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INTERCULTURALITY: THE METAESTHETIC EXPERIENCE OF
PERFORMANCE AND CULTURE

Abstract

The first part of this thesis outlines the conventional view that defines ‘intercultural
theatre’ as a hybrid genre. In the second part, Zeami's and Bharata's principles of
performance are explored in their contexts (Japanese and Indian respectively), as
a means to critique that conventional view. The final part of the thesis reinforces

the cntique by focusing on interculturality in the present globalisation context, and
viewing it from a metaesthetic perspective. This thesis seeks to shift the emphasis

from theatrical or social events to the inherent interculturality of people.
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INTRODUCTION

At the individual level an artist sees something inspiring in another
way of working and something of that experience is transferred into
his or her work. This new work, this new hybrid, is the starting point
of interculturalism. [...] This exchange is not multiculturalism, the
simultaneous existence of several cultures side by side, nor cross-
culturalism where people from one cultural background leamn a form
from another culture and practice it. Interculturalism is an area of
Interaction where new forms are created. (Martin, 2004: 1-2)

This declaration exemplifies the ambiguities and problems that
constitute the intercultural theatre debate for both practitioner and
academic. Martin brings up one of the most significant aspects of an
artist’s process: that of being inspired by another way of working. What he
Is suggesting Is that integrating another way of working into one’s existing
way of working Is the starting point of interculturalism, and that from this
point onwards, this new way of working Is a hybrid. However, the hybridity
of this new way of working is highly questionable on five sets of grounds:

Firstly, an absolute valuation of both the ways of working is assumed,
which does not allow any flexibility for either of them. Secondly, an
inspiration such as he describes could be true of anybody’s way of
working, since he is not specifying the cultural ‘other’ in this ‘another way
of working'. According to Martin's premise, anyone could be inspired by
anyone else and that would be an example of interculturalism too. But

then, how s it possible to call this a hybrid? Thirdly, arguably, the word
hybrid implies a difference in parentage, which Is the defining element of

the present issue. Is hybrid the most appropriate term if we want to
emphasise ‘this new work'? Fourthly, if we accept that the starting point of
interculturalism s one's interaction with another (or another's) way of
working, then when were we ever not intercultural? What was the artist
before this point of inspiration? He uses the all important word ‘exchange’
In unpicking interculturalism but argues that it is possible for cultures to




exist side by side and not exchange anything, as this is how he defines
multiculturalism. When he states that when one leams a new form from
another culture, this is cross-culturalism; he is actually contradicting
himself because at the start he had declared that “something of that
experience is transferred into [one's] work™ and he had called that
interculturalism. Finally, the allegation that interculturalism leads to new

forms is also problematic because ‘what forms are’ and ‘to whom they
might belong’ are highly contentious issues for which there may be as
many answers as there are people who may care to provide them. Martin's
attempt to identify interculturalism and distinguish it from its ‘relatives’
(multi-culturalism and cross-culturalism) demonstrates the problems faced
by other scholars and practitioners who have also focused on a variety of
aspects of the concept. Indeed, one might go so far as to argue that every
piece of academic discourse or performance demonstrates interculturalism
in its own way.

Eugenio Barba, Rustom Bharucha, Peter Brook, Erika Fischer-
Lichte, Jerzy Grotowski, Bonnie Marranca, Ariane Mnouchkine, Patrice
Pavis, Richard Schechner, and Robert Wilson are among the many names
most usually associated with intercultural theatre. The first part of the
thesis offers an exploration of some of these major contributors. The
points Martin raises In his definition of interculturalism are contextualised
in this descriptive overview of the commonly accepted development of
Interculturalism,

The second part of the thesis goes on to add two of the most
prevalent non-western references to that list of names by introducing
Zeami's and Bharata's key teachings on performance. It is important to
underline that Zeami and Bharata tend to be associated with the
intercultural debate when people refer to or leam from or ‘appropriate’
elements from traditional Japanese or Indian theatres. The third and final




pan of the thesis considers the term interculturalism in the wider context of
globalisation. In light of this, | will offer an alternative to what may now be

labelled a ‘conventional’ approach towards interculturalism by
emphasising the inherent interculturality of Zeami's and Bharata's
principles. The concept of metaesthetics will then be used as the key to
unlock this notion of inherent interculturality, which | will conclude to be an
Intrinsic parnt of both culture and performance.

At this juncture it will be useful to offer preliminary definitions for
‘intercultural’, ‘theatre’ and ‘performance’ in relation to ‘intercultural
theatre'. Starting with /nter-, the meaning of the prefix is simply stated; it
means ‘between’ and/or ‘among’. The word culture is more complicated to
break down, due to the variation in usage. The following definition is an
appropriate point of departure, as it refers to points which will prove
significant in the development of this thesis.

A culture is a complex set of shared beliefs, values, and concepts
which enables a group to make sense of its life and which provides
it with directions for how to live. [...] In perhaps the most influential
variant of this standard view, culture is pictured as a text the
vocabulary and grammar of which its members leam. Indeed, on
this view, becoming a member of a particular culture is a process of
enculturation conceived as leaming to read the culture's basic text

and making it one's own. (Fay, 1999: 55)

A culture is not just a “set of shared beliefs, values...” but it is rather “a

complex set of shared” experiences. The complexity of these shared
experiences is in the nature of culture. ‘Shared beliefs’ are not limited to

Institutionalised religions. The insinuation Is rather more flexible than that;
the operative word Is ‘shared'. In addition, the word ‘belief’ does not
necessitate a religious belief, although, of course, that might be the case
in some Instances. Despite Fay's use of words such as text, vocabulary,
grammar and reading, he does not stop at suggesting that a culture is a
text to be read, as may be implied by textualism. In fact, he draws




attention to the enculturation process through “leaming to read a culture’s
basic text and making it one’s own”. In this sense, enculturation is more
like leaming a language than simply reading a text. In order to recognise,
understand and make it one's own, one has to go through the simple but
crucial process of interpretation. This is reminiscent of the hermeneutics
debate where the location of meaning is determined according to one’s

stance on intentionality and interpretivism. Once something (anything
outside the ‘self') is interpreted and made one’s own, that something stays

within the 'self’; that is what is meant by ‘making it one’s own’. Following
this logic through, it is possible to infer from this definition, and further
support it with our ‘lived experiences’, that one person could belong to
more than one culture at one time. Moreover, that same person might
share more than one culture with another person. A person's life is made
up of the different shared experiences s/he has with others and the
complexity of these shared experiences is directly related to how much
work/interpretation one is willing to do. It is essentially up to the individual
how many texts s/he is willing to make her/his own.

It is here that issues of ‘identity’ and ‘identity politics’ enter and
problematise notions of culture. In my view, identifying oneself solely by
one’s nationality, or passport, or gender, or religion, or race is problematic.
It seems more realistic to identify oneself with one’s culture because it is
made up of many different shared experiences, and because it is open to
change and development, and because it is not as fixed as some of the
options offered above. One may be subject to political or economic
pressure to sustain a fixed, unchanging and limited identity precisely
because it Is convenient for someone else. Indeed one's identity might be
presented and even represented to others in this fixed fashion because it
fits another's agenda regardless of how one might prefer to identify

oneself—and that is the main issue around identity politics.




It is essential to take into consideration the associations the word

‘culture’ comes with when attempting to define interculturalism. If Fay is
right, then sharing is already an inherent part of culture. Therefore, it may
be inferred that intercultural implies a sense of sharing between more than
one culture. In other words, intercultural means some type of give and
take between two or more cultures. It is important to note that

semantically, the word interculturalism does not necessarily favour any
one of the cultures involved, however, when it is applied in the context of

theatre, (or any other context for that matter) whether one culture is
favoured or not depends on the type of the exchange, the rapport (or lack
of) or indeed the hierarchy between the cultures in question. Another
distinction that needs to be made here is the interculturality of the person
as opposed to the event or the context. In most discourses conceming
interculturalism in theatre, the event will dominate the discussion and the
Interculturality of the people/person involved will not even be mentioned. In
this thesis, the emphasis is brought back from the event to the person by
arguing that it is the people involved who make a performance or a culture

intercultural.

Intercultural theatre, as stated at the start by Martin, is commonly
described as a new, hybrid theatre, made up of two or more theatre
traditions from different cultures. It is sometimes referred to as a new

genre where elements from different traditions are brought together to
create something new. The ethics of decontextualising elements belonging

to a certain tradition and attempting to create new meaning utilising these
elements in another context have been discussion points in the
Interculturalism debate in general. Brook, Bharucha, Schechner, Barba,
Pavis and others all have their specific perspective on what is and is not
important with reference to culture and performance and where théy would
place themselves in the intercultural theatre debate.




Patrice Pavis is unique in the sense that he has written extensively

about semiotics, cultural and intercultural exchange with reference to

theatre and he has brought together all the key names associated with
interculturalism in one compilation and has written extensive introductions
In this 1996 work. Despite the fact that he is one of the principal authors in
the subject, Pavis’ discussion of interculturalism in theatre is adomed by
question marks, uncertainties and even suspicions. The introduction to his
1996 work, The Intercultural Performance Reader, is entitled, Towards a
Theory of Interculturalism in Theatre? The question mark is his. The title
suggests caution in terms of the possible directions he might take the
theory or indeed where the theory might take him.

...this new ‘genre’, with which one immediately associates the
names of Brook, Barba and Mnouchkine, has not managed to find
its own identity. It remains no more than the tip of an iceberg; we
are still uncertain as to whether this visible portion signals a depth
of startling proportions hidden from view, or whether it is already in
the process of melting away under the spotlights of our
(post)modemity. (Pavis, 1996: 1)

As he tries to compartmentalise interculturalism within the grander scheme
of art and theatre history, he describes the phenomenon as a new ‘genre’
with no identity. Further on in the same article he decides that, “it might be
more productive to speak of intercultural exchanges within theatre practice
rather than [...] a new genre [...]."(Pavis, 1996: 1) It is possible that for
Pavis, intercultural theatre is not yet recognised as an established

category. He utilises the iceberg analogy to make this point. He seems
uncertain of the possible hidden depths lurking undemeath the

Intercultural theatre debate. To state the obvious, it is the invisible, the
submerged part of the iceberg that sank the famous ship. Moreover, if

there Is a chance of anything melting ‘under the spotlight of our
(post)modemity’ it may well be the perspective that views intercultural




theatre as a new genre that might get melted away.' If we indeed accept

‘our (post)modemity’ then we would not be trying to come up with one
unifying global performance theory that underpins the essence of all
theatre, in a one-size-fits-all approach. On the contrary, our
(post)modemity might be the cause for celebrating the difference of
cultures as the antidote for a one-size-fits-all approach.

Projecting our westem perspective onto issues relating to theatre is
something Pavis had written about in 1992 and he seems to be doing just
that in his extensive 1996 introduction. He states that, “a flattening out of
the imported culture” is not always the implication of “Westem intercultural
theatre.” (1996: 15-16) This comment is strictly Westem; its a priori and a
posteriori judgements are restricted by its narrow worldview. One of the
main tenets of interculturalism is that it suggests being more than one
thing at a time; by calling it a ‘westem interculturalism’, are we not
seriously narrowing down its scope? Then the natural development of this
line of inquiry Is to ask if there are other Interculturalisms. Then we might
ask if there ever was an original version of interculturalism—is it possible
to search for ur-interculturalism? A more specific answer to this question
will reveal itself as the thesis develops and unfolds; however, it should

suffice to say for the moment that trying to categorise interculturalism in
confluence with the already existing structures of westem art movements

Is not going to be adequate. The answers shall be sought in human
relationships and exchanges as different contexts of interculturalism are

explored throughout this thesis.

The eclectic group of contributors to Pavis’ book provide many
differing perspectives. For example, Erika Fischer-Lichte offers a
conservative, a somewhat severe Eurocentric point of view. Richard

' Indeed it may even be the spotlights of our interculturality that might melt down these,
so called, hybrid, new genres of theatre.



Schechner provides the voice for freedom-to-choose. Contributors like,

Marvin Carlson and Ariane Mnouchkine make the case for a specified
western perspective on intercultural theatre. Rustom Bharucha, William
Sun and Faye Fei undertake the non-westem point of view and analyse
content in different contexts. In the final section, Eugenio Barba and Jerzy
Grotowski attempt an intercultural perspective that keeps the focus on the

principles of the doing of peformance (the physical action) as opposed to
who is doing it. In this thesis, a variety of perspectives on interculturalism

will be explored and questioned, but these perspectives (and the people
who argue them) will not be divided into a West versus East binary
opposition. It Is my inclination that an enquiry into the human as well as
the human elements in performance is more fruitful than drawing up
analyses based on where a person originates from. An enquiry into the
human in general is an exploration of human behaviour and actions: the
human elements in performance/culture can range from how these actions
are imagined, chosen, depicted, or played to how they are shaped and
changed by others or other things. In other words, what a person is
capable of doing and the relationships s/he Is capable of creating with

his/her world are more revealing than his/her nationality.

Having introduced the lines of enquiry that will be raised with
reference to the issues pertaining to interculturalism, the focus may now
shift towards theatre and performance and what defines them. People’s
usages of theatre-related words differ from one another. Some of this
difference stems from socio-linguistic conditions. Unlike the example of
English, in other languages there may be no need to differentiate between
performance and theatre. In addition, the complexities of translation range
from literal translations of words to how cognates are interpreted in
different languages. In Turkish, for instance, a theatre actor would call
himself a ‘player’ (oyuncu) whereas a film actor is an ‘actor’ (aktdr).
Another example Is the usage of spectacle as ‘performance’ In French but



‘spectacle’ in English having different connotations. Other differences may

stem from the backgrounds of the people—academic and practical
backgrounds inevitably shape one's usage of terminology differently.
Some people seek fixed meanings while others prefer a more fluid, flexible
approach toward meaning-making. Some words are simply more
fashionable than others and as trends change terminology changes; and
some people may adopt the term du jour more readily than others.
Furthermore differences may be caused by some people privileging the
etymologies (often Greek) of the words while others may be referring to
more modemised meanings. There are further problems with
understanding etymologies because a historical understanding of the
derivation of a word Is one thing and assuming that the oldest possible
root (or base) to be the true meaning of that word is something else.
(Incidentally, etymologists are more interested in the historical derivation
of a word rather than its meaning.) The word ‘theatre’ can be traced back
to Greek thea- from which the verb theasthal ‘watch, look at’ was derived.
In its etymological joumey the word became théatron, later theatrum in
Latin and theatre in Old French and entered the English language in the

fourteenth century. (Ayto, 2005: 503) ‘Performance’ also entered the
English language in the fourteenth century and it comes from Old French
par- and fournir ‘accomplish’. (Ayto, 2005: 373) In temms of a more
modemised understanding of what these words may suggest it is essential

to consider the wider world and not only a westem perspective.? Moreover,
it is also essential to consider disciplines outside of theatre. In the second

half of the twentieth century, the word ‘performance’ gained popularity,
arguably, at the expense of ‘theatre’. The development of Performance

Studies as a discipline, as developed by Schechner and also advocated

e
* From a personal standpoint, as English Is not my first language, | have always
considered ‘words’ in more than one language thus finding out their etymologies as well
as their more currently accepted meanings without having to privilege one over the other.
My personal interest in the study of other languages, as well as linguistics, atfords me
with a certain flexibility that may not be otherwise available to a monoglot.




by Conquergood among others, marked a tuming point when
interdisciplinarity explicitly became the chief influence. Human behaviour
became the focus and thus folklore, semiotics, social sciences and
potentially every other subject that deals with behaviour gained
importance amongst those who wanted to study, teach, practice or write
about the theatre—only now it was called performance. In light of the
contributions of Performance Studies, performance became the bigger set
within which theatre is a subset. Even though | advocate for Performance
Studies as a discipline and agree with Schechner’s idea of the broad-
spectrum of performing arts curricula, my view is that theatre is the larger
set within which performance is a smaller subset where performance is the
job of the performers.® In this light, theatre is the name given to the art
itself and | do not mean to emphasise a form that relies solely on the
written word (as in text-based theatre); theatre is the name of the
performing art where performers perform and audience/partakers
experience. It is a given that the audience/partakers’ experience involves a
‘doing’ as well, which s part of the complexity of the partaker-performer
relationship. This complex relationship is studied and examined in many
ways, from semiology, to reception theory to what Susan Melrose calls
spectatorship studies. However, the main focus here shall remain on what
performers do. Fundamentally (and | use that word advisedly), this thesis
Is about performance because the word ‘performance’ emphasises the
doing, both in the context of theatre and in the context of life.

Regardless of what we may prefer to call it and regardless of its
geographical location in the world, theatre is invariably about human
beings or human behaviour even though it might be depicted without the
presence of actual human beings; for example, puppetry, installation-
heavy-performance art, Craig's Ubermarionette, or Beckett's Breath, or

3 My view stems from my practical background because when | was trained, performance
signified what | did as an actor/performer and theatre was the larger context in which |

performed.

10



Kathakali “where gods and demons come to play” (Zarilli) and other such

works. Most theatre depicts human beings being human; form might differ,
language might differ but the content is invariably about human behaviour.

If theatre Is about being human, then it is already closely related to
culture. If culture defines what to do and how to do it, then surely, culture
and performance go (and grow) hand-in-hand. What does it mean to be a
human being? Does it mean something else in the twenty-first century
than it did a few centuries ago? Do the developments of biological and
sociological sciences have a positive impact on questions of identity? An
interdisciplinary way of answering these questions is to examine the
dialectical relationship between nature and culture without resorting to the
‘nature versus nurture’ debate. People’s answers to the questions, ‘who
are you?' and ‘what are you?' are, more often than not, ambiguous.
People find it difficult to define themselves, once they have stated their
names. | will argue that we are defined by our relationships with others; for
example, X's daughter, Y's teacher, or Z's reader etc. This is the basic
implication of relativity: Existing as part of someone or something else.
Accepting that we exist in relation to other animate or inanimate objects, it
Is possible to assert that as much as we make our culture, our culture
makes us, but the question is: does our culture make us who we are or
what we are? Maybe determine Is a better word than make. If our culture
determines what we are, then it is possible that our nature determines who

we are. Moreover, since the human animal is not a puppet that is merely
acted upon, the hypothesis cuts both ways. The human is not an absolute

value or concept. In other words, just as the relationship between our
culture and nature determines what and who we are, we also determine
our culture and nature; simply because we leam, we interpret and as a
result we react. Therefore, it can be inferred that human existence Is an
ongoing process and it is forever changing. This is the reason why this
discourse Is not a re-visitation of the tired-old nature versus nurture

11



debate. This is a point of departure in an attempt to better understand the

Interconnectedness of the self and the other through the dialectical
relationship between nature and culture. As the developments in genetics
demonstrate, nature and culture have an ongoing impact upon one
another and one is not absolutely privileged over the other. Emphasising
the relationships that are identified by an exchange between parties will
provide the problematisation of the prefix inter- of interculturalism.

Self

What Who
Culture Nature

Other
Model A

If the above is a model of being, then the operative dynamic is
represented by the arrows at both ends of all the lines that reach open

sots. These arrows serve two main purposes: Firstly, the emphasis is on
the fact that we are not dealing with absolutes here. For example, neither

'self’ and ‘other, nor the relationship between the two is quantifiable.
Secondly, because the lines do not end at specific points we cannot
assume that the points of intersection happen in exact middle points of
these lines. This suggests that a generic concept of equality does not
apply here for it is not possible to pin down an equidistant point between
unquantifiable sets. Even though it may appear as though there is a

12




symmetrical relationship between the objects in the diagram, the arrows
signify that a symmetrically equal relationship is not necessary. The other
major operative dynamic is that there are more than one intersecting
points. All the objects in the mode! exist in time and space and the
Intersecting points between objects do not have to be temporally and
spatially synchronised. In light of the analysis of Model A, how is it

possible to label a relationship between two objects in the diagram a
hybrid, when everything about these relationships or their influence on one

another is unquantifiable?

Model A might have also looked like this:

Self

Who

Culture Nature

What

Other
Model B

The intersection of the six way traffic could be identified as the essence of
being. The fact that everything intersects everything else might be the

dynamic element that defines a being. Compared with Model A, Model B
appears as though it encompasses all the objects at any given time, which

13



may be true, but it does not allow for a potential greater influence of one

object over the others. In this light, not only does Model A suggest more
possibilities but it is also more specific in the options that it offers. The
clear division between the vertical and the horizontal objects reiterates the
flexibility of being a human being. The only possible privilege (if at all) is
given to the interchange between ‘self’ and ‘other’; traffic between what
and who, and culture and nature becomes part of the ongoing relationship
between ‘self and ‘other’.

It is also possible to depict the relationship between ‘self’ and ‘other’ in
the diagram below (Model C). But this depicts a closed relationship which
Is not flexible; this assumes absolute values for the self and the other,
which is not a true depiction of human relationships. (Although, it is
possible for some ethno-centric people to embody such a (narrow)
worldview as implied in Mode! C.)

Model C

In this context, the close relationship between the self and culture
where one Is decidedly a part of the other, prompts the question, ‘do we
perform our culture?’ Having asserted that theatre always depicts human
beings and performance has to do with human behaviour; and having
looked at Model A, it can be argued that in the context of interculturality of
theatre, the qualities of the interplay—between the human and the cultural

14



elements—are similar to those of a palimpsest. The two-way-traffic
pathways between two points in Model A (self-other; what-who; nature-
culture) carry upon them the past, the present and the future of being. This
suggests that a totally clean slate is impossible in the middle of a joumey
and that there would always be remnants of other experiences if one is
open to receive them. This also emphasises the diachronic nature of

existence. So, not only do we perform our culture (both in life and on
stage) but our performance also changes through time as culture and
nature impact upon one another and self and other influence each other.

Whilst considering the diachrony of the pathways described above, it
is also useful to think about them in terms of their direction. Direction
changes more than just the direction—as the Roman goddesses Venilia
and Selacla demonstrate, “One was the goddess of the waves which lap
the shore, the other was the goddess of the waves which return to the
open sea.” (Taviani in Barba and Savarese, 1991: 79) As Taviani
underlines in the Dictionary of Theatre Anthropology: the Secret Art of the
Performer, “Thus substance and the force may be the same, but the
direction and the quality of the energy are different, opposite.” (ibid.) In this
Instance direction and therefore the quality of energy characterises the
force, which in tum becomes the objective itself. In terms of performance,
such characteristics of movement are shaped by interculturality which is
made up of the aforementioned layers of self, other, nature, and culture.
The direction of the influence from one object, in Model A, to another
object changes the quality of the experience of being. In this way, being,
as in the example of Model A, and performance in the larger sense are
synonymous as the principles that make them work are the same.

If culture and performance are the two givens that humans have to
live by, then maybe there Is not a huge difference between them from the

15



perspective of any “thinking body”.* Our body, our ‘self’ is influenced and

shaped by everything it encounters externally through a process of
interpretation and internalisation. In light of the above premise, is it
possible to argue that today we are in the privileged position of having the
choice of cultures of influence? Schechner seems to think we do. He
mentions “the culture of choice” numerous times in his writings. He says
that, “people know it is a matter of choice; it is something you have to
defend rather than something to which you are condemned.” (Schechner
in Pavis, 1996: 49) In his interview with Pavis, Schechner states that
especially for artists today it is possible to be “promiscuous” with the
culture/s of influence. (Pavis, 1996: 41-50) When he Includes the notion of
antists having a variety of cultures of influence, in a sense, he is extending
the meaning of his original idea of “culture of choice” to a choice of
cultures. Our current condition allows for such promiscuity mainly because
it is now possible because of the advent of technology and other positive
effects of globalisation. It is also possible to note at this point that one of
the aspects of our current condition is an ‘attitude’ that is open/ready for
such promiscuity. Schechner reiterates this extended meaning of ‘culture
of choice’ by stating that, “A hundred years ago there was no question; a
German was a German, a Frenchman was a Frenchman, a Nigerian was a
Nigerian. Nobody could move out of that.” (Pavis, 1996: 49-50) Now, itis
different. The ability to choose a cultural influence has developed to such
a scale that it is now a matter of choice for a German, a Frenchman, or a
Nigerian to maintain the influence of their culture of origin. Moreover, if we
ware to follow this notion of ‘promiscuity’, we could choose more than one

culture. In support of Schechner, it could be added that if culture Is a
grammar one leams, as mentioned earlier, surely, potentially anyone can

‘ The Thinking Body is a seminal study of human anatomy and alignment in conjunction
with behaviour, written by Mable E. Todd in 1837. Todd argues that for every thought and
emotion there is a muscle change In the body. | am not aware of any scientific
inaccuracies that there may bae in Todd's argument, however, even if there were, the
metaphoric powerfulness of her argument would be significant enough in the context of
actor training and thinking about performing.

16




leamn any number of languages and grammars and make them one’s own.

It Is true that a culture of choice may not be afforded to everyone in the
world. It Is also true that not everyone may think that they have a choice of
cultures. However, by focusing on the potentiality of the human
experience, in the culture and choice debate, the interpersonal is
Integrated into the intercultural.

The issue of choosing a culture for oneself can be challenged with
the view that cultures belong to people and by choosing a culture that
belongs to someone else, we are essentially stealing. The debate around
Interculturality inevitably ends up with whether a culture actually belongs to
one specific group of people, who possess the ultimate last word on the
copyrights of that culture. This debate is best exemplified by Peter Brook's
Mahabharata and Rustom Bharucha's views on the subject. Brook was

criticised for grossly westemising a uniquely Indian epic; Bharucha labels
that ‘appropriation’; whereas it could be argued that Brook was doing
nothing other that devising a performance based on a great story that
happens to be Indian. However, it Is impossible not to acknowledge the
fact that the two men in question are part of a history that maybe be tinting
their judgements. Bharucha argues that the Mahabharata “is universal
because it Is Indian” (Bharucha, 1990: 70) and it is such an intrinsic part of
the culture that it is not possible to separate the story from its originating
culture; furthermore, it Is in fact insulting to do so.

One of the aims of introducing the Brook-Bharucha debate is also
to assess the validity of the argument that intercultural theatre is a hybnd,
new gonre as suggested by Martin et al. Do we not imply absolute values
and meanings when we introduce hybridity? This type of hybridity seems
to suggest that Englishness or Indianness can be described and/or
prescribed; in other words, there can be such a thing as pure English or
Indian culture—or any other culture for that matter. Schechner states and
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Pavis agrees that, “there is no ‘pure’ culture not influenced by others”.

(Pavis, 1996: 4) Assuming this is true, than the previous question, ‘do we
perform our culture?’ is accentuated slightly differently. What it is that we
perform gains focus as opposed to the fact that we perform. In addition, if
performing one’s culture is a tautological statement then it can be inferred
that we are a mixture of various cultural influences and with each move or
sound, we reveal who and what we are—and that is what is meant by
performing a culture.

It Is not possible to discuss embodying one's culture and not note
Eugenio Barba's work, ISTA—Intemnational School of Theatre
Anthropology. Arguably, Barba is the most significant contributor to the
intercultural performance project through his performance work and his
writing as well as the ISTA workshop/conferences. Based in Holstebro,
Donmark, Barba's theatre company, Odin Teatret, experiments with
performance techniques and principles leamed in different parts of the
world. In my view, in one of the most important publications on theatre,
The Dictionary of Theatre Anthropology: The Secret Art of the Performer,

edited by Barba and his collaborator Nicola Savarese, Barba explains
what exactly he means by ‘theatre anthropology':

Theatre anthropology is the study of the behaviour of the human

being when it uses its physical and mental presence in an
organised performance situation and according to the principles
which are different from those used in daily life. This extra-daily use

of the body is what is called technique. (1991: 7)

The key word here is principles. Barba is dedicated to studying what those
principles are rather than investigating why they are very similar to one
another even though they might originate in totally different parts of the
world. He supports his thesis with the help of Decroux in the following

passage:
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‘The arts’, Decroux has written, ‘resemble each other because of
their principles, not because of their works’. | could add: and so it is
with theatres. They resemble each other because of their principles,
not because of their performances. (Barba and Savarese, 1991: 9)

And | could add that in order to explore these principles at work, we would
need to look at theatre from a performer’s point of view; because if we
want to understand the principles we would need to scrutinise the practice,
the performance. This may remind us of the seemingly complicated
relationship between practice and theory and prompts us to ask whether
the nature or the complexity of this relationship changes from culture to
culture. Susan Melrose accuses British scholars of not using these words
adequately in the context of higher education. In her 2003 PARIP (Practice
as Research in Performance) address she provides varying examples of
different usages of ‘theory and practice’ and underlines the common traps
scholars fall into. (She even reminds delegates of the “performance-based
understanding of theoros”.) The point is that even as recently as 2003, in
the context of PARIP, Melrose was compelled to talk about the
practice/theory phenomenon, which is enough proof that there are
Inconsistencies in terminology, at least, in the UK context. | do not make a

distinction between practice and theory; they are interconnected parts of a
greater whole. It is also clear that neither Zeami nor Bharata make such a

distinction either. Practice and theory complete one another; practice is
theorised and theory Is practiced. However, as previously mentioned, the
difference in the use of terminology may be the predictable cause for

disagreements.

In light of this introduction, it is possible to summarise that an
alterative to a ‘conventional’ approach towards interculturalism will be
sought firstly by studying this conventional view in the theatre context with

examples from major academics and practitioners; secondly by exploring
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Zeami's and Bharata's specific teachings on performance. Thirdly,
interculturalism in the current, wider globalisation context will be explored
by sampling some of the non-theatre and theatre based perspectives that
connect interculturalism to globalisation. Finally, critiquing the conventional
view in light of Zeami's and Bharata's teachings as well as the larger

globalisation context, will lead to an altemative approach towards
Interculturality, which emphasises the inter- of interculturality.
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PART 1: ‘Intercultural Theatre’

An eclectic variety of theorists and practitioners are generally
associated with what might be termed intercultural theatre: They include
Patrice Pavis, Erika Fischer-Lichte, Richard Schechner, Bonnie Marranca,
Peter Brook, Rustom Bharucha, Eugenio Barba, Ariane Mnouchkine,
Robert Wilson and Jerzy Grotowski. However, there is a manifest
difference between the ways in which these people approach their work. It
Is not always clear whether there is an overlap between their definitions or
understanding of intercultural theatre. Problematising ‘intercultural theatre’
need not be a complex task; at its simplest, it can be noted that these
words are loaded and very often people make assumptions about them. In
fact, it is not even very clear how scholars and practitioners differentiate
between theatre and performance, let alone identifying a similarity or an
overlap in their interpretation of interculturality. This chapter will focus on
some of those names mentioned above in an attempt to reveal their
interpretations of interculturalism, with the intention of forming a definition
of interculturalism. In other words, it Is essential to try to compile some of
the most pertinent, existing approaches to interculturalism so that it may
be possible to understand what the required minimum constituent element
Is (or elements are), or indeed if such elements even exist, for a piece to

be labelled ‘intercultural’.

Amongst westem academics and researchers in general, the
ongoing theatre/performance discussions have paved the way for a more
pronounced debate about the possible relationships between theory and
practice In the larger context of the performing arts. Historically, the
debates around ‘theatre and performance’ and ‘practice and theory’ have
developed alongside one another. Theatre and performance are not
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necessarily two different art forms as such, but a distinction was made by

researchers in the name of accuracy and agility in our knowledge and
developing understanding of performing arts. Using the word performance
whilst thinking about theatre allowed for the development of new
perspectives to transpire and shed new light on the art of the performer.
Reconsidering the art of the performer consequently pointed to a
discussion about the relationship between practice and theory. Through
interculturalism further inquiry into the practice/theory construct is made
possible. Indeed the study of other traditions where the practice/theory
divide is absent has encouraged reflection upon its presence in the west.
In addition, the necessity to decipher or interpret performances from
different cultures created a significant space for the science of reading
signs, or semiotics in the theatre context. Before a discourse on reading
and utilising signs from other cultures, a few words will be offered about
the development of semiotics and its relationship to theatre. More
specifically, the Prague School structuralists’ conception of semiotics will
be mentioned as a stepping stone from the general idea of linguistic
semiotics to a theory of performance. It is my contention that the
relationship between theory and practice is problematised when semiotics
Is entered into the equation and this Is likely to be a westem problem. Due
to tho Interpretive nature of witnessing something untamiliar, westem

scholars/researchers have identified theory with semiotics. In other words,
in time, the ways of reading a performance, or semiotics, have become

synonymous with theory. In this respect, engagement with theatre
traditions from different parts of the world has led the westem researcher

to theorising about their own practice as well as others’. Some of this
reflection upon theatre traditions will be highlighted as the narrative of

interculturalism unfolds. However, to start with, offering some of the
highlights of the endeavours of the aforementioned scholars and

practitioners will provide us with the generally received account of
interculturalism in theatre. As stated in the introduction to this thesls,
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following the narrative of interculturalism with the two case studies from

two different parts of the world will make it possible to challenge this
generally accepted account by reinstating the inter- of interculturalism
and by examining the relationships between performance and culture in

the globalization context.
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Chapter One: Methodology of the Scholar

Patrice Pavis is one of those rare scholars who attempted a
description (rather than a definition) of an intercultural exchange in a
theatre context in Theatre at the Crossroads of Culture. It must be noted
that Pavis is a semiotician who analyses everything about the theatre in
terms of mise en scéne.® At every chance Pavis places mise en scéne at
the heart of his perception of theatre, which reveals that his approach to
theatre is one of a non-performer's. In fact, by his own admission, his

Interest lies with the audience perspective.

The notion of mise en scéne remains, however, central to the
theory of intercultural theatre, because it is bound to the practical,

pragmatic aspect of putting systems of signs together and
organising them from a semiotic point of view, l.e. of giving them

productive and receptive pertinence.
Mise en scéne Is a kind of réglage (fine-tuning’) between different

contexts and cultures; it is no longer only a question of intercultural
exchange or of dialectics between text and context; it is a mediation
between different cultural backgrounds, traditions and methods of

acting. (1992: 6)

It Is evident from this assertion that his idea of the practice of theatre is
strictly from the receiver’s point of view, which needs to be factored into
the analysis of his description of intercultural exchange. Moreover, it
seems as though the fine-tuning’ in question is in the reception and not in
the making or creating of the performance. Mise en scéne constitutes a
part of the ‘mediation between different cultural backgrounds, traditions
and methods of acting’; howevaer, in analysing the nature of this mediation,
the accuracy of the word mediation in this context can be challenged.
Nevertheless, it is useful to look at Pavis' description of an intercultural

exchange, which is his hourglass model.

® While it Is accurate that mise en scéne is an important pan of theatre, it must also be
noted that it certainly does not constitute the whole of it.
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Under the subheading, An Hourglass Ready for Everything (1992:
4) Pavis explains that the top part of the hourglass signifies the ‘source
culture’ and the bottom part, the ‘target culture’. The source culture must

pass through the tight neck of the glass and thus it is subjected to a variety
of filters before it reaches “us”, Pavis writes. The various filters that

mediate information (or signs) offer an intercultural exchange as a result,
according to Pavis’ explanation of his hourglass. The hourglass follows:
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SOURCE CULTURE

1. Cultural modeling
(modélisations),
sociological, anthropological
codification, etc.
2. Aristic modeling
3. Perspective of the adapters
4. Work of adaptation

5. Preparatory work by actors,
etc.
6. Choice of theatrical form
7. Theatrical representation of
the culture/performance of
culture
8. Reception—adapters
9. Readability
10A. Artistic modeling
10B. Sociological and
anthropological codification
10C. Cultural modeling
11. Given and anticipated
consequences

TARGET CULTURE

The Hourglass of Cultures as devised by Patrice Pavis (1992: 185)
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Pavis accepts the short-comings of the hourglass model to a

degree. He attempts to compensate for this by implying that it is not a ‘mill’
therefore, it will not ‘blend the source culture’; it is also not a ‘funnel’
therefore it will not “indiscriminately absorb the initial substance without
reshaping it through the series of filters”. (1992: 5) This model relies
heavily upon the contro! of the target culture. The items 1 and 2 get
thoroughly re-worked by the steps 3 to 8, which are the first set of filters;
then come in the second set of filters which engage the audiences with the
material on a variety of levels. Steps 8 to 11 allow westermn audiences to
apply their (personal and cultural) interpretations with an eye to read the

semiotics of the performance they are witnessing.

We thus run the risk of projecting our own westem categories on to
the foreign culture and of defining modeling systems which are not

always specific to the source culture (for instance, westem notions
such as autonomy of codes, authenticity, aesthetics, or the
opposition between art and craft). (1992: 186)

We do not merely ‘run the risk’, we actually do project our westem ways of
thinking onto the model. When Pavis identifies the west as the target
culture, and the ‘foreign’ as the source culture (1992: 4) he already starts
projecting westemn perspectives onto the model. In a sense, this reveals a
very self-serving westem world-view, which prioritises itself as the target
(or the objective.) The problem is not necessarily with prioritising one self
over another, but in a discussion such as this—interculturality—it can
come across as Euro-centric. In addition to this, his assertion positively
acknowledges the existence of set, or at least recognizable, modelling
systems that are culture-specific, which Is altogether another grey area. It
prompts a question that may be rhetorical: can anything belong to one
culture and one culture only? Pavis' model suggests an affirmative
response. It is possible to argue that any discussion that utilises phrases
like, target culture and source culture allows for culture-specific
moddlisation. He continues to mention a variety of, what he calls, ‘westem

27



notions’, which are not only westem. However, it Is not very clear from the

translation if he means to say, ‘a westem perspective on these notions’, or
if he indeed implies that the notions he counts are westem. If exchange s
a two-way street, then how is it possible to have strictly westem notions of
authenticity or aesthetics—unless we consciously choose to adopt such a
tactic? In fact, we all—from the most primitive animal to the most evolved
species—negotiate difference regularly in daily life. Furthermore, Pavis
makes a strong statement in passing when he writes, “the opposition
between art and craft”. This opposition is clearly identified in the history of
westermn art movements. In terms of its non-westem counterpart, it can be
said that a harmony between art and craft generate the work. Once again,
with this example, Pavis seems to highlight the projection of a westem
perspective onto a/any non-westem object of ant. In a way, this alludes to
the westem-ness of interculturalism itself and this may be a contradiction

in terms.

The objective here is not to criticise Pavis' efforts blindly; on the

contrary, the objective Is to shed light onto Pavis' thought process as he is
esteemed to be one of the more respected academics on the subject.
Indeed, Pavis might simply be describing and/or reporting his theatrical
observations rather than attempting to come up with some ideal way of
thinking. In other words, it is possible to interpret the hourglass model as a

reflection of what already happens, retold by Pavis, in the shape of an
hourglass. If that Is the case, then It s possible to conclude that it is the
phenomenon of intercultural theatre he describes that projects westem

notions onto all events and objects, rather then Pavis himself, At the very
least, the potentiality of this thought needs to be considered in any in-
depth analysis of interculturalism in the context of theatre.

® In a conversation | had with Pavis at the 2005 Centre for Performance Research
conference Towards Tomorrow? Pavis told me that the hourglass model works as long as
we remember that we Inevitably project our western-ness onto the hourglass.
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Upon quoting Victor Hugo, who writes, “Theatre is a crucible of
civilizations. It is a place for human communication®, Pavis responds by
explaining the choice (and function) of the sand in the hourglass:

The sand in the hourglass prevents us from believing naively in the
melting pot, the crucible where cultures would be miraculously
meited and reduced to a radically different substance. Pace Victor,

there is no theatre in the crucible of humanity where all specificity

melts into a universal substance, or in the warm cavity of a
familiarly cupped hand. It is at the crossing of ways, of traditions, of

artistic practices that we can hope to grasp the distinct hybridization
of cultures, and bring together the winding paths of anthropology,
sociology and artistic practices. (1992:6)

This rather revealing paragraph could be interpreted in a number of ways.
It Is especially interesting when considered in conjunction with Pavis' later
definition of interculturalism as a hybrid genre in, The Intercultural
Performance Reader (1996) as mentioned in the introduction. Here (in the
1992 work) Pavis seems to say that a variety of cultures cannot be melted
together to create a new substance—cultural alchemy is not a possibility.
Moreover, he seems to state this to be a rather ‘naive’ thought. Then he
attempts a questionable reference to hybridization which does not directly
support the argument. It s unclear whether it is the word crucible to which
he objects—and if he prefers hybridization instead—or indeed if it is the
process that he wants to emphasise. In any case, he makes a
distinction—however unclear—between the common cultural notions of

‘the melting pot’ and ‘hybridization’. He seems to be making the point that,
“crossing of ways, of traditions, of artistic practices” do not have much to

do the with the Idea of ‘the melting pot’ and that it is naive to think that
cultures would (or could) reduce to the lavel where they become
something othar than themselves; but that it is possible to think about
hybridization in terms of an exchange between cultures (by “crossing of
ways, of traditions, of artistic practices”). Hybridization can be interpreted,
rather literally, as cross-breeding which then would emphasise the
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difference of parentage of the issue. The notion of the un-melting sand
particles then gets obscured by the process of hybridization. In his 1996
work, he seems to have changed his mind: he starts out by stating that
Intercultural theatre is a hybrid made-up of untraceable, different origins.
Having said that, the last sentence of the thought quoted above is
significant in terms of the history of interculturalism and this also gives an
insight into his choice of title for his book, Theatre at the Crossroads of
Culture. It is indeed, “at the crossing of ways, of traditions, and artistic
practices that [we] bring together the winding paths of anthropology,
sociology and artistic practices”. Pavis highlights an integral tenet of
interculturalism, which is interdisciplinarity. The crossroads of arts and
soclal sciences provide a suitable location for intercultural research, which

is interdisciplinary by definition.”

Looking at Hugo's assertion itself, “Theatre is a crucible of
civilizations. It Is a place for human communication”, the word play on
crucible Is significant; he could mean either one of the main meanings of
the word: a vessel, a melting pot; or a severe test. The first option is that
theatre Is a vessel, a space where civilizations can be collocated for the
objective of human communication. The second option is that theatre is
the arena where civilization would be tested severely because it is a place
for human communication. In other words, theatre Is the means of a

severe test of civilization itself. Hugo does not necessarily make a
distinctive point about human specificity vanishing at the melting point; on
the contrary his metaphor seems to be alluding to the coming together of
people, the coming together of civilization, for the common objective of

" Pavis’ approach, ‘Theatre at the Crossroads of Culture', implicitly identifies the meeting
of different disciplines at the crossroads. At this point it Is sutficient to begin to think
explicitly about the interdisciplinary nature of intercultural exchange.
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communlcation. Moreover, it is also possible to consider a coming
together of civilizations for the common objective of communication.’

In the context of theatre, the concept of communication can simply
be transposed as performance; but in academia there is nothing simple
about the possible definitions of performance; it becomes yet another
complex, loaded term that is open to questioning. If communication is
defined as an exchange between two or more parties then it is the
dynamic nature of the communication that is problematised in the
theatrical context. It is interesting to note that one of the dictionary
definitions of communication is, “the art and technique of using words
effectively in imparting one's ideas”.? Not only can this definition be applied
to performancae, but it also alludes to the practice and theory discussion
with its statement of, “the art and technique” of doing something. The
word, word in the definition refers to text and in the context of theatre it is
essential to remember that text does not necessanly refer to written or
spoken words, but it is an all-encompassing term that refers to the various

languages of the stage and to echo Pavis, this Is where theatre and study
of culture meet at the crossroads. This Is also where interdisciplinarity of
exchange is made explicit.

In structuralism and semiology, communication is analysed Iin terms
of the codes or rules and conventions that determine the
meaningfulness of any message, in terms of the selection and
combination of meaningful elements (or signs). This approach, in
tumn, leads to an interest in texts {...] and the process of producing
and reading them as well as problems of how (if at all) the sign can

refer to a world that is external to the text. (Edgar and Sedgwick,
2002: 73)

® | have not been able to read Hugo's statement in its original context; Pavis does not

provide a reference for this statement by Hugo. N
Entry for communication in The American Heritage College Dictionary, Third Edition.
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As identified In the passage above, (from Cultural Theory), structuralism

and semiology are viewed as branches of cultural theory; however, their
correspondence to performance is very clear. Keeping Pavis’ hourglass
structure in mind, it is possible to see that in performance many levels of
engagement with objects/people and meaning-making take place, be this
strictly from the audience perspective, or be it an all-inclusive perspective
that encompasses both the practitioners and the audiences (partakers).

Diversion to Prague

In the 1930s the Prague School structuralism played an important
part in this meeting at the crossroads. Semiotics, “Derived from the Greek
word semeion” as explained in Semiotics of Art: Prague School
Contributions (Matejka and Titunik, 1979: ix) was specifically chosen by
Charles Sanders Peirce, “for his theory of sign”, from John Locke's
terminology, semiotic.

The same classical derivational base served for the coinage of
*semiology,” which the Geneva linguist, Ferdinand de Saussure,
Peirce's contemporary and the cofounder of modern semiotic
thought, employed to designate the general science of sign. (ibid.)

Matejka and Titunik seem to make the specific point that a concept as
modem as semiology was explicitly established employing “older traditions
of human thought”. (ibid.) The meeting of the new and the old establishes
one of the many correspondences at the crossroads. They continue to

stale the variety of origins involved in the development of the Prague
School:

Both Peirce's semiotic and Saussure's semiology, whether imported
directly from America and Geneva or indirectly via Russia and

Vienna, came to Prague, Czechoslovakia [...]). (ibid.)
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At this point it Is sufficient to note the interculturality of the joumney of the

development of a thought that has played a significant part in the later
history of philosophy, linguistics, sociology and theatre, and a thought that
still continues to occupy the minds (and pens) of many theoreticians and
scholars today.

Despite the etymological origins of the terminology, semiotics, in the
field of linguistics, the Prague School structuralists were mostly occupied
with a semiological interest in written and spoken language'®. This,
gradually, led them to begin to differentiate between drama and lyric/epic

poetry. Bogatyrev, one of the main players of the Prague School identifies
(in 1936, The Functional and Structural Concept in Ethnography) the
significance of signs and their meaning in the context of theatre as follows:

The world around us displays two different kinds of material objects.
One kind is without ideological significance, for example, natura!
objects, implements of production, things of everyday use. [...] In
this case, we do not suppose that a stone or a hammer, for
Instance, Is a sign which denotes something else: another object or
event. Howaever, if we take a stone, paint it white and then place it
between two fields, something different happens. Such a stone will
accrue a specific meaning. Now it will no longer be merely itself,

namely a stone as an item of nature, but it will acquire special
significance of indicating something other than itself. It will become
a marker, that is, a sign with particular and variously usable
meaning. [...] Similarly, when we see the crossed hammer and
sickle prominently displayed, they represent not merely tools, [...]
but a symbol of the USSR. What exactly has happened? A
phenomenon of material reality has become a phenomenon of
ideological reality: a thing has changed into a sign (which is also of
a material nature, of course). (Bogatyrev in Matejka and Titunik,

1979: 13)

Tho statement above very clearly describes the main premise upon which
this science of signs Is based. This phenomenon, which is the opposite of

"% In the seventeenth century sema, meaning sign, was about *interpreting the signs of
weather”. In the late nineteenth century the linguistic meaning entered the English
languagae. (Ayto, 2005: 446)
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reification, has become the focal point of the Prague School of thought
with reference to the signified and the signifier as identified earlier by

Saussure. The function (or functions) an object serves Is a relevant
discussion in the context of theatre in terms of making meaning, and
reading the mise en scéne. The relationship between “material reality” and
“ideological reality” is a central concem for performance research with
specific interest in how one reality is transformed into the other as well as
focusing on who it Is that facilitates this transformation. Bogatyrev
highlights the representational nature of objects (and people) that do not
necessitate a written or spoken language. What can be inferred from the
statement above is that objects (or people) can and will mean different
things (represent different things) relative to their circumstances: and in
the context of theatre it is possible to accept this assertion to a certain
degree. The process of this transformation from the material-
presentational-signifier to the ideological-representational-signified seems
to be the primary concern for semiotics. Bogatyrev writes in a different
essay (in 1940 Forms and Functions of Folk Theater), in the same

compilation:

One of the most important and fundamental features of the theater
Is transformation: the actor changes his appearance, dress, voice,

and even features of his personality into the appearance, costume,
voice and personality of the character whom he represents in the

play. (1979: 51)

As much as there seems to be an interest in the process of transformation,
the outside-in approach of the semiotician is more focused on the reading

of tho result of that process, which, in this context, is the audience
perspective of the performance''. What the semiotician sees ‘on stage' Is

“appearance” and representation.

"' As opposed 1o the inside-out approach of the practitioner for whom the process does
not end!



Another contributor to the Prague School, Jindrich Honzl makes a
similar point (in 1940, Dynamics of the Sign in the Theater) but takes it
slightly further:

Everything that makes up reality on the stage—the playwright's text,

the actor’s acting, the stage lighting—all these things in every case
stand for other things. In other words, dramatic performance is a set

of signs. (Honzl in Matejka and Titunik, 1979: 74)

In his essay he argues that, “the stage has no other function than to stand
for something else and it ceases to be the stage if it does not represent
something” (ibid.) According to Honzl then, a stone can never be just a
natural object, if it is on a stage, it must always represent, be the signifier
of something other than itself. This cancels out the first option that
Bogatyrev had offered as the two kinds of material objects that exist.?
Objects, animate or inanimate, by virtue of being “on stage” are
transformed into things they are not. This thought has been historically
resonant in theatre and performance research. A variety of people outside
the Prague School took up these points and built upon them. Patrice
Pavis, Susan Melrose, Elaine Aston and George Savona and Keir Elam
are some of the prominent theoreticians who specifically write about the
semiotics of theatre, or to put it simply, represent an outside-in
methodology to performance. End of diversion.

Elam In his in-depth study, The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama

(1980) introduces concepts and terms that were developed out of the
teachings of the Prague School. In his book, he takes the reader through a

quick history of structuralism and semiotics whilst introducing some of the

important scholars and their terminology as well as revealing his own
perception of theatre analysis. One of the central ideas of his discourse Is

'* When applied to the human body and behaviour, this may not be very different from
Barba's daily and extra-daily activities, or the loka dharmi and the natya dharmi of
classical Indian theatre~—~both of which will be explored elsewhere in this thesis.

35




proxemics, a term coined by the American anthropologist Edward T. Hall,
“defined by Hall himself as, ‘the interrelated observations and theories of
man's use of space as a specialized elaboration of culture’.” (Elam 1980:

62) Elam unpicks Hall's assertion about the possible relationships
between us and our space and what these relationships might represent:

[...] man's use of space in his architectural, domestic, urban,
working place and aesthetic activities is neither casual nor merely
functional but represents a semiotically loaded choice subject to
powerful rules which generate a range of (connotative) cultural

units. (ibid.)

Here the issue of culture Is entered into the semiotic analyses of theatrical
performancae. It must be noted that more of what Elam writes about has to
do with use of space and the cultural connotations or origins of theatrical
conventions, as opposed to interpersonal relationships between people
who share that space. According to Hall and Elam there are three principal
proxemic systems “according to the flexibility or otherwise of the
boundaries between units®. (ibid.) These are: Fixed-feature, semi-fixed
feature and informal. The first is the unmovable part of the architectural
structure; the second is the movable but non-dynamic parts that exist in
the space, like the set, the grid, the seating in the auditorium etc.

The third proxemic mode, informal space, has as its units the ever-
shifting relations of proximity and distance between individuals, in

the theatre, to actor-actor, actor-spectator and spectator-spectator
interplay. (1980: 63)

The third mode is more pertinent for a discourse on a selective history of

semiotics with an eye to cultural and intercultural dynamics. In his
explications, Elam posits a possible relationship only between individuals
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who are physically there to share the three dimensional space.'® The

obvious individuals who may not be physically there might be the people
who worked on making the performance (writer, dramaturg, designer,
costume people and other such parties), who are obviously part of the
event. There may also be characters that do not physically exist but
dictate the dynamic flow of the play. (For example, General Gabler in
Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler.) Moreover, the moment we factor a range of
(connotative) cultural units into the analysis, there might be metaphysical
‘individuals’ that need bearing in mind (gods, demons, ghosts,
reincamations and other such parties), as well as other connections or
associations the audiences make with people from their own lives but
outside the world of the performance they are witnessing.

The aver-shifting relations of proximity and distance between
Individuals help create yet another layer of correspondences at the
aforementioned crossroads where people and cultures and thought
structures meet and an interdisciplinary exchange happens. In his chapter
on Dramatic Logic Elam does make connections between the actual world
and the dramatic, the metaphoric world of the play and offers a semiotic
investigation of the signs that represent the variety of the worlds created
within the performance event, however, his methodology relies solely on
reading the performance.

Elam’'s book, The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama Is on the reading
lists of many higher education institutions. He is, very clearly, stimulated
by his field and is stimulating in his discourse. However, In his excitement
about the contributions of the Prague School, he makes a rather
remarkable opening statement at the start of his second chapter,
Foundations: Signs in the Theatre:

3 1t iIs nocessary to note that objects do not feature in Elam’s list of possible proxemic
relationships. (Object-object, object-spectator and object-actor might have been included
in this list.)
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The year 1931 is an important date in the history of theatre studies.

Until that time dramatic poetics—the descriptive science of the
drama and theatrical performance—had made little substantial

progress since its Aristotelian origins. (1980: 5)

Like Pavis, Elam’'s approach to theatre and theatre studies seems to be
from the audience perspective but it seems that unlike Pavis, Elam does
not advocate for a meeting at the crossroads—at least not explicitly. From
the statement above it is possible to deduce that Elam associates theatre
with literature (because he laments the lack of more literary criticism of
drama and theatrical performance) and that he Is either not aware of the
non-western theatre traditions, or that he is specifically not referring to
them. Unfortunately, declaring Aristotle as the originator of “dramatic
poetics—the descriptive science of the drama and theatrical performance”

Is not necessarily an uncommon position in the west.

Similarly to the Prague School scholars, some of the academics

mentioned so far, find themselves in the grey-area, which is the divide
between accepting theatre as a literary genre or as a theatrical piece to be
performed. It is usually their text analyses that indicate the literary or the
practical background of the writer. Jiri Veltrusky of the Prague School (in
1941, in Dramatic Text as a Component of Theater) puts this divide into
words:

The unending quarrel about the nature of drama, whetheritis a
literary genre or a theatrical plece, is perfectly futile. One does not
exclude the other. Drama is a work of literature in its own right; it

does not need anything but simple reading to enter the
consclousnass of the public. At the same time, it Is a text that can,

and mostly is intended to, be used as the verbal component of
thoatrical performance. (Matejka and Titunik, 1979: 95)

One of the reasons for the existence of the practice-theory divide In
westem scholarship may be the academic output of the people who
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belong to that grey-area, which is identified by the view that theatre is a

branch of literature and that theatre/performance analysis is a scrutiny of
its spoken or written text. In a world where communication does not
necessarily depend on written or spoken language, other commonalities
take precedence and new languages are generated for theatre is a
crucible of civilizations; it Is a place for human communication.

Similarly, one of the reasons for the divide between the terms
theatre and performance may also be the academic output of the people
who long to get out of that grey-area by simply swapping their terminology

In order to avoid connotations and specific histories—especially in the
intercultural context. This leads to a somewhat pained coexistence of the

two terms. Some are writing about the practice of performance from a non-
practitioner's perspective, others are writing about general audience
reception, while others are focusing on a more systematised notion of
spectatorship, all of which result in academic papers. It is important to
remember that this dilemma between the terms ‘performance’ and ‘theatre’

Is specific to the English language. The concept or the word for
performance in other languages will have rather different connotations and
the debate between ‘theatre’ and another word that might allude to
‘performance’ are inevitably going to be different than the one we have In
English. Therefore, in the context of intercultural theatre this dilemma gets
even more complex because people have to refer to theatre traditions that

are not part of the English speaking world. Hence the preference for
performance In the intercultural context by scholars—regardless of the fact

that they might actually be referring to ‘theatre’ in some cases—as the
following few examples will attest: Pavis' earlier work refers to Theatre at
the Crossroads of Culture (1992), and then he titles his next publication
(1996), The Intercultural Performance Reader, lastly, his most recent
work (2003) is entitled, Analyzing Performance: Theatre, Dance, and
Film, where he has come to categorise theatre as a subset of
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performance. (This last one was originally published in French as
L'Analyse des Spectacle.) One of the seminal texts in the field is edited by
Marranca and Dasgupta (1991), Interculturalism and Performance, where
a variety of articles by academics from different parts of the world use the
words, theatre and performance, inconsistently. The contributors do not
make any explicit differentiation (specific or general) between the terms,

but more importantly, the editors do not either and use them
Interchangeably. In many cases, these authors are writing about theatre

and theatre traditions but the title of the compilation consigns these
wntings as research into performance as opposed to theatrs.

As for the more semiologically-oriented scholars who are not in any
grey-area, their personal involvement and approach are the defining
factors for their choice of terminology. Enka Fischer-Lichte co-edited a
volume (1990) entitled, A Dramatic Touch of Difference: Theatre, Own and
Foreign'*; Graham Ley published, From Mimesis to Interculturalism:
Readings of Theatrical Theory Before and After ‘Modermism’in 1999.

Fischer-Lichte and Ley employ a literary approach to theatre and that is
the very reason for their choice of terminology. Whilst Fischer-Lichte et al
make specific distinctions between ‘us’ and ‘them’ in the intercultural
context, Ley attempts to chart out the historical jourmney of theatre from
Plato to Pavis in order to uncover theory in the intercultural context. He

summarises his findings:

[...] four morals for reading what is written of the theatre. The first is

that the ‘theatre’ may well be a figure in discourse, rather then the
overt subject that it appears to be. The second is that theoretical

'“ In this work edited by Fischer-Lichte, Riley and Gissenwehrer, all contributors and
Fischer-Lichte herself always refer to theatre traditions ‘own and foreign’ only in the case
of interculturalism she reverts to performance. It is Nigerian theatre tradition or Europoan
folk theatre tradition, but it is ‘intercultural performance’. It is also interesting to note that
in this work the chapters are divided into the following sections: 1-Europe, North America,
2-Japan: 3- China: 4- Indonesia, India; 5- Africa; thus making the own versus foreign
binary explicitly western versus non-westem.
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discourse may well, despite its monumental appearance, contain
the terms which permit its own disruption, or disintegration. The
third Is that the belief that theory is more ‘well founded’ than
criticism is itself ‘baseless’, to answer within the metaphor. The last
Is, perhaps, self-evident: that is that theory is decisively no less
‘iterary’ than script. (Ley, 1999: 302)

Ley's analysis does not pretend to be anything other than reading; even
though he often refers to scholars and practitioners who write about, or
generate performance; the focus in his book lies in reading a literary text.
His classicist background informs his choice of vocabulary and/or his

perspective.

Fischer-Lichte, a semiotician and a historian, employs a somewhat
similar strategy but starting the joumney from the position of
interculturalism. In her case, her personal back-ground (the fact that she is
from Westemn Europe) Is one of the defining factors of her analyses.'® In a
paper entitled, Interculturalism in Contemporary Theatre (in Pavis, 1996),
she highlights the fact that, “the productive association of the theatre of

one culture with that of a foreign one Is neither entirely new nor unique.”
(Fischer-Lichte in Pavis, 1996: 28) She goes on to state that this has had
a rather long history in Westem culture, dating back to ‘antiquity’. She,

with some clarity, places intercultural theatre in the Westem culture.
Moreover, in the next sentence, she offers Goethe's notion of Weltliteratur

as an example and quotes Goethe, “National literature means little
nowadays, the era of world literature is at hand, and each of us now must
help to hasten its arrival.” (ibid.) She creates a pathway that starts from
Goethe's notion of world literature to the modem and contemporary artists
such as Mnouchkine, Wilson and Brook. As she paves this pathway she
uses some highly significant words that are at the crux of the
Interculturalism debate. She refers to the above westem artists adopting,
borrowing, using, and experimenting with *elements of foreign theatre

—
'® Hence tha reference in the title of her own compilation: Theatre, Own and Foreign.
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traditions”. (1996: 27) Her Eurocentric position is revealed by her constant
association of ‘own’ with western and ‘foreign’ with Asian or African, even
though she might be talking about non-westem directors adopting westem
theatre conventions. On the very same page Pavis adds one more such
word to the list, which is appropriation. Considering the fact that all these
words appear on just one page of westem writing about interculturalism, it
Is easy to identify the trend. More verbs could be added to this list: Utilise,
Apply, Translate, Adapt, Transform, Acclimatise, Transfer, Steal, Exploit,
Interpret, Reinterpret, Misinterpret...

Following from Fischer-Lichte's lead, what is it ‘we’ do to these
elements from ‘other’ theatre traditions? Does it matter what verb we use?
It does, because not all verbs are equal; the implications of some are more
democratic than others’, some highlight a strictly westem world-view,
some seem more flexible, some have different practical implications than
others, and needless to say, some are unethical in the context of
intercultural exchange.® The point is that the interculturalism that is

analysed so far does not seem to have any correlations with ethics of any
kind and therefore, it does not necessitate an inquiry into how it happens,
as long as the result, (the performance) can be labelled as intercultural.

Fischer-Lichte explains further:

Both the elements of the own culture as well as those from the
foreign culture are ripped from their various contexts. They can
neither refer back to the context from which they originate, thereby
offering coherence and meaning, nor do they enter into a relation

e T INANIIS——S—,,..

" This clearly demonstrates that the main problem is with language rather than
Interculturality. Austin's concept of ‘performativity’ sheds different lights and casts |
different shadows when applied to the varying verbs mentioned above. My understanding
of performativity is that the actions implied by the word define what the word means and
that this is problematised because the doer of the action has to interpret before, during
and after the doing. Interpretation, especially in the context of the arts, can hardly be
standardised and should not be generalised, thus giving names to actions becomes a
linguistic problem.
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with one another, so that one could interpret their meaning. (1996:
32)

She continues to explain that in such a scenario the specific cultural signs
cease to exist, thereby resulting in the impossibility of meaning-making by
the audiences. Once again, the focus seems to be on how the
performance Is read as opposed to how it is made. She concludes in The
Dramatic Touch of Difference: Theatre, Own and Foreign that:

The Intercultural production in contemporary theatre is, therefore,
not uniquely interpreted as an aesthetic indicator of a potential
social change in the existing culture. It functions far more as the
place of execution and instrument of such cultural change. (1990:
287)

It is possible to interpret this as; change does not happen in society but it
happens in the theatre tradition itself. Contemporary intercultural
performance encourages a shift in the theatre culture and not the society
and therefore, one should not tum to theatre if one is interested in
‘aesthetic indicators’ of a culture. This conclusion is the natural
development of her initial idea which argues that no ‘other’ theatre tradition
Is sought after because ‘we’ might be interested in that ‘other’ culture; only
when there is a problem or something lacking in the existing culture ‘we’
seek ‘other’ cultures. This may or may not be true for some people but as
a premise, it borders on coming across as a generalisation accented by a
hint of cultural arrogance.

Perhaps acknowledging the performativity of the words (especially
verbs) utilised by scholars in the ‘intercultural theatre’ context, that
describe the relationship between the two or more cultures at work might
fill in whatever gap there may be for the scholar between practice and
theory. In addition, it may help incorporate the hermeneutic level of
complexity into the intercultural exchange in question. Unless we
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emphasise the exchange in interculturalism, we risk getting stuck in the
chain of ‘misunderstandings’ as Winet calls them.

Westemn audiences have increasing access to diverse performance
forms whose conventions they cannot read, and so they develop
strategies for misreading those conventions. Theatrical reception
becomes touristic. Interculturalism flourished through a hermeneutic
circle in which disoriented reading produces new
misunderstandings. Many of these misunderstanding form the basis
for new artistic and intercultural forms. (Winet, 1998: 98)
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Chapter Two: Process of the Practitioner

Some of the immediate names associated with the practice of
interculturalism are Brook, Mnouchkine and Barba, as well as Schechner
and Bharucha. These practitioners are also theoreticians and some of
them are also scholars. The fact that most of these people can approach
theatre both from a practitioner's perspective and from a scholar’s
perspective enriches their work, whatever the form of output might be. In
this chapter of the thesis, the focus will be on the inside-out process of the
practitioner, as opposed to the outside-in methodology of the scholar’s
established in the first chapter. In the case of some of the names
mentioned above, (i.e. Barba) it is even possible to state that the primary
interest lies in leaming about and understanding aesthetic theories from
different parts of the world. The subsequent significant realisation that
aesthetic theories are better understood experientially is what separates
the scholars and the practitioners. The individuals in the latter group
approach theatre from the makers' point of view, in all aspects of their
work, whether they regularly make theatre or not.'” In fact, their approach
Is Identified by their inside-out process as opposed to the outside-in
methodology of the scholars' approach. This difference in perspective
explains (and nullifies) whatever contention there may be between theory
and practice, because theory is practiced and practice is theorised. The
difference in perspective does not and should not create a divide between
practice and theory; however, what it does underline is that the observer's
perspective and the doer’s perspective progress in directional opposition
to one another, much like the two Roman goddesses, “One was the

goddess of the waves which lap the shore, the other was the goddess of

"7 Arguably, with the exception of Bharucha; even though he Is a director himself, the
reason why he Is included here is the contribution to the intercultural debat9 he has
provided through responding to Brook's and to a lesser extent Mnouchkine's work.
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the waves which retum to the open sea.” (Taviani in Barba and Savarese,
1991: 79)

For those who make a distinction, the debates surrounding theory
and practice evoke other discourses related to interculturalism, such as
performance aesthetics, content versus form, cultural-politics, pedagogy,

reception theory, semiotics, and theatre anthropology among others. In my
view, the interconnectedness of these discourses to interculturalism is

testimony to the interdisciplinarity of interculturalism and not an indication
of a differentiation between practice and theory. Since | do not make a
categorical differentiation between theory and practice, | advocate for
highlighting the differences between an out-side-in and an inside-out
approach by presenting these names that are commonly associated with
intercultural theatre’ under two general headings: Methodology of the
Scholar and Process of the Practitioner. The scholars and the practitioners
who are given as examples here serve two purposes; firstly, they are
some of the more influential figures in the context of performance and
therefore it is important to note their contribution. Secondly, their work
relates to or emerges from the above named discourses, for example
Bharucha's work corresponds to his worldview which emphasises his
cultural-politics, or Pavis, a semiotician who applies theories of linguistics
to performance analysis and reception theory and then to intercultural
exchange. Mnouchkine's work could be analysed in terms of form and

content relationships. An exhaustive coverage of their work is not the
objective in this context, nor is it possible to do that in just one PhD thesis.

By the same token, an exhaustive coverage of the issues mentioned is not
a feasible objective either, howaver, what is possible is to acknowledge

the interconnectedness of these seemingly disparate discourses with
interculturalism, and expose facets that are interrelated in order to provide

a general survey of interculturalism whilst highlighting the more significant
commonalities. In this light, it will be appropriate to explore how
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interculturalism manifests itself in the works of Brook, Mnouchkine and

Barba and identify any similarities and differences by employing
Bharucha's response to these practitioners as a foreground. Brook's
Mahabharata (1985 theatre, 1988 film) has created a myriad of
discussions with regard to interculturalism in theatre, (as well as
introducing this great story to a great variety of people) which is one of the
reasons why it will have more coverage here. Mnouchkine’s theatre will be
explored as an example of westem interculturalism as a genre and
Barba's theatre anthropology be outlined. Since Schechner’s work is
almost like a connective tissue throughout the intercultural theatre debate,
instead of devoting a specific section to him, his ideas and provocations
will be considered throughout the development of this chapter as well as
the whole of the thesis.

Peter Brook's culture: “culture like yoghurt”

Arguably the most influential intercultural director in the world is

Peter Brook (bom 1925), partly because he has been working
professionally, non-stop since 1943 and mainly because his understanding
of culture is “like yoghurt, culture as fermentation”. As Michael Kustow

explains in his biography of Peter Brook:

Brook's work with his ‘inter-cultural’ group, as it has been labelled
by the academics, Is not a swap-shop of skills and techniques, but
as he once suggested In an aside, culture like yoghurt, culture as
fermentation. His Bouffes du Nord theatre has housed a mixed

group unafraid to descend into disorder to surface with forms of
performance that are nuanced, direct and—using a word Brook

likes—transparent. This theatre does not belong to any slnglq
culture. It has no homeland, and so no abroad. It is extra-territorial.

(2005: 2)

It does not sound like they are pleased with the general understanding of
the inter-cultural label as it has been attributed to Brook's theatre by the
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academics. What is clear from the first part of this comment is that the

Centre Intemational de Recherches Thé4trales (CIRT) at the Bouffes du
Nord, in Paris, doaes not serve as a sterilised lab for Brook to conduct
multicultural experiments to quench his empiricist thirst. His aim is not to
short cut training in various theatre traditions of the world by making each
performer teach Brook and the other members the essence of what he/she
knows. Brook’s approach to ‘culture like yoghurt’ and ‘culture as
fermentation’ demonstrates that he is interested in allowing whatever
chemical, biological or organic reactions may occur due to the differences
and similarities in the group. Taking into account Brook's writings on
theatre, if the ‘descent into disorder’ is the agitation caused by the
fermentation process, then ‘surfacing with forms’ ‘that are nuanced, direct’
and ‘transparent’ must be the process of choosing and decision making
which is informed by intelligence, fuelled by motivation and emotionalised
by precision. Asserting that his ‘theatre does not belong to a single culture’
does not make this theatre characterless; on the contrary, it seems to put
the focus on the human (the performer) and in the present tense. Focusing
on the ‘now’ does not equate with the denial of history as some scholars
argue,'® because being Is as diachronic an experience as a synchronic
one. Human-being is capable of responding to immediate surroundings
and Is constantly supported by an inner world which he/she maintains
within.

The same reasoning works for his audiences as well; Brook
believes that they are able to react and respond to their environment just

like his actors and that is the simple but the main reason for creating

theatre that breaks all boundaries and in tum creating new audiences. In
his 1969 bid to the funding bodies for the CIRT he advocates that the only

way to better the world Is by creating new audiences and new audiences
can only be created if they witness new theatre. He continues by

'8 As Bharucha does in the Afterword of the second edition of his Theatre and the Worid.
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responding to the revolutionaries of 1968 that it is possible to wipe the
slate clean by starting from zero in the theatre and that it is futile to wait for
the world to change so that real art can be made again. In Brook's words,
“Total reform can be put into immediate application.” (in Kustow, 2005:
189) As Kustow explains, securing the funds were very important at that
time because Brook wanted three years of financial freedom from the box

office gains in order to travel with an extended troupe. They were
successtul in their bid and they travelled to Persia, where they worked on

Orghast with Ted Hughes as part of the Shiraz/Persepolis Festival (1971),
continued their experiments in Paris (part of 1972), and travelled to Africa
and the US in 1972 and 1973. Brook had created a multiethnic,
multinational troupe, they had a base in Paris but they were to travel
together for three years; he was interested in the possibilities of generative
processes, in dynamic relationships created between these ‘different’
people. Brook articulates his interest thus, “the pre-expressive substrata
that underlie cultural stereotypes and imitations”. (Brook in Kustow, 2005:
203) In other words he is interested in the being process of a being. How
does one be? What constitutes being? And that question leads on to: How
do we be together? If we are able to shed our cultural selves, what are we
left with? Assuming it is true that the pre-expressive substratum is the raw
being and that the cultural layers define the ‘dressed’ being; then how do
we communicate with others who do not share the same cultural layers

that dress us? Closely related to this train of thought is the phenomenon of
leaming. In this process of working with others who are culturally different
than us, In our ‘raw’ state, how do we leam? Observing the phenomenon

of being seems to have preoccupied Brook all his life, but it was at the end
of the 60s and the start of the 70s when he was able to ‘play’ with this idea
practically and in a focused manner—i.e. since he did not have to think
about finances, he could concentrate on the work, his theatre research. If
it was possible to do this with the actors then it would mean that the same
would be true of the audiences as well. This was the new audience ho was
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after, ‘raw’, ‘undressed’ so to speak. It is for this reason that he thought it

important to change the name of his organisation when they went back to
Paris after three years of travelling theatre research. When Bouffes du
Nord was ready to be opened officially—with the production of Timon of
Athens in 1974—Brook changed the name to Intemnational Centre for
Theatre Creation. He wanted to give his audiences the specific message
that he was interested in creating. (Kustow, 2005:227)

Brook’s quest for the ‘raw’ is manifest in his choice of material as
well as his way of working.

I'm going toward the essential elements. Not the essential
experience, but the essential elements. That's really like in writing
when you go back and cut out all unnecessary adjectives. You're
not really against the adjectives themselves but you look at what
you are trying to say and you see that adjectives are fogging the
meaning...you are trying to find the most appropriate form for
reflecting something. (Kustow, 2005: 232)

Asking the most fundamental questions and tirelessly searching for ways
of answering them year after year, project after project allows Brook and

his actors to learn new ways of creating theatre by un-weaving the socio-
cultural adjectives that fog the meaning. In the subsequent years he was

going to paraphrase his quest as, “a question of trying to get something
hidden to emerge by elimination”. (Kustow, 2005: 278)

Brook's highly prolific career Is packed with engaging, arresting and
often controversial projects from the very start until the present. Arguably,
he commenced his theatre research that is explicitly associated with
Interculturalism in the late 60s and the analysis of his work starts from
there. It is common knowledge that his troupe consists of actors from a

wide variety of countries and ethnic origin and ever since the
establishment of CIRT (now CICT) he has continued this tradition,
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Different projects might bring in additional actors to the troupe and there
are a few collaborators who have been working with Brook since the start.
The project that attracted the most attention with regards to the
intercultural debate supported such an eclectic cast. The Mahabharata
boasted a team from many countries: Switzerland, Poland, France,
Senegal, England, Germany, Wales, Northem lreland, Trinidad, Burkina
Faso, Turkey, South Africa, Italy, Japan, Vietnam, Bali, America and India;
as they are listed in the accompanying documentation of the film version.
It begs the question if indeed one of the reasons why it evokes the
intercultural debate is the multi-nationality of the team working on it. But
we do know that intercultural and multinational may not have the same
meaning depending on who is uttering the words and in what context.'?
What is Brook's cast, intercultural, intemational or multinational?
Intemational and multinational seem to be more corporate terms as they
are more likely to be used in business and in politics than in the arts;
mainly because businesses doing business with other countries have to

adhere to certain national and intemational laws and laws are national (or
international) and not cultural. Culture as a word seems to be more about
the human and human behaviour and it does not evoke national or
govemmental laws as much as the word nation does. Brook’s interest lies
with his theatre research and that seems to be more about the human and
human behaviour as well—as opposed to governmental, national or

indeed intermational laws.

" For example, the UN by definition divides countries/people according to their geo-
political boundaries; therefore, their dealings are international. Big corporations are often
referred to as ‘multinationals’ for short. In the current political agenda in Britain
'multiculturalism’ seems to be a buzz word; the government seems to be offering this
word as a prophylactic against race-related problems. The official 1q Downing Stroet site
allows access to speeches, wherae it is possible to count how many times Blair et al use
the word multiculturalism. It Is also possible to observe that they have never referred to

interculturalism or interculturality. www.number-10.gov,¢o.uk
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In terms of word choice, even seasoned scholars make untenable

assertions in their analyses, as in the example of Dasgupta on Brook's
Mahabharata. Dasgupta is one of the many scholars who associate
Brook’s work with interculturalism®. He compares the Mahabharata to
“Brook’s earlier intercultural adaptations—Orghast, Conference of the
Birds, The Ik, and Ubu" as a “task worthy of admiration”. (1991: 76) In the
same arnticle, Dasgupta declares:

Given the internationalist cast and the quixotic admixture of
costumes and musical instruments, it seems obvious that
coherence was not their primary concem. (1991: 80)

“Intemationalist” is a curious word choice which is loaded with unexplained
layers of meaning. Throughout the article Dasgupta accuses Brook (and
Carriére the script writer of Brook’s Mahabharata) with the charge of
Orientalism and projecting his westem-ness onto an eastem epic and thus
becoming “an illustration of the West misreading the literature of the East”.
(ibid.) The phrase ‘internationalist cast’ makes the statement even more
dubious. In his context, is he equating the terms ‘intemationalist’ and
‘Orientalist'? He does not explain. It seems as though he is blaming the
cast, the costume designer and the musicians for being heterogeneous. It
makes one think, he may be blaming these people for not being Indian,
because that might be the only option for Dasgupta to accept a
performative rendition of the famous epic. '

The ‘epic’, Mahabharata, will be contextualised in the chapter on
Indian performance aesthetics. For the moment it is sufficient to say that
the Mahabharata does not have a westermn equivalent in terms of scope

% After all his anticle, The Mahabharata: Peter Brook's Orlentalism appears in the book

t"aa co-edited with Marranca, Interculturalism and Performance. '
' I'm not suggesting this because of Dasgupta's Indian origin, but the Mahabharatas.
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and length. It consists of about*? 100,000 stanzas of ‘Brahmanic lore’.
(Dasgupta in Dasgupta and Marranca 1991: 76). In Dasgupta’s words it is:

[...] essentially and originally a secular tale of war and strife. [...] a
vital source of nourishment, a measure of one’s thoughts and
deeds. It Is no mere epic constrained by literary and narrative
strategies, but a revolutionary injunction, ethical and theological in
purpose, that determines and defines the social and personal
Interactions of millions of Indians.” (1991: 76)

In Rustom Bharucha’s words it is:

[...] our ‘ancient’ past, our ‘authentic’ record of traditional Hindu
culture, [...] [It] is not merely a great narrative poem; it is our
itihasa®, the fundamental source of knowledge of our literature,
dance, painting, sculpture, theology, stage craft, sociology,
economy—in short, our history in all its detail and density. (1993:
68-69)

In Carriére's words it Is:

[...] the masterpiece at the centre of the very rich Sansknt literature.
The poem is the origin of thousands of belief, legends, thoughts,
teachings and characters which even today form part of Indian life.
'‘Maha’ in Sanskrit means ‘great’ ‘complete’. [...] ‘Bharata’ is
primarily the name of a legendary character, then that of a family or
clan. So the title can be understood as ‘The great History of the
Bharatas'. However, in an extended meaning, ‘bharata’ can mean
‘Hindu’, and, even more generally, ‘Man’. So The Mahabharata

could be translated as ‘The Great History of Mankind'. (1989: 3)

As It will be discussed later, the Bhagavad Gita is deemed to be the most
important section of the whole story; it is where Krishna communicates the

2 Dasgupta writes “over 90,000 stanzas, Jean-Claude Carriére states it i3, “more than
one hundred thousand stanzas long” (Dasgupta in Dasgupta and Marranca, 1891: 76),

$Carrlére page 3 DVD booklet).

* ltihasa are a specific type of sacred texts, they are recorded from what has been
remembered, as in ‘traditional’, as opposed to what has been revealed by gods, as in
‘revelation’, The types of sacred texts will be briefly discussed in the chapter pertaining to
India. In the Concise Encyclopaedia of Hinduism, Klostermaier's translation of itihasa s,

“s0 it has been said.” (1998: 86)
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main philosophical teaching (the path to Liberation) to Arjuna, the greatest
of all warriors. Dasgupta is absolutely outraged by Brook’s staging of the
Bhagavad Gita. In this section Brook makes Krishna whisper the whole
text in Arjuna's ear, the audience can barely make out a few sentences.
Dasgupta argues that Brook has taken the heart of the text away from the
audience by reducing the “fulcrum on which rests the entire thrust of this

monumental drama of humanity”. (1991: 78) He declares that, “The
Mahabharata is nothing, an empty shell, if it is read merely as a

compendium of martial legends, of revenge, valor and bravura.” (ibid.)
That may well be true; but just because the philosophy is not spelled out
by Krishna does not mean that the audience does not ‘get’ the importance
of the situation and this indeed will make them ‘think’ about what might be
said. In other words, it may be possible to approach the situation from a
positive and not a negative position—looking at what Brook is doing rather
then speculating about what he does not want to do. Brook’s
understanding of the sacredness of the text as well as the importance of
the Bhagavad Gita Is very subtly demonstrated by the intimate relationship

created between Krishna and Arjuna. The fact that the audience is
receiving ‘bits’ and ‘pieces’ reflects the experience of the people as well as
the historians who had to make sense of fragments of information
transmitted by an oral tradition. In addition, (as will be clearer in the
chapter devoted to India), some of the sacred texts were revealed to

certain members of society whereas others were accessible by all.
Knowing the precision with which Brook approaches his work, it would not
be difficult to imagine that he purposefully integrated his understanding of
the importance of the texts and their content into his production, and thus
made the specific choice of representing the whole of the Gita by a few
phrases, instead of trying to unpick and explain the complexity of Krishna's
teachings. The Gita is a very sophisticated text that requires many
readings, in addition, it Is not a book of answers, it requires each being to
question and therefore understand his/her actions. Brook's treatment of
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the piece proves his understanding of it not his desire to trivialise it as it is
suggested by Bharucha and Dasgupta.?*

Bharucha comments about audience reaction to this section; he
seems to be as much outraged by the audience reaction caused as the
sacrilegious treatment of the Bhagavad Gita.

It did not come as a surprise to me when the audience laughed on
hearing Krishna’s famous advice to Arjuna: ‘Act, but don't reflect on
the fruits of the action'. If the New York audience laughed, it is not
because their ideology of capitalism and self-interest had been
called into question.“® Krishna's statement came out of the blue
without any depth of meaning or resonance. What could have been
a moment of revelation was reduced to a banality, (1993: 71)

Bharucha seems to be overlooking the fact that it is also very common for
westemers, just like everyone else in the world, to laugh at our/their own
miserable selves, especially when we/they are faced with our/themselves
on a stage. Having said that, it is not possible for anyone to find out or
speculate why people in the audience might have laughed at that moment.
It seems as though how Brook dealt with the loaded section of the
Bhagavad Gita was very thought provoking and it may indeed have forced
his audiences to undertake self-reflecting contemplation. Those unfamiliar
with Hinduism and the Brahmanic teachings (the Vedas) would have
struggled to grasp the complex ideas of an unfamiliar world-view.
However, it is more fruitful for Brook to coax his audiences into
contemplating what they would do in that situation rather than preach at
them.

————
** For further positive criticism of Brook's production of the Mahabharata, and specifically

his treatment of the Bhagavad-Gita see Meyer-Dinkgréfe (2001: 137-258). N
*® On a simplistic level, it is possible that the audiences reacted to the concept of ‘acting

with laughter because they recognised it as ‘familiar’. After all, that was what the actors

on the stage were doing, ‘acting'. It may be possible to guess various readings as to why
they laughed, but because it is impossible to ‘know’ it may not be too useful to presume.
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Bharucha laments that Brook never found it to be problematic to
contextualise the piece in India. “In fact, the context is never an issue for
him. What matters is the ‘flavour of India’ that is suggested through the
mise-en- scéne.” (1993: 70) Bharucha then continues with a tirade on the
significance of ‘flavour’ in Indian aesthetics of performance. He accuses
Brook for not having done enough research on the traditional Indian
theatre, especially the concept of flavour (rasa) as taught by the
Natyashastra. Bharucha explains:

‘Flavour’ is not some mystical aura that emanates from a culture. It
Is the outcome of a process wherein specific ingredients have been

seasoned and blended with specific spices in particular
combinations. The ‘flavour’ of Indian culture has a definite context.

It is what differentiates a curry from a stew, and | am not just
referring to the taste, but to the entire history of a people that
shapes taste in particular ways. (1993:71)

This point about ‘flavour’ (rasa) is pertinent for the chapter pertaining to
Indian performance aesthetics. Bharucha seems to be saying that different
ways of cooking as well as different cooking pots and utensils will result in
ditferent processes and different products, thus tastes will be shaped in

particular ways. | wonder, had Brook explicitly written about the
connections he has made with his project and the teachings of the
Natyashastra if Bharucha would have given him the benefit of the doubt.

Bharucha makes an important point about the relationships that are
defined and shaped by the conventions of the caste system. In the story,

as well as in real life, people’s actions are to be justified by their caste
duties, which in tum are shaped by dharma—the cosmic and social order.
Respect is an important part of the caste system; one’s caste dictates how
one would approach and receive another. Bharucha gives a few
examples: Krishna and Arjuna belong to the same caste and therefore
would “share an intimacy (not explored in the production) that Duryodhana
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and Kama never hope to share”, (1993: 73) Furthermore, he states that

Kama is humiliated because as the adopted son of a driver, he is of the
lowest caste. Although he is of the highest caste by birth, he does not find
out about his real parentage until just before the war begins. Bharucha
claims that in Brook’s production Kama's suffering was depicted at a
personal level only and that it should have reflected the “social and ritual
structure of Hindu society with its accompanying tensions and constraints®.
(ibid.) The point Bharucha is making is seminal; indeed creating
relationships is what theatre is about and that is the reason why any socio-
cultural ingredient would play an important role in the depiction of
relationships. However, it is arguable whether Brook has indeed ignored
the caste system and caused the rupture in the characters’ ritual status as
Bharucha argues. Kama seems very much like an outsider throughout and
Krishna and Arjuna do share a certain intimacy as previously mentioned.
Do the audience need to know the particularities of the caste system and
how it works? Not necessarily. As long as the director and the performers
have taken the facts about the caste system into consideration in their
process and incorporated their response in their work, then their ritual
status should be implicit. An explicit point about the caste system in order
to educate the audiences could veer the focus away from the rost of the
action.

Arguably, the singularly most important point Bharucha makes
about Brook's Mahabharata is that the text must be considered in the

Indian context “on as many levels as possible”. (1993: 70)

So that its meaning (or rather multiple levels of meaning) can have

some bearing on the lives of the Indian people for whom the
Mahabharata was written, and who continue to derive their strength
from it. [...] One cannot agree with the premise that The Mahabharala
is Indian but it is universal’. The ‘but’ is misleading. The Mahabharata, |

would counter, Is universal because it Is Indian. One cannot separato
the culture from the text. (ibid.)
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This seems to encapsulate the heart of the intercultural debate; can one
separate the culture from the text? Or what is the relationship between the
culture and the text? Is the fact that Bharucha finds the ‘but’ misleading
testimony to his socio-cultural perspective? Has he the right to demand
that everyone finds that ‘but’ misleading? It can be argued that the
Mahabharata Is universal, period. Its place of origin becomes less
important compared with its universality. Universality by nature is an all
encompassing condition that does not privilege one member of a group
over another; so it should not privilege one culture over another. This does
not dispute that the Mahabharata is Indian. It certainly is, but that does
not mean that it cannot be told by a non-Indian. Bharucha blames Brook
for not allowing the production to become ‘too Indian’. He mentions Mallika
Sarabhal, “the only ‘authentic’ Indian presence on stage, with black hair,
brown skin and expressive eyes”.?® (1993: 79) He suggests that because
she was not allowed to perform as she knows how but rather directed in a
specific way, her delivery was monotonous and that it lacked texture.

If she could have expressed herself through dance even for a few

moments, her culture would have been embodied in the
performance. But that's clearly what Brook didn’t want; it would

have become ‘too Indian’. (1993: 80)

Bharucha seems to be assuming that she only embodies her culture in her

dance and that the dancer's body, when not dancing, is not capable of
embodying her culture. Moreover, he assumes that Brook thinks alike and

that is the reason why he does not allow her to dance. Bharucha does not
do his argument any justice by such comments heavily based on
presumptions.

* This dascription Is rather curlous, considering the fact that Sarabhal's fellow per]ormers
were from a variety of parts of the world and some of them actually fit the description

Bharucha reserves for Sarabhal. Moreover, reducing the conditions of being an authentic
Indian to three such tenets sounds too subjective for it to be academic—to say the loast!
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Dasgupta also detects a lack of ‘Indianness’ in the production and
drops a literal bomb at the end of his paper.

If, as | have suggested, Brook's Mahabharata falls short of the

essential Indianness of the epic by staging predominantly its major
incidents and failing to adequately emphasize its coterminous

philosophical precepts, it does however raise the spectre, in no
uncertain terms, of the fate that awaits us in the event of a nuclear

holocaust. [...] Brook's tragic coda is appended to a body of
prophetic writings that give daily sustenance to millions of Hindus
the world over. Here again we might possibly glimpse another
aspect of “Orientalism”. But now that even India possesses the
bomb, the Mahabharata, yes, Peter Brook's and Jean-Claude

Carriére’s Mahabharata, apocalyptic ending in place, should be
performed in the land from which it originated. The etemal cycle will

be completed, for today both India and the West possess the
ultimate weapon, the pasupata which Shiva bestows as a gift to

Arjuna. (1991: 81-82)

Dasgupta’s initial point is not very dissimilar to Bharucha's that Brook's
attempt at summarising this vast text into nine hours is not acceptable
because of the complexity of the material; especially the density of the
‘philosophical precepts'. Because the Indian traditional play structure
does not work in a linear fashion and it does not support genres such as
tragedy or comedy—as in the accustomed Aristotelian play structure;
focusing the action on the tragedy of the aftermath of the war not only
goes against the aesthetics of traditional Indian theatre but it also negates
the concept of dharma, cosmic and social order. Arjuna, the great warrior
Is given the pasupata, the ultimate weapon, which is nothing other than a
weapon of mass destruction; the Bhagavad Gita depicts Arjuna’s inner
battle, the result of which will be the decisive factor whether he will use
this weapon. In a sense, understanding why and more importantly how
Arjuna makes the decision to fight (and is aided by Krishna himself) is
grasping the most complex teaching of Hinduism. In this context,
Dasgupta's references to India's nuclear weapons do not make it clear as
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to why the Mahabharata “should be performed” in India. If he is suggesting
that India was colonised by the British because it did not possess the
means to rebel against it and that now that they developed nuclear
weapons they would not be colonised, meaning that he would welcome
the “eternal cycle to be completed” by daring the British (or “the West”),
then it seems to me that he is not directly responding to the play. His
response reads like a personal, postcolonial expression.

As much as Dasgupta and Bharucha (and everyone else who may
agree with them) have a right to bring in their personal politics into their
reception and interpretation of a performance, Brook has a right to explore
and depict the Mahabharata without trying to be Indian. The question of
authenticity does not even have to enter into Brook’s frame, if that is not
what he intends to explore. That does not mean to say that the Dasguptas
or the Bharuchas of this world are incorrect in any way, of course not, on
the contrary their very personal reactions open up very important
discussions on many levels. Bharucha has been writing his reactions and
responses to Peter Brook's interculturality for many years now. In his 2000
publication, The Politics of Cultural Practice: Thinking Through Theatre in
an Age of Globalization, in the very first page he refers to one of Brook's
productions and he actually seems to be fuelled by his negative reaction to
Brook's, The Ik, which seems to start the book for him. Once again he

accuses Brook of trivializing other cultures. He suggests that Brook'’s
usage of the elements of water, fire and earth on stage alongside sand,
and flowers are the signs of this trivialisation of India, but of course that

cannot be strictly true because Brook's consequent productions of Carmen
and Cherry Orchards utilise exactly the same list of elements.

When one puts on a play, inevitably, at the beginning it has no
form, it Is just words on paper, or ideas. The event Is the shaping of

the form. What one calls the work is the search for the right form. If
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this work is successful, the result can eventually last for a few
years, but no more. (Brook, 1993: 51)

Brook's interest in form and his approach to the theatre event differentiate
him as a practitioner. His interest in creating new forms is confluent with
his idea of culture; allowing for the fermentation to take place will result in
an organic product and more importantly, an organic process. Privileging
an organic process of constant reconfiguration over fitting a man-made
construct onto his actors is an indication of Brook’s engagement with form

in the present tense.

There is a considerable difference between Brook's embodying and
understanding of interculturalism and Bharucha’s approach to
interculturalism; this difference is shaped by their personal and
professional perspectives. Bharucha appears to be a critic and author with
practical experience and Brook is first and foremost a practitioner with the
specific agenda of practice as research (hence the title of his theatre
company). Bharucha views interculturalism as a westem genre and keeps
his focus politicised whereas Brook seems to be interested in the craft as
well as the function it serves—as in the quotation above. Brook'’s writings
focus on the process unlike Bharucha, whose focus seems to stay on the
reception, the interpretation, the result. Bharucha seems to be more plot-
driven In his interest. He discusses his own practice (Request Concert;
Praknya; Woyzeck) with a self-reflective eye and declares Prakriya
(Process) ‘a tortured rehearsal process”, “a rather self-conscious frame
work” and “somewhat contrived and arid—precisely what | dislike in much
Intercultural experimentation”. (1993: 248-249) In this work a character
from the Mahabharata meets Nina from the Seagull, both characters have
a memory “it Is a moment in the past that activates the future®. (249) This
work was meant to be about the process of memory as Bharucha
describes it but did not work very well by his own admission. As much as
Bharucha proves to be almost as sharp when it comes to self-criticism, ho
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seems to take it further when he writes about Brook. Bharucha labels
Brook's Mahabharata, “Shakespeareana” (1993: 77) and he declares that,
“it Is ‘a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing'.”
(1993: 76) He also blames Patrice Pavis with, “gurufication of Brook™
(1993: 246) mainly because according to Bharucha, Pavis seems to be
making generalised comments about Brook's detailed understanding of
India and the Indian culture and Pavis' acceptance of the superfiuousness
of contextualising the performance in India, simply angers Bharucha.
Bharucha's rich and powerful criticism will help explore Mnouchkine’s
approach to interculturalism as well.

Mnouchkine: “The Theatre Is Oriental’<’”

Ariane Mnouchkine (born 1939) is an exceptionally political woman,
perhaps unsurprisingly, so is her theatre, Théatre du Soleil (Theatre of the
Sun). In fact, she is so overtly political that she was part of a group who
petitioned Boutros Boutros-Gali to resign in connection to the UN's
inadequate response to the ‘ethnic cleansing’ in Bosnia and went on a
hunger strike to condemn the indifference. (Oral, 2003: 110) Later on, in
1996, she (and her company) were to side with 300 immigrants from Mali
“whose papers were not in order” (sans papler). They provided the
immigrants with shelter “in the company’s caravan-huts®. *{...} they were
locked in with them for several days and nights, up to and including the
police attack.” (Shevtsova, 1999: 73) These are only two, out of many, of
the examples of Mnouchkine's political activity. Naturally, her work Is very

much influenced by her political views.*®

& (Artaud quoted by Mnouchkine in Pavis, 1996: 85) Mnouchkine adopts Antaud's phrase
and gives it as a title to her contribution to Pavis', The Intercultural Perforrnance Reador.

*® Their experience with the immigrants marked the company deeply and it became the

basis for the next production, only the story was changed to the relationship between
China and Tibet. It was called, Et Soudain des Nuit d’Eveil (And Suddenly Nights of

Awakening) (1997)
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Starting with Wesker's Kitchen in 1967 (with circus elements

helping to tell the story) and continuing with the piece devised by the
company 1789 (in 1970)—a re-enactment of the revolution whilst
experimenting with the camavalesque—her political theatre was onto
great box-office successes. Her latest production (in 2005), Le Demier
Caravansérail (Odyssées) Part I: Le Fleuve Cruel (The Last Caravansary
(Odysseus) Part |: The Cruel River) and Part ll: Origins and Destines
(Origins and Destinies), was no exception. According to the reviews,
almost all performances of the tour were sold-out; the reviews were good
but not overly enthusiastic. Michael Feingold of the Village Voice calls it a
“grave disappointment” and his headline reads: Escape from Drama:
Ariane Mnouchkine tells an epic story of million lives—but does she make
us care? The verdict Iis, no. He describes the production as a:

[...] meditation on the travails and fates of refugees in the
contemporary world. Done in a cascade of non-Westemn languages,

it makes a sweeping though not all-encompassing survey: Afghans,
Iragis, Iranians, Kurds, Chechens, Russians, Kosovars, and others

straggle through its long procession of scenes, fleeing Christian
extremists, Muslim extremists, war, totalitarianism, starvation,
drought, or simply the general misery of life in countries where the
economy has tanked and the water in the rusty taps is no different
from that in the open sewers. (Village Voice July 26 2005)

It is evident from the descriptions that this is a majestic attempt at
depicting the most taxing problems facing our world today; only it might be
over ambitious in its desire to cover (literally) too much ground. Feingold
writes that even though the production was dispersed with “breath-
stopping moments” the main problem with it was that, *trying to do the
work of a UN report, Mnouchkine seems to abdicate the work of the
theater”. Perhaps Feingold was aware of the fact that Mnouchkine was tho
recipient of the UNESCO Picasso Medal in March 2005.° He concludes

® «Tha UNESCO Picasso Medal, created on the centenary of Pablo Picasso's binth In
1981, Is awarded to individuals or groups, in recognition of an outstanding contribution to
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his review by articulating his disappointment: “Tackling an enormous

reality, Mnouchkine has done the one thing | would not have expected of
her: she has made it less interesting.”(ibid.) Mnouchkine is famous for her
over-the-top and extremely theatrical productions; an expectation of more
of the same might be the reason for this reviewer's chagrin.

Charles Isherwood, the reviewer for The New York Times opens his
piece by alluding to the length of the production, a point he makes several
times In this review. “A two-part dramatization of the suffering of the
world's refugee population that is ultimately as stirring as it is solemn, as
rewarding as it is, well, long.”> However, he admits that even at six hours
performance (plus a 90 minute break), the effectiveness of the production
Increases in time. He writes, “This deeply socially engaged antist insists
that we keep looking and looking, until at last we see and we feel” instead

of looking away at the first sign of pity.

Bryce Hallett of The Sydney Moming Herald focuses on how the
story was put together as a result of over 100 hours of interviews taped at
refugee camps, in France, Australia, Indonesia and New Zealand. Hallett
writes that in 2002 Mnouchkine was there for the Sydney Festival with
another production but, “at the time the director was so upset by the
Howard Government’s manipulation of the Tampa affair that she

considered boycotting the Sydney Festival™!, instead she went to the
refugee camp to conduct her interviews. Hallett’s positive response to the
interviews Is evident from the remark: “{it] is not verbatim theatre as such

but an interpretive, poetic, graceful and near operatic work that is moving
and grim.”(ibid.)

P L3

the arts or culture” http:/portal.unesco.ora/en/ey.ohp-URBL_ID=266494
2 TOPICEURL QN=201 htrr accessed 24 Novemberzoos

hitp:/theater? . nvtimes.com/2005/07/10Aheater/reviews accessed 09January2005
D)./ /WW NN.COM.Aa 5 gl*;a_j:lil]ﬂ Al yat !’cl"'s '
accessed 09 January 2005
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For The Guardian, Michael Kustow, the biographer of Peter Brook

provides the review of the Paris production in 2003. Kustow picks up on
the performative aspects of the production and gives a few examples of
the theatrical scenes people have come to expect from Mnouchkine (i.e.
stormy ocean crossing scenes, actors’ feet not ever touching the ground
due to everything being wheeled on and off the stage, thus “the fluid
staging” becoming metaphorical for “existence in endless transit".) He
states, “[it] doesn't go in for economic and political overviews; instead, it
confines itself to the real experiences of the actors and the inhabitants of
refugee camps. The recorded voices of the original tellers punctuate the

action, and what they say is striking."*

It is as though in this last production Mnouchkine decided to put all
of her life’s work, in terms of political concems, into one production.
Having outlined her initial and latest productions, it will be useful to provide
a brief overview of what she has done in between. If politics is one of the
main common denominators of her work, mixing and matching genres and
aesthetic theories and styles is another important component to her work.
The following list of performance titles, followed by the main aesthetic
influence, is taken from the official website®. www.theatre-du-soleil.fr

e L'Age d'Or(The Golden Age) 1975

Commedia dell'arte
Chinese theatre

e Richard Il 1981
Kabuki
NO

Kydgen

+, itp:/Aheater2 nytimes.com/2005/07/10Aheater/roviews

Arguably, her CV is not as well known as Brook's and because of a language barrier,
accessibility might be an issue for somae. It is pertinent to note here thag the website for
Mnouchkine's theatre is in French and there are no other language options. The
translations of the titles and the influences are my own.
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o Twelfth Night 1982
Kathakali
Bharata Natyam
Commaedia dell'arte

e Henry IV (Part]) 1984
Kabuki
NG
Kydgen

e L'Histoire Terrible Mais Inachevée de Norodom Sihanouk, Roi de
Cambodge (The Terrible but Incomplete History of Norodom
Sihanouk, King of Cambodia) 1985

Cambodian Shadow puppetry
Balinese (Topeng) masks

e L’Indiade ou L'Inde de Leurs Réves (Indiade or India of Their

Dreams) 1987
History of India

o Les Atrides (The Atrides/The House of Atreus):
Agamemnon (Agamemnon) 1990 y
Iphigenie a Aulis (Iphigenia in Aulis) 1990
Les Choéphores (The Libation Bearers) 1991
Les Eumenidés (Eumenides) 1992

Kathakali
Kuttiyattam
Bharata Natyam

o Lo Tartuffe (Tartuffe) 1995%
Commedia dell’'arte

Balinese (Topeng) masks

e Et Soudain des Nuit d’Eveil (And Suddenly Nights of Awakening)
1997
History of Tibet
Tibetan Cham

Tibetan Ache Lhamo

o Tambour surla Digue (The Flood Drummers) 1999
Chinese tale
Bunraku

> la.
Her Greek cycle was a Euripides play, plus the Oreste
% The story Is giiapted to a Muslim fundamentalist context, where Tartutfe tumns their

Algerian heaven into (a fundamentalist) hell.
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NO

Kabuki

Chinese puppets

Korean Samunori and Pansori
Vietnamese puppets

o Le Demier Caravansérail (Odyssées)

(The Last Caravansary) (Odysseys) 2003
Part | Le Fleuve Cruel (The Cruel River)
Part Il Origines et Destin (Origins and Destiny)

It Is evident from Mnouchkine's theatre projects that she has a
fervent interest in Asian theatre traditions. She quotes Artaud with
enthusiasm to further explain her affection for the Orient. “Asia is a
constant! Brecht constantly touched on that. And as for Artaud, he simply
said, “The theatre is Oriental”.” (Mnouchkine in Pavis, 1996: 95) In
response to her Japanese influenced Shakespeare productions, she says,
“we wanted to make Asian theatre a voyage of research, simply because
weastem theatre offers little in this way, and because realism has started to
bore me.” (Mnouchkine in Pavis, 1996: 96) The article, which is her
contribution to Pavis' The Intercultural Performance Reader, consists of

many little paragraphs; they are some of her responses to frequently
asked questions, as opposed to being an organised article she wrote
about her thoughts on theatre. In these answers, she seems to be
acknowledging commedia dell'arte as the only workable westem genre
that interests her. She claims that “the origin of theatre and my source Is
Asia.’(ibid.) She explains why realism does not do enough to satisfy her
desire for theatricality:

| found in Asia such beauty in things, in gestures, in simple
ceremonial quality which seems to me indispensable in the theatre.

In Aslia there is a perpetual formalization of every action. The
everyday westem aggressiveness, especially in France and above
all Paris, comes from a total loss of all formalization of relationships.

(1996; 97)
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This focus on ‘formalization’ stems from her desire to restore theatricality

to the theatre—which was lost on route to westem realism. She argues
that since Shakespeare was not a realist, then it is more fitting to apply the
very theatrical “Oriental” theatre aesthetics to his plays. Arguing that life is
not art but that theatre is, she defends theatricality as the only salvation for
the art of theatre. “Otherwise the cinema would beat us every time.
Besides great cinema Is theatrical.” (ibid.) In response to sourcing her
theatrical practice from Asia, she says that they “have been very enriching.
They allowed the actors to fashion a performance tool with great
discipline.” (ibid.) She states that personally a Kathakali dancer “speaks to
[her] more directly” when compared with any westem performer, and she
states a similar scenario for Japanese actors and that they are *wonderful
actors.” In other words, in her quest for formal theatricality she brings in
fragments of theatre aesthetics from different parts of the world, because
actors trained in these ways are going to be able to serve her theatre
better and her theatre, of course, will always serve the larger function of
making specific political points. She does all this in her theatre outside

Paris with her company, apparently made up of people of varying
nationalities.3

In this process of ‘enriching’ her theatre with the help of traditional

theatres of the world, her focus always stays with serving the content of

the play as opposed to “how Asian and Western theatre can be
successfully fused while retaining the essence of both” as Robert Long

demands intercultural productions to do. (Long quoted in Carison, in Pavis
1896: 83) Even the possibility of such a proposal is contestable let alone

%) say apparently, because some scholars and reviewers attest to that view but in the
officlal company website, the names of the actors are written underneath all the
production pictures, and a great majority of them seem and sound very French. It is very
likely that she makes a point of including a note of this kind in the programme notes of
each production. The two production booklets | have of Les Atrides list the names of
those players whose photo appears in the booklet. In addition to the many French names,
there seems to be some eastern European and Indian sounding names—if the sound of &

name means anything.
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being the requirement (or indeed the constituent element) for an
Intercultural performance. Long’s demand is problematic both in relation to
Mnouchkine’s theatre and in terms of interculturality in theatre in general.
Retaining the essence of Asian and Westem theatre traditions requires
understanding and embodying them both, which does not necessarily
coincide with Mnouchkine's interests. She speaks rather specifically of
what she thinks about the original context of her beloved Oriental theatre.
Here she gives Kabuki as an example:

The Kabuki in Japan, like commedia dell'arte in Italy at one time, Is
going through a bad period today; it is suffering from a certain
iImmobility and will have to revive itself. But for us, that has no
Importance because it Is not our tradition. We are not
experiencing its intemal conflicts. [...] we don’t know its grammar;
our connection with this theatre is therefore a relationship of
absolute respect but not of servility to the techniques. (Mnouchkine
In Pavis, 1996: 95) (My emphasis)

This seemingly nonchalant statement, which demonstrates a particular
gauchenass, could be seen as inept in a UNESCO medal holder in our
current climate. As politically active and caring as Mnouchkine Is, it is
curious for her to say that she does not give importance to the problems of

a theatre tradition that is not hers. In fact it is not even relevant exactly
which tradition she Is referring to; a casual indifference toward the ‘other’

Is potentially more hazardous than the socio-political wrongs she sets out

to acknowledge using theatre as a medium. In the next part of hor
response, she is unusually passive for the adventurous, energetic theatre
director who likes her events bold and theatrical. If we do not know the

grammar, what is stopping us from trying to leam it or at least understand
it better? If, as she argues, the origin of theatre Is the orient, then should
not we try to leam that grammar—at the least its alphabet? She then
states that what we leam or grasp from this new ‘grammar’ must bo
‘respected'—but we do not have to follow it? It s a given that in order to
leam a new language, one must leam the alphabet and the grammar first,

69



before starting to write a simple paragraph—let alone experimental poetry!
a7

In her work she seems to prioritise content over form in the sense
that she enables form to serve the content which, certainly, is a legitimate
approach. Even though she attests to the fact that it is the technique of the
actor she likes to leam from Asia, the content of her work also pertains to
the East, as it Is evident from her productions (/'/ndiade; Rol de
Cambodge; Tambour, Et Soudain...are a few), It is possible that some
people refer to her interculturality with regard to the company’s generous
usage of Asian performance elements in their productions, whilst others
refer to their subject matter.*® In an interview with Maria Shevstova,
Mnouchkine herself declares that while, “Oriental theatre Is the art of the
actor”, “writing for the theatre seems to be a westem phenomenon”.
(Shevstova, 1997: footnote 13) Some of the productions were written by
the company, for example, the latest production about the refugees of the
world, Le Dernier Caravansérail, L’Indiade on the other hand was written
by Helene Cixous. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Bharucha Is exasperated with
Cixous' “unacknowledged neo-orientalist” writing about a “metaphoric
India®. (Bharucha, 2000: 50). “The sheer effrontery of this Eurocentric
protectionism gets lost In ecstasy”. (ibid., 49) Bharucha quotes a few lines
from Cixous:

We cross all borders, astride music, and the borders dissipate with
pleasure. A fairy-like bewitchment reigns. The men reel in as

¥ Having seen Tambour sur la Digue on DVD, it seems clear to me that the spectacle

she creates is hugely dynamic and evidently the result of very hard physical work. It
seems as though the actors were taught exactly those letters of the alphabet that
Mnouchkine asked them to learn, in other words, she Is right when she says "we don'

know the grammar”, What they create Is very arresting and definitely interesting to watch,
In & new language that lacks grammar. In the absence of grammar the compassion for

me content gets lost in the artifice. |
It may be worth noting here that much like Brook, Mnouchkine's personal background

Is also Intercultural and | have not come across anyone referring to their personal
intercultural backgrounds.
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