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Is the Puppet the Only ‘Good Person’? 
Bertolt Brecht’s The Good Person of Szechwan  
in Two Puppet Versions by Michael Meschke  
(Marionetteatern Stockholm, 1963)  
and Moritz Sostmann (Schauspiel Köln, 2013)

Mascha Erbelding

Abstract

Bertolt Brecht’s  plays are not very often performed by puppet theatres. With regard on 
Brecht’s alienation effect this fact is astonishing. Isn’t the puppet ideal for creating distance 
in the audience? The article will present two very different puppet versions of The Good 
Person of Szechwan (premiere 1943 in Zurich) by Michael Meschke (Stockholm, 1963) and 
Moritz Sostmann (Köln, 2013). While Meschke decided to work with abstract rod puppets, 
Sostmann is combining actors/puppeteers with almost human-size puppets. The analysis 
of the two productions will show how with the help of alienation effects puppets can add 
to new interpretations of the drama as well as how Brecht’s ideas influenced contemporary 
Western puppet theatre. 
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Bertolt Brecht (1898–1956) is one of the best-known German playwrights of the 20th 
century, yet his works have rarely been performed in puppet theatre, despite some 
highly acclaimed productions.1 The Threepenny Opera is Brecht’s  most frequently 
staged work, at least on German-speaking stages, in theatre and on the puppet 
stage alike. The Good Person of Szechwan is Brecht’s  second most frequently per-
formed play, but it has not enjoyed many productions in puppet theatre, although 
Brecht’s intended ‘alienation’ can manifest itself in unique ways in puppet theatre. 
The productions presented here have rarely been discussed in academic works 
about Brecht or the history of puppet theatre. No fundamental study has examined 
Brecht’s relationship to puppet theatre or other puppet productions of his work. 
Likewise, no further investigation has explored his significance to the development 
of political puppet theatre in the 1960s and 1970s, for which Michael Meschke is 
a  prime example. Konstanza Kavrakova-Lorenz and Henryk Jurkowski have ana-
lysed the concept of ‘alienation’ in terms of its significance for the aesthetics of 
puppet theatre. In this essay, I will compare two puppet theatre productions of The 
Good Person of Szechwan from the 1960s and 2010s using Jurkowski’s and Kavrakova-
Lorenz’ approaches. Michael Meschke’s 1963 production in Stockholm was one of 
the earliest puppet theatre productions of a Brecht play. Fifty years later, Moritz 
Sostmann’s production in Cologne takes contemporary Western puppet theatre to 
the extreme.

Before examining the productions in detail, I will address some overarching ques-
tions relating to Brecht and the play The Good Person of Szechwan.

The Play The Good Person of Szechwan

As previously mentioned, The Good Person of Szechwan, written between 1938 and 
1940 in collaboration with Ruth Berlau and Margarethe Steffin, is one of Bertolt 
Brecht’s most frequently staged plays. Its parable-like nature certainly contributes to 
its popularity.

Jan Knopf summarises the core of the play, which is about the prostitute Shen 
Te who tries to be ‘good’ and kind but fails due to the false conditions of capitalist 

1    Among others: The Seven Deadly Sins, 1969, at the Állami Bábszínház (State Puppet Theatre), Budapest, 
Hungary (director: Kató Szőnyi); The Threepenny Opera, 1958, at the Teatr Groteska, Krakow, Poland 
(director: Zofia Jaremowa); 1967, at the Marionetteatern, Stockholm, Sweden; 1977, at the Wrocławski Teatr 
Lalek, Poland (director: Wiesław Hejno), 1988 at the Puppentheater Berlin (director: Hartmut Lorenz), 
and 2025 at the Puppentheater Magdeburg, Germany (director: Álvaro Schoeck); The fear and misery of the 
Third Reich, 1980 at the Puppentheater Neubrandenburg, GDR (director: Peter Waschinsky); The unstoppable 
rise of Arturo Ui, 1982, at the Puppet Theatre in Chelyabinsk, USSR (director: Valery Volkhovsky); 1992, 
at Puppentheater Dresden (director: Klaus Frenzel); 1996 at the Augsburger Puppenkiste, Germany; The 
Good Puppet of Szechwan, 2010, at the Walking Fish Theatre, Philadelphia, USA (director: Stan Heleva); 
The Caucasian Chalk Circle, 1987, at Naivní divadlo, Liberec, Czechoslovakia (director: Ivan Rajmont); 
1996, Sandglass Theatre, New York, USA (director: Eric Bass); Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny, 1998, 
A Tarumba, Lisbon, Portugal (director: Luís Vieira); Antigone ,1984, an opera by Frederic Rzewski, at Nuova 
Opera dei Burattini (director: Pietro Formentini).
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society. She therefore invents an ‘evil’ alter ego, her cousin Shui Ta, who does what-
ever is necessary to survive in this society:

Through the insertion of divine authority, which observes and examines the world and its 
conditions, the entire play takes on the character of a socio-scientific experiment that aims to 
reveal the laws of the capitalist-bourgeois world. Thus, the ending of the play reverses its 
initial premise: initially, it seemed to be about theodicy – the justification of the gods and 
their world as the best of all possible worlds – following classical German drama. However, 
the conclusion shows that it is actually about humanity and its place in a poorly organised 
world. The theodicy has turned into anthropodicy; the divine game has been turned from 
the head to the feet of humanity. The conclusion is that the world must change and people 
need a different world. (KNOPF 1980: 205)2

The play thus centres on the question of how humans can be ‘good’ in a world with-
out gods, exploring the moral implications of such a world and the challenges that 
come with it. Brecht’s play rejects metaphysics entirely. His gods are powerless and 
uninterested in humans. No help can be expected from them. Interestingly, as in many 
of Brecht’s significant plays from the 1930s, a female character plays a central role but 
ultimately cannot effect essential change in capitalist living conditions.3 John Fuegi, 
who has emphasised the significant contributions of Brecht’s  female collaborators, 
observes: ‘As is usual in works involving Steffin (and also true of those in collaboration 
with Berlau and Hauptmann), the text contains a strong female character who strives 
to do good in a world that demands evil’ (FUEGI 1999: 533). In 1968, literary scholar 
Oscar Mandel concluded: ‘After all, revolution is not exclusively a female affair, as one 
might get the impression when reading his plays’ (cited after FUEGI 1999: 554). Fuegi 
draws further parallels with Steffin, who always stood in Brecht’s shadow and could 
only publish her works as a man in much the same way as Shen-Te, a prostitute, can 
only continue to be good to her fellow human beings if her male alter ego, Shui-Ta, 
ruthlessly pursues his/her own interests. That seems to be the only way she can avoid 
immediately losing the shop she acquired through the gift of the gods and survive. 
Her love for the failed pilot, who exploits her, ultimately causes her to commit ‘evil’ 
acts, such as failing to repay the loan from the carpet dealer couple, which drives 
them to suicide. Social conventions constrain Shen-Te as a  woman, adding to the 
catastrophic social situation that forces her into prostitution. It is no coincidence that 
the play’s original title was ‘Die Ware Liebe’ (Love as Commodity), which plays on the 
phrase ‘Die wahre Liebe’ (True Love). Under these circumstances, true love and genu-
ine kindness cannot exist. Love is a commodity. Shen-Te’s dilemma is irresolvable.

2    All originally German, French or Swedish texts cited have been translated for this article by the author.

3    David Z. Mairowitz observes that the plays following Die Mutter try to address working-class women 
following the policy of KPD (German Communist Party) and centre strong female characters. ‘This […] 
clearly shows a revision of thought after an endless succession of plays in which the only women are whores. 
[…] No longer sex objects, they become objects of political demonstration, […] These women, powerful 
dramatic figures as they may be, can also be said to suffer from Brecht’s theories of the drama, and their 
lives as women are never fit subjects for his plays’ (MAIROWITZ 1985: 208 ff.).
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Brecht’s reception of Chinese Culture

Brecht’s profound admiration for Chinese philosophy, literature, and theatre has been 
a recurring theme in the research literature on him. Hidden or open citations and 
interpretations are well documented. In The Good Person of Szechwan, there are also 
adaptations of translations of Zhuangzi, Po Chü-i, and Me Tzu (for a list of adaptations 
see (KNOPF 1980: 203)). In Brecht’s first sketch of the play from 1927/1928, the set-
ting is not yet China; it was only when the play was reworked from 1939 onwards that it 
was embedded in a Chinese setting. Yuan Tan has analysed Szechwan’s role as a place 
of projection in German literature, and he also points out that, at the time the play 
was written, Szechwan was a place of retreat for the Kuonmintang (YUAN TAN: 205 
ff.). Karen Tsui emphasises that Brecht followed the course of the Sino-Japanese War 
and the Chinese Communist Party’s struggles with the Kuomintang in the press. This 
is evident in Brecht’s preface to the 1953 edition of the play, in which he mentions the 
political circumstances in Sichuan that had changed since the play was written (TSUI 
2015: 358 ff.). John Fuegi points out that Brecht also used books by Agnes Smedley, 
a war correspondent in China in the 1930s, in creating the play (FUEGI 1999: 533). 
Nevertheless, Brecht is not concerned with depicting real-life China:

The drama conceals a more meaningful relationship to China behind an outwardly su-
perficial Chinese exterior. In addition, Brecht engages with the real, geopolitical entity 
of China through his indirect references to contemporary Chinese politics in the drama. 
The resultant Sezuan is situated in a China that exists between the poles of imagination 
and historico-political reality. Brecht takes full advantage of its ambiguous nature, delib-
erately obscuring his relationship to China and encouraging the reader to decipher the 
significance of China to the drama for him- or herself. By examining the references more 
closely, the reader can see how Brecht utilizes Chinese history, culture, and philosophy 
to support his own worldview and thoughts on social reform. His careful structuring of 
‘China’ in Der gute Mensch reveals a thoughtful yet complicated attitude towards cultural 
appreciation, borrowing, and transfer – one that challenges readers’ expectations in sly 
and subtle ways. (TSUI 2015: 363)

Thus, he aims to achieve a degree of alienation in the ‘Chinese’ plot that he also 
admires in Chinese theatre, which he had encountered by at least the time of his visit 
to Moscow, when he met the Chinese actor Mei Lanfang. He also recognises the ‘alien-
ation effects’ in the way Peking opera is performed:

The ‘mechanical manner’ and the ‘make-up’ are clear indications that Brecht was particu-
larly taken with the masks worn by actors in Chinese theatre. His great enthusiasm for this, 
reinforced by an intensification of the adverb, explicitly emphasises mask-play as a ‘higher’, 
‘creative’ way of acting. ‘Acting in this way is healthier and, it seems to us, more fitting for 
a thinking being. It requires a great deal of knowledge of human nature, wisdom, and an 
understanding of what is socially important.’ Of course, a creative process also takes place 
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here, which is of a higher order because it is elevated into the sphere of consciousness.
(Brecht in JING JING 2024: 124)

The direct address to the audience and, above all, Shen Te’s dual role as she assumes 
the ‘mask’ of her evil cousin Shui Ta are clear signs of Brecht’s influence from Chinese 
theatre (YUAN TAN 2007: 225 ff.).4

However, Brecht always considered the parable-like nature of the play to be impor-
tant: ‘Incidentally, the danger of chinoiserie must be combated’, he wrote in his work 
journal in 1939 (Brecht in YUAN TAN 2007: 203).

Alienation

But what exactly does alienation mean in the Brechtian sense? ‘Alienation effects’, 
that he describes in different texts about his theatre, are central to Brecht’s concept of 
‘epic theatre’. Constant references to the fictional nature of what is being shown, and 
the visualisation of the means of staging, are key features of his anti-illusionist theatre. 
The aim is to activate the audience and encourage them to think for themselves:

The passive attitude of the audience, which corresponded to the passivity of the vast ma-
jority of people in life in general, gave way to an active one. That is, the new audience was 
presented with a world available to them and their activity. (BRECHT 1971: 37)

The actor plays the most important role in implementing alienation effects.

The prerequisite for producing the alienation-effect is for the actor to clearly demonstrate 
what they are showing. The idea of a fourth wall, which fictitiously closes off the stage from 
the audience and creates the illusion that the stage action takes place in reality without an 
audience, must, of course, be abandoned. Under these circumstances, it is possible for the 
actors to address the audience directly. (Brecht in FIEBACH 1975: 348)

In addition, Brecht mentions various means of achieving alienation, including tech-
niques for actors in terms of gesture and speech, the use of documentary film mate-
rial, openly showing stage equipment, and addressing the audience directly. He also 
mentions the use of masks. In his Little Organon for the Theatre, Brecht refers to the 
masks of ancient and medieval theatre, as well as Asian theatre forms, as variations 
of the ‘old alienation effects’ (BRECHT 1971: 66). While these techniques hindered 
the development of empathy, they fell short of Brecht’s vision for his ‘new’ alienation 
effects, which aimed to spark a societal transformation. Brecht himself never really 

4    In her essay, Karen Tsui also describes the retranslation of Brecht’s drama into traditional Chinese 
theatre in 1987, titled Sichuan Haoren. This appropriation of European material, which referenced tradi-
tional Chinese theatre, provided new inspiration for the genre during a time of political upheaval. (TSUI 
2015: 364 ff.)
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answered the question of whether puppets could also be used to achieve the alienation 
effect he desired. The ‘Poem about Chinese Puppet Theatre’ on a postcard which he 
sent to his son, Stefan Brecht, in 1934, is one of the rare works, where Brecht is ex-
plicitly mentioning puppets.

The postcard shows an excerpt from The Hundred Children by the 16th/17th- century 
calligrapher Wang Xijue. It is in the possession of the British Museum and depicts chil-
dren playing with puppets on a table with a kneeling figure, accompanied by children 
playing music, watching, and riding hobbyhorses. The accompanying poem reads:

Don’t you dare! The minors stand on tables, playing./They show what they have seen:/ how 
man behaved towards man,/ becoming a wolf to him. / Already, one must kneel before an-
other, / achieving nothing! / Four endeavour to show what they have seen;/ only two have 
stayed to watch them./ The others have run away. Gripped by fear, soon the unfortunate 
players will have lost their citizenship. (YUAN TAN 2007: 157)5

Although Brecht’s own experience of exile is certainly at the forefront here, he sees 
puppet theatre as a means of ‘showing’, which is also central to the alienation effect.

As previously mentioned, Brecht recommended the use of masks. In his collabora-
tion with Erwin Piscator on the 1928 production of The Good Soldier Švejk at the Pis-
catorbühne, Grosz’s flat, caricature-like figures were used alongside actors. Together 
with Grosz’s projected drawings, this turned the production into a multimedia Gesa-
mtkunstwerk (PISCATOR 1963: 179 ff.). Whilst Brecht distanced himself from Pisca-
tor’s work, which he considered too spectacular, the use of puppets was explored here, 
although Brecht did not expand on this in his own later productions. Michael Meschke 
writes in his production notes for Szechwan:

In the post-war period, the German theatre critic Erwin Leiser was in exile in Stockholm. 
He was a friend of Brecht’s. I asked Leiser to find out how Brecht would feel about a pup-
pet theatre version. During his next visit to Berlin, Leiser asked Brecht about it. According 
to Leiser, Brecht was enthusiastic about the project and said that puppet theatre itself was 
a perfect embodiment of the alienation effect, a cornerstone of his theatre theory. (MSTM, 
file 1159, MESCHKE 2022: 1)

Although Brecht himself did not consider puppets worthy of deeper reflection, 
his concept of ‘alienation’ has been examined for its applicability to the genre, espe-
cially in the context of Eastern European puppet theatre research. In her dissertation, 
‘Puppetry as a Synergetic Art Form’, Konstanza Kavrakova-Lorenz examined the ap-
plicability of Brecht’s concept of alienation to puppetry. Although she characterises 

5    „WEHE! / Auf den Tischen stehen die Unmündigen./ Spielend/ zeigen sie, was sie gesehen haben / 
wie sich schon der Mensch verhielt zu dem Menschen und ihm ein Wolf war/ Schon/ Muss eine sich knieen 
vor einem anderen (ach, er erreicht nichts!)/ Vier bemühen sich, zu zeigen, was sie gesehen haben, nur 
zwei/ Sind geblieben, ihnen zuzusehen, die andern/ sind weggelaufen. Von Furcht erfasst./ Bald/ werden 
die unseligen Spieler / Ihre Staatsbürgerschaft verloren haben.“



58

T
he

at
ra

lia
  [

 2
9 

/ 
20

26
 /

 1
 ]

Mascha Erbelding   
Is the puppet the only ‘good person’? ...

[ y
or

ic
k 
]

Brecht’s alienation as a ‘materialised method of thinking’ and a ‘method of appropria-
tion in the history of development’, she also concludes:

The difference to Brecht’s  concept of alienation is obvious: But if his basic definition is 
taken as a starting point, the substance of both phenomena remains the same: ‘An alien-
ated image is one that recognises the object, but at the same time makes it appear alien.’ 
(KAVRAKOVA-LORENZ 1986: 55)

According to Kavrakova-Lorenz, puppet theatre is dependent on alienation: ‘Drama 
without alienation technique is conceivable and desirable in certain cultural circles, 
but puppetry is unthinkable without the alienation inherent in it as the binding force 
of its otherwise separable duality’ (KAVRAKOVA-LORENZ 1986: 57).

Henryk Jurkowski, however, has problematised this ‘automatic’ alienation, citing 
the East German director and puppeteer Peter Waschinsky, who also staged Fear and 
Misery of the Third Reich: 

‘Brechtian alienation’ is a  temporary effect, whereas ‘manipulation on sight’ is a perma-
nent situation, deprived of the surprise that Brecht prized so highly. In puppet theatre, 
the ‘alienation effect’ has another aspect, linked to the paradox evoked by puppeteer Peter 
Waschinsky: ‘Let’s  come back to “alienation” in puppet theatre. It is inherent to it; it is 
always present in principle. The puppets are merely materials; let’s  take the example of 
Chekhov [Waschinsky refers to the staging of The Witch here]. The characters in the play are 
very realistic. Their movements and language must therefore be very ‘natural’ in the human 
sense. But what does ‘natural’ mean for puppets? Simply put, they behave like inert matter; 
either they remain completely inanimate or, at best, they perform simple pendulum move-
ments. Forcing this matter to behave similarly to humans from the outside makes it foreign 
to itself, which is what we call ‘alienation’. From this perspective, the most naturalistic pup-
pet is the one that creates the greatest distance. (JURKOWSKI 2000: 110 f.)

Similar to Brecht himself, the aforementioned authors distinguish between the qua-
si-automatic alienation inherent in puppet theatre – the ‘old alienation effects’ – and 
the conscious use of alienation to engage the audience. I will apply this distinction 
to the two productions below. How do the puppet theatre productions deal with 
Brecht’s play? Fifty years lie between the two interpretations. The political and theatre-
historical circumstances differ greatly.
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Michael Meschke’s production of The Good Person of Szechwan, 
19636

Michael Meschke (born 1931 in Gdansk) is a Swedish puppeteer and puppet the-
atre maker. His family fled from Gdansk to Sweden in 1939 because of their Jewish 
origin. Meschke grew up in Sweden and, after intensive training in Paris and with 
Harro Siegel in Brunswick (where he also studied Brecht, see (MESCHKE 1996: 19)), 
he founded the city-sponsored Marionetteatern in Stockholm in 1958. This was the 
country’s first permanent puppet theatre.

Why Brecht?

From the outset, the ambitious company’s programme was aimed at adults and show-
cased a wide range. With plays by Heinrich von Kleist and The Tales of Hoffmann by 
Jacques Offenbach, among others, Meschke included classics in the programme from 
the beginning. This was certainly a way for the theatre to establish itself as a serious 
competitor to drama theatres. Notably, the Swedish premiere of The Good Person of 
Szechwan took place at Gothenburg City Theatre in 1962/1963. In the programme 
booklet for The Good Man of Szechwan, Meschke discusses his quest for the theatre of 
unlimited possibilities through a review of the first five years’ twenty productions – 
also the quest for a committed theatre whose goal is to inspire the audience:

The criterion for the raison d’être of an artistic theatre is neither its popularity, measured 
in terms of audience numbers, nor its exclusively aesthetic intrinsic value, nor the task of 
keeping a tradition alive, but rather its ability to inspire the audience it reaches. To inspire, 
in the sense of catharsis. (BRECHT and MESCHKE 1963)

Meschke’s motivation for this production was probably less about establishing the 
genre as an art form than realising a ‘generally valid human message’ (BRECHT and 
MESCHKE 1963). Meschke, an ‘avid Brecht lover’, wonders whether Brecht should 
be ‘modernised’, for example by referencing current crises. He mentions the nuclear 
crisis and the issue of armament, as well as hunger in Africa. However, he concludes 
that the play does not require any obvious updating; this responsibility lies with the 
audience itself. ‘The “joke”, the cheekiness of this enterprise, the actual crossing of 
boundaries probably consisted mainly in the fact that Brecht came to the puppet 
stage’ (MESCHKE 1996: 112).

The roots of European puppet theatre lie in the anarchic, pre-bourgeois culture of 
laughter among the lower classes. Its tradition of criticising the establishment made it 
appealing to politically engaged theatre makers, such as Peter Schumann of the Bread 

6    See website of Michael Meschke for photos and further information: https://www.michaelmeschke.
com/katalog.pdf. For this article a video of the TV production from 1964 was used.
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& Puppet Theatre, but also to Michael Meschke. During one of the hottest phases of 
the Cold War in the 1960s, it was really crossing boundaries to adapt literature asso-
ciated with spoken theatre for puppets – and it was also still bold to perform works 
by a political author from the Eastern Bloc, such as Brecht. The German premiere 
of The Good Person of Szechwan did not occur until 1952 in Frankfurt am Main; the 
Berliner Ensemble did not stage the play until 1957, after Brecht’s death; and Giorgio 
Strehler staged the text at the Piccolo Teatro in Milan in 1958. In 1954, the Berliner 
Ensemble’s  guest performance of Mother Courage caused a  sensation in Paris, lead-
ing to a veritable ‘Brechtomania’ in France. However, Brecht was controversial even 
among the left. His decision to leave the Soviet Union and go into exile in the USA 
was viewed just as critically as the absence of a positive socialist hero in his theatre. 
Brecht was banned as a counterrevolutionary in China during the Cultural Revolution 
(TSUI 2015: 363).

The production

Meschke opted for a classical puppet theatre production with all puppeteers hidden 
behind the stage. The figures were glove puppets, the guiding mechanism of which 
was refined using rods based on the wayang golek tradition. When designing the fig-
ures’ heads, he used several layers of papier-mâché, which he then simply covered with 
a transparent glaze. ‘As a result, the laminated scraps of paper stood out and formed 
veins, giving the figures a kind of living “skin”’ (MSTM, file 1159, MESCHKE 2022: 2). 
The highly stylised figures have only slits for eyes and mouths. Like Brecht, Meschke 
also wanted to avoid ‘chinoiserie’ in his production:

I designed the diverse characters of the play, full of complex roles, in clay and papier-mâché, 
in search of a loving stylisation – in contrast to ‘chinoiserie’, exoticism, or parody – so I was 
able to express the different personalities with small variations on a simple basic form of the 
heads. (MSTM, file 1159, MESCHKE 2022: 2)

Flat, black-and-white backdrops designed in the style of Chinese calligraphy by Yn-
gve Gamlin were used as stage sets against a black background. This created a ‘con-
trast between the sculptural figures and the two-dimensional scenography. Windows 
and doors also served as locations, enabling the figures to move “in photographs”, so 
to speak’ (MESCHKE 1996: 112).

Meschke’s production deliberately contrasts with Giorgio Strehler’s 1958 interpre-
tation, which imitated a realistic Chinese slum with bamboo constructions. With its 
graphic elements, Meschke’s production makes the plot seem like a picture book come 
to life, clearly emphasising its parable-like nature.

Brecht’s  text is heavily abridged, but otherwise very clearly adapted from the 
original. 
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Faithfulness to the original was always important to me. For example, in Brecht’s ‘The Good 
Person of Szechwan’ (1963), I was very faithful to the original text. The text was far too long 
and the plots were overly complicated. Simplification seemed unavoidable. But how does 
one remain true to the author’s intentions during these necessary changes? Brecht’s didactic 
repetitions are typical. If one were to omit one or the other, one could become unfaithful 
to the pedagogical intentions. Shortly before Brecht’s death in 1956, I wrote to him to ask 
for his opinion on a puppet theatre version. He replied enthusiastically, saying that puppets 
were an excellent application of his theory of alienation. However, by 1963 Brecht was de-
ceased and could no longer oversee my work. I justified my edits by imagining how Brecht 
himself would write today. Since his dramaturgy had clearly become established in European 
theatre by that point, I  thought he would have toned down the emphasis on repetition. 
(MESCHKE 1996: 49)

For Meschke, the staging with puppets, as an ‘old’ alienation effect, was ‘alienat-
ing’ enough for his audience. There were no more radical ‘alienation effects’, such as 
a break in the stage situation or the puppeteers performing alongside the puppets. 
Meschke writes:

But how should I implement alienation effects in puppet theatre? Simply put, this means 
that the audience is not supposed to prioritise the theatrical illusion over reality. But, as 
Brecht confirmed, if the puppet itself is already such a clear alienation, you can’t use an 
additional alienation effect without harming the play. The puppets themselves were our 
alienation effect. (MESCHKE 1996: 111)

Meschke, who would later mix acting and puppet theatre in his legendary King Ubu 
and The Threepenny Opera with Franciszka Themerson, opted for a traditional hand 
puppet showcase here. However, anti-illusionistic effects and scene changes are staged 
on an open stage with painted backgrounds that fold down and disappear, or with 
backdrops that float in. The changes between Shen Te and her alter ego, Shui Ta, are 
not shown openly. During Shen Te’s monologue (the interlude ‘In front of the cur-
tain’, following ‘Fourth place in front of Shen Te’s tobacco shop’), the puppet wears 
a mask depicting Shui Ta’s face, holding his trousers in her hand, as specified in the 
stage directions. Otherwise, Shui Ta is simply another puppet, a detail that Brecht 
explicitly depicts. At the end of the play, Shui Ta briefly disappears below the stage, 
after which the character Shen Te appears.

Most of the characters are intentionally underdeveloped, but Shen Te, animated 
by Michael Meschke, is an exception. Her character is sympathetic, thanks to the 
voice actress Ulla Sjöblom gives her. This is in sharp contrast to Shen Te’s cousin, 
Shui Ta. He is not a likable character. He has a pale, round face and a small ‘Hitler 
moustache’. Apart from Shen Te, any empathy is prevented on purpose. Interest-
ingly, Meschke lists the play as ‘The Good Woman of Setzuan’ on the English version 
of his website, once again explicitly pointing out that the only good person in the 
play is a woman. Perhaps this also indicates that Shen Te is allowed to play a special 
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role in the production as a positive figure with whom the audience can identify. Shui 
Ta’s moustache is not mentioned in the newspaper reviews. Nevertheless, the allusion 
would have been clear to postwar audiences: There is ‘evil’ in all of us, no matter how 
good our intentions may be. Society makes it impossible for anyone to be ‘good’. Ac-
cording to Brecht, only a revolution can remedy this situation.

Instead of Paul Dessau’s music, Torbjörn Lundquist composed his own, imitating 
Asian forms in its instrumentation and melody. The voices of the puppets were not 
spoken live by the six-person puppeteer ensemble, but partly by well-known actors 
from the Royal Dramatic Theatre, and partly by the ensemble itself. Their perfor-
mances were then played back from tape, requiring great precision in terms of both 
playing and timing.

As previously mentioned, Meschke made few major changes to the text. It is all 
the more remarkable, then, that he omitted the drama’s ‘epilogue’, in which a player 
steps forward and asks the audience to find a better ending for themselves – and thus 
to change society. ‘Should it be a different person? Or a different world? Maybe just 
other gods? Or none?’ says Brecht. In the programme booklet, Meschke refers to the 
gods in the play:

Shifting the question slightly from its symbolic visualisation to ourselves shows how it affects 
us here and now. The figures around Shen Te are inside us. We owe it to ourselves, to Brecht, 
and to the gods to admit this, and to endeavour to find Shen Te within us. We should help 
the poor gods with their difficult task, so they don’t lose interest in us completely. Then, if 
not sooner, we will realise how much we need them. (BRECHT and MESCHKE 1963)

Perhaps Brecht’s epilogue was too cynical for Meschke – or too preachy. He ends 
the production with Shen Te’s collapse while the gods float away. The gods’ behaviour 
(and their existence) is up for the audience to judge.

The press reacted enthusiastically:

Ingmar Bergman has finally found a poet for the Swedish National Theatre, and has started 
the promised series of Brecht performances with a magnificent production of ‘Schweyk in 
the Second World War’, directed by Alf Sjöberg. Meanwhile, Michael Meschke captivated 
a thrilled audience with his production of ‘The Good Person of Szechwan’ at the Marionette 
Theatre – a  bold experiment that was a  resounding success. [...] The Stockholm critics 
rightly hailed this unique production as one of the most powerful theatrical experiences of 
the autumn season. (MSTM, file 1159, SALZER 1963)

Meschke’s 1963 ‘bold experiment’ to adapt Brecht’s work for puppet theatre was 
successful because his abstract stage design and avoidance of psychological portray-
als emphasised the parable-like nature and universal validity of the material. The ad-
aptation achieved Brecht’s goal of engaging the audience. The adaptation, which is 
thoroughly ‘cute’ and repeatedly plays on the comedy of the text, is deliberately bro-
ken up by the harshness of the story. As is often the case in puppet theatre, the use of 
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puppets raises the question of manipulation: How free are these characters to escape 
their impossible situation? The world is a theatre – and who will finally tear down the 
paper backdrops and change society? This is the question the production seems to ask. 
In 1964, the play was recorded and broadcast on Swedish television, indicating how 
groundbreaking the production was perceived to be. For Meschke, this production 
was also a step toward politicising his theatre work, a trend that became more evident 
in Danton’s Death in 1971 and The Life and Death of the Bandit Murieta in 1973. His en-
gagement with Brecht’s theatre theory and the alienation effect likely influenced his 
evolving puppet theatre aesthetics as well.

Moritz Sostmanns The Good Person of Szechwan at Schauspiel 
Köln (2013)7

Fifty years separate Meschke’s  and Sostmann’s  productions – fifty years during 
which the world underwent profound changes, such as the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union, and the world of puppet theatre evolved considerably. While hybrid forms 
of theatre were still a novelty and a  topic of much discussion in the 1960s, they 
are not so much today, partly thanks to the professionalisation of puppetry de-
gree courses, which have enhanced the performance skills of aspiring puppeteers. 
Animating on sight, always dramaturgically based in the production, developed to 
great perfection, especially in the East German ensemble theatres. This style of 
performance offers a multi-layered experience, particularly demanding the ‘double-
vision’ (TILLIS 1992: 76 ff.) of the audience, which plays a significant role in bring-
ing inanimate materials to life.

Moritz Sostmann (born 1969 in Halle an der Saale, GDR) studied puppetry at the 
Ernst Busch Academy of Dramatic Arts. He initially worked as an actor before making 
his directorial debut in 2006. His productions combine acting and puppetry. Sost-
mann has also succeeded in establishing puppetry in German municipal theatre com-
panies. He was an in-house director at the Puppentheater Magdeburg and the Schaus-
piel Köln for many years.

Why Brecht?

Moritz Sostmann was appointed as an in-house director at Schauspiel Köln at the 
beginning of Stefan Bachmann’s directorship, specifically because of his experience 
working with puppets and actors.

He suggested ‘Szechwan’ as my ‘debut’, presumably as a counterpoint to Bachmann’s own 
project of staging Ayn Rand’s ‘Atlas Shrugged’, the bible of libertarian capitalism, for the 

7    For this article a video of the Schauspiel Leipzig version from 2019 was used.
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theatre’s opening. And this in Cologne, the social democratic metropolis and city of Rhine-
land capitalism, set against: Brecht, the communist and dialectician. (MSTM, file 1120, 
SOSTMANN 2025)

Sostmann described how, as an East German student, he had read and seen too 
much Brecht, but a new interpretation of the classic would have appealed to him: 

Brecht was, as I understood it, an advocate of ‘cosmic theatre’, i.e. theatre that views the 
world in its entirety from above. Like God, viewing the world. He always wanted the audi-
ence to adopt the same perspective of distance from the events as him. For him, the purpose 
of theatre was public and communal reflection on the mechanics and contradictions of so-
ciety, rather than disseminating a supposed message or doctrine, however morally valuable 
it might be. Not only in the ‘East’, but to my surprise almost even more so in the ‘West’, he 
was unfortunately often interpreted as an ideologue of left-wing theatre that presents itself 
to the audience with clear political messages. (MSTM, file 1120, SOSTMANN 2025: 1)

The basic situation of the play seemed particularly suitable to Sostmann for realisa-
tion with puppets:

The gods come to Earth to look after the humans and get a first-hand view of the situation, 
as the complaints about the poor state of the world have now reached the very top. The 
result is a playful setting and a basic comedic situation that seems perfect for the interplay 
between humans and puppets: this time, the humans are the gods, observing the human 
puppets modelled on them, much as God observes his creation. They have to learn that this 
creation is dissatisfied and that the whole world is an unfinished construction site that is al-
ready inhabited, where nothing works – for which the Interim Theatre in the Carlswerk was 
once again the ideal spatial metaphor. (MSTM, file 1120, SOSTMANN 2025: 1)

For Sostmann, the world theatre motif envisaged in the play, already important in 
Meschke’s production, is reinforced by the use of puppets. Sostmann’s goal is to ex-
plore how Brecht’s play maintains its relevance even in the aftermath of the collapse 
of real socialism.

The production

The production, which originated at Schauspiel Köln and was later transferred to 
Schauspiel Leipzig in 2019, was initially adapted for the interim venue at Carlswerk, 
a  former factory hall belonging to the Cologne-based cable manufacturer Felten & 
Guillaume. Set designer Christian Beck created the impression of an abandoned ware-
house with a  conveyor belt, a  large empty cable reel and lots of cardboard boxes. 
A  large red neon sign bearing the Chinese characters for Szechwan dominated the 
entire stage set, evoking the atmosphere of today’s ‘China Towns’. The second part of 
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the play features washing lines with white sheets. This stage design was adapted for the 
theatre at Schauspiel Leipzig.

At the beginning of the play, the six-member ensemble of actors and puppeteers 
appear on stage as ‘gods’: they wear blonde wigs and white angel wings, and also take 
on the musical realisation of Paul Dessau’s stage music (adapted for minimal instru-
mentation – trumpet, percussion and grand piano – by Philipp Pleßmann). The ‘gods’ 
are often distinguished vocally from the puppets by the fact that they also speak by 
whispering into microphones, creating an eerie vocal effect.

Two puppet makers were commissioned to create the figures. It was important to 
the team that they did not use racist stereotypes. For the main characters, Atif Moham-
med Nour Hussein, a specialist in hyperrealistic figures, created what he calls ‘fictional 
portraits’.

One production in which I dealt very intensively with stereotypes was Bertolt Brecht’s 
‘The Good Person of Szechwan’ [...] I  decided to treat Brecht’s  characters – who are 
fictional, metaphorical figures – as real people and create portraits of them. Brecht’s Sze-
chwan is fictional, of course, but there is a real Szechwan. I collected whatever informa-
tion I could find about it: Culture, colours, traditions, patterns, images and video mate-
rial. Then I analysed the characters intensively. And what might such a person look like, 
bearing in mind that he comes from Szechwan? It’s not the outside that’s essential, but 
the inside. (HUSSEIN 2023: 18 f.)

According to Waschinsky, this hyperrealistic figure form is the ultimate form of 
alienation. Sostmann illustrates these levels of alienation in puppet theatre through 
the use of different figure forms.

While the main characters made by Hussein, Shen Te, Wang, the water seller and 
the old carpet salesman couple, are touchingly vivid, puppet maker Franziska Müller-
Hartmann created the supporting characters as grotesque, Muppet-like puppets. 

Just as Brecht borrowed stylistically from every genre – one might even say he was a grandi-
ose plagiarist and sampler – we could also poach from the genres of puppetry and drama, 
right up to clown play (the parable of labour and capital). Yes, it seemed meaningful and 
obvious. (MSTM, file 1120, SOSTMANN 2025: 2)

The puppeteering alternates between touching and grotesque scenes. For example, 
Shen Te’s first appearance is poetic. She runs on a treadmill while the title theme by 
Shigeru Umebayashi from Wong Kar-wai’s film In the Mood for Love (2000) is played. 
The almost life-size figure is masterfully animated by several performers. This allusion 
to the film, in which the lovers cannot escape their circumstances, fits Shen Te’s fate 
perfectly. She struggles on the treadmill of life but cannot move forward or break 
out of her role. Here, too, Shen Te, portrayed as a beautiful woman, is a heroine 
with whom the audience can identify. Even 70 years after the text was written and 50 
years after Meschke’s production, Shen Te’s double imprisonment in society remains 
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relevant. Unlike in Meschke’s production, some minor characters gain depth in Sost-
mann’s staging. As previously mentioned, the water seller Wang and the carpet dealer 
couple are given humanity despite their flaws through the detailed design of the pup-
pets and the virtuoso puppeteering, which invites the audience to identify with them. 
Sostmann skilfully breaks the poetic atmosphere of this and other scenes with truly 
crude and bawdy scenes. In these scenes, the parasitic family that Shen Te shelters in 
her shop appear as ‘Muppets’ in a large trash bin that serves them as a stage. They 
are portrayed as ‘society’s waste’ turned into an image. Alluding to the socially critical 
potential of Henson’s Muppets, he uses these characters to portray misery and social 
decline without kitsch, pathos, or voyeurism.

Sostmann builds on the humour already present in Brecht’s drama, bringing it to 
life. For example, in the absurd scene at Shen Te’s wedding, two of the guests are 
dragon-like creatures in yellow and red. They are actors in full-body costumes, which 
seem completely out of place in the dreary atmosphere of the wedding. Some of the 
monologues in the play also turn into clown acts (complete with red noses).

Throughout the play, the actors and puppeteers repeatedly embody the main char-
acters, who were previously represented by puppets. Shui Ta, who was played exclu-
sively by Shen Ta’s primary puppeteer from the beginning, is depicted as a puppet 
towards the end of the play. Sostmann explains this, in addition to the logistics of six 
players performing so many characters and puppets that are best animated by at least 
two puppeteers, with the concept of a permanent break and alienation.

The god players therefore begin to interfere in human events, contrary to the prime direc-
tive, which states that humans are independent beings whose relationships should not be 
interfered with. They can watch and participate in how the plot develops with the puppets. 
Yes, they are drawn into the action of the play and become entangled... Suddenly, they are 
no longer just observers, but actors. But I always love the possibilities of visualising puppetry 
processes in an open play. How involved is the puppeteer in the character that he allows 
to emerge through his puppet? […] In the course of the events of the play, why shouldn’t 
the gods performing around Shen Te and Wang slip into human figures once the principle 
of man as god and puppet is man has been established? It is therefore quite possible that 
the aviator will suddenly be played by a human, and that Shen Te will fall in love with him 
precisely because of this strange strangeness. Once the audience has become accustomed to 
a game principle, once the audience has gotten used to it! (MSTM, file 1120, SOSTMANN 
2025: 1f)

Sostmann artfully incorporates the text’s  various levels using different types of 
puppetry. Unlike Meschke’s production, where everything seems cast from the same 
mould, Sostmann breaks up his aesthetic to not only condemn the course of history as 
Brecht intended, but also to repeatedly question the text and its author. His postmod-
ern production ironises Brecht without betraying his text.

Sostmann has the epilogue spoken by a puppet who is part of the parasite family. 
After the gods’ final song, they disappear and Shen Te, in labour, begs them in vain 
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for help. Hidden behind a table, the audience can hear the panting and screaming 
of the birth and the cries of a  baby. Then, a muppet-like puppet with long black 
hair appears. She recites the famous lines, adding ‘feminismus’ and ‘anarchismus’ 
to Brecht’s  “es muss, muss, muss” (‘it must, must, must’). The play ends with her 
puppeteer departing into the small ‘telephone box’, where Shen Te’s transformation 
into Shui Ta also took place. This final scene makes a final reference to the play’s mo-
tif of the world theatre and the double role and double standards of the ‘gods’. 
Brecht’s message, albeit ironic, is addressed to the audience – the form of Society for 
Sostmann still is ‘wrong’, even more than seventy years after Brecht’s death. Overall, 
Brecht’s text was only lightly edited – his heirs are stricter about his work now than 
they were in the 1960s.

The press was mostly positive in its assessment, highlighting both the humour of the 
production and the successful use of puppets for alienation:

Die Westdeutsche Zeitung (30/09/2013), with critic Marion Troja, also favoured Sost-
mann’s second opening evening, describing it as ‘a coherent directorial concept with charm-
ing and touching ideas from the very beginning’. ‘Every movement of the puppets, the 
music, and every stage effect is handmade and visible. A great ensemble performance in 
the best Brechtian tradition of alienation’. Martin Krumbholz of the Süddeutsche Zeitung 
(01/10/2013) considers the ‘doubling of the characters using people and puppets’ to be very 
appropriate to Brecht’s aesthetic of alienation. He adds that the varied concept ‘places the 
highest demands on the actors, and because this is sometimes noticeable, a few longueurs 
creep in during the second part’. Nevertheless, this work is ‘incredibly lively and unfolds 
with astonishing humour. Brecht’s  often-feared pathos is gently satirised by Moritz Sost-
mann and his excellent team, so to speak, yet it is not completely obscured’. The punchline 
is spot on: ‘The division of the world into players and puppets is shameful, and complaining 
about it is by no means outdated.’ (SCHMIDT 2013) 

Conclusion

While Michael Meschke, a politically committed theatre maker, was concerned with 
showing Brecht’s plays in puppet theatre in the 1960s, Sostmann actually argues in 
the 2010s why Brecht’s  plays should still be performed despite his clear political 
commitment. In other words, while Meschke asks, ‘Can Brecht be performed with 
puppets?’, Sostmann asks, ‘Can Brecht still be performed?’ Ultimately, both directors 
point to the universality and parable-like nature of the play as the reason for staging 
it. However, they also use the staging of a classic to attract audiences with established 
and familiar subjects, for whom the use of puppets may be enough of an experiment, 
without pandering, of course. ‘Putting together a repertoire is also a matter of per-
sonal integrity, as the spectre of opportunism lurks around every corner’ (MESCHKE 
1996: 42).
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While Meschke sees playing with puppets as involving alienation in itself, Sostmann, 
in the postmodern era, uses alienation effects in a  constantly new way, combining 
acting and puppet theatre and employing means such as clowning.

In both cases, the puppet becomes a metaphor for humanity. However, while Me-
schke may still subscribe to a  metaphysical perspective, Sostmann emphasises that 
even the gods are ‘only human’ – it is the people themselves who can effect change.

Like Brecht, both directors distance themselves from ‘chinoiserie’, but their ap-
proaches to character design differ greatly. Meschke achieves this through strong 
stylisation, whereas Sostmann relies on hyper-realistic puppet design combined with 
colourful, expressive figures. Ultimately, it is up to the audience to decide whether it 
is possible to avoid stereotypical design, or if Brecht’s play contains too many stereo-
types. After all, it is the audience that Brecht, and also Meschke and Sostmann want 
to engage: ‘You yourself would immediately think:/ How to help the good man / to 
a good end./ Honoured audience, go on, find the ending yourself! / There must be 
a good one — there must!’8 (BRECHT 1955: 641).

They both achieved this through puppet theatre. The analysis of Meschke’s pro-
duction revealed that Brecht’s  theatre influenced the aesthetics of puppet theatre, 
not only Meschke’s, through the intentional use of alienation at various levels. This 
added an important facet to the repertoire of puppet theatre and, once again in the 
1960s, proved that puppet theatre is a theatrical form equal to drama. Second, the 
production contributed to the acceptance of Brecht’s work in Sweden by offering 
the audience a new perspective on the play. Fifty years later, Sostmann succeeded in 
presenting Brecht as a classic author whose work remained relevant even after the 
failure of the socialist utopia in former Eastern Bloc countries. Puppet theatre helped 
Sostmann avoid false pathos and bring the humour of the text to the foreground. 

By using puppets both directors manage to question the independence of life and 
decisions in a capitalist society – and this topic has lost none of its relevance. The 
‘good person’ with all her conflicts is perfectly represented by the puppet here.
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