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Abstract  Bertolt Brecht was one of the most famous and one the most 
controversial dramatists of the 20th century. Brecht, who had great influence on 
the development of drama in China in the New Period (the period after the end of 
the Cultural Revolution), also brought many problems. Those problems also 
made different people in Chinese theatrical circles have different opinions of 
Brecht. Some scholars think that the introduction of Brecht’s plays in the New 
Period was “a historical mistake”. Some even doubt if Brecht’s theory met 
artistic law, or if Brecht’s plays are of value. Why was Brecht so popular in the 
Chinese theatrical circles in the New Period? What does Brecht mean to Chinese 
drama? Why was Brecht misread in China? Did Chinese drama really need 
Brecht? This article offers serious reflections and analysis of those questions. 
 
Keywords  Brecht, dramas in the New Period, epic theater, narrative style, 
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摘要  布莱希特是 20 世纪世界剧坛最著名也最受争议的戏剧家之一。布莱希特对新

时期中国话剧的发展产生了巨大的影响，但也带来诸多问题。这些问题同样导致中

国戏剧界对布莱希特的不同看法。有学者认为新时期中国戏剧译介布莱希特是“历

史的错位”，甚至对布莱希特戏剧理论是否符合艺术规律，布莱希特戏剧是否有价

值都提出了怀疑。新时期中国戏剧为什么出现“布莱希特热”？布莱希特对中国戏

剧意味着什么？为什么布莱希特在中国会被“误读”？中国戏剧是否需要布莱希

特？本文对这些问题进行了认真的思考和分析。 
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1  The passion for Brecht in the New Period 

Brecht was the first Western dramatist introduced to China and his plays were 
also the first Western plays performed in China. At the beginning of 1979, Leben 
des Galilei (The Life of Galileo) was performed at the Chinese Youth Art Theatre 
(directed by Huang Zuolin 黄佐临, Chen Yong 陈颙). It was a great success. 
Afterwards, more and more translations and productions from Brecht were 
presented. His important theatrical theories and plays were been translated and 
produced one after another. Brecht was a symbol of the openness of Chinese 
theatrical circles to the Western world and the exchange of Western plays and 
Chinese plays. More importantly, Brecht had great influence on Chinese theater. 
There was a “passion for Brecht” in the New Period. Nearly all theater schools of 
dramatic thought, theatrical theories, creations or performances were, more or 
less, influenced by Brecht. In some ways, Chinese theatre began its revolution 
and transformation because of Brecht’s works which advanced previous theories, 
creations and performances of the Ibsen-Stanislavsky school to the multi-themed 
development of theatrical concepts, theatrical aesthetics, and theatrical forms. 

Productions by Brecht appeared as early as in 1929. In the 1930s and 1940s, 
the two scenes A Case of Betrayal and Two Bakers in his Fear and Misery of the 
Third Reich (Furcht und Elend des Dritten Reiches), were presented as 
anti-fascist plays, but the theories of Brecht were not mentioned. In the 1950s 
and 1960s, Bulaixite xuanji 布莱希特选集  (The Anthology of Brecht) was 
published in 1959, and Mother Courage and Her Children (Mutter Courage und 
ihre Kinder) was performed at the Shanghai People’s Art Theatre (directed by 
Huang Zuolin) In 1962, Huang Zuolin published Mantan xijuguan 漫谈“戏剧

观” (About Theatrical Plays), which informed the Chinese theatrical community  
about Brecht and his “epic theatre”, but had little influence on the development 
of theatrical plays. Then, why did the translations and productions of Brecht 
achieve the great success they did in the New Period? 

To answer this question, we must first know why Chinese theatrical circles 
introduced Brecht in the New Period. At that time, the entire theatrical world was 
searching for a future in the face of serious crisis. The argument on the views of 
drama had exploded and lasted for dozens of years. In the arguments, there was 
the exploration of theatrical practice, which many people thought occurred 
because theatrical concepts and methods could not follow the guidelines of the 
era. Breaking the realism forms of the Ibsen-Stanislavsky school became an 
overwhelming practice. The view of Hu Weimin 胡伟民 was representative of 
this. Hu said that the exploration of theatrical plays “was intended to break the 
realistic methods, to create the bondage of life on the stage, and to use a freehand 
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brushwork to reach the other shore of non-illusionism”.1 To elaborate, on his 
opinion, he said traditional realism still had vitality, but it was not sufficient to 
express the complicated and evolving modern society and the thoughts and 
emotions of contemporary people and needed to be disbanded. The exploration 
and artistic value of symbolism, expressionism, epic theatre, the theatre of cruelty, 
existentialism, the theatre of the absurd and the poor theatre were worthy of 
example. In face of this crisis, dramatists were searching for theatrical arts which 
could more faithfully and deeply experience life and express the reality. 

Chinese theatre could not develop such an artistic revolution within its own 
artistic traditions. It needed certain external forces to stimulate and inspire it. 
Around 1980, there was a special period of boluan fanzheng 拨乱反正 (bringing 
order to chaos). Anti-realism was prevalent in theatrical plays, but to introduce 
modernism into China was politically risky. This choice was made because of 
two considerations: the political consideration and the artistic consideration. 
Politically, Brecht was a Marxist and was interested in Chinese culture and 
theatre. Artistically, Brecht was a figure representative of the modern Western 
theatrical movement. He insisted that he was a dramatist of realism. Therefore, in 
the special atmosphere of the Chinese theatre, to choose Brecht was to bring 
revolution to Chinese theatrical tradition, but did not break taboo.  

At the same time, Brecht also emphasized that realism should have varied 
styles. He boldly took the “yet not thoroughly explored aesthetic value” of 
modern theatrical plays. At the same time, Brecht also criticized modern theories 
such as expressionism having “no power to explain the world as an object of 
human practice”. Brecht instead made a new exploration.2 More importantly, he 
created a new form of drama using the method of defamiliarization and 
emphasized “epic theatre” which resorted to rationalism and deep thinking. This 
innovation by Brecht excited Chinese dramatists. For them, the pursuit and 
reform introduced by Brecht seemed to symbolize a developing trend of Chinese 
drama in the New Period. 

Of course, the passion for Brecht in the New Period also had a close 
relationship with the social context of “bringing order to chaos”. Modern Chinese 
society had gone through the heavy depression of Leftism for 17 years and the 
savage devastation of the Cultural Revolution brought tremendous social and 
political upheavals. People who had experienced this painful, humiliating and 
ignorant period began to think about reality, life and human beings and began to 
think about their history and culture. China needed rationality, and Chinese 
people needed to think. The epic theater of Brecht, which emphasized rationality 
and thinking, satisfied the aesthetic requirement of the society in the New Period. 

                                                  
1 Hu Weimin, 1982. 
2 Brecht, 1990, p. 54. 
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The rational thinking of reality and life, the revolution of theatrical expression, 
and a passion for Brecht was formed through an exchange of Brecht’s theatrical 
plays and Chinese theatre. This passion continued into the 1990s. Meng Jinghui 
孟京辉 pointed out, “I want to inspire audiences to think. Brecht’s plays meet my 
needs.”3 

This was the main reason why there was a passion for Brecht in those times. 
But some overseas scholars doubted that Brecht had a special impact in China. 
The key point is that in the earlier theatrical periods there was no urgent demand 
for Brecht. His earliest plays in the 1930s and 1940s mainly focused on 
anti-fascist themes. Their introduction and translation were more for political 
reasons than for artistic reasons.4 His plays during the New Period were quite 
different. They were not politically inspired or an act influenced by external 
forces. Rather, they were artistic explorations based on drama itself. The aim was 
not only to break through the traditional dramatic theories, but also to find a 
theatrical form which would better follow the feelings and thoughts of modern 
Chinese society.   

Chinese dramatists saw Brecht as a close friend. Outstanding theatrical plays 
since the New Period, such as Chen Yi shizhang 陈毅市长 (Mayor Chen Yi) by 
Sha Yexin 沙叶新, Yige sizhe dui shengzhe de fangwen 一个死者对生者的访问 
(The Visit of a Dead Person to a Living One), by Liu Shugang 刘树纲, WM 
Women 我们 (Us) by Wang Peigong 王培公 and Wang Gui 王贵, Yeren 野人 
(Wild Man) by Gao Xingjian 高行健, Zhongguo meng 中国梦 (The Dream of 
China) by Huang Zuolin and Sun Huizhu 孙惠柱 etc, Gouer ye niepan 狗儿爷涅

槃 (The Death of Gouer) by Jin Yun 锦云, Sangshu ping jishi 桑树坪纪事 (The 
Records of Sangshuping) by Xu Xiaozhong 徐晓钟 and Chen Zidu 陈子度 etc, 
Sifan 思凡 (Longing for the Secular World) by Meng Jinghui, Shengsi chang 生
死场  (The Ground of Death and Life) by Tian Qinxin 田沁馨  were all 
influenced by Brecht. Even today, theatrical concepts and artistic expressive 
forms such as Brecht’s effect of defamiliarization, rational thinking and dramatic 
narration, have become important parts of Chinese theatrical treasures, which 
nourished, enriched and developed Chinese theatrical art. 

2  Epic theater, narrative style, and strangeness 

Epic theatre was Brecht’s special contribution to the theatrical world. Brecht 
called the epic theatre “Non-Aristotelian drama”, which was a revolution within 

                                                  
3 Zhang Lu, 1999. 
4 1959 was also the ten years’ anniversary of establishing diplomatic relationship between 
China and DDR. The translation and performance of Brecht was an agreement of political and 
cultural exchanges between the two countries. 
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traditional Aristotelian drama. In Brecht’s opinion, the actions and language as 
described in the Poetics by Aristotle was intended to arouse sympathy or terror 
and to make the audience have an emotional identity with the turbulent and 
evolving times. Drama should have free and vast themes to reveal important 
social and historical events. More importantly, drama should help people to 
understand reality and influence society. Revolutionary epic theatre broke the 
structure of the “Three Unities” and the taboo of “No Narration”. It adopted a 
free and vast structure, and the narrative method of the epic theatre gave the 
reality a sense of awkwardness. The purpose was to inspire audiences to think 
and to criticize society, as well as encouraging people to change their reality and 
change the world. 

In which aspects did the introduction and translation of the epic theatre in the 
New Period inspire Chinese playwrights to think and explore? We can say that 
among the many aspects of Brecht’s influence in China, there are two major 
points: one is the revolution of theatrical concepts. The second one is the 
innovation of epic theatre. 

Brecht forced the complicated and ever-changing society of the 20th century to 
explore theatrical arts which could reflect life in a deeper and more realistic way. 
Chinese society was undergoing the same turbulence and evolution in the New 
Period. There were great changes in the social consciousness, lifestyle, values 
and the aesthetic tastes of people. How should drama reflect the reality and 
satisfy these new aesthetic tastes? The revolutionary elements of Brecht’s plays 
made Chinese dramatists realize that “the modern world is so complicated and 
the feelings of people are accordingly complicated. The playwrights sought to 
“find forms of theatrical expression which can better match the feelings of 
modern people”. 

At first, the usage and reference of modernism and realism by Brecht 
broadened the thoughts of Chinese dramatists to a large extent. From a great 
realist like Brecht, Chinese dramatists realized that, “One of the most attractive 
phenomena of the 20th century is that artists of realism showed enormous interest 
in the modern arts. This crossover formed a stream.” Chinese playwrights also 
saw the special value of having “the expressionism and symbolism which 
revealed the reality of life and expressed the subconscious of figures.” 5 
Therefore, realism broke through traditional realistic writings and moved towards 
openness, broke the dominance of realistic writings and began the exploration of 
modernism, forming the most magnificent view of Chinese drama in the New 
Period. 

Secondly, Chinese playwrights were attracted by Brecht’s epic theatre concept. 
They had been long influenced by Aristotelian drama. Brecht, whose style was 
                                                  
5 Hu Weimin, 1985. 
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non-Aristotelian, had once influenced Chinese playwrights such as Huang Zuolin, 
Chen Yong and Gao Xingjian during the 1930s, 1950s and 1980s. They knew 
that drama could be changed and Brecht was the first dramatist who made them 
realize that the rules of drama could be redefined. The time was right for Chinese 
drama to take its influence from Brecht during the New Period. Brecht was 
promoted by Huang Zuolin, Chen Yong and Gao Xingjian and became 
synonymous with the innovation of Chinese drama. Concepts such as “rational 
thinking”, “the effect of defamiliarization” and “the narrative style” became 
important concepts in the theory and practice of Chinese drama. 

Thirdly, Brecht appreciated Chinese drama and opera. The artistic expression 
of Brecht’s plays is similar to Chinese drama and opera in some aspects, which 
made Chinese dramatists return to national drama and opera and realize the 
special value and charm of “fiction.” For a long time, Chinese dramas followed 
the Ibsen-Stanislavsky style, which saw realistic writings as the nature of drama. 
The exploration and acceptance of Brecht and other Western dramatists on the 
artistic features of Oriental theater, including Chinese dramas, and the impact 
they made on Western realist theater in the last century, made Chinese 
playwrights realize that the assumptive feature was not only a unique aspect of 
drama and opera, but also a basic characteristic of all theatrical plays, including 
dramas.  

The prominent feature of the aesthetic transition of plays in the New Period 
was the change from repetitious aesthetics to expressive aesthetics. Therefore, 
just as Hu Weimin 胡伟民 pointed out in Kaifang de xiju 开放的戏剧 (The 
Openness of Drama), the theatrical innovations of Brecht were based on the 
fusion of traditional realism, the new experience of modern Western aesthetics, 
and the experience of the ancient Oriental theatrical forms which became the 
primary feature of Chinese drama in New Period, where different schools had 
different emphasis. In the reform of the theatrical concepts of dramas in the New 
Period, Brecht played the most important role. 

The artistic innovation of the epic theatre influenced Chinese drama in many 
aspects, both in theatrical concepts and in the practice of dramatic creations, 
which were mainly evident in the following aspects: 

First, the core concepts of epic theatre — the acceptance of the effect of 
defamiliarization, as mentioned previously, were caused by his dissatisfaction 
with the Aristotelian traditional theatre, which is imitation ― sympathy ― 
identification. These techniques placed the audience in a dreamlike state where 
they lost their ability to interpret and criticize society. The narrative method used 
by epic theatre, on the one hand, could reveal great social and historical events. 
On the other hand, it gave the reality in drama the effect of defamiliarization, and 
separated the audience from the development of the plot, inspiring them to think. 

Defamiliarization, the core concept of the epic theatre, was understood by 
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Huang Zuolin as “a school of theatre which advocates having a certain distance 
between actors and characters, between audience and actors and between 
audience and characters.” To understand Brecht’s methods of “historical 
transformation of the daily life”, the judgment consciousness of the drama was to 
“prevent actors and actresses from using overwhelming emotions to stimulate the 
emotions of the audience, make the audience experience the characters and 
scenes of a play in an enchanted state … Audiences would lose their objectivity, 
and, then, their ability to remain calm and clear minded enough to understand the 
message that playwrights and artists wanted to express. They would be unable to 
critically assess the ideological content and the philosophical content of the play 
and to explore the nature of events.”6 In the New Period, with the advent of 
Brecht and the influence his plays gained in Chinese theatrical circles, the 
concept of de-familiarizing the objects to arouse a critical view won wide 
acceptance. 

Secondly, the emphasis on rational thinking by Brecht gave Chinese dramatists 
artistic inspiration. Epic theater estranged familiar objects and allowed the 
audience to view and judge the objects from a new perspective and to have the 
satisfaction of thinking from an aesthetic view. In 1962, Huang Zuolin pointed 
out in Mantan xiju guan, “I think philosophical thinking is urgently lacking in 
our theatrical creation.” Therefore, he wanted to introduce and translate Brecht. 

The influence of Brecht on the development of theatre in the New Period was 
at first “from emotion to rationality”.7 The description of the character of Goer’s 
grandfather in Gouerye niepan gives a sobering reflection of the oppression of 
the ultra-leftist politics on Chinese farmers and throughout the Chinese 
countryside. Sangshu ping jishi reveals the material poverty and the widespread 
ignorance of the people who lived on the yellow earth under feudalistic traditions 
and modern autocracy. The young people in WM women carried painful 
memories in the pursuit of being “Human beings! What does human beings 
mean?” which was presented as a puzzle and loss. Shengsi chang sharply 
criticized the indifference of modern Chinese people to “life, oldness, illness, and 
death”. All of the aforementioned plays contained serious rational thinking which 
was particularly adept at viewing events from the philosophical level. It guided 
the audience to think and criticize the life and society portrayed in drama. 

Thirdly, the references to the impact of alienation in epic theatre by using the 
narrative method could mainly be seen in play writing and stage performances. 
The alienation of play writing, as evidenced in the epic theatre of Brecht, can be 
seen in Yige sizhe dui shengzhe de fangwen, WM women, Yeren, Zhongguo meng, 
Gouer ye nianpan, Sangshu ping jishi, Sifan and Shengsi chang. Each of these 

                                                  
6 Huang Zuolin, 1962. 
7 Chen Gongmin, 1985. 
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plays has multiple scenes, with no core event and is a complete story. The 
structure between one scene and another was disjointed. The narrative methods 
were borrowed from Brecht, including songs, explanation, enlarged subtitles, 
electronic slide shows, motion pictures and dances to tell the story and give 
comments, which not only broke down “the fourth wall,”, but also made loose 
scenes more full of vitality. Compared to traditional plays such as Leiyu 雷雨 

(Thunderstorm), Shanghai wuyan xia 上海屋檐下  (Under the Eaves of 
Shanghai), Qu Yuan 屈原, Guan Hanqing 关汉卿 which had complete plots and 
rigorous structure, the plays of the epic theatre had loose structures with 
narratives, which displayed complicated and comprehensive social and historical 
events and separated audiences from plot and the fate of the characters. The 
audience did not get involved but became spectators of the event because they 
were surprised by “the defamiliarization”. Stage performances with the effect of 
defamiliarization in the epic theatre referred to actors and actresses who offered 
comments and narratives during the performance and revealed the spiritual world 
of the characters by using unconventional gestures and actions. Both of these two 
methods were used in Sangshu ping jishi, Gouer ye nianpan, WM women, 
Zhongguo meng and Shengsi chang. These differed from traditional 
performances where actors and actresses are only characters. Instead, these plays 
combined performance and commentary and relied on the rationality of the 
audience and separated the actors and audience from the plot. The performance 
of actors and actresses was mainly to reveal the motives of each character, and 
surprising the audience and to making them reflect and judge the realities shown 
in the drama. 

There were no plays with Brecht’s style in the New Period. And, Brecht’s 
plays brought Chinese theatre many new elements. They greatly extended the 
artistic concepts of Chinese theatre, awakened its innovative consciousness, 
strengthened its philosophies, increased its artistic expression, and extended its 
artistic possibilities to extensively and deeply reflect upon society and life. 

3  The dilemma in introduction and acceptance of Brecht 

In the 1980s, Brecht’s theatrical concepts met difficulties in China. The reasons 
did not lie in the greatly accelerated changes in Chinese realist drama and the rise 
modernist drama brought to the country, but in the influence of the epic theater. 
Some claimed that the introduction and publication of Brecht’s theatrical theories 
gave Chinese theatre an inclination of formulization and conceptualization. At 
certain times, when the effect of defamiliarization, rational thinking and plays of 
narrative style were mentioned in articles or at forums, the presence of satire 
could be sensed. Brecht was synonymous with non-theatre, non-artistry, 
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non-audiences and heterodoxy.8 
Why was Brecht so heavily criticized in China? Is Brecht’s epic theatre really 

as shallow and direct as critics said? Brecht aroused similar discussion in Europe 
and America. However, after people really watched his plays, they truly were 
able to appreciate his creations. Strasbourg, an American dramatist once said, 
Brecht’s plays performed by the Berliner Ensemble, in my opinion, represent 
some outstanding post-war theatrical contributions. They not only resulted from 
the theatrical concepts, but also from performances which combined theatricality, 
imagination and simplicity… The general reaction from the audience was: ‘I 
thought Brecht must always be cold, rational, strange, and unemotional. However, 
the plays are so exciting, colorful, pleasing and touching.’ The fact that Brecht 
suffered this condemnation was caused by misunderstanding. Brecht once said, 
“If critics can discuss my plays as observers without talking about my theory first, 
they will find that these plays are rich in imagination and humor.” And he had no 
alternative but to admit that, “Finally I realize that many of my theatrical theories 
were misunderstood.”9 

A similar situation happened in China. Many of Brecht’s theatrical theories 
were misunderstood. Of course, the misunderstanding by itself, on the one hand, 
was caused by abstract theories. On the other hand, Brecht’s theatrical theories 
also had certain contradictions and conflicts. In the early period of establishing 
the epic theatre, Brecht overcorrected his theatrical theories’ discussion in 
rational thinking, drama narration, emotional separation and so on. During this 
period, The Exception and the Rule (Die Ausnahme und die Regel) and The 
Mother (Die Mutter) were also created during violent and politically-charged 
times. 

The reason why Brecht became a great dramatist was because he was, first, an 
outstanding poet. To a great extent, Brecht, as a poet, betrayed or corrected 
Brecht, the dramatist, who insisted on the establishment of the epic theatre. 
Therefore, his plays such as Mother Courage and Her Children, The Life of 
Galileo, The Caucasian Chalk Circle (Der kaukasische Kreidekreis), and The 
Good Person of Sichuan (Der gute Mensch von Sezuan) became classics of world 
literature. Later, Brecht also felt the impartiality of his theories. He tried to start 
from the effect of defamiliarization and combine rational thinking, aesthetics, 
narrative style, theatricality, separation and identification, calling his plays 
dialectic plays. 

However, at the beginning of the 1980s, Brecht was not dialectically 
introduced and accepted. In theatrical practice, there were serious problems of 
confusion, which directly caused the difficulties previously mentioned. What did 

                                                  
8 Chen Yong, 1999, p. 276. 
9 John Willett, 1984, p. 41. 
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this kind of introduction present? 
First of all, there was a large number of plays where a few costumed characters 

discussed the philosophy they invented. A theory of “thinking more than 
appreciating” appeared in Chinese theatrical circles. Some people even thought 
that Brecht only resorted to rationality. The disadvantages it brought were that 
there were little depth, attractiveness, or imagery in the plays. Their so-called 
philosophy also lacked the deep experiences and examinations of society and life, 
but was full of long and dull political sermon or ethical education. These plays 
“disgusted the audience. They could not bear to listen to the costumed preaching. 
There were rows of empty seats in the theatre.”10 

Was the empty preaching which simply relied on “rational thinking” Brecht’s 
intention? Brecht emphasized rational thinking in his plays. But, he emphasized 
an idea “to make moral lessons into entertainment and to make thinking an 
entertaining thing.” 11  In the mature literature creations of Brecht, rational 
thinking was vital to the play and character descriptions. Mr. Puntila in Mr. 
Puntila and His Man Matti, and Mother Courage in Mother Courage and Her 
Children, were all vivid and colorful characters. Philosophical thinking such as 
“Wars are deals of big shots, but not deals of common people.” was based on 
careful demonstrations of reality.” Aesthetics were rational demonstrations of 
theatrical concepts. The rational thinking of plays could not be separated from 
society and life. 

Secondly, the emphasis on “narration” caused the loose structure and the 
discontinuous stage action, which made the plays loose and dull.12 Why would 
the narrative style cause the plays to lack drama? It might be relevant to the 
overthrow of the fourth wall of epic theatre? It is said that “Stanislavsky believed 
in the fourth wall, but Brecht was determined to pull down the fourth wall.” In 
Man tan xiju guang by Huang Zuolin, the effect of defamiliarization was 
considered to be a skill which could break the hallucination of the stage. At one 
time, this opinion deeply influenced the translation and introduction of Brecht in 
China. 

Was epic theatre totally “a narration” which breaks “the hallucination of the 
stage”? The answer is “no”. Theatrical plays cannot be only narrations. Just as 
Brecht once said, epic theatre was to “combine Aristotelian theatrical methods 
with non-Aristotelian theatrical methods, but also “with no intention to replace 
it.”13 Epic theatre was comprised of two parts, which are traditional theatrical art 
and the epic narration method. Brecht added elements of narration in traditional 

                                                  
10 Su Shuyang, 1985. 
11 Brecht, 1990, p. 6. 
12 Ma Ye, 1986. 
13 Words from Brecht, See Zhang Li, 1980. 
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drama to break “the fourth wall”. When needed, he would separate the audience 
from plot development and the fate of the characters in order to make the 
audience think. With the narrative style of the overall structure and theatricality 
in the micro-structure, Brecht still emphasized the characteristics of theatrical 
plays and still needed to use conflicts and theatrical action to express events, 
characters and philosophies. 

Thirdly, did theatrical performance emphasize “the separation of emotion”, but 
lack vivid stage imagery? It was common to see “the fake, shallow, direct 
performance, the lack of vivid images, expressive methods, and performance 
skills.” 14 The fundamental reason was that the deviation of the translation and 
introduction of Brecht’s theatrical performance theories let people believe that 
Brecht required actors to be detached and rational and that Brecht’s theatrical 
performance excluded the total involvement of the characters and excluded the 
emotional experiences and identification between actors and the audience. 

Brecht claimed that the performance should have an “emotional separation”. 
There were mainly two forms: One was the shift between the entering of the 
characters into theatrical performance and the separation of the characters from 
singing and other narrative methods. The other was that the theatrical 
performance should be able to enter the characters but also be outside and give 
judgments. No matter which, they are special methods for epic theatre for 
expressing emotion to the audience. The actors and actresses should be able to 
perform the role of the characters, but not be totally identified with the characters. 
It was also necessary to use external sensory actions. It was impossible for epic 
theatre to be without experience and identification. “In popular performance 
forms, the mental activities should be completed during the performance. The 
aim is to make the audience have the same mental activities. But here, the actors 
and actresses should complete the identification during the rehearsal.”15 Brecht 
cares about rationality and emotion, as well as expression and experience. But he 
emphasizes the need to fuse rationality and emotion, expression and experience 
from “separation”, and let the audience sometimes get involved in the drama and 
sometimes get separated from the play to gain a critical attitude for watching the 
performance. 

The fact that many of Brecht’s theories were misunderstood was quite serious 
in the early 1980s. We can take Gao Xingjian as an example. Under the influence 
of Brecht, Yeren and Chezhan 车站  (The Station) by Gao Xingjian all 
emphasized the philosophical thinking of drama. Moreover, he developed the 
narration of Brecht into various methods such as the “multiple narrative voices” 
and the “poly-view”. Besides these, he also developed the separation 

                                                  
14 Xu Xiaozhong, 1984. 
15 Brecht, 1990, p. 209. 
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performance of Brecht into a policy of mutual examination and commutation of 
the “self-actor-character”. Gao indeed made great contributions to dramatic 
creation of the New Period. But the disadvantages were also obvious to see. For 
example, the relationship between human beings and nature, and thoughts on 
the development of humanity and fate were more easily expressed in narration 
but not in the plot and performance, which lacked the conflict and action to 
form the necessary tension. Plays like these lacked philosophical depth because 
of their lack of vivid literary images and meaning and as a result were dull and 
not enlightening. Among the plays referencing Brecht’s theories, Yeren and 
Chezhan were of minor quality, causing one to imagine the quality of the other 
plays. 

Brecht’s plays were intended to be critical and enlightening, but how could 
political posturing work reaching in China? Brecht’s plays kept on trying new 
ways to express new reality, but how could they become formularized and 
conceptualized in China? Misunderstandings existed in the communication 
among world cultures. For example, Brecht’s starting point was to create epic 
theatre, but Chinese aesthetics read the elements of “separation” from it. But, the 
important thing is to reveal some expected deviations and conflicts in Brecht’s 
early theories and the deep reason for “the misunderstanding of Brecht in many 
aspects in China”. 

There are two points worthy of attention. One is the pragmatic purpose of the 
introduction. The other is that the vision of acceptance was limited by a 
questionable sociology. Brecht was introduced into China when Chinese drama 
wanted to break the Ibsen-mode. Epic theatre by itself was an antidote to the 
traditional Aristotelian plays. Therefore, at first, Brecht was considered a pioneer 
who fought against traditional realistic plays. With this practical purpose in the 
introduction of Brecht, Chinese dramatists consciously and unconsciously put 
Brecht on the opposite side of realism. They tended to put his over-corrected 
theories into the extreme, and did not realize that in Brecht’s theories, dramas of 
narrative style and theatrical plays simply have a different emphasis, but are not 
completely contradictory. 

On the other hand, in the 1980s, when Brecht was re-introduced into China, 
the views of acceptance were limited to critical analysis which emphasized 
presumptions and superficial understanding. These new interpretations placed the 
emphasis on dramatic narration and the separation of performance and the 
shallow understanding of life and experience. They also emphasized 
philosophical thinking, the reception of theatrical forms of rationalistic epic 
theatre, and on revolution and publication which made Chinese drama prone to 
accept the rational and educational side of Brecht’s plays, but ignore the 
traditional theatrical side of Shakespearean plays. The “innovation” was to use 
new techniques to perform the old ideas of rampant socialism. The serious 
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problems of formularization and conceptualization in Chinese theatrical circles 
after the introduction of Brecht were not simply reflective of or caused by Brecht. 
Socialism created flawed interpretations which would continue to exist, no 
matter who was introduced. He or she was bound to be conceptualized and 
formulized. 

4  Chinese drama needs Brecht 

The tenets of socialism, which had long been present in Chinese drama, altered, 
changed and assimilated Brecht works to some certain degree. It was when the 
“theatre crisis” happened in China around the 1980s, that theatrical plays in the 
New Period began to take reference from modern Western plays such as Brecht’s. 
In the face of crisis, the theatrical circles began to emphasize deeper reflections 
of reality in the modernization of Chinese plays. They thought the key was to 
break the traditions, such as “three unities” and “the fourth wall”, and to walk 
into the assumptive nature.16 

We can see here the tight restraints of Leftism in this development. That is, 
when it is not possible to use reality to reflect reality at a profound level, 
theatrical circles steered clear of more important problems such as drama and 
reality, and drama and life to explore the revolution in forms such as the 
assumptive nature. In the introduction and translation of Brecht, this was mainly 
shown in the following aspects: First, the usage of Brecht to fight against the 
traditional theatre represented by Ibsen and Stanislavsky by using “the effect of 
defamiliarization” to fight against realism. These actions did not extend realism, 
but instead as Chen Yong states, “A partial conclusion was made. It was decided 
that creative methods of realism were equal to reservation and obsolescence.” 
This opinion took “reality” and “fantasy” as the reason for conflict, and equated 
“reality” and “fantasy” with realism. It seemed that it was necessary to negate 
realism in order to break the difficult situations. A misunderstanding was that the 
fundamental reason for the crisis was the formulization and conceptualization of 
concepts and thoughts. “Realism” and “fantasy” can formalize and conceptualize 
thoughts and concepts. “Non-realism” and “non- fantasy” can also formulize and 
conceptualize thoughts and concepts. Many could not understand the criticism 
that Brecht was actually an over-correction for the starting pointing of 
establishing new theatrical plays. More often, Brecht thought that the two 
systems were similar in some aspects. He insisted that the two systems be 
complementary. Chinese theatrical circles put Brecht on the opposite side of 
Ibsen and Stanislavsky, and put Brecht’s theory on the opposite side of realism. 

                                                  
16 Chen Yong, 1985. 
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Therefore, reference to Brecht’s plays was mainly concerned with some 
problems of ideology such as realism and non-realism, fantasy and non-fantasy. 

Secondly, the effect of defamiliarization lost its critical power after being 
understood in a formalist view. “The effect of defamiliarization” was the 
negation of the negation of knowing (know-don’t know-know). It alienated 
familiar objects in order to inspire the unfamiliar inner characters of familiar 
objects, and make people use a surprising, suspicious and critical attitude 
examine things and events which they used to take for granted. However, in the 
Western world, the effect of defamiliarization was often understood as similar to 
alienation. 

In China, the translation and introduction of the theory of alienation was 
accepted, although taken as a method or skill to eliminate fantasy and separate 
the audience. The epistemology of defamiliarization has long been ignored. In 
the 1950s and 1960s, Huang Zuolin was influenced by Brecht and emphasized 
the grand size, free time and space in the reflection of reality. In the 1980s, 
dramatists such as Gao Xingjian, emphasized Brecht’s theory that “drama can be 
narrated.”17 The way to treat “the effect of defamiliarization” as a skill and to 
ignore the critical and inspiring nature of it separated the relationship between 
defamiliarization and the reality it reflected. On the one hand, it caused the 
translation and interpretation of Brecht to serve only for the pure stage effect. On 
the other hand, it worsened the inclination of drama in the New Period where 
dramatists did not dare to face reality and emphasized formal creations. The most 
important function of the epic theatre was diffused here. Some people even used 
Brecht’s methods to deconstruct widely-accepted political concepts. Since 
defamiliarization lost its fundamental critical elements, rational thinking became 
hallowed teaching. 

They were probably the main reasons why Brecht was distorted and taken as 
political teaching and was conceptualized and formulized and why there were  
doubts as to “whether Brecht’s theatre concept followed an artistic routine”, 
“whether Brecht’s theatre was valuable”, “whether Brecht suited Chinese 
drama,” and “whether dramas in the New Period were historically in a wrong 
place.” Do Brecht’s dramatic concepts and creations have artistic values? The 
famous Russian director Tovstonogov once commented on the influence of 
Brecht on the world in this way, “Without the dramatic heritage of Brecht, it is 
impossible for modern dramatic art to come into being.”18 Tovstonogov is a 
descendant of the Stanislavsky school, which is the opposite of Brecht’s concepts. 
Therefore, the comments made by him are more convincing. 

Brecht, as an outstanding dramatist, moved Western drama onto a new stage 

                                                  
17 See Huang Zuolin, 1959; Gao Xingjian, 1986. 
18 A .Tovstonogov, 1986. 
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with his dramatic concepts and methods during his mature period. Although the 
propaganda drama of his early period might have been old fashioned, his dramas 
in his mature period reflected history and reality and have become world classics. 
The inclinations of narration, defamiliarization, non-fantasy and the free shift of 
time and place were influenced by Brecht. In Chinese theatre circles in the New 
Period, especially after the 1980s, the success of representative works in the New 
Period such as Sangshu ping jishi, Gouer ye niepan, Zhongguo meng, and 
Shengshi chang also showed that Brecht was of great value to the development 
of Chinese drama. 

Just as Brecht proved the aesthetic principles of epic theatre through Chinese 
drama, Chinese dramatists also discovered their own dramatic traditions in 
Brecht. We can say that in the beginnings of the 1980s, because the inertia of 
dramatic development during the “17 years” and in the Cultural Revolution 
period, Chinese dramatists adapted a revolutionary and combative view toward 
Brecht by using translations and an introduction of Brecht which accelerated the 
political teachings, conceptualization and formularization of Chinese drama. 
Then, later, during the 1980s, Chinese dramatists began to adjust their views and 
started from the reality to display the national aesthetics, national opera art and 
the Stanislavsky method in order to connect with Brecht. This adjusted impartial 
view placed Brecht completely on the opposite side of modernism, although it 
was not satisfying in the critical and inspiring aspects of epistemological sense. 
However, we can see that there was a deepening process of Brecht’s influence. 
Because of the problems and confusions of his acceptance, dramatists in China 
began to reflect on Brecht in China in the later period of the 1980s when they had 
a more comprehensive understanding of Brecht, and demonstrated their own 
subjectivity and creativity. 

This was the creative transition of drama starting from reality and human 
reflection, and from national aesthetics and the tastes of the audience. It became 
a projecting symbol for the development of drama in the New Period. As to the 
translation and introduction of Brecht, just as Xu Xiaozhong emphasized in his 
creation and direction of Sangshu ping jishi, “we should depend on ourselves and 
study the advantages of other schools” and strive to create a “drama with 
narrative characteristics and dramatic characteristics,” “combining with sense 
and sensibility” and “combining the separation of fantasy and the creation of 
reality.” 19  “Fusion” is to repair the artistic breakage caused by partial 
understanding. 

First, as to the relationship between sense and sensibility, in order to correct 
the previous impartial method of emphasizing rational thinking and ignoring 
aesthetic sensibility, dramatists emphasized the research of the view of the fusion 
                                                  
19 Xu Xiaozhong, 1988. 
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of sense and sensibility in traditional operas and believed that what drama should 
inspire in the audience is an arousal of their rational thinking, of emotional 
philosophy and philosophical emotion. Therefore, drama should have narrative 
elements which can give an effect of defamiliarization to reality and also have 
plots with conflicts of personal characters and a relationship between character 
and fate. 

Secondly, in accordance with the fusion of sense and sensibility, theatricality 
and narrative style, there was the position that theatrical drama should create 
fantasy as a reflection of the characters’ personalities, relationships and fates and 
create the reality and fantasy, thereby giving actors to experience and identify 
with the lives and emotions of the characters. When an actor made comments to 
the character and events he played, he should have a detached and attached 
attitude to the characters in order to destroy the fantasy of reality. Dramas such as 
Sangshu ping jishi, Gouer ye niepan, Zhongguo meng, and Shengshi chang all 
combined the narrative style of general structure and concrete scenes, the 
experience school of performance, and insisted on free expression and reflection 
on the basis of reality and thought. So, the audience could experience the 
excitement of entering the plot and could be guided into the objective thinking 
about the play. The drama could achieve a philosophical revelation and poetic 
sublimation in the exploration of reality. 

Obviously, Chinese drama needed Brecht. The translation and introduction of 
Brecht in New Period was not historically wrong. What did the encounter with 
Brecht in China mean? It revealed that what Chinese drama needed was not 
Brecht’s theatrical theories, but Brecht’s theatrical spirit. It is true that the real 
influence in global cultural exchange is the liberation of potentiality and the 
pervasion of the spirit. 

What was Brecht’s theatrical spirit? There are three key points to consider: 
Firstly, it was the theatrical critical spirit. The most valuable aspect of Brecht’s 
drama was its position of enlightenment as this took theatrical creation in a 
revolutionary direction. The use of “the effect of defamiliarization” inspired 
audiences to appreciate art and at the same time think and criticize social life. 
Ernst Cassirer said that, “people are waiting in silence to be awakened from a 
torpid state to come into the bright and strong light of consciousness. The 
measurement for the level of art is not the effect of identification but the effect of 
strengthening and brightness.”20 In China, during the transition period while the 
dissimilation force was still strong, critical and inspiring plays were especially 
needed. 

Secondly, it was theatrical creation. “narrative style”, “epic theatre”, and “the 
effect of defamiliarization” were not Brecht’s invention. However, he explored 
                                                  
20 Ernst Cassirer, 1986, p. 188. 
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the development of drama with the aim of a social revolution and national 
inspiration. He formed his own special drama philosophies based on European 
dramatic tradition and modern Western theatre and Oriental theatre. Perhaps, 
some of Brecht’s concepts are now outdated. However, Brecht’s spirit of creation 
will never be outdated, because this spirit believes that people can create dramas 
in each era to accelerate self-liberation and express events the society. Therefore, 
when we study Brecht, we should not understand things in a mechanical and 
partial way, but keep on exploring and creating. 

Thirdly, it was the dialectic spirit of Brecht. In his early years, Brecht made 
some theories into absolutes. Later in his mature period, Brecht’s theatrical 
theories and practices clearly became more dialectic, by using “the effect of 
defamiliarization” as the main body for fusing traditional and modern and 
Western and Eastern theatrical concepts and methods. Most theatrical reforms 
have some over-corrected extremes. Any exploration would be helpful to inspire 
the potential of dramatic art. Different schools of art experience a contradictory 
period and become fused and then are be able to grasp the truth of drama. This 
was the case for Chinese drama in the transition and exploratory periods when it 
also needed to absorb the new creations of Brecht’s school and other schools. In 
general, the introduction and translation of Brecht was not to imitate Brecht, but 
to use it as reference towards the creation of modern Chinese national drama. In 
this sense, Brecht’s drama was a rich resource. 
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