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1. A Reactionary Masterpiece? 

 
1.1. Brecht’s Leben des Galilei (Life of Galileo further LG) is in many 

ways his most paradoxical play. On the one hand, from East Germany 

to Britain and China it is probably his most popular—frequently played 

and generally known—text for the stage. On the other hand, it is the 

only play which Brecht rewrote three times, including a significant 

change in the ultimate horizon and intended message; he was never 

quite comfortable with it (cf. AJ 2: 411 et passim, Mayer 170); and 

he died in the middle of directing its rehearsals, having at least for 

the moment shelved (as I shall argue) some of the basic decisions still 

outstanding if the play’s horizon and meaning were to be clarified. As 

to the rewriting: “Judging by the proportion of Brecht’s papers devoted 

to it in the Brecht Archive in Berlin, Galileo is much the most heavily 

worked-over of all his plays.... [D]uring the last 19 years of his life... 

its linguistic, theatrical, and thematic bases all changed drastically...” 

(Manheim et al. 265; cf. also Schumacher). As to the substance, the 

following note in his working diary (Arbeitsjournal) for Feb. 25, 1939, 

three months after he had finished the first version of the play, can be 

taken as valid for all the extant versions 

 
LG is technically a great step backward, ... too opportunistic. 

One would have to rewrite the play totally if one wanted to have 

this “breeze that comes from the new shores,” this rosy dawn of 

science. All more direct, without the interiors, the “atmosphere,” 

the empathy. And all directed toward planetary demonstration. 

The composition could stay the same, the character of Galileo 

too. But this work, a cheerful work, could only be done as a 

practical seminar (praktikum). (AJ 1: 32) 

 
All references will be keyed to the Bibliography and entered by last name with 

page. Reference to Brecht’s Leben des Galilei/ Life of Galileo (abbreviated as LG) 

will be by page of Gesammelte Werke 3 preceded by GW; other volumes of this 

Brecht edition are referred to as GW by volume: page. The quotes from the play and 

Brecht’s notes to it use but occasionally modify the Sauerlander-Manheim translation 

Paradoxa, No. 23 2011 
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The terms used by this self-condemnation of Brecht’s belong to his 

harshest vocabulary at that time, so that the note reads almost like a 

parallel to the clear self-condemnation of Galileo in the play. Though 

Brecht indicated what he considered a sufficient excuse for himself at 

the end of this quote, and though he believed with good reason from 1938 

on that the final self-condemnatory speech of Galilei’s could—”with 

a strictly epic performance”—subsume the empathy into this great 

character under the necessary estrangement (AJ 1: 27), he was aware 

that centrally significant ambiguities remained. Thus, Brecht’s final 

discussions about the play with Ernst Busch, whom he had handpicked 

to play Galileo, centered on Busch’s excessive sympathy for his role, 

which after Brecht’s death broke through the directing of Erich Engel 

(cf. Mayer and Mittenzwei et al.). 

In order to carry out Brecht’s stated intentions, it might therefore be 

necessary in performance to partly rewrite LG, primarily by a significant 

increase and strengthening of the role of the people. However, I shall 

focus on the play as it has been transmitted from 1956 on (that is, the 

third, “Berlin” version to which I am throughout referring). Its text does 

not, in my opinion, do what Brecht in various post-1945 comments 

affirmed he wanted it to do: for in the Possible World of this play there 

is no evidence that Galileo was at the time of his trial strong enough to 

withstand the State apparatus and the ruling classes. Therefore, I do not 

see how this story could function as a cognitive explanation for the rise 

of a powerful and potentially useful yet bourgeois and alienated science. 

One must conclude that both a further theme and one or more other ways 

of transfer from play to spectators, different from monolinear causality, 

are at work. As to theme, Brecht noted that the play has two: first, “that 

in this societal formation the thirst for knowledge grows perilous for life, 

since it is developed and punished by society,” and second, “the decisive 

difference” between “pure” and socially revolutionary science (AJ 2: 

465). From 1945 on he strongly insisted on the science theme, treating 

it as extrapolatable to the atom bomb. Yet experience proves that the 

text strikes a deep chord in all spectators concerned with intellect versus 

power, with intellectuals and other people caught, and often broken, 

between the institutionalizations of power and of knowledge. Therefore, I 

shall explore the relative weight of the “thirst for knowledge” theme. 

listed in the Bibliography. Except for them, all other translations are mine unless 

otherwise indicated. Brecht’s diary, Arbeitsjournal, is abbreviated as AJ. I wish to 

thank: the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada for a research 

grant and a Leave Fellowship in 1986/87, as well as a grant in partial defrayment of 

my travel expenses to the Hong Kong IBS Congress in 1986, where a first version of 

this essay was read; Laureen Nussbaum for hospitality and the reminder to look up 

Eisler; Vasudha Dalmia-Lüderitz and Roswitha Mueller for stimulating ideas. 
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Yet how is one to look for the new ways of referring to our age, 

in feedback with the shaping of the themes? And if these ways are 

found, what tenor or meaning do they convey? A number of concurrent 

arguments would be necessary, of which I can here attempt only one. 

My central strategy will be to interpret freely (and I hope creatively) 

Brecht’s insistence on the story (Fabel) by not limiting it to the linear 

sequence of events, Aristotle’s systasis pragmaton. The positive aspect 

of my methodological hypothesis (its pars construens) consists in the 

argument that a story is also significantly shaped by its metaphoric 

system(s). This will based on two lengthy arguments elsewhere (Suvin, 

“On Metaphoricity” and “Brecht’s Parable”) that a metaphoric system, 

as an omnipresent fictional procedure, underlies all narrative; and 

that Brecht’s encompassing metaphor for this play is a melding of the 

metaphoric themes of seeing and eating into the overarching parable of 

Heavenly Food (see Dort 214-18) and uniting insight and nourishment, 

food for the body and food for the mind, but frustrated in the exemplary 

knower Galileo by an internalization of pressures exerted by class 

society. Here I shall advance from these arguments into a discussion of 

whether the play is an extrapolation to the atom bomb or an analogy to 

the position of frustrated knower. I propose to do so by focussing on one 

crux for which a proper meaning has to be found, if the play is to make 

sense: the final scene of the play, Andrea’s crossing a dangerous border 

with the supremely important manuscript which we should accept as 

the cornerstone of modern science. 

The traditional way to proceed would have been different. It would 

demand that one read all the criticism extant about one’s subject and 

pick one favorite approach or at best an amalgam of the most likely 

looking approaches. But this positivistic procedure is predicated upon 

a belief in the cumulative nature of humanistic scholarship. Alas, in 

our ideological and therefore methodological Tower of Babel this is no 

longer tenable. Therefore, this essay shall not attempt to give any idea 

of the answers variously given to this question. Indeed, the negative 

aspect (pars destruens) of my methodological hypothesis is that no 

approach to LG that looks for a single train of causation can resolve 

my problem; and the overwhelming majority of criticism on this play 

relies on such a monolinear view of causation (which does not mean that 

much of this criticism has not been indispensable, so that I am standing 

on many shoulders).2 
2 If causality becomes much more complex, nothing in this essay should be taken 

as putting statistical, multi-variable, over-determined, changeable, etc., causality into 

doubt as an indispensable heuristic intellectual tool; my position is similar to that 

noted by Brecht after discussions with philosophers of science, such as Reichenbach, 

in Los Angeles a couple of years before redoing LG (cf. AJ 1: 272-78; also many other 
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1.2. The crux about the horizon of the final scene, being syntagmatic, 

can only be answered as the significant final part or outcome of the 

whole story this play tells and conveys. In general, the ending is that 

special and often crucial segment of the story that both retrospectively 

makes sense of all the preceding segments and leaves the reader with 

a built-in directive of how to apply the reading to empirical actuality. 

While every coherent narrative is a system whose elements are unified 

by partaking of a common model or paradigm of relationships, there 

is a basic dichotomy between “epic” and “mythological” narratives.3 

The epic events must be presented as historically contingent and 

unforeseeable—and thus as a rule historically reversible—while the 

mythological events are cyclical and predetermined, foreseeable descents 

from the timeless into the temporal realm. The verse or prose epic has, 

so to speak, foregrounded the plot, which was a foregone conclusion in 

mythology. In the epic plot, best developed in the novel, “the ‘before’ 

causally determines the ‘after,’ and the series of such determinations 

cannot be retraversed backward...but, according to the epistemological 

model by which we explain our empirical world, it is irreversible” (Eco, 

Apocalittici 237). Thus, an epic text, as different from a mythological 

one, will be meaningful only if each syntagmatically successive element 

is the result of a paradigmatic value choice, as opposed to axiologically 

pre-established or automatized sequentiality. That choice constitutes the 

poetry of post-mythological texts, opposed to the myth’s incantatory 

repetitions of names or metaphors jelled into a fixed system. 
 

comments, for example GW 15: 278-80, 20: 62-63). A good lesson in multi-variable 

investigation refusing wishful deduction is that given by Galileo to Andrea in the 

sunspots scene, which Brecht seems to have indicated as being (in GDR in 1955-56) 

the most important one for Marxists. The difference between closed deductive and 

open feedback systems (see note 7) is painfully obvious in the opposition between 

a dogmatic and a creative Marxism (Bloch’s “cold” and “warm” currents within it). 

Here too Brecht unique position was that of straddling the poles. In his “warmer” 

moments, he was against abstract speculations leading to wrong historical questions 

(for example AJ 1: 119). 
3 Cf. Lotman, Aufsätze, in particular the part originally published as “O 

modeliruiushchem znachenii poniatii ‘kontsa’ i ‘nachala’ v khudozhestvennykh 

tekstakh,” in Tezisi dokladov vo vtoroi letnei shkole po vtorichnim modeliruiushchim 

sistemam (Tartu, 1966). Lotman concentrates on the mythological siuzhet so that the 

binary opposition to epic (though I believe it is consonant with his indications) was 

developed by me as stimulated by Brecht, Lukács, and Propp’s Fol’klor and Epos 

cf. Suvin, “The SF Novel.” The ending has been discussed in a number of studies of 

narrative semiotics beginning with Shklovskii (for example by Eco in Apocalittici 

and elsewhere); I cannot agree with the nihilist conclusions Barthes draws from his 

brilliant discussion of the “hermeneutic story” which ends in revelation of the truth, 

and which he—disputing Brecht—believes to be tied to individualist metaphysics 

(S/Z 82-83, 193-94, and 58). 
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Choice shapes the agential and spatial relationships within a narration 

in not fully foreseeable and therefore potentially new and better ways. It 

is the precondition for a narrative rendering of freedom. The ending is so 

crucially important because it is, in principle, the place where the sum of 

all the narrative choices reaches its textual end-result, and from which 

all these choices can be retrospectively valorized. In mythological texts, 

there is no proper beginning or ending; obversely, as Aristotle remarked, 

the presence of a genuine beginning, middle, and end defines any lay or 

post-mythological text (so that “epic” in this sense, as Brecht saw, includes 

drama). The dominant syntagmatic device in the European Middle Ages 

(and in many other societies dominated by patriarchal ideologies) was 

the overriding importance allotted to the beginnings—whether an event 

came from God (in Confucian China: from the ancestral tradition, etc.) 

and how. It is probable that the importance of endings, triumphing in 

bourgeois laicization (for example Boccaccio and the Renaissance), 

denotes the rise of this-worldly success as the dominant ideology and 

validation in the textual cause-and-effect system, homologous to the 

new extra-textual practice. In modern times, right-wing philosophy 

has proclaimed with Heidegger that “the beginning is greater,” and 

left-wing philosophy with Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks that “the 

truth is not in the beginning but in the end, or better in the continuation” 

(171, cf. Faye 77-78). In short, the ending is the moment of truth for the 

paradigm’s cognitive validation and the narrative’s believability—for 

the coherence, richness, and novelty (relevance in a new situation) of 

the text as significant esthetic cognition. This is an axiological stress not 

to be confused with banalized demands for vicarious catharsis either by 

means of a happy or a tragic ending.4 

In that light, the final scene of LG should be a clincher showing forth 

the proper attitude toward Galileo, the representative scientist: are his 

supremely important actions—within a historical dialectics between 

action and agent, and quite apart from any moralizing—finally to be 

4 In a 1939 note to the Danish version, Brecht rightly polemicized against an 

understanding of LG as tragedy. Within that polemic, he noted that this play was 

not built “according to the dominant rule of playwriting [that] the ending of a play 

weighs heavier” (Anmerkungen 1110). But first, there is a doubt in my mind how 

far Brecht would have wished to apply this to the radically different (though still 

non-tragic) telos of the later versions. Second, had he decided to apply it to them, I 

would have felt that (since the Renaissance) a play’s ending was weighty whether 

that play was a tragedy or not. Finally, a general theoretical point about this essay: I 

trust the tale within certain interpretive frameworks, not necessarily the teller. When 

I quote Brecht as an authority for explaining LG, this is not because I believe the 

author’s intention to be sacrosanct but because he was often an excellent reader of 

his works and I believe those particular quotes to be correct. 
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seen as furthering the life or death of humankind? My initial question 

is, what kind of manuscript—supremely beneficent or supremely 

maleficent—has Andrea smuggled out to be the foundation of modern 

science? Is the resulting modern science to be a death-dealing and 

enslaving or a liberating and life-furthering one? Is his crossing the 

border with his books and Galileo’s manuscript to be seen as a good or 

bad vector to the future? To put it prefiguratively, is it a manuscript by 

Edward Teller, the “Father of the Hydrogen Bomb,” or by Karl Marx?5 

In the positive case Galileo is centrally right and to be strongly praised 

as sly resister, while in the negative case he is centrally wrong and to be 

strongly condemned as pernicious renegade. In short, this question is a 

way of posing what Brecht himself saw as the root of all of his work, 

“the divine cui bono [in whose interest?]” (AJ 1). 

If this question admits of conflicting answers, I do not see how the 

resulting ambiguity would help the play, since it fudges its central 

value. It is therefore not a sign of pluralist openness (Brecht did not 

go in for ideological pluralism in the liberal or anarchist sense) but 

a bad ambiguity. Now Brecht could have avoided this ambiguity by 

simply suppressing a scene that did not fit, as he did with a number of 

long passages during the 18 years of working on this play. Possibly he 

would have done so had he finished the rehearsals in 1956. But this 

does not appear to have been his intention: the final scene is powerful 

and impressive on its own, and he—probably for that reason—decided 

to cut it only for that particular Berliner Ensemble production (though 

he had not cut it in the much shorter “American” or Laughton version). 

There is no indication I know of that Brecht might have intended to 

permanently delete it from the text in any printing of the final, “Berlin” 

version. He seems to have simply shelved the question as insoluble at 

the moment. Whether and how it is soluble remains an open question; 

but since it is not soluble within linear monocausality, nothing can be 

lost by trying the analogical approach to it. I shall at the end attempt to 

integrate a brief discussion of this crux into a general view of the play’s 

tenor or parabolic reference to our concerns as spectators today. 

 

 
5 I have argued that at least in The Caucasian Chalk Circle Brecht used a Marxist 

prefigurative allegory—see Suvin To Brecht. Let me record here for posterity Helene 

Weigel’s boast to me in May 1970 that it was she who persuaded Brecht to cut that 

scene in his 1956 rehearsals. I think—with Eisler—that this is finally an indispensable 

scene, in fact a key ending that must be disambiguated (is Andrea the parabolic 

figure of bourgeois science leading to the atom bomb or of popular science leading 

to Marxism and survival of this planet?—see the end of this essay), so that it is very 

regrettable that a sick Brecht did not have time to focus it. 
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2. Extrapolation of Science or Parable of the Intellectual? 

 
2.0. If I can invite the reader to assume, on the basis of the two studies 

of mine I mentioned earlier, that the metaphoric way of cognition is, 

without pretending to exclusiveness, at least as necessary an aspect of 

the story and of making sense of a narration as a linear plot—then a 

suspicion should arise that extrapolation cannot be the whole story in 

LG. Whatever Brecht may have indicated he wanted LG from 1945 on to 

convey (cf. his Anmerkungen), an extrapolation from the Galilean rise of 

alienated science to its atom-bomb culmination is in my opinion not even 

the principal story. Extrapolation as a scientific procedure is predicated 

upon strict isolation of one element from a situation or process, and a 

strict (or crude) arithmetic ratio between the points from and to which 

that element is being extrapolated (in this example, the 17th and 20th 

centuries). However, history is not a quantitatively measurable space, 

nor will the ensemble of human relationships stand still for a single 

element to be extrapolated against an unchanging background. The shaky 

methodological premises allow extrapolation only very limited, if not 

notoriously dubious, value in the human or social sciences. The meaning 

of LG is arrived at from the whole story-as-vehicle—the ensemble of 

gestic, verbal, and other signs—by analogy; this play too is mainly 

(that is, where it works) a parable. True, since a parable has to have a 

coherent vehicle and since that vehicle may, in a historicized variant, 

have a future tenor, the linearity of the plot remains important, but only 

if its secondary and functional character is clearly understood. In that 

case, there is little sense in debating—in the wake of some of Brecht’s 

indications—whether Galileo’s capitulation was indeed the Original Sin 

of bourgeois science, whether his more class-conscious resistance could 

have led to a kind of physicists’ Hippocratic Oath (whose effectiveness 

is itself an idealist notion in Brecht’s sense of not being realistic, see AJ 

1:148), etc. Such scholastic disputes are then simply the obverse of the 

heroic liberal arrow (rightly repudiated by Brecht) from the unbowed 

“Eppur si muove” speaker upwards through history. What makes sense 

is to ask what kind of parabolic tenor or meaning does the plot, and the 

paradigm, of LG possess. 

 
2.1. It would be interesting to follow Brecht’s tortuous and often tortured 

opinions about this play. In this essay, it seems pertinent to ask only 

how come that, during 18 years of an on and off struggle, this material 

presented such unsurmountable difficulties to the author of (after all) 

other no less complicated plays. I propose as answer that in the case 

of Mother Courage and Her Children Brecht had a crystal-clear grasp 
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of the Grundgestus the thematic-cum-attitudinal field, of warfare, in 

The Good Person of Szechuan of goodness (friendliness), and in The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle of social stewardship; in LG he had quite 

ambiguous ideas and feelings about science. Brecht always accepted 

productive critique as the privileged cognitive horizon for his age (see 

Suvin, “Brecht: Bearing”). At some point, say 1930-50, he privileged 

a politically committed “science” (in which he included Marxism), 

and wanted to become a kind of Court playwright for Her Majesty the 

Age of Science; testimonies to this abound in his writings culminating 

in the Short Organum for the Theatre But he seems to have held in a 

struggling, rich but uncomfortable, union of opposites both of the main 

Marxist (and general) views about science, which I shall provisionally 

call the absolutist and the pragmatic one. As I shall argue, the latter 

view finally led him to a strong skepticism toward “scientism” in both 

its bourgeois and bolshevik variants: a belief that science discovers 

universally valid laws, which are in principle independent of the people, 

society, and interests among which it happens to have sprung up (see 

now much more in my “On the Horizons”). And if only Archimedes 

had not been killed by an uncouth Roman plebeian, we might well have 

had an industrial revolution in Rome and Caesar leading his air force 

across the Mediterranean or the Atlantic (this is an actual proposition 

by Jastrow, a positivist historian of science).6 

In this absolutist view, dominant from the 18th Century and through 

Brecht’s youth, science is not only a supreme good of mankind—together 

with art—but also “the measure for the truth and value content of 

a cognitive correlation” (Grimm and Grimm). This view was at its 

strongest among practically all the prominent German thinkers; Kant 

and Marx often talked in a similar vein. The central feature of such a 

scientism was that it eliminated the knowing subject, individual and 

collective, in favor of an artificially posited “objectivity.” Engels, who 

proclaimed that socialism should from utopia advance to being a science, 

codified this approach into an article of faith for the socialist movement 

(see Suvin, “’Utopian’”): the 19th-Century quantifying—post-Galilean, 

Cartesian and Baconian—natural science became (without any explicit 

argumentation) its absolute epistemological model. Now Bacon was 

one Brecht’s principal culture heroes—witness the short story about his 

 
 

6 I have dealt with this argument in Suvin “Notions,” from which the juxtaposition 

of Marx’s, Engels’s, and Gramsci’s views is condensed and where precise references 

to matters dealt with in this paragraph can be found, and now much developed in 

“On the Horizons.” Cf. on natural sciences in LG also Charbon (though I doubt that 

Heisenberg’s complementarity can be applied to Galileo 160). 
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death and the title of Short Organum. As for Descartes (also a subject 

of Brecht’s studies, cf. GW 20:132-38), he is mentioned in the last 

Galileo-Andrea dialogue as another defeated Sun Hero whose treatise 

on the nature of light—and by metonymy himself—has been locked 

up in a mini-jail in direct extrapolation from Galileo’s recantation (GW 

1335). 

On the other hand, practical lessons in what such a “value-free” or 

“objective” scientism lends itself to, first in classical bourgeois and then 

in fascist and bolshevik hands, led in our century to a suspicion that 

science too was intimately bound up with a (collective) presupposed 

subject and thus with given world-views, that it was finally a paradigm or 

(to put it more simply) an ideology. In the Marxist camp, this pragmatic 

attitude was perhaps best formulated by Gramsci’s conclusion that 

 
what interests science is not so much the objectivity of reality but 

man, who elaborates research methods, who continually rectifies 

the material instruments that reinforce his sensory organs and 

logical instruments for discrimination and verification—that is, 

culture, that is, world-view, that is, the relationship between man 

and reality mediated by technology. In science too, looking for 

reality outside people, in a religious or metaphysical sense, is 

merely a paradox. (55- 56) 

 
While Gramsci’s prison notes were not known to Brecht, his friend 

and teacher Karl Korsch held very similar views, not to mention other 

avantgarde scientists and philosophers in Berlin, Kopenhagen, and Los 

Angeles whom Brecht was carefully listening to. And Gramsci could 

claim a pedigree going back to Marx’s own (admittedly intermittent) 

distinctions between a dogmatic and a revolutionary science. In this 

whole tradition science is clearly treated neither as a “positive” social 

institution nor as an absolute model but as a usable and misusable 

ensemble of cognitions. In that case, science is not an absolute truth 

(which we sinful people can of course only approach asymptotically, that 

is, without ever fully reaching it) nor is it necessarily the measure of all 

other cognitions. The crasser extrapolative speculations, arising mainly 

from some of Brecht’s remarks on LG, are in this “scientistic” vein: could 

a democratic revolution have happened in Italy had Galileo seen through 

the Inquisition’s bluff when shown the torture instruments?7 

7 Quite theoretically speaking, the basic mistake of all the organicists in cultural 

studies is to have ignored that real organisms in nature and culture are always open 

systems. Closed systems (for example a watch) cease functioning when their original 

internal energy has been exhausted. Open systems are autotelic because they can 
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These opposite views on science, absolutist vs. pragmatic, entail 

opposite ideological and practical stances toward it. The absolute view 

holds that science is a “pure” methodology, an organon with its formal 

propositions and procedures for the construction and verification of 

theories, principally a “how.” The pragmatic view holds that science 

is, on top of “how” and principally, a “by whom” and “for what”—an 

“impure” productive relationship between (for example) workers, 

scientists, financiers, and other power-holders, as well as an institutional 

network with different effects upon all such different societal groups. 

Brecht, however, not only straddled both of these polar views, he had a 

paradoxically acute feeling for and understanding of both. 

On the one hand, in the Engelsian absolute tradition, shared by early 

Lenin and by Stalin, he thought of Marxism as a (or indeed the) science. 

As I mentioned, this attitude was resolutely foregrounded in his most 

finished and deservedly famous but (as usual for Brecht) open-ended 

and not final theoretical tractate, the Short Organum. Yet arguments 

abound for the other understanding of science as well. Wissenschaft 

is in German, first of all, much wider than the contemporary English 

term “science,” since it denotes any systematically organized body of 

knowledge, for example theology or literary studies (cf. Suvin “Notions” 

and “’Utopian’,” based on Grimm and Grimm). Second, and more 

important, Brecht had always abhorred any closed doctrine. He had a 

permanent mistrust of harmonizing world views, Weltanschauungen that 

prematurely stifled contradictions; he would at best concede to these 

“world views” the status of “working hypotheses,” which would however 

in the hands of bourgeois intellectuals always remain “very dangerous” 

(GW 20:159).Thus, the “principal thesis” of the Short Organum 

remain intact when stripped of the scientistic formulations; Brecht 

identified it in his diary as: “that a certain learning is the most important 

pleasure of our age, so that it must play a large role in our theatre…. The 

critical stance toward the social world is thus freed from the stigma of 

the non-sensual, negative, non-artistic, stamped upon it by the reigning 

esthetics.” (AJ 2: 518) This led in the 1950s to a final recognition, based 

 

draw on external energy: their boundaries are largely permeable. Their state is at 

any moment the result of dynamic interaction between a great number of variables 

inside and outside the system. This obviously holds not only for biological but also 

for cultural entities, such as a human society or the interaction between text and 

context. Only a closed system can be analyzed fully in terms of linear causality. 

Self-regulating, that is, open, systems use feedback loops—and other complex 

proceedings such as statistical determination etc.—also called “a circular causality” 

(cf. Bertalanffy passim ). This underlies my skepticism toward extrapolation; see now 

my “Goodbye to Extrapolation.” Science-Fiction Studies 22.2 (1995): 301. 
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on abuse of science by the “Western” and of Marxism by the “Eastern” 

class societies, that the term Wissenschaft was inadequate for serious 

theorizing: “the term [scientific age] by itself, as it is usually used, is 

too polluted” (GW 16: 701, ca. 1954). At any rate, the writer of the Life 

of Galileo could scarcely be suspected of an uncritical scientism, just as 

the lifelong proponent of self-management should not be supposed to 

have had any illusions about technocracy (or bureaucracy). What Brecht 

permanently retained from this semantic field was his insistence on the 

necessarily experimental, Baconian character of genuinely modern art, 

as well as the abhorrence of “mechanical formalism”—in this case, in 

modern physics. With Marx, he could have exclaimed: 

 
Sense perception (see Feuerbach) must be the basis of all science. 

Science is only actual when it proceeds from sense perception 

in the twofold form of both awareness and 

need, that is, from nature. The whole of history is a preparation 

for man to become the object of awareness and for 

the needs of man as man to become sensuous needs…. Natural 

science will in time include the science of man as the science of 

man will include natural science. (Marx 311-12) 

 
LG also demonstrates this unresolved oscillation in its stance toward 

science. The play shows, on the pragmatic hand, two competing types 

of institutions, the Church/State Establishment and Galileo’s team, 

a budding counter-Establishment of science; it also abundantly and 

convincingly foregrounds what science could do to the interests of the 

landlords as opposed to those of the peasants and housewives. However, 

this central opposition is never shown as a dynamic clash; as will be 

argued later, the role of the people is too reduced. Therefore—on the 

absolutist hand—Galileo looms as a much larger-than-nature hero even 

in his defeat. Eisler rightly objected that in the later, supposedly critical 

versions he became doubly heroic, first in furthering the truth and then 

in his lucid self-criticism, and demurred against this highly interesting 

exaggeration (Bunge 254; cf. Mayer 176). 

 
2.2. This exaggeration means that Galileo, while remaining a three- 

dimensional character, grows into an almost allegorical emblem of 

a potentially triumphant but then corrupted science. His position at 

the center of the play’s dramaturgic agents would have to be further 

discussed within a thorough agential analysis as a supplement to this one. 

But I think it is clear that he too presents a blend of rich analogy (to any 

searcher for truth) with straightforward extrapolation (to Oppenheimer 
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and the nuclear bomb); and that for us today analogy dominates over 

extrapolation. 

Now strict religious allegory (such as the Psychomachia Jedermann/ 

Everyman) differs from parable inasmuch as single elements from the 

allegory surface correspond to single elements in the tenor, while in the 

parable only the upshot of the whole story carries over into the tenor 

(one does not inquire, for example, what do the birds nestling in the 

mustard-seed bush correspond to in the Kingdom-of-Heavens tenor). 

This allegory lends itself easily to extrapolation (a linear extension 

of one selected process into the future), which could indeed for all 

of its scientific camouflage be understood as a “progressivist” limit- 

case and variant of allegory. In culture all the laicizations of Christian 

prefiguration are allegorical. This can be seen in a pure form in the 

dramaturgy of Tudor nationalism, from the anti-papal revolt in Bale’s 

King Johan (with embodiment of the nation extrapolated from King 

John to Imperial Majesty, that is, to Henry 8) to the framework of 

Shakespeare’s “king plays” up to Macbeth which then breaks down 

in King Lear The arrow into the future revives in some variants of 

Modernism, from the presentations of potential future stewards of the 

land in Chekhov’s Cherry Orchard and Brecht’s own Caucasian Chalk 

Circle to the future adumbrated as the vanishing point of Genet’s Blacks 

and Weiss’s Hölderlin. However, in the Modernist plays extrapolation 

is never pure (and allegory never strict or dogmatic), for it is quite 

insufficient for a dialectical presentation of problems more complex 

than the certainties of Bale’s crude (though forceful) agitprop, or, at 

best, of Brecht’s sophisticated agitprop in The Mother. In particular, and 

paradoxically, extrapolation cannot fully cope with the positioning and 

implications of modern science and technology as complex context of 

everyday life. (To mention only one aspect, their huge absorption into 

capital as opposed to labor-force—already noted by Marx—would have to 

be faced.) To quote again one of the best commentators ever on Brecht: 

 
You can’t at all compare LG with the real development of physics, 

as it becomes practicable to the horror of mankind. I warn you 

against such comparisons! … Brecht’s play shows simply how 

difficult it is to have truth prevail. How long can one fight before 

being destroyed? How long can one bear it until the end—and 

hand on the truth yet and know oneself as a weak person?... 

Physics is only the peg, the theme by which a man is shown 

who fights against great power, changes, becomes deformed, 

sells out, deplores the sell-out, and also discloses the sell-out. 

(Eisler, in Bunge 250-51) 
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Eisler’s warning is very salutary, though I’d maintain that the extrapolative 

aspect is also present in LG. Brecht had perspicaciously identified two 

themes in the play (see 1.1), which I would call “the endangered knower” 

and “the betrayal of science.” I have suggested that the central theme is 

the first, analogical one, about the bearer of truth in lean times, “forced 

to act against [his] conscience” (AJ 2: 510). This does not at all mean 

that this play is simply a return to individualism (though LG does need 

a star actor), nor that it is primarily Seelenkäse—psychology without 

politics or dialectics. Indeed, physics in LG is fully parabolical: it has 

a literal signification as physics, but its meaning or metaphoric tenor 

is politics (rather than an extrapolation to modern physics). Already in 

Scene 1, Galileo concludes his tone-setting oration by using physical 

phenomena (wind, heavens) to signify politics: 

 
All this has stirred up a draught that lifts even the gold- braided 

coats of princes and prelates, revealing stout or spindly legs, 

legs just the same as ours. The heavens, we have found out, are 

empty…. Overnight, the universe has lost its center and in the 

morning it had any number of centers. So that everybody may 

now be looked at as a center and nobody…. (GW 1234) 

 
This is multiply motivated and over-determined. First, the empirical 

sciences have, precisely since Bacon and Galileo, been shaped by 

bitter social struggles; Brecht understood this supremely well and, in 

that respect too, much remains to be learned from LG. The grandiose 

and supposedly “value-free” increase of humanity’s power, the control 

and exploitation of nature, has gone hand in hand with control and 

exploitation of the less powerful groups, of women, workers, aliens—and 

intellectuals. This epistemological shaping of the natural sciences by 

politico-economical necessity (in the widest sense) enters into their 

very structure of knowledge: “Science too is a historical category” 

(Gramsci 55). Thus, it is not too difficult to have physics—whose 

fundaments are, from the shamans and Aristotle’s shamanic distinction 

between incorruptible heavens and corruptible earth to the present-day 

speculations, so intimately interfused with politics—serve as a vehicle 

for a political tenor. 

Yet, second, the analogical proceeding in LG pertains (quite in the spirit 

of Marx’s early Feuerbachian notes cited in 2.1) to human as well as to 

cosmic nature, that is, to Galileo’s own nature too. Strangely and horribly, 

the upshot of the play is that in and around this Knight of Pleasure 

sensuality has withered. I have discussed in my essay “Brecht’s Parable” 

how this is manifested in his degraded eating or gobbling. In the other 
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main metaphoric cluster of the play, the withered sensuality is manifested 

as his blindness. Physical blindness has from time immemorial served 

as a metaphor for spiritual blindness; the Sanskrit avidyā, spiritual 

blindness, comes from the literal sense of “inability to see.” In major 

fiction of our cultural tradition (for example, Oedipus and Lear) this 

blindness was intrinsically political. But it was traditionally, especially 

in tragedies, a chiasmic trope: becoming physically blind meant a final 

spiritual understanding. In LG this allegorical relationship too remains 

ambiguous. On the one hand, physical blindness is causally connected 

with Galileo’s secret copying of his scientific manuscript. Furthermore, 

it is accompanied by the clarity of his self-criticism. But on the other 

hand, Brecht refuses the classical tragedy’s comfort of existential failure 

plus ethical compensation: especially when the correlation of seeing with 

nourishment for the people is taken into account, Galileo is finally both 

an existential and an ethico-political failure. All of this brings about a 

delicate balance between tragic heroism and ignominious failure. The 

latter alternatives are in Brecht dominant, but the former ones remain 

present in a recessive form. The absolutely last exchange with which 

the spectators take leave from their sight of Galileo is: 

 
GALILEO: Maybe not. How is the night? 

VIRGINIA (at the window): Clear (hell). 

 
The German émigrés at both the Zurich and Los Angeles performances, 

well-trained by circumstances they shared with the playwright, 

unanimously took this for a political metaphor: one will have to go on 

living in a dark age of war and cold war (Mayer 171), among Leviathans 

or in the belly of the whale, with yet some clear patches where one has 

to try and work—as Galileo did, though without success. 

 
2.3. The central and overriding theme of the play is therefore (as I 

have argued in “Brecht’s Parable”) the external and internal defeat of 

a pursuer of knowledge in class society. The dramaturgic agent Galileo 

carries on the central trait of the overtly politico-economical obsession in 

Joan Dark from Brecht’s Saint Joan of the Slaughterhouses: “I’ve got to 

know it.” His final speech is in the same syntagmatic position as Joan’s 

deathbed speech before her ironic canonization. Such a canonization 

also exists in Galileo’s case though it is not overtly shown in the play: 

it is the spectators’ implicit historiographic presupposition about the 

legendary hero who murmured “Eppur si muove”—and the whole play is 

directed against such a liberal canonization, as a Bakhtinian uncrowning 

from below. The pursuer of knowledge is an intellectual, but—as Joan 
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Dark too indicates—this is not to be taken in the usual flat, sociological 

sense. For Brecht as for Gramsci, the intellectual (or the philosopher) 

is anybody whose social interests demand a pursuit of knowledge, all 

who reach for reason, from the old woman who gives her mule some 

extra hay on the eve of travelling and Mrs. Sarti who can easily solve 

the problem of hierarchy (who brings whom the dinner, GW 1256-58), 

to the Sienese masons arriving expeditiously at a better method of 

moving granite or to the philosophical lens-grinder Federzoni; while 

obversely the official Court Philosopher, Mathematician, and Theologian 

of Scene 4 are no true intellectuals. However, the sociological sense of 

intellectual as specialist in some matters of institutionalized knowledge 

or reasoning probably also echoes in the play: after all, Galileo is such 

a specialist (and Brecht was one too, as am I, as are most of the readers 

of this essay). Nonetheless, it echoes in contradictory ways, for the 

root of Galileo’s failure is—in contrast to his appreciation of plebeian 

reasoning—precisely the splendid isolation of the sociological class of 

intellectuals. The pursuer thus does not become a purveyor of proper, 

life-furthering knowledge. 

However, a crucial nexus in the play remains undeveloped by Brecht: 

has Galileo indeed come “objectively” too soon—say, as Babeuf during 

the French Revolution? Or is he merely one who has missed the boat 

(or better, upset the raft) of a realistically possible plebeian revolution? 

This is crucial to the play if one accepts my contention that it is primarily 

a parable operating by analogy to Brecht’s (and perhaps to our) times. 

For in the first case, Galileo is (and Brecht is) living at a time of the 

revolution’s difficult and depressing ebbing. In the second case, he (and 

Brecht) is living at a time of the revolution’s difficult but exhilarating 

rising. The exhilaration is splendidly shown in the first part of LG, 

from the great “aria” of Scene 1 to the joyous experimentation of Scene 

9—whereas gloom prevails over light, and blindness over (in)sight, 

in the second part of the play. In the first case, Galileo could not only 

not have done more than he did, but his whole work, culminating in 

the writing and smuggling out of the Discorsi, is (for all its secondary 

vacillations) heroic, as was that of saboteurs under the Nazis. In the 

second case, he could and should have done significantly more, and he 

is therefore (for all his secondary declarations) a traitor. In the first case 

the spectators can learn from Galileo by heroic extrapolation, as from 

an “optimistic tragedy”; in the second, Galileo is to be learned from 

by contraries, foregrounded in his speech of self-condemnation, as in 

a black comedic chiasmus. Brecht’s first, Danish version was written 

against the heroic horizon, though characteristically it was a “heroic 

cowardice” (Grimm 112). In the latter, US and Berlin versions, written 
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under the enormous impact of the atom bomb (but also, I suspect, of 

Stalinism), he decided for the horizon of betrayal. Though the new age 

is not that great epoch extolled in the first scene in which “it’s a pleasure 

to be alive” (GW 1236), it is still a potentially fertile age, in which it is 

possible to hope, with Bacon, for the male birth of time, or for truth as 

the daughter of time not authority (the latter is put into Galileo’s mouth 

in GW 1269). Therefore, Galileo’s downfall stems, for Brecht, from not 

having openly allied himself with the rising classes. The syntagmatics 

of the play became the demonstration of the old theological saw that the 

corruption of the best makes for the worst (corruptio optimi pessima)—as 

Shakespeare put it (Sonnet 94), lilies that fester smell far worse than 

weeds. This horizon has been largely but not fully established in the 

final text as we have it. The consequences of such an inconsistency 

are partly good. They add to the richness of Galileo’s contradictory 

characterization as an interesting anti-hero, one who could and should 

but did not become a hero, an unrealized and wasted potential; this 

makes the play palatable to bourgeois audiences. Yet the inconsistency 

is also largely bad, adding up to a not fully solved oscillation between 

praise and condemnation, extrapolation and analogy, Aristotelian and 

Brechtian dramaturgy (see Mayer). 

The cognitive power of a Brechtian parable lies in its capacity to allow 

for two diametrically opposed—symmetrically inverse—answers on its 

two levels. Realistically, it shows defeat in the contingent and alienated 

world of the vehicle, as in a camera obscura of the ideology. Turning 

the situation upside down, as the brain righting the retinal image or as 

in a chiasmus, the parable’s tenor then impresses upon spectators the 

premises for avoiding defeat in their world.8 In this respect, it could 

be argued that the matrix for all of Brecht’s later great plays was the 

experimental series of his “learning plays” during the Great Depression 

(the Lehrstücke). In particular, the situation-dependent chiasmus of 

outcome was foregrounded and thematized in He Who Says Yes/ He Who 

Says No. As Brecht noted (though I would demur against his overliteral 

focus on the bourgeoisie): 

 
8 This is the central utopian dialectics of estrangement (Verfremdung) counteracting 

the empirical alienation (Entfremdung) of people, which is why I believe the 

translation of Verfremdung as alienation (as in Willett’s pathbreaking work) is a quite 

bad strategy; see the definitive clarification in Bloch “Entfremdung.” The reversal 

of outcome in the two historical levels of the parable is thematized in Brecht’s 

encompassing masterpiece, The Caucasian Chalk Circle (cf. Suvin To Brecht). 

Brecht’s stance seems to me richer than the meritorious deconstruction of the post- 

Renaissance gaze by Foucault: my essay aims at an analogous Hegelian overcoming 

of old positivism and new nihilism. 
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In Galileo the moral is of course in no way absolute. Had the 

bourgeois societal movement which uses him been shown as a 

descending one, he could have safely abjured and made of this 

something quite reasonable. (See He Who Says Yes and He Who 

Says No!) (AJ 2: 500) 

 
In LG, the lone Galileo’s frustrated cognitive hunger and the 

people’s dire economic hunger leave no doubt that, if the hungry are 

to be fed, an alliance is indispensable between a proper, life-furthering 

scientific community and the people whose life its science is supposed 

to further. Will the Roman housewife go on lacking milk? Will the 

Campagna peasants go on eating their whole life long a monotonous 

cheese dish (Käsespeise) by a sooty hearth with small spoons and no 

wine, though pressing for others wine and olives “amid overflowing 

vineyards and wheat fields” (GW 1294-95)? Or will science give 

them the epistemological tools (the sight) to see the sights they are not 

used to but would eagerly embrace if they were shown those sights as 

applicable and possible (praktikabel), such as giving milk to their own 

children instead of the parson (GW 1314)? Or indeed, will science 

even give them the insight to validate their correct but naive curiosity 

about the wondrous pear growing on the apple tree (GW 1309) as being 

possible and ennobling? Brecht was here no doubt, witness the allusion 

to Darwin through the speech of the Very Thin Monk (GW 3: 1281), 

thinking of Michurin and Burbank (the anachronism is permissible in 

a parable that de nobis narratur). However, this miraculous apple-tree 

is also the scientific Tree of Knowledge, a materialist counter-project 

and anamorphic revocation of the apple-tree of humankind’s Fall; for 

the right stance of people today is, as Brecht formulated it in the Short 

Organum: “a critical one. Faced with a river, it consists in regulating 

the river; faced with a fruit tree, in inoculating the fruit-tree...” (GW 16: 

671). And finally, will scientists (intellectuals, pursuers of knowledge) 

in doing all of this—inoculating or grafting the people with the critical 

stance—find a way to assuage the proper appetite for true seeing, 

for knowledge combining theory and practice, as well as their other 

bodily appetites—such as for Sicilian wine or for geese with apple and 

thyme? 

In the parable’s vehicle, the universe shown in the play, the answer to 

all these questions—or aspects of the same question—is negative. The 

scientific community jells as a “haggling, whitewashing, death-fearing” 

one that waters at the mouth only at the sight of a book as hallowed 

commodity (see the quote from GW 1339 in 3.2); Federzoni and the 

Little Monk are forced to leave science as community and institution. 
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The upper class can sip a little politically neutralized science with their 

daily wine (GW 1239), when it suits their purposes. Galileo himself, the 

agential hinge in the science-for-the-people alliance, pays the Roman 

she-wolf’s price; having forsaken the Popular Front of friends of 

knowledge, the light-bearer (Lucifer) has fallen into the hellish dungeon 

of his own alienated senses: Brecht was, as he sometimes hinted, in some 

upside-down ways the last Catholic. 

The protagonist’s fault is that he gave up the fierce wholeness of his 

noble utopian desire to enjoy both earthly and heavenly food by giving 

in to, and internalizing, the terrible pressures of the environment. Both 

the militant Novum of future-oriented knowledge for the people and 

the triumphant “Antiquum” of instant gluttonous satisfaction for oneself 

are sundered and debased. In Brecht’s stern version of poetic justice, 

Galileo will end up having neither. This punishment is correlative to the 

new hybris of having refused the salvific alliance with the people. But 

here the question with whom is the representative knower realistically 

to ally himself becomes quite unavoidable. It is the question of power 

In this play’s central blank spot, a power nexus sufficient for a cognitive 

decision about the representative knower’s historical chances of success 

is not shown. LG does not dynamically, by way of what Brecht theorized 

as encompassing Gestus or system of embodied stances, connect the 

“by whom” and “for what” poles of a pragmatic relationship—here the 

scientific team and the lower classes. Benjamin had rightly felt about 

the Danish version that the protagonist of the play should be the people 

(cf. Anmerkungen 1109). This is impossible in the latter versions; yet the 

absence of the people—or of any social fraction thereof—as a political 

force (and not simply a suffering and sometimes dangerous mass) in them 

is glaring. However many dramaturgic agents come from and represent 

the people, however impressively Brecht’s brief touches characterize 

them, however much the Campagna peasants and Roman housewives 

are talked about, there is no people as an (even repressed) coherent array 

in the play. The exceptional and quite wonderful Carnival scene is, first, 

axiologically and politically ambiguous: the people is in it an anarchic 

and superstitious array closer to Peachum’s beggars than to Vlassova’s 

comrades (they take Galileo for a “Bible buster” and a dwarf for “The 

New Age,” GW 1316)—just as Mrs. Sarti (GW 1257, 1262, 1273, 1300 

et passim) and later Virginia cook and bring the meals but disbelieve 

Galileo, while the boys and border guards in the final scene are a vision 

of Brechtian hell. Second, the Carnival is in this play quite isolated: a set 

piece for bit players, like a ballet scene dropped into an opera. Probably 

the fact that Mrs. Sarti, Federzoni, and the Little Monk are all static types 

is by itself not too important; but it is difficult not to allot importance to 
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the fact that the only evolution in lower or middle-class characters can 

be seen in Andrea and Virginia who—like Galileo himself—grow away 

from the people as a political subject. This is in stark divergence with 

the presentation not only of Galileo and his team but also of the ruling 

classes, who are sketched in economically but at times dynamically 

(for example, Ludovico and Barberini). Most important, the play shows 

how they interconnect and form a coherent political subject—say, the 

Church’s and the landowners’ interests; the link between the Cardinal 

Inquisitor and Virginia through her confessor. 

The double alienating split within the revolutionary body politic 

(intellectuals vs. working people) as well within the potential 

representative hero’s sensuality (seeing vs. eating), is irreparable in the 

world of the play’s surface, in the parabolic vehicle. Yet all of Brecht’s 

plays—and, I think, all historical plays—are vehicles whose enor is 

our own times. In this play, structured as an awful warning, there is a 

twofold alienation, with interesting crossovers, of the sensual microcosm 

(Heavenly Food) and political macrocosm (the Holy Alliance, to coin 

a phrase). Regardless—or indeed because?—of its central blank spot 

about the political orientation of the people, this warning amounts to 

a problem left for our present, for the actual and possible Lebenswelt 

(lived-in world) of the spectator after World War 2. On the macrocosmic 

side, “the question is not the planets, but the Campagna peasants” (GW 

1295) and the Roman housewives, and what will intellectuals do about 

a Holy Alliance which would allow them all to become their own lords 

and masters (cf. GW 1313-15). Conversely, within science itself this 

would mean reintegrating the Little Monk’s question about the effects 

or ethics of science. On the microcosmic side, the question is how to 

unite the outgoing pleasure of seeing and the ingesting pleasure of eating. 

Taking these two as sides of the same utopian coin, the question may be 

phrased as: how can an ethico-politically alert, formalized but practical 

science help the working people to see and understand, thus to become 

self-managing subjects who can unite earthly food and scientific seeing 

in the pleasures of the mindful body—as prefigured by the initial Galileo. 

Everyone to realize his or her own Galilean potentials: nothing less than 

this is Brecht’s immodest, revolutionary utopian horizon. 

 

 
3. The Knower and the Holy Commodity 

 
3.1. Such a discussion, which takes into account the play’s analogical 

aspect (that is, its parabolic nature and the central position of the failed 

pursuer of knowledge) on top of the usual, monolinearly causal, aspects 
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of plotting and agential characterization, may provide an explanation 

for the final scene of LG. Scene 15, Andrea’s crossing the border with 

Galileo’s manuscript, is built upon the device of Poe’s “purloined 

letter”: that the best way to hide something is to keep it in plain sight 

so that it won’t be noticed at all. This device (mentioned in the text) is 

developed by means of the retarding progression in the border guards’ 

examination, from Andrea’s luggage to the box he was sitting on and 

to the manuscript he is overtly reading all the time (which is finally not 

examined though it is the Discorsi). The scene deals with a particularly 

black variant of looking—police examination of books for forbidden 

ideas. Of the two border officials, the guard is illiterate, the clerk ignorant 

(he has never heard of Aristotle) and superstitious, and both are more 

interested in breakfast and collecting some overdue money than in any 

more thorough search. Though a valid grim comedy, one must observe 

of this confrontation that Brecht has made life for the scene’s protagonist 

Andrea rather easy. It is doubtful the purloined letter trick would have 

worked with any guards which nearer to a normally efficient customs 

service than to the bumbling watchmen and constables in Shakespeare’s 

comedies. 

The other strand of the scene is borne by children playing around 

the turnpike, of whom three boys have speaking parts. Their power of 

observation is as low as that of the guards: a dark age has descended 

instead of the new age expressly associated with fresh and accurate 

observation by Galileo from his “aria” of Scene 1 on. Life in such an 

age is allegorized, I believe, in the children’s initial song about Maria’s 

shitty shift, with which she has to make do in a cold season. Obversely, 

their cruelty and superstitious ignorance, representing that of the 

populace in general, is remarkably conveyed in a few masterly strokes. 

It is a chilling worst possible variant of Brecht’s constant—and usually 

positive—motif of “those who will come after us,” the descendants who 

represent the future. It is concretized in the discussion of an alleged old 

witch neighbour, who is refused milk by the whole town but for whom 

Andrea on parting leaves a full pitcher. The play’s food imagery recurs 

here for the last time and in its most basic form of milk. Milk is in LG 

drunk by babies, such as Felice’s, or by old and endangered people—or 

by Galileo who shares some qualities of both these groups (until he at 

the end descends to the geese). Beyond that, the echoes from the pitcher 

of milk left by an old woman to a similarly beleaguered Galileo during 

the plague (Scene 5b), when a young Andrea courageously stayed on 

and helped Galileo get an important book, establish that a permanent 

ideological plague has won the day. 
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The main function both of the guards and the children seems to be, 

by contrast, the bolstering of Andrea’s status as a clever Sun Hero—a 

secret but in fact superior folktale Third Son or Ivanushka the Fool—who 

triumphantly smuggles out the truth under the nose of repressive and 

obtuse authorities and in spite of a cruel and superstitious populace. He 

is (together with a faint echo in Giuseppe, the lone boy who persisted 

in showing curiosity about physical possibilities) the only exception to 

the unrelieved darkness of this grotesque scene. In this respect Andrea 

is clearly the spiritual son of Galileo. However, Galileo begins as a Sun 

Hero but remains such to the end only in the first, “sly resister” (Danish) 

version. This finale is therefore entirely appropriate to the play’s first 

version but not appropriate to the horizon of betrayal (cf. Bunge 258 and 

262). Appropriateness to this horizon would entail an Andrea that carried 

on Galileo’s devolution as the key link who ensures the rise—and as the 

first representative—of the “race of inventive dwarves” (GW 1341) who 

will finally lead to the atom bomb. The dilemma of what is the tenor of 

the manuscript he is carrying, a liberating or a death-dealing science, 

remains painfully unresolved. In the scene itself, while continuing 

Galileo’s life-work in what seems an unmistakably positive light, Andrea 

is even characterologically opposed to the egotistic Galileo: he is a knight 

in shining armour, kind to old women. To cap the scene, in the play’s 

last reply, he is the voice of reason and modest wisdom that exhorts 

Giuseppe (who stands for the not quite closed perspectives in the future, 

for “those born later”—including us) to “learn to open your eyes…. We 

don’t know nearly enough Giuseppe. We’ve hardly begun.” (GW 1345) 

In the upshot, darkest night—this time, a very clear night—reigns 

here. It is established by a fusion of what is being looked at (guards 

looking for subversive books) and how it is being looked at (boys lacking 

observation and therefore attributing appearances to satanic powers), 

both of which are at the antipodes of the pristine Galilean program. Yet 

even here, Andrea seems to exemplify and personify the heavenly food, 

a fusion of proper seeing and milk for the people: lux in tenebris 

Now Brecht unambiguously wished, from 1944 on, to have Galileo’s 

trajectory seen as deadly, leading to the atom bomb. Yet the final 

scene—taken over without radically significant changes from the first, 

“sly resister,” version—establishes an equally unambiguous spectatorial 

sympathy for the young scientist who is trying and succeeding to smuggle 

the truth across the border. This final bright message is diametrically 

opposed to the intended (and, in my opinion, on the whole attained) 

gloomy message of the play as a vehicle: the final scene works directly 

against the horizon established by the rest of the play. To answer my 

initial question: however masterly in itself, Scene 15 suggests that 
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Andrea is (figuratively speaking) reading the manuscript of Marx while 

the play as a whole, which had just culminated in Galileo’s sardonic 

fulmination, demands that he be reading Teller. 

 
3.2. Therefore, if my general argument about the significance of final 

syntagmatic segments in fiction is allowed, this scene proves that 

Brecht’s dominant horizon in LG cannot be established by means of 

scientistic extrapolation. When this is attempted, it results in cross- 

purposes due to unfinished ideological focussing. The only way that the 

LG story as a whole can retain its coherence is by stressing its analogical 

system, the encompassing metaphor of heavenly food, rather than a 

single-strand causal progression of events. The absolute indispensability 

of the initial great promises of dawn is underlined by “the morning 

[having] turned back into night” (GW 1328), by the loss of the clear 

light of science—or better, to avoid Brecht’s scientistic aspect, of a 

cognition which would satisfy equally the sensorium and the senses. 

This analogical exemplum functions by focussing on an extraordinary 

person. Galileo is not only the leading scientist of his time, he is, what 

is more, the potentially perfect example of how such unified cognition 

is also an enjoyment: even further, how it is—in its exercise as well as 

in its dissemination—almost an instinct proper to the human species, 

beyond good and evil, on a par with the necessities of food. The key, 

richly dialectical passage about this, which practically encapsulates the 

“typical character” of Galileo, is the one from the end of Scene 8, about 

being prepared to be locked up in a dark dungeon if that were the price for 

finding out what is light. But Galileo ends up with the worst alternative. 

True, a clever Establishment has him locked up in a physically halfway 

comfortable location, watched over by his daughter. Yet that location is, 

in comparison to the needs so eloquently formulated by him and shown 

by the play as a whole, a dungeon perverting and stunting both his 

gustatory and his cognitive appetites. Isolated from the people as well 

as from the by now fragmented international scientific community (for 

example from Descartes), Galileo will not find out what light is; neither 

in physics nor in politics will he (and the morally dwarfish science he 

inaugurates) “see the light.” Or, more precisely, when they do see it, it 

will be the blinding light of supreme undoing—such as the atom bomb. 

When Galileo finally obeys his disseminative instinct, the Discorsi 

which Andrea smuggles out for publication are thus a quite ambiguous 

contribution to knowledge. 

Finally, LG’s two themes of endangered knower and corrupted science 

fuse in the fact that Galileo is a physicist: at some points between the 

first and second version, that is, at least from beginning of 1941 to end 
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of 1944, Brecht was calling the play, “Life of the Physicist Galileo” (see 

AJ 1: 177, 2: 381 and 446). In this roundabout way, once the centrality 

of the exemplary protagonist is fully taken into account (but only then), 

the Brechtian insistence on science as a modern form of destiny can be 

recuperated for interpretation. The play’s upshot is to raise in us the 

overarching question what is knowledge—science, or any systematic 

cognition such as perhaps gourmandise (love of good fare)—for? Is it a 

furtherance of life or of death? In terms of the existential correspondences 

between the individual microcosm and the societal macrocosm 

established by Brecht, is it a life-furthering science for the people or a 

death-dealing science for the ruling classes? Establisher of (individual 

and collective) integral pleasure or total destruction? Heavenly food 

or demonic possession? In Brecht’s parable, the vehicle shows at the 

end how the frustrated knower of Scene 14 and the frustrated people 

of Scene 15 are already in a kind of zombie, death-in-life state. But the 

utopian tenor for us not only remains unscathed but even gains in force 

by horrifying contrast to “what if this goes on?”. Brecht knew—and the 

growing capitalist and bureaucratic adulteration of food, drink, earth, 

and air has confirmed it—that quite literally there is a most intimate 

connection and interfusion between the world’s and the individual’s 

body. In LG this is exemplified by a representative individual (who 

can stand for each individual). Therefore, the parable’s tenor can today 

encompass, beside the atom bomb, the well-known complex of chemical 

and radiological poisoning of our bodies and of our minds, indeed the 

whole effect of institutionalized science used for the profit purposes of 

the capital. 
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