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“Jon Halliday’s ruthless quest for creative, historical and personal truth meets with Douglas Sirk’s breathtaking and ironic genius in this singular and exquisite dialogue, drenched in giant themes, an unabashed love of cinema, personal ordeals – both moving and harrowing – superb movie gossip, and a high-toned candour unparalleled in the existing literature on film.




 





This newly expanded and deliriously welcome version of Sirk on Sirk is a gripping, emotionally supercharged, frequently hilarious and vastly informative journey into the magnificently obsessive career and life of a truly great man and one of the authentic giants of world cinema and world theatre, conducted by his dear friend and brilliant biographer, the eminently accomplished cineaste and author, Jon Halliday.




 





This is one helluva book!” Jonathan Demme




 





Douglas Sirk has been hugely admired by numerous film-makers, including Tarantino, Fassbinder, Demme, Chabrol, Almodovar, Todd Haynes, Ozon and Godard.




 





Sirk on Sirk was cited in Sight & Sound’s best ten film books, and in the New Yorker, in Richard Brody’s article, ‘The Ten Books About Movies That Changed My Life’ (2009). In Robert Hofler’s The Movie That Changed My Life (2009) both Jesse Jackson and Isaac Mizrahi cite Imitation of Life.




 





 Almost all Douglas Sirk’s films are now available on DVD.
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Sign of the Pagan: Jack Palance as Attila the Hun.

























Introduction





‘The studio loved the title All That Heaven Allows. They thought it meant you could have everything you wanted. I meant it exactly the other way round. As far as I am concerned‚ heaven is stingy.’ Douglas Sirk1


 


Exactly one quarter of a century ago, I prefaced my introduction to the original edition of Sirk on Sirk with a quotation from a French critic:


 


‘Who knows Douglas Sirk? It is not fanatical sectarianism to state the facts of the case and to protest vigorously against them: Douglas Sirk is the most neglected director in the whole of American cinema. There is no serious study, no sign or festival to salute one of the most interesting and exciting personalities in the entire history of cinema.’2


 


Twenty-five years later, in a gratifying variant on his own fascination with circularity, Sirk’s reputation has come from total neglect to high acclaim, not least among a vast range of film-makers.


 


Douglas Sirk was born in Hamburg in 1897. In a cinema career spanning one quarter of a century from 1934 to 1959, he made some thirty-five feature films. Before going into cinema, he had been a successful theatre director in Weimar Germany, and throughout his life he remained a theatre man, with an exceptional grounding in the classics. Sirk built his enormous knowledge of the structures of classical drama into both his German and Hollywood films, often unobtrusively.3 It was this grounding in the classics, plus his extraordinary insights into human behaviour – sharpened in extreme adversity – which have led to his films not just surviving, but flourishing and being appreciated as richer with every passing year.


Sirk is best known as the director of a string of glossy Hollywood melodramas in the 1950s, of which Written on the Wind and Imitation of Life are probably the best known. But these melodramas were in fact the sequels to equally big-budget and equally successful melodramas which Sirk had made two decades earlier in Germany. Sirk’s Hollywood melodramas were often written off at the time as too glossy – too ‘melodramatic’. But the reason why they are now being appreciated by a whole new generation is that they are great dramas. Like all great dramas, they are packed with emotion. The power of all Sirk’s best films is dramatic, not ‘melodramatic’. And the reason why they have survived with undiminished impact is because they are warm-hearted, often humorous and always beautifully crafted portraits of human emotions – especially of difficult choices requiring unusual courage, and of love in extreme circumstances or love thwarted.


Sirk was the most interesting, most thoughtful – and probably also the best-read man I ever met in my life. (He was probably the most literate and best-read man in Hollywood, too.) He was tremendously funny, wonderful company, with a mind that was deep and unusual. He relished dark humour, and playfulness, not least with language. Just as his films could conjure drama, magic and despair out of apparently humdrum, everyday situations, he could invest every topic of conversation with excitement and knowledge, all in his highly expressive ‘off-English’, delivered in rich Germanic tones. His friendship played a very big part in my life over almost two decades until his death in January 1987.


At the time I did the interviews which form the core of this book, in 1970, Sirk asked me to hold back quite a few things until his death, or after the death of other people concerned. This new edition is some 25 per cent longer than the original 1972 edition and includes much new material on Sirk’s theatre work in Weimar Germany, on his films in general, as well as some frank comments on people he knew and, above all, his own account of the tragedy of his son (and only child). His information about his son relates very closely to one of his major films, A Time to Love and a Time to Die. It also provides an answer to a question many people have asked: why did Sirk, a man of the left, not leave Germany until 1937?


In 1925, Sirk, whose original name was Detlef Sierck, and his wife, Lydia Brincken, an actress, had a son, whom they called Claus Detlef (Sierck). A few years later Lydia Brincken and Detlef Sierck were divorced.4 Lydia Brincken became a Nazi, and when Hitler came to power she obtained a court order barring her ex-husband from seeing his own son, on the grounds that Sirk’s second wife‚ Hilde Jary, was Jewish. Lydia Brincken enrolled Claus Detlef in the Hitler Youth and launched him as a child actor. He became not only a film actor, but also the leading child film star of Nazi Germany. Sirk was never able to meet or talk to his son again. The only way he could see him was by going to watch him in the movies, where his son sometimes played a young Nazi.


When Hitler came to power in 1933, Sirk at first did not think the Nazis would last. One reason was that Sirk had once met Hitler – and had formed a low opinion of him. Sirk was soon called in by the Gestapo and had his passport taken away. Partly in the hope of putting pressure on Sirk to divorce his wife, the Nazis gave a passport to Mrs Sirk, who left Germany in 1936, while Sirk himself was kept behind. At this stage, Sirk was still hoping he might somehow be able to get his son out. By 1937, he felt he had to escape. Even then, he said, it was a wrench leaving Germany, which, as he put it, was his country, and German his language.5 One day, as we were discussing the moral issues of staying or leaving, Sirk suddenly said to me: ‘Will people one day say you shouldn’t have worked in Hollywood during the Vietnam War?’


Sirk was haunted by what had happened to his son, who was killed on the Russian front in spring 1944. Sirk turned A Time to Love and a Time to Die, his film of Erich Maria Remarque’s novel, A Time to Live and a Time to Die, into an imagined version of the last weeks of his son’s life, and invested it with anguish – and hope – and despair. After the war, Sirk made an unsuccessful attempt to return to work in Europe. He spent much of one year trying to find out what had happened to his son, following up leads, looking at notice boards (scenes transposed to wartime Germany in A Time to Love).6


As Michael Stern points out in his pioneering study,7 some of Sirk’s life is a mystery. Sirk told me that he was ‘a child of the century’, claiming to have been born in the year 1900. But his passport showed that he was really born in 1897. This helped explain another mystery: Sirk told me he had been an officer in the German Navy and had spent nearly a year in Turkey during the First World War, which ended in 1918, when he was by his own account only eighteen. It also made more sense of his range of acquaintances in Munich at the time of the Bavarian Soviet in 1919.


During the Weimar period, Sirk rose rapidly to become a leading theatre director. It was here that he first developed his staging of the ambiguous, split characters whom he always tried to place at the centre of his film-making. I think his interest in ambiguity was accentuated by the fact that many of his close friends and colleagues became Nazis; the difficulty of trusting people – i.e., of being convinced that one knows who someone else really is and how they will behave under intense pressure – became a dominant factor in Sirk’s life.


Sirk moved to America in 1940. In spite of cultural changes – for example, the lack of irony8 – he loved America. At his agent’s suggestion, he changed his name from Detlef Sierck to Douglas Sirk. Towards the end of his life, when he was already quite ill in hospital, and his mind sometimes wandered (but was also extraordinarily free), he suddenly said to me: ‘There are two Douglas Sirks. The trouble started when I changed my name.’


In Germany Sirk had tried to improve his budgets and his circumstances (and give himself an escape route) by building a star, the Swedish singer-cum-actress Zarah Leander. At Universal in the early 1950s, he did the same thing with Rock Hudson, with whom he made eight films, and who became the No. 1 male box-office attraction in the USA.9 Sirk asked me to hold off writing about the fact that Rock Hudson, who was then still alive, was homosexual, until all concerned were dead.


If A Time to Love and a Time to Die was a secret imitation of life, then real life in turn imitated Sirk’s films in one extraordinarily tragic way. Late in life, Sirk went almost completely blind, first in one eye and then in the second eye. It was uncanny – and heartbreaking – to hear the man who had directed the greatest scene of going blind in the cinema (in Magnificent Obsession) describe the sensation of discovering that he had lost his own sight. He had been in a rest-home in the Alps, and had woken in the middle of the night. He went to switch on the light – and nothing happened: ‘I thought the light had gone. But it was my sight. It’s goddam ironic. Years ago I made that picture about blindness [Magnificent Obsession] – and now I’m blind. The doctor put his arm around my shoulders and said, “You won’t be blind, but you’ll never see properly, either.” Well, I say, what’s the difference?’


In hospital in Lugano, one of the nurses had offered to read Baudelaire to him after she had heard him muttering the words ‘les froides ténèbres’ to himself. ‘Darkness is cold, you know,’ Sirk said to me, lugubriously. But blindness only heightened his extraordinary ear for both music and the human voice (stunningly exemplified in Magnificent Obsession). Once when I arrived after he had lost his sight, he said to his wife: ‘Jon is looking good, don’t you think so, Hilde?’ So I said, ‘But, Douglas, you can’t see me.’ ‘I know,’ he said, ‘but I can feel it, I can sense it from your voice.’


 


In the late 1960s, when I first proposed a book on Sirk, he was little known and highly invisible. He had not made a film for over a decade. The critics mainly ignored him; some even scoffed at his work. Film memoirs rarely mentioned him. To the extent that he was remembered at all, he was known as a loner. Few were even sure how he pronounced his name (‘Are you sure you don’t mean Kirk Douglas?’ was a not uncommon response). Some reports said he was dead. Although many people could remember his films – especially Imitation of Life and Written on the Wind – almost no one took him seriously as a director.


In September 1969 I was sitting in a wicker armchair in the garden of the now destroyed Villa Eugenia hotel, looking out over glorious Lake Lugano, when a tall, immaculately dressed – and immensely courteous – figure of about seventy appeared on the dot of 11 a.m. and guided me to his hard-to-find home on a steep path, the Salita dei Narcisi.


As I had hoped it would, the front door opened on to a mirror, which was flanked by two Korean paintings (gifts from Syngman Rhee, the President of South Korea). The book-lined study was that of an intellectual: plenty on the theatre (mainly in German), with a sizeable section on the Spanish dramatists Lope de Vega, Tirso de Molina and Calderón – but nothing on cinema. Works by Ivan Bunin, Ödön von Horvath, Döblin and other partly forgotten luminaries of his time. A lot of modern American literature, including my then old favourite Paul Bowles’ The Sheltering Sky, Kerouac and a volume of poems by Allen Ginsberg (whom Sirk had, to my surprise, been to hear reading in California). In one corner was a copy of Faulkner’s Pylon, which Sirk had filmed as The Tarnished Angels – marked up! And shelves of philosophy and religion, including works on Buddhism (which he said he had enjoyed discussing with Robert Stack, the star of Written on the Wind and Tarnished Angels).10 The sitting room was dominated by a sensuous wood sculpture from New Mexico.


Mr Sirk agreed to do the book and we set the following spring for my return. He asked if he could look at a few recent books on cinema. I sent him Sarris’ American Cinema, Peter Wollen’s Signs & Meaning and three interview books: Tom Milne’s Losey, and Bogdanovich’s Lang and Ford.


When I got back in April 1970, we taped a few hours the first day. Sirk was not at ease. Next day, he sat me down, and picked up one of the interview books. Holding it in his hand, standing over me, he said, ‘I’ve read this. You know, I can give you something much better than this – but we have to do it my way. I don’t want to do this on tape. I hate that goddam mike you’ve got there. I’d much prefer to have a conversation with you. And, I’m worried about my English. I haven’t spoken it for ten years … And I’m not too sure of my memory: if we give ourselves more time, I think I may remember more things.’ The director was in charge: there would be no interview unless I agreed not to tape it.


One incident early on more than any other convinced me that Sirk did indeed need time to feel his way back after over a decade away from his films.11 I asked him about one of my favourite films of his, All That Heaven Allows. I was astonished to see him looking at me as though he did not know what I was talking about. ‘What’s that?’ he said, ‘I don’t remember making any film like that.’ I prodded him with enthusiastic accounts of its great scenes, including the sublime moment where Jane Wyman’s children give her a TV set as a Christmas present. But my cinephile’s enthusiasm, despite being close to fever pitch as I described one of the great cinema moments of all time, was to no avail. Next day, Sirk said, ‘I was talking to Hilde [Mrs Sirk] yesterday after you’d gone, and she says I did make a film called All That Heaven Allows. Can you tell me a bit more about it?’


One critic has suggested that Sirk ‘rewrote’ the interview.12 That is not the case. I typed up a draft from handwritten notes and Sirk then (some months later) made a very few suggestions, and talked about things he had found or remembered in the meantime. The biggest change is that I reduced my side of the conversations to bare questions, in most cases. The resulting interview book grew out of a real conversation, which is what Sirk wanted. It was not ‘rewritten’ by him.


The rediscovery of both Sirk the film-maker and Sirk the man was exciting, and immensely rewarding. Not only did Sirk bounce back to life, as a hugely engaging personality, but his films, with their immense craftsmanship and mastery of music, voices and lighting, have come to be deeply appreciated by and to influence a whole generation of film-makers, in America, in his native Germany,13 in Britain and in France. He himself became an oracular figure, revered, much sought-after, and much quoted.


For Sirk, late recognition was welcome, but not crucial. What meant most to him, I felt, were two things: first of all (and most important), the rediscovery of trust, which had been shattered in Nazi Germany. Here in Britain Sirk struck up many close and important friendships which lasted for the rest of his life. Even his disillusionment with Germany gradually faded, and he found enormous – if quiet – gratification in feeling that he had played some part as a bridge between Weimar and post-Hitler German culture, and in the general restoration of German culture, which he loved, after the Nazi ruination. The second was intellectual companionship. Sirk was a theatre and literature man – and a keen philosopher. He delighted in the company of people with whom he could discuss literature and who could stretch his mind. Paradoxically, the rediscovery of his films brought him the intellectual stimulus in other fields which he had long been missing.


It was, therefore, all the sadder that Sirk was stricken by blindness just as he was in full stride in his eighties. He had always felt marked by fate. His great sense of humour was often tinged with gloom. Once I was trying to spell out an address on the phone to Hilde which contained the word ‘Stanhope’. ‘How do you write that?’ Hilde asked. ‘“Stan” as in Laurel & Hardy,’ I said; ‘and “hope” as in “hope”.’ After a short pause I heard Douglas’ guttural voice coming in on the extension: ‘No-o,’ he said slowly and firmly: ‘“Hope” as in “despair”.’


3 November 1996 





NOTES




1. See below, p. 140.


2. P. B. in Raymond Bellour and Jean-Jacques Brochier, eds., Dictionnaire du Cinéma, Paris, Editions Universitaires, 1966, p. 627.


3. Sirk: ‘I have a painter’s memory. I can remember structures, not plots. I have tried to find order and rules in my pictures.’


4. The similarity between the name of Sirk’s son and Sirk’s own German name – Detlef Sierck – led to much confusion in earlier critical work: see Sirk’s comments on p. 53.


5. Sirk: ‘Having to leave Germany was even tougher on Hilde, as she was a stage actress. Now, a stage actress has little future away from her own language.’


6. Lydia Brincken had died 25 August 1947.


7. Michael Stern, Douglas Sirk, p. 24


8. ‘No Hölderlin or Schopenhauer could live there, obviously,’ he once remarked; but he also referred to America as ‘a new, anarchic Greece’.


9. In my only conversation with Rock Hudson, on the telephone, he told me several times, ‘I love Mr Sirk.’ Talking to Interview magazine, however, he singled out Taza, Son of Cochise (by Sirk) as his least favourite film.


10. Sirk’s Buddhist side came out in a (to me) surprising remark he once made to me, with a smile: ‘If you are reborn – which must be a pretty interesting business – and I hope you are …’


11. Not only had he made his last film more than ten years previously, but he had rarely talked about his films, some of which dated back more than thirty years; the interview in the Cahiers du Cinéma in 1967 (done in 1964) was then the first and only interview where Sirk looked back over his career, even summarily.


12. James Harvey writes about his own interview with Sirk: ‘He [Sirk] had hoped, I would guess, to be represented by something more formal and considered; a less conversational and more impersonal dialogue. He then wanted to rewrite the interview (as he had done, I understand, with Jon Halliday’s … book of interviews, Sirk on Sirk).’ (James Harvey, ‘Sirkumstantial Evidence,’ Film Comment, (July/August 1978, p. 52). Sirk specifically wanted the text of Sirk on Sirk to be conversational.


13. Not least Rainer Werner Fassbinder, whose Fear Eats the Soul is a loose ‘remake’ of All That Heaven Allows, with Fassbinder’s own, more brutal, version of the TV sequence.
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Germany: The Theatre





HALLIDAY: There is rather conflicting evidence on your early life, so could we start with that? You are usually reported as having been born in Denmark. Did you go to Germany as a student and decide to stay there?


SIRK: No, I didn’t. I was born in Germany, in Hamburg. My father was Danish. He was a newspaperman, and at the time he was working for both German and Danish newspapers. I spent some years of my very early childhood in Denmark, and then my father returned to Germany to stay there for good, and became a German citizen.


So you didn’t go to university in Copenhagen either, as is sometimes alleged?


No, I didn’t. I went to the Universities of Munich, Jena and ultimately Hamburg.


What did you study? You are credited with all sorts of things in the sources.


I first studied law, but later on I gradually turned to philosophy and the history of art. And all the time I did some painting, which then was one of my main interests, and also some things to do with the theatre. But in between my time at the universities I did one year of newspaper work in Hamburg, partly in order to finance my studies. I worked on the same paper as my father had before he switched to being a school principal.1 I still remember him introducing me to the editor of the newspaper. The building was situated on a square where the leading theatre in Hamburg – and in Germany – had been located, the one where the great Lessing had been dramaturg2 and about which he wrote his Hamburgische Dramaturgie. His monument was right in the middle of the square and I still see my father pointing his wise finger towards the bronze effigy of Lessing and telling me, ‘Boy, try to write like that man.’


You were in Munich during the Bavarian Soviet. What do you remember about that, and about people like Toller and Leviné?3


It was a nightmare, as confused and full of contradictions as a bad dream. First of all, we were all depressed by the war – and you must remember that the period just after the lost war was extremely tough on everyone. In Munich it was just hell. They were shooting in the streets, no one really knew what was going on, or where they were going to, and I think the Räterepublik didn’t know either. The people round Toller were dilettantes, really. Then I didn’t think so, being more or less one of the crowd, but later on it became clear to me that Toller especially was just a confused enthusiast as far as politics go. He was completely lacking in an understanding of the structure of the various political elements which formed that period. I knew Leviné slightly … I met him a couple of times. He seemed the only person with the political competence to hold the thing together.


The one who then appeared to me to have the most interesting and profound approach to things was Landauer.4 But he, too, was a man lacking in pragmatism. I met him a number of times, always wordlessly listening to him, and the influence of his thinking and of his personality has little waned in later years. But altogether it was a revolution without a real base among the masses: it was a revolution from above. Perhaps this was inevitable, since the Bavarian masses were then, as now, extremely conservative, and it may well have been impossible for a revolution to establish a base among them. At any rate, it collapsed, as you know. I think the only person with the political brain and the ability to have saved the revolution was Leviné. In a way, it is paralleled – but in reverse – by the July 1944 affair, which was also an attempt at change from above, without any mass base.


Anyway, as a whole it was a nightmare, and ultimately I was glad to get out of Munich, just before the final collapse, and continue my studies at Jena, and then Hamburg. When I got to Hamburg I sat down to write a play on the whole business, which I wanted to call something like Deep Above (Unten Oben). I don’t think it was a good play: I was still too near to the events. Later I offered it to Dr Eger, the head of the theatre where I was working: he thought it was crazy, like I was.


When you came to Munich was Wedekind still alive – and did you see him acting, or ever meet him?


I think he was still alive, but I’m not quite sure. I did not know him, but I did once see him acting – in the Marquis von Keith. He was a funny type of actor; he was a non-actor; he was an anti-actor; but by sheer force of personality he was more impressive than anything else on the stage, though still a dilettante. He was one of those actors who are moving from one chair to another, always looking for support from a table or a chair or something. But he had tremendous intensity, and the style of his plays, which was anti-naturalistic, was the style of his acting, too – and, in some ways, the style to come. I think Brecht, as well as the rest of them, have greatly benefited from Wedekind. He is, in a way, the initiator of a new style in drama in Germany.


So it was in Hamburg that you started out in the theatre?


Yes. Again, as during my newspaper period, it was first a job to finance my studies, because I was still at the university. It was in Hamburg, too, that I had my first encounter with Einstein’s theory of relativity. I heard him speak at the university there. Of course, I didn’t grasp it entirely, but I was moved somehow by the dark and mighty breath of the new century which in almost every respect had begun in those early twenties.


Another influence on me was Erwin Panofsky,5 later the great art historian, under whom I studied. I was one of the select in his seminar, and for him I wrote a large essay on the relations between medieval German painting and the miracle plays. I owe Panofsky a lot.


And it was while I was studying the history of art that I became a second-line dramaturg at the Deutsches Schauspielhaus in Hamburg, one of the biggest and best theatres in Germany. I earned very little money, because the post of second dramaturg was considered the most superfluous thing in the theatre …


At any rate, I got sick and tired of just recommending plays which were not being done, so I went to Dr Eger – who later on became a very good friend of mine and head of the German Theatre in Prague – and told him I wanted to stage a play. This was in 1922, I think. So he told me I was mad. But the gods, being always in favour of madness, were on my side. They let a director fall sick, and the theatre had to come out with a new play, Bahnmeister Tod (Stationmaster Death) by a young playwright, Bossdorf by name.6 He died a few years later. There was no one else interested in doing this rather odd piece of drama, so it was handed to me and I staged it. It was not at all my kind of play. But it was a chance, especially being that young, and in a very big theatre, and I had first-rate actors. To my surprise – and everyone else’s – it turned out to be a big success, particularly among the critics. From there on I was lost to the theatre.


So Dr Eger said he would raise my salary, and every now and then he’d also let me stage a play, ‘one of those crazy modern plays’, he said, meaning Expressionism. But, being youthfully conceited, I told him I wanted to do the classics, Shakespeare mainly. He told me I didn’t have the experience, or the wisdom, or the understanding, or what do I know. So I left, and went to Chemnitz.


Because there, on account of my recent directorial success, I had been offered a completely independent post as Oberspielleiter, or first director – and this was something I couldn’t resist. I started with Molière, Büchner and Strindberg. And, sure enough, the theatre went broke, right at the beginning of the season – this was 1922–23. It was a privately-run theatre, and the money man and manager of the theatre gave up and vanished overnight. But naturally, we, actors and technicians, had to go on. So a collective was formed and they elected me head of the theatre. This was my first experience with a collective, and not a very encouraging one. There was a majority of young actors, all of them enthusiasts, but at the same time, in order to survive, the box office was important. So pretty soon it was just comedies, comedies and melodramas: things that made money. Among other plays I did Madame X there, which many many years later came back to me as a movie script, staring into my face, awakening unpleasant memories.


At any rate I gained experience there, learned my craft. And I also learned to handle actors under the most strained circumstances … You mustn’t forget that it was the time of the inflation. The takings were tiny, and we used to distribute them all among the collective and then just before midday you ran to the bank, because the banks pulled down their shutters between 12 and 2 o’clock before the new dollar rate went up at noon. And if you got in too late you had just a small percentage left of what you had earned … It was a pretty terrible time. And then from there I went to Bremen, to a much better theatre and a more sophisticated town, to take up the same position, that of Oberspielleiter.


But you never thought of going into the movies at this point?


I did just work once in the movies, in 1923. When I was moving my job from Chemnitz to Bremen I stopped off in Berlin, I went to visit a studio, and a movie director whose name I’ve forgotten gave me a job in the set-designing department. I took it over the summer because I needed to earn some money. It was just a temporary job, and then I had to go on to Bremen.


Can you remember the first movie you ever saw?


No, I can’t. But I can tell you about my first experience with the movies. This was when I must have been about twelve. Neither of my parents was very keen on the movies, but my grandmother, who was Danish, loved films and used to take me to the cinema, or else gave me money to go on my own.


There were two movie houses in Hamburg at the time: the Central Theater, the bigger, colder one; and the Théatre Royal, which was smaller, just an apartment house with a sign over it. The Théatre Royal used to put on a lot of Scandinavian movies, some Danish, some Swedish. I became very fond of these, particularly the melodramas, which were mainly Danish. It was warm, there weren’t too many people in there – mainly lovers, and a few older people. I was really hooked on films. Then one day I saw a film which I think was called The Life of Christopher Columbus. As far as I remember, it was an Italian film. I didn’t think the plot was quite right, so I wrote the cinema management a letter complaining about the film, which had had quite a long run and therefore was probably quite a success, enclosing a script with an idea for a movie. I never got an answer. But this experience in the little cinema in Hamburg was important to me – and it was to this that I went back later, when I made Schlussakkord and some of the melodramas in America.


Were you still painting after you went into the theatre? Did you keep this up?


Yes, in a way. As a matter of fact, for some time I didn’t know whether I wanted to be a painter, a theatre man, or a writer. Because as a young man I dabbled in rather a lot of things. I did a translation of Shakespeare’s sonnets, for example, which was published in about 1922, with some illustrations by one of the Brücke painters, Joseph Eberz.7 I also translated several of Shakespeare’s plays,8 as well as doing some writing of my own. But the painting I did from now (1923) on was mainly sets, and sketches for the plays I was staging – and later the pictures.


There is a book which deals with your work at Bremen,9 but it is hard to see from it what your theatrical style was. How did you manoeuvre between all the various currents at the time, when Expressionism must still have been dominant in the German theatre?


Well, don’t forget that I belong to a generation which was trying to get out of Expressionism already: from my very first days as a director I was not really Expressionistic, even in Chemnitz – while all around me Expressionism still bloomed, you know. This is why I later on came to like Bronnen and Brecht. Bronnen’s play, Vatermord (Parricide) had quite an impact on my whole generation, I guess. I didn’t recognize then, as I did later, that this play, as well as Brecht’s first plays like Im Dickicht der Städte (In the Jungle of Cities) and Baal still had the marks of Expressionism. Brecht was trying to free himself from the style, but he was still under its influence, and he only managed to turn away from it when he embraced marxism, and this philosophy gave him his new style. I think marxism in his artistic development is just as much an aesthetic necessity as a political one.


In Bremen, though, my set-designer, Lamey, with whom I worked for a very long time, and who was a good guy to work with, was still an Expressionist, in a way. He was a very young man. And a good painter. Of course, his sketches and designs for my plays as you see them in the book never were quite realized like that. I changed most of them: they were a taking-off base for what we had in mind or was dictated by circumstances. Most of the time we had to sit up half the night painting sets. Bremen was not a very big town, and the Bremen Schauspielhaus, like the theatre at Chemnitz, was not in any way financed by the town: it had to stand on its own feet. And it was a repertory theatre, with a constantly changing programme – and you needed a lot of stuff to survive. You put on a play, it ran for a couple of weeks, and that was that. If you had a flop, this was a disaster – and most of the really good plays were, commercially speaking, not too hot. For example, I staged Strindberg’s Dream Play – this was one of the very few times it was put on in Germany, and it ran only for a couple of days, although it was an excellent performance, way ahead of its time, I think; and even the critical applause was unanimous. But the public was still too conservative not to be bewildered.


The Schauspielhaus at Bremen was owned by two men, Dr Ichon and Mr Wiegand. It was rather an unusual venture. But they were both mad about the theatre, and both decent men. Understandably, they tended to frown, benevolently, on anything that didn’t promise to become a commercial success, and I couldn’t go too far. Still, during my time the theatre achieved an excellent reputation as probably the best privately owned stage in Germany. As much as possible I was trying to combine commercialism with highbrow stuff like the classics: as you can see from the book, I did a lot of classics in Bremen, in a strictly commercial theatre. It was not easy to put over, say, Antony and Cleopatra,10 or Cymbeline. Both of them earned critical acclaim, but little money – even Cymbeline, to my chagrin, which was then one of my favourites, a work of Shakespeare’s late, manneristic period; and the temptation was to try finding a style for it. Now, you can imagine, speaking about style, how far that already is, must be, from Expressionism, because it was the ornate style of the masks, of the post-Elizabethan theatre. A style of ambiguity. But otherwise my staging of Shakespeare in Bremen was rather directed towards absolute simplicity, towards the minimum of décor – this goes mainly for the early and middle period of Shakespeare’s work.


You know, I had worshipped Shakespeare since I was very young. A turning point in my life was in Hamburg – now this is long before I became dramaturg there – when I saw at the Schauspielhaus the whole sequence of plays starting with King John, I believe it was, down to Richard III, in chronological succession. This was one of the great revelations to me. This was when I really decided to go into the theatre, if possible.


What about Werfel’s Juarez und Maximilian; wasn’t there a stylistic problem for you staging that, given that Werfel was then an Expressionist? And did Werfel come along to see your production?


Well, Werfel came; and he was not just quite enthused, he was terribly enthused. He liked it tremendously. Of course, I couldn’t do it on an empty stage, because it has too much Mexican flavour. So I did it in a stylistically folklorish way, still very simple, and I consider it one of my better productions.


Today Werfel is in the abyss, as far as the critics are concerned, and perhaps with good reason, I guess. At least, his novels are not very good any more, but some of his short stories are. I haven’t reread his plays, or his verses. Then they were too Expressionistic for my taste.


I notice that you staged several plays by Schnitzler. Did you ever think of trying to make a film out of any of his plays? Obviously, Ophüls’s film adaptations immediately spring to mind.


Well, don’t forget one thing, to translate Schnitzler is really very tough. Ophüls’s La Ronde, or Reigen, is not really Schnitzler’s Reigen. Ophüls made a wonderful, grandiose French – but not Austrian – film out of it.


What about Liebelei, though? Have you seen that?


No, I haven’t. But Liebelei, too, is such an Austrian period piece. It always looked rather difficult to me to translate it into American terms.11 You know, you always have this difficulty. For instance last year [1969] I staged The Seven Descents of Myrtle by Tennessee Williams in Hamburg. Now, again, a translation suffers from not being able to reproduce the Southern dialogue, to translate the Southern melody into German terms. The moment you use German dialect, the play takes place in Bavaria, or Berlin, or some place else, so you have to do it more or less in High German, and it is a very tough task to give it a colloquial colour.


Now, the same thing goes for German plays like Schnitzler’s or Hauptmann’s, too – this is why Hauptmann never became a success abroad. Schnitzler never did, either, except for a few plays like Dr [Professor] Bernhardi, which, as you know, is about a Jewish doctor and anti-Semitism, which is well understood all over the world.


Now, knowing you come from Ireland, I have to say that language is one reason why some of your great playwrights like Synge and Yeats have not become popular abroad, and in Germany especially.


I notice you staged Bronnen’s Rheinische Rebellen: this was written at the time of the French occupation of the Ruhr, wasn’t it? Can you understand what happened to somebody like Bronnen, because he is one of the most extraordinary figures in German culture; first a marxist, then a Nazi, and finally ending up in East Germany?


Well, I have a kind of an explanation, perhaps. This is a very large and enormously complex subject, but I would like to try and say something about it, just briefly. I happened to know Bronnen rather well. He came down to Bremen to see Rheinische Rebellen, and was most enthusiastic about it. I spent a couple of days with him. I found him a very handsome, pleasant, most intelligent, and arrogant man. And already then I sensed something, I couldn’t call it Nazism, it was too early for that, but let me call it a kind of rightism. And you do feel it in his play, too. I was very surprised that he was still such a very close friend of Brecht, who then was definitely turning to marxism. You know this pair were known as the two Dioscuri of the German theatre at the time.


But you must remember that the period after the First World War was a time of great cultural upheaval: there were lots of things in the air, and it was often very hard at the time to know quite how to assess them politically. Everyone’s thinking was political: when we came out of a movie or a play, or had read a novel, I and my friends, who were more or less left-wing at the time, would ask each other: where do you think he stands? – meaning the author of the play or the novel.


But later on in Leipzig, when I went to be the head of the Altes Theater there, I inherited from my predecessor, Dr Kronacher, another play by Bronnen called Reparationen (Reparations), which already had a disgusting and definitely extreme nationalistic connotation to it, to say the least. And for that reason I tried to get it scrapped – but the theatre was tied by a contract, and it had to go on. Bronnen appeared himself, and I had quite an unpleasant time with him. He didn’t like my attitude towards his play, nor the fact that I didn’t want to stage it myself and had given it to one of my directors. I sensed then that the Bronnen of the Brecht–Bronnen line had taken a complete turn towards Nazism, which proved to be true. Apart from that, Reparationen was pretty lousy as a play: it was undramatic – just a pamphlet in dialogue.


Bronnen was one of the many people caught in the awful contradictions of German culture and society, since he was half Jewish, and I think he tried to escape from his Jewishness by throwing himself into the arms of the Nazis. How was this possible? He explained that he was the illegitimate son of his non-Jewish mother, and he got her to affirm this – something that made me hate him even more. Although it was then not an unusual practice for certain people standing in between the races.12


Did you see Lang’s Metropolis when it first came out – and what did you make of it then?


Well, to me and my friends Lang seemed already to belong to an older generation. I know he is not much older than me, but you know how it is when you are young, a generation can stop five years before you. He seemed to be old, old in spirit mainly. Metropolis, which is less interesting politically than Die Nibelungen, just seemed old, although there are definitely Nazi elements in it, but this is secondary. It was written by Thea von Harbou, who became an influential Nazi. Perhaps at the time [1924] it was hard to know what anyone was.


The climate at the time was extremely tense. People were very alert to political nuances, and they were interpreting things politically all the time. When Die Nibelungen came out, it was taken by me and by all my friends, who were more or less left-wing, to be a very right-wing movie, to be very much in the Wagnerian tradition. I don’t necessarily mean following Wagner, but adopting the same type of interpretation of the old German myths. Wagner’s interpretation of the myth is ideologically very straightforward. But the old epic is quite different: it is all about treachery and killing, which is certainly how it was. There’s nothing about all the ‘German’ or Germanic virtues that Wagner expounds. But that’s what I mean when I say Lang is in the Wagner tradition.


I liked his American films much more – and they are very different. Hangmen also Die and Woman in the Window are better than any of his German films. I also like Rancho Notorious a lot. In fact, I think it is better than the much more famous first film he made in America, Fury. But what struck me more than anything about Lang was the way the films he made when he went back to Germany resembled his earlier German work. The Tiger of Eschnapur is very much in the tradition of his early films.


I’d like to ask you about the attempt to go back – because Lang is about the only film man, apart from Siodmak and, to a lesser extent, Dieterle, who tried to go back and start out again.


It was a hard shift back. One reason was the destruction of the German movie industry, or of Ufa, after the war, which had a very serious effect. But what worries me about Lang is that he only seemed able to go back to the past, a past which I don’t entirely like. You must also consider the person of Lang. He was a strange fellow. Despite his Viennese origins and his half-Jewish ancestry, he was very like a Prussian, with his monocle and his rather authoritarian manner. I couldn’t compare him to Bronnen, but there was something of the same cultural confusion in him – which is also to do with the whole relationship between Austria and Germany, and the anti-Semitism in Germany, which pre-dates Nazism, and indeed, which was even stronger in Austria than in Germany. Many people had trouble finding their identity in these situations. However, having said that, let me also say that Lang has his place in cinema history, and nothing can touch that.


One of the other things that emerged from the book on the Bremen theatre is a brief comparison of your staging of Schiller’s The Robbers with that by Piscator13 in Berlin at the same time. Can you recall your production – and did you see Piscator’s?


I never saw Piscator’s staging. I wasn’t in Berlin then, so I can’t compare it with mine. All I know is that my staging was based on a then rather extreme idea: I made the robbers into students who have run away from university, almost like you might do it today if you wanted to bring it up to date. I reread the reviews in the book, too, and I was amazed how modern my production must have been.


I wanted to ask you about Max Brod, whom you mentioned the other day when you were talking about Bremen. Was he a good writer, because I haven’t read Clarissa, or seen it staged?


He was a very nice guy, indeed. I liked him a lot. His own literary production was not great, but it is thanks to him that Kafka survived – and for this one cannot be too grateful. I told you I was crazy about Kafka. I hungered after his work. I can remember going into a cellar bookshop in Munich during the time of the Bavarian Soviet to buy a book of Kafka’s. I arranged for Brod’s play Clarissa to be put on at Bremen [in June 1924], because I was so interested in Kafka. I think Brod told me about The Castle before it was actually published when he came to Bremen in connection with Clarissa.14


You know, I think my love for Kafka became quite well known, because years later in America when a British writer called Ellis St. Joseph came to try and get the script job on Scandal in Paris, he pulled a copy of Kafka’s The Castle out of his pocket. I think maybe he brought the book with him because he’d heard I was so crazy about Kafka, because when I started talking to him about the book, he didn’t know a damn thing about it. But in a way I didn’t care, because it showed something even to have done that in Hollywood.


Just a couple of years ago, I saw a German film of The Castle, a big-budget film – but it didn’t come off. And then I saw Orson’s [Welles] picture of The Trial. I think Welles stylized Kafka. This didn’t work, because Kafka is the realism of the impossible.


Perhaps Kafka is impossible to translate into cinema.


Perhaps. But Welles’s failure is rather interesting, because I admire Orson, and he certainly has his place in cinema history. There are some wonderful sequences in Kafka’s novel – the kind of symbolism I really like. It is rather difficult to get hold of, it is impossible to pin it down, and it could not and should not be described absolutely. Think how The Castle prefigures totalitarianism – and how much the figure of Kafka himself, this rather retiring person who didn’t expect or maybe even want his stuff to be published, prefigures much of later events. I admired Max Brod for getting the Kafka stuff known when it was so very important. I remember reading Kafka’s America afterwards and being very impressed. And I recently read some of his short stories again, and I thought they were still absolutely fantastic. You remember Goethe’s phrase: ‘Only out of dark comes light.’


You put on the Dreigroschenoper (The Threepenny Opera): how did that go down in Bremen?


It was a tremendous success, surprisingly enough, because Bremen was, in a way, a very conservative city. It was even a little bit of a scandal, too. People booed and hissed, and even left the theatre. And the managing directors, Ichon and Wiegand, were kind of timid at first; they didn’t want to go on with the play, because they were afraid of losing their audiences. But perhaps the scandal helped, and anyway it turned out to be a very big success.


I played it extremely harsh – more so, I think, than Brecht had intended. Brecht had planned it more or less as a piece with music. Weill’s music, though, was most aggressive (and this is an example of the impact he had on Brecht as well as on our entire generation). Later on, maybe six months later, when I was in Berlin, I saw the performance there. It was indeed different. I talked to Brecht about my conception, and he said, ‘By all means. It’s good to have variety.’


I had another experience with the play. As you know, it was made into a picture by Pabst, the great movie director. Pabst, I think, had been to see various performances of the play, and among these was mine. He talked to me about his picture. Later on, when I was in Berlin – it must have been the time when he was already having trouble with Brecht – he took me round, showed me the sketches for the picture, and took me to the Ufa studio where he was planning to shoot it. There was a huge model of old London, one of the most impressive things production-wise I have ever seen. We talked at some length about the whole thing. Unfortunately, I never saw his picture, and couldn’t tell you how good it was – as you remember, it was disowned by Brecht. But Pabst was a great director, someone I admired very much.


There is one very perplexing illustration in the book on the Bremen theatre: a photograph of your production of Othello in eighteenth-century dress – how come?


That is because the prose translation of Shakespeare which I was using – which was the first translation into German – was done in the eighteenth century, by Eschenburg. The point is that this translation of Othello is so rooted in its time by the mere fact of language that it has become an eighteenth-century play, and so I staged it that way, like a Beaumarchais play.


I also read that you acted in a few plays at Bremen: is that right?


I only acted a few times. I had to do so several times in my own productions when someone fell sick. And at Chemnitz I acted in a number of funny roles, which are better forgotten. My best part, though, was in Strindberg’s Easter, I do remember also acting in Medea by Grillparzer, at Bremen. At least I acquired some acting experience, let’s say, but I never was a good actor, and as quickly as possible I stopped.


And from Bremen you went to Leipzig?


That’s right. I went as the director of the Altes Theater, which was a very beautiful old rococo theatre, a playhouse where the young Goethe used to sit as a student and watch plays. Leipzig at the time was known as the little Paris: a very lively city, with one of the most famous universities on the continent. But the moment I came there it was not a very pleasant place. The Great Depression started – this was the winter of 1929–30, a very tough time for the theatre, as for all the arts. Most Germans were out of work, and when the theatre opened at night there were hundreds of people there begging for a dime, for a groschen, for something, because they were out of work, and a whole segment of the population just couldn’t afford to go to the theatre any more. Only the more expensive seats used to be filled; the upper ranks stared down at you in ghostly fashion – empty.


I haven’t been able to find much information on your Leipzig period: can you tell me about your work there?


Certainly. And there are one or two plays I put on there I would like to say something about. As I told you, this was the time of the Depression, as well as of the sudden rise of Nazism, and some people like Bronnen and Johst15 had already swung well to the right. It was already a fairly tough time – though I didn’t realize then how much tougher it would get, so one of the first plays I put on there in Leipzig was a rather leftish piece called Im Namen des Volkes! (In the Name of the People) by Bernhard Blume. This was a play about Sacco and Vanzetti – and a rather good one. I put it on early in 1930, and it caused quite an uproar.16 In other parts of Germany it was banned, in the areas where the Nazis already held power locally, or swung a certain amount of weight. Leipzig, to a degree, was still free of that. Later on, when Hitler came to power, this was one of the plays which was, naturally, dragged up against me constantly. Still, I have a good memory of it, and a good production of mine it was, too, I think.


It was a very unsettling time. People were anxious and uneasy, and not yet entirely committed to the Nazi creed. For instance, I remember when I was staging Schiller’s Don Carlos in the Altes Theater,17 there is a line where the Marquis Posa says to King Philip: ‘Sire, give freedom of thought’ – just that, but people started clapping like mad. I had seen the play quite a few times before, and this line had never made any special impression. But now, evening after evening, a large part of the audience started clapping. People still wanted to show how they felt then. Pretty soon they weren’t given any chance any more. Though I, for one, never expected the Nazis to make it.


Can you tell me what it was like when the Nazis came into power? What happened in the theatre? Did conditions change a great deal?


I naturally could tell you a lot, stories upon stories. But it is impossible to go into it at length: it is really too vast a subject, too complex. It was a horrible period, exciting in a nerve-wracking way – and very tough on a man like me, who was responsible for a theatre, and everyone who worked there. To my right and to my left people were being chased away from their posts. I survived, and for one reason only. The mayor of Leipzig at the time was a man who was very close to Hitler, though not a Nazi, a man who has become part of history. This was Dr Goerdeler, later on executed by the Nazis for his part in the July 1944 plot – which, as you know, was the only significant opposition to the Nazi regime. Goerdeler, like the group around him, was an old-fashioned conservative democrat, and a close friend of Hugenberg’s.18 He later became a cabinet minister of Hitler’s, as a representative of the Hugenberg group. Basically, he was an honest, highly educated German of the old school, a kind of Adenauer. He came from Koenigsberg, the city of Kant, and he was a Kantian himself, with the same unshakable ethical beliefs, the moral stubbornness, though his mind had not been sharpened by any experience of marxism, whether accepted or rejected. And then after the 1944 plot, as you know, he – like almost all of the others in his group – was executed. They hung this Kantian man on a meat-hook, like an animal, letting him die this way. Later on, after hearing about this, it has followed me as a constant nightmare and has hardened me towards any kind of totalitarianism.


At any rate, thanks to Dr Goerdeler I kind of survived in my post. But it was not a comfortable survival. The Nazis were telling you what to do, and what to stage. You couldn’t do this, and you couldn’t do that … For instance, you couldn’t stage Shaw any more because he was supposed to be a Jew, or Wilde, because he was homosexual. And each day I would find an article in the papers attacking me for having put on this or that play because it had something to do with issues that were hateful to the Nazis.


And, in addition to that, it was a time of great disloyalty. I had brought a number of actors with me from Bremen, whom I cherished as my friends, as of the same cut of mind as mine. They had often told me they were thankful to me for their entire careers. And overnight some of them turned out to be Nazis, and started doing everything they could to alibi themselves by disowning me, by cutting any bonds of friendship there had been between us. I fairly soon was a pretty lonely man there in my director’s office …


There was one incident which sums it all up. There was an actor in my theatre. I had originally spotted him in a small provincial theatre and had offered him a job in the big city, which for him was like going to New York. He was a good actor, and I gave him some publicity and built him up. I counted him as a friend.


One day, I got a letter from the Gestapo: it said I had to report to headquarters at such and such a time. The man behind the desk gave me the Nazi salute and said, ‘Heil Hitler!’ I was left to stew for a while, then I was called into an office where there was a very self-important young Gestapo man, very conscious of his power and rather theatrical. ‘Heil Hitler!’ he said. [At this point Sirk acted out the parts of both the Gestapo man and himself, showing me two different ways of doing ‘Heil Hitler!’] He took his time looking at me, and then very slowly pulled a notebook out of his pocket, opened it, and looked up at me again. ‘Detlef Sierck, you have been reported for the crimes of endorsing racial degeneracy, lack of love for the Fatherland, moral turpitude, rejecting the National Socialist work ethic.’ He told me that I had said that my idea of paradise was to be lying in a hammock on a South Sea island with a glass of wine in my hand and a beautiful woman beside me.


What I had been denounced for was that on a particular day, seven years before, in Bremen, I had been sitting around with my actors and we had been talking about our idea of paradise. Because I had mentioned a South Sea island, the woman was assumed not to be an Aryan; lying in a hammock was considered to show that I despised hard work; the glass of wine demonstrated that I enjoyed indulging in frivolity … One of my actors had turned me in, to ingratiate himself with the regime. I knew who it was. Many years later, after the war, I saw this man on the stage, by accident, in a Genet play. It was only a few years ago.


What did you do?


I went backstage after the play and knocked on his door. Then I just looked him in the eye. I didn’t say a word.


What happened in Germany altered my whole outlook on life in every single way. It made me pessimistic – and suspicious of people. The morning after the Nazis came to power half my actors were running round the theatre with the Nazi badge in their buttonhole. It made me look at people with extreme care. Some awful things happened … Many left-wing people, including friends of mine and people I was working with, became Nazis. Basically, the vast majority of the non-Jewish German intelligentsia went along with Hitler, or was pro-Hitler, or even downright Nazi, like Heidegger.


Heidegger was a Nazi. Look at what he wrote about Hölderlin. He tried to present Hölderlin as a fascist poet.19 But Hölderlin was nothing of the sort; on the contrary, he was very much influenced by the French Revolution. What is maybe even worse is the way Heidegger revised his own essays on Hölderlin for German consumption. Heidegger is largely responsible for the benighted Nazi view of Hölderlin.


How do you feel about Hauptmann?20


Well, Hauptmann was an old man. I can understand him better than Heidegger.


I am a pessimistic man. I am worried by Germany. All the things I and my friends fought for after the First World War – where are they? There was such a climate of excitement after the war – for the Russian Revolution, for Russian culture. We looked to Russia as the bright new world. But where is it now? It is bureaucratized. Russia is old and stale. Brezhnev is old and stale and I can’t stand to see his face. It’s all institutionalized.


This [the period just after World War I] was such an incredibly exciting time. Germany itself was so exciting. Even though the Räterepublik [the Bavarian revolutionary regime] collapsed – and in a bloodbath – at the time it was very moving, all these poets in power. Not knowing what to do, admittedly, and utterly overcome by events. But there was a wonderful explosion in everything – not just theatre and the cinema, but also in painting. You know, Germany had a wonderful group of painters just after the First World War, which people often forget. But all the things we admired, all the things we fought for, I look round now and I ask myself: where are they? So many of my friends became Nazis. You know, someone you had known for quite some time, who was perfectly rational, you’d see a couple of weeks later, literally, spouting all that terrible Hitler crap. Not just people like Bronnen and Johst, but close friends.


Another thing: you mustn’t forget that the young were very important in getting Hitler into power. And then, like all my generation, I was very marked by the slaughter in the First World War. I hate killing. I can’t stand to listen to the radio and hear about Nixon invading Cambodia [April 1970] – all this slaughter going on and on. I hate movies with messages. But I think if I went back to Hollywood now I might even make a movie with a message – a radical message. Because I can’t stand what’s going on there now – this goddam Nixon business and Cambodia.


At any rate, all these things are terribly important in my whole attitude.


But to get back to the Nazis. At the beginning the situation wasn’t absolutely hopeless. It was a bit like Czechoslovakia five weeks after the Russian invasion in 1968. It took time, and then even when it became absolutely unbearable running a theatre, dealing with the countless interferences, it was still not too bad in the movies, because the foremost German company, Ufa, was privately owned by the Hugenberg group. And this was partly the reason why I decided to shift to the cinema, in 1934, while I still remained in charge of the Leipzig theatre, because Goerdeler insisted on that.21


Now, to go back to 1933, I would like to tell you about one play I put on, a very good play indeed, which got me into a lot of trouble – and that was The Silver Lake (Der Silbersee) by Kaiser22 and Weill, both known as leftish people, in addition to which Weill was Jewish. I was getting this ready in January 1933 when the Nazis came to power. It was a play of tough social criticism, ten times tougher than any Brecht play. It is all about hunger and poverty. Weill had written some really powerful songs which I think are among the best things he ever did. Caspar Neher, Brecht’s set-designer, had fashioned the sets. This was the only time I worked with him, but he did a wonderful job. His sets were just out of this world. I think they were the best he ever did, better than anything he did with Brecht. But they are gone. And the whole production is gone, which is a tragedy, because the whole thing was wonderful. And Brecher, who had conducted Weil’s original Mahagonny, which had opened in Leipzig in 1930, was leading the orchestra. The play was scheduled to have its opening night at the Leipzig theatre on February 18th, and then to open in Berlin the following evening.


Well‚ the Nazis came into power, and one of their town councillors, a man called Hauptmann – who wasn’t one of the worst of them – asked me to drop the play. Otherwise, he told me, something would happen. So I got together with Kaiser, Weill, and Neher, since it concerned them personally as well, but we decided to go ahead, feeling the play to be artistically as well as politically very important. On the morning of the opening Dr Goerdeler called me up and advised me it would be best for me to fall ill and postpone the opening for a couple of weeks, and then everything could be let quietly drop. So I told him that I thought it was a time when it would be disastrous not to stand by one’s opinion and give in. He then told me that he had information that the SA [Sturmabteilung, commonly known as the Brown Shirts] and the Nazi Party would block the opening, and he would seriously advise me to call the whole thing off. I said I wouldn’t. Only two people can call off the play, I told him – he, as the mayor of Leipzig, or I, as the sole person responsible for the Altes Theater. He answered that if things went badly he might not be able to cover me.


But I went ahead, and the play was a huge success. The SA filled a fairly large part of the theatre and barracked away, and there was a vast crowd of Nazi Party people outside with banners and God knows what, yelling and all the rest of it. But the majority of the public loved the play, in spite of all the racket the Nazis made. You see, this was at the beginning of their rule.


Did you keep it on after that?


Yes, I did. I ran it for about thirty or thirty-two performances‚23 all completely sold out, and we had the SA in there every night barracking and rampaging around.


What happened to the Berlin opening?


They scrapped it right after the experience of my première.


Weren’t you harassed after something like that?


Yes, I was. There was a very bitter attack on me in the Nazi Party paper, the Völkischer Beobachter.24 And then, I think right after the first night, Weill and Brecher fled. I still think it was a good production, and probably my most mature effort in the theatre – a kind of milestone in theatrical history … or rather the end of a chapter. Hans Rothe, the famous translator of Shakespeare, later wrote that this was the occasion when the curtain rang down on the German stage.25


In a strange way, though, this also contributed to the way I felt about the Nazis. I didn’t expect the Nazis to last. I was wrong about this. First of all, like a lot of people, I didn’t ever expect them to get power – and then when they did get in, I didn’t believe they could hold on to it. That is until the Roehm business, which was definitely a turning-point in my assessment of their staying-power.26 This was a gruesome portent of what was to come.


And there is another thing, which is that I had met Hitler and I had formed a very poor opinion of him. When people were saying to me, before 1933, ‘You know, those Nazis are dangerous’, I’d always say, ‘Well, maybe they are an awful crowd, but I’ve met this guy Mr Hitler and, I tell you, he’ll never get anywhere. He’ll never get into power.’ And, of course, I was wrong.


How on earth did you meet Hitler?


It was in Leipzig. It must have been about early 1930. It was an official reception given by the mayor, I think, in connection with some large musical function, to which they had invited local people, like myself as the head of the Altes Theater, and officials of the local governments in the area. Hitler was a nobody at the time and I can distinctly remember saying to someone at the reception, ‘What are they doing inviting all these nobodies, like that little guy Mr Hitler, to a party like this?’


At any rate, when I put on The Silver Lake, the Nazis did make a lot of trouble. They turned up and staged scandals. But you could go ahead with a play, and the audience was still such that they couldn’t stop it being a success. And so I thought at first, well, things are going to be tough but perhaps it isn’t impossible to overcome. Of course, things turned out to be not like that at all. No play, no song could stop this gruesome trend towards inhumanity.


There is also a reference to you having been supposed to become the head of the Berliner Staatstheater just before the Nazis came in: is that right?


Yes, that is correct. A few weeks before Hitler got into power I had almost concluded a deal, which only needed the approval of the Prussian State officials, and signatures. The Staatstheater used to be a huge theatre with two parts, a house for opera and a house for drama, and I was going to be the head of the drama part. But then the Nazis suddenly came into power. The administrative head of the whole thing told me, ‘My dear friend, you must realize it’s out of the question for you to take over the theatre since, I’m sorry to say, you have a Jewish wife.’


You are also credited with being involved in the Heidelberg Festspiele in 1934: is this correct?


Yes, it is. Let me tell you about that. I got an invitation, very much to my surprise, given my political reputation, to put on two plays at this festival: a play by Kleist, The Broken Jug (Der Zerbrochene Krug), and a medieval play called Lanzelot und Sanderein. Then the man in charge of the festival, Mr Laubinger, who was an important Nazi,27 had a heart attack in the middle of the preparations for the event. When I woke up next morning there was a telegram telling me I was in charge of the whole festival. It turned out a nightmare for me. There was Mr Hitler, Mr Goering, Dr Goebbels, what do you know.


Kleist was having a big revival in Germany at the time, so he was a safe bet, wasn’t he?


That’s right, he was. I’ve always distrusted the right-wing fellows, but there are some exceptions, like Kleist, who certainly belongs to the pantheon of German literature. Lenz is another example: he was a very fine writer. Brecht’s Hofmeister (The Tutor) is an adaptation of a work by Lenz, and it is perhaps Brecht’s best work. Lenz died very young, but he is one of the greatest German writers of all time, along with Buechner, whom I consider one of the most interesting figures in Europe, who died at the age of twenty-two or twenty-three and who, in my opinion, is comparable only to Mozart.


One person you staged who has perplexed me is Grabbe. I noticed you put on his Napoleon, which struck me as a rather bloated play – and he himself seems a rather ridiculous figure.


You must remember that the ridiculous and the grandiose dwell very close together. Grabbe wrote a couple of good plays, including Napoleon, or the Thousand Days. Grabbe was very unsuccessful in his own lifetime: I think he only had one play staged during his life, maybe none at all. But in many ways these plays are very modern, you know. They are the beginning of the absurd. Grabbe could be replaced with [Joe] Orton.


Anyway, the Heidelberg experience left a very bitter taste on my tongue, and I realized I had to do something to get out of the whole awful German nightmare. Now, at that time I couldn’t, because I had had my passport taken away by the Nazis, so I was stuck.


How did that happen?


I’d been trying to arrange a job in Czechoslovakia, with my friend Dr Eger. Leipzig is very near the Czech frontier, and I’d been motoring down in between plays to organize a group of German-language theatres there, the Städtebundtheater. Anyway, someone told the police I was smuggling money out of the country, and so, after a number of interrogations, they removed my passport.


You are credited with a play entitled Regen und Wind: did you write this?


Well, yes, I did write it, in a way. It was based on an English play by a man called Merton Hodge, The Wind and the Rain – the title being taken from the fool’s song in Twelfth Night, you know.28 A German publisher asked me if I would translate the play and adapt it – because it needed adapting. It is so definitely Scottish: people in Germany wouldn’t have understood it. It turned out to be rather successful. It opened first at the Kammerspiele in Munich, and then it went on at the Reinhardt Theatre in Berlin. I saw the performance there, which took place right at the beginning of the Hitler regime, I think. After that it went on in about fifty towns in Germany, and did very well.
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