STAGE 2 DRAMA

ASSESSMENT TYPE 3: INTERPRETATIVE STUDY
Discuss the theatrical reality and challenges that actors face in staging Brecht’s Epic plays, with particular reference to ‘Mother Courage and her Children’ and ‘The Good Person of Setzuan.’
Bertolt Brecht, a German playwright, profoundly changed theatre practice through the creation of Epic theatre. His ideas changed the face of theatre forever. 
He began the play Mother Courage and her Children, in Denmark in 1938, exploring the reasons why people are prepared to be involved in wars when they know they might die. The Good Person of Setzuan, begun in 1941 in Finland, explores the notion that it is social circumstances that control our choices for good or bad in life. 
Brecht developed a style of theatre as a reaction against the theatrical convention of Naturalism. Brecht believed the audience’s role in the performance should be an analytical one, so that they engaged with the social and political issues of the time.
The basis of Brecht’s Epic theatre was the Verfremdungseffekt, the distancing or alienation effect, literally ‘making strange’. This distancing effect prevented the audience from attaching themselves emotionally to characters in order to be more self aware and analyse what was happening on stage. (McMahon, 2010) 

For actors today Brecht’s techniques can appear strange and challenging. However, that is not to say that Brecht’s work lacks truth. In fact it seeks to find the essential truth of each character on stage. 
Brecht considered details essential in creating this truth in characters. In the Couragemodell, Jones (1986) describes how Brecht taught a young woman to play an old peasant woman. The girl was displaying a common problem of generalizing the old character. However, Brecht spent days creating the ‘image’ of forty through physical details and gestures. 

Actors who perform in Epic theatre plays need to develop a deep understanding of Brecht’s intentions and how they can develop their characters accordingly. In their preparation for performance they need to step back and consider the role and social status of the character. Actors in Brecht’s ensemble were encouraged to externalise, not express feelings, and tell stories, not become the character. The concept of gestus was a key element of Brecht’s new theatrical form. Visually it was as if the audience was watching a silent movie; or watching through a glass wall. Audiences could still understand the story by the power of the physical characterisation. (McMahon, 2010) It was also Brecht’s belief that the first thing to be re-worked if a performance was not working was the blocking. The blocking by itself should be able to tell the story. (Esslin, 1987)

Jones (1986) describes a question Brecht posed to his actors when rehearsing Mother Courage. He asked them what the truth was about the soldier characters they were playing. The response was that they were pale and scared. The literal transference of that statement became part of the costume of the character e.g. white face make-up. 

One technique used by Corey McMahon of Adelaide theatre company five.point.one is to ask the actors to preface the lines with the phrase ‘He said’ or ‘She said’. McMahon (2010) suggests that this exercise can be valuable for an actor to distance themselves from the character they are portraying, allowing them to express a truth without the usual emotional investment. The performance is about reporting the character, rather than being the character. Similarly Bentley (1992) also maintains an Epic style of theatre is very challenging for an actor. It allows them to present a sense of truth, but a different sort of truth than what we, as audience, experience in a naturalistic performance. (Esslin, 1987)
Actors present a personality type rather than a fully individualised character. In Mother Courage consider the names of the characters Cook, Fur Coat and Mother Courage. These names suggest their occupation; their appearance is an important characteristic. It is this information that must be foremost in the actor’s performance. Brecht encouraged actors to step out from the scene to comment directly to the audience through the fourth wall. The Cook’s speech on the conduct of the war in Mother Courage demonstrates this;

”It’s been a nightmare for the poor bloody king, no question. First he had to introduce a salt tax in Sweden to pay for the war”. (Brecht, 1983, p27)

The pointedly satirical songs in Mother Courage also achieve alienation by using provocative, tragic lyrics juxtaposed with gentle, melodic music.  An example of this is ‘The Song of Fraternisation’ which comments on the story of Yvette’s exploitation during the war. 
“I was just a girl of seventeen, when the army came to town. The invaders put aside their swords ... and fraternised. But then in May at dusk they all left town...and vanished. (Brecht, 1983, p23)
The name, ‘Mother Courage’, describes her position in her family and a character trait. However, Shen Te, the main character in The Good Woman of Setzuan is a likeable character, as is Kattrin in Mother Courage.  Shen Te commits a selfless deed in welcoming the three gods into her poor home. But Shen Te shows a tremendous shift of motive when she says:

“I’d like to be good it’s true, but there’s the rent to pay. And that’s not all; I sell myself for a living”. (Bertolt, 1985, p26) ShenTe must pay the rent to survive but she cannot survive while she is living a moral life. Brecht shows that even the most honest person, when in difficult circumstances, can be forced to act in ways that compromise their morals. 
Brecht’s Epic technique of historification sees him placing his characters in extreme and unfamiliar circumstances, in faraway times or places. He wanted to make it very clear that it is the historical circumstances of a character, rather than the character itself, which forces them to make destructive choices. Mother Courage is set in the Thirty Years War of 1624-1636. The Good Woman of Setzuan is set in colonial 19th century China. Although these plays are set in the past, the audience is forced to acknowledge that little about human nature has changed.  It is Brecht’s intention that the audience walk away angry about this and with a heightened awareness to agitate for social change. 
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Performance Standards for Stage 2 Drama

	
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Application
	Analysis
	Evaluation

	A
	In-depth knowledge and understanding of the processes of creating and presenting dramatic works, including on-stage and off-stage roles.

Comprehensive knowledge and well-informed understanding of a broad range of diverse theories, concepts, meanings, and intentions applicable to drama, dramatic roles, and dramatic works.
	Extensive and sustained experimentation, exploration, and consideration of a range of diverse dramatic texts, theories, practitioners, and concepts to inform the creation, development, and/or presentation of dramatic work(s).

Integrated and sustained application of a breadth of dramatic processes, skills, and techniques that develop conceptual interpretations for practical or hypothetical dramatic work(s).

Focused and sustained collaborative and/or independent work to achieve dramatic outcomes, demonstrating a perceptive understanding of dramatic roles, skills, and stage presence.

Highly effective and integrated communication using appropriate language, terminology, and technologies specific to drama and dramatic roles.
	Comprehensive investigation, analysis, and integration of a broad range of information, concepts, and ideas to communicate for a dramatic purpose.

Astute analysis of, and reflective response to, performed drama and drama texts, using arts-specific terminology.

Insightful analysis of the interdependent nature of drama and dramatic elements.

Perceptive appraisal and consideration of the anticipated response by an intended audience.
	Critical reflection on and in-depth appraisal of self-created and others’ dramatic work(s).

Insightful reflection on the synthesis of information, concepts, and ideas in the creation of dramatic works.

Focused and critical evaluation of a variety of diverse dramatic texts, theories, practitioners, and concepts to inform the development and/or presentation of dramatic work(s).

	B
	Some depth in knowledge and clear understanding of the processes of creating and presenting dramatic works, including on-stage and off-stage roles.

Thorough knowledge and informed understanding of a range of different theories, concepts, meanings, and intentions applicable to drama, dramatic roles, and dramatic works.
	Well-informed experimentation, exploration, and consideration of a range of dramatic texts, theories, practitioners, and concepts to inform the creation, development, and/or presentation of dramatic work(s).

Integrated application of a breadth of dramatic processes, skills, and techniques that develop conceptual interpretations for practical or hypothetical dramatic work(s).
Sustained collaborative and/or independent work to achieve dramatic outcomes, demonstrating a well-considered understanding of dramatic roles, skills, and stage presence.

Well-considered communication using mostly appropriate language, terminology, and technologies specific to drama and dramatic roles.
	Thorough investigation, analysis, and integration of a range of information, concepts, and ideas to communicate for a dramatic purpose. 

Well-informed analysis of, and reflective response to, performed drama and drama texts, using arts-specific terminology.

Well-considered analysis of the interdependent nature of drama and dramatic elements.
Well-informed appraisal and consideration of the anticipated response by an intended audience.
	Well-considered reflection on and appraisal of self-created and others’ dramatic work(s).

Well-considered reflection on the synthesis of information, concepts, and ideas in the creation of dramatic works.

Critical evaluation of different dramatic texts, theories, practitioners, and concepts to inform the development and/or presentation of dramatic work(s).

	C
	Knowledge and informed understanding of the key processes for creating and presenting dramatic works, including on-stage and off-stage roles,

Knowledge and informed understanding of the most relevant theories, concepts, meanings, and intentions applicable to drama, dramatic roles, and dramatic works.
	Informed experimentation, exploration, and consideration of some dramatic texts, theories, practitioners, and concepts to inform the creation, development, and/or presentation of dramatic work(s).

Competent application of some dramatic processes, skills, and techniques for practical or hypothetical dramatic work(s).

Competent collaborative and/or independent work to achieve dramatic outcomes, demonstrating a considered understanding of dramatic roles, skills, and stage presence.

Considered communication using appropriate language, terminology, and technologies specific to drama and dramatic roles.
	Competent investigation, analysis, and integration of information, concepts, and ideas to communicate for a dramatic purpose.

Informed analysis of, and reflective response to, performed drama and drama texts, using arts-specific terminology.

Considered analysis of the interdependent nature of drama and dramatic elements.

Informed appraisal and consideration of the anticipated response by an intended audience.
	Considered reflection on and appraisal of self-created and others’ dramatic work(s). 

Considered reflection on some integration of dramatic information, concepts, and ideas to create dramatic works.

Recognition and some evaluation of dramatic texts, theories, practitioners, and concepts to inform the development and/or presentation of dramatic work(s).

	D
	Some knowledge and understanding of some basic processes of creating and presenting dramatic works, including on-stage and off-stage roles.

Recognition and basic understanding of aspects of theories, concepts, meanings, or intentions applicable to drama, dramatic roles, or dramatic works.
	Some experimentation, exploration, or consideration of aspects of dramatic texts, theories, or practitioners to inform the creation, development, and/or presentation of dramatic work.

Some application of aspects of dramatic processes, skills, and techniques for practical or hypothetical dramatic work(s).

Some collaborative and/or independent work to achieve dramatic outcomes, demonstrating basic understanding of aspects of dramatic roles, skills, and stage presence.

Some communication using aspects of the language specific to drama and dramatic roles.
	Some consideration and description of information and ideas to communicate for a dramatic purpose. 

Some descriptive and personalised response to performed drama and drama texts, using some arts-specific terminology.

Some understanding and acknowledgment of the interdependent nature of drama and dramatic elements.

Some consideration and understanding of how an audience may respond.
	Expression of unsubstantiated opinions about a self-created or others’ dramatic work.

Identification and description of dramatic information, concepts, and/or ideas that may have some relevance to creating dramatic works.

Recall and some description of aspects of dramatic texts, theories, or practitioners that may inform the development and/or presentation of dramatic work.

	E
	Awareness of some of the processes of creating and presenting dramatic works.

Identification of one or more aspects of a theory, concept, meaning, or intention applicable to drama, a dramatic role, or a dramatic work.
	Attempted exploration or consideration of aspects of a dramatic text, theory, or practitioner in the creation, development, or presentation of a dramatic work.

Attempted application of aspects of one or more dramatic processes, skills, or techniques. 

Emerging collaborative or independent work skills, demonstrating awareness of one or more aspects of dramatic roles, skills, or stage presence.

Attempted communication using elements of the language specific to drama or dramatic roles.
	Attempted description of information or ideas to communicate for dramatic purposes. 

Attempted response to a performed drama or drama text, using some elements of arts-specific terminology.

Limited acknowledgment of the interdependent nature of drama and dramatic elements.

An awareness that the audience should be considered.
	Limited statement of personal opinion about self-created or others’ dramatic work.

Attempted description of one or more aspects of dramatic information, concepts, or ideas. 

Limited description of one or more aspects of a dramatic text, theory, or practitioner role.


Knowledge and Understanding


Thorough knowledge and informed understanding through making connections with playwright’s intentions, and in making comparisons with theatrical genres.





Application


Integrated application of a breadth of dramatic processes, skills, and techniques that develop conceptual interpretations for practical or hypothetical dramatic work(s).





Shows well-considered communication using mostly appropriate language, terminology, and technologies specific to drama and dramatic roles by making connection with Brecht’s techniques and the challenge for contemporary actors.








Knowledge and Understanding


Some depth in knowledge and clear understanding of the processes of creating and presenting dramatic works, including on-stage and off-stage roles.





Application


Well-considered communication using mostly appropriate language, terminology, and technologies specific to drama and dramatic roles.





Knowledge and Understanding


Some depth in knowledge and clear understanding of the processes of creating and presenting dramatic works, including on-stage and off-stage roles.





Knowledge and Understanding


Thorough knowledge and informed understanding in applying Brecht’s style to contemporary theatre practice.





Analysis


Thorough investigation, analysis, and integration of a range of information, concepts, and ideas to communicate for a dramatic purpose.





Well-considered analysis of the interdependent nature of drama and dramatic elements by linking text to performance.





Additional Comments


This is a ‘B+’ example.


Note: An audio file/interview and a range of visual material were included as appendices which did not contribute to the overall word count of this assessment type. These appendices have not been included in this example because of copyright constraints. 








Analysis


Thorough investigation, analysis, and integration of a range of information, concepts, and ideas to communicate for a dramatic purpose. 





Knowledge and Understanding


Thorough knowledge and informed understanding of a range of different theories, concepts, meanings, and intentions applicable to drama, dramatic roles, and dramatic works.
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