Postmodernism in the Japanese

and the American Theatre

Susumu Kobayashi

Antonin Artaud was attracted by the Balinese Theatre and eagerly
wanted to establish this kind of theatre in the western world. Artaud
expressed why he admired and was impressed by the Balinese theatre in
The Theatre and Its Double.

I say that the stage is a concrete Physical place which asks to be filled,
and to be given its own concrete language to speak.1

So he emphasized the importance of the director who not only creates the
stage but also sets up the space. The theatre should be liberated from litera-
ture, and the director should be liberated from the writer. Here is Artaud’s
description of the difference between the Oriental and the Occidental
theatre:

In the Oriental theatre of metaphysical tendency, contrasted to the Ocdi-
dental theatre of psychological tendency, forms assume and extend their
sense and their significations on all possible levels; or, if you will, they
set up vibrations not on a single level, but on every level of the mind at
once.

Throughout the sixties and into the seventies, such directors as Peter Brook
in England, Joseph Chaikin and Richard Schechner in the United States, and
Jerzy Grotowski in Poland, who were much influenced by Artaud, tried to
liberate themselves from the writer and establish their own space. Jerzy
Grotowski defined his theatre as “what takes place between spectator and
actor.” This definition underlines the relationship between the actor and
the spectator. I will use sociological terms to explain “what takes place
between spectator and actor.” It is “interaction ,” that is, face-to-face interac-
tion. These directors more or less rejected the proscenium stage, because it
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is very difficult to st up an environment. In other words, to prepare the
interaction between the actor and the audience in the proscenium stage
theatre, the space has to be flexible for both of them. Richard Schechner
developed and explored the process of interaction between the actor and the
audience in the environment of his Diomysus in 69. He doesn’t use the
routine words “play,” “actor,” and “theatre.” He uses “performance” for
play, ‘“Performer” for actor and “space” or “environment” for the theatre,
because he wanted to build a more flexible space and relationship between
the performer and the spectator. The group was based on collectiveness of
the performers. They named the ensemble the Performance Group. Why?
Erving Goffman, a sociologist, defined the word “performance’ as

All the activity of a given participant on a given occasion which serves to
influence in any way of the other participants. Taking a particular parti-
cipant and his performance as a basic point of reference, we may refer to
those who contribute the other performances as the audience, observers,
or co-participani's.3

The spectator or the audience becomes a co-participant here. This is the key
word.

(1) The distinction between “actor” and “performer” is clear. Actors
hide themselves in the given role in the text, that is they pretend to be an
assumed different person, this is what is called the “character.” Performers
never conceal themselves. Furthermore, performers never adhere or cling to
their personality. Performers try to impersonalize or depersonalize them-
selves into the coliectiveness in the space. It is the start of ritual perfor-
mance. Artaud thus observes of the Balinese theatre:

Everything is thus regulated and impersonal; not a movement of the
muscles, not the rolling of an eye but seem to belong to a kind of reflec-
tive mathematics which controls everything and by means of which every-
thing happens. And the strange thing is that in this systematic depersona-
lization, in these purely muscular facial expressions, applied to the features
like masks, everything produces a significance, everything affords the
maximum effect.

(2) The “‘space” is totally different from the theatre which shows the
completed work. The Performance Group shows the process, preparation,
and warming-up exercises to the public, like some other arts do. Conceptual
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Art is one example.

(3) The stage isn’t clearly defined. Towers and flats are ready for the
spectators in a large space. There are no comfortable seats for them. In
other words, they can go anywhere before and during the performance.
The spectators are never given the same or equal experiences within the space.
A spectator in one place has a different experience from another spectator
in another place. There is no “best place” to occupy. Also, the action takes
place everywhere, even among the spectators. The space itself is very explo-
sive and explorative. '

(4) The interaction between the performer and the spectators happens
both physically and mentally in this kind of environment. As a whole, the
performers adopt many strategies to gain the participation of the spectators
to their perfomance. They try to exclude the members of the audience who
take mere passive part of receiving the information and the message of the
text in the old fashion.

The Squat Theatre in New York, which started its performances in
1977, was persecuted and arrested at home. The Squat is a commune of
Hungarian artists. They presented Andy Warhol’s Last Love in 1979. They
used their living space for their perfomance. The spectators were involved
in a dramatic event. Articles used in their everyday life could be seen every-
where in the performance/living space. The performance was supposedly
carried out in a communal fashion of life. Then the spectators were uncom-
fortable because they could not gain a definite status in the space. They were
forced into the position of being somewhere in between an audience who
has paid to see a show and passers-by who peep into someone’s home.

Victor Turner, an antholopologist, quoted Van Gennep’s key word
“liminality,” in trying to explain his own ideas about the ritual:

 In this interim of ‘‘4iminality,’”’ the possibility exists of standing aside not
only from one’s own social position but from all social positions and of
formulating a potentially unlimited series of alternative social arrange-
ments. . . . Without liminality, program might indeed determine per-
formance. But, given liminality, prestigious programs can be undermined
and multiple alternative programs maybe generated. The result of con-
frontations between monolithic, power-supported programs and their
many subversive alternative is a sociocultural “field” in which many
options are provided, not only between programmatic gestalten but also
between the parts of different programs.
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In the ordinary theatre, for example, the proscenium-stage theatre—where
seats are fixed and clearly divided into twao parts, stage and seats—there are
no confrontations between monolithic, power-supported programs and their
many subversive alternatives. Because these established and routine theatres
provide a very comfortable status to the audience, the audience is never
thrown out into the limbo of “liminality”, the members of it feel as though
they are in danger of losing their identity.

In the Squat performance of Andy Warhol’s Last Love, one of the
perfomers opened the door to the street and some passers-by came into the
space and invaded the boundary. Perfomers and spectators had no way to
protect themselves. The reality/fiction code was totally broken down. Here
multiple and alternative programs were produced. When some policemen
entered the space to take some pictures of the performance, the audiences
laughed. Why? They could not identify the policemen, even though they
wore uniforms. Even if someone in the audience had been killed, nobody
would have tried to save him. He would have died in this “liminality”
between fiction and reality.

Shuji Terayama directed Audience Seats in this context. It was first
produced in 1978. According to the report of Akira Kurihara, a sociologist,
the performance was divided into four basic categories of interaction among
the roles. (1) The audience which takes the role of the audience. (2) The
audience which performs as the actor. (3) The actor who performs as the
audience. (4) The actor who performs as the actor.

How can “liminality” be produced in the theatre? It can be achieved
by capsizing the audience’s routine feeling that the theatre is a very safe and
comfortable environment. The audience has, more or less, some information
about the performance. It is suspicious and anxious about the supposedly
prepared tricks. So the audience always has to be aware of what it is. The
members of the audience, who take the role of the audience, are such persons
who ate always aware that they are the audience in this performance. At one
performance there was an announcement. One audience member stood up
and went out to the lobby. Others, observing who he was, wondered whether
or not what had happened just a minute ago was a real event or a trick, and
what would happen next. The members of the audience who had routinely
been defining themselves as the audience, and who had not yet begun to
lose their identity, would accept whatever happens as part of the perfor-
mance.
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The performance works as an analogy of our situation in society or
in social structures. V. Turner dicussed the relation of rituals to public limi-
nality:

Rituals have form, but it is a special sort of form which arises after secular
social structure has been suspended, to allow it to emerge. Preritual and
postritual social life is governed by a multiplicity of laws, rules, regulations,
and customs which make up a system of social control.

Outside of the ritual structure, our social life is governed and manipulated
by a multiplicity of laws, rules, regulations, and customs which make up a
system of social control. These, at the same time, make up a system iden-
tifying the citizens as a network or a web. But the endless variety of this
network or web is limited and provisional. The citizens drift of in the flow of
social process. The gains and losses in identification constitute the ins and
outs of the social system. The audience of the performance directed by
Terayama experienced this situation, as did the Squat audience. Thus, as
cited earlier,

The result of confrontations between monolithic, power-supported
programs and their many subversive alternatives is a sociocultural “field”
in which many options are provided .. J

These performers and directors intentionally show and present the rehearsing
process or some “field” where many options can be provided. It is this field
that “face-to-face interactions™ or varieties of experiences can happen and
encounters among the performers as well as between the performer and the
audience can occur.

During the late sixties through seventies, the worldwide flow started,
and influenced such artists as Marcel Duchamp. These artists take art as an
experience. Conceptual artists, like Joseph Kosuth, Mel Bochner and so on
produced and presented their works not for consumption as an object; they
concentrated on abstract language games, texts, documents, and statements
through emloying such media as mimeographing, video techniques, and pho-
tography. Art as an experience and process for interaction is the credo and
principle of the modern avant-garde and postmodern tendencies.

In other tendencies and movements in Japan, some avant-garde and
experimental groups tried to interact internationally. Since the beginning
of the era in 1868, most Japanese artists have concentrated on western arts.
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The new theatre movement has been confined by this situation. The whole
of modern theatre has been steeped in modernism and Realism. This phenom-
enon came into being and ran parallel to the processes of modernization and
industrialization. People in the modern theatre were engaged in introducing
and producing western plays and dramas. Along with new plays was
imported the proscenium-stage theatre. The new theatre which grew out of
this importation, and which viewed drama only in literary terms, could not
produce any strong influence in the western world partly because it was
limited by severe language and cultural barriess.

Some avant-garde directors and playwrights, influenced by A. Artaud,
Meyerhold and Grotowski, became aware of these barriers, and then
separated from modern theatre which they came to see as a subordinate
branch of literary history. They started digging into the depths of Japanese
culture in order to find a “physical language” for the theatre, a “physical lan-
guage which satisfies the senses” and “the poetry of the senses.” At the same
time they tried to reach the deepest roots of humanity on the cosmic level.

Each group is based on an ensemble and on collectiveness; therefore,
each group needed to develop its own method and performance style. So
each has been exploring exercise systems 4nd developing training systems.
These systems are demanding, both physically and mentally. They go far
beyond mere vocal exercises and physical training. They prefer to use “dis-
ciplines.” T. Suzuki, director of the Waseda Little Theatre, is one of the
leading directors who have created such “disciplines.”

There are some suggestions and hints as to how these directors built
their own acting and training systems. As Meyerhold adopted some tradi-
tional training systems both in the western world and in the Asian world,
Suzuki fixed his eyes on the traditional theatres of Japan, especially in the
Kabuki and Noh theatres. His disciplines are based largely on Kabuki acting
techniques and to some degree on Noh acting techniques. But they are not
a reproduction or imitation of these traditional acting systems, because he is
not a director of the Kabuki or Noh theatres. ,

The discipline comsists of, basically, movements like stamping, side-
steping, walking, body gestures, standing on one leg, squatting, kneeling,
bending over backwards, walking in duck-fashion, and so on. The original
Japanese dance and theatre movements are supposedly based upon walking,
running, and leaping. They are very instinctive and basic. Suzuki used them
in order to create his own discipline for actor training as well as his group’s
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Kayoko Shiraishi in On the Dramatic Passion: Part 1  directed by
Tadashi Suzuki, first performed in Waseda Little Theatre , 1970




space.

Opposed to the modern directors, these avant-garde directors violated
and created the text in their own ways. Modern directors stated within the
role of an interpreter of the text. Suzuki prefers to use Greek trgedies and
to adapt them as he sees fit. He also works with Noh actors to utilize a con-
trast with his own actors. A collision and interaction takes place between
the two action styles. Futhermore, the audience can perceive the depths of
the culture or of the cosmos through these interactions.

Among other groups, the Tenkei Genkijo Theatre, directed by S. Ota,
belongs in this stream. Ota, the director and the playwright of the group,
also developed an acting style and training systems called “acting disciplines.”
The group created their own space to produce their work. In the later works,
Ota, adapted a Noh piece and transformed it into a drama of modern life.
He produced this piece, called Komachi Fuden, on a traditional Noh stage.

The group used piles of articles from everyday life such as a electric
burner, instant noodles, a refrigerator, and so on, as properties on the Noh
stage. Ota elaborately adopted Noh movement to express the main character
of the images and fantasies experienced by Komachi, the “Noh” play. The
figures and properties in her fantasies or in the physical projections of her
fantasies were expressed by slow movement, which created a very delicate
and continuous flow on the stage. From the surroundings, the audience
could hear the noises of the outside world—family quarrels from the transis-
tor radio, bathroom noises, and so on. So Ota tried to construct a multipli-
city of images from the fragments adopted from the Noh piece which
combined with the modern life acted in a realistic fashion.

These directors and performers created new acting styles dug out of the
depths of our culture in order to make the theatre stimulating.

Thus, the avant-garde directors in Japan have been seeking for the
possibilities of pre-modernism. In the one hundred year history of the
theatre since western drama was imported, the theatre has been the place
where people confront the problems in society. The public accepted the
theatre as education and the audience was compelled to appreciate the
educator in the theatre. The performers have been engaging in reconstruct-
ing the outer world on the proscenium stage; that is, the realistic stage. These
theatre movements ran parallel with modernization in terms of the political
and economical conditions, and technology. People thought that there was
no way to modernize the country except to imitate the western world.
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The avant-garde directors and writers in the sixties through seventies
appeared on their own stages as the revolutionalists. They criticized these
established stages, the so-called “new theatre” and liberated the one di-
mensional and homogeneous stage. (1) They destroyed and liberated the
hierarchy where. the playwright had taken the top seat and the director
was a mere interpreter of the plawaight. The director is no longer the slave
of the playwright; he is the creator of the space. (2) Also it is important to
point out that there is a great difference between the ways the two typed
directors deal with the scripts. Contrary to the directors engaged in Realistic
stages, the avant-garde directors never think of the script as the completed
work. They prefer to destroy the order of the script. Sometimes they
extract various parts and fragments from plays and novels in order to recon-
struct and utilize them. This is the very way that Noh and Kabuki theatres
had created their own scripts since their origins.

These fragmentary and uncompleted scripts can project multiple images
through actors. (3) Actors in these avant-garde theatres never transform their
own personalities into another persona, that is the character which is created
by the playwright. They perform themselves, the avant-garde actors, create
multiple aspects of the self. It is necessary for the avant-garde directors to
research and dig out the possibilities of the pre-modern world so as to create
the flexible space which can provide multiple images and a multidimensional
world.

Tadashi Suzuki of the Wasida Little Theatre and Shogo Ota of the
Tenkei Gekijo Theatre are such directors who truly have been digging out the
possibilities of the traditional theatre as their heritage. They cultivate the
new horizon of the post-modern world.

Notes
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Reponse

Mr. Kobayashi’s paper and slides presentation demonstrated how
Antonin Artaud had influenced several towering figures in the modern and
contemporary Western theatre, such as Peter Brook in England, Joseph
Chaikin and Richard Schechner in the United States, and Jerzy Grotowski
in Poland. He further demonstrated how these people’s theories and practices
had inspired several American and Japanese avant-garde theatre artists as the
Squat Theatre in New York, Shuji Terayama, Shogo Ota, and Suzuki in
Japan. Being totally ignorant of the works of the three Japanese artists
cited but somewhat familiar with their western ccunterparts, I beg to offer
the following observations:

It is true that Antonin Artaud was perhaps the most influential figure
in shaping the contemporary theatre, at least that of the Western world. He
was indeed a ‘““visionary,” whose visions were at least forty years ahead of
his time. His ideas of the theatre were deemed crazy and outrageous by his
contemporaries, but they became highly inspiring to a few leading theatre
artists in the early 1960’s who were dissatisfied with the theatre situation at
that time. Peter Brook staged a revolutionary Midsummer Night’s Dream
which was performed in a white box set totally different from the romantic
scenery and lighting trappings this play traditionally called for. Brook also.
used some modified Oriental theatre and circus techniques which were quite
different from the usual Shakespearean acting style. I had the pleasure of
seeing this production in Los Angeles and I must confess that I walked into
the theatre full of suspicions but I walked out quite amazed by what Brook
had achieved in this much publicized and highly controversial production.
1 admired this man for his talent, for his ability to synthesize East and West,
old and new. I also admired his willingness to put his great reputation on the
line to constantly experiment with new forms and new ways of expression.
His later production of The Tempest by using Japanese traditional theatre
techniques was another testimonial of this constant quest for the theatre of
the future.

Joseph Chaikin, founder and director of the Open Theatre in New York
in the 1960’s, was another such person. He advocated the idea of creating
the script not by the playwright alone behind his typewriter but in close
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collaboration with the actors in rehearsal situations. Many improvisation
techniques were used to try out new ways to express a certain theme.
America Hurrah!, the most noted production of the Open Theatre which I
had the pleasure ‘of seeing in its off-Broadway original form, was created
under this atmosphere. Richard Schechner of New York University, whose
idea of the “found space” was so vehemently criticized when it first came
out, finally got his due recognition. I still remember the shock I experienced
when I attended a panel discussion in 1966 at the American Theatre Asso-
ciation convention in Chicago.. During that panel the “notorious” Professor
Schechner was arguing that according to his theory, Chekhov’s The Cherry
Orchard could be performed third act first, first act second or, according to
him, all four acts could be performed in four different rooms with audience
members attending here and there as they chose. Such a theory was a total
shock to a Ph.D: candidate such as miyself at that time when my head was
filled with knowledge and concepts of the conventional theatre, but today,
after some sixteen years when Schechner’s ideas of the Environmental
Theatre and the “Found” space have been generally accepted, the substance
of his argument at that panel discussion in 1966 might not raise too many
eye-brows, especially those of the avant-gardists in New York, London, or
Tokyo. _

Mr. Kobayashi mentioned Jerzy Grotowski, Director of the renowned
Polish Laboratory Theatre, and I agree with him that Grotowski’s influence
on the shaping of today’s Western theatre is probably unparelieled.
According to my personal opinion, the theories and practices of Grotowski’s

" Poor Theatre and his concepts of actor trajniﬁg are going to be the single
most influential force in shaping the theatre of the future which promises
to be a proper synthesis of the Oriental and the Occidental theatre forms.
The most attractive idea of Grotowski’s to me is the proper recognition
of the value of traditional Oriental theatre forms, especially the techniques
and disciplines in training the actors. I am happy to see that Mr. Kobayashi
has cited the works of Tadashi Suzuki at the Waseda Little Theatre which
stresses the ‘discipline.” I was also happy to see some of the spirit of Grotow-
ski’s Poor Theatre, such as the use of very simple costumes and props, the
absence of complex setting, the siress upon bodily and non-verbal communi-
cations, the break-down of the audience-spectator barrier, the fusion of dance
and traditional Chinese theatre techniques, and, above all, the emphasis on
rigorous training on the part of the acting to create a group of ‘“holy actors”
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as opposed to commercial super-stars—some traces of this spirit can be found
in a new theatre group in Taipei called Lan Ling Theatre Workshop whose
works I had the pleasure of seeing the other night. With such spirit also
evident in the two or three theatre groups reported by Mr. Kobayashi, we
can expect the theatre artists in Asian Countries to take a much more active
role in the shaping of the world theatre in the 21st century—a phenomenon
I suppose most of us attending this Festival would like to witness.

DANIEL S.P. YANG
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