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MARAT/SADE


A Students’ Introduction by Gill Lamden


The World of the Play


Peter Weiss’s Marat/Sade is a play within a play. It is gory and violent and visually shocking while presenting a complex and challenging set of ideas. The year is 1808. The action takes place in a French asylum ‘for the socially impossible’, according to Peter Weiss in his notes on the historical background to the play (see page 112), ‘the moral rejects of civilised society’. An inmate, the Marquis de Sade, has written a play to be performed by himself and the other inmates before an invited audience that includes Coulmier, director of Charenton, together with his wife and daughter. Sade’s play is set in 1793, fifteen years earlier, during the bloodiest part of the French Revolution: the Terror. The subject is the assassination of revolutionary thinker and leader Jean-Paul Marat by Charlotte Corday.


Historical Context


The French Revolution was fuelled by a new ideology of freedom and independence developing against a stranglehold of church and monarchy. Its first success was the storming of the Bastille in Paris on July 14, 1789. As the French people rose up against their former rulers, an ordered system of trials and executions was established. Between 1793 and 1794, however, with economic pressure and political turmoil in Paris growing, factions developed between opposing revolutionary groups, including the Girondists, over whom the more radical Jacobins triumphed. The outcome was an increase in executions of anyone thought to be a counter-revolutionary. During the Terror thousands of alleged counter-revolutionaries and aristocrats were executed. In 1794 the Jacobins were overthrown by a more moderate Directory — after which many radical and egalitarian policies were introduced, both before and after Napoleon’s appointment as First Consul in 1799 and de facto ruler of the first French Republic. By the time of the play, 1808, France had taken great steps towards becoming a more stable and modern society. As Coulmier boasts during the course of Sade’s re-enactment of Marat’s death: ‘We’re citizens of a new enlightened age’ (page 51). Through the action and arguments of Marat/Sade, Peter Weiss reveals how this assurance can be emptier than it seems.


Sade and Marat


Throughout the play Peter Weiss pits the desires of the individual against the collective needs of the revolution as a means of obtaining personal freedom. To establish this conflict, Weiss presents the opposing opinions of two key eighteenth-century figures: the Marquis de Sade, known for his depravity, and Jean-Paul Marat, who advocated the violent overthrow of an unjust society. Although the play’s narrative advances chronologically through a series of individually titled episodes or scenes, these scenes are punctuated by discussions between Sade and Marat arguing the strength of their respective philosophies. Since Marat is also a character appearing in Sade’s play, this means that they are arguing across the historical divide between 1793, the year in which Sade’s play takes place, and 1808, the setting of Peter Weiss’s Marat/Sade.


The two characters have certain things in common. Sade observes that both men ‘advocated force’ (page 107). Sade also identifies with Marat as an extremist:


For you just as for me


only the most extreme actions matter


(page 35)


However, the outcomes are different. Sade is an individualist. ‘I believe only in myself,’ he announces (page 49):


For me the only reality is imagination


the world inside myself


(page 42)


He seeks transformation through experiencing extreme sensations brought about by pushing back the boundaries of sexual exploration and pain:


Man is a destroyer


but if he kills and takes no pleasure in it,


then he is a machine


(page 32—33)


Meanwhile Marat demands a radical change in the structure of human society. As Roux, the rabble-rousing priest, observes:


...you came one day to the Revolution


because you saw the most important vision


that our circumstances must be changed


   fundamentally


and without these changes


everything we try to do must fail


(page 77)


The changes Marat is seeking are absolute:


The important thing


is to pull yourself up by your own hair


to turn yourself inside out


and see the whole world with fresh eyes


(page 35)


However, where Marat believes in changing society through the ‘axes and knives’ of bloody revolution, Sade wants to turn inwards: to ‘submerge in his imagination/seeking a personal annihilation’ (page 107).


Staging/Interpretation


Peter Weiss’s text does not give any answers. Nor does Sade’s own play:


...for me the last word can never be spoken


I am left with a question that is always open


(page 107)


In both cases the spectators are invited to make up their own minds. A directorial interpretation of Marat/Sade would, of course, guide them towards a specific reading. For example, Peter Brook’s 1967 film production ended with the inmates taking control of the asylum while the invited audience climbed bars to get a better view of the rape and violence as Sade laughed with pleasure. Other productions, however, could be more neutral. While dialogue is used to examine whose approach to the central arguments is right, other themes, such as pain, desire, inspiration and the human condition, are explored through a variety of devices that push and pull the audience through a range of perspectives.


There is consequently the potential for a very strong visual emphasis on character and action, with detailed attention to gesture and placing of groups to make physical meaning of relationships and attitudes. The juxtaposing of inmates afflicted by differing mental and physical illnesses constantly challenges the audience’s sense of what it is to be normal. For example, the ‘erotomaniac’ Duperret attempts to fondle the girl with sleeping sickness who plays Corday while they speak their carefully rehearsed lines.


There are also those who are not ill at all, but whose views simply do not fit in with ‘civilised society’. Jacques Roux, the priest, appears articulate and persuasive but is shouted down by Coulmier for expressing pacifist principles at a time when France is looking for soldiers to fight:


This is outright pacifism


At this very moment our soldiers are laying


   down their lives


for the freedom of the world and for our


   freedom


(page 53)


The vulnerable and twitching Patients are contrasted sharply with the violent controlling Nurses who enforce the rules laid down by Coulmier, the asylum director, who continually intervenes ‘as the voice of reason’ (page 21) between the audience and the performers. Speaking for and against the established order of France’s Second Republic, both Marat and Sade eloquently express ideologies that have a violent outcome — the connection between the intellect and the visceral is incarnated in the play’s bloody and brutal action.


Peter Weiss and Dramatic Practice


As a playwright Peter Weiss was concerned to explore and experiment, to draw on different genres and forms to achieve a powerful dramatic impact. He drew on contemporary dramatic practice and writing and had read Antonin Artaud (1896—1948) on the Theatre of Cruelty as well as Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) on Epic Theatre. Although Artaud and Brecht seem diametrically opposed in aim and methodology — Brecht seeking coolness and clarity, while Artaud favoured an emotional, transforming onslaught — Weiss’s play brings their theories into close proximity.


Where Brecht believed in the Marxist ideal that society should change through revolution, Artaud thought that change could be forced upon society through theatrical transformation. For him, the extremities of emotions experienced by actors and communicated to the audience would result in a process whereby the superficial ways in which people experienced life would be replaced by a more profound capacity for sorrow and joy and thus different, more honest relationships between members of society.


Artaud’s life was a struggle in every way. A struggle for sanity, a struggle against drug addiction and, above all, a struggle to find a language that could express the actual processes of living. In searching for a means of expression, he recognised the inadequacy of verbal language to express the nature and experience of living. Theatre was the double of life; the emotions experienced there should be more intense than living. He called it ‘The Theatre of Cruelty’.


By ‘cruelty’ Artaud meant the physical evocation of emotion and, associated with this, the discipline and endeavour of both actors and audience in creating and experiencing this emotion. In his writing he stressed the prime importance of the body’s concrete physical language over verbal language and abstract thought. He believed that visual and poetic imagery could reach directly into the well of human experience and result in truths deeper and more fundamental to the experience of living than rational processes allowed. To this end he envisaged a theatre that would act directly and physically on the audience’s emotions, a spiritual force that started in the senses and transcended reality. This theatre was to be a religious experience drawing heavily on ritual. Artaud advocated that a number of additional elements should be used in the realisation of drama. These included oscillating lights, new and unusual musical instruments with live sound if possible, ceremonial costumes made from sensuous materials, seating the audience in the centre of the action and the use of ritualistic movements, cries and shrieks, together with other extreme variations on vocal technique.


If Artaud is fire and passion, then Brecht is reason. He, too, wanted to change the world, but envisaged this happening through a Marxist revolution. In his plays he wanted to show the familiar in an unfamiliar way so the audience would recognise the inequities of the economic system in which they lived. He developed a technique called ‘Epic Theatre’; this was narrative-based, and used a multitude of distancing or ‘alienation’ techniques to engage the audience in cool, critical thought about action on stage rather than emotional involvement. The plays have an episodic structure, utilising a montage framework with each scene introduced by titles so that the emphasis is not on what happens, as in more traditional forms of theatre, but on how it happens. Songs break up the action and remain separate from it, rather than pretending to be part of the reality. Humourous devices, exemplified in Marat/Sade by the performers’ use of a human head as football, invite the audience to laugh at events that should normally be taken seriously. Such effects are geared towards making the audience reflect on the action and draw conclusions.


Weiss’s Marat/Sade is a play that appeals to the intellect and the senses. The spoken text follows a Brechtian ‘Epic’ structure, its main focus on telling the story which is fully elucidated by tangential scenes in which Sade and Marat clarify their positions through intellectual discourse. Devices to distance the audience from the action are peppered throughout the play: for example, in the way Coulmier, The Herald and the other characters address the audience directly, the insertion of scene titles, the songs, the carefully posed tableaux. All of these serve to demonstrate how the assassination of Marat by Charlotte Corday came to pass.


At the same time, a darker, less coherent force is loose in Weiss’s play. It is manifested in the world of the Charenton asylum and the unpredictability of its inmates, articulated through their gestures and responses, through the music and sounds, through the subversive anarchy of The Herald’s response. The inmates of Charenton are there because they are socially unacceptable: they threaten the civilised and ordered nature of society. On one level a Brechtian order is imposed, but it is in conflict with a far more dangerous and irrational force, one that Artaud, who had spent many years as an inmate in various asylums, would have fully understood.


In 1964 Peter Weiss (1916—1982) gained an international reputation with the production of the Marat/Sade at the Schiller Theatre in Berlin. However, it was Peter Brook’s 1964 production of the play at the Aldwych Theatre in London that established it as a watershed in production history. A critic for Time Magazine described the performance as ‘a hypodermic needle plunged directly into the playgoer’s emotional bloodstream. It hypnotises the eye and bruises the ear. It shreds the nerves; it vivisects the psyche — and it may scare the living daylights out of more than a few playgoers.’ According to this individual, at least, it appeared that in his presentation of Weiss’s Marat/Sade Peter Brook had achieved the aims set out by Artaud in his Theatre of Cruelty.


Gill Lamden


September 2001


Gill Lamden is joint co-ordinator of performing arts at Varndean College, Brighton. She is the author of Devising, a handbook for drama and theatre students, published by Hodder and Stoughton.





INTRODUCTION



What’s the difference between a poor play and a good one? I think there’s a very simple way of comparing them. A play in performance is a series of impressions; little dabs, one after another, fragments of information or feeling in a sequence which stir the audience’s perceptions. A good play sends many such messages, often several at a time, often crowding, jostling, overlapping one another. The intelligence, the feelings, the memory, the imagination are all stirred. In a poor play, the impressions are well spaced out, they lope along in single file and in the gaps, the heart can sleep while the mind wanders to the day’s annoyances and thoughts of dinner.


The whole problem of the theatre today is just this: how can we make plays dense in experience? Great philosophical novels are often far longer than thrillers, more content occupies more pages, but great plays and poor plays fill up evenings of pretty comparable length. Shakespeare seems better in performance than anyone else because he gives us more, moment for moment, for our money. This is due to his genius, but also to his technique. The possibilities of free verse on an open stage enabled him to cut the inessential detail and the irrelevant realistic action: in their place he could cram sounds and ideas, thoughts and images which make each instant into a stunning mobile.


Today we are searching for a twentieth-century technique that could give us the same freedom. For strange reasons, verse alone no lónger does the trick: yet there is a device, Brecht invented it, a new device of quite incredible power. This is what has been uncouthly labelled ‘alienation’. Alienation is the art of placing an action at a distance so that it can be judged objectively and so that it can be seen in relation to the world—or rather, worlds—around it. Peter Weiss’s play is a great tribute to alienation and breaks important new ground. Brecht’s use of ‘distance’ has long been considered in opposition to Artaud’s conception of theatre as immediate and violent subjective experience. I have never believed this to be true. I believe that theatre, like life, is made up of the unbroken conflict between impressions and judgments—illusion and disillusion cohabit painfully and are inseparable. This is just what Weiss achieves. Starting with its title, everything about this play is designed to crack the spectator on the jaw, then douse him with ice-cold water, then force him to assess intelligently what has happened to him, then give him a kick in the balls, then bring him back to his senses again. It’s not exactly Brecht and it’s not Shakespeare either but it’s very Elizabethan and very much of our time.


Weiss not only uses total theatre, that time-honoured notion of getting all the elements of the stage to serve the play. His force is not only in the quantity of instruments he uses; it is above all in the jangle produced by the clash of styles. Everything is put in its place by its neighbour—the serious by the comic, the noble by the popular, the literary by the crude, the intellectual by the physical: the abstraction is vivified by the stage image, the violence illuminated by the cool flow of thought. The strands of meaning of the play pass to and fro through its structure and the result is a very complex form: like in Genet it is a hall of mirrors or a corridor of echoes—and one must keep looking front and back all the time to reach the author’s sense.


One of the London critics attacked the play on the ground that it was a fashionable mixture of all the best theatrical ingredients around— Brechtian—didactic—absurdist—Theatre of Cruelty. He said this to disparage but I repeat this as praise. Weiss saw the use of every one of these idioms and he saw that he needed them all. His assimilation was complete. An undigested set of influences leads to a blur: Weiss’s play is strong, its central conception startlingly original, its silhouette sharp and unmistakeable. From our practical experience I can report that the force of the performance is directly related to the imaginative richness of the material: the imaginative richness is the consequence of the amount of levels that are working simultaneously: this simultaneity is the direct result of Weiss’s daring combination of so many contradictory techniques.


Is the play political? Weiss says it is Marxist and this has been much discussed. Certainly it is not polemical in the sense that it does not prove a case nor draw a moral. Certainly, its prismatic structure is such that the last line is not the place to search for the summing-up idea. The idea of the play is the play itself, and this cannot be resolved in a simple slogan. It is firmly on the side of revolutionary change. But it is painfully aware of all the elements in a violent human situation and it presents these to the audience in the form of a painful question.


‘The important thing is to pull yourself up by your own hair


To turn yourself inside out and see the whole world with fresh eyes.’


—Marat


How? someone is bound to ask. Weiss wisely refuses to tell, he forces us to relate opposites and face contradictions. He leaves us raw. He searches for meaning instead of defining one and puts the responsibility of finding the answers back where it properly belongs. Off the dramatist and on to ourselves.
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THE PERSECUTION AND ASSASSINATION OF MARAT AS PERFORMED BY THE INMATES OF THE ASYLUM OF CHARENTON UNDER THE DIRECTION OF THE MARQUIS DE SADE


Drama in two acts by PETER WEISS


CHARACTERS






	

MARQUIS DE SADE




	

sixty-eight years old, extremely corpulent, gray hair, smooth complexion. He moves heavily, breathes at times with difficulty, as if asthmatic. His clothing is of good quality, but worn. He is wearing white breeches with bows, a wide-sleeved white shirt with ornamental front and lace cuffs and white buckled shoes.









	

JEAN-PAUL MARAT




	

in his fiftieth year, suffering from a skin disease. He is draped in a white cloth and has a white bandage round his temples.









	

SIMONNE EVRARD




	

Marat’s mistress, of indeterminate age. The player of the role is wearing a hospital uniform, with an apron and a headcloth. Her posture is crooked, her movements odd and constrained. When she has nothing to do, she stands wringing a cloth in her hands. She seizes every opportunity to change Marat’s bandage.









	

CHARLOTTE CORDAY




	

aged twenty-four. Her clothing consists of a thin white blouse of Empire cut. The blouse does not conceal the bosom, but she wears a flimsy white cloth over it.


Her long auburn hair hangs down on the right side of her neck. She wears pink leather boots with high heels, and when she is ‘on stage’ a ribboned hat is tied to her.


She is attended throughout by two sisters, who support her, comb her hair and arrange her clothes. She moves like a somnambulist.









	

DUPERRET




	

Girondist Deputy.


The player of the role wears in addition to his hospital shirt a short waistcoat and the smooth tight trousers of an ‘Incroyable’. His clothing is also white, with some ornamentation. He is held in the mental home as an erotomaniac, and takes advantage of his role as Corday’s lover at every suitable opportunity.









	

JACQUES ROUX




	

former priest, radical Socialist.


He wears a white hospital shirt with an overall shaped like a monk’s robe. The sleeves of his shirt are tied together in front of him over his hands, and he can move only in the limits of this strait-jacket.









	

THE FOUR SINGERS


KOKOL, Bass


POLPOCH, Baritone


CUCURUCU, Tenor


ROSSIGNOL, Soprano




	

Part crowd types, part comedians. They have decked out their hospital uniforms with grotesque bits of costume and wear the cap of the revolution. Rossignol, with her tricolour sash and sabre represents the figure of Marianne. They have singing voices and perform in mime.









	

PATIENTS




	

as extras, voices, mimes and chorus. According to need they appear either in their white hospital uniforms or in primitive costumes with strong colour contrasts. Any not required in the play devote themselves to physical exercises. Their presence must set the atmosphere behind the acting area. They make habitual movements, turn in circles, hop, mutter to themselves, wail, scream and so on.
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