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KATELYNROSEKING

The Choir as a Pivotal Element in  
the Synthesis of Language and Sound:  
Ulrich Rasche’s Musical Theatre

Thestretched,rhythmictextdeclamationandthemusic,eachcon-
sistingoflong-lastingcrescendophases,formacloselyinterlocked
‘Gesamtkunstwerk’whoseaestheticofeffectpresentsitselfassug-
gestive,maelstrom-likeoverwhelmingtheatre.1

EverymajorcitytheatreinGerman-speakingEuropehasbeeninflu-
encedby directorUlrichRasche’smechanical stage structures: slow
andrhythmictextualperformance;newlycomposed,live,continuous
music; and minimal dramaturgy. His singular aesthetic has garnered 
a cult following in contemporary theatre circles and has been labeled 
‘machinetheatre,’‘technoopera,’‘treadmilltheatre,’and‘choirtheatre,’
(seeFigure1).Rasche’sall-encompassingstylehasspawnedanoriginal
genre where many theatrical elements merge into digitally sound-im-
mersive theatre.2 PhilosopherHarry Lehmann attests that “Rasche’s
theatrefusespost-dramatictext,artmusic,aminimaliststagesetand
a hyper-expressive language into one context of meaning. In doing so 
he creates the greatest counter-world imaginable to the post-modern 
contingentplaywithcontentandform.”3

1Burkhardt, “Theatermusik”, 31. (“Die gedehnt rhythmisierte Textdeklamation bildet mit einer 
Musik aus jeweils langanhaltenden Crescendo-Phasen ein eng verzahntes Gesamtkunstwerk,
dessen Wirkungsästhetik sich als suggestives, soghaftes Überwältigungstheater präsentiert.”
Translated by the author).

2 The use of the terms ‘digital’ and ‘immersive’ in the context of this case study do not refer to au-
dienceparticipatorytheatreindigitalrealms(i.e.,theatreincorporatingvirtualrealityorother
artificialintelligence)butareusedtodescribetheuseofdigitaltoolsandelementsonstageand
the submersion of audience into a crafted sound design.

3Lehmann,“Musik imSprechtheater”,51. (“Rasches Theater integriert einen postdramatischen 
Text,Kunstmusik,einminimalistischesBühnenbildundeinehyperexpressiveSprachezueinem
SinnzusammenhangundschafftdamitdiedenkbargrößteGegenweltzumpostmodernenkon-
tingenten Spiel mit Inhalten und Formen.”Translatedbytheauthor.)
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Raschebeganhis career in the ‘Off-Theater’ andgovernment-funded
theatrescenesinGermany,assistinganddirectinghisownproductions
atindependentandstatetheatres.However,since2015,hehasworked
inthestateandcity-fundedtheatresinGermany,Austria,andSwitzer-
land.4OneofthemostdefiningelementsofRasche’sproductionsishis
implementationandformationofchoirs,aswellastheirperformative
styles.Thechoirperformancesrequirearhythmicandunisonpronun-
ciationandthrusttheactorsforwardthroughtherequiredlanguage
withrigidbodymovements.Livemusic,newlycomposedforeachpro-
duction,energisestheactorsonstageandcreatesarippleeffect:sound
emanatingfromthelivemusiciansflowsthroughthephysicalbodiesof
the choirs and is ultimately reproduced in the language itself.  Rasche’s 

4Alsoknownas‘FreiesTheater’inGerman,Off-Theatrereferstotheatrethattakesplaceinsmaller
venues that are run independently from the state,which oftenhavenofixed ensemble of ac-
tors,smallerbudgetsandnontraditionalmodesoftheatre-making.In2022,Rascheconfronted
theoperaticgenreforthefirsttimewithhisproductionofRichardStrauss’Elektra,attheGrand
Théâtre de Genève.

Figure 1 Scene from Ulrich Rasche’s 4.48 Psychose by Sarah Kane. Musicians: Carsten 
Brocker, Thomsen Merkel, Špela Mastnak, and Katelyn Rose King; Actors (Left to Right):  
Elias Arens, Jürgen Lehmann, Toni Jessen, Justus Pfankuch, Thorsten Hierse, and Yannik 
Stöbener, Deutsches Theater Berlin, 2020, © Arno Declair.
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immersive and embodied music theatre begins with these interactions 
betweenperformersand,withsubstantialhelpfromthesounddesign,
ultimately envelops the audience itself.
I am a musician–performer who has been intrigued by the conceptual 
and process development witnessed during my time behind the scenes 
inRasche’sproductionssince2015.Thus,Ihavedevelopedacasestudy
aroundmyownartisticperspectiveofUlrichRasche’swork,whichhas
morphedfromtheatrewithmusic,tomusictheatre.Thiscasestudyex-
aminesthreeproductionsfrom2015to2020andexaminestherecur-
ringthemeoflanguageandmusicimmersion.Thequestionswithinthis
studyreflectthechangingrelationshipbetweenmusicandtextinthese
works; the choral and musical elements are used as variables to high-
light developments between the works. How have the two disciplines—
languageandsound—alongwithtextandmusic,developedwithandin
responsetoeachotherinRasche’sproductions?Howhavedigitalisation
toolsaffected the languageandsound immersion,aswellas theper-
former’sexperienceandperformance?Whatconclusionscanbedrawn
fromsuchmusictheatreproductionsonclassicaltheatrestages?Mythe-
sis concludes that while Rasche’s earlier city-theatre staging can still be 
consideredcontemporaryspokentheatrewithmusic,by2020musichad
becomeapartofthedramaitself.First,afocusedoutlineofthehistory
and state of research of the choir and music within theatre practice is 
needed to contextualise and situate Rasche’s work in current theatre 
sciences and understandings of creation and composition.

Music and Choir in German Contemporary Spoken Theatre

The extant research on music in spoken theatre constitutes a broad but 
sparsesetofstudiesandtheory,asituationthatispartiallyattributable
to the wide range of potential intersections between music and theatre. 
Scholar David Roesner has become an expert in addressing contem-
porarytheatreworksthroughthelensofmusic,framinghisanalyses
as an understanding and description of theatre as music.5 Perform-
ing theatre analysis from the perspective of musical analysis is help-

5SeeRoesner’spublicationssuchasTheater als Musik and Musicality in Theatre for more on his 
insight into music in and as theatre.
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ful,as it framesdifferent theatricalelements—suchas light,staging,
dramaturgy,movement,etc.—withinabroaderframeworkthatbinds
allactionsbytime,asisnormallyimplementedinmusiccomposition.
Consequently,consideringthesoundqualitiesoftheabove-mentioned
visualelementsoffersanewdimensiontoanalysesoftheatre-making
and theatre consumption.6
When positioning the term ‘music’ in the Metzler Lexicon on Theatre 
Theory (Metzler Lexikon Theatertheorie), Clemens Risi and Robert
Sollichhighlighttheever-presentyetvarying,roleofmusicintheatre.
RisiandSollichdividethiscomplexrelationshipintofoursubgroups:

1.MusicandTheatre:MusicTheatre–FacetsofaConcept
2.MusicinTheatre–TheatreMusic[orActingMusic]
3.TheatreasMusic–MusicalisationofTheatre
4. Music as Theatre – Theatricalisation of Music7

Apreposition-centredtaxonomyislimitedinitsabilitytoencapsulate
theenormous,colourfulworldof theatricalandmusicalworks.That
said,thesecategoriesarehelpfulwithinthecontextofthiscasestudy,
as they enable a closer examination of these dimensions in relation 
to theperformingvenuesof the city theatres,whereRasche’sworks
aresituated.Oftheabovedefinitions,therelationshiptypicallyprac-
ticed between music and theatre in Germanic city theatres is that of 
thesecondcategory, ‘Music inTheatre.’ In thisapproach,music typi-
callysupportsthedramaand,asdescribed,generallyconstitutesthe
backgroundnoisetotheactionsonstage.Thethirdcategory,‘Theatre
asMusic:MusicalisationofTheatre,’isaphenomenoninthecity-the-
atreperformanceculture;however,itiswherethelaterworksofUlrich
Rasche,presentedinthispaper,canbesituated.

6SeealsoSalzmanandDesi’sThe New Music Theater and Rebstock and Roesner’s Composed The-
atre,formoreinformationonthehistoryandpracticesofcomposingtheatricalelements.

7RisiandSollich,“Musik”,220–25.(“FürjedeAusprägungvonTheaterspieltMusikinirgendei-
ner Form eine Rolle. Um die verschiedenen Bezugnahmen von Musik und Theater beschreiben 
zukönnen,lassensichvierDimensionenausdifferenzieren,dieimFolgendennäherausgeführt
werden: (1)MusikundTheater:Musiktheater–FacetteneinesBegriffs; (2)Musik imTheater–
Schauspielmusik;(3)TheateralsMusik–MusikalisierungdesTheaters;(4)MusikalsTheater–
Theatralisierung der Musik.”Translatedbytheauthor.)
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Roesner’s theorisations constitute the foundation of Risi and Sollich’s 
thirdcategory,astheydescribeaformoftheatreperformancethatcan
be viewed through a musical lens. Examples of this approach can be 
seen in the works of contemporary theatre directors such as Robert 
Wilson,EinarSchleef,andChristophMarthaler,whohavepavedaway
foradifferentrelationshipbetweentheatreandmusic:

[…]RobertWilson,EinarSchleef,andChristophMarthaler,whose
works are clearly based on certain principles of construction that 
follow more formal than narrative logics. Instead of plot and psy-
chology,hereitisprimarilyrhythmandmotivicwork—withmusi-
cal as well as extra-musical elements—that organise the dramatur-
gy of the performance; even when the staging sometimes refers to 
dramatictextsasmaterialandcertainlyengagesinfigurationand
narrative dispositifs.8

While the above-mentioned directors—Rasche’s contemporaries—syn-
thesisemusic and text in variousmoments throughout theirworks, 
I argue that Rasche’s oeuvre in its entirety constitutes a complete syn-
thesisofsoundandlanguage.Narratives(andtheirmodernisedinter-
pretations) are foregrounded, but expressions of language arenone-
theless inspiredbymotivicandrhythmicalgestures.Non-traditional
elements,suchasspeechperformanceandsounddesign,areusedto
create a new text without deconstructing the original.
Schleef’s play with the form and musicalisation of a text evidently in-
spiredRasche’swork;however,thesearenottheonlywaysinwhich
this influence isevident.Thechoir—combining itsancienthistorical
connotations with a modern abstraction of purpose—is a further way 
in which Rasche continues to develop upon Schleef’s practice. In the 
Metzler Lexikon,UlrikeHaßnotesthatthe:

8RisiandSollich,“Musik”,224.(“[…]RobertWilson,EinarSchleefundChristophMarthaler,de-
renArbeitendeutlichbestimmteKonstruktionsprinzipienzugrundeliegen,diemehrformalen
als narrativen Logiken folgen. Statt Handlung und Psychologie organisieren hier vornehmlich 
*Rhythmus und motivische Arbeit – mit musikalischen wie außer-musikalischen Elementen
–wieDramaturgie derAufführung; sogar dann,wenn sich die Inszenierungenbisweilen auf
dramatische Texte als Material beziehen und durchaus auf Figuration und narrative Dispositive 
einlassen.”Translatedbytheauthor).



446 Katelyn Rose King

firstexplorationofthechorusasthegreatotherfigureofthethe-
atrebeforeandalongsidethestoryofitsprotagonists,startingfor
thefirsttimefromtheproblemofforminthetheatrealone,isavail-
ableinthetheatricalworkofEinarSchleef(1944-2001)9

Schleefuseshischoirstoexploreindividuality,collective,sound,move-
ment,and,aboveall,rhythm.Hischoirscanbeseenchantinginunison
while also performing choreographic pieces.10Actorandcollaboratorof
Schleef,JürgenLehmann,metRascheearlyonintheircareersandhas
become a connecting link between the overlapping styles of both di-
rectors. Lehmann and Rasche began building a performative style that 
expandedonthemilitaristicandmonophonictechniquesthatSchleef
created with his choirs.11 The works of Ulrich Rasche considered in this 
case study reveal a choir style that is similar to Schleef’s emphasis on 
unifiedrhythmandacontemporaryexplorationofprotagonists’char-
acters.However,Raschefurtherdevelopsthesetechniques(aswellas
incorporating others) in order to synthesise music and theatre—sound 
and language.

Role as Active-Participant and Subconscious-Observer

IhaveauniqueandilluminatingperspectiveonRasche’swork,asa
current performer and active participant in his productions. I first
participated in the production of Das Erdbeben in ChiliatKonzertThe-
aterBern in2015asamarimbaplayerandmost recently inLeonce 
und Lena atDeutschesTheaterBerlin in 2023as oneof twopercus-
sionists.Myparticipationoffersaninsiderperspectiveonproduction
workings,aswellasthechancetoconsiderthebroaderdevelopment
of the interplay between text and music. My performance in Rasche’s 
productionsbeganwithouttheintentoffindingresearchgoals.Only

9Haß, “Chor”,52. (“Eine erstmals von der Formproblematik des Theaters allein ausgehende Er-
kundungdesChoresalsdergroßenanderen*FiguredesTheatersvorundnebenderGeschichte
seinerProtagonistenliegtinderTheaterarbeitEinarSchleefs(1944-2001)vor”Translatedbythe
author).

10ExamplesincludeSchleef’sfamousproductionssuchasElfriedeJelinek’sein Sportstück (Wiener 
Burgtheater,1998)andGoethe’sFaust(SchauspielFrankfurt,1990).

11Lehmann,Privateinterview.
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after the production process of 4.48 Psychose in 2020 did the possibility 
of researching Rasche’s works develop. I argue that this experience 
enables a more profound understanding of the connection between 
choral and music performers.
Thisuniqueperspectiveasaparticipant intheseproductionsallows
me to adopt an approach inspired by auto-ethnographic research. The 
double principle of ‘going native’ and ‘coming home’ provides an origi-
nalmethodologicalstructure.Mymethodologyincludedfieldresearch
as a participant, allowing for an ethnographic and phenomenolog-
ical perspective, and,most importantly, apraxeological analysis. In-
terviewswithteammembers,actors,composers,andmusicianswho
speak of creative details that can only be fully understood by an insider 
as well asperformer,areakeyaspectofthiscasestudy,andconstitute
one approach to understanding the broader artistic movement toward 
interdisciplinary practice in state-funded city theatres.12

Heinrich von Kleist’s Das Erdbeben in Chili at Schauspiel 
Bern (Konzert Theater Bern, 2015)

Rasche radically reduces themeans: black clothing, hardly any
facialexpressionsorgestures,purposefullyplacedeffects, sparse
lightchanges.Allofthisbenefitsthemusicalityofthetext.13

The startingpoint of this study is the2015productionofHeinrich
vonKleist’sDas Erdbeben in ChiliatSchauspielBern,formerlyKon-
zertTheaterBern.Thestageisminimal,asinglecirculardisksetat
anangle,uponwhich theactors constantlywalk. It isonlygravity
and the tempo of their steps that control the speed and direction of 
motion,asthestageisnotelectronicallyoperated.Therearefiveac-
tors,who exchange roles: they constitute individual characters, as

12Thedevelopmentofvariousresearchmethodologies,especiallythosethatincludetheresearch-
erparticipatingintheirownenvironment,iscrucialtogainingmoreknowledgeinourattempt
tounderstandhowinterdisciplinaryartiscreated.AusefulexampleisoutlinedinDick’spaper
“MusicTheatreasLabyrinth”,andQuick’spaper“TheQualityoftheRelational.”

13Moser,“DasErdbebeninChili”(“RaschereduziertdieMittelradikal:schwarzeKleidung,kaum
MimikoderGestik,gezieltgesetzteEffekte,spärlicheLichtwechsel.AlldaskommtderMusikali-
tät des Textes zugute.”Translatedbytheauthor.)
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well as chorus members. On either side of the stage are two live mu-
sicians: amarimba player stage left (myself), and an electric bass
player(ThomsenMerkel)stageright.The90-minuteeveningbegins
andconcludeswithmusiccomposedbyAriBenjaminMeyers;there
is no intermission.14
When analysing Das Erdbeben in Chili,atermsuchas‘scoredtheatre’
springs to mind.15Here,thesimplicityinRasche’stheatreaesthetic—a
complete through-composed work with a formal musical structure—is 
highlighted. The piece begins at a relatively low intensity and shifts 
betweenconstantbuild-ups,peaks,anddrop-offs.Thereisnoendto
the evening until the last peak of the longest crescendo in sound and 
tension has been reached. In terms of compositional structure, the
entire play follows one staggering trajectory of increasing tension.
Boththemusicandthenarrativeflowinthesamedirectionandare
‘composed’ to support one another. While there are breaks in the tex-
tualperformance,themusicisever-present.Inoperaandtraditional
musical theatre, through-composedworksare characterisedashav-
ingcontinuousmusic,withnobreaksbetweensongsorscenes.While
through-composedmusicisalsonon-repetitiveinaformalsense,Ari
BenjaminMeyers’compositionforDas Erdbeben in Chili is structurally 
grounded in repetition. Each theatre scene is given what Meyers called 
amodule,andwithineachmodulearepatterns toberepeated.Cer-
tain modules were predetermined by the number of repetitions (these 
usuallyoccurredinmomentsoftransitionbetweenscenes),andother
moments were left to be cued by the timing of the actors’ speech. The 
music was not timed in any directly rhythmical way to intentionally 
engage with the actor’s speech or movement but only to signal the com-
pletionorbeginningofsectionsoftext.Forexample,Merkelnotonly
readhisownmusicalnotation,butalsotheactor’stextinparallel.He
mademarksforeachtextualcue,whichwouldthenindicatewhento
move on to the next pattern.

14The trailer forDas Erdbeben in Chili fromBühnenBern in2015canbe seenat the following
Youtubelink:https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yLoA6k93jgo. The video excerpt also includes 
shortinterviewswiththepractitionersonthecreativeandaestheticgoals(accessedMarch28,
2023).

15 I like to imagine an aesthetic style in betweenDavidRoesner andMatthiasRebstock’s term
‘composed theatre’—a type of contemporary music theatre which is literally musically notated 
inscoreformat—andthrough-composedmusicalscoringforfilm(RebstockandRoesner,Com-
posed Theatre).
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Themusiccreationprocessforthisproductionwasquitetypicalfora
dramatic theatre production incorporating live music. Meyers had al-
ready composed all the music before rehearsals began. During stage 
rehearsals,communicationbetweenperformerswasachievedbytrial
anderror.Initially,thegoaloftheproductionwastoidentifyawayin
whichthemusicandtextwouldbeabletofluentlyandspontaneous-
lyaffectoneanother.However,tofindawaytocommunicatethrough
continuous,strenuousmusicalperformance,alongsideaverydistract-
ing stage setup with the loud performance of the actors (whom we also 
hadtofollow),provedtoconstrainthemusiciansmorethanimagined.
Small light cues from a person at the soundboard following along with 
the textproved tobea solution,aswellas talk-backcommunication
established between Merkel and myself during the performances. For 
theactors,theconstantcontrollingofthestagespeedaswellasvirtu-
osicunisontextpassages,madedirectinteractionwiththelivemusic
challenging. Familiarising themselves with the music during the re-
hearsals (during the many listening sessions included in the schedule) 
offeredasolutiontoeasetheirperformancebygainingasenseofantic-
ipationwithinthemusicalcomposition;however,asaresult,themusic
remainedinitstraditional,secondary,role.
Nevertheless,thesesolutionsfoundduringtherehearsalprocesswould
be crucial steps in the development of performer communication in 
 Rasche’s theatre. Before Das Erdbeben in Chili,thisstyleofthrough-com-
positionhadalreadybeenadaptedforhis theatre,butthe journeyof
musical development in Rasche’s work begins here with a performing 
collaboratorandco-creator,inspiredbydance.

A Dance-Influenced Choir Language

AlaterimportantfigureinRasche’saestheticanddevelopmentofthe
choiristheactorToniJessen.AlthoughJessenhadworkedwithRasche
priorto2015,Das Erdbeben in Chiliwasthefirstproductioninwhich
Jessencomposedthework’sunisonchoirsections.Here,Jessenfocused
onthechoir’spronunciation,approachinglanguage,breath,and,most
significantly,themovementoftheactor’sbodiesthroughrhythm.
Throughout his training and professional career, Jessen has always
beeninspiredbydanceand,morerecently,theconceptofa‘faceless’
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artist.16 He is not interested in using language to support a character’s 
developmentinthetraditionaltheatricalsense,butpreferstoconsider
howlanguageaffectstheroleofthecharacter.Thus,thephysicalityof
language is demonstrated in and through the body before ultimately 
embracing a performative take-over of the body corporeally.

Iusedtoballroomdance,that’sabigpartofwheremymusicality
comesfrom.That’swheremyinspirationcomesfrom,whereIhear
rhythms and how I can use expression with my body. I use that 
vocabulary for language work. I began to investigate how dance 
vocabulary couldbeuseful foranalysing language.Forexample:
what’stheflowandrhythmofthetext?Wheredoesthetextjump?
Wheredoesitland?Whathappensifyouspeedup?Whathappens
ifyouslowdown?17

Jessenwasheavilyinfluencedbytheactingmethodinventedandprac-
ticedat theErnstBuschAcademyofDramaticArt inBerlin: ‘gestur-
al speaking.’18 Gestisches Sprechen (the German term), explores the
body’s power as an actor in communication with others. Speech ped-
agogueVictoriaSchmidt tellsherstudents, “Motivatedand intended
behaviourwithbody,breath,voice,andspeechinconcretecommuni-
cationsituationsisgesturalspeaking.Itisdirected,whole-bodyspeak-
ingbehaviour.”19Actorsareusedasinstruments.Theyperformwith
theirbodies,usingtheirmouths,feet,legs,torsos,breath,tongues,and
eyestofindtherhythmofthespeechinthetextwhilelistening;they
areindialogue,interpretingthebodylanguageoftheirfellowactors
and the audience.
Using minimal body movements and non-traditional rules of lan-
guagepronunciationandinflection,Jesseninfusesthechoirperfor-
mances in Das Erdbeben in Chili with abstraction and sonic diversity. 

16Theperformancephenomenaofa‘facelessDJ’forexample,providesanonymitytotheartistin
ordertocreateadifferentidentitythatcanbecompletelycontrolledbytheartist.Thisaddsthe
artist’spersonatoapartoftheirtotalaesthetic,astheperson’smysteriouspresencebecomesa
part of their performance.

17Jessen,Privateinterview.
18Schmidt,Mit den Ohren Sehen.
19Ibid.,32–33(“MotiviertesundintendiertesVerhaltenmitKörper,Atem,StimmeundSprachein

konkretenKommunikationssituationen istgestischesSprechen.Es istgerichtetes,gesamtkör-
perlichsprechendesVerhalten.”Translatedbytheauthor).
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Drawingonhisinfluenceofgesturalspeakingandmusicalrhythm
fromdance,Jessen’s‘compositions’withintheproductiondidnotyet
haveamethodicalnotationsystem;rather,hecomposedthemfrom
intuition and then taught the actors from memory. Das Erdbeben in 
Chili can be seen as a compositional experiment involving speaking 
languageandbodylanguage,aswellasaninvestigationintotheplay
betweensingularbodiesandthechoirfigure.
Formally,inRasche’swork,thechoirembodiesmoreabstractlanguage
thantheprotagonists.Further,thechoirisnotrelayingemotions;in-
stead,itisusedasasocialstructureuntoitself.Thesetwoformsofdis-
embodying distance the characters and performers from a narrative 
reality and their physical selves. This extends into the musical band 
aswell,creatinganoverallconflictonstage.Rasche’sworkhighlights
thisstruggle:theactorsfighttocreateunitywiththeperformanceof
the textwhilemaintaining their own individualism, and themusi-
cians impose themselves upon their instruments while battling to stay 
musically connected.
Inadditiontohisreframingoftheroleofthechorus,Rascheaimsto
musicalise an entire play with Das Erdbeben in Chili. He achieves this 
by using continuous music alongside a deconstructive approach to the 
textual pronunciations. This deconstruction maintains its original 
chronological order, but the pronunciation of syllables and vowels,
pausesinthemiddleofsentences,andnon-traditionalwordintonation
areallusedtocreateadifferentlisteningexperienceandfurtherab-
stract themeaningof theplay. In this sense, the text isnot somuch
deconstructed as the language is re-structured; using new rules and 
guidelines set by the body creates the performative outcome. This poses 
afurtherquestionregardingRasche’sforthcomingplays:whatmean-
ingdoesthelanguageitselfhave?

Georg Büchner’s Woyzeck at Theater Basel (2017)

Rasche’s production of Georg Büchner’s Woyzeck at Theater Basel in 
2017isamid-waypointinthiscasestudyaswellasinthetrajectoryof
textual and musical synthesis change within his work. While Friedrich 
Schiller’s Die RäuberwasstagedatResidenztheaterinMunichin2016,
integratingdevelopmentsby Jessen,Meyers,andRasche,Woyzeck is 
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an important stepping stone as ideas that were previously experimen-
tal become central to Rasche’s formation of a new sound-immersive 
theatre in Woyzeck.20

Here,thefeaturedstagestructurehasbecomemechanical,larger,and
hasgrownintoaprotagonistinitselfwithinthedramaturgy.Ableto
raiseandloweritself,itcracks,creaks,breathes,andhasatransforma-
tivepower:itmayeithersupporttheactorsordevourthemaliveand
take over the production.21 In Woyzeck, themusicianshavegrownin
numberandsignificance;theynowconsistofalargerbandoffive(pi-
ano,bassoon,viola,electricbass,andpercussion).Insteadofthemini-
malamplificationoftwomusiciansinDas Erdbeben in Chili,thelarger
bandisnotonlyamplifiedbutalsodigitallymanipulatedinorderto
achieve a less acoustic blend of sound. Electronic triggers have been 
added,whichareperformedbytheviolistfromacomputeronstage,to
addanotherdigitallayertotheoverallsound.Accordingly,theinten-
sity of the sound has now become a key element in the production. Ra-
sche and the sound engineer push against acceptable limits to impose 
an extremely loud level of sound onto the audience.
The composer Monika Rosch composed all the music before rehearsals 
began.However,unlikeAriBenjaminMeyers,Roschcomposednew
musicspecificallyforthetextandrevisedthescoreduringrehearsals
with Rasche and the actors. The rehearsal process was similar to that 
of Das Erdbeben in Chili,withverylittlemusicalteredduringthefinal
rehearsals. Most of the music development in the production was cre-
ated by sound engineering.
Here,thestepsofthechoirandthesoloactorsarenowinrhythmwith
the tempoof themusic. This is a significant development because it
placestheactorsinbodilycontactwiththemusic,givingtheirspeech
performance amore rhythmic andmusical emphasis. Added to this
deepened connection between text and music is the invented language 
ofcompositionthatJessenbegantodevelop.Forthisproduction,Jessen
createdasystemofnotation for thechoir sections,whichheused to
teach and rehearse the actors. This notation has since proved to be an 
integral part of the creation in each of Rasche’s productions.

20Rasche’s2017stagingofWoyzeck has since been re-performed at Residenztheater in Munich 
(2020-22)andhasbeenfilmedbyZDF/3satandpublishedbyNaxos(2021).

21ThetrailerforWoyzeck,createdbyTheaterBaselin2017,canbeseenatthefollowingYouTube
link:https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EzHUhbzJ1Og.(accessedApril10,2023).
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AsseeninFigure2,Jessenemploysvarioustraditionalmusicalnotation
symbols to compose pieces from which the actors can learn and which 
all participants can constantly reference. The most familiar symbol is 
therepeatsign,whichJessenusesinitssimpleformfortherepetition
of lines.Eachlineoftext isalsoconcludedbyanumber,whichindi-
cates the number of steps or ‘beats’ of rest before the next line of text 
starts.Jessenhasaddedinhisownnotesinpencil:theslashesindicate
wherethestepsfall,andthesmall‘v’indicateswherespecificbreaths
aretaken.Allotherinflectionsoftextareveryspecificallydetermined
byJessenandthenrehearsedrepeatedlywiththeactors,whoreceive
andmemoriseit.Inpartowingto,andinfluencedby,thelargerband
andstagedesign,activechoirbodyandJessen’ssolutionforcomposing
andteachingunisonsections,aweightiersoundandsounddesigncon-
cept was needed.

Figure 2 Score example 
of choir section in 
Woyzeck, Toni Jessen, 
2017, Basel, courtesy  
of Toni Jessen.
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Forone,theactorshavebecomeamplifiedoveranextensivespeaker
systemprojected into theaudienceseating.Thisamplification,and
that of themusicians, in turnnecessitates greater intensityofper-
formance from theactors in thepiece.Aseachaction is seemingly
more intense than theprevious, structural escalations continuous-
lybuildthesound.Duringthechoralsectionsintheperformances,
Jessenmust shoutout cues suchas ‘UND!’and ‘FÜNF!’ tomaintain
theunisonoftheactors.Theensemble’sperformancerequirements
thusincreasedinnumerousways:induration,intensity,andmean-
ing.Thepiece,nowtwicethelengthofDas Erdbeben in Chili at three 
hoursplusintermission,alsorequiressomepatienceonthepartsof
both the performers and the audience. This form constitutes an as-
tounding,exhaustingexperience forall involved;however,cathar-
sis is intentionally used to manage the resulting weight of Woyzeck’s 
story.Inthefinalclimacticchoralsection,theactors,attachedtothe
stagewithsafetyharnesses,revealWoyzeck’smurderofMarie.They
marchup,downandsidewaysacrossthestage,whiledirectingtheir
speechtowardWoyzeck,whostandsinthecentre.Theextremephys-
icality of performance is synthesised with the intensity of the combi-
nationofthestaging,music,textualmeaning,andsounddesign.In
Woyzeck,Rascheintegratedanothervitalelementintohisaesthetic
corpus—a sound designed to create sonic immersion.

Choir as Social Structure

Collective identity and social behavior are significant elements of
choirs.RaschereferencestheancientGreekchoir,whilesimultane-
ously critiquing its value and function from a contemporary per-
spective. In Das Erdbeben in Chili,thechoir’sfunctionwasthetelling
ofastorybyacollectiveof individuals.Eachchoirmember,while
still participating in theunifiedgroup,hadaunique characteras
well as a uniquemanner of performing and speaking the text. In
Woyzeck,Rascherevealsthefinelinebetweenthecommunityasa
collective and the community as a mob. The choir no longer high-
lights individuals fromthegroup, instead, thenotionof thegroup
itself is foregrounded.
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Intendingtocommentonthefragilityofsocialdemocracy,22 Rasche’s 
plays thematisise the extreme isolation experienced by individuals 
and the disassociated mass. The mechanical structures that Rasche 
designs for each of his plays indicate the strong presence of mass so-
cietytheory,atheorythatconceptualisessocietyasasingulardriv-
ing force composed of exploited and disconnected individuals who 
are manipulated by a capitalist idea of wealth.23Themass,represent-
edby thechoirs inRasche’sworks,actasadetachedandmanipu-
lated collective,who are instigators of extremism. As individuals,
thesoloistsareoftenvictimsofthismassandsufferthroughoutthe
text until theirultimatedeath or self-destruction. In thisway, the
contextofBüchner’stext—itsmilitarysetting,withthemainfigure
himself being a traumatised soldier—perfectly aligns with this shift 
in the choir’s role in Woyzeck.Anexpansionof choirandmusic is
notableinthisproduction:thechoirisnolongersmallandintimate;
in Woyzeckitislarger,amorebombasticfusionofbodyandsound.
The political messages communicated by Rasche’s works continue to 
develop through the change in the communal aspect of the choir in 
themodernplay:multipleindividualvoicesbecomerepetitivechoirs
canonising a harrowing tale.

Sarah Kane’s 4.48 Psychose (4.48 Psychosis) at Deutsches 
Theater Berlin (2020)

Finally,IconsiderSarahKane’s4.48 Psychose (4.48 Psychosis in En-
glish), directed byRasche at theDeutsches TheaterBerlin in 2020.
AsoneofthefinalproductionsbeforethefirstwaveofCOVID-19,the
staging ofKane’s agonising last playwas one of unforeseenpoliti-
calimportance,consideringthesocialtimestocome.Thetext,which
wasKane’sfinalworkbeforeshetookherownlife,isabstractinform
and content. It confronts its audience with the very real proximity of 
struggles with mental health and how standard treatments tend to 

22 This can be seen best in Rasche’s production of Euripides’ Die Bakchen (The Bacchae in English) at 
theBurgtheaterinVienna,2019.SeeaninterviewwithUlrichRascheontheproduction:https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=JH2FE8V23_Y(accessedApril10,2023).

23ThesociologistCharlesWrightMillsdifferentiatesbetweenthemassandcollective(whichhe
terms the public) in his seminal work The Power Elite.
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focusonmedicinalaids.ForKane,thisapproachresultsinacoldand
meaninglessconceptualisationofhumanlifeitself.Intheplay,Kane
oftenpositionsherselfasanindividualagainsttherestoftheworld,
and Rasche treats this juxtaposition artistically in different ways.
Three femaleactorson stage representwhatwemight superficially
assumetobeKaneherself;sixmaleactorswhoconstitutethemajority
ofthechoirsandindividual‘doctor’roles,representthe‘other’inthe
performance.ThesemaleactorsjudgeandmisunderstandKanewhile
empathising with her hopelessness. Loss of meaning is textually un-
derlined throughout theperformance.Simultaneously, the inclusion
oflivemusiconstage,coupledwithitstechno-likesounddesign,con-
textualisesthepieceinthecontemporaryperiod:theaudienceisim-
mersed in an underground electronic club; grim text and dark sound 
textures wait to be released at the dawn of a new day.

Choir and Music Meet in A Digital Realm

In Theatermusik. Analysen und Gespräche, David Roesner develops
ten theses on the development of music used in theatre and the po-
tentialofwhatroles,effects,andmeanings ithas incontemporary
theatre today.24Thesisthree,“Digitisationallowstheatremusictobe
moreinteractiveandflexibleindialoguewiththeproduction,”25 is of 
notable importance to Rasche’s 4.48 Psychose because digitalisation 
is key to the success of the evening. Lehmann highlights that its cre-
ationwiththemediumofmusicisauniqueaspectoftheplay,and
theflexibilityachievedbydigitalisationisprimarilyattributableto
themusiccomposition:

The performance of 4.48 Psychosis seems so extraordinarily musi-
cal because it was created in the medium of music. Through the op-
tion,whichdidnotexistuntilrecently,ofrehearsingwithsample
compositionsandePlayers,trainedcomposersaregainingaccessto
theatricalstages,andfromthissynthesisofdramaandartmusic,

24Roesner,Theatermusik.
25Ibid.,21(“DieDigitalisierungerlaubtderTheatermusik,imDialogmitderInszenierunginter-

aktiverundflexiblerzusein.”Translatedbytheauthor).
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a theatre genre of its own will most certainly develop in the com-
ingyears:amusicaltheatrethatcomesfromspokentheatrerather
than opera.26

Digitalisation and creation within the medium of music in 4.48 
 Psychose are resulting factors of a music compositional approach 
developed by the composer over multiple working experiences with 
Rasche.Theself-definedpracticeof‘pressurecomposing’isthefore-
most experimental aspect of the compositional process ofNico van
Wersch.Tobringthemusicintoamoreflexibleformforrehearsing,
VanWerschcomposedverylittlematerialbeforetherehearsalswith
theactorsbegan. Instead, for thefirst twomonthsofrehearsals,he
attended with only his computer and prepared sound samples/record-
ings.Then,inamatterofweeks,VanWerschtookhis‘electroniccom-
positions’,thetextwithdramaturgicalnotes,andhisownmusicnotes
and transformed it all into a notated score meant for live performers 
andinstruments.AudioExample1(seeAppendix)isanexcerptofone
ofVanWersch’selectroniccompositionsusedduringearlyrehearsals
without livemusicians. To compare the phases of composition, Au-
dioExample2(seeAppendix)isthatofthesamescenebutperformed
with live musicians.
The examples above show the breadth of change that occurred during 
the rehearsals. This does not traditionally occur within theatre pro-
ductions involvingmusic,asrehearsalconditionsandpracticalities
donotusuallyfollowaparallelcompositionprocess.Althoughmusi-
calmaterialmightbeadaptabletoscenechangesduringrehearsals,
a complete change in music material is normally too time-consum-
ingandstressfulforboththemusiciansandcomposer.Althoughex-
tremely fatiguingandstressful forVanWersch, theadaptabilityhe
achieved enabled something normally impossible on the large stage 
ofacitytheatre:thecompositionofthreehoursofneworiginalmu-

26Lehmann,“MusikImSprechtheater”,50.(“DieAufführungvon4.48Psychosewirktdeswegen
soaußergewöhnlichmusikalisch,weilsieimMediumderMusikkreiertwordenist.Durchdie
Option, die es bis vor kurzemnicht gab,mit Samplekompositionenund ePlayern zuproben,
gewinnenausgebildeteKomponisteneinenZugangzudenTheaterbühnen,undausdieserSyn-
thesevonDramaundKunstmusikwirdsichindennächstenJahrenganzsicheraucheineigenes
Theatergenreentwickeln:einMusiktheater,dasausdemSprechtheaterundnichtvonderOper
kommt.”Translatedbytheauthor.)
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sic in direct congruence with and parallel to the stage and language 
work; music that was notated and rehearsed so as to be performed by 
live musicians on stage.
VanWersch’scompositionprocesswouldnothavebeenpossiblewith-
out a sense of established trust with his musicians. The continuity of 
workingwithRascheandVanWerschhelpedcreateaworkingenvi-
ronmentthatwasnotonlyrelaxed,butalsofosteredasecureenviron-
mentforexperimentation,improvisation,andfreeexchange.Thefinal
resultisamusicalscoreconsistingofaseriesofcellpatterns,similar
to the modules of Das Erdbeben in Chili.However,VanWerschnolon-
gercoordinatesthenumberofmeasuresbetweenthedifferentinstru-
ments.Where thekeyboardplayermighthavea5-measurepassage,
thebassplayermayhavea9-measurepassage.Thescorethenconsists
oflayereddevelopmentsacrosstime,whichareindividuallycuedfrom
VanWerschatthesounddeskatthebackofthetheatreduringtheper-
formance.VanWerschtranscendedhisroleascomposer,becomingan
in-ear audio conductor.
TwoaudioengineerssitalongsideVanWersch,oneoverseeingmu-
sicandtheothertheactors.Theirroleshavebecomeirreplaceable,
as this production emphasises total sounddesign. Thus, the sound
engineers and composer are crucial members of the ensemble. Like 
Jessen in Woyzeck,therolesofthemusic‘creators’developedduring
the working process and also shaped Jessen’s own composition and 
position in 4.48 Psychose.
WorkingalongsidetheearlystagesofVanWersch’scompositionalpro-
cess, Jessen began developing the choir sections from smallmusical
fragmentsprovidedbyVanWersch.Hiscompositionnow includeda
furtherstretchingofpronunciation,includingmoreorlessemphasis
onconsonantsandvowels,andthenon-traditionalinflectionofwords
evenmorefrequently.
Inprinciple,Jessen’sscorenotationmirroredthesystemhedeveloped
for Woyzeck;however,markingshavebeenadded,asseeninFigure3.
AsinFigure2,theaccentmarksabovethewordsindicatewherethe
step and tempo of the music falls. The numbers correspond to the num-
berofstepsorbeatsbeforethenextwordisspoken.Here,itisinterest-
ing to note that Jessen’s composition consistently follows an eight-beat 
phrase,eventhoughthecorrespondingmusicmighthaveajuxtapos-
ing time phrase. This means that each performance of 4.48 Psychose is 
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differentfromthelast,andthatthechoirandmusicaligninunique
combinations.(Forexample,whenVanWerschcomposessectionswith
atimesignatureof5/4orwhenrepeatedsectionstotaltooddmeasure
numberssuchasnineorthirteen,Jessen’sconstantcompositionofes-
sentially4/4neverfindsitselfinthesame‘place’asthemusic.)Jessen’s
notationhasbecomemoreprecise,with the letter ‘l’ placedbeforea
numbersignifyingwheretheactorsfinishtheirprevioussyllableby
‘landing’onstep,andthatthesubsequentlengthofpauseshouldbegin
afterthisbeathaslanded.Ingeneral,thespokenrhythmofthetextis
notmusicallycomposed,but Jessenapproachessuchmusicalitywith
hisuse of ‘mountain’markings: these are evident over thefirst line
‘Schau dir die Sterne an.’ This marking indicates that every syllable is 
to be rhythmically ‘in time’ to the music. The rhythm is set by Jessen 
during the rehearsals and taught to the actors and internalised with 
repetition;however,itisneverwrittendown.

Figure 3 Score example of choir section in 4.48 Psychose, Toni 
Jessen, 2020, Berlin, courtesy of Toni Jessen.
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These phrases of rhythmical speaking constitute the development 
of different performative styleswithin Jessen’s choirs.Now, a per-
formancepractice is established (i.e., the downbeats and steps are
assignedtocertainwords,whiletherestofthetextflowsoverand
in between the tempo)which is juxtaposedwithmore consciously
rhythmiclines.TheunderliningofwordsevidentinFigure3isaco-
hesion of the performative intent that has developed within Rasche’s 
workuntil thepresent:verbs in the textaremeant tobeactivated.
Thisactivationdoesnotreflectanincreaseinintensityorthesound
ofvocalisation,buttheresonationofaword.Resonationcomesnot
frombodilygestures,butfromthesoundingofthecoreofthebody
itself. Each actor must internalise the text and body resonation and 
presenttotheaudienceahyperanimatedspeech,butwithminimal
bodymovement.Themusicandthetempoarecrucialtotheactors,as
the energy they receive from their steps becomes the only physicality 
in the whole play that grounds their language.
Unique to4.48 Psychose is Jessen’s expansion of the role of the choir 
leader into choir conductor (see Figure 4.) As he teaches the actors,
Jessenspeaksandbreatheswiththem,andmarksinflectionsofwords
with his hands. He shows them the tempo with exaggerated steps while 
conducting at the same time.
Inadditiontoconducting,Jessenprovideshisactingchoirswithlearn-
alongrecordings,whichtheyalsouseasareferenceduringprepara-
tions for the performances. These speak-along tracks are essential parts 
ofthescore,asJessen’svisualmarkingsinthetextareinsufficientto
achievea fullunderstandingof the interpretation.AudioExample3
(seeAppendix)isanaudioexcerptofonesuchtrackbyJessenfrom4.48 
Psychose.Hecanbeheardcountingpauses,similartoWoyzeck,which
he also reproduces during the live performance. The outcome of this 
practiceisevidentinVideoExample1(seeAppendix),wheretheactors,
surroundedbydystopicsoundandlightinformation,canperformin
unison,withaunifiedapproachtothelanguage.
VideoExample1 showshowmusicand texthavenowbecomecom-
pletely fused in 4.48 Psychose. The musicians and actors exchange 
performativeenergy, impactingtheoverallmusicalityof theperfor-
mance.Thechoirmembersnowjointhemusiciansinhavinganin-ear
metronome,whichfosterstheirindividualityinsteadoftheidentityof
thecollective.Alldetailsofperforminginunison,includingthestep
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andsecurityofpausecounts,arefedtotheperformers’in-earmoni-
torsintheformofmultiplesetsofinformation:aclicktrack,Jessen’s
voice, and others’ voices. New to 4.48 Psychose are the actors’ own 
in-earmixingof theensemble: theyhavetheirownindividuallyse-
lectedmixofmusic,vocalandmetronomelevelswhichactasa live
perform-along track. While choirs have traditionally represented the 
mass,Raschehas transformed thechoir intoamixtureof individu-
als, eacha separate complexbeing,who come together to achievea
commongoal.Withthehelpofdigitalisation,eachactorperformsin
response to their own sonic reality. This individualised performative 
experience also contributes to the trance-like state of the performers. 
Owingtothedeconstructivestyleoflanguage,thistrance-likestateis
welcomedinordertoachievetheperformativemeaning,aswellasthe
practical sustainability of performance (the duration of a single mono-
logue can often be up to 20 minutes). The fourth wall here is the audi-

Figure 4 Photograph of Jessen conducting a choir rehearsal on stage, Toni Jessen and  
Actors: Yannik Stöbener, Katja Bürkle, Jürgen Lehmann, Kathleen Morgeneyer,  
Thorsten Hierse, Linda Pöppel, Elias Arens, and Justus Pfankuch, 2021, Berlin, photograph  
© the author.
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enceitself,andtheperformance,fortheactors,involvestranscending
the audience—performing over and beyond the audience. The actors 
must be careful not to be too musical in their pronunciation or in their 
movement,otherwisethetextlosesmeaninganditcouldappearthat
the actors are dancing or rapping on stage.
Themusiciansalsoenteratrancestate,asthepiece,threehourswith-
outintermission,hascontinuousmusicthatconstitutesaphysicalchal-
lengefortheplayers.Acertainindividualisationhastakenover,and
while it may seem that the performers are more disconnected owing 
tothedigitalheadspacetowhicheachplayerisbound,theseactually
enable a higher degree of freedom in the performance. With the help 
ofthemetronome,whichprovidesthepulseofthemusic,theactorsare
confidentintheirunificationoftheirwalkingandareabletofocusalso
moreonthemusicalityofthetextualperformance.WithVanWersch
astheironlineconductor,themusiciansareabletofocuslessonvisu-
al and textual cues and can immerse themselves in the physicality of 
their performance. The musicality the actors permit inspires the ges-
turalspeakingpossiblebytheband.Thepercussionists,inparticular,
canfloatandmoveseamlesslybetweendrumsandaccentthegesture
oftheirhits,astheyfeelmoreconfidentintheirtimingandplacefrom
their in-ear guide. Rather than focusing on listening and eye contact 
forcues,theperformersarenowabletotrulyexhibittheirownchar-
acter within this mass wall of sound-immersive theatre.

Conclusion

Althoughperformedintraditionalcitytheatres,Rasche’sworksare
notclassicdramatictheatreworks.Rather,onthepost-dramaticthe-
atrespectrum, they fall somewherebetween theatre incorporating
music and music theatre. Music is not used to support drama but has 
become the foundational element that connects all other aspects of 
Rasche’s pieces and is an integral part of the overall stage design. The 
meeting point between language and sound is most profoundly syn-
thesisedinchoralsections,wherethechoirandmusiciansarebound
together by tempo and digital aids such as in-ear monitoring and 
amplification.While the individuality and intimacy of choirsmay
havebeenabandoned,Rasche’schoirshavetransformedfromlarge
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masses tofinally, individuals joined together, only to be separated
bydigitalisation.Off-stage,theproductionshavebecomeextremely
individually centralised.
Through production ‘exceptions’ made by Germanic city theatres host-
ingUlrichRasche,thedirectorcandevelophisconceptswiththesame
‘team’andperformerstocreateextraordinary,multi-disciplinarypro-
ductions on large stages. Such scale is usually only achievable in opera. 
Crucialistheroleoftheindividual,andthetrustandrelianceRasche
hasonhisteamhehasdevelopedovertheyears.Nowmoreaccurately
describedashis theatrical ‘troupe,’ theyhavebecomeintegral to the
developmental process as experiments and growth continue with each 
new production in all facets: sound, stage design, language perfor-
mance,andchoirwork.KeymemberssuchasJürgenLehmann,Toni
Jessen, andNicovanWersch, aswell as othermusiciansandactors,
have become an essential part of Rasche’s team.
Withhisshiftintotheclassicaloperaticform(seefootnotefour),there
is certainly proof of aspects shared with music theatre in Rasche’s 
work,aswellasattemptstomusicaliselanguageandtext.Hisworks
are not ground-breaking in their experimentation and deconstruction 
oftext,butUlrichRascheoffersusaglimpseofwheretheatrecouldgo
when typically ‘secondary’ elements such as music and choir develop 
togetherovertimeandinfluencetheworkingprocess.
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Appendix

Audio Examples
1. Excerpt of VanWersch’s Ableton Live composition, 2020, courtesy of Nico van

Wersch.Availableat:https://doi.org/10.48620/391.
2.Excerptofsamemusicalmoment,transcribedforlivemusicians,2020,courtesyof

DeutschesTheaterBerlin.Availableat:https://doi.org/10.48620/391.
3.Jessen’slearn-alongtrackfortheactors,finalchoirscene,2020,courtesyofToni

Jessen.Availableat:https://doi.org/10.48620/391.

https://doi.org/10.48620/391
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Video Example
1.Excerptof4.48 Psychosefinalchoirscene,2020,courtesyofDeutschesTheaterBer-

lin.Availableat:https://doi.org/10.48620/391.

https://doi.org/10.48620/391



