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Darko Suvin        

WEISS'S MARAT/SADE AND ITS THREE MAIN PERFORMANCE VERSIONS: 

CONTRIBUTION TO A THEORY OF INTERPRETIVE PRAGMATICS (1986-88, 12,400 WORDS) 

 

0.1. I propose to discuss in this paper central aspects of Peter Weiss's drama Die Verfolgung und 

Ermordung Jean Paul Marats dargestellt durch die Schauspielgruppe des Hospizes zu Charenton 

unter Anleitung des Herrn de Sade (further Marat/Sade) and their different interpretation by three 

among its important performances. I have chosen what are generally taken to be the most significant 

and yet extremely different performance approaches to  Marat/Sade in the most characteristically 

different venues, all during the first couple of years of its international fame: West Berlin in April 

1964 (Schiller-Theater, directed by Konrad Swinarski), the Royal Shakespeare Company in London 

and New York, respectively August 1964 and December 1965 (Aldwych Theatre resp. Martin Beck 

Theatre, directed by Peter Brook), and Rostock DDR in March 1965 (Volkstheater, directed by 

Hanns Anselm Perten). Though this is not necessarily the decisive reason for my choice, the 

playwright collaborated -- to a different degree -- with all three of these stagings. As all 

reconstructions of performances, this one too will, no doubt, suffer under the handicap of having to 

rely on the faulty memory and piecing together of one's own as well as of other critics: I have myself 

seen only the Royal Shakespeare performance (in New York, and then its record in Peter Brook's 

movie). Nonetheless, I hope that by concentrating only on the quite central dramaturgic features of 

relationship between the agential foci of Marat vs. Sade and of upshot (ending), together with some 

mention of the stage picture, some first conclusions of both historical and theoretical significance 

may emerge.1/ I am not sure that anything else than a full-scale research project using much more 

visual documentation and other testimonies could bring about stronger conclusions. Like Weiss's 

Sade, I must caution: "So sehn sie mich in der gegenwärtigen Lage/ Immer noch vor einer offener 

Frage" (Thus you see me, in my present location,/ Still faced with an unresolved situation).  

0.2. Simultaneously, I am attempting to use the historically oriented discussion for a quite initial 

approach to a huge theoretical problem within what I would call "interpretive pragmatics" in drama 

and theatre studies (and in all disciplines that have to do with "texts" in the widest sense, and 

therefore with intertextuality, from literature to music). The basic premise of pragmatics is that any 

object or process becomes a sign only in a signifying situation relating signs to their users. Without 

pragmatic decisions to constrict which presuppositions and readings may be pertinent in a given, 

concrete context, the connotations of an at all complex text would be practically infinite. But 

obversely, a sign sequence is always spatio-temporally localized and in a tacit dialog with potential 

classes of users. The signs' concrete localization and the presuppositions about their possible uses 

necessarily inscribe sociohistorical reality -- as understood by the dialogists -- between the lines of 

any text (see Suvin "Can People").   

My working premise is that the signifying situation for each story or narrative (and both 

verbal dramas and drama performances are in my book stories or narratives in that sense) induces in 

the reader and/or spectator a Possible World.2/ If this is so, then it seems to me logically unavoidable 

that this world will have both some limits and some central features -- otherwise it would not be a 

cosmos but a chaos. Diverse interpretations or "readings" of an even minimally complex Possible 

World -- e.g. of a short lyrical poem -- are legitimately possible, since a reading is a transaction 
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between the interpreter and the interpreted. However, in order not to result in a vision of a centrally 

different Possible World,3/ they will all have to have what Wittgenstein called a family likeness, i.e. 

some parameters (negatively: limits; positively: features) in common. Those parameters I propose 

to call invariants. The first part of my paper will attempt to construct such central parameters for 

Weiss's play. The second part will attempt to use abbreviated reconstructions of the three mentioned 

performances for a first conclusion, in Part 3, about performance variants and invariants. The 

different admixture of variants and invariants in each case is, of course, a matter of wider cultural 

pragmatics, i.e. of social history and ideology.  

1.0. In 1965 Peter Weiss (working on a refashioning of Dante's Inferno which was eventually to 

become Die Ermittlung) published a Gespräch über Dante. In this dialog, a clearly autobiographical 

voice said: "I am planning a Welttheater....In the Renaissance theatre there were these great 

totalizing (zusammenfassenden) allegories, these choruses, these festive and macabre 

processions...."4/ This may serve as a first introduction to his immediately preceding Marat/Sade, 

which can be seen as a quite specific -- though in this case, as I shall argue, specifically ambiguous 

-- Left-wing intellectual's Theatrum Mundi. How and what do its macabre presentations totalize? 

What kind of world on the stage serves as parabolic model ("allegory") for what kind of human 

reality outside the stage? It will not be possible to answer these questions fully at this occasion. 

However, a major difference of the modern dramaturgic "totalizing allegories" and, say, the 

Athenian, Medieval, or Baroque Welttheater5/ is constituted by the fact that the 20th-century variant 

explicitly relates to historical humanity and nature, to immanence and not transcendence; its Destiny 

is to be found in sociopolitics and not theology; and it undertakes a reflection ON the nature of 

people in class society with a view to exploring its possible change rather than a reflection OF an 

unchanging Man who must find his bearings as best he can in an unchanging universe. It will be 

apparent that the reflection of such "political drama" in the widest sense (cf. Suvin To Brecht) may 

start from -- and privilege -- either individuals within society or society as a whole, or attempt to 

transcend this bourgeois split; this is a major dilemma of Weiss's play too.  

1.1. Marat/Sade is usually analyzed as unfolding on three spatiotemporal levels: 1/ Paris on July 13, 

1793, the day of Marat's assassination as shown in the Sade play; 2/ the Charenton madhouse on 

July 13, 1808, the day when Sade's play is performed by the inmates of the mental asylum headed 

by Coulmier; 3/ the first-night date in West Germany 1964, or whichever is the spacetime in which 

the Herald addresses his comment to the actual theatre audience of a performance of (some variant 

of) Weiss's play. This "syntactic" approach may serve as an acceptable initial simplification for the 

spacetime levels or areas of Weiss's Inferno.6/  

The play's three concentric circles are -- among other things  -- a play within a play within a 

play: the Corday-Marat- Sade play within the Sade-Coulmier (or, as I shall argue, the Sade-Marat 

II-Coulmier) play within the Herald-Pragmatic Audience play; it should however not be forgotten 

that this heuristic model masks the continual osmosis between these circles:  

FIGURE 1: STRUCTURE OF THE WEISS PLAY 
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This could also be taken as the view from above into a descending whirlpool or gravity sink). 

What is the effect of such a structure? I cannot analyze it here with anything approaching the 

length that its richness and complexity demands (cf. Cohn "Theatrum," Curtius, Righter, and 

Warnke), but I should at least indicate that I believe the effect depends on an interaction of illusionist 

(or naturalistic) and parabolical (or modernistic) approaches (cf. Rischbieter 44-45). I have argued 

in the book To Brecht and Beyond that illusionist dramaturgy is a highly specific and historically 

limited style, as opposed to parabolical dramaturgy which was dominant in the pre-bourgeois periods 

and has been revived by Modernism. In the illusionist theatre convention, the usual effect of a play-

within-the-play is to validate the illusionary reality of the main play (the frame or outer circle) by 

stressing a contrario the artificiality of the "inner circle." At the very beginning of illusionism, this 

is the relationship in Hamlet between the Court of Denmark and the "Murder of Gonzago" 
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performance. At the end of that epoch, the proceeding is reversed in Pirandello's Sei personaggi... 

which insists on the "reality" of the inner circle, that of the "characters," thus weakening the feeling 

of reality on the level of the supposed theatre actors to the point of breaking down the ontological 

and epistemic norms of illusionist theatre (the appearance of Madame Pace). However, this relation 

of the inner and outer circle or play is radically different in a parabolic dramaturgy, such as the one 

prevailing in significant modern plays. From Brecht to the Absurd, the inner play and the frame do 

not have to be on supposedly different ontological levels. Plays within this dramaturgic convention 

do not pretend to show slices of "real life" through a keyhole, they deal frankly with epistemology 

and not ontology.  

Epistemologically, within a cognitive model, the Marat-Corday innermost circle (1) can thus 

be not only opposed to the Sade-Coulmier middle circle (2) as cause is to effect (i.e. as failure of 

revolution to counter-revolutionary rule), it can also be analogous. The analogy is here based on the 

tertium comparationis of "absence of revolutionary vitality" or Dance of Death. In their turn, the 

innermost and middle circle taken together (1+2) are, first, illusionistically opposed to the outermost 

Herald-Audience circle (3), tearing down its solid empirical reality of Wirtschaftswunder (in a way 

similar to, say, Pirandello). Yet superadded to this, the two inner circles are also -- in various ways, 

centrally through the Sade-Marat debate on revolution -- analogous to the 1964 or 1986 capitalist 

welfare-and-warfare state, showing it up as a madhouse. This dialectical yoking together of 

contraries and analogies reinforces Weiss's effect: the world of the empirical spectators (3) is by 

parabolic analogy shown as the referent of, or as corresponding to, the "Sade world" (1+2), while 

the illusionistic opposition between the spectators' world and the Sade world shows that the empirical 

spectators lack even the redeeming element of Sade's unhappy consciousness -- the lucid view of his 

world's horrible nature. In Weiss's Theatre-As-World, the world is -- as the encompassing stage 

metaphor shows -- a madhouse and a torture place, in which the most alienated and least conscious, 

politically the most insane, are the Coulmiers who do not even know that as the indispensable jailers 

of the jailed they too are inside, not outside the space of madness and torture. The end of the play, 

the didactic Quod Erat Demonstrandum, will teach them (or at least us) better. Such are the 

understandings toward which a proper spectator is led by the parabolic interaction of illusion and 

analogy that, I submit, constitutes the Weissian estrangement (Verfremdung) -- an Artaudian 

variant on Brecht.  

 

1.2. As can be seen, the initially useful syntactic approach, based on the spacetime differentiation 

between levels of the play as potential performance, has led us to the semantic themes of each level. 

Weiss himself pointed out in 1963, after the first version of Marat/Sade, ambiguities in the world of 

that time "between the extremes of revolt and acceptation of loneliness.... In one case, a constructive 

critique of the age is pertinent [i.e. Brecht, DS], in another Antonin Artaud's theses." Different 

performing means correspond to these two main groups of "themes" or "point of view projections." 

A useful approach has to integrate the spacetime levels with the ideological orientations and conflicts 

that are these levels' raison d'être, and thus constitute proper Bakhtinian chronotopes. Level (1) is 

the spacetime of the central Moritat (street ballad) plot in the innermost circle -- the assassination 

of Marat by Corday in 1793. It stands parabolically for the defeat of the Revolution (in Scene 8 

Marat is given -- as one of the only two italicized lines in the whole play -- the final exclamation and 

allegorical self-characterization "I am the Revolution"). This level contains some relics of the old-

fashioned history play or even melodrama à la Scribe, Dumas Pére or Sardou, especially in the hints 
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of the sexual love-hate attraction between Corday and Marat.7/ The Protagonist of this level, in the 

meaning of the character who initiates the unfolding of the plot, is Charlotte Corday; her Satellite 

and confidant is Duperret, while Marat is the Antagonist and the negative Value.8/ Beside the 

establishing of the central play plot and of its partition by means of Corday's three visits to Marat, 

this level establishes a strong mood of feverish, almost dreamlike cruelty and "ontological" horror. 

This is best seen in Corday's somnambulic wanderings through the Paris of the Jacobin Terror. It is 

assisted by Duperret's erotomaniac lustings as well as by the chorus of bit players in the Dance of 

Death scenes and by the obsessive Simonne Evrard. Weiss's principle of character interpenetration 

between the circles or levels (1) and (2) should be noted here: the Charenton patients from level (2) 

are, no doubt, realistic and in fact textbook pathological cases, but these are selected and employed 

-- by Sade and by Weiss -- as ideological commentaries on the characters that they perform on level 

(1): Corday's particular form of petty-bourgeois Rousseauism is to be understood as 

somnambulically out of touch with reality and yet dangerous, Duperret's Girondism as lust for 

possession, etc. Yet even such inclinations are to be felt as painfully human when faced with the 

univers concentrationnaire of the victorious bland Establishment. This raises the problem of who 

are the Arbiter actants for each circle, those who determine what happens in them and notably the 

outcome of each: my hypothesis is indicated by the capital letters on top of each circle.  

Level (2) is the space and time of the 1808 performance by the asylum inmates under the 

opposed authorities of Sade and Coulmier. Most, though not all, action by players other than Corday 

and Duperret ostensibly happens on this level. Marat's scenes on level (2) constitute the ideological 

debate with Sade on the merits and possibility of Revolution; the only exception is the important but 

to my mind unsatisfactory scene 27, the National Assembly. What is, semantically speaking, the 

opposition between Sade and Marat? It was well summarized by Weiss himself in the notes to the 

play and interviews with Stér and Alvarez. Sade "is for the social change that Marat wants, but he 

sees the dangers of a socialism degenerating into a totalitarian state. He does not know how to bring 

these changes about; he is afraid that the ideal socialist state as Marat imagines it is not possible. 

Like a modern representative of a third point of view, he is between the socialist and the individualist 

camp." (MPW 94) Marat is a direct precursor of Marxism (MS 64:140), "one of the creators of the 

social idea..., the only real revolutionary" (MPW 93). Therefore, Weiss concluded, "the difficulty 

lies in the ambivalence between these two points of view which we cannot escape: on the one hand 

extreme individualism and on the other the changing of society in this madhouse world....My only 

alternative is to show my doubts...and the difficulties I am going through in order to find a solution. 

I cannot do more...because I do not believe in political forms of society -- as they are today.      ...I 

represent the third point of view which I do not like myself." (MPW 99)  

As is well known, in the period from 1963 to 1965 Weiss oscillated significantly in his 

evaluation of Marat, i.e. of Marxist socialism; the main textual changes he introduced into the play 

concern the ending and I shall deal with them in the analysis of the performances.9/ Nonetheless, in 

all printed versions the basic constellation is clear. I would submit it has two significant aspects. 

First, the ideological oppositions are much more complex than, and cannot be reduced to, an 

Individualist opposition between the Sade and Marat "characters." Marat is, to begin with, flanked 

by the uniquely monolithic and consistent "ultra-Marat," Jacques Roux. Of all performer-inmates, 

he is the only one whose 1808 character of radical, messianic political internee is identical to his 

1793 character; he is exposed to the most brutal censorship and violence by the Coulmier camp. 

Further, somewhere ambiguously between Sade and Marat are the Four Singers, the voice of the 

people (their position oscillates most obviously and strongly in Weiss's five versions of the play, see 
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Haiduk Der Dramatiker 93-96). Sade himself is, when it comes to mediating between the play's 

events and both the 1808 audience (Coulmier) and the empirical audience, flanked by the Herald; 

Sade is also in command of and (except probably for the Corday, Duperret, and Evrard performers) 

in sympathy with the other inmates. Finally, and perhaps most important, all these agents are 

opposed to Coulmier's camp of victorious counter-revolution. The debate between Marat, Sade, 

Roux, the Singers, the Herald, etc., is a collective stage argument about the possibility and the price 

of the revolution. Though Sade finds the price excessive, this is up to a certain point a non-

antagonistic opposition. By contrast, the tension between all of them and the Coulmier camp is an 

antagonism so irreducible that it cannot even be properly formulated in words -- it is mainly carried 

on by physical violence. This irreconcilable antagonism is personified in Roux. It is entirely logical 

that in the final version Roux deliver the final authorial message -- "When will you learn to see/ 

When will you finally understand" -- a moment before he is trampled down by the blind destructive 

rage of the conflict between inmates and guards.  

The second aspect of the Marat/Sade central constellation is, however, the vision of a 

revolution on the rocks, an arrested and at least for the moment defeated -- though still supremely 

necessary and never quite given up for lost -- revolution. The horizons of this Possible World are at 

least provisionally closed: the nihilist Sade directs the play in an asylum and the activist Marat sits 

in a bloody bathtub with skin disease; Coulmier/Napoleon is in power; reason is not only divorced 

from reality, it has also failed in attempting to change reality. The necessary revolution has failed 

because it was happening in a madhouse-cum-prison world, and we are left with a blend where a 

post-mortem psychodrama dominates over tenuous, if real, expectations of future revolt. The central 

ambiguity of Weiss's play can best be grasped by saying that, functionally, there are two Marats in 

Sade's and Weiss's play: the 1793 defeated and the 1808 unbowed one (this too cannot be fully 

developed in this essay but it will be briefly discussed at its end). However, the "neither-nor" Sade 

remains central to the play: not necessarily as its privileged focus (though I think he was such for 

Weiss in the early versions), but simply as the only semantically significant link between all the 

other dramaturgic agents (his helper, the Herald, has a syntactic function only),  as the only pivot for 

structuring the triple opposition Marat-Sade-Coulmier and thus for holding together the play. The 

play "ends with stable antinomies" (Mayer 19; cf. also Habermas MPW and Paul).  

     A graphic presentation of the resulting -- allegorical and ideological -- relationships 

between the textual agents should really be more complex, e.g. three-dimensional, but the following 

might be a useful approximation:  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Ideological Divisions 

a) In Agential Imaginary Space 
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b) As Binary Opposition in Imaginary Space  

   REVOLT          POWER  

 

This figure constitutes at least the agential aspect of the Marat /Sade invariant structure (cf. also 

Lamberechts 137). It will serve as the basis for evaluating the three performances of the play.  



                      -  Suvin  8   - 

 7/94 

 

2.0. The following discussion of three performances is an attempt at furnishing the data for a 

pragmatics of dramaturgy, by using critical texts about the performances as raw (or, better, semi-

manufactured) materials. From my brief discussion in 0.2 it follows that pragmatics -- the study of 

signifying situations that relate signs to their users -- should ideally englobe also studies of the 

feedback between the empirical audience and the performance which addresses it. However, this 

face-to-face interaction comes about only spottily, late, and/or partly, so that a performance is 

overwhelmingly constructed with one or more ideal spectators (collective or personified) in mind. 

This may suffice to suggest that the study of such interaction raises knotty and quite unresolved 

theoretical and practical problems; to begin with, the investigation of one or more actual (not simply 

ideal and inferable) audiences is usually -- as here -- materially impossible. Nonetheless, I have 

argued at some length elsewhere that cognitive advance is possible by provisionally isolating the 

stage side of the pragmatic audience-stage relationship in a way that would take into account the 

implied ideal spectator with help of extratextual information, thus avoiding the hermeneutic vicious 

circle).10/ This shall be done here by a further concentration, for reasons of both spacetime and 

clarity, on the central relationship Marat-Sade and on the play's ending.  

2.1. For the 1964 West Berlin first performance of Marat/Sade, Peter Weiss himself (who had wanted 

to be a painter and filmmaker) projected the set -- in close consultation with the director Swinarski 

and, no doubt, with his wife Gunilla Palmstierna-Weiss who did the costumes. The set was a light 

grey, naturalistic asylum bathhouse hall evoking the illusion of paving-stone tiles with water pipes 

and drains. The background was taken up by tiers of linked, high, cabin-like cells for inmates, 

reminiscent of a honeycomb or of choir benches (Swinarski's idea), in which they sat imprisoned 

until the final break-out; logically, Swinarski cut the revolution/copulation verse in the final scenes 

(Innes 160). Coulmier and his party sat on a head-high platform left, Sade on a chair and a small, 

barely raised platform half-left, Marat in the bathtub on the right. The color-scale of the costumes 

ran also through a small gamut of nuances from white to grey, with a pale violet added for the 

Coulmier group and the four red Jacobin caps for the Singers. The inmates' flesh too was powdered 

a greyish-white, and all except Sade, Corday, and Duperret (who as rich people wear their own grey-

white clothes) and Marat were dressed in a kind of whitish straitjacket, making for an anonymous 

background mass (cf. Rühle, Rischbieter-Wendt, Stér, and Times May 1964). The repeated 

confrontation between Marat and Sade was staged by Swinarski without the presence of other 

inmates in order to stress its game-like nature, at the expense of a "real" confrontation between the 

political Left and Right (sic, Stér 69). Obversely, the strong visual patterning of the carefully 

choreographed and often pantomimic (choreographer Deryk Mendel) yet limited movements of the 

other inmates and nurses became a "ritualised" choral analog to such a, rather metaphysical than 

fully political, Marat-Sade argument (cf. Innes 160). Large puppets were used both in the execution 

scene and for Marat's Visions (Parham 241). Sade was portrayed thoughtfully, in a low and sad 

voice, as if in a clear and slow nightmare, by the massive and impressive Ernst Schröder, while even 

a suffering and somewhat Schillerian Marat (cf. Gebhard 21) was a political fanatic difficult to play: 

to the West German theatregoer of 1964 he "seem[ed] scarcely admissible" (Rischbieter-Wendt 22).  

The ending is in Weiss constituted by an ecstatic march of the inmates, who are bludgeoned 

down by the male nurses. Swinarski added to a disciplined column of inmates marching toward the 

audience a final apparition: from the prompter box a figure ascends with its back to the audience in 

the characteristic uniform of Napoleon, it is triumphally greeted by all, it turns quickly and reveals 
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the skeleton, Death; frozen tableau of horror, Sade laughs, curtain. Swinarski explained to an 

interviewer that he originally planned a sardonic apotheosis indicating that from the assassination of 

Marat there issues Napoleon's dictatorship. Death was added so that the play would signify that when 

democratic discussion between the Left and Right is stymied (Swinarski mentioned both the rulers 

and the blind collective march forward of the inmates), the society ends in the stasis of death (Stér 

70-71). Weiss himself, in a retrospect 16 months later, praised the quality of Swinarski's performance 

-- its rhythmic articulation, abundance of stage ideas, humor, and Spielfreude -- confessing he was 

prejudiced in its favor.  The only critique he allowed himself was that perhaps, had Swinarski now 

another chance, he might tone down the theatre apparatus (there were 22 actors, 40 "chorus" bit-

players, and five musicians on the stage) in favor of giving more weight to the Marat-Sade debate 

(MPW 113)...  

2.2. The director's role was even more spectacular in Brook's performances, to the point that in 1964 

Britain "the general opinion was that Weiss's play itself does not matter so much as one of the 

greatest stagings of the newer English theatre history" (Hill), while the New York Times's main 

1965/66 review of the Royal Shakespeare season on Broadway was divided into two articles -- 

Kauffmann's review of the play's performance and Drutman's longer interview with Brook, asking 

whether he was the master-mind. From London to New York, the performance also sparked a 

plethora of classificatory head-scratchings in which critics played the game of one-upmanship with 

the readers and each other by labelling it the Theater of Cruelty, of the Absurd, the Total Theatre, 

and other idols of the marketplace. The best description of and apology for the London performance 

was probably given by Susan Sontag's famous essay "Marat/Sade/Artaud," which focussed on 

theatricality and insanity as its two main aspects. The raked set showed a high and cold asylum 

bathhouse paved with grey-red tiles (by Gunilla Palmstierna-Weiss) and it was geared to unimpeded 

surging: it had movable benches and lattice screens, while Sade's chair (left) and Marat's bathtub 

(right) were both flat on the stage floor. All critics noted how the virtuoso staging of this "restless, 

clangorous production, always on the move [, where] the action seethes and simmers, and we know 

that at any moment it may explode," combined "pictorial inventiveness and allusion with a mastery 

of movement and grouping" (Gross 58). Almost all critics also played the subsidiary game of 

deciphering pictorial allusions, the names most frequently mentioned being Goya and Hogarth 

(Brook himself added to them Breughel -- Drutman 20), and then Géricault (I suppose The Wreck 

of the "Medusa"), David for Marat in the bathtub, etc. Almost everybody commented also on the 

correlative sound-effects of Richard Peaslee's music, played by "catatonic musicians in boxes above 

the stage" (Brustein 144); in the purple prose of Time: 

A sound track assaults the ear with insinuation ranging from the wail of a solitary violin to the 

menacing timpani of wooden spoons. Eerie moans and whimpers fill the air like cries of lost souls, 

recorded in limbo. A clownishly decked- out Greek chorus of whores and fools breaks into gritty 

tunes and cynical ditties on the age's corruption that evoke Brecht and Weill.... 

Sontag's masterly overview establishes a crescendo -- from the "traditional theatricality" of play-

within-play, through "the emphatic appeal to the sense with spectacle and sound," e.g.:  

A quartet of inmates with string hair and painted faces, wearing colored sacks and floppy hats, sing 

sardonic loony songs while the action described by the songs is mimed; their motley getup contrasts 

with the shapeless white tunics and strait-jackets, the whey-colored faces of most of the rest of the 

inmates....  
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to the stage metaphor of insanity:  

In Brook's production insanity proves the most authoritative and sensuous kind of theatricality. 

Insanity establishes the inflection, the intensity of Marat/Sade, from the opening image of the ghostly 

inmates who are to act in Sade's play, crouching in foetal postures or in a catatonic stupor or 

trembling or performing some obsessive ritual, then stumbling forward....Insanity is the register of 

the intensity of the individual performances as well: of Sade, who recites his long speeches with a 

painful clenched singsong deliberateness; of Marat...encased throughout the action in a portable 

metal bathtub, even in the midst of the most passionate declamation staring straight ahead as though 

he were already dead; of Charlotte Corday,... [of Duperret and Simonne Evrard]. Insanity 

becomes...the logical terminus of any strong emotion....It is through its depiction of theatricality and 

insanity that Weiss' play is also a play of ideas....Weiss does not present ideas as much as he 

immerses his audience in them. Intellectual debate is the material of the play, but it is not its subject 

or its end. The Charenton setting insures that this debate takes place in a constant atmosphere of 

barely suppressed violence: all ideas are volatile at this temperature. (169-70)  

For all my admiration of Sontag, it must be noted that, on her own testimony, the Marat-Sade 

confrontation was in Brook's production strongly weighted in favour of Sade. The critics said so 

unanimously. Bryden's anti-socialist review noted approvingly Brook's Sadean "building of stage-

pictures out of massed, writhing limbs" as against Marat, the "fanatic of reason  ...grating out in the 

dry voice of desperation the need for a dictatorship of the proletariat to yoke the passionate mob 

(sic!), as he subdues the agonised itchings of his body," who is -- anyway -- "like all the other lunatic-

players...simply a voice of De Sade." On the opposite ideological pole, Hampshire noted: "[Marat] 

rants, staring straight ahead with unseeing, already dead eyes, solitary and impotent, a man of words 

who makes no human contact, ... desperately refus[ing] to understand his own pathology, projecting 

in the form of a political program his irritability and sexual deprivations" (Hampshire 6 -- see also 

Sontag above). In sum, Marat is, literally, a character out of Sade; a Sade who was a frozen -- cruel 

but also bored -- and disdainful director "with a gentle caressing voice that conveys an infinite fatigue 

and despair" (Brustein 145), not much involved in a debate with his puppet. The Singers are 

somewhat menacing grotesques updated from the Commedia dell'arte Maschere, and the people 

(chorus of inmates) a fickle mob, unsatisfied but irrational, in fact quite mad.  

Perhaps it may have become clear that the London and New York press was in their own 

(and in the two cities somewhat different) ways as thoroughly ideologized as the West and East 

German reviews were. And many other critics in the English-speaking countries rang changes on 

such sentiments. Some (like Hampshire) deplored the imbalance between Marat and Sade which 

Bryden and most others welcomed. Yet I believe that all spectators, whatever their ideological 

evaluation, would agree that Brook's staging hinges on one fundamental, strongly ideological 

decision: to erect Sade's authorship and direction of the play-within-the-play into its decisive device. 

The "inner play" was done "to [Sade's] hidden amusement. He intervened often and decisively, he 

gave cues, arranged entries, handed over props -- and he took over the Herald's functions whenever 

the latter was threatened by loss of control over the play. He was pleased when the playing roused 

the inmates and turned them malicious and dangerous. He pushed the play to limits where it 

threatened to degenerate, he channelled it back in the last instant..." (Wendt 85).  

Furthermore, Sade was interpreted as the legendary "divine marquis" whose writings gave 

rise to the psychopathological category of sadism: "the focus was the revolution/copulation parallel" 
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(Innes 162). The startling force of Brook's staging lay, Wendt concludes, in the fact "that one could 

as a spectator several times be frightened into believing that Sade might lose control over the 

movements he had arranged and that the fearful insanity could engulf the theatre stalls.... The effect 

on the spectator was -- in a quite Artaudian way -- a mixture of physical and psychic 'wounding'; at 

moments one's breath stopped, one's heart contracted." (85-86) Of the many possible examples, two 

great theatrical scenes seem to recur in the critics' -- and my own -- memories: the 

somnambulistically lustful Corday's (Glenda Jackson's) -- she "giggles swoonishly" (Kirshner 97) 

as in sexual foreplay -- "soft flagellation" of Sade's (Patrick Magee's) torso by means of her long 

silky hair, to the accompaniment of an orgasmic low groan by the inmates; and the mass guillotining 

accompanied by the inmate-players' sinister clicking-and-whistling, signifying each time both the 

fact of beheading and plebeian glee at it, with buckets of vivid varicolored blood being poured down 

the bathhouse drains. The discussion of these scenes could, were there world enough and time, 

solidify the contention that with Brook Sadism became dominant while Maratism was recessive. But 

in order to make a parallel with the other productions, I shall mention only a third, equally intense 

example -- Brook's finale, in which his psychophysical aggression on the audience culminated. In it, 

"the [Sadean] cast go berserk and assault their benevolent patrons" -- at least this is the charming 

upper-class way The Times put it. "And when the audience applaud from the auditorium, the 

company respond ominously with a slow hand-clap." Let us recall that the Coulmier party was 

located on a platform extending a proscenium box, so that it was clearly representative of the London 

audience (Coulmier's wife was "a typical benefit-audience matron who throughout blinks and 

simpers at the [theatre] audience," Brustein 144),  and that the assault came immediately after the 

counter-revolutionary Establishment had unleashed its maximum brutality on the inmates, the male 

nurses beating them with truncheons, and yet failed to quell their revolt.  Such a culmination of 

almost three performance hours, during which the audience too was assaulted by the performance, 

was interrupted simply by the estranging appearance of a stage manager in workaday clothes: the 

performance and its culmination retained the quality of a colon, opening on the audience and simply 

suspended by theatrical convention. Sontag remarks that the menacing hand-clap drowned out the 

audience's "free" applause, "leaving everyone pretty uncomfortable" (171). In an interview Brook 

translated this final gesture into the following take-home message: "...You were applauding us for 

putting on a mad show. How about you? How sane are you?" (Drutman 20)  

2.3. There was little ambiguity about the Rostock performance of Marat/Sade. It seems clear that 

Perten and his team (the critics and "dramaturges" Bernhard and Haiduk) reinterpreted the play, in 

direct polemic with Swinarski and probably with Brook too, by strengthening the domain of Marat, 

"who has here, thanks to his historical revolutionary mission, a priori the sympathy of the spectator," 

as against "the individualist -- and finally renegade -- de Sade" (Kerndl, MPW 88 and 87). Not only 

were Marat and Roux played as prefigurations of Marxist socialism, but "the asylum was a kind of 

medical concentration camp..." (Weiss, MPW 113-14). The set by Falk von Wangelin was semi-

circular, with four thick pillars supporting the ceiling, while the shower gallery was in the back, up 

a few stairs, with some openings in the background which allowed the inmates to retire from the 

stage. Marat and Sade had each a higher platform on the side; Roux was left of Marat, not in the 

background, and the Singers were spatially too on his side. The stage was constantly bathed in 

glistening white light. For the "exposition" scenes (1 to 4, 10, 26, and 27) a white, two-wheel waggon 

was used -- for the Herald (presumably) in sc. 1-4, then for the guillotining of sc. 10 (from the text 

of which scene it was extrapolated), as the rostrum of Marat's enemies in sc. 26 and 27 (the Visions 

and the National Assembly), and finally as the gun-carriage of the punitive expedition in sc. 31 

(Haiduk, Der Dramatiker 115-16).  All the inmates were treated as political internees, victims of a 
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counter-revolution, and identified as not only workers but also a priest, an officer, and a nouveau 

riche shopkeeper. The chorus was emphatically not a "mass of madmen, a background against which 

all of Marat's endeavors must seem senseless" (Kerndl, MPW 89), their brutal manhandling by 

brawny jailers (who had headgear associating to the hats of the Spanish guardia civil) was stressed, 

and "the copulation dance was forced on them...by warders under Sade's direction" (Innes 162-63). 

The four Singers were nowhere treated as buffoons or pranksters but as conscious, neatly blue-white-

and-red accoutered, and aggressive sans-culotte revolutionaries who are clearly on the side of Marat 

not only against Coulmier but also against Sade, going further than the latter's directions would have 

them go (cf. Kerndl MPW, Gebhard, Haiduk "P. Weiss'," and Parham, passim); during their 

"numbers" a tricolor flag was lowered from the flues (Mittenzwei et al. 301).The Herald was not 

Harlequin but a modern man with hat and umbrella as pointer, while Roux was handcuffed and 

bound to a modern metallic chair. Beside the Singers, Marat sang some of his text and at the end 

Coulmier and his party sang the ode to Napoleon; nonetheless, in contrast to the Swinarski and Brook 

approaches, the word was always dominant. Placards indicating the place, emblems lowered from 

above, and pantomimes -- most notably Corday's arrival to Paris, which used large death's-head 

masks -- were integrated into the play: in short, agit-prop and Brechtian techniques (going back to 

the Baroque and medieval theatre) were used, e.g. stage signs representing Liberté, Egalité, 

Fraternité were unmasked as Profits, Dividends, and Millions (Gebhard, Parham 247, Taberner-

Prat 103-04).  

In this constellation, Marat -- played by Gerd Micheel with what some critics felt was 

exaggerated loudness and passion (see in Taberner-Prat 106) -- was being defeated because of 

historical, socio-economic circumstances, not because of doubts in or contradictions within his 

ideals. It was not evident that he was sitting in a tub full of blood; on several occasions, including 

the National Assembly scene and the "Don't be taken in" anti-capitalist and anti-war monolog of 

Scene 24 (MS 65: 80 -- cf. Wendt "Armer"), he rose from it and addressed the audience. Acrimonious 

controversy arose between West and East German critics (Wendt vs. Haiduk) as to whether certain 

key defeatist passages were cut from the Rostock text or not, but it seems uncontested that there was 

redistribution of texts -- e.g., the long monolog about the execution of Damiens in Scene 12 was 

given from Sade to Marat (except for the part where Casanova feels under the ladies' skirts). 

Obversely, Sade was read as a precursor of the modern "value-free" bourgeois aesthete inimical to 

social commitment; his position was only seemingly between the Marat and Coulmier groups, since 

his anti-revolutionary insistence on "pure contemplation and on tolerating existing relationships 

objectively makes of him a potential ally of the Coulmier clique..." (Haiduk, "P. Weiss'" 95-96 and 

191). His anarchist tendencies were read mainly as private, sexual perversions: in an added incident 

he paid two guards to flagellate themselves in his presence (Kirshner 100). A number of East German 

critics acknowledge that Sade was played "against the role," too laxly, and therefore "unnecessarily 

diminished" (Kerndl MPW 90). In the confrontation, Marat therefore turned out to be the moral 

victor, though at the price of turning the dialogue into a series of monologues (Gebhard). The ending 

had only Coulmier and his brutal guards singing, while the silent inmates were being forcibly 

marched off behind Napoleon's flag; the gun was used to indicate mowing them down, but they stood 

up again at Roux's concluding lines; at a guest performance in Hamburg, Roux then turned to the 

West German audience and asked them when they would learn to see and understand (Wendt 

"Armer").   

Weiss participated in the Rostock rehearsals. He made a number of mainly small but 

significant modifications, including the suppression of didascalia identifying the four Singers as 
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politically indifferent buffoons and lumpenproletarians, as well as a new text for the penultimate 

scene 31, "Interruptus" (Rischbieter 11, Bernhard 181) which changed the Singers' doubts about the 

revolution eating its children and their grotesque stance into a historical statement about its defeat 

but also about the relativity of that defeat (later incorporated into MS 65: 128-29 as against MS 64: 

130-31). The central new stanza is:  

Robespierre führt jetzt die Jakobiner 

gegen die Betrüger und Geldverdiener 

doch so viele wir auch von ihnen vernichten 

sie wollen immer noch nicht auf ihr Reich verzichten 

Und mit Gold und Eisen kommen sie schon 

und reden fröhlich von Restauration 

Marat du siehst wie sie sich wieder entfalten 

Nicht mal Robespierre kann sich da noch halten  

Für diesmal verloren ist auch Jacques Roux....  

(Robespierre now leads the Jacobin pioneers/ against the cheaters and profiteers/ yet however many 

of them we annihilate/ they still don't let go of the state/ And with gold and iron as their condonation/ 

they've arrived and cheer the restauration/ Marat, you see how they've again deployed/ Even 

Robespierre is already destroyed// And for now Jacques Roux too has lost....) 

A year later, Weiss wrote that presenting Marat as the positive hero was the only way to have 

the play performed, against considerable opposition, in the GDR (it is characteristic, I would add, 

that this was done in a peripheral and not a Berlin theatre): "What was gained thereby, and what I 

welcomed, was that Marat was for the first time shown with the political efficiency which I had 

hoped for. Sade's counter-revolutionary tendencies... were in Rostock rounded off in a negative light, 

so that from the word go he was the decadent and the libertine, unfit for living. This made him into 

an undifferentiated character -- up to a loss of interest in him, and it was difficult to imagine that this 

de Sade could have invented the [inner] play. The fact that Marat was shown from the beginning as 

the victor and Sade as vanquished is in a socialist society understandable as tendency, but the effect 

would be stronger were this victory shown in a more complex manner. However, Perten's black-and-

white drawing was extraordinarily consistent and I can accept it as a counter-project to numerous 

Western representations in which Sade was depicted as dominant and Marat as mad and misguided." 

(MPW 112-13) The ending (largely repristinated from the original, first drama version -- before 

Swinarski's cuts -- and already used in part by Brook) was accordingly "not an anti-popular 

dictatorship as a result of the revolution, but bloody terror as an effect of the betrayed revolution, 

undermined from within" (Kerndl MPW 90).  

 

3.0. Pragmatics can be thought of as itself a third, outermost concentric circle, subsuming and 

valorizing the findings of syntactics from 1.1. and semantics from 1.2. I shall now attempt an 

abbreviated conclusion in a pragmatic key to this abbreviated discussion. This means picking up the 

question, left in abeyance at the beginning of this essay, about what (kind of) Possible World does a 
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given performance or "stage text" (in the semiotic sense where a text is any articulated sign-system) 

imply and convey. And first of all, does each and every drama text imply one single Possible World, 

to which various spectatorial and directorial readings are better or worse approximations? This 

alluring positivistic or monotheistic simplification is belied by the evidence of historical practice. 

How can we, then, distinguish between "good" and "bad" readings, between those interpretations 

that preserve all the significant invariants of the text being interpreted and those who preserve only 

some, a few, or none? 

3.1. My position, which I can here only set out as a hypothesis to be justified by its yield, is that 

there is a limit to interpretations but not to uses of a given text -- here, to stagings of a play. Though 

this hypothesis may not be applicable to all performances -- especially not to those without a fixed 

prior text -- I propose, as a first hypothesis, to distinguish between variants, adaptations, and 

rewrites. A variant would be an interpretation observing the central structural features (invariants) 

of the text being interpreted; though just what are invariants in a text will often remain open to 

dispute, I am not nihilistic enough to doubt that at the syntactic, and perhaps up to a point even at 

the semantic level this can eventually be ascertained.11/ Any interpretation (e.g. any staging) is 

therefore a variant. There is no definitive, absolute, or "fully faithful" (never mind "true") 

interpretation, not even when Brecht stages The Caucasian Chalk Circle or Shakespeare plays 

Hamlet's Father: the creature is independent of the creator. This is not to say that for a given purpose 

and audience Brecht's or Shakespeare's variant may not become a definitive one. We can therefore 

-- IF we clearly foreground such a purpose for a given audience -- still merrily go on evaluating and 

allotting degrees of "goodness" to a play. Only the pretence at a-historical absoluteness will have 

been lost.  

An adaptation can be defined as an interpretation which uses only some central invariants of 

a text, but such as are sufficient to establish its "family likeness" to other members of that family -- 

e.g., Marowitz's Hamlet or Brecht's Coriolanus -- or, in other words, to establish a largely 

overlapping Possible World (with sufficiently similar key narrative agents, spacetimes, and similar 

relationships). The intention of an adaptation may be -- in fact, as a rule is -- significantly different 

from that of the text being adapted, because the ideal audience has significantly changed. Finally, a 

rewrite -- e.g. Ionesco's Macbett or Bond's Lear -- is no longer, strictly speaking, an interpretation 

but a use of some elements from the anterior structure as a semi-finished product -- Brecht's "buying 

of brass" from a brass instruments' orchestra, or the medieval Romans' use of the Forum monuments 

for lintels of their huts. Only a few invariants of that structure may be left (at least one must be left, 

or it is not even a rewrite), but they are used for a radically differing purpose. It would probably not 

be too difficult to formalize this hypothesis, but this is not the place for it.  

3.2. I believe the central invariant of Weiss's Marat/Sade to be the peculiar double-opposition or 

tripartite structure marked by the two vertical lines in Figure 2. Both the Marat-Sade relationship 

and the ending are aspects of that central structural feature, without which a staging would not be in 

the family of Marat /Sade interpretations. This feature also accounts for the consensual 

understanding of Weiss's text as ambiguous: the ambiguity is that either one or the other vertical line 

can be dominant in an interpretation, but not both. Either the central opposition is formulated as The 

Camp of Revolt (Marat + Sade, the powerless inmates) versus The Camp of Power (Coulmier and 

his crew), or as the Socialist Camp (Marat + Roux) versus the Non- or even Anti-Socialist Camp 

(Sade + Coulmier). In the first case, the ending will logically have to be a revolt oscillating between 

momentary closure and permanent nihilism; the horizons are dark. In the second case the end (in the 
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sense of both finis and telos) is an ongoing Leninist revolution, whether momentarily successful or 

not; the horizons are finally open. Of course, no happy ending on stage is possible in any 

interpretation of Marat/Sade: that would be a rewrite. Nonetheless, whichever the interpreter's 

choice, this ambiguity is in Marat/Sade not fully resolvable, it is built into the play's structure: though 

both choices cannot be simultaneously dominant, the rejected horizon remains in a recessive but 

dialectical counterpoint to the certainties of the adopted horizon. How do the three performances, 

the three directorial interpretations, stack up in relation to this?  

The pragmatic context of Swinarski's staging was the Central European situation of the early 

1960s. As can be seen from the discussion in 2.1 (especially that of his ending and of Weiss's 

comments), his staging toned down Weiss's violent oppositions, it was playfully rich and formalized 

rather than clear. Swinarski used the ludic, often pseudo-ritual experiences of the avantgarde Polish 

theatre after 1956 and of its traditions, but he also -- I think -- reproduced its ambiguities. This 

allowed him to pick up Weiss's overriding concern with politics: another critic from that 

environment, Jan Kott, had forcefully argued while reading Shakespeare that Politics is the modern 

guise of Destiny, in a "black" sense (obverse to that of the Berliner Ensemble, where Swinarski had 

also worked). However, this disenchanted attitude could envisage only a peculiar aestheticizing 

politics, where art -- indeed, art for art’s sake -- was the only possible countervailing force to and 

refuge from politics: a very Polish (or East European) form of Candidean fatalism. This was not 

entirely unsuited to Marat/Sade but it finally issues in a privatized and resigned liberalism (evident 

also in Swinarski's less than intelligent comments cited) that cannot really imagine a political 

alternative to the madhouse status quo. The shortcomings of this approach were compounded by a 

performance in West Berlin, with West German actors and audiences who could not at all imagine 

what a genuine (never mind a victorious) Marat-alternative would be like.12/ 

Brook's pragmatic context was playing for a sophisticated audience of Western intellectuals, 

predominantly anti-socialist but more-or-less liberal, where not vaguely flirting with a not too radical 

anarchism. At a time of rising unease which we can now identify as the groundswell that led to the 

revolts of 1968 (the inchoate atmosphere from which the play sprang and of which it was -- together 

with Genet's plays, cf. Goldmann -- a main symptom), Brook opted for a sophisticated blend of 

illusionism and analogy, yet put wholly into service of an Artaudian shocking of the audience. This 

can best be seen in his naturalistic props (buckets and stepladders, water and heating pipes, chains 

and hoses, etc.) which at key moments exploded into emblems -- e.g. the blue blood of the aristos in 

the guillotining scene. Equally, the precise, Stanislavskian clinical identification and sustaining of 

differing mental illnesses for each of the inmates (cf. Drutman 20), allowed Brook both to reduce 

Swinarski's chorus of 40 to a dozen and to make out of that number an exemplary microcosm of 

horror. He radically expunged the fact that in Weiss's text "[Marat] has to double as a puppet in 

Sade's psychodrama, and as Sade's opponent in an evenly matched ideological contest" (Gross 59) -

- i.e., that, as indicated in Figure 1, there is a Marat II and a Marat I. Stanley Kauffmann, in easily 

the best short review from New York, identifies Weiss's ambiguity perspicaciously as being, in 

theatre terms, an oscillation between Artaud and Brecht, the two major post-World-War-2 influences 

in European theatre13/: Weiss "starts from a Brechtian position, equipped with some of Brecht's 

apparatus: the herald who announces scenes with chapter headings, the songs as gloss or gibe or 

dilation..." (1). The influence of Artaud, "the enemy of literature in the theater, of ideology, indeed 

of speech, who sought to purify the theater to essential emotion...is in such elements as the quality 

of de Sade himself, the mock flagellation and executions, the knife-worship, the tidal swells of the 



                      -  Suvin  16   - 

 7/94 

insane mob" (20). Now it is these flagellations, executions, and tidal swells -- in short, the brilliantly 

but horribly mad "Sade quality" -- that totally dominated Brook's staging.  

There is no denying the virtuosity and consistency of that approach. Yet, as a good number 

of critics remarked, "Mr. Brook bombards the audience with a rapid succession of striking effects, 

but there is a price to be paid; almost as soon as we leave the theatre our sense of the play as a whole 

starts fading, and we are left with isolated images" (Gross 59). This was perhaps best put by Stuart 

Hampshire, who cannot be suspected of Gross's ideological enmity to Weiss: 

Marat/Sade is, in this production, an aesthetic delight and an apt historical pageant; but 

it is static, and the audience will leave the theater without being assaulted or disturbed, 

comfortably appreciating the delicacies of theatrical technique. That, in a kind of bluff 

and double-bluff, this very theme is written into the play does not finally alter the 

impression. Weiss-Brook's Marat/Sade is a glowing spectacle and a luxury, and Sade and 

Brook dominate the scene. (6)  

Having dwelled on the directorial "parades of the afflicted ... and catatonic tableaux [of] crooked 

and distorted bodies," the New Yorker's critic concluded: "This, of course, is shocking stuff, but all 

too often at Marat/Sade I had the nagging notion that Mr. Brook was dwelling on the miseries of the 

deranged for no other reason than to prolong the shock." In Brook's defence, it should be added that 

it would be banal to discount all of this as simply personal narcissism. Brook was following the 

Artaudian aesthetics of whipping up "epidermic" emotional audience participation, "whose psycho-

physical energies are all burned up in the closed space of the performance," and are thus -- as 

opposed to the Brechtian approach -- unable to lead to a creative cognitive tension as a "process of 

transformation of audience behavior and psychical structures" (De Marinis 162).  

In other words, as the above critics suggested, there was a cruel catharsis at work whose 

effect largely neutralized the transgressive theatrical innovations; as generally in an Artaudian 

approach, his "experimental potentialities...lend themselves to recuperation by the bourgeois cultural 

apparatus ... as, in spite of his confused revolutionary fancies, a catharctic, scenocratic, and 

authoritarian theatre" (De Marinis 163). The director is here not a specialist in adult education 

(andragogic), as was Brecht's ambition, but a shaman. In that light, Brook's cognitive ambitions -- 

"crack[ing] the spectator on the jaw, then dous[ing] him with cold water, to force him to assess 

intelligently what has happened to him" (Brook vi) -- seem to amount finally to an Artaudian 

"cognition" of the terrible, no-exit state of humanity at that historical stage. There is, in fact, a curious 

addition in the Royal Shakespeare ending (at least on Broadway), whose authorship is unclear but 

whose responsibility rests with Brook.14/ At the beginning of the Epilogue, before a brief, hesitant 

and sobbing, mumble by Marat about the importance of "pulling yourself up by your own hair" and 

Coulmier's concluding speech, it gives Sade a final summing-up that even textually sets down such 

an agnostic if not nihilistic upshot of theatrical cognition for this play. He sarcastically answers the 

Herald's request to "tell us...the meaning of your bathhouse show" by running through a few 

nonsensical alternatives, which end with allowing various spectators to --  

SADE: ...all create your varying theses 

And keep them on your mantelpieces.  

A word of useless warning in your ear: 
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Everything that you see or hear 

Can add to or increase us in some way, 

And so it might be with this play.   

Some seeds have drifted from our stage; a few  

May have entered and taken root in you 

But what these seeds are, even though  

In your darkest places they feed and grow,  

Whatever these seeds are, you will never know.  

One can quite see why The Times's critic somewhat gleefully remarked that the play "manages to 

function as a didactic work while resolutely forbidding the audience to draw any lesson."   

Finally, about the Rostock staging one should remember that it took place at a time when 

Weiss himself was ideologically moving further toward the Marat pole, so that there was a 

significant though uneasy rapprochement between the GDR and him, with internal conflicts in both 

cases (which eventually led to a temporary breakdown of that rapprochement after his Trotsky play 

because of Stalinist -- largely Soviet -- taboos). Taking into account the descriptions in 2.3, one 

could conclude that Perten's team wanted to analogically signify a kind of ideal communist-led 

resistance movement in an internment camp, one halfway between the relatively moderate Nazi war 

prisoners' camps for Western officers (e.g. those described by Sartre's autobiography) and Western 

psychiatric wards (say, the US hospitals from Raymond Chandler to Ken Kesey's One Flew Over 

the Cuckoo Nest or Marge Piercy's Woman on the Edge of Time -- which is meant to suggest a 

typological parallel and not an "influence"). Such parabolic signification seems to have been carried 

out with great verve within the register chosen of a lay hagiography, a kind of modernized Baroque 

Ordensdrama. The repeated use of the wagon as gun-carriage is homologous to (and may have 

been inspired by) the Berliner Ensemble use of tank skeletons for a similar purpose in their early 

50s' staging of Becher's Winterschlacht, indicating the Russian front, with some lingering echoes of 

the multi-purpose wagon from Brecht's Mother Courage and Her Children production, indicating the 

Thirty Years' War. In sum, Perten's Marat was a heroic resistance leader momentarily defeated in a 

still ongoing war, a framework spelled out in the emblems such as the French revolutionary flag and 

the final allegorical resurrection. The basic decision of the Rostock direction was formulated by 

Haiduk in a polemic against West German readings as "The synthesis of Marat's and de Sade's 

positions leads to the abandonment of Marat" ("P. Weiss'" 197). Where Brook's Marat was a 

character out of Sade, Perten's Sade was a character out of Marat (with the drawback that Marat had 

in Weiss's Possible World not written a play but only proclamations). Brook's production could fairly 

be called Sade/Sade (or possibly Sade/Coulmier/Sade), Perten's was Marat/Marat, or 

Marat/Coulmier/Marat. As Weiss concluded, there was no humor here, yet a cool, "hyper-distinct 

clarity" (MPW 114).15/  

3.3. I shall, at the end, propose a very brief conclusion as to what the ideological horizons of these 

performances amount to in their respective pragmatic contexts. Weiss himself, in a little known 

interview, juxtaposed the performances as follows:  
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In West Berlin a large scenic apparatus, the beautiful appearance, was made much of. In 

London there was a strong stress on gloom, on the violent atmosphere. The figure of de 

Sade was foregrounded -- not as a victor, but he seemed to be of greater interest for the 

western world. Here in Rostock I have for the first time so clearly seen the word and the 

message of the play. For the first time Marat has been so clearly understood.16/ 

I would treat the last two sentences of this interview as sincere but deliberately one-sided. However, 

I would concur that for the presupposed ideal spectator of the two bourgeois countries, Marat was 

not comprehensible or acceptable on Marat's own terms. Swinarski's staging can be called one of 

"sarcastic resignation" (Kerndl MPW 87) correlative to a politicized but anti-political liberal 

aestheticism; the Arbiter was a stalemate between Sade and Coulmier, i.e. Death. Brook gave a 

decisive turn of the screw to this by adopting a shock aestheticism which in theatre terms advanced 

from the tradition of Witkiewicz and Mróžek to that of Artaud. It hesitated on the delicious -- indeed, 

sado-masochistic -- edge of putting the audiences into real ideological danger, but in my opinion it 

never came off the fence-sitting between titillation and cognition, catharsis and estrangement. 

Having "seen the revolution fail," the dominant Sade was "a self-absorbed and curious commentator, 

not a revolutionary nor a reformer" (Hampshire 6); he was also the performance's Arbiter. Finally, 

Perten's Possible World was determined by a postulated ideal spectator for whom Marat was 

comprehensible only as a sternly romantic Sun-Hero of the Socialist-Realist convention (who -- or 

whose Cause -- is, of course, also the Arbiter). However, this was shot through by some "distancing" 

elements of agitprop and Brechtian clarity rather than of "Slavic soul" mush. While Swinarski still 

hesitated between the "puppet" and the "evenly matched" Marat, Brook plumped for the first 

alternative and Perten for a hyperbolic version of the second alternative. In terms of the distinctions 

from 3.1, I would say that Swinarski's staging was a limit-case between variant and adaptation; 

Brook's was an adaptation largely eliminating the first vertical line in my Figure 2 (the one allowing 

Marat an independent dignity and focus); while Perten's was a radical adaptation eliminating the 

second vertical line from Figure 2 (the one allowing Sade an independent dignity and focus) and 

hovering on the edge of a rewrite -- which it really ought to have been according to his team's 

objectives, opposed to Weiss's "abstract concept of freedom" (Haiduk, "P. Weiss'" 99). No doubt, 

the Rostock staging would have been a rewrite in the 1920s, an epoch Perten was attempting to re-

use (see Mittenzwei et al. 200). The conservative restoration of Stanislavskian Texttreue in the 

Russian 30s -- of the intimidation by even potentially classical texts which brought Brecht so much 

trouble in the GDR --  partly prevented this approach, which was somewhat compensated by the 

presence of an author willing to do some rewriting himself.  

If we had more detailed descriptions and audio-visual material, I hope and believe such a 

conclusion could be substantiated by other relationships from my Figure 2. I cannot here expatiate 

further upon the clear correlations of such horizons to what one could call their different social 

chronotopes, but this is, I trust, apparent from all the foregoing discussions.  

 

Notes  

1/ The three "canonical" performances which I analyze here have already been juxtaposed by some 

critics, including Stone, Wendt, Kirshner (London and Rostock only), Parham, and Innes. My 

justification for retraversing this ground is twofold: a longer look at it from a different vantage point, 
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and a feedback relationship between such a look and the theoretical problem touched upon in my 

next paragraph. I am grateful to the Department of Theatre Studies of the Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem and dr. Hanna Scolnicov for having invited me to its conference "The Play Out of 

Context" in June 1986, at which an abbreviated version of this essay was presented, and to McGill 

Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research for a grant in partial defrayment of my travel expenses 

there; to Nola Landucci and Dinnah Pladott for ideas, and to Linda Jordan and Jane Barraclough for 

research assistance on the Marat/Sade critiques. All translations, unless otherwise noted, are mine.  

2/ Cf. Suvin "Performance Text" and the Bibliography therein, notably items by Eco, Elam, Pavel, 

and Woods. 

3/ I do not hereby mean to affirm the sanctity of the intentio auctoris nor even of the intentio operis. 

It is perfectly legitimate to use rather than interpret a text; but at a certain point it then becomes 

another text, with another intention. I discussed two such examples in the case of Brecht's adaptation 

of Coriolanus and subsequently of the Berliner Ensemble re-adaptation of Brecht's adaptation in 

their 1964 performance, see Suvin, To Brecht and "Brechtian." My position is close to Eco's 

advocacy of a "semiotics of interpretation," cf. his "Lo strano caso."  

4/ First published simultaneously in Merkur and Sinn und Form for June 1965, now in his Rapporte, 

142.  

5/ On the theatrum mundi topos cf. Curtius, chapter 7.5, Warnke, Righter (with interesting 

discussions of Elizabethan plays of flawed rule -- though I dissent from her Anglo-Catholic 

identification of medieval spectacles as a monolithical, religious norm for theatre), and in particular 

Cohn, Currents and "Theatrum Mundi."  

6/ This identification begins with the early analyses -- see, e.g., Schneider and Braun in MPW 125ff. 

and 146ff., Rischbieter -- and is accepted by practically all later approaches, e.g. Paul, Taberner-

Prat, Haiduk, Innes. The sharp differences of interpretation relate to the identification and evaluation 

of the semantic themes and horizons overlaying this "syntax."  

7/ Cf. e.g. Cocteau's L'Aigle à deux têtes or a similar play by Ugo Betti; and of course love between 

inimical political characters is a ludicrous staple of bourgeois history plays ever since Schiller and 

Goethe, cf. Lukács.  

8/ I am using an actantial vocabulary of Protagonist, Antagonist, Value, Arbiter, etc., opposed to 

Greimas's pan-syntacticism, which is developed at length in "Can People."  

9/ A full account of Marat/Sade would have to discuss at more length its text versions. They 

progressed from a lost radio-play, consisting of visions by a feverish Marat, through five versions 

for the theatre. To simplify: the first two theatre versions were cyclostyled MSS from 1963; the third 

was Suhrkamp's first book edition of March 1964 which incorporates a number of changes credited 

to Swinarski's West Berlin direction (here abbreviated as MS 64), including the sensational final 

appearance of Napoleon as Death; while the final fifth theatre version of 1965 (MS 65) returned to 

the earlier ending with summaries by Sade, Marat, Roux, and Corday, but strengthened the whole 

"Marat side" by having the Singers and Patients not remain indifferent to him and by adding Roux's 
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famous "Wann werdet ihr sehen lernen/ Wann werdet ihr endlich verstehen" (see MPW 29ff.). This 

final version was the one underlying both Brook's and Perten's performances, but so far as I know it 

is not available in any English book translation, which is certainly reprehensible: had it happened in 

a Warsaw Pact country, there would have been a public hullabaloo about censoring intellectuals... 

Cf. beside MPW 29-65 also Blomster and Gilbert, and Taberner-Prat 267-81; and, on Weiss's 

successive interpretations of the play, Miller (with some of whose conclusions I would not agree).  

 10/ Cf. my longer discussions of theatre pragmatics in Suvin, "Performance Text," while Marco De 

Marinis's "Pragmatique" and "Dramaturgy" present good introductions to the state of the art in this 

domain.  

11/  I am aware that I am here rushing into a wasps' nest and crux of contemporary literary theory 

marked by names such as Barthes, Betti, Eco, Habermas, Hirsch, Ingarden, Iser, Jauss, Leibfried, 

Lotman, Mukařovský, Ricoeur, Schmidt, Weimann, etc. An excellent overview as well as feedback 

with interpretive practice is to be found in Knauth.   

12/ My thanks go to Professor Gershon Shaked of the Hebrew University who, having been a 

spectator of the 1964 West Berlin performance, in a discussion after my paper at the Jerusalem 

Conference confirmed my guesses.  

13/ Weiss himself has in a number of occasions declared he wanted to combine Artaud and Brecht, 

and almost all critics concur. The refusal to consider the Brecht aspect constitutes to my mind the 

important blind spot of the otherwise exemplary Sontag piece.  

14/ Taken from the Caedmon TRS 312S record, side 6 (see also Kirshner 98). I doubt that the lines 

were supplied by Weiss, for I assume that in that case they would have been recorded by him either 

in his frequent pronouncements or at least in MS 65, which has an authorial footnote that "this part 

of the Epilogue, contained in the original version, has been revised for the London and Rostock 

productions..." (134). I have unfortunately been unable to check that authorship, but I would strongly 

argue that in any case the ideological paternity was Brook's. It is curious and quite instructive that 

no ideological acrimony erupted in the NATO press à propos of Brook's textual changes, as it did 

in Perten's case, presumably equally if not more fully sanctioned by the author: when the same thing 

is done in the West, apparently, it is creative freedom, and in the East -- ideological censorship... 

(Parenthetically, in both cases the actual textual changes seem to me mistaken.)  

15/ See for a characterization of Perten's work and style in general Mittenzwei et al. 198-200 and 300-

05, largely devoted to his directing plays by Weiss. It notes an adaptation -- also verging on rewrite 

-- of Danton's Death which used some of the same proceedings (e.g. the introduction of class-

conscious sans-culottes) as in Marat/Sade, just three years later; they were defined by Büchner's 

adapter, the then Rostock chief dramaturge Kuba, as "violating the letter of the text to keep intact 

for the audience the story and ideational content of the play," ibidem 198.  

 16/ The interview was given to the local GDR newspaper, Ostsee-Zeitung of March 27, 1965, on the 

occasion of the Rostock opening night, and I cite the passage found in Haiduk, Der Dramatiker 110. 

It seems to me sufficiently important to transcribe here the original text of that (probably 

fragmentary) passage: "In Westberlin wurde Wert auf einen grossen Bühnenapparat gelegt, auf die 
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Schönheit der Erscheinung. In London wurde die Düsterkeit, die gewaltsame Atmosphäre stark 

betont. Die Figur des de Sade stand mehr im Vordergrund -- nicht als Sieger, aber er schien von 

grösserem Interesse für die westliche Welt zu sein. Hier in Rostock habe ich erstmals Wort und 

Aussage des Stückes so deutlich gesehen. Erstmals ist der Marat so klar erkannt." It is because of 

the specific occasion (e.g., Perten's decision to produce Marat/Sade was by no means uncontested in 

the GDR) as well as because of Weiss's considered later, more balanced opinion of December 1965 

(the only one reprinted in MPW; I cite key passages from it in my analyses) that I am treating the 

references to Rostock as deliberately one-sided.  

Let me record here that Haiduk, Perten's 1965 collaborator, affirms that the Rostock 

imbalance between Marat and Sade was rectified in later performances (Der Dramatiker 282); there 

was no way of checking this, but I doubt that a rectification sufficient to reconduce the performance 

from the borders of a rewrite to what would clearly be only an adaptation was possible within Perten's 

horizon.  
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