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Foreword


David Barnett


Brecht valued a number of qualities in both theoretical and practical work. Clarity, precision and lightness were certainly important, but perhaps the highest praise he could lavish on an idea or an approach was that it was useful. David Zoob’s book is eminently useful because it is steeped in years of development and practice. Zoob has engaged with Brecht’s many and varied principles for a politicised theatre and channelled them into a wide range of novel and innovative exercises that are applicable to a great many dramas and can equally interrogate devised material.


Zoob’s short videos, posted on YouTube, give a concrete flavour of the kind of work you will find in this excellent book. They show how directorial and actorly practice is a collective, collaborative process of discovery. He teases out political aspects that go unspoken or unnoticed in a scene or situation and works through practical solutions. Here he shows how restlessly asking questions and continually seeking answers are the means of creating what Brecht called ‘realistic’ theatre.


There have been a number of books published recently that take Brecht’s theories for the stage seriously and speculate on how they might manifest themselves in the rehearsal room. Zoob’s book doesn’t speculate; the pages are suﬀused with the experience of years of practice. This is what makes this book unique: the ideas and exercises are the product of trial and error, reflection and refinement, engagement and achievement. As a result, the reader encounters tried and tested approaches to staging text and dramatic material that are both clear and eﬀective. Zoob presents the reader with a comprehensive array of ideas, methods and exercises that have already shown him and his students their usefulness, and he now passes these on to you.


David Barnett is Professor of Theatre at the University of York. His books include Brecht in Practice: Theatre, Theory and Performance and A History of the Berliner Ensemble.
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Introduction


‘So what’s this book of yours about?’ I have been asked this question several times by people who don’t work in theatre. When they ask this I feel mild panic – I ask myself, why should these people with proper jobs care about the peculiarities of rehearsing plays? But they have asked, so I must answer: I try to describe some of Brecht’s ideas in a brief and lively way, and the reply is often the same: ‘But that’s just good acting, isn’t it?’ My first instinct is to say: ‘No! no! This is a radical challenge to the way things are usually done…’ but I stop myself. Their reply is refreshingly encouraging: it suggests that Brecht’s theories have more common sense in them than his detractors think. His ideas are often regarded by theatre practitioners as impenetrable and off-putting, to the extent that the theories are fast becoming the preserve of what might be called the ‘Theatre Studies Industry’. Worse still, there may be practitioners who have tried to implement the theories and have been confounded by confusions or prejudices among colleagues, and a lack of time to work things out away from the pressures of getting a show on.


Still… if people tell me that actually the theories sound like common sense, then the exercises in this book could offer something of genuine practical use to actors and directors, both in training and in their respective professions.




So why do so many practitioners dismiss Brecht’s theories? I would suggest the answer lies in a letter Brecht wrote to an unnamed actor in 1951:


I have been brought to realise that many of my remarks about theatre are misunderstood.1


And why should that be? Bear in mind that 1951 was less than five years before his death, so he is referring to almost all of his remarks, although not all were published by then. Anyone who has tried to read Brecht on Theatre from cover to cover would agree that his prose is, to say the least, difficult to follow. Moreover, actors frequently complain that ‘Brechtian’ direction makes them feel like puppets. The unnamed actor above said as much in a letter to Brecht, complaining that Brecht’s ideas seem to turn the craft of acting into ‘something purely technical and inhuman’. Brecht’s reply was that readers would think this because of his ‘way of writing’. He then added ruefully ‘to hell with my way of writing’.2


The result of all this miscommunication seems to be an unhelpful combination of caricature and baﬄement. I have seen productions of Brecht’s plays cluttered with visual reminders that ‘this is theatre and not real life’. These include: props that aren’t needed in the scene; huge projected labels scrawled on top of a giant backdrop of sketches representing scenery; an apparatus of ‘Brechtian’ devices like placards and video projections; cartoon-like characterisations, or characters dressed up to look like the Emcee from Cabaret… In the interval, the conversation I overhear most frequently concerns these devices. The uninitiated ask what is the point of all this clutter and they are informed that this is ‘alienation’.


This bafflement could well be felt too by the actors, who aren’t sure whether they should be performing in a way that’s different from ‘normal acting’.


The aim of this book is to get past Brecht’s peculiar prose and explain the principles of his theories, acknowledging that they changed over time. I have devised short dialogues between an actor and a director in an attempt to represent the frustrations experienced by those actors baffled by ‘Brechtian’ theory or direction. These are accompanied by a series of practical exercises designed to address the questions these dialogues raise. Should you try the exercises, I encourage you to adapt and develop the techniques for yourself: the explanations should clarify the theories, and the exercises are opportunities to test that understanding. Adapt the exercises to suit your needs. It may turn out that the exercises simply help actors to be braver, more physically precise, or more playful.


I hope to demystify the theories and offer an approach to performance applicable to a wide range of texts and theatre styles. These theories certainly can help to bring out the meaning of Brecht’s plays, sharpening their impact for an audience. More importantly, they offer an interpretative framework, influencing work on any piece of theatre. They can help us to see and present classic plays differently and are a long way from the ‘Brechtian’ clichés listed above.


You don’t have to agree with Brecht’s Marxism to make use of the exercises. Nonetheless, many of the activities in this book have a social dimension: they shift emphasis away from the private, and towards the public; from personal to social, from symptom to possible cause. They are informed by the idea of ‘dialectical performance’, which means exploiting the provocations that lie in contradictions and juxtapositions. Their impact can be addressed to the emotions as much as to the intellect. They provoke questions rather than providing answers from a political creed or orthodoxy.


There is no specific ‘Brechtian’ acting style. Performance work influenced by the activities in this book could stylistically resemble a performance resulting from training methods associated with Sanford Meisner or Konstantin Stanislavsky. The difference will be found in the textual interpretation that informs the performances; or, more specifically, the social dynamics that underpin human behaviour.




There is little concern in this book for the notion that being ‘Brechtian’ requires actors constantly to address or even preach at the audience or ‘remind them that they are in a theatre’. People who go to the theatre are perfectly aware of where they are.


Brecht’s poems and plays are full of humanity, invention and humour. Turning his theory into practice is rich in those qualities too.









Reading a Text


Astonishment – Interpretation – Strangeness


1


Without opinions and intentions one cannot represent anything.


Bertolt Brecht, ‘A Short Organum for the Theatre’3


It is necessary to rehearse not just how a play should be performed but also whether it should be performed.


Bertolt Brecht, ‘On Determining the Zero Point’4


If the actors, having acquired a more complete knowledge of the play and a clearer idea of its social purpose, were allowed to rehearse not only their own parts but also those of their fellow actors, the performance as whole could be improved enormously.


Bertolt Brecht5


Brecht’s theatre is founded on the idea that scenes are presented as living illustrations of what he called Einzelgeschehnisse,6 meaning individual events of social significance. A ‘Brechtian’ reading of any play will involve making these incidents striking and strange, considering their interrelationship, and revealing their social causes.


The reader may be struck by some similarities with some of Stanislavsky’s methods in a ‘Brechtian’ pre-rehearsal textual close reading:


1. Research the play’s historical context, considering the possible social-historical factors that influence the characters’ behaviour.


2. Break down the text into a sequence of social incidents or events; describe the action of each event. As you do so, consider how odd, outrageous, or astonishing the event might be. In other words, take nothing for granted. Brecht called the list of events produced the Fabel, defined as a politically engaged interpretation of the story.


3. Consider each event as a commentary on social conditions and class relations, revealing power dynamics, repression and, where it exists, resistance. The emphasis here is less on a through-line of individual motivation, but instead on the interrelationship of events within the whole narrative. Clashes between or within individuals require dialectical interpretation: that is to say, a clash of incompatible forces leading to change within a person, a social situation or wider society.


4. Look for abrupt shifts in action from one event to another, depending on the underlying social cause that is being revealed.


5. As you work through this process, you will arrive at a Grundgestus for each extract, i.e. the way a director and ensemble interpret each event within the scene, depicting the nature of the social relationships between characters within their historical context.


In the two examples that follow, I principally discuss how the scene can be regarded in a preparatory reading. In order to clarify some observations, I stray into the possible ways such readings could be explored in rehearsal practice.


King Lear


Sennet. Enter KING LEAR, CORNWALL, ALBANY, GONERIL, REGAN, CORDELIA, and Attendants.


Event 1. Lear announces his intention to abdicate, dividing his kingdom in three parts, passing a third to each of his daughters and their present or future husbands. He requires them to publicly declare their love for him, with the best declaration rewarded with the best portion of the kingdom.


LEAR. Attend the lords of France and Burgundy, Gloucester.


GLOUCESTER. I shall, my liege.


Exeunt GLOUCESTER and EDMUND.


LEAR. Meantime we shall express our darker purpose.


Give me the map there. Know that we have divided


In three our kingdom: and ’tis our fast intent


To shake all cares and business from our age;


Conferring them on younger strengths, while we


Unburthen’d crawl toward death. Our son of Cornwall,


And you, our no less loving son of Albany,


We have this hour a constant will to publish


Our daughters’ several dowers, that future strife


May be prevented now. The princes, France and Burgundy,


Great rivals in our youngest daughter’s love,


Long in our court have made their amorous sojourn,


And here are to be answer’d. Tell me, my daughters,


Since now we will divest us both of rule,


Interest of territory, cares of state,


Which of you shall we say doth love us most?


That we our largest bounty may extend


Where nature doth with merit challenge. Goneril,


Our eldest-born, speak first.


Often this scene is presented as a dignified ceremony, each character seeming to accept Lear’s tests as normal and expected, as if the characters had already seen the play or read it beforehand.


A Brechtian reading would make these transactions seem very odd: this means refusing to accept them as fairytale elements designed to set up the story. They are contradictory political acts with far-reaching consequences. Lear wants his private emotional needs to be served by the performance of a public ritual, and this peculiar contradiction illustrates the nature of absolute monarchy.


Rather than quietly accepting the ceremony, all on stage can be ignited by it. Each can be astonished at the strangeness of Lear’s initiative. In this extremely public event, every person can carry within them a view on the aged King’s rule. Each has aspirations for themselves or others regarding Lear’s succession. These energies are further activated when Lear announces the test. As they come to terms with their astonishment, characters can look conspiratorially at potential allies and warily at potential foes.


Event 2. Goneril and Regan flatter successfully. In return Lear grants each a third of the kingdom. Lear points out the boundaries of each third on a map. Cordelia privately rues her inability to flatter.


Continuing from the last note: Goneril and Regan’s speeches often come across as rehearsed set-pieces. It would be far more productive for each sister to compose a speech of love on the spot. This ‘raises the stakes’ for all on stage: their husbands may be tempted to prompt or coach their spouses from the sidelines. In fact, Goneril can think her speech is over with the line ‘As much as child e’er loved, or father found’ and her spouse may prompt her to add two more lines. If she does this, her words ‘A love that makes breath poor, and speech unable’ sound like contrived modesty in response to her husband’s intervention. The precariousness of the trial of love can be sustained with the ebb and flow of the sisters’ confidence and Kent’s struggle to hide his dismay at the inappropriateness of the ritual.


GONERIL. Sir, I love you more than words can wield the matter;


Dearer than eye-sight, space, and liberty;


Beyond what can be valued, rich or rare;


No less than life, with grace, health, beauty, honour;


As much as child e’er loved, or father found;


A love that makes breath poor, and speech unable;


Beyond all manner of so much I love you.


CORDELIA. [Aside] What shall Cordelia do? Love, and be silent.


LEAR. Of all these bounds, even from this line to this,


With shadowy forests and with champaigns rich’d,


With plenteous rivers and wide-skirted meads,


We make thee lady: to thine and Albany’s issue


Be this perpetual. What says our second daughter,


Our dearest Regan, wife to Cornwall? Speak.


REGAN. Sir, I am made


Of the self-same metal that my sister is,


And prize me at her worth. In my true heart


I find she names my very deed of love;


Only she comes too short: that I profess


Myself an enemy to all other joys,


Which the most precious square of sense possesses;


And find I am alone felicitate


In your dear highness’ love.


Lear pays for each emotional balm with a large piece of territory. These private, familial exchanges lead to the imposition of new borders on an entire country whose citizens will find themselves living in a new kingdom, now obliged to pledge allegiance to a new ruler. The map can be a large chart placed on a table, held in his hands, or perhaps best of all, placed on the floor. This means Lear can stand on the lands he is about to give away.


These geo-political questions were very much alive when Shakespeare wrote King Lear between March 1603 and Christmas 1606. Upon the death of Queen Elizabeth in March 1603, the Kingdom of England came under the rule of the Scottish King James, who spent the early years of his reign attempting to persuade the London Parliament to unite the two kingdoms. The play was performed for King James’s Court on 26th December 1606. By this point the King was Shakespeare’s paymaster, sponsoring and licensing his company.


This demonstrates that Shakespeare was, to use Brecht’s term, historicising events, viewing a fictional feudal world through the eyes of the early modern period. The task for the practitioner is to represent the social relations of this feudal world in contrast to those of the present. These resonances won’t be lost on a reader in post-Brexit Britain, also aware of the consequences of a possible second referendum on Scottish Independence.


CORDELIA. [Aside] Then poor Cordelia!


And yet not so; since, I am sure, my love’s


More richer than my tongue.


LEAR. To thee and thine hereditary ever


Remain this ample third of our fair kingdom;


No less in space, validity, and pleasure,


Than that conferr’d on Goneril.


In two essays written in 1940,7 Brecht proposes that the map should be torn into thirds. This brings the geo-political entity that is England into the room as a significant ‘character’. It gives a strong sense of the impact these divisions will have on the land and its people, especially if Lear is standing on a giant map as he tears it. Equally important is Regan and Goneril’s attitude to the portions that they receive and the portion that goes to the other sister. Each wants to be sure that they have been rewarded with the best territory (see Chapter Four on Gestus).


Event 3. Lear invites Cordelia to play her part in the performance, reminding her that he loves her most and that she is sought after by both the King of France and the Duke of Burgundy. He says he has already earmarked the best portion of land for her. She only has to deliver the most effusive protestation of love to claim it. Cordelia fails to oblige him, and he disowns her in return.


LEAR. Now, our joy,


Although the last, not least; to whose young love


The vines of France and milk of Burgundy


Strive to be interess’d; what can you say to draw


A third more opulent than your sisters? Speak.


CORDELIA. Nothing, my lord.


LEAR. Nothing!


CORDELIA. Nothing.


LEAR. Nothing will come of nothing: speak again.


CORDELIA. Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave


My heart into my mouth: I love your majesty


According to my bond; nor more nor less.


Cordelia attempts to behave in a way that fits with the situation: a public statement of political allegiance is trustworthy if delivered without hyperbole or personal sentiment. For her, hyperbole would be hypocrisy. Lear’s response betrays his confusion: he wants sentiment, and he’s prepared to reward it with land.


This contradiction frequently features in the corrupt courts of Shakespeare’s plays. Hypocrisy is regarded as loyalty, while honesty is a sign of treachery.


Shakespeare’s acuity gives us a problem. The plays are so familiar that these contradictions can easily be taken for granted: to paraphrase Brecht, audiences might say, ‘Ah Shakespeare! Look at the way he shows how humans are and how they will always be! This is why his plays are so universal, and why this is truly great art!’ The task for us is to make this behaviour seem strange, to show it needn’t be like this.8 All the exercises in this book are designed to engage with this task.


LEAR. How, how, Cordelia! Mend your speech a little,


Lest it may mar your fortunes.


CORDELIA. Good my lord,


You have begot me, bred me, loved me: I


Return those duties back as are right fit,


Obey you, love you, and most honour you.


Why have my sisters husbands, if they say


They love you all? Haply, when I shall wed,


That lord whose hand must take my plight shall carry


Half my love with him, half my care and duty:


Sure, I shall never marry like my sisters,


To love my father all.


LEAR. But goes thy heart with this?


CORDELIA. Ay, good my lord.


LEAR. So young, and so untender?


CORDELIA. So young, my lord, and true.


LEAR. Let it be so; thy truth, then, be thy dower:


For, by the sacred radiance of the sun,


The mysteries of Hecate, and the night;


By all the operation of the orbs


From whom we do exist, and cease to be;


Here I disclaim all my paternal care,


Propinquity and property of blood,


And as a stranger to my heart and me


Hold thee, from this, for ever. The barbarous Scythian,


Or he that makes his generation messes


To gorge his appetite, shall to my bosom


Be as well neighbour’d, pitied, and relieved,


As thou my sometime daughter.


Lear invokes the gods of his age: these are inviolable symbols of supreme value in his society. Their invocation might make those present kneel or make a show of reverence, but many at Lear’s court must feel acutely uncomfortable to do so in support of Cordelia’s banishment. This contradiction can be made manifest by the various responses of those present. Some may reveal cowardice and hypocrisy; others may betray reluctance to commit to a ritual that endorses an injustice.


Event 4. Kent attempts to intervene on behalf of Cordelia, while Lear outlines his plan to cede power to his elder daughters while still enjoying the ceremonial status of monarch. He says he will stay with them over alternate months. He passes the crown to them.


KENT. Good my liege –


LEAR. Peace, Kent!


Come not between the dragon and his wrath.


I loved her most, and thought to set my rest


On her kind nursery. Hence, and avoid my sight!


So be my grave my peace, as here I give


Her father’s heart from her! Call France; who stirs?


Call Burgundy. Cornwall and Albany,


With my two daughters’ dowers digest this third:


Let pride, which she calls plainness, marry her.


As suggested in Brecht’s Buying Brass dialogues,9 the enraged Lear can tear Cordelia’s portion of the map in half, giving each part to the other sisters. By tearing the map in a state of rage, Lear creates arbitrary borders and portions of unequal size, again illustrating the nature of rule by an absolute monarch. The inequality of this allocation anticipates the strife to come.


I do invest you jointly with my power,


Pre-eminence, and all the large effects


That troop with majesty. Ourself, by monthly course,


With reservation of an hundred knights,


By you to be sustain’d, shall our abode


Make with you by due turns. Only we still retain


The name, and all the additions to a king;


The sway, revenue, execution of the rest,


Beloved sons, be yours: which to confirm,


This coronet part betwixt you. [Giving the crown.]


This is a strange, potentially comic moment of contradiction: Lear can divide the land, but not the crown. The elder sisters and their spouses can respond to this in several ways, expressed through the physical precision of a series of ‘Not… But’ actions. They could reach for the crown and then withdraw or offer it to the other couple; the others might refuse it when they want to accept. They could all stand powerless, transfixed at a crown that they can’t wholly own (see Chapter Four on Gestus, in particular the references to objects. There can be few more politically charged objects than a crown).


The above response from the sisters and their husbands, along with the sections of text marked in bold below, anticipate the calamities that are to follow. At each moment Lear can notice them and choose to ignore the warnings they carry, indicating that the tragedy arises from human choices rather than the invisible hand of ‘fate’ (see Chapter Two).


Event 5. Kent resumes his warnings against Lear’s folly. The King threatens him with violence, death, banishment and the wrath of pagan gods, none of which can silence the loyal Earl.


KENT. Royal Lear,


Whom I have ever honour’d as my king,


Loved as my father, as my master follow’d,


As my great patron thought on in my prayers, –


LEAR. The bow is bent and drawn, make from the shaft.


KENT. Let it fall rather, though the fork invade


The region of my heart: be Kent unmannerly,


When Lear is mad. What wilt thou do, old man?


Think’st thou that duty shall have dread to speak,


When power to flattery bows? To plainness honour’s bound,


When majesty stoops to folly. Reverse thy doom;


And, in thy best consideration, check


This hideous rashness: answer my life my judgement,


Thy youngest daughter does not love thee least;


Nor are those empty-hearted whose low sound


Reverbs no hollowness.


LEAR. Kent, on thy life, no more.


KENT. My life I never held but as a pawn


To wage against thy enemies; nor fear to lose it,


Thy safety being the motive.


LEAR. Out of my sight!


KENT. See better, Lear; and let me still remain


The true blank of thine eye.


LEAR. Now, by Apollo –


KENT. Now, by Apollo, king,


Thou swear’st thy gods in vain.


LEAR. O, vassal! Miscreant!


[Laying his hand on his sword.]


ALBANY / CORNWALL. Dear sir, forbear.


KENT. Do:


Kill thy physician, and the fee bestow


Upon thy foul disease. Revoke thy doom;


Or, whilst I can vent clamour from my throat,


I’ll tell thee thou dost evil.


LEAR. Hear me, recreant!


Event 6. Lear silences Kent by invoking the feudal order: ‘On thine allegiance, hear me!’ This succeeds where threats of death and divine retribution had failed. Lear gives Kent ten days to leave the kingdom.


On thine allegiance, hear me!


This moment represents a clash of value-systems. Kent has been attempting to engage Lear’s reason, but at the word ‘allegiance’, rationalist values are brought to heel by those of the prevailing feudal order. The moment can send ripples of energy through the entire ensemble on stage. Kent capitulates and can silently kneel in homage to his feudal overlord; the entire ensemble can follow suit. But should the newly ‘crowned’ sisters do so? This is another almost comic moment of choice that needs careful choreography to reveal the contradictory consequences of a king wielding absolute power at the moment of his abdication.


Since thou hast sought to make us break our vow,


Which we durst never yet, and with strain’d pride


To come between our sentence and our power,


Which nor our nature nor our place can bear,


Our potency made good, take thy reward.


Five days we do allot thee, for provision


To shield thee from diseases of the world;


And on the sixth to turn thy hated back


Upon our kingdom: if, on the tenth day following,


Thy banish’d trunk be found in our dominions,


The moment is thy death. Away! By Jupiter,


This shall not be revoked.


KENT. Fare thee well, King: sith thus thou wilt appear,


Freedom lives hence, and banishment is here.


To CORDELIA.


The gods to their dear shelter take thee, maid,


That justly think’st, and hast most rightly said!


To REGAN and GONERIL.


And your large speeches may your deeds approve,


That good effects may spring from words of love.


Thus Kent, O princes, bids you all adieu;


He’ll shape his old course in a country new.


Exit.


Conclusion


The scene presents the contradictions and destructive power of arbitrary and absolute rule in a feudal society. It shows avoidable choices made by a ruling elite that will have terrible consequences for a nation and its people.


The extract represents the interpretative potential of some key theories. The point is not to create a particular acting ‘style’, but instead to articulate underlying political dynamics and their impact on human action. The examples should demonstrate that, far from turning theatre practice into pamphleteering, employing a ‘dialectical’ way of seeing can animate and enrich a textual interpretation, showing humans as complex, contradictory and susceptible to change. You could be excused for asking how all of the above insights can be realised in practice. I have offered some practical suggestions, but the following chapters should help directors and performers to find their own ways to meet this challenge, while also finding dialectical insights of their own.











Contradiction


2


In order to establish society’s laws of motion, [materialist dialectic] treats situations as processes and seeks out their contradictory nature. It regards everything as existing only in so far as it changes, or in other words is in disunity with itself.


There is a great deal to human beings… so a great deal can be made out of them. They do not have to stay the way they are; they may be looked at… as they might be.


Bertolt Brecht, ‘A Short Organum for the Theatre’10


The first of the above quotes might appear forbidding: its awkward phrasing is typical of many of Brecht’s published theories, and this has contributed to the scepticism felt towards him by some practitioners. Here, he challenges the concept of universal human nature, questioning the idea that a character must be ‘consistent’. Consequently he often uses the term ‘figure’ rather than ‘character’: the former suggesting something open or incomplete, the latter implying a fixed personality. By examining a figure’s actions in relation to the social conditions around them, the actor can reveal both the figure’s complexities and those of the events acting on them. Brecht is convinced that if the actor concentrates solely on the figure’s psychology (i.e. their ‘character’), they might not draw an audience’s attention to the social conditions that make that figure what s/he is, and what s/he can be.




The Actor and the Director disagree on what makes a realistic portrayal of Lopakhin when working on Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard.


DIRECTOR. See if you can play all of Lopakhin’s contradictions in this scene. Look for the inconsistencies.


ACTOR. But I need to keep the character consistent or the audience won’t believe it’s a real person.


DIRECTOR. I don’t really care if it doesn’t fit with their idea of a real person. We are trying to demonstrate a different realism from the kind the audience is used to.


ACTOR. Oh come on. That sounds so arrogant and pretentious! And in any case, if you are asking me to do things that don’t feel consistent with my character, I’ll just produce an empty impression. It will have no centre, no soul… no authenticity.


DIRECTOR. Right, so you want all the behaviour in your performance joined together so your character feels to the audience like a ‘real person’.
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