International Congress of Aesthetics 2007
AAest hetics Bridging Cul tur

The Intercultural Theatre of Mehmet
Ulusoy

Prof . Dr . Aykén Candan, Y e
Istanbul

In the context of aesthetics bridging cultures | would like to comment on the work of
Mehmet Ulusoy, the man of theatre born and educated in Turkey who enjoyed a period of
great popularity and productivity from the seventies up to the nineties in France, later in
Martinique, working and travelling between Istanbul, Paris and Martiniquéo ups

rather untimely death in 2005.

Ulusoyds work can be qualified as an early
stage. The term was coined after the staginglahabharataby Peter Brook in 1985 at

the Avignon festival, although an earlieraeple would be the 1975 production titled
Loagebyl 6Dh®0O©t re du Sol eil of Ariane Mnousc
kind of relationship to the Th®O©tre de Lilk
early productions of Ulusoy were invitedlie performed at the Cartoucherie.

During the period from 1972 to 2005, 33 years of theatrical activity, the number of
productions, including the restagings, amounts approximately to 33. With a few
exceptions these productions centered around textgesllavith rich imagery, poetry,

music and dynamic, almost acrobatic acting.

Ulusoyds approach to text proved al most he
France. However as his choice of textual material always included poetry and as he chose
towor k with a competent dramaturg and relie
capacities, he succeeded in breaking audi

Nazim Hikmet was his most beloved poet, as well as Brecht, Yannis Ritsos, Pablo

Neruda, Rabelais, Gogol, Maiakovskyj m® Cesaire, Yakar Kemal,
Topor, Aeschylus, even Shakespeare. In almost all insatances he insisted on textual
mont age, which he employed together with h

of the traditional play forms of AnatoliaMleddahi the storyteller was a unifying

element for the textual montage. The shadow and puppet plays were enriching

i nstruments of narration. APoor o objects
tyres, shepher dsd mesretlwerstyrnedd into theasical tosls anc k s ,
stage. The simplicity and dexterity in his handling of these scenic elements was what
impressed the public and the critiques most.

The artists and designers who collaborated with Mehmet Ulusoy also cama Yianmety
of backgrounds. The most prominent scene designer he worked with was the
Tchechoslovakian designer laureate Josef Svoboda. The Swiss sculptor Henri Presset
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collaborated with him more than once, the French Michel Launay was constantly by his
side Metin Deniz, Kuzgun Acar, his old time friends from Turkey helped him to
international acclaim with their artistic contribution in early works. Most remarkable was
the inspiration he derived from a Turkish
in stagingthe Capitalby Marx

An obituary acclaimed him as fithe magici an
possessed was mainly oriented towards attracting extraordinary talents to work with him,

not only designers and actors but also musgiand especially men of letters, scholars

like Philippe Ivernel and Denis Bablet. | am not going to give an account of all the names

who appreciated and supported Mehmet Ulusoy. Most are well known figures in France.
Among the internationally known areckalLang, Antoine Vitez, Robert Aberached, the

poet Vercors, Aim® Cesaire. It was Denis B
Centre National de la Recherche Scientifigue who in 1980 classified Mehmet Ulusoy as

one of the leading directors dfidé epoch aside with Victor Garcia, Robert Wilson and

Georgi Toustogonov in his volume titlkde s Voi es de | a cr ®ation t

Mehmet Ulusoy was born in 1942 and educated at a French speaking high school, like
most boys of well to do families in his geagon. While still at high school he started

acting professionally at the theatre of Ulvi Uraz, whom he claimed to be his first teacher

in the theatre. Uraz was an important rep
After high school, he left foFrance, enrolled to study theatre at the Sorbonne but he
spent most of his time att en dMilleubanfeotlerr Pl a
at the Berliner Ensemble, finally he stayed two years near Giorgio Strehler in Milan. He
admitted later to hae been much bored in Berlin.

In 1968 he returned to his native country.

Street theatre was the most appropriate form of theatre for his aspirations. Feeding on
research of the traditional peasantso ritu
agitprop during the next three years. He and his group performed around 20 plays
interrupted by numerous incidents of arrest until Mehmet Ulusoy found himself once
again in France towards end of 1971.

From 1972 to his death in 2005 Ulusoy was to create adwairlreality mixed with
fantasy based on colour, rhythm , strange objects, poetry, together with artists, painters,
designers, musicians and performers from all over the world, in fact all those who crossed
his path during an adventurous travel betweetuces.

Together with a young group of actors fro
troupe and called it ATh®Qegends frde theLFutbre r t ®0 .
which borrowed its title from the same titled poem of the Turkish poet Naxmed,

was staged at the ATh®O©tre St. Deni so. Th
Neruda, Ritsos, short sketches from the humourist Aziz Nesin, folk tales from France and
Turkey and some theatrical devices from traditional play forms such as thenshky.

Eight actors performed with much agility. They not only impersonated characters but
sometimes were instrumental as puppet players. Just like the peasants of ritual plays in
rural Turkey they wore masks, sang, danced, impersonated animal fiflieesesulting
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performance was dynamic and impressive. The young troupe managed to conquer the
Paris audience and the press.

Figure 1. Legends from the Future

The Cloud in Lovavas the title of the next play. This production was based on a single
Hikmet poem, but small episodes from other epic poems of the poet were integrated
within the framework. This production developed the same naive style of production of
Legends from the FutureActing, singing, story telling, the projection of shadows,
changing masks, costumes overlapped consistently in a fast dynamic rhythm. The Swiss
scul ptor Henri Presset made the masks and |
The main elements of scenery were a number of barrels in bright colours These rolled
together ® form a mountain, a shelter or they were ridden like a horse or served to clothe
a character slipped insidéhe Cloud in Lovewas performed at the Avignon Festival of
1973 and enjoyed a jubilant audience. Also being subsidised by the French Chaitnel F3,
was recorded at length.
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Figure 2. The Cloud in Love.

This play came to be considered a chef dobéo
represented of all his productions, presumably 300 representations in sum. It was
performed with different asts in different countries together with variations in scenery

and other detail s. For example the shepher
in the first production were substituted by palm leaves in the Antilles in 1987. The second
staging ofThe Cloud in Loven France was in 1976. It toured France the same year and
during the summer of 1977. A Turkish stagi !
in Istanbul took place in 1992/93. Another production was then performed in France with
smalhhanges in the cast with French and Fren:
des Cultures du Mondeo.

The Caucaian Chalk Circleby Brecht was the first play of a well known playwright

whi ch Mehmet Ulusoy staged i n 5d&ntBeniat t he
Although Brecht was quite popular in France at the time, this play had only enjoyed one

ear |l i er stagi ng Ibthisfirsesatna gD ansgt @ fi nT hh€9@Be8r.e d e
of Grouscha was played by Arlette Bonnard. Ulusoy himse#rimeted the role of

Azdak with a certain amount of empathy. Ten other actors incorporated different roles at
different times. The most remarkable aspect of the staging was the scenery which
consisted of a huge piece of patchworked tissue, by the Tultkislgner Metin Deniz.

Also the Turkish sculptor Kuzgun Acar designed masks for certain characters with less
human traits. A second production took pl a
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Figure 3. The Caucasian Chalk Circle.

This productiorof The Chalk Circlewas performed in the Monastery of the Carmelites

during the 1975 summer festival at Avignon. The play was restaged in 1983 in Istanbul
with the fADostlaro Troupe. This was the f
country after the initiessuccess in France. He directed the same play once again in France

in 1984 with a different cast to be perfor
This time Monique Brun was Grouscha.
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Figure 4. In the Icy Waters of Selfish Calculations.

Afterpr esenting two big productions in Avigno
sketch deriving from A Bertolt Brect poelinSharks Were Humarad the 1975 festival as

a street performanceThis short play was later to be integrated into the next big
production, a grandiose stage interpretatioTlo¢ Capitalof Karl Marx. The idea for

this undertaking sprang from a series of e
Arslan. This rather unusual artist living a secluded life in Paris since 186 ktarted

illustrating The Capital Mehmet Ulusoy used the illustrations as the basis for his
performance text which was composed of material by Brecht, Maiakovsky, Jack London,
Anatole France, Guy de Maupassant, Aziz Nesin. The title was borrowedheciext of

Karl Marx, In the Icy Waters of Selfish Calculationsages of Arslan were projected as
scenic background on a set consisting of &
refrigerators, | adder s, pi ssoNartsi oentad . dTeh el
Parisieno. Then the production was to be
Papal Palace in Avignon in 1976.
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Figure 5. In the Icy Waters of Selfish Calculations.

The only staging of Shakes plasdfirstestage failutd.l us oy C
Macbeth staged as a festival play in Anjou in 1977 suffered a number of misfortunes in

spite of the beautiful French translation and adaptation by Vercors, a much veneered
poet. Some actors suffered injuries during rehearsalaghrextensive acrobatic practice,

the weather was unfavourable, thus they had to perform inside a church where the
acoustics and the bad French accents of the actors rendered the text inaudible. The mobile
scenery by Metin Deniz also produced much unwamede infuriating the festival

audience which valued the text above Miacbethtoured many summer festivals in

France before travelling to Martinique. It had a better reception at thedé&bBrance

festival.

The Burial of the Bossvas a text written Yy Dario Fo for street theatre production.
Th®©tre de Libert® performed this play fis
centre of Pari s, on the performing space
production recieved financial support frBANAC. The cast consisting of skilled actors of

the popular theatre such as Marc Dudicourt and Rosine Rochette carried the production to
great popularity. Dario Fo, visiting the opening night was, however, not satisfied with the
exaggerated grotesque style

Why Did Benerji Kill Himselfs the story of an Indian Marxist worker, who after many
years of struggle, betrayal and imprisonment finds himself a tired revolutionary hero. It is
a long epic poem composed by Nazim Hikmet in 198faging plain narrativpoetry
caused no problem for the director. He solved the main problem of static narrative by



