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Travelling Practices:
Designers and Directors
Working in Britain

In 2019, Matt Trueman, theatre critic for the British weekly magazine The Stage,
invited readers to ‘meet the German artists revolutionizing UK stage design’,
interviewing and referencing the international work of stage, costume, and lighting
designers including Hildegard Bechtler, Anna Fleischle, and Miriam Buether.
Trueman’s article asserts that if ‘German theatre’s influence is visible here, it
has had most impact on stage design’.! This continues a trend in British critical
and scholarly writing that points towards German theatre design specifically as
bringing innovation, experimentation, and revolution to a comparatively ‘pictorial’
or ‘realistic’ design tradition in Britain, despite the number of well-known British
practitioners from Edward Gordon Craig to Bunny Christie and Georgia Lowe,
whose work troubles this claim.> Nevertheless, this trend finds traces in the
moment the Berliner Ensemble toured to London in 1956, the impact of which
‘manifested itself |...] in stage design and lighting and in the use of music), in the
words of Martin Esslin, who, writing somewhat hyperbolically in 1966, went so
far as to argue that ‘practically all British stage design, outside the area of the most
old-fashioned drawing-room comedy, today derives from the work of the main
Brechtian designers, Neher, Otto, and von Appen’?

This chapter thus takes the binary construction between innovative, non-
naturalistic German theatre design and a more placid, ‘realistic’ British tradition as
a provocation to explore the work of German designers working in Britain, and to
consider to what extent these designers can be seen as embodying, or complicating,
an idea of a German theatre design aesthetic. It not only asks how theatrical
institutions facilitate the movement of practitioners between Germany and Britain,
but considers the wider question of whether Germanness itself can be manifested in
stage design, taking German-based designers Johannes Schiitz and Michaela Barth’s
work with that of British director Joe Hill-Gibbins on A Midsummer Night’s Dream
(Young Vic, 2017) and German-born, Britain-based designer Hildegard Bechtler’s
work with Robert Icke on The Doctor (Almeida Theatre, 2019) as case studies. The
former production provides an example of German-based practitioners working
across borders using particular design elements to engage with a British idea of
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Germanness on stage, whilst the latter case study focuses on two artists based in
Britain who actively engage with and expand upon ideas of German theatrical
culture, and whose respective careers have a transnational trajectory.

While in previous chapters, analysis of stage design and scenography has
always been present, here it moves to the centre of my focus. This attention on
scenography allows for a specific engagement with how stage design and designers
affect the production of theatrical and institutional space, and the relation of this
to a conception of Germanness. Trueman, introduced above, has argued that ‘if
British and German theatre really are closer together, it’s partly because the world is
getting smaller’, thereby incorporating questions about transnational networks, ease
of international travel, globalization, and their eftects on intercultural theatre into
his discussion of Anglo-German theatrical exchange.* As such, I am also interested
in exploring whether these designers can be seen as engaging in Anglo-German
intercultural practice, and if so, asking how space for this intercultural practice is
performed or established through the scenography of these productions. Although
the term interculturalism has rightly come under criticism for the way it implies a
‘sharp division between “our” culture and “other’ cultures”, I am interested here
in drawing out how practitioners engage with cultural difference, seeing their
work as a response to how certain signifiers themselves gain new meaning through
performance’

Following the structure of analysis from previous chapters in this book, I
consider here the institutional framing ot A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The
Doctor, before moving on to analysing the onstage scenographic elements of each
production. Performance analysis of The Doctor is based on my own experience
of seeing a preview performance on 10 August 2019, as well as on production
photographs available on the Almeida’s website and the production text published
by Oberon Books in 2019. My analysis of A Midsummer Night’s Dream is based on
my own observations watching the performance on 25 February 2017, as well as
production photographs kindly provided by the Young Vic marketing department.
Email interviews with costume designer Michaela Barth, who also shared private
rehearsal photographs with me, provide useful background information relating to
the scenography of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, whilst a telephone interview with
Hildegard Bechtler provided useful background information on her work with
Robert Icke and the impulses behind their work together on The Doctor.

The Young Vic Theatre: Bringing the World to Lambeth and Southwark

A Midsummer Night’s Dream ran at the Young Vic in London from 16 February to 1
April 2017. Located on the border between the London boroughs of Lambeth and
Southwark, the Young Vic sits just down the road from the Old Vic on The Cut,
a fairly bustling street of pubs, restaurants, theatres, and rehearsal spaces just south-
east of Waterloo Station on the south bank of the Thames. The theatre’s geographic
location testifies to its history. Originally an ‘offshoot’ of the Old Vic, the Young
Vic ‘made a break for freedom’ in 1974 under the directorship of Frank Dunlop.6
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Under Dunlop, the company was conceived as ‘a “paperback” theatre, where high-
quality work would be made available to all at low cost’, with the ‘adaptive re-use’
theatre building itself constructed from an old butcher’s shop and World War Two
bombsite.” Fast-forwarding to the twenty-first century, David Lan was artistic
director from 2000 to 2018, overseeing an extensive regeneration project that saw
the construction of a new two-storey social space, one large auditorium and two
smaller performance spaces on the same site. Part of this refurbished aesthetic
stripped the signage from the front of the theatre to reveal the original butcher
shop front, adorned with the words “Young Vic Theatre’ lettered in neon, a choice
later mirrored by the Old Vic’s 2016 rebranding which similarly sees a layering of a
theatre’s past and present at the forefront of the building’s architecture, as discussed
in Chapter 1.

A key feature of this redevelopment is the theatre’s Main House auditorium,
a space described on the Young Vic’s website as ‘the most flexible auditorium in
London’ giving ‘theatre artists the freedom to create without barriers’® Visiting the
Main House is indeed a joyfully unpredictable event, with the performance space
and audience seating arrangement often completely refigured for each different
production, thereby creating a recurring sense of surprise and a need for spatial
reorientation even for the most regular Young Vic theatregoers. For designers
and scenographers, the open and adaptable auditorium becomes an opportunity
to create what Lan has called a ‘one room’ space, where audience and performers
come together in a shared environment, rather than experiencing an architecturally
divided ‘two rooms’ theatre space.” As such, the spatial placement of audiences at
the Young Vic becomes by its very conception intertwined with the space created
for performance.

This sense of giving artists creative freedom ‘without barriers’ extends to Lan’s
programming and theatre-making philosophy. Framed in opposition to the Royal
Court as a ‘writer’s theatre’, Lan has called the Young Vic ‘very much a director’s
theatre”.'” Although this phrasing hints at the well-known German term Regietheater,
Lan sought to move away from ‘the cliché of what the Germans call a “directors’
theatre”’, indicating both a debt to, but still an ambivalence towards, that particular
element of German theatrical culture in the British context."' Whilst Lan was
keen for young directors (such as Joe Hill-Gibbins) to travel to Germany and learn
from theatre-makers there, his wariness of ‘cliché’ suggests this theatrical form still
requires moderation or mediation before being introduced to audiences in Britain.
His motto of theatre ‘without barriers’ is also reflected not just in programming
choices but also through the educational schemes offered by the theatre, which
include ‘a resident assistant’s scheme, awards and an online network offering access
to workshops and collaborative opportunities’.'” Similarly, the theatre’s Directors
Programme has been running since 2000. This focus, combined with Lan’s ‘eclectic
internationalism’, means talent from France, Norway, Iceland, Belarus, and Palestine
have been invited to work and train at the theatre, and Lan has programmed plays
from Germany, Syria, South Africa, and Yoruba-speaking territories.'3 In this sense,
the Young Vic can be seen as striving to overcome national barriers through the
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employment and training of international practitioners. For A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, the mix of German practitioners and artists based in Britain is suggestive of
how the Young Vic operates to facilitate cross-cultural theatrical exchange, with
a British director (Joe Hill-Gibbins) teaming up with German set and lighting
designer Johannes Schiitz and costume designer Michaela Barth. Johanna Meyer,
the German-based assistant designer on the production, ran a workshop on the
‘German design aesthetic’ for the Young Vic during its 2016—17 season, an example
of the theatre reaching across borders to educate and inspire artists in Britain, and
thus indicating the high level of cultural capital embodied in this so-called (but
‘real’ for the practitioners involved) ‘German design aesthetic’.'* At the same time,
this description upholds a sense that there exists a specific, national design aesthetic
that can be called ‘German’ — a contention I argue the production itself addresses.

Despite the theatre having a broad international outlook, Kim Solga has also
stressed the theatre’s commitment to its most immediate communities: it offers a
privately-funded free ticketing scheme to local residents in Southwark and styles
itself as a ‘social hub’.”® Solga discusses the theatre’s continued motto ‘it’s a big
world in here’, and points to the Young Vic’s ticket schemes as a way in which it
offers residents a ‘home’ at the theatre that is ‘nof driven by an underlying economic
imperative’, inviting local residents in without then making demands on their
economic capital."® For Solga, the Young Vic also offers a theatrical ‘home’ through
its choice of programming that establishes a shared set of political values with its
audience.'” This ‘offer’ extends to theatre practitioners, with Billington applauding
the work of Lan for providing ‘Peter Brook with a permanent London home that led
to such marvellous productions as the folkloristic The Suit, The Valley of Astonishment
[...] and Battlefield’.18 As an artist perhaps now synonymous with a particular brand
of ‘universalist’ intercultural theatre, Brook’s choice of ‘home’ adds another layer
to the Young Vic’s brand and invites broader questions about its engagement with
theatre from different national cultures." ‘Universalist’, or hegemonic intercultural
theatre (HIT), looks at global (usually Eastern) theatrical traditions and incorporates
them into Western performances as a means of finding a universal theatrical
language.®® This form of intercultural theatre is frequently criticized for reinforcing
an East-West binary that assumes a global cultural dominance of Western theatre-
makers who then orchestrate their own Western ‘universalist’ vision of world
theatre.”" In light of Brook’s famous 1970 production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream,
I ask whether Hill-Gibbins’s production uses scenography to engage with Brook’s
intercultural legacy, exploring how previous productions ‘haunt’ Hill-Gibbins’s
adaptation of Shakespeare’s text.”” I am interested in seeing to what extent this
links with how the production deals with a notion of inviting the ‘world” — or in
this case, German theatre practitioners — into a localized ‘home’ at the Young Vic.
Do the intercultural aspects of this production imply an imbalanced power relation
between British and German cultures or theatrical traditions?

A Midsummer Night’s Dream was scheduled as part of a programme that included
an international co-production between the Young Vic and Cape Town-based
company Isango Ensemble and a new adaptation of Spanish writer Federico Garcia
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Lorca’s Yerma. Hill-Gibbins’s Midsummer Night’s Dream was directly preceded by
a revival of Blue/Orange, a play described by writer Joe Penhall as unpicking the
‘cultural imperialism of being English’, and Once in a Lifetime, a satirical comedy
about the transition from the silent movie era to talkies.? As this programme was
announced three months after the EU Referendum vote in the UK, it could easily
be read as offering a rebuttal to some of the Vote Leave campaign’s themes of British
sovereignty and the sense that the UK could easily ‘go it alone’ without the direct
political or financial support of its continental European neighbours — namely by
addressing themes of cultural transition and imperialism whilst at the same time
offering work based on international sources or with an international production
background. Hill-Gibbins’s production was directly followed by a restaging of
Bertolt Brecht’s Das Leben des Galilei (Life of Galileo) directed by Joe Wright. The
interplay of (scientific) expertise and politics, the expert (Galilei) the state refuses
to listen to, warns against the discourse in the lead-up to the EU referendum that
challenged the British public’s trust of experts.”* Furthermore, this production
indicates the value placed on German theatrical culture as a sign of continued
engagement with European theatre for this season of work in the theatre’s first
wave of post-referendum productions. The theatre also erected an EU flag on
the foyer bar balcony in 2016 which acted as a reminder to visitors and passers-by
of its support of membership of the EU. The timing of this production therefore
asks that A Midsummer Night’s Dream be read with the politics of national cultural
production, Brexit, and the transnational movement of artists in mind.

In a similar vein to Lan and the Young Vic theatre’s institutional goals, director
Hill-Gibbins argues for international theatrical exchange specifically as a way of
developing theatre work in Britain. He finds ‘the Little Englander “we do theatre
best over here” attitude embarrassing. Why can’t we all be in conversation with
each other?”®> A Midsummer Night’s Dream and its Anglo-German creative team
thus offers a crucial example of how this exchange, or ‘conversation’, can take
place practically. Hill-Gibbins was thus able to construct a core creative team that
worked together across two capital cities (the set model was built in Berlin, where
Barth and Schiitz were based) despite working on a show produced solely by the
Young Vic, as opposed to being an international co-production established to
facilitate international artistic exchange in the vein of Ophelias Zimmer, discussed in
Chapter 2.

International exchange has certainly shaped the career of the director in charge
of the project. Hill-Gibbins is often presented in the British press as a ‘radical’
director reimagining classic texts for contemporary audiences.”® In 2018, he
directed his first German language production (Mary Page Marlowe) at Theater
Basel and has since continued working in Germany through opera, most recently
working together with Schiitz on Greek (Staatsoper Hannover, 2021). Comparing
Hill-Gibbins to Emma Rice and Peter Brook, theatre critic Matt Trueman sees
him as ‘a different sort of director’ who ‘doesn’t impose a signature style on plays,
but nor is he the sort of director to disappear by serving the text first and foremost.
He’s more unpredictable than all that’.*” His introduction of sex dolls into Measure
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for Measure (2016), a food fight to The Changeling in 2012, and his ‘mud and blood-
spattered versions of Shakespeare’ have worked towards giving the director the title
of ‘provocateur’.?® The reception of Hill-Gibbins thus values his work in effectively
reinventing classic texts for contemporary audiences in a non-illusionist, non-
naturalistic style.

The British reception of Johannes Schiitz similarly frames the work of the
German-based lighting and set designer as radical. Schiitz has worked extensively
across Germany as well as internationally. His work has been invited to the
Berliner Theatertreffen, Germany’s most prestigious theatre-award festival, on
multiple occasions since 1993, most recently in 2020 for his work on Johans Simon’s
production of Hamlet at the Schauspielhaus Bochum. The transnational nature
of Schiitz’s career means that he had worked with theatres in Britain prior to his
work with Hill-Gibbins. He was first introduced to London theatre audiences
through his work designing the set for the Royal Court and Schaubiihne Berlin’s
co-production of Ower There (directed by Ramin Gray and Mark Ravenhill) in
2009, the first collaborative project between these two theatres. Schiitz then worked
with the Young Vic for the first time in 2013 on Three Sisters (directed by Benedict
Andrews). Schiitz’s frequent collaborations with director Polly Findlay have taken
his designs to the Royal Shakespeare Company in Stratford-upon-Avon (The
Merchant of Venice, 2015) as well as to HOME Manchester (Ghosts, 2016). Reviewing
the former production, both Michael Billington and Susannah Clapp criticized the
role of Schiitz’s designs in failing to create a specific sense of place.”® Billington
viewed Big and Small, a 2012 production at the Barbican for which Schiitz worked
as designer, as being a ‘strange mix of realism and expressionism’3° For Three Sisters,
Schiitz designed ‘a mound of mud instead of the forest of trees that customarily
surrounds the sisters’ country mansion’ and the cast ‘were shocked when they first
saw it’3" These early reviews introduce a couple of key issues in the reception of
Schiitz’s work in the British arts media. Firstly, they suggest Schiitz’s designs defy
easy or binary categorizations (naturalistic, realistic) in ways that seem transgressive
or, at least, ‘shocking’. Secondly, they take issue with how Schiitz’s designs on the
surface refuse to delineate a specific time or space in a recognizably naturalistic way.
Rather than a problem, I see these choices as making demands on the audience to
view the space of performance scenographically, or at least, in a way that extends
beyond the onstage world of the play.

The invitation to Schiitz to deliver the Edward Gordon Craig Lecture at the
Central School of Speech and Drama in London in 2019 indicates an increasing
academic interest in his work in Britain, and links Schiitz’s design work directly
to the innovative scenographic tradition of Craig. Organizer Peter Boenisch drew
attention to the ‘radical clarity’ of Schiitz’s work in his introduction to the event,**
a view echoed in the German arts media, where Schiitz’s work is identified as
‘einfach, klar und radikal’ [simple, clear and radical] and ‘die Gegenwelt des
Uberfiillten’ [the opposite of overstuffed]** Once again, Schiitz’s designs are noted
for their supposedly transgressive elements, or radicalism, one of which is the
recurrent device and/or theme of emptiness in his work that perhaps contributes to
this supposed radicalism. For Schiitz, ‘eine gewisse Leere is wohltuend’ [a certain
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emptiness is good for you].** He evokes Peter Brook’s well-known description of
theatre as an ‘empty space” ‘eine verniinftige Bithne ist a priori leer, weil sie erst mit
dem getiillt wird, was auf ihr stattfindet. Und je leerer sie ist, desto besser kann man
sich auf das konzentrieren, was die Darsteller auf ithr machen’ [a sensible stage is a
priori empty, because it is first filled with what happens on it. And the emptier it
is, the better one can concentrate on what the performers are doing on it].** Schiitz
appears to value stages that provide space for actors to perform in, whilst perhaps
contradictorily still creating instantly recognizable spaces with sometimes imposing
abstract shapes. As Sodja Lotker and Richard Gough have provocatively argued, in
considering scenography ‘there is no such thing as an empty space (as once proposed
by Peter Brook [...]) — every space is an environment'3® This consideration
creates a tension in Schiitz’s work between the perceived emptiness of his stage
spaces and how this emptiness in turn can create meaning. For A Midsummer
Night’s Dream and this chapter, key questions will be around the cultural politics
of this ‘emptiness’, asking how the scenography of the production relates to the
mode of Anglo-German theatrical movement happening behind the scenes. After
introducing The Doctor’s creative team and institutional context, my analysis follows
two strands: first, I consider how Schiitz reshaped the Young Vic’s auditorium
and how the scenography affects the meaning-making in performance; second, I
explore the ways in which this scenography is ‘haunted’, to use Carlson’s phrase,
by previous incarnations of Shakespeare performed in both English and German.
Seen together, these two strands establish a theatrical space that playfully engages
with expectations of Anglo-German theatre and how this intercultural practice is
manifested in performance.

Hildegard Bechtler, Robert Icke, and the Almeida Theatre: Insiders’ Outsiders

The creative team involved in my second case study has proved similarly provocative
for the British arts media. The Doctor ran at the Almeida in north London from 10
August to 28 September 2019 before transferring to the Duke of York’s Theatre in
London’s West End in September 2022. Opened in 1981, the Almeida was initially
renowned for its International Festival of Music and hosting of international artists
and companies. In their book detailing the history of London theatres, Michael
Coveney and Peter Dazeley place the Almeida alongside the Young Vic in a chapter
on ‘informal delights’, placing both theatres outside what could be described
as the mainstream or ‘popular’ theatres in the capital.’” Jonathan Kent and Ian
McDiarmid took over as artistic directors in 1990, heralding ‘a decade of galloping
sponsorship, star power, glamour, and stage design, starting, ironically, to obscure
the brickwork once again’.38 Rupert Goold, artistic director from 2013 to 2025,
continues this trend towards high profile, commercially successtul productions,
with a directorship most prominently defined as a time when ‘the West End and
Broadway transfers intensified’.’’

Continuing this history of star casting, the production poster for The Doctor
certainly banks on the symbolic capital of its lead actor, Juliet Stevenson, to
market Icke’s new adaptation of German-language source material (see Figure 3.1).
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The actor is well-known nationally and internationally for her BAFTA-winning
performance in Truly, Madly, Deeply (1991) as well as various high-profile roles in
theatre, film, and television. As was the case with John Boyega’s presence on the
Woyzeck poster discussed in Chapter 1, this poster focuses on the celebrity profile of
its lead actor, with Stevenson alone against a pale blue/grey background, dressed in
a medical white coat and a large collection of multi-coloured lanyards. Whilst the
former was read as a means of attracting a new ‘crowd’ to the Old Vic, the use of
Stevenson offers Almeida audiences a dose of what they have come to expect from
an Icke production in that she had been cast in two of his other productions since
2016 (Mary Stuart and Hamlef). It a lanyard can be seen as symbolic of institutional
authority and personal identity, this image also pre-empts the production’s attention
to identity politics as a key theme. Staring defiantly out towards the viewer,
Stevenson is photographed with a motion blur, indicating an in-betweenness,
or precariousness, of position, of authority, and of identity. Neither fully in one
position nor in the other, the figure is in a constant state of motion, suggestive,
perhaps, of the production’s stance on identity as an evolving and changeable
concept. Furthermore, the play was advertised on the Almeida’s website as being
‘very freely adapted from Arthur Schnitzler’s Professor Bernhardi’.*® Rather than
using the more recognizable British phrase ‘a new version by..., Icke playfully nods
towards the German phrase frei nach (literally ‘freely after’) often used to describe
a variety of forms of adaptation in a German theatrical context. On the one hand,
Icke alerts a knowing audience familiar with the German language to his interest
in German-language theatrical culture. On the other hand, the foregrounding of
Stevenson as an artist familiar to Almeida audiences reassures those ‘not in know’
(i.e. unfamiliar with German-language theatrical cultures) that the production does
not depart too much from the expected Almeida brand of theatre, and will not be,
despite the German-language source text, ‘too Austrian’.

As such, the poster cements the celebrity status of Stevenson as an established
actor familiar to Almeida audiences, as well as suggesting that the theatre can be
relied upon to produce commercially successful plays that give their creative teams
an internationally renowned profile. That said, Brodie has argued that the Almeida’s
affiliate rather than full membership of the Society of London Theatres (SOLT),
as well as its place outside London’s central West End theatre district, indicates its
desire to appear ‘beyond the boundaries’ and ‘alternative’.*' This is further reflected
in the theatre’s desire to produce ‘brave work’ with artists willing to take artistic
risks.*? Its risk-taking sensibility jars with the ‘risk-averse’ image of London’s West
End, giving the impression that the Almeida takes on the position as perhaps the
‘insider’s outsider’ theatre.*® This intersection between outsider/ insider can be
projected onto the two creatives in this case study by whom [ am most interested:
Hildegard Bechtler and Robert Icke. Their collaboration on The Doctor continues a
working relationship that started with Icke’s Oresteia at the Almeida in 207s.

Bechtler occupies an intriguing place in discussions around British and German
theatre and theatre design. Since moving to London in 1970, she has worked
extensively at some of Britain’s largest theatres. She also works internationally at
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F16. 3.1. Poster for The Doctor, Almeida Theatre, 2019. Image: Nadav Kander.
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the Toneelgroep Amsterdam with Icke, and she has designed sets for international
opera productions at the Salzburg Festival and Berlin Staatsoper. Both her agent’s
website and interviews in the British press are keen to narrate Bechtler’s journey
from Germany to London: ‘Hildegard Bechtler was born in Stuttgart, trained at
Camberwell and Central St. Martin’s Schools, lives in London’** As such, she is
simultaneously seen as bringing ‘an outsider’s eye to British theatre’ — despite
training in Britain and working regularly at some of the most well-established
theatres in Britain — whilst at the same time being ‘one of our busiest and most
sought-after stage designers’.** Smurthwaite’s ‘our’ invites Bechtler to be seen as
a British artist, whereas Jays’s descriptor draws attention to her country of birth
as an important factor in how she reads and views theatre in Britain as a German
‘outsider’. Despite the fact that Bechtler has worked mainly in Britain throughout
her career, Trueman looks to her for insight into German theatre design in his
article ‘German Artists Revolutionising UK Stage Design’, seeing her not only as
an ‘exponent’ of German theatre but also, by implication, as a carrier of a German
way of doing stage design. In this sense, Bechtler falls victim to what German-
born, British-trained theatre director Caroline Steinbeis has called the ‘misplaced
intrigue’ in her Germanness in the British context.*’ Rather than being seen as
‘the origin of sovereign work’, Bechtler becomes an ‘actor’ ‘(following Latour) on
to which conceptions of Germanness are projected’.*” This raises questions about
the brand of theatre design that Bechtler creates, and how this might interact with
other elements of stage design onto which a similar conception of Germanness is
projected.

In a similar way to their framing of Bechtler, the British arts media frequently
make references to Icke’s geographical journey, his experience growing up in
Stockton-on-Tees and discovering his love of theatre in Sheffield, as well as his
university education at King’s College, Cambridge, and his subsequent arrival on
the London theatre scene.*" Icke’s time in Cambridge has allowed him to marry
the ‘habits of a scholar’,* with an understanding of what makes audiences from
the north east of England tick: his ‘acid test’ for his production of 1984 was ‘would
the kids I went to school with be excited?’>° For both Icke and Bechtler then,
movement becomes a key trope in their respective narratives: from Germany to
Britain, from industrial north to scholarly south. Despite their many years working
in some of London’s largest institutions, this trope also highlights a shared status as
‘outsider’ to the London theatre scene. This certainly mirrors the Almeida’s status as
the ‘insiders’-outsider’ theatre and suggests there is a certain level of cultural capital
given to creatives and theatres perceived as outsiders to the main London scene.

For Icke, this sense of being an outsider extends to his views on theatre-making
and British theatre more generally. Early in his career (2010-13), he was associate
director of Headlong, a British-based touring theatre company which, according
to its website, ‘interrogate[s| the contemporary world through a programme of
fearless new writing, re-imagined classics and potent twentieth century plays’,
with a contemporary focus, valuing ‘visionary artists’ [...] work that is bold and
original’ and one that works to be ‘a company for the digital age’®" Icke is noted
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for allowing his directorial vision to alter canonical texts and present them as if
happening ‘now’, a technique that in a British theatrical context becomes labelled
‘radical’’® Laura Barton goes further to say Icke ‘has the guts to reimagine the work
of the world’s most revered playwright [William Shakespeare]’’* Coupled with
his provocative (and perhaps performative) critique of British theatre as ‘boring’,
this gives the director a type of rebel status comparable to Thomas Ostermeier’s
status as ‘bad boy’, discussed in Chapter 2.3* As I argued then, there is a high level
of cultural capital attached to this stance as (male) rebel/outsider which Icke taps
into. If British theatre is ‘boring’, Icke’s work is seemingly framed as providing
something contrasting: there is an expectation of seeing work that is exciting, that
addresses contemporary concerns for a young metropolitan audience, and that is
‘foreign’ — or at least, aesthetically so. Compare this to Katie Mitchell’s framing in
the British media and the perceived misogyny of this representation, as argued in
Chapter 2: Mitchell’s somewhat similar approach of radically adapting classic texts
is, generally speaking, met with less enthusiasm than that of Icke. Whereas Mitchell
was historically seen as an ‘exile’ triumphantly returning to work in Britain during
the course of 2016, Icke is a welcome rebel, an ‘insider’s outsider’, again suggesting
a gendered dimension to the reception of ‘rebellion’.

With this framing in mind, this chapter goes on to explore the connection
between this ‘insider’s outsider’ status and the scenography of The Doctor. How
do Icke and Bechtler extend or indeed challenge this status and positioning in
the theatre environment? Are there further connections between Icke/Bechtler’s
aesthetic and the work of Ostermeier or other German artists with a shared rebel
stance? The Doctor is, of course, an adaptation of a German-language text by an
Austrian writer, and I also explore the ways in which Icke and Bechtler engage
with, translate, and adapt the original German-language material.

Cultural Politics in an ‘Empty’ Space

I will begin however with A Midsummer Night’s Dream as a production alongside
which The Doctor can be productively read. The reviews for A Midsummer Night’s
Dream drew attention to two main features of the production: the dark, mud-filled
set, and Hill-Gibbins’s cutting down of Shakespeare’s original text*® As with many
productions at the Young Vic, the whole performance space and auditorium were
reconfigured for it: built to resemble a dark amphitheatre, the stage was a semi-
circular space surrounded by curved tiered seating. At the rear of the stage, the
black brick walls of the theatre architecture were exposed, with solid black benches
for actors to sit, stand or lie on. Three large floor-to-ceiling mirrors covered the
back wall upstage centre. In terms of Schiitz’s lighting design, the most striking
features are the bright, strobe-like lights placed downstage, illuminating the playing
space. The whole stage area is covered in what the programme describes as ‘scenic
earth’3® For many critics, this resembled ‘a sea of mud’ through which actors
attempt to wade, stumbling and crawling as they go.’” All actors are constantly
present on stage, either seated on or standing around the benches or leaning against
the mirrored back wall.
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The costumes were split into ‘drei Welten und drei Gruppen’ [three worlds and
three groups], with three different costume aesthetics established for the fairies and
their world, the mechanicals, and the Athenian high society represented by Theseus,
Hippolyta, and the four lovers>® These were defined through various degrees of
formality. In court, high society characters wore sombre black suits and dresses, and
their children, the lovers, wore clean, white- and pastel-coloured shirts, dresses,
and chinos that came across as decidedly middle- to upper-class. The fairies wore
inverted versions of these formal costumes. In terms of temporal settings, costume
designer Michaela Barth confirms ‘dass es heutig sein soll’ [that it should be present-
day], and the present day is also suggested by the contemporary-style clothes on
stage: Converse trainers, chinos, jogging trousers, and beanies’” The mechanicals
all wore wellies (the only group allowed this concession to the mud), whilst some
characters, such as Hippolyta, wore high heels, thus making her journey through the
mud increasingly difficult. The combination of these costumes in the mud led many
reviewers to view the stage as resembling ‘either a field in winter or Glastonbury
on Day Three’.%° The Glastonbury Festival of Contemporary Performance Arts has
run at Worthy Farm in Somerset since 1970, and Sheila Whiteley sees the festival
as ‘that most British of popular-music institutions’, connecting it with the wider
mainstream national culture of Britain.”" Rather than providing a ‘universal’ and
elemental staging of Shakespeare, the scenography of this Midsummer Night’s Dream
produced a space many critics immediately recognized and associated with a British
cultural product.

This visual connection to Glastonbury adds to the production’s themes of class,
power dynamics, and morality. Since as early as 2005, Glastonbury has been known
in the British press as ‘the world’s muddiest catwalk’, and there are numerous
articles to be found expounding on the festival’s ‘best style moments’ and ‘what
to wear at Glastonbury’ in various iterations of style guides.”> To be fashionable at
Glastonbury is to ‘forget playing it waterproof and sensible’ according to Guardian
Fashion.”” This media coverage of the festival highlights the role of fashion as
a means of social distinction which maps onto Barth’s costume designs for this
production. The working-class mechanicals wear wellies, now the ‘the definitive
British festival look’.®* As these are paired with practical clothing, such as boiler
suits, jogging trousers, and army trousers, and more casual outfits such as jeans and
T-shirts, they nevertheless read as a footwear choice based on practicality rather
than fashion. Compare this, for example, with Bottom’s skinny jeans and pointy-
toed brown suede boots, a laughably impractical look for the deep mud on stage,
which pairs neatly with the high-heeled, smartly dressed Hippolyta/Titania (both
played by Anastasia Hille). In different ways, both these characters seem removed
from their respective social groups through their way of dressing. For Bottom, this
is an attempt to break with his working-class background — ‘Bottom the weaver’
as Shakespeare has him (1, 2) — and differentiate himself through fashion.

For Hippolyta/Titania, the effect is slightly different. The sharp, dark suits and
smart dresses of the courtly characters represent the upper or elite classes of a city
or town, with the exception of Theseus, whose power in Athens is reflected in
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his decidedly casual kimono-style long morning gown.66 Whilst those around
him feel the need to dress smartly, Theseus undermines this by dressing as if he
has just woken up. Hippolyta’s high heels seem, similarly to Bottom’s footwear,
laughably inappropriate for the muddy landscape onstage. As such, she is clearly
delineated as an outsider, a newcomer to courtly society, forcibly given high heels
in an attempt to integrate her into Athenian high society and thereby highlighting
the failure of fashion as a means of achieving cultural integration. Although still
part of Athenian society, the lovers have a slightly different look in order to reflect
their age. Their pale-coloured summer dresses, shirts, chinos, and trainers were
inspired by a mixture of the ‘preppy’ look — associated with labels Jack Wills and
Polo Ralph Lauren and called ‘the preserve of rich kids’ by Lauren Cochrane —
and the conservative dresses and cardigans of female characters in David Lynch’s
carly-nineties television show Tivin Peaks.%” As such, their time in the forest mirrors
a hedonistic journey away from the rules and regulations of society and the city, as
represented by the black suits of Athenian courtly culture, and back again.

However, Hill-Gibbins’s adaptation alters this seemingly neat journey. In the
production’s programme, dramaturg Zoe Svendsen explains how the creative
team viewed this journey from city to forest: ‘In a hyper-connected world, the
countryside is no longer a void of inky-blackness out of which sounds emerge and
into which people disappear [...] the dark was a place of imagination and terror’.%®
For Svendsen, the lovers essentially remove themselves from this ‘hyper-connected’
world when they enter the forest ‘void’. Due to this disconnection from Athenian
society and the rules associated with it, the forest becomes a liminal space that offers
a moral reprieve for the characters to behave as they wish.%? Hill-Gibbins explores
the more menacing aspects of what this release provides space for, exemplified
perhaps most potently in the scene between Lysander and Hermia. Lysander’s
original coy request in 11. 2 that ‘one turf shall serve as pillow’ for both him and
Hermia is of course denied: ‘lie further off, yet. Do not lie so near’. In performance,
rather than accepting Hermia’s refusal, Lysander becomes violent, trying to force
Hermia to sleep with him, with both wrestling uncomfortably in the mud. This
moment of attempted sexual assault drew the attention of some reviewers, who saw
it as exposing the ‘febrile depravity lurking underneath the conventional froth’ and
added to their perception of the production as ‘radical’’®

The reframed ending has a similar effect, whereby Hermia, Helena, Lysander,
and Demetrius, now back in Athens and attending the wedding of Hippolyta and
Theseus, end the performance by holding hands, running in a circle and crying out
parts of Demetrius’s lines:

Are you sure
That we are awake? It seems to me
That yet we sleep, we dream. (1v. 1)

Rather than allowing the lovers to return to Athenian society as an act of resolution,
as is perhaps expected, Hill-Gibbins forces ‘the characters most insensitive to the
woodland setting, namely the lovers, [to] have their lives most radically changed
by it’”" The stage set leaves its mark on the actors” bodies too, with mud clinging
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to their costumes, leaving them dirty and stained. These stains bring the muddy
world of the forest into the Athenian court, further highlighting that any moral
misdemeanour cannot be forgotten, and so the divisions between forest/city, bad
behaviour/ good behaviour, become more porous. By blurring the distinction
between reality (Athens) and dream (the forest), Hill-Gibbins refuses to allow any
concrete resolution for the lovers whose subsequent confusion acts as a form of
punishment for their moral transgressions. In this sense, the production ultimately
uses scenographic elements to both deny Theseus’s attempts to assimilate Hippolyta
into Athenian society culturally, and to criticize the ambivalence of a ‘lover class’
of preppy, wealthy city-dwellers who see festivals such as Glastonbury as a reprieve
from moral responsibility.

Haunted Dreams

Moral ambivalence, Glastonbury, and cultural assimilation thus become connected
through one key scenographic feature of this production: mud. But this mud also
becomes an important object in the relationship between Anglo-German theatrical
cultures. Lehmann describes postdramatic scenography as playing ‘with a low
density of signs [that] aims to provoke the spectator’s own imagination to become
active’.”? Viewing Schiitz’s set design here as acting within this framework, his use
of ‘absence, reduction and emptiness’ effectively ‘activates’ audiences at the Young
Vic.”3 Many reviewers were able to read other productions of A Midsummer Night’s
Dream in the scenography of this one, namely Peter Brook’s 1970 and Robert Lepage’s
1996 versions. As such, Hill-Gibbins’s production becomes, to quote Carlson, a
‘haunted’ stage, a theatre-going experience ‘ghosted by previous experiences’.’*
My own experience of being ‘activated’ develops on these experiences to include
at least one other performance of Shakespeare in the German-language performed
in Britain and that has already been discussed in this book: Thomas Ostermeier’s
Hamlet.

The first of these hauntings, Peter Brook’s staging of A Midsummer Night’s Dream
at the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1970, is alluded to by many critics reviewing
Hill-Gibbins’s work. The production programme also includes a quotation from
Brook about Shakespeare that inevitably draws the mind back to his production.
Brook’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream ‘revolutionized the play’s staging and indeed its
interpretation” with an innovative ‘white-walled space with ladders, trapezes and
catwalks that reflected colour and freed actors’ movements’.”> Sarah Hemming lists
Hill-Gibbins’s production alongside Brook’s in her article on the play, signifying
a sort of chronology of radical, contemporary stagings.”® Furthermore, and as
referenced above, the Young Vic itself, described as providing a ‘permanent London
home’ for Peter Brook, can be read as a space ‘haunted’ by the memory of previous
Brook productions.”” Rather than using an empty space to ‘free’ actors however,
Schiitz’s muddy set appears to achieve the opposite effect. Movement across the
stage seems difficult, requiring large steps as the mud rises above the actors’ ankles.
Despite creating a ‘empty space’ similar to Brook’s, Schiitz’s set design actually
impedes the actors’ movements and ability to play ‘freely’.
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On the one hand then, Hill-Gibbins’s production can be seen as literally muddying
up the clean white box of Brook’s 1970 version, dislodging what Barbara Hodgdon
calls the latter’s ‘canonical status’ in British theatrical culture and its understanding
of Shakespeare in performance. According to Hodgdon, Brook’s production
became ‘a national cultural property’ that even in 2017 remained the yardstick for
measuring other versions of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”® Schiitz was not the first
designer to throw ‘postmodern mud all over Brook’s pristinely modernist white
box” however.”” That accolade belongs to another theatre experience ‘ghosting’
Hill-Gibbins’s production: Canadian director Robert Lepage’s A Midsummer
Night’s Dream which toured to London’s National Theatre in 1992. As described
by Hodgdon, the stage for this production was formed of ‘black upstage screens
surrounding a stage covered with grey mud, a watery pool at its center, over which
hangs a light bulb suspended on a long flex’. Through engaging with Brook’s
production ‘through a process of negative quotation’ (words that could equally
describe Hill-Gibbins’s work), Lepage’s direction has been read by Hodgdon as
forcing ‘a confrontation between spectator and the materiality of actors’ bodies |...|
in favor of the self-validating presence of the performer’. She calls Lepage’s work an
‘intercultural Dream’, referring in one part to the ‘cross-cultural cast’ of Québécois
and white British, Black British, and Asian British actors speaking in a variety of
different languages. His work ‘takes Dream in a direction Brook had mapped out’,
namely the search for a transcultural, ‘universal theatre language’ through the use of
non-European theatrical traditions and practices. For Hodgdon, these performances
operate in a complex intercultural zone where non-Western theatrical cultures can
‘revitalize impoverished Western theatrical traditions of realism and naturalism’,
expose outdated ‘imperial’ claims over Shakespeare in performance, but still be read
simply as cultural ‘borrowings’ by directors who gerhaps inadvertently position
themselves as ‘colonial [...] socio-theatrical” subjects.”

By introducing elements of traditional Indian, Chinese, and Indonesian theatre
performance practices into their respective productions, Brook and Lepage move
against any notion of A Midsummer Night’s Dream being what Hodgdon describes
as a ‘nostalgic [...] folk-cultural activity — an organic, mystical ritual recapturable
for present-day Britons, if at all, only in the near-annual productions in Regent’s
Park’® The latter is a performance tradition that dates back at least to Harley
Granville-Barker’s 1914 version of the play that introduced English folk songs (scored
by Cecil Sharp) and dances into the production.*” Indeed, Sukanta Chaudhuri
asserts that A Midsummer Night’s Dream ‘may be the Shakespeare play most widely
circulated across the globe [...]. Its varied, segmented and open-ended structure
has made it richly meaningful for utterly different nations and their cultures’*? As
such, through its performance history in Britain at least, the play comes to occupy
a multivalent position as both British national product and a space for exploring
themes of interculturalism. Both Brook and Lepage are placed in what Knowles
has called the ‘universalist’ or ‘idealist’ stream of western theatrical interculturalism,
this ‘stream’ seeing intercultural practice as a means of transcending ‘social and
cultural predeterminants, inequities, and power relationships that are constitutive of
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culture and ideology’.84 Hill-Gibbins’s production utilizes an ‘empty space’ in a way
that develops on the work of Brook and Lepage. Rather than seeking a universal
theatre language through looking beyond the Western theatrical tradition, however,
Schiitz’s set invites considerations of intercultural theatrical practices in an Anglo-
German context, living with, and perhaps responding to, these ‘ghosts’.

This is exemplified by the final ‘ghost’ of this production: Thomas Ostermeier’s
Hamlet, which was introduced in Chapter 2, and ran in 2011 at the Barbican in
London. Similar to Schiitz’s set, designer Jan Pappelbaum’s stage became an ‘earthen
pit’, rained upon until the dirt turned to mud.* Schofield reads Germanness in this
element of dirt/mud, seeing it as a scenographic feature ‘commonly associated with
contemporary German Shakespeare |[...| mud, loud music, and nudity are so central
to what [British| audiences have come to expect from Germany that they become
largely “ornamental and predictably exotic”’*® Schofield here draws on Alexa
Huang’s work on ‘Chinese Shakespeares’ to suggest that mud as a scenographic
element in performances of Shakespeare’s plays from Germany loses symbolic
meaning through its repeated, or expected and predictable use on stage.*”

Similarly, Hildegard Bechtler talks about Ostermeier’s production of Hamlet as
a watershed moment for Anglo-German theatrical cultures: * “Everybody I've ever
met in theatre was there,” the German-born designer remembers. Looking at Jan
Pappelbaum’s muddy field of a stage [...] she felt a flush of pride: “Nobody could do
that here. Nobody could have that kind of vision””.** Bechtler’s comments, some
eight years after the production toured to London, imply there were (or are still)
practical issues and specific aesthetic values existing in British theatrical culture
that would block artists working in Britain creating a similarly non-illusionist,
‘elemental’ scenography. There has nevertheless been at least one production of
Shakespeare fully produced in Britain that utilized stage mud, namely Kenneth
Branagh’s 2013 production of Macbeth, which featured as part of the Manchester
International Festival and had an all-British (and all-male) creative team. In contrast
to both Pappelbaum’s and Schiitz’s productions, however, the mud in Branagh’s
production seemed more atmospheric, or decorative. Through its effect on the
actors’ bodies, slowing down movement, the traces left on their costumes, and how
this disrupts the usual happy ending of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Schiitz’s mud
refuses to become merely ‘ornamental’, essentially becoming resignified as a key
thematic element in performance.

The programme notes that the scenic earth was made out of ‘Theatertorf’
[theatre peat], }grovided by Griendtsveen, a German company based in Saterland in
Lower Saxony.”” On stage, a British cultural product (Glastonbury) is therefore seen
as emerging, literally and symbolically, from the German mud. Schiitz, Barth, and
Hill-Gibbins thus destabilize a sense of cultural difference by creating a space where
signifiers of British and German culture merge, establishing a dynamic that is almost
the opposite of Woyzeck at the Old Vic, which seemed to erect rather than take
down the borders between Anglo-German culture. And yet, the use of a German
company to provide peat from Germany seems to refute a reading that would
ignore the Germanness of seeing mud on stage. The set design upholds, almost to
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parody, Schofield’s assertion that mud is a central feature in British expectations of
contemporary German Shakespeare performance and a scenographic element that
needs to be (literally) imported into Britain. Nevertheless, the collaboration between
Hill-Gibbins, Schiitz, and Barth suggests it is no longer a feature British audiences
can only expect from German-language productions. This could, in fact, be read
as a moment of ‘successful’ interweaving of Anglo-German performance cultures,
with the thread of German theatrical culture remaining visibly distinct in the
fabric of performance, highlighting that the continued introduction of intercultural
theatrical practice and exchange can be a useful means of reinterpreting canonical
texts, and raising questions about interculturalism and theatre itself.

The Doctor: ‘Translocal’ Diversity?

Whilst A Midsummer Night’s Dream appears to engage actively with signifiers of
German theatrical culture, The Doctor attempts to use scenography to smooth over
cultural difference. Austrian author Arthur Schnitzler’s Professor Bernhardi, on which
this adaptation is based, was completed in 1912 and first performed in Berlin in
November 1912. The ‘Komddie in fiinf Akten’ [comedy in five acts] takes place in
Vienna around 1900.°° Professor Bernhardi, leader of the ‘Elisabethinum’ clinical
institute, causes a scandal by refusing a priest entry to perform the last rites on a
young Catholic girl who subsequently dies from sepsis as a result of an abortion
attempt gone wrong. The scandal quickly goes public, and many members of the
institute use the opportunity of the public turn against Bernhardi to try and oust him
and the new Jewish member of staft he chooses to employ. Although Bernhardi’s
actions are then exploited by doctors and the media to continue an anti-Semitic
agenda, his refusal comes from a desire to avoid causing additional emotional or
physical distress to the patient. The case eventually goes to trial, where Bernhardi
is found guilty of ‘Religionsstérung’ [religious disturbance| and sentenced to two
months in prison.”’ He is only released once the testimony of a witness is proved
false, and eventually returns to the medical profession maintaining the belief that he
did the right thing. The mixing of historical specificity with contemporary themes
of ‘the individual fighting against the interests of a collective’ gives Schnitzler’s
play an enduring modernity.”? For Icke, known for taking on contemporary issues
through canonical texts, Professor Bernhardi is thus an ideal choice for adaptation.
In the British context, Schnitzler is related to a very specific socio-political
and cultural setting. Writing in the production programme that accompanied
The Doctor, Judith Beniston describes Schnitzler as a Viennese writer ‘in every
sense’, relating the author to a specific brand of Austrianness that connects him
to the cultural capital of Freud and Freudian psychoanalysis — as Beniston points
out, Freud considered Schnitzler his ‘Doppelginger’.”® Indeed, Schnitzler makes
a number of memorable appearances in the 2020 Netflix series Freud as the
titular character’s cocaine-sniffing friend, popularizing an image of Schnitzler as
a partying, hedonistic socialite in Viennese society. Beniston also tantalizingly
quotes Schnitzler calling himself ‘a Jew, an Austrian, a German’ in the programme,
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expanding his sense of self to foreground his Jewish identity as a key biographical
detail, and similarly drawing Schnitzler into a wider German-language cultural
field, rather than seeing him fixed to a single national (i.e. Austrian) cultural
identity.”* Despite his Austrianness then, Schnitzler is nevertheless subsumed here
within Germanness on the British stage. Indeed, in an interview given for this
book, Bechtler noted how the themes of the play text are ‘bigger than Austria’,
indicating her willingness to move the scenography away from a local setting
(1900s Vienna) to something more global and/or universal.”> Bechtler’s comments
echo Marie Kolkenbrock’s assertions that Schnitzler was a ‘key critical observer
of Viennese bourgeois society’, presenting him as a Modernist, critical outsider.”®
This section therefore considers how the scenography in The Doctor continues this
expansion, reconfiguring elements of Schnitzler’s investigation of Austro-Jewish
identity and turn-of-the-century anti-Semitism to address new concerns about
race, gender, and a wider band of religious groups.

Icke shifts the play text to create what he terms an ‘abstract nowness’, turning
Schnitzler’s five acts into five days, with the scandal unfolding and spreading online
at increasing speed.”” Although the temporal and geographical location of the
production is left ambiguous in the text, critic Paul Taylor saw it as taking place
‘now, in Britain’2® Anglo-sounding names such as Ruth, Brian, Michael, Paul,
and Rebecca replace the likes of Léwenstein, Tugendvetter, and Ebenwald found
in Schnitzler’s original, indeed suggesting a location within the Anglophone world
rather than German-speaking Austria. The initial course of events is nevertheless
the same as in the original, with the female Professor Ruth Wolff replacing the
originally male Bernhardi as the titular doctor, played by Juliet Stevenson. Barring
entry to Black Catholic priest Father Jacob Rice (played by white actor Paul Higgins)
brings race to bear onto the scandal as well as religion — this will be explored in
detail below. Whereas Bernhardi’s Judaism remained a key feature of his identity
(and a constant point of attack) in Schnitzler’s original, Wolft describes herself as
‘born to Jewish parents’ but not subscribing to any religion.”” Her Jewishness is
thereby presented as secondary to other positionalities she occupies: her female
identity, her homosexuality, and her whiteness. As Wolft’s colleagues take sides
against her, the appointment of a new head of pharmacology becomes a key
battleground between Woltf and her colleague and deputy Roger Hardiman: Wolff
prefers white, female candidate Feinman over Hardiman’s preferred candidate, the
Black, male, and Christian Munro. As a result of political pressure from both within
and without the Elizabeth Institute, Wolft resigns her post and, rather than facing
legal trial (as in the original), takes part in the Question Time-style debate show
‘Take the Debate’, with a panel of five different ‘experts in their respective fields |...]
putfting] her through her paces’ (D, p. 79). Fictional health minister Jemima Flint
subsequently calls for a public inquiry into the scandal, with Wolft being ‘struck oft’
for ten years for ‘discrediting |her| profession’ (D, p. 97). The play ends as it began
with Wolft calling an ambulance to report a death. Icke leaves it ambiguous as to
whether this is moving forward in real time or not, referring either to the suicide
of Wolft’s partner Charlie, recounted in detail towards the end of the play, or that
of Wolff herself.
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Bechtler described her set and costume design as aiming towards ‘abstraction’,
suggesting a scenography that attempts to move away from a recognizable or
concrete recreation of a known environment.'”® A curve of neutral coloured wood
forms the back wall with a large double door in the centre. A long wooden table with
metal legs sits centre stage, with backless benches rather than chairs surrounding it.
This is set up on a revolving stage that moves slowly and consistently throughout
the performance, sometimes pausing for entire scenes of dialogue. Costumes are
contemporary and functional, with the doctors wearing dark trousers and light
shirts and long white lab coats. Colour tones are relatively bland: pale colours,
greys, whites, browns, blacks, and dark blues. With these colours and materials,
Bechtler’s intention was to create an institutional and expensive-looking space.""

Reviewers of the production similarly saw her design as having a ‘clinical
simplicity’, being ‘slick, simple, clinical’, and creating a ‘calculatedly anonymous
conference room’."”* As already noted in my earlier discussion of scenography, there
is ‘no such thing as an empty [or anonymous] space’. Despite seeking ‘abstraction’,
the set is still recognizably a clinical or institutional setting, defined by its slickness,
smooth lines, and wooden surfaces. In fact, Bechtler’s wooden curve and table bring
to mind the ‘smooth surfaces and fluid forms’ that Douglas Spencer sees as typical
of postmodern and contemporary ‘architecture of neoliberalism’'*® This type of

. . . . . o
architecture is seen as masking the ‘struggles, antagonisms or contradictions’,'* as

well as the ‘political and economic relations behind [the building’s| construction’.'®
Liam Dee, looking at twenty-first-century design, draws similar comparisons
between rounded, smooth surfaces that ‘efface the joints and marks of production
[and render| the complex power relations of transnational commodification
practically invisible in the face of the Smooth World of globalisation’."*® As such, the
Elizabeth Institute, and the world created through the production, must be critically
examined as an environment that (on the surface) reflects a neoliberal agenda,
an agenda that combines the operation of power through the ‘autonomous self-
management of individuals [...] increasing globalisation and the systematic removal
of any perceived impediment to the accumulation of capital’.'®” This connection
is further reflected in the onstage action. Despite eftectively washing their hands
of the Elizabeth Institute, the forced resignation of Wolft gives governmental and
non-governmental investors renewed reason to continue their financial support,
thereby trading oft personal loyalty and friendship for economic gain.

Bechtler has thus created a fictional space in which individuals can work together
as controllers of capital to continue their own neoliberal agenda. Additionally, the
scenography thematizes access and privilege through the onstage representation
of authority, namely with the long white lab coats and green lanyards worn by
each character working at the Elizabeth Institute indicating through costume who
has, and guards, access to certain spaces, and who is excluded from those spaces.
The large door positioned centre stage is a constant reminder of the boundaries
between spaces: this is a space where a government health minister can come and
go freely, without the need of a security escort, and who on entry can joke and
reminisce with the doctors working in the space to indicate a close relationship
and/or shared personal history. Clinical and laboratorial settings figure in Doreen
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Massey’s comparative analysis of domestic and institutional spaces, in which she
sees the ‘closure’ of the domestic, local, and female home space sitting in contrast
with the ‘openness’ and masculinity of the globalized scientific laboratory. The
laboratories Massey visited as part of this research were defined by a ‘spare and
sparse’ style held within ‘stylish modern buildings’, words that, despite a more
clinical than laboratorial setting, could certainly describe Bechtler’s set and map
onto the space created on stage. Massey calls this a globalized workplace, a space
that allows for global mobility whilst still being exclusive and ‘tightly sealed against
“non-conforming” invasions from other worlds’."®

Bechtler and Icke can be seen as subverting these expectations of a scientific space
as associated with masculinity, male mobility, and exclusivity in the first instance
by casting a female actor in the main role. This point is perhaps emphatically made
through the production’s use of video technology, whereby a camera close-up of
Stevenson’s face is projected onto the back wall in real time during the ‘Take the
Debate’ scene. Literally projecting Stevenson’s face onto the smooth, curved back
wall of the institute layers her celebrity status, her womanhood, on this global
and masculine space, and thereby refutes what that space might typically be seen
as representing. Furthermore, it thematizes the intense scrutiny celebrities, and
arguably more so female celebrities, are put under by the media more generally:
the audience is invited to examine and scrutinize her slightest facial reactions to
questions. Icke was conscious to employ a diverse cast of both able-bodied and dis/
abled actors, Black actors, British-Asian actors, actors of colour, and transgender
actors for the initial run at the Almeida. Whilst the deeper implications of Icke’s
casting choices will be examined below, on the surface, by populating the Elizabeth
Institute with bodies perhaps not typically associated with that setting, or indeed
regularly excluded from such spaces (‘non-conforming’, as Massey puts it), Icke
attempts to redress on stage an imbalance of representation that is now common in
Western, elite, neoliberal institutions.

Additionally, with the brick back wall of the Almeida theatre visible just above
the walls of the set, the performance space asks that we consider not just how
power and identity intersect in the elite, fictional Elizabeth Institute, but also how
they figure in (elite) theatrical institutions in both a national and international
context. Rather than smoothing over this institutional wall, Bechtler allows
what Spencer terms the ‘struggles, antagonisms or contradictions [as well as the]
political and economic relations’ of neoliberalism to peer over the surface."® This
incorporation of the Almeida space was intentional.""® On the one hand, it connects
Icke’s supposed final Almeida production to the building’s historical roots as a
scientific lecture hall, thereby drawing a direct line between the theatre’s past and
its present (or future). On the other hand, to a critical viewer, this might provoke
wider questions about how the themes of the production are reflected in the real
theatrical institutions (literally) behind the production: about which identity groups
figure most prominently not only in national productions but also in international
networks, and what institutions in Britain can do as gatekeepers to diversify both
national and international networks of theatre artists more generally.
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Although, as argued above, signifiers of turn-of-the-century Vienna are effectively
removed in The Doctor, the scenography of this production references a different
aspect of recent German-language (theatrical) culture, namely the scenographic
work of Ostermeier and his frequent collaborator Pappelbaum: their own
production of Professor Bernhardi premiered at the Schaubiihne in December 2016. In
a similar aesthetic shift to Icke and Bechtler, Pappelbaum and Ostermeier locate the
action in one large, white, geographically or temporally undistinctive space, with
a long table that dominates much of the space for portions of the production, and a
cluster of clinicians all wearing white lab coats making up the staft of the institute.
In her interview with me, Bechtler mentioned the Schaubtihne production as a
reference point for her work. Although she had only seen production photographs,
she was keen to move away from the visual whiteness of the set and costumes of that
production.""" According to one reviewer, Ostermeier’s production was able ‘das
Stiick fir die Gegenwart aufzuschlieBen’ [to unlock the play for the present day],
finding, as Icke and Bechtler have done, a removal of specific cultural signifiers
as a means of achieving contemporary and perhaps transnational resonance.'"”
With this aesthetic link, Icke and Bechtler replace the localized cultural setting of
Professor Bernhardi (1900s Vienna) and its Austrianness with a scenography that taps
into Ostermeier’s ‘Berlin identity’, a theatre aesthetic associated in Britain with the
whole of German theatrical culture, to create something more ‘German’.'"3

Rather than suggesting these elements are merely borrowed or copied, however, I
see Icke and Bechtler’s ‘abstract nowness’ and use of familiar Ostermeier scenographic
choices as placing their aesthetic within Benjamin Fowler’s framework of ‘translocal
flows between Britain and Europe’."'* Fowler draws on Clemens Greiner and Patrick
Sakdapolrak’s use of translocality ‘to describe socio-spatial dynamics and processes
of simultaneity and identity formations that transcend boundaries — including, but
also extending beyond, those of nation states’.'" Translocality ‘seeks to overcome
[transnationalism’s] limited focus on the nation state’, moving beyond a focus on
the ‘movement of people’ to also consider ‘flows and circulations of ideas, symbols,
knowledge, etc..""® This translocal perspective points Fowler towards practitioners
working in and across Britain, Germany, and the Netherlands and their shared
aesthetic: Ivo van Hove, Thomas Ostermeier, Katie Mitchell, Simon McBurney,
and, crucially for this chapter, Robert Icke."'” In a provocation, given at the 2019
conference on ‘Contemporary European Drama in Translation on the British Stage’,
Fowler contends that these practitioners ‘rely on and entrench a recognisable Euro-
aesthetic that easily transcends linguistic barriers.”™ He identifies three relatively
broad characteristics of this ‘Euro-aesthetic’ the reinforcement of a repertoire of
‘familiar dramatic texts from a Euro-centric Western canon [...] reimagining the
classics as if they are new’; a loosely non-illusionist design world; and the use of
technology and new media in performance.'”” Whereas Ostermeier, Mitchell,
van Hove, and McBurney regularly work with international production teams,
bringing creatives from different European countries together for shows that tour
beyond the international festival circuit, Icke and Bechtler’s partnership, and their
creative team for The Doctor at least, is seemingly quite localized: London-based
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creatives making a show for London audiences. However, their aesthetic choices
here, along with their respective biographies and previous work experience, brings
in this translocal element and, I would argue, actively comments on and attempts
to alter this network.

The scenography of The Doctor is both loosely non-illusionist, in the sense that it
designates a vague, contemporary, clinical space that eschews the use of naturalistic
props or other scenographic elements, and makes use of video-streaming
technology. Furthermore, Icke’s choice of text is certainly part of a Euro-centric
Western canon, despite Schnitzler’s texts not being regularly performed in Britain.
In the series of talks held by Icke over Zoom between June and July 2020, the
director was often keen to refer to the work of van Hove, Mitchell, and Ostermeier
as examples of directorial work he admires, reinforcing an already visible network
of influence and admiration."”® Whereas Chapter 2 argued that Mitchell could
be seen as unsettling this framework through her feminist critique of Ostermeier
and Shakespeare in performance, Icke and Bechtler’s work here certainly seems to
fit Fowler’s description very neatly. Indeed, I want to suggest that the production
can be read as connecting to some of Fowler’s key concerns about the translocal
network he identifies. Rightly, Fowler remarks that ‘the translocal celebrities of
European directorial practice tend to be cis, white, male and middle class’. He goes
on to consider how their work reinforces particular euro-centric theatre canons as
well as ‘consolidat[ing] certain approaches to casting and representation, rehearsal
methodologies and attendant power hierarchies shaped by a dominant perspective
that is nevertheless presented as the norm, if not the universal’."*'

While much about The Doctor seems to repeat the issues Fowler identifies above,
Icke’s diverse cast can also be read as introducing casting practices that disrupt
Fowler’s description of this translocal network. Scenographically, Icke and Bechtler
sought to move away from the ‘whiteness’ of Ostermeier and Pappelbaum’s set but
could also be seen as trying to move away from the ‘whiteness’ of Ostermeier’s
ensemble as well. Furthermore, the cast were seemingly actively involved in the
creation of the adapted play text: it was written during rehearsals, and the actors had
a direct, collaborative input in the process.'*” Icke’s casting choices also function to
relate the audience’s perception of the action on stage and experience of the play to
the actors’ bodies. In a key moment from the performance I attended on 10 August
2019, an audience member gasped after the following exchange:

rRUTH I didn’t push the priest
MurpHY [ think part of the sensitivity, and nobody is saying it, is because he’s
a black man. (D, p. 56)

The gasp presented this moment of realization that the priest, played by white actor
Paul Higgins, was in fact a Black character, as shocking. This choice of casting is
directly referred to in the published play text, where Icke suggests ‘cach actor’s
identity should be directly dissonant with their character’s in at least one way’.
The intention of this is to make audiences ‘re-consider characters (and events)
as they learn more about who the characters are’ (D, p. [x]). Bechtler’s fairly
monochromatic costumes and white coats similarly draw attention to the actors’
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bodies as defining characteristics, and the actors worked with Bechtler to craft
each individual costume. This ‘creative dissonance’ was comfortably jarring for
most reviewers.'?3 Icke’s choices were seen as ‘cross-casting’ by Sarah Hemming,
who felt the ‘rug [pulled] from under us, prompting us to re-evaluate events and
question our assumptions. Perspectives shift; certainties dissolve’.'** Nick Curtis’s
assertion that ‘it pushes colour and gender-blind casting to a new limit’ mistakes
what seems to be clearly conscious casting choices for a practice that ‘ignores the
appearance of an actor [...] in the belief that talented actors can play any role and,
more specifically, can quickly convince spectators to overlook whatever gaps exist
between themselves and the characters whom they play’, as Harvey Young defines
the term colour-blind casting."*® The effect nevertheless ‘intriguingly wrong-foots the
viewer’, causing these reviewers’ ‘debating mind[s]” to be ‘tugged in countless and
unexpected directions’.*

In the reviews cited above, the overall impact of this tugging and debating is never
quite delved into, perhaps remaining characteristically vague in order to maintain a
level of mystery about the production (and effectively not to ‘give the game away’),
reflecting the role of the review as marketing tool. These reviewers fail to explore
in detail what this ‘casting-dissonance’ achieves. Ravi Ghosh, writing for the online
theatre magazine Exeunt, offers a more critical exploration of Icke’s ‘dive into
minority identity’. For him, The Doctor becomes a conservative way of watching
theatre: ‘diversity as an exotic diversion’ rather than giving minority identities space
to confront audiences ideologically. Furthermore, he suggests that the play ‘assumes
the audience’s white gaze alongside Icke’s’, which is plausible given that eleven per
cent of the Almeida’s audience in 2018—19 identified as Black, Asian, or Minority
Ethnic."”” What Ghosh terms the production’s ‘lens of whiteness’ allows an assault
on identity politics — ‘collective activism based on embodied experiences of
gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity or nationality’ as Elin Diamond succinctly defines
it — to flourish."*® Ghosh describes this ‘lens’ as ‘a symptom of British theatre’s
unwillingness to animate and empower [identity politics’] silenced proponents’ and
views Wolft’s character as becoming ‘a mouthpiece for “common sense”, recklessly
positioned against the self-indulgent modern trend of “taking identity politics too
far”’."*? Haberich, writing about Schnitzler’s original text, essentially points out the
same central conflict: the original ‘is not, as often assumed, that of science against
religion, but rather that between the critically minded individual and those who
submit to a political or religious programme’.’® As such, Icke’s ‘casting-dissonance’
seeks to destabilize an assumption that one person (or actor) can represent any
community or identity group, whilst at the same time making casting choices
seemingly based on this assumption.

At the same time, the production programme includes a passage from Kwame
Anthony Appiah’s 2018 book The Lies That Bind: Rethinking Identity that seems to
address this issue: ‘Identities work only because, once they get their grip on us they
command us [...]. If you do not care for the shapes your identities have taken, you
cannot simply refuse them; they are not yours alone’."" The audience is thus being
asked to see individuals as both shapers of, and shaped by, their varying identities.
I therefore read The Doctor as expanding this conflict between what Ghosh critically
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referred to as ‘common sense’ and identity politics to incorporate and question the
role of institutional power structures. As Young usefully highlights in his writing
on theatre and race:

To conjure a racial label and project it across another person in an effort to
categorize that person is an exercise of power. It is a demonstration of the
capacity to control and manipulate others: to divide them, to sort them, to
mark them, and, even, to name them."”

As such, Icke’s ‘casting-dissonance’ asks the audience to consider how their
understanding of the identities of characters on stage is informed by, and therefore
reflective of, the dynamics of power and the role of cultural gatekeepers. At the
same time, Icke himself acts as one of these gatekeepers, failing to give space to
the original’s criticism of anti-Semitism as well as the Jewish identity of its main
character and the text’s Austrianness. Icke’s criticism, I argue, is not of identity
politics and its usefulness per se, but rather he takes issue here with the ways in
which figures of authority might utilize or exploit those identities for their own
political or personal gain, seemingly without consequence.

This brings us back to the larger questions around how German-language
theatrical culture is utilized in the British context. The Doctor works in a similar
way to Jack Thorne and Joe Murphy’s production of Woyzeck, in the sense that
both creative teams turn to German-language sources to address cultural divisions
between classes and ethnicities living within Britain, in place of using theatre
in translation solely to address Anglo-German, Anglo-Austrian, or even Anglo-
European cultural difference. Icke and Bechtler create a scenography that subsumes
the original text’s Austrianness into the Germanness of Ostermeier and Pappelbaum’s
work, allowing the production to sit within Fowler’s translocal framework. Bechtler
has spoken about how the production was an ‘extreme risk’ for the Almeida, and
Icke was careful to keep what Bechtler terms the ‘older group’ engaged with the
themes of the production.'® Perhaps latent in Bechtler’s suggestion is that Icke, for
all his rebellious bravado, is actually keenly concerned with maintaining relations
with his local (Almeida) audience. In 2018—19, nineteen per cent of the Almeida’s
audience was from the local Islington area, whose local Member of Parliament,
Jeremy Corbyn, was also at the time leader of the Labour Party."** Corbyn’s tenure
as leader was heavily overshadowed by claims of anti-Semitism within the Labour
Party, and so it seems surprising that Icke did not use the opportunity provided
by Schnitzler’s Professor Bernhardi to investigate institutional anti-Semitism at a
time when the topic was so prevalent in the British media, especially considering
the Almeida’s stated aim to ‘interrogate the present’.’® Rejecting the opportunity
to engage with localized themes or politics, Icke and Bechtler instead placed
a diverse cast within a recognizably translocal aesthetic to consider themes of
cultural gatekeeping and institutional authority. On the one hand, this might be
seen as allowing both artists to continue utilizing their ‘insider’s outsider’ status to
engage critically with the homogeneity of the framework Fowler has identified, in
a similar way to Mitchell ‘performing back’ Ostermeier through a feminist lens as
discussed in Chapter 2. However, by continuing to bank on the cultural capital of
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this aesthetic as a means of accessing international audiences as well as larger local
audiences, the production could also be seen as making a tokenistic use of diversity
to engage with themes of race, gender, and identity politics on stage, whilst not
necessarily altering the larger structures that make the network itself open to
criticism of being a predominantly white ‘boys’ club’.

Conclusion: (Inter)cultural Capital and ‘“Top-Down’ Diversity

A 2019 Tweet posted by Matthew Anderson (see Figure 3.2), European Culture
Editor for the New York Times, visualizes the binary construction between British
and German stage design that provoked the analysis in this chapter:

Matthew Anderson & i
@mMattAndersonNYT

When you go to the theatre in Britain vs. When you go
to the theatre in Germany

B8:48 AM - Sep 13, 2019 - Twitter Web App

Fic. 3.2. Matthew Anderson, “When you go to theatre in Britain vs. When you go to the
theatre in Germany’, Twitter, 13 September 2019 [accessed 30 April 2020].

What is intriguing about this post is Anderson’s interest in locating performances
in a particular place: each image is related to the process of physically visiting a
theatre in two different national cultural contexts (Britain and Germany). Going
to the theatre in Britain is, Anderson implies, a confrontation with a naturalistic
scenography, with a location and costume recognizable as existing, or possibly
existing, in the real world outside the theatrical space. It denotes a specific temporal
and physical setting. The actors are fairly static, with movement and gestural
expression coming from the arms. If you find yourself in Germany, this image
suggests a visit to the theatre will be typified by non-naturalistic stage design and a
scenography that prioritizes the physical and sensorial experience of the spectator:
a giant fan gusting wind towards the audience and a veil of smoke covering and,
in some cases, hiding the action on stage. The actor is in motion, their whole body
activated.
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Both productions in the present case study challenge Anderson’s assumption
that these scenographies can only be experienced in a specific national cultural
context. For A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Anglo-German collaboration is achieved
through practitioners based in Germany coming to work with artists in Britain.
Schiitz and Barth’s movement from Berlin to London is accompanied by the
movement of a scenographic element that is typically associated in Britain with
Germanness: mud. Literally imported from Germany for this production, their
theatre mud plays with this cultural association and refuses to become ornamental,
affecting the actors’ bodies on stage, their movements, and leaving its mark on
their costumes, contributing to the themes of the production: moral ambivalence,
cultural integration, and class. Hill-Gibbins’s production therefore represents
an Anglo-German intercultural response to Brook’s production. Rather than
seeking a ‘universalist’ interculturalism that exoticizes a conceptualized ‘other’
culture, Hill-Gibbins uses scenography to disrupt ideas that British and German
theatrical cultures stand on opposing sides of a binary divide."*® Instead, he creates
a scenographic space at the Young Vic in which Anglo-German cultural exchange
occurs without one culture being subsumed into the other, but also without the
otherness of German culture becoming a culturally divisive element, as was the case
in Thorne’s Woyzeck (discussed in Chapter 1). On an institutional level however, the
movement of artists here seems to reinforce an imbalanced Anglo-German cultural
relationship, a sense of British cultural dominance that utilizes cultural forms
and practices from its German neighbours whilst remaining a one-way system of
exchange.

This movement of practitioners to facilitate Anglo-German theatrical exchange
is also not without its issues. In an interview with me, costume designer Barth
was keen to point out some of the issues with working within the British theatre
system as a costume designer. These range from salary (‘die Gage ist in London
DEUTLICH niedriger’ [the pay in London is NOTICEABLY less]) to rehearsal culture:
the opportunity to develop costumes during rehearsal, or to have actors rehearse
in costume, was denied for this production.'3” Related to this, Barth noted a lack
of engagement with actors as co-creatives: ‘alle haben sich den Wiinschen des
Regisseurs unterzuordnen, auch wenn auf den ersten Blick Teamarbeit behauptet
wird[,] ist es keine. Man redete eher iiber die SchauspielerInnen als mit ihnen’
[everyone had to subordinate themselves to the director’s wishes, even when
collaborative work was claimed from the start, there was none. One spoke about the
actors rather than with them]."*® Whilst this experience would vary from director
to director and from theatre to theatre, Barth’s comments highlight financial as
well as creative or organizational concerns that might hinder both the desire to
engage in international theatrical exchange, and the full unfolding of practices from
one context in the other. There is a high level of (inter)cultural capital attached to
the transnational German artist who we might say gains rather than loses cultural
capital through movement between cultures, but, as Barth notes above, this (inter)
cultural capital often fails to convert into economic capital (namely the salary and
working conditions for these artists), especially in comparison to institutions in their
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‘home’ country. The end of freedom of movement to the UK from the EU has put
this form of intercultural exchange under increased financial pressure.'?

In The Doctor, Icke attempted to create a collaborative space in rehearsal by
inviting contributions from each actor for the creation of his performance text.
Bechtler was able to work with individual actors to tailor a costume to suit their
own interpretation of their character, a process she described as unusual in a British
theatrical context.'*® Although The Doctor is a comparatively local production
compared to A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in the sense that a London-based creative
team worked on a production aimed towards a London audience, it still engages
with a binary view of Anglo-German stage design. The translocal aesthetic visible
in this production moves easily across borders — The Doctor has already toured
to the international theatre festival in Adelaide — and has been criticized, in the
context of European or Anglophone theatre festivals for creating a ‘generic Western
European sensibility’ that could be seen as ‘obscuring cultural difference for the sake
of cultural hegemony’."*' The scenography of The Doctor certainly does underscore
this hegemony by creating a performance space noted for its relation to an elite,
exclusive, Western European, and neoliberal aesthetic. Populating this space with
a diverse cast seemed, in the first instance, to offer a critique of the whiteness of
the translocal network Icke and Bechtler are a part of. On further reflection, the
production could be seen instead as commoditying diversity as a means of justifying
the continuation of the globalized, popular neoliberal ideology represented by this
translocal aesthetic. It would be in this sense that Ghosh’s criticism of the ‘tokenism’
of Icke’s casting rings true.'**

The Doctor proves to be an example of how ‘local’ artists (i.e. London-based
artists) working in a ‘local’ theatre can produce a translocal scenography within a
British context, thereby representing a form of British ‘intra-intercultural theatre
[...], intercultural-theatre-within-a-culture’ as Yun-Cheol Kim defines the term."*3
A focus on Bechtler’s Germanness in the British arts media, the aesthetic move
away from the play’s Austrianness, combined with a renewed focus on the place
and value of EU migrants within the British theatrical scene and the discourse
surrounding Brexit, draws attention to the designer’s position as German migrant
living and working in Britain. Whilst Kim uses the term ‘intra-intercultural’ to
describe the performance work of minority and marginalized groups within a
particular culture, its use here suggests the ways in which The Doctor, and Bechtler
as German migrant, complicate a sense of the German artist as ‘other’ by eliding
Anglo-German cultural difference. The production’s West End transfer indicates
the way in which the translocal aesthetic can become mainstream and commercially
viable. This again highlights the commercial and cultural value attached to the
work of the German migrant artist, despite a political environment that makes that
movement to Britain increasingly difficult. Nevertheless, the production alerts a
critical viewer to the ways in which certain minority voices might be excluded from
male-dominated, predominantly white European transnational theatre networks.
Through thematizing ethnic, gender, and ability diversity however, and by banking
on the cultural capital of the charismatic white male director (to paraphrase
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Knowles), it reinforces a director-led, ‘top-down’ approach to both Anglo-German

intercultural theatre and artistic or cultural diversity within Britain.
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