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Introduction

Following Galileo (first version, Denmark, 1938) and Mother Courage
(Sweden, 1939), in which Brecht had first turned away from day-to-day
politics and any immediate possibilities of production, the present volume
contains the three works written in Finland after the end of the ‘phoney
war’ while the family was waiting to move on a stage further, to the United
States. One play, The Good Person of Szechwan, had been in his mind for a
long time, and demanded constant reworking. One was the product of his
Finnish experiences (which also inspired a new vein of poetry) and grew
from a draft comedy by his hostess there. The third was written in haste,
meant to be staged in America once their precarious journey had been
achieved. All three demanded large casts. And none could be performed as
Brecht himself wanted until after his return to Europe in 1947.

Like The Caucasian Chalk Circle later, The Good Person of Szechwan
stands out from his more didactic and politically committed works by being
conceived as a ‘parable’ – a description not previously used for his plays –
with ethical problems as its main concern. More than once in his journal he
complains about its complicated history: conceived some ten years before
he began serious work on it, then worked on successively in Denmark,
Sweden and Finland till he reluctantly undertook a last revision at the
beginning of 1941, he was never able to give it the final test by staging it
under his own direction. At bottom the problem was how to maintain the
original social point when the Chinese setting risked becoming (as he noted
in mid-1940) a ‘mere disguise, and a ragged disguise at that’. For the short
play which he had sketched in 1930 as Die Ware Liebe (a pun roughly
equivalent to ‘Love is the Goods’) was on a theme close to that of his story
‘The Job’ (Short Stories 1921–1946, p. 112): a society where women’s role
was to be sold, but salesmen had to be men. This, rather than the
ambiguities of good and evil, is what suggested that the Person should be a
whore.

Just when Brecht first thought of locating the play in China we do not
know, but it must have been at some point between Piscator’s production of
Friedrich Wolf’s Tai Yang Wakes Up (a counter-play to Klabund’s 1924



Chalk Circle) and the first reference to it in his journal for March 1939, by
which time it was already an unfinished fragment consisting of five scenes
under its present title. ‘A thin structure of steel’, he called it, and clearly he
did not wish it to have an exotic flavour:

the girl must be a big powerful person. the city must be a big, dusty uninhabitable place.
[…] some attention must be paid to countering the risk of chinoiserie. the vision is of a
chinese city’s outskirts with cement works and so on. there are still gods around but
aeroplanes have come in. perhaps the lover should be an unemployed pilot?

Repeatedly he seems to have become uneasy about the local colour and the
degree of realism needed: was Shen Teh, for instance, to give her
impoverished neighbours bread, or milk, or rice? Originally a vague name
for the city, Szechwan itself, which is more properly the name of a
province, became specified in the stage directions as ‘The capital of
Szechwan, which has been semi-europeanised’. This would-be precision,
which contrasts oddly with his later insistence that Szechwan stands
indifferently for ‘all those places where man is exploited by man’, is less
vivid in the end than some of Brecht’s wilder flights of geographical
fantasy, for instance in Man equals Man. Even then his use of Chinese
theatrical techniques had to be accentuated during the last laborious
revisions before the play was duplicated. This was done so as to ‘add a
poetic element’, making it lighter and more entertaining in an effort to
compensate for its undue length.

•    •    •

Duplicated scripts went off early in 1941 to Piscator and Kurt Weill in the
United States, as well as to recipients in Sweden and Switzerland, the latter
including the Zurich Schauspielhaus, who were even then preparing the
world première of Mother Courage. Piscator seems to have been the first to
react, and within a few weeks of Brecht’s arrival in California on 21 July
1941 he responded enthusiastically, saying that he had begun negotiating
about a possible production with the Theatre Guild; moreover the poet John
Latouche, author of the patriotic-progressive ‘Ballad for Americans’, was
interested in translating the play. Brecht however was not prepared to be
hurried, preferring to wait until he knew whether he himself would be
coming to New York, and meanwhile suggesting to Piscator that Arturo Ui
would be a simpler play to mount. Whether he had already heard about the



productions of Piscator’s Dramatic Workshop at the New School is not
clear, but they had featured a version of the Klabund Chalk Circle that
March starring Dolly Haas (of Broken Blossoms fame) as the heroine, a
performance which the New York Post praised for its ‘quaintness and
delicacy’; and soon the poet Hoffman Hays was warning Brecht that
Piscator’s errors of judgement might harm him with the Guild. It may have
been as a result of this that he now began looking elsewhere for the
possibility of a production, showing the script to Elisabeth Bergner, who
knew his work from Munich and Berlin and was predisposed to help. Not
only had she had one of her great successes in Klabund’s play in 1924, but
she was now told by Brecht that he had written The Good Person
specifically for her to act (though all the early scripts carry a dedication to
Helene Weigel), and what she heard of its story clearly intrigued her. On
reading it however she found it boring and guessed that others would as
well, while the film actress Anna May Wong – yet another who had acted in
the Klabund play, this time in London in 1931 – seems to have lost interest
after a first meeting in Hollywood engineered by Alexander Granach,
another of Brecht’s Berlin friends.

The sole effect of these approaches to actresses, then, was to enrage
Piscator, who saw that he was being neglected and by-passed and felt that
this was a poor reward for all his efforts to get Brecht invited to the United
States in the first place. It looks as if Brecht then shunted the play into the
sidings while he concentrated on the writing of Fritz Lang’s Czech
resistance film Hangmen Also Die. One night in August 1942 however his
old friend the novelist Lion Feuchtwanger telephoned to say that he had
heard from Zurich that the Schauspielhaus there wanted to produce the
script which Brecht had sent them before leaving Europe. This decision
came at a crucial turning point in the military fortunes of the Allies, shortly
before the victories of Alamein and Stalingrad, and from then on Zurich
became for some years Brecht’s European base. Naturally he was not yet
able to see any productions there, let alone to exert any kind of influence on
the interpretation of his plays, and it is difficult even now to judge how far
the committedly anti-Nazi Schauspielhaus company managed to grasp all
his ideas. But at least its initial reception, unlike that of Mother Courage
and (later) Puntila, never led Brecht to make any corrective changes to the
text, which accordingly became the authorised version as we now have it.



And yet within a matter of weeks Brecht was planning a major rewrite
which was to lead – as later in the case of Galileo – to the making of a
shorter, tighter and in some ways stronger ‘version for here’, i.e. for the
American stage. This originated in Kurt Weill’s reaction to the script that
Brecht had sent him, which the now successful composer wanted to make
into a (presumably musical) play for Broadway production. During a long
visit to New York (February to May inclusive) Brecht therefore spent a
week with the Weills, establishing the outline given on pp. 325–30 of our
notes. This, it seems, was to form the basis for a production to be set up
some while after that of the Schweik musical which they were planning at
the same time and hoped to have ready by the autumn. The full script must
then have been written during the summer of 1943, after the completion of
Schweyk in the Second World War: typed by Brecht, it is headed ‘1943
version’ and datelined ‘Santa Monica 1943’. It eliminates two scenes and
five characters and is roughly two-thirds of the length of the Zurich
(authorised) version; and it can be reconstructed from the passages quoted
on pp. 336–51. Probably this is the version which Brecht gave Christopher
Isherwood to read that September in the hope that he might translate it;
however, only ‘a few polite compliments’ resulted. Weill anyway wanted a
more radical adaptation by an American writer, possibly the black poet
Langston Hughes, who later wrote the adaptation of Street Scene for him.
By November it seems that the new Brecht version had been shelved, and
that winter a contract was made giving Weill the right to choose his own
librettist and lyric writer, along with exclusive production rights for the next
two and a half years. By then he had come round to the idea of a ‘semi-
opera’ – the term which he had used of Silver Lake in 1933, with its
separate musical ‘numbers’. (He never entirely abandoned the idea, but the
work had still not been started when he died in 1950.)

For at least a year Weill’s interest put a stopper on any further
production plans, and although Brecht speculated about the possibility of
setting the play in Jamaica with an all black cast (and a translation by
Auden) it never rose to the surface of his concerns again until he left
America for Switzerland in November 1947. It was only after that point that
a wave of American college and university productions began, using the
Two Parables translation which Eric and Maya Bentley had made at
Brecht’s request on the basis of the 1940 text. Perhaps it was this that once
again aroused Broadway’s interest, but by now Brecht was quite as



reluctant to commit himself as he had been in the case of Piscator and the
Theatre Guild. In particular he did not want any experimental productions
in New York; Shen Teh must be played by ‘an artiste of the first rank’
(Jessica Tandy for example); while Bentley himself should not venture to
direct in ‘the hopeless atmosphere of Broadway’ without first gaining
experience with Brecht’s own company in Berlin. As a result it was only
after the writer’s death in August 1956 that the play finally reached New
York, when T.E. Hambleton put on a production that December at the
Phoenix Theatre, directed by Bentley with Uta Hagen as Shen Teh. Two
months earlier George Devine had staged it at the Royal Court Theatre in
London with Peggy Ashcroft, after visiting Brecht earlier in the year and
gaining his approval. Both these first productions had music by Paul Dessau
and sets by Teo Otto, friends and accepted interpreters of Brecht.

How highly did Brecht himself rank the play? Certainly he never gave it
a particularly high priority where German productions were concerned, and
it seems that Brecht still regarded The Good Person as an unusually
difficult play to deal with, for all the apparent ease of its acceptance at
college level. Nor were matters helped by the fact that its first professional
postwar production was licensed and prepared without his being consulted;
indeed the Brecht literature generally ignores it. This took place at Max
Reinhardt’s former Vienna theatre, the eighteenth-century Theater in der
Josefstadt, where there was a production by Rudolf Steinbóck in March
1946 with the outstanding actress Paula Wessely as Shen Teh; conservative
Austrian critics felt she was too cold. It was another six years before Harry
Buckwitz in Frankfurt mounted the first West German production, a
somewhat dragging affair with Solveig Thomas as a clearly much sweeter
and daintier Shen Teh. A number of other West German performances
followed before Brecht, who had spent four days with Buckwitz in
Frankfurt trying ‘to infuse ease and clarity into the production’, gave his
young Swiss assistant Benno Besson the task of directing the play’s East
German première at Rostock. With Käthe Reichel as a dialectically
polarised Shen Teh this laboured the play’s antitheses and stressed the links
between the Chinese city and Western capitalism. It was conceived as a
pilot production for Besson and Reichel to develop eighteen months later at
the Berliner Ensemble.

•    •    •



Despite its obvious attractions The Good Person of Szechwan is made up of
too many conflicting layers simply to convey the thin steely strength or the
clarity and ease for which Brecht variously aimed. The difficulty is that
despite Brecht’s warnings against a fancy-dress orientalising approach there
is some danger of sentimentality and prettification in the play as he left it to
us; indeed the example of the Chalk Circle (or Circle of Chalk in James
Laver’s 1931 translation) is hard to shake off. Perhaps because of this the
actresses who have been tempted to play Shen Teh – even, it seems, when
Brecht himself did the tempting – have started with an idealised model of
the oriental ‘good woman’ before them, an image only slightly spiced up by
her description as a prostitute. At the same time the social relevance of the
original Love is the Goods story is not so much ‘alienated’ by the Szechwan
setting as diffused and diluted by it. ‘We had in mind a sort of golden myth’
says the speaker of the epilogue, and this comforting interpretation is now
available from the first appearance of the three hopelessly unserious gods.

Obviously Brecht in this play was concerned with something more than
sharp formulations of the ‘Food is the first thing. Morals follow on’ variety.
Not only had he been reading Chinese philosophy, but his journal shows
that he had begun holding discussions about Marxist ethics with the actor
Hermann Greid and other friends. In the Flüchtlingsgespräche or
Conversations between Exiles, which he was writing in Finland around the
same time, he deals with the concepts of good and evil in a comic-
paradoxical way, showing in a long ‘Parade of the Vices and Virtues’ how
both these opposites can ‘identify themselves as the servants of
Oppression’. The play however is dialectical rather than paradoxical, and
by splitting the central character down the middle into two irreconcilable
parts it can easily cut away the point, which is that in aggressive and unjust
societies good can only survive by means of evil. Nor is it ever made clear
enough that the root of this ethical duplicity is not simply poverty, such as
can afflict any form of society; indeed only the ‘Song of Green Cheese’ at
the end of scene 6 suggests that a better society can be conceived at all, and
it does so in the most unreal fairy-story terms. Brecht, in other words, had
only himself to blame if audiences applauded him for modifying his
previously ‘political’ approach, and instead tackling the eternal problem of
‘humanity as such’. The feeling with which they are most likely to be left
by the play is one of generalised discontent.



Such problems of focus are built into The Good Person of Szechwan,
and it could accordingly be argued that a faithful production is one that
simply allows them to emerge. There are however ways of blocking some
of the dangers against which Brecht warned us: by casting a ‘big, powerful’
Shen Teh for instance, or by eliminating the Chinese setting altogether as
did Giorgio Strehler, who in his 1981 Milan production dropped it in favour
of an Italian shanty town with filthy puddles everywhere. What seems
rather surprising, in view of the high risk of having Shen Teh interpreted as
a sweet-natured oriental waif, is that Brecht’s experience of Chinese acting,
which so influenced him in other respects, never led him to propose giving
the dual role to a man. This would instantly correct any undue softness that
may stem from the sexually loaded ‘good woman’ image; moreover it
seems to make it easier to see elements of Shui Ta in Shen Teh and vice
versa, as the parable surely demands; nor is there anything in the text to rule
it out. Brecht, it is true, spoke of the part from the first as being ‘for a
woman’, but this, like her designation as a prostitute, is traceable back to
the original pre-1933 story. It is not specifically demanded by the 1940 play.

The relative strength of the ‘Americanised’ version of 1943 is that it is
both tougher and more topically relevant to our societies today, for the
‘tobacco’ in the sacks which the visiting family of scene 1 leave in Shen
Teh’s shop turns out to be opium. What is more, Shen Teh’s evident
complicity in this traffic, once Shui Ta begins selling the stuff, makes the
good person’s dependence on evil actions seem that much more real and
less schematic. At the same time the puzzling financial complexities of the
old people’s loan, the highly improbable blank cheque from the barber and
the proceeds of the sale both of the tobacco and the shop, which in the 1940
version were too much for Brecht ever to straighten out convincingly, are
greatly simplified by the elimination of both loan and cheque: a definite
gain. This generally faster-moving version was used in David Thompson’s
Greenwich Theatre production of May 1977 and gave a much clearer line to
the story, though at the cost of losing two individually effective scenes: the
wedding in the restaurant and the factory scene with its brutal ‘Song of the
Eighth Elephant’. In particular Sun, by ending up as an enfeebled addict, is
much more convincingly ‘broken-down’ than the bowler-hatted ‘charming
manager’ of the standard text.

•    •    •



In April 1940 when Hitler’s armies invaded Denmark and Norway the
Brechts felt they must move quickly. From Sweden, where they were living
temporarily on the island of Lidingo near Stockholm, they wrote to the
Finnish playwright Hella Wuolijoki asking her to send them an invitation
which would help them to enter her country. There they hoped to catch a
ship to America from the arctic port of Petsamo before the next winter set
in. Wuolijoki knew her prime minister well enough to persuade him to
admit the author of The Threepenny Opera – a play that he had enjoyed –
and by the end of April the extended family had arrived and found a
temporary home in the Tolo district of Helsinki. Then Wuolijoki invited
them to spend the summer in her country house at Marleback in Tavasthus
province to the north of the capital, where she farmed a twelve-hundred-
acre estate. And there, while France was being assimilated and the Battle of
Britain fought, Brecht began that short but intense love affair with the
Finnish countryside which started a new phase in his work.

Their hostess was then in her mid-fifties, an old supporter of the 1905
and Bolshevik revolutions who was at the same time not only the successful
author of some thirty plays but also a leading business woman, founder of
two timber firms during the 1920s boom and thereafter chairman of the
Finnish petrol company Suomen Nafta until 1938. She had been born in
Estonia, one of those three small Baltic states which the Russians re-
annexed soon after the Brechts’ arrival at Marlebáck, but completed her
studies in Helsinki where she met her future husband. Sulo Wuolijoki was
then a leader of the Social-Democratic Student Union along with Otto
Kuusinen, later to become the leader of the Finnish Communist Party and
its representative on the Comintern in Moscow. With them she took part in
the revolutionary movement, and when after the October Revolution the
Communists lost Helsinki to the Whites the Wuolijokis were arrested and
their house searched. The marriage did not last long after that: Sulo
Wuolijoki, it appears, became an alcoholic; he was a big landowner and vile
when drunk. His wife in turn lost much of her political idealism when the
First World War broke out, so she later told Lion Feuchtwanger, and bought
the Marlebáck estate independently with her wartime profits; she also
visited Berlin where she met Gorky, Walter Rathenau and Gerhart
Hauptmann, and was a close friend of Ivan Maisky, who was to become the
Soviet Ambassador to London during the Second World War.



Having done her university research on Estonian folk poetry she wrote
her first play in that largely suppressed language in 1912, only to have it
banned by the Tsarist censorship. Later she wrote in Finnish (though she is
said also to have been fluent in Russian, Swedish, French, German and
English) and during the 1930s had particular success with her cycle of five
naturalistic plays about Niiskavuoren naiset, the Women of Niskavuori, of
which one was performed successfully in the Hamburg State Theatre in
1938 – until the Nazis learnt of her political record. These and other plays
of Finnish country life and women’s role in it became the mainstay of the
repertoire of the Helsinki People’s Theatre (Kansanteatteri) directed by
Eino Salmelainen. And by the time of her meeting with Brecht in 1940 she
had also written a still unperformed play called Sahanpuruprinsessa or
Sawdust Princess, which Suomi-Film was hoping to make into a film. This
was based on an earlier story of hers which told of an authentic incident of
rural life that took place on her fortieth birthday, in 1926. Now reproduced
on pp. 371–80, it was called ‘A Finnish Bacchus’ and featured the large-
scale farmer Johannes Punttila (sic).

Brecht arrived on her estate on 5 July 1940 and was captivated by its
calm beauty. Thus his first entry in his journal:

drove with HELLA WUOLIJOKI to marlebäk (kausala). she is letting us have a villa
surrounded by lovely birch trees, we discuss the quietness out here, but it isn’t quiet; it’s
just that the noises are so much more natural, the wind in the trees, the rustle of grass, the
twittering and the sound of water, the white manor house with its two rows each of eight
large windows is over 100 years old, built in empire style, the rooms would not disgrace a
museum, alongside it lies a huge stone building for the cows (some 80 head) with
openings for fodder overhead for the forage lorry to drive to … helli is going to have
difficulty cooking, i’m afraid, the stove needs to be kept in and the water supply is
outdoors, but the people are very friendly and h.w. has an unending fund of stories.

Already this sets the scene for a certain return to nature in Brecht’s writing,
and three days later he is visibly infected with the mood of Puntila and the
Finnish poems (e.g. Poems 1913–1956 pp. 352–3):

it’s not hard to see why people in these parts love their landscape, it is so very opulent and
widely varied, the waters stocked with fish and the woods full of beautiful trees with their
scent of berries and birches, the immense summers that irrupt overnight following endless
winters, extreme heat following extreme cold, and as the winter day dwindles so does the
summer night, then the air is so strong and good to the taste that it is almost enough to
satisfy the appetite, and the music that fills that clear sky! nearly all the time there is a
wind, and because it blows on many different plants, grasses, corn, bushes and forests the
result is a gentle harmony that rises and falls, virtually imperceptible yet always there.



Everything was combining to reintroduce the author of ‘A Reader for Those
who Live in Cities’ to that mixture of humour, harshness and simple beauty
that he had absorbed so productively in the Bavaria of his youth. These he
could find again in the landscape and people of the Tavast country, thanks
to his hostess’s shrewd eye and vivid gift of narration.

•    •    •

Hella Wuolijoki was not merely a knowledgeable guide to the new
surroundings in which Brecht found himself but a writer who had managed
in her own plays and stories to set down something of their essence. Above
all she was a raconteur whose language and style exactly suited his socio-
aesthetic tastes, ‘marvellous, the stories wuolijoki tells’, he noted at the end
of July:

about the people on the estate, in the forests where she used to own big sawmills in the
heroic period, she looks wise and lovely as she tells of the tricks of simple people and the
stupidity of the upper crust, shaking with perpetual laughter and now and again looking at
you through cunningly screwed-up eyes as she accompanies the various personages’
remarks by epic, fluid movements of her lovely fat hands as though beating time to some
music that nobody else can hear. (loose-wristed, she beats a horizontal figure of eight.)

Margarete Steffin and Brecht began to transcribe her remarks and to help
with the translation of some of her writings, which she seems to have been
very ready to go over with the former. Thus there is a German version by
Steffin of The Young Mistress of Niskavuori, one of the cycle already
mentioned, which begins with Loviisa the young mistress and Liisu the
maid carrying a big water bucket into ‘an imposing farm kitchen built of
wooden beams’.

The plan for making a collection of her oral stories came to nothing,
since (in Steffin’s words) ‘If one takes down HW’s stories in shorthand and
then sees them in black and white it is remarkable how they lose their
sparkle. Much of their charm is due to the repetitions and the lively play of
her features, also to the beautiful way in which her gestures accompany
them.’ But in addition to the Niskavuori play Wuolijoki now decided to
make a German translation of her as yet unperformed Sahanpuruprinsessa,
which she dictated to Steffin, it seems, during August. Here was the Puntila
figure whom she had termed the ‘Finnish Bacchus’: in real life Roope
Juntula, a cousin of her former husband’s who had indeed once driven his
Buick away recklessly in the middle of the night to get legal alcohol very



much as in scene 3 of the present play; he had also, like Puntila, got
engaged to three village women, though this was omitted from her written
version of the story. A number of other incidents or passages of dialogue in
Brecht’s text coincide more or less closely with various lesser plays and
jottings of hers, notably Matti’s harangue to the herring (pp. 286–7) which
occurs in a short piece called Tramps’ Waltz. There is no doubt that these
and the Puntila character, along with her vivid way of expressing his
remarks, are at the root of the play which we print.

It was in the second half of August that Wuolijoki first began discussing
plans with Brecht. The previous year the Finnish Dramatists’ League, with
ministerial backing, had announced a competition for a ‘people’s play’ to be
submitted by the end of the coming October. Wuolijoki now suggested to
Brecht that perhaps they might collaborate on an entry, and got Steffin to
show him the new German version of The Sawdust Princess. This was not
exactly the ‘draft play’ subsequently mentioned by him in his prefatory note
(p. 215), since it was by no means just a first sketch but the result of much
preparatory work. None the less he saw it as technically old-fashioned and
wanted to rebuild it along his own lines.

what i have to do is to bring out the underlying farce, dismantle the psychological
discussions so as to make place for tales from finnish popular life or statements of
opinion, find a theatrical form for the master/man contradiction, and give the theme back
its poetic and comic aspects, this theme shows how in spite of all her cleverness, her
experience, her vitality and her gifts as a writer h.w. is hampered by her conventional
dramatic technique.

It was not just a matter of making use of her play’s local colour and
characters. He must dismantle its structure so as to avoid banal conventions
(like the absurd happy ending), reveal the other side of the central Puntila
figure, and infiltrate some of those spontaneous anecdotes which she herself
would think hopelessly undramatic.

Brecht started revising and rewriting her script on 2 September, and
within three weeks had typed out what he called ‘a fat little calf of a play, it
contains more landscape than any other of my plays except perhaps BAAL.’
What he had done to change it, the stages through which he worked and the
amendments which he made later, are all outlined in our editorial notes (pp.
399–426), whose main gist is that he made it into a rambling epic play
rather than a ‘well-made’ one on Aristotelian principles, virtually
eliminating the major character of ‘Aunt Hanna’ (though she still haunts



scene 2 rather awkwardly in the form of the absent Mrs Klinkmann), and
strengthening the element of class self-interest in Puntila so as to offset his
drunken benevolence. He also brought in the stories told by the four village
women as a result of the landowner’s hostile behaviour (scene 8 arising out
of scene 7) and gave Wuolijoki’s cosy plot a downbeat ending by resigning
Matti to the impossibility of natural human relations across such
socioeconomic barriers, except when saturated with alcohol. Alcoholism
then, from being a national Finnish problem (which is how Wuolijoki seems
to have encountered it in her own life), becomes an aspect of the class war,
if still a broadly farcical one.

Not surprisingly, the initial impact on Wuolijoki of Brecht’s alterations
was a shock, for he had in effect taken over her play and in many cases her
actual words, and turned them into something recognisably of his own:
epic, Schweikian, schematically Marxist and in her view un-Finnish. But he
managed to argue her out of such strictures, persuading her to translate the
play back into Finnish and submit it for the competition, where it won no
kind of prize. Thereafter they came to an agreement in effect to go their
own separate ways. That is to say that Wuolijoki could dispose of the
Finnish version throughout Scandinavia, making whatever changes she
wished; thus she renamed the principal figure ‘Johannes Iso-Heikkilä’ to
make him less identifiable with the still living (but now anti-alcoholic) Mr
Juntula, and subtitled the play ‘A comic tale of Tavastland drunkenness in
nine scenes’. Brecht for his part could negotiate performances of his
distinctly less jovial version anywhere else in the world, apparently without
naming Wuolijoki as co-author, though he agreed that they should split the
royalties equally. Yet he always regarded the play’s Finnish setting, its
relation to the Tavast landscape and its living legends, and its permeation (á
la Schweik) with digressive anecdotes as essential to it. And if it owes its
lovely background, its main characters and much of its humour to the warm
personality of Brecht’s hostess it also owes something to those anonymous
figures whose photographs appear at the end of his and Steffin’s typescripts:
the Finnish farmworkers with their flat fields and wooden cottages, the
women in headscarves at work in the meadows and the woods.

•    •    •

By the end of that September Hella Wuolijoki had made up her mind to sell
the estate, which wartime transport difficulties were making increasingly



difficult to run. By 7 October the family were back in Helsinki, where they
moved into three rooms near the harbour to await their American visas.
These finally came through, along with a tourist visa for the tubercular
Margarete Steffin, at the beginning of May 1942; she was described as
Hella Wuolijoki’s secretary. Brecht by then had completed the troublesome
Good Person of Szechwan, written a new play in the form of The Resistible
Rise of Arturo Ui and heard of the première, in distant Zurich, of Mother
Courage, a work which he had vainly hoped might be staged in Stockholm
or in Helsinki. At a late stage he had yet again to ask for Wuolijoki’s help,
this time in finding out about the cargo ships that might be able to take them
to America from a Soviet port, whether Murmansk on the Arctic, Odessa on
the Black Sea or Vladivostok in the Far East. On 14 May she and other
Finnish friends gave the Brechts a farewell dinner in a Helsinki restaurant.
The following day they left for Leningrad.

This was barely a month before the German invasion of the USSR, and
once again the Brechts got away only just in time. For back in Finland the
situation quickly changed as Hitler advanced through the Baltic republics
and the Finns became his allies. In Karelia the Finnish army attacked, and
by early September Leningrad was under siege. Wuolijoki, who had been
involved in a last-minute attempt to keep her country out of the war, was
now suspect as a Communist, a negotiator with the Russians, and a friend of
Alexandra Kollontai, the old bolshevik Soviet ambassador to Sweden. She
was arrested in 1942, when she was accused of giving help to a Soviet
parachutist, the daughter of her childhood friend Santeri Nuorteva who, like
Kuusinen, had been living in exile in the USSR ever since 1918. Kuusinen’s
daughter too, who had been working for the Soviet embassy in Helsinki,
remained underground in Finland. Thanks to such associations Wuolijoki
was tried for treason and imprisoned; she was all but sentenced to death –
‘even though I worked far too little against the war’, says an
autobiographical sketch quoted by Manfred Peter Hein. Released after the
ceasefire of 1944, she re-entered active politics, helping Herta Kuusinen to
establish the Popular Front and herself becoming one of its deputies. She
was head of the Finnish radio from 1945 to 1949, came to Berlin and saw
Brecht’s Puntila production with the Berliner Ensemble, and died on 2
February 1954 in her sixty-eighth year.

Brecht never seems to have made any attempt to get this play staged
during his ensuing years in the United States, though as soon as he returned



to Europe in 1947 it became one of his first priorities, initially in Zurich
where he helped direct its world première at the Schauspielhaus (though for
legal reasons he could not be named in the programme), then in East Berlin
where he directed it in collaboration with Erich Engel as the opening
production of the new Berliner Ensemble. The main adjustments made for
the Zurich production were the introduction of the ‘Plum Song’ for Therese
Giehse as Sly Grog Emma to sing in scene 3 (to the tune of ‘When it’s
springtime in the Rockies’ by Robert Sauer, 1927) and the virtual loss of the
Hiring Fair scene; while from Brecht’s notes on p. 385 it appears that he
already saw the danger of allowing the audience to be so captivated by
Puntila’s drunken antics as to side with him against Matti. In the Berliner
Ensemble production that followed, where the Puntila part was again played
by the same actor, Leonard Steckel, Brecht took special measures to
alienate him from the German audience, prescribing masks for him and all
the other representatives of the bourgeoisie; later he re-cast the production
with the smaller and more agile comedian Curt Bois in the title part, to
reduce the old sozzler’s human appeal still further. In addition the thinly
schematic character of Red Surkkala was introduced as offering a
‘positive’, proletarian element to offset the much more interesting
ambiguities of Matti. The linking ‘Puntila Song’ too was written for Berlin,
where Paul Dessau for the first time wrote the music (after Brecht’s death
he was to develop this into an opera), while Caspar Neher came in instead
of Teo Otto as the scene designer, contributing almost incidentally a series
of splendidly lively watercolours of the play’s main incidents as well as pen
drawings intended apparently for projection between the scenes. This was
the production that was seen by Wuolijoki and led her to tell Brecht in a
letter:

… and as for what you have made of Puntila, here we would never have known how to
put him on the stage …

Indeed the Wuolijoki-Brecht version, though published soon after the end
of the war, remained unperformed in any Scandinavian country until the
year of Wuolijoki’s death.

•    •    •

What Brecht had managed to do was to assimilate his own revived feeling
for the unspoiled countryside, together with Wuolijoki’s sense of anecdote



and rustic expressiveness, into a thoughtful (and necessarily Marxist)
analysis of the limitations of human geniality, of superficial warmth. To
anyone familiar with the German theatre in Brecht’s day it must recall Der
fröhliche Weinberg, The Cheerful Vineyard, that notoriously jolly play with
which Carl Zuckmayer in 1925 broke away from the prevalent
Expressionism and at the same time distanced himself from the
rebelliousness of his close colleague Brecht. There too a gifted dramatist
had conjured up the beauties of the landscape, the vitality of an ageing
farmer, the rejection by the farmer’s daughter of an upper-class lover in
favour of a man of the people, and even the humanising influence of drink;
and had done so both decently (in the moral-political sense) and with great
commercial success. Whether or not Brecht saw the analogy at the outset he
must have realised that his had to be something of a ‘counter-play’ to this.
And all the more so since Zuckmayer’s great post-1945 hit The Devil’s
General, performed by the Zurich company eighteen months before the
Puntila première, showed how easily the German theatre prefers any jovial,
full-blooded autocrat to his unforthcoming opponent, whether in the person
of Brecht’s ironic driver, Matti, or of Zuckmayer’s inconspicuous saboteur.
No wonder Brecht was so worried about what he came to see as Puntila’s
dangerous charm. Behind this Finnish Faust with his two souls, as also
behind Zuckmayer’s wine-grower and his Luftwaffe General, lurks the
shadow of that spuriously genial, murderously popular figure Hermann
Goring.

Contradiction, then, is the essence of this play, so that the great
challenge for any director must be how to balance its conflicting elements
against one another, thereby forcing the audience to discount the comedy
and make a considered judgement. It is all the more difficult today since the
Finland of the 1920s, which is where its original incidents were set, seems
on the face of it so very remote from our world of seventy years later:
remote from modern Finland, remoter still from Germany, whether East or
West, and (of course) very remote indeed from Broadway and Shaftesbury
Avenue. This was already one of the main objections raised in 1950 by the
East German theatre critics, who forced Brecht into the kind of defence
expressed by him on p. 394: the story, he claimed, was still relevant, even in
a radically reformed society whose big landowners had been expropriated,
because there too one could learn from ‘the history of the struggle’ and
(rather more plausibly) ‘because past eras leave a deposit in men’s minds’.



Yet are these characters and their conflicts really so very much in the past?
In Texas, for example, or in Australia?

Certainly Puntila is a play that needs rescuing. For it is not a jolly romp
with some amusing lines and characters. It is not a women’s magazine story
about the love of an only daughter for her father’s chauffeur. It is not,
whatever Brecht says in the prologue, a reconstruction of an extinct monster
known to science as ‘Estatium possessor’, but deals with live issues. It is
not a schematic conflict between ugly masked capitalists and open-faced
workers. It is not a celebration of the Finnish national character, much
though Wuolijoki would have liked it to be. It is something altogether
subtler and more complicated than any of these things: a jumble of criss-
crossing contradictions – Naturalism and epic theatre, the warmth and
coldness of the two authors, the drunkenness and sobriety of their hero, the
Finnish master and his strikingly un-Finnish employee, tranquillity in
wartime, country beauties seen through a city-dweller’s eye, farcical
episodes making serious points – the dialectical list can, and perhaps
should, be prolonged by anyone seriously concerned with its performance.

This is not to pretend that it is not also a very funny play. Unhappily in
the present state of our world and our country’s role in it, where we have an
uneasy sense of fiddling before some great disaster comes, the British
obsession with comedy has become neurotic. Today, as the media are
continually letting us know, jokeyness is all; nothing like a good laugh, is
there? – as if we were determined to go down the plughole not with a bang
but a titter. Here however is a ‘people’s’ comedy where the laughs are set
against the dangers of the larger-than-lifesize personality, so as to remind us
(among other things) of the other side of the folksy politician’s television
act. The play is unique in Brecht’s work, and its balancing act between the
farcical and the deeply serious is of a kind that ought to suit the British
theatre better than it has so far done. Perhaps it is no coincidence that
Brecht worked on it at a time when, for all his hostility to the British class
system (and it is noticeable that he never seems to have applied for any
permit to settle in England or the Commonwealth), he was reading a good
deal of previously unfamiliar English literature – Boswell, Macaulay,
Wordsworth, Arnold and Lytton Strachey all being discussed in his journal.
This made him aware, apparently for the first time, of the great richness of
the English literary and educational tradition as against the German, nor
was it possible not to relate them in some measure to Britain’s situation as



the last country then holding out against Hitler. Puntila was actually written
as the Battle of Britain was being fought, with London in flames. Thanks to
its unforced humour, at once dry and warm, it has emerged as the most
‘English’ in feeling of all his plays.

•    •    •

The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui is the last of those great plays of Brecht’s
Scandinavian exile whose rich variety led him to note that

the plays tend to fly apart like constellations in the new physics, as though here too some
kind of dramaturgical core had exploded.

True as this is of his oeuvre from Fear and Misery of the Third Reich
(1937–38) right up to his departure for America in May 1941, Ui was
perhaps the most clearly centrifugal of them all, for it was dashed off as an
afterthought in a mere three weeks following the completion of Puntila and
The Good Person of Szechwan while his household was waiting in Helsinki
for United States visas to come through. Conceived with a view to the
American stage – Brecht did not envisage any German-language production
at the time – it seems like an unplanned, high-spirited appendix to his most
isolated, yet also most fruitful years.

Only two months earlier, in March 1941, the American stage designer
Mordecai Gorelik had sent Brecht a copy of his book New Theatres for Old,
a general survey of the modern theatre whose emphasis on the ‘epic’
approach owed much to Brecht’s ideas. Before that, in 1935, when the
playwright had paid his only prewar visit to the U.S., Gorelik’s sets had
provided the one redeeming feature of that New York production of The
Mother which Brecht and Hanns Eisler had vainly tried to direct along their
own lines; since then Gorelik had visited the Brechts in Denmark and been
invited to form part of that Diderot Society or ‘Society for Theatrical
Science’ which Brecht was hoping to set up as an antidote to the
Stanislavsky-based ‘Method’ style of naturalistic acting. Now, reading
Gorelik’s book and reconsidering the possibilities of the epic (or loosely
narrative) structure – thinking no doubt also about the American theatre and
his own possible role in it – Brecht was transported back to his earlier
American experiences and



again struck by the idea i once had in new york, of writing a gangster play that would
recall certain events familiar to us all. (the gangster play we know.)

– this last phrase being set down in English, a language in which he would
increasingly have to think.

Executive as ever, within a few days he had sketched out the plan of the
play, noting in his journal that ‘of course it will have to be written in the
grand style’. That was on 10 March. On the 28th – ‘in the midst of all the
commotion about visas and the chances of our making the journey’ – the
play was complete except for the last scene. Then four days later he was
already looking back at the finished job and starting to revise it. It ‘ought
really to stand a chance on the U.S. stage’, so he told Gorelik, and he had
clearly enjoyed himself writing it. Once again – and for the last time – he
had returned to the largely mythical America of his earlier plays, filling it
out with his and his family’s accumulated knowledge of gangster movies
and lore, and linking it to unremitting ridicule of the still victorious Nazis.
In this critical moment of history – critical not only for the world but also
for his own safety – he had reacted by writing very largely for fun.

•    •    •

Brecht’s obsession with the American setting – and specifically with
Chicago – was an old one, going right back to the writing of his third play
In the Jungle and of the poem ‘Epistle to the Chicagoans’ in the chilly
Berlin of winter 1921–22. Starting as a form of fashionable exoticism, with
strange underworld characters called Skinny, Worm and Baboon snuffling
around in front of a backdrop largely derived from Upton Sinclair, it served
even then as a cloak to distance German audiences from what were really
parables about their own society. By the end of the 1920s the device was no
longer quite so effective, and Brecht on second thoughts joined with Weill
to have the American names in their opera Mahagonny replaced by German
ones. None the less his preoccupation with the U.S. survived his conversion
to Marxism, to take on a new socio-economic emphasis as he began
studying the great capitalist trusts and tycoons, immortalised by him in the
Faustian character of the millionaire Pierpont Mauler in St Joan of the
Stockyards. By then the gangster world too had begun to fascinate him,
thanks no doubt to his addictive reading of crime stories, and something of
this fascination seeped into the London world of The Threepenny Opera,



where gangster and businessman were shown to be brothers under the skin,
linked by the same unscrupulous morality. A year later the same recipe was
less successfully repeated in Happy End, though here the setting was a
crudely depicted Chicago peopled by fantastic criminals: an ex-boxer, an
ex-clergyman, a Japanese pickpocket (played by Peter Lorre) and a
policeman’s mysterious widow known as ‘The Fly’ or ‘The Lady in Grey’.

Then with the 1930s came the talking film, notably the great gangster
movies associated with such actors as Humphrey Bogart, James Cagney,
Paul Muni, Bruce Cabot and Edward G. Robinson. Brecht loved these, and
it must have been their impact which made Ui so much more vivid and
dynamic a play than its precursors (this is most visible perhaps in scenes 10
and 11, the hotel and garage scenes). What is not certain is whether he knew
the stage or film version of Winterset (first produced in 1935), the gangster
play by Kurt Weill’s new collaborator Maxwell Anderson (whom he was
subsequently to meet – and offend – in New York), though clearly its
application of verse forms to such a theme would have intrigued him.
Following St Joan of the Stockyards, with its allusions to Goethe and
Schiller and its use of blank verse for the Chicago milieu, he himself had
used a quasi-Shakespearean structure and diction for The Round Heads and
the Pointed Heads, his anti-Nazi parable of the mid-thirties which he set in
an unconvincing Brechtian Ruritania. This conflict of levels was originally
intended not so much as a deliberate experiment in incongruity (or
‘alienation’) but as a by-product of that play’s origins in an adaptation of
Measure for Measure. But he already saw something of the same bloodshed
and violence in Elizabethan high drama or Roman history (the setting of his
first tentative ‘Ui’ story, as outlined on pp. 366–7) as in Chicago gang
warfare or the Nazi street fighting of Hitler’s rise to power. To him there
was nothing inappropriate in using the same ‘grand style’ for all these
things, and if it disconcerted the audience so much the better.

In 1940 Brecht’s favourite film actor guyed Hitler and Mussolini in The
Great Dictator, and if the war removed much of the daring and outrage of
Chaplin’s original conception it also made it a lot easier to get such satires
shown. So Brecht too could now take Hitler and some of his chief
associates (Goring, Goebbels, Von Papen, Rohm – though not Heinrich
Himmler), and present them as protection-racket gangsters straight from the
Al Capone-like milieu so brilliantly popularised by Warner Brothers and
First National, while at the same time making them talk like characters out



of Shakespeare. There was a double alienation at work here; first the events
of Hitler’s rise to power became transposed into the setting of (say) Dashiell
Hammett’s ‘The Big Knockover’, while secondly the underworld
characters, with their talk of Brownings and the Bronx, moved into
conscious parody of the high poetic drama: the Garden Scene from
Goethe’s Faust for instance in the rhymed couplets of scene 12, Mark
Antony’s speech in that with the old Shakespearean actor, the second scene
of Richard III in Ui’s wooing of the widow Dullfeet in scene 13. Both
aspects of this operation presented new and intriguing problems to Brecht.
On the one hand he had to establish the historical analogies without
reducing the outward and visible gangster story to a lifeless parable; which
meant striking a happy compromise (as it were) between Scarface and Mein
Kampf, and taking the lumbering epic theatre for an unprecedentedly fast
gallop over ground normally associated with gun battles and car chases. On
the other, the grand style of the language had to go slumming, as in Ragg’s
speech of regret for the fading gang leader –

Yesterday’s hero has been long forgotten
His mug-shot gathers dust in ancient files

– culminating in the ironic explosion of ‘Oh, lousy world!’ The gratifying
thing to him about this inconsistency of style and level was that it not only
brought out ‘the inadequacy of [the Nazis’] masterful pose’ but also, by its
wilful manhandling of the blank verse form, seemed to generate ‘new
formal material for a modern verse with irregular rhythms, which could
lead to great things’.

•    •    •

It must be remembered that Brecht was writing before the time of the ‘Final
Solution’, and many of the horrors which we now associate with the Third
Reich were still to come. Even such historical events as are covered by the
play had to be cut and compressed, and the ‘certain incidents in the recent
past’ which loom up relentlessly at the end of each scene are far from
giving a complete picture of the period: in other words Hitler’s triumphant
career from 1932, the last year of the Weimar Republic, up to his
unopposed takeover of Austria in 1938. It would be wrong to attribute the
gaps in this story primarily to shortcomings in Brecht’s own understanding
of events, since it is generally accepted (and borne out by the Fear and



Misery sketches and such poems as ‘The Last Wish’, written in 1935), that
he made a relentless effort to keep himself informed.

Among his more substantial sources would probably have been Konrad
Heiden’s pioneering life of Hitler, which appeared in Switzerland in 1936,
but above all the remarkably detailed and well-illustrated ‘Brown Books’
compiled in Paris by the brilliant Comintern propagandist Willi
Muenzenberg and a whole team of writers including Arthur Koestler and
the clever but untrustworthy Otto Katz, former business manager of the
Piscator company with which Brecht had been associated in Berlin. The
first of these documents appeared as early as 1933, and made a strong case
against the Nazis – and particularly Goring – for having themselves
originated the Reichstag Fire. The second dealt with the trial of the alleged
Communist arsonists, the third with the Nazi subversion and propaganda
network in Austria and other countries subsequently swallowed by Hitler.
All three contained liberal evidence of beatings and murders, already
naming Oranienburg, Buchenwald, Dachau and other now notorious
concentration camps.

What Brecht left out of his historical outline, as appended on p. 213,
was in the first place the role played by the Bulgarian Communist Georgi
Dimitrov, who with two of his compatriots was among those framed in the
show trial before the Leipzig Supreme Court. This is surprising since
Dimitrov became a great left-wing hero as a result of his accusatory
confrontation with Goring; he was the principal figure of the second Brown
Book. Propaganda value apart, however, this episode was less important
than the previous dismantling by Von Papen of the Socialist-run Prussian
provincial government and state apparatus: a crucial step in smoothing the
way for a right-wing dictatorship which Brecht, once again, curiously
omits. Yet neither of these points seems to have disturbed his critics so
much as his failure to refer to Hitler’s persecution of the Jews or to allow
for any kind of resistance by the German people. Not that the latter
omission should surprise anyone today, when a more realistic view is taken
of popular support for the Nazis than prevailed among their opponents at
the time. But the decision to say nothing whatever about the racial issue
does seem a little odd considering the big part which it had played five
years before in The Round Heads and the Pointed Heads.

Otherwise the analogies set out in the outline are pretty well correct.
The Dock Aid scandal of the early scenes refers to the Osthilfe, a form of



state subsidy to the Junkers or East German landowners – Brecht’s
Cauliflower Trust – one of whom, a baron Von Oldenburg-Januschau, was a
friend and neighbour of President Hindenburg and had got up the
subscription to buy him the former family estate of Neudeck – the country
house of scene 4 – as a tribute for his eightieth birthday in 1929. For tax
reasons this was put in the name of Colonel Oskar von Hindenburg, the old
man’s son and heir. Late in 1932, during the chancellorship of Oskar’s
slippery friend Franz von Papen – Clark of the Trust – the facts leaked out
and threatened to upset Hindenburg’s system of government by like-minded
ex-officers and gentlemen, industrialists and landowners, by-passing the
Reichstag thanks to his use of presidential decrees.

Hitler – Ui – whose party had been returned with 38% of the seats in the
July Reichstag elections, was at that time still regarded by the president as a
pretentious (non-commissioned) upstart unfit for high office; moreover by
that autumn even his popular support showed symptoms of decline – the
occasion for Ragg’s mock-lamentations. Papen however had legalised the
SA, Hitler’s brown-shirted private army under the leadership of Ernst Röhm
– Roma – the former officer who was the party’s ‘Chief of Staff’. The gang
was again free to threaten and brawl, while their leader started canvassing
the industrialists and other influential conservatives on behalf of his
precariously-financed party. That winter, with Papen and his successor
Schleicher both unable to govern, Hitler’s chancellorship appeared the only
practical solution, so long as he and Goring could be contained within a
cabinet of Papen and other orthodox nationalists. So enter Ui in scene 5,
with his ‘Hi, Clark! Hi, Dogsborough! Hi, everybody!’ The upstart was on
top.

Within a month of Hitler’s appointment as chancellor on 30 January
1933 the now largely inoperative Reichstag building – the warehouse of
scene 7 – had burned down: pretext for a wave of repression against the left
wing, who were held responsible. The Communist view at that time was
that the only one of the accused to be involved was the half-crazy
unemployed Dutch youth Marinus van der Lubbe – Fish in scene 8 – who
was caught on the premises, having supposedly been introduced by the real
incendiaries, led by a particularly vile SA officer named Heines, through an
underground passage from the house of Goring, the Reichstag president.
This version is now generally accepted by historians, though a book by
Fritz Tobias has argued that Van der Lubbe did the job entirely on his own.



What is certain is that the suppression of all opposition and union activity
within Germany dates from the fire; hence the Brechts’ own departure on
the following day, and hence also the symbolism of the Woman’s speech of
terror in scene 9a (though originally this was placed at the end of the play).

Next came the suppression of the quasi-revolutionary element within
Hitler’s own party – interpreted by Brecht, like Konrad Heiden before him,
as the Nazi leader’s attempt to legitimise himself as the declining
Hindenburg’s inevitable successor. On 30 June 1934 Hitler went to attend a
conference of SA commanders called by Röhm at Bad Wiessee in Bavaria –
the garage of scene 11 – taking Goebbels with him; they arrived with old
party friends in an armoured column. Heines was shot out of hand, Röhm
arrested and later shot in a prison cell; a total of 122 dead was later
reported, while another 150 or so were executed under Göring’s orders in
Berlin and other, smaller, operations were simultaneously carried out
elsewhere. Less than a month later, the Austrian chancellor Engelbert
Dollfuss – ‘a very small man’ like Brecht’s Ignatius Dullfeet – was also
murdered by SS men as part of an unsuccessful Nazi coup against this
Catholic-dominated country. He too had been a right-wing dictator with few
humanitarian inhibitions, and although he was prepared to negotiate with
the Nazis he would never do the same with the Left. For four years after his
death the Austrians tried to play off Hitler against Mussolini before being
finally absorbed by the former in the Anschluss (or reunification) of 1938,
after which the seizure of Czechoslovakia and the German wartime
conquests followed – the Washington, Milwaukee, Detroit and so on of Ui’s
closing speech. All the same, the play effectively follows events only up to
1935, the year of its original conception, and Brecht never wrote ‘the utterly
and universally unperformable’ sequel which he felt the itch to start in April
1941 as soon as he had finished revising: ‘Ui Part Two,
spain/munich/poland/france’. The real scale of Hitler’s triumphs remains
only as a prophetic threat.

•    •    •

Ui was not written for the desk drawer but, said Brecht, ‘with the possibility
of a production continually before my eyes; and that’s the main reason why
I so enjoyed it’. And yet only a few months after his arrival in California in
July 1941 this possibility somehow slid out of reach, to be relegated to a
remote corner of the back of his mind. What happened was that, having


