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Introduction

Too often in accounts of theatre directing, women go missing. While the names of men well known from histories of the profession continued to resound, major Anglophone surveys published in the 2010s consolidated the impression that women directors remained the exception, not the norm. They even implied that twentieth-century gains had gone into reverse. Take these three examples: Katie Mitchell is the first woman listed on the detailed contents pages of The Cambridge Introduction to Theatre Directing (Innes & Shevtsova 2013) and, although the book avoids chronology, she doesn’t appear until page 209, in the last subsection of the sixth chapter. The other women mentioned occupy the seventh and final chapter on collaborative creation, suggesting that the autonomous director is—bar Mitchell—invariably a man. Back in 1999, Helen Manfull filled an entire book with testimony from thirteen women directors in Britain alone, but just two of the twenty chapters in Contemporary European Theatre Directors (Delgado & Rebellato 2010) focus on women; these address Ariane Mnouchkine and Katie Mitchell. Finally, Directing Scenes and Senses: The Thinking of Regie (Boenisch 2015)—a rigorous theorisation of the Continental tradition of staging play-texts—provides valuable frameworks for discerning the subversive potential of an art form, as practiced in large-scale subsidised European theatres, often criticised for being elitist and exclusive. Nonetheless, apart from one artistic collective, it populates the cutting-edge exclusively with white men. In recent appraisals of canonical and contemporary directors’ theatre, women are scarce. Moreover, when a woman does appear, she tends to be Katie Mitchell.1

Mitchell’s peculiarity—highly visible, perhaps all the more so when she goes missing—is no mere academic matter. Despite directing thirteen productions during Nicholas Hytner’s twelve years as artistic director of the National Theatre (NT), Mitchell was discussed in only three paragraphs of Hytner’s 320-page memoire of that period, which revealed little beyond his coming to ‘dread’ her dark and inaudible previews (Hytner 2017: 198). Mitchell’s extensive contributions, under Hytner and Richard Eyre previously, were notably overlooked at the NT’s 50th birthday gala showcase broadcast on the BBC in 2013. And yet, Mitchell herself needs nobody’s help attracting attention. If anything, my opening paragraph indicates the burden of representation she shoulders—and the scrutiny she invites—as one of the few women in the field widely recognised at an international level. Mitchell quickly gained access to British mainstream platforms at the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) and the NT, equipped with the classed and raced privileges of an elite education in English Literature at Oxford University that positioned her to thrive in a career predominantly fed by Oxbridge literary channels. A fleeting glance at Mitchell’s trans-national and multi-disciplinary output over the last thirty years (see Appendix) readily demonstrates her status as one of the most in-demand European directors working today. This shows no sign of abating. High volumes of journalism and scholarship further illustrate Mitchell’s prominence; although this is the first book-length study, it draws on a body of analysis that has proliferated in recent years.

This is not, then, a book asking you to notice that women do also direct theatre. My focus falls instead on the repercussions of Mitchell’s conspicuous visibility in the field and the vexed reception that her work provokes. The two are related. Through engaging with Mitchell’s (sometimes simultaneously) celebrated, derided, prestigiously awarded and fiercely disparaged productions, I want to address what it means to make work, and to reach prominence, inside systems and structures as a member of a persistently excluded demographic. This involves historicising a career that intersects with huge cultural change. Mitchell came to power in British mainstream theatre at a time when women practitioners often succeeded by downplaying gender (see Chapter 1). This book argues that, despite efforts to be taken seriously inside the cultural sphere by insisting on not being differentiated from her male peers, Mitchell’s first two decades of employment gradually disclosed to her the patriarchal foundations of the industry in which she took up tools. Her experience could not long sustain illusions of non-gendered directorial practice (and theatre practice more widely) which, however unknowingly, assume normative maleness as ‘natural’ and ‘neutral’. More significantly, this book examines how Mitchell has gone on to shape a feminist practice, one that she openly identified as such only twenty years into her professional career. We now find ourselves in a moment when, despite persistent structural inequalities, difference is more readily seen to energise cultural production, forming the basis for acts of communication, empathy and identification that might help to redress historical exclusions in mainstream representation (rather than difference being something an artist must suppress in order to fit into a mainstream model). Mitchell is the rare example of a transitional figure who has adopted both positions, although (whether consciously or not) her early and continuous refusal to shun mainstream institutions means that her work has always challenged canonicity, hegemony, and overt misogyny from the inside: an instinct that has become assertive only in the last decade.

It also bears noticing that many of the innovations tracked in this book were in evidence in experimental practice well before Mitchell began developing them in establishment venues. As already acknowledged, Mitchell’s educational and class privilege—despite her gender—has factored into her capacity to bring those influences and experiments into Britain’s flagship cultural institutions. Indeed, the kinds of innovations she is known for (technological experimentation; highly expressive sound, movement and design; a theatre of images that contests the dominance of the spoken word) were by no means absent from British theatre before Mitchell, but were often pursued by artists who did not have access to RSC/NT hierarchies to develop them in such settings. Mitchell’s experience navigating those hierarchies, as well as her difference, generates the particular alchemy of her challenge to mainstream theatrical convention. While it is easy to critique Mitchell as coming from cultural privilege, she sits strangely (to use the term in a Brechtian sense) inside and outside of the traditional old boys’ networks that dominate Britain’s culture industries. Moreover, this book charts her use of avant-garde influences to undermine existing networks of cultural privilege and open them up to new perspectives and collaborators. Indeed, analysing Mitchell’s body of work overturns the notion that any director (regardless of gender) creates art in a vacuum, building on Boenisch’s (2015: 8) desire to banish caricatures of ‘idiosyncratic directors’ driven by ‘purely subjective, “private” whim’. Her artistic labour cannot be divided from the social, political, and infrastructural conditions that impinge on directorial practice. Furthermore, Mitchell’s transnational mobility over the last decade (working predominantly at theatres in England, France and Germany) further accents context, as the boundaries of the possible, the successful, or the passé shift not just over time but in different geographical locations. Throughout this book, I link Mitchell’s directorial procedures and the ‘texts’ of her stagings to larger questions of institutional practice and policy, showing that working methods, aesthetic debates and critical reception are always interrelated.

As my comments indicate, this study is inevitably shaped by the times in which I write. In reconsidering Mitchell’s first three decades of professional practice from the vantage point of today’s urgent reckonings with systemic inequalities and abuses—such as #MeToo and the global phenomenon of the Black Lives Matter movement—the question of the aftermath (and limitations) of nominal redistributions of power is especially pertinent. Mitchell’s career presents an opportunity to think through what happens once access to institutions is ‘granted’, offering resonant warnings about inequality’s die-hard legacies and the sticky residues of power lining acts of ‘granting’ themselves, especially in an industry quick to appropriate diversity rhetoric (often at the expense of action). It thus has a bearing on wider discussions concerning egregious exclusions that blight mainstream theatres as hegemonic institutions—let alone directing as a career path—around axes of class, ethnicity, ableism, and gender identity, among others. There is little doubt that the cachet of an elite education and Mitchell’s fluency in European canons of classical music, art and literature, is crucial to any understanding of why she has achieved such success in these settings—albeit, as I will show, contingent and at times balanced against intense hostility. Rather than dismiss or downplay Mitchell’s cultural privilege, I’m interested in how she uses it to challenge existing networks, even as she is enmeshed in them still. Running the gamut of international prestige venues including the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden, the Avignon Festival and the Berlin Theatertreffen, Mitchell’s wide-reaching and award-winning work invites us to ponder the politics of critical disruptions from the inside, whether such missions are in fact fanciful, and to what extent they might buttress the structures they seek to critique.

It is important to stress here that Mitchell’s work is live and ongoing. Moreover, a director’s positions evolve over time, as do the questions outside observers ask of practice, and rightly so. For decades, voices have clamoured to highlight the patriarchal basis of mainstream British theatre, by which I mean its ideological configuration to the desires and expectations of the men who historically and currently predominate in critical and cultural structures of authority and leadership, consciously or unintentionally perpetuating hegemonic masculinity as the norm. As Sue Parrish (2018) reported, women artistic directors controlled only 13 percent of the money distributed by Arts Council England to its National Portfolio Organisations in 2018, despite women constituting 51 percent of the population and 63 percent of theatre audiences—evidence, Parrish argued, that ‘the heritage of men’s cultural entitlement remains the ghost in the machine’. In part, this book charts Mitchell’s developing consciousness of how the systems in which she works are conditioned by patriarchal authority, tracking how this becomes legible in Mitchell’s productions and in her public commentary alongside without reducing the practitioner’s output to a single fixed statement. As I frame the critical potential of Mitchell’s practice and question its critical blind spots, I proceed with the acknowledgement that Mitchell’s career may only be at its midpoint; like any book on it, it cannot yet be consolidated into authoritative ‘closing statements’.

So why write this book now? First, to document and preserve. Unlike many of her European peers, Mitchell’s career has not yet been comprehensively surveyed and her transnational freelance status means that her work is increasingly dispersed. Second, Mitchell’s theatre has already raised questions, exposed inequities, and offered subversive creative interventions that point to the rich possibilities of occupying institutional spaces. Her productions frequently harness the power of the director’s positionality to expose hegemonic forces determining the limits of representation and what belongs in or out of mainstream cultural frames. This is the through line that connects all of Mitchell’s theatre thus far. From its aesthetic innovations to the ongoing challenges it poses to the tenacious and limiting binarisms that pit text against performance, director against playwright—even Britain against Europe (now more topical than ever)—Mitchell’s striking artistic practice subverts the binary logics that police Western cultural expression from the centre of its bourgeois institutions.

Intense human situations

Such an introduction risks connoting a hard line politicised theatre that is at best lecturing, at worst hectoring. It could sound chilly or strategic, whereas my own first encounters with Mitchell’s productions caught me up in what I can only describe as their overwhelming feeling, arresting my attention with careful craft and rigour balanced against sensual and affective intensity. Only later did I discern the dynamic relationship between Mitchell’s highly skilled, often ravishing artistry and the institutional contexts in which her work takes shape. Here I recall my initial encounters with Mitchell’s work to elaborate on why it feels so urgent to talk about today.

As a teenager with a burgeoning interest in directing, I would often pitch up at the NT at 7 a.m. and queue for cheap day seats to see anything playing. This put me, one Saturday evening in 2003, on the front row of the Lyttelton stalls for Mitchell’s Three Sisters. At three hours and twenty minutes, it was easily the longest piece of theatre I’d seen but equally the most mesmerising. Vicki Mortimer’s intricate nineteenth-century interiors hosted crowded swirls of hyper-naturalistic action. Preparations for an elaborate birthday meal animated act 1 and the quality of light on the bright mezzanine altered continuously as if clouds concealed and revealed the sun outside while breeze tickled the curtains. In act 4, a hallway space opened onto a courtyard saturated with drizzle. As bedraggled actors came and went, the world beyond the stage seemed as vivid as the tangible one before my eyes. Mitchell portrayed real-life characters in real-life situations and she really followed through. I’d never experienced a theatre in which things took the time they actually took, and this simple commitment to the ramifying implications of thoroughly imagined given circumstances felt like a revelation (watching Mitchell work with actors only validates this impression, as the dizzying processing speed propelling her questions and responses combines with a searching curiosity about how people live their lives). There was no discernible hierarchy in the company; instead, the focus seemed distributed evenly across the ensemble, making the entire production pulsate with life. Dan Rebellato (2010: 319) wrote that in Mitchell’s work ‘the authenticity and groundedness of the performances have a corrosive effect on one’s tolerance of cheaper attitudes,’ and that night Three Sisters changed how I watched theatre for good, setting me on many frustrated quests for similar coherence and concentration. I also remember that the production’s deft pacing and its expressive use of time (slow motion) and technology (giant projections of nineteenth-century photographs on the black front cloth that slowly ‘developed’ during transitions between the acts) signalled tantalising possibilities for shaping realism, as this book goes on to elaborate, that bordered on stage poetry. Pursuing what at times felt like an excessive commitment to mimesis—an idea I introduce in Foundations I and unfold across chapters that explore the hyperbolic and immersive qualities of Mitchell’s realism—but simultaneously foregrounding its own artistry, this exquisitely detailed fourth-wall production seemed also to press against the limits of realist form.

One year later in the same theatre, the experience of watching Iphigenia at Aulis was even more decisive. Mitchell handled this fleet and shattering take on Greek tragedy with the same naturalistic fidelity as Chekhov, but thanks to its violent subject matter plunged audiences into a far more extreme reality. Gone was any sense of the rhetorical artifice of classical drama as everything was played for real. In methodical detail, the production imagined the logistics of preparing a young woman for sacrifice to safeguard a nation’s military credibility, producing an atmosphere that felt ready to spring like a steel trap. I had no understanding of the intricate ways in which Mitchell supported the work of her actors—and got under the skin of spectators—through micro-adjustments in light and sound (explored in Chapter 3). Until I investigated the work in the archive, all I remembered was a set that fell apart, my own racing heart, and the profound sense that something had shifted: something nothing less grand than my sense of theatre’s possibility, its power to touch and provoke.

These reminiscences from a young, highly impressionable theatre fanatic suggest the intensity of the reality-effects produced by Mitchell’s theatre. The high-definition performances she often elicits show how seriously she scrutinises human behaviour, contesting the staid reputation of conventional stage realism in the late twentieth century to imbue it with fresh political and artistic vitality. As established in The Director’s Craft (2009), Mitchell’s methods root the actor’s imagination in detailed empirical research. She insists on a thorough examination of each character’s biography and given circumstances regardless of perceived status or line count. Such fidelity to a fourth-wall reality is radical, a claim that this book advances by building on the insights of scholars who have found certain Mitchell productions distinctive in their dogged pursuit of the sealed narrative totality. Roberta Barker (2007: 168) has felt the political force of Mitchell’s ‘simultaneous engagement with and disruption of naturalistic modes’; Rebellato (2010: 319) has argued that Mitchell’s ‘intense realism’ avoids outmoded theatrical clichés and conventions; and Kim Solga (2008: 146) has identified the ‘radical naturalism’ of Mitchell’s excessively compliant mimesis. The temptation is strong to invent my own adjectival realism and attach it to Mitchell as the title of this book. I have resisted because of my concern that realism as a term has been co-opted by a critical discourse that uses it to distinguish either tame and default or conservative and dangerous practices. Specialising a Mitchell-esque realism might reinforce assumptions that realism in general terms is defunct. What motivates this book is precisely the need to contest reductive views of realism via which so much contemporary performance criticism develops its claims. Mitchell helps us break ownership of the term by hostile commentators, revealing realism’s nuances and its multi-faceted potentialities: its ability to stretch and bend. Even in her work with cameras (known as Live Cinema), which ostensibly uses technology to disrupt realism’s reliance on sealed narrative totalities, Mitchell renews realism through hyperbolic, immersive and interdisciplinary means. Refusing to decouple Live Cinema from Mitchell’s fourth-wall work, I argue that hers is an interconnected oeuvre in which experiments with technology serve an ongoing exploration of the mimetic function of theatre.

In addition, a defence of realism matters right now, especially as an increasingly diverse range of practitioners insist on the truth-claims of representations yielded by their situated perspectives: perspectives sidelined for so long by the so-called ‘neutral’ gaze of the straight, white, male middle classes. This is a fraught enterprise. Exposing what has historically been the way of seeing as a way (among many) risks endorsing perceptions that everything is relative, turning truth and objective reality into matters of subjective opinion. Liz Tomlin’s (2013: 2) canny study of discourses of the real in contemporary performance studies described how


a broad acceptance of postmodern relativism, certainly in the liberal Western democracies, now underpins a mainstream consensus that one person’s or culture’s ‘truth’ may be different from another’s, and that there is not always an objective perspective that can be called upon to determine between them.


That argument proved useful to feminist critics in the 1990s keen to expose stage realism as a partial and limiting view of reality with consequences for women that are often deadly; in the mid- to late-2010s, however, the political figureheads of the alt-right spotted an opportunity to appropriate that ‘mainstream consensus’ to consolidate their own authority, discrediting the very notion of ‘truth’, eviscerating ‘expertise’, and attacking all opposition as ‘fake news’. This means that Mitchell’s investment in a realism grounded in research has political purchase on two separate fronts. On one, it contests the limiting ‘truths’ that have historically constrained women as depicted in patriarchal culture. On the other, it defends realism as a principle, fighting the erosion of the notion that representation can relate to a real. I argue in this book that Mitchell’s trademark ‘forensic’ approach appropriates a naturalist gaze for feminist ends, training it on the everyday lived realities of people whose experiences have been distorted by centuries of aesthetic representation done to them rather than by them. It thus simultaneously exposes the hidden real papered over by the conventions of historical, patriarchal realism. Indeed, this book shows how Mitchell wields realism to insist precisely that women’s lives cannot be contained by the traditional spectacles and structures historically produced by the dominant masculinist agents of theatrical representation. As I go on to argue, Mitchell’s alternative is a self-consciously feminist real, one cognisant that realism comes with positionality and responsibility. In this, her work contests mainstream narratives about realism as an inherently conservative genre and the alt-right conservative attack on objective reality that cancels all critical opposition to hegemonic power.

There is one other crucial quality that I wish to draw out from my early encounters with Mitchell’s work. By impressing themselves quite literally onto my body, these productions made me experience viscerally Mitchell’s wider tendency to select narratives that show people in extremis. She recently attributed her attraction to Samuel Beckett’s plays—which she has directed regularly but intermittently—to the ‘intense human situation[s]’ that Beckett chooses to depict (McMullan & Mitchell 2018: 127–8). Enticed by Beckett’s ‘forensic’ presentation of ‘people, relationships, and extreme realities’, Mitchell claimed that the power of his work ‘is neutralised if you don’t play it for real’. Her analysis of Beckett opens a window onto her own work, which across representational forms and narrative subjects commits to the detailed examination of stress points in people’s lives, where ‘extreme realities’ disrupt, encroach upon, and threaten—sometimes with fatal outcomes—the integrity of the subject.

Viewed from this angle, one of Mitchell’s environmental productions like Ten Billion at the Royal Court in 2012 is as involved in the feminist politics I discern in this book as her 2015 revisionist take on Hamlet for the Berlin Schaubühne. As a provocation aimed at ‘a species with its head buried in the sand’ (a very Beckettian image), Ten Billion was one of the surprising occasions on which Mitchell’s work has lectured spectators. The production showed the Professor of Computational Science, Stephen Emmott, in a meticulous facsimile of his Oxford University office, its fourth-wall removed, inside the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs. After a lengthy process of research and development, Mitchell, Emmott and Lyndsey Turner as dramaturg decided that the most appropriate form for a production about climate change in 2012 was a performance-lecture addressing spectators with hard facts. By situating this non-actor ‘expert’ inside a theatrical frame, Mitchell and Turner focused spectators’ attention on the real and rapacious actions of the Anthropocene, as outlined by Emmott, and their extreme and devastating consequences; his survey of empirical data built to the startling conclusion: ‘I think we’re fucked’. Similarly, Mitchell’s Ophelias Zimmer, a new work written by Alice Birch in reaction to Hamlet, held the spectator’s gaze on the young woman at the margins of Shakespeare’s text to interrogate the consequences of the rapacious patriarchal structures that haunt the play, and sometimes manifest directly, in the high-definition detail of Ophelia’s meticulously constructed ‘reality’. Mitchell confined the site of this feminist adaptation to Ophelia’s bedroom, exposing oppressive levels of patriarchal surveillance; a punishing lack of solidarity between women in Ophelia’s daily interactions with the maid; and the violent force of masculinist intrusions into the space which built on Ophelia’s report in Shakespeare’s act 2, scene 1 that Hamlet ‘took me by the wrist and held me hard’. Christened by critics the ‘mistress of doom and gloom’ (Neill 1999) and ‘the princess of darkness’ (Spencer 2002), Mitchell often makes jocular reference to herself as the ‘queen of despair’ in rehearsals and interviews, signalling an ironised self-awareness concerning her critical reputation and a genuine acknowledgement of her own fascination with figures caught inside systems that extrude violent force.

Mitchell is generating a body of work that draws connections between all kinds of structural formations—family, military, ecological, economic, medical, bureaucratic— teasing out multiple strands of violence woven through the tapestry of patriarchal Western liberal societies. But this book goes beyond an analysis of thematic issues and the directorial approaches laid out systematically in Mitchell’s own book, The Director’s Craft, to draw a connection between the artistic content of her work and its situations of production and reception. It examines how Mitchell’s practice both responds to and illuminates the hidden hard work of institutional policies and aesthetic debates in preserving the ideological shape of patriarchal culture. Mitchell’s art and her reality are deeply intertwined. In both, the stakes are vertiginously high. Although the intense human situations she chooses to examine have become more sharply delineated in recent years, there is evidence of her nascent sense of this artistic project when Mitchell (qtd. in Neill 1999) made a claim which, as we will see as this book unfolds, also contains the seeds of controversy: ‘It’s joyous working on texts where people are capable of facing things for what they are.’

The perils of structure

Mitchell’s work on those texts has always involved thinking carefully about how they are mediated for contemporary spectators, placing her firmly within the tradition of Continental directing examined in recent scholarship. Boenisch (2015: 7) used the German word Regie to name this tradition, which he described as ‘a relational practice of renegotiating and relating texts’, and in their introduction to Contemporary European Theatre Directors, Delgado and Rebellato (2010: 18–19) placed similar emphasis on the ways in which their chosen directors negotiate, engage with and reformulate text in the case studies they address. I prioritise similar procedures in this book, recognising that everything Mitchell has created involves a writer—or in the case of opera, a librettist—whether living or dead (and sometimes both at once, as Mitchell often commissions writers to adapt or dramaturg texts from the classical repertoire). Mitchell (Clark & Mitchell 2009) has classified herself as a ‘secondary artist’, not a ‘primary’ one, because each of her projects begins with pre-existing material rather than a blank page. Insufficient account has been made of how her artistic innovations respond to particular literary figures and forms: a key issue this book addresses. Nevertheless, having opted to organise my analysis around Mitchell’s negotiations with particular source materials, imposing a structure remains a daunting task.

By the start of 2020, Mitchell had directed more than 80 theatre productions and 26 operas (these counts exclude remounts). She now typically directs six productions a year. In making my selections from this extensive body of work I have aimed to convey a sense of Mitchell’s trajectory over three decades; to represent the major forms her work has taken, and the aesthetic innovations it has produced, across theatre and opera; and to examine her work across countries, cultures and languages in order to make visible an interconnected oeuvre. Before sketching out the shape of this study, a disclaimer is necessary: this critical analysis of Mitchell’s work imposes a coherence born from my own slant on the material. There are multiple possibilities for organising such a vast output, and other readers will see other through lines; even, I hope, within the pages that follow, although as this is the first book on Mitchell I prioritise a comprehensive view over a narrow focus.

There is also no perspective more alienated from the scholarly overview than the director’s own. Productions open in sequence, but impressions of linearity are misleading. I caught a glimpse of Mitchell’s zigzagging attention across projects on 23 February 2017, during a year of sporadic shadowing discussed later in this introduction. Mitchell’s working day began at 9 a.m. in the administrative offices of the Royal Court Theatre, in London’s Sloane Square, where she and the designer Alex Eales presented the white-card model box of the set for Anatomy of a Suicide, a new play by Alice Birch due to open in June. These presentations are common practice in British theatre, allowing the designer to demonstrate functionality using a scale-model of the set design (missing colours, textures, and finishes) so that Production Managers can question logistics and Artistic/Executive Directors can approve concepts and budgets. Mitchell narrated the opening scenes as Eales introduced miniature figures to the model, after which we left Eales and the Production Manager discussing the mechanics of the set’s flying panels (later cut: see Fowler 2020) to cross London for the Jerwood Space on the Southbank. Here, Mitchell resumed rehearsals for a new production of Sarah Kane’s play 4.48 Psychosis. This was the fourth day in a five-week rehearsal period before a March premiere in the MaalerSaal of the Deutches Schauspielhaus, Hamburg. The production’s only actor, Julia Wieninger, rehearsed with Mitchell and the creative team in London for two weeks before they travelled to the Schauspielhaus to work on set for the final three weeks. When the stage manager called lunch, I followed Mitchell into a meeting room behind the studio where the designer Chloe Lamford had set up another white-card model box demonstrating her design for the opera Ariadne auf Naxos. The artistic directorate of France’s Aix-en-Provence Opera Festival sat waiting, together with Martin Crimp who was doing dramaturgy on the libretto, for the first presentation of the artistic concept for a production due to open 17 months later in Aix. The particular production timeframes of different formats (opera, given its scale, has a much longer lead-in than theatre) and national theatres (in Germany deadlines tend to fall earlier than in Britain) create complex nodes of creative and logistical activity that disrupt the apparent coherence of a linear unfolding practice tracked through sequential premieres.

Although her working days are not always this busy, Mitchell regularly juggles productions for institutions in different countries. The director and her freelance teams are often preparing up to five productions simultaneously. They plan even further ahead, working on projects that can (and do) fall through because of logistical setbacks, or mulling over ideas that remain on hold—Mitchell’s 2015 production of Happy Days opened two years after initial conversations with her designer about setting it in water (Eales 2019: 20). If anything, insight into Mitchell’s day-to-day has strengthened my resolve to avoid strict chronology, given that the concept oversimplifies the realities of a practice which from the director’s perspective is insistently non-linear. When I asked Mitchell (2017) how she manages multiple simultaneous projects she described compartmentalising them in her mind by imagining them as ‘separate rooms in the same house’:


For example, when I want to work on La Maladie de la Mort I walk in my mind to the door with that label on it, I open that door, walk in, work on that production, then when I have finished my work I leave the room and shut that door. Then I walk down the imaginary corridor and open the imaginary door labelled Jenufa and spend time in that room working on that production. And so on. By thinking like this about each project I stop them getting confused or blurred in my mind and each show stays unique, defined, sharp and separate.


In this book I also envisage Mitchell’s productions within a single architecture, placing them in a set of rooms (six chapters) that hold related lines of thinking or aesthetic concerns associated with particular textual materials, canons, and conventions. These stand alone, although for readers interested in chronology I have grouped them into three parts. Loosely speaking, the parts move from the early work to the most recent, and might be visualised as separate floors of the house. Finally, before ascending to each new floor I return to Foundations: shorter chapters that establish key arguments and situate Mitchell’s practice in terms of its critical reception, which is the essential ground on which all her work is set, especially for new spectators who first encounter her ‘polarising’ and ‘radical’ credentials in reviews. As each Foundation sets up the framework for the chapters that follow, I urge readers to begin with those even if their focus is on a particular set of performances.

Floor plans for this book

Part I (1989–2011) is comprised of three chapters investigating the first two decades of Mitchell’s career in ‘royal’ and ‘national’ British institutions. It looks at work concentrated in two locations: Stratford-upon-Avon (with the RSC) and London (at the NT). Chapter 1 addresses Mitchell’s work on early modern plays (Shakespeare and Thomas Heywood); Chapter 2 explores her engagement with Chekhov’s naturalistic dramas; and Chapter 3 investigates Mitchell’s productions of Greek tragedy (predominantly Euripides), theorising her early work as three distinct rooms that, in practice, she constantly moved between. Taken together, these chapters reveal how Mitchell forged her career on productions of classical establishment texts considered standard tests for British directors, but they also expose early fault lines produced by Mitchell’s attempt to square her literary training with the European influences she absorbed during foundational research trips to the Continent in the late 1980s. Through case studies that reveal Mitchell’s influences, how these were metabolised through her practice, and the reception of her artistic experiments, I explore the limits and constraints that the director bumped up against when working with such highly valorised cultural materials inside Britain’s hegemonic institutions.

In part, the intensity of the work Mitchell was making could not long stay contained inside the conventional frames and forms of mainstream British theatre, and this broke through artistically with the multimedia experimentation of Waves in 2006. Part II (2006–2008) focuses on this aesthetic hinge-point in Mitchell’s practice, although the year ranges of the Parts demonstrate that neat ‘period’ distinctions mask the co-evolution of multiple trajectories. Waves had been brewing for some time and would have far-reaching consequences, although only evident in hindsight. Chapter 4 (the sole chapter in Part II) focuses on nascent experiments with technology that initiated a genre of work soon known as ‘Live Cinema’. It explores how the technique emerged from the challenge of adapting novels—a textual source that Mitchell turned to in frustration with the limits of conventional drama (although this didn’t yet carry a declared feminist inflection). Virginia Woolf’s novel The Waves and The Idiot by Fyodor Dostoevsky prompted Mitchell and her collaborators to use cameras and microphones to concretise first-person perception, exploring perspective in formally experimental ways and refreshing the theatrical vocabulary of Mitchell’s work without abandoning its underlying realist commitments. The productions themselves—Waves and … some trace of her—also proved critically divisive and, since 2008, support for this resource-intensive work has proven more readily available in Germany where, comparatively speaking, theatres enjoy higher levels of public funding across a decentralised network supported at a federal level.

Part III (2008–2018) mirrors Part I in featuring concomitant strands of practice, concentrating on Mitchell’s most recent decade of work. Chapter 5 focuses on Mitchell’s productions in Germany since 2008, where the resources to develop the Live Cinema technique interact with an institutional appetite for formal experimentation. Here Mitchell has fed on a variety of literary stimuli including play-texts, novellas, poetry, and political writings. Through a series of works centring on women protagonists, Mitchell began establishing an alternative dramatic canon, sometimes by engaging in unexpected ways with existing naturalist plays (e.g. Strindberg’s Miss Julie), but also through realist treatments of more indeterminate contemporary novels and plays (by writers including Elfriede Jelinek, Sarah Kane and Friederike Mayröcker). Chapter 6 focuses on Mitchell’s work with two living playwrights who have become close collaborators: Alice Birch and Martin Crimp. Not only does Mitchell stage their premieres, she also commissions them to revise and reshape source texts (by Shakespeare, Chekhov, and Euripides) in work made in and toured across France, Germany, and Britain. Crimp has also been closely involved in Mitchell’s opera work as a librettist and a dramaturg. Although Mitchell first directed opera in 1996, she has over the last decade produced a major transnational output with premieres at houses in Aix, Paris, Berlin, London, Glyndebourne, Amsterdam, and Salzburg, cementing her international reputation. Her interventions in this highly conservative tradition are read productively alongside Mitchell’s theatre works, shaped as they are by the same concerns.

Across Part III we see Mitchell reengage with the materials featured in Part I, but with an altered focus and innovative formal approaches that bear the legacies of the technological experimentation in Part II. Live Cinema provides a strong aesthetic connection between Parts II and III, but I also show how Mitchell continued to refine a realism that prioritises the affective participation of the spectator while sharpening the bite of her feminism through a more selective approach to whose stories she puts on stage. The last two chapters also illustrate the increasingly collaborative teams—including writers—involved in Mitchell’s practice, which move with Mitchell between forms (theatre and opera) and countries. With international fame, the status of a director’s work as a ‘brand’ also comes into question, but Part III demonstrates how the experience of working abroad has generated new kinds of self-consciousness in Mitchell’s work, forcing an articulation of her politics and throwing the British establishment into stark relief. Mitchell has proved a pioneer in enabling forms of porosity and collaboration between British theatre practitioners and European institutions, helping to break down the superficial divide between British and Continental theatre entrenched in criticism while contesting reductive narratives of British isolation and exceptionalism by emphasising European heritage and connectedness.

As with any structure, mine produces exclusions. Mitchell has worked with other living writers including Duncan Macmillan, Lucy Kirkwood and Simon Stephens, who are mentioned but do not have dedicated chapters. Nor does Mitchell’s work on Samuel Beckett, Sarah Kane, Gertrude Stein and Jean Genet—the most glaring examples—enjoy dedicated space. Not only do these writer-director relationships deserve further attention, I also sense that they are ongoing concerns. Mitchell has turned to these writers at different moments in her career rather than exhausting them over a phase of practice. In the case of Genet, she has even directed three discrete productions of the same play, The Maids, in London (1999), Stockholm (2008) and Amsterdam (2016). Ultimately, I hope it is clear how aligned those writers are with the considerations outlined in this book. In particular, the work of Beckett and Kane, touched on in Chapter 5, resonates with many of the claims I make about Mitchell, indicative of a cohesive artistic vision underpinning her practice. Always attentive to the particularities of the material with which she engages, Mitchell has produced a wide array of forms and touched on a diversity of topics that, on close inspection, are all connected to a strong underlying degree.

Writing on living artists

If a writer’s research subject is willing and able to talk back to the researcher, this raises a series of questions that often go unacknowledged in performance scholarship, especially when the discipline cultivates a tradition of cool, distant, academic objectivity. What is the scope of practitioner’s involvement? To what extent is a researcher toeing a practitioner line? How far has the writer allowed the reactions, whether real or imaginary, of an artist to shape, consciously or not, a project’s design and its conclusions? Do affective states (anxiety, pleasure) triggered by field research exert an influence, and if so how? I close this introduction with an attempt to confront some of these questions, responding to Paul Allain’s (2016: 495) call for researchers who write about living artists to deal explicitly with ‘how their writing speaks to and represents the practices documented and analysed’. As someone who has published about practitioners with whom he trained, Allain described his own uncomfortable experiences in this under-theorised terrain, identifying the thin lines and invisible borders that only ‘become visible’ when they are ‘broken or crossed’ (488). Those borders came to light following disagreements with his research subjects about what separates misrepresentation from scholarly critique, resulting—at their most extreme—in requests to withhold publishing. It is for readers to deduce to what extent unconscious processes might distort my analysis, but on a conscious level my contract with Mitchell was remarkably straightforward. This is despite my own naivety regarding issues helpfully raised by Allain; throughout, my approach has been improvised rather than carefully planned.

I first wrote about Mitchell’s work for my doctoral thesis. Mitchell granted my request for an interview in 2012 and invited me to watch a few days’ rehearsals in Berlin in 2013. After completing my PhD and when this book was contracted in 2017, we scheduled further interviews and rehearsal visits. Early on, Mitchell spontaneously made our contract explicit, saying that I was welcome to attend rehearsals in order to write accurately about what she does, but also underlining that the interpretation of it was all my own. I elected to sample from all of Mitchell’s 2017 projects, visiting different stages of rehearsals around my teaching commitments. This also gave me access to Mitchell’s collaborators, who proved equally generous with their time as well as enthusiastic interlocutors, eager to reflect on their longstanding creative relationships. I recorded and transcribed interviews and asked for permission to quote, but otherwise I have not appealed to Mitchell (or her collaborators) to read anything, nor has she requested to do so (whether to comment, to corroborate or to correct). To be clear: this book is not the practitioner’s authorised account of her career. Instead, it is driven by a researcher’s imperative to document a body of work and to think through its implications as an outside observer (albeit informed by conversations with its makers). Unless quoting Mitchell directly, I do not speak on her behalf, and although I strive to rigorously support my claims, any inaccuracies are entirely my own.

I have also benefited from lucky timing. Mitchell has opened up her rehearsal room in recent years, prioritising access for women who ask to observe. This is both an expression of Mitchell’s feminism and linked to her decision in2009 to demystify her practice and democratise the learning she had amassed by publishing The Director’s Craft—a sign that Mitchell is thinking increasingly about legacy and education. Now that she teaches on the MA in Theatre Directing at Royal Holloway, groups of students regularly attend rehearsals. Mitchell’s (2009: 1) insistence that directing rests on a learnable set of ‘skills’ that anyone can develop rather than an ‘inherent talent’ is modelled in the transparency with which she conducts her craft. Hers is not a clandestine process where directing happens in hushed whispers. Indeed, Mitchell’s approach is radically open, even more so given the assiduous documentation her processes generate. Pages of printouts itemise her notes to individual actors during previews for the 2011 production of A Woman Killed with Kindness and can be studied by anyone able to visit the NT archive in London. For me, this has raised other more pleasurable questions about rehearsal observation and how it might inform scholarship. What are the benefits of what Adam Ledger (2019: 32) has called ‘practice-led research’? How can witnessing performance practice inform the practice of performance analysis? And if Mitchell’s methods are documented elsewhere, what exactly am I looking for when looking at rehearsals? Uncertain of the answers on gaining entry, I found myself sensitised to two key dynamics by being in the room. The first is the collaborative nature of creative labour; the second is the significance of time in Mitchell’s rehearsal processes.

Regarding collaboration, Joe Kelleher and Nicholas Ridout (2006: 12) have warned that ‘the collaborative aspect of much performance making is misrecognized in performance studies’ need to give a name to “signature” practices’. This risk is heightened in studies of directors, particularly if they draw acolytes (and detractors) thanks to a distinctive style. Mitchell owns her aesthetic, but in a paradox characteristic of her work it relies on dedicated collaborative labour. Over time she has learnt to control less and ‘to delegate to specialists who you trust and with whom you have long-term working relationships’ (Mitchell 2017), a statement I can verify having observed Mitchell carve time in rehearsal to address project admin and preparation on her laptop while designers, stage managers, movement directors or her regular bi-lingual associate, Lily McLeish, develop elements of the work in hand. They proceed according to clear principles (the lighting designer James Farncombe, for one, knows that Mitchell prefers practical fixtures within the set to light the stage naturalistically) but also contribute ideas (Farncombe has widened the colour palette of recent work), in the knowledge that each component is subservient to an overall composition of which Mitchell is the final arbiter. Sometimes she rejects offers not on the grounds of a work’s internal logic, but based on a more subjectively honed sense of what works compositionally which, when violated, Mitchell can experience as ‘a physical problem’ (ibid); hers is a painter’s eye, informed by careful study of art history. Nevertheless, as Lisa Peck (2021) argues, Mitchell does not merely replicate patriarchal structures of authority in her rehearsal room; rather, she replaces the traditional hierarchical pyramid with ‘interceptive spheres’ of individual responsibility, which empower collaboration by allowing power to be shared; Peck thus contends that Mitchell ‘simultaneously facilitates and leads’, calling hers a feminist pedagogy. Mitchell’s collaborators are not merely executing the director’s vision; if this were the case, I doubt these working relationships would be so durable. What has become clear to me is that Mitchell instinctively envisages projects that seem impossible to realise on stage, demanding immense creativity within constraints. Mortimer (2017) enjoys the fact that with Mitchell ‘you never enter a production process comfortably knowing that you can get it done’; Eales (2017) no longer has ‘any anxiety about reading a script that looks absolutely impenetrable’; and Farncombe (2017) says that being offered a ‘very difficult show’ would once have made him apprehensive but when Mitchell says it he hears the promise of a generative collective process. All are drawn to Mitchell’s interest in challenging material that necessitates collaborative and creative invention, where the processual quality is key. Rehearsals are not dull executions of a preordained concept, but future-oriented investigations geared at solving complex puzzles. Observing these artists at work alongside Mitchell has led me to seek out their own perspectives on what they are doing, which are as deeply considered as the director’s own.

The second dynamic that observation makes sensible is time. Written documentation cannot capture the rhythmic or durational qualities of processes as they unfold. Reading about Mitchell’s approach suggests the level of detail she elicits, but not the speed of her reactions, nor how particular forms of concentration generate particular textures and intensities in the work. For example, Mitchell spent 30 minutes on the second day of Anatomy rehearsals working with Hattie Morahan on ‘making concrete’ the simple direction that her character (Carol) peels apples for a crumble.2 In front of the whole cast (including first-time collaborators), Morahan and Mitchell explored the immediate circumstances and contextualised the activity within the pattern of Carol’s days (e.g. the timing of supper rituals in December); investigated practical considerations (stage management provided a pan of water and a colander to stop the apples browning); and discussed the dish in relation to meals Carol cooks for her husband informed by each partner’s class background in the period (the 1970s). Focusing on such minutiae generates vivid realities, immersing actors in time, location, and situation even when they are not talking. But what struck me more was that during an intensive five-week rehearsal process for a technically complex show requiring three storylines to be performed simultaneously, Mitchell went to such lengths to unpack a simple stage direction in a single narrative strand. Mitchell and Birch later cut Carol’s apple peeling, replacing it with a phone call to introduce audiences to verbal simultaneity across scenes as early as possible, but as a company initiation it played a vital role. Mitchell stressed the importance of this materialist analysis of bodily action: ‘See the amount of detail I like’, she told the cast; ‘all of these things are crucial in a scene about peeling an apple’. She is as much a pedagogue as a director, like the figures she observed in Eastern Europe (discussed in Part I), paying heed to how process and preparation nourish particular performance outcomes.

The affects generated by rehearsal observation have also made me re-assess my initial commitment to protecting my status as a non-participant observer. While working on this project I have arrived at a more nuanced position. I remember feeling uncomfortable (and trying not to express it) when Mitchell leaned over to ask if I thought a particular music cue was too clichéd during a technical rehearsal for 4.48 Psychosis. Mitchell’s question called into question my own attempts to shrink into the shadows and invisibilise myself, in a misguided attempt to cultivate the ‘objective’ gaze of ‘proper’ scholarship. I didn’t immediately realise that I’d run headlong into a question at the heart of this book, one that touches directing as much as it touches scholarship: the question of how the observer relates to the real they aim to represent in their work.

Serious joy

For all of Mitchell’s talk of accuracy and objectivity, I see her practice as increasingly cognisant of perspective and positionality, as comes to the fore in my analysis in Part III. Likewise, although I have striven to write ‘accurately’ about Mitchell’s practice as per her invitation, I have also come to appreciate that it is not inimical to accuracy to come at something from an interested, situated perspective. In rehearsals, just as when spectating in theatres, feelings tug my attention towards details corroborating my own sense of Mitchell’s significance, such as exchanges with actors that scrutinise the material conditions in which social relationships and arrangements develop. Indeed, hunches and feelings have led me to me follow much of what Mitchell has directed since Three Sisters in 2003 (the few exceptions, where my only access is archive recordings, are detailed in chapter endnotes). I thus now appreciate that ‘pure’ objectivity is a ruse in any research, and acknowledge that my scholarly interest rests on commitments formed as a spectator which—full disclosure—have only been re-affirmed by spending time in the rooms where the work gets made, witnessing Mitchell’s dedication to the mimetic enterprise, her collaborators’ challenges to each other to push further, and a professional respect for boundaries and individual competencies that always places the work itself as the priority. Indeed, Ledger (2019: 110) in his book on theatre directing, which also drew on extensive observation of Mitchell’s practice, offered useful ways of thinking about the positionality of the observer through his focus on the ‘iterative activity of witnessing’, which always ‘implies inference’; observing is active and creative rather than a passive process.

Moreover, mine is a perspective on Mitchell’s work in which ‘inference’ is tied in complex ways to affective states and the powerful feeling of encountering in her art something I recognise: the unconscious illogical that makes its distinctive outsiderliness (critically, aesthetically, thematically) resonate. The lengths Mitchell goes to may sound dull and dry to some, or the work bleak, but watching it (for me) is electrifying. Mitchell’s rehearsal spaces may sound intense, but they are generous, warm, and above all fun. I enjoy being in them. A portion of this joy arises from the serious work ethic Mitchell inculcates, motivated by an ambition to stretch the limits of theatrical form. The actor Paul Ready (2011) described how, when working with Mitchell, ‘you feel like it’s essential, like what you’re doing is essential’. From the technical teams in Hamburg who relish the practical challenges of Mitchell’s projects to the actors who frequently return, the director’s working practices make people invest. While some reject her methods as too inflexible, exhibiting a lack of trust in actors, others ride the momentary frustrations that surface in any process, stabilised by a loyalty to procedures that elevate craft over ego and drive hard to imagine the complexities of human experience inside highly pressurised dramatic circumstances. To me, there is an exhilaration in seriousness, a thrill in the imperative to face things for what they are, even in the face of theatre’s constructed artifice and the contradictions to which this gives rise. In fact, one of the most frequently used words in Mitchell’s rehearsal room conveys the feeling. It is a word with which she often responds to offers from her collaborators. Perhaps unexpectedly given her clinical and severe reputation, that word is ‘joyful’.


Notes

1A note on terminology: Emma Heaney (2017: 5–6) identified the ‘singular challenge to cis logic’ posed by ‘trans feminine life in its great diversity’: namely, that ‘genitals do not ground sex in the way that cis people imagine’. However, she also charted how ‘sexologists [have] distilled the variety of trans feminine experience’ into the figure of ‘the woman trapped in a male body’, thereby reinforcing ‘the accepted idea that penises ground male identity and vaginas ground female identity’. Although not wishing to suggest that the term ‘female’ can only point to biological distinctions (Heaney’s capacious account of trans feminine lives reveals otherwise)—but also recognising Heaney’s point that, for many, the ‘cis understanding of sex’ predominates—I have preferred to use ‘woman’ as a gender-inclusive noun and adjective throughout this book based on a desire not to assume that, in today’s common vocabulary, gender identity and assigned sex align. In explaining this decision, I also acknowledge that there remains much to do in addressing what this opens up for the study of Mitchell’s theatre, given that recent productions have begun to trouble (intentionally or not) apparent distinctions between sex, gender expression, gender roleplay, cross-gender casting and/or the representation of trans identities (Orlando in 2019 is one example), even as Mitchell has begun acknowledging hers as a ‘cis’ perspective. These open trajectories offer much scope for future scholarship.

2This account is based on observation notes from 3 May 2017. Anatomy rehearsals took place at Theatre Peckham in Camberwell, London.
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Staging classics in the British mainstream (1989–2011)
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