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desperate poverty of Germany post World War
One, hyperinflation and the depression in the
1920s, and the subsequent rise of Hitler and
his fascist ideology and policies. Brecht had
been vocal about his opposition to the Nazis
and his plays were often attended by Nazis who
protested and interrupted these performances.
He was drawn to Marxism and socialism as an
answer to the difficulties of the times he lived in,
with its ambition to end inequality and injustice.

		

Marx insisted on the prominence of reason,
believing that humans were capable of
understanding the world they lived in and
gaining control of their destiny. The working
man and woman and the poor were held
back by their inability to see clearly the social
structures and the class relations that kept
them in their place. They needed to clearly see
how to overthrow the system that held them
there. Religion and sentimentality for Marxists
was an enemy of change; reason and class
consciousness were the tools of change.

Historical
Context
‘Truly, I live in dark times!
An artless word is foolish. A smooth
forehead Points to insensitivity. He who
laughs
Has not yet received
The terrible news’.
From Brecht’s poem To Those Who
Follow in Our Wake.
Bertolt Brecht wrote The Caucasian
Chalk Circle while taking refuge in
the United States during the Second
World War. Brecht had fled his native
Germany when Hitler came to power
in 1933 and was stripped of German
citizenship by the Nazi regime in 1935.
Brecht needs to be understood in
relation to the times he lived in - the
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Brecht’s writing came out of his experience of
1920s and 1930s Germany. The plays he wrote
had explicit messages and aimed to challenge
the audience to think politically, to be analytical
and identify the roots of their oppression. The
Caucasian Chalk Circle was written after Brecht
had taken refuge in America. The war was
almost over, the Red Army had driven the Nazis
out of the Caucasus and a victory for the Allies,
including America and the Soviet Union, was
in sight. Brecht’s play asked the audience to
consider what post-war Europe might look like,
and what principles might shape that world.
Fascism had been defeated throughout Europe what would be created in its place?
The concerns of young people in contemporary
society are very different to those just emerging
from that terrible war, but questions about what
kind of a society we want, about justice and how
we share the world’s resources are as relevant
now as they were in 1945.
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Original Staging
Conditions
Carlton college / original production /
Nourse Theatre (1948)

to production elements apart from a
little sound and lighting. For example,
Mother Courage’s cart in the National
Theatre production is stocked full of
realistic props that Mother Courage
would need for authenticity. The cart is
the fifth member of the family according
to Brecht so there are examples of
props being as important as characters
in his plays.
• Brecht wanted the lights to be in full
view of the audience, as were the
operators, to ensure actors were in
the same world as the audience. Light
would indicate the passage of time or
change of scenes rather than create
mood or atmosphere. He believed
in using harsh white light as this
“illuminates the truth”.

• Caucasian Chalk Circle was written in
1944 whilst Brecht was living in America.
He was a man in exile from his own
country, having left Hitler’s Germany in
1933. Originally, the play was intended
for Broadway, but it never made it there
at the time. Instead, it was premiered
by students at Carleton College in
Northfield, Minnesota in 1948.

• Rather than accompanying the action on
stage, music was meant to comment on
or conflict with the action on stage. Here
is a list of songs/music used in the 1956
and original production.
• The 1956 recording has the following
songs:
° Introduction

• It was staged at the Nourse Little
Theater on May 4-8th 1948.

° Song to the Soldier

• The Nourse is a 96-seat black box
venue and so Caucasian Chalk Circle was
originally performed on a Procenium
Arch Stage.

° Song of the Four Generals

• Brecht only used scenery and props
that were directly necessary for
telling the story. His stages would
therefore be almost bare and empty.
The photo above, from the original
production, indicates that the director,
Henry Goodman, followed Brecht’s
ideas. Brecht did, however, believe
in historicism as a convention of
verfremdungseffekt. Although mise-enscène or the stage setting was minimal,
there was always a sense of authenticity
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° Cello Solo
° Soldiers’ Song
° Adoption Song
° Song of the Rotten Bridge
° Song of the Child
° Song of the War’s Center
° Song of Injustice in Persia
° Song of Chaos
° Dance.
• The sheet music from the 1948 show
has 2 songs, Song of Chaos, which is
also in 1956, and Song of the Ironshirts,
which was not in 1956.
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• Costume did not individually identify
a character but rather represented a
stereotype, e.g. a typical farmer. It was
used to denote a character’s role or
function in society, their wealth or class.
Costume was sometimes incomplete
and fragmentary, e.g. tie and briefcase
to represent a businessman.
• Makeup and costume used to depict
a character’s social role in the play,
not that of their everyday appearance.
There were some makeup and mask
use, but non-realistic and “theatrical”,
e.g. grotesque and/or caricatured.
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Task
The image below is from Kate Connolly’s review for The Guardian. It is from Brecht’s Berlin
Ensemble revival of The Caucasian Chalk Circle in June 2002:
“Benno Besson’s staging was pure Brecht at every turn. The sprightly 80-year-old director was
assistant to the German playwright in the 50s”.
Look carefully at the photo, make a list of how many features could be defined as “Brechtian”:
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Task
‘The key test was: does it work on stage? If not then throw it out. If it does work, and if it conflicts
with the theory, throw away the theory.’ Brecht
Look carefully at the images below from contemporary revivals of Caucasian Chalk Circle.
a)
b)

In groups, discuss how far they reflect Brecht’s original ideas on staging.
How successful are they in creating atmosphere and location?

a)

d)

b)

e)

c)

f)
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Task
a) Choose a brief scene from the play. Using the internet, find an image from a
contemporary production that you find effective.
b) Choose an acting area. Design the set, costume, lighting and props for your chosen scenes
basing it on your selected image and stage choice.

Task
Song and dance are an effective way to keep reminding the audience they are in a theatre
and watching a play.
Listen to the song “Mack the Knife” from “The Threepenny Opera”, another play by Brecht.
Notice how the musical arrangement is upbeat and joyous yet the lyrics are sinister and dark.
a) Choose a brief scene from Caucasian Chalk Circle. Find a song or piece of music which
juxtaposes the atmosphere of the scene. Discuss the effect this would have on the
audience.
b) Choose one character from the play. Find a contemporary song which would be an
appropriate “anthem” for them. Discuss your choice and why you think it is appropriate.

Task
“The actors’ masked face, their stifled mouths and ugly haircuts create very effectively a desired
brand of Brecht’s desired distancing effect… largely hateful characters wobble onto stage faceless
and universal” Caucasian Chalk Circle review by Kate Connolly, 2002.
a) Using the template on next page design;
i) suitable grotesque stage makeup for the character of Natalia in scene 5
ii) an expressionistic mask design for Natalia in scene 5.
b) Basing your ideas on Brecht’s original ideas for costume, design a suitable costume for an
Ironshirt. Consider the garments, colour and fabric you would choose. Also think about
hair and makeup. Give 3 reasons why you have decided on this particular costume.
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The Play
The original production omitted the
Prologue because Brecht was forced to
appear before the House Un-American
Activities Committee in Washington at
the same time in October 1947. This
committee was originally created in
1938 to uncover citizens with Nazi ties
in the United States, but it concentrated
its efforts instead on investigating
possible Communist Party infiltration.
The Prologue can be considered to be
extremely communist in its message.
Any capitalist society would argue that
whoever originally owned a piece of land
should get it. However, in his play, Brecht
argues differently – whoever can best use
the land should get it. It is because of the
communist overtones in the Prologue
that it was originally omitted from the
production.

ancient Chinese text, and Brecht’s fellow
German playwright, Klabund, even created
an adaptation of this Chinese version.
It’s interesting to note that Brecht made
a crucial change from the Chinese play
because in this, it is not the child’s birth
mother who lets go and wins the custody
of the child. Here it would be interesting
to discuss why Brecht made this crucial
change.

Eventually, The Caucasian Chalk Circle
became the favourite Brecht play in
America, perhaps because of its happy
ending – which was unusual for Brecht. It
was not premiered in Germany until 1954
with Brecht’s Berliner Ensemble. By this
time the Prologue was included in every
production. The play has remained one of
Brecht’s best and most performed plays in
the world.
Brecht was not the first to tell the story
of the conflict between two mothers
competing for the rightful charge of a
child. The story is based on the Biblical
story of Solomon and the baby. When two
women came to Solomon, both of them
claiming the same child, in his wisdom
he ordered the child to be cut in half. The
true mother chose instead to give the
whole baby to the other woman, thereby
revealing to Solomon that she was in fact
the mother. In Brecht’s work, the chalk
circle is drawn around the child, and the
first to pull the child out of the circle wins
the child. The story also existed as an
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Task
a) Read the reviews of the original plays:
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The structure of
the play
In addition to the Prologue, there are five
scenes or episodes – they are not referred
to as acts.
Scene 1: The Noble Child
Scene 2: The Flight into the Northern
Mountains
Scene 3: In the Northern Mountains
Scene 4: The Story of the Judge
Scene 5: The Caucasian Chalk Circle.
All scenes are self-contained – they
don’t flow to the next scene nor build
up to it. Each scene is like a mini play.
Therefore, The Caucasian Chalk Circle is
episodic, which means it doesn’t happen
in chronological order. The story is set in
a ‘play-within-a-play’ structure and this
helps to promote the use of Brecht’s epic
theatre techniques. The play is didactic,
which means that it has a moral; it is a
story that teaches a lesson. Brecht wanted
his plays to have an educational purpose
and they were designed to educate both
the performers and the audience. Brecht
makes sure that the audience knows this
play is didactic through the following:
• distancing the audience from the action
• the episodic nature referred to earlier
• the narrator or Singer as he is named in
the list of characters.
Brecht used
distancing to stop his
audience becoming
too emotionally
involved with the
characters. His plays
are often referred
to as epic theatre,
a dramatic form
intended to provoke
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rational thought rather than to create
illusion. He wanted to disrupt the notion
of the fourth wall (the imaginary wall
between the audience and the world of the
actor). This often involves the characters
directly addressing and acknowledging
the audience. We notice that the Singer
addresses the audience at the beginning
of each scene and tells them exactly what
will happen in that scene.
The Prologue sets up the structure of the
play. There are two disputing parties, the
goat herders and the fruit farmers. Each
group wants to claim the valley. However,
the goat herders have a claim that they
were there first and should therefore
keep the land, whereas the fruit farmers
argue that they could put the land to
better use. The Delegate moderating
the debate chooses the fruit farmers
because it is more logical for the person
who can put the land to better use to get
it. He addresses the goat herders thus:
‘Comrades, may I report that you all agree
to give up the valley?’
There is a strong circularity to the play,
with the ending returning to the beginning.
The last line of the play, ‘The valley to the
waterers, that it yield fruit,’ is a return to
the Prologue where the fruit farmers are
given the valley.
The Prologue has allowed Brecht to
present his ideas before the real play
even starts. This is extremely clever of
him because the audience receives the
moral of the play without even having
to watch it. Thus, he gets his communist
message across immediately and only
after he has presented the message does
he actually allow the play to begin. The
story of Grusha and the Chalk Circle only
strengthens the moral message found in
the Prologue.
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Video Insights
Unicorn Theatre created two videos to accompany their production of The Caucasian Chalk
Circle.
The videos are designed to be a useful resource for teachers and students who are studying
Brecht. Both videos can be watched online on the Unicorn Theatre YouTube channel.
Video 1: An insight into the play featuring interviews with director Amy Leech, Brecht scholar
– Dr Laura Bradley, Unicorn Artistic Director – Purni Morell and actress Juliette Stevenson –
who played Grusha in the 1997 Complicite production:
https://bit.ly/34OiXNE (6 mins long)
Video 2: An in-depth interview with Dr Laura Bradley who answers the questions below:
https://bit.ly/2SO6ynq (20 mins long)
• Can you tell us about the context in which Brecht was writing?
• What makes Brecht a unique writer?
• Can you talk about Epic Theatre in more detail?
• What does it mean when we talk about Brecht’s removal of the fourth wall?
• Why is Brecht so relevant to audiences today?
• Why might Brecht be relevant to a young audience?
• What is the purpose of the prologue?
• What does The Caucasian Chalk Circle have in common with other Brecht plays?
• Why is Grusha such a powerful character?
• In what way is Grusha an anti-heroine?
• What are the key questions that Brecht was challenging his audience to consider?
• Are there any issues in the world today that really resonate with Brecht’s ideas?
• Why has Brecht’s work been translated so widely?
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Themes
“The worst illiterate is the political
illiterate, he doesn’t hear, doesn’t speak,
nor participates in the political events. He
doesn’t know the cost of life, the price of
the bean, of the fish, of the flour, of the
rent, of the shoes and of the medicine, all
depends on political decisions.“
Brecht challenged society’s opinion of the
oppressed. He tried to teach his audiences
not to accept the world as they found it.
There are a number of different themes
within The Caucasian Chalk Circle which
reflect his beliefs.

Communism and
Capitalism
This theme was referred to earlier when
discussing the Prologue. It would be worth
discussing this further when considering
the story of Grusha and the chalk circle.
The Caucasian Chalk Circle is a political
play about the complexities of making
decisions, the precarious validity of the
law, and humans’ behaviour toward their
fellows. Bertolt Brecht has the Singer sum
up the meaning of the play in the song at
the end:
Take note what men of old concluded
That what there is shall belong to those who
are good for it,
Children to the maternal, that they prosper;
Carts to good drivers, that they are driven
well;
The valley to the waterers, that it yield fruit.

Ownership and
Belonging
The questions asked in the play are - who
does the land rightly belong to? Those
who have lived there for a length of time,
or those who can make good use of it? In
the same way, the question is asked – who
does the child rightly belong to? The one
who gave birth to the child, or the one who
cared for him and brought him up?

Motherhood
Does one become a mother simply by
giving birth or is it the act of caring and
raising a child that makes a mother? In
the pivotal scene, Azdak rules in favour of
Grusha as Michael’s true mother, which
sends a clear message from Brecht about
the importance of love and care in society.

Corruption
All the politicians in the play are obsessed
with power, including the governor, the
grand duke and fat prince. Each strives
to gain more power through literally
cutting down and killing their fellow man.
Throughout all this violence, characters pay
each other off, using money as a means of
corrupting humanity and morality.

Greed
For Brecht, a staunch socialist, greed is
the root of all evil, a belief he presents
throughout the play. Greed is arguably the
corrupting force from its politicians to its
justice systems, to its mothers.

Justice
Brecht uses the character of Azdak to
illustrate this theme. Although he regularly
accepts bribes from wealthy plaintiffs, he
almost always rules in favour of the poor
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– or at least in favour of serving justice.
Azdak’s “radical” approach to justice and
to ensuring that the voices of the poor
and downtrodden are not erased in favour
of appeasing the rich earns him great
renown.

Task

Brecht used placards to distance the audience from the action. The information on them
shouldn’t just comment on the action but deepen our understanding of it. For example, a
student bullying another student, if they simply held up a placard saying “I’m a bully” it’s
telling us something we already know. If it said “My father locks me in my bedroom every
night” the audience would be forced to consider other aspects of the character and the
reason behind their actions.
a) Choose one of the themes of the play. Design a placard or a projection which would make
the audience think deeper about a character or situation within the play.
b) Decide at which point you would use your placard and the effect it would have upon the
audience.
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The characters

into the mother of the child and her love
for Simon is also rewarded.

There is a long list of characters in this
play, but the central characters are the
following:

Task

• The Singer – the narrator

Choose a scene and look at how would
you communicate the character, focusing
on vocal choices.

• Grusha – a household maid to the
Governor’s wife

Azdak

• Simon – a soldier

Azdak was the village ‘scrivener’ or scribe
and was an honest man, except for the
times he would be accused of stealing the
Fat Prince’s rabbits. He is introduced by
the Singer at the beginning of scene 4:

• Azdak – a judge
• Shauva – a policeman who becomes
Azdak’s assistant after Azdak is made
judge
• Natella Abashwili – the Governor’s wife.
Two of these central characters are
important to the message of the play,
namely Grusha and Azdak.

Grusha
Grusha, the young maid servant, is at the
heart of the story and can be described
as the main character of the play. She
represents the good people in society and
some of her character traits are loving
and caring, courageous, determined
and decisive. Any actress taking on this
role must realise that Grusha’s character
develops from being an immature and
naïve girl at the beginning of the play to a
responsible young woman at the end. This
comes about as a result of the emotional
journey she undertakes to protect the
child. The actress should use her face,
body movements and voice to convey
the different emotions her character
experiences. Through the character of
Grusha, Brecht shows that people who
make sacrifices will be rewarded and the
tide changes in their favour. Because of
her courage and sacrifice, she transforms
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Hear the story of the Judge
How he turned judge, how he passed
judgment, what kind of Judge he was.
On that Easter Sunday of the great revolt,
when the Grand Duke was overthrown
And his Governor Avbashwili, father of our
child, lost his head
The Village Scrivener Azdak found a fugitive
in the woods and hid him in his hut.
The fugitive was the Grand Duke himself,
and without knowing it, Azdak helps him
and saves his life. Azdak is upset at being
a traitor and repents and goes to seek
justice. Instead he ends up becoming a
Judge and it is he who decides in favour
of Grusha in the chalk circle. Azdak can
be considered a trickster figure who turns
the law upside down. He, like Grusha,
risks his life to make a difference. Through
his character and his actions Brecht once
again suggests that this is how justice will
come. Once again, an actor taking on this
role has the challenge to show how Azdak
develops from a disreputable figure to be
the ‘wise’ judge at the end.

Natella Abashwili
Natella Abashwili is another central
character in the play and is a challenge
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to any actress portraying her. She is the
selfish wife of the Governor, who leaves
her baby Michael behind, caring more
about packing her dresses than saving
her child. After the civil war, she tries to
get Michael back in order to reclaim the
Governor’s estates. As a character she
is used to highlight some of the major
themes in the play, namely justice, family,
class warfare and religion. For an actress
portraying her, the character traits are
selfishness, self-concern, jealousy and
meanness. She repeatedly abuses the
poor and shows no concern for the less
fortunate.

Simon Chavchava
Simon Chavchava is the soldier who falls
in love with Grusha and she promises to
marry him when he returns from the war.
However, she is forced to marry another
man, Yussup, before Simon returns.
Thanks to Azdak, who mistakenly annuls
Grusha’s marriage, Simon and Grusha are
allowed to marry after all. Simon adopts
Michael as his own son.
In accordance with Brechtian techniques,
actors will play more than one role. This
was frequently used and served to remind
the audience that the characters were in
fact played by ‘actors in role’.

Brechtian techniques
Vefremdungseffekt
‘When something seems ‘the most obvious
thing in the world’ it means that any attempt
to understand the world has been given up’.
Brecht
The closest translation of Vefremdungseffekt
is ‘to make strange’. Brecht’s distancing
or V effekt was an attempt to distance the
audience from identifying too closely with
a character. The aim was to work against
the sense of something being ‘right’ or
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‘natural’ and ask the audience to think
more clearly about what is happening;
to be critical and to question characters’
actions.
‘The V effect consists of the turning the object
of which one is to be made aware... from
something ordinary, familiar, immediately
accessible, into something peculiar, striking
and unexpected... Before familiarity can turn
into awareness the familiar must be stripped
of its inconspicuousness; we must give up
assuming that the object in question needs
no explanation.’ Brecht
The actors were not to get under the skin
of the character or find the emotional
truth and transform themselves into that
character, but were to be critical of the
character they were playing and to show
and hold up for scrutiny a character and
their actions.
Brecht was concerned that his audience
did not get swept along by emotion and
empathy with a character, but were critical
and alert. This did not mean that emotion
did not have a place in his theatre; it was a
question of emphasis.
Brecht used a number of techniques to
help achieve the V effect:
° narration
° coming out of role
° third person narration
° direct address
° speaking of stage directions
° placards
° song and dance
° spass
° montage.
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Task
a)
i) Ensure you understand each of the key techniques of Brecht’s work mentioned above.
ii) Read through Caucasian Chalk Circle to find examples of the above techniques. Pinpoint
where they are used and explain what technique they would have on an audience
watching a production of the play.
b)

c)

i) i) In rehearsals, actors would be asked to find actions, gestures, movement and
intonation which commented on or revealed the socio-political aspects of a scene.
Brecht would photograph rehearsals in order that his actors could examine what they
were doing and see what they were communicating. In groups, choose a scene from
CCC, perform it, focus on the gestus for each of the characters. Film it and discuss how
effective your choices are.
i) In a journal entry of 9 November 1949 Brecht described The Caucasian Chalk Circle
as one of the ‘few real repertoire pieces’ by a German author, a play that could be
performed at almost any time period because it dealt with general or common themes.
Indeed, the play can be considered to be a timeless parable and it continues to ask
urgent questions about justice that can relate to any period, and how to do right when
the world goes wrong. Research, using the Internet, and find an event that you feel
would be effective in transposing CCC for a contemporary production.

Useful Background Research
• Brecht in Practice https://brechtinpractice.org/
• Photos from the original production
https://bit.ly/33OqH2W
• Oral history interview with the Alvis Tinnin, who stared in that first production.
https://bit.ly/3nBPDlY
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