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THE THEATRE OF CRUELTY

First Manifesto

We cannot continue to prostitute the idea of theatre whose only
value lies in its agonising magic relationship to reality and danger,

Put in this way, the problem of theatre must arouse universal
attention, it being understood that theatre, through its physical
aspect and because it requires spatial expression (the only real one
in fact) allows the sum total of the magic means in the arts and
words to be organically active like renewed exorcisms. From the
foregoing it becomes apparent that theatre will never recover its
own spéciﬁc powers of action until it has also recovered its own
language,

That is, instead of harking back to texts regarded as sacred and
definitive, we must first break theatre’s subjugation to the text and
rediscover the idea of a kind of unique language somewhere in
between gesture and thought.

We can only define this language as expressive, dynamic spatial
potential in contrast with expressive spoken dialogue potential.
Theatre can still derive possibilities for extension from speech
outside words, the development in space of its dissociatory, vibra-
tory action on our sensibility. We must take inflexion into account
here, the particular way a word is pronounced, as well as the visual
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Janguage of things( audible, sound language aside), also movement,
attitudes and gestures, providing their meanings are extended,
their features connected even as far as those signs, making a kind
or alphabet out of those signs. Having become conscious of this
spatial language, theatre owes it to itself to organise these shouts,
sounds, lights and onomatopoeic language, creating true hieroglyphs
out of characters and objects, making use of their symbolism and
interconnections in relation to every organ and on all levels.

Therefore we must create word, gesture and expressive meta-
physics, in order to rescue theatre from jts human, psychological
prostration. But all this is of no use unless a kind of real metaphysi-
ca] temptation, invoking certain unusual notions, lies behind such
an effort, for the latter by their very nature cannot be restricted or
even formally depicted. These ideas on Creation, Growth and
Chaos are all of a cosmic order, giving us an initial idea of a field
now completely alien to theatre. They can create a kind of thrill-
ing equation between Man, Society, Nature and Objects.

Anyhow, there is no question of putting metaphysical ideas
directly on stage but of creating kinds of temptations, vacuums,
around these ideas. Humour and its anarchy, poetry and its sym-
bolism and imagery, give us a kind of primary idea of how to
channel the temptation in these ideas.

Here we ought to mention the purely physical side of this lan-
guage, that is to say all the ways and means it has of acting on our
sensibility.

It would be futile to say it calls on music, dancing, mime or
mimicry. Obviously it uses moves, harmonies, rhythms, but only
up to the point where they can co-operate in a kind of pivotal
expression without favouring any particular art. However this does
not mean it omits ordinary facts and emotions, but it uses them as
a springboard in the same way as HUMOUR as DESTRUCTION
can serve to reconcile laughter with our reasoning habits.

But this tangible, objective theatre language captivates and
bewitches our senses by using a truly Oriental concept of expression.

69

i
"



It runs through our sensibility. Abandoning our Western ideas of
speech, it turns words into incantation. It expands the voice. It
uses vocal vibrations and qualities, wildly trampling them underfoot.
It pile-drives sounds. It aims to exalt, to benumb, to bewitch, to
arrest our sensibility. It liberates a new lyricism of gestures which
because it is distilled and spatially amplified, ends by surpassing
the lyricism of words. Finally it breaks away from language’s
intellectual subjugation by conveying the sense of a new, deeper
intellectualism hidden under these gestures and signs and raised to
the dignity of special exorcisms.

For all this magnetism, all this poetry, all these immediately
bewitching means would be to no avail if they did not put the mind
bodily on the track of something, if true theatre could not give us
the sense of a creation where we are in possession of only one of its
facets, while its completion exists on other levels.

And it makes no difference whether these other levels are really
conquered by the mind, that is to say by our intellect, for this
curtails them, a pointless and meaningless act. What matters is that
our sensibility is put into a deeper, subtler state of perception by
assured means, the very object of magic and ritual, of which

theatre is only a reflection.

TECHNIQUE

The problem is to turn theatre into a function in the proper senst.
of the word, something as exactly localised as the circulation of our
blood through our veins, or the apparently chaotic evolution of
dream images in the mind, by an effective mix, truly enslaving our

attention.

Theatre will never be itself again, that is to say will never be
able to form truly illusive means, unless it provides, the audience
with truthful distillations of dreams where its taste for crime, its

erotic obsessions, its savageness, its fantasies, its utopian sensc
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life and objects, even its cannibalism, do not gush out on an illusory,
make-believe, but on an inner level:

In other words, theatre ought to pursue a re-examination not
only of all aspects of an objective, descriptive outside world, but
also all aspects of an inner world, that is to say man viewed meta-
physically, by every means at its disposal. We believe that only in
this way will we be able to talk about imagination’s rights in the
theatre once more. Neither Humour, Poetry or Imagination mean
anything unless they re-examine man organically through anarchic
destruction, his ideas on reality and his poetic position in reality,
generating stupendous flights of forms constituting the whole show.

But to view theatre as a second-hand psychological or moral
operation and to believe dreams themselves only serve as a
substitute is to restrict both dreams’ and theatre’s deep poetic
range. If theatre is as bloody and as inhuman as dreams, the reason
for this is that it perpetuates the metaphysical notions in some
Fables in a present-day, tangible manner, whose atrocity and
energy 2re enough to prove their origins and intentions in funda-
xmntal first principles rather than to reveal and unforgertably tie
down the idea of continual conflict within us, where life is con-
tinually lacerated, where everything in creation rises up and attacks
our condition as created beings.

This being so, we can see that by its proximity to the first

¥ _principlcs poetically infusing it with energy, this naked theatre

language, a non-virtual but real language using man’s nervous

A r)nagnctism, must allow us to transgress the ordinary limits of art
and words, actively, that is to say magically to produce a kind of

otal creation in real terms, where man must reassume his position
between dreams and events.

SUBJECTS

We do not mean to bore the audience to death with transcendental




cosmic preoccupations. Audiences are not interested whether there
are profound clues to the show’s thought and action, since i
general this does not concern them. But these must still be there
and that concerns us.

%®

The Show: Every show will contain physical, objective elements
perceptible to all. Shouts, groans, apparitions, surprise, dramaric
moments of all kinds, the magic beauty of the costumes modelled
on certain ritualistic patterns, brilliant lighting, vocal, incantational
beauty, attractive harmonies, rare musical notes, object colours, the
physical rhythm of the moves whose build and fall will be wedded
to the beat of moves familiar to all, the tangible appearance of
new, surprising objects, masks, puppets many feet high, abrupt
lighting changes, the physical action of lighting stimulating heat
and cold, and so on.

Staging: This archetypal theatre language will be formed around
staging not simply viewed as one degree of refraction of the script
on stage, but as the starting point for theatrical creation. And the
old duality between author and producer will disappear, to be
replaced by a kind of single Creator using and handling this langu-
age, responsible both for the play and the action.

Stage Language: We do not intend to do away with dialogue, but
to give words something of the significance they have in dreams.

Moreover we must find new ways of recording this language,
whether these ways are similar to musical notation or to some
kind of code.

As to ordinary objects, or even the human body, raised to the
dignity of signs, we can obviously take our inspiration from hiero-
glyphic characters not only to transcribe these signs legibly so they
can be reproduced at will, but to compose exact symbols on stage
that are immediately legible. )
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Then again, this coding and musical notation will be valuable as
2 means of vocal transcription.

Since the basis of this language is to initiate a special use of
inflexions, these must take up a kind of balanced harmony, a sub-
sidary exaggeration of speech able to be reproduced at will.

Similarly the thousand and one facial expressions caught in the
form of masks, can be listed and labelled so they may directly and
symbolically participate in this tangible stage language, indepen-
dently of their particular psychological use.

Furthermore, these symbolic gestures, masks, postures, indivi-
dual or group moves, whose countless meanings constitute an
jmportant part of the tangible stage language of evocative gestures,
emotive arbitrary postures, the wild pounding of rhythms and
sound, will be multiplied, added to by a kind of mirroring of the
gestures and postures, consisting of the accumulation of all the
impulsive gestures, all the abortive postures, all the lapses in the
mind and of the tongue by which speech’s incapabilities are re-
vealed, and on occasion we will not fail to turn to this stupendous
existing wealth of expression.

Besides, there is a tangible idea of music where sound enters
like a character, where harmonies are cut in two and become lost
precisely as words break in.

Connections, levels, are established between one means of
expression and another; even lighting can have a predetermined
intellectual meaning.

Musical Instruments: These will be used as objects, as part of the
set. :

Moreover they need to act deeply and directly on our sensibility
through the senses, and from the point of view of sound they invite
research into utterly unusual sound properties and vibrations which
present-day musical instruments do not possess, urging us to use
ancient or forgotten instruments or to invent new ones. Apart from
music, research is also needed into instruments and appliances
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based on special refining and new alloys which can reach a new
scale in the octave and produce an unbearably piercing sound or

noise.

Lights - Lighting: The lighting equipment currently in use in the
theatre is no longer adequate. The particular action of light on the
mind comes into play, we must discover oscillating light effects,
new ways of diffusing lighting in waves, sheet lighting like a flight
of fire-arrows. The colour scale of the equipment currently in use
must be revised from start to finish. Fineness, density and opacity
factors must be reintroduced into lighting, so as t0 produce special
tonal properties, sensations of heat, cold, anger, fear and so on.

Costume: As to costume, without believing there can be any
uniform stage costume that would be the same for all plays, modern
dress will be avoided as much as possible not because of a fetishistic
superstition for the past, but because it is perfectly obvious certain
age-old costumes of ritual intent, although they were once fashion-
able, retain a revealing beauty and appearance because of their
closeness to the traditions which gave rise to them.

The Stage - The Auditorium: We intend to do away with stage
and auditorium, replacing them by a kind of single, undivided
locale without any partitions of any kind and this will become the
very scene of the action. Direct contact will be established between
the audience and the show, between actors and audience, from the
very fact that the audience is seated in the centre of the action, i
encircled and furrowed by it. This encirclement comes from the
shape of the house itself.

Abandoning the architecture of present-day theatres, We will
rent some kind of barn or hangar rebuilt along lines culminating in
the architecture of some churches, holy places, or certain Tibetan
temples.

This building will have special interior height and depth dimen-
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sions. The auditorium will be enclosed within four walls stripped
of any ornameat, with the audience seated below, in the middle, on
swivelling chairs allowing them to follow the show taking piacc
around them, In effect, the lack of a stage in the normal sense of
the word will permit the action to extend itself to the four corners
of the ?.uditorium. Special places will be set aside for the actors
and at:non in the four cardinal points of the hall. Scenes will be
acted in front of washed walls designed to absorb light. In addition
ovc.rhead galleries run right around the circumference. of the roon;
as in some Primitive paintings. These galleries will enable actors
to pursue one another from one corner of the hall to the other as
needed, and the action can extend in all directions at all perspective
levels of height and depth. A shout could be transmitted by word
o'f mouth from one end to the other with a succession of am)];diﬁca-
tions and inflexions. The action will unfold, extending its trajecto
fl'Ol}'l floor to floor, from place to place, with sudden outburs?;
ﬂanng. up in different spots like conflagrations. And the show’s
tru!y IHHS}VC nature will not be empty words any more than the
.ac_:uon’s direct, immediatc hold on the spectators. For the action
diffused ove-r a vast area, will require the lighting for one scenf;
and the varied lighting for a performance to hold the audience as
well as the characters —and physical lighting methods, the thunder
an:xd wind whose repercussions will be experienced by t;le spectators
wﬂ! corr.cspond with several actions at once, several phaszs in om;
:Iclt_xg}:: with Ith-f: characters clinging together like swarms, will endure
wcath:r :r;; a;gf;ss ’of the situations and the external assdults of
However, a central site will be retained which, without acting
as a stage properly speaking, enables the body of the action to be
concentrated and brought to a climax whenever necessary.

. Objects ~ Masks — Props: Puppets, huge masks, objects of strange

proportions appear by the same right as verbal imagery, stressing

the physical aspect of all imagery and expression — with the corol-
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lary that all objects requiring a stercotyped physical representation
will be discarded or disguised.

Decor: No decor. Hieroglyphic characters, ritual costume, thirty
foot high effigies of King Lear’s beard in the storm, musical instru-
ments as tall as men, objects of unknown form and purpose are
enough to fulfill this function.

Topicality: But, you may say, theatre so removed from life, facts
or present-day activities ... news and events, yes! Anxieties, what-
ever is profound about them, the prerogative of the few, no! In the
Zohar, the story of the Rabbi Simeon is as inflammatory as fire,
as topical as fire.

Works: We will not act written plays but will attempt to stage
productions straight from subjects, facts or known works. The type
and lay-out of the auditorium itself governs the show as no theme,
however vast, is precluded to us.

Show: We must revive the concept of an integral show. The prob-
lem is to express it, spatially nourish and furnish it like tap-holes
drilled into a flat wall of rock, suddenly generating geysers and
bouquets of stone.

The Actor: The actor is both a prime factor, since the show's
success depends on the effectiveness of his acting, as well as a kind
of neutral, pliant factor since he is rigorously denied any individual
initiative, Besides, this is a field where there are no exact rules. And
there is a wide margin dividing 2 man from an instrument, between
an actor required to give nothing more than a certain number of
sobs and one who has to deliver a speech, using his own powers of
persuasion. '

Interpretation: The show will be coded from start to finish, like a
76
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language. Thus no moves will be wasted, all obeying a rhythm,
every character being typified to the limit, each gesture, feature
and costume to appear as so many shafts of light.

Cinema: Through poetry, theatre contrasts pictures of the unfor-
mulated with the crude visualisation of what exists. Besides, from
an action viewpoint, one cannot compare a cinema image, however
poetic it may be, since it is restricted by the film, with a theatre
image which obeys all life’s requirements.

Cruelty: There can be no spectacle without an element of cruelty
as the basis of every show. In our present degenerative state, meta-
physics must be made to enter the mind through the body.

The Audience: First, this theatre must exist,

Programme: Disregarding the text, we intend to stage:

1. An adaptation of a Shakespearean work, absolutely consistent
with our present confused state of mind, whether this be an
apocryphal Shakespeare play such as Arden of Faversham or
another play from that period. .

2. A very free poetic play by Léon-Paul Fargue.

3. An excerpt from The Zohar, the Story of Rabbi Simeon
which has the ever-present force and virulence of a conflagration.

4. The story of Bluebeard, reconstructed from historical
records, containing a new concept of cruelty and eroticism.

5. The Fall of Jerusalem, according to the Bible and the
Scriptures. On the one hand a blood red colour flowing from it,
that feeling of running wild and mental panic visible even in day-
light, On the other hand, the prophets’ metaphysical quarrels, with
the dreadful intellectual agitation they cause, their reaction re-
bounding bodily on the King, the Temple, the Masses and Events.

6. One of the Marquis de Sade’s tales, its eroticism transposed,
allegorically represented and cloaked in the sense of a violent
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externalisation of cruelty, masking the remainder. .
7. One or more Romantic melodramas where the unbelievabje

will be an active, tangible, poetic factor. ) .
8. Buchner’s Woyzeck in a spirit of reaction against our prin.
ciples, and as an example of what can be drawn from an exact
text in terms of the stage. _
9. Elizabethan theatre works stripped of the lines, retaining
only their period machinery, situations, character and plot.
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LETTERS OF CRUELTY

First Letter
Paris, September 13, 1932
To ].P.
My Dear Friend,

I can give you no details about my Manifesto without spoiling
its emphasis. All I can do for the time being is to make a few

g remarks to try and justify my choice of title, the Theatre of Cruelty.

This cruelty is not sadistic or bloody, at least not exclusively so.
I do not systematically cultivate horror. The word cruelty must

~ be taken in its broadest sense, not in the physical, predatory sense

 usually ascribed to it. And in so doing, I demand the right to make
break with its usual verbal meaning, to break the bonds once and

' for all, to break asunder the yoke, finally to return to the etymolo-
'~ gical origins of language, which always evoke a tangible idea

-~ through abstract concepts. .
One may perfectly well envisage pure cruelty without any
al laceration. Indeed, philosophically speaking, what is cruelty?
om a mental viewpoint, cruelty means strictness, diligence, un-
- relenting decisiveness, irreversible and absolute determination.
~ From the aspect of our own existence, the most current philoso-
phical determinism is an image of cruelty.
We are wrong to make cruelty mean merciless bloodshed,
tless pursuits unrelated to physical ills. The Ethiopian Ra,
; g off defeated princes and imposing servitude on them was
ot driven to do so by a desperate thirst for blood. In fact, cruelty is
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