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The mainstage for the Shakespeare Festi-
val in Craiova, Romania is the Marin So-
rescu National Theatre, a  vast low-slung 
building faced with white marble that 
opened in 1973. The festival, however, 
takes place in many venues throughout 
the city, and among those venues is the 
marble steps of the National Theatre it-
self. That is where the five puppet booths 
of Catalan performance artist Toti Toro-
nell’s Laitrum Teatre were set up for the 
length of the 2024 Shakespeare festival. 
Each booth offered a different play – peo-
ple could choose from 

Hamlet, Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, The 
Tempest, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 
The phrase ‘puppet booth’, however, 
may give a false impression: Laitrum Tea-
tre’s  Micro-Shakespeare productions are 
far more than picturesque or nostalgic re-
productions of past folk traditions. More 
than a year since I engaged with their Mi-
cro-Shakespeare production of Macbeth, 
I am still reflecting on the experience. 

To explain why I say I ‘engaged’ with the 
production, I draw on the company’s suc-
cinct self-description: ‘Micro-Shakespeare 
is a  small objectual theater delicatessen 
where the spectators listen to the piece 
with headphones during the eight min-

utes that each show lasts, while another 
person of the audience is playing the role 
of puppeteer following the given instruc-
tions.’ (LAITRUM TEATRE s.a.) The 
audience-member-turned-puppeteer also 
wears headphones, but rather than hear 
the narration of the performance, they 
hear only the instructions on how they 
should manipulate the objects. The spec-
tators who sit on the other side, before 
the tabletop theatre’s  proscenium arch, 
listen to a narration of the play’s plot on 
their headphones and watch the objects 
manipulated by the casually recruited 
puppeteer, whom the company materi-
als sometimes describe as the ‘actor’. At 
Craiova’s festival, several cheerful Laitrum 
Teatre staff members explained the set-up 
and helped interested passersby program 
the correct recordings on the headphones 
in their language of choice (ten languages 
are available). Passersby were encouraged 
to try out both sides of the booth, work-
ing with another person so that they could 
take turns as spectator and puppeteer. Mi-
cro-Shakespeare was originally developed 
through a collaboration between Toti To-
ronell and Angus McKechnie of the Royal 
National Theatre, which commissioned 
the work for its ‘Watch this space’ festival. 
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The piece premiered over ten years ago 
and has visited fifteen different countries. 
As of 2026, it is still touring in Europe. 

In some ways Laitrum Teatre’s produc-
tion resembles the ‘Table Top Shakespeare’ 
works by the company Forced Entertain-
ment, six artists based in Sheffield, Eng-
land. But Forced Entertainment produc-
tions are largely storytelling events with 
comical props: at the Berliner Festspiele 
in 2015, their Macbeth was performed by 
one actor who sat at a well-lighted table 
with a  darkened background and retold 
the story of the entire play in simple lan-
guage, using various household objects 
more or less as counters. The narrator was 
the focus of that one-hour performance; 
the objects seemed to function primar-
ily to help the audience keep track of the 
characters and to demonstrate relation-
ships through spatial indicators. Laitrum, 
as I’ve said, removes the narrator to the 
recording on the spectator’s headset and 
necessitates that a  second passerby, not 
a member of the company’s team, serves 
as the puppeteer – serves, moreover, with-
out recourse to the plot narration. This 
detail creates performers who have no 
idea of the significance of their actions, 
performers with no more understanding 
of what they do than Coleridge’s Aeolian 
harp, which seems to Coleridge’s  poetic 
speaker as analogous to the inspired poet, 
prompting the question

And what if all of animated nature
Be but organic Harps diversely framed,
That tremble into thought, as o’er them 
sweeps
Plastic and vast, one intellectual breeze,
At once the Soul of each, and God of all? 
(COLERIDGE 1970, ll. 44–48)

The recording that directs the pup-
peteer resembles what Coleridge’s poetic 
speaker calls ‘the Soul of each, and God 
of all’; the puppeteer has no more con-
sciousness of what they are doing than the 
Aeolian harp does as breezes drift across 
it and make its strings vibrate. 

Because I was visiting Craiova’s Shake-
speare Festival on my own, I asked a pas-
serby with an inquiring look to join me at 
the booth featuring Macbeth. I  began as 
the puppeteer, and the other person sat 
opposite to watch and listen. Once I  sat 
down behind the curtain of the prosceni-
um, I inspected what was before me. There 
were two bins holding an assortment of 
items: toothpicks, a drinking glass, a wine 
glass, a  toy saucepan, two green plastic 
straws. The recording told me to wiggle 
my hands, to place the drinking glass in 
the centre, to knock it with the wine glass, 
and to lay it flat. I was told to bring out 
the straws, to pull out two toothpicks and 
break them and throw them away. At the 
end, I  was surprised to receive enthusi-
astic applause from my audience. What 
I had done seemed random and lacking 
in any meaning; I apologised to the per-
son I had done the show for, saying that 
I was sorry for such a poor performance. 
To my great surprise, he said in a British 
accent that ‘it was quite good, actually’. 
I was nonplussed by that positive assess-
ment until we switched places.

It was then my turn to hear the nar-
ration: imagine that the wiggling hands 
represent fog. The set of silverware rep-
resents three witches. Each one greets 
the drinking glass (Macbeth), making 
a prophecy of sorts in each greeting. Lady 
Macbeth, the wineglass, counsels murder, 
and the drinking glass kills Duncan. Then, 
quickly, the silverware offer three other 
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prophecies, which cause Macbeth to break 
two toothpicks (Macduff’s children), and 
see the drinking straws (Birnam Wood) 
approach him. The drinking glass battles 
with the toy saucepan (Macduff) and is 
finally killed (rolling around on its side). 
At the conclusion, the saucepan becomes 
king.

Why did this production work so well for 
me? Part of it was certainly relief that my 
apparently random manipulations actual-
ly conveyed substantial semiotic meaning. 
But the semiotics of the ‘cast’ also made 
sense: the relative scale of the objects and 
their relation to one another made their 
identities meaningful. The completeness 
of the fork/knife/spoon group seemed 
an appropriate way of designating a set of 
three witches. Macbeth and Lady Macbeth 
were well paired: both were made of clear 
glass (ironically, since the characters are 
skilled at clouding their own actions and 
motives), but the female role was repre-
sented by a slimmer and more elegant ob-
ject. The toothpicks were small and thin 
in relation to the other objects; hence, 
they represented children. The straws, like 
trees, were green. At the end, the battle 
between saucepan and drinking tumbler 
seemed to draw on the symbolic relations 
inherent in the game Rock-Paper-Scissors. 
Metal can smash glass.

The scholar Kenneth Gross (2011: 39) 
suggests that ‘[t]he smallness of the pup-
pet is not fixed or simple. […] Puppets are 
the size of things small enough to be left 
behind, that hide themselves under beds, 
behind walls, or within drawers.’ Laitrum 
Teatre’s thoughtful choice of objects, cou-
pled with a spare, well-cut narration cover-
ing all of Macbeth in eight minutes, trims 
the play down to essentials, encouraging 
the spectator to look for characters’ es-

sential qualities. Sometimes the qualities 
are the relations to others; sometimes the 
qualities are the objects’ ability to do what 
humans’ bodies do. Sometimes the rela-
tions are thematic or symbolic.

Part of what made the production 
a  success was the kinetic movement as 
well. Shakespeare’s playscripts are beauti-
ful verbal icons, and in the 18th and 19th 
centuries reading the plays aloud in the 
privacy of one’s home was a popular way 
of enjoying them, whether one undertook 
to be reader or auditor. That tradition 
seems to be the one that Forced Enter-
tainment drew on in devising their Ta-
ble Top Shakespeare performances. But 
Laitrum Teatre’s  tabletop-and-household-
goods performances put selected objects 
into motion. The opportunity to move 
the simple, familiar objects may bring the 
puppeteer pleasure. Just as children may 
enjoy manipulating Montessori materi-
als or lining up toy soldiers, the puppet-
eer’s  movements engage the senses and 
develop a  visual system that creates pat-
tern and order. The performance brings 
spectatorial pleasure as well, of course: 
movement draws the eye and engages 
the imagination. As with representational 
puppets, these objects invite the pleasure 
of comparing their performances with 
that of human bodies. How do the objects 
‘measure up’ as actors? How effectively do 
they convey the essence of these medieval, 
Scottish military characters? 

What is most interesting, perhaps, 
is the possibility that these objects have 
a  character or personality of their own, 
like ‘personality actors’ who always play 
themselves (Lisa Kudrow, Audrey Hep-
burn, John Wayne, Robin Williams), 
rather than actors such as Meryl Streep, 
Gary Oldman, or Cate Blanchett, who 
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are known for their metamorphic talents. 
The children’s  game Essences, in which 
participants must guess the identity of 
a well-known personality on the basis of 
analogies, is based on the idea that cer-
tain phenomena can be associated with 
personality traits. Just as a colour, a veg-
etable, a flower, or an animal can serve as 
an analogue to a character trait, a charac-
ter trait can perhaps be manifested in the 
industrial design of a  hairbrush, a  glass 
Coke bottle, a screwdriver, a plastic sand-
shovel, or a rubber duck (all actor/actants 
in other plays in the Micro-Shakespeare 
oeuvre). What can be said of the fork that 
plays the Second Witch, or the appropri-
ate wineglass for representing Lady Mac-
beth? 

Human beings can personify objects in 
their minds at least as easily as they ob-
jectify people with specific physical traits. 
The objects in Micro-Shakespeare produc-
tions, like more representational puppets, 
take on a life of their own. Esa Kirkkopel-
to (2016: 52) points out that animation 
can be defined as ‘a  technique of giving 
to a nonhuman thing the appearance of 
being capable of moving autonomously, 
and maintaining that appearance’ and 
goes on to assert, ‘Following anthropo-

centric logic, one is tempted to think that 
a  marionette is, given its way of being, 
situated somewhere between an object and 
a human being.’ Can the same be said of 
a glass tumbler in certain circumstances? 
The possibility that the answer is yes is 
what makes my thoughts revert repeatedly 
to what I  saw in Laitrum Teatre’s Shake-
speare performances.
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