The Laschensky Brothers’ 


School of Laughter

Max Blaeulich 

Minidrama

Characters: 

Laughing instructor Sonberg

Laughing students

Hitzinger and Eiterer, a couple

Handyman    

Setting: An elongated, ice-cold room on the second floor. The attempt to overheat has failed. The stove spews smoke sporadically. The building handyman makes apologetic head, hand and so-very-sorry motions as he weasels around the stove. He tries to air out the room. Windows open, windows closed. Low-pressure is the problem. The students fix bored gazes at the old panelling or the photographs of the most famous laughing teachers of the past few decades.  

Time: Late autumn; light rain, approaching holidays and odds and ends.

Clothing: Everyone is standing in more or less intact sleeping bags tied at the neck; those with hoods have them tied under their chins; scarves, shawls, mittens, snot.

Laughing instructor: 

Warm-up laughter!

Laughing students laugh and cough.

The laughing instructor makes rowing motions with his hands:

Go on, go on, keep laughing.

Laughing students continue to laugh; laughter interspersed with coughs and the clearing of throats.

Laughing instructor: 

Come on, come on, now gallop.

Laughing students laugh and laugh and laugh, then gallop.

The soot-covered handyman gestures his apologies for the heating problem repeatedly to the agitated, slightly angry laughing instructor, who escapes into himself with a masklike grin. 

The laughing teacher waxes poetic: 

Laugh more softly in a grand narrative arc! 

The students’ laughter grows softer in a grand narrative arc. The couple, ready for its cue, sits silently at the edge of the bed, not laughing, of course; they clear their throats discreetly. Their time is about to come.  

Laughing instructor: 

Broad laugh-out.

Laughing students laugh out; the couple is nervous and agitated.

Laughing instructor: 

Laugh out, three times in succession, shrilly. Laugh as if you wanted to whinny over and over again. Let it sound a little hysterical, if you can.

Laughing students laugh whinnying laughs, some of them hysterically.

Laughing instructor: 

And now throaty, all the way to squeezing.

Laughing students laugh throaty laughs; unfortunately, some stop short of squeezing.

Laughing instructor: 

Stop. Stop, I said. Stop at once. Mr. Hitzinger up here, please. 

Mr. Hitzinger is beside himself. He has laughed a bit too long and without squeezing. He hops with a sad look on his face toward the laughing instructor, but makes sure that his sleeping bad isn’t totally ruined. That’s how cunning he is.  

Laughing instructor, facing the other students: 

Laugh quietly, free-style, in different tones of voice, laughing from arrogantly to cynically, and the really skilful ones insanely. Laughing instructor laughs at his own joke. 

Laughing students continue to laugh soft, controlled laughs. Several practise arrogance and political laughter, others embark of flights of cynicism, while still others laugh honestly or stupidly. Most students laugh thick, bland laughs, department-store style, so to speak. 

Laughing instructor to Mr. Hitzinger: 

How do you think our couple will react if you just burst out laughing as they approach their climax? Or would you like to have monotonous laughter during climax? And then there’s your squeeze phobia. You refuse to give it your best. You’re tastelessly dull!

The couple, in unison: 

Phooey, Mr. Hitzinger. 

Laughing instructor: 

All right, we’ll fix that right away. In the next hour you will play the part of the couple, and as I just happen to see Mr. Eiterer babbling inanely to himself back there, the two of you will act out a climax. And then we’ll see if you enjoy laughter when your buck naked. 

Eiterer, surprised:  

Pardon me, but what is inane?

Laughing instructor: 

Oh shut up, you idiot. 

Hanging his head, Hitzinger hops back to his seat in his sleeping bag. 

Laughing instructor claps his hands: 

Now laugh a real full-throated laugh. Starts conducting while students laugh. 

Full-throated laughter.

The miserable pot-bellied stove begins to spew smoke again. The handyman  comes running, opens the windows, starts waving a kind of Egyptian palm fan he     has obviously made himself to get the smoke out of the room, shakes the stove, apologizes with a head-and-hand gesture, apologizes repeatedly in the same obsequious manner, fiddles around, jabs  the poker into the coals, tears apart a newspaper and tosses the shreds into the fire. The laughing instructor grows impatient. The laughing students diligently persist in their monotone laughter, as if  they were on the motorway . . .

It seems as if an eternity has passed before the handyman hurries into a small room with a window to the freezing room to operate a tape recorder.  

Several laughing students attempt to laugh boisterously but are compelled to cough due to the calamities. Even the pruned fir branches do not help. It all sounds embarrassingly amateurish.  

Laughing instructor breaks off the freestyle laughter: 

Everyone over to the window. Breathe deeply, drink some water, relax and laugh down. Sniff fir branches or whatever cologne you’ve brought along. 

They hop in their sleeping bags to the wide-open windows, as if racing to get the best spots. The smoke has become thick and biting. Some of the laughing students have tears in their eyes. The light rain has long since given way to a heavy shower. The wilted leaves on the pavement are dangerously slippery. Insurance companies tremble in fear of a sleet storm.   

The laughing instructor turns to the couple: 

Are you ready, perfumed, rubbed on your skin cream and all that? 

The couple nods eagerly. 

Laughing instructor to laughing students: 

Take your seats. Do you remember the first laughter. It has to be carefree when the couple undresses, carefree. It will be laughter of high quality. 

The laughing instructor claps his hands. The laughing students hop to their seats. The couple begins to undress, shyly and hesitantly. 

And one and two and three 

- - - now laugh – n-o-w   l-a-u-g-h!   

Laughing instructor: 

Carefree laughter. 

He gives the couple a wink of encouragement, just to let them know this is all just an exercise.

Laughing students laugh uninhibitedly.

Laughing instructor: 

Happier, more carefree, almost laughable.

Laughing students laugh in an almost laughable manner.

The laughing instructor looks over at the naked couple as they sit shivering in the cold, huddled closely together. They are wearing only their underpants. The laughing instructor addresses the students: 

And now waves of laughter. 

Laughing students laugh in waves. The couple gets started, shivering and awkwardly, as if they were doing this for the first time.  

Laughing instructor: 

It must sound like a wave crashing onto the beach.

Laughing students laugh in crashing waves. 

The handyman runs from one stove to the next, poking around inside them. Suddenly, he cries out hysterically. The sleeve of his work coat has caught fire, but the indignant laughing instructor signals the students to keep laughing and to ignore the handyman. Laughing, they stare at the burning sleeve that whips back and forth like a snake doused with petrol and ignited, but no one dares to break off the crashing wave of laughter that has taken on a power of its own. Finally, the handyman manages to extinguish his sleeve in the wash basin. He looks around desperately for some burn ointment. Since no one offers to help him, he begins to plot revenge. The couple has been completely forgotten. They are still fondling each other lovingly. Or is it all over? They have obviously stopped shivering. 

The laughing instructor addresses the couple: 

No, no, no. You’ve got to be ablaze, or else there’s no reason for crashing waves of laughter. 

The handyman misunderstands this completely. He begins to feel a blazing hate.

The couple begins to blaze. Panting, they ask: 

Faster?

Laughing instructor: 

Yes, yes . . . 

Speaks to the laughing students: 

Higher-pitched laughter, let it gradually rise to a peak, mixed with crashing waves of laughter from Mr. Hitzinger, Mr. Eiterer and perhaps Mrs. Dax as well.  

Laughing students laugh in a constantly rising swell up to the peak.

Laughing instructor: 

Keep peaking.

Laughing students continue to peak.

The couple is brightly ablaze and squeaking.

The laughing instructor turns to the students and presses his index finger to his lips. The laughter grows increasingly softer as the couple breathlessly approaches its climax.

The laughing instructor looks at his stop watch. Suddenly, he appears to decide that the moment of climax has come. He cries out:  

Sudden mixed laughs of happiness.

The laughing students begin to laugh sudden mixed laughs of happiness.

As if in a state of delirium, the laughing instructor laughs along with them. The couples laughs as well and mistakenly starts over again. 

Laughing instructor: 

Yes, go on, go on . . .

The couple goes on.

Laughing students laugh without prompting.

The laughing instructor tries to regain control. No one is listening to him. He cries out in desperation: 

Sto-op.

High-pitched laughter from the students. The couple practices and practices. Hitzinger crawls into Eiterer’s sleeping bag. An affair begins. The laughter goes out of control like the derailed Ischler Rail train. Laughing real belly laughs, some of the students have slipped inside their sleeping bags and succumbed to convulsive laughter. The laughing instructor runs from one to the next, trying to get them to stand up. He calls the handyman, who diligently turns up the volume on the tape playback to add to the confusion. He then runs to his stoves, blows on the coals and throws twigs into the fire. The smoke builds, the laughing students cough and laugh, and suddenly the lights go out. The laughter grows throaty and comes sputtering to an end.  

The laughing instructor cries out: 

Handyman ...

The rudimentary gesticulations of the handyman suggest a sort of apology. Alertly, he grabs a bundle of twigs, sets it on fire to make a torch. 

Laughing instructor: 

Dramatic laughter. 

Laughing students deliberately laugh only semi-dramatically. 

The handyman utters a chuckling moan.

Laughing instructor: 

Laugh as if you had lost your way.

Laughing students laugh as if they had half lost their way. 

Laughing instructor: 

Lose your way! Lose your way. My God, don’t you get it?

Laughing students laugh as if they didn’t get it.

Laughing instructor: 

And now laugh normally.

The laughing students grow increasingly fresh, laugh abnormally, dramatically, horrifyingly, demonically, politically.

Laughing instructor: 

Okay, okay. You’ve had your fun, but now back to ordinary everyday laughter, returning in a grand narrative arc. 

Laughing students laugh boundlessly, without reason or purpose, laughing disgustingly.

Laughing instructor: 

Try to respond to my laughter. 

Laughs as if someone has just told a joke.

Laughing students laugh boisterously.

Laughing instructor: 

Convincing laughter – that was our topic for today, remember? You know nothing at all about Austrian laughter ...

The laughing students outscream him with shrill, gulping, convulsive cries.

Suddenly, the torch has grown too hot for the handyman. He drops it. Several sleeping bags catch fire. The fire spreads quickly, and a wail of misery is heard from the Laschensky Brothers’ School of Laughter. 

By the time the people on the street below realize what has happened, it is too late. A few individuals, including the laughing instructor and the handyman, manage to escape to safety. The School of Laughter burns to the ground. The damages are covered by insurance, of course. Mr. Hitzinger and Mr. Eiterer are burned to death in a sleeping bag. Their portraits are to be hung next to those of the most famous laughing masters after the school is rebuilt. The plaque beneath their pictures will read: “Victims of laughter”. After the catastrophe, the laughing instructor devotes himself to the teaching of serious laughter, but no one is really interested in learning it. 

Laughing instructor to the handyman, in a weary voice:

You are to blame for all of this!

The handyman laughs a filthy laugh.

The laughing instructor screams hysterically: 

Stop laughing, you cretin.

And that was the end of the Laschensky Brothers’ School of Laughter.

