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ANNOTATION

The bachelor thesis focuses on the topic of British Epic Theatre. It introduces the life of Bertolt
Brecht, the establishment of his theatrical group Berliner Ensemble, and continues to trace
Brecht’s theories and practices in the works of various British playwrights. The thesis attempts
to pinpoint the various ways in which the Epic Theatre movement adapted in Britain. The paper
further includes the analysis of Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance by John Arden and The Cheviot,
the Stag and the Black, Black Oil by John McGrath. The analysis considers the plot, characters,

staging and music, and attempts to find traces of Brecht’s legacy in them.

KEYWORDS

Bertolt Brecht, Berliner Ensemble, British Epic Theatre, Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance, The
Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black QOil

ANOTACE

Piedlozena bakalaiska prace je zaméfena na problematiku Britského Epického divadla. V prvni
Casti prace je predstaven zivot Bertolta Brechta, zaloZeni jeho Berlinského souboru a dale prace
popisuje znaky Brechtovi teorie a praxe v dilech riznych Britskych dramatiki. Cilem této prace
je poukdzat na riizné zplsoby, kterymi se Epické divadlo adaptovalo v Britanii. Analyticka ¢ast
prace zahrnuje rozbor dila Tanec Serzanta Musgravea od Johna Ardena a Ovce, Jeleni a
Cernocernd Ropa® Johna McGratha. Analyza téchto dél se soustiedi pfevazné na dgj, postavy,

inscenaci a hudbu, vSe v z4jmu najit stopy Brechtova odkazu.

KLICOVA SLOVA

Bertolt Brecht, Berlinsky soubor, Britské Epické divadlo, Tanec SerZanta Musgravea, Ovce,

Jeleni a Cernocernd Ropa

1 Obé dila jsou pielozena autorem prace, jde o neoficidlni pieklad
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INTRODUCTION

The presented thesis deals with the topic of Epic theatre and the influence of Bertolt Brecht on
British drama. The primary aim of the thesis is to analyze two plays by British playwrights and
find the features and various devices of Epic theatre in them. Furthermore, the paper aims to
illustrate the ways in which the British theatre came to emulate Brecht, particularly via
presenting a number of important figures, i.e. playwrights and other theatre practitioners, who
have incorporated, to at least some extent, Brecht’s practices and theories into their works of

drama.

Bertolt Brecht was a German poet, playwright and theatre practitioner who developed
the titular Epic Theatre. Despite the fact that it is rather unfair to attribute the establishment of
the Epic Theatre to Brecht solely, being the figure who developed the vast majority of the
theories and practices, and more importantly rendered the movement famous, this paper deals

with Brecht and no other figures associated with the Epic theatre establishment.

The presented thesis is divided into two main parts — a theoretical and analytical one.
The first part focuses on Brecht’s life, his social and political background and the theatrical
group he founded — the Berliner Ensemble. Furthermore, the paper describes the visits the
Berliner Ensemble paid to London and their effects on the British public. What follows is a
description of chosen playwrights who emulated epic techniques and their characterization. To
describe all the authors who have incorporated epic devices into their works is beyond the scope
of this paper, therefore | have chosen to focus on several particular British playwright — Edward
Bond, John Arden, Arnold Wesker, John Osbourne, Howard Brenton, Caryl Churchill, Trevor
Griffiths and John McGrath.

The second part of the paper consists of the analysis of the works of two major names
in British theatre — John Arden and John McGrath. Both authors owe a great debt to Brecht as
it will be discussed in the theoretical part. The chosen plays are Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance
and The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil. The analysis focuses on the plot of the
chosen plays, characters, settings, music and other devices and techniques, and their similarities

and links to Brecht.

The conclusion provides a summary of the findings.



1 BRECHT AND THE BERLINER ENSEMBLE

The first chapter of this paper is dedicated to the man without whom there would be no Epic

theatre, and the theatrical group he founded.

Bertolt Brecht was born on February 10, 1898 in Augsburg, Germany. He manifested
his interest in literature at a young age, writing poetry and book reviews for local papers before
he was 15. His flourishing career was interrupted by WW1 in 1914. Brecht was lucky enough
not to have been drafted into the war until the last few weeks, and he served there as a medical
orderly.? He then moved to Munich to continue his medical studies at the Munich University
where he wrote his first well-known play Baal at only 20 years of age, years before he
developed his signature theory and methodology that would later become known as Epic
theatre. Baal was written after Brecht attended Artur Kutscher’s seminar on literary style and
criticism.® Perhaps here Brecht demonstrated his revolutionary nature, as Baal was written in
response to Hanns Johst’s play The Lonely One. Johst attended Kutscher’s seminar as did
Brecht and after The Lonely One became a success Brecht did not hold back with his contempt,
criticizing expressionism and Johst’s nationalistic political beliefs. Moreover, Brecht went as
far as stating that he could write a better play within four days. Brecht perhaps took longer than
that to finish the play (Martin Esslin in Brecht: The choice of evils states that Brecht did in fact
deliver, other authors are more sceptic, pointing out that even if Brecht did meet the deadline,
he used most of his previously written poems). Brecht did finish the play nonetheless and Baal
became Brecht’s first significant attempt on drama.* John Fuegi even accurately points out John
Willett’s observation that Baal might act as a work of Brecht’s that prompted him to take his
“poetic activity to the stage.”® Given the fact that Brecht had focused primarily on poetry up

until this point, and after Baal, his focus shifted to drama, Willett’s observation seems accurate.

Brecht’s political views always went hand in hand with his writings and strongly
influenced his work as a playwright and theatre practitioner. Brecht was a supporter of
communism, he, however, never became a member of the communist party in Germany (KPD)
as he did not want to be constricted by its rules and restrictions. Moreover, as Brecht wrote in

his journal, “I greatly like the proletariat’s belief in its final victory. But the proletariat’s closely

2 Martin Esslin, Brecht, a Choice of Evils: A Critical Study of the Man, His Work and His Opinions (London:
Heinemann, 1965), 6-7.

3 Stephen Parker, Bertolt Brecht: A Literary Life (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 99.

4 John Fuegi, Brecht and Company: Sex, Politics, and the Making of the Modern Drama (New York: Grove
Press, 2002), 39.

5 Fuegi, Brecht and Company, 40.



connected belief in various other things it has been told, I find disturbing.”® By not joining the
party, Brecht did not have to limit himself in his political views and did not have to answer for
them. Fuegi remarks that Brecht did not want to submit his day-to-day life to the party’s

esthetics and discipline.’

Brecht’s political stands were also closely connected to his social views. He was of a
deep anti-bourgeoisie attitude, even though he was born into a middle-class family. Regarding
the photo taken in 1899, in which Brecht poses in fancy clothes, Fuegi comments, “No hint here
of the Brecht who would become the scourge of the bourgeoisie.”® Indeed, Brecht grew to
despise bourgeoisie greatly. He even changed his name for sounding too patriotic from Eugene
Friedrich Berthold to simply Bertolt.® The disdain for bourgeoisie and disappointment in society
invigorated during the war and especially at the end of it, in November 1918, when Brecht’s
revolutionary nature surfaced.'® Brecht is arguably best known for his compilation of drama
theory and practice which, as Elin Diamond estimates, took him over 30 years to finish and
most of which was done while he was in exile.!! Brecht was forced to flee Germany in 1933
when he started to feel the pressure of the Nazi party gaining power and he spent the upcoming
15 years in countries in Europe and the USA. After Hitler’s overthrow, Brecht returned to

Germany and continued his work as a theatre practitioner.?

The new theatre Brecht created has influenced many modern theatres, including the
British one. The sole existence of British Epic Theatre can be dated from the mid-20 century,
more precisely 1956, marked by the visit of Brecht’s theatre company Berliner Ensemble in
London. Brecht’s productions of Mother Courage, The Caucasian Circle and Drums and
Trumpets were presented to the British audiences and immediately caught the attention with its
style. Of course, Brecht’s plays were performed in German so the language barrier presented a
problem for most of the British who rarely understood any German. John Willett, who would
become Brecht’s chief translator to English, did not publish the translation of Brecht’s seminal

theories compiled in Brecht on Theatre until 1964, and so the meaning and message of what

& Bertolt Brecht, Hugh Rorrison and John Willett, Journals, 1934-55 (London: Methuen, 1993), 6.

" Fuegi, Brecht and Company, 173.

8 John Fuegi, Bertolt Brecht: Chaos, According to Plan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 3.

® Martin Esslin, Brecht, a Choice of Evils: A Critical Study of the Man, His Work and His Opinions (London:
Heinemann, 1965), 4.

10 Esslin, A choice of Evils, 8.

11 Elin Diamond, "Brechtian Theory/ Feminist Theory: Toward a Gestic Feminist Criticism,” TDR (1988-) 32,
no. 1 (1988): 83.

12 David Barnett, A history of the Berliner Ensemble (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 1.

13 Janelle G. Reinelt, After Brecht: British Epic Theater (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994), 7-8.
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Brecht thought and tried to convey through his dramatic work remained mainly topics for
discussions and interpretation. The obscurity and unclearness of what Brecht stood for was even
harder to overcome given that Brecht passed a month before the London visit in 1956. However,
Brecht seems to have predicted the language barrier issue, as he wrote to the performers of the

Ensemble:

For our London season we need to bear two things in mind. First: we shall be offering
most of the audience a pure pantomime, a kind of silent film on the stage for they know
no German...Second: there is in England a long-standing fear that German art
(literature, painting, music) must be terribly heavy, slow, laborious and pedestrian. So
out playing needs to be quick, light, strong. This is not a question of hurry, but of speed,
not simply of quick playing, but of quick thinking. We must keep the tempo of a run-
through and infect it with strength, with our own fun. In the dialogue the exchanges
must not be offered reluctantly, as when offering somebody one’s last pair of boots, but
must be tossed like so many balls. The audience has to see that here are a number of
artists working together as a collective (ensemble) in order to convey stories, ideas,
virtuoso feats to the spectator by a common effort.*

Brecht’s message suggests that he planned on expanding and touring with the company
abroad and spreading his iconic theatre performing style in other countries. In the message
Brecht puts the language aside and encourages the group to focus on other aspects of drama.
He further offers a number of tips on how to perform, worrying about the misconceptions of
the British with regards to the German theatre and encouraging them to work as a group. It may
come as a surprise how a piece of theatre can affect a theatre-goer who has no clue what is
being said on stage, Brecht’s plays, however, offer more than only a story conveyed via
language. Martin Esslin, a great author, critic and producer, names three main points that
affected British audiences most in Brecht’s productions - stage design, lighting and music.® It
would be definitely wrong to dismiss Brecht’s language as something unimportant or not worth
mentioning, as he won the Kleist Prize in 1922 for his three plays Drums in the Night, Baal and
In the Jungle, for whose language he was praised. In Brecht’s Collected plays the judge of the
award committee comments, “His [Brecht‘s] language is vivid without being deliberately
poetic, symbolical without being over literary. Brecht is a dramatist because his language is felt

physically in the round.”*® Brecht’s Ensemble therefore came into the public’s subconscious as

14 Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, trans. John Willett (London, Hertford and Harlow: Shenval Press, 1964
(1957)), 283.

15 Martin Esslin, Reflections: Essays on Modern Theatre (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1969), 78.

16 Bertolt Brecht, John Willett and Ralph Manheilm, introduction to Collected plays (London: Methuen Drama,
1994), ix.
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a new kind of theatre that differed from all the previously known theatres in Great Britain.
Esslin comments on the initial influence on British audiences:
So Brecht became the focal point, the rallying cry of the younger generation of theatrical
artists who had realized that the future of the theatre as a serious vehicle for ideas,

enlightenment, and beauty depended on the recognition that the commercial system
simply was no longer able to provide the basis for viable drama.*’

The British were aghast by the youthful and experimental productions and saw them as
a new way to express the disagreements with the social and political situations. The Berliner
Ensemble, changing the idea of what a state-subsidized theatre had to be like, started the process
of some of today’s most significant state-subsidized theatres being established, namely the
Royal Shakespeare Company in 1961 and the National Theatre in 1963.'8 The influence of
Brecht on these theatres is evident. According to Reinelt, “in each of the four major theaters of
this period key leadership figures came to champion and emulate Brechtian theatre.”*° By key
figures Reinelt means predominately directors of the companies, namely Peter Hall, William
Gaskill and John Dexter. Among the key figures who were also present at the birth of Epic
theatre in Britain was a writer and critic Kenneth Tynan. Tynan was a critic of The Observer
and a person who was to blame for a sudden status that Brecht had gained amongst the theatre
community in Britain.?® According to Esslin, Tynan was a rare exception in the critical
reception of Brecht’s productions in the first years in Britain, as the vast majority of critics were
harshly dismissive of Brecht, some even going as far as to calling him a fraud. Tynan saw a few
productions of Brecht’s plays himself and he was stunned by them, praising Brecht for his
directive skills and moreover for the dedication Brecht had for his goals and ideals.?! Indeed,
Brecht’s dedication to his methods was astounding. His goals were to change the theatre from,
as Esslin calls it ‘an after-dinner entertainment’, to a medium that could change the society and
provoke them, make them think about what is happening on stage. The audiences were not
supposed to empathize with and feel for the characters they see on stage, instead Brecht
expected them to see theatre the same way he did; as he explained in Brecht on Theatre:

I don’t let my feelings intrude in my dramatic work. It’d give a false view of the world.

I aim at an extremely classical, cold, highly intellectual style of performance. I’'m not
writing for the scum who want to have the cockles of their hearts warmed.??

17 Esslin, Reflections, 77.

18 Reinelt, introduction to After Brecht, 6.
19 Reinelt, introduction to After Brecht, 6.
20 Reinelt, introduction to After Brecht, 6.
21 Esslin, Reflections, 76.

22 Brecht, Brecht on theatre, 14.
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And to the questioner’s following comment suggesting that people who come to the
theatre may want their hearts to “flow over”, he added:
The one tribute we can pay the audience is to treat it as thoroughly intelligent. It is utterly

wrong to treat people as simpletons when they are grown up at seventeen. | appeal to
the reason.?®

To achieve this sense of distance, Brecht developed the alienation effect
(verfremdungseffect originally in German). This theatrical device was developed to achieve the
required perception of theatre, and included many different specific methods incorporated
within a play to remind the audiences that what they see on stage is in fact only a piece of theatre
and not an actual real event, and therefore make the audience rethink the conditions they live
in and their social conditions. In contrast to “naturalistic” theatre, in which the goal was to draw
the audience into the atmosphere of the play and to make them sympathize with the actors as if
the viewer was part of the play, Brecht’s productions were filled with actors in sloppy or
incomplete costumes, fragmentary sets, lighting equipment present on stage during plays for
the audiences to see, open curtains during set rearrangements, or even narrators stepping out of
their roles to comment on the events happening.?* John Elson adds that Brecht would also
encourage smoking in theatres and would sometimes demand keeping the lights turned on so
the audiences are less tempted to be drawn into the action.?® The alienation effect therefore
affected directors, stage designers and subsequently also actors. Peter Brook, one of the key
figures of British theatre at the time Brecht’s Ensemble visited London, was impressed by
Brecht and spoke highly of the alienation effect. As mentioned by J.L. Styan, Brook even
regarded the alienation effect to be an approach of “quite incredible power”.?® Brook worked at
the Royal Shakespeare Company as a director and incorporated a lot of Brechtian methods into
his productions. Albert Hunt and Geoffrey Reeves mark Brook’s shift from his previous work
to more Brechtian with two plays that Brook took on to direct in 1957 and in 1964 by Friedrich
Durrenmatt, The Visit and The Physicist. Some Brechtian devices were proved to have been
found by critics in the two productions, nonetheless, Brook’s interest in Brecht was not all that

profound after all. Brook did not understand, or maybe did not care, what the meaning behind

2 Brecht, Brecht on theatre, 14.

24 "Epic Theatre Conventions," The Drama Teacher, accessed September 2, 2016,
http://www.thedramateacher.com/epic-theatre-conventions/

% John Elsom, Post-war British Theatre (London: Routledge & K. Paul, 1976), 114.

26 J.L. Styan, Modern drama in Theory and Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1983), 184.
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the theatre was for Brecht.?” Brook simply adopted the style of Brechtian theatre and was not
interested in any philosophy behind it, in contrast to Brecht, for whom philosophy, namely the
fact that theatre is a means to educate and prompt people to change, was the essential part.
Nonetheless, it would be hard to find anybody who assimilated Brecht’s theater practice more
seamlessly than Peter Brook, given the general foreknowledge about Brecht’s theories, aside
from the performances of the Ensemble in German. Brook produced King Lear in 1962 at the
Royal Shakespeare Company, and Brecht’s impact in evident in the play, namely in stage
design. J.L. Styan comments on the set of King Lear pointing out the typical uniform lighting
and the use of only few props and costumes.?® Esslin adds to Brecht’s impact on King Lear by

mentioning acting, which he regards as “unheroic, relaxed, free of ravings and rantings”.?

A few other theatre practitioners were attracted to Brecht’s work, namely Joan
Littlewood, William Gaskill and John Dexter. As the understanding of Brecht in Britain was
still very superficial and if the public knew any, it was only a smattering, most of the
productions were not successful. Esslin, however, praises Joan Littlewood, as one of a few
directors making a notable impact on British theatre in the 1950s, especially with her attempt
on Brechtian use of music in her plays, and William Gaskill and his production of Recruiting
Officer in 1963.3° Although Brechtian devices and experiments were to be found in
Littlewood’s productions in her Theatre Workshop, her attempt to establish a theatre of
working-class values and aesthetics failed.3! The Theatre Workshop was not an easy journey.
The group developed over the years from the troupe called Theatre Union which Littlewood
founded with her husband Ewan MacColl in the 1930s. The group, being led by Littlewood and
MacColl, who were both communists, saw theatre as a tool that could be used to fight, teach
and provoke. After the transformation into the Theatre Workshop in 1945, the group’s
repertoire still focused primarily on the working-class audiences. Even though Brecht had not
come into many people’s subconscious in 1956 yet, the Workshop’s productions had started to
be visibly ‘Brechtian’. Numerous similarities are undeniably to be found, not only concerning
the company’s interest in the working-class, but also in design, lighting techniques and the use

of dance and music in its productions. Zarhy-Levo even names influential figures like

27 Albert Hunt and Geoffrey Reeves, Peter Brook (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 27.
28 Styan, Modern drama in theory and practice, 184.

2 Esslin, Reflections, 80.

30 Esslin, Reflections, 78-79.

31 Styan, Modern drama in theory and practice, 185.
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Meyerhold and Piscator, who inspired the productions of the company and who were also great

inspirations of Brecht’s theoretical writings as well as theatre practices.

In the years between the two visits (1956 and 1965), British drama experienced a
number of “Brechtian” productions, none of which was particularly successful, or even not
necessarily “Brechtian” in the sense Brecht himself intended his theatre to be. Nevertheless,
there is a large number of productions that became important, even if only as a springboard
thanks to which a lesson could be learned for the future. To name some important figures, a
director Joan Littlewood with her production of The Hostage in 19593, William Gaskill who
took on a number of Brecht’s plays such as Mother Courage, Baal or Caucasian Chalk Circle3
or Peter Brook with his production of King Lear in 1962° were a few key figures who stood at
the beginning of the British Epic Theatre. Apart from directors, John Arden also proved his
understanding of Brecht very early. After seeing Brecht’s Ensemble perform in London in 1956,
Arden’s shift from realistic style to more experimental one became apparent, €.g. in the iconic

play Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance, one of the most praised Brechtian plays in Britain.

With the exception of Arden, however, the real understanding of Brecht came with the

second visit of the Ensemble.

The Berliner Ensemble paid another visit to London in 1965. Geoffrey Reeves
comments:

It wasn’t until the Berliner returned in 1965, with five productions at the Old Vic, that

they made any impact. By then there was an audience curious to see what Epic really

meant on the stage, after having endured various productions either written or directed,
according to the critics, in a Brechtian manner.%’

Saying that the first visit of the Berliner Ensemble in London had no effect would be
unfair and also untrue. Some of today’s well known British playwrights saw the performances,
e.g. Edward Bond, and those who did not see them personally read articles by Kenneth Tynan
about Brecht’s productions in The Observer. However, the second visit was perhaps more
influential in the way the first visit fundamentally could not have been. Upon the first visit, the

British had no background knowledge on Brecht and the lack of knowledge of German language

32 Yael Zarhy-Levo, The Making of Theatrical Reputations: Studies from the Modern London Theatre (lowa
City: University of lowa Press, 2008), 64.

33 Esslin, Reflections, 78.

3 Reinelt, introduction to After Brecht, 7.

3 Styan, Modern drama in theory and practice, 184.

3 Styan, Modern drama in theory and practice, 186.

37 Hunt and Reeves, Peter Brook, 28.
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left many British authors almost guessing what Brecht was trying to convey, resulting in already
mentioned focus on aspects such as design and music. However, in 1964 John Willett’s English
translation of Brecht’s theories compiled in Brecht on Theatre came out and the ignorance of
Brecht amongst the British was massively eliminated, as not many British authors admitted to

have seen Brecht’s productions, but many have read Willett’s translation.®

Sadly, as Esslin points out, in 1964, Brecht’s influential impact on the British theatre
community was put on hold, as the critics were angered by the Communist content of Tony
Richardson’s production of Brecht’s St. Joan of the Stockyard, resulting in what appeared to be
the end of Brecht in England. A few weeks after the incident, however, the Berliner Ensemble
brought Aurturo Ui, The Threepenny Opera, The Days of the Commune, and excerpts from
Mahagonny to London.3® The second visit of the Berliner Ensemble perhaps marks the real
beginning of the British Epic Theatre, as up until then, the understanding of Brecht was
extremely limited and so the works produced by British authors were sometimes hard to label
as Brechtian. Upon the second visit the British audiences perhaps simply knew what to expect.

2 BRITISH EPIC THEATRE

The number of playwrights, directors and theatre practitioners that were affected by Brecht are
too many to mention. Also, there is no one way or form to measure the effect or the influence.
Authors like David Hare would not even admit to being influenced by Brecht’s work, but still
many parallels of both authors’ works are to be found. Perhaps it was inevitable to be
completely unaware of what Brecht brought to England and even those who disagreed with his
theories and rebelled against them resembled Brecht it that manner — rebels who did not hesitate
to express their distaste with other ideologies other than their own. There is no one aspect of
Epic theatre that would affect the British independently, instead, they were, as Reinelt quotes
William Gaskill’s chronicles, “unanimous in [our] admiration for the work, perhaps for
different reasons. We believed that it set a standard to be emulated, but we never theorized as
to how this was to be achieved.”*° Indeed, the ways in which Brecht worked his way into the
works of such authors as Edward Bond, John Arden, Arnold Wesker, John Osborne, Howard

Brenton, Caryl Churchill, Trevor Griffiths or John McGrath are various.

38 Reinelt, introduction to After Brecht, 8.
39 Esslin, Reflections, 82.
40 Reinelt, introduction to After Brecht, 6-7.
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The fact that all the playwrights were affected by Brecht to various extends is
understandable, as is the fact that not all were plain followers and successors of his, and did not
agree with him on every ideology of his theories. However, there is perhaps some common
ground that could be found in the works of the vast majority, if not all, of the playwrights in
England that were considered Brechtian. Reinelt names three aspects that are often present in
Brechtian British playwrights’ works — gestus, epic structure and historicization. The result of
the three concepts is the aforementioned alienation effect.*! This device, also called distancing

or estrangement, affected many, from playwrights to directors and also actors.

The Royal Court theatre under the direction of George Devine (1956-1965) and William
Gaskill (1965-1972) became synonymous to a new era of what theatre could mean in Britain.
Many of the Brechtian playwrights started out at the Royal Court. Devine would take new
playwrights under his wing at the theatre and lead the new wave of the generation of
uncompromising playwrights whose works would be thought-provoking and open about the
stands on social and political issues.*? Devine expressed his admiration for Brecht’s style of
performing when he said the following about the Berliner Ensemble’s performances in 1956 in
London:

Although the actors seemed to be like children playing, they gave the impression that

they worked because they liked and believed in what they had to portray. Such devotion

changes everything that comes off the stage. There was none of the affected, clichéd
acting which is current in out theatre.*®

Devine’s open admiration for Brecht was inflicted on many playwrights that started
working at the Royal Court. William Gaskill, a director taking over Devine in 1965, shared the
admiration of Brecht and continued with the “Brecht fever”. Most notably, perhaps, Gaskill
supported the arguably most successful, prolific and undeniably Brechtian author Edward Bond
who started working at the Royal Court in 1958. Under Gaskill’s direction and after seeing the
Brecht’s Ensemble perform in London in 1956, Bond’s style of writing rapidly shifted from his
naturalistic beginnings with two of his initial works The Pope’s Wedding (1962) and Saved
(1965)* to the style that in many aspects epitomizes Brechtian theatre.*® Bond incorporated a
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number of aspects of Brecht’s theatre into his work, primarily historicization and the gestus
device.*® Bond also developed his own device called “aggro-effect”, which focused on violence
in his plays and for which he was severely criticized.*’ Stanton B. Garner quotes Bond himself
in his book: “In contrast to Brecht, I think it’s necessary to disturb an audience emotionally, to
involve them emotionally in my plays.”*® Jenny S. Spencer adds, “Bond’s plays immerse actors
and audiences in questions involving history in politics that more popular playwrights may
prefer not to face.”*® Bond was, much like Brecht, a socialist and as a political writer he was
aware of social and cultural happenings in the world that he would often incorporate in his
writings. Controversy is present throughout his works constantly, as he was criticized for his
abundant use of violence and difficult social issues. Bond’s play Early Morning (1968) was
banned for a period of time and later reprised and performed. It was the first of Bond’s plays
that re-wrote actual history and parodied it using a controversial content focusing on a leshian
relationship between the Queen Victoria and Florence Nightingale, and the princes George and
Arthur portrayed as conjoined twins.>® The technique of historicization allows the audience to
look at the play from a certain distance and therefore | helps to make links to the present.
Readers of Bond must prepare for no light reading as Bond’s plays are said to be intellectually
demanding and without broad appeal.®! In the plays, the alienation effect is a major technique
used to provoke audiences to think and to “challenge an unexamined habit of attending the
theatre.”®? The resemblance to Brecht in this matter is obvious, as Brecht’s intensions always
were to put the “art” of the theatre first instead of being just entertainment without any deeper
purpose. Edward Bond’s work was political and he often used contemporary political and social
issues as settings for his plays. Lear (1971), the play written as a reaction to William
Shakespeare’s King Lear is, as well as many other Bond’s plays, very controversial, primarily
due to its abundant use of violence. The overuse of violence made the message of the play, i.e.
to make the audience realize the reality in which they live and make them take action against
any wrongdoings, heard very loud, which was essentially Bond’s goal. Michael Patterson
further mentions the infamous scene from Saved in which a baby is stoned to death.>® Such
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concrete images of violence simply cannot leave the audiences uninterested and lukewarm.
Sameeulhaq Nazki emphasizes what Bond said about his use of violence:
Violence shapes and obsesses our society, and if we do not stop being violent we have

no future. People who do not want writers to write about violence want to stop them
writing about us and our time. It would be immoral not to write about violence.>*

Bond blames society for the violence hidden in every person, as society alienates the
person from their true self, which, according to Bond, is not violent on its own and is, on the
contrary, peaceful in nature. The violence is still primarily presented as an act of society rather
than an individual in Bond’s works. Reinelt cites Bond himself, “I have to show not ‘individual’
psychology but ‘social’ psychology — that is, psychology politically determined.” For
instance, in Saved, the murder committed by the men of the underclass is justified as the act of
disapproval of the division of classes, which causes the upper class make the division even more
strict and diverse.*® A clear debt to Brecht is also evident in the use of juxtaposition via which
the author presents a viewer with two contrasting faces of a character. Patterson explains
juxtaposition as:

...striking images side by side and offer contradictory information to stimulate our

response. An actor may speak of love, and gesture to indicate hatred; a well-fed

character may talk of charity, while ignoring a starving beggar at his feet. The total

picture of the stage can communicate in ways that are not easily possible with the
cinematic close-up.’

Bond used this techniques in Lear and Early Morning, and as Reinelt states, “these
staged contradictions graphically embody the multiplicity of subjectivity and its subjection to
time.”® This is related to a never-ending battle of reason and emotion. A character may say
something that is a product of their reasoning and suddenly share a complete opposite opinion

that came from their emotional status.

Speaking of the use of music, when comparing Bond to Brecht, Bond’s use of music in
his plays is considerably less frequent. Music is simply a tool that Bond uses rarely, but with

much deliberation and though put in the effect the song will have on the audience and in contrast
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to the most frequent reason for the use of music, Bond does not use songs in order to enhance
the emotional experience.*® Elizabeth Hale Winkler writes that Bond “tries to use music as a
means of conveying a meaning.”® She explains the statement by saying that Bond wanted
people to think about why a particular piece of music is used in a particular part of the play, as

opposed to the use of music in the background in order to ‘get lost in the moment’ %

Another significant author of the first generation of the post-Brechtian authors in Britain
is John Arden. Arden praised Brecht’s theatre for its disapproval of naturalistic approach to
writing. Michael Patterson states that Arden, however, does not admit to Brecht as his model
or example, he sees Brecht simply as an author that went the same literary path inspired by the
same exotic influences of Japanese and Chinese theatres.®? Arden resembles Bond as well as
Brecht in his quest to change the structure of society. As John Russell Taylor writes, “Arden
brings us face to face with it [dilemma of concepts as heroism and villainy] in its baldest form
by writing plays which appear to be about general social, moral and political issues.”®?
Similarities to Brecht are evident here, as Arden expects the audience to make a decision about
the situation that he presents in his plays on their own. Being a leftish writer, Arden sympathized
and often wrote about the working class. Awam Amkpa writes:

Arden articulates his political esthetics allegorically, rather than presenting them as

overt expressions of alienation. The ludic tenor of his style stems from its visualization

of drama as a dialogical cultural practice rather than a well-made philosophical
statement eloquently delivered to the audience.®*

Theatre, therefore, as Amkpa further explains, should not be only a form of

entertainment but primarily for uniting our society.%®

John Arden started his professional literary career at the Royal Court under the direction
of George Devine. Among his early work belong the plays The Waters of Babylon (1957), Live
Like Pigs (1958) and probably his best-known play Sergeant Musgrave’s Dance (1959). Arden,
today a highly praised and appreciated playwright, received mostly bad reviews at the time of
his productions in the 1950s. Critics slammed his early plays because of their difficult themes
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and complex style. Here is what the Sunday Times critic Harold Hobson wrote after the
production of Sergeant Musgrave’s Dance: “Another frightful ordeal. It is time someone
reminded our advanced dramatists that the principal function of the theatre is to give
pleasure...It is the duty of the theatre, not to make men better, but to render them harmlessly
happy.”® Other critics were even more abrasive with their remarks, e.g. Eric Keown saying
that the play “could have been written more persuasively by an intelligent child”.®’ It is clear
from Hobsen’s review that people still saw theatre primarily as entertainment, which is what
Arden argued against. What added to the idea that Arden’s theatre was not pleasurable and
casual enough was his complex style. Perhaps the biggest similarity to Brecht could be
considered Arden’s use of history as a device for prompting people to change. The device of
historicization is repeatedly used throughout the author’s work and being a political writer,
Arden would often use history and apply the real historical stories to present situations.®® Apart
from the history aspect, Arden used music in his plays, dance numbers and even interrupted the

play and addressed the audience.®®

Arden’s style of writing is marked by “a clear separation in our minds between
characters and ideas in his plays.”’® Taylor explains the role of characters in Arden’s plays by
highlighting their tremendous complexity. The very impossibility to label a character simply
‘good’ or ‘bad’ is what makes them real and human. The audiences may understand the problem
that the characters have, but still might not approve of the solution or reaction of the character
to it.”* Arden, therefore, does not offer a solution of social or political problems, he simply
presents the problems via his signature thought and conscience-provoking plays and lets the
spectator make up their mind. Otherwise, by associating a concept and character, a spectator

might be led to a wrong conclusion.

Arden’s later plays never reached the level of success that came after the recognition of
his pure genius for drama in his early plays. After he married Margaretta D’Arcy and a
disagreement with the Royal Shakespeare Company, Arden’s leftish political view prompted

him to stay out of spotlight.”? Arden had a dispute with the company because of the staging of

 Amkpa, Postcolonial Desires, 122-123.

7 Amkpa, Postcolonial Desires, 123.

8 Mary Luckhurst, A Companion to Modern British and Irish Drama: 1880 — 2005 (Malden, MA: Blackwell
Pub., 2006), 153.

8 Christopher Innes, Modern British Drama: The Twentieth Century (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University
Press, 2002), 132.

0 Taylor, Anger and after, 167.

" Taylor, Anger and after, 85.

2 Martin Banham, The Cambridge Guide to Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 32.

20



his play The Island of the Mighty (1972), which he found dissatisfying and unable to provide
the audience with the political message of it, because of distractions in the form of staging and

music.”®

It was not easy, if not impossible, to not have heard about Brecht in Britain in the 1950s.
Esslin brings up an excellent point in his book, mentioning the fact that even realistic
playwrights such as John Osborne and Arnold Wesker were unable not to get a taste of Brecht’s
legacy in their writings. Of course, realistic plays were the opposite of what Brecht tried to
achieve, nonetheless, some of Brecht’s techniques did manage to imprint themselves in the
works of realist writers. Arnold Wesker’s work resembles Brecht in his use of storytelling
devices that are present in works such as Chips with Everything (1962) or Their Very Own and
Golden City (1966).”* Wesker shared the leftish beliefs with Brecht and also used his art to warn
about bourgeoisie. When asked whether he lets his feelings influence his work, Wesker
answered:

No, it [the pessimistic conclusion of Wesker’s plays Talking about Jerusalem and Chips

with Everything] reflects very simply one of the functions of art — to serve as a warning.

Chips is a warning. It says to the ruling class: you can no longer kid us. We know the

way it happens. And to those who are ruled: look, boys, this is the way it happens, and

this is the way it will end if you don’t recognize that you are very sweetly but very
definitely being put in your place.”

When further asked about the idea of flash-forward technique, Wesker does not mention
Brecht as an inspiration, he simply explains what the technique meant to him and his work,
“The form of the flash-forward gave me the opportunity to cheat, to have two endings, [...].
The problem is: is the weight of the reality-stream more depressing that the weight if the
innocence-stream is encouraging?”’® Despite Wesker’s refusal of Brecht as an influence, Esslin
does not hesitate to assign the use of epic techniques in Wesker’s work to Brecht, as he believes
that Brecht became a proper example and an instigator for epic techniques that found their way
into works of authors that were seemingly of a completely different art forms.””

John Osborne, though primarily a realistic writer as well as Wesker, also incorporated
some of the techniques that are considered Brechtian in his plays. His attempt to draw subject
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matter for his plays from history is present in a number of Osborne’s works, which Martin
Esslin quite judiciously calls a mistake. The main reason for his critical judgement is the fact
that Osbourne’s knowledge of the subject matter was far from profound and therefore the final
plays, e.g. Luther (1961), were immensely inaccurate from the historical point of view. Esslin
further calls Luther “anything but epic theatre — it is an attempt to clothe personal psychological
problems in the superficial garb of historical drama.”’® Esslin here criticizes Osborne for
attempting to use Brechtian devices without proper knowledge of them. On the other hand,
when it comes to the actual subject matter of the plays, Esslin praises Osborne for his
eloquence.’® All in all, the superficial knowledge of Brecht’s techniques resulted in plays that
cannot be regarded as epic and may even have harmed the reputation of a gifted playwright like
Osborne, because of his unadvised use of them. After all, it is the content, not the form that

Esslin criticizes.

As for other realistic writers, it is necessary to mention Shelagh Delaney. The playwright
seeped into the theatre-going public’s subconscious in 1958 when her first play A Taste of
Honey was produced in London by the Theatre Workshop.® Delaney is, much like Arnold
Wesker and John Osborne, considered a realistic playwright, a kitchen-sink one to be precise.
In her plays Delaney often deals with the problematics of working class and everyday issues,
often the ones she had to endure herself. The typical style of kitchen-sink drama is evident
throughout the whole play, primarily when considering the plot and setting. The play focuses
on the relationships in a dysfunctional family and their social issues. Today, the play is
considered Delaney’s greatest work and is praised by critics for its authenticity and realistic
depiction of social issues. The play was an immediate success which is demonstrated by its
multiple revivals in the West End and Broadway and even by the fact that the play was made
into a movie in 1961.8' What cannot go unnoticed, however, is the impact of Joan Littlewood,
under whose direction was the first production of the play performed. Littlewood is also the
reason Delaney is listed here, among authors whose work was influenced by Brecht. A Taste of
Honey is a great example of how theatrical styles can coincide even within one piece of art, and
take inspiration and features from one another. Nadine Holdsworth described how this theory
is imprinted in A Taste of Honey, saying that Joan Littlewood together with the actors would

make several changes and revisions in the original text by Delaney during rehearsals, making
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the characters more distinctive through the medium of improvisation. Littlewood also adjusted
the stage design and costumes, making the characters wear outlandish outfits that underlined
their differences.®? Apart from changes in apparel, Littlewood embellished the play by directly
addressing the audience, incorporating a few music numbers and even by having a band present
on stage with the actors during the productions.®® As Holdsworth concludes, “these characters
inhabit the same social space, but they inhabit completely different theatrical conventions.”%*
The inputs and changes Littlewood worked in the play function as alienating devices that serve
as reminders that what is happening on stage is only a reenactment of reality, and therefore

make A Taste of Honey under Littlewood’s direction partially epic.

As for the contemporary British writers who epitomize Brechtian theatre, attention must
be paid to Howard Brenton, Caryl Churchill and Trevor Griffiths and John McGrath. Each one

of these authors enriched their work by theatrical elements that could be defined as epic.

“Did Shakespeare have to be a mass murderer to write Macbeth?” 8 askes Howard
Brenton in his book Brenton Plays: 1: Christie in Love; The Churchill Play; Weapons of
Happiness. Prefacing his book, the question functions as a talking point for those saying that
naturalism is the only “right” form of drama. Brenton introduces his style of writing as one of
innovations, and exemplifies his claim by mentioning his play Magnificence whose settings
change significantly throughout the scenes, creating an inconsistently looking play. This is what
Brenton said about his use of different styles in Magnificence, as Reinelt notes in After Brecht:
“Coherence within a play is not a matter of choosing to write in one style. That’s just sameness,
superficial neatness. Actual coherence means using many different styles, moulding them, a
deliberate process of selection, in order to express that whole within a play.”®® The
inconsistency, innovation and experiment are characteristics that have become Brenton’s
trademarks. Brenton is also very clear about his motivation for writing, about his target
audience, as he further writes in his book:

The great socialist leaders wake in their cells in South Africa, in South America, as do

the cadres in Soweto and Nicaragua, confident that history is moving as surely as the

planet moves. But millions do not have that vision, confidence and heroism, and some
are traumatized by defeat. It is they whom | want to write about — the young, uneducated

workers in Weapons of Happiness [...] the innocent prisoners in The Churchill Play
caught in a national tragedy, the coming of a kind of fascism to Britain, which they don’t
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even realize is happening until it hits them [...] For me, people like these are the salt of
the earth. 1 try to dramatize them coming to life, gaining visions, confidence and courage
in their own way. If the Left convinces and wins people like them, the British Revolution
will be unstoppable.®’

Reinelt names a slew of reasons why Brenton’s theatre bears similarities to Brecht,
among which is his use of irony, sneer and a harsh critique of bourgeoisie.® Patterson further
assigns one of the greatest influences of Brecht to Brenton’s use of gestus.?® Gestus helps actors
“speak without speaking”, filling the moments in which words could not possibly be enough or
as effective as a simple stare or face expression are. The scenes gain intensity as the audiences
sit e.g. through the silence of two people staring at each other, and simultaneously lessens the
importance of the actual scripted words, as the play can and should be understood even “by a
deaf member of the audience”.®® Mahmoodi-Bakhtiari and Beiraghi quote Carl Weber’s
explanation of what ‘gestus’ is in their article on Brecht’ epic techniques: Gestus is “an
ensemble of the body and its movements and gestures, the face and its mimetic expressions, the
voice and its sounds and inflections, speech with its patterns and rhythms, costume, makeup,
props.”®! Brenton’s work is similar to Brecht’s in its insistence on the importance of the

message.

Perhaps more than any other, Brenton’s technique of involving the audience in the play
is the most striking one as for the similarities to Brecht. Brenton’s experiments in theatre
involved the audience participating in the plays, because audience functions as a valuable part
of social structure and therefore helps evoke the social content in the plays. The audience
watching Brenton’s plays are considered part of the play and expected to react and judge the
actions taking place on stage. However, making a clear judgement about characters is often a
difficult task in Brenton’s plays given their complexity and a difficulty to label them as simply
good or bad. Reinelt exemplifies this dilemma on the play Christie in Love (1969) in which the
main character is a murderer of several women, therefore should clearly be perceived as a
villain, nonetheless, Brenton portrays the remaining characters as non-living dolls, hence
making the murderer the most human of all the characters. The audience is left uncertain of

what to feel and full of inner struggle when realizing they may be sympathizing with a
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murderer.% After one of the latest productions of the play, performed at the King’s Head

Theatre in London in 2016, the young reviewer Connie Stride comments on the play saying:
Taylor [the actor playing the part of Christie/the murderer] gives an unnervingly realistic
performance as Christie, speaking softly as he did and at times | was unsure whether |
should pity him or not, a feeling that definitely gives Taylor’s portrayal an edge. I was
uncertain of Curran’s rather comic and shouty portrayal as the Inspector. Perhaps it is
an issue of script rather than performer, but | felt the depiction was insensitive to the
actual events that occurred and the deaths of the women he murdered. The persona that

Curran creates does create an interesting rapport between himself and Taylor — making
the Inspector seem more of a bad guy than the murderer — Christie — himself.%

As Stride confirmed, simplifying the characters by labeling them as simply heroes or
villains is not quite possible as there are times in the play when the audience is torn between
sympathizing and despising with/of the characters. Learning to accept the dilemma is what
Brenton wants to evoke in his audience. Stride also comments on the stage design of the 2016’s

production, saying:

Some of the lighting and music choices | felt at times were misplaced and fairly cliché.
There were frequent black outs, with flashing lights, and Taylor screaming — I
understand the effect they are going for, but I feel it is much overdone. Also the use of
circus music | thought was distasteful and seems a mockery of the entire situation; too
much obvious spectacle when in reality eight women died.%

From Stride’s critique is evident that Brenton did take an inspiration from Brecht. The
use of music that does not underline the storyline or feelings but rather interrupts the scenes’
fluency with non-fitting songs amount to the alienation effect. The murder does not seem to be
suitable for the circus music used in the production. What is more, the very realization of what
music was playing is proof that it was not fitting in the scene and could be considered a tool to
detach the spectator from the action. Christopher Innes, however, writing in his book Modern
British Drama: The Twentieth Century, dismisses any similarities that Brenton shares with
Brecht. Primarily concerning the resemblance in staging between the two playwrights, Innes is
convinced that the similarities are superficial and should not be linked with one another.® This
seems to be an overstatement on Innes’s part given that Brenton has used and spoke about using

epic techniques not only in the staging of his plays but also, and primarily, using historicization
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and alienation in plenty of his works. What is perhaps more precise is what Reinelt says about
Brenton, acknowledging his debt to Brecht and recognizing “the unique ways he surpasses and
transforms the legacy.”%

Caryl Churchill has proven herself as an epic playwright as well. What she shares with
Brecht are her political beliefs and the disdain toward the bourgeoisie against which she often
warns the audience through her plays. Churchill further agrees with Brecht’s disapproval of
naturalistic style of writing which, as Mahmoodi-Bakhtiari and Beiraghi quote Paul Woodruff,
“makes you accept what you see as inevitable”®’, and on the contrary, strives to achieve the
opposite by making the audiences realize the reality of life and prompt change for the better.%
Apart from the reasons for her writing, Churchill also uses a number of techniques that
epitomize Brechtian theatre. She constantly incorporates all three components of the alienation
effect, i.e. historicization, epic structure and gestus. Churchill fully acknowledges Brecht’s
impact on her work, as Reinelt mentions the excerpt from Churchill’s letter:

I don’t know either the plays or the theoretical writings in great detail but I’ve soaked

up quite a lot about him [Brecht] over the years. | think for writers, directors and actors

working in England in the seventies his ideas have been absorbed into the general pool

of shared knowledge and attitudes, so that without constantly thinking of Brecht we
nevertheless imagine things in a way we might not have without him.*°

Churchill not only acknowledges the influence that Brecht had on her, but she believes
that his style changed British theatre in general, and made people think about theatre in a

different, more critical way.

Churchill utilizes epic techniques to not only express her thoughts on social issues but
also on the topic of women’s position in society and gender roles. Linda Fitzsimmons quotes
what Churchill said in an interview with John F. O’Malley: “I desperately wanted to see if |
could make things happen.”® The statement describes Churchill’s overall attitude towards
theatre quite well, as “make something happen” is the desired outcome of her plays. To prompt
such a change Churchill utilizes the alienation effect via various specific methods in order to
appeal to the audiences’ reason. In her play Vinegar Tom (1976) Churchill historicizes the
incidents of witch-hunting from the 17" century and, through the images of anti-feminism

rooted in people at that time, speaks to the audiences. To further alienate the audience from the
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action Churchill interlards the play with contemporary songs that function as counterpoints to
the historical topic of the play.’®* Apart from historicizing, Churchill abundantly uses the
Brechtian device of gestus to express social conditions and the way they affect people’s
behavior. Mahmoodi-Bakhtiari and Beiragh mention Tycer’s perception of the character Gret
in the play Top Girls (1981) pointing out the scene in which she eats soup. Tycer took the
Brechtian point of view at the scene and pinpointed several observations that the soup-eating
Gret scene reveals about the character, e.g. her social class or the lack of food during war.%2
Top Girls is also a great example of Churchill’s use of epic structure because her use of non-
linear storyline reflects Brecht’s legacy. Reinelt writes what Brecht said: “one can...take a pair
of scissors and cut it into individual pieces, which remain fully capable of life.”%® Top Girls
contains several major plotlines that are presented to the audience in a mixed order and therefore
alienate the actions from the audience and put emphasis on the development of the story rather
than the denouement at the end.'® To further alienate the audience from the happenings and
characters Churchill attempts to deconstruct the conventional identification of roles by casting
men actors in women roles, same actors for multiple roles within one play or just downright
non-fitting actors , e.g. a white man in the role of a black man. By alienating the characters the
social structure is exposed and the audience can be more focused on the characters’ social roles.
Reinelt explains: “The actor demonstrates the character-as-socially-constructed to the spectator
in a very literal way.”'® Churchill said the following about Light Shining in Buckinghamshire
(1976):

The characters are not played by the same actors each time they appear. The audience

should not have to worry exactly which character they are seeing. Each scene can be

taken as a separate event rather than part of a story [...] When different actors play the

parts what comes over is a large event involving many people, whose characters resonate
in a way they wouldn’t if they were more clearly defined.®

Churchill therefore choses to focus more on a social and collective narrative than on
individual characters and their lives.

A number of British playwrights were unimpressed by Brecht, or even despised him and

his theories. Amongst such authors belong David Hare and, to a certain extent, Trevor Griffiths.
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Griffiths is a realistic writer. However, as Reinelt points out, “Griffiths might be closer to
Chekhov, Ibsen, and Strindberg than to Brecht, he is also, as he recognizes, mediated by Brecht
in some specific and important ways.”*%” Griffiths acknowledges the influence of Brecht on his
work, he still however continues to stay true to realism while some of Brechtian methods only
modify his work. What the two writers do share is their view on politics. Like Brecht, Griffiths’
political beliefs are leftish and his work reflects his beliefs. In attempt to reach and incite as
many people as possible with his work, Griffiths shifts his writing from theatre to television,
which he sees as the medium that is more likely to speak to a larger audience. Patterson quotes
Griffiths himself, “One of the reasons | wrote such a short time for the fringe is because |
realized how impotent it was as a mouthpiece to the whole of society.”*®® The medium is
obviously important to Griffiths, and theatre does not seem like enough to him for its inability

to address masses as TV does.

As opposed to Brecht’s claims that realistic techniques are not useful when presenting
objective reality of the world, Griffiths perceives realism as exactly that. In particular, Griffiths
disagrees with the epic technique that dictates actors not to become the role they are playing,
and subsequently with the idea of non-sympathizing with the characters. Griffiths does not share
Brecht’s beliefs that acting with feeling diminishes the play in any way.'® He is also quite
restrained when promoting his politics in his work. In fact, as Patterson observes, when there is
a political dilemma between the two characters in the play, Griffiths does not refrain from
discussing other political views than the socialist one, and even depicts them in a better light
than socialism. In one of his early plays — Occupations — Griffiths, an obdurate socialist,
presents capitalism more persuasively than socialism.*'% Despite being a political writer and
trying to promote his political views, Griffiths depends on the audiences’ intelligence to
determine which side is the right one to take. “Writing is always an act of discovery about the
world we live in, about ourselves, about the possibilities of change and the needs for change, !
said Griffiths in an interview with Tony Robinson. Griffiths aspires to change the society, and
in doing so he often uses the deeply Brechtian technique of historicization. In his book Trevor
Griffiths: Politics, Drama, History Stanton B. Garner quotes Griffiths, saying, “I think the

future has to be made. It has to be made by people who understand the past. That is why history
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is so important.”**? Indeed, history plays an important role in the author’s work, as he often
uses it and links it to the present. Griffiths assures everyone that history is not only in the past,
but is as important nowadays as it was before, and most importantly, shapes the present in which
we now live. Furthermore, the present moments will become history in the future, hence the
importance of decision-making now.'*3 Griffiths therefore points at those moments in history
that, in his opinion, could have changed the world today, if they had happened differently. Via
the method of historicization in Occupations (1970), Griffiths presents the events of the 1960s’
unrest in France, which, according to the author himself, affected him deeply.'** Griffith took
the revolution very personally, even to the extent of not being able to write directly about it,
despite the desire to tell the story.'® The Brechtian technique of historicization presented a way
of achieving to narrate history without telling the actual happenings. Occupations is about a
revolution commenced by Italian workers who try to take over factories but fail in the end.'®
The story is obviously a parallel to the happenings that took place in Paris in the 1960s, but
through the medium of historicization Griffith distanced his personal involvement in the events
in Paris and set them in Italy. The setting of the play may seem realistic at the first sight because
although it is a story about a revolution, the plot unravels in one hotel room. Nevertheless, there
are screened images of the revolution on the walls which provide a visual context and
background to the story that is being told.}” On the first sight the play may seem realistic, upon
the closer look, however, Brechtian hints are to be found.

The last author listed here among the authors of British Epic theatre is John McGrath.
McGrath is a playwright as well as a director and a founder of his 7:84 Theatre Company. His
work bears significant trades of Brecht’s influence, evident in his use of political messages,
working-class ethics, audience involvement and music in his plays. Reinelt mentions that
McGrath heard about Brecht when his Berliner Ensemble first visited London in 1956, but was
not impressed. What did impress him, however, was the second visit in 1965 when there were
publications of English translations of Brecht’s theories and, more importantly, Joan

Littlewood’s productions through which McGrath learned about Brecht more thoroughly.!®
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McGrath started writing for the Royal Court, later shifted to work in television and by the 1970s
returned to theatre work in his company 7:84. The given name of the company reflects the
company’s disdain of bourgeoisie, as they are the numbers representing the horrifying statistics
of capitalistic leaders (7%) in Great Britain who own eighty-four percent of the country’s
wealth. The anti-capitalist attitude prevailed in the company’s productions during its whole
existence.!*® McGrath compiled his theories in A Good Night Out, the compilation of lectures
he gave at Cambridge University in 1979. Theatre, for McGrath, tells a story and contributes to
the future. Theatre changes people with its message. The author puts emphasis on the
individual, denying the universality of theatre, as each person, class or even country can differ
in understanding certain aspects of it.!2% McGrath wants to present stories with various
outcomes, get various reactions from various people. Furthermore, he sees theatre as a very
complex social event, not reducing the play-writing process to only writing words on paper.
“There are elements in the language of the theatre beyond the text, even beyond the production,
which are often more decisive, more central to one’s experience of the event than the text or
the production”!?!, argues McGrath in A Good Night Out. Evidenced by the statement and
McGrath’s play-writing history, it is obvious that the words are merely one of many equally
important elements that create theatre, other elements being e.g. music, settings, audiences,
venues etc. Reinelt finds McGrath so similar to Brecht that she seems to think it would be easier
to list non-Brechtian devices in McGrath’s work than the ones the two authors share.'?? In A
Good Night Out, McGrath speaks about Brecht and his list of differences between Epic theatre
and, as Brecht called it, Dramatic theatre. McGrath seems amazed by Brecht’s almost hostile
approach to the spectator with which he disagrees and he reproaches Brecht for his pedagogics
which, as McGrath believes, create, in a certain sense, a hierarchy between the audience and
the author, a relationship that McGrath sees the same way as Stalinism vs collectivism.?
McGrath wants his theatre to be collective and, as a director and playwright, does not want to
talk down to people. As also evidenced by the choice of working-class venues for the
productions of his 7:84, McGrath’s company provided class solidarity, the music that the
working-class responded to and the same language the target audience spoke.'?* McGrath also,

as opposed to Brecht, encourages emotion on stage, praising the working-class for being able
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to embrace emotion and not get embarrassed by it.!?® The legacy Brecht imprinted on
McGrath’s play The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil will be further discussed in the
upcoming chapter. Despite a few differences between the two authors, McGrath fully

acknowledges Brecht as an immensely important figure in the establishment of political theatre.

The next chapter focuses on two important plays written by British authors and attempts
to find traces of specific Brechtian devices in them.
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3 ANALYSIS

In this part of the paper the analyses of the chosen plays by British authors are conducted. The
primary focus of the analyses is to find traces of Brecht’s legacy. Arranged according to the

plays’ release, Arden’s play is analyzed first.
3.1 Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance by John Arden

Perhaps John Arden’s best known play, often regarded as a masterpiece (except at the time of
the play’s publication and its initial reviews) was first produced in 1959 in London. Giving the
direction for productions of the play, Arden puts emphasis on the importance of the setting
which, as he writes, should not be redundant and only the props actually used in the play are
supposed to be on stage in order to help the audience “see a selection from the details from
everyday life rather than a generalized impression of the whole of it.”?® Furthermore, the realist
setting has the purpose of allowing the audience to better perceive the story given the rather
complicated Arden’s storytelling style which includes the combination of prose, verses and
songs. The label “realistic” here may be a little misleading, as the play can also be considered
Brechtian. The setting is realistic in the sense that the props reflect the time in which the play
is set, but Brechtian in its refusal of details of material things and therefore putting stress on the
story. The story and the message of it is the most important feature in Brecht’s plays and in
Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance as well. The name of the town in which most of the action takes
place is not given, as well as an exact date, all Arden gives away is that “the play is set in a
mining town in the north of England eighty years ago. It is winter.”*?” The play has a subtitle
An-Unhistorical Parable, therefore, taking no account of history, the play is simply a
representation of human behavior and repercussions it brings. The moral of the story is what is

important.

Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance tells a story of the Serjeant Musgrave and three soldiers —
Attercliffe, Hurst and Sparky — who travel to the mining town in England in winter. Once they
approach their destination they stay at the public-house run by Mrs. Hitchcock and her helper
Annie. The town is in the middle of a coal-miners’ strike and so the arrival of the soldiers is
understood as help to quell the rebellion. The authorities of the town speak to Musgrave and
offer him money if he recruits as many men as he can, all in the name of suppressing the riots

and therefore helping the economy of the town. Musgrave perfunctorily agrees, however, by
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his non-willingness to participate in a further discussion it is becoming more apparent that the
true reason the soldiers came to the town is different than recruitment of men or the strike.
Further in the story it is revealed that the soldiers are deserters on the run, Musgrave himself
for stealing money from the army and Hurst killed a man. The soldiers are then paid a hostile
visit by the colliers who automatically, much like the authorities of the town, assume that the
soldiers are in town to stop the strike. Musgrave assures them that that is not the case and calms
the situation down. Later back in the public-house, Annie and Sparky become closer to each
other and promise to run away together, they are, however, overheard by Hurst who rather
violently interferes and Sparky ends up dead. Musgrave plans a recruitment meeting for the
next morning. In the morning everybody gathers at a market-place. With people surrounding
him, Musgrave gives a lecture on the horrible life of soldiers and then presents the public with
a few items — a bayonet, a Gatling gun and finally with a skeleton of Billy Hicks who, as
Musgrave reveals, was a former comrade of his. In a titular scene, Musgrave dances around the
skeleton hoisted up as a flag in the middle of a market-place. Billy was killed and Musgrave
threatens the town demanding twenty-five townsmen to be killed and Billy’s death avenged.
Musgrave’s speech is interrupted by the dragoon for whom the authorities of the town sent,
they shoot Hurst and arrest Musgrave and Attercliffe. The last scene of the play is set in the
prison cell in which both soldiers await their execution. Mrs. Hitchcock comes and offer a last
piece of consolidation, saying that their message will be remembered.

The play is written in old English which is often intercut by songs or versified passages.
Songs play an important role in the play, much like in Brecht’s work. Nevertheless, in Brecht’s
plays songs’ primary aim is to achieve his famous alienation affect. By interrupting the
happenings on stage, Brecht reminds the audience that they are not watching the real life and
thus destroys the illusion of reality. That is not, however, exclusively the case in Serjeant
Musgrave’s Dance. Arden even gives instructions as for the performance of the songs in the
introduction of the play saying, “the songs should be sung to folk-song airs,” *?® in order to add
to the realist mode of the play as a whole. Underlining the tone of the play, the songs Arden
writes about in the introduction do not seem to be used as Brechtian. The first song heard in the
play is sung by Sparky when he and the rest of the crew are in a wharf waiting to board the
barge.

One day I was drunk, boys, on the Queen’s Highway
When a recruiting party come beating that way.
I was enlisted and arrested before | did know
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And to the Royal Barracks they forced me to go.*?°

The song is clearly connected to Sparky’s previous cited line, having emerged from the
situation and not interrupting it, the song communicates a message to the participants of the
conversation, i.e. Attercliffe and Hurst. Sparky simply sings the rhyming passage as a part of
conversation between him and his co-soldiers, and after the song he continues to speak. A
number of such short songs are incorporated within the play, e.g. Sparky’s song in Act Two,
Scene Three:

She came to me at midnight

With the moonshine on her arms

And I told her not to make no noise

Nor cause no wild alarms.**

The songs incorporated in the text and conversation do not interrupt the happenings,
they in fact do quite the opposite. By singing the lines, the characters reflect on the scenes and
underline the happenings. The character of Bargee is the only character in the play that features
his own signature song that he sings multiple times throughout the play. The song is the famous
children’s song called Michael Finnegan and Bargee mostly whistles it, with the exception of
the final part of the climactic scene in Act Three, Scene Two of the play, in which Musgrave
and Attercliffe are arrested and Bargee sings the song:

There was an old man called Michael Finnegan
He had whiskers on his chin-egan

The wind came out and blew them in agen
Poor old Michael Finnegan —

Begin agen — 13

The song is designed to repeat itself over and over, and becomes a signature song for
Bargee, as it is the first thing the audience is presented with when meeting the character. He
whistles the song upon first appearing on the scene in Act One, ready to board the soldiers and
take them to the town. The song is extremely catchy and lively, therefore not really fitting in
the seriousness of the actions presented in the play. Perhaps that is Arden’s goal, to render an
escape via presenting the character, who most often also presents himself in a childish manner.

When Bargee first steps on the scene, his presentation of himself is far from serious:
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Hooroar, my jolly buckos! It’s only old Joe Bludgeon, the Captain of the Lugger.
Crooked old Joe. Heh he. And what’s the news with you? Are we ready yet, are we?'3

The contrast of the character’s silliness is striking when compared to the response he
gets from the soldiers, as Attercliffe utters a plain “No” in response. Arden, however, not only
incorporates music that underlines and highlights the story, he also takes after Brecht in his use
of music as a distancing device. Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance features a few songs that are
presented directly to the audience and therefore function as a summary or even a comment on
what has happened in the story. The most obvious example would be the song Attercliffe sings
in the cell awaiting his execution with Musgrave at the very end of the play:

I plucked a blood-red rose-flower down
And gave it to my dear.

I set my foot out across the sea

And she never wept a tear.

I came back home as gay as a bird

| sought her out and in:

And | found her at last in a little attic room
With a napkin round her chin.

[...]

Your blood-red rose is withered and gone
And fallen on the floor:

And he who brought the apple down
Shall be my darling dear.

For the apple holds a seed will grow

In live and lengthy joy

To raise a flourishing tree of fruit

For ever and a day.

With fal-la-la-the-dee, toor-a-ley.

For ever and a day.*®

Brecht’s use of music in drama differs significantly from realistic drama, most
importantly in its function in relation to the audience. Epic use of music functions as a means
of distancing the audience from the action and is often sung directly to the audience, when the
actors step out of their role and through the song comment on the events happening on stage.
In Attercliffe’s last song, meant to be sung in a melancholic and quiet voice, he is delivering
his last lines primarily to the audience, to all, as the last piece of a macabre message of what a

pointless journey soldiers’ lives are.
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Evident from the examples of the songs, play is written in old dated colloquial English,
often harsh and realistically reflecting the difficult situations the soldiers find themselves in.
Halfway through the Scene Three, Act Two, the discussion between the childish Sparky and
quick-tempered Hurst escalates as the latter discovers Annie and Sparky’s plan to escape
together and seizes Sparky’s trousers in attempt to prevent that from happening:

Sparky: What’s the goddamn — give ‘em back, you dirty —

Hurst: Come and get ‘em, Sparky! Heh, you’ll be the grand deserter, won’t you. Running
bare-arsed over the moor in six-foot drifts of snow!

Sparky: Give me them!

Hurst: A man and a soldier! Jump, natter, twitch, like a clockwork puppet for three parts
of the night, but the last night of all, you run! You little closhy coward.!3

The soldiers often speak foul language amongst each other, they, however, do not dare
speak in such a tone to their Serjeant, whom they consider almost a god-like figure. Despite the
fact that there are a few instances where the soldiers have a disagreement with the great Serjeant,
they do obey his orders without retorting. In the climax of the play, when Musgrave reveals the
true extent of him plan, i.e. killing twenty-five townsmen as a retaliation for Billy, Attercliffe
refuses to participate in the killings and resigns. Throughout the play, the soldiers are
unconditionally obedient to the Serjeant, Attercliffe being the only one to oppose him, after
finding no escape from the pointless situation as he feels guilt and recognizes that the situation
has gone too far. Moreover, as opposed to being initially seen as help that came to stop the riot,
the soldiers are now not only the ones rioting, but also threatening the innocent people. “I’'m
going to start shooting!”**®, screams Hurst as he spits at Musgrave in rage. The situation is very
tense and the soldiers are at the point where they no longer obey the orders, as they are
disappointed with the Serjeant for not sharing the plan of revenge all along. The story is narrated
gradually, the spectator does not know any more of the Serjeant’s plans than the soldiers. Also,
because Arden does not reveal much of the characters’ backstory to the reader, we cannot fully
predict the reactions and behavior of anybody. Arden briefly describes the characters in the
introduction; Musgrave is a tall and commanding man, highly respected by his men, Hurst is a
proud young soldier who often speaks before he thinks, Sparky is not very serious and not goal-
oriented, and Attercliffe is the oldest of the group, embittered and indignant.**® Secondary
characters in the play are often not named. With the exception for Mrs. Hitchcock and Annie,

the authorities’ names are not mentioned in the play, as well as the real names of colliers. The
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authorities are referred to by their work positions, i.e. the Mayor, Parson and the Constable.
The colliers are assigned modifiers to their positions, dependent on their personalities and traits,
i.e. a Slow Collier, Pugnacious Collier and an Earnest Collier. By not assigning the names to
characters, Arden lessens the relationship between them and the audience, as the spectator is
presented simply by figures that are characterized only by one adjective. The secondary
characters are one-dimensional and not layered.

Because there is not much known about the characters, the spectator learns their true
self through their actions. E.g. the Mayor is generally viewed as a prominent figure who should
not be easily bribed. As the spectator learns, however, the Mayor in the story seizes the
opportunity of the arrival of Musgrave in order to avert the crisis of the colliers threatening to
go on strike for his own good. Musgrave is presented as a religious man, as he often says
himself. He is convinced of the fact that the plan he has to for the town is a God’s plan and that

he is destined to avenge Billy. In his prayer he utters:

I’'m in this town to change all soldiers’ duties. My prayer is: keep my mind clear so |
can weigh Judgement against the Mercy and Judgement against the Blood, and make
this Dance as terrible as You have put into my brain. The Word alone is terrible: the
Deed must be worse. But | know it is Your Logic, and You will provide.*3’

As the true extent of the Serjeant’s plan is revealed to the soldiers and simultaneously
to the audience by the end of Act Three, Scene Two, it is obvious that Musgrave projects his
own issues onto the innocent townsmen, all in the name of revenge. What is more, abiding by
his own rules and claiming that the death of Billy equals the death of twenty-five people cannot
be justified even by God. Provided the spectator sympathized with the cold, religious and
commanding Serjeant, the moment he threatens the town by shooting is inexcusable, especially
when it is coming from the army man whose job it is to protect people. The horror and intensity
of the moment is strengthened by the refusal of the soldiers to participate in the killings, the
soldiers who are trained to do whatever they are told without asking any questions.

In the introduction Arden writes that the play was greeted with the obvious puzzlement.
He also clarifies that it does not advocate revolution.*® The puzzlement amongst the people is
understandable, upon the first look, i.e. the central character going to the town to execute the
revenge he desires. Upon a deeper examination, however, the true message becomes clear.

Musgrave desires violence and revenge to bring justice to the world but his views on justice are
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corrupted. The argument between Mrs. Hitchcock, Musgrave and Attercliffe from towards the

end of the play provides a great insight on Musgrave’s beliefs:

Musgrave: Don’t tell me there was life or love in this town.

Mrs. Hitchcock: There was. There was hungry men, too — fighting for their food. But
you brought in a different war.

Musgrave: | brought it in to end it.

Attercliffe: To end it by its own rules: no bloody good. She’s right, you’re wrong. You
can’t cure the pox by further whoring. Sparky died of those damned rules. And so did
the other one.®

Clearly, the play is of pacifist nature. Although its main figure is God-driven and
obsessed-with-justice Musgrave, there are plenty of characters to oppose his mangled views on
justice. Annie presents hers in the versified passage on the life of soldiers which is undeniably
of anti-war attitude, as we learn later in the story that she is heartbroken because her lover Billy

was recruited and killed in war:

I’ll tell you for what a soldier’s good:

To march behind his roaring drum,

Shout to us all: ‘Here I come

I’ve killed as many as I could —

I’m stamping into your fat town

From the war and to the war

And every girl can be my whore

Just watch me lay the squealing down.
And that’s what he does and so do we.
Because we know he’ll soon be dead

We strap our arms round the scarlet red
Then send him weeping over the sea.

Oh he will go and a long long way.
Before he goes we’ll make him pay
Between the night and the next cold day —
By God there’s a whole lot more I could say — 14

Arden pays a great tribute to Brecht with his use of involvement of the audience in the
play. In Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance, particularly during the climax of the story where
Musgrave lectures the people on the life of soldiers and presents the guns and the skeleton of
Billy, the directions for the character Attercliffe read “swivels the gun to face out into the

audience.”'*! In the scene, the public who is present on the market place is substituted with the
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real people in the theatre. Clearly a method adopted from Brecht, the inclusion of the audience
creates a horrifically terrifying atmosphere, as the spectators with a gun pointed at them are
both drawn into the action and also forced to get more critically involved in it, criticize and
evaluate Attercliffe and Musgrave’s actions. Furthermore, the story is plot-oriented and also,
as the title suggests, a parable, therefore the evaluation and recognition of good and bad
decisions made by characters are desired.

Although Arden describes the play as realistic, the setting with which is the audience
presented in Act Two, Scene Three suggests otherwise. The stage is divided into two parts, each
representing a different location — a stable and a bedroom. The downstage is further divided
into three more rooms, each representing a room for each soldier. Arden even writes that the
division between the rooms can be created by mattresses, a non-realistic theatrical property. Up
until this scene, the audience were seeing realist props on stage only, from realist costumes to
settings. Such a divided stage is perhaps inevitable more than anything else, as the Scene Three
features the characters in their rooms getting ready to sleep, with Annie moseying from one
room to another. Musgrave, as the great Serjeant, does not sleep in the stable but in the bedroom
(upstage). Creating such a setting for the potential to stage a rather complicated storyline using

only one setting, Arden does not shun use of non-realistic devises in a realistic play.

3.2 The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil by John McGrath

John McGrath’s The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil (later only The Cheviot) was
first produced in 1973, and is a prime example of the embodiment of popular theatre McGrath
was trying to construct. In the initial part of the book, the author acquaints the reader with the
fascination background of the process of writing, rehearsing and even how the idea to write
about the topic so relevant to Scotland came about. The Cheviot tells the story of the Scottish
history, from the infamous Highland Clearances to the booming oil industry in the 1970s.

The process of writing was a fascinating one. As the play was meant to be performed
for people of Scotland, the topic of the Clearances and oil was understandably very personal to
them. McGrath took that premise and decided to involve the audience in the forming of the
play. Respecting people and wanting to write a play that would voice what the Scottish wanted
to say about the issues themselves, with McGrath’s dedication, the company managed to
produce a powerful play that spoke to people for whom the topic was highly relevant. At the
first, and needless to say unusual production, the audience, comprised of the people all around

Scotland, were asked and encouraged to share their ideas, suggestions and advice in the name
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of improving the play and making it more accurate and true to history, given the fact that many
of the members of the audience lived through the events and therefore were able to provide
perhaps more accurate of even undocumented information that was unavailable in books.

The play is, by its very nature, anti-capitalist; in the first part where the capitalist leaders
realized that cheviot sheep and deer are more profitable than people and subsequently made
people leave the country or move, and later when oil was discovered in Scotland and Highland
people’s land was taken over by companies that planned on building oil-rigs and huge factories.
The play has very rightfully earned its status of popular theatre. As Reinelt quotes Brecht in
After Brecht:

Our conception of the “popular” refers to the people who are not only fully involved in
the process of development but are actually taking over, forcing it, deciding it. We have
in mind a people that is making history and altering the world and itself. We have in
mind a fighting people also a fighting conception of “popularity.”4?

The “popularity” of The Cheviot lies in its relatability, approachability and usefulness
to people. The aspect of relatability is quite self-explanatory in the case of The Cheviot as the
audience were the people living in Scotland and therefore being or having been directly affected
by the issue. As for the approachability of the play, McGrath’s theatre company was not
performing in any official theatre venues, it, in contrast, toured Scotland and performed in
working-class establishments such as pubs, dance halls and schools. What is more, the language
in which the play is written is the language the target audience speak or spoke. The form of the
play is typical of working-class culture, as it is a mixture of spoken language — English and
Gaelic, songs, dances and actual documented passages from history. The play’s usefulness is
also evident, as it points at several particular moments in history and teaches and lectures the
audience about the exploitation of the working-class for profit. In order to stay true to the
aesthetics of the Highland people, McGrath adapted the style of the play to the ceilidh, a popular
form of entertainment among the locals. McGrath comments on the style:

| wanted to keep this form — an assembly of songs, stories, scenes, talk, music and
general entertainment — and to tell through it the story of what had happened and is now
happening to the people. And to end the evening with a dance, for people to get a chance
to talk and have a good time.!*

The play depends heavily on the audience. Apart from being actually included in the

making of the play, the audience is also an important component in the play’s productions.

142 Reinelt, After Brecht, 177.
143 John McGrath, introduction to The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil (London: Eyre Methuen, 1981),
X.
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McGrath blurs the line between the audience and actors as evidenced by the setting with which
is the audience greeted as they are coming in the premise before the play starts. McGrath sets
the scene, “The stage is a platform on the floor of the hall, with four chairs on either side of it,
on the floor, the same chairs that the audience are sitting on.”*** The actors perform on stage
equally leveled with the audience, they interact with them and often encourage them to sing
along. The stage features one main prop — an oversized book — whose pages are turned over as
the location of the happenings changes, e.g. from the mountains to an Indian setting. Apart from
the book, the actors have all their props and music instruments at their disposal on stage, nothing
is hidden from the audience. Moreover, during the whole performance all the actors are present
on stage, the ones not performing at the moment included. In the first part of the play, after the
Gent has recited a poem, the instructions read “At the end of the poem, the Company applaud
politely.” Suppressing the division between the audience and the actors, the actors become the
audience when they are not acting.

The Cheviot is not formally divided into scenes or acts, as it follows the pattern of the
ceilidh, and perhaps also for its fluency and simple unnecessity to make any physical changes
in settings, as they are provided by the aforementioned book-prop. The story evolves fluently
and in accordance with history, starting with the Cheviot sheep, which, as authorities realized,

make more money occupying the same land than people did:

Sellar: The highlands of Scotland may sell £200,000 worth of lean cattle this year. The

same ground, under the Cheviot, may produce as much as £900,000 worth of fine wool.

The effects of such arrangements in advancing this estate in wealth, civilization,

comfort, industry, virtue and happiness are palpable.1*®

The passage about the Cheviot sheep ends on a positive note as the company sings a
song The Battle of the Braes and the M.C. comes on stage to explain, “A victory had been
won.”24® He, however, continues to present the second part of the play without wavering — the
Stag hunting, a sport the gentry were beginning to enjoy and which again resulted in
exploitation of people living in the Highlands. Lord Crask and Lady Phosphate sing a duet:

Oh it’s awfully, frightfully, ni-i-ice,
Shooting stags, my dear, and grice —
And there’s nothing quite so righ-it-it
As a fortnight catching trite:

And if the locals should complain,

144 McGrath, The Cheviot, 1.
145 McGrath, The Cheviot, 7.
146 McGrath, The Cheviot, 37.
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Well we can clear them off again.

Lady Ph: We’ll clear the straths

Lord Crask: We’ll clear the paths

Lady Ph: We’ll clear the bens

Lord Crask: We’ll clear the glens

Both: We’ll show them we’re the ruling class.'*’

The last issue McGrath took on is the oil discovered off-shore in the North Sea. Texas
Jim is introduced to the audience as he sings:

Take your oil-rigs by the score,

Drill a little well just a little off-shore,
Pipe that oil in from the sea,

Pipe those profits — home to me.

I’ll bring work that’s hard and good —
A little oil costs a lot of blood.

Your union men just cut no ice
You work for me — I name the price.

So leave your fishing, and leave your soil,
Come work for me, | want your oil.

Screw your landscape, screw your bays
I’ll screw you in a hundred ways —

Take your partner by the hand
Tiptoe through the oily sand

Honour your partner, bow real low
You’ll be honouring me in a year or so

I’m going to grab a pile of dough

When that there oil begins to flow

I got millions, I want more

I don’t give a damn for your fancy shore®

In the play there are plenty of characters and McGrath lists only nine actors that worked
for 7:84 at the time of the production. Inevitably, the actors had to switch from one role to
another and portray multiple characters, e.g. Bill Paterson played the role of the M.C., Loch,
Sturdy Highlander, Texas Jim and more. The character of M.C. is the host of the event, often
comes on stage and explains what happened, will happen or simply comments or adds to the

scene/song the audience just saw/heard:

147 McGrath, The Cheviot, 41.
148 McGrath, The Cheviot, 59-60.
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It begins, | suppose, with 1746 — Culloden and all that. The Highlands were in a bit of a

mess. Speaking — or singing — the Gaelic language was forbidden. Wearing the plaid

was forbidden. Things we all set for a change.'*°

M.C. is, however, not the only character that provides a commentary or helps to put the
happenings in perspective. Other characters often step out of their roles during scenes as well
and, speaking directly to the audience, comment on the tone, true meaning or background of
what they just said when in character. Bill Paterson and one of the characters he portrayed —
Loch — argues with Sellar about the Highlands productivity. During the delivery of his lines,
Loch takes off his hat and turns to the audience and, no longer in character, comments on what
Loch had just said. He then puts the hat back on and continues as Loch:

The coast of Sutherland abounds with many different kinds of fish. (LOCH takes off his
hat, and speaks directly to the audience.) Believe it or not, Loch and Sellar actually used
these words. (Puts hat on again.) Not only white fish, but herring to0.*°

With the elements clearly borrowed from Brecht, McGrath epitomizes Brechtian theatre
in his use of alienation. There is certainly no hiding the fact that what the audience watches is
a play, but they are, as opposed to Brecht’s audience, encouraged to empathize with the actors
and the characters they are playing. Evidenced e.g. by encouraging the audience to join in with
songs, McGrath’s theatre is true entertainment, he, however, as a political writes, does not
neglect the educational part of the play either. Balancing between a simple enjoyment in
dancing and singing, McGrath interlards the play with passages from actual history. What is
more there are multiple choices of passages to be read depending on where the production takes
place. That way, the message of the play becomes even more relevant to the audience. McGrath
comments on the message of the play:

I, and the others, threw in ideas, made sure one part related well to all the other parts,
that the political meaning didn’t get lost in the gagging or the singing — in fact, that they
were part of the political meaning — and generally stood back from it all a bit, to provide
the necessary objective perspective.®

McGrath’s use of music in the play is very frequent. Many of them are sung in the
Highlanders’ native Gaelic which adds to the personal approach of the play to the issue of
exploitation. McGrath comments on the reception of the music in The Cheviot in A Good Night
Out:

149 McGrath, The Cheviot, 2-3.
150 McGrath, The Cheviot, 7.
151 McGrath, introduction to The Cheviot, xi.
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They [audience] responded to the Gaelic folk-singing and the fiddle playing and the folk
tunes with no problem, in fact with great pleasure. There is, and has been for some time,
a massive boom in music loosely termed ‘folk’, particularly in Scotland. This
contributes a tremendous amount of music from the history of the people to the generally
available pool of cultural experience, music with all kinds of beauty, expressiveness,
meaning, and, above all, potential.*>?

The audiences responded well to the Gaelic songs. McGrath incorporated a passage

about the language in the play:

M.C.1: In the 18" century speaking the Gaelic language was forbidden by law.

M.C.2: In the 19" century children caught speaking Gaelic in the playground were

flogged.

M.C.1: In the 20" century the children were taught to deride their own language.

Because English is the language of the ruling class.

Because English is the language of the people who own the highlands and control the

highlands and invest in the highlands — %3

Gaelic enhances the intensity of the scenes and involves the audience emotionally in the
play. McGrath does involve the audience in the play and, unlike Brecht, does not distance them

from the happening but on the contrary, aims for an emotional response.

Both McGrath and Arden have incorporated epic techniques in their works of drama
which has been exemplified by the analyses of their plays. Epic techniques have been found in
both plays, evidenced by the use of devices such as music, setting, characters, and in the relation

to the audience.

152 McGrath, A Good Night Out, 70.
153 McGrath, The Cheviot, 52.
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CONCLUSION

The aim of this thesis is to analyze the ways in which Brecht’s Epic theatre affected British
drama, and to exemplify the findings by analyzing two plays by British authors in terms of the
epic devices developed by Brecht, and other similarities and links to the great German
playwright.

The initial part of the paper focuses on Brecht, his political and social background and
most importantly, on the theatrical group he founded — the Berliner Ensemble. The group
comprised socialist actors and under Brecht’s direction toured Europe during the 1950s. The
paper describes both visits the Ensemble paid to London, the reception of its productions the
group brought, as well as the effects on particular British playwrights. The German language
was not quite known amongst the British audiences in the 1950s, therefore the first visit did not
make a significant impact. A great deal of gratitude for the fact that Brecht became known in
Britain goes to John Willett whose translation of Brecht’s theories and practices allowed the
British public to read about the Brechtian drama. Upon the second visit, the reception was much
warmer, as the ignorance of Brecht’s theories was eliminated.

Many British authors sympathized with Brecht, primarily on the basis of his political
beliefs and sympathizing with the working-class. Hardly ever did the authors agree with every
aspect of Brecht’s theories and practices, but there was always some common ground that they
shared. Most notably, British playwrights take after Brecht in their use of theatre as a device
for expressing their political stands and prompting a change in the theatre-going public. The
authors share their opinions on theatre as something more than only entertainment. In order to
achieve the sense of seriousness of theatre and the sense of responsibility theatre brings, the
playwrights used a number of techniques, namely historicization, gestus and epic structure.
Creating parallels between historical and contemporary events is Brecht’s technique amply used
by British playwrights, e.g. in the work of Trevor Griffiths. A number of playwrights who
established themselves as realists have also been proven to have borrowed a few methods from
Brecht’s style of drama, e.g. John Osbourne with his use of the historicization technique.

The second part of the paper is devoted to the analyses of Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance
by John Arden and The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil by John McGrath. Both plays
are analyzed on the basis of the resemblance to Brecht’s theories, epic music, setting and
characters. Serjeant Musgrave’s Dance 1s said to be a realist play, as the author says himself.
Nonetheless, the use of music in the play was proven to be dual, as Arden uses music both as a

realist device incorporated within the play that functions as part of dialogue, and also as an epic
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device functioning as a commentary addressed directly to the audience. Arden puts emphasis
on the storyline rather than the characters’ individuality, creating a plot-driven parallel to the
present. Regarding the setting of the play, Arden is loyal to realism, with the exception of the
third act in which he shifts to an epic setting in order to convey the meaning and, again, puts
the story first. The convention of sticking to one performing style does not stop Arden from
experimenting with epic techniques which function as alienating devices that remind the
audience of the illusion of theatre and keep them critically involved in the story.

John McGrath paid a great tribute to Brecht with The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black,
Black Oil. The play is filled with devices typical of Brecht, as evidenced ¢.g. by actors’
interaction with the audience on a regular basis throughout the play, especially during the
singing parts when the audience is welcome and even encouraged to join in. The setting is
heavily unrealistic, as it is only depicted by one giant book that functions as a reminder of where
the action is taking place. McGrath certainly does not try to lure the audience in the story with
realist settings, on the contrary the audience is drawn in the action because of the relevance of
the topic which is very personal to the Scottish audience. McGrath here distances himself from
Brecht with his desire to have a relationship with the audience, who is the essential part of
McGrath’s play. The play is structured in accordance with the ceilidh, a type of social gathering
typical for Scotland, and therefore very familiar and popular with the Scottish public. McGrath
admits to Brecht as an impact on his work which is evident in The Cheviot.
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RESUME

Piedmétem piedlozené bakalatské prace je analyza dvou her od Britskych autort, které byli
ovlivnény Epickym divadlem a jeho hlavnim piedstavitelem Bertoltem Brechtem. Epické
divadlo vzniklo v Némecku v 30. letech 20. stoleti a je typické pro sviij pohled na divadlo jako
takové. Divak na predstaveni epické hry nema soucitit s postavami ani herci, naopak je
vyzadovano, aby si divak uvédomil rozdil mezi realitou a pouhym vyobrazenim piib&éhu, které
divadlo pfedstavuje. Aby nedochazelo k onomu souciténi a vziti se do déje, Brecht vynalezl
takzvany zcizovaci efekt. Tento efekt je prostfedek hojné vyuzivany v epickém divadle, a mize
nést spoustu podob, vzdy je ale v zajmu potlaceni jakékoliv iluze reality. Zcizovaci efekt mtze
nést podobu napfi. neuplnych kostymii, divadelnich pomiicek ptfitomnych na jevisti i piesto ze
nejsou momentalné pouzivany, nebo oteviené opony zatimco se piestavuje scéna. Brecht
vyuzival zcizovaci efekt v jeho hréch, napf. tak Ze herci vystupovali ze svych roli a poskytovali
tak komentat o okolnostech mimo né. Brecht také hojné vyuziva hudbu, ale na rozdil od
naturalistickych a realistickych her, jeho vyuziti hudby v divadle nesouvisi s podkreslenim
ptibéhu a emoénim zazitkem, naopak je dal$im ze zcizovacich efektl, jehoz cilem je
distancovat realitu od iluze; hudba v Brechtovych hrach se proto mtize zdat pon¢kud nesouroda
s tbnem piibéhu.

V Uvodni ¢asti prace je piedstaven zivot Bertolta Brechta s ohledem na jeho divadelni
tvorbu, ktera vzdy souvisela s jeho politickym citénim. Brechtova naklonnost ke komunismu
ho pted zacatkem druhé svétové valky donutila opustit jeho rodné Némecko a stravit 15 let
v exilu, kde sepsal vétSinu svych teorii o divadle. Po skonceni valky se Brecht vratil do
Némecka a pokracoval ve své tvorbé jako spisovatel a rezisér ve svém Berlinském souboru.
Berlinsky soubor se poprvé predstavil v Londyné Vv zafi roku 1956 s piedstavenim tii
Brechtovych her - Matka Kurdz a jeji déti, Kavkazsky kridovy kruh a Bubny a trumpety.
Londynské pfedstaveni Berlinského souboru vzbudilo jisté pozdvizeni, pfevazné diky svému
stylu hrani. Herci Berlinského souboru hrali, podle u¢eni Brechta, s odstupem ke svym rolim,
hry byli pfedstaveny v némcing, a kvuli neznalosti jazyka mélo Britské publikum problémy
rozumét vyznamu her. Brecht si byl védom jazykové bariéry, a proto kladl herciim na srdce
dulezitost ostatnich divadelnich aspektd, napt. gestikulace a hudby. Piedstaveni Brechtovych
her mélo za nasledek nékolik pokust o napodobeni jeho stylu, které se soustiedily zejména na
divadelni prvky jiné nez jazyk, zadné vSak nebyli obzvlast’ uspésné. V roce 1964 predstavil

John Willett pteklad Brechtovych teorii dramatu shrnuté v knize Brecht o Divadle™ a

154 Jde o autorsky pteklad Brechtovi knihy Brecht on Theatre
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Brechtovo uceni se dostalo do podvédomi Britské vefejnosti. Berlinsky soubor pfijel do
Londyna podruhé vroce 1965. Jelikoz tato navstéva probéhla po piedstaveni piekladu
Brechtovych teorii, jeho znalost byla mezi Brity znatelné vyssi. Porozuméni Brechtova stylu
pomohlo piijeti Berlinského souboru v Londyn¢ a druha névstéva s sebou proto ptinesla jakysi
nepsany zacatek Epického divadla v Britanii. Mezi autory, kteii shlédli Londynské predstaveni
Vv roce 1965, patii napt. Edward Bond.

Mezi vybrané autory, ktefi byli ovlivnéni Brechtovym stylem, a zaroveti autory zminéné
v této préci, patéi dramatici Edward Bond, John Arden, Arnold Wesker, John Osbourne,
Howard Brenton, Caryl Churchill, Trevor Griffiths a John McGrath. Tato prace také zmifiuje
nékolik Britskych reziséru a jejich inscenace, napi. Joan Littlewood. Janelle Reinelt rozdéluje
Brechtiv vliv na Britské autory do tfi skupin — epicka struktura, gestikulace a historizace.
VSsichni autofi zminéné v této praci zabudovali do svych dél alespon nékteré z téchto aspekti.
Edward Bond ve svych hrach ¢asto ¢erpa z historie, aby varoval divaky pied nasledky lidskych
rozhodnuti. Stejn¢ jako Brecht, Bond spoléha na inteligenci divakd v pohledu na rtzné
problematiky. Bondovi hry jsou plné nasili, které ve své grafi¢nosti nenechavaji divaka klidnym
a nuti ho ke kritickému mysleni. Bond také prezentuje dvé tvare lidské povahy a pfenechava na
divakovi rozhodnuti o tom, jaké je spravné fteSeni, primarnim cilem jeho her je tedy
zprostiedkovat vyznam, jisté ponauceni. Autor dale klade duraz na dulezitost divadla jako
instituce, coz se projevuje pravé v jeho stylu psani a ¢asto nelehce stravitelnych tématech
podtrzenych velmi grafickymi obrazy nasili. Jeho nesouhlas s hlasy, které tvrdi, Ze divadlo je
pouze zabavné piedstaveni, se projevuje prevazné v tématech, kterymi se ve svych hrach
zabyva. Mezi epické prvky Bondovych her patii také hudba, které autor nepouziva nadmiru,
ale pouze za tcelem zprostiedkovat vyznam a sdéleni dila. Dalsim z autord, jehoz cilem psani
je v prvni fad€ podnitit spole¢nost ke zméné je John Arden. Stejné jako Edward Bond, Arden
spoléha na rozum divaku v jejich rozhodnuti a posouzeni situace, ktera se odehrava na jevisti.
K onomu podnétu ke zméné spolecnosti Arden vyuziva historizace. Jeho hra Tanec Serzanta
Musgravea vypravi ptibeh z konce 19. stoleti, piesto je vSak hra velmi vyznamna i v dnesni
dobg, diky své problematice a relevanci, hlavné svym protivale¢nym postojem. Tanec Serzanta
Musgravea je jedno z nejznaméjsich Britskych dél soucasnosti. Autor v Uvodu popisuje hru
jako dilo realistické, av§ak po bliz§im zkoumadni jsou v dile patrné epické znaky. Arden vyuziva
Brechtovi techniky historizace tim, Ze ptibch je zasazen do 19. stoleti a je tedy vypravén
s jistym odstupem od pfitomnosti a tim umoznuje divakim sledovat a analyzovat piibéh s vice
kritickym pfistupem. Dale Arden vyuziva epického vyuziti hudby, coz se promita v pisnich

adresovanych piimo publiku. V dile je v§ak pouzita i hudba realismu, tzn. hudba zabudovana
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do dé&je jako soucast dialogu. V dile se autor soustiedi pfedevsim na vyvoj d¢je, vyvoj postav
je pro Ardena az vedlejsi zalezitosti, charaktery postav divak poznéva az skrz jejich Ciny.
Posledni aspekt, kterym se prace v dile Tanec Serzanta Musgravea vénovala, je inscenace.
Arden hru popisuje jako realistickou, coz se na prostfedi a kostymech promitlo. Kostymy hercti
jsou realistické a odpovidaji dob¢, v které je piibéh zasazeny, stejné tak je tomu i s divadelnimi
pomuckami. Vyjimku tvoii tieti d&jstvi hry, kdy se vSichni vojaci chystaji spat a Annie vede
kratké rozhovory s kazdym z nich ve svych loznicich. Arden zde dava ptednost piibéhu pied
striktnim dodrzovanim jednoho dramatického zanru (realismu), a tvoii déjstvi ovlivnéné
epickymi prvky, které potlacuji iluzi reality siln€ nerealistickymi pomuickami, napf. matracemi
misto zdi.

. Epické divadlo se ¢asto stavi do opozice k divadlu realistickému a naturalistickému, je
ovSem nékolik autort, ktefi i pies sviyj status ,,realisti” vyuzili Brechtovych metod ve svych
dilech. Mezi tyto autory muzeme zafadit Arnolda Weskera a Johna Osbourna. Oba realisté
spodobiiuji Brechta ve svém levicovém politickém citéni a s tim spojenou touhou varovat
spole¢nost pred vladnouci téidou, ktera ovlada a manipuluje tfidou délnickou. V této préci je
také zminéna Shelagh Delaney jejiz dilo Chut medu®® 1ze povazovat za &aste¢né epické. Epicky
status dilu ziskala Joan Littlewood pod jejiz rezii byla hra uvadéna. Littlewood zabudovala do
produkce hry epické prvky, jako napt. hudebni doprovod, ktery se nachazel pfimo na jevisti
zornem poli divaka. Hry Howarda Brentona nesou znaky Brechtova divadla v mnoha
aspektech. Stejné jako Brecht, Brenton kritizuje burZoazii a pouziva sva dila jako varovani proti
ni. Brechtovy metody v Brentonovych dilech jsou ziejmé, napft. jeho pouziti gestikulace nebo
zaangazovanost divak, ktefi jsou podporovani v jejich kritickych reakcich a zpétné vazbé. Jako
jedina Zenska zastupitelka epickych dramatikd v Britanii, Caryl Churchill symbolizuje Britské
Epické divadlo svym stylem psani, které vyuZiva Brechtovych metod. Churchill vyuziva
Brechtova zcizovaciho efektu, napi. historizace a gestikulace. Ob&é metody maji za tkol
distancovat divéky od piibéhu a tim v nich vyvolat kritickou odezvu. Pro Churchill je dtlezita
spolecnost, proto neklade velky diraz na rozvoj jednotlivych postav, ale spise roli, které hraji
ve spolecnosti. Trevor Griffiths je dal§im z autort, ktery je v prvni fadé povazovan za realistu,
ale pfesto se v jeho tvorbé najdou prvky, které 1ze povazovat za epické. Griffiths povazuje za
velmi dulezité, aby oslovil co nejvice divakd, a proto svou tvorbu presunul z divadla do televize,
jako nového masového média. Griffiths neni obdivovatelem Brechta, zejména nesouhlasi s jeho

zcizovacim efektem a jeho vyznamem. Co Griffiths s Brechtem sdili je jeho pohled na

155 Jde o autorsky pieklad
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spole¢nost. Oba autofi jsou socialisté a véfi v prosazovani svych politickych nazort v hrach.
Griffiths, stejné jako Brecht, nechava na divacich, aby si utvortili ndzor na ptibéh, ktery se na
jevisti odehrava. Spoléha tedy na inteligenci divakii a pouze prezentuje piibch, ze kterého si
kazdy vezme pouceni dle svého uvazeni. Griffiths také hojn¢ vyuziva historie, na kterou klade
velky diiraz a poukazuje na jeji diilezitost z pohledu ptitomnosti, a zarovenn odkazuje na
diilezitost pritomnosti, ktera formuje nasi budoucnost. Co se tyce posledniho autora o kterém
je zminka v této praci, hry Johna McGratha jsou protkany Brechtovym odkazem velmi zietelng,
jak 1 autor sam nékolikrat ptiznal. Stejn¢ jako Brecht, McGrath véti v dilezitost ptibéhu
v divadle, stejné jako jistého poselstvi, které by tento ptibéh mél nést, a tim tak formovat lepsi
budoucnost pro spole¢nost. Stejné jako Brecht, hry McGratha Casto nemaji jasny a uzavieny
konec, autor o¢ekava, aby si divak udélal vlastni ndzor a zavér. V ¢em se tvorba McGratha lisi
od Brechtovych her, je piistup k divakim. Brechtiv zcizujici efekt zpuisobuje jisty odstup od
divakd, coz McGrath popisuje jako shazovani a jakési ,.kazani“ z pohledu nékoho vyse
postaveného. McGrath toto mluveni svrchu na divaky povazuje za nepfijatelné a naopak se
snazi o navazani vztahu s nimi, coz je vidét na jeho tvorbé. Piedstaveni jeho hry Ovce, Jeleni a
Cernocernd Ropa poukazuje na McGrathovu velkou sympatii s délnickou tiidou a vztahu
k divakim. McGrath piedstavil hru na nékolika mistech ve Skotsku, vzdy §lo o neoficialni
zatizeni, napt. kluby, a svym, pro Skoty velmi osobnim tématem, si hra ziskala velké
oblibenosti. Hra je napsana po vzoru vecerni zabavy typické pro Skoty, tzv. ceilidh, kdy se pije,
zpiva, tancuje a bavi celou noc. Ovce, Jeleni a Cernocerna Ropa odpovida svou strukturou
tomuto typu zabavy, protoze hra se skladd z citovanych pasazi, zpivanych pasazi, ¢tenych
uryvku z historie, tance a scének. Divaci na piedstaveni jsou plné zapojeni do déje, ¢asto jsou
ptimo adresovani herci, a jsou povzbuzovani K tanci i zpévu. Divaci byli také dulezitou soucasti
pfi samotné tvorb& hry, kdy poskytovali dilezité informace o problematice, kterou se hra
zabyva, prevazné pak svymi znalostmi nebo dokonce vzpominkami o dobé vykofistovani
délnicke tridy kapitalistickym systémem.

Cilem této prace bylo analyzovat odkaz Brechtova Epického divadla v Britanii na
vybranych autorech a dale poukazat na specifické Brechtovy techniky v dilech Britskych
autorl. VSichni autofi zminéni v této praci nesou jiste znaky Epického divadla, a to i autofi
zdanlivé opa¢ného dramatického Zanru — realismu. Brecht se svym Berlinskym souborem
ptedstavil Britanii novy styl dramatu, ktery se promitnul do n€kolika dnes celosvétové znamych

dél, a zacal tak v poloving 20. stoleti nové hnuti, Britské Epické divadlo.
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