Antonin Artaud Theatre And Its Double

THE THEATRE
=ITS DOUBLE

TRANSLATED BY VICTOR CORTI

“EYEN AFTER ALL THESE YEARS, IT STILL
SENDS SHIVERS DOWN THE SPINE” - TI§
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Antonin Artaud, Theatre and Its Double is a seminal work that encapsulates the radical ideas of
one of the most influential figures in 20th-century theatre. Antonin Artaud, a French playwright,
poet, and actor, is best known for his concept of the "Theatre of Cruelty," which aimed to challenge
conventional forms of theatre and engage the audience on a visceral level. In "Theatre and Its
Double," Artaud critiques traditional theatre practices and advocates for a new theatrical language
that transcends mere representation, diving deep into the psychological and emotional experiences
of both the performers and the audience. This article will explore the key concepts of Artaud’s
theories, the context in which they were developed, and their lasting impact on contemporary
theatre.

Context and Background

The Life of Antonin Artaud

Antonin Artaud was born in 1896 in Marseille, France. His early life was marked by various
hardships, including struggles with mental health and a turbulent family environment. Artaud's



experiences with mental illness profoundly influenced his artistic vision. He spent time in psychiatric
hospitals, where he grappled with the boundaries of reality and illusion, a theme that would become
central to his work.

Artaud's career in theatre began in the 1920s, a period that saw the emergence of avant-garde
movements in Europe. This environment, combined with his personal struggles, led him to develop a
unique perspective on the role of theatre in society.

The Theatrical Landscape of the 1920s

During the 1920s, the theatre was dominated by realism and naturalism, which sought to reflect
everyday life and human experiences in a straightforward manner. However, this approach left
Artaud dissatisfied. He believed that traditional theatre failed to capture the complexities of human
existence and the inner psychological struggles faced by individuals.

In response, Artaud began to formulate his ideas about a new kind of theatre—one that would
engage the audience in a more profound and transformative manner.

Key Concepts of "Theatre and Its Double"

Theatre of Cruelty

One of Artaud’s most significant contributions to theatre is the concept of the "Theatre of Cruelty."
This idea is rooted in the belief that theatre should not merely entertain but should provoke and
disturb. Artaud argued that cruelty in this context does not refer to physical violence but rather to a
psychological intensity that forces audiences to confront their fears, desires, and the darker aspects
of the human condition.

Key characteristics of the Theatre of Cruelty include:

1. Visceral Experience: The use of shocking imagery, sound, and movement to create powerful
emotional responses.

2. Breaking of Language Barriers: Artaud believed that traditional spoken language was inadequate
for expressing the complexities of human experience. He advocated for a more physical and
symbolic form of communication.

3. Ritualistic Elements: Incorporating elements of ritual and spectacle to create an immersive
experience for the audience.

4. Focus on the Unconscious: Exploring deep psychological themes and the unconscious mind,
drawing from influences such as Freudian psychoanalysis.

The Double

In "Theatre and Its Double," Artaud introduces the idea of the "double" as a metaphor for the duality



of human existence and the relationship between the actor and the audience. He posits that theatre
acts as a reflection of life, yet it simultaneously distorts and amplifies reality. The "double"
represents the tension between the real and the imagined, the conscious and the unconscious.

Key aspects of the concept of the double include:

1. Duality of Existence: The idea that every individual has multiple facets of identity that can be
explored through theatre.

2. Actor-Audience Relationship: The dynamic interplay between performers and spectators, where
both are engaged in a shared experience that transcends mere observation.

3. Theatrical Illusion: The recognition that theatre creates its own reality, one that is both separate
from and connected to the world outside.

Artaud's Critique of Traditional Theatre

Artaud’s writings in "Theatre and Its Double" serve as a critique of the limitations of traditional
theatrical forms. He argues that conventional theatre prioritizes dialogue and narrative structure at
the expense of emotional and sensory engagement.

Artaud's main criticisms include:

1. Over-reliance on Text: He believed that the spoken word often diluted the emotional impact of a
performance.

2. Naturalism: Artaud rejected naturalism as a limiting form that failed to capture the complexities
of the human psyche.

3. Passive Spectatorship: He criticized the notion of the audience as passive observers, advocating
instead for an active engagement where spectators are emotionally and psychologically involved in
the performance.

The Impact of Artaud's Ideas

Artaud’s radical ideas in "Theatre and Its Double" laid the groundwork for several influential
movements in modern theatre, including:

1. Surrealism

Artaud's work was closely associated with the Surrealist movement, which sought to unleash the
unconscious mind and challenge the boundaries of reality. His emphasis on dream-like imagery and
psychological exploration resonated with surrealist artists and writers.

2. Expressionism

The emotional intensity and focus on inner experience found in expressionism can be traced back to



Artaud's theories. Expressionist theatre often seeks to portray the emotional state of characters
rather than adhering to a strict narrative structure.

3. Postmodern Theatre

Artaud’s influence can also be seen in postmodern theatre, where traditional forms and narratives
are deconstructed. The emphasis on audience participation and the fluidity between reality and
performance echoes Artaud's vision of theatre as a transformative experience.

Modern Interpretations and Applications

In contemporary theatre, Artaud's ideas continue to inspire artists and directors. His focus on the
physicality of performance and the exploration of psychological themes can be seen in various
productions around the world.

Some modern applications of Artaud's theories include:

1. Physical Theatre: Companies such as Complicité and DV8 Physical Theatre embody Artaud's
principles through the use of movement and gesture to convey meaning.

2. Site-Specific Performances: The idea of breaking the fourth wall and immersing audiences in
unconventional spaces aligns with Artaud's desire to create a more engaged spectator experience.
3. Multimedia Performances: The integration of visual and auditory elements in performances
continues to reflect Artaud's belief in the power of sensory engagement.

Conclusion

Antonin Artaud's "Theatre and Its Double" remains a pivotal text in the study of theatre, offering
profound insights into the nature of performance and the human experience. His challenge to
traditional theatrical conventions and his exploration of the psychological dimensions of theatre have
left an indelible mark on the landscape of modern performance. As artists continue to seek new ways
to engage audiences and explore the complexities of existence, Artaud's vision serves as a powerful
reminder of the transformative potential of theatre. Through his ideas, we are encouraged to
confront the deeper truths of our shared humanity and to embrace the chaotic beauty of existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central concept of Antonin Artaud's 'Theatre and
Its Double'?

The central concept of Artaud's ‘Theatre and Its Double' is the idea of the 'Theatre of Cruelty', where
he advocates for a form of theatre that transcends traditional narrative and dialogue to evoke raw
emotions and confront the audience with the deeper truths of existence.



How does Artaud differentiate between traditional theatre and
his vision in 'Theatre and Its Double'?

Artaud differentiates traditional theatre as a mere representation of reality, while his vision involves
a transformative experience where the audience is engaged physically and emotionally, breaking the
barriers between performer and spectator.

What role does the body play in Artaud's concept of theatre?

In Artaud's concept of theatre, the body plays a critical role as a medium of expression and
communication; he believes that physicality can convey emotions and ideas that words alone cannot,
emphasizing the visceral experience of performance.

How did Artaud's experiences influence his writings in
‘Theatre and Its Double'?

Artaud's experiences, particularly his time in psychiatric institutions and his battles with mental
illness, influenced his writings by instilling a sense of urgency and authenticity in his vision of
theatre as a means to confront suffering and explore the human psyche.

What is the significance of the term ‘cruelty' in Artaud's
theatre philosophy?

'Cruelty' in Artaud's theatre philosophy signifies not violence, but a means of awakening and
unsettling the audience, challenging them to confront their own realities and emotions, thereby
achieving a deeper understanding of the human condition.

How has 'Theatre and Its Double' impacted modern theatre
practices?

‘Theatre and Its Double' has significantly impacted modern theatre practices by inspiring
movements such as expressionism, avant-garde theatre, and performance art, encouraging artists to
explore non-traditional forms and to prioritize emotional and sensory experiences over conventional
storytelling.
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