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THE THEATRE OF BERTOLT BRECHT

The Theory

· Words like Gestus, Alienation, Gestisch, V Effect and Epic Theatre are taken as describing the sacred principles of Brectian Theatre so that anything can be interpreted in their murky light.  As a result, the Ensemble’s production get treated as examples of a new theoretical approach, when they ought to be judged primarily as realizations of the playwrights work.

· The basis of Brecht’s theoretical writing is his strong dislike of the orthodox theatre – especially the pretentious German classical stage.  He felt that this gave the impression that ‘life must be like theatre instead of theatre being like life’.  In orthodox theatre, designs were on the emotions , not the mind.   On the involvoment in plot and cahracter creating a false picture of reality – the audience is hypnotised into beleiving the false.  It makes it harder not easier for the audience to see the real world.

· Brecht in contrast, wanted a theatre that rejected society as it really was and made the audience think and remain aware of their part in the art of the theatre.  The whole process of identification of actor with part and audience with actor, seemed to him juts to confuse the public’s understanding of the play.

Brecht therefore, identified the Epic Theatre with three specific concerns of his own.

· The unemotional approach

· The new economic and social subject matter for plays

· ‘playing from memory’ acting – not pretending that you don’t know what is about to happen. (The Street Scene)

NB
Epic comes from ARISTOTELIAN theory and is seen as the opposite of Aristotle’s TRAGEDY.

· TRAGEDY = bound up with time and place

· EPIC = Not tied in time – a loose linking of events.

· This, then is the basic meaning of ‘Epic' even in Brecht’s use of the term, a sequence of incidents or events, narrated without artificial restrictions as to time, place or relevance to a formal plot.

· What Brecht, Piscator, added, etc was the modern means available in the 1920’s eg. Film, scene, titles, half curtains, lights etc.  It would have made nonsense to Aristotle, but it was in tune with the new matter of factness of the modern stage.

· This, however was a very rough framework while Brecht worked during the 1920’s.  It was only in the 1930’s that he began to refine his theoretical ideas – far more radical than Piscator’s technical methods, far beyond Aristotle’s use of epic.

· His new system emphasised the direct, didactic aspect of the text.  Felling opposed to reason.  Brecht states ‘Thus to develop the means of entertainment into an object of instruction and to change certain institutions from places of amusement into organs of public communication”.

· Therefore, Epic theatre as Brecht was it ruled out the traditional concepts of EMPATHY and CATHARSIS (i.e. purging of the emotions by self-identification with the actor).  Empathy depends on an illusion; Brecht depends on breaking the illusion and thud the epic methods became the means of breaking the magic spell.  Therefore, visible musicians, visible lights, film and the deliberate breaking of tension and atmosphere by the actor.

· It was this last piece of the framework, which Brecht said, was the actor’s sole concern.  Not to express feelings but to share attitudes or GESTEN the concepts of GESTUS.
· This is a difficult word to translate into English as no true translation exists.  It, means gesture, gist attitude and point.  It excludes the psychological the subconscious, unless they can be conveyed in concrete terms. All feelings must be externalised.  The idea is closely akin to Behaviourism.
· The delivery of lines was broken, fragmented, jumpy to show successive GESTEN attitudes.  It was and is up to the spectator to see how they hang together and create a cohesive but ever changing character.
· The actor must make himself observed standing between the spectator and the text.  The spectator must be stopped from loosing himself, he must be split from h9s fellow spectators, and he must not be emotional.
· Slowly, therefore, this theory supported the original ‘epic theatre’, notion and the now very famous VERSFRUMDUNGSEFFECT a means by which an effect of estrangement could be attained.  Both are there so the spectator can look critically at what he has before being taken for granted.  How the actor achieves this is seen in the street scene.
· But in the final analysis, all this theory amounts to is clever words.  What is needed is a view of how these theories worked in practise – how the plays themselves exemplified the ideas.
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EPIC THEATRE
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NARRATIVE
2. Implicates the spectator in a stage situation

Turns the spectator in an observer
3. Wears down his power of action



Arouses his power of action
4. Human being taken for granted



Human being is the object of 
Enquiry

5.    He is unalterable





He is alterable and able to alter6.    6.    Eyes are on the finish




Eyes on the course

7.    Each scene leads to the next



Each scene is a montage in itself.

BERTOLT BRECHT AND THE THREEPENNY OPERA

· Brecht was born in Ausburg Germany in 1898.  

· He studied medicine at Munich University but his studies were interrupted by the 1914-18 War.

· He resumed his studies after the war but spent more time on theatrical matters.

· He moved to Berlin and his reputation as a poet playwright and director grew.

· The first play in which his Marxist preoccupations came to the fore was The Threepenny Opera, in which John Gay’s The Beggars’ Opera of the early eighteenth century is made the basisi of a satirical attack on the bourgeois society and its standards.  This was written in 1928 and it became Brecht’s most popular and most immediately enjoyable play.  The musical score was by Kurt Weill and it provided the play with a tart, nostalgic German cabaret jazz accompaniment.  It provided a hit for the Top ten in “The Ballad of Mack the Knife – think Gareth Gates and Robbie Williams”

· Set in late- Victorian London, the opera presents the familiar tale of Makie Messer or Mack the Knife marrying Polly Peachum, the daughter of an arch-receiver of stolen goods and gang leader of professional beggars, but betrayed to the authorities by his other woman.  The criminals of the play are portrayed as good citizens worth normal tastes and morality; their ‘wickedness’ Brecht’s sees as nothing compares to what goes on in the respectable society- after all ‘what is wrong with robbing a bank compared to founding a bank’?  The sick, sour humour of the play catches exactly the cynicism and disgust of the late ‘twenties, and indeed of this century.

· In 1933 Brecht fled the country when the Nazis came to power.  He left Europe for America in 1940.  During the McCarthy witchunt against Communism Brecht was called before the House Committee on Un American Activities in 1947 and returned to Europe.  In 1949 he settled in East Berlin where he led the Berliner Ensemble.

· The recurring subject matter of Brecht’s plays is decadence, greed, exploitation and slum values.  A number of themes recur:

· The poor are basically good in their earthy vulgarity; the rich are inevitably corrupt and decadent.

· Goodness in this criminal world is suicidal: to exist man has always to compromise at the very least accept expedients, to succeed he must out cheat the rest.

· Each person has two dies, good and evil.

· Brecht is famous for his theory of the Alienation effect.  The intention of this is to set eveything on the stage in a new and unfamiliar light, to constantly remind us that we are watching a play.  This is sometimes achieved through songs, placards posters direct address.  Actors should retain a critical distance between themselves the roles they are playing so that the audience may be ware of the ideas they are conveying and may respond intellectually rather than emotionally identifying with the character.

