MODERN THEATER IS EPIC THEATER (EXCERPT)

Bertolt Brecht (1930)

Mahagonny is nothing more or less than an opera. . . .
Opera had to be brought up to the technical level of the modern theatre. The mod-
ern theatre is the epic theatre. The following table shows certain changes of emphasis

Dramatic Theatre

plot

implicates the spectator in a stage
situation

wears down his capacity for action

provides him with sensations

experience

the spectator is involved in something

suggestion

instinctive feelings are preserved

the spectator is in the thick of it, shares
the experience

the human being is taken for granted

he is unalterable

eyes on the finish

one scene makes another
growth

linear development
evolutionary determinism
man as a fixed point
thought determines being
feeling '

as between the dramatic and the epic theatre: ¢

Epic Theatre

narrative

turns the spectator into an observer,
but

arouses his capacity for action

forces him to take decisions

picture of the world

he is made to face something

argument _

brought to the point of recognition

the spectator stands outside, studies

the human being is the object of the
inquiry '

he is alterable and able to alter

eyes on the course

each scene for itself

montage

in curves

jumps

man as a process

social being determines thought

reason

When the epic theatre’s methods begin to penetrate the opera the first result is a
radical separation of the elements. The great struggle for supremacy between words,
music and production—which alwaYs brings up the question “which is the pretext for
what?”: is the music the pretext for the events on the stage, or are these the pretext for
the music? etc.—can simply be by-passed by radically separating the elements. So
long as the expression “Gesamtkunstwerk” {or “integrated work of art”)' means that

6. This table does not show absolute antitheses but mere shifts of accent. In a communication of
fact, for instance, we may choose whether to stress the element of emotional suggestion or that of plain
rational argument. {Brecht’s note. ]



the integration is a muddle, so long as the arts are supposed to be “fused” together,

the various elements will alt be equally degraded, and each will act as a mere “feed”

to the rest. The process of fusion extends to the spectator, who gets thrown into the

melting pot toe and becomes a passive (suffering) part of the total work of art. Witch-

craft of this sort must of course be fought against. Whatever is intended to produce

hypnosis, is likely to induce sordid intoxication, or creates fog, has got to be given up.
Words, music and setting must become more independent of one another.

MusIC
For the music, the change of emphasis proved to be as follows:

Dramatic Opera - Epic Opera
The music dishes up [serviert] the music communicates
music which heightens the text music which sets forth the text
music which proclaims the text music which takes the text for granted
music which illustrates which takes a position '
music which paints the psychological which gives the attitude

situation ‘

Music plays the chief part in our thesis.

TEXT

We had to make something straightforward and instructive of our fun, if it was not
to be irrational and nothing more. The form employed was that of the moral tableau.
The tableau is performed by the characters in the play. The text had to be neither mor-
alizing nor sentimental, but to put morals and sentimentality on view. Equaily impor-
tant was the spoken word and the written word (of the titles). Reading seems to en-
courage the audience to adopt the most natural attitude towards the work.

SETTING

Showing independent works of art as part of a theatrical performance is a new de-
parture. Neher’s? projections adopt an attitude towards the events on the stage; as
when the real glutton sits in front of the glutton whom Neher has drawn. In the same
way the stage unreels the events that are fixed on the screen. These projections of Ne-
her’s are quite as much an independent component of the opera as are Weill’s music
and the text. They provide its visual aids.

Of course such innovations also demand a new attitude on the part of the audiences .
who frequent opera houses. . ..

7. Brecht’s old friend the painter (and sometime librettist) Caspar Neher designed the stage sets
and devised a series of projections for Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny.



It is true that the audience had certain desires which were easily satisfied by the old
opera but are no longer taken into account by the new. What is the audience’s attitude
during an opera; and is there any chance that it will change?

Bursting out of the underground stations, eager to become as wax in the magicians’
hands, grown-up men, their resolution proved in the struggle for existence, rush to the
box office. They hand in their hat at the cloakroom, and with it they hand in their nor-
mal behavior: the attitudes of “everyday life.” Once out of the cloakroom they take
their seats with the bearing of kings. How can we blame them? You may think a grocer’s
bearing better than a king’s and still find this ridiculous. For the attitude that these
people adopt in the opera is unworthy of them. Is there any possibility that they may
change it? Can we persuade them to get out their cigars?

Once the content becomes, technically speaking, an independent component, to
which text, music and setting “adopt attitudes”; once illusion is sacrificed to free dis-
cussion, and once the spectator, instead of being enabled to have an experience, is
forced as it were to cast his vote; then a change has been launched which goes far be-
yond formal matters and begins for the first fime to affect the theatre’s social function,
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