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Starting Point:  Collaboration in Europe and 

Postmodern Theatre 

 

The Political Perspective: European Unity in Diversity and the 

Process of Artistic Creation 
 

In a period of challenging economic and financial problems and political conflicts, the 

European community has experienced, how difficult it can be to find common ground and 

how different nations, regions and communities can react. There are strong centrifugal 

forces, what is definitely shown by the increasing number of followers of anti-European 

populists and nationalist movements. The European project is losing its citizens, they can no 

longer identify with Europe, it is too abstract and distant for them and they feel ill at ease in 

it. They are drawn toward smaller entities and spaces; like-minded groups offer them shelter 

and social warmth. Pure moralizing and even economic pressure cannot stop these 

tendencies. On the contrary! The increasing fear of social decline tends to support the anti-

European attitudes. Therefore, a lot of work accompanied by diplomacy has to be done to 

convince people to look for a stable common ground.  

To find unity in diversity does not necessarily have to be a painstaking process it can also be 

regarded as an interesting and appealing challenge. To develop common ground out of 

heterogeneity without ignoring the differences, the conflicts and the special character of 

diverse values and perspectives is a task the arts always has to fulfil, especially if it is theatre 

production. In an artistic process, the performing artists can also feel the strength of the 

centrifugal forces. There is only a small line between success and failure. However, most of 

the time the artists succeed – the curtain rises and the audience sees a performance. What 

enables the artists to succeed? Could artistic collaboration serve as a model for political and 

economic cooperation? What would happen if we change the conditions of the artistic 

processes by increasing the diversity of elements and by suspending traditions of hierarchy 

in theatre work? Will then the curtain rise again?   
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There are many underlying socio-political and future-orientated questions, which 

accompany the proposed project as a subtext. The charm of the proposed project may be 

that all these questions are not posed and answered directly. All the performing artists are 

working on their artistic project with all their concentration and energy only trying to realize 

their ideas and by overcoming given obstacles. However, at the end of the day the reflected 

experiences of the audiences and artists may surprise us with some answers or maybe with 

even more and other questions. 

 

The artistic situation: Postmodern Theatre in Europe? 
 

Facing increased competition from new media theatre in Europe is definitely affected by the 

political and social changes. It cannot longer justify its former important role as a place 

where the bourgeois and national identity is emphasized. These challenges tend to trigger 

conflicting reactions, pushing some towards the return of traditional values and principles of 

theatre production and yet others to the striving for revolution in and renewal of theatre 

forms. 

Theatre is always very closely connected to society; it is the place where all becomes public.1 

It represents but also presents society all at the same time.  

As language plays an important role in theatre, it is subject to certain restrictions. In 

countries like Germany, France and England theatre has always been an important factor of 

their national identity. This may sometimes block the cultural openness and the necessary 

changes – at least to the large (national) theatres. Only a sector of the playwrights or 

directors manages to cross the borders with the help of translation, which rarely happens 

among actors or whole theatre productions. As there is an increasing tendency to reduce the 

role of text in postdramatic theatre, things are changing. Postdramatic performances are 

often produced by small fringe theatres but also by various types of festivals. Because the 

text is no longer as important as it was, it is easier to show these productions in different 

countries.  

Contemporary theatre as a public platform is in increasing competition with other upcoming 

platforms, especially the new media. Theatre has not only to suffer from the impacts of this 

competition but to shape the changes actively. This requires renewals of theatre formats – 

moving away from (spoken) text-based verbal theatre towards media theatre. Here may lie a 

                                                      
1
 Vgl. dazu: Dirk Baecker: Wozu Theater? Theater der Zeit: 2013. Und Bruno Latour: Von der Realpolitik zur 

Dingpolitik oder Wie man Dinge öffentlich macht. Dt. Berlin: 2005. 
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new strength of postmodern theatre – to become a platform where multimediality will be 

represented, presented and reflected all at the same time.  Representation becomes 

reflective but the reflection does not only use speech as a tool for communication but 

incorporates all forms of communication. What will happen if the theatre community 

critically assesses the way in which cameras, computers, gestures and interfaces create 

reality and what impacts these newly designed realities have on everyday life?  

The objective in postdramatic media theatre is not to use a lot of media but rather to 

observe and evaluate the effect of various kinds of media on our lives and the “reality” that 

these create for us; by changing the contexts and by establishing interfaces these form of 

“new realities” and their impacts become puzzling, doubtful and questionable.  

Theatre is a utopic platform where exemplary cases are negotiated and reflected all at the 

same time; it is a platform of creating and testing new concepts. Nevertheless, these tests 

are happening in the “here and now”, they are both utopian ideas and reality all at the same 

time. This is one of the things that make theatre so attractive.  

 The audience can switch from one context with all the reality it includes to another. The 

change of frameworks and perspectives questions the self-evidence and implicitness of our 

construction/perception of reality. It observes which abilities and know-how must be 

brought together to make an area of society work. The procedure suggests that one could 

better understand oneself if only they could begin to understand something they did not 

have a clue about before.2 

One can clearly see that postdramatic theatre is a media of dealing with heterogeneity and 

the management of diversity. That does not only apply to the products but also to the 

process of producing. Many artists of various fields come together and collaborate. This 

happens under the explicit leadership of a director and under the hegemony of the text if 

one looks at the traditional institutions of theatre. But postdramatic theatre often rejects 

these structures. Theatre work – as everywhere in postmodern arts – becomes reflective; 

the process of creating a performance is as important as or sometimes even more important 

than the final performance and is included in it. Artwork becomes more and more a never-

ending interaction of creation, reception and reflection. “Recherche- und Expertentheater” 

gives us examples of the importance in the reflection of the process of creating a 

performance.3 

Not only is the process of creating changing but also the understanding of the role and the 

definition of audience and general public. The explosion of the technology of communication 

                                                      
2
 D. Baecker, a.a.O.131. 

3
 Ebda. 
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and the increasing development of rapidly changing network structures defines 

contemporary society. The idea of “Öffentlichkeit”, which is linked to the bourgeois society 

and which means the political, rational and enlightened representation of society4 becomes 

less and less important. It is preferable to speak of “partial publics” than of a “general 

public”5 and of audiences than of the audience. Therefore, the expectations and the turnout 

of audiences are changing. The rejection of the grand narratives and the turning towards a 

better understanding of one’s own multiple identities challenges the audiences. Only if a 

performance captures the character of an event can it attract large audiences. However, 

trying to create new formats and being innovative often contradicts the idea of being a 

socially attractive event. In any case, the role of the audiences is changing. Contemporary 

performances understand the audiences more as an active co-designer of the performance 

than as just being a spectator.  

So let us sum up:  Theatre presents and represents diversity: 

• as a postdramatic media theatre  

• in the way artists collaborate 

• in fast-changing and instable networks of partial publics.  

 

Text 
 

Thinking society as a tissue of changing networks means that traditional social categories 

such as nation and class are resolving. Therefore, it is getting more and more important that 

postdramatic theatre work does not remain trapped by the limitations of national borders 

and language. One of the main obstacles to deal with in this process is the text. The project-

consortium also wants to dedicate itself especially to the text as an important media of 

theatre which is probably the most difficult to transfer in other cultural contexts. Regional 

cultural identity is very tightly connected with language, so the question is how to transfer 

language-based performances in other contexts without losing too much of the formative 

regional cultural code included in it. Therefore, it deals more with transfer than with pure 

translation. The salvation of the “non-identical” (Adorno) should be one of the most 

important goals in this process. To touch, to encircle and to address the “non-identical” as an 

                                                      
4
 D. Baecker, a.a.O.; 131. 

5
 D. Baecker, a.a.O., 131 und Harrison C. White: Network Switchings and Bayesian Forks. Reconstructing the 

Social and Behavorial Sciences. In: Social Researchs 62(1995), 1035-1063. 
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invitation to reflect has always been a main concern and incentive of modern and 

postmodern art as it will be in our project.  

 

As in all other areas of media, text in theatre is becoming increasingly reflective. Language is 

no longer a house in which one lives without thinking about it (if this really ever was the 

case); it creates problems a good example being Peter Handke’s “Kaspar”. Words are no 

longer pure significants denoting something outside themselves but language becomes self-

referential with words as a world of its own and the way they are connected and related. In 

some performances the sound and the rhythm of speech becomes more than or as 

important as the meaning. 

 

Everything that happens on stage can be seen as representation and presentation all at the 

same time. So does speech: it is not only designating something beyond the stage but it is 

also incorporated on stage – with a certain sound, rhythm and way of speaking it. Speech 

does not merely give information but also – maybe this is even more important – share 

experiences. This approach can be one way that helps theatre- artists to establish unity in 

diversity and to overcome some of the cultural hindrances: to find ways to share experiences 

and to focus on the process of sharing and communicating more than on results and final 

oeuvres. That is what we want to experiment with in this project. The process of sharing and 

communicating shall definitely include the audience, it should play an active role in the 

process of creation – we do not want to speak about collaboration we want to practice 

collaboration at all levels.  

 

The main objectives 

Based on the thoughts above the main objectives of the project „Five Obstacles“are: 

 

1. We understand theatre as a place of heterogeneity, which is addressed and worked 

with in a conscious and reflective way. We want to launch collaborations between 

artists from various artistic fields, from various cultural backgrounds who speak 

various languages too. We want to foster variety and diversity and want to explore 

how intensively such an artistic collaboration can work within certain limits of time. 

This process will be reflected and documented constantly during the project. 
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2. We want to examine the pros and cons of the artistic creative power and to deduce 

how they might enable and support complex collaborations. 

3. The audience will play an active role in the process of collaboration. It can influence 

the ongoing process by contributing with its experience and ideas.  

4. Differences in language are welcome. There is not an official project language, all the 

project groups will be mixed and there will be writers included who will collaborate 

with texts in their languages.  

5. The core of the artistic work are the planned artistic laboratories, we call Collabs. 

They are dedicated to the above-mentioned goals and the project’s philosophy. We 

see these Collabs more as postdramatic performance-projects than as classic speech 

theatre projects.  

6. We will share the experiences and reflections connected by the work in the Collabs 

with a variety of cultural workers and with political stakeholders. We are convinced 

that experiences of complex and diverse collaboration may be worthwhile in 

considering political, social and economic collaboration. We think that the process of 

creating performances (more than the content of the product) would ideally serve as 

a research laboratory for collaboration which must find unity in diversity.  

 

Project Design 

 

Initial phase 
 

The project partners form a group of dramaturges, which will be accompanying the artistic 

processes during the project. Each participating country will nominate one person for this 

team. The dramaturges consider which artists from their respective countries they can 

instruct and authorize to design a collaboration performance project. In addition, they 

designate other artists who should be included in the performance projects – the Collabs. 

Each country will designate four artists. One or two of the artists from each country decides 

on a starting point for a Collab, which means that there will be as many Collabs as 
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participating countries. The starting point for the Collabs could come from various 

combinations of artists: for example 2 playwrights, a director and a playwright or a dancer 

and a visual artist etc.  

 

Stage 1 
 

All the artists and dramaturges get together in a kick-off meeting. The nominated artists 

present their concept for a Collab, all the other artists present parts of their artistic work 

too.  

The accompanying team of dramaturges create an appropriate obstacle for each Collab-

concept. These obstacles aim at forcing the artists to react flexibly and to include other 

artists who are present at the meeting. The main idea behind all the obstacles the 

dramaturges will impose on the Collabs is to enrich the performance projects with diversity – 

linguistic, artistic and cultural. The most important criteria is that the obstacles act as a 

response to the given concepts and ideas of the Collabs and impose on them new artistic 

challenges. Multilingualism will be the identifying characteristic for all Collabs.  

During stage 1 all the Collab-teams will work on their projects and obstacles.  

 

 

Stage 2 
 

Responding to the outcome of stage 1 the dramaturges will create further obstacles. Each 

Collabs goes in one of the participating countries to continue working on their projects and 

the obstacles. This time the audience must be included. During these residencies other 

artists can be included if necessary. By all means audiences shall be included in the process. 

They should have the chance to respond to the artistic work and to offer impulses for the 

further development of the projects.  

 One possibility to give the audiences the chance to contribute may be to use the structure 

DASART - a Dutch artist group, proposes 

a) After the performance the audience is invited to react to the performance without 

the artists being present but with a facilitator supporting the process. 

b) The artists come in. Precisely prepared questions are discussed with the audience 

which can lead to other topics for discussion. 
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c) The artists reflect the contribution of the audience and how they can use it for the 

continuation of their work.  

An interesting detail of this process is that the audiences partially speak other languages 

than they artists do.  

 

 

 

 

Stage 3 
 

Festival. All the Collabs get together and present their work.  

 

At all stages the artistic work is documented by interviews, photos and videos and is 

reflected with the help of the dramaturges and project-coordinates especially focussing on 

the pros and cons of the process in order to establish unity in diversity. The experiences in 

establishing diverse collaboration and to overcome obstacles connected with it will be 

shared with a broader public - mainly by new media. Of course, other countries and festivals 

can invite the Collabs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


