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Building Up the Muscle 

An Interview with 
Ariane Mnouchkine 

Josette Feral 

Ariane Mnouchkine is one of the best-known directors in France. She 
founded Theatre du Soleil in I964 and has been its director for 25 years, 
becoming a leading figure in today's theatre. The following interview took 
place in March I988 at the Cartoucherie, home to Theatre du Soleil, during 
a performance of Mnouchkine's production of Indiade by Helene Cixous. 
As we talked, we could hear drums, gongs . . . the whole music of the 
Indiade emanating from the background. 

Are There Theories About Acting? 

FERAL: Ariane Mnouchkine, I know right away that you are going to 
answer my first question by saying that there are no theories about acting. 

MNOUCHKINE: I do not know if I would say that. I know that I myself 
do not have any, maybe because I am not in the position to develop a 
theory on acting. I may not ever be capable of developing a theory about 
acting. Because in fact the idea of a theory of acting involves a written 
development of the theory of acting and a practice of acting. That is to say 
that we, directors and actors, put into practice the practice-we don't 
practice the theory. I think that if there is no theory of acting, at least there 
are theoretical laws that we may find, curiously enough, in all traditions of 
acting. It is true that the term "theory of acting" does not seem fundamen- 
tally wrong, but it seems always somewhat imperialistic and pretentious. I 
prefer to use fundamental laws which we sometimes know but then some- 
times lose and forget. It is only practice that all of a sudden can make law or 
tradition rise to the surface. I will not say then that there is no theory of 
acting; on the contrary, there have been many of them. Of course, what 
interests me in these multiple theories are the essential laws that are com- 
mon to all of them. 

FERAL: In the '6os there were several theories of acting that everyone 
referred to: Bertolt Brecht, Antonin Artaud, Jerzy Grotowski, for ex- 
ample, represented a very important historical moment together in the 
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evolution of theatre. They were theoreticians, some of them being prac- 
titioners, and others not. Artaud, for example, was not a practitioner in the 
same sense as Brecht. On the other hand, what he said about theatre had 
enough weight to influence a whole epoch. Actors today, beginning actors 
in the formative stages, are quite unequipped because these masters are not 
masters for us today. 

MNOUCHKINE: They were not the only ones. There were people like 
Stanislavski of course, and Meyerhold. But there were also people in 
France who wrote absolutely essential things: Jacques Copeau, Charles 
Dullin, Louis Jouvet. If you were to read them again, you would notice 
that there are things in Copeau that you find in Zeami, and that is what is 
interesting, moving, not so much reassuring but comforting. You can then 
see that Zeami wrote in 15th-century Japan what Copeau wrote in 20th- 
century Europe. And Brecht, as original and ideological as he may be, fully 
rediscovers in his least logical moments traditional elements of Oriental 
theatre. You are right, I will not differentiate between master-of-thought- 
practitioner and master-of-thought-nonpractitioner because from what we 
know even Artaud, for example, failed in practice. He failed probably 
because he did not have the physical or the mental strength to produce 
what he wanted. But what he wrote was so close to practice, so lucid on 
the practice he discovered-on the practice of Balinese theatre-and makes 
such a strong translation into theory that his work ends up being quasi- 
practice. 

1. Ariane Mnouchkine 
watches a rehearsal of 
Mephisto in 1978. (Photo 
by Martine Franck) 
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2. Theatre du Soleil actors 
in the film Moliere, written 
and directed by Mnouchkine 
in 1977. (Photo by Michele 

Laurent) 

FERAL: Would you say that Stanislavski, Brecht, and Artaud have one 

thing in common, and that is that the laws they attempt to uncover rest 

upon a vision of a theatrical act in its essence? 

MNOUCHKINE: I would not put Artaud and Brecht on the same scale. 
Artaud is closer to the foundations than Brecht. Brecht gave laws of a 
certain type of theatre, sometimes of course with fundamental laws that 
can be found in all types of theatre. I believe that Artaud had a much deeper 
conception of the function and mission of the actor, less political and more 

metaphysical. 

FERAL: Nowadays, we seldom refer to Artaud, just as we seldom refer to 
Brecht. Is it because we have surpassed them or is it because we have 
assimilated them? 

MNOUCHKINE: Neither! No! I think it is because they are for now- 

[the phone rings and we break off]. 

Such Mysterious Fundamental Laws! 

FERAL: Can we turn back to these fundamental laws which govern theatre 

throughout the world? It seems that theatre practices, in the East and West, 
are universal. Even if techniques vary from one place to another, they are 

governed by fundamental laws. What are these laws? 
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MNOUCHKINE: Do you want me to make an inventory of them? [We 
laugh.] How shall I tell you? They are so mysterious and so volatile. Some- 
times we have the impression that a rehearsal goes by and we've forgotten 
laws we thought we knew perfectly the day before. All of a sudden during 
a rehearsal there is no more theatre. An actor cannot act, a director cannot 
help an actor anymore. We ask ourselves why and we cannot understand. 
We have the impression we are respecting the laws and actually all of a 
sudden we realize that we have lost the essentials, for example, being in the 
present. I believe that theatre is the art of the present for the actor. There is 
no past, no future. There is the present, the present act. When I see young 
students work on what they call the "Stanislavski method," I am surprised 
to find how much they go back to the past all the time. Of course Stanis- 
lavski talks about the character's past: Where does he come from, what is 
he doing? But the students are not able to simply find the present action. So 
they go back and I always tell them, "You enter leaning backwards, 
weighted by all this past, while in the theatre only the moment exists." 

I think that the greatest law is probably the one that governs the mystery 
between inside and outside, between the state of being (or the feeling as 
Jouvet would say) and the form. How do you give a form to a passion? 
How do you exteriorize without falling into exteriority? 

How can the autopsy of the body-I mean the heart-be performed by 
the body? My slip of the tongue is revealing because the autopsy of the 
heart must be performed by the body. An actor or actress worthy of the 
name is a kind of autopsy-er. His or her role is to show the inside. 

Yesterday was beautiful. There was a short debate with high schoolers 
who were theatre majors and all very young. They did not stop asking me 
the same question, "Why is there so much emotion?" They were talking 
about the moment in Indiade when Nehru says "I am afraid." A small 
young woman hardly 15 years old asked me this question, then a boy did 
the same. So we asked ourselves the question together. Why? How could a 
young Frenchwoman of I 5 be moved all of a sudden by a particular scene 
of Nehru's? And we said that this was something specific to theatre: the 
memory of the unlived. That is, a young Frenchwoman who has not lived 
is capable, by the grace of theatre and the actor, to understand and recog- 
nize what she has in common with a 6o-year-old man who is from a 
country that has 400 million inhabitants and to understand his fear. We 
were happy about this discovery. And we said this is what theatre is all 
about. That is: when an actor succeeds in making the unknown familiar 
and making the familiar enchanting and moving (and not the day-to-day, 
because the day-to-day is precisely what is worn out in advance). You ask 
me, "What are the laws?" If I knew them all the time, I would not have to 
ask myself what I say everyday in rehearsal, "Okay, now, what is theatre? 
Are we going to succeed in producing a moment of theatre today?" 

Emotion Comes from Recognition 

FERAL: You talk about emotion from the actor's point of view, but 
doesn't emotion exist for the spectator as well? 

MNOUCHKINE: The emotion is different in the two cases. For example, 
Indian theatre offers something very beautiful from this point of view. 
There are big theoretical books on the subject. There is Zeami, of course, 
but there is also an Indian book [the Natyasastra], an enormous work that 
gives the theory of the whole Indian theatre. There we can find some laws 
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3. Simon Abkarian as 
Abdul Ghaffar Khan and 
Andres Perez Araya as 
Mahatma Ghandi in 
Mnouchkine's 1987 pro- 
duction of L'Indiade ou 
l'Inde de leurs reves by 
Helene Cixous. (Photo by 
Martine Franck) 

that I find extraordinary. For example, there are different words to define 
the emotion of the actor and the character [bhava] and the emotion of the 
spectator looking at the actor [rasa]. I find in Western theatre, in the acting 
style of certain actors, an ability to bring together what should be their 
emotion, which should be a part of the action, and what the emotion of the 
spectator should be. These are the good moments. The good moments are 
when all of a sudden a spectator has tears in his eyes while what the actor 
acts out is a moment of enthusiasm, happiness, and laughter. Why do you 
all of a sudden start crying with joy or recognition? 

FERAL: Because you perceive at this very moment the exactitude of what 
is happening. It is the truth of the moment we experience, independently 
from what is expressed. 

MNOUCHKINE: Exactly, the emotion comes from recognition. From 
the fact that it is true. 

FERAL: This recognition is not solely that of the subject matter, of that 
which is said, or the life that is acted out, but it is recognizing the exac- 
titude of what goes on on stage, grasped in the actor's performance. What 
is astonishing about the Theatre du Soleil is that so often the actors hit it 
right. There is something in their gestures that recalls the necessity or 
urgency of the moment. They are so efficient, we recognize theirs as the 
only gesture that could have been performed at that very moment with 
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that much precision. This brings us back to one of the laws that you talked 
about earlier. You said that the actor must be present. 

MNOUCHKINE: Wait, I did not say "be present" but be in the present. 
The theatrical act occurs in the moment and once this happens, something 
else happens. 

FERAL: We talk a lot about a concept we borrowed from the East which 
people like Eugenio Barba use in their work with the actor: the actor's 
presence. It is a very difficult notion to grasp but as a spectator I can 
identify an actor who has presence and one who hasn't. 

MNOUCHKINE: Presence is something you state, but I myself have 
never worked with this idea. I would not be able to tell an actor to "be 
present." On the other hand, what I do know, what I try to tell the actor, is 
that he should be in his present, in his action, in his emotion, in his state of 
being, and in the versatility of life as well. These are the lessons Shake- 
speare gives. With him we can begin a verse in a murderous rage, have a 
moment of forgetfulness of this rage to simply be happy about something 
in the text, then fall back into a strong desire for vengeance, and all of this 
in two verses-in a few seconds, therefore in the present. The actor truly 
playing such a verse is "hyperpresent." Present to the second. 

As for the actual concept of the actor's presence . . . There are actors 
who are present, and others less. It comes with talent. There are no bad 
actors who have presence, unless it's bad presence, and presence increases 
with the capacity of the actor to be naked. 

FERAL: How do you help an actor to be in the present? Do you use a 
technique? Do you have a method? Is your method a form of listening? 

MNOUCHKINE: I believe that there are no techniques. There are meth- 
ods and I believe every director has one, maybe an unconscious one. I 
believe I have one, but I do not know it. 

The last word you said is very important: "listening." I believe that I 
know how to do that well. There, that is the only thing that I can say. I 
think I know-no-I would not even say that I know, but I love, I love to 
listen, and I love to look at the actors. That I love with a passion. I think 
that is already a way to assist them. They know that I never tire of listening 
to them, of watching them, but how do I help them? I do not know. 

FERAL: In one of your texts you wrote, "You must build up the muscle of 
the actor's imagination." This nourishment you feed the imagination is a 
form of assistance. 

MNOUCHKINE: I encourage the expression "building up the muscle." 
When I work with very young actors one of the first questions I ask is, 
"What do you think is the actor's most important muscle?" Of course no 
one thinks of it, and so I tell them it is the imagination. And it can be 
conditioned, worked on. 

FERAL: How do you proceed? 

MNOUCHKINE: With sincerity, with emotion. By acting, really by 
acting. Not by the memory, I don't believe in that. You have to be able to 
have visions little by little, to be a visionary, to see what they talk about, to 
see where they are going, where they are, to see the sky above them, the 
rain, to take in the emotion of another and to believe in it. 

We are trying to talk very seriously and very severely about theories of 
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4. "We must have theatre 
the first day." (Photo by 
Martine Franck) 

theatre, but really the essential theory is that you have to believe in it: 
believe in what we act, what we are, what we incarnate; and believe in 
what another incarnates, believe in the emotional trouble, in one's 

strength, one's anger, one's joy, one's sensuality, one's love, one's hatred, 
whatever you want . . . but you have to believe in it. 

The common misinterpretation of Brecht is that we thought he said you 
shouldn't believe in it. Brecht never said that. He said you should not 
deceive. 

I think there is something in the actor's work that obliges him or her not 
to fall back into childhood but enter childhood. He must divest himself of 
all made-up images which go against the work of the imagination. These 

made-up images are cliches or crutches where there is no emotion. 

FERAL: But this imagination must nourish itself somewhere. It is not 

enough for the actor to say to himself, "I will believe in it" to believe in it. 

MNOUCHKINE: There has to be a true situation to start from. I will not 

say a pretext because we know that it is possible to improvise from this. 
But there has to be a theatrical situation and a desire to create a character. 
There has to be invention, discovery. 

We Must Have Theatre the First Day 

FERAL: Does work on character happen alone? In a group? In discussions? 

MNOUCHKINE: Nothing ever happens alone. The work happens from 
the beginning by acting. For us, there is never, never any work at a desk. 
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We read the play once and the next day we are already on the stage. The 
actors can decide to try all the characters they want for several weeks, even 
several months. They have old bits of costume at their disposal to disguise 
themselves and they begin. And we act right away. We must have theatre 
the first day. 

FERAL: Are there any points of reference that can be used to start off with? 
Do actors keep the memory of what they have done on stage so that the 
good things they have found during improvisation are retained? Or is it 
simply a period of exploration? 

MNOUCHKINE: There is a period of exploration but the good things 
remain when they are really good. This is what you were saying about the 
precision of gesture, the evidence of gesture. The gesture is not what 
remains because things are fixed much later. But we will know that such 
and such a character has this type of gesture, that he is a little like this. Then 
we will discover something else. Because one of our most important laws 
is to keep it firmly in our mind that all the characters, all of them, have a 
complete soul. We realize it is a little dogmatic to say that each character in 
a play contains all the others. There is a little of Prince Hal in Falstaff, a 
little of the father in the son, a little of the fiancee in the fianc6, a little of 
Juliet in the nurse, a little of the nurse in Juliet . .. Everyone is complete. 
Because otherwise we do not progress. This happens to us sometimes. 
There were times when I realized that the concept of work on a character, 
the concept of character itself, could be very limiting, that we could often 
translate a character by limiting it instead of creating someone without 
limits who always is a surprise. There are character types of course but you 
always have to be able to go beyond the type. 

FERAL: Do you make a psychological study of the characters? I am asking 
you this because in the Indiade we don't have the impression that the 
characters have a psychology. We have the impression instead that the 
characters are from the theatre, presented as theatrical constructions, with a 
complexity, but without day-to-day psychology. They are emblems. 
They are motivated by signs rather than by psychology. 

MNOUCHKINE: We flee daily life. We do not talk of psychology but 
rather of the characters' souls. Not of their psychology. But they have 
emotions, sensations. They are cold, they are hungry, they are proud, they 
want power, they don't want it, they are stubborn. Each one of them has 
their way of being, their own world. Nicolas Boileau said "the truth is not 
always verisimilitude" and verisimilitude is not necessarily true. This can 
be precisely understood in a historical play. That is, what happens, hap- 
pens. These characters experienced it, oriented it, or made it happen. It was 
with their "psychology," as you say, that the events took place. But there 
is no question about it, the theatre is not supposed to represent psychology 
but passions, which is totally different. Its role is to represent the soul's 
different emotional states, and those of the mind, the world, history. In the 
Theatre du Soleil, psychology has negative meaning. When I say to the 
actors, "Watch out, that is psychological," it's a criticism. They know 
very well what I am saying-I mean their performance does not reach 
truth, it is slow, complicated, and narcissistic. Contrary to what we be- 
lieve, psychology does not pull toward the interior, but toward the interior 
mask. 
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Theatre is Eastern 

FERAL: There is no tradition of gesture in the West. Many directors must 
look for this tradition in the East. You yourself in the Theatre du Soleil 
have to find inspiration from Asian theatres. What are you looking for? 

MNOUCHKINE: Theories that have marked all people of theatre. They 
have marked Artaud, Brecht, and all people of theatre because it is the 
source of theatre. I think that we go East to look for theatre. Artaud said: 
"Theatre is Eastern." This thought goes very far. He does not say, "There 
are Eastern theories that are interesting for theatre." He says, "Theatre is 
Eastern." I believe Artaud is right. So I tell the actor to go look for 
everything in the East. Both myth and reality, interiority and the exteriori- 
zation, and the famous autopsy of the heart by the body we talked about. 
We also go to look for the nonrealism or theatricality. The West has only 
given birth to the commedia dell'arte-and even this comes from Asia- 
and to a certain type of realism which great actors escape from. It is true 
that a great actor, even when he is in a realistic theatre, succeeds, I do not 
quite know how, in not being realistic himself. But it is difficult. 

FERAL: Theatre is in need of traditions? 

MNOUCHKINE: It needs sources and memory. It needs to be worked on 
in order to allow the depths and origins to come to the surface. You can't 
easily say that we need traditions. We have them. Lineages exist and they 
belong to us completely, even beyond national borders. 

FERAL: How do you choose your actors? 

MNOUCHKINE: I meet with a lot of young actors in person. There is a 
lot of opportunity to select. The workshop is one of the times when 
selection takes place, although not the only one, because I do not do it from 
that perspective. I do not know how I choose the actors. First, I choose 
people that make an impression on me. People who make an impression on 
me in a human way before an artistic way. I choose people who move me, 
like ones where I sense a strength, innocence, fantasy, gaity, and also rigor 
from the beginning. 

FERAL: Do you sometimes make a mistake? 

MNOUCHKINE: Yes! But not very often. My mistakes are bad ones 
because it is very bad to make a mistake in a group. When I notice it in 
time, it's easy to patch up. But sometimes this provokes moments of crisis. 
Still, I would say that in 24 years, my major errors have not been more 
than the fingers of one hand. There were plenty of little mistakes, but 
minor ones. There were people whose place turned out not to be at the 
Soleil, but that was harmless. People who attempted to upset the group, 
and thereby did upset the group, were very rare. 

FERAL: You have said that the duty of every director is to make work- 
shops for actors. Is this because actor training in school is not sufficient? 

MNOUCHKINE: Yes, there is schooling but it is insufficient when you 
consider the demand. There are one or two good schools [in France] which 
take 30 to 40 students each year. And then even the students who have 
gone through the schooling need to continue to work. When they do not 
act, they lose their adaptability. 



5. Georges Bigot as 
Sihanouk and Guy Freize 
as de roi Suramaret in 
Mnouchkine's 1985 produc- 
tion of Helene Cixous's 
L'Histoire terrible mais 
inachev6e de Norodom 
Sihanouk, Roi du Cam- 
bodge. (Photo by Martine 
Franck) 

We Do Not Invent Theories of Acting Anymore 

FERAL: Why don't you put your theories about acting in writing? 

MNOUCHKINE: First of all, my area is not writing. Also I sincerely 
think that everything has been said already and in an extraordinary fashion. 
A little like Jean-Jacques Lemetre, our musician at the Theatre du Soleil, 
who replied when someone asked him if he invented instruments: "You do 
not invent instruments anymore, you transform them, you rediscover 
more, but you do not invent them anymore. They have all been invented." 
I, too, reply that you do not invent theories of acting anymore. The 

problem is that theories exist but they have been buried at the same rate as 

they have been pronounced. Let the young students read Zeami, Artaud, 
Copeau, Dullin, Jouvet, also Brecht . .. Everything is there. And let them 
do theatre. We do not need to say more. 

-Translated by Anna Husemoller 
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