Artaud





Antonin Artaud is one of the most significant theatrical practitioners of the twentieth century. Although he produced relatively little actual theatre during his lifetime, his influence over nearly all post-war experimental theatre styles has been phenomenal.





Artaud was born in 1896 in Marseilles, becoming a stage and film actor in his early twenties, and briefly forming his own experimental theatre company (the Théâtre Alfred Jarry) in 1927. He used the company to experiment with theatrical forms and conventions, developing a concept of performance which he termed the ‘Theatre of Cruelty’. Although the Théâtre Alfred Jarry opertated for four years, it was so short of finances that during its existence it only produced four shows, and put on a total of eight performances. Artaud’s brief ‘manifesto’ for the theatre of cruelty was published in 1938 and implemented in Artaud’s own later work. However, he was never truly able to put all of his theories into practice due to the mental illness from which he suffered all his life. Artaud spent much of the war years in psychiatric institutions where he was frequently physically abused (in the name of therapy), and subject to delusions, auditory hallucinations, and violent fits. Although much of his work was destroyed by the staff at one of his mental hospitals, he continued to operate as an artist, however, his final work (in 1947) being a sound montage for French radio entitled “To Have Done With The Judgement Of God”. However, the work was never broadcast due to its obscene, vicious anti-American and anti-catholic content, and Artaud died of cancer early in 1948, shortly after its intended broadcast date.





The Theatre of Cruelty





Artaud’s legacy to the dramatic world, his manifesto documenting the ‘Theatre of Cruelty’, makes fascinating reading. His ideas can be broadly be split into two types : those relating to theatre’s role and purpose within human existence, and those relating to the actual business of theatrical production. Both reveal Artaud’s overwhelming concern for representing the extremes of human experience, and his obsession with madness and altered mental states. He envisioned a theatre which resembled the plague, tearing through society and exposing everyone it touched to the most intense and disturbing aspects of human experience (sickness, death and madness), but leaving the survivors purified by the experience. Instead of viewing the theatre as a medium of entertainment, he believed that it should represent an utterly vital and indispensible element of human life, an ritual arena where the audience could examine its own dark, primitive urges.





As a dramatic form, the theatre of cruelty was a violent reaction against the majority of theatre forms which existed at the time. In the wake of naturalism (pioneered by practitioners such as Stanislavski), Artaud believed that western theatre had become obsessed with the tedious details of human psychology, and the irrelevancies of modern life. He wanted to show society stripped of all its pretensions - of civility, of decency, of politeness - and reveal the basic animal urges which lay beneath the workings of the conscious mind. In describing the theatre styles he was reacting against, Artaud wrote that :





“These personal worries disgust me, utterly disgust me as does just about all current theatre which is as human as it is anti-poetic and, except for three or four plays, seems to me to stink of decadence and pus”  (31).





Artaud sought to abandon almost all aspects of the ‘conventional’ theatre. He believed that the modern stage, descended from classical Greek and Roman forms, possessed a language which had become exhausted of meaning, and was no longer capable of expressing the truth of human experience. In its place, the Theatre of Cruelty minimised the use of spoken words, replacing them with a combination of physical movements, symbolic gestures and sounds - often shouting, screaming and animalistic roars. Artaud was utterly disinterested in the ‘psychological reality’ of characters. In fact, he was not really interested in ‘characters’ at all, but rather in the elemental experiences that were common to everyone - death, decay, conflict, lust, fear.





Clearly, Artaud was not interested in performing conventional ‘plays’ (although he did acknowledge that certain stories, particularly ancient myths, could be adapted for performance according to his methods). Instead, he aimed to present his audience with a unique spectacle, similar to being present at a primitive ritual, where the barriers between those taking part and their observers are completely broken down. He intended that in his productions, the audience would be seated in the centre of vast empty theatre spaces with the performance taking place around them, assaulting their sense from all sides. Artaud hoped that this empty space might resemble the interior of a church or ancient temple, surrounded by galleries so that the action could take place in three dimensions. It would contain no conventional set or props. Instead, the theatre of cruelty would use huge puppets, enormous masks and effigies of up to 10 metres in height, performers in ritual costumes and “objects of unknown form and purpose”. Anything that Artaud considered a ‘stereotypical’ means of representation would be discarded or disguised before it was allowed on stage.





As one might expect, the performance styles to be used within a Theatre of Cruelty had little in common with what we might term ‘conventional acting’. Artaud was interested in developing a language of gesture and physical expression, whereby the body could become as eloquent a means of expression as the spoken word. He believed that physical actions and facial expressions could be ‘labelled’ with a precise meaning, and that certain actions could be understood universally by all human beings. Artaud was particularly inspired by the stylised physical language of many oriental theatre forms, which he considered a far purer form of performance than naturalistic western acting.





Artaudian performers would develop their breathing, vocal and physical skills as part of strict training regime, and often attempt to achieve trance-like states in performance. Actual performances would be characterised by rhythmic movements, grotesque, stylised expressions and gestures, either performed individually or as an ensemble, accompanied by a babble of semi-coherent speech, screams and shouts. While he did not attempt to abandon language entirely, Artaud wanted to “give words something of the significance they have in dreams”, and indeed, the Theatre of Cruelty might be characterised as having the same energy, anarchy and freedom of a dream state. While the centre of the performance area could be used to bring events to a dramatic climax, at many points during a show the entire space would be used at once with no clear centre of focus for the audience.





This was echoed in the lighting and sound effects to be employed in Theatre of Cruelty productions. While hampered by the technical limitations of the time, Artaud envisaged a theatre which could be filled with “unbearably piercing sound or noise” and music (made by instruments which would be created specifically to fulfill the requirements of his performances), and spectacular, pulsating multi-coloured lights. Both sound and lights would form part of the same symbolic vocabulary as the gestures and physical actions of the performers, creating a theatre experience which occupied the entire performance space and every one of the audience’s senses.





Thus immersed in an all-encompassing theatrical event, Artaud believed that spectators would be forced to confront the inner, primal self, stripped of its civilized veneer. They would then leave the theatre mentally and spiritually purified by the experience of the performance which they had just witnessed.





The Influence of the Theatre of Cruelty





While Artaud’s vision was never fully realised during his lifetime, his influence in the years following his death has been enormous. Although many of his poetic and philosophical writings are often confusing, contradictory or impenetrable, his thoughts on the practical business of theatrical production, particularly with regard to the relationship between audience and performers, have been widely adopted by many experimental schools of theatre and performance art. Artaud’s influence can be clearly seen in the work of practitioners such as Brook and Grotowski, and in ritual, expressionist and absurdist theatre.  Artaud’s influence also emerges in the work of the radical performance art fringe, in film (for instance, in the work of Peter Greenaway, and films such as ‘Apocalypse Now’) and in music and the visual arts.


