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INTRODUCTION

WHEN after years of concentrated effort my most voluminous book,
Political Theory: The Foundations of Twentieth-Century Political
Thought, was completed,* T was at long last free to turn again to
other plans. Three major projects competed for priority. One—
seemingly the most obvious option—was the second (special) vol-
ume of theory, parts of which were already at an advanced stage of
preparation; the second, publication of my lectures on the constitu-
tional history of mankind, an analysis of the reciprocal influences
between constitutions and history; the third, some type of autobiog-
raphy or memoirs, an interplay of recollections and reflections.

A writer who at the age of forty or fifty has to choose among pro-
jects of this scope can easily persuade himself that his decision con-
cerns only the order of sequence. If he is about eighty, however, he
knows that the choice of one in all probability means the death sen-
tence for the others.

Why in these circumstances I gave priority to the autobiography
calls for a word of explanation. The longer I thought over it, the
more I became convinced that the other two books could be written
by someone else, whereas this one only by me. I have liked to fancy,
it is true, that the first volume of Political Theory bears my personal
stamp. The second, however, was meant to be based to such an ex-
tent on the principles laid down in the former that some inspired
member of our profession who agrees with them should be able to
produce it in the same spirit, enriched with his own infusions. An
outline of what I had planned is to be found in my article “Political
Theory” in the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences
(New York, 1968).

As to the constitutional history of mankind, the systematic pres-
entation I have had in mind has not yet been forthcoming. This
project, too, can well be carried through by another person, and I
have no doubt that such a work will not be long in coming.

My recollections, however, can be put down by no one but me.

1Princeton University Press, 1959, sth printing, 1968. German edition, 19671.
Also editions in Spanish and Portuguese.
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viti Introduction

Originally I had thought only of relating a coherent story of my
life, knitting together the scattered sections of the cloth from which
it was cut, for my own benefit and that of friends. That would not
have been very important for the world at large, was not even nec-
essarily meant for publication, and could have been done alongside
of work on weighter projects.

Yet when I had finished the first part, which dealt with my
young years far removed from politics, the book turned out to be-
come more and more a history of important political events. My life
had been so closely interwoven with these events that it could not
be adequately described apart from them. What I had come to see
from close quarters was no longer my own personal way of life
alone and its private environment, but political history from the be-
ginning of World War I to the end of the Weimar Republic and
further. Even where I had not been active myself, daily observation
from central points influenced and formed me decisively.

Therewith the writing began fully to occupy my time and ener-
gies. The briefest listing of characteristic situations in which I had
found myself will illustrate this, and at the same time explain the
ever-growing urge I felt as a matter of professional responsibility to
testify to what I had observed.

After seven years of work in the imperial Department of Justice
in Berlin and half a year in the Department of Economics I re-
ceived a call from the last imperial Chancellor, Prince Max von
Baden, to join his staff in the Chancellery (October, 1918). I stayed
there for three years under seven Chancellors (Prince Max, Ebert,
Scheidemann, Bauer, Hermann Miiller, Fehrenbach, Wirth) and
eight revolutionary People’s Commissaries in between ~(originally
six, plus two replacements). In the Chancellery I witnessed the
war’s end, the debate about the Kaiser’s abdication, the Revolution,
the birth of the Weimar Republic, the Versailles peace negotiations,
the controversy on the responsibility for Germany’s collapse, the
Kapp Putsch, the loss of a popular majority for democracy in the
elections of 1920—deadly virus for German democracy—the uni-
lateral disarmament, the struggle about reparations, Erzberger’s as-
sassination, Rathenau’s appointment, and the beginnings of the “Pol-
icy of Fulfillment.”

Only in the course of writing did I realize that apart from being
the only survivor among politicians and higher staff members who
at one time or other had been in the Chancellery during those three
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years, I was indeed the only one who had stayed there within that
entire period. All others served merely during a part, generally a
very small part.

Thereafter I worked for over five years in the federal Ministry of
the Interior under eight ministers—two Social Democrats, three
Democrats (liberals), one of the German People’s Party (national-
liberal), and two German Nationalists, the second of whom dis-
missed me because of my pro-democratic views. I witnessed Rathen-
aw’s assassination, the occupation of the Ruhr, the runaway infla-
tion, the conflict with Bavaria, Hitler’s beer-cellar putsch, the stabili-
zation of the currency, the deceptive recovery, and, finally, the pass-
ing of three strategically important offices into the hands of men
with anti-democratic and anti-republican views—the federal Presi-
dency, the federal Ministry of the Interior, and my own office as
chief of the constitutional division.

My dismissal from federal office failed to remove me from the
center of political events in Germany, however. Appointed one of
the leading officials of republican Prussia in Berlin and serving as
Prussia’s representative in the Reichsrat (Federal Council), in the
official committee of twenty preparing a draft bill for Germany’s re-
organization (Reichsreform), and finally before the Supreme Con-
stitutional Court in the conflict with the Papan government, I ob-
served the final catastrophe of the Weimar Republic: Hitler’s ap-
pointment and his gaining total power.

Temporarily arrested by Hitler’s secret police and subjected to
close surveillance I accepted a call to the newly founded graduate
faculty of political and social science in the New School for Social
Research, New York (November, 1933). A new phase of my life
began, in an entirely different arena, devoted to political science
rather than its practice. My share in practical politics thereafter was
indeed reduced to occasional advice given in publications, memo-
randa, and personal discussions, as described in this book’s final
chapters.

Consequently, the major part of this narrative is given to the mid-
dle years of my life, those between thirty and fifty, from the begin-
ning of World War I to Hitler’s ascent to total power in Germany.
The thirty-five years in the United States are dealt with more
briefly, since work spent in the pursuit of theory, however important
it may appear to specialists, cannot expect to encounter general in-
terest.
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The preponderance of German affairs had originally caused me
to publish my memories and reflections in German. On two
grounds, however, it has appeared suitable to have an English-lan-
guage edition available. One is academic in character. German his-
tory from the start of World War I through the period of the Wei-
mar democracy to the ascent of Hitler encompasses a peculiarly co-
herent sequence of events. Their close study leads to a number of the
most puzzling problems of democracy, of political theory in gen-
eral, and of history-writing—problems that are amply discussed in
this book. They are sure to attract continuous attention. Just as I
myself owe a good deal of my own political education to my in-
volvement in this period’s history, I felt this book might help oth-
ers, not only Germans, in theirs.

The second reaches much further. This particular section of Ger-
man history, from 1914 to the present, far from being simply a pa-
rochial sample of national history, has actually assumed something
like the central position in the recent political history of the world
at large. It is not saying too much, I think, to claim that the ter-
minal phase of the second millennium after Christ has essentially
been shaped by it and cannot correctly be apprehended without
studying it.

I now must remind the reader, however, that my first purpose
was writing an autobiography. Many pages are devoted to the first
thirty years of my life, quite non-political in activities and atmo-
sphere; elsewhere, too, more space is given to personal experiences
and reflections than would be appropriate in a purely historical
work. At first sight, this may seem to be an incompatible blend of
purposes. However, reactions to the German edition have confirmed
my belief that the book’s intentions have not been impaired. The
lyrics, drama, and epics of one particular life may be able to intro-
duce the reader, and especially readers of the younger generations,
to this portentous period of history and its perennial problems more
intimately and more realistically than can purely historical studies.

An autobiography that omits the years of youth may provide
good political memoirs but will be poor autobiography, and one
that falsifies the record. I have tried to be as sincere as I could, not
in retrospect belittling or sidetracking with the presumptive wis-
dom of haughty old age that which in those years had been impor-
tant for my development. This is not to say that I approve of all I
did or thought then. Quite the contrary, I wonder now at a good
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deal of it, as much as the reader may, ruefully shaking my head at
times. But this is the way it was. I cannot change it; and as it was, it
has formed me.

I kept no diaries. The only authentic source of these recollections
is my memory, freshened up by notes, letters, memoranda, and the
like still in my possession. I have not hesitated to verify data by con-
sulting other sources of current history. In a few chapters I have
used ideas and reflections from earlier publications of mine, occa-
sionally even their wording. I am sincerely indebted for permission
given me in this respect to the publishers and editors of my books
Prelude to Silence (1944) and Federalism and Regionalism in Ger-
many: the Division of Prussia (1945), both published by Oxford
University Press, New York, and of my articles “Walther Rathenau
and the German People,” Journal of Politics (February, 1948) and
“Die Auflésung der Weimarer Republik und die politische Wissen-
schaft,” Zeitschrift fiir Politik, vol. 2 (1955), pp. 291 fI.

The original German edition of my autobiography was published
by Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, Stuttgart, in two volumes, the first ti-
tled Aus nichster Nihe, Lebenserinnerungen eines beteiligten Be-
obachzers, covering the years from 1884 to 1927 (1966), the second,
Mt der Kraft des Geistes, Lebenserinnerungen zweite Hilfte, 1927~
1967 (1967), each about 500 pages long. The present American edi-
tion, although reduced to half the size of the German, preserves the
essence of what is historically, scientifically, and humanly most im-
portant. To make this possible it omits that which was to serve pur-
poses of documentation and verification only, especially in the two
extensive appendices of the German edition, and the discussion of
subjects that are of interest only to specialists. These items are easily
accessible to scholars in the original edition. I have also omitted
some of the purely autobiographical data, stories, anecdotes, and re-
flections of no significance for the understanding of the general
trend of the narrative. Heavier cuts in less important chapters have
made it feasible to render the most important ones in their entirety.

Chapters are numbered from the beginning to the end, whereas
the German edition starts the second volume with a new number-
ing. Numbers in both editions are identical to Chapter 43; there-
after they diverge, partly because of the omission of some chapters.
A synopsis of the relationship of the editions will be found in the
Appendix.

Friendly assistants have helped me by preparing tentative transla-
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tions from the German edition as a basis for me to shorten and re-
organize the text and to rewrite it for non-German readers, who
would be unable to understand many historical allusions or institu-
tional peculiarities of common knowledge to Germans, without ade-
quate explanation; who would approach facts and implications
from their own angle of knowledge and prejudice, unless properly
warned ; and who should not be bothered with details and names of
interest only to Germans. Most of the preparatory work of transla-
tion was ably done by Miss Wendy Philipson, instructor for English
at the University of Miinchen (Chapters 5 to 53, 74 to 94, 98 to the
end). Minor parts were handled equally well by Mr. Thomas
Bourke, Miinchen (Chapters 1 to 4); Mrs. Lenore Friedrich, Cam-
bridge, Mass. (54 and 55) ; Mrs. Charlotte Neisser, New York (56 to
73); and Mr. Salvator Attanasio, New York (95-97). I wish to ex-
press my cordial thanks to all of them, as well as to Miss R. Miriam
Brokaw of Princeton University Press who went over the final copy,
and to Mrs. Gertrude Lederer of New York who prepared the Index.

I also wish to thank Mrs. Alice Assmus and Miss Ursula Hold-
schmidt in Miinchen, and Mrs. Johanna Brandt of New York for
their successful efforts in transcribing heavily altered manuscripts.

Finally, one word on the book’s title. My original proposal was
“Participant-Observer.” “Observer of what?” Herbert Bailey, the
publisher’s editor in chief, retorted at once. What a man has observed
in eighty-five years cannot easily be summed up in a book’s title. We
considered many alternatives, among them “Life Under Six Political
Regimes,” “History Shaping Up For the Millennium’s Final Stage,”
“Facts and Values,” “From Practice To Theory,” or just “Memoirs.”
Any of these would have been correct, but none seemed sufficiently
specific. Mr. Bailey proposed the present title and stuck to it over my
objections that it was too personal and that its allusion to Henry
Adam’s great autobiography would be considered presumptuous. He
did not share these misgivings, he said, and I can only pray that he
1s right, as he usually is.

The American edition can claim independent value on the dual
ground of its more compact arrangement and its being addressed
to non-German readers.

Arnold Brecht
New York, March 1970



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION vil

Part I 'The Early Years: Far Removed from Politics

1. As a Child at Home 3
2. Schooldays (1891-1902) vi
3. University (1902-1905) 13
4. Unconscious Political Principles 22
5. When You Do Not Know What You Want— 29

In-Service Training (1906-1909)
6. The Great State Examination—Death of My Father—

Judge in Liibeck (1910) 34
7. In the Federal Department of Justice (1910-1918) 38

Part II Political Awakening

8. Events But Dimly Noticed 44
9. Political Education Through the War’s Outbreak (1914) 49
10. Political Education Through the War’s Aims 59
11. Political Education Through the Struggle for World Opinion 70
12. Constitution and Leadership 2
13. Life Before Death Goes on Even in War 75

Parr III Political Education through the War’s End

14. My First Weeks in the Chancellery—Discovery of the 8o
Real Situation (October, 1918)
15. Interlude: A Non-Delivered Speech 96

16. The Last Cabinet Meeting Before the Revolution in Kiel 97
(November 2, 1918) : Minutes Lost, But Rediscovered

Part IV Political Education through Revolution

17. The German November Revolution 108

18. The Chancellery in the Period of Transition from Monarchy 119
to Republic

19. The Struggle Around a Proletarian Dictatorship 126

20. Lack of Power from the Top Downward 131

xi11



Xiv
21.

ParT

22
23.
24.

25.
26.
27.

Part
28.

2.
30.

31
32.

33.
34.
3.
36.
37.
38.
39.

ParT

40,
41,
42,
43,
44,

45,

Contents

Why the Old Army?
Why Not a New People’s Guard?

V Weimar

Political Education Through the Act of Voting
Democracy and Constitution

The Chancellery in the Transition to Democracy—
The Struggle for a Planned Economy

The Peace Treaty—Responsibility for the Collapse
Erzberger in Weimar

Looking Back at Life in Weimar

VI The Loss of Pro-Democratic Majorities

Vain Attempt to Escape Politics—Controversy with
Ludendorff

A Winter of Unpleasantness—Kapp Putsch—Loss of the
Democratic Majority (1919-1920)

Reflections on the Loss of a Pro-Democratic Majority Under
a Democratic Constitution

The First Cabinet Without Socialists (1920)

Historical Turning Points—Meetings with Pohner, Hitler,
Pacelli (1920, 1g21)

Figures Difhcult to Understand

Meeting Hauptmann

The Two Bachelors: Wirth and Rathenau

Changes in the Chancellery and in the Cabinet

The Anniversary of the Constitution (August 11, 1921)

The Death of Erzberger

The End of My Three Years in the Chancellery—Taking
Over the Constitution Division in the Ministry of the Interior

VII Reformer in the Ministry of the Interior
(1921-1927)

The Magic of Limited Functions

Staff Problems

The Death of Rathenau

Political Consequences of the Rathenau Murder

Edging to the Right—Black-Red-Gold—Stresemann’s

Flag-Damascus

Occupation of the Ruhr—Revolt in Bavaria—Hitler Putsch—

The Hundred Days of Chanceller Stresemann

139

147
153

159
164
169

71

174

175

191
194

201
203
204
212
215
218
220

223
224
226
231

234

237



Contents

46.
47.
48.
49.

50.
51.
52.

53.

Changes in the Ministry of the Interior

Germany’s Reorganization (Reichsreform)

Electoral Reform

Easing of International and Economic Tensions—

The Dawes Plan—Further Jolt to the Right

Ebert’s Death

Hindenburg’s Election: The Apparent and the Real Surprise
Continuing Work Under Anti- and Pro-Democratic
Ministers—Luther’s Defeat on the Flag Issue

Dimissal by My Eighth Minister—Appointment in Prussia

Part VIII  Across the Wilhelmstrasse—Working for

54.
55.
56. Rapporteur for the Federal Budget—International Comparison

57.

Germany from Prussia
Prussia in the Twenties

The Reichsrat (Federal Council)

of Public Expenditures
The Myth of the Pocket Battleship

Part IX The Struggle for Germany’s Reorganization

58.
59.
60.
6l
62.
63.

64.

(Reichsreform)

Fitting Prussia and Bavaria into Germany’s Reorganization
Death of My Mother

Declining Appointment to Chief of the Chancellery

The Triumph of Cooperation

Bavaria’s Dissent

Backstage in Prussia—My Relations to Minister-President
Braun

The Failure of the Federal Reform

Part X From Young Plan to Briining’s Dismissal

65.
06.
67.
68.
69.

70.
71.

The Young Plan and Dr. Schacht’s Leaving the Democratic
Band Wagon

Stresemann’s Death and the End of the Great Coalition
Briining

Brining’s Fight Against Reparations and Germany’s
Unilateral Disarmament

Briining’s Fight Against Unemployment—His Policy of
Deflation

Briining’s Frontal Attack on National Socialism

Xv

241
244

247
250

254
256
260

263

269

273
276

280

285
288
289
290
296
299

300

394
309
311
317

320

324

The Prussian Government’s Fight Against National Socialism 325



xvi Contents

72. Personal Commitment—Deutschlandbund

73. Presidential Election, 1932—Hindenburg’s Re-Election—
Dissolution of Hitler’s Storm Troops—Briining’s Triumph
Thwarted—The Tragedy of a Rule Too Weakly Grounded

Part XI Why into the Abyss? (1932-1933)

74. Hindenburg’s Ominous About-Turn

75. Dilettante Methods

76. Germany’s Reorganization by Force

77. The 20th of July, 1932—My Speech at the Supreme
Constitutional Court

78. Equal Treatment of National Socialists and Communists?

79. Active or Passive Resistance?

80. Intermezzo—Papen Caught in His Own Snares

81. Proceedings Before the Supreme Constitutional Court—Its
Decision (October 10~25, 1932)

82. The Myth of the Court’s Failure

83. Back in the Reichsrat—Refusal of Promotion to State
Secretary

84. Hope and Lull—Stab in the Back—Papen’s Triumph,
and Hitler’s

85. What Were the Alternatives?

86. Reflections on the Responsibilities for Hitler’s Appointment

Parr XII From Hitler’s Appointment to His
Obtaining Total Power
87. How Far Will Hitler Go?

88. Hitler in the Reichsrat (February 2, 1933)
89. Renewed Dismissal of the Prussian Cabinet—

Unconstitutional Dissolution of the Landtag (February 6, 1933)

90. My Dismissal Repeated—The Reichsrat Disemboweled—

Braun and Severing Charged with Fraud—The Reichstag

Arson (February 27)

91. Braun Crosses Lake Constance Too Soon—The Elections
(March 35, 1933)—Eviction from Our Quarters—Resignation
of the Prussian Ministers—The End of Prussia

92. From the Enabling Act to One-Party Rule

93. Reflections on the Responsibility for Hitler’s Obtaining
Total Power

94. Personal Fate Amidst Impersonal Disaster—Arrest—
Departure from Germany (November g, 1933)

327
33t

337
341
345
352
360
364
368
370

376
380

381

389
392

400
406
409

412
421
425

431

436



Contents xviL

Part XIII In the United States (Since 1933)

95. Role Change in Mid-Life 446
96. Risky Visits to Germany Before the War 448
97. The Death of Gertrud and Ossip (July, 1939) 452
98. The United States and Germany: During the War and 455
Shortly After
99. Postwar Problems—Germany’s Reunification 459
100. Personal Experiences in the United States 468
101. Science, Practice, and Faith 482
EPILOGUE 495
APPENDIX 499

PUBLICATIONS WITH POLITICAL IMPLICATIONS AFTER
1933 BY ARNOLD BRECHT 512

SYNOPSIS OF CHAPTER NUMBERS IN THE GERMAN AND
AMERICAN EDITIONS OF THESE MEMOIRS 518

INDEX 520






The Political
Education of

ARNOLD
BRECHT



PART I

The Early Years:
Far Removed

from Politics



1. As a CHiLp AT HoMmE

Famivies from the upper strata of society who lived in North Ger-
many around the turn of the century generally had little contact
with politics, if we disregard occasional outbursts of patriotic feel-
ing, hero-worship (Frederick the Great, Bismarck), and negative
reactions to the opinions of other groups, considered “political” in
contrast to one’s own “objective” views.

If a boy’s home was a Hanseatic town, in my case the city of
Liibeck, one could be reasonably sure that the fathers of all his up-
per-class friends shared an outlook that could be politically classified
as “National Liberal.” They enthused about free trade, a flourishing
industry, a strong navy, and colonies. Social Demotrats were “pub-
lic enemies,” and heads were wagged over “ultramontane” Catholi-
cism. This way of thinking was natural. Whoever tended farther to-
ward the Left or the Right—zAey were the “politicians.”

Once as a child in the company of my father I encountered a
workers’ demonstration. I asked what it was. My father explained
to me that those were Social Democrats—people who aspired after
higher wages and a state of the future where everyone would be
equal. That struck me as being very natural. Shouldn’t they be
given higher wages? My father answered that was not so simple be-
cause many factories did not make sufficiently high profits to pay
more; first of all, it was necessary to see to it that everyone had
work and could earn a living. The answer did not quite satisfy me,
and the question continued to trouble me. Whatever else demonstra-
tions accomplish, they cause children to put questions to their par-
ents.

I came into the world in Liibeck on the 26th of January, 1884, the
same year of birth as that of Theodor Heuss, first President of the
Federal Republic of Germany; the American President Harry Tru-
man; Professor Edwin Redslob, co-founder of the Free University
in Berlin; and of many others whose course of life later crossed
mine. Of the house where I was born I have kept no memories, for
my parents soon moved to one they had bought near the railroad
station, where, opposite the Holsten Gate, my father’s office was.

3
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This house, Moislinger Allee Nr. 22, with its front- and back-garden
and a square tower, which offered one of the finest views of the
city’s old churches and the richly wooded embankments, remained
our home until my adult life.

Our father was a Protestant pastor’s son—the youngest of four
brothers—from a small town near Magdeburg (Ochtmersleben). As
a lawyer he went into railroad administration in Berlin, married the
third of four daughters of the railroad’s division director from the
Prussian Ministry of Commerce, Theodor Weishaupt (there was
not yet a separate Ministry of Railroads). Some time afterward he
went to Liibeck as president of the only large-scale private railroad
yet in Germany, the Libeck-Bichner Railroad Company. We chil-
dren—the two “big ones,” Edith and Gustav, and the two “little
ones,” Gertrud and I (there was a gap of four years between Gustav
and me; our brother Rolf, the fifth child, did not enter the stage
until after another twelve years)—used to issue ourselves free rail-
road passes by filling in the blank over our father’s official seal, and
so were able to make trips free of charge into pleasant surround-
ings, particularly the Baltic Sea, our great love. If a number of en-
gines stood on turntables around a railroad workshop, Jirgen Feh-
ling, lifelong friend since our schooldays and later great man of the
theater, used to call it the Brecht Family Celebration Day.

Our father’s brothers also had reached, each in a different profes-
sion, positions of some distinction. The oldest, an architect, was
Privy Councillor to the Court of Rudolstadt; the second was a histo-
rian of high quality and Lord Mayor of Quedlinburg, where he is
honored by a monument and a street-name. The third, a renowned
oculist in Berlin, died at an early age; his son, later a philologist of
German, Professor Walter Brecht (Vienna, Munich), was as our
father’s ward often in our house.

Seen as a whole, the paternal generation illustrated the frequent
rise of a craftsman’s family (my great grandfather was a saddler) by
way of a Protestant vicarage towards the higher social strata. But
we saw the older generation as personalities rather than in sociologi-
cal categories. The great star in our family’s sky was the grand-
father, Pastor Christoph Heinrich Brecht, although we had never
known him personally. He was held by us younger children in
higher esteem than our mother’s father, the Ministerial Director in
Berlin, whose rank was a matter of complete indifference to us, and
indeed, like everything “official,” repulsed rather than attracted us.



1. As a Child at Home 5

In marrying my father, her elder by fifteen years, our mother at
the age of twenty-one gave up not only the home and social circle
of a high official in Berlin but also her studies at the Academy of
Music, where she was as a gifted pianist taking lessons from Clara
Schumann, the great composer’s widow. The Bliithner grand piano
in the drawing-room of our Liibeck house remained her spiritual
habitat and her refuge from her many chores and social obligations,
which she attended with a burning sense of duty, in her perfection-
ism sometimes stricter than our father, who had grown up with
farmers’ and craftsmen’s sons. But she somehow managed every day
to go to the piano and play, practice or give lessons to the two
daughters. She never played anything but good classical pieces, espe-
cially sonatas and piano concertos by Beethoven, Mozart, Schu-
mann, and Brahms, with great technical ability developed by dili-
gent finger exercises, a captivatingly soft touch, and a deep under-
standing of the art. We two boys soon broke away from these, as we
thought, boring lessons and taught ourselves to play by ear, with
the occasional help of laboriously deciphered notes; so did the late-
comer Rolf. Gustav also played the violin and clarinet, I the clari-
net, and Rolf the cello. Sometimes we had an entire orchestra in the
house. Most of the time, however, while I did my homework, I used
to hear in the next room my mother’s or sisters’ accurate playing of
good music. This became so customary to me that even now I often
have sonatas or piano concertos playing from records or radio while
I work. But what a world of difference between the canned music
of even the greatest pianists and the warm, living flow from the
piano in the next room under our mother’s hands!

I was a sickly child, and as a result backward in the development
of thought and speech. At the age of four I incurred a serious bout
of pleurisy, as a consequence of which my heart shifted from its
position and developed a valve defect which prevented me until my
later school years from indulging in athletics and from performing
my military service.

Gustav was physically much stronger and mentally earlier devel-
oped. A four years’ age gap between brothers—especially when there
is no intermediary child between them (a girl had died at birth)—is
a vast chasm. To be only four when your brother is eight, only eight
when he is twelve, only twelve when he is sixteen—that indeed is a
sorry fate. It is only when finally the one is about twenty-three and
the other twenty-seven that the age-span gradually stops having the
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effect of a difference between generations and eventually loses all
importance.

Gustav’s way of playing with me was to tyrannize me. Those
games of tyranny and rebellion were to repeat themselves later be-
tween Gustav’s own second and third boys, who had the same age
gap. It is best described by the following scene: Wolfgang, in a
fight with the younger Christoph, has thrown his brother to the
floor:

“Do you admit that you’re beaten ?”

“No!”

Wolfgang kneels on the other’s arms.

“Do you admit zow that you’re beaten ?”

“No!”

“But you're lying underneath!”

“Then the winner is lying underneath!”

“But you're crying!”

“Then the winner is crying!”

Editha, six years older than I, was a sort of governess, mother’s
deputy, for us two little ones. Not until very much later did we
build up a proper brother-sister relationship. In those early years
we were for her simply incredibly stupid.

My dearest playmate, and my consolation in times of misfortune,
was Gertrud, one and a half year younger than I, born in the
month of roses, winsome and mild, with blue eyes and thick blond
hair which, because of the curious strength of the individual
strands, formed an unusual contrast to her graceful, childlike ex-
pression. By nature gay and yet pensive, she was for the parents a
constant “ray of sunshine” in contrast to us “problem children,” and
at the same time a “little mother” because of her calm observations
about the world around her. She was my confidante in all situations
—understanding, discreet, always ready to help. When Gustav beat
me, she wept with me. When I wanted to come home later than
our parents would allow, she left the window open for me. When
our parents complained about me, she defended me.

Mother’s oldest sister, Anna, was married to Georg Sombart, Pres-
ident of the Stettin Railroad and brother of the economist, Professor
Werner Sombart. Of the previous generation she represented for us
the epitome of elegance and was very intent on improving our man-
ners whenever we visited her.

The second sister, a gifted painter, was married in Berlin to the
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chairman of a narrow-gauge railways association, City Councillor
Adalbert Erler, who was politically and socially more liberal than
his sister-in-law’s husband, Georg Sombart. Their son Hans Erler,
later a commander and a vice-admiral in the German navy, was for
his entire life a good friend of us Brecht children.

The youngest of the four sisters, Aunt Else, remained single after
the death of her parents, whom she had cared for until their last
breath. She was like an older sister in her mixture of good manners,
intellectual freedom, and boyishness, full of tender understanding
in all our joys and sorrows and always ready to accommodate and
entertain us during our visits to Berlin.

Lastly, there was our mother’s only brother, Uncle Ewald Weis-
haupt, colonel and director of the government-run rifle factory in
Spandau. We had less contact with him than with our aunts, al-
though rather more with his children, particularly his two sons; the
younger of the two later became a spirited torpedo-boat com-
mander, often in conflict with his superiors.

2. ScHoorpays (1891-1902)

Because I had so often been ill I did not go to school until I was
seven years of age; then, however, on account of my height, I was
immediately put with older and quicker boys. This was at Dr. Bus-
senius’ “preparatory school,” which was the equivalent of an Ameri-
can grammar school, with some Latin and French added; later,
boys were transferred to the Katharineum, the famous Libeck
“Gymnasium,” which was almost four hundred years old.

On my first day at school, during one of the lessons, a boy from a
higher class, after knocking timidly, opened the door and walked
in, carrying a cane in his hand. He had to report to Mr. Sch. in this
way because of insubordination during the break. The teacher or-
dered him to unlace and relace his boots while standing; as the boy
did this, he was given several strokes of the cane on the tightest part
of his trousers. Watching this took my breath away. The incident
was in fact not repeated, but caning was a common means of pun-
ishment.

In the next higher class (the “Sexta”) I stayed for two years at
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the request of my parents since I was “anyway too young.” At the
beginning of the second year I was being placed at the top of the
class, the only time this ever happened to me at school. In the fol-
lowing terms I slowly dropped back to the lower third and re-
mained there year after year, until the age of fifteen, when there
was a sudden marked improvement and I rose quickly to seventh
place. This seemed to me to be quite unnecessary and I cut down on
work so much that I was again near the bottom, my only care
being that I did not fail graduation (the “Abitur”).

Corporal punishment was not used in the Katharineum, but oth-
erwise things were all the more strange there, especially in the
higher classes. We pupils had a strong code of honor among our-
selves, but in our relationships with most of our old teachers—not
all of them; there were remarkable exceptions of extremely popular
teachers—honor had only one meaning: trying to fool them,
bravely and successfully. Once I had been given two black marks on
one day—a serious matter, which made my advancement seem
doubtful. The mathematics teacher, Dr. Goth, who taught the last
lesson that day, saw the bad marks, looked at me—I was a good
mathematician—and put a good mark in the book. I was saved. A
few years previously something similar, though unfortunately with-
out the good mark, had happened in the same class to another na-
tive of Litbeck: Thomas Mann. In 1931, at the four-hundredth anni-
versary of the Katharineum, by which time Mann had risen to
being the official speaker, the old class register was in a glass case in
the exhibition room, open at the page on which the two bad marks
had been entered. When we told Mann, he said: “That’s going too
far.” There was a rumor that he had been able to make the class at
that time only on the tacit understanding between school and fam-
ily that he would then leave, which he did.

The century came to an end. Fifteen years old, I went on New
Year’s Eve into the town where the crowds were surging back and
forth in Breite Strasse. I did not mingle with them, but was stand-
ing alone beneath the dark, mighty towers of St. Mary’s Church
when the bells rang at midnight. “No one who today sees the begin-
ning of the new century,” I thought, “will live to see its end. But
these towers will still stand then as they have done for five or six
centuries.” A strange thrill ran through me. But before the century
was half over, those eternal towers lay in ruins, the bells melted at
their feet.
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Three days after the new year the wedding of our eldest sister
Editha took place. At the party held on the eve, one of her friends,
Irmgard Behn, appeared dressed as Rautendelein—a fairy figure in
a play by Hauptmann—declaiming a poem by my brother Gustav.
She seemed incredibly lovely. Her cousin, the Munich sculptor Fritz
Behn, Gustav, and I—we all fell in love with her at the same time.
My ardent love lasted for nine months—a very long time at that
age. Hopelessly for she was two years older than I, but all the more
happily, I made pilgrimages almost every day over the old walls to
Brehmer Strasse to see her.

In the meantime at Easter, 1900, my flamboyant final two years on
school (“Prima,” lower and upper section) began. School fraterni-
ties were permitted in Libeck, a city which could allow itself such
strange activities because as an independent federal state it had its
own cultural sovereignty. Many of the senators had previously been
members of these fraternities themselves and allowed them to con-
tinue because of pleasant memories of their own youth. Every Satur-
day or second Saturday we met in a reserved room of a small subur-
ban tavern, celebrating, singing student songs, and drinking colossal
amounts of beer. Every other week in winter there were dances at
the homes of the most distinguished families; we visited them for-
mally at the beginning of the winter with the tacit understanding
that the parents would take turns in holding these dance evenings.

But these were matters of secondary importance compared with
what really mattered to me, the theater, the old Liibeck municipal
theater. I was, like Gustav four years before me, an enthusiastic
theater-goer, paying sixty pfennigs for standing-room tickets, and
in these two years got to know many great operas well—Wagner,
Mozart, Beethoven, Verdi, Bizet—and many operettas, particularly
Offenbach and Johann Strauss. A fanciful love for Alice Nova, a
singer, who was ten years older than I, increased my enthusiasm.
She appeared on the stage several times a week, as Adele in Fleder-
maus, as Mozart's Papagena, or Offenbach’s beautiful Helen, as
Thomas’ Mignon, Adam’s Poupée, or as an apprentice in Meister-
singer. It was said that she came of a distinguished Bremen family
and that she had thrown herself from the Rhine bridge in Cologne
in order to put an end to an unhappy marriage; her husband, so the
story went on, had jumped in after her and had drowned, but she
was saved, had recovered, and went on to fulfill a long-felt desire:
to sing and to act. In the evenings she appeared only with a lady
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companion who brought her to the theater and picked her up after-
wards. This love story of mine also remained platonic, romantic,
idealistic. Greetings in the street, when she was coming from re-
hearsals and I from school (I often walked up and down for a long
time in order not to miss her), a few words, handshakes, a picture
and a carnation—that was all.

In order to procure the money for my theater visits I coached a
lower-class pupil (of whom a teacher had said to me: he is even
more stupid than you) for a mark an hour and managed to learn
something in the process myself, so that in the end I passed the Abi-
tur, whereas he was kept down. He later became a Liibeck senator
and a member of the Federal Parliament in Bonn, still a friend. A
bigger problem was getting away from home in the evening. In
view of my poor achievements my father announced at the begin-
ning of my final winter at school that I must give up going to the
theater until the examinations were over. This was, for the reasons I
have mentioned, “impossible” for me. I invited a few of my fellow
pupils to come up to my room after supper so that we might work
together for the exams. We founded a “work society.” Mother pro-
tested because she could not sleep. Well, I answered, then we will
meet at different houses in turn. And so I went out two or three
times a week—to the theater. The lie was the high price to pay for
my freedom. I did not feel at the time that I was doing wrong. I
very much regret that I lied to my parents. But even now I cannot
quite manage penitently to regret my visits to the theater.

Of the many thousands of class hours in school I can say of only
two that they had an influence on me for my whole life above and
beyond the general impressions of a humanistic education. The first
occurred when I was fourteen. A staff member was ill and in his
place came a substitute who did not normally teach our class. He
led an unprepared discussion with us, something quite outside our
curriculum, about whether there were such things as superior
beings and what effect they would have on us if we were to meet
them. We are beings with three dimensions, he said. Let us suppose
that, like shadows, we had only two—only length and width, not
height as well. What could we observe if we encountered a three-di-
mensional being? We would perhaps bump into it. But we would
not be able to envisage its third dimension; we would be able to rec-
ognize only the two dimensions familiar to us. The same would
happen to us three-dimensional beings, he went on, if we were to
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meet a being with four dimensions. This comparison—or, more cor-
rectly, this conclusion from analogy—fascinated me. In eternally re-
peated sequences of thought I pictured to myself what the fourth
dimension of such a being might well be and reached the conclu-
sion that it must be zme. We three-dimensional beings are always
aware of only one moment in time. But a being with four dimen-
sions would project into time and would be able to move about in it
freely, as we do in space. I familiarized myself mentally with such a
being. This was before 1900. When great scientists began to be
preoccupied with Einstein’s theories and with time as a fourth di-
mension, I was well prepared.

The other lasting impression was of a physics lesson in which
Professor Goth showed us one of the first Edison phonographs: the
original type of phonograph with a long horn and wax cylinder.
He explained the physical process to us. No electricity could be used
as an explanation or as an excuse. None was needed. The sound
waves struck the membrane, a pin fastened to this engraved the vi-
brations on the revolving roll of wax; when the cylinder was then
made to pass the pin again the membrane vibrated and produced
the sounds which had been spoken. “It’s all quite simple,” Professor
Goth concluded his demonstration, and then after a short pause
added thoughtfully, passing a hand through his hair: “But that
someone had the effrontery to believe that it would really work!” It
was this last sentence that made the lesson so memorable for me. It
became my secret cipher to the understanding of great discoveries
and inventions, a source of reverence for the “effrontery” of strictly
logical thought, and a continual encouragement to make myself
guilty of such effrontery.

But such lessons were rare exceptions. When we left school we
had had for nine years a Latin lesson every day, twice a week even
two. At the end of all this hardly one of us was able to express him-
self fluently in Latin, or indeed, even to read a Latin text with ease.
Not to succeed in teaching someone a language in nine years of
daily tuition must be difficult. For this a German “Gymnasium”
was necessary—and a group of pupils such as we.

History, too, remained something of a mystery to me. The collec-
tion of dates, heroes and villains, victories and defeats, conclusions
of peace and breaches of faith, which were presented to us as his-
tory, had no meaning for me. There were some exceptions, as, for
example, a lesson for eleven-year-old boys in which Dr. Bussenius
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told us, most eloquently and convincingly, of the beauty of Cleopa-
tra; I listened to this intently. The period of history taught ex-
tended only up to the Napoleonic wars of liberation in 1813-1815;
then there was a sudden leap over the internal liberation movement
to the wars of 1864, 1866, 1870-1871. We did not get any further.

In our struggle against school discipline we imagined ourselves to
be heroes, forerunners of a better, more creative society, far more il-
lustrious than the petty bourgeois environment in which we lived.
But I have since often regretted that I squandered the precious op-
portunity to learn more. I had a lot to catch up.

Nor would I wish to exaggerate the degree of our ignorance.
When we left school we had learned the fundamentals of Latin,
Greek, French, and English, and also of history, mathematics, and
natural sciences. We had absorbed the beauty of the Greek language
and the richness of its forms, the clear logic of Latin, the expressive
terseness of unrhymed rhythms, not because they had been ex-
plained to us carefully, but just as independently as the beauty of
the Litbeck churches in the shadow of which we had grown up;
they had been natural parts of our environment, until one day or
night we had the independent experience of their beauty, until we
said to one another: “Look how beautiful that is.”

From the first letters of words of a verse by Horace: “Si fractus il-
labatur orbis, impavidum ferient ruinae” (“When the earth is shat-
tered in fragments its ruins will slay me undaunted”) I formed a
name which was to be my pseudonym: Sfio Ifr. No one would know
what it meant.

At this time Alice Nova’s farewell performance was given. She
played La Poupée in Adam’s romantic operetta. I saw the piece for
the fifth time, chewing cloves during the performance, for 1 had
read of scientific experiments, according to which an event con-
nected with a particular smell or taste reoccurs to us with great viv-
idness when we again come upon the same smell or taste twenty or
thirty years later (not earlier). I was willing to wait that long. In
fact even today cloves still immediately remind me of that farewell
performance.

The beloved singer left Litbeck. At the very last moment, when
the engine whistled, I climbed, armed with one of our free railroad
passes valid for “any desired class,” into the first class next to her
second-class compartment. She leaned out the window looking at
Liibeck, until it was lost to our sight and then, turning around, face-
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tiously shook her finger at me. At the first station I asked permis-
sion to join her in her compartment. She smiled a yes. Thus for the
first time I had the opportunity of talking with her at greater
length. At the station in Hamburg she presented me with a large
carnation from her bouquet and I took the next train back to
Liibeck.

In the course of the same year she married the English baritone
Whitehill, who had courted her in Liibeck, where he had begun his
career. He attracted attention because—a tall, slim young man—he
always went around wearing a top hat. In my third term at univer-
sity I visited the couple in Bremen and spent an evening with them
in the Ratskeller. Later I lost contact with them. Whitehill often ap-
peared as a guest at Bayreuth.

Even after having passed the exams we continued at school from
February to Easter, as was the custom. Director Schubring had us
translate from Homer without preparation. I faltered over a word
and asked unabashed: “Herr Direktor, what does nebros mean?”
His answer was: “He thinks himself prepared for life and doesn’t
even know that nebros means fawn.” 1 have never forgotten this
Greek word since.

3. Untversity (1902-1905)

DuriNG my years as a student, too, I kept aloof from politics. Sons
of southern German bourgeois families often were more advanced in
this respect, thanks to the more advanced democratization of politi-
cal life there. Theodor Heuss, for example, who was the same age
as I almost to the day, and like me in his fourth semester at the
University of Berlin, was keenly politically active there, a supporter
of Friedrich Naumann, while I had as little concern for politics as I
had had as a schoolboy.

After groping around unsurely at the beginning in Bonn I
ended up in a musical student fraternity, the Makaria. No less a per-
son than Theodor Litt, later one of Germany’s most upright philos-
ophers, three years older and ten years more mature than I, had
won me over to this by producing a pianoforte arrangement of Trss-
tan and by playing the prelude to the Meistersinger extempore on
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the piano in the clubroom. I hiked, drank, laughed a lot, and, apart
from music, developed a serious attitude only toward the study of
law under the guidance of the great teacher Ernst Zitelmann, the
only professor whose lectures I attended without fail. I was capti-
vated by the mixture of historical and logical elements in this sub-
ject.

In the winter semester (1903-1904) in Berlin my main interest
turned once more to the theater, which I had greatly missed in
Bonn. From the gallery of the Royal Opera House, together with
Gustav, I saw and heard Wagner’s Tristan for the first time. Its im-
pact has never been greater. But we liked the Metropol Theater in
Behrenstrasse with its yearly “revues” almost as much. In order to
save the cost of a ticket I took a part as an extra in Lohkengrin for
fifty pfennigs; Dr. Muck was the conductor, with Emmi Destinn
as Elsa. At the dress rehearsal in the middle of Elsa’s finest aria in
the first act Dr. Muck suddenly stopped the orchestra. “One of the
men of Brabant over there is wearing eye-glasses,” he cried out
aghast. I had put them on to see Elsa better. There were disapprov-
ing glances from all sides, including Elsa, who, however, gave a
charming, understanding smile immediately afterwards. I had se-
lected Lokengrin because the men of Brabant are on the stage almost
without interruption with the apparent exception of the bridal
scene. But even then they are present. For the bridal chamber is
only a few yards deep. Behind it the stage has already been set for
the trial scene with its huge lime-tree and, while Elsa and Lohengrin
are left alone in the foreground by their entourage and breathe the
sweet fragrances, at the back we men were sitting around the tree
in the half-light behind the drop-curtain, waiting. This experience
had a metaphysical significance for me. The atmosphere behind the
drop-curtain has stayed with me all my life, an uncanny symbol of
the fourth dimension, time. Whatever is happening around me, be-
hind the drop-curtain I see the stage set for the trial.

In the course of my semester in Berlin and the two which fol-
lowed in Gottingen there occurred a profound change in me. For
the first time I began to be aware of the real nature of art, not only
of music, the medium through which I had previously come close
to art instinctively, but now also in painting (almost every day I
spent several hours in art galleries), in drama and, above all, in /an-
guage, in prose and in lyrical poetry, and everywhere in the rela-
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tionship between form and content. Content without form now
seemed to me to be water without a bucket.

Love and friendship accelerated and intensified the change. Dur-
ing the vacation in March between my semesters in Berlin and
Gottingen, my school friend Jirgen Fehling brought me to the
house of an esteemed Liibeck lawyer, descended from an old family
of senators, who was at that time forty years old. I will call his wife
Rezia and him, Hinrich Soederbrook, although this disguise is
hardly necessary as he died fifty years ago and she, forty. Rezia
wanted to invite a large company of people, for whose entertain-
ment, on the advice of Fehling, a parody of Schiller’s Don Carlos
was to be presented. A small stage was constructed. We rehearsed
and acted, Jirgen played Philipp; I, Carlos; Rezia prompted. The
whole affair would not be worthy of mention, had it not been the
start of a singular experience of love which strongly influenced my
further development. She was at that time twenty-nine, the mother
of three children between three and seven, the daughter of a
Liibeck doctor and a Venezuelan lady of Spanish blood, who was a
descendant of Bolivar, the liberator of South America. She had
southern beauty and charm, expressive of her soul (human beauty
which was not an expression of a person’s soul has always repelled
me), and great self-assurance in social contacts, so that for me, in
otherwise humdrum hanseatic surroundings, she was a phenome-
non from another world. In her bearing and gestures always a little
solemn, the “beautiful stranger” in town, she loved Liibeck, yet, just
as we, liked to make fun of everything philistine and petty. People
from the theater and painters met at her home, also artists from
Munich and Berlin, and occasionally friends from Italy or Venezue-
lan relatives. The sight of her, her voice and her movements, stirred
me deeply. I saw her only a few times more before I went up to
Gottingen for my fifth semester.

My love of Rezia seemed to me something that was its own re-
ward. Love, real love, love which “conflicts with destiny,” as Goethe
said, was the supreme blessing, and the purer and more selfless it
was, the greater the blessing. What had I to hope for from this
love? What could a lanky, twenty-year-old student who, notwith-
standing all his intellectual frenzy, was as yet awkward, dull, and
penniless too, mean to this woman admired by so many? If indeed I
might one day win her friendship, her confidence, if she might
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think of me with a grateful smile, then that would be enough. Ev-
erything else in life was on a totally different level.

One of the two friends who influenced my new life was Jiirgen
Fehling. In Gottingen I saw him every day and in the summer se-
mester even lived with him. He had given up theology after two se-
mesters and began to study law, mistrustfully and ready for every
escape into the world of art. He had a Shakespearean richness of
ideas and inspiration. It really was as though you were strolling
through the fields or sitting over a pint with a nineteen-year-old
Shakespeare; I cannot describe it any better.

The other was called Paul Rintelen, one of the many sons of a
high-court judge. Four years older than I he had a wonderful self-
assurance in making an appearance, a compelling, very melodious
voice; he could read Goethe’s elegies in a way no one else equaled.
An ardent admirer of women, he would love both mother and
daughter passionately at the same time and did not really know
himself which he loved more. Abstract discussions he disliked. He
could not stand Schiller, Ibsen, Wagner, or the painter Max Klin-
ger. “Apothecaries” he called all four of them because in order to
achieve their effects they would cunningly mix all sorts of ingredi-
ents. Yet to him I owed a new attitude to Goethe, one which was
free from school memories, in particular to the later Goethe, to
West-ostlicher Divan, the second part of Faust, the Marienbad Ele-
gies, and Pandora.

In all practical, social, and political affairs I remained as imma-
ture as I had been at school. Political activities seemed to me quite
contemptible. Politics was indulged in by people different from me,
people who spoiled any serious conversation because they had an an-
swer for everything, because they wanted something: not conversa-
tion, not art, not love, not even truth, but something specific, always
waiting for an opportunity, to go ahead with this something. As far
away as possible from them! And above all from foreign policy—a
book with seven seals, which only these fatuous-respectable people
from the Foreign Office could decipher. To have a say in such af-
fairs was just as ludicrous as someone wanting to step onto the stage
and play in Hamlet extempore.

When I opened non-legal books, then ten to one it would be
Goethe. True, I did read other things. I read everything Stendhal
had written, Flaubert, Tolstoy’s great novels, E. T. A. Hoffmann,
Heine, Shakespeare, Hauptmann, Ibsen, Heinrich Mann, Thomas
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Mann, Jens Peter Jacobsen, Hoffmannsthal, Wedekind, all the thea-
ter reviews by Alfred Kerr, and a lot of Strindberg—before he was
fashionable, not out of curiosity about his marriages but because in
him I found a first-rate attempt to explore the ways in which guilt
is logically and inexorably atoned for in human life: “How bold
then, how bad now.” The cult of the aesthete and of self-flatterers
disgusted me. What I did read I usually read very slowly and care-
fully, as though I were writing it myself sentence by sentence. For
this reason alone I was not able to read much. In any case I read
nothing about politics, nothing about history.

We expressed our contemptuous distaste for the dominant social
ideals and the student customs about us in an entirely independent
manner of life inspired solely by our demon or genius. That is, we
engaged in what Germans call genialisches Treiben, generally
frowned upon and condoned exclusively in the one case of Goethe’s
youth. We liked to arrange and perform parodies of great operas
and dramas, such as Carmen, Lohengrin, Meistersinger, Faust, and
we excelled in practical jokes, all far away from the serious matters
of life.

For example, there had turned up a distant acquaintance of ours,
one Herr Kraus, interested in foreign affairs, who behaved in a
high-handed fashion. From the room of a mutual friend, Eddi Ber-
kemeyer, we wrote him the following letter, on lady’s notepaper
and in a very feminine hand: “Dear Herr Kraus. From the register
of students I have learned that you are studying here at present. Do
you know that I was a friend of your dear mother’s in her youth? I
am looking forward so very much to making your acquaintance
and perhaps to being of some assistance to you. I have invited a
few people to come to my house next Sunday evening at eight
o’clock. It would be a great pleasure for me if you could come.
Since there is so little time I shall not expect you to reply or to call
beforehand. Evening dress, please. Yours faithfully, Madame
Marme.” We had ascertained from the directory that there was a
lady of this name living next door. On Sunday we leaned out of
the window and, lo and behold, along came Herr Kraus in a dress-
coat. “Come on up,” we called. “I can’t, I have an invitation,” he
said proudly. Then he went in next door. After a time he came out,
looking embarrassed. But he took it good-humoredly and invited
the three of us to visit him and regaled us royally. A good diplo-
mat!
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Once, when we were playing poker at Berkemeyer’s, Jiirgen lost
one hundred marks. It was one o’clock in the morning. Gambling
debts are debts of honor. With a gloomy face he went to the desk
and wrote. We had him show us the letter. It was to his eldest
brother, a flourishing Liibeck attorney. “Dear Emanuel,” it read, “I
have done something dreadful. I have been gambling and have lost
two hundred marks. Please, help me just this once. I promise that I
will never gamble again. Yours, Jirgen.” “But you only lost one
hundred,” we said. “Yes,” said Jiirgen, “but you only get half of
what you ask for anyway.” But Emanuel sent two hundred, enclos-
ing a note in which he said that Jiirgen should not make promises
he would not keep; he should rather win back the money. So we
suddenly had a welcome surplus which went around in the course
of the following weeks.

Nonetheless, like all of us, Fehling was soon again in financial
difficulties. Once he came home gloomily carrying a small blue
notebook which he had just bought in order to keep a detailed ac-
count of all he spent. About six months later I found it lying on his
desk. On the cover was written in Fehling’s wonderful hand the
word “Mammon.” T opened it. The only entry read: “One note-
book . . . five pfennigs.”

One November day, just after the start of the winter semester, we
decided at about eleven o'clock at night to run away to the station
and to travel fourth class by the night train to Liibeck, in order to
see the objects of our love: Jurgen, his girl friend at that time, Ger-
trud Sauermann, a very independent Liibeck girl, who later be-
came a famous horsewoman; I, my distant beloved. When we ar-
rived, we had ourselves fitted out with beards by the theater hair-
dresser so that our parents would know nothing of our visit. Rezia
gave parties in our honor. Our disguise was not very effective. In a
concert hall an old school friend tapped me on the shoulder from
behind: “Hello, Brecht!” The beard at the front did not prevent
people from recognizing us from behind.

Our visit had the fortunate result for me that I became an inti-
mate younger friend of Rezia’s. She and I had been sitting alone to-
gether in a corner of her blue Renaissance room with its heavy yel-
low curtains, talking about friendship and love, about “real” love
and about Goethe’s great example of taking love seriously until his
old age. “I know only one kind of love,” an officer had answered
when she asked him what he meant by the word “love.” That sur-
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prised us, for we distinguished many kinds. Our conversation and
my dignified beard lured her into telling me about her life and to
confess (as she put it) that the breaking off of a relationship with a
Munich artist, which had threatened her marriage, had greatly de-
pressed her. Our student prank was helping her to get over this,
and for this she was grateful to us.

When we returned to Gottingen, I began to exchange letters with
her. Soon we were writing daily and gradually began to address
each other familiarly. The writing and receiving of these letters
lifted me from the everyday world about me. Most of my letters
were written at night and I would then take them to the train
which came from Frankfurt and left Gottingen for Litbeck at half
past one, in order to be able to post them directly into the mail
coach; this involved a nightly walk over the wooded walls to the
station and back. In the letters I spoke of love and art, religion and
nature, human relationships (the most important thing in life), of
Goethe, of plans and moods, and occasionally, but only as an excep-
tion, of my studies, my critical ideas about the nature of justice. The
letters often contained poems, plans for dramas, novels, and short
stories. I always wrote slowly, careful to avoid anything banal and
effusive, trying to find the most appropriate expression, to put the
meaningful in place of the meaningless. I struggled to attain a per-
sonal style, imitating now Goethe’s prose, now Alfred Kerr’s theater
criticisms—a strange pair!—but gradually an individual style suited
to me evolved.

When it was no longer possible to deny that I loved her, she
spoke of my “first great love, which she was happy to receive.” She
quoted: “When you are loved you should not have time for any-
thing else,” or inscribed a picture of herself she sent me: “What an-
noys us in life can be enjoyed in a picture.” During the Christmas
vacation in Liibeck I went to her house almost every day; I also
spent New Year’s Eve, her birthday, there. In February she passed
through Géttingen on her way to Italy; I traveled with her on the
night train for an hour, as far as Kassel. On her return journey she
spent two days with our small group in Goéttingen. The friendship
which a few months previously I had thought beyond reach had
become reality.

A steady stream of literary attempts, both in verse and prose, and
Rezia’s moderating influence on my as yet unrestrained way of life
were not all I owed to this friendship. I was lastingly influenced by
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the inward experiences this love gave me precisely by that which
would be called its “abnormality”: the lack of prospect or remedy,
the impossibility of its being fulfilled in the way a man would nor-
mally desire of a love-affair, and its deep fulfillment in a different
sense.

At school T had already rejected the double morality I could ob-
serve around me—uninhibited love-affairs with “lower-class” girls,
and lofty, idealistic, moral pretensions in relationship with girls of
one’s own class of society. I was convinced that sexual union,
whether with girls of a higher or lower social class, had profound
and lasting psychological consequences and that at least one part-
ner, and probably both, would suffer harm which could never again
be put right unless such a love was undertaken seriously and perma-
nently, “in heaven.” Love, real love, was independent of sexual
union, indeed, through sex love risked losing its transcendental
character. Such opinions were regarded just as foolish then as they
are today. To me, however, they were neither modern nor old-fash-
ioned but a signpost to a better future, an eternal truth.

The Provincial Court was in Celle, and in April, 1gos, Rintelen
and I moved there to prepare ourselves for our first state examina-
tion. The six spring weeks on the Aller river, with daily letters,
were paradise for me. I was not nervous about the exam. On the
14th of June, 1905, soon after my twenty-first birthday, I passed,
with the mark “good.” Another six happy weeks followed, spent
partly on the Baltic, partly in Liibeck, where I was a daily visitor at
Rezia’s.

But what now? Should I spend my in-service training in Liibeck ?
My father warned me that I would then be stuck there for the rest
of my life. Liibeck had, as an independent federal state, its own
legal sovereignty and its own legal administration, and a Liibeck
judge was a Lubeck judge; he could not be transferred to Berlin,
Munich, or Weimar. My father reminded me that I was by birth a
Prussian too and advised me to have my training in Prussia, in the
province of Hannover, if I wished, in order to be near to Liibeck.

Thus in July, 1905, at Winsen-on-the-Luhe (situated between
Hamburg and Liineburg), I took the oath at the local court, but
then immediately went on leave. I accompanied my parents to
Thuringia. After that I went for two months to Leipzig in order to
take my oral doctor’s exam. There I lived with no social contact, ex-
cept for a visit from Rezia on her return from a journey to Flor-
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ence; she spent an afternoon and evening with me and left for
Liibeck at midnight.

At the invitation of my father, who wanted to lure me away from
Libeck, I traveled to Switzerland for a week and then on to Greno-
ble to improve my French. But Grenoble soon bored me; I wanted
to see Paris and went there for my last six wecks. I found a cheap
room in Rue St. Jacques, on the Left Bank just in the middle of the
Latin Quarter. A new world opened up for me. Places that had pre-
viously been mere names to me—Notre Dame, Sainte Chapelle, the
Ile de St. Louis, the Louvre, the Musée Luxembourg, the Place de
la Concorde, the Champs-Elysées, the Opéra, Montmartre, the
banks and bridges of the Seine, the whole network of streets and
squares, even churchyards—were now becoming a sort of personal
possession. Every day I spent several hours in the Louvre, as I once
had done in the galleries in Berlin. At that time entry was free.
Thus I continued my private untutored study of art, attempting to
understand the history of art by merely looking, and at the same
time to gain a direct insight into the essentials of what art really is.
This was supplemented by visits to the Musée Luxembourg, where
the Impressionists were still housed at that time.

I continued to correspond with Rezia regularly. From one letter I
learned of her pride in the homage paid to her by a twenty-two-
year-old musician who had just been appointed leader of the Phil-
harmonic at Liibeck—the beginning of a great career as a conduc-
tor. I felt that I should be near to her now, to fight for her friend-
ship, and I counted the days and hours to my return. But at the
same time I also became aware of the strange nature of my love. I
had originally wanted nothing else but to love. The idea that my
love might be requited was so inconceivable to me that I had not
even thought about it. When in the summer our relationship be-
came closer I reached the conclusion that I must by all means pre-
vent her from returning my love with equal passion.

What made me think thus was not simply religious aversion to
adultery, to sin, no clearly defined moral principles. I had none. It
was my awareness of the inevitable consequences, and of my own
causative responsibility for them. I use the word “causative” ad-
visedly. For “causative” responsibility, I said to myself, was valid
even for someone who did not take “moral” responsibility very seri-
ously. To me the most frightening aspect of her returning my love
was that my divine love would then be threatened. It would come
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to an end just as surely if we had been having a secret love-affair as
it would if we had thought of her separation from husband and
children. The reality of life would in either case shatter all the
sweetness, the poetry and sublimity of our relationship. However
difficult it might be to draw a line between her affectionate friend-
ship I wanted to have and the passionate reciprocation of love
which I wanted to avoid, that distinction was to guide me. I had
seen in the summer that this was not easy. Her affectionate words
and gestures were now those of a mother, now of a sister or friend,
now just of a woman, the distinctions blurring and merging. Physi-
cal contacts, so it seemed to me then, were ennobled and sanctified
by the absolute truth of my love and by her absolute trust in me,
her feeling of physical and spiritual security in my presence. But it
was like walking a narrow ridge.

4. Unconscrous PoLiticar PrINCIPLES

Desprte my complete lack of interest in politics at school and uni-
versity, when I look back now I realize that I did hold certain be-
liefs which were in a way connected with politics, although I was
not aware of it. Three ideals were of great importance to me, some-
times consciously, sometimes unconsciously. They were: justice,
freedom, and truth. How noble it sounds to pride oneself in these
principles! In the reality of life, however, my adherence was rather
weak; I often sacrificed truth and justice for the sake of freedom,
but seldom freedom for the sake of truth or justice.

My love of justice was genuine, though. Injustice upset and en-
raged me. In disputes I instinctively took the part of those who
were weaker or absent. Unjust one-sided arguments did not only
arouse my opposition, in a way they disgusted me. People who
argued in this fashion seemed to me loathesome and stupid, more
stupid than bad. In this I saw culpable stupidity. “Woe betide fools!
For they could become wise. Otherwise it would be brutal to con-
demn them,” I wrote in a sort of manifesto. In my own personal
conduct I rarely hesitated to make use of those minor privileges that
followed from my position as a student, or from that of my parents
and friends. But as soon as I began to make a judgment on a given
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set of circumstances—and I was soon driven to do this, even when I
myself was involved—my imagination operated in such a way that I
was able to understand the point of view of other persons involved,
was able to put myself in their positions, with the result that I was
just to them in my opinions, and often in my actions as well.

This putting myself in other people’s positions led at times to in-
ward conflicts. Among my notes from the period there is a sheet of
verse which shows how the continual weighing of conflicting argu-
ments confused me, because it threatened the true expression of un-
sifted emotions. But such heretical moods did not last long. The de-
mand for justice quickly reasserted itself.

While studying law, I began to think about the nature of justice
more systematically. I did this on my own; I did not attend a single
lecture on legal philosophy. There was as yet no philosophy of the
scientific relativity of values. Max Weber’s works on this subject did
not appear until 1904, those of Radbruch and Kelsen considerably
later, and in any case I did not read them until long afterward. But
I struggled with the same problem: the dependence of the sense of
justice either on traditions or on personal ideals and aims which
conflicted with the traditions and ideals of other people. A small
cardboard file on which I had written “The nature of the sense of
justice” was soon filled with notes.

Fundamental axioms (axiomatically accepted principles), such as
the sanctity of property and of contract, heredity and family, and
the logical derivations therefrom, apparently played a decisive role
in matters of justice: judgments as to whether something was just
or unjust were made according to these axioms. The relationship be-
tween justice, axioms, and logic fascinated me. During my trip to
Grenoble and Paris I wrote my doctoral dissertation on a legal prob-
lem in which the axioms of property, of the binding force of con-
tracts, and of the consideration of impossibility, stood in conflict
with one another. (Sale of an article belonging to someone else,
Diss. Leipzig, 1906.)

A subsequent essay on “Contract Liability”—about a hundred
printed pages long—attempted to trace the seemingly complex rules
dealing with contracts in the German Civil Code of 1900 back to a
few underlying principles. It was accepted without alterations for
publication in Jherings Jahrbiicher (vol. 53, 1908, pp. 213-302). My
father began to treat his otherwise incomprehensibly childish and
confused son with a respect that deeply moved me.
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In this and in two further essays there emerged early samples of
my particular interest in the influence of “impossibility,” that is, of
a fact in the realm of Is, on the realm of Oughz. This interest had
been suggested in the subtitle of my doctoral dissertation: “A contri-
bution to the theory of impossibility.” (This stimulated Rezia to
write in my pianoforte arrangement of Tristan: “Anocther contribu-
tion to the theory of impossibility.”) The title of one of the longest
chapters of my Political Theory, which appeared fifty years later, is
“Impossibility” (limited possibility).

A fifth piece of work—“Condition and Expectation”—threw light
on another factor: zme. A person’s property rights can be disposed
of not only in spacial parts, for example with landed property, but
in sections of time as well, because the effect of the transfer can be
postponed.

Before I discuss the transition from thoughts about justice to con-
scious political activity, I must come back to my youthful ideals of
freedom and truth. Every boy who climbs a tree enjoys the freedom
of choice of the site and the particular view he has and, not without
justification, feels himself superior to people moving on a normal
level. I sought such feelings everywhere. Even in later years I would
climb at night into new buildings and stretch out on the builder’s
planks, or enter a deserted ship in the harbor, to discuss matters of
importance with friends or sit alone and muse; this gave me a feel-
ing of independence and hclped me free myself of the banality of
everyday thoughts.

People who appealed to authority, either their own or other peo-
ple’s, instead of giving reasons that convinced me or at least filled
me with respect, had a bad time with me. My pet answer at twenty
years of age to older persons who bragged of their age or experience
was: “When you are as old as I am, then you will see that I am
right.” I lived and grew up in conflict with authority. Whatever I
learned and devised, I learned and devised out of a sense of opposi-
tion. Once when my father had read a letter I had written in the
style of a manifesto, he wrote imploring me not to read any
Nietzsche for a year. I had never read Nietzsche before then. Now,
of course, I read him, not much, though, only Zarathustra; and its
beginning I read so often I never managed to finish it.

In order to enjoy my freedom more fully, I dressed differently. I
wore neither the usual long tie nor the bow tie notted about a high,
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stiff collar, but a huge, black bow which fluttered in the wind
under a collar with such a large roll a rabbit might slip into it. My
hair, thick and blond, I did not wear cut short or neatly combed,
as was the fashion, but falling wildly forward onto my forehead.

Since my garb made me look like a bohemian, I counteracted this
by wearing a monocle instead of ordinary eyeglasses, at least for
seeing into the distance (I did not need glasses for close work). I
declared this to be a measure both practical and social, because it
was possible to put on and take off a monocle with one hand, in-
stead of having to execute a complicated maneuver with both, and
because a monocle was cheaper than other eyeglasses. Later 1 gave
up the fluttering tie and the roll collar, finally the monocle as well.

But now, unfortunately, I can no longer avoid the more serious as-
pects of my love of freedom. In order to obtain freedom I would as
a boy employ any means which presented itself; to put it more
bluntly: I occasionally lied, when it was necessary, and did not even
have a bad conscience about it, unless it was because I had acted stu-
pidly. I lied in the search for truth, from which I would have been
cut off, if I had told the truth.

Thus the third great ideal of my youth—truth—was linked in a
highly dubious manner with its opposite. I originally saw no contra-
diction in this. The untruthfulness against which I fought was not
principally the telling of lies to other people, the “necessary lie” in
the preservation of one’s freedom, but lying to oneself, deep insin-
cerity, untruthfulness which one did not admit to himself. A large
number of the older generation indulged in heroic and ethical
ideals, derived from the victorious wars of 1813, 1815, 1864, 1866, and
1850 and from the founding of the Empire—ideals held up to us for
guidance in lofty speeches and books, dramas and poems, pictures,
monuments, celebrations of the Emperor’s birthday and of the bat-
tle of Sedan (1870). We were surrounded on all sides by a false
bathos. By 1900 the struggle against insincerity had become charac-
teristic of a section of the younger generation—but only of a section.
In our determination to unmask insincerity we acted remorselessly.

I could not fail to see, however, that in the heroism and ethos of
the old order there were things which were noz insincere. As a
student I worked out a way of thinking which I called “positive
irony” (positive in the sense of “affirmative”). What is normally
meant by an ironic comment is a statement which is not to be taken
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seriously. I, on the other hand, in using my “positive irony” would
say something with a smile, although 1 meant it—for example,
something heroic, virtuous, unselfish—and I meant it, although I
said it. This was at the same time my reaction to the tendency of
contemporary lyrics and literature toward pretentious refinements
and sexual affectations, combined with a fear of ridicule. Avoid
childlike simplicity, avoid naiveté! I wanted to preserve the genu-
ine expression of genuine emotions in youth. I wrote letters, poems,
and a short story in my style of positive irony.

Only gradually did I succeed in dissociating my striving for a
deeper truth from a fusion with falsehood in real life, from the
“necessary lie” which was supposed to preserve my freedom. The
change began when I entered the university. Here there was free-
dom without the need to lie. The young student of law was able to
study for three years, or as much longer as he liked, without taking
a single exam; only in more advanced semesters did he have to
hand in work for his seminars. No one checked on what he did, not
even whether he really attended the lectures he had registered for
(I personally did not usually attend lectures regularly).

I enjoyed this freedom as fully as my monthly allowance of 125
marks would go. In my reports home I did what was common at
that time and exaggerated the portion of expenditures devoted to lec-
ture fees. But there was no longer any cheating in my work. The
things I wanted to know, I wanted to know; to remember, to think
about, to have them ready. It was the same later with the fulfill-
ment of my duties during my in-service training, as a young judge
and as a government official. I took my duties seriously.

At the beginning of my official career my frank way of speaking
and my unbureaucratic behavior were considered to be virtues and 1
was complimented on being a good Hanseatic citizen. Later, when I
represented the Federal Government of Germany in negotiations at
which the representatives of the States behaved in a more bureau-
cratic way than I did, my demeanor was appreciated as the sympa-
thetic manner of a spokesman for the Nazion. But afterward, when
I represented Prussia, it was called typical Prussian arrogance. Fi-
nally when, after a long exile in America, I returned to discussions
about the reorganization of Germany and debated such questions as
the reciprocal withdrawal of troops from the Elbe in a quite un-
orthodox fashion, this attitude was termed American freedom or
American naiveté. I myself think that I was always the same.
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But in mentioning this I have gone far beyond the story of my
youth. Two things still have to be added: my attitude at that time
to philosophy and to religion. Everything I heard and saw of philos-
ophy seemed to me to pass over what was essential. Love, “real”
love, was essential, and so were the consequences of human actions.
What could a student do, for example, when he is overpowered by
the sexual urge, but does not want to find a partner in the street?
Are philosophers not overpowered in that way? Anyone who says
A, must also say B, and eventually Z too, all the way through the
whole alphabet. What was the B, what was the Z, in relationship to
this A, within zhis alphabet? Such were my questions. The philoso-
phers did not seem to have any answers.

My Lutheran Confirmation, when I was fifteen, I had taken very
seriously, deeply moved by the solemn act at the altar of St. Mary’s
and by my first communion. My confirmation text: “Be faithful
unto death and I will give you the crown of life,” has remained sa-
cred to me all my life. But what did I really believe? Although as-
tronomy, paleontology and biology seemed to be at one in discredit-
ing the old, divine explanation of the world, I refused to cast off be-
lief in God as a superstition. I mocked Haeckels’” Welzritsel (Riddle
of the Universe)—very popular during my years as a student—be-
cause in it he passed over the remaining riddles clumsily in superfi-
cial phrases. I also rejected an alternative solution which even today
many of my most learned friends have chosen; they dismiss the be-
lief in a personal God as a fairytale, but view the universe with
great reverence and call this respect religion. If the universe were
nothing more than a vortex of glowing masses of atoms, then I
would not be able to worship it, neither the masses of atoms nor the
influences they exercise upon one another, neither the gigantic
spaces in which they move, nor the tremendous time that their rays
need to reach us. I refused, and still refuse today, to worship sheer
bigness.

If there was no benevolent God behind all this, then I did not
want to degrade my reverence in the worship of glowing masses. I
would rather shift it to those Auman beings, who had bestowed
upon us the great creations of art and thought: Bach, Mozart, Bee-
thoven, Schubert, Shakespeare, Goethe, the Ancient Greeks, and
above all Moses and Jesus, who gave us in word and living example
the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount. Nor did I
want to put “Mystery” in God’s place and content myself with “re-
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vering it silently,” as Goethe had chosen to do. I was willing only to
worship a being who could do at least that which men are capable
of on a small scale: thinking, planning, acting; not the bubble of a
mystery which might one day burst and leave nothing but an
empty space, nor an apathetically brooding cosmos with no con-
scious will. I was myself a part of this and had grown beyond mere
unconsciousness.

Every day and every hour we are confronted with the one alter-
native: that there is a thinking, planning, acting God, or that there
is not. The fact that I was not able to make up my mind did not
change that alternative. There cannot be a God one minute, and in
the next minute none, just as fits our mood. But my realizing this
did not help me to come to a decision. Science in all its exactness,
science as scientia transmissibilis, as 1 have called it later, is not able
to prove or disprove the existence of God. The scales that weigh
the scientific arguments, in favor and against, are evenly balanced.
If you, the eager reader, were in God’s stead, you would probably
not leave them in this state of equilibrium. When Hitler was speak-
ing under a clear, blue sky to thousands of listeners, bragging of
providence for his success, you would have sent down a thunderbolt
right away from that blue sky. One beautiful summer afternoon
when I was saying this to some American students, there was at
that very moment a loud clap of thunder outside; a storm had gath-
ered without our having noticed it. American students do not easily
believe in miracles. They laughed and so did I.

If science were able scientifically to prove the existence of God,
then our struggle with this problem would be pointless. But this does
not prove either his existence or the contrary. There were times
when I was convinced that there was no God. Well, then, I no
longer believed in God. But even then there was something which
disturbed my certainty. I prayed: “Dear God, today I have sinned
against truth. I have come to the conclusion that you do not exist,
but I have not been strong enough to tell the truth to myself and to
others. Forgive me my untruthfulness and my weakness.” Does a
man who prays in this way believe in God or not? It is possible to
believe and doubt at the same time, to doubt and believe on different
levels. This experience later became the theme of the final chapter in
my major academic work, Political Theory.

On no level did I ever doubt the historical truth of Jesus dying
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mocked and apparently powerless on the cross, Jesus, who by his
very crucifixion achieved his great power on earth.

I never bothered much about whether I was immortal or not. I
believed firmly in life before death. That was the life in which I
could and must prove myself. I wanted to leave the question as to
what comes afterward the secret that it is, without inquiring too
closely.

In the course of my life I have put many questions to God. Al-
most always I have, sooner or later, had an answer. The answer did
not come in actual words, but in the form of something actually
happening—the consequences of good or evil.

5. WrEN You Do Nor Know WaAT You WaNT—
In-ServiceE TraNING (1906-1909)

ON my return from Paris I found Rezia unchanged in her familiar-
ity and affection toward me. She did not care to hide the romantic
fancy she had taken to the new conductor, like a schoolgirl. “And
why not?” I said. “I have no claims on you. I just love you. I would
rather be a conductor of Beethoven, a great actor or an extra at the
Royal Opera House than a trainee in Winsen-on-the-Luhe. The
great danger that you might return my love is in this way elimi-
nated.” “No,” she protested, “this danger has not been eliminated.”

I celebrated my twenty-second birthday in Litbeck at the end of
January and then took up my post in Winsen. I stayed there until
October for the prescribed nine months; then I changed over to
Lineburg for a year’s training in the district court and a further
four months in the public prosecutor’s office. But almost every
weekend I traveled to Liibeck.

The young composer—his name was Hermann Abendroth—dis-
armed me with his great musical ability, his lack of affectation, a
certain old-fashioned element in his attitude to life, and a lack of
ambition in intellectual and literary matters. Rezia lived in both our
worlds, and in others too. For we were not the only frequent guests.
Other musicians, singers, actors and actresses, writers, painters, who
occasionally came from Munich, Berlin, or Italy and sometimes
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stayed for longer periods at her home, aesthetes and intellectuals of
Liibeck society, young girls who had serious artistic ambitions, town
people of official rank too—all these came and went. Cupid’s darts
sped back and forth. Whoever was tormented by unrequited love
was in his turn unhappily loved by someone else, as in the song by
Heine. No one was entirely happy in his love. Love which knew no
barriers was rather scorned. That was no real love. It was banished
from the land, so to speak, with a patronizing, “Go to bed!” Life
was a charming, yet melancholy game, both serious and facetious,
with plenty of music, many debates about art, theater, culture, and
personal philosophies, gay performances and practical jokes, but
with no clear moral concepts.

Rezia’s husband, a respectable Hanseatic citizen with discreet
duelling scars which dated from his time as a member of a student
Korps, was to all appearances proud of the lively society of intellec-
tuals and artists his wife drew into his home. He let her frequent
the company of us “boys” and civilize the admiration we bestowed
upon her. He used to say that, if he locked her up, he would make
a cripple of her, and he did not want that. At this time a fourth
child, a girl, was born to the couple, who looked very much like her
mother. At about the same time the only son died. Both these events
only served to increase my admiration for her. I pictured to myself
our all growing older and how we would later look back on these
years, our friendship unaltered.

The conductor was more sensible than I, in conventional terms.
He became engaged to a young actress. Our personal relations grew
very friendly and, when he later took over the Giirzenich concerts
in Cologne, we kept contact through my brother, who was the
chairman of the Cologne Musical Association.

But fundamentally I was as alone in Winsen as I had been in
Leipzig, Grenoble, and Paris. As though from a distance I looked at
myself, saw myself sitting at the bench, taking out briefs, putting
them away again, speaking to witnesses, playing cards, walking
through meadows, writing letters; it was as though I was watching
another person doing these things. Only when I was ardently pursu-
ing some philosophical or scientific line of thought, when I was
trying to give artistic form to some idea, or when I was taking that
long walk in Liibeck from the Holsten Gate through the Burg Gate
to the Soederbrook’s house—only then did this double image fade.

I now began to grow accustomed to being alone and felt myself
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the richer for it. I hired a piano and from now on this was always
the first thing I did when I moved somewhere new. It gave me
great satisfaction when I gradually achieved a certain mastery over
the keys and was thus able, at a time when there was neither radio
nor records, to reproduce the music I loved most and thus to feel
myself transported to another world in an instant. Some things I
played by ear, others I first deciphered from sheets of music and then
worked them out independently on the key-board as though I were
composing them myself. What I played made a strange mixture.
There was, for example, Offenbach (Tales of Hoffmann), whom 1
rated very highly as a composer (I still do today); then, Wagner’s
Tristan, the magnificent preludes to all three acts, the long, warn-
ing notes of Brangine in the second act, and Isolde’s death in the
third; many of Schubert’s songs, at least half of Millerlieder and
Winterreise; some pieces by Schumann; excerpts from Verdi’s Aida
and La Traviata, Bizet’s Carmen, and some Puccini. I also composed
songs of my own with lyrics written in my style of positive irony.

In contrast to Winsen, Liineburg was an attractive old town with
high walls and large wooded areas nearby. I would walk almost
every afternoon to “Rote Schleuse,” which was about an hour away,
drink coffee there, take a ferry across the river and walk back on
the other side. As I walked I would be absorbed in critical philoso-
phy, would work out poems and scenes for dramas, and I finished a
romantic story called Traum der Treuwe (The Dream of Faithful
Love). At the same time I completed my essay on contract liability
with no ironic overtones, either negative or positive. This paper, as
mentioned before, was immediately published, but the story stayed
in my drawer.

There were occasional social gatherings, games of tennis and get-
togethers in the evenings. I fell in love from time to time; at that
age it is possible to feel love for several women at the same time.
But the strongest source of attraction still was in Liibeck.

At work I watched what others did: judges, attorneys, plaintiffs
and defendants, the accused and witnesses; and I learned the art of
writing case reports. Mine were considered good; difficult and in-
volved trials were assigned to me for handling, and I thus won the
friendship of judges who had at first regarded me with disapproval
because of my peculiarities.

At the end of my time in Liineburg, however, twenty-four years
old, I had had enough of this prolonged education. I wanted to give
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up the in-service training, go to Berlin and earn money there by
coaching students of law for their exams, write an “instructive com-
mentary” on the Civil Law Code for students, and pursue my real
inward vocation. But again my father was successful in warning
me. You have held out so long, he said, carry on for the final two
years as well; then, as an Assessor you will have many more possibil-
ities and will thus not find yourself in the position of having done
things by halves. His reasoning convinced me. So I persevered, but
decided to go for the subsequent training period—to be spent in an
attorney’s office—to Berlin.

When [ saw the tall, boring houses of the endless Berlin suburbs
passing by the train windows I was overwhelmed by a feeling of
aversion to the great city, or should I say a fear of it. Here there
were millions of anonymous people who did not concern me. Here
was the Imperial Court with its hierarchy of courtiers, its pompos-
ity, and its arrogance. Here were the top regiments with their mili-
tary splendor which meant nothing to me. Here was the top-level
bureaucracy which I did not trust. And here was what at that mo-
ment repulsed me even more: the whole group of established artists
and writers, clever people who knew how to operate this machine
called Berlin. How could I expect to find any personal echo here,
other than a smile? Ought I not to turn back ?

But when I was there, when I had my own room and my piano
in Marburgerstrasse 15, this aversion soon vanished. One of Berlin’s
most respected attorneys, Walther Lisco, cousin of Martin Richter,
my brother-in-law, accepted me as a trainee. He let me sit with him
in his office room in Mohrenstrasse and listen in at his conferences;
I worked out individual problems for him, was occasionally to sub-
stitute for him at court sessions, and still found time for my articles
in Jherings Jahrbiicher. He was a cultured man, an expert on
Goethe, and was pleasantly surprised to find similar predilections in
me.

In my leisure time I did not wander around alone as I had done
in Paris. At that time Gustav and Gertrud were in Berlin—she was
studying music and lived wih Aunt Else Weishaupt—and so were
several more distant relatives. Jirgen Fehling was preparing for a
career in the theater. I looked up Alfred Kerr, who was then at the
peak of his influence as a theater critic. There were numerous oth-
ers we came to know, and again others who, though no personal
friends of ours, were in a sense public property: actors such as Fritzi
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Massary, Alexander Moissi, Joseph Giampietro, “old Pagay,” Albert
Bassermann, painters like Max Liebermann, Lovis Corinth, and
Max Slevogt. Berlin became our spiritual home. It was an intoxicat-
ing feeling to be just “contemporaries” in this city.

We lived a Bohemian life. We went to all the exhibitions and
great theater productions of the time, particularly those of Max
Reinhardt, whose star was as yet in the ascendant. We read and
liked Biichner, Grabbe, and Strindberg, and discussed the style in
which Strindberg ought to be, but was not yet, produced. Our days
usually ended in the Café des Westens on Kurflrstendamm, or the
restaurant Schwarzes Ferkel, Strindberg’s favorite in Dorotheen-
strasse, or at Bertolini’s Italian restaurant by the Potsdamer Briicke.

I still showed no interest in politics. Only once did I go to the
Reichstag. The senior Hanseatic representative took me up to the
box reserved for the federal states. Nothing was further from my
mind than the thought that one day I myself would have business
here.

When my time with Lisco was up, I stayed for the next period of
my training—this time with a larger County Court—in Berlin and
delighted in the first theatrical efforts of Jiirgen Fehling as an actor,
not yet as stage director. Then I moved to Celle, in order to finish
my prescribed training at the highest Provincial Court.

Thus, after an absence of four years, I found myself once again in
Celle, where I had been so happy in the period immediately before
my first state examination. I lived again in a room by the Aller riv-
er—though I now had a piano, a possession I had formerly to do
without—and sailed again in the same boats. I still exchanged let-
ters with Rezia, But their tone and content began to alter. There
were arguments, differences of opinion about other people, re-
proaches, justifications, jealousy perhaps. Since neither of us was
willing to put up with less than what we had had, the letters sud-
denly stopped. Our feelings toward each other remained in essence
unaltered, and we both knew it. But outward approaches were at an
end. We exchanged only an occasional greeting.

There were brief flareups of other amours. But I never was able
to transfer those deeper emotions which had belonged to Rezia for
five years, to another woman. Every attempt I made, while reading
Goethe or playing Schubert songs, to think of others but her was a
ridiculous failure. Even Rezia, at a time when we were still on the
best of terms, had had reason to be jealous of my mental image of her.



34 I. The Early Years

Once, during one of her short visits to Berlin, when we went to see
Offenbach’s Tales of Hoffmann, it seemed to me that the distant be-
loved was competing with the one sitting next to me; I found it dif-
ficult to realize that the subject of my inward longing as I listened to
the music was a physical presence in my immediate vicinity.

My life so far had been an éducation sentimentale, an education
in feeling and in art, a search for truth, and at the same time a pro-
fessional education—but none at all for political activity. I had noth-
ing to do with the German youth movement of that tme, called
Wandervogel. In order to be able to live, truly to live, I had to be
alone or in the company of a few friends.

Like many before and after me [ tried to unite Nazareth and Hel-
las; like many before and after me, I failed. Every step toward Na-
zareth is a step away from Hellas; every step toward Hellas is one
away from Nazareth. Yet both were very strong within me.

The beauty I sought was beauty expressive of something supernat-
ural. I looked for and found it in nature, in art, in human persons,
in human interrelations. But only in tranquillity. In hallowed si-
lence. Alone.

6. Tue Grear State ExaminaTioN—DEATH
ofF My Faruer—Jupce v LUBeck (1910)

I wrote my major thesis for the second (“great”) state examination
at home in Lubeck in the fall of 190g. My parents had traveled to
Arosa in Switzerland on account of a slight relapse in the pulmon-
ary disease which, during my childhood, had necessitated my fa-
ther’s going twice to Ajaccio on Corsica and Ospedaletti on the Riv-
iera in the winter; after these visits, however, he had been declared
cured.

The maid stayed behind and cared for my needs. I was joined for
lunch by Georg Pfuhl, a friend of Jirgen Fehling’s, who had at-
tached himself to me, too, and accompanied me to Litbeck. He was
as bizarre as a character out of Hoffmann’s tales, lover of all arts,
clearly unsuited to contemporary bourgeois life, yet marvellous as a
companion in spinning out unusual trains of thought, and very
musical. He composed beautiful songs. He also had the gift of pre-
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senting problems vividly in short plays, and eventually wrote some
twenty one-act plays—among them “Hiob” and “Xanthippe”—all
of which have a tone peculiar to him, but none was produced, nor
even printed. We talked of everything but politics.

Two days after I had submitted my thesis my father died, at the
age of sixty-eight. His heart had not been able to stand the altitude of
1,800 meters; the lung specialists had not taken this fact into consid-
eration and, when it was discovered, it was too late to take him down
to the valley. His poor condition had been concealed from me in
accordance with his wishes, so that I would not be distracted from
my work. We buried him in Liibeck, to the music of the funeral
march in Beethoven’s seventh symphony and the ringing of the bells
of the old churches. Henceforth we would have to miss his clear
honesty, the incorruptible objectivity of his judgment, his goodness
which I had so often deceived, his profound concern for our devel-
opment, the nobility of his brow and that happy ease which radiated
from him on quiet evenings spent at home with wife and children.
But even more painful to me was the fact that I had not been able to
assuage his anxieties about my future, which had troubled him to the
last. My ministerial career, which was to begin just a year later,
would have put our relationship on a completely new, more mature,
and for him happier, footing.

I received the news of his death late at night and, in order to be
able to pull myself together, went out for a walk alone in the dark-
ness, over the lonely walls, continuing to the Burg Gate, down by
the harbor back to the Holsten Gate, past the “old station” (a new
one had been built under my father’s management), and past our
old house in Moislinger Allee, back to the present house in Lachswehr
Allee—more than two hours, walking quickly. I entered the house
again long after midnight and was just going to my bedroom when
there was a sudden loud continuous ringing which went on and on
with no interruption. The ringing did not come from the door, nor
from the telephone. It was an uncanny experience. Many years later,
one evening in Cambridge, Massachusetts, when the Harvard philoso-
phers Ernest Hocking and Ralph Barton Perry, the political scientist,
Professor Arthur Holcombe, and the former Chancellor Briining
were our guests, the conversation turned to “parapsychic experi-
ences.” The two philosophers were discussing what to do with
money bequeathed to the university for parapsychic research. Each
of us related some experience, I that story. In reality, when it hap-
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pened, I had not lost my composure but tried to trace the physical
cause of the ringing and had found it at a damaged point of the cir-
cuit, where the two wires to and from the bell crossed. But the fact
that it is possible to find a physical cause does not fully account for
the psychical experience, nor refute the possibility that God uses the
physical range in psychical happenings. When something psychical
happens to you, you must not show too much physical curiosity;
this can only cause a distraction from what is essential. We philoso-
phized about such topics. I confessed that the symbolic force of that
mysterious ringing at just that critical moment had always stayed in
my mind—Ilike some urgent call, a wish for communication, an ap-
peal for help or a warning signal.

On the morning of April 18, 1910—eight years to the day since
my debut at the university—I took the oral part of the examination
in the Prussian Ministry of Justice in Berlin, wearing my dress-coat,
as was the custom. Passing once again with “good,” I now was seri-
ously faced with the difficult choice of a profession. I still was ill
prepared for a decision. There seemed to me to be three separate
worlds: the worlds of thinking, acting, dreaming (poetry). All
three made claims on me. But they could not be combined. The one
impeded the other. There is a way of settling a disagreement: the
disputing persons stretch out their hands in one of three positions—
one signifying “paper” (hand flat); the second “stone” (fist
clenched); the third, “scissors” (two fingers spread). Who wins is
decided according to the formula: “Paper wraps up stone, stone
whets scissors, scissors cut paper.” The relationship of dreaming,
thinking, and acting seemed to me similar. Dreaming enwraps act-
ing, thinking cuts up dreaming, acting kills thought.

Which of the many jobs, that were open to a successful Assessor,
should I choose? Walther Lisco, the Berlin attorney, offered me a
vacation post in his office, but I refused despite the prospects it
opened up. For the present I took leave from Prussia and accepted
an invitation from the president of the Litbeck court system to help
out as a judge in Liibeck. Thus every week in the summer and fall
of 1910 1 held my two or three sessions either as single judge in the
lower court or as a member of the three-man district court.

The burden of this work was much greater than I had expected.
It took all my energy to work through the sixty to eighty files for
the next session and to write out the opinions. My knowledge of
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the law and my faculty for logical thought were sufficient, but my
practical experience was small. On the whole the impression I have
kept of that time is that at twenty-six one is too young to be a
judge, at least the only judge at a one-man court. The practice of
the Anglo-American countries, which select their judges at a later
age from among tested attorneys and let their young lawyers first
earn their spurs as attorneys, seems wiser to me.

High as I rated the job of a judge, I felt that I did not want to
stay therein. One of Liibek’s most prosperous attorneys, Emanuel
Fehling, elder brother of Jiirgen, offered me a partnership in his
law firm. Gladly, I replied, but only half-time, for half the money. I
wanted to devote the other half of my working hours to literary
plans. He answered that half a Brecht is less than half, since a large
part of time at work is spent in gathering information and only
completeness of knowledge about people and things makes work as
valuable as it can be.

Only seldom did I go to the Soederbrook’s house. I had grown
too old to continue the relationship as it had been. A new, younger
friend had taken over the role of enthusiastic admirer. There was
still a glow under the ashes. But I could no longer find a deeper
meaning in my staying on in Liibeck. I longed to return to Berlin.

I wrote a letter to the state secretary of the Federal Department
of Justice in Berlin, Hermann Lisco, brother of the attorney and
like him a cousin of my brother-in-law. I complained to him of my
indecision in choosing a profession. In the work as a judge there was
something missing. “Law suits come. Judgments go.” I wanted to
create new law, not merely apply the old. I wanted to be able to
look back on something I had created. In view of my good exam re-
port he invited me to present myself to the Under Secretary of his
department. I did this. After the latter had conversed with me po-
litely for a time, he asked if I were prepared to enter the Depart-
ment as an assistant (Hilfsarbeiter), in order, among other things, to
undertake some of the preparatory work for the new penal code.
Such a call was an affair of great distinction in imperial Germany.
Delighted, I answered yes.

Liibeck obliged by releasing me from my duties. There was a
farewell party at Rezia’s, and suddenly, there were tears again. Then,
on the 7th of December, 1910, still at the age of twenty-six, I took
up my position in Berlin,
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7. In THE FEDERAL DEPARTMENT OF JUsTICE (1910-1918)

Tae work and the surroundings in the Department of Justice were
so congenial that I soon forgot my choice of a profession. This was
the right place for deferring the decision. There were in the Depart-
ment at that time under the direction of the Under Secretary only
about eight established councillors (Vortragende Rite) and some
six to eight aides—judges on loan from Prussia or other states or
younger lawyers (Assessoren) like me. They were all hand-picked.
The mere quality of the work made working with them a pleasure,
and this was the greater because of the friendly relations between
older and younger members and among the younger ones them-
selves. Here I began my lifelong friendship with Erich Zweigert,
later State Secretary in the Republican Ministry of Interior, and
with Ernst Trendelenburg, later State Secretary in the Ministry of
Economics.

My work did not, however, consist of that application of creative
initiative which I longed for. I first had to put together extracts of
essays on penal law reform to be laid before the Commission in
book form at their meeting in April, 1911. Then I became one of
the three recorders of the Commission. We took turns at the three
weekly sessions and spent the rest of the week working out our
minutes carefully. Nevertheless, I felt the opportunity for participat-
ing at the meetings of the Commission and the friendly communi-
cation with its members and the government delegates to be an ex-
ceptional privilege. The basic questions of guilt and responsibility,
nature and degree of penalties, their execution and consequences,
were all not nearly thoroughly enough considered, I thought. But
otherwise good work was done. Zeal was so great that once during
a total eclipse of the sun, after only a brief glance at this rare mar-
vel, work was resumed, if uneasily, with the electric lights turned
on; this disrespect enraged me, but was in keeping with the Prus-
sian sense of duty.

Other tasks occasionally fell to us assistants too: drafting minor
laws and memoranda, handling complaints about lack or procrasti-
nation of justice, and the like—nothing of great importance.
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Privately, I wrote my third major essay for Jherings Jahrbiicher,
“Condition and Expectation,” already mentioned. The completed,
handwritten manuscript suddenly disappeared without a trace. After
two days of vain searching, it occurred to me that while I was work-
ing on other things at home I had put it down on a tubular waste-
paper basket beside me, and had forgotten to remove it when I went
out. The basket had been emptied into the garbage can and this
taken away. All attempts to recover the manuscript failed. I could
overcome the destructive feeling I had only by forcing myself to re-
write the entire essay—about two hundred pages—from memory and
reconstruct the bibliographical references from notes. The most an-
noying thing was that I did not gain that inner freedom which
would have enabled me to write the essay afresh, but tried continu-
ally to reconstruct the formulations I had used in the first draft. Only
when the repeat performance was completed did the affair cease to
haunt me. Since then I have never laid manuscripts down on waste-
paper baskets.

Life at the Department was very hospitable. We assistants were in
the course of every winter invited at least once by each of the older
councillors, together with all the others, to a festive dinner, always
in evening dress. Hermann Lisco, the head of the Department, and
his friendly wife—both of them great admirers of Goethe—invited
me also to their own social gatherings and asked me to help in their
arrangement.

While I am writing this I can see the building in Voss Strasse 4
clearly, with the door through which we, “freely in order of senior-
ity” (this phrase was repeated every time with a laugh), re-entered
after lunch, the corridors and every room, in several of which I my-
self had worked for a time, and the men whose faces, figures, move-
ments, and voices I knew so well and still do know. The building is
no longer there, not even its ruins, only flat concrete, and apart
from me none of the men is still alive. But in my mind they all still
live, freely in order of seniority.

More important in retrospect than this sentimental memory is the
fact that despite the ministerial surroundings and the nearness of
Wilhelmstrasse, I still had no contact with politics.

Because of the late voting age under the monarchy (25 years) the
first national elections in which I could vote were those of 1912. Al-
though I was by then twenty-eight years old, I was completely un-
prepared for the election. At that time every third German voted for



