance’ in the title. Some of these courses involve varying degrees of the following practices – scenography, movement training, digital practices, autobiographical performance, live art, creative writing, dramaturgy, devising, physical theatre, sound art, performance art, body-based practices, performing in second life, critical writing, film making, event making, as well as activities with titles that people may be more familiar with – like acting, directing, writing, producing. In responding to developments in interdisciplinarity, student demand and technological developments, the academic and professional fields of performance have exploded.

This reader has been revised with all this in mind and can be used as both a temporary anchor to a lineage of practitioners who have been involved in asking questions about performance over the last 100 years, as well as a compass that can help to navigate direction within a stationary frame of reference.

The process of re-reading the material in the last two editions as well as the research undertaken for deciding which revisions to make is akin to the artistic practice of tracing. To trace means both to go over and to discover by investigation. When tracing paper is placed onto a picture, the picture is easily viewable through the tracing paper. Thus, it becomes easier to find edges in the picture and then to see shapes and discover form and content. Tracing is also an embodied process that enables us to directly connect in a ‘hands on’ way to the subject matter. It’s a process of making visible. So we hope that the structure of the book, which continues to list practitioners in alphabetical order, rather than through any other categorisation, provides the good visibility needed to provide a clear and unobstructed view.


Performance is my strategy for becoming visible.

(Guillermo Gómez-Peña)7




Which voices to include?

It’s a fascinating part of the editorial process deciding which voices to include in this edition. And although this reader has never attempted to offer a comprehensive coverage of the whole history of twentieth-century performance, by virtue of a selection process, it does automatically exclude significant practitioners and innovators. We choose to focus though, on those voices which, for one reason or another, have made themselves heard to us, through our own research, our teaching and the insights we’ve gleaned from our students who have been collaborating with us through feeding back their reflections on the performance works they’ve encountered in live and documented forms.

The process of updating this reader has also involved the selection of practitioners who are currently still in the midst of creative processes and of developing methodologies and strategies for the realisation of their artistic endeavours and performance works. We also recognise the responsibility of comparing living artists, whose bodies of work have only really established over the last 20 years in the later part of the twentieth century (particularly when we have witnessed that development, sometimes at close quarters, e.g. Newson, Finley, Gómez-Peña, Baker, etc.), with those for whom we see much more of a clear impact from the earlier part of the century.

The more recent artists do not yet have the weight of history by which to assess longevity of impact – and so we are left partly imagining the legacy rather than remembering or tracing it.



The vain attempt to categorise …


It is no surprise that Performance has a baffling diversity. We might expect contradiction in a space such as this …a crowded contradictory space, written through with more histories than one can imagine.

(Tim Etchells)8




Many of the artists listed here might well find the categories of poet, composer, performance artist or filmmaker to be equally applicable to their work, or might prefer … dancer, choreographer, storyteller, public artist, or installation artist … or sound poet? or Fluxus artist? or painter? or composer? or typographer? or publisher? or theoretician?

(Nicholas Zurbrugg)9




Misinterpretation and mistranslation are essentially contemporary experiences.

(Guillermo Gómez-Peña)10




The history of Performance Art in the twentieth century is the history of a permissive, open-ended medium with endless variables.

(RoseLee Goldberg)11




Most performers talk about their work, what they do, what they value in it, and indeed much performance material has begun to be described as ‘statement’ or ‘action’, or ‘a piece’ or simply ‘work’, as if the performers themselves feel the need to de-categorise.

(Huxley and Witts)12



The pedagogical dimension of the new material included in this revised edition is worthy of special mention since our intention is to provide an extended resource for students and the general reader. Many of the artists included in this book also hold posts at universities and academies, as professors, readers and research advisors as well as the more traditional role of visiting artist (Etchells, Finley, Gómez-Peña, etc.). The gradual shift within academia over the last decade towards a model that recognises both the creative process and pedagogy as viable sites for the development of new knowledge, has been achieved in part by a cultural redefinition of practice as research where artists, in some contexts, are seen as knowledge-holders who are expert in their field and should have that practice included in developing research agendas.

It’s interesting to note, from our experience inside the academy, that the current concerns in emerging contemporary performance making revolve around the creation of new works for festivals and specific sites, contexts and audiences. Additionally there is a rise in the use of autobiographical material, one-to-one encounters, large-scale interactive encounters and events, new technology and a genuine attempt to connect with ideas of ecology and sustainability. In parallel we are seeing more and more dialogue between artists from the theatrical mainstream and artists from the independent sectors, and programmers and curators are forging new partnerships and new ways of working by actively profiling experimental practice. The experiments and risks taken by those artists in the last century, many of whom are cited in this book, are having an impact upon the current generation of creative practitioners. The contexts are different, the agendas appear less transparent, but there is real reason to be optimistic as we path-find our way into the next decade of the twenty-first century.

We have long considered whether we should, as in previous editions of this book, provide a general bibliography of performance. Whereas in previous editions it has been the book or article that has been the main research resource, now we have the vastly increased resources of the digital age. This would have meant adding to any booklist the many websites that now allow access to performance material of a variety of types. For this reason we have added some websites to the further reading sections following each chapter, in the hope that simply typing in an artist’s name will bring up a variety of contemporary resources for further study. An increased book/website list would have taken up space that we judged would be better devoted to artists’ writings. Source details for each of the 59 main texts can be found in their accompanying contextual summaries, along with further references specific to the individual artists or authors.
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Marina Abramovic


What was it that brought you to performance?

It was very simple in a way. At the age of twelve I had already had an exhibition of work. Painting was very attractive to me. I know that I started painting the sky. First the clouds, then removing the clouds – just a kind of blue monochrome. At one point, looking at the sky, I saw the planes passing and leaving this white track, which was almost like a drawing. I was so impressed with this that I wanted to make a kind of concert. What I was interested in was that you could see the process – you could see things happening and dissolving all at the same time. So I went to the military base and asked for fifteen planes – and they sent me home. They asked – do you know how much this will cost?

Then, for some time, I did projects on paper, drawings of the sky, using fire, ice, and water. None of these projects were possible, basically because of the restrictions on things. Then I started shifting my interests to the idea of sound – like putting the sound of a bridge falling down every three minutes with an actual bridge. As you cross the bridge you hear the sound of the bridge breaking. This kind of shift. I realised a piece with one house in the middle of Belgrade. I placed speakers on a house and played the sound of the house falling down. This installation occurred for only one day – because everybody in the neighbourhood reacted very violently. It reminded them of the war and they removed it.

What date was this?

This was all around ’68, ’69, ’70 to ’71. I was interested in changing visual and acoustic information. My last one was in the Cultural Centre in Belgrade. This was a place – a kind of hall – where people waited to go to the theatre, the cinema. They could have a coffee, sit, read a newspaper. It was a meeting place. I placed speakers there with the sound of an airport. It was a very cold, specific sound, telling all the passengers immediately to go to Gate 242 because the plane was leaving to Tokyo, Bangkok, and Hong Kong. I mean, at Belgrade there were only two gates at the time – and every few minutes there would be this information. So everybody waiting there became imaginary passengers, waiting for this trip. It was a way of going out. Yugoslavia during this time was really quite difficult. I was dealing with structures – socially, politically, culturally, you know, family. Everything was involved.

Did the work put you into difficulty?

Extremely. And that gives you a lot of energy later on. But its hard at the time, because you are rejected – to the point of questioning whether or not you should be put into a mental hospital.

After the sound work, there was a natural development toward work with the body. The effect on me from my first performance with the body was almost a state of shock. I had such a strong experience that I knew almost immediately it was the only way I could really deal with the public – because through it I could come to an ecstatic state. I could never reach this when I was just alone in the studio with my work.

What was the first performance?

The first performance with the body was Rhythm 10 – the work with the knives. And – I don’t know – the reality of the thing was a kind of immediate transmission of energy – the directness of the media and also the temporality, because it is only when you are there – the rest is just a memory. All this made such a strong impact. Painting, the illusional system, just didn’t get to the point.


RHYTHM 10

The Content of the Action



	I put a sheet of white paper on the floor


	I put twenty knives of various sizes and shapes on the paper


	I switch on the tape recorder


	I varnish my left hand nails with blue nail varnish




The Action

I take a knife and stab it between two fingers of my left hand. Every time I cut myself I take another knife. When I have used all the knives (i.e. change of all the rhythms), I switch on the tape-recorder reproducing the recorded sound of the Action. Then I switch on another tape-recorder.

The second part of the Action consists of repeating the game while listening to the recorded sound-rhythm of the knives. Following the rhythm of the knives’ stabs I bring myself into the tempo of the previous rhythm, stabbing simultaneously with it.

I switch on the second tape recorder where the rhythm of the stabs has been doubled.

Marina Abramovic, RHYTHM 10 (1973) (courtesy of the artist).


Also, theatre was an absolute enemy. It was something bad, it was something we should not deal with. It was artificial. All the qualities that performance had were unrehearsable. There was no repetition. It was new for me and the sense of reality was very strong. We refused the theatrical structure. The performances were always in an empty space with no lights, and even the video recording was one-to-one. I would ask for the camera to be put in one static position, and then left.

Were you aware of performance work outside of Yugoslavia at this time?

Not at the beginning. A few years later at Edinburgh I met Joseph Beuys for the first time, as well as Tadeusz Kantor and Hermann Nitsch. Then, it was like – there’s a family, we were the same tribe. So it was very, very good.

Were any particular performances by other artists important to the development of your work?

I like Vito Acconci’s work very much. He was one of the first to propose that the body is a place. His works are aggressive, but not in a physical way. It is more mentally. And from this came the whole idea of the body as a material, the body as a material through which you can transmit something. In sculpture it is the stone or clay or whatever, and here it is the body – make a drawing with the body, cut the body, open it, see what pain is, what the body is. Just exploring all the possibilities – the mental, physical limits, everything together. So Acconci began this kind of research.

After that, there was a very important event with Acconci, Dennis Oppenheim and Terry Fox in the seventies, when they performed in the same place [Environmental Surfaces: Three Simultaneous Situational Enclosures, Reese Palley Gallery, New York, January 1971]. Acconci turned around like a clock for one hour [Second Hand], Terry Fox was making bread from soap [Celler] – it was a kind of impossible, alchemical mystery. Oppenheim had a tarantula moving toward his face down a tube and he blew little balls of hair in its way, keeping it from biting his face [Extended Armor]. It was really good work. Then Chris Burden – very radical. Like the shot to his arm [Shoot (1971)], the crucifixion on the Volkswagen [Trans-fixed (1974)], the piece where he put electricity and water on the floor and left it up to the public to decide what would happen [Prelude to 220, or 110 (1971)]. To me, they’re very important pieces. Then with Gina Pane, the milk piece, when she drank milk and spat it out, irritating her system until she actually spat out a mixture of milk and blood – like the two liquids in the body [Le Lait Chaud (1972)]. Then Charlemagne Palestine and the Body Music [Body Music I (1973) Body Music II (1974)]. It was absolutely charismatic, shamanistic. Even now – and even though the tapes of this period are of such bad quality – they give you more energy than many live performances.

What was it that brought you to the work with Ulay?

It was very much to do with love. Also, I’d come to a point in my life when I was going very far in my performances. I was always considering – really – going to the point of playing Russian Roulette in the performance situation. I could see the chance that I’d kill myself, that I’d die. So it was, I suppose, also at that time a lucky solution. I just treated my body as if it was without limits. In my life there was a very strong male aspect. In all the performances there were a lot of strengths – the force, energy, or whatever. And meeting Ulay – at one point it went back to a female energy because he was the male. Then there was the idea of the hermaphrodite as the perfect human being, you know, who has both sexes and is self-sufficient. And of the two bodies coming into one. To me this was one step farther than just doing your own work. It was very important. Then, we absolutely stopped doing any of our own work and for twelve years we only did the work together. So when we finished our relationship, it was a big problem for me to go back to my own work, because I felt it was a regression. It was going back again.


MARINA ABRAMOVIC AND ULAY

How long will a performance of Nightsea Crossing be on any given day?

U: By preference seven hours a day. We adopted a seven hour day because most institutions would be open for seven hours.

MA: 10.00 am until 5.00 pm. The seven hours was also important because we wanted to avoid people seeing the beginning and end. When they come to the gallery we are already there, like any other piece. And when they go at 5.00, the gallery is closed and the guard comes and tell us it’s the end. The public only see one image.

U: Which is a motionless image. They do not see us sitting down or standing up. You see, the main interest is the process of being motionless for a long, long period of time. The fact of sitting on the chair is not as interesting as the process. After sitting for two, three or four hours, something happens. And that process is only possible for the audience or the spectator, again, if they are willing to sit too.

MA: I think the public wants to see a beginning and they want to see an end.

Did you state that you would be sitting motionless for the duration of the performance?

MA: No. So people are always waiting for something to happen. But when they finally come to realise that that’s the reality of the thing, they start making contact with the piece itself. In Nightsea Crossing, after ten, fifteen, forty-eight hours, the whole space is charged with energy. And that energy affects you. To charge a space with energy needs a long time. After ten or twenty days the energy in the space becomes so dense from the repetition of the same thing that people get really affected. Something has changed – and it’s not of the material world.

U: We never rehearse performances. In fact, the beginning of the performance is when we enter our own physical and mental construction. It’s the first time that we’ve experienced that – as it is for the spectator. And it is an experience that can go in very different directions. You see, we are very aware of the spectator, and we work with the spectator. We work for the spectator, through our consciousness. We don’t sit and daydream, we are not in a trance. We just sit.

Is it important that the spectator is aware of the context of the particular action they meet – that the performance is extended over 90 days and will occur in so many different places?

MA: They can know this or not know this. It’s not important. It’s just the presence, the feeling for each of them. The idea of our sitting is that we’re present in that moment with the mind and the body. What you see is exactly what is happening. And that is the reality. There are very few who can actually sit and just be without putting a story into the mind. In that moment, when you sit with the body and the mind, you manage to make contact with us, because you’re taking the reality as it is without any projections. It’s like now, it’s now. And that’s what the sitting is about. It’s very difficult to be present, because your mind is thinking all the time, every second.

What were the contexts out of which Nightsea Crossing arose?

MA: The change in our work came when we went to Australia and lived in the desert. The heat was enormous, like 50, 55 degrees Celsius. Physically, you could not walk. We were in such circumstances that, actually, only our minds were functioning. And that completely opened another world to us. That connected straight into certain functions. It’s almost physical, the mind. In our performance we had just reached the point where we could not go farther with the body, and now we have the whole other part of the mind.

I’m interested in the use of objects and symbolism in the performance.

MA: We are very impressed by the rituals of certain people, like the Aborigines, because they have a certain pattern of doing things, of using symbols in a way that they really function.

U: We have been trying to integrate certain symbols into our work. You see, the symbols natives use all have a very practical function. They’re very practical. I think the symbols – the material, the colour, the shape, the placement of the symbol, and the approach to the symbol, has to be perfect. Then the symbol will be able to generate power. But only if it is perfect. If it is placed in the right time and the right place, and if the symbol itself consists of a certain kind of material and shape and form and colour. Then it can work. I mean, if you abuse a symbol it can bring harm.

MA: Yes, very much.

In what way?

U: I think, if you are exposed, if you are seriously busy with symbols and like to place them and like to give them function and you respect that function in a certain way, then you should be very serious about it. I have respect for symbols, because I have witnessed natives operating with symbols and how powerful a symbol can be.

MA: You see, the natives are completely connected with the earth’s energy and the flow of nature. And from that they generate the whole thing. And in the simple way that we work, we work to be receptive to this.

U: I think that certain faculties which we call ‘supernatural’ in natives are faculties that are dormant in us –

MA: And for them they’re natural.

U: For them it’s a natural reality. It’s a part of their daily existence.

MA: We feel, as performance artists, that we can’t paint any more, because we really believe that objects are an obstacle. If you make an object, you put all your generating energy into the object. In the past, that was why many objects had this radiant energy, this power. But now, for many people the work is personal, because we don’t really know the source, so the object simply becomes an obstacle. It’s much more important to transform yourself first. Work on yourself. And afterwards you won’t need the object to transmit the real idea – or whatever you want – the truth. You can do the work with just the power of your mind. You can transmit certain things, just directly, mind to mind. We don’t have anything between us.


And your work and relationship with Ulay ended at the culmination of the Chinese Wall walk.

That was that. Saying goodbye.

Was that conceived of as an ending?

We wanted to have two separate experiences come together to make one work. But the problem was that it took eight years to get permissions from the Chinese Government and in this period our relationship changed completely. We were at the end of our relationship when the Chinese said yes. So the only way that we could do it was to end. It was like the perfect form for this scenario, for ending the relationship. It was dramatic and it was painful – everything together. And then, after this, the only way I could find things out was to create work which was actually directly to others.

So has the way you consider the audience changed? Or the way you consider the work?

The work. Now, the product that I give to the audience is for them to use. Before it was one-to-one, and now it’s me and everybody else in relation. It is not closed.

Does that take you back into installation work?

No. I have two functions. One function – I’m always working with transformation. I have to transform something. So, the performance is one way of transforming work, in certain stages, psychologically, and going to another type of reality. Really, performance is to do with change and transformation. And some of those witnessing this could go with this. But the public always, until now, have had this role of being voyeurs, of not actually participating. They are always at a distance. But it is a time, now, especially at the end of the century, for the public to take a completely active part. So I’m building these kinds of objects. I don’t call them sculptures, I call them transitory objects. They are almost like scenography, like a kind of floor, like a platform on which one can experience the quality of the material simply with the mind and the body, and go through this transformation.

It always seemed to me that that opening up was implicit in Nightsea Crossing whereby, in watching, the viewer was participating – the viewer was actually doing what you, as the artists, were doing in the performance.

Yes. Exactly. That’s the seat of the thing. It’s really interesting – but I want more from the public. Duchamp always said that to understand the work of art, the public has to be creative as well. We always forget this part. The public have to go with it. The more participation, the more energy there is, the farther I can go. The public’s understanding is crucial. If all you have is distance, it is like an impasse.



MA: We are now engaged in the biggest project of our lives – which is the walk of the Chinese Wall. And the walk in China will deal with the exposure to the elements.

U: You know the concept?

That you will walk towards each other, from each end of the wall, over a period of one year – photographed by satellite –

U: And we will collect materials, using the oldest technique of copying reality, of imprinting. And satellite photography is the most advanced technology of documenting. So we will use this too.

MA: The Wall is 5,000 kilometres long, from the Gobi desert to the sea. So it is exactly between the elements of fire and water – one part of the Wall starts in the sea and one finishes in the desert. And the start of the wall is called the Dragon-Head and on the door to the wall is written ‘The First Path on Earth’ and on the other one is ‘The Heroic Path to the Sky’. So Ulay will start at The Heroic Path to the Sky and I will start at The First Path on Earth and we will actually meet in the middle, going through the four seasons like four stages of life. The idea is that we are going to be exposed for one year to those forces. And with that will come a certain mental and physical transformation – through that walk. And that is the experience that we will give to the public afterwards. You see, you must work on your own change in order to give. And the walk is actually such a preparation – for that change.

U: I think it’s very important that after the Chinese walk, we will be exposed again to an audience – an audience which will be invited for talks and discussions. I think the whole model of this relation between the initiator – a person of particular experience – and an audience, the whole concept, is of a very special kind.

MA: We have been working a lot with the male and female principle – not just presenting our egos or our real relationship, but acting as a kind of example for the principle itself. So, you see, the Wall represents the female principle – the female as it is materialised at the Dragon-Line is water, while the male principle is represented as air. The Dragon-Head is the male and the Dragon-Tail is the female. So that, actually, I will be walking as a female on the male part, and Ulay will be a male walking on the female part of the Wall, and the coming together is the unifying of the principle of the mental and the spiritual.

So, again, it’s a taking on of a ritual function.

MA: Yes. Not to be the ‘I’, but just to be part of the natural principle and to make that exchange. It’s a de-personalisation. That’s why they use masks in ritual – so that they leave the person behind and become the element.

U: I look for so much in art. But I think it’s important to subtract.

MA: If you subtract you come to the point where you can really see the essence of the thing, where everything starts. You can see the roots of what you’re doing. To me, the experience of Rothko paintings is really very, very strong. He really worked with essence.

U: Maybe not too many people have the courage to take away. It feels almost natural to all of us living in a time of a materialistic philosophy to add. We only have respect for goods, for cargo, for objects. I don’t think too many people have the courage to renounce, because by subtracting you’re making more space for other people. So I think by being very quiet, no action, that it is a good thing.

MA: And the Chinese Wall is, you know, it’s a pioneering – it’s just a very small step to count, maybe, in this lifetime, I don’t know – but this is what we’re trying to do.

U: You see, for non-English speaking people, as we are, the term ‘performance’ exists only in the visual arts context. But I think, besides an art-work, ‘performance’ can indicate a great moment of behaviour or concentration. The point is, if you do the performance for an extended period of time, then its effect is much greater. Art is nothing but a vehicle. It has its limits. And often it is very limited. But still it may be – Kandinsky would say – a mighty agent. And I agree with that. In the earlier days, I approached art as the realisation of art. I was looking for a focus, and once I had a focus it would absorb me. There’s a process in which you’re totally involved, and then there’s the product. Later on, though – actually it was in the desert – I started to become much more interested in the art of realisation. Rather than the realisation of art, the art of realisation.


So the time passes, and after all this time I find I’m fascinated by the theatre structure.

How do you mean?

I’ve made two theatre pieces. The first is called Biography. In it I play my life in the theatre, with all the performances I’ve done and video clips in one hour and twenty minutes. The second piece is called Delusional, which I play with 400 rats live on the stage.

Biography is the perfect structure – artist, performer, plays her own life. Why should I trust anybody else to play my own life? So in the piece I mix real performance art with the theatrical. It’s a very interesting structure. Like the star that I cut with a razor blade, I cut one more time, in the theatre – and it’s real. It’s not fake blood, it’s the real thing. The public is in total shock because they’re so used to this symbolic language of the theatre. With the knife piece, Rhythm 10, I play it live, but I play it for five minutes, and I reach an incredible intensity. I have to shrink the performances in time and play one performance after another like a video clip, but with real intensity.

It took a great deal of courage for me to do this. When I played Biography, it was like a cleaning process, because I could not talk to Ulay at all for six years after we split. There was a lot of pain. And when I say goodbye to Ulay in this Biography, I really mean goodbye. It is a public statement too, that I have finished with this period of my life. And then I called him and I told him, you know. It’s fine – but now he will come to Antwerp to see it.

Then there’s the second piece, Delusional. This is another kind of cleaning process. This is to do with my time in Yugoslavia. The basic point of this piece was the notion of shame, shame of what’s happening right now. I was thinking of what you don’t show in public because you’re ashamed – it’s the most vulnerable and the most difficult and incredibly heavy kind of pressure on yourself, to show what you’re ashamed of in front of the public. So the whole piece is about that. And I think those events are for me a kind of metaphor for the ending of this century, the rights over protecting territory – I mean it’s really hell in our society.

Looking at your performance, there seems always to have been a tremendous flow between your life and your work. The performance appears to be a kind of revelation of disciplines and experiences you’re in any case engaged with.

Yes. But every true artist is like that. I think that you have to come to a synthesis. You always have to start from yourself, but in the process the product that comes to the public has to be, kind of, transcendental and general. It has to become everybody else. But it starts with the personal, always. There is no other way. That’s what you understand the best. You can’t go from somebody else’s problems. It’s just not right. So the deeper you go into yourself, actually, the more universal you come out on the other side.

What happened to me was – I always wanted to leave. I had an obsession with travelling, in moving from place to place. Right now, I’m getting to the point where people say, well, where are you staying? And I can’t tell. Every five or six days it is somewhere else. I have spent the last fifteen years like this, and I’m not going to change. That’s the reality. I’m not fixed in one special place. And I think I keep with me all this Yugoslavia, you know, whatever this thing is, because you can’t go away from those things. Wherever you go you bring these things and you add something else because of the interaction with other countries. Things change, and I’m not afraid of things changing. I absorb it into my work. I am going to Oxford next year, and I will give four lectures. Four different things. And the last one will be on art and travelling. Just this idea of the artist as a nomad, a modern nomad who doesn’t belong to any nationality or any particular culture, but is a mixture of everything. And my main concept is the ‘space in-between’. You know, the time when you leave one country – you’ve called everywhere, you take the plane, you go to the train station, to wherever. And then you go somewhere else. But before you arrive, that space in-between – that’s the space where it is most intense. It’s the space where you’re open, where you’re sensitive, vulnerable – and anything can happen. And another space I propose is the waiting space. We always consider waiting as losing time, but waiting is extremely important. It is where we need to put emphasis, because to wait is to deal with doing nothing. Doing nothing is exactly what it’s all about. Cage says, we have to go to boredom, only through boredom can we come to another side. So the space in-between and the waiting space – that is where it happens.
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Marina Abramovic (1946–)

Marina Abramovic was born in Belgrade in 1946 to parents who were partisans in the Second World War. She trained at the Academy of Fine Arts in Belgrade from 1965 to 1970 and then studied as a postgraduate in Zagreb. She began presenting time-based work in Belgrade in the 1960s and in 1973 started teaching at the Academy of Fine Arts in Novi Sad, developing her work into performance and video. In Amsterdam in 1975 she met the German artist F. Uwe Laysiepen, known as Ulay, with whom she collaborated over twelve years, producing performances, videos and films shown widely in Europe and America. Most of these works presented both mental and physical intensity often developed to an extreme over extended periods of time. In 1976, for example in Relation in Space their two bodies crashed into each other over an hour at increasing speed; the following year found them for seventeen hours sitting back to back, their long hair tied together (Relation in Time). The relationship ended in 1988 with Lovers: Walk on the Great Wall, where, having started at opposite ends of the Wall they finally met on a bridge in Shaanxi Province where they ended their long relationship.

Provocation is a constant characteristic of Abramovic’s works, both in the political and the cultural sense, and she is therefore in a line of artists from the Futurists to Stelarc who have used deliberate provocation to persuade their audiences to reflect on issues. Abramovic’s work owes something also to that of Joseph Beuys in its willingness to explore extremes, and its theatricality stems from the examination of everyday movement taken to the edge. There are times when there is a resemblance to some of the extreme movement of Pina Bausch in pieces such as Café Müller (1978). Abramovic has said, ‘I only learn from what I fear most’, and this could be said to be at the core of the response she wants from audiences.

In this interview with Nick Kaye she talks about her performance history with some examples of the texts of her performances.



Compare this interview with writings by the following authors in this reader

Bausch – who in a more tempered way uses action and movement to extremes in her dance/theatre pieces.


Hijikata – whose Butoh form also uses themes of cruelty, darkness and perversion


Kaprow – who may be said to be the father of the provocative happening


Marinetti – the futurist who wished art to provoke politically


Stelarc – another artist of extremes
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The Speed of Change

Laurie Anderson

DOI: 10.4324/9780203125236-3


After your ‘Home of the Brave’ tour you released a new record, ‘Strange Angels.’ A new performance ‘Halcion Days’ for Sevilla Expo ’92 is in the pipeline. This performance will also be given later in Berlin (Hebbel-Theater) and Frankfurt (Theater am Turm). You have also started to give talks at a number of universities in America. Can you tell me more about this series of events?

Instead of doing a music video for the album ‘Strange Angels,’ I chose to do a series of public service announcements about various political situations. During the last year I have been presenting a long talk entitled ‘Voices From The Beyond’ which is the most overtly political work I have ever done. I’m not even sure it’s art anymore. It goes back and forth between story-telling and advocacy. So far I have given more than 20 such talks. A number of universities have invited me to talk to their students. During these events I don’t sing and I don’t show videos. All I do is project one slide and talk. The subjects I talk about deal with time going backwards. People believe in a kind of countdown ending in the year 2000. They all stare at the three zeros at the end of this number. I have more and more doubts directly connected with this countdown. Sometimes people need important signs because so many things have happened during the past two years. You have to realize that in the United States there are a lot of ‘fundamentalists’ who believe that in the year 2000 they will all be joining Jesus Christ. The holy city of Jerusalem, all the Americans flying out of their cars at midnight, as it were, to join Jesus Christ straight off. Sixty million people in the United States are fascinated by the idea that at the end of this century God will come down to earth to drag all Christians away, to take them with him on the spot, whether they are busy telephoning or doing I don’t know what. And even more people believe in hell and punishment.

Well, all this sounds as though you are making tirades, which also has a negative ring to it.

Yes, they are tirades, but I try to be realistic, not negative. However, it is interesting to see how people react to my talks. For example, I try and talk about the fact that ever since the Gulf War the United States has only had one news broadcasting service. What happened to ABC and all the other broadcasting stations? They have all been supplanted by CNN. The whole world is filtered for us by CNN.

Have you been very preoccupied with the Gulf War and the discussions surrounding it?

Yes. There have been so many arrangements with the American military. Just like in every war the military pursue a well-defined aim. Part of it consists in dictating to broadcasting stations how the war is to be reported, what language to use when and where. Therefore, the whole world has been listening to news broadcasts straight out of the Pentagon.

During the Gulf War it was almost impossible for anyone to object to policy or tactics. The war was presented of course as a drama, an advertisement, a show complete with super graphics and a thunderous patriotic soundtrack. It was already in post-production while it was still happening. Nobody complained for the same reason that moviegoers don’t jump up during a movie and shout things like, ‘Lousy plot!’ If you complained you had to disguise it as yet another form of entertainment, like the musicians who got together to record ‘Give Peace A Chance’ and then announced that maybe they were for the war, maybe not, but they just felt like singing the song anyway. Now that the patriotic frenzy and the victory parades are history, the war can be discussed. It is now seen by many people as a cynical attempt to draw attention away from pressing economic problems. This does not mean that this kind of hysteria couldn’t happen again. Far from it. As the hearings on sexual harassment proved, Americans love televised sex and power soap operas especially if they are happening in real time.

That’s where your tirades start?

No, it’s not that I beat people over the head saying: ‘Look, didn’t you realize, didn’t you ask?’ Actually I am a patriot. I believe that Americans are basically compassionate people.

You are moving away from huge pop concerts and gigantic shows?

Yes. At the moment I am working on a different level. That’s why I’m more interested in working with small theatres and in small halls. At the universities I only project a single slide and talk and talk. People expect music and high-tech visuals. I think they’re surprised that I’m asking them to think so much instead. As a storyteller, I find this really exhilarating. I can make lots of quick jump-cuts … move things around.

In Kurt Vonnegut’s latest book one of the protagonists watches a video showing the Second World War backwards. To watch the Second World War forwards drives people to despair. But this character watches the film backwards. And backwards it is a vision of Utopia. An aircraft flies backwards, backwards over Germany. Bombs fly from the ground to the aircraft as if attracted by a magnet and then they return to America. The things I am working on have got this kind of dynamic. The speed of change. In another book I have read the author claims that terrorists are the only true artists. They are the only people capable of changing anything. Interesting theory.

Do you now intend to change the world?

I try to look at things well, not to change them. That’s not my job. In the late ’60s and early ’70s I worked as a political cartoonist for a publication called ‘The Street Wall Journal.’ I also published pamphlets of my drawings – cartoons about men, women, and power – and handed them out on the street. At the same time, I was working as a sculptor and I saw this as quite separate from my political work.

Gradually politics and art coincided in a series of photo works such as ‘Object/Objectivity’ (in which I shot photographs of men who approached me – ‘Hey, baby!’ – on the street) and concerts such as a duet between the United States and Canada performed on the border. Much of my work has been about authority and reactions to authority.

How do you now integrate your thoughts into your artwork?

In America freedom of expression is being threatened. I think there is no point in making rules about whether artists should deal directly with these issues or use distance and filters. Both are certainly valid and it depends on the circumstances. In the last couple of years, the world has changed so quickly that it’s impossible to absorb the shocks. At the same time, it’s been very difficult for me to ignore them and I decided to use this information in performances, like thinking out loud. I didn’t feel the need to translate them into songs or images. This would have been impossible. On the other hand, the most dangerous aspect of work that is political is the potential for advocacy and propaganda. I don’t think that the purpose of art is to make this a nicer, more civilized world. I think the purpose of art is the free expression of the artist, whatever that might mean.

My idea of form is often an argument or a conversation so I don’t have to abandon this dialectic to deal with the shifts between politics and art or between one political idea versus another. In fact, this form is deeply appropriate for the material.

In Vienna, not too long ago, I met the Czechoslovakian minister of Education and the Arts. And he made a suggestion. He had discovered some prehistoric wall-paintings in one of the caves in Czechoslovakia. He invited me to visit this cave and to transcribe these drawings into music. He suggested that I organize a concert in this cave. What makes it so special is the fact that the concert will have to take place in complete darkness because prehistoric men did the paintings in complete darkness. Yes, and I love this project.

What is the situation like for artists in New York?

For many artists it is impossible to survive the media offensive. Increasingly, avant-garde artists are being absorbed by it. New York is drained of money. We can’t afford to show the new Robert Wilson piece. The avant-garde is the first to go.

Are you an avant-garde artist?

Fortunately, I don’t have to think about this question. Why don’t you tell people what I am? I don’t even think that people want artists to be defined. But since I’ve been working on this new project I think that it has more to do with backwards than with forwards. Avant-garde has always been based on speed. And I’m interested in this theme.

In America, there are a number of artists who use their success and the money they earn from commercial activities to help small theatre groups etc. Willem Dafoe, for example, the famous film actor, plays each night theatre for an audience of 99 people as a member of the Wooster Group.

I think he’s a good example. I really appreciate his loyalty to downtown theatre.

You once said that art is for people who want to use it. Do you still believe that?

Yes, I do. There is always a kind of search going on and of course this is expressed in the work of the artist.

We have talked so much about politics and so little about your art. Now, be honest! If I ask you which you consider to be more important: form or content?

Inseparable.

(The interviewer was Tom Stromberg, New York, autumn 1991)

▪ ▪ ▪
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Laurie Anderson (1947–)

American multimedia performance artist. She has worked in many disciplines as performer, musician, singer, photographer, film maker, recording artist, and as a polemicist. Her early stage works included United States Part I–IV (1983), a seven-hour performance at the Brooklyn Academy Opera House. She reached a new, wider audience with Home of the Brave, which toured the world and was produced as a video of the same name, The Nerve Bible (1995) and Songs and Stories from Moby Dick (1999). She has recorded her work, including Big Science (1982), United States Live (1983), Mister Heartbreak (1984), Home of the Brave (1986), Strange Angels (1989) and most recently Life on a String (2001). Her music has been used for live dance – Trisha Brown’s Set and Reset (1983) – and film – Spalding Gray’s film Monster in a Box (1991).

Anderson’s music and her performances embrace both live art and rock music, using the anti-theatrical understatement of the former and the full-blown stage theatricality of the latter to make memorable audio-visual statements. Her work is multi-referential and multilayered and there is a complexity of reference at the level of ideas. O Superman (1982) is dedicated to the French composer Massenet, and pastiches lines in his opera Le Cid. In Strange Angels (1989) she paraphrases Walter Benjamin’s (1940) Theses on the Philosophy of History – ‘history is an angel being blown backwards into the future’. Her most recent work has eschewed her signature use of technology for narrative and the use of traditional instruments.

In this interview she talks about the use of narrative as polemic. The presentation of her work has been simplified, recalling her earlier work, before her large-scale tours. She discusses her place as a US artist and how she uses her position as an artist to comment on her country.



Compare this interview with writings by the following authors in this reader

Benjamin – on whom she draws, and to whom political comparison can be made


Brown – with whom she collaborated


Foreman, Wilson and Lepage – contemporary North American theatre artists who make visual theatre


Schlemmer – comparison with early visual theatre




Further reading and listening


	Anderson, L. (1982) ‘Big Science’, New York: Warner Bros.

	Anderson, L. (1983) ‘United States Live’, New York: Warner Bros.

	Anderson, L. (1989) ‘Strange Angels’, New York: Warner Bros.

	Goldberg, R. (2000) Laurie Anderson, London: Thames and Hudson.

	Goldberg, R. and Anderson, L. (2000) Laurie Anderson, New York: Harry N. Abrams Publishers.

	Sayre, H.M. (1989) ‘Three Performances’, The Object of Performance: The American Avant-Garde since 1970, Chicago: University of Chicago Press: 145–155.

	http://www.laurieanderson.com








Actor, Space, Light, Painting

Adolphe Appia

DOI: 10.4324/9780203125236-4


The art of stage production is the art of projecting into Space what the original author was only able to project in Time. The temporal element is implicit within any text, with or without music … The first factor in staging is the interpreter: the actor himself. The actor carries the action. Without him there can be no action and hence no drama … The body is alive, mobile and plastic; it exists in three dimensions. Space and the objects used by the body must most carefully take this fact into account. The overall arrangement of the setting comes just after the actor in importance; it is through it that the actor makes contact with and assumes reality within the scenic space.

Thus we already have two essential elements: the actor and the spatial arrangement of the setting, which must conform to his plastic form and his three-dimensionality.

What else is there?

Light!

Light, just like the actor, must become active; and in order to grant to it the status of a medium of dramatic expression it must be placed in the service of … the actor who is above it in the production hierarchy, and in the service of the dramatic and plastic expression of the actor.

… Light has an almost miraculous flexibility … it can create shadows, make them living, and spread the harmony of their vibrations in space just as music does. In light we possess a most powerful means of expression through space, if this space is placed in the service of the actor.

So here we have our normal established hierarchy:

the actor presenting the drama;

space in three dimensions, in the service of the actor’s plastic form;

light giving life to each.

But – as you have inferred, there is a but – what about painting? What do we understand about painting in terms of scenic art?

A collection of painted backcloths and flats arranged vertically on the stage, more or less parallel to one another, and extending upstage. These are covered with painted light, painted shadow, painted forms, objects and architecture; all of it, of course, on a flat surface since that is the nature of painting …

Our staging practice has reversed the hierarchical order: on the pretext of providing us with elements which are difficult or impossible to realize in solid form, it has developed painted décor to an absurd degree, and disgracefully subordinated the living body of the actor to it. Thus light illuminates the back-cloths (which have to be seen), without a care for the actor, who endures the ultimate humiliation of moving between painted flats, standing on a horizontal floor.

All modern attempts at scenic reform touch upon this essential problem; namely, on how to give to light its fullest power, and through it, integral plastic value to the actor and the scenic space.

Our stage directors have, for a long time, sacrificed the physical and living presence of the actor to the dead illusion of painting. Under such a tyranny, it is obvious that the human body could never develop in any normal way its means of expression. This marvellous instrument, instead of sounding in freedom, exists only under severe constraints.

Everyone knows today that the return to the human body as an expressive element of the first rank is an idea that captures the mind, stimulates the imagination, and opens the way for experiments which may be diverse and no doubt of unequal value, but are all directed towards the same reform … Yet our contemporary productions have forced us into such a despicably passive state that we conceal it carefully in the darkness of the house. But now, with the current attempt by the human body to rediscover itself, our feeling almost leads to the beginning of fraternal collaboration; we wish that we were ourselves the body that we observe: the social instinct awakens within us, though in the past we coldly suppressed it, and the division separating the stage and the auditorium becomes simply a distressing barbarism arising from our selfishness.

We have arrived at the crucial point for dramatic reform … which must be boldly announced: the dramatic author will never liberate his vision so long as he believes it yoked by necessity to a barrier separating the action from the spectator … The inevitable conclusion is that the usual arrangement of our theatres must evolve gradually towards a more liberal conception of dramatic art …

We shall arrive, eventually, at what will simply be called the House: a sort of cathedral of the future, which in a vast, open and changeable space will welcome the most varied expressions of our social and artistic life, and will be the ideal place for dramatic art to flourish, with or without spectators.

▪ ▪ ▪


Source


	Appia, A. (1919, 1954, 1993) ‘Actor, Space, Light, Painting’, Adolphe Appia: Texts on Theatre, ed. R.C. Beacham, London: Routledge: 114–115.1





Adolphe Appia (1862–1928)

Swiss designer and philosopher of theatre; the first to write about theatre as a visual art form, where light and shadow, form and space, are as important, if not sometimes more so, than the physical performer. Apia’s life was spent writing about, and experimenting with, the technical properties of light and shadow, primarily because of the profound influence of Richard Wagner’s cycle of music dramas, Der Ring Des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung), for which he prepared detailed scenic and lighting scenarios which were summarily rejected by Wagner’s family after the death of the composer in 1883. He wrote three books on theatre – Music and the Stage (1897), The Staging of Wagnerian Drama (1895), and The Work of Living Art (1921) – as well as numerous articles.

Appia’s work has had a profound influence on modern stage design, and his stark blocks of shadow and light were instrumental in helping Wieland Wagner, Wagner’s grandson, revive his grandfather’s work at the theatre in Bayreuth following the profound and damaging embarrassments of the Nazi canonisation of the composer in the Second World War. Appia’s collaboration with the Swiss choreographer Jaques-Dalcroze at Hellerau in the 1910s produced and initiated a whole new approach to movement and scenography, culminating in his production of Gluck’s Orpheus and Euridice (1913).2

This essay represents a good summary of his thinking, concentrating as it does on principles of staging that emphasise the actor within the stage space.



Compare this article with writings by the following authors in this reader

Copeau – a later admirer who also worked with Jaques-Dalcroze


Craig – similar concerns and explorations in England and Russia


Foreman, Wilson and Lepage – late twentieth-century examples of visual theatre


Meyerhold – a concern to see the actor within a scenic frame


Piscator – contemporary European view on the aesthetics of staging


Schlemmer – theatre spatial experiments at the Bauhaus




Further reading


	Beacham, R.C. (1987) Adolphe Appia, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Brockett, O.G. and Findlay, R.R. (1973) Century of Innovation, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall.

	Volbach, W. (1968) Adolphe Appia, Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press.





Notes


	Beacham (1993: 239): ‘This is excerpted from an untitled manuscript Appia prepared for presentation on 3 April 1919 at the Olympic Institute in Lausanne, accompanied by slides illustrating his designs. The conference was entitled “the future of drama and stage production”; the title “Actor, space, light, painting” was given to an abbreviated version of Appia’s essay after his death.’


	David Thomas, at Warwick University in 1991, produced a reconstruction of Appia’s work.









Theatre and Cruelty

Antonin Artaud

DOI: 10.4324/9780203125236-5


We have lost the idea of theatre. And in as much as theatre restricts itself to probing the intimacy of a few puppets, thereby transforming the audience into Peeping Toms, one understands why the elite have turned away from it or why the masses go to the cinema, music hall and circus to find violent gratification whose intention does not disappoint them.

Our sensibility has reached the point where we surely need theatre that wakes us up heart and nerves.

The damage wrought by psychological theatre, derived from Racine, has rendered us unaccustomed to the direct, violent action theatre must have. Cinema in its turn, murders us with reflected, filtered and projected images that no longer connect with our sensibility, and for ten years has maintained us and all our faculties in an intellectual stupor.

In the anguished, catastrophic times we live in, we feel an urgent need for theatre that is not overshadowed by events, but arouses deep echoes within us and predominates over our unsettled period.

Our longstanding habit of seeking diversions has made us forget the slightest idea of serious theatre which upsets all our preconceptions, inspiring us with fiery, magnetic imagery and finally reacting on us after the manner of unforgettable soul therapy.

Everything that acts is cruelty. Theatre must rebuild itself on a concept of this drastic action pushed to the limit.

Infused with the idea that the masses think with their senses first and foremost and that it is ridiculous to appeal primarily to our understanding as we do in everyday psychological theatre, the Theatre of Cruelty proposes to resort to mass theatre, thereby rediscovering a little of the poetry in the ferment of great, agitated crowds hurled against one another, sensations only too rare nowadays, when masses of holiday crowds throng the streets.

If theatre wants to find itself needed once more, it must present everything in love, crime, war and madness.

Everyday love, personal ambition and daily worries are worthless except in relation to the kind of awful lyricism that exists in those Myths to which the great mass of men have consented.

This is why we will try to centre our show around famous personalities, horrible crimes and superhuman self-sacrifices, demonstrating that it can draw out the powers struggling within them, without resorting to the dead imagery of ancient Myths.

In a word, we believe there are living powers in what is called poetry, and that the picture of a crime presented in the right stage conditions is something infinitely more dangerous to the mind than if the same crime were committed in life.

We want to make theatre a believable reality inflicting this kind of tangible laceration, contained in all true feeling, on the heart and senses. In the same way as our dreams react on us and reality reacts on our dreams, so we believe ourselves able to associate mental pictures with dreams, effective in so far as they are projected with the required violence. And the audience will believe in the illusion of theatre on condition they really take it for a dream, nor for a servile imitation of reality. On condition it releases the magic freedom of daydreams, only recognisable when imprinted with terror and cruelty.

Hence this full scale invocation of cruelty and terror, its scope testing our entire vitality, confronting us with all our potential.

And in order to affect every facet of the spectator’s sensibility, we advocate a revolving show, which instead of making stage and auditorium into two closed worlds without any possible communication between them, will extend its visual and oral outbursts over the whole mass of spectators.

Furthermore, leaving the field of analysable emotional feelings aside, we intend using the actor’s lyricism to reveal external powers, and by this means to bring the whole of nature into the kind of theatre we would like to evoke.

However extensive a programme of this kind may be, it does not over-reach theatre itself, which all in all seems to us to be associated with ancient magic powers.

Practically speaking, we want to bring back the idea of total theatre, where theatre will recapture from cinema, music hall, the circus and life itself, those things that always belonged to it. This division between analytical theatre and a world of movement seems stupid to us. One cannot separate body and mind, nor the senses from the intellect, particularly in a field where the unendingly repeated jading of our organs calls for sudden shocks to revive our understanding.

Thus on the one hand we have the magnitude and scale of a show aimed at the whole anatomy, and on the other an intensive mustering of objects, gestures and signs used in a new spirit. The reduced role given to understanding leads to drastic curtailment of the script, while the active role given to dark poetic feeling necessitates tangible signs. Words mean little to the mind; expanded areas and objects speak out. New imagery speaks, even if composed in words. But spatial, thundering images replete with sound also speak, if we become versed in arranging a sufficient interjection of spatial areas furnished with silence and stillness.

We expect to stage a show based on these principles, where these direct active means are wholly used. Therefore such a show, unafraid of exploring the limits of our nervous sensibility, uses rhythm, sound, words, resounding with song, whose nature and startling combinations are part of an unrevealed technique.

Moreover, to speak clearly, the imagery in some paintings by Grunewald or Hieronymus Bosch gives us a good enough idea of what a show can be, where things in outside nature appear as temptations just as they would in a Saint’s mind.

Theatre must rediscover its true meaning in this spectacle of a temptation, where life stands to lose everything and the mind to gain everything.

Besides we have put forward a programme which permits pure production, methods discovered on the spot to be organised around historic or cosmic themes familiar to all.

And we insist that the first Theatre of Cruelty show will hinge on these mass concerns, more urgent and disturbing than any personal ones.

We must find out whether sufficient production means, financial or otherwise, can be found in Paris, before the cataclysm occurs, to allow such theatre (which must remain because it is the future) to come to life. Or whether real blood is needed right now to reveal this cruelty.

▪ ▪ ▪


Source


	Artaud, A. (1938, 1964, 1970) ‘Theatre and Cruelty’, The Theatre and Its Double, trans. V. Corti, London: Calder & Boyars: 64–67. Written in 1933, first published in 1938 in Le Théâtre et son double by Editions Gallimard and then in Antonin Artaud: Œuvres Complètes, Tome IV by Editions Gallimard (1964), from which text this 1970 English translation was made.1





Antonin Artaud (1896–1948)

French actor and writer who, through his life experience, has had a profound influence on notions of theatre in our time. While not himself producing a tangible system he nevertheless, through the publication of the English translations of his collection of essays, The Theatre and Its Double (1958 and 1970), acted as a catalyst for generations of theatre makers by opening up new modes of perception. Artaud promoted a way of thinking which rejected logic and reason as ‘the chains that bind us’, and wanted the theatre, through its immediacy, to embrace the non-verbal elements of consciousness, and to arouse powerful therapeutic emotions in the audience. He wanted the theatre, through its power, to create a complete physical, mental and moral upheaval in the population, which would lead to enlarged and revolutionary perceptions, from which one can understand his attraction for the generation of the 1960s in Europe and the USA.

In this essay Artaud attacks psychological theatre, advocating instead a form of total theatre that will engage the spectator in creating his own power to change, not only himself, but also society as a whole. He thus, like many of the artists in this book, was constantly in conflict with established theatre forms, advocating instead the search for man’s instinctive impulsive life. Much influenced by Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams, Artaud’s life became an emblem of man’s search for consciousness, proposing in the process that the theatre abandon naturalistic set, space and language to create a new order.



Compare this article with writings by the following authors in this reader

Beck – later, messianic claims for the purpose of theatre


Brook – who acknowledges him as an early influence


Grotowski – for a similar, contemporary, messianic role for theatre


Hijikata – for later Japanese celebrations of the irrational


Jarry and Richter – who wished theatre would stir audiences from their apathy


Marinetti – who wished to sweep away logic and embrace physicality and sensuality


Soyinka – a West African perspective on ritual


Stanislavski – a contemporary, contrasting view of theatre




Further reading


	Artaud, A. (1971) Artaud on Theatre, ed. C. Schumacher, London: Methuen.

	Esslin, M. (1976) Artaud, London: Fontana/Collins.

	Innes, C. (1993) Avant Garde Theatre 1892–1992, London: Routledge.





Note


	1938 edition published in Collection Métamorphoses no. IV. See also M.C. Richard’s first English translation (1958), New York: Grove.
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