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To Students 
 
It is my great pleasure to welcome you to The Threepenny Opera as part of the 2013 Perth Festival. 
There is no denying how privileged we are here in Perth to have the opportunity to see this show. 
This production brings together three of the greatest icons of modern theatre; Bertolt Brecht and 
Kurt Weill, who redefined the world’s understanding of theatre; The Berliner Ensemble,  who have 
ensured the survival of Brecht’s theatrical legacy and Robert Wilson, arguably the most influential 
and innovative director working today. 
 
Please be aware that The Threepenny Opera is performed in German with English surtitles. 
 
This resource pack is for you. It is full of information and activities to guide you in preparing to see 
the performance and reflecting upon it afterwards, how it challenged and inspired you. 
  
Don’t forget to grab a free program in the foyer. 
 
Enjoy the show!  
 
Jemma Gurney 
Education Officer 
 
 

 

Curriculum Links 
 
WACE  
 
Drama – Units 1A/B, 2B and 3A/B 
Modern History – Units 2A/B and 3B 
 
Curriculum Framework 
 
The Arts – Drama Outcomes: Arts Ideas, Arts Skills and Processes, Arts Responses, Arts in Society 
Society and Environment – Culture, Time, Continuity and Change 
 
Australian Curriculum 
 
History Strands – Historical Knowledge and Understanding, Historical Skills 
 
General Capabilities – Critical and Creative Thinking, Personal and Social Capability, Intercultural 
Understanding and Literacy. 
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Theatre do’s 

A young person’s guide to enjoying the show. 
 
We are very pleased to welcome you to this 2013 Perth Festival event. We hope you are thrilled, 
challenged and inspired by what you are about to see. 
 
Here are a few handy hints to make sure you, and everyone around you, get the most out of the 
experience… 
 
 
Do turn off your mobile phone. Trust us, you don’t want to be ‘that guy whose phone rang’ in the 
middle of that big, dramatic moment and texting/tweeting/facebooking during the show is not OK.  
 
Do eat before you enter the theatre. The rustling of wrappers and munching of crisps is not what 
the sound designer had in mind.  
 
Do save your comments until the end. The dimming of the house lights is the international symbol 
for silence. Allow everyone, performers and audience, to focus on the performance by not talking. 
 
Do be prepared to stay in your seat during the show. If you leave your seat during the performance 
you may not be allowed back in. So maybe go the small, rather than the jumbo, drink beforehand. 
 
Do watch the performance. We’d hate for you to miss the good stuff because you were trying to 
write your essay in the theatre. 
 
Do respect the rights of the performing company. The set and costumes are amazing, the 
performances are extraordinary, but taking photos or videos of the show is not allowed. Grab a 
program from the foyer instead. 
 
 
That pretty much covers it. If you can do these 6 simple things then you’ll not only have a great 
experience but you’ll have the gratitude and respect of the rest of the audience and the performers. 
Enjoy the show and thanks for being part of the 2013 Perth Festival! 
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Cast and Creative Team 

 
Direction, Stage, Light concept   Robert Wilson 
Music Director, Répétiteur   Hans-Jörn Brandenburg and Stefan Rager 
Costumes     Jacques Reynaud 
Cooperating Director     Ann-Christin Rommen 
Cooperating Designer Scenery   Serge von Arx 
Cooperating Designer Costume   Yashi Tabassomi 
Dramatic Adviser     Jutta Ferbers, Anika Bárdos 
Light      Andreas Fuchs 
 
CHARACTERS 
 
JONATHAN JEREMIAH PEACHUM, head of a gang of beggars  Jürgen Holtz 
CELIA PEACHUM, his wife      Traute Hoess 
POLLY PEACHUM, their daughter      Johanna Griebel 
MACHEATH, „Mack the Knife“, head of a gang of crooks   Stefan Kurt 
BROWN, Chief of London Police      Axel Werner 
LUCY, his daughter       Anna Graenzer 
JENNY, a whore        Angela Winkler 
FILCH, one of Peachum‘s beggars     Georgios Tsivanoglou 
 
Macheath`s gang, street bandits: 
WALT DREARY        Ulrich Brandhoff 
MATT OF THE MINT       Martin Schneider 
CROOK FINGER JACK       Boris Jacoby 
SAWTOOTH BOB       Winfried Goos 
JIMMY         Dejan Bućin 
ED         Jörg Thieme 
 
SMITH, a police constable      Uli Pleßmann 
KIMBALL, Reverend       Michael Kinkel 
 
Whores: 
VIXER          Marina Senckel 
OLD WHORE         Anna Graenzer 
DOLLY         Laura Mitzkus 
BETTY         Anke Engelsmann 
MOLLY          Gabriele Völsch 
A MESSENGER ON HORSEBACK      Georgios Tsivanoglou 
A VOICE        Walter Schmidinger 
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The Threepenny Opera Synopsis 
 
The Threepenny Opera proclaims itself “an opera for beggars”, and it was in fact an attempt both to 
satirise traditional opera and operetta and to create a new kind of musical theatre based on the 
theories of two young German artists, composer Kurt Weill and poet-playwright Bertolt Brecht. The 
show opens with a mock-Baroque overture, a nod to Threepenny’s source, The Beggar’s Opera, a 
brilliantly successful parody of Handel’s operas written by John Gay in 1728. The setting is a fair in 
Soho, London, just before Queen Victoria’s coronation. 
 
Act 1 
 
Act 1 begins in Jonathan Jeremiah Peachum’s shop, the boss of London’s beggars. He equips and 
trains them in the return for a cut of their earnings. In the first scene, after enrolling a new beggar 
with his wife, the couple notice that their grown daughter, Polly, did not come home the previous 
night. The scene shifts to an empty stable where Macheath is about to marry Polly, once his gang 
has stolen all the necessary food and furnishings. No vows are exchanged, but Polly is satisfied, and 
everyone sits down to a banquet. Since none of the gang can provide fitting entertainment, Polly 
gets up and sings Pirate Jenny. The gang gets nervous when Chief of Police, Tiger Brown arrives, but 
it’s all part of an act; Brown served with Macheath in England’s colonial wars and has prevented 
Macheath from being arrested all these years. The old friends duet in the Canon Song (Army Song). 
In the next scene, Polly returns home and defiantly announces that she has married Macheath by 
singing the Barbara Song. She stands fast against Mr and Mrs Peachum’s anger, but she does let slip 
Brown’s connection to Macheath, which they will use to their advantage. 
 
Act 2 
 
Polly tells Macheath that her father is arranging to have him arrested. He makes arrangements to 
leave London, and explains his bandit “business” to Polly so she can manage it. Before he leaves 
town, he stops at his favourite brothel, where he sees his ex-lover, Jenny. They sing the Pimps Ballad 
(Tango Ballad) about their days together, but Mrs Peachum has bribed Jenny to turn Macheath in. 
Officer Brown apologises, there’s nothing he can do, and Macheath goes to jail. After Macheath 
sings the Ballad of the Easy Life, another girlfriend, Lucy (Brown’s daughter) and Polly show up at the 
same time, setting the stage for an argument that builds to the Jealousy Duet. After Polly leaves, 
Lucy engineer Macheath’s escape. When Mr Peachum finds out, he confronts Brown threatening to 
unleash all of his beggars during Queen Victoria’s coronation parade, ruining the ceremony and 
costing Brown his job. 
 
Act 3 
 
Jenny demands her bribe money but Mrs Peachum refuses to pay. Jenny reveals that Macheath is at 
Suky Tawdry’s house. When Brown arrives, determined to arrest Peachum, he is horrified to learn 
that the beggars are already in position, waiting for him, and only Mr Peachum can stop them. Soon 
it becomes clear that no one can raise any money and he prepares to die. Then a sudden reversal: a 
messenger on horseback arrives to announce that Macheath has been pardoned by the Queen and 
granted a title, a castle and a pension. The cast then sings the Finale, which ends with a plea that 
wrongdoing not be punished too harshly as life is harsh enough. 
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The Life and work of Bertolt Brecht 1898 - 1956 

 
Bertolt Brecht was a Marxist and a creator political theatre. To understand his work we must 
understand the world in which he made it. This timeline illustrates the relationship between Brecht’s 
life and work and the tumultuous events of the first half of the 20th Century. 
 
Year Date Bertolt Brecht  Bertolt Brecht’s World 

1898 February 10 Bertolt Brecht is born in Augsburg, Bavaria where 
his father runs a paper mill. 

 

1914  Brecht’s first poems are published.  

   Germany and U.S. are world’s fastest 
growing economies. 

 June 28  Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the 
Austro-Hungarian throne, assassinated by 
Serb nationalist. World War I begins. 

 September   German economy falters due to English naval 
blockades preventing trade.  

1917 November  Russian Revolution overthrows Tsarist rule 
and puts Communist leader, Lenin, and the 
Red Army in power. 

  He enrols as a medical student at the Ludwig 
Maximilian University of  
Munich.  

 

  He attends Arthur Kutscher's theatre seminar. 

1918  He is drafted and serves as a medical orderly. 

  He writes his first play, Baal. 

 November 
10 

 Kaiser Wilhelm II abdicates as King of Prussia. 
This hails the birth of the Weimar Republic. 

 November 11  Germany, facing mutinies and short supplies, 
surrenders and WW I ends. Due to censored 
reporting on the war effort, the German 
people are taken by surprise at their defeat. 

1919  He joins the Independent Social Democratic 
party, beginning a lifelong  
association with communism. 

 

  He has a son (Frank) with his girlfriend, Paula 
Banholzer. 

 

  He begins writing theatre reviews for 
Volkswillen, a local independent  
Socialist newspaper. 

 

 June 28  Germany signs the Treaty of Versailles. The 
treaty holds Germany responsible for the 
war, strips the country of land and imposes 
crippling reparation payments. 

 August 11  The Weimar Republic is established with the 
signing of a new constitution by the Social 
Democratic Party. 

1920  He is named chief adviser on play selection at the 
Munich Kammerspiele. 

 

 February 24  Adolf Hitler becomes leader of the Nazi 
Party. 

1922 November 3 He marries the opera singer and actress 
Marianne Zoff. 
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1923  His daughter, Hanne Hiob, is born. She will grow 
up to become a well-known German actress. 

 

  In the Jungle of Cities premieres in Munich.  

 November 5-6 

 

Berlin Riots against hyperinflation. Many 
Germans blame the Jewish people for the 
desperate German economy. 

 November 16 Hyperinflation at its worst. One trillion 
German Marks is equal to one American 
dollar. People take wheelbarrows full of 
money to purchase basic goods such as 
bread and milk. 

 December 8 Baal premieres at the Altes Theater in Leipzig.  

1924  Brecht becomes a consultant at Max Reinhardt's 
Deutches Theater in Berlin. 

 

  He has a son (Stefan) with the actress Helene 
Weigel. 

 

   Lenin dies and Stalin takes power of the 
USSR. 

 August 1 The Dawes Plan is negotiated allowing 
Germany to borrow from other nations and 
end hyperinflation. 

1925 February 28 Friedrich Ebert, President and founder of the 
Weimar Republic, dies days before his likely 
re-election. General Paul von Hindenburg 
assumes the presidency. 

 July 18 Hitler publishes his book Mein Kampf (My 
Struggle). 

1926  Man Equals Man premieres at Darmstadt and 
Düsseldorf. 

 

1927  Brecht divorces Marianne Zoff.  

  He publishes Hauspostille, a volume of poetry.  

1928  The Threepenny Opera, a musical with a libretto 
by Brecht, opens at the Theater am 
Schiffbauerdamm. It is the hit of the season. 

 

1929 April 10 Brecht marries Helene Weigel.  

 October 28 - 29  The Wall Street Crash signals the beginning 
of the Great Depression. 

1930  He has a daughter (Barbara) with Weigel.  

  The Rise and Fall of the City of Mohagonny, an 
opera with a libretto by Brecht, causes a riot 
when it premieres in Leipzig. 

 

1932 May Brecht's political film, Kuhle Wampe, named 
after an area of Berlin where the unemployed 
live in shacks, premieres in Moscow. It is banned 
from theatres in Germany. 

 

  The Mother, Brecht's adaptation of a Maxim 
Gorky novel, opens in Berlin with music by Hanns 
Eisler. 

 

 July 31  Hitler and the Nazi party receive 38% of the 
votes in general elections. 

 October  5 million people are unemployed in 
Germany. 

1933 January 30  Adolf Hitler is appointed Weimar Chancellor. 

 February 27  Reichstag (German Parliament) destroyed by 
arson attack by a Communist activist, 
Marinus van der Lubbe. 

 February 28 Brecht, fearing for his safety, flees Germany and 
eventually settles in Denmark. 
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 March 23  The Nazi Party secures a legislative majority, 
seizes control of government and destroys 
the Weimar Republic. The Enabling Act 
allows them to pass laws without parliament. 

 April 13 An English version of The Threepenny Opera 
opens at the Empire Theatre on Broadway. It 
closes after only 12 performances. 

 

1934 August 2   Paul von Hindenburg dies and Adolf Hitler 
becomes president as well as chancellor. 

1935  Brecht is stripped of his German citizenship.  

1936 November 1  Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini agree to 
form a military alliance. 

1938  Fear and Misery of the Third Reich premieres in 
Paris. 

Recordings of The Threepenny Opera are 
removed from the Nazi Degenerate Arts 
Exhibition because people are enjoying them. 

1939 September 1  Nazi Germany invades Poland 

 September 3  Britain and France declare war on Nazi 
Germany. 

1941  Brecht relocates to Santa Monica, California. WW II rages across Europe, North Africa and 
the Pacific. By the time of the German 
surrender it is estimated that the total death 
toll reached 70 million people.  

  Mother Courage and Her Children premieres in 
Switzerland. 

1943  The Good Person of Szechwan and Life of Galileo 
premiere in Zurich. 

1944  Brecht becomes a member of the Council for a 
Democratic Germany. 

  He has a child with Ruth Berlau, but the baby 
does not survive. 

1945 April 30  Adolf Hitler commits suicide. 

 May 7  Germany surrenders to Allied forces 

1946  Brecht's adaptation of The Duchess of Malfi 
premieres in Boston. 

 

1947 October 30 Brecht is subpoenaed to appear before the 
House Un-American Activities Committee 
(HUAC). He testifies that he is not a member of 
the communist party. On the same day of this 
interrogation, Brecht leaves the U.S. 

 

1948  After 15 years of exile, Brecht returns to 
Germany. 

  Mr. Puntila and his Man Matti premieres in 
Zurich. 

  Brecht's adaptation of Antigone premieres in 
Switzerland. 

  He publishes A Short Organum for the Theatre. 

1949  Brecht and Helen Weigel found the Berliner-
Ensemble, a state-subsidized theatre company 
which will eventually become the most highly 
regarded progressive theatre in Europe. 

1953  Brecht is elected president of the German 
section of PEN, a worldwide association of 
writers. 

Communist rule established in East Germany, 
China and Hungary. The ‘Iron Curtain’ divides 
Communist and Democratic Europe. 

1954  The Berliner Ensemble's production of Mother 
Courage is named Best Play and Best Production 
at the Paris Théâtre des Nations Festival. 

 

 September 30 A revival of The Threepenny Opera opens at the 
Theatre de Lys on Broadway. This time, it enjoys 
a run of 2,611 performances. 

 

1955  Brecht receives the Stalin Peace Prize.  

1956 August 14 Bertolt Brecht dies of a heart attack at the age of 58. His legacy lives on in The Berliner Ensemble 
and continues to influence contemporary theatre practise to this day. 
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Brecht and his Epic Theatre 

 
ON EVERYDAY THEATRE 
You artists who perform plays 
In great houses under electric suns 
Before the hushed crowd, pay a visit some time 
To that theatre whose setting is the street. 
The everyday, thousandfold, fameless 
But vivid, earthy theatre fed by the daily human contact 
Which takes place in the street. 
Here the woman from next door imitates the landlord: 
Demonstrating his flood of talk she makes it clear 
How he tried to turn the conversation 
From the burst water pipe. In the parks at night 
Young fellows show giggling girls 
The way they resist, and in resisting 
Slyly flaunt their breasts. A drunk 
Gives us the preacher at his sermon, referring the poor 
To the rich pastures of paradise. How useful 
Such theatre is though, serious and funny 
And how dignified! They do not, like parrot or ape 
Imitate just for the sake of imitation, unconcerned 
What they imitate, just to show that they 
Can imitate; no, they 
Have a point to put across. You 
Great artists, masterly imitators, in this regard 
Do not fall short of them! Do not become too remote 
However much you perfect your art 
From that theatre of daily life 
Whose setting is the street… 
 
(Excerpt from On Everyday Theatre. "Poems of the Crisis Years, 1929-1933."Bertolt Brecht. 
Translation by Edith Anderson) 
 
This poem, written by Brecht shortly after he and Kurt Weill created The Threepenny Opera, 
crystallises one of the central concepts behind his work. The theatre was, for Brecht, a medium by 
which he was able to express his Marxist ideals. Fundamental to this was his desire to break away 
from Aristotle’s definition of theatre (Poetics circa 335BC), and create a communal experience for 
audiences in which their own world was presented to be interrogated and, ultimately, changed. 
 
The theatrical techniques that came to be known as Epic Theatre can all be attributed to Brecht’s 
opposition to the ‘suspension of disbelief’ that were central tenets of Naturalism and Realism, the 
dominant theatrical styles of the late 19th and early 20th century’s. For Brecht the theatre was a 
means of instructing audiences, he wanted them to question everything, to think rather that to feel 
and, hopefully, prompt them into action to change their society. Theatre was to Brecht, in everyway, 
a political act. 
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In the comparison table below offers a clear representation of just how directly the theories of Epic 
Theatre contradicted those of the Dramatic Theatre (Naturalism, Realism) and redefined the 
purpose of theatre for an audience. 
 

Dramatic Theatre   Epic Theatre 

 Plot  Narrative 

 Implicates the spectator in a stage situation  Turns the spectator into an observer 

 Wears down his capacity for action  Arouses his capacity for action 

 Provides him with sensations  Forces him to take decisions 

 Experience   Picture of the world 

 The spectator is involved in something  He is made to face something 

 Suggestion  Argument 

 Instinctive feelings are preserved  Brought to the point of recognition 

 The spectator is in the thick of it, shares the 
experience  

 The spectator stands outside, studies 

 The human being is taken for granted  The human being is the object of the enquiry 

 He is unalterable  He is alterable and able to alter 

 Eyes on the finish  Eyes on the course 

 One scene makes another   Each scene for itself 

 Growth   Montage 

 Linear development  In curves 

 Evolutionary determinism   Jumps 

 Man as a fixed point   Man as a process 

 Thought determines being  Social being determines thought 

 Feeling  Reason 
Taken from: Brecht, Bertolt, Willet, John. Brecht on Theatre. Methuen, 1982.  

 
Brecht wanted both audiences and performers to question and, ultimately, judge the actions of the 
characters in his plays. To achieve this he used a range of rehearsal and performance techniques 
that came to be known collectively as the Verfremdungseffekt. This term has often been translated 
to mean the Alienation Effect, however, this is misleading, suggesting that the audience be detached 
and isolated from the theatrical experience. A more accurate translation is ‘to make strange’, which 
expresses much more clearly Brecht’s intentions, to remove the potential for empathy and 
constantly reminding the audience that they were watching a performance by presenting the 
familiar in a strange and unfamiliar way. In this way, far from being excluded from the experience 
the audience was made complicit in the artificial nature of the theatre and can engage in the 
‘conversation’ about their society that Brecht was aiming to provoke in all his work..  
 
Placards revealing what was about to occur, the use of music and song to neutralise emotions or 
satirise a dramatic moment, disjointed time sequences and episodic form, the presence of actors on 
stage at all times, the use of direct address to the audience, theatrical mechanisms such as lights and 
pulleys situated in full view of the audience; these are all examples of Verfremdungseffekt. 
Significantly, they are also devices that we are familiar with as a modern theatre audience, which 
goes some way to demonstrating just how great an influence Brecht has had on contemporary 
theatre practise. 
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A History of the Berliner Ensemble 
 
Berliner Ensemble was founded by Bertolt Brecht and Helene Weigel in 1949, following the greatly 
acclaimed production of Brecht’s Mother Courage. After Brecht’s return from exile, the company 
first worked at Wolfgang Langhoff’s Deutsches Theater. Eventually, in 1954, it was given its own 
home at the Theater am Schiffbauerdamm, a theatre with a lavish neo- Baroque interior which had 
survived the war without much damage. In 1928 the debut performance of Bertolt Brecht`s and Kurt 
Weill`s The Threepenny Opera took place in the Theater am Schiffbauerdamm, directed by Ernst 
Josef Aufricht. It was one of the most successful theatre performances in Berlin in 20th century. 
 
In this theatre Brecht directed his plays The Caucasian Chalk Circle and, together with Erich Engel, 
The Life of Galileo. His students Benno Besson, Egon Monk, Peter Palitzsch and Manfred Wekwerth 
were given the opportunity to direct plays by Brecht, which had not yet been staged. The stage 
designers Caspar Neher and Karl von Appen, the composers Paul Dessau and Hanns Eisler, and the 
dramaturge Elisabeth Hauptmann were among Brecht’s closest collaborators. After Brecht’s death in 
1956, Helene Weigel continued as the company’s artistic manager. Young directors including 
Manfred Karge and Matthias Langhoff started their careers with the Berliner Ensemble. The 
company made its mark with such 
productions as The Resistible Rise of 
Arturo Ui with Ekkehard Schall as 
“Ui”, and with Helene Weigel’s 
memorable performances in 
Coriolan and The Mother. 
 
When Ruth Berghaus became 
artistic director in 1971, there was a 
chance for political and artistic 
renewal. She directed Cement by 
Heiner Müller, much of whose work 
was banned from the theatre in the 
German Democratic Republic. 
Young directors including B.K. Tragelehn and Einar Schleef and the stage designer Andreas Reinhardt 
questioned the traditions of Brechtian theatre. The political establishment did not accept the 
challenge of Berghaus’s more experimental ways, and Manfred Wekwerth replaced her as artistic 
director in 1977. Nevertheless, new drama did find its way onto the stage. Writers including Volker 
Braun and Georg Seidel, and Horst Sagert’s production of scenes from Urfaust, brought new life to a 
repertoire otherwise handicapped by restrictive official policies. 
 
In 1992, under the new artistic management of Matthias Langhoff, Fritz Marquardt, Heiner Müller, 
Peter Palitzsch, and Peter Zadek, the Berliner Ensemble changed from state-owned theatre into a 
private limited company subsidised by the city government. Heiner Müller’s production of Brecht’s 
play The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui, with Martin Wuttke playing the title role, became one of the 
most successful in the history of the Berliner Ensemble – it’s still in the repertoire with over 365 
performances.  
 
In September 1999 Claus Peymann became artistic director of the Berliner Ensemble putting the 
focus of attention on contemporary theatre and first performances of plays as well as directing 
classics with a modern point of view. On January 8, 2000 the Berliner Ensemble was reopened with 
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the first performance of George Tabori’s Brecht-Akte. In 2001 the performance of Shakespeare’s 
Richard II, directed by Claus Peymann, was invited to the Berliner Theatertreffen, to the Fadjir 
Theatre Festival Tehran/Iran in 2005, and was awarded the Friedrich-Luft-Preis. Since the season 
2002/2003 Claus Peymann focuses more on plays of Bertolt Brecht: The Mother, Saint Joan of the 
Stockyards and Mother Courage and Her Children in 2005. His latest productions were the popular 
play Spring Awakening. A Children’s Tragedy by Frank Wedekind, staged in December 2008, Carlo 
Goldoni’s The Holiday Trilogy, opening in December 2009, Mark Ravenhills contemporary play 
Freedom and Democracy I hate you in 2010 and Simply Complicated by Thomas Bernhard in 2011. 
 
Directors working at the Berliner Ensemble are - amongst others - Thomas Langhoff, Robert Wilson, 
Peter Stein, Peter Zadek, Luc Bondy, Philip Tiedemann and Manfred Karge, and in 2009 Andrea 
Breth. At the heart of the Berliner Ensemble’s work today is contemporary theatre including 
German-speaking debut performances like Elfriede Jelinek’s Wolken.Heim. Und dann nach Hause in 
2005 or Peter Handke’s Untertagblues in 2004 and Spuren der Verirrten in 2007, and in 2009 a new 
play by Albert Ostermaier Blue Mirrors, directed by Andrea Breth opening in May 2009. In honour of 
the 50th anniversary of Bertolt Brecht’s death, Berliner Ensemble initiated a huge Brecht-Festival in 
August 2006, showing the actuality and prominence of Brecht’s work today. The festival was a 
compelling success with the public. In summer 2007 an internationally renowned theatre-event was 
initiated by Berliner Ensemble: Director Peter Stein put all three parts of Schillers Wallenstein on 
stage – performed in one single day in the special location of the old brewery “Kindl-Halle” in Berlin- 
Neukölln, main actor being Klaus Maria Brandauer as “Wallenstein”. 2008 Peter Stein and Klaus 
Maria Brandauer continued their successful collaboration at Berliner Ensemble with The Broken Jug 
by Heinrich von Kleist and Sophocles’’ Oedipus at Colonos in 2010. Director Robert Wilson has 
subsequently worked at Berliner Ensemble: 2003 he directed Georg Büchner’s Leonce und Lena with 
the music of Herbert Grönemeyer followed by William Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale in 2005. 
2007 Wilson’s The Threepenny Opera opened on the same stage where in 1928 the debut 
performance of Brecht’s early work took place – the play is a great success with the public. In April 
2009, he directed the Berliner Ensemble actors for the third time with Shakespeare’s Sonnets on 
which he worked together with the musician Rufus Wainwright. This world premiere was followed 
by another one in April 2011, when he worked with Lou Reed on Frank Wedekinds Lulu. 
 

 
          © Marcus Lieberenz 
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Kurt Weill (1900–1950)  

The son of a cantor, Kurt Weill was raised in a religious Jewish home in Dessau, Germany. He took an 
early interest in music; his first teacher was Albert Bing, conductor at the local opera house. At 18, 
Weill went to Berlin, experiencing its political and artistic ferment firsthand. A few months' study 
with Engelbert Humperdinck did not satisfy him, but late in 1920 he began an intensive association 
with Ferruccio Busoni in the composition seminar at the Akademie der Künste. By the end of 1923, 
he had had five full-length works performed in Germany. The next few years brought further 
success: a popular violin concerto and his first opera, The Protagonist (1926, Georg Kaiser). Through 
Kaiser, Weill met the actress Lotte Lenya in Berlin in 1924, and they married in January 1926. They 
were divorced from 1933–1937, but they remarried and stayed together until his death. 

Weill's early works show the influence of post-romanticism, expressionism, even atonality. Yet the 
desire to create 'freer, lighter, and simpler‚music' grew on him. The early operas Royal Palace (1927) 
and The Czar Has his Photograph Taken (1928) show the influence of jazz and popular music. He 
began working with Bertolt Brecht in the spring of 1927, setting the 'Mahagonny' poems. 
Mahagonny's hummable tunes and thoroughgoing popular influence seemed calculated to shock the 
avant-garde; the charge that he had 'sold out' to commercialism and abandoned art followed him 
thereafter. Later compositions, like The Threepenny Opera and Rise and Fall of the City of 
Mahagonny elaborated on his popular style. But a much different style animates other works with 
Brecht, such as He Who Says Yes, an opera for students, and The Lindbergh Flight, a cantata. 

The collaboration with Brecht ended around 1930, and Weill's last two compositions in Germany 
were written with others: The Pledge (1932, Caspar Neher) and The Silver Lake (1933, Georg Kaiser). 
Hitler's ascent in 1933 forced Weill to leave Germany, never to return. He spent two frustrating 
years in Paris, finding little sympathy for his new compositions: The Seven Deadly Sins (1933, Brecht), 
A Kingdom for a Cow (1935, Robert Vambery), and the Second Symphony (1934). His work on The 
Eternal Road (1937, Franz Werfel), a pageant based on the Old Testament, brought him to the US. in 
September 1935. 

Weill's American career was as active as his European career. He had two major successes on 
Broadway: Lady in the Dark (1941, Moss Hart and Ira Gershwin) and One Touch of Venus (1943, 
Ogden Nash and SJ Perelman). His most important works for Broadway, at least in terms of 
influence, were probably Street Scene (1947, Elmer Rice and Langston Hughes) and Love Life (1948, 
Alan Jay Lerner). Weill considered Street Scene a 'Broadway opera', and his project of making opera 
more palatable to Broadway audiences was carried forward by Menotti, Blitzstein, and Bernstein. 
Several experts have pointed to Love Life as the precursor of the 'concept musical', influencing 
Fosse, Sondheim, and Kander & Ebb. All together, he brought eight shows to Broadway and saw 
three other stage works produced in the US. 

Weill's constant hard work and family history of hypertension caught up with him early in 1950. 
While his last work, Lost in the Stars (1949, Maxwell Anderson), still ran on Broadway, and shortly 
after he and Anderson had begun a musical version of Huckleberry Finn, Weill had a heart attack and 
was hospitalised in New York City, where he died on April 3 

© 2012 The Kurt Weill Foundation for Music. All rights reserved. 
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Robert Wilson 

Of Robert Wilson's artistic career, Susan Sontag has 
added ‘it has the signature of a major artistic creation. 
I can't think of any body of work as large or as 
influential’. A native of Waco, Texas, Wilson was 
educated at the University of Texas and arrived in New 
York in 1963 to attend Brooklyn's Pratt Institute. Soon 
thereafter, Wilson set to work with his Byrd Hoffman 
School of Byrds and, together with his company, 
developed his first signature works including King of 
Spain (1969), Deafman Glance (1970), The Life and 
Times of Joseph Stalin (1973), and A Letter for Queen 
Victoria (1974). Regarded as a leader of Manhattan's 
then-burgeoning downtown art scene, Wilson turned 
his attention to large-scale opera and, with Philip 
Glass, created the monumental Einstein on the Beach 
(1976), which achieved worldwide acclaim and altered 
conventional notions of a moribund form. 
Following Einstein, Wilson worked increasingly with 
major European theatres and opera houses. In 
collaboration with internationally renowned writers 
and performers, Wilson created landmark original works that were featured regularly at the Festival 
d'Automne in Paris, the Berliner Ensemble, the Schaubühne in Berlin, the Thalia Theater in Hamburg, 
the Salzburg Festival, and the Brooklyn Academy of Music's Next Wave Festival. At the Schaubühne 
he created Death, Destruction & Detroit (1979) and Death, Destruction & Detroit II (1987); and at 
the Thalia he presented the groundbreaking musical works The Black Rider (1991) and Alice (1992). 
He has also applied his striking formal language to the operatic repertoire, including Parsifal in 
Hamburg (1991), Houston (1992), and Los Angeles (2005); The Magic Flute (1991) and Madame 
Butterfly (1993); and Lohengrin at the Metropolitan Opera in New York (1998 and 2006). Wilson 
recently completed an entirely new production, based on an epic poem from Indonesia, entitled I La 
Galigo, which toured extensively and appeared at the Lincoln Center Festival in the summer of 2005. 
Wilson continues to direct revivals of his most celebrated productions, including The Black Rider in 
London, San Francisco, Sydney, Australia, and Los Angeles; The Temptation of St. Anthony in New 
York and Barcelona; Erwartung in Berlin; Madama Butterfly at the Bolshoi Opera in Moscow; and 
Wagner's Der Ring des Nibelungen at Le Châtelet in Paris. 
Wilson's practice is firmly rooted in the fine arts and his drawings, furniture designs, and installations 
have been exhibited in museums and galleries internationally. Extensive retrospectives have been 
presented at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris and the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. He has 
mounted installations at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, London's Clink Street Vaults, and the 
Guggenheim Museums in New York and Bilbao. His extraordinary tribute to Isamu Noguchi has been 
exhibited recently at the Seattle Art Museum, and his installations of the Guggenheim's Giorgio 
Armani retrospective have travelled to London, Rome and Tokyo. 
Each summer Wilson decamps to the Watermill Center, a laboratory for the arts and humanities in 
eastern Long Island. The Watermill Center brings together students and experienced professionals in 
a multi-disciplinary environment dedicated to creative collaboration. A gala benefit and re-
dedication of the reconstructed main building takes place every summer.  
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Wilson's numerous awards and honours include an Obie award for direction, the Golden Lion for 
sculpture from the Venice Biennale, the 3rd Dorothy and Lillian Gish Prize for Lifetime Achievement, 
the Premio Europa award from Taormina Arte, two Guggenheim Fellowship awards, the Rockefeller 
Foundation Fellowship award, a nomination for the Pulitzer Prize in Drama, a second Golden Lion for 
Sculpture from the Venice Biennale, election to the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and the 
National Design Award for Lifetime Achievement. He has been named a ’Commandeur des arts et 
des letters’ by the French Minister of Culture. 

 
 

THE WATERMILL CENTRE 
 

 
Watermill is a laboratory for performance founded by Robert Wilson as a unique environment for 
young and emerging artists from around the world to explore new ideas. Drawing inspiration from 
all the arts and cultures as well as from social, human, and natural sciences, Watermill is a global 
community of artists where living and working together among the extensive collection of art and 
artifacts lies at the heart of the experience. Watermill strives to be a haven for a next generation of 
artists while supporting their work among a network of international institutions that embrace new 
interdisciplinary approaches. 
 
Many of the world’s most celebrated artists have participated in Watermill programs including 
Trisha Brown, David Byrne, Lucinda Childs, Philip Glass, Isabelle Huppert, Jeanne Moreau, Lou Reed, 
Miranda Richardson, Dominique Sanda, Susan Sontag and Robert Wilson himself. Theatres and 
museums around the world have mounted dozens of projects that were originally developed at the 
Watermill Center. 
 
In the words of Jessye Norman, ‘Watermill is the best idea to find a place in the world of arts since 
Pierre Boulez created IRCAM in Paris. Robert Wilson's unique gifts and spirit provide the strong basis 
of a new vision of the creation and presentation of all that we think of as theatre in particular, 
combining all of the arts in a fresh perspective.’ 
 
The Byrd Hoffman Water Mill Foundation operates the Center and coordinates its artistic programs. 
In addition, the Center has established collaborative networks with both neighbouring and 
international cultural and educational institutions. Its artistic programs are financed through the 
generous support of individuals, foundations, corporations and state institutions. 
 
The Watermill Center's new facilities were inaugurated in July 2006. Since the Grand Opening, the 
Watermill Center offers a wide range of programs and activities throughout the year. For the well-
known International Summer Arts Program, Wilson invites 60–80 artists who come from over 25 
countries – 48 countries so far – for four to five weeks of intense creative exploration. There are 
daily workshops with Wilson and his collaborators, based on new projects they are developing in all 
areas of the arts.  
www.watermillcenter.org. 

 
 

http://www.watermillcenter.org/
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A guide to performance analysis 

 
Reflect on these points when writing notes after the show:  
 
 

 GENERAL INFORMATION ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE 
The name of the performance, the name of the company, the venue. Background 
information about the performance, writer and/or creative team.  
 

 THEMES AND PLOT 
Summarise the plot. What ideas/themes do you believe the production was trying to 
explore? Was there a common concern for the characters?  
 

 FORM AND STYLE 
Think about role and character, situation, voice, movement, space and time, language and 
texts, symbol and metaphor, mood and atmosphere, audience and dramatic tension – How 
were these elements employed to create the form of the work and how did these creative 
choices in turn establish its style.   
 

 VOICE AND MOVEMENT 
Consider the performers use of elements of voice and movement. – How were these 
elements of performance employed to communicate character and dramatic action? What 
relationship do these performance choices have to the form and style of the piece? 
 

 HISTORICAL AND SOCIAL KNOWLEDGE 
Consider the time, place and culture that the piece was set, created and performed in. What 
comments, if any, do you feel the members of the creative team are making and what kind 
of impact will this have on a contemporary Australian audience? 
 

 ELEMENTS OF PRODUCTION- ROLE 
Observe the contributions made by the various production roles (e.g. Director, Dramaturge, 
Designers) - How did each of these impact on the overall atmosphere, style and meaning of 
the performance?   
 

 YOUR PERSONAL RESPONSE TO THE PRODUCTION 
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Student Reviews  
 
So, what did you REALLY think? 
 
Once again we want your reviews of the events you see in the 2013 Perth Festival.  A panel of Perth 
Festival judges will select the best reviews to publish on the Perth Festival website. Each of the 
published reviewers will receive a Perth Festival prize pack! 
 
Tell the world about your experience of any of the 2013 Perth festival performances or exhibitions 
that you attend in no more than 400 words. Give us an analysis of the event (there are some points 
to help you in the Student Pack). Share with readers how it made you feel and what it made you 
think. What did you make of the contributions of the various artists involved? What does the 
performance, exhibition or event have to offer audiences where you are? 
 
Engage your readers with a bit of flair, lots of clarity and a splash of humour! 
  
 
Ask your teacher to submit your review with your name, year level and school to 
schools@perthfestival.com.au.  
 
 
 

 

           

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:schools@perthfestival.com.au
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Activities 

 

Pre Show Activities 
These activities are designed to prepare students, for their visit to view The Threepenny Opera by 
the Berliner Ensemble.  Tasks relate to the Curriculum Framework, Australian Curriculum and WACE 
as appropriate and address outcomes across the Drama and History learning areas. You should feel 
free to adapt, edit and extend on these activities to suit the needs of your class. 
 
Learning Objectives            

- Develop an understanding of the cultural, historical and social context in which Brecht’s work 
was created.  

- Experiment with the practical application of Brecht’s theories for performance. 
 
Research 

 Read Brecht’s poem On Everyday Theatre Page 11. 

 Who is Brecht speaking to in the poem? 

 Research the theatrical conventions of the Romantic and Naturalistic theatre styles that 
were en mode when Brecht was young. What were the key characteristics of design, text 
and performance in these theatrical styles? What was the intended audience experience? 

 Now research the different techniques of performance and design that made up Brecht’s 
Verfremdungseffekt. What was the intended audience experience in this case? 

 
Contextualise 

 Read through the Brecht/Brecht’s World Timeline on Page 8. 

 Brainstorm words that characterise the world Brecht existed in. 
 
Explore 

 The Weimar Republic (1918-1933) was a politically and economically troubled period in 
Germany. It was also a revolutionary period in the arts.  

 In groups choose one of the following topics to research - The Bauhaus School, Erwin 
Piscator, Max Reinhardt, George Grosz, Expressionism, Dadaism, Cabaret shows, Marlene 
Dietrich, Metropolis (film by Fritz Lang). 

 Make an info poster of your chosen topic and create a Weimar Wall in your classroom 
showing the culture that influenced the work of Brecht. 

 
Experiment 

 Working in pairs (A and B), A and B sit facing each other on stage. A tells B a story, 
something true that has happened to them, while the rest of the class observe. 

 B then tells the story directly to the audience as if it were their own, trying to re-enact as 
much detail (voice, gesture etc) as possible. 

 Continue adding new story tellers to communicate the story – C may be a journalist 
reporting events live from the scene; D could be the innocent bystander being interviewed 
by E, the policeman who then testifies their understanding of the story in court to F, the 
prosecution lawyer who then delivers their closing address to the jury (the class). 

 What happened each time the original story was removed to a new storyteller? What effect 
did the use of direct address have on your perception of events? 
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Post Show Activities 

 
These activities are designed to assist students in their reflection on the performance of  
The Threepenny Opera by the Berliner Ensemble.  Tasks relate to the Curriculum Framework, 
Australian Curriculum and WACE as appropriate and address outcomes across the Drama and 
History learning areas. You should feel free to adapt, edit and extend on these activities to suit the 
needs of your class. 
 
Learning Objectives   

-Reflect on their experience of The Threepenny Opera by the Berliner ensemble and conduct an 
in depth performance analysis. 

- Explore the legacy of Epic Theatre in contemporary theatre practise. 
- Apply an Epic Theatre rehearsal technique and examine its impact on a scene from an 

audience and a performer’s perspective. 
 

 
Reflect 

 In small groups use your performance analysis notes to have a discussion about The 
Threepenny Opera. Share your observations, challenge each other’s interpretations and 
expand on your notes with the new ideas that arise from the discussion. 

 
Investigate 

 Brecht may be long dead but his ironic, inquisitive presence is absolutely with us. 
- Michael Billington, The Guardian UK, 2011. 

 Choose a contemporary theatre practitioner, such as Robert Wilson, Benedict Andrews, 
Robert LePage, Ariane Mnouchkine, Peter Brook, Thomas Ostermeier, Punchdrunk Theatre. 

 Research and create a presentation on your chosen contemporary practitioner that focusses 
on where the influence of Bertolt Brecht can be found in their work.  
 

Make Strange 

 Select a scene from one of Brecht’s plays to rehearse using a variety of Brechtian rehearsal 
techniques. 

 Work through the scene working out a basic blocking plan. Then run the scene a couple of 
times as naturalistically as possible. 

 Now repeat the scene, but remove all language, only present the movement. Keep it simple 
and make the gestures very clear. Is the meaning still clear? 

 Now repeat the scene, but this time describe everything you do in the 1st person as you do 
it, including what you say. 

 Repeat the scene again; again describing everything you do. This time do it in the 3rd person 
and past tense. As you describe each action speak directly to the audience.  

 Now return to performing the scene as written. How has this rehearsal process influenced 
the scene from an audience and performers point of view? 
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Links and further information 

 
Websites 
 
The Berliner Ensemble (in German) 
http://www.berliner-ensemble.de/ 
 
The Watermill Centre 
http://watermillcenter.org/ 
 
Robert Wilson 
http://www.robertwilson.com/ 
 
The International Brecht Society 
http://www.brechtsociety.org/ 
 
The Weimar Republic (an interactive timeline) 
http://www.tiki-toki.com/timeline/entry/13300/The-Weimar-Republic-1919-1933/#vars!date=1917-
06-12_23:15:27! 
 
Brecht at The House of Un-American Activities Commission (transcript and recording) 
http://thenewinquiry.com/features/the-history-of-dialogue-3-brecht-vs-the-huac/ 
 
 
Articles 
 
Michael Billington’s A to Z of Modern Drama (Guardian UK) 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2011/dec/21/bertolt-brecht-a-z-modern-drama 
 
Cameron Woodhead (The Age Melbourne) 
http://cameronwoodhead.com/archives/interview-with-robert-wilson-part-1-threepenny-opera/ 
 
 
Reviews 
 
The New York Times 
http://theater.nytimes.com/2011/10/06/theater/reviews/threepenny-opera-with-berliner-
ensemble-at-bam-review.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 
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