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Brecht would have
reached the age of
eighty. On 14
August
1977
twenty-one years
had passed since
he died in East
Berlin.
Much, far too
much, has been
written about
Brecht since then.
He has become a
cult figure, a
badge, a symbol
for a multitude of
different causes, aesthetic as well as political. The
adjective "Brechtian" is bandied about by people
who have not the slightest idea of what it is
supposed to mean. The exegesis and "interpretation" of his aesthetic theories has become an
academic growth-industry, while in the East
German DDR Brecht, who had been under
constant attack by the party as a "formalist"
while he was alive and repeatedly had his productions banned, now runs athletics a close
second as that dubious nation's main prestige
exhibit in its struggle for recognition as a country
with its own legitimate identity.
Bogus and based on ignorance and distortion
the myth ofBrecht may be, but it is, for that very
reason, not less but more important. For myths
and mystifications of this kind have their impact
on the real world. Like the corpse in Ionesco's
play they grow ever larger, and with increasingly
nihilist results. The image of Brecht—like that of
Antonin Artaud—has been used to create much

of the highly inflammatory (and intellectually
empty) emotional climate of the New Left of
1968 which has contributed to such cancerous
excrescences as Baader-Meinhof terrorism. It has,
in a different context, given rise to an enormous
volume of useless, time-wasting and intellectually
destructive scholasticism both in Germany and in
the English-speaking world; much of this kind of
pseudo-aesthetic speculation about Brecht's
theoretical writings is pursued by "scholars" who
cannot read German and are therefore compelled
to base their musings on the relatively small
proportion of texts available in translation.
Yet surely Brecht deserves better than that. He
is, after all, one of the great poets of our time as
well as a personality whose well-documented life
and thought epitomise a great many of the central
issues of the contemporary world: the dilemmas
of the intellectual between the ideologies of Right
and Left, Fascism and anti-Fascism, Liberalism
and McCarthyism, the Avant-garde and "Socialist
Realism", and all the stresses of exile and return
to a destroyed homeland. Even the posthumous
fate of Brecht has enormously significant implications. For the fact that he died in the DDR and
left most of his papers there makes him a test
case in the highly contentious question whether
the complete and objective publication and study
of a major literary and political figure is at all
possible in a totalitarian society.
IN THIS MATTER the signs are far

from encouraging.
Although in the twenty-one years since Brecht's
death a Collected Edition of his works has been
prepared under the auspices of the East German
guardians of his archives, it does not include items
which are known to exist (notably a series of
erotic poems, which dearly would not meet the
standards of Victorian prudery prevalent behind
the Berlin Wall, as well as sundry writings
critical of Stalin). The first volume of a vast
1
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ance of a work of formidable scholarship; but on
closer inspection, it is also guilty of suppressing
at least one of Brecht's works, the cantata
Herrnburger Bericht which he wrote (to music by
Paul Dessau) for the World Youth Festival of
1951.
One must concede that this work was a major
blunder; but for that very reason it is significant.
For it shows Brecht's innocence and naivety in
the face of the East German regime and his
blissful unawareness of its real nature. Herrnburger Bericht is a series of songs dramatising an
episode which happened in 1950 when a number
of West German Communist youths who wanted
to attend an East German youth meeting had
been subjected to some harassment by West
German frontier-guards. Brecht made this very
minor incident the occasion for a bitter indictment of the West German authorities who
had resorted to "violent means" to block free
intercourse between the two parts of a divided
Germany. One can imagine the dismay with
which a Stalinist government, desperately concerned with sealing off its frontiers and preventing
its population from having free access to the
West—Ulbricht's SED state which eventually
was planning to build a Wall along the entire
116-mile length of its frontier—must have
received this plea for the complete abolition of
all frontier controls! No wonder the piece which
had already been rehearsed and performed at
one of East Berlin's theatres was withdrawn, and
every effort was made to consign it to complete
oblivion—although the full text had been printed
in the SED Party newspaper Neues Deutschland
and distributed in pamphlet form. And even now,
more than twenty-five years later, its existence
cannot be mentioned in what purports to be a
scholarly publication!

ET, IF THE CENSORSHIP exercised in a

Y totalitarian police state is disturbing, how

much more disturbing is the self-censorship
imposed upon themselves by the practitioners of
the current West German New-Left conformism
in a society free of such drastic restrictiveness.
The way in which Klaus Voelker, the author of
the first full biography of Brecht, written and
researched in West and East Germany,2 deals
with this episode of the Herrnburger Bericht is
highly symptomatic of this phenomenon. He
devotes some two pages to the cantata, and he
mentions the fact that it was withdrawn on the
orders of the East German authorities. But he
leaves the reasons for this as vague as possible,
2

Klaus Voelker, Bertolt Brecht; eine Biographie
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and he even implies that it was mainly because
Brecht had ridiculed some West German politicians too crudely that Messrs Pieck and
Grotewohl did not want the work to be performed
and that it was its form rather than its content that
had offended them. This kind of crude equivocation in the cause of whitewashing the East
German authorities is characteristic of Voelker's
whole approach.
It is even more blatant in his treatment of the
episode of the withdrawal of Brecht's and
Dessau's opera The Trial of Lucullus. Here
Voelker manages to indicate the ban on the first
version of the work merely between the lines and
by implication. Having never mentioned that the
first version was banned, he simply states that "in
the revised version [the opera] could be performed
in the autumn of 1951 in the Staatsoper." In this
way he conceals the actual performance and
withdrawal of the piece in the spring of the same
year (for, after all, a revised version could have
been made of an unperformed work as well)
while re-insuring himself against the reproach
that he had distorted the facts. In other words:
those who know the facts will recognise what
actually happened, while those who do not know
them can be deceived.
And what can one make of similar tactics with
regard to the treatment of Stalin and Stalinism
in Voelker's book? He cannot, in West Germany,
completely conceal the facts; but he does his best
to play them down, even at the cost of distorting
Brecht's reaction to them. Brecht's Soviet friend,
the writer Sergey Tretyakov, for example, was
(according to Voelker) "arrested, and perished in
a labour camp" (p.225). There is no word about
the fact that Brecht heard that Tretyakov had
been shot and that he devoted one of his most
moving poems to the question whether Tretyakov
could have been guilty of the crimes he had been
accused of.
Mein Lehrer
Der grosse, freundliche
1st erschosses worden, verurteilt duch ein Volksgericht.
Als ein Spion. Sein Name ist verdammt,
Seine Buecher sind vernichtet. Das Gespraech ueber
ihn
Ist verdaechtig und verstummt.
Gesetzt er ist unschuldig?
My teacher,
My great, friendly teacher,
Has been shot, condemned by a People's Court.
As a spy. His name is execrated.
His books are destroyed. Talk about him
Becomes suspicious and is silenced.
But what if he is innocent?

Surely Brecht's reaction to the death of a man
who exercised a decisive influence on his development towards Marxism would have been relevant
to his biography? But, then, to mention that
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people were actually shot in Soviet Russia under
Stalin would to present-day German New-Left
conformism appear as shocking as it would have
been to a Victorian spinster to use four-letter
words at tea in an English vicarage garden. On
the other hand, Voelker's book is (for the first
time) quite open about Brecht's notorious
sexual exploits—which amounted to full-scale
polygamy. This was a subject which could not
previously be mentioned, because, while she was
still alive, Brecht's widow, Helene Weigel, would
have wreaked fearful revenge against anyone who
mentioned the matter.
But Voelker's New-Left puritanism where
the realities of life under Communism are concerned is by no means the greatest weakness of
his biography (which had long been eagerly
awaited, since he had access to much material
which had hitherto been unavailable). The book
is without cohesion, lacks an integrating concept,
and does not even attempt to see its subject
whole. For this the author clearly lacks both the
intellectual equipment—a thorough knowledge of
European history, Marxism and its philosophical
context and psychological insight, as well as the
courage to tackle the problems faced by Brecht
in all their bewildering paradox and complexity,
problems to which Brecht responded with his
own strange blend of double-bottomed irony.
When, for example, Brecht is reported to have
replied to Sidney Hook who drew his attention
to the mass arrests of old Communists in the
Soviet Union:
"The more innocent they are, the more they deserve
to die",

Voelker crudely asserts that he did so in order to
shock and because "stupidity and intellectual
limitations made him passionately unjust." Why,
one asks, should Professor Hook's or anyone
else's questions about Stalin's terror be a sign of
stupidity? Here again Voelker gives away his
crude conformism to which every questioning of
Soviet policy is a manifestation of idiocy. Yet, he
also misses the real implications of Brecht's
remarks to which attention has more than once
been drawn. For if innocence of plotting against
Stalin is a reason for condemnation to death, the
implication clearly is that resistance to Stalin
must be regarded as a moral duty of the highest
order! Brecht's remark could thus appear to have
been at least a highly ambiguous and ironical one.
One of the most curious and revealing aspects
of Voelker's deeply disappointing book is its
3
Bertolt
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1975).

epigraph, a quotation from a letter Sigmund
Freud wrote to Arnold Zweig in 1936:
"Anyone who becomes a biographer takes upon
himself an obligation to lie, to conceal, to be
hypocritical, to make things look better than they
are, and even to hide his own lack of understanding;
for truth in biography is not to be had; and if one
had it, one could not use it."
Clearly, Voelker was conscious of what he was
trying to do by writing his biography of Brecht
without letting his side down. It is, however,
characteristic of Voelker that here, too, he got it
all wrong by overlooking the context of his
quotation. For Freud was replying to a letter in
which Arnold Zweig had offered to write his,
Freud's, biography; and Freud did not want
Zweig to write it, because he felt that Zweig was
not qualified to undertake such a task, nor that
his biography should be written while he was still
alive. So in fact Freud's generalisations about the
impossibility of writing biographies were a polite
way of rejecting one particular biographer.
to the simplicities and
I simplifications of this biography
Brecht's own
N STRIKING CONTRAST

fragmentary journals which have become available in the last few years3 contribute far more to
an understanding of his complex personality and
his ideas. They comprise portions of a detailed
day-to-day journal of his personal life in his
early twenties, occasional more personal jottings
from later years and, at greater length, his
"working diaries" from 1938 to 1955, a more
impersonal record of thoughts and ideas in the
latter period of his exile and during his years in
East Berlin. While the early diaries are effusive,
lyrical and self-consciously dithyrambic, the
Arbeitsjournal has obviously been written with
caution and an eye on posterity.
"In the last few days I have superficially leafed
through this entire journal. Naturally it is pretty
distorted, because of possible unwanted readers.
And it will be difficult for me to make use of these
hints. Certain limits are here maintained, precisely
because there are limits which must be transcended"
(21 January 1942).

Some twenty years earlier Brecht had been rather
more candid in revealing his basic attitude to life,
an attitude in the light of which many of his
subsequent actions become very much clearer:
"A little feeling is growing inside me against
dualities: (strong/weak; great/small; happy/unhappy; ideal/not ideal). This, in the last resort, is
due to the fact that people cannot think of more
than two things at once. More does not fit into
their sparrows' brains. But the soundest attitude
is simply: to trim [lavieren, which might also be
rendered by to tack, to shift one's position according to circumstances, to twist and turn; cf. the
title of Brecht's highly personal book of pastiche
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Chinese fables: Me-ti, Buck der Wendungen—Book
of Twists and Turns]" (3 September 1920).
Much of the early diaries is taken up with a
detailed and highly coloured account of Brecht's
stormy entanglements with a number of girls
(their pregnancies, abortions and illegitimate offspring); attempts to induce his father to take in
his illegitimate son which were rejected; and a
succession of highly dramatic scenes with the
elderly black-marketeer who was the protector of the opera
singer Marianne Zoff,
Brecht's mistress who,
however, could not
dispense with the
older man's money
(she was eventually
briefly married to
Brecht, when having
miscarried one of
his children she became pregnant again
and presented him
with a daughter).
The journal
also
throws a good deal
of light on the
psychological background to Brecht's
Don Juan complex
which led him into
that wild series of
simultaneous
polygamous affairs with
women about which
Klaus Voelker does
have a good deal to
tell. For it shows the
curiously erotic atmosphere of Brecht's
relationship with the
band of male school
friends which dominated his adolescence
and which, although
it might never have
become overt, clearly
bears the mark of
latent homosexuality.
"Es ist besser mit einem Freund als mit einem
Madchen, Wir liegen im Wasser (20°R) und im
Wald und dann im Boot, und da schwimmen wir
noch einmal, wie es schon Nacht ist. Liegt man auf
dem Riicken, dann gehen die Sterne mit, oben, und
die Flut lauft durch einem durch. Nachts fa'llt man
ins Belt wie eine reife Frucht: mit Wollust."
"It is better with a friend than with a girl. We lie in
the water and in the forest and then in the boat and
then we swim once more when it is night. If one lies
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on one's back, the stars follow one above and the
flood flows through one's body. At night one falls
into bed like a ripe fruit: voluptuously" (16 July
1920).
It is also significant that Paula Banholzer, the
mother of Brecht's first illegitimate son Frank,
when she became part of this band of brothers
was given a male nickname (Paul Bittersweet,
abbreviated to Bi). The prevalence of homosexual
themes in Brecht's early plays {Baal, Edward II,
In the Jungle of
Cities) reflects the
intensity of this experience. That such
preoccupations were
present in Brecht's
mind has long been
evident from any
close reading of these
(and many subsequent) plays. The
diary now gives full
and convincing confirmation of such assumptions.
Equally revealing,
and valuable for an
understanding
of
Brecht's attempts to
create a
Marxist
aesthetics of theatre
is
the
evidence
which these early
diaries supply, that
in fact much of that
theory
which
he
laboriously rationalised in Marxist terminology
pre-dates
his
discovery
of
Marx and was already present in his
earliest views on art,
simply because his
natural instincts inclined him that way.
As early as June 1920
Brecht notes:
"I am looking around for new forms and am
experimenting with my emotions like the most
up-to-date artists. But then again and again I am
struck by the thought that simplicity, greatness and
emotion are the essence of art, and the essence oj iis
form is coolness" (27 June 1920, italics added).
Here we are at the source of the Verfremdungseffekt ("distanciation", alienation) long before
that Marxist-sounding term was invented.
"Few sayings about art have gripped me as mucrv
as Meier-Graefe's sentence about Delacroix: 'In his
case a fiery heart beat inside a cold man.'
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"One great fault of other art I think I have
managed to avoid in Baal and Dickicht [the early
version of Jungle of the Cities]: its striving to grip
and involve. Instinctively I leave distances here and
make sure that my effects (poetical and philosophical) remain confined to the stage. The splendid
isolation of the spectator is not touched, it is not
sua res, quae agitur, he is not appeased by being
invited to feel with the characters, to reincarnate
himself in the hero, and, by looking at himself at
the same time, to appear in two editions, unassailable and significant. There is a higher kind of
interest: the interest in the metaphor, the other, the
unsurveyable, the things which make you wonder."
(10 February 1922—Brecht's twenty-fourth birthday).
Here, without the aid of Marxism is the whole of
epic theatre, almost fully formed, as Brecht himself clearly states, out of his own instinct. Far from
being, as he later never tired of arguing, the
fruit of the application of Marx's scientific
principles to aesthetics, the Brechtian theory can
thus now be quite clearly seen as an ingenious
rationalisation of his own artistic instincts.
HAT P A R T , T H E N , D I D Marxism have to

W play in Brecht's subsequent

development?
In a later jotting, dating from July 1926, Brecht
put very clearly what it was he was searching for:
"If I decided to try my hand at real literature, I
should have to turn 'playing about' into work, and
to declare my excesses to have been a vice. I should
have to establish a plan and to execute it in order
to get tradition into my work, inspiration through
physical habit and the joy of working things out.
I would have to make an effort to select a style
which would enable me to find the easiest formula
for what I had to develop. My appetites would have
to be regulated so that the wild impulses are
eradicated and my interest could be evolved over
the long run, so perhaps, that I should still be
capable of writing plays very rapidly, but not be
compelled to do so. . ." (end of July 1926,
p.207-8).

Marxism—which Brecht discovered shortly after
he had made this note—provided just that. It
provided the discipline, the tradition, the restraint
for his wild, inspirational outbursts which he was
seeking. And this in spite of the fact that (as he
said in a note jotted down in the following year,
1927):
"I am not sitting comfortably on my backside: it
is too bony. And the worst is: my contempt for the
unfortunate is too strong. I distrust those who are
distrustful, I have something against those who do
not succeed in sleeping well. . . ."
Brecht's conversion to Marxism was wholehearted, not least because it provided the hard
framework for his excessive and impulsive
nature, and enabled him to appear a cold man
in spite of a hot heart. The view of the legend of
his official hagiography—which he himself was
not beyond fostering in his later years—that he

had always been a man of the extreme Left,
however, can hardly be maintained. Here is a
diary entry (it dates from September 1920) which
describes his reaction to someone who had been
extolling the Soviet system:
"I am horrified not so much by the disorder which
actually reigns there as by the order which is in
fact being aimed at. I am now very much against
Bolshevism: conscription, food rationing, controls,
corruption, favouritism. And besides, in the most
favourable outcome: balance, gradual change,
compromise" (12 September 1920).
Here we have the sources of a tremendous,
creative inner tension. On the one hand, there is
his distrust of an excessively ordered society, the
Nietzschean individualism we find in a character
like Baal (who has much of Brecht's early
personality), the rejection of any too rigidly
disciplined way of thinking:
"I don't believe I'll ever have such a full-grown
philosophy as Goethe or Hebbel had; they must
have had the memory of tram conductors, as far as
ideas are concerned. I forget my views again and
again and cannot bring myself to learn them by
heart" (24 August 1920).
On the other hand, there is his yearning for
discipline, a fixed framework, a tradition with its
own classics—Brecht rejected the German
classics, Goethe, Schiller and Hebbel but later
constantly referred to Marx and Engels as "the
classics"—a band of brothers as closely knit and
as emotionally charged as that band of brothers
of his youth. ("When George and Buschiri and
their friends are drunk, they embrace, nonchalantly, romantically, silently, under the
table. . .", August 1920.)
No wonder that the dominant theme of the
period of Brecht's conversion to the Marxist
"tradition", the period of his Lehrstuecke
(didactic plays) is that of the reconciliation
between the need for discipline—the merging of
one's personality into the collective to the point
of total self-abandonment—and a passion for
freedom. The Young Comrade of Die Massnahme,
the greatest of the didactic plays, is a man whose
heart is too impulsive to conform to the hard
requirements of Party discipline which amount to
a total erasure of one's individuality. But when
he gives his consent to being killed by the Party
for his breaches of discipline, he does so out of an
abundance of emotion which amounts to no less
than an orgasm of masochistic love for his
comrades; in fact, a nonchalant, romantic and
silent embrace, although this time not drunkenly
under the table, but into the grave with a bullet
in the nape of the neck.
BRECHT'S CONVERSION to Marxism consolidated

itself around 1930. In the following twenty-six
years of his life, through exile and his life in a
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Communist country, he loyally clung to his
belief against all odds and in the face of innumerable conflicts of principle and conscience.
The Arbeitsjournal which starts in the summer of
1938 contains ample evidence of Brecht's
exasperation at the official Stalinist line in
aesthetics, i.e. "socialist realism":
". . . they talk again about realism, a term they
have now succeeded in abasing in the same way in
which the Nazis have abased the term socialism"
(July 1938).
The villain of the piece and Brecht's main bugbear
here is Georg Lukacs, who was extolling the
"realism" of the masters of the great bourgeois
novel, Sir Walter Scott, Balzac, and Thomas
Mann:
"People like Sholokhov and Thomas Mann are
being justified by the argument that they depict
reality. Between the bourgeois and the proletarian
realists we are told there is no difference (and
indeed a glance at writers like Sholokhov seems
to prove that view); nor, probably, between the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat itself? How else
could it be, under the banner of the Popular Front?
Long live Pastor Niemoeller! That realist of the
purest water!"
This is an attack against Stalin from the Left.
Brecht was as distressed by the Popular Front,
collaboration with the Social Democrats and
Liberals as he later was about Stalin's pact with
Hitler.
On the day Hitler occupied Warsaw Brecht
tried to convince himself that Stalin had had to
act because the Western powers were not really
willing to wage war against Nazi Germany.
Nevertheless, he admitted,
". . . the Soviet Union now carries, in front of the
world proletariat, the terrible stigma of having
helped the Fascists, the most savage, the most antiworking-class part of capitalism, I don't think that
one can, at the moment, say more than that the
Soviet Union has saved itself at the cost of having
left the world proletariat without a watchword,
without hope and without help."
And when, nine days later, Stalin actually
grabbed half of Poland, Brecht added:
". . . it is hard to get used to the naked reality, the
tearing down of all ideological facades. There we
have the fourth partition of Poland, the abandonment of the principle that 'the USSR needs not an
inch of foreign soil', the appropriation of Fascist
hypocrisies about 'our kith and kin', the liberation
of 'our brothers' (of Slav descent), the whole
nationalist terminology. All this is being said
with an eye towards the German Fascists, but, at
the same time, also to the Soviet troops" (18
September 1939).

These remarks show that Brecht, whose keen
political grasp has never been in doubt, very well
understood the close similarities between totalitarian systems. If, in the above passage, he
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realised the nationalistic aspects of Soviet
propaganda, he also saw the Leninist origins of
Hitlerism. While reading Boris Souvarine's
biography of Stalin he noted:
"The transformation of a professional revolutionary
into a bureaucrat, of a whole revolutionary party
into a civil service does, indeed, gain a new significance through the rise of Fascism. The German petty
bourgeoisie borrows, in its attempt to create state
capitalism, certain institutions (complete with the
relevant ideological material) from the Russian
proletariat, which is trying to create a state socialism. In Fascism socialism sees its distorted mirrorimage, with none of its virtues, but all its vices"
(9 July 1943).
No wonder Brecht was dismayed when he found
that the German Communist party in SovietStalinist exile was becoming more and more
nationalistic (closely mirroring the Great-Russian
nationalism of Moscow's War-time propaganda).
When confronted with an article by Johannes R.
Becher, the German ex-Expressionist poet who
later became cultural boss in the DDR, Brecht
remarked:
". . . this stinks of nationalism. Again Hitler's
nationalism is here quite naively adopted. It's just
that Hitler has the wrong brand; Becher has the
correct one. We must 'create' the 'type' of a 'new
German national literature'. . . . He demands that
the 'weaknesses of so-called left-wing literature'
should be overcome; these weaknesses, I suppose,
are precisely its left-wing nature. This is terribly
opportunistic rubbish, a reformism of nationalism. . ." (10 November 1943).

N THE LIGHT OF THESE MISGIVINGS it

I becomes quite clear why Brecht hesitated so
long before he returned to Germany and even
longer before he accepted the offer in East Berlin.
Indeed, when he finally arrived there, to discuss
the prospects of founding his own company of
actors, he remained extremely cautious.
"Peace demonstration of the Kulturbund [the
Party's front organisation for left-wing and
'progressive' intellectuals]. [Arnold] Zweig is
present and makes a speech. I myself do not speak,
determined as I am to have a look round and not
to make public statements" (24 October 1948).
And on the following day Brecht notes down his
impressions of the situation in the Russian zone
of occupation:
"Still, after three years, I generally hear, the panic
among the workers, caused by the looting and
rapes after the conquest of Berlin, casts its ripples.
In the working-class areas the liberators had been
awaited with open arms, but the encounter
deteriorated into a rape, which did not spare either
seventy-year-old women or twelve-year-old girls
and was carried out in open yiew of all. . . . After
the material devastation which the Nazi armies
caused in their country the Russian Communists
will now also have to cope with the psychological

PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

36

Martin Esslin

devastation which Hitler's war of conquest has
wreaked among the muzhiks who had just been
thrown into the process of civilisation after having
been dehumanised by Tsarist rule" (25 October
1948).
It is touching to see how desperately Brecht tried
to defend the Soviet Union, even at the cost of his
knowledge of history or, indeed, his Marxism.
For the Russian soldiers who carried out these
rapes surely were mostly in their twenties and had
spent their entire life under the Soviet regime. If
they were still dehumanised that can hardly have
been the fault of Tsarism, considering that the
achievements of the first Five-Year-Plans (which
were greeted by Communists like Brecht as the
establishment of a humane society from the early
1930s onwards) must have been fully enjoyed by
soldiers born around 1920. But Brecht always
tended to be more sympathetic towards the
Russians than his German compatriots. When
he was introduced to the Burgomaster of East
Berlin, Friedrich Ebert, his impression was far
from favourable:
"The Herr Oberbuergermeister said neither 'good
day' nor 'good-bye' to me, did not even directly
address me and merely uttered a sceptical sentence
about uncertain projects which might impair
existing things [Brecht was planning the foundation
of the Berliner Ensemble], . . . For the first time I
felt the stinking; breath of provincialism here"
(6 January 1949).
Nevertheless Brecht did get his Berliner Ensemble.
But at the height of Stalin's campaign against
"cosmopolitanism" and "formalism" in the arts
the new venture went through some very hard
times. Having boasted to the world about
having secured the cooperation of Germany's
greatest playwright the authorities could not
openly close down his theatre. But they did their
best to show their displeasure:
"Our performances in Berlin have almost no echo.
In the press notices appear months after the first
performance, and they contain nothing but a few
miserable sociological analyses. The public is the
petty bourgeois public of the Volksbuehne [the
trade unions' organisation for the sale of reducedprice tickets to blue-collar workers who wanted to
4

Martin Esslin, Brecht—A Choice of Evils, London,
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Recently a prominent academic introducing a
lecture of mine to a hall full of students complimented
me on my good "guesses" in the book which by good
fortune had now been proved true. There is a curious
fetishism in academic circles which attaches greater
value to written, documentary evidence than to firsthand oral reports—as though what is written down
could not be equally false, as though a good deal of
the information contained in letters, diaries and
memoirs were not, indeed, much more likely to be
deliberately mendacious than oral evidence elicited
under close questioning!

better themselves intellectually], workers amount
to barely 7% among them. Our efforts can only be
regarded as not totally pointless if our style of
acting might be taken up at a future point in time,
i.e. if their instructional value can one day be
realised" (4 March 1953—the day before Stalin's
death!).
WHEN IN MY BOOK on Brecht (which was based

on the evidence of his own writings and interviews with numerous close friends of his) 4 I
ventured to suggest that the events of 17 June
1953, the day of the East German workers' rising,
must have had a terrible impact on a man like
Brecht who had structured his life around the
conviction that the Communist Party was the
party of the workers, I was accused of wishful
thinking and of vilifying a great man. Now we
can read Brecht's own view of the matter:
"The 17th of June has alienated the whole of
existence" (20 August :1953).
A few weeks later he reports a conversation with
a plumber who was carrying out some work at
his country cottage in Buckow and who was
complaining bitterly about the regime:
Under Hitler the bureaucracy [he said] was also
inflated, but then then: was more money around.
The Russians were trying to impose their Asiatic
culture on Europe. . . . What we needed were free
elections. I said: "Then the Nazis would be
elected" (12 September 1953).
Almost a decade after the end of the War, after
many years of Communist rule, Brecht thus still
felt that East Germany was a country inhabited by
Nazis. And he felt that not only about the
anonymous crowds of stony-faced workers in the
streets but also about his closest and most
enthusiastic disciples and collaborators:
"The country still gives me the creeps. Recently,
when I had driven to Buckow with young people
from our Dramaturge [the Ensemble's script
section] I sat in the garden room in the evening,
while they were working or talking in their rooms.
Ten years ago, it suddenly occurred to me, all three
of them, if they had lead anything I had written
and I had been in their presence, would instantly
have handed me over to the Gestapo" (7 July 1954).
This is one of the very last entries in Brecht's
"working diary." The remaining two years of his
life yield barely five pages of short jottings. And
that silence too is significant.
all these diaries and,
T indeed,is in Voelker'sin biography
(which does
HERE

LITTLE

assemble a lot of factual information about
Brecht's private life) that was not known before.
When I was gathering material for my book on
Brecht twenty years ago I heard it all from the
many close friends and associates of Brecht whom
I questioned about him and I used that information to the full.5
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But now the publication of the diaries has
provided some documentary evidence for what
emerged clearly enough from a careful reading
of the plays and poems alone.
And what does that amount to? Simply to
confirm that behind the icons of the saints of
totalitarian religions like present-day Party-line
Communism—those giant cardboard images
carried aloft in processions between the banners
bearing simple-minded slogans proclaiming tautological half-truths—that behind these inhuman
images (of which Brecht's ironically has become
one in the DDR) there stands, and has always
stood, a human being made up of a highly
differentiated composite of often contradictory
reactions, vacillating opinions, mixtures of
idealistic and opportunistic attitudes, hidden
thoughts and deceptive public gestures. Even in
his own diary (as early as 1942, when he was
living in America) Brecht felt he had to present a
less than wholly candid picture of his thoughts
for fear of possible readers of his notes (see
above). Why? Because the concept of discipline,
the need to present a monolithic front to the
outside world compel adherents of totalitarian
creeds into attitudes of concealment. The need to
suppress the true complexity and contradictoriness of one's daily thoughts (the old-fashioned
word for it would be "hypocrisy") becomes total
in a country where the totalitarian party has
become the government. Hence the resort to
simplistic and Byzantine slogans, to generally
agreed and recognisable formulae which tend
to dehumanise the public image of politicians
and writers in such countries. And this is harmful
not only to the public images of such personalities abroad, but also to themselves; for it forces
them into a schizophrenia of public pathos and
private cynicism. When Hanns Eisler, a close
associate and friend of Brecht's, a brilliant
composer and a man of sharp intelligence, was
once asked by a friend, who had met him in a
Paris bar, how life was in the DDR, he replied
with a knowing wink: "Even Capitalism has its
drawbacks. . . ." Such an attitude has driven
more than one man of talent to drink. It cannot
be healthy.
And in many cases it becomes unendurable.
Many of the intellectual leaders in the DDR who
were closest to Brecht—men like Hans Mayer,
Peter Huchel, Ernst Bloch—eventually moved to
West Germany, as did many of Brecht's disciples
and admirers among his collaborators in the
Berliner Ensemble (Peter Palitzsch, Carl Weber,
Egon Monk, to mention but some of the most
gifted among his pupils). The poet who shows the
influence of Brecht most clearly and decisively
among the younger generation in the DDR, Wolf
Biermann, was recently expelled by the authorities.
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It is idle to speculate whether Brecht, had he
lived longer, might not also have reached such a
breaking point—perhaps during the Hungarian
uprising (October 1956) which came a few months
after he died; or when the Berlin Wall was built
(1961); or after the invasion of Czechoslovakia
(1968). Ernst Fischer, the Austrian Communist
leader and one of the finest intellectuals of
Brecht's generation, reached that point at the
precise moment when Dubcek's quixotic attempt
at creating "Communism with a human face"
collapsed. I remember a conversation with Ernst
Fischer when the floodgates of long-suppressed
misgivings had been swept away and the anger
and disappointment of years of pretence poured
out. He stressed again and again that Brecht
had been in "exactly the same position." Much
in the diaries and in Brecht's late poems seems to
confirm this view. Yet again the need to protect
his theatre, the place where one day his ideas and
his practice might become the fountainhead of a
new style of drama, might have persuaded
Brecht to go on mouthing the ritual formulae of
the Party line.

T)ERHAPS HIS FORMIDABLE CYNICISM might

-T have enabled him to carry on even under the
most unfavourable conditions. In sexual matters
he had always possessed the monumental and selfironical callousness of his first creation, the
anti-social and monstrously self-indulgent poet
Baal. He retained it to the very end. Klaus
Voelker reports that when he fell in love with
Isot Kilian, the wife of the Marxist philosopher
Wolfgang Harich, Brecht told him in 1954: "Get
a divorce from her—you can marry her again in
two years' time! . ." (Voelker, p. 388). It was to
her that he dictated his last will and testament in
which he left the copyright of some of his plays
to Ruth Berlau (the Danish actress who had
followed him across the world to California and
East Berlin) and to a number of his other mistresses and friends. This will, apparently, was not
properly witnessed through an oversight. Brecht's
wife, Helene Weigel, succeeded in having it ruled
out of order. So, with truly Brechtian irony,
bourgeois respectability triumphed and the
legitimate spouse asserted her socially sanctioned
superiority. A friend of Brecht's who attended his
funeral once described the scene to me: "There
were five widows there, all dressed in solemn
mourning black. Four of them were crying. One
was laughing—Helene Weigel...."
Ruth Berlau (1906-1974), a brilliant actress
and a beautiful woman, was the most tragic
among the many women in Brecht's life. She had
left her well-to-do husband and her position as a
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leading actress of the Copenhagen Royal Theatre
in the 1930s and followed Brecht to America,
always on the tacit understanding that Brecht
would eventually set up house with her alone.
When this hope proved illusory she gradually
deteriorated through drink and was finally
barred from the Berliner Ensemble (where she
had worked as the house photographer, making a
detailed record of Brecht's production) after
Brecht's death. The effects of drink and distress
led to a series of nervous breakdowns. A recently
published manuscript from Ruth Berlau's papers
gives an insight into the realities behind Brecht's
cynical polygamy. It recounts one of Ruth
Berlau's dreams and deserves, I think, publication
in full; it is a remarkable document.

W1vance
HAT

RELE

"
have
such biographical
details to the study
of a great poet
and
important
playwright
like
Brecht?
Intrinsically,
none
whatever.
The value of a
poem or a play
remains unaffected
by the psychological background or
the political attitude
of its creator.
"The roof collapses. And I notice that I am on fire.
t After all, we do
Funny, the hair around my lap was the first to
catch fire. That I can extinguish—I reach there with
not know much
both hands and try to smother the flames with the
of these things in the case of many great playwetness of my lap. 1 raise my right hand, it burns
wrights from Aeschylus to Shakespeare; and that
like a torch, my right hand. I am pointing to him—
does not impair the impact of their works one
for now you have joined me. You are standing a
few yards away and you are talking to many
jot. Yet, in Brecht's case it is precisely the
people, you are looking diagonally towards me, and
demands of totalitarian partisans and laudators
then continue talking. I can hear some of your
of the writer that compel such biographical
sentences: for you it is a matter of life and death
for your works. But I, once more, show the torch,
scrutiny. It is they who impose their monolithic
my burning right hand and I am softly crying
facade, who try to suppress entire works—and
through the night: 'Bertolt.' Once more you look
works
surely are relevant to a study of an author
round and you say menacingly: 'If you turn to
even if one leaves all biographical considerations
cold ash, it's all over. That is no use to me.' I am
trying to indicate to >ou: there is a star missing in
outside the scope of one's inquiries. It is they who
Cassiopeia; that's what started the fire, this missing
drag the biography—or rather the hagiographic
star has hit me. You shake your head; you don't
version of the biography—into the arena of public
even look up to the sky. I notice you think I have
scrutiny. A writer can be judged by his works
gone mad again, and Weigel takes your arm and
says: 'Get the fire brigade. Only the fire brigade is
alone; but a saint is worshipped for his total
concerned with this. If there is a fire one has to get
personality. And once he is worshipped for a
the fire brigade. You cannot help.' Quickly I see
false, distorted, mendacious image of his personhow you give the order, one must call the fire
brigade. At that moment a second star falls out of
ality and that image used as an argument in
Cassiopeia. But the fire brigade is already here and
political debate, it muist surely become necessary
takes me in and covers me up. . . .""
to subject that image to a reasoned critique based
on a full presentation of the evidence.
This is the nightmare of a woman at the edge of
Moreover, Bertolt Brecht was a political poet
madness, but it mirrors a great deal of the
who wanted to have a political impact. Such a
atmosphere of Brecht's life behind the facade of
poet, admittedly, can and must be studied for his
cheerful cynicism.
poetry and his aesthetic effect. But the political
And there is no shortage of signs that behind
subject matter also imposes the duty to inquire
the facade of political conformism also there was
into the truth, the correctness, of the facts, the
a much darker side. The German actor Klaus
soundness of the political ideology it propounds.
Kinski describes in his memoirs how Brecht, who
Such a poet can no longer simply be subjected to
had invited him to join the Berliner Ensemble,
the "structural" analysis of the formal aspects of
reacted to his refusal: "I myself would advise you
his work. In Brecht's case it is precisely his
against it. I have a fool's freedom in the East.
partisans who should reject such a methodology
But to deal with you one needs a great sense of
as the depths of decadent formalism. Inevitably,
humour, and that they haven't got."'
therefore, the study and analysis of a poet like
Brecht involves an examination of the public
implications of his plays, poems and novels, and
6
Ruth Berlau, "Ein Traum" in Material BrechtKontradiktionen 1968-1976. (Berlin, Wolfgang Storch,consequently also an inquiry into the genesis
1976.)
and real nature of his political ideas. And again,
' Klaus Kinski, Ich bin so wild nach deinem it is the totalitarian concept of politics which
Erdbeermund (Munich, 1975).
inevitably also politicises the private personality
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and the private life of the individual involved.
For if it is officially proclaimed that a good Party
adherent does not want to travel to the West, the
fact that someone who subscribes to the Party
line makes elaborate arrangements to enable
himself to travel freely (such as Brecht's acquisition of an Austrian passport) becomes a political
act. And so does the maintenance of a harem in a
society which insists that a good Party man and
Marxist-Leninist socialist must be strictly monogamous. That, after all, is the reason why the
sexual transgressions of parsons (who proclaim
a similar organic connection between private
beliefs and public actions) receive more publicity
in the popular press than those of individuals not
associated with propagating an ideology which
claims to dominate every aspect of a person's
life.
BRECHT HIMSELF NEVER tired of stressing the

scientific nature of Marxism and its methodology
and his belief that he had, in fact, supplied the
foundations of a truly scientific aesthetics of
drama; that he had made drama an instrument of
scientific inquiry, an experimental laboratory of
human social and political behaviour. He thus,
paradoxically, put himself outside the bounds of
the purely aesthetic and "new criticism" style of
analysis.
Hence the absurdity of much of the current
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Brecht-scholasticism in Germany and throughout
the West. Here Brecht's theoretical writings
(which he himself repeatedly stressed are by no
means aprioristic principles but derived, a
posteriori, from his practice, i.e. his taste and
inspiration of the moment) are subjected to endless scrutiny as to their sources in Hegel and Marx
without anyone ever actually using an empirical
method and asking the basic questions: To what
extent would these foundations themselves stand
up to scrutiny? and do they actually work!
Do the alienation effects actually inhibit the
spectator from feeling involved? Are the postulated political effects really achieved? Is the
consciousness of audiences actually affected in
the manner postulated by Brecht?
Here there is a vast field of inquiry which has,
as yet, hardly been approached. But here, too,
the first step would be to establish how much of
Brecht's theorising was seriously meant, and how
much of it was merely a way of gaining philosophical respectability for what were, basically,
simply his creative instincts. At this point one
gets back to a critical discussion of the facts of
his biography and his psychology. It was Brecht
himself who put himself out of the bounds of
purely literary "text-immanent" research. And
that, indeed, is the reason why he is noi only a
purely literary figure, but one of the great paradigmatic personalities of our age.

The Tenant
Size embarrassed by the tiny room,
He sits like a slag heap.
He pushes the air
As much as it presses him.
Someone, whose arms are not his,
Fills a hollow, does not know him,
Does things he does not authorise,
But cannot stop.
The noise of a wasp
Enters like a necklace, round, continuous,
Flies out, whittled to a dot, gone,
Leaving him the right scale,
Amazed at his own form, shape, solidity.
Uneasy what to do,
He cleans his toenails with a matchstick,
Picks the varnish, slowly, from the chair,
Carries his feelings in a vessel
Sealed asfleshis.

Claire Glasman
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