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Sehing
Srecht's Great VWa

Chinese Subjects In
Bertolt Brecht's \Works

Recently, one movie (Forever Enthralled)
and one documentary released in Thailand
cover the topic of Mei Lanfang. This legendary
Chinese opera master has become interna-
tionally recognized, partly due to the fact that
he was raised by Bertolt Brecht, a highly
influential German dramatist, as a model of the
‘alienation acting’ style which Brecht theorized
and preferred. This interpretation of Brecht
toward Lanfang’s acting style, of which he saw
only once, brought about controversies,
especially on whether Brecht correctly com-
prehend the essence of Chinese acting. This
issue also exists in other facets of Brecht’s
theories and practices.

Bertolt Brecht’s personal library, now a
part of the Brecht Archive in Berlin, contains
numerous books on China (Berg-Pan 215).
In his Berlin flat, few displayed objects were
not originated in East Asia (Tatlow, The Mask
of Evil 8). The bathroom walls of his garden
house in Los Angeles were papered with
Chinese newspaper (Bentley 36). In the post-
card, dated November 27, 1934, written to his
son Stephen, Brecht briefly penned: “Here’s a
pretty card with an old Chinese picture, chil-
dren playing theatre. Look closely at the play
they’re doing. | think it will strike you are as
very modern [...]" (Letters 188). These per-
sonal items reflect the issue of how meaningful
China and Chinese objects were to this great
German dramatist. This fact also applies to
the aspect of his intellectual and artistic works.
Brecht’s set of Chinesiche Gedicine (Chinese

By Pattara Danutra *

poem) is well known for its achieving the spirit
of Chinese culture. Many of his plays involve
Chinese elements. China and Chinese culture,
for Brecht, are not simply objects, but the sub-
jects that considerably intrigue and motivate
his artistic creativity and intellectuality.

However, a remarkable point of this
issue is that Chinese elements in his works are
far from authentic. Brecht, whose ‘alienation
effect’ theory is prominent, specified that all
adult characters in his Life of Confucius must
be performed by children. The urban China
setting in The Good Woman of Setzuan is only
an imaginary land. Similarly, Brecht's version of
Turandot features China as mythical and exotic.
Based on an old Chinese play, The Caucasian
Chalk Circle has Georgia, not China, as its set-
ting.

Brecht many times mentions his wish
to visit China, but he never did or even put a
real effort into doing so in spite of having the
chance. Although his reading and collections
of books on China and Chinese culture were
voluminous, he did not desire to learn the
Chinese language. In all probability, his interest
in China and Chinese culture was limited to his
OWN pUrposes.

It is interesting to examine how China
and Chinese literature and philosophy had
affected Brecht. The connection between him
and Chinese subjects is arguable and popular
issue among Brechtian scholars. If the Chinese
motifs in his plays and poems are not identical
to the real quality of being ‘Chinese’, what do
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