Traditional Theatre and New Theatre

Jeong Ok Kim

Mr. President and honorable delegates, it is great honour for me to speak
in this conference. The theme of the conference “Tradition and Modernity”
interests us specially because Korean theatre has had always the conflict and
the confrontation between those two conceptions.

The modern history of the Korean people could be summed up as a
constant process of losing their own identity. Therefore, taking the case of
the Korean people as one example, few people could definitely deny that
western civilization has been prevailing in the eastern sphere of the world
during the past century. And in the domain of the theatre, western theatre
has also dominated world theatre.

So if anybody dares to claim that oriental traditional theatre has
had any significant influence on the Western theatre, it is evident that he will
face sceptical criticism. Despite this widely admitted assumption, however,
Western culture and arts have been greatly influenced by their Oriental
counterparts since the turn of the century. It is not an exaggeration to say
that the Western culture and arts have been able to survive, thanks to the
great resources and inspirations they found in the Oriental culture and arts.
The influence is particularly remarkable in the case of stage art. The Western
theater has been gradually losing its old glamour during the past decades.
Audiences are turning their backs on their own theater, which has been stub-
bornly attached to the old habits of verbal accuracy and realistic expression.
Due to the excessive rationalism and precise theoretical explanation, the
Western theater has lost its poetic attraction. Audiences are tired of realism,
which the Western dramatists have been upholding as the prime doctrine on
stage.

Theater-goers in the West are losing their interest in their own tradition.
It seems to be an irony, when looking back on the history of the Western
drama, which has always been flattering to the penchants of spectators.
On this phenomenon, Antonin Artaud said: “They are forgetting their habit
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of going to theater. This is, I think, because they have been trained only to
enjoy the story-telling function of drama since the Renaissance. Since 400
years ago, our theater has been invariably descriptive and narrative.”

The Western stage artists, therefore, became aware of the fact that
they had to break this self-imposed boundary of rationalism and realism.
They needed to expand their horizon. At this very moment, they turned
their eyes to the theatrical tradition of the East.

The Oriental theater made vital influences on a group of influential
avant-garde playwrights and directors of our century in the West. Among
these artists who have led the 20th-century theater are W.B. Yeats, Paul
Claudel, Bertolt Brecht, Thornton Wilder, Jean Genet, Samuel Beckett and
Eugene Ionesco. Other artists also belonging to this grbup include Jacques
Copeau, Georges Pitoeff, Charles Dullin, Louis Jouvet, Gaston Baty, Antonin
Artaud, Jean-Louis Barrault, Peter Brook and Jerzy Grotowski. It is almost
beyond our imagination what the Western theater of our century would have
‘been like without these artists. It implies what great contributions they made
in the development of the Western theater in this century.

The traditional theater in the East has much more diverse forms, com-
pared to that of the West. It may not be an exaggeration to say that the
Western theater has developed with a focus on the play as a literary form.
On the other hand, the Oriental theater has evolved through various
performing arts, such as drama, music and dance. They are strongly inter-
twined with one another in the Oriental theater, and each country and
province has transmitted unique patterns of performance. Among all these
Oriental theatrical forms, the Chinese opera has had more chances to be
introduced to the Western audience than any other number. Also well in-
troduced to the Western population are Noh, Kabuki and Kyogen of Japan,
as well as the dance theater of the Balinese folks in the South Pacific.

Claudel once noted that “something happens in the Western theater.
But somebody appears in Noh.” This brief definition is applied to plays by
both Beckett and Ionesco. Ambiguity and absurdity, which prevail the plays
by these French dramatists, are clearly part of the influences from the
Oriental theater. But, this does not mean that these dramatists were subject
to direct imitation of the dramatic tradition of the East. They were just
tired of the excessive rationalism and theoreticism of their own theater, and
turned their eyes to the mysterious Oriental phenomenon.

When “The Bold Soprano” by Ionesco and “Waiting for Godot” by
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Beckett were first performed in Paris, they made remarkable controversies.
It is quite interesting that, when they were introduced to the theater-goers
in Seoul, they were almost readily received, without any notable resistence.
It might have been partly because the plays were put on stage in Seoul years
~ after theoretic analysis on the works had already been made by many critics.
But, an important reason seems to have been that these plays were written
with a basically Oriental pattern of psychology. They appeared strange and
exotic to the Western audiences. However, to the theater-goers in Seoul,
they simply meant a restoration of their own tradition. In a way, presenting
these dramas for the Asian audiences is nothing more than reviving their
own tradition, which had been taken abroad for a while to be modified.

If the traditional Japanese theater of Noh and Kabuki have made
extensive influences on the theatrical activities in the West, it is also true that
the Chinese opera has made no less tangible impact on them, directly and
indirectly. Bertolt Brecht was most notably affected by this Chinese
dramatic asset. The wave of influence was wide and deep, because this
German playwright had a horde of enthusiastic admirers and followers. Of
course, this ingenious dramatist did not merely copy the mysterious Chinese
tradition, but established his own style of theater based on it. He further
developed a perfect theoretic interpretation of his own theater. Nevertheless,
at the bottom of his consciousness, one can invariably find a strong power of
the ideal of the Chinese theater. When there were almost simultaneous
performances of Brecht’s dramas and the Chinese national opera in Paris in
1956, many critics pointed ont their similar characteristics. The similarities
lay, they observed, in the plots, method of expressions, and the obvious
inclination for the total theater. In the Chinese theater, one can easily find
that drama, music and dance are closely entangled with one another to reach
a peculiar art form. And Brecht dreamed of attaining this kind of synthetic
effect on his stage. He also attempted to create a kind of annihilation
between actors and viewers, and between actors and the characters they
portray. His attempt was a rebelijon against the Western dramatic tradition,
a prime function of which has been achieving the reaction of sympathy.
Brecht pointed out that actors in the Western theater have tried to drive their
audiences to sympathize with the characters and accidents on the stage. On
the contrary, he said, actors in the Chinese theater are conscious of the
independent self of the viewers, and control themselves and sustain the
dignity of their art, by watching their own performance with objective
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eyes. It is not worthwhile to debate at the moment whether such under-
standing of the Chinese acting skill by Brecht was correct or not. Rather,
it is worthwhile to point out that it is pretty sure that this interpretation of
the Chinese theater led Brecht to create his epic theater of outstanding
characteristics.

When considering the magnificent influenices of Brecht’s ideas on the
Western theater of the present century, one cannot underestimate the in-
fluence of the Chinese theater on the Western dramatic art in general. The
Chinese opera made decisive influences not only on the epic theater of
Brecht, but also on the avant-garde drama of Jean Genet of France.

Artaud must have been searching for some magic power in the theater,
and found that power in the dynamic and fierce dance theater of the native
people on the tropic islands. He contained his dramatic theory in a book,
entitled “The Theater and Its Double.” Jean-Louis Barrauit once praised this
book as one of the greatest writings on drama ever written in this century.
Artaud’s dramatic theory greatly impressed Barrault, as well as Arrabal,
Peter Brook and Grotowski. Artaud led them to a new world he discovered,
and the folk theater of Bali indicated a new way to go for the Western theater
through this pioneer.

As for the characteristics of the Oriental theater, it is often maintained
that it is typified for the audience participation, that it is a total theater, 2
stylized theater, or it is a non-verbal theater inclined for supernaturalism.
When one says that the Oriental theater is a theater of participation, he means
that there is no clear barrier between actors and viewers, as in the case of the
traditional Western theater. The audiences are not simple spectators in the
Oriental pattern of theatrical art. They think that they go to theater to
participate in the performance. Theater is not a space secluded from their
living environment. Rather, it is an extension of everyday life. So they can
be immersed in the performance much more easily. The concept of total
theater carries two different meanings. One is that it is related to all classes
of people. The other is that it is a synthetic art form, which mobilizes music,
dance, drama and other necessary media of expression. Being a stylized
theater does not mean that the Oriental theater is annihilated from reality
at all. Instead, it is assumed it means that the Oriental theater seeks
perfection of style for the maximum of dramatic effect. Therefore, it
requires players with superb training. When one says that the Oriental theater
is non-verbal, this specific term is employed to show the contrasting natures
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of the theatrical traditions handed down in the two parts of the globe.
While the traditional theater of the West depends on words as the major
means of expression, its Oriental counterpart demands all kinds of possibi-
lities on stage, such as -body expression, musical effect, and so on. Hence
the actor in the Oriental theater needs to have talent in all these different
fields.

I remember somebody once jokingly defined the Oriental theater
as the cry of babies, in contrast to the Western theater as the conversation of
adults. That person seems to have had sure reasons for his definition. The
theater of the East is so pure, and has a strong power to touch the viewers,
because it is not contaminated with the theoretic accusation of the grown-up
people. Its naive and unstained nature will easily reach the depth of the
viewers’ subconsciousness. Thus, it can be said that the theater in the East
keeps its balance between reality and itlusion, and life and art.

It is quite interesting to observe that these characteristics of the
Oriental theater coincide with the trends of the Western avant-garde drama.
The unique nature of the dramatic asset of the Oriental people corresponded
with the ideals of innovative artists and audiences of the West who were tired
of their own tradition. It might be more reasonable, therefore, to conclude
that the dramatic artists of the West have been longing for the ideal of the
Oriental theatre almost unconsciously, rather than to say that they were
passively influenced by the oriental tradition.

Almost ten years ago, I had a chance to view a workshop performance
led by Peter Brook in New York, which was entitled “Birds.” I was
so surprised to find it had a very similar style with the Korean “‘Sandae”
(Masked dance) play. Of course, Peter Brook had never been in Korea, and
never seen a performance of Korean masked dance play. It was evident that
Brook and his group had been affected by similar dramatic performances
they had viewed in the African countries. But, I could also assume that this
British director, who had long been dreaming of, and admiring the oriental
theatre, might have happened to be influenced by the Korean tradition
which he had never witnessed.

So we can say something new and avant-garde in western theatre is
always influenced by oriental theatre. On the other hand, in Korea, the
imitation of the imported western theatre was considered as new theatre and
traditional theatre was considered old fashioned — and this traditional theatre
was in the process of disappearing. The conservation of traditional theatre
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was often brought up but it was its conservation as a theatre form of the past,
as an artistic object for museums. It was in the 60’ that cultural identity
began to be eroded in Korean theatre. We then understood that it was not
sufficient to be aware of one’s cultural identity — one had alsc to know
oneself and try to find in the theatre of today what was at the origin of our
sensibility and of our traditional culture.

Little by little we came to consider traditional theatre not as theatre
from the past but as the theatre of today and for tomorrow. And it is here
that the confrontation between western and traditional theatres comes in.
This confrontation between the two theatres had positive results. When we
thought of creating a theatre of today and of tomorrow, western theatre was
not the new theatre but we think that the changes must come from the con-
frontation of these two types of theatre. It is a notion that inspires many
theatre groups in Korea at present.

Of course we do not want this new theatre to be influenced to too
great an extent by western forms which themselves used elements and
material of Asian and African theatre; we must safegard and develop tradi-
tional theatre,

The dramatic inheritance of the East is infusing a new life to the
Western theatre, which has lost its old charm by being too much descriptive
and realistic. For the dramatist in the east, the phenomenon is also signifi-
cant. They rediscover the value of their own tradition, when they encounter
the western avant-garde dramas created under the influence of their own
- traditional ideas of dramatic art. '

In this context, I would like to present a conclusion that it is the
Oriental tradition that is dominating the stage art of our time. It is the
Oriental tradition that is inspiring and indicating new directions to stage
artists over the world today, and new theatre and traditional theatre must
confront and meet in the same zone of today’s creation.
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Discussions

Questions:

Chinese opera or Kabuki has had impact on some Western dramatists.
How has traditional Korean theatre influenced the Western theatre?

Jeong-ok Kim:

The Korean theatre doesn’t influence Western theatre. The concepts
of Korean theatre are very much the same as Chinese and Kabuki theatre.
The traditional theatre in Korea was not an aristocratic art. It was open to
the people. It is more primitive and contains more energy.

Daniel Yang:

Mr. Kim’s paper is quite thought-provoking, but I would like to offer
an observation. It is true that Brecht and Grotowski were influenced by
Asian theatre in one way or another, but we should not be just proud of that
fact. We cannot overlook the value of Brecht’s play and epic theory but the
Chinese opera is only one of the elements. We should try to make out
what kind of inspiration Yeats or Brecht got from Asian theatre. We ought
to look at us and see what we can do for the world theatre, not just take
pride in what we have inspired in Western theatre. We should all try to do
more.

Mei-shu Hwang:

I do agree with what Professor Yang said. We should not take too
much credit for Brecht’s adaptation of Chinese opera. The alienation effect
is one of the most important elements of Brecht’s epic theatre, but the
alienation effect in Peking Opera is very different. Our question now is how
to make use of the best parts of the Western theatre to combine with our
own better parts in traditional theatre.

Jeong-ok Kim:

I don’t think it is necessary to combine the Western theatre with our
traditional theatre. The collision of these two types of theatre could make
a new theatre.
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