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From Chanson to Clangour: The Opera dei Pupi

at Glasgow'’s Scottish Mask and Puppet Centre

Yuan Liu

Giacomo Cuticchio (IT/Sicily): Echoes of Sicily, Scottish Mask and Puppet Centre, Glasgow, 8 October 2024..

In the intimate theatre space of Glas-
gow’s Scottish Mask & Puppet Centre,
surrounded by Malcolm Knight’s lovingly
curated collection of global puppet tra-
ditions, Giacomo Cuticchio, heir to one
of Sicily’s most distinguished puppeteer-
ing dynasties, summoned the medieval
courts of Charlemagne and the raucous
theatre of eighteenth-century Palermo.
What unfolded over two hours was not
merely a demonstration of Sicilian pup-
petry techniques, but a masterclass in how
an entire culture metabolises classical
epic narrative through wood, metal, and
the peculiar magic of objects brought to
life. The event, co-convened by Dr Enza
De Francisci and the Italian Cultural In-
stitute in Edinburgh, brought together
demonstration, lecture, and performance
in a format that proved both informative
and viscerally impactful.

Through projected images and elo-
quent exposition conducted in Italian
with consecutive English translations, Cu-
ticchio opened with historical contextuali-
sation. He traced the pupi’s long ancestry
from the newrospasta of ancient Greek Sic-
ily (figures animated with dried animal
sinews) through medieval representations
of Norman knights to the casotti (wooden
theatre structures) of 18"-century Paler-
mo. His careful delineation of puppet ty-
pologies - from Turkish shadow theatre

to Vietnamese water puppets, from Italian
marionettes to burattini - established the
pupo siciliano’s distinctive identity. Using
photographs, drawings, and scale models
to illustrate the rich heritage and regional
variations of this puppet tradition across
Sicily, Cuticchio distinguished the Paler-
mo school of pupi from Catania in the
east and Naples on the mainland in terms
of puppet size, staging and performance
style.

Particularly Cutic-
chio’s discussion of the Opera dei Pu-
p’s vexed relationship to classical and
canonical texts. The pupi’s defining reper-
toire centres on adapting the most canoni-
cal of medieval literature - the chansons de
geste featuring Charlemagne, Roland (Or-
lando), and the paladins battling Saracen
knights. Cuticchio, however, was careful
to point out that the ‘pagans’ fought by
these armoured knights were never Mus-
lim enemies in the puppet plays; rather,
the Christian-versus-Saracen framework
of the medieval epics became thinly veiled
allegories of Sicilian resistance against
foreign domination during the Bourbon
occupation of Sicily. As a coded symbol
for a generalised Other that could be re-
cast according to contemporary political
needs, the Saracens later (troublingly)
became explicitly racialised as Black char-
acters to serve Fascist colonial narratives
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during Mussolini’s Abyssinian campaigns.

This speaks to how the puppetry tradi-
tion’s relationship to Ariosto’s Orlando Fu-
rioso, the medieval chivalric epic poems,
or other literary sources is distant, me-
diated, and fundamentally transformed
by oral transmission and popular thea-
tre’s demands. Indeed, unlike the liter-
ary canonisation that the chansons de geste
received in French culture, in Sicily these
tales underwent radical popularisation,
as the tradition emerged among largely
illiterate pupari (puppeteers) and audienc-
es. Cuticchio made clear that audiences
didn’t come for Ariosto’s poetry or even
for coherent plot - performances could
stretch two to three hours, with spectators
vocally complaining if shows ended too
quickly. What they came for was the vis-
ceral thrill of combat, the clash of swords,
the toppling of giants, the spectacular
deaths. The tradition developed an entire
percussive vocabulary - including the zoc-
colo, a wooden clog worn by the puppet-
eer that functions simultaneously as mu-
sical instrument, communication device
with the pianist, and rhythmic timekeeper
for elaborately choreographed battle se-
quences that Cuticchio described as true
dances.

The material culture on display is vividly
exemplified through the puppets in action
as Cuticchio’s team performed excerpts
from the Orlando Furioso tradition, with
a presentation of paladin Orlando’s en-
counter with a serpent and his rescue of
a princess from a wicked giant. The per-
formance was all kinetic spectacle: the ser-
pent’s writhing threat, Orlando’s athletic
swordplay, the giant’s lumbering menace,
and the princess’s peril. Whatever poetry
Ariosto lavished on Orlando’s lovesick-
ness became compressed into a few de-

clamatory lines. As an eyewitness to this
show, I was struck by the masterful show-
manship and technical virtuosity in the
highly stylised performance, with the ma-
nipulation of exquisitely crafted pupi, the
clanging swords and percussive footwork
generating an electrifying atmosphere.

As I left the Centre that evening,
I found myself thinking about the pupi
waiting offstage, their armour carefully
maintained, ready for the next battle, the
next giant, the next rescue. These are not
museum pieces but living embodiments
of tradition performed by working actors
in a centuries-old company, still touring,
still fighting, still making audiences be-
lieve in paladins and magic swords. The
knowledge is “immaterial heritage” in
UNESCO’s terminology, yet the tradition
is intangible only in the sense that it lives
in bodies and practices rather than texts;
it is decidedly tangible in its materiality:
wood and metal, paint and fabric.

What remained less clear, however, was
the pupi’s future relationship to its ca-
nonical sources - contemporary pupari, as
noted before, now incorporate everything
from historical drama to modern political
satire in their repertoires. But how does
this expanding range affect the form’s es-
sential character? This seems to present
a catch-22 scenario. The pupi perform
the classics, certainly, but they also can’t
not perform them; the form was built for
these stories. Those endlessly recycled
Carolingian romances shape its distinctive
identities as well as aesthetic possibilities
and limitations - those rigid, armoured
bodies emerged from the chivalric ro-
mances. Questions remain, however, as to
what will happen to these narratives when
their original political urgency - resistance
against Bourbon rule no longer obtains?
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Cuticchio briefly mentioned how the tra-
dition adapted during Fascism, with the
introduction of Black characters, but the
contemporary political valences remained
largely unexplored. How does a tradition
rooted in nineteenth-century nationalism
speak to twenty-first-century Sicily, with its
complex relationship to migration, Euro-
pean identity, and globalisation?
Nevertheless, Echoes of Sicily, as a per-
formance-lecture event, provides a model
for preserving and disseminating centu-
ries-old puppet theatre classics to con-
temporary audiences beyond its origin
through an intimate, interactive format of

demonstrations by hereditary artist-practi-
tioners. It succeeded admirably in demon-
strating the most successful negotiations
between elite literary culture and popular
theatrical practice. The event presents
a puppetry tradition that has digested the
classics and while transforming them into
something unrecognisable through mate-
rial culture on display - a tradition that
is at once quintessentially Sicilian and
yet speaks to universal themes through
its chivalric ideals of courage, patriotism,
defence of the defenceless, and romantic
love, which continue to resonate as time-
less human values.
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