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melody] blindly”; and “there is a kind of speaking-against-the-music which
can have strong effects, the results of a stubborn, incorruptible sobriety
which is independent of music and rhythm.” These comments are often
invoked to justify practices that disregard the fact that the actors who cre-
ated these roles were also trained as singers. It could almost be balanced with
Brecht’s next line—"If he drops into the melody it must be an event; the
actor can emphasize it by plainly showing the pleasure which the melody
gives him” —if “if” were not such a strong qualifier.?®

Conclusions

It has been argued that Brecht’s simultaneous work on both Lehrstiicke and
opera generated the structure, performance practice, and audience experi-
ence of epic theater for the fundamental purpose of a new audience contract,
and music was essential to that project. Reinstating the role of music in the
inception of epic theater, arguably Brecht’s most influential bequest, raises
several questions. The purpose of the new audience contract was to break
with the opera tradition Brecht had inherited, and yet these components
remain tethered to both pre-Wagnerian opera and to music drama.
Furthermore, Brecht assumed a one-to-one correlation between spoken the-
ater and opera, as if the presence of music were the only difference between
the two, but he failed to recognize that “non-Aristotelian dramaturgy, a
sign of modernity in plays, appears in opera . . . as a piece of tradition.”*! In
other words, Brecht’s bold anti-Aristotelianism has limited power on the
opera stage because that space was never Aristotelian in the first place.
Historically, opera plots do not observe the unities of time, place, and action;
they routinely feature illogical stories and nonlinear development, partly as
a function of musical time. Singing takes longer than speech, even without
excessive ornamentation and melismas, and additional instrumental music
expands performance duration exponentially, so that time constraints pro-
hibit the inclusion of all the requisite Aristotelian connections. It also means
that audiences of operas that predate the music drama are accustomed to the
lurches in dramatic tempo that are the inevitable by-product of alternating
recitative and aria. Opera audiences are essentially inured to such formal
devices from long overexposure and are well accustomed to compensating
for missing dramatic links.

Given its long tradition of epic properties, then, opera was a logical place
for Brecht to find effects for epic theater. According to Vera Stegmann, “The
theory of epic theater inevitably becomes a theory of epic music theater,”
and Ernst Schumacher noted, “Epic theater in the Brechtian sense was only
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conceivable as musical theater,” but one can venture even further.?2 While
Brecht advocated the “epic-ization” of opera by bringing that genre up to
the level of theater, in many respects pre-Wagner opera was already at that
level. Because music drama was a reaction against the then-prevailing style
of opera, Brecht’s response to music drama resulted in a return to its prede-
cessor and even shared some elements with music drama indirectly. One
might ultimately observe the opposite, which is to say that epic theater rep-
resents the “opera-ticization” of the theater.

Epic theater emerged from the negotiation between innovation (writing
Lehrstiicke, pieces that required no audience whatsoever) and renovation
(rehabilitating the opera), during which two different roles for music
emerged, both pertaining to the audience: structural and communal for the
Lehrstiick because it was participatory, and as means of gestus and estrange-
ment in the epic opera for its spectating audience. The new contract meant
that the apparatus—the impresario, the librettist, the composer, or the
actor-singer—no longer dictated audience response because participants
were emancipated to behave as self-actualizing entities. It permits and facil-
itates an independent, conscious, critical response from audiences unaccus-
tomed to being in that position.

The contract is predicated upon several unspoken conditions, however,
that, once examined, call the whole deal into question. Among them is the
assumption that a critical attitude will necessarily yield the “appropriate
reaction,” that is, one that is consistent with Brecht’s social and political
message. The implication is that audiences will agree with the Brechtian
perspective once they are sufficiently educated and skilled in the ways of
critical detachment, but then they are in fact only “free” to the extent that
they would have agreed with him anyway, had they known enough or oth-
erwise been able to do so. Other preconditions suggest a certain naiveté
about human nature, such as the assumption that critical detachment will
result in reassessment and a change of attitude, when it may only reaffirm
the benefits of the status quo. Finally, it assumes that people need to, want
to, and will change, if given sufficient motive and opportunity.

Is the audience free to reject such epic machinations, just as the new con-
tract freed them to resist operatic manipulation?”® The contract gives spec-
tating audience members permission to use their social X-ray vision, but
does it permit them to train those sights on Brecht? Presumably the answer
would be yes, that in fact it is even unnecessary because the plays are trans-
parent, all the means of production are visible, and there is no hidden
agenda. And yet there most certainly is an agenda, as Nicola Chiaromonte
has noted: “Brecht’s dice are loaded and are meant to be.”* Do such texts in
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fact open up possibilities for subjectivity, or do they coerce the audience with
a roll of the loaded dialectical dice? If audiences choose to resist or to “mis-
understand,” refuse to abide by the snake eyes they invariably roll, or
decline to roll the dice at all, indulging instead in the hedonistic pleasure
(Genuf3) of music or humor, has the contract been fulfilled? What happens
when the audience genuinely reclaims its right to self-determination in all
situations, including the experience of epic theater? Perhaps such an event
would signal the arrival of utopia and the irrelevance of Brecht’s theater
project, but in the meantime, his plays can feel every bit as manipulative as
the Wagnerian theatricality he rejected. The liberation of the audience to
formulate a critical response suggests that the contract was actually
intended for engagement with opera or other bourgeois theater rather than
for performances of Brecht’s own epic pieces.”
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