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(...) You, Who will emerge again from the flood
In which we have gone under
Think, When you speak of our faults
Of the dark times
Which you have escaped
For we went,
changing countries
more often than our shoes
Through the wars of the classes, despairing
When there was injustice only,
and no indignation
Oh, we
ho wanted to prepare the land for friendliness
Could not ourselves be friendly
You, however,
when the time comes
When mankind is a helper unto mankind
Think on us

With forbearance

(Excerpt from ,,An die Nachgeborenen* from the cycle of Svendborg poems)



SYNOPSIS

Presskit HELENE WEIGEL — INSTRUCTIONS FOR A REVOLUTION 05

Helene Weigel has left behind an incredible legacy — through
her own work and that of her husband Bertolt Brecht,

who grew alongside her and could only make theatre history
with her. From the ‘noisiest actress in Berlin’, who rose to
become the capital’s theatre star in the early 1920s with an
explosive style and a brash assertiveness, to the artistic
director of the Berliner Ensemble, who had old military
equipment incorporated into the theatre’s technical set-up.

The documentary film HELENE WEIGEL — INSTRUCTIONS
FOR A REVOLUTION fills a significant gap, for shockingly little
is remembered of the vast scope that Helene Weigel fought to
secure for herself, for the art of acting, and for cultural policy.
It offers a glimpse into this daring, fast-paced, tragic life, which
is full of upheavals and unshakeable energy. It is high time for
the story of this Jewish woman from Vienna, who became a
woman of extremes.

With great sensitivity, director Maria Wischnewski also
explores the private side of this highly political life, delving into
the love and pain of a deeply human heroine. She traces her
family’s history and its branches right up to the generation now
living in the USA. Using new and meticulously digitised archive
material and personal letters, narrated by Birgit Minichmayr
and August Diehl, and accompanied by contemporary
witnesses, heirs and relatives, including Katharina Thalbach,
Johanna Schall and Manfred Karge, the film creates an insightful
portrait of this groundbreaking artistic and intellectual
symbiosis between Bertolt Brecht and Helene Weigel.
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Director & Author Maria Wischnewski
Editor Marek Weinhold
Cinematographer Martin Langner
Sound Oliver Prasnikar

Dramaturg Heide Schwochow
Music Anna Kuhlein, Bert Wrede,
Anja Plaschg/Soap and Skin
Production Management Lilly Rinklebe

Production Maria Wischnewski,
Johannes Rosenberger

Production companies KOBERSTEIN FILM, NAVIGATOR FILM

In collaboration with Berlin Academy of Arts and
the Berliner Ensemble

Sponsored by Medienboard Berlin-Brandenburg, FFA,
DFFF, BMKOES, MA7, OFl,

Zukunftsfonds Osterreich
In collaboration with ARTE

in co-production with Bayerischen Rundfunk
and rbb Berlin-Brandenburg
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PROTAGONISTS

Johanna Schall Actress, Theatre Director, granddaughter of Weigel and Brecht
Katharina Thalbach Actress, Director, Protégée of Helene Weigel

Manfred Karge Director and Actor at the Berliner Ensemble under Helene Weigel
Sabine Kebir Author, Weigel Biographer
Sarah Brecht Artist, granddaughter of Weigel and Brecht

Vera Tenschert Photographer at the Berliner Ensemble for 40 years and friend of Helene Weigel

Birgit Minichmayr Reads texts by Helene Weigel

August Diehl Reads texts by Bertolt Brecht
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HELENE WEIGEL — INSTRUCTIONS FOR A REVOLUTION:

Theatre icon, Viennese Jew, stateless citizen of the world,
artistic director of the Berliner Ensemble, a woman of
extremes and Bertolt Brecht’s wife. HELENE WEIGEL -
INSTRUCTIONS FOR A REVOLUTION is a film about an
extraordinary woman and artist who shaped 20th-century
cultural life across borders and dedicated her life to a fairer
world. It addresses issues that still preoccupy us today and the
overcoming of bourgeois conventions: in art, in politics and in

private life.

Flight and exile shaped Helene Weigel’s life for over fifteen years.
This portrait attempts to capture the life of a woman who grew
up as the child of Jewish immigrants in Vienna during the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, through to the wild 1920s in Berlin, where she
became a star and a revolutionary. Kathleen Dunmore, the
granddaughter of her close friend Maria Lazar, with whom she
lived for many years, sums up these years of the young women in
Berlin as follows: “Even the fight against fascism requires energy,
commitment, enthusiasm and a certain zest for life. It is not about
giving up passively. Resistance is exciting.” The desire for a better
future leads Helene Weigel to become an anti-fascist and a
communist. She becomes politically active earlier than Bertolt
Brecht. When the Nazis come to power, both go into long-term
exile and subsequently move to East Germany. In the GDR,
Helene Weigel co-founds what is soon to become Europe’s most
important German theatre, the Berliner Ensemble.

The film attempts to shift perspectives, seeking to portray
Helene Weigel beyond the stereotypes and give her a voice.
Little is known today about this headstrong ‘Helly’, who herself
preferred not to speak much about her eventful life. It also
explores the groundbreaking artistic and intellectual symbiosis
between Bertolt Brecht and Helene Weigel. Both always viewed
their work through a political lens: the film follows their attempt
to change the world through theatre. When Helene Weigel
realises that her vision of a better society is reaching its limits
even in the GDR, her theatre increasingly becomes a kind of
anarchic matriarchy, an island in East Berlin.

In the film, Helene Weigel becomes the narrator of her own
story. Her texts and letters are read by the actress Birgit
Minichmayr. These are complemented by various perspectives,
accounts and writings from the artist’s circle, including those of
Bertolt Brecht, whose texts and letters are read by the actor
August Diehl, as well as from the women who were part of her
life, such as Therese Giehse and Karin Michaelis. The letters
reveal a very personal side to Helene Weigel. In some
respects, they contrast with the image of the woman who,
based on the extensive archive material and interviews, is
known as rather cool and even brusque. In her letters to her
friends and to Brecht, spanning decades, she is not merely
combative. She is endearing, gentle and tender.
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THE DIRECTOR MARIA WISCHNEWSKI

The filmmaker Maria Wischnewski was born in East Berlin in
1976 and now lives in Brandenburg. She studied cultural studies
at the European University Viadrina in Frankfurt (Oder), as well
as in Russia and Poland. Maria Wischnewski developed a
passion for documentary film in all its forms at an early age. She
has been working as a writer, director and producer since
2007. In 2016, she founded the Berlin-based film production
company KOBERSTEIN FILM. The company is committed to
producing films that aim to make an impact and move
audiences — at a time when documentary film is more
important than ever. Many of the films benefit from a
transmedia approach and cross-disciplinary  synergies.
Depending on the project, partnerships often extend beyond
the film industry. There are collaborations with foundations,
theatres, universities and cultural institutions. KOBERSTEIN
FILM’s films are regularly screened at international festivals and
have won awards. Maria Wischnewski is a member of the
German Film Academy, sits on the board of AG DOK and is a
Grimme Prize winner (MEIN LEBEN — DIE FOTOGRAFIN
SYBILLE BERGEMANN, 201 1).

Filmography:

2026 HELENE WEIGEL -
INSTRUCTIONS FOR A REVOLUTION

2023 STADTRATTEN — UNBEKANNTE PARALLELWELT
2021  DIE BRAUEREIEN AM PRENZLAUER BERG
2018 DAS SPRINGER HOCHHAUS

DAGMAR MANZEL — PORTRAT EINER ANTI-DIVA
2017 CLARCHENS BALLHAUS
2015 DAS GEHEIMNIS DER DIGEDAGS



Maria Wischnewski, Foto: Marlene Gawrisch
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STATEMENT BY THE DIRECTOR
MARIA WISCHNEWSKI

Lars Eidinger said recently in an interview, when asked for an
idea for a scene in his latest film: “It’s a funny thing with ideas. |
follow Helene Weigel’s motto: ‘Got an idea? Forget it!"”

The idea for this film developed over the years; it was
discarded and then developed further. In my search for the
very heart of the story, it never left me. There was much |
didn’t understand, yet | was fascinated. Meanwhile, this photo
was always stuck on my fridge: Helene Weigel and Bertolt
Brecht. She, with a cigarette in the corner of her mouth, looks
at him with a cheeky gaze; he, in turn, looks shyly but directly
into the camera. It was only later that | realised this picture

was taken whilst they were in exile. Sometime in the
mid-1930s in Denmark.

Helene Weigel’s story moves me on many different levels: my
great-grandparents, along with my grandmother, took a similar
path into exile in 1933, and so, through this film, | am exploring
questions and hunches that have long been on my mind: how
does one sustain a life on the run? What becomes ingrained in
one’s DNA? What effect does exile, the constant moving
between countries, and the fear of persecution have on
people! What does this do to us, the children and
grandchildren?

I’'m also interested in the ideals that drove you: What attracted
you to communism? What aspects of it are still relevant today?
Why didn’t you take notice in the 1930s, when the first of your
friends in Moscow began to disappear?

My generation no longer harbours any utopian ideals.
Perhaps these were exhausted during the years of
transition in 1989-90, at a time when the potential for
utopia, at least in East Berlin, was enormous. My
daughter’s generation is currently developing new visions,
often looking back with great interest at figures and
movements that tried something, that dared to do
something. With HELENE WEIGEL - INSTRUCTIONS

FOR A REVOLUTION, | would like to present a film
that appeals across generations.

| came across the name Helene Weigel at an early age. My
grandfather, Klaus Wischnewski, had been dismissed from the
DEFA following the |lth Plenum and, from the Iate
|960s onwards, served as chief dramaturg at the Deutsches
Theater, making him part of the East Berlin theatre scene.
Weigel has a certain aura here, but she is not without her
critics. Later, | met Katharina Thalbach for a film, and her
name came up time and again in our conversations.

It is a film about someone with an unwavering determination to
make the world a better, fairer place. To change it. A
counter-narrative to our self-centred times. | was particularly
interested in the cross-border Wei-gel women’s networks. |
wondered what happens when you move from a position of
struggle to a position of power. What happens when women
take power in male-dominated spheres! What battles must
then be fought!



When and how did the idea for a documentary film about

Helene Weigel come about?

Years ago, | had a fascinating conversation with Katharina
Thalbach about another film, and she spoke to me then about
Helene Weigel, under whom she had trained. That really stuck
with me: Helene Weigel had always been a big name to me, a
legend, but | actually knew very little about her. Of course, if
you grew up in East Berlin, ‘the Weigels’ are somehow part of
your inner landscape. My parents and grandparents used to go
to the Berliner Ensemble and saw her perform on stage. For
me — | was born five years after Helene Weigel's death — she
was somehow associated with ‘Mother Courage’, a stern face
with a bun, and with Bertolt Brecht. But what sort of incredible
woman was she really? Then | realised that, strangely enough,
there really wasn’t that much information about her. Suddenly,
a whole host of topics came together that interested me
greatly. So | set out to trace her footsteps. | began the project
in 2020 and initially hit a brick wall.

What interested you about Helene Weigel’s life?

| soon realised that the existing stereotype of Helene Weigel had
little to do with the woman | had come to know over the years.
| was particularly fascinated by the fact that, from her earliest
youth, she had forged her own path with such a strong will. | was
drawn to her free-spirited nature, her independence, her
networks of women, and, above all, her political stance. In fact,
everything that suddenly emerged in contrast to the stereotype.

She was born in Vienna in 1900. One imagines all that to be a
bit old-fashioned, but that was not the case at all. Even as a
young actress, she was passionate about the utopia of a fairer
society. Weigel’s life journey reflects the extremes of the 20th
century. Some of her themes are timeless: pacifism, anti-
fascism, anti-capitalism, the search for a way out of the crisis.
Less timeless is her belief in communism. She was a great
networker who believed that this world could be made a
fairer place. | was also interested in the artistic, intellectual and

human symbiosis between Brecht and Weigel.

How did you approach this story? What did you feel was
important to convey?

We wanted to make a contemporary film about the extraordinary
woman Helene Weigel that would move audiences. It was clear that
this would require a shift in perspective: the focus should not be on
Bertolt Brecht, but on Helene Weigel — the acting icon, theatre
director, anti-fascist and defining figure of the 20th century. To bring
Helene Weigel to life, not to tell her story in isolation from Brecht,
but to free her from the tired trope of the wife who ‘supports’
Brecht and suffers under his womanising escapades. Nevertheless, it
was important to me to work with texts by Brecht that were
spoken and performed by her. For they are highly relevant today.
The film tells a story that has been largely unknown until now. Our
wish is to bring the name Helene Weigel back into the cultural
consciousness.



It is, after all, absurd that she is a blank spot in her home city of
Vienna. She grew up on the same street where Sigmund Freud
had his practice. A museum commemorates him, but nothing
commemorates her. This, of course, also has something to do
with her political worldview and the fact that she went to the
GDR after her exile. It was important to me that the film, on
the one hand, portrays her as a politically active woman,
shedding light on the so-called “Third Cause’ that drives her.
And on the other hand, | wanted to make a sensual film, to get
close to her and portray her as a passionate, contradictory
person, making her energy tangible. It is always also about love,
the search for meaning and loneliness.

Tell us a little about the research process. You work extensively
with private archive material and personal letters. How did you

come across the sources for this very intimate film?

The film is based on years of intensive research in both national
and international archives. And many conversations. The
Academy of Arts in Berlin, the Helene Weigel Archive and the
Bertolt Brecht Archive provided us with a wonderful foundation
for our research, and we received such warm and generous
support from them. Simply sifting through Helene Weigel's
letters — a vast collection — took a great deal of time. The family
also made private photographic material available, for which | am
very grateful. We then carefully examined material from around
the world, selected previously overlooked film footage,
painstakingly digitised it and, in some cases, made it publicly
accessible for the first time.

This meticulous, painstaking work, down to the very last detail,
forms the backbone of the film. Added to this are two tape-
recorded interviews with Helene Weigel, each lasting several
hours, which she conducted with her colleagues Hans Bunge
and Werner Hecht in a semi-serious manner; these serve as a
common thread running through the film. She had otherwise
never really given interviews, so these tapes are an important
and rare source. This audio, photographic and film material,
collected over many years, makes it possible for her to tell her

story largely in her own words.

We also recorded a great many interviews. These were
important accounts, including those of Armin Mueller-Stahl,
Volker Braun, Sanda Weigl, Nuria Nono-Schoenberg and Rolf
Becker. In the end, very few of them made it into the film,
because during the editing process we realised that Helene
Weigel’'s own account took up considerably more space than
we had originally thought possible.

In the film, the personal letters between Helene Weigel and
Bertolt Brecht are read by the actors Birgit Minichmayr and
August Diehl. Why did you choose to include this narrative

element? Why these two in particular?

Through the letters exchanged between the two — some of
which were discovered not so long ago — as well as the letters
Weigel wrote to her friends Karin Michaelis and Therese
Giehse, we gain insight into her inner struggles and longings,
into the stages of her flight during her |5-year exile, and
witness the sheer vigour with which she rebuilt the Berliner
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Ensemble after the war. | found it remarkable how and in what
tone she wrote her demands to Wilhelm Pieck. This was an
important aspect, as | wanted to work without commentary.
Furthermore, the letters between Brecht and Weigel also reveal
the thirty-year relationship between them, which was anything
but straightforward.

Birgit Minichmayr, who is Austrian herself, was my first choice
from the outset to read Helene Weigel’s letters. Fortunately, she
agreed immediately. August Diehl, who is able to navigate the
Brecht universe with ease, yet also with a certain ironic
detachment, was likewise my first choice.

Do you have a personal connection to this? Or a family memory
of Helene Weigel and/or the Berliner Ensemble?

Two things certainly play a part for me: my grandfather, who
was dismissed as chief dramaturg at DEFA after the | Ith
Plenum, later worked as a dramaturg at the Deutsches
Theater, so he was part of the East Berlin theatre scene. He
took me along from time to time. That was always incredibly
exciting, so | do have a certain connection to the bigger
picture. But | don’t know if they knew each other personally;
it's a shame, really. In any case, his name has opened doors for
me in this project. | was also keen to explore the utopia of
communism through the life of Helene Weigel.

And to understand what exile means as a formative life
experience. Here, too, there are parallels with my
grandmother, who went into exile in Scandinavia in 1933 with
my great-grandparents, who were staunch communists. My
grandmother completed her A-levels whilst in exile in Norway.
They then fled to Sweden. After the war, my grandmother
chose to live in the GDR and enthusiastically helped to build it
up. The Prague Spring was then, for her as well as for Helene

Weigel and all true-hearted communists, a rupture.

In your opinion, how relevant is history to the present day?

“That’s the way the world is, but it doesn’t have to be that
way,” says Weigel's Mother Courage in Brecht’s anti-war play
of the same name. The collapse of capitalism, the rise of
fascism, and the spread of war are themes that dominated the
lives and art of Weigel and Brecht. And they dominate us just

as much today.

What exactly made Helene Weigel a pioneer of feminism, and
to what extent could she also inspire today’s debates on the

subject?

It is a strikingly modern story which, despite all its ambivalence,
is far ahead of today’s feminist debates. Helene Weigel simply
does her own thing right from the start. Defying all
conventions. Just look at the many photos of her, with her
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short hair and that powerful, intense gaze, a cigarette in the
corner of her mouth, legs apart, not interested in being pretty
or cute. Right from the start, she was at odds with the
commercialisation of femininity. When | see photos of her
alongside Sophia Loren or Simone Signoret, they're worlds
apart. Weigel made her own way. Here, it's primarily about
being human, about politics and about art. | read a great sense
of the self-evident nature of equality in the letters. In GDR
times, as Katharina Thalbach also describes so beautifully,
they were already further ahead in terms of equality. She was
already balancing work and motherhood in the 1920s. At that
time, she was a single mother to her son Stefan, as Brecht
was still married to Marianne Zoff. Until they fled, they both
had separate homes and a rather open approach to their
relationship. Solidarity among women is also a major theme

for her.

Moreover, she became artistic director at a time when that
was anything but a foregone conclusion. For twenty-two years
she held her own there as the head of the company, presiding
over a horde of young men after Brecht’s death — men for
whom Brecht was a god and who mocked her as a widow. It is
said that it was a kind of anarchic matriarchy that operated
according to her rules. And there must have been fierce
internal power struggles, all of which she survived. Even though
she had long been a thorn in the side of the party and attempts
were made ‘from the very top’ to remove her from office.

After researching Helene Weigel’s life, which events and
aspects surprised you the most?

A great deal. For instance, | didn’t know she was Jewish. | think
that was the case for many people. Religion, like so many other
things, didn’t play a major role in the GDR. But perhaps it was
also the lesson, after |5 years of flight and exile, of the ever-
resurgent anti-Semitism, the loss of her father and so many
companions, that it was better to keep quiet about it. | also
didn’t know how fiercely she fought towards the end of her
life, both against the GDR bigwigs, who would have loved to
oust her, and within her own theatre. What strength must this
constant struggle have cost her. She was, after all, once a star
actress, internationally celebrated and constantly on tour; then
she became the artistic director of the famous Berliner
Ensemble; and after Brecht’'s death, she was also the
administrator of his estate, wielding considerable power in that
role too. Alongside this is the private Helene Weigel, who
relieves her stress at her summer house in Buckow, barefoot
in scruffy clothes or completely naked, swimming a lot, letting
the stress, as she puts it, ‘slide down her back’. She writes
beautiful (love) letters to women, for example to Therese
Giehse. And she is a passionate, forward-thinking grandmother.

What role did Helene Weigel play in the cultural development
of post-war East Germany, and what significance might she be
said to have had for German history as a whole today?
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That’s a very interesting question. In my opinion, it plays a
role that is completely underestimated. If you look at the
photos of the demonstrations with the Berliner Ensemble,
you’ll see slogans like ‘Art needs a united Germany’ on the
banners. She was always at the front. Brecht describes in a
text how people cheered her on as she drove through the
streets on a Berliner Ensemble lorry. She was a figure with
whom people could identify. Everyone knew her. With the
founding of the Berliner Ensemble, she soon became a
celebrity in the Woest too. After their first guest
performance in Paris, the radical theatre innovators
achieved their international breakthrough. This brought
fame to the young GDR and thus provided the country
with the recognition it so desperately needed. The young
ensemble was seen as an alternative to bourgeois theatre
and won over audiences in both East and West.

Weigel's status as a superstar is, for the time being,
unassailable. Nevertheless, she is also reclaiming her Austrian
citizenship. This gives her a double safety net. People came
from the West to join the Berliner Ensemble, for it had an
incredible pull. Whether it was Vittorio de Sica, Sophia Loren,
Simone Signoret or many others. That was the place to go, the

Mecca for Europe’s theatre people.

After Brecht’s death, she devoted a great deal of energy to
ensuring that his work was published in both East and West.
This was despite the fact that Walter Ulbricht had already

declared, upon Brecht’s death, that his work was now the
property of the people. She, however, saw things quite
differently and insisted that his work should only be published

uncensored and in a version covering the whole of Germany.

How do you explain the strange gap that has emerged in the
literary and theatrical histories surrounding Helene Weigel?
Why is there so little research on her?

Yes, whilst Brecht has made it into the 21st century, we know
surprisingly little today about this headstrong ‘Helli’, whose
eventful life keeps one on the edge of one’s seat. The focus of
theatre history has always been on Brecht. Even in films about
Brecht, Helene Weigel plays at most a minor supporting role.
Instead, the interest lies in Brecht’s “women’s stories”. Of
course, this always has something to do with who is telling the
story. With the Helene Weigel film, we are taking a feminist
approach: we are telling history (and stories) from a new
perspective by bringing female biographies out of the shadow
of male-dominated narratives and making them visible as an
independent historical force. It certainly also plays a role that
she was a communist, and that for this reason, at least in her
native Austria, she has been completely erased from history to
this day.

What influence did her experience of exile have on Helene

Weigel’s subsequent career?

On the one hand, for Helene Weigel, the experience of exile
meant, above all, going virtually without work for fifteen years —



for a woman who was so passionate about her work. She tried
time and again whilst in exile, but in a profession where
language is so important, that is hardly possible. And, as she
explained, she didn’t fit Hollywood’s ideal of beauty either.

This waiting — she calls it a hibernation that has gone on far too
long — explains to me where she found the sheer energy after
the war to get the Berliner Ensemble off the ground.

Something explodes within her, and she makes up for lost time.

Through this experience, she knows all too well what political
persecution means: they fled Germany in 1933 to escape the
Nazis, and later travelled through the Soviet Union. It is said
that there was already an arrest warrant out for her for
Trotskyist activities. She then escaped, in the USA, the
communist witch-hunt led by McCarthy. And then just imagine
— she lived in Denmark, in Finland, for many years in the USA,
practically in Hollywood. She really did know everyone. Doblin,
the Manns, Salka Viertel... Charlie Chaplin was a fan of hers
and even wrote to her from time to time whilst she was in the
GDR. After that, a life in the GDR, which was closing itself off.
Those are truly brutal extremes. But that is exactly what she is:
a woman of extremes.
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Johanna Schall - Actress, theatre director

Johanna Schall is the daughter of Barbara Brecht-Schall and
Ekkehard Schall, and the granddaughter of Helene Weigel and
Bertolt Brecht. She was born in Berlin in 1958 and began her
theatre training there as a trainee at the Deutsches Theater
(mentor: Alexander Lang). In 1982, she passed her acting
examination at the Ernst Busch Academy of Dramatic Arts in
Berlin. She subsequently received her first permanent
engagement as an actress at the Kleist Theatre in Frankfurt/
Oder. From 1984 to 1997, Johanna Schall was a member of the
ensemble at the Deutsches Theater Berlin, where she worked
with directors including Alexander Lang, Heiner Muller, Frank
Castorf, Katja Paryla, Michael Gruner and Thomas Langhoff, and
made her directorial debut in 1992 with August Strindberg’s
*The Pelican®. From then on, she worked as a theatre director
at venues including the Schauspielhaus Leipzig, Theater
Chemnitz, Deutsches Theater Berlin, Theater Bremen, Theater
Augsburg and the Badisches Staatstheater Karlsruhe, as well as
a guest lecturer at various drama schools in Berlin, Potsdam,
Graz and Leipzig. From 2002 to 2007 she was Head of Acting at
the Volkstheater Rostock and subsequently spent a year as a
visiting lecturer at the University of Toronto. Since then she
has been working as a freelance director.

Katharina Thalbach - Actress, director

The German actress and filmmaker Katharina Thalbach was
born in East Berlin in 1954. She comes from a family with a
strong theatre background. Her father was the director Benno
Besson (1922-2006), and her mother was the actress Sabine
Thalbach (1932—-1966). Both parents worked alongside Helene
Weigel and Bertolt Brecht at the Berliner Ensemble. Her great-
grandfather, Alois Joachim, was a court opera singer in Munich
and was awarded a title by King Ludwig Il. Since then, his
descendants have borne the name ‘Joachim, known as
Thalbach’. Katharina Thalbach grew up in a theatrical
environment and has been appearing on stage and in films
herself since the age of five. Following her mother’s death in
1966, Helene Weigel, amongst others, took charge of her
acting training and offered her a master student contract at the
Berliner Ensemble in 1968. This formative period at the
Berliner Ensemble was pivotal to Thalbach’s acting education.
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Manfred Karge - Director & Actor

Manfred Karge, from Brandenburg, began his theatre career in
1961 at the Berliner Ensemble. It was there that he staged his
first Brecht evenings and productions alongside Matthias
Langhoff, with whom he would collaborate for many years. In
1968, Karge joined the Volksbuhne as an actor and director
under the leadership of Benno Besson, working with Heiner
Miller, amongst others — their 1971 production of "Die
Rauber" is legendary. Karge and Langhoff's work provided the
GDR theatre with significant aesthetic and critical impetus. In
1978, he moved to West Germany; guest productions took
him to Hamburg, Zurich, Paris, Tokyo, Helsinki, Cologne,
Bremen, Weimar and Geneva. Under the direction of Claus
Peymann, he was engaged at the Schauspielhaus Bochum from
1979 to 1986. There he worked as an actor and director and
wrote his first plays. In 1986, he moved with Claus Peymann to
the Burgtheater in Vienna, where he directed Brecht and his
own plays. In 1993, Manfred Karge returned to Berlin and
became a professor of directing at the Ernst Busch Academy of
Dramatic Arts. From 2000, he worked again at the Berliner
Ensemble. He directed a whole series of Brecht plays and
played, among other roles, the Mauler in Peymann’s production
of ‘Saint Joan of the Stockyards’ and the Cook in ‘Mother
Courage and Her Children’. In 2017, Karge left the Berliner
Ensemble. Since then, he has been working as a freelance
director and playwright. Manfred Karge is a member of the
PEN Centre Germany and the Academy of Performing Arts.

Sabine Kebir - Author

Sabine Kebir was born in Leipzig in 1949 and is a German
author, essayist and literary scholar. From 1955 onwards, she
lived in East Berlin, where she studied Russian, French and
[talian at Humboldt University of Berlin from 1967 to 1972. In
976, she was awarded a PhD (Dr. phil.) from the Central
Institute for Literary History at the Academy of Sciences of the
GDR. With her biography ‘Abstieg in den Ruhm: Helene
Weigel. Eine Biographie’ (Descent into Fame: Helene Weigel. A
Biography), published in 2000, she produced a seminal work on
the versatile actress. The author describes Weigel as an
independent artist whose working relationship with Bertolt
Brecht represented an “artistic and intellectual symbiosis”, and
emphasises Helene Weigel’s role as the influential artistic
director of the Berliner Ensemble. The author has spent many
years studying the life and work of Helene Weigel, including
how she honed her craft as an actress and found inspiration in
Japanese No theatre, which as early as the 14th century
embodied a practice of alienation that later inspired Bertolt
Brecht’s epic theatre. Sabine Kebir is a member of the PEN
Centre Germany.
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Sarah Brecht - Artist

Sarah Brecht, born in 1961 in Paris, France, and raised in New
York, USA, and Ireland, is the daughter of Stefan Brecht and his
wife Mary McDonough, and the granddaughter of Bertolt
Brecht and Helene Weigel. She works as a painter in New
Orleans and Sligo, Ireland. As a child, she regularly spent her
summer holidays with her grandmother Helene Weigel in East
Berlin and Buckow.

Vera Tenschert - Photographer

Vera Tenschert was born in Berlin in 1936 and was a German
photographer and author who became known for her theatre
and portrait photography at the Berliner Ensemble. After
training at the Berliner Lette-Verein, she was hired in 1954 as a
young theatre photographer for the Berliner Ensemble. She
soon became a close friend of Helene Weigel. Until 1991, Vera
Tenschert helped build up the theatre’s photography
department. = She  photographed  numerous  theatre
performances, actors and members of the Berliner Ensemble
and the Brecht family. However, she never photographed
Bertolt Brecht himself, as he had forbidden anyone from
photographing him at the theatre. Her photographs were used,
among other things, for the Berliner Ensemble’s programmes
and posters. Vera Tenschert was married to Joachim

Tenschert, the chief dramaturg of the Berliner Ensemble, who
died in 1992. She herself died in 2025.
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