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INTRODUCING US 
 
Active will strive to provide educational and theatrical activities, performance 
opportunities, touring work and training of the highest quality. This will be for young 
people and providers throughout Hertfordshire, which illuminate the theatre process 
and improve the quality of life and life long learning of the participants. 
 
 
Active of the Watford Palace Theatre, consists of an Associate Director, a Projects 
Co-ordinator and a Young People’s Director. Our remit is to deliver, manage and 
lead drama work Hertfordshire County-wide in collaboration with Hertfordshire 
County Council’s Children, Schools and Families. 
 
We have an extensive school programme, which consists of specialist half term 
projects and a workshop programme which schools can buy in to, dealing with such 
subjects as Stanislavski, Brecht and Boal. We have also been working in the Primary 
sector this year with a Working in Primary inset programme for teachers and a pilot 
Primary version of Shell Connections. 
 
The Watford Palace Theatre has a large Young People’s Theatre of 100 young 
people from the ages of 10 – 21. These are split into five groups who are led by our 
Young People’s Director and are given performance opportunities in both our venue 
and other theatre spaces across the county. We also have a back stage group led by 
a professional stage manager who are taught about lighting, sound, stage 
management and design. 
 
The Watford Palace Theatre also runs the Hertfordshire County Youth Theatre. This 
is a County-wide initiative in collaboration with Children, Schools and Families. By 
joining the County Youth Theatre young people are being given the opportunity to be 
involved in one- off projects as well as full-scale productions. 
 
We are also a regional host for the Royal National Theatre’s Shell Connections 
project. Each year the National theatre commissions 10 writers to produce new 
writing for young people. These are then produced at their home venue and then 
performed at a host venue. Ten groups then go forward to perform at the National 
Theatre itself.  
 
Future projects for 2004- 5 include: Hertfordshire County Youth Theatre Production 
in October Half term, Advanced Practitioners workshops in secondary schools from 
January and a new writing half term project in February. We will also be hosting 
Shell Connections for the second year running working with groups across the region 
to produce eleven new pieces of work. 
 
If you would like to contact us about any of the projects and for further information 
please ring 01923 810 307 or e-mail us at active@watfordtheatre.co.uk  
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THE HISTORY OF THE PALACE THEATRE WATFORD  
 
The Watford Palace Theatre opened in 1908 as a Music Hall called the Watford 
Palace of Varieties, changing its name the following week to the Palace Theatre. 
One of the most elegant theatres in Britain, it is a grade two listed building and was 
restored in the early eighties to its original Edwardian splendour. 
 
Over the years, the theatre has enjoyed a rich and varied history. In the early thirties 
it introduced weekly ‘rep’ which continued throughout the war period. The Melville 
Players took residence from 1939 until 1956 and in the fifties the theatre flourished 
under the management of Jimmy Perry of Dad’s Army and Are You Being Served? 
fame. In 1965 Watford Borough Council established an independent company to run 
the theatre, entitled Watford Civic Theatre Trust Limited. Today an independent 
Limited Company, The Palace Theatre Watford Ltd, which was set up in 1996 and is 
a Registered Charity, controls the theatre. It is financially supported by Watford 
Council, the Arts Council and Hertfordshire County Council. 
 
The Palace Theatre Watford enjoys a high national profile and an enviable reputation 
for the quality of its production, some of which transfer to the West End and tour to 
other regional theatres. Kindertransport by Diane Samuels was nominated in the 
Best Play category at the 1996 Evening Standard Theatre Awards and Elton John’s 
Glasses by David Farr, which was commissioned specially for the Palace Theatre, 
won the 1997 Writer’s Guild of Great Britain Best regional Play Award and then 
transferred into the West End. The Late Middle Classes by Simon Gray was voted 
the Best New Play in the 1999 TMA awards. 
 
The theatre has always attracted top writers, directors and designers as well as 
respected actors. Famous names that appeared at the theatre in the early days 
include Stan Laurel, Charlie Chaplin, Gracie Fields and Bob Hope. More recently, 
these have included Prunella Scales, Helen Mirren, Maureen Lipman, Simon Callow, 
Helena Bonham-Carter, Sir John Mills. Sara Crowe, Jean Boht, Diana Quick, Jerry 
Hall, Harriet Walter, James Fleet and Greta Scachi amongst others. Directors 
include Harold Pinter, Giles Havergal and Michael Attenborough. 
 
The Watford Palace Theatre remains a major attraction in Watford and its 
surrounding area. It is the only producing theatre in the region and over 120,000 
people pass through its doors every year. It produces nine shows every year- from 
casting and rehearsing to set building and costume making. Each show rehearses 
for four weeks and plays for three and the acting company changes for each 
production. The programme is of wide appeal, ranging from classic drama, modern 
plays and comedies to the traditional family pantomime. It also hosts a variety of 
one-off performances and incoming tours. 
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BRECHT- HIS THEATRE PRACTICE 
 
Brecht’s writings on theatre were developed over a lifetime. His starting point was 
always his practical work and consequently ideas were constantly in flux and 
developed. 
 
“It is a curious fact that very little has been publicised to tell us either how Brecht 
really worked with his actors, or how his epoch making productions were put 
together in rehearsal …overwhelmingly, studies of Brecht have been largely 
theoretical in nature.” 
(John Fuegi. Chaos According to Plan) 
 
He developed a style of writing and presentation that he hoped would empower the 
audience and inspire them to act: to change the world. This was in direct reaction to 
the naturalistic theatre of the day, which he believed made an audience passive and 
complacent.  
 
He wanted a theatre which reminded its audience at all times that they were 
watching a play with actors – watching a version of things which have happened 
rather than any pretence at ‘real events’. So that they would ultimately recognise a 
situation as historic and the world capable of transformation. 
 
The audience was discouraged from identification with the characters by a number of 
techniques, which have become known as his Alienation device or 
Verfremdungseffekt. 
 
These included the use of parables, interludes, songs, placards and captions, 
masks, projections and his work on Gestus. All of these were crucial to Brecht’s 
theatre and allowed the audience to distance themselves not only from the familiar 
subjects and situations, but from their own preconceived notions and personal 
experiences. 
 
Brecht’s Theatre, where the narrator had a critical attitude to the story and the 
audience was encouraged to make decisions was called Epic Theatre. To clarify the 
differences between Epic and Dramatic theatre Brecht presented the table on the 
following page. 
 
 

 
Actor Catherine Whitefield has a mask fitting in rehearsals 
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DRAMATIC THEATRE  EPIC THEATRE 
Brings an event to life Relates the event 
Involves the audience 
and wears down its 
capacity for action 

Makes the audience an 
observer but arouses 
its capacity for action 

Helps it to feel Compels it to make 
decisions 

Communicates 
experiences 

Communicates insights 

The audience is 
projected into an event 

The audience is 
confronted with an 
event 

Suggestion is used Arguments are used 
The character is a 
known quantity 

The character is 
subject to investigation 

Man is unchangeable Man can change and 
make changes 

Eyes on the finish Eyes on the course 
Events move in a 
straight line 

Events move in 
irregular curves 

One event follows 
another 

Events jump 

The world as it is The world as it is 
becoming 

 
‘Theatre for Learning’ 1957 
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MOTHER COURAGE AND HER CHILDREN IN CONTEXT 
 
The Play is set at the height of The Thirty Years War 1624 - 1636. This was one of 
the great conflicts of early modern European history. It consisted of a series of 
declared and undeclared wars that raged through the years 1618 - 1648 though out 
central Europe. 
 
During the Thirty Years War the opponents were, on the one hand, the House of 
Austria: the Habsburg Holy Roman Emperors Ferdinand II and Ferdinand III together 
with their Spanish cousin Philip IV. During the long course of the Thirty Years war 
the Habsburgs were opposed by various international opponents of the House of 
Austria: the Danish, Dutch and, above all, France and Sweden. 
 
In addition to its international dimensions the Thirty Years War was a German Civil 
war. The principalities which made up Germany took up arms for or against the 
Habsburgs or, most commonly, both at different times during the wars’ 30 years. 
 
It was also, at least in part, a religious war among Catholics, Lutherans and 
Calvinists. Ferdinand II and to a lesser degree, his primary ally Maximillian I 
represented the re-Catholizing zeal of the Jesuit Counter-reformation, whilst 
Frederick V of the Palatinate represented the equally militant forces of Calvinism. 
 
The crisis came in 1617 when the Holy Roman Emperor, Mathias, wished to place 
their heir apparent, Ferdinand, on the throne of Bohemia to ensure a Catholic 
succession to the Imperial title. Protestant Bohemians tried to restrict his power to 
make religious edicts. When Ferdinand ignored their entreaties, a group of 
Protestant nobles marched into the Royal Palace in Prague in May 1618, and threw 
the King’s advisers out of a window into a midden in the moat. This ‘Defenestration 
of Prague’ was the signal for a protestant uprising in Hungary, Transylvania and 
Bohemia.  
 
THE BOHEMIAN PHASE 
1618 – 1621 
Faced with increasing pressure from the Habsburgs, the Bohemians rose in revolt. 
They deposed the Habsburgs and crowned Frederick V of the Palatinate as their 
King. Initially the revolt seemed destined for success. However, Ferdinand II struck 
back, subsidised by his Spanish relatives and in alliance with the Catholic league 
and the Lutheran Saxony. The Bohemians were utterly defeated near Prague at the 
White Mountain. Simultaneously the Spanish had invaded and conquered the Lower 
Palatinate, Frederick’s territories on the Rhine. This enabled the Spanish to secure 
the land route from their territories in Northern Italy to their lands in modern-day 
Belgium. 
 
THE PALATINATE PHASE 
1621-1624 
Frederick V of the Palatinate and other Protestant rulers sought to regain the 
Rhenish Palatinate from the Spanish and the Catholic League. These efforts were 
supported by the Dutch who had been battling the Spaniards for independence since 
1568. A strong Spanish presence on the Rhine was a strategic peril they could not 
ignore. All of these efforts were dismal failures. 
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THE DANISH PHASE 
1625 – 1630 
Foreign powers opposed to the Habsburgs could not look with equanimity on the 
developments in Germany. The French, English and Dutch formed a league to 
oppose the Habsburgs. They found their champion in Christian IV of Denmark, who 
also had extensive possessions in northern Germany. Christian invaded, but was 
crushingly defeated by the army of the Catholic League and a new Imperial force 
under the enigmatic Bohemian Wallenstein. Emboldened by victory, the Emperor 
issued the Edict of Restitution, requiring the return of all lands expropriated from the 
Roman Church since the 1550’s. Fearing Wallenstein’s power, the territorial rulers 
forced the Emperor to remove him from power and reduce the size of the Imperial 
army. 
 
THE FRENCH PHASE 
1634 – 1648 
After the Battle of Nordlingen most of the German territorial rulers made their peace 
with the Emperor. Under the resultant Peace of Prague most of the Church lands in 
Protestant hand in 1627 were allowed to remain so. The French declared war on 
Spain and increased the scope of their interventions in the Empire. Gradually the 
Imperial forces were weakened. France took control of Alsace and much of the 
Rhineland while the Swedes took over or neutralised northern Germany and carried 
the war into Bohemia. 
 
THE PEACE OF WESTPHALIA 
Over the last four years of the war, the parties were actively negotiating at 
Osnabruck and Munster in Westphalia. On 24th October, 1648 the Peace of 
Westphalia was signed, ending the Thirty Years war. 
 
The Swedes received a large cash indemnity and control over western Pomerania, 
Bremen and Verden. The French received rights over Alsace. The control of the 
Emperor over the German territorial rulers was reduced to a nullity. 
 
Within the German portion of the Empire, private exercise of non-conforming religion 
was permitted and the organs of government were rendered religiously neutral. 
Lands secularised by the Protestants in 1624 were generally allowed to remain so. 
However, in the Habsburg territories of Bohemia and Austria the Emperor was given 
a nearly free hand to re-impose Catholicism. 
 
The real losers in the war were the German people. Over 300,000 had been killed in 
battle. Millions of civilians had died of malnutrition and disease, and wandering, 
undisciplined troops had robbed, burned and looted almost at will. Most authorities 
believe that the population of the Empire dropped from almost 21,000,000 to 
13500,000 between 1618 – 1648. Even if they exaggerate, the Thirty Years War 
remains one of the most terrible in history. 
 
Copyright 1999- 2004 Chris Atkinson 
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DISCUSSION POINTS FOR HISTORY 
 
1. Why do you think Brecht set his play in the thirty years war?  

Remember this was written in 1938 – 1939 when he was in exile in Scandinavia. 
 
2. Brecht said “in wartime the big profits are not made by the little people”. What do 

you think he meant by this and do you see any relevance with wars that you 
have studied? 

 
3. “You know why people fight for him don’t you? Not for God or Right or Justice.  

No it’s for a much higher purpose. People fight for profit. Why the hell else 
would we do it?” (Mother Courage scene 3)  
 
In the Gulf war the US and UK continued to sell arms to their supposed enemy, 
Saddam Hussein (N.G.O commentator 11/2/00) 
 
Discuss. 
 

4. Brecht spent his life running from persecution first of all from the Nazis in 
Germany and then from the House on UnAmerican activities Committee in 
America. His politics informed both his work and his life.  What do you know 
about Marxism and how do you see Brecht’s politics in both his plays and his 
theories on theatre? 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Actors Fiona Bruce, Steve Hansell, Magnus Enquist-James & Catherine Whitefield in rehearsal 
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SYNOPSIS OF MOTHER COURAGE AND HER CHILDREN 
 

Mother Courage and her children live as hawkers following the Swedish Army across 
Europe during the bloody battles of the Thirty Years War (1618 – 1648). Buying and 
selling, trading with and cooking for the soldiers, the Courage family earns their living 
directly from the war. As they have no horse, they pull the cart from place to place 
themselves and home is where the cart is. Mother Courage is desperate to keep her 
three children out of the war but this proves impossible. 
 
Courage first loses her brave son Eiliff who joins the army against her will. He is 
soon rewarded for his brave acts of slaughter. Next she allows her honest son Swiss 
Cheese to join up as a Paymaster, hoping it is a ‘safe job’. She is able to keep 
Kattrin, her ‘kind-hearted’ daughter, with her. Kattrin cannot speak having been 
abused previously by a soldier. 
 
The war moves continually back and forth across Europe. Following the armies in 
order to see goods and food Mother Courage changes sides twice. Her business, 
like the War, thrives and then struggles, fluctuating with the seasons of siege and 
attack. Swiss Cheese is killed while Courage bargains for his ransom. 
 
Courage allows two refugees, the Cook and the Chaplain, potential husbands or 
business partners to pitch their lot in with hers. She refuses both men and chooses 
instead her independence, her cart and her remaining family. She believes her 
eldest son Eiliff is alive but we discover that he is executed during a brief outbreak of 
peace for killing peasants, as act that would have been worthy of reward in wartime. 
 
Finally Mother Courage loses her daughter Kattrin. Kattrin dies because she refuses 
to remain silent when a town is about to be attacked. She is shot while beating a 
drum to wake the sleeping town and give the alarm. Thus her kind-heartedness 
leads to her death. 
 
Alone with her cart Courage puts on the harness and drags herself once more into 
the business of war. 
 

      
Actors Steve Hansell & Catherine Whitefield in rehearsal
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ENGLISH 
 
In this section I will be looking at the themes of the piece and its structure. 
 
The title 
The title tells us who the main protagonist is, but also what the main theme is. It is 
through the children that the important theme of the danger of virtue is traced. There 
is no place for virtue in war: Eilif is brave, Swiss Cheese is honest and Kattrin is 
compassionate. They all lose their lives because of these virtues. There is also a 
tragic irony in terms of the use of the word mother. This side of Anna Fierling is 
constantly swayed and suppressed by the merchant side of her.  
 
Major themes 
Brecht said “in wartime the big profits are not made by the little people”. The play 
offers a strong imagery of the dispossessed. Refugees of a war in which they have 
no control over and in which they have to sell their very souls to survive. Mother 
Courage thinks she can profit from the war and still protect her children, but that 
turns out to be not possible. 
 
Brecht saw war as an exaggerated form of capitalism where people are driven by a 
greed to consume. For example the Recruiting Officer sizes up Eilif and Swiss 
Cheese as if he were buying livestock. Yvette changes her physicality, literally 
rebuilding herself when she is for sale. When Mother Courage is at the peak of her 
business career she is robed in articles which express her wealth. 
 
Mother Courage cannot resolve the conflicting roles of mother and trader and the 
tragedy of this play is that she thinks she can. She has to make her living from the 
war and the war will exact its price. Her wagon is like a military service station 
providing for the war, while the war provides for her and her family. Instead of 
launching her children’s lives, Mother Courage is trying to suppress their instinct 
towards independence and action because the war is not a safe place to grow up. 
 
The Structure 
Brecht writes in an episodic structure- all of which have a beginning, middle and end.  
This means that he can play with time and often uses flash backs in other plays. 
However Mother Courage has a chronological time frame albeit one that jumps 
ahead in years between 1624 and 1636.  
 
This leap in time and place (the Courage family end up in Poland and Germany) 
gives us the sense of the scale of the war and the scale of the oppression. As with all 
of Brecht’s Epic theatre universal themes are explored: love, hate, war and peace 
and the structure reflects the universality of the play. 
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DISCUSSION POINTS FOR ENGLISH 
 
1.  What is the relevance of the title? 
 
2. What are the key themes of the piece? 
 
3. The metaphor of the endless road resonates throughout the piece. What is the 

relevance to this and how is it used? 
 
4. What do you think is the point of the songs and their positioning? 
 
5. What makes this play relevant to today’s world? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Actors Catherine Whitefield, Magnus Enquvist-James & Fiona Bruce in rehearsal
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DISCUSSION POINTS FOR CITIZENSHIP 
 

1. This play poses questions about the nature of a good mother. Although Mother 
Courage loves her children and wants what’s best for them she destroys them in 
her attempts to protect and nurture them 
 

“Leave it out, my boys aren’t fodder for your war machine” (MC Scene 1) 
 
Discuss 
 
 

2. Both Eilif and Swiss Cheese are recruited into the army. Find out what you can 
about this on-going problem: 
 

“There are now 300,000 children fighting and dying in adult wars in over 36 
countries around the world. children as young as seven are suffering 
abduction, starvation, sexual abuse and psychological trauma as well as 
injuries and death from participating in combat. It is often the poorest and 
most marginalised children who are at greatest risk of being recruited.” 
(www.ozonline.com.au/child-soldiers/decfin.htm 08.02.00) 

 
 

3. The play suggests that there is no place for virtue in war. Eilif is brave, Swiss 
Cheese is Honest and Kattrin is compassionate and each are killed because of 
their virtue. Do you agree and is this always the case? 

 
 
4. What is the relevance of Mother Courage and Her children to today’s audience? 

 
 
 

 
Director Kirstie Davis with actor Steve Hansell and Musical Director Steve Markwick in rehearsal 
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MOTHER COURAGE IN PERFORMANCE 
 
 

 
 

Helene Weigel’s Silent Scream in the Berlin production 1951 
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A WEEK IN THE LIFE OF AN ACTOR 
A diary of the first week of rehearsals for Mother Courage and Her Children 

 by Steve Hansell 
 
DAY 1 
 
Morning 
Today is the meet and greet. I think I will be doing the meeting mainly as I don’t 
really know anyone. There are a couple of familiar faces when I get there. One is 
Magnus, who plays Swiss Cheese. He went just before me at the auditions. The 
others are Kirstie (Director) and Andrea (Casting). They get somewhat lost though in 
the room, as there are loads of people here - at least forty. 
I get introduced to person after person. Some names stick some don’t. I make my 
first boo-boo. A friendly looking man approaches me and says: 
 

 “Hello I’m Lawrence, nice to meet you.” 
“Steve, pleased to meet you.” Pause. “What do you do here Lawrence?” 
“I’m the Artistic Director of Watford Palace Theatre.” 

 
Lawrence then makes a short welcoming speech and asks everyone to introduce 
themselves. (We are standing in a circle at this point.) We go around and it becomes 
obvious that most of the crew are called ‘Dave’. By the time Dave No3 has 
introduced himself there is a ripple of giggling from the circle. Dave No5 is met with a 
full on guffaw. They even seem to dress the same these Daves – in denim and black 
T-shirts. 
 
Afternoon 
The Mother Courage cast and crew goes over to our rehearsal space to do the read 
through which goes really well. I think you can gauge, albeit roughly, what a 
production will be like from the read through and this one felt good. I’m really looking 
forward to getting stuck in. 
 

I wonder what the collective noun is for Technicians called Dave? 
 A Spanner of Daves? A Wrench of Daves? 

 
DAY 2 
 
Morning 
We go through songs and music with Steve our musical Director. This is so much 
fun. The music is great and after about half an hour, I think “I’m getting paid for this!” 
Sebastian, who plays the Chaplain, has brought in a big box of doughnuts. I think 
we’re going to get on. 
 
Afternoon 
We start work on Scene 1. It begins with a song that we have spent much of the 
morning learning. We get to the end and it’s clear it’s our first time singing it. It 
sounds a bit like a sing-song at an old folks home, weak and not much energy. The 
second run through proves a bit more successful though and we get into the meat of 
Scene 1. This involves me strapping up to the cart to pull it. The straps are made of 
elastic and this proves to be great fun. I can stretch forward for quite a way and then 
get snapped back really quickly. It’s like a cheap fairground ride. Another good day. 
 

A Black T-shirt of Daves? 
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DAY 3 
 
Morning 
I arrive a bit early so I head into Watford Palace Theatre Café to have breakfast. It’s 
pretty good, but a little bit shy with the bacon. Then its over to the rehearsal space to 
warm up our voices with Steve. This is a very relaxing beginning to the day. I feel a 
bit knackered. The journey here is two hours in all and it’s taken its toll today. 
 
I crick my neck when rehearsing Eilif’s account of peasant murdering. I get an ice 
pack on it straight away having spoken to my friend Luke, an osteopath, on the 
phone. It feels a bit better but I fear it will need treatment. No doubt to an Osteopath, 
where he or she will crack my bones. 
 
Afternoon 
I get to try on my mask for the character of ‘One-Eye’. I’m going to enjoy this 
character. He has a slightly camp Germanic sort of voice, and of course, one eye. 
Not your everyday sort of characterisation. Plus I’ve never worked with masks since I 
was at school so I can’t wait to see the difference that makes in performance. There 
is another first later when I get to use a drum to make the sound of gunshots. That 
was great but my hands are a bit sore. They must be made of tough stuff these 
drummers. 
 

A denim of Daves? 
 
DAY 4 
 
Morning 
My neck is feeling a little better today. I certainly feel less stiff than I thought I would. 
Woke up early in order to get a couple of goes with the ice pack before leaving for 
work.  Got an early train so arrived in time for another breakfast at the theatre café. I 
went for a bacon and egg sandwich this time. Still shy on the bacon.  
 
We crack on with more scenes in rehearsal and are about halfway through the play 
at this point. I don’t know where the time has gone. Not only does this morning fly 
past but also I become aware that the week is nearly over and there still seems so 
much to do. I always find this a bit of an odd time in a rehearsal, where you only 
know about ten per-cent of what you need to know but there isn’t ninety per-cent of 
the time left. It can get a bit scary.  
 
We get to the part where I have to shout from offstage that the war has been over for 
three weeks. This becomes an unwitting comedy moment as it is pointed out that I 
sound like Baldrick from Blackadder. 
 
Afternoon 
We buzz through more this afternoon and I spend a lot of the time playing guitar in 
these scenes. I haven’t done an actor/musician job for a few years and I had 
forgotten what fun it is. Especially when you get a good team of singers and 
musicians together. I’m really looking forward to being on the road with the show and 
swapping songs with the others and becoming a better musician with all the practice. 
At the end of the day I go to see an Osteopath about my neck. I tell him what 
happened and he asks me lots of questions including: “Do you go to the toilet in the 
night a lot?” I must say I wasn’t expecting that one. After much muscle massaging 
and bone cracking (I do like that sound) he sends me away with my own special gel 
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ice pack (that you can microwave to become a heat pack – weird!) and a gel to rub 
on that goes cold first then hot. I tell you, these Osteopaths have got the temperature 
thing well covered. 
 

A tool bag of Daves? 
 
DAY 5 
 
Morning 
Looking forward to today. The old neck is in much better shape, literally, and by the 
end of today we can go home having sketched out the whole play.  It feels good, to 
know that over the weekend we can go over our lines with a rough, (very rough!) 
idea of where and how we will be moving. For me that makes it so much easier to 
learn lines, when I can associate them with a particular movement. 
 
Afternoon 
We rehearse the song that Magnus sings as Mother Courage and Kattrin pull the 
wagon past a farmhouse. Sebastian and I have to interrupt intermittently with the 
‘Marching Song’ which is in a completely different key and time signature. Our 
Musical Director, Steve shows the patience of a particularly patient saint as he 
guides us through this musical minefield. Sebastian and I seem to spend a lot of the 
time with one finger in our respective ears searching for the right note. Most of the 
time we seem to settle for ‘a note’, which culminates in a sound not unlike pots and 
pans being hurled down an enormous metal flight of stairs. Eventually we hit the 
mark and it sounds pretty good. Pretty weird but pretty good. 
 
At 5.30 we finish and somehow we have managed to complete ‘sketching out the 
play’. It feels like a pretty fine achievement too. The next two weeks will be about 
putting in the detail of characterisation, environment, physicality and music. I must 
say I’ve got a good feeling about the final result, whatever that may be and however 
it is we get there. 
 

A Watford of Daves? 
 

That’s got quite a ring to it. 
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BRECHT WORKSHOP - ON EPIC THEATRE AND VERFREMDUNGSE FFEKT 
 
 
CREATING A BRECHTIAN CHARACTER 
 
Task 
To relax and warm up the actors and begin the process of showing a character 
rather than being a character 
 
Exercise 
Walk around the room leading with different body parts: the head, nose, chin, 
shoulders, stomach, groin, feet and hands. Remember the point is to exaggerate and 
push the body as far as it will go. What characters are suggested by these 
movements? 
 
Show some of the students walking to a chair, leading with one body part, sitting and 
looking at the audience as that character and then leaving with a different body part. 
Elicit responses to the characters- the idea of creating a character from the 
outside/in, rather than Stanislavski’s inside/out.  
 
You can develop this further by introducing characters to each other and improvising 
around a situation. The main idea the actors must put across is the status of the 
characters. 
 
Objective 
To introduce the idea of creating characters physically and multi role playing 
 
 
EXAGGERATION 
 
Task 
To explore naturalistic organic actions non-naturalistically and create exaggerated 
gestures 
 
Exercise 
Everyone sitting down in their own space miming eating with a knife and fork, trying 
to make the mime as naturalistic as possible. The fork and knife become enormous 
and then tiny. How do you continue eating? 
 
Repeat the exercise with a brush or comb. 
 
What can we suggest with exaggerated gestures and also exaggerated props?  
 
Objective 
The most important thing we ever find out about a Brechtian character is their social 
standing in the hierarchy. The props they use and their Gestus can show this. 
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REPORTED SPEECH 
 
Task 
To report an improvised scene in the third person 
 
Exercise 
In twos improvise a scene in which two people bump into each other at a bus stop 
and they haven’t seen each other for ten years. Each person should narrate or report 
exactly what they are doing and put he said/ she said in front of their speech. They 
should also consider adding the following: body part leading to suggest character, 
thoughts aloud, freeze frame and presenting status physically. 
Present to the whole group. 
 
Objective 
To look at how this may be used as a rehearsal technique. When would a director 
ask their company to report all their blocking and add He said/ She said before their 
dialogue? 
 
 
GESTUS 
 
Task 
To explore the use of Gestus. 
 
Exercise 
In groups of five come up with a scene in which a high status character (real or 
imaginary) is being dressed by his/her servants (a la the dressing of the pope in Life 
of Galileo). The actor must manipulate a change in each part of his body as a new 
piece of clothing is put on him. The group must decide which item gives the 
character his power/ essence. For example if they choose Michael Jackson it would 
be his glove. As they dress him the servants must ask him for something- again 
particular to the situation. The high status character cannot speak until he has his 
power and then he can answer their requests. 
 
Once he has responded he must do a freeze frame of his Gestus. 
 
Gestus is the gist or essence of a character or scene and is mainly determined by 
the social position and history of the characters. It often involves a contradiction. The 
most famous being the silent scream by Helene Weigel in Mother Courage and Her 
Children. The contradiction lies in the idea of a scream being silent and succinctly 
shows her feelings of repression by not being able to vocalise her pain. 
 
Objective 
To come to an understanding of what Gestus means and to be able to use Gestus 
as part of their improvisations. 
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HUMOUR AND FOCUS 
 
Task 
To improvise a Dario Fo scene and use humour as an alienation device 
 
Exercise 
This is the accident exercise developed by Dario Fo. Actor one is on the floor having 
just been run over. Actor two is the driver of the car. Actor three is a passer by who 
crossed the road at the moment the accident occurred. Actor four is another witness 
who believes it is Actor three’s fault that the car swerved and hit actor one. Actor five 
is someone who turns up and says he is a doctor. He starts treating the injured. 
Actor six also says he is a doctor and is so horrified by the way Actor five is 
mistreating the body that he uses the body as a dummy to demonstrate what Actor 
five should be doing. Actor seven is a policeman who arrives and tries to sort out the 
whole situation. It is up to Actor one how the scene finishes. You can at any point 
freeze frame this scene and ask the audience what they would like actor one to do. 
 
 
Objective 
To realise the differences between a Brechtian scene and a Stanislavski scene. The 
moment the focus changes, in this case from Actor one to everyone else, the scene 
becomes humorous and non-naturalistic. 
 
Other Dramatic conventions to explore: 
 
Tableaux. These are used throughout to emphasise parts of the story and to give the 
audience a moment of reflection.  
 
Monologue- these are often sung in Brecht’s plays. Interior monologues or thoughts 
aloud are often reported or sung by another actor. 
 
Split scene/cross cutting- foe example the two scenes running with the Cook and MC 
and Eiliff and the General 
 
Placards and Projections - these are used to convey an attitude or the message of 
the play as well as to inform the audience at all times where they are and what is 
about to happen. Projections are often used to juxtapose the action on stage; for 
example a love scene may be played against the backdrop of a war scene. Thus this 
convention plays a vital part as an alienation technique. 
 
Music - this is a vital part of Brechtian theatre. The songs allow for the distancing 
effect to take place as well as emphasising the message of the story and often 
undercutting the emotional element of the scene. The style of the music is often 
recitative and repetitive. The emphasis is on the words and the parable being put 
across, not on the melodic quality of the music. 
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  MOTHER COURAGE AND HER CHILDREN WORKSHOP 
 
Task 
 
To use the body part exercise in conjunction with the script for Mother Courage and 
her Children 
 
Exercise 
 
Act 1 scene 1 
 
Sergeant:  Name? 
Courage:  Anna Fierling. 
Sergeant:  Right. Four Fierlings. 
Courage:  What? I’m called Fierling. Not them. 
Sergeant:  I thought they were your children? 
Courage:  They are. That doesn’t mean they’ve got the same name 
 
 
Which body parts should the actors lead with to play Mother Courage, Eilif, Swiss 
Cheese, Yvette, The Chaplain, The Cook? 
 
If you were to add one prop to define each character what would it be? 
 
What is the soundscape for each character? Something that suggests their Gestus? 
 
An example might be the actress playing Courage should lead with her shoulders 
because she is weighed down by pulling their cart. She is also weighed down by the 
war and having to protect her children. The dichotomy of this character is that she is 
both a mother and a trader- both need to be present in her physical movements. As 
a mother she should look quite animalistic as she protects her young, as a trader she 
needs to be open and engaging. A soundscape is her sigh with the weight and, 
ironically, her silence. 
 
Create the essence of the cart- what does it need to have in it and around it- what 
should be our first impression of this element? The relationship with the cart and its 
four owners may differ. When we first see the family the two boys are harnessed up 
to the cart and Courage and Kattrin are inside. What does this suggest in terms of 
the different characters and how do the harnesses effect the two men’s movements 
and their relationship with the officers? 
 
Discuss and create Kattrin. What body part would she lead with? How would an 
actress go from her to the character of Yvette? What would she do physically? Is 
there an item of clothing she would need to put on/off? What has happened to both 
these women which makes their movements express their past. Kattrin has to be 
very expressive in her movements because this is the way she communicates. 
Do her movements change in the course of the play? How does the scar affect her? 
 
Objective 
To use techniques already learnt to create characters in Mother Courage and her 
Children and get a sense of the opening of the play. 
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PROPS 
 
Task 
To highlight the use of props in Brecht 
 
Exercise 
Discuss what needs to be in the cart and what props can have a multiple function: a 
tin box with papers and a bible, a capon, a washing line with bits of uniform, bag of 
bullets, plates, cups, glasses, cutlery, buckets, brandy, army boots, shirts, Protestant 
and Catholic flags. 
 
The idea of working is an important one in this play- if people are sitting they are 
usually at work whether mending, polishing, preparing their wares. The items must 
look usable and practical. However this does not mean shirts have to be shirts- they 
can be bits of linen which can then be used for other things such as bandages, 
Yvette’s clothing, general washing and the baby. 
 
Props must also be used to move the story forward- such as the moment in Act one 
scene 7 when we see courage has become quite wealthy as she has parasitically 
fed off the misfortunes of others. The stage directions state she is even wearing a 
necklace of silver coins. It is important at this point that even the cart looks over fed 
and healthy! 
 
Finally consider the significance of the red boots and what they should look like. For 
Yvette this is her way of making herself look obviously available to the soldiers. For 
Kattrin they represent beauty and luxury. However the significance of the boots 
change for Kattrin after she has been raped and they have become sullied in her 
eyes and they represent the violation that has occurred. 
 
Objective 
To use props inventively and for them to have multiple uses. 
 
ALIENATION 
 
Task 
To play the scene between the suitors non-naturalistically 
 
Exercise 
Look at the scene in which the Chaplain declares his intentions for Courage: 
 
Act 1 scene 6 
 
Courage:  You could chop some firewood 
Chaplain:  (reluctantly taking off his coat and preparing to chop wood) My job is 

caring for souls not chopping wood. 
 
Courage deliberately smokes the Cooks pipe during this scene to make the Chaplain 
jealous. He is trying to ask if their relationship can be an intimate one but all the time 
she is making him chop wood. His jealousy and anger at the Cook should be obvious 
in the way he cuts the wood also his ineptitude at physical labour should also be 
apparent. He is desperate to show off to Courage his oratory skills and yet is 
constantly shown to be lacking physically. 
 



23 

Co-direct this scene together in Brechtian terms. How do you undermine the 
emotional element i.e. the Chaplain’s feelings for Courage? 
 
Some thoughts: it is imperative that you play the characters’ positions rather than 
their personalities. The Chaplain is a speaker not a doer and any physical work he 
does is seen to be alien to him. He is declaring his interest and yet at the same time 
having to do manual labour which he considers to be both abhorrent and beneath 
him. Courage is enjoying the attention and yet is very deliberately teasing him with 
the fact that she is interested in the Cook. Her pipe smoking should be both flirtatious 
and provocative. Think about the amount of space required between them and the 
amount of eye contact. Comedy is also important as an alienation device and this 
scene has moments of farce. 
 
Objective 
To understand the way Brecht undermines the emotional content of the scenes. 
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JUXTAPOSITION 1 
 
Task 
To use alienation techniques already learnt to show the juxtaposition between the 
scenes with Eilif and the General and Courage and The Cook. 
 
Exercise 
 
Act 1 scene 2 
 
Eilif:   Skinning peasants gives you an appetite. 
Courage:  Jesus, that’s my Eilif. 
Cook:   Who? 
Courage:  My eldest. It’s two years since I’ve seen him. He was stolen from me in 

broad daylight. He must be well in if the General’s invited him to dinner. 
And what have you got to eat? Nothing. You heard what the guest 
wants? Meat! Take my advice, buy the capon. To you- a hundred 
shillings. 

  
Mother Courage is trading a ‘pathetic’ capon to the army cook who is also flirting with 
her. In the midst of their bantering and bartering the General arrives with Eilif- whom 
Courage hasn’t seen since he joined up two years before. The Cook has to take the 
bird because the General has brought back a guest and as Courage and the Cook 
prepare the meal in one tent she listens to Eilif’s bragging about his barbaric exploits 
in another tent 
 
The juxtaposition is in the different fortunes of mother and son and the different ways 
they are earning a living. Courage is down on her luck at this point and Eilif is at the 
height of his powers- being praised by the General for killing so many peasants. 
 
You can also play both scenes with sexual undercurrents. The juxtaposition is that 
the Cook and Courage immediately fancy each other whereas the General takes a 
liking to Eilif who is either oblivious or deliberately ignoring his advances. 
 
 
JUXTAPOSITION 2 
 
Task 
To explore the use of juxtaposition in the funeral scene by using tableau and 
soundscape for emphasis and contrast 
 
Exercise 
In Act 1 scene 6 a funeral is taking place off stage of the Imperial Commander Tilly. 
The procession can be heard – it is raining and the drums and funeral music can be 
heard in the distance. There is a running commentary on the procession as soldiers 
stop by to have a drink at Courage’s canteen. The Chaplain and the regimental Clerk 
are playing chess and Courage and Kattrin are checking their stock. Thus the pomp 
and circumstance of the funeral is constantly undermined by the antics of the 
characters.  
 
One of the ironies of the scene is that the soldiers have had their wages and so they 
are wanting to get drunk rather than attend their leader’s funeral. 
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Consider how the soundscape should affect the characters’ physicality and the 
moments they listen and the moments that are bordering on farce. Such as the 
soldier’s drunken song as the rest talk about peace.  
 
Now create tableaux of the different actions that are happening in the camp: the 
board game,(how competitive is this?), the stock taking (what are they counting?- 
there is comedy and pathos to be had here), the drinking (how drunk and disorderly 
are they becoming?) 
 
Then add the funeral soundscape and see how this effects the picture you have 
created. For example the board game could be played with a funeral beat and be 
punctuated with sharp climaxes.  
 
Objective 
To use soundscape and tableaux to develop an understanding of the scene. 
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DIRECTOR’S INTERVIEW 
 
1. What made you want to tackle this piece of theat re? 
 
Mother Courage and her Children is a stunning piece of work in that it deals with the 
controversial idea that to have any virtues during a time of war is a death sentence. 
We witness the struggles of this woman, who is both trader and mother, and who 
fights for her family’s survival. And yet she fails each one of her children in 
spectacular fashion by allowing her trader side to come to the forefront. We engage 
with her because she is constantly manipulating the situation in order to gain a living 
and there is a lot of humour in her exploits. She is also quite a sexual creature as 
seen by the way she attracts both the Chaplain and the Cook. But it is the 
relationship she has with her three children, Kattrin in particular, that makes you both 
love and loathe her. Her intentions are usually good, but have tragic consequences. 
 
 
2. What concept did you arrive at when first consid ering the text? 
 
I wanted to explore this idea of virtue and how all good is destroyed. What each of 
the three children represents and how each are sullied and ultimately annihilated by 
the war.  
 
The cart also fascinated me. I wanted this to have a persona. That it grows fat and 
thin according to the fortunes of the family, but that it is also the albatross around 
their necks as well. The film Duel influenced my idea for the cart. This was Steven 
Spielberg’s first film and has a truck stalk a driver in a car .The truck becomes more 
and more sinister and the driver feels his life is being threatened and the driver of the 
truck is never seen. At the end of the film the truck goes over a cliff and makes a 
howling noise as though it is a beast being sacrificed. I feel the Courage cart is also 
animal-like and although allows the family to make a living it also keeps them 
repressed.  
 
3. What do you have to consider when directing a pi ece of Brecht? 
 
You have to make sure that the message that he is trying to get across is clear and 
precise in your presentation. You must also not be frightened to experiment with 
ideas and not get too bogged down in Brechtian dogma. The main thing is to make 
the play live and give it flesh and allow it to have a contemporary relevance to its 
audience. His comedy and light touches of wit should also be drawn out- Brecht’s 
message may be dark but his plays always have irony and humour.  
 
4. How did you use Brechtian techniques during rehe arsal? 
 
I have five actors playing multiple roles (in particular the male characters) and so we 
had to differentiate the characters very quickly through accents and body part 
leading. We also explored the use of masks for the soldiers to give them a sense of 
anonymity and power. Soundscapes are also very important to me and so we 
thought through and played with ideas for each scene to allow the sense of the epic 
quality of the war and the fact that it is constantly around them. We do not use 
lighting or recorded sound and so all the atmosphere had to come from the actors 
and our use of space and movements. The central image is the cart and so we also 
had to find different ways of using this to give the idea of time passing and different 
settings. We had the cart from day one in the rehearsal room and this meant we 
could experiment with it physically. 
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Finally the music side is important for providing the landscape of the play and we 
used found objects as well as actual instruments for the musical accompaniment. 
 
5. What would you want the audience to take away wi th them after seeing a 
performance? 
 
I hope that they will find it thought provoking and yet entertaining. Its combination of 
humour and pathos should make it an enjoyable experience and I hope they marvel 
at the actors dexterity in changing roles, costumes and sense of place. 
 
Finally I hope that the play feels relevant to an audience in 2004. War is the 
backdrop and the opportunism, corruption, degradation and deceit feels all too 
familiar. 
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DESIGNER’S INTERVIEW 
 

1. How do you come up with a concept for your desig ns? 
 
It has to come from the text of the play itself, and from discussions with the director. 
The director will have quite a clear idea of what sort of tone they want in the 
production and often some ideas of things they want to see in it. As designer, I have 
to be able to visualize these ideas and turn them into something practical and 
imaginative.  
 
2. What was your main idea for this piece? 
 
I wanted to create Mother Courage’s cart as the main focus of the set and through its 
physical presence, show how the fortunes of Mother Courage change throughout the 
course of the play. There is not much else needed other than the cart itself, I wanted 
to design a whole show that could grow out of the cart. 
 
3. What considerations do you have to think of for a touring set? 
 
There are lots of considerations in a touring set! It is one of the hardest to design. It 
must be incredibly light and very easy to assemble quickly. And has to fit neatly 
neatly and easily into a van! No easy task… Especially if the set goes through 
different stages of disrepair during a show and needs to function on different levels. 
 
4. How do you work with a director? 
 
The best way to work with a director is to be as open to ideas as possible, it’s no 
good coming to a production with a whole idea of how it should look. You have to be 
able to share the vision, and make decisions about the design together. A strong 
collaboration and trust is the best way to work. It’s good to be as flexible as possible 
in case ideas develop quite late on. 
 
5. What are your ideas for costume? 
 
I wanted a timeless look for the costume, that the play could be set during any war, 
in any time. I tried to stay as neutral as possible. No particular uniform, no particular 
time. There is a basic, simple and neutral costume for everyone which can be added 
to with masks, accessories, etc in order to create other characters. 
 
6. Why did you want to use masks and what is their relevance? 
 
A mask can very quickly change a character, and the mood. I wanted to use masks 
to show a military presence very simply. They make a strong statement. 
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BRECHT CHRONOLOGY 
 
1898 Brecht is born on February 10 in Augsburg, Germany. 
 
1921 Brecht, now living in Berlin attends many rehearsals and gets to know all the 

major directors and actors. 
 
1922 Brecht directs his first play for the professional stage: Parricide by Arnold 

Bronnen. He gains a reputation for being a difficult director to get along with 
 

Drums in the Night is performed. “Overnight the twenty four year old Bert 
Brecht has changed the literary face of Germany”. Baal and Drums in the 
Night are published in book-form. 

 
1923 Premiere of In the Jungle of Cities. Set by Casper Neher. Brecht is involved in 

every element of the production. The show, like most others by Brecht, 
causes scandal, which Brecht thrived on. 

 
 World premiere of Baal. 
 
1924   Premiere of Brecht/Feuchtwamger adaptation of Marlowe’s Edward the  

Second. Brecht meets Helene Weigel, whom he later marries, and Elizabeth 
Hauptmann, a close writing collaborator for the rest of Brecht’s life. 

 
1926 Premiere of A Man’s a Man. 
 
1927 Premiere of The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagony, Brecht’s first work 

with Kurt Weill and Lotte Lenya. 
 
1928 Premiere of The Threepenny Opera at the Am Schiffbauerdamm Theatre, 

where the Berliner Ensemble found its permanent home in 1954. 
 
1930   Premieres of The Yes Sayer and The Measures Taken. 
 

  Brecht sees the work of Meyerhold in Berlin. 
 

1932   Premiere of The Mother. 
 
1933   The Reichstag fire. Brecht flees from Berlin fearing arrest. 
 

Premiere of The Seven Deadly Sins (Weill/Brecht). 
 

1935  Brecht’s citizenship is removed by the Nazis. 
 
1936 Premiere of The Roundheads and the Pointed Heads. 
 
1937 Premiere of Mrs Carrar’s Rifles. First serious attempt by Ruth Berlau to record 

a production in what would later be called Model Books. 
 

Premiere of Fear and Misery in the Third Reich  
 

Completes Life of Galileo. 
 
1938 Begins writing Mother Courage and Her Children . 
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1939 Brecht moves to Finland away from Nazi invasion in Denmark and Norway. 

He writes The Good Person of Szechwan and Mr Puntilla and His Man Matti 
with Hella Wuolijoki 

 
1940 Works with Margarete Steffin on The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui 
 

Premiere of Mother Courage and Her Children  in Zurich. 
 

1941 Brecht, his family and Berlau and Steffin leave for America. Steffin dies in 
Moscow. The rest arrive in California in July. Works on Schweik in the Second 
World War and The Caucasian Chalk Circle. 

 
1947 Premiere of Life of Galileo. Brecht appears before the house of Un-American 

Activities Committee questioned about his Communist activities. He returns to 
Europe. 

 
1948 Premiere of Brecht’s adaptation of Antigone. 
 
1949 The Berliner Ensemble is authorised and produces Mother Courage and Her 

Children . Brecht recruits actors for the new company.  
 

A performance of Mr Puntilla and His Man Matti opens the Berlin Ensemble. 
 
1951 Post war Berlin premiere of The Mother directed by Brecht 
 
1954   The Berliner Ensemble is relocated in the newly renovated Am 
  Schiffbauerdamm Theatre  
 

The opening of The Caucasian Chalk Circle  
 

1955   Brecht’s production of The Caucasian Chalk Circle tours to Paris and London 
  to unanimous acclaim. 

  
1956   On his deathbed Brecht dictates a will: “I ask my wife, Helen Weigel, to 

continue the work of the Berliner Ensemble for as long as she believes the 
style of the theatre can be maintained”. Weigel directs the theatre up to her 
death in 1971 
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FURTHER READING AND SOURCE MATERIAL 
 
Bertolt Brecht Journals 1934 – 1955   Methuen  
 
Bertolt Brecht Poems 1913 – 1956  Minerva  
 
The Theatre of Bertolt Brecht     Methuen  
 
The Empty Space        Penguin  
 
Brecht on Theatre        Methuen  
 
Bertolt Brecht - Chaos According to Plan  Cambridge University Press  
 
The Life and Lies of Bertolt Brecht    Flamingo  
 
Great Directors At Work  University of California Press  
 
Twentieth Century Actor Training  Routledge  
 
Brecht for Beginners  Documentary Comic Book 
 
Brecht - A Choice of Evils  Methuen 
 
Bertolt Brecht  Ungar Publishing 
 
Re-interpreting Brecht-   Cambridge University Press  
His influence on Contemporary  
Drama and Film  
 
 
 
 
For non-specialist teachers I recommend Brecht on Theatre  
translated by John Willett  
  


