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KURT WJJ; I LL' S THEATHE SONGS 
E)UNG BY LOT TE LENYA·- -

I nt r oduc ed by David Dr ew 

9 PENI NG ANNOUNCEMENT ~ (Live fromContinuit y) 

This is the BBC Third Programme . Kurt l,ve ill ~ this evening 

David Dr ew i ntroduc es s ome gramophone r ecords of Weill's 

theatre songs sung by his widow, Lott e Lenya: 

DA VI D DRCi;J ( TLO 2 54 38) 

Although Weill wrot e app roximat el y fifty pi ec e s in the 

short song f orm, they ar e f a r from being r epres entative of 

his total achi evement during the s even enormous ly productive 

years of hi s J:!1Rturity in Ger many . However, they t ell u s muc h 

a bout Weill 1 s powers of cha ract eriza tion , a nd indica t e at 

l east a corner of the uni que wor l d he created. 

Weill first experiment ed with simple s trophic songs in 

popula r danc e or ma rch rhythms early in 1 926~ a t that stage 

he us ed them as contra s t ing el ement s in ot he rwi se r e l a tively 

c omplex , t hrough-compos ed st age -vrorks , muc h as Berg had us ed 

popular e l ement s in nvJozze ck 11 • vJeill 1 s mee ting with Brecht 

in 1927 gave thi s development a n ew direc tion, and in tha t 

year h e wr ot e his first s ong d esi gned not for a trained 

s inger, but f or an actr ess . The actres s wa s his wif e , Lotte 

Lenya. The song s in which we shall hear he r in this programme 

wer e all wri tt en for a singing act r ess, and a r e to be clearly 

distingui s he(l from the mus i c tha t Weill wrot e for s i n gers 

(in the traditional s en s e ). 
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They will be he a rd in t h r ~rdo r of thei r composition . 

First 9 the f ama11.s s ong of' Pira t e J enny from 11 'l'he Thre epenny 

Oper a 11 • Its f our vers ss t ell of the s ervant gi rl in a cheap 

hot el who dr eams of the a rrival of a pi r a t e shi p . The town 

will be r azed to the ground exc ep t for t he hot el g the r a iders 

will swa r m in the streets, trus s up the citizens and bring 

them to J enny, a sking her who i s to die. And she will r eply 

il All of t hem 11 , a nd v.ri t h her cry, 11 Hoppla 11 , their heads will 

roll. Behind the na ive pathos of t hi s da y-d r eam, the song 

evokes a da r ke r v i s ion of a day when t hG dovm-tr odd en will 

triumph and the mi ghty will f all . 

l) RECORD~ SEERAUBER-JENNY a pp . 4 1 0211 

Wc il1 wr ot e the rwxt song, the Havann.a Li ed, for the 

1931 Berlin production of the oper a 11 Haha gonny11 , to take the 

pla c e of the origina l ne o-baroque a rioso pr int ed in the 

scor e . It compr e ss e s within a singl e st rong line of melody 

a nd ha rmony the angui sh of a situa tion in -vrhich human d i gnity 

can bo bought and s old . 11 Think it over , Her r J a c ob Schmid ti 1 , 

s ays the singer , "Think i t ove r , vvhat you can ge t for thirty 

dollars". 

2 ) RECORD g HAVANNA LIED 1 t 5511 

• 



The so -call ed popular songs in 11Hahagonny11 a r ~-; a kind 

of choric int e r polation , usually sung in fr on t of the foot­

light s , and almost always given to the one membe r of the 

ca st who shoul d be an · ctres s ra ther than a si n~ er of the 

traditi onal kind . Apa rt from thes e int er polations , the work 

f'ol1o-vrs t he convention of the c la.s si.ca.l number opera . For 

obvi ou ~ styli s tic r ea sons , the popul a r songs t end to be 

introduced by br i ef pa ssage s of spoken di a l ogu e , and thi s 

is th<:l only ma t e rial in the work whi ch is not set to music. 
\-\e.1-€., \~ 

Ho J_,,rill nou hoc.,~ a s ong from 11 Hahagonny 11 which develops 

the i mpl i ca tions of the Havanna Lied by giving them a 

different context. If man is only worth the low pric e for 

whi ch he can be bou ht , then i n an infla t ed ma r ke t he may 

end by being worth nothing . At t his s t a ge in the oper a , 

the l ead ing figur e has found tha t he i s unable to pay hi s 

debt s, but no one wi l l help him, and the girl wi th whom he 

h<:'.. d S\vorn e t ernal love coldly watche s his a rres t and s ings , 

11 Wi e Hr n s ic h be t t e t " - 11 Ji'or as you ma ke your bod, so you 

vJtll l:L o 11 • I t j_ s vrorth hearing t he pr eced i ng dialogue in 

order to se s how cunningly the f ir st sung phrases f ol low 

the na tura l snoken cadence of the words - an a chi evement 
{\01...00-J <:.~ .. •f& 

for vlhich ~/ana c ok j_s c el ebr a t ed . 'The f or m i s a s imple 

da cano verse and r E"~ fra in , i n which the quas i-lrJagneri.an 
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harmonic dev olophl ent of the vers e is canc elled by the 

negative kinder gart en ha rmony of the refra in ; and the 

negative message of the r efrain, "Each man for himself" is 

in turn shown up by the f alse l y positive cha r act er of the 

tune . Musico ·-dramatically, this is an exact translation 

of Br echt' s f amous al i enation effect. 

3) RECOHD ~ HI E HAN SI CH BETTET 
from l'.iAHAGONNY 

Not all of the Weill songs have a direct or even oblique 

i deological significance . For the play "Happy Endn 7 Weill 

"'rrote vli th Brecht a numb er of songs which are pur ely 

pictur esque or r omant ic. Her e is one such song , nsorabaya 

Johnny 11 , i.n which a woman first r eca l l s her youth and 

i nnoc ence ? and then obs erve s the lines of a ge and curse s her 

lover for hi s cruelty, At the time when this r ecord was made, 

only t he first verse and r ef r ain of this song's instrumental 

ac companiMent was available . Thi s has been used in the 

subs equent vers es, and ha s been somewhat simplified. 

Nonetheles s , f rom the dramatic point of vi ew , the performance 

is a tour de force. 

4) RECORD -~ SO.K.ABAYA JOHNNY 
from the play HAPPY END 

The next song , the Ballad conc erning a Drowned Maid en, 

was ori ginally writt en for three men ' s voic es and guitar as 
We..ill 

part of 2. radio cantat a called 11Berliner Requiem" that ~ 

based on separate poems by Brecht. The Ballad might a lmost 

be an apostrophe to the dead Ophelia: the body of a drowned 

girl fl oats down a r iver, weeds and a l gae clinging to her 

dres s, day turns to night, and slowly, ver y s lowly, God 

forgets her and she becomes carri on with ot he r ca rrion. 
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In a way that a l most anticipat es ~ he me t hod s of Messiaen , 

"thtit )\es.o\\Jes 
the pi ece accumulRt es a violent harmonic t ension whj_ch leads 
:r-.. T~e.. CAnr(h\\~t , ·f'\s;\ u.n~Q_ "-' ~f., ' \ 0\~\\'i.rna.. . 
up to ·6hc bFoad mclJ:'eFH:a on tho pon;__:.lt i '!Ra t;s 1/lord o IIThen in the 

PiveJ? 9 she uas eaJ?J?ion \Tith othcJ?: so.rrion11 
o •••• 

5) HE;CORD ~ VOH ERTRUJ\TKENEN lVIADCHEN 
f rom th: BERLI NER REQUIEM 

Weil l 1 s l a st ·~orork i n Germany vms 11 Der Silber see n, a. work 

in whi ch the music pl ayed as i mport ant a part as it did in 

Biz et ' s and Daud e t 1 s 11 L1Ar l e sienne11 • rt calls f or sing ing 
43 I (\Q.. e>t<> 

ac tor s , conventional soHtist c , chor us and full orches tra . 

Weill ' s collabora to r on this occasion was the l ending 

expressioni s t play-wri ght, Georg Ka i ser, wi th whom he had 

written t 1tro one - act op er a s in the 1920's. 11 De r Si lber see" is 

described as a 11 \Alint er l egend 11 , and although it avoids any 

topical r ef er enc e s , it clearly r ef l ects the two cr isi s-torn 

wint er s pr eced i ng Hitler's acc ess i on to power. The ballad of 

Caesar' s Dea th desc ribes the r i se and f all of a ty r ant in 

t e rms v,rhi.ch \·.rill be f amili a r to t hose who r eca ll the musical 

ambienc r.; of the anti-fascist movement s be tlv-een the 1tra r s. 

6) RECORD : CASARS TOD 
fr om DER SILBERSEE 

Fi nally, .:-mot her song f rom "Der Silbersee", whose gentle 

and affectiona t e l y ironi c l yr ici sm i s t yp ic al of a s eldom­

a pp r ecia t ed side of Wei ll. It ' s t he song of the poor r elation 

vJho longs for a life in which she is ca r ed for s i mply as a 

human-being, and not mer ely as a poor r elation. The gentle 

berc eus e rhythm of the song att empts to console but f a ils ; 

the ext r a ordina ry high- pit ched s ounds of the t en-bar orchestral 

coda speak of a desol a tion tha t is ba r ely suff erabl e . Onc e 

mor e ~,J e ill r eveals one of hi s mo s t distinguishi ng cha r ac t eristl.c•a 

- a r efined a nd illumina ting sens e of pity. 

7) RECORD ~ ICH BI N EI N~ AR:tviE VERUANDTE 
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CLOSING ANNOQ~Tf.~~].'J 'l' (Live fr om Continui t;y) 

Those gramophone r ecords of Lott e Lenya singing some 

of Kurt VJeill 1 s theatre songs wer e introduc ed by 

David Drew, \!/hos e voic e wa s recorded. 




