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The Piscator Notebook


“Piscator is the greatest theatre man of our time.”

Bertolt Brecht




“The Living Theatre produced some of the greatest theatre ever.”

Al Pacino



Judith Malina and The Living Theatre have been icons of political theatre for over six decades. What few realise is that she originally studied under another giant of 20th century culture, Erwin Piscator, in his Dramatic Workshop at The New School in New York. Piscator founded the Workshop after emigrating to New York, having collaborated with Brecht to create “Epic Theatre” in Germany.

The Piscator Notebook documents Malina’s intensive and idiosyncratic training at Piscator’s school. Part diary, part theatrical treatise, this unique and inspiring volume combines:


	complete transcriptions of Malina’s notes from her first year at The Dramatic Workshop, as well as reproductions of various of Piscator’s teaching materials, syllabi and lectures;

	notes on Malina’s teachers, fellow students – including Marlon Brando and Tennessee Williams – and New School productions;

	studies of Piscator’s process and influence, along with new essays on the relationship between his teaching, Malina’s work with The Living Theatre and “The Ongoing Epic”;

	a foreword by performance pioneer Richard Schechner.



The Piscator Notebook is a striking record of the genealogy of political theatre practice in the 20th century, from Europe to the US. But it is also a stunningly personal reflection on the pleasures and challenges of learning about theatre, charged with essential insights for the student and teacher, actor and director.

Judith Malina is the daughter of Rabbi Max Malina and Rose Malina, who gave up her own acting career to prepare Judith for a life of theatrical and political commitment. Judith founded The Living Theatre in 1947 with Julian Beck, continuing with Hanon Reznikov after Beck’s death, until Reznikov passed away in 2008. After 64 years, she continues her political and experimental theatre work in downtown New York City and worldwide. She has been recognised with lifetime achievement awards by the Southern Eastern Theatre Conference, National Theatre Conference, Association for Theatre in Higher Education, New York Innovative Theatre Awards, and the OBIE Awards, and is a member of the Theatre Hall of Fame. In 2008, President Lula da Silva awarded her the Ordem de Merito for her theatre work in Brazil in the 1970s.
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Foreword

Richard Schechner

The thing about Judith Malina is that she is indefatigable, unstoppable, erupting with ideas. Malina is long-living, long-working; optimistic; and, by the second decade of the 21st century, girlish and old-womanish at the same time. She survives and she bubbles, both. Malina and Julian Beck founded the Living in New York in 1947 (yes, you heard me right). And as I write this in December 2011, the Living is still going strong. The Living is Malina but it is also in excess of Malina. The Living includes Malina’s life partners poet-designer-actor Beck (d. 1985) and director-playwright Hanon Reznikov (d. 2008), who, after seeing Paradise Now at Yale in 1968, decided to join the Living (which he did in 1977). Today, Judith works closely with her and Julian’s son Garrick and Hanon’s former assistant Brad Burgess.

Over the 64 years of its existence, so many performers: Rufus Collins, Steven Ben Israel, Nona Howard, Cal Barber, Carl Einhorn, Diana Van Tosh, Mary Mary, Joseph Chaikin, Soraya Broukhim … oh, it is not my place here to list them all – the hundreds of performers. Or the writers whose plays and poems so affected the Living even as the Living took apart their texts to make something new: William Carlos Williams, Gertrude Stein, Jack Gelber, Kenneth H. Brown, Bertolt Brecht, Federico Garcia Lorca, Sophocles, Mary Shelley. And the participating audiences who, for a time, joined the Living on stages and then followed the Living into the streets. No, to list them all would take up a big wall. And, anyway, the Living is not to be carved on any monument. The Living’s flag is the black banner of anarchy, sometimes toned red with communism, puffed high by weed, twisted by acid; a neo-tribe shouting poetry, raging against the lunacies of authority, loving enemies, and friends too, to death, spitting scorn and then unexpectedly going soft and forgiving, embracing and inviting: “You, yes, YOU, come with us! Join us!” And many did.

Before there was the Living, there was Judith Malina the student of Erwin Piscator. Who was this Piscator and what did he teach Malina? A German by birth and language, Piscator also worked in the USSR and the USA. Today, Piscator is not so much remembered in his own right but as someone who influenced Bertolt Brecht. Brecht took the idea of “Epic Theatre” (episches Theater) from Piscator who had adapted it from the playwright Arnolt Bronnen, a friend of Brecht’s. Epic theatre was a reaction against the bourgeois sentimentality of naturalism. This strong response against Stanislavsky – as expressed in the art of Vsevolod Meyerhold and Vladimir Mayakovsky – permeated the early years of the Russian Revolution. As John Fuegi put it: “Piscator demands […] that the ‘lies’ of ‘art’ be replaced by the ‘true’ world of facts. The world out there will be brought into the theatre in all its ‘epic breadth and fullness’ and will be allowed to tell its own story. This story, rather obviously, will have profound political implications” (Fuegi 1972: 15). Piscator’s productions at Berlin’s Volksbühne treated “topical, historical, factual material [with] fluidity, simultaneity and cinematic cutting” ( Willett 1960: 110). Piscator wanted the theatre to explode out of the theatre buildings into the streets; to take from real life and surge back into real life.

It was this theory and practice that Piscator brought with him to New York where he started The Dramatic Workshop in 1940. The Workshop’s faculty included Maria Ley-Piscator (Erwin’s wife), Lee Strasberg, Stella Adler, Herbert Berghof, and John Gassner. Among the students were Harry Belafonte, Marlon Brando, George Bartenieff, Rod Steiger, Walter Matthau, Tennessee Williams … and Judith Malina. Piscator’s approach resonated with Malina. As she writes in her Notebook: “Monday, February 5, 1945. On my first day as a student of the theatre I had the rare experience of meeting a great man. When Erwin Piscator entered the room it was not the spontaneous applause of my fellow students alone that I felt, but the tangible presence of a personality. […] He said that the great revolutions were often inspired by plays of high impact, like [Harriet Beecher Stowe’s] Uncle Tom’s Cabin or [Gerhart] Hauptmann’s The Weavers. His informality, combined with the fire and power of his ideas, led to him making the half-joking statement which I am tempted to use as my motto: ‘The theatre is the most important thing, and anyone who does not realize this is stupid‘” ( Malina 2012: TK). Malina was 19 when she wrote these words, Piscator 52. Born in Kiel, Germany, Malina’s family moved to New York in 1928 because her father, founder of New York’s German Jewish Congregation, foresaw the horror that was to be Hitler’s Reich.

Piscator, a communist, wrote Das politische Theater (The Political Theatre) in 1929, left Germany for the USSR in 1931, then came to New York in 1937. In 1951, with the rise of rabid anti-communism in the USA, Piscator returned to Germany. His most significant work during this period was his 1963 production at Berlin’s Theater am Kurfürstendamm of Rolf Hochhuth’s The Deputy, a work indicting Pope Pius XII for not taking any action in word or deed against the Holocaust. Piscator died in 1966.

Piscator hated bourgeois “decadence” and in the 1920s he staged fiercely pro-Soviet works. He proclaimed “Subordination of all artistic aims to the revolutionary goal” ( Braun 1982: 146). As Julian Beck restated this axiom: “The actors at The Living Theatre are awkward, untutored, unconsciously defiant of the conventions. […] To make something useful. Nothing else is interesting” ( Beck 1972: Meditation 7, unpaginated). What Piscator taught – or, rather, to be more accurate, transmitted – to Judith Malina is the subject of the book you are about to read. I won’t translate her felt experiences into scholarship, but of course insist that you find out for yourself. But I will say this: Malina (and Beck) reshaped Piscator’s fervid communism into their own kind of leftward anarchism. Yes, Malina believes in and works to accomplish the “revolution,” but that word in the Living’s lexicon is not singular. It is a many-meaning metaphor generating an abundance of ideas and actions.

What Piscator’s Workshop did to Malina was to awaken her so that she became capable of transforming herself and those who worked with her. “I entered The Dramatic Workshop fervent to be an actress and, after a few days of watching Piscator’s work, I knew I wanted to do the more encompassing work that is called directing. Piscator looked at me coldly: He does not have a high regard for the staying power of women in the masculine professions. […] I pleaded with him, swallowing my humiliation at his low opinion of my qualifications because of my sex, and he, somewhat reluctantly, allowed me to take the directing course” (Malina 1984: 3). Her work in Piscator’s school, as Malina’s Notebook amply demonstrates, encompassed a lot more than directing. She studied acting, voice, costume, make-up, design, dramaturgy, dance, theatre history and sociology, classical and contemporary drama – the panoply of “theatre arts.” Of course, Piscator emphasized politics. As Malina writes in the Notebook: “In Theatre Research, Mr. Piscator spent the two hours talking about his ‘political theatre.’ It was one of the most inspiring lectures.”

All this training, a detailed account of which Malina provides, led The Living Theatre not to become an ordinary theatre but something unique in American and, dare I say it, world theatre. Indeed, what is not predictable from the evidence of Malina’s Notebook is what she and Beck, and their many colleagues, made The Living Theatre into. They internalized the fervid political dedication of Piscator and added – possibly more from Beck’s input than Malina’s – a highly poetic strain infused with an avant-garde painterly aesthetic. She a woman of the theatre, he a painter and poet. Julian and Judith’s marriage was romantic and artistic; heterosexual, bisexual, gay: all-encompassing, holding in its embrace not only Hanon Reznikov (whom Judith married after Julian’s death) but in a real sense the entirety of The Living Theatre tribe. The Living was singular for folding into its fiery political theatre elements of cubism, surrealism, Dada, proclaimed (not read silently) poetry and what was to become Happenings and then performance art. Maybe in our own post-postmodern epoch, it seems “ordinary” – but not at all so in 1940s–50s–60s New York. From 1964 to 1968, the Living went into exile. And even after their return to New York, the theatre remained peripatetic with outposts and members working in Brazil, Europe, India, and elsewhere. The Living aimed for a social revolution while enacting an artistic one.

Malina not only overcame Piscator’s antipathy, but found her own voice – sometimes in opposition, sometimes in supplement, to that of her teacher. As she writes in the Notebook, “What mattered to Piscator was intensity without emotion in the communication. […] But Piscator stopped at the glance, at the contact of the eyes. Why? Can’t the actor speak directly to the spectator? And above all, why can’t the spectator talk back, express herself, argue, shout … perform?” Then Malina grades her teacher: “Because Piscator, whose whole epicenter was the audience, also feared the audience.”

Not so Malina. Fearless, she is.
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Piscator is the greatest theatre man of our time, and possibly the greatest theatre man of all time. His love of experiment, his great scenic innovations, existed to serve humankind through all the means of the theatre.

Bertolt Brecht


1945 was a time of enormous political and cultural confusion. The post-war elation had died domestically and the upsurge of the 60’s had not yet begun …

The little theatre movement of the Provincetown Playhouse was over and The Barter Theatre had lost some of its potency, though it still continues to inspire us. The Group Theatre, which had given us so much hope, degenerated into the more conventional Theatre Guild and, except for an all-too-rare new play by Eugene O’Neill, nothing was happening on the theatre scene.

Yet Erwin Piscator, though he carried the burden of much disappointment from his inability to find a place in the Broadway milieu – the rejection of Gilbert Miller who had promised him a Broadway production of his War and Peace, as well as his desire not to teach, but to produce plays – none of this discouraged his underlying belief in a theatre of meaning and political vigor. He fought for it, and he transmitted that vigor to his students.

He was not easy on the actor; his demands were high and for some unreachable. He wanted absolute attention, absolute concentration, but above all he asked the performer to change her focus. He called this Objective Acting, in which the object of the actor’s focus is the spectator.

The actor speaks, stands in the lights, is the object of the audience’s attention …

But the actor’s work is to communicate with the audience. Traditionally, this would occur through her relationships to the other actors on stage – but in Piscator’s and Brecht’s Epic Theatre the fictional relationship between the character the actors are portraying is less real than the actual relationships between actor and audience members.

This required a special kind of playwright, and Brecht’s Epic Theatre offers such a means.

But Piscator also produced the Classics. The examples of his Schiller play, The Robbers, and Sartre’s The Flies, and a version of Eumenidies, are outstanding. Accompanied by an examination of the techniques he developed in such productions, he guided us to understanding the ways we could accomplish this essential shift, this initial shift of objective.

I started to keep a Notebook on February 5, 1945, when I began my studies at Erwin Piscator’s Dramatic Workshop at The New School for Social Research in New York. I was aware of, and even in awe of Piscator’s reputation when I first came to the Workshop – and in a certain sense one could say that the encounter was predestined.


Personal History

My mother, Rosel Zamojre, was an idealistic young actress in the city of Kiel, a naval and submarine base in northern Germany. She was an admirer of Erwin Piscator, the revolutionary young director who was the bright hope of the avant-garde theatre of the Weimar Republic. Her ambition was to work with him when she finished school. She took part in Kieler theatricals, while she worked in the shop where my grandparents sold linens and lace. Her observant Jewish family must surely have disapproved of her theatrical aspirations.

But then she met Max Malina, an equally idealistic young rabbi, at that time serving unhappily as a chaplain in the German army. She fell in love … and he soon found a way to get out of the army.

It was in those days unthinkable that a woman could be both a rabbi’s wife and an actress, so these two young people agreed that Rosel would give up her dream of the theatre, but that they would have a daughter who would become an actress; a surrogate, as it were, for Rosel’s abandoned career.

I was born in Kiel, in June 1926, intended for a theatrical life – hopefully even in Piscator’s theatre. Piscator was 33 years old when I was born, and was the director of the Volksbühne in Berlin. He had just opened Schiller’s Die Räuber, and was rehearsing Ernst Toller’s Hoppla, wir leben!

And it came to pass that Germany fell upon evil days, and my father, foreseeing the disaster approaching for the Jewish people, emigrated with my mother and me, in 1929, to New York City. There he founded The German Jewish Congregation, and devoted himself to making America’s Jewish community aware of the growing threat in Germany.


Erwin Piscator: Germany to New York City

When Piscator left Germany in 1936, it was high time for a Communist revolutionary to leave. Though he was not Jewish, Thea Kirfel-Lenk, in her valuable book Erwin Piscator im Exil in den USA ( Kirfel-Lenk 1984: 145) reproduces a document from the SS files of 1939 in which Piscator is designated as a Jew, despite it being well known that he was a descendant of Johannes Piscator, a Protestant theologian who translated the bible into German in 1600.

Piscator’s history is one of heroic perseverance. He had been an apprentice actor in Munich’s Hoftheater, but experienced a crise de conscience on the battlefield in Ypres, Belgium during the First World War. He was digging a trench, shells bursting all around him, surrounded by the wounded and the dead. A sergeant came by and noted the soldier’s clumsiness with the shovel and asked him mockingly what he did for a living in civilian life. Young Erwin felt humiliated when he answered sheepishly, “I’m … an actor,” and wondered why it made him ashamed.

He was determined thereafter to make the work of theatre meaningful work, to renounce the kind of theatre that made him feel disgraced to say the word “actor,” to redeem the art from its degraded state. After the war he made the theatre his field of battle. In February 1942, Piscator remembered it this way in his essay on “The Theatre of the Future” in Tomorrow Magazine:

War was hateful to me, so hateful that after the bitter debacle of 1918, I enlisted in the political struggle for permanent peace.


In 1919 Piscator participated in the formation of a small avant-garde theatre in Königsberg, called The Tribunal, which produced plays by Wedekind and Kaiser, and Strindberg’s Spook Sonata in which Piscator played the young hero, Arkenholtz. Perhaps most significantly, it also produced The Transfiguration (Die Wandlung), a play of revolutionary pacifism that Ernst Toller had written in prison, after his experiences with the Soviet Republic of Bavaria, in whose brief but luminous story Toller was an active participant.

Germany was a political hotbed in 1919. The disaster of the First World War had set the stage for the uprising of the Spartacus League, the subsequent murders of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, as well as the founding of the Soviet Republic of Bavaria by artists and intellectuals, soon followed by its bloody suppression. All this made for an atmosphere of revolutionary unrest that heightened the fervor of the times.

Leopold Jessner, who Piscator sometimes referred to as his teacher, was appointed head of the Prussian State Theatre. Dada flourished. Piscator organized several Dada events, as the Dadaists attempted “to put their nihilism to political use.” In The Theatre of Erwin Piscator by John Willett, Willett quotes Piscator: “Dada saw where art without roots was leading, but Dada is not the answer.” ( Willett 1979: 47)

At The Dramatic Workshop, Piscator told the story of one of these Dada events, but I imagine that the details are apocryphal, because they sound almost too good to be true. Shown at a classy theatre with a well-dressed audience, the curtain opened on an empty stage, with large barrels piled high upstage. Then nothing happened. No actors, no music, nothing. After a time the audience grew restive, and began protesting, and shouting and berating the company as frauds, whereupon actors dressed as firemen barged onto the stage, and hosed down the audience with water. The insulted theatre-goers, seeing their wives’ fine dresses drenched, rose up in anger and attacked the firemen, whereupon the barrels opened and 25 professional wrestlers emerged, and forced the audience back into their seats. Piscator told this story with gusto; perhaps it was one of those fantasies that artists like to conjure, even if they can’t fulfill them, or perhaps something like this really happened. But hearing about it, in 1946, I know that visions of Paradise danced in my head.

In October of 1920 Piscator founded The Proletarian Theatre in Berlin, performing in various halls plays by Kaiser and Gorky and one by Upton Sinclair, in which Piscator appeared among the anonymous performers. Though modest in size and technical capacity, The Proletarian Theatre included such notables as John Heartfield, who projected maps and photomontage onto the scenery, and Lazlo Moboly-Nagy, who worked with symbolic constructions. The Proletarian Theatre produced five plays, including the brutally titled How Much Longer, You Whore of Bourgeois Justice? Six months later the license of The Proletarian Theatre was revoked and it was closed, leaving behind plans for plays by Ivan Goll, as well as a production of Toller’s Masse-Mensch, which the Volksbühne presented instead, without Piscator.

In 1924 Piscator created the Revue Roter Rummel, called RRR, for the Communist Party (KPD) election campaign of 1924–25. There were 14 scenes which were, according to Willett, “a model for the agit-prop movement.” Scenes of decadent Berlin night life were interrupted by actors playing workers who came up onto the stage from the audience and proclaimed the Victory of the Proletariat, ending with a rousing chorus of The Internationale. The KPD lost the election by 1,000,000 votes.

Piscator, however, had discovered the flexibility of the revue form, whose short scenes could be altered or added to, night by night. In 1925 the KPD asked him for a pageant to open the party conference, for which he created Trotz Alldem! (In Spite of Everything!), with 24 scenes, numerous historical film sequences, and 200 performers. Only two performances were given, both to packed houses. Piscator wanted more performances but the party said no.

The spirit of experiment was alive everywhere. In Moscow, in 1922, Vsevolod Meyerhold produced the seminal constructivist play Commelynck, which launched his theory of biomechanics. In 1923, Meyerhold formed the agit-prop troupe the Blue Blouses, which traversed Russia in a riotously painted train, and taught biomechanical performance techniques to peasants and factory workers.

From 1924 to 1927 Piscator directed the Volksbühne in Berlin, opening with Fahnen (Flags), about the Chicago anarchists of 1886–87, and which its author, Alfred Paquet, subtitled “an Epic Drama.” Piscator used a complicated divided set on a revolving stage with a treadmill street running through it, and images of the characters and documentary material projected on either side of the stage. A narrator spoke the prologue, and a balladeer commented in song. In this way Piscator intended “to connect the stage and the auditorium.” He felt that he had succeeded in this. Piscator later wrote that

The wall dividing stage from audience was swept away; the whole building a meeting hall. The audience drawn onto the stage.


It is strange that he said it so clearly, and described it so precisely, and yet he did not do it. He was speaking metaphorically when he said, “the wall dividing … was swept away.” He continued to regard the division of the audience’s and the actors’ areas as sacrosanct. “The audience was drawn onto the stage,” he wrote, but no audience members were actually encouraged to set foot on the stage. It was only a beginning.

Between 1924 and 1927 Piscator directed plays for the Volksbühne, each production experimenting with technical and cinematic forms and novel uses of screens and projectors, sometimes mixing or intercutting live actors and their screen images, sometimes playing two or three scenes simultaneously, but always reworking each play to emphasize its moral and political meaning. With Gewitter über Gottland (Storm over Gottland), which deals with the struggle between Hanseatic capitalists and a communistic league of revolutionaries, the management of the Volksbühne rejected him, saying, “This type of production is incompatible with the Volksbühne’s principle of political neutrality.” A great public controversy ensued, with hundreds of actors and thousands of Communists trying in vain to vindicate Piscator’s position.

But Piscator was already preparing his own theatre, the Piscatorbühne, which he opened in 1927 on Nollendorfplatz in Berlin with Toller’s Hoppla, wir leben! With Hoppla, he began to overturn all the conventions of staging. Its success lay in its fusing of staging innovations and political relevance. Traugott Müller’s set was a four-story scaffolding built on a revolving stage. The play considers a cross-section of society, and this was literally rendered by the set. The different acting areas diagrammed the social order, the actors representing social classes.

He followed this success, which ran for two months, with another overwhelmingly technical production, Rasputin, the Romanovs, the War and the People that Rose Up Against Them, adapted from Tolstoy by the Dramaturgical Collective of the Piscatorbühne, who added the characters of Lenin, Trotsky and the emperors of Germany and Austria. Müller’s set consisted of a huge hemisphere, covered with silver fabric, symbolizing the world, which rotated on a revolving stage. This globe had doors which opened to reveal various settings, from the Tsar’s headquarters to Rasputin’s room, while documentary films of history and of recent events were projected both onto the globe and onto the backdrop. The ex-Kaiser, Wilhelm, sued Piscator for defamation and the character had to be cut from the play. Piscator had the text of the court order read out instead. For Piscator, this was proof of the relevance and immediacy of the play.

The third important play of the Piscatorbühne was The Good Soldier Schweik, adapted from Max Brod by Piscator, Gasbarra and Brecht. A simpler set consisted of two treadmills that allowed Schweik to pursue his endless march to war without moving from the spot. Each treadmill was 17.5 meters long, and weighed 5000 kg. In performance they made a terrible noise and the actors had to shout to be heard over them. But they made it possible for Schweik to travel all around the world while milestones, scenery, and even pursuing armies passed him by. Piscator called on the great political painter and graphic artist George Grosz to create the figures, soldiers, hanged-men and snarling dogs that Schweik encounters. These images were interlaced with cinematic images, of Prague, of war, and of corpses. Piscator added a new ending, a scene in heaven where God is tried for his crimes. A parade of 20 mutilated war victims marches past God. Some of these, it is said, included actual veterans.

The first Piscatorbühne opened in September 1927, and went bankrupt the following June. But oh, what a wealth of historical productions it created! The second Piscatorbühne was also a financial disaster, but managed to produce The Merchant of Berlin, a four-hour play about the Jews of Germany, for which Moholy-Nagy built a set of intricate mechanical bridges and platforms that could be raised or lowered, as well as signs, symbols and traffic lights. There was also an overwhelming soundtrack of bells, whistles and the roar of traffic.

When the second Piscatorbühne failed, Piscator formed the Piscator Collective, which created The Kaiser’s Coolies, a play about an uprising in the navy, with a set representing a cross-section of a battleship anchored in Kiel. It was the fourth of his productions to end with the audience joining the actors in singing The Internationale.

The third Piscatorbühne opened with a play developed by the Collective, Crede’s Paragraph 218, on the theme of abortion. The performance included the appearance of a real-life doctor or hospital administrator, making a speech about the subject. The audience was asked to vote, by a show of hands, on the abolition of the statute. It was the first time, wrote a reviewer of the production, “that the end of a play turned into a public meeting.” If so, it is indeed a milestone.

The last production of the Piscatorbühne was Fredrich Wolf’s Tai Yang Awakens. It was written as a counter-play to Klabund’s Circle of Chalk, which Wolf found “over-sweet”; in his early drafts Wolf had even called his heroine “Hi Tang,” as Klabund had called her. Tai Yang is a textile worker who organizes her fellow-workers to strike. The play was done without the elaborate scenery of Piscator’s recent productions. The play begins with the entrance of the actors from the street, talking about politics and then putting on their costumes and make-up onstage. At the end, one of the actors, in street clothes, explains the relevance of the play to the situation of Germany in 1931. Ten years later Piscator directed Klabund’s Circle of Chalk in English at The Dramatic Workshop where, in 1945, I played the role of a Teahouse Girl.

After Tai Yang Awakens and the collapse of the third Piscatorbühne, Piscator did not direct another play until he came to the United States in 1941, though he was never inactive during that time, exploring other outlets for his art.

In 1931 the situation in Germany was worsening every day. Piscator had already been briefly arrested on tax charges at the beginning of the year. Fredrich Wolf was arrested for breach of the abortion laws, and the police banned agit-prop performances.

Dozens of German theatre workers went to Russia at this time, attracted by socialist ideals. Piscator was invited to Moscow to direct a film based on Anna Seghers’ novel The Revolt of the Fishermen of Santa Barbara. Willett describes it as the story of “a lone agitator’s arrival in a semi-mythical fishing village, and his desperate, almost fatalistic leadership of a broken strike.” Originally the plan was for two versions to be produced, one in German, with Lotte Lenya, and the other in Russian. But although they actually imported a cast from Germany, after several months of delays, the German version was abandoned.

The film took two years to complete. It was beset by numerous difficulties. According to Maria Ley-Piscator, because of a dearth of nails to complete the construction of the set, Piscator feared further delays in the shooting. So he himself went out and brought back the needed nails to finish the work. However, he was accused of buying them on the black market, which was considered a serious economic crime. I doubt that Maria was right in saying, “That’s why he was thrown out of Russia,” but in her old age, that’s how she chose to remember it.

Piscator was not “thrown out” of the Soviet Union just as his film opened on October 5, 1934. Rather, he became an active member of The Revolutionary Writers Union (MORT) and was elected its president in 1935. Bernhard Reich wrote in Im Wettlauf mit der Zeit that “Unfortunately Piscator used all his energy and imagination to set up the organization and get it running, with the result that as an artist he stagnated.” (Reich 1970)

Willett points out that by the time The Fishermen opened, the German market was closed to it, and the Russian audience was tiring of revolutionary films with their emphasis on “the fate of the masses.” In “Basic Principles of a Theory of Sociological Drama”, Piscator wrote: “It is no longer the private, personal fate of the individual, but the times and the fate of the masses that are the heroic factors in the new drama.” (Piscator 1929, reprinted in translation in Drain 1995)

Piscator wasn’t satisfied with the film, but already had plans for half a dozen others. He wanted to work on a Schweik film with Brecht, though that plan, like his plan to film War and Peace, eventually fell through.

Piscator never directed another film, nor did he ever direct a play in the Soviet Union.

Piscator was never without grandiose ambitions, and even as the cultural scene in the Soviet Union began to harden and move from its creative phase into its dictatorial phase, he was at work on great plans. He wanted to create a German-language experimental theatre in the city of Engels, in the German-speaking Volga Republic, using all the best anti-Nazi talents – Granach, Neher and Helene Weigel among them. Piscator also lured 20 young German actors to Engels, then sent them to the Maly Theatre in Moscow for two months of study. But when he heard them two months later, he fired the lot of them. The project was further delayed by contract problems, by housing problems, by malaria …

Piscator left Russia in July for a trip to Paris, expecting to return in the autumn. On October 3rd, Bernhard Reich telegraphed him a two-word warning: Don’t Return (Nicht Abreisen). MORT, the author’s union, had been dissolved, Granach was arrested in Kiev and Carola Neher had also been arrested, later to die in a prison camp. The purges were just beginning.

Piscator never returned to Russia. As for the Volga Republic, it was dissolved and the entire German population was deported during the Second World War.

For almost three years, Piscator lived in Paris without directing any plays. He began work on an adaptation of Tolstoy’s War and Peace, though it was never produced there. He made dozens of plans and schemes for productions, films and touring companies, including an attempt to persuade Max Reinhardt to work on a grand peace festival at Versailles. For this he went to visit Reinhardt in Salzburg where he met Maria Ley, an Austrian dancer who was working on the choreography for Reinhardt’s Midsummer Night’s Dream. On April 17th, 1937, they married.

The actor Leonard Steckel wrote of this period of Piscator’s life that “Piscator has wasted some of his best years by not having the modesty and the guts to start from scratch, but wanting to work on a lavish scale right away” ( Willett 1979: 194). He considered Denmark, where the Brechts had gone, and even Germany, where to Piscator’s horror, Gordon Craig told him he would be well-received by Goebbels. He considered Barcelona, which was ready to welcome him. He outlined plans for Mexico, Stockholm and Copenhagen.

In the end it was Gilbert Miller’s promise of a Broadway production of War and Peace that convinced the Piscators to come to New York. Helen Hayes and Paul Muni were considering the lead roles, and Miller wanted Laurence Olivier for Prince Andrei. The Piscators sailed for New York on Christmas Eve and arrived on New Year’s Day, 1939. They arrived in a fanfare of publicity, and settled into the Hotel Pierre, one of the city’s most elegant and most expensive, for which Piscator was bitterly criticized by the communists in Europe and their fellow travelers in the United States.

Piscator was counting on Gilbert Miller’s promise of a production of War and Peace. Since Gilbert Miller was one of Broadway’s most successful producers, Piscator and Maria Ley had high hopes. But then Miller rejected the project, saying that the script was inadequate. A long struggle began then, to rewrite, to find collaborators and to find another producer.

The whole weight of Broadway, with its relentlessly conventional standards and its commitment to popular success, confronted Piscator. His motives were entirely different, as were his standards. Only years later at his Studio Theatre at The New School could he produce his War and Peace. He never really found his own theatre in New York. He never directed a major commercial play, though there were several feeble efforts in that direction. He never partook of the fleshpots of Broadway. Not that he didn’t try.


The Founding of The Dramatic Workshop, 1940

Thwarted by Broadway, Piscator founded The Dramatic Workshop at The New School for Social Research. When The New School itself was founded in 1933, it was created to be an academic haven for the many scholars who were forced to leave Europe because of the grip of fascism. It was in fact known as “The University in Exile.”

When, six years later, Dr. Alvin Johnson opened the doors of The New School to a theatre department, Piscator at first resisted. He wanted to direct his plays. He had never wanted to be a teacher. And though he had a great gift for transmitting ideas, and taught his classes and seminars with evident passion, teaching was always for him what he later called “an interim achievement.” Yet he was persuaded, and in January 1940 he opened The Dramatic Workshop.

Piscator’s Workshop was animated by the vision that possessed him all his life, since that day in the trenches of Ypres where he found his calling. Maria Piscator quotes him on the opening of the Workshop:

“Not art,” said Piscator, “but life. From its very beginning here at the Workshop, let it be life! The here and now. Art is man’s ambition to create beyond reality. What is needed now is reality. Reality, the Sphinx of all Sphinxes, the riddle of all riddles. But every new beginning … is it not a riddle?”




The Studio Theatre

Piscator needed a theatre in which to work and he needed to work with the best, that is, with experienced actors, and so nine months later, The Studio Theatre was created within the context of The Dramatic Workshop. The plan was to create a repertory theatre, casting older, professional actors in the leading roles, with the Workshop students in the supporting roles, as well as running lights and props and building sets. It was a perfect plan allowing the students to work with experienced actors while continuing their cIasswork and technical education. At The Studio Theatre, Piscator produced some of the most significant work of his American exile: King Lear with Sam Jaffe, KIabund’s Circle of Chalk with Dolly Haas, Nathan the Wise with Herbert Berghof, and finally, the long-awaited War and Peace.

But the power of the Broadway establishment is not easily overcome. The modest success of The Studio Theatre attracted the attention of the unions. At first only Actors’ Equity insisted that the union actors be paid Equity scale. Piscator raised the money to pay them. But then, the technicians’ unions demanded that the work on lights and props and costumes, which the students were doing as part of their training, would have to be unionized.

This is not economically possible in a small theatre, as the thorny history of the Off-Broadway theatre movement demonstrates.

Piscator’s Studio Theatre was in this way, as in many other respects, a forerunner of, as well as an inspiration to, the whole Off-Broadway movement.
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