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Bertolt Brecht
Collected Plays: Five

Life of Galileo
Mother Courage and her Children

The fifth volume in the Collected Plays series contains two of Brecht’s best-known plays,
Life of Galileo
and
Mother Courage and her Children. Life of Galileo
examines the problems that face not only the scientist but the whole spirit of free inquiry when brought into conflict with the requirements of government or official ideology. Written in exile in 1937–9 it was first staged in English in 1947 in a version jointly prepared by Brecht and Charles Laughton, who played the title role. A complete translation by John Willett is printed here and the much shorter Laughton version is included in full as an appendix.

Along with Galileo, the character of Mother Courage is one of Brecht’s great creations: she follows the armies back and forth across Europe in this ‘chronicle play of the Thirty Years War’, selling provisions and liquor from her canteen wagon. One by one she loses her children to the war but will not part from her livelihood – the wagon.

Edited by John Willett and Ralph Manheim, the volume includes Brecht’s own notes and relevant texts as well as an extensive introduction and commentary.

Bertolt Brecht
was born in Augsburg on 10 February 1898 and died in Berlin on 14 August 1956. He grew to maturity as a playwright in the frenetic years of the twenties and early thirties, with such plays as
Man equals Man, The Threepenny Opera
and
The Mother
. He left Germany when Hitler came to power in 1933, eventually reaching the United States in 1941, where he remained until 1947. It was during this period of exile that such masterpieces as
Life of Galileo, Mother Courage
and
The Caucasian Chalk Circle
were written. Shortly after his return to Europe in 1947 he founded the Berliner Ensemble, and from then until his death was mainly occupied in producing his own plays.
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Galileo
by Bertolt Brecht translated by Charles Laughton

Introduction
LIFE OF GALILEO
In all Brecht’s work there is no more substantial and significant landmark than the first version of
Galileo
, which he wrote in three weeks of November 1938, not long after the Munich agreement had opened the door of Eastern Europe to Hitler. As is well known, it inaugurated the series of major plays whose writing occupied him until his return to Germany some ten years later: from
Mother Courage
to
The Days of the Commune
, those great works of his forties on which his reputation largely rests. At the same time it marks the virtual end of his efforts to write plays and poems of instant political relevance, such as the Spanish Civil War one-acter
Señora Carrar’s Rifles
or the loose sequence of anti-Nazi scenes known variously as 99%,
The Private Life of the Master Race
and
Fear and Misery of the Third Reich
. Short satirical poems designed for the exiles’ cabarets or for broadcasting (notably by the Communist-run German Freedom Radio) now give way to something at once more personal and more pessimistic. The
Lenin Cantata
set by Eisler for the twentieth anniversary of the October Revolution is followed during 1938 by ‘To Those Born Later’ and the great Lao-Tse poem. All along the line Brecht appears to be backing away from the kind of close political engagement which had occupied him since the crisis years of 1929, as also from the didactic and agitational forms to which this gave rise. Walter Benjamin, who visited him in his Danish cottage that June and stayed till after Munich, found him at once more isolated and more mellow than he had been four years earlier. ‘It’s a good thing’, he notes Brecht as saying, ‘when someone who has taken up an extreme position then goes into a period of reaction. That way he arrives at a half-way house.’

Though such a change might seem compatible with the new aesthetic traditionalism being preached from Moscow after the Writers’ Congress of 1934 – with
Galileo
itself as part of the same historicising trend as led to Heinrich Mann’s Henri IV novels and Friedrich Wolf’s play
Beaumarchais
– it primarily relates to something very different: to Brecht’s shuddering consciousness of what he called ‘the dark times’. The phrase was first used by him in a poem of 1937 and from then on it overshadows much of his writing right up to the crucial German defeats at Stalingrad and El Alamein in the autumn of 1942. For it was a desperate period, and the despair could be felt on at least three different levels. First of all there was the relentless progress of Fascism (intervention in Spain, Japanese invasion of China, the Austrian Anschluss, the annexation of the German-speaking areas of Czechoslovakia) aided by British appeasement and the fall of the French Popular Front. Overlapping these events, and in many ways closer to Brecht personally, was the great Soviet purge which by the time of Benjamin’s visit had already carried away such friends of theirs as Tretiakoff, Ottwalt, Carola Neher and the Reichs, as well as Brecht’s two Comintern contacts Béla Kun and Vilis Knorin, to as yet unclear fates. Linked with the new Russian spy mania, itself shot through with xenophobia, was the increasingly strict imposition of the Socialist Realist aesthetic whose German-language spokesmen were Alfred Kurella and Georg Lukács. With Meyerhold deprived of his allegedly ‘alien’ theatre in January 1938, Brecht that summer wrote a number of ripostes to Lukács which he seemingly thought wiser not to publish, even in the Moscow magazine
Das Wort
of which he was a nominal editor. ‘They want to play the
apparatchik
and exercise control over the other people’, he told Benjamin. ‘Every one of their criticisms contains a threat.’

In the
Journals (Arbeitsjournal
) which he now began keeping, the place of
Galileo
is very clear. In October a short entry reflects on the unwillingness of any of the major powers, including Russia, to risk war for Czechoslovakia. In January 1939 another reports the arrest in Moscow of
Das Worfs
sponsor Mikhail Koltsov – ‘my last link with that place’ – and concludes that the right Marxist attitude to Stalinism was that of Marx himself to German social-democracy: ‘constructively critical’. Between these two pages comes the entry of 23 November, recording that this hitherto unmentioned play has taken three weeks to write. Before and after come biting comments on Lukács and the ‘Realism controversy’. It must already have been in Brecht’s mind (’for some while’, so his collaborator Margarete Steffin wrote to Benjamin in the letter cited on p. 235); and certainly he had done a good deal of preliminary reading: of the standard German biography by Emil Wohlwill, for instance, as well as of nineteenth-century translations of the
Discorsi
and Bacon’s
Novum Organum
(from which a number of key ideas were derived) and works by modern physicists such as Eddington and Jeans. But an important contributing factor was his decision, evidently taken around this time, to follow Hanns Eisler’s example and apply for a quota visa to the United States, where he hoped that a work about the great physicist would make him some money. This idea crystallised just after Munich as a result of a visit by his American friend Ferdinand Reyher, a Hollywood script writer whom he had first met in Berlin at the time of
The Threepenny Opera
. Arriving in Copenhagen on 28 October, Reyher suggested that Brecht should start by writing
Galileo
as a film story which he, Reyher, could market for him. Though Brecht in the event found himself writing the play instead (see Letter 373 of 2 December), and never even embarked on the film project, he said from the outset that it was ‘really intended for New York’.

        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	37
	...
	64
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Naked Flame by Desiree Holt



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        A Hoe Lot of Trouble by Heather Webber



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Stretching the Rules by B.A. Tortuga



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Kindred Spirits by Rainbow Rowell



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Polar Opposites (In Aeternum Book 4) by Burke, Aliyah



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Better Off Red by Rebekah Weatherspoon



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Burglar on the Prowl by Lawrence Block



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Oliver Strange - Sudden Westerns 09 - Sudden Makes War(1942) by Oliver Strange



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Impulse by Frederick Ramsay



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Kolyma Tales by Shalanov, Varlan


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    