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Bertolt Brecht
1898 - 1956

BRECHT: A Short Chronology

1898

	

Brecht born in Augsburg, German y

1917

	

Enrolls in Medical School at Munich Universit y

1918

	

Orderly at Military Hospital .
Writes Baal, his first play

1924

	

Works as dramaturg in Berlin .
Begins systematic study of Marx .

1926

	

Man is Man .

1928

	

The Threepenny Opera .

1933

	

Hitler comes to power . Brecht is forced into
exile : Switzerland, Denmark, Finland

1940

	

HERR PUNTILA & HIS SERVANT MATTI .

1941

	

Brecht arrives in the U.S .A .
Occasional work in Hollywood . Mother Courage .

1943

	

The Good Woman of Setzuan .

1945

	

The Caucasian Chalk Circle .

1947

	

Brecht is questioned by the Committee on Un-America n
Activities . Returns to Europe . Settles in East Berlin.

1949

	

Forms "The Berlin Ensemble . "
All energies devoted to running this company .

1956

	

Brecht dies in Berlin .



A Note

on

HERR PUNTILA AND HIS SERVANT MATT I

Written in 1940, this boisterous folk comedy is a product of
Brecht's years of exile from Hitler's Germany . For a dramatist whose
life and work were imbued with contradictions it is a fitting parado x
that his isolation from his homeland and from the theatre was at onc e
the most difficult and the most artistically fruitful period of his career .
The rollicking farce of Puntila, its delight in nature, its earthy humou r
and its roughhewn vigour, have made it one of Brecht's most accessibl e
and frequently performed plays. Recent critics and biographers have
argued that it also deserves a more serious place among the great work s
of the artist's maturity : Mother Courage (1938), The Good Woman of
Setzuan (1940) and The Caucasian Chalk Circle (1944) . Though the
play itself may be less substantial than those masterpieces, the character
of Puntila is surely one of Brecht's inspired creations .

It is usual to trace the initial idea to Hella Wuolijoki, a Finnish
landowner and would-be dramatist on whose estate Brecht was stayin g
during the summer of 1940 . The name of Puntila, his changes fro m
kindly intoxication to nasty sobriety, and the episode in which h e
acquires multiple fiancees derive from Wuolijoki's draft for a play .
Aware of the inadequacies of her script, she urged Brecht to collaborat e
with her in rewriting it for a local folk competition. Brecht had no
belief in romantic notions of artistic originality and was used to bor-
rowing material and working with collaborators . What was original was
that he always took over anything he borrowed or collaborated on,
making it entirely his own . Wuolijoki saw little of her work in the final
version, aside from the basic premise .

So it is with other influences that critics have discerned, mos t
notably Chaplin's film City Lights, which Brecht had reviewed when i t
opened in Berlin in 1931 . The film's sequences with the millionaire,

who is affable when intoxicated but who throws The Tramp ou t
when he sobers up, are a striking parallel to the play . But the
millionaire, is basically a foil for Chaplin's Tramp, and th e
sequences between them are subordinate to the main plot .
Brecht moves the secondary figure into the very center of his
play . In contrast to both Chaplin and Wuolijoki, it is the split
character and behaviour of the wealthy man, together with th e
implied class conflict, that are of primary interest to Brecht .

They are also what relate Puntila to his other great plays.
Puntila's shifts between intoxication and sobriety are a comic
variation on Brecht's preoccupation with split personalities a s
metaphors for the human condition. The causes of that divided
nature are in Brecht's view not psychological but materialistic .
They are rooted in social and economic circumstances whic h
make human spontaneity and goodness incompatible with self -
interest or survival, and which alienate people from their bette r
nature and their fellow beings . Puntila's drunken vitalit y
emphasizes not only his own frustrated impulses but those of
others, especially Matti and Eva, who also yearn to break fre e
of class and convention and realize their humanity . Circum-
stances overpower human aspirations, revealing them a s
utopian dreams and giving this comedy tragic undertones and a
less than happy ending .

Doug McCallu m

Doug McCallum is Ph .D . candidate in the Theatre Department .
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On Designin g

HERR PUNTILA AND HIS SERVANT MATTI

If collage itself is, as Max Ernst once defined it, "a pictorial entity
composed of disparate constituents, pasted together and possibly als o
worked over with brush or pen", t then the design principle in costuming
Puntila and his Servant Matti falls naturally into place. The overal l
look is a pastiche of images and plays-on-words which paints a n
unpleasant veneer over the characters : the masks are reminiscent of
Hannah Hoch's collaged faces ; the makeup and wigs suggest the gros s
colourations of Otto Dix; and the clothing silhouettes replicate the
distorted lines and exaggerated shapes of George Grosz's satiric
sketches .

The Novembergruppe of which Brecht, Weill, Hoch and Grosz wer e
members, collected other "revolutionaries of the spirit" and addresse d
certain issues in attempting to bring together art and the people . One of
the questions posed in the 1918 Manifesto relates directly to a concer n
found in Brecht's play : "Will not the Germany of the conquering middle
class once again make shameless use of the workers' strength and
humble the poor even further?"' In attempting to rectify suc h
indecencies, many of the artists in the Novembergruppe resorted to crue l
visual statements attacking the "pillars of society" . Collage became an
experimental form for those members with dadaistic or surrealisti c
leanings : plundering dreamscapes and automatic states of being for thei r
inspiration, they created patterns and images of association which "hel d
up a mirror to the age through a variety of materials presented in chaoti c
disorder."3

Costuming Puntila and his Servant Matti in this collaged manner i s
my attempt to project both the essence of Brecht's political statemen t
and to pay homage to the disturbing, artificial and fragmentary vision s
depicted by the Novembergruppe .

' Uwe M. Schneede, The Essential Max Ernst : (Thames and Hudson ; London, 1972) ,

P . 29
2 Wolf Von Eckhardt and Sander L . Gilman, Benoit Brecht' s Berlin (Anchor Books ;

New York, 1975), p . 6 9
s The Esential Max Ernst p . 29

The Lawyer



The English-speaking World according to Bertolt Brecht

On Willett's Projection, 1 983
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