Common Poetics? — The Reappraisal
of Chinese-Brechtian Theater

Chin-yuan Hu

Since the early seventies, fruitful and interesting studies of Chinese
theater and Brechtian theater have increasingly appeared: for example,
Lane Jennings’s “Chinese Literature and Thought in the Poetry and Prose
of Bertolt Brecht” (1970)1, Renata Berg-Pan’s “The Chinese Influence on
the Dramaturgy of Bertolt Brecht” (1971)2, Chen Shu-yi’s [ j 25" Brecht,
Epic Theater and Traditional Chinese Dramaturgy” 77 85 75 4% » 4% it BEd
R SRRy S By (197 6)%, and Clara Yu’s “The Chinese Influence on
the Theater of Bertolt Brecht” (1978)*. Whether in Chinese or English,
all of these comparative studies focus on Brecht’s indebtedness to Chinese
theater; no attention has been paid to the impact of Brecht’s dramatic theory
on the Chinese. Thus, my study does not repeat my predecessors’ efforts,
instead, I trace how and why Chinese theater circles® have responded to
Brecht’s theory in the light of the particular situation of contemporary
Chinese theater:

In order to pinpoint why Brecht’s theory has attracted the attention
of Chinese theater circles, some basic elements of Brecht’s theory need to
be reviewed as a basis for discussion. Many critics have pointed out a number
of parallels that exist between Chinese theater and Brechtian epic theater.
The parallels can be outlined as the following: ‘

(1) The plays of the epic theater, which reject the logically
built, well-made drama, are free from the need of creating
suspense, loosely knit, and episodic; instead of mounting to a
dynamic climax, the story unfolds in a number of separate
situations, each rounded and complete in itself. The total effect
of the play is built up through the juxtaposition and “montage”
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of contrasting episodes. The epic drama can be cut into slices
that will continue to make sense and give pleasure like the
extracts from plays of great length that are performed as self-
contained units in classical Chinese theater.®

(2) The story of a classical Chinese play is usually a
historical legend and takes place in the past. More stricily,
according to Brecht, during a play it must at all times
be made apparent to the spectators that they are not witnessing
real events happening before their eyes at the very moment,
but that they are sitting in a theater, listening to an account of
things that have happened in the past at a certain time in a
certain place.”

(3) There is, further, the same detached style of acting.
In Chinese theater, upon entering the stage, each important
character describes his basic nature and appearance in a half-
spoken, half-chanted passage. This is often followed by other
lines in which he explains the story and tells his name, family
background and other information. As in many of Brecht’s
plays, the actors introduce. themselves and even provide their
own comments on the story to break up the coherence of the
plot.®

(4) In Chinese theater the audience witnesses the prepara-
tion being made for the various scenes since the stage assistant
does his work in full view of the audience. It is also true in
Brecht’s theater. There he continuously reminds the audience
of the appearance of the stage assistant. In a poem entitled “Die
Vorbaenge,”” Brecht describes the stage assistant’s job:

Leaning back in his chair, let the spectator

Be aware of busy preparations, made for him
Cunningly; he sees a tinfoil moon

Float down, or a tiled roof

Being carried in; do not show him too much,
But show him something! And let him notice
That you are not wizards,

Friends, but workers. . . .°

Brecht wants the audience to witness the preparation attentively
and thus the audience will be conscious of who and where they
are and judge the play coolly.

(5) The musicians in Brechtian theater are not hidden,
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but must be visible. They are sometimes placed on the stage,
where the Chinese feel they belong, sometimes in full view of

the audience, sometimes off to one side, perhaps behind a screen
or a light veil. 10

These parallels as well as symbolic gesture, suggestive setting and
the invitation of audience participation not only center on Brecht’s
“Verfremdungseffekt,” which has often been wrongly translated as
“alienation effect,”™ but they serve to build a bridge between Chinese-
theater and Brechtian theater. And since Chinese theater is still in its
growing-pains to find a theory to confirm, this neologism seems to exercise a
powerful spell on some Chinese critics’ minds. They find the theory of
alienation effect so illuminating that they feel comfortably at home in
paraphrasing it into Chinese as shu-li hsigo-kuo i 5% %5 5 12 And in their
lectures and books they spare no effort to coin fashionable terms or utilize
the theory to meet their critical needs in studying classical Chinese plays:

HARTRBEF B L RESE - FERESREEHR 2 F» BENfpK
BRFTES Tl o3

The revealing nature of Peking Opera causes it to be detached
from reality like the so-called Brechtian alienation effect.

BREEYE - P b R B 1~ R M R B S 28 o 19

The alienation effect is the main purpose of the Classical
Chinese play. ... It reminds the audience that the play is a
play (not reality). :

BB BV SR - R BARER - EMLAVENTE - B RAR B AKE -
R & — 8 g o 15
The atmosphere in the theater, the actor’s costuming and the

demonstrative acting make the audience alienated from, instead
of being empathic in, the play.

Even when they hold critical opinion on Brecht’s theoretical framework,
they tend to choose and highlight the alienation effect as if it can represent
the entirety of Chinese theater:

ME A HEHBENRBAR —EBARNBESKE - B ERBE
AEHRZREGHBEREFANEET - UP SR —ERESRX
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Brecht’s understanding of Chinese theater is based on very
limited experience, yet so far there is still no equal to the aliena-
tion effect in theory that can explain what happens on the
“traditional Chinese stage.

All of these critics are of high reputation in Taiwan and accordingly their
criticism has considerable influence on contemporary Chinese theater. Thus,
the question of whether the Brechtian alienation effect is applicable to
Chinese theater or not is more important for my concern than the
demonstrable parallels.

First of all, the accuracy of Brecht’s interpreting Chinese dramaturgy
in terms of the alienation effect is doubtful. Although the word “alienation
effect” stems from Brecht’s visit to Moscow in 1935, the concept of the
alienation effect had been conceived in Brecht’s mind much earlier. As
John Willett suggests:

Almost certainly this is the first mention in his writings of the
term ‘Verfremdungseffekt’.  That Brecht had already been
feeling his way towards some such formula can be seen from
his use of the term ‘Entfremdung’, while his almost instinctive
predilection for strangeness can be seen in “A Radio Speech”
in1927.18

Therefore, it is quite possible that Brecht watched the performance of the
Chinese actor Mei Lan-fang #ggg>5 (1894-1961) in Moscow with an un-
conscious searching for a new way of dramatic expression. In Mei Lan-fang’s
performance, Brecht saw a living example of a style of acting which employed
the device of the ‘‘alienation effect,” or so Brecht thought. His own notes
on the performance gave no evidence that he understood more about Chinese
theater than met the eye. During a guest performance'® Mej Lan-fang
demonstrated his art by acting out a scene in a critical, aloof manner and
without make-up, costume or ll'ghting.20 What appealed to Brecht in
particular was the fact that Mei Lan-fang did not transform the events and
the character he was portraying completely, but rather always retained a
certain distance and merely demonstrated. The Chinese actor achieved
this, Brecht believed, by two means: the actor is aware of the audience
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and plays to it, and the actor is aware of his being observed and even looks
“strangely at himself and his work.”®! He recognized immediately that
acting was the most developed and sophisticated device used by Chinese
actors. The performance impressed him so much that he wrote an essay
entitled “‘Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting” to clarify it. Judging by
the tone and the content of the essay, Brecht’s reaction to the new dramatic
experience in Moscow revealed that he was so eager to find his own ideas
confirmed that he undoubtedly misunderstood some of the gestures and
the information given by Mei Lan-fang.

To name a few: according to Brecht, a Chinese actor is not allowed to
enter the personality of the character he is representing, and so the audience
is not tempted to sentimentalize and thus views the performance critically.
Yet Brecht himself witnessed an incident in Moscow where the supposed
alienation effect misfired completely. In a passage of his essay we read:

When Mei Lan-fang was playing a death scene a spectator sitting
next me exclaimed with astonishment at one of his gestures.
One or two people sitting in front of us turned round indignantly

and sshhh’d. They behaved as if they were present at the real

death of a real girl. 22

Brecht insisted that the audience’s attitude would have been correct for
a Buropean production but was ridiculous for a Chinese. It did not occur
to him that he might have misunderstood Mei’s acting at this point. [ agree
with Leonard Cabell Pronko who observes:

If this is so, the “alienation effect” often misfires for the Chinese
spectators as well, for they react emotionally to the sad scenes
in Chinese opera.?3

Indeed, Chinese audiences weep in the tragic scenes and laugh in the comical
scenes just as Western audiences react in the realistic plays. It is obvious
that a person who has Chinese dramatic experience in China would rarely
jump to such a conclusion as Brecht did. Brecht’s misunderstanding of
Chinese acting was partly because he was ambivalent in his intention, wanting
both a hot and a cold audience. He asked that the audience be cold in
alienating itself from the play and at the same time be hotly engaged in
ideological dialectics.?* Partly it was because he was unfamiliar with Chinese
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stage conventions. He wanted to see more of an alienation effect than
there actually was to see, so he did not realize that empathy with the
character the actor impersonates is also required in Chinese acting. And his
comments on Chinese acting were clearly written from an uninitiated
Western observer’s viewpoint.

Besides, according to Brecht, the Chinese actor’s object was “to appear
strange and even surprising to the audience,”® and therefore to provoke
the audience’s cool-headed, thoughtful reactions. He considered that the
Chinese actor always pointed to his own acting as if teaching the audience
something about the type of acting as well as the object or scene or character
he was portraying:

When he appears on the stage, besides what he actually is doing
he will at all essential points discover, specify, imply what he
is not doing; that is to say he will act in such a way that the
alternative emerges as clearly as possible, that his acting allows
the other possibilities to be inferred and only present one out

of the possible variants.?6

What he considered to be “the other possibilities” relates to ideological
dialectics. He hoped that the alienation effect in Chinese acting which he
thought he had recognized could lay the foundations for an entirely new
type of knowledge, a political type of acting which might be put in the
service of dramatists “who need such a technique for quite definite social
purposes.”’ The end of “Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting” runs thus:

In setting up new artistic principles and working out new
methods of representation we must start with the compelling
demands of a changing epoch; the necessity and the possibility
of remodelling society loom ahead. All incidents between men
must be noted, and everything must be seen from a social point
of view. Among other effects that a new theater will need for
its social criticism and its historical reporting of completed
transformations is the A-effect.28

But, it is not true for Chinese theater. While the Chinese type of theater
and especially the acting might seem surprising for the Westerner, the
Chinese spectator considers the formality as something totally familiar and
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non-stylized. They never feel strange at the actors’ words and acting because
the plot and the dramatic material are clearly known to them.? The
audience’s attitude as well as the actor’s is a purely aesthetic one. Their
interest is centered not on the lesson the play might teach them, but on
the technique and the theatricality of the actor’s presentations. Aesthetics
and pleasure are not sacrificed for didacticism in Chinese theater as they
are supposed to be in Brechtian theater. Thus, the impréssion that Brecht
had of the art of Mei Lan-fang’s acting as something didactic was a somewhat
subjective and incorrect one. Few Chinese and very few commentators on
Chinese theater would interpret the art of Chinese acting as revolutionary.
Brecht’s own political and philosophical view seems to provide him with
a set of colored glasses. He hoped to find something revolutionary in the
acting of Mei Lan-fang and thus he found it, but that was in his own terms.
Therefore, it is not surprising that Brecht appreciated Chinese theater for
nothing but its achievement of the alienation effect:

It is not entirely easy to realize that the Chinese actor’s alienation
effect is a transportable piece of technique: a conception that
can be prised loose from the Chinese theater. We see this theater
as uncommonly precious, its portrayal of human passions as
schematized, its idea of society as rigid and wrongheaded; at
first sight this superb art seems to offer nothing applicable to
a realistic and revolutionary theater.30

His encounter with the non-Aristotelian Chinese theater just helped
him find the word “alienation effect” to describe a concept he had developed
over the years of experimentations with the European theater in the direction
of conscious theatricality. The encounter corroborated his belief that the
alienation effect could be taken out of its context and succeed in a vast,
popular theater. But it does not suggest that the alienation effect promises
a true understanding of Chinese theater. And to call Chinese theater as
“alienation theater” is to be most blind. Clara YuF# has also pointed
out Brecht’s misunderstanding of Chinese acting:

He overshoots the mark when he interprets traditional Chinese
acting as a kind of doub< or judgement cast by the actor towards
the action.3!
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However, basically she agrees that “‘there is doubtlessly an element of
remoteness in Chinese acting that may be described as an ‘alienation
effect’.”>* It seems she has failed to give sufficient attention to the ideologi-
cal disparities in an alien culture at this point. For she knows that to Western

LEENT3

audience the “‘remoteness,” “coldness” in Chinese acting is actually “a
result of rigid stylization in an age-old, conventional theater,”33 and she
knows that the alienation effect does not function with a Chinese audience
at all. Since the “alienation effect” is totally a concept developed from
the Western point of view, can it be taken from Brechtian epic theater and
indiscriminately applied to Chinese theater?

For years, in dealing with Eastern and Western literatures, some Chinese

- comparatists have tried to aveid privileging a monocultural perspective
in the effort to elucidate a “‘common poetics”* with which different cultural
systems can be interpreted with a fair degree of certainty. In defense of
the application of Brecht’s theory to Chinese theater, those Chinese theorists
have engaged themselves in a gross distortion of Common Poetics. For one
thing, their approach has depended first on seeking parallels between two
theaters, but techniques which at first seem parallel are ultimately at opposite
poles of dramatic intention. For example, in Brechtian theater we can
see something spiritually akin to the visible stage assistant on the Chinese
stage who not only hands needed props to the actors but also sets up the
scene for the next act. Brecht takes it for granted that the spectator will
be aware of the change of setting that is going on. But in Chinese theater
it is taken for granted that the spectator concentrates on the most interesting
part of the performance and pays no atiention to the stage assistant’s
movement. Moreover, Chinese music is designed to control the timing of
movement, accompany the sung passages and arouse the audience’s deep
emotions. Brecht, on the contrary, uses music to break illusion, to establish
“distance.”® They are different despite the fact that each is separated as
an independent form and incorporative as an organic part of dramatic
expression.

A study of the history of Chinese theater would further disclose to
us the main reason for Brecht’s attraction for Chinese theorists is that Chinese
theater itself lacks organized theory. Until quite recently, Chinese play-
writing was regarded as an inferior study which a learned person was not
supposed to devote himself to. The acting profeésion was looked down
upon by the community even if the art which the actor provided was widely
appreciated among all strata of society. Accordingly, the social status of
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the actor was low. Very few people would willingly see their sons take up
acting which would involve a considerable loss of face.>® The actor normally
came from lower class families. Furthermore, theater students were trained
by oral teaching that inspired understanding within. There was never a
systematic nomenclature for teachers and students to follow. The actor’s
superb command of movement and gesture was only achieved after long
years of arduous training commenced in early youth. And most of the
dramatic criticism focused only on the actor’s singing technique and later
was proved to be nothing but unfounded and frivolous remarks. Both the
actor and the audience knew how to perform and appreciate the play but
were woefully ignorant of the theatrical secrets behind it.3” It was no
wonder that when Mei Lan-fang was invited to take his troupe to the United
States in 1930, the first time in history for a Chinese troupe to go to the
west, the first result was a suggestion to set up an illusory backdrop instead
of the traditional bare one to fit Western audience preferences.>®

Since the younger generation educated in western ways has little
motivation and method to discover the traditional dramatic repertory and
since Peking Opera would thus likely decline, some far thinking persons
starting in the late forties have been working for a renaissance in traditional
Chinese theater. Among them Chi Ju-shen 25 41 (1; (1876-1963)> was one of
the distinguished scholars doing research in the methods of the traditional
theater. His lifelong efforts in theorizing about the art of traditional Chinese
theater can be summarized in only three main principles: (1) “Every move-
ment the actor makes must contain the elegance of dance,” 4t &) R £F.
(2) “Every sound the actor utters must confer the beauty of a song,” 5 £ &
#  (3) “No real properties are allowed on the stage,” REFEE 324 & 0
This fact tells how difficult it is to put traditional Chinese theater in order.
Compared with what remains to be done, the studies of Chinese theater
that have appeared in print are only a drop in the ocean.

Only the vaguest notion of Chinese theater has existed in the minds
of Westerners because of the lack of comprehensive introductions and
analyses, and these have consisted more of fantasy than reality. It was
not surprising that well into the third decade of the twentieth century,
Sheldon Cheney still evaluated Chinese plays as ““child-like fairy tale.” And
the reason he gave was:

The Chinese theater offers even greater difficulties to the Western
mind. Chinese drama has no literary values for us, and the
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conventions of presentation are so different that almost
insuperable barriers to understanding are set up.%

To those Chinese who want to study traditional drama, the difficulty of
gleaning dramatic materials is even greater than studying Western drama.
Consequently, they prefer to find explanations in distant cultures and
advocate “horizontal transplantation” from the West rather than “vertical
inheritance” from native roots. Brecht’s theory has been accepted by Chinese
at least partly because it answers the need of affirmation. Thus, interestingly
enough, as Chinese theater is a catalyst for Brecht’s theory, his theory
contributes to stimulate Chinese to examine closelv the various problems
of Chinese theater. To give just one example, while reading Brecht’s plays
and theories in class, teachers often ask students to go to Peking Opera and
see how accurate Brecht’s theory is. To many students who only enjoy
Western realistic drama, it is their first time to enter a traditional Chinese
play-house which provides a complete experience for audiences through
the manipulation of sound and movement within space that cannot be
replaced by reading a text. On the one hand, they by and large find that
it is futile to attempt to fit Brecht’s alienation effect into traditional Chinese
plays. On the other hand, with the help of Brecht’s creative misprision,
they unexpectedly realize that the heritage of Chinese theater remains
abundant and unstudied. They find that given some understanding of the
essences of traditional Chinese theater, the same device which they felt
tedious and distracting before becomes an effective source of contrast and
vigor. The process of their transformation is a matter of detachment, of
reorientation, exactly what Brecht explains the alienation effect to be —
to “show everything in a fresh and unfamiliar light, so that the spectator
is brought to look critically even at what he has so far taken for granted.”®
As such, Brecht’s alienation effect takes its special effect on Chinese
audiences. In Taiwan, the number of young play-goers has been growing
for the last ten years. Part of the credit for this situation should be given
to Brecht who motivates critical appreciation and new perception for Chinese
theater.

~ Some playwrights have made experiments with a wider scope of themes
and techniques recently because they believe that a new theater which
can reach a harmonious blending of the illusory theater and the traditional
theater has to be developed to resolve the dilemma of the co-existence of
the two separate dramatic forms in Taiwan.*®> The acting, setting and music
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which they have presented so far are a compound of traditional techniques
and Western derivations. For instance, in “A New Match for Ho-chu”
(Hochu hsin-p’ei T5j%:# B ) performed by Lan-lin Experimental Troupe
(1980), each actor stepped "aside and individually explained the role he
played to the audience.** Besides, during the intermission, the audience
leisurely witnessed the actors busy preparing props for the next scene, and
in the meantime popular songs were broadcast. The purpose was “to give
the audience a familiar circumstance, to make them reflect the living
surroundings more.”*® Most recently, Lan-lin Experimental Troupe again
struck the audience with the functional role the four stage assistants play
in “This Life” (Chin-sheng chin-shih 4 H= 4 ) (1985).%6

Such techniques ignored by the realistic speech drama in the last fifty
years have now been rediscovered and endowed with new significance.
This reappearance fulfills Yu Shang-yuan’s £x_| /7T prediction:

Radical Western playwrights have been successful in breaking
the Fourth Wall. If Chinese theater wants to follow Western
realism to run the circle, it will be a great waste of energy.#’

This comment was made in 1927. At that time the Western-style realistic
speech drama was considered to be the only dramatic form that could echo
the contemporary sentiment and serve the needs of the modern age. Pioneers
in the new theater movement discarded the traditional theater without
scrupulously examining its merits. They accepted a new form of dramatic
expression that promised to help them implement revolutionary ideals.
And naturally the new theatrical current overpowered Yu Shang-yuan’s
voice. But it turns out that his judgement is correct and penetrating.

After a half century of voyaging through the West, Chinese theater
seems to have found a way back to its traditional sources. History reveals
to us that in treating the relationship between Chinese literature and Western
literature, one must examine Western ideology on its merits and that only
those aspects which stand the test of scrutiny can possibily be 'adopted
to the Chinese context. In the case of Brecht’s “alienation effect,” more
theoretical elaboration of its applicability to Chinese theater is still necessary.
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