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Montage and Theatricality as 

Sources of Estrangement

A Tendency in Contemporary Brechtian Cinema

Nenad Jovanovic

A lthough Brecht’s interest in cinema was only intermit-
tent, resulting in comparatively few films and critical writ-

ings on the medium, he seems referenced with equal frequency in the 
literatures on theatre and film. The vast range of filmmakers Brecht has 
been associated with includes figures as diverse as the Brothers Taviani,1 
whose eclectic style is reminiscent of Italian Neorealism, and— somewhat 
outrageously— the American sexploitation filmmaker Russ Meyer.2 The 
mutual disparity between some of the connotations Brecht’s name has 
acquired in film studies has led the critic Jonathan Rosenbaum to con-
clude that “One of the most abused critical terms we have is ‘Brecht-
ian.’”3 Because of the term’s exceptional breadth, what follows will first 
de fine it for this paper’s purposes, along with the other terms in the title 
(in the order of their appearance within it). The paper will then proceed 
to argue, using the examples of Brecht and Slatan Dudow’s film Kuhle 
Wampe (1932) and Jean- Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet’s Geschicht-
sunterricht (History Lessons, 1972) and Die Antigone des  Sopho kles in der 
hölderlinschen Übertragung für die Bühne bearbeitet von Brecht  (Sophocles’ 
Antigone in Hölderlin’s Translation as Reworked for the Stage by Brecht, 
1992), that Brechtian cinema is increasingly abandoning the once privi-
leged technique of montage as a source of estrangement in favor of theat-
ricality. While the relevance for Brecht and Brecht ian cinema of montage—
both in the term’s general and its specifically cinematic sense—has been 
extensively investigated,4 the relationship between the technique and 
theatricality as applied in the mentioned contexts remains to be explored.
 The first of the title terms that needs definition is montage. Perhaps 
the most famous appearance of the term in Brecht is in “Notes to the 
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Opera ‘Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny’” (1930), the writer’s 
earliest systematic articulation of the Epic Theatre concept.5 In the table 
contrasting dramatic and epic theatre, montage—a principle associated 
with the latter theatrical model—is juxtaposed to growth.6 As John J. 
White notes in Bertolt Brecht’s Dramatic Theory, three pairs of terms that 
surround the cited one clarify the sense in which “montage” is used in 
the context:7

 DRAMATIC THEATRE EPIC THEATRE

 one scene makes another  each scene for itself

 linear development  in curves

 evolutionary determinism jumps

All three contrasts pertain to narrative structure, rather than the other 
codes of a performance, inscribed in the play text or added in the pro-
cess of staging. Elsewhere in his writings, however, Brecht uses the term 
“montage” more broadly, to describe the opposition to the classical and 
Romantic idea of stylistic organicity,8 which entails art’s concealment of 
artifice through imitating nature’s modes of production.9 Brecht some-
times refers to montage also in relation to realms other than artistic, a 
possibility suggested by the term’s inherent possession in German of 
such connotations as construction and assemblage.
 For Brecht the theatre practitioner, montage allows, first, the subver-
sion of the Aristotelian unities. Instead of aiming for the impression 
that scene b “naturally” follows from scene a, and scene c from scene 
b, an epic play juxtaposes scenes, often employing large chronological 
gaps to emphasize the changes undergone by the characters during the 
course of the narrative (to give but one example, Life of Galileo spans 
about three decades of the protagonist’s life). Brecht’s second use of 
montage stems from his opposition to Wagner’s synergistic concept of 
the  Gesamtkunstwerk (or the total work of art), which refers to merg-
ing of elements of different arts into a seamless whole. Abandoning this 
ideal, Brecht proposes their relative independence from each other (the 
principle of separation, or Prinzip der Trennung).
 In the context of cinema, and particularly in the English- language dis-
course on the medium, montage is distinguished from editing to sug-
gest the former’s divergence from dominant cinema’s aim of creating 
the illusion of continuity of space and time within film scenes, as well as 
maintaining a sense of spatial and temporal relationships.10

 A foremost theorist of cinematic montage and one of few filmmakers 
Brecht admired, Sergei Eisenstein, identifies several strains of the tech-
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nique, of which intellectual editing is the most complex. Eisenstein de-
fines the concept as “combining shots that are depictive, single in meaning, 
neutral in content—into intellectual contexts and series.”11 The theorist 
uses the example of Japanese ideograms to demonstrate the viability of a 
cinema whose formal operations would be based on the Hegelian dialec-
tical triad, whereby synthesis arises from the opposition between thesis 
and antithesis.12 Among the examples Eisenstein gives of images com-
bined within the ideograms to create new meanings are water and an 
eye (signifying weeping), a mouth and a bird (signifying singing), and a 
knife and a heart (signifying sorrow). A relatively rare practical applica-
tion of the concept of intellectual editing in Eisenstein’s cinema is found 
in October (1929), where the image of a bridge, being opened to kill the 
protesters against the regime of tzarism, is juxtaposed with a still image 
of an Egyptian pharaoh’s mask. The (evasive) suggestion of the regime’s 
obsolescence is realized through the combination of the two consecu-
tive images, which represents not their mere sum, but their sublation (or 
Aufhebung, to use Hegel’s original term): a (the image of the bridge) 
+ b (the image of the pharaoh’s mask) = c (the idea of the obsolescence 
of the tzarist regime). The originality of this concept becomes appar-
ent when it is compared with parallel editing, a cinematic technique pi-
oneered in the late 1900s by D. W. Griffith. The Griffithian parallel edit-
ing conforms to the formula a + b = ab (for example, the chaser, nearing 
the prey during the course of a sequence, eventually catches her, thus 
bringing two parallel narrative lines together).13 As later will be demon-
strated, intellectual montage is employed in Brecht’s only feature film as 
a codirector (with Slatan Dudow), Kuhle Wampe (1932). It is this strain 
of montage that the term in this article’s title refers to.
 Second, theatricality. Thomas Postlewait and Tracy C. Davis observe 
that the term theatricality is often used interchangeably with a variety of 
related but distinct concepts—from mimesis to theatrum mundi, from 
ritual behavior to performativity.14 In the context of cinema, theatricality 
can—in Jacques Gerstenkorn’s categorization—refer to the following: 
1) theatricality as it appears in films that explicitly reference theatrical 
practice (theatre as content); 2) theatricality as it is produced by a film’s 
use of a characteristically theatrical mode (theatre as a form within a 
form); 3) theatricality as it is achieved through a process the writer calls 
recycling (recyclage), using a distinctly theatrical convention.15 All three 
fit the purposes of this paper.
 Third, estrangement. The term is one of the English renditions of 
Brecht’s Verfremdung,16 the relation of which concept to dialectics Brecht 
explains by the triadic formula of “verstehen—nicht verstehen—verstehen: 
under stand ing—not under stand ing—under stand ing.”17 The process of  
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estrangement, then, involves a double negation, and is only completed 
when the under stand ing of an observable phenomenon by the recipient 
of an artwork is renewed. A possible confusion about this term stems 
from the fact that it is also used to translate Shklovsky’s related term os-
tranenie, whose penetration into critical discourse predates that of Ver-
fremdung by a few years, and which differs from Brecht’s own concept 
mainly in its lack of an overt political aspect. The article, of course, uses 
the term “estrangement” in the sense of Verfremdung.
 Fourth, contemporary. As used here, the term denotes the period that 
started with the crisis of European communisms in the early 1970s, and 
culminated with their demise following the reunification of Germany.
 Fifth, Brechtian. In the context of this paper, the term means: sub-
stantially influenced by Brecht’s theory of Epic Theatre, as acknowl-
edged by the filmmakers themselves. Brecht’s theory advocates a the-
atre suitable for our “scientific era,” which enables—and calls for—the 
explanation of human condition not in terms of a higher power and its 
whims, but in terms of (alterable) social forces. This task demanded a 
realism different from its traditional form, predicated on “a montage of 
discourses.”18

 How are Brecht’s views of montage—and of epic dramaturgy in  
general—applied to Kuhle Wampe? The film consists of three episodes, 
separated by montage sequences that show “images of apartment build-
ings, factories and natural landscapes.”19 Editing is foregrounded as a 
dominant technique by a scene from the film’s second part, set in the 
film’s eponymous tent colony, where the central group of characters—
the Bö nike family—has moved after being evicted from their Berlin 
apartment due to unpaid rent. The scene shows Bönike, the father, read-
ing aloud a newspaper article on Mata Hari as his wife is calculating gro-
cery prices. The brief low- angle shots of Mrs. Bönike, of both her and 
her husband, and of her hand compiling the list, are interspersed with non- 
diegetic shots of food items with price tags, photographed through a 
store window. The luxurious life of dancer and courtesan Mata Hari is 
contrasted to the family’s daily monetary struggle.
 Kuhle Wampe uses montage not only as an editing technique, but also 
as a structuring dramaturgical principle applied at each of its three parts 
and their constituent scenes. The three parts form a hierarchy that can 
be designated as dialectical. The first part, centering on a laborer who 
commits suicide after a vain job hunt, represents a possible answer to a 
manifestation of the crisis of capitalism (suicide as thesis). The second 
part, where the dead laborer’s family moves to Kuhle Wampe, represents 
another answer (eviction as antithesis). While the first two parts center 
on the concerns of the individual, the third, showing a leftist sports festi-
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val, focuses on the collective and is constructed as the only satisfactory 
answer to the crisis of capitalism established in the film’s exposition (the 
workers’ mobilization as synthesis). All formal operations that assist the 
content’s dialecticity can be associated with montage, once the concept 
is broadened to include the sound- image relationship.
 The film was banned immediately after the Nazis’ ascent to power, 
and continued to circulate in West Germany only in the late 1960s.20 
Its rediscovery appears to have contributed to the shift in focus of criti-
cal investigations into Brecht and cinema from questions of narrative to 
those of style. A culmination of this process is evidenced in the Brecht- 
dedicated issue of the British film journal Screen. In the article “Realism 
and the Cinema: Notes on Some Brechtian Theses,” included in the issue, 
Colin Mac Cabe hails Kuhle Wampe for rejecting the language of domi-
nant cinema. The language—in accord with the principle of self- effac-
ing crafts man ship that dominant cinema borrows from classicism21— 
dematerializes itself to achieve a perfect representation.22 This influential 
view of Brecht in relation to cinema has led to frequent equations in film 
studies of self- reflexivity, Brechtian estrangement, and political progres-
siveness. The conflation of the two senses of the term “montage” (that 

Kuhle Wampe, directed by Slatan Dudow and Bertolt Brecht, 1932. Used by per-
mission of Praesens Film.
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pertaining to narrative on the one hand, and that pertaining to style on 
the other) may be attributed in part to the use of the term by Eisenstein, 
who is often classified within the same aesthetico- political category as 
Brecht.23 In “The Cinematographic Principle,” Eisenstein equates mon-
tage with conflict, not only between the elements in adjoining shots, but 
also between the elements within the shots: conflict of graphic directions 
(“[l]ines—either static or dynamic,” either actual or implied through the 
movement of an object in the shot); conflict of scales (the relative size 
of objects in the shot); conflict of volumes (the absolute size and shape 
of objects in the shot); conflict of masses (“[v]olumes filled with various 
intensities of light”); and conflict of depths (the positions of objects in 
the photographed space and in the film frame).24 Rainer Friedrich’s “On 
Brecht and Eisenstein” exemplifies the methodological move of applying 
the term “montage” variably to the narrative and style of Brecht’s the-
atre. Exemplifying the term, Friedrich cites within the same paragraph 
the dualism of the characters Shen Te and Shui Ta in The Good Person of 
Szechwan (an element of the drama’s narrative) and the duality between 
the actor and the role underlying Charles Laughton’s performance of 
Galileo (an element of the theatre production’s style) in Joseph  Losey’s 
1947 staging of Brecht’s eponymous drama.25 Confusions of this sort 
could perhaps be avoided if  the term “the principle of separation” were 
used instead of “montage” in reference to stylistic discontinuities of 
Brechtian films and theatrical productions. For this principle, too—as 
Friedrich correctly observes—is a factor of unity, although contrapuntal 
(as opposed to organic).26

 The style of dominant cinema has been changing along with the un-
der stand ing of Brecht in relation to the medium. The 1950s saw the de-
mise of the Hollywood studio system, which coincided with the ascent 
of television, European art cinema, and American avant- garde film. All 
three were factors in the style’s evolution, the current phase of which 
David Bordwell considers deserving of a separate name: intensified con-
tinuity. The first strategy Bordwell identifies as characteristic of the con-
temporary Hollywood style is increasingly rapid editing.27 However, more 
important for this discussion than the ever- diminishing average shot 
length of Hollywood films is that the editing patterns currently em-
ployed in the industry often blur the spatio- temporal continuum and 
the causal relationship among shots and scenes. For instance, in Marc 
Forster’s Quantum of Solace (2008), a narrative connection is established 
between the scene of a horse race and the sequence of an interrogation 
turning into a chase only after the film has crosscut between the two 
lines of action for a good minute. Put differently, it takes the film a con-
siderable amount of screen time to confirm that the race scenes belong 
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to the diegesis. While the example does not exemplify intellectual edit-
ing, it does represent a departure from the classical Hollywood style of 
crosscutting, which seeks to avoid any kind of confusion in the narrative 
or in the organization of filmic space and time.
 The strategies of intensified continuity, as well as the described ed-
iting pattern in Quantum of Solace, aim at distorting the everyday per-
ception of reality, at making the familiar strange. But since the content 
of most Hollywood films fails to question dominant ideologies, the re-
sult is an empty spectacle that deadens the viewer’s critical capacities, a 
far cry from what Brecht aimed for by the use of the technique in his 
own film practice. Adorno, who in Aesthetic Theory (1970) allows that all 
modern art may be called montage if  montage is understood as a broad 
artistic principle identical to construction (as opposed to “organic com-
mingling” of elements), warns that “[t]he principle of montage was con-
ceived as an act against a surreptitiously achieved organic unity; it was 
meant to shock. Once this shock is neutralized, the assemblage once 
more becomes merely indifferent material; the technique no longer suf-
fices to trigger communication between the aesthetic and the extra- 
aesthetic, and its interest dwindles to a cultural- historical curiosity.”28

 Perhaps recognizing that dominant cinema’s adoption of montage has 
robbed the technique of its estranging potential, contemporary Brecht-
ian filmmakers increasingly adopt as sources of Verfremdung the ob-
jects within the camera’s field of view and the sounds within the micro-
phone’s range. I will illustrate this observation by comparing History 
Lessons and Sophocles’ Antigone in Hölderlin’s Translation as Reworked for 
the Stage by Brecht (hereafter abbreviated Antigone) by Jean- Marie Straub 
and Danièle Huillet, a directorial tandem commonly situated in the con-
text of New German Cinema, a loose movement founded in the early 
1960s in protest against the aesthetic and economic backwardness of the 
country’s film industry. The two filmmakers worked together from their 
debut in 1962 with the short Machorka- Muff to 2006, the year of Huil-
let’s death. Straub and Huillet refer to Brecht in their films and writings, 
two of their films are based upon Brecht’s texts, and more than one of 
their techniques corresponds to Brecht’s theoretical tenets.
 The bulk of History Lessons, based on Brecht’s unfinished novel Die  
Geschäfte des Herrn Julius Caesar (The Business Affairs of Mr. Julius-
Cae sar, 1938–39), consists of scenes of dialogue between an anonymous 
young man and representatives of different classes and professions who 
knew Caesar personally. The dialogue scenes are interspersed with those 
showing the young man silently driving the streets of Rome. The film 
produces estranging dialectical dualities by departing from the norms of 
descriptive realism and pointing to its artifice. First, it combines modern  
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costume for the young man and togas for the other characters, and con-
figures the Rome of the ride scenes as contemporary. The two anachro-
nisms challenge the spatio- temporal continuum a traditional cinematic 
narrative seeks to maintain, enhancing the novel’s parallel between slav-
ery (the dominant social system of Caesar’s era) and capitalism (the domi-
nant social system of the young man’s era). Another of the film’s struc-
tural dualities results from the use of languages (verbal and visual) in 
the dialogue scenes, and their absence from the ride scenes. The verbal 
language is Brecht’s prose; the visual one is that of dominant cinema. 
More specifically, many of the dialogue scenes rely on a reformulated ele-
ment of this language, namely the shot- countershot. In the scene with 
the peasant, the camera performs what Martin Walsh describes as inter-
twined circling of the two men: the alternating shots from the peasant 
to the young man fulfill the demands of the shot- countershot, but the 
camera placements, showing the characters from incompatible angles, do 
not.29 The ride scenes, in contrast, use no dialogue and no editing (all 
three scenes are shot- sequences photographed from a fixed camera posi-
tion). The third group of the film’s dialectical dualities, concerning the 
mise- en- scène in the ride scenes, will be discussed at some length in the 
article’s next segment.
 Shot from the camera fixed in the backseat of the protagonist’s con-
vertible, these scenes do not obey the logic of narrative buildup that 
governs mainstream narrative cinema: none of the micro- events seen 
in the background of the frames is configured as dominant; none seems 
more important than the other. The ride scenes, as Walsh observes, serve 
as an index of the unintelligibility of history,30 inviting us “to seize mo-
ments for analysis, draw knowledge out of chaos: systematize flux, im-
mobilise flow, in order to attempt to comprehend it.”31

 The image of the young man in the car possesses a duality also in terms 
of action. In the context of the film that—like Brecht—challenges the 
notion of history as a matter of the past, the character’s simultaneous 
moving and stillness becomes a trope for agency. Riding through the 
kind of Roman streets never shown on tourist flyers for the city, the 
young man’s role fluctuates between that of a participant in and a mere 
observer of his surroundings.32 The car’s windshield distances him from 
the environment, but this distance gets closed by the turning wheels. If 
the prerequisite for the young man to take political action is to synthe-
size the information collected from his interviewees and the sights and 
sounds perceived during the ride, the prerequisite for the viewer to syn-
thesize the film’s material can be said to be a perceptual shift that will 
allow them to accept the ride scenes as action proper, equal in impor-
tance with the interviews.
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 The film invites a parallelism between the young man and the viewer, 
but it simultaneously discourages the process of identification promoted 
by dominant cinema with its Aristotelian roots. The camera shows the 
young man from the back, its vantage point preventing the viewer’s in-
terpretation of the sights and sounds of the streets in terms of his reac-
tions to them. However, the rear- view mirror in front of the character 
returns his look, calling attention to the film’s artifice, to the fact that 
what the viewer perceives as the character is merely an image, equal in 
status with the character’s reflection in the center of the frame.33 Show-
ing an object in the manner of Cubist painters, from different direc-
tions, appears to mock the very phenomenon of perspective, which the 
shot otherwise emphasizes through the lines both present within it and 
only implied. The spatial split beside the direction of the man’s look (re-
turned at the viewer) and the direction in which he is moving rhymes 
with the temporal split indicated by the combination of modern and pe-
riod costumes, thus connecting the two groups of scenes.
 The final dialectical split within the film concerns images (dominant 
in the ride scenes) and words (dominant in the dialogue scenes). The 
fact that the impressions expressed in the previous sentence through the 

Geschichtsunterricht (History Lessons), directed by Jean- Marie Straub and Danièle 
Huillet, 1972. Used by permission of Jean- Marie Straub.
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adjective “dominant” can be challenged raises pertinent questions: is 
the viewer’s presumed tendency to rely on her hearing for the interview 
scenes, and on her sight for the ride ones, a sign of perceptual laziness? 
Would she be able to understand the workings of history better if  she 
mobilized both senses?
 History Lessons can be regarded as a paradigmatic montage film not 
merely because of the duality of its structure, but also for two more rea-
sons: first, it manages—while foregrounding editing—to be dialectical 
through the use of other formal elements, and second, it conforms to 
the above formula of intellectual editing even more strictly than Eisen-
stein’s own scenes and Kuhle Wampe. While Eisenstein uses the tech-
nique only in certain scenes, the juxtaposition of two kinds of material 
in History Lessons that form a dialectical relationship occurs throughout 
the film. Moreover, while Dudow and Brecht’s film offers a synthesis of 
the dialectical opposition represented by the film’s two parts (the epi-
sode showing the workers’ mobilization through sport), History Lessons 
is resolutely open- ended. The “c” of the above- quoted Eisenstein’s for-
mula of intellectual editing is, in the case of this film, not the viewer’s 
idea of the meaning that dialectically overcomes the “a” and “b” (the 
dialogue scenes and the ride scenes), but the viewer herself. If the pro-
gressiveness of a film can be measured by the force with which it com-
pels the viewer to participate in the creation of its meaning—as Screen 
theorists posit is the case—History Lessons is worthy of the adjective 
“progressive.” Barton Byg’s commentary on Straub and Huillet’s Moses 
und Aaron (1974) applies here, too: “A parallel to Straub/Huillet and 
Brecht emerges here. There is no ‘resolution’ in their work, according to 
the hierarchical rules of traditional organization of meaning, but the re-
lation of the organization of its materials to these traditional forms im-
plies a resolution outside the work itself.”34

 Unlike History Lessons, Antigone uses a relatively unobtrusive audio- 
visual style in conjunction with theatrical conventions. It should be noted 
at the outset of the discussion of this film that the appearance of the-
atrical conventions in the filmmakers’ cinema did not start with Anti-
gone: George Lellis, commenting on Jean Narboni’s Cahiers du cinéma 
critique of Straub and Huillet’s filmic adaptation of Corneille’s Othon 
(1969), notes the film’s relation to theatre.35 Narboni’s use of the term 
“theatricality” is, however, crucially different from this article’s. The Ca-
hiers du cinéma critic introduces the term “theatrical scene” in contrast 
to linear perspective, which dominant cinema seeks to emulate. Othon 
is, he stresses, independent from the play text, which fact manifests itself  
in the way the film counters the cinematographic illusionism through 
frequent editing discontinuities, the presence of random noises of the 
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soundtrack such as horn sounds of the cars riding by the location, and 
the acting style that emphasizes the abstract aural qualities of the ac-
tors’ deliveries rather than the words themselves.36 For these reasons, 
Lellis concurs with Narboni: Othon “exists only for the camera.”37 An-
tigone, in contrast, asserts its palimpsestuous character not only through 
the title—which invokes all writers who have had a hand in the text—
but also through the deliberately maintained traces of the production’s 
initial incarnation as a theatre show produced at Berlin’s Schaubühne in 
1991. While History Lessons challenges the viewer to figure out the rela-
tionship between the two kinds of material, this Antigone raises ques-
tions of its relationship to the previous ones: the play’s first performance, 
Hölderlin’s Antigone, Brecht’s Antigone, and Straub and Huillet’s own 
theatrical version of the tragedy, thus blurring the distinction between 
the original and adaptation as its “copy.”38

 In Brecht’s adaptation, the chorus is transformed into the elders fi-
nancially benefiting from Kreon’s war. (Their first line in the adaptation 
is “The wagons of booty are coming! The victory loaded with plunder 
to make Thebes forget the war!”)39 The relative complexity of the back 
story in the original play is done away with, the result being a concen-
tration of the viewer’s attention to the mechanism that links capitalism, 
war, and tyranny, as it is embodied in Kreon. “When I attacked Argos,” 
he says, “who sent me? The metal spears went out / to bring metal from 
the mountains / at your request; for you know Argos / is rich in met-
als.”40 Brecht diverts focus from Argos to its exploiter, Thebes, by mak-
ing Polynices and Eteokles soldiers of the same, Kreon’s army. After 
see ing his brother killed on the battlefield, Polynices runs away to the 
desert, where Kreon himself punishes him by death.
 The variety of angles and shot scales in Antigone is achieved solely 
through the use of lenses with different focal lengths and horizontal move-
ments around the axis. The many camera pans explore the diegetic space 
freely, while simultaneously keeping, as Byg observes, the taboo of the 
space where the camera stands.41 The camera’s fixity invokes that of the 
viewer of traditional film and theatre, consequently implicating them 
in the narrative. It is as if  the Antoinian fourth wall is crossed not by 
the actors—as happened regularly in Brecht’s productions—but by the 
cine matographic apparatus itself. In other words, the camera hints at its 
presence precisely by denying the spectator a view of its position within 
the setting. The identified self- conscious stylistic premise is, how ever, 
not overt, but backgrounded. Hence Peter Handke’s comparison of the 
“machinery” the film uses with that of Hawks or Raoul Walsh in the 
golden era of Hollywood.42 In terms of the correlation between means 
and ends, then, History Lessons and Antigone stand in contrast to one 
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Danièle Huillet, the actress Libgart Schwarz, and Jean- Marie Straub at the set 
of Antigone, directed by Straub and Huillet, 1992. Used by permission of Jean- 
Marie Straub.
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another: the former film uses a reformulated element of the syntax of 
dominant cinema to point to its own constructedness, whereas the lat-
ter uses an experimental stylistic premise to achieve the impression of a 
spatio- temporal continuity.
 The relative transparence of the film’s cinematography—and editing,  
as a concomitant technique—allows its theatricality in terms of both nar-
rative and style to come to the fore. The first of three elements through 
which theatricality is achieved is the play text. Straub and Huillet elimi-
nate the Brecht- added prologue to the drama which is set in Berlin in 
April 1945,43 thus restoring the Aristotelian unities of the original. The 
sec ond distinctly theatrical element is the setting: Antigone was shot in 
the Teatro di Segesta, a Greek theatre in Sicily dating from the fourth 
century BC. The third—and most prominent—theatrical element is the  
style of delivery and blocking. Characteristically, Straub and Huillet com-
bine actors of various degrees of experience and ability. The figures’ 
movements and gestures are extremely measured and used mostly for 
emphasis. Kreon, for example, when faced with  Hamon’s criticism of 
his rule, asserts his power by swinging his scepter as he dismisses his son’s 
words on the account of his ignorance of the case, and raises his arms 
high in the air upon receiving the news of Megareus’s death. Finally, 
the actors invariably follow the caesuras of Brecht’s verse, pausing at the 
end of each line.
 The pace of the cutting typically follows that of the delivery. When ap-
plied to quick exchanges, this logic—as Laurence Giavarini has observed— 
works to enhance the effect of stychomitia, already created by the dia-
logue.44 The film’s earliest example of this sort occurs when Kreon asks 
for the elders’ approval to leave Polynices unburied. Their reply—“We 
approve it”—marks the beginning of a series of seven brief shots, in 
all but one of which a single sentence line is spoken by the character(s) 
shown in the image. Shot- reverse shot technique here employed is, of 
course, used also in continuity editing, the editing style dominant in 
Hollywood and other mainstream cinemas. But while a mainstream film 
would smooth the cuts through the use of sound bridges, Antigone—
like History Lessons—rejects this essentially illusionistic device.
 The same effect of drawing the viewer’s attention to the cinemato-
graphic apparatus is achieved by carrying to an extreme the use of off- 
screen space in the instances where the film refrains from cutting for a 
relatively long period of time. For example, the camera holds Antigone 
in close- up for the portion of dialogue that occupies over two pages in 
the printed version, starting with the protagonist’s words to the elders: 
“And you take it and let him shut you up.”45 Even more overt use of off- 
screen space occurs in the segments of shots devoid of human figures. 
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All four of such images in the film (each accompanied with an ode of 
the elders, and introduced through a pan away from the actors) show a 
stone formation in the ground that appears to mark the boundary be-
tween the orchestra and skene.
 The original function of the two architectural elements of ancient 
Greek theatre seems relevant here. During a performance, skene would 
be occupied by a temporary construction with double purpose: to rep-
resent the location of the drama, and to serve as the changing- room for 
the actors. By temporarily abandoning the transparency of the film’s style 
through self- conscious camera movements, and pointing to the divid-
ing line between the space in the theatre of Segesta where the actors ap-
peared in character, and the space where they were permitted to step out 
of it, Straub and Huillet seem to subtly invite the viewer to a meditation 
on the relationship between representation and presentation, between 
illusion and reality.
 The estranging quality of the performance style in Antigone becomes 
apparent when set against the Stanislavski- inspired acting techniques of 
mainstream cinema. The dialectics of form (which lies in the contrast 
between the cinematography and editing and the theatrically stylized 
acting) mirrors the dialecticity of content. The latter is achieved by em-
phasizing the palimpsestuous nature of the play text and by giving the 
film a dialectical- materialist slant via the adaptation.
 Examples of different manifestations of theatricality are found also 
in the recent output of other Brechtian filmmakers whose earlier works 
rely on montage and other medium- specific cinematic techniques. Con-
sider, for example, the multilayered figure compositions in Peter Wat-
kins’s La commune (Paris, 1871) (The Commune [Paris, 1871], 2000), 
and the chalkboard setting in Lars von Trier’s Dogville (2003) and Man-
derlay (2005).46 Finally, a caveat: the above discussion does not suggest 
that montage and theatricality cannot coexist as sources of Verfremdung. 
To paraphrase Brecht’s footnote to the dramatic versus Epic Theatre 
schema: what I have discussed concerns merely a shift in emphasis (al-
beit a radical one).
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