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Bertolt Brecht

           His Life

· Born in Augsburg in Southern Germany in 1898.  When in one of his most important works – the Messingkauf Dialogues he is referred to personally, it is as the Augsburger. One of his early poems – ‘Of Poor B.B.’ – begins

Bertolt Brecht, come out of the Black Forest.

My mother brought me to the cities early on

As I lay in her body.  And the chill of the forest

Will remain with me till my life is done.

In the Asphalt City I am at home…….

· His parents did come from the Black Forest: his father was to become the director of a paper factory in Augsburg.

I grew up the son

Of well-to-do people.  My parents

Tied a collar around me, and brought me up

In the habits of being waited on

And instructed me in the art of commanding.

· In 1917 he was called up to the Army and sent to an Augsburg military hospital as a medical orderly.  By the time the was over he had written one of his best known poems, ‘The Legend of the Dead Soldier’

· After the war he went as a student to the university at Munich; but his studies were desultory. ‘We all suffered from a lack of political conviction; and I particularly from a lack of capacity for enthusiasm’.   After his mother’s death in 1920 he more or less broke with his family and lived in Munich as a freelance writer, critic, poet and songwriter.  There was an active intellectual and cultural life in Munich in the early chaotic days of the Weimar Republic.  Uncertainty and irreverence were the dominant notes.  Brecht got involved in the life of the Munich cabarets, political, critical, satirical and not at all arty in the precious sense.  It was not until 1924 that he settled in Berlin.  By this time he had written several plays Baal, Drums in the Night, In the Jungle and was working on his new comedy Mann est Mann.

· His first big success The Threepenny Opera was performed in 1928 at the very theatre on the Schiffbauerdamm where the Berliner Ensemble was to be installed twenty years later.  The Threepenny Opera is based  - though not all that closely on Gay’s Beggars Opera; the characters have roughly the same names and the plot an underlying affinity of structure.  Four things are worth noting about The Threepenny Opera.

· It is an adaptation.  Brecht like Shakespeare often used other people’s plays and stories as his starting point.  He felt no desire to express his uniqueness through an achievement that claimed dramatic text much less as an act of self-expression than as an experimental statement about some bit of reality.  He once wrote ‘ The word of the write is only as sacred as it is true.  The theatre is not the servant of the writer, but of society’.

· It is set in England – Soho – which Brecht did not know.  Most of his plays are set in parts of the world and often in historical epochs of which Brecht had no specialist or realistic knowledge.  Brecht never visited America until his exile.

· It is a work of collaboration, not merely with talented actors and 

designers, but above all, with the musician Kurt Weill.  The music is an absolutely essential and inseparable ingredient of the total effect.  The part played by the musicians – Weill, Eisler, Dessau especially I- in the Brecht achievement is central.  So are the songs like Mack the Knife.

· Already by 1928 Brecht was in the midst of an extraordinarily talented group of stage people, actors, singers, producers, designers.  In the 1920’s and 1930’s before his exile the actors who worked with him included Werner Krauss, Peter Lorre and Fritz Kortner.  Later the Berliner ensemble, which strictly eschewed the conception of ‘stars’, included Helene Weigel.  This spotlights some thing worth stressing that Brecht democrat and revolutionary apostle of what might be called people’s theatre’ or alternative theatre’ was intensely and uncompromisingly professional.

· The plays of the 1920’s are energetic to the point of violence, critical, sometimes political always antibourgeois; but Brecht had not at time developed a sustained dramatic theory nor a firm political commitment.  It was in the early 1930’s – the immediate pre Hitler period – that he studied Karl Marx and became a Marxist and a supporter of the Communist Party; he remained one until his death in 1956.

· Brecht left Berlin with Helene Weigel and their son Stefan in February 1933 on the day after the Reichstag Fire.  They went first to Prague, then Vienna, then Paris where he composed with Kurt Weill The Seven Deadly Sins of the Petty Bourgeoisie which was produced in June 1933 with Lenya and Tilly Losch and settings by Brecht’s long-time friend and collaborator, Casper Neher.  Then from 1933 to 1939 he live in Denmark at Svendborg.  This was the period of The Roundheads and the pointed heads, The Threepenny Novel, The mother and the first draft of Mother Courage.  During 1939-41 he lived first in Sweden then in Finland, which was to be the background for his play Herr Puntila and his Man Matti.  In 1941 he moved to America where he stayed until 1947, returning to Europe that year, first to Zurich and then in 1949 to East Berlin.  While in America he came up against the anti-left witchhunt sponsored by the committee investigating un-American activities.

· The plays which most people consider Brecht’s greatest – Mother Courage and her Children, Dear and Misery of the Third Reich, The Life of Galileo, The Good Woman of Setzuan, The Caucasian Chalk Circle, belong to the period in exile, though they were nearly all revised when he finally had the opportunity to run his own theatre.

· The creation of the Berliner Ensemble and the building up of its repertory took all Brecht’s energies after returning to Berlin.  He worked under exceptionally favourable conditions.  Months of rehearsal time allowed for each production.  A great many new play s or adaptati0ons were created during these years – ​The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, The Second World War, but the repertory also included new productions and revisions of the plays of the period of exile.  Among the works Brecht himself produced and or adapted were Moliere’s Don Juan, Goethe’s Urfaust and Synge’s Playboy of the Western World.  The Berliner Ensemble visited Paris and London.  When they came to London in August 1956, they performed Brecht’s version of Farquhar’s The Recruiting Officer, The Caucasian Chalk Circle and Mother Courage with Helene Weigel Brecht’s wife playing Mother Courage.  Brecht had died a fortnight earlier.

· It is exceptionally difficult if not impossible to date Brecht’s plays definitively.  He did not sit down and write a play and then regard it as finished.  Every new production was liable to involve revisions of the text.  Moreover the conditions of exile in which many of the plays were written made quick production almost impossible and added translation problems.

Brecht The German

· Brecht was a native German but despite this the living mockery of everything that we foreigners are accustomed to regard as German (Sergei Tretyakov).

· Brecht’s

KINGSBURY HIGH SCHOOL

PERFORMACNE STUDIES
AS LEVEL
CONTEXTUAL STUDIES 1

BERTOLT BRECHT’S

INFLUENCES

BRECHT AND PISCATOR

· Brecht’s own drama did not become overtly political until the 1930’s but there was within the Berlin theatre of the twenties a strong political trend which influenced him and with which he worked from time to time in parallel.  The trend was associated in particular with a director of the very greatest talent – Erwin Piscator.  Brecht’s respect for Piscator lasted all his life.  In 1947 he tried to persuade him to come and direct the company that was to be the Ensemble.

· Piscator was chiefly associate immediately after the First World War with Expressionist plays and with the famous director Max Reinhardt: he then became the leading spirit of the Proletarian Theatre in Berlin, working closely with talented brothers Wieland Herzfelde writer and actor and John Heartfield, artist and designer (Heartfield had adopted an English name during the war as a protest against German chauvinism).  But it was with the Volksbuhne; another left and working class orientated theatre, that he had his greatest impact. Volksbuhne first produced (Brecht’s Mann est Mann).  Behind Piscator’s theatre were two main aims

· To break through the ‘middle-classness’ of so much contemporary drama 

· To use theatre as a weapon on behalf of working class strugglers.

· His productions were most often performed in working class halls, meeting places and even factories.  Audience participation was an important feature and the object was to rouse the working class audience not merely to sympathy but to a sense of its own power in action.  One of the plays ended with a vote being taken among the audience.  Frequently the audience would be roused to a direct sense of participation in the activities on stage.

· Piscator’s and comparable, experiments are worth bearing in mind for 2 reasons.

· As evidence of the ‘spirit of the times’ and the socio-political context in which Brecht as a young man operated.

· Because of a continual, changing but significant dialogue between the theatrical ideas of Piscator and those of Brecht.

· Clearly Brecht was sympathetic to Piscator’s general aims.  Many of their production methods and experiments coincided (e.g. the use of filmstrip, projection of text, masks, treadmills, revolving stage etc.) and it is certain that Brecht consciously owed to Piscator some of the techniques he used in developing epic Theatre.  But thought here are undoubtedly similarities of aim and technique, there are also significant differences, the main one being the contrast between Piscator’s emphasis on’ involvement’ and Brecht’s on ‘distancing’ or Verfremdung.  The contrast is in some ways less straightforward than it might sound.

THE CABARET TRADITION

· Christopher Isherwood’s Berlin novels or even the Liza Minelli film Cabaret are important to help us understand what was going on culturally in Germany at Brecht’s time of writing.  The tradition of sophisticated, satirical topical, highly political cabaret with a relatively wide (though predominantly middle class) social basis.  Perhaps the nearest thing in British experience was That was the Week that Was series on the BBC in the sixties: but that has scarcely established itself as a tradition and was a good deal more decorous and less mordant and radical than the continental thing at its sharpest.

· British music hall was the not the same thing, it had at its best plenty of bite and character and probably more genuinely working class base, sociologically, than continental cabaret.  But it was less critical and satirical in tone and except in a superficial sense, far less political.

· Brecht was always keen on cabaret.  As a young man in Munich he greatly admired the clown Karl Valentin, said to have had affinities with Chaplin.  There is a photo of Brecht in 1919 or 1920 playing some sort of recorder in the Munich Lachkeller as one of a background group of instrumentalists as Karl Valentin does his turn.

BRECHT AND THE ORIENTAL THEATRE

· Brecht like several of his contemporaries (Paul Claudel in France and W.B Yeats in Ireland) was much impressed by what he came to know about the theatre of China and Japan and especially Japanese Noh plays with their distinctive conventions, non-naturalistic and highly formalised.

The Noh actors often address their remarks to the audience direct. They have a chorus which interrupts and comments, and at times even speaks for them: and in this highly stylised manner the dramatist will tackle the greatest moral problems with a wonderful simplicity and detachment (J. Willett, Theatre of Bertolt Brecht)

· It is not hard to see the interest such an approach was likely to have for Brecht.  One of his plays Der Jasager (the yes sayer, the no sayer) written in 1929 is indeed an adaptation of Arthur Waley’s translation of the Noh play Taniko, published in English in 1921.  But Japanese and Chinese influences are by no means confined to this one play: they are particularly obvious in the much later Caucasian Chalk Circle and The Good Woman of Setzuan.
BERTOLT BRECHT THEORY AND PRACTICE

· Brecht was a very practical man, a man of the theatre, a great director who wrote plays with their production in mind, he was always prepared to modify or scrap his ideas if they didn’t work.

· Brecht himself was conscious of the dangers of oversimplifying the relationship between the theory and practice, and knew very well that he sometimes antagonised people by insisting on the theory which embedded in his practice.

FUNDAMENTAL AIMS
· In a statement made near the end of his life Brecht summed up his aims like this:

My whole theory is much naiver than people think, or than my way of putting g it allows them to suppose.  Perhaps I can excuse myself by pointing to the cast of Albert Einstein, who told the physicist Infeld that ever since boyhood he had merely reflected on the man running after a ray of light and the man shut in a descending lift.  And think what complications that led to!  I wanted to take the principle that it was not just a matter of interpreting the world but of changing it and apply that to the theatre.
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