CRUELTY, ARTAUD and ABSURDISM

Madman, genius, poet, actor, director, playwright and theatre theoretician, the name of Antonin Artaud (1896-1948) is indelibly etched in the annals of dramatic history as a seminal influence upon the playwrights whose works critic Martin Esslin has termed the ‘Theatre of the Absurd’.  Influenced by the works of Isodore Lucien Ducasse, aka the Compte de Lautreamont, Alfred Jarry, Guillame Apollinaire, Jean Cocteau, the Dadaists and Surrealists, August Strindberg and, importantly, the rituals and hieroglyphic costume and gestures of Balinese theatre, Artaud’s concepts of theatre crystallized during the ‘30s into what he termed the ‘Theatre of Cruelty’. Like Van Gogh, with whom he strongly identified and for whom he wrote Van Gogh, the Man Suicided by Society, his was a tortured existence in which his genius, though recognised by his peers, was so far in advance of public sensibilities that he was unable to attract funding to make manifest the contents of his manifestos. Though he lived only two years after his release from nine years (1937-1946) in various asylums for the insane, his ideas nonetheless impacted upon the development of avant-garde theatre through the works of ‘Absurdist’ playwrights Arthur Adamov, Samuel Beckett, Eugene  Ionesco, and Jean Genet.

Already a poet steeped in the symbolist poetry of Rimbaud, Nerval and Baudelaire, Artaud moved to Paris in 1920 where he was introduced to two distinct but interconnected funnels of influence: Andre Breton and the Parisian dadaist and surrealist circles and Theatre de l’Oeuvre director Aurelien-Marie Lugne-Poe (Stoppelman & Hardmeier, 2000, pps.5; 9-10). From Breton, if not before, Artaud would have become familiar with Les Chants de Maldoror, the savagely irreverent outpourings of Isodore Ducasse, revered by the surrealists for his infamous simile ‘beautiful as a chance meeting upon a dissecting table of a sewing machine with an umbrella’ (Ernst, 1948, p.21). Of this work, Chris Will, curator of Boijmans Van Beuningen Museum, which holds editions illustrated by surrealist artists Salvador Dali and Rene Magritte, has this to say:

Rife with bombastic cliches, crazy Homeric epithets, absurd comparisons, unexpected banalities and pseudo-profundities… often resorting to extreme parody, grotesquerie and burlesque, cynicism and black humour…[Les Chants de Maldoror] is a swingeing onslaught on and total invalidation of Western society, the social system, institutions and ideologies (2001, p.1).

From the surrealists too, but more influentially from Lugne-Poe, Artaud learnt of Alfred Jarry and his dramatic persona, the macabre and vicious Pere Ubu immortalized in Jarry’s Ubu cycle. Lugne-Poe had directed the first production of Ubu Roi in 1896, coincidentally the year Artaud was born, and it was he who introduced Artaud to the theatre. Artaud began to study acting with Firmin Gemier, who had played the first Ubu (Deak, 1977, p.346).  Both Maldoror and Pere Ubu were immensely cruel figures (Maldoror couples with his soul-mate, a female man-eating shark) who mirror and magnify the worst excesses of human behaviour and whose characterization was intended to act as a purgative for its reader/audience (Zimmerman, 1977, p.510; Grossman, 1967, p.476). Their considerable influence is reflected in Artaud’s choice of nomenclature for his revolutionary theatrical theories.

Contained within Artaud’s collection of essays, letters and manifestos, written during the thirties but published as The Theatre and its Double in 1938, are an essay likening the theatre to the plague, and an essay on ‘the alchemical theatre’. From both of these treatises, it is clear that the intention of Artaud’s ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ was to induce a cathartic effect upon its audience, similar to the exquisite but excruciating exultation induced at the lancing of a boil. Cruelty, like the plague, ‘is to generate a collective crisis which enables the theatre to cauterise what Artaud described as the gigantic moral and social abscesses of a civilisation in perdition,’ writes Demaitre (1972, p.245). Demaitre draws parallels between the five phases of alchemical ritual and Artaudian dramaturgy, identifying Artaud’s concept of cruelty with the mortificatio of alchemical tradition, the necessary but ‘terrible process of destruction and mortification as a preamble to resurrection’ (p. 244).

The action of the theatre, like that of plague, is beneficial, for, impelling men to see themselves as they are, it causes masks to fall, reveals the lie, the slackness, the baseness, and hypocrisy of our world… and in revealing to collectivities of men their dark power, their hidden force, it invites them to take, in the face of destiny, a superior and heroic attitude they would never have assumed without it (Artaud, 1958, pps. 31-32).

Brustein adds that its function is to ‘purge the spectator of those bloody impulses he usually turns on others in the name of patriotism, religion or love…’ (1970, p.370).

The ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ was to be a metaphysical theatre; a predominantly non-verbal theatre which surrounded the audience and whose language comprised ‘music, dance, plastic art, pantomime, mimicry, gesticulation, intonation, architecture, lighting and scenery’; a theatre which invested signs, gestures and attitudes with ideographic value to form the hieroglyphs of a ‘poetry in space’ (Artaud, 1958, pps.92; 89-90; 96; 68-73; 39-40). Only

by seizing upon what is communicative and magnetic in the principles of all the arts can we, by shapes, sounds, music and volumes, evoke… states of an acuteness so intense and so absolute that we sense, beyond the tremors of all music and form, the underlying menace of a chaos as decisive as it is dangerous (ibid, pps.50-51).

Alongside the works of Ducasse and Jarry, Artaud also drew upon the legacy of Cocteau’s Parade, performed by the Ballet Russe in 1917, with choreography by Leonid Massine, set design by Picasso and score by Eric Satie, and the poet Apollinaire’s play Les Mamelles de Tiresias: performed in the same year, both were described in program notes by Apollinaire as sur-realist, who is attributed with having thus coined the term (McFarland, undated, para. 9; Bohn, 1977, p.203). According to Bohn, Apollinaire’s 

surrealism consists of two components: 1) surprise and 2) analogical parallels to reality… [Les Mamelles de Tiresais is] an intricate network of analogical parallels and an equally complex system of different forms of surprise (1977, p. 201).

Bohn quotes Apollinaire on surrealism: ‘When man wished to imitate walking, he created the wheel – which does not resemble a leg.’ He comments, ‘Thus Apollinaire’s surrealism is depicted, finally, as an art which is to nature as the wheel is to the leg’ (ibid, p.203). His comparison foreshadows Artaud’s call for ‘animated hieroglyphics’ (Wellwarth, 1965, p.23), metaphysical symbols conveyed through the stage language of signs.

In theatre, Cocteau found an outlet for his many talents and, though denied vehemently by Breton (Peters, 1987, pps.80-81), his undoubtedly surrealist inclinations. Artaud’s concept of ‘poetry in space’ can be seen as a development of Cocteau’s ideas on theatre, his preference for what he termed ‘poetry of the theatre’ over ‘poetry in the theatre’.   ‘Poetry in the theatre is a delicate lace, impossible to see at a distance. Poetry of the theatre should be a coarse lace, a lace of ropes, a ship at sea’ he wrote in the Preface to Les Maries de la Tour Eiffel (1922), adding that ‘The Wedding can have the frightening appearance of a drop of poetry seen under a microscope’ (Levitt, 1993, p.364). Cocteau’s penchant for spectacular and startling sets and costume design, his call for a ‘new spirit’ of experimentation in ‘the fantastic, the dance, acrobatics, the mime, satire, music and the spoken word’ (Cocteau, quoted by Levitt, 1993, p.366) are all echoed in Artaud’s crusade for a ‘Theatre of Cruelty’. 

Cocteau was vilified by Breton and his surrealist stalwarts when in his most theatrically productive phase, from 1917 to the end of the 20’s (when he discovered film), through Breton’s jealousy and homophobia (Peters, 1987, pps.80-81): Artaud, too, came to an angry and raucous parting of the ways with them (Cohn, 1964, p. 160) when attempting to produce professional surrealist theatre with fellow surrealist excommunicate Roger Vitrac. Undeterred, in 1927, together with Vitrac, he formed  the ‘Theatre Alfred Jarry’ (Esslin, 1973, p.331) with an inaugural program consisting of a one act play by Artaud, Upset Stomach or The Mad Mother and Vitrac’s Les Mysteres de l’amour under Artaud’s direction. Vitrac described this afterwards as ‘an ironical work which renders concrete on stage the disquiet, double solitude, dissembled criminal thoughts and eroticism of lovers’ (quoted in Matthews, cited in Auslander, 1980, p.367). Vitrac expresses Artaud’s attitude towards theatrical language in a dialogue between Patrice and The Author:

THE AUTHOR: Your words make everything impossible, my friend.

PATRICE: Then make a theatre without words.

THE AUTHOR: Have I ever wanted to do anything else? (Esslin, 1973, p.332).  

The sets were comprised of surrealist paintings: one scene simultaneously represented a dining car, the seashore, a railway station, a drapers shop, a hotel hall and the main square of a provincial town (ibid.). Artaud realized in this production what would become one of the tenets of his ‘Theatre of Cruelty’; the fourth wall was disregarded, the ‘safe’ audience space surrounded and violated by the unexpected sequences of dream (Auslander, 1980, p.364). ‘For the first time, a real dream was realized on stage’, claimed Vitrac (quoted in Matthews, cited in Auslander, 1980, p.367). 

Artaud pursued his fascination with interiority, with the unconscious and subconscious realm of dream’s blithe defiance of logic and mundanity, its symbolic and archetypal constituency by directing Strindberg’s A Dream Play the following year. Strindberg wrote of this play:

Time and space do not exist. On a slight groundwork of reality, imagination spins and weaves new patterns made up of memories, experiences, unfettered fancies, absurdities and improvisations. The characters are split, double and multiply; they evaporate, crystallize, scatter and converge (quoted in Esslin, 1973, p. 305).

Strindberg’s play melds the hero’s mental states, his dreams and obsessions with the stage space in a masterful feat of Expressionist subjectivity (Esslin, 1973, pps. 304-305), feeding Artaud’s fevered but fertile mind with fresh inspiration.

Vitrac and Strindberg fertilise the soil prepared by Ducasse, Jarry, Apollinaire and Cocteau, but the planting of the seed which germinated into Artaud’s vision of the ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ occurred at a viewing of a Balinese dance troupe at the Colonial Exhibition of 1931 (Esslin, 1973, p.334). Artaud noted that 

through the labyrinth of their gestures, attitudes, and sudden cries, through the gyrations and turns which leave no portion of the stage space unutilised, the sense of a new physical language, based upon signs and no longer upon words, is liberated (1958, p.54).

And that language is a spiritual language: ‘We are watching a mental alchemy which makes a gesture of a state of mind,’ he comments, a ‘sign language of spiritual gestures which measure, prune, fix, separate and subdivide feelings, states of soul, metaphysical ideas’ (ibid. p.66). The spectacle of a space that speaks, manikins and masks sanctioned as verbal images, coded and choreographed hieroglyphs comprised of ten thousand and one expressions, emotive attitudes and evocative gestures of The Theatre of Cruelty, (First Manifesto) (Artaud, 1958, pps.89-100) are attributable to his epiphany at the Balinese ballet - an infusion of oriental spice into the occidental avant-garde theatrical chai Artaud was already steeped and participating in. 

Artaud’s only production under the banner of the ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ was The Cenci, in 1935. It was a commercial disaster, leaving him unable to find backers for other ventures, which in turn contributed to the decline in his mental health that led to his nine year confinement (Esslin, 1960, p.9-10).  He died of cancer only two years after his release, yet his influence over the playwrights of the next fifteen years was profound. In this period, Cohn states, ’a theatre of cruelty has dominated the French avant-garde stage. In this theatre, metaphysics re-enters the minds of the audience through its skin, as Artaud wished’ (1964, p.161). She is speaking of the dramatic diversions of ‘Theatre of the Absurd’, dominated by its ‘big four’ playwrights, Adamov, Ionesco, Beckett, and Genet who each, variously, draw inspiration from aspects of Artaud’s oeuvre. 

Arthur Adamov knew Artaud, and began dramatic writing in 1947, the year after helping effect Artaud’s release from incarceration in the Rodez Asylum for the Insane. Adamov’s early work bears the hallmarks of the ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ credo: he defined his first play, Parodie, as ’the projection into the world of sensations of states of mind and images that constitute its hidden content’ (Adamov, quoted in Esslin, 1973, p.74). The absurdity and meaninglessness of the characters lives are conveyed in the language of gesture through a ‘mechanical rigidity in bearing, action and speech’ (Lynes Jr, 1954, p.51). In his third play, ‘La Grande et le Petit Manoeuvre’, based on a terrifyingly vivid dream, Adamov pursues the ‘growth of gesture in its own right’ (quoted in Esslin, 1973, p.79) to express the cruelty implicit in his perception of the human condition. ‘The sense of cosmic cruelty that appears in Adamov’s work is accompanied and balanced in most cases by a narrower, specifically human type of cruelty’ comments Wellwarth (1965, p.28-29), adding critical observation to Adamov’s own acknowledgement of his perceptual and theatrical debt to Artaud. 

If Adamov arrives at the absurd though interiority expressed in the language of action, Ionesco arrives there through the dramatisation of banality, using cliché and caricature to parody the ‘…tragic spectacle of human life reduced to passionless automatism through bourgeois convention and the fossilization of language…’ (Esslin, 1973, p.112). His blend of ‘oneiric strangeness with quotidian familiarity’ (Cohn, 1964, p.164) is a shock tactic designed, by confronting the audience with ‘the commonplace in its full horror’ (Ionesco, quoted by Esslin, 1973, p.115), to disrupt its complacency and conformism. Ionesco’s theatre attempts Artaudian alchemy through the injection of absurdity into the every-day.

Though neither Beckett nor Genet swam in the surrealist stream of theatrical consciousness, both summons the spirit of Artaud in their exposition of the innate, Sisyphean cruelty of the human drive to find meaning in a senseless, deity-deprived universe through a theatre purified of sociology, psychology and photography. Though Beckett’s mise-en-scene is as sparse as Genet’s is lavish, the theatre of both playwrights manifest Artaud’s intentions through their acute self-consciousness (Cohn, 1964, p.163-164). Beckett’s characters are alone in a disintegrating or disintegrated society, where action is reduced to inertia and language to ‘its smallest denominator’ (Fisher & Roberts, undated, paras. 20, 26), confronting their metaphysical terror of the existential abyss and conferring it upon their audience. Genet’s theatre is saturated with savagery, ritual and ceremony, an ‘alchemical, primitive, messianic theatre’ (Brustein, 1970, p.377) in which cruelty, exhalted, becomes exorcist. 

One can only dream of an art that would be a profound web of symbols capable of speaking to the audience a language in which nothing is said but everything is portended…

he wrote in a 1954 foreward to The Maids (quoted in Brustein, 1970, p.378), channelling Artaudian concepts of theatre, of metaphor and metamorphosis, to a post-war Parisian public.

The ‘Theatre of the Absurd’ resonates and reflects the existential anguish of the individual enmeshed in a cruel and senseless society, and in so doing, performs the purgative function of Artaud’s ‘Theatre of Cruelty’. As Esslin puts it, 

‘…if we realize the basic absurdity of most of our objectives we are freed from being obsessed with them, and this release expresses itself in laughter’ (1960, p.13). With the cutlass of cruelty, comedy is carved from tragedy, and theatre becomes a catalyst for catharsis. Guicharnaud (quoted in Brustein, 1970, p. 363) has commented that Artaud belonged to ‘that breed of seers who leave trails of fire behind them as they pass through this world’. The ‘Theatre of the Absurd’ playwrights echo Cocteau’s sentiments when asked what he would take with him if his house was burning down. He replied, ‘I’d take the fire’ (Peters, 1987, p. 5).
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