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Year 10
Developing knowledge of ‘Epic Theatre’  





Why is Brecht so important?

Bertolt Brecht was a theatre practitioner. He made and shaped theatre in a way that had a huge impact upon its development. Many of his ideas were so revolutionary that they changed the theatrical landscape forever. Modern theatre owes a lot to his methods.

When naturalistic theatre was at its height and acted as a mirror to what was happening in society, he decided to use it as a force for change. He wanted to make his audience think and famously said that theatre audiences at that time “hang up their brains with their hats in the cloakroom”.

In naturalistic or dramatic theatre the audience care about the lives of the characters onstage. They forget their own lives for a while and escape into the lives of others. When an audience cries for a character or feels emotion through the events happening to them it’s called catharsis.

Brecht was against cathartic theatre. He believed that while the audience believed in the action onstage and became emotionally involved they lost the ability to think and to judge. He wanted his audiences to remain objective and distant from emotional involvement so that they could make considered and rational judgements about any social comment or issues in his work. To do this he used a range of theatrical devices or techniques so that the audience were reminded throughout that they were watching theatre; a presentation of life, not real life itself. His kind of theatre was called Epic theatre. He called the act of distancing the audience from emotional involvement the verfremdungseffekt.
Features of ‘Epic Theatre’ 
narration
direct address to the audience
placards and signs
projection
spoiling dramatic tension in advance of episodes (scenes)
disjointed time sequences – flashbacks and flash forwards – large jumps in time between episodes (scenes)
historification – setting events in another place and/or time in order to distance the emotional impact, yet enhance the intellectual impact for the spectator (audience)
fragmentary costumes – single items of clothing representing the entire costume
fragmentary props – single objects representing a larger picture (or setting)
song – like parables in the Bible, songs are used to communicate the message or themes of the drama
demonstration of role – actors are encouraged not to fully become the role, but rather to ‘demonstrate’ the role at arm’s length, with a sense of detachment
multiple roles – actors commonly perform more than one character in a drama
costume changes in full view of the spectator (audience)
lighting equipment in full view of the spectator (audience)
open white lighting – due to its emotional impact, coloured light on stage is eliminated – instead, the stage is flooded with white light
“verfremdungseffekt“ – a complex term translated differently by scholars from German , involves the use of many of the above conventions, with the ultimate aim of distancing the audience emotionally and increasing their intellectual response to the drama.
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