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1956)
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Summary: Bertolt Brecht was one of the most meortan" dramatists of the 20th century. At the
start of his career he studied literature but switched from the humanities to medicine. This
paper discusses reasons for this switch, the influence of his medical expewence: on his poetic

work and why he eventually abandoned his medical career

His pf}ht.cal devetl opment

towards Marxism is described and a short sketch of his theary of theatre is given. He is
considered the most important Cer'manvapeamnﬂ dramatist of the 2ith century.

Eugen Berthold! Friedrich Brecht, later known as
Bertholt Brecht, was bom on 10 February 1898 in
Augsburg, Bavaria, as the first son of Berthold and
Sophie Brecht Two years later his brother Walter
(1900-586a) was born, Thuugh father Berthold was not at
all an erudite man, who had graduated only from
elementary school, he became the director of the com-
mercial department of a paper mill. His political att-
tude is described as moderate conservative. Allegedly,
there were very few books in the household.
Nevertheless, Berthold senior loved music and was the
tenor in a local glee club; it was his wish that his sons
learn to play 2 musical insttument. Berthold junior
tried the piano and the viclin without much success
but he was a good guitar player. At school things went
more or less well,

Bertholt Brecht was never the top of the class but he
never failed. His favourite subjects were Latin and
German. As to the sciences, his achievements were only
satisfactory, It is said that he was a voracious reader and it
was his father who, even though not at all interested in lit-
erature, gave him the complete works of Frank Wadekind
(1864—1918}, the enfant terrible of the German theatre,

Given his love for language and literature, Brecht
consequently participated in a pupil magazine called
Di¢ Evnte (The Harvest) published in 1913, From August
1814 onwards he wrote articles for the newspaper
Augsburger Neueste Nachrichten. Thus it seems. only
natural that, after receiving his high school d.g:ll(‘.lma in
1817, he decided to study Eterarure (Figure 1),

Military service

If the doctor ordered me: ‘Amputate a leg, Brecht!’, 1 would
answer: “Yes, your Excellency’ and cut off the leg. If | was
told: "Make a tmpannmﬁ 1 np-ened the man's skull and tin-
kered with his brains ..

Bertolt Brecht as trauma — or neuro-surgeen? Why not?
It is well known that the poet of The Threepemny Opera
served during the war 2s a medical orderly in a military

hospital. On 14 January 1918 he had to present himself
at the medical examination commission of the 1st Army
Corps in Augsburg and was found fully fit to serve at
the frontline. Even an overdose of pure coffee, drunk
just before the examination in order to simulate a cm:u—
laFu:rv disturbance, could not avoid this result? The
tain obviously was not impressed. At least Brecht
not have fo serve at frontline. But from

1 October 1918 he became a soldier in the medical corps
or, to put it precisely, an orderly at the Augshurg

Figure 1 Brecht af the age of 20, details unknown
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Military Hospital. Brecht’s father, certainly not without
mfluence, petitioned for Brecht's release from the front
line. But the decision is thought to be mainly a result of
the fact that Brecht had been enrolled at a medical
faculty since May 1918 and, due to a lack of medical
staff, medical students were released from service at the
frontline, Having been enrolled in the humanities since
the winter of 1917 at the University of Munich, in May
1918 Brecht wrote to his then girlfriend Paula
Bahnholzer: ‘1 switched to medicine — what a trouble!™

Some authors claim that Brecht studied medicine from
the beginning of his academic life.® Thisis clearly incorrect
for in the letter to Paula he uses the verb ‘umschreiben’
('to switch’), not ‘einschreiben’ (“to enroll’). It is clear that
a German native speaker would not confuse these verbs.

Attitude towards bourgeois society
and Marxism

Medicine and poetry is a combination that is anything
but rare in the history of German thought, where
names such as Friedrich Schiller (1759-18053) and
Georg Biichner (1813-37) come to mind. But even of
Wolfram wvon Eschenbach (1170-1220)," a 13th-century
author, it is said that he was a medical doctor, due in
largely to the description of a chest tap in his main
work Parzival® Friedrich Schiller is said to have written
his most famous work, The Robbers, during his night-
shifts in the military hospital where he served. If this is
true, one can Easif}' imagine v many masterpieces
(not only of German literature) have gone unwritten
due to the increased workload during today's night-
shifis compared with those of the 18th century.

To Georg Bichner we owe an interesting insight into
dinical research in the early 19th century: 'Take a look
at this man: for three months he has eaten nothing
else than peaches; notice the effect, what an imegular
pulse!'g Biichner, socio-critical poet of early expression-
1sm, is said to have been an example to Brecht, a theory
that served to explain Brecht's sudden switch from
the humanities to medicine.'” Thus, had Brecht ‘on the
track of those great writers whose scientific analysis
revealed [to] us the essential insights into the reality of
our scientific era’™ as Walter Jens, German literary
critic, once put it? Probably not, given the fact that at
that time Brecht wasn’t a severe critic of the bourgeois
society and not at all a8 Marxist. Those developments
started only after his move to Berlin in the late 19205
where he came under the influence of the Marxist
theorist Karl Korsch (1886-1961) in whose evening
classes on Marxism and working class movement he
took part. Maybe they were caused by an event that
occurted during 2 demonstration in 1929: ‘More than
2 demonstrators were killed then. When Brecht heard
the shots and saw the people being hit, he became as
pale as | never saw him before in my life’, remembered
Fritz Sternberg, one of Brecht's comrades at that time.2

When World War | broke out on 1 August 1914 there
was a general enthusiasm among the German academic
youth (the ‘Augusterlebnis’) and even Brecht was
caught up in it. Snce § August 1914 he had published

patriotic articles and poems in his hometown newspaper
Augsburger  Neuesten  Nachrichten, eulogies on  the
Emperor and the army. He prised the ‘spiritual power’
of William II who “didn’t intend the war’ and justified
the war as indispensable: ‘The firm German character,
for two centuries built by German poets and thinkers,
now proves its worth .. All Germans fear God and
nothing else in the world’.'* There is no reason to believe
that this was not Brecht's true point of view. His girl-
friend later confirmed that he adored the Emperor and
the army and was really crazy about their deeds.™®

It seems that the slowing down in the advance of the
German troops also diminished Brecht's patriotism: At
the end of 1915 or early in 1916 the class had to write
an essay on Horace's phrase ‘Dulce et decorum est pro
patria mori’. Brecht omitted 'pro patria’ and concen-
trated on ‘mori’, In his opinion death was never sweet,
not in bed nor on the battlefield. Only morons would
believe it was easy to die and even then only as long as
they felt secure and far away from death.’®

There is further evidence that Brecht was not a
Marxist at that fime After the breakdown of the
German . Empire, the power in the capitals was
assumed by councils of soldiers and workmen, The
aim was to build a republic of workers’ and soldiers’
councils as had recently been done in Soviet Russia. On
28 November 1918 Brecht was elected a member of the
council in Augsburg, not for his left wing position but
for his eloquence and his courage, supported by the
unusual clothes he wore during his service. Rather
than uniform he preferred yellow shoes, yellow gloves,
a sweater and a walking stick. His comrades expected
him ‘to dare sumethi.ng"m but he did not He left
the council when he was dismissed from the army
Ten years later he described the situation as follows:
They landed me with a lot of work ... but very soon
I achieved my dismissal’.’” His opinion on Marxism is
reported by his friend Hanns Otto Munsteren
‘Marxism is a disease that will be overcome ... 18

Baal and the Bavarian revolution

After leaving the council Brecht had hardly anything to
do with the revolution. During the turmoil in Munich
he practised horse-riding, fell off the horse and was
hurt. The young Brecht's most famous play, Baal, was
already finished, Brecht only carried out slight changes
in some scenes.

It is undoubtedly true that he was in contact with the
Independent German Social Democratic  Party
(USPD).™ In 1935 he claimed to have been 2 member of
that party but his name has not been found in the
party’s archive.® When the Easter revolution in 1919
was put down, its leaders had to flee to save their lives.
Many were executed, as Brecht's brother Walter, then a
member of the counter-revolutionary Free Corps Epp,
reported. It is said that Brecht hid a certain Georg
Prem, one of the leaders of the Augsburgian Section of
the USPD, in his apartment. However, Brecht's brother
daims ‘my brother was in no situation a here' 2

’
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It really seems that for the young Brecht bohemians,
such as dramatist Frank Wedékind 2® were much more
attractive than revolution and communism: on the
occasion of Wedekind's death Brecht published an obit-
uary on 12 March 1918 in the Neuesten Nachvichten and
called him the ‘great educator of Eu.t{‘.npe'.u And it is

obably not by chance that Brecht's first son was
called Frank, and not Georg. Baal is written in the, in
those days, popular wedekindian style.

There can be no doubt his main interest was litera-
ture and theatre. Before and after switching to medicine
he attended the seminars of Professor Artur Kutscher
(1878-1960), a then famous literature critic. Another
participant of Kutschers seminars was the future Nazi
minister of propaganda, Joseph Goebbels (1897-1945),
at that time a student of German literature. ™ 1t is not
known whether he and Brecht ever met. One of
Kutscher’s seminars initiated Baal, 1t seems that Brecht
strugeled to become Kutscher's favourite student but
did not succeed. Kubscher considered him  ‘not
lented’. Brecht in turn made a pun out of Kutscher's
name: he called him ‘Leichen-Kutscher'

Kutscher's favourite was Hanns Johst (1890-
1978) who, under the National Socialists, became
the head of the Nabonal Writer's Association
(Reichsschrifttumskammer) and General of the 55
When in March 1918 Johst's play Der Einsame (The
Lowely One) was published, Brecht decided to
compose a counterpart. The work on Baal was started,
Comparing both plays one will notice that the sequence
of the scenes and the composition of the characters in
Baal is very similar to Der Einsame, In a letter dated 1
May 1918 he told his friend Hanns Mimsterer that Baal
was almost finished.™ This is long before the revolu-
tionary turmoid in Munich started, which suggests lack
of any revolutionary intention in Bagpl, Be it a master-
plece or not, it seems to be the result of Brecht's envy
of his rival and his admiration for Wedekind.

In any case, he showed no special interest in the
natural sciences. His turn towards positivism and his
mterest in the philosophy of the “Vienna Circle’ in the
late 1920s is probably a consequence of his sympathy
for Marxism, given the fact that both theories share the
same materialistic base. A statement regarding psycho-
analysis, such as the following from a letter from 1944,
is unthinkable for the young Brecht:

OF course the psychoanalysis causes a different pleasure, that
is to spend as much money as possible for vour own person.
The psvchoanalysts ascribe a strong healing power to paving =
the patient takes them serious hecause he pays them. Very
serious because he pays very much,

Medical practice?

Allegedly Brecht switched to medicine in order to be
able o ‘heip his mother who suffered from cancer
or else he intended to take over the medical practice of
his girlfriend’s father. The coincidence of change in
subjects and draft is striking, particularly since his
schoolmate Rudolf Prestel, who lost 2 leg at the front-
line, made the homor of war quite clear to Brecht®®

Moreover, it seems that his scientific and medical
career was limited to participation in some lectures on
descriptive: anatomy, infectious diseases, experimental
physiclogy and anthropology, and to experiments in
morganic chemistry, He was never seen in the dissec-
tion room.>”

And what about the amputations and trepannings he
allegedly performed?

Brecht reflected hypothetically on what he would
have done if he had had to serve on a surgical ward.
But this was never the case, although there are authors
who claim that in the military hospital he saw some
of the worst cases of mutilation and that these
mpressions. found direct reflection in his anfiwar
FIDE!’HS.'“ It is possible there were severely injured
patients in the hospital but Brecht was not in contact
with them. From 1 October 1918 to 9 January 1919, the
day he left the army, he spent the whole time on ward
D, reserved — except for some cases of dysentery —
exclusively for patients with venereal diseases.

Cne may ask whether there is any evidence that
Brecht was really interested in medicine? It seems he
was not really so, even though later he often empha-
gzed his scientific education™ During his fime in the
military hospital he had had the opportunity to practise
medicine. But as far as we know he did almost
m:ﬂning. His maimn dut}' was to give an evening report
on the day's events to the captain of the ward. Some
days he sent his family’s maid to do this for him.® At
least in terms of the history of literature the period on
ward D was not without importance: Brecht used his
experiences with those with venereal diseases to write
The Song Dedicated to the Gentlemen of Ward D, of which
only the final verse remains:

{h how vou were burnt by the flames of love
When vou were voung and keen.
But man's nature is so rough,

He blows hiz fellow man to emitherpens. ™

Probably the 'Legend of the Dead Soldier’, which later
was entitled ‘Ballad of the Dead Soldier’ and which
appeared in Act 4 of Drums in the Night, was written
during Brecht's timé in hospital, too.™ However, the
effect of this ballad was tremendous: it is said that
due to that song the National Socialists put Brecht's
name:in fifth place on a list of persons immediately to
be arrested after the assumption of puwer.x’ As to his
studies, Brecht did not participate in the subsequent
semester from February to the end of March 1920 that
was obligatory for former soldiers. In February 1920 he
told a friend of his intention to abandon his studies in
order to become a pla}rwright.]’? He never graduated,
either in the Humanities or in medicine,

Playwright and refugee

After leaving university Brecht (Figure 2} started to
work a5 a dramatist at the ‘Residenztheater’ in Munich
and after his move to Berlin in the mid-20s at the
‘Deutsches Theater’. He continued publishing plays
and invented a new type of dramaturgy: according to
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Figure 2 Brechi af fhe age of 30; one of jour picture posfoards faker in
Augshurg wiich show Jim i ks wswal appearance during fhe 1920=
keather jacket and cigar

the common dramaturgy noted by Aristotle in his
‘Poetics’, the spectator should be moved by the fate of
the hero of a play. According to Brecht the play should
be staged in a way that gives the spectator, like a visitor
to s planefarium, the {‘IJEBI'"UI!]"‘.- to identify the
modves behind the action e motto is: ‘That's the w ay
it is, but it need not remain this way. It can be changed”.

When the National-Socialists came to power Brechi
had to emigrate from Germany. His flight took him to
Denmark, Sweden and, after a short stay in Moscow,
finally to Hollywood, USA, where he tried to work as a
script author as he had already done in Germany at the
beginning of his career. But only one of his scripts has
ever been accepted by a Hollywood ﬁi::u:lm -
‘Hangmen Also DIE — directed by Fritz ]_an:r

Since his wife Helene "H‘uﬂgei (l‘.i't'.l{] 71y was
Ausirian, after the war Brecht obtained Austrian cifi-
zenship but lived in East Berlin where he founded the
theatre ‘Berliner Ensemble’ (Figure 3). On 14 August
1954 hE died unexpectedly from myocardial infarc-
tion. > Though doubtless a2 supporter of Marxism,
Brecht had never been a member of the party. Due to

af 56 {fwo vears before his deafh) in fis summier

Figure 3 Brecht af fhe age
residence in Buckow near Berlin

his early death it remains unclear how his relationship
to the rulers in East Germany would have developed.

Bertholt Brecht is buried in the ‘Dorotheenstadter
Friedhof’ in Berlin (Figure 4},
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Figure 4 Brecht and his wife's gravesites in Bevlin

Conclusions

We have seen that Brecht was enrolled formally at the
faculty of medicine and that he attended some lessons
on scientific topics. But we have also seen that he never
practised medicine and that he abandoned his studies
almost as soon as possible. He was a medical truant
but he often claimed to have been influenced by his
scientific education. Im & text written in 1935 he
explaing his attitude towards Marxism by the scientific
character of this political philosophy. As 2 former
student of science he had been attracted more by argu-
ments than by emotions, A

The leading role of arguments is also one of the
most important features of Brecht's theory of theatre,
the so-called ‘Epic theatre’. In the 1930s Brecht pub-
lished several texts concemning his theory. He compares
the Aristotelian dramaturgy with a m{-_*rrv—-:rﬂ-!{mnd
(Karussel and hence the 'K-type' of drafnamrg‘.} The
K-type transforms the spectator for a short period of
time into a king, & lover, a revolutionary and so on. The
performance induces emofions since the spectator
identifies himself with the characters on stage. He says:
That's me, that's natural, that's the way it is and ever
will be, 1 iaugh n:th the laughing ones and cry with
the crying omes’. :‘-Lccﬂrdmg to Aristotle the ﬁpectatﬂr
is purified of fear and pity by this mechanism called
kathazsis' ¥

The new system is called P-type (‘planetarium’). Like
the visitor to a planetarium the spectator shall discover
the mechanisms behind the action on the stage. The
spectator says: ‘That's EK.!IEI!’!EI} remarkable, that must
be stopped ‘because there is a way out, 1 mugh at the
crying ones and cry over the Iaur-'hmg ones’ 2 The wav
to reach this attitude is the Veeffect ("Verfremdung’,
‘alienation’), a way of acting that tums the usuzal intn
the remarkable and c(mspicu{ms.“

Has this something to do with medicine? Certainly it
has to do with materialism and rationalism. It is not by
chance that Brecht started o invent his theory after his
‘conversion’ to Marxism. The more he was convinced
by the materialistic philmuph} the more he developed
his systemn of theatre in this direction.

It seems probable that Brecht really was interested in
science but his inferest was {:bﬂ{malv focused on the
theoretical aspects and not on the practice of science.
His inclination towards rationalism made him suscep-
tible to Marxism and there is no reason o believe that
without that ‘medical episode’ he would not have
developed his theory of theatre.
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