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BERTOLT BRECHT The friends 
The war separated 
Me, the writer of plays, from my friend the stage designer. 
The cities where we worked are no longer there. 
When I walk through the cities that still are 
At times I say: that blue piece of washing 
My friend would have placed it better. 

(About 1948) 

·, 
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Neher and his designs for Brecht 

Caspar Neher never cared for the common German term 'Bi.ihnenbild' 
(or 'stage picture') which he once characterised as 'a Nazi word'. 'The 
words "picture" and "stage"', he said, 'don't go together'. Nor did he 
like to be regarded as a 'Bi.ihnenbildner', though he was frequently called 
one; since the very idea of such a person seemed like a hangover from the 
nineteenth century - not so bad as the stage painter or 'Bi.ihnenmaler' 
perhaps, but still nevertheless a man who makes pictures. Admittedly this 
might perhaps be an acceptable approach to the designing of a ballet, 
which was where Diaghilev had so spectacularly brought in the 'pure' 
artist: first in the shape of the 'World of Art' painters of the 19oos, then 
with such Russian avant-gardists as Larionov and Goncharova and finally 
with Picasso, Derain and other great moderns centred on the School of 
Paris. But for the actors' theatre, with its need for an articulated stage and 
a modicum of illusion, the notion of 'stage pictures' was no more accept
able than the French term 'decor'. One of the first to realise this was Max 
Reinhardt, the greatest of pre-1914 Berlin directors, who after a brief 
moment of experiment with the work of such eminent painters as Munch 
and Corinth discovered in the versatile Ernst Stern a designer who took 
joyfully to the many technicalities of the theatre, from the cut of a cos
tume to the jigsaw three-dimensional problems of the still new revolving 
stage. For particularly in Germany, with its advanced electrical industry, 
its dynasties of great theatre engineers or technical directors and its well
equipped theatres, the 'picture' approach was not enough. 

Neher himself was in the first place an artist, as can be seen from his 
earliest drawings, but already there were artists who had gone beyond the 
provision of the 'Bi.ihnenbild' to visualise the stage action and even the 
dialogue. So the artist-engraver Gordon Craig, who was by heredity an 
actor, became also a great, if frustrated director whose Moscow Hamlet 
still looks like a masterpiece; Adolphe Appia sketched settings for 
Wagner which might have allowed his operas to lead the theatre instead 
of holding its development back; Kokoschka wrote the visionary 
Murderer, Hope of Womankind which he expressed in brilliant drawings; 
Barlach published The Dead Day, whose primaeval figures were akin to 
his sculpture; Kandinsky created that largely wordless piece of Symbolist 
staging The Yellow Sound. Likewise Behrens, Van de Velde and other 
new architects became interested in the theatre, particularly around 1910, 
when there was a widespread move to break out of the limitations of the 
conventional theatre building, realised most effectively in Reinhardt's 
attempts at mass theatre in circus buildings and exhibition halls. And as 
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the First World War approached all these elements started to come 
together in Expressionism, whose first plays were still waiting to be put 
on the stage. 

In those days Casper Neher was an Augsburg teacher's son, a school
boy who could draw and would occasionally jot down ideas for plays; 
and accident had it that he moved to the same secondary school and the 
same class as his junior (by one year) Bertolt Brecht. Already then these 
two struck up an artistic alliance, though it only became really productive 
in the course of the war, when Neher spent three grim years on the 
Western Front; one of its main features being that he applied his growing 
talent as a draughtsman to visualising some of his friend's first plays. At 
that point he was not a 'stage painter', nor yet a stage artist of any kind, 
but certainly he set out as an artist very sensitive to ideas for the theatre, 
and later when he came to make designs for it they were poetic visualisa
tions rather than practical drawings or plans. Always this role of free 
poetic draughtsmanship in his work for the theatre created practical prob
lems for him, even after he had mastered the techniques needed to see it 
realised; for his first impulse was to get the playwright's concept vividly 
and elegantly on to paper, and unless he himself or one of his trusted 
assistants was available to explain the details to the theatre involved he 
might find himself let down by its actual execution. He was a sporadic 
painter all his life, with moments when he longed to break away into 
painting proper. And yet intellectually he quite soon became what Brecht 
was to term a 'Biihnenbauer' or stage builder, whose concern was with 
materials and structure. 

This was partly because he came to recognise from the mid-1920s 
onward that the theatre designer's major concern is to organise the static 
stage space for the progression of dramatic time and the movements of 
the actors. The flat canvas and its images or colours had to be secondary 
to the elements of three-dimensional space: sphere, cylinder, cube. 
Almost exclusively he saw the stage as a hollow box with a missing 
fourth wall; he was barely interested in the unconventional theatre spaces 
which fascinated Reinhardt, or the adaptable workshops and studios 
where so much exciting work is done today. But that hollow was made 
up of lesser hollows where the performer positioned himself or from 
which he moved, and it was the designer's job to single these out or play 
them down by his use of lighting, so as to help bring out the meaning of 
each scene. Particularly in the spoken play - as opposed to the more 
static and slower-moving opera- he should, in Neher's view, be guided 
by economy: walls and partitions no longer needed to be full height so 
long as they marked the playing area. Nor should the colours used be so 
bright as to distract from the author's words; moreover the different 
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levels must be calculated in relation to the particular theatre, the intersec
tion of sightlines determine the main positions. The colours, then, which 
he favoured were those of the traditional earth pigments - siennas, ochres, 
an Italian green, caput mortum, dull Venetian red - with only the most 
cautious use of anilin colours. The materials were natural ones: unstained 
wood, undyed calico or nessel. Furniture and props were restricted to 
those demanded by the action; they must not give evidence of the decora
tive touch of the 'stage painter' but rather of the usage which they have 
supposedly already undergone, which to the imaginative eye can suggest 
those unknown generations that used them before. 

Once Neher's talents began to be known outside a narrow circle of 
friends in Augsburg and Munich, they were welcomed by the leading 
German (and in due course Austrian) theatres of the time; and after he 
had moved to Berlin in mid-1924 there were a number of outstanding 
theatre and opera directors with whom he repeatedly collaborated. They 
included Carl Ebert and the Dresden opera director Josef Gielen; Erich 
Engel who used him a lot in the 1920s and more fitfully later; Heinz 
Hilpert in the Nazi years; Walter Felsenstein both then and after 1945; 
Oskar Fritz Schuh from 1940 to the end of his life, for operas and plays 
alike. But first and foremost he continued (except in the Nazi years) to 
work with Brecht, and it was Brecht's special vision to which Neher's 
principles and preferences most closely corresponded. There is a poem of 
Brecht's dating from around 1932, just before the Nazi takeover, which 
he called 'Of all the works of man'. It expresses his love of old, much
used artefacts -

The copper pots with their dents and flattened edges 
The knives and forks whose wooden handles 
Have been worn away by many hands ... 

-and of everything fragmentary, like those half-ruined buildings which 
suggest their complete form, yet 'have already served, indeed have already 
been overcome'; and it does so in terms that show how he must have 
welcomed Neher's mixture of exact, historically founded detail with 
economy of stage architecture. The same aesthetic of selective precision 
and implied human presence as we find in this and other poems (like 'The 
lovely fork' or 'The fishing-tackle', both written in California in the 
1940s) is strongly expressed in the note of 1951 on Neher which can be 
found on pp. 7o--72. Elegance, lightness, care: these are among the quali
ties which Brecht praises, and with them goes something that is right at 
the root of their collaboration: what he terms Neher's 'lovely mixture of 
his own handwriting with that of the playwright'. 
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For some five years after the end of the First World War Neher's experi
ence of and "fork for the theatre was almost entirely bound up with that 
of Brec~t. He entered the Munich Academy to study illustration, but was 
at first m some uncertainty as to what he really wanted to do. Brecht 
broad!~ speaking was not. He had already written a play - Baal, which 
Neh~r Illustrated, calling it 'better than ten litres of schnaps'- and was 
startmg another, and he was counting on his friend for criticism and 
collaboration. At home in Augsburg, it seems that Neher's parents were 
not too glad that he was seeing so much of the young poet, who was 
already much more radi~al ~olitically than most of their group. Nonethe
less he stood. by B_rech: m his p~rsonal crises; he went on expeditions to 

the coun~rysid~ with him_; he JOmed him on the swingboats at the twice
yearly fair (which figure m some of Brecht's early poems)," and they dis
cusse~ each o~her's wo~k. 'J:Ie ,sets out his aesthetic', noted Neher early in 
1919, an~ I disagree :"Ith him . Two years later Brecht was trying to earn 
mone~ With film stones for a series of Bavarian cliff-hangers featuring a 
detective called Stuart Webbs, and roped in Neher to help write them· 
fo.rtunately perhaps they got nowhere. Then he went off to Berlin for' the 
Winter ~n~ fi~ish~d writing his third play there: In the jungle, whose 
symb_ohst m~Icatwns of colour (in this early version) accord well with the 
drawmgs which Neher made of its characters, scratchily delineated in pen 
over a ~amp was?. Looking back some thirty-odd years later the 
playwnght associated ~his transparently colourful play with the thin 
sheets of paper on which he used to write it, walking up and down under 
t~e a~tumn trees alongside the old city moat. 'Brown', goes the stage 
di:ectwn for the first scene. 'Wet tobacco leaves. Soapy-green sliding 
wmdows, steps. Low. Lots of paper'. The words Brecht chose so he 
recalled, we~e ones _'whose texture and colour were specificall; designed 
t~ make an Impresswn on the senses'. Texture, colour, paper- the stuff 
his father and uncle were helping to produce at the Haindl mills in 
Augsb~rg - ~ere is one bridge between the poet/playwright and the visual 
world m which Neher was starting to move with such ease. 

Following the bloody repression of the short-lived Munich Soviet in 
the spring of 1919 the ~avarian capital was no longer a great progressive 
centre of th_e arts: the city wher~ famous 'foreigners' from other parts of 
Germany, hke !homas ~a~n, Lwn Feuchtwanger, Kandinsky and Rilke 
had chosen to hve. Even If It was not yet the 'Capital of the Movement' 
as t~e Nazis called it after their failed coup of 1923, it was losing out to' 

Berl_m as a place for the most promising artists; for it had vindictively 
pumshed those who took part in the Soviet (like Ernst Toiler and the 
murdered anarchist Gustav Landauer), and its cultural organisation men 
in the State theatres and elsewhere, had developed cold feet. In this new' 
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climate Baal was doubly rejected, both by the State theatre management 
and by the publishers who had been going to bring it out with Neher's 
illustrations. As a result the first of Brecht's plays to be performed was 
Drums in the Night in 1922. By now Neher had finally made up his mind 
to go into stage design, had been promised a job in the small but enter
prising Munich Kammerspiele, and had made at least some drawings for 
this, actually the second of his friend's plays. But unfortunately the 
theatre had just engaged a new full-time designer to whom the director 
gave the job, and the eventual product was a classic Expressionist pain:ed 
set which was neither very thoughtfully structured nor all that well smted 
to Brecht's ironic-poetic play. Instead, Neher had his theatrical initiation 
at the State Theatre in Berlin, where he went in the winter of 1922-23 to 
design what should, to judge from his drawings, have been a ver~ beauti
ful production of Kleist's Katchen von Heilbronn by Jiirgen Fehlmg. The 
critics found it too pretty. 

If Neher's most impressive work in Munich was for Brecht's adaptation 
of Marlowe's Edward II at the Kammerspiele, the immediately important 
one was the production of In the jungle in the lovely eighteenth-century 
Residenz-Theater. For this brought together the combination of himself, 
Brecht and the director Erich Engel which was repeatedly to make such 
an impact on Berlin, first with the same play at Max Reinhardt:s Deuts
ches Theater (with the bull-like young Fritz Kortner as the Chicago_
Malayan timber merchant Shlink), then the The Threepenny Op_era m 

1928 and less favourably with its successor H_app~ End; finally m 1957 . 
with Galileo, following Brecht's death. Of this trw Brecht was for a while 
prepared to play the provincial enfant terrible, maki~g aggressiv~ s~ate
ments to the press, defending himself against accusations of plagiansm 
(which started with his Rimbaud references in In the jungle) and 
advancing his earliest theories about the 'epic theatre'. Engel was always 
much more contained, and already was becoming known as a coolly 
detached director whose work was clean and logical: in some respects 
the answer to Berlin's surfeit of theatrical Expressionism. In Coriolanus 
at the beginning of I 92 5 he and Neher followed much the. same new 
approach to the classics as had been seen in ~dward II, With Brecht 
sitting in on rehearsals; yet he also showed himself able to deal com
petently with the modern 'well-made' plays of authors _like Bernard 
Shaw, Jules Romains and Noel Coward such as the Remhardt theatres 
were now putting on, and he got Neher to design them. So while 
Brecht buried himself in the rambling coils of his vast new play Man 
equals man (itself developed from a project -;hich he had. discussed with 
Neher back in Bavaria) Neher was making his mark also m the 
orthodox theatre, where his designs for Leopold Jessner's modern-dress 
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Hamlet of 1926 (with Kortner playing Hamlet) attracted particular 
attention. 

With the premiere of Man equals man at Darmstadt in September 1926 a 
new phase began for Neher. First and foremost perhaps, this was a play 
in which he became creatively involved in a fresh way, helping Brecht to 
visualise its production by his sketches of different episodes: most strik
ingly in the Berlin State Theatre production of 1931, which was one of 
the high points of all Brecht's work. Secondly, it was the play which led 
Brecht in the spring of 1927 to begin seriously collaborating with Kurt 
Weill, thus initiating a new concern with music theatre for both Neher 
and himself. And thirdly the Darmstadt theatre was directed by Ernst 
Legal, who became one of the top administrators of the Prussian State 
Theatres and after 1945 directed the State Opera in East Berlin, while his 
successor was the Reinhardt actor Carl Ebert, whose enthusiasm for 
Neher's work was to be crucial in bringing the latter into mainstream 
opera. This new phase thus had two ultimately contradictory aspects. On 
the one hand it led eventually to a certain operatic orthodoxy in Neher's 
work of the 1930s and early 4os, which was also encouraged by his first 
regular post in a typical subsidised German theatre-cum-opera establish
ment when he joined the Essen City Theatres as head of design in 1927. 
On the other however it opened up one of the most productive stages in 
his work with Brecht, since it also pointed to Mahagonny and The 
Threepenny Opera, and through them to the extreme 'Lehrsti.ick' phase of 
1929-32· It does seem that Neher must have realised which way he was 
heading in the later r 920s, even if he had at the same time gone to Essen 
partly in order to be free to head away from Brecht. Thus the composer 
Rudolf Wagner-Regeny, who first met him at Essen (and was later one of 
his closest friends) found him difficult to make contact with in his then 
role as a self-conscious individualist - 'a member of the avantgarde who 
had already helped Brecht bring a new dawn to our prejudice-ridden 
theatre' .:__while to Ebert's then administrator Rudolf Bing he appeared 'as 
left as could be'. 

What Neher had contributed specifically was, first of all, the flimsy, 
half-height curtain for scene changes within an act, as seen in Man equals 
man and in some of the] ungle drawings, along with the visible light 
fittings and the accompanying wires. Then for the 'little' Mahagonny at 
the Baden-Baden music festival- first of the Brecht/Weill works- he 
made a boxing-ring stage of unpainted wood, outside which non-actors 
could stand informally, and accompanied each song with projections that 
combined written comments with satirical drawings. For the full Rise and f 

f 
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Man equals man at the Darmstadt 
Landestheater r926. D~sign f<?r ~idow 
Begbick's cante~n and Its reahs~tw_n. In each 
case the bar is nght and the artlfiClal elephant 
centre, but note the ha_lf~curtain and the 
unrealised idea for a shdmg roof. 
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Fall of the City of Mahagonny at the Leipzig Opera (and later at the 
Kurfiirstendamm Theatre in Berlin) he supplied fresh projections, which 
had come to constitute an element on their own without which that work 
could not make its proper impact. For The Threepenny Opera he put the 
small orchestra on stage in front of an ornate organ and rigged up two 
screens overhead for the projection of the song titles and occasional sen
tentious phrases by Brecht. From these particular innovations came a 
number of principles which Brecht incorporated in his theatrical theories, 
with which they clearly accorded: the 'separation of the elements', with 
words, music and images each telling the 'epic' story in its own way; the 
'literarisation of the theatre' by use of inscriptions; the visibility of the 
scene changes and the sources of light. Some at least of them could also 
be seen in the more radical opera productions which Neher had now also 
begun designing: Wozzeck at Essen, Macbeth for Ebert at the Berlin Stadt
ische Oper, a modern Carmen for Legal at the Kroll Opera, Milhaud's Le 
Pauvre matelot for Gustav Griindgens and Janacek's From the House of 
the Dead for Hans Curjel, again at the Kroll. Particularly at the last of 
these houses, which Otto Klemperer had made into a unique centre for 
modern opera and the modern reinterpretation of opera, the avantgarde 
concepts of Neher and (however uncongenial he might find opera) Brecht 
were starting to filter into operatic production. 

This now almost classic epoch in the short life of the Weimar Republic 
came to an end with the economic crisis of 1929 and the Nazi Party's 
ensuing triumphs in elections at every level, from student bodies up to 
the Reichstag itself. Economy measures, such as halted the great modern 
housing schemes, were quickly followed by nationalist pressure for a 
cultural backlash and by a growing antisemitic agitation. Thus the Kroll 
Opera was closed as early as 1931, when the Prussian Assembly which 
had subsidised it decided that it could no longer db so. A year later the 
Prussian government itself was abolished by the new Chancellor Fritz 
von Papen, and with it the basis for Berlin's enlightened arts administra
tion; it was one of Papen's aims to do away with 'art bolshevism', a 
favourite target of Nazi propaganda. Klemperer duly went into exile 
under Hitler's Third Reich, as did Curjel, along with Ebert and Bruno 
Walter from the Stadtische Oper. By then however Neher could feel con
fident enough about his experience and prospects as an opera designer to 
believe that he could survive the break. 

Whether he also felt that some respite from Brecht's demands and 
influence would be a good thing we do not know, but certainly Brecht 
was a ruthless exploiter of his friends (of both sexes) wherever the inter
ests of his work were concerned. This in part was what had finally 
exasperated Kurt Weill and made the production of Mahagonny in Berlin 
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in the winter of 193 r such a tense affair. Neher, who was its joint direc
tor with Brecht, was persuaded to take over the rehearsals, and went on 
from there to work closely with Weill on his next opera Die Biirgschaft 
(The Surety), a largely choral piece which developed a similar concept of 
'epic opera', with Neher providing a severe libretto with Brechtian 
features (direct addressing of the audience, identification of riches with 
political power) but without Brecht's disruptive personality. Encouraged 
by Weill, he next started another libretto, this time for Wagner-Regeny, 
under the title Der Giinstling (The Favourite), and certainly such ventures 
were evidence of his versatility and theatrical sense. At the same time 
Brecht, with a new musical collaborator in the shape of the equally rad
ical Hanns Eisler, was involved with his revolutionary didactic play The 
Mother, based on Gorky's novel. Aufricht, the lessee of the Theater am 
Schiffbauerdamm who had produced most of the Brecht/Weill works 
including the latest version of Mahagonny, certainly hoped that this 
would divert Brecht's attention from the arguments with Weill. Neher 
however proved to be quite equally committed to the new work, for 
which he designed yet another new and simple, portable setting and con
veyed his ideas in fine, largely monochrome drawings. The object here 
was not just aesthetic but also political: the production had to put across 
Communist ideas (most tellingly in the songs with Eisler), and must be 
playable in ill-equipped halls as well as theatres. Rather amazingly, this 
aim could be achieved, despite some police interference, only a year 
before Adolf Hitler became Chancellor. 

Such was the background to that pivotal but essentially minor work 
The Seven Deadly Sins, which had been commissioned by the wealthy 
English patron of Surrealism Edward James for a new Paris ballet com
pany directed by Balanchine and Kochno and featuring James's wife the 
Viennese dancer Tilly Losch. Weill was to write the music, which he 
wanted to take the form of a sequence of Brecht songs sung by Lotte 
Lenya; Neher to provide the designs. What made the whole operation 
significant however was not so much the actual product as its timing, for 
it came within weeks of the Reichstag Fire, when both Weill and the non
Jewish Brecht had hurriedly left Germany (with Neher driving the Weills 
in his car). Superficially it represented a surprising return by all three 
partners to a style and a setting- the old imaginary America of Maha
gonny and, before that, In the Jungle- which both Brecht and Weill had 
discarded; nor was Neher much inspired by it, to judge from the surviv
ing drawings. Underneath, however, lurked a bitter artistic-political 
reality: the dissolution of a great theatrical partnership. For after meeting 
in Paris in April 1933 to complete the work, the three collaborators dis
persed in different directions: directions which were to separate them for 
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a decade and a half, and in some respects for ever. Thus Neher returned 
to a Germany whose new regime he did not like; nor in principle was it 
much disposed to like him. Reputedly he had considered emigrating, but 
was dissuaded by Weill. Weill himself remained for a time in Paris, pro
ducing a mixture of symphonic music and relatively trivial theatre work 
(like his musical A Kingdom for a Cow, which was performed in 
London), then moved to the United States in the mid-1930s to begin his 
remarkable second career. Brecht went to Denmark, where he settled till 
1938, then went to the States too, after short but productive stays in 
Sweden and Finland and a trip across the USSR. Choosing to live within 
reach of Hollywood, the great 'lie market', he was some 2,ooo miles from 
Weill, which may be one reason why their few attempts at collaboration 
there never came to much. Neher, so far as we know, neither met nor 
corresponded with Brecht till after the Second World War, when a fresh 
phase of their collaboration began. He saw Weill a few times in 1934 and 
193 5 when travelling outside Germany, but if he ever thought of working 
with him again the idea came to nothing when Weill died in 1950 without 
having once returned to Europe. 

Within German culture as a whole, and again within the German
language theatre (which also embraced Austria and Switzerland and the 
German-speaking enclaves in Eastern Europe), the split was total. A very 
few of the anti-Nazi exiles- mainly designers, composers and a small 
number of particularly famous or versatile actors- managed to get 
beyond the language barriers which now faced them, but writers like 
Brecht were dependent on the dwindling number of German language 
theatres still free from Nazi control. Conversely the well-subsidised 
theatres within Nazi Germany (and, from 1938 on, Nazi Austria) were 
dependent on the talents of such non-Nazis as Neher. He was by no 
means alone in this new situation, for among those who had chosen to 
remain were Engel, Wagner-Regeny, Falckenberg of the Munich Kam
merspiele (who had given Neher and Brecht their first jobs), Gustav 
Griindgens and Heinz Hilpert (both of whom had been hoping to stage 
Saint Joan of the Stockyards before the nationalist reaction became too 
severe), as well as Piscator's former designer Traugott Muller and the star 
of the 1928 Man equals man Henrich George. Fortunately for Neher, as 
the regime settled down these people moved into controlling positions: 
notably Grundgens at the State Theatre - see the film M ephisto for a 
critical view of his career as Goering's protege there- and Hilpert at 
Reinhardt's former theatres. But not only was the apparatus of cultural 
control via Goebbels's new Chamber of Culture both powerful and rigid, 
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with a State Dramaturg to supervise the repertoire and a State Stage 
Designer to oversee errant artists like Neher, but the officially acceptable 
creative standard sank almost overnight to that of the former artist Hitler 
and the former writer Goebbels: that is to say, a mishmash of Wagner, 
the classic German drama, Durer, Altdorfer and the nineteenth-century 
Munich genre painters. For National Socialist ideology dictated a 
nationalist, heroic-optimistic, morally elevating Nordic (i.e. non-Latin, 
non-Slav, above all, non-Jewish) art which would take its models and to a 
great extent its style from the period before 1900. The radical culture of 
the Weimar Republic was to be stamped out as negroid, semitic and 
decadent: hopelessly tarnished with the great national shame of the Ver
sailles Treaty and the socialist 'stab in the back' of November 1918. 

From inside Germany this system was just bearable if the artist knew 
how to operate it: to concentrate on the national cultural tradition, try to 
make use of its best aspects and work for those few organisations that 
seemed determined to maintain high standards within the limitations of 
the imposed ideology. Accordingly Neher, who at first appeared suspect 
to the authorities because of his association with Brecht and Weill, not 
only could continue to devise librettos (four in all) for Wagner-Regeny 
but found himself once again regularly in work from the beginning of 
1934 on. This was primarily for the Frankfurt Opera, whose Intendant 
had useful political contacts, then later in Berlin at the Deutsches Theater 
from 1938 until its wartime closure in 1944. Here, under Hilpert, Neher 
seems to have made himself acceptable, for the Reich Dramaturg (a Nazi 
party journalist called Schlosser) wrote approvingly of his designs for The 
Tempest in Engel's production, contrasting it with the virtual 'cultural 
bolshevism' of Fehling's State Theatre production and Traugott Muller's 
sets. From outside the closed world of Fascism however such achieve
ments looked rather different, while the self-evident fact about Neher's 
work in Vienna from spring 1938 on- first under Hilpert at the Theater 
in der Josefstadt, then from 1940 with Oskar Fritz Schuh at the opera- is 
that, for all their professional and personal merits, both his patrons owed 
their positions to Hitler's so-called 'Anschluss', or unopposed takeover of 
Austria (and its cultural institutions) in March 1938. 

The Reich capitulated to the Allies in May 194 5. Brecht began planning 
his return to Europe during the course of 1946. If he felt any kind of 
resentment against Neher there is no evidence of it, and he may well have 
shared Fritz Kortner's view that his old friend 'never had any [ convic
tions]. Not even in the Nazi period'. More important, probably, was the 
fact that he was a friend, and one whose contribution had always been 



Start and finish of the fifteen-year gap. 
Above, set for the Brecht-W eil, ballet The 
Seven Deadly Sins (1933). Below, the 
prolog~e to Antigone (1948) set in the ruins 
of Berlm. 
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essential to Brecht's creations. Accordingly as soon as Brecht had found 
out where Neher had landed up- it turned out that he was then 
temporarily stuck in Hamburg - he wrote a quite short letter to say that 
'the best thing would be if we could resume our collaboration in the 
theatre as soon as possible'. Though he hoped that Neher might be able 
to send designs for the Hollywood production of Galileo (which Brecht 
and Laughton were then preparing) in the event this proved impossible, 
so they arranged to meet in Switzerland, where the Zurich Schauspielhaus 
had kept the alternative German theatre alive right through the war -
giving, among many other important productions, the premieres of three 
of Brecht's big exile plays. Neher, who had already begun moving there, 
now joined Teo Otto, his former Kroll Opera colleague, as a staff designer 
for the Schauspielhaus for three years; Hilpert too was in Switzerland, 
which became a vital collecting point for the remains of the pre-Nazi 
theatre. For Neher this may well have been his first introduction to 
works like Fear and Misery of the Third Reich and Mother Courage, 
which had not of course been available in Nazi Germany or Austria but 
were well known to Otto, Wolfgang Langhoff and other of the Commu
nist exiles in Zurich. And certainly his designs for them displayed a new 
freshness and freedom, even before Brecht himself arrived. Thus his Fear 
and Misery drawings are a bitter commentary on Nazism, while the 
Courage series display the mastery of period and detail which he had 
developed since 1933, while subordinating this to a marvellous sense of 
humour and life which almost goes beyond the play. 

It was in this spirit that he got down to work with Brecht in the 
months following the latter's arrival, and from the outset it looked as it 
they were going to achieve great things - though it still had to be decided 
how and where. Having separated nearly fifteen years earlier following a 
relatively lightweight work, their first joint effort after the great divide 
was not only just as crucial for their working relationship as The Seven 
Deadly Sins had been, but also a small masterpiece in itself. For this was 
the Swiss Antigone production which only ran for a few performances 
but was unforgettably recorded in a long series of photographs commen
ted by Brecht in classical hexameters. And from then on it appeared that 
the partnership - while in many ways different from before - had adapted 
to meet the developments in both men's work, and might turn out to be 
as productive as ever. Perhaps it was a pity that the many other jobs to 
which Neher had become committed prevented him from designing either 
the Zurich Puntila (fourth of Brecht's big plays to have its premiere at 
the Schauspielhaus) or the Berlin Mother Courage which convinced not 
only Germany but the rest of Europe that here was a new kind of 
theatre. But he agreed to join the Berliner Ensemble which Brecht and his 
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wife Helene Weigel now set up in East Berlin to carry on from Courage's 
success, and the work which he did for this new company, particularly on 
its opening production of Puntila and the two projects that followed, is 
visibly a development of their Swiss collaboration. 

Both projects resulted in fine drawings, and it seemed that the com
position of the company itself- a mix of anti-Nazi actors from Zurich 
(including the great Therese Giehse) with old agitprop hands from the 
Soviet emigration, cabaret artists from the west and unknown young Ger
mans, along with Berthold Viertel among the directors and Eisler and 
Paul Dessau to write the music - was promisingly balanced. But one of 
the projects in question, Lenz's The Tutor which to Neher was an out
standing achievement, was only included in the repertoire at the last 
moment, while the other, Brecht's new play The Days of the Commune 
over which Neher took particular trouble, was cancelled on the insistence 
of the Socialist Unity (i.e. in effect Communist) party. That was at the 
beginning of 1950, and from then on matters got worse. The party aes
thetes became critical, sometimes in terms reminiscent of the Chamber of 
Culture; Viertel went off to Vienna after one production; Wagner
Regeny's Darmwascher (or Persische Episode) opera with its Neher 
libretto and three or four Brecht songs was held up; the Mother Courage 
film project ran into trouble; the Zurich actors began to drift away. In 
1951 came the controversy over the anti-war opera Lucullus which Des
sau had composed on the text of a 1939 radio play by Brecht, and for 
whose production by the State Opera Neher had designed the sets. More 
tellingly, perhaps, from his point of view, in 1952 the company per
formed a potboiling play by Nicholas Pogodin called Kremlin Chimes in 
which Lenin appeared 'ex machina' for all the world (commented Neher 
in his diary) like the emperor Franz Josef in White Horse Inn. With its 
old-style conventional sets by John Heartfield- then having to fight 
against accusations of 'Formalism'- this to Neher was 'the end of the 
Berliner Ensemble'. An undated request from Kathe Ri.ilicke, one of 
Brecht's assistants, to write a few words on 'das realistische Bi.ihnenbild' -
literally 'the realistic stage picture', a phrase that the Reich Stage Designer 
too might have used- led him to the outburst quoted on pp. 75-77. Nor 
was he pleased to hear from his assistant Hainer Hill that Brecht was now 
damning all those members of the company who were not prepared to 
move house to East Berlin. 

Already in 1951 Neher had taken another regular job in West Berlin as 
designer for the Schlosspark and Schiller theatres, while even before leav
ing Zurich he had become closely involved with Wagner-Regeny's fellow
composer Gottfried von Einem and Schuh from Vienna in the revival and 
modernisation of those Salzburg Festivals which Reinhardt had founded 
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with Hugo von Hofmannsthal and run until 1938. This was not in the 
first place expected to replace Brecht's affairs in his priorities, for the 
original idea, as discussed with Von Einem in Zurich, had been that 
Brecht would become involved in the Festival, much as Hofmannsthal 
had been in Reinhardt's day, and it was hoped (even by Brecht too 
despite his commitments in Berlin) that he would be able to combine the 
different activities while mainly living and working in the East. Next 
came a plan for him to write a new Festival play to match Hofmanns
thal's Everyman, whose performances outside the cathedral had been such 
a feature before Hitler. 

By then Schuh and Neher together had started the operation by staging 
Von Einem's opera Danton's Death; a year later Neher, whose wife was 
Austrian, applied for and was given Austrian citizenship. Then in spring 
1948 Von Einem suggested that it might help the still stateless Brecht's 
involvement if he were to do likewise; and after another twelve months 
he too formally applied. Whether or not this would have brought him 
effectively to Salzburg or led him to complete the promised Dance of 
Death for that city is a matter for speculation, but as it turned out the 
granting of citizenship to Brecht was made a matter of controversy by the 
anti-Communist Austrian press, and the result was to weaken his friends' 
position from 1951 onward. This was important to Neher, who had a 
high and justified regard for Schuh - probably the most rewarding and 
effective of his collaborators after Brecht - and he was to remain commit
ted to the notion of a non-reactionary, open-minded, not too conspicu
ously moneyed Salzburg up to the end of the decade. But first of all 
Von Einem was removed from the Festival Committee, then the 
(advisory) Artistic Board of which he became chairman in 1954 (with 
Neher and Schuh among its members) was rendered ineffective; finally 
he was squeezed out altogether when, against their strongly expressed 
recommendations, Herbert von Karajan was made overall artistic director 
in the spring of 1956. In the course of this interesting intrigue Neher, it 
seems, was officially warned off further collaboration with Brecht by 
Egon Hilbert, the chief administrator of the Austrian national theatres 
under the Minister of Education. So we find Neher drafting a letter in 
autumn 1952 to tell Brecht that he had been forced to accept Hilbert's 
demand, since 'even to work in the East is now regarded as political 
activity' such as he had undertaken on oath not to indulge in. 'This is an 
appalling situation,' he concluded, 'but I am sure you will be able to 
understand it'. Appalling or not, it fitted Neher's own increasing disillu
sionment with Berlin as a whole, prompted particularly (it seems) by his 
disqualification for a professorship at the West Berlin Academy of Art. 
Ironically enough the two reasons which he was privately given for this 
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were (i) that he collaborated with Brecht, and (ii) that he was an 
Austrian subject. 

Neher poses important problems, which range much further than do his 
life and work. For the division which split German culture into two 
mutually hostile halves during the central twelve years of his adult life not 
only foreshadowed that deeper division which has kept the two German 
states apart since 1945, but also in some measure resembled the split that 
runs right across Europe today. In such ways the life of a theatre artist, 
working in a collaborative business and very vulnerable to official inter
vention, is much more obviously symptomatic than that of the 
independent painter or sculptor. His style and the mood of his drawings 
vary, for he is engaged not only with his own feelings and judgement but 
also with the plays he works on, the directors and actors he works with 
and the audience who will see the result: thus a resourceful artist like 
Neher may swing from austere economical settings shaped exactly to the 
play, to ornate structures whose main point is to impress the spectator 
with their grandeur, maybe even the grandeur of the organisation putting 
on the performance. What then is the role of conservatism and innovation 
in such a man's work, and how far does the aesthetic contrast between 
the two areas correspond to the political one? Did the Nazis, for instance, 
have pragmatic reasons for their hatred of the radical art and theatre of 
the 192os? Is there a political significance to the Communist- or more 
precisely Stalinist - suspicion of the artistic policies which Brecht pursued 
in the early days of the Berliner Ensemble, or more than accident in the 
GDR's then insistence on some of the very values that were insisted on 
under the Third Reich: the 'positive' hero, the nineteenth century realism, 
the sanctity of the national heritage? Again, how do we draw the line
both practically and aesthetically- between the backward-looking opera 
of the semi-musical rich and the new experimental opera that was devel
oped by Weill and his like in the 1920s with the support of the Prussian 
arts administration and the heads of Universal-Edition? Do such genres 
still stand for what they stood for in Neher's difficult lifetime? How far 
do the practical aspects and the aesthetic in fact coincide? Is the sup
posedly rarefied world of the arts to be judged by different standards 
from the world of everyday? All these questions are implicit in the ups 
and downs of Neher's experience. 

Most clearly perhaps they emerge from first-hand observation of his 
work, and perhaps some of the answers then begin to emerge too. In the 
English-speaking countries unfortunately we have mainly seen its more 
traditionalist aspects, for with the exception of Schuh's visit to Sadler's 
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Wells in summer 1957 with his production of the Buchner (as opposed to 
the Berg) Woyzeck Neher has appeared as an opera designer in collabora
tion with Carl Ebert and in the most expensive opera houses; and 
however excellent his original designs there, they have sometimes been 
the third or fourth repetition of some earlier version of the same work: 
Wozzeck, Ballo in Maschera or Macbeth. Even where the Berliner Ensem
ble has been seen (which is only this side of the Atlantic and since 
Brecht's death) his influence, though basic to its staging, has been felt at 
second hand- as in their cut-down Mahagonny of the 196os- since apart 
from Galileo and the preliminary designs for Coriolanus with their slight, 
perhaps deliberate echo of Albert Speer he made no direct contribution 
after his undertaking to Hilbert and the Austrians. Yet right up to that 
point his drawings for Brecht seem wonderfully alive and instructive, not 
least because of the contrast between that life - which is like the life of 
the Weimar theatre at its most vital - and his possibly worthier and more 
dignified, probably much better paid drawings for conventional theatre or 
opera establishments. Sometimes, we may infer, Neher foun.d Brecht's 
ideas and personality intensely inspiring: at others he (and, 1t seems, some 
of his other friends) thought that he was being overborne by it and ought 
to be doing the more traditional kind of design at which he became so 
good. And true enough, Brecht was not in the normal sense a partic~larly 
nice man, and the intensity of his focus on his own work could be diffi
cult for those of comparable talents to put up with for long. It is however 
immediately evident from any serious comparison of Neher's 'Brecht' 
work with the rest of his graphic oeuvre that Brecht's influence was from 
start to finish not merely stimulating but conducive to Neher's own par
ticular genius. Brecht may have asked too much of his old friend; he may 
have made life awkward for him (as he did over the ambiguities of his 
intentions with regard to Salzburg). But he understood better than 
anyone perhaps what Neher could do, and he could somehow communi
cate the importance and the excitement of his doing it. 

If this is what Brecht achieved for Neher's art, what then about 
Neher's contribution to Brecht's? This is a fairly straightforward matter 
of theatre history, for although Neher is often overlooked by seekers for 
avant-garde or 'underground' theatre in the Germany of the 1920s his 
innovations are clearly on record. The originality of his 'Biihnenbau' as 
opposed to 'Biihnenbild' (or structural in lieu of pictorial) approach to 
the stage is not confined to his work for Brecht, but it did correspond to 
Brecht's own way of piecing together selected episodes in a story, and 
this method (which has been termed 'selective realism') does seem the 
most thoroughgoing stage application of the great avant-garde structural 
principle of montage. The 'literarisation' of the theatre, as Brecht termed 
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Europe returns to life after World War Two. 
In the Ares's Chariot revue project 'the 
Goddess of Trade acquires an egg on the 
black market'. In scene 9 of Puntila the 
drunken landowner throws out his daughter's 
fiance. 
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Neher's use of projected inscriptions in The Threepenny Opera, gave the 
monteur (or ntter) an additional ingredient for hiscarefully chopped-up 
mixture; the 'separation of the elements' as seen in Mahagonny represen
ted a new, similarly disjunctive method of overcoming the Wagnerian 
mushing together of sound (lovely), words (unintelligible) and setting (in 
those days for the most part dreadfully old-fashioned) in a so-called 'total 
work of art'. The sad thing here was that this separation was never prac
tised quite as the three collaborators intended it, though it might prove 
startlingly effective even today. 

Above all, however, Neher's contribution was a simpler and more 
fundamental one, because he could see the playwright's ideas in operation 
almost as soon as he had voiced them, then use his controlled sensitivity 
to line and colour to set them down in an alternative form as a sup
plement to the words of the script. This was likely to be of great value to 
the director's or the playwright's own need to visualise the grouping, 
atittudes and actions of the characters on stage; indeed when Brecht was 
working with Laughton in America on Galileo it was an aid that he 
particularly missed. But in the case of the earliest plays, and again with 
Antigone and the Wagen des Ares revue project following his postwar 
reunion with Neher it was almost. as if the artist were writing the same 
play in his own medium. Easy as it may be for our own society to laugh 
now at the Old School Tie, an accident of schooling in pre-1914 
Augsburg meant that Neher was in on the genesis of some of our cen
tury's outstanding achievements. It gave him a wonderful role that called 
repeatedly on all his energy and inspiration. In a time of terrible divisions 
and massive tragedies it brought him not only frequent exasperation but, 
to judge from the pictures, a lasting association with imagination and 
beauty, seriousness and fun. 
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BERTOLT BRECHT About a painter 

Neher Cas rides across the sands of the desert on a 
dromedary and paints a green date palm in 
watercolours 

(under heavy machine-gun fire). 

It's war. The terrible sky is bluer than usual. 

Many fall dead in the marsh-grass. 
You can shoot brown men dead. In the evening you can 

paint them. They often have remarkable hands. 

Neher Cas paints the pale sky above the Ganges in the 
morning wind. 

Seven coolies prop up his canvas; fourteen coolies prop up 
Neher Cas, who has been drinking 

because the sky is beautiful. 

Neher Cas sleeps on the hard stones at night and curses 
because they are hard. 

But that too he finds beautiful (the cursing included) 
He would like to paint it. 

Neher Cas paints the violet sky above Peshawar white 
because he's got no blue left in the tube. 

Slowly the sun eats him up. His soul is transfigured. 
Neher Cas painteth for evermore. 

At sea between Ceylon and Port Said, on the inside of the 
old sailing ship's hull, he paints 

his best picture, using three colours and the light from two 
portholes. 

Then the ship sank, he got away. Cas is proud of the picture. 
It was not for sale. 

(About 1917) 
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CASPAR NEHER Report on the jungle 

Baal sat beneath a tree eating; grew fat and burst. After that 
he remained for a while seated. 
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As for Mannetou, he took the rib of a man and made a 
woman, that - incidentally - happened. Flying past, he 
touched Adam's index finger with his own. 

In September, again on a Sunday, Shlink bought a soutane 
and it occurred to him to act himself. That was the 
start of the evil business. How else would Shlink ever 
have become known? He fell in love with a youth 
called Garga, George, and loved him unto his death. 

But one day Garga threw off his coat and began acting 
Garga, and that was fatal. Once they even got each 
other mixed up; and the realisation caused the death of 
one of them. His death might have come about even 
without this realisation; in any case the thought 
occupied him for quite some time before he died. 

The play has nothing to do with any racial dispute. It is 
probably a mere accident that the Eastern race should 
perhaps be older than the Western. All human 
individuals however have the same number of red cor
puscles. From this arises the algebraic hypothesis that 
a= a; therefore Shlink = Garga and Garga is 
equivalent to Shlink. 

Undoubtedly however Mannetou hovers over them all, 
cloaked in his thick soutane (with a dirty, rather 
yellow cloud), enthroned above the waters- for now 
he has grown indifferent to the chaos - he is much 
concerned with himself. 

The treetops of the jungle shut by mutual agreement, and the 
sky has become an independent affair or none at all. 

Baal however, in the days when he was still seated beneath 
the trees, could see clearly how the tree's branches 
divided up that rather yellow cloud. 

r 
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CASPAR NEHER From the libretto for 
Kurt Weill's opera 
'Die Biirgschaft' - start of Act 3 

Man does not change, 
it is the conditions that alter. 
Likewise the system creating the conditions 
alters up to the day 
when it perishes by its own alterations. 

The railway line was completed, 
daily the trains brought new people into the land. 
The cities grew, 
and many waited for the better times 
which they had been promised. 

Just a few made money. 
They had recognised 
that the world is governed by laws, 
that the laws are created by power 
and the power by money. 

So the poor separated from the rich. 
But the number of the poor was greater 
than that of the rich. 
And the rich said to the poor: 
What governs the world 
is laws. 

And they failed to tell them 
that the laws are created by power 
and the power by money. 
So they came to the four gates 
through which all would have to go, 
the four gates that are called 
War, Inflation, Hunger and Illness. 
And through those gates 
they all must go. 

•.... -------=============================================-=-,11 ,, 

In the sixth year 
since the Commissioner's arrival 
war broke out 
on that land's frontiers 
and there was war. 

Night and day 
the army marches 
over fields and meadows 
with tanks and guns 
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and the dust eats up the miserable song 
from parched throats. 
So they march 
deeper and ever deeper 
into the crater 
from which none comes back -
not one mother's son. 

(c. 1932) 



Neher'~ set for Die Biirgschaft by Kurt Weill, 
for whrch he wrote the libretto. First staged 
?Y Carl Ebert at the Stiidtische Oper, Berlin 
m 1932. 
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BERTOLT BRECHT 'The Oil Song' from 
Neher's libretto for 'Der Darmwascher' 

Lovely is the velvet perfume of the roses 
In cottage gardens 
And the precious smell of sesame 
But they're nothing if you compare them to the smell 
Of oil. 

As for the smells of fresh-baked bread 
And of peaches and pistachio trees, they too 
Are good, but they can't ever match the smell 
Of oil. 

Even the smell of stallions and of 
Camels and of water-buffalos 
Delights the expert 
But the one smell you can't resist comes 
From oil 
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Costume design for Engel's production of 
Coriolanus 1925. 

The designs for Brecht and some 
ramifications 
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Costume design, 'George Garga' for Brecht's 
In the jungle, r923; 4. 

The designs for Brecht and some 
ramifications 

I. The Munich Years 
Before moving to Berlin in autumn 1924 Neher was more a poet in 
watercolour than a skilled stage designer. Extremely close to Brecht's 
ideas, he as yet had virtually no experience of the work of any other 
playwright. His acquaintance with the Elizabethan dramatists, which was 
to be important throughout his life, seems to have been made with and 
through Brecht; they visited the Munich theatres together, and even the 
characteristic colours which he began using - the dull reds and earth 
browns - seem to link up with their joint visit to southern Italy that 
summer. 

1: Baal. Neher's earliest drawings for this first play are in the nature of 
illustrations or visualisations of his friend's script, which was based 
dramaturgically on Buchner and thematically on Verlaine and Rimbaud. 
Some were intended for publication. Others are more theatrical, but seem 
like free attempts to match Brecht's imagination rather than actual stage 
designs. The imagery (like that of the play) is romantic without being 
Expressionist; the figure of Baal the poet brooding and loutish rather than 
conventionally poetic. The pen and watercolour technique used by the 
artist is reminiscent of that adopted by Klee in the war years or Grosz a 
little later: splintery line, delicate colours, wet washes. 

Anxious to avoid controversy, the Munich theatres rejected the play, 
and as a result the first production (Leipzig, 1923) was not designed by 
Neher. Brecht laid little store by it. Then for the Berlin production of 
1926, a single matinee performance co-directed by himself, he radically 
rewrote the play, which he now set in the rising technological society of 
the prewar years. Neher has left us some rather bigger drawings for an 
economic setting with naively painted flats, and characters in everyday 
dress. Photographs show its effectiveness. Oskar Homolka, a solid 
Slavonic type, played the poet. 

2: Drums in the Night. The writing of this play, in the aftermath of the 
doomed Spartacist Rising in Berlin, coincided with Neher's discharge 
from the army and initiation as an art student in Munich. He discussed it 
with Brecht as he was revising it, and made some small exploratory 
designs. When the Munich Kammerspiele accepted it for production in 
1922 Brecht hoped that they would let Neher realise his ideas. However, 
Otto Falckenberg the director preferred to give the job to the newly 
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Neher's unused design for Act 5 ('Wooden 
bridge') of Drums in the Night. This was not 
use_d for the r~22 Munich premiere, (above) 
which was designed by Otto Reigbert. 
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appointed staff designer Otto Reigbert, who painted angular, Expression
istic scenes slightly out of key with Brecht's ironic treatment of the 
characters and his manic-defeatist returned soldier hero. Falckenberg's 
Berlin production later in the year was also Expressionist. First of 
Brecht's plays to be produced, Drums in the Night made his name 
throughout Germany. 

3: Jungle (later In the jungle of Cities). This exotic play of 'incomprehen
sible' conflict, based on a mixture of images from Rimbaud, Gauguin, 
Kipling and the Chicago of Upton Sinclair, was started in Augsburg dur
ing the autumn of r92r and completed that winter in Berlin. Brecht sent 
it to Neher, who visualised his characters for him- the shiftless Garga 
family, the Malayan entrepreneur Shlink, the underworld figures Baboon 
and Worm- much as he had done with Baal and using a similar tech
nique. This time however he was able to design the first production in 
Munich (by Erich Engel, a director who became a lifelong colleague) in 
the spring of r923. Engel thereafter moved to Max Reinhardt's theatres in 
Berlin, and was joined there a year later by Neher and Brecht. Together 
they made their effective debut with a second production of the play, in 
which the powerful young Fritz Kortner played Shlink~ Among the mass 
of drawings which Neher made, it is not easy to distinguish between the 
two productions, though there is evidence sometimes of the half-height 
curtain which became typical of Brecht and may already have been 
envisaged for the second production. 

Both times the play was characterised by an almost Symbolist use of 
colour and dusty, atmospheric lighting, which appear to have been built 
into it from the first, when Brecht walked under the autumnal trees writ
ing- on 'quite small thin sheets of paper' -the scene headed 'Green 
papered attic'. Some at least of these headings were actually contributed 
by Neher. After the Berlin production Brecht revised it to make the more 
'neusachlich' In the Jungle of Cities as we now have it. Carl Ebert put 
this on at Darmstadt in r926, but without Neher's involvement. 

II. The Elizabethan Experience 
By the time of the first Jungle production both Neher and Brecht were 
on the payroll of the Munich Kammerspiele, where their first joint 
project was to be a production of Macbeth. This hardly got beyond pre
liminary discussions and a few drawings before Brecht decided, with his 
mentor the novelist Lion Feuchtwanger, to adapt and stage Marlowe's 
Edward II instead. Then in Berlin following the Jungle production both 
men were involved with Engel in the staging of Coriolanus, once again 
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with Kortner in the lead; critics linked this with the Munich Marlowe. 
All three plays were crucial in Neher's development, and he, Brecht and 
Engel -:ere more than once drawn back to them or (in Neher's case) to 
the equrvalent Verdi operas. The experience is reflected also in Brecht's 
theoretical writings, where Shakespeare and the staging of Shakespeare are 
fundamental. 

4: Life of Edward II (after Marlowe). Brecht began work with Feucht
wanger in the summer of 1923. He was to be sole director, Neher the 
designer and at th.e same time illustrator of the published text (Kiepen
heuer, 1924). Agam a very large number of drawings resulted, this time 
more clearly related to the stage (e.g. in some cases by sketch plans). 
They are still very small, but show a marked change in dominant colours 
with much use of red-browns, bistre and pink. The many scenes - Parlia: 
ment,. the London streets, the battlefield of Killingworth, the camp near 
Harwich, ~he granary where Edward is taken prisoner, Shrewsbury Castle, 
the sewer m the Tower of London and so on- have a sinister, rather 
earthy bea~ty which seems borne out by the production photographs. 
The stage IS uncluttered, the costumes of rough, rather stiff material, the 
make-up (e.g. th~ white-faced soldiers) exaggerated without being 
grotesque. All this looks forward to the Antigone production of 1

94
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f." Macbeth by Shakespeare. One or two drawings, marked by Neher 
'discussed with B. Brecht', relate to this project of 1922-23. There are 
~lso unidentified drawings by him which, like them, while clearly not 
mtended for Edward II, are stylistically similar to those done for it. 
. More th~n once in his writings on the theatre Brecht praises Neher's 
mterpretatwn of the play, which he himself was to adapt for radio in 
1?27 but never again attempted to stage. Possibly however he was refer
nng to t~e sets which his f~iend designed for Carl Ebert's production of 
the Verdi opera at the Berlm Stadtische Oper in 19)1, which seem closer 
to the poverty-stricken Scottish baronial castle described by him. These 
became classic, in that Ebert summoned Neher more than once to 
recreate them: at Glyndbourne in 1938 for instance and the Metropolitan 
Opera in New York in 1958-59. 

6: Coriolanus by Shakespeare. Engel directed this with Reinhardt's actors 
augmen_ted. by Kortner in the title part, in the Lessing-Theater, Berlin, at' 
the begmnmg of 1925. Brecht, then one of Reinhardt's junior directors 
was involved in the rehearsals. Neher's designs- for the Senate, the ' 
Forum, the battle scenes and so on - are akin in style and spirit to those 
for Edward II and the Macbeth project. 
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In 1937, by leave of Goebbels's Propaganda Ministry, he and Engel 
returned to the same play, which they staged for Reinhardt's Nazi
appointed successor Heinz Hilpert. The comparative monumentality of 
Neher's designs, and their lack of life, vividly illustrate the destructive 
impact of Nazi ideology even on so individual an artist. Finally in the 
winter of 1951-52, once settled back in Berlin from exile, Brecht started 
translating and adapting the play with a view to producing it with his 
own East German company, and Neher made some preliminary designs. 
The project bogged down, but five years aft~r Brecht's death the com- . 
pany revived it and asked whether Neher wished to carry on. Now an Ill 
man, he left the job to his successor Karl von Appen. 

III. 'Neue Sachlichkeit' and republican Berlin 
From 1927 to 1930 Neher was closely involved in Brecht's partnership 
with Kurt Weill, which itself arose out of the transitional work Man 
equals man and the mock-American 'Mahagon.ny S~ngs' in Br~cht's first 
book of poems. At the same time he was run~mg his own de~Ign de~art
ment for the city theatres in Essen, a task which broadened his expenence 
and helped to interest him seriously in the staging of opera. This new 
phase began with the first version of the.Brech.t/~Teill Mahag_onny ?pera, 
the co-called 'Songspiel' performed at Hmdemith s 1927 musiC festival, 
and Neher shared in all the further developments of that work - of which 
his projections came to form an integral part. He also contributed to the 
spectacular success of their Threepenny Opera and thereby became part of 
the team at E. J. Aufricht's Theater am Schiffbauerdamm, whose manage
ment underwrote it. So long as the money lasted the group could also 
produce such works as Happy End, Pioniere in Ingolstadt (by Brecht's 
protegee Marieluise Fleisser) and a reduced version of the full Maha
gonny. Brecht himself however began losing interest in 1929, when the 
political and economic crisis turned his mind elsewhere. 

7: Man equals man. (Sometimes referred to by Neher as 'The four 
soldiers from Kankerdan'). Before coming to Berlin Neher had already 
been in on the conception of this play, which started as a tale of per
sonality change in a Bavarian setting. There are some of his hundreds of 
unidentified drawings which might relate to it, whether at this early stage 
or in its Kiplingesque reincarnation of 1925, when Brecht and Elisabe:h 
Hauptmann shifted the basic idea to British India. Three key productiOns 
followed, each designed by Neher. In 1926 Ebert did the play at Darm
stadt, using the Brechtian half-curtain running on visible wires. Early in 
1928 Engel staged it for the Berlin Volksbiihne (these could be the 



For Shakespeare's Coriolanus. Three different 
visions and styles of drawing: left, before and 
during the Third Reich; opposite page, after 
its fall. 
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designs which Neher re-used for Essen in I929). Then at the beginning of 
I 9 3 I Brecht himself directed it for a handful of performances at the Berlin 
Staatstheater: a production which Sergei Tretiakov saw and compared to 
Meyerhold's·constructivist The Magnificent Cuckold of I922 with 
Popova's sets. 

Neher left drawings for all of these. From the start he seems to have 
been inspired by the tin-hatted soldiery and the oriental setting, but in 
the case of the third he was prodigal with projections and production 
sketches showing episodes with snatches of dialogue floating in the air 
between larger-than-lifesize soldiers in sun helmets. Galy Gay, their vic
tim and involuntary recruit, appears as a pear-shaped innocent, dressed 
apparently in pyjamas. Photographs and a clip of 9 mm film shot by Carl 
Koch show how these visions were realised: the flimsy wood and cloth 
setting under a few dangling lamps, in which Peter Lorre and Helene 
Weigel appear dwarfed by distorted soldiers with stuffed-out shoulders 
and/or stilts. 

8: Mahagonny, later Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny. With Kurt 
Weill. Though this work is located in a fantastic Florida (with hurricanes, 
gambling and a desert) rather than India, there are cross-connections with 
Man equals man, whose third version was incidentally composed by 
Weill. The I927 production ('Songspiel' version) was directed by Brecht 
on a boxing-ring stage backed by big Neher projections, which led him to 
formulate his theory of the 'separation of the elements' whereby the 
designer should make his own independent contribution, providing his 
own version of the story. This principle was implemented by Neher at 
the Leipzig premiere of the full opera in March I930 and ensuing produc
tions at Frankfurt and Kassel, followed in late I93 I by the lighter and less 
conventionally operatic production financed by Aufricht in Berlin. This 
last had Brecht and Neher as joint directors, but in the end Neher largely 
took over. Having already collaborated with Weill on some notes on the 
staging, he now went on to write the libretto of Die Biirgschaft, the 
composer's next opera. 

The problem with this multiple involvement is that it is difficult to 
allocate Neher's surviving designs among the different productions. Many 
are for projections: the 'sharks' (arrival of the girls), 'the city of nets' (or 
'Suckerville' in Auden's translation), Benares, money, love ('the crane 
duet'), greed, boozing, the eventual (prophetic) bombing of the city by 
low-flying planes. They show Neher's potentialities as a satirical 
draughtsman. 

9: Unknown revue. Drawings somewhat in the Mahagonny- Man equals 

p jections as an 'element' of opera. The set f;: Rise and Fall of th~ C~ty of Mahagonny 
(?1930131), with a proJection for the last 
scene. 
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1928. Above: execution of Galy Gay from 
the Volksbiihne's Man equals man. Below: 
drawing for the last scene of The Threepenny 
Opera. Both directed by Erich Engel. 
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Man spirit may relate to a Brecht scheme of 1926 for a revue satirising 
'Amerikanismus' or, more probably, to an idea for a 'Revue for the Ruhr' 
at the end of the 1920s, when Hannes Kupper was dramaturg at Essen 
(the chief Ruhr city) and Neher and Hein Heckroth the designers 
there. 

ro: The Threepenny Opera. This work was put together in such a hurry 
at Aufricht's instigation that Neher can hardly have done anything about 
it before the 1928 summer holidays. His drawings seem to reflect the 
ensuing confusion, since they are generally uneven and no very coherent 
group of them has survived. Some were supposedly for projections, 
though stage photographs and Brecht's notes suggest that for the first 
production the two screens either side of the stage were intended for song 
titles, initially designed by Neher, with the actual titles in his handwriting 
and an appropriate drawing: e.g. the delicate pen-and-watercolour sketch 
of bowler-hatted men relaxing, entitled 'Das angenehme Leben' (or 
pleasant living). (In production these were replaced by lettering only, 
evidently in another hand.) Some are brush drawings in Chinese white on 
a black ground. The beggars and their organisation are among the subjects 
(the whole thing deriving from Elisabeth Hauptmann's translation of The 
Beggar's Opera). Prostitution also figures. 

Subsequently Neher was often asked to design other productions, 
including that in New York in 1933. Other notable versions were those at 
Munich (with new verses by Brecht) in 1949 and at the Royal Court 
Theatre in London in winter 195 s-s6. For G. w. Pabst's film version of 
1930-31 -the one still shown in specialist cinemas- he designed only the 
costumes, of which we have rather sketchy brush drawings. 

n: Happy End, its Runyonesque successor exactly a year later, was an 
equally confused if less· inspired attempt to repeat the recipe, using the 
same collaborators. Brecht lost interest and later disowned the work in 
favour of 'Dorothy Lane' (i.e. Elisabeth Hauptmann, with whom the 
'book' had once again started). There are however some fine pen and 
wash or gouache drawings by Neher, showing Hallelujah Lilian and other 
Chicago characters, while Brecht and Weill wrote 'Hosanna Rockefeller', 
'Bill's BaUhaus in Bilbao', 'Surabaya Johnny' and other famous songs. 
Thereafter some of the material went into the making of Saint Joan of the 
Stockyards (r4). There were no more productions till the 1950s. 

12: Pioniere in Ingolstadt (or Manoeuvres in Ingolstadt, a smallish 
Bavarian town) was the young Marieluise Fleisser's second play. Brecht 
and Jacob Geis directed it with another fine cast at the same theatre while 
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Happy End (r929). Above: design for the 
Salvation Army hall. Below: design for 
backdrop. 
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Also at the Theater am Schiffbaue.rda~m: 
Manoeuvres in Ingolstadt by Manelmse . 
Fleisser (r929), co-directed by Brecht. Design 
and stage photo. 
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The Threepenny Opera transferred for the second half of its long run. 
Those few drawings which can still be located show a quite fresh 
approach on Neher's part. They are relatively large, emphasising the blue 
uniforms and red military faces, which are picked out in gouache. He 
seems to be using knowledge acquired during the First World War, when 
he made some well-observed sketches of his fellow-soldiers. 

I 3: The Breadshop is an unfinished play about the economic depression, 
somewhat akin to Saint joan of the Stockyards. Neher made a few draw
ings using pen, wash and a touch of colour. The play was 'finished' post
humously by Brecht's younger collaborators, and has been produced a 
number of times. 

IV. Marxism and the end of the Weimar theatre 
Brecht lined up with the German Communist Party in 1929 at a time 
when he was starting to explore the didactic possibilities of the Japanese 
No drama and the new musical 'Lehrstiick' that formed the subject of 
Hindemith's festival that year. With a new collaborator, the composer 
Banns Eisler, he began trying to bypass the established or 'bourgeois' 
theatres in order to find a politically committed, if possible working-class 
audience. Neher, while siding with Weill over their r93r Mahagonny pro
duction, nevertheless collaborated in the didactic, openly revolutionary 
The Mother which Brecht and Eisler had derived from Gorky's novel. 
Compared with this his work on Saint joan of the Stockyards was less 
radical, since for one thing the latter was intended for the conventional 
theatre, while for another it could anyway not get accepted for produc
tion in the prevailing climate. Unrelated to his theatre work there were 
drawings, now known only from photographs, which suggest that Neher 
may around this time have been further to the left than is often thought. 

After meeting in Paris however, in the May following Hitler's accession 
to power, the partners went different ways. This meeting of Neher, 
Brecht and Weill took place in order to write and stage that unique ballet 
Anna-Anna or the Seven Deadly Sins, a work in a mode which they had 
already exhausted. Since two of them were now unable to work in Ger
many the commission was a godsend, and there seem to have been no 
notable disagreements. 

I4: Saint joan of the Stockyards. Neher left about half a dozen pre-Nazi 
drawings for this play, which was Brecht's first major non-musical work 
since the premiere of Man equals Man in 1926. One of them is a cover 
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design for its publication in I9J2, and it is not known if the others were 
made with a specific production in mind. Among the possibilities - none 
of them realised - were one in Vienna which Viertel hoped to direct that 
year with Neher's namesake Carola in the lead, and another which 
Hilpert wanted to stage at the Deutsches Theater in the fateful year r933. 
All that is clear from these sombre drawings of the slaughterhouses of 
Chicago, its unemployed and its socially engaged Salvationists, is that the 
play gripped the artist's imagination. Nearly a quarter of a century later 
he designed its premiere at Hamburg with Brecht's elder daughter Hanne 
Hiob as Joan. 

If: The Mother after Gorki. The r932 production was a remarkable 
achievement at a time when the Left theatre was suffering badly under 
economic cuts and the new timidity of the managements, who had been 
impressed by the organised reaction. Though it started in a theatre 
founded by Aufricht it was intended to be playable in halls and at politi
cal meetings, and as a result the set was minimal. The almost mono
chrome drawings show a playing area defined by canvas screens stretched 
between wooden posts. At the back is a bigger screen for projections -
apparently photographic - and each time there is an imaginative grouping 
of the characters. There are also stage photographs which show that in 
the event the posts were made of gas-piping which acted as a frame for 
the canvas. The impression is simple and serious, in harmony with the 
text and with Eisler's music. 

In I95I Neher provided more colourful and more detailedly naturalistic 
designs for Brecht's production with the Berliner Ensemble. There were 
also rather clumsy projections by Heartfield and his brother. 

r6: The Seven Deadly Sins. Brecht's contribution to this Balanchine/ 
Kochno ballet was the song texts and the story; later he added the phrase 
'of the Petty Bourgeois' to the title. Weill wrote the music. Neher's draw
ings - by no means among his best work - suggest that he provided 
mainly designs for the costumes, along with seven hanging banners speci
fying the Sins, and some possible projections. 

V. Hitler's Third Reich - a twelve year interval 
Between spring r933 and the end of the Second World War there is no 
evidence that Neher and Brecht ever met or corresponded. In the r937 
edition of his plays Brecht refers to his collaborator on Mahagonny and 
Man equals Man as 'R. Kass'. 

i 
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Fea: and Misery of the Third Reich. 
ProJections for the Basel production of 
January 1947. Start ('The German March
past') and finish ('Any protection against 
gas?') of the sequence of scenes. 
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VI. Zurich - reunion, renewal and results 
Arriving in Switzerland a year or more before Brecht got there from 
America, Neher designed both Mother Courage and Fear and Misery of 
the Third Reich without being able to discuss either play with his friend. 
This makes his drawings for them of particular interest, since they show 
his spontaneous reaction to the works in question - as also to the ending 
of the Reich itself. Then came the renewed collaboration as first seen in 
the Chur Antigone: a very important work for them both, whose power 
and beauty can be judged from Brecht's subsequent descriptions and the 
photographs taken by Ruth Berlau. There was also a new but unrealised 
project for a revue satirising various aspects of the late war-Der Wagen 
des Ares (or Ares's chariot)- whose surviving designs make one lament 
that it was not carried further. 

q: Fear and Misery of the Third Reich. The projections which Neher 
designed for some twenty of the separate short scenes that make up this 
work constitute his most direct statement on the Nazi era. They are more 
or less monochrome pen and wash drawings recalling, as do the structure 
and spirit of this exceptional play, the Disasters of the War by Goya. 
Each was meant to accompany one stanza of the long poem with which 
Brecht linked the scenes, starting with a longer prologue termed 'The 
German March-past', here illustrated by an endless crowd - of refugees? 
emigrants? - anyway of ordinary people getting away from some great 
disaster. It harks back to the predictions of Mahagonny and to another 
uncaptioned drawing of around 1930. 

In the Basel production by Ernst Ginsberg (one of the exiled actors in 
Zurich) the scenes were played on a plain red platform. The play had 
originally been designed for exile groups to perform before the Second 
World War, though there was also a wartime version called The Private 
Life of the Master Race which was performed in the United States. 

18: Mother Courage and her Children. In 1946 the Zurich 
Schauspielhaus, who had given the first performances of this anti-war 
play in 1941 in a sombre setting by Teo Otto, revived it under the orig
inal director, Leopold Lindtberg, but with new designs by Neher. What 
Brecht thought of these when he arrived the following year we do not 
know; he almost certainly never saw the production itself. But the 
impression given by the drawings is one of extraordinary gaiety, and 
Neher carried this over into the designs which he made in 1949 for the 
proposed East German film version. Both sets of drawings remained for 
the greater part with Brecht, who had wanted Neher also to design the 
epoch-making Berlin production with Helene Weigel in winter 1948-49. 



Two sc~nes for the second (I946) Zurich 
productiOn of Mother Courage. Above: scene 
6: th~ .funeral of Marshal Tilly. Below: scene 
3: Mrhtary camp. 
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In the event however he used Otto's ideas reworked for the Deutsches 
Theater's stage and realised by Heinrich Kilger. The impression was over
whelmingly grey, despite the exceptionally brilliant lighting. It is fascinat
ing to think how it would have turned out if Neher had done the job. 

19: Antigone by Sophocles. In effect this joint production at the small 
town of Chur was a try-out of Brecht's and Neher's ideas and of their 
ability still to work together. It was also a test run for Weigel after years 
away from acting. The resources used were simple, and were vividly des
cribed by Brecht in his Antigonemodell, which also prints many of Ruth 
Berlau's photographs. Again Neher made many drawings of which the 
bulk remained with Brecht, but they are utterly unlike those for Courage 
- being large, simple and severe. Among them are one or two painted on 
silk with watercolour washes and touches of Venetian red. 

20: Der Wagen des Ares (Ares's Chariot). Only a few notes and frag
ments survive of this project for an 'aristophanic revue' centering on the 
god of war and his adventures (in the black market and elsewhere) fol
lowing a military fiasco. Brecht had conceived it before leaving California, 
and was already counting on Neher for its realisation. Work began in 
1948. The main legacy apart from a short ballet scenario is a dozen pen 
and gouache drawings by Neher (seep. 30) which show much the same 
gaiety and elegance as the Courage designs. They seem to have been made 
without thought of actual production. 

VI. The Berliner Ensemble 
Neher was with Brecht's East German company under the Intendantship 
of Helene Weigel from its formation in 1949 up to his final withdrawal in 
19 52· After that, his earlier designs still remained accessible to it, and he 
returned to collaborate with Engel on the 1957 production of Galileo, 
which he had already worked on with Brecht before his death. Besides 
the revival of The Mother in 1951 he did the sets for Puntila and The 
Tutor, co-directing the latter with Brecht, designed the unrealised Days of 
the Commune production and provided the sets for the State Opera's 
production of Paul Dessau's opera Lukullus. These last two works both 
ran into trouble with the authorities. 

21: Mr Puntila and his Man Matti. Because of Neher's many commit
ments Brecht decided that he should not design the original Zurich pro
duction in June 1948, but a year later asked him to do the sets for its 
production by the brand-new Ensemble, and again in 1951 involved him 



Mr Puntila and his Man Matti, the Berliner 
Ensemble production by Brecht and Engel, 
November 1949. Scene 9, the engagement 
party, as conceived and as executed. 
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in the rejigging of this when Curt Bois- a very different type of actor: 
small, flexible and acrobatic- took over the name part from Leonard 
Steckel. The drawings, of which there are over 6o in the Brecht collection 
alone, date mostly from I949· Stylistically they follow on from Der 
Wagen des Ares, making use of gouache and coloured paper, and giving 
every evidence of the artist's delight in the story and his imaginative 
engagement with its characters. Here are a number of the key incidents in 
the adventures of this split-character alcoholic-bucolic Finnish landowner 
and his dour chauffeur: from the opening session in the local hotel via the 
invitation and expulsion of the village women to the climax of the moun
tain peak on the billiard table - all just waiting (as Brecht found) to be 
copied on the stage. 

22: The Days of the Commune. Like the Ares revue, this was a project 
which Brecht brought with him from America, intending to realise it as 
soon as he had found his feet. Neher will already have been aware of it in 
Zurich, where Brecht did much of the writing, and once again he com
mitted himself imaginatively to its production, which was due to follow 
that of Puntila early in I950. Some forty drawings are in the Brecht 
collection, ranging from scenes on the Paris barricades, at Versailles, in 
the Bank of France and the sittings of the Commune in the Hotel de 
Ville, to sketches of the characters speaking, somewhat as for the I 9 3 I 
Man equals Man. They show Neher at the height of his powers. By 
Christmas I949 however the production had been stopped, allegedly 
because the Repertory Commission (one of a number of East German 
quangos then bedevilling the arts) considered Brecht's view of the Com
mune to be dangerously defeatist. The drawings remained unused, except 
when they were borrowed for a provincial production after Brecht's 
death: an act that naturally upset the artist. 

23: The Tutor by Lenz. The adaptation by Egon Monk, Benno Besson 
and others of this remarkable eighteenth-century play was used by 
Brecht, after revision by himself, as a substitute for the indefinitely post
poned Days of the Commune. As in the case of Antigone the production 
was jointly by Neher and Brecht, and clearly it was a very fine one, 
though there were only a few performances. Once again there are at least 
40 drawings, now divided more or less equally between those in Brecht's 
collection and those which Neher took to Vienna. In a sense they seem 
more conventional than others of this phase in the artist's work, since 
both settings and costumes (the latter executed by Kurt Palm) are rooted 
in a traditionally-favoured period: the age of Goethe, Mozart and Sir 
Joshua Reynolds. They are none the less very different from Neher's 
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Two drawings for the cancelled Berliner 
Ensemble production of Days of the 
Commune, 1949/so. 
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designs for the average German theatre or opera house, just as the play 
itself differs from the traditional norm. They are simply more alive. 

24: Life of Galileo. It was at the end of 1955, only months before his 
death, that Brecht decided to go ahead with the production of Galileo, 
which he would co-direct with Erich Engel. Some of Neher's drawings 
are dated that year; one is dated 1951, suggesting that he and Brecht had 
already been talking about the play then; others are dated 1956; some not 
dated at all. The rehearsals, which began briefly in December and were 
resumed in spring 1956, were interrupted by Brecht's illness and came to 
a halt when he died. They were recorded on tape. Subsequently Engel 
carried on alone. 
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CASPAR NEHER The staging of 
'Antigone' 

In his new version of Sophocles's Antigone Brecht is trying 
to get rid of all mythological and religious bric-a-brac, feeling 
confident that such surgery will harm neither the great poem 
nor the old popular legends on which it is based. 

This somewhat bold experiment led me for my part to 
dispense with certain (in my view) outmoded religious ele
ments in today's theatrical conventions, particularly the mir
aculous way in which our stage and our acting technique 
conjure up the illusion that stage events are something real, in 
other words that a twentieth century audience can be led to 
believe that it is experiencing the stuff of legend, is living in 
Thebes, seeing the tyrant Creon and his great opponent Anti
gone, and so on. Accordingly I set the actors in full view of 
the audience and gave them just a small acting area between 
the old war posts within which to show how the characters 
in the poem conducted themselves. The same consideration 
led us to do away with the curtain, whose only function is to 
give the stage that quality of 'secrecy', 'magic', 'super-reality' 
which can be dispensed with once the acting is non-illusion
istic. The ancients were no more familiar with the curtain 
than were the old German mystery plays or Shakespeare's 
Globe Theatre. 

Staging of Antigone, 1948 .. Concept :nd 
lisation. The posts beanng horses skulls 

rea . d fi h . have been moved m to e ne t . e a~ung area, 
leaving the actors' benches outsrde Its 
periphery. 
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BERTOLT BRECHT Neher's stage for 
'Antigone' 

Long benches, on which the actors can sit and wait for their 
cue, stand in front of a semicircle of screens covered in red
coloured rush matting. In the middle of these screens a gap is 
left, where the record turntable stands and is visibly 
operated; through this the actors can go off when their part 
is done. The acting area is bounded by four posts, from 
which horses' heads hang suspended. In the left foreground is 
a board for props, with bacchic masks on sticks, Creon's 
laurel wreath made of copper, the millet bowl and the wine 
jar for Antigone and a stool for Tiresias. Subsequently 
Creon's sword is hung up here by one of the elders. On the 
right is a framework with a sheet of iron on which an elder 
beats with his fist during the choral song 'Geist der Freude, 
der du von den Wassern'. For the prologue a white wall is 
lowered on wires. There are a door and a cupboard in it. A 
kitchen table and two chairs stand in front of it; a sack lies in 
the right foreground. At the beginning a board with the time 
and the place on it is lowered above the wall. There is no 
curtam. 

The reason why the actors sit openly on the stage and 
only adopt the attitudes proper to their parts once they enter 
the (very brilliantly lit) acting area is that the audience must 
not be able to think that it has been transported to the scene 
of the story, but must be invited to take part in the delivery 
of an ancient poem, irrespective of how it has been restored. 

There were two plans for the stage. The first was that 
the actors' benches should as it were represent the scene of 
the old poem. The screen behind them consisted of ox blood
coloured canvases reminiscent of sails and tents, and the posts 
with horses' skulls stood in between. The acting area was 
simply to be brilliantly lit and marked out by little flags. This 
would have represented a visible separation of the original 

On stage for 'Antigone' 

poem and its .secul~rised versi~n. We became mor~ and m~re 
dissatisfied with this plan, until we eventually decided to situ
ate the new part of the story also between the barbaric war 
emblems. As a third possibility one could cut the prologue 
and replace the screens behind the benches by a board show
ing bomb damage in a modern city. 

COSTUMES AND PROPS 

The men's costumes were made of undyed sackcloth, the 
women's of cotton. Creon's and Hamon's costumes had 
inserts of red leather. Antigone's and Ismene's were grey. 
Particular care was taken over the props; good craftsmen 
worked on them. This was not so that the audience or the 
actors should imagine that they were real, but simply so as to 
provide the audience and the actors with beautiful objects. 
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BERTOLT BRECHT Stage design for the 
epic theatre 

We often begin rehearsing without any knowledge of the 
stage designs, and our friend merely prepares small sketches 
of the episodes to be played (for instance, six people grouped 
round a working-class woman who is upbraiding them). 
Perhaps we then find in the text that there are only five 
people in all, for our friend is no pedant; but he shows us the 
essential, and a sketch of this sort is always a small and deli
cate work of art. Whereabouts on the stage the woman is to 
sit, and her son and her guests, is something we find out for 
ourselves, and that is where our friend seats them when he 
comes to construct the set. Sometimes we get his designs 
beforehand, and then he helps us with groupings and 
gestures; not infrequently also with the differentiation of the 
characters and the way they speak. His set is steeped in the 
atmosphere of the play, and arouses the actor's ambition to 
take his place in it. 

He reads plays in masterly fashion. Take just one 
example. In Macbeth, Act I, scene vi, Duncan and his general 
Banquo, invited by Macbeth to his castle, praise the castle in 
the famous lines: 

This guest of summer, 
The temple-haunting martlet does approve, 
By his loved mansionry, that the Heaven's breath 
Smells wooingly here ... 

Neher insisted on having a semi-dilapidated grey keep of 
striking poverty. The guests' words of praise were merely 
compliments. He saw the Macbeths as petty scottish nobility, 
and neurotically ambitious. 

His sets are significant statements about reality. He 
takes a bold sweep, never letting inessential detail or decora
tion distract from the statement, which is an artistic and an 
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intellectual one. At the same time everything has beauty, and 
the essential detail is most lovingly carried out. 

With what care he selects a chair, and with what 
thought he places it! And it all helps the playing. One chair 
will have short legs, and the height of the accompanying table 
will also be calculated, so that whoever eats at it has to take 
up a quite specific attitude, and the conversation of these 
people as they bend more than usual when eating takes on a 
particular character, which makes the episode clearer. And 
how many effects are made possible by his doors of different 
heights! 

This master knows every craft and is careful to see 
that even the poorest furniture is executed in an artistic way, 
for the symptoms of poverty and cheapness have to be 
prepared with art. So materials like iron, wood, canvas are 
expertly handled and properly combined, economically or 
lavishly as the play demands. He goes to the blacksmith's 
shop to have the swords forged and to the artificial florist's 
to get tin wreaths cut and woven. Many of the props are 
museum p1eces. 

Those small objects which he puts in the actors' hands 
- weapons, instruments, purses, cutlery etc. - are always 
authentic and will pass the closest inspection; but when it 
comes to architecture - i.e. when he builds interiors or 
exteriors - he is content to give indications, poetic and artis
tic representations of a hut or a locality which do honour as 
much to his imagination as to his power of observing. They 
display a lovely mixture of his own handwriting and that of 
the playwright. And there is no building of his, no yard or 
workshop or garden, that does not also bear the fingerprints, 
as it were, of the people who built it or who lived there. He 
makes visible the manual skills and knowledge of the builders 
and the ways of living of the inhabitants. 

In his designs our friend always starts with 'the people 
themselves' and 'what is happening to or through them'. He 
provides no 'stage picture' to experience something in. 
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Caspar Neher Brecht's designer 

Almost all that makes up the stage builder's art he can 
do standing on his head. Of course Shakespeare's Rome was 
different from Racine's. He constructs the poets' stage and it 
glows. If he wants he can achieve a richer effect with a varied 
structure of different greys and whites than many other art
ists with the entire palette. He is a great painter. But above 
all he is an ingenious story-teller. He knows better than 
anyone that whatever does not further the narrative harms it. 
Accordingly he is always content to give indications wherever 
something 'plays no part'. At the same time these indications 
are stimulating. They arouse the spectator's imagination, 
which perfect reproduction would stun. 

He often makes use of a device which has become an 
international commonplace and is generally divorced from its 
sen~e. That is the division of the stage, an arrangement by 
wh1ch a room, a yard or place of work is built up to half 
height downstage while another environment is projected or 
painted behind, changing with every scene or remaining 
throughout the play. This second milieu can be made up of 
documentary material or a picture or a tapestry. Such an 
arrangement naturally gives depth to the story while acting as 
a continual reminder to the audience that the scene designer 
has built a setting: what he sees is presented differently from 
the world outside the theatre. 

This method, for all its flexibility, is of course only 
one among the many he uses; his settings are as different 
from one another as are the plays themselves. The basic 
impression is of very lightly constructed, easily transformed 
and beautiful pieces of scaffolding, which further the acting 
and help to tell the evening's story fluently. Add the verve 
with which he works, the contempt which he shows for any
thing dainty and innocuous, and the gaiety of his construc
tions, and you have perhaps some indication of the way of 
working of the greatest stage builder of our day. 

( 1951) 

On the evolution of stage design 

CASPAR NEHER On the evolution of 
stage design 
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When I set out full of enthusiasm to design for the stage I 
knew next to nothing about painting proper. This was an 
advantage, since I did not care for what I found and, like any 
normal young person, understandably wanted to do it better. 
At that time inflation in Germany was at its peak. Such was 
the economic background: theatres were still well enough off 
to permit experiments, and business people in general were 
more open to experiment than now, feeling no doubt that it 
was no longer possible to carry on along the old lines. 

T airov arrived from Russia to demonstrate his 
theatre's stylistic experiments, making use of apparatus, traps, 
ramps and entrances for the actors; he trained his actors like 
variety artists who could dance and fence as well as speak. 
He was already experimenting with. breaking out of the 
auditorium, doing away with the curtain; his theatre could 
function in a circus or in a hall [ ... ]. In those days the 
Munich Kammerspiele was among the few theatres in Ger
many regularly presenting contemporary work. Those of us 
who had just been through the war could no longer feel very 
interested in Wagner's Elizabeth and her Hall of Song. 
However, one of those Tannhauser productions at least 
achieved something by convincing us that it was time for a 
change. And change there was. Suppose things had been left 
as they were, we would have had the same kind of produc
tions today, and there might have been no more Wagner. 
Maybe that was a mistake. But the Munich State Opera pro
duction was so appalling that one felt ashamed of having 
decided to take up stage design as a profession. Even my old 
teacher at the Academy quite justifiably shook his head: a 
symptom that long gave me food for thought. 

It was my lasting friendship with Brecht, then just 
beginning, that put me on the road which I cheerfully and 
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uninhibitedly followed. I had already done a number of 
drawings for Drums in the Night and Jungle; Baal too was 
all there; and I hoped and believed that this would get me 
somewhere. The Kammerspiele had started preparations for 
Drums in the Night, and I went to the rehearsals. 

There were also other circles that took an interest 
' such as that whose host and central figure was Lion Feucht-

w~nger, who liked to gather such talented young people as 
Ench Engel, Brecht and co. around him. That is where we 
used to meet and discuss the future of the theatre, which 
seemed no longer to be doing so well since the war. As the 
bourgeoisie grew more dominant the situation in the theatres 
gradually got worse; thus Steinriick resigned [as director of 
t~e Munich theatres after r9r8]; politics reared its ugly head; 
VIolence began erupting; yet the personal courage of certain 
concerns was not to be broken. And since money was liquid 
on account of the inflation a fair amount of experimenting 
could still be done. 

Drums in the Night was produced. Brecht brought 
Karl Valentin to the Kammerspiele on that occasion, a 
notable one since this was the beginning of Valentin's 
national reputation. Meanwhile we shifted our base to Berlin 
to look for openings there. 

(Undated fragment). 

On 'realist stage design' 

CASPAR NEHER Response to an enquiry 
about 'Das realistiscne Biihnenbild' 

I am afraid it is one of my principles to say nothing about 
that boring subject 'Realist stage design' or 'The realistic 
stage picture'. 
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At a certain distance the whole thing looks like a stupid fuss. 
Neither Hill nor anyone else has my permission to write 
anything whatever with regard to this theme. 

Best wishes, 
Neher 

Unofficially ... 
Dear Bert, 
How can you allow such letters to be written to me, letters 
that have to go straight into the wastepaper basket, just like 
in Goebbels's day? Then as now I used to be asked to say 
what I thought about Realist stage design. I didn't do so. 

It means that there's no longer any point in working 
unless you put on blinkers first. And these have to be 
changed to suit the temperature. What's to become of think
ing if nobody thinks the simplest things? A 'stage picture' is 
always real- that's already implicit in the Nazi term 
Biihnenbild. 

Mightn't it be better to think a bit about the word 
itself? No other language talks about the 'stage picture'. 
Scenografico or scenografica is drawing the elevation of the 
stage. Decor is something else again, and comes a lot closer. 
Stage designer means a stage draughtsman, but no picture. 

The words 'picture' and 'stage' are incompatible, 
except perhaps in the ballet. A picture is never realistic, the 
stage is always realistic. That's why I maintain that the 
'realistic stage picture' is a nonsense. Nor can I imagine what 
can possibly be meant by it. A marble pillar can only be 
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translated, i.e. at best hinted at; while if a turbine were a real 
one it would break the stage floor. This means that one 
always has to allow the audience to set their imagination to 
work in order to believe it could be a turbine, or might be a 
marble pillar. So you have to have an element of conjuring, 
of illusion. And in order to guide illusion along a track cor
responding to some reality or other you may be able to dis
pense with reality itself. Perhaps reality is expressed in the 
proportions: a small house, a big hall, a stable and so on. 

The young people on whom everything depends 
shouldn't learn from such articles how to construct a steam
engine, rather how such a machine works - that would be 
reality for you- how it starts, lets off steam, moves its con
necting rod and so on. Too little attention is paid these days 
to the life of reality. The things we put on the stage are dead, 
never mind how real they are, if they have no function - if 
they are not used by the actors or used on their behalf. In 
other words we ought to be studying the environment; and 
then if we are real, all too real, we get back to atmosphere 
once more-

Things move in circles that are only too familiar. So 
the man who can get something from them is the one who 
knows how to use them, and [?that] their function in every 
play will be different. Setting up slogans as patterns to follow 
can only mislead people and cause endless confusion. 

What have we been up to all these years except play
ing around with reality, [even where] it only needed to be 
suggested by a trouser-button or a telegraph pole? After all 
the moon too is a reality. It's not something we need to talk 
about. 

I'm writing this in bed as that's the only spare time I 
get; I've been laid up with digestive troubles and so forth for 
a fortnight. It's hot out of doors. 

All the best to Barbara. And to Helli. How about 
Venice? I wrote to Ballo about Courage. Giehse called. So 
did Viertel. They urgently want to talk to you about various 

The designs for Brecht 

things. It would be a good idea if you came here. Not 
everybody can get to Berlin. 

All the best, 
as always, 

Cas. 

(Undated. ?1951) 
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Early work. Above: Design (or illustration) 
for scene 4 (iii) of Baal. Not carried out. 
Below: For In the jungle, 1923.? the present 
scene 4· 
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Designs for others - their general 
pattern 
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