Interview with Anne Peter, Editor at nachtkritik.de
DR: How did Nachtkritik come about?
AP: nachtkritik.de was founded in 2007 when, with the rise of online journalism,
the discussion with and among the readers reached a new dimension. The
founders thought that it was important to listen to what the audience had to say
about theatre performances and to get into a dialogue with them. That was the
main motivation for starting nachtkritik.de: not to have the printed review as the
last and unchangeable word about an artwork, but to see criticism more as an
opening of a discussion. The user comments have always been central for us.
Of the five original founders only one has left for another job, but the others are
still part of the team. They are critics Nikolaus Merck, Dirk Pilz, Esther Slevogt,
and the web designer Konrad von Homeyer.
Originally there were four editors, by now we are a group of eleven. I started as
an author, became editor in 2008 and editor in chief three years later.
Do the editors have individual spheres of responsibility?
We are working in a very democratic way – we decide a lot of things together,
through discussions. In general every editor has to be able to do all different
tasks coming with the daily editorial shifts: editing texts, researching news,
moderating the user comments section, taking care of our social media channels
and of incoming e-mail. We neither have a "social media manager" nor a
"community editor", every eleven of us deal with that and thus stay in touch with
the readers. But with the time we started to differentiate a little, of course. One is
more responsible for new authors and applications, for example; another is more
responsible for our international section; another is more responsible for
technical requirements; and we have divided up the regions that we cover –
which are the different parts of Germany, Austria and Switzerland.
You also have quite a number of authors listed on the website…
Yes, about 60 authors write for us regularly, from all of the regions, and we try to
involve them in the decision-making. We ask them every month what they want
to write about and what they think is important in their region because we can’t
know everything from Berlin, where the editorial team works. So we depend
very much on the expertise of our writers.
You cover books as well as theatre?
Yes, a selection of books on theatre, but criticism of theatre performances and
debates in the fields of theatre aesthetics as well as in cultural policy is our
primary focus. We don’t really cover opera or dance or children’s theatre, except
for special cases that seem especially interesting for our audience. We would

love to cover those too, but we don't have the financial and the personnel
capacity for it.
How do you establish what your audience is interested in? Do you have
ways of monitoring audience engagement in your work?
We can see how many people click on an article, how many engage in the
commentary section beneath an article or how many like and share our stuff via
social media. All this gives us a better idea about what people want to read. But
we try not to be too much influenced by click rates; we try to think first about
what we want to offer on our website.
And who are your readers?
Through a survey we know that we have a lot of professional readers. But we
also have non-professionals and normal theatre-goers or school-level students,
for example – you can often see that from the reader comments. As a result, I
think, we get a much better feeling of our audience than a print critic could. On
average we have around 11.000 visits per day. We also know from our statistics
that a lot of people return regularly and that they spend quite some time on the
site.
Are there any other ways in which you can compare your work and the
function of the website to print media?
One advantage of nachtkritik.de is that we are the fastest to provide written
criticism. But we also have the opportunity to experiment with other forms then
text, to include multimedia material, video, audio, posts from social media or use
interactive elements such as playful user polls. For special occasions we are
experimenting with dynamic forms like liveblogging or livetweeting. Last
summer we collaborated with a festival to livestream Forced Entertainments
"Complete Works: Table Top Shakespeare" (LINK:
http://www.nachtkritik.de/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1113
8:tim-etchells-on-live-streaming-forced-entertainment-s-durational-performancesand-complete-works&catid=53:portraet-a-profil&Itemid=83), and we
livestreamed some panel discussions via Periscope – everything in order to let
more people participate. One of our latest innovations is a regular podcast that
deals with a currently discussed topic. Concerning multimedia we are still at the
beginning, but we are decided to strengthen that side.
Another main advantage, as I said in the beginning, is the type of relationship
with the readers. It’s simply not the same if you read a paper page that you can't
talk back to. Our idea is to start a discussion around the artwork, the
performances, and also about issues of cultural policy. I think that’s what art
needs – to be talked about, to be surrounded by different interpretations, points
of view. We gather the voices of readers and also of other critics (with
summaries of their articles), and thus hope to create a more complex picture.

And then nachtkritik.de also works as an aggregator that collects and curates all
the important news and discourses about theatre in one central place. Aside
from the archival function that it has because all articles remain accessible to
everybody, for free.
Are your reviews longer than the ones in newpapers usually?
No, when it comes to the actual text we are pretty conservative, I’d say – the
length, the form, the quality are more or less the same as in print criticism. But I
believe that the awareness of the writer changes if they know someone can
speak back to them. We have observed two consequences of the comments
section: either people write more freely because they know it’s only the first
point of a larger discussion, or they write more carefully, they check their
arguments better, because they know someone will talk back, might ask
questions or challenge their point of view. So the readers’ comments can actually
work like a kind of quality control.
Do you have any competition? Are there any similar publications in the
German-speaking world?
There are some regional ones, but there is no site that gives this kind of overview
and covers as much as we do.
How many reviews do you publish every week?
We publish about 50 a month, so 10-13 a week.
And you also publish features, and articlesYes, and essays on aesthetic trends – the influence of computer games on theatre,
for example – pieces about the future of theatre or their more and more
precarious financial situation. One important example that was also spurred by
the readers' interest is the big debate on diversity, racism and blackfacing on
stage that started in 2012 and got a new impulse with the recent performances
that involve refugees.
And what is the proportion between reviews and articles on the website?
Reviews are definitely the core of our site. We have one or two debate articles a
month. The news section is important, too. Sometimes writers or theatre-makers
offer articles to us. In general we have to decide carefully on what we publish,
with regards to content, but also to the monthly budget.
How do you fund your work and the website?
By now advertising covers up to 70 or 80 per cent of the costs. It mostly comes
from theatres. There are some donations, some patron contributions and some
smaller projects that we do, like special websites for festivals such as the
Heidelberger Stückemarkt (LINK: http://heidelberger-

stueckemarkt.nachtkritik.de/), that we get money for and help to finance other
things, but we still spend more than we earn. Nevertheless: having up to 80 per
cent of revenue from advertising after nine years is already really great for us.
Are all of your contributors paid and are you able to tell us how much this
payment usually is?
From the beginning everyone has been paid – the editors and the writers. The
payment is €80 for a review. It’s rarely enough or appropriate to the amount of
work required – if you consider that you usually have to read the play or
sometimes even a long novel before you watch a performance and write the text
– we know that, but it’s comparable to the average payment of a local newspaper.
That’s a problem faced not just by nachtkritik.de or online journalism, but by
print journalism, too.
Is the payment determined by the length of review?
No, everyone gets the same amount of money, whether they decide to write a
longer or a shorter piece. If the performance is not too convincing, it can be
enough to write a shorter review. And if it needs some more explanation or
provokes a more profound analysis, the text can also be longer. On average, we
try to stick to 4500 signs.
How do you go about recruiting writers?
By now we get at least one or two applications a month – so there is actually a lot
of people who want to write for us and we have to select carefully. In the
beginning, one of the founders who had worked as an editor for Theater der Zeit
before, knew a lot of authors from there and recruited them. We also keep an eye
on blogs and on young journalists projects in theatre criticism.
Are these training schemes?
Yes they are. For example there’s the Theatertreffen-Festival which maintains a
blog (I took part in it when the project was still a newspaper). I know a lot of
people from those times and a lot of these people are now working for
nachtkritik.de.
Is there a likelihood that the website may have an English section or
something like that?
Since the British critic Andrew Haydon writes for us, we have tried some English
texts (LINK:
http://www.nachtkritik.de/index.php?option=com_seoglossary&view=glossary&ca
tid=78&id=569&Itemid=67) and it has actually worked very well. A lot of people
from the UK read us then for the first time. We decided to try more international
pieces in English – and not have them translated because that means additional
costs – and the few examples seemed to have worked well for our Germanspeaking readership, too.

What is your personal view on the future of theatre criticism, given the
shift from print to online theatre criticism?
The space for theatre criticism in newspapers is diminishing, we see that every
day as we summarize the texts of our print colleagues for the website. But
generally, I’m not so pessimistic, because we also see that a lot of people are
actually interested in reading reviews, profound, thoughtful, analytical reviews
by critics – and people want to discuss them. Theatre criticism won’t die out, but
it will probably change from print to online. That absolutely does not have to be
a bad thing, as I said before, online criticism has a lot of advantages. In the future
it will be important to get and stay in touch with the readers and to discover the
expertise and knowledge that they often contribute. But the crucial question, not
only for theatre criticism, but for the whole of journalism is: How can high
quality journalism be financed, whether online or offline? We don't have an
answer to that, although it seems, we are on a way that works for us, for now.

