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Forgetting History
Report from Berlin/Theatertreffen 2018

Paul David Young

Even as it re-emerges as the capital of reunited Germany and as an inter-
national hub of contemporary culture, Berlin has taken pains to preserve 
and commemorate its traumatic history. The ruins of the Kaiser Wilhelm 

Gedächtniskirche on the Kurfürstendamm display the devastation of war. In a 
project begun by Gunter Demnig in 1992, the Stolpersteine, small brass memo-
rials with the names and ultimate fates of victims of the Holocaust and other 
Nazi violence, are inlaid in front of the homes in which the victims had lived 
in Berlin. The Jewish Museum, Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, the 
Wall Museum, the City Museum Berlin, the DDR Museum, Christian Boltanski’s 
Missing House, and countless other sites insist upon historical memory.

Having learned the hard way, the Germans are exceptionally aware of history. 
Still, in the middle of attending Theatertreffen 2018 (the fifty-fifth roundup of 
the ten best German-language theatre productions of the past year, which are 
restaged in Berlin for the festival), I was startled to see on German television a 
report about the Alternative für Deutschland, the neo-fascist political party that 
gained representation in the Bundestag in the 2017 election (a fact I had man-
aged to forget). When I studied in Germany in the 1980s, the word “alternative” 
was most associated with the “alternative Szene,” a term that I understood to 
encompass all kinds of experimental lifestyles and movements unleashed by the 
1960s. The TV report on the AfD was respectful, though unafraid to specify the 
party’s extreme views and to detail the dark histories of some of its members. 
The show concluded with the reassurance that the AfD was interested in using 
its new position to provoke, not to rule. 

I could not help but view the work that I saw in a week of Theatertreffen 2018 
against the foreboding background of today’s treacherous politics. Each of the 
selections that I attended spoke, often nakedly, to the urgent issues of these times.



72  PAJ 120

Elfriede Jelinek, Am Königsweg [On the King’s Way], directed by Falk Richter, at Deutsches Schauspielhaus 

Hamburg. Actors: Idil Baydar, Anne Müller, Benny Claessens, Frank Willens. Photo: © Arno Declair. 

Courtesy Theatertreffen 2018/Berliner Festspiele.

Didier Eribon, Rückkehr nach Reims 

[Return to Reims], adapted and 

directed by Thomas Ostermeier, 

at Schaubühne Berlin. Actor: 

Nina Hoss. Photo: © Arno Declair. 

Courtesy Theatertreffen 2018/

Berliner Festspiele.
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Elfriede Jelinek’s Am Königsweg [On the King’s Way] from the Deutsches Schaus-
pielhaus Hamburg satirized Trump by way of Oedipus: blindness all around, the 
king and his clueless subjects. Frank Castorf ’s six-and-a-half-hour Faust adaptation 
transposed Goethe’s rambling masterpiece to the French/Algerian conflict, offer-
ing anarchy in the face of the arrogance of colonialism, racism, and nationalism. 
Castorf ’s ouster from his post as Intendant of the Volksbühne, where Faust was his 
last production, reflected a different kind of political fault line. Thomas Oster-
meier’s adaptation of Didier Eribon’s Rückkehr nach Reims [Return to Reims] at 
the Schaubühne quietly opened a window into the discontent among the working 
class in France, in which Eribon was raised and from which he fled; returning 
later in life, he finds that the Communist Party which dominated local politics 
among the workers in his youth has yielded to Marine Le Pen’s National Front. 
The ever-ready reminder of the damage done by warfare, The Trojan Women in a 
headphones-only adaptation by Schauspielhaus Zürich called BEUTE FRAUEN 
KRIEG [SPOILS WOMEN WAR], sends the widowed women of Troy on the boats 
to Greece and folds in Iphigenia at Aulis to emphasize the sacrifices of women 
in war. 

In much of her work, Elfriede Jelinek exposes the not-so-latent fascism of her fel-
low Austrians. In her Trump satire, Am Königsweg, though she never names him, 
the onstage video and many other clues in the production make no mystery of 
her target, transformed into an evil fairytale king (Benny Claessens), modeled 
somewhat on Oedipus. He rules over a stage set evocative of a child-king’s fantasy 
playroom: puppets, stuffed animals, a plush bed and throne, and in the flats, like 
a cupboard for toys, doors that open to frame vignettes. The actors rarely address 
each other, only the audience. Am Königsweg puts Jelinek on stage, speaking in 
the first person or referring to herself by name. It opens with a blind woman, 
a seer like Tiresias, and one of many Jelinek stand-ins in the production, and 
soon all the actors onstage have bandaged their bloody eyes. She, as a writer, 
has become irrelevant: “The words are all used up.” She is more than 80 years 
old and will die soon, she writes. “Our time is over,” she says. “The world stays 
quiet all around me, and I scream.”

Much of the play is focused on the ineffectiveness of protest. The opposition 
feeds the mythology that lures the working class to support the king: “He needs 
enemies.” This plus-size king insists that his voice is the only one to be heard, 
shortly after he twirls around the stage in a short pink baby dress singing the 
1968 Bee Gees song, “I Started a Joke (That Started the Whole World Laughing).” 
Next, crosses are planted all over the stage and the cast re-costume themselves as 
clergy, satirizing the phony religious values that the king uses to his own ends to 
manipulate the populace. Almost at the end of the play, an actor repeats, “We are 
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all blind,” before footage from the white supremacist march in Charlottesville 
is shown.

Director Falk Richter’s angry, despairing, clownish, vaudevillian realization of 
Jelinek’s rabble-rousing text is a call to arms. It also attempts in its own way to 
give voice to the misguided part of the populace that is vulnerable to neo-fascism. 
The actors stay silent on the stage at the start of the second half to give the floor 
to a representative forgotten white male worker, who rages, strips to his “wife-
beater” tank top, and then rips that off. In a more serious vein, the text asks, 
“What do the people do who feel lost?”

It is the same question that animates the Schaubühne’s adaptation of French 
theorist Didier Eribon’s memoir cum political tract Return to Reims that has 
been making the rounds of international theatres. (The book was also previ-
ously adapted by Laurent Hatat at the Festival Avignon in July 2014.) I saw the 
Schaubühne production in English in New York at St. Ann’s Warehouse earlier 
in the year, and the German-language production is much the same: in a replica 
of a recording studio, the German theatre star Nina Hoss as “Catherine” is doing 
a voiceover for a supposed film adaptation of Eribon’s book. For the most part, 
Hoss reads from her script at a podium while speaking into a microphone as 
the film images play above her. Sometimes she interacts with the “filmmaker” 
(Sebastian Schwarz) in a casual way during the recording session, and they have 
a disagreement over how the book has been adapted. They address the audience 
openly in one section, before resuming the illusion of theatre. Hoss is a fasci-
nating, silently powerful actress who without any apparent effort at all easily 
commands the stage or suggests an emotional response. 

Eribon’s memoir focuses on his attempts to come to grips with his bona fide 
working class background. After his father’s death, he visits his parents’ home for 
the first time in a great while and discovers a missing part of his own story. He 
suddenly understands that, while his theoretical writings have dealt extensively 
with his homosexuality, he has submerged his class position while assimilating 
into the world of the Parisian literati. He sees how his divided self became nec-
essary in order to relate to his family origin while also pursuing a new life. He 
muses upon the default communist party loyalty of his family and neighbors 
when he was a child, which shifted to the neo-fascist National Front of Marine 
Le Pen. He charts his own transformation as a homosexual as well, from discov-
ering how to meet other gay men in Reims to his later liberation into gay Paris. 

Outside of Theatertreffen 2018, Jeder Idiot hat eine Oma, nur ich nicht [Every 
Idiot Has a Grandmother, Except Me], the seventy-fifth birthday tribute to drag 
activist/renegade filmmaker Rosa von Praunheim brought political queerness in 
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another form, German style, as it premiered at the venerable Deutsches Theater. 
Praunheim’s kitschy, campy, lurid films thrust her into stardom in the 1970s, 
and she used her fame to inspire the organization of gay resistance throughout 
West Germany at a time when the notorious Paragraph 175 still criminalized 
homosexuality. As the AIDS crisis engulfed the gay community, she was once 
more at the battlefront.

Her tortured coming out story parallels Eribon in many ways: finding the local 
cruising spots, escaping provincial life for Berlin, and delighting in the liberation 
of open sexuality, as she finds lovers across Europe and America. Like Return to 
Reims, the staging is stripped down: here, two pianos and one movable staircase, 
with the wings and stage machinery fully revealed. The Praunheim impersonator 
Božidar Kocevski and his accompanist/co-star Heiner Bomhard infuse the show 
with plenty of wild energy and an endearing sincerity in memorializing the his-
tory that Praunheim made.

Return to Reims ends when Catherine/Hoss talks about her own personal political 
history, sharing family photos from her phone, which are projected overhead. 
Her father, Willi Hoss, was a long-time communist and political organizer among 
the working classes, causing a rift within the largest labor union in the world 
(I.G. Metal), and was one of the founders of the Green Party. He went on to 
work internationally to protect those oppressed and exploited by the powerful 
forces of capitalism, including a stint in the Amazon, helping indigenous people 
obtain potable water.

Eribon’s memoir is unfortunately extraordinarily timely. He says that the working 
classes felt betrayed by a distant, liberal elite, of which he is a part. He recalls 
how workers still felt allied with and supported by the student rebellions of 1968. 
By the time of his memoir, this alliance is no longer conceivable.

The consensus politics of the liberal Western social democracy, once appearing 
to be the teleology of world history and a bulwark against fascism, is becoming 
history, as neo-fascist parties surge in popularity in Poland, Hungary, Belgium, 
Finland, Denmark, Slovakia, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Austria, and Italy, and 
the U.S. lurches to the right under President Trump and the Republican Party’s 
control over all the institutions of U.S. government. These neo-fascist movements 
embrace authoritarianism and construct an enemy out of the invading hordes of 
immigrants/terrorists. A foreign enemy is an ideological necessity for an authori-
tarian government. War is even better as a way to justify a totalitarian regime. 
The perversion of patriotism in the service of autocracy is a time-honored tradi-
tion, as Trump’s brief presidency has already demonstrated in the most repellent 
forms, such as his ghastly call for a military parade.
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Euripides’ Trojan Women is a classic in a terrifying way: humanity is always 
at war. For her adaptation, BEUTE FRAUEN KRIEG, director Karin Henkel of 
Schauspielhaus Zürich combined this text with Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis, the 
story of Agamemnon’s sacrifice of his daughter so that he can get wind to sail 
his stranded army to Troy for battle. The two texts spotlight the costs of warfare 
for women, including rape and slaughter, and the loss of their husbands, chil-
dren, homes, and land. The production took place in an industrial space refitted 
for theatre at the Rathenau-Hallen in southeastern Berlin where spectators were 
divided into three groups and given headphones. The opening segment of the 
show was performed for the entire audience, but for the middle segment, three 
different scenes were played separately and simultaneously for each of the three 
audience groups before they shifted location to view and hear the other segments.

The lamentation of Euripides’ text gave way to interpolated commentary. Helen, 
the beauty who drove Greece to war, is here played by two actors, presumably 
to highlight her ambiguity as stolen bride or wanton woman. Of her it is asked, 
“Can one have sex with a symbol?” Helen says, “I ask myself every day, who I 
am, un-symbolically?” Another of the individual segments featured Cassandra 
(Dagna Litzenberger Vinet) on a turntable, as she, unlike the other women, rel-
ishes the future because she knows that it will bring revenge upon the Greeks for 
their destruction of Troy. In a different segment, Andromache (Carolin Conrad) 
proclaimed her misery and hope only in death which “suffocates every pain.” 

The play seemed to end by the intermission, as Polyxena is reported killed 
and Odysseus seizes Hecuba. But the performance continued in a short, post- 
intermission, headphone-free coda after the main action, telling the chronologi-
cally antecedent story of Iphigenia, who was played by a troop of adult women 
wearing flesh-toned masks and one young girl. The headphones gave the listener 
an uncommonly intimate theatrical experience of the voice, mostly the female 
voice. The technology and the production concept as a whole brought home the 
ever-unlearned lessons of The Trojan Women: wars are fought for stupid reasons 
that are hard to reconstruct or justify in retrospect; the cost of war is unimagin-
ably large for women; and war does not spare the victor. 

To the extent that it has a setting in time and place, Frank Castorf ’s lengthy Faust 
is transported to Algeria at the time of its war for independence, 1954–1962, the 
watershed event for French colonial claims. This is reflected somewhat in the 
costumes (French military uniforms for the men) and the turntable set, which 
on one side displays the sign “Exposition Coloniale,” but on another has a fun-
house façade, a faux spooky castle with a giant mouth and tongue at the entrance 
and overhead a sign that reads “L’Enfer.” For Castorf, “France” and “Algeria” are 
geographical and political displacements, metaphors for colonialism, like Brecht’s 
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Faust, directed by Frank Castorf, at Volksbühne. Actors: Lilith Stangenberg, Thelma Buabeng, Valery Tscheplanowa, 

Martin Wuttke, Marc Hosemann, Hanna Hilsdorf. Photo: © Thomas Aurin. Courtesy Theatertreffen 2018/

Berliner Festspiele.

BEUTE FRAUEN KRIEG. [Euripedes’ The Trojan Women retitled SPOILS WOMEN WAR], directed by Karin 

Henkel, Schauspielhaus Zürich. Dagna Litzenberger Vinet (as Cassandra). Photo: © Toni Suter / T+T Fotografie. 

Courtesy Theatertreffen 2018/Berliner Festspiele.

https://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/pajj_a_00438&iName=master.img-002.jpg&w=383&h=256
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1162/pajj_a_00438&iName=master.img-003.jpg&w=383&h=253
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fondness for defamiliarizing Chinoiserie and his use of historical analogues to 
allow more objective spectatorship. 

The extraordinary actors in the company often break into song, Piaf standards, 
along with some hip-hop. They seem unable to resist folding in yet another dance 
number. The women kiss each other regularly, and the men simulate anal sex. A 
pimp has a violent confrontation with his whore. A live black poodle (Mephis-
topheles first appears as such in Faust Part One) is brought on stage, a gesture 
that could not have delighted the audience more—the catnip of a cat video with 
high culture references. 

Goethe in-jokes include a reference to Faust’s servant Wagner, which the text 
deliberately confuses with the composer Richard Wagner. An accordion player 
accompanies himself while he sings the jazz-age ditty “Home in Pasadena,” per-
haps a reference to the question of home that plays a part in Faust Part Two. Among 
the various film sets used in the show is a French subway car, supplemented by 
previously filmed snatches from the Paris Metro, and the revolving set includes 
the entrance to a Metro station in the Art Nouveau Parisian style. As usual with 
Castorf, much of the action occurs offstage and is relayed by live projected video.

Castorf is an anarchist politically and dramaturgically. Faust was his last produc-
tion at the Volksbühne, where he had been the artistic director from 1992 to 2017, 
when he was suddenly replaced by Chris Dercon, a Belgian with no experience 
in running a theatre, who lasted only seven months on the job and was met by 
heavy protests, including an occupation of the Volksbühne by the opposition. 
The controversy over Castorf ’s ouster seems to have led his successor to invite 
him back to the Volksbühne for the restaging of Faust for Theatertreffen. Plastered 
on the steps of many subway stations in Berlin, I saw stickers imploring “Frank” 
and Faust to “come home” to the Volksbühne. Castorf has prohibited any of his 
productions from being staged at the Volksbühne ever. Though it may be unclear 
whether Faust won or lost in his bargain with the devil, Castorf won with the 
audiences at Theatertreffen, who gave the show long, loud standing ovations.

The future of the Volksbühne remains in flux, but what of the “people’s stage,” 
the English translation of the theatre’s name? Is Jelinek right that protest is inef-
fective and feeds the mythology of neo-fascism? Is the working class lost to this 
hateful ideology, as Eribon wonders? Is humanity doomed to be led into war 
and self-annihilation because it has forgotten the lessons known since Troy? Can 
liberal democracy survive the rising tide of racism and the haunting heritage of 
colonialism and slavery? Whether or not theatre can offer answers, these questions 
are urgent. Germany alone seems to be tending the flame of liberal democracy, 
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and yet it appears to have forgotten history as the AfD joins the Bundestag, mak-
ing it difficult to find a reason to hope.

[NOTE: All textual translations appearing in English from the productions are 
the author’s own.] 
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