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—thus acquires a campiness, and, similar to camp, becomes a sort of posturing or
sham.

One of the etymological origins of the word ‘camp’ is in the French verb se
camper, which means “to posture boldly.”* Handke’s play is a ninety minute long
posturing in front of a captive audience, which, most crucially, must be found
willing to make mental space for the affectation. Publikumsbeschimpfung is a play
with attitude, and, similar to camp, there is a vast amount of allusive winking in
the piece, which culminates in the delivery of invective at the end of the play.*
However, while camp often brings about a sabotage of a certain model, which it
exploits, Handke’s play equally exploits the generic conventions of theatre, even
negates them, only to re-assert them boldly. Like camp, Publikumsbeschimpfung
works by contradictions, but unlike camp, the play does not work by crossing
different fields and/or registers of cultural expression—in this case, conventions
of illusionary theatre—but rather by pretending to cross them out. It is a structure
that can easily wear thin. In the original production, Peymann’s intensification of
the actors’ stage presence in the physicality of their acting, almost to the point of
acrobatics, was clearly an attempt to compensate for the danger of excessive
textuality (and was a strategy which Handke did not particularly like, cf. infra).
This weakness becomes prominent at the very end of the play, after the much
anticipated outburst of offence has taken place, and the audience is tersely thanked
for their presence and wished a good night. The stage directions tell the actors to
remain on the stage and stare aimlessly into the public. Even then, the audience is
not allowed its role of acknowledging the theatrical event by means of their applause.
Instead, the roles are reversed yet again, and it is the audience that, in full spotlight,
is roared at and applauded:

Roaring applause and wild whistling is piped in through the
loudspeakers, to this, one might add taped audience reactions
to pop-music concerts. The deafening howling and yelling lasts
until the public begins to leave. Only then does the curtain come
together once and for all.*

During the deafening rumpus in the Peymann production, as can be witnessed in
the film recording of the second night, it were the actors who threw flowers at the
spectators. Not only were the roles, once more, turned around, it was also a final
reaffirmation of the “producedness” of the whole event, on both sides of the fence.
Clearly, actors as well as spectators were playing roles. However, while most
spectators did applaud the event at least for a moment, the curtain call—the staged
one as well as the spontaneous one—petered out under wild whistling and applause
blaring from the loudspeakers into a largely empty auditorium. The play’s strategy,
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located in the linguistic realm, which, paradoxically, had to be materialised on a
stage, most successful productions—in terms of audience response—have opted
to stress the histrionic—as opposed to the linguistic—potential of the script.

In one of the most recent professional productions of Handke’s play, Director
Philip Tiedemann went even further in his physicalised interpretation, turning the
play into a playful romp. For his 1998 Vienna Burgtheater production, Tiedemann
pulled out the whole gamut of stage witchcraft. From the very beginning of the
play, during the prologue, wind turbines cover the stage in paper, actors fly over
the auditorium, sound effects blare from the loudspeakers, and the spectators are
treated to an entertaining light show.* Tiedemann’s production, not one bit offensive,
presents a sort of Rapp interpretation of the play,** a frolicking, multi-lingual
spectacle in which the stage becomes a “trampoline for equilibration of play and
pleasure.” The negation of theatre, so central in the script, no longer conceals
that what is not, but is turned into a celebration of that what is: stage play. While
Iser suggests that the deliberate omission of a generic technique leads to a “minus
function,”™* and therefore to disorientation on the part of the reader, this is only
temporarily so in Handke’s playscript because of its ludic interaction with its own
generic structure. In a later article, Iser points out that “oscillation, or to-and-fro
movement, is basic to play,”” and it is this oscilliatory movement of
Publikumsbeschimpfung which permits the co-existence of the mutually exclusive
of theatre and non-theatre. However, the rules of the game—and any game, including
Handke’s play, has rules for it to be played—are ultimately regulative, as opposed
to aleatory or liberating.*® Publikumsbeschimpfung, in all its playing with itself,
with its audience and with its own genre, emerges as only theatre, and, therefore,
very much theatre.

Herbert Blau calls Handke’s first play an “ingenious but desperate project;”
clearly the generic structure of the play works against itself. However, one of the
greatest merits of Publikumsbeschimpfung was, and I would argue still is, its ability
to haul in its own audience as a constitutive and constructive element of theatre.
That capacity is generated because of its playful disposition, and those directors
who decided to exploit this dimension had their instincts well tuned. Play, it is well
known, allows us to gain experience; this is called the ontogenetic function of
play. The various productions of Publikumsbeschimpfung have had an ontogenetic
function, in so far that they were part of the development of an audience. The
negativity of its Negationsgattung has therefore a positive impact, and it confirms
Wolfgang Iser’s assertion that negativity is an enabling structure. This quality too,
may well go back to the uniqueness of play in its response to the blanks of negativity,
or, in Iser’s words: “it produces, and at the same time allows the process of
production to be observed.”®® This makes it possible for Handke to have his actors
boldly assert that his play “is no play,” but minutes later taunt their audience with
a matter-of-facted “You are being played with here.”*! While the play is a campy,
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