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Bertolt Brecht and Heiner Müller lavished more time and energy on Shakespeare than on any other author. There are references to nineteen dramas by Shakespeare in Brecht´s writings, and at the time of Brecht´s death, there was supposedly a copy of Shakespeare´s sonnets in the translation by Karl Krauss and Schiller´s adaptation of Macbeth on the table in his work room. Müller translated, adapted, and re-worked four of Shakespeare´s plays: As you Like It, Titus Andronicus, Macbeth, and Hamlet. Brecht and Müller both approached Shakespeare as a practicing dramatist/director with an eye to a contemporary audience; both tried to liberate Shakespeare from the pantheon of German classics and a bourgeois performance tradition that had smothered any relevance to present-day politics under pomp and circumstance; both plundered Shakespeare for “Materialwert,” i.e., raw material, to historicize and thus distance the hero in order to discourage empathy (“Einfühlung”); both stood for a theater that was in contradiction to official East German “Kulturpolitik;” and both had difficulties in having their re-workings of Shakespeare performed in a socialist state which they supported as a better vision for humanity.  But here the similarities end. 


For Müller, Brecht´s reduction of Shakespeare´s fable to a political formula was a gross simplification.  His "antidote" was to attack the authority of the Shakespearean text, ripping it apart if necessary, deleting, adding, and re-arranging scenes, and characters, or even the author himself.  Müller relocates the fable, the story, in and on the player who creates the “accidents” central to epic theater in performance.  In a letter to the Bulgarian director Dimiter Gotscheff, Müller remarks: 
 “Helene Weigel thought [my play] Philoktet …to be unperformable.  For her it lacked the accidental, “the gravel.”  She did not see, and as an actress in the tradition of Brecht, could not see, that…only the actor can introduce the accidental in the performance, his body is “the gravel,” in which the text inscribes itself and loses itself in the same gesture, a substitute for other bodies”  [my translation].

 The results are interruptions and disruptions (“Brüche”) in Shakespeare´s dramaturgy as well as his blank verse that force his audience to interpret for themselves each and every evening anew what the plays might mean to them.  Whereas Brecht did not live to see any of his renderings of Shakespeare performed, Müller was able to see all of his adaptations performed and even directed three of them himself: Macbeth, Hamlet, Hamletmachine. The re-writings of Shakespeare by Brecht and Müller raise questions about the authority and essentiality of the Shakespearean, or any other, text.   I will focus on Macbeth and Hamlet, since these are the plays to which both Brecht and Müller repeatedly returned.
