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Recalibrating Ancient Mythology for Contemporary Performance: the mises en

sceéne of the Mahabharata by Peter Brook and Les Atrides by Ariane Mnouchkine

Abstract

There is consensus in academic circles that the directors Peter Brook and
Ariane Mnouchkine have similar approaches to theatre practice and occupy the
same position in the landscape of theatre production in France. Yet there have not
been any in-depth studies that unpack the similarities and differences between the
two practitioners. Considering their stature on the national French and
international stages, such a gap of scholarship needed to be filled. By examining
the specificities of their practices via the analysis of their two most emblematic
productions, the Mahabharata and Les Atrides, this thesis hopes to provide an
appraisal of their practices at a time when they are moving away from theatre.
More specifically, this thesis looks at how the two directors transferred ancient
archetypal and mythological narratives to the contemporary French stage. It
considers how they used successful, parallel methodologies to adapt and render
present an Ancient Sanskrit epic on the one hand (Brook), and Ancient Greek
drama on the other (Mnouchkine). I uncover in their work the matrix for
adaptation, located in the discourse of storytelling and in the post-Brechtian
concept of estrangement, that I label ‘décalage’. Moreover, the thesis hopes to
provide an appraisal of the supremacy of directors on the French stage in the
nineteen eighties and advocates for the cultural necessity of theatre as an art form,

at a time of crisis in France.






Long Abstract

To say that Brook and Mnouchkine count among the most important
theatre directors in the world over the last fifty years is hardly an overstatement.
Such is the renown of both that they are not only highly regarded in France, where
they ply their trade, but have also become actors on the international stage. In
European or North American university theatre departments, most students will
have some appreciation of their practices. Many will be able to quote the opening
lines of Brook’s 1968 seminal treatise on theatre, the Empty Space, which outline
the basic conditions required for a performance to take place: ‘I can take any
empty space and call it a bare stage. A man walks across that space whilst another
watches, is the only condition needed to engage an act of theatre’. A large number
will be able to explain that the highly visual nature of the performances by
Mnouchkine’s company, the Théatre du Soleil, owes much to a radical
reinterpretation of non-Western performance traditions, such as Kabuki. Such has
been their influence that simply listing the names of each director’s productions
provides an outline of key moments in recent theatre history; French history first
and foremost, but the history of Western theatre more generally also.

There are two reasons behind the renown of both Brook and Mnouchkine,
their pre-eminence on the cultural landscape, as well as the increasingly important
body of research devoted to analysing their work. First, they are highly regarded
practitioners with strong interpretative visions of keystone works of dramatic and
non-dramatic literature. Of these, the Mahabharata (Brook) and Les Atrides
(Mnouchkine) arguably represent the high-points in their careers. Consequently, it

is on the analysis of these two productions that my thesis is focused. Second, it is



testimony to the authority of the figure of the director in European theatre in
general, and in French theatre in particular.

My thesis looks at the careers of Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine
through the prism of their productions of the Mahabharata and Les Atrides, but
also the period in which they were working. Consequently both specific analysis
of the productions and a depiction of the historical landscape in which they
positioned themselves will be provided. Indeed, the productions of the
Mahabharata and Les Atrides did not arise out of a vacuum, but rather emerged
within a specific context and were the result of the directors taking position in
relation to other work being produced at the time. ‘Telling stories’ is the concern
of my opening chapter, where I hone my analysis to concentrate specifically on
how the figure of the storyteller is integral to the productions of Les Atrides and
the Mahabharata. 1 posit that the storyteller articulates the tension between
involvement and distancing that lies at the heart of Brook’s and Mnouchkine’s
conceptions of theatre. Starting with the analysis of the text and of the editorial
process behind creating the text for production, I consider the relation of the fable
to the work. I look at how they dealt with literary and cultural heritage as stories
to be told.

In the second chapter, ‘Directing Theatre: Struggles on the French Scene’,
I explore Peter Brook’s and Ariane Mnouchkine’s work in relation to that of their
peers. By highlighting changes in the theatrical field in France over the course of
the last fifty years, I show the evolution in conceptions of the functions of theatre
during this period. Considering how Brook and Mnouchkine situate themselves in
relation to these developments allows me to comment on how they marked or

were marked by their producing culture. The conceptual and sociological work of



Pierre Bourdieu provides the theoretical framework for such analysis. The key
questions that arise are: do they set themselves in opposition to the work of others
and, if so, how do they negotiate their increasingly important profile with a desire
for marginality? More particularly, how do they present themselves in relation to
the history of developments on the stage?

This leads me onto a consideration of rituals in performance in the
chapters ‘Out of Step, out of Joint: Staging Rituals and their Transgression’ and
‘Treading the Earth to Reach the Sky: Secular Ceremonial Theatres’. The focus is
first on how the texts describe highly ritualised actions that form the rites of a
particular ceremony or codes of conduct connected with a particular caste system,
and how these are transformed, transgressed or perverted. I then move on to
consider how the directors frame their productions in the discourse of set venues,
but also how they highlight specific moments in the performances through a
process of dislocation or distantiation that I have labelled ‘décalage’. The dual
aspect of spectator and participant in the theatre event gives particular interest to
the way in which the audience’s experience is mediated and how this might differ
in other theatres.

In my final chapter, ‘Culture Clashes: Inter- or Trans-Cultural Theatres’, I
am led to consider the intercultural aspects of both productions. I look at the
multinational configuration of the companies and the use of texts and techniques
that are outside the Western canon and more specifically question whether they
are universal in their outlook or linked with a specific historical situation in
France and maybe Western culture. I also use this chapter to engage with criticism
of their work, which has at time been virulent and argue for a repositioning of the

views expressed in these critical accounts. It would of course be a mistake to
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consider these chapters as hermetically sealed entities. Indeed, throughout, a
network of connections is established in so much that it is impossible to mention
rituals without alluding to how they were constructed out of a mix of intercultural
references, just as it is impossible to describe rituals of audience attendance
without reference to the context out of which they were engineered.

Another feature of my work is that, although it is clear that I am studying
the productions of the Mahabharata and Les Atrides using many elements taken
from performance studies, I have chosen to conduct my study of these two
directors ‘on the margins’ of this particular methodology. The framework of my
doctoral research has been the Sub-Faculty of French at the University of Oxford.
Conceptually therefore, I have very much been working within the area of ‘French
Studies’. Given the topic of my research, it might come as some surprise that I
have chosen to conduct it at a university that is based in the UK and which does
not have a performance studies department. Yet, on closer inspection there are
many reasons that justify this choice from an intellectual and scholarly
perspective. The first, although a little trivial admittedly, is that both Peter Brook
and Ariane Mnouchkine started their theatre careers at Oxford. Brook directed a
number of productions and was nearly sent down by Magdalen College for a film
of Laurence Sterne’s Sentimental Journey. Also, in Catherine Vilpoux’s
documentary Ariane Mnouchkine, I’aventure du Thédtre du Soleil, Ariane
Mnouchkine stated that it was student drama at the university of Oxford that first
gave her the desire to pursue theatre as a career. Thus, the effervescence of the
student drama scene contributed to launching the careers of both directors and
there are at least sentimental reasons for wishing to conduct one’s enquiry into

their practices from the place that launched their careers.
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Also, though the university does not have a theatre department as such, it
does have a number of fellows working in the field of theatre. There is
considerable research interest in textual analysis, but also increasingly in
performance history. A case in the point, the University of Oxford is the home of
the Archive for Performance of Greek and Roman Drama (A.P.G.R.D.), which
was set up specifically in order to promote the study of ancient drama and its
reception. Moreover, the reasons for conducting this type of research within a
French department and more specifically within the French sub-faculty at Oxford
are numerous. The interest in textual analysis has encouraged me to look closer at
the performance texts than I might otherwise have done. And indeed, the text
provides the foundations for performance. There are many courses devoted to the
study of theatre that focus entirely on the written work and it is not uncommon for
people to prefer to read plays rather than see them performed. Canonical theatre
texts, for instance, are more frequently read or taught in class, particularly in the
case of ancient Greek tragedy. Theatre therefore represents a subset of literature
as well as a form of social performance. It is for this reason that the Dictionnaire
de Furetiere defines Seneca’s writings for the stage as ‘le théatre de Séneque’.
Thus any analysis of performance should necessarily include a literary analysis of
the text.

More generally though, it seems to me that the analysis of performance fits
well within the scope of French studies, if by this term, the study of French
cultural life in the largest sense is to be understood. In this case, the advantage of
working within a French department or Faculty is the fact that in considering the
work of Brook and Mnouchkine, I have been able to consider how it has

contributed to shaping artistic, cultural and social discourses in the country.



12

Theatre through providing a reflection of society provides a model, a
lesson, even though the form is not necessarily didactic. In theatre productions
that attempt to stage ancient, mythological works it is necessary to consider what
they mean when presented before contemporary audiences. Myths are vehicles for
ideas about a society. In France, various myths have surfaced in response to
moments when national identity was being formulated or called into question. In
Seventeenth-Century theatre, there was an evident turn to the mythological
material of Ancient Greece and Rome. The reasons for this were political, as
France was positioning itself as a major intellectual as well as military power.
Looking back to a golden age in the past was a way of saying the present was
equal to it. In the French theatre post World-War II, there was again a need to turn
to ancient narratives in an effort to rebuild a sense of national unity. Since the
definition of myth is that it deals with ‘universal themes’, they are in a sense
always potent. For instance, the thirst for revenge is a powerful quest, one that is
as resonant in the tragedies of Aeschylus written 2500 years ago as it is in the
world today. The success of the field of reception studies in Greek drama shows
how relevant it is to consider how these plays have been adapted to stage and
screen today.

Making accessible works from the distant past requires an understanding
of the cultural context in which they were originally produced. Indeed if the act of
transposition is to be considered as translation rather than appropriation, elements
of this original context must survive. Such knowledge must invariably be
complemented by the awareness of contemporary culture in order to make the

work relevant. The translation of ancient texts to the modern stage is therefore an
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enterprise fraught with challenges, since a lack of insight into either domain
results in a skewed interpretation that fails to do justice to the original piece.

The world has become ever more interconnected, narratives become
interwoven and concepts tended to be globalised. To attempt to fight this is no
doubt redundant. Yet to suggest an alternative model to international transactions,
financial and economic relations, one which takes at its heart the collaboration of
individuals to create a whole organic product, that is surely more relevant and
useful. Faced with crises as we have been in recent times, the messages put
forward by the cultural productions of both Brook and Mnouchkine (and by this I
do not necessarily wish to conflate them), are not only valid, they are visionary
given the time when they were conceived. If intercultural theatre means the
theatres of Brook and Mnouchkine then these theatres are worth remembering and
listening to, for they ask us to engage with the ‘other’, whoever that other may be.
Given the current global state of affairs, this is a point worth considering

attentively.



14



15

Acknowledgements

In one of the first tutorials I gave at Oxford, a student of mine remarked
that I often used the word ‘journey’. It surprised her since she had been warned
against using this word in her essays by other tutors. I agreed that it was
somewhat a blanket term, not to be overused in academic writing. Yet I pointed
out that it was much in vogue with theatre practitioners when discussing not only
their careers but also the process of bringing an idea from its inception to a fully-
fledged realisation on stage. In some cases the journey is in fact as interesting an
object of study as the analysis of any resulting production. The genre of biography
for instance, by its very nature, attempts to document the twists and turns in the
life of a particular subject. And while I neither have the inclination nor believe it
is necessary to document my own life during the years that this thesis has
matured, I certainly feel that doctoral research — to quote the title of a Beatles’
song — is a ‘long and winding road’. Perhaps it would be a good subject for a
Sociology DPhil student to consider the impact — to use such a dreaded word — of
doctoral research on the lives of those that undertake it. For sure, the meanders of
thought and life are such that I would suggest a rather fruitful exercise would be
to establish a cartography of territories explored (intellectually, socially, etc.)
during one’s PhD studies.

Universities have already put in place various frameworks that are
intended to render this possible to an extent. Indeed, the progress of a student’s
thinking on their intended object of research is monitored and stimulated through
contact with their supervisor, through seminars, assessments and vivas. The term
reports that a student is expected to submit are invaluable in this regard, however

the main objective is to make sure that they are on the ‘right track’. Or to put it
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more bluntly: to make sure they will submit within the standard timeframe. Yet,
even taking into account the possibility that one is able to submit in time, there are
inevitably different stages in the research period, from gathering and collecting
the source material to condensing it, and thriving to weld a coherent argument.
Undoubtedly there are also moments when one struggles on intellectual and
emotional levels for reasons that may or may not be directly linked to the subject
matter. However, it has to be said that these struggles are as fundamental to the
development of thought as arguments and disagreements with directors are to
working on a theatre production.

Also, outside the ivory towers of academia, little is understood about the
process of writing an arts dissertation. Indeed, an oft-quoted cliché¢ is that writing
a thesis involves almost total seclusion. True, coming to terms with one’s
thoughts requires considerable time spent in front of a computer or a block of
paper. Time spent in library stacks is also hardly propitious to interaction with
others. At this point it is worth mentioning that Oxford students are particularly
fortunate to work in libraries with excellent facilities and resources such as the
Bodleian and the Taylorian. What is more, they are architecturally more
stimulating than the purpose-built facilities at most other institutions. This means
that it is often a pleasure to lock oneself away from the world for long hours.
However solitude is only part of the process. One does not — nor should one — lead
the life of a celibate monk during the three or four years it takes to bring the
research to fruition. For all the days spent locked away in the stacks of a library,
or alone with a computer in a dark room, there are many more sociable times
spent engaging in stimulating and challenging discussions with advisors,

colleagues and friends. Invariably these moments provide food for thought and
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very often directly sustain ideas developed in the dissertation. A suitable analogy
would be that of actors sitting in a café smoking cigarettes while talking about
their roles or their emotional inadequacies. To the outside eye it seems that they
are time wasting but, as many theorists have noted, this forms part of the
preparation process where they are gathering material for their character
composition.

Given that I have been accompanied along the ways, it is only appropriate
that I should express my gratitude to the people who have assisted me either in an
official or unofficial capacity. First and foremost amongst those officially
appointed to guide me through the intellectual process I would like to thank my
supervisor, Prof. Alain Viala. Over the past three years he has more than fulfilled
his contractual obligations by shifting through many murky drafts of chapters or
aborted chapters. At each step of the way he has provided invaluable notes,
commentaries and assistance. In addition to intellectual guidance, such has been
his level of pastoral care that I feel privileged to count him as a friend. I would
also like to thank Dr Fiona Macintosh and Prof. Dominique Combe who formed
both my transfer and confirmation juries. Their suggestions for reading materials,
comments and challenges to certain of my glib assertions have all influenced the
direction and focus of the thesis. Moreover, Fiona opened the doors to the
university’s Archive for Performance of Greek and Roman Drama (A.P.G.R.D.).
One of the joys of researching a subject that touches on various fields is the
opportunity to meet fellows and students from different departments. The Archive
has been the focal point for many such interdisciplinary discussions as well as the
source of otherwise unavailable research material — rare footage of Ariane

Mnouchkine’s Les Atrides springs to mind as an invaluable resource I was able to
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access there. Through an engaging and diverse series of lectures, seminars,
conferences and workshops, the Archive provides an invaluable debating forum
for students, researchers and members of the public interested in the reception of
ancient drama.

Another centre for research and cultural exchange where I spent much
time listing to talks, participating in conferences and frequenting the library, is the
Maison Frangaise d’Oxford. The M.F.O., as it is affectionately known, is a real
boon for graduate students for, along with hosting regular seminars such as the
Modern and Early Modern French Seminars, high profile guest speakers are
invited to discuss their research or artistic practice. Furthermore, graduates are
encouraged to get actively involved by attending and organising conferences at
the ML.F.O. I was fortunate to be given the opportunity to co-organise one such
event, a graduate colloquium dedicated to analysing ‘le pastiche’. The motor for
organising the conference was the French Postgraduate Seminar, which represents
yet another facilitator for communication between graduates. Chaired by Prof.
Michael Sheringham, the seminar provides a space where students can exchange
their ideas freely and try out conference papers. Needless to say that this proved
invaluable on many occasions when I was able to count on my peers to help with
the formulation of ideas and concepts that I wished to explore in the thesis.

The collegial system at Oxford has been equally integral to the
development of my research. Belonging to a college presents many social
benefits, but it also provides an extra level of academic support. I would like to
thank Dr Jane Hiddleston and Prof. Helen Watanabe, my advisors at Exeter
College, for their guidance and support throughout the course of my studies. In

particular, Jane acted as my mentor when I embarked on my first teaching
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assignments. Teaching is not only a requirement for DPhil students, but I believe
it is a necessary part of the learning process. During my studies, I was fortunate to
teach at Oxford and Nanterre universities. The experience gained in both
institutions has served me well and helped to structure my recent pedagogical
activities such as running drama workshops. I pity those who had the misfortune
of being my guinea pigs, but would like to wish my former students all the best
for their futures.

As I have already explained, one often wanders far in the course of one’s
studies, crossing the borders into various fields or countries. In my case, the latter
part of my time enrolled as a DPhil student was spent working as part of the
artistic collective at the Comédie de Reims, a Centre Dramatique National
(C.D.N.) in France. The policy of Ludovic Lagarde, the current director, is to
work with a number of young practitioners in order to help stimulate their
development. I have been involved in various projects, including a radio play,
large and small-scale productions. As well as being personally and professionally
enriching, my involvement in professional theatre has helped to focus my
thoughts on the mechanics of theatre creation. My thanks go to him, to Olivier
Cadiot, and to the rest of the team in Rheims. I have learned a considerable
amount over the past two years and, in many ways, this has helped me to come to
terms with finishing the thesis.

Finally, I would like to thank all those who have taken part of the
emotional journey with me: fellow students of course, but also friends and
girlfriends who have helped or distracted me when I needed it. It would take too
long to enumerate everyone, but special thanks goes to Hayley Cantor for her

support in the initial phases. Above all though, without my parents’ emotional and
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financial support, this project would not have been possible. My deepest gratitude
goes to them and, along with my brother Anthonyi, it is to them that this thesis is

dedicated.
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Ce mage, qui d'un mot renverse la nature,

N'a choisi pour palais que cette grotte obscure.

La nuit qu'il entretient sur cet affreux séjour,
N'ouvrant son voile épais qu'aux rayons d'un faux jour,
De leur éclat douteux n'admet en ces lieux sombres
Que ce qu'en peut souffrir le commerce des ombres.'

! Pierre Corneille. 1635. L illusion Comique, Act 1, scene 1, lines 1 — 6, online edition:
http://www.atramenta.net/lire/lillusion-comique/3452/2#oeuvre_page
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Introduction: Questioning Cultural Heritage

In the current European political climate where the study of humanities
and the practice of theatre are not only marginalised but placed under
considerable pressure to survive, devoting several years to researching the work
of two theatre directors may be viewed with scepticism.” In economic terms such
research is not profitable, and since usefulness rhymes with profit, it is by
implication not very useful. Similar arguments lie behind the drive to make
universities more independent (and thus more business like) in France and the
UK.’ but also behind the drastic cuts to subsidies in the arts and cultural budgets.”
If the cultural and educational sectors are places devoted to the study and
questioning of our society’s heritage and legacy, then their undermining
corresponds with a desire to break free from the past. The politics of ‘rupture’ are
equated with dynamism and vitality, results are evaluated over the short- rather
than long-term, huge gambles are taken based on the supposed reality of the
present rather than taking into account lessons from the past.’

Today, we live in an age where information, material goods and sexual

gratification are not only valued but are adaptable to demand and available

* I make this assertion based not only on reflections that have been made to me personnally, but
also on the fact that universities are often sceptical of ‘theatre studies’ at A-Level, as the following
article by Jessica Shepherd in the Guardian online, dated 20 August 2010, demonstrates:
http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2010/aug/20/a-level-subjects-blacklist-claim. Such
scepticism at school level translates into the fact that theatre studies at university is not always
valued particularly highly by employers.

? The recent open letter sent to the coalition government in the UK by Oxbridge academics
‘Universities left to fly blind’ is but one example of the concern felt by those in the higher
educational sector. Source: Independent online, 2 March 2011:
http://www.independent.co.uk/opinion/letters/letter-universities-left-to-fly-blind-2229347.html

* In the UK there have been drastic cuts in the Arts Council funding, partly as a result of the
recession, and partly as a result of London hosting the 2012 Olympic Games, whereas in France
the current UMP government has consistently undermined subsidies to the arts as Jean-Pierre Han
explains in ‘An Unlikely Scene: French Theatre in the New Liberal Economy’, Clare Finburgh and
Carl Lavery, Contemporary French Theatre and Performance (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2011), p. 81.

> ‘Rupture’ is a term that was frequently employed by Nicolas Sarkozy in his 2007 (successful)
campaign to become President of the Republic in France.
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instantly — particularly on the Internet. The digital or virtual age promotes
individual choice, demands and desires.® As people hide away behind computer
screens or block out the rest of the world with their mp3 players, the notion of a
collective or community has become less present in Western Europe. True, the
virtual world has put in place the equivalent of public meeting places — the Latin
word ‘forum’ after all is used to describe a space where Internet users hotly
debate a particular issue. Also, for all the negative consequences on social
interactions, it is clear from recent events in Burma, Iran and North Africa that
social networking sites provide an invaluable means of documenting critical
political and social events.” Indeed the possibilities available in today’s world in
terms of communication, subversive political action and more generally
interaction with people from all over the planet should be embraced whole-
heartedly. Moreover, in the arts and humanities these innovations have
undoubtedly facilitated creativity and democratised learning.®

However, the change in habits has led to something of a crisis in social and
artistic activities that rely on people being physically present at a given moment,

at a given time, as part of a group. Theatre has been particularly hard hit, as

% Mark Renton’s (played by Ewan McGregor) monologue ‘choose life’at the beginning of the film
Trainspotting springs to mind to characterise the current state of affairs: ‘Choose life. Choose a
job. Choose a career. Choose a family. Choose a fucking big television, Choose washing
machines, cars, compact disc players, and electrical tin openers. Choose good health, low
cholesterol and dental insurance. Choose fixed- interest mortgage repayments. Choose a starter
home. Choose your friends. Choose leisure wear and matching luggage. Choose a three piece suite
on hire purchase in a range of fucking fabrics. Choose DIY and wondering who you are on a
Sunday morning. Choose sitting on that couch watching mind-numbing sprit- crushing game
shows, stuffing fucking junk food into your mouth. Choose rotting away at the end of it all, pissing
your last in a miserable home, nothing more than an embarrassment to the selfish, fucked-up brats
you have spawned to replace yourself. Choose your future. Choose life... But why would I want to
do a thing like that ?’ Dir. Danny Boyle. 1996. Trainspotting. (UK: C4), [DVD].

7 This is made evident in the hilariously unfortunate story detailed in the daily France Soir:
http://www.francesoir.fr/actualite/international/bienvenue-facebook-en-egypte-75021.html

¥ The most pertinent examples are in the field of music where social networking sites such as
‘Myspace’ have enabled bands and artists to promote their work at no cost. One might also
consider how ‘e-learning’ platforms have promoted the development of Long Distance Learning
courses.
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Isabelle Barbéris notes in Thédtre contemporains: Mythes et ideologies.’ People
are not used to assembling to see what Christian Biet and Christophe Triau define
as:

Un spectacle, une performance éphémeére, la prestation de comédiens

devant des spectateurs qui regardent, un travail corporel, un exercice vocal

et gestuel adressés, le plus souvent dans un lieu particulier et dans un
décor particulier.'

Nevertheless, the challenges posed to practitioners today are exciting just
as much as they are daunting. It seems to me that there are two options open to the
current generation of theatre activists. The first option is to embrace the use of
modern media and technologies by creating a hybrid form of performance that
reflects back the image of our contemporary society. The experimentation led by
Cyril Teste in Reset for instance, which documents the social phenomenon of
people disappearing, is one example of a young director attempting to do just
that.!' The second option is to provide a type of theatre that utilises all the
traditional arsenal of the form and that emphasises its grounding in social ritual,
but which does not make any concessions to modernity. This I would argue is the
route that Ariane Mnouchkine and Peter Brook, two leading directors of the
previous generation, took. Within both options there are many variants and sub-
possibilities of course. Yet I believe that it is within these two trends that the
majority of theatre practice builds its artistic principles today.

sk

I. Directors in Perspective: Peter Brook and Ariane MnouchKine

’ The author most notably touches on these notions in the ‘epilogue’: Isabelle Barbéris. 2010.
Théatres contemporains: mythes et idéologies (Paris: PUF), pp. 182 — 197.

' Christian Biet and Christophe Triau. 2006. Qu est-ce que le thédtre (Paris: Gallimard), p. 7.

! performance dates and information about Teste’s work with the collective ‘Collectif MxM’ are
available on their website: http:// www.collectifmxm.com/index.php?page=reset
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With French theatre currently in a state of difficulty, it is worth
considering how the previous generation of artists developed their practices and
intellectual discourses. For the purpose of this study, I wish to consider the work
of two highly significant directors, Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine. To say
that Brook and Mnouchkine count among the most important theatre directors in
the world over the last fifty years is hardly an overstatement. Such is the renown
of both that they are not only highly regarded in France, where they ply their
trade, but have also become actors on the international stage. In European or
North American university theatre departments, most students will have some
appreciation of their practices.'> Many will be able to quote the opening lines of
Brook’s 1968 seminal treatise on theatre, the Empty Space, which outline the
basic conditions required for a performance to take place: ‘I can take any empty
space and call it a bare stage. A man walks across that space whilst another
watches, is the only condition needed to engage an act of theatre’." A large
number will be able to explain that the highly visual nature of the performances
by Mnouchkine’s company, the Théatre du Soleil, owes much to a radical
reinterpretation of non-Western performance traditions, such as Kabuki. Such has
been their influence that simply listing the names of each director’s productions
provides an outline of key moments in recent theatre history; French history first
and foremost, but the history of Western theatre more generally also.

There are two reasons behind the renown of both Brook and Mnouchkine,
their pre-eminence on the cultural landscape, as well as the increasingly important
body of research devoted to analysing their work. First, they are highly regarded

practitioners with strong interpretative visions of keystone works of dramatic and

"2 In the course of my own undergraduate degree in English and Theatre Studies at the University
of Warwick (2003-6), for instance, their work was frequently referenced.
13 Peter Brook. 1968a. The Empty Space (London: Methuen), p. 9.
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non-dramatic literature. Of these, the Mahabharata (Brook) and Les Atrides
(Mnouchkine) arguably represent the high-points in their careers. Consequently, it
is on the analysis of these two productions that my thesis is focused. Second, it is
testimony to the authority of the figure of the director in European theatre in
general, and in French theatre in particular. The emergence of the stage director in
the course of the Nineteenth-Century, followed by his gradual rise to power in the
Twentieth-Century, marks an important chapter in the evolution of theatre as
performance art. The French term ‘metteur en scéne’ underlines the specific role
of this figure, which is to translate a text or idea into space with live bodies in
front of a live audience.'* Scholars have long noted how this has generated a form
of scenic or stage writing. To quote but one recent example, Karel
Vanhaesebrouck explains in his book on the stage productions of Racine’s
Britannicus that:

L’introduction du metteur en scéne est en soi une (r)évolution importante:

pour la premiére fois, quelqu’un s’occupe de la réécriture, de la traduction

scénique d’un texte a la sceéne, et donne ainsi naissance a une nouvelle

écriture non-textuelle."

In order to successfully achieve this transfer, the director heads a
production team that might include amongst others, stage, lighting and costume
designers, a make-up artist, and various assistants, as well as actors of course. As

the British director Joan Littlewood noted, a director’s work is largely

collaborative: ‘It is through collaboration that this knockabout art of the theatre

'* At this point, it is worth mentioning that in the case of women directors, the term ‘metteuse en
scene’ is frequently employed by those working in the industry, but is not officially endorsed by
the Académie frangaise, nor is it in vogue in the media. ‘Metteure en scéne’ is also occasionally
used.

' Karel Vanhaesebrouck. 2009. Le mythe de [’authenticité: lectures, interprétations, dramaturgies
de Britannicus de Jean Racine en France (1669 — 2004), (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi), p.
254.
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survives and kicks’.'® Yet, the director is also seen as a figure of authority and

there are often tense relationships with living writers. Indeed the common
scenario is that the former are named at the head of producing institutions, whilst
the latter struggle to have their work produced.'” Such conflicts of interests act as
a reminder that the theatre represents a contentious battleground in which
ideology is wielded as a weapon. A case in point, the French theatre scene in
which Brook and Mnouchkine evolved was particularly turbulent. Writing in
1968, Fernando Arrabal explained enthusiastically in a language charged with
metaphors that theatre in France was going through a period of transformation:
C’est I’heure féconde de la renaissance. C’est le moment de la convulsion
et de I’écceurement, du soleil et du volcan. C’est I’instant de 1’éclair et de
I’éblouissement des papillons. C’est le temps du théatre qui vit a la pointe
des actes, des contestations et des réves.'®
Such a description of the explosion of debates surrounding artistic
practice highlights the excitement felt by many theatre makers. Twenty years
later, director Antoine Vitez described the post-WW?2 theatre scene in France with
similar enthusiasm to Arrabal. For Vitez, it represented a golden age, notable both
for the proliferation and the quality of artistic endeavours on the stage. In his
words:
Quand tout sera passé, on regardera ce temps-ci — ces trente ou quarante
derniéres années — comme un age d’or du théatre en France. Rarement on
aura vu naitre tant d’expériences, et s’affronter tant d’idées sur ce que doit
étre la scéne, et sur ses pouvoirs.'’

Both Arrabal and Vitez, whilst ostensibly describing the struggles in a

theatrical context could easily have been referring to developments in French

' Joan Littlewood. 1961. ‘Goodybye note from Joan’, qtd in Physical Theatres: a Critical Reader,
ed by John Keefe, Simon David Murray (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007), pp. 95-6.

17 Yet it has become fashionable to associate authors with theatres, such as Olivier Cadiot at the
Comédie de Reims (since 2009), though he is not strictly speaking a dramatist. Cadiot was also the
associate artist of the Avignon Festival in 2010, a rare occurrence for an author.

'8 Fernando Arrabal. 1968. ‘Editorial’, Le Thédtre (1), p. 8.

' Antoine Vitez. 1985. ‘L’Art du théatre’, Le Journal de Chaillot (24), reprinted in Ecrits sur le
Théatre 5, Le Monde (Paris: POL, 1998), p. 228.
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society at large. These included, amongst others, the ‘épuration’, the birth of the
Fifth Republic, the creation of the Ministry of Culture, the aborted revolution of
May 1968 and the election of the left to power in 1981. This is because, as a
social happening or ‘manifestation sociale’, to quote Jean Duvignaud,* theatre
provides a counter-point representation of society to a cross-section of society.
What happens on stage serves as a mirror to what is happening in society at large.
Such a point is worth remembering at a time when in France there are ever-
increasing cuts to the cultural sector, when the Minister of Culture claims to have
little interest in theatre and when the focus of the Avignon festival seems to have
shifted ever more towards becoming a supermarket of French theatrical goods.*'

skeksk

II. A Comparative Account of Brook and MnouchKkine

It is tempting to analyse the work of Brook and Mnouchkine side-by-side,
if only because they were major theatre practitioners during roughly a forty-year
period (1960 — 2000). Comparing and contrasting two major figures during any
given time frame often yields valuable information about the landscape in which
they were operating. Moreover, several scholars have already sought to draw on
the similarities that unite the two directors, citing their collaborative working
methodologies or interest in non-Western theatres. Marvin Carlson, for instance,
constructs illuminating parallels between Ariane Mnouchkine’s L 'Indiade and
Peter Brook’s Mahabharata in his article ‘Brook and Mnouchkine: Passages to
India?’.** Also, in the introduction to Ariane Mnouchkine and the Thédtre du

Soleil, Adrian Kiernander explains that ‘Peter Brook occupies a special position in

0 Jean Duvignaud. 1965. Sociologie du thédtre (Paris: PUF), p. 1.

> Han 2011, pp. 83 — 87.

22 Marvin Carlson. 1996. ‘Brook and Mnouchkine: Passages to India?’, in Patrice Pavis, The
Intercultural Performance Reader (London and New York: Routledge) pp. 79 — 93.
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relation to Mnouchkine’s work, and there is a mutual admiration between the two
companies’.> To illustrate this point, Kiernander notes that the actors at the
Soleil, whilst working on their production of L 'Histoire terrible mais inachevée
de Norodom Sihanouk, roi du Cambodge were looking forward to the
Mahabharata. Judith Miller, in her book Ariane Mnouchkine, provides further
evidence of a shared approach to theatre practice by including exercises that
Brook’s long-term collaborator Sotigui Kouyaté had worked on with the actors of
the Théatre du Soleil.**

Numerous other examples will be provided in the course of the thesis,
where scholars, focusing on one of the two directors, have made passing
comments that provide a casual rapprochement between the two.>> Yet, though it
is common for Mnouchkine’s practice to be documented in academic books that
also devote chapters to Brook, it is rare to find their work analysed comparatively.
To cite but two examples of well-known theatre history books, Bradby and
Delgado’s The Paris Jigsaw*® devotes a chapter to each director, while Delgado
and Heritage’s In Contact with the Gods®' provides separate interviews of both
practitioners. It is also the case that a number of theatre scholars have analysed the

work of both directors, albeit at different points in the course of their academic

» Adrian Kiernander. 1993. Ariane Mnouchkine and the Thédtre du Soleil (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press), p. 2.

** Judith Miller. 2007. Ariane Mnouchkine (London and New York: Routledge), pp. 103 — 134.
%% One anecdotal point that various people have made to me in informal discussion, but that I have
not found in any articles or books, is that Brook and Mnouchkine are both of Russian parentage.
Indeed, Mnouchkine’s father was a Russian émigré (her mother was English) as were both of
Brook’s parents. It may be a tenuous link, however I suspect that their parentage brought them a
feeling of operating outside the simple societal limits. This is indeed hinted at by Brook in his
interview with Jacques Chancel, Radioscopie, 14 November 1979, archives de 'L N.A:
http://www.ina.fr/media/entretiens/audio/PHD99232158/peter-brook. fr.html.

*® David Bradby and Maria Delgado (eds.). 2002. The Paris Jigsaw: Internationalism and the
City’s Stages (Manchester: Manchester University Press).

*" Maria Delgado and Paul Heritage (eds.). 1996. In Contact with the Gods? Directors Talk
Theatre (Manchester: Manchester University Press).
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careers. David Williams is perhaps the most notable among these.*® Yet there are
currently no substantial comparative studies of Peter Brook and Ariane
Mnouchkine’s work. Indeed, such a notable lack of in-depth studies provided the
impetus for this research project.

It is therefore necessary to excavate these two directors’ practices in order
to go further than the casual assumptions that their work can be considered
similar. This means considering how and where they established themselves in the
field of contemporary theatre production in France, and also how they conditioned
audiences through a set of attendance rituals at their performances. Furthermore,
this thesis examines the adaptation of ancient mythological source material to the
contemporary stage by focusing on two productions, the Mahabharata and Les
Atrides. My aim is therefore to highlight the methods, strategies and techniques
used by the directors in both instances and to comment on the reception of their
work. More specifically, I wish to highlight the ways in which these productions
interrogated historical structures, culture and the mediation of narratives, as well
as provided models for inter- or trans-cultural interactions.

I believe that it is fundamental to consider the significance of Peter Brook
and Ariane Mnouchkine’s work at this time since they are now contemplating the
final stretch in their careers. Along with producer Micheline Rozan, Brook has
stepped down from the running of the Bouffes du Nord. They appointed Olivier
Mantei, formerly co-director of the Opéra Comique, and Olivier Poubelle, who
had already been in charge of the musical programming at the Bouffes, to take
over. They jointly planned the 2010 — 2011 season in an attempt to provide a

smooth transition before the two veterans exited the stage. True, Brook remains at

** David Williams has written edited both a sourcebook on the Théatre du Soleil: Collaborative
Theatre: the Thédtre du Soleil Sourcebook (London and New York: Routledge, 1999) and a
casebook on Peter Brook: Peter Brook: a Theatrical Casebook (London: Methuen, 1988).
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the helm of the Centre International de Création Théatrale (C.I.C.T.), which will
continue to be based at the theatre. Yet there is little doubt that his productivity is
on the decrease and that we are now witnessing the twilight of his career. As an
indication of this, his recent production of Eleven and Twelve contained few of
the magical moments of stagecraft for which he is known.?” Also the recent death
of Sotigui Kouyaté, a key member of the C.I.C.T., means that Brook has lost the
actor who most clearly embodied his conception of the storyteller.

Mnouchkine is considerably younger than Brook and has recently staged a
production with the Théatre du Soleil based on a posthumous novel by Jules
Verne.”” Yet she is nevertheless in her early seventies, and the rigors of living
company life with the Soleil are taking their toll. Indeed, this is the point that she
made in a recent documentary shown on Arte, in which she explained that she
found the personal conflicts and disagreements within the troupe more difficult to
deal with nowadays. In answer to a probing question, she hinted that she might
not stay at the helm of the company for many more years to come.’" It is also the
case that many of the new generation of actors and directors (those aged between
25 — 40 years), reject the heritage of these directors who are perceived as

‘ringards’.’” Thus, there is a sense that this thesis provides an analytical insight

** Eleven and Twelve is an English language adaptation of Amadou Hampaté Ba’s Tierno Bokar,
Le Sage, first staged at the Bouffes du Nord in December 2009 and subsequently toured. An
earlier French adaptation of the work entitled Tierno Bokar was presented in 2005.

%% Le Théatre du Soleil presented Les naufragés du Fol Espoir at the Cartoucherie between March
and December 2010.

! Ariane Mnouchkine, I’aventure du Thédtre du Soleil, Dir by Catherine Vilpoux (France: Arte,
2010), [DVD].

*2 T use this age section partly because they are the people that I tend to know and work with and
partly because in the words of Ludovic Lagarde ‘on est jeune metteur en scéne jusqu’a 1’age de 40
ans’. Thus, the new generation of theatre makers can be considered as being within this range. The
word in quotation marks is a comment made in passing by the director Emilie Rousset, with whom
I have worked in 2010 and 2011. Emilie explained to me that when she started becoming
interested in theatre, she was enamoured by Brook’s work, but has since moved far away from it —
to the point of rejection — having lost faith in the ‘magic of theatre’.
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into the practices of both directors at a time when they are being forced away
from the circuit.

It is over twenty-five years since the Mahabharata was first staged and
over 15 years since Les Atrides was last performed. It is now possible to consider
the productions with considerable historical hindsight, and to analyse how their
reception has changed over the course of time. Such a reflection on the ageing
process of these ephemeral theatre gatherings can be inscribed within the general
concerns of ‘Performance Studies’.

skeksk

II1. Les Ephémeéres: Studying (French) Theatre>

‘Theatre and Performance Studies’ have had a significant bearing on the
direction of this thesis. Indeed, the genesis of the research was a comparative
study of Joan Littlewood and Ariane Mnouchkine’s productions of Richard II that
I undertook for my Masters in Directing dissertation at Royal Holloway,
University of London.>* I became interested in analysing theatre not so much from
a literary perspective as from a performance angle. Indeed, one attribute of
performance studies is the recognition that theatre venues provide the anchor or
framework for work presented on the stage. In other words, an audience’s
expectations are conditioned by their attendance at a said venue. Karel
Vanhaesebrouck provides a particularly lucid explanation of the phenomenon, by
contrasting attendance at the Théatre de Chaillot and the Comédie-Frangaise:

Les circonstances de représentation déterminent nécessairement les
attentes. Une des vocations premicres d’un théatre national — tant pour la

% The title of Ariane Mnouchkine’s 2006 production characterises well the nature of theatre
performances. Les Ephémeéres. Dir. Ariane Mnouchkine. Perf. The Théatre du Soleil.
Cartoucherie, Vincennes. December 2007.

** Dominic Glynn. 2007. Joan Littlewood and Ariane Mnouchkine: Two Comparable Models of
Theatre Practice, Dissertation submitted for the MA in Theatre Studies (Directing) at Royal
Holloway, University of London.
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Comédie-Frangaise, lieu de conservation et de consécration, que pour
Chaillot, lieu du théatre populaire — est de préserver et surtout de faire
vivre et jouer I’héritage national en le mettant en scéne devant un public
dont le regard est nécessairement déterminé par un imaginaire social, par
une certaine idée d’authenticité qui détermine ce que doit étre la
représentation d’un classique.’

Vanhaesbrouck touches on the notion that each theatre sets an agenda,
which will determine the performance and reception of a work. In Paris, there is
considerable variation between different performance venues. Their contrasting
sizes, ranging from the small fifty seaters to the large stages at the Opéra Bastille
(2,703 capacity) or the Théatre National de Chaillot (1,250 capacity) offer
remarkably different viewing experiences.’ Or to take two other examples, the
layout of the Salle Richelieu at the Comédie-Frangaise, which was specifically
intended to house performances, and the Centquatre, a converted funeral parlour,
bear no resemblance. One is an example of a ‘théatre a I’italienne’, the model that
was so prevalent in theatre design until the Twentieth-Century, and the other is a
long rectangular space, divided into various studios, rehearsal rooms and offices.
Such variation in the organisation of the venues, both spatially and
administratively, has tremendous impact in modulating the output of these
institutions. Each venue has its own repertoire, whether light-hearted comedies,
productions of ‘worthy’ dramas and tragedies, or a mixture of various forms. Such
considerations will be of paramount importance when looking at the staging of the

Mahabharata and Les Atrides. Particularly since arguably the most famous

converted venues in Paris are the theatres of Brook and Mnouchkine. The Bouffes

3% Vanhaesbrouck 2009, p. 329.

3% In French the term of ‘séance théatrale’ has been coined to signify a set conditions which frame
the presentation of the fiction on stage. For a fuller explanation of the term, Biet and Triau’s
Qu’est-ce que le thédtre? (Paris: Gallimard, 2006) provides an invaluable source. In English the
term ‘experience’ is frequently used in theatre marketing theory. See for instance, Keith Diggle.
1984. Keith Diggle’s Guide to Arts Marketing: The Principles and Practice of Marketing Applied
to the Arts (London: Rhinegold).
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du Nord (Brook) has been restored to maintain a sense of neglect, and the Théatre
du Soleil’s Cartoucherie (Mnouchkine) was an armament factory and depot.

Another aspect that conditions the viewing of a particular production is the
reaction of the audience. For instance, during the Seventeenth-Century, the
‘parterre’ was rarely quiet, which would have radically altered the experience of
watching a performance of a Racine text compared to today. Yet, even when
considering two performances of a same production, the variation can be
considerable. Alain Viala makes this point exactly in his survey of French theatre
history:

Méme si I’on retourne de nombreuses fois voir la méme picce, on

s’apercoit que d’une prestation a une autre des détails peuvent changer,

dans le jeu des acteurs, ou dans I’ambiance générale de la salle: les
comédiens le savent bien qui disent que la salle est ‘bonne’ ou ‘mauvaise’
selon qu’elle réagit plus ou moins fortement aux effets d’'un méme
spectacle.”’

However, theatre reviewers rarely take such considerations into account,
likewise scholars. Indeed there is an inherent methodological problem in the study
of performance due to its ephemeral nature. Even if one has attended a
performance of a particular show, it is only possible to gain a very partial insight.
As the above quote demonstrates, it would appear necessary to return at the very
least several times to witness the change in audience behaviour. However when it
so happens that one was not able to attend the productions in question (age being
the main factor in my case), there are added complications. A partial remedy to
this is the fact that for a number of recent productions, comprehensive video
footage exists. However this is not the case for Les Atrides or the Mahabharata.

Some footage of the production of Les Atrides exists, however, it amounts to

approximately 3 minutes out of a total of three hours of performance per play. As

37 Alain Viala. 1997. Le thédtre en France des origines a nos jours (Paris: PUF), p. 14.
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for the Mahabharata, a film version, which bears close resemblance to the
production, was made. Yet, it is approximately 3 hours shorter and is shot as a
film, not as a video recording of the stage production. Of course the use of video
footage is not without its own methodological concerns, and when working on
productions staged before the use of video caption, the question does not even
arise. Yet, it has often become a tool that scholars working on contemporary
theatre have relied on. As a result of the lack of extensive video recordings, other
documents have constituted the corpus on which I have worked. Photographic
evidence taken of the productions, as well as of the venues, has been vitally
important. My corpus has also included production reviews by newspapers, which
provide an insight into the reception of the work at the time of the productions.
Since these press reviews were intended to encourage or dissuade audiences from
attending, they must be considered as the nucleus of the initial reception of the
productions. Indeed, all subsequent critical work relies on these sources.

Field trips to the venues have also provided invaluable insight, as have
interviews or correspondence with the main actors in these events. Moreover, the
analysis of textual sources for the production has been at the heart of my work.
These include the adaptation of the Mahabharata written by Jean-Claude
Carricre, the translation of Iphigénie a Aulis by Jean and Mayotte Bollack, Ariane
Mnouchkine’s translations of Agamemnon and Les Choéphores, and Héléne
Cixous’s translation of Les Euménides.”® Yet my analysis of the directors’
integration of the source material (Aeschylus, Euripides and the Mahabharata) is
complicated by the fact that I am neither fluent in Ancient Greek nor in Sanskrit. I

am therefore unable to access the texts in their original language. However my

*¥ The translations of Agamemnon and Les Choéphores used in the Théatre du Soleil’s production
cycle Les Atrides are credited as being by Ariane Mnouchkine. Les Euménides is credited as being
by Hélene Cixous, see discussion provided p 58.
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position is no different to that of Peter Brook or Ariane Mnouchkine, and I am
thus able to analyse their assimilation of the sources from a position of equality.

Another feature of my work is that, although it is clear that I am studying
the productions of the Mahabharata and Les Atrides using many elements taken
from performance studies, I have chosen to conduct my study of these two
directors ‘on the margins’ of this particular methodology. The framework of my
doctoral research has been the Sub-Faculty of French at the University of Oxford.
Conceptually therefore, I have very much been working within the area of ‘French
Studies’. Given the topic of my research, it might come as some surprise that I
have chosen to conduct it at a university that is based in the UK and which does
not have a performance studies department. Yet on closer inspection there are
many reasons that justify this choice from an intellectual and scholarly
perspective. The first, although a little trivial admittedly, is that both Peter Brook
and Ariane Mnouchkine started their theatre careers at Oxford. Brook directed a
number of productions and was nearly sent down by Magdalen College for a film
of Laurence Sterne’s Sentimental Journey. Also, in Catherine Vilpoux’s
documentary Ariane Mnouchkine, I’aventure du Thédtre du Soleil, Ariane
Mnouchkine stated that it was student drama at the University of Oxford that first
gave her the desire to pursue theatre as a career.” Thus, the effervescence of the
student drama scene contributed to launching the careers of both directors and
there are at least sentimental reasons for wishing to conduct one’s enquiry into
their practices from the place that launched their careers.

Also, though the university does not have a theatre department as such, it

does have a number of fellows working in the field of theatre. There is

% Ariane Mnouchkine, I'aventure du Thédtre du Soleil, Dir by Catherine Vilpoux (France: Arte,
2010), [DVD].
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considerable research interest in textual analysis, but also increasingly in
performance history. A case in the point, the University of Oxford is the home of
the Archive for Performance of Greek and Roman Drama (A.P.G.R.D.), which
was set up specifically in order to promote the study of ancient drama and its
reception. Moreover, the reasons for conducting this type of research within a
French department and more specifically within the French sub-faculty at Oxford
are numerous. The interest in textual analysis has encouraged me to look closer at
the performance texts than I might otherwise have done. And indeed the text
provides the foundations for performance.*’ There are many courses devoted to
the study of theatre that focus entirely on the written work and it is not uncommon
for people to prefer to read plays rather than see them performed. Canonical
theatre texts, for instance, are more frequently read or taught in class, particularly
in the case of Ancient Greek tragedy. Theatre therefore represents a subset of
literature as well as a form of social performance. It is for this reason that the
Dictionnaire de Furetiere defines Seneca’s writings for the stage as ‘le théatre de
Séneque’. Thus any analysis of theatre performance should necessarily include a
literary analysis of the text.

More generally though, it seems to me that the analysis of theatre fits well
within the scope of French studies, if by this term, the study of French cultural life
in the largest sense is to be understood. The advantage of working within a French
department or faculty is the fact that in considering the work of Brook and
Mnouchkine, I have been able to consider how it has contributed to shaping

artistic, cultural and social discourses in the country.

0 At the Comédie de Reims, there is currently discussion about whether or not to start publishing
adaptations of theatre texts produced at the venue. The first publication is due to be a joint edition
of Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights and Oui dit le trés jeune homme by Gertrude Stein, translated
by Olivier Cadiot and Dominic Glynn.
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IV. Structure and outline of the thesis

Prior to entering the main body of the argument, I suggest setting the
parameters of my enquiry. As Patrice Pavis touches upon in La mise en scéne
contemporaine, translating theatre and performance related terminology between
English and French can prove a frustrating and unsatisfactory enterprise.*' If it is
difficult to find French equivalents for the English terms ‘performance studies’
and ‘physical theatre’, the reverse is equally true of ‘mise en sceéne’. I have
therefore chosen not to provide a translation, having the luxury of writing for a
reader fluent in both languages. I would also like to take this opportunity to draw
my reader’s attention to the attribution of both productions to their respective
directors. By this [ mean that [ will hitherto refer to the production cycle of Greek
tragedies performed by the Théatre du Soleil as Ariane Mnouchkine’s Les Atrides,
and to the English, French, stage and film versions of the Indian Epic performed
by the C.I.C.T. as Peter Brook’s Mahabharata. The ownership by the directors of
each production could be contested, if only because both Brook and Mnouchkine
profess to work through a collaborative methodology of theatre practice. However
it is common practice to do so, if only because it saves time.

I should also mention the complexity of discussing both the original
sources and the actual productions themselves. As I just remarked, there are
several versions of the Mahabharata directed by Peter Brook, but there are also
several versions of the myth that inspired his production. I have chosen to focus

on analysing Brook’s two stage productions and on the Sanskrit text as translated

* Patrice Pavis. 2007. La mise en scéne contemporaine: origines, tendances, perspectives (Paris:
Champion), pp. 16 — 18.
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by Kisari Mohan Ganguli.** For the most part the comments I make are equally
applicable to both the English and French versions. However, there are occasions
where a distinction between the two is necessary and I make this clear in
discussing set issues. With regards Les Atrides, when I am discussing the actual
versions of the plays used in the production, I use their French titles and not
English translations as some commentators have done. I do, however, often use
English spellings for character names and the English titles when discussing
versions of Aeschylus’ and Euripides’ plays not used by Mnouchkine.

My thesis looks at the careers of Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine
through the prism of their productions of the Mahabharata and Les Atrides, but
also the period in which they were working. Consequently both specific analysis
of the productions and a depiction of the historical landscape in which they
positioned themselves are provided. Indeed, the productions of the Mahabharata
and Les Atrides did not arise out of a vacuum, but rather emerged within a
specific context and were the result of the directors taking position in relation to
other work being produced at the time. ‘Telling stories’ is the concern of my
opening chapter, where I hone my analysis to concentrate specifically on how the
figure of the storyteller is integral to the productions of Les Atrides and the
Mahabharata. 1 posit that the storyteller articulates the tension between
involvement and distancing that lies at the heart of Brook’s and Mnouchkine’s
conceptions of theatre. Starting with the analysis of the text and of the editorial
process behind creating the text for production, I consider the relation of the fable
to the work. I look at how they dealt with literary and cultural heritage as stories

to be told.

2 Ganguli, Kisari Mohan (trans.). 1883-96. The Mahabharata (New Delhi: Munshiram
Monoharlal, 2002).
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In the second chapter, ‘Directing Theatre: Struggles on the French Scene’,
I explore Peter Brook’s and Ariane Mnouchkine’s work in relation to that of their
peers. Highlighting changes in the theatrical field in France over the course of the
last fifty years shows the evolution in conceptions of the functions of theatre
during this period. Considering how Brook and Mnouchkine situate themselves in
relation to developments allows me to comment on how they marked or were
marked by their producing culture. The conceptual and sociological work of
Pierre Bourdieu provides the theoretical framework for such analysis.*> The key
questions that arise are: do they set themselves in opposition to the work of others
and, if so, how do they negotiate their increasingly high profile with a desire for
marginality? More particularly, how do they present themselves in relation to the
history of developments on the stage?

This leads me onto a consideration of rituals in performance in the
chapters ‘Out of Step, out of Joint: Staging Rituals and their Transgression’ and
‘Treading the Earth to Reach the Sky: Secular Ceremonial Theatres’. The focus is
first on how the texts describe highly ritualised actions that form the rites of a
particular ceremony or codes of conduct connected within a particular caste
system, and how these are transformed, transgressed or perverted. I then move on
to consider how the directors frame their productions in the discourse of set
venues, but also how they highlight specific moments in the performances
through a process of dislocation or distantiation that I have labelled ‘décalage’.
Analysis of the dual aspect of spectator and participant in the theatre event allows
me to look at the way the audience’s experience is mediated and how this might

differ from experiences in other theatres.

* Pierre Bourdieu’s seminal book, La distinction, has provided much of the critical framework:
Pierre Bourdieu. 1979. La distinction, critique sociale du jugement (Paris: Minuit).
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In my final chapter, ‘Culture Clashes: Inter- or Trans-Cultural Theatres’, I
am led to consider the intercultural aspects of both productions. I look at the
multinational configuration of the companies and the use of texts and techniques
that are outside the Western canon, and more specifically question whether they
are universal in their outlook or linked with a specific historical situation in
France and maybe Western culture. I also use this chapter to engage with the
criticism of their work, which has at times been virulent, and argue for a
repositioning of the views expressed in these critical accounts.

It would of course be a mistake to consider these chapters as hermetically
sealed entities. Indeed, throughout, a network of connections is established in so
much that it is impossible to mention rituals without alluding to how they were
constructed out of a mix of intercultural references, just as it is impossible to
describe rituals of audience attendance without reference to the context out of
which they were engineered.

skeksk

V. Representing the Past to Speak to the Present

It is worth remembering at this point that the roots of theatre spectacle in
most societies are to be found in ritual celebrations during which an event was
acted out, often as a sacrifice to the gods. Indeed, the federating force of theatre
spectacle has its origins in religious festivals, as Patrice Pavis states in his
Dictionnaire du thédtre:

A D’origine du théatre, on s’accorde a placer une cérémonie religieuse

réunissant un groupe humain célébrant un rite agraire ou de fécondité,

inventant des scénarios au cours desquels un dieu mourait, pour mieux

revivre, un prisonnier €tait mis a mort, une procession, une orgie ou un
. o 44
carnaval organisé.

* Patrice Pavis. 1987. Dictionnaire du thédtre (Paris: Editions Sociales), p. 339.
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Most theatre historians will agree that this was indeed a feature of the
celebrations of Dionysius in Ancient Greece, where the tragedies of Aeschylus,
Sophocles and Euripides were performed. Yet what had become clear by that
point was the fact that theatre differed from religious ritual in the sense that the
latter accomplished an act of worship such as a sacrifice, whereas the former
merely represented it. The concept of representation has been defined by Alain
Viala in L 'histoire du thédatre en France and by Jack Goody in La peur des
représentations. It is worth quoting the definition provided by the latter:

J’emploie le mot [représentation] au sens latin de ‘re-présenter’:

littéralement, ‘mettre en présence de quelque chose qui était

précédemment absent’; pas seulement ‘d’incarnation d’une abstraction
dans un objet’, mais de présentation de quelque chose d’une maniére
différente, comme dans la peinture d’un chien.*

Through mimesis all art aims to represent or re-edit an action, a concept, a
thing or person, such as in the example used by Goody above. However, the
notion of representation is even more integral to theatre performance than other
art forms, since actors physically and vocally use a codified language to embody a
representation (see the quote by Biet and Triau given earlier). This explains the
use in French of the term ‘représentation’ to describe performance. Such
representations can be used to promote national discourse, as in official functions,
parades, etc, or to question the current state of affairs. Understanding how a
society represents itself and how it articulates its relationship with its own history
is paramount to understanding how it thinks, functions and operates, promotes and
makes use of its heritage. In this sense, theatre is a particularly worthy object of

study since it creates a visual product and is a collective experience. The

transition from page to stage is therefore of fundamental importance because it

* Jack Goody. 2006. La peur des représentations : ’ambivalence a I’égard des images, du
thédtre, de la fiction, des reliques et de la sexualité (Paris: La Découverte), p. 44.
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documents the usage made of heritage. And if theatre has been relegated (or
indeed relegated itself) to the margins, then it is well placed to comment at a
distance on society as whole.

In an article in Le Monde, Hellenist Marcel Detienne argues with a dose of
humour that ‘En Occident, si bizarre que cela paraisse, tout ce qui est ‘‘grec’’, peu
ou prou, est important’.*® Via a reflection on classical heritage, Detienne goes on
to examine the concept of national identity and the notion of foreigners. Clearly,
works from a classical heritage and mythological sources can be used as tools to
reflect on contemporary society. The pertinence of using classical and artistic
works as a tool for studying society is highlighted by Alain Viala: ‘Disons en un
mot que les classiques me semblent bien plus une invitation a réfléchir sur
I’histoire que des illustrations d’une esthétique transcendantale.”*’” Although Viala
is in this instance discussing the status of works from the classical period in
French literature, such a reflection on canonical works and their relationship with
the cultures in which they are performed is integral to this project. It would indeed
be foolish and damaging to consider productions as examples of sealed-off artistic
brilliance that have no bearing on the realities of contemporary society. It was
Shakespeare’s Hamlet who noted how theatre could be used to capture and reflect
back a vision of society when he stated that ‘the play’s the thing to catch the
conscience of a King’. Put simply, the study of leading theatre practitioners offers
much valuable information about the state of modern society, and studying recent
representations of the past on the modern stage provides the means to reflect on

the present state of culture.

46 Marcel Detienne, ‘Qu’est-ce que 1’identité nationale ?°, Le Monde, 14 juillet 2009,
http://colblog.blog.lemonde.fr/2009/07/14/marcel-detienne-quest-ce-que-lidentite-nationale/

7 Alain Viala. 1993. ‘Introduction: Qu’est-ce qu’un classique?”, Littératures classiques (19), p.
30.
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Chapter 1: Telling Stories: the Mahabharata and
Les Atrides

Budding directors enrolled on theatre training programs in drama schools
or on Masters courses at university are frequently reminded by their tutors that
their productions must tell a story.* Indeed, it is widely understood that staging a
dramatic text signifies extracting and interpreting the underlying narrative(s). This
is precisely the point made by Patrice Pavis in his book La mise en scene
contemporaine: origines, tendances, perspectives:

Mettre en scéne, c’est [...] reconnaitre la dramaturgie de I’ceuvre et

trouver les moyens scéniques a la fois de I’illustrer et accessoirement de la

découvrir d’un ceil nouveau. Pour cela, il faut dégager la fable de la piéce,
et donc raconter clairement une histoire.*

Uncovering the dramaturgy of a work is a process that begins weeks,
months, sometimes years, prior to the start of rehearsals, and increasingly with the
help of an appointed dramaturg or academic advisor.”® Also, the tension that Pavis
identifies between staying faithful to the dramaturgy of a work and providing a
new standpoint is felt particularly strongly when staging plays with an established
performance history. What is more, many landmark productions of the modern era

are remembered in part for having carefully struck the balance between what

adaptation theory has labelled ‘fidelity’ and ‘innovation’.”' Such considerations

* I speak from personal experience in this instance, as I was enrolled on a Theatre Directing
Masters programme at Royal Holloway, University of London in 2006-7.

* Patrice Pavis. 2007. La mise en scéne contemporaine — Origines, tendances, perspectives (Paris:
Armand Colin), p. 25.

*% In France the role of the dramaturg has not yet become as central to the process of theatrical
creation as it is in Germany (one only needs to consider the number of dramaturgs associated with
the Schaubiihne for instance). However the fact that the national drama school in Strasbourg
provides a three year training for dramaturgs, as well as the increasing use of dramaturgs by
directors of institutions to help draw up the season’s programme, shows that their role is becoming
more and more valued.

> Adaptation theory is a growing field of academic research that developed largely out of the
analysis of filmic adaptations of novels. A comprehensive discussion of using fidelity as a gage of
quality is provided notably in David L. Kranz and Nancy Mellerski, eds. 2008. In/Fidelity: Essays
on Film Adaptation (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Press).
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are particularly important when the director is considered a storyteller who adapts
or manipulates a pre-existing narrative. Applied specifically to the productions of
the Mahabharata and Les Atrides, the storytelling matrix fittingly describes the
transposition of ancient and mythological texts to the stage in front of late
Twentieth-Century audiences. In relation to the Brook production in particular, it
is remarkable how often those involved evoke the figure of the ‘conteur’ or
storyteller either to describe the roles of the actors or the director.”

With this in mind, the aim of this chapter is to consider the process of
telling stories in both productions. In the first instance, I shall analyse how the
source materials were shaped into dramatic texts. The focus will be on the
dramaturgical and excavation work conducted on the sources in order to produce
the adaptations. I will also consider how the two ‘mises en scéne’ articulated
particular aspects of the originals, trying to understand how the pieces were
mediated to their audiences. Second, I shall focus on the framing and distancing
devices in the texts and in performance. The figure of the storyteller, who remains
at an analytical distance from the tale he recounts, will guide my reflection on the
role of the actors. Particular attention will be paid to analysing the narrative
voices of Vyasa (Mahabharata) and the choruses (Les Atrides). 1 will also
consider briefly the impact of the legacy of Berthold Brecht on both directors, and
more specifically on the actors’ approaches to characterisation. This forms part of
a major concern of the thesis in analysing the estrangement matrix at the heart of
Peter Brook’s and Ariane Mnouchkine’s work. Finally, I shall study the

performance spaces in order to highlight how they participated in framing the

32 For instance in Jean-Claude Carriére. 2007. Tous en scéne (Paris: Odile Jacob), p. 262.
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discourses of the productions and thereby anticipate reflections in later chapters

on how spaces are grounded in the rituals of performance.

*kk

1. From Ancient to Contemporary: a Selection Process

a) A Summary of the Action in the Mahabharata

The Sanskrit text of the Mahabharata astounds by its length. To give an
order of magnitude, the poem is roughly equivalent to fifteen times the length of
the Christian Bible and eight times the combined length of the //iad and the
Odyssey.”® The Mahabharata is a significant text for Hinduism; a meditation on
the place of the individual in society. As is written in the first ‘parvan’ (or book),
the ‘study’ of the story of the Bharata is ‘an act of piety’ and ‘he that readeth even
one foot, with belief, hath his sins washed away’.54 The resonance of the work can
be found in the etymology of the word ‘mahabharata’, which is composed of two
parts: ‘maha’, which means great (a Maharajah is a ‘great king’ for example), and
‘bharata’, the name of a legendary character and by extension his family or even
humanity in general. The Mahabharata therefore traces the history of the Bharata
family and simultaneously that of mankind. The core poem, which describes the
conflict between two sets of cousins, is said to have been composed by an ascetic
called Vyasa and transcribed by the elephant-headed god Ganesha. Such at least is
the version provided in the poem itself. Yet the opening section of the poem
suggests the possibility that the text was written and modified by other poets when
it is stated that, ‘some bards have already published this history, some are now

teaching it, and others, in like manner, will hereafter promulgate it upon the

>3 Brook’s programme notes for the performances in Zurich and New York (to give but two
examples), cite these figures. BNF reference code: 4- COL- 14 (25,1-11)

>* Kisari Mohan Ganguli (trans.). 1883-96. The Mahabharata (New Delhi: Munshiram
Monoharlal, 2002), p. 14.
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earth’.>> Moreover, the frequent digressions as well as the numerous ‘mises en
abymes’ with different storytellers speaking, render the hypothesis of a single
author not just unlikely but impossible in fact.

As a result of the number of plots and subplots that are developed in the
Sanskrit Mahabharata and the existence of several narrators, it would be futile
and grossly reductionist to wish to provide a brief synopsis. This goes some way
to explaining why despite the fact that episodes of the Mahabharata are
frequently performed in South-East Asia in a variety of different traditions
(Kathakali or Kutiyattam, for instance), never is the whole epic dramatised, even
though performances often last an entire night. > As an alternative, I suggest
following David Williams’ lead and relating the story as presented in the Peter
Brook production, which mainly relates the content of books 1 to 11 (though
sections from later books are also included). >’ In essence, I am myself taking on
the role of the storyteller in condensing a source narrative into a digestible and
hopefully entertaining account for my readers.

The conflict opposes two sets of cousins: the Kauravas (also referred to as
the ‘Kurus’, the descendants of King ‘Kuru’), sons of the blind Dhritharashtra,
and the Pandavas, sons of Pandu (the pale). Pandu, King of Hastinapur, lives
under a curse: he cannot make love to either of his two wives (Kunti and Madri),
since he killed a gazelle whilst it was mating. However, Kunti has been granted
the boon that she may invoke a god and have a child with him. She gives birth to

three sons, Yudhishthira, Arjuna and Bhima, before granting the power to Pandu’s

>3 Ganguli 1896, p. 2.

*% Episodes of the Mahabharata are not simply performed in Indian performance traditions. For
instance, the figure of Arjuna is a particular favourite in the Indonesian shadow puppetry ritual
performances Wayang Kulit, and the battle of Kurukshetra is also represented on bas-relief friezes
of the Angkor Vat temple in Cambodia.

*" Williams provides a plot summary of the Peter Brook production of the Mahabharata in Peter
Brook and the Mahabharata: Critical Perspectives (London: Routledge, 1991), pp. 29 — 37.
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second wife who gives birth to twins, Nakula and Sahadeva. The five Pandavas
are paragons of virtue, intelligence and strength. They will later share a single
wife (Draupadi) because Kunti makes the irrevocable statement that they must
share everything with each other. Meanwhile Dhritharashtra marries and his wife
(Gandhari) has one hundred sons from a single pregnancy. These include
Duryodhana and Dushassana, both filled with destructive hatred. After Pandu has
died and Dhritharashtra become king, the Pandavas and Kauravas are raised and
instructed together under the tuition of Bhishma, the chaste prince, and Drona, the
Master of Arms. Yet they are always fighting each other and matters are not
helped by the arrival of Karna, a challenger to Arjuna’s supremacy at archery,
who joins the Kauravas even though he is in fact Kunti’s first-born son.

Yudhishthira follows the advice of the avatar Krishna to accept to govern a
worthless part of the kingdom in an attempt to avert war, but the Kauravas remain
jealous of the Pandavas. They trick the Pandavas into gambling their kingdom
away and into spending twelve years in exile in the forest, followed by a
thirteenth year in disguise after which their goods will be restored. At the end of
the thirteen year period, this does not happen and the two parties go to war, but
only after Krishna has done all he could to prevent it from happening. Both
Arjuna and Duryodhana ask Krishna for support in the war, but while Duryodhana
chooses all Krishna’s armies, Arjuna simply asks for Krishna to drive his chariot.
At the start of the battle of Kurukshetra, faced with fighting his family, Arjuna’s
will to fight leaves him. Krishna instructs him about the necessity for action in a
celebrated passage called the Bhagavad Gita.

It is foreseen by all that the Pandavas will be the eventual winners, though

they are unable to secure victory until both Bhishma (who cannot be defeated) and
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Drona are killed. However, under Krishna’s guidance, and thanks to his strategic
thinking, the Pandavas are eventually victorious. Bhishma lays down his weapons
when faced with the reincarnated figure of a woman he is deemed to have
insulted, and Drona dies after being tricked into believing that his son has been
killed in battle. Following the war, which lasts eighteen days, Yudhishthira takes
the throne and reigns peacefully for thirty-six years. Dhritarashtra, Gandhari and
Kunti meet their fate consumed by a forest fire; Krishna dies, killed by a hunter in
the forest; the Pandavas begin their journey towards death, falling one by one
until only Yudhishthira remains. He is then taken to the underworld for a moment
to cleanse the one untruth he told in his life before rising up to heaven in peace.
Even in such a distilled version it is not easy to follow the narrative thread.
This signifies that even after the complex process of adapting the text, which I
shall go into below, there was substantial work to be undertaken by the director
and the actors in order to make the story intelligible to an audience unfamiliar

with the myth.

b) A Selection Process

Jean-Claude Carri¢re and Peter Brook were themselves unfamiliar with the
Indian epic until the Sanskrit scholar Philippe Lavastine, who later became the
literary adviser to their production, introduced them to it. Having spent several
years listening to the epic told in a non-linear fashion, Carriére worked on a script
from memory alone, and created a play that would have lasted two hours in
performance. This served as the initial impetus for Brook’s explorations with
actors. Out of these, the first public improvisations took place in Costa Rica and

were developed into The Game of Dice. However the script was constantly
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rewritten during the rehearsal period and the whole process took over ten years.
Eventually, it was decided to structure the production cycle in three parts (or
separate plays) that could either be seen separately or as part of a single, marathon
performance. The titles of these plays were drawn from significant moments in
the narrative: The Game of Dice, The Exile in the Forest and War.”® Giving a
sense of coherence and simplicity that is not apparent in the source materials,
Carriére and Brook chose to frame the story through the narration of a single
storyteller, Vyasa.” As author of the poem, Vyasa recited the work to the divine
scribe Ganesha and to a young boy descended from the heroes in the tale.

The uniqueness of Peter Brook’s project was in part derived from the fact
that he sought to stage the whole poem. There exist few other complete
dramatisations, though the television series Mahabharat, produced and directed
by B.R. and Ravi Chopra — and which lasts nineteen DVDs — is one of these.*
Major difficulties in adapting the epic into a nine-hour performance included
deciding how to edit the narrative and not reducing the text to a series of martial
exploits, particularly since 5 of the 18 parvans are dedicated to describing the
battle (parvans 6 to 10). However script writer Jean-Claude Carriere appeared
aware of the tremendous difficulty of his task. In Notes on travels in India with
Peter Brook, he explains the anguish he felt whilst working on the script. Carriere
knew he had to condense the material into a performance whose duration was

equivalent to producing the Bible in forty minutes. In his own words, he

*¥ The events discussed here are related by Jean-Claude Carriére in In Search of the Mahabharata:
Notes on travels in India with Peter Brook, 1982, 1985 (Chennai: Macmillan, 2001).

> Though Vyasa is credited as the author of the poem, the events are narrated by another
storyteller ‘well-versed in the Puranas’ who describes how he heard the story from a disciple of
Vyasa on the occasion of an aborted sacrifice of serpents. Thus in addition to the core narrative,
there are numerous para-narratives that interrupt, preface or act as commentaries.

% Mahabharat. 1988. dir. by BR Chopra, and Ravi Chopra (Arrow Films, 2004). By popular
account, such was the following of the series that the country almost ground to a halt when the
episodes were screened.
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questioned how he might include the ‘origins, the births, the childhood, the
tournament, marriage, different fights, Krishna’s entrance on stage’ without
simply ‘speed[ing] up the rhythm and let[ting] everything pass like a film clip —
which would be a real betrayal’.®'

The necessity to construct a coherent linear narrative for performance
purposes forced Carriere to edit out all digressions from the central line of action.
It became apparent that the story of family conflict would be the guiding thread.
As he explains in Tous en Scéne:

Le Mahabharata, s’il reprend et organise d’innombrables éléments

mythologiques, au point de devenir une somme des traditions indiennes,

est avant tout ’histoire d’un violent conflit familial, mettant en jeu toute la
vie connue de I"univers, ce qui n’est pas peu dire.*

Thus parvans and sub-parvans that diverted from the central narrative were
cut out. This was notably the case with Bhismaparvan (Book 12), in which the
dying Bhishma instructs Yudhishthira about the duties of a king, and which is
‘about a society that is completely foreign even to contemporary India’.®*> Such
work on finding the narrative direction had previously been accomplished by
Carriere when adapting the Sufi poem La conférence des oiseaux. Indeed, his
introduction to the printed edition of the latter reveals similar concerns to those
later voiced in relation to the Mahabharata:

Pour donner une forme dramatique a ce long poéme, nous avons d’abord

precisé et souligné la direction du récit, en recherchant et en organisant les

sentiments forts qui commandent a tour de role I’action: d’abord le désir

ardent de partir, aussitot suivi de la crainte qu’inspire ce voyage
redoubtable, des excuses que trouvent certains oiseaux pour y renoncer.®*

o Carriére 2001, p. 111.

62 Carriére 2007, p. 118.

63 Carriére qtd in Georges Banu, et al. 1986. ‘Talking with the Playwright, the Musician, the
Designer’, TDR (30. 1), p. 74.

64 Jean-Claude Carriére. 1979. La conférence des oiseaux (Paris: Albin Michel, 2008), p. 10.
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Dialoguing the scenes was of course the next step in both instances, which
raised questions about style. In an interview with theatre scholar Georges Banu,
Jean-Claude Carriére discusses his writing, and states that he was first interested
in writing his adaptation of the Mahabharata in the fashion of Victor Hugo, but
abandoned the idea for he felt that ‘French poetic style sounds very pretentious’.®
The eventual choice of a simple but clear form of writing was perhaps influenced
by the writer and director’s encounter with an old guru in India who performed a
short section of the epic. Indeed the simplicity of the delivery marked both men
profoundly.®® Arguably though, the lucidity of the language of Carriére’s
adaptation of the Mahabharata was the product of working with an international
company. A review of the first production staged at the Bouffes du Nord by the
C.I.C.T., Timon d’Athénes, highlights that the emphasis was on ‘la
communication’ and on the means to open ‘toutes les fois qu’il se peut, des échos,
des harmoniques propres a chacun’.®’ Furthermore, in other translations and
adaptations by Jean-Claude Carricre, there is a similar concern with creating a
simple and clear grammatical sentence structure. His translations of Shakespeare
are notable in so far as the complex and jolted rhythms of verse are transcribed to
free-flowing prose. For instance in Measure for Measure, the Duke’s opening
lines are translated simply as: ‘Je ne vais pas te dévoiler les principes du
gouvernement. Pas de discours inutile. Je suis 1a pour savoir que dans ce domaine

. . . 68
ta science va plus loin que tous les conseils de ma force’.

% Banu, et al 1986, p. 72.

% Richard Schechner, et al. 1986. ‘Talking with Peter Brook’, TDR (30.1), p. 58.

7 <““Timon d’Athénes”’ de Shakespeare’, L aurore, 21 octobre 1974.

% Jean-Claude Carriére (trans). 1978. Mesure pour mesure (Paris: CICT), p. 11. The original text
by Shakespeare goes as follows : ‘Of government the properties to unfold/ Would seem in me
t’affect speech and discourse, / Since I am put to know that your own science / Exceeds in that the
lists of all advice / My strength can give you.” (Norton Shakespeare, p. 2029)
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The need to facilitate communication in the case of the Mahabharata was
even more important since there were barriers preventing a Western audience
from immediately accessing the text. The fact that the Brook and Carriére
Mahabharata was first presented as part of the Avignon Festival in 1985, which
celebrated Indian culture, went some way to removing those barriers. Yet, when
adapting the text, Jean-Claude Carri¢re nevertheless had to deal with a
discrepancy between the high status of the work within Indian Hindu culture and
its relative anonymity in France. Indeed the source myth remains relatively
unknown in French culture, despite a long history of dedicated scholars of Indian
culture who have sought to translate it.”” Yet another issue was in translating a
work that represents an accumulation of epic narratives, descended from an oral
tradition of storytelling, into a dramatic text in a recognisable European format.”
The principal difficulty lay in trying to capture the narrative voice of the poem
and to personify the figure of the storyteller who generates the material. The
strategy that Carriere adopted, as I shall explain in greater detail subsequently,
was to stage the character of Vyasa narrating the poem and intervening in his own
creation. As well as signalling the text’s prior existence as an oral narrative, it
highlighted the extent to which stories are mediated, transformed and translated in

performance.

¢) A Summary of the Action in Les Atrides

% The first French translation was provided by H. Fauche between 1863 and 1870, but his death
prevented the work from being completed. There is currently a project to translate the
Mahabharata undertaken by Gilles Schaufelberger and Guy Vincent (eds). 2004 — 9. Le
Mahabharata (Laval: Presse de I’Université de Laval).

" This was not an issue that concerned the texts of Les Atrides, which were already in the form of
dramatic literature.
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For the sake of coherence, having provided a summary of the action of
Brook’s Mahabharata, it is appropriate that I should do the same for Les Atrides,
which was comprised of Aeschylus’ tragic trilogy Oresteia (Agamemnon, Les
Choéphores and Les Euménides) and Euripides’ Iphigénie a Aulis. Rather than try
to provide an account of the whole myth and explain the back-story of Thyestes’
affair with Atreus’ wife Aerope, I have set similar parameters to the discussion of
the Mahabharata, and simply summarise the action detailed in the plays that form
Mnouchkine’s cycle. As the name suggests, Les Atrides told the story of the house
of Atreus (sometimes referred to as the descendants of Tantalus), or at least, the
story of a conflict that concerns two generations of the family. Though the name
of the Atrides resounds with the glory of conquering Troy, it speaks also of a
terrible malediction imposed on Atreus (father of Menelaus and Agamemnon) for
having butchered his nephews. The descendants of Tantalus are equally
bloodthirsty, as they kill off family members in order to go to war or as part of a
vendetta. The cycle thus opened anachronistically with Euripides’ tragedy, since it
recounted events antecedent to those in the Oresteia. The change of the title
meant that the focus was less on the masculine figure of Orestes, after whom the
Oresteia was named, but rather on the family as a whole.

At the start of Iphigénie a Aulis, Greek General Agamemnon has (via a
letter) summoned his wife, Clytemnestra, and his daughter, Iphigenia, to the port
of Aulis where the Greek fleet is grounded, unable to set sail for Troy because of
a lack of wind. He has misled them by claiming that his purpose was to arrange
the marriage of his daughter to the warrior Achilles. In fact, Iphigenia is to be
sacrificed to appease the goddess Artemis who is responsible for the direction of

the winds. Agamemnon sends a second letter in which he confesses, but it is
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intercepted by his brother Menelaus whose wife’s abduction by the Trojan Paris is
the cause of the war. As the two brothers debate whether the sacrifice should
happen, Iphigenia and Clytemnestra arrive in Aulis. Both they and Achilles learn
of Agamemnon’s machinations and try to persuade him not to let it proceed.
However Agamemnon believes he has no choice and, as events unfold,
Clytemnestra is incapable of saving her daughter. Finally, Iphigenia accepts her
own death and marches triumphantly towards it.

Aeschylus’ Agamemnon is set ten years later, immediately after the end of
the Trojan War. Agamemnon returns triumphantly to greet his wife, home and
kingdom. He is accompanied by his slave and mistress, Cassandra, the daughter of
the Trojan King Priam. Clytemnestra sets up an elaborate ceremonial greeting for
her husband, asking him to enter the house. Though initially unwilling to do so,
Agamemnon is eventually convinced and enters the house to be bathed. He meets
his death ensnared in a robe and pierced with a sword held by his wife. Cassandra,
though she has prophetic abilities and foresees her own bloody death, walks into
the house also to be murdered. Their bodies are wheeled out as Clytemnestra and
her cousin cum lover Aegisthus take control of the throne, provoking the chorus
of old men who were loyal to Agamemnon.

In Les Choéphores, Agamemnon and Clytmnestra’s son Orestes returns
home after many years of exile to learn of his mother’s actions from his sister
Elektra. Guided by his friend Pylades and the god Apollo, Orestes kills Aegisthus,
then his mother, in retribution for his father’s murder. Afterwards he is pursued
relentlessly by the Furies, who revenge crimes against blood bonds. In Les
Eumenides, the third part of the Oresteia (the fourth of Les Atrides), the ghost of

Clytemnestra rouses the Furies to continue chasing Orestes who, under the



57

guidance of Apollo, escapes to Athens. There he is judged and acquitted for his
crimes by the goddess Athena and an assembly of Athenians.”' Athena subjugates
the embittered Furies (Erinyes) and turns them into the Eumenides (the kindly
ones). The cycle of murders is thus broken and Athena declares that in future

hung juries should signify acquittal, mercy being favoured over harsh punishment.

d) An Editorial Process

By translating the whole texts and not cutting any lines for the sake of the
production, Mnouchkine kept all the elements of the narrative as exposed above.
Yet the sources of the myth include many variants, as the oral narrative was
adapted during its original transposition to written format. The sources that
document the myth include Homer and all three of the major Greek tragedians,
Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides. Michael. J. Anderson highlights some of the
changes that Aeschylus brought in particular:

A prototype of the watchman who opens Agamemnon already appears in

Odyssey, and Stesichorus’s poem provided a model for Clytemnestra’s

prophetic dream in Libation Bearers. Aeschylus’ own contributions to the

mythic tradition, on the other hand, include major plot innovations such as
the reunion of brother and sister at the tomb of Agamemnon, possibly the
introduction of Electra herself, and the resolution of Orestes’ conflict with
the Furies in an Athenian court of law.”

These innovations were doubtlessly wrought in order to heighten the
drama and Mnouchkine, in choosing to stage Aeschylus, was accessing the source

of Western dramatic literature. Indeed, as the predecessor of Sophocles and

Euripides, Aeschylus is considered the founder of tragedy.

! The myth provides an explanation of the foundation of the areopagus, the high court of appeal in
classical Greece. On the hill where the assembly met, a temple was dedicated to the Erinyes,
where murderers used to find shelter so as not to face the consequence of their actions.

> Michael. J. Anderson. 1997. ‘Myth’, in Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedy ed P.E.
Easterling (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), p. 123.
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In order to provide the Théatre du Soleil with greater access to the works,
a team of scholars and literary advisors, including renowned Hellenists Jean
Bollack and Pierre Judet de la Combe, was enlisted. The two philologists’
association with the project came as a result of Ariane Mnouchkine having read
their two-volume commentary of Agamemnon.” In the preface to Les Choéphores
she comments appreciatively on their approach to scholarly research: ‘En
véritables chercheurs, ils savent que la recherche ne va pas sans hésitation ni
méme sans erreur’.’* In another publication, Judet de la Combe returns the
compliment when he reflects on her approach to working on these Ancient Greek
texts:

Mnouchkine chose to associate scholarship with her project intimately, so

that her findings in the wording of the translation and in the staging of the

plays could always be related to precise and argued decisions concerning
the meaning and the syntax of the words.”

The critical notes compiled by Judet de la Combe and Bollack for the
printed editions of the production’s translations also testify to the interest
Mnouchkine had in associating her work with scholarship. These translations are
credited as being by Mnouchkine for Agamemnon and Les Choéphores, and
Héléne Cixous, for Les Euménides.’® It is worth noting that neither Mnouchkine

nor Cixous could read Ancient Greek, and their versions were derived from a

literal translation provided by Claudine Bensaid —‘Il y a d’abord un indispensable

7 Jean Bollack and Pierre Judet de la Combe. 1981 — 2. L’Agamemnon d’Eschyle: le texte et ses
interprétations (Lille: Presses Universitaires de Lille).

™ Ariane Mnouchkine (trans). 1992a. Agamemnon, by Aeschylus (Paris: Editions Théatrales), p.7.
73 Pierre Judet de la Combe. 2005. ‘Ariane Mnouchkine and the French Agamemnon’ in Fiona
Macintosh, et al, (eds.) Agamemnon in Performance 458 BC to AD 2004 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press), p. 275.

7® Cixous had already collaborated with the Théatre du Soleil on two previous productions, namely
L histoire terrible mais inachevée de Norodom Sihanouk, Roi du Cambodge (1985) and L 'indiade
ou l’Inde de nos réves (1987).
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et trés précieux mot & mot de notre amie Claudine Bensaid’.”” However, for
Euripides’ play, Iphigénie a Aulis, the Théatre du Soleil relied on a pre-existing
translation by Jean and Maryotte Bollack.

As aresult of adding Iphigénie to the Oresteia, the cycle started with a
play about a father sacrificing his daughter, rather than with a play about a wife
killing her husband. In other words, Clytemnestra’s murder of her husband could
be seen as a direct retribution for his act, rather than as a crime in isolation. A line
of causality was established, which then led to Orestes’ murder of Clytemnestra,
his mother. This same crime could not therefore be interpreted as the ‘radical
horror that can bring the blessing of a new order’,”® but as the last in a series of
criminal acts. The decision to acquit Orestes would then be read as a political
decision to stop an otherwise interminable cycle of retributive violence, and not as
a positive affirmation of his action.

In so far as Iphigenia’s sacrifice is concerned, the juxtaposition of the
messenger’s description of the event in Euripides’ play, with the description of the
chorus in Agamemnon highlighted the brutality of the act. In Iphigénie a Aulis, a
messenger speaks about the joy of discovering that the goddess had substituted
the young virgin for a deer, which made a more acceptable victim. Yet in
Agamemnon, as Sarah Bryant-Bertail points out, the old men of Argos that form
the chorus, and who are loyal to Agamemnon, ‘tell a much more brutal tale than
we have heard in Euripides’.”” Indeed they describe the event thus:

Elle s’enveloppe dans sa robe.

" Ariane Mnouchkine (trans.). 1992b. Les Choéphores, by Aeschylus (Paris: Editions Théatrales),
p. 8.

"8 Pierre Judet de la Combe. 2005. ‘Ariane Mnouchkine and the History of the French
Agamemnon’, in Agamemnon in Performance 458 BC to AD 2004, ed. by Fiona Macintosh,
Pantelis Michelaktis, Edith Hall and Oliver Taplin (Oxford: Oxford University Press), p. 280.

7 Sarah Bryant-Bertail. 2000. Space and Time in Epic Theatre: the Brechtian Legacy (Rochester,
NY: Camden House), p. 192.
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De toutes ses forces elle s’accroche a la terre.

Il veut qu’on la souléve, le visage comme une proue,

Et qu’on étouffe sur les leévres de sa belle bouche

Les cris qui sinon maudiraient la maison.*

As a result, the previous version of events is put into doubt and the
violence of the act is reinforced. I will return to the issue of different perspectives
on the action in the following chapters, but I wish now to make a further point
about the translations. Unlike the Mahabharata, the Oresteia represents a major
text within the European and French canons of literature. Thus any translation of
its component texts — the same can be said of Euripides’ Iphigenia — is placed
within a discourse on Greek culture that features heavily in academic, educational
and theatrical circles. Greek myths are taught to an extent in schools and it is not
unusual for plays by the main figures of ancient tragedy to feature in the
curriculum of literary classes at high-school level. The fragmentary texts have
become, in the words of Christian Biet, ‘des “monuments” infiniment
respectables, éternellement révérés, mythifiés, commentés, réécrits’.®! Thus to
present a new translation means entering into a very active sphere of intellectual

debate. It is therefore necessary for each translation to articulate very clearly its

conception of its own identity and positioning within the field. **

skeksk

8 Mnouchkine 1992a, p. 19, L232-7.

8! Christian Biet. 1997. La tragédie (Paris: Armand Colin), p. 17.

%2 The translation of Iphigénie was provided by Jean and Mayotte Bollack and subsequently
published by Minuit. As Hellenist scholars, the Bollacks produced a text that had value as a
literary and scholarly document. Its publication by Minuit attests to the literary quality, whereas
their copious notes highlight the scholarly value. Yet, the fact that the texts are published by the
Théatre du Soleil (with the assistance of the Editions théatrales) signifies their difference in status.
The translation by the Bollacks asserts its value as a written text, whereas those by Cixous and
Mnouchkine represent documents of the production. The small circulation of the printed texts —
Agamemnon was out of print for many years — and the fact that the Théatre du Soleil’s name
features on the front cover highlights this. Nevertheless, Mnouchkine’s translation of Agamemnon
features on the programme of the Option théatre in the 2010 Baccalauréat L. Thus, the company’s
performance history has provided the impetus for the reconsideration of the literary quality of
these texts.
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In the cases of both the Mahabharata and Les Atrides therefore a scholarly
approach was adopted to uncovering the dramaturgy of the source texts that were
to be shaped into the scripts for the productions. The stakes for doing so were
high since, on the one hand, Brook was dealing with a text revered and cherished
in Hindu culture and, on the other, Mnouchkine was staging works that are
constantly analysed in classrooms and universities across Europe. Enlisting
scholars meant that a sound basis for their theatrical imagination was provided.
Also, in both cases the material needed to be adapted — into a dramatic form in the
case of the Mahabharata, and into a new translation in the case of Les Atrides.
Questions about language and style were therefore paramount to ensuring that the
transmission of these stories could occur in the most seamless fashion. It is
testimony to the translators and adaptors that the language used in the texts for
production was limpid and clear, facilitating the communication between actors
and audience. Moreover, the texts contained the germs of a communicative
gesture, which when allied with the directors’ techniques and choices, rendered
the storytelling even clearer. The task is now to consider this aspect in greater
detail.

*kk

II. Giving Direction: Narrative Presence Shaping the Performances

Patrice Pavis notes in the entry ‘histoire’ of the Dictionnaire du Thédtre,
that “I’écriture de I’histoire [...] ne peut étre qu’épique’.> Epic in the sense that it
stems from epic poetry, which traces the story of great feats in mythology to
provide a national narrative. Furthermore, he continues, ‘on sent toujours la

présence du narrateur-historien’.** A history sequentially organises events and

%3 Patrice Pavis. 1987. Le Dictionnaire du thédtre (Paris: Editions Sociales), p. 191.
 Pavis 1987, p. 191.
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attempts to find a link of causality, but the scope of the material covered in a
history means that the writer/organiser’s presence cannot go unnoticed. It is the
selectiveness of the narrator in highlighting certain instances that marks out his
presence. The organisation and fragmentation of episodes is made evident in epic
theatre as defined by German director Berthold Brecht. The audience is made
aware of the artificial nature of the experience by having its attention drawn to the
framework. This also allows any form of commentary to be made apparent. In
both the Mahabharata and Greek tragedy, an organising and commentating
presence is evident. In the first instance, the storyteller fills this presence; in the
second, the chorus fulfils this function. These framing devices created an

organisation of the narrative that was self-conscious and self-referential.

a) Brook’s Play: From Narrator to Storyteller

The relationship between Vyasa, Ganesha and the boy in the Brook
production, was that of storyteller to listener. This relationship mirrored that of
actor to audience. Thus, in the characters of the young boy and Ganesha, the
audience saw themselves reflected: they listened to and watched a mirror image of
themselves listening and watching. Similar self-referential devices are contained
in the source material. For instance, in the opening lines of Ganguli’s translation
of the text, a group of sages question a storyteller ‘well-versed in the Puranas’
about the history of the ‘Bharatas’.* Effectively, the reader gains awareness of
the mediating power of the narrator telling the story. Applied specifically to

Brook’s Mahabharata, the presence of Vyasa on stage brought to the audience’s

attention the process of adaptation that had occurred in order to bring the

% Ganguli 1896, p. 20.
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production to the stage. Just as the storytellers in the written text of the epic re-tell
and transform the original composition, so too did Brook, Carriere and the entire
C.I.C.T. company.

The power of creation belonging to the storyteller was evoked in the
production when Vyasa came into direct contact with the characters of his poem.
In the script, Vyasa starts his recitation of the poem with the description of a
king’s encounter with the goddess Ganga:

En ce temps-1a, le roi s’appelait Santanu. Il marchait un jour pres du fleuve

quand il vit apparaitre une femme d’une beauté plus qu’humaine.

Vyasa lui-méme s’incline devant une femme qui vient d’apparaitre. *°

This moment in Carriére’s text dramatises the act of creation. At another
point, Vyasa is required to make love to two princesses so that they may have
children for, without children, there is no story according to Ganesha. The two
sons conceived by the princesses are Dhritharashtra and Pandu, who will father
the rival clans of the Kauravas and the Pandavas. Vyasa’s copulation with his
characters acts as a metaphorical representation of the creator’s relationship to his
creation. Quite literally Vyasa becomes the life-giving force in this instance, as he
is for the whole poem figuratively. As Carri¢re notes:

Splendide liberté du jeu de I’écriture: 1’auteur doit faire I’amour a ses

personnages, sinon son oeuvre est en danger. Sans cette intervention, au

demeurant peu désagréable (au moins pour 1’ascéte inspiré), le plus grand

poéme du monde tournerait court et s’arréterait 13.*’

The power of theatre as a creative medium is also demonstrated in the
apparent shift from focus on Vyasa to focus on the characters he creates. In an
interview with theatre scholar Georges Banu, Carriere explains that thus ‘we

proceed from the mythical story to theatre, from storytelling to stage art’.*®

% Jean- Claude Carriére. 1985. Le Mahabharata (Paris: Albin Michel, 2008), p. 35.
87 Carriére 2007, p. 118.
% Banu et al, 1986, p. 75.
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Nevertheless, Vyasa and the boy remain as a framing device for the narrative
throughout, and Carriére’s comment about the transition from one mode of
representation to another belies their importance.

The process of editing and shaping the composition of the poem is
represented at other points when Vyasa directly intervenes in the story. He is
thereby shown to be implicated in the work as he is narrating it. For instance, in
Exile in the Forest, Vyasa intervenes to prevent two Kauravas from killing the
Pandavas whilst they are in their period of exile. He calls out to Dushsassana and
Duryodhana, the Kauravas guilty of attempting the act:

VYASA: Ecarte ton arme, Dushassana! Obéis-moi!

Dushassana regarde Duryodhana, qui lui indique d’obéir, et lache

Yudishthira.

VYASA: Aucun crime ne doit corrompre ce poéme. >

The verb ‘corrompre’ is to be contrasted with the concept exposed in the
opening section of the poem’s purifying qualities. The Kauravas’ act is portrayed
as an affront to the goodly nature of the work, and Vyasa is shown editing the
story, as well as guiding the characters’ actions. One could read this as a
representation of the role of the director, shaping the actors’ performances. In fact,
I would go so far as to suggest that Brook himself is represented. As evidence to
my claim, the following passage shows Vyasa unsure of the direction of his work:

ENFANT: Es-tu vraiment I’auteur de ce poeme?

VYASA: Tu en doutes?

ENFANT: Par moments tu hésites. On dirait méme que tu ne sais plus

rien.”

The above passage could be compared to Brook’s approach as a director,

which seeks to explore rather than follow a set path. ‘Nothing is written down’,

indeed, or nothing is fixed. Brook speaks about hesitation, questioning and doubt

% Carriére 1985, p. 183.
% Carriére 1985, p. 107.
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in the process of theatre-making in the Empty Space when he writes: ‘In a sense
the director is always an impostor, a guide at night who does not know the
territory, and yet has no choice — he must guide, learning the route as he goes’.”!
Vyasa too acts as a guide to his characters, taking them on a journey through the
narrative he has composed. As the storyteller, he is the irreplaceable
communicator of the work to his audience. In the case of a stage production, the
director is the ‘practical translator’ or the ‘medium’ through which the audience
accesses the original.”* Translating material to a space and articulating a narrative
episodically through time represents two of the challenges of the ‘metteur en
scéne’. As Pavis points out in Le thédtre au croisement des cultures, the ‘mise en
scéne’ signifies the ‘mise en rapport de tous les systémes signifiants, notamment
de 1’énonciation du texte dramatique dans la représentation’.” The director is
therefore a storyteller who uses the sign-systems of theatre representation to
weave a narrative. In his production of the Mahabharata, Brook has his own role
portrayed by Vyasa. He is seen organising, editing, shaping and staging the work,
with the aim of telling a story. Therefore the chain of storytelling that starts with
Carriere adapting the text, and continues with Brook putting it on stage, is
complete with Vyasa relating the tale to the audience.

The figure of the storyteller has been a key aspect throughout Peter
Brook’s theatre work with the Centre International de Création Théatrale in Paris.
Vyasa’s role in introducing the text and commencing the theatrical narrative is
prefigured by the character of Colin Turnbull in the /ks (1975) and by La Huppe
in La conférence des oiseaux (1979). For the texts of both productions, Jean-

Claude Carriere played an important role. In the first, he wrote the French version

I Brook 1968a, p. 44.
%2 Oliver Taplin. 2003. Greek tragedy in action, Second ed (London: Methuen), p. 179.
% Patrice Pavis. 1990. Le thédtre au croisement des cultures (Paris: Corti), p. 28.
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of the English script penned by Colin Higgins and Denis Cannan. In the second,
he provided the adaptation of Farid Uddin Attar’s poem. In Les Iks, an actor takes
the stage to explain ‘Nous allons essayer ce soir de vous raconter une histoire
vraie, ’histoire de la tribu des Iks’.”* In the next line the actor explains the history
of the Iks before noting that ‘dix-huit ans plus tard, un ethnologue anglais, Colin
Turnbull, alla les observer’. The stage direction below states then that the actor
‘devient Turnbull’. Carriére’s script here highlights the division between the
actor, member of the C.I.C.T. company — given a line to introduce the stage
performance and who in so doing becomes the character of the actor — and the
character of Turnbull. The transformation of actor into character is thus
prefigured. Yet in an attempt to blur boundaries Turnbull is nevertheless revealed
as a privileged interlocutor, existing both within the time frame of the narrative
that takes place, and one who is able to add his self-reflexive commentary that
comes later.

In La conférence des oiseaux, the process is developed further with the
character of La Huppe, who becomes a master storyteller. The opening lines
prefigure Vyasa’s ability to give substance to his characters in the Mahabharata:

HUPPE: Un jour tous les oiseaux du monde, ceux qui sont connus et ceux

qui sont inconnus, se réunirent en une grande conférence.

Les oiseaux se rassemblent pour la conférence.

HUPPE: Quand ils furent réunis, la Huppe, toute émue et pleine

d’espérance, arriva et se placa au milieu d’eux.

La Huppe introduces the performance as a storyteller, by using the phrase
‘un jour’, typical of the storytelling genre. Secondly, she is able to make the other

characters appear through mere suggestion. As soon as she mentions that the birds

met together, they arrive on stage. Finally, La Huppe is both involved and set

% Colin Higgins and Denis Cannan, trans. by Jean-Claude Carriére. 1975. Les Iks (Paris: C.I.C.T.),
p. 13.
%% Jean-Claude Carriére. 1979. La conférence des oiseaux (Paris: C.1.C.T.), p. 15.
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apart from the narrative that she develops. She is involved, since she is described
as a character, and set apart since it is she who provides this description.
Throughout La conférence des oiseaux, La Huppe tells short parables. Her role of
storyteller in the production therefore represents a form of mise en abyme,
especially since she also is able to take on the role of a character within the
parables or stories that she tells her assembled audience composed of other birds.
For instance, she describes a princess before playing the part herself:

HUPPE: Un jour, au cours d’une promenade, elle voit un esclave d’une

beauté extraordinaire, et son cceur a cet instant lui échappe.

Apparait l’esclave. La princesse est tres frappée, mais | ’esclave ne la voit

pas. La suivante demande a la princesse (c’est un des oiseaux qui pose les

questions, et ¢ est la Huppe qui répond a la place de la princesse).”

This instant in the text prefigures moments in the Mahabharata when
Vyasa has to effectively play his own character intervening in the story he is
telling. The difference between the narrator-storytellers of La conférence des
oiseaux and the Mahabharata is that the former is not besieged by doubt about
how the narrative will develop. In a sense, the narrator of La conférence is a more
literary narrator, whereas the narrator of the Mahabharata is a more performance-
based storyteller, who knows that stories can develop in new directions in
performance. It is worth noting though that in both cases the narrator figure
represents a device for transcribing the narrative voices of non-dramatic literature
into play-texts.

The figure of the storyteller is also particularly relevant to discussing Peter
Brook’s work as a director. The review of La conférence des oiseaux which

appeared in Le Matin, highlights his powers as a ‘raconteur’, a storyteller: ‘Peter

Brook est un magicien. Dans les ruines du cloitre des Carmes, il nous raconte une

% Carriére 1979, p. 22.
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histoire persane’.”” The magical qualities of the storyteller are reflected in his
power to conjure up images or characters from the simplest of elements. Hence,
Brook’s storyteller-actor only needs a fan to suggest a peacock or a white veil to
signify a heron. The power of suggestion has been at the heart of Brook’s
approach ever since his move to Paris, as can be attested by Jean-Jacques
Gauthier remarks on Timon d’Athenes, which was the first C.I.C.T. production at
the Bouffes du Nord. Gauthier highlights how Brook ‘use de la suggestion, il
s’adresse a I’imagination, il suscite le réve, il parvient, naturellement, a la
poésie’.”® Another point made in the quotation from Le Matin is the importance of
space and, more specifically, ruinous space. This serves as a reminder that
storytellers usually operate within spaces that are both specific and transitory such
as the place Jemaa el Fna in Marrakech whose very name ‘Assembly of the dead’
highlights its connection with the past. Scriptwriter Jean-Claude Carriére
underlines Peter Brook’s deep-rooted fascination with the figure of the storyteller.
He remarks how actors were encouraged to distance themselves from the
characters they played. Describing Brook’s method, he notes that, ‘il dit
fréquemment aux acteurs avec lesquels il travaille qu’ils doivent étre, aussi, ‘‘les
conteurs de leurs propres personnages’”’.”” The instruction is seemingly to drive a
wedge between character and actor, marking a division that is often blurred in
performance. More specifically about the rehearsal process for the Mahabharata,
Carriere recalls another of the director’s expectations of his actors: ‘Au cours des

répétitions du Mahabharata, il souhaitait que les acteurs soient comme ‘‘un

7 Anne Surgers, ‘“‘La conférence des oiseaux’’ de Peter Brook’, Le Matin, 17 juillet 1979.
% Jean-Jacques Gauthier, ‘Le ““Timon d’Athénes’’ de Peter Brook’, Le Figaro, 21 octobre 1974.
% Carriére 2007, p. 262.
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. . N 100 . . .
conteur a vingt-cinq tétes’”’.” The monstrous image, conjured up in Brook’s

guidelines, highlights his level of expectancy.

There are several moments in the script that illustrate the actor’s narration
of their characters. For instance, Bhima has a relationship with a night demon,
Hidimbi, which the two actors playing the parts describe thus:

HIDIMBI: Alors, transfigurée par la joie, Hidimbi devint une femme

d’une beauté presque incroyable. Elle saisit Bhima, elle I’emporta dans les

airs et partout, sur les sommets des montagnes, sur les plages bleues, dans
les repaires secrets des gazelles, au bord des lacs lointains, partout elle lui
fit ’amour.

BHIMA: IIs eurent un fils?

HIDIMBI: Un fils énorme, qui s’appelle Ghatokatcha. Le voici.'"'

In recounting their liaison, Hidimbi speaks to her lover as if he is a
stranger. He in turn seems unaware of their history together. The enchanted
locations described by Hidimbi belong to a folkloric landscape to which Bhima
only has access through her, or rather, through her descriptions. Both speak in the
third person singular as if speaking about someone else. The actors in this
instance drop their masks and show themselves to be different from their
characters. At another moment of the production, the actor playing Krishna steps
out of character to narrate the dialogue he has with Arjuna in the celebrated
episode of the Bhagavad Gita. 1t is striking how these moments in the production
resemble very closely a description of Helene Weigel’s performance in Die
Mutter by Berthold Brecht. Indeed, Brecht writes about how she spoke:

The sentences as if they were in the third person, and so she not only

refrained from pretending in fact to be or to claim to be Vassova, and in

fact to be speaking those sentences, but actually prevented the spectator
from transferring himself to a particular room, as habit or indifference

might demand, and imagining himself to be the invisible eye-witness and
eavesdropper of a unique intimate occasion.'”*

1% Carriére 2007, p. 262.

1% Carriére 1985, p. 179.

192 Berthold Brecht qtd in The Theatre of Berthold Brecht by John Willett (London: Methuen,
1977), p. 174.
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Brook’s actors thus reworked a key aspect of Brecht’s directing practice in
their performances of the Mahabharata, namely the distancing or estrangement
effect. Carriere again provides the most useful description of the division between
actor and role that occurred in the production:

L’acteur joue, avec la complicité de son metteur en scene, sur cette étrange

passerelle, riche de lecons pour nous tous, qui sépare celui qui joue de

. . . r 103
celui qui est joué.

Yet Carricre is quick to point out that this separation between actor and
character implies virtuosity rather than a lack of engagement with the role:
L’acteur joue, cela ne fait aucun doute, il est entierement engagé dans son
jeu, mais il peut se retirer a chaque instant, contempler de loin son
personnage, le regarder jouer, le désapprouver et méme se moquer
subtilement de lui, en prenant le public a témoin de sa balourdise.'*
David Williams analyses the temporary rift that occurs between actor and
character as ‘furnishing him/her [the actor] with the objectivity, lucidity and
compassion of a narratorial commentator or puppeteer’.'” Just as Vyasa is the
puppeteer for the overall narrative of the Mahabharata, jumping in and out of the
story, aware of his own function in the overall hierarchy, the actor can step out of
role to describe the actions of his character from a seemingly more objective
vantage point.
Williams sees Brook’s interest in the storyteller as stemming from the
simplicity of the performance and the delivery of the text, which ‘retain[s] the
actor’s capacity for transformability and psycho-physical empathy, and at the

same time remain(s] unencumbered by the superficial trappings of naturalistic

impersonation’.'”® Carriére though sees the relevance of the figure of the

19 Carriére 2007, p. 262.
1% Carriére 2007, p. 262.
1% Williams 1991, p. 189.
1% Williams 1991, p. 23.
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storyteller in Brook’s Mahabharata as testament to its origins in India. Indeed, he
claims that ‘the storyteller is an essential person in Indian society, as much as the
warrior or the baker. They understand perfectly that no society can survive if its
own myths are not told to it”.'”” In the West, the theatre acts as a space for
remembrance and retelling of myths. Carriére seems to therefore be advocating
for the continued need of theatre in different societies. Jack Goody analyses
mimesis as ‘une forme de re-présentation: elle n’est pas 1’action elle-méme, mais
sa ré-édition’.'”® This might be correlated with Brook’s argument in the Empty
Space, in which he states that in the theatre, through the act of rendering present
an act from the past, ‘yesterday’s action [...] live again in every one of its aspects
— including its immediacy’.'"

On one level therefore, the figure of the storyteller in the Brook and
Carrieére Mahabharata functions as a device that allows the transposition of a non-
dramatic text to the stage. The narrative voice is given an identifiable body and
stage presence. More than that though, the storyteller represents a channel through
which to access the great mythological stories of the past. In an article for the
journal Thédtre entitled ‘Le ciel et la merde’, Brook argues that the theatre is the
closest thing modern society has to a ceremony.' '’ It represents a space of transfer
between the stage and audience where one might hope to gain insight into an
aspect of our lives. The reason why Brook often looks to Shakespeare or to
philosophical texts such as La conférence des oiseaux or the Mahabharata is

because they contain the germs of transmission. And theatre’s function is to give a

chance for this transmission to occur.

7 Banu, et al 1986, p. 76.

1% Jack Goody. 2006. La peur des représentations: I’ambivalence a I’égard des images, du
thédtre, de la fiction, des reliques et de la sexualité (Paris: La Découverte), p. 19.

1% Peter Brook. 1968b. ‘Le ciel et la merde’, in Thédtre (1), p.155.

10 Brook 1968b, p.155.
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b) Mnouchkine’s Oresteia: Perspectives on the Narrative

Unlike Brook’s production of the Mahabharata, Les Atrides does not
feature a character like Vyasa, who remains throughout the cycle and is
responsible for shaping the narrative. The only character to feature in each of the
plays is Clytemnestra (albeit as a ghost in Les Euménides), but she does not fulfil
any narrating function. However also present in each of the plays is a chorus,
though its composition varies. In Iphigénie a Aulis, the chorus is composed of
young maidens, of old men in Agamemnon, of Trojan slave women in Les
Choéphores, and of Furies pursuing Orestes in Les Euménides. Present throughout
the action, the chorus in each of the plays provides a self-referential device very
similar to that of the boy and Ganesha in Brook’s Mahabharata. Like the boy, the
choruses ask numerous questions, directed at the characters on- and the gods off-
stage. Through this questioning they mirror the curiosity of the audience and
interrogate the protagonists to glean all the information they can. Though
gatherers of news, the choruses have to rely on the accounts of others for action
that happens off-stage. As Barbara Goward highlights: ‘since it is generally
outside the brief of the chorus to leave the stage and gather its own news, the
approach must be, in journalistic terms, essentially editorial’.''" Thus the chorus
relies on descriptions provided by other characters that act as messengers, relating
the action ‘off-stage’. Messenger characters provide the hard news, such as in
Agamemnon when the emissary returns to confirm that the Trojan War has ended

and that Agamemnon will shortly be returning to Argos:

I1 vient dans la nuit
Apportant la lumicre a tous, a vous

" Barbara Goward. 1999. Telling Tragedy: Narrative Techniques in Aeschylus, Sophocles and

Euripides (Trowbridge: Redwood), p. 23.
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Et a ceux qui sont rassemblés 1a.

Donc, faites-lui la féte comme il le faut.

Avec le soc de Zeus justicier

Il a déraciné Ilion et labouré ses fondations.'"?

The function of the messenger in this instance is to confirm the fact that
Troy has fallen and to announce the imminent return of Agamemnon to Argos.
The focus is on the future rather than the past in the sense that what concerns the
chorus is the fact that Agamemnon is going to return, rather than how he was able
to defeat Troy. In the following stasimon, they then reflect on the events by
relating the story of a man who brought a young lion to his home, and recalling
the disastrous consequences:

Mais le temps vint

Ou il [le lion] montra son caractére héréditaire.

Et pour récompenser ceux qui 1’avaient nourri,

Sans qu’on le lui demande, dans un massacre de moutons
I1 se fait un festin.

][éﬁjoyé par un dieu, un acolyte du Malheur

Etait venu dans la demeure

Se joindre & I’élevage. '

The last three lines provide the commentary and allow the chorus in the
next verse to transpose the moral of the story to the context of the Trojan War.
Roland Barthes described the chorus in Greek tragedy as ‘le commentaire par
excellence’, and noted that ‘c’est son verbe qui fait de 1’événement autre chose
qu’un geste brut’.'"* In this regard there are similarities with Vyasa in Brook’s
Mahabharata, since he provides a commentary on the action for the benefit of the
boy and the audience by extension. Vyasa makes sense of the action and thus the

two functions of the raconteur are to report (as a messenger figure) and to

comment (as a choral figure).

"2 Mnouchkine 1992a , p. 31, L523-8.
3 Mnouchkine 1992a, p. 40, L727-38.
14 Roland Barthes. 1963. Sur Racine (Paris: Editions du Seuil), p. 44.
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The presence of different choruses in each of the plays that form Les
Atrides allowed Mnouchkine to highlight the partiality of each of their
commentating voices. Yet the choruses’ direct involvement in the action varies
within the cycle. In Les Euménides the Furies’ involvement is very clear and
marked compared to the others. Given an opportunity to reflect on the action that
unfolds, their commentary exposes a need for a punishing judicial system: ‘Il est
des fois ou la terreur est bonne / Et, tuteur des esprits, il faut qu’elle siége de pied

ferme’.'" This line comes after their dismay at Athena’s decision not to condemn

Orestes without trial: ‘c’est I’heure des catastrophes a cause des lois nouvelles’.''®
In any given stasimon, the involvement of the chorus in Les Euménides is made
evident. The first stanza of the parodos (entrance of the chorus) in Héléne Cixous’
translation is one clear example of this:

Iou! Tou! Popoi!

Nous subissons 1’outrage, amies!

Oui, moi j’ai subi une grande souffrance, et pour rien!

Nous avons subi un mal insupportable.

Opopoi! Irréparable!

I1 est parti! L’animal a sauté hors des filets!
Vaincue par le sommeil, j’ai perdu mon gibier."'

;

Aeschylus may have been the first dramatist to add passages of dialogue
between characters not involving the chorus, but the latter features heavily in Les
Eumeénides. Yet, there is a stark contrast between the direct involvement in the
action of the former and that of the chorus in Les Choéphores, which is more akin
to a troubled observer. This is related to the fact that the chorus is composed of

Trojan slave women, who are outsiders to the action that unfolds in the house of

Atreus. In Mnouchkine’s Les Choéphores, the chorus reflects on Orestes’ murder

"5 Héléne Cixous (trans.). 1992. Les Euménides by Aeschylus (Paris: Editions Théatrales), p. 41,

L514-5.
16 Cixous 1992, p. 40, L490.
"7 Cixous 1992, p. 23, L142-8.
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of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus from a position of satisfaction but not direct
involvement:

I1 est venu dans la maison d’Agamemnon

Le double lion; le double tueur;

Jusqu’au bout il a tout dit,

L’exilé délégué par I’oracle divin

Qui s’¢lancait sans mal

Poussé par le dieu avisé.'"®

The choruses’ role in shaping the dramatic material echoed that of
Mnouchkine as a director. Mnouchkine’s mediation of the experience began with
an installation piece, which fore-grounded the ‘mise en scéne’ as a site of
construction of historical meaning. On route from the reception hall to the
performance space, the audience passed next to what appeared to be ‘des fouilles’,
archaeological digs. These digs were created by Mnouchkine and the mask-maker
Erhard Stiefel, resident at the Cartoucherie. Trenches were filled with life-size
statues of people and horses lined-up in rows, which bore a resemblance to the
warriors of the Chinese terracotta army. They were dressed, like the costumed
actors, in clothes that were inspired from a number of ancient traditions, notably
Chinese and Indian. Indeed, as the chorus entered at the start of Agamemnon,
Bryant-Bertail remarks that it seemed as if ‘the crowd of statues had returned to
life and found their way to the stage’.'"

The trenches allowed the audiences to view the cycle as histories, since
they had been encouraged to participate, or at least view, the excavation process
of the work. Before the start of the final piece, Les Euménides, the trenches were

left bare to show that the Furies had been subjugated, and thus, eradicated from

our history. It is tempting to read the archaeological digs as an ironic allusion to

"8 Mnouchkine 1992b, p. 60, L937-42.
119 Sarah Bryant-Bertail. 2000. Space and Time in Epic Theatre: the Brechtian Legacy (Rochester,
N.Y.: Camden House), p.180.
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Barthes’ indication, ‘c’est donc en donnant a L ‘orestie son exacte figure, je ne dis
2
pas archéologique, mais historique, que nous manifesterons le lien qui nous unit a

cette ceuvre’.!?°

That is to say that the basis of how Western society is organised
institutionally is manifest in the work. Yet, though Mnouchkine recreated an
actual archaeological excavation, neither her nor Brook’s theatre could be
conceived of as an archaeological recreation of ‘original’ performances. The dig,
however, acted as a metaphor for the scholarly research she had conducted with
the help of Judet de la Combe and Bollack. It allowed the audience to reflect on
the process of excavating and mediating ancient myths and stories, and to
consider how their own experiences were shaped by what they witnessed in the
theatre. The omni-presence of Ariane Mnouchkine prior to the performance, from
checking the audience’s tickets, to serving food and directing people where to sit,
further served to highlight the director’s mediation in the telling of the narrative.
Indeed as Sallie Goetsch noted: ‘If Mnouchkine’s engagement with Aeschylus
and Euripides was mediated by translations, our experience of Les Atrides was
even more carefully and explicitly mediated by Ariane Mnouchkine’.'*' By
framing the company’s own preparatory work, Mnouchkine invited the audience
to reflect on the construction of the theatre experience.

Also, what is particularly striking about the Cartoucherie de Vincennes is
the fact that audiences are given considerable access to the performers prior to the
actual performance. The actors are visible as they prepare for their roles, put on
their costumes and apply their make-up. Their visibility highlights the distance

between actor and character thereby reinforcing the notion that theatre is an act of

12 Roland Barthes. 1964. ‘Comment représenter 1’antique? in Thédtre Aujourd hui (1), rev. ed
2007, p. 76.

"2 Sallie Goetsch. 1994. ‘Playing Against the Text: Les Atrides and the History of Reading
Aeschylus’, Tulane Drama Review (46.1), p. 77.
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re-telling, of representation or ‘représentation’. Driving a wedge between actor
and character is therefore a common aspect to Mouchkine’s and Brook’s work.
They both evolve from a Brechtian concept of estrangement. However, by
breaking the connection between an actor and a single character in the audience’s
mind, Mnouchkine paradoxically was able to establish connections between
different roles. In Agamemnon, Cassandra is murdered in the house of Atreus as
part of Clytemnestra’s act of revenge against her husband for sacrificing her own
daughter. Yet Mnouchkine had the same actress (Nirupama Nityanandan) playing
both Iphigénie and Cassandra. Thus, in murdering Cassandra, it is as if
Clytemnestra kills her own daughter, thereby rendering the killing of Agamemnon
meaningless. Sarah Bryant-Bertail highlights one moment in the production when
this connection between the two parts of Iphigénie and Cassandra was made
obvious:

The two women [Cassandra and Clytemnestra] have a moment alone.

Clytemnestra tears down the red cloth behind which the girl is sitting with

her back turned, unwilling to come out. Clytemnestra tries to speak to her,

asks her to use sign language, even climbs up on to the platform with her,
but finally gives up. Recognising the actress, we sense that somehow it is

Iphigenia, and that if she only turned around or spoke she and

Clytemnestra would see it too.'*

Mnouchkine therefore highlighted the fact that in performance the story is
also transmitted through the physical bodies of the actors. She also used other
elements, such as aural effects to weave links between the productions. For
instance, the barking of dogs as the lights faded, marked the end of all the plays of
the cycle with the exception of the last. This continuity of sound established a

tangible link between each part, highlighting the lack of settlement and frankly

dangerous world in which the action was located. It marked continuity in the

122 Sarah Bryant-Bertail. 1994. ‘Gender, Empire and Body Politic as Mise en Scéne:
Mnouchkine’s Les Atrides’, Theatre Journal (46.1), p. 22.
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narrative and acted as a recurring phrase in a written text might, as a chilling echo.
This demonstrates that the language of the stage is not simply verbal, but aural
and visual also. Mnouchkine is able to work through the text’s allegories and
show subtleties, such as the similar parts of Cassandra and Iphigenia through the
use of doubling.

I noted how the figure of the storyteller was relevant to discussing both the
work of the actors at the C.I.C.T. and Brook’s approach to directing them. In
particular, I remarked that the actors were encouraged to create distance between
themselves and the characters. As I just mentioned, the audience at Les Atrides
were encouraged to note that distance also. The actors were encouraged to
abandon realistic or naturalistic renditions of character in favour of a hybrid style
of performance borrowed from different (mainly Oriental) sources. In Les Atrides,
the performers predominantly delivered their lines ‘face au public’, which meant
that each of their expressions, gestures and postures were not only visible by the
audience, but in fact directed at them. The actor was therefore encouraged to think
of herself or himself as a performer, rather than as the embodiment of that
character. The audience’s role became elucidated and its ‘raison d’étre’ as a
watcher who engages the act of theatre was affirmed: the artificiality of the theatre
performance made a virtue. Brecht’s analysis of Chinese acting is applicable to
the actor and audience situation at the Soleil; ‘the audience can no longer have the
illusion of being the unseen spectator at an event which is really taking place’
since the actor ‘expresses his awareness of being watched’.'* Furthermore,
Brecht’s comments about the perceived coldness of the actor in Chinese Theatre,

which comes ‘from the actor’s holding himself remote from the character’'**

'2 Brecht qtd in Willett 1964, p. 92.
124 Brecht qtd in Willett 1964, p. 93.



79

might equally be applied to the actor in Les Atrides, since the actors worked at
creating external gestures for codifying emotion rather than naturalistically
imitating or experiencing them.

Distance between actor and character was not created as in the Brook
production with actors commenting and narrating their parts, but by outwardly
and self-consciously showing the attributes of character. Does this acting style
correspond to the figure of the storyteller though? No, since the actors are
nevertheless fully immersed in their non-naturalistic renditions of character. Yet
Mnouchkine’s role could be equated with that figure since as she selected,
arranged and presented the narrative, she made sure that the artifice of her
construction was visible. The storyteller is a form of conjurer who with the simple
power of the imagination creates countries, forms and characters for his
assembled audience. Yet the place in which these tales are recounted and the
characters summoned to perform is of paramount importance. Just as Alcandre in
Corneille’s Illusion Comique requires his grotto to ply his ‘commerce des
ombres’, the storyteller needs a space in which to develop his narrative. In the
following section, I wish to touch on considerations of space that will be
developed in detail in coming chapters.

*kk

I11. Performing Sites: Spaces for Storytelling

On first reading, the opening lines of Brook’s oft-quoted theoretical work,
The Empty Space, might appear to imply that space is of little importance to him.
In other words, literally anywhere will suffice as a space for performance.'** The

key word in the sentence, however, is not ‘any’ but ‘empty’. For what is an

125
See above.
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‘empty space’? Does such a notion even exist? These questions need to be
considered in relation to the issue of organising a narrative spatially, which is
integral to the art of theatre. Moreover, the performances of both Les Atrides and
the Mahabharata took place in striking locations, not least of which were the
respective bases of the two companies, the Cartoucherie and the Bouffes du Nord.
In this section of the chapter, I am going to focus on how and what the
performance venues brought to bear on the storytelling in the ‘mises en scéne’ of
both pieces. I will analyse the sites as frames for the narratives, but also as spaces
facilitating a particular conception of theatre performance.

In an interview with Richard Schechner, Peter Brook claimed that
Avignon, signified ‘Popes, wine, good food, medieval charm’, to most of its
visitors.'*® Since 1947, the town has also become synonymous with the theatre
festival held in July each year. The Court of Honour in the Papal Palace is perhaps
the most characteristic and mythical of its venues. Yet, when Brook was invited to
premiere the French version of the Mahabharata at the 1985 festival, he eschewed
the performance spaces in the medieval city, preferring instead to present the
work at the Carriere Callet in Boulbon. The quarry offered a shell-like space,
hewn out of the rock and freed from the discourse of medieval Catholicism
prevalent in the architecture of the city. The Carric¢re Callet was also un-theatrical
in that it did not bear much resemblance to the confused image of ‘red curtains,
spotlights, blank verse, laughter, darkness’ generally invoked by a theatre.'*” It
was not though the only one to be used by Brook for the performances of the
Mahabharata, the Boya Quarry (Perth) and Anstey’s Hill Quarry (Adelaide) were

also appropriated. In each case the audiences were sat in three blocks of raised

126 Brook qtd in Schechner, et al 1986, p. 60.
27 Brook 1968a, p. 11.
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temporary seating, in the shape of an amphitheatre. The actors performed at
ground level, below the audience, and the cliff face of the quarries formed the
backdrop to the action. The design might be described as elemental; just as the
story had been carved out to reveal its essential structural building blocks, so had
the stage space. Rock piles, a pool and a river, dug out of the dried earth that
formed the base of the stage, were the only permanent features.

The quarries were spaces that had not been intended for theatre, but were
adapted to accommodate the performances of the Mahabharata. They were
hollowed-out shells, but not devoid of meaning and by no means empty. Other
venues chosen to house the production included the home of the C.I.C.T., the
Bouffes du Nord, which David Williams describes as an ‘espace trouvé’, a
discovered space.'”® The principle difference with the quarries is of course that the
Bouffes had from the start been purpose-built as a theatre. However, it had not
had a particularly successful performance history and had been abandoned for
approximately twenty years before being rediscovered by Brook and his
colleagues. The interior of the theatre bears witness to its own decay. Deliberately
bare, the raised stage has been ripped out, the seats replaced with wooden benches
and the décor left in a state of decadence. The scars and blemishes of the passage
of time have been highlighted rather than hidden. It appears to be in a ruinous
state, a space left deliberately emptied of the trappings of the ‘rich theatre’.

The Majestic theatre in Brooklyn, to which the English version of Brook’s
Mahabharata toured, is a similarly evocative space, rediscovered and designed to
resemble the Bouffes. These derelict spaces speak of the destruction of a

particular conception of theatre as an art form and as social entertainment.

128 Williams 1991, p. 9.
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Architecturally, they resemble the Italianate designs of the Parisian theatres such
as the Comédie Francaise or the Odéon, yet they have none of the ornate trappings
of these theatres. They also bear little resemblance to the new-build theatres such
as the Théatre de la Ville. These spaces are self-consciously different, and
evidently raw. The Bouffes du Nord contains something of the ruinous aspect that
attracted Brook to perform Orghast in Persepolis in 1970. The mythical narrative
of Prometheus took shape in the ashes of the civilisation from which the myth was
issued. I will explore in the chapter ‘Treading the Earth to Reach the Sky’ how
space is used to pre-determine or re-appropriate ritual. For the present, [ am
simply content with noting there is something about constructing new codes of
theatre performance out of the embers of the past.

Questions about reconfiguring space are equally applicable to the Théatre
du Soleil’s performance venue at the Cartoucherie de Vincennes, which was
reconfigured from a military hangar into a theatre space. The company took
residence at the disused armament factory in the early seventies. It has since then
symbolised the communitarian but marginal spirit of the company, and come to be
regarded as a hugely significant performance space. Bernard Dort, for instance,
describes it thus:

Iy a d’abord le lieu. Depuis /789, la Cartoucherie est devenue un peu la

Mecque du théatre parisien. Elle tient de 1’église (ou plutot du temple) et

de la gare. On s’y sent d’emblée a I’aise.'*’

Such a description of the theatre as a spiritual place will lead me to
comment in a later chapter on the codification of ritual in the work of
Mnouchkine and Brook. Dort’s comment about the Cartoucherie being the very

heart or spiritual home of Parisian theatre clearly illustrates its significance with

12 Bernard Dort. 1986. Thédtre: Essais (Paris: Editions du Seuil), p. 220.



regards the sociability of the venue. Other theatre analysts, including David
Bradby, concur with Dort. As the former notes, theatregoers receive a ‘special
welcome’ at the Cartoucherie.”” As I noted previously, what is particularly
striking about the performances by the Théatre du Soleil is the fact that the
audiences are given considerable access to the performers prior to the actual
performance. During Les Atrides, the actors bustled around serving ‘crevettes
cyclopéennes’ in a large reception hall, the focal point of which was ‘a large
political map of the ancient world, with a red line representing the voyages of
Agamemnon’."" A similar configuration was adopted when the productions
toured, as when Les Atrides was performed at the Park Slope Armoury in
Brooklyn, another reclaimed space. The social interplay between actors and
audience, but also between audience members themselves is different in a space
such as the Cartoucherie on the one hand, and an Italianate theatre on the other.
Once again, I shall return to this point with regards the recalibration of ritual.
Yet, with regards to Les Atrides, the space’s former life as an armament
factory surely impacted on the audience’s reading of the performance. Indeed, I
would suggest that the military discourse of the surroundings could not fail to
influence their appreciation of the play. As performance venues, both the
Cartoucherie and the Park Slope Armoury were sites that were rhetorically
steeped in violence. Just as the action in the plays of Aeschylus and Euripides is
framed by the Trojan War, the performances were framed by the military
surroundings. Peter Von Becker notes that ‘theatre’ in English when applied to

military context, such as in the expression ‘theatre of war’, refers to the site of

1 Bradby 2002, p.113.
! Bryant-Bertail 1994, p. 180.
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32 1n Les Atrides, Mnouchkine’s both was and dramatised a ‘theatre of

conflict.
war’. The spatial organisation of the venue was intended by her to trigger an
automatic response from the audience. Just as in the plays the world war between
Troy and Greece frames the familial war at the heart of the Atrides, the venues
framed the performances in the discourses of war. The dialectics of war were
further conveyed through the set, conceived by designer Guy-Claude Frangois,
which created an emotionally and energetically charged space. Ingeborg Pietzsch
highlights the similarities with the bullring and the design in her description of the
action:

Die Arena wird zum Schauplatz der Kémpfe, Intrigen, familidren Fehden

and geplanten Morde. Hier treten die Morder Klytdmnestra, Elektra und

Orest, gekleidet wie Matadore, zum Kampf an. Hier lauern Unheil and

Verfiirhrung. Und hier vor allem herrscht der Chor — Mnouchkines

grandiose Erfindung.'>

Thus, Mnouchkine reinforced the discourse of conflict in her use of space.
For both Brook’s Mahabharata and Mnouchkine’s Les Atrides, the performance
venues were spaces that facilitated storytelling. They did so by being outside the
norm of Western performance spaces, thereby requiring the performers to find
new codes and new forms of delivery.

*xk

L.V. The Shifting Point'**

Narrative is seen as giving theatre its structural foundations: it is the art of
telling a story in a space with live performers. Of course, the theatre of a certain
avant-garde (types of performance art and installation work) tries to belie this

truism. Yet, in the case of staging plays from the classical canon of literature or

132 peter Von Becker. 1991. ‘Der Tanz der Tragddie’, Theater Heute (27.6), p. 3.

'3 Ingeborg Pietzsch. 1991. ‘Ein Mord Endlos. Die Atriden. Inszenierung der Ariane Mnouchkine
(Théatre du Soleil)’, Theater der Zeit (9), p. 62.

134 The title of this section is also a book written by Peter Brook: The Shifting Point (London:
Methuen, 1994).
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great myths from an archaic past, it is clear that the articulation of (a) narrative(s)
is paramount. In their respective production cycles, the Mahabharata and Les
Atrides, Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine transmitted ancient mythological
histories to late Twentieth-Century Western audiences. Acting as mediators
between distant, removed cultures and their audiences, the directors rendered
present on the stage stories of love, betrayal and family conflict. Through a
communal live experience with their audiences, they brought to life epic and
dramatic tales.

The object of my enquiry in this chapter has been the process through
which these two productions deconstructed and retold their source myths in
performance. More specifically I have considered how they deal with them as
stories to be told. Making accessible works from the distant past requires an
understanding of the cultural context in which they were originally produced.
Indeed if the act of transposition is to be considered as translation rather than
appropriation, elements of this original context must survive. Such knowledge
must invariably be complemented by the awareness of contemporary culture in
order to make the work relevant. The translation of ancient texts to the modern
stage is therefore an enterprise fraught with challenges (as is their subsequent
commentary), since a lack of insight into either domain results in a skewed
interpretation that fails to do justice to the original piece. The theatres of both
directors — by that term, I mean everything from artistic conception, to the
buildings in which they showcase their work — are not archaeological. The
directors Eugene Green or Jean-Denis Monory sought in their productions of
classical French works to recreate a mode of performance that replicated the

original performances. Such was not the approach of either Brook or Mnouchkine
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in staging the Mahabharata and Les Atrides. Rather, the productions were
presented in spaces that were neither immersed in the discourse of ancient
cultures, nor too closely associated with a contemporary context. The spaces used
were outside this thought-culture and were transitory since they both articulated
the past and the present. These were spaces for exchange and human contact,
spaces of transmission.

The audiences at the Mahabharata and Les Atrides witnessed productions
that attempted to find new codes for theatre performance by returning to ancient
narratives. The source materials were anchored in archaic forms of storytelling.
Through attempting to reclaim these founding myths for the late Twentieth
Century, both directors needed to search for new ritualistic frameworks within
which they could be presented. Both production cycles could be seen as the
continuation of their previous work in the theatre. Indeed, the theatres of Brook
and Mnouchkine have a particular renown, to the extent that, as Marvin Carlson
notes, ‘the character of any new Brook production, like that of any new
Mnouchkine production is now heavily conditioned by the ‘celebrity’ of the
Brook and Mnouchkine continuing experience’.*” The decision to stage the
Mahabharata and Les Atrides reflects the directors’ desires to provide their
audiences with an experience that ran counter to those of everyday life. The work
of Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine is inscribed in a counter-cultural current
that seeks to reclaim theatre as a community event where the great narratives are
explored through epic storytelling. It is possible to see their work also as a
response to Brecht: they have sought to extricate elements from his work and

thinking, rather than try to apply his practice.

135 Marvin Carlson. 1994. ‘Invisible Presences: Performance Intertextuality’, Theatre Research
International (19.2), p. 115.
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In the next chapter, I will look at this idea in some detail when establishing
how the two directors emerged in French theatre, how they considered the state of
theatre and its necessity to act as a vehicle for thought. It is indeed necessary to
consider how they came to establish themselves as part of a network of theatre-
makers. In other words, from telling the stories they dramatised in their

productions, it is now time to move on to consider their own stories.
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Chapter 2: Directing Theatre: Struggles on the
French Scene

Pierre Bourdieu describes the cultural sector as an ideological
battleground, marked by the confrontation of different conceptions of artistic
practice and aesthetics. In his seminal work, La Distinction, he highlights the fact
that:

Les jeux d’artistes et d’esthétes pour le monopole de la 1égitimité artistique
sont moins innocents qu’il ne parait: il n’est pas de lutte a propos de I’art
qui n’ait aussi pour enjeu I’imposition d’un art de vivre, c'est-a-dire la
transmutation d’une maniére arbitraire de vivre en maniére légitime
d’exister qui jette dans 1’arbitraire toute autre maniére de vivre.'*°

In other words, the cultural is political, and artists are locked in power
struggles to establish the dominance and legitimacy of a particular discourse. In
order to do so, as Bourdieu notes in relation to the literary environment, different
strategies are used. These vary in accordance with the position one occupies
within the field:

Les stratégies des agents et des institutions qui sont engagés dans les luttes

littéraires, c¢’est-a-dire leurs prises de position (spécifiques, c’est-a-dire

stylistiques par exemple, ou non spécifiques, politiques, éthiques, etc.)
dépendent de la position qu’ils occupent dans la structure du champ, c’est-
a-dire dans la distribution du capital symbolique spécifique,
institutionnalisé ou non (reconnaissance interne ou notoriété externe), et
qui, par la médiation des dispositions constitutives de leur habitus (et

relativement autonomes par rapport a la position), les incline soit a

conserver soit a transformer la structure de cette distribution, donc a

perpétuer les régles de jeu en vigueur ou a les subvertir."*’

Such comments are apt to describe the movements in the field of theatre,
where power struggles are rife. In some cases, they might be motivated by
personal disagreements, but usually shape up as artistic disputes. Battles and

internal politics move literally into the political sphere when one considers that

since 1959 there has been a designated Minister of Culture in France, and that
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Pierre Bourdieu. 1979. La Distinction (Paris: Minuit), p. 60.
Pierre Bourdieu. 1994. Raisons pratiques sur la théorie de [’action (Paris: Seuil), p. 71.
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many theatres are subsidised by the state. The intensity of these struggles is felt all
the more as entertainment possibilities have increased over the years, with various
mediums such as radio, television, and more recently, the Internet, competing
against more established forms such as theatre. Thus, every large theatre
institution has a ‘public relations’ department, aimed at making it prominent in the
cultural life of the community within which it is established. Indeed it has become
necessary to iterate the value of a theatre’s offer as well as its role in society in
order to maintain its existence.

The director in charge of running and programming the venue is
instrumental in conditioning that offer. A change in director therefore leads to a
change in artistic and management policy."*® At this point it should be noted that I
am using the term ‘director’ to describe both an administrative position and what
in French is called a ‘metteur en scéne’. Indeed, in the case of state-funded
institutions in France at least, the two go hand in hand since ‘metteurs en sceéne’
are given a dual function: that of running theatre buildings and that of governing
their artistic policies. Considered globally, it appears that they currently occupy a
position of strength. As a result, analysing the differences between metteurs en
sceéne’s artistic conceptions provides a panorama of the contemporary theatre
scene. Thus it seems to me that Patrice Pavis is mistaken when in answer to the
question ‘ou va la mise en scéne?’, he comments:

Voila une question aujourd’hui quelque peu démodée ou qui a perdu de sa

pertinence, comme si savoir ‘a quoi bon le théatre?’ était un reste idéaliste
’ i 139
de la pensée des Lumiceres.

38 I have been able to witness this first hand at the Comédie de Reims, where the season’s

programme and artistic direction of the theatre changed radically when Ludovic Lagarde took over
from Emmanuel Demarcy-Mota in January 2009.
139 Pavis 2007, p. 302.
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Rather, both these questions are paramount to understanding not only the
current state of play in French theatre but also its recent history, particularly when
one considers that the latter part of the Twentieth-Century in France witnessed an
effervescent period in which the missions and functions of theatre were hotly
debated. The ‘metteurs en scéne’ were not only the motors of these struggles but
in the end benefitted most from them. Thus the history of recent French theatre is
intertwined with the history of the rise of the directors, and what better way of
telling this history therefore than by considering the roles of two leading directors
in shaping it? As I have already noted, over the course of their respective careers,
Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine have achieved high levels of recognition
within the field of contemporary French theatre. That is to say that their practices
(methods of working and productions) have been recognised and celebrated by
members of the profession, academics and academic institutions, the press, as
well as various cultural and political organisations. Brook and Mnouchkine have
achieved a level of dominance and must therefore be taken as leading motors in
the transformation of theatre ideology. In other words, they have helped shape the
landscape of contemporary theatre by establishing their own conceptions of
artistic practice in relation to their peers.

The aim of this chapter is to proceed to analyse the trajectories of both
directors within the field or ‘champ’ of theatrical activity in France that they
helped define. A ‘champ’ or field exists when a particular domain has established
relative autonomy with regards the rest of society, and put in place its own rules
and modes of operating. The term is used in everyday language to describe the
various sectors of economic or social activity. The expressions ‘medical field” and

‘legal field’ for instance are often employed to describe the inner workings of
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these professional environments. The cartography of a particular field is defined
by Bourdieu as the ‘espace de positions et de prises de positions actuelles et
potentielles (espace de possibles ou problématiques)’ set out by those active
within it.'** By analysing the inter-relationships between the various actors or
‘agents’ within a particular field it is possible to establish dominant trends. With
regards the theatrical field or ‘champ théatral’ of the latter Twentieth-Century in
France, it is possible to identify global shifts in ideology. It is also possible to
identify how the positions of Brook and Mnouchkine change accordingly, either
to provoke or take account of developments.

The careers of Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine, though quite
different, can nevertheless be broken down into similar phases. Brook’s career
started in the English theatre, where he very quickly made his name. By the early
fifties, he had produced Shakespeare at Stratford, directed in France and New
York, held and resigned from a post of director of productions at Covent Garden.
Kenneth Tynan’s perceptive profile of Brook in 1954 described him as ‘the best
director in London’, but also stated that he was effectively inhibited by the theatre
set-up in England, and whimsically imagined him working in France.'"'
Following a series of experimental projects in the early sixties, Tynan’s vision of
Brook working in France came to be realised as he set up a research centre, the
Centre International de Recherche Théatrale (C.I.LR.T.) on the initiative of Jean-
Louis Barrault. Brook’s move to France in 1970 was cemented by the company

taking residence at the Bouffes du Nord in 1974 and changing its name to the

Centre International de Création Théatrale (C.I.C.T.). Since then he has

10 pierre Bourdieu. 1992. Les Régles de I’art (Paris: Seuil), p. 312. Bourdieu focuses on the

analysis of the literary field, particularly surrounding the publication of Flaubert’s L éducation
sentimentale, though his concepts can equally be applied to the theatrical field.

"I Kenneth Tynan. 1954. ‘Peter Brook’, Profiles. Ed. by Kathleen Tynan and Ernie Eban
(London: Nick Hearn, 1989), p. 78.
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established himself as one of the leading theatre makers, while cultivating the
image of an outsider.

As for Mnouchkine, her formative years were spent at the Sorbonne where
she founded the drama society 1’ Association Théatrale des Etudiants de Paris
(A.T.E.P.) with friends who would form the nucleus of the Théatre du Soleil. The
Soleil was originally a touring organisation and performed in a variety of
locations, from disused circuses to working factories. 1970 is also a key date for
the Théatre du Soleil since the company set up residence at the Cartoucherie de
Vincennes, thereby ending their nomadic existences. The following ten years
might then be characterised as those in which the company operated within the
spirit of collective creation or ‘création collective’. Afterwards, the company’s
methods of working shifted towards artistic collaboration. This period of work
corresponds to the fifteen years between 1980 and 1995. It is during this time that
Mnouchkine developed her most extroverted and theatrically innovative
productions.

Thus, Brook’s and Mnouchkine’s trajectories of development within the
French ‘champ théatral’ can be broken down into three stages, formative,
experimental and affirmative. The first strictly speaking corresponds to the time
preceding their entry into the field, which in Brook’s case equates with his career
in England, and in Mnouchkine’s, to her education at the Sorbonne. The second
roughly corresponds to the sixties and early seventies, whereas the third, to the
late seventies through to the early nineties. In this chapter, I wish to comment on
how both directors established themselves in relation to their peers within each of
these set time periods. It is not simply a case of painting a picture of the changing

landscape of theatre activity and seeing how Brook and Mnouchkine fit into it.
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Rather I shall pinpoint how within a highly charged environment, they set in
motion and were affected by developments both in the theatrical field but also of
course in the social and political domains. It is necessary for me to comment on
the evolution of the champ théatral from the end of WWII rather than simply in
the decades of the Mahabharata and Les Atrides in order take account of
‘problématiques’ that are apparent throughout the history of theatre production
and which are directly or indirectly linked to the productions on which my
research focuses. As indeed Bourdieu’s view is that the ‘état du champ est le

résultat de son histoire cumulée’.'*

skeksk

I. 1945 — 1968: Du Théatre Pour Tous?'*

In France, as elsewhere in Europe, it is difficult to overstate the
importance of the Second World War in bringing about societal and cultural
changes. Since France had been an occupied country, there was a definite desire
to establish a new sense of society following the liberation. In the theatre, this
meant that writers, directors and administrators who had been active under the
occupation were subject to investigations into their potential collaboration with
the occupier. This was no simple task since many important figures from the
literary and theatre worlds working during the war years in Paris had collaborated
intellectually to some extent. Indeed, producing theatre in an established venue or
institution, such as the Comédie Frangaise, inevitably meant participating in a
dialogue with the occupying forces. Marie-Agnés Joubert demonstrates this point

with regards the literary journal Comoedia:

2 Bourdieu 1992, p. 312.
' The title of this heading is a reworking of Antoine Vitez’s famous rallying call for ‘un théatre
¢litaire pour tous’.
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Disparu en 1936, le journal Comoedia redevient le 21 juin 1941
I’hebdomadaire de la vie culturelle. Des signatures comme celles d’Henry
de Montherlant, Jean-Louis Barrault, Jean Cocteau, Jean Giraudoux,
Charles Dullin ou encore Jean-Paul Sartre, contribuérent au journal. Avec
une page intitulée ‘Connaitre I’Europe’, il apporta sa caution a la
collaboration intellectuelle.'*

It is worth noting that many of these figures were considerably less in
vogue following the war, such was the scrutiny under which were placed those
who had been active on the theatrical stage during the occupation. What followed
was a radical reassessment of artistic practice and theatre’s role in society. True,
there was still an appetite for the genre of Parisian bourgeois comedies that had
been so popular before the war. However, the ‘théatre de boulevard’ as it was
known, became increasingly less culturally relevant as new forms and approaches
to theatre practice began to emerge in the post-war years. On the one hand, the
Parisian left bank intelligentsia sought to sap the established genres by proposing
formally innovative and challenging work. Indeed, the group led by writers
labelled the ‘nouveau théatre’ by critics, was responding to a change in
mentalities following the traumatic events of the war and to the changing set of
geo-political circumstances. Jean-Luc Dejean might be going a bit far when he
states that: ‘I’homme lui-méme n’a pas les mémes gofits. Tout a changé tout
change autour de lui’, but it is clear to see where he is coming from.'*> On the
other hand, a generation of practitioners emerged, led by directors, that sought to
bring theatre to the people. This strand of theatrical activity, labelled the ‘théatre
populaire’ became increasingly important nationally as it was supported by
governmental drives to decentralise culture.

These three poles of activity, the ‘boulevard’, the ‘nouveau’ and the

‘populaire’, dominated the landscape of the theatrical field in the twenty years

144 Marie-Agnés Joubert. 1998. La Comédie francaise sous I'occupation (Paris: PUF), p. 15.

'3 Jean-Luc Dejean. 1987. Le thédtre frangais depuis 1945 (Paris: UNIF), p. 11.
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following the end of the Second World War. In this section of the chapter, I shall
thus consider each in turn, starting by the type of theatre that had been popular
prior to the War, namely the ‘boulevard’, before looking attentively at the new
forms that were the ‘nouveau’ and the ‘populaire’. Finally, I shall look at the

different ways in which Brook and Mnouchkine entered this landscape.

a) Entertaining the Bourgeois: the ‘Théatre de Boulevard’

For a number of producing theatres and theatre makers, the concept of
artistic innovation was less important than achieving commercial success.
Following the same logic as Hollywood blockbusters that a film or play with a
famous actor and a good theme will have widespread appeal, the ‘boulevard’
catered to its audience’s wishes without seeking to challenge them in any way.
Prior to World War II, the concept of theatre as a form of social entertainment
was engrained in the production culture. Even those with specific artistic
ambitions, members of the Cartel for instance, recognised the necessity of
commercial success.'*® After the war, the writers of the boulevard and the similar
genre, the drame satyrique, continued the tradition of heavily relying on tested
plot formulas, adultery being a favourite, tied up in the form of a well-made
play.'*” Indeed, the boulevard continued to provide escapist fantasies or mild

social satire as part of an evening’s entertainment for the Parisian ‘petite

146 The Cartel was an organisation (‘association’) set up by theatre-makers Louis Jouvet, Georges

Pitoéff, Gaston Baty and Charles Dullin in 1927. The aims of this organisation were to promote
artistic research in the face of what they saw as the monopoloy of the ‘théatre de boulevard’. They
promoted cheaper seats and applied a common tarification. Yet there were many artistic
divergences in the group and the Cartel eventually ended with the start of WWII.

"7 The well-made play is a genre of drama from the 19th century that Eugéne Scribe first codified.
By the mid-19th century, it had entered into common use as a derogatory term. The form has a
strong neoclassical flavour, involving a very tight plot and a climax that takes place very close to
the end of the story, with most of the story taking place before the action of the play; much of the
information regarding such previous action would be revealed through thinly veiled exposition.
Following that would be a series of causally-related plot complications.



96

bourgeoisie’. It is for this reason that throughout the fifties and early sixties, this
type of theatre ‘connait bien des beaux jours’, according to Marie-Claude
Hubert.'*®

Yet the boulevard, if it was still able to attract a certain type of audience,
was unable to attract innovative writing, or rather the attempts to provide a new
type of theatre were doomed to failure since most of the producers hardly went to
see what was happening in other theatres. Thus the writers associated with the
théatre de boulevard, such as Marcel Aymé and Félicien Marceau for example,
have failed to make a lasting impact on the post-war cultural landscape.'* There
are a number of reasons that can explain the lack of longevity of these writers.
The main one being that the plays were created to reflect a very particular section
of society and were not deemed to have much relevance outside this context. It
would, however, be reductive to state that the bourgeois theatre did not have the
capacity to shock, particularly when transplanted out of its Parisian context. Les
oeufs de I’autruche for instance, a two-act play by André Roussin, outraged the
mayor of Colmar, who wrote a letter of complaint to the artistic director of the
municipal theatre following his decision to programme it."*” Nevertheless, the
boulevard’s failure to engage with social issues meant that it generally fell into the
trap of merely providing escapist entertainment.

Indeed, when these situational comedies were attacked, it was because
they were felt to contribute very little to society other than entertainment for a

certain class of theatre attendees. Even when the satire was a little more biting, the

'8 Marie-Claude Hubert. 2008. Le Nouveau Thédtre 1950 — 1968 (Paris: Champion), p. 30.

"9 A contemporary of theirs, Jean Anouilh, is at least still studied in schools. His Antigone was
referenced in the 2003 the literary baccalaureate’s letters exam.

150 The letter, which is included in the ‘décentralisation’ folder at the National archives, is an
amusing read as it contains mainy reactionary arguments against theatrical innovation which arise
from the fact: ‘L’essence amorale de ce spectacle a choqué une grande partie de notre population’.
Or so claims the disgruntled mayor. ‘Lettre du Maire de Colmar a Monsieur I’ Administrateur des
Galas Karsenty’, 7 December 1949.
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conventional format in which the ideas were packaged rendered it less dangerous.
It is principally for this reason that the philosophical theatres of Albert Camus and
Jean-Paul Sartre were attacked in some quarters.”’ Hence Bernard Dort’s
scathing remarks in his article in Thédtre Populaire, when he claimed that they
provided a type of ideological debate that was no more insightful than the
editorials of daily newspapers.'>> Dort’s accusations labelled against Sartre’s
theatre were that it occupied a centrist position, neither formalistically challenging
nor ideological uprooting.

It is perhaps not surprising that the boulevard offered little in terms of
artistic innovation when one considers the rituals of attendance at the plays. These
included dressing up in smart attire and most likely eating out after the
performance. In short, making an evening of it was the plan. The play to be
watched with company was the pivotal point, but only in so much that it might
provide conversation over dinner. These same social rituals are still in vogue
today when attending performances at certain theatres, notably at the opera. The
notion of audience attendance is central to theatre as a social practice since the
presence of an audience validates the act of communication. More generally, the
decision to engage in a particular cultural activity is revelatory as Bernard
Lamizet explains:

Le choix d’un spectacle, ou le choix d’une exposition, ou le choix d’une

acitivité culturelle, implique de la part du sujet qui s’y livre, le choix d’une

stratégie personnelle de politique collective, c’est-a-dire I’inscription de
cette pratique dans une logique de médiation.'”

"*1 One might argue that the theatre of Camus and Sartre represented the real theatre of the absurd,
since in the existential philosophy with which both authors are linked the adjective absurd is used
to characterise the lack of justification in human actions and in the way the world works. As
Camus explains in the Mythe de Sisyphe: ‘Ce monde en lui-méme n’est pas raisonnable, c’est tout
ce qu’on peut en dire. Mais ce qui est absurde, c’est la confrontation de cet irrationnel et de ce
désir éperdu de clarté dont I’appel résonne au plus profond de I’homme’ (Paris: Gallimard, 1994)
p. 38.

132 Bernard Dort. 1953. ‘Le diable et le bon diew’, Thédtre Populaire (4), p. 17.

133 Bernard Lamizet. 1999. La médiation culturelle (Paris: L’harmattan), p- 108.
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With this in mind, it is noticeable that the main attendees of boulevard
plays were of a certain age and a certain social stature. As a new intellectual
theatre of contesting voices emerged in the small Parisian stages of the left bank,
the categorisation of different audience types became even clearer. Bourdieu sets
out the differences between these two types of theatre and their intended
audiences:

Le théatre de boulevard qui offre des spectacles éprouvés (adaptations de

picces étrangeres, reprises de ‘classiques’ du boulevard), congus selon des

recettes slires, joués par des acteurs consacrés, et qui touche un public agé

‘bourgeois’ et disposé a payer des prix élevés, s’oppose sous tous les

rapports au théatre de recherche, qui propose a des prix relativement

réduits, des spectacles en rupture avec les conventions éthiques et
esthétiques et attire un public jeune et ‘intellectuel’.'>*

What Bourdieu characterises as the ‘théatre de recherche’ has been
qualified by others as the ‘nouveau théatre’, and it is this (deconstructed) form of

theatre, diametrically opposed to the boulevard in a sense, which provided most

innovations in terms of writing.

b) The Intelligentsia and the ‘Nouveau Théatre’

The history of the so-called ‘nouveau théatre’ is one which has greater
interest when viewed from a literary or theatre text history angle rather than in
performance terms. The term encompasses a trend in writing, which provided a
linguistic and theatrical response to the fracturing of society. It is a theatre of
deconstruction: deconstruction of language (Ionesco in La cantatrice chauve),
deconstruction of dramatic action (Beckett in En attendant Godot), deconstruction
of socio-cultural masks (Genet in Les Negres) and deconstruction of politics

(Yacine in Le cadavre encerclé). The antecedents of this type of theatre can be

134 Pierre Bourdieu. 1979. La distinction (Paris: Minuit), p. 260.
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traced to the work of the avant-garde of previous generations, notably the
surrealists. In La cantatrice chauve, for instance, the deconstruction of language,
logic and rhetoric has its origins in the work of Alfred Jarry — Ubu Roi, notably.
Yet, as Christian Biet and Christophe Triau point out in Qu 'est-ce que le théatre?,
there is a correlation between the explosion of the form and the end of the Second
World War:

L’urgence esthétique et politique consécutive au bain de sang de la

Seconde Guerre mondiale a ainsi consacré 1’érosion des formes

dramatiques. (...) On a placé le théatre au centre d’une écriture qui a mimeé

I’explosion des mots et des valeurs.'*

Referred to since Martin Esslin as the ‘theatre of the absurd’, these works
have become established as part of the canon of Twentieth-Century literature. The
label ‘absurd’ indicates how far the stage images conjured up were removed from
the conventions of the bourgeois stage.'*® Yet, as a result of the formal
inventiveness that the texts displayed, audiences were comparatively small and
the works staged in small theatres. However this very same quality has meant they
have been held in high esteem by future generations. ">’ The more a work is
complicated, the more it requires time in the public domain before it will attract
large crowds.

However the dramatists today regrouped under the term ‘nouveau théatre’
hardly formed a homogenous group. At the very least, one should make the
distinction between an absurdist ‘nouveau théatre’ and a ‘nouveau théatre engagé’

that dealt with political and social issues through drama, and included in particular

the postcolonial playwrights who rewrote canonical literature. Their emergence in

133 Biet and Triau 2006, p. 652-3.

13 Martin Esslin. 1961. The Theatre of the Absurd (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday).

'*7 One only needs to consider the appetite for Ionesco at the moment, as Les Chaises directed by
Luc Bondy has performed to full houses in large CDN in 2010 — 11, and Délire a deux was
presented at the 2010 Avignon festival.
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literary and theatre circles reflected the increasing plurality of voices and
conceptions of theatre in general. Indeed, the period witnessed a real
‘foisonnement’ of artistic and creative energies, which tried to define and come to
terms with changes on the post-war political and social landscapes in France and
the international scene. Marie-Claude Hubert, in her survey of the ‘nouveau
théatre’, analyses the emergence of a multiplicity of voices in the francophone and
postcolonial stage literatures:

Engagés comme Adamov, bon nombre d’auteurs dramatiques, notamment

Gatti, Vinaver, Guilloux, dénoncent les violences de la guerre et les

exactions commises par le monde capitaliste. A la différence de Boris

Vian, d’un Ghelderode, d’un Arrabal, qui recourent au burlesque pour

mettre en scéne ’absurdité de la guerre, ils en soulignent le pathétique.

D’autres, tels Genet, Césaire, Kateb Yacine ou Depestre stigmatisent la

colonisation et les luttes de pouvoir qui ont suivi la décolonisation. Le

lyrisme dont ils font preuve confere une grande force a la plainte qu’ils
entonnent au nom des peuples opprimés.*

However, despite, or rather because of, their formal inventiveness, the
writers that formed the ‘théatre nouveau’ represented only a small percentage of
those in activity during the post-war years. What is more, for all the formal
antagonism between the boulevard and the nouveau théatre, there were
remarkable similarities in terms of the experiences on offer. The intended
audience of the ‘nouveau’ productions was the intellectual bourgeoisie of the left
bank, which frequented the cafés that have become associated with the writers and
thinkers of this theatre. Yet in both cases the ‘public’ was Parisian and
accustomed to going to the theatre. This can be attested to by the fact that when
the productions toured in the provinces, they were not always warmly received.

Moreover, these works were often performed to the same audiences as those of

the boulevard, and by the very fact that most provided a deconstructed form of

'8 Hubert 2008, p. 336.
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performance, they required prior knowledge of the ‘standard codes’ in order to be
appreciated.

Thus a new desire emerged to make theatre available to everyone and not
simply an enlightened few. This enterprise has since been broadly referred to as
the ‘théatre populaire’ — not so much a movement as a term that encompasses a
wide range of theatre practices. From Jean Vilar to Berthold Brecht, the ‘théatre
populaire’ sought new audiences, including outside Paris, and was accompanied

by official policies of cultural decentralisation.

c¢) Speaking to or for the People? The ‘Théatre Populaire’

The proclaimed search for a ‘popular’ audience, with all the implied
difficulties of defining what that might mean, set the trend for the direction of
theatre production over the next fifty years. One tenet of ‘giving theatre to the
people’ was to bring it to audiences outside of Paris. In order to address the
polarisation of theatrical activity in Paris, Jeanne Laurent, in charge of the
governmental administration of the theatres, instigated in 1947 the start of the
decentralisation of France’s cultural system. According to figures provided by
Jean Duvignaud and Jean Lagoutte, in 1945 there were 52 working theatres in

Paris compared to only 51 in the rest of France.'”

In the beginning at least, the
vast majority of actors working in the newly created Centres Dramatiques
Nationaux (C.D.N.) in St Etienne or Strasbourg were Parisian actors who decided
to take the risk of moving away from the hub of activity in search of a more

community-based approach to theatre practice. The career implications were

significant, as an actor could not hope to obtain bit parts to secure his or her

139 Jean Duvignaud and Jean Lagoutte. 1974. Le thédtre contemporain, culture et contre-culture

(Paris: Larousse), p. 166.
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financial situation when working in the only professional theatre in town. Yet this
context would also allow companies to flourish and stay in existence longer than
they otherwise might have in Paris, where actors might be tempted to take on
other, better-paid work. Cultural decentralisation as a process was to have a
profound impact on future generations of theatre makers, notably thanks to the
establishment of the Avignon festival.

The instigator of the festival was Jean Vilar, who wished to breach the
divide between the so-called elite of theatre attendees and those who felt no
attachment to the art form. As former actor with the Théatre du Soleil and
academic Jean-Frang¢ois Dusigne notes:

S’il n’est pas le premier a vouloir combler le fossé existant entre 1’¢élite et

le peuple, il n’envisage plus un théatre pour le peuple mais avec le peuple
(ou plutdt avec les peuples, car il distingue 1’élite et des peuples).'®’

Vilar’s theatrical ancestry can be traced to the foundation of the Théatre du
Peuple by Maurice Pottechner in 1895 in the Vosges, which united professional
and amateur actors on stage in their productions. Following him were the four
proponents of the Cartel, Gaston Baty, Louis Jouvet, Charles Dullin and Georges
Pitoéff, who came together in so much that they opposed the boulevard theatre in
their day. Vilar’s influence though has arguably been the most tangible and
longstanding on future generations. His nomination as director of the Théatre
National Populaire (T.N.P.) at Chaillot in 1951, a post he held until 1963, was
particularly significant. His idea was to bring canonical works to the stage and to
present them in such a manner that they could be understood by anyone, even if
they were not regular theatregoers au fait with the codes of the genre. Indeed part

of his vision was to not only demystify the theatre as an institution but also as an

10 Jean-Frangois Dusigne. 1997. Le Thédtre d’art: aventure du XX siecle (Paris: Editions

Théatrales), p. 231.
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art form. In addition to this in 1947 Vilar inaugurated a semaine d’art in Avignon,
which was the first step in the elaboration of a Festival. The Festival was a vehicle
for Vilar’s conception of theatre and for his desire to reach out to new audiences,
more particularly to the younger generations.

One strand of the théatre populaire associated predominantly with Jean
Vilar’s T.N.P. was the journal Thédatre Populaire, which carried forth a wave of
enthusiasm for a worker’s theatre with zeal and had an appetite for the

dramaturgical theory and practice of Berthold Brecht.'!

The journal represented
the scholarly and academic (and thus most elitist) wing of the ‘sous-champ’ that
was the théatre populaire. Thédtre Populaire saw the popular theatre as a marginal
part of the Parisian theatres’ output, yet argued that it was worthy and necessary
to develop. In their first issue, the editorial stated quite clearly that the official
theatre formed ‘I’immense majorité des salles’, whereas the ‘théatre populaire’
was reduced to ‘des tentatives isolées’.'®> The desire manifest in the journal was
that the theatre might provide something more than escapism from the world, that
it might provide a form of cultural commentary, help elucidate the social and
political situation, as well as provide possible alternatives. Yet, the fact that the
‘théatre populaire’ was not popular in the sense of being performed in many
theatres, shows that despite the best efforts of practitioners, these dreams
remained to a large extent unfulfilled.

One defining feature of the so-called ‘théatre populaire’, however, was

that it was a practice carried forth by directors — Vilar, for instance. The

elaboration of a theoretical and practical vision of the functions of theatre by the

! The journal was frequently accused of being enslaved to Chaillot though it was in fact totally

independent, as the editors argue in the ‘Editorial” of the seventh issue of the journal (1954), pp. 1
—-2.
192 <Editorial’. 1953. Thédtre Populaire (1), p. 2.
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directors associated with the théatre populaire would eventually contribute to their
rise in power. Yet arguably the person who had the greatest influence on this way
of thinking did not operate within the field of French theatre. Indeed it was the
German director, Berthold Brecht, whose theatre practice served as a model for
many of the exponents of the théatre populaire. It was he who contributed more
than most to instigating the era of the director by encouraging radical
reassessments of classical works. Brecht advocated editing and modifying a play
text to suit the needs of a particular production. The driving force was to be the
narrative and the chain of events needed to be clearly and strongly established.
Furthermore, as John Willett notes:

Where it was not clear it was up to the dramaturg to alter the text, in order

to cut unnecessary entanglements and come to the point. The play itself

may be by Farquhar or Gerhart Hauptmann, Lenz or Moliére, but the
writer’s words are only sacred in so far as they are true.'®’

Indeed, the classical repertoire provided for Brecht some of the most easily
accessible sources for a type of theatre that was at the same time entertaining and
instructive. Again, John Willet’s commentary is insightful:

The artistic means of alienation made possible a broad approach to the

living works of dramatists from other periods. Thanks to them such

valuable old plays could be performed without either jarring
modernization or museum-like methods, and in an entertaining and
instructive way.'®*

The modernisation of classics that Brecht suggests takes into account the
need to make texts socially relevant to their audiences. This provided the blueprint
for the experimentations of future generations with the classical repertoire. Yet
since the freedom of the dramaturg or director to adapt material would not always

be granted by contemporary playwrights, the repertoire would inevitably become

a privileged source of inspiration. One consequence of the Brechtian legacy was

193 John Willett. 1977. The Theatre of Berthold Brecht (London: Methuen), p. 152.
14 John Willett. 1964. Brecht on Theatre (London: Methuen), p. 134.
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therefore that contemporary playwrights found it more difficult to have their work
produced.

Brecht’s influence on French theatre practice was also achieved through
his company the Berliner Ensemble. The first production of the Berliner
Ensemble in Paris took place in 1954 and revealed Brecht’s practice as a director.
Though Jean-Marie Serreau and Jean Vilar had both staged his plays, it was
Brecht’s articulation of a form of total theatre in the performances of Mother
Courage presented at the Théatre des Nations festival that brought him to the
attention of audiences, critical thinkers and practitioners. Contributors to the
journal Thédtre Populaire were particularly enthused by the work presented,
which, according to Biet and Triau, promoted ‘I’alliance du concret et de la
signification, du spectacle et du politique, du plaisir et de la réflexion’ at the
service of a critical reading of the dramatic literature.'®

Roger Planchon was perhaps the French director who most immediately
seized the tenets of Brechtian practice and adapted them to his own. Indeed,
Marie-Claude Hubert argues in Le Nouveau Thédtre that Planchon represented for
the editors of the journal the true inheritor of Brecht’s approach to directing:

C’est en Roger Planchon, pour qui les spectacles du Berliner ont été une

révélation, que Thédtre Populaire voit désormais le seul artisan d’un

théatre populaire. (...) Il souligne 1’efficacité, dans le traitement du récit
qui progresse souvent par une juxtaposition de séquences, des procédés
empruntés au langage cinématographique.'®

Such an understanding of theatre providing a commentary on social reality
was evident in Planchon’s approach for sure, but also in that of the generation of

young theatre makers such as Ariane Mnouchkine. Planchon provides a link with

Mnouchkine’s practice, since he was the patron of the theatre society that she

1% Biet and Triau 2006, p. 661.
1% Hubert 2008, p. 22.
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established at the Sorbonne with future members of the Théatre du Soleil.
Arguably therefore, the mission of those engaged in the théatre populaire was
fulfilled, as they launched a new generation of theatre enthusiasts, filled with a
desire not only to change what was happening on stage, but also in the auditorium
and in society in general. Such changes would further facilitate the rise of the
director, for as Dort notes, ‘I’avénement de la mise en scéne coincide avec une
profonde transformation dans la demande du public de théatre et avec
I’introduction dans la représentation théatrale d’une prise de conscience

historique”."®”’

d) The New Radicals: The Rise of the Soleil

The Association Théatrale des Etudiants de Paris (A.T.E.P.) was set up as
a rival to the Théatre Antique de la Sorbonne, which Roland Barthes had
previously formed, and started with an inaugural lecture by Jean-Paul Sartre. By
forming the new society, Ariane Mnouchkine was already articulating a desire for
renewal and an approach to theatre practice that was ideologically rooted in the
‘théatre populaire’. Furthermore, her experience of theatre in Paris and more
specifically of the international festival held at the Théatre des Nations had a
sizeable impact on her development. Judith Miller notes that ‘she indeed went
there to Giorgio Strehler’s version of Pirandello’s Giants of the Mountain eleven
times, as well as to have her first taste of Kathakali theatre’.'®® Even more

intriguingly, she may have been able to see perform a working class company that

could be said to have provided the blueprint for the organisation of the Théatre du

17 Bernard Dort. 1986. Thédtres: Essais (Paris: Editions du Seuil), p. 156.
18 Judith Miller. 2007. Ariane Mnouchkine (London and New York: Routledge), p. 5.
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Soleil, namely Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop.'®

Her experience of theatre
making with politically engaged left-wing young students was furthered when she
spent a year in Oxford as a visiting student. During her time there she came into
contact with future British theatre activists Deborah Warner, John McGrath and
Ken Loach. It might be suggested that the contacts made by Mnouchkine during
this year pushed her into considering theatre as a possible career and reinforced
her desire for a socially relevant art form.'”

Ariane Mnouchkine founded the Soleil in 1964 with Philippe Léotard,
Jean-Claude Penchenat, Roberto Moscoso and Frangoise Tournafond, former
members of the A.T.E.P. The Soleil was originally a touring organisation and was
established along the lines of a worker’s cooperative. It was consequently not
unusual that performances were held in a variety of locations, from disused
circuses to working factories. Arnold Wesker’s The Kitchen, for instance, was
presented in front of striking workers of Citroén, Kodak and Renault in 1967.
Mnouchkine provided an analogy between the commercial kitchen described in
the play and the work in the factories. In another production, Songe d 'une nuit
d’éteé (1968), Mnouchkine and the Soleil anticipated Peter Brook’s R.S.C. staging
of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in 1970. She was among the first directors to
present the faeries as malignant and by casting two dancers in the roles of Titania
and Oberon, she explored the physicality of the characters. The Cirque Médrano,

as a non-conventional theatre venue, provided an ideal space in which to

experiment with audience and actor interaction as well. Mnouchkine and the

1% The Theatre Workshop was set up by Joan Littlewood as a worker’s cooperative, much like the

Soleil. It was claimed that in order to enter the company, one would have to first work in the bar or
sweep the floor. For further information, see Dominic Glynn. 2007. ‘Joan Littlewood and Ariane
Mnouchkine: Two Comparable Models of Theatre Practice’, Thesis submitted for the MA in
Theatre (Directing) at RHUL, p. 7.

""" Ariane Mnouchkine, I’aventure du Thédtre du Soleil, Dir by Catherine Vilpoux (France: Arte,
2010), [DVD].
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Théatre du Soleil were therefore developing an approach to theatre that was
informed by social issues and interested in finding new forms of physical
expression. In short, Mnouchkine was positioning herself in the early part of her
career in the lineage of other theatre experimenters who saw the necessity of

creating a popular art form.

e) A British Perspective: Peter Brook or ‘the best director in London’

As for Peter Brook, whose career began at the end of the Second World
War, he was establishing himself in an entirely different context. There are two
striking aspects concerning the initial phase of the English director’s career. First,
his rise to fame was meteoric. Second, although Brook presented a number of
productions in Paris, there was a discrepancy between his status in the UK and the
type of theatre that he offered in a French context. Indeed, the study of Peter
Brook’s career before he moved to France highlights the difference between the
state of theatre in the two countries. Writing in 1954, Kenneth Tynan suggested
that ‘in England, depressingly, there [was] a limit to what one [could] accomplish
in the theatre’, and that Brook who was the ‘best director in London’ of the post-
war years had ‘flourished in the wrong country’.'”" He also intriguingly imagined
that Brook, had he lived in France, would have joined the Comédie Francaise and
formed his own company. Tynan’s reference to the Comédie Francaise is
indicative of two things. First, it highlights Tynan’s own desire for a central
(London-based) institution or national theatre. Second, it shows that Brook was

very much operating within middle-ground structures, such as the Memorial

Theatre and Covent Garden Opera House. Tynan’s musings came partly to be

"I Tynan 1954, p. 78.
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realised when Brook formed an international research group in France at the
request of Jean-Louis Barrault in 1968. Yet he has never in his time in France
joined any of the state institutions and thus has remained in a position of
independence.

One might say that the first twenty years of Peter Brook’s career in the
theatre, during which he built up his reputation, were set in a very different
environment to that which he would later become associated. Indeed, between
1945 and 1964, he worked primarily as a director in commercial theatre, directing
a range of productions from Shakespeare to absurdist drama, but also two-
dimensional, entertaining comedies such as Both Ends Meet, a play about a man

who hates the Inland Revenue.!”

Brook’s career is also marked by a series of
high-profile positions at venerable institutions. Yet, at no point does he seem
taken in by the renown of any particular venue. Indeed, in an interview with
Jacques Chanciere, Brook stated that his studies at the University of Oxford had
little bearing on the rest of his life.'” This is interesting in so much that it implies
that the prestige of the institution counted little in his eyes. This same remark
could be applied to all of Brook’s work in recognised establishments. One year
after leaving Oxford, he was invited to direct King John (1945) at the
Birmingham Rep. Other productions of Shakespeare followed, notably for the

Memorial theatre, including Love’s Labour’s Lost (1946), Measure for Measure

(1950), Titus Andronicus (1955) and Lear (1962). He also was appointed director

'72 Arthur Macrae. 1956. Both Ends Meet. Dir by Peter Brook in 1957 at the Apollo Theatre,
London.

173 Brook interviewed by Jacques Chancel, Radioscopie, 14 November 1979, archives de 'LLN.A.
http://www.ina.fr/media/entretiens/audio/PHD99232158/peter-brook.fr.html
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of productions at Covent Garden, a position from which he resigned in 1950,
claiming that Western opera was dead as an artistic form.'”*

He does not appear, however, to have had radical desires to reform theatre
practice in the way that Ariane Mnouchkine and the Théatre du Soleil challenged
almost every aspect of production. Rather, in the twenty-year period following the
war, Brook rose to achieve a position of strength and notoriety in the landscape of
British theatre culture by presenting an array of ‘shows’. As a result, his insertion
into the French theatrical field was certainly not plain sailing. The critics of
Théatre Populaire, for instance, were sceptical of Brook’s work, claiming that it
lacked depth; that it was all about style over substance. Bernard Dort notably was
critical of Brook’s production of Titus Andronicus, which toured to the Théatre
des Nations. Though he acknowledged the director’s skill, ‘le spectacle que nous
a offert Peter Brook était de qualité’, he attacked his use of devices or ‘ruses’ to
try and win over the spectator. He was even more cruel when he stated that:

Si Peter Brook a un génie, c’est a coup sir celui de la publicité: je renvoie

ici le lecteur au programme et aux explications triomphales qu’il donne sur

’utilisation pour sa musique de scéne de trompettes en plastique et de

tintements de verre.'”

Dort highlights that Brook’s pronouncements on his stage productions

often sound rather grandiloquent.'”®

Even worse though, in Dort’s review of
Brook’s 1958 production of Vu du pont by Arthur Miller at the Théatre Antoine,

he notes that despite showing great skill, his stage direction contributes to the

‘affadissement’ of the play.'”’ Roland Barthes is equally scathing in his

"¢ Tynan 1954, p. 78.

175 Bernard Dort. 1957. “Titus andronicus de William Shakespeare’, Thédtre Populaire (25), p. 95.
'7¢ The same oratorical skill marks all of Brook’s writing and publicity material, most notably with
regards the Mahabharata.

""" Bernard Dort. 1958. ‘Vu du Pont d’ Arthur Miller’, Thédtre Populaire (31), p. 113.
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commentary of ‘I’inévitable’ Peter Brook’s production of Jean Genet’s Le Balcon
at the Théatre du Gymnase in 1962. For Barthes, Brook:

Ne pense I’inquiétant qu’en termes d’effets. Pour lui, Genét n’est plus que

le signe de Genét. Ce transfert mythique correspond d’ailleurs trés bien au

voyage que Genét vient d’accomplir de la Rive Gauche au Boulevard.'”

This analysis highlights Brook’s position within the French theatrical field.
He was regarded as a sort of showman who staged artistically challenging works
in an entertaining fashion. However these often lacked substance and were
therefore by no means revolutionary.

skeksk

To sum-up, the twenty years following the end of World War II, were
marked by three trends in theatre practice. The first represented a continuation of
the successful pre-war genre, the théatre de boulevard. The second was an attempt
by writers to address the fragmented political, social and psychological landscapes
that were the result of the traumas of war. The third, a director led movement with
political backing, attempted to bring theatre to the people. Ariane Mnouchkine
was too young to have any sizeable impact on the scene during this period.
However she did emerge in the coming years in the lineage of the directors of the
théatre populaire movement, filled with the conviction that theatre had a social
function to perform. As for Brook, he was a showman learning his craft by
producing shows in a range of venues. It is difficult to place him within any of the
three trends in France, particularly since the majority of his work was conducted
in London. Yet it is clear he was occupying the middle ground, in a fashion that
was arguably more synonymous with the pre-WWII experiments of the Cartel

than any of his contemporaries in France. Embracing showmanship but

178 Roland Barthes. 1960. ‘Le Balcon de Jean Genet, mise en scéne de Peter Brook au Théatre du
Gymnase’, Thédtre Populaire (38), p. 98.
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determined to produce high-quality theatre, he cuts an outside figure when
considered against the backdrop of the rest of the field.

In the following section of the chapter, I wish to chart the evolutions
within the next phase in Brook and Mnouchkine’s career, namely during the late
sixties and seventies. It is the story of the rise to power of directors and the
gradual marginalisation of playwrights as well as the birth of a collective
approach to theatre making. I have chosen to outline the political landscape before
commenting on the shift in the balance of power between writers and directors,
and then looking at where Mnouchkine and Brook placed themselves in relation
to these battles.

skeksk

I1. 1968 — 1981: Decentralisation and the Collective Adventure

In 1959, André Malraux was nominated at the helm of the newly created
Ministry of Culture. Previously, the Ministry of Education had taken charge of the
administrative and political wing of cultural affairs. The separation of the two
defined the cultural sector as a distinct field with sufficient autonomy from the
world of the classroom. The politicisation of the artistic field that resulted from
this has been criticised by some commentators such as Marc Fumaroli. Fumaroli
has argued that the creation of a Ministry of Culture was a disastrous idea since it
brought about a form of de-sacralisation of canonical works on the one hand, and
the purveying of the preferences of those in power to the masses on the other:

Au lieu de distinguer les ordres dans cette vaste ‘sphere culturelle’ qu’il

contrdle, la tentation est grande pour 1’Etat, et il ne manque pas d’y céder,

de faire de ce systéme un vaste échangeur qui permet aux loisirs de masse

de refluer sur les ceuvres de I’esprit, et inversement, aux préférences de
. . . . .. 179
petites coteries au pouvoir d’envahir les loisirs de masse.'’

79 Marc Fumaroli, 1991. L Etat culturel: essai sur une religion moderne (Paris: Editions de

Fallois), p. 20.
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The term ‘les oeuvres de 1’esprit’ is central to Fumaroli’s vision of the arts
as a form of noble expression of learning. The separation of education and culture
in his eyes is disastrous since culture can only be appreciated once educated: only
a learned person can appreciate culture, and what is being handed-out as ‘culture’
is nothing but a pale form of consumerist production. Fumaroli’s musings
represent in part a desire to overturn the work conducted by the advocates of the
théatre populaire. What disappoints him is the fact that the emergence of a wave
of practitioners, of directors, interested in positioning their theatrical output
towards the ‘people’, led to a shift in the field of theatre production. The next
generation of theatre makers were entering the field at a time when the formal
writing conventions had been severely undermined by the writers of the
intellectual theatre of the ‘absurd’. It is thus in this space between formal
invention and popular appeal that they positioned themselves. A major
consequence of this was the rise of the ‘création collective’. Collective creation
signifies two things: first that the director and various ‘corps de metiers’ worked
together, trading as equal partners. Second, that companies favouring collective
lifestyles were created. This was in part helped by the decentralisation policy to
bring theatre outside the capital and into the ‘provinces’. Young ambitious
companies were therefore given residences in towns in order to create theatres
capable of producing high-standard work.

Moreover, a transition was in operation from considering theatre as a
literary genre to a stage and performance art, which was a synthesis of different
elements, the text being one of these. This corresponded with a democratisation of
the field, for attention was no longer placed on the author but on the community

and the audience. As a consequence of placing the emphasis on performance, the
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actor’s role was necessarily reaffirmed. As Biet and Triau note, ‘la premicre
utopie politique, de I’acteur, c’est celle du collectif, qui sera particulierement
prégnante dans les années suivant 1968”.'* Agents in the theatrical field were
involved intellectually with the debates that punctuated the period, which is best
remembered for the events of May 68, the barricades of the student revolts
followed by the workers’ strike. It could be said that the collective organisation of
companies and the elaboration of the ‘création collective’, whereby everyone
contributed to ‘writing’ or shaping work following an egalitarian model,

represented the populist ideals of 68.

a) Directors on the Rise — Writers on the decline

Yet these changes signalled the playwright’s gradual marginalisation in the
field of theatre production. Rather than being viewed as the primary producer, he
was seen at best as a collaborator in the artistic process; at worst, as a victim of
the director’s whims and fancies. Michel Vinaver bemoaned this state of affairs:

Majoritairement, les auteurs d’aujourd’hui sont les enfants de la révolution

qui a hissé la pratique scénique au sommet de la hiérarchie des composants

de la chose théatrale, et ravalé le texte a un statut de relative
dépendance.'™

The text as an entity was viewed as suspect, partly as a revolt against the
hegemony of authority during the sixties. The theatrical text has a hybrid status
for it is at once a document of performance and a piece that can be read without
ever being staged. The shift towards defining the theatre in terms of a
performance and social art meant that there was less consideration or space to

consider theatre as a literary genre. As a consequence, publishing houses went out

of business or refused to publish works by unknown writers who had not met with

%0 Biet and Triau 2006, p. 700.
'8! Michel Vinaver. 1982. Ecrits sur le thédtre 1 — 2 (Lausanne: Editions de I’Aire), p. 37.
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considerable success on stage. Theatre texts were considered as validated by
performance and not by readership as Vinaver comments:

Il y a encore vingt-cing ou trente ans, quand une picce de théatre était

¢ditée, elle avait des chances d’étre signalée en tant qu’ceuvre littéraire, de

faire 1’objet d’un compte rendu. Plus maintenant. L’ceuvre dramatique en

tant que secteur de la littérature est tout a fait éliminée du champ de la

critique.'®

An additional reason behind the lack of publication and lack of desire
from certain writers to have their works published was that they could earn more
through performance royalties. Also one could argue that the fragmentation of the
author’s authority became evident in the fragmentation of text. The deconstruction
of language had begun with the writers now labelled as modernists, but in the
theatrical sphere these writers, Beckett notably, moved closer towards a theatre of
silence. Though Beckett continued to write, his plays became shorter and shorter,
almost to the point of non-writing.'** His work became even more enigmatic and
esoteric, a series of sketches, images or poems rather than fully-fledged theatre
pieces. This had implications, and not necessarily positive ones, for the generation
of writers that followed. As David Bradby points out, the young writers at the
beginning of the eighties ‘ne peuvent plus se présenter comme simples narrateurs
de récits, porteurs de vérités ou d’explications du monde: aprés Beckett, comment

2’18 To paraphrase, Beckett pushed formal

raconter une histoire classique
exploration to the brink of silence, of extinction. From that point, where can

writers go? Is it seriously possible to reaffirm the value of what the writers of the

previous generation have consciously and comprehensively undermined?

%2 Vinaver 1982, p. 27.

'3 Three examples amongst others include Play (1962), Not I (1972) or the 35 second piece,
Breath (1969).

'% Bradby 2007, p. 519
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A final nail in the coffin of aspiring writers was the decline of the private
theatres.'®” The private theatre continued to appeal to its target audience. For a
start, pre-war successes were recycled and the genre of the sex farce and the
situational comedy lived on — as the successes of Boeing Boeing and La Cage aux
Folles suggest. If the subsidised theatres became the realm of the director, the
private theatre relied ever more heavily on star casts of famous actors. In other
words, they were pushed further towards the conception of producing theatre
purely to capitalise on gains. Though authors such as Jean-Claude Carriére did
start and continue to write for the private theatres, it was only in the eighties and
nineties with the emergence of Yasmina Reza and Eric-Emmanuel Schmitt that

the ‘théatre privé’ engaged with more innovative writing.

b) The Collective Utopia

If the writers’ influence on shaping the field of theatre production was in
decline, then the directors’ was certainly on the rise. In terms of production, the
director has, ever since the emergence of such a figure at the end of the nineteenth
century, been responsible for the coordination of the process of translating a given
text into performance. However the emergence of the ‘création collective’ in
French theatre signalled the recognition of the merit of performance in itself. The
growth of the Avignon festival was also partly responsible for this, particularly
since on the fringe of the official festival, a separate ‘festival off” emerged during
the mid-sixties. Among those that came to perform at the fringe in 1968 were the
Living Theatre. The Living Theatre provided a communitarian approach to artistic

creation, though its efforts were more centred on creating events rather than

'%5 1 am using the term “private theatre’ to describe the type of institution that was not state funded

and which was heavily associated with producing the théatre de boulevard in previous generations.
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theatre as such. They created ‘happenings’, challenged conventions of text and
narrative. They represented the more experimental end of theatre production,
along with other exponents of the collective creations methodology, such as the
Grand Magic Circus and André Benedetto. Jérome Savary, the leader of the
Grand Magic Circus, expressed his desire for radical change in the theatre in an
article in the review Thédtre:

Tant que nous n’aborderons pas le théatre avec 1’innocence de cette

nouvelle génération qui n’a jamais mis les pieds au théatre, parce que le

théatre ne la concerne pas et parce que si, par hasard, elle y va, elle s’y

emmerde terriblement, tant que nous continuerons a nous exprimer a

grands coups de compromis, nous joueront le jeu précisément de ce monde

agonisant que nous essayons désespérément de combattre.'*

Written before the events of May, the article highlights how theatre needed
to be rendered relevant to a younger generation. Another contributor to the journal
was a young Mnouchkine, who described theatre as food for thought and assigned
it the function of enlarging the mind:

Je considére le théatre comme une nourriture. Je voudrais que le théatre

donne des forces a ceux qui le font, y compris le public. Sa fonction

sociale me parait évidente, dans la mesure, ou, d’un beau spectacle, vous
sortez confirmés dans vos opinions ou éclairés sur des possibles dont vous
n’aviez que vaguement conscience.'®’

As aresult of Mnouchkine’s political engagement, the Théatre du Soleil
represented one of the best illustrations of the engaged collective creation model.
It was established as a worker’s cooperative in which each member drew the same
salary and in which everyone had to perform shared tasks such as repair work and
cleaning. From its inception, the company was based on the idea of shared

responsibility and shared duties. From 1970 the company took up residence at the

Cartoucherie de Vincennes, which was immediately configured to reflect the

18 Jérome Savary. 1968. ‘Nos fétes: de la maniére de voir le théatre avec des yeux innocents’, in

Thédtre (1), p. 84.
'87 Ariane Mnouchkine. 1968. ‘Une prise de conscience’, in Thédtre (1), p. 120.
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company’s communitarian ideals; prior to performances, audiences were invited
into a pre-performance space in which actors prepared and Mnouchkine ran
around ensuring that everything and everyone was being attended to. The hangars
of the former ammunition factory provided the company with a space that was not
immersed in the discourse of traditional performing venues. It was in a sense non-
theatrical and therefore in the spirit of non-conformism and re-evaluation of
performance that characterised the period and provided the continuation of the
company’s former work in factories. The setting on the outskirts of Paris meant
that it also corresponded with the ideals of decentralising theatre culture and
bringing it to popular audiences. Mnouchkine set her company up to be both
independent of the state and reliant on its funding, a marginal community and one
working for ordinary citizens. Some labelled her company as a utopia, yet it has
managed to survive and provided a model for theatre creation.

The spirit of collective creation was most evident in the company’s work
on the productions of Les Clowns (1969), 1789 (1970) and 1793 (1972) and L 'Age
d’or (1975). In other words, members of the company took part in all aspects of
production, and the text was devised out of group improvisations, which were
remoulded and redefined by Mnouchkine before a blueprint for the performances
was created. The creations listed above have been much eulogised, both with
regards the vibrancy of the work presented and the political engagement of the
company. For instance, Bernard Dort points out his pleasure at watching L’Age
d’or:

Mon plaisir a /’Age d’or s’alimentait donc de cette familiarité et de cette

distance, et de cette connivence et de cette étrangeté, de cette économie
des signes théatraux et de la franchise avec laquelle ceux-ci nous étaient
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communiqués, tendus, en quelque sort, a bout de bras, par les
comédiens.'®®

Other proponents of the ‘création collective’ methodology included the
Théatre du Campagnol, which emerged out of the Théatre du Soleil. Jean-Claude
Penchenat was one of the founding members of the latter, but his last acting role
with the company was in the film Moliére. His new company’s first production,
David Copperfield, was co-produced by the Soleil though and performed at the
Cartoucherie.'®” However, Penchenat also programmed classical works for he
feared an excessive use of collective creations would end up destroying the
company dynamics as he believed it had done to an extent with the Soleil. Thus
the collective model of creation was in itself a form with a ‘sell-by date’, and one

that would ultimately perish, bringing in its wake the rise of a ‘directors’ theatre’.

c¢) Brook the Outsider

It was during this turbulent time that Brook truly entered the French
theatrical field at the end of the sixties. However even before this he had started to
position himself as an outsider in the British theatre. During the mid-sixties,
Brook’s work took a more experimental direction. In 1963, he began a series of
experimental workshops, under the auspices of a Theatre of Cruelty season. The
workshops eventually led to the production of the Marat/Sade, but in the
immediate, they gave Brook an opportunity to explore various aspects of the
actor’s role in performance. Brook’s move towards a more experimental form of
theatre was in part facilitated by a slightly greater acceptance of experimental
processes of creating work in the British theatre, which was demonstrated by the

fact that productions by Theatre Workshop transferred to the West End stage. The

8 Dort 1986, p. 223.
' David Copperfield. 1977. By Théatre du Campagnol. Dir. Jean-Claude Penchenat.
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Marat/Sade corresponded to the start of Brook’s interest in theatre as a laboratory,
but the cruel immediacy of the theatre spectacle was developed further in Brook’s
1966 production of US with the R.S.C. US attempted to document the disparity
between the atrocities being committed in Vietnam and the ‘normal’ lives people
were leading in the UK. Confronting the image of normality and nightmare
highlighted the unbearable tension between the two.

This phase of practical experimentation led Brook to publish the Empty
Space. The Empty Space, though it provides an account of some of Brook’s
practical experience in the theatre, is more of a theoretical work. Brook emerged
from this as a thinker and theorist as well as a practitioner. Consequently, at the
invitation of Jean-Louis Barrault, he set up an international research laboratory in
France in 1968. The experiments were interrupted by the events of May and
Brook was forced to return to London, where a version of The Tempest, developed
with the international actors, was presented. In 1970 Brook directed his last
production at the R.S.C. before embarking full-time on his research adventure
with the C.LL.R.T.

The company’s first fully-fledged production was of Orghast, a
reimagining of the Prometheus myth, performed in the ruins of the ancient city of
Persepolis in Iran. A number of critics have described it as Peter Brook’s most
ambitious theatrical project. There are several reasons for this; the first being that
the text, written by the poet Ted Hughes, was in an invented language.
Programmed as part of an artistic festival, the show took place at sunset in a
location that the audience had to travel to. As if marking a return to the ancient
festivals of Greece, the audience was invited to step out of their daily realities to

embrace the theatre spectacle. Brook’s transition to working in France was
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complete when the C.I.LR.T. took up residence at the Bouffes du Nord in 1974 and
consequently changed its name to the C.I.C.T. This ended his journey as an
outsider in the French theatrical field and would eventually lead to his
consecration at the Avignon festival. The particularity of Brook’s trajectory is that
he carved himself a position at the centre of activity by voluntarily placing
himself on the margins of it. He followed the evolutions in the field and set them
to a certain extent, but always from the position of the other, the outsider.
skeksk

To take stock for a moment: it is clear that since the end of the fifties a
seismic shift in the field of theatre production had come about. A division
between the private and the public funded theatres had occurred with the latter’s
artistic mission being pushed towards generating commercial success via musicals
or very light-hearted sex farces. The popular theatre was responsible for
generating a wave of talent that would take power in the eighties. It had a clearly
defined cultural mission of making theatre accessible to the people. By operating
outside the institutional structures, these companies (such as the Théatre du
Soleil) were able to keep the focus on their own work, rather than on
administrating that of others. In terms of the hierarchy, the metteur en scéne was
in a growing position of authority. Indeed, having aligned himself with the
political and administrative governance of theatre buildings, he developed a
position in which he was recognised as the leading creative agent. As a result,
theatre in the cultural sphere was defined primarily as a performance art. The
implicit consecration of the function of the director, which occurred from the late
sixties and throughout the seventies, was made explicit in the eighties. This was

made possible by changes in the political landscape.
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II1. 1981 — 1992: The (Short-Lived) Triumph of Directors’ Theatre

The election of Frangois Mitterrand to the office of President and the first
socialist government to power in 1981 marked the start of a shift in the field of
theatre that saw many of the leading directorial talents from the previous decades
consecrated institutionally.'”® The changes brought by the socialist party were
considerable and nowhere more so than in the Ministry of Culture, which was
granted 1% of the total budget. Jack Lang was appointed Minister of Culture and
Robert Abirached, Director of Theatre. Lang had experience in theatre particularly
through setting up and running the student Festival de Nancy, and as director of
the Théatre de Chaillot. The difference between the Lang ministry and its
immediate predecessors was that the new Minister of Culture had both passion
and experience. Official cultural policy in the arts under Lang paid lip service to
the developments in the theatre by crowning the metteurs en scéne and by
embracing large-scale projects.

Yet one negative consequence of the rise of individual directors to power
was that few companies remained together since incentives were unfavourable.
Indeed the only major companies to survive the eighties were the Théatre du
Soleil and the Théatre du Campagnol, both having originated from the same root.
This is partly because as David Bradby explains, the status of intermittent du
spectacle was renogatiated:

Le gouvernement renégocie le statut des intermittents du spectacle, qui est

confirmé avec réduction du nombre de jours exigés pour conserver ce

statut, mais une conséquence inattendue de cette 1égislation est de faire
. ~ . 191
disparaitre presque toutes les compagnies permanentes.

1% To take but three examples: Patrice Chéreau was nominated at the helm of the Théatre des

Amandiers in Nanterre; Jean-Pierre Vincent was given the direction of the Comédie Frangaise, and
Antoine Vitez that of the T.N.P. (and later the Comédie Frangaise).
"I Bradby 2007, p. 394.
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The status of ‘intermittent du spectacle’ is one granted to technical and
artistic staff working on short contracts within the performing arts. It provides a
level of financial security, since once someone has accrued 507 hours within the
last ten months, they are able to claim benefits for the periods in which they are
not working. The system is complicated and it often takes years of working in the
professional theatre to work out how it can be used most profitably. Whilst
invaluable and necessary in order to sustain the workforce in a notoriously
unstable sector, there are drawbacks, since it is often as profitable not to work
during long periods as to be working on small-scale productions. Furthermore, it
is possible to increase one’s allowance by working for a short while on
productions (television notably) that pay more, rather than staying associated with
a company. For institutions, there is also an incentive to engage ‘intermittents’ on
short-term contracts, since they have less taxes and social contributions to
make.'”?

The notion of a collective therefore evolved and has evolved to describe a
family of close working collaborators who come together every so often for a
project. Yet, the difference is that unlike companies there is often no agreement to
work almost exclusively with this same group — such a model might best describe
Peter Brook’s C.I.C.T. The difficulty with the period as a whole is perhaps that
the new theatregoers once avidly sought for, were no longer seen as a primary
target. The bourgeoisie, albeit a left-wing bourgeoisie, was still the only class to
really constitute theatre attendance.

However the number of schools and lycées (high-schools) increased

dramatically in this period. Indeed between 1987 and 1995, the number of

"2 In my personal experience working in theatre, administrators certainly prefer to hire

intermittents on short contracts.
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baccalaureate candidates shot up from 300 000 to 500 000.'** Part of this rise
could be explained by the creation of a professional baccalaureate in 1987, which
meant that those with a vocational qualification could envisage further studies.
This created a new educated and literate theatre-going public, particularly since in
the eighties, the Option Théatre became a feature of the baccalaureate, reinforcing
the acceptance of theatre within educational structures. As a result, the more
renowned theatre institutions developed policies aimed at providing a certain
amount of access to the work being prepared in their midst. Mnouchkine for one
developed an interest during the eighties and nineties in promoting her work by
engaging with school kids.

There was also a marked difference between a théatre populaire which was
specifically conceived for a working class audience and a supposedly elitist
theatre provided for non theatre going folk. Moreover, there is the implicit
indication in Antoine Vitez’s famous formulation a ‘théatre élitaire pour tous’ that
canonical works were preferred in the period over contemporary writing. Vitez’s
ideal was to produce works of great renown and make them available to all. In
charge of Chaillot, Vilar’s old base for the T.N.P., he stated the importance of
theatre as a space of reflection: ‘le théatre est un champ de forces, trés petit, mais
ou se joue toujours toute 1’histoire de la société, et qui, malgré son exiguité, sert
de modele 4 la vie des gens, spectateurs ou pas’.'”* The small space given to
theatre in cultural terms also heightens its elitism. Finally, Bernard Dort reads
Vitez’s statement of intent as stemming from a desire to speak to each member of
the audience individually rather than as a whole unit. In essence he articulates the

difference between ‘public’ and ‘spectateur’; Vitez addresses the latter since, as

13 Figure provided in Eric Maurin. 2007. La nouvelle question scolaire (Paris: Seuil), p. 133.

9% Antoine Vitez. 1985. ‘L’Art du Théatre’, Le journal de Chaillot (24), reprinted in Ecrits sur le
Thédtre 5, le Monde (Paris: POL, 1996), p. 228.
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Dort puts it, ‘on n’écoute bien que seul, méme a plusieurs, méme en grand
nombre’.'”

In the early part of the nineties, lower subsidies and the government’s
desire to see the C.D.N. make money back meant that the artistic programmes

were not able to be as diverse as one might hope, and in particular new and up and

coming authors suffered from a lack of exposure.

a) Occupying the Peripheral Spaces: The Writers’ Dilemma

The output of most playwrights during this period was largely
marginalised, with Bernard-Marie Koltés and a handful of others proving notable
exceptions. Unlike the metteurs en scénes, they were not granted any official
space of recognition. Thus there was a continued lack of opportunity for them to
flourish in the state-subsidised sector where the cost of productions hindered their
access. As a whole the writers of non-commercial theatre had great difficulty in
establishing themselves in a decade that saw directors become established as
almost immovable forces. Kolteés lamented the lack of contemporary authors
produced on stage:

C’est terrible de se laisser dire qu’il n’y a pas d’auteurs; bien stir qu’il n’y

en a pas, puisqu’on ne les monte pas, et que cela est considéré comme une

chance inouie d’étre joué¢ aujourd’hui dans de bonnes conditions; alors que
¢’est la moindre des choses.'”

His sentiments echo Vinaver’s comments :

Il y a encore vingt-cing ou trente ans, quand une picce de théatre était

éditée, elle avait des chances d’étre signalée en tant qu’ceuvre littéraire, de

faire 1’objet d’un compte rendu. Plus maintenant. L’ceuvre dramatique en

tant que secteur de la littérature est tout a fait éliminée du champ de la
critique."”’

1% Bernard Dort. 1989. “Une pratique’, L art du thédtre (10), p. 19.
Y0 Koltes 1999, p. 59.
7 Michel Vinaver. 1982. Ecrits sur le thédtre 1 — 2 (Lausanne: Editions de I’Aire), p. 27.
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Koltes was the single most important writing talent to rise to prominence
in the eighties. In an interview printed in Une part de ma vie, he explains that
what interests him in theatre is the fact that ‘c’est le seul endroit ou I’on dit que ce
n’est pas la vie’.'”® The ‘non-real’ quality of the theatre as a space of play and
invention is coupled with his reading of place as a signifier for aspects of human
existence. Hence the following analysis of space and place that he gives:

On rencontre parfois des lieux qui sont, je ne dis pas des reproductions du

monde entier, mais des sortes de métaphores de la vie ou d’un aspect de la

vie ou de quelque chose qui me parait grave et évident, comme chez

Conrad par exemple, les riviéres qui remontent dans la jungle.'”’

Koltes constructs space as a metaphor in all his plays; the large hangar in
Quai ouest functions as a transient space of negotiation and dealing. The
monolithic structure of the hangar echoes the monolithic construction of the
soliloquies and monologues that act as building blocks in the text. The extensive
use of long tirades harks back to the era of neo-classical tragedy, thereby
inscribing the text in a literary and theatrical heritage. With the two man Dans la
solitude des champs de coton, in which a dealer and a client weave and deal
through the language of provocation, the references are to the philosophical
dialogues of Diderot. Language here figures as a space for exchange and debate,
and it is this sense of flow or flux that Patrice Pavis notes in Patrice Chéreau’s
staging of the work.”*’ Chéreau’s second staging of Dans la solitude in 1995
translated both the imaginative and literary space of self-conscious theatricality

into the heightened theatricality of a traverse stage, where the audience could see

each other mirrored on the other side of the playing area.*"!

8 Kolteés 1999, p. 55.

9 Koltés 1999, p. 11.

29 pavis 2007, p. 52.

% patrice Chéreau was the director who did the most to promote Bernard-Marie Koltés’ work. As
the director of the Théatre des Amandiers since 1982, he was in a good position to promote the
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The self-consciousness of rhetoric observed in Koltes’s language could
also be found in another rising talent, Jean-Luc Lagarce. In the intervening years,
Lagarce has become the third most performed theatre author in France according
to the website set up in his memory.>”* His self-reflexive style is characterised by
phrases that recur and tenses that are repeated and repeatedly modified in order to
find the most appropriate means of expression. Philippe Minyana, whose
explorations of language have led him to discover a musicality of language akin to
the music of Stravinsky, is similar to Lagarce in this regard. Inspired partly by
Beckettian repetition and by a fascination with the conversations of the mundane
and everyday, Minyana creates plays or sound-scapes that have a radiophonic
quality about them. In all three cases, there is a literary aspect to their work that is
translated in production into theatricality. Furthermore, Minyana’s work is heavily
associated with the Théatre Ouvert, a small venue next to the Moulin Rouge,
which has become a leading motor in developing new writing for the stage.

Therefore despite Koltes’s complaints there were emerging writing voices.
Moreover, there were a number of initiatives led by Robert Abirached that aimed
to stimulate new developments such as the facilitation of new writing and the
rejuvenation of the private theatres. Vinaver participated in a writer’s commission
set up by Abirached with the aim to put new impetus into writing for the theatre,

d.?” There was

and more particularly, to ensure that it was edited and performe
also a rebirth of interest in new writing for the private theatres, where the question

of the interpretation of art and thus by implication theatre was tackled, most

work of an author that David Bradby describes as ‘I’homme des paradoxes’ (2007, p. 480), since
although he wrote exclusively for the theatre, he hardly ever went to see plays performed.

292 Source: http://www.lagarce.net/

*3 The findings of this commission are documented in Michel Vinaver. 1987. Le compte-rendu
d’Avignon (Paris: Actes Sud).
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notably by Yasmina Reza in her internationally successful play 47t (1994).>* The
subject matter of Art is the falling out and eventual reconciliation of a group of
friends as a result of one of them purchasing an abstract painting that is almost
completely white in colour. A typically trivial situation for the genre perhaps; one
which allows Reza to satirise the well-meaning but foolish bourgeois art collector,
who ends up buying what is essentially a blank canvas. Yet, the play might also
be read as an exploration of personal engagement with art and the nature of the

connections between an individual and a piece.

b) Epic Theatre

Large cultural projects such as the construction of the Opéra Bastille and
the pyramide du Louvre took place. There had not been such large projects since
the building of the Pompidou centre. They added new public spaces, as well as
demonstrated the state’s cultural significance. The directors of the decade were
equally lofty in their ambitions. Christian Biet and Christophe Triau provide a
useful analysis of the nature of the large-scale productions of the decade, which
could be considered as:

Des sommes, des spectacles ambitieux (c’est a dire également des

aventures, dont il ne faut pas rétrospectivement sous-estimer la part de

risque) dans la réussite desquels semblent s’incarner tous les traits des

esthétiques singuliéres de tel ou tel metteur en scéne.””

Of these, the most notable included Vitez’s Le Soulier de satin,
Mnouchkine’s two cycles, Les Shakespeare and Les Atrides, and Brook’s

Mahabharata. Indeed, Ariane Mnouchkine and the Théatre du Soleil presented

one of the first great epic productions of the Mitterrand years with Les

% Yasmina Reza. 1994. Art (Paris: Magnard, 2002).
293 Biet and Triau 2006, p. 726.



129

Shakespeare, and one of the last with Les Atrides.**®

The shift in the company’s
working methods in the late seventies towards artistic collaboration rather than
collective creation was emblematic. With the departure of Jean-Claude Penchenat,
as well as Philippe Caubére’s vocal split from the company amongst others, the
Soleil was in need of renewal. The production of Richard II (winner of the Grand
Prix for best production in 1982) set the terms for Mnouchkine’s exploration of an
aesthetic of performance rooted in the traditions of Eastern theatre. It represented
a radical departure in style for the company. Quite possibly, the arrival of
numerous new recruits who would need to be trained may have discouraged
Mnouchkine from embarking on another collective creation. The most noticeable
arrival though was not an actor but the musician Jean-Jacques Lemetre, who has
since then musically scored every creation by the Théatre du Soleil and
accompanied Mnouchkine on her explorative journey. However, the production
manifested first and foremost a desire to return to canonical literatures as well as
source traditions of acting in order to draw from them and to provide a
commentary of the era.

The production was conceived to reflect Mnouchkine’s consideration that
Shakespeare was not contemporary to France in the early eighties. Therefore,
rather than presenting a social realist drama, she sought to explore the universal
meaning of Shakespeare’s work by focusing on its epic scope. The aesthetic of the
performance was a mix of European and Asian theatre traditions. The playing area
was designed to resemble a Noh space, with hemp matting on the floor, divided

into eight sectors by vertical black lines. Costume changes took place in striped

2% The use of the plural in the title of the Shakespearean cycle, Les Shakespeare, is intriguing.

Whilst obviously serving to show the fact that there are several plays as part of the cycle, the
plural also indicates that there are several types of Shakespeare. Or rather that Shakespeare has
become envelopped in layers of cultural interpretation, appropriated by various cultures (notably
in Japanese cinema, from which the production drew much of its visual inspiration).
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tents next to ramps used by actors to enter and exit the playing area at speed. The
costumes themselves were a blend of Elizabethan and Japanese dress, with
kimonos and ruffs simultaneously worn by characters. In Mnouchkine’s Richard
11, the older characters wore kabuki inspired masks designed by Erhard Stiefel.
Stage hands dressed in black, as in Japanese bunraku, operated minor scene
changes and carried out the dead. The text was declaimed to the audience rather
than delivered from one character to another on stage, and the actors seemed
connected with the earth as in kabuki.**” A physical language of hand gestures
manifested internal character psychology. Mnouchkine, while not providing a
shorthand interpretation of the play, was exploring the potential expressiveness of
the physical body as had been theorised by Artaud. In so doing, she was
developing a language of gesture that would be refined and developed further in
Les Atrides.

As for Peter Brook’s production(s) of the Mahabharata, it represents no
doubt the supreme example of the epic directorial theatre of the 1980s. The scope
of the subject matter and source text alone dwarfs any other project undertaken.
The Mahabharata required a significant commitment from the audience watching
the play. Indeed, the audience needed to sit through a performance that lasted a
total of nine hours, and some performances that took place at Avignon lasted
through the night. After that Brook returned to Shakespeare. The Shakespearean
imagery of the stage that Brook kept in all his productions was refined to illustrate
the bare necessities of a poor theatre: poor in the Grotowski sense, without
superfluous additions in terms of stage equipment and scenery. Brook

nevertheless was able to find poignant imagery that illustrated not simply his

27 Miller 2007, p. 83.
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conception of a particular play, but which acted as a comment on the act of
theatre, and of course, through this, on human existence and life in general.
Bradby describes the movement of the actors thus :
Sa Tempéte est jouée sur un sol recouvert de sable: les pas des acteurs y
tracent des lignes et des courbes mais a la fin de chaque scéne elles sont
effacées — image de la nature éphémeére de toute production théatrale.**®
This image of the ephemeral nature of all theatre productions could also

have been taken as an image for the uncontested authority of directors, which was

shortly to come to an end.

skeksk

IV. Post 1992: Changing of the Guard

Reflecting back over the previous decades of theatre production at the end
of the 1980s, Antoine Vitez concluded the following:

Quand tout sera passé, on regardera ce temps-ci — ces trente ou quarante

derniéres années — comme un age d’or du théatre en France. Rarement on

aura vu naitre tant d’expériences, et s’affronter tant d’idées sur ce que doit

étre la scéne, et sur ses pouvoirs. >

In light of what has been discussed in this chapter, there seem to be two
main points to be made about this citation. The first is that while Vitez is not
alone in his high commendation of the latter part of the Twentieth Century’s
activity, it is worth noting that such a resonating endorsement of the time comes
from a director. Indeed, as I have pointed out, the directors were those who
benefitted most from the changes in the cultural landscape, notably with regards
their being appointed as the head of the C.D.N. Writing at the very pinnacle of the
director’s power, Vitez could look back and comment on the evolutions

positively, which is markedly different from Vinaver’s criticism of the situation at

the same time. Yet, elsewhere in his writings Vitez is forced to defend the very

2% Bradby 2007, p. 472.
29 Vitez 1985, p. 228.
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concept of the mise en scéne. As Christian Biet and Chritsophe Triau point out:
‘c’est au moment ou il semble au comble de sa consécration que 1’art de la mise
en scéne est également interrogé, au point de devoir étre défendu’.>'® This
highlights that new conceptions about the director’s authority were emerging and
would take shape, certainly from the mid-nineties onwards.

Indeed, Vitez’s death in 1990 could be said to mark the beginning of the
end of a particular conception of theatre. With Vitez, the director was always
considered the supreme authority in the theatre, particularly since he usually
worked on non-contemporary authors. Arguably his death was one of the stages in
the rehabilitation of the text over scenic practice that took place in the nineties.
Further indications of a possible decline of the influence of the director resided in
Patrice Chéreau abandoning the Théatre des Amandiers and, consequently, theatre
in general (at least to a large extent). Indeed the generation of theatre makers that
were active in the seventies and eighties were overhauled in the course of the
nineties. A new generation of directors emerged who placed greater emphasis on
the text and who questioned the legacy of the previous generation. It is worth
commenting briefly on the change that occurred throughout this period, in order to
mark the end of the one studied in this chapter.

Stanislas Nordey argued that theatre in the eighties broke a sacred link that
exists between the audience and the text.”'' A strong advocate of new writing,
Nordey was named at the helm of the Théatre Gérard-Philipe in 1998 at the age of
thirty, thus becoming the youngest director of a C.D.N. in France. His political

manifesto was to stage as many productions as possible, with the maximum

219 Biet and Triau 2006, p. 726.

' David Bradby. 2011. ‘From Mise en Scéne of Text to Performance of “Textual Material””,
Clare Finburgh and Carl Lavery (eds), Contemporary French Theatre and Performance
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan) p. 35.
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attention devoted to contemporary and emerging writers. Though popular with
audiences, the move brought about almost the financial ruin of the C.D.N. For
Nordey, this highlighted the fact that the National theatres were not set up to
present contemporary writing, but rather to honour the classics, and that a re-
organisation of their administrative structure was required. For a number of
Nordey’s contemporaries such as Didier-Georges Gabily, ‘la mise en scéne n’est
pas simplement une erreur, un fourvoiement dans 1’évolution de I’art de la scéne,
mais une véritable trahison qui, de peur du caractére ouvert, polysémique du texte,
I’apprivoise par une “mise en image™”.*'> Along with Olivier Py, Gabily argued
that an open interpretation of a text was required in order to give the audience a
chance to formulate their own readings. Thus, the text was regarded as the basis
of the work and theatre was useful in so much that it provided a space to make a
communal reading of this text. In other words, theatre was regarded as a
collaborative space again, but one in which the audience collaborated together to
unpick their own meaning.
Yet, for all the bashing of the ‘mise en trop’ to take one of Vinaver’s
expressions, Pavis strikes a note of caution as early as 1987 when he remarks that:
On se méfiera (...) des discours qui proclament la fin de la mise en scéne,
la disparition de la théorie, le retour a I’évidence du texte ou la suprématie
incontestable de I’acteur, car ils témoignent en général d’un refus de la
réflexion et du sens, d’un retour a 1’obscurantisme critique de sinistre
mémoire.”"”
Indeed, if the text is reinvested with meaning it is not elevated to the

position it occupied at the start of the period. It is re-valued as a part of the theatre

art but not to the detriment of performance.

skeksk

*12 Bradby 2007, p. 598.
13 pavis 2007. 10.
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V. Deux Auteurs dans un Théitre en Quéte de Mission

As for the model represented by Brook and Mnouchkine, it was both
within and outside traditional structures. Both their companies benefited from
considerable state subsidies, which allowed them to pursue long research periods
before producing work. Yet, they did not run a state theatre and operate
independently from state considerations about the nature of culture. In this sense,
they are like the chorus in Greek tragedy: involved in the action, but sufficiently
removed as to be able to provide commentary.

In separate radio interviews, Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine were
asked whether they could conceive working for an institutional theatre such as the
Comédie Francaise. The answers that they both gave are indicative of how they
view themselves within the field of production. Brook replied that he had been
asked on several occasions to direct at the Comédie Francaise and indeed at the
Paris Opera. Though not against the idea in principle, quite the opposite, he
reflected that it would only make sense if a specific project with the right
conditions were created.”'* Mnouchkine on the other hand replied that she could
not see herself working at an institutional theatre, since she felt quite strongly that
she would have less freedom. Describing the Odéon, she noted that the conditions,
the building, the corridors all had an influence on the production and that what she
considered as superfluous (mainly additional administrative space) had a negative
and restrictive effect.”' It is tempting to consider Brook’s response as pragmatic
and Mnouchkine’s as dogmatic. The latter sets herself clearly outside the

institutional framework and her whole practice has been to provide an alternative

214 Brook interview with Jacques Chancel, Radioscopie 14 November 1979, archives de ’LLN.A.

http://www.ina.fr/media/entretiens/audio/PHD99232158/peter-brook.fr.html

1> Mnouchkine interview with Jacques Chancel, Radioscopie 12 September 1978, archives de
I’LN.A.
http://www.ina.fr/art-et-culture/arts-du-spectacle/audio/PHD99229062/ariane-mnouchkine. fr.html
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model to society, outside of which she could not function. Brook is more open to
various spaces and challenges, as long as the channels of communication are
open. In practice, the conditions required for his type of work have never been
established at the institutional theatres and therefore he has not worked there.
Were they to be however, he would have no objections.

Mnouchkine’s position as an outsider is further emphasised by the fact that
she was one of the few women to have achieved such high recognition as a
director in the sixties to early nineties. I mentioned previously that Joan
Littlewood in the UK might be said to have provided a model for Mnouchkine’s
practice as a woman deliberately working on the fringes of the theatre
establishment. However, I have not found it pertinent to explore in depth feminist
readings of her work in order to contrast them with the offerings of Brook as an
example of a male director. Rather it is their positions on the margins of the field
that seems to present the greater interest when viewing their work side by side.
Similarly, it should be noted that I have not dwelled upon any stereotypical
considerations about the differences between English theatre as more spectacular
and French theatre as text-based, as I feel that these distinctions do not apply in
the case of Brook and Mnouchkine. The latter’s use of non-Western techniques
and aesthetics has ensured that the productions she has created are at least if not
more spectacular than Brook’s offerings.

However what this chapter and the above responses have shown is that
there is a crucial relationship between the theatre as a physical structure and the
theatre production. The space and the way in which it is appropriated for a
cultural enterprise articulate a particular concept of theatre as an artistic or social

practice. Thus the Bouffes du Nord and the Cartoucherie articulate the marginal
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status of the theatre enterprises of the directors Peter Brook and Ariane
Mnouchkine. At the same time they serve as the vector for a conception of theatre
and social inclusiveness. I will elaborate this point in relation to the productions
of the Mahabharata and Les Atrides at some length in the coming chapters.
Indeed, I shall argue that it is by understanding this relationship that one is truly

grasps something of theatre as a performance medium.
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Chapter 3: Out of Step, Out of Joint: Staged
Rituals and their Transgression

Myths, according to Jan Kott, ‘are intelligible in translation — from
language to language, from one civilisation to another, from one religious system
to another’.”'® Such a proclamation about the universal validity of mythology is
simplistic to say the least. Indeed, it takes little account of the tools, methods or
means of ‘translating” a myth from one context to another. Yet, it is precisely
elements of the transfer process that mean that texts taken from another culture,
such as the Mahabharata, or from a distant past, such as the plays that form Les
Atrides, are rendered intelligible to a Twentieth-Century ‘Western” audience. In
the chapter entitled ‘Telling Stories’, I discussed how the directors Peter Brook
and Ariane Mnouchkine applied the principles of storytelling in order to
recalibrate these ancient narratives. It was established that the figure of the
storyteller is double: present and absent, able to play a character whilst remaining
separate from it at all times. The rituals of storytelling imply such a duality, which
allows the performers and the audience to develop a critical distance with the
work in a similar fashion to the Brechtian ‘Verfremdungs Effekt’. A character and
an action can be observed more keenly when a rift exists between performer and
character. However, more generally any sense of dislocation or discrepancy
serves either to waken the critical faculties or touch the emotions of an audience.
If a character appears out of step with the rest of the society present on stage or in

the auditorium, eyes are focused on them.

218 Jan Kott. 1974. The eating of the Gods: an interprétation of Greek tragedy, trans. by Boleslaw

Taborski and Edward J. Gerwinski (London: Eyre Methuen), p. 242.
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This notion, that I shall label ‘décalage’, is central to dramatic literature, as
Jean Duvignaud has explained.?'” First, there is a ‘décalage’ or lag in time,
whereby the action that confers the mythical status of a particular hero is differed,
rendered hypothetical for a time, even though the outcome is inevitable.*'® With
regards, Iphigenia at Aulis, the sacrifice of Iphigenia is posited in the first scene,
yet, through various dramatic devices, it is delayed until the end of the play.
Although not originally dramatic literature, similar techniques are used in the
Mahabharata: the war between the two sets of cousins is inevitable from the
beginning, yet even though the characters know this, they do all they can to
prevent it. These delaying processes provide the directors with matter to delight
and frustrate their audiences, and I will discuss the strategies used by Ariane
Mnouchkine and Peter Brook to further accentuate this sense of an action deferred
in the next chapter.

The second notion of ‘décalage’ is located in the discrepancy between the
values held and put into practice by certain individuals through their actions and
the values and organisation of the society within which they operate. To quote
Duvignaud again:

La tragédie [...], et plus largement la création théatrale, parait alors liée au

déséquilibre entre structure sociale et spontanéité, entre contraintes et

appartenances archaiques et liberté, entre les systémes de valeurs
traditionnels devenus a-typiques a travers les individus qui les respectent
et les dynamismes de la vie moderne.*"”

The sense of discrepancy between the action performed or the opinions

voiced by the protagonist and the rest of society, which in the case of Greek

7T have chosen not to translate the term ‘décalage’, since I feel that there is no English

equivalent that gives the range of nuances provided in the French. However, the Dictionnaire
Robert Collins provides the following possibilities for translating ‘décalage’ into English: gap,
interval, discrepancy, interval, time-lag and out of step. The notions of discrepancy and being out
of step are particularly useful when considering what this notion means with regards Brook and
Mnouchkine’s work.

I8 Duvignaud 1965, p. 234.

% Duvignaud 1965, p. 59
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tragedy is represented by the chorus, is clearly an essential ingredient of singling
out the characters as individuals. Indeed, the set of values defended by the
protagonists are in opposition to those upheld by the audience and represented by
the chorus, by reason of the fact that they stem from a set of assumptions dating
back to the 13" Century BC, at the time of the Trojan War.

Judged from within the social structure presented on stage in the first
instance, and from within the social structure formed within the auditorium in the
second, such actions can seem not only discordant because outmoded, but even
perverse. At several points in the play-texts of the Mahabharata and Les Atrides,
the characters perform actions that contravene the norms or the established codes
of conduct. To take the most striking example from Les Atrides, in the opening
play, Iphigénie a Aulis, a father sacrifices his young virgin daughter. In ancient
Greece, sacrifices were routinely conducted either to guarantee safe passage,
victory, or to absolve oneself of a crime. There were set codes that determined
how the rites were to be accomplished and which relied on several ritualised
actions being performed. However, as I hope to show, the sacrifice of Iphigenia
broke the customs, thereby setting Agamemnon outside the rules of the collective.

In this instance, the rituals of a standard religious or devotional practice
(sacrifice) are modified or perverted and the result is an infanticide. The key to
understanding the dynamics of not only the play but also of the whole production
cycle, lies in considering the instances when a social or religious ritual is
transformed. Indeed, they represent moments when the societal or moral
instruction proposed by the myth defines itself or is challenged. At this point it is
worth recalling that the Ancient Greek tragedies were written at a time when

Greek society was undergoing substantial changes to its organisation, notably in
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the field of law.?** The plays that form Les Atrides provide a reflection on and a
reflexion of a society in construction. As for the Mahabharata, it represents a
treatise of education for a member of the warrior caste, and is centred on personal
development and conduct. Yet, both make similar use of the ‘décalage’ between a
character and their situation.

Following a careful analysis of the textual matter for the productions of the
Mahabharata and Les Atrides, it will be possible to consider in detail the way the
staging articulates the discrepancies between a character and their entourage.
Most notably, it will be necessary to consider how practices are perverted and
rituals displaced. The focus will then move on to the means by which Peter Brook
and Ariane Mnouchkine signal to their audiences that several moments require
careful attention. In a third instance, I shall move on to consider the framework of
performance and how this also articulates a sense of décalage. I have also taken
the decision to invert my analysis of the two productions and thus to look first at
Les Atrides and then at the Mahabharata. The reason for going against the
chronological order is that Les Atrides was developed from dramatic literature,
and thus considerations about ritualisation in ancient Greek tragedy can be made
before looking into how Brook adapted epic literature to the stage. Furthermore,
in intercultural terms, Mnouchkine was coming from a European starting point
and added clements external to Western culture, whereas with Brook the
movement was inverted. In order to establish a coherent argument, it is easier to
start from the analysis of something that is known and then move to more

unfamiliar territory than the contrary.

skeksk

%% Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-Naquet. 1972. Mythe et tragédie en Gréce ancienne

(Paris: Maspéro, re ed, La découverte 2001), p. 15.
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1. Not Standard Practice: Transgressing Social Codes

a) Perverted rituals in Les Atrides

Euripides’s play Iphigenia at Aulis, which formed part one of Les Atrides,
stages the justification of an infanticide. In the opening scene, Agamemnon
explains to an elderly servant that the soothsayer Calchas has proclaimed it
necessary to sacrifice his daughter, Iphigenia:

Calchas, le devin, dans I’impasse ou nous étions,

Nous a répondu de sacrifier Iphigénie, née de ma semence

A Artemis qui habite cette plaine

Et qu’alors il y aurait traversée et égorgement des Phrygiens

Si I’on sacrifie.”!

As the quote above illustrates, the action takes place immediately prior to
the Trojan War, when the Greek troops are grounded at Aulis, unable to set sail
for Troy. In order to unblock the situation, the solution lies in performing the
ritualised actions that form the rites of a religious and civic ceremony. The logic is
the same when people in secular societies perform set routines in a specific
manner in a specific order in accordance with superstition at moments of
particular tension, such as before going on stage for example. The stakes are
higher and the actions undertaken here are more radical, but the principle is the
same. Namely, these rites must be conducted according to a precise script. Any
deviancy spells potential trouble.

In this instance the soothsayer Calchas demands that the rites of sacrifice
be performed. The demand for a form of sacrificial offering is consistent with the
fact that one of the functions of sacrifice in Ancient Greece was to guarantee

success in an enterprise. Furtheremore, as Pierre Bennechére has noted, sacrifices

were unifying events that reinforced the notion of the collective:

2! Jean and Mayotte Bollack 1990, p. 17, L90-3.
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S’il est un acte collectif dans la Gréce ancienne, c’est bien le sacrifice:
civique, propitiatoire ou expiatoire, dans la grande majorité des cas il est
accompli par une communauté, qui peut se confondre avec la cité enticre
ou, plus simplement, avec une famille ou un groupement d’amis.***

Given the fact that the Greek army is attempting to set off on a militaristic
campaign, the need to create a sense of community is particularly important.
Certainly given the lack of wind. However sacrifices in Ancient Greece were
always performed on animals, whereas Calchas’ suggestion is to sacrifice
Iphigenia, a young maiden and Agamemnon’s daughter. This contravenes the
norms, and places Agamemnon in a situation where he has to decide whether he
chooses to embrace the suggestion, and thus not only perform a barbaric act in
terms of his filial relation with the victim but also accept to change the codes of
the rites of sacrifice. Essentially, the argument that Agamemnon is faced with is
that of justifying an infanticide by masking it under the veil of the preventive
sacrifice. In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, which formed part two of Les Atrides, this
shift in the codes is clearly labelled as perverted and, as Nicole Loraux explains,
the charge is clearly laid against Agamemnon for having chosen to sacrifice his
daughter:

Le sacrifice de la vierge est clairement désigné comme une souillure,

impie, impure, avant méme que, dans la description d’Iphigénie menée au

supplice, le texte n’accumule les preuves a charge contre le pére qui a 0sé
immoler son enfant.””’

Loraux’s interpretation is supported by other renowned Hellenists, such as
Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal-Nacquet, who argue that Agamemnon shows
us that the corrupt sacrifice, namely the murder of Iphigenia, follows upon others

224

and brings others in its wake.””" Indeed, in the chain of events that provide the

222 pierre Bennechére. 1998. ‘La notion ‘d’acte collectif® dans le sacrifice humain grec’, Phoenix,

(52.3/4), p. 191.
2 Nicole Loraux. 1985. Facons tragiques de tuer une femme (Paris: Hachette), p. 75.
*** Vernant and Vidal-Nacquet 1972, p. 148.
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dramatic material for the Oresteia, Agamemnon is killed in revenge for having
killed his daughter and his murderer is then killed by her own son for having
killed his father. Moreover, as Vernant and Vidal-Nacquet suggest, each murder
in the chain represents a form of ‘corrupt’ sacrifice, thereby giving each event the
status of a metaphysical fault. Such a comment is applicable to Greek tragedy as a
whole according to Albert Henrichs, who explains that:

By reconceptualising and verbalising murder as a rite of sacrifice, tragedy

turns mundane acts of self-motivated aggression into quasi-religious

events, thereby magnifying them and elevating them to a rank compatible
with its ritual frame, moral authority, and interest in the divine.**

In effect Henrichs is describing the transformation of a ‘fait divers’ into an
event that serves a greater purpose. It is against this test-case action that the rules
of society can be explored, commented upon, upturned or reinforced. Ritualised
murder, the legitimacy or illegitimacy of sacrifice are recurrent themes in the
plays of the Oresteia, and each of the play texts of Les Atrides explores how
ritualisation can be used to legitimise acts that would otherwise be condemned.
However, it is worth looking in some detail at the initial sacrifice, that of
Iphigenia, for it provides the cataclysm for the others. By choosing to stage
Iphigénie a Aulis as a prelude to the Oresteia, Ariane Mnouchkine was clearly
signalling the importance of this event in the narrative of the fall of the house of
Atreus. Moreover, the violence of this act will serve to underline the violence that
characterises the society portrayed in Mnouchkine’s production.

Agamemnon lures his wife and daughter to Aulis using the false pretence

of marriage to the warrior Achilles. As he explains to an elderly servant in the

opening lines of the play: ‘J’eus recours a cette fable pour persuader ma femme, /

225 Albert Henrichs. 2000. ‘Drama and Dromeda: Bloodshed, Violence, and Sacrificial Metaphor
in Euripides’, Harvard Studies in Classical Philology (100), p. 174.
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Ourdissant un mariage fictif pour avoir la vierge’.**® The substitution of sacrifice

by marriage provides an example of Agamemnon’s deviousness, but also
highlights the link between marriage and death, as Nicole Loraux underlines in
Facons tragiques de tuer une femme: ‘la mort des femmes confirme ou rétablit
leur rapport au mariage et a la maternité’.**’ However, Clytemnestra becomes
suspicious of Agamemnon’s plans when he appears willing to transgress the
ritualised codes of the marriage ceremony. Agamemnon’s willingness to break
customs is made particularly clear in relation to the carrying of torches, a duty
usually accomplished by the mother of the bride:

CLYTEMNESTRE: Qui portera la torche?

AGAMEMNON: C’est moi qui présenterai la lumiére que 1’on présente

aux jeunes mariés.

CLYTEMNESTRE: Ce n’est pas 1’usage. Toi, tu trouves que c’est rien.**®

Agamemnon does not wish for his wife to be present at the fake marriage
cum real sacrifice and thus seems to be willing to break with the ceremonial
customs. Yet this willingness to transgress the codes of one rite (marriage) acts as
a signal that the rituals of the other ceremony (sacrifice) will also be transgressed.
Indeed it is generally agreed that human sacrifices were unheard of in Greece
during the Classical and Hellenic period and there is much debate about whether
any occurred in earlier periods.””” However, maidens were present at animal
sacrifices as basket carriers, which marked them out as objects of a male gaze.

Here I follow Ruth Scodel, who says that Euripides and Aeschylus present a

‘voyeuristic element of everyday life [which] is exaggerated so as to become

2% Jean and Mayotte Bollack 1990, p. 17, L104-5.
" Loraux 1985, p. 51.

28 Mnouchkine 1992a, p.48, L732-4.

¥ Bennechére 1998, p. 193.
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explicit and disturbing’.2*° There is therefore a double shift in the presentation or
p g p

rather, I should say, the descriptions and considerations of the act of sacrificing a
maiden. Indeed, the act is never witnessed by the on and off-stage audiences, but
is related by a messenger in Iphigénie a Aulis, and by the chorus in Agamemnon.
The fact that in the context of the production of Les Atrides, two reports of the
sacrificial act are provided, is crucial. Indeed, the audience is tuned into listening
out for any differences and divergences between the two versions of the event and
thus to consider not simply the validity of the act, but also the mediation of
narratives through storytelling. In terms of ritual, the drama operates on three
levels. On the first, there is an understanding of what constitutes standard
practice; on the second its perversion; on the third, the retelling of the act, which
is in itself set within its own conventions and rituals. The description of the
sacrifice is thus of great interest with regards understanding how the ritualised
action was transgressed and perhaps perverted, but it also represents an act of
storytelling in which the events that occurred off stage are recomposed,
restructured and reiterated to a new audience (the chorus and ‘real” audience).
There is thus a sense of ‘décalage’, in the transformation of the ritual act of
sacrifice to one of remembering (or re-membering) this act.

The first description of Iphigenia’s sacrifice in Les Atrides is provided by
the messenger in Iphigénie a Aulis, who speaks to Clytemnestra and the chorus,
and is invested by the power of Agamemnon. He states: ‘Agamemnon m’envoie
pour que je t’explique cela’.>®' The description that the messenger gives
highlights elements done in accordance with the rites of a sacrificial ceremony.

First, the motive of the sacrifice is made explicit. It is namely to guarantee success

% Ruth Scodel. 1996. ‘Virgin sacrifice and aesthetic object’, Transactions of the American
philological association (126), p. 111.
! Mnouchkine 1992a, p. 92, L1604.
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in war: ‘Accueille le sang immaculé d’un beau cou de vierge, / Accorde a notre
flotte une traversée sans encombres, / Et a nous, de prendre le chateau de Troie, a
la guerre’.** These lines are spoken at the scene of sacrifice by the priest Calchas,
thereby giving weight and solemnity to the occasion. Also, the contrast between
the first line and the following two highlights the purity of the offering, which is
untainted and beautiful. This was a requirement, as was the victim’s acceptance of
being offered as a sacrifice. Indeed, when a goat was being sacrificed, water was
poured on its head to make it nod in acquiescence.””” Iphigenia, reportedly, is
explicit in her acceptance: ‘Et mon corps, pour ma terre paternelle, / Et pour la
Gréce toute entiére, / Je vous I’offre’.”** However, though the messenger is
presenting a version of the story in which Agamemnon is presented in the best
possible fashion and in which Iphigenia is a consenting victim, ‘sans cri, j’offrirai
mon cou, avec courage’,23 > there is still an uncomfortable element which makes
the father appear in a bad light.

The substitution of Iphigenia’s body with that of a mountain goat by
Artemis is explained by Calchas in his interpretation of the events:

Voyez-vous ce sacrifice que la déesse

A préférée, sur son autel, une biche des montagnes?

Cette béte lui plait par-dessus tout, bien plus qu’'une jeune fille;

Elle ne veut pas souiller son autel d’un sang de bonne race.”*

The substitution of Iphigenia by an animal serves to emphasise the fact

that sacrifices in Ancient Greece were intended to be of animals, but also, the

choice of animal, one that was not normally sacrificed, further emphasises this

2 Jean and Mayotte Bollack, L1574-6, p. 91.
3 Bennechére 1998, p. 191.

% Jean and Mayotte Bollack, L1533-5, p. 90.
3 Jean and Mayotte Bollack, L1560, p. 91.
% Jean and Mayotte Bollack, L1592-5, p. 92.
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discrepancy.”’ The sacrifice of a virgin is therefore described implicitly as
inappropriate for the goddess chooses a different victim, and Agamemnon is thus
guilty of having perverted the rites. The verb ‘souiller’ reinforces the fact that this
action is unforgivable on a human level, that it is murder, that the codes and
conventions of the rites have not been respected. Further confounding evidence of
the inappropriateness of the sacrifice can be found in the next play presented as
part of Les Atrides. The messenger’s description of a consenting Iphigenia is
denied in the chorus’ version of events in Aeschylus’s Agamemnon. The old men
from Argos who were present at the scene and are loyal to Agamemnon describe
the events thus: ‘Une priére, et le pére aux servants fait un signe: / Qu’on la

.. N 238
saisisse comme une chévre au-dessus de 1’autel.’

In the last line, Iphigenia is
compared to a goat. These lines, when put alongside those of the messenger from
Iphigénie a Aulis, give a different interpretation of the events. The goat is either
an excuse or a way of describing Iphigenia’s struggles in the remaining moments
of her life. The description continues thus: ‘De toutes les forces elle s’accroche a

la terre.’**’

Iphigenia clearly does not wish to die and Agamemnon asks those
committing the sacrifice to silence her, else she might curse his house. The
passive image of Iphigenia submitting to her fate in the first episode can no longer
be held as true.

A major consequence of the confrontation of the second textual version
with the first is the challenge to the authenticity of the messenger’s story. The

chorus’ testimony appears all the more believable as a result of their refusal to

comment on moments they did not directly witness: ‘La suite, je ne I’ai pas vue et

7 Loraux 1985, p. 66.
% Mnouchkine 1992a, p. 19, L231-2.
% Mnouchkine 1992a, p. 19, L234.
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ie ne la dirai pas’.%*’ The audience’s interpretation of Agamemnon’s role therefore
J p p g

changes radically. For instance, the messenger’s line in Iphigénie a Aulis, ‘1l se
couvrit les yeux de sa robe, et versa des larmes’,**' seems at first to refer to the
father’s distress. However after having listened to the description of events
provided by the chorus in Agamemnon, it might better be interpreted as indicating
his shame. At this point, Vernant and Vidal Naquet’s commentary of the situation
seems particularly pertinent:

On sait désormais ce que fut réellement le sacrifice d’Iphigénie: moins

I’obéissance aux ordres d’ Artémis, moins le dur devoir d’un roi qui ne

veut pas commettre de faute a 1’égard de ses alli¢s, que la coupable

faiblesse d’un ambitieux dont la passion conspirant avec la divine Triché,
s’est résolu a immoler sa propre fille.”*

According to Vernant and Vidal Naquet, Agamemnon’s action derives
from his too great ambition that leads him to take a cowardly action, and not from
the overbearing power of fate falling down heavily on his shoulders. He acts in a
way that is out of step, and thus the ‘décalage’ of the ritual is indicative of his
‘hubris’.>* Tt is conceivable to interpret the demand by the goddess to sacrifice
his daughter as a test of Agamemnon’s power and leadership qualities. In effect
though, Agamemnon always acts under cover and it is only when this cover is
blown that he is forced to reveal himself. He secretly sends a messenger to spread
a counter message to his wife, which is intercepted by Menelaus. He then uses the

ruse of a marriage, which is debunked by Achilles. Consequently, Agamemnon is

both ambitious and lives in a state where he is fearful of others. In the opening

%0 Mnouchkine 1992a, p. 20, L248.

! Jean and Mayotte Bollack, p. 90, L1550.

2 Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 1972, p. 40.

243 The term hubris, which is often translated by Mnouchkine and Cixous as ‘outrance’, is a violent
passion inspired by arrogance. In ancient Greece, hubris was considered a crime and was linked
with acts of sexual aggression or theft against public or private property. In Greek mythology
Hubris was a divinity that personnified hubris. In Les Euménides, line 532 describes its origins as
the daughter of impiety : ‘I’outrance est bien la fille de I’impiété’ (p 42 in the Cixous translation).
For a further discussion of hybris, Douglas McDowell’s article, ‘Hybris in Athens’, in Greece and
Rome (23), is illuminating.
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scene of Iphigenie a Aulis, Agamemnon posits that he would have rather remained
‘inconnu’, ‘sans nom’, than to have received the honour of governing and
commanding an army.*** In other words, he expresses the desire to remain
anonymous and part of the group. It is at this moment in time that Euripides first
signals the distance that separates Agamemnon from the rest of society. From this
point onwards, he shall be in danger, for to separate means to remove oneself
from the norm and represents a transgression of the rules of society. As
Duvignaud notes, the isolation of a protagonist represents a key ingredient of
ancient tragedy: ‘le dramaturge crée un personnage mais il I’isole sur la scéne et le
pare de justifications qui rendent nécessaire ou du moins admissible sinon
désirable sa mort’.>** The equation of ‘décalage’ and hubris becomes perfectly
clear at this point. When his death does indeed occur, it is because he has strayed
too far outside the acceptable norms of behaviour.

Clytemnestra orchestrates Agamemnon death in an ingeniously prepared
ceremony as revenge for the previous murder. Seemingly performing the duties of
the warrior’s wife, welcoming him back into the house after the war as a
victorious general, she is in fact perversely preparing him for a sacrificial murder
to appease her thirst for revenge. The ‘welcome-back’ ritual is ingeniously
masked by her and transformed into a sacrifice where the house becomes the
temple for her revenge, just as Iphigenia’s marriage was transformed into a
sacrifice. Clytemnestra convinces him to walk into the house on a scarlet mantle
and pronounces a long speech, which aims to salute his glory but which also

indicates her ill intentions to the chorus and audience: ‘Vite, que sa route

% Jean and Mayotte Bollack, p. 14, L18.
** Jean Duvignaud. 1971. Le théatre et aprés (Paris: Casterman), p. 45.
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s’empourpre / Vers la demeure inespérée / Afin que la justice puisse 1’y mener’.**°

The attention paid to welcoming Agamemnon puts him ill at ease. Certainly at
first, he fears this ceremonial greeting: ‘un mortel, selon moi, ne peut / Marcher
sans crainte sur ces splendeurs brodées’.**’ This fear turns out to be realised.
Though warriors returning from a military campaign were honoured, the attention
given to Agamemnon is excessive, such that he places himself in a vulnerable
position by stepping above his station. Also, though it is not made explicit, the
resemblance with the sacrificial scene of his daughter may be a cause for his
discomfort. In the end, however, he accepts, thereby again committing the crime
of hubris.

Agamemnon’s death leads to the third familial sacrifice in the four
episodes of Les Atrides. It occurs in Les Choéphores when Orestes kills his
mother. It is now possible to speak of a ritual of murder being perpetrated within
the house of Atreus, in the sense that ritual taken in its everyday usage signifies
‘habitual’. When Orestes kills his mother; he offers up the murder as a sacrifice to
the memory of his father and to the God Apollo. He questions the validity of the
action and, in a moment of hesitation, he turns to his friend Pylade to ask him for
support and guidance. Pylade warns him against the potential consequences of not
killing his mother. Indeed, he tells him that if he does not kill her:

Qu’adviendra-t-il alors des oracles d’Apollon

Des prédictions de la Pythie

De la fidélité aux serments prétés ?

Que tous soient tes ennemis

Mais pas les dieux, crois-moi.***

Pylade’s prediction turns out to be true, as Apollo defends him and he ends

up being acquitted by the court of Athena. Yet it is the fact that the gods have

% Mnouchkine 1992a, p. 46, L910-12.
**" Mnouchkine 1992a, p. 46-7, L925-6.
8 Mnouchkine 1992b, p. 57, L900-4.
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demanded this act through the oracle, which is important in motivating Orestes. In
effect, he is expected to accomplish the sacrifice or risk the fury of the gods.
Murder to appease murder or sacrifice upon sacrifice: such is the scheme of the
plays which is only broken through the ritualised acquittal and penitence shown
during the court case. Indeed, the Furies pursue Orestes for the same motives that
he pursued his mother and she, his father. Yet, if the cycle stops it is because
murder is no longer perceived as the means by which to punish and avenge
murder.

The final text of Les Atrides, Les Euménides, provides a setting, which is
heavily ritualised and steeped in the ceremonial of confrontation. However, it is in
this space that the characters will move out of the logic of sacrifice. There is a
shift in dynamic since unlike in the previous plays, the judgement on the central
character has not yet been pronounced. In Iphigénie a Aulis, Iphigenia is
effectively sentenced to be sacrificed from the beginning. The rest of the play
charts the inevitable move towards this end. Similarly, in Agamemnon,
Clytemnestra has been plotting her husband’s murder throughout his absence. Her
own death in Les Choéphores is set from the start also. Yet, in Les Euménides,
Orestes is given a genuine chance to evade death through presenting himself at the
court of Athena. Thus, we enter a new dramatic space located within the rhetoric
of the trial. For Christian Biet, the ritual and ceremonial of the legal system, and
the trial in particular, represent an extremely pertinent way of analysing a
society’s mechanisms for self-representation, as well as being inherently
spectacular:

Le proces est simultanément I’exercice de la loi tel qu’il est prévu et

1égitimé par la société, un prétexte a regarder et a juger la maniére dont la
société fonctionne et se représente a partir d’un cas, enfin un prétexte a
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faire de cet exercice et de ce regard un espace offert a une représentation
” . 249
esthétique et spectaculaire.

Indeed, the representation of the legal court in dramatic literature has since
Les Euménides become a common feature; Antigone and The Merchant of Venice
are just two of many famous examples. There are a host of reasons why this
setting has become a privileged space for representation of human action. There is
a degree of dramatic tension inherent to the proceedings, which is heightened by
their formal nature and by the ceremonial gowns of the legal profession that are
integral to the trial cum performance. Furthermore, the court is an antagonistic
space where battles are fought with language wielded as a weapon. Ideas are
debated, confronted, arguments are constructed and dismantled, and the jury is
cajoled, seduced and ensnared: this provides rich material for the writer.

More specifically though legal terminology features heavily in ancient
tragedy. This is because the city is still coming to terms with the newly formed
legal institutions. Jean-Pierre Vernant’s commentary is particularly illuminating in
this regard:

La présence d’un vocabulaire technique du droit chez les Tragiques

souligne les affinités entre les themes de prédilection de la tragédie et

certains cas relevant de la compétence des tribunaux, ces tribunaux dont

I’institution est assez récente pour que soit encore pleinement sentie la

nouveauté des valeurs qui en ont commandé la fondation et qui en réglent

le fonctionnement.**’

Politically therefore, the scene in Les Euménides is significant for two
main reasons. First, it is the inaugural case of the Athenian court, presided over by
Athena and any judgement will set a precedent. Indeed, as Christian Biet has

noted, each trial sets a precedent by debating an instance on a case-by-case basis.

The trial is in effect an analytical reading of a case as well as of a legal text:

249 Christian Biet. 2003. Représentations du procés (Nanterre: Paris X), p. 12.
% Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 1972, p. 15.
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La littérature interprete le droit qui est lui-méme, on le sait, un systéme
d’interprétation. Il est donc normal que la littérature soit a la fois une
illustration fictionnelle des regles et les procédures du droit, et un moyen

de les mettre en question, d’en déterminer les lacunes et d’en analyser les
failles.”'

Second, the Furies stand to lose their power if they are not vindicated and
thus the judicial order will be changed. Rather than a simple equation of a killing
to avenge another killing, a new system will be put in place. Indeed, Les
Eumeénides is a play about a transition from a system of law and regulation
founded on the rituals of the vendetta to one on trial by jury.

Les Euménides marks even more clearly than the other parts of Les
Atrides, an attempt to put in place a reinforced form of social order. Athena
creates the first tribunal in which Orestes can be judged. This is a clear example
of a rite of passage being created. Also, Athena decides that if there is to be an
equal number voting for and against Orestes, the benefit of the doubt will be
given. This is a rule that she comes up with herself. Her own casting vote in the
trail is in favour of Orestes, the reason given that ‘Je célébre la chose male’.*>>
Yet, it is her vote that makes acquittal possible, since without it, he would have
been condemned. Her line ‘Cet homme a échappé a la justice du sang’,”* were it
to be truncated could be taken to give away the real meaning of her actions. The
question that arises is whether the murder was justified and thus whether the gods
were working for a greater moral justice. Certainly, this is not the opinion of the
Furies, whose accusations are vicious and highlight the gods’ partiality: ‘Io!

Dieux plus jeunes ! / Comme des chevaux, les anciennes lois / Vous les avez

piétinées, et vous les avez arrachées de mes mains !”.*>* Addressed to both Apollo

1 Biet 2003, p. 9.

2 Cixous 1992, p. 55, L737.
3 Cixous 1992, p. 55, L752.
%% Cixous 1992, p. 56, L777.
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and Athena following Orestes’ acquittal, this statement when confronted with the
above highlights how laws are adapted to suit political ends. Indeed, Duvignaud
makes the following remark on Orestes’ crime and its relationship to the city’s
laws at the time of the performance:

En apparence tout le justifie — sauf I’¢loignement ou se trouvent le public

athénien et le dramaturge, ¢loignement qui rend précisément cette

vengeance criminelle, monstrueuse, pathologique. Depuis longtemps, la

Cité a réprimé la vendetta, confié a des juges le soin de la justice.””

There is therefore a sense of double décalage as both Orestes’ murder of
his mother and the Furies’ thirst for his blood were out of step with the legal
situation at the time of the play’s writing. The law of vendetta, which represents
the justification of both Orestes’ and the Furies’ actions, were no longer
recognised as legal tender. It is for this reason that in the course of Les Euménides
the Furies revengeful thirst is transformed and appeased such that they may come
to represent new protective divinities of the city of Athens. Athena speaks to the
assembly of Athenians so that they may revere the newly transformed divinities:

Je vous escorterai a la lumiére des flambeaux éclatants

Vers les lieux d’en-bas, sous la terre,

Avec mes servantes, celles qui gardent ma statue comme il est juste.

Puisse le plus précieux visage de toute la terre de Thésée

Approcher, glorieuse troupe, enfants, épouses,

Et foule de vieilles femmes

Tous vétus de vétements teints de pourpre.

Rendez hommage et que s’¢lance la lumiere du feu

Afin que cette bienveillante union avec la terre

Pour le reste des temps se manifeste clairement

Par des événements riches en homme de bien. **°

In this speech, she highlights the ceremonial attire of the assembled crown,

the ‘vétements teints de pourpre’, which were given to the foreigners or ‘metics’

in certain ceremonies. She also calls for fire to be used as part of the celebrations

3 Jean Duvignaud. 1965. Sociologie du thédtre : essai sur les ombres collectives (Paris : PUF), p.

242.
%% Cixous 1992, p. 67, L1021-32.
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of the new union. In short, she asks for spectacle, for it is only through spectacle
that honour can be given. Yet, this spectacle is one that seems to directly recall
that of Iphigenia’s sacrifice. Indeed, the young maiden was also dressed in the
most beautiful clothing and told that this sacrifice would bring honour to the
Greeks. In other words, a dignified ritual compensates a perverted sacrifice.

The cycle that Mnouchkine performed therefore opened with the sacrifice
of a young woman and ended with the sacrifice of a maternal order and the move
towards a new, male order. As metics, the Furies would not be granted any
involvement in the political governance of the town. One might argue that a myth
stages the transition from one social order to another. In Les Atrides, such a
transfer from a divine to human social order occurs in Les Euménides where the
logic of sacrifice and revenge orchestrated by and for the gods is replaced by the
logic of the trial by a jury of men instigated by a goddess. The gods are
summoned to play their part in this transfer of power, to be appeased and
subjugated (the Furies), to disappear (Apollo) or to be integrated into the new
human process (Athena). For societies with a strong anchoring in religion, these
myths are not a way of killing off their divinities (though they do mark the
beginning of the ‘twilight of the gods”), but rather they represent a means of
legitimating the current social order, because it was originally endorsed by the
gods.

In the myths that form Les Atrides, though many of the characters have
divine origins, they act as men, and have no supernatural powers. The actions of
the characters must therefore be judged in accordance with human values rather
than divine orders. In the Mahabharata, this is not so much the case, as the action

happens in a different cosmic age to the present one, when as Vyasa explains,
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certain things were possible, which are no longer.”>’ Therefore, we could say that
it represents a myth located one step further back in the process of transfer from
the divine to the human order. Nevertheless, as Jean-Claude Carriére outlines, it is
the trend towards humanising the characters in the narrative that creates the
drama:
Une ligne déja se dessinait, qui allait d’un récit mythique, dirigé par un
conteur et mettant en scéne des demi-dieux, a des personnages de plus en
plus humains, apportant avec eux le théatre.”®

And thus it is that the myth serves as an educational treatise in which the

right action to take is the subject of much consideration.

b. Peter Brook’s Mahabharata: the Path to Enlightenment

The humanising of the characters is most evident in relation to the
Pandavas failings, who are born from divine fathers. It is made explicit through
Arjuna’s and Krishna’s comments to Yudhishthira following the trick he plays on
Drona:

ARJUNA: Le désir de la victoire t’a corrompu. Tu as glissé dans le

mensonge comme la masse de I’humanité.

KRISHNA: Il appartient désormais a la terre. La victoire viendra peut-étre

de cette faiblesse.””

Arjuna’s line is a direct criticism, an attack even on his brother, whereas
Krishna highlights the positive change that has occurred. The transformation in
Yudhishthira is part of the establishment of a new order and corresponds with the
function of myth to explicit an organisation, an order of society. There is a

complex social structure that underpins the Sanskrit text of the Mahabharata that

is connected with the Hindu caste system. Carriére’s text distils these

>7 Carriére 1985, p. 41.
¥ Carriére 2007, p. 20.
% Carriére 1985, p. 368.
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relationships, such that they are comprehensible to a Western spectator or reader,
however, the politics of the social order are clearly manifest in certain instances
that are heavily steeped in ritual.

To start with the first, the court of the Mahabharata represents a highly
regulated area in which ceremonial and ritual play a significant part. There are for
instance, the rituals of positioning the various members in a hierarchical order.
With regards to hierarchy and the seating arrangements, the Pandavas have a
clearer sense of deference towards those that they consider to be their superiors
(in terms of age, wisdom or spirituality) than their rival set of cousins. In one of
the scenes that highlight the importance of etiquette and codes of social conduct, a
character is disrespectful towards Krishna. In effect, the décalage between his

260 The Kauravas

behaviour and social norms means that he has to forfeit his life.
also fail to regard Bhishma with as much respect as their rivals, even though he is
fighting on their side of the divide. It might be suggested that their inability to
read the situation correctly is what ultimately brings about their loss. At all points
in the narrative, they are seeking to undermine their opponents, but are unable to
do so since they contravene the codes of action. These codes are encompassed
under the term ‘dharma’, which is ‘une puissance surnaturelle, divine, sacrée, dont
le role est de fournir une norme, un modéle’.*®! In the source text of the
Mahabharata as well as in the Brook adaptation, the notion of dharma is
fundamental. Indeed, Krishna asks Bhishma a difficult question that highlights its
importance:

KRISHNA: Et si ta race devait étre détruite pour sauvegarder le dharma?

Bhishma garde le silence. Krishna insiste:
KRISHNA: Serais-tu prét a sacrifier ta race? Quelle est ta réponse?

290 Carriére 1985, pp. 115 — 121.
21 Jean Varenne. 2002. Dictionnaire de I’'Hindouisme (Paris: Editions du Rocher), p- 130.
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BHISHMA: Cette question me tient constamment en alerte. Le sommeil
me fuit comme un ennemi. Toute la nuit mon ceeur bat vite.”*

The Mahabharata is a treatise of education for a young prince, which is
centred on political and moral improvement. Unlike the myths that form Les
Atrides, the focus is on the individual rather than the collective and the character
of Krishna appears as the spiritual guide. Yet, it is worth noting that scholars of
the Mahabharata highlight that the Krishna of the text, with the exception of the
‘Bhagavad Gita’, is quite unlike that of the Krishna tradition that follows. In the
words of W.S. Wilkins: ‘Krishna n’est guére plus qu’un héros, excepté dans les
passages dont I’origine est supposée plus tardive que le corps de I’ouvrage’.*®?
Indeed, he appears very much un-divine like in sections, constantly stealing butter
as a child and playing mischievous tricks. Certainly, Krishna encourages a host of
disputable (or décalées) actions. These are almost all in relation to the battle of
Kurukeshtra and involve the deaths of leading protagonists. For instance, it is
Krishna who advises Yudhishthira to go and ask Bhishma how he may be killed
and who suggests the way in which Ajuna will perform the act hidden. Krishna,
the devious trickster or Krishna in search of a greater moral purpose, certainly
Brook seems enamoured with the character, as can be witnessed by his staging of
La mort de Krishna in 2002.

Of all the divinities, Krishna is the most complicated and difficult to
portray in production, particularly considering the complexities surrounding the
character in terms of Hindu theology. He is the character who operates in
‘décalage’, simultaneously within and outside the rules of the game. Yet, Brook’s

depiction of Krishna has attracted criticism for he is said to simply be reduced to

262
p. 131.

W S. Wilkins. 2006. Mythologie Hindoue, Védique et Pouranique, trans. Jean-Laurent Savoye

(Paris: L’Harmattan), p. 172.
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the role of the trickster in his production. In Brook’s staging, the actors are not
caked in make-up and elaborate costumes such as in Kathakali performances or
indeed, Mnouchkine’s theatre. They are therefore present in the space as men and
women and remain just like the audience throughout. I have discussed this in
relation to the distancing effect in the storytelling, but the implications for
portraying a divine character are far-reaching. It begins with metaphysical
considerations, as Brook wonders about the extent to which Krishna becomes
fully human and thus the following question arises for him:

The big question — one that I interrogated many people in India about — is

the mystery: to what extent is it conceivable that in taking on all of the

characteristics of a human being, Krishna also takes on the characteristic
of making mistakes?”**

A little further on, he is able to resolve the issue at least partially by
explaining that ‘Krishna plays the part of a human being, which is not exactly the
same as becoming one’.**> Thus the actor is also able to play the part of the
divinity, without ever becoming one. The image of Krishna as an actor is given an
extra dimension for, in Brook’s production, the actor playing Krishna is also
playing Ganesha. Indeed, the transition between the two characters implies that
Ganesha is playing Krishna, or rather the actor is playing Ganesha playing
Krishna within Vyasa’s story and within Brook’s production. Such a complex
frame of representation gives an element of freedom to the actor, who is not
required to simply play Krishna, which for a Western actor -Maurice Bénichou in
the French language production and Bruce Meyers in the English — would seem
not only an almost impossible task but also one loaded with complex post-

colonial considerations. Certainly the figure of Krishna seems to have marked

many of the reviewers, and in particular the reviewers of the English language

2% Brook qtd in Schechner, et al 1986, p. 61.
2% Brook qtd in Schechner, et al 1986, p. 61.
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production and film version. For the English papers there is a tendency to identify
Bruce Meyers very readily with an English version of Krishna and the actions that
he performs are judged in this light. Indeed, the London Evening Standard does
not see Krishna so much as a divine figure but rather as a political figure:
The central figure of Krishna who is supposed to be the source of creation
and the beginning and end of the universe, comes across as a curiously
devious and enigmatic character tackling problems of good and evil
through the performance of Bruce Meyers as if he were some Whitehall
civil servant determined to be neutral at all costs.*®
It is somewhat difficult to comprehend the meaning of the last part of the
sentence, since Krishna appears to have quite clearly chosen sides and is most
definitely involved in plotting and urging the Pandavas on. Indeed, this very
attribute makes him conform to the first part of the description above. Yet, the
review does highlight the sense of unease or décalage. Mary Brennan in the
Glasgow Herald goes even further, for her:
Most harrowing of all perhaps, is that revered Krishna — enigmatic
man/deity — seems to renege even on his friends’ trust, intervening in
matters of life or death with a briskness, a deviousness that is chilling.*®’
Thus Krishna becomes a figure that inspires fear through his actions,
which seem incomprehensible in many regards. His portrayal is especially
important to understand and is an issue I shall return to when discussing
intercultural issues. Indeed, the portrayal of Krishna represents a key point in the
critique of Brook’s work. In returning to this, I hope to elucidate something of the
discomfort felt about his representation and to comment further on the notion of
décalage.

The key though to understanding his character is given immediately before

his death. The child, the descendant of the heroes of the Mahabharata and

2% Milton Shulman, ‘The nine hour wonder’, London Evening Standard, 21 April 1988, p. 27.

*7 Mary Brennan, ‘Dazzling Tale of Life and Death’, Glasgow Herald, 19 April 1988, p. 4.
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Vyasa’s attentive listener, asks: ‘pourquoi toutes ces ruses? Et ces mauvais
conseils?’.**® The answer given by Krishna is the following: ‘Je me suis battu
contre des puissances terribles et j’ai agi comme j’ai pu’.**® In other words,
despite the precise codification of action there is an inherent necessity to fight for
the greater good, which means that it is sometimes necessary to contravene the
established rules. The key to understanding when this is or is not possible lies in
whether the action is accomplished ‘free of all desire’. It is worth considering in
some detail the events of the battle and the deaths of the various protagonists in
order to establish how certain seemingly perverted actions are permitted.

The best illustration of the moment when codes of action need to be
reconsidered is the war. The battle is regimented and ordered to form a coherent
succession of events and combats, rather than a disordered chaos. It is played out
according to a set of rules determined by Yudhishthira and Dhritarashtra before
the battle. The list of rules set out by the latter are as follows: ‘ne jamais
combattre la nuit, ne jamais frapper un homme qui s’est retiré de la mélée, ni un
homme qui se bat avec un autre, ni un porteur, ni un cocher, ni un homme qui

»270 to which Yudhishthira adds that no one should strike an

combat avec la parole
adversary’s back or legs. Each of these rules is intended to ensure that the combat
remains fair and that the adversaries are to fight nobly in a series of one to one
duels. The ordering of the battle is further heightened by two exchanges between
Yudhishthira and his former teachers, Drona and Bhishma who are fighting for

the opposite side. He asks for the right to fight against them, ‘Autorise-moi a te

frapper’, to which they reply that he should fight till victory.””' Such a request and

268 Carriére 1985, p. 434.
299 Carriére 1985, p. 434.
0 Carriére 1985, p. 290.
> Carriére 1985, p. 298.
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mutual respect echoes the ritual salutes that mark the beginning of hand-to-hand
combat in martial arts duels. They allow the ensuing fights between adversaries to
be fought without hatred. Indeed, Bhishma informs Yudhishthira that ‘Si tu
n’étais pas venu jusqu’a moi, Yudhishthira, je t’aurais détesté et méprisé’.>’* Also,
these exchanges come immediately after the most famous sequence in the source
text of the Mahabharata, the ‘Bhagavad-Gita’, in which Arjuna asks Krishna why
he should fight against relatives of his family. His resolve only comes once
Krishna has appeased the inner tumult of the warrior and told him to fight without
desire.

In effect therefore, the Pandavas ensure before the battle commences that
they have made all the right steps in accordance with the codes of conduct
established for the warrior caste. This is essentially the point made by Marc
Boullenfort in his introduction to the celebrated passage of the ‘Bhagavad Gita’:

Le héros Arjuna devient le symbole du guerrier renongant, qui a compris

que tous ses actes sont commandés par la nature des choses et des étres.

Tel est le roi ‘dharmique’, guerrier par sa naissance et respectueux de la

T . N . 273
norme morale (dharma) qui s’impose a lui.”’

Yet, what is surprising is that the deaths of many of the characters involve
a level of trickery often encouraged by Krishna. The example of Bhishma’s death
is particularly striking in this regard. Throughout the play, his character appears
the most concerned with acting according to prescribed ceremonial and according
to one’s position in society. The nobleness of his actions, his dedication to his
masters, is rewarded by his ability to be able to choose the time of his death. It
takes place as the result of a process of negotiation when the Pandavas seek to

find out from Bhishma how he might be killed. He decides to die when presented

2 Carriére 1985, p. 434.
"> Marc Boullenfort. 2007. Le Bhagavad Gita, (Paris: Flammarion), p. 12.
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with the male reincarnation of Amba, a girl he refused to marry because of his
vow to celibacy and who has since pursued him incessantly.

I have already described in relation to Les Atrides the importance of the
victim’s acceptance of the act as forming part of the rites of sacrifice. By laying
down the conditions for his death, Bhishma accepts it and sacrifices himself in
order to deliver Amba from her hatred of him. An executioner is designated and a
time and place fixed (the battlefield the next day), as well as a weapon of
execution, an arrow. Yet faced with Bhishma laying down his life, the
reincarnated Amba forgets her hatred and is unable to kill him. Rather, it is
Arjuna, stood behind her, who shoots his arrow instead. Bhishma recognises the
trickery and the perversion of the codes established the night before. Yet he
respects the ritual of transmitting his knowledge onto the next generation and
engineers an elaborate ceremonial of death. When struck, he does not die
immediately but professes that when the sun reaches its zenith he will. After
passing on his wisdom to characters at his deathbed, he asks to be placed in full
view of the sun, facing the East. Thus the trickery when conducted with good
motives, in other words to put an end to the war and to establish the righteous rule
of the Pandavas, is seemingly authorised.

The same goes for Drona’s death. Like with Bhishma, there is an element
of trickery involved in his killing. Indeed, it is part of a succession of deaths that
involve an element of distortion to the codes of the battle. Invincible just like
Bhishma, Drona explains to Yudhishthira that he will die ‘devant un homme de
vérité, le jour ou il choisira le mensonge’.>”* Thus he lays down his weapons

when he believes that his son is dead, as a result of a trick played by the Pandavas

7% Carriére 1985, p. 300.
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who slaughter an elephant of the same name. Dispossessed of all desire to fight he
is unable to move and Bhima calls out to him that ‘Ta vie est un long cortége de

morts’ 275

The use of the word ‘cortege’ highlights the ceremonial and ritual of
killing, which is then followed by Drona’s self-immolation. Indeed, the direction
reads as follows: ‘Drona a saisi une large coupe pleine de sang, qu’il se renverse
lentement sur le visage et sur le corps, comme pour un dernier sacrifice’.”’® The
bloodbath of the battlefield is substituted for the blood bath that Drona takes when
giving up his own life. The use of the word ‘sacrifice’ again reinforces the
ritualised nature of this action. Schaufelberger and Vincent explain the link
between war and the rites of sacrifice in the notes on their translation of the
Mahabharata:

La guerre équivaudrait au sacrifice: le guerrier serait aussi méritant que le

brahmane. La guerre présenterait une méme complexité de rites: on peut

attendre les mémes avantages.”’’

Yet, what is striking is the distortion of these rites in both the above cases.
Another significant death to take place on the battlefield is that of Abhinmanyu,
Arjuna’s son. Abhinmanyu’s death has a different symbolism to that of the others
for it does not come at the end of the cycle of life but rather marks the beginning.
Though he already has shown the capacity for being a great warrior, his youthful
age signifies that he has not matured into a battle-hardy fighter. He therefore
seeks to prove himself on the battlefield and disparages that his father will not
allow him to fight alongside him: ‘Pourquoi me laisser bailler sous une tente au

o . . N cys 278 . .
milieu des femmes? J’ai besoin de me battre, emmeéne-moi!”.>”® He is given the

chance to prove his valour by opening a breech in Drona’s defence system by

3 Carriére 1985, p. 368.

7% Carriére 1985, p. 369.

*77 Schaufelberger, Gilles et Guy Vincent (trans). 2005. Le Mahabharata, Tome III: Révélations
(Laval: Presses de ’université de Laval), p. 647.

78 Carriére 1985, p. 325.
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chanting a secret mantra that he learnt off his father and by thus leading the rest of
the Pandavas into battle when his father is fighting elsewhere. The success of this
mission would allow him to be considered his father’s equal. However, since the
Kaurava army uses a special charm to force back the other Pandavas,
Abhinmanyu is caught out alone, trapped behind the enemy lines. He is then
dispossessed of each of his weapons successively, before being killed under
Drona’s orders. In his analysis of the Sanskrit Mahabharata, Alf Hiltebeitel
highlights the way in which Abhinmanyu’s death is ritualised:

The role of Drona-Bhaspati in seeing to all the details of this slaying, the

participation of all the figures on the Kuru side who incarnate the Vedic

divinities, the use of the mace on the ‘head’ all allow one to interpret

Abhinmanyu-Soma’s death within the context of the ritual pounding of the

Soma.*”

The accumulation of these rituals turns Abhinmanyu’s death into a rite of
sacrifice performed by Drona as a warrior priest. It is to be understood that this
sacrifice is performed with the aim of causing Arjuna to no longer wish to fight.
However his death raises even more questions than those of Bhishma and Drona.
Indeed, Ghandari voices the anguish of those that killed him: ‘Ce n’est qu’un
adolescent couché sur terre. Avons-nous fait notre devoir?”.** This last question
leads Yudhishthira to state that he is uneasy about having sent him to fight, ‘Je
n’ai plus un moment de calme devant le corps de cet enfant’.*®" Abhinmanyu,
clearly, is too young to have been sent to war. Indeed, Gilles Schaufelberger and
Guy Vincent, in their commentary of the epic, even go so far as to say that

Abhinmanyu ‘est tu¢ de fagon injuste (contraire aux régles des guerriers)’.*** So

even if he dies nobly, fighting for a just cause, his killing is ignoble because

7 Alf Hiltebeitel. 1976. The Ritual of Battle: Krishna in the Mahabharata (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press) p. 341.

%0 Carriére 1985, p. 334.

8! Carriére 1985, p. 334.

82 Schuafelberger and Vincent 2005, p. 15.
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conducted with savagery. This situation is very different from the trickery
employed by the Pandavas to kill their opponents. Indeed, the sense of remorse of
the latter and the fact that they are guided not by hatred but by Krishna’s council
means that, to a certain extent, their actions are forgivable or at least acceptable.
Indeed, they reveal their human frailties, but also the fact that they are embarking
on a journey of self-discovery and self-improvement.

However Abhinmanyu is not the only child to be sent to war in the
Mahabharata. The other is Ghatokatcha, the son of Bhima and a night demon.
Blessed with prodigious strength, Ghatokatcha inhabits his mother’s world but
promises his father to assist him in time of need. Krishna advises invoking him to
fight for the Pandavas with the hidden motive of protecting Arjuna. Indeed, such
is Ghatokatcha’s strength that the Kauravas are forced to use their weapon that
they were saving to exterminate Arjuna in order to kill Ghatokatcha. Thus,
Krishna outwits Bhima into sacrificing his son for his brother. It is worth noting
that both children are part of the Pandava camp. It would be simple to qualify
these deaths as reprehensible within the moral framework of the text were they to
occur on the other side of the battle. Yet because it is the Pandavas who sacrifice
their own, mainly out of desire to put an end to the horrors of war, it somehow
becomes acceptable.

Another instance that leads ultimately to death, this time for the female
characters, is that of marriage. With reference to Les Atrides, I noted the intimate
link between marriage and death for the female characters of the play and namely
that the sacrificial ritual acted as a perversion of a betrothal. The link between the
rituals of sacrifice, death and marriage is equally strong in the Mahabharata. The

most striking illustration of this link is established through the character of
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Ghandari, betrothed to the blind king Dhritarashtra. Ghandari is tricked into this
marriage since she is not made aware of the king’s blindness until one of her
servants discovers the news. Such is her sense of duty and devotion that she puts
on a veil to cover her eyes so that she may not reproach her husband’s lack of
vision. Along with Kunti, the mother of the Pandavas, she also follows her
husband in death walking into the flames of a forest fire, for:

La mort d’un époux met la femme indienne dans une situation désastreuse:

elle n’a plus de famille (la sienne, par le mariage a été récusée, celle de ses

beaux-parents ne 1’accepte qu’en vertu de leur fils et dans la perspective
d’un petit-fils).**

Their deaths are equally their funerals since cremation is the rite of funeral
and the ritualised practice of dealing with the dead in Hinduism. Self-immolation
has a positive connotation in Hinduism if it signifies the abandoning of worldly
illusion. Also, the cremation represents a sacrificial act where the sacrifier and the
sacrificed are the same person. In a sense, this is always true of sacrifice, for the
object, animal or vegetable that is sacrificed is deemed to represent the person.
Yet, the correspondence between the two is never more clearly realised than in the
above. In Ghandari’s case though, for all her devotion to her blind husband, she
tricks him into believing that she has removed her veil on his command. This does
not occurr, and therefore creates a sense of unease at the moment when she walks
towards the flames with him.

sk

At the heart of both the Mahabharata and Les Atrides are devastating

personal and political conflicts, which share the same root cause. The story of Les

Atrides for Mnouchkine begins, as we have seen, with the sacrifice of a young

maiden. As a result of this action, a chain of events (including the Trojan War)

¥ Schaufelberger and Vincent 2005, p. 626.
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and murders is set in motion. Only when the logic of sacrifice is surpassed can the
cycle be brought to a close. However, the question of sacrifice is also integral to
the Peter Brook and Jean-Claude Carriére Mahabharata. The blind king
Dhritarashtra, asks his wise advisor Bhishma what signify the terrifying omens
that accompany his first-born son’s (Duryodhana) birth. Bhishma replies that they
foretell that Duryodhana will be the destroyer of Dhritarashtra’s race and gives
the following disturbing recommendation: ‘Si tu veux la préserver, sacrifie-le’.***
Both the king and the child’s mother, who is also present during the scene, reply
that they could not envisage undertaking such an action. As Ghandari (the mother)
explains: ‘Méme hurlant, méme apportant la terreur et la haine, on ne tuera pas
mon premier-né sans me tuer moi-méme’.”* Arguably, within the logic of
preserving dharma, Dhristarashtra makes the wrong decision, and Krishna’s
question to Bhishma alluded to earlier in the chapter, highlights the need to take
actions that appear unnatural, perverted or décalés, in order to save the greater
common good. Thus, as a result of this action — or rather this non-action — a war
will break out between two sets of cousins, and Dhritarashtra’s sons will all
perish. It is interesting to note that in one case an infanticide allows war to take
place (Les Atrides), whereas in the other the lack of infanticide means that it is
inevitable (Mahabharata).

skeksk

II. Ritualised Action on Stage

Within the fictions of Les Atrides and the Mahabharata, various ritualised
actions are performed and perverted, creating an uneasy sense of décalage. The

directors Mnouchkine and Brook, however, use a process of décalage in order to

%% Carriére 1985, p. 66.
%3 Carriére 1985, p. 66.
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underline the fiction presented on stage. In the case of Mnouchkine, she uses a
plethora of references that create a sense of distance with regards to traditional
conceptions of Ancient Greece. As for Brook, he creates a quasi-sacred or mystic
space in which to frame the philosophical discourse of the Mahabharata. 1 shall

now evoke how both spaces worked to underline the fictional rituals.

a) The Gladiators’ Arena

The antagonism of the textual space in Les Atrides was transferred into a
stage design for Ariane Mnouchkine’s production that articulated the violence of
the ceremonial being played out in the drama. Guy-Claude Francois, the stage
designer, created an arena, which strongly resembled a bullring. In other words
the space was designed to resemble a place where ritualised killings are
performed. Ochre walls enclosed a large space free of any staging elements. The
arena was therefore claustrophobic and highly charged with danger. Indeed, in
Libération, the critic René Solis highlights the following: ‘des arénes, I’espace a
gardé non la forme mais la couleur ocre et le mur d’enceinte avec, a des
intervalles réguliers, de ces abris ou se glisser pour échapper 4 la béte’.**°
Moreover, Guy Dumur in Le Nouvel Observateur describes it thus: ‘le plateau,
éclairé pleins feux, est entouré d’un mur décrépi, percé d’ouvertures comme dans
les plazas de toros’.**” Neither of the two descriptions mentions the large
ceremonial gates through which the chorus and the protagonists enter, yet they do
highlight the places in which the chorus can hide and watch the action from

behind the safety of the protected walls. However, the gates are highly charged

with meaning, since everyone enters through them, simultaneously entering the

286 René Solis, ‘Mnouchkine a la grecque’, Libération, 02 January 1990, p. 36.

7 Guy Dumur, ‘Les Atrides parmi nous’, Nouvel Observateur, 20 December 1990, p. 58-9.



170

stage space as actors in the symbolic theatre of the drama. This is combined with
an ingenious use of platforms that sees the actors transported into the arena as if
on the winds of fate. The gates allow the dangers from outside to be let into a
claustrophobic setting. Thus, the Trojan War is played out in a family setting
within a small space that suggests violence through resonances with the bullring
of the corridas and with the gladiators’ arenas in ancient Rome. The audience was
plunged into a ritualised atmosphere, created by references to Roman and Spanish
fighting practices, rather than into a historically accurate representation of Ancient
Greece.

In such a space of ritualised combat and confrontation, it is worth
considering for a moment the links with bullfighting. The corrida is a
choreographed fight or sacrifice, which is rich in pageantry and ceremonial. The
rich apparel of the toreros, prepared as they are to perform to the crowd links up
with the actors’ costumes in theatre. Their entrance and lap of honour at the start
of the event might be said to resemble one of the very few readily available pieces
of footage of Les Atrides, which is of the chorus entering on stage at the start of

*%% The entrance is that of a group of costumed old men, dancing

Agamemnon.
frantically to music. Lemétre’s scoring echoes and leads the violence of the stage
compositions. The soundtrack, which is still available on disc, highlights the
tension of the scenes.**’

Finally, when discussing the ordering of conventions and the ‘ritualisation’
of the stage action, it is necessary to analyse the role of the chorus. So imposing

are the choruses by their size and presence in the play-texts, that they might

almost be considered part of the set, and indeed, their entrance, exit, and

% A one minute clip of the scene described is available on Youtube:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0ahkdsfIPgg
¥ Jean-Jacques Lemétre. 1992. Agamemnon d’Eschyle (Paris: Théatre du Soleil), [CD].
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interventions punctuated performances in Ancient Greece. In Les Choéphores for
instance, the chorus is composed of Trojan women brought to Argos as slaves.
The women were dressed all in black with a red cummerbund, golden jewellery
and headgear.””® Their faces were painted white in similar fashion to Kabuki
actors, whilst heavy black eye liner brought out startled looks in their eyes. Some
also had tears of red painted on their faces and wore very bright red lipstick,
which drew attention to their mouths as conveyers of bloody news.

The costume decisions in Les Atrides corresponded with Mnouchkine’s
staging that implicated the heroes in a world of brutality in which murder was
performed almost ritualistically. The stark use of colours, and in particular the red
blood against the white clothing, showed their tarnishing. The stylisation of
violence also enforces the spectator to read the symbolism of the act. Faced with a
realistic depiction of a murder, the onlooker can be shocked and react strongly.
Yet the act is then located within the specifics of a particular case. Stylisation that
aims at giving the actions performed a wider significance must necessarily forgo
naturalism, hence its absence from both Brook and Mnouchkine’s productions.
Moreover, the heightened expressiveness of the choral bodies was borrowed from
other performance traditions, as Guardian reviewer Michael Billington noted:
‘whirling and chanting like Javanese dancers at some tribal feast, they become
enthusiastic celebrants of Orestes’ blood-sacrifice while lamenting the necessity
of such an ‘action sauvage’.*”' Judith Miller also comments on the giddy
movement that Billington describes in relation to the dancers heightened emotive

state:

% production photos are provided in Mich¢le Laurent. 1992. Les Choéphores et les Euménides —

livre photo (Paris: Théatre du Soleil).
! Michael Billington, ‘Franc and fearless on the Parisian Stage’, Guardian, 31 December 1991,
p. 15.
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The shaking, convulsing bodies of the chorus transmitted to the public the
emotional impact of the play’s horrific actions: infanticide (Iphigenia),
parricide (4gamemnon), matricide (The Libation Bearers), vengeance (The
Eumenides). Choral members physically delineated, in a promise of
catharsis, the illness of the soul that permeates the story of the Atreus
line.*”

For Miller, the body therefore represents a means of transmitting a gestural
narrative of violence throughout the productions. Furthermore, the use of non-
Western theatre traditions highlights what Sarah Bryant-Bertail labels as Ariane
Mnouchkine’s ‘commitment to a historically responsible theatre (which) has taken
her along a Brechtian route through a Verfremdung achieved by borrowing from
Asian theatre’.””* An additional Brechtian device was used by Mnouchkine in
order to make the audience become the judges of the stage action. In the
production of Les Euménides, the audience were invited to identify with the jury
at the trial of Orestes. Indeed, they became the assembly of Athenians asked to
judge whether the old laws should be transformed. This is what Robert Hewiston,
reviewer for the Sunday Times noted:

Mnouchkine (...) directs the trial towards us, that we too must choose

between the representatives of the old, earthbound, matriarchal religion of

the Furies (presented as three bag-ladies and a pack of hell-hounds) and
the new, masculine religion represented by Apollo and his human
protagonist, Orestes.”*

Despite his ‘reservations’ the reviewer remarks how the audience did
participate in such a manner. The fact that there was a change in aesthetic further
emphasised the décalage. The device is not without recalling Brecht’s Good
Woman of Sichuan, where the audience is asked to decide whether the protagonist

should be considered guilty or not. The trial in Les Euménides would doubtlessly

have conjured up images of the trials at the Hague where war-crimes were judged.

2 Miller 2007, p. 38.
*%3 Bryant-Bertail 2000, p. 174.

**Robert Hewiston, ‘La grande illusion’, Sunday Times, 26 July 1992, p. 8.
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The fact that war in the Balkans was raging at the time of the production provided
extra poignancy to this moment. The commentary by Robin Thornber in his
analysis for the Guardian highlights the political dimension of the stage space
since ‘the arena for all four shows is a bare timber bear-pit or bullring, a bloodied
village square that could be anywhere from Bosnia to Iraq’.*”> The animal-
fighting arena is symptomatic of the brutality of the plays, but also of how the
audiences have been conditioned to viewing them by the references to animal
sacrifices. Furthermore, the tragedies presented by Mnouchkine, whilst not
overtly steeped in contemporary references, nevertheless appealed to what she
defines as the ‘perméabilité du moment’ of the audience.*”

Thus, though ritualistic violence was suggested through choral movement,
their costumes and the spatial disposition, these rituals were not images anchored
in Ancient Greek culture. The audience was therefore provided with an
atmosphere that was from the onset ‘décalé¢’. This meant that they were forced to
reflect on their critical actions and on the process of decision taking. Above all it
implied, as Sarah Bryant-Bertail has rightly pointed out, that Les Atrides was a

staging not of a tragedy that was inevitable but of a history that did not have to

29
be.?’

b) The Sacred Space

For Brook, the notion of theatre as ceremony is even more important than
for Mnouchkine. Yet, in the Empty Space, which is a theoretical reflection
grounded in practice, Brook describes how in today’s (Western) society all sense

of ritual and ceremony has been lost. It is worth quoting the passage at length:

295 Robin Thornber, ‘Les Atrides’, Guardian, 18 January 1991, p.15.
% Mnouchkine qtd in Solis 1990, p 36.
7 Bryant-Bertail 2000, p. 176.
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We have lost all sense of ritual and ceremony — whether it be connected
with Christmas, birthdays or funerals — but the words remain with us and
old impulses stir in the marrow. We feel we should have rituals, we should
do ‘something’ about getting them and we blame the artists for not
‘finding’ them for us. So the artist sometimes attempts to find new rituals
with only his imagination as his source: he imitates the outer form of
ceremonies, pagan or baroque, unfortunately adding his own trappings —
the result is rarely convincing.*”®
Brook’s work with the C.I.C.T., and most notably on the Mahabharata,
sought to create the conditions that were right for establishing a sort of ceremony,
which could then lead to the creation of new rituals. In the next chapter, I shall
look in detail at how space, time and rituals of attendance were calibrated in order
to promote a sense of ceremony: a ceremony that is decalée, rituals that are
perverted, all these are signs of an ‘impure theatre’, to take Brook’s own terms.
And this is key to portraying something on stage that has relevance to life off-
stage. The Mahabharata created a space in which the ritualised proceedings could
be performed. It was an inherently theatrical space, even meta-theatrical. Also, the
stage space was configured to represent a space most reminiscent of a ritualised
ceremony and more specifically of a ceremony that drew from ancient Vedic
culture as the following description of Vedic sacrifices highlights:
Les sacrifices ont lieu d’ordinaire a 1’aide de trois feux disposés autour
d’une excavation légere qui joue le role d’un ‘autel’ (...) Le terrain
sacrificiel est une aire ouverte, sacralisée pour chaque nouvelle cérémonie;
il n’y a pas plus de temple que d’image.””
The pure simplicity of Chloé Obolensky’s design remains a powerful

symbol of the work of the C.I.C.T. An image often taken to illustrate the design

and staging qualities of the production shows the actors spread round in a semi

%8 peter Brook. 1968. The Empty Space (London: Methuen), p. 51.
% Louis Renou. 1966. L ’Hindouisme (Paris: PUF), pp. 14-5
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309 Most of the actors are

circle at the centre of which the musicians are playing.
sat on carpets crossed-legged. The use of carpets in the Brook production to signal
the court for instance implies a set of conventions, deployed in ceremonial
fashion. The carpet represents a stage within a stage, a mise en abyme. The actors
also form a mirror image of the audience, attentively listening and watching.
Indeed, in the far left on the corner, a few members of the audience can
themselves be seen in the same pose. The costumes are white for the men, with a
couple of warriors in black (Arjuna and Drona), Vyasa, the boy and Krishna all
wear beige, whereas the women are dressed in vibrant shades of orange, red and
yellow. Visually it is a feast of disciplined spectacle. Exotic silk carpets are spread
in the sand with ceremonial gravity for the various richly ornate courts to gather
and plot their rivalries.®' The area where they are all sat is self-contained
between the water at the back and at the front. On the water, there are candles in
baskets, which immediately evoke images of festivals of light on the Ganges,
where lanterns are placed in the river. At the front of the stage, a woman is seen
placing such a light on the water, accompanied by the music, which the
photograph indicates is in full swing. Geoges Banu comments on how the water in
the production figures both as an element of ritual and of everyday life. For
instance, ‘lorsqu’en sortant de la forét, Bhima et Draupadi plongent les mains
dans la flaque, est-ce pour se laver ou pour se purifier?”.’** The exit from the
forest signals the end of the period of exile, hence the suggestion of the need for

purification or ablation. Brook’s production therefore created something more

akin to a spiritual than theatrical experience.

3% The Guardian, for instance, used this photo as illustration to Michael Billington’s review of the

production. The online version of the article and photograph is available at the following addrress:
http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/1985/jul/16/peter-brook-mahabharata-theatre

1 Jack Tinker, ‘The Marathon winners’, Daily Mail, p. 20 April 1988.

392 Banu 2005, p. 215.
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II1. Defining the Right Course of Action

In Miriam Leonard’s analysis of the reception of Greek drama in post-war
French theatre, she notes that for Sartre, the turn to classical myth represents a
new understanding of how the mythical theatre of Ancient Greece could elucidate
a modern preoccupation of man’s relationship to his actions and the conflict
between what he called ‘situation” and ‘existential choice’.’* Certainly in his
reflections on theatre, Sartre highlights the confrontation between two opposing
points of view as being central to Ancient Greek drama. More specifically, he
notes the importance of having two characters believing that they are in the right:

Qu’est-ce que c’est que la passion? Un jaloux, par exemple, qui essaie de

vider son revolver sur son rival, tue-t-il par passion? Non, il tue parce qu’il

croit qu’il est dans son droit.**

Sartre’s analysis of ‘right’ determining action is extracted from a talk he
gave to the A.T.E.P. in 1960, which was presided by Ariane Mnouchkine.
Furthermore, his comments are supported by Jean Duvignaud, who remarks that:

On a remarqué que la violence excercée par les peuples archaiques est

d’autant plus forte que le sentiment naturel du droit est chez eux plus

puissant: on dirait que 1’on est barbare que de la puissance de justice qu’on
maitrise.’”’

These remarks can be specifically applied to the plays that form Les
Atrides, which document the confrontation of two logics of right. The first is
based on the law of the vendetta, whilst the second is based on trial by one’s peers

in a law court. Concretely speaking, both the play texts of the Mahabharata and

Les Atrides presented a series of instances in which an action was performed in

303 Miriam Leonard. 2005. Athens in Paris : Ancient Greece and the Political in Post-War French

Thought (Oxford: OUP), p. 217.

3% Jean-Paul Sartre. 1969. ‘Théatre épique et théatre dramatique’, Un thédtre de situations (Paris:
Gallimard, 1973), p. 147.

3% Jean Duvignaud. 1970. Spectacle et société (Paris: Denoél), p. 58.
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disaccord with the codes governing societal or individual behaviour. These
transgressions might be viewed as steps in the learning of a mode of existence in
the former and the construction of a new social order in the latter. The
Mahabharata represents a quest for integrity where deception, trickery and lies
represent a shift into focus of the understanding of one’s personal dharma or
destiny. As for the cycle of Les Atrides, it dramatises the move away from the
logic of systematic retribution and the need to put an end to an infernal chain of
murders. The peace at the end is by no means perfect, but it stops the loop.
Mnouchkine and the Soleil’s production underlined how history was
constructed by drawing attention to the rituals of performance and by framing the
acts of storytelling in the space of the Cartoucherie. As the storyteller cum
director, she brought into focus the execution of Iphigenia. She did this as a
means of uncovering the back-story behind Clytemnestra’s revenge on
Agamemnon, thereby putting a fresh perspective on the action that followed in the
cycle. Performing a text that relies heavily on ritual signifies investigating the
power of ritual as performed on stage. The exploration of what sacrifice means
and how it can be used to create a world order lay at the heart of both projects.
Violence and how it is framed against women was the particular concern of
Mnouchkine’s exploration of Greek founding myths. It is possible to see
Mnouchkine’s (and Brook’s) work also as a response to Brecht. Most notably, a
sense of ‘décalage’ was created using ritualised ceremonies as the starting point.
This could be read as an attempt to harness or appropriate a key aspect of Brecht’s
practice, the Verfremdungsffekt. Yet, unlike in Brecht’s work where costuming
and setting is minimal, these aspects heavily featured with regards the productions

of Mnouchkine. The way in which she achieved a sense of distanciation,
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however, was in presenting the violence of rituals in Greek culture through the
mirror of other cultural references — Roman and Spanish in the scenography, but
also, in terms of costuming, there were clear references to Chinese and Indian
cultures. Brook also used elements from cultures external to the Mahabharata; by
choosing a multi-ethnic cast, he was delving into other performance traditions in
order to tell a story that had universal value. Indeed, the principal motivator
behind these productions was the desire to unite people in order to tell them a
story.

The decision to stage the Mahabharata and Les Atrides reflects the
directors’ desires to provide their audiences with an experience that ran counter to
those of everyday life. Their work is inscribed in a counter-cultural current that
sought to reclaim theatre as a community event, in which the great narratives are
explored through epic storytelling. In Mnouchkine’s case, the story chosen was
sourced from the origins of Western societal thinking, Greek Hellenic culture,
whereas Brook chose to look outside of the Western canon. Yet the audiences at
both the Mahabharata and Les Atrides witnessed productions that attempted to
find new codes for theatre performance by returning to ancient narratives.
Through attempting to reclaim these founding myths for the late Twentieth
Century, both directors needed to search for new ritualistic frameworks within
which they could be presented. The study of these frameworks will provide the

basis for the next chapter.
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Chapter 4: Treading the Earth to Reach the Sky:
Secular Theatre Ceremonies

In his visionary article, ‘Le Ciel et la merde’, Peter Brook discusses truth
and fakery with reference to theatre and the notion of ceremony:

Actuellement, je constate une confusion entre la ‘Cérémonie’ qui constitue

notre vrai but, qui pourrait étre le vrai théatre sacré, et ’imitation de cette

cérémonie, imitation basée sur des elements superficiels extérieurs,
devenant une parodie grotesque et qui, au lieu d’atteindre le ciel, tombe
dans la merde.**

He warns against the external trappings of a type of theatre that is only
interested in showing rather than providing an actual experience. Such a statement
implies that Brook privileges not only honesty, but also a space for
communication. It has implications with regards his forays into the works and
traditions of other cultures, as we shall see in the following chapter. Brook’s
honesty concerning the missions but also limitations of theatre was particularly
apparent in his confession to the Guardian while promoting his recent production
of Eleven and Twelve in England:

We don’t do a play to tell societies anything — I think one must be very

clear about this. A play is a human experience that can mean something to

the people who are there, and that any single individual there can receive
something for their own private understanding and which can help them in
their own relationships, with their own lives and with the people around
them. No play whatsoever in the whole of history, in all the countries of
the world, has ever changed the policy of the world.*"’

The play in question, adapted from Amadou Hampéaté Ba’s Vie et
enseignement de Tierno Bokar, le sage de Bandiagara, speaks of the search for
tolerance in the midst of sectarian violence between members of two branches of

a same faith. There are obvious connections between this work and the

Mahabharata, not least because both seem to echo the uncertainty of the global

3% peter Brook. 1968b. ‘Le ciel et la merde’, in Thédtre (1) ed. by Arrabal, p. 19.
397 peter Brook (interview), ‘Peter Brook at 84: Politics, philosophy and plays’, Guardian online,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/video/2010/feb/26/peter-brook-politics
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political climate at the times they were produced. Yet Brook is careful to explain
that theatre cannot attempt to change society as a whole. Rather, it provides a set
of conditions that enable an audience to journey through their own emotional
pathways and come out the other side with an indefinable sense of understanding.
In other words, the impact of an artistic experience is difficult to assess. A play is
not a political rally, which aims at convincing the audience of a particular
standpoint, but an address to a collection of individuals who will take home their
own lessons, applicable to their own lives. Such a conception of theatre governs
his practice and in particular his choices of texts, which like the Mahabharata,
speak of individual quests for enlightenment.

Ariane Mnouchkine’s vision of theatre differs somewhat from Brook’s,
since she does claim theatre has a societal and political function.’”® However the
venues and the theatre-attending experiences offered by both Brook and
Mnouchkine differ considerably from those at other French theatres. Having
established in the previous chapter, ‘Out of Step, Out of Joint: Staged Rituals and
their Transgression’, that they staged plays that contained ‘des rituels décalés’ in a
manner that was in itself ‘décalée’, I wish now to consider how the two directors
charged their productions with meaning. To hark back to what I stated in the
opening paragraphs of the introduction to this thesis, one driving force behind this
chapter is the desire to understand and highlight what use the theatres of Brook
and Mnouchkine serve.

In the chapter focused on the theatrical field in Paris, I touched upon the
idea that the type of theatre offered in the French capital is conditioned by the

physical structures in which the performances take place and their location within

3% She set out this vision in an article for the same journal that Brook wrote ‘Le ciel et la merde’
See quote provided in ‘Directing Theatre’, p. 118.
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the city. Semioticians have often highlighted the importance of studying how the
very fabrics of theatre buildings, their organisation and spatial layout condition
one’s reading of a performance. Marvin Carlson makes this very clear in the
opening paragraphs of his book Places of Performance: the Semiotics of Theatre
Architecture:

The entire theatre, its audience arrangements, its other public spaces, its

physical appearance, even its location within a city, are all important

elements of a process by which an audience makes meaning of its
experience.’”’

In other words, the venue and performance conditions provide the anchor
with which to read images and texts presented on stage. In much the same way
that the choice of frame and exhibition space conditions our reading of a
particular work — if the Mona Lisa were hung in a regional exhibition space or in
a private collection, there would no doubt be a shift in cultural readings of the
work — a theatre production is shaped by the venue in which it is performed. The
initial focus of this chapter will therefore be on considering how Brook and
Mnouchkine condition the spaces in which their productions are presented to be
‘décalés’, just like the rituals on stage, as we have seen in the previous chapter.

The theatrical space is of course literal as well as metaphorical, located in
a physical playing area at the same time as it is in an imaginative arena. The Place
Jeema el fha in Marrakech, for instance, represents both a concrete space and
place of the imagination. The square has been decreed a site of ‘Intangible world
heritage’ by UNESCO,’'? since the cultural activities that take place specifically

within this space have been recognised as valuable. Amongst those that contribute

to the vitality of the square are snake charmers, musicians and particularly

% Marvin Carlson. 1989. Places of Performance: the Semiotics of Theatre Architecture (New

York: New York University Press), p. 2.
310 Source: UNESCO, http://portal.unesco.org/culture/fr/ev.php-
URL_ID=34325&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
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storytellers. To take the last example, storytelling represents a form of theatre
reduced to its core value of telling a narrative to a group of people assembled.
Yet, this narrative is dependent very much on the space and on the rituals of
assembling people within this space. Thus, having looked at the issues of
storytelling within the narrative, I wish to consider their framework. The Bouffes
du Nord, the Carriere Callet at Boulbon and the Cartoucherie are all physical
structures, and reclaimed spaces moreover, but which imply set rituals of
attendance.

In the specific case of the Mahabharata and Les Atrides, the organisation
of space but also the duration of the performances underscored the audiences’
readings of the pieces. I wish to suggest that the pleasure gained from watching
these productions was one of displacement, which is again connected to the notion
of Brechtian estrangement. Moreover, such a pleasure is one that can be
universally experienced but which relies on marginalisation, since by definition it
requires situating oneself outside of the field of ‘normality’. In short, therefore,
this chapter seeks to examine both directors’ exploration of ritual to highlight
their quality of storytelling and to help further define their position within the
field of contemporary French theatre. It also defines the aims and meanings
produced by their mises en scéne — whether desired and anticipated or not.
Moreover, in the course of the discussion, I shall touch upon issues that will be
discussed in greater detail in the chapter on interculturalism. Notably, one
question to consider is how the productions use other cultures in order to open up
considerations on Western society.

skeksk

1. Welcoming Spaces: How to Create the Social Dynamics for a Theatre
Performance




183

a) Peter Brook and the Ruinous Space

Ever since his seminal theoretical work, the Empty Space, people have
associated Brook with the concept of the void. Yet Jean-Guy Lecat, the technical
manager for the Mahabharata, once wryly noted: ‘Peter Brook says that all he
needs is a simple empty space, but [I am] the one that has to build it’.>'' When
one considers the venues used to stage the Mahabharata, it becomes clear that
very specific spaces were chosen, which articulated a sense of absence while at
the same time rendering the action present. The metaphors of the shell or the ruin
are fitting to describe such venues. They appeared to have been hollowed-out, de-
cluttered and yet marked by the passage of time. Of all the venues used to stage
the Mahabharata, the Bouffes du Nord, the home of the C.I.C.T., is the most
emblematic and fitting to describe Brook’s work. Set in an unfashionable part of
North Paris, the theatre’s neighbourhood is very different from affluent traditional
settings. Indeed, this was noted by one reviewer of Timon d’Athénes, the first play
staged at the Bouffes du Nord by Peter Brook: ‘Shakespeare a Barbes, c’est quand
méme un étrange pari’.’'? Also, the performance history of the theatre was not
particularly illustrious. Built in the latter part of the nineteenth century (1876), the
stage was used for performing revues and vaudeville as well as theatre by Lugné-
Poe, Simone de Beauvoir and others. In 1952, the Paris authorities closed the
venue for failing to comply with health and safety requirements. It was only
reopened in 1974 after Brook and Micheline Rozan had secured sufficient

funding.

' Michael Scott. 1985. ‘Brook no quarry’, Theatre Ireland (11), p. 11.
12 Thérése Fournier, ‘Shakespeare a Barbeés, c’est le pari de Peter Brook’, France soir, 12 octobre
1974.
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The restoration work consisted in installing modern technical facilities
(particularly in terms of lighting, as a new rig was put in place), but in leaving the
building’s scars and blemishes on display. David Williams has described how the
space represents an ‘espace trouvé [which] is above all a place marked by life, a
silent witness to time’.*'* The notion of an ‘espace trouvé’ corresponds well with
the type of spaces that Brook and Mnouchkine work in. The Bouffes articulates its
own decay as the layers of paint, varnishing and furnishings have been stripped
away. It is a space that represents the decline of the theatre and that embodies the
ephemeral nature of human construction. At the Bouffes, all that remains is a
carcass of a theatre building, but this is in itself a powerful and striking feature,
for it articulates a sense of history, whilst not remaining trapped in the past like
other restored theatres.

The descriptions of the space provided by the theatre critics who watched
Timon d’Athénes are all focused on this ruinous space. Thus, the critic for
L’Humanité speaks of ‘les cicatrices blanches du platre’,’'* whereas the Herald
tribune notes ironically that the space ‘looks as if it has been used for artillery
practice and then been in an earthquake’.’"” In both descriptions the metaphor of
injury is present, which highlights the disjuncture between the expected image of
a finished theatre building and the Bouffes. Another metaphor frequently used to
describe the space is that of absence. For instance, L ’Humanité notes how ‘la
sceéne a I’italienne n’est plus’. The same remark is made by Colette Godard in Le

> 316

Monde: ‘un gouffre s’ouvre a la place de la scéne disparue’.” > These comments

are testimony to the fact that the Parisian audience were ‘dépaysés’ or placed in a

1 Williams 1991, p. 9

3 DeIor au désert, ““Timon d’Athénes’’ de Shakespeare aux Bouffes du Nord’, L 'Humanité, 24
octobre 1974.

315 “Peter Brook’s latest - an obstacle course’, International Herald Tribune, 25 October 1974.

316 Colette Godard, ‘‘Timon d’Athénes’ par Peter Brook’, Le Monde, 22 octobre 1974.
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situation of ‘décalage’. The absence of a key component of theatre architecture
provoked a sense of unease, anxiety even. It implies a reorganisation of the actor
to audience dynamics, since it is the space that is specifically designed to house
the fiction or the actors that has been removed. This leaves an almost terrifying
sense of emptiness, but also forces the actors to be much closer to the audience as
they are not separated from the auditorium by the barrier of the stage. It means
that the space is opened up for communication. In a sense, it therefore becomes
more malleable.

It is not clear though, as Georges Banu notes, whether the malleability of
the space is due to its ruined nature or to its partial reconstruction. He asks the
following question: ‘la malléabilité du lieu vient-elle de I’abandon ou de
I’inachévement des travaux de restauration?’®'” In any case, the space remains
enigmatic and somewhat anachronistic in its ruinous style. As Roland Mortier
explains, the poetics of ruin are in opposition to the modern world and belong to
another era:

La ruine objet de poésie, la ruine-mémorial, la ruine propice au réve et aux

jeux de I’imagination sont autant de visages du monde de la lenteur. Les

ages de convulsion se plaisent a d’autres jeux. Née de la soudaine
conscience de I’histoire, la poétique des ruines est aussi tributaire de cette
histoire: elle en sera la victime aprés avoir été I’embléme.”'®

It is significant that when the production toured, it was to other spaces that
were shelled-out and transitory. Amongst these, the Majestic Theatre at the
Brooklyn Academy of Music (B.A.M.) is almost an exact replica of the Bouffes
du Nord with its wooden benches for seats, dilapidated walls and faded glory.

Renovated specifically for the Mahabharata, the Majestic had fallen into disrepair

and abandonment for a number of years like the Bouffes. Another feature that it

17 Banu 2005, p. 35.
*® Roland Mortier. 1974. La Poétique des ruines en France: de la Renaissance a Victor Hugo
(Genéve: Librairie Droz), p. 227.
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shared with the Parisian home of the C.I.C.T. was that the venue had not had an
illustrious history. Opened in 1904 with a production of the Wizard of Oz, the
theatre had staged vaudeville, musicals, revues and Shakespearean revivals. In
1942 it was converted into a movie theatre, but was abandoned by 1968. Brook
had the appearance of the auditorium refashioned to preserve the traces of its own
destruction. The seats were ripped out and replaced with benches, the walls were
left bare (even worked on to look bare) and the overall impression was of a
gutted, unfinished building. Photographs of the venue show just how exciting and
engaging a space was created.’'” It is, however, an artificial space, one that has
been fashioned to articulate a sense of decay. In fact, both the Bouffes and the
B.A.M. are renovated occasionally to preserve their ‘mock’ ruinous aspect.

The space of decay is important to analysing Brook’s work. It creates a
sort of décalage and allows the audience to focus on how the text is rendered.
Brook shows that the vestiges of the past are only imperfectly received and that it
is important to invest our own meaning in these reconfigured spaces. Arguably,
Georges Banu provides the most adequate reading of the politics of the Bouffes
du Nord as a space (and by extension of the B.A.M.), by recalling Antoine Vitez’s
classification of spaces:

Antoine Vitez classe les espaces théatraux en deux catégories: /’abri, le

lieu qui recoit le théatre sans étre congu a 1’origine pour ce but, et / ’édifice,

le lieu consacré au théatre et invalide en dehors de cette fonction. Par une

belle alliance Brook parvient a les réunir dans les Bouffes du Nord ou

yr 7. ) . 320
[’édifice s’apparente a [’abri.

Banu underlines the fact that the Brook space represents a dislocation from
habits, a double space that creates a sense of ‘décalage’. While an edifice gives an

impression of being cold, a place that serves no other function than housing

1% Williams 1991, p.
320 Banu. 2005, p. 33.
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performances, the ‘abri’ has a more homely connotation. It is a welcoming place
and one situated outside the context of the institution. The Bouffes and the
B.A.M. combine both and as such their essence remains indefinable.

A similar duality might be applied to the space that best came to embody
the Mahabharata, namely the Carric¢re Callet in Boulbon near Avignon. Indeed,
the first place to house the production was a quarry fifteen kilometres South-West
of Avignon. The production premiered during the theatre festival, but Brook
chose not to stage it within the confines of the medieval city. This was partly to
escape the frenzy of the main festival sites where theatre-attending tourists turn in
circles around different shows. Also, in an interview granted to Antenne 2, Peter
Brook explains that the production required a space that was in contact with
nature.”>' Such a statement sounds paradoxical since a quarry is by definition a
space that has been exploited by man. Yet the Carri¢re Callet was free from the
association with the festival and the medieval city, and situated in the middle of
the countryside, so to an extent the natural impression of this man-made space
holds true.

The journey to the quarry has often been compared to a pilgrimage. One
could either drive or take a boat trip down the river ‘in style’ according to Michael

322 Indeed the latter was

Scott, director of the Dublin Theatre Festival at the time.
advised, not simply because of the link with the river Ganges in the Mahabharata,
but also because it brought the audience into a shared common space. The journey

to the quarry both reinforced the experience of the festival and worked against it.

Indeed, for the Festival as a whole, audience members had made the conscious

321 “peter Brook met en scéne le Mahabharata au festival d’Avignon’, Plaisir du thédtre, Antenne
2, 01 July 1985. Source:
http://www.ina.fr/archivespourtous/index.php?vue=notice&from=fulltext& full=peter+brook&num
_notice=1&total notices=34

22 Scott 1985, p. 11.
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decision of travelling in order to see theatre. In France, it is the Mecca of cultural
tourism. Yet the quarry was removed from the rest of the festival and it gave the
impression of embarking on a separate journey. It represented a physical
manifestation of the shifting point, the dislocation in Brook’s production.
Similarly, when the English language version toured in Australia, the Boya
Quarry (near Perth) was chosen as one of the performance locations and another
quarry near Adelaide was also used. The comments about the Carriere Callet are
equally applicable to the other quarries. In each, the audiences were sat in three
blocks of raised temporary seating, in the shape of an amphitheatre. Photographs
provided in David Williams’ Peter Brook and the Mahabharata: Critical
Perspectives show that the organisation was not dissimilar from that of Ancient
Greek theatres.’®® The actors performed at ground level, below the audience, and
the cliff face of the quarries formed the backdrop to the action. As the play
contains many references to the elements and to the physical aspects of the world,
the bare-face rock was necessary to give the production concrete grounding.

Such transformation of the ‘natural’ space into a theatre performance
venue was one that required intensive planning and resource management. Yet the
transformation of spaces not originally intended to house performances was a
common denominator of a number of venues used on the Mahabharata tour, such
as the Zurich Boat House or the Glasgow Transport Museum. In each case these
were venues whose original function had not been to house theatre performances.
As such, they were translated spaces, which rendered them appropriate for
housing productions that sought to translate an ancient text from the past to a

modern audience. In the case of the B.A.M. and the Bouffes du Nord specifically,

*¥ David Williams provides photographs of the Carriére Callet at Boulbon and the Boya Quarry,

Perth in Peter Brook and the Mahabharata: Critical Perspectives, pp. 298 — 9.
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the process of translation was itself reflected in the fabrics of the buildings, which
embodied the passage of time. The fact that Brook chose to renovate the Majestic
to closely resemble the Parisian home of the C.I.C.T. indicates that he felt this
formula best articulated his conception of an open (if not empty) space. However,
when Brook’s productions transfer to spaces that do not resemble these,
something of the experience is lost. The recent production of Tierno Bokar at the
Warwick Arts Centre, which is a very new and modern venue in the Midlands,
could not engineer a similar poetics of space as when it had been performed at the
C.I.C.T.’s home. Even though the production design was the same, the spatial
configuration and ‘ambiance’ was not up to the previous incarnation in Paris. This
emphasises the fact that for Brook’s theatre, a particular type of ‘sacred space’ is

required in order to conduct the ceremony he engineers.

b) Reclaimed Sites for a Community Festival or Ceremony

Ariane Mnouchkine’s theatre has been all about creating a sense of
community and therefore the translated space in which she works, the
Cartoucherie de Vincennes, articulates this conception. Her company, the Théatre
du Soleil, which includes not only actors, but designers, musicians and
administrators, was established as a worker’s cooperative from which everyone
drew, and still draws, an equal salary. The equality of pay is reflected in the equal
division of labour, which means that actors have to wash the floors and help with
maintenance work during rehearsal periods, as well as cook food for the audience
as they enter during the performance runs. The company therefore becomes
similar to a family nucleus, a very tight group used to working and eating

together, which is something of an unusual set-up in the field of contemporary
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French theatre, particularly today. Indeed, the communal aspect is very much at
the centre of the Théatre du Soleil’s project. This marginality explains why the
company is located in the Bois de Vincennes rather than in Paris. The venue at the
Cartoucherie, one of the hangars at a former munitions factory, was not originally
intended to house performances. In this sense, the venues of the Théatre du Soleil
and the Bouffes du Nord share something in common, since, both were spaces
that needed to be reconditioned in order to house an audience. Both are by
definition reclaimed spaces.”**

Many reviewers that saw Les Atrides in Vincennes — though the same
applies to other productions — devote at least a couple of lines to describing the
experience of the Cartoucherie, which begins with the journey to the venue.
Oliver Taplin, for instance, remarks that ‘there is a sense of pilgrimage about the
Metro ride out to the end of the line at Vincennes, and then the walk or bus-ride’
to the venue.’* For those residing or staying in Paris, Vincennes represents a trek
out of the city, out of the usual frames of cultural reference. Taplin’s use of the
word ‘pilgrimage’ highlights the ceremonial aspects of the journey to the venue in
line with the ceremonial procession that audience members would have
participated in during the bacchantic festival in Ancient Greece. The word also
underlines the fact that this is not the usual ritual of theatre attendance, though
was comparable to going to see the Mahabharata. Similar journeys outside the
city had to undertaken to the other performance venues chosen to house Les
Atrides when it went on tour. David Grant describes how the bus journey to the

‘characteristically unorthodox location of a disused factory on the outskirts of

3% In fact at the site of the Cartoucherie, other spaces were reclaimed, creating quite an artistic

hub. Jo€l Cramesnil provides a description of this process of change in his book La Cartoucherie,
une aventure thédtrale (Paris: Editions de I’ Amandier, 2005).
323 Oliver Taplin. 1996. ‘Putting on the Dog’, Arion (4.1), p. 210.
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Bradford’ already formed part of the performance: ‘It was a normal scheduled
route, but almost everybody was headed for the play, and almost everybody made
a terrific fuss when they bought their ticket about when they would need to get
off’ % Grant highlights how integral the pre-performance journey to the location
on the ‘outskirts’ is to the production. It is necessary to venture out of the areas
one might usually frequent in order to attend the performance. It is also the case
that Mnouchkine’s work is best viewed in such translated spaces as disused
factories. The difference with the Brookian productions is that while the former
are characterised by oval or round spaces, the latter are usually rectangular —
implying an oppositional or confrontational element.

However as soon as the audience entered the Cartoucherie for Les Atrides,
they were greeted by the welcoming sight of Mnouchkine and company members
serving food, which included shrimps and rice. There were three naves used in the
design of Les Atrides. The first corresponded to the welcome area for the
audience, in the second were the archaeological digs described in the chapter on
storytelling. In this same nave was the actors’ area where the audience could see
them preparing. Finally, the third space was the performance area, designed as an
arena. It is striking that even the entrance hall served to show the difference
between the Soleil and other companies, other venues. It helps to highlight the
fact that the building is run by a group of people without outside intervention.
Arguably, the opposition between the seemingly unwelcoming design — a hangar
is hardly homely — and the quality of greeting provided, provokes a sense of

décalage.

2% David Grant. 1992. ‘Review: with Les Atrides in Lemetre’s Kingdom’, Theatre in Ireland (29),
p. 12.
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Also, it marks the beginning of a shared experience between audience
members and actors. In the chapter, ‘Temps, rythme, tempo’, of Qu 'est-ce que le
thédtre? Christian Biet and Christophe Triau describe the standard division of
time in the theatre between a performer’s time and an audience member’s time.
As they explain: ‘les uns et les autres, qui généralement ne se voient pas, sont
présents dans le méme temps, mais ne sont pas ensemble (ni dans le méme lieu, ni
dans le méme rythme, ni dans la méme activité)’.**” Yet, this division does not
operate in the same fashion at the Théatre du Soleil where the performers are
made visible to the audience from the very beginning either at the serving hatch or
in their dressing rooms, which are on-show. David Bradby provides a good
description of this in his book the Paris Jigsaw and Patrick Lindsay Bowles goes
some way to recreating the flavours of the Cartoucherie during the performances
of Les Atrides.”*® He describes the enticing nature of the experience in which an
intellectual public is made to feel bohemian, and where the actors are watched
dressing in an atmosphere of quiet contemplation.

Even when the company tours, the dressing rooms are open to the public
as they make their-way to the performance area. As Marvin Carlson points out,
Ariane Mnouchkine has ‘invited audiences to arrive before the performance and
come ‘“backstage’” to witness the actors’ preparations.’” The experience, which
gives a perspective on the performance not available in (m)any other theatres
dislocates the ritual separation of the fictional and ‘real’ worlds. The assimilation

of actor and character is therefore broken apart. Yet, the experience can be

327 Biet and Triau 2006, p. 407.

¥ David Bradby. 2002. ‘Ariane Mnouchkine and the Théatre du Soleil’, The Paris Jigsaw:
Internationalism and the City’s Stages, ed. by David Bradby, and Maria Delgado (Manchester:
Manchester University Press), pp. 103-31, and Patrick Lindsay-Bowles. 1992. ‘The “Atrides” in
Vincennes’. The Hudson Review, 45.1, pp. 128-32.

3% Marvin Carlson 1989, p. 134.
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uncomfortable for those unaccustomed to it, as Robert Bethune’s account of
watching Les Atrides in Brooklyn attests. He describes watching the performers
prepare as a disturbing cross between ‘Madame Tussaud’s and of windows in the
red-light district of Amsterdam’.*** Bethune’s debatable interpretation, which is
revealed through this statement, is that by making the audience watch the actors
prepare, Mnouchkine reinforced the voyeuristic element of theatre attendance.
Rather, Mnouchkine’s efforts are designed to recall traditional Asian theatres,
where performers are made-up in front of villagers, such that they witness the
transformation ‘into character’. Nevertheless, for Bethune, the split between
actors or participants and watchers remains a strong divide.

John Chioles interpretation of Ariane Mnouchkine’s Les Atrides in ‘The
Oresteia and the Avant-Garde’, which draws on a comparison with scholastic life,
shows that the distinction between the two is not quite as strong as Bethune
suggests. As he explains:

Mnouchkine makes no distinction between performer and spectator; she

puts both through a rigorous regiment, a virtual religious experience. She

provides for the 90s, the theatre’s monastic life for the performer, who
passes to a level of silence and concentration, surrounded by the
accoutrement of her/his character during intermissions. The spectator in
turn joins the ‘priesthood’ in the long wait to enter with anticipation and
awe into a darkened area with bare and hardened seats.>'

Indeed, Chioles emphasises the rituals of concentration undergone by both
actors and spectators. He shows thereby that the audience is no longer treated as a
spectator, but rather as a participant in the theatre ‘ceremony’ that Mnouchkine

orchestrates. Elsewhere in the article, Chioles uses the term ‘directing’ to qualify

her treatment of the audience, which further reinforces the notion of a

339 Robert Bethune. 1993. ‘Le Théatre du Soleil’s Les Atrides’, Asian Theatre Journal (10.2), p.
180.

31 John Chioles. 1993. ‘The Oresteia and the Avant-Garde’, Performing Arts Journal (15.3), p.
27.
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participative audience. The notion of participation has been key to the Soleil’s
work throughout its history, though there was a marked shift from the type of
participation required from the audience at the time of Les Shakespeare. In their
early work, which corresponds to its phase of ‘créations collectives’, the audience
were often required to move about and shift position to watch the action presented
in different parts of the building. In /789, for instance, the action took place on a
series of platforms between which the audience were stood. In L ’Age d or, the
Cartoucherie was redesigned to accommodate an undulated floor on which the
audience sat and actors performed. However, with the company’s return to
working on pre-existing text, and more specifically on canonical texts such as
Shakespeare, the space was reconfigured as an end-on performance space. The
audience were therefore given a specific place to sit, separate from the actor’s
performance area, and a division between the two roles became more clearly
emphasised. David Bradby analyses the change in spatial dynamics in relation to
change in the conception of the theatrical event. In particular, he notes the shift
from an atmosphere of festivity to one of quiet contemplation:
Cette nouvelle organisation de la dynamique de I’espace entre acteurs et
public correspond au désir de Mnouchkine: imposer aux assistants une
ambiance de concentration —c’est que le temps de féte est révolu et qu’elle
cherche maintenant a créer des rites plutdt que des fétes, privilégiant la
qualité d’écoute, de rassemblement des participants dans une cérémonie
simple mais captivante (comme le fera Peter Brook aux Bouffes du
Nord).**
Bradby highlights the link with Brook’s work in terms of the elaboration
of a secular ceremony. The féte implies a vibrant dynamic in which energy levels

are high and where the audience is brought to a level of ecstasy. In the production

of 1789, this was most clearly illustrated, as the audience were stood between

32 Bradby 2007, p. 453.
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platforms where action was played out trying to compete for their attention. The
spatial organisation was such that the audience was plunged in the middle, in the
thick of'it. Yet, the change towards the more sober proceedings of the future
productions implies that the audience is not made to feel ecstatic and therefore
does not participate in the same way. The spectators are no longer active in the
same way as they were before, trying to figure out where the best place is to
stand, making their way from one side of the space to the other. Rather they are
sat in the same place, separated from the action that takes place on stage,
watching it from a distance. Yet, this does not mean that the theatre of
Mnouchkine is no longer based on the principle of participation. In this regard,
Denis Bablet and Jean Jacquot’s analysis of participation with regards theatre is
worth noting:
Par participation il faut entendre tantot 1’activité créatrice de I’imagination
du public suscitée par le jeu a nu sur le plateau (tréteau, podium)
débarrassé des scories illusionnistes, tantdt un certain sentiment quasi-
religieux qui nait de I’ordonnance d’un cérémonial, tantdt d’une sorte de
transfert de personnalité, le spectateur étant directement pris a parti,
projeté dans ’action par des artifices de mise en scene (...) tantdt aussi la
soumission du spectateur au jeu de techniques et de procédés artistiques
qui visent a atteindre par tous les moyens sa sensibilité et ses nerfs.>>>
Their analysis, which is taken from a study of theatre architecture,
highlights how the audience can be made to participate in the theatre experience
even when there is a physical division between the stage and seating area. From
Les Shakespeare their role became clearly defined as a watching participant
whose presence and attention validates the action that takes place on stage. The
seating arrangement was a way of helping to carve this role for those who had

engaged in the theatrical event. The benches on which they sat were, as noted by

Chioles in the quotation above, not designed for maximum comfort. The lack of

333 Denis Bablet and Jean Jacquot. 1963. Le lieu thédtral dans la société moderne (Paris: CNRS),

p. 16.
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comfort ensured that the audience could have no notion of passive entertainment.
It is almost possible to speak of a pact of discomfort that they agree to, since the
performance duration of Les Atrides, when watched as a whole cycle, was
considerably longer than plays on offer at other theatres.

However, the attention of the audience would have been affected such that
they would not have been able to concentrate in the same manner as they would
have in the previous configuration. Rather they would have experienced more
spells of inattention. The very length of the production cycle, if viewed in a single
sitting, invariably had an effect on the audience’s perception and reception of the
work. The duration of time meant that audience members were able to remove
themselves from the action, to consider from a distance. Indeed, during long
pieces or long performances, one’s attention is taken by different elements and
naturally distraction also occurs. This, even with the most engaging material,
cannot be avoided. Rather with long productions such as Mnouchkine’s it was
expected and anticipated, and as mentioned previously, the use of ritual in
performance was designed to highlight the moments of most significant action.

The Mnouchkine production underwent considerable changes when it was
performed at different venues outside of France. When the performance went on
tour to non-Francophone countries, the production would already have seemed
removed, displaced from the theatrical scene in the receiving country. One of the
main changes was that a simultaneous audio translation of the piece was provided.
This meant that the audience were receiving an additional layer of distancing
when watching the performances. As the actors spoke in French, the text was

rendered accessible to English speaking audiences. This process of translation
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served to reinforce the idea of the mediation of the past through forces such as the
director. Robert Bethune comments on the distracting element this provided:

To be sure, the performance is in French and Fabion Bowers leaves

enough pauses in his narration to allow the actors’ voices to be heard, but,

at the same time, there is something lost when attention is divided between
an electronic voice in the ear competing with a human voice from the
stage.”>"

However, the interplay between the two voices brought to the fore the
mediation of the material, the elements of retelling and storytelling but also the
fact that this was a production that was not immediately accessible. The actors
were made visible as they prepared for their roles, put on their costumes and
applied their make-up. Their visibility highlights the distance between actor and
character thereby reinforcing the notion that theatre is an act of re-telling, of
representation or ‘représentation’. The last lines of Les Euménides, taken from the
chorus’ exodus but spoken to the audience at Athens, ‘Maintenant, pour
couronner nos chants, / Poussez le rituel hululement de joie’ seem to be calling for

335 The choice of the word ‘rituel’ is

applause at the end of the performance.
instructive here, for it leads us to understand the moment of transition between the
performance and the ‘real’ as a highly codified moment. It is not a universally
accepted part of theatre performance, as not all theatre cultures include bows — in
Noh theatre, the actors do not come out to bow for instance. Yet, the way in which
the fiction is brought to a close is significant. Indeed, as the moment of transition
between the performance and the post-performance, it represents the honouring of
the contract, the moment when the members of the audience can state whether

they feel that the experience was worth it. It also allows for a release of energy

and tension that in the Western theatre is pretty much repressed throughout the

3% Bethune 1993, p. 182.
333 Cixous 1991, p. , L1049.
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actual performance. With Mnouchkine, the whole company is requested to come
out and meet the audience at this moment; it represents a moment of thanks, a
moment when the real and the unreal come together. In Mnouchkine’s theatre,
this moment signifies that the theatrical event has come full circle. The actors are
made to be seen as actors, just as they were prior to the show, as they were
preparing in their dressing room open to the public. Mnouchkine herself comes
out to bow, visible as she has been throughout the process, whether taking tickets
from the audience members as they enter, showing them to their places or serving
up food.

With such long performances, the intervals turned into more substantial
breaks. Such an experience that is out of the norms of standard theatre attendance
would have invariably contributed to reinforce the sense of group dynamics, as
the audience were all embarked on the same ‘journey’ together. Furthermore, the
cyclical effects of the plays were emphasised. Indeed at the start of each episode,
the action begins anew, but with a degree of familiarity. This worked in tandem
with the cyclical functions of the body, asked to concentrate and relax. The
duration of the performances at the Cartoucherie implies a type of pleasure that
can be achieved only through substantial commitment and engagement. It would
have been impossible to achieve catharsis as Aristotle has described it. Indeed,
such a process requires the audience to feel emotionally involved throughout and
to take all the events into account, which would not be possible given the
duration. These modifications have an impact on the pleasure that is achievable

through theatre, for Aristotle links the notion of catharsis closely with the
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sensation of pleasure.**® Thus, not to provide catharsis signifies not providin
p p g p g

pleasure in the same fashion.

skeksk

II. The Pleasures of a Ritualised Theatre

Throughout its development in Western and non-Western civilisations,
theatre as an art form and social practice has often come under attack. Underlying
many of the critiques of, prejudices against and objections to the form is the
conception that theatre is nothing more than play; a means of procuring pleasure
but little else. Jean-Jacques Rousseau lambastes the theatre in his polemic Lettre a
M. D’Alembert sur son article Genéeve by labelling it a time-wasting exercise:

Au premier coup d’oeil jeté sur ces institutions, je vois d’abord qu’un

spectacle est un amusement; et s’il faille des amusements a ’homme, vous

conviendrez au moins qu’ils ne sont permis qu’autant qu’ils sont
nécessaires, et que tout amusement inutile est un mal, pour un étre dont la
vie est si courte et le temps est si précieux.”’

Moreover, as he explains, far from gathering people together, the
experience of watching a play isolates them: ‘I’on croit s’assembler au spectacle,
et c’est 1a que chacun s’isole; c’est 1a qu’on va oublier ses amis, ses voisins, ses
proches, pour s’intéresser a des fables, pour pleurer le malheur des morts, ou rire
au dépens des vivants’.>*® Rousseau’s condemnation of the theatrical art hardly
stands alone in the Western secular philosophical tradition and must be seen in the
direct lineage of Plato’s criticism of artists in the Republic. Indeed, as the

anthropologist Jack Goody has noted, Plato provides the most systematic

denunciation of art and representation, which he sets in oppositons to the concept

3¢ See for instance, Johnathan Barnes (ed). The Complete Works of Aristotle (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1984).

337 Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Lettre a M. D’Alembert sur son article Genéve (Paris: Flammarion,
1967), p. 65.

338 Rousseau, p. 66.
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339 The division that

of ritual or more precisely ritualised devotion to the gods.
Plato operates (and which Rousseau adheres to) between play and ritual, marks
out the territory for utility and futility, sanctity and danger with theatre falling into
the latter category.

These criticisms of theatre, which have since been formulated by other
opponents of the art form, serve on the one hand to deny the social element of the
experience and on the other, to deny the use of the fiction presented on stage. If
one goes past the distain for theatre formulated in Rousseau, his statement
nevertheless reveals that it is a place of paradox, where there is simultaneously a
sense of community and individuality. This is precisely the analysis of the
experience that Christian Biet and Christophe Triau provide in Qu ‘est-ce que le
thédtre?: ““Aller au théatre” est simultanément, faire I’expérience sociale et
renouvelée d’étre ensemble avec d’autres, 1’expérience de participer a une
communauté, a son histoire, et I’expérience personnelle d’étre un parmi plusieurs,
donc d’étre seul, avec son histoire propre’.>*

The pleasure in a theatre differs in relation to the production and
experience on offer. The precise nature of the experience available to a potential
audience is determined by a series of factors, which can be regrouped into the
three categories of play, production and venue. The three are invariably linked;
for instance, a théatre de boulevard will offer a certain type of play, produced in a

certain way in order to provide escapist entertainment or mild societal satire. The

pleasures of attending a performance at a théatre de boulevard are markedly

39 Jack Goody. 2006. La peur des représentations : I'ambivalence a I’égard des images, du

thédtre, de la fiction, des reliques et de la sexualité (Paris: La Découverte), p. 117.

%% Biet and Triau 2006, p. 62. In his ‘Que sais-je’ on theatre, co-written with Alain Viala, Daniel
Mesguich disputes this experience of isolation in a theatre performance. In his words ‘C’est qu’au
théatre le spectateur ne regarde pas seul le spectacle; il le regarde par les autres’ Le thédtre (Paris:
PUF, 2011), p. 39. It is true that it is usually impossible to forget other audience members when
watching a play. However, one also loses oneself in one’s own thoughts and musings and thus it
seems to me that Biet and Triau articulate the paradox of watching theatre quite accurately.
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different from those of attending the Comédie Francaise, as I noted in the
introduction. Indeed, this is because the experience on offer will be based on a
very different set of rituals, the play will not be sourced from the same repertoire
and the production will seek not only to entertain but to provide commentary on
cultural memory.

Brook’s work with the C.I.C.T., and most notably on the Mahabharata,
sought to create the conditions that were right for establishing a sort of ceremony,
which could then lead to the creation of new rituals. As part of this enterprise was
an extended performance time that lasted nine hours. Both the actors and the
audience needed to prepare for this marathon experience; indeed, it required
almost a physical preparation. For the actors, they needed to be in a space of
concentration that would sustain them for the duration of the performances.
During the production, they sat around in a circle when offstage, preparing their
next entrance by listening to what was happening. They were keeping in touch
with the stage realities. Whilst this is not unusual and many actors do this in the
course of a theatre run, the length of time required in order to be active meant that
this process of working up the attention and the muscle was of paramount
importance.

It was possible to view the production either on three different evenings or
in a single performance. The single performance offerings in many of the venues
took place at night. The experience would have of course been remarkably
different in each case. With night performances at Avignon, the cyclical functions
of the body, which include sleep, were being consciously modified in the
attendance of the nightlong performance of the Mahabharata, since the spectators

were expected to stay awake throughout. This is precisely what irritated the
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reviewer Charles Osborne who felt that ‘Human biorhythms being beyond the
control of Peter Brook, his audience during the final lap was not at its most
responsive’.>*! Brook though was aware of the problems caused by a nightlong
performance and explained to Richard Schechner that the ideal performance time
would take place between midday to midnight, as the company was able to do for
an invited audience of friends, but that the all night performance marathon was

possible at Avignon because people were on holiday.**

Not all reviewers agreed,
and many have simply complained about the length of the production. Leonard
Pronko for instance, notes that it is one of the longest plays in the Western world,
but asks ‘did it have to be quite this long?’.>*

Yet, Brook was particularly impressed by just how ‘disponible’ members
of the audience were at Avignon.’** They agree to embark on a long voyage with
the theatre companies. Indeed, people could take time out of their normal routines
to view the performances. Kent Devereaux, who attended the performance at the
Brooklyn Academy of Music, noted how the ‘marathon’ presentation of the
Mahabharata differed from traditional Western performances. The metaphor of
the marathon is frequently used to describe the theatre experience provided in this
production. For instance, the title of Jack Tinker’s review for The Daily Mail is
‘Marathon Winners’ and Eric Shorter’s less complimentary review for the Daily

345

Telegraph also describes the event as a marathon.”™ In the words of Devereaux:

‘Audiences attending these performances, and especially the Halloween all-night

**! Charles Osborne, ‘Doubts about the guru’, Daily Telegraph, 21 March 1988, p. 14.

2 Richard Schechener et al. 1985. ‘Talking with Peter Brook’, Drama Review (30.1), p. 60.

* Leonard Pronko. 1988. ‘Los Angeles Festival: Peter Brook’s “The Mahabharata™, Asian
Theatre Journal (5.2), p. 220.

%% ‘Peter Brook met en scéne le Mahabharata au festival d’Avignon’, Plaisir du thédtre, Antenne
2,01 July 1985:
http://www.ina.fr/archivespourtous/index.php?vue=notice&from=fulltext& full=peter+brook &num
_notice=1&total notices=34

% Eric Shorter, ‘A passage from India’, Daily Telegraph, 19 April 1988, p. 14.
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performance, were treated to a journey of gargantuan proportions befitting the
epic tale being told’.**® Devereaux also explains that the audiences were
particularly receptive to this experience, displaying ‘intensity and tenacity that I
have rarely witnessed either in the Western theatre or in Asia’.**’ The analysis
provided by Devereaux is complemented by Brook’s own musings on the
adaptation an audience undergoes when faced with a long production. In the
interview with Schechner quoted above, Brook discusses the change in rituals of
theatre attendance from the beginning of his theatre career:
There were two intermissions. It was a rule. During intermissions, we
chatted with friends; that was one of the pleasures of theatre, like the red
curtain. Without intermission and without the red curtain the experience is
different, that’s all. With a long production, the public prepares for an
effort but also expects a reward. It’s like a journey to a foreign country;
sometimes difficult, even less pleasurable than a get-away weekend, but it
leaves you with life-long memories.>*®
The type of theatre he describes here is not so dissimilar from the
experience that can still be had at the opera or the Comédie Francaise, where the
red curtain is still very much a feature. However, even though the engagement
required to sit through a production of the Mahabharata is considerable, as the
work itself explains, the rewards are great. In English, the expression ‘out of the
comfort zone’ works particularly well at describing the situation. As with
Mnouchkine’s work, the audience is required to sign a pact of discomfort with
regards the length of time spent watching the production, the conditions (hard
seats, open air) and the complexity of the material (no easy pleasures). It is the

point made by Georges Banu, who comments that the lack of comfort endured at

the Bouffes du Nord represents part of the challenge that Brook gives his

% Kent Devereaux. 1988. ‘Peter Brook’s production of the Mahabharata at the Brooklyn

Academy of Music’, Asian Theatre Journal (5.2), p. 228.
*7 Devereaux 1988, p. 228.
8 Brook in Schechner et al 1986, p. 65.
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theatrical art: ‘celui de la victoire sur ’inconfort’.**’ Indeed, in return for the

investment, the audience are (if the production is good) rewarded and fulfilled in a
way that a short, one or two-hour production could not achieve. This is what
Anthony Curtis argues in his review for the Financial Times:

Nine hours is a long time, admittedly, to be sitting still watching characters

whose names you cannot pronounce and whose ancestry is obscure doing

horrible things to each other, but with a magician such as Brook in charge
it passes like a dream.””

Curtis highlights in the first instance the distancing elements of the
production, namely its length and the complexity of the narrative for a non-Indian
spectator. Yet, these aspects of the production, which may have posed a threat to
its enjoyment, are counter-balanced by Brook’s theatrical ingenuity. The
metaphor of the ‘journey’, which is dear to both Brook and Mnouchkine, is
therefore the symbol of the process undertaken. Also for the reviewer of the
International Herald Tribune, John Rockwell, who speaks little about the play
and rather more about the cultural significance of the Brook production, Brook
has achieved ‘the theatrical equivalent (although here Brook himself grows
diffident) of the philosophical and religious ceremonies and belief systems at the
heart of Hinduism’.*>' Unfortunately, the reviewer does not expand on this point
to explain what he means by this rather grandiose statement, which as he
mentions, Brook is reluctant to make.

Ultimately the viewing experience would have been radically different in
the all-day or separate performances. Also, there has been some debate about

which format provided the most adequate viewing format. Kent Devereaux sits on

the fence in his analysis: ‘Although the overall performance Gestalt was markedly

** Banu 2005, p. 36.

% Anthony Curtis, ‘The Mahabharata/ Avignon Festival’, Financial Times, 16 July 1985.

1 John Rockwell, ‘The cultural “Global Village™, International Herald Tribune, 16 October
1987, p. 8.
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different between the two forms of presentation, both marathon and series
performance formats displayed advantages and disadvantages’.”>> The idea of the
Marathon performance is linked directly with a spirit of being attentive and
responsive at the Avignon festival, where in the years around the Mahabharata,

353 This same

Vitez presented a whole night performance of the Soulier de Satin.
position is adopted by Michael Scott, who concludes that the only way to answer
the debate is to see the production in both forms.*** About La conférence des
oiseaux, Georges Banu writes of the communion between actors and audience:
Le spectacle de Brook, tout en suivant le parcours des oiseaux, reste sans
cesse dans I’intimité du public dont il n’oublie jamais la présence. Cette
relation devient plus que jamais manifeste dans la derniere séquence,
lorsque les oiseaux, pour découvrir le Simorg, dirigent leurs regards vers la
salle. Le spectacle élude la cloture mystique, et, en méme temps, il avance
une des plus belles métaphores de théatre qui soit: la fusion oiseaux-
Simorg pourrait, un jour, devenir celle des comédiens et du public.*>
Brook collaborated with Jean-Claude Carri¢re on the adaptation of La
conférence des oiseaux, and it is with this same screen and stage writer that he
developed the script of the Mahabharata. Brook searched for a universal language
of theatre, which might seem to imply that he was very little interested in the
ritualistic elements. However, the simplicity of the theatrical act renders it
ritualistic and highly symbolic. In the experiments in Africa, the carpet became
the signifier of the stage. In distilling theatre to its most elemental, a process
which Brook describes as transparency, it becomes more meaningful. A simple

prop will be taken to reveal more than its apparent nature. Finally, Mathieu

Galey’s point about Timon d’Atheénes can be applied to all of Peter Brook’s work

352 Devereaux 1977, p. 228.

?>3 Vitez states that he was encouraged to present the full version of the Soulier de Satin by the
success of Brook’s Mahabharata: http://www.ina.fr/art-et-culture/arts-du-
spectacle/video/I00004683/antoine-vitez-met-en-scene-le-soulier-de-satin-de-claudel-au-festival-
d-avignon.fr.html

3% Scott 1985, p. 12.

333 Banu 2005, p.196.
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with the Centre up to the present day: ‘Ce n’est pas tout a fait une representation,
c’est une cérémonie. Va-t-on se donner le ridicule de noter le talent des diacres ou
de I’officient. Allez-y comme a la messe, et vous croirez’.>®

The description of a Brook production like a ceremony highlights a very
important aspect of his theatrical creations. First that the experience is one that
can be magical for considerable belief is invested in moments of apparent
simplicity such as an actor entering the stage. The arrival of a character such as
Vyasa is a signal of theatrical magic about to begin. By choosing non-figurative
props Brook makes the actor work harder to create the sense of the object. The
audience also has to work hard at imagining the object presented to them, in other
words to visualise a simple stick as a lance. This joint action of imagination
creates, when both parties work sufficiently hard to create a sense of belief, a
communion between the stage and the auditorium.

Various codes govern the behaviours of audiences in different venues also.
Audiences in different countries can react very differently to material presented as
part of a touring production. Comedy for instance does not always export very
well between different countries. When faced with productions on the scale of the
Mahabharata or Les Atrides, audiences on different nights and in different venues
and countries would no doubt have reacted differently. It is not worth over twenty
years after the event to conduct a survey of audience members’ reactions, as time
will have inevitably distorted their impressions. However it is fair to say that the
reviews from the time give an indication of differences in the audience’s
reception. Michael Ratcliffe, the reviewer for the Observer, was present at

performances at Avignon, as well as at the Bouffes du Nord, the B.A.M. and the

3% Mathieu Galey ‘Timon d’Athénes de Shakespeare, jusqu’au sacré’, Le quotidien de Paris, 22

octobre 1974.
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Glasgow Transport Museum. He is therefore well placed to highlight the
differences between the productions when they toured. He also is able to comment
on the differences between the English and French versions. In his first review he
describes the ‘magic’ of the performance:

The Mahabharata has the most spectacular and beautiful pyrotechnics I

have ever seen in any play: heroes trapped round a shallow pool in a ring

of flame; a nocturnal battle by torchlight; a little blue wave of fire snaking
its way rapidly across the floor; a terrible white explosion as the ultimate
divine weapon of which we hear so much finally goes off in the middle of
the play.”’

The spatial layout is what particularly interests him. Indeed the framing of
the performance by the night air in Provence adds to the ‘magic’. Ratcliffe saw
the production in many of the different venues and is therefore able to comment
very accurately on the differences in the reception of the work as well as on how
the venues influenced the production. For instance, he compares the different
venues of the Bouffes du Nord and the Majestic in his following review:

The Bouffes du Nord is rather secretive and enclosing, like a baroque

chapel or mosque, but the Majestic is populist and generous, the wide

boxes and proscenium arch drawing in the audience which sits, in one
continuous sweep over the old circle and stalls, or in the original balcony,
intact above.”

Though both are in appearance similar spaces, Michael Ratcliffe is able to
highlight their differences, notably with regards the way in which the audience is
made to feel. The Bouffes du Nord in his opinion provides a rather formal space,
at least a more ceremonial one. Finally, in ‘Transports of Delight’ he comments
on the audience’s reaction to the performances in Glasgow and Brooklyn, whilst

also commenting on the spaces:

It is more spacious, though less lofty than the Bouffes du Nord and the
audience, at least for Sunday’s all day marathon, was less awestruck than

337 Michael Ratcliffe, ‘Hindu Magic in Provence’, The Observer, 15 July 1985, p. 17.
3% Michael Ratcliffe, ‘Nice and Scary’, The Observer, 01 November 1987, p. 23.
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Brooklyn and swifter to see that it was Ok, indeed a good idea, to laugh
from time to time.**’

Again, the Bouffes du Nord is described as a space that is imposing.
However, despite the perhaps more ‘populist’ space of the Majestic, Ratcliffe
suggests that the audience was itself more distant or at least more in awe of the
production than the audience in Glasgow. Indeed, the last point hints at the
difference in the interpretation of the production in the USA and in Europe. The
lack of laughter would have heightened the ceremonial aspects of the production,
made it more into a quasi-sacred experience rather than the décalé element of the
European productions. The change in emphasis and the difference in reaction to
the production however would seem to go against the description provided
slightly above about the Bouffes du Nord and the BAM. The description of the
laughter in Glasgow might work with the analysis by Catherine Lockerbie about
the adaptation of the Mahabharata which sought to emphasise the human virtues
of each character. She states that ‘They may have mythic resonance, they may
function as archetypes, but Peter Brook and Jean-Claude Carriére have made them
people: humorous, doubting, fragile, lustful, questioning individuals, characters
we care about’.**® Yet, not all critics managed to engage so fully with the
humanity of the characters. Indeed, right-wing criticism of Brook centred on
incomprehension of what the work might mean to European theatregoers. As Eric
Shorter notes in the Daily Telegraph:

Theatre goers who prefer Peter Brook on existing classics —and I would

rather see again his recent revival of the Cherry Orchard, if only because it

is less exhausting to appreciate— will be glad when he has got his Indian
bee out of his bonnet.*"’

%% Michael Ratcliffe, ‘Transports of Delight’, The Observer, 25 April 1988, p. 39.
30 Catherine Lockerbie, ‘Epic Spell-binder’, The Scotsman, 19 April 1988, p. 15.
%1 Shorter, 19 April 1988, p .14
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Of course, this opens up questions of linked to intercultural theatre
experience and whether they may work or not. Yet, Shorter also comments on the
group and social dynamics of the event. For instance: ‘But if such a day is
gruelling, it is also highly gregarious. On such a marathon you meet all sorts of
fellow-travellers who seem equally at sea with Hindu notions and names’.”**
These comments are designed to reinforce the notion that the theatre is a
participative event and one designed for the group. Shorter declares that the
Mahabharata was not a production which appealed to the group to which it was
being presented. As the representative of the European or British section, he takes
it upon himself to criticise the material. He fails to see connections with the
universal dimension of the story presented.

What Shorter’s comments highlight is the fact that the experience provided
by Brook was one that was unusual for the audience. For a start, the duration of
the production was such that it presented a challenge to their attention. Second,
the spaces were unusual in that they were reclaimed for performance. Third, the
type of material — a Hindu epic poem adapted to stage — is not the standard fare of
theatre going critics in the West, let alone other audience members. This third
point is particularly important for it raises issues concerning how the intercultural
nature of the production stimulated or provoked reactions that ranged from
admiration to incomprehension. In the criticism later labelled at Brook’s work, the
spectre of intercultural tourism and pillage is raised. What this signifies in terms
of the reception of his work is that the ‘décalé’ model provided by the British
director working in France was one which presented an alternative vision of

theatre and of society. The success of his mission initially was in converting a

%2 Shorter, 19 April 1988, p. 14.
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substantial part of his viewing public, a success that was brought into question by

the critical voices that later emerged.

L

II1. A dislocated ritual

In this chapter, I have sought to study the nature of the experiences
provided by Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine to the audiences at their
respective productions of Le Mahabharata and Les Atrides. Starting with the
play-texts, I have pointed out the process of dislocation that is prevalent in both.
Indeed, the theatres of Brook and Mnouchkine rely on shifting the ‘norms’ of
theatre in order to provide an experience that is distanced. Such a ‘décalage’
allows the audience to gain a form of self-awareness otherwise not available.

The experience provided by both directors is a ritualised ceremony that
provides the audience with an active role as watching participants. Robert
Bethune argues in relation to Les Atrides that the very nature of ritual is untenable
in the modern world. He states that: ‘The recurrent nature of ritual brings it into
conflict with the modern world, which rejects repetition in favour of novelty
wherever possible’.3 %3 Such a bold statement, whilst not evidenced in the article,
nevertheless highlights the discrepancy between the production and the everyday
realities of the modern world. The very special nature of the experience, which
lasts a considerable duration serves to reinforce the validity of theatrical art. In
Pavis’s definition of ‘rituel’, he suggests that the heavy ritualisation of theatre
practice marks a return to its origins, which provides a potential means of its
survival in the modern world:

Tout indique que le théatre, apres s’étre a peine dégagé du rite et de la
cérémonie, recherche désespérément a y revenir, comme si cette matrice

3% Bethune 1993, p. 190.
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d’un théatre sacré (...) était pour lui sa seule chance de survie, au contact
. o, . . , . 364
des arts de masse industrialisés et au sein de la tribu électronique.

Pavis’s analysis of theatre’s return to a ceremony provides a link with
Brook’s pronouncement that ‘Si les termes: ‘Magie’...’Cérémonie’...s appliquent
au théatre contemporain, ce n’est pas I’effet d’un hasard. Dans notre société
actuelle, le besoin d’une expérience collective existe’.’® The religious
terminology helps bring to the fore a question about who are the participants in
the ceremonies provided by Brook and Mnouchkine. To take part in a particular
religious ceremony one is usually a believer or convert to the ideas or religious
denomination within which it is conducted. To watch Les Atrides or Le
Mahabharata required a significant amount of commitment in terms of time and
energy. The titles of the press reviews ‘An Epic Journey through Myth>**® and

‘Brook’s epic contest’>®’

are testament to the endurance required to sit through the
performances of the two productions. In sporting terms, the experience is akin to
running a marathon rather than a sprint; in literary terms, to reading War and
Peace rather than a short story. It is reasonable to assume that in order to engage
in such an activity an audience member would already have a taste for theatre, in
other words, to be a convert. Or more specifically, the audience would have had to
have a desire to engage in rites that went against the rituals of everyday life. The
pleasure gained was from extricating oneself from the constraints of everyday life,
and thus to be ‘décalé’ in a sense.

The act of dislocation provides an increased sense of enjoyment for those

who are able to recognise the codes of performance and their transgression. In

other words it requires an awareness of the functions of theatre and how Brook

%% patrice Pavis. 1987. Le dictionnaire du thédtre (Paris: Editions Sociales,), pp. 339-40.

3% Brook 1968, ‘Le ciel et la merde’, p. 16.
%% William Henry, ‘An Epic journey through myth, Time, 19 October 1987, p. 85.
%7 John Barber, ‘Brook’s Epic Contest’, Daily Telegraph, 19 April 1988, p. 14.



212

and Mnouchkine construct their own symbols. These symbols may not be
understood in the same way, but there is nevertheless a need for a desire to
interpret or understand them. The theatre of Ariane Mnouchkine tends towards
universality as the quote for David Bradby illustrates:

Par ses recherches approfondies dans les arts et les traditions de ’acteur,

Mnouchkine s’arroge le droit de faire de son théatre un lieu ou on essaie

de mesurer la distance de soi a 1’autre, sur le plan personnel, politique ou

géographique. Les images d’une trés grande beauté plastique et le
déploiement d’énergie éblouissant des meilleurs moments de ces mises en
sceéne font partie d’une vision passionnée qui refuse les séparations,
partitions, déchirements et cruautés de 1’histoire récente au nom d’un
humanisme universel.*®*

I will come back to analyse this statement in greater depth in the following
chapter, but it is interesting to note the apparent contradiction between the
separation between one’s self and the other whilst at the same time plugging a
vision of universality. Yet understanding this contradiction brings us to the heart
of Mnouchkine’s work, and also of Brook’s which is based on a similar model. In
the above quotation, Bradby states that the theatre of Mnouchkine tends towards
universality, yet can is it possible to accept this assumption given what we have
seen already? Indeed, this question is more keenly felt when the productions
mixes references from different cultures (texts, actions). The function of Brook
and Mnouchkine’s theatres as engaged political and social theatres require their
message to be disseminated through wide channels, but the form and content
seems difficult to penetrate. Yet, is not the primary function of myth to be a story
that is universally understood? Rather are these theatres not addressed to Western
audiences, using a plethora of ‘external’ references in order to best comment on

the society in which they were produced? In the following chapter, ‘Intercultural

Theatres’, these questions will be explored in detail.

%% Bradby 2007, p. 464.
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Chapter 5: Culture Clashes: Inter or Trans-
Cultural Theatres

As was explained in the chapter, ‘Directing Theatre: Struggles on the

9.3 The direction

French Stage’, France has had a Ministry of Culture since 195
of the state-run theatres falls under the remit of this particular ministry,
highlighting the fact that theatre is a cultural affair. Moreover, the extent to which
the theatre scene is an ideological and political battleground has become clear in
recent months. The machinations of the current Minister of Culture, Frédéric
Mitterrand, have served not only to put his friends in high places, but have also
sapped the validity of state run institutions.’”® If national theatres are simply to
become the playground for the well placed — as the audiovisual media is also
becoming — then it is natural to question their continued existence. Certainly, it is
easy to understand why Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine, whilst receiving
public subsidies, have chosen to work outside the framework of institutional
theatres. To a certain extent, it has saved them from being embroiled in daily
struggles with government officials and to concentrate on the artistic side of their
craft.

What is notable about the work of both practitioners is that it is in no ways
inward looking or self-centred on France. One clear reason behind this stems most
likely from the fact that neither is ‘Franco-Francgais’. Brook is British of Russian
parentage, while Mnouchkine’s mother was English and her father Russian. While

I would hesitate to make any pseudo-psychological analysis of their relationship

to their heritage and to their country of residence, in my own experience and that

%% “Directing Theatre: Struggles on the French Stage’, p. 105.

370 The director Jean-Pierre Vincent’s article in Libération, ‘Pour rattraper une bétise, on en fait
une autre’, 16 April 2011, highlights the unease felt in theatrical circles at recent ministerial
decisions:
http://www.liberation.fr/culture/01012332083-pour-rattraper-une-betise-on-en-fait-une-autre
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of those I know from bi or tri-cultural backgrounds, it is not unusual to feel a
sense of displacement. Or to use what has become a key term of this thesis:
‘décalage’. Such an off-centred perspective is beneficial to questioning cultural
heritage; one’s own first and foremost — as distant as one might consider oneself
from it — but also that of ‘other’ cultures. Indeed, in staging the Mahabharata and
Les Atrides, Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine were simultaneously located
within the cultural discourse of the country in which their productions were
developed (France), and attempting to distance themselves from it. The questions
to consider in this chapter are therefore how both practitioners commented on the
state of culture in France and how they provided models for interactions with
other cultures.

I am hardly the first to do so, as previous comparative accounts of Peter
Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine’s work have focused on how both directors
integrated elements from non-Western cultures in their productions. Yet, such
studies have often been critical of what Marvin Carlson has labelled the two
directors’ ‘dangerous and self-deceptive vision’,””' namely that theatre texts,
techniques and aesthetics that do not belong to their own cultures can be
appropriated or assimilated to create a new hybrid form of theatre. One term that
is frequently used to describe such practices of ‘cultural borrowing’ as apparent in
the work of Brook and Mnouchkine is ‘interculturalism’. Over the last twenty
years or so, this scholarly neologism has generated much debate in academic
circles, with tensions running high between supporters and opponents of its
application in practice. Often connected with debates on post-colonialism when

discussing Western practitioners seeking inspiration from the East, it is inevitable

"1 Marvin Carlson. 1996. ‘Brook and Mnouchkine: Passages to India?’ in The Intercultural
Performance Reader ed. by Patrice Pavis (London and New York: Routledge), p. 91.



215

that it should generate violent oppositions. Such heated discussions came to the
fore particularly when Brook, who is British, staged an Indian text, the
Mahabharata. The colonial past between the two countries goes some way to
explaining the particularly virulent nature of the attacks labelled at him. One of
the most vocal and acerbic critics of Brook’s project has been Rustom Bharucha,
who branded him a cultural tourist in line with the worst excesses of the British
Raj.>”* Mnouchkine’s work since Les Shakespeare in the eighties has also been
branded as ‘orientalism’ in reference to Edward Said’s essay on Western
subjugation of Middle-Eastern culture.’”

One should not be overly surprised for, while seeking to provide a new
model for social and political interactions, intercultural theatre cannot escape the
realities of the societies within which it is produced. In Le thédtre au croisement
des cultures, Patrice Pavis sets out the inherent paradox of a practice that is locked
in political discourse even as it tries to create a self-contained parenthesis:

L’interculturalisme théatrale n’échappe pas aux contradictions historiques

de notre époque, méme si pour faire sa propre théorie et produire ses fruits

les plus délicats, il aimerait bien les mettre un instant entre parentheses,

I’histoire de se faire rencontrer deux cultures et de voir ce qu’elles ont a se

dire et comment elles pourront s’aimer.””*

It seems to me that Pavis highlights clearly not only the lofty ambitions of
supposedly intercultural theatre but also the difficulties of putting it into practice.
However it is somewhat ironic that he devotes much of the book to providing
theoretical models of how the processes of integrating external cultural influences

may work rather than examining practice. As a result ‘intercultural’ has become a

somewhat blanket term. This is notably apparent in the volume of collected essays

372 Notably in Theatre and the world: performance and the politics of culture (London: Routledge,

1993).

*” Gautam Dasgupta. 1982. ‘Richard II/ Twelfth Night, Directed by Ariane Mnouchkine, Avignon
Festival’, Performing Arts Journal (6.3), pp. 81 — 6.

374 Patrice Pavis. 1990. Le thédtre au croisement des cultures (Paris: Corti), p- 123.
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The Intercultural Performance Reader edited by Pavis, from which the Carlson
article is taken. One aim of this chapter is therefore to consider how valid a term
‘interculturalism’ is to describe the theatres of Brook and Mnouchkine and
therefore to suggest alternatives. Indeed, (re)defining a precise lexicology is not
simply a pedantic attempt to rebrand their practices, but is fundamental to
understanding how their approaches to theatre and storytelling follow similar but
diverging paths.

Thus, in the title of this chapter, ‘Culture Clashes: Inter or Trans-Cultural
Theatres’, I highlight the conflict that arises when bringing two cultures into
contact, but also suggest two possible terms to define theatres that attempt to do
so. [ have already provided some preliminary discussion elements that help to
define what ‘intercultural theatre’ might signify. As for ‘transcultural’, it seems to
me to mark the opposing physical force to ‘intercultural’. If intercultural theatre
looks to integrate foreign elements into a given core culture, the transfer process
might be described as centrifugal. Transcultural theatre, on the other hand, looks
to escape a given culture by actively going out to embrace others thereby giving
rise to a centripetal movement. Throughout the thesis I have attempted to analyse
the methods and ideologies behind their stagings of the two ancient mythological
narratives that are the Mahabharata and Les Atrides. Making explicit the
difference between interculturalism on the one hand, and transculturalism on the
other, is part of the same project, for I see the first as being more applicable to
Mnouchkine’s work and the second to Brook’s. Yet both form part of the
estrangement matrix that I have labelled ‘décalage’ and represent necessary
components of the adaptation process of ancient mythology to the contemporary

stage.
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Moreover the issue of universality, which has surfaced in relation to the
retelling of these ancient narratives in previous chapters, will have to be addressed
in detail. In other words, are Brook and Mnouchkine borrowing from other
cultures in order to highlight the universal intelligibility of myths — in which case,
Jan Kott’s proclamation would seemingly be vindicated’”® — or rather are they
integrating ‘foreign’ elements in order to comment on Western society and
culture? In order to answer this question, my method is first to locate the key
components of each practitioner’s approach historically and contextually. From
this, I suggest looking at which elements from non-Western cultures have been
appropriated in both productions. Analysing how they have been integrated into
the context of the productions will then lead me onto situating the appropriation of
the techniques and visual signs of Eastern performance traditions in the lineage of
cultural borrowings by practitioners such as Brecht, Artaud or Meyerhold. It is
also worth considering whether intercultural theatre has become a product of an
age of increasing globalisation. Do these theatres provide an acknowledgement
and acceptance of current global exchanges or rather do they suggest other
possibilities of exchange? Such considerations guide the end part of this chapter.

skeksk

I. Embracing ‘Other’ Cultures

a) Peter Brook: a Foreigner or Global Citizen?

In the chapter ‘Directing Theatre’, I discussed the trajectories of Brook
and Mnouchkine, notably how they came to develop the type of theatres
encapsulated by the Mahabharata and Les Atrides. It was noted how Brook

progressively moved away from the commercial sector towards greater

373 See chapter ‘Out of Step, Out of Joint: Staged Rituals and their Transgression’, p 130 for the
quote in question.
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experimentation. This transition was largely cemented by his crossing of the
channel to France, which had long been associated in the Anglo-Saxon
imagination as a bastion of cultural experiences. The perception of Paris as a
vibrant centre for artistic and cultural activity was upheld by many in British
cultural circles, to the extent that theatre critic Harold Hobson, writing in the early
fifties, enthused that in Paris there is ‘hardly a hotel, a café, bookstore, or antique
shop, that does not bear the impress of a capital city’.”’® Moreover, Paris had been
home to a crop of exiled Anglo-Saxon artists, from Samuel Beckett to Gertrude
Stein, from Ernest Hemingway to James Joyce. In a suitably Deleuzian
paradoxical fashion, the movement of cultural exchange in Paris was both
centrifugal and centripetal: centrifugal since the city exported culture, and
centripetal since it attracted those from the outside. The myth of Paris as the
capital of culture and centre of the intellectual world is perhaps best embodied in
Victor Hugo’s elegiac passage in Les Misérables where Paris is described as:
Le plafond du genre humain. Toute cette prodigieuse ville est un raccourci
des meeurs mortes et des meceurs vivantes. Qui voit Paris croit voir le
dessous de toute I’histoire avec le ciel et les constellations dans les
intervalles. Paris a un Capitole, I’Hotel de Ville, un Parthénon, Notre
Dame, un mont Aventin, le Faubourg Saint-Antoine, un Asinarium, la
Sorbonne, un Panthéon, le Panthéon, une voie sacrée, le boulevard des
Italiens, une tour des Vents, 1’opinion.””’
In this passage, Hugo makes comparisons with the monuments of antiquity
in order to give weight to the conceptions of Paris as capital city of the world that

he voices in the course of the novel. This gives rise to a sense of not simply

patriotism but more specifically to a sense of ‘parisanism’, to use a neologism.

37 Harold Hobson. 1953. Theatre (London: Burke), p. 12.
3 Victor Hugo. 1862. Les Misérables (Paris: Poche, 1998), p. 810.
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Yet, as I have explained previously, Brook’s initial insertion into Parisian

378 :
"8 He was considered a

theatre culture was greeted with a mixed reception.
smooth operator: someone who had learnt and mastered the theatrical craft. Yet,
this smoothness was precisely the issue, since he did not appear to delve into the
heart of the theatre plays that he was directing, or at least, not in any depth. It is
worth recalling Roland Barthes disparaging remarks about Brook’s production of
Jean Genet’s Le Balcon at the Théatre du Gymnase:

Peter Brook ne pense 1’inquiétant qu’en termes d’effets. Pour lui, Genét

n’est que le signe de Genét. Ce transfert mythique correspond d’ailleurs

trés bien au voyage que Genét vient d’accomplir de la Rive Gauche au

Boulevard.””

Barthes critical response to Brook’s Le Balcon was typical of Thédtre
Populaire’s left-wing critics responses to his productions in the fifties and early
sixties. However Brook’s own impressions of working in France during this
period were similarly only lukewarm when one considers his comments made
about the difference in acting styles between France and the UK:

Avec les acteurs anglais, c’est un travail de sculpteur. Il faut modeler une

matiere récalcitrante. Une fois que la sculpture est faite, elle est alors

souvent la plus belle du monde parce que la matiere est riche et rare (...)

Avec les acteurs francais c’est le contraire. Ils lisent un texte et hop, ils le

jouent.*®

He paints a rather unflattering portrait of French actors, which might go
some way to explaining why when he moved to Paris he chose to work with an
international company rather than one composed solely of French actors. Clearly
though, the Brook who came to France in the fifties and early sixties was not the

same Brook who initiated the first workshops in 1968 with the group that would

later be called the C.I.LR.T. The early Brook had not yet met Grotowski, had not

°78 See the chapter, ‘Directing Theatre: Struggles on the French Stage, p. 110.

3" Barthes 1960, p. 96

80 Micheéle Manceaux, interview with Peter Brook, ‘Peter Brook dans la mine’, L express, 12
September 1963.
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yet embarked on the Theatre of Cruelty experimentation project and had not
written the Empty Space. By the time Brook set up shop in Paris permanently in
1974, he was filled with a strong belief in the need to strive for communicating
with the audience. Consequently he chose to establish himself in a venue that,
though far removed from the vestiges of French culture, acted as a privileged
space for communication. Also the climate at the end of the sixties and early
seventies was such that critics paid less attention to language, as performance
became the focus. I follow David Bradby’s analysis when he states that:

This in turn provided a particularly fertile environment for creative theatre

people, often bringing artistic traditions from outside France, to

experiment with new ways of devising performance work.*®'

This argument seems quite convincing since language became less of a
barrier to working in France. Brook’s choice to work with an international group
meant that English could also be used alternatively with French. Yet it is striking
that the C.I.LR.T.’s first major production, Orghast, in 1970, was written and
performed in a made-up language. Indeed Orghast was arguably the most
experimental production that Peter Brook ever staged. Although I have already
alluded to the piece in previous chapters, it is worth considering two points in
particular here. First, the production was staged in the ruins of Persepolis as part
of the 1970 Shiraz festival and never repeated. The specificity of the location to
the articulation of meaning speaks volumes about the type of space required to
perform Brook’s productions.’® In other words, this piece was devised for a set
venue and no other. Second, the production sought to find a common language. **

As Philip Auslander explains, director Peter Brook and dramatist Ted Hughes

became particularly excited when a word in their invented poetic language

**1 Bradby 2002, p. 8.
%2 See previous discussion of the ruinous space in ‘Treading the Earth to Reach the Sky’, p. 176.
3 A.C.H. Smith. 1972. Orghast at Persepolis (London: Viking Adult).
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resembled one in an existing language unknown to them. Indeed, they ‘took such
occurrences as justifications for the belief in a universal level of
consciousness’.”®* Auslander’s use of the adjective ‘universal’ is insightful not
only with regards the production of Orghast, but also to describe Brook’s
theoretical and practical approach to theatre. Belief in universality implies
transcending national barriers, languages and cultures to reach a common ground.
Indeed such a belief in universality and the possibility of communication on a
deeper level than language has underpinned all of Brook’s work with the C.I.LR.T.
and later the C.I.C.T.

The same belief underscored the company’s tour of Africa, where

3% Part of the challenge was

improvised performances were delivered to villagers.
that in changing location for every performance, the company had to create
contacts with very different groups of individuals on each occasion. On paper
such an experience sounds incredibly naive. However anyone who has travelled to
countries where they do not speak the language, for all the frustration at not being
able to sustain lengthy in-depth conversations, has almost certainly had fleeting
moments where some form of understanding or communication was established.
It may only have been shared laughter at a funny incident or even a brief glance
into the person’s eyes. Yet such small incidents of communication could be said

to mark the starting point for Brook’s work with the C.I.LR.T. And for all the ill-

advised comments he makes, Brook has kept an admiration for the oral nature of

3% Philip Auslander. ‘Holy Theatre and Catharsis’, Theatre Research International (20), pp. 16 —
29.
%3 The account of their travels is related in John Heilpern. 1999. Conference of the Birds: the

Story of Peter Brook in Africa (London: Routledge).
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African cultures and for what he views as the immediacy of their
communication.**®

Nevertheless with the International Centre’s change from being a research
group to a theatre company that put on productions, there was a definite shift
towards performing written texts. These can be broken down into two categories:
non-Western philosophical or anthropological texts on the one hand, and
Shakespeare on the other.”®” Brook has ever since he started working in Paris had
an interest in working on texts that were not within the Western canon. In fact he
is one of only a few directors never to have staged a Greek tragedy, a point made
by classicists.”®® Thus, with L os or La conférence des oiseaux the storytelling of
Birago Diop was explored. In Les Iks, compiled from a report by Colin Turnbull,
the focus is on a West African tribe. This is also the case with regards to Woza
Albert! in 1989, which was written by Percy Mtawa, Mbongeni Ngema and
Barney Simon. However, Shakespeare has also long represented a source of
inspiration for the director: the first production to be staged at the Bouffes du
Nord was Titus Andronicus after all. The reason for this is that Brook believes
Shakespeare’s writing transcends national barriers and addresses universal
themes. Even if in translation only thirty percent of the original survives, this
thirty percent is more than enough to provide an overwhelming theatrical

: . . . . 389
experience, as he explains in a radio interview with Jacques Chancel.

% Albert Hunt and Geoffrey Reeves provide a comprehensive discussion of Brook’s use of the
terms ‘Africa’ and ‘African’ in Peter Brook: Directors in Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995), pp. 185 — 6.

**7 The major exception to this categorisation being the 1982 production of the Cherry Orchard.
% pantelis Michelakis references this fact in a footnote to his introduction ‘Agamemnons in
Performance’ in Agamemnon in Performance 458 BC to AD 2004, ed. by Fiona Macintosh, Edith
Hall, Pantelis Michelakis and Oliver Taplin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 8.

%9 “Brook interview with Jacques Chancel’, Radioscopie 14 November 1979, archives de I'LN.A.
http://www.ina.fr/media/entretiens/audio/PHD99232158/peter-brook. fr.html.
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If Brook was led to stage the Mahabharata, it is because he saw a core
narrative that when distilled from complex Indian particularities could speak to
Western audiences. The publicity material for the Mahabharata contained
comments that might sound glib, notably the oft-quoted phrase ‘the Mahabharata
is both Indian and universal’. However this affirmation contains the key to
Brook’s treatment of the work. It underlines the paradox of mythology, which is
both culturally specific and has aspirations to be universally relevant. In order to
render this in production, Brook sought on the one hand to render an
impressionistic picture of India. On the other, he looked to appropriate the story
and have it told by actors from around the world, thereby giving a multi-cultural
rendition of the work and making it universal. In other words, the narrative, and
even more so his attempt to stage it, could transcend national barriers. Put even
more simply, his theatre aspires to be trans-national, and since nationalism and

culture are interconnected, ‘trans-cultural’.

b) The Soleil’s Attraction to Asian Performance Traditions

Although Ariane Mnouchkine’s immersion into theatre could be said to
have begun at Oxford, her professional career has always been in France. Indeed,
she has only ever worked with one company, the Théatre du Soleil. Despite
coming from an international background, her production interests were initially
mainly linked with French cultural history. This was as a result of the political
engagement of the young members of the company. Indeed the first of their
productions to attract international attention was the cycle on the French
revolution that included /789 and 7793. Performed originally in Milan then in

their newly acquired site at the Cartoucherie, it put the company on the cultural
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and political map. Yet, Ariane Mnouchkine’s interest in Asian cultures was
evident from a young age when, following studies in psychology at the Sorbonne,
she embarked on a lengthy voyage to the Far East accompanied by her friend
Martine Frank.>*® The very name of the company she co-founded in 1964 clearly
echoes the ‘land of the rising sun’ (Japan). You could in fact say that her
experience as a tourist influenced her later practice. A tourist visits a country and
returns home bringing back memories and often souvenirs of the places they visit.
In a sense the return is as important if not more so than the departure: it represents
a form of importation. With regards Mnouchkine’s practice, she has looked to
import elements from elsewhere to comment on her home culture.

As the company matured and the methodology of collective creation was
no longer a viable option since Mnouchkine was increasingly the dominant force,
there was a shift towards text-based productions. Yet this shift was also the point
at which Mnouchkine turned to Asian performance traditions as a source of
inspiration. In some ways such a move was the logical consequence of her
rejection of naturalism in the theatre and her desire to embrace what she
conceived of as the oldest sources of acting. The Théatre du Soleil embarked on a
new phase in its artistic history when in 1981 it performed Richard II. David
Bradby comments on the change thus:

Au cours de années quatre-vingts, la vision de Mnouchkine pour le

Théatre du Soleil prend de I’ampleur, se confirme et se renforce: elle

devient celle d’un espace utopique ou des artistes de toutes les cultures et

de tous les milieux peuvent se rassembler et redécouvrir une humanité
commune.™"

The utopia of an ‘humanité commune’, which Bradby comments upon

here, is one which one might indeed associate with both Brook and Mnouchkine

3% Erank was later to become a key documentor of the Théatre du Soleil’s productions through her

photography.
%1 Bradby 2007, p. 459.
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given their pronouncements on the matter. However, when one considers in detail
the nature of the latter’s theatrical productions, it seems less that she is wishing to
state the case for a ‘common’ humanity than desiring to use traditions from other
cultures to comment on her own. Judith Miller placed Mnouchkine in the lineage
of Antonin Artaud, Edward Gordon Craig, Meyerhold and Jacques Lecoq, all of
whom were interested in ‘formal experimentation’.*”*> She made use of Lecoq’s
teaching vocabulary, and incorporated terms such as ‘I’état’ to describe a
character’s on-stage emotional state.’”> Certainly, her search for an original
language or source of theatre echoed both the theoretical writings of Artaud and
the practical work of Jerzy Grotowski in the 1980s. For instance, she works on the
basis that the language of Eastern theatre cultures is infinitely more developed and
subtle in terms of its use of the body as a vehicle for expression. The fact that
Artaud has been described as an anti-French practitioner also suits Mnouchkine’s
needs of articulating her practice as distinct from a certain tradition of French
theatre. With reference to ‘oriental theatre’, Artaud notes that:
C’est parce que le théatre oriental ne prend pas les aspects extérieurs des
choses sur un seul plan, qu’il ne s’en tient pas au simple obstacle et a la
rencontre solide de ces aspects avec les sens, mais qu’il ne cesse de
considérer le degré de la possibilité mentale dont ils sont issus qu’il
participe a la poésie intense de la nature et qu’il conserve les relations
magiques avec tous les degrés objectifs du magnétisme universel.*”*
Following in Artaud’s appreciation of Eastern performance traditions,
Ariane Mnouchkine has always been clear that in her mind theatre developed

differently in the East and West. The West represents the home of great dramatic

literature, of which Greek and Shakespearean tragedy are the most glowing

%2 Miller 2007, p. 16.
% Lecoq’s own school has over the years become resolutely international, partly due to the fact
that the type of theatre taught in the school is based on movement, and no training is done on

purely textual work.
%% Antonin Artaud. 1938. Le Thédtre et son double (Paris: Gallimard,), p. 112.
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examples. This explains why she has only sought to perform texts belonging to
European culture or written by a contemporary French playwright (Héléne
Cixous). As for the East, it is the home of acting and performance traditions. She
is interested in the aesthetic and the language of communication that she identifies
in Eastern forms of theatre. Her understanding is deliberately naif as it allows her
to utilise the elements she requires rather than be submerged by the weight of
particular traditions.

However the move away from European conventions of stage acting was
perceived by a number of critics as a potential depoliticisation of the Soleil’s
activities. Gautam Dasgupta highlighted this in relation to what he described as a
global trend away from overtly political productions: ‘as political enthusiasm
waned worldwide in the late seventies, the Théatre du Soleil’s productions came
to be seen and appreciated largely for their prodigious aesthetic
experimentations’.*”> This same point was made by Brian Singleton who,
although enchanted by the visual spectacle on display at the Cartoucherie,
believed that on leaving the theatre, the spectator ‘leaves behind the feudal power
struggles of Shakespeare, the Asian primary source cultures and the
interculturalist theatre forms, pigeon-holing this as a purely aesthetic
experience’.>”®

However in order to understand Mnouchkine’s use of oriental sign-
systems, it is important to remember, as John Rockwell does in his review of Les

Atrides for the New York Times, that she has conducted her experiments from the

perspective of a ‘lifelong Parisian” who has ‘created a unique style that blends

%% Gautam Dasgupta. 1982. ‘Review’, Performing Arts Journal (6.3), p. 82.

3% Brian Singleton 1995. ‘Mnouchkine and Shakespeare: Intercultural Theatre Practice’ in Holger
Klein & Jean-Marie Maguin , Shakespeare and France, (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press), p.
324.
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world theatrical cultures in the service of Western classics and contemporary
epics’.”’ This means that her base remains French contemporary thought and her
use of elements from outside this cultural reference serve to illustrate how
different French society is from traditional representations. This was done in the
lineage of Brechtian distantiation: the East represented a series of parameters that
to a Western audience would not have been easily contained within the realities of
everyday life.

It would therefore be wrong to claim that Mnouchkine attempted to
replicate a particular Eastern tradition: she was not attempting to do a pastiche of
Kabuki in Richard Il any more than she wished to do a Bharata Natyam version of
Les Atrides. Rather, Mnouchkine and the Soleil used these forms as the starting
point for creating their own theatrical language. Such a language would be able to
speak more clearly to theatre audiences than existing forms in Western theatre.
Her remark, ‘Moi, plus je suis balinaise, javanaise ou indienne, plus je suis
grecque’,””® reveals precisely this intention of looking outside to comment within.
In other words, the style of the production was a device rather than a convention.

skeksk

II. Mixing Cultures: Polyphonyv or discordance?

Brook and Mnouchkine’s interests in various performance traditions
derived from a shared desire to revitalise their theatres. Yet, as [ have explained,
the way in which they approached the integration of these traditions differed
somewhat. Brook was primarily engaged in a search for universal truths and
envisaged dialogue between different cultures as the means to enable this to

happen. Since his move to Paris, his work has mainly been focused on

37 John Rockwell, ‘Behind the masks of a moralist’, New York Times, 27 September 1992, p. 2.
3% Mnouchkine in conversation with René Solis, Libération, 02 January1990, pp. 36-7.
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interpretations of Shakespeare and staging philosophical texts such as La
conférence des oiseaux, Tierno Bokar or indeed the Mahabharata. In each of
these plays, Brook has identified a depth of reflection on human relationships and
behaviour. Mnouchkine though is both enamoured with the external beauty of the
sign-systems in Eastern performance traditions and desirous to use them in a way
that would challenge the audience’s perception of a text. Put simply, the external
appearance of kathakali serves as a tool to jolt the audience into reconsidering the
dramatic action. The difference in their two conceptions warrants further
investigation, namely since the former’s approach suggests a multi-perspective
meeting point vision of theatre, whereas the second rests on the opposition of two

sign-systems.

a) The Mahabharata: Polyphony and Universality

Before considering how the production created new frames of reference
for the Mahabharata, it is worth considering how a sense of India was created. To
go back to the affirmation in the programme notes that the Mahabharata is both
‘Indian and universal’, it is clear that in order for the work to make sense, an
impression at least of India must be created. I noted in the chapter ‘Telling
Stories’ that much of the Hindu philosophical content was erased since it would
have been impossible to dramatically convey the information in a performance to

399

a Western audience.”” Yet the character names and references nevertheless all

400

gave a sense of place.” " Thus elements of the production clearly played up the

‘Indianness’ of the Mahabharata. The costumes worn for instance were

3% See pages 44 — 47 for a discussion of these issues.

90 Certain reviews commented on the difficulty of remembering or pronouncing the names of the
characters. Most notably, Eric Shorter, ‘A passage from India’, Daily Telegraph, 19 April 1988, p.
14.
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reminiscent of Indian dress; the women wore saris and the men wore kaftans. The
design elements generally received high praise from the critics who were
impressed by the colourful display. It therefore deliberately appealed to the senses
and relied on colourful images taken from the Indian subcontinent. However they
were nevertheless not that culture specific, they merely gave a flavour, a
suggestion of India. As William Burdett-Coutts noted in the Scotsman:

Worlds came and went with the flourish of a reed mat, or flash of colour

with a carpet; chariots evinced by a turning wheel, a panoply of weapons

by bamboo rods; the actors in a huge variety of Oriental dress, mainly
white, creams, reds and blues.*"!

The use of the word ‘Oriental’ rather than Indian to describe the costumes
is telling, since it reveals the fact that there was little attempt to situate the text
within the specifics of Indian society. This marks a difference with the Indian
television adaptation by R.V. Chopra, which clearly identifies the different
statuses of the characters through their dress and, in particular, by the amount of
gold they wear. The television adaptation by Chopra highlights the fact that the
text of the Mahabharata is integral to Hindu culture. Yet between the King and
the servant characters there are no distinguishing costume elements in Brook’s
version. At most there are merely differences in attitudes and behaviour in their
portrayal by the actors. Indeed, it would have gone against Brook’s interest in the
art of acting to have the characters dressed in over elaborate and ornate style.
Rather it was the simplicity of suggestion that was preferred.

In the staging of the text, blended images taken from different
performance cultures created what one might call a trans-cultural performance. By

this I mean that both iconic images and techniques were integrated from non-

Western cultures. David Williams demonstrates this point in his description of the

1 William Burdett-Coutts, ‘Glasgow set for greatest show on earth’, The Scotsman, 11 April

1988, p. 6.
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Pandavas and the Karauvas in archery practice. According to him, the stage

imagery:

Contains something of the contemplative heroic attitude in classical Indian

painting (for example, Mughal miniatures) and sculpture (see, for instance,

the cave sculptures at Ellora, and the Mahabharata bas-reliefs in the

Khmer temple of Angkor Wat, Cambodia), as well as classical dance

(notably Bharata Natyam).*"*

Williams notes here a proliferation of East-Asian cultural references — a
feature one associates with the work of Mnouchkine as well. Furthermore, the
cultural diversity inherent to the Mahabharata was made even more apparent by
other dramatic devices:

There were other instances in which performing traditions were more
notably hinted at, such as in an ingenious moment of stage play for
Ghandari’s pregnancy when: ‘Vyasa and the boy, ‘stage managers’, visible
agents and operators of narrative device, sweep her behind a handheld
curtain — a convention borrowed in a redefined form from the diaphanous
tira sila of Kathakali, Kuchipuddi, Yakshagna, Kuttiyattam and a host of
other Indian dance-drama forms, in which it acts as a membrane between
the diurnal world and a magical beyond. The cloth curtain is used to great
effect throughout this production. Its ‘operators’ remain unconcealed, and
yet they are ‘invisible’, like the zukai, the puppeteers in Japanese

Bunraku.*”?

Similarly, the music director for the Mahabharata was concerned with
creating a sound that was not culture specific, but a transcendent mix. Brook
often collaborates with musician Toshi Tsuchitori, who was particularly important
in shaping the sound of the Mahabharata. Tsuchitori’s musical direction formed
part of an organic whole with Brook’s direction of actors. More specifically, the
music reflected Brook’s conception of diversity through polyphony. The
differences between the performers’ backgrounds were exploited in order to create

a mix of influences and traditions. This is what David Bradby refers to as a

‘découpage’:

402 Williams 1991, p. 128.
03 Williams 1991, p. 125.
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Brook refuse 1’unité stylistique au profit d’un ‘découpage’ qui doit sa
fluidité et sa rapidité aux principes du découpage et montage
cinématographiques. En méme temps, il affranchit les acteurs, les
encourage a développer leurs personnages en utilisant les techniques
apprises dans leurs traditions natales, qu’elles soient européennes ou
africaines, japonaises ou indiennes.*"*

The idea of a découpage or patchwork that Bradby develops here can be
usefully contrasted with Mnouchkine’s work, which seeks a coherence of unity
and style. The fact that Brook generally uses actors who have prior training
creates disparities in the different acting styles. Some critics were struck by the
‘radical’ nature of the performance, while others despaired at the ‘polyglot nature
of the company’, which in their view ‘militates against conviction and even
comprehension’ of the piece.*”” For some the ‘intentional hotchpotch of diverse
accents’ contributed to creating a lack of ‘theatrical coherence’ evident in other

% For others, ‘coherence and unity here

aspects of the stage production.
stem[med] from heterogeneity’.*”” The disagreements arise partly from the
apparent contradiction between multiplicity and simplicity evident in Brook’s
work.

In both the French and English language versions of the Mahabharata,
native speakers of each language only accounted for part of the casts. Part of the
challenge for a number of actors was that they had to work hard to master the
language. They would have to spend time working out how to say a text in a
medium with which they were unfamiliar. Sotigui Kouyate, for instance,

reputedly had very little understanding of English prior to working on the

Mahabharata. He learnt the language at the same time as learning his parts

94 Bradby 2007, p. 469.

3 Erancis King, ‘Hindu Hijack’, Sunday Telegraph, 24 April 1988.

% Gautam Dasgupta. 1987. ‘The Mahabharata: Peter Brook’s Orientalism’, Performing Arts
Journal (10.3), p. 15.

7 Williams 1991, p. 191.
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(Bhishma and Parashurama) for the English language version. A similar
experience was that of Richard Ciezslak who reportedly struggled with the French
language version (particularly in his articulation), though compensated by
bringing immense physical presence. As a result, the text was articulated and
punctuated diversely. One example of an actor drawing heavily on his native
tradition in the Mahabharata is Yoshi Oida, who played the character Drona.
David Williams described him as follows:
The latter [was] in the black priestly robes of a martial arts master. Further
Samurai resonances are inevitably read in the guttural vocalizations and
sinewy physicality of the Japanese actor Yoshi Oida.*"®
The description provided by Williams can be read in two ways. In the first
instance, it seems that he is making a valid point about the portrayal of Drona by
Oida. Yet, in the second it appears that he relies too much on a stereotypical
image to qualify this portrayal. However this is the means used by most of the
other reviewers and indeed it could be argued that it represents a necessary part of
a production’s reception, which draws images from a vast array of cultures to tell
the story of mankind. Certainly Michael Kustow’s description of the proceedings
in his article ‘Something More Volcanic’ highlights the disparity between the
actors’ nationalities and the parts they played and how this worked to create a
magical storytelling effect:
A diminutive North African Jew as elephant-headed Ganesha, then as
Krishna. Vyasa, the bard of the poem, a ginger haired Gascon. Tiny,
tightbound Japanese, long-limbed loping Senagalese, pale-skinned
Germans and tightbound Poles, a wide-lipped Lebanese, a princess with
streaming black hair and etched eyes — the one Indian in this constellation
of colours and silhouettes. A multicultural congregation of actors plays out
an ancient accumulation of fantastic fables, wisdom parables and fierce

physical confrontations over three nights in an arena of rock, sand, water
and fire.*"””

% Williams 1991, p. 128.
9 Michael Kustow. 1991. ‘Something more Volcanic’, Critical Perspectives on the
Mahabharata, ed. David Williams (London: Routledge), p. 253.
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The impression given is that these actors have been handpicked from
across the world to perform the definitive or universal version of the
Mahabharata. That this should be the case echoes the fact that the Mahabharata
has been performed in various forms and in different cultures. Some, such as
Vijay Mishra in ‘The great Indian Epic and Peter Brook’, argued that the
polyphonic nature of the production corresponded exactly to the performances
that would take place in the home of the Mahabharata in India:

This use of many races and accents, this ‘cacophony’, may be read either

as a sign of the Mahabharata’s universality or, more accurately, as an

addition to the text. The multiplicity of voices adds both a new

Mahabharata text to the canon, as well as extending the ‘sounds’ and

‘voices’ which make up any open-air theatre in India.*'’

The very polyphonic nature of the production emphasised the fact that
India itself is not a homogenised environment. Also Sotigui Kouyaté is himself an
eloquent defender of Brook’s project, which he sees validated by the nature of
theatre which unifies through action:

Au théatre, on peut rassembler des acteurs appartenant a des écoles

différentes, utilisant des techniques trés opposées entre elles. Quand le

rideau se I€ve, ces écarts sont abolis par ce qui les unit : le jeu, l'action

411
commune.

In this interview given to Le Monde, he explains how the principals that
Brook defends work through the act of collective collaboration. The coherence or
unity of production comes from the common engagement in a task. Yet, this also
raises one issue that is summarised by Helen Gilbert and Jacqueline Lo in their
article ‘Towards a Topography of Cross-Cultural Theatre Praxis’:

One of the problems intercultural theatre often faces is how to avoid

essentialist constructions of race and gender while still accounting for the
irreducible specificity of certain bodies and body behaviours. A common

40 Vijay Mishra, ‘The Great Indian Epic and Peter Brook’, The Mahabharata: Critical
Perspectives, ed by David Williams, p. 203.
*"Kouyaté, Sotigui. ‘Interview’, Le Monde. 9 May 2006.
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response is to elevate particular roles in source texts to the level of
archetypes that can then be played by any skilled performer.*'?

This is indeed what commonly occurs in Brook’s work and it is thus that a
black actor may play a white man and a white actor may play a black man. Brook
appears to be suggesting that racial constructions are not significant. He is
interested in the meeting point between cultures and in universal themes that

suggest a common humanity.

b) The Asian Matrix in Mnouchkine’s work

Ariane Mnouchkine’s productions create a visual environment that seems
to more closely resemble Eastern performance traditions than Brook’s. Yet, it
must be noted that her allusions to the East are profoundly different in such
productions as Le Dernier Caravansérail or indeed Tartuffe. In Tartuffe, she set
up a clear political and social context in which to frame the production, whereas
in Les Atrides, the oriental imagery was an imaginary construct and one which is
ultimately more open to critique in the orientalist debate.*"

One common feature of the two productions is that there is a degree of
sensuality inherent in her use of oriental references. She portrays the oriental signs
in a seductive light: there is a sense in which the East is set up by Mnouchkine as
a seductive other that counters the decadence of the Western theatre form. This

was notable in what could be described as the first of the Soleil’s Asian

2 Helen Gilbert and Jacqueline Lo. 2002. ‘Toward a Topography of Cross-Cultural Theatre
Praxis’, The Drama Review (175), p. 47.

11 am using the rather general terms such as the East and West, it is in response to
Mnouchkine’s own categorisation. It would indeed be reductive to wish to comprehend the whole
of Asia or Far East Asia as a single unit in the same way that there are profound differences
between many European cultures. The fact that the Orient (or the East, the terms are to a large
extent interchangeable in her vocabulary) represents an ‘aesthetic’ is indeed quite challenging. It
also explains why she chooses to mix references from different cultures.
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productions, Les Shakespeare. As Judith Miller gives a detailed description of the
stage elements, it is worth quoting in full:

The colour scheme, like that of Japanese lacquered boxes, favoured red,

black, white, and gold. The lavish costumes, in rich variations of these

hues, caught and reflected the light easily: they were made of highly
textured ecclesiastical cloth and combined many layers —some of which

floated and shimmered with the constant movement of the actors. A

collage of long-skirted kimono, Elizabethan ruff and doublet, samurai head

piece, and curved scimitar, each costume also communicated something of
the temperament or position of the character.*'*

Colour and light feature heavily in the stage world described by Miller.
She also points out the polyphony of influences, as medieval Japan is presented
cheek by jowl with Elizabethan England. In Richard 1I, Mnouchkine exploited
imagery from Japanese cinema and depictions of feudal Japan to colour her
interpretation of the world created by Shakespeare. She used a combination of
influences to dazzle, but also to awaken the audience’s perception of the language
and theatricality of Shakespeare’s text. The production was therefore in no way a
rendition of Kabuki, but a confrontation of aesthetics.

In Les Atrides, similar principles were applied to create a blend of colours
and a heavily textured theatrical stage. In Les Choéphores, the chorus was dressed
in dark robes that contrasted with their white, full facial make-up. They wore
large Indian gold necklaces, bracelets and earrings, as well as yellowy, gold
headpieces. Around their waists, they had tied red and gold fabric belts that
swayed as they danced. The overall impression was of characters that had been
sourced from various theatre traditions. The make-up masks were clearly a

variation on the theme of Ancient Greek masks, but also heavily indebted to the

Commedia dell-arte. The rest of their attire made them look somewhat like

14 Miller 2007, p. 80.
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Kathakali dancers and somewhat like actors in Beijing opera. They were neither
exactly identifiable nor indeed unrecognisable.

Eileeen Blumenthal highlights just how Mnouchkine was able to integrate
the elements from different traditions to revitalise the ancient myths of classical
Western culture. Indeed, she explains that:

Reviving these cultural monuments, Ms. Mnouchkine totally eschews the
stately, restrained production values usually associated with classical
tragedies. Instead, she crossbreeds the Greek scripts with south Indian
Kathakali dance drama. Her "Atrides" takes on Kathakali's epic
proportions and energy, with its balance of taut stillness and extravagant
theatricality. The chorus — decked out in black, red and gold with
embroidered, mirror-encrusted panels — whirls, hops, stomps, kicks and
leaps. The generals, enveloped in tiers of robes and over-robes, move like
battleships. And with their faces half hidden under rolls of beard and black
trapezoids of eye paint, they seem more like mythic forces than mere
humans. Although, unlike the foreign borrowings in Ms. Mnouchkine's
other work, the Kathakali seems a bit imposed, it succeeds in realizing this
ancient world of primal murder as one ruled not by the golden mean, but
by a fierce energy at the very border of human experience.*"”

Also central to the experience of theatre on offer at the Théatre du Soleil
was the music provided by Jean-Jacques Lemétre. It was while working on the
filming of Moliere that Ariane Mnouchkine reportedly first became interested in

416 Indeed the final scene of

integrating music to help shape and define the action.
the film in which Moli¢re is carried up the stairs to his death-bed by members of
his entourage to Henry Purcell’s ‘Cold Genius’ aria from King Arthur, is a
stunning example of communion between the visual action and the musical
accompaniment. The endless and frenetic climbing of the steps is matched by the
relentless march of the lament of the cold genius. The Moliére experience led to

the first collaboration between the Théatre du Soleil and Jean-Jacques Lemétre on

the production of Méphisto in 1978. Lemétre has since become the company’s

15 Eileen Blumenthal. ‘French Theatre: Moliére Post-Modernised’ Wall Street Journal (Eastern

Edition), 14 May 1992.
416 “Entretien avec Ariane Mnouchkine’, Moliére. 1978. Dir by Ariane Mnouchkine (France: Bel
Air, 2004), [DVD].
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musician and represents a pillar of the company, who in Mnouchkine’s own
words is central to the creative process. In an interview published on the Théatre
du Soleil’s website, she affirms that he occupies a space that she is not able to fill.
Indeed, he is seen as the driving force behind some of the projects: ‘Sans lui, je
n’aurais pas fait Les Atrides, Tambours sur la digue, ou Le Dernier
Caravansérail.”*"" His presence has therefore become a vital part of the way in
which the Théatre du Soleil works.

Lemétre’s approach to creating the soundscape of a production is
characterised by his use of multiple instruments sourced from around the world.
The sound produced is momentous, and the sight of Lemétre playing all the
instruments — he now uses a reasonable amount of pre-recorded music — is part of
the performance itself. When using any instrument, string, percussion or
woodwind, Lemétre does not necessarily attempt to play according to the
traditions to which they belong. As Mnouchkine explains, ‘La fagon dont il
s’inspire de la musique asiatique est trés savante. Il a une trés grande
connaissance de ces musiques, mais comme nous, il les traite d’une fagon
imaginaire. Quand il utilise un instrument asiatique, ce n’est pas toujours de fagon
traditionnelle’.*'®

This is the case with traditional Western instruments such as the cello or
double bass, which he is just as likely to strum like a guitar as to play them with a
bow. In one of the few clips that have survived of the production, the extent to
which Lemétre’s music scored the production is made clear. The sequence, which

lasts just over a minute, shows the chorus entering the stage at the end of the

*"Interview of Ariane Mnouchkine by Béatrice Picon-Vallin. Source: Le Théétre du Soleil:

http://www.theatre-du-soleil.fr/thsol/sources-orientales/des-traditions-orientales-a-la/l-influence-
de-l-orient-au-theatre/l-orient-au-theatre-du-soleil-le

“I¥ Mnouchkine 2004: http://www.theatre-du-soleil.fr/thsol/sources-orientales/des-traditions-
orientales-a-la/l-influence-de-l-orient-au-theatre/l-orient-au-theatre-du-soleil-le
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Guard’s speech in Agamemnon. The quality of the image is not particularly clear,
but it is still possible to see the chorus of old men dressed in an extremely
fetching red with their pale white make-up, charge in through the central gates. As
the gates enter, the men are all lined up and one of them shouts out as if giving
marching orders. They dance, swaying from one side of the stage to the other to
the rhythm of Lemétre’s beating percussion.

Yet where the Orient was most present was in the body. Indeed, Evelyne
Ertel remarks on how the gestural language of Kathakali was incorporated into the
system of movements in Les Atrides by Mnouchkine:

Dans Iphigénie, souvent, la gestuelle, inspirée sans doute des mudras du

Kathakali (gestes des mains et des doigts, strictement codifies, véritables

idéogrammes visuals qui remplacent la parole) dessinant d”harmonieuses

arabesques, restent assez abstraites; elle est plus simplement expressive
dans Agamemnon: par exemple, chaque fois qu’ils entendent évoquer

I’Erinye, les choreutes ont un mouvement de recul et se voilent la face de

leur main; ou bien, a la fin de la piéce, ils brandissent leur baton en

menacant Egisthe; a plusieurs reprises, comme s’ils étaient épuisés de
fatigue ou tremblant de faiblesse, ils s’aident a se relever ou se soutiennent
entre eux.*"”

In the Atrides, and in Iphigenia in particular, she worked on creating an
opposition between movement and stillness. The physicality of the work was
manifested most noticeably through the chorus. As Odette Aslan notes, ‘le choeur
ne chante, pas il danse’.**” Song replaced movement and the text was punctuated
physically rather than vocally. The chorus of Iphigenia was dressed in Kathakali
inspired robes and wore tall Hindu ‘coiffes’. The actors’ make-up was inspired by
illustrations of heroes in the Mahabharata. In opposition to the chorus, Simon

Abkarian was a pillar like Agamemnon, an immovable figure. Next to his

imposing stature, Iphigenia appeared very small and fragile.

19 Ertel 1992, p. 28
20 Odette Aslan. 1993. ‘Au Théatre du Soleil, les acteurs écrivent avec leurs corps’, Le corps en
jeu (Paris: CNRS), p. 294.
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The exotic elements of the production, but also of the stage action such as
the movements of the chorus, were utilised in order to highlight the distance
between the mythological narrative and the present. As Colette Godard observes:

Un cheeur de femmes commente 'action — des " étrangeres ", vétues a

l'orientale de lourdes robes brodées qui s'évasent en corolles comme les

tuniques des derviches. Ces femmes aux visages grimés, redessinés,
illustrent leurs paroles de danses expressives, rythmées par les
claquements des pieds dans leurs chaussons souples. C'est une danse
farouche, presque guerriere qui alterne avec des déhanchements lascifs,
tandis que les mains s'enroulent comme chez les Indiens et les Gitans.

Mais il ne s'agit pas d'une reconstitution, seulement d'une évocation. Une

fagon de rappeler par des signes d'exotisme, la distance qui nous sépare de

la mythologie, et la confusion de notre connaissance.**'

From Godard’s description it is clear how much movement was important
to the production and how indeed movement is not only gendered but also
culturally located. The hand gestures of the chorus members thus recalled the
movements of Indian or Gypsy dances. As has already been pointed out these
elements were merely hinted at rather than reconstructed. The device used was
similar in Les Shakespeare, where forms such as Kabuki were used to highlight
that Shakespeare is not our contemporary. Indeed Mnouchkine attempted to show
the precise opposite: that both Shakespeare and the Greek tragedies were
separated from modern Western audiences by several centuries. The intention was
not to suggest that these works were therefore irrelevant, but rather to make sure
that they would not be misread by being applied too specifically to contemporary
situations. Indeed, Mnouchkine has complained of productions that have sought to

actualise the classics, preferring rather that the audience should create links with

contemporary events themselves.

skeksk

1 Colette Godard, ‘Les Atrides’, Le Monde, 08 décembre 1990.
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Both Brook and Mnouchkine therefore delivered productions that created a
range of experiences and that blended various performance cultures together. Yet,
the effect was not quite the same and Yoshi Oida’s words provide perhaps a
useful comparison between the two directors’ work:

The work of Ariane Mnouchkine of the Théatre du Soleil is described

similarly to Peter’s. There is one key difference. She is interested in telling

a story while exploring a definite theatrical form. For example, she did

Richard II using elements of Japanese Kabuki theatre. The company has

also done work based on commedia dell arte, and Kathakali. Obviously,

she does not simply copy the movements of these styles, but the actors
keep to the feeling of these classic forms in order to focus and unify their
style of performance. In contrast, Peter avoids using specific theatrical
styles. The company may explore something like Kathakali in order to
deepen our understanding, but it is not directly applied on stage. In fact,
there was no single method that we used to achieve our performances.***

The exploration of theatrical form is not what is at the heart of Brook’s
project, rather it is the notion of intercultural communication and through that
aspirations of communion, whilst recognising clear differences. The problem is
perhaps in Brook’s approach that one voice might appear louder than another.
Indeed, there are often questions about the quality of a particular actor. This is
referred to by Dasgupta, who claims that in the Mahabharata much of the acting
was poor. This is an experience that many confess to having when watching a
Brook production. The acting of some of the company members appears to draw
the audience into a level of communication and communion that is almost

unparalleled. Others fail to move, fail to make an impression at all. The degree of

coherence that is evident in a Mnouchkine production is clearly absent from

22 Y oshi Oida. 1992. An actor adrift (London: Methuen), p. 172. Indeed, many commentators
and reviewers have noted their attention paid to his actions on the periphery of the stage. George
Banu has not been highly complimentary when comparing Brook’s and Mnouchkine’s integration
of music: ‘La parité musiciens-acteurs est totale, au point que la présence de Toshi Tsuchitori avec
son groupe finit par s’imposer telle une constante dont le théatre de Brook ne peut plus se passer.
11 est toujours 1a, entouré des instruments bizarres qui par leur variété semblent étre sur le plan
musical 1’équivalent du multinationalisme propre aux distributions de Brook. La musique ici
n’impose pas cette présence continue et abusive qui exaspére parfois dans les derniers spectacles
d’ Ariane Mnouchkine, elle donne le ton, s’arréte, soutient une scéne, elle est discontinue et
intervenante’ (Banu 2005, p. 100).
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Brook’s. Yet a pejorative reading of Mnouchkine’s work would say that it sets up
a system but does not take into account the multiplicity of voices in the company.
It is like a regiment to which everyone conforms. Certainly, the Théatre du
Soleil’s work is based on an exploration of form, and it is the form that
determines the content to a large extent.

skeksk

II1. The Critical Afterlives of the Mahabharata and Les Atrides

Thus far, I have not discussed in much detail the reception and critical
afterlives of either the Mahabharata or Les Atrides. Yet if both these productions
are the subject of this thesis, it is because various documents have contributed to
saving their memory from the ephemeral duration of their production cycles, and
indeed my research forms part of a corpus of reception studies. Though my
primary concern has been to document the directors’ ‘propositions’, I need to
consider also how they were received in the critical arena. Of course, throughout
the thesis I have considered the various critical responses to the pieces and it is
through these that I have been able to formulate my own. However in response to
the debate surrounding the intercultural borrowings of both productions, it is
necessary to situate oneself, momentarily at least, entirely in the post-show lobby
of critical debate in which the merits of lacunas of the various productions are
discussed. In this regard, a remarkable evolution can be traced in the reception of
both pieces in the English-speaking world. From the original enthusiastic
reception, there has been a transformation towards a highly charged emotional
debate that has thrown up a fundamentally more negative reading of the projects.
It is important to establish exactly what is being reproached and the critical angles

from which the reproaches are directed. Indeed, from this point it is possible to
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analyse the critical discourse and establish furthermore where the blind spots of
each discourse lie.

As mentioned, the majority, though not all, of the original reviews were
positive in their feedback, whereas a substantial number of critical commentaries
on the intercultural discourses have been negative. Joyce McMillan was one of the
original enthusiasts:

Brook has allowed the actors of the company to find their own way

towards the dramatic force of the text, so that the multiplicity of the text

produces a whole world of acting styles, from the fine Shakespearean
heroism of Jeffrey Kissoon as Karna, the warrior, through the fine filmic
naturalism of Andrzej Severyn as the good king Yudishthira, to the folksy
comedy and melodrama of Miriam Goldschmidt (Kunti) and Tancel Kurtiz

(Shakuri) and the wonderful Brechtian coolness, mischief and compassion

of Bruce Meyers as the man-god Krishna, the performance that epitomises

the spirit of the whole piece.*”

In this quote, the various acting styles of the performers are noted and
commented upon. This map of different performing traditions helps to create a
direct reflection of Brook’s conception of the Mahabharata as heterogeneous
image of the world and which is both Indian and universal.

There were critics however, even at the time of the production, notably
from the Daily Telegraph, who wondered why Brook attempted the
Mahabharata. For instance Eric Shorter complained that he ‘would rather see
again his recent revival of the Cherry Orchard, if only because it is less
exhausting to appreciate’.*** Not only that but he has sympathy for those who will
‘be glad when he has got his Indian bee out of his bonnet’. Such complaints are
connected with unfamiliarity both with the performance set-up and with the

material presented, which is seen as not relevant, or not as well honed to a

Western audience as ‘Western classics’. Shorter’s argument is bolstered by his

423
424

Joyce Mcmillan, ‘The wisest story ever told’, Guardian, 19 April 1988, p. 21.
Eric Shorter, ‘A passage from India’, Daily Telegraph, 19 April 1988, p. 14.
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distaste for a lack of comfort while watching the ‘marathon’. He cannot conceive
of theatre outside of the parameters of conventional practice in the UK of sitting
in a theatre for a duration of not more than three hours or so. Also, the Cherry
Orchard — though full of names that would have appeared to Shorter as
unpronounceable as the Hindu names he claims to struggle with — has become
part of the canon of literature studied either at school or at university in the UK
and thus more palatable for those of similar temperaments to his own.

Yet both Brook and Mnouchkine mainly suffered a backlash of discontent
with the cultural politics of their work from academics writing in the awakening
of postcolonial studies in theatre. Indeed the scholarly literature that has followed,
in English more so than in French, has been largely critical. This could be
explained partly as a means of redressing the supposed lack of critical material.
Furthermore, a number of the most visceral voices, Rustom Bharucha’s notably,
speak as part of the Indian academic community that was largely silent in the
reviews. At the time, the Los Angeles Times wrote an article ‘Indians applaud
Festival’s Mahabharata’ in which token Indians attending the LA arts festival
were invited to give their views on the Peter Brook production. The resulting
compliments were intended by the paper to represent the view of the Indians as a
whole. Laughable though this may seem, it is with the same intentions that
Bharucha labeled his attacks on Brook, though in later works he has repented his
naif overuse of the term, ‘we as Indians’.**

Rustom Bharucha explained that with the advent of globalisation, a certain
image of India was being projected that aimed at homogenising the complex

disparities within the country:

2 Rustom Bharucha. 1993. Theatre and the World: Performance and the Politics of
Culture (London and New York: Routledge), vi.
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It is worth pointing out that my critique of ‘cultural colonialism’,
‘ethnocentricity’ and the indifference to the ethics of representation in
intercultural transactions seems more valid to me now in the aftermath of
the Cold War than earlier when I wrote these essays in the form of liberal
dissent. ‘Globalisation’ has become a major force in India today, (...) the
widespread intervention of the cable networks is merely part of this
‘globalisation’, affirming an increasingly homogenised image of ‘the
world’ that has yet to receive an adequate critical discourse in India.**
Yet it is worth remembering that given the number of different languages
spoken in India, there exist a variety of different sources for the Mahabharata.
The Mahabharata has a long history of being adapted to performance in South-
East Asia. To Western audiences, Kathakali and Kutiyattam represent the most
famous traditions. Heavy and colourful make-up, large exuberant costumes and
performances lasting several hours are the most commonly recognised attributes.
Most apparent are the differences that characterise these forms of performance
and European theatre. Significantly also the performances of the Sanskrit plays
that form the dramatic basis of the theatre take place as part of religious festivals.
The rituals that constitute these forms are therefore steeped in a religious and
ceremonial discourse that is very difficult to comprehend when one is not
immersed in it. The same goes for other performance traditions such as the Tamil
street theatre, terukkuttu, from the Southern states of India and the Tamil speaking
part of Sri Lanka.

Outside of the Indian subcontinent, episodes of the Mahabharata are
frequently performed in Java and Bali through the form of the Wayang kulit. This
is a form of shadow theatre using puppets made of copper and accompanied by a
gamelan orchestra. Yet, quite apart from the religious dimension, there is a

common aspect to each of these performance traditions. Namely, as I have noted

elsewhere, just one episode is dramatised in a whole night’s performance. Such a

426 Bharucha 1993, vii.
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difference with these traditions and the Brook production is significant to the
extent that the latter did not seek to create a reproduction of an Indian
performance, even in appearance, but to build a dynamic new framework for
interpretation. However the fear that an English language version by a British
director might be taken to represent the Mahabharata was such that there has been
an insurrection against Brook’s work. His production can only form part of a
canon, which is the view of Dasgupta; a necessary addition, but one that can by no
means be taken to replace or even compete with the rest.**’

In the critical discourse that aims to regroup Brook and Mnouchkine as
prime culprits in the field of intercultural theatre practitioners, they are both often
attacked for the very nature of their enterprises. John Russell-Brown for instance
raises the following objection to their work:

Ariane Mnouchkine and Peter Brook are the most accomplished among

the many theatre directors who have visited Asia and returned home to

Europe and North America and put what they have found into practice in

their productions. Like raiders across a frontier, they bring back strange

clothes as their loot and try to wear them as if to the manner-born.

Costumes, make-up, masks, music, dances, staging techniques, and

(sometimes) texts are all carried off in this way.**®

There is an underlying assumption in Russell Brown’s argument that
Western theatre spectators are only going to understand the conventions of
realism or that socio-realistic drama is the Western theatre form by excellence.
His advice to Mnouchkine is to renounce exotic trappings to focus on the realities
of serving the local audience. I would suggest that this represents a misreading of
Mnouchkine’s theatre practice however, since the Orient is used by means of a

Brechtian type of distancing of the work. Works are presented outside the codes

of conventional theatre practice, such that the audience is forced to start

*7 Dasgupta 1987, p. 16.
28 John Russell-Brown. 1998. New Sites for Shakespeare: Theatre, the Audience and Asia
(London: Routledge), p. 9.
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reinterpreting the works. All elements of the staging work in this regard, though it
does explain the misuse or appropriation of certain elements of costume. Yet as
with Lemétre’s music, there is strong sense that if the sound produced works, or
the stage effect, then does it matter so much that it is played differently to the
original source materials.

Brook has been attacked for taking his vision of Eastern culture as an
outsider and selling it off as the real thing to rich Western audiences. Bradby
makes this point exactly:

La question de son rapport, en tant que production francaise (ou anglaise),

avec la culture indienne qu’elle prétendait représenter suscita un dialogue

mouvementé ou Brook se vit accuser de colonialisme et d’appropriation
abusive d’une oeuvre qui n’a pas de sens que dans son contexte hindoue.

(...) Brook n’a jamais voulu répondre formellement a ces accusations; il a

plutot tendance a les attiser, puisqu’il insiste sur la qualité universelle du

travail de sa compagnie.**’

Brook has also been accused of acting deplorably whilst on research trips
in India for the Mahabharata. The article by Hiltebeitel explains and discusses
Brook’s apparent attitude during the research tours of the Mahabharata.*® His
attitude is shown to be deplorable in many ways, as he appears to show little
respect for his guides and for the performers he is taken to watch. Certainly, if
these accounts are taken to be true (and there is no reason for them not to be)
Brook’s conduct whilst digging the foundations of the Mahabharata does not
shed a positive light on the experience. It would appear that he had little interest
in uncovering the Indian specificities of the literature he was attempting to
transpose to the West. However, Brook’s lack of satisfaction was no doubt born

out of a misunderstanding, for indeed, in some ways his attitude has been

constant. When travelling in Africa, Brook and the C.I.LR.T. (as it was then called)

2 Bradby 2007, p. 470.
430 Afl Hiltebeitel. 1988. ‘Transmitting Mahabharatas: Another Look at Peter Brook’, TDR (36.3),
pp. 131 -59.
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were attempting to uncover the universal language of theatre that would enable
the performers to communicate directly with their audiences. The success or lack
of success of the mission was born out of whether the audiences responded to
their improvised storytelling on a carpet. In India, Brook was looking for
performances that would speak directly to him and to his actors and not in doing
scholarly research into the performance traditions of India.
skeksk

The critical discourse that I have highlighted appears to be mostly in
relation to the Mahabharata. The regard with which the source text is held in
India has meant that Brook has come under more severe attack than Mnouchkine,
whose source material is part of the Western canon. Thus it is arguably easier to
be more experimental with Western literature than with Eastern literature as a
Western director. Certainly, Mnouchkine was not immune from accusations of
cultural tourism as I have mentioned, but there is notably less vehemence attached
to the accusations labelled at her. Les Atrides must also be seen as an attempt to
reconfigure the world after the fall of one of the World’s great superpowers and
the collapse of the Berlin wall. The enlargement of the European Union to include
East Germany in 1990 was part of a process of the assertion of a new world order.
The Union’s status itself could be seen as informing perhaps the work of the
Théatre du Soleil or more generally a wave of intercultural projects. If a more
globalised set of relations and the advent of the multinationals set up a particular
form of trans-national cooperation, the Soleil and Brook’s work set to establish
the parameters of a trans-cultural theatre communication.

skeksk

IV. Cultural interactions in a globalised age
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The very notion of what constitutes a culture is up for discussion as
Richard Schechner explains: ‘But for all its problems the notion of culture is
useful. The slipperiness of ‘culture’ as a definite term is due to the extreme
dynamism, liability, and volatility of any given culture. Every culture is always
changing, even the Japan during its period of so-called isolation that ended with
the Meiji restoration of 1868.**' Culture is constructed through exchange and
through dialogue. By extension the arguments of Bharucha signify that it is
impossible to conceive of a dialogue between certain peoples. In response to the
globalised economy, we should only stick to what we know well from birth. The
purity of culture argument defended by the reviewers of the Telegraph is the
logical companion to it. Furthermore, as the excellent article by Lo and Gilbert
explains there is a danger of artistic stagnation if the intercultural argument is
pushed too far:

Such moral critiques, while absolutely essential to the politicizing of

interculturalism, risk instigating a kind of paralysis insofar as they suggest

that virtually no form of theatrical exchange can be ethical. This position is
clearly untenable for a number of practitioners, especially those whose art
is derived from (and aims to explore) experiences of cultural hybridity.**

Essentially, it is clear that some form of cultural and artistic exchange is
necessary and that whilst there are dangers in misappropriations, the greater
danger is that no such exchanges are allowed to take place. In his review of the
production for the International Herald Tribune, John Rockwell touches upon the
argument that Brook’s Mahabharata represents a case in point that we have

entered the ‘era of international artistic cross-fertilisation’.*>* For Rockwell this is

essentially a positive state of affairs — one which may hardly be surprising

31 Schechner, et al 1989, p- 1952.

2 10 and Gilbert 2002, p. 41.

433 John Rockwell, ‘The Cultural ‘‘Global Village’”’, International Herald Tribune, 16 October
1987, p. 8.
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considering he is writing for an English language international paper printed in
Paris. Yet, most striking is his notion that ‘even a seemingly incoherent pastiche
can make sense, coalescing into a persuasive whole almost in spite of disparate
elements.” Thus the mixture, collage or juxtaposition of cultures in an increasingly
globalised world not only has artistic validity, it is also faithful as a representation
of the world economy. The arguments about cultural specificity and universality
are essentially united in the concept of the global message of the play that is
prosaically summarised by Jonathan Brown in his review of the production:
‘Brook has assembled a ‘‘global village’” and what a mess it is if the villagers
have nothing better to do than play dice, believe in destiny, and beat each others

*43* That this argument should be taken to represent a failure of the

brains out.
project, nothing is less certain. Rather it is clear that despite claims to the
contrary, Brook had assembled a production that connected with the original
audiences.

However, the productions of Brook and Mnouchkine have had a visible
and tremendous impact on scholarship. The field of postcolonial and intercultural
theatre criticism has in large part grown out of a desire to comment on and
critique their work. The Mahabharata and Les Atrides in particular are two of the
most often discussed productions. Though a large amount of the literature is
heavily critical of each director’s projects, this nevertheless demonstrates the
relevance of their theatres in stimulating academic debate. Whether the scholars
agree with the nature of their work, the fact that the field attracts such attention is

encouraging nonetheless. It will have become evident in the course of this chapter

that there is a considerable amount of critical material written against the

4 Jonathan Brown, ‘A human perspective: the Mahabharata Channel 4°, Times Literary

Supplement, 22 December 1989.
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Mahabharata in particular, but also Les Atrides. More generally, as practitioners,
Brook and Mnouchkine are deemed somewhat suspect when they are foraging
into other cultures. There are grounds for such scepticism as I have explained.
That Les Atrides and Le Mahabharata are flawed in some respects is apparent.
Bharucha and others are right to highlight the hidden assumptions and mistaken
presumptions of both pieces. Arguably also, the fact that Brook attempted to stage
an Indian epic that is central to Hindu philosophy and culture put him more at risk
even than Mnouchkine.

It would be irresponsible to ignore the wave of critical material that has
surfaced commenting on the finer points of cultural misappropriation. Yet, it is
surely the act of trying that saves these works, with all their flaws. I do not mean
this to sound apologist in any negative sense of the word. The statement ‘they
tried their best’ is not only a backhanded compliment that seems to suggest the
final result was poor, but also indicates that the product may be excused of
whatever flaws, wrongs or evils if the intentions were ‘good’. This is not my
intention. Rather I wish to highlight both the value of the effort and the value of
the productions. Indeed, the result may be cacophonous, unintelligible in parts but
that is no doubt because as Roose-Evans explains, ‘What Brook is attempting here
is so new, and so radical, that the full fruits of this experiment may not be realised

435
for some years.’

The same goes for Mnouchkine.
The world has become ever more interconnected, narratives become
interwoven and concepts tended to be globalised. To attempt to fight this is no

doubt redundant. Yet to suggest an alternative model to international transactions,

financial and economic relations, one which takes at its heart the collaboration of

3 Roose-Evans. 1996. Experimental Theatre from Stansilavsky to Peter Brook (London:

Routledge), p. 193.



251

individuals to create a whole organic product, that is surely more relevant and
useful. Faced with crises as we have been in recent times, the messages put
forward by the cultural productions of both Brook and Mnouchkine (and by this I
do not necessarily wish to conflate them), are not only valid, they are visionary
given the time when they were conceived. If intercultural theatre means the
theatres of Brook and Mnouchkine then these theatres are worth remembering and
listening to, for they ask us to engage with the ‘other’, whoever that other may be.
Given the current global state of affairs, this is a point worth considering

attentively.
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Conclusion: Theatre: Myths, Ancient and Modern

In my experience, one of the most common questions asked by audience
members to actors and directors after a performance is the following: ‘qu’est-ce
que le théatre pour vous?’ This apparently simple question is often asked with a
charming smile and genuinely inquisitive look. For sure, it is natural that someone
might wish to gather information about the piece they have just witnessed or the
performers they have just seen on stage. Yet the question is only simple on the
surface, as all who have tried to answer it well know. Rather it is a cluster bomb,
unleashing a chain reaction of disturbing and difficult sub-questions. Or a Russian
doll, containing multiple subsets, boxes within boxes. On the surface, ‘qu’est-ce
que le théatre pour vous’ means asking ‘qu’est-ce que le théatre’ and also what it
represents ‘pour vous’. However, you need first to define the term theatre and
then all the possibilities that come under this bracket term. You have to explain
not only what is on offer on the contemporary stage in your own country, but in
other cultures, and give some account of the development of the art form. It
means defining where you stand in relation to debates about its use for society (is
it an art? A craft? A social event?), and how you position yourself with regards
your predecessors, your peers. Short of providing a 20 hour monologue on the
subject (as Philippe Caubére did in the Roman d’un acteur)**® or of coming up
with an off-hand remark such as ‘the work speaks for itself” or platitudes like ‘it’s
my life’, it is incredibly difficult to say anything worthwhile in a concise answer.

Such an opening paragraph to the concluding chapter of a thesis on theatre

practice might be read as flippant rhetoric, the purpose of which is to jokingly

¢ Philippe Caubére. 1986 — 92. Le Roman d’un acteur : Epopée burlesque en onze épisodes.

Information available on Caubere’s website:
http://philippecaubere.fr/dossier_les pieces/les_pieces.htm
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undermine the investigative research that has preceded it. It is not intended as
such. Behind the mask of nervous self-deprecation lies fear: fear that stems from
the fact that this very question haunts any theatre practitioner, artist and analyst of
cultural and artistic practices. An older actor once said to me as I was starting out
in the theatre business, every day I look in the mirror and ask, ‘why am I doing
this?’ It is another way of asking the same question ‘what is theatre for you’. In
fact most will wonder what on earth they are doing as the tension mounts
backstage before treading the boards. The question is not confined to those
creating stage work but is also mulled over by audiences, particularly when
moved or disgusted by a piece. As for critics and theatre analysts, they always
seek to uncover ‘what theatre means for x’. As a young scholar and practitioner, I
am constantly troubled by this question, and the aim behind this thesis has been to
ask what theatre meant for two recognised exponents of the art form. To consider
the work of Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine, and more particularly two of
their landmark productions, has meant studying how they attempted to make a
statement about their art, as well as about the societies in which their work was
produced. In other words, why bother locking oneself in a dark room and
watching people act out a fantasy drawn from ancient stories over the course of
several hours?

skeksk

1. Ancient Mvths on the Modern Stage

The strangeness of theatre is best summarised by Jean Duvignaud:

Choisir un lieu particulier pour y réduire la vie humaine en livrant un
individu en pature a des hommes s’imposant rigoureusement et
méticuleusement un systeéme de valeurs limité mais voulant passer pour
universel, voila un mal qui ne doit pas affecter toutes les sociétés.*’

7 Jean Duvignaud. 1974. Le thédtre et aprés (Paris: Casterman), p. 56.
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Duvignaud outlines the specificities of Western drama in which a
character is placed in a given situation. From this predicament, lessons about how
a particular society constructs its values can be drawn. Highlighting the fact that
theatre performance is not common to all cultures, he describes the somewhat
particular nature of this practice.”*® The key words in what he says are individual,
society and universal; key words indeed for any reflection on theatre. For just as
in a science laboratory, lessons about universal laws are taken from individual test
cases, and these naturally have implications for society. The director Antoine
Vitez goes someway to saying the same thing when he explains that:

Le théatre est un champ de force, trés petit, mais ou se joue toujours toute

I’histoire de la société, et qui, malgré son exiguité, sert de modele a la vie

des gens, spectateurs ou pas.43 ’

Theatre through providing a reflection of society provides a model, a
lesson, even though the form is not necessarily didactic. In theatre productions
that attempt to stage ancient, mythological works it is necessary to consider what
they mean when presented before contemporary audiences. Myths are vehicles for
ideas about a society. In France, various myths have surfaced in response to
moments when national identity was being formulated or called into question. In
Seventeenth-Century theatre, there was an evident turn to the mythological
material of Ancient Greece and Rome. The reasons for this were political, as
France was positioning itself as a major intellectual as well as military power.**
Looking back to a golden age in the past was a way of saying the present was

equal to it. In the French theatre post World-War II, there was again a need to turn

81 have already quoted Jack Goody’s work, La peur des représentations, which analyses the lack

of theatrical performance in certain cultures, particularly those without writing.

9 Vitez 1982, p. 229.

#0 Equally, one might recall the celebrated passage in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables, quoted in the
chapter ‘Culture Clashes’ (p.221), where he establishes comparisons between Paris, Ancient
Greece and Rome.
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to ancient narratives in an effort to rebuild a sense of national unity.**' Since the
definition of myth is that it deals with ‘universal themes’, they are in a sense
always potent. For instance, the thirst for revenge is a powerful quest, one that is
as resonant in the tragedies of Aeschylus written 2500 years ago as it is in the
world today. The success of the field of reception studies in Greek drama shows
how relevant it is to consider how these plays have been adapted to stage and
screen today.

Concurrent with the questions what commentary about society does one
wish to put forward and how can the situations described in these fictions be
translated into the imagination of the audiences, is the issue of adaptation. The
theories and practices of adaptation form a rapidly expanding field of academic
research. More specifically, the relation between filmic and literary writing
appears to be the subject of much current debate. In many of these debates and
discussions, the thorny issue of the relative merits of the adapted pieces and their
source materials arises. Yet another means often used to pour scorn on adapted
pieces is to criticise a lack of fidelity to the source material. Indeed a film or play
which follows closely the contours of the original structure will be applauded for
the closeness of its adaptation. A ‘loose’ adaptation is duly castigated. Yet
fidelity, as the cohort of film theorists (amongst others) argue, cannot be taken as
a measure of quality. A close adaptation could be terrible, whereas a loose
adaptation might be quite excellent. The common theme is of course that, for
whatever reasons, adaptations are generally regarded as a subordinate expression

of artistry, particularly if operating a transfer from book to film. Western theatre,

*11 commented upon this in the chapter, ‘Directing Theatre: Struggles on the French Scene’, pp.

94-5.
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however, relies on the transfer process from page to stage and understanding the
process of adaptation is fundamental to gaining insight into the work as whole.

Thus making accessible works from the distant past requires an
understanding of the cultural context in which they were originally produced.
Indeed if the act of transposition is to be considered as translation rather than
appropriation, elements of this original context must survive. Such knowledge
must invariably be complemented by the awareness of contemporary culture and
references in order to make the work relevant. The translation of ancient texts to
the modern stage is therefore an enterprise fraught with challenges, since a lack of
insight into either domain results in a skewed interpretation that fails to do justice
to the original piece.

This thesis has considered the methods, processes, theoretical matrices and
implications of Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine’s work in relation to two
productions. The theatres of Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine have marked
contemporary French producing culture. The constant redefinition of what theatre
means, shows that in this period theatre was a potent art force. Yet, as [ showed,
the model represented by Brook and Mnouchkine is both within and outside
traditional structures. Both their companies benefit from considerable state
subsidies, which allow them to pursue long research periods before producing
work. Yet they do not run a state theatre and operate independently from state
considerations about the nature of culture. In this sense they are like the chorus in
Greek tragedy: involved in the action, but sufficiently removed as to be able to
provide commentary. Or to hark back to the title of the opening chapter, both act

as storytellers.
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But what stories did they tell in the Mahabharata and Les Atrides? The
productions sought to find new codes for theatre performance. They were
presented in spaces that were neither immersed in the discourse of antique
cultures, nor too closely associated with a contemporary context. Yet both
productions were located in a global context of terror and genocide. Peter Brook’s
Mahabharata was read as a commentary on the cold war, two heavily armed sides
whose fighting would bring about the end of the world as we know it. As one
reviewer noted:

Driven on by Brook’s ceaselessly inventive theatrical magic, the grand

movement of the drama moves forward to a final shattering climax that

has a profound moral for the twentieth-century™**

As for Les Atrides, it is clear that the conflict in the Balkans had a
profound impact on the reading of the final play, Les Euménides. In the course of
adaptation, there is a source and a target. Yet, what is also required is a condition
exterior to the source and the target that facilitates the transfer from one to the
other. Bridging this gap are the directors and actors who act as storytellers. As
Bradby explains, linking the practices of both directors:

Comme Brook, elle a réussi a enrichir le théatre francais par sa perspective

résolument internationale, et elle a montré a quel point I’art du théatre peut

trouver une nouvelle vigueur s’il réussit a libérer ’acteur et a sortir des
espaces consacrés a la représentation par la tradition.**?

What Bradby does not go on to mention in this section is that not only is
the actor liberated, but so is the audience, as it becomes freer to interpret the work

that has been displaced from its traditional reference values. In the course of this

thesis, I have noted how venues provide the framework for interpretation and that

442 Robert Hewison, ‘Introduction’, Programmes notes to the Mahabharata performed in Glasgow
13 April to the 17 May.
3 Bradby 2007, p. 591.
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spatial organisation is integral to theatre as an art form.*** Thus Brook and
Mnouchkine’s decision to work outside of traditional structures has meant that
they have developed a means of framing the works they present that develops a
sense of strangeness that creates desire and interest from the spectators. The term
‘décalage’ has been frequently used to describe this process.

There is an inherent tension in the approaches of Brook and Mnouchkine
between creating proximity with the audience through spatial disposition and
storytelling (which is evidently based on exchange), and the distancing element of
their work. However, this latter should be viewed as a form of focusing, a means
of allowing the fable to be best viewed and interpreted. Making theatre accessible
while at the same time installing the critical distance necessary in order to make
the offer understandable lies at the heart of Brook and Mnouchkine’s projects.
Mnouchkine and the Soleil’s production underlined how history was constructed
by drawing attention to the rituals of performance and by framing the acts of
storytelling in the space of the Cartoucherie.

skeksk

II. The individual as Part of the Collective

We have seen that the two productions came at the height of directors’
power in the theatre. Paris in particular became a haven for exploratory work on a
grand scale, in which productions lasted well over the standard theatre hour
duration and audiences were exposed to epics. It was within this context that Peter
Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine staged two of the most important productions in
French contemporary theatre history. Yet, as I have already highlighted in the

current political context with cuts to subventions for artists and theatre companies,

4 See notably the discussion provided in the chapter ‘Treading the Earth to Reach the Sky’.
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the theatre and the arts in general are suffering from a lack of official support.
Recent undercover dealings have also created a sense of malaise as one director is
substituted for another at the helm of a national theatre or festival.**

Moreover theatre might appear as an archaic art form and the trend is to
focus on the needs of the individual consumer. Technological invention and
innovation in the entertainment sector particularly has focused on meeting the
needs of the individual. In 1979, Sony launched the first ‘walkman’ on the
Japanese market. The Walkman was the first music-playing device that allowed
the user to walk about playing their music on cassettes. This technological
innovation precipitated a number of changes in behaviour and social habits that
have continued until today: listening to music through headphones in a public
place allows the user to create a barrier between themselves and the outside
world, as they provide the soundtrack to their own lives. Additionally, cable and
satellite television have granted access to a host of new channels, giving more
choice to the individual. The VCR and its later derivatives have allowed people to
record programmes that were shown previously at a time that suits them better.
More recently the Internet has provided access to a network of entertainment that
was previously unavailable. These changes to the landscape of diffusion have
profited art forms that have been able to adapt or indeed were very suited to
personal consumption, such as film and music for instance. The success of
downloading sites, both legal and illegal, highlights how the Internet has turned
into a digital library or supermarket, which caters seemingly for the needs of

everyone. Such has been the change that even academic communities in the

3 See the opening of the introduction to this thesis, ‘Questioning Cultural Heritage’, p. 23.
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humanities, who are always somewhat reticent to change, have profited from the
podcasting of their work and Internet publishing.

Cultural history as Bernard Lamizet suggests is the history of transmission
and of changing modes of transmission.**® Just as the invention of the printing
press transformed the spread of written works, developments in the digital age
have opened up access to vast amounts of material. The changes also raise a
number of questions in terms of content and archiving, notably how are the
canons of culture being modified? I mentioned above that the art forms that were
adaptable to the digital age seem to be have reaped the benefits, though again the
beneficiaries are not who they used to be (consider the dire straits of many record
labels or the apprehension of established film production companies in the face of
digital piracy).*"’ Yet, where does this leave theatre, an art form which is based on
the premise of the community and which cannot really be digitalised?*** Arguably
one method of assessing theatre’s impact in the digital age is to see how many hits
an Internet search engine provides for theatre practitioners. For example a recent
search for Peter Brook using Google provided 307 000 hits, Ariane Mnouchkine
96 700 and the Théatre du Soleil 500 000.**° If one were to compare these figures
with other leading French theatre directors of the Twentieth-Century, such as
Antoine Vitez (58 300 hits) and Jean Vilar (258 000), Brook and Mnouchkine
would appear to have a reasonable profile in cyberspace. Yet, compare them to

soccer player Thierry Henry (3 900 000 hits) or movie star Brad Pitt (11 800 000)

446
447

Bernard Lamizet. 1999. La Médiation culturelle (Paris: L’Harmattan), p. 108.

For further discussion of the issues raised by digital piracy and copyright infringement, the
following reference is useful : Adrian Johns. 2009. Piracy. The Intellectual Property Wars from
Gutenberg to Gates (Chicago: University of Chicago Press).

8 Of course, the internet has facilitated certain changes to marketing and the booking of tickets to
see shows. Digitick : http://www.digitick.com/ and Ticketmaster : http://www.ticketmaster.com/
being two obvious examples of sites selling tickets to various cultural activities.

9 Date of search: 23 August 2010.
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and their figures seem rather slight, for even adding the hits for all the theatre
directors together does not match Henry’s.

Could such figures be indicative of (French) theatre’s marginal status
compared to football or the film industry? Certainly. However, an Internet search
was hardly required to provide such information. Comparing the relatively small
audiences at theatre productions with cinema attendance would be sufficient to
reach the same conclusions. And preference for sports is obvious by the fact that
hosting the Olympics or major football competitions is seen as a priority for a
number of governments. Of course, the numbers game fails to tell the whole story
since theatre is not a mass-market form of entertainment, mainly because the
venue sizes and costs of touring productions do not make this possible. Yet in
France, as elsewhere in the world, numbers count more than is healthy and when
emphasis is placed on attendance figures at the Avignon festival rather than on the
validity of artistic proposals, the term ‘supermarket’ springs to mind. And when
the government proudly claims increased attendance at cultural events all the
while slashing funding for the arts, the numbers game seems particularly perverse.
One fears also for the future of theatre studies at university when reforms are
introduced to make the sector operate more like a business than a centre of
learning.

On the other hand, Declan Donnellan explained in a recent conference that
he expected theatre to undergo a revival in the virtual age, as people feel the need
for real human contact.*** Such comments might derive more from personal fancy
rather than concrete evidence. However, they do point to the need to assemble to

listen and watch tales about ‘kings and queens, liars and lovers: all kinds of real

% Declan Donellan “Post-show discussion of Andromaque’, Oxford Playhouse, 11 March 2009.
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human beings living all the real human emotions’ as the film producer Jerry
Prokosch, played by Jack Palance, says in Godard’s Le Mépris.*’' This is what the
productions of Les Atrides and the Mahabharata provided. Let us just hope that
this continues to be the case in the theatres and that unlike Prokosch, we don’t
have to add that this was ‘only yesterday’. The modalities of performance are
changing however and if it is important to consider what the developments in
theatre will bring in order to assess the position in the current landscape of Brook
and Mnouchkine, it is only natural that whatever was proposed by the previous
generation is called into question.

Perhaps one emerging trend among young directors is that of placing more
emphasis on the actors’ own personalities rather than on character interpretation.
If Philippe Quesne’s performance pieces, which are a mix of installation work and

42 there

performance, call for the actor/performer to simply be present on stage,
are other directors who apply the same methods when working on texts from a
more classical repertoire. Two recent examples from the Comédie de Reims’
2010- 2011 season spring to mind: Mikaél Serre’s staging of The Seagull and
Emilie Rousset’s production of La Place Royale. There were clear differences in
style between the two. The former attempted a fairly grunge take, heavily
influenced by Kantor, on Chekov’s play, whereas the latter created an imaginary,
sensual space with the help of a pink carpet and metallic container. In both cases
the directors assembled casts of very different personalities and backgrounds. In

Serre’s case, some of the actors came from the Lecoq school, others had been to

the conservatoire and there was a dancer from Alain Platel’s group. Rousset

! Jean-Luc Godard. 1963. Le Mépris (France, Italy: Studio Canal, 2008), [DVD].

21 am thinking of Big Bang in particular, which was presented at the 2010 Avignon festival. In
this piece, installations that depicted loosely the different steps in the creation of the world and
evolution of mankind, were provided by the team of actor cum performers.
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mixed people from the Rheims collective with others more versed in performance
work.*>* In each case, what interested the directors (particularly Emilie) was to
see a contemporary body on stage speaking a classical text. Very little work was
done on warming up and the actors entered the stage with their everyday bodies
compressed into period costumes. What this provided was an intensely human and
fragile experience, which worked well when all the cast were getting along, and
not so much when they were not. However, this seems to me to be at the extreme
opposite end of the spectrum to Mnouchkine’s work, where actors spend hours
preparing and getting made up.

Yet, this is not the important point to remember. Brook and Mnouchkine,
as well as the young directors, for all their immaturity, were well aware of the
importance of looking back in order to move forwards. We are constantly haunted
by ghosts of our past. We can try to ignore them as Helen Alving attempts to do in
Ibsen’s Ghosts. Or rather, we can address them directly as Brook and Mnouchkine
did in their productions. As astute connoisseurs of Shakespeare, they would have
no doubt recognised the terrifying necessity of confronting the past and asking as
in the opening line of Hamlet: ‘who’s there’? And in short, that is what they
managed to do. The question, ‘who’s there’ is an invitation to meet others. The
Mahabharata and Les Atrides provided incredible human experiences, which did
precisely that. A generation later, it is up to us to ensure that we still have the

curiosity to go out and meet these others. Our humanity is at stake.

33 Thomas Scimeca, who played the lead, Alidor, had worked extensively with Yves-Noé&l Genod

for instance as well as with the Chiens de Navarre collective.
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