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Abstract: Clowning in the Brechtian Tradition 

This thesis examines how far clowning can be used to augment the aims and effects of a 

Brechtian theatricality. To do so, it first establishes a series of characteristic processes for 

the identification and analysis of clowning, based on the author's own clown training 

with John Wright and Philippe Gaulier. It then explores the nature of Brecht's interest in 

the clowns Charlie Chaplin and Karl Valentin and their influence on his thinking. Next, it 

examines how far Brecht's interest in clowns and clowning can be seen inscribed in the 

texts of his plays and how far that clowning enables the aims of his theatre to be realised. 
Then it looks at a specific example of Brecht production, the author's production of Mr 

Puntila and His Man Matti, to examine how far what has been seen in theory in fact 

works in practice. And finally, it moves beyond Brecht but remains in the Brechtian 

tradition, by examining the show Can of Worms, directed by the author for Strange 

Bedfellows theatre company and asking how far a pure clown show can achieve 
Brechtian effects. 

Throughout, the thesis is concerned to establish how far the specific incidences of 
clowning examined accord with particular effects of the Brechtian theatre, most 
significantly Gestus, dialectics and the Verfremdungseffekt. It concludes that clowning is 

a form particularly well suited to the pursuit of these processes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

i. Key Research Questions and General Overview - What is a "tradition "? 

In order to establish the key questions explored in this thesis it will be useful to unpack 

some of the terminology used in its title, Clowning in the Brechtian Tradition. What do 

we mean by that phrase? None of its components, "clowning", `Brechtian", or even 

"tradition" are susceptible to unproblematic definition, so it will be part of the task of this 

Introduction to attempt an account of how each will be used and developed. None of 

them will remain stable throughout the thesis, but we can at least trace the major 

controversies surrounding each, in order that we might arrive at a useful starting point. 

Of these three, "tradition" might appear the least problematic, denoting an accumulation 

of influence and development within a particular field - in the case of this thesis, the field 

of Brechtian theatre. Unfortunately it is not quite so simple. Raymond Williams, in his 

book Keywords, ascribes four senses to the Latin root of the word: "delivery", "handing 

down knowledge", "passing on a doctrine" and "surrender or betrayal". ' The fourth of 

these should make it clear that the accumulations of influence and development that 

constitute the processes of tradition are by no means simple and deferential. Williams 

observes that the conventional use of the word contains "a very strong and often 

predominant sense of respect and duty", 2 but nonetheless the development of one aspect 

of a tradition must very often entail the surrender or even the betrayal of some other 

aspect. For example, we shall see that Brecht inherited, in the form of influence, several 

aspects of a clowning tradition from Charlie Chaplin and from Karl Valentin. He then 

turned them to his own ends, arguably resulting in the surrender or betrayal of some of 

their key aspects. Does this mean these practices are no longer clowning? No longer 

traditional clowning? Or does it simply mean that traditions are plural and unstable, even 
despite the word's apparent sense of the orderly and the stable? This thesis will proceed 

on the latter assumption, that tradition is not a straightforward handing-down or a linear 

1 Raymond Williams, Keywords (London: Fontana, 1983), pp. 318-9 
2 Ibid, p. 319 
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progress, but rather a dialectical tussle much in the manner, as we shall see, of some of 

the processes engaged in Brecht's theatre. 

The title places "the Brechtian tradition" alongside "clowning" as the twin foci of the 

thesis. We may therefore usefully go on to note that clowning is by no means a stable 

entity to be placed alongside a constantly mutating tradition of Brechtian theory and 

practice, but is itself a tradition - or even many traditions. Dario Fo observes, "clowns 

can be found at all times and in all countries". 3 Such a widespread phenomenon cannot be 

easily contained by one tradition. This thesis therefore focuses on one clown tradition - 
the contemporary European clowning taught by Jacques Lecoq, John Wright and Philippe 

Gaulier, among others. With a view to the cultural pervasiveness of clowning, however, it 

shall be noted that many of the aspects of clowning we examine in this tradition have 

corollaries in others. 

Thus it becomes immediately clear that this thesis is concerned with not one tradition, but 

two, running in parallel and occasionally intersecting. The principal concern of this thesis 

is those points of intersection. Could the title then not equally easily have been "Brecht in 

the Clowning Tradition"? It could not. That the thesis bears its present title is due to its 

primary focus, which is on how clowning can be used as a means to achieve the 

perceived ends of a Brechtian theatre - rather than on how Brecht's theories can be used 

as a means to achieve the ends of clowning - whatever they may be. Nonetheless we 

must keep sight of the fact that the clowning tradition is as varied as the Brechtian 

tradition - given its longer history, perhaps even more so. 

Thus Chapter One explores what we will mean by "clowning" through the rest of the 

thesis, focusing on one tradition within the wider performance practice - contemporary 

clowning of the Jacques Lecoq school - but drawing on several others for comparison 

and elucidation. In particular, it identifies several characteristic tropes and processes and 

a terminology for their discussion. Chapter Two examines some clowns who are known 

to have influenced Brecht, whose traditions he might be said to have inherited. Chapter 

3 Dario Fo, The Tricks of the Trade (trans. Joe Farrell) (London: Methuen, 1991), p. 178 
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Three examines some of Brecht's work and explores the uses, whether homage or 

betrayal, to which he appears to have put those traditions. Chapter Four gives an account 

of a Brecht play in a production that heavily utilises the tools of contemporary clowning, 

exploring how this intersection between two traditions develops and perhaps betrays the 

Brechtian tradition. Finally, Chapter Five gives an account of a clown production that 

may be seen as Brechtian, and explores how broad and deep the Brechtian tradition may 

be seen to run. 

Principally at stake throughout is therefore the question of whether clowning supports the 

aims of a Brechtian theatre. In particular, how does it enable Brechtian techniques such as 

the Verfremdungseffekt to carry their political weight? Subsidiary questions include: if it 

does support those aims, in what ways does it do so? And are there any ways in which 

clowning cannot be or is not used in support of those aims? It will be the business of later 

sections of this introduction to elucidate a working understanding of such Brechtian terms 

and concepts as will be utilised throughout. This Introduction to the thesis will, further 

give a picture of how and why this research has been done - that is, what gaps in 

knowledge it seeks to fill, to what purpose and by what means. It will also give a more 

detailed overview of the shape of the thesis and a brief picture of Brecht's interest in 

clowning. 
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ii. Literature Review and Detailed Overview 

Very little literature yet exists in order to support the exploration of clowning that will 

constitute this thesis' first chapter: no practical or theoretical framework has existed for 

the examination of clowning beyond those posited by studies of individual clowns. 

Niccolls' Chaplin is one example, 4 Richard Findlater's Grimaldi another, 5 and David 

Wiles' Kemp a third. All of these studies are strong in their analysis of the effects 

created by their subject, yet none of them either produces or draws on any sort of pre- 

existing framework for the explication how such effects are produced. They are largely 

written from the point of view of the audience, seldom from on stage. As a result we have 

a series of characteristics that can be observed as specific to individual clowns, but little 

that is either generally applicable, or that goes beneath the surface of production to 

explore the depth of process. 

This may well be because, as has already been observed, the tradition of clowning is 

multiple and may well contain many contradictions. In his books on both literary theory 

and tragedy, Terry Eagleton comes very close to asserting that no definition of literature 

of tragedy is possible beyond "that which is called literature/tragedy" 7 It may be that 

clowning is a similar category, in which a figure is a clown simply because a sufficient 

number of people say so. Nonetheless, Chapter One of this thesis attempts to work 

towards an understanding of what we mean by clowning in many of its differing guises. 

Moreover, it presents for the first time a detailed outline of key characteristics by which 

we may tend to recognise clowning. Most of these characteristics are active, that is, they 

are tropes of performance and thus could be seen as "characteristic processes" rather than 

the more fixed quantity of "characteristics". This detailed consideration of the 

characteristic processes of clowning, the means by which clowning is produced rather 

4 Samuel Thomas Niccolls, Man On the Boundary: The Nature and Significance of the 
Image of the Clown in the Art of Charles Chaplin, Georges Roualt, and Samuel Beckett 
cunpublished PhD thesis, Ohio University, 1970) 

Richard Findlater, Grimaldi, King of Clowns (London: MacGibbon and Key, 1955) 
6 David Wiles, Shakespeare's Clown (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) 

Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: an Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983) 
Terry Eagleton, Sweet Violence: the Idea of the Tragic (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003) 
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than the results of that production is, as has been intimated, one of this thesis' key 

contributions to knowledge. 

That this is now possible is due to the fact that in recent years the practical pedagogical 

work of Jacques Lecoq has begun to filter through into the academy, thanks in part to the 

great success of companies like Complicite. 8 Two texts by Lecoq himself, The Moving 

Body and Theatre of Movement and Gesture, 9 provide significant insights into his work 

and philosophy, not merely regarding clowning, but the theatre as a whole. Reference 

will be made throughout this chapter to these writings of Lecoq. However, partly for 

deliberate pedagogic purposes, he has a tendency towards abstract statements with no 

easily identifiable practical outcome. So we have reason to be grateful for Simon 

Murray's study, 1° which provides a more practical insight to Lecoq's pedagogy and 

practice. 

It would perhaps be possible to construct a framework for clowning based solely on these 
texts. However often Lecoq resisted making definitive statements, we will be able to see 
throughout his work sufficient consistency to draw some firm lessons. However, it would 
be a mistake to neglect the work of Lecoq's followers in maintaining and developing his 

work since his death in 1999. Chapter One focuses on the particular tradition of clowning 
that has emerged from the work of Jacques Lecoq, but that tradition by no means ends 

with his death. In particular, John Wright and Philippe Gaulier, both former students of 
Lecoq and sometime teachers at his school, have become widely respected pedagogues in 

their own right. Each teaches a version of clowning subtly different from Lecoq's and 
one another's, developing Lecoq's tradition in distinct directions. The written work both 
by and about Wright and Gaulier is even more limited than that about Lecoq. Wright 

published his first book, Why is that So Funny?, " in 2006 and it has three detailed 

8A Lecoq-trained company of international repute. More information on the company 
can be found on their website: http: //www. complicite. org 9 Jacques Lecoq, The Moving Body (London: Methuen, 2000); Jacques Lecoq, Theatre of 
Movement and Gesture (London: Routledge, 2006). 
10 Simon Murray, Jacques Lecoq (London: Routledge, 2003) 
11 John Wright, Why is That So Funny? (London: Nick Hem, 2006) 
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chapters on clowning, but there is nothing published about him by any other author. 

Gaulier's published work is limited to the occasional celebratory newsletter produced by 

his school. 

However, when looking at practical work for the theatre, practical primary research is of 

especial use. My own background is in theatre practice and I have trained as a clown with 

both Wright and Gaulier. Having attended Gaulier's school in the first half of 2004,12 and 

Wright's both in the second half of 2003,13 and in the second half of 2004,14 I am thus in 

a position to draw throughout Chapter One on my practical experience of the pedagogy of 

both and to observe in some detail how they view clowning and its creation by the 

performer. By looking at what and how they teach, we can learn a considerable amount 

about clowning, as not only can we observe the characteristic processes of clowning in 

operation, but we can also learn something about the means by which they are produced 

by the performer. This is perhaps the most valuable piece of original primary research in 

this thesis, as the tools for analysis it provides go beyond the development of a 

framework for the better understanding of the characteristic processes of clowning, but 

will subsequently allow us to examine clowning in the work of Brecht with a level of 

detail and nuance that has not hitherto been undertaken. 

Reference will also be made in Chapter One to the work of Keith Johnstone. Johnstone is 

best known for his book Impro, 15 a text that draws most of its lessons from observations 

of the status dynamic between characters or performers. His work on clowning grows out 

of a very different tradition to that of Wright, Gaulier and Lecoq. Most of his examples 

are drawn from silent cinematic clowns such as Laurel and Hardy, and Chaplin, whom 

we shall ourselves study in due course. It is therefore noteworthy that despite growing 
from different roots, Johnstone's observations on clowning overlap significantly with the 

teachings of Wright in particular. This seems to lend credence to the notion that there 

may be, if not universal or essential characteristics in clowning, at least some 

12 Philippe Gaulier, "Clown", workshop, Paris, March-April 2004. 
13 John Wright, "The Way of the Idiot", workshop, London, September 2003 
14 John Wright, "The Gentle Art of Idiocy", workshop, London, December 2004 
15 Keith Johnstone, Impro (London: Methuen, 2001) 
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characteristic processes that are very widely seen. Some examples from other clowning 

traditions, such as that of Dario Fo, add to this impression. Johnstone's work is used here 

simply to help explicate a particular area of Wright's work in a way that Wright does not 

quite do himself. But as we shall see, he also helps foreshadow several significant strands 

in our subsequent investigation of these clown tropes in the work of Brecht. 

Brecht himself has been very well served by scholarship and many texts exist on almost 

every aspect of his theatre. Fredric Jameson's view of Brechtian irony, '6 and Walter 

Benjamin's understanding of the epic theatre have been particularly influential on the 

thinking behind this study, '? although the latter is referred to only briefly. Martin Esslin, 18 

Margaret Eddershaw, 19 and Jan Needle and Peter Thomson, 20 are among many authors 

whose analyses of Brecht's theatrical work and ideas have helped shape the Brechtian 

background to this study. Perhaps even more importantly, Raymond Williams' work on 

Brecht in books such as Drama from Ibsen to Brecht and Modern Tragedy has been of 

great value, especially in the context of Williams' wider work. 

Brecht's use of clowning is relatively under-researched, however, and certainly has never 

been explored in any detail. Peter Arnds recently wrote a short essay concluding that 

"Brecht's clowns remained politically ineffective" 21 The more common approach to 

Brecht's clowns in scholarly works is to indicate his indebtedness to Charlie Chaplin and 

Karl Valentin and to suggest that they were very important in the development of his 

aesthetic, without any significant attention to how this indebtedness manifests itself in his 

work. Martin Esslin, for example, is able to say that Brecht joked, "that he considered 
himself the greatest producer in the world - with the single exception of Charlie 

16 Fredric Jameson, Brecht and Method (London: Verso, 1998) 
17 Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht (translated by Anna Bostock) (London: NLB, 
1973 
18 Martin Esslin, Brecht: A Choice of Evils (London: Heinemann, 1959) 
19 Margaret Eddershaw, Performing Brecht (London: Routledge, 1996) 
20 Jan Needle and Peter Thomson, Brecht (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981) 
21 Peter Arnds, "Brecht's Clowns and the Nazis' Officialisation of Popular Culture", from 
Communications from the International Brecht Society Vol. 32, June 2003, pp. 55-61. The 

quotation appears on p. 55 
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Chaplin", yet include in his book no discussion of Chaplin at all. 22 Meanwhile, he can 

include on Valentin only the famous story about his intervention in rehearsals for Edward 

11,23 and a two-paragraph sequence concluding that Brecht's "language drew much of its 

vigour and force from the earthy speech of clowns who never failed to call a spade a 

spade' 24 Jan Needle and Peter Thomson's book contains no reference to either figure 25 

These are extreme examples, but almost all of the examples tend towards this extreme. 

There is much work to be done to make up this shortfall, and that work forms a major 

part of this thesis. 

Still, it would be wrong to suggest that no detail exists at all in support of the thesis that 

Brecht was heavily influenced by clowning. The work of Joel Schechter - his book 

Durov's Pig, 26 and his essay "Brecht's Clowns: Man is Man and after", 27 have been of 

use to this thesis in beginning a consideration of how clowning augments a Brechtian 

theatre. However, Schechter's concerns are principally theoretical: he makes little attempt 

to examine clowning in terms of its practical processes. Thus when he talks about how 

clowning works in Brecht's plays, his lack of detail on the first principle of how clowning 

works in any context prevents his analysis from achieving a level of detail that would be 

of practical use. He is, finally, more concerned with the political effects of the clowns he 

considers than he is concerned with what it is in the process of clowning that enables 

these political effects. 

22 Martin Esslin, Brecht: A Choice of Evils (London: Heinemann, 1959), p. 83 
231bid, p. 16. The story is of Valentin solving Brecht's problem of how to stage the battle 
sequence by suggesting the soldiers appear in white-face, in order to communicate their 
fear. 
241bid, p. 95 
25 Needle and Thomson, op cit 26 Joel Schechter, Durov's Pig (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1985) 
27 Joel Schechter, "Brecht's Clowns: Man is Man and after", from Peter Thomson and 
Glendyr Sacks (eds. ), The Cambridge Companion to Brecht (2°d edition) (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 90-100. 

15 



Oliver Double and Michael Wilson have written two important essays on Brecht's 

relationship with Karl Valentin. 28 Both will be used extensively in this thesis and their 

work on the documentary evidence synthesises almost all that is known about the 

relationship between these two men. Double's own background in stand-up comedy gives 

their work a useful practical perspective that is missing from much of this kind of work, 

an understanding of the nature of live performance and the ways it affects an audience in 

practice rather than in theory. However, they are ultimately more concerned with 

Valentin as a cabaret artist than as a clown, and once again the lack of any basis from 

which to discuss clowning itself means that they do not develop a detailed understanding 

of the nature of Valentin's clowning, from which to consider how that in particular was 

an influence on Brecht. 

Charlie Chaplin has been the subject of a great many biographies and monographs, as 

well as producing some writing of his own. His autobiography, 29 and his article "What 

People Laugh At", 30 will be of particular use to the discussion of his work that we will 

come to in Chapter Two. Kenneth S. Lynn's recent, thorough biography of him is also of 

use in that discussion. 1 But missing, again, is any detail on Brecht's engagement with 
him despite regular acknowledgements of Brecht's great admiration for Chaplin's work. 

Chapter Two of this thesis will address the shortfall in our understanding of Brecht's 

engagement with Chaplin and Valentin, using the texts indicated above among others, but 

proceeding principally from Brecht's own writings: his diaries, journals and letters, as 
well as his other writings on theatre. Working from the knowledge gained from these 
primary sources, we can engage with the work of Chaplin and Valentin that we know 

28 Oliver Double and Michael Wilson, "Karl Valentin's Illogical Subversion: Stand-Up 
Comedy and Alienation Effect" (from New Theatre Quarterly 79, Vol. XX part 3, August 
2004), pp. 207-215 and 
Oliver Double and Michael Wilson, "Brecht and Cabaret", from Peter Thomson and 
Glendyr Sacks (eds), The Cambridge Companion to Brecht (2°d edition) (Cambridge: 
Cambridge, 2006) pp. 40-61 
29 Charlie Chaplin, *Autobiography (London: Bodley Head, 1964) 
30 Charlie Chaplin, "What People Laugh At", from American Magazine 86 (November 
1918): 34, pp. 134-37 
31 Kenneth S. Lynn, Charlie Chaplin and his times (London: Aurum Press, 1997) 
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Brecht to have seen, and analyse it in some detail using the understanding developed in 

Chapter One, without which such detail has not been possible. We can place this in the 

context of Brecht's developing project and note where their work seems in accord with 

his. We will thus be in a position, when we come to examine Brecht's own work for the 

theatre, to observe not only where clowning's characteristic processes can be observed, 

but where they can be seen to develop - or betray - the traditions engaged by Chaplin or 

Valentin. 

The principal author employed in this thesis, though, is of course Brecht himself, and 

Chapter Three will be principally concerned with his playtexts. At issue in this chapter 

will be how far the influences we have detected in Chapter Two can be seen inscribed in 

the texts of his plays. Thus at this point we will avoid discussion of the plays in 

production except where it can be seen to particularly illuminate Brecht's writing. 

Brecht's plays lend themselves to production in such a variety of differing ways that a 

focus on one or another at this stage might obscure what is to be found in the texts. Thus 

it is in this chapter that the scholars named above, as well as others such as John Willett 

and Ronald Gray, will be drawn on most extensively. This is because the principal 

activity of Brecht scholars has been to illuminate the texts themselves, and there is a great 

deal in their work that will be of use to us in our exploration of what theatrical effects 

appear to be written into those texts. An analysis in this detail, and from this perspective, 

is yet to be undertaken and can add a great deal to our broader understanding of Brechtian 

theatricality. 

Throughout this thesis, references to the works of Brecht will be to translations already 

available in English. It is not the purpose of this thesis to add to any of the controversies 

surrounding the translation of Brecht and translations have been chosen for reasons of 

availability and quality alone. Brecht's first-person prose writings are generally available 
in only one translation, so that dictates to what reference is made here. His plays, 
however, are generally available in at least three or four differing translations and so a 
little more needs to be said about why the selected translations have been used. 
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The most controversial of these selections will be the use of Eric Bentley's translation of 

Mann ist Mann, referred to hereafter by Bentley's version of the title, A Man's a Man. 32 

In his "adaptor's note", Bentley discusses the alterations and interpolations he has made 

and makes a useful observation on the text: "if it remains eccentric, I tried to make its 

eccentricity more and more Brechtian" 33 Although the translation feels a little dated now, 

its eccentricity does indeed feel `Brechtian", for reasons that will hopefully become clear 

in the discussion of the play in Chapter Three. And where Bentley has made notable 

interpolations or alterations, they are for the most part avoided entirely in the 

development of this thesis's argument. If they cannot be avoided entirely due to their 

proximity to other key points, this will be drawn attention to, and arguments will 

certainly not be made about Brecht's writing where that writing is very largely the 

property of Eric Bentley. 

John Willett, not entirely unfairly, criticises the "softness" and "soppiness" of some of 
Bentley's translations, 34 though his own by contrast appear to place too much emphasis 

on the cold and the hard. Nonetheless, it seem appropriate to use a range of translations in 

order to see whether whatever clowning there is in Brecht largely seems to survive 

regardless of whose version we use. Thus when we come to Mother Courage and Her 

Children, 35 Willett's translation will be used, and when we come to a Lehrstück, The 

Baden-Baden Lesson on Consent, we will use Geoffrey Skelton's translation from 

Willett's edition of Collected Plays: Three. 6 Finally, in our attention to The Resistible 

Rise of Arturo Ui, we will use Ralph Mannheim's rightly celebrated translation, 37 which 

won the 1976 Schlegel-Tieck prize and also received generous praise from, among 

32 BB, A Man's a Man, translated by Eric Bentley in the edition Baal, A Man's a Man & 
The Elephant Calf (New York: Grove, 1964). 
33 Ibid, pp. 113-15. The quotation is from p. 113 
34 John Willett "Ups and downs of British Brecht", from Pia Kleber and Colin Visser 
(eds), Re-Interpreting Brecht (Cambridge: Cambridge, 1990), pp. 76-89 
3 BB, Mother Courage and Her Children (trans. John Willett) (London: Methuen, 1983) 
36 6 BB, The Baden-Baden Lesson on Consent, (trans. Geoffrey Skelton) in BB, Collected 
Plays: Three (ed. John Willett) (London: Methuen, 1997), pp. 21-43. The "clown 
number" is on pp. 27-31; it is named "the Clown Number" on p. 31 
37 BB, The Resistible Rise ofArturo Ui (trans. Ralph Manheim) (London: Methuen, 1981) 
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others, Peter Thomson and Jan Needle, 38 and is therefore probably the most generally 

accepted of the available translations. 

Chapters Four and Five focus on the production of Brechtian clown theatre and once 

again have little literature in their support, focusing instead directly on the productions 

concerned. Both productions were directed by the author of this thesis, with the aim of 

exploring its questions in a practical context. The first, explored in Chapter Four, is a 

production of Brecht's play Mr Puntila and His Man, Matti, and explores how far it is 

possible to take clowning in Brecht production. The second, explored in Chapter Five, is 

a new work entitled Can of Worms, by the clown and physical theatre company Strange 

Bedfellows. By developing our understanding of Brecht's clowning out of his playtexts, 

through one of his plays in production, and into a new Brechtian piece of theatre, we can 

gain a detailed understanding of how far clowning enables us to augment a Brechtian 

theatre - throughout the Brechtian tradition. 

It will be worth pausing at this point to consider briefly what we mean when we use the 

phrase "political" - political effects, political theatre, political statements in theatre, 

troubled phrases all. Surely all that is mediated by such a social form as theatre is 

political? As Terry Eagleton says of literary theory, "I mean by the political no more than 

the way we organise our social life together, and the power-relations which this involves; 

[... ] the history of modem literary theory is part of the political and ideological history of 

our epoch [... ] Literary theories are not to be upbraided for being political but for being 

on the whole covertly or unconsciously so". 39 This is no less true of theatre, so what do 

we mean when singling something out as having a particular political slant? For the 

purposes of this thesis, and informed by Brecht's own approach as we shall see, we mean 

something along the lines of "uncovering the underlying political workings of the social 

process" - and very possibly, indicating commentary thereon. So when an element of 
Brecht's work, in this thesis, is said to be "politically motivated" or "politically 

effective", this is meant as more than a mere statement of the obvious. The phrase is a 

38 Needle and Thomson, op cit, p. 116n 
39 Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction, op cit, pp. 194-5 
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cue to the unravelling of what that particular political motive might be, and how the 

theatrical process furthers that motive. Likewise, when questions are asked about the 

extent to which the work of artists such as Chaplin or Valentin is politicised, this is an 

attempt to discover to what extent that work's political engagement is effective in 

uncovering social processes and perhaps indicating commentary thereon. Of course their 

work is political - how could it not be? But that politicisation can be controlled to greater 

or lesser effect, and that is what we are concerned with here. 

iii. Methodological statement 

It is impossible to separate the results of a piece of research from the process by which 

those results are produced. In a piece of research like this, which is chiefly concerned 

with the effects of a theatrical method and the processes by which they are produced, that 

separation is made increasingly difficult by the lack of any reliable means by which to 

support an impression of a piece of theatre now finished. Any individual author's 

viewpoint on an artistic production will be necessarily subjective, which is to say, a 

product itself of that author's socially accumulated knowledge and experiences. Since it 

seems impossible to escape this absolutely, it seems as well to declare it at the outset. 
Pierre Bourdieu has observed that any research into practice and emergent means of 

production will have a strategy which emerges not in advance of the research process but 

as a product of "being in the game" -a strategy emerges in response to the changing 

conditions of the developing process 4° That, to some extent, characterises the 

methodology of this research, which can perhaps be therefore more thoroughly 

understood as an historical process. 

This research seeks to bring a level of practice- and process-derived knowledge to a field 

that has been principally based on observation of products and effects. This represents a 
move from the external in the direction of the internal. In order to derive that practical, 
process-based knowledge, it has concomitantly sought to bring a level of analytical and 
historical rigour to a field that can tend too heavily towards subjectivism and ahistorical 

40 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice (Oxford: Polity Press, 1990) 
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essentialisms. This represents a move from the internal to the external. It always tries to 

balance the experiential with the evidential, the impressionistic with the historical. It does 

not pretend to be the first piece of research to attempt to straddle the practical and the 

theoretical in this way. It does claim to be of original value in being the first to do so in 

precisely this field. 

What does this mean in practice? Any given segment of this research will necessarily 

lean heavily towards one or other of these extremes of practical and theoretical, and 

elements of the other are in every case introduced as a corrective to the potential 

problems that thus arise. For example Chapter One, on clowning, is principally practice- 

based and seeks to develop a practical understanding of what we mean by clowning. 

Therefore to minimise the dangers of excessive subjectivism, this chapter seeks wherever 

possible to draw on historical examples of what has been discovered by practical these 

practical means. This contextualises the results of the research. Moreover, several 
interviews were conducted with graduates of Wright and Gaulier to lend further support. 

Though these are little cited in the text, they form an important basis to the underlying 

understanding of the teaching of these men. 

Conversely, Chapter Three, on clowning in Brecht's playtexts, draws heavily on textual 

analysis and secondary commentary. It is the practical knowledge derived in the earlier 

work, which forms the basis of the claim to originality underlying this chapter. That 

practical knowledge enables us to explore one particular aspect of the texts, that of the 
level of clowning employed, in far greater detail than has hitherto been possible. More 

can be said about the process of textual and supporting research. How have sources been 

selected? Brecht's own works have been read in German (although the editions cited are 

all English translations as the existing versions are better than anything I could essay), 
but almost all of the supporting texts are in English. This means that in effect we are 
focusing on an Anglo-centric Brechtian tradition that differs from the German and differs 

again from, for example, the Brazilian. This decision has been made partly because of my 

own limitations in the German language, but for two further reasons. There is a great deal 

of value in English-language Brecht criticism. And it is in the British theatre that the two 
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productions constitituting the explorations in Chapters Four and Five took place. This 

study is written from within the traditions of British theatre and criticism, as well as the 

Brechtian and clowning traditions explored. The critics who lend support reflect that. 

When we come to examine theatre in production, new problems arise, not least because 

the author of this thesis directed the productions in question. In the case of Mr Puntila 

and His Man, Matti, (Chapter Four), the production was created at least partly to explore 

the questions of the thesis. This means there was an awareness throughout of the 

processes being deployed, the effects sought, and responding to these formed an explicit 

part of the project in rehearsal. Nonetheless, it would be senseless to ignore the fact that 

in making a piece of theatre one inevitably becomes concerned by the pragmatic wish to 

not bore the audience as much as with the theoretical question of whether ones 

Verfremdungseffekte are sufficiently forceful. It is to be hoped that success in this did not 

come at the expense of success in the underlying purpose of the production. In the case of 

Can of Worms (Chapter Five) the production was created with the (in one sense) simpler 

objective of making this production - with, that is to say, the pragmatic concern 

uppermost. However, Can of Worms was also motivated by the wish to make a particular 

kind of theatre that might be described as Brechtian clown theatre. It would be wrong to 

claim that the questions of Brechtian methodology raised in Chapter Five formed a 

consistent and explicit part of the project in the rehearsal room, although these did arise 

on occasion. The concern was much more with the clown methodology and the political 

effect. However, despite not considering the address of questions of Brechtian tradition 

germane to the pragmatic demands at hand while in rehearsal, these questions were part 

of the directorial and dramaturgical approach to and preparation for the project. And in 

any case, we will be most extensively discussing the product, the show and its effects. In 

the case of Can of Worms, an MP4 file is attached as an appendix so that the claims made 

can, as far as is possible with a single camera document of a theatrical event, be verified. 

In order to lend further support to the contentions made in this chapter, as well as part of 

the company's ongoing efforts towards improving their work, audience feedback was 

also sought. 
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iv. Brecht and Clowning 

Before proceeding any further it will be worth briefly adducing some of the evidence for 

Brecht's interest in clowns in general terms, before we investigate the details of his 

interest in Chaplin and Valentin in Chapter Two. Attention to some of this evidence will 

enable us to raise some of the issues that will be at stake as we continue, and to begin to 

advance some of the potential ways in which clowning might be of use in a Brechtian 

theatre. In an early diary entry, Brecht says: 

I saw an eccentric clown of immense stature who shot at the lights with a little 

pistol, banged himself on the head, developed a large bump, sawed it off and ate it. 

I was enchanted: there's more wit and style in that than in the entire contemporary 

theatre. 1 

Thanks to diary entries such as this, Brecht's interest in clowning is a matter of record. 
There is no equivocation in a phrase like "there's more wit and style in that than in the 

entire contemporary theatre". We can also see in this some of the characteristics we will 

come to see in Karl Valentin, another eccentric clown of considerable height, as well as 

noting the motif of a large clown having parts of himself sawn off, which we will come to 

see repeated in The Baden-Baden Lesson on Consent. The early Brecht is absorbing some 

material that would later reappear in his plays. 

Only a little later, he also says: 
Once I get my hooks on a theatre I shall hire 2 clowns. They will perform in the 
interval and pretend to be spectators. They will bandy opinions about the play and 

about the members of the audience. Make bets on the outcome. [... ] They'll say of 
David `Why doesn't he wash more often? ' And of Baal, the last period, ̀ He's in 

love with that dirty tramp'. The idea would be to bring reality back to the things on 

stage. For God's sake, it's the things that need to be criticised - the action, words, 
Gestures - not their execution. 2 

41 BB, Diaries 1920-22 (ed. Herta Ramthun; trans. John Willett) (London: Methuen 
1997), p32 
421bid, pp32-3 
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Clowning was a recurrent topic for the early Brecht. And the notion of using clowns to 

effect a shift of focus away from the process of creating theatrical illusion, and instead 

towards the thing that is being presented for criticism suggests immediately how useful 

the processes of clowning can be in a theatre of Verfremdungseffekte, where anything that 

can rupture an easy belief in the truth of the theatrical spectacle is to be welcomed. It will 

be the business of this thesis to see firstly how far Brecht took such devices in his theatre, 

and secondly how far such devices can be taken in a theatre in his tradition. So first we 

must attempt to define some of the key terms that will be used in connection with that 

tradition. 

v. The Verfremdungseffekt 

The term Verfremdungseffekt itself would not be used until 1936, the first instance almost 

certainly being in "Verfremdungseffekte in der chinesischen Schauspielkunst", translated 

by John Willett as "Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting"43. Meg Mumford's entry in the 

Oxford Encylopedia of Theatre and Performance tells us that the term "has been 

translated variously as `disillusion', `alienation', `de-alienation', `distanciation', 

`estrangement' and `defamiliarisation', each of which alludes to a relevant feature of his 

concept" 44 This thesis will follow Fredric Jameson's convention of leaving the term 

untranslated, as none of these translations adequately covers the full range of the term's 

meanings. 

Brecht's earliest English-language champions, Eric Bentley and John Willett, both opted 
for the translation "alienation effect", which certainly provides the most accurate literal 

translation of the term. When thus rendered literally it also has the advantage of an 

allusion to Marx, whose theory of alienation was important in the development of 
Brecht's social and political thinking as well as to his aesthetic. Marx uses the term to 

explain the disenfranchisement of the worker, whom he describes as "alienated" from the 

43 BB, Brecht on Theatre (ed. and trans. John Willett) (London: Methuen 1964), pp. 91-99 
44 Meg Mumford, "Verfremdung", from Dennis Kennedy (ed) The Oxford Encyclopedia 
of Theatre & Performance Vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford, 2003), pp. 1404-1405 
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fruits of his labour by working for the gain of someone other than himself. 45 This leads to 

a kind of alienation from himself, so that the social man, the worker, is separate from the 

true man. It seems very clear that at least in part the root of Brecht's theatrical device lies 

in the desire to animate this disjunction. 

However, it is essential to note that although in English translation both words appear the 

same, in the original German this is not the case. Marx uses the word Entfremdung, 

whereas Brecht chooses Verfremdung. That Brecht chose a word other than Marx's to 

illustrate something containing some similar shades of meaning must demonstrate a 
deliberate distinction between Brecht's "alienation" and Marx's. Though there are 

overlaps between Brecht's term and Marx's, there are therefore also some important 

distinctions to be drawn. For the English word "alienation" contains at least one shade of 

nuance absent from Verfremdung but arguably present in Entfremdung. It seems implicit 

in English that one initiating a process of alienation must do so out of ill-will towards the 

alienated party and use of the term in the theatre would therefore seem to suggest 

therefore that it is the audience who are being alienated. A similar problem exists with 

another alternative translation, "estrangement"; although rather than ill will it carries with 
it a suggestion of relationship breakdown. "Estranged family members" and "estranged 

wife" are the contexts in which it is most often to be found. "Distancing" has a similar set 

of problems; Brecht's term carries with it none of the implications of distance that so 

many of these translations imply. 

Rather, it indicates a disjunction between what is presented and the means of its 

presentation, a wedge driven between image and reality. It is for this reason that, in my 

essay "Brecht's Interpretation of the Chinese Theatre", 46 1 suggested "disjunction" as the 
best available English word. Like the "defamiliarisation" of Russian Formalists such as 

as Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (edited and introduced by 
Gareth Steadman Jones) (London: Penguin, 1967), p. 65 
46 Daniel Bye, "Brecht's Interpretation of the Chinese Theatre", from Studies in Theatre 
and Performance Vol. 22 No. 2 (2002) 
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Viktor Schklovsky, 47 this is useful in so far as it carries with it the technical meaning of 

the term, implying a jolt of surprise and a splitting into two something it had hitherto 

appeared natural to consider as one whole. The performance and the reality it represents 

are too easily considered identical, and the Verfremdungseffekt seeks to emphasise their 

separateness, to emphasise the process by which the performance represents and signifies 

reality without ever allowing the illusion to be fostered that the performance is reality. 
Jan Needle and Peter Thomson say, "the Verfremdungseffekte were designed to expose 

the familiar, to combat its unobtrusiveness". 8 

However, both "disjunction" and "defamiliarisation" are ultimately unsatisfactory 
because they fail to carry with them the political implications of the term. For what is 

important is not only that there is a disjunction between performance and reality, but that 

this disjunction defamiliarises the social aspect of reality and encourages us to see it 

afresh. In particular, the device's aim is to strip away the illusions of necessity and justice 

Brecht considered to be fostered by capitalism, 49 to do which it is likewise necessary to 

strip away the illusions of truth and emotional purgation too often fostered by the form of 
illusionist theatre: if we cannot see with clear eyes in the theatre, we certainly cannot see 

with clear eyes in reality. "The task of the V-Effekt", Peter Brooker says, " is to reveal a 

47 Viktor Schklovsky, "Art as Technique", from Lee T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis (eds. ) 
Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays (London: University of Nebraska Press, 1965) 

4p. 
3-24. 

Needle and Thomson, op cit, p. 129 
49 It is important to distinguish at this point between the industrial capitalism treated by 
Marx and contemporary consumer capitalism. Capitalism for Brecht was something 
subtly different again. Capitalism, like so many other concepts addressed in this thesis, is 
once more not a stable entity but a dynamic process; it is not a means but a process of 
ordering society. However, it will not be useful for this thesis to attempt a detailed 
disquisition on what is meant by capitalism - or indeed communism, another concept key 
to Brecht. It is important simply to note that we will usually be referring to Brecht's 
capitalism, i. e. capitalism as it was in the early- to mid-twentieth century. We will also 
very often simply inherit Brecht's view of capitalism - for the purposes of this discussion 
it is therefore necessary to note that he saw capitalism as fostering an illusion of necessity 
and justice, not to examine whether or not this view is accurate. 
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suppressed or unconsidered alternative; to show the possibilities for change implicit in 

difference and contradiction" so 

It is vital to note at this point that Verfremdungseffekt is not necessarily a simple act of 

undermining of theatrical illusion. Driving a wedge between performer and character 

certainly renders belief in a character more difficult, but it does not necessarily render it 

impossible. Fredric Jameson indicates a desire to "rescue Brecht" from a particular kind 

of "stable irony" , 
51 by which he means to question the notion of Brecht's work as 

employing the simple ironical undermining of one, stated, viewpoint by another, implied, 

viewpoint. He sees instead in Brecht's method a Hegelian desire to place two viewpoints 

in dialectical tension with one another in the hope that the audience will engage 

productively in an attempt to resolve this tension. If the audience has one particular 

viewpoint forced upon them, they are unlikely to engage critically. If, however, they are 

presented with an apparent contradiction, for example between two levels of reality, or 

between one method of ordering society and another, they are very likely to engage 

critically in an attempt to resolve that contradiction, to bridge the disjunction and find the 

dialectical point of progression. The Verfremdungseffekt is therefore not an effect, but a 

process. 

vi. The Epic Theatre and the Role of Pathos 

The most common reference point for Brecht's theory of the Epic Theatre is his "Notes 

on the Opera Mahagonny", 52 in which a table sets out on one side the qualities of the 
"dramatic theatre", which he derives from Aristotle's Poetics, 53 and on the other side 
those of the epic theatre. This simple table is perhaps more culpable than any other 
document in the misunderstandings of Brecht that have arisen in the fifty years since his 

50 Peter Brooker, "Key words in Brecht's theory and practice of theatre", from Peter 
Thomson and Glendyr Sacks, The Cambridge Companion to Brecht (2nd edition) 
Cambridge: Cambridge, 2006), pp. 209-224. The quotation is from p. 218 
1 Jameson, op cit, p. 21 

52 BB, "The Modern Theatre is the Epic Theatre", from BoT, pp. 33-42, p. 37 
53 Aristotle, Poetics (translated and introduced by Malcolm Heath) (London: Penguin, 
1996) 
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death. On opposite sides of the table, for example, we see "feeling" and "reason", leading 

the unwary to suspect that Brecht's was a theatre that excluded feeling, Aristotle's one 

that excluded reason. It is not even necessary to consult Brecht's work to oppose this 

point of view: the work of the Athenian dramatist most nearly Aristotle's contemporary, 
Euripides, has a political pointedness not dissimilar to Brecht's own which, coupled with 

the Greek convention of having the major dramatic events occur offstage, demonstrates a 

theatre not simply devoted to the purgation of negative emotions. 4 Yet there can be few 

teachers of Brecht to undergraduates who have not had to point with exasperation to 

Brecht's footnote, "This table does not show absolute antitheses, but mere shifts of 

accent", 55 as a corrective to the simplifications of A-level. 

The key distinction between the epic and the dramatic theatres as Brecht delineates them 

is that in the epic theatre, the spectator is not to be swept away by a tide of emotion, or 

completely hypnotised by an illusion. There is no suggestion that emotion, and even 
illusion, are not used in their proper place. But Brecht is concerned to consistently re- 

assert reality, by means of the Verfremdungseffekt. This does not mean that pathos plays 

no part; it simply means that the spectator is "made to face something" rather than 
becoming "involved in something". 56 So long as the pathetic is not used to shield us from 

what is rational, there is no problem with it. On the contrary, in view of what we have 

learned from Jameson it might appear that the pathetic and the comic can usefully be 

placed in tension, to engage the reason in attempting to resolve contradictions. Kenneth 

Tynan observed, "At every turn emotion floods through that celebrated dam, the 

`alienation-effect'. More and more one sees Brecht as a man whose feelings were so 

violent that he needed a theory to curb them". 7 The epic theatre prevents us from being 

swept away by this flood of emotion, but it does not preclude the feeling of that emotion 

at any cost. So long as we are enabled to be objective about our emotions, there should be 

sa See for example, Euripides' The Trojan Women, which was written at a time when the 
Athenians were brutally prosecuting a war with a scorched earth policy. The play shows 
the women of the Trojan royal family awaiting their fate at the hands of the victorious 
Greeks. Euripides, The Trojan Women, (trans. Neil Curry) (Cambridge: CUP, 1981) 
ss BB, "The Modern Theatre is the Epic Theatre", op cit, p. 37 56lbid 
57 Kenneth Tynan, A View of the English Stage (London: Methuen, 1975), p. 184 
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no reason we cannot feel them. Moreover, if those emotions are placed in dialectical 

tension with something else, they might be positively encouraged. 

Even a sense of the tragic may not be inimical to Brecht's theatre, despite Raymond 

Williams' subtitling of his chapter on Brecht in Modern Tragedy "A Rejection of 

Tragedy" 58 If the purpose of tragedy is, as Aristotle says, to engage our emotions fully in 

order that they may be purged, then certainly Brecht's theatre has no place for it. But if 

tragedy is a theatrical event in which a protagonist is brought low in a conflict with 

seemingly unalterable, circumstances, then this is in no way a contradiction of Brecht's 

thought. So long as those circumstances are social, are only seemingly unalterable, not 

actually pre-ordained, and through the course of the play they are revealed to have been 

alterable, then this model fits Brecht's theatre very well. Williams sees Brecht's theatre 

as anti-tragic precisely because of this open-ness, this lack of fatedness. However, Terry 

Eagleton challenges this view: "If Brecht is anti-tragic because he believes that tragedy 

can be avoided, then so are a great many tragedies". 59 A play like Mother Courage is all 

the more tragic because choices existed which might have averted the tragedy. If, on the 

other hand, the protagonist is brought low because of the workings of a teleological fate, 

then Brecht, with his desire to emphasise the spectator's capacity to act, would challenge 

the model. But where the theatre of Aeschylus and Sophocles might be held up in support 

of such a reading of Aristotle, that of Euripides sees human protagonists brought low not 
by the workings of the Gods, but by the cruelty and idiocy of their own kind. They make 

the wrong choices. 

Indeed, an example of the kind of acting Brecht was looking for can be found in an 

account of a performance of the Greek tragedy Oedipus, in which: "an actress of this new 

sort [... ] announced the death of her mistress [... ] in a wholly unemotional and 

penetrating voice [... ] without any sorrow but so firmly and definitely that the bare fact 

of her mistress's death carried more weight at that precise moment than could have been 

58 Williams, Modern Tragedy, op cit, pp. 190-204 
59 Eagleton, Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic, op cit, p. 127 
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generated by any grief of her own" 60 Neither pathos nor tragedy are denied by acting of 

this sort, but neither are they indulged. Indeed, it is worth speculating that perhaps 

Brecht's theories of acting have taken greater hold in Britain than is generally thought, as 

it now appears axiomatic in contemporary mainstream theatre practice that the restraint of 

an emotion by the actor is, if anything, more effective and affecting than its untrammelled 

release. 

The classic Brechtian exercise designed to achieve this effect is the couching of the 

character's speech in a structure that separates them from the performer: "said the man", 

"said the woman". Peter Thomson describes the effect of this kind of exercise as "not 

designed to obstruct emotional engagement, but to show that the actor's emotional 

engagement does not need to coincide with that of the character" 61 A theatre that permits 

the pathetic and the tragic yet does not want to be overwhelmed by them requires an 

effective antidote, or point of opposition. This thesis will explore how far clowning 

provides that point of opposition. 

vii. Gestus 

Walter Benjamin says that "epic theatre is Gestural. Strictly speaking, the Gesture is the 

material and epic theatre is its practical utilisation". 2 Elsewhere he talks about "the 

quotable Gesture" as the material of the epic theatre. 3 Gestus is particularly important to 

this study, as, although an understanding of it proceeds from an understanding of 
Verfremdungseffekt and of the epic theatre, it is Gestus that is principally exhibited by the 

performer in Brecht's theatre and therefore it is Gestus - and its manner of creating 
Verfremdungseffekte - with which we will be most concerned here. A clown can exist in 

60 BB, BoT, p. 28 
61 Peter Thomson, "Brecht and Actor Training: On (Whose Behalf do we Act? ", from 
Alison Hodge (ed), Twentieth Century Actor Training (London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 98- 
112, p. 107 
62 Walter Benjamin, op cit, p. 23 631bid, p. 19 
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the epic theatre, and can create Verfremdungseffekte, only through a process of Gestic 

acting. So what does that mean? 

As Peter Thomson observes of the concept of Gestus, "it is a pity for those who would 
like to systematise Brechtian practice that Brecht himself used the word so loosely", 64 

and certainly there is no easy way to define the term. Shomit Mitter perhaps puts it most 

simply when he describes Gestus as "a compound term which intrinsically harnesses both 

content and opinion". 65 Simple as it is, this requires some unpacking. What it means is 

that in a Gestic performance, the actor is capable not only of presenting the attitude of the 

character but also her own attitude, so dramatising not only the play but also a series of 

critical commentaries. In support of this reading, Mitter quotes Helene Weigel: 

How, for example, am I as Courage at the end of the play, when my business 

dealings have cost me the last of my children, to deliver the sentence: ̀ I have to get 
back to business' unless I am not personally shattered by the fact that this person I 

am playing does not possess the capacity to learn? 66 

Thus Weigel is able to present both Courage, and Weigel's attitude to Courage, both 

content and opinion. 

A good example can be found in The Caucasian Chalk Circle, when Azdak teaches the 

Old Beggar, who turns out to be the Grand Duke, how to eat cheese like a poor man. 
The box is the table. Put your elbows on the table and now surround the plate with 
your arms as though you expected the cheese to be snatched from you at any 
moment. What right have you to be safe? Now hold the knife as if it were a small 
sickle; and don't look so greedily at your cheese, look at it mournfully - because 
it's already disappearing - like all good things. 67 

Azdak explains not only the habitual gestures that constitute the behaviour of a poor man 
while eating, but also decodes those gestures and lays bare the social interactions that lie 

64 Thomson, op cit, p. 109 
65 Shomit Mitter, Systems of Rehearsal (London: Routledge, 1992) p. 48 
661bid, p. 48 
67 BB, The Caucasian Chalk Circle (trans. James and Tania Stem with W. H. Auden) 
(London: Methuen, 1984), p. 63) 
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underneath them. The gesture contains both content and opinion - and, due to the process 
by which it is delineated, it becomes eminently quotable. Indeed, in Brecht's plays we 

repeatedly see characters assuming particular modes of behaviour in order to assume a 

new social role. Shen Te, in The Good Person of Szechuan, becomes Shui Ta by 

presenting the gestures and behaviours of a man, but by unveiling this presentation as an 

act in the play's closing sequence, those gestures invite critique. 

Galileo provides a particularly useful example, in his analogy between science and ideal 

social attitude. 
Our new art of doubting delighted the masses. They tore the telescope out of our 

hands and trained it on their tormentors, the princes, landlords and priests. [... ] The 

movements of the heavenly bodies have become more comprehensible, but the 

peoples are as far as ever from calculating the moves of their rulers. The battle for a 

measurable heaven has been won thanks to doubt; but thanks to credulity the Rome 

housewife's battle for milk will be lost time and time again. 8 

He proposes a model of social behaviour modelled on scientific method. The actions of 

rulers should be subjected to the same radical doubt that characterises the trained 

scientist's view of the unsupported hypothesis. This is not just a model social attitude - it 

is Gestus. It contains both content and what might be seen as opinion, but could more 

accurately be viewed as a means of arriving at that opinion. Vitally therefore, it is not 
frozen in time, it is active. Gesture is not freeze-frame, but movement, and that 

movement communicates something likewise not fixed but mutable. 

As Peter Brooker emphasises, it is vital, as with Verfremdungseffekt, that the Gestus be 

compiled from the social point of view. 69 That is to say, the basic actions and Gestures 

that together make a performance and on which the performer is able to comment must 
reveal not simply the character, but also the imprints on that character made by the 

sociological groupings to which that character belongs. Any given Gesture or action 
made by a performer presenting a member of the aristocracy, for example, must show not 

68 BB, Life of Galileo (trans. John Willett) (London: Methuen, 1986), p. 108) 
69 Brooker, op cit, p. 219 
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only how their character behaves, but how social realities have informed that behaviour 

and caused it to develop in certain directions and not in others. In theory, every action on 

stage therefore becomes imprinted with a whole nexus of social and political 

commentaries with which the audience are invited to engage: "it's the things that need to 

be criticised - the action, words, Gestures - not their execution". 70 

Viii. The Aims of This Thesis 

This thesis therefore aims to answer the key question of how far clowning can augment a 
Brechtian theatre, by establishing several things that have not been established in any 
detail before. These are: a framework for the discussion and identification of clowning 

and its effects; an understanding of the nature of Brecht's engagement with Charlie 

Chaplin and Karl Valentin and their impact on his thinking; and an analysis of how far 

clowning, whether owing antecedence to these men or others, is inscribed into the texts of 

some of Brecht's major plays. From here we will be well equipped to move back towards 

clowning and explore in further detail whether what we have explored in theory works in 

practice. A production of Mr Puntila and His Man, Matti will enable us to explore the 

practicalities of clowning in Brecht production. And a new piece, Can of Worms, enables 

us to explore clowning in the Brechtian tradition that, finally, moves beyond the work of 
Brecht himself. 

70 BB, Diaries 1920-22, p32 
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Chapter One: What is Clowning? 

i. Introduction 

Before examining the work of Brecht in any detail, it is essential to consider and 

delineate the nature of what we are searching for therein. The purpose of this chapter is to 

establish a functional answer to the question "what is clowning? " Such an answer is by 

no means straightforwardly arrived at. As we saw in the Introduction to this thesis, there 

have been numerous attempts to identify the qualities and characteristics that constitute 

"clowning", but as I have suggested, the world of clowning is sufficiently plural to render 

this task more problematic than it may first appear. Perhaps because there is no agreed 
definition or set of characteristics, authors such as those discussed in the Introduction 

have too often placed the emphasis on those identifying features that allow the focus of 

their own investigations to become the definitive clown. To take one such example: by 

dwelling on the quality of "innocence", Samuel Thomas Niccolls makes Chaplin the 

definitive clown: 7' he uses Chaplin's characteristics to enumerate and exemplify the 

defining characteristics of a clown, and having done so uses those criteria to explore 

clowning in other contexts. This might be posited as a definitive example of begging the 

question, but it does not help us to constitute clowning. Niccolls' category barely allows 

entry to Buster Keaton and certainly excludes the anarchic Karl Valentin whose work we 

shall come to in Chapter Two. Like Terry Eagleton on literature or tragedy, we might 

observe that definitions tend either to be so narrow as to exclude obvious examples, such 

as the above, or so broad as to be meaningless. 

As indicated in the Introduction, no practical or theoretical framework exists for the 

examination of clowning beyond those posited by studies of individual clowns. Almost 

all of the work that is of value to us is being done in the context of professional theatre 

practice. In this field three men, Jacques Lecoq, Philippe Gaulier and John Wright are 

particularly noteworthy European teachers of the form. Very few contemporary 

71 Samuel Thomas Niccolls, Man On the Boundary: The Nature and Significance of the 
Image of the Clown in the Art of Charles Chaplin, Georges Roualt, and Samuel Beckett 
(unpublished PhD thesis, Ohio University, 1970) 
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practitioners working in this area exist who did not train with one or more of them. 

Drawing on primary practical research undertaken by the present author through training 

at the schools of both of the latter two men, as outlined in the Introduction, this chapter 

seeks to delineate in some detail precisely what is meant by the term "clowning" in 

contemporary theatre practice. Unlike Niccolls et al, we will therefore proceed from 

practice rather than from observation, learning about clowning by learning about how it is 

produced. This will produce a depth of analysis that is seldom possible from external 

observation, akin to the difference in understanding between the mechanic and the car 

club member. Further, secondary support will be drawn from the books of John Wright 

and Jacques Lecoq, Simon Murray and Keith Johnstone. 72 

The chapter will proceed by means of an analysis of the chief characteristics and tropes 

of clowning as taught by Wright and Gaulier, each of which overlap in several ways, in 

order to establish a framework for the investigation of Brecht's own use of clowning. As 

far as possible, each characteristic will be examined by means of the exercises used to 

teach them, utilising practical examples from across clowning traditions, in an attempt to 

see beyond the specific tradition in which this training takes place and test whether its 

lessons are more generally applicable. The chapter will conclude with an attempt to 
denote those ways in which we might see the practice of clowning to be in harmony with 
the kind of Brechtian theatricality adumbrated in the introduction. 

It is worth noting at this stage that John Wright posits four different kinds of clown: 
simple clowns, boss clowns, pathetic clowns and tragic clowns, 73 an instantaneous 
demonstration of the plurality of clowning even within one tradition. We will focus 

principally on simple clowning, as there is much in that category that is applicable to the 

others and it is also the kind of clowning most directly related to other clown traditions 

72 John Wright, Why is That So Funny? (London: Nick Hem, 2006); Jacques Lecoq, The 
Moving Body (London: Methuen, 2000); Jacques Lecoq, Theatre of Movement and 
Gesture (London: Routledge, 2006); Simon Murray, Jacques Lecoq (London: Routledge, 
2003); Keith Johnstone, Impro (London: Methuen, 2001). 
73 Wright, op cit, pp. 179-238. Boss clown is discussed under `Simple Clown': pp. 208- 
211 
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such as those out of which grew Grimaldi, Kemp and Fo. Although Gaulier and Lecoq 

make no similar subdivisions, their "clown" relates directly to Wright's "simple 

clown" 74 However, towards the close of this chapter we shall also look at "pathetic 

clown", 75 which has great significance in relation to the complexities of emotional 

engagement in Brecht's work. From the very fact that Wright feels it necessary to posit a 

separate category for the clown of pathos, it can be seen that simple clowning is not a 
form that conventionally tugs on the emotions. But it will prove worth asking just how 

different these two categories are. Wright's "boss clown" is essentially a simple clown in 

a position of some authority, 76 a category that will prove to be of especial significance in 

relation to the Gestic conveyance of social status. We shall also, finally, come to "tragic 

clown", 77 a form which is not necessarily even funny but which has great relevance to the 

way emotions are mediated in Brecht's theatre, in the light of the discussion of 
Aristotelian tragedy in the Introduction to this thesis. 

ii. Bafflement 

Let us begin with Niccolls' concept of innocence, by which he means a naive view of the 

world that enables the performer to remain untouched by hardship and degradation. It is a 

compelling quality and we might easily see in it, for example, the "vulnerability" lauded 

by Philippe Gaulier. 78 If we were to take Chaplin as our archetypal clown then we would 
have to take this to be a central defining quality. As we shall see in the next chapter, the 

admiration of Chaplin's character, Charlie, for his female leads is always pure and 

earnest, his quest often simply to fit in, to avoid betraying his outsider quality. Yet neither 
Wright nor Gaulier make any emphasis on this quality in these terms, because as has 

already been observed, a focus thereon would quickly lead to the exclusion of several 

significant clown figures such as Buster Keaton and much of the work of Dario Fo. 

741bid, pp. 179-218 
75 Ibid, pp. 219-35 
76 Ibid, pp. 208-11 
77 Ibid, pp. 236-48 
78 Philippe Gaulier, "Clown", workshop, Paris, March-April 2004 
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What John Wright labels "bafflement", though, is related to this quality. 9 The word 

"innocence" has implications of moral worth that are not appropriate to all clowns. 

Sixteenth-century clowns such as Kemp and Tarleton grew out of the Vice figure in the 

medieval Morality plays and the Festival Lord of Misrule-80 They were far from 

"innocent", rather their effects were drawn from a compact between them and their 

audience in which knowledge of the rules and a breaking of those rules was central. 
Crucially, though, the successful among such clowns, like Tarleton, would often play as 

though not knowing the rules. Rules would be broken, but seemingly accidentally, and 

the laughter comes in part at the transgression and in part at the idea that one might not 
know the rules well enough to avoid transgression. Such clowns perform actions many 

might perform were they unaware that such actions are forbidden by written or unwritten 

codes. "Innocence" is not the right word for this. 

A better word might be "unknowing". John Wright, however, chooses the word 
"bafflement", a term of which we can work towards a better understanding by examining 
how it is taught. Bafflement is a particular state of unknowing, perhaps most instructively 

taught through the game "amnesiac". 81 Working in pairs, one partner provokes the other 

with a series of insistences that the other `just get on with it', 82 ̀get started in your own 
time', `do your act', without any indication or clue as to what the task required might be. 

The partner being provoked, stuck in a state of unknowing but required to be active in 

some way, finds that two options are available. The first, stalling, simply makes the 

provoking partner more irate and impatient, although it is possible to sustain it for some 
time provided the methods of stalling are sufficiently creative. For example, vocal or 

physical warm-ups that quickly escalate into ridiculous self-parody as the pressure 

79 Wright, op cit, pp. 194-200 
8° See Wiles, op cit, Chapters One and Two, pp. 1-23 
81 John Wright, "The Gentle Art of Idiocy", workshop, London, December 2004 
82 While not quite a technical term, both Wright and Gaulier use "provocation" 
sufficiently often for it to come near that status, with Wright using the word specifically 
and frequently when working. Its meaning is self-explanatory: it is any phrase, action, or 
behaviour designed to provoke a performer into one of any number of possible 
behaviours, but certainly to catch them off-guard and usually to force them to move in a 
different direction. Wright uses it in all of his workshops and it appears in his book 
frequently, for example on p. 41 
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exerted by the provoking partner becomes greater. The second, guessing at what the 

activity required might be - singing a song, reciting verse, doing impressions of motor 

vehicles - makes the provoking partner yet more irate and the clown more desperate to 

get it right. 

The exercise inculcates in the performer a sense of utter bafflement that, as we shall see, 

Wright considers essential to all clowning. The exercise itself is also a clown trope: the 

clown knows that something specific is required, but does not know what that might be. 

A good example can be seen in Simon McBurney's performance in Complicite's A 

Minute Too Late, in which his bumbling, duffle-coat wearing Englishman is ignorant of 

the social codes that govern behaviour around death and grieving, as a result at one point 
in the show causing huge disruption at a funeral service by not knowing when to stand or 

sit. His bafflement gives rise to his inability to follow the rules. 

As this work with John Wright develops, he encourages clowns, informed by this "point 

of bafflement", into recognisable scenarios, and from so doing we can see how central is 

this characteristic to the form. In one exercise a performer, along with the audience, 

establishes a situation and a character set, whereupon a second performer, the clown, 

enters with no knowledge of the role he is supposed to be playing. A fine example from 

training with Wright saw one performer committing quite earnestly to a First World War 

trenches drama in which his performance beautifully pastiched the world of Journey's 

End. Meanwhile the clown wandered around the trenches utterly bewildered as to why 
his compatriot was getting so worked up whenever he got to his feet and strolled around 

the barricades looking for a cup of tea. The bafflement was utterly credible. The first 

performer's alone might have had the sketch identified as pastiche, a form whose success 
derives from knowingness on the part of a performer who has a clear target in mind. 83 

With the addition of the second performer, the sketch became clearly distinguishable as 

clowning, a form whose success rests on the performer radiating this sense of unknowing. 

83 See Wright, op cit, pp. 270-76 
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We might equally think of a play such as Romeo and Juliet, 84 which in Act Two Scene 

Three, for example, has a predominantly comic register characterised by witty word play. 

Then when Peter, the clown, speaks, he can only register bafflement and confusion 

heavily and even disruptively at odds with the rest of the scene. His intervention 

momentarily shifts the performance into a different register. In Romeo and Juliet such 
interventions are relatively brief and infrequent (although perhaps less so than is 

conventional in contemporary production, which, perhaps because they are unable to 

support the disruptive nature of the clown, tend to cut Peter heavily), but in the Journey's 

End pastiche above, or any piece formed around a central clown figure, the clown's 
bafflement can easily set the tenor of the piece. 

iii. Gameplay 

One of John Wright's tools for the teaching of clowning is the playing of games. A 

simple game such as "slaps" or "knee tag" is played by two clowns. 85 Their playing must 
be credible, that is we must be convinced of the earnestness of their pursuit of victory. 
The deeper objective is not to win the game, but to play the game for the purpose of 

entertaining an audience. It quickly becomes clear that what is satisfying for an audience 
is not necessarily the same as what is effective strategically in the game. In knee tag, for 

example, it is strategically effective to play a defensive game by keeping one's knees 

covered and counterattacking one's opponent's uncovered knees whenever an attack is 

made. It is, though, immeasurably more entertaining for the audience to watch a gung-ho 

game where each player recklessly invites attacks by uncovering the knees and inventing 

preposterous strategies and ruses in order to trick the opponent. The audience enjoys an 

out-of-control high-wire act. Wright frequently instructs players to "be more audacious" 
in these situations, to take great chances and raise the stakes as much as possible. There 

84 William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, in The Oxford Shakespeare (eds Stanley 
Wells and Gary Taylor) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988) 
85 "Slaps" is a game where two players each put their own hands palm to palm as if in 
prayer, then touch fingers with the similarly joined hands of their opponent. The 
objective is to slap the opponent on the back of one of their hands. "Knee tag" is a game 
where each player covers their knees with the palms of their hands, the objective being to 
tag their opponent's knee. 
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are unwritten codes governing the playing of any game that go beyond the simple rules of 

that game, those codes teaching us what is likely to be strategically effective, what is 

reckless and so on. The clown, as we have seen, has no conception of such codes and so 

plays games with more concern for pleasure than victory. Gaulier teaches an exercise in 

which a group of clowns play "Grandmother's Footsteps" with a twist. They have 

observed another group playing the game and decided that it looks great fun. 

Unfortunately a pillar in their sightline meant that they could not see "grandmother". So 

their game is one of creeping, freezing and occasionally heading back to the start with a 

heavy sigh. The game is objectiveless, or, more accurately, the objective is simply the 

game itself. 86 Wright says "everything is a game to the clown". 87 Gaulier says "to play is 

at the centre of everything the clown does". 88 Life is not serious, it is a game. 

For Wright's clowns in particular, this leads to the clown playing the game in a reckless 

and high-stakes manner. This question of the stakes is a key one both for our discussion 

of clowning and for the light it will subsequently cast on our discussion of Brecht. As a 

direct result of the clown's unknowing bafflement, it is difficult for anything to be at 

stake for him beyond the approval of the audience. This is his only measure of success. 

Philippe Gaulier characterises a clown as "someone who is paid to make the audience 

laugh. That's it". 89 So if the audience is not laughing, the clown is not a success. Yet, in 

the exercise we are currently examining, victory or defeat in the game would also appear 

to be at stake. 

These two motivations are in constant tension, and a successful clown is able to find 

ways of combining the two by, in Wright's phrase "attacking the fabric of the game" 90 

Again due to his bafflement, the clown has very little sense of strategy. All he has to go 

on are the rules of the game. So we will see him going to preposterous lengths to tag his 

86 Gaulier, op cit 
87 Wright, "The Gentle art of Idiocy", op cit 88 Gaulier, op cit 
89 Gaulier, op cit 
90 John Wright, "The Way of the Idiot", workshop, London, September 2003; John 
Wright, "The Gentle Art of Idiocy", workshop, London, December 2004 
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opponent's knees. The present author's training saw, for example, exercises in which one 

player dragged himself, face down on the floor, reaching for his opponent's knees while 

"protecting" his own. It is an inefficient and ridiculous way of playing the game, but it 

possesses an internal logic nonetheless. And it provides tremendous opportunity for the 

opponent to be equally ludicrous, clambering over his prostrate adversary and getting 

completely tangled. In such situations as this, the game itself is often all but forgotten 

amid the need to disentangle oneself from one's opponent, and the more difficult the 

players make it for themselves to succeed, while all the time appearing in earnest pursuit 

of this success, the more successful as clowning their game becomes. Wright describes 

this as "attacking the fabric of the game" because such an approach follows the logic of 

the game to extremes, rendering it almost unplayable. 

Richard Tarleton again provides a useful example. After performances he would set up a 

game in which members of the audience would feed him a couplet, to which he would 

respond with another on a similar theme. Those of his responses that have survived are 

notable for their crudity, yet they undoubtedly had their effect. For example, David Wiles 

tells us of one performance in Worcester after which an audience member hinted in 

rhyme at Tarleton's inability to control his wife: 

Methinks it is a thing unfit 
To see a gridiron turn the spit 

The audience laughed, thinking Tarleton unable to respond to this, whereupon he 

retorted: 

Methinks it is a thing unfit 
To see an ass have any wit91 

Once again, the audience is said to have laughed uproariously, but this is hardly great wit 

- and that is precisely the point. Tarleton has set up a game whose objective is to triumph 

in a battle of wits. He stays within the rules, but attacks the fabric of the game by winning 
through crudity, rather than finesse. Wiles says Tarleton "crushes his victim [... ] yet 

91 Wiles, op cit, p. 16 
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continues to present himself as one so stupid that anybody ought to outwit him. "92 His 

apparent bafflement is what enables him to attack the fabric of the game. 

Even more satisfying is when the clown is able to lose the thread of the game entirely, by 

becoming distracted by a different game altogether. For example, in knee tag it is not 

uncommon to see accomplished clown players segue into mock bullfighting, fencing, or 

contemporary dance. They play these games with the same earnestness as the knee tag 

until they come to a natural end, for example with the "death" of the bull, or with the 

sudden re-instatement of knee tag by one of the players. Even the death of the bull is 

likely to be succeeded by a sudden strike by one of the players; when one game ends 

another must begin immediately, otherwise nothing will be at stake and the scene will 

start to flop. There is great delight to be had in the audience by a sudden re-instatement of 

the game of knee tag by a performer, just an instant before we ourselves remember that 

that is what is supposed to be going on. The performances of clown and physical comedy 

company Peepolykus are particularly notable for such digressive gameplay, their show 
Goose Nights featuring one section performed in the style of a high-energy computer 

game for little apparent reason beyond the presence of a powerful impulse to do so. 3 

Our enjoyment of these diversions as an audience arises from two things. Firstly, we 
enjoy the invention and virtuosity with which the clown is able to contrive yet another 
means of failure at his supposed objective of winning the game. This can be as simple as 
the clown sowing his own destruction by sharing with the audience his delight at a skilful 
attempt on his opponent, thus becoming distracted enough for the opponent to score a 
successful strike. Or it can be as elaborate as, on the brink of scoring the decisive strike, 
entering instead into a gladiatorial mime in which the audience are asked to give thumbs 
up or thumbs down, as a result of which, again his opponent is able to strike instead. The 

clown very frequently sows the seeds of his own failure. But secondly, as intimated in the 
reference to Goose Nights above, the audience should recognise the impulse from which 

921bid, p. 17 
93 Peepolykus, Goose Nights. See http: //www. peepolykus. com/ for more information on 
the Gaulier-trained company. 
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the new game has sprung. The bullfighting never comes out of nowhere, but from the 

performers' joint realisation that something of their posture and manner is reminiscent of 

that seen in the bullring. The computer game in Goose Nights arose likewise because 

something in the manner and posture of the performers was observed to be reminiscent of 

the Super Mario Brothers. The audience recognises the observation, but would never 

normally act on it. The pleasure derived from such games therefore consists in very large 

part of seeing someone obey those impulses so supposedly ridiculous that society has 

taught us to quell or ignore them, as contrary to accepted codes of behaviour. In 

Bakhtinian terms, the clown creates a context of carnival, in which rules of convention 

are temporarily suspended 94 The rules of the game are themselves subjected to the 

attitude of gameplay. 

Finding new games is key to successful clowning, such that it is almost possible to 

analyse the whole of clowning from the point of view of gameplay. It links also to an 
important characteristic of clowning identified by Joel Schechter, with an awareness of 
Galy Gay in A Man's a Man: "Both Galy Gay and the little tramp are meek and 

compliant when first seen, and both `cannot say no' . 
95 This inability to refuse an impulse 

is a characteristic operation of clowning. The leading clown Angela de Castro describes 

clowns as dwelling in "the land of `why not? "', naming her school for clowns The Why 

Not? Institute. 6 Again, this is a consequence of the state of bafflement. The baffled 

clown will always say "yes" to any new offer made to him, being in no position to 

contradict it. This notion of an "offer" derives from Keith Johnstone and includes 

anything a performer does that requires a response from another performer 97 An offer 

can either be accepted, or blocked. A clown will almost always accept an offer, even if it 

94 See Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (trans. Helene Iswolsky) (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1993) 
95 Joel Schechter, "Brecht's Clowns: Man is Man and after", from Peter Thomson and 
Glendyr Sacks (eds. ), The Cambridge Companion to Brecht (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), pp. 90-100. The quote is from p. 94. 
96 Nothing is published about De Castro, but she has an informative website at 
http: //www. contemporaryclowningprojects com. The Why Not Institute has a separate 
website, at http: //www. thewhynotinstitute. com. Both websites were, at the time of 
writing, very out of date, but the general overview is useful and has not changed. 97 Johnstone, op cit, p. 97 
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is something as bizarre or potentially exposing as, for example, "are you here to audition 
for the ballet? " A clown will accept these offers, and play along with them as though they 

were games, because he has no information which might contradict the view of his world 

that he is being invited to share - and because, like Grandmother's Footsteps, he might 
take pleasure in the game of auditioning for the ballet. If a game is offered, he will play it 

until he finds another, more compelling game. Of particular importance is the observation 

that for the clown, everything is a game. He will not act the role of a soldier; he will play 

the game of being a soldier. And the rules of that game, its governing mores, have at best 

been imperfectly absorbed. 

iv. Debunking and Improvisation 

Finding a new game is a very good way of attacking the fabric of the original game. But 
the further away we get from the "core" game, the greater must be our virtuosity. 
Audiences cannot be distracted from the task in hand indefinitely and ultimately the 

clown must return to the plot. It is therefore worth explicating the very close relationship 
between gameplay and dramatic situation. Placing a clown in a conventional dramatic 

situation presents obvious difficulties because the clown will continually subjugate the 
demands of what is at stake in that situation to the demands of his own high-stakes game 

of gaining audience approval. Witness the theory, expounded by David Wiles, that Kemp 

was fired from Shakespeare's company, in part for just such extemporisation. 98 And 

Hamlet, a play of the same year as Kemp's departure, 1599, sees the leading character 
advise the players, amid a lengthy tirade about clowns, "let not your clowns speak more 
than is set down for them" 99 With Kemp as with contemporary clown, this is not simply 

a matter of going off-text, but a refusal to respect the governing conventions of the 

performance. The earlier Shakespeare concedes to this by giving Kemp's characters 
English names, such as Peter, even in plays set in Italy. Any narrative arc or attempt at 
verisimilitude will be disrupted by the presence of a clown, who happily steps outside of 
its frame simply in order to provoke laughter in the audience. He will find a game that 

98 See Wiles, op cit 99 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, in The Oxford Shakespeare, op cit, p. 671 
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disrupts the narrative frame entirely. Moreover, that game can very easily arise directly 

from the clown's pleasure at "playing the game" of acting in a play. 

John Wright labels this process of stepping outside the frame "debunking"! 00 He 

observes that an actor in the role of Hamlet will embrace Horatio and commit to that 

action's credibility, whereas a clown will very likely, in the process of performing the 

action, turn to the audience and announce verbally or facially "I'm hugging Horatio", 

breaking the frame of the theatrical action and drawing attention to its artificiality. 

Neither a wilful anarchy on the part of the clown, nor the revelation of a deliberately 

destructive streak, this characteristic action is simply a function of the fact that, when 

clowning, playing Hamlet is a game the enjoyment of which the clown wishes to share 

with the audience to whose pleasure he is devoted. By thus declaring the game, he 

happens to attack its fabric and thus contrive his failure at it. Because performance is 

nothing more than a game, the clown constantly debunks the "reality" of that 

performance where an actor's quest is to preserve it. 

This tension between reality and performance becomes even greater when the context is 

the performance of an extant dramatic text such as one of Brecht's plays. The instinct to 

say "yes" to everything includes the unplanned. A disturbance in the audience such as a 
latecomer, which might be tremendously distracting to an actor in a fourth-wall drama, is 

a gift to the clown. He is able to debunk the idea of a fourth wall and of the actor's total 

commitment to his role by waving delightedly to the latecomer and shepherding him to 
his seat. Rather than ignoring the disturbance and thus saying "no" to it, he accepts it, 

planned or not, as part of the unfolding theatrical event, thus saying "yes" to it. These 

obviously unplanned interpolations in clown-based theatre and performance very often 
get much bigger laughs than the scripted and prepared sections. The work of the theatre 

company Improbable, which uses clowning among elements of many other traditions, 

very often uses a significant proportion of improvisation in performance. Company 

member Lee Simpson speaks of the process of creating work as creating "a framework 

100 Wright, "The Way of the Idiot", op cit. 
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within which you can be irresponsible". ' 01 Yet such extemporisations contain the very 

real danger of too-completely debunking what might have been a carefully planned 

performance. 

The preparation for performance of any clown piece, or any theatre piece featuring 

elements of clowning, will usually feature a large amount of improvisation, the material 
developed from which is gradually rehearsed into the finished piece. The aim of this 

rehearsal will be to retain the sense of spontaneity that produced the original 
improvisation while simultaneously attempting to take control, as fully as possible, of the 

effect being created. The most successful clown shows are often those in which it is 

virtually impossible to distinguish the genuinely spontaneous elements from those which 
have been rehearsed into the piece and which therefore debunk with great frequency the 

"reality" of what is being presented. A show like Improbable's The Hanging Man, which 
dramatises the process of its own improvisation, is a very fine example. 102 

v. The Flop 

Gaulier's conception of the clown's relationship to the audience will repay further 

discussion. Central to that conception is the performance trope of the "flop", the moment 

of performance catastrophe. Gaulier puts a group of trainee clowns on stage and informs 

them that they will be performing the great classical drama "King Louis and the Lion". 103 

They are given no preparation time but simply required to perform the play as though 

they are seasoned professionals. Being clowns, with in any case no knowledge of this 
(obviously fictitious) play, things quickly start to go wrong. Their acting is based on half- 

remembered cliches of great classical actors of the past, executed with great conviction 

and utter ineptitude. The plot quickly becomes nonsense. They are "playing the game" of 
being great classical actors performing King Louis and the Lion, with great commitment 

and gusto but no success whatever. Inevitably, at some point, despite all their invention 

101 The interview can be found on Improbable's website: 
httD: //www. improbable. co. uk/article. asp? article id=4 
102 Improbable, The Hanging Man (seen at West Yorkshire Playhouse, April 2003) 103 Gaulier, op cit. 
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and all their diversionary games, their ability to hide the fact that they are simply baffled 

as to precisely what they ought to be doing will be ruthlessly exposed by a spectacular 
failure. 

This moment, when the performers turn to the audience, seemingly declaring "well, that 

was a total disaster", is the "flop", the ruthless exposure of a point of total bafflement that 

the clown continually strives to disguise by finding new games. For Gaulier, this is the 

moment when we see pure clowning, what John Wright calls "simple clown", a clown 

without any character other than that of the performer left totally stranded. It is Gaulier's 

contention that the performance of clown constitutes a "dance" with the flop. The clown 
is continually in danger of getting it all disastrously wrong and exposing his bafflement in 

this way. The very best clown performance is that which sails extremely close to the flop 

a great deal of the time in a manner comparable with the high-wire act. A clown in no 
danger of falling is not a clown. The clown spends much of the time hanging on by his 

fingertips and we are excited by the spectacle of seeing him almost fall. The stakes are 

always high. Wright describes this situation as being "in the shit", which is where the 

clown should almost always be. The job of the clown performer is to "put yourself in the 

shit"; Wright's other dictum on this subject being "if it's bad, make it worse": the clown 
hanging on by his fingertips will always eventually fall. 104 Crucially, though, this does 

not represent his failure to delight the audience any longer, but his complete and 

apparently final failure to maintain the pretence that "King Louis and the Lion" is going 

well. This admission, this sudden moment of honesty represented by the performers 

stranded and lost on stage, can be the most potently delightful weapon in the clown's 

arsenal. In part this derives simply from a complete change of rhythm, from frenetic to 

almost or completely stationary, but it also derives from the ultimate act of debunking. 

The clown, temporarily at least, abandons the game because it has become impossible to 

sustain any longer. 

The flop described here is almost as powerful as flops can get, but it is of course not a 
binary switch from "flop" to "success". By describing the clown as performing a dance 

104 Wright, "The Gentle Art of Idiocy", op cit. 
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with the flop, Gaulier indicates that the flop is a constant presence, and small flops 

frequently occur en route to more complete ones. For example, when the players of knee 

tag segue into bullfighting, it is the flop of that game that pushes them back to playing 

knee tag. Only when a flop can be contrived in the knee tag itself is the device at its most 

powerful, but it is important to note that the very act of bullfighting can bring about that 

flop. Likewise, if the performers of "King Louis and the Lion" were to become distracted 

by bullfighting, it is highly likely that this could bring about the destruction of the whole 

edifice and effect a very powerful flop indeed. 

Still, the clown always manages to rescue himself. A powerful flop can be sustained for 

some time on stage, but will eventually become tiresome if we do not see the clown 

attempt to negotiate his way out of it, to continue the pretence that everything is perfectly 

under control. Thus it is important to note that the flop of a game can be enjoyable for the 

audience, as it is not necessarily synonymous with the flop of an entire act. Only when 

we sense that the performer is failing to clown successfully, as distinct from the clown 

failing to play King Louis successfully, does the act itself begin to flop. So in "King 

Louis and the Lion", after a total disaster has been enjoyed sufficiently by the audience, it 

is necessary for the performers to attempt to get the game back on track. There are almost 

no limits to the ways in which this might be done. Bringing back a character that has been 

successful earlier, for example the lion, would be one approach, but it rarely needs 

linking with any real rigour to the direct demands of the dramatic situation so much as to 

the demands of gaining audience approval. One version of this exercise witnessed at 
Gaulier's school featured a clown dressed as a Scotsman performing a Highland Fling 

whenever he felt under pressure. Not only did this provoke a great deal of laughter, it 

became a powerful way of acknowledging the flop as well as negotiating a way out of it; 

the effect is of an incompetent actor trying to buy time. The clown thinks he is delighting 

the audience with his dance, when in fact what delights us is the acknowledgement it 

represents of his growing failure as a serious actor in "King Louis and the Lion". It is also 

an exceptionally vivid depiction of the notion of "dancing" with the flop. 
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vi. Wright's Clowning and Gaulier's Clowning 

The "King Louis and the Lion" exercise is an instructive one for another reason. In it, we 

see a group of clowns attempting to convince the audience that they are serious actors 

and that they are intimately familiar with the text in question. Their success as clowns is 

predicated on their failure as actors, on the extent to which they provoke laughter by 

flopping in their performance. This is different to the John Wright clown exercise that 

produced the WWI scene, as in Gaulier's exercise all of the clowns are aware of what is 

expected of them. Wright's exercise is designed to help the performer locate the point of 
bafflement; Gaulier's to negotiate the flop. This distinction helps delineate the subtle 
difference between the work of the two men. Wright addresses the idea of the flop in his 

teaching, and Gaulier does not deny that what is exposed by the flop is the point of 
bafflement. But whereas Wright's teaching focuses on discovering the point of 
bafflement as a state of the clown's being, Gaulier uses the flop to discover it as a product 

of circumstance. This leads subsequently to a subtle difference in the type of clowning 

emerging from their respective academies. Wright focuses on locating a state of being, 

Gaulier on producing a particular effect. Wright's state of being often leads to the 

production of Gaulier's effect, while Gaulier's effect often produces Wright's state of 
being. Nonetheless it is worth noting the differing emphases. 

There is no doubt that these distinctions arise in part not simply due to the differing 

emphases of the two mens' training methods, but in their pedagogical styles themselves. 
Wright is supportive, encouraging, happy to explain and to help students understand, 
when exercises have not been successful and why that is the case. His aim is to foster an 
atmosphere that enables students to gradually find the clown's point of bafflement for 

themselves. As the work develops he gradually increases the pressure and asks that the 

sensibility that has been developed become more robust. 

Gaulier, by contrast, is famously tyrannical and is well known for insulting his students in 

extravagant terms, raising the probability of the flop among new students by some 
considerable margin. When students are attempting exercises, he sits in the audience with 
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a tambourine. If the exercise is a success, he continues watching. When it starts to fail, he 

hits his tambourine (a sound dreaded by his students), insults the performer copiously, 

ensures the group agrees with him, then demands they sit down. '°5 Although cutting, he 

is never wrong when deeming a performance to be failing - even if it has been 

succeeding for fifteen minutes or more prior to its failure. What this inculcates, 

particularly in the early stages of training, is an exaggerated fear of the audience, a 

desperate need to avoid the flop. As the work develops, students become more 

comfortable with the risk of failure and the robustness of their work gradually develops a 

greater sensitivity. 

No judgements will be made here about whose results are preferable; students of both 

have gone on to produce work of considerable distinction 106. Both men having trained 

with Lecoq and taught for a time at his school, it is hardly surprising that their very 

different methods should nevertheless tend towards similar ends. They exist within the 

same tradition. Though they have very distinct processes, those processes are used to 

develop similar effects, with the flop and the point of bafflement seeming increasingly 

central - not only in this but in many clown traditions. 

vii. Vulnerability and the Joy of Being Present 

For Gaulier, the clown's vulnerability is a vital component and it is no coincidence that 
his pedagogical style inculcates a feeling of precarious vulnerability in those performing 
in front of him. A vulnerable clown is one continually aware of the danger of the flop and 
honestly afraid of it. For Gaulier's clown, as has been seen, there is no failure worse than 

the failure to win approval from the audience. 

105 His insults, though extreme, are usually very funny. The first time the present author 
performed in front of Gaulier, he was finally told, "I have never killed an Englishman. 
But today, I think I might. " A performance by a student from Barcelona was the same 
day greeted with the response, "Franco, he killed a lot of Catalans. Who thinks he missed 
one out? " whereupon some poor member of the group was corralled into agreeing, "yes 
Philippe, he missed one out. " 106 To give some examples: Wright trainees include the companies Told by an Idiot and 
Trestle; Cal McCrystal and Alex Byrne of NIE both trained with Gaulier. 
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