
 INSTITUTE BENJAMENTA 
Although he hails from a noble family, Jacob von Gunten is determined to 
become “a charming, big round zero.” He enrolls in the Institute Benjamenta, 
a school for domestic servants named after its director. The “sacrosanct” 
rules, the strictly-regimented behaviour, the outfit, and the humility that his 
new station requires are so many topics that entertain Jacob and that he 
records in his diary, the form Robert Walser gave to his novel. Part reflection 
about the status of servant, part account of what happens at the institute until 
its upheaval, Jacob’s writing is always subject to a central doubt: could he be 
mistaken about what he’s seeing? Has he really lived through it, or merely 
dreamed it? Bérangère Vantusso reinforces that sense of confusion by using 
both actors and hyperrealist puppets to tell this story of masters and servants, 
of death and rebirth. Inspired by bunraku, Japanese puppet theatre, the 
director separates voices and bodies and makes Jacob her main reciter, until 
narration gives way to action. The puppets thus become the ideal figures of 
this “zero” from which everything can happen; the circle of possibilities widens 
and, with it, the dream.

 BÉRANGÈRE VANTUSSO 
After training as an actress at the CDN in Nancy, Bérangère Vantusso first 
encountered puppet theatre in 1998, while studying at the Sorbonne Nouvelle. 
She immediately identified that art as the crucial point of her research about 
incarnation and stage speech, and soon started working as a puppeteer with 
François Lazaro, then with Emilie Valantin. Determined to bring together 
puppets and contemporary texts, and to show that puppet theatre isn’t only 
meant for children, she directed part of Heiner Müller’s Germania Death in 
Berlin in 1999, and founded the company trois-six-trente. An associate artist 
and teacher in several national theatres, she works on her own projects 
(among which Jon Fosse’s Kant in 2007; Maurice Maeterlinck’s The Blind 
in 2008; Jon Fosse’s Violet in 2012; Personne(s), which she co-wrote with 
Marguerite Bordat, in 2013; Eddy Pallaro’s Le Rêve d’Anna (Anna’s Dream) in 
2014), while creating puppets for other directors. Working on the hyperrealism 
of those characters she always combines with actual actors, Bérangère 
Vantusso likes to play along the border between convention and illusion.

 ROBERT WALSER 
Swiss writer Robert Walser published three novels during his life (The Tanners 
in 1907, The Assistant in 1908, and Jakob von Gunten in 1909) as well as 
many shorter works, poems, and short stories. The Walk shows us how he 
looked at the world, identifying large upheavals while apparently making it a 
point to describe the surface of things as well as their details. Having worked 
as a servant, a bank teller, and a librarian, the modest Robert Walser was 
admired by writers such as Kafka and Musil. Haunted by violent dreams and 
deep anxieties, he entered a psychiatric hospital in 1929, where he died in 
1956.
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 INTERVIEW WITH BÉRANGÈRE VANTUSSO  
How did you discover this text, and what made you decide to adapt and direct it?
Bérangère Vantusso: Christine Tiana, who manages the company, recommended 
I read Institute Benjamenta, telling me that the story took place in a school for 
servants. The setting immediately drew my attention because it creates a link 
between our relationship to puppets and questions about the world at large. In 
my shows, I like to offer alternative options to the model we’ve been insidiously 
bludgeoned with since we were little, to the point that it now seems self-evident. 
Institute Benjamenta offers a sideways look at the values of power that seem innate. 
Robert Walser, through the voice of his character, Jakob, develops a dialectics that 
challenges those values: are the strong really strong? Isn’t inner strength just as 
valuable? Sure, it won’t feed you, but so what? Just because everything seems to 
agree on what is being strong or weak doesn’t mean you shouldn’t challenge that 
order. Each sequence of the novel includes a sentence by Jakob that shows that 
he isn’t sure, that he doesn’t know if he’s right to think the way he does… I find this 
way of asking questions very comforting in itself. I don’t trust people who know 
everything. Moreover, Jakob goes beyond the status of a servant: he enrolls into 
the institute because he wants to become “a charming, big round zero.” Puppets 
are indeed an ideal figure of this nothing that can become everything; a zero seen 
as a promise, a virginal zero. In a similar vein, I see the desert through which Jakob 
and the director wander at the end of the novel as a place of renewal, a place where 
something is possible, like a blank page rather than a void. Robert Walser wrote 
this novel at a time where bourgeois society was crumbling. Mr. Benjamenta, who is 
identified with the institute, is ready for Jakob’s arrival. He doesn’t fight; he pretends 
to, puts up a front for a while, but in truth he’s just waiting for someone to kick down 
his institution to try to rebuild something else, something different, elsewhere… to 
live again.

What did you focus on in your adaptation?
For this show, I wanted, right from the moment I started working on the puppets, 
to add a touch of fantasy to our universe. Before reading Jakov von Gunten, I 
saw the movie the Brothers Quay made of it, and I had the feeling we could take 
our hyperrealist characters out of their everyday nature. While working on the 
adaptation, I chose to restrict the play to one place, removing Jakob’s trips into town, 
focusing on the question of the overthrow of the Institute. What’s most important 
is our connection to Jakob. It’s as if we had our fingers in his brain and could at 
any time feel his thoughts, his consistencies and inconsistencies, his fantasies. 
Moreover, I kept the doubt he always leaves regarding what he’s saying: is he 
relating something that happened or making things up? A passage in particular 
influenced my whole adaptation: Jakob describes how his friend Schacht and 
himself, lying on his bed, tell each other “lots of stories, stories taken from life, that 
is, lived, but even more invented stories (…). The narrow, dark room starts to widen, 
unknown streets, rooms, cities, castles, people, and landscapes appear, and all 
rumble, talk, whisper, cry, etc.” This idea that an entire world can arise from nothing, 
I once again connect it to the figure of the zero, which I see as the figure of the poet, 
the artist, from whom everything can happen. That passage is the foundation of 
our show and of our scenography project—a purely mental space, devoid of any 
realistic sign, which works only with the imagination and has the potential to become 
anything.

You say that you want actors and puppets to be on an equal footing in this 
show. Will they all be on the same level?
That’s the correct phrase, because it’s a permanent question for me and Marguerite 
Bordat, with whom I create the puppets, and who’s also the show’s scenographer. 
I often say I don’t do puppet shows. I create shows in which there are puppets. 
Actors are just as important as puppets. The writing revolves around the relationship 
between them. We imagine scenographies that welcome them all and allow their 



presence together to unfold. In Institute Benjamenta, there are two levels of play, 
with actors manipulated by other actors, and actors who play among puppets. To 
give the show a fantasy aspect, we chose to make the puppets slightly smaller 
than the actors. I wanted the head of the puppet to be just below the head of the 
puppeteer, so as to be able to write both levels very quickly, almost simultaneously. 
This allows the audience to apprehend both at the same time, and is part of this 
desire to blur the lines between them even more than usual. This choice of scale 
also allows for extensions, for a hybridisation of the bodies. I don’t think a 1:1 ratio 
can ever work. You’re missing the fantasy element. What I like in our conception of 
the puppets is the way we spend so much time to carefully reach a realistic result, 
yet clearly challenge that convention. The goal is neither to produce a double or 
create an illusion, but to make identification harder. You can’t just say “the character 
is the puppet” or “the character is the actor.” The character shifts from one zone to 
the other. There’s always doubt. In this show, the feeling of strangeness arises from 
the height of the characters, from the mass they form all together, from the shape of 
their faces and of their features. I’d want it to be at once completely believable and 
completely impossible. That’s the paradox that Jakob highlights: we’re interested in 
lived stories, but maybe even more so in stories that are made up. But for us to like 
them, they have to be made up so well that we can believe they were lived.

In your show, who’s responsible for telling the story?
Our creations have long been influenced by bunraku, the Japanese art of puppet 
theatre. The basic idea is that puppets are manipulated by three actors. The master 
shows his face and moves the torso and head of the puppet, while the other two 
wear hoods and move the pelvis and the feet. The voice is dissociated from the 
body, it comes from a place called the mawashi, a small turning stage on which 
stands the reciter—the tayu—who’s tasked with telling the whole story, both the 
narrative parts and the voices of the characters. In Jakob von Gunten, Walser 
operates a shift from narration to action that allows us to use the same technique. 
The novel takes the form of a diary, that of Jakob, and speech spreads progressively 
throughout the novel. At first, only Jakob speaks; he’s the one who tells the story. At 
the end of the first third, the other characters begin to find their place and, towards 
the end, some sequences are nothing but dialogue. There’s a shift from a sort of 
epic theatre to dramatic theatre. It’s something I want to keep in our adaptation. 
There will be an evolution in who among the puppets gets to talk. At first, only one 
character, Jakob, will speak for everyone, and little by little, the quartet he forms with 
the director, his wife, and Kraus will increase the number of speaking parts.

You’re an admirer of the work of the painter Michaël Borremans. How did he 
inspire the conception of this show?
I find in his work a projection of what the Institute Benjamenta could be. I like the 
atmosphere of his paintings, and the characters he creates often look a lot like 
puppets in their postures and situations. More so than an aesthetics, it’s the object of 
their research that inspires me in painters. Michaël Borremans works on the tension 
between everyday life and realism on the one hand, and fantastic situations on the 
other, which I find more interesting than the works themselves, and which is close to 
what I work on as well. My desire to instil mystery into our show crystallised thanks 
to Borremans’s world and led me to a format of puppets we’d never used before. 
That choice increases even more the double effect of reality and unreality of our 
characters. It adds a subtext to the fate of these young people who are deprived of 
a part of themselves when they arrive at the institute and who are stuck there. The 
master is free to grant them their freedom or not… With this format of puppets, the 
circle of what’s possible widens, and with it the dream of what we can’t see. The 
hidden part of those beings isn’t missing, it’s just standing by, latent. It’s the most 
poetic part of them.

—
Interview conducted by Marion Canelas



 AND... 
SUJETS À VIF  
The Life of Shapes by Renaud Herbin and Célia Houdart, July 8 to 14 
at 11:00, Jardin de la vierge du lycée Saint-Joseph
WORKSHOPS OF THOUGHT 
Animate-inanimate, blurring the line with Bérangère Vantusso, organised by 
Themaa, July 10 at 15:00, Louis Pasteur site of the Université d’Avignon
CYCLE OF SACRED MUSIC 
No Dawn, Voids and loyalties, The Absence, The Other Kingdom by Pascal 
Quignard , reader Pierre-Yves Chapalain, July 12 at 11:30, Collégiale 
Saint-Agricol

Institute Benjamenta by Robert Walser, translation Marthe Robert, is published by éditions 
Gallimard, collection L’Imaginaire. Books of Robert Walser are available at the Festival 
bookshop at the église des Célestins and at the Chartreuse bookshop in Villeneuve lez 
Avignon.

 TOUR DATES OF INSTITUTE BENJAMENTA AFTER THE FESTIVAL 
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In order to bring you this edition, over 1,750 people, artists,
technicians, and organisational staff, have worked tireless
and enthusiastically for months. More than half of them are
state-subsidised freelance workers.

#BERANGEREVANTUSSO
#INSTITUTBENJAMENTA
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festival-avignon.com
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– September 22 to 23, 2016 at TJP 
Centre dramatique national d’Alsace 
Strasbourg

– September 29 to October 7 at 
Théâtre Olympia Centre dramatique 
régional de Tours

– November 17 to 18 at Scènes 
Vosges à Épinal

– November 22 to 24 at Théâtre  
de Sartrouville et des Yvelines 
Centre dramatique national

– December 3 at Théâtres en 
Dracénie de Draguignan

– December 9 at Maison de la culture 
de Nevers et de la Nièvre

– February 1st to 9 at Théâtre du 
Nord Centre dramatique national 
Lille Tourcoing Nord-Pas de Calais 
Picardie

– March 8 to 10 at NEST-THÉÂTRE 
Centre Dramatique National  
de Thionville

– March 24 to 25 at Théâtre  
Jean Arp scène conventionnée  
de Clamart


