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First Letter 

To J. P. Paris, September 13, 1932 

Dear friend, 

I cannot give you particulars about my

Manifesto that would risk emasculating its

point. All I can do is to comment, for the time

being, upon my title “Theater of Cruelty” and

try to justify its choice. 

    This Cruelty is a matter of neither sadism nor

bloodshed, at least not in any exclusive way. 

    I do not systematically cultivate horror. The

word “cruelty” must be taken in a broad sense,

and not in the rapacious physical sense that it is

customarily given. And I claim, in doing this,

the right to break with the usual sense of

language, to crack the armature once and for all,

to get the iron collar is its neck, in short to

return to the etymological origins of speech  

which,   in   the   midst   of   abstract   concepts, 
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always evoke a concrete element. 

  One can very well imagine a pure cruelty,

without bodily laceration. And philosophically

speaking what indeed is cruelty? From the point

of view of the mind, cruelty signifies rigor,

implacable intention and decision, irreversible

and absolute determination. 

    The most current philosophical determinism

is, from the point of view of our existence, an

image of cruelty. 

    It is a mistake to give the word ‘cruelty’ a

meaning of merciless bloodshed and

disinterested, gratuitous pursuit of physical

suffering. The Ethiopian Ras who carts off

vanquished princes and makes them his slaves

does not do so out of a desperate love of blood.

Cruelty is not synonymous with bloodshed,

martyred flesh, crucified enemies. This

identification of cruelty with tortured victims  is  

a  very  minor  aspect of the question.  In  the   

practice   of   cruelty there  is  a  kind  of  higher
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of higher determinism, to which the

executioner-tormenter himself is subjected and

which he must be determined to endure when

the lime comes. Cruelty is above all lucid, a kind

of rigid control and submission to necessity.

There is no cruelty without consciousness and

without the application of consciousness. It is

consciousness that gives to the exercise of every

act of life its blood-red color, its cruel nuance,

since it is understood that life is always

someone’s death. 
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Second Letter

To J. P. Paris, November 14, 1932 

Dear friend, 

Cruelty was not tacked onto my thinking; it has

always been at home there: but 1 had to

become conscious of it. I employ the word

‘cruelty’ in the sense of an appetite for life, a

cosmic rigor and implacable necessity, in the

gnostic sense of a living whirlwind that devours

the darkness, in the sense of that pain apart

from whose ineluctable necessity life could not

continue; good is desired, it is the consequence

of an act; evil is permanent. When the hidden

god creates, he obeys the cruel necessity of

creation which has been imposed on himself by

himself, and he cannot not create, hence not

admit into the center of the self-willed

whirlwind a kernel of   evil   ever   more   

condensed,   and   ever   more  consumed.  And
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theater in the sense of continuous creation, a

wholly magical action, obeys this necessity. A

play in which there would not be this will, this

blind appetite for life capable of overriding

everything, visible in each gesture and each act

and in the transcendent aspect of the story,

would be a useless and unfulfilled play. 
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Third Letter

To M. R. de R. Paris, November 16, 1932 

Dear friend, 

I confess to you I neither understand nor admit

the objections that have been made against my

title. For it seems to me that creation and life

itself are defined only by a kind of rigor, hence

a fundamental cruelty, which leads things to

their ineluctable end at whatever cost. 

    Effort is a cruelty, existence through effort is

a cruelty. Rising from his repose and extending

himself into being, Brahma suffers, with a

suffering that yields joyous harmonics perhaps,

but which at the ultimate extremity of the curve

can only be expressed by a terrible crushing and

grinding. 

   There is in life’s flame, life’s appetite, life’s

irrational impulsion, a kind of initial perversity:

the desire  characteristic  of  Eros is cruelty

since it  feeds on contingencies; death is cruelty, 
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resurrection is cruelty, transfiguration is cruelty,

since nowhere in a circular and closed world is

there room for true death, since ascension is a

rending, since closed space is fed with lives, and

each stronger life tramples down the others,

consuming them in a massacre which is a

transfiguration and a bliss. In the manifested

world, metaphysically speaking, evil is the

permanent law, and what is good is an effort

and already one more cruelty added to the

other. 

   Not to understand this is not to understand

metaphysical ideas. And after this let no one

come to tell me my title is too limited. It is

cruelty that cements matter together, cruelty

that molds the features of the created world.

Good is always upon the outer face, but the

face within is evil. Evil which will eventually be

reduced, but at the supreme instant when

everything that was form will be on the point of

returning to chaos.
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THE THEATER AND CRUELTY

An idea of the theater has been lost. And as

long as the theater limits itself to showing us

intimate scenes from the lives of a few puppets,

transforming the public into Peeping Toms, it is

no wonder the elite abandon it and the great

public looks to the movies, the music hall or the

circus for violent satisfactions, whose intentions

do not deceive them. 

    At the point of deterioration which our

sensibility has reached, it is certain that we need

above all a theater that wakes us up: nerves and

heart. 

   The misdeeds of the psychological theater

descended from Racine have unaccustomed us

to that immediate and violent action which the

theater should possess. Movies in their turn,

murdering us with second-hand reproductions

which, filtered through machines, cannot unite

with our sensibility, have maintained us for ten

years in an ineffectual torpor, in which all our

faculties appear to be foundering. 
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In the anguished, catastrophic period we live in,

we feel an urgent need for a theater which

events do not exceed, whose resonance is deep

within us, dominating the instability of the

times. 

    Our long habit of seeking diversion has made

us forget the idea of a serious theater, which,

overturning all our preconceptions, inspires us

with the fiery magnetism of its images and acts

upon us like a spiritual therapeutics whose

touch can never be forgotten. 

   Everything that acts is a cruelly. It is upon this

idea of extreme action, pushed beyond all limits,

that theater must be rebuilt Imbued with the

idea that the public thinks first of all with its

senses and that to address oneself first to its

understanding as the ordinary psychological

theater does is absurd, the Theater of Cruelty

proposes to resort to a mass spectacle; to seek

in the agitation of tremendous masses,

convulsed and hurled against each other, a little

of that poetry of festivals and crowds  when,  all 
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too rarely nowadays, the people pour out into

the streets. 

   The theater must give us everything that is in

crime, love, war, or madness, if it wants to

recover its necessity. 

  Everyday love, personal ambition, struggles

for status, all have value only in proportion to

their relation to the terrible lyricism of the

Myths to which the great mass of men have

assented. 

  This is why we shall try to concentrate, around

famous personages, atrocious crimes,

superhuman devotions, a drama which, without

resorting to the defunct images of the old

Myths, shows that it can extract the forces

which struggle within them.

   In a word, we believe that there are living

forces in what is called poetry and that the

image of a crime presented in the requisite

theatrical conditions is something infinitely

more terrible for the spirit than that same crime

when actually committed. 
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We want to make out of the theater a believable

reality which gives the heart and the senses that

kind of concrete bite which all true sensation

requires. In the same way that our dreams have

an effect upon us and reality has an effect upon

our dreams, so we believe that the images of

thought can be identified with a dream which

will be efficacious to the degree that it can be

projected with the necessary violence. And the

public will believe in the theater’s dreams on

condition that it take them for true dreams and

not for a servile copy of reality; on condition

that they allow the public to liberate within

itself the magical liberties of dreams which it

can only recognize when they are imprinted

with terror and cruelty.

   Hence this appeal to cruelly and terror,

though on a vast scale, whose range probes our

entire vitality, confronts us with all our

possibilities. 

    It   is   in  order   to   attack   the   spectator’s 
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sensibility on all sides that we advocate a

revolving spectacle which, instead of making

the stage and auditorium two closed worlds,

without possible communication, spreads its

visual and sonorous outbursts over the entire

mass of the spectators. 

   Also, departing from the sphere of analyzable

passions, we intend to make use of the actor’s

lyric qualities to manifest external forces, and by

this means to cause the whole of nature to re-

enter the theater in its restored form. 

   However vast this program may be, it does

not exceed the theater itself, which appears to

us, all in all, to identify itself with the forces of

ancient magic. 

   Practically speaking, we want to resuscitate an

idea of total spectacle by which the theater

would recover from the cinema, the music hall,

the circus, and from life itself what has always

belonged to it. The separation between the

analytic theater and the plastic world s^ms to us

a  stupidity.  One  does  not  separate  the  mind 

15



from the body nor the senses from the

intelligence, especially in a domain where the

endlessly renewed fatigue of the organs requires

intense and sudden shocks to revive our

understanding. 

   Thus, on the one hand, the mass and extent

of a spectacle addressed to the entire organism;

on the other, an intensive mobilization of

objects, gestures, and signs, used in a new spirit.

The reduced role given to the understanding

leads to an energetic compression of the text;

the active role given to obscure poetic emotion

necessitates concrete signs. Words say little to

the mind; extent and objects speak; new images

speak, even new images made with words. But

space thundering with images and crammed

with sounds speaks too, if one knows how to

intersperse from time to time a sufficient extent

of space stocked with silence and immobility.

On this principle we envisage producing a

spectacle where these means of direct action are

used  in  their  totality;  a  spectacle  unafraid  of 
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going as far as necessary in the exploration of

our nervous sensibility, of which the rhythms,

sounds, words, resonances, and twitterings, and

their united quality and surprising mixtures

belong to a technique which must not be

divulged. 

   The images in certain paintings by Grunewald

or Hieronymus Bosch tell enough about what a

spectacle can be in which, as in the brain of

some saint, the objects of external nature will

appear as temptations. 

  It is in this spectacle of a temptation from

which life has everything to lose and the mind

everything to gain that the theater must recover

its true signification. 

   Elsewhere we have given a program which

will allow the means of pure staging, found on

the spot, to be organized around historic or

cosmic themes, familiar to all. 

  And we insist on the fact that the first

spectacle of the Theater of Cruelty  will  turn on
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the preoccupations of the great mass of men,

preoccupations much more pressing and

disquieting than those of any individual

whatsoever. 

  It is a matter of knowing whether now, in

Paris, before the cataclysms which are at our

door descend upon us. sufficient means of

production, financial or otherwise, can be found

to permit such a theater to be brought to life —

it is bound to in any case, because it is the

future. Or whether a little real blood will be

needed, right away, in order to manifest this

cruelty.
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Antonin Artaud (1896-1948) was a French dramatist, poet,

actor, excommunicated Surrealist, and radically innovative

theoretician of theater. Artaud saw the theater – indeed,

the art – of his day as being complicit in the creation of a

complacent, sleepwalking automaton. In its place he called

for – in vivid, exceedingly evocative, even violent, language

– a living communion between actor and audience in an

experience of alchemical transmutation and unholy

exorcism through alien gestures and sounds, schizoid

dialogue, bizarre scenery, and disconcerting pulsing

lighting. His aim? To disable the machinery of social

control affixed to the human body, thus enabling an

encounter with the Real.

Where there is the smell of  shit 

there is the stench of  being.
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	THREE LETTERS ON CRUELTY

	First Letter
	To J. P. Paris, September 13, 1932
	Dear friend,
	I cannot give you particulars about my Manifesto that would risk emasculating its point. All I can do is to comment, for the time being, upon my title “Theater of Cruelty” and try to justify its choice.
	This Cruelty is a matter of neither sadism nor bloodshed, at least not in any exclusive way.
	I do not systematically cultivate horror. The word “cruelty” must be taken in a broad sense, and not in the rapacious physical sense that it is customarily given. And I claim, in doing this, the right to break with the usual sense of language, to crack the armature once and for all, to get the iron collar is its neck, in short to return to the etymological origins of speech  which,   in   the   midst   of   abstract   concepts,
	always evoke a concrete element.
	One can very well imagine a pure cruelty, without bodily laceration. And philosophically speaking what indeed is cruelty? From the point of view of the mind, cruelty signifies rigor, implacable intention and decision, irreversible and absolute determination.
	The most current philosophical determinism is, from the point of view of our existence, an image of cruelty.
	It is a mistake to give the word ‘cruelty’ a meaning of merciless bloodshed and disinterested, gratuitous pursuit of physical suffering. The Ethiopian Ras who carts off vanquished princes and makes them his slaves does not do so out of a desperate love of blood. Cruelty is not synonymous with bloodshed, martyred flesh, crucified enemies. This identification of cruelty with tortured victims  is  a  very  minor  aspect of the question.  In  the   practice   of   cruelty there  is  a  kind  of  higher
	of higher determinism, to which the executioner-tormenter himself is subjected and which he must be determined to endure when the lime comes. Cruelty is above all lucid, a kind of rigid control and submission to necessity. There is no cruelty without consciousness and without the application of consciousness. It is consciousness that gives to the exercise of every act of life its blood-red color, its cruel nuance, since it is understood that life is always someone’s death.
	Second Letter
	To J. P. Paris, November 14, 1932
	Dear friend,
	Cruelty was not tacked onto my thinking; it has always been at home there: but 1 had to become conscious of it. I employ the word ‘cruelty’ in the sense of an appetite for life, a cosmic rigor and implacable necessity, in the gnostic sense of a living whirlwind that devours the darkness, in the sense of that pain apart from whose ineluctable necessity life could not continue; good is desired, it is the consequence of an act; evil is permanent. When the hidden god creates, he obeys the cruel necessity of creation which has been imposed on himself by himself, and he cannot not create, hence not admit into the center of the self-willed whirlwind a kernel of   evil   ever   more   condensed,   and   ever   more  consumed.  And
	theater in the sense of continuous creation, a wholly magical action, obeys this necessity. A play in which there would not be this will, this blind appetite for life capable of overriding everything, visible in each gesture and each act and in the transcendent aspect of the story, would be a useless and unfulfilled play.
	Third Letter
	To M. R. de R. Paris, November 16, 1932
	Dear friend,
	I confess to you I neither understand nor admit the objections that have been made against my title. For it seems to me that creation and life itself are defined only by a kind of rigor, hence a fundamental cruelty, which leads things to their ineluctable end at whatever cost.
	Effort is a cruelty, existence through effort is a cruelty. Rising from his repose and extending himself into being, Brahma suffers, with a suffering that yields joyous harmonics perhaps, but which at the ultimate extremity of the curve can only be expressed by a terrible crushing and grinding.
	There is in life’s flame, life’s appetite, life’s irrational impulsion, a kind of initial perversity: the desire  characteristic  of  Eros is cruelty since it  feeds on contingencies; death is cruelty,
	resurrection is cruelty, transfiguration is cruelty, since nowhere in a circular and closed world is there room for true death, since ascension is a rending, since closed space is fed with lives, and each stronger life tramples down the others, consuming them in a massacre which is a transfiguration and a bliss. In the manifested world, metaphysically speaking, evil is the permanent law, and what is good is an effort and already one more cruelty added to the other.
	Not to understand this is not to understand metaphysical ideas. And after this let no one come to tell me my title is too limited. It is cruelty that cements matter together, cruelty that molds the features of the created world. Good is always upon the outer face, but the face within is evil. Evil which will eventually be reduced, but at the supreme instant when everything that was form will be on the point of returning to chaos.
	THE THEATER AND CRUELTY
	An idea of the theater has been lost. And as long as the theater limits itself to showing us intimate scenes from the lives of a few puppets, transforming the public into Peeping Toms, it is no wonder the elite abandon it and the great public looks to the movies, the music hall or the circus for violent satisfactions, whose intentions do not deceive them.
	At the point of deterioration which our sensibility has reached, it is certain that we need above all a theater that wakes us up: nerves and heart.
	The misdeeds of the psychological theater descended from Racine have unaccustomed us to that immediate and violent action which the theater should possess. Movies in their turn, murdering us with second-hand reproductions which, filtered through machines, cannot unite with our sensibility, have maintained us for ten years in an ineffectual torpor, in which all our faculties appear to be foundering.

	In the anguished, catastrophic period we live in, we feel an urgent need for a theater which events do not exceed, whose resonance is deep within us, dominating the instability of the times.
	Our long habit of seeking diversion has made us forget the idea of a serious theater, which, overturning all our preconceptions, inspires us with the fiery magnetism of its images and acts upon us like a spiritual therapeutics whose touch can never be forgotten.
	Everything that acts is a cruelly. It is upon this idea of extreme action, pushed beyond all limits, that theater must be rebuilt Imbued with the idea that the public thinks first of all with its senses and that to address oneself first to its understanding as the ordinary psychological theater does is absurd, the Theater of Cruelty proposes to resort to a mass spectacle; to seek in the agitation of tremendous masses, convulsed and hurled against each other, a little of that poetry of festivals and crowds  when,  all
	too rarely nowadays, the people pour out into the streets.
	The theater must give us everything that is in crime, love, war, or madness, if it wants to recover its necessity.
	Everyday love, personal ambition, struggles for status, all have value only in proportion to their relation to the terrible lyricism of the Myths to which the great mass of men have assented.
	This is why we shall try to concentrate, around famous personages, atrocious crimes, superhuman devotions, a drama which, without resorting to the defunct images of the old Myths, shows that it can extract the forces which struggle within them.
	In a word, we believe that there are living forces in what is called poetry and that the image of a crime presented in the requisite theatrical conditions is something infinitely more terrible for the spirit than that same crime when actually committed.
	We want to make out of the theater a believable reality which gives the heart and the senses that kind of concrete bite which all true sensation requires. In the same way that our dreams have an effect upon us and reality has an effect upon our dreams, so we believe that the images of thought can be identified with a dream which will be efficacious to the degree that it can be projected with the necessary violence. And the public will believe in the theater’s dreams on condition that it take them for true dreams and not for a servile copy of reality; on condition that they allow the public to liberate within itself the magical liberties of dreams which it can only recognize when they are imprinted with terror and cruelty.
	Hence this appeal to cruelly and terror, though on a vast scale, whose range probes our entire vitality, confronts us with all our possibilities.
	It   is   in  order   to   attack   the   spectator’s
	sensibility on all sides that we advocate a revolving spectacle which, instead of making the stage and auditorium two closed worlds, without possible communication, spreads its visual and sonorous outbursts over the entire mass of the spectators.
	Also, departing from the sphere of analyzable passions, we intend to make use of the actor’s lyric qualities to manifest external forces, and by this means to cause the whole of nature to re-enter the theater in its restored form.
	However vast this program may be, it does not exceed the theater itself, which appears to us, all in all, to identify itself with the forces of ancient magic.
	Practically speaking, we want to resuscitate an idea of total spectacle by which the theater would recover from the cinema, the music hall, the circus, and from life itself what has always belonged to it. The separation between the analytic theater and the plastic world s^ms to us a  stupidity.  One  does  not  separate  the  mind
	from the body nor the senses from the intelligence, especially in a domain where the endlessly renewed fatigue of the organs requires intense and sudden shocks to revive our understanding.
	Thus, on the one hand, the mass and extent of a spectacle addressed to the entire organism; on the other, an intensive mobilization of objects, gestures, and signs, used in a new spirit. The reduced role given to the understanding leads to an energetic compression of the text; the active role given to obscure poetic emotion necessitates concrete signs. Words say little to the mind; extent and objects speak; new images speak, even new images made with words. But space thundering with images and crammed with sounds speaks too, if one knows how to intersperse from time to time a sufficient extent of space stocked with silence and immobility. On this principle we envisage producing a spectacle where these means of direct action are used  in  their  totality;  a  spectacle  unafraid  of
	going as far as necessary in the exploration of our nervous sensibility, of which the rhythms, sounds, words, resonances, and twitterings, and their united quality and surprising mixtures belong to a technique which must not be divulged.
	The images in certain paintings by Grunewald or Hieronymus Bosch tell enough about what a spectacle can be in which, as in the brain of some saint, the objects of external nature will appear as temptations.
	It is in this spectacle of a temptation from which life has everything to lose and the mind everything to gain that the theater must recover its true signification.
	Elsewhere we have given a program which will allow the means of pure staging, found on the spot, to be organized around historic or cosmic themes, familiar to all.
	And we insist on the fact that the first spectacle of the Theater of Cruelty  will  turn on
	the preoccupations of the great mass of men, preoccupations much more pressing and disquieting than those of any individual whatsoever.
	It is a matter of knowing whether now, in Paris, before the cataclysms which are at our door descend upon us. sufficient means of production, financial or otherwise, can be found to permit such a theater to be brought to life — it is bound to in any case, because it is the future. Or whether a little real blood will be needed, right away, in order to manifest this cruelty.
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