














progress. Suddenly | felt a slap on
the back, accompanied by a booming
laugh: ‘Is here no telephone?’ It was
Otto Klemperer. With that, the whole
room was singing the Benares-Song,
and | knew the battle was won.”
(Note: “Is here no telephone?” is a
line from Brecht's pidgin English
lyrics for the Benares-Song.)

Weill and Brecht returned to Berlin
full of plans for an expanded, full
length Mahagonny—but Brecht was a
man of many projects, and one idea
he had in hand was an adaptation of
John Gay’s The Beggar's Opera.

At a restaurant called “Schlichter,”
which was a Bohemian mecca in the
Berlin of the 1920’s, he met a young
theatrical producer named Ernst Josef
Aufricht, and told him some of his
ideas for The Beggar's Opera. Aufricht
was fascinated with the possibilities
of the work, and decided to open his
new Theater am Schiffbauerdamm
with it. He was less fascinated by the
prospect of Kurt Weill, composer of
atonal operas, providing the score.

“Aufricht asked the conductor
who had been engaged to keep the
old Beggar’'s Opera music ready as
a substitute. But when Weill played
and sang his music, all doubts
vanished. The Brecht-Weill team had
been created, and The Beggar's Opera
became Die Dreigroschenoper (The
Threepenny Opera).

“From the beginning of rehearsals
until the first performance of
Threepenny Opera, there was a chain
of catastrophes. Carola Neher, who
had been engaged for the part of
Polly, one week before opening threw
the manuscript at Aufricht’s feet
and told him: ‘Play that trash yourself.’
Rosa Valetti, the beloved Berlin
cabaret star, had so little confidence
in the play that she let her husband
sign a contract with the Kabarett der
Komiker, which began one day after
the opening of Threepenny. Erich
Ponto, who played Mr. Peachum,
wanted to pack his suitcases the day
of the opening because a part of one
of his important scenes had to be
cut since the play was too long.
Helene Weigel, Brecht's wife, suffered
an attack of appendicitis and could not
go through with her part. The dress
rehearsal, one day before opening,
lasted until 6 in the morning. Up to
the last minute, we didn’t have a
quiet moment, and the stage hands
were still busy with work when the
audience gathered in the auditorium.
After the curtain finally went up, there
was an icy silence during the first
scene. Then came the Kanonen-Song
(The Army Song in Marc Blitzstein’s
English translation), and thunderous

applause resounded. From then on, there

was success . . . Kurt had discovered
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that by some kind of negligence,

my name did not appear in the program.
During his entire career in the theatre,
this was the first and only time Kurt
completely lost his temper. He was
raging. He didn’t want me to go on.

I promised him that nothing would
keep me from going ahead with the
performance. Program or no program.
| told him, “They’ll know who | am
tomorrow.’

“Despite all this, the Threepenny
opening became a legendary success.
Berlin became infected with
Threepenny fever, Everywhere, even

. in the streets, its melodies were being

whistled. A Threepenny Bar opened
in which no other music was played.
The ‘Brecht-Weill Style,” or whatever
they meant by that, began to be copied.”

In The Threepenny Opera, Lenya
played Jenny Diver, a wistfully
treacherous little whore who betrays
her lover, MacHeath, to the police. In
a blood-curdling scene, she danced
the tango with him, and backed him
into the arms of the waiting police.
She introduced a little farewell
gesture, a sort of flick of her hand
at the forehead, and then into the
air, ending with a snap of the fingers.
The gesture became a symbo!
throughout Germany of the betrayal
of a friend, and was repeated in the
streets even by children at play.

And the role of Jenny, created
by Lenya, became a nostalgic
signature note for Brecht and Weill,
and like Gilbert and Suilivan, whose
success with Pirates of Penzance
led them to a predilection for titles
with P’s in them, Weill introduced the
name of Jenny into three of his other
works: it was the name given to the
little prostitute Lenya was to play in
the full-length Mahagonny, to a
character in his American folk opera
Down in the Valley, and to the
decisive lady sung about by Gertrude
Lawrence (Jenny Made Her Mind Up)
in Lady in the Dark.

The success of Threepenny also
gave Brecht and Weill the freedom to
complete the final version of
Mahagonny: Aufsteig und Fall der
Stadt Mahagonny (The Rise and Fall
of the City of Mahagonny), a play
which seems eerily contemporary
today, with its city where the only
crime is to be short of cash, and its
finale of militant, placard-bearing
protest marchers, marching and singing
against the background of the city
in flames.

“Recently a friend who remembers
that period vividly said to me: ‘| wonder
if all the critics who are writing such
solemn studies of Dreigroschenoper
and Mahagonny have any idea of
what fun it all was then! The opera
Mahagonny had its first performance

in Leipzig in March 1930, with a cast
of opera singers—and a coloratura
from the Staatsoper played Jenny.

It set off what has been called the
worst theatre riot in history. It was
the same house that had seen the
wildly successful premiere of Krenek's
Jonny spielt Auf a few years earlier,
but the political climate of Germany
had been steadily darkening since
then. | have been told that the square
around the opera house had been full
of Nazi Brownshirts, carrying placards
protesting the performance. But |

had come to Leipzig that day, and |
could see, hear, think of nothing but
Mahagonny. Kurt's parents and | were
in our seats, and the performance
well under way before | was startled
out of my absorption by the electric
tension around us, something strange
and ugly.

“As the opera swept toward its
close, the demonstrations started,
whistles and boos; by the time the
last scene was reached, fist fights
had broken out in the aisles, the
theatre was a screaming mass of
people; soon the riot had spread to
the stage, panicky spectators were
trying to claw their way out, and only
the arrival of a large police force,
finally, cleared the theatre. The next
day, the city council of Leipzeg held
a special meeting, to consider
cancelling all further performances
of Mahagonny. It was finally decided
not to impose hasty censorship
measures, but the second performance
was played with the house lights on and

. police lining the walls of the theatre.

“Many other German opera houses
hastily dropped Mahagonny from their
announced plans, while the critical
clamor continued. Some critics
courageously declared the work to
be the first Zeitoper—the first opera
to mirror the spirit of our times—while
others saw it as a distorted expression
of the desperation of all German
intellectuals. It was not until December,
1931, that Berlin heard the work,
produced at the Kurfurstendamm
Theatre by Ernst Josef Aufricht. Here
again was a revolutionary first for Kurt:
the first opera in history to be presented
for a continuous run in a commercial
theatre.

“Time was running out for
Germany, but there still remained in
Berlin what | am certain was the most
acutely aware, the most perceptive thea-
tre public that has ever existed. Aufricht
had taken over the theatre from Max
Reinhardt, just for Mahagonny . . .
and boldly assembled a production
so lavish in its simplicity, and the
perfection of its high-powered cast,
that there could never be any question
of profit. It was a fantastic labor of
love for this great avant-garde
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works, starring Lenya. Virgil Thomson
wrote in 1933: “The Weill songs have
a perfection of prosody unequalled
by any other European composer.
Without degenerating into mere
sprechstimme, keeping at ail times
the formal contour of a popular song,
there is a union of words that, once
made, is indissoluble . .. Madame
Lenya sings, or rather croons, with
an impeccable diction that reaches
the furthest corners of any hall and
with an intensity of dramatization
and sincerety of will that are very
moving. She is, moreover, beautiful
in a way that nobody has

vulgarized so far . ..”

Says Lenya: “A lot of the emigres
had a hard time, but it was not so
hard for us. We met Max Reinhardt
in Paris, and he invited Kurt to the
U.S. to compose the score for his
spectacular Biblical play The Eternal
Road, and | appeared in it as Moses’
sister, and as the Witch of Endor.”

Once in the U.S., Weill turned
all his attention to the Amle\rT@n
musical theatre. He wrote the score
for Paul Green’s Johnny Johnson,
an anti-war play produced by the
Group Theatre, and with Maxwell
Anderson, Knickerbocker Holiday, in
which Walter Huston sang the beloved
September Song. (‘“Prestige successes!
You can starve on them!”)

(I mentioned to Lenya that the
recording of Weill singing his own
September Song (Tryout, Heritage
Records) was a startling experience
because he sounded uncannily like
Lenya herself. She smiled and said,
“Of course. Where do you think |
learned it from?”)

Playwright Maxwell Anderson
became a fast friend of the Weills,
and Lenya was cast in one of his
plays, Candle in the Wind, with Helen
Hayes. “We toured as far as Memphis
and | learned part of America. Helen
Hayes loved zoos. We had to go to
every zoo. Not that she forced the
issue. | like zoos, too.”

There was also an ill-fated musical,
The Firebrand of Florence, based on
a play about Benvenuto Cellini by
Edwin Justus Mayer, for which Weill
provided the score and in which Lenya
starred, with Earl Wrightson.

And there were lighter moments,
as in Lenya'’s struggle to master English
syntax and pronunciation, Shortly after
she arrived in the U.S. she went on
a shopping expedition on Fifth Avenue.
In one shop, she selected her purchase,
handed it to the clerk, and said with a
smile, “Will you rape it for me, please?”

“Finally | decided to just not
do anything in the theatre. It was too
complicated. Kurt was fighting for his
existence. It was easier for him if [
quit. | didn’t mind.
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“The summer they wrote
Knickerbocker Holiday, we rented a
summer house from Maxwell Anderson.
Rollo Peters, the actor who played
Romeo to Jane Cowl's Juliet, had a
house near by. We saw it and loved it.
We said, ‘If you sell this house, let us
know and we might be able to buy it
‘This house I'll never sell,” he said.

“Kurt finally made a smash
success with Lady in the Dark, in
collaboration with Ira Gershwin and
Moss Hart (Note: The Gershwin-Weill
collaboration continued for a movie

. called Where Do We Go From Here?,

starring Fred MacMurray, Joan Leslie,
and June Haver, which had one of
the most sophisticated scores ever
created for a film musical. The songs
are available, also on Heritage Records’
Tryout, sung by Gershwin and Weill.)
Rollo Peters suddenly called and said,
‘Lenya, are you still interested in the
house? You can have it. I'm selling

it.” Two or three days later we bought
the house, where I'm still living.

“Brecht, while he was in the U.S.,
visited us and worked for a week
in our guest room. This might amuse
you. The room we gave to Brecht
was very nicely furnished, with curtains
and a rug. | showed him to his room.
Five minutes later | came back with
towels and soap. The curtains were
down. The rug was rolled up. He
had put up a red star on a string
and the Chinese scroll he carried with
him all over the world. He tried exactly
to recreate his Berlin studio, in five
minutes. | looked around and said,
‘I'm right back in Berlin.” ”

In their new house on the Hudson,
Weill continued to write scores for
the theatre: One Touch of Venus, and
Street Scene, based on Elmer Rice’s
play, and his final collaboration with
Maxwell Anderson, Lost in the Stars,

a powerful music drama based on
Alan Paton’s novel of Africa, Cry, the
Beloved Country. In 1950, shortly after
the opening of Lost in the Stars, Weill
suddenly died, leaving Lenya bereft.

“Kurt wrote a lot in America.

But his sudden and unexpected death
put an end to it all. | never wanted

to be on the stage again or appear

in public anywhere.”

Maxwell Anderson persuaded her
to return to the stage in a role he had
created for her, Xantippe, wife of
Socrates, in his play Barefoot in Athens.
After a short run, she once again
retreated into retirement.

“Again, it was Ernst Josef Aufricht
who pleaded with me to return to the
stage. | agreed to appear in a concert
performance of Threepenny Opera,
which he sponsored, the success of
which led to the stage production
off-Broadway at the Theatre de Lys.
This production became one of the

biggest hits of New York Theatre
History.

“In 1955, | went back to Berlin for
the first time since 1933, with my
second husband, George Davis, who
was the editor of Harper’'s Bazaar.
We talked about the Berlin songs Kurt
had written with Brecht and Georg
Kaiser, George wanted me to record
them. | thought, who would be interested
or care about those songs now? What
| didn’t know was that he’d already
spoken to Columbia Records about
the project, and had the music in
his suitcase. When we got there,
he said, ‘Make this record here.’

It was finally made in Hamburg. But
I couldn’t decide to do it right away.
| said, ‘First | must ask Brecht.’

“l had no idea what would happen
if | crossed into East Berlin. | thought
I'd wind up in Siberia. | put a kerchief
on my head, like a hausfrau, and carried
a sandwich in a paper bag. It was
just a short trip on the Stadtbahn.
| called Brecht’s house. Weigel’s
unmistakable voice said, ‘Where
are you? Come over and have some
coffee.” Brecht was asleep when | got
there. She said he would be down
in a minute for a meeting. ‘Let’s
surprise him.” A few minutes later
Brecht came in. He just looked
at me—and blushed. No one knew
Brecht could blush. He said, ‘Ja, wie
so, denn?’ and | said, ‘Darum.” Weigel
left. | told him about the record album.
He said, ‘Lenya, | can’t remember.
Some of those things I've forgotten.
Come again and sing them for me.’
| made an appointment and came
back. He looked very tired and sat
in an ltalian chair with a high back.

I'll never forget that picture. The
workman’s cap pulled down over

his face. | sang Surabaya Johnny first.
There was no piano. | just sang. In the
middle of the song, | remembered his
theories about Epic Theatre. |t was

25 years since I'd sung for him. Maybe
my style had changed. When | finished
the song, | said, ‘Well, Brecht, maybe
you don’t agree any more with the
way | sing. It’s not epic theatre.’

“Brecht was very shy about
expressing feeling—but something
happened then that I’d never
experienced before. He patted me
on my cheek, and said, ‘Lenya,
whatever you do is epic enough
for me." | wish there were witnesses
for that statement . .. Then | sang him
the Ballad of the Drowned Maiden, and
he said, ‘| can’t remember that at all
. .. It's beautiful. Do this album. It’s
great.’ | got up to leave, but | knew he
had something on his mind. With the
doorknob in his hand, he said, ‘Just a
minute, Lenya. | want to ask you
something. Record the Ballad for our
archives, to show the students how it
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