Actor's existence
-Yountaek Lee ‘Acting with Breath’ 
1. The origin of Korean theater is ‘Gut’


-Finding out the origin of actors in ancient ‘Mudang’.
The first theater work that I did was staging of Gut, Korean traditional shamanic ritual. It’s because I’ve thought that the origin of Korean theater starts from Gut. This belief has become stronger as I worked in theater for over 25 years, and now I can explain the principles of Gut in theatrical term: and that’s what I’m going to present today. 
Gut is a ritual of humans, who live in between the sky and the earth: the sky is the space of the universe, and the earth is the space of nature. So in that sense, we can say that humans are located in between the universe and nature. Mudang, Korean traditional shaman, is the practitioner of Gut. Mudang doesn’t belong to everyday life. They keep certain distance from ordinary people and their lives. Mudang used to live in certain places called ‘Sodo’, which is the name of Mudang’s own living district. By putting up a high pole called ‘Sotdae’, they showed that Sodo is the closed area from normal lives. People performed Gut in that closed town, Sodo. In short, as a place to perform Gut, Sodo was the origin of Korean theater.

Any kind of powers or authorities couldn’t invade this area. Yet, normal people used to come into the area of Sodo and ask for help whenever they need it. Some prayed for what they want, some prayed to relieve their pain of life. Then Mudang used to offer a ritual to the people in need. That ritual is what we now call ‘Gut’.

So Gut rituals used to do a realistic job, which is praying to the sky and the earth for what people dream of in their lives, and praying to heal their pain and misery from their lives. Mudang used to exist out of people’s lives, but perform specific rituals for them. Hoyzinger’s Homo-Ludens, human beings who play, and Artaud’s theater as a ritual correspond to this Gut ritual. Artaud made it clear that ‘a theater is a church and an actor is a priest’. Gut, as a Korean traditional ritual, was the ritual to rebel against the world and to heal the world at the same time. Mudang was a performer who performs a lot of mysterious styles of Gut.
2. Keeping distance from everyday lives

When we translate Chinese sentence “actors are not normal people” means “a human as an actor, not as just a human: 俳優-人, 非”. When I say “not as just a human”, human here means an ordinary human being who lives a normal life. That’s why I ask my actors to keep the strict distance from everyday lives.

Actors in Theater Troupe Georipae live and work in specific places such as Miryang Theater Village in Miryang, Doyo Creation Studio in Gimhae, or another troup house in Seoul. This shows our will to detach ourselves from normal lives. Our actors live together and work together. This kind of life style resembles the one of a priest or a monk who stays in a temple or a church. People with common desires are hard to participate in Theater Troupe Georipae’s performances. It’s because we have our own theatrical duty before we accomplish of our individual desires. That duty is the same with the one that ancient Mudang used to do: To save people’s soul and to purify the reality.

3. Acting with Breath 1


-Recognition of space and distance when acting

Then how shall we keep the distance from those ordinary lives specifically? Theater Troupe Georipae has clear method about this: it’s breath.
Our actors detach themselves from ordinary times through breathing. They breathe as if they were not standing upright, but rather breathe as if they’re bending their bodies. We call it a hypogastric breathing, breathing with bended body, or total breathing. The change of breath doesn’t stop at the level of body changes.

To let your breath stay in your body means

To let yourself in the center of the world.

If someone asks me “Can I make the distance from ordinary lives just by changing my breath and letting it stay in my body?”, I can certainly say “Yes.”.

If you let your breath stay in your body by changing your breath,

you can face your inner space.
Then you get to recognize the distance between yourself who live your external life and your inner-self whom you didn’t recognize before.

Recognizing you, as an external self, and you, as an inner self, and the distance between those two selves, that’s the starting point of the acting method of Theater Troupe Georipae.

Normal lives lie on horizontal time line which progresses according to the physical time order. Yet, once you recognize that “Here I exist now.”, the horizontal time stops. You can discover yourself who stands in between the sky and earth, vertically. Buddha has expressed this term as ‘Above the sky and below the sky, here I exist.”. It means you’re at the center of the world, and the world moves according to your breath. Your view on world changes with the breath, too. By doing that, a human being can manipulate time. I call it ‘the 1st distance’.
 “Here I am and there you are. We can communicate through our one breath. Therefore I am you and you are me, and we are us.” This is the ‘2nd distance’ that forms the relationship. This distance is between me and other people. Different individuals can communicate harmoniously when they can meet with one breath and dance on the rhythm of the breath. Acting ensemble is only possible when different individuals meet with same breath. 

When we recognize that we are not beings that exist just for ourselves, but beings who are located in certain space, we get to acquire ‘the 3rd space and distance’. Here, actors can see themselves as a subject matter whom are thrown into a specific world. It means that we don’t exist just as our individual selves, but rather, we can be subjects in this world. We are existential subject and objective existence. 
Acting, in Chinese character, means the art of showing. In the art showing yourself to others, the objectivity and subjectivity of expression encounter.
There’s the 4th distance between us and the audience. When we call the stage, the 4th wall, actors and the audience don’t communicate directly. Yet, by demolishing the wall between the stage and seat, theaters start to unite in the same rhythm of breath.
Recognizing these 4 kinds of distances and spaces through breathing is actor’s job to be on stage.

But the space and distance that theaters request don’t limit to inside of theaters. There is the 5th distance between me and reality. The practicality of theaters has been always suggested since its theater aesthetics in Renaissance era, ‘theater should be the mirror that reflects the nature.’ That’s why Brecht made actors read newspapers and enjoyed discussion. Theaters should reflect the reality. We have our 5th distance here, between me and the reality. 
The 6th distance is the recognition of space between me and the nature, me and the universe. When Buddha said earlier ‘I am a divine existence in between the sky and the earth’, he knew the boundless space and endless distances around hm. The reason we call actors ‘Gwang-dae; means big and boundless’ in Korean traditional plays would be the same reason. Actors are people who become one with nature and who play around in the boundless universe. In Korean traditional plays, Gwang-dae does a lot of actions that includes jumping and kicking. This also shows the recognition of the space around him. Once you stomp on the earth and jump into the sky so that you can see over the cloud. By shaking all four limbs, you wake up the sky. Human being don’t exist by themselves, they’re more like trees, with their roots in the earth and branches up in the sky. This kind of communication with nature and universe was the standard of ancient theaters regardless of western or eastern world. The way the sun and stars move was the principles of theaters, and they made the space for people to imagine myths. Ancient eastern philosopher Jhuangzi once described human being who’s playing in between the nature and universe as a beauty of ‘Soyoyu; meaning travelling around the further land’. This is not the space of fighting or struggle, but it’s the space of peace and coexistence. This is the space for thinking in eastern theaters. Ancien’t Chinese aesthetic, which says ‘Dancing and singing will conquer the world.’, is specifically expressed in the movie, ‘Life on a string’ directed by Chen Kaige.
When we meet the invisible world, we have the 7th distance. This is the world of death. In eastern world, we call it the nether world, and in western, it’s called purgatory. The basic, but the most fatal fear for human being is the fear of death, fear of disappearance. Filling in people’s fatal fear and anxiety with mythical imagination, that was the calling of ancient Gut. To console people’s fear of death, to fill them up with abundant imagination, therefore to offer the ecstasy of Nirvana, those were the jobs that Gut used to offer.

Ancient Gut rituals have affected a lot of modern philosophers: Gut is the rebel and challenge against the invisible world. After Nietzsche’s statement, ‘God is dead’, Roland Barthes said ‘the creative imagination replaces the role of god’. Gaston Bachelard has set the utmost point that art can reach as ‘Nirvana’, concluding that ‘Imagination is like air.’, Here lies the assignment of modern theaters.

The society without god is the world of confusion. There’s no realistic paradigm, logics and reason in power. Our world seems like diving into the deep end of apocalypse, full of confusion and desires. All we can see is cheap horror movies with zombies or vampires, and those zombies are productions of purgatory. 

Then what’s our absolute job that theaters should carry in this world? What kind of divine duties should actors carry in this confusion?
At this point, we need to remind ourselves with the role of Mudang, who used to justify our lives with the power of myth and imagination, even in the brutal world of confusions. Gut existed to stop our fear and anxiety, and we rebelled against the invisible world through energetic performance. The best weapon for priests to fight against devils in purgatory was bibles and crosses. Bibles represent divine ritual when crosses represent weapon to fight the actual ghost.

Antonin Artaud was a very shaman and a priest who fought against this invisible world with his whole body. His weapon was not logic or reason. He struggled with madness, desire, and the fear for death. It’s same reason that Peter Brook stopped making well-made plays and chose to go on a difficult life, the reason Grotovsky chose to have his performance not in a theater in NY, but in a church. For them, theaters were not spectacles or educational product. Theaters were their imagination against the fear of the invisible world, and their iron willed-rebellion.
Ancient ritual and style of Gut is the cultural product of the 7th space and distance. Noh, Japanese traditional theater, is also Gut, which recalls the dead. In Buto, another Japanese performing art, actors go into the world of death and ask for the well-being of souls. 

In the 7th distance and space between me and the invisible world, we get to meet our desire, madness, darkness, loneliness, and unconsciousness. So the 7th distance comes back to the 1st distance.

 This is the theory of space and distance to recognize the world and communicate with breath.
4. Acting with breath

 
- Connecting body with speech

Then how shall we extract the principles and styles of acting from Gut? The characteristic of Korean Mudang is ‘Shin-myeong’. Shin-myeong is unique Korean word that can’t be directly translated into Japanese or any other European languages. Roughly speaking, it’s the inner energy that drives people into infinite passion with explosive emotion and impulsion with the state of ‘life or death’. In Artaud’s and Stanislavsky’s theory, Shin-myeong can be expressed as ‘madnees’ but that’s not such a good comparison. Shin-myeong is the energy that drives people into ecstasy of life as recognition of, and as a rebellion against death. 

The energy of Shin-myeong offers magical rhythm. What we call magic, or spell is the rhythm; with its repetitive energy of breath, they acquire amazing mobility in body and words. Spells are done with words at first, but those words are not normal. Those words are not the communication tool. As the words themselves acquire their own resonance and mobility, words become songs, pictures and dances. 
It’s to destroy the logic of words and dismantle the logos. Words free from logic and reason, that’s spell. Then how can we use this spell-like speech? Breath. We connect our spirit and body with breath. Breath melts down the human spirit and feelings, and that melted spirit and feelings are delivered into all over the body. So I say, “Speak with your whole body.”. What delivers words is not head or chest or mouth. It’s the whole body that speaks. From top to toe. That’s the physicality of breath.
Body doesn’t move by itself naturally. Body is the most specific expressive tool in theater. Actors should feel the energy of Shin-myeong flowing from top to toe, to the tip of fingers, to eyeballs, to the tip of nose, chest, lower belly, pelvic bone, and through all joints, like electricity. This kind of body recognition has been studied by some directors and actors who led the modern theaters; such as Meyerhold or Grotovsky. Theater troupe Georipae has been studying the physicality of Gut, shamanic ritual, which is the origin of Korean theater. This unique physicality would be explained with Shin-myeong and spellboundness.
Mudang has their own skills to objectify their own soul and body, so that they could use themselves as a tool to express a lot of expressions. Mudang’s spellbound sound and movements are all the result of highly trained acting skill, and that skill is controlling their soul and body with their one breath. We can find a total acting skill which connects speech and body, ritual and style, and soul and body.

It’s the breath which connects language and bodies, so that we could achieve an organic totality. The method of Theater Troupe Georipae is delivering our shapeless, air-like spirit into our bodies, sound, and speech through breath.

When we say imagination is like air, air is the breath when people start drinking air actively.  This active will of drinking air is breath, and breath is what makes us speak and move from imagination. This is our theory of acting with breath.

 5. What is ‘REAL’? About the ecstasy of the truth.

 What does it mean to act real? Western theaters have developed a high level of reality, and their specific acting which resembles a lot like our everyday lives surprises us. From Stanislavsky to David Mamet, a lot of realistic western theaters have become our precious text.
Yet, I do not look for reality in the styles of acting. It means that I don’t look for reality from external acting styles. What I think reality has something to do with actor’s true- heartedness, or their inner motif. When we can see actor’s view and stance toward their acting, when that reveals the ecstasy of truth, and when that ecstasy is delivered to their audience, that’s what we call ‘real’. It doesn’t matter if the actor is acting in exaggerated or unrealistic styles of acting.

In terms of acting the truth, this is connected to the western theater tradition, but there’s a difference in terms of not asking actors to mimic the shape of real lives. Actually, what we think the shape of real lives can be the result of long-learnt education or systematical habit. So I don’t mind how actors express their truth as long as they’re acting the truth. When actors don’t forget to keep their view and stance, and when actors’ soul can communicate with the audience’s, that’s what we call ‘real’.

In short, what I think reality is the portrait of actors’ inner lives that reflects their inner motives. I’ve thought that the word ‘realism’ has restricted the realm of acting. 

6. In plays, the narrative structure doesn't really mean a lot. 
I don’t really think that plot is as important as Aristotle, or other western theaters insist it is. I don’t follow the exact dramatic story-telling structure with introduction, development, turn and conclusion. 
So called ‘well-made theater’ has become the standard of depicting the reality and suggesting the future since Greek theater tradition. Well-made theaters have vivid beginning, expected crisis, climax and closing. For example, we can think of Chekhov’s well made theaters of 4 act-structure. In the 1st act, people arrive, in the 2nd act, people start to make relationships, in the 3rd act, they face conflicts, in the 4th act, people leave.

I think this kind of well-made structure is artificial and unrealistic. I think they restrict the real theatricality by itself. Realities or our lives are not as well-made as theaters. Maybe that’s why western theaters have suggested the ideal model of life, but still, that is way too unilateral and enlightening.
Even in western theaters, a lot of playwrights along with Beckett and Ionesco started to dismantle this well-made dramatic structure. It’s because they can’t have a whole view of our lives with this well-made structure, and dramas can be rather simple because of writer’s unilateral point of view and structure. A lot of family-oriented dramas in modern English/American theaters can be the examples. They take trivial troubles seriously and make serious conflicts, but end up reaching to melancholy conclusions.

   .
That must be why Brecht criticized his contemporary theater as mood-theaters or atmospheric theaters and dismantled the dramatic structure. There comes the conclusion to express the real world more freely, more diversely, and more truthfully, we have to dismantle this well-made structure. In that perspective, Theater Troupe Georipae also has this dismantling characteristic of modern theaters.

For example, we can say all the scenes in <Ogu, the ritual of Death> and in <Dummy Bride, the ritual of Love> are independent and rather episodic. Why is that? It might be from my pessimistic perception that ‘the reality is not well-structured and will never be’. It might also be because our lives in between the 20th and 21st century, have become extremely unclear. So rather than talking about our ideal society or well-made world, we focus more on who we are in the middle of this mess, and the all troubles that human beings face in their lives. It’s not structures or dramas that have themes, but it’s individual actors who have their own theatrical themes. Therefore, there are a lot of themes and the audience will get to choose one.

I can’t answer to the question, “Which character holds the theme in <Ogu, the ritual of Death>?”. All individual actors are the main subjects and the audience will get to find their own theme.
7. Our actors are our themes. 
The reason that Theater Troupe Georipae is not a theater company, but a theater troupe is because we believe that ‘actors are themes’. Theater Troupe Georipae is a group composed of actors. Actors are not tools to express characters, following the structure of drama, but they’re independent subject and theme of the play. 

In <Dummy bride-the ritual of Love>, drunkard is independent in his point of view, and all the other characters are, too. They all speak their words and express their own voice. Dummy bride becomes the person who accepts all those individuals.

This is the characteristic of Theater Troupe Georipae, and that’s why our actors are independent subjects. The depth of a play depends on how deep the actor thinks and how they deliver their thoughts. Actors’ acting becomes the fatal element in defining the depth and width of a play. Actors are that much important, therefore, carry their divine duty. Actors are conscious subject who can hold their own themes and can express their themes. They are metaphysical human being.
8.The relationship between actors and directors
Actors in Georipae hold close companionship with the playwright and director, Yountaek Lee, who defines the characteristic of Theater Troupe Georipae. It is mandatory to connect their conscious with his. It’s because director Yountaek Lee’s conscious can only be expressed through actor’s existence.

If someone hold different perspective and thoughts from Yountake Lee’s then they can’t be Georipae’s actors. This is our specific characteristic and our inevitable choice. I understand actors’ desire to act in different pieces meeting as many directors as possible, but I don’t want that kind of actors. I want actors who actively choose Yountaek Lee’s and Georiape’s spirit and who can express our own conscious. Here, we can find the inevitable idealistic community spirit of Theater Troupe Georipae. It’s our utmost goal to make an idealistic community toward theaters and toward our lives. Yet, in terms of how to express, plays in Georipae holds a lot of diversities. 
9. One principle, different styles

We respect individual characteristic of all actors in Georiape. When 10 actors are on the same stage, we want 10 different acting styles. Yet, we still have our own principle of acting for actors to remember; such as how to breathe, how to talk, and how to move. Actors can act freely according to those principles. We don’t really suggest specific method of how to act. If we make 10 different plays, we want to create 10 different styles. 
That’s why it’s hard to find the stylistic consistency in Georipae’s performances unlike Suzuki Tadashi’s or Robert Wilson’s. All the repertoires in Georipae have all different styles. <Hamlet> is totally different from <Ogu>, and <Ogu> is different from <Dummy bride>, too. Still, we hold same acting principles in different repertoires. Methodic consistency in acting is vivid in breathing, speaking and movement of bodies. So even though Georipae has its own acting method, it’s hard to find the one and the only style.

10. Actors as Metaphysical being.
Actors are independent existence. They face their inner-selves as independent beings. Yet, actors are beings who are able to express, so they should keep strict objectivity. They should be aware of relationship, harmony and ensemble with other actors.  They should be aware of space and the rhythm on the stage. They should exist as metaphysical being.
They also need to consider the harmony with lighting and sound on stage. Actors should be equally intertwined with lighting and sound on stage. They have to react to any kind of sound sensitively and see themselves objectively. Actor’s face is another mask, so they should get along with real masks and dolls, too. Masks and dolls in Georipae’s theaters are theatrical symbols, and actors’ faces exist as objective symbols, too. Here we can find actors’ role to keep their strict objectivity. 

11. Rebellion through Jakran

The utmost theater that we pursue is ‘Jakran-which literally translates into ‘compose a rebellion’.’. What does ‘Jakran’ means?

There are so many things that we need to obey in our lives. We need to obey to repetitive life patterns, habitual life styles, social moralistic lives, rational orders, scientific logics, and to our destiny of death. Our will to rebel against this lukewarm life structure makes us to ‘compose a rebellion’.

Human beings were not born to be forced, obeyed, educated, and tamed and eventually to die easily. Human beings have their own right to live their own lives freely and actively, and I think that’s the power of theaters.

Our rebellious power against the tamed, ordering, confused, unilateral, and corrupt society is the power of theaters. We are human beings who raise our question to our lives through ‘Jakran’. We want to make theaters that can speak up ‘We do exist here right now’ toward the sky and to the earth, poking our pole of life vertically into the sky. That’s exactly what ancient Mudang used to do, isolating themselves from the society and putting a Sotdae into the sky and the earth. This is the very theater that we are dreaming of.

12. As a child, as a savage, and as a poet.

Actors should refuse to be a systematic human being, armed with logic, reason and ration. They should go back to what they used to be-children. The innocence of children is the very basic face of human beings. Our inner desire, madness, instinct, and brutality work as our essential energy for acting. The strong brutality provides us with vitality in acting that destroys our systematic, mundane lives.

In the end, we dream of ideal life which can jump our reality, logic, and ration. That’s the world of beautiful harmony, and to express that world, we need poetic energy. Actors don’t’ write poems, but they should be able to express poems with all their bodies. We dream of actors who can penetrate the darkness of life into the light, and who can cast beautiful light onto the world.
