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KATJA DREYER 
OPHELIA COMES TO BROOKLYN

NL Hoe leer je iemand kennen door wat er achterblijft? Ophelia comes to Brooklyn is 
een theatertekst die Antje Katcher in 1982 schreef. In 1967 emigreerde ze als 20-jarige 
van een klein Duits stadje naar New York. Bij haar overlijden in 2014 liet ze een erfenis 
achter voor haar nicht: Katja Dreyer. Zij stuitte op brieven, gedichten, voorwerpen, een 
groep vrienden… allemaal fragmenten van een nog ongeschreven biografie.

Nu, in de enscenering van Ophelia comes to Brooklyn, proberen drie acteurs het 
verhaal te ontcijferen – het theaterstuk én het leven van Antje zelf. Samen reis je 
doorheen plaats en tijd: Duitsland in de jaren 50, Rusland in de jaren 60, New 
York in de jaren 70. Langs poëzie-lezingen, feministische protestacties en een 
herdenkingsceremonie. Hoe vond Antje zichzelf opnieuw uit in The New World?

• De Duitse theatermaakster Katja Dreyer woont en werkt in Brussel. Ze maakte 
voordien Überflieger en Kroniek. Als performer werkte ze o.a. voor Mette Ingvartsen, 
Mette Edvardsen, Superamas, Ivana Müller, David Weber-Krebs en Miet Warlop.

FR Comment apprendre à connaître quelqu’un par le biais de son héritage ? Ophelia 
comes to Brooklyn est un texte de théâtre qu’Antje Katcher a écrit en 1982. Quinze ans 
auparavant, alors âgée de vingt ans, elle avait quitté sa petite ville allemande et émigré 
à New York. À sa mort, en 2014, sa nièce Katja Dreyer a hérité de lettres, de poèmes, 
d’objets, d’un groupe d’amis… Des bribes d’une autobiographie jamais écrite.

À présent, dans la mise en scène d’Ophelia comes to Brooklyn, trois comédiens tentent 
de déchiffrer l’histoire – la pièce de théâtre et la vie d’Antje Katcher. Ensemble, nous 
voyageons dans le temps et dans l’espace : les années 50 en Allemagne, les années 60 en 
Russie, les années 70 à New York. Par le biais de lecture de poésie, d’activisme féministe 
et d’une cérémonie de commémoration. Comment Antje Katcher s’est-elle réinventée dans 
le Nouveau Monde ?

• La metteuse en scène allemande Katja Dreyer vit et travaille à Bruxelles. Avant ce 
spectacle, elle a réalisé Überflieger et Kroniek. En tant que performeuse, elle a travaillé, 
entre autres, avec Mette Ingvartsen, Mette Edvardsen, Superamas, Ivana Müller, David 
Weber-Krebs et Miet Warlop.



EN How do you get to know somebody through what they have left behind? Ophelia 
Comes to Brooklyn is a theatre script that Antje Katcher wrote in 1982. In 1967, when 
she was 20 years old, she emigrated from a small German town to New York City. When 
she died in 2014, she left an inheritance for her niece, Katja Dreyer, which included letters, 
poems, objects, a group of friends… all fragments of an unwritten biography.

Now, by staging Ophelia Comes to Brooklyn, three actors are attempting to decipher 
the story – the play and Antje’s life itself. Together, you will travel across time and space: 
Germany in the fifties, Russia in the sixties, New York in the seventies. You will experience 
poetry readings, feminist protests, and a commemoration. How did Antje reinvent herself in 
the New World?

• The German theatre director Katja Dreyer lives and works in Brussels. Her previous 
works include Überflieger and Kroniek. As a performer, she has worked for Mette 
Ingvartsen, Mette Edvardsen, Superamas, Ivana Müller, David Weber-Krebs and Miet 
Warlop, among others.



THE STORY OF ONE’S LIFE  
IS NEVER A SINGLE STORY

KATJA DREYER IN A WRITTEN CONVERSATION  

WITH EVA DECAESSTECKER (KAAITHEATER, 24/09/2018)

How to tell someone’s story based on an inheritance, when you still have to discover 
who this person actually was? And what happens when you are personally related 
to this person? When theatre maker Katja Dreyer started to work with the letters, 
poems, and objects she inherited from her aunt Antje Katcher, she decided that one 
storyline wouldn’t be enough to show what’s at stake. By staging the play Katcher 
wrote herself in 1982, Katja tries to get closer to her aunt: ‘A story always tells as 
much about the one telling it as the one that is talked about.’

Knowing that your family wasn’t very close with Antje Katcher, how come you 
inherited her artistic belongings?

It must be a very peculiar moment in your life, when you are facing your own death 
you have to decide what happens to all your belongings. As an economical analyst she 
believed in distributive justice. I guess she might have wanted to organize her death 
according to this principle: her pension plan and her apartment on the Upper West 
Side was split between the five children of her brother and sister, as she didn’t have 
children herself; her house went to her church and the activist community, her car to a 
family in need, her record collection to her best friend, and her mask collection to my 
younger brother. She organized a fleamarket to sell her furniture and gave the money 
to charity.
So I wasn’t the only one of the family heriting something from her. I guess she felt 
some kind of kinship between us, which is why she gave me her artistic traces.

How much did you know about her work? And did she knew about yours?

I did not know much about her work at all. Communication has been a difficult thing 
within the family, which according to me has to do with the generation I am part of: 
the post-post-World War II generation. Talking about the past of one’s own family in 
detail is somehow not done or maybe even not possible. The past is a blurr.

We knew about each other’s work, but never took the effort to dig deeper into it. I 
knew that the Aunt In New York was ‘doing something with poetry’. Once I met her 
in New York when I was there to perform. I invited her to see me in Ivana Müller’s 
While we were holding it together, which she enjoyed a lot. I remember seeing her in 
the audience looking at me! I had also written her when I did the research for my last 



project KRONIEK to ask about her experiences as a German expat in New York in the 
sixties. She did not consider her experiences as very valuable, so she sent me one of her 
poems instead. 

Katcher had a very eclectic life, with multiple identities: an activist, a banker analyst, a 
faithful Christian, an artist/writer. Does it also take three performers to tell her story?

I really wanted to have three performers to tell the story from different perspectives. 
For me there were three interesting voices: an American male voice, speaking from the 
outside about Mrs Katcher; the (imagined, reproduced) me; and the voice of her poetry. 
It felt right to have an American and another native German speaker on stage with me, 
considering the material we were looking at.

The number of characters in the theatre piece Ophelia comes to Brooklyn – which was 
part of my inheritance – played a rol, but not necessarily the most important one. The 
piece also works very well when staged by one person. We tried out a lot of setups for the 
piece: with reversed gender roles, with textbooks in our hands, as a solo… In the end we 
went back to the way we thought Katcher would have agreed on it. Doing the play and 
embodying her words are a way to get closer to the writer. To get under her skin, into her 
pen.

Community – meaning not being alone – became important to her at the end of her life. 
This enforced my choice to not be alone on stage, but to form a little stage community 
with three performers. 

The title of your performance, Ophelia comes to Brooklyn, refers to the play you just 
mentioned. What is this theatre play of Katcher about? 

It’s a play about female authorship and agency, as well as the attempt to do something 
meaningful – for yourself and the community – with your life. The two female characters 
in the play are both fighting with the roles that were written for them. They cannot and 
do not want to fulfill these roles anymore. In the play Katcher also speaks about traumas 
and the transformative and painful experience of reliving traumaswhen you feel powerless.

It doesn’t matter which traumas she lived through, as this piece is not to be sensational. 
Nonetheless, I am sure that writing and doing photography were ways for her to feel 
empowered, to feel alive, to transform her frustrations and traumas but also her thoughts 
and feelings into something concrete. 



There have been some narrative shifts in how you got to know your aunt: first getting 
bits of information told by other people, meeting her briefly; then inheriting her 
belongings and thus getting another side of the story. But in the end all you can know 
about other family members is their stories and what everybody considers worth 
mentioning. How do you deal with this question of narratives and the lack of one clear 
‘truth’?

First of all it is a shock to realize how little we know about the people in our own families. 
But once you are over the shock, it is fascinating to hear all the different versions of a 
person’s life. I would say the more diverse and contradictory the better. A story always 
tells as much about the one telling it as the one that is talked about. To accept that there 
is not one simple truth about anything or anyone is a big reliefthat allows playfulness and 
speculations into one’s own interpretations of life and how to live it. But if we believe that 
stories are important enough to be told, we should think about how to tell them and with 
which words, in order to understand what the story is actually about. Because the story of 
one’s life is never a single story.

The process of making this show was particular because I was researching my family 
history. This was interesting and meaningful for myself, but I knew all the same that I had 
committed to making something that was universally interesting for an audience. I had 
many ideas about what to do with the material but, at one point I understood I wanted 
to work around the relationship between her work and her life and how these two aspects 
talked with and about each other. What can you learn about a person by the things she 
left behind and how can you reveal this to an audience?
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TO BE OR NOT TO BE ME
20 > 29/09/2018

Where is the border between sincerity and ‘mendacity’ onstage? How do 
autobiographical elements contribute to an artwork? And how credible is an actor 
or director who speaks from their own experience? To be or not to be me, that is 

the question raised by artists and thinkers at the start of the new season.

7 PM TALK

Elke Van Campenhout 
AUTHENTICITY AND 
SPIRITUALITY

Meandering through spiritual 
pragmatism, philosophy, and artistic 
discourse, Elke Van Campenhout 
will rethink the boundaries of the 
authentic. 

Kaaistudio’s | 28 /09 | in English

PERFORMANCE

Juan Domínguez 
MY ONLY MEMORY 

Self-proclaimed conceptual clown 
Juan Domínguez looks back, knowing 
that nothing will ever be the same.

Kaaistudio’s | 28 > 29/09 | in English

7 PM TALK

Jan Steen 
HET ZIJN IN HET SPELEN 

Jan Steen talks about the interactions 
between the actor and his or her role.
 

Kaaitheater | 29/09 | in Dutch 

PERFORMANCE

Lisaboa Houbrechts/
Kuiperskaai 
HAMLET

The parallel between the family in 
Hamlet and the actual family onstage 
heightens the narrative tension of the 
piece.scène.

Kaaitheater | 29/09 | in Dutch (surtitles in 
French)


