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UNDERSTANDING
THE
METAMORPHOSIS
BERKOFF SCRIPT

Few  adaptations  of
Franz  Kafka’s  seminal
n o v e l l a  T h e
Metamorphosis  have
achieved  the  raw,
visceral  impact  of
Steven  Berkoff’s  stage
version.  Known simply
a s  t h e
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff  script,  this
adaptation has become
a  c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
m o d e r n  p h y s i c a l
theatre.  Berkoff’s
interpretation does not
simply tell the story of

G r e g o r  S a m s a ’ s
transformation into  an
insect;  it  drags  the
audience  into  the
c l a u s t r o p h o b i c ,
grotesque reality of the
Samsa  household.  For
students,  directors,
a n d  t h e a t r e
e n t h u s i a s t s ,
understanding  this
script  is  essential  to
appreciating how text,
movement,  and  space
c a n  m e r g e  i n t o  a
s ingle,  unsett l ing
theatrical language.
The  Metamorphosis
Berkoff  script  is  far
more than a translation
o f  Ka fka ’ s  p rose .
Berkoff,  a  master  of
expressionism  and
phys ica l  theat re ,
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decons t ruc ts  the
original  narrative  and
rebuilds  it  as  a  stark,
c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l
performance  piece.
T h e  l a n g u a g e  i s
compressed,  rhythmic,
and  often  deliberately
u g l y ,  m i r r o r i n g
Gregor’s  physical  and
emotional  decay.  By
examining  the  script’s
structure,  its  use  of
ensemble  movement,
and its thematic focus,
we  can  uncover  why
t h i s  a d a p t a t i o n
continues  to  resonate
with  audiences  and
challenge  performers.

The
Origins of
Berkoff’s
Adaptatio

n
Steven  Berkoff  first
staged  his  adaptation
of  The  Metamorphosis
i n  1 9 6 9  a t  t h e
Roundhouse in London.
Work ing  w i th  the
London Theatre Group,
Berkoff aimed to create
a production that relied
heavily  on  the  actors’
bodies  rather  than
e labora te  se ts  o r
props. The script itself
was developed through
improvisat ion  and
physical  exploration, a
hallmark  of  Berkoff’s
method .  Un l i ke  a
convent ional  p lay
s c r i p t ,  t h e
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff  script
includes detailed stage
d i r e c t i o n s  f o r
movement,  posture,
and  vocal  qual i ty,
treating the text  as  a
blueprint  for  a  total
physical  performance.
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Berkoff’s  fascination
with  Kafka  stemmed
from  the i r  shared
interest  in  alienation,
bureaucracy,  and  the
absurdity  of  modern
life. In his foreword to
the  published  script,
Berkoff  writes  that
G r e g o r ’ s
transformation is not a
l i teral  event  but  a
metapho r  f o r  t he
d e h u m a n i s a t i o n
inherent in family and
work relationships. The
script pushes this idea
to its extreme, forcing
t h e  a u d i e n c e  t o
witness  the  family’s
s l ow  re j ec t i on  o f
G r e g o r  n o t  w i t h
sympathy,  but  with  a
kind  of  horrified
fascination.

KEY FEATURES OF
THE
METAMORPHOSIS
BERKOFF SCRIPT

To  fu l ly  grasp  the
significance  of  this

script, one must look at
its  unique  theatrical
elements.  Below  are
the  defining
characteristics that set
it  apart  from  other
adaptations.

Physical
Theatre
and
Ensemble
Movemen
t
Perhaps  the  most
striking feature of  the
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff  script  is  its
reliance  on  physical
theatre.  Berkoff
instructs actors to use
exaggerated,  distorted
m o v e m e n t s  t o
represent  Gregor’s
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insect state. Instead of
a  costume,  the  actor
embodies  the  beetle
through  contorted
body  positions,  claw-
like hands, and a voice
that strains and cracks.
The  ensemble  –  the
Samsa family – moves
in  synchronized,  often
j e r k y  p a t t e r n s ,
reflecting  their
mechanical,  almost
robotic  existence.  The
script  specifies
movements like “crab-
l i ke  scu t t l i ng”  o r
“spasmodic twitching,”
w h i c h  m u s t  b e
e x e c u t e d  w i t h
precision to create the
desired effect.

Gregor’s
physicality: The
actor must
convey both
human
consciousness
and insect form
through constant
tension and
control.

Family as
chorus: The
mother, father,
and sister often
move together,
creating a unified
entity that closes
in on Gregor.
Use of space:
Berkoff’s stage
directions often
call for cramped,
tight spaces,
with actors
leaning over and
pressing in to
amplify
claustrophobia.

Language
and
Rhythm
Berkoff’s  dialogue  is
not  naturalistic.  The
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff  script  uses  a
heightened,  often
poetic  vernacular.
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Sentences  are  short,
r e p e t i t i v e ,  a n d
f r a g m e n t e d ,
r e s e m b l i n g  a
nightmare  rather  than
everyday conversation.
Fo r  examp le ,  t he
family’s dialogue might
be  de l i ve red  as  a
r h y t h m i c  c h a n t ,
underscoring  their
shared  hypocr isy.
Berkoff  also  employs
direct  address  to  the
audience, breaking the
fourth wall to implicate
spec ta to rs  i n  the
family’s  cruelty.  This
linguistic style requires
actors  to  treat  words
a s  p e r c u s s i o n
instruments,  building
tension  through  pace
and volume.

Minimalis
t Design

and
Atmosph
ere
The  scr ipt ’s  stage
directions  emphasize
minimalism.  Berkoff
typically  sets  the play
in  a  single  room with
stark  lighting.  Props
are used symbolically –
a table, a chair, a door
– but the focus remains
on the  actors’  bodies.
The  Metamorphosis
Berkoff  script
includes detailed notes
on  l ighting:  harsh,
shadowy,  and  often
piercing,  to  evoke  an
oppressive,  insect-like
environment.  Sound is
also crucial;  the script
m a y  s p e c i f y  t h e
buzzing  of  flies  or  the
scraping  of  furniture,
all  created  vocally  or
through simple objects.
T h i s  m i n i m a l i s t
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approach  forces  the
audience  to  engage
with  the  raw  emotion
and  physicality  of  the
performance.

THEMATIC
ANALYSIS IN THE
SCRIPT

While Kafka’s novella is
rich  with  existential
dread,  Berkoff’s  script
amplifies  specific
themes  through  its
t h e a t r i c a l  f o r m .
Understanding  these
themes is essential for
anyone  studying  or
p e r f o r m i n g  t h e
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff script .

Alienation
and
Dehuman

isation
G r e g o r ’ s
transformation  is  the
ultimate  symbol  of
alienation.  Berkoff’s
script emphasizes how
quickly  the  fami ly
abandons him, not out
o f  f e a r  b u t
inconvenience.  The
father  becomes  more
violent,  the  mother
more  hysterical,  and
the  sister  more  self-
se rv ing .  Through
phys ica l  s tag ing ,
Berkoff  shows  the
fami ly  phys ica l l y
shrinking  away  from
Gregor,  their  bodies
recoiling in unison. The
s c r i p t ’ s  s t a g e
di rect ions  for  the
family’s  movements  –
stiff,  mechanical,
a lmost  insect- l ike
themselves  –  suggest
tha t  t hey  t oo  a re
trapped  in  a  cycle  of
dehumanisation.  The
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famous apple-throwing
s c e n e  i s
choreographed  as  a
brutal ,  bal let- l ike
assau l t ,  w i th  the
father’s  movements
becoming  increasingly
animalistic.

Guilt and
Responsi
bility
K a f k a ’ s  s t o r y  i s
steeped  in  guilt,  and
Berkoff’s  script  makes
it  palpable.  Gregor’s
internal  monologues,
adapted  f rom  the
novella,  are  delivered
d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e
a u d i e n c e .  H e
apologises  for  h is
condit ion,  worr ies
about his job, and feels
shame for his family’s
suffering.  The  script’s
language  reflects  this
internal  torment  –

phrases  like  “I  have
always done my duty”
a r e  r e p e a t e d
o b s e s s i v e l y .
Meanwhile, the family’s
dialogue  shifts  from
s y m p a t h y  t o
resentment,  exposing
their  own guilt.  Berkoff
uses  choral  repetition
t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h e
family’s  collective
denial:  “It  is  not  our
fault.” This interplay of
guilt and blame creates
a  powerful  dramatic
tension.

The
Absurdity
of Social
Roles
Berkoff’s  script  also
satirises the rigid roles
of  early  20th-century
family life.  The father,
a  failed  businessman,
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asserts  his  authority
through  violence;  the
mother  is  weak  and
tearful; the sister (who
in  Kafka’s  story  is
named  Grete)  begins
as  a  caring  figure  but
quickly  becomes  self-
a b s o r b e d .  I n  t h e
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff  script,  these
roles  are  exaggerated
t o  t h e  p o i n t  o f
grotesque  caricature.
T h e  f a m i l y ’ s
movements  become
almost dance-like, their
gestures  large  and
stylised,  revealing  the
absurdity of their social
posturing.  This  aligns
with  Berkoff’s  broader
critique  of  bourgeois
s o c i e t y  a n d  i t s
dehumanising effects.

PERFORMING THE
METAMORPHOSIS
BERKOFF SCRIPT

Directing  or  acting  in
this  script  requires  a
unique approach.  It  is

not  a  play  for  those
seeking  naturalistic
drama.  Below are key
considerations  for
performers.

Physical
Training
and
Discipline
Actors  must  undergo
i n t e n s e  p h y s i c a l
training  to  meet  the
d e m a n d s  o f  t h e
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff  script.  The
ro le  o f  Gregor ,  i n
particular,  requires
strength,  flexibility,
and  stamina.  Berkoff
developed  a  specific
rehearsal  technique
known  as  “Berkoff
t r a i n i n g , ”  w h i c h
includes  exercises  in
tension,  release,  and
stylised  movement.
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Actors learn to isolate
body parts, to move in
slow motion or sudden
bursts, and to maintain
a  character’s  physical
state  throughout  the
performance.  The
s c r i p t ’ s  s t a g e
directions  are  non-
n e g o t i a b l e ;  a n y
deviation  from  the
prescribed  physical
vocabulary  can  break
the  careful ly  bui l t
atmosphere.

Vocal
Work and
Articulati
on
The  script’s  rhythmic
language  demands
met i cu lous  voca l
control.  Actors  must
m a s t e r  a c c e n t s ,
pitches,  and  timing.
Berkoff often calls for a

“ g u t t u r a l ”  o r
“strangled”  quality  for
Gregor’s  voice,  while
the family’s lines may
be delivered in a sharp,
staccato  manner.  The
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff  script  may
include  notations  for
volume  and  speed,
such as “whispered but
urgent”  or  “ forte ,
building to a scream.”
Performers  must  also
be  comfortable  with
prolonged  silences,
which  Berkoff  uses  to
heighten tension. Vocal
warm-ups  and  group
exercises are essential
to achieve the required
synchronicity.

Collabora
tion and
Ensemble
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Work
Because  the  script
r e l i e s  heav i l y  on
ensemble  movement,
i n d i v i d u a l
performances  must
serve the group. Actors
m u s t  d e v e l o p
awareness  of  each
other’s  breath,  timing,
and spatial positioning.
In rehearsals, directors
o f t e n  b e g i n  w i t h
movement  exploration
before adding text. The
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff  script  works
b e s t  w h e n  e v e r y
performer understands
their  role  within  the
l a r g e r  p h y s i c a l
narrative. For example,
the  family’s  unified
movements  around
Gregor  –  c i rc l ing ,
closing in, retreating –
must be executed with
military  precision  to
convey their  collective
rejection.

WHY THE
METAMORPHOSIS
BERKOFF SCRIPT
ENDURES

Since its premiere, this
adaptation  has  been
performed  worldwide,
inspiring  countless
p r o d u c t i o n s  a n d
academic  studies.  Its
l o n g e v i t y  c a n  b e
attributed  to  several
factors .  F i rst ,  the
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff script offers a
timeless  critique  of
societal  norms  that
remains  relevant  in
any  era  of  economic
s t ress  and  fami ly
dysfunction.  Second,
i t s  e m p h a s i s  o n
physical  expression
a l i g n s  w i t h
contemporary theatre’s
fascination  with  non-
verbal  storytelling.
T h i r d ,  t h e  s c r i p t
challenges  actors  and
directors to push their
artistic  boundaries,
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making  it  a  popular
cho i ce  f o r  d rama
s c h o o l s  a n d
e x p e r i m e n t a l
companies.
Moreover,  Berkoff’s
script  has  influenced
other  adaptations  of
K a f k a ,  a s  w e l l  a s
b r o a d e r  w o r k s  i n
physical theatre. Many
contemporary directors
c i t e  t h e
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff  script  as  a
touchstone for  how to
adapt  literary  works
without  losing  their
essence. Its unflinching
portrayal  of  human
c r u e l t y  a n d
vulnerability  continues
to  move  audiences,
even  those  unfamiliar
with Kafka’s original.

STUDYING THE
SCRIPT IN AN
ACADEMIC
CONTEXT

For  drama  students

and  scho lars ,  the
M e t a m o r p h o s i s
Berkoff script is often
a set text in courses on
m o d e r n  t h e a t r e ,
expressionism,  and
adaptation  theory.
When  analysing  the
sc r i p t ,  key  a reas
include:

A comparison of
Berkoff’s
language with
Kafka’s prose –
what is cut, what
is expanded, and
why.
The role of the
audience as
witness or
participant.
How the script
uses stage
directions to
dictate
performance
style.
The political
subtext – critique
of capitalism,
family, and
authority.
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The influence of
mime and
Japanese theatre
on Berkoff’s
style.

Students  are  often
asked  to  pe r fo rm
excerpts,  focusing  on
the physical  execution
of  t ransformat ion
scenes.  Many  find  that
the  Metamorphosis
Berkoff  script
teaches  them  more
about the power of the
body on stage than any
other play.

FINDING THE
METAMORPHOSIS
BERKOFF SCRIPT

The script is published
in a single volume by
M e t h u e n  D r a m a ,
typically under the title

The  Metamorphosis
(Steven  Berkoff
adaptation).  It  is  also
included  in  collections
of  Berkoff’s  plays.
When searching online
or in libraries, be sure
to  specify  “Berkoff
adaptation”  to  avoid
getting  the  original
Ka f ka  t ex t .  Many
educational  editions
i n c l u d e  n o t e s  o n
per fo rmance  and
production  history,
w h i c h  c a n  b e
i n v a l u a b l e  f o r
directors.  Additionally,
video  recordings  of
notable  productions
(such  as  the  1987  film
version  starring  Tim
Roth)  can  provide  a
visual  reference  for
h o w  t h e
Metamorphosis


