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Brecht's 'Exception'

Passing Water
The Exception and the Rule,
by Bertolt Brecht
Drrector: David S. Klein
Lights and set: Katherine Belz
Costumes: Katherine Belz and Barbara Fleischmann

Merchant.. Aili Singer
Guide....PeterKovner
Carrier...JoeVolPe
Judge....StanEdelson

BY ALAN LEVITAN
When Sir Phrlip Sidney, that elegant soidier, scholar.

courtier of the Renaissance, lay dying at the Battle of
Zutphen, apocryphal legend has it that upon being of-
lered water to drink by a wounded common soldier at his
side. he refused it with "Thy need is greater than mine."
That refusal was stellar humanity indeed, and ample
{odder for the idolatry of a later age. Bert Brecht, on the
other hand, worshipped few idols; when he concerned
himself with passing water it was either to relieve himself
or to teach us a very different lesson.

Brecht's The Erception and the Rule was written in
1930, and it remains his most bitter play. ln the starkest
and most frankly didactic mode, a Prologue cautions us to
mistrust the simplest actions of man. A merchant in-
troduces himself ("he" is played, tautly, by an actress).
He must transport certain goods overa desert in order to
complete a capitalist ''deal" successfully. He has com-
petition, and he's in a rush.

The merchant takes with him a guide and a carrier. The
carrier is driven mercilessly with his burden upon his
back; the guide, willing to whip the carrier when com-
manded to do so by the merchant, nevertheless can
manage to ioin the carrier in friendly conversation;' the
carrier bears no visible grudge agarnst the way things
are. Midway on the journey, the merchant dismisses the
gurde, suspecting him of collusion with the carrier. The
guide, belore leaving, gives the carrier an extra {lask of
water to sustain him over the desert--water the mer-
chant must not know about.

Once in the desert, the merchant and the carrier lose
their way and are overcome with thirst. The carrier,
though he has every reason to hate the merchant,
decides to share his extra water with him. (This, by the
way, is not a sentimental gesture of goodness; the carrier
realizes that iJ the merchant should die, the carrier will
be blamed for his death.) The merchant, who has been
fantasizing about the carrier's hatred for him (it is not
true, o{ course, the carrier rs a simple and accepting
man). misinterprets the carrier's unexpected approach
with the water flask. The merchant is sure that the
carrier means to nrurder him; he quickly takes out a gun
and shoots the carrier dead

The carrrer's widow later brings charges against the
merchant. But the presiding 1udge, in his inlinite wisdom,
explains that since the carrier had every reason to hate

loe Volpe and Peter Kovner in Brechts' "The Excep-
tion and the Rule" at the Caravan Theater.

the merchant any show of sympathetic humanity toward
the merchant would obvrously be an exceptron rather
than the rule, the merchant therefore acted according to
the rule. practrcally and with conrmon sense. Verdict.
rrinccent A case of theoretical self-defense.

Caravan Theater's production is as stark and bitter as
the text. The props and costumes are minimal. timeless,
and always effective The rhythmic rncantatory nature of
much of the speech is beautiiully underlined by ac.
cornpanying drum-beats and well.piaced {oot-stomping.
The atmosphere is cold. merciless. bare, The six songs in
the play (Paul Dessau's original musrc is not used tn thts
prcductron) are delivered as spoken chants. almost a
sprechgesang, with foot.beats and drum-beats dinning
the nroral home

Arlr Singer is hard and cynrcal in her warped
reasonableness as the rrerchant; the casting o{ a woman
in the role makes the edge of cruelty sharper. less
dependent upon stereotyped expectation. Joe Volpe is
superb as the carrier (and later, as the carrier's widow);
he has an extraordinarily expressive face, in constant flux
to malch each statron of his cross. There rs, properly.
nothing sentimental to be felt anywhere. Peter Kovner, as
the guide, is innocently affable and equivocating. And
Stan Edelson, having switched in this production from
directing to acting, is effectively singleminded as the
judge for whorn "humanity is an exception." The direc.
tion, by David S. Kiein. nas caught perfectly (as has
always been the case with Caravan's approach to
Brecht) the icy and relentless cynicism of Brecht's visron.
Wrth such water-parables as these, Brecht too is otfering
us a grft, unpalatable though it may be. Our need is
greater than ever.



CARAVAN THEATRE

The Exception and the Rule

The Exception and the Rule
is the last, and probably the bleakest,
of Bertolt Brecht's "didactic" plays. In
their production, which closed lr'larch
25, Caravan Tireater took this doc-
trinal, uneven script and a few card-
board boxes and forged a harrowing
hour of psychoiogrca.i tension. This
was a considerable achievement, even
though the illusion of realism event-
uaL[y collrpsr.d unCer the rreight of the
play's message.

hiding, reasoning thet if he Coesn't,
and they are found, ire'll be pu.t on
trial. The nierchant mistakes the l'lask
for a stone a:rd shoots the carier dead.

In the last scene, Brecht
drives his none-too-subtle point home
at length. The carrier's u'idow de-
mands justice before a tribunal. The
judge appears to sy,mpathize, and ques-
tions the merchent harshly. The guicie
produces the water flask, and the
judge confionts the merchant with it.
But the merchant points out that he
had no reason whatever to think his

strong characterization end nearly con-
stant rhythmic rrrotion. The race
across the desert rvas driven by insist-
ent drumming on .boxes offstage.
Chanted ii-nes, chanted songs, foot-
steps, a:rd healy 'oreathrng evoked
both tension and a feeling of ritual.
When the race stopped for some
reason, it stopped rvitii a thump, and
the relief was palpable. When it began
again, the rhythmic noise was a burden
like the carrier's.

The merchant was played by
Aili Singer with grating aurhority and
srvagger. Staring monomaniacally out
at the audience through nrauve-colored
glasses, hammering out the beat of the
race on a canteen on her hip, she
captured attention at once and kept it
until the tribunal scentr, when every-
thing feil apart. The merchanr suffers
the conflict of both exploiter and
exploited in hi.s own constantly in-
creasing paranoia. As they get further
out into the desert. the carrier - with
a broken arm, weary, lost, thirsty -
should have had mcre arrd more reason
to hate the merchant, and Si:iger
played the merchant's awareoess of
this and his growing fear very skil"F
fuliy, rnaking it strong eaough to be
passionate, but airvays stogping before
it went over the edge inio faniasy.

Joe Volpe used fluid physical
grace to portray the carner's iitrman-
ness. All his moticrs were smooth.
flowed into one cnother. llis voice rvrs
as soft as the rnercheltt's ivrs harsir, his
gaze as appealing as the merchent,s
was cold: i:r motion and tone they
complemented each other perfectly',
and the production was best in the

dramatic freedom still burns.

Lee Richmond
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A merchant, a guide, and a

carrier bent double under a load of
boxes are racing ecross tire desert. The
merchant drives the others merci.lessly
in order to outdis.t.ance ilis competr-
tors. At the last outpost oi' civilization,
he hears fus men cr:mmiserating. The
merchant is very aware rhat they have
every reason to hate him, and he
dism;sses the guide so as to hcve cniy
one enemy in the unpoliced desert.
The carrier, however. is an excepiion
to ihe rule of haf re'l b,:tw,:en oppres-
so; a:rd cporesseci: ire sings as i:e runs
with. his burden, he sets up his master's
tent although his arm has ,ir:st been
broken in a river crossing, and findly,
lost in the desert, he ot'ien tlie rner-
chant a t-iask of wafer he has been
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them doesn't rnind" even after rhe
doors ci,-lse, because he feels he still
has his inner freedom - as long as he
dcesn't make an5, choices. The other

la)hot here is cornmon should
astonish you

ivhat hcre\ the rule, reccgni;e as
an abuse

,4nd where you ha,,,e recognized
an abuse

Provide a remedy!

I t's almost impossi.ble to
mal<e thls kind of thing work on stage.
Caravan Theater .qucceeded throueh

Beckett's Cl s ca n d o, orig.inally
a radio play, is not so eirsy to decipher.
The bag is the author's herd, inhabited
by Opener, iVcrds, end N.lusic. and the
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slave '"vas offering him water: in decid-
ing to shoot he had to go by the rule,
not the exception. The judge agrees
and dismisses the widow's piea. r\t the
end, the cast addresses the audience:


