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Max Easterman: 

Thomas Ostermeier is one of Germany’s foremost theatre directors and managers. He grew up in 

Bavaria, but cut his theatrical teeth at the University of the Arts in Berlin, and then went on to 

study theatre direction at the Ernst Busch University, also in the capital. His first job was as 

director-manager of the Baracke, the second stage of the Deutsches Theater, where he won the 

Theatre of the Year award, He then moved to the Schaubühne, where he still works as a member 

of the artistic direction team. He has won numerous awards and directed dozens of plays both 

inside and outside Germany. He first presented Hamlet, for example, at the Schaubühne in 2008; it 

travelled the world and been described as “a wake-up call to British directors, who continue to 
present the undead of the theatre.”  
How would you describe the state of theatre in Germany today?

 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

What’s happening in the German theatre at the moment or what happened over the last ten years 

was a very strong wave of new theatre makers and young directors. So we have a big variety of 

very different talents and very different forms. I think this is something very precious and very 

specific to German theatre at the moment. When I compare it to France or maybe to Great Britain, 

Germany, concerning theatre, is giving, compared to other countries, a lot of money to theatre. 

And these financial subsidies make that there is such a strong theatre landscape. Great Britain 

could have the same if they would spend more money on the arts. Any country, any nation could 

have the same quality of the arts. In some other countries they have a stronger film industry or a 

stronger fine arts scene. In Germany it’s theatre, but it’s due to the fact that we’ve got a lot of 

subsidies. 

 

Max Easterman: 

So would you say then that, as a result of that, Britain is still perhaps very traditional in its 

approach to theatre? 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

Britain is still very strong in writing. Why? Because there is this tradition of up-and-coming 

playwrights. In the 20th century, after the Second World War there were, I would say, three waves 

of playwrights, British playwrights, which were very important to the continental European 

theatre landscape, which was Arnold Wesker in the beginning, then Edward Bond in the late 60s 

and then the young, angry British playwrights Mark Ravenhill, Sarah Kane and others in the 

beginning of the 90s or end of the 90s. Why is that? Because there is a tradition. And to write you 

don’t need a lot of money, but to direct and to have a company you need a lot of money. To do 

theatre you need much more money than to write theatre. So always in Great Britain the 

strengths of its theatrical landscape, with exceptions to the rule, like Simon McBurney, but in 

general I would say that the power of the British theatrical landscape was always or mostly in 

writing. 

 

Max Easterman: 

Do you feel an affinity then with Simon McBurney? 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

I have great admiration for his work. I mean, if somebody else would say that there was affinity 

with my work and his work, I would feel very honoured. Because, to be honest, and I think Simon 
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knows this, for me Simon is the most important director living at the moment. He is a director I 

admire the most. 

 

Max Easterman: 

Why? 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

Why? Because he is, at the time, very much working on the ensemble of the actors, on the team 

spirit, on the company spirit. Already the name of his company Théâtre de Complicité is about that. 

To have this complicity of working together and telling a story together and this story-telling 

thing of ‘we are talking to you, we are talking, telling a story to you with all our means, with our 

body, with our voice, with all the technical means, with video, with everything which is there – 

sound’, but in the end it’s all about telling… sharing a story and being entertaining with that, being 

creative in the images we find. And all this…for me it’s very moving to look at Simon’s work 

because it is really very, how to say it, utopian for me. It’s the utopia of theatre. 

 

Max Easterman: 

One of the things, which he talks about, is the political nature of theatre. Is theatre a political 

thing for you? 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

For sure.  Already the act of sharing a story, talking to an audience, sharing a certain period of 

time in a space, and it’s happening in this very moment, in front of the spectators is something 

political on a very simple level. I think, quite an act of resistance to still work with this old 

fashioned art form.  

And I’m not afraid of completely putting it to question how plays were done before and I’m pretty 

much interested in acting and actors, in truthful acting and actors, not repeating any clichés about 

the character or clichés of how they think and actor should act like, but more something that is 

more right to their own experiences. 

 

Max Easterman: 

Can you give me a specific example of that, a particular play? 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

If you talk about Hamlet, for example, one has always in his mind this melancholic, even romantic 

prince. I was more… When I did the production I was more interested in this young, spoilt child, 

rich kid who acts to be mad. This is, I think, a different reading of this character than it was before. 

And I was aware of the fact that it’s not the one and only Hamlet, but it’s a different Hamlet and 

that is a very small aspect of the character, maybe, but I felt, well, the other aspects of the 

character were done so many times before, so I didn’t worry about that. 

 

Max Easterman: 

How was it received by the audiences? 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

It was for us a very important moment to bring a Shakespeare production to London. We were 

very frightened before we came to London. We were sure that we were not going to respond to 
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all the expectations, which were there. And we were overwhelmed by the positive reaction, we 

were overwhelmed by the impact. Surprisingly this seemed to have meant something to the 

theatre professionals and to the audience in Great Britain. And I think we had, at the time, high 

respect for Shakespeare and no respect at all. I took this as a source of inspiration to really play 

with the material on all the levels of the theatrical genres, of the theatrical genres of the time of 

Shakespeare, but also adapting this to our time and playing with a lot of different medias from 

our cultural industry and our entertainment industry. 

 

Max Easterman: 

Was there something specifically German about it, do you think? 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

Yes, I think so. I think a lot, because treating the text as a material, playing with it, doing an 

editing, which means cutting whole parts of the play, doing a very condensed version with only 

six characters performing it – that was German, but at the same time we had a very high respect 

for the translation. That is not German in the sense that we really tried to understand via the 

translation what he might have been talking about, Shakespeare. So we decided to have no blank 

verse, but to have a translation closer to the content. So we were going for the content against the 

form. 

 

Max Easterman: 

You’ve criticised German dramatists as producing art crap. What did you mean by that? 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

Not only dramatists. I was more talking about directors. And I think the problem in the German 

Regietheater, especially in the time from late 70s till late 90s, was something which was very 

important for German theatre which was Regietheater, meaning to break all the rules which were 

there that the generation before were doing. It was also a political act, had to do a lot with what 

happened in 68, what happened with the generation of Fritz Kortner and others. It was a political 

act and this political form of Regietheater, or this political aspect in Regietheater became a 

trademark at a certain point and directors were reflecting each other in their work. They were 

responding to what another director did before. So in this process they kind of lost contact with 

what was happening outside in the real life, in their environment. 

 

Max Easterman: 

Do you see yourself as fundamentally a German director or a European director or indeed a world 

director? 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

There is a very nice saying ‘think global, act local’ and I think you can adapt this very well to my 

work as a theatre-maker. What I do when I direct a show is really trying to get close to the local 

community around the theatre I’m working in or with the people, which are working in the theatre. 

I really try to understand when I do work in Berlin and I do my Ibsen adaptations or also 

Shakespeare work – I really try to understand what’s going on in the city. Everywhere we go this 

problem is shared, but the problem is developed for Berlin. So I think I’m a Berlin director. And 

Berlin today is a very – and hopefully getting more and more – international city. Sometimes 

when you go out in Berlin, you hardly talk German any more. You have so many different 
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communities in Germany that now the language is the very limited airport English, we all talk. This 

is the spirit of the city, and so I’m definitely a Berlin director, but not at all a German director, 

because I think more about being part of this international community in Berlin. 

 

Max Easterman: 

Thomas Ostermeier, thank you very much indeed. 

 

Thomas Ostermeier: 

You’re welcome...a pleasure. 

 


