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SYNOPSIS

This thesis is an account of ‘Les Shakespeare', a cycle of
three plays by Shakespeare produced by the Thé&tre du Soleil, Paris
(1981-4), translated and directed by Ariane Mnouchkine.

The Introduction sets Mnouchkine's Shakespeare productions
in the context of those of her contemporaries and relates them to
Shakespeare's twentieth-century production history in France.
Particular reference is made to her experimentation with Far
Eastern theatre forms: the concept of theatrical Orientalism is
defined, of which ‘Les Shakespeare' is a manifestation.

Chapter One is a chronological history of Thédtre du Soleil
productions (1964-1980), company development and characteristic
uses of form and style. Chapters Two, Three and Four give a
detailed account of 'Les Shakespeare'; Richard II, La Nuit des
rois, and Henry IV (premiére partie’, These chapters concentrate on
the development of a new theatrical language inspired by Oriental
theatre forms. Chapter Five thus sets out Mnouchkine's Orientalist
approach to theatre, in terms of acting, music and scenography.

The Conclusion assesses the uniqueness of Mnouchkine's
Shakespeare and focuses on her subsequent application of theatrical
Orientalism to the Soleil's post-Shakespeare cycle work, and on the
presentation of twentieth-century history in the Shakespearian
manner. It interprets theatrical Orientalism as a desire for
formalism which appears paradoxically, after a succession of

unscripted plays, with the Thédtre du Soleil's return to the text.

This thesis contains approximately 70,000 words.



‘De plus, pour que la gradation mentale soit plus sensible,
il faut établir entre Shakespeare et nous une espéce de pont

corporel'.

Antonin Artaud, 'L'Evolution du décor', Oeuvres complétes,
2, 9-12 (p.11).
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NOTES

The footnotes to each chapter list press cuttings in full,
including dates of publication, in the first instance and are then
subsequently abbreviated to author and title. All other works are
listed in the footnotes by author and title. Full citations of the

latter are to be found in the Bibliography.

Within quotations of foreign languages English punctuation
marks are used, except for Mnouchkine's translations which are

punctuated as printed.
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INTRODUCTION

Le thé&tre ¢élisabéthain était fait pour &tre

regardé. Tout comme i1 faut regarder 1'opéra

chinois. Tout s’y passait pour de bon.’
With the publication in France in 1962 of Shakespeare, notre
contemporain, Jan Kott established a link between Shakespeare and
Far Eastern theatre forms. Almost twenty vyears later Colette
Godard, with her review in Le Monde entitled ‘Les Samourals de
Shakespeare’'=®, establishaed that the link had been made manifest in
a theatre production, This production, Richard II, was the first
in the Thé&tre du Soleil's cycle of Shakespeare plays which opened
on 10 December 1981 at the Cartoucherie de Vincennes, Paris. The
season proposed had as its framework Shakespeare's second
tetralogy: Richard II, Henry IV (parts one and two) and Henry V,
coupled with the comedies La Nuit des rois (Twelfth Night) and
Peines d'amour perdues (Love's Labours Lost). [t was clear from
Godard's review and from interviews with the Théétre du Solell's
director, Ariane Mnouchkine, that this project was going to be one
of the most sustalined applications of Far Eastern theatre forms to
Shakespeare, and the first such application to GShakespeare's
comedies. Kott's advice, 1t appeared, was being heeded.

This was not the first time that the Thédtre du Soleil had
worked on the plays of Shakespeare. Mnouchkine had already directed
Le Songe d'une nuit d'été (A Midsummer Night's Dream) in 1968 and
what 1is more, during rehearsals for many of the subsequent
productions, characters and whole scenes from and by Shakespeare

were used as exercises and as sources of inspiration.”? Far Eastern
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theatre forms, likewise, have been at the core of Mnouchkine's work
from the outset and Mnouchkine, as is explained later, not only
travelled to the Far East in her formative years to experience them
at first hand, but also during the rehearsals of ‘Les Shakespeare'
(as the cycle was dubbed) invited the exponents of these forms to
come to the Cartoucherie and teach the members of her company. This
Orient-influenced Shakespeare cycle, therefore, was going to be one
of the greatest single theatrical projects on Shakespeare in
translation in the twentieth century by a French theatre company
and one which was going to attract worldwide critical acclaim.

The attention of the world's theatre critics turned to
Mnouchkine's Shakespeare cycle first and foremost because of her
experimentation with the theatre forms of the Far East in which she
had dabbled in the past. The critics and audience were astounded
and some shocked at the oriental setting for Shakespeare's History
plays even though throughout Europe 1in the post-war period
Shakespeare had been and was still being used as the basis for
experimentation in the theatre. The almost total abolition of a
European frame of reference, however, and the apparent pursuit of
formalism at all costs by the Théatre du Soleil were the two most
important innovations of Mnouchkine's Shakespeare.

Mnouchkine's purpose for producing the cycle was published
in the manifesto-style programme notes of Richard II:

Nous entrons dans ce cycle un peu comme on entre

en apprentissage dans 1'atelier d'un maitre,

espérant y apprendre comment jouer le monde sur un

théatre,

Mnouchkine is not alone in considering herself an apprentice to the
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great master Shakespeare. Most of France's leading theatre
practitioners in the twentieth century have thought along the same
lines: Copeau, Dullin, Baty, Planchon, Barrault and, to an extent,
Brook (in so far as he is now part of the French theatre).
Consequently, in the same tradition, Mnouchkine refused to see the
production of Shakespeare as an end in itself. In the programme she
stated her ultimate goal:

C'est pour nous préparer & raconter dans un

prochain spectacle une histoire d'aujourd'hui que

nous consultons Shakespeare, lui 1'expert qui sait

les outils les plus justes et les mieux adaptés

aux reécits des passions et des destinées des

hommes.
Her aim, therefore, was not to impose correlations between the
medieval history plays of Shakespeare and some contemporary
twentieth-century history, but to free Shakespeare's work from any
really identifiable temporal or local restrictions in an effort to
present a contemporary history play at a later date and in its own
right.< It was the language of the theatre for the presentation of
history which was to be researched and developed, and not history
itself.

Mnouchkine is not alone either in using Shakespeare as the
textual basis for experimentation. Throughout Europe in the recent
past Shakespeare 'mise en scene' has provoked more controversy and
generated more new, radical approaches to theatre than possibly
that of any other playwright performed on the European stage. Those
practitioners in the post-war period principally responsible for

this include Peter Stein of West Germany, Italy's Luca Ronconit and

France's Roger Planchon, Patrice Chéreau and Daniel Mesguich. They
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all form a kind of European 'Shakespeare movement' independently of
each other and in their various ways and to varying degrees have
instituted a major reassessment of Shakespeare in production.

Stein's productions of Shakespeare at the Schaublihne, Berlin
began in 1976 with Shakespeares Memory I & II, two evenings of
discussions, images, acrobatic exercises and actual scenes, all
aiming to reflect and instruct the audience in late-Renaissance
life. The aim of this production was threefold; first to stress the
contemporary relevance of Shakespeare; second through clinical
research and educational presentation to place Shakespeare firmly
In a late-Renaissance context <(as for most Germans Shakespeare in
the twentieth century 1is a Romantic); third to present a
preliminary production to prepare his audience for the subsequent
production, As You Like It (Wie es euch gef&llt), the following
year. The production's main feature was a two-part acting space
divided by a large labyrinthine passage through which the
spectators were made to pass, and by extension, one presumes, were
made to tread the path to the forest of Arden. This was to be
Stein's only production of GShakespeare but one which saw most
notably the appearance of authentically resurrected popular acting
styles.

Luca Ronconi's Orlande Furfoso (1969) was compared to the
multi-focused spectacle and the strong emphasis on the visual
aspect of theatre of Mnouchkine's 1789, the <tory of the French
Revolution. Unlike Mnouchkine, however, Roncon! has no great
admiration for Shakespeare, principally because of Shakespeare's

mammoth production history.
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En tant qu'ltalien, surtout, je ne saurais parler

d'un auteur ou méme d'une oceuvre, car, en Italie,

le thédtre, beaucoup plus qu'ici a toujours été

discontinu, 1ié & une circonstance, une occasion,

une commande. ®
Ronconi 1is interested in the immediacy and opportunism of a
production rather than in developing a theory or consistent form
and therefore professes more interest in unknown Elizabethan
authors rather than Shakespeare. Ironically, in contradiction to
his rejection of plays with production history, Ronconi is best
known for his {Interpretation of theatre classics <(among them
Richard II and The Merchant of Venice) and of opera.

Ronconi's most recent production, at the Paris Odéon, The
Merchant of Venice (Le Marchand de Venise), bears a strong
resemblance to his opera work, notably that at La S5cala, Milan.
Like most directors of opera Ronconi works within the confines of a
score and finds liberation and release in the designs and multi-
focused spectacle. Scenography, for Ronconi, takes on a whole new
dramatic meaning. He treats each scene as an 'environment' which
has to be established into which the text (libretto or score) is
placed. The environment then serves a dramatic function as the
characters empathetically or contrapuntally operate within it. The
exaggeration which ensues might be best suited to a nineteenth-
century melodrama or opera and not Shakespeare, 1t might be argued,
given that the spectacle takes precedence, yet the heavy
mobilization of scenery and the creation of visually exciting stage
business serve to create an attractive *'backdrop' to The Merchant

though not necessarily relevant to i{t. Ronconi relies very much on

the technical capabilities of the stage to create spectacle rather
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than emphasizing the inventiveness, creativity and skill of the
actor. The end result is 'designer Shakespeare' pure and simple.
Unlike Stein who examines environment through clinical research,
social analysis and through the resurrection of authentic popular
acting styles, Ronconi{ aims primarily at the visual power of
spectacular effects. His approach to theatre is constructionist, he
talks of machines <(mechanical and other), 1is interested 1in
simul taneous action and experimenting with audience-actor
relationships. The play serves as vehicle for his invention. He
imposes a machinery on The Merchant which dictates the pace of the
production and his actors become mere cogs in the giant
"industrial’' wheel. Above all, Shakespeare for Ronconi is an empty
vessel and unl{ke Mnouchkine, he does not place Shakespeare at the
core of his 'ideal repertoire’.

Perhaps of all her contemporaries it is Roger Planchon of
the Théadtre National Populaire of Villeurbanne, Lyon who comes
closest to Mnouchkine as regards focusing on the actor and
manifesting interest in Oriental theatre forms. The early
repertoire of Planchon's first company, the Théadtre de la Comédie,
featured Shakespeare, productions which were among his most notable
successes of the fifties. David Bradby, 1In Modern French Drama
1940-1980, points out the main influences on Planchon's theatre:

It {dentifies much more with an older tradition,
going back through Brecht and Blichner to the
Elizabethans, of a theatre combining a fluid, epic
style with a broad range of reference, at once
personal, social and historical. [...]1 it {is a
theatre profoundly marked by the influence of
Artaud. The one point Brecht and Artaud had in
common was thelr interest in the theatre of the Far

East. Planchon was the first of many directors and
playwrights [...1 to have taken an interest in
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Japanese theatre because of its elaborate gestural

language, owing nothing to illusionism  but
converting everything into specifically theatrical
signs. %

Planchon's 1interest in Oriental theatres manifested {tself
primarily in his treatment of the psychology of character and in
the physicality of the actors' performance. He believes that the
psychology of character should be externalized in so far as it
forms a situation or scene, that it be dramatized and not left to
the guesswork of the audience. Psychology is no longer subtextual.
The upgrading of psychology on the stage constitutes an integral
part of the drama and this was the main feature of Planchen’'s first
production in Villeurbanne, Henry IV parts one and two (1957). In
the sixties the physicality of the actors took precedence in his
Shakespeare productions, and 1like the Berliner Ensemble‘s 1965
production of Coriolanus, Planchon discovered the battle scenes in
Shakespeare perfect vehicles for his actor-athletes to combine
violence with ritual, such as In Troilus and Cressida (1964), and
he infused Kichard III (1966) with the ritualized movement of
actors and machines as instruments of death.

One major aspect of Planchon's <(and indeed Mnouchkine's)
work borrowed from the theatres of the Orient 1= the use of
auditors, characters or figures on stage who act and react to
events without necessarily forming part of the main action. This
has been seen in Planchon's more recent preoccupation with the
classics of the French theatre., His 1880 production of Racine's
Athalie 1s a case in point. In It the chorus was attendant to the

action throughout the play and did not just appear, as is writtfen,
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at the end of each act. This and the choral elements in Dom Juan
performed with Athalie as a theatrical diptych introduced movement
to the French classics which by tradition had been performed in a
static declamatory manner. This use of non-intervening 'presences’
on stage already had been seen in his 1959 production of Marivaux's
La Seconde Surprise de l'amour. In his productions of the French
classics, Shakespeare and indeed in his own plays, the main feature
of Planchon’'s direction has been to relate everyday events and
personal or domestic dramas to the broader spectrum of historical
events, a feaure common to the work of Brecht. In this way.
therefore, Planchon's Shakespeare compares much more with
Mnouchkine's post-Shakespeare cycle work on contemporary history
rather than with her productions of Shakespeare which, as we shall
see, bear witness to the creation of a form surpassing any true
social or historical analysis.

Patrice Chéreau (one of Planchon's early assistant
directors) who, 1like Ronconi, has devoted a large amount of his
time to the direction of opera, used Shakespeare to create a name
for himself. His 1970 production of Richard II <(at the Nouveau
Gymnase, Marseille, and later at the Parie Odéon) created a
Hernani-like scandal in the theatre world. Chéreau, playing the
lead as well as directing, created a young homosexual Richard
complete with boy slaves and a simultaneous infatuation with
Bolingbroke and death. The violent irreverence of the acting took
place in a sand pit, the noise of which added to the bizarre
circus-spectacle. Carried aloft by androgynous gigolos in the sand-

filled hell-hole, Chéreau incited the wrath of critics and public
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allke who stormed out of the 'genérale’' in droves. Chéreau, rather
than launching a new spirit of invention and style for Shakespeare
in his Richard II, was more concerned, it might be argued, with
launching his own career.

Daniel Mesguich, former director of the Théatre du Miroir
and now of the Thé8tre Gérard-Philipe de Saint-Denis, is another
director, like Chéreau and Ronconi, noted for his productions of
Shakespeare without them being an essential part of his theatrical
repertoire. His 1977 production of Shakespeare’'s Hamlet (he
directed a second production in 1986) tampered with the text more
than perhaps most of his contemporaries (Mnouchkine created a form,
Ronconi an environment). Mesguich believes that for us Hamlet (or
any play by GShakespeare) is not simply a question of the text.
Aamlet also means previous production history and translations and
it is not his aim to give his definitive version of the play in the
sequence of production events but to open the play up to all sorts
of possibilities. This is why the show was entitled Shakespeare's
Hamlet and not Mesguich's. This translates on stage as a Derrida-
inspired presentation of the play, such as the secondary
presentation of the initial ghost scene during the playing of the
initial scene. The secondary scene was a few steps ahead of the
first and offered a fragmented mirror-image. To compound this
Mesguich went further by fragmenting the language during the
primary scene creating what he called a Hamlet effect. Mesguich's
Shakespeare 1Is based on a philosophy of fragmentation and
deconstruction and is probably the most clearly identifiable and

theatrically philosophical of all post-war French interpretations
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of Shakespeare.

And so Mnouchkine slots into a post-fifties tradition of
theatre production in Europe which uses Shakespeare as the textual
basis for experimentalism with form and style. Many theories can be
posited as to why the major European directors should choose an
English playwright in order to create and develop highly
controversial theatrical styles and conventions. Perhaps the fact
that Shakespeare does not form part of the cultural heritage of
directors such as Mnouchkine, Planchon, Ronconi and Stein is reason
enough for those directors to experiment without upsetting the
applecart of their respective theatrical traditions. Divorced from
the cultural traditions of English theatre practice, Shakespeare in
modern European theatre has few pre-requisites or preconditions and
the application of controversial and experimental forms to
Shakespeare incites much less wrath amongst the traditonalists and
purists of theatre in Europe than it would in England.

Conversely Mnouchkine's contemporaries, it could be argued,
are less keen on the pursuit of a form and more on forcing a
reassessment of the French classics. Planchon's productions of
Bérénice (1966), Athalle and Dom Juan (1980-1) are cases in point.
His Mise en piéces du 'Cid’ (1969) adopted a deconstructionist
approach to Corneille as Mesguich was to do seven years later with
Hamlet. Both Planchon and Chéreau have experimented with Marivaux,
the most striking example of which being Chéreau's 1976 production
of La Dispute, for which the set toock on a life of its own. Most of
the major contemporary theatre practitioners in France have not

only experimented with form and <=tyle in their productions of
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Shakespeare but also have adopted highly experimental and
controversial approaches to the French classics. Mnouchkine,
however, proves herself exceptional amongst those directors: in her
professional career she has never directed a French classical play
and before 1985 had never directed a play by a French playwright in
the conventional sense. Mnouchkine's experimentalism was reserved
entirely for Shakespeare.

It is not untrue to say that much of the interest shown in
modern European productions of Shakespeare 1s founded on the
novelty of artifice (or form). Like her contemporaries Mnouchkine
admits to using Shakespeare as a vehicle. What raises Mnouchkine's
Shakespeare above that of her fellow directors is that the form she
creates, being of Oriental influence, breaks the bounds of her
European cultural context. Stein, Ronconi and Planchon all use
Europe as a frame of reference, and even though Stein injects his
productions with popular theatre forms and Planchon his with the
gestural and physical styles inspired by the Orient, it is
Mnouchkine's Shakespeare which leads the field in European theatre
in the projection of Orientalism.

The concept of Orientalism in the academic or indeed theatre
world as a department of thought is relatively new. Its emergence
follows the post-1945 decline of the Far Eastern empires of both
France and Great Britain. The Oxford English Dictionary lists three
very interesting yet —conflicting definitions of the term
'Orientalism': first as the noun for anything which possesses
‘Oriental style or quality', second it refers to Oriental

scholarship and third to the knowledge of Far Eastern languages.
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The latter definition would seem to imply that anyone who could
speak a smattering of Japanese, Mandarin or Hindi was an
Orientalist. What 1s more, an Orientalist is also defined as
someone who belongs to an Eastern or Greek church! These
definitions of the term relate to French theatre and culture as the
East emerged concomitantly from its ‘'exotic' mould in French
literature. This mould was fashioned by the nineteenth-century
Romantic poets and became a source of inspiration for the French
theatre. Trips to and trade with the East in the twentieth century
increased the size of Oriental scholarship, and, in the theatre,
Orientalist approaches to material and style increased in number
and gained in strength.

It was not until the latter half of the twentieth century,
however, that Orlientalism became a recognized area of study, or
academic discipline, principally because it was a discipline which
demanded the Westerner to examine objectively his own perception of
the Orient, and thereby to expose his many and wvaried
misconceptions of the same. The launch of this discipline came with
the publication in 1978 of Orientallsm by the American historian
Edward W. Said. The book's major concern is with the Arab world and
in particular with America’'s misrepresentation and
misinterpretation of Islam, yet the theories incorporated therein
are extremely useful to the French theatre historian insofar as
they can be applied to twentieth-century theatre practice in
France. To begin with, it was the first book of 1its kind to
recognize that a Westerner's «critical analysis of his own

interpretation of the Orient was a viable proposition in the
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academic or even theatre world, as Said dispenses with the Oxford
English Dictionary definitions of the term and sets out a fin de
stecle definition of Orientalism in the post-colonial world. From
the point of view of analysing Ariane Mnouchkine's application of
Orient-inspired theatrical forms to Shakespeare, he makes
references, if a little too fleeting, to what one might call the
sub-discipline of ‘'theatrical Orientalism', in other words to the
influences and effects of the Orient on Western theatre.

Although he concentrates largely on America, Said singles
out the British and the French theatre, as being the most affected
by Orlentalism. It comes as no surprise that the culture of these
two countries should be influenced by Orientalist phenomena since
the empires of both encompassed huge slices of the Orient.

Unlike the Americans, the French and the British

[...1 have had a long tradition of what I shall be

calling Orientalism, a way of coming to terms with

the Orient that 1is based on the Orient's special

place In European Western experience.”
The concept of the empire is an extremely important factor in the
growth of Orientalism: this was the idea of the ruling officer-
class colonials interpreting the culture of a people they were
colonizing, yet at the same time holding it at arm's length.

Additionally, the imaginative examination of things

Orlental was based more or less exclusively upon a

sovereign Western consciousness out of whose

unchallenged centrality an Oriental world emerged,

first according to general ideas about who or what

was an Oriental, then according to a detailed logic

governed not simply by empirical reality but by a

battery of desires, repressions, investments, and

projections.?

From this point of view it would seem that the Orientallst is

someone who 1s doing the Orient a favour by bringing to light and
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indeed propagating the culture <(amongst other things) of the
Orient, rather than someone who 1is looking for specific and
unselfconscious influences on Western society. Said acknowledges
this:

Orientalism is premised upon exteriority, that is,

on the fact that the Orientalist, poet or scholar,

makes the Orient speak, describes the Orient,

renders its mysteries plain for and to the West. He

is never concerned with the Orient except as the

first cause of what he says.?
In other words, the Orientalist is the megalomanic exploiter (or
cultural colonist) who cares little for his subject that is the
Orient and more for his own brand of Orientalism as the final
product.

This point leads one to respond to the accusation made
against theatrical Orientalists such as Mnouchkine of exploiting
the forms of Eastern theatres and consequently being extolled for
her subsequent hybrid which bears little, If any, relation to the
original. The hybrid nature of the interpretation thus divorces
itself from 1ts source of inspiration. Said comments on this split
from the original source:

We need not look for correspondence between the
language used to depict the Orient and the Orient
itself, not so much because the language |is
inaccurate, but because it is not even trying to be
accurate. What it is trying to do, as Dante tried
to do in the Inferno, is at one and the same time
to characterize the Orient as allen and to
incorporate it schematically on a theatrical stage

whose audience, manager and actors are for Europe,
and only for Europe.’?

As 1t divorces itself from the original, this hybrid interpretation
is the only means possible for a Western practitioner or

Orientalist to depict the Orient in such a way as to render the
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Orient comprehensible to a Western audience. Importing a true
Oriental production to the West has little effect on the
uninitiated and the ill-disposed. The hybrid is of wider public
appeal. Unfortunately, as the representation of the Orient
undergoes its metamorphosis to Orientalism the inaccuracies, the
misinterpretations and the misconceptions of jaundiced vision
creep in. These are the aspects which Said, in Orfentalism, wished
to expel from the whole concept of Orientalism yet, as shall be
made clear later, these were the very aspects highlighted by
Mnouchkine's Orientalist approach to Shakespeare in order to expose
the inadequacies of Western dramatic theory and theatrical forms.
Where then are the meeting points of Eastern and Western
theatre traditions which act as the starting point for the
Orientalization of the Western stage? Of course, keeping the Orient
in an inferior position and at arms® length, Orientalism demands
those starting points to be within the Eastern theatres themselves
rather than looking for easily comprehensible parallels or indeed
common ground between the two traditions. Leonard Pronko, in his
book Theater Fast & West, sets out this common ground and draws the
parallels ranging from Balinese dancing to Peking Opera, all the
while charting the development of Orientalism in the French theatre
of the twentieth century. The genesis of this development, Pronko
asserts, 1is with the post-193! broadening of attitudes as regards
Oriental theatres and forms by Antonin Artaud, following the
appearance of a Balinese dance troupe at the 'Exposition Coloniale’
in that year. The history and development of each Oriental theatre

described by Pronko is, in typical Orientalist fashion, of little
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importance 1in 1itself. Pronko 1{s more concerned with how such
theatres and forms were received in France and Europe generally and
goes on to perpetuate and advocate the idea of rethinking our
Western theatre along similar lines to our Eastern counterparts, to
whom we have recently been exposed. Even the codes and rituals of
Balinese dancing have something to teach our realistic theatre,
Pronko believes:
We might relearn the effectiveness of the eyes, the
lips, the 1limbs used in a nonrealistic way, the
possibility of combining high stylization and masks
with utter realism. In Bali the Topeng or masked
dance can create characters as alive as any seen in
Western theater: through stylized movement a young
man, wearing an old age mask which seems now
laughing, now sober, dazzlingly evokes an old man
in most naturalistic details, blowing his nose,
scratching his arms, and picking lice from his
body. "
Pronko is arguing that through extreme stylization the actor can
achieve a performance or create a character closer to the real than
could be achieved through a realistic approach, since the latter is
simply the imitation of the real and not the creation of the real.
Peking Opera, though still highly stylized and intensly
physical, goes one step further away from the real since it is
neither trying to imitate nor to create the real per se but to
abstract and thereby approach the essence of the real:
The highly stylized, carefully controlled movements
of legs, arms, and sleeves carry specific meanings.
The same is true of the position of the head, the
movements of the eyes and mouth.'™=
These symbolic meanings of physical gestures of course could never

be compared with the codes and sign language of, say, the Kathakall

theatre but, in any case, much of the symbolism of both theatres is
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lost on the Western spectator. It 1is for the Orientalist
practitioner, therefore, to use or even misuse such symbolism in an
Oriental-style self-creation to make such particular symbolic
actions as horseback riding easily translatable on the stage in the
West. As is explained in Chapter Two, Mnouchkine's misuse or rather
reinterpretation of this one aspect of gestural symbolism of the
Peking Opera is such that the Western spectator retains the belief
that the origin of such gestural symbolism 1is Oriental. It is
immediately understood to be part of our experience yet it is not
part of our theatre tradition. It is a common mistake to believe
that a reinterpretation of a blatantly Oriental theatre technique
is Oriental rather than Orientalist.

It is the Kabuki theatre of Japan, however, which has been
lauded throughout the twentieth century in Europe for being the
most accessible to the Western spectator for 1its appeal to several
of the senses at once. After the visit by a Kabukf troupe to Russia
in 1928, Eisenstein noted his Iimpressions, here related by Pronko:

The Kabuki actor, Eisenstein notes, appeals to

every level of the spectator simultaneously,

creating what may be called synesthesia, for the

actor's movement can correspond to music or to the

sound of wooden clappers; it can take place in

space, be accentuated by sound or by a flat surface

moving at the back of the stage, or 1t can

correspond to some intellectually concelived

convention,'?
The intellectual experience of a Kabuki performance In the West is
questionable, however. The Kabukl plot is a variation on a standard
theme and follows stock formal patterns. Furthermore, the quality

of the text as a plece of literature is, for the most part, poor

Popular theatre such as Kabuki 1is rarely considered to be a
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worthwhile intellectual experience, and even the language of Noh is
barely comprehensible to the Japanese. For a Western spectator
whose knowledge of the language is scant and whose knowledge of the
codes and traditions of the theatrical form minimal, a theatre
performance such as the Kabuki offers an entirely new experience.
The physicality of the performance language of Far Eastern theatres
appeals strongly to the Western spectator who has been grounded in
his own textually-based theatre and in the belief that theatre is a
branch of literature. Yet the Western spectator can never be fully
engaged in the production as Peter Brook explains:

One of the difficulties we encounter when we see

traditional theatre from the East is that we admire

without understanding. Unless we possess the keys

to the symbols, we remain on the outside,

fascinated, perhaps, by the surface, but unable to

contact the human realities without which these

complex art forms would never have arisen.'#
However, such a theatre performance in the West will not only
appear attractive to those wishing an immediate aural and visual
experience but also to those Iinterested in the rather more
intellectual experience of interpreting and deciphering codes,
rituals and gestural hieroglyphics without =& key. The hybrid
Orientalist production compounds the experience for the intellect
since it demands the separation of the truly oriental from the
products of Orientalism.

One main reason for the Kabuki theatre's accessibility in

the West is that it followed a similar path to Elizabethan theatre

practices. What is more, their reception throughout the centuries

in their recpective places of origin is comparable, too. Today, as
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Pronko points out, Kabuki has become the touchstone for Orientalist

interpretations by Western theatre:

Kabuki's position, halfway between realism and

stylization, makes it an accessible and profitable

meeting point for the theaters of East and West.

Less obviously balletic than the dance drama of

Bali, less obviously operatic than the Peking

theater, less obviously realistic than the Noh, it

offers striking parallels with Western realistic

drama as we know it today, and with our more highly

stylized forms of theater from the past.'®
Pronko's interpretation of Orientalism 1is, therefore, one of
parallelism and association between East and West, of the search
for common ground between the two. In Edward W. Said's
interpretation, Orientalism is the usually inaccurate
interpretation of the Orient by the West in a highly artificial
form which bears few relationships with its original source of
inspiration. How these interpretations of the term are applied to
twentieth-century theatre in France become clear only in the light
of Mnouchkine's application of an Eastern-inspired form to Western
texts, as had been advocated by many major French theatre
practitioners before her,

The influence of the Orient on French theatre grew steadily
throughout the twentieth century, and with the arrival of Far
Eastern dance troupes and theatre companies, began to impose itself
on the consciousness of many theatre practitioners both in France
and in Germany. Antonin Artaud, one of the most important
theatrical philosophers of the century in France, was partly
responsible. He succumbed to the appeal of Far Eastern theatre

while training at Charles Dullin's theatre school and was further

smitten after watching a group of Balinese dancers appearing at the
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Exposition Coloniale in Paris in 1931. In Le Thédtre et son double
he devotes a whole chapter, entitled 'Sur le théatre balinais’, to

the experience:

Notre thédtre qui n'a jamais eu 1'idée de cette
métaphysique de gestes, qui n'a jamais su servir
la musique & des fins dramatiques  aussi
immédiates, aussi concreéetes, notre théatre
purement verbal et qui ignore tout ce qui fait le
théatre, c'est-a-dire ce qui est dans 1'air du
plateau, qui se mesure et se cerne d'air, qui a
une densité dans 1'espace: mouvements, formes,
couleurs, vibrations, attitudes, cris, pourrait,
[ ..1, demander au Théatre Balinals une legon de
spiritualité. s

Artaud goes on to identify the difference between occidental and
oriental theatre as being the opposition of the psychological and
metaphysical with the importance accorded to the text in Western
theatre symptomatic of the division. Even though it was for this
reason that he was prompted to write 'En finir avec les chefs-
d'oeuvre’, he still retained his respect for Elizabethan texts from
which, he believed, emanated a 'virtualité' which matched up to his
ideals of a metaphysical theatre. It is also Interesting to note
that In his first manifesto for his ‘'Thédtre de la Cruauté' he
announces at the head of a proposed programme:

Nous mettrons en scéne, sans tenir compte du

texte: 1. Une adaptation d'une oeuvre de 1'époque

de Shakespeare, entiérement conforme a 1'état de

trouble actuel des esprits, soit qu'il s'agisse

d'une piece apocryphe de Shakespeare, comme Arden

of Faversham, soit de toute autre piece de la méme

époque. '”
In the ideal theatre, therefore, according to Artaud, Shakespeare
should feature in the repertoire.

The extensive travelling of leading theatre practitioners

this century permitted them to experience Far Eastern theatre forms
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in their natural habitat. This first-hand experience was to
influence their subsequent work in the French theatre. When
Barrault took his company to Japan in 1960 and Mnouchkine embarked
upon her Far Eastern tour in 1963 (while still uncertain of her
profession), they were both simply following in the footsteps of
many of their theatrical predecessors. Even as far back as the
1930s a prolonged stay in the Orient affected the work of French
dramatists, such as Paul Claudel, who was French ambassador to
Japan and, of course, affected by the Orient. Such visits by
dramatists or practitioners had, of course, an effect on their own
work and on the work of those in their immediate spheres of
influence. The effect of Oriental theatre before the saturation of
television on the great French public was naturally limited and
largely depended on the Orientalist interpreting or rather
filtering the immediate Oriental experience. The trips made by Far
Eastern theatre companies to France were of vital importance.
Before the Second World War visits by groups of Balinese
dancers or Kabuki actors to France were few and far between. After
the war two major visits in the nineteen-fifties and sixties by
Kabuk! troupes captured the imagination of spectators and critics,
both in 1958 and the follow-up to Barrault's trip to Japan, Iin
1960. In the past fifteen years, visits by Bunraku and Kathakall
troupes have become increasingly common. The Kabuki theatre, though
far removed from 1its humble beginnings, retains its seventeenth-
century codes and rituals and still flourishes despite the high-
technological advances of Japanese society. This is one reason

given by Mnouchkine and others for applying Far Eastern theatre
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forms to Shakespeare: both Kabuki's form and Shakespeare'sz texts
have survived from the seventeenth century.

The Balinese theatre, too, retains the rituals of |its
origins and unlike Kabukl, has not estranged itself from its
civilization, or sold itself to the demands of commercialism.
Leonard Pronko, in Theater East & West, explains how the Balinese
{s the only true surviving theatre which has not divorced itself
from its religious origins and its civilization:

Like the Elizabethan - or the Chinese or Japanese
- the Balinese feels a real intimacy with the
performance, and can view it from any of three, or
even four, sides. But the classical theaters of
England, China and Japan have gone some distance
beyond their ritual beginnings. (...1 In this
central staging there is no use of settings, and
never any visible indication of a change of scene.
Instead, the location is suggested through
dialogue, gesture or facial expression. Properties
are few, including occasionally a curtain through
which the dancers enter, a few umbrellas, banners,
lances, and fans,'®
As we shall see later, this could almost be read as an accurate
description of the Théatre du Soleill's 'Les Shakespeare’ in 1984,

It is widely acknowledged that the Berliner Ensemble's first
visit to Paris in 1954 was instrumental in provoking a reassessment
of performance style in post-war French theatre. This new gestural
language (never before seen in France) was used to perform Mutter
Courage. It appealed to and influenced the work of Roger Planchon
in particular. The 1955 and 1958 visits by the Peking Opera also
helped to generate interest (particularly among the critics) in a
more gestural approach to performance, and acted as an obvious

counterpoint to the reductionist ‘doom and gloom' of the Theatre of

the Absurd. Spectacle, symbolism and athleticism offered by the
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Peking Opera were the order of the day. After its second visit to
Paris, at the ThéAtre des Nations in 1958, Robert Kanters wrote In
L'Express:

Un symbolisme simple et raffiné fait des
nombreuses sceénes de combat, par exemple, un
spectacle & la fois plus chargé de signification,
plus amusant et méme plus réaliste que les scénes
de bataille du Ch&telet ou méme de M.Peter Brook.
C'est que chaque acteur, chaque figurant est 1icli
pris des pieds & la téte, avec tous ses moyens
dans tous les sens, comme un seul mot. Ah! si
M.Gérard Philipe en interprétant le récit du 'Cid'
avait aussi le jeu des jambes et de bras de Mre
Tchang Mei-Kiuan qui jongle avec wun nombre
incroyable de javelots.'®

Struck by the very athleticism of the performance, Robert Kanters’
enthusiasm appears very Artaudian. He goes on:

Sans aller jusque-1a, 11 est évident que nous

avons beaucoup & apprendre de la tradition

théatrale chinoise, quand ce ne serait qu'a

ranimer et a mleux maintenir les traditions

théatrales de notre Occident.
Kanters' review points to the theatre critics’' realization of the
inadequacies of Western theatre in coping with the theatrical form
for the presentation of the classics. Georges Lerminier, writing in
Le Parisien Libéré, saw further lessons to be learned from this
production, and offered specific advice to French directors:

La lutte de guerriers célestes et des guerriers

des eaux, et le combat singulier de la rebelle et

du céleste général sont ... shakespeariennes. Je

pense depuis trois ans & ce qu'un metteur en scene

occidental pourrait falire avec les batailles de

Jules César, de Roi Jean ou de Richard III, en

faisant appel aux acrobates de Médrano ou de

Bouglione.=®
What must be pointed out, however, is that these critics had had

three years since the Peking Opera's previous visit, to formulate

and develop a reaction to the idea of an alien culture invading
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their own cultural territory. The initial response after the first
visit 1n 1955 to the Thédtre des Nations was to acclaim the
gestural style and acrobatic feats of the Chinese yet many
expressed dismay at the inclusion of such acrobatics in the domain
of the theatre. Three years later the critics were calling on the
Western theatre directors to rejuvenate Western classics, and the
plays of Shakespeare in particular, in like manner.

This piece of advice would seem, in retrospect, to have been
heeded for Jean-Louis Barrault subsequently used athletes from the
Ecole de Joinville for the battle =scenes 1In Jules César.
Nevertheless, this can hardly be seen as an innovative departure
since his battle scenes had already been choreographed in Antoine
et (Cléopdtre in 1945 and even as far back as 1933 he had been
involved in staging the battle scenes of Dullin's Richard III. The
Berliner Ensemble also had its part to play in the orientalization
of Western theatre. Bertolt Brecht, heavily influenced by Chinese
theatre, had his plans for Coriolanus posthumously realized in the
Ensemble's +touring production in the nineteen-sixties. Kenneth
Tynan here describes the theatrical form employed in the production
which visited London in 1965:

Next: battle in the open, with waves of soldiers
clashing in the stylised manner of Chinese Opera,
knees akimbo and swords maniacally brandished. As
they part, the mortally wounded spin and fall.
Finally, the generals meet in single combat
covered in blood yet grinning as they face each
other like two young Samural delighting in thelir
expertise. =’

Across Europe Planchon, Barrault and the Berliner Ensemble were

rejuvenating Shakespeare's Dbattle scenes and becoming more



INTRODUCTION 25

adventurous in the use of the body. That particular style or form,
however, had yet to permeate the obviously non-physical scenes of
those same plays. What is more, the opposition to pure Far Eastern
theatre forms, let alone those applied by Orientalists to Western
theatres, remained intransigeant.

Claude Roy's book L’'Opéra de Pékin, published soon after the
Peking Opera's visit to Paris in 1955, accuses the critics of
myopia and intransigé:pce for failing to accept that any theatrical
form should be allowed to cut across so blatantly the parameters of
theatre, opera and circus.

Une autre erreur, qui a été bien souvent exprimée
au cours du séjour & Paris de 1'Ensemble de 1la
République Populaire de Chine, met en cause lIa
notion méme de thédtre. Le spectateur frangais
hérite de ses classiques, et des reégles du jeu
auxquelles ils se soumirent, le sens des
distinctions tranchées, et le respect des genres.
[l attend du théatre qu'il soit théatral (et

petor)

seulement)...®=
The proposition to the French public so rigidly formal in its
respect for 'genres’ was one of a total theatre, a notion which had
emanated from the work of both Artaud and Brecht. Claude Roy
records his dismay at this notion being too revolutionary in 1955;:

Le spectacle total que luil proposent les Chinois le
déconcerte. Un critique parisien faisait la moue
devant 'les prouesses acrobatiques dont les
spectateurs pourraient depuis longtemps admirer les
pareilles si les habitués des répétitions générales
fréquentaient 1'Olympia ou Médrano®. A quoil Jacques
Prévert répondit fort judicieusement en me falsant
observer qu'il avait déja vu au cirque des sauteurs
arabes prodigieux et des figurants a 1'Opéra
déguisés en soldats, mais jamais & 1'Opéra des
soldats capables de sauter aussi (et aussi bien que
les sauteurs arabes).=®?

What the critics obviously preferred was artifice to skill.
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Why should an audience attend a production of a theatre so
obviously removed geographically, philosophically and artistically
from its own brand of theatre if not for an experience of the
exotic. This was how the Orient had been portrayed as far back as
the nineteenth century, by the poets Baudelaire and Rimbaud. Roy
agrees that this was the expectation and motivation of many:

Neuf sur dix des spectateurs qui allaient, en juin

1955 découvrir, a Sarah Bernlhlardt ou au Palais de

Chaillot, 1'Opéra de Pékin 1imaginalent qu'ils

allalent goGter un plaisir sans doute violent, mais

a coup sdr insolite, dépaysant, exotique. Leur

surprise fut extréme, de se découvrir si vite,

passé le premier choc de 1'in-oul, du pas-encore-

vu, en pays de connaissance. Ce qu'ils

reconnalssalfent, ce n'était pas un des sommets de

I'art qu'ont certains hommes d'étre parfaltement

des hommes - «c'était aussi un peuple, un peuple si

lointain, et qul soudain leur devenait familifer. =4
The stories told by the actors were familiar ones to the Western
spectator, even 1if the legends were not, and were told iIn a
theatrical language which made the language of the text, if not
exactly redundant, then assume a supporting rather than leading
role. The roles in the theatrical event were more equally divided
and all were functionally essential to the production as a whole.

Performing Shakespeare and Far Eastern theatrical forms
together on the French stage, with the acrobatics, the unfamiliar
and strange sounding iInstruments and the declamatory way of
narrating the text, might have been a difficult experiment to take
in 1958 because Eastern culture was not as well known in the West
as 1t is today. It might have had a disconcerting effect on the

spectators simply because their culture (represented by the text)

would be naturally at odds with the alien culture (the Far Eastern
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form) used to present it on stage. Claude Roy goes on to explain
the incongruities of spectators and actors' confrontation with
opposing cultural backgrounds <(at the Peking Opera) and the
experiment of applying an alien culture to a Western audience:

L'expérience du théAtre avait la rigueur, en effet,

d'une expérience de laboratoire. Toutes les

conditions étaient réunies pour rendre difficile,

improbable et contrarié le passage de la moindre

émotion. Sur un plateau dépouillé de tout élément

qui parldt & notre imagination, baigné d'une

musique dont le systeme, les valeurs, la couleur,

et les harmonies ne pouvaient que déconcerter notre

oufe, ®%
There are two possible effects on an audience of this experiment,
elther one despairs at not being able to decipher the codes,
rituals and references of the Eastern form or one appreciates it on
an entirely different level to that of a Western play, on the level
of artistic appreciation for its own sake filtered through the eyes
and the culture of a Western spectator. Roy continues:

Les régles inconnues qui organisalent ses gestes,

et la cérémonie de ses pas, les principes qui

régissaient 1'étrange ondulement de sa diction,

1"émission vocale totalement artificielle a

laquelle 11 se soumettalit dans les parties

chantées; les références a des légendes, wune

histoire et des notiens dont nous ignorions sans

doute 1l'essentiel, tout enfin était réuni, de ce

qui devalt nous rendre ce spectacle totalement

étranger. =%
The message to the Western spectator or critic is a simple one: do
not even attempt to decipher codes and rituals and do not be afraid
of missing the essential points of the story and the culture of
which it is a part. The idea is to recognize and treat it as

something totally alien to the West. Then the Western spectator

must allow it to filter through his eyes, ears, culture and
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experience and perceive it as an artistic experience in itself. The
critics who fail to do this are lambasted by Orientalists such as
Roy. And the spectator who permits himself to become the already
described filter becomes, unwittingly, an Orientalist himself.

Not being a practitioner of theatre, Roy can only ever be
considered as a passive theatrical Orlentalist. The true
Orientalists of the French theatre are those who attempted to
establish a new training for the actor, new constructions for the
auditoria, and new forms for the performance of dramatic works.
Copeau, Dullin, Artaud, Barrault and Mnouchkine were all heavily
influenced by the Orient and all attempted such feats. Roy records
reactions 1in the West to Far Eastern theatres. Yet this is not
Orientalism in any sense of the word. Orientalism in the theatre
can only come about by means of such visits and such reactions,
both positive and negative, to them. Only when these reactions
manifested themselves in a concrete fashion in the work of French
theatre practitioners did they become attitudes and effects of
Orientalism. The training offered by all these practitioners to the
actor was to develop a form and thereby to present a repertoire, by
accident or design, based on the classics, particularly the plays
of Moliere and Shakespeare. The search for a form for the theatre
is the very essence of theatrical Orientalism. Said believes that a
Shakespearian text is only ever valid in its transient state of
reaction and development in conjunction with a theatrical form.
Similar is his belief that the presentation of the Orient undergoes

a metamorphosis when subjected to the same theatrical form. The
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presentation of the Orient on the stage in the recent past,
however, has not acquired the same status as a Shakespearian text:
Even so relatively inert an object as a literary
text 1s commonly supposed to gain some of its
identity from 1its historical moment interacting
with 1its attentions, judgements, scholarship and
performance of its readers. But, I discovered, this
privilege was rarely allowed the Orient, the Arabs,
or Islam, which separately or ‘together were
supposed by mainstream academic thought to be
confined to the fixed status of an object frozen
once and for all by the gaze of Western
percipients. =7
Said's point arises from the fact that many critics are under the
mistaken belief that any production in which Oriental désigns and
costumes proliferate, 1is necessarily Orientalist. The recent Royal
Shakespeare Company production of The Two Noble Kinsmen and the two
productions of Greek tragedies at the Théétre du Temps in Paris are
cases In point.=® No matter how authentically oriental the music,
the sets and the costumes may be, if the whole form of the theatre
does not change the spectator is left with decorative Orientalism
pure and simple.
Decorative Orientalism 1is one way of describing Ariane
/
Mnouchine's early productions before the setting up of the Theétre
du Soleil proper. Her first production, wunder the auspices of
1*Association thédtrale des étudiants de Paris (1'ATEP> was a play
by the French Orientalist poet Henri Bauchau, entitled Gengls Khan
(1961). At the time she was noted as saying that, 'On avait toute
la Chine & mettre en scéne'. She was concerned very little with the
form of the theatre, let alone the work of the actor and at the

time she was, one could claim, the precursor to Said's definition

of Orientalism:
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Orientalism is premised upon exteriority, that is,

on the fact that the Orientalist, poet or scholar,

makes the Orient speak, describes the Orient,

renders its mysteries plain for and to the West.

Only after establishing the Théatre du Soleil, training at the
Lecoq school of mime and having resolved to establish both a
theatre and a school along the lines of Jacques Copeau, did
Mnouchkine recognize the need for a form for the theatre and was to
find her source of inspiration for that form among the theatres of
the Orient. That recognition was a long process: Gengis Khan and
'Les Shakespeare' were separated by a period of twenty years.

Not only can one perceive similarities between the aims and
achievements of Mnouchkine and Copeau but one can also draw a line
directly between the two practitioners. During 1966-7 Mnouchkine
attended classes at the Ecole Jacques Lecoq, which was to be her
only formal training in any aspect of theatre albeit in the non-
mainstream branch of mime. Lecoq had begun his training with the
director Jean Dasté who in turn had had very close links with
Copeau. Similarly, most critics have seen the influence of Artaud
in Mnouchkine's work, Artaud having been a pupil of Charles Dullin,
who 1in turn had been a pupil of Copeau. All roads back from
Mnouchkine lead to Copeau. They both share an interest in the
theatres of the Orient, they stress the importance of establishing
a school as well as a theatre, they are convinced by the need for
the ‘tréteau nu' (the bare boards), and they both profess to have a
great admitation for Shakespeare. Copeau is indisputably

Mnouchkine's source of inspiration and indirect mentor in his

overall aims for the theatre, 1f not in the methods of their



[NTRODUCTION 31

execution,

Jacques Copeau founded his Thédtre du Vieux-Colombier with
the aim of purifying the theatre from the self-conscious stage
effects of the actors or coups de thédtre of the designers which
very often bore 1little or no relevance to the plays being
performed. Out of a total of seven seasons in the existence of the
Vieux-Colombier, plays from the classical repertoire (particularly
Shakespeare's La Nult des rois) were performed in the majority.
Perhaps the most significant aspect of Copeau's theatre was the
abandonment of the Italianate interior in favour of a quasi-
Elizabethan structure, a move which was the precursor to future
experimentation with actor-audience relationships later 1in the
century, most notably in the theories of Antonin Artaud and in
practice at Ariane Mnouchkine's Théatre du Soleil.

Mnouchkine's theatre is similar in many respects to Copeau's
Théadtre du Vieux—-Colombier and subsequent Compagnie des Quinze; the
emphasis on physical and gestural acting styles, the resort to the
classical repertoire, the merging of performance and plastic arts,
and above all the total commitment of the participants. Unlike the
Vieux-Colombier, with 1its successful initial subscription scheme,
the ThéAtre du Soleil began life as a part-time venture (as Iis
explained in Chapter One) when the company members were forced to
earn their 1living in other ways during the day. The artistic
success of their productions in the late sixties csecured meagre aid
from the Ministére des Affaires Culturelles which, though doubled
in the early seventies, was not sufficient to mop up the debts

incurred in the pursuit of absolute perfection, and to the present
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day the company has never been sufficiently profitable to prevent
it from disbanding for long periods between productions.
Mnouchkine’'s actors have been able to spend long rehearsal periods
while claiming benefit from the state. Only when the company
actually has gone into production do the actors receive a salary
from the Soleil. Copeau, on the other hand, did not have this
safety net and failsafe yet the subscription scheme gave his
entreprise sufficient security from the opening production.

From an artistic point of view, however, the two theatre
followed similar paths. In L‘Age d'or (1975) Mnouchkine achieved
what had eluded Copeau, namely the restoration of commedia
techniques applied to a contemporary drama. Subsequently the
introduction of Héléne Cixous as resident writer to the Soleil
copied the arrival of André Obey to Copeau's Compagnie des Quinze
some fifty years earlier. The retention of artistic integrity was
paramount in both theatres. Tales of Mnouchkine's extravagance with
sets and costumes in the sixties simply mirror Copeau's belief in
exactitude at all costs.

Unlike Copeau, who became director of the Comédie-Francaise
for a short period in 1940, Mnouchkine has never been drawn into
mainstream French theatre. Increased sponsorship from the Ministry
of Culture <(not immediately after 1968 but during the Socialist
government of the early eighties) ran concurrently with the
Shakespeare cycle, perhaps the pinnacle of the company's artistic
creation, and secured the required worldwide critical acclaim to
ensure subsequent sufficient funding, the most recent being an

award for artistic achievement from the European Community. The
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Thédtre du Soleil is not cost effective despite uniform salaries in
its self-styled socialist utopia: Copeau's patrons and artists
shared the profits. Copeau attempted to change the face of French
theatre from the inside whereas Mnouchkine at first sight appears
to have opted out and be on the retreat. Copeau had attempted a
revolution of rethreatricalization but his audience was small and
restricted largely to the Parisian upper middle-classes, the result
largely of the subscription scheme. Mnouchkine, caught up in the
spirit of 68 toyed with the idea of taking théétre to the workers
in the factories and subsequently provided facilities and
reductions for Trades Union groups to visit her theatre. 3She
rejected the Left Bank for the unfashionable suburb of Vincennes.
In the meantime her popular styles and forms had brought in a
student audience which, with the benefits of education, would
eventually turn bourgeois 1tself. Copeau’s Iintended revolution
never took place as the centralization of theatre In Paris never
loosened its grip. Mnouchkine's revolution was alded and abetted by
a minuscule revolution in society and it is quite interesting to
note that a director of the sixties such as she, with visions of a
socialist utopia, should turn her back on the workers:

If they want the theatre they can make the effort
to come to {t.=®

Turning her back on the workers or abandoning her hopes for a
socialist utopia occurred, significantly, with her return to the
feudalism of Shakespeare's Kings. The form not the message took
precedence. Returning to the classical repertoire and concentrating

on form and style, thus was a return to Copeau.
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Alongside the Vieux-Colombier flourished Copeau's theatre
school which was responsible for producing the greatest number of
influential theatre practitioners, more than possibly any other
school in France in the twentieth century. Copeau's first season at
the Vieux-Colombier in 1913 offered actors and audience alike an
alternative to commercialism {in the theatre and provided a
subsequent alternative to the unpopular 'revolutionary’' tendencies
of Antoine, Fort and Lugné-Pod. His aim was to work towards
establishing a co-operative of actors sharing an austere total
commi tment to the theatre. David Bradby explains the
characteristics of the school:

The training given at the school was based on a
quasi-religious search for truth through a
mystical trinity of qualities; Ile Beay, le Bien
and le Vraf. Emphasis was laid on cultivating the
complete man, not just the technical faculties,
and on training actors to work for the group
rather than for themselves. Discipline was harsh,
control of the body a major priority.=°
He had no contempt for the text, however, and 1is known today

principally as a literary director with an unashamed admiration for

the classics.

Avec Moliére et Shakespeare. ., il n'y a plus
d'intermédiaire entre la création poétique et sa
réalisation proprement théatrale. L' invention

dramatique et sa mise en sceéne ne sont que les
deux moments d'un acte unique. Il n'y a donc plus
de conflit, pas méme de différence, entre les
fdées du poeéte, celles de 1l'acteur, celles du
metteur en sceéne. Bien plus, il y a, entre elles,
identité de moyens, identité d'expression.?!

Copeau strove to attain a production whose roles of actor,
director, designer and playwright's intention merged through a co-

operative undertaking of 1like minds. This fusion of all the



INTRODUCTION 35

elements in the theatrical event at the beginning of the century
was necessitated by the dominance of the actor who at the time
sought only effect and adulation at the expense of the play. The
Théétre du Soleil also had a similar problem to tackle by the late
sixties and early seventies. Theirs was one not posed by the actor
but by the emergence to a position of dominance of the director,
and also by the constraints imposed by the playwrights of the
‘absurd’ which left little room for invention on the part of anyone
else. To solve his problem initially Copeau resorted mostly to the
classics rather than to new writing, to plays considered
indestructible vehicles for the unification of theatrical roles.
Mnouchkine, however, to underplay the role of the director <(and
concomitantly that of the writer) appointed herself Probenleiter or
leader of rehearsals for a series of four plays beginning in 1969
with Les Clowns. These four plays were all termed ‘créations
collectives'. They saw the actors, PFProbenleiter and designer
experiment and work together to achieve group-instituted works. The
culmination of this approach was a play (to be discussed in Chapter
One), entitled L'Age d’'or which was unscripted, which relied almost
entirely for 1its impact on the inventiveness of the actors on a
particular night, just as it had once happened in the commedia
dell'arte. The acting style of Mnouchkine's 'créations collectives'
is a reflection of those used by Copeau particularly in his work on
the plays of Moliere. Thus what the classics were to Copeau the
‘créations collectives' were to Mnouchkine. Their reasons for
turning to these forms of theatre were similar in many respects and

the emphasis in both was on the co-operation of actors, director,
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designer, technicians and musicians.

Given Copeau's admiration for Moliére and the retention in
the repertoire of La Nuit des rois (Shakespeare's play of commedia
characters). it 1is not surprising, that he should have been
interested in establishing a theatre vocabulary for the twentieth
century with 1{ts roots based firmly in the type-masks of the
commedia dell'arte. The mask constituted an important part of the
training of the actor in his school. As we shall see later,
Mnouchkine trained at the Ecole Jacques Lecoq and her subsequent
use of mask becomes an essential part of the theatrical form
created for 'Les Shakespeare'. For both Copeau and Mnouchkine, the
mask 1is the basis for all characterization. Only when it is
mastered can the text (by Shakespeare, Moliére, or by collective
methods) be fully integrated.

Copeau produced two pupils of note; Louis Jouvet and Charles
Dullin, who together with Georges and Ludmila Pito&ff and Gaston
Baty formed a 'Cartel’' of four theatres which were mutually self-
supporting. The repertoire of their theatres sought recourse in the
classics, particularly in the plays of Moliére and Shakespeare.
Dullin played the lead in L'Avare and Richard III (1933). Baty
produced Hamlet and Macheth and many plays by Moliére, and the
Pitoéffs had several successes with Mesure pour mesure, Macheth,
Hamlet and Roméo et Juliette. Thelr repertoire 1is significant in
the interpretation of Shakespeare and theatre styles of the Inter-
war years, Georges Pitodff wrote of Shakespeare:

Dans Shakespeare (...] j'admire surtout 1la

beauté de la pensé et sa répercussion sur nous.
Les idées s'enchainent a l'infini, nous
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entrafnant a leur suite.’*
This wuniversal quality of Shakespeare 1is what appealed to Gaston
Baty as well:
Il est descendu plus profondément dans le secret
des é&mes et {1 a frissonné plus humainement
devant le mystére des destinées.==
Louis Jouvet, though an admirer of the classics, never performed
Shakespeare after leaving the Vieux-Colombier in 1922, but instead
used the classical repertoire as his inspiration for the creation
of a modern poetic drama:
Par sa persistante durée, le théadtre classique
trouve 1ici sa définition. Je crois profondément
que les seuls thémes valables au thédtre sont les
themes permanents, ceux qui sont communs & toutes
les générations depuils que le théltre existe.®~
Jouvet fulfilled Copeau's aim of integrating the playwright in the
production and with a close association with Jean Giraudoux not
only established a poetic drama but also restored the play to a
lofty position within the theatrical event. In the post-war theatre
it is Mnouchkine who stands at the forefront of this role-fusion,
first with her ‘créations collectives', then with the classics,
‘Les Shakespeare', and most recently with the integration of a
modern dramatist, Héléne Cixous writing Shakespeare-inspired poetic
drama, into the theatrical event.
Yet of all the directors of the ‘Cartel’ it is Charles Dullin
who comes closest to Mnouchkine in terms of style, form and
repertoire. Most importantly of all Dullin is one of Mnouchkine’s

predecessors who practised the teaching of Far Eastern theatre

forms in his school. In particular, Dullin was an admirer of
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Kabuki, an admiration which was to affect one of his more famous

pupils, Antonin Artaud:

On a I'impression en écoutant 1'enseignement de

Dullin qu'on retrouve de vieux secrets et toute

une mystique oubliée de la mise en scéne. C'est a

la fols un théétre et une école. [...1 On joue

avec les tréfonds de son coeur, avec ses mains,

avec ses pleds, avec tous ses muscles, tous ses

membres. On sent 1'objet, on le hume, on le palpe,

on le voit, on 1'écoute, - et i1 n'y a rien, 11l

n'y a pas d'accessoires. Les Japonais sont nos

maitres directs, et nos inspirateurs, et de plus

Edgar Poe. C'est admirable.?s
Jean Dasté comes closer than many to Mnouchkine's aims as well.
Dasté, 1like Copeau, Dullin and Mnouchkine, offered a similar
repertoire of Moliére and Shakespeare and even adaptations of Noh
plays. David Bradby writes:

But his aim was more sharply defined as a recovery

of popular theatre: 'To  rediscover folly,

festivity, and the fundamental freedom of being’.

{...1 In these aims he prefigured the work of the

Thébtre du Soleil in the seventies.=€
The common denominator of all these theatre practitioners is their
admiration for the classics, and their desire to develop suitable
performance techniques, based largely on the commedia dell'arte.
What we can conclude, therefore, from the line that can be traced
from Copeau to the 'Cartel des Quatre’', to Dasté and then to
Barrault, Planchon, Lecoq and Mnouchkine, is first and foremost a
re-evaluation of the text as one element amongst others in the
theatrical event coupled with a heavy emphasis on the plays of
Shakespeare which, being self-sufficient texts, require no super-
imposition. Secondly, they all share the same common aim of

discovering and developing a performance language which emanates

from the spirit of the actor rather than the text, as theorized by
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Artaud. For this they tended to look, on the whole, to the Orient.
There they found a living medieval theatre, (in the sense that
these seventeenth-century forms were, so to speak, the equivalents
of medieval European theatre), and a living medieval performance
language, ritualized and codified. It must be pointed out that what
struck them most and what they were primarily concerned with was
not the theatrical heritage of, say, Kabukl! and Noh, which are as
textual as our Western theatre, but the theatrical means of
expression which emanated from beyond the text. Their aim was to
develop a similar means of expression and apply it to the classics,
particularly to Shakespeare.

[t would thus be pointless to examine here the relationships
between seventeenth-century English and Japanese theatres, or
indeed between Elizabethan and Kabuki performance styles since this
succession of twentieth-century French theatre practitioners
attempted to divorce the two and heighten their differences.
Shakespeare remains Shakespeare in France from Copeau to Mnouchkine
but the performance styles become more and more experimental. Yet
it is at this point that the iInfluence of commedia dell’arte
appears and goes some way along the road to bridging the gap
between the text and the theatrical language.

Commedia dell’arte could be said, perhaps, to be the
European theatrical relic of the Renaissance In much the same way
as the Kabuki theatre 1s of the seventeenth century in Japan today.
They are at once theatrical styles and, when recorded, theatrical
texts. Their characters are highly individualized, of one or two

dimensions, and are governed by their masks. Their plots follow
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rigid patterns and their performance styles are very gestural and
even athletic. In Europe, however, commedia did not survive per se
whereas Kabuki flourished in Japan eventually to become an
institution (and recently absorbed into some film styles, as is the
case with Kurosawa). C(Commedia in France became the tool of the
experimental theatre practitioners this century and, with the
increase in trade and cultural exchanges between Europe and the
Orient so, too, did the performance styles of the Far East. But
despite their similarities there is no evidence of an attempt to
fuse the two styles, even in the plays of Shakespeare. For the
French directors Shakespeare consisted of both commedia-type scenes
and situations within a framework of highly declamatory and
ritualized' poetic oratory. The theatrical forms of the Orient and
the commedia existed 1in tandem: from Copeau to Mnouchkine they
became the language of Shakespeare.

And so, In much the same way as Claude Roy had been a
journalistic Orientalist, Mnouchkine evolved from a passive
Orientalist in the Said mould and a decoratively descriptive one,
after making trips East, into an active Orientalist at the
beginning of the nineteen-eighties for her proposed cycle of
Shakespeare plays, like so many practitioners before her. The
intervening period saw much work on popular acting style such as
commedla dell'arte. And as Mnouchkine slots into this tradition, we
begin to see the development and general trends of Orientalism in
the French theatre. From Copeau to Mnouchkine, many leading theatre
practitioners in France have been influenced to varying degrees by

Far Eastern theatre forms. They have applied their Orientalist
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(i.e. filtered) interpretation of these forms to the classics of
the Western theatre, and to the works of Shakespeare in particular.
They have either made trips East or have seen or taught Far Eastern
theatre practices in the West, and have juggled with the theatrical
elements within the event that 1is theatre, and given the
inventiveness and skill of the actor a much more prominent role
than traditional Western theatre allows. The texts or, in
Mnouchkine's case, the plays of Shakespeare, are redeployed in the
event as a tool of equal status to the music, delivery, movement,
lighting and setting. These practitioners, following this
redeployment, have advocated the creation of a form for the
presentation of Western theatre. And thus one automatically is
given to assume that the main purpose of the Orientalist in the
French +theatre 1Is not one which follows Said's definition of
describing and rendering plain the Orient, but is to prise our
Western theatre out of its self-dug textual trench.

Orientalism then could be said to be the cultural context
for the undermining of the text In the theatrical event given that
it 1s 1inspired by the theatres of the Far East which are
intrinsically physical and visually wexciting. The +trend in
twentieth-century French theatre, however, has not seen the
emergence of Orientalism being concomitant with the undermining of
the text. Most of Jouvet's work was testimony to the contrary in
fact, and that of Planchon does not manifest any visible
Orientalist attributes 1In the final analysis, all the while
restoring the classical texts to the French stage.

The undermining of the text basically results from the
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return by practitioners such as Stein, Copeau, Dullin and
Mnouchkine to popular theatre forms. For Copeau and Stein the
popular theatre forms of Europe precluded the total dominance of
the role of the text. Practitioners such as Dullin and more
obviously Mnouchkine sought out the popular theatre forms of
Oriental theatres as well as their simple spectacle value. Popular
theatre styles oppose high drama and it is a supposition,
therefore, that their use on the contemporary stage 1s a deliberate
move to reduce the importance of the text given that pure popular
theatre forms is now obsolete.

The true undermining of the role of the text cannot be seen
sufficiently in productions whose textual basis is fluid anyway and
relies totally on whim, talent and circumstance. Such productions
are what Mnouchkine provided in the mid-seventies, the 'créations
collectives', the text of which cannot be self-deprecating since it
does not exist in the first place. This may only be gauged when a
text is used and when its role i{s readjusted in the event; Mesguich
applied a Derrida-inspired theory to Shakespeare’'s Hamlet which saw
the fragmentation and de- and reconstruction of the original; Stein
saw Shakespeare as a vehicle for his heavily researched
presentation of a socio-historical analysis of the late-
Renaissance; Ronconi used the texts as the basis for scenes of
directorial invention to create a mechanical environment.
Mnouchkine, like her contemporaries, professed great admiration for
Shakespeare's texts, translated them faithfully and accurately and
used them consciously as the basis for experimentalism with form.

She shows a reverential respect for those texts but not to the
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point of excommunicating the other theatrical elements. With Copeau
and particularly Jouvet the textual element of the theatre had
reached its peak and by 1981 Mnouchkine was she seeking to restore
the other elements to the same ‘niveau’.

By returning to Shakespeare after a thirteen year break from
a ‘legitimate’ text, Mnouchkine was neither turning full circle by
returning or seeking recourse to the text, nor was she seeking to
undermine the text still further. 'Les Shakespeare' heralded the
beginning of an attempt to improve the status of all the other
theatrical elements and of the creative invention of the actor.

Most leading practitioners in Europe such as Stein, Chéreau,
Planchon, Ronconi and Mesguich were attempting to varying degrees
and in various ways to achieve the same aim and all sought recourse
to the classics. One cannot go as far as to call them Orientalists,
however. None of them would make that claim. Planchon was much less
affected by the Orient than by Brecht and Artauq. The Orient and
its influence has never manifested itself either on the stages of
Ronconi and Chéreau. They work closely with their designers and
much of their experimentation with form comes from that newly-
forged link. Mnouchkine, however, inspired by the Copeau-Dullin-
Artaud tradition of aiming to cure the ills of European theatre,
sought to improve the status of all the theatrical elements other
than the text, by following the trail to the Orient. Thus her
Shakespeare 1is to prove exceptional amongst the work of her

contemporaries, in its pursuit of Orientalism.
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CHAPTER ONE:

A HISTORY OF THE THEATRE DU SOLEIL

The Thédtre du Soleil does not only have a history, it has
also a pre-history, determined by the student interests,
preoccupations and work of its director, Ariane Mnouchkine.
Significantly Mnouchkine's interests in the Soleil's pre-history
period included both Shakespeare and the Orient yet Mnouchkine's
early career betrayed no great love of the theatre. The cinema
appeared to her an altogether more attractive and inventive medium.
[t was a medium which the Théatre du Soleil eventually embraced in
the nineteen-seventies, one which spawned the theatre's name and
which provided it with the greatest source of production research
and rehearsal methods. Mnouchkine's infatuation with this medium
was by no means an arbitrary one. Her father, Alexandre Mnouchkine,
was the successful producer of such films as Les Parents terribles
(1948> and even two of 1981's biggest box-office successes in
France, Garde & vue and Le Professionnel. It 1s not surprising,
therefore, that as a student, Ariane should spend most of her free
time frequenting the Paris cinemas rather than the theatres.

Mnouchkine's first real contact with the theatre, in a semi-
professional capacity, came not in France, but in England. When
eighteen years old she spent a year studying at Oxford University,
studies which, not by design, were devoted largely to Shakespeare.
Most of her free time, however, was spent working for the Oxford
University Drama Society (OUDS) along with, amongst others, Kenneth

Loach, John McGrath, Patrick Garland and Dudley Moore. It was
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during this time that she made her first semi-professional contact
with Shakespeare in production. The play was Coriolanus, performed
by the OUDS at the Oxford Playhouse in March 1959. It was directed
by Anthony Page, on loan from the Royal Court Theatre as the OUDS
had a policy of employing professional directors for a largely
student cast. Mnouchkine was listed in the programme as Production
Secretary, extra actor and also co-fight arranger together with
Steven Schorr-Kon. Her work in the latter role was singled out by
several of the critics who remarked particularly on the potency of
the crowd control work for which she was responsible. This work
embraced the presentation of military exercises to the less well-
ordered mob scenes. J.C. Trewin remarked that it was "an athletic
night marching, countermarching”.’ Her role in the production of
Coriolanus is further significant in the knowledge of the gestural
and acting styles used in the staging of Shskespeare in France in
the nineteen-fifties and sixties, styles influenced by Brecht,
Artaud, and also by the visiting Far Eastern theatre troupes with
their rituals and acrobatics. It is pointless, however, at this
juncture, to compare the work of the young and inexperlenced
Mnouchkine (on sabbatical in England) with the current trends in
mainstream European stage techniques, particularly those used to
stage the plays of Shakespeare.

There is absolutely no evidence to indicate how much
Mnouchkine was influenced by Shakespeare during her period at
Oxford and, despite her handling a cast of seventy. there is little
to suggest that she was doing anything other than moving two-

dimensional cut-out figures into Interesting patterns in a
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cardboard box, using time-worn, quasi-realistic methods of stage
fighting. Most of the credit one can attribute her in this Instance
is her ability to have recruited and deployed the members of New
College Boat <club as the Volscian Army, an ability which
anticipates her subsequent preoccupation with athletic actors
rather than voice-trained speakers. It is for this reason that her
period at Oxford should be termed her pre-history for not only was
her career decision still in the balance but also because it is
difficult to incorporate her semi-professional work outside France
into the trends and influences of post-war French theatre.
Certainly her 1interest in Shakespeare was nascent during this
period, but that interest owed little or nothing to the French
theatre.

Upon her return to Parils, Mnouchkine enrolled at the
Sorbonne to read Psychology and, determined to pursue her newly
acquired theatrical interests, sought out the University Drama
group. There was only one student theatre group in existence at the
time, however, the ‘Groupe antique’'. The uninspiring name and the
closed ranks of the group prompted her and her friends to set up on
their own. They booked a room at the University and put up a
notice: 'Association Thé&trale des Etudiants de Paris (1'ATEP) -
geme étage'. The success of the assoclation was mixed. Although
during the three years of its existence productions numbered two,
the group attracted the patronage of some notable names in the
French theatre. Roger Planchon, already cited as having a strong
interest In the plays of Shakespeare, was elected Honorary

President. Jean—-Paul Sartre was invited to the inaugural meeting in
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1959 and gave a lecture entitled 'ThéAtre épique et théatre
dramatique’. With the proceeds from the entrance fee to this
lecture, 1'ATEP was able to mount its first production, Noces de
sang by Garcia Lorca in January 1960. Dominique Sérina, one of the
group's founder members, directed and Ariane Mnouchkine was both
administrator and costume and set designer.
[t was not until some eighteen months later, in the summer of
1961, that 1'ATEP was able to mount 1its second production and
Ariane Mnouchkine was able to direct for the first time. The play
was Gengis Khan by Henri Bauchau and was performed at the Arénes de
Lutéce. It marked +the beginning of a long association with
Frangoise Tournafond, costume designer and Jean-Claude Penchenat,
producer. The production demands attention since 1t was
Mnouchkine's first attempt at solo direction, yet the records are
not at all illuminating as regards early indications of a style
which might mark her direction. It is disappointing still to find
at this stage that Mnouchkine was preoccupied with a grid-like
stage plan and little lead figures:
Son livre de régle comporte essentiellement des
indications concernant les mouvements, tels que
assis en 2A, se dirige en 3B, etc.®

Her directions to the actors are similarly simplistic:

...qu'il montre sa colére, qu'il montre qu'il est
content, qu'on l'entende, etc.?

As the Bablets point out, Mnouchkine at this stage troubled little
about the work or the role of the actor {n a production. Her
overall production concept took precedence.

Since the director's function, apart from the conception of
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ideas, 1is largely that of the artisan, little attention need be
paid to these early scribblings in her director’'s notebook. What is
decidedly more useful to the historian Is her interpretation not of
who stood where, moved there, said this, held that, but of the play
as a dramatic whole. Although this is an occidental play, written
by a personal friend of the director and a confirmed Orientalist,
the subject matter 1is Far Eastern and so too was Mnouchkine's
spectacle:

Gengis Khan est un ‘'spectacle': c'est par des

Images qu'Ariane Mnouchkine y montre

l1'extraordinaire présence de la Chine qui, ennemi

héréditaire du conquérant mongol auquel elle est

apparemment assujettie, le dévore et 1'assimile

peu a peu.#
Her choice of play and its production is a tribute not only to her
year of 'Shakespeare studies’' at Oxford, but also to her increasing
preoccupation with Far Eastern culture. The medieval family and
domestic feuds were Shakespearian by nature, although Mnouchkine
did not admit to such associations at the time. Her main concern
was with the presentation and translation to a Western stage of an
alien culture:

Les costumes, trés riches malgré la pauvreté des

moyens (*nous n'avions pas d'argent’, Fr.

Tournafond) sont des signes d'une Chine lointaine

et toute-puissante: 1ls sont travallles a partir

de morceaux de couvertures militaires retaillées,

peintes, patinées puis matelassées et enfin

décorées par des tissus de pacotille offerts par

Bouchara. ®
This procedure of building wup costumes, at first an economic
necessity, became a regular feature of the Thédtre du Soleil,

particularly during the Shakespeare cycle of the 1980s when

costumes were developed at the same time as the characters evolved.



CHAPTER ONE 51

Another feature common in the later work is the suggestion that the
characters might embody non-human qualities:
Oeuvre éminemment poétique, sanguinaire, chaude et
humaine, qui appelait des 1images hautes =n
couleurs ['Il y avalit toute !la Chine & mettre en
scene' (AM)]1, d'ou les costumes trés chamarrés,
les banniéres portées par des acteurs-chevaux
harnachés, etc.*®
Mnouchkine's interest in the Orient was thus evident (in Gengis
Khan) long before she herself embarked on a tour of the Far East to
experience the cultures first hand. By that time the Peking Opera
had already made two recent visits to Paris in 1955 and 1958, and
visits by Japanese Kabuki and Bunraku troupes became more common in
the sixties. And so, at the time when it was becoming more and more
fashionable for directors and companies such as Planchon, Barrault
and the Berliner Ensemble to employ styles and forms similar to
those of Oriental theatres, Mnouchkine embarked on a trip that was
to take her to the Middle East, India, Japan, China, Cambodia and
Korea. The year was 1962 and although 1'ATEP continued presenting
productions of Marivaux and Brecht, National Service obligations,
final examinations, and the now absent Mnouchkine were all
responsible for the breaking-up of the group. It was agreed,
however, before they went their separate ways, that they should
meet two years hence to continue their work.
It is at this peint that the pre-history of Ariane
Mnouchkine and the Thé&tre du Soleil reaches 1ts natural
conclusion. Two dominant features were already beginning to emerge

from their work and the ewperience gained thus far: Shakespeare and

Far Eastern theatre practices. These features emergsd concurrently
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with a similar emergence in the 'legitimate' theatre world; theirs
was not a symptom of it since few, if any, of 1'ATEP's members had
any previous extensive knowledge of the professional theatre.
Although Artaud had begun to make his mark on the consciousness of
the French theatre world, advocating a primeval, virtual theatre
alien to the West, akin to the Orient, it was perhaps due more to
the Far East's, and particularly Japan's, defrosting trips West,
that influenced the theatre directors of the time. Thus the
patronage of Planchon might have had a spiral effect on the
development of Mnouchkine and 1'ATEP along similar lines. This was
the tenuous link which existed between Mnouchkine's company and the
regular theatre world. The aforementioned preoccupations of both
stood on imminently converging paths.

Before travelling to the Far East, Mnouchkine paused in
[taly to work as assistant producer, director and script writer of
a film entitled L'Homme de Rio, which earned her sufficient money
to subsidize her future travels. Here the professional contacts of
her father proved useful. Her travels offered little direct contact
with the theatre except for a brief flirtation with the Kabuk! in
Japan. The overall experience of the culture, however, remained
with her. Upon her return, at the end of 1963, ten former members
of 1'ATEP regrouped and decided to form a theatre community in the
true sense of the word. They were Myrrha and Georges Donzenac,
Martine Franck, Gérard Hardy, Philippe Léotard, Ariane Mnouchkine,
Roberto Moscoso, Jean-Claude Penchenat, Jean-Pierre Tailhade and
Frangoise Tournafond. Many of these members were to remain together

until the Shakespeare cycle in the eighties. These tfen founder
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members formed a ‘'Société Coopérative OQuvriére de Production'
(SCO0P) in May 1964 and each contributed 900 Francs membership fee.
Since it was a co-operative, everyone was to work together. There
was to be no hierarchical structure of roles as in the 'legitimate’
theatre. The roles of administrator, designer and floor-sweeper
were to be assumed by individual company actors with assistance
from the other actors. The idea of a workers' co-operative was a
revolutionary one in the French theatre and would tend to suggest a
left-wing political bias. Their politics did indeed veer to the
Left simply because of France's recent imperialist treatment of
Algeria, rather than out of any deep-seated ideological belief.
Rather than the abbreviated SCOOP, the group decided to call itself
the Théatre du Soleil, a name which was a reaction to the popular
vogue at the time for abbreviations such as TNP (Thédtre National
Populaire) and TEP (Thédtre de 1'Est Parisien). Their choice of
title was acknowledged as a tribute to such film—makers as Max
Ophiils, Jean Renoir and George Cukor. The name's suggestion of
warmth and light was a far cry from the functional abbreviations of
the time. Furthermore, it was perhaps an unconscious allusion to
~the Orient.

Just as no political ideology governed the group, so no
single theatrical philosophy governed style or form. Influences on
style and form did begin to emerge, however. Mnouchkine's love of
the Orient during the lifetime of 1'ATEP had intensified during her
leave of absence. As a group during this pubescent period in the
life of the Théatre du Soleil, they made several trips to the

theatre, one of note being the visit to France in 1965 of the
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Kabuki-za to Barrault's ThéAtre de France. Eastern theatrical forms
were present from the Soleil's inception. During the lifetime of
1*ATEP, invitations had been =sent to teachers from these two
practitioners’ schools to come to meetings. This policy continued
right up to 1967 during which time a link was forged bewteen the
Thédtre du Soleil and the Ecole Jacques Lecoq. This link with the
Lecoq school of mime was strengthened further by Mnouchkine
enrolling herself.

Most of the members of the company during this early period
retained their day jobs and would meet 1in the evenings to
improvise, rehearse and discuss until the early hours of the
morning. Perhaps because she was lucky enough to have rich parents,
Mnouchkine, instead of working, was free during 1966-7 to attend
classes at lLecoq's school. In the evenings she would then teach the
other members of the group what she had herself learned that day,
thereby establishing herself as a teacher, the natural director of
the company. Even though later in the Soleil's development teachers
of theatrical forms such as Kabukl and Kathskall were brought in at
various stages of rehearsal, this period with Lecoq was to be the
only time that Mnouchkine or the Thédtre du Soleil were to have any
direct associations with a 'legitimate’ theatre school.

At the time when Ariane Mnouchkine and the Thédtre du Soleil
were establishing their company and mounting their first
productions, like many other companies before them, commedia
dell'arte, Shakespeare, and Far Eastern theatrical forms figured
highly in their estimation. This young and inexperienced company,

however, did not set out to fuse these three elements. At its
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formation, the Théatre du Soleil had barely the skills of
experience or the financial security to survive the abuse from the
Actors’ Union who accused them of being amateurs treading the
sacred terrain of the professionals. They knew that their proposed
woerkers co-operative had been attempted in the past but, as the
Ministere des Affaires Culturelles willingly pointed out, all
previous attempts had resulted in failure and dissolution. The
Soleil persisted, keeping in mind the aim of France's leading
theatre practitioner of the twentieth century:

En nous référant a 1'exemple de Jacques Copeau,
nous avons décidé de tenter 1'expérience.”

Copeau's aim of a theatrical creation from a collective company was
in the minds of the Thé4dtre du Soleil's founder members, although
at the time his methods, his 1{influences, his styles and
preoccupations were beyond their grasp. To develop along similar
lines demanded experience.

In an idealistically ‘'hippy' frame of mind, the whole
company left Paris for the Ardéche countryside with the belief that
by raising sheep they might earn enough money and have at the same
time the peace and tranquility to rehearse a production which would
subsequently be taken on tour. The starting point in their search
for a suitable play was Chekhov, of whom Mnouchkine was an ardent
admirer, and this led them quite naturally to Maxim Gorky and Les
Petits Bourgeois. The play was a good starting point for a
relatively inexperienced director and group of actors:

Elle trouvait que les personnages simples et bien

typés permettalent un exercice de style & des
comédiens sans beaucoup d'expérience.”
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Two months later they realized the mistake of their self-imposed
lsolation in the country., returned to Paris, auditioned actors and
began rehearsals.

This marked the real starting point of Mnouchkine's career
as a director. She soon came to realize that the position of the
actors on the stage was of relatively little importance. As cited
in Bablet and Bablet, she came to the conclusion that:

La mise en sceéne, c'était les rapports, les états

d' &mes, les états d'esprit, les acteurs, les

acteurs et 1l'espace.®
What marked her change of attitude to direction was not her
experience of Far Eastern theatres but her discovery of the methods
advocated by Stanislavsky. Beginning with lectures on the period of
the play, roles were assigned, characters were analysed, lessons
were followed to develop the actors' physical capabilities and only
after all this did they begin to improvise. This attempt at
psychological realism was something new to the classically trained
actors 1in France at the beginning of the nineteen-sixties and
caused much resentment among those unable to come to terms with the
method. Basically it demanded not only the facility to become
completely obsessed with the character but also by exploring all
possible motivations for actions, gestures and words, demanded a
spirit and ability to create. Mnouchkine found her role not by
telling people what to do and when to do it but by guiding the
improvisations and thus creating a performance style. For this she
was later to borrow from the Berliner Ensemble a title to describe
her function as director: Frobenleiter, 'leader of rehearsals'.

One direct result of Stanislavsky's method and one which was
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an innovation for many of the actors, was the opportunity to create
(or rehearse) in costume and make-up some months before the curtain
went up. Frangoise Tournafond explains why:
I[1 faut que le vétement se fasse au corps. '@
This policy of exploring character obviously had its repercussions.
There was, naturally, a period and a style to begin with as a kind
of framework, but as the work progressed and as the characters and
their actions developed, so did the make-up and the set and the
costumes alter. And so the traditional divisions within the theatre
were broken down. Each member was as much actor as he was designer
or even director. Stanislavsky's method, however, remained the
starting point and mainspring of the co-operative venture and was
central to the future development of Copeau's original aim of
collective creation. Les Petits Bourgeols opened in November 1964
and ran for fifty performances., Its short run had no more than a
ripple effect among the theatre critics but its performance style
was greatly lauded. Claude Olivier wrote in Les Lettres Frangailses
La mise en scéne ne vise jamais a l'effet.?

From the outset, therefore, with the introduction by Mnouchkine of
Stanislavsky's methods to the Théatre du Soleil, the text was
always subservient to the theatrical form.

After the claustrophobic and depressing nature of Les Petits
Bourgeois came a more light-hearted and 'theatrical' project, Le
Capitaine Fracasse, It was to prove a very significant period in
the development of the Soleil's working methods. The novel by
Théophile Gauthier was first taken apart chapter by chapter,

discussed, the situations improvised, recorded and wriften down by
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Ariane Mnouchkine and Philippe Léotard, rehearsed, rewritten and
re-rehearsed. Granted they had a text as their starting point, it
was their first attempt at collective creation.

It was also their first confrontation with the commedia
dell'arte. Both scenario and characters of Le Capitaine Fracasse
are easily identifiable with the commedia, and indeed marked the
beginning of the Soleil's subsequent preoccupation with theatre
within theatre, with its groups of strolling players mirroring the
Soleil members themselves. It also afforded them the opportunity to
learn and develop many theatrical skills, most of which were
uncommon on the French stage at the time; singing, dancing, playing
instruments, music-hall routines, acrobatics and circus techniques.
Only one critic, Gilles Sandier, was astute enough to recognize the
significance of the innovation:

Et ce qui, dans ce spectacle, m'a donné un si vif

plaisir, c'est la justesse d'accent que trouve la

ferveur d'une jeune troupe pour rendre hommage au

théadtre et a son univers fabuleux: Justesse et

ferveur qui sont aussi bien celles de Corneille

dans L'Illusion comique, ou de Renoir & chaque

fois qu'il dit son amour du spectacle (la Commedia

dell'arte dans Le Carrosse d'or, ou le music-hall

dans French Cancan).'*®
It was as much a reaction against the Stanislavskian character
analysis of Les Petits Bourgeois as a celebration of both
themselves and the theatre. Mnouchkine admits that they seemed to
lose most of what they had learned from Stanislavsky, but the loss
was only temporary and the experience of a theatrical festival,
despite the financial disaster, was to become the foundation for

future collective creations such as 1789, 1783 and the film

Moliére. The only problem was to marry the psychological realism of
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Stanislavsky with the festive, celebratory spirit of the theatre.

At first sight, La Cuisine (The Kitchem by Arnold Wesker
would not appear to fit the bill of Stanislavsky's psychological
realism as the characters are not realistically defined, and the
kitchen of a restaurant was not exactly the ideal location for a
celebratory act of theatre. Nevertheless, Mnouchkine raised the
play to fulfil both criteria. First of all she began with the
Stanislavsky method, although this time no roles were assigned but
were passed around from actor to actor. In this way everyone was
able to build up the social environment of the kitchen staff and
then the characters. From this emerged the necessity to visit a
real-life kitchen, not so much in order to establish a
psychological realism but to develop, interpret, imitate and
eventually stylize the movement involved in the everyday work of
the kitchen staff. The ability d(much praised by the critics) of
recreating faithfully the work of a kitchen, although begun through
the Stanislavsky method, was fully realized by Mnouchkine's
introduction to mime and the commedia dell'arte at Lecoq's school
of mime and ‘'expression corporelle'., Perhaps that was the failure
of Le Capitaine Fracasse, the inability of the amateur to explore
fully the potential of the body.

During the rehearsals of La Culsine, Mnouchkine attended
Lecoq's school, and it might be worthwhile at this point to note
some of the features of his method of building character and
scenes. Lecoq began by observing an action and trying to find the
motivation for that action. Then came his analysis, where each

component part of the action was separated from the others and all
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other non-functional components disregarded, 1in other words he
started from a neutral position. Finally came the improvisation
and, in order to avoid realism, he employed masks to force the
actor to become neutral and obey the mask:

At a certain moment the emotions grow, the

characters strengthen, personages are born under

the character mask. Improvisation passes to the

level of creativity. The forms, the styles appear:

from mime to theatre, from Pantomime Blanche to

the commedia dell’arte, from Greek chorus to

tragedy, from gesture to work, from gesture to

music, from gesture to its own self-mockery.'=®
This 1is the only point where the teachings of Stanislavsky and
Lecoq converge: beginning with a neutral ‘state', an état de base,
they analyse environment and actions and eventually develop
character. Stanislavsky's method, though largely improvisatory,
takes the text or the situation as the starting point, whereas
Lecoq believed, 1like Copeau, that words should only appear as a
last resort, when all other means of expression have been
exhausted. Both philosophies were wused +to great effect by
Mnouchkine in La Cuisine; Stanislavsky for character, Lecoq for
mime. But Mnouchkine herself 1is the first to recognize their
ultimate limitations and, indeed, incompatibility:

Dans La Cuisine, nous avons tout le temps deux

couleurs: le réalisme, puls la poésie de ce que

les gens appellent le mime. Chez Shakespeare, 1l y

a toujours trois couleurs; mais nous, la troisiéme

couleur, la tragédie, nous ne l'avons pas encore

trouvée, 4
Although many came just to see the 'tranche de vie' offered by the
mime, the production received great critical acclaim and was

showered with prizes. Their next step amidst the euphoria, was the

quest to find that elusive third colour between the realism and the
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poetry of the mime.

From the Théatre du Soleil's first three productions, there
were already beginning to emerge identifiable performance styles;
the psychelogical realism of Stanislavsky and the neutral mime of
Lecoq which wultimately led to commedia dell'arte. The various
formal methods of training acknowledged by Mnouchkine all follow
similar paths, paths which lead back from Lecoq to Dullin to
Copeau. They had established their company with the latter in mind
and were obviously to follow, if somewhat unconscionably, his
suggestions for repertoire. But the importance of a repertoire
played and still plays second fiddie to the needs of the company to
evolve their theatrical skills and performance styles. From the
intense psychological realism they acquired a working method, a
training for the actor and presented Les Petits Bourgeols. This was
one 'colour'. From the collectively creative celebration of the
theatre in 1its mime, acrobatics and music, they presented Le
Capitaine Fracasse. This was the second ‘colour'. In La C(Cuisine
they were able to combine the two, despite expressing doubts as to
their successful cohabitation on stage.

Mnouchkine's problem was basically to find a play which
might constitute the main element within the theatrical event as a
whole. She was not alone iIn her problem. It was one which had
puzzled many practitioners from Craig to Brook before her. The
solution to the problem was not simply to find a play 'a trois
couleurs', it was to find a ‘dramatic' rather than textual play. Le
Capitaine Fracasse was their own dramatic creation and La Cuisine

came close to this ideal, but just as Copeau had discovered in the
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early part of the century, Shakespeare's plays were dramatic
vehicles in themselves. They were both the text and the drama. They
needed no dramatic superimposition from the director. All they
needed was a body of actors with a well-developed repertoire of
performance skills and languages, who would not interpret roles but
would have their skills constitute the framework for the drama.
Shakespeare and Le Songe d'une nuit d'été (A Midsummer Night's
Dream», therefore, was to be their attempt at acquiring ‘'colour’'
number three.

Throughout the early period of the Thédtre du Soleil, the
members of the company remained in touch with the current trends in
French theatre, though largely ignoring them. They did, however,
acknowledge the importance of their visits to performances by Far
Eastern theatre +troupes, the Berliner Ensemble and Barrault's
production of Jules César. The common feature of the latter two was
the co-existence of Shakespeare and Far Eastern performance styles.
Although by this time, and indeed for some time to come, there was
no interpretation by the Thédtre du Solell of these styles, they
were beginning to develop similar associations between texts and
athletically mimetic forms. When Mnouchkine eventually broached
Shakespeare, she was not only following the example of many
influential directors before her, she was also attempting to
eliminate Jan Kott's main bugbear of the late fifties and early
sixties:

Lorsque le thédtre se fut éloigne de la convention
é4licabéthaine, il perdit tout a la folis le

caractére spectaculaire que Shakespeare lul avait
conféré et le nerf Shakespearien.'®
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By consulting Shakespeare, therefore, with a researched performance
style, Mnouchkine was determined to return to the very source of
the theatre, to find the third ‘couleur’

Riding the tide of both popular and critical acclaim, the
Thédtre du Soleil realised their fourth production in only ten
months. Progressing from La Cuisine to Le Songe d'une nuit d'été (A
Midsummer Night's Dream), however, was more of a jump than a
transition. It was also an enormous gamble. The critical success of
La Cuisine was founded largely on the highly accomplished acting
skills of the company and the facility to perform a ‘tranche de
vie' on stage, but the popular appeal of the play lay with its
disadvantaged protagonists and its dramatization of manual labour.
The fact, too, that the production was taking place in a circus was
no mean contributing factor to the Thédtre du Soleil's achievement
in reaching a whole new audience: the workers' ‘'collectivités'. The
leap to Shakespeare might have been deemed suicidal by possibly
alienating their newly won audience. Not only could a Shakespeare
play seem representative of bourgeois culture in the highly charged
political atmosphere of 1968, it was also foreign. Yet despite the
disadvantages of such a choice, Le Songe was to prove an important
step in the development of the Théatre du Soleil's company
structure, its relationship with the audience, and in its
experimentalism with style, form and the use of the body.

Unlike her contemporaries (Barrault and Planchon Inter alia)
who were experimenting at the <came time with Shakespeare's
histories and tragedies, in the main, Mnouchkine was about to apply

athletically experimental forms, inspired by Far Eastern theatres,
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to Shakespeare's comedies. Not that Mnouchkine's eventual
production of Le Songe was of Far Eastern influence, however. It
was simply non-European. That in itself was an enormous break in
tradition. By 1968 Le Songe d'une nuit d’été had accumulated an
appalling collection of preconceived pre-requisites: Mendelssohn,
nimble fairies and confetti. Even the 1965 Comédie-Francaise
production which had Puck flitting around the stage on his 'Tour de
l1'amour” on a bicycle did little to dispel the visual and aural
delight of a celebration of music and dancing. Only one other
production of Le Songe during the lifetime of the Théatre du
Soleil, in all its embryonic states, is worthy of note. That was
the Thédtre National Populaire's contribution to the Avignon
Festival in July 1959 at the Cour d'Honneur du Palals des Papes, a
venue which would eventually become the occasional home for
Mnouchkine's Shakespeare cycle some twenty-three years later. The
TNP's Jean Vilar was the director of a new translation by Jean-
Louis and Jules Supervielle especially commissioned for the
occasion.

As many directors and spectators of Le Songe might concur,
the play seemed an obvious choice by Vilar for an open air
production in Avignon on a midsummer's night with the real moon
enhancing the play's mystical qualities. The stage, however, was a
typical in-house design of wooden step-like rostra, symmetrically
raked to allow the actors sufficient space to repose and deliver
the text. Around the back of this semi-circular platform realistic
young shrubs were strategically and again symmetrically placed, to

suggest the forest. The court costumes were authentically Athenian
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and, to set the forest dwellers apart, Oberon and Titania were
endowed with foliage-based head-dresses, and Puck had two large
leaves to lend his ears a more devilish appearance. Overall it was
a production which respected previous performance traditions with
its music and dancing and ite pre-Kott, naive and rather benign
notion of love. Both the production and the translation were very
much in the minds of the Théatre du Soleil troupe when they
commenced rehearsals in 1967, as a theatrical devil's advocate, if
little else.

Although Mnouchkine and the ThéAtre du Soleil developed
their own textual interpretation of Le Songe, the translation and
adaptation of which was attributed to Philippe Léotard, they
acknowledge as their starting point two major previous
translations, those of Hugo and the Supervielles. But as Léotard
himself admits, after the essentially physical lessons in acting
during their previous production, La Cuisine, it appeared to be an
impossible task then to jump to the most literary and poetic of
texts and remain faithful to it:

Une traduction, c'est toujours une trahison, 1'on

doit choisir, sacrifier certaines parties pour la

compréhension de 1l'ensemble.'#®
Nevertheless, 1t wasn't simply a question of carefully selected
excisions which had to be made to avoid such a betrayal when they
came to rehearsals of the Supervielle text. The Bablets refer not
only to the speech difficulties which the actors encountered with
the text but also to a complete lack of sympathy with its fairy-
tale superficiality:

La troupe a commencé a répéter sur la traduction de
Jules Supervielle; trop littéraire, les comediens
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ne peuvent pas la 'mettre en bouche'. On dépouille

le texte de ses 'joliesses' au goOt de 1'époque;

toutes les nilaiseries sont gommées au profit du

fantastique; plus de fées, mais des hommes et leurs

fantasmes concrétisés par des demi-dieux, des étres

de chair et de sang.'”
The troupe's intention was not just to strip away the niceties of
the translation it was also to strip away the swaddling faliry-tale
qualities of a century or more's interpretation.

Mnouchkine's desire for the characters of the play to become
real people 'de chair et de sang' was evident from the outset.
Determined not to play the mechanicals in a patronizing and
therefore deprecating manner, she decided to rename them. Out went
the catchy nicknames of the Supervielle text such as Lecoin,
Vavette, Gateboils, Marmiteux, Tubulure and Famélique, names which
were even more fantastical and fairy-like than Hugo's nineteenth-
century version. In their place she adopted new fore- and surnames;
Pierre Lecoince, Nicolas Bouton, Richard Palafitte, Alexandre
Snoute, Clovis Etoupille and Marcel Pipistrel. These somewhat
clownish versions were complemented by the Greek Demetrios and
Lysandros, and all were names which, 1f not entirely realistic,
were at least humanized.

If anything, the Supervielle translation was even more
poetic than f{ts nineteenth-century counterpart. Several examples
are necessary to see how the lines were unable to 'fit in’
Mnouchkine's actors' mouths. Héléna, for instance, extolling in
Jealousy the virtues of her rival Hermia, 1is translated literally

from the English by Hugo:

Vos yeux sont des étoiles polaires; le doux son de
votre voix - est plus harmonieux que ne l'est pour
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le berger le chant de 1'alouette.
Supervielle, however, substitutes this with a more emotive

vocabulary:

Vos yeux sont des étoiles polaires et le doux

gazouillis de votre voix est plus mélodieux que

1'alouette & 1'oreille du berger.'®
This comparison is a mere indication of Supervielle ‘'dressing up’
the whole text. Hugo's translation was Supervielle's consultative
document and, although adopting a prose style, his deviations from
Hugo's version are restricted largely to vocabulary and points of
style. In other words he created a more beautiful and poetic text.
Titania, 1likewise, 1Is embued with a different vocabulary which
renders her speech slightly more archaic:

Pourquoi reviens-tu donc par ici du fin fond des

escarpements de 1'Inde? Parce que, pardl, cette

trépidante Amazone...'?®
Here 'escarpements' replaces Hugo's simple ‘cdtes' and ‘pardi‘' the
more up-to-date ‘sans nul doute'. Yet despite Supervielle's
tendency to poeticize, the text has a most distinctive twentieth-
century flavour, especially during the mechanicals' scene, made no
more evident when Tubulure <(Flute) laments Navette's (Bottom's)
non-appearance:

S'il ne vient pas, la piece est fichue.=°
What 1{s obvious in Supervielle's interpretation is that only the
mechanicals should utter slang in a translation which heightens
even more the poetic qualities of the courtiers' speech.

Lest this appear too disparaging an attack on the

artificiality of this translation and entire production, {t Iis

important to realize that {t was the product of a received
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interpretation, not only of theatre practitioners but of their
regular patrons as well. The Thé&tre du Soleil had, of course, no
such established 'clientéle' and it was a tribute to the importance
of Supervielle's trancslation and Vilar's production that theirs was
the first translation used by the Soleil in rehearsals, even though
it was later to be maligned and eventually discarded. It did leave
its mark, however. Hugo's translation originally dispensed with the
act divisions and substituted eight scene divisions instead,
divisions which were constructed around the periods when the
characters are asleep on stage. Supervielle went one step further.
He refused any divisions at all, implying, therefore, that the play
should be performed in one complete sequence. This was the legacy
which was to be adopted by the Théédtre du Solell nine years later.

Even though there is no reliable test of public opinion, it
is clear that Mnouchkine's rejection of the traditional approach to
Le Songe was warmly received by the critics. Gilles Sandier in
Thédtre et Combat writes:

Fini le bric-a-brac habituel et ennuyeux de la

féerie de carton-pdte laissant échapper toute

poésie.=?

Renée Saurel, writing in Les Temps Modernes, concurs:

Le Songe a toujours été vidé de sa violence, affadi
et édulcoré, ==

We can thus interpret from both critics that previous productions
of the play were perhaps the biggest single case for the play not
being performed at all. This was especially true of Shakespeare's
comedies since it had become the tendency to treat them as

lightweight farces. What those productions had omitted was the
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fundamental acknowledgement of there being a violent undercurrent
running through the relationships of all sets of lovers. The
ability to see the play in chiaroscuro, in its darkness as well as
its lightness, was being called for This ability which Sandier
demands in the initial preparation of Shakespeare in translation:

Il fallait surtout (c'est toujours le probléme pour

Shakespeare) un texte qui ne trahit pas 1'étrange,

complexe et noire préciosité de Shakespeare.'?
The adjectives complex and dark are not used lightly given
Sandier’'s previous experience of Le Songe prior to 1968. The
problems with most Shakespeare productions, apart from those on the
Copeau to Mnouchkine trail of experimentalism in theatrical forms,
was that the comedies had never broken the mould of nineteenth-
century Romanticism, the period which witnessed the explosion of
Shakespeare on the French stage. These were the two sides of the
coin to productions of Shakespeare. On the one hand there were the
radical, experimental, non-European in 1Influence, and highly
athletic theatrical forms, and on the other hand was all the
paraphernalia of the proscenium arch, gauzes, flowers and
artificial grass. The latter became almost a kind of Romantic
'bienséance’ 1in the theatre, and Shakespeare's pastoral comedies,
it appeared, offered little hope of wiping the slate clean. This is
not to say that attempts were being made by less ‘experimental’
practitioners to liven up the jaded production history of the
comedies such as Le Songe. The 1965 production at the Comédie-
Frangaise, already mentioned, dispelled its rather jaded
reputation, as Sandier points out:

Invention farcesque, gags un peu fortement assénes,
grosses flicelles et rire franc. Jazz, cirque,
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music-hall, danseuses de cabaret, vélos

acrobatiques, quelque chose comme  Shakespeare

Follies. =4
Why not? Sandier goes on. The stage came to life but the play
seemed to have been forgotten wunder the weight of directorial
imposition.

L'adapteur habituel de Fabbri avait ficelé sur le

canevas du Songe un texte gros, sommaire, facile,

simple matiére & dréleries, sur lequel la vieille

Maison s'amusait...=*%
Far from dispelling the tinsel and fairy-lights image of the play,
the Comédie-Frangaise had created a new kind of artificiality of
cheap gags and music-hall farce. No theatre practitioner before
Mnouchkine in 1968 had agreed with Jan Kott, or indeed translated
to the stage the conception of Le Songe as a world ‘'tout a la fois
cruel et incompréhensible, il se moque des sentiments, 11 est
atroce et ambigu’.=%

As with most of the Théatre du Soleil's repertoire, the
decision to produce Le Songe d'une nuft d'été was at Mnouchkine's
instigation. In some degree she saw 1t as a complement to La
Cuisine, believing that the two fundamental factors governing man's
activity were work and love. The world of work was explored in
Wesker's play, and it was now time to turn to the domain of love.
There is no question that Kott's Shakespeare, notre contemporain
was responsible for the reappralsal of Le Songe in France and, as
it transpires, Mnouchkine was the disciple prepared to put his
theories into practice, although she would never admit to it. This

was to be the only occasion when dramatic criticism was to

condition the work of the Théatre du Soleil
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In the programme to the Soleil's production, Kott's theory
of Le Songe is expounded:
Le Songe d'une nuit d'été est la plece la plus

sauvage, la plus violente dont on puisse réver. Un
fabuleux bestiaire des profondeurs dont le sujet

n‘est rien moins que ce 'Dieu furieux' qui
sommeille dans le coeur des hommes. Tout y est
direct, brutal, r'naturel’'. Aucune féerie, aucun

mervellleux, mais du fantastique avec ce que le
fantastique a de vénéneuse angoisse, de terreur.

This interpretation is part Freudian as well. It affirms a belief
in the liberation of the subconscious and the release of the
subsequent elemental powers; in other words it is psycho-
analytical. When translated to the stage, the most obvious
theatrical interpretation would be a surreal one. Kott even goes as
far as to suggest certain images of Bosch. Mnouchkine was ready to
bring out the animal in man which is the main undercurrent of all
the trials and tribulations of the lovers, but above all her aim
was to rescue the play from its nineteenth-century Romantic clutter
and bring it up to date for a contemporary audience; playing on the
subconscious was consequently part and parcel of playing to a
contemporary audience.
Kott's appeal to the Théltire du Soleil was also his
practical sense, advocating the use of a distinct theatrical form
for the presentation of Le Songe: commedia dell'arte
Ce Puck n'est pas seulement ce lutin espiegle de la
légende. Il est également 1'Arlequin de la commedia
dell'arte. Pourtant, le véritable Arlequin est un
diasble.=7

It was a theatrical form which Copeau had already been advocating

for Shakespeare's comedies in the early part of the twentieth

century but which few other directors had heeded. It was also the
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form which Mnouchkine had been studying at Lecoq's school and which
she had been teaching to the other members of her company.
Nevertheless, when it came to it, her production was not commedia-
inspired.

A corporeal production of an unspecific nature was the goal,
in an attempt to humanize the play. It proved to be successful as a
production concept but a mistake for the company as a ‘Société
Coopérative’. Despite the fact that the Soleil was a co-operative
venture which granted equal status to all its members, and in part
a theatre school, two classical dancers, Germinal Casado and Ursula
Kibler, the former being a member of the Béjart ballet company,
were drafted in to assume the roles of Obéron and Titania, It was a
brave step when one considers that neither dancer had delivered
lines on stage before. But this was a foretaste of the Soleil's
working methods with the text: the physicality of the actors was to
dominate the poetry. But rather than super-imposing the dancing
skills onto the established Shakespearian text, the latter was
reduced to being simply another element in the whole theatrical
event.

After the 1initial fallure to come to terms with the
Supervielle translation, Shakespeare was discarded completely.
Instead the character-types in Le Songe were used as a starting
point for improvisatory mask work which established the physical
dimensions and limitations of those character-types. This was one
of the two 'couleurs' mentioned in the Introduction. The second
‘couleur' was the establishment of character itself following the

methods of Stanislavsky's psychological realism, already tested in
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Les Petits Bourgeois. The two professional dancers were brought in
and gradually the text was assimilated into the rehearsal process,
not as a fait accompli, but rather as a tool to develop the skills
of the actors in much the same way as they had done with Le
Capitaine Fracasse; textual inspiration, improvisation, re-writing,
improvisation and more re-writing. For the first time on the French
stage Le Songe d'une nuit d'été was not translated or even
interpreted. In much the same way as each of the elements in
Mnouchkine's production, the text evolved.

The other theatrical elements were undergoing the same
process of evolution simultaneously. The music which accompanied
the recitation of the text was revoluticnary in its disrespect for
tradition, as Jacques Nichet points out:

Sans parler de Mendelssohn, nous sommes loin de
1'évocation d'un monde merveilleux par des choeurs

-

d'enfants-lutins, dans 1'opéra de Britten.=®
The musical element was again not an accomplished piece imposed on
the production, but evolved during the course of rehearsals. The
composers, Jacques Lasry and Bernard Baschet, followed the actors
throughout rehearsals, watching the <characters develop and
assigning to each character or character-type or even mood, a
sound, a vibration, and sometimes an instrument. Consequently the
'orchestra' was not at all conventional, many sounds having to be
created by non-musical instruments. The music not only complemented
the characters, their moods and their actions, it also became the
characters® third voice. The spoken word was the first and most
obvious voice, the body was the second means of expression, and the

music, his objective third. As most of the critice differ in their
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Interpretation of the music, ranging from South American, to
Indian, African and Far Eastern, the musical composition achlieved
on one level the production’'s global aim of liberating the locality
of the play.

Having liberated the audience's aural perception of the play
according to the production's general working method of evolution,
the visual liberation of the spectacle was eventually achieved
along similar lines but with much greater difficulty. Because
Mnouchkine, in her attempt to achieve a degree of psychological
realism from as early as possible in rehearsals, required the
actors to be in costume from the outset, it came about that as
characters were developing, an initial set of costumes had to be
discarded, and a new set created at enormous expense. This lack of
concern for financial restrictions on the production budget led to
a serles of similarly ambitious set designs. The original
conception of the set was of an African troplical forest which in
some way might come to life.

Pour le sol, dit R.Moscoso, le décorateur, j'ai

travaillé sur 1'idée d'un sol mouvant - mousse qui

respire - fourrure de fauve qui respire. J'al

trouvé comment la réaliser, j'ai fait une maquette

avec une mécanique légeére,=?
But the moss, though living, was reminiscent of the artificial
grass and trees common to previous interpretations. The rehearsals
continued with the actors working on human representations of
animals and eventually the idea of a stage surface was conceived:
beige and brown goatskins, twelve hundred of them stitched together

to cover the entire arena of the Cirque Médrano. The backdrop was a

semi-circular curtain made of strips of wood which acted as a
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filter for the shimmering moon behind. ?®
The final design for the costumes was equally daring as

Frangoise Tournafond, explains:

Pour les gens de cour, pantalon et tunique blancs

inspirés de ceux de la classe ouvriére du XIX~* s.,

avec quelques rouges vifs soulignés par le

maquillage.=?
The costumes were a mixture of what was within the realm of the
audience's actual experience, such as blue jeans and hippy beads,
combined with the foreign, the unknown and therefore, the
fantastical: the Hindu costumes and the Amazons dressed as Aztec
chieftains. Both the real and the fantastical were fused by way of
the arrangement of the stage and the auditorium, united by the
uniform goatskin and thereby fusing the reality and the unreality
of the myth of theatre. And similarly, as Jacques Nichet points
out, there was no unbridgeable gulf between the fantastical world
of the play and the physical and practical limitations of the set,
a gulf so often created by an abundance of artificiality:

[l n'y a plus de distance factice entre contenu et

contenant, entire le plateau et le jeu de

construction des practicables, entre 1'espace réel

de la scéne et l'espace du monde imaginaire.?=
By breaking down the barriers between ’'scéne' and 'salle' and
between a fantasy world and its physical representation, Mnouchkine
had finally managed to nail the lid on the coffin of nineteenth-
century illusionism.

The play began with an emphasis on the violence referred to

in the programme: 'la piéce la plus sauvage, la plus violente dont

on puisse réver'. Egée warns his daughter of the penalty for
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disobeying him and Thésée reminds Hippolyta, renamed in this
production La Reine Amazone, of how he conquered her:
Hippolyta, «c'est avec mon épée que je t'ai
courtisée. En te faisant violence, j'ai conquis ton
amour, =
Mnouchkine abolished from the outset any picture of civilization
and order and established one of rule by force. But of course the
lovers embark of a moonlit elopement from this rule by force and
unleash instead forces of an elemental nature. Puck, shirtless,
delighted In the sensual pleasure of rolling in the grass, or in
this case on the goatskin, as 1if wrapping himself in a cloak of
animalism, dispelling the myth of him being just a naughty or even
devilish schoolboy. Instead of writhing on the goatskin, Titania's
animalistic desires were made evident in the scene with Bottom and
the ass's head; her manifest love for the ass defied nature yet was
portrayed ac being sensually natural. Jacques Nichet explains:
L'interprétation du Théétre du GSoleil évite de
traduire comiquement cette rencontre de la reine et
de 1'8ne, animal plus terrifiant que dréle si 1'on
se rappelle qu'au Moyen Age et a la Renalssance,
il symbolise la ©puissance sexuelle la plus
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