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about the different orders which his customers placed under the influence
of different types of music. He claimed to have noticed that specific drinks
were always drunk to the works of specific composers. And it is perfectly
true that the theatre would benefit greatly if musicians were able to produce
music which would have a more or less exactly foreseeable effect on the
spectator. It would take a load off the actors’ shoulders; it would be particu-
larly useful, for instance, to have the actors play against the emotion which
the music called forth. (For rehearsals of works of a pretentious kind it is
enough to have whatever music is available.) The silent film gave oppor-
tunities for a few experiments with music which created predetermined
emotional states. I heard some interesting pieces by Hindemith, and above
all by Eisler. Eisler even wrote music for conventional feature films, and
extremely austere music at that.

But sound films, being one of the most blooming branches of the inter-
national narcotics traffic, will hardly carry on these experiments for long.

Another opening for modern music besides the epic theatre is provided
in my view by the Lehrstiick, or didactic cantata. Exceptionally interesting
music for one or two examples of this class has been written by Weill,
Hindemith and Eisler. (Weill and Hindemith together for a radio Lehrstiick
for schoolchildren, Der Lindberghflug; Weill for the school opera Der
Jasager; Hindemith for the Badener Lehrstiick vom Einverstindnis; Eisler
for Die Massnahme.)

A further consideration is that the writing of meaningful and easily
comprehensible music is by no means just a matter of good will, but above
all of competence and study -and study can only be undertaken in
continuous contact with the masses and with other artists — not on one’s
own.

[‘Uber die Verwendung von Musik fiir ein episches
Theater’, from Schriften zum Theater, 1957. Less
sections repeated -verbatim from No. 11]

NOTE: This essay, dated 1935 in Schrifien zum Theater but evidently written
after Brecht's visit to the U.S., remained unpublished in his lifetime. He is using
the English word ‘song’ here to convey the cabaret or jazz type of song (much as
we use ‘Lieder’ for the opposite). The ‘Mahagonny songs’ that Weill used to
make the first version of the opera in 1927 had already been given rudimentary
tunes by Brecht, just as had the songs in Baal and other early plays.

Film music by Hindemith was performed at the Baden-Baden Festivals of
1928 and 1929. Eisler (d. 1962) wrote the music for Kuhle Wampe, for Trivas’s
Niemandsland, Ivens’s A Song about Heroes, and other films.
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24 - Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting

The following is intended to refer briefly to the use of the alienation effect
in traditional Chinese acting. This method was most recently used in Ger-
many for plays of a non-aristotelian (not dependent on empathy) type as
part of the attempts! being made to evolve an epic theatre. The efforts in
question were directed to playing in such a way that the audience was
hindered from simply identifying itself with the characters in the play.
Acceptance or rejection of their actions and utterances was meant to take
place on a conscious plane, instead of, as hitherto, in the audience’s sub-
conscious.

This effort to make the incidents represented appear strange to the public
can be seen in a primitive form in the theatrical and pictorial displays at the
old popular fairs. The way the clowns speak and the way the panoramas are
painted both embody an act of alienation. The method of painting used to
reproduce the picture of ‘Charles the Bold’s flight after the Battle of
Murten’, as shown at many German fairs, is certainly mediocre; yet the act
of alienation which is achieved here (not by the original) is in no wise due
to the mediocrity of the copyist. The fleeing commander, his horse, his
retinue and the landscape are all quite consciously painted in such a way
as to create the impression of an abnormal event, an astonishing disaster.
In spite of his inadequacy the painter succeeds brilliantly in bringing out
the unexpected. Amazement guides his brush.

Traditional Chinese acting also knows the alienation effect, and applies
it most subtly. It is well known that the Chinese theatre uses a lot of sym-
bols. Thus a general will carry little pennants on his shoulder, corre-
sponding to the number of regiments under his command. Poverty is
shown by patching the silken costumes with irregular shapes of difterent
colours, likewise silken, to indicate that they have been mended. Characters
are distinguished by particular masks, i.e. simply by painting. Certain
gestures of the two hands signify the forcible opening of a door, etc. The
stage itself remains the same, but articles of furniture are carried in during
the action. All this has long been known, and cannot very well be exported.

It is not all that simple to break with the habit of assimilating a work of
art as a whole. But this has to be done if just one of a large number of
effects is to be singled out and studied. The alienation effect is achieved in
the Chinese theatre in the following way.

Above all, the Chinese artist never acts as if there were a fourth wall

1 Brecht uses the word ‘Versuche’.
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besides the three surrounding him. He expresses his awareness of being
watched. This immediately removes one of the European stage’s character-
istic illusions. The audience can no longer have the illusion of being the
unseen spectator at an event which is really taking place. A whole elaborate
European stage technique, which helps to conceal the fact that the scenes
are so arranged that the audience can view them in the easiest way, is
thereby made unnecessary. The actors openly choose those positi which
will best show them off to the audience, just as if they were Gerobaly. A
further means is that the artist observes himself. Thus if he is representing
a cloud, perhaps, showing its unexpected appearance, its soft and strong
growth, its rapid yet gradual transformation, he will occasionally look at
the audience as if to say: isn’t it just like that? At the same time he also
observes his own arms and legs, adducing them, testing them and perhaps
finally approving them. An obvious glance at the floor, so as to judge the
space available to him for his act, does not strike him as liable to break the
illusion. In this way the artist separates mime (showing observation) from
gesture (showing a cloud), but without detracting from the latter, since the
body’s attitude is reflected in the face and is wholly responsible for its
expression. At one moment the expression is of well-managed restraint; at
another, of utter triumph. The artist has been using his countenance as a
blank sheet, to be inscribed by the gest of the body.

The artist’s object is to appear strange and even surprising to the
audience. He achieves this by looking strangely at himself and bi rk.

wAs a result everything put forward by him has a touch of th amazin

Everyday things are thereby raised above the level of the obvious and
automatic. A young woman, a fisherman’s wife, is shown paddling a boat.
She stands steering a non-existent boat with a paddle that barely reaches to
her knees. Now the current is swifter, and she is finding it harder to keep
her balance; now ske is in a pool and paddling more easily. Right: that is
how one manages a boat. But this journey in the boat is apparently his-
toric, celebrated in many songs, an exceptional journey about which every-
body knows. Each of this famous girl’s movements has probably been
recorded in pictures; each bend in the river was a well-known adventure
story, it is even known which particular bend it was. This feeling on the
audience’s part is induced by the artist’s attitude; it is this that makes the
journey famous. The scene reminded us of the march to Budejovice in
Piscator’s production of The Good Soldier Schweik. Schweik’s three-day-
and-night march to a front which he oddly enough never gets to was seen
from a completely historic point of view, as no less noteworthy a pheno-
menon than, for instance, Napoleon’s Russian expedition of 1812. The

92

it

ALIENATION EFFECTS IN CHINESE ACTING

performer’s self-observation, an artful and artistic act of self-alienation,
.-.srupped the spectator from losing himself in the character completely,
i.e, to the point of giving up his ownidentity, and lenta splendid remoteness
to the events. Yet the spectator’s empathy was not entirely rejected. The
audience identifies itself with the actor as being an observer, and accord-
ingly develops his attitude of observing or looking on.

The Chinese artist’s performance often strikes the Western actor as cold.
That does not mean that the Chinese theatre rejects all representation of
feelings. The performer portrays incidents of utmost passion, but without
his delivery becoming heated. At those points where the character por-
trayed is deeply excited the performer takes a lock of hair between his lips
and chews it. But this is like a ritual, there is nothing eruptive about it.
[t is quite clearly somebody else’s repetition of the incident: a representa-
tion, even though an artistic one. The performer shows that this man is
not in control of himself, and he points to the outward signs. And so lack
of control is decorously expressed, or if not decorously at any rate decor-
ously for the stage. Among all the possible signs certain particular ones are
picked out, with careful and visible consideration. Anger is naturally
different from sulkiness, hatred from distaste, love from liking; but the
corresponding fluctuations of feeling are portrayed economically. The cold-
ness comes from the actor’s holding himself remote from the character
Qortrayed, along the lines described. He is careful not to make its sensa-
tions into those of the spectator. Nobody gets raped by the individual he
portrays; this individual is not the spectator himself but his neighbour.

T}_\e Western actor does all he can to bring his spectator into the closest
proximity to the events and the character he has to portray. To this end he
persuades him to identify himself with him (the actor) and uses every energy
to convert himself as completely as possible into a different type, that of the
character in question. If this complete conversion succeeds then his art
has been more or less expended. Once he has become the bank-clerk,
doctor or general concerned he will need no more art than any of these
people need ‘in real life’.

This complete conversion operation is extremely exhausting)\Stanislavs
puts forward a series of means—-a complete system —by whi
he calls ‘creative mood’ can repeatedly be manufactured afresh at every
performance. For the actor cannot usually manage to feel for very long on
fand that he really is the other person; he soon gets exhausted and begins
just to copy various superficialities of the other person’s speech and hearing,
whereupon the effect on the public drops off alarmingly. This is certainly

due to the fact that the other person has been created by an ‘intuitive’ and
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accordingly murky process which takes place in the subconscious. The
subconscious is not at all responsive to guidance; it has as it were a bad
memory.

These problems are unknown to the Chinese performer, for he rejects
complete conversion. He limits himself from the start to simply ' quoting
the character played. But with what art he does this! He only needs a

mhimimum of illusion. What he has to show is worth seeing even for a man
in his right mind. What Western actor of the old sort (apart from one or
two comedians) could demonstrate the elements of his art like the Chinese
actor Mei Lan-fang, without special lighting and wearing a dinner jacket
in an ordinary room full of specialists? It would be like the magician at a
fair giving away his tricks, so that nobody ever wanted to see the act again.
He would just be showing how to disguise oneself; the hypnotism would
vanish and all that would be left would be a few pounds of ill-blended
imitation, a quickly-mixed product for selling in the dark to hurried cus-
tomers. Of course no Western actor would stage such a demonstration.
What about the sanctity of Art? The mysteries of metamorphosis? To
the Westerner what matters is that his actions should be unconscious;

therwise they would be degraded. By comparison with Asiatic acting our

increasingly difficult for our actors to bring off the mystery of complete
conversion; their subconscious’s memory is getting weaker and weaker,
and it is almost impossible to extract the truth from the uncensored intui-
tions of any member of our class society even when the man is a genius.
For the actor it is difficult and taxing to conjure up particular inner
moods or emotions night after night; it is simpler to exhibit the outer signs
which accompany these emotions and identify them. In this case, however,
there is not the same automatic transfer of emotions to the spectator, the
same emotional infection. The alienation effect intervenes, not in the form
of absence of emotion, but in the form of emotions which need not corre-
spond to those of the character portrayed. On seeing worry the spectator
may feel a sensation of joy; on secing anger, one of disgust. When we
speak of exhibiting the outer signs of emotion we do not mean such an
exhibition and such a choice of signs that the emotional transference does
in fact take place because the actor has managed to infect himself with the
emotions portrayed, by exhibiting the outer signs; thus, by letting his voice
rise, holding his breath and tightening his neck muscles so that the blood
shoots to his head, the actor can easily conjure up a rage. In such a case of
course the effect does not occur. Butiit does occur if the actor at a particular
point unexpectedly shows completely white face, which he has produced
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mechanically by holding his face in his hands with some white make-up
on them. If the actor at the same time displays an apparently composed
cl'laracter, then his terror at this point (as a result of this message, or that
LllSC(l)Vf:l'y) will give rise to an alienation effect. Acting like this is !;ealthier
and in our view less unworthy of a thinking being; it demands a consider-
uble_: kno.wledge of humanity and worldly wisdom, and a keen eye for what is
socially important. In this case too there is of course a creative process at
wor\k; but it is a higher one, because it is raised to the concious level.

?hc alienation effect does not in any way demand an unnatural way of
acting. It has nothing whatever to do with ordinary stylization. On the
contrary, the achievement of an A-effect absolutely depends on lightness
and naturalness of performance. But when the actor checks the truth of his
pcrformafwc (a necessary operation, which Stanislavsky is much con-
c?r.n.ed with in his system) he is not just thrown back on his ‘natural sensi-
bilities’, but can always be corrected by a comparison with reality (is that
how an angry man really speaks? is that how an offended man sits down?)
and so from outside, by other people. He acts in such a way that nearly
cvery sentence could be followed by a verdict of the audience and practic-
ally every gesture is submitted for the public’s approval.

The Chinese performer iii_n no trance] He can be interrupted at any
moment. I.-ie won’t have to ‘come round’. After an interruption he will go
on w[th his exposition from that point. We are not disturbing him at the
mystic moment of creation’; when he steps on to the stage before us the
process of creation is already over. He does not mind if the setting is
changed around him as he plays. Busy hands quite openly pass him what he
needs for his' performance. When Mei Lan-fang was playing a death scene
a spectator sitting next me exclaimed with astonishment at one of his ges-
tures. One or two people sitting in front of us turned round indignantly
and sshhh’d. They behaved as if they were present at the real death of a
real girl. Possibly their attitude would have been all right for a European
production, but for a-Chinese it was unspeakably ridiculous. In their case the
A-effect had misfired.

It is not entirely easy to realize that the Chinese actor’s A-effect is a
transpOFtablc piece of technique: a conception that can be prised loose from
the Chinese theatre. We see this theatre as uncommonly precious, its
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portrayal of human passions as schematized, its idea of society as rigid and,\’

wrong—hcadec_]; at first sight this superb art seems to offer nothing applic-
.1b!e toa Feallstlc and revolutionary theatre. Against that, the motives and
objects of the A-effect strike us as odd and suspicious. -

When one sees the Chinese acting it is at first very hard to discount the
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feeling of estrangement which they produce in us as Europeans. One has
to be able to imagine them achieving an A-effect among their Chinese
spectators too. What is still harder is that one must accept the fact that when
the Chinese performer conjures up an impression of mystery he seems un-
K interested in disclosing a mystery to us. He makes his own mystery from
the mysteries of nature (especially human nature): he allows nobody to
examine how he produces the natural phenomenon, nor does nature allow
him to understand as he produces it. We have here the artistic counterpart
of a primitive technology, a rudimentary science. The Chinese performer
X gets his A-effect by association with magic. ‘How it’s done’ remains hidden;
knowledge is a matter of knowing the tricks and is in the hands of a few
men who guard it jealously and profit from their secrets. And yet there is
already an attempt here to interfere with the course of nature; the capacity
to do so leads to questioning; and the future,gxplorer, with his anxiety to
make nature’s course intelligible, and down-to-earth, will
always start by adopting a standpoint from which it seems mysterious, in-
comprehensible and beyond control. He will take up the attitude of some-
body wondering, will apply the A-effect. Nobody can be a mathematician
who takes it for granted that ‘two and two makes four’; nor i
who fails to understand it. The man who first looked with
swinging lantern and instead of taking it for granted found it highly re-
markable that it should swing, and swing in that particular way rather than
any other, was brought close to understanding the phenomenon by this
observation, and so to mastering it. Nor must it simply be exclaimed that
the attitude here proposed is all right for science but not for art. Why
x shouldn’t art try, by its own means of course, to further the great social task
of mastering life?

In point of fact the only people who can profitably study a piece of
technique like Chinese acting’s A-effect are those who need such 2 tech-
nique for quite definite social purposes.

The experiments conducted by the modern German theatre led to a
wholly independent development of the A-effect. So far Asiatic acting
has exerted no influence.

X The A-effect was achieved in the German epic theatre not only by the

actor, but also by the music (choruses, songs) and the setting (placards,
film etc.). It was principally designed to historicize the incidents por-
trayed. By this is meant the following:

The bourgeois theatre emphasized the timelessness of its objects. Its

representation of people is bound by the ed “gternally human’. Its
story is arranged in such a way as to create {universal’ situations that allow
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Man with a capital M to express himself: man of every period and every
colour. All its incidents are just one enormous cue, and this cue is followed
by the ‘cternal’ response: the inevitable, usual, natural, purely human
response. An example: a black man falls in love in the same way as a white
man; the story forces him to react with the same expression as the white
man (in theory this formula works as well the other way round); and with
that the sphere of art is attained. The cue can take account of what is
i g special, different; the response is shared, there is no element of difference
i i it. This notion may allow that such a thing as history exists, but it is
none the less unhistorical. A few circumstances vary, the environments are
altered, but Man remains unchanged. Histoty applies to the environment,
not to Man. The environment is remarkably unimportant, is treated simply
as a pretext; it is a variable quantity and sométhing remarkably inhuman;
it exists in fact apart from Man, confronting him as a coherent whole,
whereas he is a fixed quantity, eternally unchanged. The idea of man as a
function of the environment and the environment as a function
of man, ie. the breaking up of the environment into relationships
between men, corresponds to a new way of thinking, the historical way.
Rather than be sidetracked into the philosophy of history, let us give an
cxample. Suppose the following is to be shown on the stage: a girl leaves
home in order to take a job in a fair-sized city (Piscator’s American Tragedy).
For the bourgeois theatre this is an insignificant affair, clearly the beginning
of a story; it is what one has to have been told in order to understand what
comes after, or to be keyed up for it. The actor’s imagination will hardly be
greatly fired by it. In a sense the incident is universal: girls take jobs (in the
Bf  cascin question one can be keyed up to see what in particular is going to
& happen to her). Only in one way is it particular: this girl goes away (if she
£ had remained what comes after would not have happened). The fact that
her family lets her go is not the object of the inquiry; it is understandable
(the motives are understandable). But for the historicizing theatre every-
thing is different. The theatre concentrates entirely on whatever in this
perfectly everyday event is remarkable, particular and demanding inquiry.
S What! A family letting one of its members leave the nest to earn her future
B living independently and without help? Is she up to it? Will what she has
F - learnt here as a member of the family help her to earn her living? Can’t
R families keep a grip on their children any longer? Have they become (or
BE remained) a burden? Is it like that with every family? Was it always like that?
2 Is this the way of the world, something that can’t be affected? The fruit falls
off the tree when ripe: does this sentence apply here? Do children always
make themselves independent? Did they do so in every age? If so, and ifit’s
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something biological, does it always happen in the same way, for the same
reasons and with the same results? These are the questions (or a few of
them) that the actors must answer if they want to show the incident as a
unique, historical one: if they want to demonstrate a custom which leads to
conclusions about the entire structure of a society at a particular (transient)
time. But how is such an incident to be represented if its historic character
is to be brought out? How can the confusion of our unfortunate epoch be
striking? When the mother, in between warnings and moral injunctions,
packs her daughter’s case —a very small one — how is the following to
be shown: So many injunctions and so few clothes? Moral injunctions for a
lifetime and bread for five hours? How is the actress to speak the mother’s
sentence as she hands over such a very small case — “There, T guess that
ought to do you’ — in such way that it is understood as a historic dictum?

This can only be achieved if the A-effect is brought out. The actress must

not make the sentence her own affair, she must hand it over for criticism,
she must help us to understand its causes and protest. The effect can only
be got by long training. In the New York Yiddish Theatre, a highly pro-
gressive theatre, I saw a play by S. Ornitz showing the rise of an East Side
boy to be a big crooked attorney. The theatre could not perform the play.
And yet there were scenes like this in it: the young attorney sits in the street
outside his house giving cheap legal advice. A young woman arrives and
complains that her leg has been hurt in a traffic accident. But the case has
been bungled and her compensation has not yet been paid. In desperation
she points to her leg and says: ‘It’s started to heal up.” Working without
the A-effect, the theatre was unable to make use of this exceptional scene to
show the horror of a bloody epoch. Few people in the audience noticed it;
hardly anyone who reads this will remember that cry. The actress spoke the
cry as if it were something perfectly natural. But it is exactly this — the
fact that this poor creature finds such a complaint natural — that she should
have reported to the public like a horrified messenger returning from the
lowest of all hells. To that end she would of course have needed a special
technique which would have allowed her to underline the historical aspect
of a specific social condition. Only the A-effect makes this possible. Without
it all she can do is to observe how she is not forced to go over entirely into
the character on the stage.

In setting up new artistic principles and working out new methods of
representation we must start with the compgllipg demands of a changing
epoch; the necessity and the possibility of r@hg society loom ahead.

incj tween men must be noted, and everything must be seen
social pointf view. Among other effects that a new theatre will
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need for its social criticism and its historical reporting of completed
iransformations is the A-effect.

[‘Verfremdungseffekte in der chinesischen Schau-
spielkunst’, from Schriften zum Theater, 1957)

NOTE: This essay, though unpublished in German till 1949, appeared (in
Mr Eric White’s translation) in Life and Letters, London, in the winter of 1936.
A pencilled note on the typescript (Brecht-Archive 332/81) says: “This essay
arose out of a performance by Mei Lan-fang’s company in Moscow in spring
1935.” Brecht had seen the performance that May, during his Moscow visit,
though the essay itself cannot have been completed till after his return from New
York.

Almost certainly this, rather than the following item (as I wrongly suggested in
my book on Brecht), is the first mention in his writings of the term ‘Verfrem-
dungseffekt’. That Brecht had already been feeling his way towards some such
formula can be seen from his use of the term ‘Entfremdung’ above (p. 76), while
his almost instinctive predilection for strangeness can be seen very early on in the
passages quoted on pp. 19-20. The formula itself is a translation of the Russian
critic Viktor Shklovskij’s phrase ‘Priem Ostrannenija’, or ‘device for making
strange’, and it can hardly be a coincidence that it should have entered Brecht’s
vocabulary after his Moscow visit. So far as Mrs Hauptmann can remember he
had not spom;;erfrcmdung’ earlier, even in conversation. It was indeed
virtually a logisihy for Grimm’s dictionary gives only two obscure carly,‘-
examples for the use of ‘verfremden’ as a transitive verb.

According to Professor Eric Bentley the play by Samuel Ornitz was called
Haunch, Paunch and Jowl and was performed in 1935 by the Artef Players’
collective. The incident with the leg seems to anticipate the water-carrier’s injury
in Der gute Mensch von Sezuan.

Piscator’s adaptation of Dreiser’s An American Tragedy was produced by the
Group Theater in New York in 1936 under the title The Case of Clyde Griffiths,
with Lee Strasberg directing. Harold Clurman wrote of it in The Fervent Years
(London, 1946, p. 174) that ‘It was schematic in a cold way that to my mind
definitely went across the American grain. . . . It was nevertheless technically
intriguing and capable of being fashioned into a novel type of stage production.’
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