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AIRDRIE ACADEMY ADV HIGHER DRAMA 

BRECHT

Bertolt Brecht

Brecht was both playwright and producer/director of his own, and others', plays. He also wrote extensively on dramatic theory. You may be confused if you assume that the theory matches the reality of the plays in production. The theory, arising from a Marxist notion of drama as a vehicle for rational didacticism, describes theatre as Brecht, in a sense, wished it to become. This theory is only partly realised in his own work. Brecht would say that this is the result of the theatres (and society's) not being ready yet for the final, perfected version of epic theatre. Modern theatre critics might say that Brecht's practical sense of what works in the theatre has (happily) overruled the more extreme applications of his theory. 

BERTOLT BRECHT: AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
 
Augsburg (Germany), Bertolt Brecht’s place of birth was once one of the centres of European trade, but at the time of Brecht’s birth on February 10, 1898 it had long lost its position as a dominant centre and was a somewhat sleepy town where farmers met to sell their products in the market.  The origin of Brecht’s opposition to city-life and the larger megalopolis is then slightly blurred.

 

As a young boy in school, Brecht was rather evolutionary in his ideas and attitudes.  He came from the middle classes and was a non-conformist and rebellious child.  Brecht saw himself as a rebel and traitor to his bourgeois background. When Brecht was sixteen, W.W.1 began. He made clear his violently pacifist views in essays and stories at school.

 

Not long after, Brecht left school in 1916 to study medicine and science at university; he was called upon by the army and became a medical orderly in a military hospital.  The traumatic experience of witnessing the senseless slaughter of human beings and attempting to repair mutilated bodies left a lasting impression upon Brecht.  This experience no doubt influenced not only Brecht the man, but also Brecht the artist.  He became a fanatical pacifist, violently opposing those international political forces that for their own economic profit could send men into such carnage.

 

In November 1918, the German Revolution and a brief spell of communism came to Bavaria of which Brecht was totally supportive.  When the revolutionary situation ceased Brecht went back to university and began to write plays.

 

November 3, 1922 saw Brecht marry Marianne Zoff in Munich, only to end in divorce a mere 5 years later.

 

In 1924, Brecht moved to Berlin, the modern metropolis he so loved to hate. Here he wrote several plays.  At that time Berlin theatre was dominated by three great producers Reinhardt, Jessner and Piscastor.  Piscastor regarded the stage above all as an instrument for mobilising the masses and sought a topical highly political theatre.  Brecht was influenced greatly by Piscastor and the two often collaborated on joint projects.

 

In 1929 on April 10th, Brecht married a second time to Helene Weigel.

 

The years after the war for Germans were years of national humiliation, economic misery and disillusionment.  He came to terms with the colossal slaughter of the war and the “obscene brainwashing” that had been inflicted on the civilians.  These years of immense hardship caused Brecht and his contemporaries to search for a means to demonstrate the economic, social and political conditions of man.

 

The massive unemployment, soaring inflation rates and widespread corruption following the holocaust of the war, exploded old conventions and pre-conceptions.

 

As Hitler assumed power and fascism overtook Germany in 1933, all aspects of culture began to be controlled by a Government policy of:

 


“Hear nothing that we do not wish you to hear


 See nothing that we do not wish you to see


 Think nothing that we do not wish you to think.”

 

Hitler organised Germany into a single party dictatorship, intensely nationalistic, racist, militaristic and imperialist.

 

Being deeply committed to social reform it is not surprising that Brecht – a dedicated Marxist, was forced to flee Germany and later was officially exiled.  So, in February 1933, Brecht and his family left Germany for Vienna so as to heighten the chance of Brecht doing his innovative and experimental theatre work and widen his range.  Brecht then visited and worked in various cities including Switzerland, France, Denmark, Stockholm, Finland and finally USA. 
In 1947 the House of Un-America Activities Committee (HUAC) chaired by J. Parnell Thomas, began an investigation into the entertainment industry. The HUAN interviewed 41 people who were working in Hollywood. These people attended voluntarily and became known as ‘friendly witnesses’. During their interview they named 19 people who they accused of holding left wing views. Brecht was one of those named and after giving evidence to the HUAC, where he denied being a member of the American Communist Part, he left for East Germany.

In October 1948 however, Brecht returned to Berlin and after being invited to East Berlin for production purposes, Brecht’s play “Mother Courage” opened on 11th May 1949.  Following this Brecht was to create the Berliner Ensemble which went on to tour many countries including Poland, France and England. Over the next few years it became one of the most famous theatre companies.
 

Brecht had always followed the communist party’s line of belief and thinking that greatly opposed Nazism.  Brecht showed this in not only his involvement in the communist party but also in his approach to his theatrical work

 

On August 14, 1956 Brecht died of a Coronary Thrombosis but his messages live on through his works.  One side of Brecht saw the world without sense or purpose and Marxist concept of a dynamic pattern in human history (the inevitability of the class struggle and progress towards the victory of the proletarian), gave Brecht a firm foothold in the shifting sands of what had been aimless existence.

 

Marxism provided Brecht with a strong sense of purpose, an optimistic political faith that matched his theatrical form and the triumph of rational thought over romantic sentimentality.

 

Yet the poet still survived.

The context of Brecht’s work

In order to explore Brecht’s theatre, it is important to understand the historical, political, social and cultural context of Germany from the 1920s to the 1950s, especially the Weimar Republic (1918​–1933). 

Germany has a rich artistic and literary heritage. It was home to some of the world's most influential philosophers, writers and composers, such as Goethe (1749-1832), who, like Brecht, was a poet, dramatist and novelist and wrote his classic text Faust.

The historical and cultural context

The Weimar Republic (named after a city in SW East Germany), however controversial in economic and political terms, was a fertile ground for modern arts and sciences. Berlin, in particular, became a thriving centre for many new art movements such as Dadaism, Expressionism and the Bauhaus.

The Arts

· In Literature, Thomas Mann explored the limits of modernist writing.

· The Bauhaus school, near Weimar, revolutionised architecture.

· The theory and practices of the theatres in Berlin and Frankfurt led to a revolution on stage. Bertolt Brecht broke with old traditions of play writing with his Marxist political intentions, and Max Reinhardt and Erwin Piscator became world famous stage directors.

· Great film companies made German cinema one of the most notable in the world (a position it never again achieved).

· Leading composers of atonal music taught and heard their works first performed in Weimar Germany.

· The artist George Grosz painted bitter, satirical images.

· The Frankfurt Institute for Social Research developed theories inspired by a synthesis of Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis that became highly influential in twentieth-century thought.

The Sciences

· The Weimar Republic "inherited" excellent universities and science centres.

· Göttingen was the world's most famous centre for physics, and German was the international language in physics and chemistry.

· Michael Frayn's absorbing play Copenhagen was based on the groundbreaking work of Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg in the area of quantum mechanics and the splitting of the atom. Albert Einstein lived and taught in Berlin.

Much of Weimar culture showed great interest in the United States, and historians have spoken of an Americanisation of German culture during the Weimar years. For example, the assembly line technique (developed in the American automobile industry), the skyscraper, styles of American mass consumerism and advertising seemed the epitome of modern ideas to Weimar artists. They adapted some American forms but often used them critically and creatively.

There was also a strong influence of Russian modernism on Weimar culture. The posters, graphics, and architecture of the young Soviet Union artists, the Constructivists, seemed to represent the manifestations of a new and more humane world to many Weimar artists.

Many of the rich developments in the arts and sciences had their origins in pre-WWII Germany, and the Weimar Republic encouraged them and became identified with them. This was a mixed blessing, however, since a broad segment of the public, including conservative academics, church leaders and journalists in Germany (and elsewhere), saw the new trends in culture and thought as a threat to civilisation and an affront to good taste. Right wing conservatives considered that Weimar Culture confirmed the image of a hedonistic, amoral and degenerate society. The fact that many leading artists, including Brecht and his actress wife Helene Weigel, associated with the Communist Party (which was fashionable in intellectual circles all over Europe) or with other forms of Socialism, branded the new trends as doubly dangerous. (In fact, the German Communist Party welcomed much of this artistic help and featured avant-garde theatre and film in its propaganda.) The strong representation of Jews among the new Weimar artists was also used by the extreme right wing to label it a "Judaised Republic."

When the Nazis came to power, most of the exponents of Weimar culture had to emigrate and live in exile. Hitler declared many of it’s as "degenerate" art. The public book burning organised by Goebbels in 1933 condemned modernist thought and writing by Jews and non-Jews. The unique activity of German Jews, in the arts and sciences came to an end. Many physicists, social scientists, film directors, writers and artists including Brecht and composer Kurt Weill, immigrated to the United States, which thus inherited Weimar culture. However, the Nazis' break with Weimar culture was not as strict as some historians have assumed.  Nazi architecture and art tended to mix classical patterns with some modernist elements, which produced an unattractive, bombastic style.

Images of the changes that Hitler brought to German society were represented by popular artists such as George Grosz, a contemporary of Brecht's who even painted backdrops for a Piscator production of one of Brecht's plays. Grosz's political intentions were similar to Brecht's. Grosz saw himself in the role of prosecutor of every kind of political corruption. His paintings are well worth finding for a satiric visual representation of German society from the 1920s until his death in 1959. Look out especially for his illustration of Hitler as an industrialist/capitalist for Brecht's The Three Soldiers in 1930, and his equally socially aware drawing of The Robbers which Penguin Books have used as a cover illustration for Brecht's Threepenny Novel. Grosz's distinctive thick black line has been highly influential in contemporary graphic design.

The political context

Brecht began writing his influential musical plays like The Threepenny Opera in the 1920s.  At the same time he began a serious study of the works of Karl Marx, such as the revolutionary Das Kapital. Brecht's reading of Marxism and the application of its concept of dialectics, influenced his most important and innovative ideas for theatre. From Marxism, Brecht took a revolutionary stance-not only towards the class struggle, but also towards the representation of bourgeois realism on stage.

This quotation from The Threepenny Opera clearly shows are his revolutionary intentions. 

Mr J.J. Peachum, the wily businessman, who runs an agency for beggars, tells his wife in "First Threepenny Finale: The Uncertainty of Human Circumstances":

We all would practise charity and love: 
To give the poor our money, must be right.
When Man is good, God's kingdom's not far off;
Who wouldn't like to bask in Heaven's light?
We all would practise charity and love.
But sad to say, this earth is far from Heaven,
Man's life is squalid, Man himself is low.
We all would like to live in peace forever,
But the conditions here? Won't have it so.

... Of course it must be understood, 
The world and Man are no damn good.
Who wouldn't like a paradise right here?
Things being as they are, will it appear?
No, you can bet your boots it won't.
Your brother may be fond of you,
But if the food won't do for two,
He'll kick you in your ugly face,

Disloyalty is no disgrace.

In his book Das Kapital, Marx argued that the division of labour in modern industrial society had changed the relationship between humankind and the world. He argued that, in modern industry, workers sold their labour in order to produce commodities or products. These commodities then seemed alien in that they seem to have been produced magically. Capitalistic production did not reveal the signs of its production, so products come to have a natural life of their own.

Similarly, Brecht argued that Realistic theatre presented and reinforced a particular political vision, a view of society as the inevitable product of evolution and history, and therefore not susceptible to change. For Brecht, the realism of the time, which was based on bourgeois ideals and characters, was a biased representation of social reality. Brecht reinterpreted Marx's concept of alienations a theatrical ideology, in order to displace realism and to show up the hidden agenda of the theatre of the time.

Under Capitalism, Marx contended that, where everything is a product for sale, all human lives, relationships and values become products. The workers become dehumanised and are incorporated into the machinery of production. The pervading world view of Capitalism, where products confront workers as something natural and entirely separate from their makers, was to Marx a false one, perpetuated to the political advantage of the wealthy ruling classes.

Brecht's theatre aimed to provide its audience with ways of looking at bourgeois reality, (including Naturalistic Drama), as unnatural as a political ideology produced in the interests of profiteering. Brecht's theatre sought, therefore, to alienate or estrange the audience from everyday reality so that it could be reinterpreted in a new light. He wanted the audience to sit back from their views of events that they had come to see as natural and inevitable, and question the world created by Capitalism and the society it sustained.

In his essay The Modern Theatre is the Epic Theatre, Brecht stated that his theatre work is based on a "radical separation of the elements of production," (see alienation effect in the notes below) rather than the unity of action seen in Realism. This realistic illusion Brecht found to be dishonest, in that it seduced the audience to accept subliminally its representation of reality as a natural and apolitical view of the world.  He wanted the audience to rethink and redefine its world view. By contrast to the Realistic theatre, Brecht's theatre always shows dramatic illusion in its characterisation, setting, action and techniques such as the alienation effect of using screens featuring captions to reveal the forthcoming action.

Such theatre making, involving theatre effects and machinery, and distancing acting techniques on stage, makes the audience aware that the means of production in his theatre is the message he is trying to communicate to them, that stage realism, like life outside the theatre, is made, not given. These ideas are, in turn, a rejection of the Stanislavsky System of acting, involving the character's given circumstances and the accruing of naturalistic details.

Brecht was criticised by the Communist Party for not using social realism because his problem-based Epic Theatre failed to provide solutions. But Brecht, of course, didn't want to immerse his audience in reality. Instead he wanted them to "cry tears from the brain," to absorb messages and ideas on which they could act.

Influences
Frank Wedekind

Heavily influenced by Frank Wedekind a German playwright (1864-1918) Brecht was an admirer of his poetry and dramatic technique. Wedekind combined diverse and even conflicting modes of presentation, working to place the spectator in a rather uncomfortable and yet captivated position, thus ‘anticipating’ the later Expressionists. His use of gestures and emphasis on physical appearance became vital elements of Brecht’s practice.
Film

Collaborated with Piscator who first used the term EPIC THEATRE. Piscator included film (newsreel clips and cartoons) as well as narration, music, and multiple settings – these became the basis for Brecht’s work.

Russian director Sergei Eisenstein who moved into film in 1920’s. His film Battleship Potemkin had a powerful political effect – employed montage and characters that represented whole classes to get point across – Brecht adopted these techniques.

Charlie Chaplin much admired by Brecht for clarity of facial expression and almost stereotypical demonstration of emotions.

Oriental Theatre

Brecht heavily influenced by Chinese Theatre – use of symbols recognised by audience allowing for pared down style in design and acting e.g. use of patches on robes to represent poverty – recognised gestures and deliberate positioning of the actors – no ‘fourth wall’ effect – observing own actions and commenting on them by looking at the audience showed the actor was ‘demonstrating’ the character not ‘becoming’ the character.

Expressionism

A movement in art and literature that tried to destroy superficial ideas of reality and explore the deeper meanings underneath.

Brecht influenced by two German playwrights associated with Expressionism, Georg Buchner and Frank Wedekind who wrote tough unpretentious dramas – short scenes terse dialogue, interspersed with folk songs. Dramas centred on a man moving through certain incidents that had a profound psychological influence on his journey through life. A new loose form of storytelling involving the use of relatively new forms of stage lighting and technical features such as stage revolves. Although influenced by their style Brecht reacted against its harshness and lack of humour

Piscator
Early in his career Brecht collaborated with Piscator an innovative, social dramatist, intent on raising awareness among the working classes of the injustices they faced. Brecht worked with Piscator on ‘Good Soldier Schweik’, a play taken from a novel about the woeful wartime adventures of an ordinary soldier. The production used filmed cartoons.

Brecht took ideas from his early work with Piscator and transformed them into a fully developed set of theories. Unlike Craig and Artaud, Brecht was a practical man, he tried and tested his theories in the rehearsal room. He would say, ‘The proof is in the pudding’.

Brecht’s use of theatre was openly political, he demanded that the spectators should open their eyes and see the extent of inequity and injustice in the world and understand the urgent need to change it.

He adopted the words of Karl Marx,

‘It is not just a matter of interpreting the world, the point is to change it.’

Brecht inherited a world of theatre in which Stanislavski’s naturalism was the accepted norm but he found it a woefully inadequate tool with which to express the social problems around him.

Stanislavski and Brecht are often presented as being ‘antagonistic’ but this is only partly true. Brecht reacted against the ‘feeling’ connection essential in Stanislavski’s theatre of empathy. According to Brecht it impaired the spectators ability to view the play in a detached, objective, thinking manner. Empathy prevents the spectator making considered judgements about the circumstances and conditions that contribute to the problems and dilemmas the characters face. It encourages the spectator to accept that those circumstances are beyond the control of the characters, they have to be, ‘put up with.’

To Brecht, circumstances are changeable.

Brecht was irritated by the whole system of acting designed to carry sensible intelligent people (actors and audience) into a world of make-believe they couldn’t do anything about.

BUT

Brecht realised the power of Stanislavski to enchant actors and audience but he wanted a theatre that achieves something, challenges and makes the audience think. An audience that is sucked into the lives of characters on stage is uncritical – doesn’t ask ‘why does something happen?’ merely accepts – perhaps sheds a tear or two but says, ‘that’s life’ and goes on their way, nothing has changed.

Why did Brecht want change? He was surrounded by a sick society. Europe in the 20s and 30s, the Great Depression, the growth of Fascism – he was searching for tools to enlighten people and get them to do something about it.

Brecht accepted that Stanislavski’s ideas about empathy were vital to his own theories, illusion had to be created before it could be broken. He had a three- stage rehearsal programme:

1. Actor had to become intimately acquainted with the character.

2. Establish empathy - be at one with the character.

3. When familiar with the role be able to stand out side of it and offer the audience a more critical, detached insight into character being played.

Brechtian theory does not have a clear system to school his actors.

However,

· The message must be clear.
· The audience must remain critically aware.
All his theories and techniques hang onto one of these.

Brecht’s theories produce Brecht’s style – epic theatre.

Epic Theatre is any form of theatre that puts a social or political message before the exploration of character. Once character is less important than the message and intricacies of human nature less intriguing than story telling and exploration of a situation you have Brechtian Theatre. It is a theatre of protest! He created a form of AGIT PROP (Political Agitation through the use of Propoganda)
‘Brecht's narrative style, which he called epic theatre, was directed against the illusion created by traditional theatre of witnessing a slice of life. Instead, Brecht encouraged spectators to watch events on stage dispassionately and to reach their own conclusions. To prevent spectators from becoming emotionally involved with a play and identifying with its characters, Brecht used a variety of techniques. Notable among them was the Verfremdungseffekt (alienation or estrangement effect), which was achieved through such devices as choosing (for German audiences) unfamiliar settings, interrupting the action with songs, and announcing the contents of each scene through posters. Brecht temporarily returned to a more traditional dramatic mode in Furcht und Elend des Dritten Reiches (1941; The Private Life of the Master Race, 1944), an attack on the fascist government of Germany under Hitler.’ Encarta entry on Brecht.

PRODUCTIONS OF BRECHT

Brecht cannot be studied as a practitioner without some study of his plays, in which theories are explored and find their justification. Even in his early days Brecht shows that he is critical of the world around him. Written in the early 1920’s, such plays as ‘Baal’ focus on the sick and decaying society where morals are lax and people drift aimlessly from one petty social crime to the other. 
	Date
	Production
	Comments



	1918
	Baal
	First produced in 1923, this has early indications of epic theatre with its short, subtitled scenes in a seemingly random order of time and place.  The play is influenced by George Bűchner’s Woyzeck, first performed in 1913, which similarly featured a low-status character who drifts around a diseased society, living hand to mouth and being destroyed by it.  Baal is critical of the society that Brecht saw during and after the first world war, a society that in his eyes had let down the very class that had fought and died for the country.  The play does not suggest any changes, it merely comments on what is there.  Songs are used to break up the flow of the action and to summarise what is about to happen in the next scene. In some senses Baal is an antiplay, written by Brecht to express his dislike of Hanns Johsy’s Der Einsame, which he considered to have negative qualities of naturalistic writings. Baal can be considered to be a partial self portrait as its anti-hero, Baal, is a poet and singer who appears in cabaret and displays contempt for social niceties. 


	1919
	Drums in the Night
	First produced in 1922, this was a play about a soldier returning from the war, again exploring the idea of man bested by an uncaring society, hostile and revolutionary environment.  Banners were placed in the auditorium that requested the spectators to ‘stop the romantic staring’, in an attempt to prevent them empathising with the character forming a distant objectivity.  The play was well received and did much to promote Brecht as a figure to be watched.



	1921
	In the

Jungle of the Cities
	Produced in 1923, this was Brecht’s first collaboration with designer Casper Neher, which prompted the exploration of staging epic theatre in simple settings, presented in the style of a boxing match.  This was a brutal play set in a mythical Chicago and with a homoerotic plot that led to the theatre director losing his job and a run of only five performances.  It caused a great scandal that did no harm to Brecht in terms of publicity



	1924
	Edward II
	This adaptation (written with Lion Feuchtwanger) of Marlowe’s play was Brecht’s first work as a solo director.  Sets were again by Casper Neher, with whom Brecht was flaunting his ambiguous relationship.  Brecht himself wrote the music.  The production was intended to stir up the rising Nazi party, who were threatening to crush the artistic community of the early twenties.  Brecht was given surprisingly free hand with this production.  The Chamber Theatre brought in Karl Valentin, the hugely popular cabaret artiste, to perform nightly in order to subsidise the production.  Brecht was to take many ideas of presentation from Valetin (who had a similar style to Chaplin), ideas that would appear in later productions.  Rehearsals were open to all and often conducted in front of a large audience.  The script underwent constant change and the actors even found their roles changed from day to day.  Many of his techniques for encouraging distance in his actors stemmed from these rehearsals.



	1926
	A Man’s A Man
	Written in collaboration with Elisabeth Hauptmann, this was notable for being the first production (1927) to use the nine-foot-high half curtain, later to become synonymous with Brechtian theatre.  In a later production in 1931, the actor Peter Lorre turned away from the audience, smeared white chalk on his face, and then turned to face them again in order to demonstrate the fear his character felt on going to his own execution.  Soldiers were placed on giant stilts to show their power and status in a completely non-realistic manner, an idea that has been used in many productions of Brecht’s plays in recent years.  This production also starred Helene Weigel, later to become Brecht’s wife and long-time collaborator.



	1927
	The Rise and Fall of the City Mahagonny
	Set in a boxing-ring and lit with harsh white lighting.  The sets and background projections were again by Casper Neher.  The orchestra was put on stage. The Production was Brecht’s first collaboration with the composer Kurt Weill.  Weill’s wife, Lotte Lenya was the lead singer, noted for her hoarse gravelly voice and limited vocal range, which all appealed immensely to Brecht.  The production was revived in an extended form in 1930 causing one of the worst riots in theatre history and leading to picketing by the Nazis.



	1928
	The Threepenny Opera
	The most commercially successful of Brecht’s early works; again with sets by Neher and music by Kurt Weill.  Although Brecht worked hard to fit a socio-political message to this adaptation of John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera, audiences were captured by the music and entertainment rather than the message and did not perhaps see the current anarchic state of Berlin on the stage.



	1928

-32
	The Lehrstűcke
	Brecht turned to writing short, parable pieces for children, with clear instructional messages.  They are not particularly audience-friendly because of their simplicity and emphasis on didacticism and they are rarely performed.  Their interest lies in the theatrical treatment of ideology and they are useful study grounds for the student as they are clear examples of Brecht’s theories in practice.  Most notable among them are: The Measures Taken (1930), The Exception and the Rule (1930), Saint Joan of the Stockyards (1929) and The Mother (1932).



	1935
	The Fear and Misery of the Third Reich
	A series of inter-connected episodes describing the events of 1930s Germany.  They look at how ordinary members of society responded to the growth of Nazism.  There is a clinical precision to the writing that makes Brecht’s views absolutely clear.  Very few characters are given names but are named by their job or relationship to each other.



	1939
	Mother Courage and her Children
	The play was to represent war as a ‘business idyll’.  War is not only business for the leaders of warring nations but also for Mother Courage herself.  She needs the war to sell the goods on her wagon and thus for survival.  When peace temporarily breaks out she has no business and thus no income.  The dilemma for Mother Courage is that she also fears what the soldiers could do to her family.  At the end of the play she is left having lost all three children, still trading her wares because she has learnt nothing.  The play is difficult as Mother Courage is often seen as a tragic victim rather than both villain and victim.  The loss of three children is so emotive that audiences find it hard not to feel empathy for her, unless the true epic dialectic of the play is made very clear



	1940
	The good Person of Sezuan
	This play did not receive a production until after Brecht’s death.



	1941
	The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui
	The story of Hitler’s rise to power as a parable set in Chicago.  The events closely parallel events in Hitler’s climb to totalitarian control.  Brecht wanted to warn an American audience against tyranny in general.  He wrote the play during WWII



	1945
	The Caucasian Chalk Circle
	Not performed in German until 1954, this is a parable play given a semi-political frame, in which two collectives in Georgia debate the ownership of a piece of land by putting on a play.  This is another example of historicisation, as the central play is a re-telling of the Chinese legend of the chalk circle.  This central play is a romantic folk story concerning child abandonment, which often ensures that audiences find it very moving, despite the political message.  The narrator is a ballad singer and the orchestra was originally placed on stage.  The palace officials wore grotesque masks ensuring that they were seen as villains. 



	1947
	The Life of Galileo
	This play underwent several changes before it became the version we read today.  In the earliest version (written 1937-1938), Galileo was portrayed sympathetically, as someone who outwits the Inquisition in his quest for truth.  Brecht revised the play after Hiroshima, which he saw as a tragedy caused by modern scientific progress, to portray Galileo as weak, a coward who recants to the Inquisition for his own ends.


Brecht's work can be considered in three stages. 

1. The early period 

The important works are: 

· Trommeln in der Nacht (Drums in the Night; 1918),

· Mann ist Mann (Man is Man; 1924-5)

· Die Dreigroschenoper (The Threepenny Opera; 1928) and 

· Mahagonny (The Rise and Fall of the Town of Mahagonny; 1928-9).

The plays are humorous, in a rather bleak and cynical way, and present social and political questions, attacking bourgeois values. 

Technically, the plays are (for their time) innovative: the bourgeois convention of the fourth wall is rejected, stories are improbable, settings exotic, songs serve as commentary on action. 

The Threepenny Opera was intended to lampoon (send up or ridicule) the conventional sentimental musical. The public lapped up the mock sentiment and missed the humour. Brecht had achieved commercial success, but for reasons which could not please him. 

The Threepenny Opera(1928)

	

	The Threepenny Opera, 1994, Directed by Simon Phillips, Sydney Theatre Company Production. (Click picture to view full-size)


The Threepenny Opera is a dry, humorous and biting satire of decayed capitalism. It was adapted from John Gay's The Beggar's Opera, first performed at Lincoln’s Inn Fields in 1728. Indeed a narrator announces from the outset that we are about to witness "an opera for beggars. Conceived with a magnificence such as only beggars could imagine, and an economy such as only beggars could afford ... The Threepenny Opera." 

Gay's 18th Century characters are all here, MacHeath: the crook and pimp, Polly Peachum and Jenny, Mack's favourite whore; but Brecht's London is a sordid Dickensian city, and the time is about 1900 before, during and after the Coronation of Queen Victoria. And all the crooked deals of the thieves, pimps and whores are linked to the Boer War military supply.  Brecht and his co-adaptor and secretary, Elisabeth Hauptmann, updated Gay's text to the Victorian underworld. 

In the overture, written by Brecht and composer Kurt Weill, we are introduced to the infamous Mack the Knife: 

Now the shark has teeth like razors
In his mouth for all to see:
All MacHeath has is a flick-knife, 
Which he carries secretly.

And the shark's fins turn to scarlet,
When his victim's blood is spilt:
But MacHeath wears clean white gloves, which
Show no evidence of guilt.

Where the Thames flows, green and swollen,
Men will suddenly fall down.
But it isn't plague or cholera:
Mack the Knife is back in town. 

This evocative and provocative song later became a hit and has been recorded by such diverse artists as Brecht himself, Bobby Darin in the 1950s and Australian singer Nick Cave more recently. This hit status is ironic, not only for its controversial content, but for its Weimar Republic cabaret style. Indeed composer Weill is noted for his atonal music and serious modernist style. 

The 1997 Sony Music CD, September Songs: The Music of Kurt Weill contains both the Brecht and Cave renditions. It also features a version by Kurt Weill's wife, singer Lotte Lenya, whose performance as Jenny made her the toast of Europe in the 1920s.

From its premiere by the Berliner Ensemble (at its favourite venue, the Theatre at Schiffbauerdamm in Berlin), Threepenny Opera was a scandalous success. Even though its basis was two centuries old almost to the day, it was modern, sexual and embedded in urgent and current anti-capitalistic politics. Its design was intentionally shabby – for instance its musical score contained seductive pop tunes with cynical streetwise lyrics.

	

	The Threepenny Opera, 1994, Sydney Theatre Company Production. (Click picture to view full-size)


Threepenny Opera is about the division of business interests between Peachum and MacHeath, who rely respectively on oppression and prostitution for their profits. The two become legitimate defenders of the bourgeois social order and morality and both conspire closely with the police. However, conflict emerges when MacHeath decides to marry Peachum's daughter, Polly. Police chief, Brown, is invited to the wedding in a stable that has been converted for the glittering reception. Peachum sees his daughter's marriage as a slight on his business and betrays his son-in-law to the police. Meanwhile MacHeath has continued to visit his favourite prostitute “Pirate” Jenny and she denounces him too. 

The unheralded climax occurs when Queen Victoria's messenger breaks into the gallows, the scene of MacHeath's execution, and grants him Her royal pardon and a knighthood! 

Brecht had been reading Marxist dialectics and embraced his economic theories before adapting Threepenny Opera, so he was confused when it was so successful with the bourgeoisie.  His German bourgeois audience had a sizeable respect for both religion and money, which he was trying to satirise in the play! And neither Brecht nor Weill intended to have the continent whistling its tunes; one of which has Mrs Peachum singing about sex slavery! He even denigrated the role of religion, Christianity in particular, through Polly Peachum's businessman father, Mr J.J. Peachum, proprietor of the firm, The Beggar's Friend, (a beggar's agency), when he sings in "Mr Peachum's Morning Chorale":

There's not much that taps
the wellsprings of the human heart, and even
that little there is, doesn't work too well,
once you've used it a few times. People have a
terrible capacity for turning their feelings on
and off at will...

There are about four or five sentences in the Bible
That go straight to the heart: once they've been
used up, that's the end of that”.

	

	The Threepenny Opera, 1994, Sydney Theatre Company Production. (Click picture to view full-size)


Rather than identify with the musical's exposition of corruption, the audience took to Threepenny Opera to justify its own hedonism and decadence. In 1928 it played over a thousand performances in Berlin and received over 30 European productions in its first year.  It will be revived in Sydney by Company B, at the Belvoir Street Theatre in Surry Hills later this year, directed by young innovative director, Benedict Andrews. In its pre-publicity Company B states, "Seventy-five years on it is still an explosive work. Its classic status has too often set it at a comfortable distance, but in the world of sports-shoe sweatshops and stockpiled food, its questions still (and will) roar". 

Brecht said he would be remembered for his line in Threepenny Opera: “Food first and morals later”. 

	


	


	Costume designs by Tracy Grant for The Threepenny Opera, 1994, Sydney Theatre Company Production. (Click pictures to view full-size)


2. The propaganda plays

The Lehrstücke are short, parabolic pieces, written between 1928 and 1930: 

· Der Flug des Lindberghs [Der Ozeanflug] (The Flight of Lindbergh [the Ocean Flight])

· Das Badener Lehrstück vom Einverständnis, (The Bavarian Parable Play of Understanding) 

· Der Jasager (The Yes-Sayer) 

· Der Neinsager (The No-Sayer) 

· Die Massnahme (The Measures Taken) and

· Die Ausnahme und die Regel (The Exception and the Rule).

These plays, written to instruct children, are not attractive to audiences. Their simplicity and didacticism makes them austere to the point of severity. They are interesting as theatrical treatments of ideological questions but are rarely performed now. 

Der Ozeanflug, broadcast as a radio play, was produced without the reading of the main part, which was to be spoken by the audience, who were supplied with scripts. 

There are also three longer propaganda plays: 

Die Heilige Johanna der Schlachthöfe (Saint Joan of the Slaughterhouses)

This parodies, variously, Shakespeare, Schiller and Goethe. It contains many devices of what Brecht called “Epic theatre”, such as a loudspeaker announcing political events of the time, or projection of captions commenting on the drama. 

Die Mutter (The Mother)

This deals explicitly and didactically with political revolution - written in a restrained puritanical style. 

Die Rundköpfe und die Spitzköpfe (The Roundheads and the Peakheads)

This is a strange play which takes its plot from Shakespeare's Measure for Measure but presents also Hitler's theory of inferior and superior races via the Peakheads and the Roundheads (the latter being the “master race”). 

3. The plays of Brecht's maturity

Brecht's output was huge (Esslin lists forty-nine stage works - which includes operas, adaptations and interludes). But four of the later plays stand out: 

· Mutter Courage und Ihre Kinder (Mother Courage and her Children; first performed 1941;) 

· Leben des Galilei (Life of Galileo; 1943) 

· Der Gute Mensch von Sezuan (The Good Person of Sezuan; 1943), and 

· Der Kaukasische Kreidekreis (The Caucasian Chalk-Circle; performed in English, 1947; in German, not till 1954).

In the first two we see episodic narrative theatre - each scene prefaced by a caption indicating what happens (in performance, these could be displayed or read out). In the third, scenes presenting the action are followed by interludes in which actors stand back from their roles and comment on the actions of the characters. In The Caucasian Chalk-Circle, Brecht uses a play within the play: in order to resolve the conflict of two groups of peasants who wish to farm a valley, a play is presented by singer, musicians and actors. The singer and musicians stand outside the drama of Grusche, Azdak, Simon and Natella, and provide both narrative and commentary. 

Mother Courage and Her Children (1936–39)

Mother Courage and Her Children was written when Brecht was in self-exile in Sweden on the eve of World War II. It is typical of Brecht's theatrical innovation and political intention.  It represents Europe's Thirty Years' War in the spring of 1624 through the scheming canteen woman, Anna Fierling, known by the name of Mother Courage. The audience follows the Swedish and Imperial armies through this war between Catholics and Protestants. 

The play aims to challenge the audience's assumptions about a variety of social institutions, including war, business, motherhood and morality, rather than directly stating a thesis on these themes.  Mother Courage and Her Children invites the audience to alienate itself from its cosy position and reconsider its view of the world.

Brecht himself stated in his book of set models that he wanted to show in this play that "war, which is a continuation of business by other means, makes the human virtues fatal to their possessors". Brecht's play considers this problem in a variety of challenging ways. Why is the protagonist called Courage? Is she courageous? As a tragic heroine, the play constantly confronts her heroic survival and status, and our own attitudes about the distinctions between war, business and morality. Mother Courage herself doesn't change, but sells a belt buckle and loses a son as part of the same transaction. As Scene One demonstrates, war and business create an all-pervasive market in which everything becomes a commodity that is for sale.  

Much of the impact of Mother Courage and Her Children comes from its use of a bare, physical space representing a country road near a town and a few significant props. Courage's home, her covered wagon, is her means of survival as well as her means of transport and production, hence it becomes like the play's central character. Placing it on a revolve, as many productions tend to do, conveys a sense that the wagon is almost always in motion, yet never actually going anywhere nor reaching any destination.  Courage enters the action singing about being business folk, with her two sons and her dumb daughter Kattrin. To army captains, she introduces herself as "Mother Courage with her wagon, full of the finest boots they make," and other soldiers' victuals. She later leaves the stage singing the same song saying, “she's got to be back in business again". 

Courage's situation is symbolised by the wagon. In Scene One it is full of goods and drawn by her two strong sons.  In the final scene it is battered and empty and is pulled by Mother Courage herself as she struggles to keep up with the army. Brecht wanted to represent the wagon as the play's economic and material base to illuminate the play's moral themes. He used Courage's washing line in Scene Three to link her wagon to the cannon, tying war, the economy and domesticity together. Brecht raised the harness poles to represent a crucifix after the death of Courage's son, Swiss Cheese.

Mother Courage sees the Thirty Years' War as divorced from her, as she goes about making a living out of it. The fact that she is a minor, but very important cog in the war, doesn't occur to her. She is too self-interested. She loses her three children to it, yet she never learns. When Brecht founded the Berliner Ensemble, the German Government wanted him to change the ending so that she does learn. Brecht said, "Surely it is enough that the audience learns” and left it at that. He didn't want the audience to feel sympathy for someone who wouldn't learn from their mistakes. In his Realist plays Ibsen says, "This is life, isn't it terrible." Brecht says, "This is life, fix it." 

Brecht directed his wife Helene Weigel as Courage in a definitive production for the Berliner Ensemble in 1949. Weigel shared Brecht’s Communist beliefs and aesthetic militancy. Helene Weigel came up with a magic moment as Courage, when she slowly counted out  pennies from her purse and bit the coins to check their authenticity, as she paid the peasants to bury Kattrin at the end of the play. This is the kind of detail that Brecht wanted to make happen in the theatre​— a moment when a simple gesture forces the audience to stand back from the action, reassess the scene, and  question the relationship between its ideas of maternal identity and morality and the society that gives them shape and meaning. Wiegel made the part an institution for the Berliner Ensemble for years. This play was also Brecht's reaction against German romanticism. He wanted the parable of the play, its "warning voice to be heard from the stages of various great cities, proclaiming that he who would sup with the Devil must use a long spoon."

Sydney-based actor Kerry Walker has played Courage twice and she says: "The actor must be divorced from her role with Brecht. It is an almost critical attitude. You stand outside the role — as should the audience. You see his or her point of view. You want the audience to say 'You silly old harridan, it's all your own fault’. Brecht didn't want it to be a night of emotion in the theatre. He wanted it to be a night of reason for the audience.  You don't get carried away. You're not supposed to think, 'poor old Mother Courage, you've lost your children, but rather — 'I like you. I think you're a fool. I see your point of view. But you had the options — things needn't have been like this.”

Walker has a very cerebral response to a cerebral play. "Basically Brecht wants the audience not to identify with the characters or be swept away by the emotion, but to see it all played out before them while they sit in judgement. To see why things might not have been like this. There is also a tension between the actor and the text. Generally actors are brought up in a naturalistic way where you get right inside the character and become the character to a certain extent, whereas in the Brechtian style of acting there is a gap, a distance, so the anger of the actor is added to Brecht's anger."

Kerry Walker says that the music of Mother Courage and Her Children, in its original score by Paul Dessau, attempts at objectivity too. "It's fabulous music, but there's a terrific tension between the music and the words, and so they're not toe-tapping numbers that you can leave the theatre humming. It forces you to listen to what the character - and hence, what Brecht is saying”. 

The play's dramatic impact and its moral force are timeless and splendidly naïve. Brecht said in 1939,  "I do not consider being naïve a disgrace.

It is against war, brutality and lying shams: it is for honesty, courage, love and humanity. It expects its audience to use their heads and understand and forgive where necessary”. 

An excellent web site for Brecht's Mother Courage resources is ClassicNotes: Mother Courage and Her Children: (www.classicnote.com/ClassicNotes/Titles/mothercourage [image: image6.png]
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The Caucasian Chalk Circle (1945)

The Caucasian Chalk Circle is an outstanding example of Brecht's epic theatre. It is a parable inspired by the Chinese play Chalk Circle. Written at the close of World War II, the story is set in the Caucasus Mountains of Georgia, and retells the tale of King Solomon and a child claimed by two mothers. A chalk circle is metaphorically drawn around a society that has misdirected priorities. Brecht's statements about class are cloaked in the innocence of a fable that whispers insistently to the audience and introduced a new way of thinking about the theatre. 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle begins with a Prologue that deals with a dispute over a valley. Two groups of peasants want to claim a valley that was abandoned during WW II when the Germans invaded. One group used to live in the valley and herded goats there. The other group is from a neighbouring valley and hopes to plant fruit trees. A delegate has been sent to arbitrate the dispute. The fruit growers explain that they have elaborate plans to irrigate the valley and produce a tremendous amount of food. The goat-herders claim the land based on the fact that they have always lived there. In the end, the fruit farmers get the valley because they will use the land better. The peasants then hold a small party and a singer agrees to tell them the story of the Chalk Circle. 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle is actually two stories that come together at the end. The first story is that of Grusha and the second story is that of Azdak. Both stories begin in a Caucasian City ruled by a Governor, who serves a Grand Duke. The Governor has just had a child, Michael, and his wife, Natella, is incredibly jealous of the attention that he gives to his son. The Governor's brother, the Fat Prince, stages an insurrection on Easter Sunday. He kills the Governor and forces the Governor's wife to flee. In her haste, she leaves behind her child. The Grand Duke and many of the soldiers flee as well. 

Grusha, a kitchen maid, becomes engaged to a soldier named Simon. Soon after, during the coup, Michael is handed to her. She hides the child from the Fat Prince and his soldiers, thereby saving the child's life. She then takes Michael with her and flees the city, heading north. After spending most of her money and risking her life for the child, she arrives at her brother's house. He allows her to live there over the winter. 

When spring arrives, Grusha's brother forces her to marry a "dying" man from across the mountain. They hold a wedding, but during the reception the guests learn that the war is over and that the Grand Duke has raised an army and returned. The "dying" man, Jussup, realizes that he can no longer be drafted into the war. He miraculously recovers and throws all the guests out of the house. Grusha, now stuck with a husband she did not want, is forced to become a good wife to him. 

Simon returns and learns that she is married. He is even more upset when he sees Michael, whom he thinks is Grusha's child. Some soldiers arrive and take Michael away from her, claiming that Michael belongs to the Governor's wife. Grusha follows them back to the city. 

The next story that is told is that of Azdak. The plot returns to the night of the Fat Prince's insurrection. Azdak finds a fugitive and saves the man's life. The man turns out to be the Grand Duke. Realising that he could be branded a traitor, Azdak walks into town and reveals that he saved the Grand Duke's life. The soldiers refuse to believe him and he is released. The Fat Prince shows up with his nephew, whom he wants to make the new judge. However, he agrees to let the soldiers decide who the next judge should be. After staging a mock trial, they choose Azdak. 

He then judges four very strange cases, ruling in each case in favour of the poor person. Azdak   gains a reputation for supporting the poor.  Two years later the Grand Duke returns. Azdak is arrested as a "traitor" by the soldiers and is about to be killed by them. However, the Grand Duke, remembering that Azdak saved his life, reappoints Azdak to be the judge, thereby saving his life. 

Azdak now takes over the case of Grusha and the child. The Governor's wife wants Michael back because without Michael she cannot take over the former Governor's estates. Grusha wants to keep the child, whom she has raised for the past two years. Even Simon goes to the trial and promises Grusha that he will support her. 

After hearing all the arguments and learning about what Grusha has done to take care of the child, Azdak orders a Chalk Circle to be drawn. He places the child in the middle and orders the two women to pull, saying that whichever woman can pull the child out of the circle will get him. The Governor's wife pulls, but  Grusha lets go. Azdak orders them to do it again, and again Grusha lets go. Azdak then gives Michael to Grusha and orders the Governor's wife to leave. He confiscates Michael's estates and makes them into public gardens. His last act is to give Grusha a divorce, thereby allowing her to marry Simon. During the dancing that follows, Azdak disappears forever.

Brecht saw this play as a "parable for the theatre" and has the Singer directly address the audience at the end of the play, making no secret of his intention:

But you, you who have listened to the story of the Chalk Circle, 

Take note what men of old concluded:
That what there is shall go to those who are good for it, 

Children to the motherly, that they prosper,
Carts to good drivers, that they be driven well, 
The valley to the waterers, that it yield fruit .

Synopsis
An excellent web site for a full summary and analysis of The Caucasian Chalk Circle by Bertolt Brecht, written by Harvard students is Classic Notes: The Caucasian Chalk Circle: (http://www.classicnote.com/ClassicNotes/Titles/chalkcircle [image: image7.png]
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Brecht's dramatic theories

The background to the theory

Brecht's special lexicon (theatrical jargon) may be confusing. He invented a complex language to describe essentially straightforward ideas - this lexicon includes such terms as epic-theatre, non-Aristotelian drama, alienation effect (Verfremdungseffekt) and so on. While his plays are mostly very clear and fluent, Brecht's own theorizing is not so simple. 

Brecht is less novel than he is supposed to be. His drama owes much to a wide range of theatrical conventions: Elizabethan, Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Greek idea of Chorus, Austrian and Bavarian folk-plays, techniques of clowns and fairground entertainers. 

Brecht's theory never arrived at a fixed and final view. His ideas changed, developed, mellowed - especially because of practice in real works on stage. Much of his theory was explanation after the writing of the plays - not the bases on which these were written. And, in the writing of plays for real performance, Brecht's sense of what works is always paramount. 

In part, it was the things against which he reacted that determined Brecht's theories (and his overstatements). Among these were: 

· bourgeois theatre 

· the fourth wall 

· anything which precludes thought, excites emotion or reinforces capitalist values 

Brecht disliked the twin clichés of heavily bombastic classics (Shakespeare, Schiller, Goethe) and of naturalism in melodrama or drawing-room. (This is a 19th century development which had ossified into an invariable norm.) Naturalism was developed and perfected by such as Stanislavsky and Harley Granville-Barker. 

Against this, reaction had already begun by the 1920s. Naturalism could go no farther, so new types of theatre arose: 

· poetic drama 

· satire 

· expressionism (types not people) 

· political theatre 

Brecht had been influenced by expressionism and had collaborated with Erwin Piscator, father of political theatre and himself ready to experiment with new technique. 

Convinced that theatre must be an agent of social and political change, he sought a suitable form of theatre. Having found it he described it as “Epic theatre”: 

“Today when human character must be understood as the 'totality of all social conditions' the epic form is the only one that can comprehend all the processes, which could serve the drama as materials for a fully representative picture of the world.”

(Brecht's comment, 1931, in The Threepenny Opera) 

The epic theatre

“...the epic poet presents the event as totally past, while the dramatic poet presents it as totally present.” 

The epic invites calm, detached contemplation and judgement; the dramatic overwhelms reason with passion and emotion, the spectator sharing the actor's experiences. 

Brecht's objection to “Aristotelian” theatre was an objection to Goethe's and Schiller's interpretation of it - an objection to: 

· catharsis by terror and pity 

· identification with the actors 

· illusion - the attempt to represent the present event

Brecht's idea of epic is informed by the ideas of Goethe and Schiller regarding the mood and character of epic poetry - this is a rational, calm detachment, to which Brecht aspires as a playwright. 

Brecht criticises what he calls “Culinary theatre”. This is theatre which merely gives an experience, mental refreshment as a meal is a bodily restorative. Brecht despises theatre which provides mental foodstuffs but makes no difference to audience. He believes that the audience should be made not to feel, but to think. (Note that Brecht supposes these two to be in opposition to each other - but this need not be so: Shakespeare at his best can challenge the head and the heart.) 

Dramatic theatre presents events: 

· from the hero's viewpoint (distorting judgement,) and

· as happening now (preventing calm detachment.) 

To counter this the illusion must be broken. Theatre must do this continually. 

And, therefore, the audience must be made aware that events are not present events (happening now), but past events being represented as narrative, with commentary provided to encourage our own reflection. This is not unlike the experience of reading a book with critical notes in the margin, or as if a novelist supplied his own comment on a page facing that bearing the narrative. Some modern anti-novelists have done this. 

The audience is intended to sit back, relax (hence Brecht's wish for smoking!) and reflect, as did hearers of bards in classical Greece or Anglo-Saxon England. The theatre of illusion creates a spurious present, pretending things are happening now. But the epic theatre is historical: the audience is continually reminded that epic theatre gives a report of events. 

The Verfremdungseffekt (V-effekt)

To discourage audience from identifying with character and so losing detachment, the action must continually be made strange, alien, remote, separate. To do this, the director must use any devices that preserve or establish this distancing. Brecht used various theatrical devices to shock the audience, and keep them conscious of the fact that it was a theatrical performance they were witnessing and that he wanted them to respond in a distanced, objective manner. Some of these techniques included changing the scenery in front of the audience, projections, treadmills, hoists and musicians on the stage. Through using these techniques, Brecht aimed to involve the audience in the process of the play's production and what it was communicating. The audience of Epic Theatre is, therefore invited to consider and enjoy how the theatre fabricates its fiction, rather than passively accepting an illusion of reality onstage. This is Brecht's method of teaching the audience to adopt a more critical, alienated way of seeing real life. Thus the intention of his theatre practice is didactic.


While the general use of these is called the V-effekt, when any such device is employed successfully Brecht calls the result a V-effekt. This is Brecht's explanation of how the device works: 

A child whose mother remarries, seeing her as wife not just mother, or whose teacher is prosecuted, seeing him in relation to criminal law, experiences a V-effekt. 

These are examples from Brecht's own plays: 

· In Life of Galileo a long and profound speech by the unheroic protagonist is followed by the bathetic observation: “Now I must eat”. This shows the weakness of the man against the strength of the inventor. 

· Polly Peachum's businessman father, Mr J.J. Peachum, who tells his daughter in The Threepenny Opera, "There is of course a difference between playing on people's feelings and getting on their nerves. Only an artist can still play on people's feelings nowadays."

· In The Caucasian Chalk Circle when Grusche ponders whether or not to take the abandoned baby her dilemma is voiced by the Chorus while she enacts a dumb show. 

· In The Good Person of Sezuan the frequent asides to the audience also achieve a V-effekt. 

The construction of the plays 

In order to achieve unity of action, to build suspense, and sustain its naturalistic illusion the dramatic play must be taut, well made and leading to a climax of catharsis. The epic play is more free. Suspense is not needed, and the whole can be loosely knit and episodic - each part making sense on its own. 

The later, mature plays do lead to some definite end: Mother Courage's loss of all her children, Azdak's judgement in favour of Grusche or the non-solution of the gods to Shen-Te's problem. But we can isolate episodes that stand alone - Mother Courage being the most simply episodic of the later plays. 

In an earlier piece, Fear and Misery of the Third Reich (Furcht und Elend des Dritten Reiches, 1934-37), this episodic structure is much more marked. The “play” is, in fact, a series of related sketches on the theme suggested by the play's title. The work started off as five playlets, became eight, then nineteen, grew to twenty-seven and was, at last, cut to twenty-four. In performance one could (and, perhaps, should) present a selection from the total without harm to the work's integrity. 

Brecht's theory of acting

Brecht's view is that actor should not impersonate, but narrate actions of another person, as if quoting facial gesture and movement. 

“The Brechtian style of acting is acting in quotation marks.”

Brecht uses the example of an accident-eyewitness. To show bystanders what happened, he may imitate, say, the victim's gait but will only quote what is relevant and necessary to his explanation. Moreover, the actor remains free to comment on what he shows. 

One of the visitors to this site, a student teacher, tested this idea with other students: 

I wanted to let you know that I used the demonstrating of an accident as a rehearsal technique during my peer teaching episode and it worked very well. I started off with an overview of Brecht and his theories and then moved on to the rehearsal technique. I had prepared an example of an accident for people to demonstrate if not enough people had witnessed one. However, lots of people had witnessed accidents and they split into groups to demonstrate them. The discussion at the end showed that they understood its relevance...Afterwards I had many people say that they had never understood Brecht before and now felt much clearer about his theories... 

Georgie Sugg, University of Exeter 

As the audience is not to be allowed to identify with character, so, too, the actor is not to identify with him or her. Brecht agrees with Stanislavsky that, if the actor believes he is Lear, the audience will also believe it, and share his emotions. But, unlike Stanislavsky, he does not wish this to happen. 

As he does not wish to put the audience into a trance, just so the actor must keep himself free from this state: he must be relaxed, not letting muscles be tense. Even if playing someone who is possessed, the actor must not appear possessed. Brecht is opposed to frenetic and convulsive intensity on the stage. The Brechtian actor must always be in control of his emotions. Brecht sees the actor's task as greater than Stanislavsky's merging of character and actor. 

This is one important element but it must be complemented by implied comment on the character's actions. The actor must show how these are wise or foolish and express, say, pity or disdain. The actor must show that he foresees where a character's actions will lead, and that his course of action is only one among many possibilities. 

Since the actor should show the audience that he has chosen one action, as opposed to another, he must be aware of the presence of the audience, not, as in Stanislavsky's ideal, wrapped up in himself and oblivious of audience. 

Finally, there is to be nothing improvised in his delivery: the actor's performance should be the “delivery of a finished product”. 

This theory is not as complicated as it appears: in the Victorian melodrama, the actor plays the villain in just such a critical way - the audience sees that the actor disapproves of the character; there is no identification of one with the other; there is awareness and enjoyment of the skill in showing villainy; the actor shows that the villain could choose an alternative course of action, and that he will come to a bad end. 

In the theatre of illusion the actor explores the character, trying to merge with him. Only then does he react to other characters. In the Brechtian theatre the character's inner life is of no importance, save in its effect on outward action. Brecht does not portray human nature in the individual, but human relations. The story is the point of interest, not the characters. The story is the sequence of events that is the social experiment, allowing the interplay of social forces, from which the play's lesson emerges. 

He was also influenced by the theatre of Asia with its use of mime and gesture, clear precise vocal work, symbolic characters and graceful, rhythmic movement. He encouraged his actors to be physically fit and flexible, as his plays sometimes required dance, mime and even acrobatics.

Brecht's theatre poems demonstrate his ideas of adopting a new acting style. In "On Everyday Theatre" in Poems of the Crisis Years 1929-1933, Brecht advises actors to observe:

that theatre whose setting is the street.
The everyday, thousandfold, fameless
But vivid, earthy theatre fed by the daily human contact
Which takes place in the street.
Here the woman from next door imitates the landlord:
Demonstrating his flood of talk she makes it clear
How he tried to turn the conversation
From the burst water pipe...A drunk
Gives us the preacher at his sermon, referring the poor
To the rich pastures of paradise. How useful
Such theatre is though, serious and funny
And how dignified! They do not, like parrot or ape
Imitate just for the sake of imitation, unconcerned
What they imitate, just to show that they
Can imitate; no, they
Have a point to put across."

The Gestus 

This is Brecht's term for that which expresses basic human attitudes - not merely “gesture” but all signs of social relations: department, intonation, facial expression. The Stanislavskian actor is to work at identifying with the character he or she portrays. The Brechtian actor is to work at expressing social attitudes in clear and stylized ways. So, when Shen-Te becomes Shui-Ta, she moves in a different manner. Brecht wished to embody the “Gestus” in the dialogue - as if to compel the right stance, movement and intonation. By subtle use of rhythm pause, parallelism and counterpointing, Brecht creates a “gestic” language. The ideal would be that the storyline could be broken down so that each scene can appear as one single action that can be translated into one simple sentence, so that the gestus,( the most important message of the scene), could be made clear.

The songs are yet more clearly “gestic”. As street singers make clear their attitudes with overt, grand but simple gestures, so, in delivering songs, the Brechtian actor aims to produce clarity in expressing a basic attitude, such as despair, defiance or submission. 

Instead of the seamless continuity of the naturalistic theatre, the illusion of natural disorder, Brecht wishes to break up the story into distinct episodes, each of which presents, in a clear and ordered manner, a central basic action. All that appears in the scene is designed to show the significance of the basic “Gestus”. We see how this works in Mother Courage. Each scene is prefaced by a caption telling the audience what is to be the important event, in such a way as to suggest the proper attitude for the audience to adopt to it - for instance (Scene 3): 

“She manages to save her daughter, likewise her covered cart, but her honest son is killed.” 

The words in red express the playwright's view of how we should interpret the scene; Courage's saving her business at the expense of her son is meant to prove how contemptible our actions are made by war. 

Non-literary elements: décor, music and choreography

These are no longer auxiliaries to text, reinforcing it - they stand alone or in opposition. Songs are not used to heighten emotion at moments of climax; they serve as commentaries, generally leading to a V-effekt - thus lyrics may be wry and humorous, melodies may be jazz-influenced, jerky and unromantic, or songs may satirize popular sentiment. (There is great irony in the way the public at large missed the satire in The Threepenny Opera, and the songs - such as Mackie Messer/Mack the Knife - became popular classics, though Brecht had intended them as send-ups.) 

Stage designers, no longer tied to illusion, can supply non-realistic extra decor to provide background material: 

· in Galileo projections of maps, documents and Renaissance art works 

· in Mother Courage and Her Children captions of celebrated events of the Thirty Years War and a statement of what is to happen next, on stage, to Mother Courage 

In the first production of Mahagonny a scene in which a glutton eats himself to death was enacted before a backdrop showing a portrait of him in the act of eating - so the episode is shown twice! 
The visual and musical V-effekt has an anti-hypnotic quality - music is not, as in Wagner, a narcotic, reinforcing the stage illusion. For Brecht the music and the action should each make the other appear strange. (It may be that Brecht's dislike of Wagnerian opera is not wholly rational, but made on political grounds - Wagner being associated with German nationalism and the myths of Germany's heroic origin and of Germanic racial purity.) 

The result of the V-effekt is a contrast: in dramatic theatre the spectator is moved but has a crushing sense of inevitability and of his own helplessness; in the epic theatre one sees things as if different and so one may try to make things different in the real world . 

If things can be seen to be changed, then one can attempt to bring about change. Brecht's belief is that theatre can show how the suffering of those on stage could be avoided. His illogically consistent Marxism leads him to believe all (not some) human evil to result from unjust social institutions. The plays show how society could be different, if attitudes regarded as sound and unalterable could be changed. This is usually done obliquely by parallels which are: 

· historical as in Mother Courage and Galileo, 

· allegorical as in Mahagonny, or

· pseudo-foreign, as in The Good Person of Sezuan. 

So, the clear inadequacy of the final words of the gods in The Good Person of Sezuan makes it clear that to be good and poor (all the time) is impossible. The real solution is not for Shen Te to become Shui Ta, but for wealth to be shared so that the poor are not forced to destroy each other to survive. 

Set and lighting

Brecht usually left the stage bare in his productions as a means of preventing the audience from experiencing a detailed illusion of reality, of some fictional dramatic location. He exposed stage machinery, opened up the physical staging to the wings and often exposed the back wall. He also exposed the lighting grid above the stage so the audience could see how lights influence the mood of the scene and influence the audience's judgment.

Brecht believed the stage should be brightly lit at all times; special effects to create mood were not allowed. (Logically, he could have allowed it, if accompanied by some device to draw attention to it - such as a statement from a character.) The sources of light should be plainly visible - just as those over a boxing-ring (Brecht's comparison). 

The curtain is to be used for the display of titles, captions or comments. Placards may be placed in the auditorium, bearing instructions, such as “Don't stare so romantically” ( from Drums in the Night). The set behind the curtain is suggestive, not realistic; that is to say, while very authentic props may be used, (as, say, Mother Courage's handcart) there will be no elaborate arrangement of these in a naturalistic stage set. 

The music, too, must have a visible source - musicians may even be on the stage. Interruptions for songs are announced or indicated by projection of a title, or flags and trumpets will descend from the flies. 

Technology

The German theatre director, Erwin Piscator, greatly influenced Brecht because he advocated the use of new technologies in the theatre as a means of developing a kind of performance more like the mechanised and accelerated routines of modern life. Brecht used technological effects to fragment the realistic unity of the setting. For instance, he projected films and text on screens above the stage, forcing the audience to relate the action onstage to recent or other historical or social events. (This technique is called historification). He also used placards that  announced the action to take place before the scene began, discordant music, songs, constructivist scenery such as scaffolding, projected images and films.

Rehearsal

Brecht made actors turn their lines into third person narrative. Actions given in stage directions are narrated: 

“Then X entered. After a few silent compliments he sat down on the sofa.”

Dialogue, spoken (in performance) in the present tense, becomes reported speech. For example, 

“Has your excellency seen the new dancing master?”

becomes: 

“He asked whether Madame had seen the new dancing-master. ”

Brecht would include, in the text spoken in rehearsal, all stage directions. He went so far as to write what he called “practice scenes”. These were meant to cast new light on well-known scenes by use of ironic parallels. He wrote, too, what he called “bridge scenes” to be interpolated in the text in rehearsal but omitted in performance. But as these were written for classics that he never produced, their value is questionable. 

Oddly, for one who wrote copious theoretical explanations, Brecht rarely referred to his theory during rehearsal, though some of his resulting practice was obviously familiar to the actors (say, the translation into narrative). Brecht claimed that full application of his theory was impossible in the present state of the theatre. As a result, many of the actors of the Berliner Ensemble, when questioned, seemed uncertain what was Brecht's preferred style of acting. 

The survival of empathy

Brecht wrongly equated empathy, without which no audience will be interested in the stage action, with illusion, which is not at all necessary and comparatively novel, being a feature of naturalistic drama. For feelings that overwhelm the audience Brecht wished to substitute reason. Because naturalistic theatre aroused excessive emotion and ignored reason Brecht supposed these two, reason and empathy, to be mutally exclusive. Yet in Greek tragedy or the plays of Shakespeare both are active. The problem is not empathy as such, but the degree and kind of empathy aroused. 

As a playwright Brecht's sense of what works led to the writing of scenes where the audience's empathy for the characters on stage is considerable: the heroic self-sacrifice of the dumb Kattrin in Mother Courage is a notorious instance. Martin Esslin (A Choice of Evils, p. 131) points out the psychological flaw in Brecht's reasoning: 

“Without identification and empathy, each person would be irrevocably imprisoned within himself.”

Esslin duly points out that his use of the V-effekt shows how conscious Brecht was of the audience's tendency to identification. He did not eliminate it, but modified and weakened it. 

Esslin suggests that this is the particular genius of Brecht's theatre, the partial failure of Verfremdung: this creates a tension between the author's intention and our tendency to identification. We are at the same time able to feel sympathy for a character, while our reason leads us to condemn him or her roundly. In his theoretical attack upon romanticism and emotion Brecht claims to be the advocate of reason. Yet in his writing of plays, Brecht time and again creates scenes that move the audience, in spite of the distancing devices. 

Because he seems genuinely to believe that his work is free of strong emotion, Brecht makes no effort to suppress or conceal this element. And because our sympathy is continually rebuffed, when emotion manages to take hold of the audience, it may be all the stronger for that. 

The failed revolutionary 

Brecht hoped in his plays to show the utter rottenness of bourgeois, capitalist society. His belief was that the audience would see that a new society must replace the old and that only Marxist society could deliver justice (and that this social change was inevitable, but that his task was to help usher it in). Brecht, for all his insistence on reason, was here quite irrational in his theory. His plays could lead audiences to many other kinds of conclusion. And, to Brecht's great dismay, they did. 

The masses were not roused to revolutionary fervour; indeed, the masses did not flock to any of Brecht's plays, save the Threepenny Opera, the irony of which was wholly missed and which was accepted as a happy, sentimental musical of the kind Brecht was hoping to parody. The political allegory was undetected by the audience. 

While Germany descended into Nazism, Brecht fled to the west. The would-be man of the people became the favourite of western liberal intellectuals. After the war Brecht was able to work freely in East Germany, to which he returned. But he was never wholly accepted by the communist establishment which saw, better than he did, that his work might provoke thoughts dangerous to Marxism. Moreover as the Russian establishment had fostered the Stanislavskian tradition after Lenin came to power, it had become the dominant form of theatre in the Eastern bloc. Non-naturalistic theatre might, therefore, be seen as the work of a dissident, and subversive of the new revolutionary establishment. 

Brecht's success 

Brecht's break with naturalism was not so much a novelty as a return to earlier conventions. Bamber Gascoigne (Twentieth-Century Drama, p.124) notes the use of “alienation” in Greek Tragedy, Mediaeval Mystery plays, Japanese Noh plays and Jacobean drama. Characters address the audience and introduce themselves in Shakespeare, as do Trinculo in The Tempest or the porter in Macbeth. Brecht's perhaps exaggerated denunciation of empathy was an understandable reaction to bourgeois naturalism. The classic tragedy where empathy is evoked but reason can be exercised, or the neo-classical drama of Corneille and Racine in which decorum is always preserved are not so far from Brecht's drama. Racine, in his preface to Bajazet also stresses the importance of distancing. 

Brecht's success was in freeing theatre from the limitations of naturalist drama. What Brecht has called “fourth-wall” theatre was confined to a narrow range of subjects and any one play, to remain naturalistic, could not range widely in the scenes depicted. 

While some playwrights have accepted particular Brechtian techniques, his general effect, to cause writers to seek new conventions of representing human experience, is more important. 

Some writers (such as Robert Bolt in A Man for All Seasons) are openly Brechtian while others may use some of Brecht's techniques without being aware of their provenance. We find the use of narrator or commentator as go-between for audience and characters, and creator of distancing effects in work by many playwrights, such as: 

· Peter Shaffer (Martin Cruz in The Royal Hunt of the Sun),

· Arthur Miller (Alfieri in A View from the Bridge) and

· Robert Bolt (the Common Man in A Man for All Seasons). 

A less successful Brechtian device in the latter play appears when Thomas Cromwell sings an ironical song about the ship of state, but this jars with the otherwise un-ironic manner of the play and the main characters' archaic-naturalistic speech. 

Presumably writer/directors like those of the National Theatre of Brent, (whose two actors change rôles to enact or “show” the Zulu War and use their audience to help with crowd scenes), could also claim Brecht as their theatrical father. Shaffer's The Royal Hunt of the Sun is close to Brecht's own Epic Theatre: 

· like Galileo it is set in a historical period in which the church exercised great power;

· it is a series of episodes;

· it is narrated, and so shown to be in the past, by a character who stands beside his younger self,

· it uses music and song, though the singer remains in character.

The play also shows the injustice of the social system and the need for change: imperialism, love of money and the evils of institutional theocracy are all laid bare. 

Curiously enough, towards the end of his life, Brecht accepted that his theory of Epic theatre was too formal, and inadequate to show society's productivity and capacity for change - but Brecht felt unable to replace the theory with a better one. 

In effect, he was conceding that the theory is often less adequate than the practice (the plays as interpreted by Brecht's company). In such cases, the practice must stand until a better theory emerges. In a sense, Brecht's critics have so refined the theory. 

