June 19, 2009

Learn how to be non-professional .
Dear Tim,

Despite your reassurance that my contribution does not need to be long or academic, and can take the form of an anecdote or the telling of a personal experience, etc., I was aware of the difficulties that I would face once I started writing; since writing about pleasure in general, and in relation to my work for the theatre in particular, is not as easy as it appears.

As far as I’m concerned, I must admit that I never thought of the reasons why I chose theatre as a means of expression and an occupation for living. What I can affirm, however, is that this choice was not the result of desire, or of a certain need. Today I ask myself, do I like theatre? Does it bring me any pleasure? What kind of pleasure does it give me? From the pleasure of thought and the pleasure of creation to that of writing and working with others, from the pleasure of giving to that of taking, from the pleasure of listening and watching to that of voyeurism, from the pleasure of discovery and knowledge to that of leisure and fatigue, from the pleasure of domination to that of obedience, from the pleasure of success and joy to that of failure and pain… where do I begin?

 *  *  *

A story:

I have a friend who spends an hour of his time peeling small sunflower seeds with his teeth, separating the kernels from the husks; he throws the husks in the trash, and gathers the kernels in a small plate; he keeps on doing this until a small mountain of kernels, as large as the palm of the hand, takes shape in front of him. Once he is done, he looks at his achievement with pride; he shovels the small mountain of kernels, carrying it in his hand, tosses it in his mouth, chews and swallows it in a matter of ten seconds. In these few seconds, he feels utter happiness, and pleasure like no other pleasure.

*  *  *

In a world filled with tragedies and depressing news of killing and destruction and natural disasters, how can we go on taking pleasure from small, ordinary things, from common matters? How can we enjoy life, when we are living in the shadow of endless wars? I ask myself these questions, and within me there is a great desire to reach a point where I can enjoy every instant of my life. And here I am, trying right now to enjoy these moments that I stole from my duties and occupations, to write you these words. And I would be very happy if I could finish writing these thoughts, and send them to you on time. And my happiness would be multiplied, of course, if it turns out that you liked and enjoyed reading these words, and if your audience liked them as well. This would be a real pleasure, for me.  

*  *  *

Another story:

I have a friend who spends an hour of her time peeling small sunflower seeds with her teeth, separating the kernels from the husks; she throws the husks in the trash, and gathers the kernels in a small plate; she keeps on doing this until a small mountain of kernels, as large as the palm of the hand, takes shape in front of her. Once she is done, she looks at her achievement with pride; she shovels the small mountain of kernels, carrying it in her hand, tosses it in the mouth of her beloved, and watches him as he chews and swallows in a matter of ten seconds what she has spent an hour achieving. In these few seconds, she feels utter happiness, and pleasure like no other pleasure.

*  *  *

Dear Tim, 

When you suggested to me to reflect on the concept of pleasure in relation with the future of dance and performance, I found it necessary to re-read some of Aristotle’s writings on the subject, especially in his book entitled Nicomachean Ethics, in order to find out why he emphasizes that “pleasure is not to be sought for its own sake”; why “pleasure itself is a side-product of activity, and the result of activity without hindrance”. I also became aware of the need to enquire about the Hedonistic Theories and their understanding of “intrinsic goodness”. I found out by chance about a book called The Greeks on Pleasure, written by J.C.B. Gosling and C.C.W. Taylor in 1982; I thought it would useful for me to read it. Furthermore, I don’t know how it occurred to me to go back to the different volumes of The History of Sexuality, by Foucault. I also found it useful and enjoyable to read Al Istibssar (Insight) by Sheikh Nasir al-Din al-Tusi, as well as Kitab al Shara’eh wa al Ahkam (The Book of Laws and Decrees), written by Najem el Din al Halabi; both of them provide explanations on the nature of pleasures, and describe ways of reaching them. And why not read some of the poetry of Jalal el-Din al Rumi, Al-Hallaj, Farid Al-Din al-Attar and their Sufism, which rejects and turns away from worldly pleasures and seeks to purify one’s inner self from filth, for the pleasure of being one with God, “Whose soul is my soul, and my soul is His”? And by the way, One Thousand and One Nights would be valuable for our subject as well. I would also like to watch Nagisa Oshima’s In the Realm of the Senses again. I should revise Freud’s writings about desire and repression, as well as Lacan’s discussion on Freud and the subject of desire; oh, and I could also read Anti-Oedipus by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, who believe that desire is always in a state of flux and keeps reconstituting itself; as such, they are opposing Freud, in that desire does not have an origin, and does not originate from a sense of loss, as Lacan stated; I do not know whether it would be useful here to go back to Antonin Artaud, and his writings on the body without organs. I would like also to read the following: Kant’s Observations on the Feeling of the Beauty and Sublime; David Hume’s Reflections on Beauty; George Santayana’s The Sense of Beauty and William Hazlitt’s On the Pleasure of Painting. I should also consider consulting Marx, his theories on the concretization of social justice, his view on the understanding of happiness, his debate with capitalism, the notion of labor, means of productions, commodity, etc. It would be useful, for sure, to return to Hegel’s Master-Slave Dialectic; to Baudrillard’s Seduction; the latter expands on the notion of desire and its relationship to power. I have always wanted to read Roland’s Barthes Lover’s Discourse, but always delayed doing so, due to the pressure of work; maybe the time has come to read it, as the book deals with absence, desire and love, all of which are connected to the subject of pleasure. I am not sure if it would be useful to read Libidinal Economy by Jean-Francois Lyotard, but I am convinced of the need to delve into Jean Genet’s book, The Studio of Alberto Giacometti; Baudelaire’s poetry, as well, and Abou al-Nawass; and most definitely Adorno’s book Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life, in order to understand what he meant when he said “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric”; I insist on reading Hannah Arendt’s The Human Conditions, which handles the subject of the rule and its exception; this might help me in grasping the relationship between desire and pleasure. It would be interesting to comprehend when pleasure is the exception, and when it becomes the rule; and is there danger in the transformation of pleasure into easily-obtained desires? There is a book called The Romantic Agony by Paz Mario; it is an important reading, in order to understand the notion of pleasure as derived from pain; naturally, this has a direct relationship with the artist and his product. By the way, one of my former theatre teachers used to tell me all the time that the work which I produced lacked pain; he insisted that one should suffer in life in order to produce artworks of quality. I do not know if you agree with this theory or not, but I believe that it’s interesting to study pleasure that originates from pain. With this in mind, we should consider returning to the writings of the Marquis de Sade, as well as the Masochists. I would like to watch Pasolini’s films again, especially Salo: les 120 journées de Sodome. At the moment, these are the items that I would like to consult before giving an alternative opinion; and maybe you could consider this present contribution as my ‘pre-text’.

*  *  *

Another story:

I have yet another friend, who spends an hour of his time enjoying the peeling of small sunflower seeds with his teeth, separating the kernels from the husks; he throws the husks in the trash, and gathers the kernels in a small plate; he keeps on doing this with great pleasure, until he has managed to collect a small mountain of kernels, as large as the palm of the hand. Once he is done, he looks at his achievement without emotion; he gets up to leave, carelessly abandoning the result of one hour’s work. 

*  *  *

You know, dear Tim?

I find myself facing a strange paradox today. I started my career in the theatre as a part-time job, as a non-professional, and ended up as a professional, with a full-time job. Over a period of fifteen years, I worked for a television network as a full-time employee; I would eagerly look forward to the end of my shift to go to the theatre. I used to find great pleasure in my activities for the theatre, which made me forget the routine of daily work, and freed me from obedience to the strict system of the institutions, and the striving towards a fixed, monthly salary. The weekend break used to hold a particular flavor. During all these years, I wrote and directed and acted in over twenty theater works. 

For the past three years, I’ve been free from the restrictions of a daily job; I am no longer a non-professional theatre-maker; my time is entirely mine. I am now a professional, dividing most of my time between writing and creating, directing and performing, preparing performances and organizing my work schedule. There is no spare time anymore, no weekend breaks, and no yearly holidays. The days all seem the same, in the sense that they are all working days. Certainly, I cannot hide the fact that I am supremely content of being free from the constraints of employment; and furthermore, that I have been able to dedicate and devote myself to my own work for the theatre. It is wonderful to be able to survive thanks to this personal occupation; I do not have a boss to refer to, which is a blessing. There are no time restrictions to speak of. 

Paradoxically enough, however, after three years, I find myself eagerly waiting for spare moments, weekend breaks, and occasions to get away from my work for the theatre and get rid of everything that is theater-related. It has become clear to me that my relationship to the theatre is different, nowadays, from what it used to be before. I am not inclined to investigate whether this is good or not; but it seems to me that pleasure is not stable within us; rather, it is in a constant state of change and transformation. We as humans are predisposed in our nature to become habituated to things; to become bored and irritated. We are condemned to be always searching for new items and methods, and devising ways to pleasure ourselves; pleasure is running away from us, and we are running behind it. We rely on all our senses and the entirety of our imagination to catch it, so that we feel its presence inside us, even for a limited period of time. It is as if our yearning for change is the cause of our succumbing to habit. I do not know if habit kills pleasure, or on the contrary brings it about, but I am quite sure that habit has the power to transform any activity into a need; in the process, we become convinced that we cannot go on with our life without satisfying this need. This explains why life becomes heavy, rigid, and probably devoid of pleasure. I say probably, because I believe that the acquisition of pleasure differs from one person to the other. 

The question is the following: how can I be in theater without becoming its prisoner? Without becoming a prisoner of myself? Without becoming a prisoner of the norms, stereotypes and traditions that have accumulated over the years? How can I be in theater without it becoming a habit or a need? I want to preserve my desire for the theatre. I want to be non-professional in my work for the theater. I want the theatre to be my shelter, the one place where I can obtain the pleasure of sight, hearing, thought, knowledge, and the thrill of discovery, the discovery of oneself before that of the other.

In an article on One Thousand and One Nights, Waddah Sharara wrote: “Either pleasure has to be reasoned by law, or it will kill.” Have we chosen as theatre-makers to identify with Scheherazade, so we keep on telling tales in front of one thousand and one audiences, in order to escape from the death sentence that was already pronounced in our name, even before we stepped on the stage? This is the sentence that authorities direct against those pleasures on the run from laws and decrees. In the end, who is the victor? Scheherazade or the authority of the King?  

*  *  *

Not a story:

I forgot to tell you how much I love the three friends I told you about, and how much I hate the way they peel those sunflower seeds, the noises they make, the smell that emanates from them, the sight of those glistening husks scattered in the trash can and the taste of the kernels, devoid of any flavor whatsoever. As for the time required for me to read all the books necessary to approach the subject at hand… it does not matter, as long as the desire is there, and the pleasure intact.  

Sincerely,

Rabih Mroué
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