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excitement about an approach to theatre that I not only 
found fascinating, but even contradictory. As it was to 

theatre, sparked my imagination and became a prospect 
for a wonderful discussion with the rest of the group. 

-
cing” - one thing is what we plan, and another one is 
what life has for us. This, as is obvious, forces us into 
a process of adaptation that requires us to be “in and 
out” at the same time, taking enough distance to be 
able to understand the phenomena, adopt a position, 
make a decision and take a new action. 

Hoping then that Lisa gets better for our discussion 
in Artaud, I am putting here together some of my 
notes in what was supposed to be the presentation 
and discussion we would have had, if the phantom of 

from us last Tuesday.  However, hopefully a parallel 
discussion between the “cruelty to the organism” and 
the “alienation of the spectator”, would raise a very in-
teresting view that might end-up shedding light upon 
our understanding of theatre and its mission. 

Brecht - after Ibsen and Strindberg 
- probably the most important Euro-

last century. He brought to the sta-
ge a revolutionary vision that rather 

a place that is not at all the middle 
of them, but an alternative, that ap-
peared to be totally new. However, 
his inventions may not have been 
new at all. There is evidence that 

know as epic theatre, were already 
invented long before by others. 

His political, intellectual, artistic and 
social position, found in his writing 
and his plays the perfect home to 
present a whole theory that would 
legitimize his work, and frame that 
interestingly enough, as some of 
his closest collaborators seemed to 

-
ve in, as stated by John Fuegi in his 
book Brecht and Co.

the “not… but”, where the actor has to represent not 
only what he or she is doing, but also has to imply 
what he or she is not doing - that today continue to 

his approach to theatre,  it was his exploration – espe-
cially at the Berliner Ensemble – that opened the door 
to a new theatre. Without it, there probably would be 
no space today for Peter Brook, Robert Lepage, and 
many other innovators around the globe.

However, I ask myself how much personal history can 
-

sion of the controversial Bertolt Brecht, or how much 
it is his human condition, what in the end, happens to 
affect his own history, and - as a result - his work and 
the work of those who follow him. 

Brecht was born in Augsburg, Bavaria into a comfor-
table middle class family of a Protestant mother and 
a Catholic father. He was raised reading the bible, a 

his work from his school days. 

The development of what, later on, would become 

early years, time where he also met his life-devoted 
visual collaborator, Caspar Neher, 
with whom he would create a thea-
trical movement of global repercus-
sions.

When he was sixteen, the First 
World War broke out. In 1917, un-

registered for medicine at Munich 
University, where he studied drama 
with Arthur Kutscher. There, his pas-
sion for cabaret was sparked, under 

playwright Frank Wedekind. Around 
the same time, just before he was 
called to serve for a short time in 
a military sexual health clinic a few 
months prior to the end of the war, 
he started to write articles critiquing 
theatre.

A few months later, Brecht got to 
work in a political cabaret, where he 
met the person who – besides Wede-
kind- would become his most impor-

-
lentine. Among other things Brecht 
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deeply admired Valentine for his, “virtually complete 
rejection of mimicry and cheap psychology”.  

With Valentine, he would later have the opportunity of 
Mysteries of a 

Barbershop,  found in 1972 in a Moscow archive, and 

a little joke” by the dramaturge and screen playwright  
Ber-

tolt Bretch Collage” - which explores the mirroring 
concept of “Alienation”: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=W2H-eJWW3ps).

At the age of twenty, in one of his drama seminars, 
he wrote Baal, Baal, 
he started a long list of other adaptations of other 

On the other hand, it is precisely this declaration that 
some of his most aggressive detractors - amongst 
scholars, collaborators and colleagues - use as evi-
dence to insist his passion for adaptation really had 
more to do with his “artistic parasitism” and lack of 

vision,  accusing him of stealing ideas that he would 
credit as his own. 

The Three Penny Opera, for example, is one of those 
controversial cases: Elisabeth Haptmann is conside-
red by Klauss Volker - one of the closest people in 

(except for the lyrics of the song Mack the Knife). She, 
however, would only hold the 12.5% of the contract 

similar is supposed to be the case with Mahagonny, in 

co-author.  

In spite of the controversy, at the age of twenty, the 
most important Berlin critics would recognize that 

-
plexion overnight”. Very soon after, he would start his 
directorial debut with his adaptation of Edward II, 
which he later recalled as the beginning of ‘epic thea-

and collaborative approach, whose mandate – in the 
concept of others such as Carl Weber - was to break 
with the personal individualism, becoming his collec-
tive experiment in the search of something “radically 
different from theatre as expression or as experience”.

would rather blend and continue with the research of 
Erwin Piscator and Vsevolod Meyerhold. But, experi-
menting with theatre as a medium for sociopolitical 
transformation, and the creation of a critical aesthe-
tics of dialectical materialism, is something that had to 
be accepted as some of his most important contribu-
tions to theatre . 

In fact, this dramatic development became related to 
innovations in other arts, such as the strategy of di-

Ulysses, Ser-

-

-
tic theatre, opera and to promote social and political 

-
-

Naturalism, his intention was to democratize the thea-

itself. To achieve these goals, besides more than six 
-

ce, the company would base its work and exploration 
in three main tools: Fable, Gestus and V-effect.

With the support of the Fable, the Gestus and the V-
effect,
dramatic theatre, “from having a plot, to developing 
a narrative; from implicating the spectator in a stage 
situation, to turning the spectator into a an observer; 
from wearing down his capacity of action, to enhan-
cing his responsibility to acting; from providing him 
with sensations, to force him to make decisions; from 
giving him an experience, to picturing the world for 
him; from involving him into something, to made him 
face something; from suggesting, to giving an argu-
ment; from preserving instinctive feeling, to bringing 
a point of recognition; from sharing the experien-
ce, to studying the situation; from taking the human 
being for granted, to make him the object of his in-
quiry; from seeing him as an unalterable entity,  to 
make him alterable and able to alter; from having the 
eyes on the end, to bring them to the course; from 
where every scene makes the next one, to where 
each scene stands on its own; from growth, to mon-
tage; from evolutionary determinism, to jumps; from 
thought determining the being, to the social being 
determining the thought; and from the feeling, to 
the reason.”
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In this vision, the Fabel would 
describe an analysis the plot of 

analysis of the events portra-
yed in the story and the charac-

analyzing the plot from a formal 
and semiotic perspective, which 
understudies the dramatic struc-

the attitudes that the play ap-
pears to embody and articulate 

-
mined its Gestus.

Gestus, on the other hand, ca-
rries the sense of a combination 
of physical gesture and “gist” or 
“attitude” or  simply the  “single 
aspect of an attitude”, revealing, 
what is “expressible in words or 
actions.” It is the embodiment of 
that attitude what uncovers the 
motivations of the dramatic ex-
change between characters and 
the narration of that character 

aspect of a character, making vi-
sible its social relations, beyond 
any psychological or emotional 
description. However, it is not 

supposed to be a cliché, but - as in Meyerhold – it 
must be a research where the actor develops a cha-
racter through a process of exploration of concrete 
physical behaviors, observed with selective realism 
during the rehearsal time.

“Once the idea of total transformation is abandoned 
the actor speaks his part not as if he were improvising 
it himself but like a quotation”. Under this statement, 
Brecht asks his actors to give up any remarks of full 
human and concrete shape in their search for the cha-
racter -although “it represents a copy”– by detaching 
from it and referring to it in third person, by transpo-
sing it  into the past and by speaking the stage direc-
tions out loud. This would be, acting-wise, what we 
know as the V-effekt or A-effect. 

The Verfremdungseffekt  or V-effekt, vaguely trans-
lated to English as “Alienation” or “A-effect” - often 

“defamiliarization effect, estrangement 
effect, distantiation, or distancing effect” - creates a 

distance between the spectator and the action to fa-
cilitate the engagement and rational position of the 
spectator, without offering anything else than what is 
necessary to demonstrate the point under study and 
analysis. This distance is also repeated from the actor 
to the text, and from the blocking to the play.

And it is here, in the so called “Alienation” where I 
would like to stop for a moment and ask if all the 
confusion around it, is not just simply another of 
the “Mysteries of a Barbershop”, another Brechtian 
joke that would make him laugh now a days from his 
crypt, when he sees and hears people everywhere 
burning brains trying to understand how is that it 
should work. 

At least in Toronto, theoretically, people seem to un-
derstand somehow what it means. However, when I 
go to the theatre in the city, and I see uncommitted 

the street demonstration that Brecht uses so much 
-

of illness that attacks actors and directors who prefer 
to maintain some kind of political antisepticised neat-
ness, that instead of intending to open space for the 
spectator to make decisions and take action, it rather 

-
tance with the truth and the emotions that this one 
unleashes that, neither the audience nor the actors, 
end up caring about the characters and their destinies.

the theory -which I wonder if it is more, some kind of 
philosophical frame than a practical technique– Carl 

Mother 
Courage
actors on stage behave like real human beings. Does 
this mean “believable demonstrations”? or does it 
mean committed connection with the characters and 
the given circumstances… with the truth? or perhaps  
what it means is that there is something missing in our 
interpretation of Brecht. 

This would probably means then, that the reaction of 
-

sical opera -as the alienators of the spectators that 
hypnotize them, sending them to sleep away from 
their social and political reality– intends to be rather 
a response where the active participation of that au-
dience alienates the play, and not vice versa.   That 
would be the real disambiguation.  That is why proba-
bly the word “Alianation”
translation of  the Verfremdungseffekt, 
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-
derstanding in our context.

In the end, what I see is that there is no doubt when I 
attend a good play or a bad play -no matter how con-
nected to the characters and their reality, or how “alie-
nated” the actors and the play are– that I am seeing 
theatre and not a piece of real life. And even in those 
cases where the “distancing”  is even bigger through a 
more complex symbolic and aesthetic approach -such 

Nighting Gale- I still can re-
cognize that I am in the theatre. However, my emotio-
nal and intellectual experience has been permanent… 
Which I guess, might mean there could be a place 
of balance where theatricality and truth can meet, 
maintaining an active exchange and engagement for 

without a real need for any “alienation”. 


