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1. Theatre Pedagogy as aesthetical education 
 
In the program of this conference you will find that I am going to talk about the „Role of 
Theatre in Education“. Of course I will do so, but I’m not talking about the role of theatre in 
education in general. I will focus the problem on a certain development in contemporary 
theatre that is well known as “reality trend”, playing with social reality, with the “found actor” 
or the found space.  Therefore I have changed the title of my speech in: The So-Called Real. 
Playing With Reality in Theatre And Theatre Pedagogy. 
 
Connecting contemporary theatre and theatre pedagogy – as this title does - is a first reference 
to my comprehension of theatre pedagogy. I understand theatre pedagogy as a discipline of 
aesthetical education. From this point of view, theatre pedagogy is not understood as a 
collection of pedagogical means or tools that should introduce certain target groups to some 
desirable behaviour or notable matter. In fact, the genuine issue of theatre pedagogy is theatre, 
its specific materiality and production. Aesthetical education therefore asks which experiences 
theatre can procure for non-professional actors. And, subsequently, which educational effects 
may be opened through these experiences. Instead of starting with the question of what can be 
transmitted by the means of theatre  (which aims and contents)  – and therefore use theatre as 
a pedagogical instrument – I ask how theatre is produced and what kind of experiences can be 
won in this process. Pedagogical and social aims are not fully discarded. Yet, in terms of 
aesthetical education, I argue that they are not to be fixed in advance and in a normative way. 
Aesthetical experience that contains an educating experience is more likely to result from 
collective theatre work on a concrete subject.1  
This understanding of aesthetical practice of theatre pedagogy does have to take 
developments and methods of the contemporary theatre into consideration, without simply 
imitating it. One of these developments is that contemporary theatre has adopted numerous 
practices of performance art, it has varied them and played with them. Similarly, since the 
1980’s, performance art has opened up for means taken out of the theatre – like role-play, 
return to spoken language und small narration – after the anti-dramatic (anti-theatre) 
declaration of the 1960’s and 70’s action art. So, an art practice grew outside the common 
genres and a new term had to be found: “performance theatre”, “theatre performance” or  
“Live Art”, an English term that was adopted in German in the 1990’s at the latest. 
 
In the following I will discuss certain means of the contemporary performance theatre in the 
context of certain approaches within theatre science and illustrate these with some examples. 
The role of so-called “real material” on stage will be the centre of interest. My main concern 
is to investigate in what way ‚reality’ is used as material by theatre.  
Finally, I will take a look at the question of how and with what kind of aim reality-close 
means of performance theatre can be productive for theatre pedagogical work which is 
concerned with the aesthetical education of its target group.2 
                                                
1 See U. Hentschel, Theaterspielen als ästhetische Bildung. Weinheim 1996, for a rationale of an aesthetical 
education’s approach. 
2 When I speak of ‚reality’ in the following, I understand it in the sense of a societal approach of 
Berger/Luckmann – as a domain of our experience that is to be distinguished from fiction (with another kind of 
experience, accordingly), and not as an essentially or objectively described world of facts. 
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2. „Reality“ As A Paradigm Within Contemporary Theatre 
 
In the last three or four years I visited several conferences in Berlin which concerned 
questions of stage work which includes social reality and non-professional actors. They 
analyse working with the non-perfect, with the non-perfect space, with a broken biography, 
with the non-perfect, since non-trained or illness worn body of the actor. These are all 
questions, work fields and target groups that stand genuinely in the centre of theatre-
pedagogical work: Theatre-work with non-professional actors within the social field. 
 
But the conferences I’m talking about were by no means theatre-pedagogical ones. For 
example the Berlin Hebbel am Ufer Theatre organized a symposium called „Simple Life – 
Real Life.“ The artistic director of the theatre, directors and dramaturges, well known theatre 
practitioners and scientists tackled the question of the “real” within theatre. The non-
professional actor, however, showed an especially high content of reality. And so did his 
biography and his social environment. I was amazed by this development: Once target group 
of the theatre and education branch, the non-professional made his way up to the favourite 
actor of directors, becoming a star within the theatre scene. 
The well-known company “Rimini Protokoll” for instance, works mostly with non-
professional actors, yet, they are always experts in the segment of reality that is staged. In 
their production “Dead Line”, which deals with death, dying and funeral rituals, they had, for 
instance, a funeral speaker, a crematorium director, a medicine student who specialised in the 
dissection of bodies and a funeral musician. All of them presenting their expert view on the 
issue. 
Matthias Lilienthal, artistic director of the Berlin HAU I-III, notoriously searching for 
possibilities to move reality into theatre, gives the following reasons for his interest: 
„When you’ve worked long enough at a institutional theatre and have dealt with the 
development of conventional shows of spoken theatre, the question automatically comes up 
(...) how you can create another truth, how you can get rid of dissimulation“ (Lilienthal, 2003, 
p. 19). 
Bringing up reality elements on stage contemporary theatre projects try to avoid the „As if“ 
agreement, which – in a time not too long ago – was one, if not the aesthetical condition 
within theatre. The well known definition of acting – following this convention – is that A 
acts as if he was B (whilst C watches him doing this). In his explanation of the basics of 
theatre aesthetics the theatre theorist Manfred Brauneck puts it this way: „Theatre imagines, 
imitates, it is a reality of the „As if“. This ontological structure is expressed through the 
Aristotelian designation of theatre as mimesis, meaning imitated reality” (Brauneck 1986, S. 
17).  
 
I would like to call attention to an important phenomenon within the discourse of 
contemporary theatre. It all seems as if two contrary artistic paradigms are currently 
confronting each other. On one hand we find the "As if", we find mimesis and fiction, which 
since Aristotle are linked to traditional theatre. It is held up by an understanding of art as an 
autonomous social practice, which can only refer to reality because of this character. On the 
other hand there is the paradigm of reality, of the real, of truth and immediacy, which is 
implicated with performance art. It seems to be one motor of this kind of artistic practice to 
question aesthetical distance, the distance between art and social reality, to reduce it or even 
to make it vanish. 
Just as contemporary theatre opens up to the experience of the so-called real and brings it on 
stage, or transforms every day spaces into a stage, the borders between theatre and 
performance, between theatre and non-theatre get blurred, and, not enough, borders – that so 
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far have been known as closed – between the high culture of the professional theatre and the 
social culture of theatre-pedagogical work are dissolving. Now, these creative possibilities 
within contemporary theatre get very interesting from a theatre pedagogue’s point of view, 
since the relation to the social reality and biographical experience of the involved persons has 
always been an important point of reference of theatre pedagogy’s approach.  
 
The German theatre theorist Hans-Thies Lehmann also states the approximation of theatre and 
performance in his research on contemporary theatre (Lehmann 1999). 
Next to numerous other characteristics like: the non narrative and anti-mimetic structure, 
abandoning of unity of place, time and action, the simultaneity of action, intermediality, 
collective way of production, and many more, Hans-Thies Lehmann marks what he himself 
called post-dramatic theatre with the “Irruption of the Real” into dramatic fiction (“Einbruch 
des Realen”). 
It is not about the use and presentation of the ‘real’ as such through its entrance into the 
dramatic process – says Lehmann – but about playing with the borders between the real and 
fiction. And it is about discovering the specific quality of this material compared to fiction 
and 'as-if', wanting to unsettle the perception of the involved, to shake their aesthetical 
distance. “Therefore post-dramatic theatre is called: theatre of the real” (Lehmann 1999, p. 
176). 
On the level of physical creation by an actor the 'as-if'-mode can for instance be breached by 
focussing on the physical effort of the actor, stressing the concrete action needed in a 
presentation. This can be done by extremely slowing down or speeding up actions, by their 
video close-ups, by repeating physically intensive actions until coming close to exhaustion, or 
also through risky actions which endanger the body, or through not hiding or even exposing 
mishaps, misspeaking, and so forth. 
With these methods, theatre that is close to performance refers to the omnipresent reality 
within theatre, to the handling with real objects, real people, to the real within fiction, the non-
aesthetic within the aesthetic (see Lehmann, p.176). The 'as-if' and the actual execution of 
action, both parts of theatrical communication are always intertwined. 
 
The “irruption of the real” can happen on all levels of dramatic fiction, for instance on the 
level of space by playing in an urban space (or even in a private room of an apartment). 
My first example refers to this. The theatre project in private rooms called X Wohnungen (X 
Apartments), that was conceptualised by Matthias Lilienthal for the festival “Theatre of the 
World” in 2002 newly staged in Berlin in 2004, 2006 and redone a third time last summer, 
had people walk a route of private apartments in pairs, a new couple starting every 10 
minutes. Theatre and film directors, scenographists and fine arts representatives prepared 
these rooms and/or performances taking place in them.  
You come to see the apartment of a lady who is reading out self-written poems. Then, you see 
for instance an apartment in which a group of young people re-enact a community situation 
from the 1970’s. Or the apartment of a Turkish family, in which life goes on “as usual”, while 
a video about the family is shown in the hall.  
Last summer I went on such a walk through Berlin apartments. Possibly my most impressing 
experience was how my perception was steadily unsettled during these 3 hours it took. After a 
while you find yourself asking at many appearances “is that part of it, too?” (a senior citizen 
next door railing against the whole event, the scrounging punks in the staircase). The borders 
between different realities softened up, I experienced the process of constructing reality and 
deconstructing it in my own body and mind. I became aware of my own perception of reality. 
In fact, I noticed that I could look upon a scene and, depending on the perspective I adopted, I 
defined it as reality or as theatre. The social construction of reality then appeared very clearly 
to me.  
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Yet another phenomenon can be observed with another example dealing with extracts of 
reality within a dramatic context. I am speaking of the project “Deutschland 2” that was 
realised by the directing team Rimini Protokoll (Stefan Kaegi, Daniel Wetzel, Helgard Haug) 
in the context of the festival „Theatre of the World“ 2002 in the Schauspielhaus Bonn. The 
segment of reality on which the show is based is already a highly arranged one. Most people 
(in Germany, at least) know it, if only through media. It is a debate in the German Bundestag 
(Parliament). The idea for Deutschland 2 was to re-enact such a debate with non-professional 
actors simultaneously. The actors were connected to the debate in the Berlin Parliament 
through earphones and tried to speak after it simultaneously. They applied for a role in this 
project through an add, they had to mention which MP (member of parliament) they would 
like to ‘double’. The setting of this performance showed all signs of a Bundestag debate, there 
even was the servant who brings a glass of water to the speakers.  
Now, what happens in this project is the doubling of an already performative act of political 
representation using means of representation. The chosen “segment of reality” is highly 
symbolic and it is not the suitable subject to bring an urge for truth or on immediacy beyond 
dissimulation into the theatre. On the contrary, the assumption of the ‘as if’ is even doubled. 
The MPs speak as deputies of the people, as if they represented their will. The actors do as if 
they were the deputies. So relations reverse: A reality of the performance emerges and there is 
an ‘as if’ of the reality. Along the way contemporary forms of expression and arrangement of 
political theatre are questioned. 
 
As the examples show, where performance theatre stages so-called reality, reality is 
transferred into another system of reality and its character is changed through a new context. 
Reality and reality on stage therefore are far from being identical. Yet, they are not to be seen 
as counterparts (like 'as-if' and reality) either. In the context of performance-theatre as 
presented so far, it’s not about the simple exposition or presentation of social reality, but 
rather about the use and handling of so-called reality on stage, and thus always about reality 
shifts and quotations and such. 
I would like to call attention to the similarity between artistic and every day performance: By 
staging something they both repeat and shift the re-enacted. Differing from the repetition and 
re-enacting of every day performative acts, theatre and performance art use conscious, 
designed forms and processes of re-presenting reality, just as we could see in the examples 
given. So shows of reality on stage or in the context of theatre or performance always refer to 
another reality and are appropriate for reflecting it. Thereby they refer to what I called the 
aesthetically educating quality of theatre work in the beginning. 
 
I would like to illustrate this correlation with the aid of an example out of the context of our 
theatre-pedagogical education at the University of the Arts. The project I have done with the 
students took place in summer 2006. Based on a visit to the French artist Sophie Calle’s 
exhibition „M’as tu vu“ the students were asked to play with their own (pretended) or 
someone else's biographical material in a way that the borders between reality and fiction 
became ambiguous, blurred. 
In the first place, this mission contained research and collection of real finds, which can 
largely be considered as biographical or documentary or were appropriate to be presented as 
such. Of course it wasn’t about a simple presentation of oneself, an image of biographic 
reality, but about constructing one’s own identity. In a second step it had to deal with the 
quest for forms and processes of creation, which were suitable for repeated staging of the 
rough material. Several solo-performances and installations came out of this project, which 
were – between two group scenes – presented in different locations of the university. The 
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audience was lead through the building in intimate groups, whilst the performances and 
installations were running simultaneously. 
One student realised a solo-performance called ‘100% ich’-‘100% me’, where he gambled for 
fragments of his own biography with the audience. In this game the person of the performer 
was put together step-by-step out of apparently real fragments of his every day life. The 
performance took on the form of a betting-game where the audience was asked to bet on 
biographical elements that were shown on video (t-shirt, favourite music, content of his 
fridge, etc.) of which they thought they belonged to the performer. In this way the pretended 
identity of the performer was constructed or reconstructed through performative acts and 
through the interaction with the public. 
At this stage I come back to the question what might be the role of such methods that work 
with fragments of reality within theatre-pedagogical work that aims at providing aesthetical 
education. 
 
 
3. Theatre -Pedagogy and the ‚Real’  
 
My thesis is that for the people who play with methods of repetition and shifts of reality 
within the theatre-pedagogical process, insight into the construction of social reality may 
come out of their conscious search for suitable methods of creation and embodiment. It is 
essential – in connection with the approach of aesthetical education – that these insights are 
not put up in advance or as additional noble aims of playing theatre in a pedagogical context. 
They should just come along as possibilities when playing. In my understanding this is one of 
the most important impacts of theatre education. 
We should ask now, how far a playful connection to reality on stage and the experimentation 
with the shifting of reality are suitable for experiencing the constructed character of social 
reality, which normally remains inscrutable for people in their every day life. We can assume 
that one becomes aware of the construction and reconstruction of reality through a playful, 
creative contact with reality and that thereby another understanding of reality is generated. 
Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological assumptions seem to suggest such an effect of playful action. 
Bourdieu compares everyday action within the social field with the learning of the mother 
tongue, into which we are born, which we take for granted in any case. On the other hand, he 
compares the 'as-if'-action of playing to studying a foreign language, which is seen as an 
arbitrary system of signs. (FREE QUOTE:) “Whilst playing, the social field shows clearly 
what it is, an arbitrary and artificial social construction.“3 Therefore the chance emerges to 
gain insight into the reality-constructing function of performative acts through play.  
Yet, it is a precondition for such educating effects that actors and audience have the 
possibility of making an experience of difference when faced with creative methods: An 
experience between representing and the represented, between fiction and the real, between 
made up reality within the non-artistic domain and made up reality as a means of art. The 
double consciousness of the actors fundamental to every theatre representation is constitutive 
for this experience. 
In my research on “Theatre As  Aesthetical Education” I have shown that this experience of 
difference is a basic condition of aesthetical education within theatre-pedagogical work. The 
actors always experience themselves doubly in the process of creation, as an actor and as a 
figure, as material, producer and product of their creative process, hence executing and 
performing. 

                                                
3 P. Bourdieu: Sozialer Sinn. Frankfurt/Main 1993, S. 123). 
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It is crucial that the actor is aware of the simultaneous existence of one and the other. In other 
words, it is not only about the perception of the double existence but about the perception of 
the difference between the two levels of reality in the first place. 
This experience can also and especially be communicated through methods that are close to 
performance within theatre pedagogical work. Contemporary performance theatre is 
characterised by playing and extending the space between the executing person and the 
executed something, between every day life and fiction. It furthermore keeps this space 
flexible and visibly exposes it more often (or even always), but it can also make it apparently 
non-existing (as in the example X-apartments). This is how the experience of difference for 
the producers and the recipients is radicalised. Playing with the difference, letting the 
perception oscillate between levels of performance is the special challenge of contemporary 
theatre for its actors and audience, and it constitutes a potential for theatre-pedagogical work 
aiming at aesthetical education. 
The difficulties of a theatre practice that works with fragments of reality, that is to say, on the 
one hand, the arbitrary character that might emerge through the simple application of reality 
out of trend, the use of reality as effect, on the other hand the banality and boredom which can 
come up with simple presentations of segments of reality, both can only be limited by a 
distinctive approach to the artistic procedures when creating such projects. Accurate research 
into the real material that shall be used constitutes one of these procedures along with (in 
theatre pedagogical practice) the collective task-oriented work during the research phase and a 
high awareness of creation when dealing with the montage and framing of the reality 
fragments, of the ‘ready-mades’ into a dramaturgy. 
Theatre pedagogy that is oriented towards aesthetical education will not dissolve the problem 
of the contradiction of the artistic theatre paradigms in favour of one paradigm. The point 
cannot be the maintenance of the closed fiction, of the 'as-if', nor can it be the dissolution of 
the dramatic for the benefit of just every day life and action which would come down to the 
annihilation of the difference between every day practice and play. Working with the methods 
of performance theatre offers a third possibility that suggests mediation between the two 
paradigms. It consists of showing every day life in the theatre – re-enact, shift within this 
repetition and rewrite. And at the same time bring up the issue of the relation between theatre 
and non-theatre, between theatre and every day practice in the theatre and make it transparent. 
The distinguishing experience and aesthetical education are only possible if the difference 
between the orders of reality of both play and reality are kept alive and are consciously made 
object of creation in theatre-pedagogical methods. It is only in this way that actors can get a 
chance to temporarily stand next to themselves and gather new experiences in the spaces that 
emerge in between. 
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