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New German Dramatists

As the two figures sat there during one performance, and
the ward turned his head slightly downstage to reveal the
dripping blood, the cat returned to the stage for the first
time since the opening moments of the play, and climbed
onto the table. It watched, while the audience watched, the
blood trickle from the ward’s nose. Then it left the stage
for the night. After the performance someone asked how
the cat had been trained. It had not.

That was the point. The cat’s behaviour is not really
predictable, even if one strives to limit the range of
possibilities, say, with mild starvation and tunafish placed
on a tree trunk the instant before the first curtain. What
transpires on stage has a chance element, which is
highlighted by the presence (and absence) of the cat. When
the Freies Theater Miinchen produced My Foot My Tutor

in 1975 their cat had a habit of settling into the audience in

the round, choosing a comfortable lap to perch in. It was a
particularly independent cat, they explained, allowed to
wander freely during the day and picked up for the show at
night. During the run of the show it was struck by a car
and killed. They decided to continue the run without a cat.
Though the audiences had no way of knowing this, that
too was the point, one supposes, with a vengeance. The
ominousness of a mute confrontation and the sudden
appearance of blood dripping from a nostril, is redoubled
(or negated: giggling could easily break out) by the
reappearance of an unpredictable animal. The effect
cannot be calculated. And so it is in much of Handke’s
theatre work, where the form is open and a spirit of
inventiveness and experimentation prevails.

The last time the two figures are on stage together in My
Foot My Tutor, the warden undrapes the mysterious
object we saw at the start of the play to reveal it as a beet-
cutting machine. The warden easily lops off the top of a
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large Bavarian beet, about the size of a head, then the ward
sets to trying the same with intermittent success. The cat
corralled if possible during the blackout, comes through
the cat-flap in the door to the exterior scene, and ‘does
what it does’. While the barefoot warden walks about the
stage the ward keeps trying to work the machine.

.. .then - it is already quite dark (is the warden
standing by the machine?) - finally once more, and now
- we can’t bear watching it anymore - once again, and
we don’t hear the sound of anything falling on the floor;
thereupon it is quiet onstage, for quite some time.

Nothing explicit here, with two antagonists and a cat ina
protracted chopping scene; but when the piped-in sound
(‘a death rattle?’, Handke asks) reaches a crescendo ‘to®
large for the house’, then dies down, the lights come up
and we see only a bare bright stage. Thena figure appears:
it is the ward. He no longer wears his overalls, Handke tells
us, and he carries the long rubber hose wound about the
upper part of his body, suggesting perhaps a sn.ake, ah
image which is found elsewhere in Handke’s fiction and
plays. The last moment of They Are Dying Out calls_for
snakes to swarm about the stage floor. The ward’s actfons
are strange distorted echoes of the warden’s in a previous
scene. He takes the hose and with it fills a larger recepta.cle,
a tub, just as the warden had earlier filled a kettle. The 1qea
of chance and free play in the theatrical form, a {eu
d’esprit and desire for momentary escape from binding
structures relates here to social reality. The ward too,
wants to be free, as the literal German title, The Ward
Wants to Be The Warden, clearly states. The irony of the
title is that freedom implies an endless chain of wards an.d
wardens. In a production of the play the year after (L
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