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I. 1. Background to the research, problem definition

The subject of the thesis is the work of Maurice Béjart (1927-2007), one of the
highly influential dance creators of the 20th century who produced an oeuvre full
of contradictions. Starting from the 1970s, the art of the French choreographer
also became known in Hungary; however, we fell under the influence of his

creations rather than truly and deeply getting to know them.

The aim of my thesis is to attempt to outline the major milestones of the creator's
career (since the Hungarian-language literature on him is incomplete and full of
erroneous data), its dance-historical aspects, the evolution of his creative style,
and to examine the influence that literature exerted on the artist and the
development of his oeuvre. The investigation of literary influences significantly
contributes to a more thorough understanding of Maurice Béjart's work, given that
numerous creations in his oeuvre were inspired by European and non-European

literature.

At the same time, uncharacteristically for his profession, the choreographer
himself engaged in writing—creating a novel, a play, and essays, while two
autobiographical volumes also flowed from his pen. It is worthwhile to examine
his writings from the perspective of how theatrical thinking and the act of creating
within the scenic space emerge from the texts. His strong literary attachment
raises new research opportunities regarding the mutual impact of dance and
literature, which may lead into the field of rather incomplete Hungarian dance-

aesthetic investigations.



In the introduction of my dissertation, | formulated the following fundamental

questions:

1. How does the Béjartian dance language evolve and change from experimental
works to the dance theater form? Can Béjart's use of the body and the applied
dance technique(s) be called unique? How does he use the tools of visual and

movement metaphor in his works? Does his literary attachment play a role in this?

2. What is the essence of the concept of Béjart's total dance theater in relation to
the dance and theater history of the era (e.g., the work of P. Bausch, J.-L. Barrault,
or J. Vilar)? What does this concept mean from the perspective of the body, ritual,

and scenic means of expression?

3. How does the relationship between literature and dance manifest in Béjart's
choreographies? Is it a matter of literary adaptation, or is the influence from which

the work is born more complex?

4. What role did childhood experiences and traumas, the paternal intellectual
heritage, readings, and the activity of reading itself play in the choreographer's

creations?

5. What place do Béjart's writings and texts occupy in European dance literature?
Do these writings possess literary value? Do the texts written by him carry and, if

so, how do they convey the choreographic vision?

6. How does the autobiographical doubled/multiplied self manifest? How does the
choreographer relate in these texts to his creative self, to creation, and to memory?
How does autofiction appear in his autobiographical texts? How is his ballet The
Nutcracker connected to the autobiographical texts? Can the work be considered

as a dancing autofiction?



I1. Research Methodology

In elaborating on my topic, the investigation was hindered by the fact that there is
no conventionally accepted, fully developed methodology for analyzing dance
works. A dance historian, who approaches a work with philological thinking to
uncover its content and formal regularities along with its interdisciplinary aspects,
understands work analysis differently than a dancer or choreographer, for whom
an analytical description of a dance piece means describing the assignment of
movements to one another, the arrangement of dance in space, and its connection

to music.

Regarding dance work analyses from a dance-historical approach, performance
analysis appears methodologically to be the most applicable procedure in the
sense of the terminology used by Patrice Pavis (1947-). This defining figure of
contemporary theater theory links two approaches to the term performance
analysis—reporting analysis and reconstructive analysis—which are worth

applying together in connection with summarizing the Béjartian oeuvre.

In the case of viewable works—even though we do not encounter individual
choreographies at the exact moment of scenic representation—it is possible to
grasp the dynamics of the dance creation and the feelings and meanings triggered
by what is seen. For non-recorded, and thus non-viewable pieces, | chose
reconstructive analysis as a method, which:"... always operating post festum,
collects the signs, relics, and documents of representation, as well as those
statements of intent written by the artists when the performance was being

prepared..."2

This latter is particularly... of great significance in Béjart's case, since he not only
spoke in detail about his creative intentions in his autobiographies but also
analyzed his thoughts related to his own works in numerous interviews, in-depth

interviews, and documentaries.



During the study of Béjart's oeuvre, alongside his life path, it was primarily
necessary to examine the dance and theatrical phenomena of the era, because the
choreographer's life and work were deeply rooted in the artistic life of his time.
At first, it seemed logical to investigate only the theatrical environment, but it
quickly became apparent that all those fields (philosophy, literature, music, film,
religion, travel) to which Béjart's interest extended are indispensable for a more

thorough understanding of his career.

At the same time, perhaps the most important sources were the creator's
autobiographical writings (not only the first volume available in Hungarian but
also the as-yet unpublished second volume, which | translated during the course
of this work). Almost every dance work by Béjart is self-reflexive in some way;,
his choreographies unfold in their entirety only if we know their creator's life,

thoughts, experiences, and readings.

The majority of the relevant literature is available primarily in French and English.
Therefore, during the work, | translated a significant amount of specialized
literature. In addition to presenting the oeuvre and its connections, it was
necessary to search for those unique approaches in the relationship between text
and dance within Béjart's choreographies that guided Maurice Béjart along this

path.

An equally exciting research task was offered by the examination of the texts of
the books written by Béjart—autobiography, novel, essay—from which |1
attempted to describe the inverse of the phenomenon, namely the rare
phenomenon of “the choreographer emerging from the text". I examined Maurice
Béjart's working method, along with the antecedents and circumstances of
creating his ballets. Linked to this is a more detailed analysis of several works
considered fundamental—not always based on literature—compared with

autobiographical texts and memoirs.



In the analyses, I did not merely strive to describe what is seen but, in light of the
circumstances of the works' genesis (approche génétique), decoded the deeper
layers of the choreography. This latter approach is particularly important in
Béjart's case; the organizing principle of his works can often be deciphered
precisely through knowledge of biographical events, readings, -cultural
experiences, and encounters. My goal in the thesis was to interpret the concept of
total dance theater associated with Béjart by moving beyond generalities and to
define the phenomenon from a dance-historical perspective relative to multiple,

sometimes contradictory, literary interpretations.

I11. Results

As a result of the research work, the processing, evaluation, and interpretation of
sources, | received answers to the questions raised in the thesis. A significant
portion of Béjart's works is either specifically of literary motivation or connected
in some other way to his readings and the work of particular poets or writers. It is
a conseqguence of his extensive reading, the intellectual worldview he experienced
from a young age, and the spiritual legacy of his philosopher father that the literary
texts he came to know became integrated into his creations, so much so that
certain authors (for example, Baudelaire) appeared in his works with almost their

entire oeuvre.

The "utilization™ of literature in these ballets occurred in various ways: sometimes
the text of the works provided a starting point for a dance piece, or even appeared
and was spoken within it (for instance, in the case of Shakespeare, or Moliere and
lonesco) ; at other times, multiple texts were "layered" upon each other
(Baudelaire) , and it also occurred that the very content and aesthetic "power" of
the text (Mishima) prompted the choreographer to create. In the verbality used as
a means of expression in the choreographies, he assigned a major role to the

human voice, the colors of the voice, diction, and language itself.



The examination of Béjart's writings and texts has so far been absent not only
from Hungarian but also from international literature. Yet, his novel Mathilde
(1963) and his drama A-6-Roc (1992), with the characteristics of 20th-century
contemporary literature and a dance-creator's vision, are interesting and unique

manifestations of the relationship between dance and literature.

Furthermore, the investigation of his autobiographies (with which domestic
literature has not dealt at all until now), as is already clear from the titles of the
two volumes (Un instant dans la vie d'autrui, Mémoires 1. and La vie de qui,
Mémoires 2.), proved that Béjart was actually preoccupied with a fundamental

question, which he formulated as:"In what sense am I, me?"

To this question, he provided an important answer in his autobiographies, also
crucial from the perspective of his creative art: he emphasized the plurality of his
identity. Thoughts nourished by memories, reflections, dreams, small daily
worries, large existential questions, encounters, and solitary meditations
consistently return to this proposition. In his biographies, Béjart did not describe
the events of his life; rather, he strives to present versions of the happenings as

processed by memory and imagination.

"I hope my life is made rather... of cutouts, and yes, such fanciful ones."* The
expression borrowed from Balzac (fantasques découpures) indicates that Béjart
viewed his role as a writer in the same way as his choreographic work, in which
he almost never used linear storytelling; instead, he assembled his ballets from
juxtaposed fragments and mosaics. In his writings, as well as in the majority of
his works, he rejected linear storytelling and the chronological presentation of

gvents.

The phenomenon of a life's "cutouts” can also be examined in the light of
Ricoeur's "ipse-idem" identity theory. Proceeding from this, Bgjart's
autobiographical approach is not a construction of his life's events, but rather a

discursive strategy based on his Ipse-identity, which changes to express the



diversity of lives hidden within stories that he considers his own. Ricoeur's thesis
can therefore be applied to the plural personality displayed in Béjart's
autobiographies: "Man is hidden in his own stories; the self has no qualities; every

quality exists in the story."*

This discursive strategy, which can also be understood as the staging of successive
"selves"—that is, appearing as the literary performance of his life—
simultaneously establishes the literary staging of the choreographer's profession.
During creation, the choreographer continuously assumes other lives besides his
own; his own personality slips into the characters he creates. The similarity
between his autobiographical approaches and the process of choreographic
creation can ultimately be traced back to the question of performativity. Béjart's
profession is a... performative act in the sense that he produces choreographic

works which are performed before an audience.

His writings, as "performative discourses,” come into being by producing the
described stories as a performance. The performative discourse nature is exerted
even more strongly in his autofictional biographical text, where the real events of
his life recede into the background, appearing almost exclusively on an
associative level, and the performative nature of the description approaches real

stage performances. Thus, he creates his "word-ballets".

| believe | have succeeded in answering perhaps one of the most important
questions raised as a hypothesis at the beginning of the thesis—how Béjart's
literary and dance-creation activities are connected—and, moreover, through this
research, an image of Béjart may emerge that can contribute to newer
interpretations of the relationship between dance and literature. Béjart's literary
activity is a rare phenomenon in the history of dance. These texts are expressions
of a desire to communicate that searches within verbality for opportunities to

extend the universe of linguistic tools.



The quality of these literary creations and the appearance of the choreographer's
scenic vision within them have not been investigated at all in Hungarian literature,
and only a few international Béjart analysts have examined them tangentially. In
my work, | sought to raise new thoughts in this area for a correlation study to be

continued and fully realized later within the discourse of dance and literature.
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