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Walter Benjamin 

“What Is Epic Theater?” 

“Epic Theater” is a particular theatrical movement that was created in Germany during the 

first quarter of the twentieth century. A substantial part of the movement’s creation came 

as a result of Bertolt Brecht’s theatrical theories and practices. Many of the concepts and 

ideas Brecht incorporated into epic theater were already part of other cultures’ theater 

practices [“This is how the Chinese theater actually proceeds.” (Benjamin 148)], but Brecht, 

combining them, managed to form, and popularize, a new kind of drama. As Benjamin says 

“Brecht introduces his art of the drama as non-Aristotelian” (Benjamin 150). Brecht’s 

intentions were to emotionally alienate the audience and critically awaken their socio-

political awareness, or as Benjamin puts it, “a political will has prevailed” (Benjamin 148). 

In Walter Benjamin’s text “What Is Epic Theater?” we can get a panoramic overview of the 

epic theater’s key characteristics. The author breaks down all the different parts of this new 

kind of drama and discusses every aspect of it that needs to be in a certain way. First of all, 

the audience needs to be “relaxed”, and there are a few ways to achieve that. The most 

important is to make the audience aware that they are in a theater watching a play. Brecht 

did not want to “seduce” the audience into believing they were watching "real life”. He 

accomplished that by keeping the stage sets minimalistic, showing exposed lighting 

instruments and, in general, not “covering” the fact that it was a theater play.  
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Moreover, the plot is usually set in a historical time concerning “familiar events”, 

highlighting the universality of its theme. According to Brecht’s techniques, “their epic 

extensions through the style of acting, the placards and captions, is intended to purge them 

of the sensational” (Benjamin 148). The main character is not a tragic hero but rather an 

“untragic hero”, which is the reason why “Brecht’s drama eliminated the Aristotelian 

catharsis, the purging of the emotions through empathy with the stirring fate of the hero” 

(Benjamin 150). Another key characteristic is that the story line goes through a series of 

“interruptions” during the play, because “interruption is one of the fundamental devices of 

all structuring” (Benjamin 151). As a result of these interruptions the actors would use a 

variety of gestures to express themselves, “for the more frequently we interrupt someone 

in the act of acting, the more gestures result” (Benjamin 151). One of the most imperative 

features of the epic theater though is the fact that it is a “didactic play”. As mentioned 

before, Brecht wanted to make the audience realize certain socio-political conditions that 

were being depicted through the play’s plot, but simultaneously, he wanted to “keep a 

social drama free of the effects which empathy produces and which the audience was 

accustomed to” (Benjamin 152), giving the play an instructive tone. Consequently, a 

significant part of the play’s success was the actor, who’s “task in the epic theater is to 

demonstrate through his acting that he is cool and relaxed” (Benjamin 153), like the 

audience. An actor in epic theater should not play his role as if he is the character but rather 

act non-naturalistically and have “the possibility of stepping out of the character artistically” 

(Benjamin 153), in order to be critical of what he is performing, and even addressing the 

audience directly sometimes. 
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The most notable thing about Walter Benjamin’s essay however, is its structure. The author, 

having experienced the birth and growth of the epic theater, had detailed knowledge as far 

as what are its core features. What is astounding yet, is that he used the episodic narrative 

structure of epic theater to write his reflections on epic theater. The text is divided into 

eight parts, which represent the principal notions that distinguish this new drama and his 

way of writing is reminiscing of an epic theater play’s plot, consisting of “interruptions” and 

“gestures” [writing mannerisms]. Benjamin’s essay “has become a dais” that we are invited 

“to sit down on” (Benjamin 154) as well, presenting epic theater’s basic facets and merits, 

and ultimately being a “didactic play” itself. 

To conclude, it is really fascinating to mention that even nowadays Brecht’s epic theater 

techniques continue to inspire contemporary directors like Lars Von Trier, who created a 

form of “epic cinema”. In “Dogville”, Von Trier uses all of epic theater’s key characteristics, 

like minimizing setting, splitting the film into chapters, emphasizing lighting and using an 

overall didactic tone, and by this way taking Brecht’s -and Benjamin’s, of course!- vision a 

step further. 
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