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Objectives

The aim of this dissertation is to show how thetggque appears in contemporary
theatre practice. If one reads a report on a thgerformance, the word grotesque may have
different connotations. It could either mean gowodoad, sensational or absurd, horrible or
funny. This paper is going to undertake a researcthow the word grotesque is used by
critics of postmodern Shakespeare performancesemn@ny. These concrete examples are
going to show how complex the use of this wordusdiso that it is not a term for everything
but that it has a concrete pattern of use typmatife postmodern theatre.

It is difficult to describe the grotesque, espligian the postmodern where anything
and thus nothing seems to be grotesg@ae aim of this dissertation is to find out howe th
word grotesque is defined in the postmodern. Myoliypsis is that Wolfgang Kayser and
Mikhail Bakhtin have a major influence on what tiretesque has become in the postmodern.
Kayser describes the grotesque in visual arts agdea that it shows the observer an
estranged world, because the structures the oliserlies on are questioned. The lack of
well-known structures evokes fear in the obsefvBakhtin describes the grotesque as an
essential element of the carnival in the Middle &\dgée claims that the carnival used laughter
as a weapon to defeat fears of everyday life (&fateath, fear of God, etc.) by mocking,
debasing and materializing the spiritual (God, &thor the Saints) and secular ord@&efore
coming to theatre practice, a research on the Spalkeean grotesque has to be done as no
director touches the dramas of Shakespeare withaking sure they know the critical history
of the dramas. To find the grotesque in Shakespedtieism is an additional aim of this
dissertation.

The final and major aim of this dissertation is describe the use of the word
grotesque in postdramatic theatres. The exprespmstdramatic theatre” stems from Hans-
Thies Lehmann and basically stands for the perfoo@s of the postmodern, where theatre
and performance art influence each other in suckxent that Lehmann sees no sense in
separating the two and names them postdramatitrétfe@ostdramatic theatre performances

! Guillermo Gémez-Fe, “Culturas-in-extremis: performing against theétumal backdrop of the mainstream
bizarre,” in Henry Bial ed.The Performance Studies Readeondon and New York: Routledge, 2004), 287-
288.
2 Wolfgang KayserThe Grotesque in Art and Literatu(Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1963), 184-187.
* Mikhail M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and His WorldTranslated by Helene Iswolsky (Cambridge, Masssettsi and
London: MIT Press, 1968), 66, 74, 90 and 256.
* Hans-Thies LehmanrPostdramatic TheatteTranslated by Karen Jiirs-Munby (London and NewkYo
Routledge, 2006), 23-24.
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aim to unsettle and confuse theatre audiences,elvlighe grotesque as an artistic tool seems

to be a useful one.

An additional question emerges when | open uppthispective of the dissertation.
The discrepancy between theatre practice and duthrearies of the poststructuralist subject
concerning its passivity becomes obvious becauseptssivity is one of the most criticized
points of the poststructuralist subject and at shene time postdramatic theatres aim at
audience agency.Since Bertolt Brecht's epic theatre, German tleeairactice aims at
audience participatioh.Is it simply an emphasis on the Brechtian the&elition, when
postdramatic theatre practice focuses on audiegeacg? This dissertation searches for a
plausible reason for such an obvious oppositiowéen theatre practice and current ways to

describe subject positions.
Methodology and Structure

The thesis of this paper moves within theatre @erdormance studies. Its claim has a
practical and a theoretical aspect. The focus efthiesis is on the practical use of the notion
grotesque in postdramatic theatres. The thesis asigds the essential role of the grotesque
in postdramatic theatre and that this grotesqueyelk as postdramatic theatre in general
focuses on audience productivity. The reason fr fticus, and the theoretical aspect of the
thesis, is interpreted as a practical reactioniwiiostdramatic theatres on the passivity of the
subject in poststructuralist subject theories. Tdi®wing paragraphs show the methodology

and structure of this dissertation which suppaetlthe of argumentation.

In Chapter 1Grotesques undertake a research on the postmodern grote3tpeeaim
of this chapter is to describe the grotesque inpitmodern. First, | consider the way the
term is defined as a product of a historical depelent. For an accurate description of this
development | sum up and compare major theoriegh®mgrotesque from the 1960s on. Here
an essential role is given to the descriptions dhéil Bakhtin and Wolfgang Kayser as |
want to find out the reason why these theoreticemesstill so influential in the postmodern

descriptions of the grotesque. As a second stepthi@ugh examples of grotesque definitions

® Althusser argues that the subject is suppressédebjogy, while Foucault argues that the subjestippressed
by power. Louis Althusser, “ldeology and IdeolodiSaate Apparatuses,” ibenin and Philosophy, and Other
EssaysTranslated by Ben Brewster (London: New Left Beakd71), 155-6, 173 and 182.

Michael Foucault, “Afterword. The Subject and Poywém Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow eddichel
Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneugichicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 20 and
216.

® Bertolt Brecht,Brecht on Theatre. The Development of an Aesthatibn Willet ed. and transl. (London:
Methuen, 1994), 181-191.
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of three postmodern media with the aim to find eamporary trend(s) of how the grotesque is
defined today. | compare contemporary literaryyalsand performative grotesque definitions

and draw conclusions on their structure and effect.

In Chapter 2Shakespearean Grotesqueapproach Shakespeare criticism with focus
on the grotesque. The aim of this chapter is ta fout which plays and characters of
Shakespeare are most typically grotesque accorttinthe critics. | study Shakespeare
criticism and focus on writings where the grotestudescribed. | assume that great theories
of the grotesque, like that of Bakhtin and Kaybane an essential effect on the interpretation
of the grotesques in Shakespeare criticism. | sefmrccommon points of the descriptions of
the grotesque in Shakespeare criticism and | eslpedbcus on socio-political contexts
where the grotesque appears in connection to thiectul also compare the grotesques found
in Shakespeare criticism to the grotesques destiibehe postmodern in the first chapter.
The aim of this chapter is to describe the Shakesa® grotesque. It is a necessary pre-

research in order to deal with Shakespeare perforesain the third chapter.

In Chapter 3Shakespearean Grotesques in German Theatre Penfmesdhose
Shakespeare performances in Germany are reportédadbmare named grotesque by theatre
critics between 2005 and 2015. In order to pro\adeobjective a description of the theatre
performances as possible, | undertake a researcWwhan theatre critics wrote in theatre
reviews about the grotesque in contemporary Gerpsaiformances. A professional theatre
critic is multifunctional: s/he knows previous pmrhances of the actual play, as well as
literary criticism of that play, s/he can compamevhan actress plays a role to other roles she
has played in other plays, critics know about tfeepblitics and see national or international
politics in the actual play, they are also awareertain trends of direction or of certain style
of a director and they are also aware of sociotipalias well as theoretical discussions. This
means that the theatre critic is in a position danect theoretical discussions with theatre
practice. In this paper the theatre critic has mpartant role, not only because I rely on
theatre reviews to find out what the grotesque meaara postmodern theatrical context, but
also because the theatre critic is able to sedréh@aactice as a response to more abstract
theoretical problems, such as the passivity ofpihststructuralist subject. The method of the
last part of my research is to collect theatre ewgi where the word grotesque appears. |
discuss aHamletand aRichard Il directed by Thomas Ostermeiéy,Midsummer Night's

Dreamin the co-direction of Thomas Ostermeier and Ganet Macras, andking Learin



the direction of Karin Beief.| interpret theatre reviews where elements ofgedormance

were called grotesque and compare these elemetits tpotesques described in the previous
chapters, as well as to techniques used in postdiatimeatres. My hypothesis is that there
are similarities within the logic of postdramatibeatres and the logic of postmodern
grotesques in use. In case this hypothesis is draveractice, a question on its theoretical

effects opens up and offers a critique on the pigsif poststructuralist subjects.
Results

The main thesis of this paper is the followingeTturring grotesqueone of the two
types of definitions of the grotesque existing ire tpostmodern, becomes the multiple
presence of different strategies of direction wihus on audience agency in postdramatic
theatre, which presence | understand as a practaation to the theoretical passivity of the
poststructuralist subject within the field of threaind performance studies. | claim that the
logic of the postmoderblurring grotesquds similar to the logic of the postdramatic theatr
and that this similarity in practice is an answeeahd a critique of the theoretical discussion

on the passivity of the poststructuralist subject.

In the very first chapter | claim that definitioms the grotesque from the 60s are
imported into contemporary definitions, giving thenpostmodern touch. | argue that though
there were newer definitions of the grotesque & T0s and 80s, postmodern theoreticians
adapted the definitions of Kayser and Bakhtin wtnay described the postmodern grotesque.
Kayser and Bakhtin are considered to have oppod#igitions on the grotesque and later
theoreticians could not deal with this split withime term, so contemporary theoreticians
chose either Kayser or Bakhtin as the basis of tetesque definitions. This is a result of
my research in the fields of visual art and inratare. However, in theatre and performance
studies | have only found Remshardt's descriptidictv is based on BakhthThis illogical
uneven representation led to the hypothesis thst #Hie theatre and performance genres
should show definitions of the grotesque based aysKr. This hypothesis is proved with my
research in chapter three, where | read theattiges of four postdramatic performances,

three out of which showed a grotesque definitiomctviivas based on the ideas of Kayser.

" Thomas Ostermeier is the director of the Schaubiiheatre in Berlin. Constanza Macras is the leatiéne
DorkyPark, a company of dancers, actors and mumsci&arin Beier is the director of the Deutsches
Schauspielhaus in Hamburg.

8 Remshardt calls those performances grotesque wisiehviolence in order to provoke moral reactiofithiw
the audience. Ralf Remshar8taging the Savage God: the Grotesque in Performéiinois: Southern lllinois
University Press, 2004), 50 and 260.
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In chapter one | also give names to the two tresfddefinitions of the grotesque |
have found in the postmodern. | do so because KayskBakhtin were only used as starting
points of these new postmodern definitions, andwah it would be misleading to use the
names of these scholars. Instead, | use essetdraests of their grotesque descriptions.
Basically, the grotesque in the postmodern is shimgt that disrespects
norms/rules/conventions. Both types of postmodeotegques are described as a process and
that postmodern grotesques include an effect whddomes an essential part of the definition
itself. | differentiated between two grotesquestba basis of how successful they are in
actually destroying these norms/rules/conventidhgtransgressive grotesque a grotesque
which transgresses existing structures without regnthem. | called it transgressive after
Bakhtin’s idea of the carnival. The carnival isadety valve of the society, but it (more often
than not) returns to the old structure after thenigal is over. Theblurring grotesqueis
described after Kayser. THalurring grotesqueis a successful attempt to make existing
structures alien and thus this grotesque requiresteation of new structures. Thkirring
grotesqueholds a potential for real change in itself anid thakes it more interesting for my

study than théransgressive grotesque

In the second chapter | turn to a more specifategque, which has also had to be
researched first: the Shakespearean grotesqueettake a research on how the word ‘antic’
was used in Shakespeare’s time as instead of the ‘gtesque’ the word ‘antic’ was used
with its meaning ‘grotesque’. The word ‘grotesqigednly used from the seventeenth century
on, while in the beginning of the sixteenth centthg word ‘antic’ is used with its meaning
‘old’ as well as with the meaning ‘grotesqld.’see the shift from the Middle Ages into an
early modern England as a context where the warteggue as a special form of indecorum
was welcomed and slowly integrated into the Englsiguage. It was a term commonly used
for something exaggeratedly inappropriate or ewan e

The major part of chapter two, however, is an anot@n how grotesques appear in
Shakespeare criticism. Here | focus on characteds pays described as grotesques. The
character Falstaff with his fatness and low motahdards becomes the ultimate example for
the Bakhtinian carnivalesque grotesque. The gratasess of the character Hamlet is seen in
his double role of being a prince as well as a oloWihe grotesque in the pl&ng Learis in
the cruel humour which neither lets the play becanpaire comedy nor a pure tragedy. Lear

himself is also described to be grotesque becagise dnridiculous character who experiences

° Frances K. Barasciihe Grotesque. A Study in Meanir{@&e Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1971).40-41.
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cruelty. The character of the Vice is also seergmdesque because it unites funny and
frightening elements. The figure of the Vice, thexn and madmen are roles which embody
the grotesque in Shakespeare criticism. These m@esalso positions outside the social
structure as both the clown and madmen had a freed®peech in the time of Shakespeare.
The figure of the Vice is a successor of the cl@amd the Devil and its typical characteristic
feature is that this role stands above the rulestwhormally apply for all roles in the play.

The Vice, the clown and madmen are excellent mosstifor criticizing social structures

without being punished for it. Also, they are matlgibject positions. These positions may
criticize ideology without being part of it. | arguhat the uncertainties concerning multiple
layers of every lives in the early modern Englandtdbuted to the increased usage of the
word ‘antic’ in the sense of the grotesque andrlite word 'grotesque’. Not only the early

modern England but the postmodern can also bedcalean age of uncertainty, only that
today not Vices and clowns but postcolonial sulsjeartd feminists belong to the marked

subjects. One similarity lies in the outsider posis they occupy.

In the third chapter | argue for the thesis ti&t grotesque plays an essential part in
postdramatic theatres. The proof of this thesidesnonstrated on four examples from
postdramatic theatre practice. | look at four Skpkare performances in Germany that were
described as ‘grotesques’ in theatre critiquestFidooked at the textual context of the word
‘grotesque’ within the critiques and interpretedatviritics meant under ‘grotesque’. Later |
compared the grotesque described in the theatrewswvith theblurring grotesqueand the
transgressive grotesquas well as the grotesques found in Shakespeiicson. There were
in most cases common points between the postmogietesques or the Shakespearean
grotesques and those grotesques the critics dedciibpostdramatic theatre performances.
However, a more interesting fact is that most & pinenomena described as grotesque are
also typical theatre techniques of the postdrantagatre. For examplehysicalityis present
in all four performances and in all four performasdt was called grotesque. Lehmann
describeghysicalityas the emphasized presence of the body of actoichwease to be a
representation’ In the case oHamlet physicality means the over-presence of the actor
playing Hamlet. InA Midsummer Night's Dreanall performers take part in the intense
physicalitywhen they produce energy during their movementshviekpress either love or

hate. Here body language even takes the placealieaplanguagelPhysicality appears in

% Lehmann, op. cit., 95-97.



Richard’s awkwardly over-emphasized disabilitiesalihmake him into an outsider, while in

King Learthe softness and cruelty of naked female bodesated grotesque.

However, physicality alone is not enough to call these performanbksring
grotesque According to Lehmann, postdramatic performandesukl be seen as a unity
where the physical appearance of the actors is @myelement® Directors can only achieve
the coinage ‘grotesque’ if they use a combinatidnplysicality with other elements of
postdramatic theatre. This combination was diffelgneach performance | discuss. While |
have found one example for tlransgressive grotesque the performance dRichard Ill, all
the other examples webdurring grotesquesThe humiliated nakednessRichard Il was of
a very different kind than thghysicalitywhich appeared in the other three performances. The
grotesques described in the critiques of this perémce had little to do with each other, they
were minor pars of the performance which | sawtragsgressive grotesquea kind of
indecorum with not much effect on the critics. Téweample of Richard asansgressive

grotesquds used as a contrast to the other three exaroptegblurring grotesque

The postdramatic theatre techniqulethora has in itself a description that reminds
one of theblurring grotesquedefinition. Plethorais incoherency, lack of logic and structure
and those driven to the extreme within a theatréopeance’? Both inA Midsummer Night's
Dream and inKing Lear the biggest confusion was reported on by the exgdability of
genders and roles. This technique creates a vaaalsuk of structure, which cannot be hold
by the audience so it is forced to create new siras of interpretation. | claim that examples
of the grotesque critics found in these two perfamoes areblurring grotesques These
examples also emphasize the nature of the grotesgpeocess to which belongs the effect of
the grotesque in the form of destroyed structulreshis example it appears in form of the
destroyed connection between role and gerRlethorais the most obvious theatre technique
of postdramatic theatre which can also be relatedhé blurring grotesquewithout any
examples. The emphasis on plethora is differenthim two performances. While iA
Midsummer Night's Drearnthere is no list of actors and roles which colidve who plays
which character, iKing Learit is obviously stated which roles (even if thare up to three
roles for one actress) belong to which actress.I&\hithe first example a chaos is staged, in
the second those who know the text well can mo#tetime follow the performance.

L ehmann, op. cit., 85.
? Lehmann, op. cit., 90-91.



From the point of view of German theatre histqrgthorg the idea of erasing one
structure in order to produce one new is as olBrasht’'s epic theatre. | see the postmodern
form of Brecht’s ‘alienation effect’ in Fischer-lhte’s ‘liminal experience’. Fischer-Lichte’s
Schwellenerfahrungis an experience of the audience during an inmaatheatre
performance when usual ways of interpretation dmekied™® The audience has to establish
new interpretive strategies, just like during Breshverfremdungseffektwhere the alien
circumstances of the theatrical context make thdiemge get rid of their old thinking
patterns™* In both effects/experiences the audience is degriof his/her usual thinking

patterns, so the production of new ways of thinksngromoted by such effects/experiences.

The blurring grotesqueis a result of a combination of different postdedim theatre
techniques with an effect that promotes audienem@g InA Midsummer Night's Dream
performance next tghysicality and plethora parataxis is also described as grotesque.
Parataxis,or non-hierarchymakes sure the play-text is only as importanttasraelements of
the performance text (for example visual or vodahents)* In this performance the play-
text was even less important than body languaghir that the combination of these three
theatre techniques abdurring grotesqueas they evoke critic (re)action. The critic reawtis
described with the help of Fischer-Lichte’s conceiptadical presencewhich claims that in
case the audience feels the energy produced biatiéy presence of the actors, audience
members are going to react on this energy and eduge it during the performant®l argue
that the result of thélurring grotesqueis the agency of the critics, more precisely, rthei
activity within the process of energy productionidg the performance.

In theKing Lear performance next to physicality and plethora,wlag | interpret the
theatre techniqueevent/situationwas also called grotesque by the critics. Lehmann
understands the theatre as a communication pro¢éssclaims that the result of this
communication is the self-exploration of the audeenLehmann understands the role of
postdramatic theatre not as a producer of reprasens but as a trigger, an inspiration for
audience self-reflectiot!. | interpreted the way Barabara Niisse played Lsahe trigger of
self-reflections described in the critiques. Theywaisse played Lear was called grotesque,

absurd, existentialist, it touched the existenceahe critics and made them philosophical.

B Erika Fischer-Lichte, “Asthetische Erfahrung alsh®ellenerfahrung,” in Joachim Kupper and Christoph
Menke edsDimensionen asthetischer Erfahrufigrankfurt/M: Suhrkamp, 2003), 146.

“ Brecht, op. cit., 190.

> Lehmann, op. cit., 86-87.

18 Erika Fischer-LichteTheaterwissenschaffiibingen and Basel: A. Francke Verlag, 2010), 87-4

Y Lehmann, op. cit., 104-107.



That the critics as well as the director reachesklb@ existentialism in this performance is not
only because Lear’s existence is in danger bwgd aée it as a recourse, or re-use of formulas
poststructuralist subject theories lack (and eristism focuses on), such as the freedom or
responsibility of the individuaf

In OstermeierdHamlet next tophysicality the theatre techniqueruption of the real
was called grotesque. Lars Eidinger, the actoriptpidamlet, is not only over-present during
the whole performance, he often enters the spatfeecdudience and thus enters their reality.
As postdramatic theatre has no aim to show reptasens, the techniqueruption of the
real is important as it plays with the borders of rmgalknd fiction. Its effect is that the
audience has no idea whether an action belongfedidtion or it happens in reality.
Especially the way Eidinger addressed audience rasmbith direct questions evoked the
grotesque according to the critics. The critico alsted that there were moments when they
could not tell whether Eidinger or only Hamlet wenad. | further argue that thH®urring
grotesquein this Hamlet performance is a combination physicality andirruption of the
real, as well as the fact that Hamlet acts out a maditl The social position of this role
allows him to act in an ab-normal way and to prevekth this action a (re)action from the
audience. | also argue that this open provocasart enough to evoke audience reaction but
a combination of provocation, physical closeneskthe encounter with Eidinger’s face (after
Levinas) force the audience to (re)action. Leviaegues in his ethics that we cannot not
respond to a face of an otH8The presence gthysicalityand the presence of the face makes
the critic respond.

Although the roles of the Vice, the clown and madnwere called grotesques in
Shakespeare criticism | discuss in the second ehajot postdramatic theatre practice it is
only in theHamlet performance where this role played an essentidlipaachieving critic
(re)action. InRichard Il we see a Shakespearean evil who is not typic&hatkespeare
criticism and who was not expected from Eidingeerahis Hamlet interpretation. Richard as
a childish, disabled figure who takes what he selgebelieves to be his is not a typical Vice.
In King Learthe madness of the king becomes an internal madmeish is seen as a part of
the philosophical grotesque, as a necessity oaliseird, as a starting point of existentialism.
However, the idea of being an other, an outcashects Richard, Hamlet and Lear. All the

8 Thomas R. FlynrExistentialism: A Very Short Introductighew York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 107.
¥ Lehmann, op. cit., 99-104.
2 Emmanuel Levinasthics and Infinity. Conversations with Philipperh Translated by Richard A. Cohen.
(Pittsburg: Duquesne University Press, 1985), 86-88
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three suffer a kind of identity crisis, all seafon their new places in society. As others they

have a kind of exotic freedom unmarked subjectsdad envy.

| also claim that the focus on audience agencgastdramatic theatre practice is a
reaction to the poststructuralist subject passiwitthin theatre and performance discourse.
The agency of the critics is discovered as a raxfulhe direct pressure Eidinger as Hamlet
acts out on his audience, in the subtle pressw@uged by the excessive energy use of eleven
actors and dancers w Midsummer Night's Drearand in the introverted philosophy about
one’s existence the critics described as an effédiisse’s Lear. | see all three forms of
audience provocation as tbkirring grotesqueone of the two types of grotesque definitions
in the postmodern. Thiblurring grotesquediffers from the other type, thansgressive
grotesquein its outcome. Thedlurring grotesqueis capable of blurring, erasing existing
structures and thus it is capable of making roontHe creation of new ones. Thé&irring
grotesqueis not only a type of grotesque definition, bub&comes a more general term for
the combination of some postdramatic theatre teglas in the examples | discussed above.
The aim of postdramatic theatre is the same asitheof theblurring grotesqueto enhance
audience productivity. The answer to the questidty w is so should be searched in the
discrepancy between the theory of poststructuraligbject passivity and the focus on

audience productivity in theatre practice.

Postmodern subject theories repress the subgesthe has no room for action outside
ideology. Enik Bollobas claims that only marked subjects not hgilog to the ideology may
act outside ideolog§: The Vice, the clown and madmen are marked subpudsthey are
also the embodiments of Shakespearean grotesqueke Idiscussed postdramatic theatre
performances the source of the grotesque becomescantainty of the main characters about
which roles they should acted out. Thirring grotesquel found in the critiques has an
effect which requires audience action. This actodescribed as an oral responsélamlet
as a co-production of energy with the actorsAilMidsummer Night's Dreanand as a
philosophical self-reflection irKing Lear. These are (re)actions of the critics on the
performances discussed above. | claim that audipragtuctivity within postdramatic theatre
and the appearance of tblirring grotesquethere is not simply a postmodern form of the
Brechtian tradition of ‘alienation effect’ but iebomes a reaction within theatre practice to

the passivity of the subject in poststructuraligiject theories.

L Eniks Bollobas,They Aren’t Until | Call Them. Performing the Sutij;n American Literatur¢Frankfurt am
Main: Peter Lang, 2010), 81-88.
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