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Caroline Frank
The Tragicomic Body: On the Relation
between Tragicomedies and Slapstick

This chapter seeks to apply the concept of slapstick describing a cinematic form of
physical comedy to an analysis of dramatic texts and their stage productions. Al-
though this application seems incompatible at first sight, this intermedial transfer
can be justified by the fact that filmic slapstick borrows some of its essential ele-
ments from comedy theater. In the commedia dell’arte, the ‘slap stick’ (the ‘batac-
cio’) was originally a device with which the comic characters hit each other on
stage. Moreover, the ribald comedy and its often grotesque situations typical of
slapstick can be traced back to the genre of the burlesque in theater (see von
Ahnen 2006, 179). Thus, in this article I recover slapstick for the analysis of dra-
matic texts and their stage productions in order to be able to define the dramatic
genre of tragicomedy in a more differentiated way than literary studies has done
so far. I will demonstrate the centrality of slapstick, particularly as it relates to the
description, interpretation, and typologisation of body-related comedy {(amongst
other things between the poles of [corporeal] identity and the grotesque).! In doing
s0, the chapter approaches dramatically staged slapstick in terms of both literary
history and genre theory.

I will begin with the examination of two examples in literary history from
the end of the eighteenth and from the beginning of the nineteenth century,
namely Jakob Michael Reinhold Lenz’s (1751-1792) Der Hofineister oder Vortheile
der Privaterziehung [The Tutor, or The Advantages of Private Education, 1774} and
Heinrich von Kleist’s (1777-1811) Amphitryon (1807). My reading of both texts fo-
cusses on the specific Shakespeare reception in this era, which fostered the in-
tense theoretical engagement with tragicomedy. Because of its open form, this
genre was regarded as a literary form adequate to modern consciousness. Next, I
will examine two tragicomedies from the twentieth century by way of compari-
son, Gerhart Hauptmann’s (1862-1942) Die Ratten [The Rais, 1911] and Friedrich
Diirrenmatt’s (1921-1990) Die Physiker [The Physicists, 1961], which exemplify
the renewed interest in the genre after 1900. The question regarding the function
of slapstick — not only for the tragicomic plot and the character constellation but
also for the emoticnal impact of tragicomedy on the spectators ~ is of central
importance for my analysis and comparison of the dramatic texts and of selected

1 My study contrasts the work of Guthke (1968) and Zipfel (2017) in this regard.
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stage productions from approximately the last thirty years. In the final section, I
will assess to what extent tragicomedies, written in different epochs of literary
history, show different qualities of slapstick as well.

1 Tragicomedy as a much-discussed genre
and its relation to slapstick

The rather low number of comprehensive scholarly publications on tragicomedy
indicates an academic uneasiness with examining the genre. An explanation for
this can be found in literary history. Since Plautus’s (approx. 254-184 B.C.) Amphi-
truo (no exact date), the first known text that was called a tragicomedy by its au-
thor, there have always been authors who deliberately marked their dramatic texts
as tragicomedies. Far more often, though, there have been polemics against the
genre especially from a poetological perspective, which denied tragicomedy any
kind of literary quality. In the German-speaking world, Martin Opitz (1597-1639)
and Johann Christoph Gottsched (1700-1766) provide examples in this regard. For
instance, in his enlightenment-oriented, rule-governed poetics, Gottsched refers to
Plautus’s genre designation only to declare it unworthy of discussion in just a few
sentences: “Plautus called his Amphitryon a tragicomedy, because he thought that
only royal characters are allowed in tragedy. But tragicomedy is such an inappro-
priate term, as if I were to say funny lament. It is a monster” (1973, 351-352).> In
order to limit the rule violation, Plautus had to invent a genre that would unite
tragedy and comedy. However, in Gottsched’s poetics such a genre cannot exist:
the happy ending of the play automatically makes it a comedy, even though it vio-
lates the estates-clause.’

This restrictive perspective on the genre of the tragicomedy in the German-
speaking world slowly becomes more relaxed in the course of the intense Shakes-
peare reception during the eighteenth century. Following the Spanish author
Felix Lope de Vega (1562-1635), Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729-1781) becomes

2 “Plautus hat seinen Amphitryon eine Tragicomodie genennt; weil er glaubte, dafl knigliche
Personen allein fiir die Tragbdie gehoreten. Allein eine Tragikomddie giebt einen so unge-
reimten Begriff, als wenn ich sagte, ein lustiges Klagelied. Es ist ein Ungeheuer.” All transla-
tion, unless otherwise noted, are mine.

3 The Standeklausel (estates-clause) was a principle in poetic theatre by which attempts were
made to transfer the principles of Classicist French drama into German theatre. It stated that
only kings, princes, and other people of high rank were to be shown in tragedies and that
those of the middle classes could only be shown onstage in comedies.
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one of the first dramaturgs to connect tragicomedy to the mimesis argument. For
Lessing, tragicomedy’s combination of the tragic and the comic could be seen as
an imitation of nature’s diversity. However, and this is one of Lessing’s central
points of criticism in his comments about tragicomedy in the seventieth part of
his Hamburgische Dramaturgie [Hamburg Dramaturgy, 1767-1769), it is only an
imitation of nature’s phenomena that fails to consider the nature of human per-
ception. According to Lessing, it is an elementary human faculty to perceive and
experience the diversity of nature by ‘isolation’ and ‘selection’ in the first place.
Thus, it is a central task of art “to relieve us in the domain of beauty of this isola-
tion and to help us focus our attention” (Lessing 1981, 361).” Lessing uses this as
an argument to justify why playwrights should avoid writing tragicomedies, if
possible. However, in some special cases it is permitted and even necessary if “se-
riousness creates laughter, sadness creates joy or vice versa so immediately that
the abstraction of the one or the other becomes impossible for us” (361-362).°

The dramatic texts examined in the following all have in common that they
merge the tragic and the comic in the way described by Lessing; however, none
of the texts exhibit a clear inclination toward either genre, at least not from the
perspective of the reader.® Dramatic texts that combine tragic and comic ele-
ments have an affinity to slapstick-like physical comedy in the tradition of Char-
lie Chaplin (1889-1977). In this sense, slapstick-like physical comedy can be
considered as a pars pro toto of the tragicomic. The very early slapstick films
focused on aggressive forms of comedy like the struggle between human beings

4 “uns in dem Reiche des Schénen dieser Absonderung zu {iberheben, uns die Fixierung un-
serer Aufmerksamkeit zu erleichtern.”

5 “der Ernst das Lachen, die Traurigkeit die Freude, oder umgekehrt, so unmittelbar erzeugt,
dafd uns die Abstraktion des einen oder des andern unméglich fllt.”

6 Unlike Amphitryon with its intertextual reference structure or The Rats with its explanatory
subtitle, Der Hofmeister and Die Physiker are not explicitly marked as tragicomedies. Their at-
tribution to the genre can be made plausible, however, by poetological statements. See espe-
cially Lenz’s remarks about comedy in the Rezension des Neuen Menoza: “Comedy is a painting
of human society, and when it gets serious, the painting cannot be laughable. [. . .] Therefore,
our German comedy writers must write comic and tragic at once” [“Kombdie ist Gemalde der
menschlichen Gesellschaft, und wenn die ernsthaft wird, kann das Gemilde nicht lachend
werden. [. . .] Daher miissen unsere deutschen Komédienschreiber komisch und tragisch zu-
gleich schreiben.”] (1966, 419). Similarly, Diirrenmatt writes in Theaterprobleme that tragedies
in the classical sense cannot exist anymore because of society’s collective guilt which can no
longer be expressed as the guilt of individual tragic heroes in the theatre. Nevertheless, the
tragic is “still possible, even if the pure tragedy is no longer possible. We can achieve the tragic
from within the comedy, bringing it forth as a terrible moment” [“immer noch mdglich, auch
wenn die reine Tragddie nicht mehr méglich ist. Wir kénnen das Tragische aus der Komédie
heraus erzielen, hervorbringen als einen schrecklichen Moment”] (Diirrenmatt 1955, 37).
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and things, custard-pie battles, chases or beatings in which the bodies of the
actors possess, as Susanne Marschall has shown, a “cartoonish ability for re-
generation” (Marschall 2011, 657; Andrin 2010, 231). With the tramp, however,
Chaplin establishes a central symbolic character that can be read as genuinely
tragicomic and that had a lasting effect on filmic slapstick. The tramp navigates
highly diverse social roles while remaining a “likeable, graceful loser of moder-
nity” (Marschall 2011, 657). This navigation confers sociopolitical dimensions to
Chaplin’s films, which present social differences in a humorous, comic manner.

In order to outline some similarities, I examine tragicomedies with respect
to their use of specific forms of slapstick-like physical comedy. In doing so, it is
necessary to develop a working concept of slapstick, which is broad enough to
contain both filmic and theatrical forms of physical comedy, but which also
considers the specific character of dramatic texts. Whereas filmic slapstick un-
folds its tragicomic character mainly visually and acoustically, dramatic texts
are limited to the semiotic system of language. Early slapstick films, strongly
influenced by the cinema of attractions (see Gunning 1986), employ specific cin-
ematographic techniques like stop motion, reverse motion, time lapse or incon-
gruence between image and sound in order to cinematically create scenes of
physical comedy.” Furthermore, the classic slapstick film consists of a succession
of comic situations rather than of a coherent plot (cf. Seefilen 1982, 31) whereas
slapstick-like comedy in dramatic texts may be functional for the plot but is nor-
mally only used in certain situations. That is why slapstick-like situation comedy
is often only hinted at in the dramatic text, for instance by means of information
given in the stage directions or in combination with forms of verbal comedy, com-
edy of disguises, or comedy of mistaken identities. Because a stage production
also offers theatrical possibilities for staging slapstick, in the following every text
will also be compared with a recording of a stage performance.

Slapstick in dramatic texts may well contain paradigmatic elements of filmic
slapstick like the struggle between human beings and things, chases, bodily mis-
haps, falls and other acrobatic forms of physical comedy. However, far more
often dramatic forms of slapstick are subtler and only implied, for instance in the
conflict between ego identity and corporeal identity, in forms of travesty or role
refusal, in the (physical) resistance against (supposed) social constraints or in the
unleashing of sexual drives (see Marschall 2001, 660). In the following, I will es-
pecially focus on such text passages and will examine them with regard to

7 For different cinematic techniques of creating slapstick, see Brandlmeier (1995, 52). About the
importance of the relation between image and sound for filmic physical comedy, see SeefSlen
(1982, 27).
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tragicomic slapstick inherent in physical situation cornedy. However, as is typical
for filmic slapstick, the physical or emotional pain caused is semantically over-
coded and can be read as a symbolic condensation of the individual’s subjection
to social or other forces beyond its control.?

2 Der Hofmeister and Amphitryon: slapstick
and the search for identity

Although the historiography of German literature classifies Lenz’s Der Hofmeis-
ter as a Sturm und Drang (Storm and Stress) drama and Kleist’s Amphitryon as a
romantic drama, a comparative analysis of both tragicomedies with regard to
their slapstick-like elements seems useful nevertheless. Both texts were written
at a time when the combination of tragic and comic elements was encouraged
by the influence of William Shakespeare’s plays on German theater and their
effective erosion of boundaries between genres (see Patterson 2003). At least
implicitly the two plays are disassociated from classical enlightenment texts
that banned physical comedy as conveyed by characters like Hanswurst or Har-
lequin from the stage (see von Ahnen 2005, 182).

Lenz calls Der Hofmeister a comedy but regards comedies as “pictures of
human society” [“Gemélde der menschlichen Gesellschaft”] which usually are
also serious and oblige the writer of comedies to write “comically and tragically at
the same time” [“komisch und tragisch zugleich”] (Lenz 1966, 419). Tragic ele-
ments are mainly found in the central plot around the tutor Lauffer and his (imag-
ined) love for his pupil Gustchen. Latent tragedy can be found in the description
of the precarious situation of private teachers in aristocratic or bourgeois houses,
who are treated, as the text says, like “servants” [“Domestiken”] (Lenz 1987,46).
Furthermore, tragedy - in the sense of painful occurrences which, at least from
the situational perspective of the characters, cannot be averted — develops in the
main plot by Gustchen’s unwanted pregnancy, by her and the tutor’s escape, by
the Major’s attempt to kill Liuffer and take revenge for the dishonoring of his
daughter, by Lauffer’s self-castration by which he wants to get rid of his uncon-
trollable drives, and by Gustchen’s suicide attempt which only at the last minute
is foiled by her father (cf. Wiessmeyer 1996, 331),

8 Following Alan Dale, I use the term “slapstick” as synonymous with “physical comedy” in
order to apply it beyond filmic usage. Dale justifies this by the fact that most early slapstick
entertainers came from vaudeville or the music hall traditions (2000, 30). For the possible ori-
gins of American slapstick in the comedy of the British music hall see Dixon (2010).
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However, the comedic denouement at the end of the play fulfills a special
function for the play. Here physical comedy, hitherto mainly restricted to the sub-
plot around the character of Pétus, now also spreads to the main plot. The happy
ending, which is (seemingly) satisfactory for all characters, is introduced by a
string of rather unlikely coincidences: a sudden lottery win reunites P#tus and
Fritz with their fathers. Just at the moment when grief-stricken Gustchen wants to
take her life her father appears and rescues her. In spite of the self-castration,
Lauffer finds a new girl for whom physical love is not important, and so on. The
final scene surpasses these coincidences with further unlikely occurrences: slap-
stick-like moments of physical comedy develop from the increasingly fast-paced
plot, as several couples and family members get together in quick succession. Dif-
ferent from the preceding scenes, the stage directions here include several hints
at the characters’ spatial distribution and at their abrupt and thus comedic body
movements, First Gustchen and the maid Rehaar hide in the adjoining room,
then Fritz falls on his knees before his father, the Privy Councilor. The father,
however, quickly lifts Fritz up again (Lenz 1987, 118) and embraces him, which
concludes the first reconciliation. Directly afterwards, the Privy Councilor be-
comes the (spatial) organizer of the other pairings (119):

Privy COUNCILOR: I see — Don’t you want to step into that chamber for a moment? (Leads
him to the door.)

PATUS (opens and shrieks back, holding his head with both his hands): Jungfer Rehaar — At
your feet — (Behind the scene.). Am I so fortunate? Or is it just a dream? A Delirium? — An
enchantment? —

Privy COUNCILOR: Let’s leave him. — (Turns to Fritz,) And you are still thinking of Gust-
chen? [. . .] Here! (Leads him into the chamber.)

FRITZ (off stage, screaming loudly): Gustchen! ~ Do I see a shadow image? (Lenz 2019,
86-87)°

9 “GEHEIMER RAT: Ich merke — Wollen Sie [PAtus] nicht auf einen Augenblick in die Kammer
spazieren? Fiihrt thn an die Tiir.
PAtus macht auf und féhrt zuriick, sich mit beiden Hénden an den Kopf greifend: Jungfer Re-
haar - Zu IThren Fiiflen - Hinter der Szene. Bin ich so gliicklich? oder ist’s nur ein Traum? Ein
Rausch? — Eine Bezauberung? -
GEHEIMER RAT: Lassen wir ihn! — Kehrt zu Fritz. Und du denkst noch an Gustchen? |[. . .] Hier!
Fiihrt ihn in die Kammer.
FRri1z hinter der Szene mit lautem Geschrei: Gustchen! — Seh ich ein Schattenbild?”
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Here comedy is created by the repetition and by the euphoria of the charac-
ters about the new pairings which is not directly correlated to their former be-
havior. It is further enhanced when, in the same scene, the old Pitus becomes
reconciled with his mother and both the Major and the old Pitus are reunited
with their children. Everyone is in each other’s arms in no time, which creates
an effect of physical comedy which can be described as decidedly slapstick-like
since it has the function of implicit social criticism and shows that the search
for identity and happiness is only superficially successful. All characters find a
partner: the female characters are handed over like marionettes (see Lappe
1980, 16) to the male ones who, however, in spite of their comical physical
movements, remain passive themselves in this orgy of reconciliation. They are
pawns in the hands of the Privy Councilor, who, in turn, is merely a victim of
the ironic coincidences at the end of the drama.

The play’s final scenes almost demand an exaggerated staging that makes
use of physical comedy. Hence it may at first be surprising that the theatre film
Der Hofmeister (1975/1976), based on Bertolt Brecht’s (1898-1956) version and di-
rected by Harry Buckwitz (1904-1987), makes no use of slapstick. Compared to
Lenz’s drama, the lack of slapstick is particularly apparent in the final sequences:
they only deal with the union of Fritz and Gustchen, which, unlike in the play, is
not organized by the Privy Councilor and which centers on Fritz’s decision to ac-
cept Gustchen’s child as his own. The film evokes comedy only through the
staged mawkishness, which culminates in the Majoress’s singing of a schmaltzy
Christmas minuet in celebration of the happiness of the new family.'° The adap-
tation in the form of a theatre film, which makes recourse to Brecht’s reworking
of Lenz’s drama conveys social criticism directly by the characters’ discourse;
however, by not using physical comedy, Der Hofmeister deprives itself of a subtler
way of provoking in the viewer a critical reflection about the action and the de-
plorable state of social affairs by means of tragicomic proxemics.!

By contrast, different forms of social criticism complement each other in
Lenz’s dramatic text. First, the conflicts of social position and identity that are
addressed in the play are solved only superficially: Liuffer’s deep identity

10 See 1:48:23-1:49:24. Different than in Lenz’s drama this is not the last, but the next-to-last
scene of the theatre film. The last scene unites the tutor and Lise, and Wenzeslaus has to admit
that he was wrong about Lauffer. With this change in the temporal chronology of the scenes the
film focusses on Lauffer’s fate and, unlike the dramatic text, does not let it merge into a fatalistic
and at the same time highly questionable comedic finale which concerns all the characters.

11 Erika Fischer-Lichte defines the proxemic signs of the theatre as gestural signs, which how-
ever can only be attributed with a meaning if they are related to the surrounding space at the
same time (1983, 87).
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crisis, which leads to castration, is marginalized by his finding a future wife,
Lise, who does not seem to care about his emasculation. Furthermore, the solu-
tion of the tutor problem, so central to the play, appears ridiculous: in the last
scenes, the critical depiction of the profession of the tutor goes up into comedic
smoke, not least because of the slapstick. This is carried to extremes by Fritz
von Berg when he accepts the child fathered by Lauffer as his own and ends the
play with the sardonic sentence: “At least, my sweet boy, I shall never have you
educated by tutors” (Lenz 2019, 89).1% The exaggeration of the comedic ending
articulates that the problems of the contemporary educational system, which
the text addresses and which are based on social hierarchies, cannot be solved
in this manner.

In all his plays, Lenz shows the “ridiculous contrast between the bourgeois
individual’s demand for self-realization and the constraints of society” (Winter
2000, 58)." In Der Hofmeister, Lenz succeeds in expressing this very specifically
by using slapstick-like physical comedy, which becomes a pars pro toto for the
tragicomedy constitutive for the play. At first glance, the slapstick of the ending
is only amusing; but it is in fact a text-immanent embodiment of the “ridicu-
lous” [“lacherlichle]”] (Winter 2000, 58) and tragicomic failure of the (bour-
geois) individual due to social constraints.

In Der Hofmeister, the search of the bourgeois individual for an identity fails
because of the unalterahle social structures or it is declared obsolete by a chain
of unlikely coincidences. Kleist’s Amphitryon also deals with the question of ego
identity, though not in the sense of expounding problems of social constraints -
the drama maintains a broader ontological scope. The gods Zeus and Mercury as-
sume the form of the Theban commander Amphitryon and his servant Sosias;
Zeus desires Alkmene, Amphitryon’s wife. Neither their wives nor the Thebans
recognize Amphitryon and Sosias as themselves because their other, false selves
played by the Gods, who represent them more convincingly than they themselves
do. For Amphitryon and Alkmene in particular this series of mistaken identities
becomes tragic: Alkmene betrays her husband without knowing it. Consequently,
she suffers when she realizes that she has mistaken another man for her hushand
and feels the mistake is irreconcilable. Even when she finds out that it has been
Zeus, the Father of the Gods, who has lain with her, her fainting in the last scene
leaves open whether she can absolve herself of her guilt. Amphitryon, by con-
trast, at first suffers so much from the suspicion of Alkmene’s infidelity and the

12 “Wenigstens, mein siifier Junge! werd ich dich nie durch Hofmeister erziehen lassen” (Lenz
1987, 123).

13 “Lécherlichen Kontrast zwischen dem Selbstentfaltungsanspruch des blirgerlichen Men-
schen und den Zwangen der Umwelt.”
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loss of his ego identity that he contemplates suicide. However, his suffering and
the tragedy related to him only last until he learns that Zeus had taken possession
of his identity. When, furthermore, his wish for a demi-god as a son is fulfilled
and his honor is restored, he willingly accepts the now untragic role of the cuck-
old. Thus, at the end of the play it is possible for him to take the perspective of
the readers who, because of their informational advantage, see Amphitryon right
from the beginning as part of a “playfully arranged” [“spielerisch aufgestellten”]
(Zipfel 2017, 144) character constellation.

While the plot around the characters of Amphitryon and Alkmene has fea-
tures of tragedy, the subplot around Sosias and his divine alter ego, Mercury, is
comic. Here the dominant verbal comedy, ranging from wordplay and witty
phrasing to stichomythia, is complemented by various forms of situation comedy:
apart from the comedy of mistaken identities and the comedy of disguises' there
are also physical stage actions containing motion comedy. This is even aug-
mented by the repetition of the course of action in the encounters of Sosias
and his doppelgédnger Mercury. The events surrounding the servant character
Sosias and thus also the scenes of physical comedy carry special importance
for the play in spite of being classified as parts of the sub-plot. For instance, the
first scene starts with a monologue of Sosias; in the whole play he speaks more
verses than any other character (see Zeiringer 1996, 555). This is also important in
so far as Sosias defines himself basically via his material corporeality and his
bodily needs, and is also defined by other characters this way. Hence, with the
character Sosias, Kleist manages to reinstate corporeality as a dramatic topic,
which had been frowned upon in the German theater since Gottsched.

The first scene of Act I begins in medias res: by means of a (role) play within
the play Sosias practices how he could, at the behest of Amphitryon, deliver the
good news of the victory over the Athenians to Alkmene. In doing so, he not only
assumes his role as a messenger but also plays the role of Alkmene, imagined by
him and represented by a lantern as a placeholder. He also takes the role of a
“stage director” when he again and again gives himself laudatory instructions. In
this way, he anticipates the central topic of the play — the question of the stability
of identity. Even if Kleist's stage directions do not contain any information about
how Sosias positions himself on stage during this enacted dialogue, the adoption
of both speaking parts including the directorial instructions is a clear indication
that this scene may or even must be played using physical comedy. Furthermore,

14 Unlike Harald Fricke and Angela Salvisberg, I consider the comedy of disguises and the
comedy of mistaken identities as belonging to the supercategory of situation comedy, as dis-
guises and mistaken identities are usually bound to specific situations {see Fricke and Salvis-
berg 1997, 279).
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Sosias’s body becomes an object of the action quite directly when he uses the
palm of his hand as a prop for showing the imagined Alkmene the course of the
battle on a map: “My gracious lady, I am at your service. About this victory I can,
I flatter / myself, provide you with a full report. / Imagine, then, if you will be so
kind, / Pharissa standing over on this side ~ / (He indicates the places on his
hand.)” (Kleist 2002, 95; emphasis in original).’®

The incorporation of objects into the role play also has a slapstick-like ef-
fect, even though at this point of the play one cannot yet speak about a “cussed-
ness of things” [Tiicke der Objekte] (Zeyringer 1996, 560), as Klaus Zeyringer
calls it in anticipation of the diadem which is evidence of the adultery.

The potential for slapstick inherent in the first scene’s monologue was fully
exploited in the production of Amphitryon at the Miinchner Kammerspiele in
1999. Sosias, played by Lambert Hanel, changes his position on stage in quick
alternation: when he plays Sosias, the herald of the victorious battle, he stands
at the entrance of Amphitryon’s palace; when he represents Alkmene, he runs
down several steps on the staircase each time. Physical comedy is created not
just by the fast movements of the actor, but also by his theatrical acting, rich in
gesture and therefore hyperbolical,’® and by altering his voice.

Even more conspicuous physical comedy is evoked in the dramatic text in
the following scene, the second scene of Act I. Mercury, in the guise of Sosias,
denies Sosias access to the palace. The verbal duel in which the two characters

Figure 1-3: Sosias in quick alternation plays Alkmene (right, 05:43) and himself (left, 03:42).

15 “Ich bin zu euern Diensten, gndd’ge Frau. / Denn in der Tat kann ich von diesem Siege /
Vollsténd’ge Auskunft, schmeichl’ ich mir, erteilen: / Stellt Euch, wenn ihr die Giite haben
wollt, / Auf dieser Seite hier - / Er bezeichnet die Orter auf seiner Hand. | Pharissa vor” (Kleist
1991, 385; emphasis in original).

16 Muriel Andrin points out that slapstick often also appears in hyperbolic gestures: slapstick
“shares with melodrama one of its constitutive rhetorical figures, the expression or representa-
tion of actions, characters, and gestures in excessive or exaggerated ways” (2010, 227).
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speak quietly to themselves in rapid alternation and loudly to one another cli-
maxes in a scene of physical violence: Sosias approaches the entrance of the
palace and Mercury stops him from entering by giving him a thrashing. Al-
though Sosias complains of back pain afterwards, his ironic comment about
this incident (“Some glorious embassy I've made of it!” [Kleist 2002, 105; “Das
war mir eine rithmliche Gesellschaft” (Kleist 1991, 395)]) indicates that his body,
as is known from characters in slapstick films, has a “cartoonish ability for re-
generation” (Marschall 2011, 657).

The physical comedy transported in the first two scenes by Sosias’s double
role as himself and Alkmene and by Mercury in the role of Sosias can be read
as a key to an understanding of the entire text. The central issue is already ad-
dressed here with slapstick-like defamiliarization strategies: the fragility of ego
identity and its dependence on attestation by a counterpart. The explicit physi-
cal comedy, which tones down the tragedy of the instability of identity, is not
without effect on the more tragic main plot. With Sosias, Kleist develops a
character who sets Amphitryon and Alkmene an example of a different behav-
ior variant. In the course of the play, the focus on material corporeality and on
his bodily needs seems to relieve Sosias of the problem that his ego identity
has become fragile. Instead of insisting on his uniqueness and its attestation
by others, Sosias accepts that he was “de-sosiatised” [“entsosiatisiert”] (Kleist
1991, 454). And while the quarrel between Zeus and Ampbhitryon for the posi-
tion as legitimate husband of Alkmene comes to a head, Sosias increasingly
refers to his body and its needs, for example for food consumption {see Jauf}
1979, 237). By defining his body more and more from a material and less from
an ideational perspective, he succeeds in toning down the tragedy of identity
loss. He experiences it not solely as tragic, but also as (physically) comic. Kleist's
Amphitryon therefore offers a more explicit solution for the modern individual’s
increasingly problematic search for identity than Lenz’s Der Hofmeister. In the
play, the slapstick-like physical comedy can be interpreted as a different way
of dealing with the imminent identity loss, one that protects the individual
from existential uncertainty."”

17 This text-immanent interpretation of the slapstick-variant chosen by Lenz correlates with
Miriam Hansen’s proposition concerning slapstick-films, which assumes that slapstick opens
an aesthetic horizon in which “the traumatic effects of modernity were reflected” (1999, 69).
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3 Die Ratten and Die Physiker: slapstick
and the grotesque

Since the middle of the nineteenth century and especially after 1871, nationalist
currents promoting a “national unification” take ground in Imperial Germany,
leading to an officially supported “affirmative art production” in the form of,
for example, patriotic dramas (Sandig 1980, 131). With ongoing industrialization
and the multiple problems resulting from it for a newly developing industrial
proletariat, especially naturalist authors turn to the literarisation of social injus-
tices. Often, social injustices are no longer shown in the texts as purely tragic
and therefore unavoidable, but they are combined with comic elements that
sometimes even reach the grotesque and which often only serve to enhance
tragedy.'®

Gerhart Hauptmann explicitly called his drama Die Ratten, which premiered
in 1911, a “Berlin tragicomedy.” With this subtitle, Hauptmann not only referred to
the combination of the tragic and the comic but also to the metropolitan setting:
in a multi-level tenement building in Berlin two social groups encounter each
other. Hassenreuter, a former theatre director with a bourgeois background, stores
his costume stock in the tenement’s attic and gives lessons to drama students.
One floor below lives Frau John, a cleaning woman who takes care of the attic.
She kidnaps a new-born child in order to save her marriage and to cope with the
death of her son who died from diphtheria. The plot around Frau John and the
other characters from the Berlin proletariat is tragic at its core: some characters
cannot, others do not want to escape from their milieu and its determinations. By
contrast, the plot around Director Hassenreuter is dominated by comic situations,
which at times tend towards slapstick-like physical comedy.

In the first act already, the tragic and the comic meet right away in the
space of the attic. The detailed description of the spatial circumstances in the
stage directions anticipate the eerie atmosphere of the action. In the attic, there
is only “uncertain light” [“ungewisses Licht”], the room has no windows, and is
full of costumes which have a mysterious quality in the half-light (Hauptmann
1965, 735). This oppressive atmosphere is reflected in the dramatic plot through
the talk between Henriette John and Pauline Pieperkarcka, With a vested interest

18 For the development of the tragicomic genre since the turn of the century see Guthke (1968,
141-144). Apart from Hauptmann, Peter Sprengel categorizes Frank Wedekind (1864-1918),
Carl Sternheim (1878-1942), and Arthur Schnitzler (1862-1931) among the group of authors
who at the turn of the century develop a preference for tragicomic modes of writing (Sprengel
1994, 265).
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Henriette tries to convince the apparently suicidal and pregnant Pauline to hand
over the baby, the result of an affair, to her after giving birth. However, after an
“uncanny interlude” [“unheimlichen Zwischenspiel”] (Zipfel 2017, 185) with Hen-
riette’s brother, who will later become the murderer of Pauline, a comedic part
follows. Hassenreuter meets his lover in the attic; earlier, his daughter Walburga,
who has a date with her secret boyfriend Spitta, hid from her father in an adja-
cent chamber. Into the same chamber, from which the characters can follow the
events in the attic at least acoustically, Frau John has fled with Pauline, who is in
labor and in the course of the scene secretly gives birth to her child. Soon thereaf-
ter, Hassenreuter’s lover hides in another room of the attic when Spitta meets
Hassenreuter. As in Der Hofmeister, in this scene of Die Ratten slapstick comedy
is created by the various room changes in guick succession, with the comic effect
being increased by dialogue comedy and comedy of disguises.

In the 2008 Michael Thalheimer {(*1965) production of Die Ratten at the
Deutsches Theater in Berlin, the oppressive atmosphere of the room is reflected
by Olaf Altmann’s stage design: an overhanging wooden construction reaching
to the edge of the stage represents the attic and forces the actors to perform the
entire play in stooped posture. The stage lighting underlines the glum mood of
scenes, as the rear of the stage is entirely in the dark and only the front is lit
harshly, so that in the first act the characters in their “hiding place” can only be
seen up to their hips. The slapstick created by the actors fleeing to the rear of the
stage in quick succession intensifies in this stage production by the grotesque
corporeality of Hassenreuter ~ played by Horst Lebinsky — who undresses rapidly
and approaches his lover in a boorish and lecherous manner, only to be kept
from having sex by Spitta’s arrival.

At the end of Die Ratten, similar to Der Hofmeister and Amphitryon, tragedy and
comedy meet directly, with physical comedy being of central importance. Frau John
can no longer conceal that she kidnapped a child; her previously unsuspecting hus-
band, as well as the accidentally visiting Hassenreuters, have learned the truth in

Figure 2: Left: “Hide and seek” (10:11). Right: Hassenreuter in lecherous action (12:40).
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the meantime. She sees no other way out than to kill herself along with the child. In
this extremely dramatic scene, the ensuing slapstick has a grotesque effect, as it
evokes dread and laughter at the same time (see Meyer 2007, 297). Hassenreuter
and Spitta “throw themselves in the way of the desperate woman” [“werfen sich der
Verzweifelten entgegen”] and Hassenreuter begins a comic, elliptic monologue, in
which he turns himself into the director of this scene of situation comedy:

Stop! I intervene at this point! Here I am responsible! Whom the boy may belong - [. . .]
Forward march, Spitta! Fight, Spitta! Here your characteristics are well in place! Come on!
That’s the way! Bravo! As if it were the baby Jesus! Bravo!*® (Hauptmann 1969, 830)

Hassenreuter and Spitta intentionally do not stop Frau John, who then takes her
life by defenestration. While in this way the plot around Frau John has the most
tragic outcome imaginable, the plot around Hassenreuter has all the features of
the ending of a comedy: Walburga and Spifta get together and Hassenreuter be-
comes a theater director again. Different from Der Hofmeister and Amphitryon, the
comic is not preferred over the tragic at the end of the drama. The slapstick-like
comedy in the last scene rather functions as a pars pro toto for the sobering mes-
sage of the play: the social differences clash mercilessly, and the bourgeoisie can-
not or does not want to see the multiple material and psychical problems of the
lower class, not to mention solving them.” The slapstick exposes Hassenreuter to
ridicule as a representative of this ignorant educated bourgeoisie. By its immedi-
ate combination of tragedy and comedy, slapstick explicitly asks the reader to re-
flect on the action. Therefore, in Die Ratten, too, the few slapstick elements are of
special importance as they convey in nuce the intended effect on the reader, who
has to tolerate the grotesque contradictions.

The grotesque has an even more central role in Die Physiker. In Theaterpro-
bleme [Theater Problems] (1955), Diirrenmatt explicitly states that the grotesque
comedy in his plays, which often also manifests physically, is supposed to have
an effect on the reader. Especially because his plays mostly end in disillusion-
ment, comedy - regarded by Diirrenmatt as a combination of the tragic and the
comic ~ functions as “a mousetrap into which the audience falls again and again”
[“eine Mausfalle, in die das Publikum immer wieder gerét”] and by hich they “can
get attacked, seduced, cheated” [“angegriffen, verfiihrt, {iberlistet werden kann”]

19 “Halt! Hier greife ich ein! Hier bin ich zustindig! Wem das Knéblein hier auch immer gehd-
ren mag - [. . .] Vorwirts, Spitta! Kémpfen Sie, Spitta! Hier sind Thre Eigenschaften am Platz!
Vorwirts! Vorsicht! So! Bravo! Als wir’ es das Jesuskind! Bravo!”

20 For the tragicomic “blindness” of the characters around Hassenreuter, see Sprengel (1994,
265; 1984, 146).
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{1955, 39). While physical comedy is foremost entertaining, it is nevertheless meant
to make the reader reflect on the sociocritical message of the texts without even
noticing.

On the one hand, Die Physiker is a fictionalized criticism of the nuclear de-
velopment, on the other hand it is also a devastating survey of the present
times: “In the face of coincidence reducing the freedom of action to absurdity,
the question of the responsibility of the individual scientist becomes irrele-
vant”? (Grimm 2013, 113). The plot is highly tragic in a nihilist sense, as Mobius
cannot revoke the world formula that he has thought up. His knowledge is in
the world and can thus be misused by Frau von Zahnd. The plot around three
patients of a mental institution, who are finally revealed to be a physicist in the
possession of the world formula and two physicists acting as secret agents, con-
tains a variety of grotesque scenes. Not all of these have slapstick-like character,
however. A grotesque and entertaining impression is often rather created by a se-
ries of apparently absurd coincidences such as the murder of the three nurses.
Physical comedy is mostly used by supporting characters, whose movements are
reminiscent of slapstick, for example the “giant-like” [“riesenhaft”] male nurses
who lay the table for the three physicists in a sort of rehearsed spatial choreogra-
phy and who behave as nimble and agile servants of the physicists in spite of
their physiognomy (Diirrenmatt 1963, 326-327). Likewise, mention must be made
of the scene in which Mobius plays the madman in front of his family after a
whimsical musical interlude by his sons. There he positions himself with fast and
apparently uncontrollable movements in different places of the room (304-305).
Physical comedy underlines the grotesque situation comedy, comedy of disguises,
and dialogue comedy of the play. It is one comic element among various others in
the play.

The relative importance of comic elements is quite different in the stage
production of Die Physiker at the Schauspielhaus Ziirich, which after 2013 was
revived in February 2018. In this production, almost every movement is gro-
tesquely exaggerated and slapstick-like. The stage, which represents a neon-
green psychiatric cell, contains hidden trampolines by which the actors jump
onto and behind the stage sets in acrobatic stunts. Over and over they catch
their fingers in the door or trip over the too long sleeves of their straitjackets.
Similar to filmic slapstick, they do not show any physical reactions and behave
like mechanically controlled rubber dolls, who can only move their bodies with

21 “Angesichts der vom Zufall ad absurdum gefithrten Handlungsfreiheit wird die Frage nach
der Verantwortung des einzelnen Naturwissenschaftlers irrelevant.”
22 For a description of the acrobatic stunts, see Fellmann (2013).
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Figure 3: Inspector after falling, Mdbius and Zahnd climbing (122:50).

grotesque distortions and theatricality. The stage sets, as well as the actors’
bodies, turn out to be obstacles that, in the end, cannot be overcome.

Different from the dramatic text, the originally intended effect of a sparing
use of slapstick is lost. The audience gets to see a very physical and extremely
entertaining stage production, but the slapstick gags in their grotesque exagger-
ation can only insufficiently convey the tragedy of the play.

4 Conclusion: slapstick as a pars pro toto
of the tragicomic

Of course, it was not the aim of this chapter to conclusively answer the question
of the role of slapstick in modern German language tragicomedies. The selected
examples of texts and stage productions only allow to outline some tendencies:
all four tragicomic texts contain various scenes with implicit or explicit slap-
stick comedy. In all cases, the slapstick scenes can also be interpreted as a pars
pro toto of the tragicomic plot, as they bring together — with different empha-
sis ~ the tragic and the comic. A comparison of the texts, however, makes sub-
stantial differences in quality evident: in Der Hofmeister and Amphitryon, the
slapstick-like scenes revolve around the central identity problem. The character
Lauffer in Der Hofmeister fails in his search for a (bourgeois) identity; however,
this search is declared obsolete by the accumulation of coincidences and the
happy pairings in the last scene. In spite of the happy, comedy-like ending, the
slapstick quality of the reunion scene is latently tragic as it can only superfi-
cially camouflage but not overcome the social injustices addressed in the course
of the play. In Amphitryon, the slapstick embodied by the (supporting) character
Sosias is a text-internal solution variant of the ontic identity dilemma. This vari-
ant is only tragic because it represents an adaptation to an imposed identity loss.
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In the end, though, both tragicomedies are resolved into a comedy-like ending
whose slapstick can only indirectly be read as a sociocritical drama element.

This makes for an important difference to the two plays written after 1900.
In spite of some comic elements in these dramas, they end tragically, and they
can more obviously be seen as expressions of the social injustices diagnosed by
Hauptmann and Diirrenmatt and of the major social issues of modernity. In
both texts, slapstick can be read as a pars pro toto of the grotesque quality of
the plays: the tragic and the comic clash unchecked, but in the end the laughter
sticks in the readers’ throats in the face of the inexorable tragic developments.

Disregarding these differences in the quality of the slapstick, all four tragi-
comedies have in comrmon that, unlike classic slapstick films, they contain only
a few slapstick scenes. However, these scenes carry special importance for an
understanding of the texts: by means of situation comedy they condense the
raised issues of the individual’s position in and its responsibility for society,
and they make them visually tangible in a stage production. If, however, as in
Harry Buckwitz’s Hofmeister production, slapstick is entirely renounced or if, as
in Fritsch’s Physiker production, there is too much slapstick, the subtle cverde-
termination of slapstick implied in the texts is lost.
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