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Abstract
In times of globalization and migration cities are impacted by an enormous diversity and heterogeneity. They are 

places where people of the most different ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds come together to share a confined 
living space. A lack of awareness and simple ignorance often lead to prejudices and conflicts so that integration is 
conceived as one of the biggest and most important political and social challenges of our times. In the last couple of years 
city theaters in German-speaking countries have gradually started to become engaged in social issues and question 
more and more their own function and role concerning modern city life. Theaters expanded their usual repertoire by 
adding new topics, forms and spaces to deal with the urban and social realities of their (particular) city. They no longer 
only keep up the literary tradition or an imitation of reality. By communicating and cooperating with the other arts, people 
or institutions of urban life, new ways of intensifying the relation between theater and the city have been found. This 
paper will discuss whether theater, both as institution and as art form, can enable meaningful contacts and encounters 
in urban spaces. Starting from the unique situation in German-speaking countries and its theater landscape I will show 
how (city) theater can get involved in urban affairs and in this way become a conducive part to urban cohabitation. To 
reflect on this issue, the urban space project URBAN PRAYERS (2013) by the theater house Münchner Kammerspiele 
in Munich will be examined. 

Keywords: City theatre, Encounter, Globalization, Glocalisation, Integration, Migration, Participation, Religion, 
Representation.
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Introduction

In times of globalization and migration, cities are impacted by an enormous diver-
sity and heterogeneity. They are places where people of the most diff erent ethnic, reli-
gious and cultural backgrounds come together to share a confi ned living space. What 
Jean-Francois Lyotard has already described in the 1970s as a multiplicity that cannot 
be put together anymore could nowadays be characterized as a polis that has been 
transformed into a parapolis (Terkessidis 43). Unfortunately, this variety is not exclu-
sively perceived in a positive way, but rather as a disruptive factor for urban cohab-
itation. Many times ignorance or simple nescience lead to prejudices and confl icts so 
that integration is conceived as one of the biggest and most important political and 
social challenges theses days. Nevertheless, the term “integration” itself already bears 
some trouble since it seems to imply the intention to level out diversity into pre-exist-
ing confi gurations rather than a reconsideration of these confi gurations themselves.

However, in the last years it has been discussed – under the term new urban citizen-
ship – whether and how new forms of integrations of “otherness” can be discovered 
through urban participation and exchange in public spaces. These sorts of debates re-
fl ect on the condition and potential of an urban culture of encounter based on mutu-
al tolerance and respect (Helbrecht and Dirksmeier 293). As Gill Valentine has point-
ed out, it is necessary to distinguish between the diff erent types of encounter: not each 
of the various coincidences (with others) in public space can be considered a mean-
ingful contact “that actually changes values and translates beyond the specifi cs of the 
individual moment into a more general positive respect for – rather than mere toler-
ance of – others” (Valentine 325). But the question remains which requirements actual-
ly need to be fulfi lled in order to enable these “meaningful contacts” in public spaces.

This paper will discuss whether theater, both as institution and as art form, can 
enable these meaningful contacts and encounters in urban spaces. Starting from the 
unique situation in German-speaking countries concerning its theater landscape, I will 
show how (city) theater can get involved in urban aff airs and in this way become a 
conducive part to urban cohabitation. To refl ect on this issue the city project URBAN 
PRAYERS (2013) by the theater house Münchner Kammerspiele in Munich will be ex-
amined. 

1. The future of the city theater: debates and impact

The phenomenon of the city theater in German-speaking countries is unique in 
the world. A multitude of government-fi nanced theaters is able to keep permanently 
employed personnel and run a repertory theater with a fi xed ensemble. City theaters 
emerged originally from the court theaters of the late 18th and 19th century and pri-
vate bourgeois theaters. They are – unlike state theaters – mostly subsidized by their 
particular city. As cultural institutions, city theaters are more than just a location were 
plays are performed. They are central places of representation, impartation and in-
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vestigation of urban aff airs. As a resonating chamber of urban society, they cannot re-
main unaff ected by the demographic changes taking place there. Yet city theaters of-
ten seem to keep up a peculiar bourgeois parallel society that goes beyond current ur-
ban reality (Terkessidis 47). 

In 2003 Jürgen Flimm already claimed the “system of city theater” to be in danger 
(Stadelmaier 31). Nevertheless, it took some more years for this discussion to reach a 
broader level. In 2011 Theater der Zeit, one of the leading German theater monthlies, 
released (in cooperation with the Freiburg theater and the Hessian theater Academy) 
the workbook Heart of the City – Recherchen zum Stadtt heater der Zukunft. Here a pro-
found evaluation of the situation of the German-speaking city theater was published 
for the very fi rst time. In the same year nachkritik.de, an independent German theater 
portal, started a series of articles likewise concerned with the future of the city theater. 
At least since then, theater professionals and its observers use this platform to discuss 
not only the contemporary situation of the German-speaking theater landscape, but 
also its inherent potential and prospective development. Most who speak out can agree 
on the need for city theaters to change their deadlocked structures and (re) gain socio-
political relevance and actuality in respect of global and local urban developments. 
Nevertheless, as one of the latest publications shows – Theater entwickeln und planen. 
Kulturpolitische Konzeptionen zur Reform der Darstellenden Künste (2013) – the discussion 
about the prospects of German-speaking theaters is nowhere near fi nished.

As a matt er of course, the debates about the general overhaul of the theater do not 
only take place on a theoretical level, not least because theater professionals are broad-
ly involved in these debates. Gradually, some city theaters have started to get engaged 
in social issues, questioning their own function and expanding their usual repertoire 
by new genres, topics, techniques and spaces to deal with matt ers of their (particular) 
city. By communicating and cooperating with other institutions and people of urban 
life, new ways of intensifying the relationship between theater and the city have been 
created. In this way these theaters no longer simply keep up literary tradition or imita-
tion of reality. However, this tendency is still not picked up by the majority of German-
speaking city theaters. The reasons for this are various and shall not be discussed at 
this point. Instead, it seems more reasonable to look at city theaters that have already 
opened up to urban life and society. The theater house Münchner Kammerspiele in 
Munich is one such example.

The Münchner Kammerspiele understands itself as an aesthetically innovative, cos-
mopolitan European city theater that is socio-politically oriented. Despite being a trans-
regional stage, the theater house profi les itself as “The theater of the City”. Hence, al-
ready under the directorship of Frank Baumbauer, the Münchner Kammerspiele start-
ed to initiate the so-called Stadtraumprojekte (urban space projects) that became direct-
ly involved with current urban matt ers in Munich. BUNNYHILL I & II (2004), DOING 
IDENTITY (2008) or ILLEGAL (2008) are some of the projects that have emerged dur-
ing the last ten years. 
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URBAN PRAYERS (2013) is the latest one developed in this line. It was initiated 
as well as conceived by the author and dramaturge Björn Bicker in collaboration with 
Malte Jelden and Julia Lochte. This city project refl ected in particular on the relation-
ship between religious people and their city. Questions like, “Do religious people con-
sider their belief as political?” or “How do they experience urban reality?” were ex-
amined through diff erent formats like theater, installation art, fi lm, music and perfor-
mance at various places (of worship) in Munich.

But before I start to discuss URBAN PRAYERS in particular, I will explain fi rstly 
how cities and their urban matt ers can be described nowadays and secondly what re-
quirements are imposed on art when gett ing involved in socio-political issues. This 
discussion will also give the direction of how these aspects are going to be understood 
in what follows.

Negotiating Glocal issues of the city

As mentioned before, global developments do have an enormous impact on cities. 
Globalization and migration fi nd their reverberation in our metropolises worldwide. 
Bearing this in mind, cities can be considered microcosms of the world, mirroring glob-
al tendencies in a very compressed way. Or, as Marc Augé has described it: „une réca-
pitulation, un résumé du monde, avec sa diversité ethnique, culturelle, religieuse, so-
ciale et économique“ (Augé 173).

Nevertheless, cities still have their own locally grown traditions and customs that 
also intermingle with global infl uences. In Munich, for example, more than a third 
of the population has a migration background nowadays. As a consequence of this 
(among other things), the percentage of non-Christians – persons of other or no con-
fession – has passed the 50 per cent mark in the last couple of years (Statistisches Amt 
München n. pag.). Cities are nowadays a “breeding ground for a vast variety of new 
religion with very diff erent origins, roles and functions“ (Riches n. pag.) that exhibit 
a strong correlation with daily (public) life, even though theories of secularization try 
to persuade to the contrary (Becker et. al. 13). It is evident that global and local eff ects 
can no longer be thought of separately when examining urban life. 

In this context the portmanteau glocalisation coined by Roland Robertson becomes 
a valuable term to work with. The term denotes “the simultaneity – the co-presence 
― of both universalizing and particularizing tendencies” (Robertson n. pag.). Projects 
like URBAN PRAYERS, refl ecting on current urban matt ers, are therefore automatical-
ly confronted with the way global issues impact their city, too. Hence they do not only 
deal with issues of localisation but rather of glocalisation. The question is how can the-
ater, both as art form and institution, get directly involved in urban matt ers and nego-
tiate the glocal issues of their city? 

As widely known, mimesis – one of the most important terms in European the-
ater culture – describes art as imitation of reality. However, the term is controversial, 
not least because “reality” itself already is a complex and hard to defi ne conception. 
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If we understand reality, though, as an interpretable phenomenon underlying diff er-
ent kinds of perspectives and perceptions, then art – considered as imitation of reality 
– has to cope with this multitude of views and fi nd a suitable form of representing it.

In the aforementioned workbook, Heart of the City, Björn Bicker discusses prospec-
tive writing for theater from his perspective as author. He refl ects on the matt er of fi nd-
ing the right form of representation and the signifi cance of context and engagement. 
According to Bicker, a text cannot only aim at representing reality but must also be 
trying to change it. For this Brechtian idea not only the text form but also the context 
of where it is performed, becomes essential. One has to refl ect on the question wheth-
er the established performance venues of (city) theaters are suffi  cient for what is ne-
gotiated in the text. These ideas also include the question of who is being addressed 
here (Bicker 64b). 

Bicker further states that authenticity can only be reached by emphasizing the arti-
fi cially of art. Even though it might negotiate reality and socio-political matt ers, it still 
remains a piece of art (Bicker 65b). A play, for instance, has to lay open its craftiness by 
the author for his background and mentality has inevitably infl uenced his work. This 
idea interacts with what Marc Augé has defi ned as purpose of art:

L’art doit exprimer la société (c’est-à-dire, aujourd’hui, le monde), et il doit le faire 
exprès. Il ne peut pas être simplement une expression passive, un aspect de la situa-
tion. Il doit être expressif et réfl exif, s’il entend nous montrer autre chose que ce que 
nous avons tous les jours sous les yeux, par exemple dans les supermarchés ou à la té-
lévision (Augé 176).

Bicker’s perspective on art does not only concern (theater) text but also theater itself. 
Here, too, he argues in favour of theater that does not content itself with the imitation 
of reality. Instead Bicker pleads for a (city) theater that gets directly involved in current 
(urban) affairs. Theatrical practice then intermingles with socio-political practice. In 
that way theater turns into a place of participation and encounter (Bicker 197a).

This idea, however, is not entirely new but already dates back to the theater of an-
cient Greece. The term methexis that was fi rst used by Plato for his doctrine of forms, 
describes another aspect of the Greek theater namely the participation of the audience 
in the ritual act. As Jean-Luc Nancy has claimed that mimesis (imitation) and methexis 
(participation) cannot be thought separately when dealing with aesthetic experience:

“no mimesis occurs without methexis (under threat of being nothing but a copy, a re-
production): here is the principle. Reciprocally, no doubt, there is no methexis that does 
not imply mimesis, that is, precisely production (not reproduction) in the form of a force 
communicated in participation” (Nancy 11a).

Following Nancy’s thought I would like to argue that theater as an form of aesthetic 
experience, can be described as an interaction between representation (mimesis) and 
participation (methexis). In the following sections, I will examine how the city project 
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URBAN PRAYERS deals with these constitutive elements when negotiating Munich’s 
(religious) urban life and glocality. 

A polyphone representation of urban aff airs

Keeping Bicker’s aspiration of writing for theater in mind, we will start off  with his 
play Urban Prayers (MUC) to examine how the city is represented here. The play was 
writt en and performed in the context of the homonymous urban space project. On to-
tal, more than one and a half years of research in the religious life of Munich have 
fl own into the play. The entire text is spoken by the Chor der gläubigen Bürger (“cho-
rus of religious citizens”). The name of the chorus already recalls its roots in the Greek 
Tragedy, where ordinary citizens constituted the chorus. As a body of people singing 
(or speaking) together in a group, they represented the general consensus and confl icts 
of the polis. The term “body of people” already implies a homogenous and non-indi-
vidualized group of singers. They comment with a collective voice on the (dramatic) 
action, speaking and singing their lines in unison. 

In Urban Prayers (MUC), it is mostly a “we” – sometimes alternating with an “I” – 
that is speaking. The “we” represents all religious citizens in Munich. Nevertheless, 
the chorus here is not simply one body speaking with one voice. Instead, the chorus 
reveals that it consists of many diff erent (religious) individuals and groups. Except for 
their common ground of being believers, they express very diff erent opinions, expe-
riences and backgrounds. This is represented through various antitheses and (often 
contradicting) enumerations: 

Was glaubt ihr denn, wer ihr seid. Was glaubt ihr denn, wer wir sind. Warum wir 
Bärte tragen, Locken, Hüte, Tücher, Hosen, Röcken, Ringe, Kreuze, Bänder um den 
Arm. Tatt oos. Warum wir den Kopf bedecken. Warum wir den Kopf nicht bedecken, 
warum wir die Schuhe ausziehen, warum wir nicht die Schuhe ausziehen, [... ] Was 
glaubt ihr denn, warum wir Katholiken sind. Warum wir Protestanten sind. Moslems. 
[... ] Warum wir Hindus sind. Buddhisten, Vajrayana, Mahayana, Hinayana, Theravada. 
Adventisten, Mennoniten, Pfi ngstler [... ]. 

In general, the “we” only speaks in unison when addressing an opposite “you” – the 
non-religious people of the city. Nevertheless, not believing in one god or church does 
not necessarily imply that one does not believe in anything at all. People might have 
their belief attached to other, profane things instead. Urban Prayers (MUC) expresses 
this idea, for instance, when capturing the extraordinary importance of the (in cities 
generally rare) parking spaces for its residents: “Ihr und Eure Parkplätze. Ist das euer 
Glaube. Hauptsache genug Parkplätze”. 

As illustrated in Urban Prayers (MUC), the urban layout of diff erent places (of wor-
ship) plays an important role in the city. The hierarchization of diff erent religions is ex-
pressed here through a hierarchization of time by claiming who was there fi rst (“Wir 
sind halt schon immer da. Wir sind halt das Abendland.”) which again entails a hier-
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archization of urban space. While Christian churches, for example, dominate the city 
centre, minority religions and their congregations are found rather in the outlying sub-
urbs. Moreover, many congregations are forced to put up with (dilapidated) facilities, 
originally built for other purposes like offi  ce buildings. In the eye of a beholder, used 
to external representation of sacral monuments, these are often rather invisible and not 
recognizable as places of worship at fi rst sight. So often, what is considered important 
is a display of power, money and property as Urban Prayers (MUC) states:

Wenn ihr wüsstet, wo da überall gebaut wird. [… ] Das ist ein geheimer Stadtplan. 
Mit den Menschen kommen die Häuser. Gott es Häuser. Gott es Wohnungen. Gott es 
Keller. Gott es Zelte. Gott es Hinterhöfe. Gott es Hallen. Gott es Büros. Gott es Wiesen. 
Gott es Gärten. Gott es Wohnwagen. Gott es Bauland. Da geht es um Platz . Um Geld. Um 
Macht. Wem gehört diese Stadt.

The localization of congregations and their churches also affect the social coexistence 
in the neighborhood. The inherent potential for conflict is captured on the basis of 
various situations in Urban Prayers (MUC). Be it cigarette smoke entering the church or 
(too) loud gospel music during worship, the tenant-to-tenant disputes are numerous. 
The examples given in the text include inter-religious conflicts as well as disputes 
between non-religious and religious people. Not a few of these conflicts are based on 
fear and ignorance (not seldom fostered by one-sided media reports) that lead again to 
prejudices and generalized accusations on all sides: „Warum sagen sie, dass wir nicht 
mehr glauben sollen. [... ] Warum sagen sie, dass wir privat beten sollen. Das sagt doch 
niemand. Doch das sagen sie. Jeden Tag. Schaust du kein Fernsehen. Liest du keine 
Zeitung.“ Or elsewhere:

Wir sehen im Fernsehen, wie unsere Brüder eure Brüder in die Luft jagen. Wir seh-
en im Fernsehen wir eure Schwestern, unsere Schwestern in die Luft jagen. Wir sehen 
das Blut, wir hören die Schreie. Wir denken: Das ist die gleiche Welt, in der wir leben. 
[... ] Niemand versteht, was er glaubt. Glauben wir. Glauben wir nicht. Was ihr glaubt 
ist uns egal. Ist uns nicht egal. Darf uns nicht egal sein. Soll uns egal sein.

The continual disagreement and consequent inability to speak with one voice is 
reflected on several times in the text by emphasizing the inability to agree, no matter 
what: “Worauf können wir uns einigen. Warum können wir uns eigentlich nicht 
einigen. Können wir uns auf München einigen”. And later on: “Und dann schreit 
einer ganz laut: Jetzt unterscheidet doch nicht unentwegt zwischen Euch und uns. [… 
] Wir sind eine Stadt. Wir sind eine Stimme. Wir sitzen in einem Boot”. The metaphor 
of “being in the same boat” illustrates the existing interdependence and collaborative 
responsibility of all city-dwellers. The city itself thereby becomes – despite its variety 
and pluralism – a means of joining together its divergent inhabitants and giving them 
a sense of identity (Hannemann and Sewing 67).

The representation of the city’s variety of religions, congregations and world-views 
can be described as a composition of polyphony. This structural principle allows Bicker 



190 Monique EHMANN

to step back behind the diff erent voices, so that they can express their own opinions 
and points of view, however contradictory, problematic or confl icting they may be. The 
polyphonic chorus in Urban Prayers (MUC) therefore becomes – like the Greek chorus 
did for the polis – an emblem for the urban heterogenity of cities today.

Yet Urban Prayers (MUC) is clearly anchored in Munich 2013. It gives clear indica-
tions of the play’s linkage to its concrete time and place. Munich districts and places 
(Schwabing, Bogenhausen, Marienplatz  or Englischer Garten) are named, as are peo-
ple closely related to the city (for example Christian Ude, the Munich major from 1993-
2014) as well as public local events (like the construction of the Freimann Mosque). A 
number of times Munich itself is characterized and / or compared to other cities (“Ein 
bisschen mehr Köln würden wir gut fi nden”). Praise and condemnation sometimes 
blend into each other: 

Wir sagen: München ist geil. Wir sagen: City of God. Stadt der Engel. Wem es so 
gut geht. Wo es so schön ist. Wo soviel Wasser fl ießt. Verfl uchtes München. Wir lieben 
deine Straßen. Wir lieben deine Ordnung. Du bist so sauber. So sauber. So friedlich: 
Du bist: City of God.

Nevertheless, one could argue that all these indicators of Munich are convertible 
with the depiction of other cities. Living, working and simply being in a city always 
means sharing a very confined space and collisions of very different interests, sights 
or lifestyles. Surely there are many passages in Urban Prayers (MUC) that can be seen 
as interfaces to other big cities. Especially the mentioned relationships, prejudices or 
conflicts between believers and non-believers, migrants and locals can be taken into 
account here. Yet, these aspects could also be considered as further proof of the afore-
described glocalisation of cities nowadays, making it impossible to separate global and 
local developments when reflecting on urban affairs.

A platform for encounter and participation

As described before, Bicker did not only refl ect on the “right“ form of representing 
reality but also on where a text is eventually performed and in what context it is em-
bedded. For Urban Prayers (MUC), it meant that is was exclusively performed – un-
der the directorship of Johan Simons – on a total of eight times between the 6 June and 
the 14 July 2013. Only the last rendition was performed on the stage of the Münchner 
Kammerspiele. The other performances took place in various places of worship in 
Munich: The Synagogue Reichenbachstraße, Allerheiligenkirche (Greek Orthodox), 
Mosque Mehmet Akif, Machtlfi nger Höfe (Sikhs), Rogatekirche (Evangelical Lutheran), 
Seventh-day Adventist Church München-Ost and St. Ludwig (Catholic). 

As a result, the audience combined people of the most diff erent social, cultural and 
religious backgrounds. Here people came to see a performance that would usually not 
enter a theater house while other spectators had the chance to access places of worship 
freely without perceiving themselves as intruders (Nancy 6b). For it has to be added 



191Representation and Participation of the City (Theater).
A Polyphonic Chorus of Glocal Issues in URBAN PRAYERS (2013)

that both churches and theaters are places that often contain a high inhabitation lev-
el for some parts of society. By providing a sheltered place for a certain community, 
they inevitably seem to exclude other segments of the population. Here people came 
into contact that normally hardly ever fi nd their way together.

The staging of Urban Prayers (MUC) in the diff erent congregations transformed 
these places of worship to performance venues. Every one of these places – ranging 
from grand churches to former offi  ce rooms – shaped the perception of the audience. 
Passages in the play that are related to the particular church or religion are thereby au-
tomatically highlighted in the perception of the audience and hence shape their per-
spective. Interestingly, the places (through their signifi cance and usual function) also 
aff ected the way the audience behaved in there. Specifi c customs like taking of the 
shoes or covering one’s extremities when entering some churches intermingled with 
conventions that are usually acknowledged in theater (clapping hands or the casual 
mixed seating arrangement of women and men). Every performance took part of the 
spirit of the place and thereby captured a unique atmosphere.

Moreover, the selection of the (symbolical) seven places of worship not only gave 
an idea about Munich’s variety of congregations and religions but also showed their 
diff erent urban localizations, ranging from the inner city to the outskirts of town. 
Together the diff erent performance venues of URBAN PRAYERS created a map of re-
ligious places which gave an idea of Munich’s religious heterogeneity. It opened peo-
ple’s eyes to what might takes place around the corner unnoticed and tied new rela-
tions to urban space that thereby became part of the spectator’s cognitive map. What 
Terkessidis once fi guratively described as a possible purpose of culture – drawing 
maps of multiplicity as kind of navigation aid (Terkessidis 47) – fi nds here a specifi c 
way of implementation. 

The churches of the diff erent religions used as performance venues also impacted 
the mise-en-scène of Urban Prayers (MUC). A generally very reduced aesthetical concept 
enabled the performance to take place in all diff erent congregations without infring-
ing on the specifi c conventions and usual practices of each place and religion: Five ac-
tors and actresses, dressed in black closed costumes, represented the “chorus of the 
religious citizens”. They were seated in a row facing the audience. All of them had a 
music stand with the textbook in front of them, speaking the lines in unison or indi-
vidually. Alternating with them, the employee choir of the Münchner Kammerspiele 
– dressed in various costumes representing the diff erent religions – sang choral pieces 
ranging from Bach’s O Sacred Head, Now Wounded to Haydn’s Creation. 

Moreover, the Münchner Kammerspiele collaborated with each congregation not 
only during the time of research but also during the time of execution. Every hosting 
congregation gave a musical contribution during the performance in their particular 
church. This form of involvement added not only to the uniqueness already created 
by every location, it also gave each congregation the possibility to directly participate 
in the staging of Urban Prayers (MUC). Dan Rebellato has – by referring to Jan Cohen-
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Cruz’s important book Local Acts – described this kind of community theater (one that 
stays within the community and produces in there) as a chance to „promote ‘active 
culture’, an active relation to theater that is perhaps a rehearsal for actice citizenship“ 
(Rebellato 54). Either way, by this means the (religious) heterogeneity of Munich’s in-
habitants was not only represented through the „chorus of religious citizens“ in Urban 
Prayers (MUC), but also through the direct participation of the various and diff erent 
congregations of the city.

Under the slogan URBAN PRAYERS CONVENTION, the performances were ac-
companied by further events which enabled the possibility for exchange and encoun-
ter. Diff erent mediums and platforms – installation art, fi lms, concerts and conversa-
tion – were organized to question further the interdependencies of urban and religious 
life. Each performance of Urban Prayers (MUC), for instance, was followed by an open 
space where discussions or traditional meals could be shared. The culmination of the 
project was provided by a nine hour speech marathon where forty believers from dif-
ferent religions talked about Munich, politics and religion. Subsequently, a publicly-
shared fast-breaking followed where everyone was free to participate. By imbedding 
the staging of Urban Prayers (MUC) in a collective religious ritual with the audience, 
URBAN PRAYERS once more tied its presentation in with its traditional roots in the 
ancient Greek theater.

Conclusion

All in all, it can be said that the requirements imposed on city theaters have changed 
in German-speaking countries. Neither the continual interpretation of the same clas-
sical repertoire nor the typical director’s theater is anymore suffi  cient to represent the 
reality of most people in a city, let alone to enable encounter and participation. As 
shown, URBAN PRAYERS of the Münchner Kammerspiele is one example how (city) 
theater – through diff erent forms of representation and participation – can get involved 
in current urban aff airs, foster meaningful encounters and hence contribute to the ur-
ban cohabitation in the city.

The polyphonic structure of Urban Prayers (MUC) tries to represent Munich’s ur-
ban heterogeneity and diversity. Not one single perspective of the world is shown but 
rather how daily life and reality appears to each side. Distinct perspectives and dif-
ferent ideologies can interact to create a dialog. The metaphor of an urban polyphony 
does not only refer to the many-voices of the city but also to the possible polyphonic 
readings of urban reality. Especially for a project like URBAN PRAYERS, based on a 
great deal of prior research, this structural principle enables an expedient approach of 
the material. Without judging or taking sides, the play Urban Prayers (MUC) lays bare 
and questions the mutual fears, accusations and prejudices existing on all sides. This 
way each spectator can develop his or her own point of view. 

By cooperating with the diff erent congregations and by transforming places of wor-
ship into performance venues, the Münchner Kammerspiele closely linked itself to oth-
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er institutions and the people of Munich’s urban life. Events like URBAN PRAYERS 
can provide an (open) frame for encounter between people that would normally hardly 
ever come into contact with each other. It helps people open their eyes to what is going 
on around them and sensitizes their perception to their surroundings and to the other 
city-dwellers. In this way theater can secure social and political meaning that will as-
sist in the fostering of urban cohabitation: 

Das Theater kann es in diesem Sinn schaff en, als utopischer, dritt er Ort zu funktio-
nieren. Begegnung zu stiften, die an keinem anderen Ort auf diese Weise statt fi nden 
würden. Es kann als Bühne für soziales und politisches Handeln fungieren und kann 
umgekehrt den sozialen und politischen Raum zur Bühne erklären (Bicker 201a).

Admittedly, this mostly applies to institutions and / or to people that are already 
inherently interested, open-minded and ready for encounter. For those who are 
willing, projects like URBAN PRAYERS create a platform to participate. Yet the 
development of these projects needs time, not least because contacts with other 
institutions and people have to be established and made productive. The festival-like 
character of URBAN PRAYERS demonstrates the difficulty of integrating urban space 
projects into running repertoire theaters. Yet, city theaters have the possibility of 
providing the needed resources to enable projects like URBAN PRAYERS to happen. 
This, not least, includes the presence and attention these houses have in a city, aside 
from the fact that many performance collectives, for example, have already started 
to get into urban matters and spaces long before most established theaters have even 
felt the need to do so. 

Yet, whether it is site-specifi c theater or community theater, the interactions be-
tween city and (city) theater are numerous and auspicious. In this context it is not a 
matt er of whether one favors the idea of “L’art pour l’art” or engaged theater but rath-
er – as Jacques Rancière has already pointed out – the observation that art always in-
heres a political moment. It expresses itself in a particular artistic approach towards 
the material by fi nding a gap between one’s own subjectivity and social discourse. In 
this way, art and theater in particular (depending on the spectator’s physical co-pres-
ence) can work to create “des espaces et des relations pour reconfi gurer mat ériellement 
et symboliquement le territoire du commun“ (Rancière 35). Especially in times of glo-
balisation and migration, this seems to gain more and more signifi cance. 
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