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· The play was finished in 1939.

· It is set in Europe during the Thirty Year’s War (1618-1648)

· It tells the story of a woman who make her living by travelling around the battlefields with her canteen wagon; buying and selling what goods she can lay her hands on.  At the beginning of the play she is accompanied by her two sons Elif and Swiss Cheese, and her dumb daughter Kattrin.  The play tells the story of how Mother Courage eventually looses all of her three children to the war.  As the Sergeant prophetically says to her at the end of the first scene.

Like the war to nourish you?

You have to feed it something too
· Brecht was a committed Marxist and he intended his theatre to be dialectical because dialectics lies at the heart of Karl Marx’s philosophical thinking and revolutionary politics.  Broadly speaking, dialectics refers to the clash of opposites and the contradiction, which are bound to arise when opposites come into conflict.
· Mother Courage herself embodies a clash of opposing ideals – dialectic.   She is a walking contradiction.  She needs the war in order for her business enterprise to thrive, but at the same time, she fears it for the threat it resents to the safety of her children.
· She is caught in the contradiction between being a merchant and being a mother.
· So essentially the play is about the contradictory claims of business and motherhood; and about the inevitable loss that the mother suffers as she tries to negotiate these contradictory demands.
· In the model book for Mother Courage, Brecht describes Mother Courage’s situation thus:
She longs for the war but at the same time fears it.  She wants to join in but as a peaceable business, not in a warlike way.  She wants to maintain her family during the war and by means of it.  She wants to serve the army and also to keep out of its clutches.

· In each of these sentences Brecht expresses the contradictions in Mother Courage’s character.  The basic contradiction of course is between her role as a mother and her ambition as a merchant.  Brecht uses the exceptional circumstances or war as a means of forcing the contradictions in her character to the surface; to dramatically confront and reveal the contradictions through the brutal event so the war.

· In Brecht’s studies of Marxism and revolutionary politics that led him to imagine a new kind of spectator.  Traditionally the theatre audiences were content to accept the world depicted on the stage as a true picture of the world as it really is; something, which simply has to be accepted as natural.  Brecht wanted a theatre that would show that t in any set circumstances a number of different options exist for the characters. And the job of the spectator was to judge the validity of the characters’ selected course of action.

· Brecht wanted to create dissent.  In political terms, submission produces acquiescence, deference and conformity to the status quo; dissent produces defiance, protest and a desire for change.

· The overriding principle in Brecht’s theatre is a commitment to fundamental social change; and consequently, he set out to develop theatre, which presents the world and human nature as knowable and alterable.  It was his devise verfrumdungseffekt and the epic form, which helped him proved the tools for achieving this end.

· Brecht wore his politics on his sleeve; he directly addressed his audiences and challenged them to look at what happens in the work of human affairs not as being natural, like the weather or the changing seasons but as being man made socially unjust and therefore changeable.  Many of his ideas both about politics and a new anti realist theatre are contained within this prologue.

THE OPENING SCENE

· “Spring 1624……….etc” are projected onto a cyclorama.

· The words are detailed and explicit.  This is not ‘any old where’ or ‘once upon a time’ but a specific time and place and a specific year.  Not that this particular place has to be remembered: yet the stating of the facts is important.  On this stage will be a representation of something real and therefore specific and therefore open to investigation.  A general statement like ‘The Thirty Years War’ would be too vague, leaving too much and too little to the imagination.

· The opening dialogue between the sergeant and the recruiting officer takes place on a more or less empty stage: ‘a highway’    What is achieved by this dialogue?
THE OPENING DIALOGUE

· The war at one starts to suffuse the play dominating everything.  For these 2 characters war is a livelihood.  They are war’s creatures and are quick to rationalize their self-interest, turning the feeding of the war into something morally admirable.  The 2 men are not themselves witty critical or intelligent: but their dialogue generates a critical wit.  What they both say is outrageous and true.  War brings organization.  The war fives people names and numbers.  In a way, the dialogue is realistic (2 such people may talk like that) but is aim isn’t simply to establish a realistically convincing situation but to make the audience look critically at it.

Brecht’s objective is to present a scene in a way that encourages the audience to see al round it: the objectivity he aims at is achieve in that way.

