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Travelling Productions:
The Transnational Theatre of
Thomas Ostermeier and Katie Mitchell

Katie Mitchell and Thomas Ostermeier are two of the most high-profile theatre
directors whose work has been presented in the German language in Britain over
the past twenty years. As such, an appraisal of their work is crucial in understanding
how German-language theatre performed in Britain ‘co-constructs’ a British
image of German theatrical culture." This chapter places productions from both
directors side by side to consider the differing ways in which international work
can travel across borders. Mitchell’s Ophelias Zimmer [Ophelia’s Room] was an
international co-production between London’s Royal Court and the Schaubiihne
in Berlin (20715), the first major collaboration of its kind between the two theatres.
Ostermeier’s production of Richard III is a recent example of the director’s work
with Shakespeare and toured to London for a short run in February 2017 as part of
an international touring schedule that began in July 2015 at the Avignon Festival
in France. For many years, Ostermeier has been considered the global ‘Gesicht des
modernen deutschen Theaters’ [face of modern German theatre].> However, more
recent scholarship has begun to query the extent to which he ought to be seen
as the quintessential representative of German theatrical culture? British director
Katie Mitchell’s career meanwhile has seen her work at some of Britain’s largest
theatrical institutions, despite facing a consistently hostile press reception. Since the
late 2000s, Mitchell has sought out a new theatrical ‘home’ in Germany, specifically
at the Schaubiihne in Berlin, where Ostermeier works as artistic director. A large
amount of her work has since been presented in Britain in German, alongside semi-
regular opera pieces or theatrical productions in English (usually at the National
Theatre’s Dorfman Theatre). With their intertwined transitional trajectories,
this chapter explores how these two artists engage with, and complicate ideas of,
German theatrical culture and its traditions in Britain.

Ophelias Zimmer: The Anglo-German ‘Contact Zone’

Opbhelias Zimmer was a co-production between the Royal Court in central London
and the Schaubiihne in west Berlin, directed by Katie Mitchell, with text by Alice
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Birch and set design by Chloe Lamford. It premiered at the Schaubiihne on 8
December 2015 and transferred to the Royal Court for a short run from 17 to 21
May 2016. The Royal Court is situated in Sloane Square, Chelsea, an area described
by Geraldine Brodie as ‘an affluent residential and commercial inner suburb’, a
phrase that could just as easily be applied to Charlottenburg-Wilmersdorf, the
area in west Berlin in which the Schaubiihne is located.* According to Mitchell,
this co-production marked ‘the first time ever that, since the two buildings [...]
were set up, that they have ever directly collaborated from scratch’® Although
this co-production had a variety of funding partners, Ophelias Zimmer appears to
have been solely funded by the Royal Court and Schaubiihne, with no credited
additional support from EU arts funding programmes or the Goethe-Institut. As
such, the theatres thereby took on the financial risk themselves.

The Royal Court describes itself as the writers’ theatre: ‘It is a leading force in
world theatre for energetically cultivating writers — undiscovered, emerging and
established”.® As part of the opening paragraph in the theatre’s ‘About Us” webpage,
this statement clearly marks the theatre’s ‘attention on the voice of the playwright’, as
well as its desire to extend its work beyond national boundaries and reach out to the
‘world’” The Royal Court is ‘at the forefront of creating restless, alert, provocative
theatre about now. We open our doors to the unheard voices and free thinkers
that, through their writing, change our way of seeing’. It sees ‘no more important
theatre in the world than the Royal Court’.” For the Royal Court then, importance
thus reflects the ability to think globally, promote a diverse and unexpected range
of artistic voices, and present work that speaks to the contemporary moment in a
provocative way. The theatre’s focus on writers is not without risk, however. As
noted by Brodie, the theatre recorded in its 2006 annual report that ‘the focus on
the writer creates a degree of risk with regard to audience numbers’.? By 2015-16,
this risk had proved ‘diminishing’, replaced instead by ‘the unpredictable nature of
development of fundraising income, particularly in uncertain political times [most
likely referring to the 2015 General Election and upcoming 2016 EU Referendum],
which impact on corporate behaviours’.'® Despite uncertain political times, in the
period immediately surrounding the EU Referendum the theatre still considered
international work a top priority, a standpoint reflected in the prominent positioning
of Ophelias Zimmer in Chair Anthony Burton’s opening remarks for the same report:
‘from our grass roots work in Tottenham and Pimlico, to our co-productions with
the Schaubiihne in Berlin and the Market Theatre in Johannesburg, we have seen
many of the charity’s strategic ambitions and hopes realised and exceeded this
year’.'! The value of the Royal Court’s international work is further exemplified
by the dedicated International Department, established in 1996 by Elyse Dodgson
under the artistic directorship of Stephen Daldry. This department has been the
subject of a book-length study, Royal Court: International by Elaine Aston and Mark
O’Thomas, indicating the level of the department’s success and prominence in the
British academic context.

Aston and O’Thomas point specifically to the theatre’s ‘focus on Germany’
and reflect on the ‘comparative strength of the Court’s exchanges with Germany



TRAVELLING PRODUCTIONS 59

around the turn of the millennium’. This was most likely a result of the then
artistic director Stephen Daldry’s passion for German theatre. The international
exchanges facilitated by this department ‘brought to the London stage [...| the
opportunity to see work by a new generation of German dramatists who were as
committed to dealing with contemporary realities as their British counterparts’. In
the opposite direction of travel, the department and related programmes made space
for ‘German writers [who| were looking to challenge the tradition of a directors’
theatre heavily invested in deconstructive approaches to canonical plays’.'* Ophelias
Zimmer somewhat flips this paradigm on its head to give, in the first instance,
audiences in Berlin the opportunity to see work by contemporary British theatre
creatives before the production transterred to the Royal Court for its London run.
Rather than simply inviting German writers to challenge the tradition of directors’
theatre, or exporting British creatives’ work abroad, I argue that Ophelias Zimmer
instead becomes a ‘contact zone’ between Anglo-German theatrical cultures. T use
the term contact zone following Cristina Marinetti, who sees it as describing the
‘interstices of cultures’, and Ric Knowles, who sees the ‘spaces befween cultures |...]
as sites of negotiation’."” By bringing together British artists with German actors,
space is created both on stage and off for theatrical traditions commonly associated
with German culture to become interwoven with the work of British creatives in
new and interesting ways.

On a practical level, the co-production model facilitated theatrical exchange
between practitioners from Britain and Germany travelling between both countries.
As described by Alice Birch, rehearsals took place in both London and Berlin,
with three weeks in each location."* The cast for the Royal Court run was made
up predominately of members from the regular Schaubiihne ensemble, with the
exception of Welsh actor Glyn Pritchard taking the non-speaking role of Polonius.
This mobility is in part made possible through a foundational ‘fundamental
principle’ of the European Union: freedom of movement. Written into the Treaty
on the Functioning of the European Union, freedom of movement, which ceased to
apply to the UK once the transition period ended on 31 December 2020, entitles EU
citizens to travel to other EU countries (and countries in the European Economic
Area) for work purposes, reside there, and ‘enjoy equal treatment with nationals in
access to employment, working conditions and all other social and tax advantages."
The removal of this principle from the UK’s immigration policies thus places work
such as Opbhelias Zimmer under threat from happening in the future, as costs of
applying for visas, uncertainty, and the restriction of social and tax advantages could
all have implications on a theatre’s ability to support financially this type of work.™

Ophelias Zimmer also represents a surprising shift in the Royal Court’s relationship
with the playwright’s role in a theatre production. Birch, credited as providing the
text for the production, was the final main creative to join Mitchell’s team. The set
had already been designed by Choe Lamford, and the concept already decided upon
when Birch came on board. Furthermore, Birch reports that Ophelias Zimmer was
the first production in the theatre’s history where the playwright’s name was not
displayed in lights on the theatre’s facade.'” This choice reflects the collaborative
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nature of the production: there is no single author of the work but Mitchell,
Lamford, and Birch all share credit for the work. The production poster used for
the Royal Court run also highlights this collaborative approach by placing all three
creatives directly beneath the title in an equal-sized font, suggesting (in contrast
to the case studies seen in the previous chapter) that, whilst there is an order to
the listing of the creatives that puts the director first, the symbolic capital of any
one creative does not diminish the input of the others. In terms of design, the
poster also suitably evokes both the Schaubiihne’s and the Royal Court’s respective
institutional aesthetics (see Figure 2.1).

The slogan in German above the title, ‘sie protestiert zu viel’, is a contemporary
translation of Gertrude’s ‘quasi-proverbial’ line in Hamlet, ‘the lady doth protest
too much, methinks’ (111. 2). This line does not, of course, refer to Ophelia, but is
a riposte from Gertrude, commenting on the Player Queen’s performance in ‘The
Mousetrap’. Its usage here, however, directs audiences to see the line as addressed to
Ophelia, and thus gains an ironic quality. As we shall see in the following, Ophelia
barely speaks in this production, so a complaint of this kind is laughably out of
place. The quotation also has a role in drawing attention to the meta-theatrical
function of the production. Gertrude is referring to a performance that to her
seems over the top, ‘too much’, referring to the female character/actor in ‘The
Mousetrap’. As shall be explored below, Mitchell reframes Gertrude’s comments
through her production, seeing them directed instead to a male character/actor and
his erratic, over-the-top performance. This poster thus posits a series of questions
the production might answer: which characters in Shakespeare really do ‘protest too
much’? What performance histories are associated with women and Shakespeare?
Should this line not instead be directed towards a character such as Hamlet, who,
with 1569 lines, speaks more than any other character in Shakespeare’s canon?"™

Stylistically, this piece of poster text also reflects the collaborative work of the
Royal Court and the Schaubiithne. Many of the Schaubiihne’s production posters,
and often its outside facade too, take the form of a quotation from a production
in the repertoire (see Figure 2.2). This quotation is then followed by an asterisk
which guides the eye elsewhere on the poster to a footnote revealing the quotation’s
source. Mitchell’s poster follows this pattern but rather than using the asterisk to
reveal the source of the quotation, it instead guides the eye to a translation of the
quotation into English. Rather than providing the original quotation from Hamlet
(‘the lady doth protest too much, methinks’), the poster provides a direct translation
of the quotation as it is written in German: ‘sie protestiert zu viel’ becomes ‘she
doth protest too much’. Of course, both the title and this quotation alert audiences
to the fact that the show is performed in German as well as drawing attention to
the acts of translation that make such bi-lingual productions possible. The way
the text is designed to look like neon lights directly references the Royal Court’s
facade, which displays the titles and usually the playwright’s name on the front of
the theatre as a red neon sign. Despite the power cables trailing down the side of
the poster, this neon sign is however not switched on and almost disappears into
the white background of the poster. As a line spoken by a woman, this can perhaps
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FiG. 2.2. ‘Schaubithne am Lehniner Platz’, photograph. © Gianmarco Bresadola.

be read as symbolizing the ways in which female voices in theatre and performance
are often left ‘unlit’, in danger of fading into the background.

The poster for Ophelias Zimmer thus openly addresses the Germanness of
the production by displaying the German language and acknowledging acts of
translation in a way that contrasts to the marketing strategies employed in the
two case studies featured in Chapter 1, where translational activity was masked.
Furthermore, it draws together the marketing aesthetics of both the Royal Court
and the Schaubtihne not only to reflect the collaborative work undergone by the
institutions but also to hint at the potential of a shared Anglo-German theatre
aesthetic. ‘Sie protestiert zu viel’, and all these examples, act as a primer for how
audiences could view the production, bringing together Germanness and gender,
and is indeed how [ continue to read this performance. The action on stage can
be viewed with a distanced sense of irony, casting an eye on the meta-theatrical
meaning-making present as well. In addition, for audiences who already have
some cultural knowledge of the Schaubiihne and its work, the poster sets up an
expectation of ‘interweaving performance cultures’ by itself ‘interweaving’ the
aesthetics of German and British theatrical institutions. Finally, audiences are
also primed for the feminist themes present in the production. In contrary to the
disappearing female voice visualized on the poster, Ophelias Zimmer is an exercise
in giving space to, perhaps ‘lighting up’, female creative voices in theatre, whilst
at the same time criticizing the traditions that cause female voices to ‘disappear’ in
the first place. Similarly, Mitchell and Lamford themselves prime their audience in
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ways of viewing their production: in a promotional video made before the Royal
Court run, Lamford suggests that the production is in ‘conversation with artistic
representations of [Ophelia]’, thus asking audiences to take a historicized view of
the character and her role in British, or indeed European, culture.”

Ophelias Zimmer saw Birch and Lamford collaborate with an internationally
recognized artist enjoying consistent work in some of Britain’s and Germany’s most
high-profile theatres and opera houses (Mitchell), making it the starting-point for
a transnationally mobile partnership that has seen the pair produce work together
for the Théatre des Bouftes du Nord (La Maladie de la mort, 2017), the Royal Court
again (Anatomy of a Suicide, 2017), and the Schaubithne (Schatten (Eurydike Sagt),
2016; Orlando, 2019). In this sense, Mitchell could be seen as a ‘network intellectual’,
a term coined by Fred Turner and Christine Larson to describe someone with
sufficient levels of symbolic capital to ‘build the social and intellectual communities
that bring them fame. Within those communities, they help develop new social and
institutional ties and, with them, new ideas’.>® Rebecca Braun brings the concept
to a literary context in order to uncover the ‘collaborative nature of authorship at
both national and transnational levels’ and how this ‘can be uncovered and used to
differentiate our understanding of how agency unfolds as literary celebrity travels’.*'
This collaboration can thus be seen as a continuation (in the case of Lamford)
and the beginning (in the base of Birch) of ‘social and institutional ties’ that have
allowed all three collaborators to work transnationally.

For Matt Trueman, Mitchell is associated in Britain with a ‘specific kind of
naturalism’; her work goes beyond a ‘British’ sense of theatrical naturalism to bear
the ‘hallmark of her time in Eastern Europe’.>* Benjamin Fowler similarly draws
attention to the influence of Russian theatrical techniques on Mitchell’s work,
mentioning in particular how her time observing theatre director Lev Dodin’s
‘rigorous application of Stanislavksy’ were seen as ‘cut[ting] through theatrical
approximations of “real life” in British stage realism’** Whilst these influences
complicate associations of Mitchell’s work with German theatrical traditions,”*
there is nevertheless a sense that Mitchell’s work is divided into the ‘more naturalistic
proscenium shows’, which are usually shows produced in Britain, and her ‘Live
Cinema work’.* For the former, as described by frequent collaborator Alex Eales,
design is a key element in achieving a naturalistic theatre aesthetic: ‘we remove as
many of those markers that remind you that you’re sitting in a theatre as possible.
We put a ceiling on it, we try to light it with naturalistic and believable lights’,
with the further aim to ‘seal the world so that the audience can’t leave the artifice
of it’.*® Eales’s description here suggests that for him, a naturalistic design aesthetic
is one that resembles audiences’ real-life experiences over ‘artificiality’. Of course,
although Eales’s work with Mitchell attempts to remove theatrical ‘markers’, these
occur within the on-stage world and do not extend to the theatrical space beyond
the stage. Lamford’s design for Ophelias Zimmer, rather than adhering to Eales’s
model, offers frequent ‘markers’ of theatricality, including non-diegetic sound (a
‘ding’ to represent time passing), a visible Foley booth where actors work to make
sound effects and often read from a script, and a single room set that only becomes
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‘sealed’ at the very end of the performance by a clear, Perspex box descending
from above the stage. Mitchell’s work with text and her Live Cinema work are
both frequently read in relation to naturalism; Fowler, for example, sees Mitchell’s
continued focus on ‘subjectivity and consciousness’ in these works as ‘an extension
of Mitchell’s work on naturalism, rather than its radical deconstruction’.?” Similarly,
Dan Rebellato and Kim Solga suggest that the camera allows for an ‘even more
detail-rich and attentive [kind] of naturalist performance’, whilst at the same time
‘it’s impossible not to notice the making of the detailed cinematic object alongside
your observing of it’, resulting in a new, politicized way of viewing: ‘the option to
look at the labour and the option to look at the product’.”®

This way of viewing is undoubtedly a feminist one, another crucial theme
in writing about Mitchell’s work. Mitchell herself has spoken openly about her
‘feminist agenda’.?” Academic discussions on Mitchell’s work view her naturalist
(sometimes termed her ‘realist’) approach to theatre as complimenting her feminist
work. Rosemary Malague considers Mitchell’s production of A Woman Killed with
Kindness (2011) as a ‘feminist revelation’, layering a ‘physical “language” drawn
from theatrical realism’ over the text and ‘thereby revealing dimensions of the
female characters and their circumstances that the text itself would leave unseen
or unspoken’?® Beyond the stage itself, Nicola Shaughnessy shifts the focus to
the auditorium, seeing the ‘acute detail of Mitchell’s realism’ in her production
of Cleansed in 2016 as causing an ‘embodied’, ‘visceral’ reaction in the individual
watching the production. This in turn creates an ‘awareness and ownership’ of the
spectator’s experience as spectator.’’

Although Mitchell ‘rewrite[es] histories and narratives, placing female experience
in the centre of the frame’, the limits, or ‘tensions of paradoxes’, of Mitchell’s
feminism have been scrutinized in more recent scholarship, led in the most part by
theatre academics Cornford and Svich.** Writing in a 2019 article, Cornford argues
in particular that Mitchell’s ‘casting has not been diverse”

Racial prejudice may not be the subject of her work, but ethnicity is legible
in it nonetheless, and may prompt us to questions whether the act of staging
plays from white cultures with white casts in diverse European cities today
may unintentionally participate in the white-washing of history that actively
excludes people of colour from cultural narratives.’

Cornford’s criticism here can easily apply to Ophelias Zimmer and, by extension,
the Anglo-German context it is constructed within. Glancing at the creative team
and cast, almost all artists and creatives involved are white. Cornford does go on
to say, ‘by way of mitigation, that Mitchell often works with permanent ensembles
in European theatres, whose performers are usually entirely or overwhelmingly
white, and she does not, therefore, have the freedom to cast anyone she chooses’**
Here, Cornford associates ‘European [and within that German] theatres’ and
their ensembles with a lack of ethnic diversity. Indeed, Priscilla Layne and Lizzie
Stewart, drawing on the reflections of Black German artist Simone Dede Ayivi,
argue in their chapter on racialization and contemporary German theatre that as
of 2018, ‘while representation [has| improved, there [is] still a discrepancy between
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the number of Black Germans in state theatre ensembles and those active in the
independent scene’?’

As a co-production between two international institutions, Ophelias Zimmer
could therefore have been a chance to address somehow this issue by casting from
the Royal Court’s historically ethnically diverse profile of actors. In not doing so,
it does little either to challenge an association of German theatrical culture with
whiteness, or to broaden the possible diversity of audiences for theatre presented
in German in Britain through the engagement of a diverse cast and creative team.
This critique does important work to query the limits of Mitchell’s (and indeed
Ostermeier’s) “White Eurocentricity’, and, as will be seen, becomes a point of
departure for my analysis of the ‘contact zones’ created by these productions and
how these spaces respond to issues of diversity within theatre3°

Opbhelias Zimmer also complicates the framework that aligns Mitchell’s naturalist
approach to theatre-making with her feminist ideology. Mitchell herself frames
the production as sitting outside this framework. In an interview for the Financial
Times, journalist Sarah Hemming responds to Mitchell’s description of Ophelias
Zimmer by saying it ‘doesn’t sound very dramatic’. Mitchell responds ‘with a
mischievous smile’, suggesting that the creative team are ‘“not entirely doing it
naturalistically”” this time round.*” On the one hand, these comments see Mitchell
leaning into her label as a ‘radical’ theatre maker by rejecting an aesthetic that is
so commonly associated with her work in Britain® By marking this difference,
Mitchell challenges her perceived audiences’ expectations of what her work ‘should’
look like and implies Ophelias Zimmer will present a ‘new’ viewing experience for
her audiences. Aneta Mancewicz reads this as Mitchell wilfully ‘frustrat[ing] the
audience expectations’ dramatically, dramaturgically, and theatrically.** Rather
than viewing this as a negative however, Mitchell’s comments in fact sell the show
based on this expectation of both non-naturalistic theatre and feminist critique,
implying that the director sees this type of work as having a high cultural value to
her potential audience and functioning as a unique selling-point for this particular
production.

My analysis here aims to follow Mitchell and Mancewicz as they attempt to frame
this production beyond a naturalistic framework, arguing that as a co-production,
Ophelias Zimmer establishes space for Anglo-German practitioners to collaborate
whilst at the same time developing and combining Brechtian and postdramatic
theatrical practices associated with a German theatrical tradition with her brand
of ‘naturalist’ feminist theatre. Furthermore, I will argue that Mitchell can be read
as using this opportunity of a transnational co-production to invite new critical
analysis of Ostermeier’s theatre. I will therefore consider Jenny Konig’s performance
as Ophelia in contrast to Renato Schuch’s Hamlet in Ophelias Zimmer, viewing the
latter’s performance as a parody of Lars Eidinger’s performances as Hamlet and
Richard Plantagenet in productions of these plays by Ostermeier. To develop this
comparison further, I will build on earlier work by Fowler and Mancewicz to read
Ostermeier’s Richard III alongside Ophelias Zimmer with particular focus on how
both productions use and thematize space, and how the latter challenges the former’s
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approach to gender in performance, in ways that bring the gendered dimensions of
Anglo-German theatre into new view.** This analysis of Ophelias Zimmer is based
on a video recording of the play from 20 May 2016 at the Royal Court in London.
Quotations from the text are based on my transcription of the German-language
subtitles to this recording, translated from the English by Gerhild Steinbuch.

Ophelias Zimmer: Between Naturalism and Postdramatic Theatre

Mitchell describes the production as a ‘piece of performance that is doing the whole
of Hamlet from the point of view of Ophelia’s bedroom’*' Her telling use of the
word performance indicates an experience that will attempt to move away from a
sense of traditional Shakespearean or Aristotelean dramatic theatre. The piece is
framed around ‘Five Stages of Drowning’. The Royal Court audience enter to see
a black box covering the stage. As the performance begins, this lifts to reveal a
simple bedroom, a foot or so below the rest of the built-up stage floor. Lamford’s
set is a bare bedroom made up of muted shades of brown, black, and grey. A door
set upstage centre is the sole point of entry, a single bed next to a bedside dressing
table (with mirror removed) sits stage right, whereas a coat rack filled with dresses
and a side table with cassette player and chair take up the area stage left. Beyond
the realm of this room, a sound booth is visible upstage left, showing actors from
the ensemble creating Foley sound eftects using a gravel pit, door, and keys. Voices
that Ophelia hears from outside her room are also created here through the use of
microphones. The audience here are being shown Ophelia’s bedroom. The stage
action focuses on her daily routine of getting dressed, receiving flowers from a
maid (the only other human to enter her room on a daily basis), reading, receiving
a ‘letter’ from Hamlet in the form of a cassette tape, listening to his voice, sewing,
going downstairs for dinner, sleeping, and waking from a bad dream. This routine
gets repeated and remains unbroken until the plot of Hamlet begins to play out
beyond Ophelia’s four walls, and eventually infiltrates the room itself. Towards the
end, water begins to fill her room, visible only to Ophelia, and the piece ends with
Ophelia committing suicide — not by drowning, as perhaps expected by audience
members familiar with the plot of Hamlet, or as is indeed foreshadowed by Birch’s
‘Five Stages of Drowning’ and the slow build-up of water on stage. In a surprise
twist, Ophelia instead uses her sewing scissors to cut her own throat. With her body
collapsed on the bed, a transparent glass case descends to enclose the room, followed
by the familiar black box a few moments after.

Although the production is described on the Royal Court website as ‘a new
work exploring Ophelia, freed from Hamlet’, Ophelia is anything but ‘freed’*
Mitchell aptly described the performance as a ‘study in powerlessness’.* Ophelia’s
actions are mainly restricted to what she or others refer to her as doing in the
original Hamlet, meaning she can be seen sewing (‘my lord, I was sewing in my
closet’, 11. 1), reading (perhaps in reference to Polonius’s command to ‘read on this
book’ in 11 1), and receiving flowers; gifts which later become what Gertrude
describes as her ‘fantastic garlands’ (1v. 7), carried with her as she commits suicide.
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She only leaves the room twice a day, to go for a walk in the morning, and after
being summoned by a male voice, seemingly for some evening meal, from which
she returns as her father is saying goodnight to Laertes. These actions are repeated
multiple times throughout the performance. Exceptions to this include ‘the play’ at
which Ophelia is ‘expected’, most likely Hamlet’s play-within-the-play, her father’s
funeral, and towards the end of the performance when Ophelia is led out to ‘see
Gertrude” ** Resisting what Mancewicz calls ‘the temptation to see her production
as a simple act of restitution’, Mitchell’s Ophelia is here physically restricted by
the limited information provided about her in original source text.*> Rather than
an act of ‘restitution’, this instead draws attention to Ophelia’s positioning, or lack
of positioning, with the narrative world and performance history of Hamlet, with
Mitchell and Birch focusing on the narrative gaps of what Ophelia does outside of
the five scenes Shakespeare gives her character.

Mitchell thus allows Shakespeare’s text to restrain both Ophelia and the
production. In addition to that, Ophelia is physically dominated and restricted by
the male-dominated world in which she lives. Although the title implies that the
room on stage belongs to Ophelia, this is not, to paraphrase Virginia Woolf, ‘a room
of her own’.*® Polonius, unseen until his dead body is dragged on stage by Hamlet
towards the end of section 3 (‘Unconscious’), is a constant presence controlling
Ophelia’s ability to move freely in society. His voice beckons her daily from an
area off-stage (or the Foley sound booth), allowing him to control the moments
when Ophelia exits the space on stage. Ophelia obeys her father’s commands here
as she does in Hamlet: ‘I shall obey, my lord’ is her response to his request that she
no longer ‘give words or talk with the Lord Hamlet” in 1. 3. Polonius asserts his
patriarchal authority in Ophelias Zimmer as well through restricting his daughter’s
mobility. In section 2, ‘Involuntary Breath Holding’, Ophelia’s maid enters as usual
with flowers:

OPHELIA I'm going for a walk.

MAID Your father says you're to stay indoors.
OpHELIA [ want to walk.

MAID  Your father forbids it.

Literally confined to her room, from this moment onwards Ophelia’s personal
mobility comes under the control of a patriarch. Massey observed back in 1994
that ‘survey after survey has shown how women’s mobility [...] is restricted — in a
thousand different ways, from physical violence to being ogled at or made to feel
quite simply “out of place” — not by “capital”, but by men’*” Mitchell’s on-stage
world is one in which this is certainly the case. In the final sections, Ophelia’s room
becomes a prison. After her father’s death, a mysterious male figure (played by
Ulrich Hoppe) enforces a medication regime that literally reduces Ophelia’s ability
to move on her own, requiring physical support from him to climb the stairs. Only
on his authority can Ophelia leave her room. The character’s lack of mobility thus
appears in stark contrast to the mobility of Mitchell, Lamford, and Birch, who as
creatives are able to move freely between Berlin and London.
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The restrictions on Ophelia’s actions, imposed by Mitchell’s strict adherence to
the original text, caused many reviewers to remark on the lack of action on stage,
or what Mancewicz refers to as ‘the oppositions between action and inaction’.*® Lyn
Gardner, Aleks Sierz, and Dominic Cavendish all comment on the length of the
production, with the latter calling it a ‘too protracted (almost two-hour!) affair’;
Tim Bano goes so far as to call Ophelias Zimmer ‘impressively boring. Gripping,
in a way. But still boring’; Elaine Aston says there is a ‘sense of the durational to
the piece’, despite it being a mere two hours long.*’ These critics’ comments thus
bring to mind Hans-Thies Lehmann’s discussion of time in his well-known work
exploring ‘postdramatic’ theatre’° The relationship between Mitchell’s work and
Lehmann’s theory has been comprehensively explored only by Benjamin Fowler,
in a conference paper in 2013. He sees Mitchell’s multimedia, Live Cinema work
as both corresponding to and destabilizing Lehmann’s descriptions of postdramatic
theatre, ultimately asking if Mitchell’s Live Cinema work can challenge ‘audiences
to construct their own reading of the practice put before them’, how does Ophelias
Zimmer, which sits outside the Live Cinema bracket, interact with Lehmann’s
theory?'

For Lehmann, the ‘new concept of shared time’ is an important feature of post-
dramatic theatre where ‘the aesthetically shaped and the real experienced time
[become] a single cake, so to speak, shared by visitors and performers alike’. Adding
to this, he points out that ‘hardly any other procedure is as typical for postdramatic
theatre as repetition’. Through viewing Ophelia’s simple daily actions repeated
multiple times through the performance, the experience of time begins to lengthen
and slow down. According to Lehmann, this ‘aesthetic of repetition’ has two effects
here.>® First, it connects with Judith Butler’s concept of gender performativity. For
Butler, gender is the ‘repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within
a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance
of substance’>® As Solga highlights with regard to conceptualizing space in theatre,
this well-known concept sees gender as ‘reproduced over and over again both on
and within our bodies as we rehearse gender codes we and our fellow citizens
recognized as “normal”’’* Solga’s use of theatrical language (‘rehearse’) is telling,
and in this sense, Ophelias Zimmer — and Konig’s performance within it —
becomes a theatrical performance of gender performance, suggesting the ways in
which Ophelia’s repeated actions are a product of the patriarchal system in which
she lives, and thereby reinforce this oppressive form of society. The reviewers’
acute awareness of time passing in the theatre space highlights the focus on the
audience as ‘co-actors’ in this performance, co-experiencing the boredom imposed
on Ophelia in her male-dominated onstage world themselves.> As German critic
Esther Slevogt explains, ‘man erlebt den langsamen Erstickungstod [...] dieser Frau
quasi am eigenen Zuschauerleib’ [one experiences this woman’s long death by
suffocation almost in one’s own body as spectator]3® Lehmann also suggests that
‘only an experience of time that deviates from habit provokes its explicit perception,
permitting it to move from something taken for granted as a mere accompaniment
to the rank of a theme’. The effect of this is to move beyond Brecht’s ‘smoking
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spectator’, leaning backwards away from the action and distanced ‘in “their own
time”’. Spectators are instead invited to observe ‘the significance of [their] repeated
perception’, to observe themselves as ‘co-actors’ to the meaning making of the
performance’’ If Ophelias Zimmer is boring, Shakespeare made it so. Through
Mitchell’s intervention, this boredom becomes a provocation. As such, it is
Shakespeare’s presentation of female subjectivity that thus comes under scrutiny. As
Linda Bamber has convincingly argued, ‘the Self'is masculine [...] in Shakespearean
tragedy and women are Other’>® Ophelias Zimmer invites audiences to view Hamlet
in a similar way, challenging presentations of Shakespeare’s texts that continue to
allow male subjective experiences to represent universal human experiences.

Opbhelias Zimmer thus in some ways lives up to the expectation set up by the
director herself to move beyond a naturalistic framework by incorporating
postdramatic elements into the production. Through ‘interweaving’ (to borrow
from Fischer-Lichte) theatrical styles that, although by no means essentially
‘German’, carry with them a lingering sense of Germanness, this co-production
sits outside a purely naturalistic framework synonymous with Mitchell’s previous
Britain-based work?® Instead, it becomes a ‘contact zone’ between elements that sit
within and beyond the German theatrical tradition. In turn, these elements become
crucial to understanding the production’s feminist themes. Ophelias Zimmer proves
an example of how Mitchell can make use of an international co-production model
to expand her own aesthetic practice as seen in Britain, whilst at the same time
creating space to critique practices in both British and German theatre.

Performing Back Ostermeier

Mitchell’s critique of how gender and Germanness relate in the British theatrical
context arise in part from her engagement with the work of Thomas Ostermeier.
‘No other contemporary German theatre artist [...] is as present around the world
today as Thomas Ostermeier [...] and yet, there could hardly be a director less
typical of contemporary German theatre than [him].°® This quotation from Peter
Boenisch’s book-length study of the theatre of Thomas Ostermeier, co-written with
the director himself, summarizes the crucial tension in transnational appraisal of the
German director’s theatrical work. Through touring, international co-productions,
and festivals, Ostermeier’s theatre has an impressively global reach. Richard III, for
example, premiered at the Schaubiihne on 7 February 2015 and went on to tour in
Avignon, Craiova, Harbin, Tianjin, Edinburgh, Stockholm, Hong Kong, London,
Adelaide, Clermont-Ferrand, Milan, Paris, New York, Lausanne, Seoul, Zagreb,
Prague, and finally Lisbon in December 2019-January 2020." As such, Boenisch is
not wrong to assert that Ostermeier, more than any other German artist, ‘has come
to represent German theatre to the wider world’.> Focusing more on Ostermeier’s
reception in Britain, Benedict Schofield sees a disparity between how Ostermeier is
seen in the British press as representing a radical German theatre tradition and his
actual aesthetics. Schofield takes issue with an international, Anglophone reception
that often labels him a ‘provocative German director’,” or, as has been frequently
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referenced in the British press, ‘the bad boy of German theatre’® Schofield goes
further to suggest that British attitudes have in fact ‘become attuned to, and thus less
outraged by’ Ostermeier’s theatre over time since his first performances in Britain
in the late 1990s, and persuasively concludes that ‘spatial and temporal shifts thus
impact on the extent to which Ostermeier is perceived as radical’.%’

One further Ostermeier ‘myth’ centres around the relationship between his
work and the city in which his theatre is based: Berlin. Framing the international
value of his own work, Ostermeier has suggested that ‘international festivals
purchase a Berlin identity from us’, drawing on the ‘hipster culture’ that is both
visible and challenged in his production of, for example, An Enemy of the People.%°
His curiously transactional language here draws attention to the economics of
transnational cultural exchange, with festivals and international venues becoming
‘buyers’ of the aesthetic identity Ostermeier chooses to ‘sell. As has been made
clear by Ostermeier himself, international touring plays a crucial role in the
Schaubiihne’s funding model. With a ‘fixed revenue target of two million euros
from guest performances’, international performances make up to twelve and a half
per cent of the theatre’s total income of sixteen million euros.” The production I
focus on here, Richard III, appears to have been funded solely by the Schaubiihne
itself, without the support of the likes of Lotto Stiftung Berlin or the EU, both
of which have funded Schaubiihne productions (or co-productions) in the past.
Similarly, Ostermeier’s production of An Enemy of the People, which toured to the
Barbican in 2014, was awarded a grant by the Barbican Centre, something which
was not reported as being oftered for Richard III. The financial risk thus lies solely
at the door of the Schaubiihne. In 2015, the year Richard III premiered in Berlin,
the Schaubtihne actually received 14,274,000 euros from public funds (13,840,000
euros of which was provided by the Land Berlin’s ‘institutional funds’) and earned
3,002,000 euros from touring performances (‘Gastspiele’), sponsorship, refunds, and
holdings; the theatre’s total income was 19,992,000 euros.”® This is suggestive of the
extent to which productions that do go on tour effectively strike a balance between
attracting international, majority non-German speaking audiences, providing a
recognizable ‘Ostermeier experience’, whilst still drawing domestic audiences in
Berlin. Ostermeier’s framing also positions a local ‘Berlin identity’ as a globally
valued, transportable cultural commodity owned by Ostermeier and his theatre,
and one that is available to access for the cost of a theatre ticket in cities across the
world. The institutional fabric of Ostermeier’s theatre thus seems to weave together
the local (Berlin), the national (Germany), and the global.

Richard 11T was the director’s second Shakespeare production to tour to London’s
Barbican and ran there from 17 to 19 February 2017. His first Shakespeare production
to tour to Britain was Hamlet in 2011, a production that, as Schofield notes, ‘became
a cause célébre [in Britain] because of its supposed transgressions’.?” Reviewers at the
time saw it as ‘a wake-up call to British directors’,’® challenging a supposed staid
and British view of directing Shakespeare: ‘Are you ready for ‘Hamlet” in German?’
was a question teasingly posed by Emma Hogan in the Financial Times before the
run began, highlighting the production’s supposed provocative potential in a British
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context.”! Hogan’s suggestion of a double intellectual challenge similarly elevates the
cultural value of German theatre and German-language versions of Shakespeare’s
texts, suggesting regular British theatregoers are in a sense intellectually or
emotionally ill-equipped to ‘appreciate’ Hamlet in German. The production led
to Ostermeier being offered the job of Artistic Director of the Royal Shakespeare
Company (an offer he rejected), with critic Charlotte Higgins hoping he would give
the company a ‘violent, avant-garde shakeup’’* Such offers and comments combine
Ostermeier’s on-stage artistic output with his perceived abilities as artistic director
behind-the-scenes, a view that, as we shall see, Ostermeier playfully alludes to in
his set for Richard III. The Hamlet production became a ‘worldwide calling card’ for
the Schaubiihne, and solidified the international reputation of Lars Eidinger, who
played the titular role, as ‘the face of the Schaubiihne’”® Indeed, Eidinger’s Hamlet
has become an iconic image for the theatre: a production photo of the actor as
Hamlet with an upturned crown on his head, kneeling in mud, adorns the cover of
50 Jahre Schaubiihne: 1962—2012.7* With this production then, Ostermeier established
on the one hand, an internationally celebrated artistic partnership with Eidinger as
charismatic lead actor, and on the other, a reputation for a transgressive approach to
Shakespearean texts. That said, as Schofield also argues, ‘when provocation becomes
an expectation, it can also become safe and unsurprising’’”® Does Richard III then
develop on or merely attempt to create a carbon copy of Hamlet for international
audiences? How does the presence of Ostermeier’s work in Britain interact with
representations of Germanness? How do gender and Germanness come together
here, in ways that help contextualize the other case study in this chapter, Mitchell’s
Opbhelias Zimmer?

The choice of staging Richard III in the first place came out of ‘numerous
discussions with Lars Eidinger about how to continue our work, in particular after
Hamlet, and he had been developing his own enthusiasm for playing Richard for
some time’; Ostermeier wanted to ‘fully exploit Eidinger’s charm and his huge
popularity, especially with a young audience’”® Ostermeier here sets up his target
audience (‘young’), an economically sound target group when considering the
1,168,132 twenty-five to forty-five year olds who were registered as residents in
Berlin as of 2018, a higher number than any other age group.”” At the same time,
he uses language that is once again transactional, with Ostermeier ‘exploiting’
Eidinger’s labour (or onstage charm) for commercial and financial success. That
said, from early on, it seems Eidinger sat at the centre of this production, guiding
the director’s decision-making in ways reminiscent of the relationship between
celebrity actors and theatre directors in Britain”® Despite the Schaubiihne’s
ensemble model then, one that employs actors for long periods of time working in
a repertory style and is typical of theatres across Germany, the symbolic capital of
one actor is still a strong influence on programming choices.

This symbolic capital is clearly reflected in performance. Michael Billington saw
British theatrical tradition reflected in Eidinger’s performance in a play that has
historically been ‘a vehicle for bravura actors such as Garrick, Kean and Olivier’.
Eidinger’s Richard is ‘uninhibited’, and ‘manages the audience as deftly as he
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does his onstage dupes’’” Amongst a cast of nine ensemble actors, Eidinger is
the sole performer given license to directly address and engage with the audience
(‘unleash[ed]’, as Ostermeier would have it).* According to reviewer Charlotte
Runcie, ‘his commitment is not to destroying the fourth wall, but to making sure
it’s never built it in the first place’*’ He responds to what the audience offers him:
as they laugh, Eidinger looks to the crowd and nods, enjoying their complicity.
Ostermeier wanted a Richard that was ‘very likeable and appealing’.*> Considering
the audience laughter, audible in the recording as Richard coyly refuses the offer of
the crown (despite the audience knowing full well the blood he has shed in order to
get it), it seems Eidinger is capable of eftectively winning the audience’s sympathy.
Richard III thus promises a theatrical experience similar to that of Hamlet: an
unpredictable Eidinger engaging freely with the audience, entering the auditorium
and incorporating spectators into the meaning making of the production.

Offering a performance brand perhaps now familiar to the British press, Richard
III came under some criticism for lacking political bite. Billington chastised
Ostermeier for ‘drain[ing| the play of political complexity’, seeing it instead as a
‘showcase for a star’, and clearly located value in what he sees as political potency of
Ostermeier’s brand of theatre, and even referenced his ‘deeply political” productions
of Blasted and An Enemy of the People that both toured to the Barbican in the years
prior to Richard III as contrasting examples. One year after the EU Referendum,
2017 represented a ‘crucial time’ for Billington, ‘when the far right is on the
move throughout western and central Europe’, and for this German import not to
address these issues, seemed to him ‘evasive’® Not only is the political potential
of Ostermeier’s theatre important to Billington, it is the potential for Ostermeier’s
productions to say something about a British and wider European political problem
that has become the expectation.

If there is a political message in Richard 111 though, it lies in Eidinger’s performance
itself, and the majority of existing British critical commentary on the production
is based on a moment when Eidinger seemingly went oft-script. Both Benjamin
Fowler and Alessandro Simari have commented on a moment in one performance
at the Barbican when, after throwing quark in Buckingham’s face and:

Admiring his handiwork, Richard said (in English, like all of his adlibs
this evening), ‘Man, Buckingham you look like shit. Did you eat pussy this
morning?’. The audience laugh. Eidinger turns to us and walks to the front of
the stage. He locks eyes with a young man in the front row and points to the
young woman next to him. ‘Did you grab — he begins, then corrects himself.
‘Did you eat her pussy this morning?”**

Both the man and woman in the audience refuse to answer Eidinger’s question
despite him consistently asking and refusing to continue until one of them answers.
In the end, the silent couple ‘win’ and Eidinger slinks off. For Simari, the refusal
to engage with Eidinger and to become complicit with Richard’s machinations is
a ‘a rebuke of the stage and its theatrical/political agenda’*> However, considering
Eidinger and Ostermeier’s history of Shakespeare performance in Britain, it is
equally plausible that spectators would be buying a ticket specifically for this
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post-Hamlet style of unpredictable, uncomfortable audience interaction. This (un)
willingness to engage with Eidinger’s improvisations is therefore in fact essential for
Ostermeier’s vision of the play:

I am deeply disturbed by this mushy generation of people my age with their
mushy world-view. They seriously think that some well-meant, engaged play
will be able to change the system we live in, which brings forth dead bodies on
a daily basis, very much as Richard does.*

Although Simari sees the non-response of these spectators as defeating Richard/
Eidinger ‘the Tyrant’, the narrative and actor continue on stage nonetheless.”” In
fact, Eidinger seems to have settled into a repeated pattern in terms of his ad-libbing
during performances of Richard III: in both the recorded version in Avignon and the
performance in London that received the attention of Fowler and Simari in their
appraisals, Eidinger ‘improvises’ at the same moment. In both the recording and
Simari’s and Fowler’s descriptions of the performance they viewed, this moment
becomes a springboard for asking the same question (‘have you licked pussy today?’)
to the audience, with different results each time. Eidinger and Ostermeier thus
invite carefully choreographed audience participation in Richard III, essentially
‘acting’ as if the possibility that what an audience member says or does can have
some bearing on the action on stage. For me as an ‘academic spectator’, with the
possibility to view the production multiple times through archival recordings and
to relive performance moments through reviews and articles about the production,
this in fact stresses the powerlessness and ineffectiveness of the spectator in this
particular theatrical space to alter the action happening in front of them.

For Fowler, reflecting on this so-called ‘improvised” moment, the production
became a turning-point in his appreciation of Ostermeier’s theatre. Eidinger’s
performance, Fowler asserts, specifically reflects a gendered ‘systemic structure
within the ensemble which privileges the male performer’.*® Physically and spatially,
Eidinger does stand out from the rest of the ensemble. In the opening scene, he
moves around the stage space and auditorium freely, something that continues into
the second scene where, wooing Lady Anne (Jenny Konig, also Mitchell’s Ophelia),
Eidinger moves confidently through the space whilst Kénig remains fairly still.
Wearing a black head brace that tucks under his chin, framing his face, a black
fabric hump is strapped to his left shoulder and his right shoe is almost twice the
size of his left, implying a club foot or limb length discrepancy, Eidinger also alters
his body shape to play Richard, bending his knees inwards to reduce his height. In
the same wooing scene with Lady Anne, Richard strips naked, offering his body to
her as a sacrifice. Eidinger’s naked body reveals the theatricality of his deformity:
the shoulder straps becomes visible, his now bare feet are visibly unimpaired.
In contrast to the other actors onstage, Eidinger is thus (literally) exposed as a
performer, displaying, as Gemma Miller notes in her review, ‘his deformity as
a combination of meta-theatrical signifiers which seemed to indicate a physical
disability while simultaneously revealing it to be nothing more than a rhetorical,
theatrical and historical construct’. For Miller, this results in ‘a Richard in whom his
audience might see themselves reflected’, denying any ‘causal link between physical
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deformity and moral depravity’.* Anyone, it would follow, has the potential for
moral corruption. As we have seen, however, and as Fowler argues in his chapter on
various examples of Mitchell’s work at the Schaubiihne, her Ophelias Zimmer forces
us to question Miller’s unspoken assumption that Shakespeare’s male characters (and
leading male actors) reflect and represent a universal experience.”® In this sense,
Mitchell’s work, through challenging the masculine universal experience offered
by Shakespeare, actually comes across as an approach to Shakespeare that is more
‘transgressive’ than Ostermeier’s.

Although this prioritization of male characters and actors seems to be common in
Ostermeier’s touring Shakespeare productions (Fowler has also highlighted Hamlet
and Ostermeier’s version of Measure for Measure as productions in which male lead
characters are seen regularly physically and verbally abusing female characters), the
same brushstroke does not colour all his international work.”" Looking beyond
Richard I11, Ostermeier’s touring Hedda Gabler and A Doll’s House (both staged at the
Barbican in 2008 and 2004 respectively), as well as his international co-production
of Returning to Reims (2017) see prominent female members of his ensemble taking
lead roles. In the last production in particular, Nina Hoss, whose symbolic capital
has an international reach that arguably exceeds Eidinger’s through her role in the
American television show Homeland (2014—17), plays a female actor live recording
the narration of Didier Eribon’s memoir until the session breaks down and her
own subjective experiences comes to be the central theatrical focus. Fowler indeed
similarly views Hoss's employment as an indication of Ostermeier’s alertness
to the issues of his overly masculinist approach.”” As a key collaborator on this
co-production, Hoss also further exemplifies Ostermeier’s need to ‘exploit’ the
popularity of internationally renowned celebrity actors in the creation of his work
targeted at international audiences.”?

Fowler’s comments on Richard 111 certainly draw attention to the role of women
in Ostermeier’s theatre. The director has, for example, made some startling
comments about the ‘eroticism of granting women, who are still disadvantaged in
society, power on the stage’, framing his work with women as an uncomfortable
relationship between voyeur and sexual object, and he has also spoken openly about
a romantic relationship with a female member of his ensemble, and his preference
for working with women over men.”* Fowler’s comments are perhaps indicative
of how ‘temporal and spatial shifts’ have affected a British academic reception
of Ostermeier’s theatre: from celebrating his ‘transgressive’ productions to being
‘attuned’ to his aesthetic, to finally criticizing how his work rubs against a British
theatrical culture that increasingly prioritizes gender equality both onstage and at
an institutional level.

Similarly, Ostermeier’s presentation as the ‘bad boy’ of German theatre conflates
his supposed theatrical and aesthetic transgressions with a masculine identity,
putting a positive inflection on both. This unofficial title most likely stems
from Ostermeier’s attempts to ‘distinguish himself “from the avant-gardists of
international Regietheater”’, and his supposed rejection of ‘pseudo-avant-garde’
postdramatic discourse that places his work outside of the German ‘mainstream’.”
Whilst Fowler has addressed Mitchell’s reception and influence in the German
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context, this discourse highlights a critical imbalance that becomes apparent when
comparing it with her critical reception in Britain.”® Her textual and aesthetic
transgressions make her an ‘auteur’ in the eyes of some British critics,”” who see
an ‘overweening arrogance’ in her directorial approach.”® Whereas a prominent
British female director who is historically seen as working in the Regietheater
tradition is ‘arrogant’, a male German director is celebrated.”” The cultural
capital of the German ‘bad boy’ suggests in one sense a misogynistic attitude
towards women directors in the British press, a contentious point made by the
then National Theatre artistic director Nicholas Hytner who noted how Mitchell
‘gets misogynistic reviews where everything they say is predicated on her sex’.'*®
Furthermore, the split in attitudes to Mitchell’s as opposed to Ostermeier’s work
also expresses a critical preference for international work that challenges a perceived
status quo in British theatrical culture (Ostermeier), rather than championing that
challenge coming from within the British theatrical system itself (Mitchell).

In Ophelias Zimmer, Mitchell responds to this imbalance by critically engaging
with both Ostermeier’s approach to Shakespeare in performance, challenging and
undermining the cultural value of Shakespeare in performance in a British context.
Birch’s ‘sparse text’, as Bano calls it, with short, sometimes one-word sentences,
is perhaps written as an antithesis to Shakespeare’s 30,557-word Hamlet."*" As the
play was written in English but performed in German, it can only be accessed in
its original form through theatrical surtitles (or subtitles if you are watching the
recording). Birch’s short sentences may have been written with the narrow space
afforded by a surtitle display screen in mind, suggesting that practical arrangements
necessary to make the bi-lingual co-production ‘understandable’ in both linguistic
contexts impacted on the creative decision-making. Most of Hamlet’s self-recorded
tapes, handed to Ophelia daily by her maid as letters, are ruminations created by
Birch. His recordings range from romantic (‘You are keeping me warm now in
winter’) to the sexually vulgar (‘I thought of you all day long. All day long. With
my dick hard’). His self-involved musings seem to parody the original Hamlet’s
long soliloquies. Indeed, in one performance moment, as Ophelia is searching
through one tape to find a particular section to listen to, she pauses at the wrong
moment, catching Hamlet beginning his well-known ‘to be, or not to be’ speech.
He is interrupted mid-line as Ophelia fast forwards through the tape. In the play
recording, the audience can be heard clearly laughing at Ophelia’s casual and
comedic disregard for the Shakespearean text. The cassette tapes allow Ophelia a
rare moment to control and manage the male voice. In this moment, Shakespeare
and his text are thus denied access to world of the production, allowing the female
creatives to ‘take up space’ instead, to paraphrase poet Vanessa Kisuule.'”

Each day begins with Ophelia putting on a new dress over the one she wore
the previous day. As Jenny Konig, playing Ophelia, undertakes this action, a
prerecorded voiceover can be heard, a voice that over time is understood to be
that of Ophelia’s mother, now dead. This voice issues commands such as ‘breathe’
and ‘smile, Ophelia’. For Sara Ahmed, ‘smiling becomes a feminine achievement
[...] what you have to do to compensate when you are perceived as not feminine
enough’.'® These commands thus reflect the ways in which social expectations
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can be handed down from parent to child, mother to daughter. Ophelia’s ‘smiling’
comes to reflect another aspect of how gender is established through the repeated
performance of actions, as well as her powerlessness, forced to ‘make others happy
by appearing happy’ and enduring what Ahmed calls the ‘emotional labor’ of this
pretence. Ophelia’s mother also consistently refers to her daughter as ‘O’. On the
one hand, this ‘O’ could refer to what the Chorus in Henry 7 calls ‘this wooden O’,
most likely indicating the Globe Theatre in which the play was to be performed.
‘O’ thus ironically implies a vast space, a G/globe that Ophelia is not given access
to. On the other hand, this ‘O’ is reminiscent of Hamlet’s many ‘O’s in the original.
From ‘O that this too too sallied flesh would melt’ to his ‘O God [...] O, most
wicked speed’ (1, 2), Hamlet makes use of this ‘vocalization [...] used in emphatic
emotion’ repeatedly. By making Ophelia another ‘O’, Hamlet’s lines can, at
times, be reread as addressed to Ophelia. It is however more likely that Birch is
highlighting another lack in Shakespeare’s text: abundant space for Hamlet’s ‘O’s,
but little space given for another ‘O’, namely Ophelia and her subjective experience.

This idea of space is further developed through performance. Jenny Konig
(playing Opbhelia) has been a member of the Schaubiithne ensemble since 2011,
whereas Hamlet actor Renato Schuch’s tenure ended in 2019 after four years of
working in the company. Konig’s performance as Ophelia sharply contrasts with
Schuch’s Hamlet. Taking the voiceover commands of her mother literally, Konig’s
Opbhelia tries to ‘hide” herself, getting ‘smaller’ and ‘quieter’, and ‘tuck[ing] into the
wall’. For example, at the beginning of section 3 (‘Unconscious’), Ophelia takes her
bedding and lies underneath her bed, which, due to the floor of her bedroom being
lower than the built-up stage, literally hides her from the audience. When other
characters enter her room, mainly her maid and the mysterious male figure who
governs her actions in the latter stages of the play, Ophelia is consistently seated,
making her seem all the smaller in comparison to those with authority over here.
A key moment occurs towards the end of section 2 (‘Involuntary Breath Holding).
Ophelia having been once again denied access to the outside world, her maid leaves
just as Hamlet comes rushing in, carrying a red briefcase, and wearing a long black
coat. He grabs Ophelia’s wrists and face and screams at her. He forces Ophelia to
take a seat stage left and opens his briefcase revealing a portable record player. Joy
Division’s ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ begins to play in its entirety, and Hamlet
‘dances’ in front of Ophelia, waving his arms manically in an exaggerated version
of Ian Curtis’s well-documented dancing style. Ophelia meanwhile is sat almost
completely still in her chair, her face covered with her hands so that her expression
is not visible.

Here, Konig seems to be complying with what feminist scholars such as Iris
Marion Young see as a learned way of behaving, as conforming to a patriarchal
culture that has asserted dominance over her.' Hamlet, in contrast, forcibly invades
her living space, her bodily, private space, and commands the audience’s attention
by taking centre stage. His rapid and large movements are in direct contrast to
Ophelia’s often small, slow actions. The music he plays is loud and long, whereas
the only music the audience hears from Ophelia is her quiet humming to herself
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at the start of the day. Describing Mitchell’s approach to working with actors, Lisa
Peck suggests Mitchell’s ‘intention is not that the actors experience the emotion,
but that they learn to accurately show it’."°® This ‘post-Brechtian’ approach, to use
Peck’s term, seems particularly visible in Ophelias Zimmer given Konig’s almost
consistently ‘doll-like blankness’, and symbolic use of action and gesture to express
emotion (face in hands, seated position).'°” In this sense, following on from Elin
Diamond’s work combining feminist criticism and Brechtian theory, Mitchell
perhaps invites her audiences to become ‘feminist gestic [critics]’, viewing these
actions as reflecting the social circumstances, as well as the gendered and perhaps
misogynistic conditions that produced them as well."®® Each of Ophelia’s actions
thus ‘contain[s] the trace of action it represses [...| the audience is invited to look
beyond representation — beyond what is authoritatively put in view — to the
possibilities of as yet unarticulated actions of judgements’.'®” Ophelia’s inability to
respond to Hamlet’s physical force thus compels audiences to confront the physical
domination of male bodies over female bodies in space as well as the historical
domination of male literary figures over female subjectivities.

Reading these scenes whilst thinking about Ophelias Zimmer as a transnational
co-production, I would argue that Schuch’s performance comes to symbolize more
than just an interpretation of the character of Hamlet. In his review, Bano saw a
‘gos post-punk adolescent’ in Schuch’s Hamlet, most probably in reference to his
musical taste and dark clothing (although of course, Joy Division was formed in
1976 and the remaining band members became New Order after lan Curtis’s suicide
in 1980).""° Schuch’s erratic dance and aggressive, comparatively unpredictable
and wild behaviour is also, however, reminiscent of Lars Eidinger’s interpretation
of both Richard III and the eponymous character in Thomas Ostermeier’s 2008
Schaubiihne production of Hamlet. By repeating the same erratic dance movements
for the entire duration of the Joy Division song, Schuch’s Hamlet becomes a parody
of himself, and I read this moment as further parodying Eidinger’s performance
style, and by extension Ostermeier’s direction. Mitchell places Konig’s relatively
timid and small portrayal of Ophelia in contrast to a dominating and attention-
grabbing male performance. In a sense, Mitchell thus addresses an imbalance
in Anglo-German stage presences. She invites future Anglo-German theatrical
productions to move beyond a masculinist political pose, querying how often
directors place female subjectivity at the centre of a Shakespeare production, what
roles women play in Anglo-German ensembles, and whether they are, indeed,
given the same fourth-wall-detying freedom as, for example, Eidinger.

A similar point has recently been made by both Fowler and Mancewicz. Fowler
highlights the ‘special political force’ gathered by Ophelias Zimmer in its context as
part of the Schaubiihne repertoire alongside Ostermeier’s Shakespeare productions
‘showcasing Lars Eidinger as the anarchic clown given license to dominate
ensemble and audience’. This placement makes ‘visible a systemic problem in an
ensemble that privileges the male performer’. He focuses on Mitchell’s perceived
realism, and views her ‘feminist reworking of realist representation’ as the means
of addressing this gendered imbalance. Nevertheless, he concludes by letting
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Ostermeier off the proverbial hook, arguing that his programming and casting
choices at the Schaubiihne have shown Ostermeier capable of ‘critical self-
reflection’.'"’ Mancewicz goes further to suggest a critique of Hamlet’s ‘patriarchal
violence’ and ‘a long tradition of playing the character as a dominant and boisterous
figure on stage’ in Ophelias Zimmer.""> T would add to these arguments that it is
the production’s status as an international co-production which invites audiences
of Ophelias Zimmer to draw parallels between both British and German theatrical
contexts, and in doing so critically question Anglo-German artistic practices from
a feminist perspective. By doing so, Mitchell’s production reveals the gendered
dimensions of what is popular with critics in terms of Anglo-German theatrical
exchange. Through artists such as Ostermeier, a more masculinist mode of political
theatre-making becomes associated with Germanness in the British context, with
(as we have seen) negative reviews of Mitchell’s work often focusing more on
gender rather than on national identity. Furthermore, my argument goes deeper to
root this point in the production’s examination of the female and male body and
their relation to space, and moves beyond Fowler’s description of Ophelias Zimmer
as sitting within a realist framework, to draw out the key non-naturalistic aesthetic
elements that highlight Mitchell’s critically feminist message. Fowler (and indeed
Mancewicz) ultimately argue that Mitchell seeks to counter a tendency in theatre
to ‘[drag] Shakespeare through time’, bringing the ‘“toxic gender politics” of the
sixteenth century’ along with him.""® T would also argue that Mitchell nevertheless
attempts with her production to drag both Shakespeare and Ostermeier through
space, provoking a critical re-engagement with both artists’ practice in British and
German cultural contexts.

‘Totus mundus agit histrionem” Performing in and across the G/globe

Space is thus a crucial theme across both Richard I1II and Ophelias Zimmer, in terms
of the worlds created onstage, and the theatrical spaces themselves. Ostermeier’s
Richard 111, however, as a touring production with a broader international reach,
establishes a different idea of who is allowed to occupy transnational theatrical
space and how that space is conceptualized — two key considerations for this
chapter. Whereas Ophelias Zimmer was a co-production enjoying a short run at both
theatres within six months of each other, Richard III was performed at the Barbican
in London as one leg of a year-long schedule of international performances.
Although Richard I1T was certainly conceived with touring in mind, whether or not
a particular production arrives at a particular theatre is at the discretion of the host
theatres themselves. There are two Touring Managers and two Technical Touring
Managers at the Schaubiihne.'"* The latter organize transport and are responsible
for the handling of other technical issues. Host theatres would contact the Touring
Manager in the first instance with a request for a certain number of performances,
and this member of staff then calculates the total cost which includes travel, per
diems, accommodation, wages, music and author’s rights, and transport. These costs
are then taken on by the host theatre. Richard III has two sets so that the production
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can still play in Berlin even whilst it is travelling. The number of performances
abroad is curtailed by the need for the actors and other members of the crew
to be present in Berlin for other performances. The Schaubiihne performance
schedule thus seems even more complex when these international performances are
considered and suggests the ways in which the demands of touring can affect the
casting of certain productions. Additionally, this could account for the use of a non-
German actor for the non-speaking role of Polonius in Ophelias Zimmer, the cost
of sending an actor over to London just to play dead for one scene perhaps steering
the choice to cast outside of the usual Schaubiihne ensemble.

The Barbican Theatre in the City of London has hosted all touring productions
from the Schaubiihne that have travelled to Britain outside a theatre festival context
since 2000. The theatre is part of the large Barbican Centre, itself nestled in the
Barbican Estate in the northern tip of the City of London (‘the City’). Martin
Kettle sees this location as isolating the Barbican from the rest of London, making
it difficult for the cultural centre to be truly part of the ‘rough and tumble of
London life’'"® The Centre is owned, funded, and principally founded by the City
of London Corporation, the ‘governing body of the Square Mile’ of the City."*® In
financial terms, the City of London provides the majority of the Centre’s public
funding (/17,615,00 in 2016—17), further subsidized by Arts Council England,
from which the Centre received /488,000 in 2016—17 as a National Portfolio
Organisation; with an additional /22,398,000 coming from earned income in the
same year, the Centre’s total income came to /40,501,000, meaning Arts Council
funding makes up just one per cent of the Centre’s total income.''” As the main
source of funding for the Centre, the aims and principles of the City of London thus
become reflected in the theatre’s programming choices. Jen Harvie identified the
Barbican as a ‘monumental theatre’, following Marvin Carlson’s idea of the ‘theatre
as public monument’, a model that incorporates the ‘complicit relationship between
theatre and market ideologies’."® These theatres become landmarks utilized by city
authorities to ‘incorporate and promote [theatre’s cultural capital] in their city in
order to associate that status with their city and their governance’.'"” Harvie is thus
critical of the Barbican building and its role as monumental theatre:

Built on an area devastated by Second World War bombing [...] instead of
replacing the low-cost housing that had been there before, the Barbican’s
redevelopment, opened in 1982, brought in tower blocks of expensive private
apartments and an arts complex where programming is arguably aimed less at
comparatively poor immigrants still neighbouring the Barbican [...] and more
at [...] comparatively wealthy City workers.'*°

The Barbican as ‘monumental theatre’ can thus be read as reflecting the ideologies
that govern the City of London, which can be divided into three main aims: to
‘contribute to a flourishing society, shape outstanding environments, [and] support
a thriving economy’.””" In fitting in with these aims, the Barbican theatre thus
not only has a role maintaining and developing social cohesion and environmental
standards, but serves the economic purposes of the City as well. The City of

London Corporation’s responsibilities have a particular remit: they provide
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‘services for residents (and City businesses) in the Square Mile, but not those of
other boroughs’'** There is already a tension then between the local priorities of
the City and its global outlook. A ‘thriving’ City benefits London, which in turn
plays a vital role within Britain and, importantly, its inferred economic position
in the world. The City, and the Barbican Centre as an integral cultural hub for
the area, thus balances local, national, and global concerns. The Barbican theatre
contributes to this vision with its own international agenda, introducing itself on
the Barbican website by immediately referring to its global reach: ‘our two theatre
spaces play host to the finest international theatre, dance and performance by artists
and companies who are challenging the idea of what theatre can be’."** Despite the
theatre’s international outlook, the Barbican’s global vision is somewhat limited
when viewing the 2016—17 theatre season as a whole. Two productions from the
Schaubiihne by Ostermeier and British director Simon McBurney, The Winter’s Tale
directed by Cheek by Jowl’s Declan Donnellan, Robert Lepage’s one-man show
887, and three productions directed by Belgian Ivo van Hove: all together, this
paints a very male, European-centred portrait of globalization (Canadian Lepage
excluded). Thinking about the Ostermeier productions at the Barbican specifically,
Brodie reports that the typical audiences for his touring productions are ‘noted for
being made up of a significant number of theatre and academic professionals’."**
Her observation points to an assumption that Ostermeier’s productions attract an
elite, educated audience, professionally employed and with a pre-existing interest
in (international) theatre.

Given the Schaubiihne’s international agenda — artistic director Ostermeier
claims he can ‘only think internationally’ — it comes as no surprise that the Berlin
theatre has made the Barbican its London home."* This choice can also be read
politically, however. By taking his theatre to the figurative heart of London’s
financial sector — in 2018 the City ‘accounted for forty-nine per cent of all London’s
financial services employment’ — Ostermeier allows his brand of internationalism
to come into contact with that of the City."”*® ‘You can’t just leave globalisation
to the economy and to economists’, Ostermeier has said in an interview, viewing
the positive potential of globalized world that, according to Schofield, ‘reveals
the mix of left-leaning and more mainstream political rhetoric, typical of what
[Ostermeier] has called his aesthetic of Capitalist Realism’"*” Carlson describes
this aesthetic as presenting a theatre ‘whose characters are trapped in a crushing
world unredeemable either by the humanistic vision of the post-war years or the
socialist vision of positive political realignment’.”* In one sense, the encounter with
Ostermeier’s ‘crushing’ on stage worlds continues after the figurative curtain drops
as audiences encounter a city space unavoidably associated with global capitalism
and, following on from Harvie, an awareness of the people excluded from such
spaces. For Richard 111 for example, the dull-suited aristocracy all scrambling for a
semblance of power in the kingdom could easily be seen as reflecting the suited
workers of the world’s financial districts. However, by bringing his productions
consistently to the City of London, Ostermeier also becomes an elite, established
part of the City’s vision of economically focused globalization.
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The theatrical space and set of Richard III, designed by Ostermeier’s long-time
collaborator Jan Pappelbaum, conjures further interesting ways in which Anglo-
German theatrical cultures interact in Ostermeier’s work. Pappelbaum has been
working at the Schaubiihne since Ostermeier took over as artistic director in 2000
and designed all the touring productions that have travelled to the Barbican since
then. As work began on Richard I1I, the two collaborated to create an entirely new
theatrical performance space at the Schaubtihne complex based on ‘an Elizabethan
theatre’, for which Richard III would be the first production. Named the ‘Berlin
“Globe”’, Pappelbaum and Ostermeier wanted to create a ‘Shakespeare stage’ that
would ‘direct|[ly] impact on the actors’ play [where] it becomes impossible to ignore
the presence of the audience’."* Funded in part by the Friends of the Schaubiihne,
the construction of this space seems, from the outset, to have held audience
experience at the forefront.

For the Schaubiihne space (the already curve-shaped Saal C), this became a
semi-circular, thrust stage with a tightly packed auditorium, giving the feeling that
audience members are ‘sitting above each other rather than behind each other’."*°
This spacing directly references Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, based on the south
bank of the River Thames in London. As Kim Solga describes it, the Globe complex
‘orients us toward the history of theatre-making in Britain [...] towards our fellow
spectators — 1.e., toward one another as collaborative cultural agents’. Ultimately,
she sees this theatrical space as ‘a lesson in shared human spacing, a way of orienting
us toward space as collectively embodied: made, and re-made, together’."3" Solga’s
repeated and varied use of the verb fo orient presents the Globe Theatre as an active
space that demands an active mode of spectating. But it is also a creative space
whose meaning is ‘re-made’ by each audience for each performance. Stephen
Purcell describes this as the ‘game-like nature of playing at the Globe’ that allows
for ‘audience response to alter acting choices and play a key role in determining
meaning’, or, as Alessandro Simari summarizes, ‘the Globe model is routinely
conceived of as a more “collaborative”, “classless”, “populist”, “communal”, and
“democratic” counter-point to proscenium-arch spaces’.'3*

In contrast to the open-air Globe Theatre in London, Ostermeier and
Pappelbaum’s Berlin Globe aimed to create something more sensorial, namely ‘the
atmosphere of a claustrophobic boiler-roony’, with the audience ‘close enough to
hear [the actors] breathe’."*® Such language conjures up Lehmann’s definitions of
postdramatic space as one that:

Reduces the distance between performers and spectators to such an extent that
the physical and physiological proximity (breath, sweat, panting, movement of
the musculature, cramp, gaze) masks the mental signification, then a space of a
tense centripetal dynamic develops, in which theatre becomes a moment of shared
energies instead of transmitted signs."3*

Ophelias  Zimmer also premiered in this Berlin Globe space, connecting and
contrasting Mitchell’s production even more concretely with Ostermeier’s
Shakespeare productions that are also performed there. Despite the German
director’s intentions, however, the conjoining of space and performance style
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seems even in Berlin to have produced something much ‘cooler’ than the ‘boiler
room’ Ostermeier was seeking to create. For Richard III, there is a vintage, fifties-
style microphone hanging down in the middle of Jan Pappelbaum’s set. Richard’s
opening soliloquy is whispered into this device, a tactic repeated throughout the
performance for some moments of direct address to the audience. This has the effect
of actually distancing Eidinger from the audience. He becomes an actor onstage,
handling equipment that symbolizes the transfer of power to him as both actor and
character. This highlights the performer/ spectator relationship as one of powerful
observed versus powerless observer and ends up limiting the ability of Eidinger
to engage with the audience and auditorium space as freely as perhaps expected.
The Schaubiihne Globe thus seems to have been built specifically to facilitate the
Ostermeier/ Eidinger brand of performance that prioritizes easy exchange between
spectator and performer whilst not pursuing this goal to its fullest extent. By
merging this ‘centripetal’ performance space with one that specifically references
Shakespeare, the Schaubithne Globe also functions to support Ostermeier’s thesis
that Shakespeare ‘was probably the first postdramatic writer and theatre maker
creating performance art’.”*> Rather than orienting audiences towards the ‘history
of theatre-making in Britain’, Ostermeier’s Globe invites audiences to thus consider
the ways in which German and British theatrical histories might overlap."*® His
stage layers the Schaubiihne’s Shakespeare-as-postdramatic space with one that
embodies Shakespeare as a part of British theatrical history.

By constructing this space within the Barbican for Richard III, Ostermeier adds
another spatial layer to the fold. As a theatre designed both with and as the London
home for the Royal Shakespeare Company, the Barbican’s main theatre space is thus
‘haunted’ (to borrow from Marvin Carlson) by the company and its performance
history.”*” Through building his own Globe space in this particular auditorium,
Ostermeier layers his own institutional and aesthetic agenda over that of the Royal
Shakespeare Company. Ostermeier establishes his own contemporary, ‘global’
space for Shakespeare productions instead, one that challenges any British sense of
institutional ‘ownership’ of Shakespeare as a global brand. The G/globe becomes
what Fowler observed as a ‘playground’ for Ostermeier’s ensemble, and, through
the continued success of his productions abroad, for Ostermeier himself.'** The
stage, in contrast to Ophelia’s bedroom, becomes a space where (male) bodies are
given license to move freely around both the stage and auditorium.

Schofield has argued how connecting Ostermeier with a radical German theatrical
culture ought to be challenged. Richard III has many of the features Schofield
identifies as ‘commonly associated with contemporary German Shakespeare’,
namely ‘diegetic and non-diegetic sound’, ‘nudity’, and an ‘anti-illusionary’
scenography.’® This production therefore offers those members of the British
audience with prior knowledge of German Shakespeare in performance a ‘safe
and unsurprising’ piece of German theatre. Similarly, as already noted, it presents
the familiar Ostermeier/ Eidinger brand of unpredictable, fourth-wall-defying
performance established by their successful partnership for Hamlet and which
results in solidifying Eidinger’s ‘star’ status. Performing Richard III on a stage that
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evokes both Shakespeare’s Globe and the Royal Shakespeare Company alters the
way Ostermeier’s theatre can be read. Instead of positioning himself as representing
‘Berlin identity’, this shows Ostermeier’s increasingly global focus. The connection
between Ostermeier’s Berlin Globe and London’s Globe Theatre works to associate
the German director’s work with mainstream, institutionalized ideas of Shakespeare
in performance. In a British context where funding bodies and key players in
production contexts increasingly favour diversity in the arts, exemplified through
the Arts Council England’s focus on funding work that ‘represents the diversity
of England’, this association reveals the limits of his success as an institutionalized
brand in Britain.'*® His attitudes towards women and his ethnically homogenous
ensemble sit at the other end of a spectrum to, for example, the work of the Globe
Theatre’s current artistic director Michelle Terry placing diverse bodies, ethnicities,
nationalities, dis/abilities, and even audience members on the actual Globe stage.
The comparison reveals London’s Globe Theatre as more open, inclusive, diverse,
and financially accessible (with tickets as cheap as £s) than the space carved out by
Ostermeier.

As this chapter has shown, examining Ophelias Zimmer as an Anglo-German
‘contact zone’ draws attention to the ways in which Mitchell engages with,
and indeed critiques, elements of both British and German theatrical cultures.
Rereading Ostermeier and, in particular, his work adapting Shakespeare through
Mitchell has uncovered new aspects of both directors’ work, and suggests that the
space created through Anglo-German theatrical exchange has both the potential to
engage critically with work across borders, whilst at the same time being in danger
of reinforcing the inequalities it might, on the surface, be intent on undermining.

Conclusion: British Hospitality and the ‘Good Guest’

With space forming one thematic thread in this chapter, further questions arise
concerning the politics of these spaces, and their social configuration: who is
welcomed, and who is not. The picture thus far of Ostermeier’s reception in
Britain and Mitchell’s corresponding relationship with Anglo-German theatrical
cultures gains further clarity when viewed through Margherita Laera’s ‘ethics of
reciprocal hospitality in theatre practice’, here drawing on Jacques Derrida’s work
on hospitality and ethics."*" As we have seen, Ostermeier has been a regular ‘guest’
in Britain since the turn of the twenty-first century. The term guest is indeed
implied by the German word used to describe his touring productions away from
the Schaubtihne’s stages: Gastspiele (literally ‘guest plays’ or ‘guest production’).
Laera combines Derrida’s concepts with her work in translation studies and
transnational performance practices. For Kevin O’Gorman, if Ostermeier and his
theatrical productions can be viewed as ‘guests’ being ‘hosted’ by a British theatrical
system, then the expectation would be that the guest ‘adopt the customs of its
host [...] in order to have the best chance of being welcomed, and not rejected,
by the owner of the house’. O’Gorman continues that for theatre practice, this
would mean ‘conforming to the hosts’ stage conventions |[...], acting styles, visual



84 TRAVELLING PRODUCTIONS

. . . . 142 :
aesthetics, conceptions of humour, genre, discourse and ideology’.'** Ostermeier’s

trajectory as ‘guest’ in Britain started with him being a ‘bad boy’ who rattled the
mainstream status quo of Shakespeare in performance in Britain, making him, to a
certain extent, a ‘bad guest’. In a sense, Hamlet’s storming into Ophelia’s bedroom
in Ophelias Zimmer, his unwillingness to be a ‘good guest’, and the license afforded
to him as a male guest reflect Ostermeier’s storming of the British theatre scene. As
Schofield has argued, however, Richard III changed the perception of Ostermeier
by his host. Ostermeier is now considered a ‘good guest’ by adhering more closely
to the expectations of his host in all the ways described by Schofield above: his use
of sound, male nudity, and a maverick, fourth-wall-defying central performance
by Eidinger. If anything, with Richard III, Ostermeier’s host expected more
from its guest at a time when the host really needed its guest to offer something
‘transgressive’.

Ophelias  Zimmer offers a way of moving beyond Schofield’s reading of
Ostermeier’s reception in Britain. Mitchell is a regular guest in Germany; when
she returns ‘home’ to Britain, the souvenirs of her stay abroad are not necessarily
welcomed. As Solga puts it, Mitchell seems ‘pretty happy with the house she has
built herself’ outside a gendered and masculine mainstream of Shakespeare in
performance in Britain.'* Ophelias Zimmer sees Mitchell criticizing her German
host and refusing the role of compliant guest through critically engaging with
Ostermeier’s work from a feminist perspective. At the same time, through her
rejection of any one aesthetic label, her mixed reception from critics, and the ways
in which this production critically engages with the theatrical status quo, Mitchell
critiques both Shakespeare performance in Britain and a mainstream British
acceptance of Ostermeier’s brand of German Shakespeare.

Rather than importing German-language productions then, these case studies
have suggested the transgressive potential of theatre as a ‘contact zone’ for the
interweaving of different performance cultures and critical engagement with those
cultures. Whilst each of the productions analysed above creates its own cross-
cultural ‘contact zone’, seen together they introduce a critical dimension to the
space(s) created through Anglo-German theatre. Ophelias Zimmer in particular
shows how a production can, over or through time, affect readings of other
productions in both the past and future. These productions come into conversation
within a wider Anglo-German ‘contact zone’, feeding back and forwards to each
other and thereby creating a potential future framework for understanding Anglo-
German theatre. Brexit, as is perhaps obvious, puts this type of theatre under threat
by adding additional restrictions to free movement between the UK and other EU
nation states. It leaves, as Ostermeier feared, ‘globalisation to the economy and
economists’.'** Perhaps most importantly, in contrast to Chapter 1 which defined
Germanness through cultural difference, these case studies suggest how the term is
in fact more porous than those examples of theatre in translation initially suggested.
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