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For our London season we need to bear two things in mind. First: we shall be offering most of the audience a pure pantomime, a kind of silent film on the stage, for they know no German. Second: there is in England a long-standing fear that German art must be terribly heavy, slow, laborious and pedestrian.


So our playing needs to be quick, light, strong. This is not a question of hurry, but of speed, not simply of quick playing, but of quick thinking. We must keep the tempo of a runthrough and infect it with quiet strength, with our own fun. In the dialogue the exchanges must not be offered reluctantly, as when offering somebody one’s last pair of boots, but must be tossed like so many balls. The audience has to see that here are a number of artists working together as an ensemble in order to convey stories, ideas, virtuoso feats to the spectator by a common effort.


Good work!


Bertolt Brecht


 


 


 


 


Brecht’s last message to the members of the Berliner Ensemble (5 August 1956). He died nine days later, on 14 August. The Ensemble’s London season opened on 27 August, with Mother Courage.
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Introduction


1.


Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) was one of the greatest play-wrights of the twentieth century. He was also a prodigiously talented stage director whose work has had a huge impact on the development of the modern theatre.


His approach is still significant, as the director Peter Brook has acknowledged:




Brecht is the key figure of our time, and all theatre work today at some point starts or returns to his statements and achievements.1





Even in his lifetime, however, Brecht was widely misunderstood. This is partly his own fault: his views were frequently contradictory and he could be wilfully obscure. And he was exceptionally fertile: ‘A man with one theory is lost,’ he joked. ‘He must have several, four, many!’ But it’s above all because his ideas have been so widely appropriated that it’s hard to separate Brecht’s own views from those of his later imitators and interpreters.


The aim of this book is to clear away some of the mystery that surrounds Brecht’s theatre and explain what he was trying to do. If I express impatience with theory, it’s because I subscribe to Brecht’s favourite phrase from Hegel: ‘The truth is concrete.’ And because I know, as a director and teacher, that the best I can offer is rooted in practical experience.




2.


In approaching Brecht, we must be careful to avoid what E.P. Thompson called the ‘enormous condescension of posterity’.2 For Brecht’s innovations cannot be understood without a feel – however rudimentary – for the political, social and cultural conditions of his time. We should perhaps bear in mind the following four points:






	•


	Brecht devised his theatrical style as a way of engaging with the world in which he found himself, what he memorably called the ‘dark times’, and we cannot appreciate the first unless we accept its intimate connection with the second.







	•


	Brecht didn’t intend his work to be applicable at all times and places, and refused to set in stone things that were intended to be provisional, and so it’s essential that we approach his work historically, as the product of a particular time and place.







	•


	Brecht experimented with many different voices – sometimes mischievous, at other times provocative, and frequently ironic – and it’s a mistake to look for a definitive statement of his views; instead, we should assemble our insights from as wide a range of sources as possible.







	•


	Brecht emphasised change, above all: not just the political change that he wanted to bring about, but the great tides of change that make up human history. The world – and the theatre – has changed enormously in the half-century since his death, and any modern understanding of his work must embrace that fact.








In other words, if we are to understand Brecht’s theatre, we need to engage with Brecht’s unique personality and the very different world in which it emerged. To do anything else would be thoroughly un-Brechtian.




3.


This book was conceived as a partner to the excellent Complete Stanislavsky Toolkit.3 But the two figures make uneasy bedfellows. Stanislavsky was a theatre artist, teacher and director, concerned, above all, to make acting a more truthful reflection of observable reality. Brecht, by contrast, was a highly political figure dedicated to creating a kind of theatre that could engage audiences in a critical dialogue about society. Stanislavsky was interested in the theatre; for Brecht, the world beyond the stage door came first.


Sadly, Brecht is often sloppily taught, and his self-conscious style is regarded as theatricality for its own sake. Indeed, his contemporaries criticised him for the same ‘formalism’: an interest in art for its formal properties and not for its success in depicting human experience. But Brecht was forthright about the relationship between the stage and the world:




The modern theatre mustn’t be judged by its success in satisfying the audience’s habits but by its success in transforming them. It needs to be questioned not about its degree of conformity with the ‘eternal laws of the theatre’ but about its ability to master the rules governing the great social processes of our age; not about whether it manages to interest the spectator in buying a ticket – i.e. in the theatre itself – but about whether it manages to interest him in the world.4





In other words, like Hamlet, Brecht didn’t just want his theatre to ‘hold the mirror up to nature’, he insisted that it should ‘show virtue her own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and body of the time his form and pressure’.5 Adapting a famous phrase from Karl Marx, he declared that ‘the theatre has hitherto interpreted the world, the point is to change it’,6 and this central imperative (‘Change the world, it needs it!’7) runs through all of his work.


Brecht set out his astonishingly ambitious intentions in his twenties:




It is understood that the radical transformation of the theatre can’t be the result of some artistic whim. It has simply to correspond to the whole radical transformation of the mentality of our time.8





And so our exploration of Brecht’s theatrical techniques needs to recognise, above all, the relationship between theatrical form and the rapidly changing world beyond.


4.


Brecht can be daunting. At its best, however, his theatre is based on tremendous simplicity: not a simplicity that fails to tell the truth, but an approach to theatre – and writing – that expresses what really matters:




And I always thought: the very simplest words Must be enough. When I say what things are like Everyone’s heart must be torn to shreds. That you’ll go down if you don’t stand up for yourself Surely you see that.9





With its passion and its rage, its confidence and its scepticism, its elegance and its concision, this last poem is a guiding light for anyone interested in the challenge that Brecht sets us. It should be pinned up in any room where his fascinating, challenging and occasionally bewildering theatre is being explored.
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In Context


BRECHT: A LIFE IN THEATRE


‘May you live in interesting times,’1 runs the ancient Chinese curse. Brecht’s life coincides with the most ‘interesting’ half-century in European history and a series of linked catastrophes – the Great War, the Russian Revolution, the Great Depression, the rise of Fascism, the Second World War and the division of Germany – shaped his writing in ways that are unimaginable to ‘those born later’.2


Brecht’s story has been frequently told, sometimes at length, in several critical studies and biographies.3 These usually focus on his development as a dramatist, poet and political thinker – with his colourful private life making an occasional appearance4 – but with little insight into his practical work in the theatre, or the evolution of his theatrical theory.5 What follows, then, is an attempt to chart Brecht’s development into the most influential stage director and theatrical innovator of the twentieth century.


Bavaria: 1898–1923


Brecht was born into a middle-class family in the sleepy Bavarian city of Augsburg. He spent much of his youth in an apolitical reverie, chasing girls, writing Expressionist poetry, running a puppet theatre and entertaining his friends by gruffly singing songs to a guitar. He attended a decent school, studied medicine in nearby Munich, and worked for a short while as a hospital orderly in the chaos following Germany’s surrender in the First World War.


Munich was a melting pot. Although it was to become notorious as the home of the Nazis, it boasted a rich left-wing tradition and, along with Berlin and Vienna, was one of the great cultural centres of the German-speaking world. Brecht served briefly as an Independent Socialist on the Workers’ Council there and witnessed the failed ‘Spartacist’ revolution at first hand. He attended the drama seminars of the legendary Arthur Kutscher, wrote pieces of theatre criticism and played a small part in the political cabarets of Karl Valentin. He left university without a degree and soon fathered two illegitimate children. And he started to write plays.


In 1921, Brecht went to Berlin with the aim of breaking into the theatre as a director. He quickly got to know many of the leading theatrical figures and touted for work. He secured his first production, Arnolt Bronnen’s Parricide, but fought so badly with the leading actors that he was eventually sacked, gaining an early – if almost certainly deserved – reputation for being ‘difficult’. Undaunted, he was appointed dramaturg (literary manager) at the Kammerspiele in Munich, where his second play, Drums in the Night, was premiered. The production was entrusted to an inexperienced young director, but Brecht attended rehearsals and shaped the result; when staged in the capital a few months later, he assumed all directorial responsibility.


In May 1923, Erich Engel, who was to become one of his closest ‘collaborators’, directed Brecht’s third play, In the Jungle of the Cities. His old school friend, Caspar Neher (‘Cas’), was responsible for the set designs but, again, Brecht interfered with every aspect of the production, which was greeted with howls of derision. When, later the same year, Brecht co-directed a minor Expressionist piece about adolescence, its author was so dismayed that he got the production closed. In December, Brecht’s first play, Baal, received its belated premiere in Leipzig: nominally directed by another director, once again Brecht made all the most important decisions. And, predictably, both play and production were slated.


Brecht’s fortunes changed in 1924. His (and Lion Feuchtwanger’s) adaptation of Marlowe’s Edward II was a critical hit, and gave an early indication of the amazing theatrical techniques that characterise his mature work. And, as a result, Brecht was able to call himself a director in his own right.


Berlin: 1924–33


Brecht moved to Berlin in 1924 where he married the young Austrian actress, Helene Weigel, who soon bore him two children (Stefan and Barbara). His colourful private life – he had dozens of lovers – has provoked much comment, but the long-suffering Weigel didn’t just give him the stability he needed to work, she created many of his greatest roles. He also met the Anglo-American scholar Elisabeth Hauptmann who provided him with intellectual challenge, secretarial support and literary advice for the rest of his life. The plain fact is that Brecht couldn’t have achieved half of what he did without the support of these two remarkable women.


The German capital was enjoying an extraordinary renaissance. This was the Berlin of Auden and Isherwood, George Grosz and Otto Dix, the Kroll Opera and political cabaret, as well as feminism, sexual liberation and alternative lifestyles. It was also home to a feast of radical theatre, with great directors such as Erwin Piscator, Leopold Jessner and Max Reinhardt all producing work that made a decisive break with naturalism. What’s more, the city hosted visiting companies from around the world, including astonishing productions byVsevolod Meyerhold, Sergei Eisenstein and others from the new Soviet Union. With its explosive mix of political upheaval and cultural radicalism, it provided the ideal climate for Brecht’s pugnacious theatrical personality to flourish.


Brecht was a founding member of ‘Group 1925’, a group of nearly forty poets, novelists and dramatists committed to the radicalisation of German culture. In 1926, he co-directed a revival of Baal; designed by Neher, with the extraordinary Oskar Homolka playing the title role, this had only a single performance but gave further indications of Brecht’s emerging genius. And 1926 saw simultaneous premieres of the key transitional piece, Man Equals Man: a flop in Düsseldorf, it was a succès de scandale in Darmstadt.


In 1927, Brecht directed the first of his collaborations with Kurt Weill, The Mahagonny Songspiel, at the avant-garde Baden-Baden Music Festival. He had become a member of the ‘dramaturgical collective’ at the Volksbühne, where Piscator’s production of The Good Soldier Schweik, designed by Grosz, had made a huge impact. And, finally, the triumphant – if scratch – production of The Threepenny Opera became Brecht’s greatest hit and gave him unprecedented influence and independence.


Meanwhile, over-dependent on US bonds, the modest German economic recovery was stopped in its tracks by the Wall Street Crash, and Brecht witnessed the poverty and social chaos that resulted. Although he never joined the Communist Party, his work as writer and director should be seen within the context of the broad movement against capitalism, whose failure, it maintained, was causing the injustice evident all around. Brecht started to read Karl Marx and dedicated himself to creating a kind of theatre that could not just interpret the world, but help to change it.


Brecht’s friendship with the socialist intellectual Walter Benjamin helped him clarify his views of the relationship between aesthetics and politics,6 and he soon started to articulate his proposals for a new kind of theatre suitable for the new world.7 He co-directed two plays by the young Marieluise Fleisser and premiered the first of his ‘learning plays’ (the Lehrstücke). And exactly a year after The Threepenny Opera, he co-directed, again with Engel, the premiere of his and Hauptmann’s Happy End. But this was a tremendous flop and it – along with Nazi thugs protesting the premiere of The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny – marked the end of the happy-go-lucky days of the Weimar Republic.


In 1930, the Romanian director Slatan Dudow premiered Brecht’s politically explosive learning play The Decision (sometimes known as The Measures Taken). The following year Brecht directed his own astonishing production of Man Equals Man, described by Sergei Tretyakov in vivid terms:




Giant soldiers armed to the teeth and wearing jackets caked with lime, blood and excrement stalk about the stage, holding on to wires to keep from falling off stilts inside their trouser legs.





Not until Mother Courage would he create such an overwhelming theatrical event, and it provided a template for much of his subsequent development.


In 1932, Brecht met – and fell in love with – the young working-class intellectual, Margarete Steffin. His last theatrical venture in Weimar Germany was his own razor-sharp adaptation of Maxim Gorky’s The Mother, seen first at the Theater am Schiffbauerdamm, and then in working-class districts across Berlin. This, along with The Decision, cemented Brecht’s position as the pre-eminent left-wing dramatist in the world.


While Brecht had become increasingly drawn to Communism, huge numbers of his fellow Germans embraced National Socialism. With the appointment of Hitler as Chancellor in January 1933, Brecht’s work was immediately banned. One of the world’s most sophisticated societies was sinking into barbarism and Brecht fled into exile.


Scandinavia: 1933–41


Brecht went first to Vienna, and then Zurich and Paris, where he attended rehearsals for his and Weill’s ballet, The Seven Deadly Sins. He eventually joined his family – and Steffin – in Denmark, where he met the talented but troubled photographer and actress Ruth Berlau.


Brecht’s eight years in Scandinavia were characterised by enormous creativity, not just in playwriting, but also in the development of his theatrical theory. He wrote dozens of essays, letters and articles, and started to keep his astonishing Journal. He received many eminent visitors, and it was there that he did the most productive thinking about a theatre that could make a contribution to the all-important goal of defeating Fascism.


In terms of practical work, however, Brecht was forced to rely on the amateur theatre. He oversaw – and interfered with – amateur Danish productions of The Mother, Round Heads and Pointed Heads and The Seven Deadly Sins, and travelled first to Moscow and then New York, to attend the US premiere of The Mother. But there were no opportunities for the professional directing that he had started to enjoy in Berlin.


Dudow directed the Paris premiere of Brecht’s one-act Spanish Civil War drama, Señora Carrar’s Rifles in late 1937, and December saw its Danish premiere. The following year, Dudow directed eight scenes of Fear and Misery of the Third Reich, with Weigel as the Jewish Wife. With Hitler’s armies threatening Denmark, Brecht and his entourage moved on to Sweden, where he wrote his anti-war masterpiece, Mother Courage and Her Children.


In 1940, Brecht moved to Finland, where he wrote perhaps his most important theoretical work, The Messingkauf Dialogues; he also sketched out The Good Person of Szechwan and wrote his comic parable Mr Puntila and his Man Matti. Finally, with most of Europe under Nazi rule, Brecht’s party left for Moscow, where Steffin died of tuberculosis. With Weigel, Berlau and the two children, he made his way toVladivostok and boarded a ship for Los Angeles.


USA: 1941–47


Although Brecht’s years in America were exceptionally productive for the playwright – he completed many of his finest plays there, including The Good Person of Szechwan, The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, Schweik in the Second World War, The Caucasian Chalk Circle and Life of Galileo – they were deeply frustrating for the director. He found it almost impossible to make headway in Hollywood and there was no demand for German-speaking theatre in America. And, although Mother Courage was premiered in neutral Switzerland in 1941, Brecht was unable to see it. At times, he must have wondered whether he would ever direct again.


Apart from overseeing the American premiere of Fears and Miseries, Brecht’s theatrical work was confined to an unsuccessful adaptation (with W.H. Auden) of Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi, and his translation with Charles Laughton of Galileo. This bore fruit in 1947, with Brecht’s formidable American production of the play first in Los Angeles and then in New York. But, for the most part, Brecht was a fish out of water during his six long years in the USA.


East Berlin: 1948–56


America, however, gave Brecht the space to hone his ideas for his triumphant return to Europe.


Having mystified the House Un-American Activities Committee, Brecht went to Switzerland, the only country in Europe that had produced his work during the war. His radical adaptation in February 1948 of Sophocles’ Antigone in the small Swiss town of Chur gave an early indication of his mature theatrical style. He co-directed the premiere of Puntila in Zurich and wrote A Short Organum for the Theatre, one of his most important pieces of theatrical theory. He also met up with old friends and colleagues – often after a gap of fifteen traumatic years – and made plans for the future.


Brecht finally arrived in the ruins of East Berlin in October 1948, and set about preparing his magnificent production of Mother Courage: with Weigel in the title role, this received its premiere in the war-damaged Deutsches Theater in January 1949. As a result of its huge success, Brecht and Weigel secured funds for a new company, the Berliner Ensemble, with Weigel as Intendant (Chief Executive) and Brecht as Artistic Director. For the first time, Brecht, aged fifty-one, had access to a theatre where he could direct his plays and put his many ideas into practice.


The Ensemble’s first production was Puntila: co-directed with Engel, this opened in November 1949. In spring 1950, Brecht’s adaptation of The Tutor was premiered and, in October, he directed a new production of Mother Courage in Munich with Therese Giehse – who had first created it in Zurich – in the title role. And all the time he was gathering around him some of the finest – and most politically committed – of German actors and theatre artists.


In 1951, Brecht directed The Mother with Weigel in the role she had first played before the war. But the authorities disapproved of his and Eisler’s opera, The Trial of Lucullus; extensively rewritten as The Condemnation of Lucullus, it was finally premiered in October. The next year, Brecht started work on an adaptation of Shakespeare’s Coriolanus and, in November, oversaw a revival of Señora Carrar’s Rifles. 1953 was a difficult year for Brecht: his refusal to condemn the violent suppression of a working-class uprising exposed him to the charge of supporting the increasingly repressive East German state. Moving inwards, he wrote a fine – if melancholic – collection of poems, The Buckow Elegies.


Perhaps in gratitude for Brecht’s silence, the Berliner Ensemble was given the Theater am Schiffbauerdamm – where The Threepenny Opera had been premiered twenty-six years previously – as its permanent home. Brecht launched its residence there with his astonishing production of The Caucasian Chalk Circle. Brilliantly designed by Karl von Appen, this – along with Mother Courage and Galileo – was one of the defining works of Brecht’s theatrical reputation.


The following year, Mother Courage visited Paris and its huge impact helped secure Brecht’s international reputation. In 1955, he started work on a new production of Galileo with Ernst Busch, his old comrade from the 1930s, in the title role. The Ensemble made its second visit to Paris and, in 1956, appeared at the London World Theatre Season. But Brecht was too ill to travel and he died in Berlin on 14 August 1956.


THE ROOTS OF BRECHT’S THEATRE


Brecht’s theatre had many fathers: ‘Shakespeare?’ he liked to boast. ‘He was a thief too…’8 He had a magpie’s ability to find inspiration in almost everything he encountered – from great classical art to the most raucous of popular entertainment – and when exploring his theatrical innovations we should remember the many writers and literary styles that helped to shape them.


The Bible


Brecht’s lifelong interest in the Bible may come as a surprise to the student of the radical playwright. But while Brecht shared the usual left-wing suspicion of religion – ‘the opium of the masses’ as Marx called it9 – he knew that a writer interested in the poor and the powerless needed to harness its huge charge. Indeed, when asked by a women’s magazine which book had influenced him most, he replied, ‘The Bible. Don’t laugh…’


Brecht’s early plays – Baal, Drums in the Night, Man Equals Man and Saint Joan of the Stockyards – often show ordinary people crucified by a cruel system. A more nuanced reading of the Bible is evident in the ‘epic’ plays – especially Mother Courage, Szechwan, Galileo and The Caucasian Chalk Circle – whose individual episodes are designed to make a particular point, and whose action is endowed with pedagogic meaning. As with the Bible, they constantly make us aware of their intentions, however sophisticated.


The Bible’s emphasis on ordinary people offered Brecht a sense of how to combine the ordinary with the sublime, the earthy with the grand, and the pragmatic with the visionary. He especially admired the parables of the New Testament, whose concision, elegance and boldness gave him a model for a new kind of political theatre, which communicated its points through graphic exempla. Brecht grasped that they show change and development through a series of gestural actions: instead of trying to explain causality through psychological or social analysis, they declare ‘this happened and then that happened’, and leave us to come to our own conclusions.


Brecht wanted to achieve a similar simplicity. His productions concentrated, above all, on the human figure and a few telling objects, set against an empty background and under brilliant light. And he used short dramatisations of episodes from the Bible in his actor training. Brecht hoped that this emphasis on pure action, unmediated by morality or explanation, would guide the audience inexorably towards the play’s pedagogical purpose, event after event, action by action, moment by moment.


The Bible is less resonant today than it was to Brecht’s contemporaries. But its simple narrative style is as compelling as ever, and we in the secular modern theatre can learn much from Brecht’s cunning appropriation of its dramatic power.


▶ See Exercises 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 & 1210


Aristotle


Most theories of drama start with a reading of Aristotle’s Poetics.11 This slim volume of lecture notes had a huge impact on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century theories of mimesis, especially in Germany and France, where literary critics emphasised a unified narrative structure and spoke of the dual sensations of ‘pity and terror’ which, through a process of ‘empathy’, produced feelings of ‘catharsis’ in the audience.


Brecht based many of his proposals for a new kind of theatre on an explicit rejection of The Poetics. He dismissed ‘empathy’ as an evasion of critical engagement and maintained that the ‘unities’ (the action should take place in one location, with a consistent dramatis personae and over the course of a single day) produced drama incapable of representing the contradictory textures of the modern world.


This rejection of Aristotle encourages us to seek out tonal contrasts and avoid the kind of homogeneity that neoclassical dramatic rules so readily produce. More importantly, it helps us stage drama with a more sceptical – above all, more objective – approach to the experiences of the central characters, and reminds us of the limitations of ‘empathy’ as the chief goal of the theatre.


But, as ever, Brecht’s critique needs to be placed within its historical cultural context. In confronting Aristotle, he was addressing his contemporaries as much as the Greek philosopher himself. As Margot Heinemann points out, ‘Brecht’s deep hostility to Einfühlung, total emotional identification as the main basis of performance, can’t be seen as purely an aesthetic preference; it is historical and political’. Brecht himself argued:




Already in the last years of the Weimar Republic, the German drama took a decisively rationalistic turn. Fascism’s grotesque emphasising of the emotions, and perhaps no less a certain decline of the rational element in Marxist teaching, led me personally to lay particular stress on the rational.12





What’s more, Brecht read The Poetics selectively. He ignored Aristotle’s emphasis on the story and failed to recognise that thought and dramatic irony limit – and occasionally deny – empathy. And, as he came to recognise, Aristotle’s arguments, especially the ‘unities’, have been more influential in French and German theatre than in Britain, where Shakespeare’s informality has dominated. What Brecht was really doing was rejecting ‘the well-made play’ – a kind of bourgeois drama he despised – and the histrionic and overemotional acting that was dominant in the German theatre of his time.


▶ See Exercises 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 & 12 (Story and Narrative) and 13, 14, 15, 16, 17 & 18 (Argument and Clarity)


The Classical World


Brecht was fascinated by the writers of Ancient Rome, who provided him with a model of a sophisticated, market-driven, class-divided society, unimpeded by the moralising so common in Christianity.


Four writers were particularly important: Tacitus’ flinty, unadorned style offered him a template of clarity in political discussion and Horace’s stoical materialism was especially congenial, while the urban comedies of Plautus and the political tragedies of Seneca gave him prototypes for his dramatisations of the amoral drives that shape the modern world.


This fascination bore fruit in several minor works: the learning play The Horatians and Curatians, the abandoned novel The Business Affairs of Mr Julius Caesar and the opera The Trial (later Condemnation) of Lucullus; but it’s most spectacularly on display in Brecht’s reworking of Shakespeare’s Coriolanus, which offered him the broadest canvas on which to develop his concerns about the distribution of power and wealth.


Classical Greece gave Brecht less to get his teeth into. He read various Greek poets and wrote a philosophical poem in homage to Empedocles’ shoe.13 But his most significant engagement was his adaptation of Sophocles’ Antigone, which combined a modern prologue – set in the ruins of bombed-out Berlin – with a powerful projection of the original as a parable of tyranny and resistance, setting Creon’s dictatorship against Antigone’s rebellious, heroic individualism.


Brecht’s preoccupations should be distinguished from high modernism’s appropriation of the classical world. Whereas James Joyce and T.S. Eliot used it to imply continuity in human experience, Brecht was drawn to its ability to portray social and political processes realistically and objectively. In other words, the classical world appealed to Brecht because of its particularity, not its universality.


An understanding of Brecht’s classical interests – like his fascination with the Bible – should help us see how a radical artist can build on the foundations of western culture to create cutting-edge art for our time. In other words, modernity has many fathers.


▶ See Exercises 13, 15, 15, 16, 17 & 18 (Argument and Clarity)14


The Oriental Theatre


Like many of his contemporaries, the young Brecht was attracted by a crude westernised version of oriental culture, which offered a wide repertoire of characters and dramatic situations: the brutal ‘inscrutability’ of the Malayan lumber-dealer Schlink in In the Jungle of the Cities or the Sacristan Wang in Man Equals Man gave him colourful – if sometimes stereotypical – forces for his dramatisation of the dog-eat-dog violence of the modern world.


In time, however, he developed a more refined approach. Elisabeth Hauptmann introduced him to Arthur Waley’s translations of ancient Chinese and Japanese plays, whose intellectual clarity and theatrical simplicity enthralled him. He was especially struck by their dispensing of illusion and realised that, as with the Elizabethans, oriental theatre relies on the audience’s imagination. This is the central formal influence behind the ‘learning plays’: the finest, The Decision, takes the form of a report given by four Communist agitators travelling into prerevolutionary China, and combines traditional theatrical techniques with all the paraphernalia of the modern industrialised world.


Brecht returned to oriental models in exile, but in a less self-conscious fashion. He had been profoundly affected by the Chinese theatre and in The Good Person of Szechwan used a recognisably contemporary setting to dramatise the deformities inflicted by capitalism. And The Caucasian Chalk Circle borrows oriental elements – the mimed bridge, the use of masks, and so on – to tell its parable of property and ownership.


Brecht’s appropriation of oriental theatre treads a fine line. At its best, it helped him create a highly sophisticated, anti-illusionist modernity. But in his notes to Szechwan, he voiced his concerns about ‘chinoiserie’, a kind of cultural imperialism he hated.15 In his last years, increasingly sensitive to the issue, he confined his interests to an (unsuccessful) adaptation of Turandot, and a series of meditations on the ancient Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu.


Brecht’s approach should be distinguished from the assimilation of oriental theatre evident in the work of Ariane Mnouchkine or Peter Brook. It had its own distinctly western purpose: a dramatic style of clarity, delicacy and elegance, which provoked the audience into comment on what was being shown, and dissected the modern world even as it presented it. It’s still useful today, even if we need to be more wary than ever of ‘orientalism’.16


Shakespeare and his Contemporaries


Like most Germans of his generation, Brecht first encountered Shakespeare through the filter of Romanticism, with its emphasis on the noble individual standing aloof from society, and was suspicious as a result. But he came to identify Shakespeare as the great dramatist of a changing world – from the feudal to the modern, the medieval to the renaissance, the monarchical to the republican – and recognised that his plays are theatrically gripping, rich with human detail and politically coherent. He was, above all, drawn to the fluidity of Shakespeare’s theatrical style, moving from place to place and across classes and worlds; indeed it could be argued that everything that is meant by his theatrical practice can be found in Shakespeare, and that Brecht’s chief achievement was to adapt Shakespeare’s dramatic style for the modern world.


Brecht’s fascination is evident in many of his poems, letters and diary entries. It can be seen in his youthful adaptation of Christopher Marlowe’s Edward II. More significant was his use of Elizabethan parody to tell the story of Hitler’s rise to power in Arturo Ui. He cheerfully admitted to stealing from Shakespeare, even declaring that Shakespeare wrote for ‘a theatre full of alienation effects!’ But throughout his life we can sense Brecht struggling with this drama, admiring its technical skill while also dismissing its content as irrelevant. Perhaps most remarkable of all was his comprehensive reworking of Coriolanus. But it’s telling that only a year before he died, Brecht admitted, grudgingly, that it would be ‘possible to stage Coriolanus as it is, with good direction’.17


Brecht’s most important statements on Shakespeare can be found in the imaginary conversation between a Dramaturg, a Philosopher, an Actor and others, known as The Messingkauf Dialogues. In it he proposes two apparently mutually exclusive approaches. On the one hand, he argues, the plays should be regarded historically, as the product of an alien world, ‘drama for cannibals’, as he mischievously called them; on the other, they should be ransacked for their contemporary energies and changed to serve the purposes of the modern theatre. The tension between these two positions runs through his entire engagement with Shakespeare.


This will be explored in more detail later (see Brecht on Shakespeare below): for now we should remember that Shakespeare is the single most significant influence on the evolution of Brecht’s theatre and that many of the things we take for granted in the modern way of presenting Shakespeare – the importance of the narrative, the rapidly shifting locations, the free and easy relationship with the audience and the robust acceptance of the limits of illusion – are a direct result of Brecht’s remarkably acute insights into his great predecessor.


▶ See Exercises 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 & 6 (The Ensemble)


European Classical Drama


If Brecht’s study of Shakespearean drama was decisive, he had an easier – if less enthusiastic – relationship with eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century theatre.


Inevitably, the great trio of German Romantic dramatists influenced him enormously. Goethe, the most philosophical of the three, had the least impact on Brecht, who staged his own reworking of the fragmentary Urfaust (1772–75) but showed little interest otherwise. Schiller was the most political and dramatised the struggle against despotism brilliantly: his influence on Brecht is especially evident in the way he made each scene rehearse a particular argument and never allowed the audience to forget the playwright’s controlling intelligence. But it was the neurotic radical Heinrich von Kleist whom Brecht found the most sympathetic: he admired The Broken Jug (1806) with its peasant realism and poetic conception, drew on the corrupt Judge Adam in creating Azdak in the Chalk Circle, and oversaw a production of the play at the Ensemble in the 1950s; and he was fascinated by The Prince of Homburg (1809–10), Kleist’s tragic masterpiece, and wrote a sonnet in response to its troubling political implications.18 But, significantly, he also declared himself frustrated by the closed perfection of Kleist’s style.


Other eighteenth-century German playwrights include Jakob Lenz, whose The Tutor (1774) Brecht adapted and directed at the Ensemble, and Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, whose Hamburg Dramaturgy (1767–70) provided him with a template for a discussion of all things theatrical. The most influential, however, was Georg Büchner, whose fragmentary tragedy of the common man, Woyzeck (1836), prefigures Brecht in the rawness of its subject matter, the poetic edginess of its language, and the force of its theatrical impact.19


Brecht was fascinated by English literature, especially eighteenth-century English drama. With the help of Elisabeth Hauptmann, he plundered Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera (1728) for The Threepenny Opera, and adapted Farquhar’s The Recruiting Officer (1706) as Trumpets and Drums. It was English drama’s materialism that appealed to him most. Although he doesn’t refer to Dr Johnson directly, one can imagine him enjoying his robust pragmatism in matters aesthetic, even if he would have been dismayed by his political conservatism.


French neoclassical theatre was different. Its assimilation of the Italian popular tradition helped Brecht detect its radical streak but, for the most part, he found it too light, too aesthetic for his purposes. The notable exception was Molière, whose great comedies satirise power and society in a way that Brecht found especially congenial. He co-directed his own adaptation of Dom Juan and refers to Molière frequently in his theoretical work.


Brecht understood that the modern bourgeoisie burst its way onto ‘the stage of history’ – as it’s sometimes described in Marxist jargon – with exceptional élan. One might presume that Brecht would dismiss the ‘middle-class’ revolutions; instead, he recognised that the conflicts and energies of these years created the modern world and that its culture should not be ignored. The sophistication of this material is fundamental to Brecht’s mature style – and is often overlooked.


Naturalism


Émile Zola declared that ‘there is more poetry in the little apartment of a bourgeois than in all the empty, worm-eaten palaces of history’.20 Naturalism, the movement that he launched, argued that the everyday – money and work, food and drink, marriage and divorce, childbirth and death – were all suitable subjects of art, which could describe reality with the same level of objectivity that was being achieved in science. The naturalists argued that an individual’s actions were the product of his environment, and saw the study of the material surfaces of the world as essential. This had enduring consequences on all those who followed, and Brecht’s work – so often thought of as the antithesis of naturalism – was impossible without its pioneering achievements.


Brecht, of course, had a complex relationship with naturalism, and his reaction against it needs to be seen as a rejection of its subject – bourgeois life – rather than as a disapproval of its artistic form. Although he showed little interest in the great trio of naturalistic playwrights (Ibsen, Chekhov and Strindberg), he recognised the political radicalism of Hauptmann, Bernard Shaw and Sean O’Casey.21 What’s more, his plays are frequently more naturalistic than imagined: perhaps the most strictly naturalistic were his great cycle of plays about the early years of Nazi rule, Fears and Misery, Señora Carrar’s Rifles, and his final masterpiece, The Days of the Commune. And the fundamentals of naturalism can be seen in many of the epic dramas on which his reputation is built.


The crucial point is that Brecht had little objection to naturalism as such, but insisted that the subject of that naturalism should be seen as capable of being changed. As a resolute materialist he knew that the things of the world – food, shelter, clothes, houses, water, etc. – have a fundamental affect on character. His crucial innovation was to present three-dimensional action in discrete sections, set in dramatic juxtaposition against each other, so that broader connections can be made. In other words, he wanted naturalistic effects to play their part in a more dynamic analysis of the way that the world works.


Stanislavsky – the chief practical exponent of naturalism in the theatre – is often regarded as antithetical to Brecht. Certainly, Brecht’s early work consciously rejects him and his plays eschew fixed Stanislavskian notions of character. But not only did Brecht recognise the fundamental strengths of Stanislavsky’s achievements,22 his mature work draws on many of the same key elements in his approach to acting: class, age, environment, objective, obstacle, and so on.


Intriguingly, in 1936, Brecht worked for a few days in New York with the father of the American Method School, Lee Strasberg, on Brecht’s most explicitly didactic and anti-illusionist piece, The Decision. He broke off because of ‘political reasons’: ‘It is a great pity,’ Brecht wrote to Strasberg, ‘because I had the impression that we worked very well together’.23 In other words, the differences between Brecht, Stanislavsky and the Method School have been overstated and naturalism is less alien to Brecht than the simple antithesis suggests. We need to disentangle the two traditions with care.


▶ See Exercise 40 (Internal Soundtrack)


Nineteenth-century Literature


If Brecht’s relationship to naturalism was complex, his rejection of the bourgeois certainties of much belle époque culture was much more clear-cut.


As a young man, however, Brecht was drawn to the work of three French visionaries: Rimbaud, Verlaine and Baudelaire, whose poetry offered hugely sensual accounts of the loner in the busy city, and gave him powerful prototypes for his dreamers alienated from the society in which they found themselves.


Another unlikely fascination was Kipling, the great poet of the British Empire, whose empathy for the common soldier appealed to Brecht’s interest in politics ‘from the bottom up’. This is most in evidence in Man Equals Man, a militaristic fantasy set in British India, but can also be found in The Threepenny Opera (especially the carnivorous Tiger Brown) and the cheerful brutality of the soldiers in Mother Courage. Willett draws attention to a fascinating prophecy by Kipling that looks forward to Brecht himself:




But it will take a more mighty intellect to write the Songs of the People. Some day a man will rise up from Bermondsey, Battersea or Bow and he will be coarse but clear-sighted, hard but infinitely and tenderly humorous, speaking the people’s tongue, steeped in their lives and telling them in swinging, urging, dinging verse what it is that their inarticulate lips would express.24





Once again, we should remember that Brecht’s approach is hardly narrow-minded: he stole from everywhere, even the Imperialist enemy.


Popular Culture


Brecht was fascinated by all kinds of popular culture: he loved the Bavarian fairs with their ballad singers and performing monkeys, enjoyed popular music, read Karl May, Jack London and Upton Sinclair, and devoured detective stories. He was both attracted and repelled by Hollywood and tried – without much success – to resolve the contradiction between its robust populism and what he called the ‘narcotic’ quality of many of its products.


Brecht drew two key lessons from popular culture. The first was its emphasis on the story, at the expense of almost everything else; the second was its readiness to dispense with verisimilitude or psychological credibility if it got in the way of entertainment (or message). He looked to popular culture for liberation from the narrowly aesthetic constraints of the bourgeois theatre.


But popular art confronted Brecht with a familiar problem. On the one hand, he knew that only the greatest is good enough for the working class; on the other, he recognised that classical culture has often excluded the poor and the downtrodden, and left huge areas of human experience unrepresented. How to resolve these questions is the chief stumbling block in discussions about the role of art in revolutionary politics, and Brecht played an important role in helping to shape the terms of this knotty debate.
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