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Die Physiker - Brief synopsis of the play  

Die Physiker was written in 1961 against the backdrop of the Cold War. For the first time in mankind’s 

history humanity faced the threat of annihilation through technology.  In such a climate Dürrenmatt wrote 

this play about the responsibility of the scientist to his/her fellow human beings.

The action takes place in an asylum, Les Cerisiers, where the genius and scientist Möbius is a long-term 

patient.  He feigns madness in order to protect the world from his discoveries. Being in a mental institution 

is for him a retreat from the outside world, as Möbius fears how his discoveries might be used. What he 

had discovered was “das System aller mögliche Erfindungen” (the system of all possible inventions) which 

answered physics’ fundamental questions. 

There are two other “inmates” in his section of the asylum, and they reveal themselves as not psychiatric 

patients in need of care, but as scientists and secret agents working for opposing powers.  The parallels 

between the “real” world and the fictional one of the play are made obvious.  In Act two of this two act play, 

the agents each attempt to entice Möbius to come and work for them.  However he manages to convince 

them how dangerous this would be and they decide to stay in the asylum to protect Möbius’ discoveries 

and at the same time save the world.  However just when things seem to have resolved themselves, the 

person responsible for the clinic, Fräulein Doktor Monika von Zahnd, reveals herself to be possibly mad and 

that she intends to use Möbius’ discoveries to take over the world herself. 

As a mid-20th century play written by a very influential playwright (both in the German-speaking world 

and internationally) and still performed today, this text fits into the second part of Theme 2 in the WJEC 

specification. Activities are furthermore designed to cover A04, where students are expected to: “Show 

knowledge and understanding of, and respond critically and analytically to, different aspects of the culture 

and society of countries/ communities where the language is spoken”.

Where page references are used, they relate to  the MacMillan Twentieth Century Texts edition of the play. 

Please note that the information contained in the second column “Suggested uses” in the grid below is in 

many cases applicable to more than one of the activities. 

 

On Structure – These activities are designed to focus students’ minds on structure, from a particular angle 

in each case.  What is central to these activities is the influence that characters have on other characters 

in particular and on the plot in general.
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Description of activity and suggested uses Skills covered

Activity 1 This activity focuses on the role of the doctor, Mathilde 

von Zahnd and how she affects other characters in 

the play and the plot.  The chosen scene comes on 

the heels of a previous important scene, where the 

scientists had for ethical reasons made the decision to 

remain in the asylum. The impression is given that there 

will be a happy ending, until events are turned on their 

heads by the doctor’s disclosure of her plans for world 

conquest.

Students have to click on the picture to access the clip 

from youtube (and/or read the text). They then click the 

boxes around the picture to access questions.  This 

brings up a statement in each case, about the influence 

of the doctor.

Students should be able to do this on their own.  A 

possible follow-up activity would be to have a whole 

class discussion on the doctor’s role in the play, and 

whether she was indeed sane, mad or a combination of 

both.

Initially students will 

practise their reading 

skills.  At the same 

time they will have 

opportunities to develop 

their vocabulary.  

In the follow-up 

discussion they will 

furthermore be able to 

develop their appreciation 

of the role of a key 

character and their part 

within the play.

Activity 2 For this exercise, students consider Möbius’ effect on 

other characters and the plot. The mind-map focuses 

students’ attentions on how he affects science as a 

whole and individuals or groups of individuals.

This could be done initially as a brain storm activity for 

a whole group, where students pool their ideas about 

Möbius and make notes on the board or on A3 paper.  

Thereafter students could write their own versions.  A 

discussion could ensue where students state on whom/

what  Möbius had the greatest influence and how/why.

A help sheet is also available (with partial answers in 

the thought bubbles) for class use.  This may or may 

not be used, depending on their level.

A possible extension activity could be for students to 

prepare their own mind-map on Möbius or another 

character.

Students have 

opportunities to develop 

their analysis, creativity, 

assimilation and writing 

skills. If my suggestions 

for class use are followed 

then students will have 

further opportunities to 

develop collaborative 

skills.
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Activity 3 This is task can basically be seen in two ways: a) 

as a way of studying  Salomo’s (Solomon’s)  place 

within the play; and b) as a way of speculating how 

the play would look without him.  One task could be 

seen as explicit and the other implicit, with the focus 

here on the latter. An initial difficulty is of course that 

Salomo doesn’t appear directly in the play, but what he 

represents is of central importance, and he is referred 

to in various important places. 

A teaching approach might be to do this as a whole 

class exercise initially.  Students would need to have 

good knowledge and understanding of the play as a 

whole, and especially of Salomo’s part in it.  On paper/

board/screen students could compose a brain-storm 

diagram  to illustrate the major contributions of Salomo 

to the plot and his effect on other characters and the 

play as a whole.  The short onscreen text is designed 

to aid reflection.  Thereafter the teacher could lead a 

whole class discussion on what would have happened 

if Salomo were removed from the play, with reference 

to the brain-storming exercise.  Students could also be 

asked to justify their responses orally.

The above would serve as preparation for a written 

exercise where students write their own views of what 

the play would have been like without Salomo.

Initially students will 

practice and develop 

their oral expression by 

listing details about the 

character.

At the same time (and in 

the later activities) they 

will have opportunities 

to develop their thinking 

skills as well as their 

understanding and 

appreciation of the play in 

general and the character 

in particular.

Post brain-storm activity 

students will be required 

to use advanced and 

complex grammatical 

structures (involving the 

subjunctive [Konjunktiv 

I and II] and conditional 

structures).  These uses 

of the verb are useful/ 

interesting per se.  They 

are furthermore of 

practical use in the written 

section of the exam, 

where higher marks are 

awarded for grammatical 

sophistication and 

accuracy.


