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Jorges P. Lopez


Preface

[image: image]




Like Reading Margaret Ogola’s The River and the Source before it, this guide book lays emphasis on both interpretation of literary texts and approach to questions. My experience in teaching Literature through time has shown me that students often fail because they never get to learn how to interpret a story; that is how to turn the facts of the narrative into themes, character traits and elements of style. This book takes the student through a step by step approach in doing just that. The set of twelve questions at the end of every section teach you to identify what facts are important in the narrative, how to interpret them and how to apply them. This teaches you to deal with literary texts on your own. If you follow the directions faithfully, you should find learning Literature and dealing with literary texts a pleasurable experience. These ideas have been tried and tested with boys at Starehe Boys Centre for a long time. They should work well with you. As an examiner, I have tries to guide you on how to interpret questions, how to plan and present your answers and how to tell whether or not you’ve done all what the question requires you to do. This book also shows you how to tell at what point you earn marks so that you can tell how many marks you’ve garnered once you have dealt with a question. This book also tells you one Important truth; that to deal properly with literary texts, you need to read them thoroughly. You also need to familiarize yourself with literary terms because apart from the fact that writers use them without explaining them, you are also expected to use them in your writing, if your answers are to be any good. A catalogue of these terms has been given at the end of the text. This book also introduces you properly to Bertolt Brecht and to epic theatre. it should challenge you to study a lot more of Brecht in particular and epic theatre in general. Feel free to join the literary debate via jplopezbooks@gmail.com. I hope you enjoy using this book and more. Good luck in your exam and in your literary enterprise. 

All quotes in this book are taken from the approved school edition by Target Publishers.

Introduction: 

Before you read this guide, a few issues need to be settled between you and me so that we are very clear in our minds what it is we are trying to do here. I would hate to use that term, ‘guide book,’ especially in the way it is normally used elsewhere. I would want you and me to see this book – and to regard it – as a set of principles pointing out what you need to be aware of in order to fully appreciate drama and in particular Bertolt Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle. This is because, as a teacher of Literature, I would hate to see a student merely read the play and regurgitate it like a cow chewing curd because s/he has to pass an exam. Reading this play should be an inspiration to reading much more drama – Shakespeare, Soyinka, Rhone, and the rest. For this reason, I would be glad to see a student use this guide as a pointer to elements of drama and as a tool which will help the student appreciate the play more fully. This guide isn’t a formula that can be used the way you do a calculator or a mince meat machine; feed in a few significant digits or raw product and wait on the other end for a finished product. This book should inspire you to feel motivated to dig more out of The Caucasian Chalk Circle than you would have hoped for suppose you didn’t read it. It should not be treated like those shortened notes that you summarize in the library so that you can have something to quickly flash through on the morning of your Chemistry paper 2. No. Learn to see it as a challenge to you meant to provoke you to realize how little you know and therefore inspire you to dig deeper - a lot deeper. This is because, if no one has told you so far, Literature is about opinions; everybody has their own. They are like bank accounts. People can peep at your bank account, but they cannot share it; and indeed, if you tried to present somebody else’s opinion, you would only embarrass yourself because you haven’t considered that opinion the way its owner has. It is like trying to explain their bank statement at the end of the year. You can never tell at what time they did what with their money! It is time you begin building your own opinion and learn to respect it so that you can present it or defend it if need be. Any literary essay is essentially an attempt to defend your opinion and you must know it very well and be confident enough to do so.

This guide is wholly written with you, that is, you the student in mind. You do not need anything outside this guide to be able to fully appreciate Bertolt Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle; but common sense should probably tell you that since this is one person’s opinion of the play, may be the more opinions you hear, beginning with your teacher’s, if you have one, the better. The more opinions you hear, the more you will respect this one. But that does not change the fact that this guide is written especially with students who do not have access to teachers and those private candidates who probably cannot make the time, in mind. It teaches you how to go about reading the play (even if you are seeing one for the first time), what to expect with KCSE questions, how to interpret those questions and tell what they require you to do, how to respond to them and how to tell whether or not you have satisfied them, that is, how to tell whether or not you have done all that they require you to do. If you are a teacher, I believe you will find this guide absolutely handy. It introduces new, radical ways of handling themes and characters so that students can handle them with ease, individually or in groups which makes your work a lot easier. You and I know how difficult it can be to try to get new Literature students to understand concepts such as theme, character and style and to guide them to extract them from a literary text. This guide shows them how to do this, how to write essays and more. I believe our objective is the same; to see these youngsters succeed in the English exam and in their lives if we can.

As for you the student, you must realize that there is no shortcut to familiarization with literary terms and aspects of style. Writers, me included, will use them without explaining them. For this reason, you have little choice but to understand them fully so that you can tell what they mean when they are used in writing and so that you can also use them with ease – you are expected to do so. One thing no one might have told you is that literature is about judgment. Marking of your essay is subjective. People will be biased about you unless they think you fully belong to the literary field. The way you write is one way of assuring them. Apparent inability to interpret literary terms and too simplistic writing will give your examiner the wrong opinion and this could lead to bias. It doesn’t hurt – nay, it helps a lot - to avoid it. 

But there’s another truth that must be told. I believe one of the leading reasons why you are looking at this guide is because you are desperate for something to help you pass your exam. Rest assured this is what I am trying to do here. Your spirit should be emboldened soon after reading this guide and faithfully following what it suggests you do. You will be surprised how quickly your work will change. These ideas have been tried and tested with students in leading schools in the country and they have worked wonders. I do not see why they shouldn’t work wonders with you. So, like I said, rest assured. Many books – and teachers – won’t tell you how to go about discovering elements of literature such as themes, character traits and aspects of style from the dialogue you read in a play. They will only guide you in reading, then present you with a list of themes and character traits and aspects of style and tell you; these are the themes, these are the characters and their traits and these are the aspects of style. They won’t tell you how or where they got them from! Indeed, this is why many students fail because they will go ahead to present these ideas as their own while they cannot tell where they came from. If you can’t tell how those who gave you the ideas arrived at them, then you can’t explain the ideas yourself and neither can you illustrate them. That is why you can’t write well or discuss literary ideas fully. That is why you can’t pass a literature exam. This guide takes you through a step by step personal discovery of these things before presenting its own suggestions. It should help you to see things you haven’t seen before. It should help build your confidence in presenting your own ideas, in improving your writing and in passing your exams. It should help you to even criticize the ideas presented here.

Studying Drama

If your friend, let’s assume her name is Wambu, should tell you, ‘Hey, there was drama in class this morning as Mr. Maranga, our history teacher, confronted us about reporting him to the principal,’ what would come to your mind? Action! If you are really imaginative, in your mind’s eye, you will see Mr. Maranga in his loosened tie, blue shirt, the sleeves rolled back, wearing a furious face as he faces Form 3 W. You will probably even imagine where Wambu was sitting and the look she wore on her face as her History teacher spoke. Most of what you envision results from the simple use of the word ‘drama.’ This is because drama is live action; its effectiveness is heavily dependent on our ability to ‘see’ in our mind’s eye. This results from the fact that drama, even written drama, is meant to be acted on stage. For this reason, dramatists think very carefully about the action on stage and the effect of every word uttered there. Unlike in a novel or short story where the writer has space to elaborate and explain, drama wholly relies on what we see and what we hear. With a written play however, we cannot see the movement; we have to rely heavily on stage directions. These are the italicized, often bracketed, words which tell us where characters are on the stage and how they behave. We have to imaginatively interpret this in our minds so that we see the action on stage. This is largely what forms our perception of and our enjoyment of drama.

What we call a play is a set of instructions meant for actors telling them what to say, how to behave and where to be while they are on stage. The closest thing we have to a play is a movie script but the movie script, unlike the play, contains instructions for the camera too. A play distinguishes between stage directions which are instructions to characters on how to act and the actual words they should say. Stage directions are usually bracketed and or italicized. The actual words are written normally with the name of the person or character for whom the words are meant separated from what they should say by a colon. Names are usually capitalized. When reading a play, you must imagine yourself in a theatre so that you can easily see where the characters are, how they are dressed and what they say. 

Theatre is one of the most effective tools of communication. Being one of the oldest, it is perhaps the most perfected way of sending messages. It has a way of capturing our emotions which is peculiar to itself. This is because it presents us with live action unlike the theoretical action of a novel or a short story. In a theatre, unlike in a novel which is individually read, the audience is composed of many people from all walks of life and therefore it is quite easy to cause mass emotional appeal. People have been known to riot after watching a play or even to destroy theatre houses when they feel that a certain play goes against them. This shows just how moving and effective theatre can be. This is one reason why playwrights have used theatre to criticize social evils since time immemorial. 

Elements of Drama

One of the most important elements of drama is dialogue. This is because any play will be moved forward by dialogue; a series of exchanges between characters that reveals a story. A story on the other hand is the relationships between characters. Apart from who they are and how they are related at the beginning of the play, a good play must show how these relationships change as we watch the play and how these changes affect the characters. The story itself is told against a certain framework or a series of connected events that begin at a certain point, follow each other in a domino-effect way and finally lead to a certain conclusion. This is the play’s plot. The plot of a play can be compared to the building plan of a house or its general framework while the materials that make the house are the story; it is these materials that determine the eventual beauty of the house. In the same way, characters and events fit into the framework of a play in order to give it colour. In any plot or story in a play, there must be the initial situation which we find when the curtain rises; a man writing at a desk, a girl sweeping the floor, a boy shouting at someone offstage. This is followed by the initial action which sets the ball rolling; another character enters and confronts the man writing at the desk, the girl slips and falls before turning to find a hidden gold chain, the boy walks forward, then screams as he falls offstage. These events lead to the conflict; a problem within or facing the main character. Does the man who is writing stand and begin fighting with the one who has just entered? (External conflict). Does the girl take and hide the gold chain or does she call someone else to tell them about her find? (Internal conflict). Does someone rush into the room and try to save the boy, who we learn has fallen into a pit? (External conflict).

As we watch the play, the conflict leads to complications as the problem at hand spirals out of control. One of the two fighting men accidentally falls on a sharp object and dies and the other one must run. The sweeping girl, who will turn out to be a house-girl steals the chain which was hidden there by a son of the owner of the house and runs away and she must therefore be sought. The man trying to rescue the boy falls into the pit himself! The point of the greatest suspense as to whether the character(s) will solve the conflict is the climax. Then the action must be followed by a resolution – how the conflict is finally solved. This finally leads to falling action or denouement as the loose ends are tied and the story comes to an end. Any understanding of a play must aim at identifying these elements first.

The Familiar Work Tradition in Drama

Today, most of the plays you will watch/read are based on fictitious action and characters, that is, the action we see and the characters are a product of the playwright’s imagination. However, over time people’s expectations of drama have been different. In William Shakespeare’s day for example, the audience expected to watch a familiar story but one which the playwright had fashioned anew to excite his particular audience. Therefore, many of Shakespeare’s plays were based on the history of the English. Others were familiar stories based on the history of early Greek and Roman kingdoms. In the same way, many modern playwrights have carried on this tradition. Many modern plays are based on real characters and events while others are a reworking of plays written and acted before. One of the most famous plays of modern times, for example, is The Diary of Anne Frank. It is based on the short period of life when the girl of the play’s title was confined to a building while hiding from the Nazi, Hitler’s soldiers, during the Second World War. (Incidentally, these are the very type of soldiers – Ironshirts – we are about to meet in The Caucasian Chalk Circle, at least in their nature, and the historical setting of the play is the same – post 2nd World War period). In Kenya, Ngugi wa Thiong’o and Micere Mugo have done a play based on the legendary Mau Mau hero Dedan Kimathi in The Trial of Dedan Kimathi. Bertolt Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle follows a similar tradition. It is based on The Circle of Chalk, an old Chinese play which was written by Li Xingdao in the 14th century. There are particular differences between the original and the adaptation. In the original, a beautiful sixteen-year-old girl is rescued from prostitution (into which her family had sold her) by a wealthy, childless tax collector who marries her as a second wife. She gets a son but the first wife becomes jealous and accuses her of adultery before poisoning the husband and claiming the child. The young woman confesses out of fear as she is arrested. Just before she is hanged, she is rescued and in a judgment similar to that of King Solomon, a circle of chalk is drawn to determine the mother of the child. The young woman cannot bear to hurt the child as the two women are told to pull the child out of the circle, each to her own side. She is easily judged the true mother.

In Bertolt Brecht’s reworking of it, the young woman is a peasant girl employed as a maid to the real mother, a wife to the governor of Grusinia who has just been murdered. The real mother abandons the child and the maid takes care of him but when order is restored to the kingdom, the real mother tries to reclaim the child because it is only through the child that she can claim her late husband’s estate/property. A clever judge uses the circle of chalk to give the child to the peasant girl – not to the real mother—as the one who deserves the child because it is she who has the interests of the child at heart. Bertolt Brecht sets his play in medieval (old) Georgia, a country within the Caucasian mountains of mid-southern Europe. This is why Brecht labels his play ‘Caucasian.’ 

It is important to note that Brecht’s play is most likely to have been a reaction to another play written by Klabund in Germany in 1924. Klabund’s version was a re-translation of one done in French earlier by Stanislas Julien. In Klabund’s romantic version, the emperor marries the heroine at the end of the play. It is quite likely that Brecht was reacting to this romantic fervor. 

The Caucasian Chalk Circle – the play itself

As can be deduced from the word ‘Caucasian’ (the adjective is used to mean ‘relating to Caucasia’ – those mountains of mid southern Europe) the play deals with a version of the Chinese chalk circle but now it is used in Europe; in other words, Bertolt Brecht warns us that the play will be a European interpretation of the phenomenon of the chalk circle. Thus those of us familiar with the Chinese original begin looking forward to seeing a reworking of the Chinese chalk circle in a (modern) European style. But the play isn’t only about a child and a circle of chalk. The story of the circle of chalk is an acted parable (a play-within-a-play) that serves to justify the new ownership of land in a dispute between goat herders and fruit growers. The play begins with a prologue where we find the goat herders and the fruit farmers discussing the right ownership of the land in front of a delegate who has been sent to help determine the case. This prologue acts as the fade-in of a movie screen as a movie starts. The two groups finally agree and to entertain them, a group of musicians performs the story of the chalk circle. The giving of Michael, the disputed child, to the child’s maid rather than to the real mother serves to emphasize the point of giving the farm to the fruit growers, who did not originally own it, because it is them who can utilize the farm in the best way. As this parable comes to an end, the slow disappearance of the judge and the taking over by the dancers (who can be either those celebrating Grusha’s success or the farmers themselves celebrating both the good narrative and the good decision of handing the farm to those who can utilize it best) serves as a movie fade-out signaling the end of the play.

It should be noted here that Brecht uses the original Chinese play to achieve his own purposes. Although Arkadi Cheidze warns us that he and his group are about to perform an old Chinese play, what we witness, at least those of us familiar with the Chinese original, is not the original play. It is rather Brecht’s reworking of it to fit his own communist socialist purposes. This is why the heroine is a simple maid; it is why the judicial intervention comes from a radical down-to-earth individual and not from the emperor as happens in the Chinese original. Therefore, there is an obvious profiling of the poor and a condemnation of the imperial court and all the institutions it uses to give it an advantageous leverage over the rest of the society; marriage, religion, leadership etc.

To avoid confusion, it would be best for you to think of the play the way you would think of watching a TV program within which the characters are watching TV – in other words, watching a TV within a TV! As you watch Grusha and Michael and Azdak, you should remember that the fruit growers and the goat herders are watching them too. The commentary by the singer and his chorus are meant for his audience – the fruit farmers and goat herders – not for us. Thus, we as the audience only happen to eavesdrop into the narrative. To the playwright, this is a good way of reducing the audience’s emotional involvement in the play by creating the extra distance. It is like peeping into a courtroom to watch the audience who are themselves watching the reaction of a jury, which is itself watching the performance of the judge, the prosecutor, the defense and the accused. Your perception of the judgment in such a courtroom would be less emotional because it would be filtered by the court’s audience – whose reaction is itself being filtered by the jury! It is important to understand this from the very beginning because Bertolt Brecht was a firm believer in theatrical didactics/pedagogy (or the teaching quality of drama). He believed in using drama to pass on his ideas without influencing the emotions of his audience. This is why he uses the play-within-a-play mode. Look at it this way; it is like watching a quarrel between two sisters of yours through a widow with none of them aware you were watching. You would be better able to tell who among them is wrong because you can watch them more impartially that way. Or better, the impartiality will be deeper suppose the report of the quarrel is given to you by your brother (who you trust more than the two girls) who watched the quarrel through the window himself. See? For Brecht, the more the filtering between the character and the audience, the better the teaching quality of drama. In The Caucasian Chalk Circle, this filtering is done at several levels. First, we as the audience watch the play through the eyes of the farmers and the goat herders in the prologue. They in turn follow the story of Grusha, Michael and Natella through the comments of the singer and his chorus. Therefore, what gets to us is filtered first by the singer and the chorus and second by the group in the prologue because we must remember the play is being done for them and therefore, we must constantly weigh how relevant to their situation the play is. Clear?

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Bertolt Brecht

m Caucasian Chalk Circle

3 ;l? ) 7 f’ a U
A @,o i pﬂl
I

3 -'. 3 ' ! .',}‘""f‘,
/ ;‘b 2 f )ty

> y J /. ,‘_‘:“.v y
. a
‘;/2' ‘
1z

te;

Jorges P. Lopez






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





