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In the struggle of progressivism and traditionalism and the treatment of ideas as infectious, 

PlayMaker’s tech-heavy production of Bertolt Brecht’s Life of Galileo finds a striking 2019 relevancy 

that director Vivienne Benesch smartly embraces. The production begins with projected quotes 

regarding science and truth, connecting the forthcoming events of the play with current climate 

change debate. Quotes came from figures such as Jeb Bush, the Pope, and Ted Cruz. In the play, 

Galileo’s assertion that the Earth is round and revolves around the sun was met with intense 

scrutiny and disbelief from prominent figures of the Roman Catholic Church and European society. 

Galileo responds with the following sentiment: “Someone who doesn’t know the truth is just an 

idiot, but someone who knows the truth and calls it a lie is a crook.” The show tinkers with this 

notion of truth and examines how our beliefs about the world come to formation, something that 

certainly can be applied to modern dialogue on our environment. The current debate on climate 

change has been recently extra-invigorated by scientists declaring the situation to be increasingly dire 

and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez using her social and political clout to introduce a “Green New Deal” 

to address climate change and environmental injustices. Scientists and those championing change are 

met with such opposition that one is left to wonder how science, in all its objectivity, can be so 

divisive. Benesch’s production of Life of Galileo uses this fascinating and contradictory concept to 

bring Brecht’s play into the 21st century. 

The quest is noble. Costumes, set design, media design, and casting all blend into an often 

successful execution of Brecht’s challenging text. The actors wear modern dress under Grier 

Coleman’s costume design. Galileo has a hipster vibe in a simple t-shirt, scarf, and long cardigan. 



With this look, he’s recognizable to a modern audience as a hip yet unbothered man. The plethora 

of other characters are similarly dressed in simply, modern looks. The costumes work in the 

production as a simplifier for the story- helping an audience to distinguish among the many 

characters. But the shining achievement of this production is undoubtedly the set. Jim Findlay’s 

multi-dimensional creation is breathtaking from the moment one enters the Paul Green Theater. 

Paired with Kate McGee’s lighting design, the playing space is invigorating, electric, and 

cutting-edge. Technology surrounds the actors and is used to further distort the presentation of 

objective truth in the world of the play.  

The production boasts a heavy number of compelling performers. Standouts include Ron 

Menzel as Galileo, Tristan Parks as the Ballad Singer (the narrator, of sorts) and others, and Kathryn 

Hunter-Williams as a variety of characters, most notably Cardinal Barberini. Ron Menzel is 

particularly engaging and approaches Brecht’s sometimes dense text with ease. His use of breath and 

openness allows his voice to buzz as it envelops every nook and cranny of the expansive Paul 

Green. His musings were worth leaning into and Galileo, a figure many of us are familiar with in the 

context of a textbook, became a fascinating, multi-layered man that earned the audience’s support.  

While much is accomplished, some missed opportunity unfortunately dwindles audience 

interest- the end of Act One being a prime example. In a lengthy scene between Galileo and Little 

Monk, actors Menzel and Rishan Dhamija give it their all, but Benesch failed to equip them with any 

clever staging that would’ve engaged an audience throughout the so-long-it’s-draining scene. The 

two men circle one another or simply stand addressing each other. It was during this scene I noticed 

audience members first beginning to lean back, peruse their programs, or even rest their eyes. With a 



text as long and as dense as this one, a director cannot afford to neglect a single beat or they risk 

alienating some of their susceptible-to-exhaustion audience members.  

Life of Galileo is a tough three-hour journey, but those willing to buckle in for the ride will 

find much offered to them in return. 


