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Let me begin by recounting three strange responses to Bertolt 
Brecht’s productions of the 1960s–1970s from three different set-
tings of the Cold War milieu. The first response is noted by the 
veteran theatre director–actress from India, Vijaya Mehta, in 1974. 
Mehta remembered receiving this response first-hand in Zurich in 
that same year after the first European performance of Ajab Nyaya 
Vartulacha, a Marathi adaptation of Brecht’s The Caucasian Chalk 
Circle, which she had co-directed with Fritz Bennewitz, then thea-
tre director at the German National Theatre in Weimar, as a part 
of ‘cultural exchange agreement’ between the erstwhile German 
Democratic Republic (GDR) and the Republic of India. After receiv-
ing an ‘electrifying response’ to the performance, recalls Mehta 
(1974), ‘theatre enthusiasts came to tell us that we had helped to 
rid them of Brecht-weariness’ (emphasis added). Even if this strange 
word, Brecht-weariness, was not the exact one uttered by those 
theatre enthusiasts at Zurich and instead was Mehta’s paraphras-
ing, I would suggest that it still vividly captured an emergent and 
elusive feeling towards Brecht’s works within the divided Europe.

BRECHT BETWEEN THE 
GDR AND MARATHI 

STAGE
A Conjunctural Reading of Bennewitz–Mehta 

Collaboration

Vaibhav Abnave

CHAPTER 6



Cordial Cold War180

One could object to such a suggestion saying this Brecht-
weariness might just be symptomatic of ‘the capitalist West’, for 
Switzerland, despite its ‘strict neutrality’ between the two blocs, 
was considered to be a part of the West in economic, political and 
cultural terms. But, interestingly, in the same tour when Mehta’s 
troupe performed Ajab in Weimar, on the other side of the Berlin 
wall, ‘the heart-warming’ response given by ‘audiences and theatre 
people’ was according to Mehta attributable to ‘something’ which 
‘they said had got lost somewhere on the way in their own theatre 
and more so in their lives’, which they finally found in Ajab (empha-
sis added). The audiences at Weimar without having uttered that 
strange word, Brecht-weariness, still somewhere resonated with 
that elusive feeling of something ‘having been lost’ in the way 
Brecht was performed in the GDR.

Yet both these Brecht-weary audiences, from either side of 
the Berlin Wall, were all praise for an Indian production of Brecht. 
From these two responses, one may be tempted to infer that the 
vitality of Brecht’s productions in India was not only untouched 
by this Brecht-weariness but was in fact counteracting it by giving 
a new lease of afterlife to Brecht outside of Europe. But the third 
response I am going to recount could halt such a quick inference.

This response, which uncannily resonated with the first two, 
is noted by veteran Indian playwright, Marxist intellectual and 
sinologist, G. P. Deshpande (2009, 24–37), while critically reflect-
ing upon what he calls ‘Indian Brecht’ or ‘the Brechtian season in 
Indian theatre’, an enthusiastic wave of Brecht’s adaptations across 
India during the 1960s–1970s, particularly in Bangla, Marathi and 
Hindi. Arguing how Brecht had become ‘a very pleasant, nationalist 
experience’, ‘a playwright of the new elite (who) … retrieved the 
‘traditional’ for them’, Deshpande urges: ‘[o]ne feels like saying in 
utter despair that there is a need of anti-Brecht in much the same 
manner as anti-Duehring’ (emphasis original). It is quite clear that 
Deshpande is expressing his own Brecht-weariness, and perhaps, 
unlike his European counterparts, he had nowhere to turn. That 
explains his despairing search for anti-Brecht.

How do we make sense of this uncannily shared ‘Brecht-
weariness’, albeit of different kinds and emanating from three dif-
ferent worlds constituting the Cold War imaginary? In other words, 
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how do we make sense of that which was historically common in 
each of these ‘Brecht-weariness’, which cut across national, cultural 
and ideological boundaries? The hypothesis I would like to propose 
is as follows: this shared ‘Brecht-weariness’ was symptomatic of a 
global conjuncture marked by intertwined saturation of the party-
state modality of communist politics and didactic conception of art. 
I would like to test this hypothesis by reading Bennewitz–Mehta 
collaboration on Ajab through a conjunctural lens, that is, by 
situating it on a shared historical plane. Previously, Bennewitz’s 
theatre collaborations in India are read through ‘intercultural’ lens 
(Esleben 2016), celebrating Bennewitz as ‘the pioneer of intercul-
tural theatre’, whose ‘flexible and context-sensitive method’ empha-
sized ‘the reciprocal nature of the encounter between Brecht’s text 
and Indian folk theatre traditions’, where both ‘enriched’ each 
other and worked towards ‘non-hierarchical syncretism’ (16–18). 
This reading has two shortcomings. First, it treats ‘intercultural’ 
encounter as negotiation of ‘essentialized’ identity/difference and 
hierarchy without locating this encounter on a shared historical 
plane, which could otherwise throw light upon subjectively distinct 
responses to a conjuncture constituted by intertwined saturation 
of the party-state modality of communist politics and didactic 
conception of art. Second, it looks at only Bennewitz’s writings to 
interpret a collaborative process, where the perspective of the other 
principal collaborator (in this case, Mehta) remains absent. Yet this 
reading provides an unprecedented access to English translations 
of Bennewitz’s own writings (letters, notes, reports) which I would 
read anew and juxtapose with Mehta’s account (memoir, interviews) 
to reconstruct their subjectively distinct responses to a common 
conjunctural ground.

To begin with, I would briefly flesh out the contours of the 
global conjuncture under discussion to trace ‘Brecht-weariness’ and 
to situate Bennewitz’s arrival in India. In the next section, I would 
closely read Bennewitz’s reflections on his early theatre collabora-
tions in India (1969–1973), especially with Mehta, to elaborate his 
subjective commitment towards the party-state and didactic thea-
tre, despite their saturation. In the last section, I would reconstruct 
Mehta’s encounter with Brecht and Bennewitz, which, I suggest, 
was shaped by her romanticist scepticism of didactic theatre and 
subjective bias against communist politics.
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CONTOURS OF THE CONJUNCTURE: SITUATING 
BENNEWITZ’S ARRIVAL IN INDIA
As mentioned before, the global conjuncture under discussion was 
constituted by an intertwined saturation of the party-state modality 
of communist politics and didactic conception of art. Let us begin 
our discussion with what we precisely mean by saturation, a cat-
egory we use after contemporary French philosopher, Alain Badiou. 
Before we discuss saturation, it would be important to note that 
for Badiou (2005b), politics is neither the pursuit of state power 
(sovereignty) nor the rational preservation of existing order (man-
agement), but an infinite and subjective process of actualizing the 
truth of just and egalitarian collective coexistence (communism). 
Saturation, for Badiou, means termination of a finite sequence (such 
as the party-state modality) of this infinite truth process (commu-
nist politics). Badiou introduces saturation as ‘a countercategory 
against the reactionary category of failure which always tends 
swiftly to condemn communist politics as simple criminal wrongdo-
ing’ (Ruda 2015, 302). Through the category of saturation, Badiou 
seeks ‘to avoid any external evaluation of a sequence of emancipa-
tory political actions’ (303) from a supposedly objective and neutral 
perspective. Instead, taking off from his fellow thinker, Sylvain 
Lazarus, Badiou develops the category of saturation ‘as part of an 
immanent analysis’, that is, an analysis of a political sequence ‘from 
an interior perspective’ (302), to understand from within the logic 
of its ‘dis-activation’, to explain from the subjective position of fidel-
ity (to the truth process) the weakening of its historical ‘effectivity’ 
(304). Though truth (as an infinite, generic process) ‘can never be 
lost forever’, saturation implies that its actual effectiveness in a 
situation or its ‘generic reality’ (as a sequence) could ‘disappear or 
disintegrate’ (304), which could be only analysed by remaining true 
to the generic process (and not to a sequence). Through saturation, 
Badiou attempts to conceive an end of ‘“something” which, at least 
potentially, needs have no end’ (303). A sequence saturates without 
there being any internal necessity, built-in flaw or organic finitude. 
Paradoxical as it may seem, saturation helps one grasp how politics 
as an infinite truth process historically unfolds only through contin-
gent and finite political sequences, where ‘every sequence ends with 
saturation, which is what makes it a sequence’ (304). Yet this ‘end’ 
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neither signifies definitive failure nor confirms conclusive defeat 
of communist politics as such. Rather, it signifies the saturated 
sequence’s unfaithfulness towards the very principles—‘abolition of 
private property, dismantling of specialised and hierarchical divi-
sion of labour, end of national and other identitarian enclosures and 
dissolution of the centralised state’—orienting communist politics 
(Badiou and Lancelin 2019, 15).

The concept of saturation can be further elaborated through 
a brief discussion of two sequences of communist politics (Ruda 
2015, 305–306) leading up to the global conjuncture under discus-
sion. The first sequence (from the French Revolution of 1792 to the 
Paris Commune of 1871) sought to fuse ‘the idea of overthrowing 
the state and taking power’ by masses ‘under the label of “com-
munist” mass movements’. Though the Paris Commune could 
actualize ‘the strictly immanent limitations of this sequence’ (that 
of capturing power), it could not ‘sustain’ its advances ‘against 
counter-revolutionary tendencies’, which swiftly crushed the eman-
cipatory possibilities made thinkable by the commune. The second 
sequence (from the Russian Revolution through to the Cultural 
Revolution in China, up to 1976) sought to find practical solution 
to the central problem (of organization) raised by the previous 
sequence by constructing ‘the revolutionary class-party to organise 
the newly gained power’. Yet it was ‘unable to resolve the impasse’ 
that emerged as a result of ‘its own construction’ (the party-state) 
because the communist party could not take the next step of ‘organ-
ising the transition to the dictatorship of the proletariat’ through 
the dissolution of the party-state. Instead, the party-state turned 
‘both authoritarian and terrorist’ (Stalinism, repression of the 
worker’s uprising in the GDR) and, thus, abandoned ‘the idea of 
the state’s withering away’.

The saturation of the party-state modality of communist 
politics was intertwined with the saturation of didactic conception 
of art, whose exemplary thinker–practitioner was Brecht. One could 
trace this intertwinement to the interwar Soviet aporia between 
‘restorative’ and ‘revolutionary’ conceptions of culture, where the 
former (socialist realism) meant to affirm the post-revolutionary 
regime (the party-state), while the latter sought to continue the 
work of revolutionary transformation artistically (for instance, the 
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Proletkult Movement), without adhering to the party-state line. 
For Lenin, ‘proletarian reworking of cultural heritage’ meant a 
certain ‘lawful continuation’, an organic passage from peasant to 
bourgeoise to revolutionary culture, under the diktat of the party-
state. While for Brecht, ‘past was material to be reutilised in the 
remaking of the present’ (Bathrick 1980, 94–95) without there being 
any lawful continuation between the two. In fact, Brecht sought 
to invent artistic rupture (like V-effect), disrupting the suppos-
edly lawlike, organicist progression from peasant, bourgeoise to 
proletariat culture. He reactivated past (not as objective history 
but as fable) for intervening in the present. Yet despite practising 
and defending artistic experimentation (expressionism) contra the 
party-state line and Lukácsian allegation of ‘formalism’ (Brecht 
1980, 68–85), Brecht remained committed to ‘didactic’ conception 
of art (theatre) as pedagogic instrument for transmitting ‘a truth’ 
named ‘dialectical materialism’ (Badiou 2005a, 5). Dialectical 
materialism for Brecht was ‘a general, scientific’ and ‘essentially a 
philosophical truth’ which was ‘extrinsic’ (and not immanent) to art 
(5). Therefore, adhering to ‘a Stalinist’ line in this regard, Brecht 
believed that art needed to be put under ‘philosophical surveillance’ 
to meet ‘educational ends’, which were essentially ‘Platonist’, that 
is, ‘alienating the semblance from itself’ in order ‘to show, in the 
gap thus formed, the extrinsic objectivity of the true’ (5–6; emphasis 
original). Brecht’s ‘Stalinized Platonism’ (6) needs to be simultane-
ously situated as internal to the interwar Marxist aporia between 
‘restorative’ and ‘revolutionary’ conceptions of culture and as the 
20th-century exemplar of ‘the didactic schema’, one of the three 
transtemporal schematizations of the link between art, philosophy 
and truth, as suggested by Badiou (2005a, 2–6). It is important for 
us to note that Brecht’s ‘Stalinized Platonism’ shaped Bennewitz’s 
commitment to didactic theatre during his early collaborations in 
India.

The link between Brecht’s ‘Stalinized Platonism’ and the 
theatre practice in the GDR becomes apparent when one sees how 
the interwar Soviet aporia between ‘restorative’ and ‘revolutionary’ 
conceptions of culture resurfaced through the ‘conservative cultural 
policy’ pursued by the GDR in the early 1950s, which aimed ‘to 
promote the heritage of German classicism’ and ‘to use traditional 
literary and artistic forms’ in support of ‘a radically new social and 
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economic structure’ (Brockmann 2015, 43). Though this disjunc-
tion between ‘political modernism’ and ‘artistic conservatism’ was 
difficult for someone like Brecht to live with, he nonetheless chose 
to live and negotiate with it. Brecht’s ‘Stalinized Platonism’ since 
the interwar years coupled with his ‘compromised’ commitment 
to the GDR, particularly his ‘public silence’ over the suppression 
of the popular workers uprising in 1953 by the GDR authorities 
(Clark 2006), contributed towards progressively splitting the post-
humous legacy of Brecht in the GDR into two contrasting streams: 
canonical Brecht (upheld by the GDR party-state) and radical 
Brecht (represented by playwright–director Heiner Müller’s critical 
departure from the canonical Brecht as well as the party-state line, 
see Fehrevary 1976, Case 1983). The ‘canonical’ Brecht’s ‘approval’ 
of the suppression of the worker’s insurrection in 1953 was made 
‘public’, while the ‘critical’ Brecht ‘raised burdensome questions 
about the crushing of a worker’s revolt by the ‘workers’ and the 
‘farmers’ state’, but those questions were made to remain ‘private’ 
(Badiou 2007, 43–44). This split between ‘canonical’ and ‘critical’ 
Brecht signified the intertwined saturation of the party-state and 
the didactic conception of art. As Badiou reminds us, the party-state 
claimed to embody the truth of communist politics (Stalinism), 
while art was considered to be a didactic tool to transmit that truth 
effectively, to educate people under the surveillance of the party-
state (Stalinized Platonism). But when the actual effectivity of the 
truth of communist politics disintegrated, didacticism too lost its 
power to transmit that truth effectively, despite artistic innovations 
such as Brecht’s. To use Badiou’s (2005a, 7) words, didacticism 
was ‘saturated by the state-bound and historical exercise of art 
in the service of the people’ (emphasis added). One could possibly 
trace ‘Brecht-weariness’, which permeated the global conjuncture 
under discussion, to this intertwined saturation of the party-state 
and didactic art.

Yet when one looks at Bennewitz’s commitment to the 
didactic theatre, as we shall in the next section, he seems rather 
untouched by ‘Brecht-weariness’. Bennewitz’s identification with 
‘the basic tenets of the GDR cultural diplomacy’ implied that 
he stood on the side of the canonical Brecht. This explains why 
Bennewitz ‘had strong backing from the Ministry of Culture and the 
GDR chapter of the International Theatre Institute (ITI)’ (Esleben 
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2016, 4). Bennewitz was ‘the logical candidate’ to be sent to India in 
1970, because he had not only ‘made a name for himself’ within the 
GDR for ‘his direction of Brecht plays and application of Brechtian 
acting methods’ but also had ‘successfully transferred his expertise 
to international work’ after directing the Romanian premiere of 
Brecht’s Life of Galileo in 1968 (25; emphasis added).

Bennewitz’s arrival in India needs to be situated on the 
backdrop of the pedagogic instrumentalization of socialist art to 
further the national interest (read: the party-state interest) of the 
GDR in the international (read: interstate) arena animated by 
ideological rivalry and developmental competition between the two 
geopolitical blocs, the West and the East. Seen from this interstate 
axis, one could understand the exact timing of Bennewitz’s arrival 
in India in 1970: more than a decade and half after the establish-
ment of trade relations between India and the GDR (in 1954); four 
years after the first national convention of All India Indo-GDR 
Friendship Association, an umbrella organization spearheading 
‘growing public support and pressure’ for the official recognition of 
the GDR (in 1966), yet two years before India’s actual recognition 
of the GDR (in 1972) and, most importantly, almost coinciding with 
the arrival of Carl Weber, who was considered by the GDR authori-
ties to be a part of the ‘massive cultural demagoguery’ by the West 
German embassy ‘to usurp Brecht as a part of an “all-German-
Culture”’ and who was going to direct Brecht’s The Caucasian 
Chalk Circle at the National School of Drama (NSD) in New Delhi 
in 1969 (Esleben 2016, 23–25). So as a ‘reaction’ to Weber’s Brecht 
production at the NSD, ‘it seemed all the more urgent’ for the 
GDR authorities ‘to impart a politically more exact idea of Brecht’ 
to both the NSD students and audiences in New Delhi (25). Thus, 
‘armed with these orders’ when Bennewitz arrived in 1970 to direct 
Brecht’s Threepenny Opera at the NSD, he as an artist, ideologically 
committed to socialism, was also simultaneously a representative 
of the interests of the GDR abroad and these interests—economic, 
cultural, political, ideological—were not only transitive to each 
other but also cumulatively constituted the national (the party-
state) interest as such (26).

In the next section, while closely reading Bennewitz’s notes, 
it would become clear that he saw himself not as a representative 
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of an alien culture (European/Western) in an identitarian sense 
but as an artist simultaneously trying to work with and traverse 
through cultural resources (languages, legends, songs, gestures) 
for creating didactic art in the present. He was not translating 
Brecht into Indian cultures but rather through Brecht, he was 
trying to intervene into this contested cultural field to unsettle the 
boundaries between immemorial and historical, local and univer-
sal, folk and modern, popular and contemporary. His notes exhibit 
awareness that Brecht’s interwar artistic inventions were already 
acts of distantiation from both the restorative conception of culture 
sanctioned by the Soviet party-state and the heritage of German 
classicism upheld by the GDR. His notes exemplify a vision which 
saw Brecht’s didactic theatre not as a set of formulae but as a set 
of hypotheses to be tested across cultures in concrete historical 
situations. Yet his notes also reflect how his thinking of didactic 
art was at once shaped (and constrained too) by Brecht’s ‘Stalinized 
Platonism’, state-socialist canonisation of Brecht in the GDR and 
the interstate competition between the West and the East playing 
out in ‘the Third World’. In short, my reading of Bennewitz’s notes 
suggest that his early ‘inter-governmental’ collaborations in India 
were shaped by complex conjunctural forces. I would extract and 
elaborate upon what I consider to be the single most important 
governing concern from his notes to demonstrate this suggestion. 
This core concern could also be formulated as a problem: how to 
achieve unity of enlightenment and entertainment.

BENNEWITZ’S FIDELITY TO DIDACTIC THEATRE: 
FUSING ENLIGHTENMENT WITH ENTERTAINMENT
Bennewitz arrived at the precise formulation of this core prob-
lematic while traversing through a series of thematics, the most 
important among them being ‘consciousness of history’, or to be 
precise the lack of it. For Bennewitz, the most important challenge 
before him was how to work with what he called ‘inadequately 
developed consciousness of history’ among Indian people (Esleben 
2016, 35, 49–50). If one were to read through the apparent oriental-
ist assumptions underlying this characterization, one could clearly 
see that for Bennewitz, ‘inadequately developed consciousness 
of history’ was not a judgement on Indian people as such but an 
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articulation of a serious challenge before any practitioner of didactic 
art. What mattered to Bennewitz was to find out how to work with 
and through this ‘inadequacy’, which is to say, how to find practi-
cal ways of transforming culture (as predicative raw material) into 
consciousness (as subjective movement) through didactic art.

For instance, early in his notes, while describing perfor-
mances of local legends, Bennewitz noted his impression that 
‘the audiences witness legends rather than experience history’ 
(35). One may think that the governing contrast for Bennewitz 
would be between legend and history. But after reading further, it 
becomes clear that the contrast that mattered to him was between 
witnessing and experiencing. After exposing himself to the harsh 
social realities of India for some time, he noted, ‘[i]t is as if I dis-
solved and reconstituted myself in a new way. I am even starting 
to experience local history and legends here like my very own 
memories’ (40; emphasis added). Yet when Bennewitz noted that 
he began to experience local history and legends ‘like my own’, he 
did not mean that he suddenly started considering himself as ‘an 
insider’ in any authentic sense. Rather, he noted, ‘…yet I am an 
“other” and not at home, but at home I am an “other,” too. Surely, 
I have both in me: the desire for a home and the inability to ever 
be completely at home anywhere’ (40). One could speculate that for 
Bennewitz, this ‘inability to ever be completely at home anywhere’ 
was not a mere lack and, even if it were, it was the very condition 
of experiencing that which was alien/other as one’s own and also 
of experiencing one’s own as alien/other. One could perhaps sug-
gest that for Bennewitz, historical consciousness meant nothing 
else but a possibility of such double movement—of identification 
and alienation—generated through artistic experience. Similarly, 
one could say that for Brecht, this double movement made a new 
generic human collective (commune)—beyond hierarchical filiations 
and property relations—thinkable through theatre. Otherwise, in 
the absence of this movement, one would be a mere witness to the 
passing of history.

As one further engages with the contrast formulated 
by Bennewitz between witnessing and experiencing, it becomes 
clear that his concern was to test artistic recreatability of such 
experience while working with raw material—legends, histories, 
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shared memories—from across cultures. One could argue that for 
Bennewitz, experiencing a cultural material also meant a twofold 
process of—sensing that which was immediate and alive (present), 
and in the light of that immediacy and vitality, making sense of that 
which seemed inapparent yet was silently unfolding (history). In 
other words, experiencing for Bennewitz meant sensing (sensible) 
and making sense (intelligible) of the dialectic between individual 
and collective, another name for that double movement—of iden-
tification and alienation—which Bennewitz called ‘historical 
consciousness’. And one could say that immediacy and vitality of 
artistic experience were that force which could activate this double 
movement of displacing oneself to reactivate the desire of remaking 
the world one lived in. Therefore, immediacy and vitality of artistic 
experience mattered to him and not authenticity of the cultural 
material he worked with (40–41). Without immediacy and vitality, 
he realized his reach would remain limited to the very few who 
had ‘imbibed European ways of thinking’ (44) without necessarily 
experiencing the force of displacement it could bring about, within 
themselves and the world they inhabited. After his initial collabo-
ration at the NSD, it became clear to him that in order to reach 
out beyond ‘educated public’, whom he found ‘not very interested 
in thoughts that could change them or their status quo’, he needed 
to search for possible openings from within his desired audience 
who could be interested in reflecting upon the world they lived in 
order to change it (44). He formalized this intuition into two elegant 
maxims, almost as a reminder to himself: ‘[t]he measure of how to 
do things must be drawn from the audience itself’ and ‘[a]n audience 
interested in stories has to be told the stories in its own way’ (44).

Soon after he decided to collaborate with Vijaya Mehta in 
Mumbai, he started discovering the possibility of such immediate 
connect with wider audiences in the ‘folk’ forms than ‘classical’ 
(mainly Sanskritic) ones (40–41). While being passed on ‘from 
mouth to mouth’, these folk stories, he thought, ‘never became 
classics’, which is to say they could resist ‘intimidation by the clas-
sics’ and ‘remained alive’ in the process (40). While reflecting upon 
‘the highly differentiated traditions of folk forms and theatre’ he 
encountered in India, he spotted certain ‘common’ traits cutting 
across ‘their wealth of differing means of expression’, such as: 
‘open undecorated form; direct contact between stage and audience; 
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epic orientation and structure; unbroken unity of instruction and 
entertainment; the actors’ highly developed art of free improvisa-
tion; and the direct existential understanding of the actors’ (36). 
These common traits confirmed his intuitions that only folk forms 
could be useful to create immediate connect with wider audiences. 
But along with the ‘advantages’ of these forms, he was noticing 
their ‘dangers too’ (47). He was beginning to see that establishing 
immediate connect was not going to be sufficient in itself. Such 
connect could provide a necessary opening, but it could not be an 
end in itself.

Once he started working with Tamasha (a popular ‘folk’ 
form in Maharashtra) actors, he realized that they preferred ‘to 
paraphrase’, ‘to improvise’ than staying close to Brecht’s text (47). 
These free-flowing improvisations could establish immediate con-
nect, something he thought the European actors doing Brecht could 
learn from. But to orient these improvisations beyond mere ‘fun’, 
towards actualizing ‘a literary text’ like Brecht’s, it would need 
refinement. Or to use his exact words, it would need ‘a bit more 
substance’, ‘depth’ and ‘discipline’ (41). Therefore, while rehearsing, 
he thought it was essential to maintain certain vigilance to ensure 
that ‘the Tamasha style’s inherent tendency towards farce’ (its 
strength as well as its limitation) would continue to ‘find its way 
back into the depth of the characters and situations’ in Brecht’s 
text, which in turn meant extracting ‘style’ from actors’ everyday 
‘habits’, introducing ‘the large and small WHY into their actions’ 
which could provide them ‘a sense of spatial relations’ (41). In short, 
he felt the need to make ‘art out of it all’ (41), giving a form to that 
which was in-form, but not as ‘a stylistic uniformity’, instead he was 
aiming for, what he would call, ‘a new unity’ or ‘the dialectic unity 
of contradictions’ (57), which would fuse elements from Dasavtar, 
Shakespearean clown and Tamasha to create Brechtian theatre (a 
new unity).

Yet the unresolved question before Bennewitz was how to 
actualize this ‘new unity’ at the experiential level, first with actors 
(rehearsal) and then with actors and audiences together (perfor-
mance). This unity could be actualized, intuited Bennewitz, only 
if one could invoke a certain desire among the actors, ‘the desire 
to make fun the vehicle of wisdom’ (47). At that moment, he could 
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see an inherent ‘tendency’ among his actors towards ‘fun’ (47), 
where fun meant ‘mere entertainment’ to them, but to transmute 
this supposedly ‘natural’ tendency into ‘subjective’ desire, to make 
fun into an instrument of wisdom, would require an interruption, 
a decision, a judgement on ‘fun’ itself: is it an end or a means? So 
an actor would need to act, be in the moment, have fun, while at 
once ‘deciding’ to distantiate from that fun, to differentiate between 
fun as an end (mere entertainment) and fun as an instrument (of 
wisdom). But what did he mean by ‘wisdom’? And how could fun 
be an instrument of ‘wisdom’? ‘Wisdom’, for Bennewitz, was not 
a state but an act of ‘arriving at one’s own judgement’ (43). For 
Bennewitz, this act was itself a source of joy and pleasure. He would 
call it ‘the dialectic joy of arriving at one’s own judgement’ (43). But 
were only the actors supposed to perform this act of ‘wisdom’, or in 
other words, was ‘wisdom’ reserved only for the actors? Bennewitz 
would say, absolutely not. In fact, if one needed to invoke certain 
desire among the actors to make fun the vehicle of wisdom, then, 
at the same time, for that desire to sustain, one needed to activate 
certain ‘pleasure’ among the audiences, ‘a pleasure of using one’s 
own reason’ (44). But again, this ‘pleasure’ would not be an instant 
gratification. It would surely involve arriving at a judgement on 
the audience’s part, but that judgement would have to be differ-
ent than ‘the immediacy of the judgement and the noisy approval 
with which children respond to the puppet theatre’ (43). Because 
though such judgement and approval would have something ‘nice 
and fresh’ about it, it would be ‘still completely undifferentiated’. 
Interestingly, ‘immediacy’, which for Bennewitz was an essential 
quality of an artistic experience to connect with wider audiences, 
became a hindrance when it comes to ‘arriving at one’s own judge-
ment’. Because, for him, ‘the immediacy of judgement’ meant a 
judgement instantly arrived at, like ‘the noisy approval’, not by an 
individual as singularity but by ‘still completely undifferentiated’ 
masses as totality.

This distinction between an immediate judgement by 
‘still completely undifferentiated’ masses and ‘arriving at one’s 
own judgement’ together by differentiated individuals would help 
us understand two contrasting ideas of ‘popular’ discussed by 
Bennewitz: one, status quoist and other, Brechtian. While discuss-
ing the Brechtian idea of ‘popular’, Bennewitz noted:
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Brecht does not simply continue popular traditions (which 
do not exist in that sense at all), but rather bases his way of 
thinking on a thoroughly grounded relationship to the people in 
the present and the past, and this universally and not limited 
to Europe. Thoroughly grounded here means: grounded in rea-
sons, from the ground up, at the root. His theatre is popular 
theatre in the sense of theatre for the people—not in the state 
of ‘still being naïve’, but rather of ‘already being naïve’, for 
his naïveté is a high state of civilization which has sublated 
the old naïveté, in the Hegelian sense. (45; emphases added.)

It is clear from Bennewitz’s notes that he saw Brechtian popular 
not as a ‘simple continuation’ or ‘natural’, ‘organic’ progression of 
existing ‘popular traditions’. Not only because there were none 
available to him but also because Brecht’s popular theatre, despite 
its irruption in a concrete European situation, could not have been 
autochthonous to a cultural tradition in identitarian sense. If 
there was any grounding to Brecht’s popular theatre, then it was 
grounded in a people, any people whatsoever, as long as they would 
subject themselves to a universal, rational Idea (communism), to a 
truth (dialectical materialism), in order to change themselves and 
the world they lived in. In short, Brecht’s popular theatre was not 
grounded in a culture but in a process of becoming (subjectivation) 
which was at once rational and universal. This process could pos-
sibly happen in any culture (chance encounter), yet that happening 
was not cultural but artistic (didactic), which could transform any 
people (German or Indian) into a universal, rational people. The 
Marxist name for a universal, rational people (or collective subject) 
was ‘proletariat’. When Bennewitz said that Brecht’s theatre was 
popular ‘in the sense of theatre for the people’ (45), he perhaps 
meant it to be theatre for subjective transformation of ‘still undif-
ferentiated’ masses into a universal, rational people (proletariat) 
under the sign of an idea (communism). Therefore, Brecht’s theatre 
was not popular in the old (traditional) sense, appealing to masses 
who were ‘still being naïve’, but it was a new popular theatre for 
a people who were ‘already being naïve’ or to be precise it was a 
theatre which attempted to transform masses who were ‘still being 
naïve’ (or still completely undifferentiated masses) into a people who 
were ‘already being naïve’, that is, already being undifferentiated/
indiscernible, as a new universal, rational people—proletariat (45).
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If one were to ask, what was the precise difference between 
these two states—‘still being naïve’ and ‘already being naïve’, one 
would realize that, for Bennewitz, it was nothing else but the dif-
ference between two ways in which joy (entertainment) could be 
conjoined (unity) with wisdom (enlightenment). In the traditional 
conception of ‘popular’ too, maintained Bennewitz, there existed a 
certain unity of entertainment and enlightenment. For Bennewitz, 
Dasavtar (a traditional popular form from Maharashtra) had 
greater ‘potential’ than Tamasha for ‘passing moral values through 
legends’ and of ‘educating through entertainment’ (47). Yet ‘the 
unbroken unity of instruction and entertainment’ (36) in traditional 
forms like Dasavtar implied that entertainment (joy) consisted in 
celebrating a tradition as an insider and thereby preserving an 
entangled web of ‘habituations’, including ‘mystical’, ‘irrational’ ele-
ments within it (44–45). Whereas according to a modern (Brechtian) 
popular, enlightenment (wisdom) meant rational investigation 
and reconfiguration of any cultural tradition (European or Indian) 
under the sign of a political, not anthropological, universal (the 
communist idea) and entertainment meant ‘joy of arriving at one’s 
own judgement’ guided by a truth (dialectical materialism). Though 
this new popular or this new ‘unity of enlightenment and entertain-
ment’ was ‘perfected in Brechtian theatre’, Bennewitz believed that 
a ‘potential’ for this unity ‘was surely present at least in a vague 
way but definitely as an ideal possibility’ in Indian ‘folk forms’ (44), 
as evidenced from his observations on Dasavtar. Building upon his 
intuitions, Bennewitz attempted to invent a new (Brechtian) popu-
lar in India by introducing the ‘necessary amount of innovation in 
the guise of audience’s own customs, so that the customs do not turn 
into habituations that prevent new insights’ (44). But in the course 
of his practice, he felt that this ‘balance was not easy to achieve’, 
mainly because Indian audiences, according to Bennewitz, were 
‘not yet used to the pleasure of making discoveries’ and would ‘react 
more to the new effects (such as colourful light) than to new ways 
of thinking’ (44). Having observed, what he considered Indian audi-
ence’s ‘unfamiliarity with the pleasure of using one’s own reason’, 
Bennewitz felt a need to adopt ‘a very careful and patient approach 
to the process of education’ (45; emphasis added). For Bennewitz, 
as discussed earlier, this ‘process of education’ had two dimensions: 
invoking certain ‘desire’ among actors (to make fun the vehicle 
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of wisdom) and cultivating certain ‘pleasure’ among audience (to 
arrive at one’s own judgement). These two dimensions, inseparable 
like two sides of a coin, together would constitute a new popular, a 
new unity of enlightenment and entertainment. The inseparability 
of these two dimensions would affirm this new popular (theatre) to 
be a joyous process of thinking together, by actors and audiences 
alike, to change themselves and the world they inhabited.

But in reality, even after his second collaboration in India 
(Ajab Nyaya Vartulacha), which received ‘heart-warming’ response 
in the GDR (Mehta 1974) and was considered ‘a major success’, ‘a 
milestone in the introduction of modern Indian theatre in Germany’ 
(Esleben 2016, 59), Bennewitz did not consider it to be a success 
as far as attainment of ‘the new unity of enlightenment and enter-
tainment’ was concerned. Rather, his reflections post the second 
collaboration tell us that he thought even the first steps towards 
this new unity were yet to be taken. He continued to feel that:

…difficulties remain in the reception of the play and certainly 
as far as a deeper understanding on the part of all actors is 
concerned as well: the juxtaposition of GOOD and EVIL is still 
static like that between Rama and Ravana, not dynamic and 
dialectical, just like historical consciousness is static rather 
than dynamic and dialectical; there is no thinking and expe-
riencing of historical processes. (59; emphases added)

One need not consider these two contrasting assessments of 
Ajab—‘a major success’ and a failure as didactic art—as contra-
dicting each other. In fact, together they exemplify a conjuncture 
in which inter-governmental celebration of canonical Brecht went 
hand in hand with the actual saturation of didactic Brechtian 
project, symptomized by that peculiar term, ‘Brecht-weariness’. If 
Bennewitz’s reflections exemplify subjective commitment towards 
the didactic conception of theatre, despite its saturation, resulting 
in subjective denial of ‘Brecht-weariness’, then Mehta’s memoir 
suggests romanticist scepticism of didactic theatre, resulting in 
subjective disengagement from ‘Brecht-weariness’. Outlining 
Mehta’s (2012, 223)1 account of her collaboration with Bennewitz 
could help us understand what made her celebrate Ajab to be ‘a 
living exemplar of the cultural exchange’ between the GDR and 
India, while Bennewitz saw it as a failure of didactic art.
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MEHTA’S ROMANTICIST SCEPTICISM OF DIDACTIC 
THEATRE: FUSING ‘BRECHT AS POET’ WITH FOLK
Before we begin to sketch this outline, let us briefly discuss G. P. 
Deshpande’s (2006, 93) insistence to ‘historicize the Brecht phenom-
ena’ in India, which he described as ‘trans-political celebration of 
Brecht’ across theatres of India, taking place ‘nearly a decade and 
half after the German playwright’s death’ (Deshpande 2009, 35–36). 
Critically commenting upon this pan-Indian celebration of Brecht, 
in general, and ‘Brecht-reception’ in Maharashtra, in particular, 
Deshpande (2006, 68, 93) observes that ‘the dominant cultural class 
in the urban centres’, coming from the upper-caste beneficiaries of 
the first three economic plans, ‘[s]uddenly found itself searching 
… for its ‘roots’, while ‘some of them discovered that the search 
for roots would acquire an international veneer through Brecht’. 
Out of ‘their socio-historical need’, argues Deshpande (2006, 68, 
94), this ‘well-to-do and alienated urban elite’, belonging to ‘brah-
minical middle classes’, ‘depoliticized Brecht’ by turning him into 
‘the vehicle of the cultural nationalism’. But, ‘national’ framing of 
Deshpande’s historicization clearly misses how metropolitan elites’ 
appropriation of Brecht as ‘a neo-nationalist instrument’ (68) was 
conjunctural to the GDR party-state’s appropriation of ‘canonical’ 
Brecht as an instrument of cultural diplomacy. Also, the implicit 
‘post-colonial’ framing of Deshpande’s analysis, which brackets the 
question of ‘authenticity’ along the East–West axis, presumes that 
an encounter with the West induced a search for authenticity (or 
‘return to roots’) only in the East/post-colony. A combined effect 
of ‘national-post-colonial’ framing allows Deshpande (2009, 35) to 
stage ‘neo-nationalist’ appropriation of Brecht by urban elites as an 
integral part of their search for authentic ‘Indianness’. Whereas a 
conjunctural view tells us that the question of authenticity emerged 
not only on the post-colonial East–West axis but also animated 
the competing claims of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) 
and the GDR over authentic ‘Germanness’. Thus, at the time of 
Brecht’s arrival in India, not only the metropolitan elites were 
searching for ‘authentic Indianness’ split between ‘modern’ and 
‘traditional’, ‘urban’ and ‘rural’, ‘elite’ and ‘folk’, but the cultural 
diplomats from the FRG and the GDR were also competing over 
‘authentic Germanness’, split between ‘all-German’ and ‘socialist’ 
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Brecht. While in the GDR itself, as discussed so far, the authentic-
ity of ‘socialist’ Brecht was already split between ‘canonical’ and 
‘radical’ Brecht, on the Marathi stage, as we shall discuss later, the 
authenticity of ‘canonical’ Brecht was further split between ‘Brecht 
as poet’ and ‘Brecht as instrument of communist propaganda’. A 
closer look at the lead up to the Bennewitz–Mehta collaboration 
could help us to disentangle how the question of authenticity, split 
between identitarian, political and artistic notions of authenticity, 
was cutting across the GDR and Marathi stage, while taking a dif-
ferent form in each case.

Before collaborating with Bennewitz, Mehta had already 
‘stumbled upon Brecht’ as a consequence of an international 
theatre workshop she attended at Oxford in the late 1960s (Mehta 
2012, 198). Even though from the early 1960s, Mehta’s theatre 
group Rangayan was ‘introducing a foreign classic each year’ to its 
enrolled members in Mumbai/Pune, which included Marathi adap-
tation of Ionesco’s Chairs, it was only after the workshop at Oxford 
that Mehta was drawn towards Brecht. In this workshop, ‘where 
Americans and Africans found their own ways of producing Alfred 
Jarry’s Ubu Roi’, Mehta thought, ‘let me try tamasha’ (2014). After 
presenting a scene from Ubu Roi in ‘tamasha style’, a folk theatre 
form typical of Maharashtra, Mehta continued to ponder over a 
question: ‘what can ‘urban’ theatre learn from various forms of folk 
theatre?’ (198). Since then, she harboured ‘a desire to understand 
the raw energy and working methods of folk-arts’ so that she ‘could 
utilise these resources to mount a new play on urban stage’ (2014, 
198–199). While searching ‘an appropriate script’ which could serve 
as ‘a modern vehicle for folk conventions’, Mehta ‘found Brecht’ and 
immediately felt that two of his plays, The Good Woman of Setzuan 
and The Caucasian Chalk Circle, would ‘perfectly fit Indian milieu’ 
(198). Here, one could observe a parallel between the practice of 
Rangayan ‘to introduce a foreign classic’ to its urban audiences 
and Mehta’s desire to use ‘raw energy’ of folk theatre to create a 
new play on urban stage. Like European classics, Mehta saw ‘raw 
energy’ of folk theatre as somewhat ‘foreign’ to urban Marathi stage, 
even though ‘urbanised tamasha’ (like Gadhvacha Lagna) was 
already an established phenomenon on popular Marathi stage. One 
could say with Vyankatesh Madgulagar’s Marathi adaptation of The 
Good Woman, titled Devajine Karuna Keli, Mehta found an ideal 
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blend of ‘a foreign classic’ to be introduced to Rangayan’s members 
and ‘a modern vehicle for folk conventions’ she was searching for.

Yet after staging Devajine, which ‘earned a shower of praise 
for Rangayan’ and was considered ‘a unique and memorable theatre 
experiment’, Mehta was not satisfied with the outcome. She felt, 
even if the performance turned out to be ‘a festive celebration’, ‘in 
that whole enthusiasm and joy, poor Brecht was lost somewhere’ 
and soon she would want ‘to correct that flaw with the help of an 
expert (199). Interestingly, Mehta did not consider taking help 
from ‘an expert’ after she and her co-actor Madhav Watve had 
openly confessed before the members of Rangayan that ‘we tried, 
but we failed’ to handle Ionesco’s Chairs (146). It was only with 
Brecht that the question of expertise, someone with an ‘authentic’ 
knowledge of doing Brecht, emerged. Arun Naik (1972, 6) in his 
review of Devajine, while referring to an English production of The 
Good Woman by Amal Allana, which had recently toured Mumbai, 
suggested that Allana’s ‘production techniques should be taken 
as authentic’, because ‘she had taken her training from Brecht’s 
Berliner Ensemble’. After studying Brecht’s Epic theatre ‘in the 
light of (Allana’s) production as the ideal one’ (6), Naik concluded 
that Mehta misunderstood ‘Epic theatre being the same as our 
folk forms’ (10), which made her privilege ‘pure entertainment’ 
over ‘the main purpose’ of Brechtian drama, namely ‘preaching 
and involvement in thinking’ (9). Also, for Naik, it was a ‘miscon-
ception’ of Mehta ‘to apply Stanislavskian system to a Brechtian 
play’ (10), because a correct Brechtian conception would consider 
them to be ‘diametrically opposed’ to each other (8). But in case 
if Rangayan’s non-mention of Devajine as an adaptation of The 
Good Woman ‘in its advertisement’ were to imply that it did ‘not 
want to introduce Brecht to the Marathi theatre’, then according 
to Naik, ‘all academic importance of this play was lost’ (11). Here, 
one could read ‘academic importance’ as that which Naik sought 
to derive by postulating the model of authentic Brechtian theatre 
(like Allana’s) against which a play like Devajine could be evalu-
ated, else ‘as an independent play … most of its flaws’ could be 
said to be ‘justified’ (12). Unlike G. P. Deshpande (2006, 93), who 
would later make an ironic remark that ‘the Marathi adaptations 
of Brecht have to be looked at as independent plays’, Naik’s review 
of Devajine, belonging to an initial moment of Brechtian sequence 
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on the Marathi stage, seemed unwilling to let go of the notion of 
authentic Brechtian theatre to measure as well as rectify the flaws 
of ‘Marathi Brecht’. Though Naik and Mehta would have broadly 
agreed upon what counted as ‘flaws’ of Devajine, Mehta (unlike 
Naik) still considered authenticity of Marathi folk theatre reconcil-
able with authenticity of Brecht, provided she could get ‘necessary’ 
help from a Brecht expert.

Within few months at the first Asian theatre conference 
in Mumbai (November 1972), Mehta got an opportunity to see 
Bennewitz’s, an ‘official’ Brecht expert’s, Threepenny Opera, which 
he had done with the NSD students. But surprisingly, Mehta ‘did 
not quite like’ it (Mehta 2012, 214). Though ‘everything was in its 
place’—costumes, music, movements—Mehta found ‘that entire 
thing lifeless’; to her, ‘the play seemed unreal like a showroom 
filled with chiselled and well-dressed mannequins’ (214). She felt 
the way her own attempt of doing Brecht in Rangayan had failed, 
‘similarly, but for very different reasons’, through the NSD pro-
duction ‘neither Brecht nor alive theatrical moments could reach 
me’ (214). To use Mehta’s imagery, if in Devajine Brecht got ‘lost 
somewhere’ amid ‘festive celebration’, then in Threepenny, Brecht 
got imprisoned inside a well-orchestrated yet ‘lifeless’ spectacle of 
‘well-dressed mannequins’ (214). While Mehta sensed lack of vital-
ity and concomitant absence of Brecht in Bennewitz’s production, 
Bennewitz himself considered ‘the results’ of the NSD production 
as being ‘limited’ (Esleben 2016, 33). Despite successfully ‘rais-
ing curiosity about Brecht’ and ‘imparting (Brechtian) methods’ 
to audiences across Mumbai, Pune, Hyderabad and Bangalore, 
Bennewitz still thought the impact of the NSD production remained 
limited, because ‘it had been created from our European traditions 
and acting conventions’ (32) and, thus, seemed more of ‘a product 
imported to the Indian stage, not developed from the traditions of 
that stage’ (283). One could say Bennewitz was experiencing limits 
of ‘authentic’ Brecht as well as his own ‘expertise’ of it. Yet when 
Mehta voiced her ‘opinion’ about Threepenny Opera during the 
conference, ‘a European gentleman’ (whom she did not know then) 
immediately questioned her ‘in slightly harsh tone’, ‘have you read 
Brecht? Have you done his plays?’ (Mehta 2012, 214). One could 
clearly discern the tone of expertise underlying this question, even 
if the questioner was soon going to admit its limits. At that moment, 
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Ibrahim Alkazi, the director of the NSD and Mehta’s mentor, whis-
pered in her ears, ‘he is professor Fritz Bennewitz from the GDR. He 
was the director of yesterday’s Three Penny Opera. He has worked 
a lot with Brecht himself’ (214).

If Naik’s notion of authentic Brecht expert could reach 
only up to someone from India with a training at Brecht’s 
Berliner Ensemble, then Mehta had met an even more authentic 
Brecht expert, someone from Germany who had worked directly 
with Brecht. Mehta was elated to meet this ‘Brecht follower’ 
coming straight from the GDR, whom she felt had come to her 
‘as if descended from the skies’ (198). After the conference when 
Mehta told Bennewitz how she considered Devajine to be ‘a failed 
experiment’ and showed him production photos of it on his request, 
Bennewitz instantly responded, ‘[y]our actors look very good. Even 
in the photographs one can sense their energy’ (215). Bennewitz’s 
quick response not only reaffirmed Mehta’s ‘romanticist’ preoc-
cupation with ‘raw energy’ of folk theatre but it also reflected his 
own ‘hegemonic’ (the party-state) concern which propelled him to 
approach Brechtian theatre from outside of ‘European traditions’, 
so that it would not remain confined to the educated few in the 
Indian metros and with the mass appeal of folk theatre, Brecht 
could find ‘a grass-roots base for the first time outside of Bengal’ 
(Esleben 2016, 36). By then, Bennewitz was almost convinced 
that ‘our (European) experiences benefit theatre in India most 
when they are closely tied to the experiences of the Indian theatre’ 
(33). In the same meeting, Bennewitz spontaneously proposed to 
Mehta, ‘shall we work on a Brecht play together?’ (215). The logic 
of Bennewitz’s proposal for collaboration was plain and simple, 
since he would ‘want to understand Indian theatre’ and Mehta 
would ‘want to learn Brechtian method of thinking’ and if they 
could ‘work together, then the production could be enriched from 
all sides’ (215). Bennewitz told her that ‘as a part of the cultural 
exchange between India and the GDR’, he was coming back after 
nine months and if she agreed, then they could work in Mumbai. 
Needless to say, Mehta accepted his proposal and coincidentally the 
play Bennewitz suggested, The Caucasian Chalk Circle, she had 
already thought to be ‘a perfect fit for Indian milieu’. The chance 
encounter between Mehta and Bennewitz was soon going to result 
into ‘the first art project in India to be mounted according to an 
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international cultural agreement and with the help of an embassy 
of a foreign country’ (215).

The lucidity of Bennewitz’s proposal for collaboration 
brought the split between the two notions of authenticity onto 
the surface, even though it was already at work since the ‘failure’ 
of Devajine. To schematize, one could say it was a split between 
authenticity as force (raw energy) and authenticity as knowledge 
(expertise). These two notions of authenticity required two distinct 
operations. ‘Authenticity as force’ required activation by an actor/
performer, while ‘authenticity as knowledge’ required authenti-
cation by an expert. In the light of this schema, one could read 
Bennewitz’s proposal to collaborate as proposal to reconcile these 
two notions of authenticity, ‘authenticity as force’ (Indian theatre) 
and ‘authenticity as knowledge’ (Brechtian method of acting). Since 
the split between these two notions of authenticity was only symp-
tomatic of the intertwined saturation of communist politics and 
didactic conception of art, the proposal to reconcile them on an inter-
governmental plane evaded conjunctural emergence of this split. 
Building upon what we discussed in the first section, we could say, 
the intertwined saturation of communist politics and didactic con-
ception of art found a concrete manifestation in the disintegration 
of an effective unity of Brechtian theatre. Till then, this ‘effective 
unity’ of thought and practice existed only as in-separate (separate 
yet together) or dialectical movement and not as abstract, theo-
retical totality. The disintegration of this effective unity resulted 
in historical (not essential) splitting of thinking (enlightenment) 
and affect (entertainment) as two separate entities. Through this 
splitting, thinking became ‘authoritative knowledge’ (expertise), to 
be authenticated by the agents of the party-state, while affect was 
reduced to ‘pure force’ (raw energy), to be celebrated as ‘organic’ 
trait of ‘authentic folks’ bracketed into identitarian cultural blocs. 
Once this split came onto the surface through Bennewitz’s proposal 
to Mehta for collaboration, it kept resurfacing and even splitting 
further during the production process, despite their attempts to 
reconcile it.

It began with Mehta’s decision to seek C. T. Khanolkar’s 
help to adapt The Caucasian. Though he was a playwright, Mehta 
thought of turning to Khanolkar because he was essentially a 
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poet. And in Mehta’s opinion, The Caucasian’s ‘theme was com-
munist’, but Brecht’s ‘original temperament was of a poet’ than 
of a propogandist (216). In her estimation, Brecht was ‘first and 
foremost a poet and an experimental playwright’ and ‘the label of 
being a communist writer was attached to him later’ (222). In her 
understanding, it was ‘the communist regime of the GDR’ which 
‘appointed Brecht as a ‘court playwright’ thinking that his writ-
ing would be useful for the regime, but when the regime realized 
that Brecht’s creative poetic writing was not particularly helpful 
to propagate communist ideology, he was asked to leave the GDR’ 
(222). As a theatre practitioner, she believed theatre could neither 
‘be reduced to a political platform’ nor could ‘lead to revolution’ 
(223). Therefore, while asking Khanolkar to adapt The Caucasian, 
Mehta’s ‘expectation’ was clear, ‘since Brecht was poet at heart, 
it should appeal to a poetic mind like Khanolkar’s’ (216). Later, 
Pushpa Bhave (1973, 30), a renowned theatre critic, in her other-
wise critical review of Ajab, seemed to echo Mehta’s expectation, 
when she commented, ‘considering poeticness of Brecht’s play, 
anyone else (than Khanolkar) adapting the play would have found 
it difficult to translate’ his poetry, and Bhave further speculated 
that ‘being a poet and lyricist himself’, Aartiprabhu (Khanolkar’s 
pen name as poet) ‘would have experienced a pure joy of having met 
his fellow while adapting Ajab’. Reading Khanolkar’s initial drafts, 
Mehta found that her initial expectation was proving to be correct 
as far as Brecht’s poetry was concerned. Since Khanolkar ‘did not 
know how to read English’ and had to rely on audio recordings of 
Mehta’s rough ‘oral Marathi translation’ as his reference point, she 
found his prose scenes to be ‘venturing in all possible directions’, at 
times, even ‘deviating from the original text’, but ‘whenever there 
were Brecht’s poems’, she felt, Khanolkar’s rendering of ‘those parts 
would be miraculously beautiful’ (216). Mehta’s initial amazement 
at the ‘deep poetic bond’ (221) between Brecht and Khanolkar con-
tinued even after Ajab was staged. During Ajab’s tour of the GDR, 
when Mehta was told by Arvind Dev, then Indian ambassador to 
the GDR, that the poetic metres used by Brecht in The Caucasian 
‘almost matched’ with the metres Khanolkar used in Ajab, she was 
awestruck and kept wondering, ‘how could a poet from Konkan, who 
could not understand a single letter of German or English poetry, 
accomplish this? How could this miracle happen?’ The only possible 



Cordial Cold War202

explanation Mehta could give to herself was that it was one of those 
‘inexplicable things’ which ‘happen’ in the field of art (229).

One could read Mehta’s splitting of ‘canonical Brecht’ into 
‘Brecht as poet’ and ‘Brecht as instrument of communist propa-
ganda’, as a conjunctural effect of the intertwined saturation of 
communist politics and didactic conception of art, upon someone 
who evaluated the failure of communist politics and the disin-
tegration of Brechtian didactic theatre from outside than from 
within. One could speculate that in Mehta’s case, this outside 
was perhaps marked by a certain ‘anti-communist’ bias, since 
she spent her formative years with a popular socialist leader 
Jayaprakash Narayan (Ramnarayan 2011) who, after converting 
to Gandhism, started perceiving communism as ‘a violent move-
ment’ and who not only declared a ‘final break with Marxism’ but 
also started sincerely believing that only Gandhians, with their 
‘morality’, ‘balanced view of life’ and ‘disciplining of their appe-
tites’ could ‘enable socialism to merge into Sarvodaya (the uplift 
of all)’ (Zachariah 2004, 196). And since the middle of the 1950s, 
this ‘anti-communist’ bias was widely shared among Gandhian 
socialists, who were trying to find how socialism, ‘which had 
once been declared foreign by Gandhi’, could be ‘indigenised by 
the introduction of Gandhism’ while ‘shifting the pressure of for-
eignness onto the communists, cast as agents of a foreign power’ 
(196). Therefore, it is likely that for someone like Mehta, who was 
exposed to Gandhian socialism early in her life and probably saw 
the Stalinist capture of communism through an anti-communist 
lens, not only did the name communism appear to be synonymous 
with violent authoritarianism but also didactic art seemed to be a 
euphemism for statist indoctrination. In her disdain for didactic 
art, a consequence of her belief that didactic meant nothing but 
brute instrumentalization of art by the communist regime, one 
could locate Mehta’s ‘romanticist’ urge to split ‘authenticity’ of 
art itself as ‘creative’, ‘poetic’ and ‘miraculous’ force cutting across 
linguistic and cultural barriers. One could say that a combination 
of anti-communist, romanticist bias propelled Mehta to recover 
‘authentic’ Brecht (Brecht as poet) from his supposed inauthenti-
cation by the communist regime, whose attempt to reduce Brecht 
into ‘an instrument of communist propaganda’ eventually failed. 
Till then, the question of authenticity was split only between 



Brecht between the GDR and Marathi Stage 203

‘authenticity as force’ (‘raw energy’ of folk theatre) and ‘authen-
ticity of knowledge’ (an expertise of Brechtian theatre). With 
Mehta’s recovery of ‘authentic’ Brecht, ‘poetic force’ of Brecht was 
counterposed against Bennewitz’s ‘expertise’ of Brechtian theatre, 
thereby splitting the question of authenticity even further. Yet 
during the rehearsals, both Mehta and Bennewitz in their own 
ways remained committed to reconcile these irreconcilable splits, 
which intensified them even further.

At the very beginning of the rehearsals, when Bennewitz 
returned from Germany with ‘drawings of huge set design’, Mehta 
expressed her disagreement saying, ‘in traditional Indian theatre 
there are no sets. There is only an empty stage’ (218). Bennewitz, 
after becoming ‘restless for a while’, suspended his ‘expertise’ for the 
moment saying, ‘now, I am your student. It is your responsibility 
to convince me how a scene is to be constructed on an empty stage’ 
(229). Interestingly, Pushpa Bhave in her review of Ajab seemed to 
endorse Mehta’s logic that ‘since this production adopted tamasha 
style, there was no question of sets’, while mentioning that another 
production of the same play by Ebrahim Alkazi and Carl Weber 
had used ‘realistic sets’ (1973, 33). Whereas Rajiv Naik (2012), a 
renowned Marathi playwright and theatre scholar, who has also 
translated Brecht’s Life of Galileo, argues that it is ‘a prevalent 
misconception’ among Marathi theatre practitioners that Brecht is 
to be performed on an empty stage like Tamasha and perhaps one 
could trace this ‘misconception’ back to Bennewitz’s momentary 
suspension of his ‘expertise’ before Mehta (125).

During the rehearsals, Mehta could find more cracks in 
Bennewitz’s ‘expertise’, as ‘most of the actors’ (except Bhakti 
Barve who played Grusha/Hansa) ‘wouldn’t understand what 
Fritz would say’ and it ‘benefitted’ Mehta a lot, who conducted 
the rehearsals and mediated between Bennewitz and the actors 
(Mehta 2012, 218). Mehta not only thought that Bennewitz’s and 
her ‘methods of conducting the rehearsals were very different’ but 
also felt that ‘Fritz wasted a lot of time doing microscopic analysis 
of each and every scene’, that ‘he would be unnecessarily pedantic’ 
(221). Whereas Mehta preferred to brief the actors and then leave 
them to ‘actualise most of it spontaneously through their acting’, 
Fritz would not approve of ‘her method of instructing every actor 
according to her in-built capacity’ (222). Within the first week of 
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rehearsals, Bennewitz raised his reservations over a renowned 
actor from urbanized tamasha, Dadu Indurikar’s ‘method of free 
and spontaneous improvisation without taking a single line from 
the written text’ (219). While Mehta encouraged the actors to act 
‘spontaneously’, Bennewitz expected them to ‘bring out the gist of 
each and every line through their performance’ (219).

We have already discussed this tension between ‘spon-
taneity’ and ‘reflexivity’ in the previous section while reading 
Bennewitz’s production notes, whose singular concern was how to 
attain ‘unity of enlightenment and entertainment’. Reading Mehta’s 
memoir along with those notes one realizes that despite dialecti-
cal understanding of this unity at theoretical level, Bennewitz’s 
actual working method reflected ‘dogmatic’ adherence to ‘canonical 
Brecht’ because of which his interventions appeared ‘pedantic’ and 
gradually the ‘authenticity’ of his ‘ideological expertise’ was silently 
undermined by Mehta’s romanticist (and anti-communist) inclina-
tion towards ‘authenticity of force’. Even though Dadu Indurikar 
was instantly replaced by Suhas Bhalerao as Azdak, Mehta soon 
found ‘a way out of this impasse’ between the two notions of authen-
ticity, which was pulling Ajab in two opposite directions (Mehta 
2012, 221). Intermittently, Mehta started sending Bennewitz 
away ‘to Goa, Aurangabad or Jaipur for tourism’ and during that 
window of 2–3 days, she would work with the actors ‘according to 
her method to achieve the effect intended by Bennewitz’ (221). In 
Mehta’s terms, ‘the important difference’ between them was that 
she was an ‘actress-director’, while Bennewitz was a ‘professor-
director’ (221) and clearly, the ‘authentic force’ of the former was 
taking over the ‘authentic knowledge’ of the latter. Possibly, having 
sensed this turnaround, Bennewitz seemed to have made peace 
with it. In Mehta’s words, whenever Bennewitz ‘would come back 
from his tour’, he ‘would feel delighted after watching the rehearsal’ 
(221). Mehta too, after having taken charge of the rehearsal process, 
eventually felt confident enough to acknowledge that she ‘learnt 
a lot from Fritz’ and, ‘most importantly, it cleared many miscon-
ceptions’ in her mind regarding ‘the Brechtian method of acting’, 
namely ‘alienation method implied an analytical acting devoid 
of emotions’ (219). On the contrary, Bennewitz, while correcting 
Bhakti Barve’s ‘bad habits of misplaced Stanislavskian method 
with its tendency towards the sentimental’ (Esleben 2016, 52), 
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clarified to Mehta that ‘in Brecht’s view, acting should be an intense 
explosion of emotions and not a feeble sentimentality’ (Mehta 2012, 
219). An expert’s clarification that explosive force of emotions too 
has a legitimate space in ‘authentic’ Brecht brought a great relief 
to Mehta, who was not only ‘convinced’ by this clarification but 
also felt ‘a great joy that it opened a different chamber of acting’ 
to her (220). It could be said that for Mehta, who was otherwise 
known as ‘an ardent advocate of Stanislavsky system of acting’ 
(Naik 1972, 9), and for Bennewitz, who was initially ‘trained in 
Stanislavskian tradition’ (Esleben 2016, 282), possibly during ‘the 
Brecht–Stanislavsky reconciliation process in East Germany’ in 
the early 1960s (Klöck 2017, 251), this authoritative clarification 
concerning ‘official’ compatibility between intense explosion of 
emotions (force) and Brechtian alienation (knowledge) seemed to 
have offered the only common ground of conciliation, given the two 
irreconcilable notions of authenticity they stood for. Despite these 
irreconcilable notions, Ajab, to use Mehta’s words, became ‘the 
first Indian play performed in an Indian language to travel abroad’ 
(Mehta 2012, 224), received ‘a fifteen minute curtain call’ and 
‘thumping ovation’ at the National Theatre in Weimar (227–228) 
and became ‘a living exemplar of the cultural exchange’ between 
the GDR and India (223).

CONCLUSION
A juxtaposition of the accounts of Bennewitz and Mehta of their 
collaboration on Ajab bring out two subjectively distinct responses 
to certain uncannily shared ‘Brecht-weariness’, symptomatic of 
the global conjuncture constituted by intertwined saturation of the 
party-state modality of communist politics and didactic conception 
of art. A conjunctural reading of Bennewitz–Mehta collaboration 
suggests that an ‘intercultural’ encounter needs to be historically 
located to understand a contested common ground upon which 
identity/difference and hierarchies are negotiated. It also suggests 
that instead of taking any geo-cultural ensemble (like the West/
Europe/the GDR and Asia/India/Maharashtra) as a stable marker 
of identity and difference and thereby framing artistic encounters 
as always already intercultural, one needs to focus on the subjec-
tive dimension of such encounters. Since the true locus of any real 



Cordial Cold War206

emancipatory transformation is subjective, it cannot be captured 
within the positivist grid of identity and difference. Thus, mutu-
ally transformative encounters between people, such as artistic 
encounters, need to be seen as subjective and singular encounters 
than intercultural (in representative sense) ones. Finally, it sug-
gests that culture needs to be seen not as what it is but as what it 
does, which is to say that culture needs to be seen as an instrument, 
albeit an ambiguous and contested instrument, of domination as 
well as emancipation. This ambiguity complicates the emancipatory 
task of transforming culture from an attribute and a possession of 
a particular people into an intensity, a living force, a consciousness 
in the present which cuts across boundaries.

NOTE
1. Marathi excerpts cited here and elsewhere are translated by the 

author himself.
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