
Copenhagen Michael Frayn: A Fascinating
Tale of Science and Secrecy in World War II

Copenhagen, the capital of Denmark, is a city known for its picturesque canals,
stunning architecture, and rich history. However, there is a hidden story within the
walls of this beautiful city that not many are aware of. It is a story of scientific
discovery, human relationships, and the ethical dilemmas faced by scientists
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during one of the darkest periods in history - World War II. This article delves into
the world of Copenhagen, a play written by Michael Frayn, which brings this
extraordinary tale to life.

Science, Intrigue, and War

Set in 1941, Copenhagen revolves around the fateful meeting between two
brilliant physicists, Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg, in the titular city. Bohr, a
Danish scientist, and Heisenberg, a German physicist, were once close friends
and colleagues. However, the onset of World War II changed the dynamics of
their relationship, separating them on opposite sides of the conflict.
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Heisenberg, whose work was crucial to the development of atomic weapons,
visits occupied Denmark to make an ambiguous proposal to Bohr. The play
explores the uncertainties surrounding this encounter and delves into the
motivations and ethical considerations of both scientists. Frayn masterfully
weaves together the scientific intricacies of quantum mechanics with the personal
dilemmas faced by these two iconic figures.

A Play Within a Play
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Frayn's genius lies not only in the narrative and characters he presents but also
in the innovative structure of the play. Copenhagen adopts a play-within-a-play
format, where the characters often break the fourth wall and engage in meta-
discussions about their actions or their interpretations of historical events. This
metatheatrical element allows for a deeper exploration of the complex
relationships between the characters and the significance of their scientific
pursuits.

Memories, Interpretations, and Historical Accuracy

Throughout the play, memories and interpretations of past events are portrayed in
a non-linear fashion, highlighting the subjectivity of historical narratives. Frayn
challenges the audience to question their assumptions and invites them to piece
together the fragments of the story presented on stage.

The historical accuracy of the play has sparked much debate among scholars.
Frayn himself admits that the events portrayed in Copenhagen are based on
historical records but are also subject to artistic license. This blending of truth and
fiction adds another layer of intrigue to the narrative, allowing the audience to
contemplate the complexities of historical reconstruction and the gaps that will
forever remain unfilled.

Award-winning Success and Critical Acclaim

Since its premiere in 1998, Copenhagen has received widespread recognition
and critical acclaim. The play won the prestigious Tony Award for Best Play in
2000 and has been performed in theaters around the world, captivating
audiences with its thought-provoking themes and exceptional storytelling.

Frayn's masterful writing, combined with the outstanding performances by actors
bringing Bohr, Heisenberg, and Margrethe, Bohr's wife, to life, make Copenhagen



an unforgettable theatrical experience. The play's ability to engage both scientific
minds and those seeking a captivating story of human relationships is a
testament to its enduring popularity.

Copenhagen's Enduring Relevance

The themes explored in Copenhagen remain relevant and thought-provoking to
this day. The ethical dilemmas faced by scientists during wartime, the subjective
nature of historical accounts, and the complex interplay between science and
humanity continue to resonate with audiences around the world.

Copenhagen serves as a reminder of the power and responsibility that comes
with scientific knowledge. It challenges us to reflect on the consequences of our
actions and the importance of moral values, even in the pursuit of groundbreaking
discoveries.

Copenhagen Michael Frayn captivates audiences with its blend of science,
secrecy, and human emotions. Through a gripping narrative and innovative
structure, the play allows us to explore the complexities of history, scientific
pursuit, and moral dilemmas. It raises pertinent questions that continue to
resonate in the present day, making it a masterpiece of modern theater that
should not be missed.
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TONY AWARD WINNER • An explosive re-imagining of the mysterious wartime
meeting between two Nobel laureates to discuss the atomic bomb.

“Endlessly fascinating…. The most invigorating and ingenious play of ideas in
many a year….  An electrifying work of art.” —Ben Brantley, The New York Times

In 1941 the German physicist Werner Heisenberg made a clandestine trip to
Copenhagen to see his Danish counterpart and friend Niels Bohr. Their work
together on quantum mechanics and the uncertainty principle had revolutionized
atomic physics. But now the world had changed and the two men were on
opposite sides in a world war. Why Heisenberg went to Copenhagen and what he
wanted to say to Bohr are questions that have vexed historians ever since. In
Michael Frayn’s ambitious, fiercely intelligent, and daring new play Heisenberg
and Bohr meet once again to discuss the intricacies of physics and to ponder the
metaphysical—the very essence of human motivation.
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