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mean. They found semy things superffuous which the artists declared
w0 be neecessary; but then they were generows and not against excess; on
the contrary they were against those who were superfiuous. Ther did
Aot put on & muzele on a willing horse bug they saw that it pulled its
weight, They did not believe in such things a5 ‘the’ method. They
knew that many methods were necessary o attain their goal.

The criteria for popular art and realism must therefore be chosen both
generously and earefully, and not drawn merely from existing realistic
works and existing popubar works, as often happens; by so doing, sne
would arrive at formaliseje criveria, and at popular ar and realism in
form only,

Whether a wotk is realisric or not cannot be determined merely by
checking whether or not it is Lke existing works which are said 1o Be
readiseic, oF were realistic in their ime, In gach A5, URE Iius vompare
the depiction of lite in 2 work of ant with the lfe itsell that js being
depicted, instead of comparing it with another depiction. Where popL-

larity "is concerned, there is ane extremely formalistic procedure of
which one must’ beware. The imtelligibility of literary work & rot
guaranteed merely if it is wrirten exactly Jike other works which were

works which were anderstood
in their time were alsa nog always writren like the works before them,
Steps had been taken o make. thern intelligible, In rhe same way, we
must do something for the intelligibility of new works today. There is
not valy such a thing as buinr fegardar, there is alsy the pracess of fecnring
popular, -

If we wish to have a living and combative

literature, which is fully
engaged with reality and {ully grasps reality,

a wruly popular literature,
ment of reality. The greae

working masses are already on the move, The industry and brutaliry of

their enemies is proof of i
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Walter Benjamin

Conversations with Brecht

1934
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the Union of German Proletacian-Revolutionary Wrirers — w be exem-
plary. The only trouble is that nobody feels like following his exarnple.
He gets nothing across except that he is rather pleased with himself.”
In this coonection Brecht said he had been meaning for a long time o
write a series of such model poems tor diflerent trades — the engineer,
the writer. Then he compared Becher's poem with Rimbaud’s, He thinks
that Marx and Engels themselves, had they read Le Barean fure, would
have sensed in it the great historical movement of which it is the expres-
sion. They would have clearly recognized that what it describes is ot
ant eceentric poet going for 2 walk but the flight, the escape of & man who
cannot bear to live #ny longer inside the barriers of 4 class which — with
the Crimean War, with the Mexican adventure — was then beginning to
open up even the more exotic continents to its mercantile interests,

Brecht thinks it it impossible ¢

of the footloose vagabond who puts himself ar che mercy of chance and
turns his back upon saciety - into a model representation of a proletarian
fighter.
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6 Fulp. Brechi, in the course of yesterday's conversations: *i often

" imagine being interrogared by a wibunal. “Now tell us, Mr Breche, are

20

you veally in cornest 7§ would have to-ademit that no, ['m not completels
in carnest. I think too much sbout artistic problems, you know, about
what is good for the theatre, to be completely in exrnest. But having
szid “no” to that impertant question, 1 would add something still more
important: namely, thut myx atitade is peraisstbde.” 1 must admit he sid
this alter the conversabion had been geing on for seme little time. He
had started by expressing doubt, not as o whethor his amimade was
permissible, Tt whethoer i was effective, His first remark was i answer
te something | had said about Gerharr Hauptmann. *l sometimes ask
myself,” he said, ' whether writers like Haupemann aren’t, after ali, the
only ones who really getanywhere: [ mean the substunce mriters [Substanz-
Dichser)” By this he means those writers who really are compleicly in
carnest. To explain this thought he proceeds from the hypethesis that
Confucivs might omce have wrirten a tragedy, or Lenin a novel. That,
he thinks, would be febr as improper, unworthy behaviour, ‘Suppose
you read a very good historecal novel and later vou discover that it is
by Lenin. Yo would change your opinion of both, to the detriment of
hoth. Likewise, it would be wrang for Confucius to have written a
ragedy, sav onc 1« Euripides's tragedies; it would be felt as ynworthy.
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