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Woyzeck by Georg Büchner
Vickie Smith
A level – Edexcel Theatre Studies, Section C, 
Component 3
Introduction
The new A level examination for Theatre Studies asks the students to do a lot. 
With the old specification they could take in annotated versions of their chosen 
text and they had to explain how they would direct it in terms of a specific area 
identified in the exam question. The beauty of this was that students could decide 
on their interpretation of the whole play and then select certain scenes that they 
would talk about in the exam in more depth. 

The new exam does not allow for this. Edexcel asks the students to take in 
a blank text and students are given an unseen extract from the play they have 
studied and must explain their interpretation and how they would direct this 
with their chosen practitioner’s methodologies in place. This is hard work. It 
means that the students need to not only know how they would direct the whole 
play in depth, but that they must know it off by heart. In addition to this they 
are expected to do something similar with a second play but from an actor’s 
perspective and also write a Live Evaluation of a performance they have seen. 

The first thing to tell your students is that the exam boards are expecting a lot 
from them; in my opinion, an unfair amount. But reassure them that you, as their 
teacher, will prepare them for this. If you can have Component 2 completed by 
February, then in the remainder of the year you can focus on these three areas. 
This scheme of work is going to tackle the Section C, Component 3 part of the 
examination using the script of Woyzeck. However, there is no reason that this 
scheme cannot be transferrable to other play texts. 

Lesson 1 
Learning objectives 

 f To read the play and understand the key themes.

Read the play, then discuss the different elements that stand out in it and in 
particular the key themes.

In groups of 4-5 create still images to capture the following themes:
 f Poverty
 f Suffering 
 f Violence
 f Insanity
 f Sex
 f Suffering

Lesson 2
Learning objectives

 f Explore the opening of Woyzeck using key elements of Berkoff’s theatre style 
within your work

 f Evaluate the effectiveness of using Total Theatre to bring Woyzeck to life.

Explain that the key thing students have to do is understand that what the 
exam board is asking of them is a lot. Therefore, they are all going to have one 
interpretation that they can tweak to be their own, but it is a starting point. 

Starter
 f What would happen if Andres was a figment of Woyzeck’s imagination? 
 f In pairs, look through all of the scenes that Andres appears in; could this 
idea work?

 f What theme would help communicate this?
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Insanity 
As an ensemble, identify 5 lines in the opening scene that capture the theme of 
insanity.

Create still images of the 5 chosen lines; these should be using physical theatre. 
You need a Woyzeck; everyone else should be choral. 

What do we mean by interpretation? (The way that we perceive something 
to be.) Every director will have their own interpretation for a play.

Introduce this interpretation of the play:
The play is set in a black box theatre with thrust seating, it is an intimate 

theatre seating approximately 250 people (The Minerva Theatre, Chichester would 
be an ideal example). There are entrances upstage left and right, downstage 
centre and right. The set has a large tank of water with a ledge on it and stairs 
leading up the centre, there are weeds at the bottom which make it look like a 
river bed and hide the breathing apparatus used at the end by Woyzeck and Marie. 
Marie sits with her back to the audience throughout the play when she is not in a 
scene with her feet dangling in the water. The stairs have toweling on to dry her 
feet for Health and Safety reasons. She turns for the scenes she is in and comes 
down the stairs. There are 12 clear Perspex boxes which the chorus sits on; these 
have LED lights in which are remotely controlled and can be changed in colour 
(similar to the blocks that were used in The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-
Time). There are large flats on either side of the tank of water. Projections are used 
throughout to create effect. There are also coat stands on either side of the stage 
on which hang the costume items that the chorus use when playing specific 
characters. These elements are used to help create Berkoff’s idea of Total Theatre. 

Lesson 3
Learning objectives 

 f Explore the themes in Woyzeck
 f Explain the impact that choral work and total theatre can have on a 
performance. 

Scene 1
Teacher to direct Scene 1: all choral members will play Andres chorally to represent 
that he does not exist. There is only one Woyzeck – lines will be linked together 
to show the insanity. Andres is sat on the floor rocking to represent the universal 
symbol of insanity. Woyzeck walks around the ‘Andreses’ who represent the fact 
that Andres does not exist and is a figment of Woyzeck’s imagination. Andres’s 
lines are delivered chorally in an almost whispered way to help communicate 
Woyzeck’s insanity. 

Introduce Berkoff as the practitioner and explain that Berkoff was inspired by 
other practitioners such as Jacques Lecoq and Antonin Artaud. Explain that this 
Universal Symbol of insanity and Breath by Breath, Beat by Beat is used to affect 
the audience’s breathing and heartbeat. Experiment with particular lines being 
said in cannon and in unison.

Lesson 4
Learning objectives

 f Explain directorial decisions in staging Andres’s scenes – with the focus on 
insanity

 f Evaluate the impact that choral work has on the twenty-first-century audience.

Split class into smaller groups. Issue each group with another Andres scene 
(Scenes 1, 11, 14, 16, 19). Ask them to use the same skills base to stage their scene 
with the idea that Andres is a figment of Woyzeck’s imagination.

Performance and discussion: Will this work for all of the scenes? Why is 
Andres a figment of Woyzeck’s imagination? Allow students to come up with 
ideas; either choose one as a class that works or give the idea that Woyzeck saw 
Andres die in the war and his insanity stems from a mixture of oppression and 
post-traumatic stress disorder.

Scene 25
Explore Scene 25. If Andres is a figment of Woyzeck’s imagination, how does he 
exist in Scene 25? Who is the Grandmother? Read the other Grandmother scenes; 
could the Grandmother represent death itself?

Homework
Students to annotate all Andres 
and Grandmother scenes with their 
direction.
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Lesson 5–6
Learning objectives

 f Explore the theme of insanity caused by oppression
 f Understand the key elements that need to be considered when deciding on 
interpretation

 f Demonstrate an understanding of the Seven States of Tension.

Interpretation
What areas do we need to know to cover a whole interpretation?

 f Target audience
 f Aim
 f Style
 f Venue
 f Practitioners
 f Cast
 f Technical

Read scenes 5 and 6. Who are the characters? Discuss the idea of Berkoff’s Total 
Theatre: Total Theatre maintains that every aspect of theatre must have purpose: 
‘Every movement, that is choreographed; to each line, that is learned perfectly; 
to each lighting effect, that is used to convey a mood or message; to each sound 
effect, that enhances the audience’s experience; to each prop that has a use. 
The aim of Total Theatre is to create extreme moods to give the audience an 
overwhelming experience and to shock, amuse, scare, or amaze them.’
http://dramaandsuch.blogspot.co.uk/2013/02/steven-berkoff-theatre-technique.
html

Explain that Berkoff was heavily influenced by Jacques Lecoq and his Seven 
States of Tension. Lead a walking exercise in which the class are introduced to the 
seven states:

 f The jellyfish
 f Californian
 f Economic
 f Alert
 f Suspense
 f Passionate
 f Tragic 

http://performingscrapbook.blogspot.co.uk/2012/10/7-levels-of-tension.html

Discuss the characters of the Doctor and the Captain and making these characters 
almost grotesque, comical. These are the hierarchy that are oppressing Woyzeck 
and adding to his insanity. What state of tension would suit the characters of the 
Doctor and the Captain?

Split the class into pairs/threes and give each group a different Doctor/
Captain scene to stage (scenes 5, 6, 8, 9, 24). Encourage students to think about 
the grotesque characterisation of the two characters and the almost naturalistic 
characterisation of Woyzeck – the everyman.

Performance and discussion: Each group performs their scene so that all scenes 
have been explored. Lead a discussion on what the chorus could be doing within 
this scene. Link to the use of the set and the overall interpretation. Maybe intently 
watching the action – Woyzeck’s sanity. Make a link with the Berkoff’s The Trial 
and how the ensemble are utilised in this play.

Lesson 7
Learning objectives

 f To explore and justify interpretations of Scene 7 and how Berkoff can be used 
effectively to portray meaning.

Read Scene 7. What do we think happens in the scene?
In groups of 4, come up with a directorial concept for Scene 7 and direct the 

scene. Students must justify all decisions that they make and complete a mini-
presentation that justifies their choices and approach. They must think about how 
they can make the scene encompass Total Theatre.

Performance and evaluation of ideas.

Homework
Choose one of the following areas and 
write a paragraph for your direction of 
Scene 6: chosen audience, style, theme.
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Lessons 8–9
Learning objectives

 f Explain the overall interpretation of Scene 7 and how this fits into the 
remainder of the play

 f Explore how to stage a sensitive topic with maturity
 f Evaluate the impact that Total Theatre has on a twenty-first-century audience.

Discuss the different Interpretations of scene 7. Explain that the interpretation 
we are going to explore in this lesson is that the character of Maria is raped by the 
Drum Major. Teacher to direct the scene using the following guidance: the Drum 
Major is to be played as a grotesque and ugly character, almost animalistic.

Scene 7
At the beginning of the scene the Drum Major is sat as a member of the ensemble 
who are sitting around the edge of the stage in a horseshoe shape. He stands on 
Marie’s line – she is sitting on the edge of the fishtank at the back of the stage. 
On her line – ‘Show me again’ – the chorus move and create ‘the bed’ using 
the blocks.

Marie steps down the steps on her line and sits on the edge of the bed facing 
downstage.

The Drum Major gets his sash from the back of the stage and puts it on; he 
walks around the room proudly. On ‘You’re a real woman’ he grabs Marie violently 
– she begins to struggle.

The chorus females emanate her fear through panicked breathing. The 
choral males become the physical embodiment of the Drum Major and become 
animalistic – low to the ground. The males move into Marie and eventually grab 
her and pin her to the bed, where the Drum Major then rapes her. Be as visual as 
the class can cope with.

On the line ‘What’s the use anyway it’s all one’, Marie stops struggling and 
gives in to the actions.

This scene uses Artaud’s Breath by Breath, Beat by Beat, which inspired 
Berkoff’s Total Theatre to try to shock the audience and make them feel 
uncomfortable. The men will breathe with the Drum Major’s character and the 
females will breathe with Maria’s character to help create a cathartic experience.

If facilities allow, then record the scene and play it back to the class. Discuss 
the scene and how the idea that Marie is raped affects the remainder of the 
interpretation.

Lesson 10
Learning objectives

 f Explain how thought tracking can be used to explore sub-text
 f Understand the importance of using ‘link’ scenes to show a fully rounded 
director.

At this stage, the class has been given many tools and should have a good 
understanding of Berkoff’s style and the interpretation.

Thought tracking
Read scene 2, knowing the interpretation of scene 7; ask for four volunteers. Have 
two people playing the Marie and Margaret characters and two people playing 
their thoughts.

Perform the scene using thought tracking to explore the sub-text of the lines 
being delivered.

Discuss as a class the sub-text of the scene and what they feel the true 
meaning is behind Marie’s lines. Who is she and what does she want?

As a class direct the scene using the sub-text. The ensemble play the marching 
band. The movements should be choreographed in Berkoff’s style. Encourage the 
ensemble to try to foreshadow the rape that happens in scene 7 in the March 
by incorporating some movements that appear in this scene. Allow the class to 
explore and direct this themselves. Discuss the importance of establishing the 
relationship between Marie and Margaret and how the opening section of the 
scene transitions into the Woyzeck and Marie section of the scene. Discuss the 
simplicity of Berkoff’s use of set.

Performance and discussion of other Berkoff techniques such as the technical 
side that would build on the direction.
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Discuss the idea of linking to other scenes. The exam question will provide an 

unseen section of the play, but they will want to make references to the rest of the 
play to show that they are a complete director. Therefore every scene should have 
a ‘link’ scene.

In pairs, they decide on what their link scene would be and come up with two 
sentences as to how it links to it; this should not be a literature link but a 
directorial link. E.g. ‘In this scene the chorus as the Marching Band all grab their 
left hand with their right hand on Marie’s line “Soldiers, they are handsome lads 
…”; this foreshadows the choral rape that Marie goes through in scene 7 where 
the Drum Major roughly grabs her left wrist with his right hand on his line 
“Animal in you isn’t there”’.

Lesson 11
Learning objectives

 f Use physical theatre effectively to convey the character of the horse
 f Justify how Berkoff’s style is ideal for this scene.

Read scene 3 as a class. What are the difficulties of staging this scene? Discuss the 
many different approaches and how Berkoff’s Physical Theatre style can be used, 
especially in the creation of the horse.

Physical Theatre
Split the class into groups of 5 and ask them to find a way physically to create the 
horse and bring to life his actions as they appear in the stage directions of the 
script. One person should play the showman in each group.

Performance of the showman scene and horses. As a class vote on the most 
effective portrayal of the horse.

Teacher is to direct the remainder of the scene, using the Seven States of 
Tension to help the remainder of the characters create the hustle bustle of the 
fairground. At this point discuss in detail the ideal casting. Woyzeck and Marie 
will play the same roles throughout but the remainder of the cast of 20 will be 
choral, with one person from the chorus playing each of the key characters but all 
playing Andres.

When directing use the chorus to change from people to set, etc. For example, 
get the chorus to go from the people at the fairground to creating the idea of the 
circus tent by moving the plastic boxes into Theatre in the Round to create the 
circus tent. Link this to the Tavern scenes and using the plastic boxes to create 
the benches in the tavern. Refer to Steven Berkoff’s The Trial and discuss the use of 
frames in the performance.

Performance of piece; record if possible and show back to the class. Review the 
skill used, focusing particularly on the use of Berkoff’s ideas.

Lessons 12–15
Learning objectives

 f Demonstrate understanding of Berkoff and the group interpretation
 f Justify choices made, considering interpretation and direction
 f Evaluate others’ ideas using terminology and examples to support comments.

It is important that the students direct some of the remaining scenes so that they 
get ownership over the directorial concept. Split the class into two groups and 
give each of the groups a series of scenes:

 f Group 1: Scenes 4, 10, 12, 13, 15.
 f Group 2: Scenes 17, 18, 20, 21, 22.

Explain that they will now work on a mini project where they will be responsible 
for directing the scenes they have. They must stage their scenes and provide a 
presentation that justifies the choices they have made. This should link into the 
rest of the directorial concept. The task sheet for this is as follows:

Mini-project
Outline
As a group prepare a performance of extracts from Woyzeck with a presentation 
which explains the decisions you made as a group.

Performance
Stage the scenes that you have been given; while doing this you need to consider 

‘Link’ scene: A scene that uses the same 
technique or builds on a scene which 
can be referred to.
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what themes of the play you consider to be important, and how you can 
highlight these.

How does your blocking of the scenes fit into the overall interpretation?
Rehearsal of scene, considering all aspects – you need to learn your lines.

Presentation
 f Give an explanation of interpretation and how it is realized.
 f How are you using Berkoff’s theories in your direction?
 f Detailed set design: how will you use the plastic boxes throughout the direction 
of each of your scenes?

 f What music would you use?
 f How would you use lighting to enhance the script?

N.B. When doing your presentation you should refer not only to your ideas but 
make reference to Büchner’s vision. You may want to refer to the play as a whole 
at times, rather than just your chosen scenes.

Performance and evaluation of the mini-projects.

Lesson 16
Learning objectives

 f Explain your interpretation of Woyzeck with confidence.

Explain that there is only one scene that they have not yet explored and that 
is Scene 23. This is the scene that will make the main use of the giant fishtank 
and this will be directed by the teacher. It is the closing practical lesson in the 
exploration of the play.

Scene 23
Explain that the aim of this scene is to make the audience sympathise with 
Woyzeck, even though he has killed Marie. It is the emotions that are the most 
important in the performance of this scene.

Woyzeck enters from the downstage entrance, through the audience. He is 
rubbing his hands, in a similar way to Lady Macbeth trying to rub the blood off 
her hands.

The chorus is sat amongst the audience in the aisles and the blocks are places 
in front of the audience in thrust position. They quietly whisper the word insanity.

Marie’s body is still CS, where it has been since Woyzeck killed her. Other 
scenes have taken place over the dead body.

As Woyzeck walks onto the stage he turns around so that he falls backwards 
over Marie’s body. He cradles the body to his chest whilst delivering his line 
‘Everything so still’.

While he is talking to the body he begins to tidy her up. Tidying her messy 
hair, doing up her dress and making her look presentable. His deterioration really 
comes across at this point.

On the stage direction ‘starts to lift the body’ he picks the body up and walks to 
the fishtank. At this point he places her body on the side and walks up the stairs, 
he climbs into the water and lowers Maries body in the water. He spins her as he 
walks through the water washing her body, once he reaches the end of one end 
of the tank he lays her upside down with her face in the water. Scuba diving gear 
will be hidden in the reeds; her body will float representing her drowning. He 
will then swim to the other end of the tank where he will drown float face down 
representing his drowning, again there will be hidden scuba diving gear.

The chorus will then hum ‘Andres’ tune from scene 1 as they stand and walk 
onto the stage. They will position the boxes into two beds before walking in 
unison to collect the two bodies. The bodies will be placed on the beds and the 
chorus will then leave in two lines through the downstage entrance.
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