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summary

Shermin Langhoff, and her visionary artistic work at Maxim Gorki
Theatre Berlin, are a crucial part of contemporary German theatre.
But long before she became a pivotal artistic leader in Germany,

she was an integral part of a movement that paved a way for artists
of colour and minorities from the peripheries to the centre of
Germany. In this article, | examine the long and successful career

of Shermin Langhoff through different aspects and temporal phases,
to form a multifaceted and critical portrait of her work. By looking
into postmigrant theatre and its significance, | want to give an insight
into the importance of her artistic and political impact for German
society and German theatre.
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Shermin Langhoff, and her visionary artistic work, are now acknowl-
edged as a crucial part of contemporary German theatre. But long
before she became a pivotal leader in German theatre and German
society, she was an integral part of a movement that paved the way for
artists of colour and minorities, from the peripheries to the centre of
Germany. Until the opening of Ballhaus Naunynstrasse and the arrival
of the self-defined label postmigrant theatre, for many decades migrant
artists and artists of colour had been denied access to German theatres,
their art excluded from theatre stages and its historiographies. And it
was never about the art, theatre, and its aesthetic — people of colour
have been excluded from German society on an institutional and struc-
tural level. After over four decades of immigration, the German govern-
ment finally declared that it is a country of mi- LAl trenelatione from
gration. Workers and migrant self-organisations  German to English are my own.
had fought for decades for this concession, its . vanuela Bojadzijey,

social and political paradigmatic turn, for their Die windige Internationale:

rights to be treated equally in the housing and [@s*/smus und andere Kampfe

der Migration (Minster:

employment market, and in the social, political, ,,__ /. p.. Dampfboot

and cultural realm.? Verlag, 2012).
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I had the opportunity to get to know Shermin Langhoff as a PhD student,
while researching the impact of migration on German theatres. Back in
2009, when she and her colleagues had started their work at Ballhaus
Naunynstrasse, she was confronted with a great deal of criticism and racist
ascriptions. The tone and language were harsh, and she had to constantly
defend what she was doing and why she was doing it. My PhD supervisor
at that time, who published the first edited book on theatre and migra-
tion in Germany — even while acknowledging the essential work done
by Shermin Langhoff and the artists of Ballhaus Naunynstrasse for the
German theatre — still denied the importance of the movement by giv-
ing his introduction the title Warum wir kein Migranten-theatre brauchen.?
Nevertheless, Langhoff and her team persistently produced theatre that
intervened into the mainstream and its narratives about Germany. For
myself, and other second, third, and even fourth generation immigrants,
Ballhaus Naunynstrasse became a kind of sacred (theatre) home. Sher-
min Langhoff and the artists of Ballhaus Naunynstrasse opened a space in
which to create, watch, and discuss the representation of our stories, our
struggles, and our approaches to life in Germany. And Ballhaus Naunyn-
strasse and its artists fundamentally shaped my work.

Shermin Langhoff’s successful career and artistic work are outstand-
ing. Since she became the artistic director of Maxim Gorki Theatre,
she has opened the doors for artists of colour and minority artists to
access the German state and city theatre system. To fully grasp the
impact she had for so many different groups and communities within,
and outside of, the theatre realm, I want to draw from these different
aspects and temporal phases to form a multifaceted and critical portrait
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of her work. In the first part of this article, I go back to the period that
led to the implementation of postmigrant theatre, and the frame of her
work, which is necessary for understanding her later work and the tra-
jectories German theatre, and artists of colour, have taken due to her
impact. The second part of the article examines her current work, and
its influences and consequences, not only for German (and Europe-
an) theatre but also for German society in political and social terms.
By suggesting that her radical spirit has always guided her artistic work,
I want to emphasise her determination to stand up for herself and
minority subjects and communities.

T hinking throu
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Under the leadership of Matthias Lilienthal, Hebbel am Ufer invit-
ed Shermin Langhoff to curate a festival for young Turkish-German
artists. Hebbel am Ufer was founded in the current formation in the
season of 2003/2004, situated in the heart of Berlin Kreuzberg, histor-
ically a district of immigrant residents. Langhoff, who had until then
worked in the film sector, for example as the assistant to Fatih Akin,
founded the festival Beyond Belonging: Migration?, which took place
for the first time in 2006. The festival represented second generation
immigrant artists. Langhoff expressed her curatorial vision as follows:

Beyond the currently dominant discourse on integration and con-

structed (national or ethnic) affiliations, as well as the everyday (and

structural) racism which is part of the cultural and media industry,

we want to open to artists (of colour) coming from film, literature,
fine arts and music the forum of theatre.*
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The title of the festival, Beyond Belonging: Migration?, addressed the
main idea of a rejection of nation-bound cultural frames. The super-
script component in the festival’s name recalled, for Langhoff, the math-
ematical equation ‘a X a = a® oder auch = b [a X a = a? or even = b]’,”
which she linked to the festival’s sometimes playful approach to dealing
with racism and marginalisation.

The festival that was produced twice at Hebbel am Ufer, and the third
time as part of the newly founded Ballhaus Naunynstrasse, was well
received. After the second edition of the festival in 2007, Langhoff and
her colleagues (like Tuncay Kulaoglu) started planning a platform for a
new venue, for which they founded the organisation Kulturspriinge e.V.
They envisioned a theatre that would operate in ‘contrast with already
established theatres as an exploratory concept with respect to the artists
involved and their narrative and aesthetical aspirations’.® In 2008, the
city government of Berlin finally decided to fund the new house.’
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| abelling yourself

In 2008, the theatre venue Ballhaus Naunynstrasse, which had estab-
lished links to independent immigrant theatre groups since at least
1983, became the foundation for Langhoff’s postmigrant theatre.
Ballhaus Naunynstrasse was a response to the imperative, and the ne-
cessity, for a venue dedicated to artists of colour and marginalised
artists, to develop and present their work without being put in a box,
named, and labelled as the Other. Ballhaus Naunynstrasse is the kind
of space that Stuart Hall would call a ‘creative force in emergent forms
of representation amongst hitherto marginalised peoples’.? Instead
of being labelled, Shermin Langhoff and her colleagues decided
to change the power game and label themselves, label their work.
The term postmigrant theatre emerged as a way to intervene in the
migration and integration discourse in Germany, and to emphasise
that the process of migration does not only affect immigrants and their
descendants, but German society as a whole. The concept of postmi-
gration, or of the postmigrant, is highly influenced by postcolonial
approaches to politics, knowledge production, identity, and cultur-
al belonging. Originally, the term was used by German scholars in
the US to capture the complexity and intertextuality of literature by

& 7.
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immigrant writers.’ Postmigration is an attempt to describe the het-
erogeneity and fluidity of immigration and emigration, both of which
have transformed German society.'?

Shermin Langhoff has stated that postmigrant theatre represents ‘the
stories and perspectives of those who have not immigrated but who
have the migration background as part of their personal knowledge and
collective memory.”"" Langhoff repeatedly stated that Ballhaus Naunyn-
strasse was not a ‘Ghetto-theatre’,’? but an approach to represent what
was, until then, in the margins and invisible within German theatre."?
In fact, the term postmigrant theatre can be seen as a direct result
of the stigma that immigrants and artists of colour have experienced.
As an unknown and ‘unwritten’ label, it became an umbrella under
which theatre and performance could be produced without — or as
a challenge to — the internalised double consciousness lens. Postmi-
grant theatre established an aesthetic and intellectual space for subaltern
artists to speak for themselves, in their own voices, and thus to produce
new theatrical discourses. Artists of colour could stage their own plays,
author their own narratives, and forge their own aesthetics. The theatre’s
strategy, especially in its early years, involved dramatising experiences
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of migration, displacement, and life in the diaspora, as well as critically
examining Germany society, both historical and contemporary.

Despite all the success, not only on a national, but also on an inter-
national level, Shermin Langhoff stated that ‘we bark from the third
row’'*and spoke of a cultural hegemony that defines and simultaneous-
ly excludes artists of colour and minority artists:

Who has the right to say That is Art. And that is not Art. How art

should be or not be. Or what is part of art and what is not part

of it. There is a power of labelling, that is not outside of our reach,

a power of interpretation that is (ironically) not completely in
our own hands.’

There was always the aspiration to not only produce from the margins
but to aim for the well-funded German state and city theatres.

14.
15.
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Maxim Gorki Theatre in Berlin was always a theatre of radical changes.
It was founded in 1952, in the first period of the German Democratic
Republic (GDR), with the aim of emphasising the Russian and Soviet
Union theatre tradition, and Stanislavsky’s theatre practice. Manfred
Brauneck points out that the plays and productions that were shown
at Maxim Gorki Theatre corresponded with the political Zeitgeist of
these eras.'® Furthermore, Jana Simon asserts that, if there was ever
a tradition at Maxim Gorki Theatre, it was not a linear or chronolog-
ical one. She even suggests that every artistic director of the Maxim
Gorki Theatre was writing their own history."”” After reunification, the
theatre was threatened by a shutdown due to lack of funding. The high-
ly celebrated director Armin Petras took over the leadership in 2006,
and Maxim Gorki Theatre became one of the crucial spaces in Berlin.
But budgets were always a problem; Maxim Gorki Theatre has the low-
est budget of all the state and city theatres in Berlin.

When Shermin Langhoff became the artistic director of Maxim Gorki
Theatre in 2013, a highly controversial public discussion started.
On the one hand, the nomination was perceived as an important step
towards the representation of a current, diverse German society, a cul-
tural political coup that finally acknowledged the ongoing exclusion of
migrants and racialised minorities in the German theatre. And Shermin
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Langhoff, as one of the pioneers, was finally to be seated in the first
row as the rightful successor to the artistic leadership of a German
state theatre. On the other hand, she was perceived as a neoliberal de-
stroyer who discharged fifty of the former employers to make room
for her ‘Kanaken’.'® In several interviews, she repeatedly stated that
bringing in her staff was part of how the system worked, and that every
(male) predecessor and white artistic director had done it before and
after her. She was criticised nonetheless; the biased treatment of a non-
white person and a woman became visible. She is, in fact, the first ar-
tistic director of colour in a German state and city theatre, and the line
of acknowledging and perpetuating the not-Germanness of her person
become blurry in the discussion. For example, her ethnic background
is highlighted in every interview or article, with media representatives
referring to her as either a “Turkish’ or an ‘immigrant’ artistic director.
And then there is the issue of being a women leader in the German the-
atre. Around twenty percent of artistic directors in German state and
city theatres are female.

The intersection of racism and sexism are very evident and female the-
atre-makers, especially women of colour, are greatly affected by un-
der-representation within the German state and city theatre. Shermin
Langhoff was caught in the crossfire of an angry mob'? that feared
losing their sovereignty over what theatre should and can be, and who
can represent German theatre. But she also knew how to play the sys-
tem, and not only occupy a role, but take space. While the role and her

18.
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assignment for Langhoff, and her colleague Jens Hillje, seemed to be
very clear (‘be the outsider in a capital city theatre who entertains the
always underfunded smallest city theatre”),?? they had other plans.

Shermin Langhoff wanted to open the theatre to the social reality of
Germany, and she wanted to interfere in current debates and conflicts,
with a political agenda from a theatrical perspective. ‘Maxim Gorki
Theatre is the only state theatre in the German republic that unites
a heterogeneity in its ensemble.”?’ And she called it, in the beginnings,
in reference to Bertolt Brecht, ‘the new Berliner Ensemble’. She stressed
that ‘the cultural practitioners have a social responsibility to act and to
voice their opinion in times where the majority is not sharing the same
opinions.’””> While her position has been perceived, antagonistically,
as instrumentalising art for the sake of political positioning, it was nev-
er about this, but rather was always about creating artistically inspiring
theatre, including several layers of entertainment, political and social
reflection, and representation. She aimed to change the Maxim Gorki
Theatre to a theatre that would emanate not only throughout Germa-
ny but also to Europe. Her long-time colleague Tuncay Kulaoglu has
stated that ‘we are everywhere the first German-Turks of the second

generation, and we needed to do the pioneering ourselves’.?3
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The biggest success of the first season was the production Common
Ground, directed by Yael Ronen, which premiered in March 2014.
The performance engages with the incidents — crime and violence —
of the Yugoslav Wars and its aftermath. The research project is based
on the biographies of the cast members who have interwoven their
own family stories into the theatrical confrontation between the multi-
ple layers of their experiences as children of perpetrators and victims.
The performance has been highly celebrated by the audience and the-
atre critics. It was invited to Berliner Theatertreffen in 2015 and won the
prestigious audience award of Miihlheimer Theatertage in the same year.

Under the leadership of Shermin Langhoff, Maxim Gorki Theatre has
now been twice awarded the title Theater des Fahres (theatre of the year)
by the theatre journal Theater Heute, in 2014 and 2016. The nomination
is based on polls by German theatre critics. The importance of LLang-
hoff and her work has also been acknowledged through many awards
and honours, for example by the Order of Merit of the Federal Republic
of Germany in 2017.
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Before she officially started at Maxim Gorki Theatre, Langhoff gave
an extended interview with her colleague Tuncay Kulaoglu for Freitext,
a magazine that was founded by the writers and playwrights Deniz
Utlu, Mutlu Ergilin, and Sascha Marianna Salzmann, who began their
careers in Ballhaus Naunynstrasse and were later at Maxim Gorki
Theatre’s Studio 4. In this interview, Shermin Langhoff emphasised
that she understands art as a necessity that derives from the impulse
that urges one to become a political activist. She calls it the ‘causal’
(Ursachliche). This impulse can be grown out of experiences of injus-
tice in society, or key moments in one’s personal development:

Maybe the causal impulse lies in the interest for humans, for

humanity, for utopia, that is, to imagine a justness and peaceful

world. Politics and the arts share, in the first place, a yearning for

utopia. This impulse in humanity is something that derives from
biography and socialisation.?4

The necessity, not only to express her political views, but to take an
active social stance, engage in various public discourses, and make her
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voice and her position visible, has accompanied Langhoff’s whole ca-
reer. This results from her upbringing in a political context, as she has
publicly emphasised, but also the way she, as one of the few female
curators of colour, and later as the only female artistic director of col-
our in Germany, had to fight her way through a highly predominantly
white male domain. The struggle of claiming a space within the Ger-
man mainstream as a migrant woman has shaped her public persona
that, in many ways, takes on the role she sometimes has been given by
politics and media to undermine racially loaded assumptions and pre-
sumptions. And while she has been recognised for her work, and has
achieved a more prominent social position within theatre discourses,
she 1s still willing to take on risky places and political positions. And
this has somehow formed the programming of Maxim Gorki Theatre.

The Maxim Gorki Theatre programme engages in the discourses
around migration and diversity in a way that is not purely artistic and
aesthetic. Many of the projects that have been initiated or affiliated with
Maxim Gorki Theatre can be viewed as interventions and artivism that
has sparked controversial debates, not only in the mainstream but also
in marginalised communities. In the midst of the so-called refugee cri-
ses — which rather should be called the crises of Europe in regards of
the failure to acknowledge its colonial legacy and its responsibility for
the continuity of exploitation and political crises — Shermin Langhoff
invited many artists from marginalised communities, but also Zentrum
fir politische Schonheit (ZPS) to participate in the second Berliner
Herbstsalon at Maxim Gorki Theatre. Berliner Herbstsalon is a format
that allows for interdisciplinarity in arts, discourses and methodologies.
In their performance/intervention Die Europdischen Mauertoten (or The
European border-victims), ZPS wanted to highlight the interwovenness
of European history and its border and migration regimes, tracing back
from the killing of people at the Berlin Wall who attempted to flee the
GDR to the current deaths of refugees in the Mediterranean Sea and
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on the shores of Europe. The Agitprop group, who work with meth-
ods of disruption and spectacle, claimed to have stolen seven tombs’
crosses from the Berlin memorial site in order to transfer them to the
new borders of Europe. The performance included one hundred par-
ticipants who were brought via bus to the borders of Europe (Bulgaria)
to set up the tomb crosses and tear down the border fences. After the
performance was stopped by Bulgarian police — and when the leader of
ZPS, Philipp Ruch, had declared the end of the performance — many
participants, including refugee right activists, were disappointed that
the highly agitated action had no real political agenda, and moreover
did not include a self-reflexive moment where the agitators and the
participants could come together and discuss the outcome.?® Overall
many artists, activists and scholars — especially black, person of col-
our, marginalised, and minority communities — were criticising how
the projects initiated by ZPS perpetuated a colonial and hegemonic
gaze, where people of colour are depicted and represented merely as
props to a white German, exclusive discourse on migration. For Dzie
Europdiischen Mauertoten, they published images of unknown and un-
named black young men, presumably depicting African refugees, who
were holding the white ‘stolen’ crosses that had the engraved names of
the victims of the Berlin Wall. The black men were objects of the staged
public stunt for a white audience, where their individuality and their life
story did not matter. While the defence of this form of representation is
that these images reflect German public discourse, they simultaneously
exclude all Germans of colour, black people, and people of colour living
in Germany. Despite the controversies, Shermin Langhoff has chosen
to stand by ZPS as the artistic director of Maxim Gorki Theatre, for
several reasons. Firstly, ZPS attract a wide ranging audience, and they
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are able to play, and control, the media and the political discourse.
The political and social debates and media attention these debates
around ZPS have generated were also beneficial for the Maxim Gorki
Theatre. It opened one, very problematic, stream of politically viru-
lent topics that was then picked up by different artists with different
approaches at Maxim Gorki Theatre to widen the perspectives on it.

Outside of German public discourse, Shermin Langhoff interacts with,
and programmes, transnational discourses like the Armenian Genocide.
The systematic mass extermination and expulsion of 1.5 million ethnic
Armenians during the Ottoman Empire that began in 1915, and ended
around 1923, is acknowledged as one of the first genocides of the twenti-
eth century. At that time, Germany was allied with the Ottoman Empire
and carried out an active role in the mass murders.?® While the genocide
is still denied in Turkey, many critics, especially in Turkey, have spoken
out against this denial. One of them was the Armenian-Turkish journalist
Hrant Dink. Hrank Dink’s body of work made the perpetrators’ respon-
sibility for the genocide a subject of discussion, as well as the issue of
thinking through ways of reconciliation between Turkey and its Armeni-
an citizens. He was jailed and persecuted for a very long time by Turkish
nationalists and, in 2007, was murdered in Istanbul. Along with other art-
ists, Shermin Langhoff established a memorial for him back in Ballhaus
Naunynstrasse, with the five piece collective performance § 301 — Die be-
leidigte Nation (or Paragraph 301 — The Insulted Nation),?” by Ziili Aladag,
Miraz Bezar, Silvina Der-Meguerditchian, Hans-Werner Kroesinger, and
Hakan Savas Mican. The performance contextualised the death and the
staged trials of the murder of Hrant Dink, as well as drawing attention
to the Armenian Genocide and its ongoing dismissal in Turkey.

26.
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After the failed coup d’tat in Turkey staged in 2016, which resulted in
many arrests and a massive exodus of scholars, writers, journalists, and var-
ious other intellectuals, many fled to Europe and Germany. Can Diindar,
former editor of Cumhuriyet newspaper, one of the oldest national newspa-
pers, who was charged for ‘insulting’ President Erdogan, fled to Germany.
In 2017, the event ‘HRANT DINK (GE)DENKEN’ (or ‘Memory and
Thinking of Hrant Dink’) was staged at Maxim Gorki Theatre, where
Can Dindar had compiled a selection of Hrant Dink’s texts, contrasting
them with transcriptions of the trial of the murderers. The event was ac-
companied by a panel that included the lawyer of Hrant Dink’s family as
well as his former colleagues from his newspaper Agos; issues around Hrant

Dink’s death, the genocide, and the present Turkish state were discussed.

Conclusion

Shermin Langhoff continues to open her theatre house to many oth-
er marginalised communities and de-legitimised topics. Her rebellious
spirit and her resilience have paved the way for many artists and thea-
tre-makers of colour. While she has integrity in her political and artistic
views, she was, and has been for many years, the only women of colour
in the German speaking theatre scene. Now things are also changing,
for example Hayat Erdogan is the artistic director of Neumarkt Ziirich,
together with Tine Milz and Julia Reichert. And Julia Wissert, a direc-
tor and artist, will be from the 2020/2021 season the first black artistic
director of a German state and city theatre.

In many ways, Shermin Langhoff has found ways to engage with mul-
tiple important social issues, willing as she is to take a stand for her
beliefs, as reflected in her programme. With her work, she continues
to be a vital part of an ongoing discourse on theatre and politics. ©
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