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Editorial
Puppetry with(out) Classics?

This issue of Theatralia focuses on the relationship between puppet theatre and the
classical canon - understood here in terms of both drama and literature. Do canoni-
cal authors and texts still hold genuine appeal for puppeteers today? How are the
classics performed and adapted within the medium of puppet theatre? And what can
both parties gain from such a transformation - what do the canonised works acquire
through puppetry, and what does puppetry acquire through them? And lastly, what
will the actors’ theatre gain when actors share the stage with them? The issue also asks
what actors’ theatre itself gains when the boundary between performer and puppet
dissolves into a space of shared theatrical inquiry.

To address these questions, it is worth tracing, at least in broad outline, how this
mutual relationship developed historically. Of all puppet forms, marionette theatre
has always maintained the closest ties to the dramatic classics. Since the Early Modern
age, for several centuries, string puppets/marionettes deliberately modelled them-
selves on the conventions of actors’ theatre, cultivating a distinctive subvariant of it.

Travelling marionettists naturally drew on simplified versions of the established
dramatic repertoire. They preserved a declamatory, singing style of delivery, charac-
terised by the sustained elongation of vowels, alongside the aesthetics of the Baroque
stage division. A further defining feature of this tradition was the practice of a sin-
gle performer, typically the company’s principal, voicing the majority of characters.
Text adaptations were accordingly shaped to limit the number of characters on stage,
to avoid crowd scenes, and to include brief identifying speeches, so-called ‘jingles’,
through which spectators could readily distinguish one figure from another.

The specific, and indeed metatheatrical, qualities of the puppet, its expressive pos-
sibilities and its peculiar relationship to the human body, were, even though Kleist
wrote his essay ‘On the Marionette Theatre’ in 1810, not widely appreciated until the
late 19" century, when some dramatists began to take an interest. Symbolist writers
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such as Maurice Maeterlinck, Michel de Ghelderode, and Paul Claudel, along with
Alfred Jarry, recognised in the puppet a potential means for grotesque, ritualistic and
anti-naturalistic expression. Maeterlinck titled a trilogy of his plays as Trois petits drames
pour marionnettes (1894), and Jarry’s Ubu Roi (1896) drew openly on the aesthetic of
the popular Guignol, and its central figure was conceived in deliberate defiance of
naturalist acting conventions. Around the same time, Edward Gordon Craig argued
that the ideal theatrical performer would transcend the unpredictability of human
emotion and aspire to the controlled, symbolic presence of a puppet (The Actor and the
Ubermarionette, 1907). Yet despite the undeniable significance of these engagements,
none of these figures exerted a meaningful or lasting influence on actual puppetry
practice during their lifetimes; their interest in the puppet functioned largely as meta-
phor or formal provocation, rather than as a sustained engagement with the living
craft and tradition of professional puppeteers.

In contrast, a small but ambitious group of puppeteers, working to establish serious
artistic venues from the early 20™ century onwards, increasingly brought the great
works of world drama to the (adult) puppet stage, even if such productions remained
proportionally marginal within the broader repertoire. Ancient drama, the comedies
of Moliere and Goldoni, Elizabethan theatre, e.g. Shakespeare, and even opera titles
all found their way into this emerging canon of puppet performance, driven by a clear
ambition to elevate puppetry and establish its legitimacy alongside other theatrical
forms. (e.g. Géza Blattner at the Arc en Ciel Puppet Theatre, Paris, brought The Trage-
dy of Man by Maddch on the puppet stage in 1937 which received the Grand Prix at the
Paris World Exhibition (MESZAROS 1997), or Jan Malik who staged a groundbreaking
production of Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex at the Sokol Liben theatre, in which he incor-
porated the chorus as a single silhouette operated by a single controller (DUBSKA
2004: 218-220)). However, the aspiration to equal the prestige of the actors’ theatre,
to achieve maximum illusion, alongside the reproduction of the actor’s theatre reper-
toire suppressed the search for puppet theatre’s own potential.

The break with imitation, and the gradual abandonment of the pursuit of theatrical
illusion, came only in the 1960s. The binary opposition between puppet and actor,
along puppetry’s self-understanding, began to lose its centrality, while the dynamic
relationship between puppet and puppeteer emerged as the more fertile site of artis-
tic and theoretical inquiry (KAPLIN 1997). The ongoing emancipation of puppetry
as a profession has been accompanied by a steadily growing body of scholarly lit-
erature that maps its history, performing practices, and traditions, while also prob-
ing its capacity for self-reflexivity. Works such as the Routledge Companion to Puppetry
and Material Performance (2014) and Claudia Orenstein’s (2017) ‘Our Puppets, Our
Selves: Puppetry’s Changing Paradigms’ (among others cited in this issue) have ex-
plored the history, performing practices, traditions, and self-reflexivity of puppetry,
and have played a significant role in challenging/expanding and occasionally blurring
the boundaries of physical reality.

When canonical works are staged with puppets, it has become a central critical ques-
tion ‘whether the puppets add yet another layer to the interpretation or merely deco-
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rate it’ (REUSS 2020: 106). The contributions gathered in this issue demonstrate that
the puppet can generate a remarkable density of meanings through its visual presence,
material/technological form, and its dynamic relationship to the puppeteer. They also
show that the interpretive layers the issue introduces are far from straightforward -
demanding careful and often intricate critical unpacking. Although canonical texts are
often substantially condensed for the puppet stage, the shift in the medium opens the
dramatic material and the puppet-puppeteer nexus as well.

This issue brings together contributions that illustrate the richness of this ongoing
search across a wide geographical and dramaturgical range. Ildiké6 Limpar investi-
gates the Budapest Puppet Theatre’s production of Frankenstein, considering how the
monstrous and the human are negotiated through puppetry in a story whose central
theme, the creation of artificial life, resonates with the puppet’s own ambiguous ontol-
ogy. Marta Hargitai turns to Shakespeare’s Macbeth as directed by Rémusz Szikszai in
Hungary in 2018, exploring how the interplay between death, puppets, and human
bodies generates a layered theatrical language that classical drama alone could not
produce. Janka Kascakova ventures beyond the dramatic canon into prose fiction,
tracing the intricate close reading and the dramaturgical decisions behind a puppet
adaptation of Katherine Mansfield’s short story The Daughters of the Late Colonel and
reflects on what it means to translate literary interiority into a form that is funda-
mentally visual and physical. Mascha Erbelding examines how Bertolt Brecht’s The
Good Person of Szechwan was interpreted in two puppet productions separated by half
a century (Michael Meschke’s 1963 staging at Marionetteatern Stockholm and Moritz
Sostmann’s 2013 production at Schauspiel Kéln), and asks whether the puppet, by its
very nature, offers a uniquely honest embodiment of Brecht’s moral dilemma. Ewa
Tomaszewska’s paper concludes the Yorick section with an examination of ancient
tragedies at the Banialuka Puppet Theatre in Bielsko-Biata, Poland, showing how a sin-
gle theatre’s long engagement with classical antiquity reflects wider questions about
the legitimacy and transformation of the puppet stage.

The Spectrum section brings together four studies that broaden the thematic and
methodological scope of the issue. It opens with Eszter Kocsis’s paper on the produc-
tion of her material/object performance with tiny robots. We expect her paper will
spark fruitful discussions about gestural language, robotics and the possibilities of
non-verbal, abstract storytelling; as it evidences that neither classical/canonised texts,
nor classical characters are necessary for a widely understood puppet production.
Yanna Kor meticulously researches and reconstructs the repertoire of 19" century
French itinerant marionette theatre through the case study of the Pitou Theatre, of-
fering a rare glimpse into the libraries and working practices of travelling companies.
Jana Spacilovd and Kristyna Krejcova present a detailed analysis of the libretto of Carl
Ditters von Dittersdorf’s Il viaggiatore americano, the first Silesian opera, and trace its
connections to the musical life of Jansky Vrch. Eleni Timplalexi’s contribution engages
with Hans-Thies Lehmann’s concept of postdramatic theatre through the lens of social
cognition, interrogating the Cartesian mind-body split and its implications for de-
dramatic theatrical practice.
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The Guest section features an interview with Jana Wolfovd, conducted by Katefina
Dolenska. Wolfovd reflects on her relationship with an Indonesian puppetry family
who symbolically adopted her and entrusted her with the care of their collection, this
way the segment of Asian theatre history turns into a deeply personal account of cross-
cultural transmission and the ethics of custodianship.

Under Events, three short papers document recent events of note. Jennifer A. Low
examines Laitrum Teatre’s production Micro-Shakespeare Macbeth, created by Toti Toro-
nell and Angus McKechnie, reflecting on the possibilities and provocations of animat-
ing objects in a radically compressed Shakespearean format. Yuan Liu reports on the
Opera dei Pupi as presented at Glasgow’s Scottish Mask and Puppet Centre, tracing
the journey of this Sicilian tradition from chanson-derived narrative to the clamour
of live performance in a Scottish context. Gabriella Reuss examines the precarious
persistence of puppet-making in Hungary, combining a conference report with an
interview with archivist Daniel Fehér.

The Archive section closes this issue with a contribution concerned with memory,
survival, and transmission. Lilla Lovas follows the trail of a paper ball discovered in
2018 and dating from 1891, using this modest object as a point of entry into questions
of what survives of puppet theatre beyond the stage. In doing so, her work offers a
reflection on the fragility and persistence of material traces.

As an oblique yet fitting opening to a volume concerned with what the classics
with(out) puppetry mean, and to whom, the cover aquarelle by Luca Eva Bors, painted
especially for this issue, meets the reader before the first page is turned, already rais-
ing the central question that unfolds across its pages: who moves whom?
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