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For Claire


. . . there are two ends of the pole of silence. There is a dead silence, the silence of the dead, which doesn’t help any of us, and . . . there is the other silence, which is the supreme moment of communication – the moment when people normally divided from one another by every sort of natural human barrier suddenly find themselves truly together . . .

In between the two silences . . . are the . . . areas where all the questions arise.

PETER BROOK


Contents

Foreword: Gregory Boyd

Introduction: Dale Moffitt

  I. Elements of a Theatre Aesthetic

 II. Acting and Directing

III. Design

IV. Film

 V. Multiculturalism

Appendix: Selective Chronology of Events Cited

    Brief Biography of Peter Brook

    The Meadows Award

Acknowledgments

Index


Foreword

Peter Brook’s journey through the contemporary theatre has been a marvel of reinvention. As an interpreter of Shakespeare, of opera, of Broadway musical comedy, of the avant-garde and currently (one will never say ‘finally’ when speaking of Brook), as the leader of the Paris-based centre for theatre research that has delved into diverse cultures and myths modem and ancient, he continues to question the relationships between theatre and society. And he has been the inspiration to two new generations of theatre artists as the model for what a director might be.

Indeed, what other theatre director could imagine (as Brook has) an epic production based on the history of stage direction from Saxe-Meiningen through Meyerhold and Stanislavsky, and on to Brecht, Artaud and Grotowski? The craft of directing for the theatre, only one hundred years old, has already seen in Brook not only one of its chief definers, but certainly its chief re-definer as well.

Early on in his long career, Brook not only staged his productions, but designed the scenery and costumes, composed the music and conjured up the most striking effects with the aim of achieving the Wagnerian ideal of ‘total theatre’. All the different elements of theatre could come together, under the gaze of director as super-boss, into a synthesis that would create something quite a bit more than the sum of the parts. From this – practically a definition of the word auteur – Brook has moved to the notion of an actor-centred theatre. The actor as human being – standing before other watching human beings – is the real embodiment of ‘total theatre’: all possibilities exist and are present within him and alive at any moment.

This simplicity of the actor and spectator in the empty space, far from being a ‘minimalist’ theatre, is for Brook (and for Mel Gussow, who coined the word when writing about Brook’s troupe at La Mama in 1980), ‘maximal’ theatre. The audience and the performer can recognise that they are all part of the same family. The audience are allowed to realise that the actors are not different, not more mysterious, not superior. The actor’s task then, is to lead the audience into unknown territory – so the actor has to create the confidence that will encourage them to go along, keeping close to them, and heading towards an exploration of something that neither actor nor audience have yet discovered.

‘One must hold strong convictions – and then let go of them,’ says Brook. His early embracing of the idea of the super-director and his firm adherence to the picture-frame stage have all been changed through working. These early, strongly held convictions were discarded and something else tried until gradually, through long work, he has come to a point almost directly opposite from those early beliefs. This is the great theme of his work, of his own writings, and it runs clearly through these pages. It is the book’s greatest lesson and greatest inspiration – the willingness to entertain a constant re-imagining of what the theatre is and what it can be. And it is what is most exhilarating about listening to him. Brook doesn’t embrace anything approaching a ‘technique’ (a cold-blooded word) but rather asks the actor to replace an adherence to technique with a quest for sensitivity – to exercise every part of the body, mind, observation and feeling, so to be alive and available to every moment of improvisation, rehearsal and performance.

‘When we use words we’re always doing a disservice to ourselves.’ Brook concludes, in his recent book of recollections, that he is unable to articulate what it is that has inspired him over his career. ‘Not knowing is not resignation,’ he writes, ‘it is an opening to amazement.’ This book of Brook in dialogue is an opening to amazement for all of us who work in the theatre, or teach it, or think about it. True, we get insights about the past masterpieces he has created, but it is in his enthusiasm for new ways to approach the work, free from any individual set of rules or philosophy, that makes this perhaps the most useful of the Brook books – and certainly the essential companion to his own ruminative voice in his previous four volumes. It is certainly the best book about directing I have encountered, save Brook’s own.

GREGORY BOYD

Houston

April 1999
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Introduction

I first was made seriously aware of Peter Brook through the efforts of a close friend. She had seen Brook’s New York production of Marat/Sade while still in high school, and had felt herself part of a very special theatrical event. Then sixteen, she wrote Brook to share her feelings with him. He replied to her letter. She was to become the most loyal Peter Brook fan I have ever encountered.

An artist herself (a photographer), she found personal validation in Brook’s bravery and unconventionality. The boldness of his theatrical explorations encouraged her to explore, to risk and to depart from artistic conventions in her own work. Influenced by a man whom she knew only through the plays and the films he produced, she was one of the ‘people sitting in darkness’ of whom Brook speaks.

Several years ago, she became ill. So that she might see the Théâtre des Bouffes du Nord, the renovated vaudeville house that serves as Brook’s Paris base of operations, I arranged a trip to Paris for the two of us. She, in turn, enlisted a member of the American Embassy staff as a liaison with Brook’s office. On the fourth day of a seven-day stay, we returned to our hotel late in the evening to find that Brook had called. They met the following night, after she had attended a performance at the Bouffes du Nord. The meeting lasted until almost one a.m.

She faced her illness with a new strength and, in fact, experienced a personal renewal that was in no small measure related to the Paris meeting.

Four years later, it was announced that Brook had accepted the Algur H. Meadows Award for Excellence in the Arts, presented by Southern Methodist University in recognition of international achievement in the creative and performing arts, and would visit Dallas briefly to receive the award.

My friend’s illness had progressed. She was now not able to fly to Dallas for Brook’s visit, as we originally planned, but during the visit, as Brook and I waited to begin a panel discussion, he asked me for her address.

Subsequently, her illness moved into its final phase. Our last conversation, however, was not about the invasion of the cancer; it was about the copy of The Open Door Brook had just sent her, and about the note which had accompanied it. She died not long after his Dallas visit. She was 48; her life had been touched by Brook for over 30 years.

We speak of theatre as having the potential not only to reflect but also to change. Brook’s work and, as importantly, his personal example have the potential to change lives; I have experienced that potential directly.

Although my own immediate experience of Brook began with the national tour of The Visit in the late 1950s, it was A Midsummer Night’s Dream, performed at the Aldwych Theatre, London, in 1974 that began my real relationship with his work
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