Bertolt Brecht





	Bertolt Brecht was a German playwright and director who transformed the theatre of the early 20th century. He began studying theatre history during his late teens, shortly before the end of the first world war, and began writing prolifically for the stage during the 1920’s. At this time, Brecht was one of many German writers who were turning their backs on the popular theatre of the time : self-indulgent naturalism and gaudy melodrama. Like Artaud, Brecht believed that naturalism represented nothing other than the petty emotional anxieties of the comfortable middle-classes, saying nothing about the ‘true’ human condition. He was also openly scathing of Stanislavski’s work.





In his early years as a writer, Brecht was heavily influenced by the expressionist movement. Expressionism was a radical artistic philosophy which sought to represent the ‘real’ human emotions and experiences that lay beneath the surface of ‘everyday life’. Unlike many expressionists, however, Brecht was primarily motivated by his political beliefs. He began working in the theatre at a crucially important time in European history - after the Russian revolution, but before the rise of the Nazis in Germany. He believed that the wealthy ruling classes should be overthown, and that political power should be taken by ordinary people. As a playwright and director, Brecht believed that the theatre should show working-class audiences how to escape from their lives of oppression, and could be an active instrument for positive social change.





	To do this, Brecht felt that he needed to abandon virtually all of the theatrical conventions of the day. Principally, he felt believed that he had to destroy the ‘illusion of reality’ which naturalism had tried so hard to create. He wanted the audience to view the action on stage with calm, critical detachment - and never to become emotionally involved with a play’s characters. Brecht thought that the only way an audience could do this was to be continually ‘alienated’ from the play, and many of his theatrical techniques sought to remind audiences that they were watching events being demonstrated rather than recreated. His style of performance became known as Epic Theatre, and its ‘alienating’ effect is most commonly known by its German name, Verfremdungseffekte.





	In order to ensure that audiences could develop a critical, intellectual understanding of a play’s actions, Brecht adopted many new stage conventions. These are just a sample :


�



A play’s ending might be announced at the beginning, so that the audience would not be in a state of suspense, wondering what was going to happen.


The actors might mingle with the audience in the bar before the play started, so that the audience didn’t think that they were ‘stars’ or the actual characters they were portraying.


Banners and slides would be used to tell the audience what was happening on stage, and to destroy the illusion that they were witnessing ‘real’ events on stage.


The audience would be encouraged to smoke and discuss the play as it was taking place, in the same way they might if they were at a sports event.


Plays would often take place in the past, so that audiences could look back on their events dispassionately.


The mechanics of the stage - lighting, sound equipment, props, projectors, and so on - would all be visible to the audience, so that they could not be fooled into thinking that they were watching ‘reality’.


Characters would often address the audience directly (frequently ‘out of role’) in order to narrate the events unfolding on stage and prevent people from becoming ‘drawn into’ the action.


Songs would be used to break up the action, and give the audience a chance to reflect on what they were seeing. The effect might resemble the chorus in classical Greek theatre.


�



Many people mistakenly believe that just because Brecht wanted his audience to think about the action on stage, that his plays and theatrical techniques must be ‘preachy’ and unemotional. This is far from the truth - despite not wanting people to identify directly with the characters on stage, his audiences were often reduced to tears by the social reality they saw on Brecht’s stage. His plays were also hugely entertaining to their original audiences (although some of his better jokes aren’t as topical as they once were, and have suffered somewhat in their translation from the original German). Brecht’s influence following his death has been enormous. Almost all contemporary political theatre still owes a huge stylistic debt to his work, and his influence may also be seen in film (‘Trainspotting’, ‘Pulp Fiction’, etc.), comedy (everything from stand-up to ‘Monty Python’), and music (especially in styles such as rap and punk).


