Bertolt Brecht and America –

Some Internet research relating to “Tales From Hollywood”
"America... in which racial groups, nationalities, classes mingled and fought, explored new territories, built skyscrapers, formed gangster bands, but altogether stood for adventure and expansion: filled stockyards and constructed railroads - gateways opening on infinite wilderness and possibilities! American meant all these, and also Charlie Chaplin, plenty of money, food, energy, and what the Germans did not least envy: America meant future! What mattered then a little distortion, when so much was real?"  Brecht, 1941.

During the 1920s, like many other Europeans, he was fascinated by American pop culture that was portrayed by the media. At that time, he was an avid reader of crime novels and in his own works of the period he included elements depicting this mythical America.

Brecht arrived at the Los Angeles harbor in San Pedro on July 21, 1941. Brecht's first year in Southern California was one of depression and dislike for America as he saw it. Some of Brecht's impressions of Los Angeles, the people he met here, and his working experiences can be read and listened to (in German) as part of this exhibit.

Brecht's lack of critical and financial success must have been an important factor in his attitudes and dislike of the United States. Even during his years of exile in Scandinavia, Brecht could afford a comfortable existance. In Southern California, the sitation worsten significantly, with Brecht living from monthly checks provided by the European Film Fund.

During his years in Southern California, Brecht wrote bitterly about the commericalism of the film industry.

The Brecht File, a new play at the Berliner Ensemble
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All the ingredients for an interesting and informative play about German playwright Bertolt Brecht were at hand. The Brecht File, at the Berliner Ensemble, deals with Brecht's period

of exile in America and, in particular, with his persecution as a communist sympathiser by the FBI and the House Committee on Un-American Activities (known as HUAC).

George Tabori, veteran dramatist, Brecht expert and author of The Brecht File is intimately familiar with the theme.  Tabori was born in Budapest, Hungary in 1914. During the 1930s

Tabori worked as a journalist. Exiled from his homeland by the  Nazis, Tabori eventually landed in America and made his way to Hollywood, where he came into contact with the European exile

community. He met and worked with some of the most prominent anti-fascist artists, including Heinrich and Thomas Mann. He developed film scripts for Alfred Hitchcock and Joseph Losey, among others—and he met Bertolt Brecht on three occasions. Like many others', Tabori's own career suffered as a result of the post-war anticommunist witch-hunts and he was blacklisted

in the film industry. Nevertheless he continued working in America and then in Europe, translating into English and staging plays by Brecht and Samuel Beckett, as well as writing and staging his

own pieces. Tabori's work on The Brecht File began in 1987, when he planned to make the material into a film. The piece has finally come to light as the opening production of the refurbished

Berliner Ensemble under its new director Claus Peymann. The centre piece of the play is Brecht's interrogation and confession before HUAC in 1947. The committee had been revived

by Rep. Martin Dies (a Democrat from Texas) on the eve of the war at the behest of right-wing forces in the American establishment. Amongst its other tasks, the committee had the job of controlling and vetting the immigrant communities who had fled to America

to escape the Nazis. In close collusion with the rapidly growing army of secret police led by FBI boss Edgar Hoover, HUAC also extended its tentacles to include domestic opponents of the policies

of President Roosevelt. Dissident writers and artists from Germany were a particular

target for Dies and his committee. Houses were bugged, phones were tapped and agents ferried across Hollywood in cars and taxis tailing and gathering information on the public and private intercourse between the European exile community and many prominent Hollywood

artists. Thousands of pages of reports were compiled by FBI agents listing the most trivial occurrences in the day-to-day activities of the exiles. After a while the victims of state surveillance

themselves realised the significance of the strange men in parked cars operating in shifts outside their houses. (In order to make life more difficult for the FBI Helene Weigel, Brecht's wife,

used to relate Polish cookery recipes to friends down the phone.) The files were eventually used as the basis for a huge operation to purge the entertainment industry and help inaugurate the anticommunist witch-hunt in the US. Brecht was one of nineteen (the Unfriendly

Nineteen) figures arraigned to appear before HUAC in October 1947 faced with charges of communist conspiracy. The defendants had agreed among themselves that they should refuse to recognise the jurisdiction of the committee, refuse to answer questions and appeal instead to the American constitution. Following consultations with his lawyers, however, Brecht co-operated with the investigators. To the question, “Are you or were you ever a member of any

Communist Party?,” Brecht retorted in the negative on a number of occasions. Most of Brecht's biographers agree that he never officially joined the Communist Party, but that he told the literal

truth does not alter the fact that he broke the agreement made with his fellow defendants.

At the end of his cross examination Brecht was praised by the chief investigator for his co-operation: “Thank you very much Mr. Brecht, you are a good example to ... Mr. Kenny and Mr.

Crum” (who had both refused to co-operate with the investigators). The interrogation of Brecht is the central scene in Tabori's new play for which he drew heavily from the 1947 transcript. 
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