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BRECHT ON THEATRE: 1933-1947

about the different orders which his customers placed under the influence
of different types of music. He claimed to have noticed that specific drinks
were always drunk to the works of specific composers. And it is perfectly
true that the theatre would benefit greatly if musicians were able to produc.e
music which would have a more or less exactly foreseeable effect on the
spectator. It would take 2 load off the actors’ shoulders; it would be particu-
l_arly useful, for instance, to have the actors play against the emotion_“v:'giéh
the music called forth. (For rehearsals of works of a pretentious kind it is
enough to have whatever music is available.) The silent film gave oppor-
tunities for a few experiments with music which created predetermined
emotional states. I heard some interesting pieces by Hindemith, and above
all by Eisler. Eisler even wrote music for conventional feature films, and
extremely austere music at that.

But sound films, being one of the most blooming branches of the inter-
national narcotics traffic, will hardly carry on these experiments for long.
. Another opening for modern music besides the epic theatre is provided
in my view by the Lehrstiick, or didactic cantata. Exceptionally interesting
music for one or two examples of this class has been written by Weill,
Hindemith and Eisler. (Weill and Hindemith together for a radio Lehrstiick
for schoolchildren, Der Lindberghfiug; Weill for the school opera Der
Jasager; Hindemith for the Badener Lehrstiick vom Einverstindnis; Eisler
for Die Massnahme.)

A further consideration is that the writing of meaningful and easily
comprehensible music is by no means just a matter of good will, but above
all of competence and study -and study can only be undertaken in
continuous contact with the masses and with other artists — not on one’s
own.

[‘Uber die Verwendung von Musik fiir ein episches
Theater’, from Schriften zum Theater, 1957. Less
sections repeated verbatim from No. 11]

NOTE: This essay, dated 1935 in Schriften zum Theater but evidently written
after Brecht’s visit to the U.S., remained unpublished in his lifetime. He is using
the English word ‘song’ here to convey the cabaret or jazz type of song (much as
we use ‘Lieder’ for the opposite). The ‘Mahagonny songs’ that Weill used to
make the first version of the opera in 1927 had already been given rudimentary
tunes by Brecht, just as had the songs in Baal and other early plays. )

Film music by Hindemith was performed at the Baden-Baden Festivals of
1928 and 1929. Eisler (d. 1962) wrote the music for Kuhle Wampe, for Trivas’s
Niemandsland, Ivens’s A Song about Heroes, and other films.
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24 - Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting

The following is intended to refer briefly to the use of the alienation effect
in traditional Chinese acting. This method was most recently used in Ger-
many for plays of a non-aristotelian (not dependent on empathy) type as
part of the attempts? being made to evolve an epic theatre. The efforts in
question were directed to playing in such a way that the audience was
hindered from simplW identifying|itself with the characters in the play.
Acceptance or rejection of their actions and utterances was meant to take
place on a conscious plane, instead of, as hitherto, in the audience’s sub-
conscious.

This effort to make the incidents represented appear sirange to the public
can be seen in a primitive form in the theatrical and pictorial displays at the
old popular fairs. The way the clowns speak and the way the panoramas are
painted both embody an act of alienation. The method of painting used to
reproduce the picture of ‘Charles the Bold’s flight after the Battle of
Murten’, as shown at many German fairs, is certainly mediocre; yet the act
of alienation which is achieved here (not by the original) is in no wise due
to the mediocrity of the copyist. The fleeing commander, his horse, his
retinue and the landscape are all quite consciously painted in such a way
as to create the impression of an abnormal event, an astonishing disaster.
In spite of his inadequacy the painter succeeds brilliantly in bringing out
the unexpected. Amazement guides his brush.

Traditional Chinese acting also knows the alienation effect, and applies
it most subtly. It is well known that the Chinese theatre uses a lot of sym-
bols. Thus a general will carry little pennants on his shoulder, corre-
sponding to the number of regiments under his command. Poverty is
shown by patching the silken costumes with irregular shapes of different
colours, likewise silken, to indicate that they have been mended. Characters
are distinguished by particular masks, i.e. simply by painting. Certain
gestures of the two hands signify the forcible opening of a door, etc. The
stage itself remains the same, but articles of furniture are carried in during
the action. All this has long been known, and cannot very well be exported.

It is not all that simple to break with the habit of assimilating a work of

Gart as a whole) But this has to be done if just one of a large number of

effects is to be singled oueand studied. T he-alienation effect is achieved in
the Chinese theatren the following way. ol plavagd

Above all, the Chinese artist never acts as if there were a fourth wall

1 Brecht uses the word ‘Versuche’,
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besides the three surrounding him. He expresses his awareness of being
watched. This immediately removes one of the European stage’s character-
istic illusions. The audience can no longer have the illusion of being the
unseen spectator at an event which is really taking place. A whole elaborate
European stage technique, which helps to conceal the fact that the scenes
are so arranged that the audience can view them in the easiest way, is
thereby made unnecessary. The actors openly choose those positions which
will best show them off to t the audi'cnce,_]_Mﬁ they were acrobats. A

further means is that the artist observes himself. Thus if he is representing
a cloud, perhaps, showing its unexpected appearance, its soft and strong
growth, its rapid yet gradual transformation, he will occasionally look at
the audience as if to say: isn’t it just like that? At the same time he also
observes his own arms and legs, adducing them, testing them and perhaps
finally approving them. An obvious glance at the floor, so as to judge the
space available to him for his act, does not strike him as liable to break the
illusion. In this way the artist separates mime (showing observation) from
gesture (showing a cloud), but without detracting from the latter, since the
body’s attitude is reflected in the face and is wholly responsible for its
expression. At one moment the expression is of well-managed restraint; at
another of utter trlu mph The artlst has been using his countenance as a

“The artlst s object is 0 2 appear strange “and even surprising to the
audience. He achieves this by looking strangely at himself and his work.
As a result everything put forward by him has a touch of the amazing.
Everyday things are thereby raised above the level of the obvious and
automatic. A young woman, a fisherman’s wife, is shown paddling a boat.
She stands steering a non-existent boat with a paddle that barely reaches to
her knees. Now the current is swifter, and she is finding it harder to keep
her balance; now she is in a pool and paddling more easily. Right: that is
how one manages a boat. But this journey in the boat is apparently his-
toric, celebrated in many songs, an exceptional journey about which every-
body knows. Each of this famous girl’s movements has probably been
recorded in pictures; each bend in the river was a well-known adventure
story, it is even known which particular bend it was. This feeling on the
audience’s part is induced by the artist’s attitude; it is this that makes the
journey famous. The scene reminded us of the march to Budejovice in
Piscator’s production of The Good Soldier Schweik. Schweik’s three-day-
and-night march to a front which he oddly enough never gets to was seen
from a completely historic point of view, as no less noteworthy a pheno-
menon than, for instance, Napoleon’s Russian expedition of 1812. The
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(performer’s self-observation, ‘an artful and artistic act of self-alienation,

stopped the spectator from losing himself in the character completely,

i.e. to the point of gmng up hls ownidentity, and lenta splendid remoteness

to the events. Yet the spectator’s empathy was not ent;re_ll irely rejected. The
audience identifies itself with the actor as being an observer, and accord-
ingly develops his attitude of observing or looking on.

The Chinese artist’s performance often strikes the Western actor as cold.
That does not mean that the Chinese theatre rejects all representation of
feelings. The performer portrays incidents of utmost passion, but without
his delivery becoming heated. At those points where the character por-
trayed is deeply excited the performer takes a lock of hair between his lips

and chews it. But this is Tike a ritual, there is nothing eruptive about it.

It is quite clearly somebody else’s repetition of the incident: a representa-

tion, even though an artistic one. The performer shows that this man is
not in control of himself, and he points to the outward signs. An d’so lack
of control is decorously exprcsscd or if not decorously at any rate decor-
ously for the stage. Among all the possible signs certain particular ones are
picked out, with careful and visible consideration. Anger is naturally
different from sulkiness, hatred from distaste, love from liking; but the
corresponding fluctuations of feeling are portrayed econom mically. The cold-
ness comes from the actor’s holding himself remote from the character
portrayed, along the lines described. He is careful not to make its sensa-
tions into those of the spectator. Nobody gets raped by the individual he
portrays; this individual is not the spectator himself but his neighbour.
The Western actor does all he can to bring This spectator into the closest
proximity.6 the events and the character he has to portray. To this end he
persuades him to, identify himself with him (the actor) and uses every energy

to convert himself as completely as possible into a different type, that of the
character in question. If this complete conversion succeeds then his art
has been more or less expended. Once he has become the bank-clerk,
doctor or general concerned he will need no more art than any of these
people need ‘in real life’.

This complete conversion operation is extremely exhausting. Stanislavsky
puts forward a series of means—a complete system— by which what
he calls ‘creative mood’ can repeatedly be manufactured afresh at every
performance. For the actor cannot usually manage to feel for very long on
end that he really is the other person; he soon gets exhausted and begins
just to copy various superficialities of the other person’s speech and hearing,
whereupon the effect on the public drops off alarmingly. This is certainly
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BRECHT ON THEATRE: 1933-1947
accordingly murky process which takes place in the subconscious. The

subconscious is not at all responsive to guidance; it has as it were a bad
e B RO iUl
These problems are unknown to the Chinese performer, for he Tejects
complete conversion. He l_iLnits,_}msm simply quoting
the character played. But with what art he does this! He only needs a
minimum of illusion. What he has to show is worth seeing even for a man
i his right mind. What Western actor of the old sort (apart from one or
two comedians) could demonstrate the elements of his art like the Chinese
actor Mei Lan-fang, without special lighting and wearing a dinner jacket
in an ordinary room full of specialists? It would be like the magician at a
fair giving away his tricks, so that nobody ever wanted to see the act again.
He would just be showing how to disguise oneself; the hypnotism would
vanish and all that would be left would be a few pounds of ill-blended
imitation, a quickly-mixed product for selling in the dark to hurried cus-
tomers. Of course no Western actor would stage such a demonstration.
What about the sanctity of Art? The mysteries of metamorphosis? To
the Westerner what matters is that his actions should be unconscious;
otherwise they would be degraded. By comparison with Asiatic acting our
own art still seems hopelessly parsonical. None the less it is becoming
increasingly difficult for our actors to bring off the mystery of complete
conversion; their subconscious’s memory is getting weaker and weaker,
and it is almost impossible to extract the truth from the uncensored intui-
tions of any member of our class society even when the man is a genius.
For the actor it is difficult and taxing to conjure up particular inner
moods or emotions night after night; it is simpler to exhibit the outer signs
which accompany these emotions and identify them. In this case, however,
there is not the same automatic transfer of emotions to the spectator, the
same emotional infection. The alienation effect intervenes, not in the form
of absence of emotion, but in the form of emotions which need not corre-
spond to those of the character portrayed. On seeing worry the spectator
may feel a sensation of joy; on seeing anger, one of disgust. When we
speak of exhibiting the outer signs of emotion we do not mean such an
exhibition and such a choice of signs that the emotional transference does
in fact take place because the actor has managed to infect himself with the
emotions portrayed, by exhibiting the outer signs; thus, by letting his voice
rise, holding his breath and tightening his neck muscles so that the blood
shoots to his head, the actor can easily conjure up a rage. In such a case of
course the effect does not occur. But it does occur if the actor at a particular
point unexpectedly shows a completely white face, which he has produced
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‘ ALIENA’:‘ION EFFECTS IN CHINESEEWG
mechanically by holding his face in his hands /wﬁh some white make-up
on them. If the actor at the same time displays an apparently composed
character, then his terror at this point (as;,&"resuIt of this message, or t}.lat
discovery) will give rise to an alienation effect. Acting like this is healthier
and in our view less unworthy of a thinking being; it demands a consider-
able knowledge of humanity and worldly wisdom, and a keen eye for what is
socially important. In this case too there is of course a creative process at
work: but it is a higher one, because it is raised to the concious level.
The alienation effect does not in any way demand an unnatural way ?f
acting. It has nothing whatever to do with ordfnarj“ﬂi;ir@iﬁi@’On the
con't-rar}-",_t'f;ewachicvement of an A-effect absolutely depends on hghtnes's
and naturalness of performance.But when the actor checks the truth of his
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performance (a necessary operation, which Stanislavsky is much con-\ﬁ/l

cerned with in his system) he is not just thrown back on his ‘natural sensi-
bilities’, but can always be corrected by a comparison with reality (is that
how an angry man really speaks? is that how an offended man sits down?)
and so from outside, by other people. He acts in such a way that nearly
every sentence could be followed by a verdict of the audience and practic-
ally every gesture is submitted for the public’s approval.

The Chinese performer is in no trance. He can be interrupted at any
moment. He won’t have to ‘come round’. After an interruption he will go

on with his exposition from that point. We are not disturbing him at the- 4
‘mystic moment of creation’; when he steps on to the stage before us the .

process of creation is already over. He does not mind if the setting is
changed around him as he plays. Busy hands quite openly pass him what he,
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needs for his performance. When Mei Lan-fang was playing a death scene- ..

a spectator sitting next me exclaimed with astonishment at one of his ges-"

tures. One or two people sitting in front of us turned round indignantly

and sshhh’d. They behaved as if they were present at the real death of a

real girl. Possibly their attitude would have been all right for a I.“}uropean

production, but for a Chinese it was unspeakably ridiculous. In their case the

A-effect had misfired.

" Tt is not entirely easy to realize that the Chinese actor’s A-effect is a
| transportable piece of technique: a conception that can be prised 109se fro_m
|!__-the Chinese theatre. \We see this theatre as uncommonly precious, its

\ able to a realisic and reﬁ;olutionary theatre. Against that, the motives and
objects of the A-effect strike us as odd and suspicious.
When one sees thexChihese acting it is at first very hard to discount the
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{ portrayal of human passions as schematized, its idea of society as rigid and

/| wrong-headed; at first sight this superb art seems to offer nothing applic-
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feeling of estrangement which they produce in us as Europeans. One has
to be able to_imagine them achieving an A-effect among their Chinese
spectators toob}’hat is still harder is that one must accept the fact that when
J the Chinese performer conjures up an impression of mystery he seems un-
/ interested in disclosing a mystery to us. He makes his own mystery from
the mysteries of nature (especially human nature): he allows nobody to
examine how he produces the natural phenomenon, nor does nature allow
him to understand as he produces it. We have here the artistic counterpart
of a primitive technology, a rudimentary science. The Chinese performer
gets his A-effect by association with magic. ‘How it’s done’ remains hidden;
P knowledge is a matter of knowing the tricks and is in the hands of a few
men who guard it jealously and profit from their secrets. And yet there is
- already an attempt here to interfere with the course of nature; the capacity
to do so leads to questioning; and the future explorer, with his anxiety to
_«cmake nature’s course intelligible, controllable and down-to-earth, will
~- always start by adopting a standpoint from which it seems mysterious, in-
“comprehensible and beyond control. He will take up the attitude of some-
" body wondering, will apply the A-effect. Nobody can be a mathematician
. who takes it for granted that ‘two and two makes four’; nor is anybody one
+ who fails to understand it. The man who first looked with astonishment at a
swinging lantern and instead of taking it for granted found it highly re-
markable that it should swing, and swing in that particular way rather than
any other, was brought close to understanding the phenomenon by this
observation, and so to mastering it. Nor must it simply be exclaimed that
the attitude here proposed is all right for science but not for art. Why
shouldn’t art try, by its own means of course, to further the great social task

of mastering life?

In point of fact the only people who can profitably study a piece of
technique like Chinese acting’s A-effect are those who need such a tech-
nique for quite definite social purposes.

The experiments conducted by the modern German theatre led to a
wholly independent development of the A-effect. So far Asiatic acting
has exerted no influence.

The A-effect was achieved in the German epic theatre not only by the
actor, but also by the music (choruses, songs) and the setting (placards,
film etc.). It was principally designed to historicize the incidents por-

/ trayed. By this is meant the following:
The hourgeois theatre emphasized the timelessness of its objects. Its
| representation of people is bound by the alleged ‘eternally human’. Its
story is arranged in such a way as to create ‘universal’ situations that allow

-
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Man with a capital M to express himself: man of every period and every
colour. All its incidents are just one enormous cue, and this cue is followed
by the ‘eternal’ response: the inevitable, usual, natural, purely human
response. An example: a black man falls in love in the same way as a white
man; the story forces him to react with the same expression as the white
man (in theory this formula works as well the other way round); and with
that the sphere of art is attained. The cue can take account of what is
special, different; the response is shared, there is no element of difference
in it. This notxon may allow that Mﬂmjﬁsm but it is
none the ical. A few circumstances vary, the environments are
altered, but Man remains unchanged. MMMI
_not to Man. The environment is remarkably unimportant, is treated simply
as a pretext; it is a variable quantity and something remarkably inhuman;
it exists in fact apart from Man, confronting him as a coherent whole,
whereas he is a fixed quantity, eternally unchanged. The idea of man as a
function of the environment and the environment as a function
of “man, iethe breaking up —of "the environment into relationships s/
between men, corresponds t0 a new way of thinking, the historical way.
Rather than be sidetracked into the philosophy of hlstor , let us give an
example. Suppose the following is to be shown on the stage. a girl leaves
home in order to take a job in a fair-sized city (Piscator’s American Tragedy).
For the bourgeois theatre this is an insignificant affair, clearly the beginning
of a story; it is what one has to have been told in order to understand what
comes after, or to be keyed up for it. The actor’s imagination will hardly be
greatly fired by it. In a sense the incident is universal: girls take jobs (in the
case in question one can be keyed up to see what in particular is going to
happen to her). Only in one way is it particular: this girl goes away (if she
had remained what comes after would not have happened). The fact that
her family lets her go is not the object of the inquiry; it is understandable
(the motives are understandable). But for the historicizing theatre every-
thing is different. The theatre concentrates entirely on whatever in this
perfectly everyday event is remarkable, particular and demanding inquiry.
What! A family letting one of its members leave the nest to earn her future
living independently and without help? Is she up to it? Will what she has
learnt here as a member of the family help her to earn her living? Can’t
families keep a grip on their children any longer? Have they become (or
remained) a burden? s it like that with every family? Was it always like that?
Is this the way of the world, something that can’t be affected? The fruit falls
off the tree when ripe: does this sentence apply here? Do children always
make themselves independent? Did they do so in every age? If so, and if it’s
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something biological, does it always happen in the same way, for the same
reasons and with the same results? These are the questions (or a few of
them) that the actors must answer if they want to show the incident as a
unique, historical one: if they want to demonstrate a custom which leads to
conclusions about the entire structure of a society at a particular (transient)
time. But how is such an incident to be represented if its historic character
is to be brought out? How can the confusion of our unfortunate epoch be
striking? When the mother, in between warnings and moral injunctions,
packs her daughter’s case —a very small one — how is the following to
be shown: So many injunctions and so few clothes? Moral injunctions for a
lifetime and bread for five hours? How is the actress to speak the mother’s
sentence as she hands over such a very small case — “There, I guess that
ought to do you’ - in such way that it is understood as a historic dictum?
/ This'can only be achieved if the A-effect is brought out. The actress must
not make the sentence her own affair, she must hand it over for critici A
she must help us to understand its causémmﬁ'
be got by long training. In the New York Yiddish Theatre, a highly pro-
gressive theatre, I saw a play by S. Ornitz showing the rise of an East Side
boy to be a big crooked attorney. The theatre could not perform the play.
And yet there were scenes like this in it: the young attorney sits in the street
outside his house giving cheap legal advice. A young woman arrives and
complains that her leg has been hurt in a traffic accident. But the case has
been bungled and her compensation has not yet been paid. In desperation
she points to her leg and says: ‘It’s started to heal up.’ Working without
the A-effect, the theatre was unable to make use of this exceptional scene to
show the horror of a bloody epoch. Few people in the audience noticed it;
hardly anyone who reads this will remember that cry. The actress spoke the
cry as if it were something perfectly natural. But it is exactly this — the
fact that this poor creature finds such a complaint natural — that she should
have reported to the public like a horrified messenger returning from the
lowest of all hells. To that end she would of course have needed a special
technique which would have allowed her to underline the historical aspect
of a specific social condition. Only the A-effect makes this possible. Without
it all she can do is to observe how she is not forced to go over entirely into
the character on the stage.

In setting up new artistic principles and working out new methods of
representation we must start with the compelling demands of a changing
epoch; the necessity and the possibility of remodelling society loom ahead.
All incidents between men must be noted, and everything must be seen
from a social point of view. Among other effects that a new theatre will
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need for its social criticism and its historical reporting of completed
transformations is the A-effect.

[‘Verfremdungseffekte in der chinesischen Schau-
spielkunst’, from Schriften zum Theater, 1957]

NOTE: This essay, though unpublished in German till 1949, _appeared (in
Mr Eric White’s translation) in Life and Letters, London, in the winter (?f 1936.
A pencilled note on the typescript (Brecht-Archive 332/81) says: “This essay
arose out of a performance by Mei Lan-fang’s company in Moscow in spring
1935." Brecht had seen the performance that May, durmg'hls Moscow visit,
though the essay itself cannot have been completed till after his return from New
York. )

Almost certainly this, rather than the following item (as I wrongly su‘ggested in
my book on Brecht), is the first mention in his writings of the term ‘Verfrem-
dungseffekt’. That Brecht had already been feeling his way towards some such
formula can be seen from his use of the term ‘Entfremdung’ above (p. 76), ‘whlle
his almost instinctive predilection for strangeness can be seen very early on in the
passages quoted on pp. 1g-20. The formula itself is a translation of the Russ;an
critic Viktor Shklovskij’s phrase ‘Priem Ostrannenija’, or ‘device for makm,g
strange’, and it can hardly be a coincidence that it should have entered Brecht’s
vocabulary after his Moscow visit. So far as Mrs Hauptmann can remember he
had not spoken of ‘Verfremdung’ earlier, even in conversation. It was indeed
virtually 2 neologism, for Grimm’s dictionary gives only two obscure early
examples for the use of ‘verfremden’ as a transitive verb. )

According to Professor Eric Bentley the play by Samuel Ornitz was callec}
Haunch, Paunch and Jowl and was performed in 1935 by the Artfsf ,Pl.ay.ers
collective. The incident with the leg seems to anticipate the water-carrier’s injury
in Der gute Mensch von Sezuan.

Piscator’s adaptation of Dreiser’s An American Tragedy was produced by the
Group Theater in New York in 1936 under the title The Case of Clyde Griffiths,
with Lee Strasberg directing. Harold Clurman wrote of it in The Fervent Years
(London, 1946, p. 174) that ‘It was schematic in a cold way that to my fnmd
definitely went across the American grain. . . . It was nevertheless technlf:all}:
intriguing and capable of being fashioned into a novel type of stage production.
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The ‘German Satires’ were written for the German Freedom Radio.
It was a matter of projecting single sentences to a distant, artificially scat-
tered audience. They had to be cut down to the most concise possible form
and to be reasonably invulnerable to interruptions (by jamming). Rhyme
se.emed to me to be unsuitable, as it easily makes a poem seem self-con-
ta¥n.ed, lets it glide past the ear. Regular rhythms with their even cadence
fail in the same way to cut deep enough, and they impose circumlocutions;
a lot of everyday expressions won’t fit them; what was needed was the tone’

of direct and spontaneous speech. I thought rhymeless verse with irregular
rhythms seemed suitable.

[‘Uber reimlose Lyrik mit unregelmdssigen Rhyth-
men’ from Das Wort, Moscow, 1939, No. 3] )

NOTE: This essay appeared in the final number of Das Worz. The verse ex-
amples’ havc? been tux:ned mnto English wherever a translation can still carry
Brecht’s point. The 'German Satires’ appeared in the Svendborger Gedichte
(Lor'xdon 1939), now 1incorporated in Gedichte 3 (Frankfurt, 1961). The anti-
Nazi Fre?dom Radio operated from Czechoslovakia in the later 1930s.

Brecht’s first book of poems was Die Hauspostille (Berlin 1927; Frankfurt
1951). He adapted Edward II from Marlowe in collaboration with F euchtwanger;
the lines quoted are from Gaveston’s speech just before his capture, and bea;
little r(.elatlon to Marlowe’s ‘Yet, lusty lords, I have escaped your hands’, etc.
Rothe is the modern transllator whose versions were used by Reinhardt; his ,book
S/zalz_e:peare als Prov'okatzon. appeared in 1962. Thilmann was C(,)mmunist
c:ndldate for the presidency in 1932. The Kaufhaus des Westens is 2 big Berlin
store.

This i.ndic:}llt'ion that Brecht approved of the anti-Formalist campaign of the
1930s, gtven his own interpretation of ‘Formalism’, is th indicati
o 1sm’, is the only indication that he

The great majority of the Svendborger Gedichte ar I i

I g4 ¢ written in the style de-
scribed, as well as the whole of Lucullus (on which he was working at thisy time)
gInlzgone }(3194&) and many verse sections of other plays. For the connectior;
etween Brecht’s 1 1 1
e s poems and their musical settings see also pp. 4, 85 and
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29 - The Street Scene
A Basic Model for an Epic Theatre

In the decade and a half that followed the World War a comparatively
new way of acting was tried out in a number of German theatres. Its
qualities of clear description and reporting and its use of choruses and
projections as a means of commentary earned it the name of ‘epic’. The

actor used a somewhat complex technique to detach himself from the

character portrayed; he forced the spectator to look at the play’s situations
from such an angle that they necessarily became subject to his criticism.
Supporters of this epic theatre argued that the new subject-matter, the
highly involved incidents of the class war in its acutest and most terrible
stage, would be mastered more easily by such a method, since it would
thereby become possible to portray social processes as seen in their causal
relationships. But the result of these experiments was that aesthetics found
itself up against a whole series of substantial difficulties.

It is comparatively easy to set up a basic model for epic theatre. For
practical experiments I usually picked as my example of completely simple,
‘natural’ epic theatre an incident such as can be seen at any street corner:
an eyewitness demonstrating to a collection of people how a traffic accident
took place. The bystanders may not have observed what happened, or they
may simply not agree with him, may ‘see things a different way’; the pointis
that the demonstrator acts the behaviour of driver or victim or both in such
a way that the bystanders are able to form an opinion about the accident.

Such an example of the most primitive type of epic theatre seems easy to
understand. Yet experience has shown that it presents astounding difficul-
ties to the reader or listener as soon as he is asked to see the implications of
treating this kind of street corner demonstration as a basic form of major
theatre, theatre for a scientific age. What this means of course is that the
epic theatre may appear richer, more intricate and complex in every
particular, yet to be major theatre it need at bottom only contain the same
elements as a street-corner demonstration of this sort; nor could it any
longer be termed epic theatre if any of the main elements of the street-
corner demonstration were lacking. Until this is understood it is impossible
really to understand what follows. Until one understands the novelty, un-
familiarity and direct challenge to the critical faculties of the suggestion that
street-corner demonstration of this sort can serve as a satisfactory basic
model of major theatre one cannot really understand what follows.

Consider: the incident is clearly very far from what we mean by an
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artistic one. The demonstrator need not be an artist. The capacities he
needs to achieve his aim are in effect universal. Suppose he cannot carry
out some particular movement as quickly as the victim he is imitating; all
he need do is to explain that 4¢ moves three times as fast, and the demon-
§trati0n neither suffers in essentials nor loses its point. On the contrary it is
_important that he should not be too perfect. His demonstration would be
il spoilt if the bystanders’ attention were drawn to his powers of transforma-
) tion. He has to avoid presenting himself in such a way that someone calls
out “What a lifelike portrayal of a chauffeur!” He must not ‘cast a spell’ over
anyone. He should not transport people from normality to ‘higher realms’.
He need not dispose of any special powers of suggestion.

It is most important that one of the main features of the ordinary theatre
should be excluded from our street scene: the engendering of illusion.
The street demonstrator’s performance is essentially repetitive. The event
has taken place; what you-are seeing now is a repeat. If the scene in the
theatre follows the street scene in this respect then the theatre will stop
Eiet(_e_llcligg_np__t to be theatre, just as the street-corner demonstration admits
it is a demonstration (and does not pretend to be the actual event). The
element of rehearsal in the acting and of learning by heart in the text, the
whf)le machinery and the whole process of preparation: it all becomes
plainly apparent. What room is left for experience? Is the reality po.rtrayed
still experienced in any sense?

The street scene determines what kind of experience is to be prepared
for the spectator. There is no question but that the street-corner demon-
strator has been through an ‘experience’, but he is not out to make his
demonstration serve as an ‘experience’ for the audience. Even the experi-
ence of the driver and the victim is only partially communicated by him,
and he by no means tries to turn it into an enjoyable experience for the
spectator, however lifelike he may make his demonstration. The demonstra-
tion would become noless valid if he did not reproduce the fear caused by the
accident; on the contrary it would lose validity if he did. He is not interested
in creating pure emotions. It is important to understand that a theatre which
follows his lead in this respect undergoes a positive change of function.

One essential element of the street scene must also be present in the
theatrical scene if this is to qualify as epic, namely that the demonstration

50 should have a socially practical significance. Whether our street demon-

strator 1s out to show that one attitude on the part of driver or pedestrian
makes an accident inevitable where another would not, or whether he is
demonstrating with a view to fixing the responsibility, his demonstration
has a practical purpose, intervenes socially.
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The demonstrator’s purpose determines how thoroughly he has to imi-
tate. Our demonstrator need not imitate every aspect of his characters’
behaviour, but only so much as gives a picture. Generally the theatre scene
will give much fuller pictures, corresponding to its more extensive range of
interest. How do street scene and theatre scene link up here? To take a
point of detail, the victim’s voice may have played no immediate part in the
accident. Eye-witnesses may disagree as to whether a cry they heard
(‘Look out!’) came from the victim or from someone else, and this may give
our demonstrator a motive for imitating the voice. The question can be
settled by demonstrating whether the voice was an old man’s or 2 woman’s,
or merely whether it was high or low. Again, the answer may depend on
whether it was that of an educated person or not. Loud or soft may play a
great part, as the driver could be correspondingly more or less guilty. A
whole series of characteristics of the victim ask to be portrayed. Was he
absent-minded? Was his attention distracted? If so, by what? What, on the
evidence of his behaviour, could have made him liable to be distracted by
just that circumstance and no other? Etc., etc. It can be seen that our street-
corner demonstration provides opportunities for a pretty rich and varied
portrayal of human types. Yet a theatre which tries to restrict its essential
elements to those provided by our street scene will have to acknowledge
certain limits to imitation. It must be able to justify any outlay in terms of
its purpose.!

The demonstration may for instance be dominated by the question of
compensation for the victim, etc. The driver risks being sacked from his
job, losing his licence, going to prison; the victim risks a heavy hospital
bill, loss of job, permanent disfigurement, possibly unfitness for work.

1 We often come across demonstrations of an everyday sort which are more thorough
imitations than our street—corner accident demands. Generally they are comic ones. Our next-
door neighbour may decide to ‘take off” the rapacious behaviour of our common landlord. Such
an imitation is often rich and full of variety. Closer examination will show however that even so
apparently complex an imitation concentrates on one specific side of the landlord’s behaviour.
The imitation is summary or selective, deliberately leaving out those occasions where the landlord
strikes our neighbour as ‘perfectly sensible’, though such occasions of course occur. He is far
from giving a rounded picture; for that would have no comic impact at all. The street scene,
perforce adopting a wider angle of vision, at this point lands in difficulties which must not be
underestimated. It has to be just as successful in promoting criticism, but the incidents in ques-
tion are far more complex. It must promote positive as well as negative criticism, and as part of a
single process. You have to understand what is involved in winning the audience’s approval by
means of a eritical approach. Here again we have a precedent in our street scene, i.c. in any
demonstration of an everyday sort. Next-door neighbour and street demonstrator can reproduce
their subject’s ‘sensible’ or his ‘senseless’ behaviour alike, by submitting it for an opinion. When
it crops up in the course of events, however (when a man switches from being sensible to being
senseless, or the other way round), then they usually need some form of commentary in order
to change the angle of their portrayal. Hence, as already mentioned, certain difficulties for the
theatre scene. These cannot be dealt with here.
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This is the area within which the demonstrator builds up his characters.
The victim may have had a companion; the driver may have had his girl
sitting alongside him. That would bring out the social element better and
allow the characters to be more fully drawn.

Another essential element in the street scene is that the demonstrator
should derive his characters entirely from their actions. He imitates their
actions and so allows conclusions to be drawn about them. A theatre that
follows him in this will be largely breaking with the orthodox theatre’s
habit of basing the actions on the characters and having the former ex-
empted from criticism by presenting them as an unavoidable consequence
deriving by natural law from the characters who perform them. To the
street demonstrator the character of the man being demonstrated remains a
quantity that need not be completely defined. Within certain limits he may
be like this or like that; it doesn’t matter. What the demonstrator is
concerned with are his accident-prone and accident-proof qualities. The
theatrical scene may show more fully-defined individuals. But it must then
be in a position to treat their individuality as a special case and outline the
field within which, once more, its most socially relevant effects are pro-
duced. Our street demonstrator’s possibilities of demonstration are nar-
rowly restricted (indeed, we chose this model so that the limits should be
as narrow as possible). If the essential elements of the theatrical scene are
limited to those of the street scene then its greater richness must be an
enrichment only. The question of border-line cases becomes acute.

Let us take a specific detail. Can our street demonstrator, say, ever be-
come entitled to use an excited tone of voice in repeating the driver’s state-
ment that he has been exhausted by too long a spell of work? (In theory this
is no more possible than for a returning messenger to start telling his fellow-
countrymen of his talk with the king with the words ‘I saw the bearded
king’.) It can only be possible, let alone unavoidable, if one 1magines a
street-corner situation where such excitement, specifically about this
aspect of the affair, plays a particular part. (In the instance above this would
be so if the king had sworn never to cut his beard off until . . . etc.) We have
to find a point of view for our demonstrator that allows him to submit this
excitement to criticism. Only if he adopts a quite definite point of view can
he be entitled to imitate the driver’s excited voice; e.g. if he blames drivers
as such for doing too little to reduce their hours of work. (‘Look at him.
Doesn’t even belong to a union, but gets worked up soon enough when an
accident happens. “Ten hours I’ve been at the wheel.” ?)

! The same situation will be produced by all those people whose characters fulfil the conditions
laid down by him and show the features that he imitates.

—
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Before it can get as far as this, i.e. be able to suggest a point'of view to

the actor, the theatre needs to take a number of steps. By widening its

field of vision and showing the driver in other situations besides that of the

accident the theatre in no way exceeds its model; it merely creates a ﬁ.lrther
situation on the same pattern. One can imagine a scene of .the same kind as

the street scene which provides a well-argued demonstration showing h.ow
such emotions as the driver’s develop, or another which involves making
comparisons between tones of voice. In order not 1o exceed the ir_lﬂi_e_l__s_c_ene
the trheatre only has to develop a technique for submitting emotions to the
spectator’s criticism. OF course this does not mean that the spectator must
be barred on principle from sharing certain emotions that are put before
him; none the less to communicate emotions is only one particular form
(phase, consequence) of criticism. The .theatre‘s demonstrator, the acto;,
must apply a technique which will let him reProduce the tone of the sub-
ject demonstrated with a certain reserve, ‘W'lth.detachment (so that 1he,
spectator can say: ‘He’s getting excited — in vain, too late, at last. . . .

etc.). In short, the actor must remain a demonstrator; he rnust‘ present the
person demonstrated as a stranger, he must not suppress the ‘ke did that,
he said that’ element in his performance. He must not go so far as to be
wholly transformed into the person demonstrate.d. . '

One essential element of the street scene lies in the natural z}ttltude
adopted by the demonstrator, which is two-fold; he is always taking two
situations into account. He behaves naturally as a demonstrator, and he lets
the subject of the demonstration behave naturally too. He never forgets,
nor does he allow it to be forgotten, that he is not the sub)'ect but the
demonstrator. That is to say, what the audience sees is not a fusion bet.ween
demonstrator and subject, not some third, independent, uncpntradlctory
entity with isolated features of (a) demonstrator apd (b) sub]ect,. such as
the orthodox theatre puts before us in its productions.® The. feelings and
o@}ions of demonstrator and denﬂls_tgiggd 1 are not mc;gc__d. into ome.
" We now come to one of those elements that are peculiar to the epic
theatre, the so-called A-effect (alienation effect). .Wl}at 1s involysg here is,
b;ieﬂ)g,_a_tgc_h‘nigue of taking the human social'inadents to be portrayed fmd
labelling them as something striking, something t_hat'c:al_ls for e?(p_‘lgrlgg(,lr_'l,
is ot to be, taken for granted, not just natural. The ob ;cctvof this ‘effect’ is
o allow the spectator to criticize constructively from a social point of view.
Can we show that this A-effect is significant for our street demonstratoxj?

We can picture what happens if he fails to make use of it. Thc follo.w1‘ng
situation could occur. One of the spectators might say: ‘But if the victim

1 Most clearly worked out by Stanislavsky.
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stepped off the kerb with his right foot, as you showed him doing. . ..’ The
demonstrator might interrupt saying: ‘I showed him stepping off.“.ri-th his
left Ijoot.‘ By arguing which foot he really stepped off with in his demon-
stration, and, even more, how the victim himself acted, the demonstration
can be so transformed that the A-effect occurs. The de;nonstraror achieves
it by paying exact attention this time to his movements executing them
Farv::fully, probably in slow motion; in this way he aliena;es the little sub-
mc.xdcnt, emphasizes its importance, makes it worthy of notice. And so the
epic theatre’s alienation effect proves to have its uses for our st;'eet demon-
strator too; in other words it is also to be found in this small everyday scene
of natural street-corner theatre, which has little to do with art. The direct
changv.?over from representation to commentary that is so char.acteristic of
the epic thf:'atre is still more easily recognized as one element of any street
fier'nor.lstra.uon‘ Wherever he feels he can the demonstrator breaks off his
Imitation in 0rdel: to give explanations. The epic theatre’s choruses and

deeumentary projections, the direct addressing of the audience by its
e Y

actors, are at bottom just this. B

- Tt will have been observed, not without astonishment I hope, that I have
not named any strictly artistic elements as characterizing our ,street scene
and, with it, that of the epic theatre. The street demonstrator can carry out
a successful demonstration with no greater abilities than, in effect anriod
has. What about the epic theatre’s value as art? , T
' The epic theatre wants to establish its basic model at the street corner
Le. to return to the very simplest ‘natural’ theatre, a social enterprise whosc;
origins, means and ends are practical and earthly. The model works without
any need of programmatic theatrical phrases like ‘the urge to self-expres-
sion’, ‘making a part one’s own’, ‘spiritual experience’, ‘the play instiI:lct’
‘the story-teller’s art’, etc. Does that mean that the epic theatre isn’t con-’
cerned with art?

It might be as well to begin by putting the question differently, thus:
can we make use of artistic abilities for the purposes of our street ’scene;
Obviously yes. Even the street-corner demonstration includes artistic ele;
ments. Artistic abilities in some small degree are to be found in any man
It_ does no harm to remember this when one is confronted with great art’
L'_ndoubtedly what we call artistic abilities can be exercised at any time:
w:t.hip the limits imposed by our street scene model. They will function as
artistic abilities even though they do not exceed these limits (for instance
whe'n there is meant to be no complete transformation of demonstrator intc:
subject). And true enough, the epic theatre is an extremely artistic affair
hardly thinkable without artists and virtuosity, imagination, humour and,
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fellow-feeling; it cannot be practised without all these and much else too.
It has got to be entertai ing, it has got to be instructive. How then can art
be developed out of the elements of the street scene, without adding any or
leaving any out? How does it evolve into the theatrical scene with its fabri-
cated story, its trained actors, its lofty style of speaking, its make-up, its
team performance by a number of players? Do we need to add to our
elements in order to move on from the ‘natural’ demonstration to the
‘artificial’?

Is it not true that the additions which we must make to our mode! in
order to arrive at epic theatre are of a fundamental kind? A brief examina-
tion will show that they are not. Take the story. There was nothing fabri-
cated about our street accident. Nor does the orthodox theatre deal only
in fabrications; think for instance of the historical play. None the less a
story can be performed at the street corner too. Our demonstrator may at
any time be in a position to say: “The driver was guilty, because it all
happened the way I showed you. He wouldn’t be guilty if it had happened
the way I’m going to show you now.” And he can fabricate an incident and
demonstrate it. Or take the fact that the text is learnt by heart. As a witness
in a court case the demonstrator may have written down the subject’s exact
words, learnt them by heart and rehearsed them; in that case he too 1s per-
forming a text he has learned. Or take a rehearsed programme by several
players: it doesn’t always have to be artistic purposes that bring about a
demonstration of this sort; one need only think of the French police tech-
nique of making the chief figures in any crimiinal case re-enact certain
crucial situations before a police audience. Or take making-up. Minor
changes in appearance - ruffling one’s hair, for instance - can occur at
any time within the framework of the non-artistic type of demonstration.
Nor is make-up itself used solely for theatrical purposes. In the street
scene the driver’s moustache may be particularly significant. It may have
influenced the testimony of the possible girl companion suggested earlier.

This can be represented by our demonstrator making the driver stroke an
imaginary moustache when prompting his companion’s evidence. In this
way the demonstrator can do a good deal to discredit her as a witness.
Moving on to the use of a real moustache in the theatre, however, is not an
entirely easy transition, and the same difficulty occurs with respect to
costume. Our demonstrator may under given circumstances put on the
driver’s cap — for instance if he wants to show that he was drunk: (he had it
on crooked) — but he can only do so conditionally, under these circum-
stances; (see what was said about borderline cases earlier). However, where
there is a demonstration by several demonstrators of the kind referred to
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a.bove we can have costume so that the various characters can be dis-
tinguished. This again is only a limited use of costume. There must be no
question of creating an illusion that the demonstrators really are these char-
acters. (The epic theatre can counteract this illusion by especially exagger-
at'ed costume or by garments that are somehow marked out as objects for
dlspla:y'.) Moreover we can suggest another model as a substitute for ours
on .thlS point: the kind of street demonstration given by hawkers. To sell
their neckties these people will portray a badly-dressed and a well-dressed
man; with a few props and technical tricks they can perform significant
little scenes where they submit essentially to the same restrictions as apply
to the demonstrator in our street scene: (they will pick up tie, hat stick

gloves and give certain significant imitations of 2 man of the wo;'ld a’nd thé
w}.lole time they will refer to him as ‘he’l) With hawkers we also ﬁ,nd verse
being us?d within the same framework as that of our basic model. They
use firm irregular rhythms to sell braces and newspapers alike.

Reflecting along these lines we see that our basic model will work. The
elements of; ‘natural and of artificial epic theatre are the same. Our street-

e e e .
—eorner-theatre 1s primitive; origins,aims and methods of its performance

are close to home. But there is no doubt that it is a meaningful phenomenon
ance’s origins lie in an incident that can be judged one way or another, that
may repeat itself in different forms and is not finished but is bound tc,have
consequences, so that this judgment has some significance. The object of
the performance is to make it easier to give an opinion on the incident. Its
means correspond to that. The epic theatre is a highly skilled theatre with
complex contents and far-reaching social objectives. In setting up the
street scene as a basic model for it we pass on the clear social function and
give the epic theatre criteria by which to decide whether an incident is
meaningful or not. The basic model has a practical significance. As pro-
ducer. and actors work to build up a performance involving many difficult
questions — technical problems, social ones - it allows them to check
whether the social function of the whole apparatus is still clearly intact.

- with a clear social function that dominates all its elements. The perform-

e
[‘Die Strassenszene, Grundmodell eines epischen
Theaters’, from Versuche 1o, 1950]

NOTE: Originally stated to have been written in 1940, but now ascribed by
Werner Hecht to June 1938. This is an elaboration of a poem ‘Uber alltigliches
Theater"whlch 1s supposed to have been written in 1930 and is included as one of
the ‘Gedgchte aus dem Messingkauf” in Theaterarbeit, Versuche 14 and Gedichte 3

The notion of the man at the street-corner miming an accident is alreaa);
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developed at length there, and it also occurs in the following undated scheme
(Schriften zum Theater ¢, pp. 51-2):

EXERCISES FOR ACTING SCHOOLS
(a) Conjuring tricks, including attitude of spectators.

(b) For women: folding and putting away linen. Same for men.

(¢) For men: varying attitudes of smokers. Same for women.

(d) Cat playing with a hank of thread.

(e) Exercises in observation.

(f) Exercises in imitation.

(g) How to take notes. Noting of gestures, tones of voice.

(h) Exercises in imagination. Three men throwing dice for their life. One
loses. Then: they all lose.

(1) Dramatizing an epic. Passages from the Bible.

(k) For everybody: repeated exercises in production. Essential to show one’s
colleagues.

() Exercises in temperament. Situation: two women calmly folding linen. They
feign a wild and jealous quarrel for the benefit of their husbands; the husbands
are in the next room.

(m) They come to blows as they fold their linen in silence.

(n) Game (1) turns serious.

(0) Quick-change competition. Behind a screen; open.

(p) Modifying an imitation, simply described so that others can put it into
effect.

(q9) Rhythmical (verse-) speaking with tap-dance.

(r) Eating with outsize knife and fork. Very small knife and fork.

(s) Dialogue with gramophone: recorded sentences, free answers.

(t) Search for ‘nodal points’.

(u) Characterization of a fellow-actor.

(v) Improvisation of incidents. Running through scenes in the style of a
report, no text.

(w) The street accident. Laying down limits of justifiable imitation.

(x) Variations: a dog went into the kitchen. {A traditional song]

(y) Memorizing first impressions of a part.

Werner Hecht suggests that these exercises, like those cited on p. 147, may
relate to lessons given by Helene Weigel at a Finnish theatre school.
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31 - Short Description of a New Technique of Acting
which Produces an Alienation Effect

What follows represents an attempt to describe a technique of acting which
was applied in certain theatres (1) with a view to taking the incidegts por-
trayed and alienating them from the spectator. The aim of this technique
kn(:.wvn as the alienation effect, was to make the spectator adopt an attitud;
of inquiry and criticism in his approach to the incident. The means were
artistic.

The first condition for the A-effect’s application to this end is that stage
anq auditorium must be purged of everything ‘magical’ and that no ‘hyp-
notic tensions’ should be set up. This ruled o?l_t_amttempt to make the
stage convey the flavour of a particular place (a room at evening, a road in
the autumn), or to create atmosphere by relaxing the tempo of the conversa-
tion. The audience was not ‘worked up’ by a display of temperament or
‘swept away’ by acting with tautened muscles; in short, no attempt was
made to put it in a trance and give it the/illusion of watching an ordinary
unrehea‘rsed event. As will be seen presently, the audience’s tendency to
plunge into such illusions has to be checked by specific artistic means (3)-

The. first condition for the achievement of the A-effect is that the actor
must invest what he has to show with a definite gest of showing. It is of
course necessary to drop the assumption that there isa fourth wall cutting
the audience off from the stage and the consequent illusion that the stage
action is taking place in reality and without an audience. That being so, it is
possible for the actor in principle to address the audience direct. o

It is well known that contact between audience and stage is normally
made on the basis of empathy. Conventional actors devote their efforts so
ex'clusively' to bringing about this psychological operation that they may be
sa.ld to see it as the principal aim of their art (5). Our introductory remarks
will already have made it clear that the technique which produ;:es an A-
effect is the exact opposite of that which aims at empathy. The actor
appl_vin‘g it is bound not to try to bring about the empathy operation.

Yet in his efforts to reproduce particular characters and show their
behaviour he need not renounce the means of empathy entirely. He uses
these means just a5 any normal pérson with no part'i'cumc‘ting talent
would use them if he wanted to portray someone else, i.e. show how he
jbehavies. This showing of other people’s behaviour happens time and again
n or<‘imary life (witnesses of an accident demonstrating to newcomers how
the victim behaved, a facetious person imitating a friend’s walk, etc.), with-
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out those involved making the least effort to subject their spectators to an
illusion. At the same time they do feel their way into their characters’ skins
with a view to acquiring their characteristics.

As has already been said, the actor too will make use of this psychological
operation. But whereas the usual practice in acting is to execute it during
the actual performance, in the hope of stimulating the spectator into a
similar operation, he will achieve it only at an earlier stage, at some time
during rehearsals.

To safeguard against an unduly ‘impulsive’, frictionless and uncritical
creation of characters and incidents, more reading rehearsals can be held
than usual. The actor should refrain from living himself into the part
prematurely in any way, and should go on functioning as long as possible as
a reader (which does not mean a reader-aloud). An important step is
memorizing one’s first impressions.

When reading his part the actor’s attitude should be one of a man who is
astounded and contradicts. Not only the occurrence of the incidents, as he
reads about them, but the conduct of the man he is playing, as he experi-
ences it, must be weighed up by him and their peculiarities understood;
none can be taken as given, as something that ‘was bound to turn out that
way’, that was ‘only to be expected from a character like that’. Before
memorizing the words he must memorize what he felt astounded at and
where he felt impelled to contradict. For these are dynamic forces that he
must preserve in creating his performance.

When he appears on the stage, besides what he actually is doing he will
at all essential points discover, specify, imply what he is not doing; that is
to say he will act in such a way that the alternative emerges as clearly as
possible, that his acting allows the other possibilities to be inferred and
only represents one out of the possible variants. He will say for instance
“You’ll pay for that’, and not say ‘I forgive you’. He detests his children;
it is not the case that he loves them. He moves down stage left and not up
stage right. Whatever he doesn’t do must be contained and conserved in
what he does. In this way every sentence and every gesture signifies a
decision; the character remains under observation and is tested. The
technical term for this procedure is ‘fixing the J'not . . . but” "}

The actor does not allow himself to become completely transformed on
the stage into the character he is portraying. He is not Lear, Harpagon,
Schweik; he shows them. He _@%ﬁmma_ﬂyfs
he can; he puts forward their way of behaving to the best of his abilities and
knowledge of '_?ngxl;_ but he never tries to persuade himself (and thereby
others) that this amounts to a complete transformation. Actors will know
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what it means if I say that a typical kind of acting without this complete
transformation takes place when a producer or colleague shows one how to
play a particular passage. It is not his own part, so he is not completely
transformed; he underlines the technical aspect and retains the attitude of
someone just making suggestions.

Once the idea of total transformation is abandoned the actor speaks his
part not as if he were improvising it himself but like a quotation (7). At the
same time he obviously has to render all the quotation’s overtones, the
remark’s full human and concrete shape; similarly the gesture he makes

represew

Given this absence of total transformation in the acting there are three

aids which may help to alienate the actions and remarks of the characters
being portrayed:

1. Transposition into the third person.
2. Transposition into the past.
3. Speaking the stage directions out loud.

Using the third person and the past tense allows the actor to adopt the
right attitude of detachment. In addition he will look for stage directions
and remarks that comment on his lines, and speak them aloud at rehearsal
(‘He stood up and exclaimed angrily, not having eaten: . . .’, or ‘He had
never been told so before, and didn’t know if it was true or not’; or ‘He
smiled, and said with forced nonchalance: . . .’). Speaking the stage direc-
tions out loud in the third person results in a clash between two tones of
voice, alienating the second of them, the text proper. This style of acting
is further alienated by taking place on the stage after having already been
outlined and announced in words. Transposing it into the past gives the
speaker a standpoint from which he can look back at his sentence. The
sentence too 1s thereby alienated without the speaker adopting an unreal
point of view; unlike the spectator, he has read the play right through and
is better placed to judge the sentence in accordance with the ending, with
its consequences, than the former, who knows less and is more of a stranger
to the sentence.

This composite process leads to an alienation of the text in the rehearsals
which generally persists in the performance too (g). The directness of the
relationship with the audience allows and indeed forces the actual speech
delivery to be varied in accordance with the greater or smaller significance
attaching to the sentences. Take the case of witnesses addressing a court.
The underlinings, the characters’ insistence on their remarks, must be
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developed as a piece of effective virtuosity. If the actor turns to the audi.erllce
it must be a whole-hearted turn rather than the asides and soliloquizing
technique of the old-fashioned theatre. To get the full A—eifeet from the
poetic medium the actor should start at rehearsal by paraphrasing the
verse’s content in vulgar prose, possibly accompanying this by the gestures
designed for the verse. A daring and beautiful handling ef verbal media w1,11
alienate the text. (Prose can be alienated by translation into the actor’s
native dialect.)

Gesture will be dealt with below, but it can at once be said that every-
thing to do with the emotions has to be externalized, that is to say, 1t must \/
be developed into a gesture: The actor has to find a sensibly perceptr.ble
outward expression for his character’s emotions, pre‘fera.bly some action
that gives away what is going on inside him. The emotion in question must
be brought out, must lose all its restrictions so S so that it can be treated on a

big scale. Special | elegance, power and grace of gesture bring about the
A-effect.

A masterly use of gesture can be seen in.Chinese actmg’ The Chinese
actor achieves the A-effect by being seen to_ observe his own movements

7

Whatever the actor offers in the way of gesture,,verse structure etc. L
must be finished and bear the hallmarks of something rehearsed and
rounded-off. The impression to be given is one of ease, which is at the same
time one of difﬁculues overcome. The actor must make it possible for the
audience to take his own art, his mastery of technique, lightly too. He
puts an incident before the spectator with perfection and as he thinks 1t
really happened or might have happened. He does not conceal the fact that g =
he has rehearsed it, any more than an acrobat conceals his tra is training, and he ™

IE s Te bty 4
“emphasizes that it is his own (actor’s) account, view, version of the incident.

Because he doesn’t identify himself with him he can pick a definite
attitude to adopt towards the character whom he portrays, can show

what he thinks of him and Tvite the spectator, who is Ilkew ise not asked ta

4

identify himself, to criticize the character portrayed. = L

The attitude which he adopts is a socially critical one. In “his expos;tmn
of the incidents and in his characterization of the person he tries to brmg |
out those features which come within society’s sphere. In this way his
performance becomes a discussion (about social conditiorrs) with rhe
audience he is addressing. He prompts the spectator to justify or abolish
these conditions according to what class he belongs to (13).

The object of the A-effect is to alienate the'social gest underlyrng evcry\ Y
incident. By social gest is meant the mimetic and gestural expression of the | :
social relationships prevailing between people of a given perioq (14). \
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It helps to formulate the incident for society, and to put it across in such
a2 way that society is given the key, if titles are thought up for the scenes.
/ These titles must have a historical quality.

This brings us to a crucial technical device:@

The actor must play the incidents as historical ones. Historical incidents
are unique, transitory incidents associated with particular periods. The con-
duct of the persons involved in them is not fixed and ‘universally human’; it
includes elements that have been or may be overtaken by the course of
history, and is subject to criticism from the immediately following period’s
point of view. The conduct of those born before us is alienated! from us by
an incessant evolution.

It is up to the actor to treat present-day events and modes of behaviour
with the same detachment as the historian adopts with regard to those of
the past. He must alienate these characters and incidents from us.

Characters and incidents from ordinary life, from our immediate sur-
roundings, being familiar, strike us as more or less natural. Alienating them
helps to make them seem remarkable to us. Science has carefully developed a
technique of getting irritated with the everyday, ‘self-evident’, universally
accepted occurrence, and there is no reason why this infinitely useful atti-
tude should not be taken over by art (17). It is an attitude which arose in
science as a result of the growth in human productive powers. In art the
same motive applies.

As for the emotions, the experimental use of the A-effect in the epic
theatre’s German productions indicated that this way of acting too can
stimulate them, though possibly a different class of emotion is involved
from those of the orthodox theatre (18). A critical attitude on the audience's
part is a thoroughly artistic one (19). Nor does the actual practice of the
A-effect seem anything like so unnatural as its description. Of course it is a
way of acting that his nothing to do with stylization as commonly practised.

“The main advantage of the epic theatre with its A-effect, intended purely to
show the world in such a way that it becomes manageable, is precisely its
quality of being natural and earthly, its humour and its renunciation of all
the mystical elements that have stuck to the orthodox theatre from the
old days.

1 Entfremdet.
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Appendix
[selected notes)

1. Edward II after Marlowe (Munich Kammerspiels).
Trommeln in der Nacht (Deutsches Theater, Berlin).
The Threepenny Opera (Theater am Schiffbauerdamm, Berlin).
Die Pioniere von Ingolstadt (Theater am Schiff bauerdamm).
Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, opera (Aufricht’s Kurfiir-
stendammtheater, Berlin).
Mann ist Mann (Staatstheater, Berlin).
Die Massnahme (Grosses Schauspielhaus, Berlin).
The Adventures of the Good Soldier Schweik (Piscator’s Theater am
Nollendorfplatz, Berlin).
Die Plattkipfe und die Spitzkipfe (Riddersalen, Copenhagen).
Sefiora Carrar’s Rifles (Copenhagen, Paris).
Furcht und Elend des Dritten Reiches (Paris).

3. E.g. such mechanical means as very brilliant illumination of the stage
(since a half-lit stage plus a completely darkened auditorium ma.kes the
spectator less level-headed by preventing him from observing his
neighbour and in turn hiding him from his neighbour’s eyes) and also
making visible the sources of light.

MAKING VISIBLE THE SOURCES OF LIGHT

There is a point in showing the lighting apparatus openly, as it is one
of the means of preventing an unwanted element of illusion; it scarcely
disturbs the necessary concentration. If we light the actors and their
performance in such a way that the lights themselves are .within the
spectator’s field of vision we destroy part of his illusion of being present
at a spontaneous, transitory, authentic, unrehearsed event. He sees tbat
arrangements have been made to show something; something is .be.mg
repeated here under special conditions, for instance in a very brilliant
light. Displaying the actual lights is meant to be a counter to the old-
fashioned theatre’s efforts to hide them. No one would expect the light-
ing to be hidden at a sporting event, a boxing match for instance. W.hat—
ever the points of difference between the modern theatre’s presentations
and those of a sporting promoter, they do not include the same conceal-
ment of the sources of light as the old theatre found necessary.

(Brecht: ‘Der Biihnenbau des epischen Theaters’)

5. Cf. these remarks by Poul Reumert, the best-known Danish actor:
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.. If I feel I am dying, and if I really feel it, then so does everybody
else; if T act as though I had a dagger in my hand, and am entirely filled
by the one idea of killing the child, then everybody shudders. . . . The
wholfe business is a matter of mental activity beirig communicated by
emotions, or the other way round if you prefer it: a feeling so strong as
to be an obsession, which is translated into thoughts. If it comes off it is
the most infectious thing in the world; anything external is then a
matter of complete indifference. . . .’
And Rapaport, “The Work of the Actor’, Theater Workshop, October
1936:
“. .. On the stage the actor is surrounded entirely by fictions. . . . The
actor must be able to regard all this as though it were true, as though he
were convinced that all that surrounds him on the stage is a living
teality and, along with himself, he must convince the audience as well.
This is the central feature of our method of work on the part. . . . Take
any object, a cap for example; lay it on the table or on the floor and try
to regard it as though it were a rat; make believe that it is a rat, and not
acap. ... Picture what sort of a rat it is; what size, colour? . . . We thus
commit ourselves to believe quite naively that the object before us is
something other than it is and, at the same time, learn to compel the
audience to believe. . . .’

This might be thought to be a course of instruction for conjurers,
but in fact it is a course of acting, supposedly according to Stanis-
lavsky’s method. One wonders if a technique that equips an actor to
make the audience see rats where there aren’t any can really be all that
suitable for disseminating the truth. Given enough alcohol it doesn’t
take acting to persuade almost anybody that he is seeing rats: pink ones.

. QUOTATION

Standing in a free and direct relationship to it, the actor allows his
character to speak and move; he presents a report. He does not have to
.make us forget that the text isn’t spontaneous, but has been memorized

is a fixed quantity; the fact doesn’t matter, as we anyway assume tha;
the report is not about himself but about others. His attitude would be
the same if he were simply speaking from his own memory. [. . .]

. The epic actor has to accumulate far more material than has been the
case till now. What he has to represent is no longer himself as king

himself as scholar, himself as gravedigger, etc., but just kings, schulars’
gravediggers, which means that he has to look around him in the worlci
of reality. Again, he has to learn how to imitate: something that is dis-
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couraged in modern acting on the ground that it destroys his individu-
ality.

9. The theatre can create the corresponding A-effect in the performance

in a number of ways. The Munich production of Edward I for the first
time had titles preceding the scenes, announcing the contents. The
Berlin production of The Threepenny Opera had the titles of the songs
projected while they were sung. The Berlin production of Mann ist
Mann had the actors’ figures projected on big screens during the action.

13. Another thing that makes for freedom in the actor’s relationship with

his audience is that he does not treat it as an undifferentiated mass. He
doesn’t boil it down to a shapeless dumpling in the stockpot of the
emotions. He does not address himself to everybody alike; he allows the
existing divisions within the audience to continue, in fact he widens
them. He has friends and enemies in the audience; he is friendly to the
one group and hostile to the other. He takes sides, not necessarily with
his character but if not with it then against it. (At least, that is his basic
attitude, though it too must be variable and change according to what
the character may say at different stages. There may, however, also be
points at which everything is in the balance and the actor must withhold
judgment, though this again must be expressly shown in his acting.)

14. If King Lear (in Act I, scene 1) tears upa map when he divides his king-

dom between his daughters, then the act of division is alienated. Not
only does it draw our attention to his kingdom, but by treating the king-
dom so plainly as his own private property he throws some light on the
basis of the feudal idea of the family. In Julius Caesar the tyrant’s
murder by Brutus is alienated if during one of his monologues accusing
Caesar of tyrannical motives he himself maltreats a slave waiting on
him. Weigel as Maria Stuart suddenly took the crucifix hanging round
her neck and used it coquettishly as a fan, to give herself air. (See too
Brecht: ‘Ubungsstiicke fiir Schauspieler’ in Versuche 11, p. 107.)

17. THE A-EFFECT AS A PROCEDURE IN EVERYDAY LIFE

The achievement of the A-effect constitutes something utterly
ordinary, recurrent; it is just a widely-practised way of drawing one’s
own or someone else’s attention to a thing, and it can be seen in educa-
tion as also in business conferences of one sort or another. The A-effect
consists in turning the object of which one is to be made aware, to
which one’s attention is to be drawn, from something ordinary, familiar,
immediately accessible, into something peculiar, striking and un-
expected. What is obvious is in a certain sense made incomprehensible,
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but this is only in order that it may then be made all the easier to com-
prehend. Before familiarity can turn into awareness the familiar must
be stripped of its inconspicuousness; we must give up assuming that the
object in question needs no explanation. However frequently recurrent,
modest, vulgar it may be it will now be labelled as something unusual.
A common use of the A-effect is when someone says: ‘Have you ever
really looked carefully at your watch?’ The questioner knows that I’ve
looked at it often enough, and now his question deprives me of the sight
which I’ve grown used to and which accordingly has nothing more to
say to me. I used to look at it to see the time, and now when he asks me
in this importunate way I realize that I have given up seeing the watch
itself with an astonished eye; and it is in many ways an astonishing
piece of machinery. Similarly it is an alienation effect of the simplest
sort if a business discussion starts off with the sentence: ‘Have you ever
thought what happens to the waste from your factory which is pumped
into the river twenty-four hours a day?’ This waste wasn’t just swept
down the river unobserved; it was carefully channelled into the river;
men and machines have worked on it; the river has changed colour, the
waste has flowed away most conspicuously, but just as waste. It was
superfluous to the process of manufacture, and now it is to become
material for manufacture; our eye turns to it with interest. The asking
of the question has alienated it, and intentionally so. The very simplest
sentences that apply in the A-effect are those with ‘Not . . . But’: (He
didn’t say ‘come in’ but ‘keep moving’. He was not pleased but
amazed). They include an expectation which is justified by experience
but, in the event, disappointed. One might have thought that . . . but
one oughtn’t to have thought it. There was not just one possibility but
two; both are introduced, then the second one is alienated, then the first
as well. To see one’s mother as a man’s wife one needs an A-effect; this
is provided, for instance, when one acquires a stepfather. If one sees
one’s teacher hounded by the bailiffs an A-effect occurs: one is jerked
out of a relationship in which the teacher seems big into one where he
seems small. An alienation of the motor-car takes place if after driving
a:modern car for a long while we drive an old model T Ford. Suddenly
we hear explosions once more; the motor works on the principle of
/explosion. We start feeling amazed that such a vehicle, indeed any
vehicle not drawn by animal-power, can move; in short, we understand
cars, by looking at them as something strange, new, as a triumph of
engineering and to that extent something unnatural. Nature, which
certainly embraces the motor-car, is suddenly imbued with an element
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of unnaturalness, and from now on this is an indelible part of the
concept of nature.

The expression ‘in fact’ can likewise certify or alienate. (He wasn’t in
fact at home; he said he would be, but we didr’t believe him and had a
look; or again, we didn’t think it possible for him not to be at home, but
it was a fact.) The term ‘actually’ is just as conducive to alienation. (‘I
don’t actually agree’.) Similarly the Eskimo definition ‘A car is a wing-
less aircraft that crawls along the ground’ is a way of alienating the car.

In a sense the alienation effect itself has been alienated by the above
explanation; we have taken a common, recurrent, universally-practised
operation and tried to draw attention to it by illuminating its pecu-
liarity. But we have achieved the effect only with those people who have
truly (‘in fact’) grasped that it does ‘not’ result from every representa-
tion ‘but’ from certain ones: only ‘actually’ is it familiar.

ABOUT RATIONAL AND EMOTIONAL POINTS OF VIEW

The rejection of empathy is not the result of a rejection of the
emotions, nor does it lead to such. The crude aesthetic thesis that
emotions can only be stimulated by means of empathy is wrong. None
the less a non-aristotelian dramaturcry has to apply a cautious criticism
to the emotions v?ﬁrch it aims at “and mcorgorates . Certain artistic
tendencies like the provocative behaviour of Futurists and Dadaists and
the icing-up of music point to a crisis of the emotions. Already in the
closing years of the Weimar Republic the post-war German drama took
a decisively rationalistic turn. Fascism’s grotesque emphasizing of the
emotions, together perhaps with the no less important threat to_the-
rationa element in Marxist aesthetics, led us to lay particular stress on
the rational. Nevertheless there are many contemporary works of art
where one can speak of a decline in emotional effectiveness due to their
isolation from reason, or its revival thanks to a stronger rationalist
message. This will surprise no one who has not got a completely con-
ventional idea of the emotions. B s

The emotions always have a quite definite class basis; the farm thev
take at any time is historical, restricted and limited in specific ways.
The emotions arewmse unnersallv]mwdﬂmﬁlﬁs.

The Tinking of particular emotions with particular interests is not
unduly difficult so long as one simply looks for the interests correspond-
ing to the emotional effects of works of art. Anyone can see the colonial
adventures of the Second Empire looming behind Delacroix’s paintings
and Rimbaud’s ‘Bateau Ivre’.
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If one compares the ‘Bateau Ivre’ say, with Kipling’s ‘Ballad of
East and West’, one can see the difference between French mid-
nineteenth century colonialism and British colonialism at the beginning
of the twentieth. It is less easy to explain the effect that such poems

J‘/_hawe on ourselves, as Marx already noticed. Apparently emotions
accompanying social progress will long survive in the human mind as
emotions linked with interests, and in the case of works of art will do so
more strongly than might have been expected, given that in the mean-
time contrary interests will have made themselves felt. Every step for-
ward means the end of the previous step forward, because that is
where it starts and goes on from. At the same time it makes use of this
previous step, which in a sense survives in men’s consciousness as a
step forward, just as it survives in its effects in real life. This involves

oo

» T amost interesting type of generalization, a continual process of abstrac-

tion. Whenever the works of art handed down to us allow us to share the
emotions of other men, of men of a2 bygone period, different social
classes, etc., we have to conclude that we are partaking in interests
which really were universally human. These men now dead represented
the interests of classes that gave a lead to progress. It is a very different
matter when Fascism today conjures up on the grandest scale emotions
which for most of the people who succumb to them are not determined
by interest.

19. IS THE CRITICAL ATTITUDE AN INARTISTIC ONE?

An old tradition Jeads people to treat a critical attitude as a pre-
dominantly negative one. Many see the difference between the scientific
and artistic attitudes as lying precisely in their attitude to criticism.
People cannot conceive of contradiction and detachment as being part
of artistic appreciation. Of course such appreciation normally includes a
higher level, which appreciates critically, but the criticism here only
applies to matters of technique; it is quite a different matter from
being required to observe not a representation of the world but the
world itself in a critical, contradictory, detached manner.

To introduce this critical attitude into art, the negative element
which it doubtless includes must be shown from its positive side: this
criticism of the world is active, practical, positive. Criticizing the
course of a river means improving it, correcting it. Criticism of society
is ultimately revolution; there you have criticism taken to its logical
conclusion and playing an active part. A critical attitude of this type is
an operative factor of productivity; it is deeply enjoyable as such,
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and if we commonly use the term ‘arts’ for enterprises that improve
people’s lives why should art proper remain aloof from arts of this sort?

[‘Kurze Beschreibung einer neuen Technik der
Schauspielkunst, die einen Verfremdungseffekt
hervorbringt’, from Versuche 11, 1951, less notes 2,
4, 6, 10, 11, 15, 16 and part of 7]

NOTE: Written, according to a prefatory note, in 1940 but not published at the
time. The concluding notes here omitted are often repetitious (including pas-
sages from ‘Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting’). The essay on ‘Stage design in
the epic theatre’ quoted in Note 3 has not been found in Brecht’s papers and is
only known from this one reference. The list of plays in Note 1 1nclu.des two that
are not by Brecht, and evidently gives those productions that seemed important to
him at the time; it omits several of his plays and gets the name of Dse Rundkipfe
und die Spitzkopfe wrong. It is interesting to compare it with a diary note of
30 January 1941: )
‘Six [sic] completed plays which have not been produced in a theatre. Johanna,
Furcht und Elend, Galileo, Courage, Puntila. )
Six plays performed: Baal, Edward, Mann ist Mann, Threepenny Opera, Die
Rundképfe und die Spitzkipfe, Die Mutter.
Omitted because uncongenial: Trommeln, Dickicht.’
Neither list is anything like complete, and the differences between the two
may give some idea of Brecht’s ruthless and ever-changing judgment of his own
work.
The ‘practice scenes for actors’ referred to at the end of Note 14 are new
scenes to go with Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, etc., showing the characters in a
slightly different light; they are published in Versuche 11. One was Rerformed in
the George Tabori/Lotte Lenya programme Brecht on Brecht. There is an unpub-
lished note by Brecht (Archive 154/56) outlining what again seems to be the
programme for an actors’ course, where these are included:
Repertoire of the School
1. Bible scene
2. Shakespeare studies
(a) Hamlet
(b) Romeo and Juliet

3- Opening and first scene of AUS NICHTS WIRD NICHTS
[unfinished play by Brecht]

4. A dog went into the kitchen

5. DIE MUTTER, scene §
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