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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING POWER OF BRECHT'S MASTERPIECE

Few plays have left as indelible a mark on modern theatre as Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and
Her Children. Written in 1939 at the onset of World War Il, this epic drama remains a searing
indictment of war and capitalism. While much of its fame rests on powerful performances and
Brecht's revolutionary theories, the very foundation of the work is the Mother Courage and Her
Children script. For actors, directors, students, and theatre lovers, the script is the blueprint for
one of the most challenging and rewarding plays in the dramatic canon. This article delves deep into
the structure, themes, unique language, and practical elements of the script, offering a
comprehensive guide for anyone seeking to understand or stage this anti-war classic.

THE HISTORICAL AND THEATRICAL CONTEXT OF THE SCRIPT

To truly appreciate the Mother Courage and Her Children script, one must first understand the
context in which it was written. Brecht, a German playwright and poet, fled Nazi Germany in 1933.
He composed the play in 1939 while living in exile in Sweden, just as Europe was plunging into
another devastating conflict. The script is not merely a historical drama set during the Thirty Years’
War (1618-1648); it is a deliberate allegory for the rise of fascism and the moral compromises
demanded by war.

Brecht’s epic theatre techniques are embedded in the script’s DNA. Unlike traditional dramatic
scripts that aim to immerse the audience emotionally, the Mother Courage and Her Children
script is designed to provoke critical thought. Brecht wanted audiences to remain detached, to
question the actions of characters rather than simply empathize with them. This is achieved through
the script’s use of songs, direct addresses to the audience, and episodic structure. Each scene in the
script functions almost like a separate parable, with a title that announces the moral or lesson.

For example, in the original German script, scene headings like “Spring 1624: General Oxenstierna’s
army is advancing” set a documentary tone. This approach, known as Verfremdungseffekt
(alienation effect), is a cornerstone of the script’s design. Understanding this context is essential for
anyone working with the Mother Courage and Her Children script, as it influences every aspect
from character development to staging choices.

STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF THE SCRIPT

The Mother Courage and Her Children script is composed of twelve scenes, with a prologue and
an epilogue in some versions. The narrative follows Anna Fierling, a canteen woman known as
Mother Courage, as she follows the Swedish army in her wagon, selling provisions and desperately
trying to keep her three children alive. The script’s structure is non-linear in the sense that it skips
over years between scenes, showing only key moments that mark the decline of the family.

Each scene in the script serves a dual purpose: advancing the plot and delivering a Brechtian lesson.
For instance, in Scene 2, Mother Courage complains about the war, yet in the same breath she
haggles over the price of a capon. The script forces the audience to see the contradiction. The
episodic nature of the script means that a director or actor is not looking for a traditional “through-
line” of character motivation but rather for moments of dialectical tension.

The Role of Songs in the Script

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the Mother Courage and Her Children script is the
inclusion of songs. Brecht collaborated with composer Paul Dessau, and together they inserted
musical numbers that often interrupt the action. The songs are not simply entertainment; they serve
as commentary. The most famous is the “Song of the Great Capitulation,” where Mother Courage
sings about how even the mightiest eventually bow down. In the script, these songs are written with
a specific rhythmic and poetic structure that often contrasts with the spoken dialogue.

For actors, handling the songs in the Mother Courage and Her Children script requires a unique
skill set. The lyrics must be delivered with clarity and a certain emotional distance. Brecht instructed
his actors to sing “as if quoting” the song, not as an expression of inner feeling. This is a challenge
for modern performers trained in naturalistic acting, but it is crucial for capturing the script’s
intended effect.

KEY CHARACTERS AND THEIR SCRIPTED ARCS

The Mother Courage and Her Children script revolves around four central figures: Mother
Courage herself and her three children—Eilif, Swiss Cheese, and Kattrin. Each child represents a
virtue that is corrupted or destroyed by war. Eilif is brave, Swiss Cheese is honest, and Kattrin is kind
and compassionate. The script ruthlessly demonstrates that these qualities lead to their deaths in a
world dominated by profit and violence.

e Mother Courage: Her character arc is a tragic descent into willful blindness. The script never
allows her a moment of redemption or realization. In the final scene, she is seen pulling the
wagon alone, still believing she can make a living from the war. Her language in the script is
pragmatic, often crude, and fiercely defensive.

« Eilif: The eldest son, brave to the point of recklessness. His scripted scenes showcase a young
man seduced by military glory. He is executed for a crime identical to his earlier heroic
act—the script highlights the absurdity of war’s shifting morality.

* Swiss Cheese: The honest quartermaster. His death occurs because he refuses to betray his
employers. The script’s handling of his death is particularly poignant: Mother Courage barters
with the soldiers to save him, but she takes too long, and he is shot.

o Kattrin: The mute daughter, whose disability in the script is a powerful symbol of voiceless
suffering. Her heroic act in the final scene—beating a drum to warn a sleeping town—is one of
the most powerful moments in the play. The script gives her no dialogue, relying entirely on

stage directions and action.

Dialogue and Language in the Script

The Mother Courage and Her Children script is written in a deliberately rough, colloquial
German. Brecht avoided poetic flourishes to make the dialogue sound like ordinary speech, albeit
heightened for the stage. In English translations, the most famous by Eric Bentley, the script retains
a blunt, sometimes crude tone. This is essential for the character of Mother Courage, whose speech
is full of folk wisdom, business jargon, and cynical jokes.

For example, in the script, Mother Courage often says, “l won’t let the war get under my skin.” This
line, repeated throughout the play, becomes a tragic refrain. The language is also marked by a lack
of sentimentality. Even in the moments of deepest grief, the script avoids melodrama. When Swiss
Cheese is killed, Mother Courage denies knowing him to save her own skin. The script gives her the
line, “I don't know him,” then forces her to watch as his body is thrown into a pit. The dialogue is
stark, brutal, and unforgettable.

THEMATIC DEPTH EMBEDDED IN THE SCRIPT

Reading the Mother Courage and Her Children script reveals layers of meaning that resonate
far beyond its historical setting. The central theme is the conflict between survival and morality.
Mother Courage’s tragedy is that her business depends on the war’s continuation, yet the very same
war consumes her children. The script presents this paradox without easy solutions.

Another key theme is the dehumanization caused by capitalism. The script shows how human
relationships are reduced to transactions. Mother Courage values her children, but she also values
her wagon. She repeatedly chooses business over family, and the script does not judge her—it
simply shows the consequences. This makes the Mother Courage and Her Children script a
powerful critique of modern society, not just historical warfare.

Additionally, the script explores the role of women in war. Mother Courage is both a survivor and a
perpetrator. She is a woman trying to protect her children, yet she also profits from selling supplies
to soldiers who kill other mothers’ children. The script refuses to sentimentalize her, which has made
the character controversial and endlessly fascinating.

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR STAGING THE SCRIPT

For theatre companies, obtaining and working with the Mother Courage and Her Children script
requires careful planning. The script is long—a full production can run three hours or more,
depending on scene transitions and musical numbers. The episodic structure demands swift scene
changes; the script often calls for the wagon to be the central scenic element, which must be moved
on and off stage efficiently.

Furthermore, the script includes detailed stage directions that specify the use of half-curtains,
projections, and placards. In Brecht’s original productions, the script explicitly called for the
audience to see the theatrical machinery—the lights, the ropes, the backstage area. This is not a
play for illusionistic theatre. A director working with the Mother Courage and Her Children script
must embrace Brecht’s anti-illusionistic principles.

1. Casting: The role of Mother Courage is one of the most demanding in theatre. The actress
must be able to sing, project, and maintain emotional detachment while conveying the
character’s deep weariness. The script calls for a performer who can switch rapidly between
hard-nosed businesswoman and grieving mother, without ever becoming sympathetic in a
conventional way.

2. Musical Direction: The songs in the script are integral. A musical director must understand
Brecht's style, which often sets lively tunes to grim lyrics. The script’s music should be
performed live, with minimal orchestration.

3. Translation Choices: There are several English versions of the Mother Courage and Her
Children script. The Eric Bentley translation is widely used for its fidelity to Brecht’s original,
while others may adapt the language for contemporary audiences. Directors should compare
translations to find the one that best suits their production’s tone.

THE SCRIPT’S LEGACY AND MODERN ADAPTATIONS

Since its premiere in 1941 in Zurich, the Mother Courage and Her Children script has been
produced countless times worldwide. Each era finds new relevance in its pages. During the Vietnam
War, the script was used as an anti-war rallying cry. In the 21st century, productions have
reinterpreted the script to comment on the war on terror, corporate greed, and the refugee crisis.

Notable adaptations include a 2006 production at the Public Theater starring Meryl Streep, which
brought the script to a new generation. The script’s flexibility allows directors to update the setting
(some have used the American Civil War or contemporary Middle Eastern conflicts) while keeping
the text largely intact. However, purists argue that the script’s power lies in its original context.
Regardless, the Mother Courage and Her Children script remains a touchstone for theatrical
innovation.

CONCLUSION: WHY THE SCRIPT ENDURES

The Mother Courage and Her Children script is not an easy read or a comfortable piece of
theatre. It demands intellectual engagement from its audience and challenges performers to
abandon conventional emotional acting. Yet its uncompromising vision, its bitter humor, and its
profound humanity ensure its place in the canon. For anyone studying epic theatre, twentieth-
century drama, or the role of art in political discourse, engaging with this script is essential. It
reminds us that war is not a natural disaster but a human business, and that the price of survival
can be too high. Brecht’'s masterpiece, preserved in that remarkable script, continues to hold up a
mirror to our own world, asking us to see clearly before it is too late.
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