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Theories of the Theatre

sible ambition.”® The hero is destroyeq

a praiseworthy or a reprehen ;
not for evil deeds, mistaken judgments, or even hubris, but Simpl

because he is an indiyidual: “All action, when confronted with fate
that is with the world-will, dissolves into suffering.”'® As a simile f(ni
life, Hebbel suggests a great river in which individuals are lumps of
ice that must inevitably be melted and absorbed into the flow.

Since little of Hegelian reconciliation was left in this theory, it is not.
surprising that the Hegelians generally attacked Hebbel as pessimistjc
and even philosophically bankrupt. He held his ground, however, j.
in a doubtless unconscious echo of Biichner, that “it is fooligh
to require of the poet what God himself does not provide: reconciliatioy,
and the resolution of dissonances.” All that can be asked of the poet
show “that the catastrophe is inevitable, that it, like death, is es.
The only solace offered is that of the reaf.
firmation of the unchanging Idea, and Hebbel suggested that tra’gic J
heroes should not die “sullen and unreconciled” but gain in death 5
clear view of the individual’s relation to the whole.” Instead of a tryue
Hegelian reconciliation, Hebbel saw this as a kind of Stoic acceptance
of the inevitable. '

Nevertheless, his rejection of Hegelian optimism did not take Hebbel
in the direction of Schopenhauer, to a desire to reject the workings of -
the will to life altogether. He saw the will as a necessary part of life’s
d the drama a means of providing, if not a reconciliation
at least a temporary resolution of dissonance “as soon
minently”; his image is of two circles in water’
that merge into a single large one. There always remains a more fun-
damental dissonance that neither drama nor philosophy attempts to
riginal one that caused individuation or duality in the first
able because this inner cause remains un-
dividual gains a partial insight and dies in
his,” says Hebbel, “nor will

»12

sisting,

is to
tablished by birth itself.”!!

process, an
of life’s dualism,
as this appears too pro

resolve, the o
place. Tragic guilt is inevit
revealed, even when the in
peace. “I have never found the answer to t
ho seriously considers the problem.
al observations on the dynamics of tragedy are given a
“Vorwort zur ‘Maria Magdalena’” (1844).
ention that the function of drama, “the
he existing state of the world and
”13 He argues that great drama
hange is occurring in this re-

anyone else w

These gener
more particular focus in the
Here Hebbel repeats his cont
summit of all art,” is to illustrate “t
man in their relationship to the Idea.
can occur only when some significant ¢

°Ibid., 11:4.

Thid., 11:52.

i ebbel, Tagebiicher, 4 vols. (Berlin, 1903), 2:269.
2Hebbel, Werke, 11:31-32.

31bid., 40.
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The Germanic Tradition in the Late Nineteenth Century

latiOn,Sh‘P’ asituation which has appeared only three times in the histor
of the drama. The first was during the period of Greek tragedy wher};
the old naive conception of the gods was challenged by the new cc’)nce t
of fate. The second was at the time of ghakespéare, when the I‘iSil'Il)
Protgstant consciousness shifted attention to the individual, and th§
conflict bgtvyeen man and fate changed to a tragic dualism v:/ithin the
single 1nd1v¥dual. In his own age a new source of tragic dualism had
appeared—.—-mtimated, Hebbel thinks, in certain of Goethe’s works—a
dualism within the Idea itself, or at least in that part of it that we can
comprehend. “The existing institutions of human society, political, re-
ligious, and moral” have become problematic, he says, an(,i traged ’can
be deyeloped on the basis of perceived contradictions in these rzllani—
festatloqs qf the Idea. Modern man does not desire to overthrow tra-
ditiOk‘nalp 3nst1tutions, but to reestablish them on firmer, less contradictor
foun(.iatlons. Drama of social criticism can be a major aid in this procesrsy
This provocative essay concludes with a spirited defense of bourgeois.
tragedy, which, it argues, has been cheapened by inferior craftsmen
who peglect the essence of all tragedy: that it must portray universal
conﬂl.ct through individual cases. Modern authors, says Hebbel, have
sub§t1t‘ute(§l external and avoidable conflicts such as lack of mor,le or
class conflict for the pathos of tragedy. Further, they have either aztif-
ically heightened and falsified the speech of their characters in an
attempt .to ennoble them or have turned them in the name of realism
into “living blocks of wood, whose very ability to say Yes and No i;
cause fgr no little surprise.”"* A rich and interesting language of the
people is avgilable to the perceptive artist, but even more important
the bourgeois tragedy will be significant only to the extent that it deals:
(E:I(S) f;i?([) It’fagedy has always done, with the basic tensions of the human
The tone of resignation and pessimism so often found in Hebbel’s
writing .helps to mark him as one of the last representatives of the
generation, beginning with Schopenhauer and Grillparzer, that re-
Ject?d the moral optimism and even the revolutionary zeal ,found in
gchlller. The next generation, whose coming to maturity was signaled
Hye[t,}};zlrtcilvsth;?fg}?gﬁ ll(lipgleavals of 1843-1849, tended to agree with
b hat 2 be concerned with contemporary society, but
th a reforming enthusiasm much closer to that of Schiller. A central
(exgmple of this new generation of theatre theorists is Richard Wagner
i r1lV (;1?1,_1883)" Wagner was just beginning to gair_l a reputation when
h ement in 'the 1848 riots in Dresden forced him to exile in Zurich
where he remained for ten years. During this time he wrote most ot,"

“Ibid., 63.
253




Theories of the Theatre The Germanic Tradition in the Late Nineteenth Century

his prose works and solidifed the theories that supported his

: great. 410 as opposed to those who f:eel no true need but substitute for
operas and profoundly influenced the course of modern theatre 1e€ ’irl dulgen,CﬁQf luxury, capitalism, and godless science. Fach sub-

The exile came, if such a circumstance can ever be positive, ¢ a’m ’,lt‘[}.’cion of art has become corrupted, dance turning to mime, music
favorable time for Wagner. With Tannhduser (1845) and Lohengrin, (18 %St ~dw'lst:stract form, song to operatic aria, and drama itself to “the dead
he had pushed traditional romantic opera to its limits and wag reg du ,:' }grziﬂ of literature.”®® The Volk must respond to their felt need, reunify

to launch into something much more experimental. His exile g
the time and opportunity to chart out a new path and to harmonize -,
with those growing social concerns that had led to his involvemen in‘
Dresden politics to begin with. The title of his first major essay, Dzn
Kunst und die Revolution (184¢9), made this clear, and in his later intr(ﬁ
duction to this essay in the Gesammelte Schriften (1872), he wrote. o
believed in the Revolution, as in its necessity and its irresistibility .
and felt called upon to indicate the path to its salvation.” This did e
mean, he explained, that he wished to suggest the form of the nCCessary
newwp,olitical order; his concern was with the new art, which must be
built simultaneously with that political order on the ruins of the djs.
credited past.'
Die Kunst begins with a rapturous invocation of ancient Greek drama,
~ a political and spiritual creation at which the whole people (Volk) gath '
~ered “to understand themselves, to comprehend their own activities,
' to achieve an inner unity with their being, their fellowship, their god.”*
" With the decline of Athens came the decline of this drama, and as the
common Greek spirit “split into a thousand egotistic concerns, so the
unified art work of tragedy split into separate artistic genres,”"” and
! philosophy replaced art as the interpreter of reality. The Romans and
"the Christians rejected the drama for opposite reasons, the former by
a denial of spirituality, the latter by a denial of sensual pleasure. When
art revived in the Renaissance, it appeared as an amusement for the
rich and powerful. A pleasure meant for all mankind became an in-
dulgence of the affluent. Both artists and audiences were thereby cor-
rupted, art becoming a trade and a tool of capitalism. Greek art was
conservative, “the deepest and noblest expression of the people’s con-
sciousness,” but to regain this function, art must be revolutionary and
begin by rejecting what it has become under the influence of modern
society."® .
The essay Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft (1850) uses less of the rhetoric
of revolution and seeks the source of this new art in the Volk. Wagner
defines the Volk as “the sum total of ali those who feel a common

ave hip,

he arts, and rediscover the only real, free, and universally meaningful

L work, a total work like that of Greece.
2 Oper und Drama (1851), Wagner’s major theoretical text, continues
(0 explore the unhappy. state of art.and to suggest how it must be
'Changed' In the first of its three sections, “Die Oper und das Wesen der
Musik,” Wagner summarizes the history of opera to illustrate what he
sees as the basic fallacy of the genre: “that a means of expression (music)
pas been made the end, and the end of the expression (drama) the
means.””" The second section, “Das Schauspiel und das Wesen der dra-
matischen Dichtkunst,” undertakes a parallel survey of dramatic poetry
which, by allying itself with literature, has degenerated to “shallow
realism.” It has lost the basic purpose of Greek drama, which was to
convey “the content and essence of myth in the most convincing and
intelligible form.”?? The final section, “Dichthunst und Tonkunst im Drama
der Zukunft,” discusses the reunification of the separated arts of poetry
and music, and what each would gain thereby. Poetry, whose medium
is words, necessarily addresses itself primarily to the understanding,
while music speaks directly to the emotions. If a single artist, both
musician and poet, could unite them, he would fulfill the need of the
Volk for an expression of their total being.

" The great sociopolitical document of the period, the Communist Man-
ifesto of Karl Marx (1818-1883) and Friedrich Engels (1820-18g5),
appeared on the eve of the revolutionary upheavals of 1848. A signif-
icant body of modern theatre criticism acknowledges Marx as its in-
tellectual father, though the writings of Marx and Engels on literature
and art in general and on drama in particular are neither extensive
nor easily reducible to a system. Nevertheless, since those that exist are
relatively consistent among themselves and within the total context of
Marxist philosophy, they have served as a basis for a subsequent variety
of more comprehensive theories. Key documents for the drama are
the letters of opinion solicited in 1859 from both Marx and Engels by
Ferdinand Lassalle (1825~1864) on his historical drama Franz von Sick-
ingen. Their responses, though not coordinated, are strikingly similar.

Both speak first of the strongly favorable impression the work made
Richard Wagner, Gesammelte Schriften und Dichtungen, 10 vols. (Leipzig, 1871—72),

3:2. “Ibid., 48.
17Ibid., 11. “Ibid., 112.
Ibid., 12. :;Ibid., 231.
Ibid., 21. Ibid., 4:34.
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