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The Applicability of ‘Modoki’ in Contemporary Theatre:
Focused on Michael Thalheimer’s Direction of Emilia Galotti

YAMASHITA Yoshiteru

As a Japanese theatre scholar with a comparatist motivation, I will attempt here to apply
a traditional Japanese aesthetic concept that is related to theatrical performance, namely, the
notion of ‘modoki’, to a performance abroad.

‘Modoki’ in the daily, contemporary Japanese language means imitation or counterfeit,
whereas its theatre- historical semantics encompass a broader meaning: “Modoki” is the noun
form of the verb “modoku”, which means “to offer opposition to”, “to contradict”, “to reproach”,
“to counterfeit”, “to explain”, or “to reinterpret in the name of someone™ (Sakabe (1989)/
Orikuchi (1995)). Thus, ‘modoki’ is a notion that can well be connected to a contemporary
Western theatrical direction of an original, especially classical piece, particularly when this
direction undertakes an ‘alienating’ interpretation of the original.

The object to which this ‘modoki’ notion can be applied is Michael Thalheimer'’s
renowned direction of Emilia Galotti at the Deutsches Theatre in Berlin in 2001. Such
application of ‘modoki’ is examined in this work. Although a body of reviews, comments, and
even qualified performance analyses on this performance has been written in Germany, it seems
meaningful to interpret the significance of this successful performance in terms of a domestic
aesthetic concept by a researcher with a different cultural background.
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