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 PROMENADE -

When I was a post-doc at LIMMS 10 years ago, I had
the opportunity to be given a training course by professional
actors for performing Kyogen. As you may know, Kyogen is
the classical Japanese comic theatre form that, as a compan-
ion art of the Noh drama, has been passed down from father
to son for the past six hundred years. Its contents are very
simple, basic human situations, while its movement and vocal
patterns are complex, structured and highly stylisized.

From what I have experienced in France from both
traditional or modern forms of occidental theatre, the most
intriguing feature in Kyogen and more generally in traditional
Japanese theatre including Noh and Kabuki is that, through-
out even the most advanced training, strict imitation and
repetition are required until the teacher voices approval of the
student’s precision. Strict rules act as both constraint and
stimulus and the emphasis on characterization and plot devel-
opment comes later. Indeed, when you see Kyogen actors from
the Izumi or Okura School performing well known plays like
“Busu” (The delicious poison) or “Kakushi-Danuki” (Hiding
the badger), you can realize how personal and imaginative
characters they can create with imposed constraints.

In the modern form of occidental theatre, according to
the dominant acting theories of Konstantin Stanislavski, an
actor must use his own instincts to define a character’s response
to internal and external stimuli. This method required a per-
former to draw on his or her own experiences, memories, and
emotions that could inform a characterization and shape how
a character might speak or move. Improvisation comes first
and constraints and rules are imposed after. The actors’
studio in New York adapted many of these concepts to train
very famous actors like Marlon Brandon, James Dean...

This opposition between those two approaches reminds
me of the Oulipo group, “Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle”
(Workshop of Potential Literature)... In 1960, a group of
writers and mathematicians in Paris began working together
to discover new potentials in literature. They consider

literature is what happens when you write inside a system of
constraints that you choose to follow, letting them stimulate
your creativity and focus your wandering attention. Indeed,
imposed constraints or rules can free you from facing infinite
possibilities by channelling you into the form and meaning of
a constraint; this ultimate goal is to find possibilities that often
exceed those their authors had anticipated. For example,
Georges Pérec wrote a novel without using the letter “e”, a
novel about disappearance. Here, arbitrary constraint and
theme are intimately related to each other.

The Oulipo group also produced, among other works,
Queneau’s astonishing book: “Cent Mille Milliards de
Poémes”, which indeed offers the reader one hundred trillion
(10“) poems.

I guess that among those poems you can find one that
best suits your personal thoughts...

Dr. Christian BERGAUD
Director of LIMMS/CNRS-IIS
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