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PO Enquist, Fröken Julie
and deceptive writing

Massimiliano Bampi

Among contemporary Swedish authors who have most assidu-
ously and intensely measured themselves against the figure of  August
Strindberg (1849-1912) and his cultural inheritance, PO Enquist is
doubtless one of  the most important. One of  the most emblematic
representatives of  Scandinavian documentarism1 from the 1960s
until today, Enquist has been an important voice within Swedish cul-
tural and political debate, and his work has enjoyed considerable in-
ternational success.2

In 2008 he won the prestigious Augustpriset – named after Strind-
berg –for a second time3 for his autobiography entitled Ett annat liv
(“Another Life”) in which he retraces, not without moments of  self-
censorship and gaps in time, the principal stations of  his life: from
his childhood in Hjoggbölein the 1930s and ‘40s to his struggle with
alcoholism in the 1990s, all against the backdrop of  the most im-
portant events of  post-World War II history. 

On the centennial of  Strindberg’s death in 2012 the publishing
house Norstedts put together a one-volume collection of  the three
works of  Enquist’s that most explicitly and systematically give voice
to his interest in the oeuvre and life of  the great dramatist. 

The first, in chronological order, of  the works to be republished
was Tribadernas natt (“The Night of  the Tribades”), a greatly suc-
cessful pièce from 19754 that marked Enquist’s theatrical debut and
provoked heated debate in Sweden – beginning with Olof  Lager-

1 His novel Legionärerna (“The Leggionaires”), published in 1968, for many reasons
is considered a sort of  prototype of  the 20th century Scandinavian documentary
novel. On Scandinavian documentarism see in particular the volume Documentarism in
Scandinavian Literature, edited by Poul Houe and Sven Hakon Rossel (Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 1997).

2 An overview of  Enquist and his work is offered by Ross Shideler, Per Olov Enquist:
A Critical Study (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1984).

3 The first time was 1999 for the novel Livläkarens besök (“The Royal Physician’s
Visit”).

4 The first took place at the Dramatiska teatern of  Stockholm 27 September 1975.



crantz’s article in Dagens nyheter – on account of  the liberty with
which the author questioned the traditional image of  Strindberg.5
The pièce is set during the rehearsals for the performance of  Den
Starkare (“The Stronger”), a one-act play Strindberg wrote during his
Danish sojourn for his Scandinavian Experimental Theatre (Den
Skandinaviska Försöksteatern), which had been modeled on Antoine’s
Théâtre Libre. The principal protagonists in Enquist’s two-act drama
are August Strindberg himself, his wife Siri von Essen, and the Dan-
ish actress Marie David, who Strindberg suspected of  having an
amorous liason with his wife.6

The second text to be republished in 2012 was the biography
Strindberg. Ett liv (“Strindberg. A Life”), which had originally been
broadcast in six episodes on Swedish television in 1985.7

The third text is that with which we shall concern ourselves here.
Målet mot Fröken Julie (The Case Against Miss Julie) is an essay8 in the
form of  a story, originally published in 1992 within a collection en-
titled Kartritarna (“The Drawers of  Maps”). In this text Enquist pro-
poses a rereading of  Strindberg’s drama, a rereading which is
interesting not only in as much as it contributes to rethinking the
origin and meaning of  the pièce, but also in as much as it is an ex-
pression of  Enquist’s own poetics.

Before proceeding to a close examination of  the principal motifs
of  interest in Målet mot Fröken Julie, it seems to me to be useful to
offer some general information on Strindberg’s Fröken Julie (Miss

5 On reactions to Tribadernas natt see in particular Egil Törnqvist, Scenens Strindberg och
verklighetens. Per Olov Enquists Tribadernas natt som dokumentärt drama, in Literature and Re-
ality: Creatio versus Mimesis: Problems of  Realism in Modern Nordic Literature, edited by Alex
Bolckmans (Ghent: Scandinavian Institute, University of  Ghent, 1977), pp. 195-211.

6 On Tribadernas natt see Gunnar Syréhn, Mellan sanningen och lögnen. Studier i Per Olov
Enquists dramatik (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 2000), pp. 11-62. On
the work’s diffiusion in the Anglophone and Francophone context, see in addition Egil
Törnqvist, Translating Docudrama. Per Olov Enquist’s Tribadernas natt in English and French,
in “Tijdschrift voor Skandinavistiek”, 19:1 (1998), pp. 129-148. 

7 Enquist defined his biography of  Strindberg as “en televisions roman” (“a novel
for television”).

8 This is the way (“en essä”) Enquist defines it in the preface to the volume pub-
lished in 2012.
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Julie). Written in the summer of  1888 during Strindberg and his wife
Siri von Essen’s stay in Denmark, the tragedy– inspired by the prin-
ciples of  Zola’s naturalism9 – represents the pinnacle of  the first ex-
perimental phase of  Strindbergian theatre. In its famous preface the
author reflects upon the role of  the theatre and lays the foundations
for its renewal.

The dramatic action unfolds during a midsummer night (midsom-
mar) – as Perrelli reminds us, “sullo sfondo di un saturnale trasgres-
sivo, durante il quale tutte le gerarchie vengono rovesciate”10 – and
primarily concerns three characters: Miss Julie, the servant Jean, and the
cook Kristin. Forever lurking in the background of  the story, physically
absent and yet present, however, is the figure of  the count who the
characters mention numerous times. Breaching the limits her social po-
sition forces upon her, Julie enters into a dangerous game of  seduction
with Jean who, on account of  his social ambitions, seems to yield to her
advances while at the same time reminding her of  her duties to aristo-
cratic appearances. This, coupled with the servants’ whispering about
her lascivious behavior, causes her to doubt the integrity of  her honor.
In this tragic game of  vain hopes and painful disappointments, Julie
eventually succumbs and although the ending does not explicitly state
it, everything seems to suggest that she has decided to commit sui-
cide.11 If  Fadren (“The Father”) – the other great work of  the natura-
listic season of  Strindbergian theatre – projected the battle of  the sexes
onto a backdrop of  familial tensions (that which Strindberg defined as
“hjärnornas kamp”, that is, the battle of  the brains), in Fröken Julie the
theme of  class conflict is added to the contrast between man versus
woman, which is primarily represented by Julie and Jean.12

9 The subtitle is in fact “ett naturalistiskt sorgespel”.
10 Franco Perrelli, August Strindberg. Il teatro della vita (Milan: Iperborea, 2003), p. 61.

(“Against the backdrop of  a transgressive saturnalia during which all hierarchies are
turned on their head”). Unless otherwise noted, translations by the present translator.

11 On Strindberg’s idea to conclude the pièce with Julie’s suicide cfr. Gunnar Ollén,
Tillkomst och mottagning, in August Strindberg. Samlade Verk. Nationalupplaga (Stockholm:
Norstedts, 1984), pp. 305-307.

12 For an overview of  Strindberg’s literary activity in the ideological and cultural
context of  the end of  the 1880s see Perrelli, Il teatro della vita, cit., pp. 48-82.
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In his preface to the 2012 volume Enquist emphasizes how the
theme of  the interpenetration of  life and art is central to the inter-
pretation of  Strindberg’s work and quotes a letter written by Strind-
berg to his friend Axel Lundegård after the premiere of  The Father in
Copenhagen (“Det förefaller mig som om jag går i sömnen; som om
liv och dikt blandats. Jag vet inte om ‘Fadren’ är en dikt, eller om mitt
liv varit det”, p. 5).

An extract from the same letter opens Målet mot Fröken Julie:

Genom mycken diktning har mitt liv blivit ett skuggliv; jag tycker mig
inte längre gå på jorden utan sväva utan tyngd i en atmosfär icke av luft
utan av mörker. Faller ljus in i detta mörker så dimper jag ner krossad.13

The thematization of  the relationship between life and art leads
to another reflection that is strictly connected to it and is the other
great theme running through Målet mot Fröken Julie. It concerns the
relationship between truth and appearance and the reader’s role in
the interpretation of  that relationship, a theme which occupies a cen-
tral place in Enquist’s poetics.14

As we shall see, the most interesting aspect of  the text I shall
consider here is its proposition of  a reversal of  power relations be-
tween the characters of  Strindberg’s tragedy based upon a redefi-
nition and recalibration of  the weight of  autobiography in the pièce’s
creation and therefore its interpretation as well. That redefinition
arises primarily through a reading of  the letters Strindberg wrote in
those turbulent months of  his life, which the author of  Målet mot
Fröken Julie does not hesitate to define as the “Danish hell” (“det
danska helvetet”).15

Enquist is by no means the first to have indicated Strindberg’s life
as an inescapable point of  reference to fully understanding the mean-
ing of  Fröken Julie.16 Nevertheless, what distinguishes Enquist’s ap-

13 Per Olov Enquist, Strindberg. Ett liv. Tribadernas natt. Målet mot Fröken Julie (Stock-
holm: Norstedt, 2012), p. 389.

14 Cfr. Syréhn, Mellan sanningen och lögnen, cit., pp. 171-183.
15 This is the title, for example, of  the fourth part of  Strindberg. Ett liv.
16 See, in this regard, Gunnar Ollén, Tillkomst, cit., pp. 297-301.
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proach, and therefore the results of  his investigation, is the angle
upon which his observation is based. Enquist’s premise, in fact, holds
that theatrical texts always contain a secret, which it is up to the in-
terpreter to seek. This search, however, is not simply a means:

Har vi funnit hemligheten uppstår lycka, men något dör. Bör vi då
finna? Nej, men söka, eftersom det finns en annan god regel: den,
att upphör vi att söka, går något förlorat.17

For, according to Enquist, the secret of  Fröken Julie is not to be
found in the physical space of  Skovlyst’s residence where Strindberg
actually wrote the pièce, but elsewhere. The question, then, is where?
Is it to be found within the self-same text or within the context that
produced it? In the subtext (“i sin egen undertext”), i.e. in the reader’s
own experience?18

The essay is made up of  a series of  concentric circles moving
from the outside (the context articulated in various “spaces”) to-
wards a center, which is represented by the text and its actualization
on the stage.

The search is thus based on the historical-political context of
Copenhagen at the end of  the 1880s and above all focuses on the
relationship between Strindberg and the Brandes brothers who
through the daily journal “Politiken” were committed to expres-
sions calling for the renewal of  Danish society and culture in a his-
torical moment marked by a radicalization of  the debate between
conservative forces and the vast progressive front to which the
Brandes also belonged. Strindberg is therefore tied to the cultural
activities which revolve around the journal, founded in 1884 by
Viggo Hørup and Edvard Brandes to be an organ of  the capital’s
radical bourgeoisie.19

17 Enquist, Målet mot Fröken Julie, cit., p. 392. Another theme present throughout all
of  Enquist’s work, and which is both already rooted in the first literary production of
the 1960s and finds its most successful treatment in the novel Legionärerna, is that of
incessant research.

18 Enquist, Målet mot Fröken Julie, cit., p. 393.
19 Ivi, pp. 397-401.
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Strindberg’s personal affairs during his stay at Skovlyst, however,
risked putting the Brandes’ plan in danger, as they had been count-
ing on Strindberg to be a torchbearer of  the cultural radicalism they
held useful to their objectives. According to Enquist, Strindberg had,
in fact, risked being incarcerated due to an accusation of  rape
brought against him by the under-age Marta Magdalena Hansen,
half-sister of  the intendant Hansen, the very man who had brought
him to Skovlyst in the first place and whom Strindberg had had un-
justly imprisoned for a theft20 he did not commit. In Enquist’s metic-
ulous reconstruction, Strindberg escapes to Berlin the day after
having laid with the girl, but the Brandes convince him to return to
Copenhagen. Among the documents used to reconstruct the story is
a denouncement from the same Marta Hansen – which the essay’s
author mentions having received from the Danish actor Frits Hel-
muth21 – where she mentions Strindberg’s aggression and expresses
her desire for his condemnation. This denouncement of  hers is ac-
companied by a letter from the head editor of  the conservative jour-
nal Avisen, Fredrik Hansen, and thereby almost seems to give
credence to the idea that, in reality, it all was the result of  a political
conspiracy ordered by the Brandes’ adversaries.22

Regardless of  the letter’s content, the accusation was never for-
malized. And yet its weight was destined to leave a trace in the let-
ters and literary production of  those years, already heavily marked by
the exacerbation of  tensions between Strindberg and the feminine
world in the aftermath of  the trial surrounding the publication of
Giftas I (“Getting Married”, 1884). 

This historical-political contextualization of  Målet mot Fröken Julie
is followed by an analysis of  the text itself, which is read in light of
the aforementioned autobiographical facts and on the presupposi-
tion of  the existence of  a secret in theatrical texts mentioned above.

20 On the events regarding the young woman of  Skovlyst and Strindberg and the
affair’s repercussions on his work, see Ollén, Tillkomst, cit., pp. 300-301. Martha Mag-
dalene Hansen and Ludvig Hansen also appear in the controversial story “Tschan-
dala”, published within the collection Svenska öden och äventyr (II part). 

21 Enquist, Målet mot Fröken Julie, cit., p. 408.
22 Ibid.
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For Enquist, an additional element is added to the case of  Strindberg
on this basic assumption: in his dramas we often assist in the investi-
gation of  an insignificant crime (“sökandet efter det felaktiga brot-
tet”),23 which has taken place through the concealment of  fundamental
elements. The keyword is guilt. A guilt which is often hidden from the
eyes of  the reader-spectator by means of  shifting attention to lesser of-
fenses, which conceal its presence within the text:

Utgångspunkten är existensen av skuld efter ett minimalt brott, kon-
sekvenserna av detta nästan obefintliga brott är oerhörda, brottet
diskuteras med upprördhet, förtvivlan, ofta stark moralism, och dra-
mat tar intensivt ställning till skuldfrågan.24

In Enquist’s view, the passionate apologies in many of  Strind-
berg’s dramas would become more interesting if  we could only find
the “right light” (“rätt lykta”) under which to search instead of  con-
tinuing to look under the wrong one:

Skulle vi inte förstå hans ord bättre om vi insåg vad han försökte
dölja, och hans försvarstal då få helt andra innebörder? Kanske till
och med bli mer gripande och övertygande, just därför?
Om brottet ligger utom fokus får nämligen de agerandes åtbörder
helt nya innebörder för oss. Den horisontella undertexten, defini-
tionen av det påstådda brottet som desinformation, och identi-
fieringen av det verkliga brottet via försvarstalens språkmantel, ger
nämligen helt nya aktörer, och får andra moraliska konflikter att
framträda.25

Proceeding from the belief  that Strindberg hides the woman’s true
guilt, and thus the real drama, Enquist deconstructs all of  the sup-
porting elements of  the most authoritative thesis that holds the young
noblewoman to be a victim of  Jean’s social-climbing ambitions:

23 Ivi, p. 416.
24 Ibid. 
25 Enquist, Målet mot Fröken Julie, cit., p. 418. 
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Det finns en för Strindbergs dramatik fullständigt normal egen-
domlighet i denna pjäs: nämligen att den förfärliga brottsliga han-
dling som driver fram de desperata planerna på flykt, att ge upp
allting och dölja sig i Schweiz, och som till sist leder till Julies död,
att denna handling i pjäsen är nästan alldeles osynlig.26

Julie’s real offense is another. Especially since, Enquist adds,27

there is no explicit reference to sexual intercourse between her and
the servant anywhere in the text, at least not in the sole version ap-
proved by Strindberg himself  (or rather, the Danish translation,
which followed the publication of  the Swedish).28

Enquist essentially believes that Julie’s aim is to commit suicide
and that, with that in mind, she chooses Jean and Kristin to be the
innocent agents of  her suicidal will:

Fröken Julie vill dö, det är hennes oerhörda drivkraft. För att uppnå
detta måste hon uppsöka ett litet brott, förförelsen, som ger henne
möjlighet att utse sina bödlar, som är två unga oskyldiga människor.
Hennes brott är inte samlaget utan dödspassionen. “Fröken Julie” är
en pjäs om hur döden uppsöker livet, och destruerar det.29

This is where the aforementioned inversion of  the power rela-
tionships between the characters takes place. According to such a
reading, in fact, Julie plays anything but a passive role in determin-
ing her destiny and that of  whoever ends up involved in her plans.

In order to conceal the woman’s real intentions, and thus her
real guilt, Strindberg seems to have written the preface in her de-
fense with the intent of  demonstrating that Jean and Kristin are
worthless individuals, and therefore similarly unworthy of  any re-

26 Ivi, p. 419. 
27 Ibid.
28 On questions of  a philological nature connected to the constitution of  the text

of  Fröken Julie, Harry Bergholz’s essay, Toward an Authentic Text of  Strindberg’s Fröken
Julie, in “Orbis litterarum”, 9:3 (1954), pp. 167-192, remains of  great interest even
today.

29 Enquist, Målet mot Fröken Julie, cit., p. 421.

Massimiliano Bampi

16



spect.30 It seems that in some way the excessive clarity of  the pref-
ace’s unequivocal definition of  the psychological nature of  the char-
acters and their role on the scene intends to cast a veil across the
actual complexity of  the play and of  the relationships between the
protagonists. For Enquist, with Fröken Julie Strindberg, having ruined
the life of  two people in Skovlyst, primarily sought to exculpate him-
self; and, above all, demonstrate that he himself  had been the victim
(“att han själv var offret”).31

In the final part of  the essay Enquist offers some reflections on
his own direction of  Strindberg’s text at the Aveny Teatret in Copen-
hagen in the autumn of  1984.

The démontage of  Strindberg’s strategy of  concealment of  the true
tragedy comes about through a linguistic experiment. According to
Enquist, if  we were to strip Jean and Kristin’s answers of  any sec-
ondary elements, we would not encounter two infantile and un-
pleasant individuals at all. The experiment in question, however, lacks
an analytic aspect and the reader is only given conclusions without
any examples illustrating the reasoning behind them.32

This rereading of  Strindberg’s drama is interesting not only for
the end result but also, and most importantly, for the way in which
Enquist arrives at just such a reversal of  the traditional view of
Fröken Julie. For even this text, in fact, is constructed according to a
point of  view that has its roots in documentarism. The reading is in-
deed substantiated by letters and documents – including Marta Mag-
dalena Hansen’s denouncement – that support the line of  reasoning
and confer a sense of  truth to the text in the reader’s eyes.

But the truth, understood as reaching a point of  arrival, is for
many reasons an antithetical concept to the objectives of  writing in
Enquist’s universe, which assigns more importance to research. In
the case of  Fröken Julie, that which is most important to Enquist is the
identification of  a new perspective that generates questions and sug-
gests an innovative course of  reading which allows for a continuation

30 Ivi, p. 422.
31 Ivi, p. 423.
32 Ivi, pp. 422-426.
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of  the search, thereby adding another tile to the complex mosaic of
Strindbergian interpretations. The hermeneutic work and the re-
search that substantiates it constitute an open reflection that pro-
ceeds through successive extensions and inversions and the truth, in
a certain sense, is irrelevant (“På ett sätt är sanningen också irrele-
vant; vilken den är förändrar den inte bilden av August Strindberg
som människa. Den är redan tillräckligt komplicerad”).33

The ontological value of  truth refers back to the problem of  the
credibility and verisimilitude of  that which is being told, a problem
that not only concerns the object of  narration – in this case the re-
construction of  the events in Denmark and their effect on Strind-
berg’s work – but the narration itself, that is, Enquist’s. Resorting to
documents, indeed, should not necessarily be understood as an in-
dication of  veracity. And this is a theme of  great importance to un-
derstanding documentarism.34 In an article from 1981 that appeared
in the magazine Vår lösen Enquist declared:

[. . .] vi bör vid det här laget ha lärt oss, att något inte behöver vara
sant, bara för att det är dokumentärt. Det är lättare att ljuga med
dokumentarism, än med fiktion. Något behöver ju inte vara “sant”,
bara för att det har “hänt”.35

In the same article he also speaks of  the duty of  art which is “att
lyfta fram, tydliggöra och gestalta det relevanta i det som har
hänt”.36Art therefore does not have primarily a mimetic function,
but serves to clarify and give form to that which the author consid-
ers relevant in the story.

Enquist’s story-essay must be understood within the same
frame. The experimentation of  an innovative point of  view from

33 Ivi, p. 421.
34 See in this regard, Rolf  Yrlid, The Elusive Documentary: The Swedish Documentary

Movement with an Attempt at Definition, in Documentarism in Scandinavian Literature, cit.,
pp. 24-35.

35 The quotation comes from PO Enquist, Tydliggöra eller spegla verklighet, in “Vår
lösen”, 72 (1981), pp. 120-122, here p. 121.

36 PO Enquist, Tydliggöra eller spegla, cit., p. 121.
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which the construction of  the discourse is based on is at the same
time a literary game that complies with the rules of  interaction with
the reader that characterize Enquist’s narrative universe. A game, in
any event, played at the edge of  uncertainty generated by a con-
stant calling-into-question of  the assumptions of  veracity upon
which the whole narrative seems to lean. Let us consider Marta
Magdalena Hansen’s denouncement, for example. Enquist presents
it, together with the accompanying letter, as if  it were an unpub-
lished document while at the same time insinuating that there could
be doubts as to its credibility.37 Through the disclosure and de-
ployment of  a series of  details presented as if  they were facts, he
demonstrates a desire to appeal to the reader’s trust, a trust that
nevertheless is constantly being put to the test by the presence of
explicit textual signals inviting the reader to be careful and, implic-
itly, to doubt, the only true engine of  incessant research.38 Those
documents, real or invented as they may be, should be interpreted
as narrative elements in the service of  the explication and empha-
sis of  aspects of  the relationship between life and art in Strind-
bergian literature from the perspective of  a writer who shares with
Strindberg some fundamental traits. The theme of  the concealment
of  reality is also central within Enquist’s work,39 and is present in

37 Enquist, Målet mot Fröken Julie, cit., pp. 412-413.
38 In an interview regarding the novel Magnetisörens femte vinter (“The Magnetist’s

Fifth Winter”, 1964), Enquist makes a few observations that well fit the essay we are
considering here as well: “Jag försökte konstruera en berättelse med skenbar auktoritet,
med skenbar historisk tyngd – men en berättelse som vid närmare granskning visar
sig vara artificiell, konstruerad, ohistorisk. […] Den som går längre in ser att min berät-
telse är artificiell, förstår att den måste betraktas med misstro – men jag vädjar om till-
tro“ (29 röster-67. 29 svenska författare intervjuade av Jacob Branting, Björn Håkansson o. Kjell
Sundberg, in “Fibs Lyrikklubbs”, 126 (1967), pp. 57-59, here p. 58).

39 It is the principal theme, for example, of  the drama Bildmakarna (“The Image
Makers”, 1998), in which the young actress Tora manages to confess to Selma Lager-
löf that her novels are an attempt to conceal and cover up the great knot of  her life,
or rather, her difficult and painful relationship with her father.On Bildmakarna see,
inter alios, Alessandro Bassini, The Unacceptable Truth. August Strinberg and Selma Lager-
löf in Per Olov Enquist’s Tribadernas natt and Bildmakarna, in “North West Passage”,
5 (2008), pp. 131-148.

P O Enquist, Fröken Julie and deceptive writing

19



Målet mot Fröken Julie.40 The other great theme that the two Swedish
writers have in common is that of  guilt, which is intimately con-
nected to that of  concealment and which in Enquist too assumes a
structural function.41 One thinks, for example, of  Ett annat liv, in
which the narration of  the life of  the protagonist – Enquist himself
therefore – revolves around the distinction between the age of  in-
nocence – Oskuld is the title of  the first of  the text’s three parts – and
that of  becoming aware of  one’s own responsibility, civic and social,
as a writer and, subsequently, one’s own errors.

Målet mot Fröken Julie, therefore, is not only an essay on the origins
of  Strindberg’s plays and a contribution to their interpretation. It is
also a text which, through Strindberg, tells us about its author and his
narrative universe, it too made up of  diversions and contradictions,
which give substance to a complex hermeneutic game in which the
reader is called to reflect, inter alia, on the cognitive worth of  litera-
ture irrespective of  the relationship it produces with an ascertaina-
ble truth.

Translation from the Italian: Alexander Booth

40 “[…] vi innehåller också nästan alltid en hemlighet. En god regel, dock inte inom
psykoanalysen, är att människan ska tillåtas behålla denna hemlighet. Annars försvin-
ner hon, eller blir omänskligt tydlig” (Enquist, op. cit., p. 392).

41 In this regard see Syréhn, Mellan sanningen och lögnen, cit., pp. 172-173.
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Gershom Scholem’s 
reading of Brecht’s Arbeitsjournal

Saverio Campanini

In February 1938 Gershom Scholem was on his way to the Uni-
ted States to give the famous Hilda Strook Lectures which were to be-
come the nucleus of  his best known book, Major Trends in Jewish
Mysticism. In Paris he saw his friend Walter Benjamin and although
neither knew at the time, this would be their last meeting. Scholem
had emigrated to Palestine fifteen years earlier while Benjamin had
continued to lead a vagabond life between Berlin, Paris, Svendborg
(Denmark) and San Remo, where his ex-wife Dora ran a small hotel.
We have an account of  their final meeting in Paris made forty years
later by Scholem, the friend who survived, and it makes up much of
the last chapter of  The Story of  a Friendship, which Scholem published
in 1975, on what would have been Walter Benjamin’s 80th birthday.
Geschichte einer Freundschaft had also been the subtitle of  a book dedi-
cated to Stefan George, published by Sabine Lepsius in 1935.1

Scholem had maintained a keen interest in what was going on in
publishing in Europe and he certainly would not have wanted to miss
out on an opportunity to visit the bookshops of  Paris on this rare
European visit. Above all, the attention of  a collector of  antisemitic
texts such as Scholem was attracted by a book which had come out
in the December of  the previous year. The bookshop windows of
Paris were full of  Louis Ferdinand Céline’s book, Bagatelles pour un
massacre and Scholem bought it immediately so that he could discuss
it with his friend. This is an extract from Scholem’s account: 

Ein anderes Mal hatten wir eine Aussprache über den Antisemiti-
smus. Als ich nach Paris kam, waren die Auslagen der Buchhandlun-
gen sehr oft mit dem kurz vorher erschienenen Buch von Céline

1 Cfr. Sabine Lepsius, Stefan George. Geschichte einer Freundschaft (Berlin: Die Runde,
1935). Perhaps Scholem chose this title on the suggestion of  Werner Kraft, who had
written about Stefan George. 



Bagatelles pour un massacre dekoriert. Das war ein wildes antisemitisches
Pamphlet von über sechshundert Seiten, das ich, von jeher ein auf-
merksamer Leser antisemitischer Literatur, sofort erwarb, obwohl
meine Kenntnisse des Französischen kaum ausreichten, viel mehr als
die Hälfte des extravagant vulgären Wortschatzes des Autors zu ver-
stehen. Das Buch erregte großes Aufsehen. Daß der Nihilismus Cé-
lines nun an den Juden ein natürliches Objekt gefunden hatte, mußte
zu denken geben. Benjamin hatte das Buch noch nicht gelesen, hatte
aber über den Ausmaß des Antisemitismus in Frankreich keine Illu-
sionen. Er erzählte, daß literarisch eiflußreiche Bewunderer Célines
sich um eine klare Stellungnahme zu dem Buch mit der Erklärung he-
rumdrückten: “Ce n’est qu’une blague”, es sei eigentlich weiter nichts
als eine große Farce. Ich suchte ihm den Unernst solcher Flucht in
eine verantwortungslose Phrase vorzustellen. Er sagte, seine eigene
Erfahrung habe ihn davon überzeugt, daß auch in den Kreisen der
linken Intelligenz latenter Antisemitismus sehr weit verbreitet sei und
nur sehr wenige Nichtjuden – er nannte Fritz Lieb und Adrienne
Monnier – sozusagen konstitutionell davon frei seien. Er zitierte mir
einige Beispiele, die anzuführen ich mich schäme, obwohl sie mir un-
vergeßlich in Erinnerung stehen. Vielleicht hängt es mit solchen Er-
fahrungen zusammen, die in jenen Jahren ja leicht zu machen waren,
daß Benjamin, der selbst zwei Mal Ehen mit Nichtjüdinnen in Be-
tracht gezogen hatte, bei einer Aussprache im Kreise von französi-
schen Linken, von der mir seine gute Bekannte Gisèle Freund erzählt
hat, zu ihrer großen Überraschung entschieden gegen Mischehen
zwischen Juden und Nichtjuden Stellung nahm. Das habe alle An-
wesenden damals sehr betroffen.2

2 Gershom Scholem, Walter Benjamin. Geschichte einer Freundschaft (Frankfurt a.M.:
Suhrkamp, 1975), pp. 264-265: “Another time we had a discussion about anti-Semitism.
When I came to Paris, the windows of  the bookstores were quite often decorated with
Céline’s book Bagatelles pour un massacre, which had recently appeared. That was a wild
anti-Semitic polemic of  more than 600 pages that I, ever an attentive reader of  anti-
Semitic literature, acquired immediately, though my knowledge of  French hardly suf-
ficed to understand much more than half  of  the author’s extravagantly vulgar
vocabulary. The book caused quite a stir. That Céline’s nihilism had now found a nat-
ural object in the Jews was bound to give one food for thought. Benjamin had not yet
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Scholem as the keeper of  his own and others’ memories, in other
words, the Scholem who survived, does not hold back and, in the
light of  what was to come, he is unsparing in his interpretation of  the
words and events of  those dark, anxious days. In fact, how we should
interpret Céline’s tirade in that poisonous tract remains a controver-
sial issue to this day. When we look back at later events through an
ideological lens, it is difficult to bridge the intervening years and fully
appreciate what those people knew and what they thought possible.
There seems to be no feeling of  pietas for his dead friend in Schole-
m’s book; rather there is a posthumous sense of  righteousness. The
full heat of  passion, and defeat, is still felt in presenting Benjamin as
what he was not. Or not sufficiently.

These things are common knowledge, but here I would like to
focus on one specific issue: to present some comments made by Scho-
lem that have appeared in Hebrew translation, but not in the original
German, nor, to my knowledge, in any language understood by the
majority of  scholars of  Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht. In the
extract cited previously, one notes a conscious reticence on Scholem’s
part: Benjamin had quite clearly provided him with examples of  anti-

read the book, but he was under no illusions about the dimensions of  anti-Semitism
in France. He told me that those of  Céline’s admirers who were influential on the lit-
erary scene got around taking a clear stand on the book with this explanation: “Ce n’est
qu’une blague” – meaning that it really was nothing but a joke [cfr. Roland A. Cham-
pagne, The Ethics of  Reading According to Emmanuel Lévinas (Atlanta: Rodopi, 1998), p. 51;
see also the collection of  criticism of  Bagatelles pour un massacre: André Derval, L’accueil
critique de Bagatelles pour un massacre (Paris: Écriture, 2010)]. I tried to show him how friv-
olous such a recourse to an irresponsible phrase was. Benjamin said his own experience
had convinced him that latent anti-Semitism was very widespread even among the left-
ist intelligentsia and that only very few non-Jews – he named Fritz Lieb and Adrienne
Monnier – were, so to speak, constitutionally free from it. He cited a few examples
that I am ashamed to repeat, although they are engraved indelibly in my memory. Per-
haps it was due to such experiences, which certainly were easy to have in those years,
that Benjamin, who himself  on two occasions had considered marrying non-Jews, res-
olutely came out against mixed marriages betweeen Jews and non-Jews at a discussion
among French leftists that his good friend Gisèle Freund told me about. She said this
had come as a great surprise to her and had greatly perplexed all those present”; trans-
lation by H. Zohn in G. Scholem, Walter Benjamin. The story of  a friendship (Philadelphia:
The Jewish Publication Society of  America, 1981), pp. 212-213.
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Semitism on the Left, and Scholem, while stating that he had not for-
gotten them, recoils from mentioning them due to embarrassment.

In a comment dated May 1st 1973,3 kept along with the rest of
the Scholem Archive in the National Library of  Israel in Jerusalem,
Scholem gives a record of  his conversation with Walter Benjamin in
which, as we shall see, he is less reticent. Nevertheless, to understand
why Scholem decided to put in writing (and in German) his memo-
ries years later, those memories he had once refused to publish
through decency or decorum, it is necessary to examine the circum-
stances that surround their origin.

As their published correspondence shows,4 it is now evident that
Scholem’s and Benjamin’s discussions regarding Brecht began early
on. However, our reconstruction of  events should begin later, after
Benjamin’s death, when Scholem was not only involved in the busi-
ness of  publishing Benjamin’s letters, but also began to make his own
memories of  the past public.

In the summer of  1964 in the presence of  Adorno, Scholem gave
a talk at the Frankfurt Institut für Sozialforschung entitled Walter Ben-
jamin; at the same time he was working on the publication of  Benja-
min’s letters which came out in 1966. The same talk was also given
in New York, in German, at the Leo Baeck Institute. The following
year the paper was published in its original German version in the
“Neue Rundschau”5 and also in Lux Furtmüller’s English translation
in the “Leo Baeck Institute Year Book”,6 which also published it as

3 Cfr. National Library of  Israel, Jerusalem, Scholem Archive, shelf  mark Arc 4°
1599.

4 Cfr. Walter Benjamin – Gershom Scholem, Briefwechsel 1933-1940, edited by Gers-
hom Scholem (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1980). 

5 Cfr. Gershom Scholem, Walter Benjamin, in “Neue Rundschau”, 76 (1965), pp. 1-
21. The conference paper is also reproduced, with some slight changes, in Über Walter
Benjamin, with articles by Theodor W. Adorno, Ernst Bloch, Gershom Scholem, Jean
Selz, Hans Heinz Holz and Ernst Fischer (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1968), pp. 132-
162 and in Gershom Scholem, Judaica 2 (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1970), pp. 193-
227, and in Gershom Scholem, Walter Benjamin und sein Engel. Vierzehn Aufsätze und
kleine Beiträge, edited by Rolf  Tiedemann (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1983), pp. 9-34. 

6 Cfr. Gershom Scholem, Walter Benjamin, in the “Leo Baeck Institute Year Book”,
10 (1965), pp. 117-136. 
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part of  the Leo Baeck Institute Memorial Lecture series.7 The He-
brew version of  the paper appeared in 1965, in the Israeli periodical
“Ammot”.8 In one passage in particular, Scholem evaluates the si-
gnificance of  Benjamin’s friendship with Brecht with extreme preci-
sion, and he discusses the consequences of  that friendship which,
in Scholem’s opinion, were negative due to the influence that Brecht
exerted on Benjamin:

Auch als historischer Materialist beschäftigt sich Benjamin mit einer
Ausnahme intensiv nur mit sogenannten reaktionären Autoren wie
Proust, Julien Green, Jouhandeau, Gide, Baudelaire, George. Die
Ausnahme bildet Brecht, der auf  Benjamin jahrelang eine ungebro-
chene Faszination ausgeübt hat – war er doch der einzige Autor, an
dem er aus der Nähe das schöpferische Verfahren eines großen Di-
chters beobachten konnte und mit dessen ursprünglich stark anar-
chistisch gefärbten Kommunismus ihn vieles verband. Wenn auch
der erste Anstoß dazu nicht von Brecht kam, hatte er zweifellos den
größten Anteil daran, daß Benjamin realiter versuchte, den histori-
schen Materialismus in sein Denken und seine Arbeit aufzunehmen
oder gar sein Denken und seine Arbeit in den Rahmen dieser Me-
thode einzuspannen. Brecht war die härtere Natur und hat auf  die
sensiblere Benjamins, dem alles Athletenhafte abging, tief  einge-
wirkt. Daß Walter Benjamin dabei gut gefahren ist, wage ich nicht zu
behaupten. Ich würde eher sagen, daß ich diesen Einfluß Brechts
auf  die Produktion Benjamins in den dreißiger Jahren für unheil-
voll, in manchem auch für katastrophal halte.9

The passage quoted above is significant because Scholem refers
to it on more than one occasion following the 1973 publication of

7 Cfr. Id., Walter Benjamin, Leo Baeck Memorial Lectures no. 8 (New York: Leo
Baeck Institute, 1965). 

8 Cfr. Id., Walter Benjamin, in “Ammot”, 4 (1965), 2, pp. 18-32; this version was also
published in Gershom Scholem, Devarim Be-go (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1975), pp. 426-
449. 

9 Id., Walter Benjamin, cit., p. 14: “Even as an historical materialist Benjamin, apart
from one exception, is preoccupied only with so-called ‘reactionary’ authors such as
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Brecht’s Arbeitsjournal. With this important document it was possible
to understand what Brecht thought of  Benjamin and his work.

The first indications of  Scholem’s interest in the publication of
Brecht’s Arbeitsjournal are to be found in his correspondence with
the writer Uwe Johnson. If  I am not mistaken, the two men had first
met in Frankfurt on June 30th 1972 when Scholem had given his ce-
lebrated talk Walter Benjamin und sein Engel. It can also be deduced
from the letters that they met again in the summer of  1972 in Zu-
rich. On September 11th 1972, Uwe Johnson wrote to Siegfried Un-
seld asking him for Scholem’s address10 and in the same year he
became Vice President of  the Akademie der Künste in West Berlin.
In this role, Johnson invited Scholem to give a speech to the Akade-
mie in spring 1973, but although Scholem was in Germany in the
March of  that year, he was not able to go to Berlin. This resulted in
an exchange of  letters in which the publication of  Brecht’s work
journals was also discussed.

On March 4th 1973 Johnson wrote to Scholem saying, amongst
other things, that he would be pleased if  Scholem could come to Ber-
lin the following summer, adding, “Aus dem Stegreif  weiss ich zwei
Gegenstände, die ich gern mit Ihnen besprechen möchte: noch einmal
die militärische Funktion Heinrich Blüchers in der K.P.D. vor 1933,

Proust, Julien Green, Jouhandeau, Gide, Baudelaire, George. The exception is Brecht
who for years held Benjamin spellbound and fascinated. Brecht, indeed, was the only
author in whom he was able to observe the creative processes of  a great poet at close
quarters. Also he had much in common with Brecht’s at first strongly anarchically
tinged brand of  communism. Although Brecht did not provide the first impulse, it
was undoubtedly his influence which made Benjamin attempt in earnest to absorb his-
torical materialism into his thinking and his work or even to fit all his thinking and
work into the frame of  historical materialism. Brecht, the tougher of  the two, left a pro-
found imprint on the more sensitive nature of  Benjamin, who had nothing of  the ath-
lete in him. That it was in any way for Benjamin’s good is more that I would dare to
claim. Rather, I am inclined to consider Brecht’s influence on Benjamin’s output in the
thirties baleful, and in some respects disastrous”. Gershom Scholem, Walter Benjamin,
trans. by Lux Furtmüller, Leo Baeck Memorial Lecture 1965, available at:
https://archive.org/stream/leobaeck memorialreel01#page/n99/mode/1up.

10 Cfr. Uwe Johnson - Siegfried Unseld, Der Briefwechsel, edited by Eberhard Fahlke
and Raimund Fellinger (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1999), p. 757: “Bitte könntest Du
mir die Adresse G. Scholems geben?”. 
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und neuerdings die Blicke auf  Brecht, die seit der Veröffentlichung
des Arbeitsjournals möglich sind”.11 The military role of  Heinrich Blü-
cher, Hannah Arendt’s husband, evidently must have come up at an
earlier meeting in Zurich (probably in September 1972, when Scholem
was in Switzerland for various reasons including giving a talk at the
Eranos meeting at Ascona),12 while the new subject of  conversation
was suggested by the recent publication of  Brecht’s Arbeitsjournal.13

On March 13th 1973 Scholem replied to Johnson to tell him that he
could not go to Berlin in the summer, but raised the possibility of  Joh-
nson meeting up with him, perhaps accompanied by his wife, some
time between July 16th and August 6th in Sils Maria in Switzerland:

Da hätten wir schon Gelegenheit “uns” über alles, was so ansteht
oder uns am Herzen liegt, auszusprechen. Vielleicht werde ich bis
dahin sogar mir die Arbeitsjournale von Brecht verschaffen können,
die mir über Verschiedenes ein Licht aufstecken könnten. Ich werde
mit dem Herrn Verleger sprechen, nachdem der Ladenpreis scham-
los hoch ist.14

11 Gershom Scholem, Briefe III 1971-1982, edited by Itta Shedletzky (München: C.
H. Beck, 1999), p. 312: “So just off  the cuff, I would like to discuss two things with
you: once again the military function of  Heinrich Blücher in the KPD before 1933
and, more recently, new opinions about Brecht in the light of  the publication of  his
work journals”. Here, as elsewhere unless otherwise stated, the English translation is
that of  the present translator.

12 Cfr. Gershom Scholem, Die Farben und ihre Symbolik in der jüdischen Überlieferung und
Mystik, in “Eranos Jahrbuch”, 41 (1972), pp. 1-49, which also appeared in Gershom
Scholem, Judaica 3. Studien zur jüdischen Mystik (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1970), pp.
98-151. 

13 Cfr. Bertolt Brecht, Arbeitsjournal, edited by Werner Hecht, 3 vol. (Frankfurt a.M.:
Suhrkamp, 1973). A new edition with different impagination and various corrections
and additions was published the following year. As the more widely-used paperback
edition (1994) is based upon the latter, page references of  the more recent version will
be added next to those of  the version used by Scholem to make it easier for the reader
to refer to the source. Reference is made here to the English translation: Bertolt Brecht,
Journals 1934-1955, edited by John Willett, translated by Hugh Rorrison (London:
Methuen, 1993). 

14 Scholem, Briefe III, cit., letter no. 54, p. 57: “So we will have the chance to exchange
opinions on our work and what we really hold dear. Perhaps by then I will have been able
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The “honourable publisher” mentioned in the letter is evidently
the aforementioned Siegfried Unseld, head of  the Suhrkamp publi-
shing house.15 Scholem’s request must have been successful because
on May 15th 1973 he wrote to Unseld to say that he had received the
two volumes of  the journals: 

Lieber Herr Unseld, 
mit Freuden bestätige ich nun endlich die Ankunft der Bände des
Arbeitsjournals von Brecht. Ich habe mich darauf  gestürzt und kann
nur mit tiefem Seufzen ausrufen: Ach, hätte ich das doch gehabt,
als ich meinen Aufsatz über Benjamin schrieb und den Absatz über
sein Verhältnis zu Brecht.16 Grausamer als durch die eigenen zwei
Aufzeichnungen Brechts über die Arbeit Benjamins über das Kun-
stwerk im Zeitalter etc. und über die Geschichtsphilosophischen
Thesen kann man ja wohl die von mir geäusserte Reserve über die-
ses Verhältnis nicht bestätigen. Aber als Zitat des am nächsten Be-
teiligten wären die Äusserungen ja wohl unschätzbar gewesen. Kein
Wunder, dass Benjamin mir seiner Zeit schrieb, es gäbe eben Seiten
in seiner Produktion, die für Brecht unverdaulich seien und die er
daher ihm gegenüber im Schatten lassen müsse. Er wusste, wovon
er redete. Natürlich hat Brecht einen völlig gesunden Instinkt ge-
habt und den ihm unerträglichen Mystiker in Benjamin gerochen.
Ich muss die Sache irgendwo einmal zur Sprache bringen. Jedenfalls
nehmen Sie bitte meinen herzlichsten Dank für diese unschätzbare
Lieferung.17

to get hold of  Brecht’s work journals, which could throw light on various issues. I will
talk to the honourable publisher, since the price is so shamelessly high”.

15 On the correspondence between Scholem and Unseld, see Liliane Weissberg
Über Haschisch und Kabbala. Gershom Scholem, Siegfried Unseld und das Werk von Walter Ben-
jamin, in “Marbacher Magazin”, 140, Deutsches Literaturarchiv, Marbach am Neckar
2012, and the present author’s review in “Materia Giudaica”, 17-18 (2012-2013), pp.
286-289. 

16 Shedletzky claims that this refers to a passage in Walter Benjamin und sein Engel (p.
88), in Gershom Scholem, Briefe III, cit., p. 331. However, I do not agree for reasons
that will become apparent later. 

17 Ivi, letter no. 72, p. 77: “Dear Mr Unseld, I can finally confirm that I received with
pleasure the two volumes of  Brecht’s work diaries. I have immersed myself  in reading
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Brecht’s words had such a deep effect on Scholem that he brought
up the subject again in a letter to Soma Morgenstern the following
year. For some time, from the beginning of  the 1970s, Morgenstern
had written a number of  letters to Scholem containing personal me-
mories, mostly regarding Walter Benjamin, whom he had met in Ber-
lin and then seen again during Benjamin’s exile in Paris. In a letter
dated January 28th 1974, Morgenstern refers to a discussion with
Brecht, with Benjamin present, about Trotsky, Zinoviev and Stalin.
At the end of  the letter he says that he became Brecht’s friend in Ca-
lifornia, after Benjamin’s death, and that they had talked about the
friend they had had in common. However, he claimed that he did
not remember any note of  criticism in what Brecht said about Ben-
jamin; on the other hand Morgenstern did remember being told that
Brecht had been critical of  him:

Wir sprachen auch oft über Walter Benjamin, an dem er, wenigstens
mir gegenüber, nichts auszusetzen hatte; eher an mir. Eines Tages er-
zählte mir Hanns Eisler: “Brecht sagt: Der Soma Morgenstern, der
schreibt ja sehr gut. Aber er schreibt über jüdische Kulaken.” Soviel
Brecht – wenn auch wenig über Benjamin. Aber das dürfte Sie inte-
ressieren.18

them and I can only exclaim with a deep sigh: Ah! If  only I had had them when I
wrote my essay on Benjamin and in particular in the part about his relationship with
Brecht! The reservations that I had about this relationship have been confirmed in the
cruellest manner by the two references that Brecht makes to Benjamin’s writings re-
garding The Work of  Art in the Age etc. and on his Theses on the philosophy of  his-
tory. Certainly, as declarations of  someone directly involved, what he says is of  the
greatest value. It is not surprising that at the time Benjamin wrote to me saying that
there were aspects of  his work that Brecht could not stomach and so was forced to
keep quiet about them when he was with Brecht. He knew what he was talking about.
Naturally Brecht’s instincts were in perfect working order and he had discovered that
unbearable mystic that was hidden in Benjamin. Sooner or later I will have to take a
public stance on this. In any case, my warmest thanks for this invaluable parcel”.

18 Parts of  Soma Morgenstern’s letter to Scholem were published for the first time
in Scholem, Briefe III, cit., pp. 341-344, here p. 344; the letter was also later published,
in considerably reduced form, in Soma Morgenstern, Kritiken, Berichte, Tagebücher, ed-
ited and with an afterword by Ingolf  Schulte (Lüneburg: zu Klampen, 2001), pp. 547-
549, here p. 549; “We often spoke about Walter Benjamin, of  whom, at least with me,
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On February 4th 1974 Scholem replied from Jerusalem, returning
to this specific question: 

Die Beschwerde Brechts, dass Sie ihre Talente darauf  verwandt hät-
ten, über jüdische Kulaken zu schreiben, liegt ganz auf  der Ebene
seiner Beschwerden über Benjamins unglückselige jüdische Nei-
gungen, über die wir jetzt durch die Veröffentlichung der Arbeits-
hefte von Brecht nur allzugenau orientiert sind. Schade, dass ich
diese Äusserungen Brechts nicht bei meinem New Yorker Vortrag
über Benjamin kennen und benutzen konnte. Sie entsprächen ganz
genau dem, was ich damals sagte.19

As Itta Shedletzky informs us,20 Scholem wrote the numbers of
three pages on a blank page in the first volume of  his copy of  the Ar-
beitsjournal.21 These were pp. 16, 20 and 294.

Let us now look at the passages which attracted Scholem’s atten-
tion; these are the only instances where Brecht mentions Benjamin: 

25.7.38
benjamin ist hier. er schreibt an einem essay über Baudelaire. da ist
gutes, er weist nach, wie die vorstellung von einer bevorstehenden
geschichtslosen epoche nach 48 die literatur verbog. der versailler

he [Brecht] had nothing bad to say; more likely it was me. One day Hanns Eisler told
me: ‘Brecht says, Soma Morgenstern writes very well. But he writes about Jewish ku-
laks’. So much for Brecht, though not much about Benjamin. However, the matter
might interest you”.

19 Gershom Scholem, Briefe III, cit., letter 88, pp. 95-96, here p. 95: “Brecht com-
plaining that you were wasting your talent writing about Jewish kulaks is on a par with
his complaints about Benjamin’s inauspicious Jewish tendencies, and they fit in with
what we now know following the publication of  Brecht’s work journals. It is a pity
that I did not know about this and make use of  these comments by Brecht for the lec-
ture that I gave on Benjamin in New York. They would have corresponded precisely
to what I said at the time”. Shedletzky once again exercises extreme caution about this;
on p. 344 she only goes so far as to say that it not clear if  Scholem is referring to the
1964 Leo Baeck Memorial Lecture, but it is difficult to argue that this is not the case. 

20 Cfr. Gershom Scholem, Briefe III, cit., p. 312. 
21 Cfr. Scholem Archive at the National Library of  Israel, Jerusalem: shelf  mark

15859.1. 
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sieg der bourgeoisie über die kommune wurde vorauseskomptiert.
man richte sich mit dem bösen ein. es bekam blumenform. das ist
nützlich zu lesen. merkwürdigerweise ermöglicht ein spleen benja-
min, das zu schreiben, er geht von etwas aus, was er aura nennt, was
mit dem träumen zusammenhängt (dem wachträumen). er sagt:
wenn man einen blick auf  sich gerichtet fühlt, auch im rücken, er-
widert man ihn (!). die erwartung, daß, was man anblickt, einen sel-
ber anblickt, verschafft die aura. diese soll in letzter zeit im zerfall
sein, zusammen mit dem kultischen. b[enjamin] hat das bei der ana-
lyse des films entdeckt, wo aura zerfällt durch die reproduzierbarkeit
von kunstwerken. alles mystik, bei einer haltung gegen mystik. in
solcher form wird die materialistiche geschichtsauffassung adaptiert!
es ist ziemlich grauenhaft.22

13.8.38
benjamin behauptet, freud sei der meinung, die sexualität werde ein-
mal überhaupt absterben. unsere bourgeoisie ist der meinung, sie
sei die menschheit. als der kopf  des adels fiel, stand ihm wenigstens
noch der schwanz. der bourgeoisie ist es gelungen, sogar die sexua-
lität zu ruinieren.23

22 Brecht, Arbeitsjournal, cit., vol. I, p. 16 (ed. 1974, p. 14). “benjamin is here. he
is writing an essay on baudelaire. there is good stuff  there, he shows how the
prospect of  an age without history distorted literature after 48. the versailles victory
of  the bourgeoisie over the commune was discounted in advance. they came to terms
with evil. it took the form of  a flower. this is useful to read. oddly enough it is a sort
of  a spleen that enables benjamin to write this. he uses as his point of  departure
something he calls the aura, which is connected with dreaming (daydreams). he says:
if  you feel a gaze directed at you, even at your back, you return it (!). the expectation
that what you will look at will look back at you creates the aura. this is supposed to
be in decline of  late, along with the cult element in life. b[enjamin] has discovered
this while analysing films, where the aura is decomposed by the reproducibility of  the
art-work. a load of  mysticism, although his attitude is against mysticism. this is the
way the materialist understanding of  history is adapted. it is abominable”. Brecht,
Journals 1934-1955, cit., p. 10.

23 Brecht, Arbeitsjournal, cit., vol. I, p. 20 (ed. 1974, p. 17). “benjamin maintains freud
thinks that sexuality will one day die out completely. our bourgeoisie thinks it is mankind.
when the heads of  the aristocracy fell, at least their pricks remained erect. the bour-
geoisie has contrived to ruin even sexuality”. Brecht, Journals 1934-1955, cit., p. 12.

Gershom Scholem’s reading of  Brecht’s Arbeitsjournal

35



26.2.39
BENJAMIN und STERNBERG, sehr hochqualifizierte intellek-
tuelle, haben es nicht verstanden und dringend vorgeschlagen, doch
mehr menschliches interesse hineinzubringen, mehr von altem
roman!24

In an entry dated August 1941, Brecht writes: 

walter benjamin hat sich in einem kleinen spanischen grenzort ver-
giftet. die gendarmerie hatte den kleinen trupp, zu dem er gehörte,
aufgehalten, als seine reisebegleiter am nächsten morgen ihm mit-
teilen wollten, daß die weiterreise gestattet sei, fanden sie ihn tot.
ich lese die letzte arbeit, die er dem institut für sozialforschung ein-
geschickt hat. günther stern gibt sie mir mit der bemerkung, sie sei
dunkel und verworren, ich glaube, auch das wort “schon” kam darin
vor. die kleine abhandlung behandelt die geschichtsforschung und
könnte nach der lektüre meines CAESAR geschrieben sein (mit dem
b[enjamin], als er ihn in svendborg las, nicht allzuviel anfangen kon-
nte). b[enjamin] wendet sich gegen die vorstellung von der geschi-
chte als eines ablaufs, vom fortschritt als einer kraftvollen
unternehmung ausgeruhter köpfe, von der arbeit als der quelle der
sittlichkeit, von der arbeiterschaft als protegés der technik usw. Er
verspottet den oft gehörten satz, man müsse sich wundern, daß so
was wie der faschismus “noch in diesem jahrhundert” vorkommen
könne (als ob er nicht die frucht aller jahrhunderte wäre). – kurz,
die kleine arbeit ist klar und entwirrend (trotz aller metaphorik und
judaismen), und man denkt mit schrecken daran, wie klein die anzahl
derer ist, die bereit sind, so was wenigstens mißzuverstehen.25

24 Brecht, Arbeitsjournal, cit., vol. I, p. 42 (ed. 1974, p. 33). “BENJAMIN and
STERNBERG, very highly qualified intellectuals, did not understand it and made press-
ing recommendations for more human interest to be put in, more of  the old novel”.
Brecht, Journals 1934-1955, cit., pp. 23-24.

25 Brecht, Arbeitsjournal, cit., vol. I, p. 294 (ed. 1974, p. 212). “walter benjamin has
poisoned himself  in some little spanish border town. the guardia civil had stopped the
little group he belonged to. when the others went to tell him the next morning that they
were being allowed to carry on, they found him dead. I read the last article he sent to
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This reconstruction of  events helps us to understand Scholem’s
comments better. They are dated May 1st 1973, and therefore before
he wrote to Unseld; in them, he put his emotions down on paper
having now read this hitherto unseen book. 

1. Mai 1973
Nichts konnte meine 1964 geäußerte Ansicht über das Verhältnis
Brechts zu Benjamin trauriger und schneidender bestätigen als die
zwei Aufzeichnungen Brechts über W.B. in dem jetzt (1973) publi-
zierten “Arbeitsjournal”, S. 16 und 294. So, also genau wie ich es mir
gedacht hatte, sah das aus. Das was an Benjamin am originellsten26

war, war eben das, was Brecht am unerträglichsten sein mußte. An
dem großartigen ersten Teil des von den jetzigen Marxisten so be-
wunderten Aufsatzes über das Kunstwerk sah er 193827 nur das ihm
gegen den Strich gehende! “Alles Mystik, bei einer Haltung gegen
Mystik. In solcher Form wird die materialistische Geschichtsauffas-
sung adaptiert? Es ist ziemlich grauenhaft.”
Natürlich hat Brecht vollkommen Recht – das ist der springende
Punkt. Er wußte genau, was mit Benjamins Marxismus los war, und
machte sich keine Illusionen. Die hatte nur Benjamin selber, der sich
mit etwas zu identifizieren suchte, was ihm nicht wirklich gemäß
war. Natürlich war es Mystik, was ihn bewegte – Gottseidank, hätte/
ich fast gesagt – und was dem Brecht zuwider sein mußte: Brecht

the institute for social research, günther stern gave it to me, commenting that it is com-
plex and obscure, I think he also used the word ‘already’. the little treatise deals with
historical research, and could have been written after reading my CAESAR (which b.
could not make much of  when he read it in svendborg). b. rejects the notion of  his-
tory as a continuum, the notion of  progress as a mighty enterprise undertaken by cool,
clear heads, the notion of  work as the source of  morality, of  the workforce as protegés
of  technology, etc. he makes fun of  the common remark about it being astonishing that
fascism should ‘still be possible in this century’ (as if  it were not the fruit of  all cen-
turies). 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 to misunderstand such a piece”. Brecht, Journals 1934-1955,
cit., p. 159.

26 Scholem originally wrote “an Benjamin originell war”, then made a correction be-
tween the lines. 

27 The word order was originally “1938 sah er”, but this was then inverted.
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schrieb über das Baudelaire,28 an dem B. damals arbeitete: “Mer-
kwürdigerweise ermöglicht ein Spleen Benjamin das zu schreiben.
Er geht von etwas aus, das er Aura nennt, was mit dem träumen zu-
sammenhängt (dem wachträumen). Er sagt: wenn man einen Blick
auf  sich gerichtet fühlt, auch im Rücken, erwidert man ihn (!) [So pa-
radox kam diese reale Erfahrung Brecht vor!]. Die Erwartung, daß
das was man anblickt, einen selber anblickt, verschafft die Aura.
Diese soll in letzter Zeit im Zerfall sein, zusammen mit dem Kulti-
schen. B. hat das bei der Analyse des Films entdeckt, wo Aura zer-
fällt durch die Reproduzierbarkeit von Kunstwerken.29 Alles Mystik,
bei einer Haltung gegen Mystik… es ist ziemlich grauenhaft”. 
Ach, hätte ich das gehabt, als ich den Absatz über W.B. und Brecht
schrieb!! Und über die Thesen zur Geschichte weiß er, der die Kaf-
kaarbeit für faschistenfreundlich hielt, zu sagen (gegen Günther
Stern, der sie für dunkel und verworren hielt):
“Die kleine Arbeit ist klar und entwirrend (trotz aller Metaphorik
und Judaismen)”. So sieht das großartigste an den Thesen (über den
Engel!) bei Brecht aus: Metaphorik und Judaismen! Ein Goi reagiert
auf  den Juden Benjamin.30 Er ist derselbe Goi, der in der Betrun-
kenheit zu Helene Weigel seiner Frau sagen konnte (W.B. zu mir in
Paris 1938): Du dreckige Saujüdin.31

28 Cfr. Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire. A Lyric Poet in the Age of  High Capitalism,
trans. by Harry Zohn (London: NLB, 1973).

29 Scholem originally wrote “des Kunstwerkes”.
30 As Scholem had reached to the bottom of  the reverse side of  the page, the last

sentence is written vertically along the left-hand margin with a reference marked with
a cross.

31 May 1st 1973: “Nothing could confirm the opinion I expressed in 1964 of
Brecht’s behaviour towards Benjamin in a sadder and sharper way than two references
Brecht makes to W.B. in the recently published (1973) “Work Journals”, p. 16 and 294.
And so things were exactly as I imagined. What was most original about Benjamin was
what must have been most unbearable for Brecht. In 1938 the only thing that he saw
in that great first part of  essay on the art-work, now so admired by Marxists, was what
he didn’t agree with! “A load of  mysticism, although his attitude is against mysticism.
This is the way the materialist understanding of  history is adapted. It is abominable”.
Of  course Brecht is absolutely right – that is the point. He knew precisely what Ben-
jamin’s problem was with Marxism and had no illusions about it. The only illusions
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As we have already mentioned, it is not the first time that this
brief  comment on Brecht has been published. Scholem spoke openly
about it in part in Story of  a Friendship32 and then the Hebrew tran-
slation of  the comments was published in 1989 in the posthumous
work entitled Od davar, a collection of  Scholem’s published and un-
published works.33 However, the difficulty in understanding the He-
brew version for most readers interested in Benjamin, in Brecht, and
also in Scholem, provides sufficient grounds for its publication in
the original German. Even the fact it is in German is significant;
exactly fifty years after leaving Germany, Scholem wrote this com-
ment, clearly at great speed and in the heat of  the moment, in the
language of  his upbringing, the language of  Brecht’s work journals
(the reading of  which led him to take up pen and paper in the first
place), and the language of  his conversations with Walter Benjamin. 

were Benjamin’s who was trying to identify with something that was not really part of
him. Naturally, it was mysticism that moved him – and thank God for it, I’d almost say
– and this is what must have been irritating. As to Baudelaire, whom Benjamin was
working on at the time: “Oddly enough it is a sort of  spleen that enables Benjamin to
write this. He uses as his point of  departure something he calls the aura, which is con-
nected with dreaming (daydreams). He says: if  you feel a gaze directed at you, even at
your back, you return it (!) [this bit of  real-life experience must have seemed so para-
doxical to Brecht] the expectation that what you will look at will look back at you cre-
ates the aura. This is supposed to be in decline of  late, along with the cult element in
life. B. has discovered this while analysing films, where the aura is decomposed by the
reproducibility of  the art-work. A load of  mysticism, although his attitude is against
mysticism… it is abominable”. Ah, I wish I had had this text when I wrote my para-
graph on W.B. and Brecht!! And as to the thesis on history, the man who thought that
the essay on Kafka was Fascist-leaning, could say (in contrast to Günther Stern who
believed it obscure and confused): “In short the little treatise is clear and presents com-
plex issues simply (despite its metaphors and its Judaisms)”. And so the true greatness
of  the thesis (on the angel!) is, for Brecht just metaphor and Judaisms! An irritated
goy reacting to the Jewish Benjamin. This is the same goy who, when drunk, could say
to his wife Helene Weigel (as Walter Benjamin told me in Paris in 1938): You dirty Jew-
ish sow”. Scholem’s references to Brecht’s Arbeitsjournal are based on the English trans-
lation: Brecht, Journals 1934-1955, cit., pp. 10, 159, with minor adaptations.

32 As well as in Scholem’s correspondence. Although this cannot be considered a
publication as such, the letters are now accessible. 

33 References henceforth are to the Hebrew translation of  the comment by Samuel
Shaviv in G. Scholem, Od davar, edited by A. Shapira (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 1989), pp.
451-452:

Gershom Scholem’s reading of  Brecht’s Arbeitsjournal

39



Of  the many points of  reflection that these comments might pro-
voke, I shall limit myself  to focusing on just two: on the one hand
we note Scholem’s desire to reconstruct events. Given this new do-
cument, he regrets that it had not been available when he gave and
then published his talk on Walter Benjamin. For what is the use of
a document if  not to confirm a thesis? In comments on such a de-
licate matter and marked by such emotional involvement, Scholem
clearly confirms what he and Adorno had always thought: Benjami-
n’s friendship for Brecht was disastrous. Scholem also adds that this
particular disaster was, in the end, the same as the greater one: the
eternal illusion, the self-deception of  German Jews, who felt drawn
to the prevailing culture to the extent that they ignored its antisemi-
tic threat. Once more, Scholem bitterly recognizes that he was right.
As history has shown, Scholem seems to say, what Céline said was no
joke and it was to be totally expected that a Stalinist like Brecht would
be intolerant towards the Jew that was in Benjamin, something that
the Arbeitsjournal confirms unequivocally. But Scholem’s opinion of
Brecht would not have been any different even without those com-
ments. His opinions had not even been formed by the words that
Benjamin had repeated to him in 1938; Brecht’s drunkenness may
have provided mitigating circumstances for what he said, though it
could also be seen as a case of  in vino veritas, uncovering the filthy
foundations of  well-bred convention. Scholem’s opinion, the con-
viction that the non-Jew is antisemitic precedes all proof; where ne-
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cessary, the proof  nourishes this belief  ad extra, but it does not ex-
plain its cause. 

Scholem remembered the way that Brecht had insulted his wife in
such violent terms and referred to it obscurely as one of  the “expres-
sions that I am too embarrassed to mention”. While fully knowing its
rhetorical power, perhaps there is another reason for Scholem’s reti-
cence: an insult, once uttered, takes on a certain dimension and can
then be seen as something relative; on the other hand, it is the possibi-
lity of  being insulted, above all when the interlocutor is not drunk, that
reveals the unspeakable insult lurking behind the façade.

What Scholem does not say, but certainly implies, is that although
Benjamin obviously did not know what Brecht said about him on le-
arning of  his death, he well remembered the antisemitic insult direc-
ted at Helene Weigel. Evidently, as with Céline, Benjamin interpreted
its meaning in a different way. He did not, Scholem seems to suggest,
make the necessary connections. There is here a posthumous repri-
mand of  Benjamin and of  the whole of  German Judaism which is of
such a moral strength that elevates what Scholem says to a point of  un-
bearable tension. But it also consolidates, unconsciously, Scholem’s so-
lipsistic status as a survivor; he is not a witness, but a Cassandra on
permanent active watch. It was hidden, potential gossip, mere whi-
spering. But in the light of  what was to come, it all becomes extre-
mely serious, uncompromising rather than compromised. 

In 1989 Scholem’s comments were published, although only for a
readership that could understand Hebrew. That very year, in the spe-
cial cemetery that had once been designated for the communist elect,
the grave of  Bertolt Brecht and Helene Weigel was daubed with the
words “Sau-Jud”.34 Had a wall fallen or was one being built? The fall
of  one caused, as often happens, the other one to become visible
again, but at the same time it confused everything; almost as in an al-
cohol-induced stupor.

Translation from the Italian: Peter Douglas

34 The desecrated tomb is shown during a conversation with Barbara Brecht in
Marcel Ophüls’ documentary November Days (1991).
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Hans Sahl, Dramatist

Nadia Centorbi

The state of  Hans Sahl’s dramatic production

Hans Sahl1 (1902-1993) seems to emerge onto the literary scene
of  German exile literature with the reserve of  a poorly illuminated
portrait. Over the last few decades his name has generally appeared
only in the margins of  studies on the most noted exponents of  Exil-
literatur – exponents with whom Sahl shared a destiny, experiences,
routes, and stations of  life – and thus continues to linger with the la-
bile lines of  a silhouette; it is time for research to give it substance,
color, and outline. For, in fact, the number of  studies dedicated to
Sahl remains rather scant. In 1994, one year after the author’s death,
Momme Brodersen lamented on the one hand the belated interest in
Sahl and his work within Germany and, on the other, the absence of
any form of  reception at all within Italy:

Hans Sahl ist hier in Italien völlig unbekannt. Sein Name ist allen-
falls in den Fußnoten irgendwelcher Untersuchungen zur Ge-
schichte der deutschen Exilliteratur zu finden. Interpretationen
seiner Werke aber oder Übersetzungen seiner Gedichte […] sucht
man vergebens.2

Mutatis mutandis, in spite of  being written almost twenty years ago,
Brodersen’s words are still relevant today and the panorama about
the same: in Italy Sahl remains unknown, while in Germany his re-
ception continues to suffer from a certain fragmentariness. It would
not be unreasonable to speculate that the absence of  both an ex-

* The present study, Hans Sahl, Dramatist, was supported by a research grant from
the Italian Association of  German Studies I received in 2012. 

1 The Italian translation of  Sahl’s three collections of  poetry is from 2014. Hans
Sahl, “Mi rifiuto di scrivere un necrologio per l’uomo”. Poesie, trans. and edited by Nadia Cen-
torbi (Rome: Del Vecchio, 2014).

2 Momme Brodersen, Schreiben nach Ausschwitz: Hans Sahl, in “Exil. Forschung. Er-
kenntnisse. Ergebnisse”, XIV (1994), n. 2, pp. 5-12, here p. 5.



tensive biographical reconstruction3 as well as a critical-historical edi-
tion of  his writings has hindered the range of  scholars’ interest, even
those exponents of  Exilforschung who could have contributed in a
more profound manner to the “rediscovery” of  an anything but mar-
ginal representative of  such literature.

Although a substantial corpus of  studies on the author does not
exist, there have been some notable contributions. Ackermann and
Brodersen’s edition4 of  Sahl’s bibliography is an excellent point of  re-
ference in the production of  an author lacking a critical edition; so
are the contributions of  the Frankfurter magazine “Exil” – to which
Sahl did not hesitate to offer suggestions and encouragement5 –
which from its very beginnings and throughout the course of  its
thirty year operation dedicated a lot of  space to the author. And even
if  Sahl has received some recent attention within the field of  Exil-
forschung – in as much as a “lebendes Memorial” and “letzter Zeuge”
to the catastrophe which contributed to the diaspora of  the greatest
of  the German intelligentsia under Nazism –, enough attention still
has not been paid to his literary production. It is lamentable that no
studies have focused on a textual analysis of  Sahl’s work, and there
has been an inexplicable amount of  neglect as regards the files of  his
legacy. Sahl’s legacy is an undeniably essential source of  material for
an author whose works published in his lifetime represent only a
small part of  his intense writing activity. The diaries, letters, poetry

3 Erich Wolfgang Skwara’s biographical reconstruction – Hans Sahl. Leben und Werk
(Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang, 1986) – invalidated by serious inaccuracies as well as Sa-
hl’s extreme reservations – is insufficient in its attempts to trace the author’s essential
development. Sahl’s two volumes of  memoirs written at the end of  his life, on the
contrary, are invaluable. Cfr. Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten (Zurich: Ammann,
1983); throughout the rest of  this examination we shall quote from the second edition
(Darmstadt: Luchterhand, 1985) and Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil (Frankfurt a.M.: Lu-
chterhand, 1990). 

4 Cfr. Hans Sahl. Eine Bibliographie seiner Schriften, edited by Gregor Ackermann and
Momme Brodersen (Marbach am Neckar: Deutsche Schillergesellschaft, 1995).

5 Demonstrated by the partially published correspondence between Sahl and the
editors of  “Exil”, the couple Joachim and Edita Koch. Cfr. Edita Koch, In der Fremde
die Heimat suchen. Hans Sahl im Briefwechsel mit den Gründern der Zeitschrift “Exil”, in “Exil.
Forschung. Erkenntnisse. Ergebnisse”, XXX (2010), n. 2, pp. 5-10.
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manuscripts, short stories, and dramatic sketches contained in the
archives at Marbach await not only a published edition that will pre-
serve them from the terrible state of  conservation in which they re-
side (the diaries in particular require immediate publication due to
their fragility and the danger that threatens them with every new con-
sultation), but require precisely that attention which has consistently
been lacking. There are, however, two notable exceptions: Reiter’s
studies6 – distinguished by their numerous citations of  the archival
files – and the more recent introduction to Sahl’s cinematographic
writings edited by Oelze,7 which is also rich in valuable references to
the archival material.

In addition to the sheer number of  articles of  theatrical, cinema-
tographic, and literary criticism from his intense journalistic activity,8
Sahl is the author of  an oratorio (Jemand, 1938), a novel (Die Wenigen
und die Vielen, 1959), two volumes of  memoirs (Memoiren eines Mora-
listen, 1983 and Das Exil im Exil, 1990), three collections of  poetry
(Die hellen Nächte. Gedichte aus Frankreich, 1942; Wir sind die Letzten,
1976; Wir sind die Letzten. Der Maulwurf, 1991), three plays (Hausmusik.
Eine Szenenfolge, 1980; Die Inselfahrt. Eine ernste Komödie, 1990; Rubin-
stein oder der Bayreuther Totentanz, 1990) and various short story collec-
tions (Umsteigen nach Babylon, 1987; Der Tod des Akrobaten, 1992).
Though his name was anything but unknown to the post-war gene-
ration as a Vermittler between American and German culture, at times
as a translator of  American authors (Thornton Wilder, Arthur Miller,
Tennessee Williams), at other times as a cultural correspondent for va-

6 Cfr. Andrea Reiter, Die Exterritorialität des Denkens. Hans Sahl im Exil (Göttingen:
Wallstein, 2007). Among articles by the same author above all see: Doppelte Verbannung.
Politisches Renegatentum im Exil, in Deutschsprachige Exilliteratur seit 1933, edited by John
Spalek (Bern: Francke, 2003), vol. III/4, pp. 469-499; Hans Sahl im Pariser Exil, in Flucht-
ziel Paris. Die deutschsprachige Emigration 1933-1945,  edited by Anne Saint Sauveur-Henn
(Berlin: Metropol, 2002), pp. 230-241.

7 Cfr. Ruth Oelze, Über Hans Sahl.“Kritik ist schöpferische Kunst”, in Hans Sahl Film-
kritiker. Mit Kritiken und Aufsätzen von Hans Sahl, edited by Rolf  Aurich and Wolfgang
Jacobsen (Munich: edition text + kritik, 2012), pp. 13-73.

8 Only a few essays and articles were collected in the volume: Hans Sahl, “Und
doch...”. Essays und Kritiken aus zwei Kontinenten, edited by Klaus Blanc (Frankfurt a.M.:
Luchterhand, 1991).
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rious German language newspapers (“Die Welt”, “Neue Zürcher Zei-
tung”, “Süddeutsche Zeitung”), as a writer, poet, and dramatist Sahl
did not elicit a great amount of  interest. Even scholars’ attention has
been limited to only a few of  the aspects of  his production (namely,
the essays, poetry, and memoirs). As regards his dramatic production
in particular research contributions are mostly nonexistent. Other
than the new edition of  the oratorio Jemand edited by Ackermann and
Brodersen,9 which has been enhanced by documents and a detailed
introduction, there have been no examinations of  the archival mate-
rial or studies of  the published plays.10

At the Deutsches Literaturarchiv in Marbach where Sahl’s entire
legacy is contained in approximately sixty boxes11 – for the most part
well catalogued and accessible to the scholar – all of  the work ar-
chived under the title of  “Dramatisches” is divided into two macro-
sections. In the first are contained the manuscripts, typescripts, and
documentary material related to the three dramas which the author
published in his lifetime in the form of  copies:12 Hausmusik, Die In-
selfahrt, and Rubinstein. To the second belong various typescripts,
many of  which are incomplete, that can be ascribed to the dramatic
genre stricto et lato sensu. I shall examine a number of  the published
dramatic texts as well as the archival files which up until now have
not been examined and which demonstrate a dedication to the dra-
matic genre on Sahl’s part that is anything but accidental. As a first
step I believe it is important to trace a portrait of  the dramatic works
and the state of  the archives related to them.

9 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Jemand, edited by Gregor Ackermann and Momme Brodersen
(Berlin: Bostelann & Siebenharr, 2003).

10 An attempt at such an investigation is offered by Bernhard Spies’ brief  study,
Hans Sahls Dramen. Die Suche nach dem unbekannten jüdischen Ich, in Integration und Aus-
grenzung. Studien zur deutsch-jüdischen Literatur- und Kulturgeschichte von den Frühen Neuzeit bis
zur Gegenwart, edited by Mark Gelber (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 2009), pp. 415-428.

11 On the various phases of  Marbach’s acquisition of  Sahl’s legacy, see Andrea Rei-
ter’s timely reconstruction, Die Ordnung des Archivs: Hans Sahl im Deutschen Literaturarchiv,
in “Exil. Forschung. Erkenntnisse. Ergebnisse”, XXVIII (2008), n. 1, pp. 5-16.

12 As a Bühnenmanuskript the text of  the three plays was edited by the Stephani Hun-
zinger Bühnenverlag of  Bad Homburg. Cfr. Hans Sahl. Eine Bibliographie, cit., pp. 28
and 30.
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To the good fortune of  both the state of  the archives and Jemand,
there exists a vast and detailed exploration in the republication of  the
oratorio edited by Ackermann and Brodersen, which, however, we
shall here limit ourselves only to mentioning.13 As regards the dramas
Hausmusik and Rubinstein, the archival files provide a variegated and
rich portrait. Hausmusikwas published in 1980 as a Bühnenmanuskript by
the Stefani Hunzinger Bühnenverlag of  Bad Homburg and carried the
subtitle Eine Szenefolge. From that point on, in contrast to the collec-
tions of  poetry, the memoirs, and the novel – all of  which have been
recently republished by Munich’s Luchterhand – the drama has not
been republished or staged, and as a result the text printed from the
copy is even considered a rarity in German libraries. The play was first
staged the year preceding its publication and amounted to a reading by
young actors during the Berliner Festwoche in September 1979. Its
Uraufführung took place in English at the Jewish Theatre of  New York
in 1981, whereas it was staged in Germany only in 1984 (Südostbaye-
risches Städtetheater Landshut-Passau-Straubing). Discoveries in the
archives at Marbach include a notebook with handwritten annotations,
a typescript with the English version (House Music) and a complete ty-
pescript free from corrections and with a subtitle that differs from the
printed version: Hausmusik. Szenen einer Kindheit.14 As regards the drama
Rubinstein oder der Bayreuther Totentanz. Eine Antioper in zwei Akten, pu-
blished in 1990 in copy form by the same publishing house in Bad
Homburg – it too in its original edition and increasingly more difficult
to find – there also exists miscellaneous archival material. The mate-
rial consists of  two typescripts (one of  which is marked by major han-
dwritten corrections); a typescript of  the English version; two files
containing a great amount of  research material on the pianist Joseph
Rubinstein; and a remarkable number of  letters demonstrating an ar-
ticulate correspondence aimed at the retrieval of  material for a precise
reconstruction of  the pianist’s biography.15

13 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Jemand, cit., pp. 11-26 and 91-154.
14 DLA-Marbach/A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Hausmusik.
15 DLA-Marbach/A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Rubinstein oder der Bayreuther Toten-

tanz; the two files containing the material and correspondence: DLA-Marbach/
A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Rubinstein/Materialien, darunter Briefe/Mappe I/II.
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The second macrosection of  archival material to be considered
consists of  various unpublished papers, which demonstrate an in-
tense amount of  dramatic writing and which span an arc of  almost
fifty years (1936-1980), writing that otherwise might be overloo-
ked in an examination of  the author’s dramatic work. The papers
in the archive related to the aforementioned section can be orga-
nized into three principal groups.16 Belonging to the first group are
the typescripts of  two texts undoubtedly conceived for the theatre:
Hitler (of  uncertain date, incomplete, but whose internal elements
suggest that it was most likely conceived between 1941 and 1945);
Die Füße der Anderen (of  uncertain date, a play of  only one act, pro-
bably dating to the 1960s). Belonging to the second group are the
typescripts of  three texts conceived as radio dramas: Gegen den
Sturm (of  uncertain date, a play of  only one act, dating most likely
to somewhere between 1941 and 1945); Die Geschichte des vierten Wei-
sen aus Morgenland (of  uncertain date, text complete, most certainly
conceived of  in the United States as suggested by the use of  En-
glish in the musical notation); Ein amerikanischer Sommer (of  uncer-
tain date, incomplete, but whose internal elements suggest a
temporal connection to around the end of  the 1960s – Sahl set the
text on Long Island where he had bought a summer house after
the birth of  his son Marc Tobias in ’64). Belonging to the third
group are the typescripts of  various cinematographic scripts, which
do not belong to my argument.17 Occupying its own unique space,

16 The typescripts to which we are referring are archived under the title: DLA-Mar-
bach/A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Komödien/Hörspiele/Filmexposé. In addition to the un-
published works, the section consists of  two lightly corrected, complete typescripts
of  the comedy Die Inselfahrt.

17 The texts are written in prose and were conceived of  as exposés for the cinema.
They include: Auktion (an interesting experiment with talking film, in which the music
would have taken precedence over the word); Buchstabe J. (a cinematic adaptation of  the
novella Der letzte Sommer by Ricarda Huch); Dora Lee (in English in collaboration with
Edward Robert); Der eingebildete Kranke (an updating of  Molière’s comedy set in a sa-
natorium); Die Grossherzogin von Gerolstein (in collaboration with Allan Gray, an adapta-
tion of  the operetta by Meilhac & Halèvy with music by Jaques Offenbach); “1000
Dollar Belohnung!” oder “Wer hat Mabel gerettet?” (a comedy of  errors). Cfr. DLA
Marbach/A:Sahl/ Dramatisches /Filmexposé.
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however, is the text Vincent, a Szenario für einen Film über Van Gogh,
a text I consider to be an intermedial mixture of  theatre and ci-
nema and therefore have excluded from the group of  cinemato-
graphic scripts.

Keeping the archival files in mind, Sahl’s dramatic works are
both formally and thematically varied. In terms of  their content,
they are marked by the use of  ever different themes, even if  those
themes are often connected to the author’s existential and intellec-
tual path: from the political drama of  his debut (Jemand) – well wi-
thin the tradition of  Agitprop-Kunst, and a mirror of  Sahl’s personal
convictions before his turn toward an idea of  a humanitarian so-
cialism removed from Marxist dogma –, up through the dramas of
his older years, which mainly concern his confrontation with his
Jewish origins (Hausmusik and Rubinstein). Sahl’s tendency toward
psychological drama (Vincent; Die Geschichte des vierten Weisen aus Mor-
genland; Hitler) goes hand in hand with his re-elaboration of  the ex-
perience of  war (Urlaub vom Tod), exile (Gegen den Sturm; Die Füße der
Anderen), and adaptation to American culture (Ein amerikanischer
Sommer). Formally, the author demonstrates a great openness to-
ward intermedial forms of  mise-en-scène and montage: in addi-
tion to music, the dramatic action of  the oratorio Jemand is
conditioned by visual art, which, together with the cinematogra-
phic suggestions, occupies an indisputable leading position in his
scenario on van Gogh. Various texts display the influence of  cine-
matographic techniques; in particular, Sahl takes inspiration from
montage in scenic sequence (Szenenfolge) and in this fashion con-
structs the majority of  his dramas. The influence of  the radiopho-
nic medium is also considerable and Sahl tried his hand at various
radio dramas, demonstrating an awareness of  how to exploit the
various formal strategies imposed by the genre.

As we shall see, however, above all it is the cinema that influen-
ces the author’s dramatic work the most. As a film critic in the
1920s for “Das Tage-Buch” and the “Montag Morgen”, Sahl ac-
quired an undisputed competence in the field of  the new art early
on, and particularly admired its immense possibilities of  being
combined with the higher arts:
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Der Film war eine junge Kunst, es war so jung wie wir, er wuchs
mit uns, und wir wuchsen an ihm; wir schufen ihn und interpretier-
ten ihn zugleich, wir setzten Maßstäbe, wir stellten Kategorien auf,
wir kämpften um seine Gleichberechtigung mit den anderen bil-
denden Künsten, mit der Literatur, der Musik, der Malerei.18

Hence the influence of  the cinematographic techniques in the
prose works and dramas. The Collagetechnik of  film conditioned, in
fact, not only the ductus of  the novel Die Wenigen und die Vielen, wor-
ked out in that fascinating “filmisches Erzählen”19 often remarked on
by scholars, but also in the montage of  different dramatic pieces
through the use of  the Szenenfolge.

Jemand: a Gesamtkunstwerk between Passionsspiel and Agitprop-
Theater

Leaving Germany in March 1933 and thereafter finding refuge in
Prague for a number of  months thanks to the help of  his friend Max
Brod, Sahl arrived in Zurich at the end of  the same year together
with Kurt Hirschfeld, the dramatist who around the Zürcher Schau-
spielhaus would gather together authors and actors forced, like him,
into exile.20 Encouraged by the various acquaintances he had soon
established within the theatre world, Zurich would have been a clear
choice for Sahl had it not been for the restrictive terms of  its Asyl-
recht – already beginning in 1930 Switzerland had begun to deny re-
sidency permits to refugees without a job.21 Without definitive work
prospects, Sahl obtained a residency permit for four months, which
is the reason he soon ended up in France, living in Paris until 1940.

18 Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten, cit., p. 99.
19 Ruth Oelze, Über Hans Sahl. “Kritik als schöpferische Kunst”, cit., p. 43.
20 “Das Zürcher Schauspielhaus hat die Tradition des deutschen Theaters im Exil

fortgesetzt, eines Theaters, das der Nationalsozialismus insofern usurpierte, als er die
Massenregie Max Reinhardts, den Agitprop-Stil Piscators in den Dienst seiner Partei-
tage und Massenaufmärsche stellte” (Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 29).

21 Cfr. Frank Wende, Deutschsprachige Schriftsteller im Schweizer Exil 1933-1950 (Wies-
baden: Harrassowitz, 2002), p. 27ff.
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Between 1934 and 1938 he nevertheless kept in close contact with
the climate of  Zurich, traveling often between France and Switzer-
land: “Ich reiste zwischen Zürich und Paris hin und her, wohnte drei
Monate im Hotel Helvetia in der Rue de Tournon […] und drei Mo-
nate in der Pension Bickel in der Plattstraße”.22 These were the con-
ditions in which the author completed his first work, Jemand,
commissioned by Swiss Social Democrats for the Arbeitersängerver-
band as a Festspiel for the first of  May.23 Sahl worked on Jemand –
begun in winter 1935-36 and staged in Zurich in March and July of
1938 – in secret, hidden in a country house in Küsnacht and under
extremely precarious conditions:

Die Nächte waren so kalt, daß am Morgen das Wasser im Krug ge-
froren war, was mich zu den beiden Anfangszeilen in einem Song
meines Chorwerks Jemand inspirierte: “Wenn die Nächte kälter wer-
den und im Krug das Wasser gefriert...”.24

Although he had gained a certain notoriety as a critic thanks to
the numerous articles on theatre, cinema, and literature he had pu-
blished in progressive journals25 (the exploit had been in 1926 with
Klassiker der Leihbibliothek),26 Sahl had left Germany without having
established a name as a writer. “Schriftsteller noch ohne Werk”,27as
opposed to other representatives of  Exilliteratur, Sahl undertook

22 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 40.
23 Sahl obtained the commission thanks to acquaintances connected to the Zürcher

Schauspielhaus, to which the president the Swiss Social Democrats, Ernst Nobs, had
turned when looking for someone to write a Festspiel for the first of  May.

24 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 56.
25 For a reasoned description of  Sahl’s non-fiction writing in the 1920s cfr. Robert

Krause, Berliner Kritiken. Hans Sahls journalistisches Frühwerk aus der Weimarer Republik, in
“Jahrbuch zur Kultur und Literatur der Weimarer Republik” (2009/2010), n. 13/14, pp.
29-52.

26 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Klassiker der Leihbibliothek I-V, in “Und doch…”, cit., pp. 47-72.
Published in “Das Tage-Buch” (between May and July 1926), Sahl’s article concentra-
tes on the tendencies of  contemporary popular literature and highlights the dangers of
trivial literature full of  resentment and revanchism.

27 Benedikt Erenz, Alles was Europa war. Zum Tode von Hans Sahl, in “Jahrbuch der
deutschen Akademie fu�r Sprache und Dichtung” (1993), pp. 185-188, here p. 186.
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the path of  exile firm in his conviction of  following a literary cal-
ling that remained to be demonstrated; between 1922 and 1933 his
literary production had been limited to a few poems and short sto-
ries appearing here and there in newspapers and journals.28 “Ex-
territorialer Mensch”, “Gast in fremden Kulturen”, destined to sign
“einen Pakt mit der Fremde”29 which would last more than fifty
years (the exile only returned to Germany in 1989), Sahl found a
principle of  exclusive identity30 in the poetic word. Faithful to the
idea of  the “responsibility” of  the word, writing for him was al-
ways at the service of  a multifaceted political duty, one to which he
adhered unequivocally, at times as a militant anti-Nazi, at others as
a “lebendes Memorial”31 of  a historical catastrophe that had to be
preserved from oblivion. His desire to be “ein homme de lettres”
was “eine Sache der Verantwortung”, firm as he was in his convic-
tion that “dass Politik [nicht] nur für Politiker da sei” and that wri-
ting “auch wenn es Verse waren” was always  “‘politisch’ gehalten
– nämlich die Öffentlichkeit betreffend, die Gemeinschaft, die Ge-
meinde”.32

This is the sense in which the oratorio Jemand should be under-
stood, and it is reductive to confine it simply to the genre of  Agitprop-

28 Cfr. Sahl-Bibliographie, cit., pp. 36-107. Between 1922 and 1933 Sahl published six
short stories: Er, sie und ich (1922); Der Wohltäter (1922); Die Patronentasche (1926); Tra-
gödie im Schlangenkäfig (1926); Herr Pilz läßt sich rasieren (1928); Warenhaus der Zeit (1932).
Seven poems appeared in the same amount of  time: An ein Gegenüber (1923); Zerwürf-
nis (1924); Drei Streitenden (1925); Das alte Gebäude (1925); Strophen an ein Kind (1926);
Alter (1927); Berliner Elegie (1928). 

29 Hans Sahl, Gast in fremden Kulturen, in “Und doch…”, cit., pp. 23-25, here p. 23.
30 In an interview Sahl dramatically expressed his distance from his mother tongue:

“Das klingt heute einfach: fliehen! […]. Aber wir hatten damals ganz bürgerliche Vor-
stellungen von der Kontinuität des Lebens und einer gesicherten Existenz. Und nun
musste man plötzlich weg aus seiner Heimat. […] Und was ich sonst hinter mir ließ?
Mein Gott, die Sprache, die deutsche Sprache. Das war das Liebste, das war meine
wahre Geliebte, meine Mutter”. Cfr. Gundolf  Freyermuth, Reise in die Verlorengegangen-
heit. Auf  den Spuren deutscher Emigranten (1933-1940) (Hamburg: Rasch und Röhring,
1990), pp. 210-211.

31 Hans Sahl, Die Ballade von den getragenen Sachen, in Wir sind die Letzten. Gedichte (Hei-
delberg: Lambert Schneider, 1976), p. 72.

32 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 181.
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Literatur. Sahl himself  was well aware of  the risk of  being misun-
derstood:33

Überhaupt besteht die Gefahr, daß der Jemand missverstanden wird.
Das war nicht rein kommunistisch gedacht; ich würde das Stück
heute auch anders schreiben als damals [...]. Das Stück war Ende
1936 fertig. Das war gerade die Zeit der Moskauer Schauprozesse.
Die Revision meiner Position hat sich aber nicht so schnell abge-
spielt. Die Vorbereitung, die Fragestellung war allerdings schon da.34

Sahl’s confrontation with communism, destined to shift into literary
terms in the dialectic with Brecht, is not our present concern; never-
theless, it is useful to linger for a moment on the principal points of
the matter. Having had communist sympathies from his youth, Sahl
was forced by the deviations of  Stalinism to radically reconsider his po-
sition.  The ideological aspect of  his shift toward a humanitarian so-
cialism far removed from party ideology in turn brought him into a
more difficult position of  survival. Sahl’s relationship with the circle of
friends in exile who remained faithful to the party’s ideology became
strained, in fact, in the aftermath of  his break with the Schutzverband der
Deutschen Schriftsteller im Exil, which he had helped to found.35 The af-
faire of  his rupture with the SDS forced the author into greater isola-
tion, eloquently expressed in the formula Exil im Exil, the title of  the
second volume of  his memoirs. In his diary from 1938 one sometimes
finds denunciations of  the isolation of  the Renegat (consider the quick
and concise rhyming quip “allein sein kann nur ein Stein”),36 at other
times a declared and rather flamboyant intellectual pride, which tended
to mirror that “Antikonformismus” and “undogmatische Haltung”37

33 When writing to Willi Schlamm in 1937 Sahl had already expressed himself  in a
critical fashion: “Ich habe dieses Oratorium vor zwei Jahren geschrieben; seitdem hat
sich vieles verändert, und ich würde es heute gewiss anders schreiben” (cfr. Hans Sahl,
Jemand, cit., p. 100).

34 Ivi, pp. 104-105.
35 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., pp. 60-64.
36 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Autobiographisches/Tagebücher/TB IVa.
37 Momme Brodersen, Schreiben nach Auschwitz, cit., p. 6.
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unwilling to bend to any kind of  ideological compromise (one notes
the quick line in capital letters: “Ich bin ein Narr der Aufrichtigkeit”).38

The literary facies of  his ideological shift becomes definitive in his dra-
stic revision of  the Brecht “myth”. Like many other young writers in
the Weimar Republic, Sahl “entging auch Sahl nicht der Aura von
Brechts Frühwerk”,39 and Brecht would continue to permeate Sahl’s
work even after his reconsideration of  Brecht’s political vision. On va-
rious occasions, both in his poetry as well as his memoirs, Sahl re-
marked on his difficult relationship with the Brechtian universe. He
had admired him as a youth, but soon began to favor a humanitarian
socialism freed from the “kaltes”40 dogmatism he had recognized in
Brecht’s works. The “Enthumanisierung”41 he ascribed to Brecht, also
quoted as “die Auskältung und Einfrostung der zwischenmenschli-
chen Beziehungen”,42 is the most important aspect of  the conflict
between Sahl and Marxist orthodoxy – on numerous pages of  his
diary we encounter the insistent question: “Ist der Marxismus fu�r den
Menschen oder die Menschen fu�r den Marxismus?”.43 His confron-
tation with Ignazio Silone was fundamental, disappointed as he was
by his youthful ideas of  utopia. In Vino e pane,44 – a “Katechismus fu�r
integrale Revolutionäre”,45 – which he had amply commented upon
in his diaries from 1938, Sahl identified not only a “Kommunion zwi-
schen Christentum und Sozialismus”46 that fit his sense of  morality,47

38 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Autobiographisches/Tagebücher/TB IVa.
39 Andrea Reiter, Die Exterritorialität des Denkens, cit., p. 45.
40 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 147.
41 Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten, cit., p. 194.
42 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 147.
43 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Autobiographisches/Tagebücher/TB IVb.
44 “Brot und Wein war ein pädagogisches Buch, das aus den Fehlern und Niederla-

gen der Vergangenheit die Richtlinien fu�r eine Verinnerlichung und Vermenschlichung
der revolutionären Bewegung bilden wollte” (Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 59).

45 Ibid.
46 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Autobiographisches/Tagebücher/TB IVb.
47 As A. Reiter accurately observes (Die Exterritorialität des Denkens, cit., p. 85): “Sahls

humanistische Sorge um das Individuum ist begründet in einer Achtung des Men-
schen, die er oft in der Nähe von christlichem Gedankengut bringt. Dies war es auch,
was er im Werk seines Freundes und Weggenossen Ignazio Silone bewunderte”.
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but one of  the most appropriate indications of  the role of  “persön-
liche Verantwortung”48 within the context of  mass ideology. And
here one understands why Sahl defined Jemand a posteriori as “ein
Dank an Brecht und ein Abschied von dem, was er fu�r mich einmal
bedeutet hatte”.49

The clear inspiration he had taken from Brecht’s model tends to
combine with the solemnity of  the Passionspiel of  sacred tradition.
The coexistence of  the rhetoric of  propaganda, of  Brecht’s Le-
hrstücke, and the tone of  the sacred liturgy give Jemand its “humani-
tär-revolutionäres Pathos”50 and frees the whole from the dullness of
the traditional genre of  the political Festspiel. In his memoirs51 Sahl of-
fers a detailed portrait of  the oratorio’s creation. The text was inspi-
red by the twenty-five woodcuts from the Belgian painter Frans
Masereel’s cycle “Die passion eines Menschen” (1918) in which he il-
lustrated the life of  a working-class man from birth to death, passing
through the intermediate stations of  hunger, prison, class struggle,
and revolution. The black and white language of  Masereel’s wood-
cuts find poetic expression in the individual frames of  Jemand, which
unfold in a series of  choirs, recitativi, arias, and Lieder meant for a mu-
sical structure of  great breadth, and realized with the help of  Tibor
Kasicz, the Hungarian composer who would sign it with the pseu-
donym of  Viktor Halder. The poetic word, figurative art, and music
trigger a process of  intermediality based on the coexistence of  three
artistic languages. Furthermore, in the Vorwort to Jemand Sahl sug-
gests that there is a hierarchy to their arrangement. The cycle of  Mae-
reel’s woodcuts functions as the pre-text to the oratorio and binds the
word to a figurative dramatic scenario. The literary text is then con-
sidered a “Nachdichtung”52 which gives voice to the etchings’
“stumme[s] Schwarz-Weiß” in whose light and shadow Sahl discerns

48 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Autobiographisches/Tagebücher/TB IVb.
49 Hans Sahl, Man lebt immer “als ob”. Ein Gespräch mit Fritz Raddatz, in “Und doch…”,

cit., pp. 240-249, here p. 244.
50 Klaus Mann, Passion eines Menschen, in “Das Neue Tage-Buch”, VI (1938), n. 15,

pp. 357-358.
51 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., pp. 55-60.
52 Hans Sahl, Jemand, cit., p. 29.
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“gesellschaftlichen Kontraste” of  his age.53 Projected onto a screen
during its staging, Masereel’s etchings – to quote Klaus Mann’s acute
observation – “haben hier keineswegs nur eine dekorative Funktion”,
but “sie sind recht die Handlung selbst”,54 and replace it. The poetic
word then serves as an interpreter of  individual situations offered by
the silent images. The scenic effect established by the corresponden-
ces between picture and poetry could also suggest the cinematographic
arts (in a review, in fact, Jemand was referred to as a “Holzschnitt-
film”),55 were it not for the music that imposes itself  with such a so-
lemn power. The work’s rerecording in Zurich in 198856 allows one to
pinpoint the function of  the musical sequences, which are almost al-
ways effective in relation to the text, especially when pertaining to the
choral parts. Even though Sahl was unsatisfied with some of  the sce-
nes chosen by the composer (“Trotzdem hätte es noch ein größerer
Erfolg sein können, wenn die Musik von Tibor […] anders gewesen
wäre”),57 reprimanding him for having “verkompliziert meine einfa-
chen, liedhaften Texte” with “atonale Scherzen”, he did not fail to re-
cognize how powerful and effective the majestic tone of  the final
chorus was, and judged it “großartig”.58

The oratorio follows the life of  a working-class man, one of
many, an everyman, shorn of  a proper name precisely59 because he
is only a man amongst men whose destiny is not dissimilar from
that of  thousands of  other working-class people throughout the
world. The long literary tradition of  nemo, from the beginning of
the Baroque through his reappearance in Toller’s Masse Mensch and
Hugo von Hofmannstahl’s Jedermann, is thus revitalized within the

53 Ibid.
54 Klaus Mann, Passion eines Menschen, cit.
55 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Jemand, cit., p. 100.
56 In the new edition of  the oratorio edited by Gregor Ackermann and Momme

Brodersen there is also a CD with a recording of  the oratorio which took place in Zu-
rich, in the presence of  the author, in 1988.

57 Hans Sahl, Jemand, cit., p. 97.
58 Ibid.
59 In the exposé of  his works Sahl gave the protagonist the name of  Karl, a name

most likely chosen in homage to Marx (cfr. ivi, p. 91).
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context of  contemporary mass society – the Sprecher, in fact, in-
troduces the story of  the anonymous amongst men in the follo-
wing way:

Dies ist die Passion eines Menschen […] Fragt nicht nach seinem
Namen. Er hat keinen. Fragt nicht nach dem Land, in dem er ge-
boren wurde. Dieses Land hat keine Grenzen. Aber fragt nach den
Grenzen zwischen Arm und Reich und nach den Bedingungen sei-
ner Existenz. Er spricht zu euch, einer aus der großen Masse, die
entschlossen ist, die Welt von der Unterdrückung des Menschen
durch den Menschen zu befreien. Sein Beispiel steht für viele. Wir
nennen ihn: Jemand.60

The working-class man’s path is effectively expressed by the tex-
t’s triadic structure. The first section concerns the birth of  a child and
its infancy in a miserable “Mietskaserne” in an industrial city; a chil-
dren’s choir universalizes the protagonist’s condition in the piece’s
only intermezzo of  such voices:

Wir sind die Kinder, die man nicht kennt,
die Kinder vom Hinterhaus,
wir sind nicht gebügelt, wir sind nicht gekämmt,
wir tragen immer dasselbe Hemd,
das ziehen wir auch Sonntags nicht aus.61

While still a young boy, the protagonist soon suffers the injustice
of  industrial society directly upon his skin. First he is exploited by a
job which consumes his young flesh, then he is condemned to mul-
tiple years in prison for stealing a piece of  bread. The hymn that pre-
cedes the close of  the section expresses disdain in the face of  such
social injustice and serves to both instruct the listeners as well as pro-
mote the piece’s revolutionary message:

60 Ivi, pp. 58-59.
61 Ivi, p. 61.
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Das kommt, weil niemand sich bemüht,
den Schaden zu beheben,
wenn ihr den Herren den Profit,
den Mächtigen die Macht entzieht,
ist wieder Platz für jeden.
Dann gibt es keinen Hunger mehr,
kein Vorrecht, keine Klassen.
Die Erde gibt den Reichtum her,
und über Grenzen, übers Meer
verbünden sich die Massen.62

The oratorio’s second section begins with the young man’s exit
from prison. He is soon forced into an exhausting job on the asphalt
of  a metropolis that absorbs all his vital energy, and plunges him
into a dull anonymity and sense of  emptiness which is difficult to
heal: “Und immer wieder diese Leere, / und dieses Suchen nach dem
Grund”.63 His encounter with the Communist Manifesto takes on
the appearance of  a religious revelation. The “book of  books” opens
the exploited one’s eyes, and finally indicates a direction for him to
orient his existence, an existence which had been eviscerated by an
inhuman society:

O Welt, o Wunder,
Buch der Bücher,
o Manifest der Unterdrückten –
es brach aus ihm wie mit Fanfaren,
er wurde klar, er wurde sicher […].
Der Kampf  der Klassen, die Geschichte
erschien ihm jetzt in anderm Lichte.
Erfüllt vom Pathos der Historie,
sah er die Dinge, wie sie waren:
sehr arm, sehr elend und ohne Glorie –

62 Ivi, p. 64.
63 Ivi, p. 70.
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doch über allem stand geschrieben
das Wort: Du sollst den Menschen lieben!64

In a symmetrical fashion to the first part, a chorus concludes the
section with the notes of  Das Lied des Menschen, a song which, in an
anthropocentric vision intent on demolishing the centrality of  pro-
fit (“Der Mensch ist das Maß aller Dinge, / für ihn ist die Erde ge-
macht”),65 calls for the struggle against capitalism’s subversion of
human principles that has reduced humankind into the position of
slavery:

Die Lehre, ihn glücklich zu machen,
ist vom Menschen zu Menschen gedacht,
drum preise den Menschen und singe
und führe ihn aus der Nacht.
Und zeige, was ihm gegeben
und was er vermag, wenn er will:
dass er sich zum Menschen erheben
und nie mehr im Staub kriechen will.66

The revolutionary credo, connected to the Christian ethic of  lo-
ving one’s neighbor, takes definitive shape in the third and last sec-
tion of  the oratorio. There our everyman, by now conscious of  the
class struggle, organizes a strike against the director of  the factory in
which he works (the latter traditionally depicted as the “man in a top
hat”). On the basis of  an imitatio Christi, as we shall see, the revolu-
tionary is executed for pronouncing his belief  in a more just society.
His Opfertod, nevertheless, gives power to the final chorus, which in
a majestic hymn looks toward a future free from capitalist (and, as we
shall see ahead, Nazi) “barbarism”.

The superficial structure of  the text indeed suits the needs of  the
propagandistic Festspiel. Derived from the Russian Proletkult, the po-

64 Ivi, pp. 72-73.
65 Ivi, p. 73.
66 Ivi, p. 74.
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litical Festspiel developed autonomously in 1920s Germany. Recon-
necting itself  to preexistent forms of  mass theatricality (the Passion-
sspiel, Mysterienspiel, Weihespiel, etc.), the social democratic Festspiel
sought a “Gemeinschaftsbildung”67 and employed forms of  mise-
en-scène in order to involve all its participants in a collective rite ce-
lebrating the principles of  orthodox Marxism, class struggle,
proletarian revolution, and pacifism. All of  the effects that formally
characterize the genre – great choruses, music, lights, optical and
acoustical effects – were effective in the inclusion of  the mass. The
presence of  a Sprechchor, arisen as a “künstlerische Ausdrucksform
des Proletariats”,68 was intended moreover to substitute the subjec-
tivity of  the single voice with the polyphony of  the collective “we”
and thereby tie in the socialist message of  Verbrüderung. Sahl’s text,
however, shares only a few of  these aspects of  the socialistically in-
spired Festspiel. The sophisticated interference of  figurative art, word,
and music gives it the dimension of  Gesamtkunstwerk, and thus makes
it impossible to reduce to the aesthetic flatness of  the traditional Fe-
stspiel. Sahl, however, was impatient with his commissioners, and clai-
med the autonomy of  a much more articulate inspiration, writing in
1937 to Lotte Goslar:

Du kannst Dir vorstellen mit welch arroganter Verständnislosigkeit
sich die leitenden Parteibonzen mit mir und meiner Arbeit ausei-
nandersetzen. […] und es ist ihnen nicht klar zu machen, dass ich ja
kein Schweizer Festspiel geschrieben habe, sondern eine Passion,
die ein europäisches Schicksal behandelt.69

In this way Jemand is permeated by miscellaneous influences which
range from the traditional Festspiel to Piscator’s Revue-Form, from Bre-
cht’s Lehrstücke to political cabaret. One must also add the model of
sacred Passions, a model which conditions not only the inspiration of
the musical notation, but the textual ductus as well. The sacred ora-

67 Pia Janke, Politische Massenfestspiele in Österreich zwischen 1918 und 1938 (Vienna:
Böhlau, 2010), p. 31.

68 Ivi, p. 75.
69 Hans Sahl, Jemand, cit., p. 96.
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torio, with its specific references to Bach’s Matthäuspassion, decon-
structs the monochrome nature of  the Sprecher of  the traditional Fe-
stspiel: in Jemand a Sprecher acts as a narrator (as does the evangelist in
Bach’s Passion), but it alternates with the voices of  the chorus and
solos of  the various arias. With that, the model of  the Passion im-
bues the work, conferring upon it not only a sacred shine, but a re-
volutionary solemnity liberated from party dogmatism (even if  some
remains in the didactic sections). Unsurprisingly perhaps the work
was immediately called a “Gottesdienst des Proletariats”70 in various
reviews. The subdivision of  the choral voices into masculine and fe-
minine is handled beautifully and follows a logic that is in line with
the demands of  the text. It is enough to consider the “Großer Chor
vom Jemand” sequence, which appears in the text as a sort of  re-
frain, and in the musical notation as an authentic leitmotif  that va-
ries in accordance with the different choral sequences. The majestic
and authoritative structure of  the Großer Chor’s music tends to give
prominence to the text, which is developed through anaphora and
focused on the theme of  the pain of  human destiny, a pain to which
the redemption of  the red revolution shall respond:

Geboren mit Schmerzen,
geboren im Dunkel,
geboren im Herzen der großen Städte,
geboren, die Fahne der Armut zu tragen,
und einmal, in nicht mehr so fernen Tagen,
in einem nicht mehr so fernen Oktober,
die Fahnen auf  allen Dächern zu hissen,
und nicht mehr zu fragen und nicht mehr zu wissen,
was Armut ist.71

Sahl’s intention of  adding an aura of  sacred solemnity to the re-
volutionary pathos of  his oratorio remains clear, and it is thus freed
from the rather abused forms of  the propagandistic Festspiel – Sahl

70 Cfr. ivi, p. 118.
71 Ivi, p. 60.
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himself  explains that he wrote the text “nicht mit roten Fahnen,
sondern in Form einer Bachischen Passion”.72 The model of  Bach’s
Passion is anything but secondary within the overall structure of  a
work that is at times presented as an Oratorium, at times a weltliche
Kantate, and at times more generically as a Chorwerk. The oscilla-
tion between cantata profana and oratorio seems to be limited to ter-
minology and not more marked musical differences; however, due
to the presence of  a consistent number of  choral elements (which
in a cantata are reduced to the essential) as well as the temporal ex-
tension of  its execution,73 Jemand mirrors the oratorical canon
more. The sacred passion permeates the text of  the “cantata pro-
fana” through the basso continuo of  sacrifice and redemption. The
blood of  Christ offered for humanity’s redemption from sin recalls
the blood offered of  the revolutionary for the proletariat’s redem-
ption from capitalism. This association, furthermore, claims nu-
merous precedents: born of  the impressions of  the failed
revolution and the assassination of  Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Lu-
xemburg, the revolutionary’s reason for the Passionsgeschichte was al-
ready present in Erich Mühsam’s Juda, Ernst Toller’s Masse Mensch,
and Friedrich Wolf ’s Der arme Konrad.74 The constant interference
of  Biblical language mirrors the process of  the Christian Passion’s
absorption into the weltliche Passion of  the revolutionary. In Mase-
reel’s penultimate woodcut one sees a man from behind standing
before an imposing table; judges are seated around it and behind
them hangs an enormous crucifix emanating a light which draws at-
tention to the two principal elements: the accused and the redee-
mer. The image allows Sahl to set up the major scene of  the final

72 Ivi, p. 100.
73 As Pia Janke tellingly notes (op. cit., p. 82), subtitles like Weihespiel, ein proletarisches

Passionsspiel, Chorwerk, Kantate, Oratorium, Requiem were all equivalent terms for the pro-
pagandistic Festspiel: “Auffällig bei diesen Untertiteln ist der Rückbezug auf  traditio-
nellen Gattungen religiöser und weltlicher Dichtung. Man intendierte mit diesen
Begriffen offensichtlich eine Anbindung an die Tradition”.

74 Cfr. Thomas Koebner, Der Passionsweg der Revolutionäre. Christliche Motive im politi-
schen Drama der Zwanziger Jahre, in Preis der Vernunft. Literatur und Kunst zwischen Aufklä-
rung, Widerstand und Anpassung, edited by Klaus Siebenhaar (Berlin: Medusa, 1982), pp.
39-50.
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judgment as an imitatio Christi of  the persecuted revolutionary de-
stined to die an Opfertod for having tried to redeem humanity from
“barbarism”. The chorus responds to the urgent recitativo of  the
judge’s words (“Wessen ist dieser Mensch angeklagt?”) by singing
(“Er hat gesagt, dass die armen Leute / nicht mehr arm / und die
reichen / nicht mehr reich sein dürfen!”) while the accused, who
has long been silent, simply utters a quick line recalling the mission
of  Christ: “Ich bin geboren und in die Welt gekommen, dass ich die
Wahrheit sagen soll”.75 The “truth” he refers to is that of  people’s
equality and their need to be redeemed from social injustice: “Wenn
die Sonne scheint – das ist Wahrheit, / wenn den Menschen die
Sonne nicht freut, weil er leiden muss – das ist Wahrheit, / und
Wahrheit ist, wenn er schreit”.76

The revolutionary’s death sentence does not discourage the wor-
kers’ chorus, which in the grand finale restores itself  in a profession
of  faith in Europe’s imminent redemption from “barbarism”:

Es geht durch alle fünf  Kontinente,
es geht um die Erde ein einziger Schrei,
es strömt aus allen Ländern der Erde,
es strömt eine Welt von Empörten herbei:
Rettet den Menschen, rettet den Menschen,
rettet die Welt von der Barbarei! […]
Es kommt eine letzte, große Entscheidung,
es kommt das Ende der großen Nacht,
dann richten sich auf, die man beleidigt,
dann wird in Europa Geschichte gemacht:
Rettet den Menschen, rettet den Menschen,
rettet die Welt von der Barbarei.77

The identification of  “barbarism” with capitalism is ambiguous.
In Jemand Sahl suggests the equivalence between capitalism and Na-

75 Hans Sahl, Jemand, cit., pp. 80-81.
76 Ivi, p. 84.
77 Ivi, p. 89.
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zism,78 a comparison Klaus Mann did not miss a beat in criticizing
for its excess of  superficiality: “Durch dieses Nebeneinander und
Ineinander zweier Tendenzen – einer sentimentalisch-rebellisch-an-
tikapitalistischen, die Sahl bei Masereel vorfand, und einer strikt an-
tifaschistischen – entsteht eine ideologische Konfusion”.79 Born in
the context of  exile, however, Jemand also acts as a mouthpiece for
the urgent needs related to the hic et nunc of  the exile forced to flee
Germany as a political opponent and suspected communist. The uto-
pia envisioned by the oratorio calls upon the proletariat of  all of  Eu-
rope to liberate itself  from capitalism and its ally: Nazi barbarism:

Es gibt einige musikalisch überwältigende Passagen in diesem von
ihm [Kasicz] vertonten Chorwerk, vor allem jenen grandiosen
Schlusschor “Rettet den Menschen, rettet den Menschen, rettet die
Welt von der Barbarei”, in dem ein bereits von Hitler zum Schwei-
gen gebrachtes Europa zum Widerstand gegen ihn aufgerufen
wird.80

Vincent: painting and cinematographic technique in the
“drama of  images”

The project centered on the figure of  Vincent van Gogh – of
which remains a trace in a “Szenenfolge” – takes form during the
author’s Parisian years of  exile. Based on his autobiographical de-
clarations one easily concludes that Sahl had thought of  the project
before his arrival in Paris, weaving together with the Dutch painter
– who he had admired since childhood – an intimate and uninter-
rupted “Drama der Bilder”. His interest in figurative art and its re-

78 The equivalence is explicit, aside from the final chorus, in the Kantate der Volks-
gemeinschaft as well: “Vernichtet ist der innre Feind, / wir haben ihn aufs Haupt ge-
schlagen, / es wird kein anderer, wie es scheint, / in Zukunft solche Untat wagen. /
Wer uns an Hab und Gut bedroht, / der soll es mit dem Leben zahlen, / und weil die
Menschheit so verroht,/ muss man sie strafen allemalen…/ Drum hebt die Hände
und ruft: Heil! / Der Fu�hrer wird schon Ordnung stiften, / mit Ehrendolch und Hen-
kerbeil” (ivi, p. 80).

79 Ivi, p. 124.
80 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 57.
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presentatives constitute an inescapable symbol of  the author’s per-
sonality. A student of  art history in Munich, Lepizig, and Breslau,
Sahl received the title of  Doctor in Art History in 1925 with a dis-
sertation on 15th century German painting81 under the supervision of
Professor August Grisebach, to whom Sahl would dedicate a splen-
did portrait in his memoirs.82 Grisebach’s methodology influenced
Sahl greatly, and the influence of  his teaching that “jeder Subjekti-
vismus war ihm verhasst, jedes vorschnelle Wort, das der Kunst ihr
Geheimnis nehmen könnte”83 is clear in Sahl’s critical contributions
on contemporary art, cinema, theatre, and literature. That the histo-
rical-critical method would also be Sahl’s favorite is demonstrated by
the various articles on contemporary art he wrote for German lan-
guage dailies as a cultural correspondent from New York during the
1950s and ‘60s, years in which he was involved in the lively discus-
sion surrounding action painting, displaying skepticism as regards
the expressive extremes of  the new American art.84 His decade-long
friendship with the painter, caricaturist, and founder of  Berlin Dada
George Grosz –  as their great amount of  letters demonstrates85 –
also reveals Sahl’s interest in the art of  his time. As far as Grosz is
concerned – to whom he dedicated numerous essays and entrusted
the editing of  an edition of  some of  his drafts86 – Sahl above all ad-
mired the well-balanced convergence in his art between two ten-
dencies that were difficult to reconcile: aesthetic tendency, that

81 The title of  his doctoral dissertation was: Der Breslauer Barbara-Altar. Ein Beitrag
zur Geschichte der deutschen Malerei im 15. Jahrhundert. Cfr. Sahl-Bibliographie, cit., p. 23.

82 “Er war ein Deutscher, und zwar einer der besten, die dieses Land hervorge-
bracht hat, einer aus dem Geschlecht der Schlegel und Tieck und Wackenroder” (Hans
Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten, cit., p. 73).

83 Ivi, p. 74.
84 On Sahl’s involvement in the debate related to Abstract Expressionism cfr. Mat-

thias Wolbold, Zwischen Ablehnung, Anpassung und Zerrissenheit. Deutsche Exilautoren in den
USA (Hamburg: Kovač, 1999), p. 116ff. See also Andrea Reiter, Die Exterritorialität des
Denkens, cit., p. 205ff.

85 Cfr. George Grosz-Hans Sahl, So long mit Händedruck. Briefe und Dokumente, edi-
ted by Karl Riha (Hamburg: Luchterhand, 1993).

86 Cfr. George Grosz, Heimatliche Gestaltungen. Zeichnungen, edited by Hans Sahl
(Frankfurt a.M.: Fischer, 1966).
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“nichts als Künstler zu sein”,87 and political engagement which, in-
stead, imposes upon the artist that “einzugreifen in den Tageskamp,
Stellung zu nehmen”.88 With his caricatures Grosz contributed to
“hat das Gesicht einer Epoche gezeichnet”,89 making “ein poli-
tisch[es] Pamphlet”90 of  every one of  his drawings. The two ten-
dencies synthesize the Spaltung of  modern art, split as it is into a
“dualism”, in a “ein Konflikt zwischen Abstinenz und Hingabe an
den Tag”, “zwischen einer ästhetischen und einer moralisch-pädo-
gogischen Haltung”.91 Sahl also traces in van Gogh’s artistic expe-
rience the double vocation of  an art that reaches the maximum of
self-discipline, lyricism, and subjectivism yet which, at the same time,
is pervaded by an intimate social breath. Van Gogh seduces Sahl, in
other words, not only by means of  his majestic coloristic revolution
and the human intensity of  his biographical path, but by means of
the moral and social commitment reflected in his works. 

When Sahl arrived in the French capital at the end of  1933, he
came carrying a great deal of  knowledge connected to van Gogh’s
artistic and existential path. Sahl confessed to having excitedly read
the letters between Vincent and his brother Theo, going so far as
to state that he knew “jede Zeile von ihm und jede Zeile seines
Bruders Theo an ihm”.92 During Sahl’s youth, Vincent and Theo
van Gogh’s letters represented an absolute innovation in publi-
shing: the first German language edition appeared in 1914 (an edi-
ted and expanded second edition in 1928).93 One could also
suppose that, beyond the publication of  Van Gogh’s letters, Sahl

87 Hans Sahl, Die Stockmenschen, in Georg Grosz-Hans Sahl, cit., p. 25.
88 Ibid.
89 Hans Sahl, George Grosz oder die Vertreibung aus dem Paradies, in Georg Grosz-Hans

Sahl, cit., p. 9.
90 Ivi, p. 16.
91 Hans Sahl, Die Stockmenschen, cit., p. 25.
92 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 70.
93 The epistolary correspondence between Vincent and Theo van Gogh was pu-

blished in Holland in 1914 and edited by Johanna van Gogh-Bonger, the painter’s si-
ster-in-law, who also supplied the introduction (Brieven aan zijn broeder, Amsterdam).
The two volume German translation appeared in the same year and was edited by Leon
Klein-Diepold and Carl Einstein, Briefe an seinen Bruder (Berlin: Paul Cassirer, 1914).
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gained access to the painter’s biography by means of  a precise
source: the work of  the art critic and historian Julius Meier-Graefe,
whose work at that time was considered among the most exclusive
and original. Edited in Munich in 1910 and thereafter expanded,94

I believe Meier-Graefe’s edition of  van Gogh’s biography – pun-
ctually reviewed by Sahl in 192895 – is Sahl’s primary source of  ma-
terial and inspiration. If  on the one hand Meier-Graefe’s work was
among the first to illuminate the painter’s life, on the other it con-
tributed to the creation of  the “myth” surrounding him and pro-
foundly marked the reception of  his art. Packed with “die
heldenhafte Spannkraft, die allein – mehr, als alle angeborene Fer-
tigkeit – das Genie verbürgt”,96 van Gogh emerges from Meier-
Graefe’s work as a figure walking a fine line between the demonic
nature of  a calling ever closer to the limits of  mystical revelation
and the laborious research of  expressive means equal to that same
revelation. Various elements of  Meier-Graefe’s treatment recur in
Sahl’s text, and they share the most incisive point: the accentuation
of  the mystical-lyrical character of  van Gogh’s genius, who is de-
picted as an exceptional person crushed under the weight of  his
fullness and condemned by his own talent to “Martyrium”.97

Indeed, in the first scenes of  his text Sahl insists on the mystic-
messianic inspiration of  the young van Gogh’s personality who, de-
fined by an imitatio Christi, is filled with a fierce love for his neighbor.
In the following scene, talking with his brother Theo and immersed
in the twilight of  his native landscape, the young van Gogh profes-
ses his faith in an art which must guarantee the vision of  the fusion
of  the creation and the place humankind occupies within it:

The second and enlarged German edition of  1928, in three volumes, edited by the
same translators, also has different pictures.

94 The first edition of  the biography of  Vincent van Gogh by Julius Meier-Graefe
was published in Munich by Piper in 1910. The biography was subsequently enlarged
in 1918 with the addition of  forty new images and facsimiles of  the painter’s letters. 

95 Hans Sahl, Julius Meier-Graefe: Vincent van Gogh, der Zeichner (Berlin: Otto Wacker
Verlag, 1928), in “Das Neue Tage-Buch”, IX (1928), n. 45, pp. 1911-1912.

96 Julius Meier-Graefe, Vincent van Gogh (Munich: Piper, 1918), p. 8.
97 Ivi, p. 46.
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Wir wollen das Leben ernst nehmen, Theo. In jedem Augenblick
das Ganze sehen. Den großen Zusammenhang wiederentdecken, in
den wir gestellt sind. Das Drama eines Baumes. Das Drama der Far-
ben, Bilder, Konturen. Das Drama einer Welt in Aufruhr. […] Und
dazwischen immer wieder der Mensch – arm, häßlich, und erhaben
zugleich.98

However, it is above all the second scene which offers a portrait
of  the young van Gogh uniquely inspired by faith and love for hu-
manity afflicted by suffering and social injustice. The scene changes
to Borinage, one of  the poorest coal mining regions of  Belgium,
where van Gogh spent 1879 as a preacher. His ascetic, visionary, and
radical inclination, however, was soon no longer acceptable to the
ecclesiastical authorities, and he was released from his duties. The
following scene sees van Gogh leaving his people, those people for
whom he expressed a spirit of  radical abnegation bordering on pa-
roxysm – in a frame of  the scene we see him divest himself  of  ab-
solutely everything in order to give it to a woman who has fallen on
hard times due to the loss of  one of  her relatives in the mines. The
so-called mad saint’s gestus and subsequent nude procession through
the snow-covered moorland is of  a particular dramatic expressivity:

Vincent beugt sich über die Frau. Er zieht seinen Priesterrock aus
und legt ihn ihr über die Schultern. Dann nimmt er seine Uhr, seine
Geldtasche, drückt ihr beides in die herabhängende Hand und geht
schnell fort. Er geht, nur mit Hemd und Hose bekleidet, durch den
Schnee, die Bibel in der Hand.99

The imitatio Christi of  the scene is linked to the subsequent one of
a profession of  faith that soon crosses over into humanitarian so-
cialism: talking with the cold representative of  the church authorities

98 Here and following we shall quote the printed version of  the text from 1956:
Hans Sahl, Vincent. Eine Szenenfolge aus dem Leben des Malers Van Gogh, in “Das Schönste.
Die Monatsschrift für alle Freunde der schönen Künste” (1956), n. 7, pp. 3-10 and 57-
58 and (1956), n. 8, pp. 30-38, here p. 3.

99 Ibid.
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who will relieve the mad saint of  his duty, van Gogh responds: “Ich
habe mein Brot mit den Armen geteilt – war das nicht christlich?”100

Only at this point, absolved of  his responsibilities, does he de-
cide to focus his messianic aspirations in art: “Maler und Prediger –
Mönchsein und Künstlersein – ist das nicht ein und dasselbe?”101 By
the third scene he has arrived in Paris, where he has gone to disco-
ver his own artistic talent as well as the faith of  his friend Gaugin.
Reinvigorated by the city and his friend’s temptation to “discover the
south” by taking a trip to Provence (“Gehen Sie in den Su�den. Was
Ihnen fehlt, sind die Farben. Malen Sie die Sonne – entdecken Sie das
Licht – und vergessen Sie Holland”),102 van Gogh transfers the uto-
pia of  humanity’s redemption, that same humanity he had tried to
help with the Biblical word, to the world of  art. Consequently, he
has the idea of  founding a “Malerkolonie”, an idea which suggests
the dream of  a new social community founded on equality:

Wir müssen eine Malerkolonie gründen – irgendwo im Süden – die
Misere, die jeder mit sich allein herumträgt, muß ein Ende haben –
gründen wir eine Gemeinschaft – eine Union freier Künstler –malen
wir das Porträt des Menschen von heute – das Porträt des Bauern,
des Arbeiters – malen wir, was hinter diesen Stirnen geschrieben
steht – Kampf  und Mühe, und das ewige Suchen nach etwas ande-
rem – das müssen wir malen – die ganze Wahrheit über den Men-
schen – das erregende Abenteuer der Wahrheit…103

The artist’s progressive approach to the “truth” proceeds at the
same pace as his discovery of  the most vivid chromatic intensities wi-
thin his work. Sahl faithfully follows Meier-Graefe’s scheme concer-
ning the three phases of  van Gogh’s painting which shows that, after
having passed through an initial phase of  chromatic flatness in-
fluenced by his native landscape and a gradual awareness of  color du-
ring his Parisian period, his full expressive potential was reached only

100 Ibid.
101 Ivi, p. 4.
102 Ibid.
103 Ibid.
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in Provence in the delightful landscape of  Arles. No less than these
premises, one must consider the author’s own biographical path at
the time he began his text on van Gogh.

Paris, as we said before, was not only the physical place that in-
spired Sahl to begin his work on van Gogh but also the ideal point
of  contact with the primary figure of  his text. The process of  iden-
tification between Sahl and the Dutch painter plays a role which is
anything but incidental in the incipient phases of  the text’s formula-
tion, in as much as van Gogh seems to be a silent travel partner who
accompanies the disoriented exile through the streets of  Paris, spur-
ring him on to an enthralling conversation of  images superimposed
one upon the other that become mixed up in the places of  his per-
sonal and artistic history. There are numerous points that connect
Sahl to van Gogh the moment he arrives in Paris: poverty, isolation,
and the struggle to express himself. In the diaries held at Marbach,
four of  which concern his years in Paris, Sahl unfailingly recounts his
frustration due to his precarious financial state and the isolation he
felt as a foreigner in exile. Poverty, nostalgia for his homeland, and
hunger unequivocally mark the pages of  those first years in exile. On
one of  them, most likely dating between 1934-1935, Sahl even glues
a small piece of  paper which eloquently describes his situation bet-
ter than anything else: a receipt for a free daily meal at the cafeteria
for the poor of  Paris “Cercle François Villon”. And the author does
not hesitate to give a description of  the cafeteria on the same page,
oscillating between a sense of  gratitude and uncontainable frustra-
tion due to the loss of  dignity connected to receiving charity.104

The author mentions that van Gogh also faced such a precarious
financial and existential situation when he arrived in Paris in 1888.

104 In the diary one reads: “Cercle François-Villon. Es ist ein großer Raum mit etwa
20 Tischen, in denen je 10 Personen sitzen können. Wenn man herein kommt, gibt
man seine Gratismarke ab und bekommt dafür einen Zettel mit einer Nummer. Man
geht einen Stock höher, in einen Warteraum, der zwar etwa primitiv ist – wie der War-
tesaal in einem Bahnhof  – in denen es aber Tische gibt und Zeitschiften und ein Kla-
vier […]. Und am Ende des riesengroßen Saales gibt es ein Buffet […]. Das Essen ist
anständig: Suppe, Fleisch, Kartoffeln […]. Es ist gut, im Circle François Villon zu
essen. Es zerstört die letzten Illusionen, die man sich noch über seine Lage gemacht
hat” (DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Autobiographisches/Tagebücher/TB II).
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Sahl seems to begin an intimate conversation with the “foreigner”
van Gogh, moving through Paris on the search for those models that
inspired the painter’s works and eventually travelling to Auvers sur
Oise, the tiny village where van Gogh spent the last months of  his
life in the grips of  an intense creative fever. Moreover, Paris is the city
in which the painter reached the quest for his own talent and, like
him, Sahl arrives there convinced of  possessing a literary calling even
if  he had yet to display it in finished works. At this point one un-
derstands the process of  identification that drove Sahl to working
on the biography and works of  van Gogh:

Es gab eine Zeit in Paris, da war ich Van Gogh, da lebte ich, hun-
gerte ich, verzweifelte ich wie Van Gogh. Ich war Van Gogh. Ich
war arm wie Van Gogh, besessen wie er. Ich suchte wie der Maler
nach den Modellen seiner Bilder, und fand sie, identifizierte sie alle
[…]. Er war ein Fremder in Frankreich. Er war der einsamste
Mensch, der je in dieser Stadt gelebt hat.105

The poem Hier ruht van Gogh dates to the time of  Sahl’s Parisian
exile as well and is the poem he gave prominence to by placing it
among the first in his cycle Die hellen Nächte, the anthology published
in New York in 1942.106 In all likelihood the poem grew out of  his ex-
perience travelling to Auvers sur Oise, to which the first two stanzas
refer. In the poem the poet describes not only the important stations
of  his trip, but the moving sobriety of  the painter’s tomb, buried next
to his brother in the common embrace of  ivy which symbolizes the
profound bond that existed between the two: “Zwei Gräber, dicht an
jener Mauer, / Vincent und Theo, Efeu wächst darüber, / Kein Kreuz,
kein Monument der Trauer”.107 The following three stanzas condense
the essence of  a life destined to become legendary (“Ein Malerleben
wurde zur Legende”) thanks to the intensity the artist dedicated to his
search for a supreme truth which in his works was transformed into a

105 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 70.
106 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Die hellen Nächte. Gedichte aus Frankreich (New York: Barthold

Fles, 1942).
107 Hans Sahl, Hier ruht van Gogh, in Die hellen Nächte, cit., p. 10.
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crude and, at the same time, visionary realism. In the third stanza the
“myth” of  van Gogh in its Meier-Graefer-esque mode returns, co-
ming in the wake of  a sacralization of  the artist “martyred” by his in-
spiration and possessed by a thirst for truth which exhausted all of  his
vital energy; one notes the use of  the polyptoton that insists upon the
theme of  “truth”: “Er wollte wahr sein, und er starb daran, / Die
Wahrheit blieb, es starben nur die Hände”. In the fourth stanza Sahl
summarizes van Gogh’s artistic experience under the sign of  Expres-
sionism, to which the evocation of  the Urschrei, a vivid “metafora della
violenza che l’Io esercita sulle cose […] constringendole a diventare
echi infinitamente ripercossi di un tormento incontenibile”108 clearly
refers: “Er schrie in Farben, die noch keiner kannte, / Er malte schrei-
end Erde, Mensch und Baum / Und malte, malte, bis sein Geist ver-
brannte”. How render the power of  a color arisen from the primordial
cry, from the stigma of  artistic martyrdom and a vocation to the cor-
rosive truth all the way up to the annihilation of  the individual? If
these are the elements of  van Gogh’s artistic and human experience
that attracted Sahl from the very beginning, the principal difficulty was
choosing the most appropriate form in which to depict him. The au-
thor’s statements not only demonstrate the uncertainty of  intent but,
above all, the results achieved.

Sahl worked on his van Gogh project throughout the seven years
he spent in France and up through his arrival in the United States.
There (as numerous pieces in the archives demonstrate) for quite
some time he pinned a lot of  hopes on it being picked up by the ci-
nematographic industry, however to no avail.109 He still had hopes for

108 Ferruccio Masini, L’espressionismo: una rivoluzione “per l’elementare”, in Gli schiavi di
Efesto. L’avventura degli scrittori tedeschi del Novecento (Pordenone: Ed. Studio Tesi, 1990),
p. 31. (“Metaphor of  the violence which the ego exerts upon things […] forcing them
to become the infinite echoes of  an inexorable torment”). 

109 Among the various directors to whom Sahl turned for help with his text on van
Gogh were Georg Wilhelm Papst, Ludwig Berger and Paul Kohner – the latter, already
working in Hollywood, had to refuse Sahl’s script because he was already working on
an adaptation of  Irving Stone’s Lust for Life (1934), which also focused on the figure
of  van Gogh. For the salient passages from Sahl and Paul Kohner’s correspondence
in relation to the cinematographic project on van Gogh cfr. Ruth Oelze, Über Hans
Sahl. “Kritik ist schöpferische Kunst”, cit., pp. 41-42.
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such a success in 1939 when he decided to publish a brief  extract in
“Das Neue Tage-Buch”.110 On that occasion the text was given the
unambiguous title Aus einem Van-Gogh-Film. As opposed to the nu-
merous cinematographic projects that can be found in the archival
material, the text on van Gogh offers unambiguous perspectives for
examination, encouraging one to frame the surviving scenes not only
within the genre of  cinematographic scripts, but – and this is my hy-
pothesis – within an area which tends at times to exploit the cine-
matographic medium and, at times, the theatrical. On a page of  his
memoirs Sahl offers a detailed description of  the beginning of  his
Szenario on van Gogh, writing:

Ich wollte ein Stück über ihn schreiben […] Das war im Jahre 1937.
Damals wurden die ersten Farbfilme hergestellt. Ich wollte zeigen,
wie sich die Farbe bei Van Gogh entwickelte. Der erste Teil, der in
seiner holländischen Heimat spielt, war in Schwarz-Weiß gehalten,
das Grau-in-Grau der Kartoffelesser und anderer Bilder aus jener
Zeit, die nordische Landschaft, niedriger Himmel. Dann Van Gogh
in Paris. Eine Nacht am Montmartre, mit Toulouse-Lautrec, Renoir;
die Mistinguette singt. Am Morgen kommt Van Gogh nach Hause,
durch die Fenster sieht er plötzlich das Licht, die Farben von Paris.
In diesem Augenblick wird der Film zum Farbfilm. In einem Vor-
wort schrieb ich: Dies ist ein Drama der Bilder.111

The confusion regarding his aims is more than clear. The text was
first conceived of  as a Stück (that is, in terms of  theatrical scenes),
but the multiplicity of  the elements in the background (landscape,
scenes of  continuous movement, etc.) led the author to abandon the
initial project. Thus, when it came to writing his text, he had one me-
dium only in mind, the cinematographic one, and therefore called
his text a “Szenario” for a film on van Gogh. If  on the one hand the
author tends to develop his scenes with a theatre-like eye, on the

110 Hans Sahl, Aus einem Van-Gogh-Film, in “Das Neue Tage-Buch”, VII (1939), n.
1, pp. 18-20.

111 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 70.
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other he succumbs to the allure of  the possibilities guaranteed by
the new cinematographic technology, above all, that of  working in
color. The Farbfilm, in fact, could effectively render that essential ele-
ment of  the text that otherwise would be impossible to represent in
the scene: the chromatic evolution in the painting of  van Gogh
which was consistent with his artistic growth.

Nevertheless, the project’s translation into film did not seem to sa-
tisfy the author completely. It is likely that the piece – on which he
had so assiduously and expertly worked – was simply too close to
Sahl’s heart for him not to feel that its exclusive realization in the ci-
nematographic field would somehow be reductive. Furthermore, one
must realize that in terms of  literary worth, Sahl did not have a par-
ticularly high regard for his texts for the cinema. As he writes in his
diary:

Ein Film-Manuskript ist kein Werk der Literatur […] die Sprache ist
nicht Ziel des literarischen Drehbuchs sondern Durchgangsstation.
Die besten Drehbücher sind oft von Menschen geschrieben wor-
den, die keinen richtigen Satz zu Papier bringen konnten.112

And it is the same diary that demonstrates the plan to adapt the
Szenario in dramatic form. The related note is eloquent as it reveals
the author’s dissatisfaction with the sole realization of  his text, aware
perhaps that some of  the positive scenic choices could easily have
been adapted for the theatre. The note most probably dates to the se-
cond half  of  1941 when Sahl was already in New York. On the page
in question, the author formulates a list of  projects, many of  which
would not be followed up. Among these, three are concerned with
van Gogh: “Entwürfe: 1) Gedichtband; 2) Lyrische Anthologie […]
3) Van Gogh = Drama; 4) Van Gogh = Hörspiel; 5) Artikel über
Auvers/S. Oise (Van Gogh); 6) Buch über Toulouse Lautrec”.113 A
dramatic version of  the text (in the form of  a Hörspiel), however, was
never completed. Nevertheless, from that which remains the two-

112 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Autobiographisches/Tagebücher/ TB V.
113 Ibid.
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fold tension which inspired Sahl in the moment of  drafting his sce-
nes emerges. As opposed to the other surviving Filmexposés, the
Szenario for a film on van Gogh stands out on account of  both its li-
terary nature (which also hindered attempts at its cinematographic
realization, causing one director to comment that the text was too
well written to be a script)114 as well as its clear subdivision into sce-
nes (which the other Filmexposés preserved in the archives do not
have) and powerful moments of  theatre-like dialogue.

The series of  seventeen scenes published in 1956 in the Munich
magazine “Das Schönste” makes one think that, with respect to the
initial project, Sahl had radically changed the implications of  his text.
If  the scenes published in “Das Neue Tage-Buch” in 1939 were pre-
ceded by the title Aus einem Van-Gogh Film, the tile of  the later text
made no reference whatsoever to cinema: Vincent. Eine Szenenfolge aus
dem Leben des Malers Van Gogh. The technique employed in the Sze-
nenfolge is clearly the one the author most preferred in the construc-
tion of  his dramatic pieces. From the oratorio Jemand – subdivided
into a sequence of  scenes marked by the projection of  Masereel’s
woodcuts onto a screen – to the dramas Hausmusik and Rubinstein –
assembled on the sequence of  scenes – Sahl breaks the action of  his
dramatic texts down into individual tableau. The construction of  the
Szenenfolge recalls a well-established tradition which, beginning with
the Passionsspiele and revolutionized by the model of  the Strindbergian
Stationendrama, had been revitalized by the Expressionist Theatre (one
thinks of  Georg Kaiser’s Von Morgens bis Mitternachts or Else Lasker-
Schüler’s Die Wupper). And the Szenenfolge itself  is recalled, for exam-
ple, by Peter Szondi in his Theorie des modernen Dramas to give an
example of  the disruption of  the classical unity of  action within mo-
dern drama (“Die Einheit der Handlung [wird] durch die Einheit des
Ich ersetzt […] das Handlungskontinuum in eine Szenenfolge auf-
gelöst”).115 Apart from the continuity it shares with the theatrical tra-
dition of  the early 20th century (a tradition that stabilizes itself,

114 It was the director Paul Kohner who judged the text too “well-written” in a let-
ter to Sahl. Cfr. Ruth Oelze, op. cit., p. 43.

115 Peter Szondi, Theorie des modernen Dramas 1880-1950, in Schriften, edited by Wolf-
gang Fietkau (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1978), vol. I, p. 47.
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moreover, in the second half  of  the 20th century as well with Hei-
ner Müller, Botho Strauß, Marlene Streeruwitz, etc.), one could find
that the assembly technique of  the scenes in sequence, even if  di-
srupting the linearity of  classical drama, lends itself  to those inter-
medial mixtures of  cinema, figurative art, and theatre to which Hans
Sahl dramatic works also tend. The theatrical technique of  the Sze-
nenfolge comes close to the sequential editing of  the cinematographic
art: to the static quality of  photography, the cinema substitutes the
dynamism of  the sequence of  individual frames, in that way every
scene becomes a conceptual and visual frame complete in itself, not
necessarily invested with a casual arrangement with respect to the
optical aphorism that precedes or succeeds it.

The “acoustic” author: the production of  the Hörspiele

On a page of  his memoirs Sahl describes himself  as an “opti-
scher” author who became an “akustischer”116 one. The author’s sen-
sitivity to the oral text became exclusive at an advanced age when
eye problems forced him to develop a new method of  textual ela-
boration: dictation. In this regard his reflections on the difference
between the modern writer, used to a silent activity of  labor limae di-
rected toward the rather silent consumption of  the text through its
being read, and the writer of  antiquity for whom the dimension of
the story instead was tied to the sound of  his own voice and condi-
tioned by the times of  orality, are very eloquent. Indeed, the oral
story possesses “seine eigene Diktion”, “es duldet keine Pausen”,
“es zielt auf  das Ganze, nicht mehr auf  ein Detail”, there are precise
strategies “den Zuhörer nicht zu verlieren”; the modern writer, on
the other hand, is prey to the “Introspektion der Kunst”, “rede[t]
mit sich selbst und nicht mehr mit dem Zuhörer oder dem Leser”,
he anxiously seeks the mot juste, so that his activies are resolved in a
sort of  “Selbstbefriedigung mit der Sprache”.117 If  the acoustic di-
mension forces the author to confront a narrative condition limited

116 Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten (Darmstadt: Luchterhand, 1985), p. 64.
117 Ibid.
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by the tempus of  oral transmission, it could be argued that Sahl’s sen-
sitivity to a form of  oral narration was alive within him well before
the deterioration of  his eyes, a fact to which various dramatic pieces
conceived for radio – which fascinated Sahl no less than the cinema
– attest.

It is well known that beginning in the 1920s the radio aroused not
just a small degree of  interest on the part of  German authors, en-
gaged as they were in various theoretical reflections on the author’s
purpose within mass culture (consider, for example, the thoughts of
Brecht and Benjamin).118 Acoustic narration quickly revealed itself
advantageous to a literary genre that had no precedents and confi-
gured itself  as  “die einzige genuine Kunstgattung des Mediums
Radio”:119 the Hörspiel. Born as a drama conceived exclusively for the
acoustic medium,120 the Hörspiel subverts traditional theatrical practice
founded on the presupposition of  the presence of  actors and spec-
tators for the duration of  the performance. Generally quite short
and for the most part pared down to only one act, the Hörspiele em-
ploy precise compositional strategies to guarantee the listener’s at-
tention (brief  dialogues, musical interludes, pauses reduced to the
essential, changes of  the actors’ voices, etc.). 

Open to the new possibilities offered by the radiophonic medium
– not least that of  reaching a considerable number of  listeners si-
multaneously – in 1942 Sahl conceived the first of  his Hörspiel enti-
tled Urlaub vom Tod, which was also destined to remain the only one
ever broadcast. Written in New York as a piece of  anti-Nazi propa-

118 In his essay Der Rundfunk als Kommunikationsapparat Brecht thematizes a Rund-
funktheorie in an analogous way to Benjamin’s thoughts on the matter in Theater und
Rundfunk and Situation im Rundfunk. Beyond any specific theoretical differences, Schil-
ler-Lerg observes: “Hier trafen sich der Praktiker Brecht als Theoretiker und der Theo-
retiker Benjamin als Praktiker in einem neuen Medienbewusstsein”; cfr. Sabine
Schiller-Lerg, Walter Benjamin und der Rundfunk. Programmarbeit zwischen Theorie und Pra-
xis (Munich: Saur, 1984), p. 206. 

119 Werner Klippert, Elemente des Hörspiels (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1977), p. 3.
120 Cfr. Götz Schmedes, Medientext Hörspiel. Ansätze einer Hörspielsemiotik am Beispiel

der Radioarbeiten von Alfred Behrens (Berlin: Waxmann, 2002), p. 22ff. See also: Radio-Kul-
tur und Hör-Kunst zwischen Avantgarde und Popularkunst 1923-2001, edited by Andreas
Stuhlmann (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2001).
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ganda, Urlaub vom Tod, together with the oratorio Jemand, should be
considered to be among the most interesting of  the exiled author’s
militantly anti-Nazi works. Created for the radio transmission Trea-
sury Parade (“eine Sendereihe des Finanzministeriums, die für die
Zeichnung von Kriegsanleihen werben sollte”),121 it was transmitted
that same year in English (Fourlough from Death); a German verison
followed on the program We Fight Back, which had been founded by
Manfred George and Ernst Joseph Aufricht in order to make the
American public familiar with the works of  German authors in exile: 

Einakter von Brecht, Ödön von Horvath, Ferdinand Bruckner wur-
den dort in deutscher Sprache gesendet. Es war nicht so sehr eine
Propagandawaffe gegen die amerikanischen Nazis als ein Mittel der
Identifizierung. Wir wollten sagen, wer wir waren, es war unser Bei-
trag zum Krieg.122

Condensed into only twenty minutes, the one act of  Urlaub vom
Tod123 thematizes the question of  collective German guilt by way of
a portrait of  a family ravaged by the war. In the opening scenes we
are presented with an intimate sketch of  a family that has come to-
gether in the attempt to preserve a sense of  normality by means of
ordinary gestures which, considered in the context of  the fury of
events, cover the characters in a sinister patina of  alienation. At the
same time, in a sort of  acoustic mise en abîme, a radio transmits bul-
letins from the Russian front while a maid obeys the orders of  her
mistress, Frau Müller, who is waiting for her son to return on fur-
lough to celebrate his birthday as he had promised. A simple dinner
has been prepared for the occasion, and the maid has tidied up his
room so that he will find everything as it was before he left. The Füh-
rer’s portrait still hangs on the wall, the books are on their shelves,
and the walls have been touched up. She reminds us of  the young

121 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil (Frankfurt a.M.: Luchterhand, 1990), p. 110.
122 Ibid.
123 Hans Sahl, Urlaub vom Tod. Ein Hörspiel, in Deutsche Theaterleute im amerikanischen

Exil. Ausstellung (Hamburg: Universität Hamburg, mit der Unterstützung der Amerika-
Gesellschaft e. V., 1976), pp. 79-87.
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lover of  flower’s touching sentimentalism: “Frau Müller vergessen
nicht, dass der junge Herr Schnittblumen nicht mag”, she says, “der
junge Herr hat ein so gutes Herz. Er sagte immer: Menschen darf
man töten, wenn es das höhere Interesse verlangt. Blumen nicht. Das
Leben einer Blume ist heilig, sagte er”.124 And yet the climate of  ter-
ror renders the individual characters’ quiet contrived, a climate evo-
ked by the exchanges between the maid and Frau Müller, the former
well aware of  the truth of  the events and casualties at the front, the
latter preoccupied with evading reality in the same way the authori-
ties have done with their radio transmissions of  false hopes. In re-
sponse to his wife who’s clearly preoccupied with asking about the
“schlechte Nachrichten” from the front, Herr Müller says: “Du wirst
mich noch ins KZ bringen. Militärische Maßnahmen, die aus strate-
gischen Gründen erfolgen, dürften wohl kaum unter den Begriff
‘schlechte Nachrichten’ fallen”.125

Within a context in which one has been forced to renounce any
misgivings whatsoever, the survivor’s sudden appearance in Urlaub
vom Tod is like a cloudburst. Pale and shivering, his helmet down
over his face, Martin answers his mother’s questions with a curt “mir
ist kalt”.126 His mother and the maid are immediately concerned, as
both have recognized his disorientation, and they appear in a sort of
counterpoint to the comrade-like manner with which his father gre-
ets him: “Willkommen daheim, mein Junge. Hast du dich gut ge-
halten. Dein Vater ist stolz auf  dich. Lange Reise, was? Tag und
Nacht gefahren, wie? Na, wirst dich schon erholen”.127 The next
scene, however, sees the father’s confidence destroyed, and the mo-
ther’s fears confirmed while the rapid dialogue gives a sense of  the
immense tragedy that cannot be dismissed. Urged by his father to
resign himself  and to consider the war “ein Kinderspiel” Martin re-
plies “Nein Vater, ich lebe nicht mehr”;128 when asked by his mother
to remove his helmet he answers: “Ich habe kein Gesicht mehr,

124 Ivi, p. 80.
125 Ivi, p. 81.
126 Ivi, p. 82.
127 Ibid.
128 Ivi, p. 83.
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Mutter”.129 Martin’s ever more disconcerting responses to his parents’
pressing questions conclude with the stark revelation: “Ich habe auf-
gehört, ein Mensch zu sein […]. Ich bin ein toter Soldat”.130

This declaration, however, does not precede any outburst on the
conditions he suffered in the war, but it does reveal a truth, which,
even if  absurd, is the only one possible: the survivor has indeed re-
turned on furlough, but his is only a vacation from death. The tragedy at
this point is anything but concluded, and Martin’s revelation is the be-
ginning of  an urgent j’accuse against that generation of  fathers guilty of
having hidden the reality of  war from their sons. The survivor, by now
turned vengeful spirit, has come home to “call into account” not only
his own death but that of  the thousands of  other children who had be-
lieved in their fathers (note the use of  the collective “wir”):

Als wir auszogen, dachten wir, es wäre für Deutschland, und
Deutschland ist unbesiegbar. Wir haben die Fahne des Führers
durch ganz Europa getragen […] Wir haben Völker liquidiert und
Nationen von der Landkarte weggewischt. Und nun? Was jetzt?
Noch mehr Hassen und Gehasstwerden, noch mehr Töten und Ge-
tötetwerden? Warum habt ihr mir das angetan? Warum habt ihr,
meine Eltern, mir nicht die Wahrheit gesagt?131

At the beginning Mr. Müller responds to his son’s accusations by
referring to the unavoidability of  events: “Es kam eine Krankheit
über uns. Ein verlorener Krieg. Sieben Millionen Arbeitslose. Eine
Republik, die sich selbst aufgab. Ich habe auch nur getan, was die
anderen taten. Ich konnte mich nicht ausschließen”.132 Yet when
Martin reminds him of  how the entire world now hates the Ger-
mans (quite successful, from a formal point of  view, the distant echo
in sottofondo of  oppressed peoples chanting their lament in different
tongues), his father renounces all the lies and issues a mea culpa en-
compassing the entire nation: 

129 Ibid.
130 Ibid.
131 Ivi, p. 84.
132 Ivi, p. 85.
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Ja, ich weiß, sie hassen uns. Aber es gibt kein Zurück mehr. Wir alle
sind zu Komplizen eines Verbrechens gemacht worden. Jeder weiß
es von jedem, und jeder hat jeden in der Hand. Das macht aus uns
eine Gemeinschaft – eine Gemeinschaft von Mitwissern. Wir alle
sind Gefangene. Deutschland ist ein einziges Konzentrationslager.133

With Urlaub vom Tod Sahl affirmed his intention to “in dem ich die
These von der Kollektivschuld zurückwies und einen Unterschied
machte zwischen Deutschen und Nazis”.134 Apart from the author’s
reaction to the Schuldfrage, which he was to confront in later poetic
productions as well, the clearest difference between Urlaub vom Tod
and other eloquent examples of  Heimkehrerliteratur is in the context
in which it was born: exile. Urlaub vom Tod is not a survivor’s play like
Wolfgang Borchert’s Draußen vor der Tür (1947), nor is it a reportage on
the Russian campaign like Theodor Plevier’s Stalingrad (1945). Writ-
ten and then broadcast while the war was already underway, Sahl’s
radio drama does not force the listener to revisit the horrors à rebour,
but to intensely confront an ongoing reality. Sometimes the drama re-
sponds to historical events by questioning whether the Germans in-
deed share a collective guilt, while at others it issues an urgent and
desperate appeal to revolt. Martin’s final words before leaving his pa-
rents’ home suggest the imminent uprising of  all German soliders
against those who had sent them to the slaughter:

Dann werden wir alle draußen versammelt sein. Viele tote Soldaten.
Eine ganze Armee. Und wir werden den Weg zurückgehen, den wir
gekommen sind, Augen geradeaus, Bajonett gefällt, die Sterne über
uns und das Banner der Freiheit im Nacken.135

Written during the war as well, most likely between 1941 and
1945, Gegen den Sturm – the Hörspiel comprises a total of  six complete
typewritten pages residing in the archives – relates the author’s ex-

133 Ivi, p. 86.
134 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 111.
135 Hans Sahl, Urlaub vom Tod, cit., p. 87.
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perience of  waiting in Marseille and in Lisbon before setting sail for
the United States. In 1940, after being interred in two French work
camps (one of  which he shared with Walter Benjamin) and an exhau-
sting escape from German troops, Sahl made it to the free port of
Marseilles, the only one (other than Lisbon) from which refugees
could hope to leave Europe. Just as it is described in the pages of
Anna Seghers’ novel Transit, the city was the seat of  numerous con-
sulates136 and received thousands of  refugees exhausted by the ter-
ror and seemingly interminable waiting times for visas. For Sahl,
Marseilles represented not only a place of  salvation, but also a con-
crete commitment to other intellectuals in danger. There he colla-
borated with Varian Fry137 at the Centre Américain de Secours (CAS), a
clandestine assistance cell founded in New York (Emergency Rescue
Commitee) at the instigation of  Erika Mann and other intellectuals
with the goal of  facilitating the escape of  artists and intellectuals
from Europe.138 Sahl’s work consisted in  “Berichte […] zu verfas-
sen” on the CAS’s work, “die Washington veranlassen sollten, die
Hilfsorganisationen für die Flüchtlinge zu beschleunigen”,139 and re-
ducing waiting times, which for some would have been fatal. At the
beginning of  March 1941, Sahl too set sail from Marseilles for Li-
sbon, where he was to wait for more than a month before being able
to board the “Guinee”, one of  the last ships to leave Lisbon for the
United States. The Portugese city did not present refugees with a dif-

136 Cfr. Hans-Albert Walter, Deutsche Exilliteratur 1933-1950, vol. III: Internierung,
Flucht und Lebensbedingungen im Zweiten Weltkrieg (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1988), p. 302ff.

137 On the “fisher of  men from Marseilles”, as Hertha Pauli has defined him in Der
Riß der Zeit geht durch mein Herz. Ein Erlebnisbuch (Vienna: Zsolnay, 1970), p. 229, there
is an extensive biography. Here we shall mention only: Varian Fry, Surrender on Demand
(New York: Random House, 1945), the memoirs in which Fry offers a detailed re-
construction on the CAS’s activities in Marseilles; and the short but complete portrait
by Julijana Ranc, Odysseus und Don Quichotte – Zum hundertsten Geburtstag von Varian Fry
(1907-1967), in “Exil. Forschung. Erkenntisse. Ergebnisse”, XXVII (2007), pp. 5-39.

138 In August 1940 Fry set sail from New York with a list of  200 names. Thanks to
his contribution, the CAS saved the lives of  over 7000 refugees, among whom figured:
Hannah Arendt, Marc Chagall, Lion Feuchtwanger, Arthur Koestler, Claude Levi-
Strauss, Heinrich Mann, Golo Mann, Valeriu Marcu, Walter Mehring, Alfred Polgar,
Franz Werfel and others.

139 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 93.
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ferent perspective from that of  Marseilles: long waiting times for bo-
arding passes, shady deals to secure ever rarer places on ships. Sahl
describes Lisbon as a city so completely immersed in chaos that Mar-
seilles in contrast seemed to be “ein Puppenstübchen”.140

In Lisbon there were rescue centers for refugees (Fry himself
founded the Unitarian Service Committee there) too.141 In the radio-
drama Gegen den Sturm Sahl provides a portrait of  life within one of
those Flüchtlingsheime through the figure of  a volunteer, Lisa Beck,
who seems to be a composite of  the indefatigable CAS stenogra-
phers and secretaries Miriam Davenport and Mary Jayne Gold.142 It
is Lisa’s wedding day, yet work in the Flüchtlingsheim continues on una-
bated, and she readies herself  for the ceremony with speedy sobriety.
There are no bridesmaids or family members with the bride-to-be,
only Charlotte, a little refugee who has lost all of  her family in the
bombing raids in London. In Charlotte and Lisa’s dialogue one notes
how the precarious state has removed any glimmer of  hope for the
future even from the young, as the girl asks: “Glauben Sie, daß es
wieder richtige Hochzeiten geben wird, wenn ich erwachsen bin?”.143

But the heroine of  the drama counters Charlotte’s disillusionment
with the promises of  a bright future within the American dream: 

Hoffentlich… (Plötzlich) Natürlich wird es wieder richtige Hochzei-
ten geben, natürlich wird es sie geben, Charlotte. Und wenn du dich
in Amerika verheiratest, dann bestehe ich darauf, dein Trauzeuge zu
sein.144

And thus, at the moment Lisa offers hope in place of  desperation
and the darkness of  war, she demonstrates being against the tide just

140 DLA-Marbach, A: Sahl/Briefe/Brief  von Hans Sahl an Siemsen, Lisbon,
27/3/1941 [741032].

141 Cfr. Anne Klein, Flüchtlingspolitik und Flüchtlingshilfe 1940-1942. Varian Fry und die
Kommitees zur Rettung politisch Verfolgter in New York und Marseille (Berlin: Metropol, 2007),
p. 10.

142 Of  the fifteen members of  the CAS, two were women. Fry himself  provides an
appreciative portrait of  them in his memoirs. Cfr. Anne Klein, op. cit., p. 191ff.

143 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Hörspiele/Gegen den Sturm.
144 Ibid.
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as the title of  the radio drama has announced. Indeed, Lisa angrily
responds to Charlotte’s sense of  disillusionment and says: “Gebt die-
sen Kindern zurück, was ihr ihnen genommen habt! Gebt ihnen, was
ihnen gebührt: eine vernünftige Welt. Eine richtige Welt! […] Lasst
sie nicht unsere Fehler und Irrtümer nachmachen”.145

A red thread of  hope connects three generations of  women: the
little girl Charlotte, Lisa Beck, and the older Frau Kaufmann. The
elderly Frau Kaufmann, with whom Lisa speaks prior to her wed-
ding ceremony, remembers her own wedding day in quieter and hap-
pier times. Just as Lisa had given hope to Charlotte, so Frau
Kaufmann leads Lisa to recover a sense of  humanity that seemed to
be crumbling away by looking back to a time unaffected by war and
the darkness of  Nazism. In the drama’s final lines the author imagi-
nes a better world:

Die ganze Welt wird wieder von vorne anfangen müssen, wenn die-
ser Krieg zu Ende ist…. dort anfangen, wo unsere Väter und Groß-
väter einst aufhörten, dort, wo die Bill of  Rights und die
Menschenrechte verkündet wurden…Und wir haben bereits von
vorne angefangen. Der große Krieg gegen die Feinde der Mensch-
heit ist im Gange. Wir haben Opfer gebracht, und wir werden nicht
aufhören, Opfer zu bringen, bis die Welt so ist, wie wir sie wollen:
eine Welt des Friedens, der Freiheit und der Toleranz.146

Memories of  his time in Marseilles are at the center of  a play that
was not conceived for the radio, but for the theatre. Die Füße der An-
dern147 is a one-act play preserved on nine typewritten pages that most
likely dates to the middle of  the 1960s. It features two nameless fi-
gures, a man and a woman, who are similarly designated only as “he”
and “she”. The two are engaged in conversation onboard a ship with
the evocative name of  “Esperanza” during a brief  trip “[mit dem]
Blick auf  die unvergessliche Alpenkette” upon a Swiss lake or river.

145 Ibid.
146 Ibid.
147 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Hörspiele/Die Füße der Anderen.
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The two conversant figures – who as the title states are literally below
the passing of  others’ feet (“ihr Kommen und Gehen, ihr Ausstampfen,
etc., kann vom Regisseur kontrapunktisch in Beziehung zum Dialog
gesetzt werden”)148– seem immersed in a space outside of  time. After
a separation of  twenty years, the two, who once were lovers, recall
the time they first met and then their subsequent separation. The
male figure clearly resembles the author: exiled in New York, at one
time a collaborator in a refugee center in Marseilles, married, and
with children. The two had met in Marseilles, she a refugee and he
an assistant, they had become involved, and they had pledged eter-
nal love. However, the amount of  time spent waiting for a visa an-
nihilated the tie. He chastises her with certain words: “Du hast
ebenfalls auf  dein Visum gewartet, aber meins kam früher, und ich
musste fort. Ich wartete auf  Dich in New York, ich wartete sechs
Wochen lang auf  meine Verlobte. Aber meine Verlobte hatte auf  der
Überfahrt einen anderen Mann kennengelernt und sich mit ihm ver-
lobt”;149 she blames everything on a cruel fate, that of  exile.

The files related to the “Funkspiel”150 Ein amerikanischer Sommer, an
unfinished text most likely composed toward the end of  the 1960s,
suggest a lively, ironic portrait of  the life of  the exile who by that
point had become an American citizen. The setting suggests simila-
rities to Sahl’s house on Sag Harbor, Long Island, which he had ac-
quired after the birth of  his first son Mark Tobias151 and where, in no
way at odds with the vox loquens of  the text, he and his family typi-
cally spent the summer months. Furthermore, one can deduce from
the lines of  the poem Das Haus auf  Long Island that their home was

148 Ibid.
149 Ibid.
150 In the file that contains the seven typewritten pages one finds the following in-

formation: “Als Funkspiel geplant, unvollendet”. Cfr. DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Drama-
tisches/Ein amerikanischer Sommer.

151 In 1959 Sahl met his future partner Melinda Albrecht. She was thirty years youn-
ger and had also arrived in America from Germany during the war, gravely suffering
from anorexia and plagued by serious depressive episodes. The marriage took place in
1961 and lasted until 1984 when the two were divorced. They had three sons: Stephan
Andreas (1962, who died shortly after birth), Mark Tobias (1964) and Timothy Seba-
stian (1965). 
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also modest: “Mein Garten auf  Long Island hat 12 Obstbäume /
Die Raupen der Zigeunermotte fraßen sie auf. / Termiten nagen an
den Grundfesten meines / auf  Abzahlung gekauften Hauses. / Es
ist eine gute Kapitalanlage, / sagen die Leute”.152 The garden of  the
house described in the poem arises in the theatre from the difficult
coexistence between two families, the Armstrongs and the Mackin-
toshes, divided only by a fence. The surviving scenes of  the text de-
scribe the daily life of  these two neighboring families divided by
economic differences and the suspicions of  a typical American bour-
geois family (the Mackintoshes) toward its less well-to-do neighbors
(the Armstrongs). Sketching some scenes of  their everyday life, Mr.
Armstrong lingers on the prejudice of  his neighbors that lurks be-
neath a thin veil of  hypocrisy: 

Unsere Häuser standen so nahe beieinander, dass man fast jedes
Wort hören konnte, das drüben gesprochen wurde. So blieb uns
denn auch nicht verborgen, dass die Mackintoshs etwas gegen uns
hatten. Sie liessen es sich jedoch nicht anmerken.153

Too little remains of  the text to be able to offer hypotheses as to
why the Mackintoshes are so hostile toward their neighbors; never-
theless, it is interesting to recognize how the formal aspect of  the
piece attests to a high level of  awareness of  the most efficacious stra-
tegies for radio broadcast.

Almost as if  to obviate the lack of  visual points of  support, the
narration given to Mr. Armstrong, who asserts himself  as a unique
vox loquens, seizes upon the spatial deixis:  “Hier ist das Haus, das wir
für den Sommer gemietet hatten. […] Hier sind sie: Mr. und Mrs.
Mackintosh, gehobener Mittelstand, Eigentumswohnung in Man-
hattan, Station-Wagen, Ruderboot mit Außenmotor”.154 After intro-
ducing his family (his wife and his five-year-old son Stocky), the
context of  the house on Long Island, and his neighbors, Mr. Ar-

152 Hans Sahl, Das Haus auf  Long Island, in Wir sind die Letzten. Gedichte (Heidelberg:
Lambert Schneider, 1976), p. 57.

153 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Ein amerikanischer Sommer.
154Ibid.
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mstrong then turns to his eventual radio listener with a sort of  cap-
tatio benevolentiae. He interacts with this virtual listener as if  they were
a family friend invited over to look at a photo album or family video,
and he spares no detail: 

Wir waren diesen Sommer auf  Long Island und haben dort einige
Aufnahmen gemacht, die Sie vielleicht interessieren werden. Wir
haben auch einen kleinen 8-mm-Film gedreht, von dem wir Ihnen
ein paar Ausschnitte zeigen können, falls die Zeit reicht. – Hier ist
eine Landkarte von Long Island…155

Once again, the process of  intermedial interference between vi-
sion and acoustics exposes a studied strategy of  ways to keep the li-
stener’s attention.

As opposed to the three previously discussed Hörspiele, all of
which are in some way related to the author’s hic et nunc (the expe-
rience of  war, exile, and the confrontation with American culture),
Die Geschichte des vierten Weisen aus Morgenland156 leaves historical facts
behind in order to concentrate on religious myth. The complete one-
act Hörspiel is comprised of  fifteen typewritten pages. It is, however,
difficult to specify when it may have been written; that stated, the
use of  English in the musical direction could only have coincided
with the author’s arrival in New York, a detail which could prove in-
dicative. The radio drama seems to be close to the author’s thoughts
in the years in which, disillusioned by communism, he tried to salvage
the values of  Christianity, above all, love for one’s neighbor. As Rei-
ter makes clear,157 after his break with communism and the reading
of  Silone’s Vino e Pane, Sahl turned to Chrisitianity as a form of  ethi-
cal teaching. “Als Jude bin ich Christ, als Christ Jude”,158 Sahl later
wrote in his diary, confirming not the calling of  an assimilated Jew

155 Ibid.
156 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Die Geschichte des vierten Weisen aus

Morgenland.
157 Andrea Reiter, Die Exterritorialität des Denkens. Hans Sahl im Exil (Göttingen:

Wallstein 2007), p. 152.
158 Ivi, p. 153.
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to religious syncretism, but a problematic conversation with those
roots that had been negated by an education strongly in line with
German culture but one which did not preclude Christianity. 

The Hörspiel revolves around the figure of  Artaban, the fourth of
the magi, who was unable to reach Bethlehem in time to bring his
gifts to the Christ child. From the missing meeting to the search for
a new possibility of  encountering Christ, Artaban derives a teaching
unwritten in any law: love of  one’s neighbor, a law he feels is the
only one that could make up for that lack. From the beginning of  the
play it seems that an invisible hand is leading Artaban to believe that
the only way to serve God is that of  taking care of  his fellow man.
On his way to Bethlehem he is stopped by an old beggar. Artaban
knows this will keep him from meeting the other magi and possibly
even Christ, but a voice convinces him to stop: “Gott, sage du mir,
was ich tun soll. Wenn ich diesen Alten hier liegen lasse, wird er ster-
ben. Wenn ich bleibe, bei ihm bleibe, komme ich zu spät. Sie werden
ohne mich die Reise antreten”.159

Only by seeking the Christ child in every corner of  the world, by
helping every single person in need he meets upon his way, is Arta-
ban able to still his longing: “Von Land zu Land ging er, von Stadt
zu Stadt. Dort, wo das Elend wohnte, und die Hungersnot, und die
Pest, und die Armut. Wo immer Menschen erduldeten, dorthin ging
Artaban, suchend…suchend”.160 For thirty years Artaban does no-
thing but come to the aid of  suffering humanity. Old and exhausted,
he finally reaches Jerusalem on the day of  the crucifixion. A little girl
who has been reduced to slavery he meets on the road explains to
him the reason for the long procession towards Golgatha: Pilate has
condemned Jesus to death. Though he is tired, Artaban rejoices at
the idea of  being able to see his Lord at least once and is ready to
make it to Golgotha in order to bring him the last of  his remaining
gifts, a pearl. But the little girl holds him back by begging for his help.
And so, yet again, Artaban must decide between Christ and his nei-
ghbor: “Mein Kind, diese Perle ist mein letzter Schatz. Es ist alles,

159 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Die Geschichte des vierten Weisen aus
Morgenland.

160 Ibid.
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was ich noch besitze, und ich habe es für den König aufgehoben.
Pause. Nimm sie! (Schwer) Es ist…dein Lösegeld!”.161 The ear-
thquake which shakes the ground following Christ’s death kills Ar-
taban too, who, however, has become a paradigm of  true Christian
love.

Hitler

Three typewritten texts are all that remain of  a planned play about
Hitler.162 Two of  them (quite damaged) are made up of  various sce-
nes and a schematic sketch; the third contains the play’s beginnings.
In order to have an overall idea of  the project, it is necessary to com-
pare the texts.  From the project’s outline it is clear that the play in-
tended to tell the human and political story of  Adolf  Hitler from
his childhood up through the eruption of  the war. The lack of  a sec-
tion dedicated to his demise might suggest that the piece was con-
ceived prior to Hitler’s death; and in the introduction the speaker’s
voice, in fact, confirms as much: “Leider konnte das letzte Kapitel
noch nicht geschrieben werden, das die Verhaftung und Bestrafung
des Verbrechers erzählt. Wir hoffen aber, dies in Kürze, bestimmt
nach vor Ende dieses Jahres, nachzuholen”.163 The play was most li-
kely written, therefore, between the end of  1944 (the terminus ante
quem might be the essay Hitler oder die Demaskierungeiner Epoche,164

which dates to 1943) and 1945 (the terminus post quem would be 30
April 1945). The fact that Hitler was presented as a criminal being
sought throughout the world at the age of  57 (which he only would
have been in 1946), simply suggests authorial oversight. In the in-
troduction, Sahl reveals why he intended to tell the human side of
the dictator’s story, a story he by that point considered a “Kriminal-
roman”: 

161 Ibid.
162 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Hitler.
163 Ibid.
164 The essay, first conceived in 1943, was published only in 1991. Cfr. Hans Sahl,

Hitler oder die Demaskierung einer Epoche, in “Und doch…”, cit., pp. 10-20.
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Sie hören jetzt den größten Kriminalroman aller Zeiten: die Ge-
schichte Adolf  Hitlers, geschrieben auf  Grund seiner Autobiogra-
phie “Mein Kampf ” und unter Benutzung der historischen
Dokumente, sowie der Bücher von Konrad Heiden, Hermann Rau-
schning und Ludwig Wagner.165 Es ist ein wahrer Kriminalroman,
kein erfundener.166

The play was supposed to unfold over four acts: the first and only
one conserved was to deal with Hitler’s youth; the second with the
period between the First World War and its immediate aftermath up
through the establishment of  the Republic of  Weimar and the Treaty
of  Versailles; the third on the phases of  his coming to power, from
the Beerhall Putsch up through his nomination as Chancellor; the
last on the key moments of  the development and consolidation of
power, from the burning of  the Reichstag to Röhm’s assassination;
the final scenes would have told of  the tragedy of  the Holocaust and
the war.

A speaker introduces the first scene (the structure of  the text, ho-
wever, is too large to be able to hypothesize about its configuration
as a radio drama). This decision emphasizes the pathos of  a message
aimed at all of  humanity still under threat from the “criminal” Hitler:

Achtung! Achtung! An alle Radiostationen der Welt! Gesucht wird
ein Mann, 57 Jahre alt, unverheiratet, angeklagt wegen Mord, Raub,
Erpressung, Überfall und anderen […] an der Menschheit begangenen
Verbrechen! Er trägt einen kleinen, schwarzen Schnurrbart und geht
nur in Begleitung seiner Leibwache aus. Er ist heimtückisch, grau-
sam, böse und schreckt vor keiner Gewalttat zurück. Wer ihn fängt,
tot oder lebendig, wird dafür belohnt werden, die Menschheit von
einem Ungeheuer befreit zu haben.167

165 Konrad Heiden, Hitler (New York: AMS Press, 1936); Ludwig Wagner, Hitler.
Man of  Strife (New York: Norton, 1942); Hermann Rauschning, Gespräche mit Hitler
(New York: Europe Verlag, 1940).

166 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Hitler/Typoskript II.
167 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Hitler.
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In the few preserved scenes there is talk of  the family environ-
ment in which Hitler grew up and his premature psychological de-
fects. One immediately gets the impression that the future dictator’s
cruelty is at times idiopathic, and at times exacerbated by his father’s
brutality. A terrible student, unloved by his peers, the young Hitler
passes his days alone, torturing helpless insects and dreaming of  war-
like deeds: 

Er liebte seine Mitschüler nicht, und seine Mitschüler liebten ihn
nicht. Sogar seine Mutter hatte Angst vor ihm, denn er war von un-
durchsichtigem und launischem Wesen. Oft lag er, wenn die andern
spielten unter einem Baum und träumte von künftigem Ruhm, von
Schlachtenlärm, Kanonendonner und von dem Röcheln der Ster-
benden.168

Young Adolf ’s personality even eludes his mother, who never-
theless observes his destructive and sadistic tendencies – in the first
scene we see the child tear the wings off  an insect and then answer
his mother’s reproach (“warum bist du so grausam, Adolf?”) with la-
conic coldness: “Die Natur ist auch grausam, Mutter”.169 The pic-
ture shifts to a pub where Adolf ’s alcoholic and aggressive father is
hitting his son and publicly accusing him of  not having done his ho-
mework and of  lying – even his mother had accused him of  being a
liar, almost as if  to suggest that the future dictator’s true nature could
be explained by a pathological tendency to lying. Adolf ’s reaction to
his father’s death, following an explosion of  anger he himself  had
caused, exposes all of  the vindictiveness of  this future “criminal”
thirsty for revenge and void of  human compassion: “Er ist tot. Er
kann mich nicht mehr schlagen… Von jetzt ab wird mich niemand
mehr schlagen…niemand…niemand”.170

The second scene finds Adolf  now a young artist longing for
confirmation. Having reached the Academy of  Fine Arts and con-
fident of  being admitted, he instead receives the crushing blow of

168 Ibid.
169 Ibid.
170 Ibid.
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rejection from a professor: “Ihre Zeichnungen sind abgelehnt”. In
a vindictive manner suggestive of  his criminal acts to come, Hitler
responds: “Sie werden von mir hören, wenn meine Stunde gekom-
men ist…Mögen Sie nie bereuen, mich fortgeschickt zu
haben…”.171 The scenes’ vox loquens suggests that the future dicta-
tor’s cruelty was made worse by what would prove to be a deadly
chain of  events, which frustrated and destroyed any hope the artist
had in possessing any talent:

Man soll nie die Zeichnungen eines künftigen Diktators ablehnen!
Wie viel Unheil wäre der Welt erspart geblieben, wenn die Wiener
Kunstakademie dem Schüler Adolf  Hitler ein Stipendium gewährt
hätte. Vielleicht wäre er heute Zeichenlehrer in einer Mädchen-
schule, hätte einen kleinen Gemüsegarten und spielte am Sonntag
Skat mit dem Rabbiner. Vielleicht…vielleicht auch nicht! […] Fur-
chtbarer hat noch kein lebendes Wesen Rache genommen an einer
Umwelt, die ihm den Weg nach oben versperrte – und darum ver-
nichtet werden sollte...Sie werden von mir hören, Herr Profes-
sor…172

Through these two scenes the tone of  the psychological drama
the author had already begun with his Scenario on Van Gogh emer-
ges. However, we do not know how the character’s individual destiny
would have been illustrated within the context of  historical events.

Hausmusik and Rubinstein: the dramas of  the Jewish-Ger-
man dialogue 

It is to the dramatic form that Sahl entrusts the confrontation
with his Jewish origins, and he does so initially in an autobiographi-
cal piece, Hausmusik. EineSzenenfolge (1980), a work which offers a
“characterology” of  the assimilated Jewish bourgeoisie in the early
20th century. This confrontation is continued in the inquisitorial sce-

171 Ibid.
172 Ibid.
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nes of  Rubinstein oder der Bayreuther Totentanz (1990) in which the
“Katz-und-Maus-Spiel”173 between Wagner and his Jewish collabo-
rators (the orchestral conductor Hermann Levi and the pianist Jo-
seph Rubinstein), offers Sahl the spark for investigating both
Wagner’s anti-Semitic psychology and the most obscure tendencies
of  Judaism in the phase of  its emancipation. 

Growing up in Berlin in a home of  rich assimilated Jews, Sahl (at
the time Hans Salomon)174 had an ambivalent attitude toward his ori-
gins, at times nostalgia for a universe that had been denied him by a
German-based education, and at times a problematic distance: 

Heute beklage ich, dass mir im Elternhaus das jüdische Erbe vor-
enthalten blieb, die Schönheit der chassidischen Legenden, die lo-
gistischen Gedankenspiele des Talmud, dass ich nicht mit Scholem
Alechem aufwuchs, sondern “nur” mit Wagner, Schumann, Mozart
und dem Bamberger Reiter.175

As a representative of  exile, on multiple occasions Sahl maintains
that he left Germany “nicht als Jude, sondern als Gegner Hitlers”. As
a writer he could not stand being labeled a “Jewish author” and was
proud of  claiming to belong to German literature, from which con-
text he did not want to be removed: “Darf  ich Sie ersuchen”, he
once asked a journalist during an interview, “mich nicht mehr als ‘jü-

173 Theodor Adorno, Versuch über Wagner (Munich: Knaur, 1964), p. 16 (an expres-
sion Adorno uses in regard to the collaboration between Wagner and Hermann Levi).

174 Sahl published his earliest stories and some of  his theatre and film criticism
under his family name of  Salomon. Starting in 1925 he began to use the (more Ger-
man-sounding) pseudonym Hans Sahl, at that time abbreviated as “H. S.”, cfr. Hans
Sahl. Eine Bibliographie seiner Schriften, edited by Gregor Ackermann and Momme Bro-
dersen (Marbach: Deutsche Schillergesellschaft, 1995). He still used his family name on
the identity card he was issued in Paris in 1936, though together with the Germanized
pseudonym: “Nom: Salomon ditSahl” (DLA-Marbach/A:Sahl/ZugehörigeMateria-
lien/Reisepässe/Carte d’identitè). However, this has disappeared altogether by the time
of  his American passport, where one finds only his pseudonym preceded by the doc-
tor title “Dr. Hans Sahl” (DLA-Marbach/A:Sahl/ ZugehörigeMaterialien/Reise-
pässe/Passport, United States of  America 1960-1964). 

175 Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten, cit., p. 42.
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dischen Schriftsteller’ vorzustellen?”.176 His parents’ origins (his fa-
ther, Paul Salomon, was a banker and commercial advisor, his mo-
ther, Anna Maaß, a descendant of  the assimilated Jewish haute
bourgeoisie) had almost no influence on the young Sahl’s education,
his Bildung was completely in line with that of  the best German tra-
dition. His grandfather, Leopold Salomon, had already belonged to
the Jüdische Reformgemeinde, “l’ala più radicale dell’ebraismo liberale
[…] fondata nel 1845 per eliminare dalla pratica religiosa ebraica
usanze che sembravano essere in contrasto con la cittadinanza tede-
sca”,177 and as a member of  the Verband deutscher Staatsbürger jüdischen
Glaubens he practiced according to the most liberal forms removed
from intransigent orthodoxy. If, as Mosse has observed, “il processo
di assimilazione impegnò la maggior parte delle energie degli ebrei te-
deschi, nello sforzo di adeguarsi alla società tedesca e di far fronte alla
loro ebraicità […] sbarazzandosi di quelle che venivano chiamate ‘pe-
culiarità ebraiche’, modificando la pratica dell’ebraismo ortodosso,
usi e abbigliamenti ebraici”, for more than a century that force would
imply “una radicale trasformazione della personalità, delle abitudini,
degli atteggiamenti”: “Gli ebrei dovevano diventare patrioti, impa-
rare le buone maniere e la morale della società ben educata nella quale
si sarebbero emancipati e la cui mentalità avrebbero dovuto assu-
mere”.178 The Weimar Republic had completed the Jews’ formal
emancipation, who, as Sahl would show in Hausmusik, had divested

176 Momme Brodersen, Schreiben nach Auschwitz: Hans Sahl, in “Exil. Forschung. Er-
kenntnisse. Ergebnisse”, XIV (1994), n. 2, pp. 5-12, here p. 5.

177 George Mosse, Ebrei in Germania fra assimilazione e antisemitismo (Florence: La
Giuntina, 1991), p. 72. (“The most radical wing of  liberal Judaism […] founded in
1845 to eliminate customs from Jewish religious practice that seemed to be in conflict
with German citizenship”). Unless otherwise noted, translations by the present tran-
slator.

178 Ivi, pp. 9-12. (“The process of  assimilation would take up a major part of  the
energy of  German Jews, in the pressure to adapt themselves to German society and
to face their Jewishness […] liberating themselves from those so-called ‘Jewish pecu-
liarities’, modifying the practice of  orthodox Judaism, Jewish customs, and clothing”);
(“a radical transformation of  personality, of  habits, behaviors”); (“The Jews had to
become patriots, learn good manners and the morals of  the well-polished society in
which they would be emancipated and which mentality they were to assume”).
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themselves of  their own distinctive cultural features in order to be-
come “preußischer sein als die Preußen”: liberal citizens, patriots,
and culturally formed. The two dramas of  his later years do not, the-
refore, deal with the merely autobiographical bond of  negated ori-
gins, but sound out the tragedy of  a dialogue, the Jewish-German
one, which had been revealed to be illusory and destined to be tra-
gically interrupted by Auschwitz. In Hausmusik the author presents
a picture of  a typical bourgeois family of  assimilated Jews in the years
before the First World War, years in which one hoped for a possible
“geistige Osmose”.179 In that sense Hausmusik represents “die Tra-
gikomödie einer Illusion, die in Auschwitz endete”:180 the Jewish
bourgeoisie’s illusion of  being, as the patriotic Bukofzer would de-
clare in the play, “in erster Linie Deutscher und in zweiter Jude”.181

To such a double-identity sought by various characters in the play, an
identity that affirmed belonging ‘in prima linea’ to German culture,
Rabbi Gottschalk’s few but trenchant barbs establish a counter me-
lody, as when he chastises the too liberal Felix Rosengarten’s for ha-
ving denied his children a Jewish education, and with the following
words unmasks the naievete behind assimilated Judaism:

Aber ihr preußischen Juden wollt preußischer sein als die Preußen.
Ihr glaubt, daß, um akzeptiert zu werden, ihr mehr arbeiten, mehr
Geld verdienen, mehr Gutes tun müßt als man von Euch erwartet.
Ihr gleicht einem verfolgten Tier, das die Schutzfärbung seiner Um-
gebung annimmt, um nicht erkannt zu werden. Aber ihr habt euch
getäuscht. Ich sehe den Tag kommen, da aus den germanischen Wäl-
dern die Horden Wotans mit Äxten und Hellebarden gegen euch
aufstehen werden, und es wird ein furchtbarer Tag sein.182

It is a given that Hausmusik first and foremost amounts to an au-
tobiographical drama. The anamnestic process involves characters,

179 Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten, cit., p. 42.
180 Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 209.
181 Here and following I quote from the Bühnenmanuskript: Hans Sahl, Hausmusik

(Bad Homburg: Stefani Hunzinger Bühnenverlag, 1980), here p. 29.
182 Ivi, p. 65.
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topographies, events, and psychologies, and gives life to a journey
that takes place among images from the author’s childhood. In this
way the reader can retrace certain corrispondences within the
drama. As opposed to what takes place in the memoirs, however,
– where the narrative voice distinguishes between the past and the
present by maintaining a critical distance – in the drama one notes
a process of  spatial-temporal dilation that interferes on the scene
between the present reality of  he who is remembering and the past.
This interference occurs in the presence of  precise scenic choices:
the presence of  a vox loquens (“Der Mann”) - identifiable with the
author - which expresses the continuum between past and present.
As a consequence, the author’s autobiographical “I” is not like a
passive spectator of  those images reawakened by memory and pro-
jected again and again onto the scene, but vibrant in its constant in-
terrogation of  a past which is ever more present in its
consciousness. The analogies Spies183 has suggested to the psycho-
logical drama of  Thornton Wilder, who Sahl admired and also tran-
slated, are clearly evident, even if  it seems that the coexistence of
past and present in the protagonist’s consciousness most closely
resembles the model of  Arthur Miller’s Death of  a Salesman (1949),
another author who Sahl translated.184 In a similar fashion to the
traveling salesman Willy Loman, Sahl too imposes a “contempora-
neo confluire di presente e passato nella vita di un essere umano”185

upon the scene. As opposed to Loman, however, who does not
split into two dinstinct characters, the man in Sahl’s scene recogni-
zes the image of  himself  as a child in the tiny Edgar, an element
which allows him to interact with his alter ego.

183 Bernhard Spies, Hans Sahls Dramen. Die Suche nach dem unbekannten jüdischen Ich,
in Integration und Ausgrenzung. Studien zur deutsch-jüdischen Literatur- und Kulturgeschichte von
den Frühen Neuzeit bis zur Gegenwart, edited by Mark Gelber (Tübingen: Niemeyer, 2009),
pp. 415-428, here p. 417. 

184 From Arthur Miller Sahl translated: After the Fall (Nach dem Sündenfall, 1964); In-
cident at Vichy (Zwischenfall in Vichy, 1965); The Price (Der Preis, 1968); The Creation of  the
World and Other Business (Die Erschaffung der Welt und andere Geschäfte, 1973).

185 Arthur Miller, Morte di un commesso viaggiatore, trans. by Gerardo Guerrieri (Turin:
Einaudi, 2012), p. VII. (“Contemporaneous mixture of  present and past in the life of
a human being”).
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With respect to the document kept at Marbach, Hausmusik. Sze-
nen einer Kindheit, the Bühnenmanuskritpt of  the text (which carries
the subtitle Eine Szenenfolge) not only reshapes the psychological
aspect connected to the conflictual familial dynamics (the drama
surrounding the sister’s suicide is certainly more successful in the
typewritten version, as is the story of  the parents’ conjugal con-
flicts), but tends to fade into a rarefied and even dreamlike atmo-
sphere with the use of  cinematographic effects. At the beginning
of  the play one sees the use of  the camera substituting the pre-
sence of  images in the typewritten version. At the center of  the
play is a man – the author’s alter ego – coming home after many
years and standing in the courtyard of  what was once his childhood
home. Observing the outside of  the house, he begins to remember
individual episodes from his tranquil youth. In this way the figures
from his past take shape and flower forth from his memories: the
author’s parents are incarnated in Felix and Anna Rosengarten, his
sister Käthe in the young Marianne, the author himself  in Edgar.
Furthermore, various family friends appear: the patriot Bukofzer,
the naïve Kleeman, Rabbi Gottschalk, and the spritely grandmother
Josepha. The protagonist, however, assumes an ambivalent attitude
toward each of  them: at times he limits himself  to detached ob-
servation, at times he steps in with comments but with the aware-
ness of  what destiny has in store for them. This is the way, for
example, with Marianne, the personification of  his sister Käthe
who committed suicide in 1955; the protagonist engages in a sur-
real conversation predicated on the coexistence of  past and pre-
sent. Marianne, in the scene still a young girl ignorant of  what her
future holds, speaks with him as if  he were her little brother Edgar
(“Edgar, wo bist du geblieben? Wir haben Dich überall gesucht.
Du warst plötzlich verschwunden”);186 at first the man responds as
he would have in his memories (“Ich wollte nicht immer hinter
euch herradeln. Wenn du mit deinen Freundinnen zusammen bist,
bin ich für dich nicht mehr vorhanden”).187 Then, however, the pre-

186 Hans Sahl, Hausmusik, cit., p. 11.
187 Ibid.
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sent’s urgency presses him to question Marianne in full awareness
of  her tragic end: “Warum hast du es getan? Deine Geschichte war
noch lange nicht zu Ende”.188 Marianne, initially hesitant (“Ich weiß
nicht wovon du sprichst”),189 answers peremptorily: “Wenn ein
Wasser zu lange kocht, dann verdunstet es. Eines Tages war der
Topf  leer. Alles verdunstet”.190 The scene is emblematic of  many
others (consider the questioning of  the patriotic Bukofzer, who pe-
rished in a concentration camp, who even dead refuses to admit to
the Germans’ betrayal), and one gets the clear impression that Hau-
smusik is first of  all a play of  conscience in which the past’s plan
tends to mingle with and then replace the present.

The basis of  this fascinating mental nekyia is the “house music”
which gives the play its title. The Rosengartens, just like the au-
thor’s true family, cultivated a passion for the great German musi-
cal tradition, hosting friends (also Jewish) in their own home with
whom they organized trios and quartets, playing pieces by Schu-
mann, Schubert, and above all Wagner. Wagner’s music, which will
play a central role in Rubinstein, wafts through Hausmusik like an
evil spell symbolizing the one-sidedness of  the Jewish-German dia-
logue. In the salons of  the Jewish haute bourgeoisie where the as-
similation of  the German world often constituted an objective to
be achieved, Wagner’s music supplants the religious songs of  Je-
wish tradition, bewitching a substantial group of  admirers seemin-
gly unaware of  the composer’s controversial ideological positions
as to the Judenfrage.

With the exception of  the Rabbi Gottschalk, every character of
the play represents precisely the assimilated Jewish bourgeoisie that
has suppressed its own Jewish origins. Felix Rosengarten knows of
the Talmud only “vom Hörensagen”,191 he rides on horseback
through the Tiergarten like any German noble, he desires to become
a collector and patron, and is convinced that history has reached its
turning point in guaranteeing German Jews full assimilation: “Man

188 Ivi, p. 13.
189 Ibid.
190 Ibid.
191 Ivi, p. 43.

Nadia Centorbi

98



kann das Rad der Geschichte nicht zurückdrehen”;192 Marianne has
been raised like every girl of  the German bourgeosie, she plays ten-
nis with the crown prince and believes in a rosey future; Anna Ro-
sengarten, the passionate Wagnerian, believes the difference between
Germans and Jews has been overcome: “Ich meine, die Unterschiede
zwischen Deutschen christlichen und Deutschen jüdischen Glaubens
verwischen sich mehr und mehr. Wer von unseren Freunden hält
noch an unseren Feiertagen fest?”.193 Little Edgar is proof  of  such
disorientation when in a talk with the Rabbi Gottschalk he is re-
proached for having abandoned his religious instruction and for not
taking the rite of  the Shofar seriously. The child’s answers to the rab-
bi’s reproaches lay bare the context in which he has been raised: 

Mein Vater sagt, dass solche Gebräuchenicht in unsere Gegenwar-
tpassen […]. Mein Vater sagt, dass ich beide Religionen kennen ler-
nen muss, nicht nur das alte, sondern auch das neue Testament,
damit ich selbst entscheiden kann, welche die richtige für mich ist.194

But the justification the little one gives for having laughed during
the religious right of  the Shofar is even more significant: “Es war mir
- - - fremd”.195 Edgar’s unfamiliarity with Jewish spirituality expres-
ses the contradictions of  the assimilated Jewish identity which has re-
nounced its Jewish origins in order to give precedence to being
German. In a talk with Felix Rosengarten, Rabbi Gottschalk’s tone
becomes prophetic. Confronted with the Rosengarten’s rationality
and conviction of  living in a time when the Jewish-German dialogue
had reached its final phase, Gottschalk responds in a tone of  repro-
ach and threatening prophecy:

Es ist etwas Seltsames um Euch deutsche Juden. Wenn ihr klug seid,
seid ihr klüger, wenn ihr kultiviert seid, seid ihr kultivierter, und
wenn ihr menschlich seid, seid ihr menschlicher als andere Men-

192 Ivi, p. 64.
193 Ivi, p. 47.
194 Ivi, pp. 33-34.
195 Ivi, p. 35.
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schen. Wehe Euch, wenn die anderen das eines Tages merken. […]
Einmal werden sie vor euch hintreten und sagen: Ihr seid schlechter,
dümmer, miserabler als wir. Ihr seid Schädlinge des Volkes. Hinaus
mit Euch. An den Galgen.196

Various scenes in the play depict a Jewish-German bourgeoisie
proud of  professing itself  “more German than the Germans”. In
the play’s third scene, for example, the various characters, the entire
Rosengarten family (with Edgar dressed like a Hussar) and their
friends, take part in a parade in honor of  Wilhelm II, who at the be-
ginning of  1913 celebrated twenty-five years of  his reign: on this oc-
casion the reactionary and patriotic Bukofzer demonstrates his sense
of  belonging to a nation for which he would sacrifice his entire being.
His model is Baron Bleichröder, who Sahl describes in his memoirs
as a “Vorbild eines fast schon völlig assimilierten, deutsch denkenden
und deutsch betenden jüdischen Patriziertums”,197 a Jew who had
become a nobleman with the sovreign’s help. Bukofzer’s and Felix
Rosengarten’s patriotism will find its natural outlet in the eruption of
the First World War, which for both of  them represents their awai-
ted trial by fire to show their belonging to the German people: 

Es gibt Leute, und ihr kennt sie, die von uns behaupten, wir gehör-
ten nicht dazu, wir wären nur dem Namen nach Deutsche. Dies ist
der Augenblick, ihnen zu beweisen, daß wir zu ihnen gehören. Ich
reiße mich nicht darum, Soldat zu werden, aber meine Kinder sol-
len wissen, daß ihr Vater sein Land im Augenblick der Gefahr nicht
im Stich gelassen hat.198

That the Jewish-German dialogue has failed is an argument that
men like Bukofzer prefer not to confront. Dogged by questions from
the man who knows he will be deported and fall victim to the Holo-
caust, Bukofzer exculpates, for the umpteenth time, the German peo-

196 Ivi, pp. 63-64.
197 Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten, cit., p. 16.
198 Hans Sahl, Hausmusik, cit., p. 112.
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ple and places the blame on the Jewish intelligentsia that sympathizes
with Communism: “Leute wie Ihnen haben wir es zu verdanken, dass
dem deutschen Volk schließlich die Geduld ausging und dass man uns
alle in den selben Topf  warf, ohne einen Unterschied zu machen”.199

Bukofzer’s inadequate political foresight, and his contempt for
left-wing Jews, finds its sounding board in the play Rubinstein, set in
a decisive historical moment for the Jews’ emancipation: that of  Ger-
man national unity. The author insists not only on the bonds of  Wa-
gnerian anti-Semitism, chosen as an exemplum of  German
anti-Semitism, but on the uninformed predisposition of  a certain
kind of  Judaism (that incarnated by the figure of  the mentally un-
balanced Rubinstein) toward a certain Selbstauslöschung just so as to be-
come more German. A concept, Selbstauslöschung, which represents,
as Spies effectively observes, “Sahls paradoxe Variante der These
vom jüdischen Selbsthass”.200

Among the audio cassettes Sahl used to record works and
thoughts as he slowly lost his eyesight, there are some he also used
to record his thoughts on the case of  Rubinstein and Wagner, pro-
bably when he was still collecting documentary material on the ar-
gument and had not yet decided on the form to give to his project.
The tape, as he confesses in his memoirs,201 was erased on account
of  his being distracted, therefore he later decided to reconstruct how
much he had recorded from memory, deciding not to write a novel,
but a play. The original project, according to his memoirs, already
contained all of  the elements that later merged together in the play:

In meiner Tonbandsammlung befindet sich eine Schachtel, auf  der
mit Rotstift “Richard Wagner” geschrieben steht, Materialien für ein
neues Buch oder eine dramatische Darstellung eines ungeheuerli-
chen Themas, das sich damit verbindet, nämlich die Selbstauslö-
schung eines deutschen Judentums, das in Richard Wagner seinen
Erlöser zu sehen glaubte […] der zu seiner Vernichtung aufrief.202

199 Ivi, p. 28.
200 Bernhard Spies, op. cit., p. 427.
201 Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten, cit., p. 44.
202 Ivi, p. 40.
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The archival material shows Sahl’s tireless work on the Wagner-
Rubinstein case. An entire file contains newspaper articles and criti-
cal essays dating from 1981, the year he most likely began to dedicate
himself  to the project. Thanks to the diversity of  the collected ma-
terials one realizes that Sahl had oriented his research according to
three themes: Wagner’s anti-Semitism; the figure of  the pianist Ru-
binstein; and the debate on the composer’s anti-Semitism, especially
through the theses put forth by Hartmut Zelinsky and Martin Gre-
gor Dellin203 – with whom the author was in epistolary contact204 –
and the impassioned argument which erupted between the two scho-
lars in the summer of  1982 following the controversial staging of
Parsifal at the Bayreuther Festspiele of  that year.205 The project’s long
gestation period also influenced the play’s formal aspect in the form
of  a second title, Ein Stück über die Arbeit an einem Stück, which an-
nounced the collage of  documents and materials of  which the work
is made up: “Dies ist ein Stück über die Arbeit an einem Stück. Es
besteht aus verschiedenen Elementen: aus den Bemerkungen des
Autors über sein Stück, aus Szenen, Dokumenten, Kommentaren,
aus der Musik Richard Wagners im Hintergrund”.206

The theatrical composition mirrors the aim of  a documentary
play. An author is looking through the manuscript of  the piece upon
which he is working. That piece has to do with a work on Wagner and

203 Cfr. DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Rubinstein/Materialien, darunter
Briefe/Mappe1. The file contains photocopies of  numerous articles by Zelinsky, an
essay by M. G. Dellin, a copy of  the articles concerning Rubinstein’s death from the
“Luzerner Tageblatt” of  1884; a copy of  some of  Wagner’s letters.

204 Cfr. DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Rubinstein/Materialien, darunter
Briefe/Mappe2. The file contains letters from Sahl to M.G. Dellin (1981), to the Israel
Kulturgemeinde of  Bayreuth (1981), to Manfred Eger at the Richard-Wagner- Nationalar-
chiv of  Bayreuth (1982), to the hotel AuLac in Lucern, where Rubinstein had commit-
ted suicide a century before (1982), a letter to the Richard Wagner-Museum of  Bayreuth
(1986), and a letter from Zelinsky to Sahl (1981).

205 Cfr. The interview with “Der Spiegel” by Hartmut Zelinsky: „Zu schönen Klän-
gen eine brutale Ideologie“. Wagner Forscher Hartmut Zelinsky über „Parsifal“ und dessen Aus-
wirkungen auf  Hitler und Holocaust, in “Der Spiegel”, 19 July 1982, pp. 132-138.

206 Quotations from the text come from the typescript held in Marbach and are
not followed by page numbers. Cfr. DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Rubin-
stein/Typoskript.
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on the Jewish pianist Joseph Rubinstein’s collaboration on Parsifal;
however, the author never manages to finish, and, as such, presents
the public with the material of  his text in a problematic form:

Ich wollte immer ein Stück über einen gewissen Joseph Rubinstein
schreiben, der gemeinsam mit Richard Wagner an dessen Parsifal
arbeitete und den Klavierauszug herstellte. Ich habe bereits einige
Szenen skizziert, die ich Ihnen vorlesen möchte.207

The author’s reading of  the extracts of  his manuscript almost ex-
clusively involves the documentary material useful to the assembly of
the scenes: the letter with which Rubinstein presented himself  to  Wa-
gner, the letters of  Richard and Cosima Wagner, and above all Wa-
gner’s essay Das Judentum in der Musik (1869). The quotations the author
has chosen, all functional to proving the composer’s anti-Semitism,
are from time to time accompanied by comments, dialogues with the
public, and above all by the various scenes of  the drama in stricto sensu
where his voice is eclipsed in order to allow the various characters to
translate the documents’ content into action. This is the way the Ukrai-
nian Rubinstein’s drama takes shape, the pianist who, “schon vor sei-
nem Zusammentreffen mit Wagner pathologisch vorbelastet war”,208

from distant Charkov turned to Wagner in 1872 as a last hope of  sal-
vation from the suicidal instinct that held him in its grip and from the
inevitable extinction of  Judiasm he felt was to come:

Geehrter Herr, ich bin ein Jude. Hiermit ist für Sie alles gesagt. […]
Mein Zustand wird immer schlimmer, denn ich erkenne, daß die
Juden untergehen müssen; wie sollte ich aber nicht untergehen, da
ich selbst Jude bin? Durch die Taufe kann ich nicht untergehen. Mir
blieb nur der Tod. Schon habe ich versucht, ihn mir zu geben: aber
noch beschloß ich, Ihnen zu schreiben. Sie können mir vielleicht
noch helfen.209

207 Ibid.
208 Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten, cit., p. 41.
209 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Rubinstein/Typoskript.
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Rubinstein’s letter is an authentic document demonstrating the
author’s thesis as well as his interest in the figure of  the Ukrainian
pianist: “Rubinstein sah in Wagner den Erlöser von einem Juden-
tum, dem er bereits abtrünnig geworden war. Das ist die furchtbare
Wahrheit, die ich in der Geschichte sah, der Ermordete lieferte sich
selbst seinem Mörder aus”.210 His character, in other words, beco-
mes emblematic of  Judaism’s tendency to the aforementioned
Selbstauslöschung. Wagner’s immediate acceptance of  Rubinstein to
work on his own Parsifal – welcoming him with the words “Kom-
men Sie nach Bayreuth. Ich brauche Sie!” – explains the composo-
r’s contorted psychology (“Wagner nutzte die Juden aus und sagte
ihnen zugleich, wie nutzlos sie seien”),211 which will emerge in the
scenes in which he works with the pianist and the orchestra direc-
tor Hermann Levi. Wagner’s anti-Semitism is represented by the
author’s intrusion when he comments on extracts from Das Juden-
tum in der Musik and from letters, staging a sort of  coversation-in-
quisition in the scenes that see Wagner talking with his Jewish
collaborators. The exchange of  quips with Rubinstein exemplifies
a Jewish-German dialogue brought to its extreme consequences.
Wagner, who in the Jews saw “ein Fremdkörper”,212 blames them
for having a corruptive influence on German culture, which was
still in a phase of  development:

Wagner: Ihr seid zu früh in die deutsche Kultur eingedrungen. Wir
waren noch nicht fertig mit uns selber. 
Rubinstein: Ihr habt auf  uns gewartet, wir sind gekommen, um euch
zu vollenden. Wir haben euch geliebt, bewundert, verehrt, wir haben
Bücher über euch geschrieben, Kantaten, und ihr habt uns vera-
chtet, verhöhnt, getreten. Wir haben euch gezeigt, wie groß ihr seid,
wir sind die Trabanten eurer Kultur.
Wagner: Ja, die Würmer, die uns zerfressen wollen, unsere Kultur.213

210 Ibid.
211 Ibid.
212 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Rubinstein/Typoskript.
213 Ibid.
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Collaborating with Wagner will prove to be fatal for the weak Ru-
binstein:

Ich stimme Ihnen zu, es gibt keine Alternative mehr, ich stelle mich
dem Untergang zur Verfügung, wir sind am Ende unserer Geschi-
chte angelangt. Wir geben das Zeichen der Erleuchtung an euch
weiter.214

Rubinstein and Hermann Levi’s grueling work on Parsifal, exa-
cerbated by the insults of  a capricious and cruel genius who never
misses an occasion to hold long exhortations against their origins,
ends up alienating the pianist. If  in the beginning the hope of  a pos-
sible Jewish-German dialogue was still recognizable in Rubinstein’s
responses to Wagner, by the final scenes one sees him ever more
taken by a dark, self-destructive obsession. He determinedly tries to
persuade the more rational Hermann Levi, treated no less harshly
by the composer, that the “Wagner ist die Antwort”, the answer to
that flight from Judaism and from himself  which in his vision he will
only be able to find in Selbstauslöschung:

Rubinstein:  Er braucht uns, wir brauchen ihn. Wagner ist die Ant-
wort. Unsere Flucht ist zu Ende. Die Flucht vor uns selber. Ein
historischer Augenblick.
Levi: Gut. Und warum braucht er uns?
Rubinstein:  Wir verkünden ihn. Seine Heldengestalten sind un-
sere Schutzheiligen geworden. Ein winziges, über die ganze Erde
verstreutes Volk identifiziert sich mit einem mystischen Imperium
von ungeahnter Größe. Unsere Selbstauslöschung vollzieht sich in
einem Festakt von gewaltiger Wortverschwendung und musikali-
schem Überschwang. Hojotoho -, Hojotoho -. Wir dienen einer
großen Sache, Hermann Levi...wir müssen die Konsequenzen tra-
gen.215

214 Ibid.
215 Ibid.
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Rubinstein’s destiny concludes with his suicide after the compo-
ser’s death. It would be reductive to see only a victim of  Wagner’s
anti-Semitism in the figure of  the pianist or to recoginize in his sui-
cide a “Präfiguratio des Massenmords an den Juden”.216 Rubinstein’s
tragedy is first of  all individual. His profound laceration, even if  exa-
cerbated by his work with Wagner, was born long before his en-
counter with the composer and is based on a hatred for his very own
origins. The Jewish being for Rubinstein is a fatal stigma from which
it is impossible to remove oneself: circumcision is in his eyes an in-
delible stain, a damnation that keeps him from being able to esta-
blish any relationship at all: “Ich schäme mich meiner Nacktheit”,
he confesses to Levi, “unsere Väter haben uns wie Vieh gebrannt-
markt, sie haben uns mit einem Zeichen versehen, an dem jeder so-
fort erkennen kann, aus welchem Stall wir gekommen sind”.217

Wagnerian anti-Semitism thus becomes a solution to his personal di-
scord:

Rubinstein: (sieht in den Spiegel) Sieh mich an! Wer bin ich? Ich bin
von Luther und Bach geprägt worden, nicht von der Haggada. Ich
habe in Wien Musik studiert. Ich spreche deutsch. Ich denke
deutsch. Ich habe mir Fragen gestellt. Wagner war die Antwort. Die
Antwort auf  meine Zerrissenheit. Ich hasse den Juden in mir. Wenn
ich in den Spiegel sehe, hasse ich die Nase, das schwarze Haar. Ich
will blond sein, blond wie ein Schwede.218

Rubinstein, in other words, hates the Jews no less than he does
Wagner. His anti-Semitism, however, is the result of  a blind and em-
bittered love for German culture, a love that is reciprocated by Wa-
gner’s contempt. In that sense, the play Rubinstein effectively depicts,
in line with the author’s intentions, “die Tragödie einer deutsch-jü-
dischen Vereinigung, die zu den großen Leistungen des Abendlandes
gehörten und in den Vernichtungslagern endete”.

216 Bernhard Spies, op. cit., p. 422.
217 DLA-Marbach, A:Sahl/Dramatisches/Rubinstein/Typoskript.
218 Ibid.
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Conclusion

Up until now we have attempted to offer, on the one hand, an
examination of  the author’s unpublished work and the state of  the
archives related to him; and, on the other, an investigation of  the va-
rious suggestions through the leitmotiv of  intermedial commingling,
which appealed not only to the writer of  the Hörspiele and the Fil-
mexposés, but to the dramatist stricto sensu. 

The fascination the lively debate on German theatre in the 1920s
produced in Sahl is documented by numerous reviews the author
himself  penned as a theatre critic before his flight from Germany.
From his review of  Zuckmayer’s Das fröhliche Weinberg, which signal-
led his debut in 1925,219 to the acute description of  the staging of
Schiller’s Räuber edited by Piscator,220 the young journalist demon-
strated having a careful eye to the stimulation of  the theatre of  his
time, the theatre which, in his memory, continued to be the expres-
sion of  the greatest German tradition, and which had been open to
the exchange of  ideas before being brutally interrupted by the advent
of  Nazism:

Selten zuvor hat das Theater eine so bedeutende Rolle im Bewußt-
sein der Menschen gespielt wie zur Zeit der Weimarer Republik. […]
Das Theater wurde wieder zum Weltanschauungs-Theater, zu einem
Theater der Ideen, der geistigen Auseinandersetzung und besonders
natürlich der Konfrontation.221

In any event, it is no accident that the author turned to the dra-
matic form for his first work, the oratorio Jemand, capitalizing on the
knowledge he had acquired as a critic. Resolute in his certainty that
the theatre represented, first and foremost, an open forum for the
exchange of  ideas and an arm of  political propaganda, Sahl dedica-
ted himself  to the theatre throughout the years of  his exile as well.

219 Cfr. Hans Sahl, “Das fröhliche Weinberg”. Im Theater am Schiffbauerdamm, in “Und
doch…”, cit., pp. 43-44.

220 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Erstaufführung im Staatstheater, ivi, pp. 44-45.
221 Hans Sahl, Memoiren eines Moralisten, cit., p. 121.
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Not only do the pages of  his memoirs demonstrate this – where we
learn he frequented the Zürcher Schauspielhaus and Kurt Hirschfeld
–, but his conviction that Erika Mann’s Pfeffermühle and the Chornicon
(with which he collaborated) were effective mediums in the struggle
against Nazism222 does as well.

Sahl’s interest in the theatre did not wane at all during his years in
New York, years in which he personally confronted the forms of
American theatre, at times as a translator (Miller, Wilder etc.), at times
as a cultural correspondent from New York for Swiss and German
dailies. Indeed, the American theatre offered him many occasions
for reflection, especially when compared with the European.223 In
the end, the American theatre not only stimulated Sahl the critic, but
Sahl the dramaturge as well who took inspiration from it especially
in regards to the assembly of  his later dramas (Hausmusik and Ru-
binstein), which are difficult to conceive of  without the contribution
of  psychological theatre of  Wilder and Miller.

222 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Das Exil im Exil, cit., p. 40.
223 Cfr. Hans Sahl, Theater in America, in “Und doch…”, cit., pp. 160-164.
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The concept of performability and its
application within theatrical tradition

Roberto Menin

Translating for the stage or for publication

The process of  translating for the theatre has undergone signifi-
cant changes over the last thirty years. The performative dimension
with its specific requirements has partially obscured that which prior
to the 20th century was the literary centrality of  the text, and has de-
cisively influenced not only translations for the stage, but those in-
tended for literary publication as well.

In accordance with present conventions, in order to translate a
text for the stage one must respect the rules of  theatrical communi-
cation. The text must not obey the characteristics of  literature, as
would be the case in a publication where the reader has all the time
in the world to stop and pause at individual passages in order to
reread them. Rather, the director must be provided with a text that
can be handled nimbly by the actors and understood clearly and
quickly by the audience.

Over the last thirty years, these criteria have shifted from the en-
vironment of  the stage into that of  publishing, going so far as to in-
fluencing publications as well. In theatrical publishing today there is
a need for translations that remain close to what happens on stage,
a situation which is also related to the fact that in Italy1 beginning in
the nineteen-seventies specialized publishing houses – stimulated by
the production of  performances – connected themselves to theatri-
cal events and thus influenced generalized publishing houses in their
respective publication of  theatrical texts. The transformation of  con-
temporary theatre itself  has also played a not unimportant role in
this process, a transformation that, from the nineteen-seventies on-
ward, has tended to be marginalized (and to marginalize itself) within
cultural debate.

1 In this piece, unless otherwise noted, we will be referring to the Italian context.



For it was as if  in those years a paradigm had changed. No longer
was it the time when, stimulated by the likes of  Brecht, Beckett,
Ionesco, Sarte, and Camus (authors who are still sought after by im-
portant publishing houses and at the center of  cultural discussion
even beyond their specific theatrical dimensions), ideological pas-
sions conquered and divided large audiences. Beginning with the re-
volts of  the avant-garde, new authors were a phenomenon tied
essentially to the language of  the stage and were therefore specific,
dramatic. Additionally, the path to publication was guaranteed by a
number of  small publishers, and in particular by a growing publish-
ing industry specialized in performance.2

Up until now we have been speaking of  conventions and changes,
which are rather vague terms seeing that a clear line between theatri-
cal translation intended for publication and translation intended for
performance does not exist, much as in the same way rules which are
valid exclusively for one context or the other do not exist. The reality
is made up of  a more complex fabric and, at first glance, seems rather
difficult to unweave. It is true, for example, that at least until the end
of  the nineteen-seventies the most important writers for the theatre
were being published by the major publishing houses and for a wide
audience. This does not mean, however, that such translations were
thought of  exclusively in terms of  their readability and, as such, were
thus useless in terms of  eventual performance. There are certain texts
from Brecht published by Einaudi that were translated very well for the
stage as, for example, Emilio Castellani’s3 version of  The Life of  Galileo,
which is still used in performances today; on the other hand, however,
– to remain with Brecht – other versions simply were not, as is the
case of  Castellani’s version of  The Threepenny Opera4 which does not
work for the stage at all and is why Strehler came up with his own ver-

2 The most significant date is 1979 with the birth of  Il Patalogo – edited by Franco
Quadri for Ubulibri, the large yearbook of  theatre and performance that collected the
avant-garde and new Italian and European theatre.

3 Cfr. Bertolt Brecht, Vita di Galileo, trans. by Emilio Castellani (Turin: Einaudi,
1963).

4 The first version of  Castellani’s translation of  Bertolt Brecht’s The Threepenny Opera
was published in 1946 by Rosa e Ballo, Milan, and was republished by Einaudi in 1951.
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sion together with Gaipa. In this complex portrait, however, it is un-
deniable that over the course of  the last few decades, stage criteria
have become ever more important, even if  we still must clarify what
exactly they are and what sphere of  application they have.5

In the theoretical environment too, considerations of  translation
have given great importance to the demands of  the spectacle. The
discussion has been accompanied by two concepts of  Anglo Saxon
origin, that of  speakability, and that of  performability. In general, speak-
ability refers to the quality of  the word in the theatrical context, how
it is uttered, and whether it can be easily pronounced by an actor and
understood by the audience. Performability refers to the coherence of
the text with the dimension of  the mise-en-scène; in other words,
the performance, its movements, the play of  the set etc. These terms
have not been the objects of  precise definition, and have often been
used in an axiomatic and interchangeable manner without a defini-
tive field of  application; taken as indisputable reference points; or
employed simply to justify particular choices. In any event, reflec-
tions upon these terms have not brought about the identification of
clear criteria or verifiable boundaries.6

The version commonly attributed to Strehler, even if  it carries the name of  Ettore
Gaipa, (and with musical and scenic adaptations by Gino Negri and Strehler) was pub-
lished by Cappelli, Bologna, in 1961.

5 Publishing houses like Ubulibri, la Casa Usher, Melangolo, and Gremese publish
texts that are to be produced on stage by the same translator in versions that are often
identical to those published, and often in conjunction with theatrical productions. More
generalized publishers sometimes follow this example by publishing foreign theatrical
texts edited by directors or translators connected to the productions.

6 Susan Bassnett affirms the vagueness of  the terms “performability” and, in part,
“speakability”. Cfr. Susan Bassnett, Ways Through the Labyrinth, in The Manipulation of  Lit-
erature, edited by Theo Hermans (London: Croom Helm, 1985), p. 101: “What is more
problematic is the notion of  ‘performability’, the implicit, undefined and undefinable
quality of  a theatre text that so many translators latch on to as a justification for their
various linguistic strategies”. See also Susan Bassnett, Still Trapped in the Labyrinth: Fur-
ther Reflections on Translation and Theatre, in Constructing Cultures, Essays on Literary Trans-
lation, edited by Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere (Clevedon: Multilingual Matters,
1998), p. 95. Recently, even Sue Joseph Che has treated the terms as substantially in-
terchangeable, but proposing a large debate on Bassnett’s new positions. Cfr. Sue J.
Che, The Performability and Speakability Dimensions of  Translated Drama Texts, in “inTRA-
linea” (2011), n. 13.
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In the past, the most strident advocate of  stage-oriented transla-
tion was Susan Bassnett, also a leading English theorist in the areas
of  journalistic and literary translation. But it was Bassnett herself,
reflecting upon decades of  research, who was to make a 180 degree
turn, and who began to criticize the excess of  spectacular vocation
as well as to point the finger precisely at incorrect usages of  the con-
cept of  performability (and, in part, speakability) with an evident return
to a reconsideration of  the text as both point of  departure and ar-
rival for the translator, before, that is, its performative dimension.

In this piece we shall dedicate ourselves to identifying what con-
stitute the parameters of  the speakability of  the theatrical word. Even
if  some of  the reasons for Bassnett’s about-face are understandable,
an extremely simple fact cannot be ignored: if  a translation is un-
suitable for performance, it must be changed or even redone. This
means that there are some characteristics of  what we would define
as theatrical dialogue that must be respected, even if  allowing for a de-
gree of  variability from performance to performance, something
which by this point is demanded by publications as well. This vari-
ability of  parameters must not necessarily constitute a problem, and
not only concerns the theatre, but fiction, poetry and so forth, and
seems a rather intrinsic part of  the act of  translation itself. As re-
gards performability, we shall see that the matter is more complex, and
that in the present work it is difficult, in effect, to establish any pre-
cise parameters.

The theatre between poetry and performance

Emphasis on the performative aspect of  theatre has illustrious
origins. In the 20th century the evolution of  theatrical disciplines
shifted interest from the text-as-literature to the text-as-spectacle.
The birth of  theatre direction in a modern sense; the major theories
of  acting, from Stanislavski to Brecht; the theories of  scenic space;
of  movement; and of  the visual dimension have all contributed to a
consideration of  the theatre as the realization of  a dialectic between
an author’s written text and its dramatic realization in the work of  a
group of  actors together with a director and other professionals.
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This very same concept of  theatre as direction-based theatre is per-
haps the summa, positive or negative depending on one’s point of
view, of  20th century drama’s evolution. To the creative work of  the
author we must add that of  the director and the actors, the clothing
designer, and the set designer. Today it would be overly simplistic to
consider the theatre as the uniquely creative fruit of  the author of  a
text, even if  only for the simple reason that every theatrical text, at
least potentially, contains the whole multifaceted dramatic knowl-
edge of  an entire age.

Even in recent times attention to the theatre as spectacle has
found prominent defenders. Beginning in the nineteen-seventies a
number of  semiologists working in the Italian field like Keir Elam,
Alessandro Serpieri, Marcello Pagnini, Paola Gulli Pugliatti, and
Marco De Marinis analytically investigated the relationships between
the written dramatic text and that which had been defined as the
“performative text”. It is sufficient to recall Gulli Pugliatti’s well-
known definition which stated that the theatrical text “nasce come
trascrizione linguistica di una potenzialità scenica”,7 a definition con-
stituting the most radical reversal of  any literary centrality whatso-
ever. Having been subordinated to the realization of  the scene, the
text as such is incomplete, unrealized, and it contains, at least po-
tentially, the characteristics of  that second indispensible phase which
is the mise-en-scène. The written text is there to be performed; on
its own, it would simply be a hybrid.

The performative dimension is at the heart of  theatre’s specificity
even for Aristotle who had defined it in his Poetica in opposition to the
narrative dimension. Aristotle had identified two distinct modalities
within artistic expression: the diagetic, or poetic-literary one, and the
mimetic one of  theatre, which was based on an interpretation in pre-
sentia. At heart, Aristotle is in this sense the godfather of  modern semi-
otics because he puts representation, and not the text, at the center of
theatre. In recent times Benveniste has taken up Aristotle’s distinction

7 Paola Gulli Pugliatti, I segni latenti: scrittura come virtualità scenica in King Lear (Flo-
rence: D’Anna, 1976), p. 18: “Comes into being as the linguistic transcript of  a potential
scene”. Unless otherwise noted, translations by the present translator.
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again, analyzing it from the point of  view of  modern linguistics. Elam
refers to it explicitly in his essay on the semiology of  theatre:

It might be helpful here to recall Émile Benveniste’s classic dis-
tinction8 between histoire, the ‘objective’ mode dedicated to the
narration of  events in the past, which eliminates the speaking sub-
ject and his addressee, together with all deictic references, from the
narration; and ‘discours’ the subjective mode geared to the pres-
ent, which indicates the interlocutors and their speaking situation.
Histoire abstracts the énoncé – the utterance produced – from its
context, while discours gives prominence to the énonciation, the
act of  producing the utterance within a given context. 
Beneviste’s distinction has notable methodological consequences
for the analysis of  the drama. For while narrative texts – or at least
classical narratives – are cast predominantly in the form of  histoire
(they refer to past events and are relatively lacking in indications of
a concrete situation of  utterance), the drama is invariably presented
in the form of  discours, a network of  ‘pragmatic’ utterances or
énonciations rather than a series of  abstracted énoncés. What this
suggests is that the adaptation of  literary-critical and, above all, nar-
ratological models to the drama, whereby it is reduced to a set of
énoncés and becomes just ‘another narrative art, one of  several
modes in which mankind has learned to present a story’,9 will in-
evitably sacrifice the very level – that of  pragmatic discourse – at
which it characteristically unfolds.10

As Serpieri purports as well, narrative privileges the spoken
while the theatre “è istituzionalmente vincolato al processo di
enunciazione; ha bisogno di un contesto pragmatico; ha una as-

8 Cfr. Émile Benveniste, Problemi di linguistica generale, trans. by Maria Vittoria Giu-
liani (Milan: Il Saggiatore, 1971), p. 285ff.

9 Lynn Alternberd - Leslie L. Lewis, A Handbook for the Study of  Drama (New York:
Macmillan, 1966), p. 1.

10 Keir Elam, The Semiotics of  Theatre and Drama (New York: Routledge, 2002), 2nd

edition, p. 129. 
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sialità temporale sempre basata sul presente; il suo spazio è la
deissi”.11

But does this emphasis on the spoken, and therefore on prag-
matic phenomena connected to context, suggest an insurmountable
divide between the poetic-literary text and the theatrical text? The
reality is more complex and difficult to define. There are some both
ancient and modern modalities of  the theatre in which the spoken re-
mains very close indeed to the poetic-literary dimension. For exam-
ple, the expressions of  the Greek chorus interact with narrative
events, but do not in general have any pragmatic consequence on
the facts and serve more as a type of  commentary with strong po-
etic accents. We could say the same thing as regards certain textual
mechanisms of  the Epic Theatre, not to mention verse drama, clas-
sical French theatre, and so on. Neither the theatre as a whole nor
everything within the theatre presents characteristics all that radically
different from the literary dimension. Pietro Trifone, also referring
to Serpieri, has written:

La relazione reciprocamente condizionante con l’evento spettacolare
colloca il testo drammatico «dentro e fuori, allo stesso tempo, dei
generi letterari strettamente intesi». Non solo dentro né solo fuori,
ma appunto dentro e fuori: sarà quindi euristicamente opportuno
richiamarsi sia agli specifici elementi distintivi della scrittura dram-
maturgica (fenomeni del parlato, regole e tattiche conversazionali,
rapporti con la scena e con il pubblico) sia ai suoi ineludibili legami
con la scrittura letteraria, e particolarmente con certi filoni della let-
teratura.12

We will add here that there is not the slightest contradiction be-
tween the spoken dimension (and here all of  the theatre is included)

11 Alessandro Serpieri et al., Come comunica il teatro: dal testo alla scena (Milan: Il
Formichiere, 1978), p. 15: “[The theatre] is institutionally tied to the process of  enun-
ciation; it requires a pragmatic context; it has a temporal axis forever based on the
present; its space is the deictic”. 

12 Pietro Trifone, L’italiano a teatro, in Storia della lingua italiana, edited by Luca Se-
rianni and Pietro Trifone (Turin: Einaudi, 1994), vol. 2, p. 9: “The reciprocal condi-
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and poetry, as long as we depart from the presupposition that prior
to the industrial diffusion of  print, poetry in its reception was a pre-
dominantly oral phenomenon. We can therefore affirm that theatre
has a connection to the poetic dimension and at the same time a
strict interdependence with spoken dialogue, as was obvious before
the advent of  Gutenberg.

Susan Bassnett’s about-take and the stakes

Susan Bassnett, who knows Italian culture quite well, has referred
many times to the same semiologists,13 but in the past most often
called attention to the so-called “gestic text”; that is, to that
Stanislavskian idea according to which every text includes a gestic
subtext within itself, a profound trace in which a second drama is
detectable, a drama made up of  gestures, movements, mimetic ex-
pressions, intonations compatible with the emotive universe created
by the text.

According to the early Bassnett, it was to this gestic subtext that
the translator had to refer. However, after years of  having supported
the absolute importance of  that universe of  potential expressions
that referred back to the mise-en-scène, around the nineteen-nineties
she began to write rather self-critical works, among which factors
one with the rather explicit title: Translating for the Theatre: The Case
Against Performability.14

tioning relationship with the performative event connects the dramatic text both ‘in-
side and out, and at the same time, to literary genres in a strict sense’. Not only in-
side, not only outside, but precisely inside and out: it will thus be heuristically
opportune to recall both specific distinctive elements of  dramatic writing (phenom-
ena of  the spoken, conversational rules and tactics, relationships to the stage and to
the audience) and its inescapable ties to literary writing, and particularly to certain
threads within literature”. 

13 Cfr. Susan Bassnett, Ways Through the Labyrinth, cit., p. 94. We are referring to
Keir Elam, Alessandro Serpieri, and Paola Gulli Pugliatti. Marco De Marinis, rather, is
a particular case, which represents a more extreme position of  the absolute priority of
the performance on the text.

14 Cfr. Susan Bassnett, Translating for the Theatre: The Case Against Performability, in
“TTR: traduction, terminologie, redaction”, IV (1991), n. 1, pp. 99-111.
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Bassnett’s new positions are based on the following points:
1) The translator cannot pass from a text written in language A

to a dramatic text in language B without completing an impossible
task; namely, the ability to predict how that translation will be real-
ized on stage, a realization that is dependent upon a director and
group of  actors, and not the translator. Thus, the gestic subtext in-
serted into the dramatic text cannot be the primary character of
the translation.

2) If  the proper translation of  a theatrical text can be realized only
in the performative text, then the translator would simply be engaged
in the rather unhappy, and not very important, task of  translating an
incomplete text from the source culture into an incomplete text for
the target culture. Clearly, the written dramatic text produced by an
author enjoys an autonomy and completeness; in other words, its
own textual realization. This is also because it has been adapted to
reading and is often published for the audience.

3) The term performability is a generic concept that resists any fur-
ther definition, and is generally employed by translators and critics as
a kind of  self-justification, above all in Anglo Saxon contexts where
translations are heavily adapted according to conventions that must
also adhere to economic-productive criteria.

Taken individually, Bassnett’s observations are justified but leave us
completely divested of  a theory of  theatrical translation if  we do not
attempt to understand just how a translator is expected to negotiate the
relationship between text and performance. Additionally, we cannot
suddenly return to the comfortable certainties of  the 19th century
when the theatrical text was a product of  literary culture and, precisely
as such, was analyzed. Bassnett, furthermore, does not radically reject
the concept of  speakability, which thereby remains a characteristic of
the translation of  dramatic text. She simply rejects the indiscriminate
use of  the terms and, above all, of  that of  performability. How should
one arrive, then, at a precise definition of  the “performability” of  the
theatrical word? This is what is at stake. My hypothesis is that, de-
parting from the specificity of  the theatre, as we have indicated, one
can derive a specificity of  theatrical translation which, however, must
remain distinct from other literary phenomena.
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Theatrical dialogue

In order to understand where the performability of  the theatri-
cal word is put to a hard test, we must concentrate on those as-
pects where it is subjected to extreme pressure, that is, in theatrical
dialogue. Even if  there is a widespread habit15 of  identifying the-
atrical dialogue with drama tout- court, we prefer to maintain our dis-
tinction, for not all of  the theatre demonstrates these dialogical
characteristics. Our hypothesis is as follows: any time we concern
ourselves with theatrical dialogue we should translate for the stage in
a speakable and performative manner. In other cases, by nature sec-
ondary with respect to Aristotelian mimesis, we must confront oral-
ity in multiple forms, including that of  poetry, as the theatre itself
undeniably belongs to the field of  orality.

In theatrical dialogue the translator must grapple with the elab-
oration of  interchanges in lines through which the actions of  a
drama are expressed. At times one feels that a scene’s dialogue re-
produces normal conversation. The actors are speaking just as nor-
mal people would. It is not this way in reality, of  course, and this
is the result of  good scenic expression. The first thing that must be
done therefore is to isolate the differences between normal spo-
ken conversation and theatrical dialogue. Discovering these differ-
ences, we can identify to which type of  “spoken” the translator
must conform.

This argument has been the object of  various linguistic and semi-
otic studies. First and foremost is that of  Nencioni (1976), which
makes a distinction between the “spoken-spoken” in everyday con-
versation, the “spoken-written” in the dramatic text, and the “spo-
ken-performed” in the stage text. Nencioni affirms

15 In general, all of  those who do not take into consideration post-dramatic theatre
(see below) consider dramatic form based on theatrical dialogue to be canonical, and
all other forms to be substantially less important examples. It is this way for Serpieri,
Gulli Pugliatti, Elam, and also to a degree for a pure linguist like Giovanni Nencioni
in Parlato-parlato, parlato-scritto, parlato-recitato, in “Strumenti critici”, LX (1976). Marco de
Marinis is of  the opposite opinion. We shall maintain the distinction above all in the
technical and translational sense.
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Nel dramma ‘classico’ [...] tutto è previsto dall’autore e dal regista:
dalla situazione areferenziale, preordinata nella sua totalità, alle bat-
tute dei singoli personaggi; ciò che rende di solito irrealmente cal-
zante e ‘pulito’ il parlato degli attori [...]. Il parlato scenico è dunque,
nella nostra fattispecie, un parlato programmato, al quale possiamo
applicare senza scrupolo l’attributo di ‘recitato’, purché s’intenda nel
senso della esecuzione di un parlato programmato.16

Here we must recall Trifone and his essay on the language of  the-
atre where he states:

Il parlato della commedia si fonda generalmente su un testo scritto
e presenta quindi un grado di elaborazione maggiore del parlato
reale, da cui del resto si distingue nettamente per presupposti, mo-
dalità e intenti, che sono quelli specifici della comunicazione tea-
trale. […] I messaggi espliciti che i personaggi si scambiano
all’interno della scena sono fittizi e hanno la funzione di mediare i
messaggi impliciti dell’autore al pubblico. Di qui l’ambiguità di un
tipo di discorso che è quasi un ‘dire a nuora perché suocera in-
tenda’.17

But perhaps Elam summarizes the most important characteris-
tics of  theatrical dialogue best. In his Semiotics of  the Theatre he high-

16 Cfr. Giovanni Nencioni, op. cit., p. 49: “In ‘classical’ drama […] everything is fore-
seen by the author and the director: from the referential situation, preordained in its
totality, to the lines of  single characters; that which normally renders what is spoken
by the actors unnatural and ‘clean’ […]. The scenic spoken in our case is, in any event,
a programmed spoken to which we can scrupulously apply the attribute of  ‘acted’ as
it is intended in the sense of  the execution of  a programmed spoken”.

17 Cfr. Pietro Trifone, op. cit., p. 82: “In comedy, the spoken is generally based on a
written text and therefore presented with a greater degree of  elaboration than that
which is spoken in reality; from this, one can neatly recognize presuppositions, modal-
ities, and intentions, which are those specified by theatrical communication. […] The
explicit messages that the characters exchange within the scene are artificial and have
the function of  mediating the author’s implicit messages to the audience. This is where 
the ambiguity of  a type of  discourse arises that is almost like ‘kicking the dog and
meaning the master’”.
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lights the differences between natural conversation and dramatic
dialogue.

That which Nencioni calls the “carattere programmato” (pro-
grammed character) of  theatrical dialogue is responsible for the fol-
lowing phenomena:18

a) greater syntactic order: theatrical dialogue does not present the in-
consistencies, the drops, nor the syntactic ruptures of  normal con-
versation;

b) greater informative intensity: there is a densification, at times a com-
pression, of  the information spread which would be inconceivable
in spontaneous conversation;

c) greater illocutionary purity: the participants’ intentions involved in
communication are very clear (or intentionally ambiguous) and im-
mediately comprehensible, as opposed to that which can happen in
normal conversation;

d) absolute control of  conversational exchanges because theatrical con-
versation develops in an ordered and fluid fashion, everyone knows
when they are to speak, etc.;

e) greater textual coherence, in the sense that the theatrical text has a
very strong semantic density in which arguments are structured and
articulated well and in which everything appears interconnected in a
systematic way. 

The following categories of  Elam’s are less tied to the preor-
dained character of  the dialogues and more to the inner characteris-
tics of  theatre:

f) proairetic coherence, which possibly represents the most intimate
peculiarity of  the theatre; that is, the synchronization between the
dialogue and the development of  the dramatic action. The dialogue
and the actions proceed according to a synchronism that is also re-
sponsible for the rhythm imposed upon comedy;

g) referential coherence, in the sense that everything said within the
theatre rigorously refers back to selected referents, either visible on
stage or alluded to by the story;

18 Cfr. Keir Elam, The Semiotics of  Theatre and Drama, cit. For a more detailed analy-
sis, see p. 184ff. 
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h) greater discursive clarity because the dialogue must be perceived
in an immediate manner so as not to impede upon the performance’s
rhythm of  visual reception;

i) greater logical coherence, in the sense that everything said in rela-
tion to what is shown demonstrates a convincing logic to which
everything returns;

j) rhetorical-stylistic coherence that we would never encounter in every-
day conversation.

His concept of  ‘followability’ is very interesting and was devel-
oped to explain various concepts, above all those of  discursive clarity,
proairetic coherence, and syntactic order. Basically, the particular commu-
nicative context (the presence of  spectators in the theatre often at a
great distance from the stage) and the bond between dialogue and
narrative action force the theatrical word into being clear, direct, and
easily comprehensible – in a single word, ‘followable’ – by the spec-
tators without much difficulty. As you can see, here we are very close
to the concept of  speakability, that is, the speakability-performativity
of  the theatrical word.19

19 It is worth remembering how Giovanni Nencioni (op. cit., p. 45) identified the
conditioning role of  the audience present to be one of  the peculiar characteristics of  the-
atre: “Ma bisogna aggiungere che nel teatro, e in ogni tipo di teatro, il destinatario ha
maggior peso che in qualsiasi altra comunicazione letteraria. Egli è presente fisicamente
e può fare assegnamento su due organi di percezione, la vista e l’udito […]; l’autore, il
regista, gli attori devono commisurare il testo e la recitazione alle medie capacità
percettive e memorizzatrici degli ascoltatori, e interessarsi delle conseguenze parafras-
tiche, se proprio non vogliono ributtarli. Il pubblico dunque condiziona profonda-
mente tutti coloro che concorrono a realizzare lo spettacolo: oltre l’autore e quindi il
testo, gli esecutori tutti, regista, scenografo, attori, tecnico del suono, macchinisti, senza
dire dell’architetto che progetta il teatro; li condiziona, come ricevente destinato, assai
più di quanto il ricevente fortuito non condizioni una situazione colloquiale”. (“But it
is necessary to add that, in the theatre, and in every type of  theatre, the receiver is of
greater importance than in almost any other literary type of  communication. He is
physically present and receives through two organs of  perception, sight and hearing
[…]; the author, the director, the actors must measure the text with the acting to the
listeners’ average perceptive and memorizational capacity, and take an interest in the
paraphrastic consequences if  they do not want to have them be rebutted. The audience,
then, profoundly conditions all of  those who come together to realize the perform-
ance: in addition to the author and thus the text, all of  the executors, director, scenog-
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Theatrical dialogue is therefore a kind of  hybrid that has a structure
similar to natural conversation but that obeys a dramaturgical objec-
tive detectible in its strong textual cohesion, in the coherence of  what
is said, in its discursive clarity, and in its illocutionary dimension. Con-
versation takes place against a backdrop of  dramatic or comedic events
that it itself  accompanies and obeys a logic and ends that transcend the
individual lines. This dual level of  dramatic story and conversational
act leads the translator to having to assume a multiple perspective. The
lines are logical to the encounter or confrontation between two char-
acters. At the same time, however, they always refer back a complex
event that is in the process of  being clarified, and it is to this event
that the lines constantly allude. Indeed, the spectator may already be
aware of  what the event is, above all in classical theatre, and in such a
case, be expecting it. Additionally, the dramatic arguments must be
transmitted in an easily comprehensible manner in order to both re-
spect the mimesis of  the spoken and to guarantee the spectator’s im-
mediate comprehension; for the spectator must not be distracted from
the development of  the action by too elaborate a linguistic level.
Therefore, a certain closeness to the spoken must be retained along
with the capacity to articulate and express the arguments of  the drama
and all in the service of  dramaturgical development. Dramatic dia-
logue, if  you will, is a straitjacket of  communicative strength within
which a text is deployed that can be packed tight with information and
argumentation.

Let us take as an example the textual density of  one of  the
opening lines of  Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage. In general, to the
translators’ great fortune, most of  the dialogues do not have the
concentration of  information like the one we will present. But
sometimes the author, especially at the beginning of  a play, will in-
troduce the audience to a complex theme within the frame of  sim-
ple dialogue between two characters. In these cases the relationship
between heavy conceptual expression and the imitation of  normal

rapher, actors, sound technician, drivers, not to mention the architect of  the theatre it-
self; the audience, as the destined receiver, conditions much more than the receiver
conditions a colloquial situation”).
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conversation force the translator to produce a rather densely elab-
orated work.

Brecht, in our example, puts a discourse on war into the mouths
of  a military recruiter and a marshal, the principal subtopics of
which are as follows: a militaristic vision of  conflict as an antidote to
disorder and the refutation on the part of  the populace of  the dis-
advantages of  a wartime economy. And this is all a means of  setting
up the later introduction of  the play’s protagonist, Mother Courage:
a person who has benefitted quite profitably thanks to the war, but
one who hopes to get away with it all without losing a thing, least of
all her children.

As we shall see, this opening discussion between the recruiter –
who is lamenting how difficult it is to get young people to enlist –
and the marshal – who is gushing over the almost salubrious advan-
tages of  the order that war imposes – presents a series of  complex
arguments, but ones that have to be delivered both comprehensibly
and in direct and engaging language in just a few lines. 
The discussion takes place in a barren, frozen countryside at the edge
of  a city. The two soldiers have just one objective: to enlist a few
young boys. And it is shortly thereafter that they meet Mother
Courage and her children.

Below we shall present two versions of  the opening of  Mother
Courage and Her Children: the first version is that which was used in the
recently staged at the Piccolo Teatro of  Milan (the column on the
left); the second is the one published by Einaudi (the column on the
right), which the director expressly excluded. It is a matter of  two ap-
parently legitimate versions, but, at the same time, clear testimony to
the different expectations a theatrical production and a traditionally
literary publication have:20

20 The translation used in the staging at the Piccolo Teatro of  Milan in 2005 is that
of  Robert Menin. The Einaudi translation is by Franco Fortini and Ruth Leiser and
dates from 1963. A comparison between the staged version and the published version
could be an excellent base of  analysis of  the differences between the two modes of  re-
ception.
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Arruolatore Ma come si fa,
in un postaccio così, a tirar su
una squadra? Certe volte,
maresciallo, mi viene da ti-
rarmi un colpo. Entro il do-
dici del mese devo mettere
assieme quattro drappelli per
il generale, ma gli uomini da
queste parti sono talmente
perfidi che ti si guasta pro-
prio tutto, anche il sonno.
Mettiamo che ne individuo
uno, lo squadro per bene
senza farmi notare, faccio
finta di non vedere che ha
spalle da femmina, e vene va-
ricose, lo porto a bere finché
si sbronza, lui firma, non mi
resta che pagare la grappa,
ma ecco, il tizio esce per pi-
sciare, gli vado dietro perché
qualcosa mi puzza: sparito,
hoplà, come un pidocchio
sotto l’unghia. Non manten-
gono la parola data, non c’è
più fede, senso dell’onore. Io
qui ho perso la fiducia nel ge-
nere umano, maresciallo.

Reclutatore Come fa uno,
qui, a raccapezzarsi una squa-
dra ? Maresciallo, di tanto in
tanto mi succede di i pensare
al suicidio. Per il dodici devo
presentare al comandante
quattro drappelli; ma, da que-
ste parti, la gente è tanto per-
fida, che la notte non riesco
più a dormire. Metti caso che
ne abbia scovato uno; e abbia
subito capito il tipo; e abbia
fatto finta di non accorgermi
che è stretto di costole e che
ha le vene varicose; e l’abbia
sborniato ben bene; ecco che
ha già firmato; ormai non c’è
da far altro che pagare la
grappa; e quello esce fuori
dall’uscio, e io dietro, perché
c’è qualcosa che non mi per-
suade; difatti è proprio così,
se l’è battuta come il pidoc-
chio sotto l’unghia. Qui non
conta parola di galantuomo,
non ce né fedeltà, né fede, né
amor proprio. La fiducia nel-
l’umanità, io l’ho persa qui,
maresciallo.
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Maresciallo Si vede proprio
che da queste parti la guerra
manca da un pezzo. E la mo-
rale infatti ne risente. La pace
crea confusione, solo la
guerra porta l’ordine. In
tempo di pace il genere
umano non conosce più li-
miti. Si fanno un sacco di por-
cherie, uomini… bestie... La
gente si ingozza senza ritegno,
pezzi di formaggio su pa-
gnotte di pan bianco, e poi
ancora una bella fetta di lardo
sul formaggio. Quanti gio-
vani, e quanti cavalli ci sono in
questa città, chi può dirlo,
nessuno li conta più. Io ho
visto dei posti in cui la guerra
mancava anche da settanta
anni, le persone non avevano
più neanche un nome, non si
conoscevano più. Solo
quando viene la guerra si
fanno elenchi precisi, si ten-
gono registri in ordine, le
scarpe in balle, il grano in sac-
chi, gli uomini e le bestie ven-
gono contate a dovere e poi
portate via, perché tutti
sanno, senza ordine niente
guerra!

Maresciallo Si vede che è
troppo tempo che non hanno
fatto guerra, da queste parti.
Allora, dico io, come volete
che ci sia una morale? La pace
è solo disordine; non c’è che
la guerra per metter ordine. In
tempo di pace, l’umanità cre-
sce in modo incontrollato.
Con uomini e bestie si fanno
porcherie come se niente
fosse. Tutti ingozzano quel
che gli pare, un pezzo di for-
maggio sul pan bianco, e poi
giù, anche una fetta di lardo
sul formaggio. Quanti giova-
notti e quanti cavalli ci sa-
ranno in questa città, Dio solo
lo sa; nessuno li ha mai con-
tati. Io sono arrivato in certi
posti, che non c’era stata
guerra forse da settant’anni e
gli uomini non sapevano
nemmeno come si chiama-
vano, non sapevano chi erano.
Soltanto dove c’è guerra ci
sono elenchi ben ordinati,
liste di nomi, ogni cosa al suo
posto: le scarpe in balle, il
grano in sacchi, gente e bestie
li contano proprio bene, e poi
li portan via. Perché, si sa:
senz’ordine, niente guerra!



The macroscopic differences between the two translations arise
from the register adopted to the lexical choices, the discursive clar-
ity, the informative density, and the spoken. There has been an in-
crease in explication in the translation used for the stage, as the
director hoped to render the message, which he felt too unclear,
more transparent: in the left-hand version one sees that the boy has
been “roped in” by the recruiter, and after having gotten drunk, goes
“to have a piss”; this is absent from Brecht’s version, which speaks
only about a boy who gets drunk and then, with some excuse, exits
the scene. The canonical excuse, understood within the German-
speaking realm, is not obvious to a director today and needed to be
explained for the Italian context. A detailed analysis at the micro-
textual level here would take up far too much space. We shall cite
only a few examples of  insufficient speakability in the right-hand
side Einaudi version. There are a series of  expressions that today are
too unclear (raccapezzarsi una squadra); quasi regionalisms (la gente, se l’è
battuta); useless verbal redundancy (mi succede di pensare al suicidio; la
notte non riesco a dormire); syntactical choices derived from the written
(ne abbia scovato uno); too little textual density (difatti è propio così); etc.
But we shall discuss these problems in the following paragraph.

Morpho-syntactical characteristics and stylistics of  per-
formability

If  Elam, with his analytical categories, has given us a model of  the
differences between what is spoken on stage and normal conversa-
tion, we must now investigate whether morpho-syntactical character-
istics and stylistics of  performability exist to which translators refer.

We thus require a recent investigation of  a corpus of  contempo-
rary Italian plays conducted by a linguist. We are referring to Silvia
Calamai’s essay Dalla parola a palcoscenico: le lingue di Chiti, Malpeli,
Maraini, Russo, Scimone, Tarantino,21 which sought to record the salient

21 Cfr. Silvia Calamai, Dalla parola al palcoscenico: le lingue di Chiti, Malpeli, Maraini,
Russo, Scimone, Tarantino, in Varietà dell’italiano nel teatro contemporaneo, edited by Stefania
Stefanelli, Atti della giornata di studio (Pisa, Scuola Normale Superiore, 11 December,
2006), Pisa 2009, pp. 195-238.
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characteristics of  very well-known authors in the contemporary Ital-
ian theatre scene. Even if  it is not a complete study in quantitative
terms, the results highlight a “theatrical language” that we do not
find in other narrative forms. Due to a lack of  space, we shall only
list some of  the most important phenomena observed. According to
this investigation, contemporary texts present specific characteris-
tics to be attributed to two distinct but coexistent phenomena in the
theatrical event: on the one hand, the mimesis of  the spoken; on the
other, the emphasis of  the deictic and the discursive strategies of
the dramatic text. As one would imagine, some of  these belong to
both categories, but we will distinguish between the two according to
the effect they have.

The first category identified by Silvia Calamai at a morphological
level is the frequent redundancy of  pronominal forms with respect
to other categories. This characteristic is strongly attributable to the
emphasis on the deictic because theatrical discourse is conducted by
people in the hic et nunc of  the performance. Other phenomena are
more attributable to the mimesis of  the spoken and are: the use of
brief  morphological formula (“che cosa” versus “che” or versus
“cosa”); lexical simplification (the use of  the pronoun “cui” is rare;
“che” instead of  “cui” in oblique cases, “anche” preferred to “pure”)
and the frequency of  the actualizing “ci” (“Non ci hai il fiato che
puzza”). Likewise, certain choices such as the ethical dative, the use
of  “mica” and “manco”, or “dice” instead of  “si dice”, just as the cir-
cumlocution with “a” instead of  the possessive, are attributable to
the mimesis of  the spoken.

A particular discussion should be dedicated to the choice of  the
indicative mode to the detriment of  the conjunctive, sometimes even
at the risk of  being grammatically incorrect. Within the corpus Silvia
Calamai highlights the use of  the indicative in the completive verbs
of  saying and believing (“Pensavo che non c’era bisogno di dirlo”);
in the completive verbs of  mood (“Non mi piace che Spyrus ti cor-
regge sempre”); in the subjunctive constructed by impersonal verbs
of  appearance (“Pare che è un figlio di cardinale”); in the condi-
tionals introduced by basta che (“Basta che sulla coppola ci metti
le…”); and, in an author like Letizia Russo, the imperfect indicative
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in place of  the conditional (“Non pensavo che ce la facevo”). The
use of  the indicative in a hypothetical period of  unreality is, how-
ever, rare.

There is a long list of  phenomena that marks theatrical writing at
the syntactical level. First and foremost, a predominant parataxis,
which results in few or very few subordinations and, at times, a
marked segmentation of  sentences. As a consequence, subordinate
conjunctions are rare and nominal phrases with verb ellipsis occur
frequently. Furthermore, we encounter a mix of  strategies to em-
phasize the spoken, which are attributable to both the mimesis of  the
spoken as well as deictic and discursive strategies. Arguably, in a se-
ries of  texts, the strategies of  emphasis are most likely functional
precisely to these discursive strategies of  the compression of  the
spoken and the reinforcement of  the illocutionary strength (in Keir
Elam’s categories). We can see how Calamai pinpoints contrastive
topicalization (“I parenti, vogliono dal condominio le chiavi”); the
order marked by the phrase with the object in first position (“Un
poco di silenzio si potrà avere”); and numerous examples of  right
dislocation (“Me l’hanno tolta, la casa”).

On the other hand, the frequent cases of  anacoluthon (“Perché
una donna sola su una nave è pericoloso”); the presence of  split
phrases (“È in quella casa che abbiamo fatto tutti i nostri figli”) or
the use of  “è che” to introduce phrases; the great use of  “che poli-
valente” in temporal terms (“Ho cominciato a professare che avevo
dodici anni”), explicative or consecutive terms (“Qui noi non pos-
siamo mangiare, che magari tu vorresti pure allungarti”) or causal
terms (“Ma non è che voglia dirti”) are more tied to mimetic cha-
racteristics of  the spoken. Other phenomena tied to the mimesis of
the spoken are the use of  an informal or familiar, and in some cases
even vulgar, register; the use of  few foreignisms; and the frequent use
of  interjections. Connected to all of  this is the almost total absence
of  aulic and literary voices.

On the stylistic plane, however, the dominant rhetorical figures
are attributable to those discursive strategies typical of  the dramatic
text like repetition and accumulation. In particular, we encounter ex-
amples of  epanalepsis, anadiplosis, epanadiplosis, real repetitions and
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few instances of  climax. And, finally, to all of  this we must add phe-
nomena like the dialogic structure of  short or holophrastic lines,
vocal elision, the abbreviation of  proper names, and the great use
of  discourse signals (“insomma”, “allora”, “vero”, “davvero”,
“ecco”). More tied, however, to the deictic dimension is the great
use of  deictic expressions, with a frequency that we would not find
in normal conversation.

The phenomena described by Calamai can be considered the first
signs of  a vademecum of  dramatic dialogues written in contempo-
rary Italian for the theatre. The most important aspects (morpho-
syntactic simplification, informal register, a reduction in the use of
verbal tenses, the use of  repetition also in a rhetorical sense, a struc-
ture segmented by lines, the great use of  deictic expressions, strate-
gies of  emphasis) are those phenomena that must generally be
present in the spoken dialogue of  theatrical language. Keir Elam’s
aforementioned categories, however, represent the characteristics
that differentiate the theatrical spoken from the natural. In the pas-
sage from one language to the other the translator must be aware of
this peculiarity and produce the changes necessary to the different
morpho-syntactic systems in the texts that they are to develop.

We believe that it will be opportune to integrate this initial quan-
titative analysis into an investigation of  a corpus of  texts in two ver-
sions – those translated for publication and those for performance
– in order to arrive at a descriptive body of  rules of  the actual ten-
dencies of  theatrical translation. This, however, would have been im-
possible to do here, as it would have gone beyond the scope of  the
study, which was limited to demonstrating the existence of  a the-
atrical language and not with presenting its rules.

A body of  rules which, in the same way as the conventions of
contemporary writing already indicated up until this point, should
not be considered as a prescriptive constraint upon translation, but
as lines of  contemporary tendencies, to which, furthermore, a pro-
duction, or a translator, can follow up to a certain point, making sty-
listic choices that in certain cases are more oriented to the literary, or
of  a reduction of  the weight of  the deictic. One must always re-
member that the contemporary theatre does not live by prescriptions
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but by tendencies, which in some cases may also be rejected for the
sake of  the performance. The same Bassnett, in underlining the im-
portance of  the deictic units identified by Serpieri as theatrical semi-
ological units, relates some translations of  Shakespeare into Italian
and German, noting how one of  the Piccolo Teatro’s versions of
King Lear strongly limited the use of  deictics which, in reality, are
present to a large degree in Shakespeare’s work. In other words, the
density of  deictic indicators also depends upon directorial choices
that intend to either play up or play down the dramatic nature of  a
text within the conflict underway between the actors. But in the con-
text of  classical theatre it is entirely imaginable that a generally well
known Shakesperian text will be played more on the level of  allu-
sion and cross reference (aesthetic and literary), than on the vicious
ongoing conflict.22

Beyond the deixis

The phenomena of  theatrical deixis are full of  indications for
translators in a more general sense as well. The spoken context is re-
sponsible for many aspects of  dramaturgical expression, not only
that tied to conversation. I am referring here to the dimensions of
corporeality, physicality, and gestural expressiveness that are posi-
tively predominant in the culture of  the theatre.23 In the passage
from one language to another, the differences between the morpho-
syntactic systems and the stylistic conventions can force translators
into categorical shifts, that is, into making choices that may to a
greater or lesser degree underline the deictic and corporeal dimen-
sions. Indeed, that which in one language must be expressed at a syn-
tactic level, in another can fall back into a semantic one. Everything
in the theatre is connected to the physicality and to the hic et nunc of

22 Cfr. Susan Bassnett, Ways Through the Labyrinth, cit., p. 95.
23 In this sense, some of  Giovanni Nencioni’s notes (op. cit., p. 13) are convincing.

He indicated how in the theatre, as opposed to literature, isotopy was created within
the person of  the actor turned character (thus related to a physical fact) who became
a semiological body, and not within the textual dimension predominant in literature. See
also the following footnote for Antinucci’s quotation.
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the performance as, to a large degree, a great part of  modern drama
insists. Taking up one of  Antinucci’s insights, Elam had already iden-
tified the proximity between deixis and corporeality:

Sulla scena, il rapporto più intimo che mantiene la deissi con i segni
extra- o paralinguistici (quindi gestuali, scenici, prossemici, costumici
ecc.) è quello con il gesto fisico. Si può considerare la deissi come un
punto di contatto fra il codice e i messaggi linguistici da un lato e il
corpo agente che li mette in scena dall’altro. Osserva giustamente An-
tinucci che ‘Il ruolo fondamentale della deissi nell’economia della co-
municazione linguistica consiste proprio in questo: offrire la possibilità
di scambiare informazioni operando sul livello senso-motorio anziché
su quello simbolico’. Esiste una interdipendenza indissolubile fra gli
indici verbali e i segnali gestuali che li accompagnano.24

As Antinucci affirms, the level of  the motor skills is a truly pre-
ferred channel of  communication as it absorbs modalities that in lit-
erature are exploited at the verbal-symbolic level. Clearly, in
performance, every element that refers to a body, to an actor, to an
event, to a gesture cannot but construct and accentuate the drama.
An aesthetic of  theatrical translation cannot but be an aesthetic of
theatrical physicality.

Theatrical speakability’s field of  application

How can one define these specificities’ field of  application?
Should we consider them applicable to every text, to every age, al-
ways and in every case?

24 Keir Elam, Appunti sulla deissi, l’anafora e le trasformazioni nel testo drammatico e sulla
scena, in Alessandro Serpieri et al., Come comunica il teatro, cit. The quotation is taken
from Francesco Antinucci, Sulla deissi, in “Lingua e Stile”, IX (1974), n. 2, p. 243:
“Within the scene, the most intimate relationship that maintains the deixis with the
extra- or paralinguistic signs (therefore gestural, scenic, proxemic, costumic, etc.) is
that of  the physical gesture. One can consider the deixis as a point of  contact between
the code and the linguistic messages on the one hand and the representative body on
the other. Antinucci rightly observes that “The fundamental role of  the deixis in the
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Our opinion is simple: the field of  application is theatrical dialogue,
which does not correspond to drama tout court, as we stated at the be-
ginning. One may speak of  theatrical dialogue in all instances where a
text presents itself  as an extremely dense fabric made up of  dramatic
action and dialogue between actors. In these cases, theatrical dialogue
should submit to the phenomena observed up until this point and be
elaborated upon as a result. We are speaking of  those plays or of  those
parts of  plays where what Keir Elam has defined as proairetic coher-
ence is identifiable. And being a dialogue directed pragmatically to-
ward the confrontation of  actors in a specific context, the deictic
dimension, as we have seen quoted many times, is fundamental.

According to Serpieri, Elam, and Gulli Pugliatti, this deictic di-
mension has a specific orientation, which is realized within a single
line or group of  lines spoken by one character toward another in re-
lation to a place or to a time. Whenever a character addresses another
(that is, “orients” his or herself  toward another), a new deictic unit is
created that in this way becomes the measure of  the text’s semiologi-
cal segmentation. This measure is important in terms of  translation
too, as it establishes the translatable unity of  the source text with that
of  the target text.25 And as these deictic units are based on dialogue, it
is there that deictic orientation and dramatic dialogue coincide.

Elam cites an extreme example of  deictic references from Shakespeare’s
Hamlet, disambiguated by visible gestures on the part of  the actors:

Thus when Polonius issues his famous triple-decker ‘index’: “Take
this from these, if  this be otherwise”, the accompanying gestures –
absolutely indispensable to the sense of  the utterance – are inscribed
in the language itself, rendering quite redundant the stage directions
added by…modern editors.26

economy of  linguistic communication consists precisely in this: it offers the possibil-
ity of  exchanging information operating on the level of  motor skills as opposed to the
level of  the symbolic”. An indissoluble interdependence exists between the verbal in-
dicators and the gestural signals that accompany them”.

25 With all of  the shifts that the translator chooses to make and that may render the
translated unity of  the target text different from that of  the source text.

26 Keir Elam, The Semiotics of  Theatre and Drama, cit., p. 127. 
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Serpieri’s theory on deictic orientation is, at heart, also traceable
to Stanislavski’s theories on theatrical subtext, which had an im-
mense impact of  20th century theatre. Every production begins
with the so-called “work at table” in which the director and the ac-
tors analyze the “actions” and “reactions” at work within the script
and designed by the text, and in this way focus on the web of  re-
lations and situations that later are reconstructed and made to come
alive in performance.

When it is not possible to verify a deictic orientation, dramatic
dialogue as we have understood it up until now is probably not
even present; or rather, the text has radically different characteris-
tics that, at base, could be easily ascribable to literary writing. For
example, in Serpieri’s essay27 an avant-garde text like Peter Handke’s
Offending the Audience is considered by Keir Elam to be deictically
segmentable not into dramatic dialogue, but into a unique and
meta-theatrical form precisely for its not being made up of  dia-
logue-action between actors, but between actors and the audience;
whereas a text like the Living Theatre’s Seven Meditations on Political
Sado-Masochism is considered non-segmentable in an absolute
sense.28

It is not a matter, however, of  isolated cases of  a nineteen-sev-
enties’ era avant-garde. Clearly contemporary theatre cannot be com-
pletely assimilated to dramatic dialogue. There is a part of  the theatre
that has post-dramatic characteristics, and does not have a dialogue-
based text at its center; or, in any case, dramatic dialogue assumes
marginal characteristics. 

The concept of  post-dramatic theatre was formulated by Hans-
Thies Lehmann in the essay Postdramatisches Theater in order to de-
scribe the European and American avant-garde theatre that began
in the nineteen-seventies and which aimed at destroying represen-
tational pretense, the mimetic creation of  a story, as well as being
anchored to a dramatic text made up of  dialogue. It is a theatre

27 Cfr. Alessandro Serpieri et al., op. cit., p. 15.
28 Cfr. Keir Elam, Segmentazione di alcuni brani da alcuni testi teatrali, in Alessandro Ser-

pieri et al., op. cit., in particular p. 123ff. and p. 125ff.
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that has stripped itself  of  dramatic history and mimetic represen-
tation. It consists of  an extremely varied record of  representative
modalities. At times the dialogues have not been completely elim-
inated, but have taken on an extremely minor role and do not fol-
low mimetic logic throughout the entire performance. In the
majority of  cases, however, in place of  dialogue the actors simply
talk, at times among themselves, at times turning to the audience in
a poetic, political (as in the case of  the Living Theatre), narrato-
logical or monological fashion. And sometimes they speak to the
audience not only through asides or in the manner of  the Epic
Theatre’s allusions (as in the aforementioned case of  Peter
Handke’s Offending the Audience).

In this type of  theatre the text may be a simple verbal compo-
nent of  a different dramaturgical structuring, for example, of  a multi-
media type. The words become an internal code, and often a poetic
accompaniment, and do not adhere to nor stimulate the dramatic
structure. Dramatic structure and performative structure tend to di-
verge and proceed along parallel paths.

We would therefore tend to preemptively exclude the categories
proposed by Keir Elam or Silvia Calamai for all of  post-dramatic
theatre because they simply do not arise outside of  minimal instances
of  mimetic dialogue between actors, and the categories of  speakabil-
ity of  performability that the translator would have to observe (or
break) would thus be invalid.

It should also be added that post-dramatic theatre is rarely trans-
lated, and if  it is, it is usually done with surtitles. The majority of
texts are created by groups or companies that perform them in a
(quasi) exclusive manner. It is not a theatre of  actors, but of  little
theatres. The text cannot be extricated from the mise-en-scène, and
is therefore difficult to replicate in other languages. Furthermore,
there are various authors who are considered to be the precursors of
the post-dramatic theatre, or examples of  this type of  theatre, and
who have been translated like Peter Handke, Elfriede Jelinek, or
Werner Schwab. Yet, in such cases, we are dealing with “mixed” phe-
nomena that share aspects of  both modalities.
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From publishing house to performance: for whom does
one translate?

If  we pass to the context in which a translation arises, the most
problematic relationship is that between the translation of  a text of
the theatre and the translation of  a text for the theatre. The transla-
tor may work for a publishing house and ignore the idea of  any even-
tual staging; or, at the opposite pole, may be hired by a director to
produce a suitable stage version.

It would appear to be an easily definable context if  it were not for
the fact that there are numerous cases in between. To what degree
will the publisher’s translator be involved with a performance, and
how will such proximity to the work of  the actors and director, with
its complex interaction of  codes, determine the translator’s work?
And who will the translator in question be? The same one who is
working for the publisher? Or will they be replaced by the director
or by others in the director’s place? Or placed alongside perhaps?

It is difficult to organize a discussion on that which Bassnett de-
fined a labyrinth in a small amount of  space. We will therefore try to
sketch only a few challenges. There is no doubt that we are dealing
with a true labyrinth of  productive codes and contexts, ones in
which, however, a large degree of  involvement on the part of  the
translator and others in the production of  a specific text for the stage
may be assumed.

A foreign theatrical text might initially be developed by a transla-
tor on behalf  of  a publisher who might follow the director’s re-elab-
oration throughout the work at table as well as the actors’ continuous
re-elaborations and minimal variations to the lines and who might,
in the end, subject the text to one last process of  revision during the
actual rehearsals and throughout the play’s run.

The degree to which the translator actively participates in these
phases depends on the director’s sensibility and on the translator
themselves as well as their respective ways of  working. As one can
imagine, it is often chance that decides which direction it will go. The
important thing is to recognize that, in the theatre, the director’s par-
ticipation together with other professionals radically transforms the
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text in a performance, both giving it a precise interpretation, as well
as configuring it through the creative presence of  an actor at the cen-
ter of  the performance. This all brings us to consider the work of  the
director and the mise-en-scène as a radically new phase that can no
longer be considered only from the textual point of  view. The text,
within the structure of  a performance, is only one of  the semiotic ve-
hicles, and the translator, deep down, is concerned only with that.
For various reasons that we cannot analyze here, in general the trans-
lator’s participation in the draft of  the “performance text” is rather
rare, and is limited to brief  moments of  discussion related to the di-
rector’s doubts or to seemingly necessary variations. And yet there
are also cases of  very strict collaboration where the director has a
precise idea of  the performance and, above all, a very clear idea of
linguistic level required, communicating to the translator precise de-
mands that are repeatedly clarified or negotiated. In this case, the
commission proposes more or less precise criteria that are up to the
translator to interpret.

Basically, we are talking about performability, or rather, the per-
formability of  theatrical translation, which is directly dependent upon
the degree of  the translator’s involvement in the process of  the pro-
duction of  the performance. It is clear that a translator cannot imag-
ine a production “in the dark” as it were without any connection to a
director and, eventually, to the actors. And therefore, beyond the in-
volvement in the specific productive context, the translator’s role will
be that of  preparing a “speakable” and “performable” text as we have
conceived of  it up until now, respecting those parameters connected
to theatrical dialogue according to current conventions. 

If  we like, the degree zero of  the application of  these criteria is
the productive context of  contemporary theatrical publishing, which,
in any event, demands texts that are suitable for performance and
easy to insert into a productive context. Experience29 has taught me
that the translator involved in theatrical publishing must remain in a

29 The attention of  Umberto Eco and other important translation theorists – one
thinks of  Meschonnic – to practical experience as a source of  truth within the realm
of  translation cannot be ignored.
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sort of  no-man’s land: ahead of  the reality of  performance, but re-
spectful of  the criteria of  theatrical speakability.

Nevertheless, Susan Bassnett is right to establish a sharp distinc-
tion between the two processes: the translation of  a text for publi-
cation and that of  a script for performance. And it is also possible
to seek, as she does, the completeness of  the text destined for read-
ing; and yet, at this point, such a text speaks to a reader who is also
an expert in matters regarding the theatre, who is capable of  imag-
ining both the performative context and its verbal challenges. A text
that is also compatible with a reading aimed at performance, and
which can easily be re-worked into a spectacular text.

Translation from the Italian: Alexander Booth
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