Making Theatre in a Globalised World

By David Barnett

The meeting of human beings, high technology and a global market asks many questions of how the theatre might seek to represent such a relationship. While it would be naïve to suggest that people have ever lived outside society, the degree of their insinuation in systems that cross national borders without batting a virtual eyelid is particularly pronounced today. Playwrights thus have to seek innovative ways of presenting character that acknowledge these increased interdependencies and the effects they have on our understanding of what it means to be an individual.

In Electronic City and Under Ice, Falk Richter confronts the veneers of the mass media and the vagaries of financial consultants respectively in a bid to explore the human costs of globalization. The plays, which are broadly concerned with states of contemporary existence as opposed to plot and action, aim to convey a sense that while events seem to be taking place nothing is really changing at all. There is consequently little in terms of character development; what we experience are continued oscillations of pressure, stress and release.

Language is central to Richter’s plays and turns out to be their real protagonist; the characters drown in a flood of cliché and other people’s words. Euphemism and the imperative to say the right thing swamp self-expression as the characters find themselves mere echoes of each other. The plays ask what is stifling the characters and why they are prepared to surrender their individuality to the words and phrases of corporations and the media.

Richter is concerned with forms of human existence engendered by the rapid expansion of technology and the global economy. The dislocation, the uncertainty and the constant state of panic in the characters point to a different kind of theatre, in which the old forms defer to a more dizzying experience of accelerating stasis.
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