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Abstract

This thesis is a comparison of the theory and practice of aesthetic politics in key works of
Bertolt Brecht and William Blake. | argue that there are two separate temporal moments that
define Brecht’s and Blake’s political aesthetics. The first moment is defined by a more direct
engagement with the “nowness” and relative newness of their capitalist social world. Capitalist
social relations bring out in each of the two a more directly engaging oppositional aesthetics.
Given capitalism’s desire to create a form of experience that not only makes sense for its
subjects’ own subjugation, while while also attempting to negate any possible alterative to itself,
Brecht and Blake develop a political aesthetics that exposes and undercuts these dominant forms
of experience. Using Walter Benjamin, I argue that Brecht and Blake posit an “oppositional
aesthetics of the now” which takes seriously capitalism’s desires and successes in refashioning
experience, but provides a means of both understanding this experience while counterposing and
making desirable an oppositional form of existence. This political aesthetic response is grounded
in contemporary social relations and responds using this as a framework of reference.

The second moment under discussion examines the role of history and historical
representation in Brecht and Blake. The central focus is how Brecht and Blake continue the
responsive project referenced in the first two chapters by making use of history in aesthetic-
political interventions in the present. | argue that they engage historical tropes and use history
“against the grain” in the Jetztzeit (Now-Time), as Benjamin notes. Both repurpose history as a
means to produce historical recoveries, making failures or losses in the past open for radical
productive possibilities in the present. In this way forms of inherited experience or preconceived
truths are placed in a space of contestation. Historical representation is another opportunity to

cleave open an oppositional aesthetics and unsettle that which capitalism wishes to make silent.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The origins of this dissertation are located in a desire to understand how materialist (and
non-materialist) cultural responses aim to integrate and interrogate the question of the politics of
production in oppositional literatures. The absence of a full consideration of the aesthetics of
production has resulted in a turning away from the social and economic problems asserting
themselves both against and within a tradition of aesthetics that seeks to understand the social
landscape which propels it and makes itself possible, and to respond in fully oppositional ways.
This has predominantly encouraged a turning away, especially in the age of postmodernity, from
oppositional aesthetics.! Too often aesthetic interventions into the political imperatives of the day
eschew an engagement with the actual political situation and respond with old answers to new
questions. This has regularly come in the form of a realist aesthetics that presents the
contemporary audience with a conception of veracity and devotion to totality? that does more to
obscure than illuminate, and even more so negates the role of agency through the assumption of
objectivism in making cultural politics. As Fredric Jameson defines it, “traditionally in one form
or another the central model of Marxist aesthetics as a narrative discourse...unites the experience
of daily life with a properly cognitive, mapping, or well-nigh ‘scientific perspective.’’® This form
of cultural politics, rather than beginning from an aesthetics from below and of the now —

wherein there lies a necessity for those oppressed and exploited to be integrated producers of the

! The literature maintaining this critique is extensive, but most important here are Terry Eagleton, The Illusions of
Postmodernism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996). David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Oxford: Blackwell,
1990). Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London: Verso, 1991).

2 The primary exemplar of this tradition is Georg Lukacs, The Historical Novel (London: Penguin, 1962). A less
intellectually sophisticated version is found in Christopher Caudwell’s lllusion and Reality (New York: International
Publishers, 1973).

3 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1994): 104.



text — reproduces the textual dynamics of the society to which they are hoping to respond in
critical ways.* In contrast to this tendency, this dissertation argues that the works of Bertolt
Brecht and William Blake, two of the most oppositional of oppositional cultural producers, are
exemplary figures in articulating an aesthetics wherein the moment of the now, the contemporary
moment, is the sine qua non of an aesthetics of production.

An aesthetics of production, drawing from Walter Benjamin’s “The Author as Producer,”
encourages a debate around the way in which that work relates to its own society. His text asks
not “What is the attitude of a work to the relations of production of its time?,” but rather “What is
its position in them?””® What Benjamin raises in this analysis is the role of cultural production in
the function of literary analysis. Cultural production has a long pedigree, and one of its clearest
definitions is put forward by Pierre Bourdieu in his The Field of Cultural Production. He writes

that:

The space of literary or artistic position-takings, i.e. the structured set of the
manifestations of the social agents involved in the field — literary or artistic works, of
course, but also political acts or pronouncements, manifestos or polemics, etc. — is
inseparable from the space of literary or artistic positions defined by possession of a
determinate quantity of specific capital (recognition) and, at the same time, by occupation
of a determinate position in the structure of the distribution of this specific capital. The
literary or artistic field is a field of forces, but it is also a field of struggles tending to

transform or conserve this field of forces.®

4 See in particular the discussion of the forms of realism in Ernst Fischer, The Necessity of Art (London: Verso,
2010).

S Walter Benjamin, Reflections (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978): 222.

® Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993): 30.



The concept of forces that Bourdieu encourages moves discussion away from mere “influence”’
to bring in questions of cultural production and the larger forces at play with a given literary text
on the one hand, but also a larger field of play that both structures and makes possible the
production of literary and cultural documents themselves. In this regard, the “superstructure” is,
as Terry Eagleton notes, “a relational term” in that it “designates the way in which certain social
institutions act as ‘supports’ of the dominant social relation.”® In this way an emphasis on
cultural production puts the question of “literary technique”® more firmly in relation to its
technological and political determinants (what was possible, or deemed possible, at what time in
literary history for instance, and also what questions were being pressed out into the open that
necessitated an aesthetic response), which begins a form of investigation that puts into sharp
contrast the literary text’s relation to its own “Jetztzeit” or “time of the now” and history. This is a
most sincere political question'® and encourages the question as to what form of response a
cultural producer is committed.! A central point of departure where much of this work has
stubbed its toe is on the distinction, already explicitly made use of here, between what the Welsh
literary critic Raymond Williams terms oppositional and alternative cultures.

In his “Base and Superstructure in Materialism and Culture,” Williams states that the
degree of difference between oppositional and alternative cultures is subject to what he terms
“constant historical variation.” Providing greater clarification into his own historical moment but

also expressing a more generalizable perspective, Williams continues:

7 As expressed in Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).

8 Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction (London: Verso, 1991): 83.

° Benjamin, Reflections, 222.

10 Benjamin, Reflections, 223.

11 Using Theodor Adorno’s formulation, in contrast to “autonomous art.” See Theodor Adorno, “Commitment,” in
Aesthetics and Politics, edited by Fredric Jameson (London: Verso, 1998).



Thus, the effective decision, as to whether a practice is alternative or oppositional, is
often now made within a very much narrower scope. There is a simple theoretical
distinction between alternative and oppositional, that is to say between someone who
simply finds a different way to live and wishes to be left alone with it, and someone who
finds a different way to live and wants to change the society in its light. This is usually the
difference between individual and small-group solutions to social crisis and those
solutions which properly belong to political and ultimately revolutionary practice. But it
is often a very narrow line, in reality, between alternative and oppositional. A meaning or
a practice may be tolerated as a deviation, and yet still be seen only as another particular
way to live. But as the necessary area of effective dominance extends, the same meanings
and practices can be seen by the dominant culture, not merely as disregarding or despising

it, but as challenging it.*?

Despite the fact that this distinction is nearing its half-century mark, the prescience of this
passage for our times should not be underestimated. As it stands now, there is no dearth of
alternatives to the standing order of capitalism. Indeed, the so-called linguistic turn in the social
sciences has witnessed an extraordinary heap of “deconstructions” of the cultural logics of
capitalism which, although they attempt to rid societal formations of systemizing thoughts, have
done little to withstand or aid in the struggle against one of the historically deepest entrenchments
of capitalist power on an ever increasing and deepening scale. As E. San Juan Jr. notes in regards
to contemporary cultural studies, “an emancipatory discipline producing testable knowledge
cannot go beyond textualism without rejecting methodological individualism and its framework
of idealist metaphysics. Linguistic analysis needs to be supplemented with a critique of

ideological structures.”

2 Raymond Williams, Problems in Materialism and Culture (London: Verso, 1980), pp. 41-2.
13 E. San Juan Jr., Racism and Multiculturalist Ideology and the Politics of Difference (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2002): 234-5.



David McNally, in his Bodies of Meaning: Studies on Language, Labor and Liberation,
has spoken to the inability of the contemporary trends in aesthetic theory to deal with societal
structures as they are present today. He writes, “For the new idealism, there is no way out of the
linguistic forms of thought or the social relations characteristic of Western capitalist society.”**
Thus, the contemporary oppositions to the system specifically, if not always intentionally (or
even willingly), rule out the problematics of opposition; all that remains is minor spaces or
pockets of activity rather than any conception of a sustained challenge to the system’s logics. As
such, while one can still name the institutional order as capitalism, an idea that one may imagine
a world beyond it is seen as risible. Indeed, we have entered a period of “Capitalist Realism,” as
Mark Fisher has termed it, wherein a systemic, “aggravated and chronic”*® logic dismisses any
notion of opposition rather than alternative and as such systemic opposition appears as the
greatest affront in the academia today.® For this reason, Williams’ distinction is indispensable
for a committed materialist criticism.

In this text 1 will be arguing that Blake and Brecht represent high points of oppositional
cultural production. In terms of their influence throughout the history of oppositional cultural
practice, few authors have projected such a great influence in determining the major questions (if
not always resulting in the same formation of answers) that subsequent producers have posed and
sought to grapple with. They are two of the most significant archetypal producers of oppositional

aesthetics in that the aesthetic strategies they employ (for Brecht read distancing effects, gestural

14 David McNally, Bodies of Meaning: Studies on Language, Labor, and Liberation (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 2001): p. 7.

15 Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? (London: Zero Books, 2009): 7.

16 Recent works in this regard are Teresa L. Ebert and Mas’ud Zavarzadeh, Class in Culture (Boulder: Paradigm,
2008), Teresa Ebert, The Task of Cultural Critique (Chicago: The University of Illinois Press, 2009), Dennis
Dworkin, Class Struggles (London: Harlow, 2007): 75 Two historical critical texts in this regard are Richard Wolin,
The Terms of Cultural Criticism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992) and Bob Hodge, “Labor Theory Of
Language: Postmodernism and a Marxist Science of Language,” in Post-Ality: Marxism and Postmodernism, ed.
Mas’ud Zavarzaadeh et al. (Washington: Maisonneuve Press, 1995).



politics and Epic Theatre and for Blake read an explosive yet complex verse full of inspiration
and channeling of messianic energies) have become the models for a variety of expressions of the
realities and problems faced by organisations and individuals throughout the history of the left.

In this thesis | hope to provide a comparison of the two authors in order to examine how
both sought to expose contemporary modes of oppression and exploitation in direct connection to
the moment of the now, coupled with a Janus-like vision towards the past. In this latter moment
they discarded the reproduction of an accurate version of historical reality and sought something
much closer to Walter Benjamin’s famous analysis of an historical materialist approach to
history. That is, when we take as read that, as Benjamin notes, “There is no document of
civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism,” the mode in which we look
towards and examine the past alters. In this context, a cultural producer is always in a space
where the need for response is keen. Yet rather than reproducing historical truisms, or truths that
do not sufficiently examine the terrains of history and the contemporary, the oppositional outlook
proceeds differently. As Benjamin notes further in “On the Concept of History™: “A historical
materialist therefore dissociates himself from [barbarism] as far as possible. He regards it as his
task to brush history against the grain.”'’ Benjamin’s argument itself is connected to the political
landscape of his age, and is responding to a vision of progress that had haunted progressive
forces in German Social Democracy, and therefore had deeply affected their ability to challenge
seriously the admittedly immense weight and, it should be emphasized, capabilities of capitalist
forces to respond to opposition and defeat it head-on or, if necessary, to co-opt them.*®

Nevertheless, the belief that the truth will out and justice will be won had led the working-class

17 Benjamin, llluminations (New York: Schocken, 1968): 256-7.

18 For a detailed discussion of Benjamin’s essay and its fragmentary nature (and how this reflected his political
thought) see Andrew Benjamin, Working with Walter Benjamin: Recovering a Political Philosophy (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2013): 162-202.



movement into a position of existential and practical inactivity. In response to this, Benjamin
postulated that what was necessary was not a return to those good old, specifically a-historical,
arguments of progress and stability but a consideration of the role of experience in articulating a
revolutionary politics or a “radical moving-forward.”*® Susan Buck-Morss, commenting on the
introduction to Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History” in her The Origin of Negative

Dialectics, expresses this new form of historical investigation in the following:

Now in this new methodological introduction Benjamin had stressed precisely the
opposite moment, in which truth emerged only by the setting up of a critical distance
between the material and the interpreter, and that meant standing at the present edge of
history, on the dividing line between “now-time” (Jetztzeit) and the possibility for a
radically different future. From this perspective history could not be affirmed or

rationalized.?

Benjamin suggests and tries to cleave open new pathways of responding to our time, and | wish
to examine how Benjamin’s insights can be seen as reflected in Brecht and Blake’s aesthetic
strategies and politics.

There are two forms of temporal engagement that are expressed in Brecht and Blake that |
would like to examine. On the one hand we have a specific notion on the moment of the now, one
which develops from a deep understanding of the moment to which one relates oneself in the
present. This relies on a Janussian moment found between that of the present and a “radically
different future,” for better or ill. The present’s newness, as opposed to capitalism’s fake newness

(the newness of the commodity, of false-novelty, old wine in new bottles), is an entire mess of

19 Gerhard Richter, Inheriting Walter Benjamin (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016): 113.
20 Susan Buck-Morss, The Origin of Negative Dialectics: Theodor W. Adorno, Walter Benjamin and the Frankfurt
Institute (New York: The Free Press, 1977): 169.



congruent and discordant impulses, concerns and motivations. True, these are always informed
by history and determined by factors that constrain these impulses, concerns, and motivations in
infinite ways. This is, as always, a structured moment, a moment of indeterminacy as well, and
one which must, as much as possible, be understood so as to construct a counter-hegemonic
force. This is required as capital is constantly remodelling and refashioning how we experience
the world in its own image. In response to this conflagration, as committed cultural producers,
Blake and Brecht argue for a political engagement with the structures at play in the interstices of
indeterminacy. This is the moment of the now dealt with in the first two chapters.

The second engagement occurs in a similar Janussian temporal space, but here between a
collision of past and present. This moment, as elucidated by Buck-Morss above, occurs on the
cusp of one’s historical position and the historical past writ large. Yet this is not a matter of
precisely understanding one’s history and then drawing the links between the two. This would
reproduce the folly that Benjamin seeks to have us steer clear of. Here, history takes on a far
more malleable, plastic, form in the hands of the artist and the impulse is to release its potential
against the current disasters, as opposed to locking it down and containing it, in essence making it
safe. The emphasis is far less on understanding an historical moment, but rather imagining what
can be usefully made of the past for the needs of the present. We move from history as “not so
much a past reality as an unrealized possibility.”?* In this regard the present is still the focus, but
during in their own specific moments characterized by historical loss (the failures of the French
Revolution, the inability of the Russian Revolution to live up to its promise, etc.) Brecht and
Blake seek to take inspiration from historical periods, singular moments or figures and transport

them for their own purposes. The knowledge and use of history provides a refuge in that it offers

21 Michael G. Levine, A Weak Messianic Power: Figures of a Time to Come in Benjamin, Derrida, and Celan (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2014): 5.



a way of engaging with the contemporary moment by ushering in a re-immersion of agency in the
course of contemporary-historical events.?? Its potential is uncapped and open to exploration and
experimentation. What | am trying to locate in Brecht and Blake here is a shift away from a
concept of the now and of history that negates this potential and in its place | argue that the basis
of each author’s work is a highly productive and ultimately responsive theory of aesthetic
practice.

My principal aim in the following is to mobilize the works of Brecht and Blake in aid of
rethinking the role of the artist in the contemporary moment. As specifically political
interventionists who organise their works around the double strategy of the time of the now and
use history as a device to reinforce and make clearer the moment of the now, Brecht and Blake
offer a form of cultural response which stresses a sophisticated relationship between the audience
and the producer.?® Such a relationship is centred upon the notion that the moment of the now
must always be the focal point of the aesthetic, and that the moment of the now is at every
moment haunted by history.

Blake and Brecht provide a useful comparison for the analysis of oppositional aesthetics

as they have often been seen on opposite ends of the aesthetic spectrum. It is particularly

22 As regards the relationship between the powerful Messiah and the knowledge that comes of the Messianic
impulse, Benjamin Britt notes: “There is agency first of all in critical awareness, which Benjamin cultivated through
a variety of philosophical and aesthetic categories, and which he eventually related to a politicized conception of the
Messiah. This Messiah is not subject to human control, but awareness of the Messiah is not possible without
awareness of tradition, which survives in modern culture.” Brian Britt, Postsecular Benjamin: Agency and Tradition
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2016): 135. Useful also in this regard in James R. Martel, Divine
Violence: Walter Benjamin and the Eschatology of Sovereignty (London: Routledge, 2012).

23 Although | will discuss this later, two contemporary critics have noted the response that both Brecht and Blake
wish to draw. Firstly, Neil Larsen has described the interaction between Audience and Play in Brecht that “bringing
into juxtaposition, not disparate images or objects, but rather the disparate attitudes towards actions on the part of the
dramatic characters themselves, on the one hand, and on the part of the audience, on the other.” Neil Larsen,
Determinations: Essays on Theory, Narrative and Nation in the Americas (London: Verso, 2001): 196. This suggests
a conversation and activity that is also argued by John H. Jones in relation to Blake’s Milton that, “Blake wants his
readers to from their own responses to the poem, each of which would recreate the poem anew.” John H. Jones,
Blake on Language, Power, and Self-Annihilation (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010): 178.



tempting to literary theorists of all persuasions to erect a binary which places an impassioned,
Blake (with his visions of Angels in trees, etc.) in counter position to the cold, emotionless, and
almost hyper-rational Brecht. Yet while there may be a kernel of truth in each, it is far from clear
where this may take us except into an unproductive dualism. Ironically, rarely have there been
two oppositional cultural producers so convinced of the virtues or merits of a belief in production
as Brecht and Blake. This productive aesthetics is frequently under question. The French
philosopher Jacques Ranciere, whose ideas have helped to redefine the political reading of
cultural and literary texts,* has cast doubt on art’s potential to create. He argues in an interview

in the influential art magazine Artforum:

In the time of politically engaged art, when critical models were clearly agreed upon, we
took art and politics as two well-defined things, each in its own corner. But at the same
time, we presupposed a trouble-free passage between an artistic mode of presentation and
the determination to act; that is, we believed that the “raised consciousness” engendered
by art — the strangeness of an artistic form — would provoke political action. The artist
who presented the hidden contradictions of capitalism would mobilize minds and bodies
for the struggle. The deduction was unsound, but that didn’t matter so long as the
explanatory schemata and the actual social movements were strong enough to anticipate

its effects. That is no longer the case today.?

Ranciere’s argument implies that oppositional aesthetics, such as those under investigation here,

could not have offered a means to significantly alter the world in which they inhabit. While there

24 See principally The Emancipated Spectator (London: Verso, 2011); Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2010); The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible (London:
Continuum, 2006).

2 Jacques Ranciére, interviewed by Fulvia Carnevale and John Kelsey, “Art of the Possible,” Artforum, (March
2007): 258-59.

10



is an partial yet obvious truth to this, to argue that art alone could not do so is to ignore the
unique and complicated relationship between cultural production and social struggle. Just as for
E. P. Thompson argues that “class happens,”?® so to does the making of culture. There is no easy
causal relationship between oppositional culture and effect, but to deny one altogether would be
to miss the larger point regarding social and cultural interactions and formations.

In what follows, | have three broad, overarching objectives. The first is, through a series
of close readings, to suggest how the logic of the texts leads towards a deep penetration of the
author’s society’s contemporary ideologies (particularly in Chapters 2 and 3) and how the
mobilization or renewal of lost history is carried out with the intent of highlighting further the
contradictions that are increasingly apparent in their contemporary society’s ideologies (Chapters
4 and 5). | aim to provide a clear account of the intensity and sophistication that the
contemporary impulse plays in both author’s texts and to further explain how the focus on a
response to the contemporary moment organises and motivates Brecht and Blake.

My second objective will be to highlight the central role of experience and
experimentation and reinforce the potential of determining human action in the authors’ work as
a central structure around which their texts move. What has been lost in the discussions of Brecht
and Blake as individual cultural producers (as of yet there is no fuller length academic study of

the two that has been published)?’ as they have become to a greater degree institutionalised is that

2 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Penguin, 1982): 8. Still one of the most
useful theoretical texts on the connections between society and cultural forms remains Raymond Williams, Culture
(Glasgow: Fontana, 1981). E. P. Thompson’s later edition of his William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary
(London: Merlin, 1976) is a further attempt in articulating the detailed historical connections between the art and
politics.

27 One recent exception to this is Diane Piccitto’s Blake’s Drama: Theatre, Performance and Identity in the
Illuminated Books (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014). This text offers some connections between Blake and
Brecht as regards similarities in promoting active spectatorship, but is not a comparative study. Despite the
contention that Blake constructs “a Brechtian alienation that jars us out of our complacency,” there is too little
substantive engagement with Brecht’s theatrical theory (as evidenced in the critically unspecific notion of Brechtian
alienation”). See Piccitto, Blake’s Drama, 54.

11



both authors placed a great deal of emphasis on the role of reception and the ways in which one
might encourage an active reading of their works and an active readership more generally. How
to help spawn a way of seeing the world in a different light, so as to recognise and help to
flourish an understanding of art that is good in itself but also inculcates productive creative
producers of the audience themselves? In this way, | will further argue, experimentation and
reserving a space with which one can maintain and produce a critical gaze is not a mere positive
trait in the work of each author but rather a necessary condition of the greater logic behind their
work. The experimentation of the artist is to mirror the experimentation of the artist’s productive
readership.

My third objective is to place Brecht and Blake together, two operators working at very
different conjuctures, in order to argue for a mode of criticism and practice that seeks to empower
useful and productive analysis that is geared towards an oppositional aesthetic that is itself
ultimately productive. This will also act as a theory of literary production of each that not only
registers and explores the role of aesthetics in creating new forms of experiences (and tapping
into and expressing nascent yet existing forms of experience), but is also directly attuned to the
key problems of oppositional movements. A central part of this project is to advocate an
oppositional aesthetics that offers resistance, and | will attempt to show how in each of the
chapters resistance to exploitation and oppressions is a driving force in the two’s works. It is
important to understand and reflect on the particular characteristics and determinations of one’s
dominant society,?® yet failure to explore how one can challenge this (even if it be to encourage
the reader of the text to take the contradictions upon themselves) is insufficient for both Brecht

and Blake.

28 See in particular Terry Eagleton, Criticism and Ideology: A Study in Marxist Literary Theory (London: Verso,
1976): 11 - 43.

12



In Chapter 2 the key focus will be on the earlier works on Brecht, at least up until shortly
before his exile in 1933. The focus for this section will be to highlight first of all the key motif
working within these works: that there is, Brecht would argue, a new in/human way of being
formed. Brecht saw himself living at the end of the creation of a decidedly remarkable transition
in the history of social contact and behaviour of class forces and he sought to access these new
forms of living so as to follow their logic and their ways of being in the world on stage and film.
Yet because of the particular logic involved in this creation, particularly as regards the
Expressionist focus on the new individual and new individualities that capitalist modernity
produces,?® this necessitated an aesthetic response beyond merely what theatre and the dramatic
arts had hitherto articulated. The response from a political aesthetic perspective necessary for this
was to stretch out to other newly and often formally unexplored media and incorporate these new
technologies into his overall aesthetic strategy.3® Perhaps most fundamental in this regard is
Brecht’s Mann ist Mann.

In Chapter 2 I will attempt to address the scant attention given to this early work by
teasing out the key contradictions of the play so as to locate the tendencies present at a time
which were fundamental for the development of his aesthetic. | will argue that in Mann ist Mann
Brecht is working out the relationship between a temporal-political question, the modern worker
and her ability to respond as an individual to capital’s remodeling of such people in their own

desired image,®! and the capacity of the theatre to respond to such a question both politically and

2 For a useful response to this process, and to its gendered content, see Della Pollock, “New Man to New Woman:
Women in Brecht and Expressionism,” Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 4 (1989): 85 — 107. Pollock
argues “...no critic has fully recognized the extent to which Brecht develops the emergent but stalemated figure of
the “New Woman” in late expressionism.” Pollock, “New Man to New Woman,”, p. 85.

30 A helpful text here is Roswitha Mueller’s Bertolt Brecht and the Theory of Media (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1989), in particular 1 — 21.

31 This has also at times been misrepresented, or at least misunderstood. “Brecht’s enthusiasm for the transformative,
revolutionary potential of the commodification process in modern society may seem naive today, considering the
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aesthetically. The importance of this process — a process which involved experimentation almost
unparalleled in Brecht’s career as well as level of revision beyond anything that Brecht will later
perform — will be shown to be absolutely indispensable in framing the problematics of change in
this formation of the new human and the contradictions of capitalism.®?

The focus in this chapter will not only be to delve into the contradictions and internal and
external workings of this one play. This chapter also aims to present a continuum of practice in
Brecht’s pre-1933 works, and will thus use the reading of Mann ist Mann as an attempt to grasp a
better understanding of this new society and the changeable human left without options, and
argue that the conclusions that Brecht came to from his work on this play informed his highly
productive and much acclaimed work of the period from 1929 — 1933. This work represents a
more confident socialist alternative to the concept of changeability and attempts to propose a
productive way beyond the twin evils of Capitalism and Fascism. Kuhle Wampe and Die Heilige
Johanna der Schlachthoefe are answers to the specific nature and mode of production of
meanings and forms of thought that Brecht so brilliantly displays in Mann ist Mann.

What shall be made clear throughout this chapter is that Brecht framed his work as a

response to the contemporary moment.®3 His attention to experimentation underlies his

homogenising, totalising effects of global capitalism and the apparent limitations of collective as well as individual
resistance and activism. But Brecht’s positive evaluation of the capitalist labour process has to be understood within
the framework of Marxist thought, which considers the economic system of capitalist society only as a transitory,
indeed necessary, stage towards a total functional transformation (Umfunktionierung) of life.” Karoline Gritzner,
Adorno and Modern Theatre: The Drama of the Damaged Self in Bond, Rudkin, Barker and Kane (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2015): 67. While Brecht was indeed fascinated with the ability of capital to change, this was not due to a
resigned acceptance of capitalism’s benefits, but an attempt to work through the system as it is, rather than what
you’d like it to be. In a similar way, Brecht hastens to Lukacs “Is there no solution then? There is. The new
ascendant class shows it. It is not a way back. It is not linked to the good old days but to the bad new ones. It does
not involve undoing techniques but by developing them. Man does not become man again by stepping out of the
masses but by stepping back into them.” This is the response against “capitalism in its fascist phase.” Bertolt Brecht,
“Against Georg Lukacs,” in Aesthetics and Politics, Jameson ed., p. 69.

32 Anthony Squiers and Norman Roessler, “Rethinking Brecht,” Communications from the International Brecht
Society 40 (2011): 119 — 133.

33 This “usefulness”, as Jameson notes, “would have delighted” Brecht. Fredric Jameson, Brecht and Method
(London: Verso, 1998): 1.
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commitment to an understanding of the Jetztzeit — the moment of the now. Whereas several of the
key studies of Brecht sought, as Anthony Squiers notes, “to provide formalistic approaches”*
with an implied extraction of and derision towards the political impulses of his work and frame
him as an innovator of the purely aesthetic — i.e. as someone chiefly in conversation with and
opposed to the Aristotelean tradition — in this Chapter | will argue that these strategies were part
and parcel of a larger political-cultural moment which saw the audience member as a producer of
the text themselves and a producer of the means of further cultural and social production. As
such, I will argue that Brecht’s work before 1933 was moving towards a consistent whole, and
that his work is both responsive to his own society’s political and economic culture, but also
attempted new methods of engaging his audience so as to encourage oppositional forms of
thinking in his audience.®

In Chapter 3 my attention will turn to William Blake. Given the comparative nature of
this project, my aim is to place Brecht and Blake side-by-side in chapters 2 and 3 to highlight the
commonalities (and to a lesser extent, the differences) of how each explored the time of the now,
albeit at this earlier point in their respective careers without reference to history or overt historical
themes. Alongside any discussions of the moment of the contemporary will necessarily be a
discussion of the role of experimentation in Blake’s works. Experimentation here does not refer
to a narrow definition of “trying new things” but to a greater ontological framework that Blake

attempts to make known in his work, typified in the opening line of David Erdman’s collection,

3 Anthony Squiers, An Introduction to the Social and Political Philosophy of Bertolt Brecht: Revolution and
Aesthetics (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2014): 14. The studies referred to here include John Willett’s The theatre of Bertolt
Brecht: A study from eight aspects (London: Eyre Methuen, 1977), Eric Bentley’s Bentley on Brecht (New York:
Applause, 1999) and Martin Esslin’s Bertolt Brecht (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969).

% In this way Brecht invites us “to act as a political subject rather than be exploited as a political object.” Ellis
Shookman, “Barthes’s Semiological Myth of Brecht’s Epic Theatre,” Monatshefte 81 (1989): 459. For an
examination of Barthes’s treatment of Brecht recommended is Jim Carmody, “Reading Scenic Writing: Barthes,
Brecht, and Theatre Photography,” Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 5 (1990): 25 — 38.
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that “As the true method of knowledge is experiment, the true faculty of knowing must be the
faculty which experiences.”*® My entrance into Blake will be his most common entry point for
modern readers, the cycle Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience.

Although these sets of poems were written a few years apart, the Chapter will read the
two songs cycles in conversation with each other. What the poems offers is a unique dialectical
examination of Blake’s England. Blake constructs two opposing forms of living in the world,
both built around the response to a potential fulfilling and nurturing form of life. In the song
cycle Blake constructs a yawning excoriation of the logics of contemporary capitalism, “a world
in which the mind and the senses are completely ensnared by fallenness.”®’ Unlike Brecht,
however, Blake’s references involved a specific lived relation to God in the world, a worldview
of God that could never truly be disentangled from our lived relations with ourselves and the
natural world of which we are part. The problem for Blake, as | will argue, was that the dominant
forces of his day were attempting to poison the waters which made life so creative and
nourishing. Blake understood the political power of God in the world, especially as the dominant
ideologies of his day sought to consolidate their power and make strange the freeing nature of life
that could be, and the potentialities that such a life could release and inspire in others. This is then
a culmination of Blake’s poetics.®®

Blake sought to argue in the Songs that we could make of life a continuous experiment,
where the true depths of our engagement would reveal, constantly, new ontological relations

between all created and creative beings.3® This potential was being denied and deformed, and

% David Erdman ed., Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake (New York: Doubleday, 1988): 1.

37 Nicholas Williams, Ideology and Utopia in the Poetry of William Blake (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998): 26.

38 The chief texts that will be dealt with this here are Saree Makdisi, William Blake and the Impossible History of the
1790s (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003) and E.P. Thompson, Witness Against the Beast.

39 While Makdisi will deal with this point extensively, John H. Jones articulates this process using Mikhail Bahktin:
“Blake’s creative process, then, can be seen as based on what Bahktin would later call dialogue. In order for a poet’s
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thus we see a conversation beginning in Innocence and Experience, between, as the subtitle
reads: “Shewing the Two Contrary States of the Human Soul.”*® In Innocence Blake constructs,
or as he might see it, explores and taps into, a mode of relating to the world in its most admirable
state. This is not ideal in the sense of never possibly existing, as Blake suggests it is this form of
being that is necessary. Yet while Experience is the other of Innocence, its inverted other,
Innocence attempts not only to provide a model for a form of life after the dominance of
Experience has ended, but tries to show that Innocence enacted becomes a form of resistance and
resisting inspiration.

While Blake and Brecht have different aesthetic strategies, and are defined very much by
their relation to the aesthetic traditions they inherited, not to mention the political-economic
contexts/moments that determined their texts, there was a combined commitment for both to
understand their moments and also respond in oppositional ways that could both engage with
their historical moments, and articulate an aesthetics of resistance. In this way they have a unique
but overlapping strategy to stand on the edge of their respective historical conjunctures, between
understanding and what one makes of this understanding, between engaging with structures of
dominance, and locating ways of unlocking them.

Whereas in Chapter 2 the focus is centred on the role of the newness and Jetztzeit of
Brecht’s contemporary society, the works dealt with in Chapter 4 are those which are important
for his use of history. Yet this is not, as mentioned, history “wie es eigentlich gewesen ist.”

Rather, Brecht articulates consistently a redemptive “political hermeneutics™* of history that he

discourse to be inclusive, to be more than a single, subjective viewpoint, the poet must restrain his impulse toward
Selthood and engage the world dialogically.” John H. Jones, “‘Self-Annihilation’ and Dialogue in Blake’s Creative
Process: Urizen, Milton, Jerusalem,” Modern Language Studies 24 (1994): 8-9.

40 Erdman, Complete Poetry, 7.

41 Nicolai Krejberg Knudsen, “Redemptive Revolutions: The Political Hermeneutics of Walter Benjamin,” Crisis
and Critique 1 (2014): 167.
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formed in his discussions with Benjamin in the late 1930s, capturing that which he finds fruitful
and using it to his own ends in order to engage productive material for the struggles of his
present.*? This is not, let us be clear, a use of history in order to rewrite it, or as a means to right
historical wrongs. Rather, Brecht’s tasks are to make known those voices which have been
written out of ruling-class models of historiography*® and to make what is known (setting aside
historical veracity) of history in the public consciousness — what Raymond Williams has termed
residual cultures* — as a means of conveying an argument about the contemporary world.
Chapter 4 will begin with an examination of Brecht’s most famous history play, Mutter
Courage und ihre Kinder. Despite the mirage of historical accuracy, the firm dates listed
throughout the text, the map that was originally used to show Courage’s movements across
northern Europe, and the backdrop of an historical war, | argue that the play uses these to evoke
the image of the peasant as she is generally registered as occupying the most pitied position of
all. The peasant is useful for Brecht because she, in popular imagination, clearly signifies and
associates with decidedly clear forms of exploitation and oppression while also being the terrified
subject of war and famine.*® Yet, despite the fact that Courage is not herself a peasant — her
particular lesson is that of the peasant turned contemporary small businessperson — the play relies
heavily on depictions of historical forms of oppression and exploitation to make clear the death
drive of the plague of Nazism and to argue that the interchangeability of national and religious

identity can be a useful force for opposition to contemporary forms of exploitation and

42 Although the definitive text on Brecht and Benjamin remains, in my view, Wizisla’s, a useful chapter that rethinks
on the level of philosophy the relationship of the two is “Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht Discuss Franz Kafka:
Exilic Journeys,” in Freddie Rokem, Philosophers and Thespians: Thinking Performances (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2010).

43 Robert Vork, “Silencing Violence: Repetition and Revolution in Mother Courage and Her Children,”
Comparative Drama 47 (2013).

4 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977).

4 Jameson, Brecht and Method.
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oppression. History is therefore not that which has happened, but continues to happen. Here the
play allows for the audience member to be a producer of alternate meanings and history (for the
present), a strategy that Brecht further developed in exile.*®

A similar process is at work in the Caucasian Chalk Circle where Brecht uses a
traditional biblical moral narrative as a means of engaging in the question of land distribution in
post-WWII Eastern Europe. By drawing on the biblical story of Solomon, Brecht attempts to
make arguments about the right of production over tradition, interestingly by using traditional
tropes as the process for doing so. Brecht uses then what is available to him (in true bricolage
fashion), yet he uses it as a means of articulating a possible political project. In using the fable
form, Brecht reaches back and performs a redemptive hermeneutic of the form and mixes it with
the techniques that he had fostered in his earlier work, particularly as regards engaging the
audience.*’

This political intervention also provides the backdrop behind the writing of Galileo
Galilei. As in Mann ist Mann, Galileo Galilei was subject to numerous revisions and
incarnations. As is seen in other works, Brecht uses an historical figure or setting in order to
make an argument about the present. Yet here Brecht uses history as a means to argue against the
mistakes or errors that others have committed and to distance the audience from these histories.*®
In all three textual analyses I will show how history is used as a means of both distancing the

audience from the actions of their own circumstances while at the same time making the actions

4 As Raymond Williams notes: “Deprived of such a public, and having tried and largely failed to produce a drama
which could confront Fascism directly, Brecht moved, both in technique and in choice of subject, towards new and
deliberate forms of distance.” Raymond Williams, The Politics of Modernism: Against the New Conformists
(London: Verso, 1996): 90.

47 Joachim Fiebach, “Brecht: Gestus, Fable, Attitude-cum-Stance,” Modern Drama 42 (1999): 207 — 213.

4 As Michael Sprinker notes while quoting Althusser: “The confrontation of two entirely distinct temporalities in
Bertolazzi’s play ‘is in essentials also the structure the of plays such as mother Courage and (above all) Galileo.””
Imaginary Relations: Aesthetics and Ideology in the Theory of Historical Materialism (London: Verso, 1987): 278.
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on stage connected to their own experiences. The role of history is absolutely central to Brecht’s
developing oppositional aesthetics and serves to entrench further the necessity of accessing the
reality and contradictions of the now.

Chapter 5 will speak to the role of history in Blake’s work and in this regard it will be in
conversation with Chapter 4. Here I will be building on the work of E. P. Thompson’s classic text
Witness Against the Beast: William Blake and the Moral Law. While this seminal text offers a
profoundly incisive way of reading Blake’s more directly politically engaging work from the
1790s, Thompson’s focus stops there. My work will branch off of Thompson’s and connect
further with Benjamin. I will examine a larger piece of Blake’s, his epic Milton, in order to locate
how this work of historical re-investigation puts forward a philosophy of connecting the present
to the past in order to illuminate what it is that the present lacks (and why the present lacks it)
and presenting an oppositional alternative to the dominant ideologies and structures of his
society.

For Blake, what is involved in his recovery of history is a proto-Benjaminian attention to
the messianic impulse in history, except in this case it is not only the stakes allotted in Blake’s
work for the “redeeming” vision of Christ. It is not enough that the messianic may enter at any
point, but rather the messianic impulse offers a mode of historical re-fashioning for cultural
history as well. In other words, for Blake the problem becomes not simply about creating an
oppositional ideology of being in the world but one of undoing the historical injustices that have

led to the present circumstance, especially those involved in the figure of Milton himself.*° As

49 Thomas J. J. Altizier notes succinctly the stakes here for Blake: “Blake's most revolutionary vision revolves
around an absolute reversal of Milton's Satan, a reversal in which Satan is envisioned as the absolute Lord and
Creator...” “That reversal occurs through an absolute death, but that death in crucifixion is apocalypse itself...”
“Yes, Blake is a visionary of eternal death, but an eternal death that is an apocalyptic death, and precisely so as the
eternal death of Satan. Only that eternal death realizes an absolute compassion or the compassion of Christ, a
compassion truly reversing all Satanic judgment and repression, but a compassion in actual apart from that reversal;
hence the absolute necessity of Satan, the absolute necessity of Satan for apocalypse itself, and the primacy of Satan
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history is filled with loss, a resurrection of historical failures (Milton’s own feature prominently
here) is therefore always a fundamental part of Blakean aesthetics. The resurrection is always
already fundamentally political and therefore up for grabs by the contending parties of class
society. Building on Chapter 3’s exegetical reading of the Songs, it will be shown how the time
of the now is inextricably intertwined with historical reinvestigation and rediscovery.

Such a gesture necessitates a return to history and locates the radical tradition as a real
and always openly radical oppositional alternative. History and its recovery are not, however, a
returning to a comfortable point in history before the new evils of capitalism and religious
orthodoxy. It is not a setting right of things by setting them back, something akin to a nostalgic
formulation. Rather, the position that Blake argues for is one where the questions around the
organisation of the everyday are merely made visible and possible by the contrasting of history
against the contemporary. As Thompson writes, Blake is arguing for “not a place at all, but a way
of breaking out from received wisdom and moralism, and entering new possibilities.”™ This need
not occur only through an articulation of the moment of the now, even though extra-historical
notions of time make the leap into new possibilities out of the past.

Despite the attention to Blake’s version of history (a history which is always around us), |
will investigate the way in which Blake uses various notions of labour (broadly defined) to
articulate a politics that — while acknowledging that we are historical creatures — is always
attuned to providing a way out of contemporary oppression. In this regard | will focus on the

metaphors of labour and production in the text, arguing that while the historical situation may not

in all apocalyptic vision, and the fuller the apocalyptic vision, the fuller the vision of Satan.” Thomas J. J. Altizer,
“The Revolutionary Vision of William Blake,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 37 (2009): 37.
0 Thompson, Witness Against the Beast, 20.
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have allowed it, Blake was fixated on advancing a redemptive politics of history that was placed
firmly in the time of the now.

The dissertation closes with an analysis of the comparative strategies of Blake and Brecht.
While much of the dissertation has as a central focus the comparison of the two strategies, given
that each of Chapters 2 through 5 has a specific focus on either Brecht or Blake, the conclusion
will provide a more thoroughgoing comparison particularly on the forms of experience that each
puts forward as a means of thinking through, and beyond, contemporary dynamics.

Such an understanding of oppositional aesthetics must stretch back to its principal figures
in order to understand its position today. Brought together, Brecht and Blake offer a powerful
argument for a contemporary political aesthetics which both seeks to witness and to lay bare the
destructive contradictions of capitalism. By laying bare they are not merely skirting around
capitalism’s contradictions but rather offering a powerful analysis of the system straight through
its heart. Thus, it is not merely a rejection of the system, although it is most definitely that as
well, but a productive attempt to both understand capital’s movements, its abilities consistently to
create new meanings and produce new avenues of exploitation and production, in order to make
something revolutionary out of it. This criticism is always a nascent criticism which takes
seriously the movements in the contemporary to express a living aesthetic.

To be clear, I am not merely reproducing here the problematics of other oppositional
criticisms which retreat into those moments when they were in power or in the ascendancy. That
is, I am not going back to the “Good old Times,” as Benjamin once recorded a comment of
Brecht’s. Rather, | am arguing that these past works can provide much needed useful direction
and succour at a moment when the left needs it most. Following Benjamin, the non-chronological
method adopted in the dissertation (starting with Brecht, then moving to Blake, and then again in

Chapters 4 and 5) mirrors my argument about history. This procedure is “constellative” in
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Benjamin’s sense, that is bringing both Brecht and Blake (as well as Benjamin) into a non-linear
but rather constellated relationship, in which each is read in the light projected by the other. The
connection to what was then, and what was before then, is dialectical in nature and a clear
attempt to gather the interpreted images of Blake and Brecht, characterized and defined as they
are in relation to differing historical projects (the modernist and romantic) and provide an

alternate reading, very much against the grain of literary history.>

51 This focus on a constellative approach is also taken up by Adorno in his “The Actuality of Philosophy,” where he
refers to the “to the manipulation of conceptual material by philosophy, I speak purposely of grouping and trial
arrangement, of constellation and construction.” See Theodore Adorno, “The Actuality of Philosophy,” Telos 31
(1977): 131.
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Chapter 2: Brecht and the Now

A Brechtian maxim: “Don’t start from the

good old things but the bad new ones.””?

In this chapter I will be comparing three of Brecht’s earlier texts, all three written pre-
exile from Nazi Germany. I will be arguing that in Mann ist Mann, Die heilige Johanna der
Schlachthoefe, and Kuhle Wampe, Brecht was motivated in providing responses to the key, and
to varying degrees nascent, political questions/quandaries facing the socialist left of his day.
Further, I will argue that rather than advance a propagandistic approach, Brecht sought to
navigate these questions with a highly developed (yet itself always developing) formal aesthetic
politics. While each of the three texts (two plays and a film) attempts to deal with a specific
problem on its own, taken together the three share a unified and complementary response to the
larger issues that confronted Brecht as a committed cultural producer. By complementary | mean
that each text builds on and follows from each text that precedes it, and provides a fuller analysis
of Weimar capitalism than any one single work could achieve. Although | am not arguing that
these three texts represent a prescribed path on which Brecht was determinedly moving, that is,
that the order of the texts necessarily had to follow the order they did, these three works
nevertheless represent a coherent attempt to deal with the myriad political, social and economic
problems of his time on a deeper and deeper level, and dealt with these three issues in more
integrative ways — coming to terms in more direct and aggressive ways with the core

problematics of the time period, as his works progressed. In this way, as | mentioned in the

52 Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht (London: Verso, 1998): 121.
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Introduction, following Benjamin, Brecht sought to engage radically his present to make possible
a radically engaged future.

I will investigate the key problematic in each text. For Mann ist Mann, | will focus on the
formation of what Brecht terms the “bad collective” and its relation to forming (or perhaps de-
forming and then re-forming is more accurate) a new individuality and also new class formations
in Weimar capitalism. | will then shift gears and focus on Die Heilige Johanna, a play which
deals with the new class (or the ability of the system, at a time of considerable economic and
social crisis, to integrate and control those whom it exploits) and its relation to the disastrous
financial system. Finally, the chapter will end with a discussion of Brecht’s first major film (as
ever, in collaboration with others) Kuhle Wampe: Oder wem gehdrt die Welt? in order to show
how oppositional groups must respond to this financial system which oppresses them and also
how, given that this new system is a class system, must respond as a class. Brecht responds, in
light of these earlier works, in ways that subvert the system he analyses, while also going through
it.

In these texts Brecht addresses dynamics that capitalism itself creates on both an
immediate and largely historical scale, its crises and its political responses (most important here
are the rise of fascism in terms of the social construction of the modern individual/class and the
breakdown/reconfiguration of the capitalist order, and the appropriate political action needed to
halt it and construct a viable socialist alternative). While later in the dissertation | will be
examining Brecht’s use of history, here I will be exploring how Brecht constructs an aesthetic
politics of the now. These three texts are deeply complex investigations of the contemporary
moment and all three in their own way provide not merely a critique of Brecht’s own society but
speak to a deep-seeded interest, or, more appropriately, opposition to the current order. For this, it

was necessary for Brecht to understand the motives and potentials of what this world could
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produce. In Mann ist Mann, as | will present shortly, this is the menacing figure of the “bad

collective” and the uses and abuses of its continued reproduction.

Mann ist Mann: The Right Question and the Precision of Time

Despite the fact that Benjamin wrote the words that open this chapter as late as 1931, |
would like to argue that they apply equally well to Brecht before his oft-cited transformation into
a full-fledged Marxist thinker, however overblown this transformation is made out to be.> |
believe there is a constant in Brecht, at the very least from the point of the first productions of
Mann ist Mann onwards, to involve himself wholeheartedly in an exhaustive, and at times
exhausting, experiment of the present. This experiment begins with an understanding of the
contemporary moment, but the notion of experiment involves a far more thoroughgoing
appreciation and playing with the often under-appreciated and under-theorized impulses that are
necessary in maintenance of the contemporary order. This exercise, this practice, is not one which

ends at any one point in Brecht’s life’s but rather continues until the end of his work.>*

53 This is a serious problem in Brecht scholarship. Efforts have been made to locate the specific point in Brecht’s
political development when his political outlook became Marxist. The fault in this investigation seems to be the
placing of a specific point in time that Brecht read Marx’s works. Rather, I would like to shift focus from this to a
more complex view of this process, a view which sees Marxism not as a formal endpoint that one arrives at, but
rather a process which helps to make sense of one’s society. Brecht himself seemed to share in this outlook as noted
when he states that “When I read Marx I understood more deeply my own work...this man Marx was the only
spectator for my plays I’d ever come across.” Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an Aesthetic
(London: Methuen, 1978): 24-25. This remark suggests Brecht was at the very least already posing those questions
that Marx’s work can inspire, but also make sense of. Also, Brecht’s comment that he hadn’t as of yet found the
spectators for his plays is in some way substantiated in that Brecht’s Mann ist Mann, along with other early, were
often dismissed as a “satirical polemic against bourgeois value systems.” See Dorothee Ostmeier, “The Rhetorics of
Erasure: Cloud and Moon in Brecht’s Poetic and Political Texts of the Twenties and Early Thirties,” German Studies
Review 23 (2000): 275.

% Fredric Jameson has very usefully referred to a “Brechtian doctrine of activity” which is similar to what I am
describing here. It is particularly apt, given its Luxembourgist connotations, something which Brecht would have
himself been very sympathetic to. See Jameson, Brecht and Method, 4.
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Evidence of this preoccupation with the contemporary moment is perhaps no more clearly
present than in the full title of Mann ist Mann. In its entirety it reads Die Verwandlung des
Packers Galy Gay in den Militaerbaracken von Kilkoa im Jahre
neunzehnhundertfuenfundzwanzig.>® The full script version, including the exact date of 1925,
denotes the intentional laying down of a marker of time. This suggests precision in a specific
moment in time above all else. The inexact qualifier “Packer” — which shares the exact spelling
and inexact meaning of the English equivalent — stands in contrast with such an explicit moment.
When given the attention it deserves, the term Packer is translated as “Dockarbeiter” or, in
English, “Stevedore” or “Docker.” This is an interpretation of exactitude, losing the broad
generality which the term Packer entails, and such a translation provides an opportunity for the
audience member/reader to get her head around the social codes and locations involved in the
popular imagination of such a profession. The sense of specificity in the space and time of
continual change — that is, who one is, for whom one is, and where one stands in relation to
others — will become the central dialectical relation in Brecht’s play. Indeed, there are many
instances throughout Brecht’s works where the predominance and overt highlighting of the exact
intervention, particularly as regards specific dates, is apparent, and | will endeavour to show this

in each of the Brecht chapters. Mann ist Mann, which Brecht once admitted he had rewritten no

%5 The English translation of the subtitle reads The transformation of the packer Galy Gay in the military Cantonment
of Kilkoa during the year nineteen hundred and twenty five.
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less than ten times,*® provides a fruitful starting point as the history of this play and its various
productions mirrors the history of the development of Brecht’s Marxist aesthetic praxis.®’

Let us then begin with perhaps the most prevalent reading of the play. As has been the
case in many other non-materialist interpretations of avowedly materialist texts, critics have
(either willingly or unwillingly, consciously or unconsciously) attempted to extract the class
politics out of Brecht’s early work and to reinforce the image of the playwright as being

essentially an operator in formal matters. An example of this can be found in the following:

Since all things in nature change, it may be assumed that man is also changeable and
capable of being changed, capable even of changing himself. ...The issue, as Brecht sees
it, is much more pragmatic; it is a matter of sizing up situations in terms of flux, of tracing
the course of events by which change manifests itself, and then of gauging the
possibilities (including those in human nature itself) for alteration. In short, the problem
of change, measured by its effects, becomes the problem of method — of selecting the
proper means for controlling the direction of change in order to bring about the results

one desires.>®

% < feel myself I must still, must always, learn. From what | learned from the audience that saw it, | rewrote Mann
ist Mann ten times, and presented it at different times and in different ways — for example, in Darmstadt in 1926, at
the Berlin VVolksbuehne in 1927, at the Berlin Federal Theatre in 1929. We worked with different means and in
different strata of society. These experiments were theatrical performances meant not so much for the spectator as for
those who were engaged in the performance. It was, so to speak, art for the producer, not art for the consumer.”
Bertolt Brecht, Werke (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1993), Band 22.2: 943.

5" What is perhaps interesting in this regard is that there is that Brecht encouraged others to make concrete
interventions with the play as well. As Brecht wrote in 1936 in regards to an interest from London in re-staging the
play in Nazi Germany, “Die Parabel Mann ist Mann kann ohne grosse Muehe konkretisiert werden. Die
Verwandlung des Kleinbuergers Galy gay in eine “menschliche Kampfmaschine” kann statt in Indien in Deutschland
spielen. Die Sammlung der Armee zu kilkoa kann in den Parteitag der NSDAP zu Nurnberg verwandelt werden. Die
Stelle des Elefanten Billy Humph kann ein gestohlenes, nunmehr der SA gehoerendes Privatauto einnehmen. Der
Einbruch kann statt in den Tempel des Herrn Wang in den Laden eines juedischen Troedlers erfolgen. Jip wuerde
dann als arischer Geschaeftsteilhaber von dem Kraemer angestellt. Das Verbot sichtbarer Beschaedigungen
juedischer Geschaefte waere mit der Anwesenheit englicher Journalisten zu begruenden.” Brecht, Werke, Band 24:
51.

%8 |_eroy Shaw, The Playwright and Historical Change: Dramatic Strategies in Brecht, Hauptmann, Kaiser and
Wedekind (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1970): 146-7. This analysis of the play is also (albeit more
adroitly and complexly) offered by Jan Knopf in his “Die Austauschbarkeit Individualitaet” section on Mann ist
Mann. See Jan Knopf, Brecht Handbuch I: Stuecke, (Stuttgart: Verlag J. B. Metzler, 2002): 156. A further criticism
of the type of position held by Shaw is advanced by Frederic Jameson when discussing Manipulation theory.
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From this passage, seasoned with an oddly Aristotelian flavour given Brecht’s
pronounced aversion to this in his statements on Epic Theatre, one could be misled into thinking
that the lead character of the play, Galy Gay, is the classical “universal” figure, existing at any
time and in any place. Change here is a concern not of content, of a specific type of determined
historical change, but an abstracted one of methodology. The play though offers several ways in
which this abstracted reading is bucked by the motivations and, importantly, pressures of change
in the text and its production. Not least significant in this regard is the role of Widow Leocadia
Begbick, a key character in the play and the play’s only female character. It is interesting to note
here that Begbick is the only character in the play who operates under her (or his) own rules and
volitions (as much as that is possible given the military settings). Whereas all the male characters
in, as a common English translation of the title goes, “A Man’s a Man,” are representative of the
inability to shape their own lives, Begbick, as Margaret Setje-Eilers notes, “remains
paradoxically stable in each version.” Begbick “resists manipulation and influences others for her
purposes.” In this way, the form of change or remodeling of humanity that the play offers is
specifically gendered.®® Our notions of agency and mobility are constantly being confronted by

changing notions of life in a world dominated by gender norms.

Important to note in the following is the move away from abstraction. Jameson notes that “Manipulation theory
implies a psychology, but this is all very well and good: Brecht taught us that under the right circumstances you
could remake anybody over into anything you liked (Mann ist Mann), only he insisted on the situation and the raw
materials fully as much or more than on the techniques.” See Fredric Jameson, “Reification and Utopia in Mass
Culture,” Social Text 1 (1979): 140-141.

% Margaret Setje-Eilers, “A Man's a Man, but What about Woman? Widow Leocadia Begbick in Bertolt Brecht's
Play (1926-2006),” Women in German Yearbook: Feminist Studies in German Literature & Culture 24 (2008): 97.
Indeed, Setje will link the peculiar position of Begbick’s power in the film to growing achievements for feminists
during the Weimar period as an explanation for Begbick strength in the play.

80 Adding to this, before Galy Gay leaves, his wife assures him that she will not leave the kitchen so as not to be in
danger of coming into contact. Yet as we learn, it is Galy Gay, not his wife, who is in danger. Here the gendered
version of the title — it is not Mensch ist Mensch or a Person’s a Person — suggests that men are more in danger than
women if they are determined to not act upon their interests.
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The play is further brought down to earth in that we learn that what sets Galy Gay out on
the path to becoming re-functioned is a concrete pursuit of material goods, specifically a fish for
the family’s dinner. This basic impetus to the action in the play has more or less been lost for
critical engagement. The specificity of the position not only of worker but yet again of the task of
buying food is central in assessing the role of the lead character. The materiality of the act, and
the importance of that materiality in determining or limiting direction in the unravelling of the
play, is key. In this regard it is useful to recall one of Brecht’s most famous aphorisms, “Erst
kommt das Fressen, dann die Morale (First comes eating, then morals).” It is first in the basic act
of reproducing himself and surviving that Galy Gay will be subject to his transformation. In this
regard, his class position is also vital in analysing his unenviable, but explainable, shift in
persona. It is a simple motivation, yet one that determines his action and that of those around
him.

While this may resemble a straightforward fulfillment of the oft vulgarized and highly
static base/superstructure metaphor — whereby the economy determines all aspects of politics and
human emotions — one should be cautious about such an interpretation. | am dealing with
something more important in the Brechtian aesthetic than the foregrounding of materiality,
although this is fundamental to Brecht’s aesthetics. It is the foregrounding of precision (which
will propel Brecht to experiment in order to meet this level of exactitude) that is the focus.
Precision here is the fullest understanding of a moment in time which necessitates a full-blown
process of continual reinvestigation of the bare grounds on which Brecht as a cultural producer
stands, but also of the ground upon which we all stand. The process itself, due to its historical
specificities, will never allow for a moment of stasis. The aesthetic which Brecht seeks to shape
will be necessarily in flux. At a later stage in Brecht’s cultural production, when a fuller and

deeper understanding of Marxism forces him to rethink his political trajectory (most obvious here
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is the rewriting of the play Die Dreigroschenoper into novel form), he will revisit his earlier
work in order to make the texts more prescient for contemporary interventions. Yet what will
stick with Brecht will be this always already moment of precision or accuracy at a temporal and
spatial point when, paradoxically, it is at its most elusive, i.e. in medias res.

Due to this positioning, the task of the aesthetic producer must therefore be quick, but
open to specific political developments and revisions. For this reason, the Mann ist Mann
document (i.e. the physical text) is that which is perhaps the least relevant for a Brechtian
aesthetic. It is this new form of aesthetic response that Walter Benjamin argued was so difficult
for professional theatre reviewers to get their collective heads around, a reading which I will
address shortly. Thus, the first productions of the play bear the mark of a working-class
movement that had been under the threat of imperialism and militarism, and would soon be
confronted with their uglier sibling, Nazism. The question for Brecht is how could such a
situation arise? What would make the victory of such a “movement” possible and realisable?
While it would be dangerous to state that Nazism was a fait accompli as early as 1923 or even
1926, Brecht was clearly grappling with the implications of the potential for such a movement,

and these implications were later made the guiding principle of the play. Brecht writes:

I turned to the comedy Man Equals Man with particular apprehension. Here again | had a
socially negative hero who was by no means unsympathetically treated. The play’s theme
is the false, bad collective (the “gang”) and its powers of attraction, the same collectivity
which Hitler and his backers were even then in the process of recruiting by an exploitation
of the petty-bourgeoisie’s vague longing for the historically timely, genuinely social
collectivity of the workers. Before me were two versions, the one performed at the Berlin
Volksbuehne in 1928 and the other at the Berlin Staatstheater in 1931. | decided to restore
the earlier version, where Galy Gay captures the mountain fortress of Sir EI-Djower. In

1931 | had allowed the play to end with the great dismantling operation, having been
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unable to see any way of giving a negative character to the hero’s growth within the

collectivity. | decided to leave that growth undescribed.®*

Brecht began writing the earliest version of the play shortly after the First World War in 1919,
and the impulse for writing a play about a passive character who is co-opted and transformed into
a “menschliche Kampfsmachine” (human fighting machine)®? is not difficult, at least in
hindsight, to ascertain.®® Yet the first production of the play comes only in 1926 when a new
“dangerous affair” was rearing its head, something which Brecht himself was aware of. Yet what
should interest us most in the quote above is the notion of “schlechte Kollektiv,” or the bad
collective, which has interests that run counter to those of the working class but could also
transform these people who, as Galy Gay, “can’t say no.” In this sense Brecht’s play is a valuable
heuristic model and parable, a piece that from its very beginning allows itself to act out the
spoken and silent moments in which the potentials of the future, but more importantly of the

present, are to be made known.% It is for this reason — that the present is always with us but never

61 This translation can be found in Douglas Robinson’s Estrangement and the Somatics of Literature: Tolstoy,
Shklovsy, Brecht (Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press, 2008): 245. The original German reads as follows: “An die
Lektuere des Lustspiels Mann ist Mann machte ich mich mit besonderen Befuerchtungen. Auch hier hatte ich wieder
einen sozial negativen Helden, der nicht ohne Sympathie behandelt war. Das Problem des Stiickes ist das falsche,
schlechte Kollektiv (der Bande) und seine Verfuehrungskraft, jenes Kollektiv, das in diesen Jahren Hitler und seine
Geldgeber rekrutieren, das unbestimmte Verlagen der Kleinbirger nach dem geschichtlich reifen, echten sozialen
Kollektiv der Arbeiter ausbeutend. Es lagen zwei Fassungen vor, die in 1928 in der Berliner VVolksbihne und die
1931 am Berliner Staatstheater gespielte. Wiederherzustellen, fand ich, war die erste Fassung, in der Galy Gay die
Bergfestung Sir el Dchowr erobert. Ich hatte 1931 das Stueck nach dem grossen Montageakt enden lassen, da ich
keine Mdglichkeit sah, dem Wachsum des helden im Kollektiv einen negativen Charakter zu verleihen. So hatte ich
lieber auf die Beschreibung des Wachtums verzichtet.” See Brecht, Werke, Band. 23: 244-5.

82 The reference to the “menschliche Kampfmaschine” is the description given to Galy Gay at the end of the play
(but before the elephant calf). See Brecht, Werke, Band 2: 157.

83 |t is also important to note, as Kate Elswit argues, that the reassembly of the character Galy Gay is similar to the
way in which many “disfigured” WWI veterans were rebuilt with prosthetics after the war. See Kate Elswit, The
Some of the Parts: Prosthesis and Function in Bertolt Brecht, Oskar Schlemmer, and Kurt Jooss, Modern Drama 51
(2008): 389-410.

8 | am using the notion of the unspoken or silence as that expressed by Pierre Macherey a notion which attempts to
get at what a work “refuses to say” or “what a work cannot say.” See Pierre Macherey’s A Theory of Literary
Production (Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1978): 87.
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fully understood nor understandable — that Brecht relies on many levels of experimentation and
revision. One cannot “know” the ground upon which one stands, and so chances need to be taken.
This was something that Walter Benjamin understood very well. Benjamin was, of
course, a very significant analyst of the play in its early 1930’s iterations, and was unequivocal in
his positive reading of the play. However, what | would like to note specifically about
Benjamin’s view of these versions of the play is the emphasis on understanding the key
contradictions and “newness” of the piece. Benjamin, in his “What is Epic Theatre?” argues for

the importance of that understanding and presentation in Mann ist Mann. He writes:

The plays of a Toller or a Lampel do not take this detour [via Epic Theatre]; exactly like
the works of German pseudo-classicism, they “award primacy to the idea, and all the time
make the spectator desire a specific aim, creating, as it were, an ever-increasing demand
for the supply”. Such writers attack the conditions in which we live from the outside;
Brecht lets the conditions speak for themselves, so that they confront each other
dialectically. Their various elements are played off logically against one another. The
docker Galy Gay in Brecht’s A Man’s a Man is like an empty stage on which the
contradictions of our society are acted out.%

Benjamin’s reading of Mann ist Mann is written in the context of an analysis of Epic Theatre as a
whole, and his reading is inevitable as the central tenets of this aesthetic approach are articulated
thoroughly in the play.® The key contribution of Brecht is an attempt to do what others do not,

that is, attack the conditions in which we live from the inside in order to some degree to be

6 Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, 8.

% What is interesting to note here is that while professional critics attacked Brecht, they also sought to make it
difficult for his supporters to be heard in defending the merits of his play. This included Benjamin himself, whose
piece “What is Epic Theatre?”” was blocked from being published by, among others, no less a figure than Siegfried
Kracauer. See Erdmut Wizisla, Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht: The Story of a Friendship (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2009): 114.
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useful. This approach to cultural production is one which asks us to think differently our

connection to the “real.” As Terry Eagleton writes:

Brecht’s practice is not to dispel the miasma of “false consciousness” so that we may
“fix” the object as it really is; it is to persuade us into living a new discursive and practical
relation to the real. “Rationality” for Brecht is thus indissociable from scepticism,

experiment, refusal and subversion.®’

The idea of not attempting to fix the object, or perhaps for our purposes the object could be read
as a moment in time, is vital in understanding how the Brechtian aesthetic seeks not to capture an
overall picture, but to understand a dialectical image of capitalism. The refusal to which Eagleton
refers represents what is at stake in the play. Galy Gay is introduced to us at the very outset as a
man “who can’t say no” and for this he must work through the imperatives that capitalism and
war place upon him, not by chance or exception but rather by the fullest of determinations,
impulses and rules. The inability to say no is what makes the structural contradictions absorb
Galy Gay so definitively, rendering him vulnerable to the unique demands and general rules of
the dominant societal impulses. Benjamin again: “And so it happens that the wise proletarian
Galy Gay, the man who keeps himself to himself, agrees to join the berserk ranks of the British
colonial army, thereby consenting to the denial of his own wisdom.”®®

In stressing the class position of the lead character, Benjamin employs and grounds his
argument with a distinct notion of contemporality here. The contemporary moment manifests

itself (always already) in the relationship between the audience and a politicisation of the cultural

producer. This itself is made possible only through a combination of the analysis/interpretation of

67 Terry Eagleton, Walter Benjamin, or, Towards a Revolutionary Criticism (London, Verso, 1994): 85.
8 Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, 9.
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the contemporary moment and the form of theatre put forward by Brecht.®® Astrid Oesmann has
commented on the centrality of the question of positionality in her 2005 book Staging History:

Brecht’s Social Concepts of Ideology. In it she writes:

This vision of social existence informs Brecht’s changing political vision and becomes a
formative element in his teaching plays, in which every question is negotiated in a strictly
defined space. This renders political problems as questions of social positioning: “Wo
stehst du und wie stehst du zu uns?”” (Where do you stand and how do you stand toward

us?).”

The question of where one stands in relation to the other, both in terms of an individual to a
social group, or one social group to another, is fundamental to Brecht’s Epic Theatre. The posing
of the question of this relationship gets at the heart of Brecht’s politics and aesthetics.

Brecht’s interest here is to design an ongoing project that will most clearly illuminate the
current historical moment in which he operates. This project is larger than any one moment, and

becomes a philosophy of agency. As Brecht noted on this play:

It does not make the hero the victim of an inevitable fate, nor does it wish to make the
spectator the victim, so to speak, of a hypnotic experience in the theatre. In fact, it has a

purpose of “teaching” of the spectator a certain quite practical attitude; we have to make it

89 “Brecht’s theatre, Benjamin now argued in “What is Epic Theatre? (1),” changed the function of theatre from
entertainment to knowledge, whereby the political thesis-play was superseded. This change exploded at a stroke the
“functional relationship between stage and public, text and performance, direction and actor.” Wizisla, Walter
Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht, 112.

70 Astrid Oesmann, Staging History: Brecht’s Social Concepts of Ideology (Albany: State University of New York,
2005): 95. An important note to make here is that there is a growing refusal or partial rejection in recent Brechtian
scholarship which argues, as | do here, that rather than provide a periodisation of Brecht — the experimental Brecht,
Brecht in exile - or even to try and locate or dissect the precise moment when Brecht has reached Marxism, Brecht’s
works are full of continuities and are better judged as a unity of central ideas and unfolding practices.
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possible for him to take a critical attitude while he is in the theatre (as opposed to a

subjective attitude of becoming completely “entangled” in what is going on).”

Behind this is an entire aesthetic philosophy trained towards agency, whereby one attempts to
delve as deeply as possible into our social situation and from that position articulate a politics
from which we can make visible to a larger audience the current state we find ourselves in.
Brecht’s cultural project (because it suggests it is larger than a project for theatre) is obliged to
create formal techniques designed to show how individuals and collectives are
socially/economically structured and that how they can act (or, as is more common in Brecht, fail
to act) is not pre-determined, and is decisive for social outcomes.”? This theatre of the now (or,
alternatively, a political aesthetics of the now) must be continually updated (as societies change
so must oppositional movements) and be open to experimentation and the intricate materiality of
the current historical moment.

Yet the foregrounding of materiality in Mann ist Mann and the development of Epic
Theatre are deeply intertwined.” What one also loses in “an abstracted Brecht” is a fuller

understanding of the piece and the greater political impetus of the play. Through the character

L Brecht, Werke, Band 22.2: 941.

72 On the question of Galy Gay’s own repeated transformations, Eugene Lunn notes that this is evidence that “it
would be anachronistic to see him as alienated from himself in these roles: his “self” is in each of the
transformations.” The point here is that there is great potential in such a transformation, “total changeability
encourages the hope that things can be very different. The issue for Brecht was not any inevitable psychic
depersonalization in the modern, collectivist age—a common traditionalist reading of the theory of alienation—but
the question of how technology is used and to whose advantage.” See Eugene Lunn, “Marxism and Art in the Era of
Stalin and Hitler: A Comparison of Brecht and Lukacs,” New German Critique 3 (1974): 27.

73 Brecht would remark that his first full Epic Theatre text is in fact Mann ist Mann. “Ja, diese Theorie vom epischen
Drama ist allerdings von uns. Wir haben auch versucht, einige epische Dramen herzustellen. Ich habe Mann ist
Mann, Bronnen hat den Ostpolzug und die Fleisser hat ihre Ingolstaedter Dramen in epischer Technik verfasst. Aber
die versuche, episches Drama herzustellen, sind schon viel frueher dagewesen. Wann began sie? Sie begannen zu der
Zeit, wo der Wissenschaft ihren grossen Start hatte, im vorigen Jahrhundert. Die anfaenge des Naturalismus waren
die Anfaenge des Epischen Dramas in Europa.” Brecht, Werke, Band 21: 273.
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Begbick, the play offers the reader a midway summary of what Brecht would like the audience to

take from the piece. The last four lines of her “Zwischenspruch” read as follows:

Herr Bertolt Brecht hopes you’ll see the ground on which you stand
Slither between your toes like shifting sand
So that the case of Galy Gay the porter makes you aware

Life on this earth is a hazardous affair.’*

These four lines offer two different yet possible avenues for reading Brecht’s work. The first two
lines seem to match very neatly the reading of the play which focuses only on an abstracting
changing of humanity. “The ground on which you stand / Slither between your toes like shifting
sand,”’ is akin to the unrelenting change that is so much the part and parcel of human existence.
But this reading only fits neatly if we stop there. The last two lines, however, point towards
something decidedly less abstract. “So that the case of the porter Galy Gay will make you aware /
Life on this earth is a dangerous affair.” These last two lines bring us down from the abstract to
the specific, which is what | would argue is a necessary turn for Brecht. These last two lines bring
us into the realm of history, and of one’s precise historical moment and the stakes involved for its
main actors. This is the chief point of the bad collective. There is simply no other option but to
confront the bad collective for what it is and those who militate against it, and to examine the
ways in which this entity seeks to multiply itself, manipulate contemporary experience (and

forms of experience), and ward off other alternatives in order to meet its own needs. Not only

74 Bertolt Brecht, Man Equals Man and The Elephant Calf (New York: Arcade, 2000): 38.

5 This dialectic relationship is reflected in the staging of the actors. As Olga Taxidou notes in her analysis of Mei
Lan-fang, a Chinese actor who influenced Brecht at an early stage. She notes: “In the Brechtian world this dialectic is
never fully resolved and points towards an endless “changeability” as the actor’s body denotes ‘this way of
changing.”” Olga Taxidou, Modernism and Performance: Jarry to Brecht (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007): 142.
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must the bad collective reproduce itself, it must consume anything that provides for a possibility
that another form of being in the world can exist.

If we take Brecht’s use of “hazardous” seriously here, the abstracted reading of the play
comes off as inadequate. By shifting discussion from merely the malleability of humans to the
specific historical conditions of the play’s production, we are obliged to take into consideration
Brecht’s interventionist strategy. In this regard, the vaguely unspecific nature of Galy Gay (he is
an empty vessel, besides the markers mentioned earlier) poses a difficult question for Marxist
analysis, that is how does capitalism not merely reproduce workers for its own purposes, but then
reproduce differently on disparate trajectories? Brecht’s play is not an abstract interpretation of
the general re-formation of humans but rather of the potential for the capitalist class to make
workers into killing machines (this is the bad collective making true on Brecht’s promise that life
is dangerous).”® The position of worker, however, needs to be highlighted here. As opposed to
earlier forms of relatively fixed identities based on one’s work, the modern worker in capital’s
logic must re-imagine herself and the way in which she “fits” into the market. In this sense Galy
Gay’s transformation is mirrored by capitalism’s drives, crises and needs. This is a structured
“reassembling,” wherein one aimed to be “the right man in the right place, ‘der rechte Mann am
rechten Platz” (Benjamin’s own adaptation of a Taylorist catchphrase).” This restructuring bears
serious similarities to the problems of “re-functioning” for theatrical and cinematic production, as

both Brigid Doherty and Lucia Ruprecht note throughout in their useful essays.”” | needn’t have

6 Marc Silberman sees this in more purely economic class terms. He writes: “Galy Gay in Man Equals Man is the
most extreme example of this class mobility. He has no individual personality but conforms to the changing
circumstances around him because he simply cannot say no.” Marc Silberman, “Bertolt Brecht, Politics, and
Comedy,” Social Research: An International Quarterly, 79 (2012): 178.

" Brigid Doherty, “Test and Gestus in Brecht and Benjamin,” MLN 115 (2000): 442-481. Lucia Ruprecht further
argues that the use of Gestus in the play is also evident in shaping and being shaped by “the gestural aesthetic of
silent film,” and Brecht was involved in using video in his many productions of the play. Lucia Ruprecht,
“Ambivalent Agency: Gestural Performances of Hands in Weimar Dance and Film,” A Journal of Germanic Studies
46 (2010): 271.
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the same purpose, but if the nature of capital is to refashion completely the specific class
structure, the oppositional cultural response must itself respond. In this way, this response is
fundamentally linked with Brecht’s ability and desire to make an intervention. This is what
makes Brecht’s theatre so fundamentally political, even in the earlier, “non-Marxist,” phase. The
reactions against this political rethinking of the theatre were found in Brecht’s own time, as seen
in the critical reaction to the 1931 production (but not, if we believe Benjamin, the audiences), as
the critics were either unable and/or unwilling to locate the real importance of the play, notably as
they sought to maintain cultural production’s safe distance from the now. Benjamin articulates

this in his analysis of Mann ist Mann:

For the difficulties encountered by epic theatre in achieving recognition are, after all,
nothing other than an expression of its closeness to real life, while theory languishes in

the Babylonian exile of a praxis which has nothing to do with the way we live.”®

Benjamin’s emphasis on the “closeness to real life” embodies more than a politics of
intervention, it must be said. Yet without an ultimate location/theatre/stadium wherein the
importance of intervention is taken into account, the potential of this closeness will remain
unresolved.

The fulfilling of this potential is of course no simple business and something I shall
address shortly. Suffice it to say, however, that the intervention, in order for it to be meaningful,
requires a deep understanding of the situation one is in. To this end, as times changed, Brecht
relied heavily on a sustained interrogation and re-examination of his work. This constant re-

examination of one’s own work further belies a theory and practice of production that

8 Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, 3.
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undermines the notion of a work of art being a totality in itself and forms of prescriptive practice.
Terry Eagleton very usefully notes that Brecht offers a “suggestive model[] for the notion of the
literary text as practice rather than object.”’® The emphasizing of the notion of ongoing process in
a creative piece as opposed to a reified, static text may seem, in today’s conjuncture at least, a

less than dramatic statement. In Brecht’s own time the situation could not have been more
different, especially so for a cultural producer (and such an influential one) of the left. While
visiting Brecht in exile in Denmark, Benjamin notes Brecht’s reaction to the growing influence of

Stalinist literary policy. Dogmatic socialist realists, Brecht contends,

...are, to put it bluntly, enemies of production. Production makes them uncomfortable.
You never know where you are with production; production is the unforeseeable. You
never know what’s going to come out. And they themselves don’t want to produce. Every

one of their criticisms contains a threat.®°

There is a deep connection that exists between Brecht’s aesthetic politics of the now and
the notion of production that he uses in the above passage. While this notion of production is
influenced by his visits to the Soviet Union in the 1930s,%* I would argue that Brecht was
developing this concept earlier, as evidenced by his work with Mann ist Mann. Important in this

regard is how production is coterminous with a specific cultural labour/work process, which

™ Terry Eagleton, “Ideology, Fiction, Narrative,” Social Text 2 (1979): 66.

8 Brecht in Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, 118.

81 It is important to note Brecht’s politics aesthetics were influenced by Sergei Tretjakov, who as Eugene Lunn notes,
also “was developing...an aesthetics of “production” from which Brecht would learn in formulating his own Marxist
cultural theories in the 1930s.” See Eugene Lunn, Marxism and Modernism: An Historical Study of Lukacs, Brecht,
Benjamin, and Adorno (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1982): 102. It should be noted that Brecht was
mutually admired by Tretjakov, and the two had been planning a production of Die Heilige Johanna in the Soviet
Union, although that production never was produced. See David Pike, Lukacs and Brecht (Chapel Hill, NC: The
University of North Carolina Press, 1985): 200.
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demands of the producer a continual self-reflexivity.®? Yet the production was not univocal — that
is, it was not one of the producer directed towards the audience. In order for production to be
successful it must also make the most of the productive capacities of the audience involved. In
this way the audience produces itself and produces part of its own history. This process rejects
the naturalistic passive audience — (in the field of language studies this passive process is
reminiscent of Valentin Volosinov’s notion of uniaccentuality — a process which extinguishes the
way in which signs are struggled over by all social actors) as opposed to Brecht’s theatre, which
acknowledges the agency of the audience (this would be similar to Volosinov’s corresponding
concept of the multiaccentual sign — “a sign that maintains its vitality and dynamism and the
capacity for further development”®®) and is directed towards a multi-vocal response. In this way
production for Brecht centres on showing how audiences might actively produce themselves and
their history (interestingly, Brecht noted that a particular audience also included the actors
involved in this performance). History, while structured, cannot be known in advance, since
history itself is always open-ended.

Brecht was clearly not averse to experimentation and continually rethinking his work. In
fact, as aforementioned, Mann ist Mann went through at least ten rewrites, and continually
revised the work in order to be able address the current conjuncture as directly as possible.
Suggestively, Brecht also considered renaming the subtitle for the play to match the year it was

presented — for example, the transformation of the packer Galy Gay in the military barracks of

82 As Lunn notes specifically on Mann ist Mann “Brecht’s theatre became an experimental self-reflexive workshop
in which humans and social reality were shown to be constructions capable of being “reassembled” (ummontiert).”
Lunn, 103. While I disagree slightly with Lunn’s chronology, I am sympathetic to his focus on production. He
continues: “Soon after working out the rudiments of a new theatre, Brecht began to develop (after 1928) a conception
of “production aesthetics”, which he formed with a Marxism filtered through constructivist lenses: e.g., he viewed art
as an aspect of material labour; as a construction based on the formal principle of technological modes of production,
such as montage; and as an activity which was tied to new mechanical media, such as film and radio.” Lunn, 103.

8 See Valentin Volosinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996):
23.
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Kilkoa in the year 1925 (or 1926 or 1930 depending on the year of the performance). This
reworking was not an empty gesture. Besides the continual rewriting, Brecht showed the play to
audiences of different social classes in an effort to understand as deeply as possible the structures
of contemporary society and the place for his contribution in relation to them, which manifested
also in questioning the appropriate form of intervention into the social order. In order to reach a
wider audience, Brecht produced a radio version of the play, broadcast in 1927. What’s more, on
the basis of this work Brecht was moved to change the form of the play from a lustspiel or
comedy,®* to what Benjamin refers to as a parable.® This is especially interesting as the switch
speaks to Brecht’s changing response to the rise of fascism, the threat of which was obviously
much clearer in 1930. Where the need was more urgent, Brecht opted for the more direct method
of a Lehrstuck (or didactic learning piece) in order to structure his intervention.

Despite the many revisions, what Brecht took seriously throughout the whole project was
the development of the “new man” (sic). Rather than assuming an audience, a fault he analysed in
the modern theatre of the time, Brecht attempted to work through modern society in order to
engage with an audience which would question and mobilise around these developments. In awe
of the modern sports spectator, Brecht sought to realise a cultural space where the audience’s

reaction was to question what they were seeing rather than be simple consumers and passive in

8 Brecht would come back to the comic form in other circumstances, especially in his exile plays. There he began to
use comedy as distancing effects, linked with the almost incomprehensible devastation of the post war-era. This is a
politicized comedy, as Marc Silberman notes: “Brecht’s experiments sought to develop a kind of thinking that can
understand the process of historical change and the changeability of human behavior. Naturally, he understood
human behavior to be historically contingent, neither universal nor anthropologically based. Because the comic
depends on the incongruous, the paradoxical, and the absurd in behavior and situations, it generates that distance so
crucial to Brecht’s aesthetic strategies: opening up a space for historical cognition while rendering visible the
contradictions in society that make the status quo impossible. This is comedy in the service of disillusionment.” Marc
Silberman, “Bertolt Brecht, Politics, and Comedy,” 185.

8 Doherty, “Test and Gestus,” 448.
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reception. Brecht’s cultural politics of production acknowledged the multiaccentuality involved
in his theatrical practice.

Given this alternate strategy of reading Mann ist Mann, it is useful to suggest an answer
to the problem of the bad collective. In 1931, at around the same time that Brecht was putting on
the production of Mann ist Mann that so influenced Benjamin, Brecht was heavily involved in the
production of the film Kuhle Wampe, Wem gehort die Welt?. In this film we see an alternative to
the bad collective as it is depicted in Mann ist Mann. This is also an intervention beyond
abstraction. Mann ist Mann calls for practical consideration based upon the needs and limits of a
contemporary moment. Drawn to its conclusion, as Bert Cardullo argues, it necessitates a
response to the system. Cardullo notes: “A change for the worse, or no change at all in already
bad conditions, as in Mann ist Mann, can only lead ultimately to further deterioration in the
relations among men. Unless, that is, a man takes action.”%

Because Brecht seeks to hammer the current situation on the head, the response to any
historical moment must be an accurate one. There is no way in which looseness can be allowed to
slip into the precise task of meeting the historical conjuncture with a political aesthetic. All
political debates of progressive change are subject to the determination, or framing, of a political
historical moment. Even the supposed logic of the societal structure is to be ruthlessly examined.
In this regard we have the problems that | will be dealing with in this chapter — of exactitude and
generality, of precision and flexibility, of recourse to specific events and the simultaneous
evocation of broad struggle, of a Marxist aesthetic science of sorts, and of making the problems

of the individual worker the problem of every worker.

8 Bert Cardullo, “A World in Transition: A Study of Brecht’s Mann ist Mann,” The German Review: Literature,
Culture, Theory 59 (1984): 263.
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All of this makes the notes of Walter Benjamin on Mann ist Mann very important, given
that he would have seen the production in its various opening stages, as well as in 1931.
Benjamin was in this regard perhaps Brecht’s greatest reader, and his ability to carefully parse
out Brecht’s work can only with difficulty be overstated. The work during this period was
marked by a crucial experimentation meant to deal concretely with the intense challenges that
were presented to the working-class movement of the time, and not to fall into the trap of German
Social Democracy. And Mann ist Mann is a play that is specifically attuned to begin a project

that could understand and respond to these challenges.

The Knowing Johanna

Because | praised the useful, which
In my day was considered base
Because | battled against all religions
Because | fought oppression or
For another reason®’
As with Mann ist Mann, there has been an approach to interpreting Brecht’s work which
attempts to abstract it from the intense materiality in which it is based. By rejecting such an
approach, 1 am not suggesting the impossibility of locating or positing a philosophy of Brecht,
nor am | disputing the presence of a Brechtian method, a topic made mostly clearly in Frederic
Jameson’s excellent offering. Rather, I am arguing that to isolate Brecht from the political nature

of his project and to remove the connections to his own time, place, and strategic imperatives (to

be useful, for instance) is to obfuscate and misunderstand both the nature and potential of his

87 Bertolt Brecht, “Why Should My Name Be Mentioned?,” in Collected Poems, Poems 1913 — 1956, edited by John
Willett and Ralph Mannheim (London: Methuen, 1979): 264.
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work.% While the opposite approach has been largely confined to non-materialist theories and
criticisms, another version of this approach has been advanced by professed materialist theorists.
This vein of criticism has sought to view the play (and others at the time) as a distilled
explication of the workings of capitalism, and, because the explication was insufficient, Brecht
failed (usefully or unusefully) in its chief pursuit. In part, such explanations have been sourced
from Brecht’s biography. The narrative runs that during the period of 1926-1929 Brecht began to
study Marxism with the noted theorist Karl Korsch, author of the renowned, Marxism and
Philosophy, and that through these studies Brecht became a Marxist.®® That Korsch had a
profound effect on Brecht’s formulation and conception of Marxist economics should not be in
dispute. The problem, I believe, runs when the suggestion becomes that through his work with
Korsch, Brecht on the one hand “found Marxism” and that, as a result, he decided that it was
necessary to teach Marxian economics on stage.®® As Jameson notes, the play “has so often been

taken as Brecht’s most comprehensive initiation into Marxian analysis.”®! This has also, it has

8 In opposition to this argument, and while | would take issue with the heavy handed nature of the claim, there is
something very important to defend in Patty Lee Parmalee’s argument that: “St. Joan of the Stockyards, the first
major play since 4 Man’s a Man, is in every sense the culmination of Brecht’s early work.” Patty Lee Parmalee,
Brecht’s America (Miami: Ohio State University Press, 1981): 244.

8 This argument, while well rehearsed, is put forward in various ways. Mark Clark puts it forward here: On the
notion that Brecht “found Marxism” “In the early 1930s Brecht not only reinterpreted his earlier plays through a
Marxist lens, but also wrote a series of Lehrstuecke or didactic plays, which were meant to be models of political
commitment for children.” Mark W. Clark, Beyond Catastrophe: German Intellectuals and Cultural Renewal after
World War 11, 1945 — 1955 (Oxford: Lexington, 2006): 132.

% Another vital moment in Brecht’s life seems to have been witnessing first hand a worker’s demonstration,
although there is little attention paid to this. As a group of Communists protested a ban on public meetings, Brecht
witnessed the violence meted out by the police response while at the apartment of his friend Fritz Sternberg.
Sternberg writes: “As far as we could make out, these people were not armed. The police fired repeatedly. We
thought at first that they were firing warning-shots. Then we saw several of the demonstrators falling, and later being
carried away on stretchers. At that time, as far as | remember, there were more than twenty dead among the
demonstrators in Berlin. When Brecht heard the shots and saw that people were being hit, he went whiter in the face
than | had ever seen him before in my life. | believe it was not least this experience which drove him ever more
strongly towards the Communists.” See Fritz Sternberg quoted in Wizisla, Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht, 5-6.
Also worthy of note is the fact that the police chief at the time, Karl Zoergiebel, was a Social Democrat. This would
have given Brecht another reason to shift his support more firmly towards the more clearly oppositional
Communists.

%1 Jameson, Brecht and Method, 148.
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been argued, been the main fault line of the piece. An alternative approach, put forward by Marc
Silberman, is that “What appealed to him about Marxism was neither the theory of political
economy nor the history of the proletariat but rather its power as a cognitive method that
understands social conditions as processes and pursues their contradictions.”? Astrid Oesmann’s
otherwise excellent Staging History has advanced this line of argument, arguing that when read in
such a way the play necessarily loses the specificity that was such a fundamental aspect of Mann

ist Mann. She writes:

His plays grow hazy, however, when he seeks to present the workings of capitalism
outside of social interaction by stagings the working of capital itself. Brecht’s claim that it
is incomprehensible how, exactly, processes are not presentable on stage in Die Heilige
Johanna der Schlachthdfe (Saint Joan of the Stockyards), the trading of money and meat

is mentioned, but it never becomes part of the performance.®

The odd formulation here states that when we abstract Brecht’s work into a space where he
merely seeks to represent capitalism (a typically “unuseful” Brechtian project) Brecht then fails
to understand class struggle (or “social interaction” as Oesmannn somewhat ambiguously states).
Yet Oesmann is not alone here. Die Heilige Johanna is also seen thus by Frederic Jameson. He

writes:

But in the great representations of capitalism — particularly in the two fundamental
Brechtian works St Joan and the Three-Penny Novel — these last are reduced to
Dickensian misery, lumpen status (Peachum’s beggars) or desperate objects of charity. It

is as though in Brecht’s works that radically different temporality of peasant life had

92 Marc Silberman, “Bertolt Brecht, Politics, and Comedy,” 174.
% Qesmann, Staging Brecht, 108.
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absorbed the actantial position of the “proletariat”, the position of the oppressed and
exploited in capitalism, of the dominant class. %

Here the problem is restated but the belief is the same, and that is that Die Heilige Johanna fails
in its task to represent capitalism effectively.

I do not wish to suggest that the play is not fundamentally concerned with trying to get to
terms with the larger capitalist economic system. On the contrary, essential to the play’s structure
is Joan’s movement throughout different socio-economic settings, from an initial point of naivety
as to the intentions of the capitalist class (through the delightfully horrible character of Mauler) to
a Marxian understanding of the role of profit in Mauler’s life, and how this forms the basis of the
misery of the lead characters in the play.®® As with the progress of Galy Gay before, the point to
stress here is the social aspect of Joan’s journey and then further (in only the latter’s case) the
lesson it has for her ultimate rejection of the capitalist system. In this way it “is a play about
how ideology is used to obscure reality. Simultaneously, its effect on the audience is to teach
them how to see through the ideology to the reality...”®” This may be over-stating the analysis

somewhat, but there is a clear attempt to distinguish between capitalism’s outer and inner layers

% Jameson, Brecht and Method, 151.

% Karl-Heinz Schoeps notes that the issue of Die Heilige Johanna’s naiveté is central to not only this text, but also
continues in much of Brecht’s work. “The fact that Brecht used a Saint Joan figure [a naive figure — my note] in three
of his plays (Saint Joan of the Stockyards, The Visions of Simone Machard, and The Trial of Joan of Arc at Rouen
1431) highlights the particular importance he attached to this character.” While I disagree with Schoeps’ negation of
Epic Theatre’s centrality to Brecht’s work, his argument about the centrality of the naive in Brecht I find useful. See
Karl-Heinz Schoeps, “From Distancing Alienation to Intuitive Naiveté: Bertolt Brecht's Establishment of a New
Aesthetic Category,” Monatshefte 81 (1989): 196.

% Interesting in this regard is a recent essay on the play by noted Brazilian poet Roberto Schwarz. In the essay
Schwarz continues along the same lines of Jameson and Oesmann that the representability of capitalism is the key
issue throughout. Schwarz further argues that capitalist system has fundamentally changed in the way it represents
itself and thus the play loses an important currency. He writes “Today, the picture has changed. Economic
determinism has switched sides and functions as an explicit ideology of the dominant classes, a justification for
social inequality.” While Schwartz further criticizes the suitability of a “revolutionary exit” as a contemporary option
that the play offers — a position | would agree with — his dilution of the play’s representation of capitalism is
something that | take issue with in this chapter. See Roberto Schwarz, “Brecht’s Relevance, Highs and Lows,” New
Left Review 57 (2009): 85 — 104.

97 Parmalee, Brecht’s America, 246.
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as they are expressed in social understanding. For Joan, nothing could be a more concrete
instantiation of capitalism than the bourgeoisie’s profiting off of the working poor. And the
emphasis on the concreteness of this socio-economic relation is exactly the problem for Brecht;
how to construct a theatre that recognizes this relation and responds by promoting the primacy of
establishing what he called a “critical attitude.”®

The development of such a viewpoint begins with the title of the play and its often
problematic English translation. The German title is Die Heilige Johanna der Schlachthofe.®® The
play has most routinely been translated as St. Joan of the Stockyards. A less common translation,
although I would like to argue one truer to Brecht’s purposes, is St. Joan of the
Slaughterhouses.!® A stockyard is literally a storage point, a building or set of buildings
normally adjacent to the slaughterhouse. A slaughterhouse requires no mediation.
Slaughterhouses are about the deed of killing, of pre-mediated and systematic carnage for the
sake of producing food and its sale. The slaughterhouse is the more exact location for Brecht, as

it is killing, its product, and the reasons for killing which are important and undergird the

structure of the play.

% On this point Brecht is quite explicit. He writes, “In fact, it has a purpose the “teaching” of the spectator a certain
quite practical attitude; we have to make it possible for him to take a critical attitude while he is in the theatre (as
opposed to a subjective attitude of becoming completely “entangled” in what is going on). Some of my plays in this
type of dramaturgy are St. Joan of the Stockyards, Mann ist Mann, and Round Heads and Pointed Heads. See Brecht,
Werke, Band 22.2: 941.

% |t is perhaps interesting to note that the play that Brecht found so hard to produce over the years has been subject
to a renewed interest in Germany at least (other production figures are unavailable), with more productions of the
play in the 1990’s or 2000’s than in all other decades combined. Jan Knopf, Brecht Handbuch 2, 286. For
information on the problems that Brecht encountered in putting on the play see Gisela Bahr, Bertolt Brecht: Die
Heilige Johanna der Schlachthdfe, Bihnenfassung, Fragmente, Varianten (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1971): 211-
231.

100 Interestingly, as Brecht develops further his aesthetic, there is also a strong shift in the focus of his work to places
of production, and the question of how gender is used to represent labour. As Laureen Nussbaum notes, “All through
his previous work Brecht had mainly identified bourgeois society with male predominance. Now, working for
change, he developed new, self-reliant, and politically conscious roles for proletarian women.” Die Heilige Johanna
and Anni from Kuhle Wampe are clear examples of this shift. See “The Evolution of the Feminine Principle in
Brecht's Work: Beyond the Feminist Critique,” German Studies Review 8 (1985): 228.
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In this regard, seeing as the play revolves around the slaughterhouses, meat acts as a
metaphor which organises the play.%* On the most basic level flesh is the stuff upon which
fortunes sink or soar. The key economic downturn is in part a product of Mauler’s (the play’s
chief capitalist) playing with the stock market, and the way in which he makes the value of meat
abstract. This abstractness of meat is, and can be only, partial, however, as Mauler’s toying with
the price of meat is in fact his toying with human life itself, as evidenced throughout the play.1%2

As a metaphor, meat embodies and personifies the human in the play. This happens in a
few ways. Firstly, workers are meat in that they are, like the cattle which they are supposed to
kill, the commercial good that is routinely easily bought and sold. They are manipulated so as to
disregard or negate solidaristic feeling or independent thought, and promoted to become passive
creatures worried only about their next meal. As such they are similar to the beasts they look over
and ultimately slaughter. Brecht, when referring to workers eating, uses the German word
“fressen” to describe their eating — a word which translates to a specific form of animalistic
eating, or devouring. They will eat anything that will satiate their hunger. In one bizarre case (but
only bizarre when one doesn’t understand the system), a man literally becomes meat.

Luckerniddle, a worker in the slaughterhouse, falls into the “bacon maker” and is

processed into canned meat. The brutality of the situation is compounded when his wife comes to

101 The depiction of the butcher as Urkapitalist was previously shown in Pabst’s Die freudlose Gasse. The dancer
and cabaretist Valeska Gert had worked on the film, and subsequently on Brecht’s Die Dreigroschenoper. See
Alexandra Kolb’s Performing Femininity: Dance and Literature in German Modernism (Berlin: Peter Lang, 2009)
for a discussion on this connection and Gert’s influence more generally. The film also puts the lie to the idea of the
gullible, helpless “young girls”, and features an act of revenge against the callous butcher. For more on the
connection between Brecht and the role of sex work and Brecht’s filmic work, see Jill Suzanne Smith, “Just how
Naughty was Berlin? The Geography of Prostitution and Female Sexuality in Curt Moreck’s Erotic Travel Guide,” in
Spatial Turns: Space, Place and Mobility in German Literary and Visual Culture, edited by Jaimey Fisher, Barbara
Mennel (New York: Rodopi, 2010).

102 In this case, however, Mauler as capitalist seems to know and understand what the price of meat is. Brecht will
also use to great comedic and didactic effect the capitalist who has no idea what his products are. See for instance the
“Song of Supply and Demand” in which the character Trader sings “What is a man actually, Do I know what a man
is? / God knows what a man is! / I don’t know what a man is / I only know his price!” See Bertolt Brecht, The Jewish
Wife and Other Short Plays (New York: Grove Press, 1992): 95-96.
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enquire about his whereabouts. She is advised to drop any case she may have for the price of
twenty lunches. As she has not eaten in two days, she accepts the offer. Yet whereas meat is
literally a matter of life and death for workers, actual meat knows only one referent for the
capitalist. The lead capitalist, Mauler, when he has a bad spell on the market, consoles himself by
having a steak prepared for him. Almost as soon as the meat touches his lips, Mauler is brought
back into a good humour. Here meat acts as an elixir for the ruling classes. Its substance and its
abstracted value bring only them pleasure and sustain them.

By using meat as this structuring metaphor, Brecht makes clear that what may seem to be
abstract to one is also that which is the most concrete for another. While Luckerniddle’s widow is
made the offer of food for forgetting, Joan watches in the wings. Playing the intermediary
“witness” to this, she is able to spot the connections between the abstract workings of the
financial system and the bare processes of workers being chewed up, not of their own volition but
by compulsion, by and for the system. Darko Suvin expresses this point succinctly in his To

Brecht and Beyond. He notes:

...the Marxist political economics undoubtedly present in Saint Joan (the labour theory of
value, and the crisis theory) happens in the flesh and blood of the workers and packers,
Mauler and Joan. Political economics determining the existential destiny of all strata of

society represent here a first, basic exchange-system or code.%®

The rejection of the body, of abstracting the body from its material conditions, will thus be Joan’s
final position. Joan has understood the fundamental barbarity of the system and its lived class

oppression. In her final lines, Joan rails against her former position and beliefs and calls out for

103 Darko Suvin, To Brecht and Beyond: Soundings in Modern Dramaturgy (Sussex: Harvester Press, 1984): 148.

50



an end, a violent end, to the system of religion (as a former Salvation Army worker she notes its

particular importance) and its complicity in reproducing capitalism. She exclaims:

And those preachers who tell the people they can rise in spirit

Even if their bodies are stuck in the mud, they too should have their heads
Bashed against the sidewalk. The truth is that

Where force rules only force can help and

In the human world only humans can help.1%

While there is little doubt that this is the position Brecht would wish his audience to be won over
to, he realises that such a simple transference is a) not possible and b) would only provide a
partial answer. The point of the audience’s discovery is then not what is presented but what is
missing. To locate this we must see the reaction of the cast to Joan’s radical statement. For the
first time in the play the cast sings out in unison, attempting to drown out Joan’s final words

before she dies. The Cast sings out:

Shower the rich with Thy treasure! Hosanna!
And virtue and leisure! Hosanna!

Pile high the rich man’s plate! Hosanna!
Give him the city and state! Hosanna!

Give to the winner in full measure!1®

Over these “declamations” are broadcast disastrous headlines from Brecht’s time, including:
“EIGHT MILLION UNEMPLOYED IN THE USA!” “BRAZIL DUMPS A WHOLE YEAR’S

COFFEE CROP INTO THE OCEAN!” “EVERY BANK AND STOCK EXCHANGE IN

104 Bertolt Brecht, Saint Joan of the Stockyards (Methuen, London, 1991): 108.
105 Brecht, Saint Joan, 108
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GERMANY CLOSED BY GOVERNMENT ORDERS” “POLICE BATTLE UNEMPLOYED
OUTSIDE HENRY FORD’S DETROIT FACTORY.”'% The point here is to explicitly state that
the point of knowing is not enough. While individual knowing is highly recommended (we are
clearly better for knowing), there is little doubt that an individual knowing amid chaos is not
enough. One must be able to know and then use that knowing to alter the system in which one is
living. This is what Brecht himself did with his own studying of Marxist economics. As Mann ist
Mann was a warning of the bad collective, Die Heilige Johanna argues that merely knowing must
be met with effective (or useful) practice.

When the disastrous news over the loudspeakers has sunk in, there is an exchange of
vituperative exclamations wherein the competing groups gather on stage seeking to place the
blame for the crisis on each other. “‘The middlemen are to blame for the high price of meat!’
“The grain profiteers are to blame for the high price of livestock!” ‘It’s all the fault of the
railroads with their freight rates!’”'%” The material and pressing nature of the situation will
require an extra-individual response, a response that the individual alone cannot advance, no
matter how knowledgeable about capitalism she becomes. This response is of an organised
knowing. A knowing which seeks to change as Joan notes, in “the human world where only

humans can help.”2% This is the response that will be offered in Kuhle Wampe.

106 Brecht, Saint Joan, 108-9.

107 Brecht, Saint Joan, 109.

108 Julie Stone Peters’ article is very useful in noting that despite the obvious different political attitudes of George
Bernard Shaw (the author of Saint Joan, a piece first produced in the early 1920s examining the trial of Joan of Arc)
and Brecht, there are similarities between the two uses of the Joan of Arc trope. She notes that “each nonetheless
offered a critique of the international sphere order that saw past its subterfuges to the possibilities beyond.” Julie
Stone Peters, “Joan of Arc Internationale: Shaw, Brecht, and the Law of Nations,” Comparative Drama 38 (2005):
374. What is more interesting for our purposes, however, is the way in which the article focuses on how the “taken-
for-granted” world that Joan initially inhabits is part of “wordless oppression does not equal peace.” Peters, “Joan of
Arc Internationale: Shaw, Brecht, and the Law of Nations,” 367.
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While Mann ist Mann was an endeavour which set Brecht off on a course towards a fuller
Epic Theater, Die Heilige Johanna was an expression of his further understanding of his society,
but also his place within that society as a politically committed cultural producer. As he himself

notes:

Simply to comprehend the new areas of subject-matter imposes a new dramatic and
theatrical form. Can we speak of money in the form of iambics? “The Mark, first quoted
yesterday at 50 dollars, now beyond 100, soon may rise, etc.” — how about? Petroleum
resists the five-act form; today’s catastrophes do not progress in a straight line but in
cyclical crises; the “heroes” change with the different phases, are interchangeable, etc.;
the graph of people’s actions is complicated by abortive actions; fate is no longer a single
coherent power; rather there are fields of force which can be seen radiating in opposite
directions; the power groups themselves comprise movements not only against one

another but within themselves...1%°

It is interesting to note that the play that Brecht was working on when he wrote the above
theoretical piece was Die Heilige Johanna, as it suggests further evidence that Epic Theatre was
taking a step away from simply modern sociality to a specifically capitalist structured and
capitalistically dialectical form. Epic theatre at this stage is falling even further from the sky of
the abstract and plummets to earth (on this note the emphasis on religion in the play is especially
noteworthy). When it lands (or has it always been there?), it finds a scenario far more akin to
Benjamin’s analysis of Paul Klee’s celebrated Angelus Novus.**? | will explore the meaning of

the painting and its importance for Brecht’s theatre of history at the end of the next chapter. What

109 Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, 30.

110 sych a connection should not seem a stretch by any means. Brecht and Benjamin were great collaborators, and it
is useful to note that Brecht also was helped in the writing of the text of Saint Joan by Benjamin himself. A
collaborator of Brecht’s, Margarete Steffin, “often brought variants of the text or plot to Benjamin; the experience of
working together on the text, as in the case of the Saint Joan play, or the crime novel, aroused hope of a useful
response.” See Wizisla, Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht, 147.
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we should take now, however, is that as with the painting itself, what is emphasized is not the
single solitary moment of discovery but the larger repetitive disaster beneath it. In such a setting,
we find St. Joan, caught adrift in the winds of catastrophe wherein, by witnessing the horrors
beneath, she rejects all that she sees from above. Yet in this way Brecht also eschews a crude
didacticism and recognizes that the potential for such events to recur is not small. Yet
recognizing that such events can continue, simultaneously allows for us to acknowledge that the
moment where we apply the brake on endless disaster is also at hand only if we work through the
contemporary moment. The moment of historical recognition — this has happened and it could
happen to us — allows for a moment of change — only if we grasp the historical structure of our
moment. This is particularly characteristic of Brecht’s aesthetics of the now.

In his lengthy mapping out of the logics and dynamics of Die Heilige Johanna, Darko
Suvin is at pains to note the highly stratified positions that exist in the work. These positions
stretch from the “New York friends” and Mauler at the “Empyrean” and “Sardonic Heavens”
levels respectively, down to “Cold Hell” occupied by the “Strike Leaders, Workers, Ranchers and
Cattle.” In Suvin’s arrangement, Joan is not at the bottom (even though we are clear that Joan
does not have much money) but in “Limbo” along with “Newsmen” and the Salvation Army-like
Brigade called the “Black Straw Hats.”'!! St. Joan in this setting belongs to the intermediary
professional class that includes intellectuals and those whose overall social position the
intellectual occupies, yet her position is very much up for grabs. She can reside comfortably in

the position of what Brecht would later call the “Tuis,”**? or she could align herself with the

111 Suvin, To Brecht and Beyond, 135.

112 From the German word IntellekTUellen), those who understand the real cause of social problems yet seek to
divert attention to other, less directly political factors. Martin Jay in his discussion of the Frankfurt School (otherwise
known as the Institute for Social Research): “To Brecht, the Institut consisted of “Tui-intellectuals,” who prostituted
themselves for American foundation support.” Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Frankfurt
School and the Institute of Social Research, 1923-50 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996): 201 — 202.
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workers. Her position is in Limbo (Limbo as in both the state between the heavenly state of the
Black Straw Hats and the earthly reality of the workers and the state of the undecided
intellectual). While workers and Mauler are defined and “locked-in” to their social positions, St.
Joan is free (or freer) to choose her position. Yet it is this position which will be Joan’s downfall
as she stands in for a classic “petit-bourgeois intellectual.” This person, a person of the “rational”
mind who dismisses the complexities of the ideology of the conjuncture, must fail.1*3 We learn

from her failure. As Suvin notes:

The only attempts at communication and pressure going from below upward come from
Joan and the strike leaders (Communists). The ideological failure of the former and the
pragmatic failure of the latter are complementary; the reasons for that complimentarity are
not explained in the universe Saint Joan, and would have to be inferred from the larger

context of Brecht’s opus.!*

While the last point here is somewhat contestable (but may well prove correct), the important
aspect to note is the ideological failure. This failure of the intellectual was understood quite
deeply by a collaborator of Brecht’s.!*® A few years after Die Heilige Johanna was written,
Walter Benjamin presented his views on the subject in his important foundational text, “The

Author as Producer.” The last few lines of the text read as follows:

The mind, the spirit that makes itself heard in the name of fascism must disappear. The

mind which only believes in its own magic strength will disappear. For the revolutionary

113 Suvin, To Brecht and Beyond, 151.

114 Suvin, To Brecht and Beyond, 150.

115 For a much fuller examination which highlights just how fully Brecht and Benjamin were involved in each other’s
work, and also displays how each was seen as co-creating the others work, see Wizisla, Walter Benjamin and Bertolt
Brecht.
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struggle is not fought between capitalism and mind. It is fought between capitalism and

the proletariat.!1®

Benjamin echoes quite neatly the “plumpes Denken” (crude thought) of Brecht. And this, as we
learn, is St. Joan'’s central error. This is not a merely subjective error (one of pure agency) but
rather a question of her only realising her agency too late and thus no blame is attached to her.
Indeed, we may sympathise with her, and most definitely are meant to, but we also must learn
that she did not succeed and examine why, in the same way that we are to learn from the
transformation of Galy Gay as a portent from the present. We are not to come to this realisation, a
stance of knowing, alone. The play rejects the mere presentation of the abstract functioning of
capitalism, and thus to “represent capitalism,” and rather focuses on capitalism’s wreckages and
how not to respond to them (St. Joan, for all her labours, dies). The point in this regard is to
produce a committed intellectual project which has a class politics as its engine. On this level the
rejection of the social position of the “petit-bourgeois intellectual” (and the worldview that is
associated with it) and what it is replaced by is the key issue for Brecht. This is the task in Kuhle

Wampe.

Kuhle Wampe and the Good Answer

It is interesting to note that given Brecht’s numerous misgivings with the cinematic
production of the Three Penny Opera, misgivings which went as far as initiating a lawsuit to stop
its airing as well as the writing of a novel to counter both the play and film, it is that work, and

not his ideologically and aesthetically coherent and preferred Kuhle Wampe: Oder wem gehort

116 Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, 103.
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die Welt? (Kuhle Wampe: Or who owns the World), that has received the larger amount of
scholarly attention and public interest, perhaps ironically despite the film’s ideologically
achievement in Brechtian practice.!’ Continuing on from my discussion of Mann ist Mann and
Die Heilige Johanna, | would like to argue that while Kuhle Wampe carries forward Brecht’s
move from abstract to the real refunctioning of individuality in capitalist society, and whereas in
the previous two texts we learn from the mistakes of those on stage (we will see this also very
clearly in the analysis of Mutter Courage), here we witness that the collective response,
specifically through a recognition of the power of organised oppositional activity, is the logical
reaction to capitalism.

If the chief problem in Mann ist Mann was dealing with the relation of the bad collective
and the individual in capitalist society, and if Die Helige Johanna articulates the worker’s
understanding of the functioning of that society and the way economic functions are made known
in the life of the worker, Kuhle Wampe provides the organised left’s answer. Brecht’s left
response is not to deal abstractly with the theoretical “worker” but rather to meet the worker
where not only “he” is, but, and this is vitally important as regards the gender politics of the film,
where “she” is as well. Thus, while I have argued that in Die Helige Johanna we witnessed not
an attempt at a representation of capitalism, but of the way in which capital feeds off workers, in
this same way Kuhle Wampe is not about concretising the extraction of surplus value (although
this may have merit for a Marxist cultural producer) but rather show how the lived relations of

working people are slowly destroyed and systematically ground down. In this regard we have a

117 For an analysis of the influence of Brecht’s problems with the Three-Penny Opera film see Steven Giles’ Bertolt
Brecht and Critical Theory: Marxism, Modernity and the Threepenny Lawsuit (New York: Peter Lang, 1997).
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necessary examination of class, wherein issues of choice, marriage, employment and
unemployment all intermingle and intersect with each other.

Individuality here is refracted through the lens of the social, yet the individual must first
of all be seen, at least partly.1!8 For Brecht, the theory of classes was lacking an understanding of
the individual or of the viewpoint of the individual and her relation to the social. As he was to
state of “Me-Ti” in his 1930s theoretical text Book of Changes (published in English only in 2016
under the title Me-Ti: Book of Interventions in the Flow of Things) “Me-ti found few enough
indications in the writings of the classics about the behaviour of individuals. Most often they
spoke of classes or of other large groups of people.”t® While the latter sections of the film
provide an at times stunning depiction of the depths of alternative organisations active in Weimar
Berlin, the first of the three acts of the film provides a dynamic exercise in the relation of the
individual to the social, and the abstract to the concrete.

In the opening scenes of the film the frantic spinning of wheels dominates the screen.
Workers speed on bicycles from factory to factory in the hopes of finding a day’s work. At this
stage we see only a group of workers, a blur of disappointment and despair as they are told again
and again that there is no work available. Here the workers are without names and while the
locations may have been known to Berlin audiences, no attention is paid to carve out meaning in

the buildings, other than the occupants have no need for workers. Seen from capital’s perspective

118 This is valid at the level of the social world, but also at an aesthetic level. Angelos Koutsourakis argues that in
Brecht’s filmic strategy, he understood that “cinema challenges the understanding of art as a reflectionist process,
and the medium’s political efficiency is grounded in its ability to engage with the material reality, so as to point to
structures that are not necessarily comprehended even by the filmmaker. The prerequisite for the radical employment
of the medium is that the story is an epiphenomenon. What matters most is the ability to use the technological
apparatus so as to engage with the social reality and point to social mechanisms beyond the narrative world.”
Angelos Koutsourakis, “Utilizing the ‘Ideological Antiquity’: Rethinking Brecht and Film,” Monatshefte 107 (2015):
252. Koutsourakis is examining the connections between Brecht and Walter Benjamin’s famous essay “The Work of
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” For more on the similarities between the two see Marc Silberman,
“The Politics of Representation: Brecht and Media,” Theatre Journal 39 (1987): 448 — 460.

119 Brecht in Jameson, Brecht and Method, 36.
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they are a mass of unproductive labour, even though they are all literally “on their bikes.” Soon
we will learn the effects of this abstract unemployment. Particularly through the story of the son
of the Boenike family, Franz, we see how unemployment makes itself felt on individual workers,
while Brecht also displays how this problem is anything but individualisable. Although the young
son’s mother and father seem intent on personalising his unemployment, his communist sister
defends him against the complex causes that exist outside of the individual’s door. Hers is a
social perspective, and one representative of a generation of young workers who see no hope that
capitalism can rescue itself and provide anything like lasting employment, no matter how
economical one is.*?°

In his narrowing in on the Boenike family, however, Brecht is wary of creating a possible
predominant emotive response (that is, emotionally identifying with Franz) to this situation. He
does not desire for us to have pity for the young character but rather to examine what is going
wrong in these scenes and then to approach it on that basis. In order to achieve this, Brecht
utilises distancing techniques to break the audience from the habit of emotional identification.
One way of accomplishing this, as Bruce Murray notes, was to introduce each act in such a way
as to “interrupt the narrative flow and encourage the audience’s intellectual engagement. They do
so by commenting ironically on the unfolding, by foreshadowing what will transpire and, in
every case, by minimizing the potential for building suspense.”?! This negation of suspense
building is particularly effective and acts as a barrier to the acceptance of official responses to

Franz’s death. The police officer’s statement of “unknown” as the cause of Franz’s suicide marks

120 This sentiment will be succinctly expressed in Brecht’s Die Mutter as follows “iiber das Fleisch das die in der
kuche faellt, waer nicht in kueche entschieden.” The English translation of the above reads as follows: “The meat not
there in your kitchen / won’t get there, if you stay in your kitchen!” Bertolt Brecht, The Mother (New York: Grove
Press, 1965): 39. This translation seems to arrive at only part of the point, however. There is also the suggestion in
this sentiment that the reasons for there not being enough food are not because you are not thrifty enough.

121 Bruce Murray, Film and the German Left in the Weimar Republic: From Caligari to Kuhle Wampe (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1990): 222.
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the judgment complicit in his suicide. Again we are confronted with an interesting connection of
individual and the social here, as without recourse to the social we cannot interrupt the real life
decisions of the individual.'??

In both the depiction of anguish in the present world and hope for the new, the individual
and individuality are crushed. Indeed, it is this leading marker of bourgeois morality that marks
out Brecht’s early work that continues in Kuhle Wampe. The notion of the lone individual
protagonist battling for his family is defeated before we are introduced to young Boehnike. We
see only him and others gathering around together waiting in the very early morning, as the mass
of unemployed that they are, clamouring for newspaper listings of what work is to be had for that
day. The pursuit of those jobs with the “suicidal panic”!? of the spinning of bicycle wheels will
come to fruition with the actual suicide of the young man. The depiction of the suicide, and the
reporting officer’s response to it, are yet another entrenchment of the failings of the notion of the
bourgeois individual in both a formal and then political sense. The integration of the social and
the individual here marks a deep connection in the specific moment of the now — we are now in
the moment of the crisis of the dissolution of the individual — and this is, as mentioned above, a
tactic devised with maintaining this recognition by the viewer in mind.

Before he jumps out of his parent’s window, he is careful and considerate in his actions.
He slowly considers his actions, and he even takes off his watch so that its value will not be lost
to his family. Pace the central metaphor of Kassovitz’s powerful La Haine, wherein a man also

jumps off of a tall building, young Boehnike does not delude himself that “so far so good.” And

122 The suicide itself, coming as it does in the first third of the film, “practically defies all German screen traditions,”
states Siegfried Kracauer. Despite being asked repeatedly to shift this scene towards the end “so as to re-establish the
natural order of things.” and disavows psychological retrogression” (that is, making a social act into an individual
one). Siegfried Kracauer, From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychological History of the German Film (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1966): 246. This shift would have also “prevented spectators from interacting with it as
they had grown accustomed to interacting with mainstream films.” Murray, Film and the German Left, 224.

123 Jameson, Brecht and Method, 150.
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as in the French film, we are witness to both an individual and social moment bound up together.
For him, the matter is tragically announced in the spinning away of his time. Before he jumps,

however, he pauses to gaze into the camera. As Franz Birgel notes:

The suicide is presented as purely mechanical rather than an impulsive act, which, as the

censor in “Kleiner Beitrag zum Realismus” asserts, the viewer does not even want to

prevent in the absence of “artistic, human, warm-hearted representation.?*

This “purely mechanical” act marks a significant challenge to traditional aesthetics. Theodore

Rippey notes that this is the film’s

...first breach of the cinematic fourth wall. The turn is virtually his only action in the
entire apartment sequence; his expression conveys his powerlessness and visually poses
the question: “What other options do I have?” He now views suicide as the only viable
release from oppression. In a bow to the family’s economic plight, young Bonike leaves
his watch on the windowsill before leaping to his death. Dudov[sic] (the film’s director)

adds emphasis with an extreme close-up of the watch two shots after the jump.t?

The depiction of the state of things having been met, the question will eventually become that of
the response to such horrific predictability.
Often lost in analysis of the film is probably its most deliberate statement about (or

delivering of) politics and aesthetics.*?® It is the play within a play that is meant here, put on by

124 Frantz A. Brigel, “Kuhle Wampe, Leftist Cinema, and the Politics of Film Censorship in Weimar Germany,”
Historical Reflections 35 (2009): 51.

125 Theodore Rippey, “Kuhle Wampe and the Problem of Corporal Culture,” Cinema Journal 47 (2007): 7.

126 While they may too easily accept the transition from a “pre-Marxist” to a Marxist Brecht, Jeff Kinkle and Alberto
Toscano note how the historical fact of the destruction of perfectly good coffee to raise the price of it, a fact that is
mentioned in Die Heilige Johanna, “...led Brecht to Marx, and to the dramatization of the link between class
position, social knowledge, and aesthetic form evident in the coffee scene from Kuhle Wampe.” See Jeff Kinkle and
Alberto Toscano, “Filming the Crisis: A Survey,” Film Quarterly 65 (2011): 48. Also useful in this regard is Nenad
Jovanovic’s discussion of James Pettifer’s “Against the Stream — Kuhle Wampe,” Screen 15.2 (1977): 49 — 63. This
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the Rote Sprachchor, and the particular role of art in changing social scenarios. Throughout the
film we are witness to tales of homelessness not as an abstract category or ontology but as a
process, or social event. A person or group is not simply homeless as a state of being through
some fault of their own; rather the process by which this has come about consistently acts as a
frame for the film. Its offshoots, such as suicide, expressing the right to choice,'?’ not to mention
the broader role of sexism in the society, a punishing judicial system, and a raft of destructive
emotions are not backdrops but the thing itself. The role of art is necessarily to assess these and
then respond. This is the distinctly social nature of Brecht’s formal practice.

In this regard, returning to Franz’s unstated question as to “what other options do I have”
is an important one as it also poses the political aspect of the cultural producer’s position through
a formal method. On formal invention in the film Katie Trumpener notes that: “Brecht's writings
around his 1932 film script for Kuhle Wampe suggest how non-traditional and dialectical uses of
film syntax (the establishment of a counterpointal relationship between image and music, for
instance) can be used to unsettle the spectator and to create a critical space for (political)
reflection...”??® That is, the political aspect is not, and in this moment cannot be, separate from

the formal strategy. The moment is one of a social-political aesthetics which seeks to liberate

article occludes the relation of political aesthetics that Brecht et al. advance in the film. See Nenad Jovanovic,
Brechtian Cinemas: Montage and Theatricality in Jean-Marie Straub and Daniéle Huillet, Peter Watkins, and Lars
von Trier (Albany: SUNY Press, 2017): 53 — 54.

127 While often overlooked, female sexuality and a woman’s right to choose are important aspects of the film, and, as
Kerstin Barndt notes, it is the character Anni’s “sexual independence, though, that ultimately determines the
heroine’s fate and brings the drama of abortion into play”. It is Brecht’s task in the film to show how Anni’s
positionality is defined by her social setting. This politics of situatedness is show to be in contrast to the ephemeral
notion of young lovers. See Kerstin Barndt, “Aesthetics of Crisis: Motherhood, Abortion, and Melodrama in Irmgard
Keun and Friedrich Wolf,” Women in German Yearbook: Feminist Studies in German Literature & Culture 24
(2008): 82.

128 The formulation “unsettle the spectator” needs further thought: this quote is useful as it clearly articulates that
Brecht began to articulate a formal strategy aligned with his political purpose. This key point often gets lost in
discussions of Brecht’s political aesthetics. See Katie Trumpener, “Theory, History and German Film,” Monatshefte
82 (1990): 300.
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both in a propagandistic sense — that is to challenge the dominant views — as well as challenging
the dominant modes of viewing.

The response to real, concrete concerns as opposed to abstract categories and goals
(which is how Brecht’s work is sometimes characterised) is the basis of the play within the play.
Jameson may be correct in stating that it is in Brecht’s oeuvre “not the worker’s work that is
representable but their poverty,”'%° but this is hardly a shortcoming. The oppression of rent and
how to respond to that oppression are equally valid “representables” in understanding the
complex of pressures brought to bear on the working class. Therefore, this raw material of lived
relations is taken up in the play within the play. The latter section of the play which offers the
expression of organised opposition frames the play as the socialist artistic or cultural response to
the capitalist crisis. Whereas in Die Mutter a worker responds to the owner’s demands for firings
and reduced wages due to financial crisis as “Capitalism is sick and you’re the doctor,” there is
little effective organised response as Die Mutter (as are Die Heilige Johanna and arguably Mann
ist Mann) is a learning play based on defeat.*® The offering here is much more overtly combative
and positive. If we learn through sport to win (especially as the unsuccessful jobseekers bicycle
through the city, to scrape by is compared to the motorcycle racers driving forward to win, not so
much in competition with others but pushing each other on), we also learn through protest
aesthetics to aim to win, and respond to the concerns of people immediately. This is not, one
should clarify, a template for oppositional aesthetics. Rather, this is how a particular form of
aesthetics responds in this situation (particularly one that is protest oriented). What is important

and worthy of generalisation is the emphasis on beginning from the concerns of the contemporary

129 Jameson, Brecht and Method, 150.

130 Dije Mutter was also produced prior to Kuhle Wampe and was, like Die Heilige Johanna before it, perhaps less
concerned with producing an directly oppositional project given the further proximity to the strongest showings of
the NSDAP electorally, and more generally on the ground as 1933 approached.
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problem and then finding ways of addressing this problem through encouraging collective
activity. In this instance the film’s depiction of the Boenikes’ eviction is mirrored in the depiction
of the content of the Agit-Prop group. Brecht’s aesthetics are responsive. They must be focussed
on addressing and shaping actual lived social situations and the importance that Brecht gives to
the troupe “Das Rote Sprachrohr” (“The Red Megaphone”) in the film suggests a larger proposal

for action and strategy. Here is one “critic’s” take on the film:

Yes, you will be astonished that | reproach your depiction for not being sufficiently
human. You have not depicted a person but, well, let’s admit it, a type. Your unemployed
worker is not a real individual, not a real flesh-and-blood person, distinct from every other
person, with his particular worries, particular joys and finally his particular fate. He is
drawn very superficially. As artists you must forgive me for the strong expression that we

learn too little about him, but the consequences are of a political nature and force me to

object to the film’s release.!3!

The “critic,” as one may deduce from this last sentence, was the censor who blocked earlier
releases of the film.132 Yet this is only relevant given that Brecht, upon hearing this appraisal, had
the “unpleasant impression of being caught red-handed” and went further to commend the censor
by stating that “he had penetrated far deeper into the essence of our artistic intentions than our
most supportive critics.”*3 What this censor had understood was the attempts at redefinition of

the individual in capitalist society, although clearly the censor objects to this for the reasons

131 Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Film and Radio (Methuen, London, 2000): 208.

132 One should note that besides getting the film through the censors, the film was affected by the very depression it
sought to examine on film, with Brecht and Dudow having to find another film company to finance the completion
of the project, as the Prometheus Company dealt with liquidation proceedings.

Kuhle Wampe was, despite the best efforts of the authorities to keep the film from being seen, relatively successful.
After a successful first week, the film was prolonged and opened in 15 separate cinemas. This was followed by
showings in London, Amsterdam and Paris. Jan Knopf, Brecht Handbuch 2, 443.

See Vance Kepley Jr., “The Workers’ International Relief and the Cinema of the Left 1921-1935,” Cinema Journal
23 (1983): 19.

133 Brecht, Brecht on Film and Radio, 208-9.
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stated above. What Brecht constructs is, in a way, a cinematic form of repetition whereby the
individual is, as evidenced in Mann ist Mann, capable of reconstruction. The reconstruction is the
gap filled by the narrative arc created by the suicide at the beginning of the play. Whereas the
speeding of the wheels locates workers in a race against each other (and at the expense of each
other), the collective marching through the streets on the way to the festivities presents the
opportunity to highlight what Eugene Lunn terms the “positive potentials of the depersonalised,
urban, machine age.”*3* That is, by working through the constructs that capitalism provides, one
is able to produce something that is able to liberate itself.

In his excellent essay “A Brechtian Aesthetics,” Dana Polan argues that the production of
an over-formalised Brecht has lost sight, or even obscured the importance of Brecht’s political
aesthetics. Brecht himself, notes Polan, insisted that all art contained a distancing or alienating
feature to it. Yet there is in this nothing “socially distancing” about this.!*® Whereas audiences
may have become used to these alienating forms of making strange, many artists themselves have
shied away from the conscious distancing towards intuitive abstraction. In order to meet the
historical moment, Polan notes, we must replace the process which “keeps literary production in
the realm of accident and signals a refusal to situate such production within the actual workings
of history.” For this we must adopt a “scientific attitude.”*3® The emphasis on the “actual
workings of history”” cannot be underestimated in Brecht as it implies a supple ability to address
and act as redress in the now. It is important to note however that the “scientific attitude” need

not privilege an anti-communal or anti-social experience. In fact, the living out of this attitude is

134 Lunn, Marxism and Modernism, 103. As Katherine Roper notes, Kuhle Wampe was unique (alongside Piel Jutzi's
Mutter Krausens Fahrt ins Gliick) in that it was the only film to “refer to revolutionary transformation of institutions
and the Communist movement that would carry it out.” See Katherine Roper, “Looking for the German Revolution
in Weimar Films,” Central European History 31 (1998): 90.

135 Dana Polan, The Political Language of Film and the Avant-Garde (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1985): 92.
136 polan, The Political Language of Film, 93.
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made clear only in the moment where a plurality is involved. Unfortunately, very little has been
written on the play within a play chapter of Kuhle Wampe as the political aesthetics of the now
are perhaps nowhere clearer than in any other part of the film.

Just preceding the play there is a round of socialist games that highlight the ideals of
comradeship, learning through sport to win, and the larger metaphor that to “win” socialism is
key. It is not enough to respond to injustice, however; one must create an oppositional project
aimed at overthrowing the world which makes injustice possible. At this point the purpose of the
play seems to operate as a lesson in responding to the social problems repeatedly addressed
throughout the film, but only partially. The actors make clear the particularities of their position
in the play (for instance, that they are active in the working-class district of Wedding, Berlin) and
make clear their role in the daily activities of the lives of those facing eviction. The purpose of
their action is to support those being made homeless by late-Weimar capitalism. In this way their
practice is necessarily defined by the positions of their allies in the particular historical moment
and location. This adeptness requires a collective experience and one which liberates the
construct of the singular bourgeois artist from his (sic) individuality to the position of collective
cultural producer. As noted by Birgel below, such a political aesthetic project was itself

attempted in Kuhle Wampe.

Working with over 4,000 participants, including the members of the leftist Fichte Sports
Club, the agit-prop group Das Rote Sprachrohr (The Red Megaphone), and several
choruses, Brecht wanted the production to be a learning experience for all involved. As in
his Lehrstiicke from this period, the collaborative process was just as important, if not
more so, than the final product. In addition, the audience was to be a co-producer of the
film. By disrupting the illusion of reality through his well-known alienation technique,
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Brecht wanted the viewers to become active participants who reflect on what was
happening on the screen and relate it to their own lives.®’

The collective nature of the production and its nimble nature, able to respond in a meaningful
way to the lives of workers in a moment of great need (eviction), necessitates a move away from
a firm formal structure (so often the cause of misunderstandings of Brecht) and the understanding
of Brecht’s political aesthetics as a process which requires a move towards experimentation that,
for instance, one can witness so dramatically in the many productions and re-productions of
Mann ist Mann.!3® As Dana Polan explains, “Brecht’s interest in experimentation, his strictures
against any too rigidly constructed theory of political art, are so many attempts to minimize

predictability and keep art open to the changing demands of history.”3°

Concluding Brecht to 1933

While I discuss Brecht’s conceptions and constructions of history in the next chapters, for
Brecht’s time and for the works covered in this chapter the outstanding interpreter is Walter

Benjamin. In Benjamin, Brecht finds not only a collaborator on many texts, including Die Heilige

187 Franz A. Birgel, “Kuhle Wampe, Leftist Cinema, and the Politics of Film Censorship in Weimar Germany,”
Historical Reflections 35 (2009): 49. Brecht’s admiration for groups such as Das Rote Sprachchor was in part due to
their ability to put forward arguments to workers directly. Yet Brecht also was keen to show, as in the tram scene at
the end of the film, “the value of proletarian common sense, in which young workers successfully debated older
bourgeois passengers about the need to change the world.” See Richard Bodek, Proletarian Performance in Weimar
Berlin: Agitprop, Chorus, and Brecht (Columbia: Camden House, 1997): 146.

138 On the concept of change in Brecht, the important Brechtian scholar Marc Silberman notes that “Brecht's entire
oeuvre, his very mode of thought, derives from the conviction that society can and must be changed.” This article
provides a very useful riposte to “post-modern” appropriations of Brecht while also noting the current power of
Brecht’s work where this work has not been as of yet been institutionalized. See Marc Silberman, “A
Postmodernized Brecht?,” Theatre Journal 45 (1993): 8.

139 pPolan, The Political Language of Film, 95.

67



Johanna (although of these Brecht had more than most),**° but rather someone — at least from the
period — whose understanding and perceptions of Brecht’s work, even if they did not always
agree, was unrivalled for his (and maybe any) age. While Brecht notes in 1927 his first spectator
was Karl Marx, the argument could be made that in Walter Benjamin he had found his second.#

In fact, Brecht himself would admit to as much. Wizisla notes:

Benjamin was Brecht’s first systematic critic with a claim to theory, and he was the first
to identify Brecht’s originality and his role in contemporary writing. According to
Hannah Arendt, Brecht knew that in Benjamin he had encountered “the most important
critic of the time”. This was confirmed by a note by Adorno, certainly in this case an
incorruptible source, and certainly free from suspicion of having represented the
relationship between Benjamin and Brecht as closer than it was: “Story that BB, when |
saw him again for the first time since 1932, in exile in the autumn of 1941, spoke of WB

as his best critic.”1#?

What concerned both was an attempt to rethink a means and a form of active political aesthetics

that was uniquely and deeply attuned to its age, an “expression of its closeness to real life.”

140 That said, it would be hard to overestimate Benjamin’s contribution to Brecht’s work during their friendship. One
example of this deep connection is the fact that the two had been involved in an open journal project, the purpose of
which was to “account for itself in regard to positions and challenges which uniquely — in current circumstances —
permit it an active, interventionist role, with tangible consequences, as opposed to its usual ineffectual arbitrariness.”
Wizisla, Benjamin and Brecht, 66. For more on this exciting project, which unfortunately never saw publication, and
the way in which this was key in the development of aesthetics and politics of the day, see Wizisla, Benjamin and
Brecht, 66-97. Of course, this was not a one-way street, and Brecht’s influence can be seen clearly in key Benjamin
works such as the Arcades Projects, “The Author as Producer,” “The Work of Art” and “Theses on History.”
Brecht’s work, as Guenter Hartung has observed, was for Benjamin the unexpected phenomenon of a great modern
non-auratic art, and in the German language to boot — to the extent that even the powerful effect on Benjamin of
surrealist texts paled by comparison. (Guenter Hartung in Wizisla, Benjamin and Brecht, 103).

141 Fascinatingly, Benjamin had intended to send a copy of the essay to Brecht before he committed suicide,
envisaging Brecht as “one of the first readers of the theses” as Wizisla notes. Wizisla, Walter Benjamin and Bertolt
Brecht, 173. In this he was correct. As Brecht wrote in his journal of the essay: “In short, the little treatise is clear
and presents complex issues simply (despite its metaphors and its Judaisms), and it is frightening to think how few
people there are who are prepared even at least to misunderstand such a piece.” Brecht, quoted in Wizisla, Walter
Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht, 173.

142 Wizisla, Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht, 151.
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What Benjamin recognizes as powerful in Brecht, and what | have attempted to articu