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All this demands a new and special technique, and I'm not the only
writer to have tried to create it. People like Georg Kaiser and his follower
O’Neill haye successfully applied quite new methods which are good and
interesting even if their ideas don’t coincide with my own. In the same way
Paul Claudel in France, a severe and reactionary writer, is an original
dramatist of great stature. In such ways people who have nothing new in
mind have none the less done pioneering work for the new technique.

Of course those actors whom we employ have also to use a special method
of representation. We need to get right away from the old naturalistic
school of acting, the dramatic school with its large emotions: the school fol-
lowed by people like Jannings, Poul Reumert, in short by the majority. This
isn’t the kind of representation that can express our time; it isn’t going to
sway a purely modern audience. For that one has to apply the only form of
acting that 1 find natural: the epic, story-telling kind. ¥t’s the kind the
Chinese have been using for thousands of years: among modern actors
Chaplin is one of its masters. -

This was the kind of acting that was always used in our theatres; you in
Denmark may know a bit what I mean from The Threepenny Opera. The
actor doesn’t have to be the man he portrays. He has to describe his char-
acter just as it would be described in a book. If Chaplin were to play
Napoleon he wouldn’t even look like him; he would show objectively and
critically how Napoleon would behave in the various situations the author
might put him in. Tn my view the great comedians have always been the
best character actors.

Does that give you some slight impression of my ideas? Then please
end up by saying that I don’t think Fascism is going to be able to put a stop
to the natural development of the younger German school of playwriting,
though heaven knows where it will be carried on.
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INTERVIEW WITH AN EXILE

[From Ewxstrabladet, Copenhagen, 20 March 1934,
quoted by Helge Hultberg in Die dsthetischen
Anschauungen Bertolt Brechts, Copenhagen 1962]
ODTE: The interviewer here was Luth Otto and the words, translated into
and back into German, are hardly Brecht’s. One or two evident misprints
been corrected, but mistakes like the identification of Meyerhold’s theatre
the Moscow Art Theatre, the misnaming of Lania’s Konjunktur and the
ence to ‘my’ Theater am Schiffbauerdamm have been allowed to stand.
Jelge Hultberg also queries Brecht’s claim to have been a producer ‘long before
any of my plays were staged’, but this seems more an exaggeration than an
acy. Brecht was in fact engaged practically in the theatre for at leasta
ar before Trommein in der Nacht was put on, taking part notably (if only
porarily) in the production of Bronnen’s Fatermord for the Berlin ‘Junge
ne’ in spring 1922.

the time of the interview Brecht had settled in Denmark, where the writer
n Michaelis had lent him a house. He remained there till 1939, presently
ving to a house of his own at Skovsbostrand near Svendborg.

Poul Reumert, the Danish actor, is referred to again on p. 141. His book
ts Kunst was published in Copenhagen in 1963.

Plays staged at the Theater am Schiffbaverdamm under E. J. Aufricht’s
nagement included The Threepenny Opera and Happy End and Marieluise
ser’s Die Pioniere von Ingolstadt. §218 was by Carl Credé.

. 20 + Theatre for Pleasure or Theatre for Instruction

few years back, anybody talking about the modern theatre meant the
tre in Moscow, New York and Berlin. He might have thrown in a men-
of one of Jouvet’s productions in Paris or Cochran’s in London, or
Dybbuk as given by the Habima (which is to all intents and purposes
of the Russian theatre, since Vakhtangov was its director). But broadly
king there were only three capitals so far as modern theatre was
ncerned.
. Russian, American and German theatres differed widely from one
- another, but were alike in being modern, that is to say in introducing tech-
and artistic innovations. In a sense they even achieved a certain
tic resemblance, probably because technology is international (not
that part which is directly applied to the stage but also that which
fluences it, the film for instance), and because large progressive cities in
ge industrial countries are involved. Among the older capitalist countries
is the Berlin theatre that seemed of late to be in the lead. For a period
all that is common to the modern theatre received its strongest and (so far)
- maturest expression there.
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The Berlin theatre’s last phase was the so-called epic theatre, and it
showed the modern theatre’s trend of development in its purest form. What-

ever was labelled ‘Zeitstiick’ or * Piscatorbiihne’ or ‘ Lehrstiick® belongs to the
epic theatre.

THE EPIC THEATRE

Many people imagine that the term ‘epic theatre’ is self-contradictory, as
the epic and dramatic ways of narrating a story are held, following Aristotle,
to be basically distinct. The difference between the two forms was never
thought simply to lie in the fact that the one is performed by living beings
while the other operates via the written word; epic works such as those of
Homer and the medieval singers were at the same time theatrical per-
formances, while dramas like Goethe’s Faust and Byron’s Manfred are
agreed to have been more effective as books. Thus even by Aristotle’s
definition the difference between the dramatic and epic forms was attributed
to their different methods of construction, whose laws were dealt with by
two different branches of aesthetics. The method of construction depended
on the different way of presenting the work to the public, sometimes via the
stage, sometimes through a book; and independently of that there was the
‘dramatic element’ in epic works and the ‘epic element’ in dramatic. The
bourgeois novel in the last century developed much that was ‘dramatic’, by
which was meant the strong centralization of the story, a momentum that
drew the separate parts into a common relationship. A particular passion
of utterance, a certain emphasis on the clash of forces are hallmarks of the
‘dramatic’. The epic writer Diblin provided an excellent criterion when he
said that with an epic work, as opposed to a dramatic, one can as it were
take a pair of scissors and cut it into individual pieces, which remain fully
capable of life.

This is no place to explain how the opposition of epic and dramatic lost
its rigidity after having long been held to be irreconcilable. Let us just point
out that the technical advances alone were enough to permit the stage to
incorporate an element of narrative in its dramatic productions. The
possibility of projections, the greater adaptability of the stage due to
mechanization, the film, all completed the theatre’s equipment, and did
so at a point where the most important transactions between people could
no longer be shown simply by personifying the motive forces or subjecting
the characters to invisible metaphysical powers.

To make these transactions intelligible the environment in which the
people lived had to be brought to bear in a big and ‘significant’ way.

This environment had of course been shown in the existing drama, but
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' only as seen from the central figure’s point of view, and not as an inde-
. pendent element. It was defined by the hero’s reactions to it. It was seen as
" a storm can be seen when one sees the ships on a sheet of water unfolding

 their sails, and the sails filling out. In the epic theatre it was to appear

standing on its own.
The stage began to tell a story. The narrator was no longer missing, along
with the fourth wall. Not only did the background adopt an attitude to the

. events on the stage - by big screens recalling other simultancous events

elsewhere, by projecting documents which confirmed or contradicted what

 the characters said, by concrete and intelligible figures to accompany ab-
| stract conversations, by figures and sentences to support mimed transac-
_ tions whose sense was unclear — but the actors too refrained from going
over wholly into their role, remaining detached from the character they
. were playing and clearly inviting criticism of him.

The spectator was no longer in any way allowed to submit to an experi-
ence uncritically (and without practical consequences) by means of simple
empathy with the characters in a play. The production took the subject-

1" matter and the incidents shown and put them through a process of aliena-

tion: the alienation that is necessary to all understanding. When something
seems ‘the most obvious thing in the world’ it means that any attempt to
understand the world has been given up.

What is ‘natural’ must have the force of what is startling. This is the
only way to expose the laws of cause and effect. People’s activity must
simultaneously be so and be capable of being different.

It was all a great change.

The dramatic theatre’s spectator says: Yes, I have felt like that too -
Just like me - It’s only natural - I'll never change — The sufferings of
this man appal me, because they are inescapable — That’s great art; it all
seems the most obvious thing in the world - I weep when they weep,
I laugh when they laugh.

The epic theatre’s spectator says: I'd never have thought it — That’s
not the way — That’s extraordinary, hardly believable - It’s got to stop -
The sufferings of this man appal me, because they are unnecessary —
That’s great art: nothing obvious in it - I Jaugh when they weep, I weep
when they laugh.

THE INSTRUCTIVE THEATRE

The stage began to be instructive.
Oil, inflation, war, social struggles, the family, religion, wheat, the meat
market, all became subjects for theatrical representation. Choruses en-
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lightened the spectator about facts unknown to him. Films showed a
montage of events from all aver the world. Projections added statistical
material. And as the ‘background’ came to the front of the stage so people’s
activity was subjected to criticism. Right and wrong courses of action were
shown. People were shown who knew what they were doing, and others who
did not. The theatre became an affair for philosophers, but only for such
philosophers as wished not just to explain the world but also to change it.
So we had philosophy, and we had instruction. And where was the amuse-
ment in all that? Were they sending us back to school, teaching us to read
and write? Were we supposed to pass exams, work for diplomas?

Generally there is felt to be a very sharp distinction between learning
and amusing oneself. The first may be useful, but only the second is
pleasant. So we have to defend the epic theatre against the suspicion that
it is a highly disagreeable, humourless, indeed strenuous affair.

Well: all that can be said is that the contrast between learning and
amusing oneself is not laid down by divine rule; it is not one that has always
been and must continue to be.

Undoubtedly there is much that is tedious about the kind of learning
familiar to us from school, from our professional training, etc. But it must
be remembered under what conditions and to what end that takes place.

It is really a commercial transaction. Knowledge is just a commodity.
It is acquired in order to be resold. All those who have grown out of going
to school have to do their learning virtually in secret, for anyone who admits
that he still has something to learn devalues himself as a man whose know-
ledge is inadequate. Moreover the usefulness of learning is very much
limited by factors outside the learner’s control. There is unemployment,
for instance, against which no knowledge can protect one. There is the
division of labour, which makes generalized knowledge unnecessary and
impossible. Learning is often among the concerns of those whom no amount
of concern will get any forwarder. There is not much knowledge that leads
to power, but plenty of knowledge to which only power can lead.

Learning has a very different function for different social strata. There
are strata who cannot imagine any improvement in conditions: they find the
conditions good enough for them. Whatever happens to oil they will benefit
from it. And: they feel the years beginning to tell. There can’t be all that
many years more. What is the point of learning a lot now? They have said
their final word: a grunt. But there are also strata ‘waiting their turn’ who
are discontented with conditions, have a vast interest in the practical side of
learning, want at all costs to find out where they stand, and know that they
are lost without learning; these are the best and keenest learners. Similar
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differences apply to countries and peoples. Thus the pleasure of learning
" depends on all sorts of things; but none the less there is such a thing as
* pleasurable learning, cheerful and militant learning.

If there were not such amusement to be had from learning the theatre’s

. whole structure would unfit it for teaching.

Theatre remains theatre even when it is instructive theatre, and in so far

~ as it is good theatre it will amuse.

.\ THEATRE AND KNOWLEDGE

But what has knowledge got to do with art? We know that knowledge can
. be amusing, but not everything that is amusing belongs in the theatre.

I have often been told, when pointing out the invaluable services that

modern knowledge and science, if properly applied, can perform for art
* and specially for the theatre, that art and knowledge are two estimable but

wholly distinct fields of human activity. This is a fearful truism, of course,

~ and it is as well to agree quickly that, like most truisms, it is perfectly true.

Art and science work in quite different ways: agreed. But, bad as it may

~ sound, I have to admit that I cannot get along as an artist without the use
~ of one or two sciences. This may well arouse serious doubts as to my
 artistic capacities. People are used to seeing poets as unique and slightly

unnatural beings who reveal with a truly godlike assurance things that other

. people can only recognize after much sweat and toil. It is naturally dis-
* tasteful to have to admit that one does not belong to this select band. All
\ the same, it must be admitted. It must at the same time be made clear that
~the scientific occupations just confessed to are not pardonable side interests,
. pursued on days off after a good week’s work. We all know how Goethe was
. interested in natural history, Schiller in history; as a kind of hobby, it is

charitable to assume. I have no wish promptly to accuse these two of

i having needed these sciences for their poetic activity; I am not trying to
~ shelter behind them; but I must say that I do need the sciences. I have to
~ admit, however, that I look askance at all sorts of people who I know

do not operate on the level of scientific understanding: that is to say, who
sing as the birds sing, or as people imagine the birds to sing. I don’t mean
by that that I would reject a charming poem about the taste of fried fish or
the delights of a boating party just because the writer had not studied
gastronomy or navigation. But in my view the great and complicated things
that go on in the world cannot be adequately recognized by people who do
not use every possible aid to understanding.

Let us suppose that great passions or great events have to be shown
which influence the fate of nations. The lust for power is nowadays held
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to be such a passion. Given that a poet ‘feels’ this lust and wants to have
someone strive for power, how is he to show the exceedingly complicated
machinery within which the struggle for power nowadays takes place? If his
hero is a politician, how do politics work? If he is a business man, how does
business work? And yet there are writers who find business and politics
nothing like so passionately interesting as the individual’s lust for power.
How are they to acquire the necessary knowledge? They are scarcely likely
to Jearn enough by going round and keeping their eyes open, though even
then it is more than they would get by just rolling their eyes in an exalted
frenzy. The foundation of a paper like the Vilkischer Beobachter or a busi-
ness like Standard Oil is a pretty complicated affair, and such things cannot
be conveyed just like that. One important field for the playwright is
psychology. It is taken for granted that a poet, if not an ordinary man,
must be able without further instruction to discover the motives that lead a
man to commit murder; he must be able to give a picture of a murderer’s
mental state ‘from within himself”. It is taken for granted that one only has
to look inside oneself in such a case; and then there’s always one's imagina-
tion. . . . There are vatious reasons why I can no longer surrender to this
agreeable hope of getting a result quite so simply. T can no longer find in
myself all those motives which the press or scientific reports show to have
been observed in people. Like the average judge when pronouncing sen-
tence, T cannot without further ado conjure up an adequate picture of a
murderer’s mental state. Modern psychology, from psychoanalysis to be-
haviourism, acquaints me with facts that lead me to judge the case quite
differently, especially if I bear in mind the findings of sociology and do not
overlook economics and history. You will say: but that’s getting compli-
cated. I have to answer that it i complicated. Even if you let yourself be
convinced, and agree with me that a large slice of literature is exceedingly
primitive, you may still ask with profound concern: won’t an evening in
such a theatre be a most alarming affair? The answer to that is: no.

Whatever knowledge is embodied in a piece of poetic writing has to be
wholly transmuted into poetry. lts utilization fulfils the very pleasure that
the poetic element provokes. If it does not at the same time fulfil that
which is fulfilled by the scientific element, none the less in an age of great
discoveries and inventions one must have a certain inclination to penetrate
deeper into things —a desire to make the world controllable — if one is to
to be sure of enjoying its poetry.

1S THE EPIC THEATRE SOME KIND OF ‘MORAL INSTITUTION'?
According to Friedrich Schiller the theatre is supposed to be a moral
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\ institution. In making this demand it hardly occurred to Schiller that by

moralizing from the stage he might drive the audience out of the theatre.
Audiences had no objection to moralizing in his day. It was only later that
Friedrich Nietzsche attacked him for blowing a moral trumpet. To
Nietzsche any concern with morality was a depressing affair; to Schiller it
seemed thoroughly enjoyable. He knew of nothing that could give greater
amusement and satisfaction than the propagation of ideas. The bourgeoisie

" was setting about forming the ideas of the nation.

Putting one’s house in order, patting oneself on the back, submitting

. one’s account, is something highly agreeable. But describing the collapse
| of one’s house, having pains in the back, paying one’s account, is indeed a

depressing affair, and that was how Friedrich Nietzsche saw things a cen-

I': . tury later. He was poorly disposed towards morality, and thus towards the
" previous Friedrich too.

The epic theatre was likewise often objected to as moralizing too much.
Yer in the epic theatre moral arguments only took second place. Its aim

* was less to moralize than to observe. That is to say it observed, and then the
. thick end of the wedge followed: the story’s moral. Of course we cannot
.~ pretend that we started our observations out of a pure passion for observing

and without any more practical motive, only to be completely staggered by
their results. Undoubtedly there were some painful discrepancies in our

" environment, circumstances that were barely tolerable, and this not merely

on account of moral considerations. It is not only moral considerations
that make hunger, cold and oppression hard to bear. Similarly the object
of our inquiries was not just to arouse moral objections to such circum-
stances (even though they could easily be felt — though not by all the

~ audience alike; such objections were seldom for instance felt by those who

profited by the circumstances in question) but to discover means for their

| elimination. We were not in fact speaking in the name of morality but in
. that of the victims. These truly are two distinct matters, for the victims are

often told that they ought to be contented with their lot, for moral reasons.
Moralists of this sort see man as existing for morality, not morality for man.

" At least it should be possible to gather from the above to what degree and

in what sense the epic theatre is a moral institution.

. CAN EPIC THEATRE BE PLAYED ANYWHERE?

j _I Stylistically speaking, there is nothing all that new about the epic theatre.
. Its expository character and its emphasis on virtuosity bring it close to the
. old Asiatic theatre. Didactic tendencies are to be found in the medieval
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mystery plays and the classical Spanish theatre, and also in the theatre of
the Jesuits.

These theatrical forms corresponded to particular trends of their time,
and vanished with them. Similarly the modern epic theatre is linked with
certain trends. It cannot by any means be practised universally. Most of
the great nations today aré not disposed to use the theatre for ventilating
their problems. London, Paris, Tokyo and Rome maintain their theatres
for quite different purposes. Up to now favourable circumstances for an
epic and didactic theatre have only been found in a few places and for a
short period of time. In Berlin Fascism put a very definite stop to the
development of such a theatre.

It demands not only a certain technological level but a powerful move-
ment in society which is interested to see vital questions freely aired with a
view to their solution, and can defend this interest against every contrary
trend.

The epic theatre is the broadest and most far-reaching attempt at large-
scale modern theatre, and it has all those immense difficulties to overcome
that always confront the vital forces in the sphere of politics, philosophy,
science and art.

[‘Vergniigungstheater oder Lehrtheater?’, from
Schriften zum Theater, 1957]

NOTE: This essay was unpublished in Brecht’s lifetime, and its exact date and
purpose are unknown. Dr Unseld, editing it for Schriften zum Theater,suggested
that it was written ‘about 1936”. Brecht’s bibliographer Mr Walter Nubel thinks
that notes or drafts may have existed earlier. Unlike the items that follow, it
bears no evidence of Brecht’s visits to Moscow and New York during 1935, and
it is tempting to think of it as having been prepared for one of these, for instance
as a possible contribution to that conference of producers to which Piscator
invited Brecht in Moscow: what he called (in a letter of 27 January 1933, in the
Brecht-Archiv) ‘collecting a few good people for a constructive discussion’.

This was to take place in April, and there arc fragments of a ‘Brecht-Piscator
conversation® in the Brecht-Archiv (334/04-05) which evidently date from then.
In these Piscator is seen referring to productions by Okhlopkhov (Aristocrats and
Serafimovitch’s Jron Stream) and Meyerhold (La Dame aux Camélias and a pro-
gramme of one-act plays by Tchekov), while Brecht mentions the plans for a
“Total-Theater’ which Piscator had had drawn up by Walter Gropius before 1933.
So far as the present essay goes, however, all that can really be said is that some
of its arguments and actual words are also to be found in the next piece.

The term here translated as ‘alienation’ is Entfremdung as used by Hegel and
Marx, and not the Ferfremdung which Brecht himself was soon to coin and make
famous. The former also occurs in a short note (Schriften zum Theater 3, pp. 196-7)
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b called ‘Episches Theater, Entfremdung’, which refers to the need for any

| situation to be ‘alienated’ if it is to be seen socially. Alfred Déblin, the friend
 of Brecht's referred to early in the essay, wrote Die drei Spriinge des Wang-lun,
" Berlin Alexanderplatz and other novels which critics of the time likened to Joyce

; - and Dos Passos. He too was interested in the theory of epic form. The Falkischer
. Beobachter was the chief Nazi daily paper.

21 * The German Drama: pre-Hitler

' The years after the World War saw the German theatre in a period of a
great flowering. We had more great actors than at any other time. There
. were quite a number of prominent régisseurs, or directors, such as Rein-
. hardt, Jessner, Engel, and so on, who competed sharply and interestingly
. with one another. Almost all plays of world literature, from Oedipus to Les
. Affasres sont les Affaires, from the Chinese Chalk Circle to Strindberg’s
. Miss Julie, could be played. And they were played.

. Nevertheless, for us young people the theatre had one serious flaw.
~ Neither its highly developed stage technique nor its dramaturgy permitted
\ us to present on the stage the great themes of our times; as, for example, the
~ building-up of a mammoth industry, the conflict of classes, war, the fight
i agamst disease, and so on. These things could not be presented, at least
ﬂ| " not in an adequate manner. Of course, a stock exchange could be, and was,
- shown on the stage, or trenches, or clinics. But they formed nothing but
. effective background for a sort of sentimental ‘magazine story’ that could
i have taken place at any other time, though in the great periods of the theatre
, . they would not have been found worthy of being shown on the stage. The
'; development of the theatre so that it could master the presentation of
t__.':!nnde:m events and themes, and overcome the problems of showing them,
. was brought about only with great labour.

" One thing that helped solve the problem was the ‘clectrification’ of the
. mechanics of staging plays. Within a few years after this problem of
~ developing the modern stage had made itself felt among us, Piscator, who

! . . .
. reaching innovations.

One of them was his use of the film and of film projections as an integral
- part of the settings. The setting was thus awakened to life and began to play
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