Teaching Dramaturgy is a Bit like Translation
By: Petra Stuber
The problem is, how can we put our ideas what dramaturgy is in a curriculum.   That is what I will speak about.

At the Leipzig Academy of Music and Theatre (where students are educated to become musicians, singers, actors) there has been founded a department of dramaturgy ten years ago. The intake is limited to 15 students every two years, the course takes 4 years, the degree is a diploma (currently in the process of being changed into bachelors and masters degree), the staff consist of 3 university professors, 2 assistant professors (one is a specialist for music theatre and the other is a specialist for techniques) and a lot of guest teachers. In general students are kept together as a group during the entire curriculum – although some of them are permanently absent due to a practical theatre work or projects. The fact that there are only a few students forming a continuously working group is the first difference to the department of theatre studies at the University of Leipzig with approximately 1000 students, and all of them could become dramaturges. The other difference between our Academy and the University education is that the Academy is focussed on the practice of contemporary theatre. For this reason one of our professors is a well known dramaturge who also works in theatre productions. For the same reason our lectures on film and media are strongly related to modern performances and intermedia experiments. It is also for this reason that in my subject, history of theatre, I am working on ways of rereading and translating the history of theatre in respect of the practice of contemporary and future theatre.

I ask myself permanently, how can we teach and study history of theatre which, at the same time, is related to present day theatre and dramaturgy? In our curriculum this concept of theatre history is only one part of teaching dramaturgy. Teaching dramaturgy is a bit like translation. Strictly speaking history of theatre and present day theatre are light-years away from each other. How can we put them together without destroying their autonomy? How do we maintain the historical distance while we are speaking about the times of Renaissance? How do we avoid the danger of finding in history only what is familiar to us in our present context? The German philosopher Hans Blumenberg named it temptation of the philosopher – Die Verführbarkeit des Philosophen. In his book he criticized a careless thinking in similarities. He insists that one is not like the other. Desire for similarities deletes difference. According to Jacques Derrida translation is not the transfer of one language into another. Translation is not the transfer of one idea from here to there. Translation is not to be thought as the extinction of one language in the other. Translation is the moment when different languages or systems collide and a third, something new is created. (You can find this notion of translation in Jacques Derrida’s Essay on Walter Benjamin, De tours de Babel, The tower of Babel, Babylonische Türme)  How can we transform the history of theatre and the study of current performances into a third, a new and specific curriculum of dramaturgy? It does not always work out. But I want to give you 2 examples for how it can work. 

One. In our department we have got 2 groups consisting of 15 students. Every two years we have an intake, as I mentioned before. The younger group, who started their studies in last October, now attends the second term. The curriculum provides a course on Renaissance theatre. I’m giving this course for the first time. In the last years the main subject of my courses has been the theatre in the 20th century (with historical European Avantgarde, Postmodernism, history of 40 years of theatre in the GDR, Heiner Müller, Bertolt Brecht and others). An important role within my course of Renaissance plays the theatre in the time of Queen Elisabeth I. and Shakespearean theatre. How can we read Shakespeare’s plays in the context of Renaissance and as part of the Renaissance culture? And how do we read Shakespeare as a part of history without neglecting the potential of future performances? Before Shakespeare we have been reading Balthasare Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano (Der Hofmann) and Niccolo Machiavelli’s Il Principe (Der Fürst ), both written in the early 16th century, 50 years before Shakespeare. Both texts establish rules of conduct for the Renaissance man. In Castiglione’s text we find a detailed fixing of dramaturgy of conversation, of dialogs and the best position for an important monologue between members of the courtly society in the later 16th century. In this book we also find a detailed fixing of body language: movements of the head, eyes and fingers, and we find a guidance to separate true and false love. In Machiavelli’s Text we find the rules for the ruler: how can he achieve his goal? Only by disguising it! It is like a lecture of role play and diversion. The same rhetoric figures and gestures return in Shakespeare’s plays between lovers and between a king and the royal household.

But which of the Shakespeare plays should I propose to read? I was thinking of Hamlet or King Lear and for sure, Much Ado about nothing, one of my favourites. Usually it is called a comedy, but the play is indeed an excellent proof for the indifference of tragedy and comedy in Shakespeare’s work. In my eyes it is the most cruel and simultaneously funny play. In addition it is a good example to realize how Shakespeare consulted and varied older texts. In times of the Renaissance it was a common practice to reuse existing scripts because there was no such thing as a copyright law like we know it today. (At this point a student of mine made a consistent remark that Bertolt Brechts theory of material, Materialtheorie, and his theory of gestures could be understood in this historical context). In Much ado about nothing Shakespeare made use of Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (Der rasende Roland). We have been reading the famous Renaissance epic and discovered that the main intrigue in Much ado about nothing is taken from the 5th chant of Orlando Furioso: Prince Claudio has to witness, how a stranger climbs into the chamber of his bride. In the following scene Prince Claudio expels his bride – but he had been deceived by his own eyes. 
Later I had to give up my idea of dealing with Hamlet or King Lear. I didn’t find it easy because I would have liked to read Lear in connection with Sigmund Freuds essay Über die Kästchenwahl – the choice of small boxes. (Does anybody know under which title the essay is published in English?) In there is a section where Freud writes about King Lear. Dealing with it would have provided a possibility to practice the psychoanalytic lecture. But why did I have to cancel my intention? The reality of our curriculum interfered with my schedule in the form of a field trip. The curriculum provides an excursion for almost every term, except for those two terms in which students attend their practical training period. Until now the financing of these excursions was completely covered by the government (train, hostel, theatre tickets). This is changing right now; soon the students will have to pay 40 % of the costs on their own. Mostly the students decide by themselves where these field trips go to. This particular time they wanted to go to Vienna, suggesting a visit of the „Wiener Festwochen”. On the agenda in Vienna there was a new production of Shakespeare’s Troilus und Cressida, directed by the Belgian Luc Perceval. It is a co-production of the Wiener Festwochen and the Münchner Kammerspiele. In fact I wasn’t even planning to accompany this terms excursion, but under these given circumstances I changed my mind. Before travelling to Vienna we have been reading several old and new translations of Troilus and Cressida, also the latest adaptation, which was prepared especially for the Perceval-production. The colleagues from Munich kindly placed a copy of the script at our courses disposal. After attending the Troilus-and-Cressida-performance we described what we have seen, discussed and analyzed it, which turned out to be a very productive experience. Along with the comparison of the Shakespeare texts and translations in my course on Renaissance it could be seen to emerge what the specific features of the Perceval production were. The play by Shakespeare is set in the 7th year of the Trojan War. Nearly everybody is exhausted from fighting and everybody has become old over the years of the conflict. Nobody can be found who still understands reason for the war. At this point in the story the Trojans would rather return Helena than continue the conflict. Perceval’s production shows this weariness and lethargy in an unmistakable way and at great length. For a long period of time the figures of the play are sitting on chairs, dressed in today’s everyday clothes. The warriors tell each other old stories about how it all began. They rather make silly pranks and clean their eyeglasses instead of continuing the battle. Both opposing parties, Greeks and Trojans, are equal in their vanity and pride. They are applying the same strategies and military tactics. Perceval’s production emphasizes this point of view and finds a clear structure: one actor plays a Trojan figure and simultaneously the according one among the Greeks. For example the Trojan hero Hector and the Greek hero Agamemnon are played by Hans Kremer; the old Trojan Priamus and the old Greek Nestor are both played by Barbara Nüsse. It would have been obvious to continue this pattern and also cast the Trojan Troilus and the Greek Diomedes with one and the same actor. But at this point the director Perceval breaks his principle. In his performance the characters of Troilus and Diomed, both seducing Cressida, are completely contrary: one is good and obedient, the other a cynical macho. Director Perceval separates the military conflict and the love story and Cressida plays what actually does not exist in Shakespeare’s script: the role as a pitiable, wretched and betrayed lover.  
Two. In the last term a course on theatre in the 19th century was provided for the older group. German theatre of the 19th century is often considered to be reactionary and conventional by scientists and critics – with the exception of Kleist and Büchner. From a contemporary point of view this judgement is one sided and we have to rethink theatre in the 19th century, its institutions and its aesthetics. This is my project of research and in company with the students we worked on it for one term. As usual I gave a lecture at the beginning and we discussed it in the seminar. But later on – and this was the new approach – we organized two days of extensive treatment debates open for the public. We called it Dramatic Moments – Dramatische Augenblicke. On the first day we had invited directors and dramaturges for an all day workshop. In the evening the students arranged a scenic reading of an early 19th century text with a lot of strange verses. On the second day we held a conference on Music in theatre performances of the 19th century with international guests and specialists. But let me go back a bit before I shall return to this event. In the 19th century in Germany, at first at the many small aristocratic courts, a special theatre system was established which we can find in Germany until today. The so called municipal theatre: with its own theatre building; with subsidies by the city administration and the government, with a permanent arranged stage and the opposite auditorium; with actors and actresses provided with a contract for several years, with a permanent salary, with a repertoire of 10 to 20 productions each year (the number depending on the size of the city and the theatre). In this kind of theatre the profession of the dramaturge has actually developed. In the 20th century, especially in the last third of the 20th century, this theatre system has rightly been criticized by innovative people working on theatre: Because of old fashioned and expensive productions, because of its hierarchical and authoritarian structure and because it has become anachronistic in a globalized world. In opposition to this municipal theatre therefore the independent theatre scene originated in the last third of the 20th century. They worked with young and innovative individuals and crossed traditional theatre borders. Today the opposition between municipal and independent theatre has already disappeared. For many reasons: the independent theatre has become a part of the theatre establishment; the old theatre institutions themselves are becoming the scene of most modern intermedial productions. The old theatre system discovers and occupies new spaces and techniques which were originally used by the independent scene. Today in many productions old theatre houses and independent artists work together. The artistic directors of the old houses are often young artists or dramaturges and they have been working in the independent scene before. They are usually working together with artists known for intermedial, unconventional and crazy productions. This condition was more ore less impossible thirty years ago. In that changed new theatre situation we need inspired and smart dramaturges and sometimes they even become artistic directors themselves. That reminds us of the 19th century, Karl Immermann, Heinrich Laube, Otto Brahm, all of them were artistic directors of municipal theatres and dramaturges at the same time. Today their innovative practical theatre work is mostly unknown and underestimated by the public. But of course the situation today is not the same as it used to be in the 19th century. One is not the other! Obviously there is a change taking place here. The municipal theatre which has not a long time ago been denounced and called antiquated right now is considered to be one of the few spaces of artistic freedom in theatre. Here it has become possible to produce a high professional theatre under less economic pressure. And there is a second change in process. The plays of the 19th century authors like Friedrich Hebbel, Franz Grillparzer, Christian Dietrich Grabbe were often rated conservative and boring and almost impossible to bring on stage. Today they are rediscovered by the youngest of all directors like Roger Vontobel or Jorinde Dröse and also by the independent scene. For eg. Judith, Nibelungen, Maria Magdalena by Hebbel are being produced this season in theatres at Berlin, Weimar, Jena, Mannheim, Köln and others.
In the last term the students and I travelled around and visited most of these productions. Afterwards we invited some of the directors together with the dramaturges to come to Leipzig. Here we discussed the actuality of the 19th century in present theatre a whole day long. Among our guests were Roger Vontobel, Jorinde Dröse, Thomas Laue, Carmen Wolfram and Susanne Winnacker. In the evening we had a reading of an unknown Iphigenie-play by Konrad Levezow written in 1804. The subject of the play is, just like in Hebbel’s Judith, the pleasure of sacrificing oneself. Only by this sacrifice the value of oneself is to be attained. Our students arranged the reading together with other students from the actors’ class which also belongs to our Academy. A small model of a traditional stage box was placed in the foreground, the students (both actors and dramaturges) reading at a table behind. In the small box in the foreground cardboard figures were moved around. It seemed like a doll’s house. While the students read (ä) the lines of their roles a video camera was filming the movements of the figures in the dolls house projecting the live picture onto a wall in the back of the students, larger than life. The projected picture gave the reading almost a haunted touch. The entire work was done by the students – organization, technical support, invitations, posters, flyers. That means the whole dramaturgy of the event was done by the students. On the next day when our conference on Music in theatre performances of the 19th century took place one of our students held a lecture on Hector Berlioz and his Faust-composition. Besides other lectures on historical questions a theatre musician gave a demonstration of his composition for a production of Kleist’s Käthchen von Heilbronn in Göttingen last year. At the moment we are working on an edition of this project, published by the academy. The transformation of putting the experiences we made during this project into a book is also a sort of translation. This is how we combine research on and practice of dramaturgy in respect of the history of theatre. This is a way to produce a third, something new, which is possible only by accepting the conditions and taking advantage of the opportunities provided by the curriculum of dramaturgy at the Academy.  
