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Abstract

This essay uses the personal recollections of Italian director Gioacchino Palumbo,
including the experience of viewing of Apocalypsis cum figuris as well as some per-
sonal encounters with Jerzy Grotowski, to present a subjective account of selected
aspects of Grotowski’s theatrical and non-theatrical practices, with an emphasis
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on understanding theatre as a lifelong work on oneself. Palumbo highlights those
aspects of Grotowski’s work and quotations from his statements and writings that
have contributed to his own development as a theatre artist. Particularly intere-
sted in Grotowski’s attitude to diverse sources of inspiration, Palumbo extensively
discusses Grotowski’s interview on Gurdjieff, considering it as a representative
example of artist’s approach to cultural phenomena that influenced him. The essay is
preceded by an introduction in which Giuseppe G. Condorelli presents the original
theatrical work of Palumbo, who has been running his own theatre laboratory in
Catania since 1981.
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Abstrakt

Budda wciaz dziata - praca nad soba nigdy sie nie koriczy: Esej o Grotowskim
Punktem wyjscia eseju sg osobiste wspomnienia wloskiego rezysera Gioacchino
Palumbo, w tym doswiadczenia zwiazane z ogladaniem Apocalypsis cum figuris
i osobistymi spotkaniami z Jerzym Grotowskim, a celem - subiektywna prezentacja
wybranych aspektow teatralnych i pozateatralnych praktyk Grotowskiego, z na-
ciskiem na rozumienie teatru jako trwajacej cale Zycie pracy nad sobg. Palumbo
podkresla te aspekty twoérczosci Grotowskiego i cytaty z jego wypowiedzi i pism,
ktore przyczynily si¢ do jego wlasnego rozwoju jako artysty teatralnego. Szczegélnie
interesuje go stosunek Grotowskiego do réznorodnych zrédet inspiracji, dlatego
obszernie omawia wywiad Grotowskiego na temat Gurdzijewa, uznajac go za re-
prezentatywny przyktad podejscia artysty do zjawisk kulturowych, ktére na niego
wplywaly. Esej zostal poprzedzony wstepem, w ktérym Giuseppe G. Condorelli
przedstawia Palumbo jako oryginalnego artyste teatralnego, prowadzacego od 1981
roku wlasne laboratorium teatralne w Katanii.

Stowa kluczowe

Jerzy Grotowski, Georgij Gurdzijew, mobilno$¢ kulturowa, teatr wloski
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Giuseppe G. Condorelli

With Grotowski and Beyond
Grotowski: The Journey of Gioacchino
Palumbo and the Teatro del Molo 2

Each gesture, each little motion is an ideogram which writes out the story and can be
understood only if its conventional meaning is known. The spectator must learn the

language, or rather the alphabet of the language, to understand what the actor is saying.'

D«

The revolution of Jerzy Grotowski’s “poor theatre” is a fundamental cornerstone in
the formation of Gioacchino Palumbo’s dramaturgical aesthetics. Palumbo has been
active in Catania, Sicily, since 1981 with his laboratory-school, the Teatro del Molo 2.2
An experience and praxis directed toward the theatre itself, stripped of all decorative
elements, and conceived around its essential aspects, it instead places attention on
the actor-audience relationship. The four decades of the Teatro del Molo 2 have
been characterized by the relationship between training and engagement on stage,
sustained by some consistent choices deriving from the Polish master Grotowski:
attention to the spoken word, revival of Myth, rereading the contemporary world
through the lens of the past, and a particular focus on technique and working on
the “natural voice” and “natural breathing”

Gioacchino Palumbo opened this theatre-laboratory after years of productive
networking and travel: from attending paMs,? it having just been founded at the
University of Bologna by Umberto Eco, and lectures of Baldi, Costa, Ferrero and

I

! Eugenio Barba, “The Kathakali Theatre,' trans. Simonne Sanzenbach, The Tulane Drama Review 11, no. 4 (1967):
38, https://doi.org/10.2307/1125137.

2 Molo, in the name of this theatre, means “pier” or “wharf’ The name of the theatre, production titles and char-
acters have been left in their original Italian (translator’s note).

3 Adegree course in Drama, Art and Music Studies at the University of Bologna founded in1g71 (translator's note).


https://doi.org/10.2307/1125137
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Ruffini, Squarzina and Giuliano Scabia—some of whom were not only scholars but
engaged on the stage themselves—to the revelation of Jerzy Grotowski’s Apocalipsis
cum figuris in 1975 (the same year a section of the Venice Biennale was dedicated
to him). Palumbo was among those fortunate enough to be there on the island of
San Giacomo in the middle of the lagoon where, under the enchantment of night,
they experienced a true wonder.

The encounter with the theatre of Grotowski allowed Palumbo to connect his
interest in cinema with that of theatre and, specifically, movement techniques orig-
inating from India,* which the Polish director used in the training of actors and
which, among other reasons, also prompted Palumbo to take a long trip to India.
Thus began an extraordinary adventure: various workshops with Grotowski and his
actors in Italy and elsewhere in Europe; and formative working experiences with
professionals from Eugenio Barba’s Odin Teatret, with its years of daily training
for actors, though Palumbo’s own primary objective remained directing, which is
why he also addressed the dramaturgical work within the companies’ workshops.
Influenced by Grotowski’s teaching and his long apprenticeship with him, Palumbo
absorbs and assimilates that chemistry of empathic interaction that simultaneously
celebrates the performer and the participant spectator. This is an objective reached
by following what the Polish director defined via negativa: a work of technical-ex-
pressive aestheticism capable of becoming the fotal act, involving the body, phys-
icality, instinct, movement, and feeling. The actor overall encounters/exposes the
deepest part of the self, reaching and exploring an original completeness that, on
the one hand, might evoke the Platonic myth of the hermaphrodite in Symposium
and, on the other, builds a new idea of the “space of the stage”: no longer a chamber
of wonders, a privileged place of special stage effects and directorial wisdom but
rather a reinvented, shared space for the ritual of the performance. In this way,
the spectator becomes a “witness,” the stage becomes the structure for a space
continually (re)thought and (re)contextualized: the actor is replaced by the “doer.”s

The unfathomable space between the interpretive act and the truly aesthetic
act of the gaze is denied: the observing subject and (sub)object observed—the
performance—coincide. The “poor theatre”® becomes theatre-communication:

4 Francesco Cappa, “Una pratica teatrale interculturale: L'immaginario orientale e il teatro povero di Grotowski'
Riflessioni e teorie 15, no. 2 (2017), https://rivistedigitali.erickson.it/educazione-interculturale/archivio/vol-
-15-n-2/una-pratica-teatrale-interculturale-limmaginario-orientale-e-il-teatro-povero-di-grotowski/.

5 Grotowski's reframing of the terminology of actor to “doer;' in Italian [attunate (translator's note).
6 Cf. Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre (Holstebro: Odin Teatrets Forlag, 1968).


https://rivistedigitali.erickson.it/educazione-interculturale/archivio/vol-15-n-2/una-pratica-teatrale-interculturale-limmaginario-orientale-e-il-teatro-povero-di-grotowski/
https://rivistedigitali.erickson.it/educazione-interculturale/archivio/vol-15-n-2/una-pratica-teatrale-interculturale-limmaginario-orientale-e-il-teatro-povero-di-grotowski/

PALUMBO, CONDORELLI / BUDDAH STILL WORKS—THE WORK ON ONESELF NEVER ENDS 37

The “post-theatre” of Grotowski, overthrowing the comparative order of the theatre
and society according to Gurvitch and Goftman, has identified a submerged con-
sonance between theatre and life, filled with meaning and pressing for discovery.
... He understood, rather, that the failure of theatre, in inverted commas, places
both an impotence and an architype on the agenda; and that the prevalence of one
or the other depends on our capacity to experience . . .7

Consequently, Palumbo, proposes a strongly interiorized theatre with Teatro del
Molo 2: not merely a spectacle, nor even perhaps a performance as it is commonly
understood, because Palumbo believes primarily in an “essential” theatre. This is
a theatre in which respect for the dramaturgical score, discretion of directorial in-
tervention, and the fundamental nakedness of the stage, become its indispensable
if not integral elements.

It was also partly a complex study of the territory, an ethnoanthropological
approach, that saw Gioacchino Palumbo engaged in many parts of Europe, from
Sardinia to Spain, yet never forgetting his Sicilian roots. Palumbo poured these
experiences back into his laboratory workshop activities that continue steadily regar-
dless of their transformation into “performance.” A laboratory workshop can in fact

offer itself with caution to the complicity of its spectators, without reopening itself
or returning itself to society; redefining the audience this way, the stage is able to
become the free and uncontaminated space of experience, where—by definition—the
most total decontextualization takes place. It is the sub-void in which it is possible
to pursue the extra temporality of the “origins of the theatre” or of the performance,
to reach the re-presentation of the mythical “original performer”. . . ; that is, the
space to analyze the extra quotidian of the performance, and break it down to the
“cells” of its singular actions, to the very “molecules” of energy contained, like in
Barba’s applied research on the actor.®

The stage action, dramaturgical project, directorial intervention, and actors’ move-
ments become the elements of a sacred performance: consider the very particular
arrangement of the audience during Grotowski’s performances. The “performance,”
then, seems to arise not only from the encounter with the texts, but with a series of
experiences that combine to become the elements of preparation themselves. As such,

7 Claudio Meldolesi, “Ai confini del teatro e della sociologia;’ Teatro e Storia1, no.1(1986): 135, https://www.
teatroestoria.it/pdf/1/Claudio_Meldolesi_34.pdf.

8 Piergiorgio Giacché, "Antropologia culturale e cultura teatrale! Teatro e Storia 3,n0.1(1988): 44, https://www.
teatroestoria.it/pdf/4/p_giacche.pdf.


https://www.teatroestoria.it/pdf/1/Claudio_Meldolesi_34.pdf
https://www.teatroestoria.it/pdf/1/Claudio_Meldolesi_34.pdf
https://www.teatroestoria.it/pdf/4/p_giacche.pdf
https://www.teatroestoria.it/pdf/4/p_giacche.pdf
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Molo 2 has always reflected an idea of theatre as a reflection of Sicily’s own situation:
“the economic backwardness and its remote position in relation to the processes of
modernity means that, in these areas, ancient expressive techniques remain intact
which, had they developed elsewhere, would never have been able to survive™

And on this island the Teatro del Molo 2 continues to operate in the largest
sense of the word: through laboratory workshops, seminars, drama studies, actual
performances, interventions in the local neighborhoods. Indeed, the engagement
with areas that are not so familiar with theatre culture, as well as the fixed activity
of the workshops (not always destined, as highlighted, to become performances),
constitutes the very essence of Palumbo’s theatrical activity.

In this way, the essence of Teatro del Molo 2 takes shape, as mentioned, from
the practice of workshops of which long training—that always precedes the perfor-
mances—seems indicative of an idea of theatre not only as an uplifting experience
but also as a philosophy: Palumbo dedicates particular attention to the prepara-
tion of the actors. All the laboratory workshops of Molo 2 are based on dramatic
techniques aiming to acquire a personal method for creating a “character” and
developing stage actions. The dramatic expressiveness, physio-corporeal presence,
and quality of movements, and the consciousness of the interrelationships between
these, constitute its main objectives and this methodology is based on the work
and the formulations of both Grotowski and Stanislavski.

Equally important, parallel to the theatrical training laboratories on the art
of acting, is what Palumbo defines “Archedrama,” a laboratory based on group
experimentation in the psycho-corporeal practices of mindfulness, of “aware-
ness”:" scattered in the softened light of the grand hall of Teatro del Molo 2, the
participants’ bodies draw irregular spirals, irradiated by a common breath, the
rustle of clothing seeming to suggest a warm rain; their voices—first subdued—a
hot breeding ground of indistinct sounds, an inviting landscape: cradle, nest, an
all-encompassing warmth before the final silence.

From Transgression to Myth

The creative process was like ajourney with an unknown destination. Nothing was prede-
fined, and many scenes were assembled and dissembled several times and, until the last

day, | saw performance as a living organism, to be fed and cultivated with our attention.™

9 Renato Palazzi, "Il sipario s'alza a sud;' Il Sole 24 Ore, December 3, 2006.
10 QOriginal word in English (translator’s note).

" Gioacchino Palumbo, Il Teatro del Molo 2: Diario di bordo—Spettacoli, performance, film (Roma: Bonanno,
2010), 46.
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The investigation into myth—its rediscovery and reinterpretation—seems the
design watermark of Palumbo’s dramaturgical and directorial experience for
the development of a theatre of civil storytelling. This is also in the light of the
teaching and influence of Grotowski who took an ambivalent if not openly
critical attitude towards myth:

Grotowski fully realizes that the relationship the ancient man had with myth is
dead and buried and cannot be resurrected in today’s rationalistic society, but he
is also conscious that a comparison with the contemporary is necessary in the use
of myths and their symbolic representations, or else risk spiritual impoverishment
and the assumption of a perpetual mask of deception towards phenomenal reality
and the reality “penetrated” into the body (for the body as archive of the story
of the individual and the society to which it belongs . . .). While the ancient man
accepted myth in the atmosphere of perceptive-elaborative dynamics (meaning
the animation of nature was a fact and not just a representation), modern man can
only approach a similar knowledge that is determined by an asceticism, fixed in
the work of the actor, that consists of a continuous desecration-sacralization of his
way of perceiving the theatrical reality and representing it on stage. In this, even
if Grotowski never affirmed it, lies the therapeutic value of the theatre of research
breaking down defensive barriers (that is to say, the mask, and broadening the
free influence of the Self)."

In confronting a genre so complete, therefore, there is often a risk of staging
a mere stylistic exercise or piece of directorial narcissism. Gioacchino Palumbo’s
approach disrupts any etymological repurposing because it appears projected
towards productive experimentation in which the designated space for impro-
visation becomes central.

Of the sixty performances directed by Palumbo, some performances appear
to me especially emblematic of his work and thinking. The first performance of
the Teatro del Molo 2 Europa dopo la pioggia (Europe after the Rain) (first per-
formance in the exhibition Emergenze e Dintorni della Scena [Emergencies and
Surroundings of the Stage], Florence, June 1981) is a sequence of scenes stemming
from various literary influences and from La recita (The Travelling Players, 1975),

2 Giovanni Lancellotti, “Recensioni, riflessioni sulla scrittura;’ Il Quaderno di Nessuno. Newsletter di Saggi,
Letteratura e Documentazione Teatrale 14, no. 4 (2015), https://www.teatrodinessuno.it/doc/grotowski/
teatro-povero.


https://www.teatrodinessuno.it/doc/grotowski/teatro-povero
https://www.teatrodinessuno.it/doc/grotowski/teatro-povero
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a film by Theo Anghelopulos: the stage writing™ consists of a montage of actions

and, of all of Palumbo’s theatre, is the most in line with Grotowski’s ideas and

also embraces the influence of the Odin Teatret and distils his experience with

the workshops with Ryszard Cieslak, Stanistaw Scierski, and Teo Spychalski.
Palumbo writes that the

initial idea was to create a scenic event, its fundamental texture being made up of
structured actions and arising from a particular assemblage of improvisation. The
underlying theme is the relationship between individuals, their concrete destinies,
and a great tragic historical event, the most devastating of the twentieth century
in Europe, the Second World War and the Holocaust."

At the same time, the main idea was that the performance did not use texts writ-
ten specifically for the theatre as its reference texts, but rather cinematographic
works, autobiographical accounts, novels, screenplays and paintings (the title
of the show was titled after the painting by Max Ernst), that is, pre-texts: “the
definitive text was not the dramaturgical material but the stage writing; a struc-
ture of living actions.” It is the directorial assemblage and editing of these
improvisations that give life to the performance: every actor reveals himself to
himself, he extracts his experience and manifests it. The problem was to make
these improvisations somehow constant, “precise, detailed, rigorous, but with-
out emptying them of their inner impulse, their authentic reactions; without
transforming them in an empty form. This for the actor is the most difficult
task. To repeat without emptying.¢ Evidently, the theatre of Palumbo tends to
privilege a strong relationship with the spoken word, like Ancient Greek theatre,
an idea that presupposes the entanglement of diverse expressive codes and that
simultaneously marries body language with thematic universalities, and is bound
to the history of the island. This theatre, strongly symbolic, is also intended as
homage to Sicily: a way of taking root.

Voci su Medea (Voices about Medea) is undoubtedly one of the works in which
the exploration of myth is most focused. This portrays a serious and noble Medea
far from the Euripidean tradition, who, in Christa Wolf’s interpretation (one of

'3 |talian la scrittura scenica was translated as the “stage writing' a term created by Roger Planchon ((‘écriture
scénique), and defined in Patrice Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre: Terms, Concepts, and Analysis, trans. Christine
Shantz (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), 362 (translator’s note).

4 Palumbo, Il Teatro del Molo 2, 42.
's Palumbo, 42.
16 Palumbo, 43.
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Palumbo’s favorite writers), through very different if not opposing accounts (the
“voices” in the title allude as though to a delusion, to an unsubstantiated rumor),
moves away from the myth to subvert it in the light of its reversed gaze of second
sight and rises up in search of a different way of behaving in the political space
of the polis: more chthonic and feminine. Palumbo’s adaptation of Wolf’s novel
portrays an atheist “Me-dea” sorceress,” a wise miracle worker from Colchis
who does not know the malice and secrets of the court; a wife who has never
learnt to hold her tongue; an emancipated woman who rebels against the all-
male exercise of power, guilty only of wishing to alter reality by denouncing the
terrible crime upon which rests the power of King Creon of Corinth. If Ifinoe’s
death is a necessary sacrifice according to the tactful gloss of the state officials,
for Medea it is simply state murder, Ifinoe a victim of its heinous rationale. In
an openly visionary theatrical form, in which original music by Carlo Cattano
formed a thread of continuity across speech and gesture, the characters’ points
of view follow one another in the itinerant space of the performance—straight
line, circle, hemicycle. Acamante (Rosario Minardi), councilor and supreme
court astronomer, dark eminence who shows, by handling a feather, the sub-
tlety of a power practiced with the cautious lightness of cynicism; Giasone
(Giovanni Calcagno), a naive hero, part puppet, part courtier, less a comrade;
Glaunce (Rossana Bonafede), an epileptic friend-enemy who has learnt from
shamanist Medea not to “ignore the shadows” and to reconstruct her original
trauma during her delirious fits of passion, a trauma tied to the violent figure of
her father; finally Medea herself (Giovanna Centamore), exiled by those “who
have learnt the horror” with false and foul accusations—fratricide, conspira-
tor, infanticide—prepared to embrace the void into which the Palace’s officials
have condemned her. Voices about Medea is a performance of great expressive
power which it demonstrates in its overall structure having also absorbed the
unforgettable lesson of Pasolini: in its spiral movement, in its cold and sparse
atmosphere, and above all in its costumes.

The performance Frida: Albero della speranza sii solido (Frida: Tree of Hope
be Strong) co-produced by the Teatro Stabile of Catania, is another example
of the recontextualization of a myth of modernity, in which Grotowski’s rich
underlying influence is also present. This performance is not a celebration of
the pop icon Frida but a close reading of the Mexican bohemian, born three
years before the revolution of Zapata and Villa, who recognizes herself—after
a terrible incident (a handrail pierced her back and part of her vagina)—like

7 Author's emphasis of the name, dea meaning goddess (translator's note).
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a “bottle adrift, tentatively waiting to be found and saved.” It is on this canvas,
and in this scene, that the life and images of her paintings, her passionate letters,
flow together, while the narrative voice of the protagonist (Donatella Finocchiaro
subdued her natural expressive exuberance into an evocative performance),
reconstructs key events in the background: from relationships with her father
(Bruno Torrisi), an epileptic and talented photographer, from whom she inhe-
rited “the patience of the craftsman,” to communist militancy; from friendship
with Tina Modotti, to the exhilarating vitality of painter-seducer Diego Rivera
(Vincenzo Failla); from falling in love to marriage with this man who is “all
combinations”; from the distinct and conflicted relationship with Riviera’s ex-wife
Lupe (Pamela Toscano) and with the exile Trotsky to disagreements with the
sister Concetta (Egle Doria); from frequent miscarriages—a loss she will always
feel acutely—to extramarital affairs, and finally with those also in the art world
beyond Mexico. In a form resembling monologue, the narrative unfolds on
many levels, united under Palumbo’s direction into a multi-medial whole: truly
dramaturgical (the extraordinary case of Frida); cinematographic (the restorative
dynamic of the story); dialogic (the relationship Frida has with her family, her
sister, her companion Diego Rivera, and the art world). This woman of “broken
body,” caressed by the smooth sensuality of the live music of Nello Toscano
(a jazz musician from Catania), above all portrays without extravagance (think
of Julie Taymor’s film) the necessity rather than the choice of painting, and of
its sublimating role. The central statement of the performance reads: “This is
how I portrayed my recomposing myself, my pulling myself back together”
This strongly political theatre in which the spoken word, the structure of the
action, and movement assumes a central role, finds full realization in Ritsos’s
Fedra (Phaedra) in which Palumbo stages the political and problematic heroine
of the great Greek poet, rather than the hapless Euripidean protagonist: the
woman’s passion is not only for her son Ippolito (Hippolytus) but additionally
and above all for the truth. It is not superfluous to note that Ritsos wrote the
text during the dictatorship of the “colonels,” to which the whole monologue
allusively refers. Never, in the original story, are Fedra and Ippolito face to face
in the way they are in Ritsos’s text. Fedra—who Liviana Pino performs with
captivating sobriety—does not turn to Ippolito, mute but steadfast in his “icy
chastity;” but turns to her own torment, her devouring passion. Indeed, the
long strip of fabric/blood around her body—not only marks her journey from
woman to mother but clearly alludes to her incestuous transgression and its
tragic consequences—strongly characterizes a stage which is stripped bare and
essential, focused. That blood—a sort of “inverted” semantic field, in which
every possible nuance of her body and guilt converge—inhabits the space thanks
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to a fundamental and prevailing directorial hand: the sensual lasciviousness
of Fedra is never emphatic, vulgar: almost a simulacrum of her own memory,
of her own obsession, of her insatiable torment, she is certainly closer in her
“authenticity” to Seneca’s Phaedra. In Ritsos’s poem, however, the drama does
not only take on the contours of a shameful and unnatural insolence, but rather
of a necessity: that of telling the truth at all costs, of throwing away the mask
itself that initially covers the protagonist’s face. Like this, she is a simulacrum,
a semblance: and yet unplaceable, in perpetual wandering of the senses and
feelings, “invaded” by her own shadows before the same fabric/blood becomes
a death noose. In the long process of the monologue’s internal unravelling, the
distortions of the musical commentary—created by the transfiguring sounds of
Jan Garbarek’s saxophone and chaotic resonances of Sollima’s cello—mark the
limits of a distance, a gap perhaps, which enclose the threshold (lamaca-limen)
of the stage: can we attempt to understand? Can we share? Light the shadows?
Perhaps the implicit invitation of Palumbo, of all his theatre, his praxis, is to
push us, as Fedra did to the “spectacular;,” beyond.

Translated by Gertrude Gibbons

Gioacchino Palumbo

Buddah Still Works—the Work
on Oneself Never Ends: Essay on
Grotowski

I begin with some personal impressions and memories: I saw Apocalypsis cum
figuris knowing very little about theatre and almost nothing about Grotowski.
It was 1975, at the Venice Biennale. I was a university student at that time; after
two years of architecture studies, I had enrolled on pAMs, the entertainment
degree course at the Bologna University of Umberto Eco, Giuliano Scabia, Adelio
Ferrero, Luigi Squarzina, because I was fascinated by a certain kind of cinema.
I had taken a break from my studies, going on a year-long trip to the East, seven
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months of which were spent in India. I was interested in oriental philosophies
and disciplines, and I read widely and held the unconfessed hope of meeting
a secret, unknown master. I had a very strong idea about what performance is,
a vision of never-imagined spaces of the theatre, something dazzling. I used
to go to the theatre quite rarely, but I wanted to see Apocalypsis because I had
heard at university that the actors of a company, led by a Polish director I did
not know at the time, used to train with movement and breathing exercises
taken from oriental techniques, not specifically from theatrical disciplines, but
from yoga and other forms. I was able to book tickets for the show thanks to
a university contact. I reached the meeting place in Venice. We were a small
group of spectators and were put on a ferryboat that headed out into the dark
sea of the Lagoon of Venice. We disembarked on an uninhabited islet, the isle of
San Giacomo in the lagoon. In silence we were guided to an isolated building.
A bare room with stone walls, one light projector aimed at the wall. The audience
sitting in a circle. The performance begins. So alive. Astonishing to me. Bright
and dark. I remain enchanted.

At the end of the play someone told me it was possible to meet the members
of the company. I don’t know why, maybe because I mentioned my trip in India,
someone offers, unexpectedly, an opportunity to take part in two workshops.
One of them, Song of Myself, was held by Teo Spychalski, the other one, Incontri
di lavoro (Work Meetings), by Stanistaw Scierski. I accepted the offer, thinking
it’s a new experience. I was touched by Spychalski’s equilibrium and skill in
leading in a very calm way. Regarding Scierski, I remember I was impressed by
the generous strength and the impeccability in his work and, at the same time,
by the angst and the despair—so powerful and contained—I perceived after the
workshop, walking with him through Venice’ alleys.

After a few weeks I took part in a workshop guided by Ryszard Cieslak—Spe-
cial Project—in Montegalda in Veneto, in the castle surrounded by a wood. There,
for the first time I had the unhoped-for opportunity to talk with Grotowski, in
a glade between the wood and the granary, outside of the hamlet, where the
rule of silence was strictly observed. He listened to me with kind awareness and
patience. He struck me with the quality of his presence and his careful gaze: his
face has something of the trees around us. We talked about India, some places
and meetings and Vedanta. I asked him, maybe with a certain naivete, about
influences of oriental disciplines in his work, I mentioned my interests, I asked
him about satori. I still remember his last words: “Remember, Buddha still works.”
Buddha still works. The work on oneself never ends. It takes a lifetime. You are
always researching. There is no ultimate truth, no final point, or a static and
permanent “enlightenment.” The search for essence, for Life in life, has no end.
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Over time I have come to understand the importance of that sentence. And
I think today it sheds a light on Grotowski’s entire work. On the difficult, imper-
vious coherency that flows beneath his choices, his abandonments, his sudden
and sometimes painful turning points. These have always been dictated by an
interior need, by the urgency to question, by the necessity to remain faithful to
his aims. Ludwik Flaszen—one of his first and most valued collaborators, whose
words always reveal deep gratitude and affection, free of any easy idealization
and mythologizing—underlined that the source of his strength lay in his faith-
fulness to the primary aspirations of his childhood.

Stanislavski, when he was quite old, and when his method was already known
and appreciated all over the world, declared, knowing that his teachings were
used in many actors’ studios, that he felt he needed another lifetime to really
learn how to apply it! True research is always a work in progress. The same can
be said of Grotowski’s journey, and perhaps that is why he said he felt Stan-
islavski was like a father, always open to new perspectives, guided by true and
sometimes unpredictable discoveries. The theatre director and teacher Anatoly
Vasiliev, one of the foremost experts on all the different stages of Stanislavski’s
work, once said that he considers Grotowski to be the one who, more than any
other person, has continued Stanislavski’s research, who has “saved more things”
of his work, who has kept him alive.

Another meeting with Grotowski remains impressed in my memory—many
years later, in May 1989 in Taormina. That year, Taormina Arte was awarding
the Europe Prize to Peter Brook. Grotowski was present in those days and took
part in an unforgettable open conversation with the English theatre director,
in the symposium entitled Dal cammino alla via (From the Path to the Road),
organized by the International Association of Theatre Critics. Since our first
meeting in 1975, many tragic and painful events had befallen the actors of Teatr
Laboratorium, and others were yet to come. At a small, isolated table of the
Congress Center, I had the opportunity to meet the Polish master and carry on
an intense dialogue in hushed tones. At that time—after various experiences
of apprenticeship and work, including some years spent with Domus de Janas,
an ensemble made up of people coming from Odin Teatret, where we practiced
daily—I had founded a theatre center (Teatro del Molo 2), which I still direct,
and where I organized theatre workshops, one of which is a very precise and
essential one on vocal techniques, dealing with Beckett’s texts, led by Ludwik
Flaszen. From that meeting I also remember an observation by Grotowski’s on
the possible risks of some forms of workshop activity, and, in particular, the
risks inherent in the disruptive effects of some experiences if they are not com-
pensated by continuous and rigorous work, by reevaluation, by real integration.
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He stressed the importance of technical precision, of structure, of a sheltered
work. I mentioned the formative environment of my work and my contact with
the “school” of Jeanne De Salzmann, the intended heir of George Gurdjieff’s
teachings.

In Grotowski’s work, this discussion bore testimony to a transition from one
phase of his work to another, already developed ten years earlier, testimony to
a significant, meditated change of direction from the previous paratheatrical
phase of participation and encounter to the “Theatre of Sources” and more,
to “Art as Vehicle’, to the “doer;,” to the Workcenter and the collaboration with
Thomas Richards and Mario Biagini, designated guardians of this work, and to
the last “hermitage” of Pontedera. Then, at an imperceptible signal from Carla
Pollastrelli—irreplaceable assistant and translator, who watched over the meeting
like a guardian angel, always attentive and discreet—I moved away, relinquishing
my place to Yoshi Oida (who in the following years led a very popular workshop
in our theater center). She had come with Peter Brook, who at that time was
busy with other people, with numerous, valuable work demonstrations.™

What elements constitute his legacy, theatrically and otherwise? There are
many answers to this question, although it is certain that Grotowski did not
leave, and did not seek to leave, a “system.” In his theatrical work, thanks to his
collaboration with the architect Jerzy Gurawski, he developed the idea of an
architecture of space, unique and different for each production, with precise,
unrepeatable proxemics that allow a profound relationship between actor and
spectator. As in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, where the audience is
arranged as if it were invited to dinner, the Last Supper, where Faust tells his
story in a space that recalls the refectory of a monastery. And also a particular
use of a composite dramaturgy that responds to other, internal needs and struc-
tural criteria, as in Apocalypsis cum figuris, where he turns to the poetry of T. S.
Eliot, to works by Simone Weil, to the Dostoevsky of The Brothers Karamazov,
to fragments of the Bible. And there, in this last show, Apocalypsis cum figuris,
he continued the experiment, extending it to all the actors of the ensemble,
with one of the fundamental elements of all his research work, which is what
Grotowski had defined, in his letters to Eugenio Barba during the years of The
Constant Prince, the discovery of the “technique 2.

Despite the fact that The Constant Prince by Calderon de la Barca and Stowacki
is the pinnacle of his theatrical work, it is perhaps in this period, in this discovery

'8 The documentation of those days can be found in the book, Gli anni di Peter Brook (The Years of Peter Brook).
Georges Banu and Alessandro Martinez, eds., Gli anni di Peter Brook: Lopera di un maestro raccontata al
Premio Europa per il teatro (Milano: Ubulibri, 1990).
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of “technique 2, that the need to go beyond the theatre, or at least beyond the
“theatre of presentation” of performances, emerges and defines itself. “The
Constant Prince marks the beginning of a new period in the aesthetics of our
company, Grotowski writes to Eugenio Barba, his irreplaceable fellow traveler,
inviting him to join him for at least a few weeks. It was no longer a question
of acting, but of “penetrating the territories of one’s own existence.”™ Here the
direction of the work is powerfully outlined. Acting is a means to go beyond,
and theatre is a journey without shortcuts to the essence of life, a vehicle through
which it is possible to connect with a higher level, to explore moments of total-
ity, of real presence. “The work with The Constant Prince has been completely
different,” writes Grotowski, “and is based purely on the principle of the organic
nature, with no orientation towards the signs or the composition.”? “There is
no longer the duel between life and illusion, or imitation, a real, organic, clear,
precise reaction.”? And again, “If the act takes place, the actor, the human be-
ing, goes beyond the state of incompleteness to which we condemn ourselves,
in daily life. . . The actor who achieves this reaches wholeness . . . . This is the
phenomenon of total action . . . . The actor repeats the script and at the same
time reveals themselves to the limits of the impossible.”? And when Eugenio
Barba saw the show, he was surprised and impressed by Ryszard Cieslak’s work,
by the boundaries he crossed, by the new territories he opened up, despite his
deep knowledge of Teatr Laboratorium’s practices. Barba writes

From the beginning, from the first seconds of the show, it was as though all my
memories, the categories with which I supported myself, disappeared from under
my feet, and I saw another being, man who had found his fullness, his destiny .. ..
“Now he surely won’t manage anymore” And yet it was as though a new wave,
stronger, higher, greener, rose out of his body and expanded around him . ... It
was only later, sheltered from this fury of the elements, that I reflected on the fact
that an entire horizon, which up until then had surrounded my theatrical land,
had been shifted by countless miles to reveal a difficult terrain, still to be studied,
but which existed and could bear fruit”?3

—

19 Jerzy Grotowski, Tecniche originarie dellattore, a cura di Luisa Tinti (Roma: Universita degli studi di Roma La
Sapienza, 1982).

20 Grotowski, Tecniche originarie dellattore.

2 Jerzy Grotowski, “Teatro e Rituale in Il Teatr Laboratorium di Jerzy Grotowski 1959-1969, a cura di Ludwik
Flaszen e Carla Pollastrelli (Pontedera: Fondazione Pontedera Teatro, 2001).

22 Jerzy Grotowski, “Dalla compagnia teatrale a L'arte come veicolo; in Thomas Richards, Al lavoro con Grotowski
sulle azioni fisiche (Milano: Ubulibri, 1993).

23 Ferdinando Taviani, ed. [l libro dell'Odin: Il teatro-laboratorio di Eugenio Barba (Milano: Feltrinelli, 1975).
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For this reason “technique 2”—a script of impulses that each time have been
relived, remembered, incarnated, and constructed each time with a precise
adolescent memory of going beyond daily limits as a starting point—remains
a founding passage, pointing to new boundaries in the theatrical field, in the
creation of shows, and, with progressive and sometimes painful adjustments and
gradations, in the field of post-theatrical activity and work on the self. Here, too,
there is a danger of being imprecise in defining the beginning of a “discovery”
that continues to have multiple ramifications. Already during the rehearsals
tor The Tragic History of Doctor Faustus, especially in the work with the main
actor, Zbigniew Cynkutis, the need and the possibility of a total act emerged,
one of a revelation, of a wholeness, of a performative element with an aspect of
transcendence, of a rupture that goes beyond individual limits.

For me, from the distance of years, Jerzy Grotowski’s strong roots in Polish
culture appear more and more clearly. This is evident, but not limited, to his
choice of texts to put on the stage. From Mickiewicz’s Forefathers’ Eve to Stowac-
ki’s Kordian, from Wyspianski’s Acropolis to Calderon/Stowacki’s The Constant
Prince, all of them belong to the Polish Romantic tradition. From these dramas,
the Polish director, in line with his entire journey, has brought to light and in-
tuited above all the existential and metaphysical aspects of the Romantic soul.
These are productions in which his poetics are gradually defined and mature,
perhaps reaching their peak in The Constant Prince. It was from Mickiewicz
that he probably absorbed the notion of the total act, so seminal in his work
with actors. Like Mickiewicz who broke with the established norms of poetic
composition, the Polish director broke with theatre understood merely as the
production of shows. He also shared with the author of Forefathers” Eve a deep
interest in the teachings and writings of the great mystics.

Another sign of this rootedness in his native culture is his declared inspira-
tion by Juliusz Osterwa and Mieczystaw Limanowski, founders of Reduta in the
1920s. This group, which drew on some of Stanislavski’s ideas and translated them
into their own original approach, had very strict, almost monastic rules. They
dedicated themselves to workshop research on the art of acting; they opened
a school for actors that was intended to be a vehicle for the transmission of ideas;
they had a very strong sense of community and a professional and individual
ethos; they gave great importance to rehearsals and took their shows to small
towns. These are all aspects that, as he himself has emphasized many times, have
had a decisive influence on Grotowski.

Zbigniew Osinski and many other authors have thoroughly and sharply
analyzed Grotowski’s rich and varied sources of inspiration. Some of these
sources are rather hidden, others are clearly invoked by the Polish maestro:
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from The Legend of the Baal-Shem and the Hasidism of Martin Buber to Meister
Eckhart and the mystical school of Renan, from the fictionalized accounts of
Carlos Castaneda to the writings of Ronald David Laing, from the Vedanta to
the Samkhya, from Ramana Maharshi to George Ivanovich Gurdjieft.

An interview with Grotowski entitled “A Kind of Volcano,” which appeared
in the collection of essays on Gurdjieff, is a valuable testimony to the detailed
knowledge that Grotowski had, at least in the final period of his research,
of Gurdjieff’s works and his teaching work. 24 In the interview, conducted by
Michel de Salzmann, a profound connoisseur of the Armenian maestro’s work,
Grotowski demonstrated his deep knowledge not only of the fundamental texts
and documents, but also of the works that are considered less significant, from
which he drew lively, sharp, and decisive impressions. This interview—conducted
in Paris at the beginning of February 1991, at a time when his work was focused
on ancient songs and their “vibratory” qualities—is, in my opinion, particularly
indicative of the living relationship that Grotowski had with his sources of
inspiration or his ideal interlocutors.

And since these sources posed living questions to him, they gave him the
opportunity for operational interaction, for real possibilities of experimentation,
and for rigorous and careful research practices. In any case, these were topics that
had interested the Polish director since childhood and had a decisive influence
on all his theatrical work. And above all, as for the other sources of literary and
non-literary inspiration, they are always grafted, verified, and brought to life in
an inexhaustible, continuous practice of inner work and active experimentation.
In the case of Gurdjieff, I have the impression that he was anything but of sec-
ondary importance in the foundations of the second phase of his post-theatrical
work, from Objective Drama on, and then in particular in Ritual Arts.

“Gurdjieft succeeded in something very rare: he created a contemporary
tradition,” Grotowski declared, adding that his modernity lay in the fact that
this was true research and, “If, from everything, I had to take only one vector, it
would be “work on oneself”’% And here, too, is the resonance with his own work:
“He was above all an investigator who penetrated deeply into the practical and
technical areas of the traditions that he was able to meet”? This is what we can say
today without hesitation about the Polish maestro. Grotowski further declared,

24 Jerzy Grotowski, "A Kind of Volcano,' interview by Michel de Salzman, in Gurdjieff: Essays and Reflections on
the Man and His Teaching, ed. Jacob Needleman et al. (New York: Continuum, 1996), 87-106.
25 Grotowski, "A Kind Of Volcano," g6.

26 Grotowski, 97.
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from the moment I began to read about Gurdjieft’s work, the practical, compar-
isons not only had to corroborate but also to touch me, it is obvious. It would be
difficult to analyze: which details, which elements? Because there is also a danger
of asking oneself: “From where comes this element, and from where another?”
What is important is not that they come from somewhere, but that they work.?

To see if they work: this is the element that excites him, that really counts, to see
what serves his purpose, what can be useful. This is where his pragmatic spirit
of “doing,” of active culture, emerges, and this is where an idea that underpins
all his research returns, the idea of efficacy, of seeing if certain techniques work
“objectively” within one’s own activity, if they have a certain effect on the one
who practices them, even extrapolated from the cultural context from which
they come. This is a feature that constitutes the premise of the research in the
field of traditional ancient techniques of the Theatre of Sources and also of
the work on Art as Vehicle, of the criteria of scrupulous processing of Action,
carried out with Thomas Richards and Mario Biagini. Thus, the research was
on the possibility of elaborating and composing an objective process through
the elements of performative arts, through a structured sequence of actions.
Grotowski pointed out to Gurdjieft’s relevance to his own practice, by stating:
“As far as I know, nobody made this kind of effort: to unstick the things, to
dissociate them from theological content in order to bring them back to their
pragmatic qualities”’?® He went on to say:

He was a searcher who had investigated several domains and several traditions,
even if he was very much concentrated on the cultural cradle, which is the Med-
iterranean basin, but not only there, also a little bit farther to the east. In a certain
way, he was doing a scientific work in order to understand. To understand not in
order to formulate verbally, to understand so as to be able to do.?®

Here, too, he stresses the primary importance of the attitude of doing, together
with the need of a science oriented in this direction, and as such it requires an
appropriate language. Grotowski highlights, for example, Gurdjieft’s choice of
the term “buffers,” a key element of his teaching, which recalls the technical

I
27 Grotowski, 94.
28 Grotowski, 98.

29 Grotowski.
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language of the time, free of any sentimental or theological implications, scru-
pulously avoiding the use of religious terminology.3°

In my opinion the notes Grotowski made on Gurdjieft’s Movements are
of particular importance, with some poignant analogies to his work on the
concept of Art as a Vehicle. He observed that “when a Gurdjieffian group does
Movements, these Movements are not intended for spectators.”¥ This analogy
helps him to further clarify the difference in objective between the actor of the
theatrical period and the doer in Art as Vehicle period. The aim of this phase
of the post-theatrical era is the effect that the elements used have on those who
practice them, on those who perform them. “When I say ‘elements; I am thinking
of physical actions, of tempo-rhythms, of composed movement, of contact, of
the word. and, above all, of the ancient songs.”3? All these elements obviously
belong to the field of dramatic art, to the theatrical tradition.

With regard to the different objectives of the doer and the actor, I am also
struck by Grotowski’s observation on the need to avoid aesthetic ends, i.e. choices
made in function of those who witness the structured actions. Impressed by
Gurdjieff’s work on his movements and sacred dances, Grotowski observes
with his usual quality of attention; “Another thing that struck me is that in some
composed elements—which can be compared with liturgical gestures—what
has been avoided is the danger of aestheticization”® And he goes on to say
that in his eyes the Movements are rooted in “a deepened research which starts
out from ancient elements, but which is, at the same time, contemporary. After
all, the traditions are only founded in this way’34 I am aware of the risks of
comparisons that reduce the complexity of a work, but how can we not hear in
these most thoughtful words a resonance with the projects he was working on
at the time: the Ritual arts, the work of vibratory songs? In his work on ancient
techniques and traditions, and at the same time on being a contemporary man
who knows how to move in today’s work, Grotowski perhaps sees himself,
his own practices, and also the constant difficulties that he faces in creating
the conditions for rigorous and authentic research, and this refers both to the

30 “Buffers,'is an expression used by Gurdjieff to denote “a shock absorber” deeply rooted in man. See P. D. Ous-
pensky, In Search of the Miraculous: Fragments of an Unknown Teaching (New York: Harcourt Brace & World,

1949),155.
31 Grotowski, "A Kind of Volcano,' 8g.
32 Grotowski, go.
33 Grotowski, 93.

34 Grotowski.
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theatrical period when he worked in Poland, and to the subsequent phase when
he was forced to work elsewhere.

A significant detail, which indicates the objectivity, the exactness of an action
and its effect on the one who performs it, appears in another notation, decisive
for a better understanding of the careful gaze with which Grotowski observes
what interests him for his practical work. He was struck by a remark Jeanne de
Salzmann made about the movements of hands, where she observed that at the
beginning of a movement, the energy is up and consciously put in, but when
the hand is lowered, the conscious energy is no longer present, and that it is
the movement itself that causes this loss of awareness.3s One might say that in
his relationship with the materials and the readings that interest and enthuse
him, he has a director’s eye that sees what is useful for the work, that tries to
intuit the secret line and discards what is not useful, that chooses what works
and composes and orders the fragments according to his objective or according
to a higher order of laws. He was always rooted in experience, beginning with
consolidated, patient and tenacious experiments.

Another element of convergence is the distinction between “objective” and
“subjective,” art, an idea that Grotowski explored in his American research
project, Objective Drama. Objective art, as Ouspensky explained in In Search
of the Miraculous, for Gurdjieff was art in which the effects were not subjective,
personal, but objective, experienceable, like the sound or music that brought
down the walls of Jericho and crumbled the stones, just as one might presume
the “effects” of performing a determined and precise sequence of vibratory
songs or certain elementary actions are objective. But, the decisive affinity with
Gurdjieff’s teaching is something that Grotowski calls verticality that allows
a passage from the coarse to the subtle, from rough energies to fine energies,
from an ascending current, towards the source, and a descending one, towards
the life of the body.3¢ This idea, according to Grotowski, is one of the fundamental
aspects of the Armenian maestro’s practice and teaching.

I don't think it’s important to establish whether there is a direct, exclusive
influence, even if only in terms, between the two seekers: what interests me
here is to underline the essential convergence, the common orientation and
direction of their research. Grotowski, specifying that the phenomenon of
verticality belongs to the field of energy, compares it to an ancient elevator:
“a big basket with a rope by means of which the person who is inside, by his

35 Grotowski, 92-93.
36 Grotowski, 88.
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own effort, has to move himself from one level to another. The question of
verticality means to pass from a so-called coarse level—in a certain sense one
could say an ‘everyday’ level —to a level of energy much more subtle or even
toward the higher connection”¥” And, again in a surprising concordance with
Gurdjieft’s teaching—and after his demise, Jeanne de Salzmann’s teaching—on
the ascending and descending currents and on the importance of the impact on
daily life of the experiences of opening up towards the upper level, he specified:
“if one approaches much more subtle energy—then there is also the question of
descending, while at the same time bringing this subtle something toward the
more common reality, which is linked to the ‘density’ of the body.’3®

In another passage of the interview, Grotowski also noted a difference in
attitude between himself and Gurdjieff. Reflecting on the Armenian master’s
last period of teaching, especially the Paris period, he said: “There is this very
special, very exceptional orientation in Gurdjieff, which can be called the ac-
ceptance of the conditions of a person’ life, and that they are the best point
of departure for work on oneself”3® For Grotowski’s own work, on the other
hand, the effect of isolated, extraordinary working conditions, intense and
concentrated, was of central importance, as he explicitly stated: “I am . . . very
interested in the possibility of keeping a certain isolation and I think that the
monastic system—the Tibetan, for example, or even certain Christian hermitic
ones—might have created useful conditions.”#° But then Grotowski went on to
observe that Gurdjieff, too, in the time of the Chateau de Fontainebleau, had
established conditions of retreat, special, almost monastic, conditions of life
and work, very different from ordinary life.

What remains fundamental, in his work and his heritage, is his reaching
back to the roots, to the origins of the theatrical and ritual arts. This is still his
inescapable legacy, his most relevant influence on contemporary theatre, his
questions and his research on the primary elements of theatrical practice and
the arts of action, on the needs from which these arts spring, on the origin of
the techniques and the practices. These are living questions, more necessary
today than ever: about what goes beyond the theatre, on the work on oneself,
which even a certain theatrical practice can understand, on the practices of
“verticality” that can lead to the passage from the coarse to the subtle and vice
versa. The challenge remains.

37 Grotowski, 88.
38 Grotowski.
39 Grotowski, 9g.

4° Grotowski.
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And we must not forget the words of Rabbi Zusha of Hanipol, disciple of
the Maggid of Mezeritch, the grand master of Hasidism, mentioned in Martin
Buber’s stories. Before his death he supposedly uttered words much loved by
Grotowski: “In the coming world, they will not ask me: “‘Why were you not
Moses?” They will ask me: “‘Why were you not Zusya?””4 Why have you not been
tully yourself, deep down?

Translated by Iain Halliday
n
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