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 ABSTRACT

Brecht's use of the term "Epic Theatre" invites a literal
interpretation, which in turn entalls an exploration of the
particular elements in hls dramatic and thestrical work which
may correspond to comparable elements in eplec. The criteria
for this investigation are derived fro¢ Homeric epic and from
Aristotle's epic and dramatic models as disdussed in his Poetics
and other works. |
| Homeric epic snd Brecht's Epic Theatre are considered with
respect to elements of both structure and performance. The
introduction expléins the reasons for approaching the forms
from these two perspectlves. '

The opening chepters look at the operstion of perticular
structural and performance elements in Homerlc epic. The eplc
performance oécasion and story material are both.characterized
by explicitly socisl references. They also encourage on the
part of the listener a greater degree of consciousness of per-
formance skills than does traditional drama.

The following chapters examine Brecht's work in the light
of the Homeric criteria previously developed. We flnd in Brecht's
work a comparable emphaslis on performance skills and an analo-
gous influence of the social nature of t@e performance occasion
on both dramatic and theatricael structure.

The conclusion reviews the particular correspondences be-

tween the two forms and suggests that a more particular : .



111

undefstanding of'the spedifically'epic elements in Brecht's
Epic Theatre may have applications 1n literary and genre theory,

as well as in productions of the plays.
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INTRODUCTION

Through most of his career, Brecht referred to his theatre
as Epic Theatre, a term which seems intended to invite compari-
son of Brecht's work and epic. The object of this theslis is to
examine the epic characteristics of Brecht's work with particu-
lar reference to the Homeric epic. By doing so, one may perhaps
lay the groundwork for a more comprehensive comparison of the
two forms. By looking at the operation of performance and
structural elements in Homeric epic, one may hope to discover
some of the original sources from which aspects of Brecht's
Epic Theatre derive and by comparing some of these to particu-
lar elements of Brecht's theatre and theory, arrive at a better
understanding of his work.

Brecht himself suggests the use of Homefic rather than
some other kinds of epic for such comparisons. He frequently
"describes Eplc Theetre as an antithesis to Aristotellan drama,
thus inviting one to look at Aristotle in terms not only of
drama but of eplic as well. 1In his Poefics, Aristotle's ideas
are clearly based not only on 53@ century tragedy but also to
a considerable extent on the Homeric epic as a kind of dramatic
model. Any comparison of Brechtian and Aristotelian dramatic
theory thus requires a cons1derat1on of Homer. Moreover, if
elements of Homeric epic have significénce in both the Aris-
‘totelian drame Brecht rejects and the Eplc Theatre he advocates,
it would éeem to suggest a need for a re~consideration of Eplec

Theatre's relationship to Aristotellan dramaturgy.



An extensive re-consideration is, necessa:ily. beyond the
scope of this thésis. It would involve the investigation of
such things as the sense in which Brecht uses the term "Aris-
totelian&; as well as the artistic, historical; and philosophi-
cal influences on his interpretation of Aristotle. It would
élso require a detalled inquiry into the influence of the many
elements in the epic tradltioh which contributed to Brecht's
understanding of the term_“epiéﬂ;‘ The aims of this thesis are
thus more modest. It wili focus on some of the ways in Which
elements of the Homeric epic operate in Brecht's theory and
practice.

Any proposed treatment of epi¢, and in particular Homeric
eplc, involves a number of baslc problems. To begin with, it
is an orél literature, transmitted through performance. Un-
fortunately; we are forced to examine the form in the iiterary
texts and thus, in a sense, are notireally examining eple in
its original fdrm, but transcriptions of that oral form. Such
transcriptions cannot of course fully convey the character of
épic performances. The difficulty 1is compounded by the fact
that 11tt1é is known of the performance conditions and conven-
tions of the time.

While we are in no position toxascertadn the performance
character in detail, we have three sources available which per-
mit us to draw useful inferences dbout it. We can first infer

from the general nature of performance itself (i.e. the kinds

of relationshlips which any performance involves) certain likely



characteristics of Homerig eplc performance. Secohd; we can
derive from the Homeric epic itself and Aristotle's references
to it some significant information about performance. Thirdly;
we can consider the particular cﬁaracteristics of eplic perform- .
ances in better-documented traditions. As an example of this
method of approach',. I will cite instances from Alpert Lord’'s
study of modern Xugoslavign epic. This work is particularly
helpful since Lord devotes much of his attention to such fac-
tors as the occasions.'audlences. and performers of epic. He
also places particular emphasis on the Semi-improvlsational
character of epic,'é fact which the fixity of the texts might
lead us to dlsregard, yet which is requnsible-for the recur-
rence of a number of structures in epic texts. Lord deals ex-
tensively wlth,}he store of phrases, verse structures, and
themes from Which the epic storyteller draws. Limited as the
‘application of hils conclusions to Homéric epic may be, it 1is
hoped that by suggesting the possibility of analogies between
the Yugoslavian and Homeric eplic one can indicate a methodvof
analyzing performance-structure relationships which is worth
further and more exhaustive study.

In addition to having to work with performance material
translated into texts, we have had to work with English trans-
lations of these texts. The justification offered is that we
are dealing with performance and structural elements which are
not significantly distorted by translation.' For example, an

enalysis of the structural significance of the numerous plot



digressions whose length and placement affect plot development
in Homeric epic 1s unlikely to be significantly altered by the
translation. Simllarly, our understanding of the structural
functions of the numerous songs in Brecht's plays 1s not likely
to be seriously hampered by the translation.

My discussion of the relationships betwéen Homeric epic and
Brecht's theatre 1is organizéd as simply as possible. I will
focus in Part I on the characteristics of Homerlc eplc and 1in
Part II on those of Brecht's Epic Theatre, and then summarize
the mailn points of simllarity between the two fofms, trying in
doing so to suggest how an appreciation of the epic elements 1in
Epic Theatre can improve our understanding of Brecht's work. 1In
eéch of the two maln pérts there are two chapgers, one on per-
formance and one on structural 6r literary elements. In Part I
the performance chapter comes first, because I have operated on
the premise that performance came first in Homeric epics 1i.e.
the transcriptibns wefe secondary in the sense that the ber-
formefs weré not working from thé-tekts and thevtexts were not
accessible to the majority of the audlence. In Part II a-dif-
ferent bremlse seems called for; namely that basically perform-
ance sprang from and was deﬁermined by the written text, even
teking into account Brecht's carefql and extensivé revisions of
texts on the basis of rehearsal and performance. Essentialiy.
then, this ordering of the discusslon is meant to reflect the

basic sequence of the creative process 1ln the two forms.



Eagh 6hapter is divided into four sections. _The'sub-
headings within the performance chapters ére (1) sudience and
occasion, (i1i) acting and imﬁefsonation, (111) music (and, for
Brecht, song), and (iv) spectacle (the visual aspects of stag-
ing). The sub-headings in the chapters on structure are (i) plop
(i.e. story, argument, arrangement of incidents), (ii) chsrac-
ter, (1ii) thought (i.e. thematic and dramatic), and (iv) dic-
tion (i.e. 1anguage);

In choosling these méjor determinants of performance‘and
structure, I have been aware that some overlapping is inevi-
table. I have tried to minimize confusion and inclarity by

making frequent cross-references.



PART I

Chapter 1

i;.TAudLencé'and Oééésioﬁ

One important determinant of the nature of epic perform-

ance is the occasion. To begin with, it determines the length

of the recital. ‘In;The'Odyssey,l for example,” the harper sings

several individual themes: Odysseus' and -Achilles' clash; Ares'
and Aphrodite's tryst, and the tale of the Trojan horse. As

an after-dinner entertalner, the singer recites relatively
short pieces. taking requests from guests (as he does from
Odysseus, VIII, 485ff.) and complying with the request to

"éing upon what theme he will" (VIII, 46ff.). 1In other kinds
of performance situations, rhapsodes might recite longer works
over a period of successive nights, elther to the same audlience
(e.g. at a private court) or to a changing audlence (e.g. at

a festival).2 Such performances would be enhanced by the audi-
ence's familiarity with the themes. Robert Fitzgerald suggests
another organization of the longer performance. He sees the

action of The Odyssey breaking clearly into six segments, each

of which consists of four books. The average length of a book
is 500-600 lines. Thus, if the average rate of recital is 500
lines per hour, then the epic wlll be recited in six, four to
five hour performances3 (assuming'that the rhapsode neilther

cuts nor expands the text, or does so in equal measure, a by



no means unquestionable assumption).

At extended events, like the Panathenaic festival, on the
other hand, an éntlre Homerlc epic was sung by a number of
rhapsodes, each reciting a portion of the text and the story
being then picked up by succeeding perf‘ormers."P Using Fitz-
gerald's celculation, the entlire eplc would require over twenty-
four hours to perform, so we must ‘presume some breaks in the
reéifal. Even allowing for these, however, such an extended
performance would probably mean a fluctuating and occasionally
even a distracted audience.

It 1s clear, then, that the occasion also determines the
size, composition, and even the attentive;ess of the audience.

The audience size will vary with.éhe duration and the situation

of a recital. 1In The Singer of Tales, Albert Lord describes

how the epic singers in Southern Yugoslavia recited in téverns,
at parties, or weddings, where the éudience would be continually
in flux, theilr attention probably divided between the performance
énd the other people and events.5 The audience might also be
eating or drinking during the performance, or acknowledging who
is coming or going. It is not unreasonable to assume that there
were equivalent situations in ancient Greece. If other activi-
ties occurred simultaneou51y at thé festivals where epic was
performed, one might expect a more transient audience than, say,
for a recital at a banquet or private party where decorum (if not

interest) might demand that a guest sit it out. It would seen,



then, that most epic performances were probably parts of larger
occasions. While distractions might therefore vary with the
occaslon, the general degree and type of concentration demanded
by the form differs somewhat from the kind that is demanded by
drama, the occasion for which 1s (and probably was) devoted more
excluslvely to the performance.

The variety of epic performance situatlions, then, suggests
that the size of the audience will very both within and between

performances. The harper in The Odyssey recites to an intimate

audience sitting around a dinner table, whereas the rhapsode at

a pﬁblic festival might reclite to'a much larger audience, possi-
bly as many as 15,000 people,6 Another aspect of this wvariation
of audiences 1s thelr social diversity. At the intimate recital

in fhe Odysééz, a homogeneous, arlstocratic audience is present,

while at the recitals at publlic festivals the audiences were of
mixed age, sex, station, and citlZenship.7

Although it would seem to be more difficult for the story-
teller to establish rapport with the more heterogeneous audien-
ces, he can compensate for this in a number of ways. One of
these 1s to turn to his advantage the diverse occasions for epic
recitals: the banquets, clvic and religious festivals, and
games.8 In all these situatlons people are gatheréd togefher
for some purpose beéides the epic recital. (It is worth remem-
bering how radically thls differs from the situation at most

contemporary theatrical performances, where the audience is



gathered solely for the purposé of seelng the performance and
will afterwards disperse.) At eplc recltals. there.is some”
non-artistic bond holding the audience together: they may all
be guests of a particular person or at a particular court; they
may all be worshippers of a common delty; they may be inhabit-
"ants of the same clty or region; or they may all be spectators
of end participants in en athletic event. The audience members
at such an epic recital mey have engaged 1n some'common activity
before the recital and may continue to do so after they leave
the recital. These other audience bonds are elements in the
total epic occasion, elements which must be accommodated -~ and
1f possible made use of -- by the ‘eplc performer.

The rhapsode may therefore establish rapport with his audi-
ence by framing the action from the perspective of or with re-
ference to them and thelr awareness of other elements of the
dccasion. For example, he can vary his 1nvocatioﬁ and selection
of_material in acknowledgement of ‘the purpose of the occaslon
and the interests of the particular audience. The invocation
might mention the object of the larger gathering, for examplé.
the god or local heroes in whose honor the festival 1s,he1d,9
The storyteller might also acknowledge civic rulers, viétorious
athletes, or, if performing at a private court, the host or a
special guest. He might also sing of the exploits of deltiles
and heroes which correspond to the nature of the general occa-

sion: thus, rhapsodes at athletic contests might sing of heroilc



10

athletic competitions. 1In doing so, the storyteller identifies
himself with the social environment of his listeners; pays hom-
age to those they are honoring, thus strengthening the audis<
ence's cohesliveness end creating a more intimate bond between
himgself and the audience as a social or religious unlt. Such
means provide a kind of explicit or lmplicit analogy, which
brings hils characters and his audlience, the past and the pre-
sent, closer together.

.The epic pefformer can also approach his.audience by peri-
odically addressing them directly (as Lord cites the Yugoslav-
lan‘rhepsodes’ doing).lo Such direct address furthers both
the feeling of audience cohesiveness and the storyteller's
rapport with them. These feellngs are also furthered by another
important component of the performance: the storyteller's own
reactions to the events he is relating. As Plato's Ion explains
to Socrates: _ »

at the tale of pity my eyes are filled with teafs.
and when I speak of horrors, my hair stands on end
and my heart throbs . . . for I loock down upon them
[the audience] from the stage and behold the various
emotions . . . and I am obliged to attend them; for
unless I make them cry I myself shall not laugh, and
if I make them laugh, I shall do anythln% but laugh
myself when the hour of payment arrives.Il

Such techniques can in themselves "charm" the sudience,
involving them in the stories and cheracters, as well as meke
them more aware of the performance itself. The storyteller's
address of the audience makes them both a party to the action

and aware of the storyteller qua storyteller, or of the story-

teller as the medium of the actioh. Such factors tend to make
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the epic audience a critical one, not 6n1y of the epic's con-
tent but alsb of the performance itself. According té Pickard-
Cambridge, if a performer's skill i1s insufficient, the agdiéhbe
wlill not hesitate to make its Judgement,known.12 Albént Lord
1ndicatés that the audlence at an epid recital 1s a critical
audiencef which is familiar with the themes and the format, and
looks ét a2 particular storyteller's handling of a theme or
cycle of themes in the light of other performances of these same
themes.13 |

The premium on rhapsodic sklll is reflected in the arrange;
menﬁ of eplc contests in classical times. Thé epic competitions
were between rhapsodes rather than between poets;mwhereas in the
dramatic competitions the major prizes were awarded to the poets.lu
We can thus see the emphasis on performance in the critical con-
sideration of the form.

It was part of the basic education of 522 century Athenian
youths of godd family to learn something of music and performance.
The need for a shophiéticated, critical audience in public per-

formances is further emphasized by Aristotle's discussion in

Thé Politics of the proper educational curriculum for youth.‘

He advocates training in the performing arts, not with profes-
sional goals in mind, but with an eye to the student's develop-
ing critical skills.l>

This critical view of the storytéller is complemented by
his also having the prestigious function of one who conserves a

long tradition of stories and brings them to the people. He
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thus becomes, along with the stories themselves, an important
element in maintaining and perpetuating the socilal traditlons

of the people.

11{ *Abting and Impersonation

A second important determinant of the nature of eplc per-
formance is the fact that the storyteller is the sole actor. He
must therefore have considerable skills., .He must be able to
catch and hold his audience's interest and be adept at imper-
sonating the characters, knowing not dnly what people say but
also how they say 1t. He would require a pleasing, varied, and
interesting voice and manner, and be able as well to imitate the
pitch, cadence, and rhythms of the characters' volces.

The performer mﬁst be adept ét impersonating characters in
dialogue and meking full artistic uée of the epithets which re-
cur with their names. These eplithets contribute significantly
to a sense of the chargcter's *"look". 1In the performance.they
also provide a pause (often before and after the character speaks)
which, skillfully uséd, provlde the storyteller (and the audi-
ence) a chance to prepare for the new role.

The eplc performer's skills must be more than vocal, how-
ever. Characters can also be lmpersonated by thelr faclal ex-
pressions, gestures, and postures. In his discussion of dramatic
choruses, A.E. Haigh mentlons that there were certaln stylized

gestures and postures ln the Greek theatre which were conven-
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tional tokens of emotional states. .For-example; the —
state of grief could be signified by the sctor's beating his
breast, tearing his halr and clothes, and pulling hils beard.16

At two points in The Odyssey (IV, 18ff. and VIII, 249ff.) there

are instances of eplic recitals being accompanied by this type of
dumb show, though, acqording to Fitzgerald, there is no indica-
tion that this was a common practice.17 One might, however,
suppose that the storyteller himself used gestures, postures,
and facial expressions to signify attitudes and emotilons, and
thus better conjure up the character.

It would seem, then, that while fhe storyteller shares with
the dramatic actor certain techniques of impersonating character,
the outcome differs because the storyteller lmpersonates all the
characters. Thus if the "preéentness" of a character 1s more
short-lived, the audlence's opportunity to strongly identify with
any one character will be limited. And if the audience sees
characters created through the storyteller's manipulation of in-
tonation, inflection, gesture, posture, or facial expresslon, 1t

will be proportionately more aware of perfbrmance skills.

11i. HMusic

)

In addition to the skills already mentioned, the early
rhapsodes had to master the musical accompaniment to thelr re-
citals. The fact that the later rhapsodes (e.g. Iop) declaimed
‘thelr material rather than sang it might explain Aristotle's

statement fhat epic has four eleménts (plot, character, thought,
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diction) to drama's six (1462 a).1® vet Aristotle seems to as-
sert the absence of music in epic EE: éé. independent of pass-
ing trends in performance styles. The explanation probably lies
in the difference between Aristotle’'s definition of "music" and
our own. Simply stated'(héigoes into greater detail on the |

varlious modes of music and the significance of particular

rhythms and harmonies in the last chapters of The Politicsj,19

music for Aristotle is a mimetic art; it imitates intellectual,
emotional, and moral states. Whlle music in classical drama
sustains the intellectual, emotional, or moral import of the
action; and 1s importantly linked to the presence and functions
of the chorus; muslc 1in classical epic does not serve the same
kind of functions. It 1is not a distinct element, but rather a
device for marking rhythm, ornamenting certain phrases, fllling
in brief pauses, and, perhaps most‘important, making the audience
more receptive or suggestible. To Judge from Odysseus' reac-
tions to the songs of the harper, the.music has an almost magi-
cal effect; 1t charms the listener and blots out, or at least
dulls, other claims to his attention which (as mentioned earlier)
seem to attend most epilc performerices. The listener probably
would not focus consciously on the music, and thus its main per-
formance fuhction probably operates at what would now be called

the subliminal level.

i%. épectacle

The musical background may also be useful for putting the



15

spectator in a frame of mind where he can visualize the action
without the aid of physical scenery, lights. costumes, Or props.
To some extent, thé audience's famlliarity with the stories, and
thus with the locales of the action, facilitates this visualiza-
tion. The storyteller's language 2lso helps. He may use re-
peated formulae and epithets which signify such things as places
end times of day and which provide scenic continulty. He may
use similes and personification (é.g. the angry sea, rosy-
fingered dawn) which give the scene a dynamic and visuel quali-
ty. .The scene of the action may be further enhanced by the
minuteness and exactness of detail with which it is described.
Albin Lesky speaks of the importance of nuance in a storyteller's
vocabulary.zo No doubt the listener would be attuned to subtle
variations of diction which the storytéller could exploit for
shading or varying his depictlon of the many recurring, scenes
in classical epic. The storyteller could also vary hls tone of
voice, so that evenrwhere descripfions recur, they néver recur
in exactly the same way. With these means at his comﬁand. the
storyteller can turn eplc's seeming liabllity to advantage: 1in
the absence of physical scenery each‘audience member can per-
.haps imagine the scene of the action in an individually satisfy-
ing way.

The actual spectacle that confronts the audlence 1s snother
consideration. There is the storyteller. who draws attention to
himself by being besutifully got ﬁp (to paraphrase Socrates)zl

and is the main focus of attention. The surroundings of the
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performance as well as the other audlience members are also
visible, and these perhaps form an important counterpart to the
setting evoked by the storyteller. These surroundings no doubt
contribute to the sense of the performance as a communal, socilal
experilence.

In‘sum, then, performances of Homerlc epic cann§t,be re-
garded as mere literary recitatlons. where the only significant
eventgvare those described in the text. The varylng and active
elements of occasion, the aware interaction within the audience
and between audience and performer, the rhapsode's vocal and
physical skills of impersonation and presentation; the means
by which he evokes both auditory and visual aspects of the epilc,
all these are significant parts of the artistic whole called

“eplc".
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Chapter 2
1. Plot

_ One of fhe mein determinants of epic plot structure 1is
the verying length of performances. The structure must thus
be flexible enough for the storyteller to adapt it easily to
the time limits imposed by the occaslon. He must also be
responsive to fhe interest of the audlence, and be able to
expand or curtaill the plot development accordingly. As
Aristotle notes (1449 b), epic has no convention for size,

22 and a song

and thus the rhapsode 1s both_a "song sticher"
selector.2’ As a song sticher he must be able to.link a
number of individual stories, as 1s done in the following
1llustration cited by Leskys *"Hector's epithet 'tamer of
horses®' was left out at the end of the verse, and the words
*but there came an Amszon . . .° reblaced,them. so thet one
passed immediately in recitation from the Iliad to the
Aethioplé“.zu As & song selector, the rhapsode must be able

to detach stories and inclidents from larger works, as the

harper in Book VIII of The Odyssey does. The audience?s

femiliarity with the storles 1s one important determinant of
‘the types of "stliches" used. The segmentation of extended
-actlons into smaller; self-contalined actions is another. 1In
this section we will examine what these segments consist of and
how. they are 11nked.v

Aristotle stetes that epic 1s longer than dramea because
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its plot is interspersed with more numerous and lengtﬁier inci-
dents (1455 b). He distingulshes the plot from the incidents

and, using Eurlipldes*® Iphigenia ig Tauris as an example, shows

how the plot outlihe consists of what happens£
2 girl who had been offered in sacrifice myster-
lously dlisappeared; she was established as pries-
tess in another country where the law required
her to sacrifice strangers to the goddess; some
time afterwards her brother arrived; on his arrival
he is captured and is about to be sacrificed when
he makes himself known . . . Hence he 1s saved.
The incidents consist of how or why these things happen. 1In
this case, they would include such information as Orestes'
going to Tauris on the advice of an oracle, the purpose of the
oracle, the cause of the madness, and the fact that this mead-
ness leads to his capture and his escape (1455 b). He applies
similar criteria to the eplc, and outlines the plot of The
Odisséz,as followss
a2 man has been absent from home for many years,
alone and under the eye of Poseidon. The situa-
tion at home 1s that his possessions are being
squandered by the suitors, and they plot against
“his son. He arrives home tempest-tossed; he makes
himself known, attacks and kills his enemies, and
is safe. That 1s the essential plot of the Odyssey;
the rest is incidents. (1455 b)
Gerald Else tekes this a step further and cites an abstraction
of the plot of Homeric epics from the incidents, determining
thereby that the length of epic plot proper ls comparable to
that of a dramatic trilogy (ca. 4,000 lines).25
Aside from préising Homer for tying his incldents ‘to-the
plot (1459 a) and acknowledging the importance of eplc's..

narrative format (1459 b) Aristotle does not deal specifically
with how these epic incidents are joined to the plot, I think
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we should approach this question by first examinihg the epic
incidents themselves. | |

There are a number of types. Flrst, there are stock inci~
dents (e.g. scenes of arming, cleansing, feasting, and sacri-

ficing) which are elaborated to varying extents.26

Second,
there are digressions, which are more frequent and fully

developed in epic than in drema. For example, in Tﬁé 6&yésey

we learn what happens to the shlip which took Odysseus back to
Ithaka after it deposits him on his native shore. 1In Qedipus
ggg, on the other hand, we do not find out what happens to the
Corinthian messenger who brings Oedipus news of Polybus® death,
Thus;iﬁ;ébicg-incidenfs which are not directly causally con-
nected to‘the main action are in genéral more fully developed.
Third, ﬁhere are parallel actions which are often developed at
greater length. There are isolated parallels, ongoing parallels,
and parallel reference points. Sﬁch perallels may serve é number
of functions. Nestor's anecdotes 1in The ill&é develop 1s§1ated
parallels to the main actlion, and oten serve a rhetorical func-
tion. The actions and animosities of the gods in ggg Illad are
on-going parallels to those of the Greeks and Troﬂans and fre-
quently foreshadow events in the human sphere. The Agamemnon

story in The Odyssey 1s a reference point cited at a number of

points in the story, which 1nstigétes actions, and throws actions
and characters into relief. These incidents are subordinate to
the main action in the sense that they are nop crucial for 1its

development, yet their own development does not reflect such
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subordination. Erich Auerbach discusses this point in his
chapter on Homer in Miﬁeéis, where he focuses on the story of
Odysseus' wound in the foot-bathing scene and shows how this
incident 1s detached from the maln action. First of all, the
story does not arise from Odysseus' reflection on how he got the
scar; rather, it 1s fhe narrator who abruptly changes the focus
(vshe knew the groove at once. An old wound . . ."). Secondly,
the incident is told in such a way as to capture completely the
'att;ntion of the reader or listener (e.g. via direct discourse
and vivid language). Because the story.while being tOId;L
occuples what Auerbach calls the “foreground”; the growing sus-
pense about the possibility of Odysseus' premature recoghition
and betrayal 1s temporarily relaxed. 2’ This type of interrup-
tion of highly chgrged situations seems to be a characteristic
function of epic incidents. Of course most .incidents
in eple occupy the “"foreground”, 1f only because at a perfor-
mance one cannot skim or skip over minor incidents, as one can
when réading (a usefui example of how considering performance
will affect one's understanding of the structure of the text).
 Another important characteristic of these'incidents is
that they are self-contalned. The story of Odysseus' wound
hes an exposition (the relationship of host and guest), a
climax (the hunt)._and a resoluﬁion (Odysseus returns home).

In The Iliad,2®

Nestor draws a parallel which 1s simllarly
self-contained (VIII, 133ff.). It too has an exposition (the

history of the opponent's armor), a climex (the battle), and
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a2 resolution (Nestor slays Ereuthalion). Nestor himself tles

the étory to the sitﬁation at hand:.he is illustrating old-style
courage and stamina in order to shame the Greeks into responding
to Hector's challenge. Yet the stofy elso stands on its own; it
could be expanded or even taken out of The Ilied and placed 1n

a different context (e.g. an extended chronicle of Nestor's 1life).

The 1ncidehts in epic, then, differ from those in drama in
a number of ways: (a) they are often self-contained, (b) they
are frequently only loosely linked to the main action, both
linguistically and causally, and (c) they often interrupt the
tone rather than sustain it and retard the main action rather
advance it. The epic plot ls segmented by these incldents and
by the extensive foretelling of segments of the action, both by
characters (e.g. gods or prophets) and by the narrator. The
foretelling of the action allows the audience to appreciate
digressions, reterding developments, or amplifications, as well
es the performance 1itself. N »

We have so far been stressing how the more numerous inci-
dents in epic give the plot a loose structure. Let us now look
gt some of the unifylng elements in epic. First of all, the
recurrence of certain incidents in epic provides formal continu-
ity both withln a work and between cycles of storles. Secondly,
the recurrence of subject themes uniflies incidents. For example,
in IEE Lllég, the thematic patterns of bride-stealing and wrath
(Chryses' wrath causes Apollo's causes Agamemnoh's causes

Achllles' causes Thetis' causes zeus* )29 unify the opéhihg



incidents and rapid exposition. In The Odyssey, the return

theme ties the visits of Telemachus to the maln action:
Odysseus' return is refracted in Nestor's, Menelaus', Agamen-
non's and then Telemachus® own return.30 The thematic pattern

of deception--test--recognition in the end of The 5dyésey

recurs 1in Odysseus' encounters with the Swineherd, Telemachus,
the suitors, Penelope, and Laertes. Albert Lord clalms that in
heroic epic the return theme traditionally generates these other
themes, and that these traditional thematic patterns are heavily
exploited because of the improvisatlonal nature of epic perfor-
mences. o+

An important outcome of thls reliance on thematic motifs
is that the elements of the complex plot serve different func- .
tiqns in epic than in drama. While Arlstotle says that The
Odzéséx has a complex plot because of its recognitions (1459 b),
it is obvious that thé recognitions do not operate as they do

in, for example, Oedipus Rex, Iphigenia in Téuris, or The

Bacchase. In the tragedies, the characters'’ sudden realizafion
of the implications of their actions or intentions vis-a-vis

| the person recognized, usually a blood relative, causes an
sbrupt re-evaluation of events and a radically different future

course of actlon. The recognitions in The-Qdyssey save for

the sultors', are an end in themselves, and a happy end at that.
They are repeated and extended over the last elght books of the
epic. As a side-note, we might also consider that these recog-

nitions are of a social rather than a moral nature. They affect
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the soclal relationships réther than the moral orientation of
the characters.

A third unifying element is the narrative. i have pre-
viously emphasized the familiarity of the stories andvthe
self-contalned quallty of the incidents, with an eye to their
minimizing the need for extensive narrative expositions snd
transitions (often the short phrése "at that same hour" or
*meanwhile” 1s sufficient). The narrative, however, also pro-
vides an important unifying element, not only by connecting the
parts of the individual storlies and the different stories them-
selves; but also by its fbrm. First of all, the narrative ls
dispersed among the characters, so a large amount of the nar-
rated material occurs 1n direct discourse. Secondly, the nar-
rative digressions frequently employ dialogue. Thirdly, narra-
tive and direct discourse are sometimes combined. 1In The
Odzsséz """ for examplé, the‘narrator repeatedly refers to Eumalos
as “O my swineherd". In The Iliad, the narrator talks directly
to the character: '"So, Menelaos, your shepely thighs . . ."
(Iv, 146). '

This intermingling of the narrative and dramatic method 1is
instrumental in bringing the actions to the "foreground", so
much so that Auerbach uses it to argue for epic's radical discon-
tinuity: "It Eﬁomeric stylé} yet causes what is momentarily
being narrated to give the impression that it is the only -
present, pure and without perspective . . .".32 In a way, how-

ever, the mixing of the dramatlc and'narrative methods in epic



24

provides areater continulty of volce, tles the narrative more
closely to the action, and smoothes the transitions from nar-
rative to direct discourse and from one incident to another.

A fourth unifying element is character. In each Homeric
epic there are a handful of central characters who dominate the
eplsodes, who are refracted in peripheral characters, and whose
actlons are refracted 1n the incidents. Characters such as ‘
the gods, especlally in ggé 11129' can also instigate, foretell,
and provide rationeles for retarding the action. Furthermore,
plot digressions frequently follow from character itself.
Odysseus' proclivity for deception, for example, gives cohesion

to the drawn-out conclusion of The Odyssey; Nestor's age and

wisdom give rise to his lengthy parallels in The Iliad.

11. Character

A major distinguishing characteristic of epic character is
its soclilal grounding. In drama, the soclal background of the
characters is ususlly elaborated largely in terms of its plot
significance. 1In tragedy, these histories are often built up
as the revelatlions which drastically alter the course of the
action. In eplc, the revelations of the characters' origins
sre much more routine and wide-spread. Lesky suggests that it
1s the herolc nature of the Homeric epics which accounts for
the extensivé amount of genealogical material.33 In an eplc

like The Iliad,which abounds in heroic deeds, the genealogles

are often as important for distinguishing the characters as
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the deeds themselves. Even the most perlphersl warriors have
some blographical date related before they are dispatched:
Meriones in turn killed Pherklos, son of Harmonides,
the smith, who understood how to make with his hsnd
‘ all intrlcate
things, since above all others Pallas Athene had
loved him (V, 49ff.)
The names of major characters in epic are often accom-
panied by epithets specifying origin, generally along patri-
lineal lines ("son of --", "of the seed of --", "--'s found-
ling"). The introduction of cheracters also calls for some
recoﬁnting of genealogy and past activities. These questions
contribute a significantly ritualistié tone to intréductions.
They also establish the soclal background of characters al-
though this background is not always directly relevant to the
maln action. This 1s noticeably different from tragedy.where .
origins elther have a direct bearing on the plot. or are brought:
up, often in choral sections, because the fate of some fore-

bearer 1s anslogous to that of a character (e.g. the recounting

of Actaseon's story in The Bacchsae).

.Along with a character's social and familial.origins, his
moral attributes are of major concern. These two aspects of
charscter are not wholly independent, since moral qualities
seem to be considered to some extent hereditary (e.g. "when
you have supped, we hope to hear your names,/ forebears and
families -- 1n your case, it seems,/ no anonymities, but lordly

men./ Lads like yourselves are not base born.* Od{ssez Iv, 59ff.).
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In Homeric epic, the moral attributes of a charscter are fre-
quently acknowledged in the epithets joined to his name. These
attributes are often inseparable from the character: they are
mentioned with the name, even when it 1s incongruous in thé
context (e.g. the plaintive Aphrodite is still "sweetly laugh-
ing", and Achilles is “fleet—footed”bemén*when he is sit#ing
down);Bu»and they are used even where personal blas would seem
to preclude such an acknowledgement (e.g. “"goodly" Hector).
These types of epithets convey & sense of the characters' moral
consistency, just as the epithets which refer to.thelr looks
convey a;sense of their phys;cal immutability.

The nerrator's éharacter is also concelved in socilal and
moral terms. A large part of our sense of this chafacter comes
from his perspective on the events he is relating. Plato's Ion
points out that when narrating an epic. he not only enacts the
roles; but reacts to them as we11,35 and in thils capacity he
projects a moral persona. Sometimes the narrator’'s reactions
are identical with the character's (e.g. when Eumalos is referred
to as "0 my swineherd”). At other times  the narrator distinct-
ly detaches himself from the reactions of the characters (e.g.
the narrator's sardonic comments on the reunion of Glaucus and
Diomedes in The Iliad VI, 234ff.).

The narrator is soclally and morally oriented towards both
his audience and his characters. He identifles himself with the

soclal and moral environments of his audlence by a number of

techniques mentioned in the first chapter. He also ldentifles
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himself with the social and moral environments of the characters
by the values, modes of expression, and modes of perception
which he sheres with them. This common ground contributes sig-
nificantly to our sense of the narrator as a character, and we
will examine its substance and effect more closely in the sec-

tiohs on thought and diction.

111. Thought

While the mode of thought in Homeric epic frequently differs
from that of drama, Aristotle's ma jor criterion for the thought
element in drame also applles to epic.' In both forms thought
1s "the capacity to express what l1s involved in, or suitable to,
a situation" (1450 b). 1In both, it centers on decisions to
act. In drama, suéh expressions often intensify the importance
of the decision being debated. In epic, however, such expres- .
sions often take the form of parallels that develop lncidents
which are in themselves absorbing. While they are being de-
veloped, thé decisions are held in abeyance and the immedlate
situations are to some extent forgotten. Nestor's extended
parallel in The Illad, which we dlscussed in sectlion i, is a
good example of this. Such parallels both instigate or dis-
courage actlons and serve as springboards for thematic state-
ments. In The Iliad, meny of these deal with the nature and

manifestations of bravery and in The Odyssey. with those of

loyalty.

In addition to considering eplc thought in the Aristotelian
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sense, we might also consider the perspective on the action

as a manifestation of thought. vSuch perspectives are conveyed
by both the characters and the narrator, and they are unified
to some‘extent by the similar methods of charaéterizing things
(e.g. with epithets) and theilr use of similar constructions
(e.g. parallels, similes) forbexpressins their points'of view.
Thus while all of the characters do not have the.same point of
view, there is some degree of continuity in the way these di-
verse points of view are structured and in the way they are
expressed. Before we look at the types of epic expression,
however; it 1s worth repeating that character and perspective
are also conveyed by the storyteller‘s gestures, . postures, and
faclal expressions. Though the epic texts suggest that point
of view 1s conveyed in a considerably uniform manner, . epic

performances might not sustain this impression.

iv. Diction

.One of the major determinants of epic language and struc-
ture is the uniform hexameter. First of all, it results in
the extensive use.of an eplc vocabulary of epithets and formulae
("a group of words which is regularly employed‘under the same: -
metrical conditions to express a given essential,idea")36 which
contributes significantly to epie’'s bulk. Richmond Lattimore
points out that such phrases as fit the meter tend to be re-

talned, even where not necessary for their substance.37 For

example, a number of different types of epithets frequently
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sccompany the naming of a character in order to fill in a 1line.
While the uniform hexameter leads to the inclusion of re-
dundant and repeated material, it is worth rémemberlng the
simple fact that repetition in an pral form 1s not the same
as repetition in a written form. In the former, the repetition
of the words themselves can be accompanied by variations of
intonatlion, emphasis, or gesture, so that the words are never
merely repeated. It 1s also worth noting that while formulae
and epithet forms recur, a iarge vocabulary of such phrases for
frequently nemed objects and péople exists. A character can be
identified with an epithet specifying parentage, moreal bent,
occupation, skill, or physical characteristic. There are epl-
thets for aspécts of'physique (e.g. "whlté armed"”, "grey eyed”,
"ox eyed", "glancing eyed”, "golden haired") and others which
are emblems or tokens of the character (e.g. "aegis bearing",
*"well greaved", "of the bow", "of the glancing helm"). Such
epithets, which help the reader or listener grasp the *"look*
of the actors and scenes, are lmportant in a form where the poet
is largely dependent upon language for the realization of actions,
characters, and scenes. | |
Similes serve a similar function, and in Homeric epic they
are used extensively. They can be terse (e.g. Odysseus attacks
the Ithskan townsmen "like an eagle on the pounce" Odyssey XXIV,
538) .or.extended (e.g. Odysseus and his helpers are likened to

"fglcons/ from eyries in the mountains veering over and diving

down/ with talons wide unsheathed on flights of birds,/ who
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cower down the sky in chutes and bursts along the valley -- /
buf the pouncing falcons grip thelr prey, no frantic wing
avails,/ and farmers love to watch those beaked hunters."
Odyssey XXII, 306ff.).

Lettimore points out that the extended similes sometimes
depict strikingly dissimilar scenes which throw the original
object or scene into rellef.38 This technique 1s especilally
effective in ggg i;igg, where there are so many intensely heroic
battles that it would be difficultvto sustain the pitch without
these non-heroic interludes.

Similes and epithets are used by both narrators and charac-
ters, thus contributing to the consistency of expression in in-
direct and direct discourse. Such linguistic similarities follow
from both narrators and characters® using the uniform hexameter,
and from their obligation to activate their stofies for their
llsteners. These similerities place the narrator more firmly
in the environment of the action and unify the voices.in eplc.

. If I seem to have over-stressed eplc unity so far, 1t is
because I think it is important to recognize that those per-
formance factors which militate against epic unity are compen-
sated for. Our recognition of the unifying forces in epic 1is
especlially lmportant for our understanding of Brecht, since
Brecht criticism tends to 1dentify only the disjolintedness of
the plot or tone as the main "epic" element in Epic Theatre.

I think that by clarifying the operation of both unifying and
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segmenting elements in eplic itself, we may be better able to
understand those elements in Brecht's theatre which are not con-

sistent with = more one-sided view of epic.
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PART II

It is important to stress that Brecht generaily wrote his
plays with a view to their being re-worked and completed in
rehearsal and performance. In‘other words, these texts and
documentary material réflect Brecht's direct involvement with
the material as both playwright and director. Thus even the
reader of Brecht's work is involved in performance considera-
tions of a different nature than he would be by other types of
dramstic texts. In more conventional dfamatic texts performance
specifications generally pave the way for the reader's . direct
imaginative interaction with the characters, situations, and
environments, rather than with the means by which these things
are .to be realized on an actual stage.

Brecht's involvement with the means of production is one
point of similarity with the epic storyteller. Another 1s
Brecht's extensive work with existing material (with the work
of such writers as Sophocles, Gay, Gorki, Lenz, Moliere, and
Marlowe). While Brecht's sources of material may seem less
amorphous than the store of epic stories, there are certain
similarities worfh keeping in mind. First of all, Brecht's
adaptation of dramss 1s analogous to the storyteller's re-
working of oral tales. Secondly, Brecht's choice of materisal
for adaptetion 1s guided to s significant extent by socisal
as well as artlstic considerations, not always in the immediate
sense of performing materlal which 1s suitable for a particular

social occasilon (as does the storyteller) but in the sense of
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exploiting works whose characters and situations can be given
strong social and political significance for e contemporary
sudience. Although Brecht's specific soclal goals may differ
from those of the storyteller (a difference which mey be re-
flected in the gravitation towards folk epic or herolc epic
material).theylshare an awareﬁess of the rerformance event as
an important kind of soclal activity. This awareness governs
the cholice of performance material. Finally, although Brecht
cannot always assume his audience's prior familiarity with the
meterlal, he employs a number of techniques to build a sense

of twice-told tales into the performances and texts, so that in
both Epic Theatre and Homeric epic, such familiarity becomes a
prémise to be exploited in a number of ways. With these points
in mind, let us look at the epic .elements that are built 1n£o

Brecht's dramatic texts.
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Chapter 1

i. Plof

One of the first things one notices about Brecht's plots
1s thelr segmentation. On the average they contain a dozen
scenes, as against traditional ‘drama‘'s three to five acts. Yet
at the same time Brecht normally adheres to traditional drame's
length convehtlon. He does not have to break up the plots, as
does the rhapsode, in order to facllitate expansion or curtail-
ment in response to the length of time permitted and the audi-
ence interest (although this structure does make.it easlier to
excerpt and cut segments).39 Although Brecht's plot structure
does not arlise out of the same necessity as classical eplc's
plot structure, it shares a number of its features. A Brecht
rlay, like an epic, generally consists of several stories. The
mein action is iﬁﬁerspersed with these stories, and is at the
seme time itself an aggregate of sélf-contained stories. These
storles are self-contained in that they have a beginning, a
middle, and an end. Wlth each new scene the focus 1s usually
shifted to a néw situation, a new locale, or a new development.
They ere further detached by the pre-narration of the scope and
object of the segment. Suéh segmehtatlon of the sction 1s used
in a number of wayss 1t 1s used to encourage the spectator to per-
celve smaller performance units, despite his awareness that the
entire performance will be much longer; it is used to co-ordin-

ate the parts of the plot, rather than subordinate_the minor
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incidents to the major actlonss it 1s used to provide.the spec-
tator with & preliminery familiarity with the action; and it 1s
used to frame the action, or to set it off from both the pre-
ceding and subsequent actions and from the frames themselves.
Such frames consist of songs, lncldents, prologues andiepi=
logues, or narration. ‘Before looking more closely at how the
plots are segmented and framed, we éhould point out that Brecht
does leave some aspects of the staging of fhese frames to the
discretion of the direcﬁor.

.The slze of the plot segments varies: at one extreme, in

plays like The Meaéufés Taken (1930) and The'céuéésion Chelk

Cirele (1944/5), all the plot is unfolded in small segments
which are linked by the storytellerﬁs narrative;bét the other
extreme, in plays like the Life of Galileo (1938,55), the seg-
ments are much largerﬁsaﬁd‘there is more carry-over between themn.
Even in the second type of play, however, there are vestiges of

a more segmented plot. Schweyk in the Second ﬁorl& Wér (i9u4/5)

(sc. 8), The Good Person of Setzuan (1938/40) (sc. 8), and The

Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui (1941) (sc. 10) each contain one

scene which 1s reminiscent of a more segmented plot development.

Brecht even suggests (though he does not incorporate it into the

text) that Galileo contain titles for the individual eplisodes

as well as for the scenes.’"’O
There are a number of types of frames which segment the

action in a number of ways. There are frames whose medium and

method set off those of the enactment (e.g. the written medium
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sets off the dramatic medium, the past tense sets off the pre-
sent).

There are also frames which are designed to set off the
ection historically. As in Homeric epic, there are a number of
senses in which the storles are historicized. They are histor-
1cized by the development of the éircumstances of the sction in
the naerration and the incidents. They are also historicized by
the emphasis on their pastness, both with reference to the pre-
sent audience and situafion. and with reference to the passage
of time within the story; Fof example, Brecht suggests that a
title for the opening episode of Géiilé6 read "Gallleo the
physicist explains the new Copernican.theory to his subsequent
collaborator Andrea . . .".41 Such a title puts the action in
a later time perspective and affects our view of. Andrea and
Galileo in that scene. 1In the plays where Brecht deals with
historical or fictive historical characters ahd events, the
frames often accentuate the discrepancy between the pastness
and completion of these things and the presentness and non-
resolution (or the non-inevitability of the resolution) in the

enactment. Such perspectives can be alternated or Juxtaposed

(e«g. in Chalk Circle the past tense narration occurs simultane-

ously with a mime of the action in the last incident in sc. 2).
The stories are also historicized with reference to contemporary
developments. As we noted with the epic, such references do not
necessariiy distance the stories;'where_the references polint to

parallels between the two worlds, the stories become more



39

immedlate. Brecht uses this device between each scene of
Arturo Ui and in the beginning of Antigone (1947).

A third type of freme qualifies the stories to a particu-
lar soclal environment and presents the action from the perspec-
tives of a number of socio-economlic groups which are affected
by 1t. This type of qualification is less conspicuous in Homeric
eplc and perhaps 1in heroic epic in general. Save for Thersites'
outburst in gég Ilied (II, 211ff.) there is no view of the
action from the perspective of the "little man", and 1t is
worth noting that even Thersites' tirade 1is played downs: the
narrator points out that not only is Thersites quickly and
easily silenced, but he is ridiculed by his fellows, hls views
are neither popular nor typicael, snd they stem from his ﬁer-
sonal perversity. One wonders Qhat Brecht might have made of
this scene and imagines that he would have expanded it and
exploited 1ts.dramat1c and political potential. In three scenes
designed to "estrange" Shakespesre, Brecht adds such scenes to

ﬁomeo énd Jﬁliéf and Mécﬂéfh in order to include the servants'

tion, oppose them to the heroces' perspectives.42 Gallleo 1is
filled with incidents which depict the responées.of a varlety of
social forces (e.g. the peasants, artisans, aristocrats, mer-
chants, and clergy) to the historical developments.

The segmentation and diversity of the action also result

in a varied, and often abruptly varying, emotional profile.

Such tonal shifts often accompany plot interludes (e.g. Arﬁuré 0,
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Schweyk, Setzuan) or scene changes. In Mother Courage and Her

Children (1939) and Galileo, the sequence of scenes often leads
to abrupt shifts of tone as 1t underscores basic'bdntradiétidns

in the main characters. 1In Chalk Circle, the Azdek story is

related in a block. which comes-at_a.point of extreme pathos-
and suspense and diverts our attentioﬁ from Grusha's dilemma.
In its placement and plot funcflon this story is in some way
analogous to the story of Odysseus' scar mentioned in Chapter 2.
Many of the plot functions of the dramstic and narrative
frames (historicizing the actlon, retarding the action, develop-
ing the circumstances of the action,'&iffusing the dramatic
focué and the tone) are also performed by the songs, which
could be considered a variant of the Homeric epic incident.
Brecht also uses the songs  to develop the immediate circum-
stances of‘the action (e.g. Courage's "Song of Capitulation®)

and a broader perspective on the action (e.g. The Thfeepenny

Qgggg (1928) finales). He also uses songs to alter the mood of
the action (e.g. the war hero Eilif sings the anti-war song;
the new bride Polly sings the Pirate Jenny song; the new capital-
ist Yang Sun joins in the anti-capitalist "Song of the Eighth
Elephant”). These songs, perhaps even more than the dramatized
incidents, shift the dramatic and emotional focus by hlghl;ght-
ing the performance of the song (this technique will be examined
in the music secfion).

The diverse storles and incldents in Brecht's plays, like

those in Homeric epic, are self-contained, and the transitions
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usually introduce new tones, perspectives, and dramatic focuses.
But more 1mportant; the storles are overtly linked.and.é number
of things happen at the transition points. As the epic story-
teller frequently ties the actions and stories with explanationé
or calls for attention, Brecht too often uses these junctures to
establish a different level of involvement with the audience.

The purpose of the breaks, then, is not simply to disrupt the
mood and pull the audience out of the story, but to engage’

them on some othef level. We wlll discuss the performance
aspects of this segmentation in Chapter 2; here:I would empha-~
size that 1tvis the plot structure of both Brecht's drama and
classical epilc which admits these other types of interactions
with the audlence.

.As in our discussion of epic plots;'we should also consider

the elements which offset the plot segmentation. First of all,
.we mentioned that Brecht lses & number of techniques to join his.
segments and that the medium or method changes at the Junctures,
along with the self-contained quality of the:epiSodes; draw atten-
tion to the loose plot structure. This looseness 1s, however,
offset by Brecht's frequent use of the same tying device through-

out a play. For example, each segment of Mother Courage 1s pre=~

ceded by the same type of narratioh. expressed in a fairly uni-
form tone. Thus while at first this type of interlude might
_seem disruptive, ié would soon become an accepted, expected con-
ventlion. In other words, the consistent ‘use of a particular

tying technique offsets the discreteness of the individual
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gsegments and the formal and tonal shifts between them. The
disjunction of the narrative and the enactment is further les-
sened by the acting style Brecht advocates. We will look at
this style more closely in a lster section, but the point to
be stressed here is that when & narrative attitude and tone is
built into the enactment, the transitions from one form to the

other are smoother. Conversely, the narrative role 1s often

dramatized (e.z. in Chélk Circle and Sefiﬁéﬁ). In Brecht's
drama, as 1n Homeric epie, the enactment and narrative are not
clearly separasted, and there is thué greater continuity between
the parts and less disruption at the junctures.

The individual stories are sometimes unified by'visual or
musical motifs at the transition points (e.g. the music and
lighting motifs whlich herald the interludes 1in Schweyk and
Setzuén). Thqs the plot's interruption by numerous stories is
offset by the assoclation of a story with a motif.

Subjedt themes also provide plot unity, and in the more
highly episodic scenes the common ldea running through the
series of encounters is often underscored. For example, the
idea that Azdak is the people’'s judge 1s made explicit between

each of the small trial incidents in Chalk Circie. scene 5; the

idea that Jjustice is dying in Chlcago is implicit in the music
which 1inks the episodes in the trial scene in Arturo Ui,
scene 10.

Certain subject themes recur in Brecht's corpus, and these

provide ideological continuity. For example, the idea that
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morality is & luxury and that people cannot be moral on an

empty stomach recurs in St. Joan of the Stockyards (1929/30),

Schweyk, and The Threepenny Opera; the l1dea that survival re-

quires caginess rather than heroics in the conventlional sense
(or that the folk hero's survival skillls differ considerably

from those of the traditional hero) recurs in Mother Courage,

Gallleo, and Chalk Circle. Certaln songs which appear in more

than one play (e.g. “The Song of Solomon" in The Threepenny

Opera and Mother Courage) indicate similar continuity. 1In

the individual plays, thematic patterns are used to link di-

verse actions. For example, the betrayal theme runs through

The Threepenny Opera, operating in almost all of the relation-

ships. 1In Mothér Couragze the war profiteering theme appears in

the numerdus small transactlon incidents at the beglinning of
episodes. In Galileo the main character®'s capitulation 1s
reflected in the capitulations of the Pope and Mucius, two
other scientists. In Galileo the teaching theme also recurs
in many of the incidents. The subjects that are taught in
these incidents vary, as do the puplls, teachers, and success
of the lessons. But the teaching attitude and obligation are
constant.

In these plays, then, the central themes are reflected in
the incidents. Such incidents also allow for a broader view
of a theme. The loose plot structure can thus include a greater

number of stories and incidents, as well as narrative commentery,

and thus a fuller treatment of a theme. Even though the
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individual incidents in Brecht's plays are more self-contained
then the structural units of conventional drama and are not
always strictly necessary for the development of the main action,
they appear less disjointed and.afbitrary because of their
thematic significance. |

As 1n Homeric epic, the repetition and extension of these

incldents alters their'plot function. In Mother Couragg,'often

éonsidered a tragedy in spite of itself, the same kind of re-
versal and recognitlion is repeated, and thls repetitlon demon-
strates and strengthens the initial theme, "If you want the

war to work for you/ You've got to glve the war its due". In

Thé Thfeépenﬁy Opera, where the repeated reversals are sur-

rounded by commentary, the idea of reversal itself becomes a-
subject of analysis. In Brecht's drama, as in Homeric epiec,
these turning points usually have significent social conse-~
quences.

.Another element which uniflies the work 1s character. As
in Homeric epic, there are maln characters (e.g. Galileo, Mother
Courage, Shen Te/Shui Ta) who dominate a majority of the scenes;
there are also charécters who move between and link parts of
the plot (e.g. Wang in Setzuan). Character itself often gives
rise fo numerous tangential developments (e.g. Galileo the
teacher, Courage the merchant, Shen Te the soft-hearted).
Brecht's plays are also unified by the types of characters he

creates, the way he creates character, and the functlions of his

characters.
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il. Character

It 1s to be expected that actlons which are qualified to
a,specific soclo-historical context will involve characters who
are similérly qualified, and that environments which are shown
to be mutable wlll contain characters who are similarly mutable.
First of all, we see that characters are often given names or
are referred to by epithets which specify their social function
or class connection. This approach to cheracter reflects
comedy's tradltionél concern with social types. It 1is also a
technique inherited from German Expressionism, though in Brecht's
Plays tﬂe result is not the frequently ominous dehumanization
and anonymity of many of the Expressionist works;lon the con-
trary, 1t often leads to a greater sense of group solidarity.
In Qhe more didactic plays, this device 1s used almost exclu-
sively to identify all the characters, while in the later plays
it is used more for peripheral characters. But even the more
complex characters tend to be at least associated with such
epitheté»(e.g. Mother Courage the‘provisiéner. Azdak the Judge,
Galileo the physicist, Shen Te the tobacconist/Shul Ta the
tobacco king). In Brecht's plays, as in Homeric'epic, the
eplthets appear in both the dialogue and narration and tend to
formalize the relatlonships within the stories:s they specify
the relationship or role of the character address and are an
important part of social decorum. They also can be used to
impart something of a third-person tone to direct discourse

(e.g. Grusha refers to Simon as "the soldier” and to her husband
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as "the peasant"). While the epithets themselves differ (the
Homeric ones are often more varied and more elaborate, and
the characteristics cited in them are heroic tokens) the use
of epithets 1n both forms reflects a more soclally aware en-
vironment where there is a greater sense of mutual respect
among the characters.

The epithets in Brecht's plays, which aré often class
genealogies, even suggest a rudimentary class consciousness.
It is often accompanied by the character's awareness‘of.how he
camevto be in his position and what soclo-historical factors
determine his actions. Suoh_an awareness 1s revealed in the
self-narration of the characters in Setzuan and also in songs
which elther chart the development of the individual character
or look at the soclo~historical position of the class to which
the character belongs.

There is a further step in the socisl grounding of the
characters, followling the recognition of social position and
the consideration of how this position conditions actions. It
1s the awareness that the position may be changed. In Mdfher

Couragé and The Threepenny Opera the characters discuss but

never effect such a change. In Man 1s Man (1926,31) the change

. 1s graphically depicted. In The Mother (1932) and The Guns of

Carrar (1936/7) the change is gradual; the peasant women evolve
into revolutionary fighters through more orthodox means. In

Galiléo a wlde spectrum of soclety reallzes the possibilities

and implications of social change.
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The mutabllity of characters is underscored by the faclility
with which they mime'other characters. They are, in a sense,
socially re-created as they assume the trappings, gestures, and
attitudes which are social indicators. This does not mean that‘
one has only to change one's clothes or gestures to participéte
in a social revolutlion, but that a recognition of the deter;
minants and thelr transience 1s a healthy ‘revolutidnary attitude

at least to begin with. In Chalk Circle we see Azdak giving

the fugltive Grand Duke lessons on how to mime a peasant by

regarding his food in a'certain way; in Mother Coﬁrage‘Kattr{n‘>
mimes the Whore by putting on the ﬁréppingé and imitatfng the
walk; in Galileo the cardinal becomes the Pope as he puts on
the vestments of that offices 15 Setzuan Shen Te 1s transformed
into Shuli Ta and, in a more step-by-step transition, the malin-
gerer Yang Sun is transformed into the boss' right hand man.
In some plays such a soclal metamorphoslis is central, while in
other plays it is more incidental; in some - the transitions are
'abrupt, while in others they are-more gradual; in some they are
temporary, while in others they are more long lasting; and in
some the changes are good, whlle in others they are morally
amblguous (e.g. Setzuan). But in most cases the graphic demon-
stration of human mutabllity is designed to counter any fatal-
istic reading of social determinism.

If character, then, 1s socially conditioned, it follows that
morality will a2lso be influenced by social factors. Because the

prevailing soclel system supports certain moral norms, social
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end moral corruption are closely linked, and soclial dissidence
1s often marked by rebelllion against conventional morality.
Brecht concelves of his counter-culture morality as innate.

It is, however, 6ften confounded by the necessities of survival
which militate against such natural instincts as Kattrin's,
Shen Te's, and Grusha's kindness. Thus among the more street-
wise characters there arises a survival morality, a flexible,
accommodating morality which attempts to make the best of a bad
system without tofally losing sight of its badness. It results
in Shen Te's sweat shops, Mother Coursage's war prpfiteering.
Schweyk's accommodation, Galileo's recantation, and Azdsk's
willingness to recant. It also leads to moral schizophrenia,
most painfully evident in Shen Te, but also present in Courage,
Galileo, and Azdak. It can even lead to the moral resignation

and atrophy of almost all the characters in The Tﬁreepengx Opera.

Brecht's characters, like classical epic characters, are
tied to or assoclated with a particular moral bent, and both
forms share with comedy a soclally oriented perspective on the
various moral types. One obvious difference, however, is that
in Homer the moral good and the social good, the individual good
and the common good do not conflict. In Brecht's plays, on the
other hand, moral ideals often have to be tempered by social
pragmatisms 1n the best of all possible worlds, men's innate
morality will not be in conflict with his personal or his soclety's

interests, but in the actual environments in which most of his

characters move, these interests are often at odds.
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As in classical epic, the social and moral inclinations of
Brecht's characters are also expressed non-verbally: 1in gestures
which, like epithets, can systematlcally assoclate a character
with an inclination (e.g. Mother Cdurage the merchant'snaps her
purse in a distinctive way after each transaction.43 Galileo
the sensualist rubs his hands 1n a certain way at the prospect of
imminent intellectusl or physical gratification) and also-in
the gest or attitude of the speaker. Brecht's actor, like the
eplc storyteller, accentuates such attitudes. Whlle the story-
teller would be even more dependent on such things as tones
of voice, faclal expressions, and gestures to clearly diffefen-
tiate characters, a signiflcant effect in both forms is thet the
performer communicates & narrative perspective on the character
simultaneously with the impersonation itself. Thus it is diffi-
cult to distinguish clearly the narrative volce in Brecht's
theatre and in classical epic, éince the texts alone do not com-
pletely convey the narrative overlay in the 1mpersonati§ns.

The narrative character in most of Brecht's plays is pro-A
jected through a number of overlapping methods, some of which
establish it within the context of the story and others which
detach it from the story. The latter 1s more often emphasized
by both Brecht and his critics, partly because the written narra-
tion is "outside" the enactment, and also bécause the "objective"®
commentary seems designed to place the narrator and thus the

sudience outside, and even above, the action. There are, however,

other factors which counteract the disjunctures of narrative and
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cheracter outlook and which provide a more consistent narrative

attitude throughout the plays.

In Chalk Cirdle, for example, a single storyteller evokes

all the characters and actions. In Setzuan, on the other hand,
where the storyteller rqle is diffuéed among the characters, the
sum of the impersonations evokes a unified storyteller tone and
presence. The latter is more common in Brecht's plays,-and it
demands that the actors approach thelr roles in a similar spirit
and that they are to some degree ideologically compatible. Thus
while each actor conveys a distincfly individual attitude towards
hls particular character, the attitude towards the performance
itself 1s consistent. Not all the characters will share the
same perspective, but their creation will convey a clear and
conslstent perspective.

The social and ﬁoral orlentation of the narrative character
1s conveyed by such things as the bhoice of material and the
attitude towards the characters and the sudience. In Chalk
Circle the storyteller shares the values and attitudes which
have determined the outcome of the prologue's decision and which
also determine the outcome of his story. He succeeds in draw-
ing the two worlds together by showing that the values and atti-
tudes which point to the wise decision are not simply the pro-
duct of theoretical speculétion, statistical proof, or bureau-
cratic pragmatism, but also of a more basic and enduring folk
wisdom and morality. While such a merger of soclalism and folk

values may at first seem lncongruous, one could argue that in
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general the epic's conservation of traditional wisdom, as well

as stories, characters, and forms, 1s not incompatible with so-
cialist ends. 1In fact, certein socialist features are indigenous
to some of the traditions that Brecht's plays and Homerlc epic
conserve (e.g. rural peasant traditions, army traditions).

The narrative character in Brecht's plays, like that of
Homeric epic; shares with the other characters certaln ways of
looking at and expressing things. ' Thus even when a character
steps out of character to perform a narrative function or when
he critizes the action, the ideoclogical and historical distance
is somewhat lessened. We will loék at the particular character-
istics of these common modes of perception and expression in our

discussion of thought and diction.

11i.' fhouéht

The thought element in Brecht's drama operates on two
levels: there is thought in the Arlistotellan sense of reflection
on what 1s involved in or suitable to an action, and there are
also thematic statements which involve broader generalizations
about the types of situations, actions, and'characters. Thus
while decision 1tself 1s the central manifestation of thought,
Brecht is equally interested in the declision-making process
(e.g. the determinants,'impgtus. and means of decisions). Fre-
quently decisions are surrounded or lnterrupted by digressions
which develop the larger determinants of decislion. Such material

1s digressive in its content and also disruptive in the way it
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is formulated. In many of the plays this type of speculation
is contained in songs which are détached from the action (e.g.
preceded by some sort of announcement, by title cues, or by
lighting or grouping changes) or in verse sections where the
transition from prose to verse is similarly marked. Such re-
flections may also be addressed directly to the audlence. This
typre of reflection in Brechtfs pleys 1s carried on by characters
and narrators, so it 1s not a detached narrator alone who extra-
polates from the action and clarifies 1its context.

There 1s a further difference between such speculations
sbout deéisionﬁhﬁd?Aris%otélian-Thought:f@thé”lattefﬁéffecﬁsﬁthe
action more directly becguse it is‘more closely tied to charscter.

For example, when Pentheus in The Bacchae considers leading an

army up to attack the Bacchae or going up and Spying on then
himself, we know that elther decision 1s in keeping with his
(slightly schizophrenic).character. while others (e.g. compro-
mise) are inappropriate. In Breclit's plays the ‘reflections are
less closely tailoréd to charaéter. Characters step out of
character both when they address reflectiqns to the audience
and when they exhibit mentalitles whlch are not elsewhere re-
flected in their actions. Such characters as those in The

Threepenny Opera can both clarify the broader historical or po-~

litical determinants of their situations, and even explain why
ahdﬁgow things should be changed, and still accommodate them-

selves to the glven situation and, if possible, profit by 1it.

Thus the moral ambiguity and sense of incongruity which hangs
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over so many of Brecht's chbracteré. as well as over Brecht
himself.

So.fér we have been emphasizing how such speculations
are disruptive. But they can also provide unity. First of
all, there is the ideological continuity in the body of the
works which is manlifested in a number of typically Brechtian
themes. There is also a gradﬁal metamorphosis of these themes
from thelr more orthodox and dogmatic formulation (e.g. in

Méasufes.Tékén) to thelr formulation in the mature plays as

accepted folk wisdom. In other words, there is a growing at-
tenpt to integrate these ideas into the world of the characters
when the characters cease to be Comrades. Finally, when the
narrative volce and the narrative mode of conceptualization
follow the folk mode, the ideological, sociological, and time
gaps . between the narrator and the characters are diminished,
as are the soclal, racial, national, and historical differences
between the characters 'in.the different plays (the Orientals,
Western Europeans, and Americans). There emerges, then.'a
kind of universal folk character who shares with the narrator
certain ways of looking at and articulating things. The narra-
tor remains in close touch with this folk, because even when
he regards them objectively, he does so in their own terms.

Let us look at some examples of this common mode of reflec-
tion. The most frequently recurring forms are paradoxical anti-
theses, parallels, anecdotes, and aphorisms. We see the first

type of formulation used by the Control Chorus in Measures Taken
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to explain Communist doctrine:

This mode

repeated

Who fights for communism must be able to fight
eand not to fight; to speak the truth and not
to speak the truth; to perform services and
not to perform services; to keep promlses and
not to keep promises; to go into danger and to
keep out of danger; to b%u;ecognizable and not
to be recognizeble . . .

of formulating first principles, taken with the

‘references to these teachings as "the classics", con-

veys the lmpression that the articles of a faith are being

explained here more than those of a political movement. It 1s

reminiscent of both the paradoxes in the Gospels and Zen para-

doxes. A‘similar construction explains the audience's obliga-

tions in the prologue and epllogue of Thé Eicéptioh and the

Rule (1930)s: "Find it estranging even if not very strange/fHard

to explain even if it is the custom/ Hard to 'understand even 1if

it is the

rule.")+5 In Galileo such constructions are used in

the verses which precede the scenes (e.g. "The old says: What

I've always done I'll always do/ The new says: "if you're useless

you must go"),46 the dialogue (e.g. "Unhappy the land that has

no heroest® "Unhappy the land that needs a hero"),uznand the

songs (e.g. the péople in the scene 10 carnival interpret the

new astronomical theories as meaning that the server will not

serve, the fishwife will eat her own fish, the carpenter will

build his

own house, the cobbler will wear his own shoes). A

similer reading of the implications of revolution occurs in

Chalk Circle's *Song of Chaos".

In the last examples we also see the tendency to concretize,
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to consider a general principle with down-to-earth parellels or

examples. In Mothef Cdurage. Scene 3, Courage follows up her

general statement "Victory and defeat don't always mean the
same thing to the big wheels up top and the small fry under-
nesth" with a story that 1illustrates her éxperience of this
principle:

One time in Livonle our general got such a

shellacking from the enemy that in the confu-

'sion I laid hands on a besutiful white horse

from the baggage train. That horse pulled my

wagon for 7 mont&g, until we had a victory and

they checked up. .
Schweyk, of course, is the master of anecdotal exposition in
Brecht's play as in Hasek's novel. The referral of general
themes to concrete instances is a well-used method ih the songs
too. In the "Song of Solomon“, for example, the principle
"virtues sre dangerous:th;hgs;‘better;Stéer é;ear of them, enjoy
life, eat a good breakfast . . ."49 1s substantlated by exemples.
In Setéﬁén examples are used both to substantiate general prin-
ciples (e.g. "The Song of Smoke") and clarify particular experi-
ences (e.g. "The Song of the Eight Elephant").

In Cﬂaiﬁ Ciréie such constructions characterlize the mode of

thought from the prologue on. So far I have trled to show that
the use of similar constructions in different plays, by differ-
ent types of character, contributes strongly to the‘overall

unity of thought. Chalk Circle, on the other hand, 1s an epic

microcosm: we see the activities of the people before the

storyteller comes, his reception, and his performance. In this

play we see the storyteller in an eplic performance context,
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while in other plays, prologues and epllogues which attempt to
create this context have to deal with the actual audlence.

Thus in Chalk Circle the sense of a consistent folk perspective

is even stronger because it 1s shared by the fictive audlence,
the storyteller, and the characters. Furthermore the characters,
like those in Homeric epilc, are direct antecedents of the audi-
ence. The universality of this way of looking at things is
perheps even strengthened by its belng contestedi
Peasant Woman: Comrade Expert, we're not frad-

ing now. I can't take your cap and hand you

another, and say:s . “This one's better." The

other one might be better, but you prefer

yours. 4

Girl Tractor Driver: A plece of land is not
like a cap., Not 1in our country, comrade.

The Girl Tractor Driver, who wgnts to get down to graphs and
statistics and even wants the storyteller to cut his recital
time, is clearly the exception. The storyteller is, perhaps,
cherished because of his abllity to draw the relevant parallels
end illustrate general principles. He can show the new 1ldeology
to make sense in the‘terms of the people, in the language they
can understand, and by a method that 1is familisr and beloved.

In Chalk Circle, then, both the substance of the reflections

and the way they are cast are shared by the characters, audi-
ence.‘andxstoryteiier. They are generally the same types of con-
structions that we found in the other plays, with an interest-
ingly gfeater number of aphorisms which are used by both the

storyteller and the charascters to apply folk wisdom to current

situations. The *"new" wisdom is also cast in this mold, so that
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it too takes on the quality and tone of the o0ld wisdom. The
play further shows the folk wisdom to contain the seeds of- the
"new" wisdom. The benefits of mixing the 0ld and the new are
summed up by the storyteller in the prologue:
We hope you will find that the voice of the old
poet also sounds well in the shedow of Soviet
tractors. It may be mistaken to mix dlfferen{
wines, but 0ld and new wisdom mix very well.5
As with classical epic, we must qualify the cohesive pro-
perty of the thought element by acknowledging that it would be
at least partially offset by the distinctive gestures and modes
of delivery of the characters in performance. On the other

hand, it might well be sustalned by certain characteristics of

the diction.

iv. Dictlon*

How {s Brecht's diction. "epic*"? The most striking immedi-
ate difference 1is thét Homeric epic uses a uniform verse pattern
throughout, while Brecht does not. Brecht also exploits a
greater variety of language forms, medla of dommunication. and
levels of diction. Thirdly, Brecht often uses languasge forms
for shock. Such forms both interrupt the tone and divert atten-
tion to the way language is used. Thls characteristic of Brecht's
language 1s worth examining in more detall. Before doing so,

however, we should note that while one may not find any ldentical

#p1lthough we are not dealing with Brecht in the original German,
our dlscussion here 1s of language forms which are not seri-
ously distorted by translation.
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use of languege in Homeric epic, the concept of drawing atten-
tion to and inviting criticlism of an element is not allien to
epic.

Brecht uses.a number of techniques to call attention to
the language and the way it is used, and these often play on
the incongruity betwéen the language forms and the character
and situation. He shocks our expectations by emphasizing the
gap between the context in which we usually expect a form of
languaze to be used and the context in the plays in which it is
used. Such a shock occurs when characters in dialogue alter-
nately speak in the first and the third person, the past and
the present tense, or to other characters and to the audience.
A simllar shoék follows the shifts from spoken to written langu-'
age, especially when thé two are stylistically dissimilar (e.g.
in Arturo Ql lambics are used in the scenes and a telegraphic
headline style in the between-scene titles). 1In this example
the use of lambics is in 1tself deslgned to give pause: The
poetic form seems strikingly lncongruous to thé subject and the
characters, and one ié thus moved to think about the language
form, about why 1t ls more incongruous to Chicago gangsters
than to Elizabethan characters, and about why the convention
resists the new context. He uses a similar technique in
St. ggég. Interestingly enough, in the same year that St. Joan
was written, Brecht discussed the form/content relationship in
his essay "On Form and Subject Matter" and argued that tradi-

tional poetic forms (as well as dramatic forms) were not adequate
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for the new materlial the drama must encompass:

Simply to comprehend the new areas of subject-

matter imposes a new dramatic and theatrical

form. Can we speak of money in the form of

lambics? ‘*The Mark, first quoted yesterday at

50 dollars, now begond 100 soon may rise, etc.'

-=how about that?5
Yet in Sf. Jdan:the business of the Chicago commoditlies exchange
i1s carried on in traditional metrical verse, and the resistance
of such material to such forms throws both the language and the
content into rellef. Brecht exploits this device again in
Séhﬁeii, though the verse form and rhetoric in the higher -
reglons are less incongruous to the characters. These langu-

age forms are more sharply contrasted with the typically

Brechtian. "little men's" idiom in the scenes. In The Three-

geﬂnj 6pefa the language of an individual character often

changes abruptly (e.g. In Macheath's prison baslleds in Act III
scene 3, especlally the "Ballad in which Macheath Begs Pardon
for All", there 1s a striking mixture of hymnal language and
street slang). Brecht furthef advlises actors to accompany
formal breaks between different language forms and levels. with.
various cues to call attention to the shift.-

Brecht exploits such linguistic inconéruities sparingly.
In many of the plays there is another type of diction which pre-
valls, and which more closely reflects the social position of
the characters. It 1s a kind of universal "little men's" idiom
which both charscters and narrators employ and whichlqincidenyéliy,

most Brecht translators capture fairly consistently. Some of

the general characteristics of the idiom are its concreteness,
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directness, and earthiness. It tends to rely on certain forms

such as anecdotes (e.g. édhﬁeik). aphorisms (e.g. Chalk Ciféle).

and hyperbole (e.g. Mother Couragg). and it projects a highly

distinctive tone. It is an idiom which expresses a basic
soclal formality and soclal naiveté, which 1s both concrete and
yet sdapts well to expressive poetry.

Brecht uses poetry in his plays for a number of ends. He
exploits its capaclity to convey the attitude and tone of “direct
and spontaneous speech".53 as well as its formal division from
prose. Hls verses usually have short lines and employ the typi-
cally epic parallel and additive structures which facilitate
the rapid bullding up of a story: |

His name was Georgl Abashvili . . .

He was very rich

He had a beautiful wife

He bhad 2 healthy baby . . .

No other governor in Grusinia

Had as many horses in his stable

As many beggars on hls doorstep

As many soldiers in his service

As many petitioners in his cou:rtyarc15"F

They are poor.

They have no friends.
They need someone.

How can they be refused?

They are bad.

They are no man's friend.

They grudge even a bowl of rice.

They need it all themselves.

How can they be blamed?55
The last two examples show that in additlion to providing momen-
tum, the form is weil-suited to the dialectical development of

ideas.
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The similarities between the poetry and prose, and the
narrative and direct discourse contribute significantly to the
sense of a unified voice in Brecht's plays. Aslln claéslcal
eplc, however, this would not efface the individuality of the
characters: 1n performance the linguistic uniformity would be
offset by the individual embodiments of the characters and by
acting techniques which would further distinguish the modes of
delivery. It does seem clear, however, that in the course of
his work Brecht developed a highly distinctive folk idiom and,
through its extensive use, folk character.

Such an interpretation of the plays brings a number of
questions to mind. To begin with, can modern audiences identify
with or respond to Brecht's fictive folk (as a classilcal epic
audience would respond to its traditional heroes)? If not,
would the eplc social fuhctions of the play be significantly
diminished ‘and the interest in the plays reside on the politi-
cal or aesthetic level alone? Might not the epic quality itself
be a further reminder of the modern theatre's distance from this
form? These are difflcult questions to answer, partly because
through much of his career, Brecht was cut off from his native
audience. In some ways he seems tolhave compensated for this
with the whimsical, nostelgic re-creation of a special audience

and performance situation in such a play as Chalk Circle, a play

which has the best of both worlds: the revolutionary audience
and environment and the audience which is in touch with an epic

tradition. Perhaps this is one reason why the play 1is regarded
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by man& es the'culmination of the development of Brecht's epic
drama. From»the late 1920's to the énd of his career, Breght
built epic elements into the texts and, as we shall presently
see, the performances. Such elements may not duplicate the con-
ditions of the eplc performance, but they suggest at least some-

thing of the epic event.
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Chapter 2

i. Aﬁdiencé end Odcaslon

Brecht is critical of both traditional drams and tradi-
tional modes of performance, and he attacks the conventional
modern theatre from two angles: the political and the artis-
tic. He feels thét it reinforces the status quo by its con-
tent, appeal, and niche in the Culture apperatus, and that it
is gullty of artistic pandering and mystification. Brecht
tends to correlate the ends and the means of theatre, and thus
to accﬁse the traditional theatre of supporting the status
quo not Just overtly but also through theatrical techniques
which encourage the Spectator to respond primarily apoliticelly
and uncritically. Obviously one could dispute his objection
with examples of pnconjentional yet politically unprogressive
theatre, as well as politically progressive melodramas and
‘tear- jerkers. Certainly s§me of Brecht's acknowledged models
are theatres (e,g, the classical Oriental theatre) that do
not serve the kinds of social and political ends Brecht would
assign to his own theatre. How much closer to Brecht's ideal
is the epic form, which invites an awareness of performance
skills and serves analogous (though by no means identical)
socilal ends. For classicél eplc, these ends are the trans-
mission and relnfdrcement of cultural history, of traditional
wisdom, skills, and values. Brecht sees his thestre as having

comparable ends, though obviously the versions of history
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end the wisdom, skills, and values he wishes to transmit and
reinforce are in some degree "counter-cultural®. However in-
separable ends and means may be, 1t 1s nonetheless uéeful to
examine the particular comparability of Brecht's artistic
means with those of Homeric eplc;

. To begln with, Brecht often uses prologues which, like
the classical invocations, clarify the social nature of the
occaslions 'they set the tone, express an attitude towards the
audience, and clarify the object of the performance. Secondly,
the eplc storyteller explolits hlis audilence's sense of 1itself
as 8 social gfoup. and when Brecht takes his theatre to sﬁch
forums as union halls or political clubs he seeks a similarly
cohesive audlience. Thirdly, epic does not appeal to an ex-
clusive or elite audience. It 1s a popular entertalnment
form, and Brecht views the theatre as a similarly non-eI1tist:
art form which can benefit from the techniques and attitudes
of such popﬁlar entertainment forms as sports and cabarets.
These particular correspondénces arise from a larger one:
Brecht 1s interested in creating a special kind of performance
occaslion which 1s.1n'a number of ways similar to the eplc per-
formance occasion.

What are the‘characteristics of this occasion? First of
all, it involves repeated reminders to the audlence of the
nature of the occasion. The theatrical lighting does not ob-
scure the surroundings but reveals and thus emphasizes them;

theatrical devices are used not to lull the spectator's
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consclous or critical faculties but to awaken them. The spec-
tator cannot be impervious to where he is and with whom. The
occasion emphaslzes the fact that entertainment is being
created and encourages the spectator to look at how it is
created.

While it 1s obviously difficult for Brecht to re-create
the performance conditions of classical epic (e.g. the per-
formance as part of a complex of activities in which the
audience participates) he 1s}ab1e to bulld such elements into

the plays. In the frames to Chalk Circle and Meaéuréé Tékén.

for example, the fictive audlence has assembled not solely,

or even primarily; for the performances. In both plays the
performances are predicated upon a larger purpose for gather-
ing, and the substance and methods of the performances are
directly related to the larger events. 1In both plays the.
performances are concerned with issues which are important
to;the group, and the audiences are unlikely to forget this;
not'only are the larger 1ssues repeatedly referred to, but the
performers are visibly part of the group. Like the epic story-
teller these performers are not remote "stars", nor are they
emotionally transported or physically transformed.into thelr
roles. These performances are in the nature of demonstrations,
end the performers’ methods and the audiences® attitudes reflect
this. It 1is interesting that such performancermodels are bullt

into both the early, more doctrinaire work and the mature, more

entertaining wofk; it seems to indicate that the eplc quality
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of Brecht's plays 1is not really a function of theilr overt di-
dacticism but rathervemerges from the performance attitude.

How 1s such an attitude communicated:po the audlence
proper? Brecht does not seek the types of\audience partici-
pation thét.become popular avantgzarde techniques twenty years
later. He does not antagonistically confront the audience,
nor does he attempt to engage it in a transcendent, psycho-
spiritual communality. Instead he attempts to involve the
audlence as a social unit. He fosters the audience's aware-
ness of the social environment of the performance and of it-
self as a social grbup with a responsible social role that re-
quires alert.attention. The role itself varies: the spectator
may be approached as a judge, a jury, a pupll, or a referee for
whom the performance i1s a demonstration or illustration of
a situation whose resolution is oben.

The spectator's attention is directed to the means of
performance as well as to the substance. Brecht assumes that
the spectator's appraisal of these means will enhance his en-
Joyment of the performance, and the assumption is well-founded.
At a circus, cabaret, or sporting event, for example, one re-
mains aware of one's surroundings and can look at the "per-
formance” critically. Even if partial to a particular per-
former or team, one acknowledges the basis of such partiality:
the skills that are used. We pointed out in our discussion of

eplc that such critical awareness also stems from the audience's

famillarity with the form itself. Such an audience will also
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manifest its displeasure at an unskilled or awkward performance,
for its familiarity with and appreclation of the form and occa-
sion do not interfere with 1ts critical awareness. Nor is such
critlcal distance incompatible with emotional involvement.

Brecht broadens the focus of involvement from the life of a
particular character in a particular situation to the per-
formance occasion. Brecht's notorious theatricalism does not
demand that one remain uninvolved. but that one be engaged,

both intellectually and emotlénally (and the two are not mutually

exclusive), by the means of performance as well as the substance.

11, édtihg and Impersonation

Brecht encourages his audiences to take a critical view of
how the performance is created and thus seeks to focus their
attention on the acting. We sald before that Brecht's plot
structures make the audiences aware of how plot is put together.
as the social grounding of character makes them aware of the
determinants of character. The creation of character in per-
formance 1s simllarly designed to make visible the means of
characterization. Classical epic invites such a view of the
acting because the storyteller i1s the sole actor. The audience
therefore can examine the process of impersonation as the story-
teller steps into a role by alterihg his gestures, postures,
faclal expressions, or tones of voice. Thus the successful

storyteller will evoke a strong sense of a character's presence

but will not be mistaken for that character. A similar sense of
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the impersonation not obscuring the impersonator or fact of
impersonation is conveyed in dramas where, for instance, actor's
play more than one role, children prlay edult roles, or men
play women's roles. Such casting prevents the actors and
the audlences from identifying too strongly wifh the roles.
Brecht uses & number of techniques to encourage the actors -
and audience to take a more analytical view of the characters.
To some extent such a view is demanded by the texts (e.g. where
characters play more than one role, where they mime other charac-
ters, where they perform narrative functions, or where they are
physically or socially transformed). In another sense, a
critical concentration on the acting skills 1s invited by the
prior famillarity of so many of the characters in Brecht's plays
and Homeric epic. Brecht-ﬁéés4a-ngmbef;of~perfbimance.tephhiques;
to accentuate the gap between the actor and the charascter and )
encourage both the actor and the audience to be aware of per-
formance skills. In Antigone, for example, the asctusl plasying
aree 1is marked off, and when an actor is not in a scene he
retires to a non-playing area. Brecht gives the following
explanation of his purposess “The reason why the actors sit
openly on the stage and only adopt the attitudes proper to their
parts once they enter the (very brilliantly 1it) acting area is
that the audience must not be able to think that it has been
transported to the scene of the story, but must be invited to
take part in the delivery of an ancient poem, irrespective how

it has been restored;?56
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Like the eplc storyteller, Brecht's actor is not meant
simply to portray but to "narrate” a character, not only to
enact a character but to react to him as well. Because the
actor does not “"become" the character, he is able to look at
the character criticaslly and project to the audlence his own
attitude toward the character. Brecht advocates that this
critique be along socio-political liness

The attitude which he [the actor| adopts is a
socially critlical one. 1In his exposition of the
incidents in his characterization of the person
he tries to bring out those features which come
within society's sphere. In thls way his per- |
formence becomes a discusslon (about social con-
ditions) with the audience he is addressing. He
prompts the spectator to Justify or abolish these
conditions according to what class he belongs to, 57
(Note the term "exposition" and the acting attitude which it
implies). The actor's political bilas is to be apparent, yet
such politicizapiéé;;may;, 1h fact, contribute to a more uni-
fied tone and perspective if the actors' polltics 1s fairly
uniform. The actor's manifestation of his attitude toward his
role and his audience is an important element of Brecht's over-
21l demystification of the theatre (the occasion, the physical
surroundings, and the means of performance).

Brecht suggests a number of techniques which lay the
groundwork for the actor's expressing such attitudes in per-
formance. To begin with, the actor 1s encouraged to use a
number of devices to narrate hils character,58 The actor thus

plays the character as though he had already lived through

the experience. This in turn results in an intermingling of
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time perspectives which occurs in epic too: on the one hand,
there 1s a past perspective which recalls or re-creates com-
pleted action, while on the other hand, there is the present
perspective of the performance. Brecht opposes such a dual
time perspective to Schiller's more rigid distinction between
drama's present perspective and epic's past perspective.59
Brecht also encourages the actor to become familiar with
the text by paraphrasing it in whatever 1diom he feels most at
home.60 When the actor thus demystifies the text, he becomes
more sure of and better able to project his reactions to it.'
Brecht further suggests that actors stand in for each
_other at rehearsalstb that they can see their roles "copied”
and thus incorporate a simllar detachment in their own approach
to their roles.61
Finally, Brecht insists that the actor find suitable
gestures to express the character:
everything to do with the emotions has to be
externallized; that 1s to say, 1t must be de-
veloped into a gesture. The actor has to find
a sensibly perceptible outward expression for
his character's emotions, preferably some action
that glves away what is going on inside of him,
The emotion in question must be brought out, must
lose all its restrictions . . .
He further ascribes a ritualistic and deliberate quality to
the gestures.63 The functions and qualities of the gestures
are significant points of similarity between Brechtian and
epic storytelle; acting.

All these devices are designed to make the methods of
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impersonation more obvious to the actor and the audience.

When the spectatorlis thus aware thet what he is witnessing

is ﬁhe actor practicing his craft, his attitude toward the
actor becomes more of what it is toward other types of per-
formers (e.g. athletes, acrobats): he can marvel at the per-
formance skills for what they are. Thus while the character
itself may become more distant from the actor and the spectator,
the whole process of impersonation will become more familiar

and understandable.

111Q "Muéic and Sohg

Brecht's music is one elemen% whose function differs.con-
siderably from its function in Homeric epic. As was pointed
out earlier, the music in epic is essentially background;
whereas Brecht insists on the music's independence and narra-
tive potential in his works. This is in keeping with his de-
sire for all the performance elements to remaln discrete,
analyzable units.6u Music too, then, is used to jar the spec-
tator, to work dialectically with or comment on the action, and
to interrupt the tone.

Let us look more closely at the nature of this independence.
Brecht uses a number of devices to emphasize the formal inde-
pendence of the music: the musiclans are visible, there may
be distinct lighting changes or titie cues before or during

musical numbers, and the singers may go through various moves

to show that they are going to sing a song.65 He also uses
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muslc in emotlional or thematic counterpoint to the action:
rather than underlining the emotional implications of a situa-

tion, the music may be emotionally at odds'with the sltﬁation.

In Mdthéf Coﬁragé, for example, the victory and funeral nmusic

in scenes 5 and 6 run counter to the action. In Chalk Circle

Grusha acts "against® the music in her mime at the end of
scene 2.66 In Gallleo the threatening revolutionary undertones
of the carnival scene are picked up and sustaeined by the musi-

cal accompaniment.67 In The Threepenny Opera Brecht continu-

ally exploits the ironic potential of music.

| As with other production elements, Brecht is concerned that
the music not be taken for granted or seem to spring from some
mysterious source (thus the visibility of the band and the
actors' stagy écknowledgments of the difference between the
songs and the dialogue). One can see that he is exploiting
some of the attitudes towards the music and song which are more
prevalent in opera than in other fypes of-musical drama, though
without the competition of elements for which he criticizes
traditional opera. His songs, like many operatic arias, are
eabsorbing in themselves. They often divert attention from the
plot development to the act of singing. Brecht himself speaks
of the desirability of theéé numbers coming across as "virtuoso
turns“.68

It is worth noting that Brecht worked with a2 number of com-

posers, and that even with the same collaborator there isn't

really a consistent musical style or form (e.g. Welll's Three-
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penny Oberé and Méhégongx). One tends to associate Jazz or
cabaret muslc with Brecht's plays, though much of the muslc is
more dissonant and atonal. All the muslc gha:ég a kind of

of percussive insistence which seems quite‘different from the
self-effacing music of epic recitations. Brecht himself sug-
gests that the modern composer tackle "the art of setting epics
to music" and points out that "we do not know to what sort of
music the Odyssey and the Nibelungenlied wefeuperformeé{ The ~
performence of narrative poems of any length 1s something that

our composers can no longer render possible.“69 He suggests

some qualities'of such eplc musliec in his notes to Chéik Circle,

but his directions are somewhat vague:

As opposed to the few songs, which can have a
personal character, the narrstive music ought
merely to have cold beauty, and at the same
time should not be difficult. It seems to me
it would be possible to derive a specilal effect
from a certain monotony. However, the basic
music for the five acts should be clearly
varied.70

His further specifications suggest that the appropriate music is
a type of mood music, save for a few places where it is supposed

to contrast sharply with the action. Chalk Circle i1s the only

play in which he uses an epic storyteller format, so it is
interesting that several of the muslc specifications (re: éimp¥1-
_city end monotony) point o the-type -ofsmiisic we have ascribed™ .
to the epic, especially in the light of his more characteristic

musical criteria:
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For its part, the music must strongly resist
the smooth incorporation which 1s generally
expected of it and turns it into unthinking
slavery. Music does not "accompany" except
in the form of commentary.

Brecht's averslon to an "unthinking" or "narcotic" explol-
tation of music 1s also reflected 1n his approach to the songé.
With the singers, Brecht 1s more interested in acting ability
than trained singing volces. Such untrained singers might, in
fact, be better sulted to the self-conscilous attitude towards
both the songs and the fact of singing that Brecht requiries:

Nothing is more revolting than when the actor

pretends not to notice that he has left the

level of plain speech and started to sing.

The three levels -- plaln speech, heightened

speech, and-singing‘-- must always remain

distinet . . /2
As .in a cabaret, Brecht's songs are often preceded by an announce-
ment of the sinzer and the song. Frequently the songs are inter-
rupted by banter between the singer and the other characters or
by commentary on the song itself. Such interruptions might
- offset the strict separation of elements Brecht calls for. So

might the use of the Sprechstimme technlque (a technique which

might well have been used by thé epilc storyteller too). Brecht
further advocates a type of anti-singing which emphasizes the
resistance of the lyrics to the tuness "“As for the melody, he
[the singer] must not follow it blindly: there is a kind of
speaking-against-the-music which can have strong effects; the
result of stubborn, incorruptible sobriety which is independent

of music and rhythm."73 The SInger‘s "sobriety" encourages the
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audience, then, to think about the lyrics and the context as
well as the singling itself. Brecht's exploitation of some of
the elements of popular'(é.g. caﬁaret and folk) music might
also encourage the spectator to respond as he would at the
types of occasions ﬁhich he usually assocliates with such music.
While Brecht speaks 2lmost excluslvely of the distancing

.

effects of the music and songs, We ‘should remember that e i
there is conslilderable consistency in the orchestration, con-

struction, and presentation of songs in the plays whiéh could
well offset the dlstancing effects of any particuiar song in

any one context. Such consistency no doubt follows from

Brecht's close collaboration with his composers.

iv. Spéctacle

Brecht's -scenery and:sfagé\de51gn.'11k§{his“gptiﬁgfaﬁdjpu§i¢;
are designed to allow the spectators to be aware of where they
are and what they are doing: the theatrical apparatl are visible,
the source of light is visible, one can see changes of scenery,
and one can see the audience. But the scenlc properties are
not made visible for their own sake alone; they are part of the
larger spectacle and the audience should be able to appralse
their place in it. Just as Brechtlan acting 1s intended to
make the spectator aware of how the actor uses gestures or
voice to create character, his scenery meskes the spectator aware
of how space, objects, and people are used to create a scene.

Thus the interest in the story material is matched by an
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interest in how the story is performed, and such structural
elements as the minimization of suspense allow the spectator a
diffused attentlion which is quite different from the rapt atten-
tion demanded by conventional drama.
Brecht makes the following suggestions about the stage

sets

It*s more important nowadays for the set to tell

the spectator he's in a theatre than to tell him

he's in, say, Aulis. The theatre must acquire

qua theatre the same fascinating reality as a

sporting arena during a boxing match. The best

thing 1s to show the machinery, the ropes, and

the flies.

If the set represents a town it must look like a

town that has been built to last precisely 2

hours. One must conjure up the reality of time.

On fhe time-scale the set must plalnly become

intensified; it must have its own climax and a

speclal round of applause.
He is working from the premise that if the theatrical apparatus
is open to public scrutiny it will not cease to interest the
audience, Jjust as when the actor'is’not transported into the
character neither the character nor the art of impersonation
becomes less interesting. Such approaches arouse a qualita-
tively different kind of interest which is similarly aroused
in other entertainment forms where one recognizes the facili-
ties as facllitlies and appreciates how they contribute to the
overall event. Such appreclation can well be expressed in
»applause which will not be inappropriate to the mood of the

performance. We find e similar approach to productidn in opera,

where it 1s assumed that the audience will react overtly to such
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things as scenery and arias. Brecht's theatre, like opera and
classical epic, 1s skill conscious, and this fundamental simi-
larity overrides the more obvious differences in the uses of
the skills.

Brecht's scenery contains both symbolic and naturalistic
elements{ he uses symbols, though not hermetic or psychologi-
cal symbols,‘and he strives for some measure of scenic authen-
ticity, though on a highly selectlive basis. Let us look first
at his use of symbolism, ‘

Brecht 1s largely interested in using symbols which sim~

,plif&fihe‘moreﬁunwiéldy'Scenic_prqyértiesjin*quhfa wayjthat
their function is clear and they are in themselves attractive.
Eric Bentley further illustrates these points:

Thus a disk can represent the sun. Yet if we
use such a symbol, we must not fool ourselves
into believling that it is not a symbol but the
reallty. We must not hang the disk on an invi-
sible wire and ask our audience to believe that
this is a photograph of the sun. We can hang

it on a visible chain. If, as in Caspar Neher's
setting of The ~Threepenny Opera, the stage
becomes a veritable network of such chains, it
will be the designer's job to see that they form
a pattern and not a chaos; here again the func-

tional and the aesthetic elements have to be
fused.

In additon to admiring economical and attractive physical sym-
bols, Brecht praises the Chinese theatre's use of gestures and
mime as substitutes for scenery:
A young women, & fisherman's wife, is shown
paddling a boat. She stands steering a non-

exlstent boat with a paddle that barely reaches
to her knees. Now the current is swifter, and
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she is finding it harder to keep her balance;

now she 1s in a pool and paddling more easily.

Right: that is how one manages & boat.?6
Such gestural representations are also reminiscent of the epic
rhapsode’s method: in both forms the spectator can appreciate
the performer's ingenuity and grace in choosing and performing
the gestures.

In Brecht's own plays we can see how he uses motion, light,

and sound cues tb abbreviate the passage of tlme: 1in Mother

Courage it is represented by the wagon's moving on the revolv-
ing stage; in Setzuan,by a lighting chenge; in Chalk Circle, by

the music of the spring run-off.

While Brecht often symbolizes the more unwieidy scenic
elements, he tends to treat the scenic detalls more realistically.
Brecht speaks lovingly of Caspar Neher's care in selecting and
crafting the props, his handling of the materials, and his
painstaking authentication of detalls and background drops.77
Brecht's staging thus seeks the best of'both worlds: the plausi-
bility of asuthentic defail end the poetic suggestion of symbol-
ism. Furthermore, it ‘is an-uncluttered ‘stage which nelther’
dwarfs the action nor entirely absorbs the spectator's atten-
tion.

Brecht's approach to staging séems to have been partly a
matter of cholce, but also a matter of necessity. He Wéé\not.
after all, established in a.sufficlently endowed theatre till
after World War II. Early in his career, he seemed to be inter-

ested in productlions which could be staged on platforms or at
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meeting houses ,and would have to be economical in a number of
respects. During his exile he also worked with amateur and
little theatre groups, so by the time he was established in
East Berlin, he seems to have learned how to make a genuine
artistic virtue out of necessity. If we look back at Chalk
Circie once again, we sense almost a kind of eartistic nostalgla
for the spartan performance conditions of the collectives and
storyteller.

As with most of the dramatic and theatrical elements,
Brecht emphasizes the gestié and narrative potential of his
staging. He speaks of the need for the scene, too..to be
treated as an independent element and used to comment on the
ection. In his essay "Stage Design for the Eplc Theafre" he
glves two examples of how this can be done. One shows how in
an adaptation the scenery can be used to undercut or give a
different slant on the text, thus creating a tenéion between
the dialogue, the audience's expectations, and the visual

representation.78

Another technique he suggests calls for a
double set; a foreground set for the action and a background
.set for the environment.79 Such a double set would emphasize
the distance between both the performance's environment and

that of the play's action, and the historical background;ggd“t'i".
fictive events and characters. Such a background would no doubt
reflect the dynamic interactions between the environment and the

movements within it. That 1s, the environment, like the char-

acters, would be shown to be mutable. The spectator could thus
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see how the environments both modify man and are modified by
man. Lukacs discusses this aspect of scenery in his article
"Theatre and Environment"; he criticizes dramas which portray
environment as a subjective state of mind or as an insurmount-
able, immutable force, and praises Brecht's use of scenery and
stagecraft for capturing the “true" interrelation of man and

environment.80
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CONCLUSION

We have so far been looking at thé particular character-
istics of Homeric epic and Brecht's drama individually,’ without
noting fully the points of correspondence between them. In
this conclusion, after reviewing the points of similarity between
the two forms, we will return to the question we posed in the
beginning: how does the recognition of the epic elements in
Epic Theatre help us to understand Brecht's work?

Before looking at the broader implications, let us note
the particular correspondences between Homeric eplc and'Eplc
Theatre.

(1)_ Both forms allow for a more diffused attention from
the audlences: both encourage the audience to be aware of a
variety of performance features.

(2) Both encourage a critical view of the story material
and performance skills. |

' (3) Both are concerned with the transmission of socilal
history and skills, the one héroic. the oﬁher folk.

(4) Both call attentlon to the social gnvironment of the
performance by thelr treatment of the audiencé (es a social unity;
the occasion (as a social ritual), and the sforles.

(5) In both, the formal recitative tone of the performancé
is matched by a2 kind of casual intimacy between the performers
and the audlence. |

(6) Both historicize the stories (a) with reference to
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contemporary events, and (b) by emphasizing thé pastness end
completion of the stories. |

(7) Both have looée piot structureé which admit a diver-
sity of dramatié‘material. tbnes,‘énd‘types_of 1ntéractions
with the audiences. | | |

(8) Both develob'a great deal of secondary materiai in
the piots (background, genealoélcal. and tangential méterial).
| (3) Both are theme-oriented: (2) they contain certain
stock themes, and (b) they accommodate dramatic material for
its thematic relevance as well as for its plot significance.

(10) 1In both, there is a measure of prior audience famil-
larity with the general outline of the plot which is ﬁsed to
foster the performance consciousness and the sense of the per-
formance as demonstration.

(11) Both use a mixture and a fusion of nafration and en-
actment (in the dispersion of the nérrative}fole, the dramati-
zation of the narrator, and the formal and tonal mixture of
narrative and direct discourse).

(12) In both, there are a number of perspectives on the
action (historical, 1deqlogical, and emotional) which are ex-.
pressed dramaetically and theatrically.

(13) In both, plot and performance features discourage the
spectator from strongly identifying with any one character.

| (14) 1In both, recurrent constructions and modes of dis-

- course significantly affect the tone, structure, and unity of

the works.
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(15) Both rely more on contained, gestural acting than
on prop-dependent acting. 4v

The first general point we should reiterate here is that
while we have concentrated on the epic in Epic Theatre we have
also.re-emphasized the dramatic and theatricsl elements in epic
itself. Brecht, too, stresses the point in his defense of the
label "Eplc Theatre". He asserté that the term is not a self-
contradlction, because the conventional distinction between
eplc as a'written form and drama an enacted one is false znd
misleading. He points out that not only were classical and
medieval eplcs transmitted through theatficél performances,
but also certain drames are more effective as literature.
Moreover, certain other types of literature are essentially
dramatic (he cites the 19§Q.cehtury European novel, and he
might also have Cited the Socratic dialogues).S1 Thus the -
term "Eplc Theatre" is not a self-contradiction at all, for
the dramatic-epic distinctionvdoes not restAon the means alone.
What then does it consist of?

Brecht focuses on three main characteristics distingulshing
drama and epic.'characteristics.which are common to both epic
and Brecht's théatre. The flrst 1s plot construction. He
notes with approval that "with en eplc work, as opposed to a
dramatic, one can gs'it were take a palr of scissors and cut it
into individual pieces, which femain fully capable of 11fe."82
Thet is, while drame may also contain episodes, these are not

the main building blocks of the plot.
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His second criterion is the number of perspectives on the
action. Brecht notes the technical developments in the theatre
which facilitate the incorporation of narrative elements.and, .
beyond these, points to epic's admission of moré numerous énd
diverse points of view on the action. Once again, while there
are narrative elements in drama, they mainly serve to unify the
dremetic focus and tone.
The third criterion is the social milieu. With reference
to fhls criterion, Brecht qualifies the impression he creates
elsewhere in his theoretical writings that a particular per-
formance style and dramatic content will suffice to get an
audience to adopt the right critical attitude towards the storiles
and the performance (not to mention the lérger soclo-political
and moral problems they may face). Here he acknowledges that
there must be some prior audlience receptivity to the form and
content of this type of theatre. Such receptivity is condi-
tioned by social conditions and movements. He further insists
that Eplc Theatre is notvneW; it shares a number of character-
istics with other types of tﬁéatre that developed in different
countries and historical periods: |
'These theatrical forms corresponded to particular
trends of their time and vanished with them. '
Similarly the modern epic theatre is linked with
certaln trends. It cannot by any means be prac-
ticed universally.

Needless to say, all art is affected by social and historical

movements, but because an epic performance requires a special

kind of audience attitude, it is particularly sensitive to such
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factors. .

What 1s the attitude of the epic audience? How does it
differ from that of the audience of drama? Here Brecht tends
to get polemical: the eplic audience 1s inquisitive, critical,
and soclally aware, while that of drama 1s escapist, passive;
and fatalistic. If we can cut through the doctrinaire jarsgon
"and oversimplified categorization of "traditional drama", how-
ever, I think we can see that Brecht is right. The epic does
encourage a more analytical view of the action. It does appeal
to certain social instincts of the spectators: to their interest
in their social and historical traditions, to their sense of
themselves as a soclal unit and of the theatre as a part of a
more cohesive soclal 1life.

One particular constant Brecht stresses in his considera-
tion of the precursors of his Epic Theatre, and which he con-
nects with the receptivity of the audience anq the cultural
climate, is the strong didactic element. Such a general trend
1s important for our placement of Brecht in a larger frame-
work than that of Soclalist art or Agit-prop theatre. If we
look beyond his particular didactic intent and methods, we can
see Brecht's place in an eplc tradition with several distinct
functionss (1) to conserve and transmit various types of cul-
tural history, wisdom, and experieﬁce in stories of the culture's
heroes, deitlies, movements, and skills. (2) to serve as a source

of topilecal information as well as more remote material (e.g. the

harper in The Odyssey sings of the lighlights of the recent
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Tro jan war, while Brecht gathers material from World war II),
and (3) to bring to a variety of soclal situatlions a sense of
contlnuity‘between the figdres, actions, and movements of the
past and those of the present. Such ends depend upon the
audlence's sense of 1tself as a soclal group (both in the
theatre and out of it) with a coherent past which is relevant
to its current activities and affaifs. A further point is |
that epic is not a form of entertainment to be enjoyed on a
solitary or purely individual basis. Drama, on the other hand,
tends to elicit a more strongly personal than social response
to what is portrayed, thus fostering the impression that the
performance 1s directed- to each individual spectator. This
distinction, 1nciQentally. suggests simlilarities between comedy
and epic, particularly in the source of material and the approach
to the audlence: traditional comedy also tends often to ex-
ploit toplical soclal trends; the comic types and moral lessons
are soclally oriented; and the presence of the audience at a
comédy is often explicitly acknowledged (e.g. in asides, pro-
logues, and epilogues). Moreover, since laughter tends to be
a group activity, the spectator at a comedy remains conscious
of the rest of the audience. Thus while subliminally noting
perhaps what others laugh at, he learns something about hils
society, its values and its foibles, from the performance -
itself as well &s from the materlial performed.

There is one further epic characteristic which 1s important

in Brecht's work, one which 1s connected with the social function
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of the epic. This is the time-distance element. In epic and
Brecht's Epic Theatre the material is both distanced (e.zg.
through narrative forms and commentary, through remote time
and exotic place settings) and brought closer to thevaudiéhéé
(e.g. through the familiarity of the form and content, through
the performers' efforts to bridge the gaps between the past
and the present, through the impersonations).

In summation, then, the main points of similarity between
Brecht's theatre and eplc are (1) the comparative looseness
and episodicity of plot structure, (2) the use of a variety of

Tras -

narrative perspectives in both text and performance,: (3) 1m—AM;a.
plitic and explicit social orientation, and (4) the operation of
performance awareness as a significant artistic element.

How does our placement of Brecht in an epic tradition im-
prove our understanding of his work? First of éll. it allows
us to g0 beyond the polemics which characterize so much of his
theory, especially 1ts polarization of epic and traditional
drama. If we take the epic in Epic Theatre more literally, we
can see that the elements of dramatic structure, including such
things as empathy and pathos, are not inappropriate to epic
(given the common structural elements and performance techniques
of epic and drama). Such a view of Brecht's theatre also in- ~ *.
creases our understanding of the theatrical elements of epic, .

and of the epic elements of many types of drama. Secondly, such

a view helps us to understand Brecht's purposes in using a variety

of theatrical media and his interest in maklng the means and
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skllls of productlon visible. It also provides the basis for

a kind of continuity in Brecht's works, between the early and
late Brecht, between the more blatantly didacﬁic and more subtle
mature works, between the more stridently doctrineaire and more
nafvly child-1like plays. This continuity is to be found in his
basic method of bullding the material and his consistent atti-
tude toward the audience and occasion. Finally, such a vieﬁ may
help deter producers of Brecht's work from approaching the plays
as grim didactic exercizes, peribd nostalgia pieces, or.multi-
media extravaganzas. It might also provide a2 way for directors
to free themselves from intimidation by the performance recipes

left by Brecht in the production notes and Modellbﬁcher. For

if there 1s one thing that an epic view of Epic Theatre provides,
it 1s the understanding that the performance methods and tone
must derive.from the performance situation and occasion. Thus
while Brecht's production documents suggest valuable techniques
for achieving certaln effects in rehearsal and performance, the
approaches to the audience and the bases upon which the epic
effects, tone, and atmosphere are reconstructed are not guaranteed:
the means of eliciting such an attitude toward the material and
performance in Bgrlin in the late 1940's and early 1950°'s will
not necessarily be the most éffective in 21l times, places,‘and
performance situations. |
Brecht's concern with performance style‘énd soclal function,

and his recognition of the importance of these elements in epic,

lndicate that he was not applying the term "epic" to his theatre
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lightly. While later in his career, in response to a grdwing
number of misconceptions about the term "epic” (for which he
himself was in part responéible). he moved away from it, Brecht
. was well aware that Epic Theatre remained an accurate desigha-
tlion of his theatre. 1In short, in his self-proclaimed anti-
Aristotelianism and pro-eplc stance, Brecht himself justifiés

a comparison of his techniques with those of the Homeric epic.
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