



[image: image]






[image: image]




Florian Malzacher is a curator, author, and dramaturg as well as the host of The Art of Assembly, a series of talks and conversations about the potential of gathering in art, activism, and politics. From 2006–2012 he was festival programmer of the interdisciplinary festival steirischer herbst in Graz; from 2013–2017 the artistic director of the Impulse Theater Festival. He is the editor of numerous publications on theatre, on the relationship between art, activism, and politics, and on performance curation. These include (co)edited books on the work of theatre companies Forced Entertainment, Rimini Protokoll, and Nature Theater of Oklahoma, as well as Truth is Concrete: A Handbook for Artistic Strategies in Real Politics (2014), Not Just a Mirror: Looking for the Political Theatre of Today (2015) and Empty Stages, Crowded Flats: Performativity as Curatorial Strategy (2017). His books and essays have been translated into fifteen languages.




Florian Malzacher


THE ART
OF ASSEMBLY


Political Theatre Today


Translated from the German
by Cory Tamler


[image: image]


Alexander Verlag Berlin
Martin E. Segal Theatre Center




© by Alexander Verlag Berlin 2023


Alexander Wewerka, Fredericiastr. 8, D–14050 Berlin


www.alexander-verlag.com | info@alexander-verlag.com


All rights reserved


Translation: Cory Tamler


Copy editing: Valerie Saint-Rossy, Marion Storm


Typesetting/Layout/Cover: Antje Wewerka


ISBN 978-3-89581-607-9 (eBook)




“Art is not a mirror that reflects reality,
but a hammer with which it can be shaped.”


(Marx, Brecht, or Mayakovsky)1
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Christoph Schlingensief: Please Love Austria! (Montage)




PROLOGUE


Some protesters, red-faced, scream at one another. Others try to convince the numerous onlookers in strident tones: their country is being overrun by strangers; their culture, their families, their identity all are in grave danger. An old man, eyes brimming with tears, waves a tabloid featuring his fears—front page, capital letters. A handful of Korean tourists observe the strange spectacle, confused: “Little Austria” against the rest of the world.


More than twenty years have passed since the late German film- and theatremaker Christoph Schlingensief dropped his shipping containers housing Please Love Austria! (2000) in the center of Vienna, right next to the famous opera house. The conservative Chancellor Wolfgang Schüssel had just concluded his devil’s pact with right-wing demagogue Jörg Haider and the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ). Other EU countries were discussing sanctions against the fellow member state, and Austria itself was discussing the borders defining the country, the borders defining democracy, and the borders defining art. The world was watching.


It was against this backdrop that Schlingensief staged his long since legendary production under the striking banner “Foreigners out!”—a reality show with real asylum seekers. For six days, the containers were home to a group of immigrants who could be observed around the clock (via an online platform connected to surveillance cameras) as they went about their lives, while the Austrian population was invited to vote them out of the country one after the other.


The scandal was enormous. Conservatives felt defamed by the parody of their own arguments; leftists were angered by what was, in their view, a cynical display of human suffering coupled with willful ignorance of years of activist work on the ground, which the spectacle made more difficult. It was the year of the first German-language installment of the reality television show Big Brother, which some riled-up feuilleton commentators heralded as nothing less than the beginning of the end of the humanist age.


That was a long time ago. The same television show is still running, but although it was once controversial, now it seems a little old-fashioned compared to all the other reality programs which are at least as cynical. In Austria, the FPÖ, despite numerous (at times grotesque) scandals, remained a prominent fixture and for a while even managed to instate party members as Ministers of the Interior, Foreign Affairs, and Defense—and even as Vice Chancellor. This is no exceptional case. Far-right parties are part of parliamentary everyday life all over the world, and it is not only in Hungary and Poland that constitutional states are being transformed into “illiberal democracies.” Please Love Austria! stayed playful in spite of serious opposition and even impassioned aggression. Schlingensief succeeded in walking a very thin line that stumped almost every attempt to pin down his intentions—unlikely that all this would still be possible today. Political and social, but also artistic conflicts have ossified and taken on sharper edges; the world has become so confusing that it does not seem to need art to create space for ambiguity. The storming of the Capitol in Washington, D. C. in 2021 is just one recent example of the many images of political escalation that have long since eclipsed even Schlingensief’s imagination. Supposedly clear lines of conflict around identity, nationalism, racism, colonialism, climate catastrophes, social tensions, and other issues have split open, becoming deep, apparently insurmountable rifts.


In some respects, the West, along with large parts of the East, still suffers from the aftereffects of TINA (“There is no alternative”), the much-quoted doctrine with which the British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher legitimized her devastating social cutbacks at the beginning of the 1980s: an early star of that neoliberalism which, despite altered rhetoric, has lost little of its power to this day and has long since deeply inscribed itself in economic, social, and political structures.


In 1989, the Berlin Wall dividing Europe fell: the Socialist system in the East collapsed parallel to the abandoning of the welfare state in the West. At the end of the 1990s, the “Third Way” of British Prime Minister Tony Blair and German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder brought social democracy onto the more market-oriented course of the “new center” which was becoming an effective doctrine in many other countries. “No alternative” became a central concept, and with it, much open political competition fell by the wayside. As early as 1992, political scientist Francis Fukuyama provided a kind of historical-philosophical legitimation of TINA in his book The End of History: after the collapse of the Eastern bloc and with it, of communist ideology, for him the liberal market economy and parliamentary democracy were the unstoppable victors.2 No need to argue anymore …


But history was not over after all, and we still feel the side effects of TINA and the like today. They have prepared the social ground for a state of affairs in which the absence of alternatives is regarded as common sense and, as theorists from Chantal Mouffe to Slavoj Žižek remark, political values have been replaced by moral ones.


The fact that in recent years, political and social positions have become increasingly radical and opposing opinions more and more irreconcilable is, like the accompanying triumphal marches of right-wing and far-right parties, not a contradiction to our TINA-society but rather its direct consequence. The denial or demonization of possible political alternatives as a kind of political consensus blackmail is one of the reasons for the radicalization of opinions, especially at the right end of the spectrum. So now there are two sides, both of which can see no alternatives to their own solutions.


Ironically, the heralding of the “end of history” is the perfidious variant of a social model for which many leftist or liberal philosophers—from Karl Marx to Jürgen Habermas or John Rawls—have wished: a model of unification based on the premise that rational considerations will one day lead people to overcome their own individual interests and agree on the right thing.


But we are not particularly reasonable beings. Feelings and selfish considerations too will always play a role. Nor is there for some conflicts, as Chantal Mouffe emphasizes, simply one rational solution. There will never be a world without power structures and particular interests: “[W]hile we desire an end to conflict, if we want people to be free we must always allow for the possibility that conflict may appear and to provide an arena where differences can be confronted. The democratic process should supply that arena.”3


Mouffe’s concept of agonistic pluralism therefore describes democracy as a battlefield in which we must have the opportunity to act out our differences as opponents without resolving them. This demand is not easy to digest, because it not only contradicts any hope for democracy as a comprehensive safe space, it also goes far beyond the argument that competition enlivens business: “Adversaries do fight—even fiercely but according to a shared set of rules, and their positions, despite being ultimately irreconcilable, are accepted as legitimate perspectives.”4 The readiness for such acceptance is the only way we can prevent an antagonism from coming to pass, one that puts an end to all negotiation and understanding and whose final consequence is (real or at least symbolic) civil war: a situation that seems to have been almost achieved in many countries such as the USA or Brazil. “We could say that the task of democracy is to transform antagonism into agonism.”5 For democracy must always be reestablished and negotiated; it lives on accepted conflict and partisanship.


Which opinions do we allow, and to which do we want to deny space? Which conflicts can the theatre portray, and about which ones should it remain silent? In a time when, on the one hand, George W. Bush’s dictum “If you’re not with us, you’re against us”—radicalized by Donald Trump—is experiencing an astonishing renaissance on all sides of the political spectrum, and on the other hand, the logic of consensus is still trying to put many democratic discussions to bed, theatre can be a space in which a playful (but serious) agonism not only keeps contradictions alive, but above all allows them to be articulated freely. After all, it is no coincidence that Mouffe’s concept takes its name from ancient sport and culture tournaments. Agon is also the name of the contest between opposing arguments in Greek tragedy.


Western theatre always was above all a medium for the representation of conflicts and opposites: between good and evil, between ideas and ideologies, societies and nations, powers and the powerful, ideals and traditions, between generations, families, and couples, or even within the psyche of an individual person. The conflicts that are carried out are representative, sometimes physical, sometimes psychological, sometimes discursive. Theatre is a place of negotiation, a space of (albeit often partisan) agonistic pluralism, however often last acts may suggest a reassuring conclusion.


Alarming as the current social, ecological, and political situation is, for the theatre it also offers an opportunity to spark new social imagination, either in collaboration or in friction with the numerous movements around the world. How can other forms of coexistence be thought, tried out, discussed, and confronted together in the theatre? How can theatre participate in thinking about the society and the world we actually want? How can theatre, without resorting to cheap preaching and didacticism, dare to attempt—together with its audience—confident answers? What forms, both aesthetic and ethical, are needed in order to be truly political and not just to perform a political attitude?


A look at the current international theatre scene shows that there is a strong desire among artists and audiences for a theatre that not only addresses pressing political issues, but itself becomes a public space in which aesthetics and ethics are not contradictory. A theatre that is—how deceptively simple this seems—political both in its content and in its form.


This book is an attempt to understand how theatre today can be a concrete place where the world around us—political events, social visions, major struggles, and pragmatic attempts at solutions—is not only shown, but consciously shaped. And to understand where, in this work, artistic and political dangers might lurk.


This foray through political theatre does not claim to be complete. On the contrary, it is largely based on my own direct encounters and experiences as an audience member, and not infrequently on my participation in projects as a curator, dramaturg, or co-initiator. Therefore, there are points of particular emphasis, digressions, and blind spots. Although artists from many parts of the world play an essential role in this book, there is a focus on the German-speaking world. And on so-called postdramatic theatre, which is in turn internationally entangled in many ways and continuously interacts with artistic works and discourses from a wide variety of regions.


Thus, this book does not even attempt a comprehensive presentation of everything that could currently be understood as political theatre. Much that fills the feuilletons is not discussed here. It is a partisan book. At the same time, it is a searching book, written about a searching theatre within a searching society. Where it offers answers, they are provisional, just as theatre itself is always provisional. What works and is important today will be outdated tomorrow, at best a precursor for the next step, at worst a dead end. But at the same time, that’s exactly what political theatre is all about: countering an often supposedly well-founded relativism with serious, consistent assertions, and at the same time knowing that these are always only working theses. All examples in this book can only be understood in the context of their time, and of the geographical setting in which they emerge.


Sometimes a year or one hundred kilometers’ distance can change the whole picture.


Part of the necessary background is that this book was written before the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus. It appeared in its original German-language edition right at the beginning of the first lockdown, at a time when almost no performance could be shown anywhere. It is not yet possible to foresee the long-term consequences this will have for theatre.


The playwright Heiner Müller once called for all theatres in the world to be closed for a year so that we could see what we really need them for.6 Now, venues and festivals were shut down in actuality around the globe again and again for months and months. But instead of fundamentally rethinking their own medium and its routines, theatre artists engaged in constant activity. Streamings and discussions, readings, lectures, Zoom performances …. Theatres were closed almost worldwide and yet there was more theatre available every day than anyone could possibly watch. The horror vacui was too strong. It prevented almost any silence; it prevented us from taking almost any time to reevaluate our art and our lives. As if we were afraid that the moment we stopped, everything would fall apart forever.


But this never-ending talking and doing contained a hidden answer to Heiner Müller. While the phantom pain grew, it became more and more clear that all the screening and Zooming was not even close to the real thing. It was a permanent reference to something absent. To something that used to be there and hopefully would be there again soon. It only existed in this relationship.


In this spirit the works described in this book are Gesellschaftsspiele (parlor games) that can only be played collectively. The double meaning of the German term (literally translating to “society games”), which is also the title of the original edition, brings a larger social dimension into view.


The rules of these games can often only be understood through playing them; sometimes they are not easy to figure out. But as much as you may get caught up in the game, it is always about keeping an eye on what is at stake. On what basis is the game played? Who made the rules and to what extent do they determine what is played and who can play?


These games take place in the paradoxical machine of theatre, where everything is simultaneously actual and fictional, real and symbolic. You can play along, be right in the middle of it, and at the same time observe yourself from the outside. Theatre is always a social, but also a self-reflexive practice. Political theatre makes use of exactly that.
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Anta Helena Recke: Mittelreich




REPRESENTATION


A family sits at a table. An average family that has made something of itself. That has something to lose and not much to gain. It is a story of war, rape, loneliness, fear, but also quite mundanely one of average prosperity and the fear of loss of status, of fathers who are dominant yet cowardly, of silence and avoiding responsibility. A story that could take place anywhere. And that is, at the same time, deeply rooted in German collective consciousness; a postwar narrative hearkening back to when psychological repression became a national virtue. Harsh, yet steeped in melancholy framed by Brahms’ German Requiem, the banal nestles up to the transcendental: “For all flesh is as grass / And all the glory of man / as the flower of the grass. / The grass withers / And its flower falls away.”7 But something is off in this picture staged in a barren, somehow at once massive and claustrophobic hall. The family around the table is Black: an image average Germans recognize from American TV series, but not Bavarian family sagas.


In a country in which Black people in theatre appear almost exclusively as explicitly Black people (which is why Black actors end up playing not only the same types, but also often exactly the same roles, over and over), director Anta Helena Recke has bootlegged the already existing production Mittelreich (2015)8 by Anna-Sophie Mahler on the main stage of the Münchner Kammerspiele. One to one—the same stage design, the same text, the same movements, the same sequence of events—only the actors, the choir, the musicians have been replaced by Black protagonists. It is an imitation in the tradition of US-American appropriation artists such as Elaine Sturtevant and Sherrie Levine, who since the 1970s have played a refined, often feminist or institutionally critical game with the male-dominated art world by repainting, reproducing, re-enacting, or otherwise appropriating well-known images.


But this Mittelreich copy (2017) is more than just a fairly exact appropriation of another director’s staging. Through the appropriation of white figures (and their embodiment via white performers) by Black actors, it not only points out that Black bodies and stories are underrepresented on German stages if they appear at all. The work at the same time addresses a completely different, and ambivalent, appropriation: the dream, or the nightmare, of complete assimilation. A Black family that seems to have suppressed all nonwhite cultural influences, for example when the son wrestles with the fact that he does not know “what the German Wehrmacht soldier in Russia and France, who was my father, did.” (The director herself writes that in this moment, she can’t help but think of her Senegalese grandfather, “who distributed candy to German children as a French soldier after the war in Berlin.”9)


Along with the very clear demand for more visibility of people of color in artworks and in society, it is the profound ambiguity of this work that challenges the audience. The staging is not limited to the stage. Like any good work of appropriation art, it continuously refers to its contexts. To the white spectators, for example, who find themselves in a situation in which there is no clear right or wrong. One’s own interpretation must be continually reinterpreted: Isn’t personal worldly openness in fact paternalistic benevolence? Do we assess family power structures differently depending on whether we are watching a white or a Black family? What shifts when we realize that the refugees spoken about on stage—displaced Germans from the East after the Second World War—were just as unwelcome as refugees from Syria almost seventy years later? (“They are simply completely different people, these refugees. They just don’t fit in here.”10) And isn’t it true that we (the white audience) can’t help associating these thoughts with the actors on stage—even though they, like the director, were all born in Germany? And if, on the other hand, we believe ourselves to be truly “color blind” (or to have become “color blind” in the wake of the performance), are we not simply and self-reassuringly ignoring a difference that we, at least structurally, are maintaining ourselves? The partly fumbling, sometimes awkward—often “overly polite”11 (Recke)—tone of the post show talkbacks says a lot about how difficult it still is for the German society to speak about discrimination at least in the public sphere.


But even if the dilemma of the white spectators is an essential part of the staging, the evening is at least as much directed at the people of color in the unusually mixed audience, because it offers possibilities for identification that are otherwise almost always absent in German municipal theatres.


Mittelreich is also one of surprisingly few examples of institutional critique in theatre. (This too being a genre of the visual arts, in which the criticism of an art institution becomes the actual artistic practice, usually commissioned by the very institution being criticized.) It was not only the producing theatre itself that was thrown into question by the fact that the cast had to be completely made up of guest actors because the ensemble had no Black members. Mittelreich is above all a clear critique of a concept of a repertoire as such that, as Recke says, almost always imagines a white audience—and at the same time considers this audience to be universal.12 There are not many theatres that make the public investigation of their own actions part of their program.


Beyond this, the wider European theatre scene, the selection criteria for acting schools, ensembles, and repertoires, and not least the field of professional criticism with its quality categories are under scrutiny. While most of the reviews appreciated Mittelreich’s approach (and the work was invited to the Berlin The-atertreffen by a jury of critics), there were also absurd derailments. Under the headline “Black alone is not enough,” the reviewer for the Süddeutsche Zeitung, one of the most important German daily papers, expressed her disappointment that the Black cast did not infuse the stale original production with a “reviving blood supply” as she had hoped (and explained coquettishly that—aren’t we still allowed to say that?—this was of course “politically incorrect, because it was driven by, albeit positive, prejudices”). But maybe the actors simply weren’t Black enough—because “they’re not that Black, these six new bodies and faces.” The actual discrimination would therefore not lie in the theatre system, but in this “altogether bad amateur theatre.”13
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