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Introduction: Adaptations for the Berliner
Ensemble

 
Bertolt Brecht is celebrated as a dramatist in his own right, but he was also
involved in literary collaborations for the duration of his career as a writer.
He gathered a group of friends around himself as a young man in Augsburg
to exchange ideas and discuss their literary work, and the practice continued
with different writers, directors and dramaturges until his death in 1956.
Another form of collaboration, however, is to be found in Brecht’s
relationship with the work of other playwrights. His first full-length play,
Baal, was a direct and critical engagement with Hanns Johst’s The Lonely
Man, yet, over the years, Brecht also developed more intimate relationships
to source texts in the form of adaptations. His approach was not dictated by
a standard approach but by complex responses to the dramatic material in
question. Brecht’s The Life of Eduard II of England, for example, was a
radical dismemberment and reassembly of Marlowe’s play, while Brecht
preserved many important elements of John Gay’s The Beggars Opera in
The Threepenny Opera. Round Heads and Pointed Heads began as an
adaptation of Measure for Measure before taking a completely different
direction and leaving little more than a passing resemblance to
Shakespeare’s play. However, once Brecht had a theatre of his own, the
Berliner Ensemble (BE), his approach to adaptation began to take its lead
from a series of political and aesthetic principles, as we shall see below. The
adaptations in this volume, which were written between the BE’s first
season (1949–50) and the last one Brecht would experience (1955–6),
conform to these principles, but, as will become evident, their application
did not lead to standardized output by any means. In order to understand
this shift to a different, more focused form of adaptation, we need to
appreciate what having his own theatre meant to Brecht and how this
affected the work he sought to bring to it.

*    *    *    *    *



Brecht, together with his wife, Helene Weigel, and their children, had been
in exile in a number of countries since the Nazis came to power in 1933.
During this period Brecht had very little access to the theatre and instead
devoted most of his creative energy to writing plays, poems and theoretical
texts. Having left the USA in October 1947, after a not untraumatic hearing
at the hands of the McCarthyite House Un-American Activities Committee,
he journeyed on to Zurich via Paris, and contemplated a return to active
theatre-making. At this time, it was by no means certain that he would settle
in the Soviet zone of Berlin. Although the Soviets had offered him
incentives, he flirted with relocating to Salzburg and Munich but these plans
came to nothing.

By late 1948 Brecht finally decided to return to Berlin, the site of his
only major triumph to date, The Threepenny Opera. Yet the theatre in which
it premiered under the direction of Erich Engel in 1928, the Theater am
Schiffbauerdamm, was already occupied by a company under the leadership
of Fritz Wisten. Indeed, there seemed to be no room at all in what would
become East Berlin for Brecht and a new ensemble; it looked like he had
arrived in Germany too late. So, with this lack of free space in mind, he
sought to attach the new ensemble he proposed, at least for the short term,
to an existing theatre. The East German government was planning to
rebuild another major theatre, the Volksbühne, with a view to moving
Wisten and his troupe there and allowing Brecht to return to the
Schiffbauerdamm. Estimates concerning the building project were
hopelessly optimistic, however. In the meantime, the BE, with Weigel as
general manager and Brecht as artistic director, was supposed to spend just
one season at Wolfgang Langhoff’s Deutsches Theater. As it turned out,
they remained there until 1953.

After much to-ing and fro-ing between the various institutions that ran
Berlin before the foundation of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) on
7 October 1949, Weigel finally signed a contract with the Department of
People’s Education that brought the BE into existence on 1 September. The
initial question that confronted the new company was what it was going to
perform. Brecht certainly had enough plays of his own and, indeed, opened
the new season on 12 November with Mr Puntila and his Man Matti.
However, he was reluctant to turn his company into a vehicle solely for
realizing his own dramas and wanted a greater mix, including contemporary



and classic plays, that could make an active contribution to the cultural life
of the city and its citizens.

While Brecht was interested in attracting other directors to work at the
BE, he was also keen to develop his own theorized practice now that he had
regular access to a proper stage. This he could not do alone and so he re-
activated old contacts, such as Erich Engel and his school friend, the set-
designer Caspar Neher. Yet these were collaborators of Brecht’s generation,
and one of the BE’s missions was to test out and disseminate a new way of
making theatre. Consequently, Brecht recruited a team of young assistants
who were to learn from him, not by spending hours in the archive reading
his unpublished theories, but by observing him at work, making
suggestions, and reflecting on the work they observed in their own detailed
and analytical rehearsal notes. Brecht created a circle of enthusiastic,
committed theatre-makers with whom he could collaborate and advance his
ideas. Yet the tasks he set them extended well beyond the rehearsal room.

In a bid to build the BE’s repertoire, Brecht returned to the practice of
adaptation, but also exploited the process of adaptation as a means of
developing his young assistants. That is, he was able to focus his assistants’
nascent interests and abilities by encouraging them to edit and, indeed, to
adulterate existing texts while reserving his own place as editor-in-chief and
writer of additional material. But the repertoire was not merely to comprise
a collection of Brecht’s favourite plays; Brecht was profoundly aware that
he had opted to live in the first (and, as yet, last) socialist state on German
soil and set about fashioning a repertoire worthy of that state. So, while he
implemented ideas that had fermented during his long exile – from
developing an active ensemble on stage to assembling a dynamic team he
envisaged as able successors in due course – he did not neglect the material
his predominantly young cast and crew were to perform. The adaptations,
which would become something of a staple at the BE, were written in such
a way that they would exemplify the social aims of the company, and these
can be seen in the criteria Brecht set down for his young assistants.

*    *    *    *    *

The first text Brecht selected for adaptation was The Tutor, written by J. M.
R. Lenz in 1774. Lenz was one of a disparate group of energetic young
writers who would collectively be known as the ‘storm and stress’



movement, or Sturm und Drang. His dramatic output is marked by its bold
themes and formal innovation; indeed his play The Soldiers can be read as a
precursor to Brecht’s epic theatre in that it regularly features scenes in
which characters comment explicitly on the action rather than participate in
it, like Brecht’s narrators. The Tutor, a play that is today regarded as a
classic of the ‘storm and stress’ period, was, in 1949, little-known and ripe
for rediscovery. However, Brecht was not prepared to direct it as it stood
and engaged his assistants in the process of adaptation. In the following
extract, we can see the sort of tasks he set. This systematic approach to
adaptation may have been implicit to his own practices previously but the
overt statement of its tenets signalled a set of principles which informed
both his thoughts about the nature of dramatic source texts and how they
might be realized at the BE.

First, he asked his assistants to trim 30 minutes off the total running time.
He then wanted them to:

2.     establish clearly the central Fabel (the account of the real events) so
that it is easily understandable, while retaining the elegance of the
sequence of the scenes,

3.     arrange the subplots around the central Fabel so that they illuminate
and explicate the latter smoothly without interrupting it,

4.     eliminate the untypical, accidental or purely pathological features in
the motivation of the action and the characters.

The instructions point to several important aspects of an adaptation for
Brecht. Items 2 and 3 put an unmistakable emphasis on clarity. The
organization of the main plot and the subplot had to serve the purpose of
drawing clear through-lines in the complicated course of events. Lenz, who,
like other storm-and-stress playwrights, was influenced by Shakespeare,
wanted to give his play the richness and liveliness associated with
Shakespeare’s dramas. Brecht, however, sought to impose order upon the
various plots as a way of deepening the treatment of the central themes,
rather than taking in too many extraneous meanderings, as he saw them. It
should be noted, however, that this formal reorganization was not to
interfere with the beauty of the play’s flow. Brecht was not suggesting a
utilitarian butchering of the play’s form; instead he wanted to combine his
aims with the qualities that made Lenz’s play so attractive to him in the first



place. This respect towards the unique appeal of all the source texts in this
volume is one factor that prevented the adaptations from becoming
mechanical or repetitive: each work had to be confronted on its own terms
and only then could adaptation proceed.

Item 4 deals more specifically with issues concerning Brecht’s political
aims for the adaptation as the basis for a successful performance. The
direction to eliminate certain elements again concerns itself with clarity. In
addition, the three elements also tell us about the type of material that was
not admissible in a text designed to engage the audience’s critical faculties
to the full. Eliminating the untypical meant that spectators could
contemplate characters and events which were not in some way out of the
ordinary but ones which would have concrete significance for them.
Similarly, the accidental relied too much on chance to offer an audience
material from which it could make meaningful connections about the world
and the way it worked. Brecht maintained here that the representation of the
world on stage had to be exemplary – it could not simply follow the foibles
of everyday life but had consciously to aim to reproduce actions that were
important and intelligible to an audience. If spectators were to learn
anything, then exceptional or accidental material could not be included. The
prohibition on ‘pathological features’ indicates another area Brecht deemed
beyond the remit of a politically committed drama, in that such conditions
were innate and thus unchangeable. While scholarly work has subsequently
posited links between mental illness and the mechanisms of society, at that
time, socialist states considered psychoanalysis and psychotherapy
bourgeois and alien to working people.

The three items thus show how Brecht’s formal adaptation process
focused on offering material to the audience defined by its usefulness. The
unswerving drive towards clarity should not, however, be mistaken for a
desire to make things easy for the audience. Brecht’s theatre was based on
posing questions which only the spectators could answer. ‘Clarity’, then,
involved articulating these questions as clearly as possible. The questions
came in the form of on-stage contradictions. In The Tutor, for example, the
audience was confronted with the central issue of why an intelligent tutor
had to sell his services and demean himself in order to survive in the society
of the time. Brecht thus sought to make the articulation of that difficult
contradiction clear while the responses to it were complex and a matter for
the audience.



Adaptation was not only a business that concerned the form of a play.
Certain aspects of the original’s themes were also important. For example,
Lenz’s play contains a reformist streak, suggesting that class and
educational systems were capable of repair under feudalism. Brecht
disagreed with this position and both deleted the first scene from Lenz’s
second act and rewrote the main voice of reform, Major von Berg, in order
to expunge this suggestion from the play. As a Marxist, Brecht wanted to
point to the failings of the system itself and suggest that only revolution was
the appropriate solution. However, the accuracy of the depiction of
feudalism and those involved in it should equally demonstrate just how
difficult it would be to engineer such social and political upheaval.

Formal and thematic adaptation served to heighten the central theme of
the play in Brecht’s reading: the German ‘misère’. Broadly speaking, this
term refers to the German people’s inability to bring about a successful
social revolution, unlike the French in 1789. The Peasants’ Revolt of the
early sixteenth century and the bourgeois uprising of 1848 both came to
nothing and the patchwork of German states retained their class-based
hierarchy. Brecht also noted in the unpublished introduction to Turandot
that even in the most terrible days at the end of World War Two, the
German proletariat had not seized the moment and risen up against the
Nazis. To Brecht, The Tutor was an object lesson in servility and deference
to one’s social ‘superiors’, and he wanted the production to use comedy as a
way of pointing to this attitude with a view to overcoming it.

Adaptation was also much more than merely cutting and reworking the
text into a finished product; it was an ongoing process that ran through
rehearsals. Several drafts of The Tutor exist and chart the ways in which
practical work affected the architecture and feel of the new script. Rehearsal
would reveal just how successful the current draft had been and the rhythm
of lines, speeches, dialogues and scenes would change in accordance with
the effects generated on stage. It is worth noting that this was an
experimental process: actors were not required merely to perform what they
found on the page but to plumb the text’s depths and make discoveries
which may not have been apparent to the adapters. The discoveries would
then inform the next draft. The lack of a definitive end point for the script,
for example, is betokened by the fact that Brecht wrote the epilogue to The
Tutor very late in the day. Up until then, the cast had used the more general
epilogue to The Good Person of Szechwan. This shows how the team were



not working towards this end from the outset; on the contrary, the epilogue
took the material developed previously and made its own concluding
remarks.

*    *    *    *    *

I have dwelt on the adaptation of The Tutor at length because it offers a
model for how the other adaptations in this volume also developed. The
emphasis on clarity, the social rather than the individual dimension, and the
idea that text can only be properly developed in rehearsal runs through the
BE’s work under Brecht’s leadership. The one adaptation which did not
make it to rehearsal in Brecht’s lifetime was Coriolanus. As a result, the
text we have is incomplete, especially, as Ralph Mannheim notes, around
the battle scenes at the end of Act One. However, it should not be
overlooked that rehearsal itself might well have revealed more about the
initial adaptation and that the final version might have looked very different
from the version Brecht in fact left after he stopped working on it in 1953.
Indeed, when the BE finally staged the play in 1964, the directors Manfred
Wekwerth and Joachim Tenschert spent much time with a battery of
assistants adapting the adaptation. The final BE script contained roughly 10
per cent of material added after Brecht’s death.

It was a logical progression for Brecht to move from Lenz to
Shakespeare, and he said as much in a Journal entry of 22 December 1949.
Brecht rated Shakespeare as the greatest realist of the bourgeois stage, yet
realism here does not denote the faithful reproduction of everyday
appearances, as is the case with plays by Chekhov, for example, or Arthur
Miller. What Brecht meant was that Shakespeare understood how characters
behaved and acted under the pressure of their historical situation – this was
the ‘reality’ Brecht sought beneath surface appearances. The characters’
language may, of course, be poetic and metaphorical – nobody actually
talks like that. To Brecht, it was the attitudes towards reality encoded in
such speeches that rendered them ‘realistic’. Performing such realism was
not easy and so The Tutor, inspired by Shakespeare’s dramaturgy, offered
the BE, and particularly its young actors, an opportunity to develop the
skills demanded by Brecht’s realistic theatre before the cast and crew
confronted the master of the genre.



As much as Brecht admired Shakespeare, he still felt that there were
characters and events that required further adaptation. The ‘Study of the
first scene of Shakespeare’s Coriolanus’ (to be found on p. 450 of this
volume) demonstrates the ways Brecht interrogated the material he found.
The ‘study’ is not a verbatim account of a meeting, in which Brecht is
represented by a ‘B’; he rewrote it in order to emphasize certain salient
points. B’s role here is to stimulate dialogue by asking questions and
making observations about the text as it stands. On occasion, he notes that
Shakespeare was writing for a different kind of theatre, one of a class
society. Brecht and the BE, on the other hand, were planning a production
in a socialist state, and this shift of context provided the main reason for an
adaptation. Brecht sought to undermine the prejudices against the working
people of Rome that pervaded Shakespeare’s time and to undermine the
implicit dominance of the patricians. In response, the people’s tribunes
became more credible characters in their own right than mere intriguing
politicians who have a personal problem with Coriolanus himself. The
common people were also recast. Shakespeare’s IV iii became Brecht’s IV
i, for example, and the scene was completely rewritten. Rather than making
the banishment of Coriolanus the focus, two men, a Roman and a Volscian,
consider how the world is safer without Coriolanus, but they are more
concerned with their common social plight away from the tribal wrangles.
The workers of this world most certainly unite, because they understand
that they share a common set of problems defined by their place on the
lower rungs of the social ladder.

The last scene also presents a very different finale: rather than the
dramatic murder of Coriolanus at the hands of Aufidius and his men, the
audience is returned to a more tranquil and understated setting, the Roman
Senate. Life goes on and the politicians are going about their legislative
business when news of Coriolanus’ death arrives. Menenius asks that the
vanquished general’s name be inscribed in the Capitol but the politicians
continue their meeting. The family is also denied the honour of wearing
public robes of mourning for ten months, a decision that inverts the ending
of Shakespeare’s play. This final scene is also interesting in that it features
senators, a consul, and the tribunes. That is, the defeat of Coriolanus and the
relegation of his importance has not suddenly led to social revolution: the
noble senators are still present in the legislature. However, the tribunes are
the ones who reject the two proposals to memorialize the man who



ultimately betrayed Rome, despite his victories earlier in the play. Power is
shifting, but is not in the tribune’s hands yet.

Brecht was also troubled by the figure of Coriolanus himself because he
represented one of Shakespeare’s ‘great individuals’. These characters
appeared to be imbued with character traits that resisted social
categorization, that is, they were seemingly ‘given’ naturally, something
Brecht found difficult to accept. Instead he read Coriolanus as a specialist in
war who overestimated his own value. Viewing himself above and apart
from society, he mistakenly believed he was indispensable. Brecht showed
how the people of Rome went on to arm themselves against further attack
from the Volscians under Coriolanus in order to point out Coriolanus’ more
peripheral status. His tragedy in Shakespeare is his pride; in Brecht he falls
because of his individualism, a category which is social as well as personal.
He fails to realize that the upper echelons of Roman society indulge him his
individualism when he is in favour but that the people, in the form of the
tribunes, reject it when he fails to play his role in the political process.
Brecht thus retained the element of tragic pride but re-contextualized it in
the power networks of Roman society.

*    *    *    *    *

The social element also provided the focus when Brecht and Benno Besson
adapted Anna Seghers’ The Trial of Joan of Arc at Rouen, 1431. The
original radio play mostly emphasized the trial, yet the adapters sought to
bring in the on-stage audience far more prominently as a way of creating a
fuller picture of French society under English rule. Besson, who directed
the production, acknowledged that this was his first show in which he
clearly understood the way socially defined contradictions manifested
themselves on stage and changed as events changed. The new script thus
allowed him to construct contradictions, resolve them and develop them
with new ones. Indeed, the expansion of the crowd scenes led to
experiments with the staging, in that Besson used approaches taken from
Stanislavsky in order to individualize the representative crowd more
‘realistically’. The BE found that Stanislavsky could be integrated into the
BE’s working methods as long as the focus of the work remains social
rather than psychological. The individuality brought out from the members
of the crowd emphasized details of their social origins and attitudes, and



made plain how these factors altered as new information and relationships
emerged in the light of the trial.

Don Juan initially started as a project commissioned by another theatre,
the Volkstheater Rostock. Besson had been out of favour at the BE because
he had lost the rehearsal notes to The Tutor and was invited independently
of Brecht to direct any play of his choice. Having been involved in the
adaptation process at the BE, he chose Molière’s play because he
considered it formally weak in comparison to the rest of the French
playwright’s oeuvre. He was particularly concerned by the way the action
seemed to drag in the original’s final two acts and so he conflated them into
what is the final act of the adaptation, Act Four. Elsewhere we notice again
the introduction of new characters and situations in a bid to expand the
social reach of the play.

Besson reported that he and Brecht’s long-standing collaborator Elisabeth
Hauptmann started translating and adapting the text when Brecht got wind
of the project and that Brecht then took a leading role. A transcript of a
meeting that Brecht chaired, which appears to be verbatim rather than the
edited text on Coriolanus discussed above, again shows how actively
Brecht sought to problematize the texts staged by the BE. In this discussion,
he particularly focused on what comedy meant in Don Juan, but rather than
offering his own theses, he employed an interrogative mode, persistently
posing questions to tease out the meaning of the genre in the context of the
Don Juan myth, which is usually considered tragic. His constant
questioning did not settle on the answers given by his collaborators but used
them only to probe further.

Again the central figure proved problematic and Brecht was keen to
process the reviews the production garnered in Rostock in order to correct
some of its perceived flaws and to improve upon them. Brecht objected to
the position that Don Juan’s atheism was in some way progressive (see
‘Don Juan as a character’, p. 478 of this volume). He preferred to view it as
a mark of Don Juan’s decadence in a decadent court, an absence of faith
rather than the militant championing of a cause. Again, social contradiction
is central to Brecht’s thought: Don Juan’s hedonism makes him lazy, and his
hedonism is an index of the state of the court in pre-revolutionary France.
Brecht wanted Besson to bring out these aspects as comic and laughable.
This Besson did when he directed the play afresh as the curtain-raiser when
the BE finally moved to the Theater am Schiffbauerdamm in early 1954.



That Brecht chose to open the new venue with a play written by another
dramatist and directed by one of his assistants and not himself shows how
he was happy not to hog the limelight but to promote the talent of others.
Brecht certainly played a major role in both the adaptation and the
direction. As he told Besson afterwards, he was happy to help, but he would
have staged the production quite differently and so he wanted Besson to
take the credit as sole director.

Brecht followed up the success of the adapted Don Juan with another
comedy, taken from a different tradition. George Farquhar’s Restoration
Comedy The Recruiting Officer formed the basis of Trumpets and Drums.
One of the most obvious changes is historical: Farquhar’s original settings
taken from his own time, the beginning of the eighteenth century, shift
forward to the American War of Independence, much later that century.
This decision appears to have been taken in a bid to make the action more
accessible for the German audience. Spectators would have found it easier
to understand the tensions associated with imperialism, although this could
have led to a political issue concerning the positive portrayal of the
Americans at a time when they played the role of imperialist aggressor in
GDR cold-war propaganda.

As it happened, this was not the case. Instead, the ruling Socialist Unity
Party (abbreviated in German to ‘SED’) had more pragmatic concerns. As
John Willett notes in ‘Adapting Farquhar’, p. 490 of this volume, the main
work on the adaptation took place between March and April 1955, yet the
play was only premiered in September. The reason for this was that the
cultural functionaries were concerned that the play, which has a critique of
press-ganging as its theme, could be construed as pacifist. The Federal
Republic of Germany was remilitarizing and founded the Bundeswehr a
month after the premiere, and the GDR followed suit in 1956 with the
formation of the Nationale Volksarmee (National People’s Army). The SED
thus viewed pacifism as a position that undermined the planned
establishment of its armed forces and did not want its most famous theatre
producing work that could be interpreted as critical of the policy. In the
period between adapting The Recruiting Officer and putting it on the stage,
the BE set about insulating the text from any charge of pacifism by focusing
its critique on the issue of imperialist warmongering and the lengths to
which the British would go to fight their war of subjugation, rather than as a
blanket condemnation of military action.



*    *    *    *    *

This, however, was not the only occasion on which the SED intervened in
the BE’s plans regarding adaptations. Indeed, adaptations were much
contested because of their implication in a major aspect of GDR cultural
policy. The SED viewed the GDR as the inheritor of a progressive German
tradition and used this usurped authority as a way of distancing the GDR as
a socialist republic from the catastrophe of Nazism. The way in which this
political definition of the nation affected culture was in the treatment of the
German cultural heritage. Productions of classic works were obliged to
emphasize positive aspects in the plays in order to connect the present with
those chosen and preferred parts of the past. It is thus not a little peculiar
that the SED neither publicly nor privately censured The Tutor. Staging the
‘misère’ pointed out, after all, a deep-rooted historical inability of the
German people to shape history in its own interests, and the production’s
ironic happy ending would not have protected the BE against the charge of
pessimism. To Brecht, on the other hand, the play and its ending were an
example of a ‘negative example’, one in which the audience was confronted
with the parody of an ideal with a view to suggesting its own
improvements. The lack of pointers towards a brighter future would not
have sufficed as a valid conclusion to the authorities, who banned Hanns
Eisler’s Johannes Faustus in 1953 for its negative portrayal of Faust, the
SED’s most cherished figure from the German canon.

The question then arises as to why the SED did not move against The
Tutor in 1950. It is likely that three main factors led to the production
failing to register with the SED’s cultural organs. First, The Tutor, as
already noted, was not that well known. It would have been difficult to raise
the Party’s hackles if it could not refer to an official line on the play.
Similarly, the audience would have encountered performances ‘afresh’ with
few, if any, preconceived notions about the play, its themes or its forms.
That Brecht and his collaborators had made great changes may not have
been all that noticeable, especially given the second item in the list of tasks
for the adapters: that the play should retain ‘the elegance of the sequence of
the scenes’. Second, the production was a great success. Audiences and
reviewers alike praised its precision, its beauty, its lightness and its humour.
The young ensemble had demonstrated how well it could function as a unit,
and the production’s critique of an oppressive society was lively and



engaging, not leaden and propagandistic. Third, the SED itself was
uncertain how to wield its new power. The regime was still in a process of
bedding down and culture was administered by a range of different
agencies, ranging from the Central Committee, through the recently
established Ministry of People’s Education, down to more local Berlin
authorities. It is possible that the Party was not confident enough to launch
an attack on a work that was at once unfamiliar and remarkably popular.

The same could not be said of Coriolanus. By 1951, the SED was firmly
in control and had turned its opinions on the cultural heritage and other
aspects of cultural policy into dogma. The Party officially adopted positions
on various cultural matters at a conference held between 15–17 March
1951. After this date, it sought to impose its will more heavy-handedly, and,
in a meeting in August 1951, it banned further work on the Shakespearean
adaptation. The combination of the world’s most famous dramatist, whom
the Germans had been calling ‘our Shakespeare’ since at least the
eighteenth century, and a protagonist, who had certain affinities to Stalin,
was enough to alert the Central Committee to the potential dangers of a
production. Brecht did continue to work on the play, but kept the further
adaptation quiet, partly for political reasons, partly because he could not
secure a suitable male lead for the eponymous hero.

Another BE adaptation, not included in this volume, also came in for
official criticism. In 1951, the company staged a fusion of two plays by
Gerhart Hauptmann that featured the same lead character, one each side of
the interval. The Beaver Coat is a full-blooded comedy, Red Hen a tragi-
comedy; their joining did not make for great theatre, and the production was
not well received despite the much-lauded performance of one of
Germany’s most accomplished actors, Therese Giehse, in the main role of
Mother Wolffen. The SED was not concerned about the success or failure of
the production; it found the process of adulterating two classic plays by
transforming them into one evening’s theatre at odds with its ideas on the
purity of the cultural heritage and sought to remove the mongrel from the
repertoire. In this case, however, the SED was beaten to its goal by
Hauptmann’s estate which unknowingly shared the Party’s view and
withdrew the rights after a mere fourteen performances. The estate
explicitly objected to the act of adaptation because it had only granted
permission for what it called a ‘dramaturgical arrangement’ of the material.



It is telling that the BE’s most controversial production in this early
period of GDR history was deliberately kept ‘un-adapted’. The BE staged
Goethe’s Urfaust, the early drafts of what would become the first part of
Faust, in 1952 in Potsdam and 1953 in Berlin. After the diktats on
Coriolanus and other works scheduled for the BE, Brecht was naturally
wary. Nonetheless, he supervised the Urfaust production, which was
directed by assistant Egon Monk, and approached it in much the same way
he would any other production. That is, he mined it for contradictions and
conferred on it a lively new reading, away from the orthodoxies of the day.
The first production, which portrayed Faust as a charlatan and seducer, was
initially praised in the local press but a letter from the Party group at the
theatre that hosted the production was merciless in its critique of how the
BE had betrayed the German cultural heritage. An adaptation would have
merely given the Party more grist to its mill, in that Brecht would have been
accused of ‘perverting’ the text to suit his ends. The preservation of the
original text meant that he was only working with the material he found.
The second attempt to stage the play in Berlin was deliberately toned down,
in the light of the public criticism. Faust no longer had the negative traits
that he had had in Potsdam; his tragic contradiction was predicated upon the
position that he had to engage in a pact with the devil in order to pursue his
more progressive ends. This radical shift in interpretation could not,
however, save a production already sullied. The head of the Deutsches
Theater, Wolfgang Langhoff, did not allow Urfaust to be performed to
audiences as an evening show, and consigned it to matinees. After seven of
these passed, and with no prospect of entering the normal repertoire, the
production vanished, never to be seen again, although, ironically enough,
young film-maker Hans-Jürgen Syberberg captured some of the rehearsals
on his 8mm camera in 1953.

The Trial of Joan of Arc and Don Juan did not attract any adverse
criticism. One can only speculate about why this was the case, but The Trial
was, like The Tutor, a little-known work, and it was written by Anna
Seghers, a socialist writer of impeccable credentials. Brecht’s additions
were not controversial – they mostly expanded the crowd scenes to involve
the Party’s hero of choice, the common people. Don Juan was being
rehearsed on one of the most traumatic days in the GDR’s history: 17 June
1953. This was the day when workers went on strike and protested against
the SED’s economic policies. With support from the West, the protests



became an uprising in which the masses on the streets called for the
removal of the SED from power. Soviet tanks rolled into Berlin and order
was restored, yet the SED was given the bloodiest of noses and was forced
to dilute its hard-line position on a variety of fronts. What followed for the
cultural sector was something of a thaw. It is difficult to know whether Don
Juan would have attracted censure in the first place – Molière was not as
problematic as Goethe or Shakespeare, and to call a possibly progressive
aristocrat decadent was hardly incendiary. It is more likely that the
authorities felt severely restricted in their ability to intervene and this
particular play offered so little offence that it would not have been worth
criticizing the work.

*    *    *    *    *

Adaptations, it would seem, were an important part of the BE’s repertoire,
yet the BE’s two attempts at Urfaust raise an important question regarding
the necessity of adaptations at Brecht’s theatre at all. With the SED firmly
applying pressure to Coriolanus, Brecht decided to trust his own
approaches to making theatre rather than risk a ban on a play he considered
important. Brecht’s stagecraft was concerned with activating the audience
and he developed a range of ideas and practices to achieve this. At their
base was the desire to do away with a harmonic union of signs transmitted
from the stage to the auditorium. For example, Brecht did not necessarily
want lines about, say, happiness to be delivered in a happy voice, or for
music to tell the same story as a song’s lyrics. Similarly, an actor’s body
could articulate something different from what he or she was saying. Such
moves were designed productively to unsettle the spectators and ask them
why the theatre was saying two different things at once. In short, Brecht
was keen for his audience to question what it saw and heard, and to ask
what might be motivating it. And with his customary emphasis on the
social, contributory factors tended to emanate from society rather than the
characters.

So Brecht had envisaged modes of performing which criticized or at least
modified the material being performed. His theatre of juxtaposed signs
deferred ultimate interpretation to the audience. Performance was thus
taking on some of the qualities identified in the adaptation discussed above:
it pointed to areas one might consider questionable and invited constructive



responses. Brecht said as much shortly before his death in 1956: ‘if I were
putting him [Shakespeare] on today, it is only small changes I would have
to make in the production, changes of emphasis’. Sadly, we do not know
how Brecht would have directed Coriolanus or any other classic play after
this pronouncement, but perhaps he had realized by then that the stage
could offer a forum for creative challenges to dramatic works to dislodge
the centrality of the written adaptation. Regardless of this late position, the
BE continued to adapt plays, including those by Brecht that were as yet
unperformed, such as Arturo Ui and The Days of the Commune.

Whether Brecht planned to shift from adapting texts to staging them
more radically will never be known. The adaptations in this volume,
however, give a clear sense of Brecht’s theatrical interests and the directions
he sought to pursue upon arriving back in Germany and taking control of an
ensemble of his own. The need to make socially useful theatre runs through
the adaptations, and the dramaturgical ‘corrections’ he introduced point to a
need to readjust older plays for a more complete picture of society
represented on stage. From a new role for the common people to the
relativisation of seemingly autonomous central characters, the plays give
the audience more to consider in terms of the interaction between the
individual and society. This expansion of the social palette was matched by
an almost iron resolve to achieve clarity on stage. The social contradictions
could not be blurred or mistaken for something else, otherwise the audience
would not be able to make informed decisions. The adaptations strove to
include only salient material. This did not mean that society was in some
way reduced to simple tensions; rather the adaptation process was
concerned with bringing out the complexities of society in a clear fashion.
Merely observe the dynamic modulations that run through the crowd scenes
in The Trial of Joan of Arc, for example, to understand how changes in
situation affect different social strata in different ways.

The adaptations draft a vision of socially committed drama to act as a
corrective to plays that suggest we are prisoners of our psychology and
unable to influence our environment. Brecht and his collaborators set about
probing the texts in question to expose how people got trapped in the
seemingly unchangeable structures of society and to ask in whose interests
such structures functioned. Hasty, the eponymous tutor, is no fool but finds
himself suffering at the hands of a system loaded against him. While he can
hardly be said to triumph at the play’s conclusion, the audience, armed with



more knowledge about the social set-up, can speculate about how Hasty and
others like him might seek to escape their fate.

The BE was a hothouse that produced innovative ways of
conceptualizing and realizing theatre. The adaptations in this volume
represent one of the strands Brecht developed to change the theatrical
landscape of Germany. While they are one of many, they endure today as
documents that reflect important directions for a new kind of theatre. And
while reading them is one thing, they also invite theatre-makers to take up
their challenge and realize productions that present a world which may not
be easy to change, but is changeable all the same.
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Characters*

 
 
Hasty, a tutor Lisa, his ward
Pastor Hasty, his father Count Vermouth
Privy Councillor von Berg Squint and Buttress, students
Fritz, his son Mrs. Blitz, a landlady
Major von Berg Miss Swandown
Mrs. von Berg, his wife Caroline Squint
Gussie, their daughter Miss Cotton
Leopold, their son Miss Miller
The von Bergs’ Maid Miss Gosling
Wenceslas, a village schoolmaster  
 

 
 
*    See note, p. 410.



Prologue

 
In which the tutor introduces himself to the audience.

Ladies and gentlemen, the play you’re about to see
Was written in the eighteenth century.
A household tutor is the part I play
Ancestor of our teachers of today.
I’m still a servant of the nobility
Teaching their offspring for a meager fee
A little manners, the Bible more fully
And how to sneer and sham and bully.
I myself, though I’ve had a higher education
Am and remain of humble station.
Of course the times have been changing of late
The middle class is rising in the state.
Unless I read the portents wrong
I’ll be serving it before too long.
Adept at toeing any line
I’m sure that I will suit it fine.
With all their trimming, clipping, drilling
Those nobles made me only too willing
To teach what suits the ruling class—
A habit that will never pass.
But what I really do, you’ll see
Is spell out the sorry state of Germany.



Act One

 

1

 
Insterburg in Prussia. Outside Privy Councillor von Berg’s ornamental
garden.

Privy Councillor. Major.

Major    Things aren’t doing too well at the farm, William. No horses to be
had, not for love nor money. Zounds! The country still hasn’t recovered
from the war—seven years of it.—There comes that starveling again, I can’t
take a step without running into him.
 
(Hasty passes, bowing and scraping four times. His greetings are not
acknowledged)
 
Hasty    Oafs! The devil take you!
 
Privy Councillor    Who’s that lickspittle?
 
Major    They tell me his name is Hasty, a pastor’s son. My wife asked him
to call, she needs a tutor for Leopold; I suppose he’ll do as well as anyone.
 
Privy Councillor    I remember that name. His father’s been pestering me
to do something for him. He wanted a position at the town school. But he’s
not trained for it. His father’s purse gave out before his finals. What is he to
teach your son?
 
Major    Drum a little knowledge and good manners into him, so he can
grow up to be a soldier like me.



 
Privy Councillor    He may be good enough for that, Frederick. (He enters
the garden, preceding the major, and stops in front of a plant) Farra
communis, the common fern, oldest plant on earth.—But tell me, brother,
about this Hasty, do you know what sort of man you’ll be taking into your
house? What about his ethical maturity? My own inquiries have not been
too thorough. I haven’t looked into his past.
 
Major    All I know is that he’s not overcharging. And what with the war
and the high cost of living …
 
Privy Councillor    I wouldn’t want anything cheap. That’s why I’m
sending my boy Fritz to the university in Halle.
 
Major    ’Sblood! Enough about that lout. We were talking about your fern
here.
 
Privy Councillor    The fern whose remote ancestor, the horsetail, can be
traced back to the ice age …
 



 

2

 
Gussie’s room.

Gussie. Fritz von Berg.

Gussie    Fritz! How far is Halle?
 
Fritz    Three hundred miles or three miles—as you like. If I can’t stay here,
Gussie, and you’re unattainable in any case, what difference is there
between three miles and three hundred?
 
Gussie    And you’ll be in Halle and …
 
Fritz    With you heart and soul! But you won’t write to me and I shall
cease to exist.
 
Gussie    Then you think it won’t be a separation when you get into the
coach, not a real separation?
 
Fritz    We’ll always be together in spirit. Take this, Gussie! (He gives her
Klopstock’s Odes)
 
Gussie    Klopstock! (Reads)
 

“The drunken joy of the long wept-for,
Almost too blissful hour
Which tells the lover that he is loved!”
“And now two beauteous souls, ennobled, feel
Wholly, for the first time wholly, the fullness of their being!”
Oh!—But Uncle will marry you off to that ungodly Count Vermouth long
before I take my degree. My three years at the university will be a long time



in your life!

Gussie    Three years or thirty, as you like.—I hear my father and my uncle
in the hall. Let’s go out into the garden.
 
Fritz    No, they’re gone. But I’ll come back. Wait, Gussie, read just this:
“Hermann and Thusnelda.” The return of the Cheruscan.
 

Gussie (reads)
 

“Ah, there he comes, covered with sweat, with
Roman blood and the dust of battles. Never was
Hermann so beautiful! Never did such flames
Flash from his eyes.

Come, I tremble with desire, hand me the eagle
And thy blood-drenched sword! Come, breathe here and rest
In my embrace
From the too terrible battle.”
Wait, let’s go out to the summer-house.

Fritz    No, no, Papa’s outside. Go on reading.
 

Gussie (reads)
 

“Rest here that I may wipe the sweat from thy brow
And from thy cheek the blood. Thy cheek’s on fire!
Hermann, Hermann, never before
Has Thusnelda loved thee so!”

Oh, Fritz!

“Not even when first in the shade of the oak thou
Seizedst me impetuously in thy tawny arms!
Fleeing I stayed and saw upon thee



The mark of immortality.”

Fritz    Gussie …
 
Gussie    Would you—no, I mustn’t ask you.
 
Fritz    Ask for my life, for my last drop of blood.
 
Gussie    We were going to swear an oath together.
 
Fritz    Yes, let us. Magnificent. Let us kneel down here beside the bed. You
raise your finger like this and I raise mine.—Tell me now, what shall I
swear to you?
 
Gussie    That you’ll always fly to the arms of your Gussie at holiday time
and come back from the university in three years and make Gussie your
wife, no matter what your father says.
 
Fritz    And what will you promise in return, my angelic …
 
(Kisses her)
 
Gussie    I swear that I will never, never marry anyone but you, not even if
the Tsar of Russia himself should come and ask me.
 
Fritz    I swear a thousand oaths—
 
(The Privy Councillor comes in: both jump up with loud screams)
 
Privy Councillor    Make a clean breast of it. What have you two been up
to? For shame, I thought I had a sensible son. You want to study law, and
you can’t even teach yourself how to behave? Come here, both of you. I
choose to see no wrong. If you like to be with your cousin, Fritz, I have no
objection, but now it’s off to Halle with you to become a beacon to
humanity. To make yourself worthy of her. And to learn the meaning of true
freedom. Which distinguishes man from the animals. Stallions and mares
have to do it, but human beings are free not to. Understand, son? (Fritz
nods shamefacedly) Consequently I want you to take leave of each other at
once, without constraint, pursuant to your better judgment, voluntarily. No



letters to be exchanged, except unsealed. Promise? (Fritz and Gussie nod)
Thoughts are free, but writing will be censored. Now, say good-bye in my
presence—and refrain of your own free will from doing anything that
cannot be done in the presence of witnesses. (Fritz makes a bow to Gussie,
she curtsies to Fritz) Yes, children, reason is a hard taskmaster.
 



 

3

 
Mrs. von Berg’s parlor.

Mrs. von Berg at the spinet, Hasty stands beside her in a deferential
attitude, Leopold stands catching flies.

Mrs. von Berg    I’ve spoken to your father; he suggested a salary of three
hundred ducats and we’ve settled on a hundred and fifty. In return I must
ask you, Mr.—what was the name?—Mr. Hasty, to keep yourself in clean
clothes and not to disgrace our house. As to your daily schedule, you will
take your chocolate at seven with the young master and see to it that he eats
properly; his health is delicate. School from eight to twelve. Afternoon: a
walk in the public park and be sure never to let go of his hand, he’s a very
spirited boy. From six until dinner time you may sit by the bay window and
pursue your own studies. In the evenings I shall expect you to entertain our
guests. I trust you’ve got a tongue in your head. I expect you to show good
taste and to be honorable as well. The last tutor had to be dismissed for
stuffing his pockets with pears.—Do you skate? Could you teach Leopold?
—And are you proficient in dancing?
 
Hasty    I hope your ladyship will be pleased with me. In Leipzig I never
missed a ball, I must have had at least five dancing masters.
 
Mrs. von Berg    Indeed? Won’t you show me? A figure from the minuet.
Make me a compliment. Don’t be nervous, Mr. … Hasty. Don’t be nervous!
My son hates books as it is; if his tutor turns out to be a simpleton, that will
be the end of him. Just to give me an idea.—Well, well, not bad. Now, if
you please, a pas.—You’ll do. You’ll get into the spirit once you’ve
attended one of our soirées … Are you a musician?
 
Hasty    I play the violin and I can get by on the spinet.
 



Mrs. von Berg    Splendid! I’ve always had to sing for the dear children
when they wanted to dance. That will be a great improvement.
 
Hasty    Your ladyship, you overwhelm me. Is there any virtuoso in the
whole world who would dare match his instrument against your ladyship’s
voice?
 
Mrs. von Berg    Ha, ha, ha, you haven’t even heard me yet.… Wait, do
you know this minuet? (She sings)
 
Hasty    Ah … Ah … You must forgive my enthusiasm. (Kisses her hand)
 
Mrs. von Berg    I happen to be enrhumée, I’m sure I sound like a crow.
Vous parlez français, sans doute?
 
Hasty    Un peu, madame.
 
Mrs. von Berg    Avez-vous déjà fait votre tour de France?
 
Hasty    Non, madame … Oui, madame …
 
Mrs. von Berg    Vous devez donc savoir, qu’en France on ne baise pas les
mains, mon cher …
 
Maid (enters)    Count Vermouth.
 
Mrs. von Berg    One of my daughter’s suitors …
 
(Count Vermouth enters. After a few silent bows he sits down on the sofa)
 
Count Vermouth    Has your ladyship seen the new dancing master who
just arrived from Dresden? A marchese from Florence, by the name of … In
all my travels I have only seen two who might have been compared to him.
 
Mrs. von Berg    Only two? You do arouse my curiosity. I know what
exquisite taste Count Vermouth has.
 
Hasty    Pintinello …, isn’t it? I saw him dance at the theater in Leipzig.
With no great distinction …



 
Count Vermouth    He dances—on ne peut pas mieux.—As I was saying,
your ladyship, in Petersburg I saw Beluzzi, who may have been better. But
this one has a nimbleness in his feet, there’s something so free, so divinely
negligent about his stance, his arms, his turns—
 
Hasty    Last time he appeared at Koch’s Theater, they booed him.
 
Mrs. von Berg    Be advised, my friend, that domestics do not intervene in
conversations between persons of quality. Go to your room. Who asked
your opinion?
 
(Hasty goes toward the door)
 
Count Vermouth    The new tutor, I presume?
 
Mrs. von Berg    Fresh from the university.—Off with you! Don’t you hear
you’re being talked about? All the less reason to stand there listening.
 
(Hasty goes out. Mrs. von Berg and Count Vermouth take their
chocolate)
 
Mrs. von Berg    It’s intolerable that one can no longer get the right kind of
person for one’s money. Think of it. Five hundred ducats a year! Isn’t it
dreadful?
 
Count Vermouth    As I was saying, this Pintinello dances like a god. My
passion for the dance has cost me some thirty thousand ducats, but I’d
gladly pay twice as much if … (He sighs) How is Mademoiselle Gussie?
 
Mrs. von Berg    So, so, la la. She’s been looking a bit pale these last few
days.
 


