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An Age of Transition
Restaging Brecht’s Encounter with Beijing Opera
By Jonah Dunch
ABSTRACT
The scene is Moscow, 1935. A who’s who of the European avant-garde has gathered to see the work of their foremost Chinese colleague, the Beijing opera master Mei Lanfang. Among them is the German playwright Bertolt Brecht, who sees in Mei’s performances the aesthetic effect he aims to develop in his own work: an effect he will soon call the ‘alienation effect.’ In 1936, Brecht pens his famous essay “On Chinese Acting,” in which he argues—approvingly—that Chinese theatre alienates the actor and audience from a play’s characters and events by smashing the fourth wall and championing symbolism over realism. But did Brecht get it right? In this essay, I examine this remarkable episode in global theatre history. I argue that Brecht misunderstood Beijing opera’s theatre aesthetics, yet nonetheless meaningfully engaged with Chinese culture. A renewed encounter between Brechtian theatre and Beijing opera, I suggest, opens up intriguing possibilities in dramatic performance and theatre aesthetics.
INTRODUCTION
After Bertolt Brecht saw Mei Lanfang, the dean of Beijing opera, perform in Moscow in 1935, Chinese theatre took centre stage in the German playwright’s articulation of his theatre aesthetics. Brecht was one of the foremost theatre artists of the twentieth century, developing a distinctive style that aimed to alienate the actors and audience from a play’s characters and events in order to provoke them to critical reflection on their social conditions. Brecht thought Mei’s art produced just such an ‘alienation effect.’ But how accurately did Brecht understand Chinese theatre? How should we assess Brecht in light of this understanding? And what lessons should we draw from this episode in global theatre history? In this essay, I aim to restage, as it were, Brecht’s encounter with Beijing opera. In Section I, I will contextualize and explain Brecht’s interpretation of Mei’s performance techniques. In Section II, I will assess how accurately Brecht understood the theatre aesthetics underlying Mei’s performances. In Section III, I will appraise Brecht’s understanding and use of Chinese theatre in his historical context. In my conclusion, I will explore the artistic possibilities and theoretical upshots of renewing Brechtian theatre’s encounter with Beijing opera.
I
Mei was an eminent performer of dan, Beijing opera’s heroine role type. Through tours to North America and Europe, Mei and his company broadened the global reach of Beijing opera, a form of Chinese theatre that had developed over the late Qing dynasty (1644-1912) and finally risen to prominence in the middle of the nineteenth century.[endnoteRef:1] Since in the long view of history, theirs was a novel artform, actor-managers like Mei drove innovation in Beijing opera by collaboratively devising new performance techniques, styles, and works.[endnoteRef:2] So, when he attended Mei’s 1935 tour to Moscow, Brecht witnessed a pioneering artist at the height of his craft, one who was causing a great stir among the Russian intelligentsia. Stalin had recently endorsed socialist realism, opposing the Russian avant-garde’s formalist experimentations in the “freeing of artistic process from service to realist representation.”[endnoteRef:3] Beijing opera—with its heightened aesthetics, symbolic movement, and fusion of music, acting, and dance—did anything but support the socialist realist agenda of lifelike representation. But thanks to the diplomatic ties between the Bolsheviks and the Chinese Nationalists, Russian cultural figures could afford to bring Mei over.[endnoteRef:4] In the course of praising Mei’s art, the avant-gardists covertly defended the besieged aesthetics of Russian formalism. The filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, for example, lauded Mei for pushing two seemingly opposing elements—symbolic convention and the individuality of the performer—to their limits. By contrast, he lamented that Soviet art “is now almost completely reduced to one of its elements, that is, the representation… to the detriment of the image.”[endnoteRef:5] While he did not share their concerns with reviving Russian formalism, nor did he understand Mei’s work in the same way, the exiled Brecht took a cue from his local colleagues in using Mei’s art as inspiration for his own gestating theatre aesthetics.[endnoteRef:6] He had indicated in an interview a year earlier that he thought Chinese theatre exemplified the “epic, storytelling kind” of acting he was aiming to create in Germany;[endnoteRef:7] now it was time to see this kind of acting in action. Evidently, Brecht felt transfixed by Mei’s art and vindicated by its effect on him. [1:  Elizabeth Wichmann, “Tradition and Innovation in Contemporary Beijing Opera Performance,” TDR (1988-) 34, no. 1 (1990): 146.]  [2:  Wichmann, “Tradition and Innovation in Contemporary Beijing Opera Performance,” 147.]  [3:  Haun Saussy, “Mei Lanfang in Moscow, 1935: Familiar, Unfamiliar, Defamiliar,” Modern Chinese Literature and Culture 18, no. 1 (2006): 10.]  [4:  Saussy, “Mei Lanfang in Moscow, 1935,” 12.]  [5:  Quoted in Saussy, “Mei Lanfang in Moscow, 1935,” 17.]  [6:  Ronnie Bai, “Dances with Mei Lanfang: Brecht and the Alienation Effect,” Comparative Drama 32, no. 3 (1998): 406-407.]  [7:  Quoted in Bai, “Dances with Mei Lanfang,” 401.] 

Brecht outlined his interpretation of Chinese theatre in a 1936 essay known in English as “Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting,” or “On Chinese Acting,” which he wrote in response to Mei’s performance. Here Brecht introduces the term “alienation effect” to refer to the attitude of critical distance he wants actors and spectators to take to a play’s characters and events. The Chinese actor, Brecht argues, achieves the alienation effect by eschewing the fourth wall, that is, the illusion that the actor really is the character, that the play is really happening in a reality separate from the audience’s.[endnoteRef:8] Moreover, Brecht claims, the Chinese actor estranges and astonishes the audience by making it clear that he knows he is being looked at, observing himself and drawing attention to how strange his movements are.[endnoteRef:9] He stops the audience from emotionally identifying with his character, for he signals his character’s emotions through conventionalized movements, rather than by simulating feelings and recreating their outward signs as they appear in real life.[endnoteRef:10] Brecht hopes an actor could use such outward signs to stir in the audience emotions of critical evaluation, rather than mere emotional contagion.[endnoteRef:11] In contrast to his Chinese counterpart, Brecht claims, the Western actor tries to influence his subconscious so that it arouses the requisite emotions in him. Western naturalistic acting is an obscure and unsustainable system, Brecht contends, one in which the actor uncritically trusts in the authenticity of his subconscious feelings—feelings that are ultimately contaminated by his class position. Brecht condemns the Western actor for his comparatively “parsonic” art: “Isn’t art sacrosanct?” he asks wryly. “Isn’t theatrical metamorphosis a mystical process?” Not so for the Chinese actor, like Mei, who “eschews complete transformation” and “confines himself to merely quoting the character.”[endnoteRef:12] The Chinese actor’s creative process—that is, his mastering of technique—is finished prior to him coming onstage, and thus he can stop or start a performance at any time, without the Western actor’s fuss of getting into the right headspace.[endnoteRef:13] Now Brecht laments that in Chinese theatre, the alienation effect may serve only to mystify the audience.[endnoteRef:14] But, he suggests, revolutionary artists—like himself—could use the alienation effect to instead historicize the events of the play.[endnoteRef:15] By “quoting” their characters, as Mei does,[endnoteRef:16] actors could highlight their characters’ historically contingent peculiarity—rather than their supposed universality—and thereby facilitate social criticism of the conditions of their lives.[endnoteRef:17] Deploying the alienation effect is thus one way in which theatre could begin to meet “the imperative demands of an age of transition.”[endnoteRef:18] [8:  Bertolt Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” trans. Eric Bentley, The Tulane Drama Review 6, no. 1 (1961): 130-131.]  [9:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 131.]  [10:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 131-132.]  [11:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 133.]  [12:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 132-133.]  [13:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 133-134.]  [14:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 134.]  [15:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 134-135.]  [16:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 132.]  [17:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 135-136.]  [18:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 136.] 

II
Brecht paints a pretty picture, but it is marred by cracks. As I will argue, he is right to think that the Chinese actor does not countenance a fourth wall between him and the audience, but he is wrong to think that in doing so the actor forestalls theatrical illusion and produces the alienation effect. Rather, actor and audience share in an illusion together, a heightened state of aesthetic immersion. Further, while Brecht may have seen Mei observing himself in a demonstration of technique, Mei probably did not do this when performing plays; even if he did, it likely would not have produced the alienation effect. Moreover, Mei actually would emotionally identify with his characters, feeling his way into their emotions through both his conventionalized gestures and his subconscious. His audience, in turn, would empathize with his characters, taking on more than just an attitude of critical reflection. The alienation effect is nowhere in sight. To articulate these points, I will largely follow Min Tian’s incisive critique of Brecht. But as I indicate throughout the following, Tian’s arguments have weak points that I hope to repair.
	First off, as Tian persuasively argues, the absence of a fourth wall in Chinese theatre does not entail the absence of a theatrical illusion and the presence of the alienation effect. Rather, actors and audience together take part in a shared illusion—not a naturalistic illusion, but “that kind of illusion primarily of poetic and emotional atmosphere and artistic realm which is based, not on objective verisimilitude in physical form, but on subjective likeness in emotion and spirit.”[endnoteRef:19] In their use of direct address, the performers do not estrange themselves from their characters, nor do they encourage the audience to disentangle actor and character in their understanding of the play. Instead, through their virtuosic movement, the performers invite the audience into “the poetic atmosphere and imagination created by the actor’s performance”[endnoteRef:20] As Tian notes,[endnoteRef:21] Brecht’s own description of Mei’s transparent stagecraft—specifically, a scene of a fisherman’s daughter steering a non-existent boat—reveals that it created a powerful illusion, one that evidently captivated Brecht himself: “The current runs faster. Now it is harder to keep her balance. Now she is in a bay and rows more quietly.”[endnoteRef:22] Indeed, per Ronnie Bai, Chinese theatre’s illusionary effect is “enabled by the creation of an aesthetic time [through music, verse, narrative, and dance] in which actual everyday gestural conventions and the rules of temporality do not apply.”[endnoteRef:23] Though the audience does not view the play as a separate world, neither do they treat it as part of the real world. Rather, the audience enters into an alternate reality where heightened gestures and norms stand in for their ordinary counterparts.[endnoteRef:24] Instead of alienating them from the play’s characters and events, the absence of a fourth wall draws actors and audience alike into a shared fictional reality, one of emotional immersion and heightened aesthetic power. [19:  Min Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom? Brecht's (Mis)Interpretation of the Classical Chinese 
Theatre,” Asian Theatre Journal 14, no. 2 (1997): 205.]  [20:  Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 205.]  [21:  Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 206-207.]  [22:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 131.]  [23:  Bai, “Dances with Mei Lanfang,” 417.]  [24:  Bai, “Dances with Mei Lanfang,” 417.] 

Additionally, the Chinese actor does not observe himself so as to estrange or astonish the audience. Tian’s argument for this claim is thus: it makes no sense to think that the Chinese actor would try to arouse surprise in the audience, since the intelligibility of Chinese theatre depends on the audience being familiar with its conventions and cultural commonplaces.[endnoteRef:25] In my view, this argument falters: even if the audience were familiar with the artform, they could still be continually shocked out of their complacency; they could be reminded of this theatre’s strangeness, its remoteness from ordinary life, by an actor who persistently draws attention to this quality, perhaps through self-observation. At any rate, information from Tian, Haun Saussy, and Brecht himself evinces that Mei did not normally perform this sort of self-observation, and certainly not to the purpose of the alienation effect. For one, based on clues in Brecht’s essay, Tian surmises that Brecht saw Mei’s lecture and demonstration at Moscow’s Master of Arts Club, where he would have performed, as Brecht describes the scene, “wearing a dinner jacket in an ordinary room full of specialists.”[endnoteRef:26] In the context of a technical demonstration for his hosts’ edification, it only makes sense, to my mind, that Mei would observe his own movements, drawing the audience’s attention to them. It does not follow that he would observe himself so conspicuously in a fully realized performance. Moreover, I would add, Brecht says he notices the Chinese actor observing himself as he “glances at the floor or measures the space available for his act.”[endnoteRef:27] But this sounds more like a precaution for an impromptu performance in an unfamiliar playing space—like the Master of Arts Club—than for a prepared production in a spacious theatre. Granted, Brecht saw at least one of Mei’s productions (The Fisherman’s Revenge, which features the scene Brecht describes of a fisherman’s daughter paddling a boat), so perhaps he saw Mei observing himself then as well. I judge this to be unlikely, though, since on Mei’s own account of his craft, in the context of total performance he would immerse himself deeply in the inner life of his character. Mei claimed that the Beijing opera actor’s feelings “must become so closely identical with the status of the character that it is as if he were really that character,” and that to express the full range of a character’s feelings, “the first thing to do is to forget that you are acting and make yourself one with the part.”[endnoteRef:28] Far from merely quoting his character and avoiding a theatrical trance, Mei would continue his creative process in a full-blooded performance by tapping into his subconscious: “As I perform a part, new understanding of it makes me alter my gestures unconsciously.”[endnoteRef:29] But even if his immersive performances did incorporate the gestures of self-observation that Brecht describes, I find it unlikely that these gestures would have normally produced the alienation effect. Russian theatre director Aleksandr Tairov, for one, was by no means alienated by Mei’s work in that 1935 tour. Rather, Tairov was struck by the “amazingly enormous concentration” of Mei and his company: “We always discussed in the naturalistic theater within what boundaries the transformation of the actor is possible, and here the artistic practice of Mei showed us that substantially it is possible to overcome all these internal difficulties. Mei Lanfang, whom we see here, who is a man of full value and full blood, incarnated a woman.”[endnoteRef:30] Chinese actors like Mei transformed themselves in performance through their technical discipline and singular focus. [25:  Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 206.]  [26:  Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 202. Cf. Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 132.]  [27:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 131.]  [28:  Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 212.]  [29:  Quoted in Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 214.]  [30:  Saussy, “Mei Lanfang in Moscow, 1935,” 14-15.] 

Moreover, the Chinese actor’s conventionalized movements do not alienate the audience from the play’s characters. These movements are idealized renderings of natural expressive gestures drawn from everyday life. As such, Tian argues, “they are not merely ‘the outer signs’ to which the performer, who plays the angry character, for example, points […] they also refer to the feelings that take place in real life.”[endnoteRef:31] Now on behalf of Brecht, one could respond that, even if the actor’s gestures refer to actual feelings, they nonetheless stop short of eliciting those feelings from the audience. In fact, non-naturalistic gestures in Brecht’s theatre looked far more like their real-life counterparts,[endnoteRef:32] so evidently he did not think total autonomy from human reality was necessary for a production to achieve the alienation effect. Plus, we must remember that the mature Brecht endorsed critically distant emotions, mainly saving his scorn for emotionally contagious empathy.[endnoteRef:33] Ironically, though, Brecht himself provides evidence that the conventional gestures of Mei’s theatre were emotionally contagious. In his essay, he complains that several spectators shushed someone sitting near him who had gasped in astonishment at one of Mei’s gestures. It was a death scene, and the shushing spectators “conducted themselves as at the death of some real girl.”[endnoteRef:34] Brecht pronounces that “the alienation effect had misfired,”[endnoteRef:35] but he fails to consider whether, instead, Mei’s art normally and naturally effected empathy, not alienation. It seems more likely that Brecht was the outlier, those shushing spectators the norm. For when the actor identifies deeply with the character, Mei claimed, “the spectators, spellbound by his performance, forget that he is a performer and accept him as the character.”[endnoteRef:36] [31:  Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 205.]  [32:  Bai, “Dances with Mei Lanfang,” 415.]  [33:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 133.]  [34:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 134.]  [35:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 134.]  [36:  Quoted in Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 212.] 

III
As the foregoing discussion shows, Chinese acting did not valorize Brecht’s coveted alienation effect. On the contrary, actors and audience alike engaged empathetically with Mei’s theatre.  So, Brecht’s assessment of Beijing opera was mistaken. But what lessons should we draw from this conclusion? I will argue that Brecht’s engagement with Chinese theatre exemplifies both Orientalist misappropriation, as Tian argues, and nonetheless deep and enriching cultural exchange. To give Brecht a fair shake, we must place him into his historical context: one of decline and renewal across the globe, in which haphazard cultural cross-fertilization played an important role in the projects of European and Chinese intellectuals alike.
	Having thoroughly debunked Brecht’s treatment of Mei’s work, Tian criticizes him for extracting one superficial element of Chinese theatre and discarding the rest. Tian’s complaint, to be clear, is not that Brecht appropriated elements from a foreign cultural tradition, for “this kind of appropriation is inevitable in any intercultural theatrical communication.”[endnoteRef:37] Rather, the problem is that Brecht limned Chinese theatre as a stale and stilted artform that he, the revolutionary, was in a position to sort out, rescuing gesture and the alienation effect from a sinking ship. Here we have a case study in Orientalist misappropriation, in which “the received exotic Other is displaced by domestic desires and needs.”[endnoteRef:38] I am largely sympathetic to Tian’s assessment, since Western imaginings of China commonly fail to do justice to this civilization’s historical complexity. Indeed, Brecht casts Mei’s artform as ‘the Chinese theatre,’ as if it were a monolithic artform standing outside of history, when in fact the specific artform of Beijing opera was an early modern innovation. By the same token, however, to judiciously appraise Brecht we must fit him into his historical context too. In the light of history, I would argue, Brecht’s engagement with Chinese culture appears less straightforwardly superficial and pernicious than Tian supposes. For one, Brecht cultivated a lifelong enthusiasm for Chinese poetry and philosophy.[endnoteRef:39] Most strikingly, he wrote a posthumously published book of dialogues and essays titled Me-ti, that being a name for Mozi, a classical Chinese philosopher and social reformer in whom he presumably saw a fellow iconoclast. In this work, he filtered his own concerns through the styles and concepts of the Chinese classics.[endnoteRef:40] Chinese intellectuals of the early twentieth century were just beginning to reassess the long-neglected writings of Mozi’s school, so Brecht’s enthusiasm for him reveals a surprisingly close acquaintance with the Chinese tradition.[footnoteRef:1] And as Bai argues, Brecht’s encounter with Beijing opera played a crucial role in the development of his theatre aesthetics: he only coined the term ‘alienation effect’ after seeing Mei perform,[endnoteRef:41] and this experience may well have prompted him to clarify his gestating ideas.[endnoteRef:42] Additionally, Brecht’s mature development of gestural conventions (which in his theatre, as in Beijing opera, would externalize the characters’ emotions) was evidently inspired by those he saw in Mei’s work.[endnoteRef:43] Granted, Brecht did assimilate elements from the Chinese tradition for his own “domestic desires and needs.” But considering the depth of his engagement with this tradition, he was hardly an unthinking cultural tourist. [37:  Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 218.]  [38:  Tian, “‘Alienation-Effect’ for Whom?,” 218.]  [39:  Bai, “Dances with Mei Lanfang,” 401.]  [40:  Bertolt Brecht, Bertolt Brecht's Me-Ti: Book of Interventions in the Flow of Things, trans. Antony Tatlow (London: Bloomsbury Methuen Drama, 2016), 1-2.]  [1:  Ironically, Mozi condemned the performing arts as frivolous resource drains. See Mozi, “A Condemnation of Musical Performances,” trans. Philip J. Ivanhoe, in Readings in Classical Chinese Philosophy, eds. Philip J. Ivanhoe and Bryan W. Van Norden (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2007), 105-110. The later thinker Xunzi developed his theory of ritual (briefly discussed in Footnote 3) as a rebuttal to Mozi’s view.]  [41:  Bai, “Dances with Mei Lanfang,” 389.]  [42:  Bai, “Dances with Mei Lanfang,” 413-414.]  [43:  Bai, “Dances with Mei Lanfang,” 424.] 

Rather, Brecht typified a certain kind of early twentieth-century intellectual: one who found themself in a world ever more tightly connected, yet ever more turbulent, and hence looked beyond their immediate horizons to meet the demands of their “age of transition.” Of the same kind are the Russian avant-gardists who saw in Mei’s symbolically rich, yet authentically human art a challenge to Stalin’s endorsement of socialist realism. Yet just as European intellectuals looked to China for inspiration and renewal, their Chinese contemporaries looked to Europe. As Saussy details, the young pioneers of modern Chinese literature aspired to renew Chinese theatre by drawing on European theatre. In a 1918 issue of the progressive magazine New Youth, the historian Fu Sinian denounced the traditional performance techniques that Brecht so admired: “To tell the truth, the representation of life and the performance of stage tricks are two divergent things that cannot be reconciled.”[endnoteRef:44] In the same issue, the philosopher Hu Shi argued that Beijing opera’s conventional gestures are a “kind of crude, unrealistic, deceptive and self-deceiving artificiality [that] makes you sick to watch.”[endnoteRef:45] To renew Chinese theatre, Hu argued, artists should extract “the tragic conception” and “literary economy” from traditional European theatre, thereby finally attaining “freedom and naturalness.”[endnoteRef:46] These intellectuals, European and Chinese alike, deplored the reactionary decadence and sentimentality they saw in their respective cultures, looking to the other side of the Eurasian continent for a salve. Both cohorts picked up scraps of foreign culture and used them for their own concerns, refracting European and Chinese theatre techniques through their historically conditioned prisms. We should see Brecht’s errors and caution ourselves to think twice when we think we have understood a foreign cultural tradition. But we should also recognize that it is in just such cross-cultural encounters—however imperfect, however incomplete—that human culture is renewed and transformed. [44:  Quoted in Saussy, “Mei Lanfang in Moscow, 1935,” 19.]  [45:  Quoted in Saussy, “Mei Lanfang in Moscow, 1935,” 20.]  [46:  Quoted in Saussy, “Mei Lanfang in Moscow, 1935,” 20-22.] 

CONCLUSION
In that cosmopolitan spirit, I will close by pointing to potential fruits of renewing the encounter between Brechtian theatre and Beijing opera. As a workshop led by Dan Bye suggests, techniques from Beijing opera may strengthen the alienation effect when transplanted into a Brecht play. From this case study, we may glean insights into what makes a work of theatre apt to create the alienation effect, and into the connection between empathy and critical evaluation in theatre aesthetics.
Bye’s experimental fusion of Brechtian theatre and Beijing opera reveals the promise of a restaged encounter between the two genres. In an afternoon workshop, Bye briefly trained Western actors in the rudiments of dan (the heroine) and sheng (the hero), two of the standard role types of Beijing opera. He then staged an excerpt from Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk Circle with the actors performing as those role types.[endnoteRef:47] This exercise showed that Beijing opera’s performance conventions have the power to bolster Brecht’s sought-after alienation effect and unearth the historically contingent conditions of a play’s characters. For one, the actors became far more aware of the audience, since their limited movement repertoires kept them from turning upstage.[endnoteRef:48] Furthermore, when a female actor performed as the dan and a male actor performed as the sheng, the typically commanding heroine Grusha came off as submissive (as Bye explains, the dan is “continually looking about to curtsey”) whereas the typically desperate hero Simon took on the aspect of a brave soldier.[endnoteRef:49] When the actors took on the types opposite to their genders, the gendered position of each character was portrayed even more starkly. Because the actors felt alienated from the gender archetypes they were embodying, they became self-consciously focused on performing their characters’ socially conditioned gender roles.[endnoteRef:50] Bye’s exercise suggests that, even though these role types do not normally produce the alienation effect within Beijing opera, they nonetheless have the potential to play such a role in a production of Brecht’s work. [47:  Dan Bye, “Brecht's Interpretation of the Performance Style of the Traditional Chinese Theatre,” Studies in Theatre and Performance 22, no. 2 (2002): 119.]  [48:  Bye, “Brecht's Interpretation of the Performance Style of the Traditional Chinese Theatre,” 120.]  [49:  Bye, “Brecht's Interpretation of the Performance Style of the Traditional Chinese Theatre,” 120.]  [50:  Bye, “Brecht's Interpretation of the Performance Style of the Traditional Chinese Theatre,” 121.] 

Now this practical insight prompts a theoretical question: why would conventionalized movements produce the alienation effect in some contexts and not others? The answer, I suggest, pace Brecht, is that contradictions between a theatrical representation and reality—idealized gestures, direct address, and so on—are not enough to alienate an actor or spectator from a play’s characters and events. Rather, one is apt to experience the alienation effect when one sees contradictions between heterogenous elements of a theatre piece. Bye’s workshop achieved the alienation effect because Beijing opera’s elaborate role types are incongruent with Brecht’s sparing dialogue. By contrast, one can engage wholeheartedly with a Beijing opera, sharing in its poetic reality, because its diverse aesthetic elements—music, dance, narrative—form a coherent whole. If my analysis is right, then a theatre form can be both non-realist and empathy-friendly, so long as the form is cohesive. Hence, what makes a realist drama hospitable to empathetic immersion is not its realism, but its own unified system of norms: the fourth wall, the near-natural speech, the three-quarter turn of actor towards audience. In principle, then, a theatre form could be both realist and alienating, so long as it is formally jarring—perhaps this will be the true legacy of plays presented over Zoom. This considered, the Brechtian schema should not place alienation with the conventionalized and empathy with the realist. A renewed Brechtian theatre should instead attend to the unity or disunity of a theatre piece’s component parts.
Moreover, Beijing opera’s true theatre aesthetics bely Brecht’s view that empathy, or emotional contagion, necessarily works against critical evaluation. To my mind, just as an immersive Beijing opera might stir one’s heart to empathy for its heroine, its systemic complexity might channel one’s emotions into a cognitively demanding engagement with the artwork as a whole.[footnoteRef:2] Through this sort of engagement, one might critically reflect on one’s feelings—including those that are contagious or rooted in empathy—even as one experiences them. One might enter a theatrical trance, like Mei, or become immersed in the performance, like his audience, yet in doing so, one might cultivate the critical awareness and emotional intelligence that are together, to use Brecht’s phrase, “worthy of a thinking being.”[endnoteRef:51] This considered, perhaps the theatre aesthetics we need now is one that encourages us to empathize with a play’s characters, yet uses a conventionalized performance system to elevate our consequent emotions, harnessing them to the end of critical evaluation. Perhaps, if I may indulge in big-picture speculation à la Brecht, such a theatre aesthetics could help us meet the imperative demands of our own age of transition. [2:  In a similar vein, the ancient Chinese philosopher Xunzi maintained that the distinctively human capacity to make distinctions (which for him seems to encompass rational reflection) is consummated in ritual. By participating in rituals like musical performances, Xunzi argued, we can thus perfect human nature, mastering and beautifying our desires and emotions. See Xunzi, “Discourse on Ritual” and “Discourse on Music,” trans. Eric L. Hutton, in Readings in Classical Chinese Philosophy, eds. Philip J. Ivanhoe and Bryan W. Van Norden (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2007), 274-286.]  [51:  Brecht, “On Chinese Acting,” 133.] 
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